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Dedication




At the age of seven, I wrote my first book ever: a language arts textbook for my dolls to study. (I believe I wrote the title on the front as "Langawge Arts.") My grandmother read it and declared it superb work. 

When I first published professionally twenty-five years later, I wrote romance. Steamy romance. She wanted to read that too, because I wrote it. Nervously, I said "Grandma, it has sex in it." She looked at me deadpan and said, "I've had four children. I know what sex is."

She loved it. Or so I was told; I was never brave enough to discuss the "naked people" books with her directly.


      [image: image-placeholder]I dedicate this book this book and the fact that I had faith in my talents to become a writer to my first reader and biggest fan, Mary Ellen "Molly" Malvitz. 


      [image: image-placeholder]I hope she wouldn't mind that this book does not have sex in it. I think she would, however, appreciate that my spelling has improved dramatically since my first work.








  
  From the new Diary of Amy Popowitz


Idon’t know why I’ve waited so long to start a diary again, but it’s not like I had a lot of time over the last two years to sit down and think, let alone write anything. Also, I was, at times, literally running for my life, and how could I know I hadn’t died and was stuck in some kind of hell loop? After all, I wasn’t exactly a model person up to now. Hated my parents, slept with anything that made googly eyes at me and had a decent bod, pissed away a college education getting a degree in a field with little to no job prospects…
To serve up a plain bagel: it’s been weird, like some stupid reality show where I’m being set up to be punked. At any moment, I expect some B-lister celebrity to walk into the room and be like, “Fooled you, dipshit. Like vampires and werewolves actually exist. I mean, come on, you honestly believed your college roomie was some kind of supernatural ninja or something? Just how blonde are you?”
But either I’m currently in a coma and having the longest dream ever, or it is real. It’s like I went to sleep one night and woke up in a cult horror franchise remake of every Disney princess movie ever, only with worse clothes and straight princes. Also, the princes have fangs or howl at the moon, and the princesses have swords. 
Some of them also try to kill you.
Though I guess it’s possible I could still be in a coma, and if so, I hope my dad is wracked with guilt for all the time he wasted treating me like I was shit just because I dared to survive my childhood.
Once upon a time (and living in real life fairy tales as I am now, that phrase will forever make my eyes roll), I asked my surprise supernatural roommate, Geri Kline, AKA a descendant of both the real Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf, why she ran away from her little bum-fuck town in Northern Michigan. “Because you have two chances at having a family,” she’d said. “The one you’re born into and the one you choose for yourself. I’m here looking for that second one.” 
Which, I guess, I understood, even if I didn’t agree with. I mean, I ran away from New York City to avoid the family I’d been born into, but I came to Chicago for three reasons: great shopping, great food, and an airport big enough to let me escape anywhere without connections. But why did Geri decide Chi-town was her escape?
She’d thought about that for a moment before giving the most practical answer in the history of man. “Because I didn’t think my truck could make it any further without breaking down.”
So, that’s her world. Grab at every possibility… as long as it’s within a drivable distance. She dreamed big but still managed to be pragmatic, doing what she could with what she had available. Kind of inspirational, right? Of course, back then, I had no idea that Geri had just broken up with a werewolf or that the whole “supe” world was on the edge of an open war with Dracula (yes, the Dracula, Vlad Tepeş.) If I’d been Geri, I’d have run away from that too. Instead, she ended up meeting another werewolf in Chicago who needed her help finding his kidnapped mate. Unfortunately, when Geri found Tobias’s mate, it was too late. And then… Tobias became my roommate too.
Of course, when all that went down, I was still in the dark. I just thought Geri was stupidly friend-zoning a hot widower, not sheltering a broken werewolf. I mean, not my type, but yeah, Tobias was raging hot if you like that whole “grimes up good” thing. And, honestly, I did make me feel a little safer knowing there was a bulky big man taking care of the woman who was becoming my best friend, even if it was (according to her at the time) COMPLETELY PLATONIC. 
But the question remains: did Geri get her found-family? Well, a year and a half after “The Battle of the Tahquamenon” where Vlad Tepeş (again, yes, the Dracula) finally bit the big one, she’s shacking up with the hunky English werewolf and living her best life. They even adopted a kid which… sounds like a stupid thing for a twenty-something newlywed to do, but whatevs. Geri, Tobias, and Little Mina seem happy in their bubble of domestic bliss. 
They just rented a little house outside Marquette, Michigan. Geri’s hoping to start a Master of Education program at a local college up on the edge of civilization next fall, and even I admit that chubby-cheeked pup with whom they formed the world’s weirdest pack made my biological clock tick for a nanosecond. 
Of course, I quickly came to my senses and made sure my IUD was still in place, because me, a mom? Fuck. No. I am never having kids. NEVER.
So, yeah, Geri’s dreams came true. But mine? 
HA! Hardly.
First, I’m STILL IN CHICAGO. By now, I’d thought I’d be the hot arm candy of some ancient Californian billionaire with a heart condition. Granted, I do have a job that pays me way more than I’m worth and a pimped-out apartment with a great view, but that view is Chicago. And worse… I have a roommate: my ex-roomie’s ex-boyfriend.
Who is also my boss.
And hot as hell, but also, a total male slut and a little bit of an arrogant, party boy prick.
And my boss.
Yup, that’s right. I, Amy Popowitz, not only ended up living with Caleb Victor Helsing, but wait, there’s more! I’m also the den mother to his small court of sun-throwing superheroes-in-training, the Reclaimed. And listen, I get that it isn’t the slayers’ fault that they’re so unfamiliar with how the human world works. Before they were rescued from the fanciest prison ever, most of them had never been around hueys. So now, these potential undead assassins are developing skills and common sense most people learn as kids. 
Sergei struggles to understand the concept of money, most of all why each country needs a different kind. Teiko needed lessons on how to wash dishes. And don’t even get me started on personal hygiene. Oh, no, it’s not that they’re unclean. Quite the opposite; they’re a race of neat freaks. But somehow, I was the one who ended up teaching them all how to shave because in their Club Fed vampire prison, they had attendants to do their dirty work. It was crazy: twenty of us in the training gym, reviewing the basics of soap, lather, rinse. Of course, I forgot to distinguish the regions of shaving for men and women in the huey world and ended up with some extremely smooth-legged men the next day. 
Overall, things could have been worse. What else was I going to do? Head back to NYC to be a professional gopher at my dad’s law firm? Join my mother researching rooftop bars (and reverse-tipping the servers like she was still my age)? No thanks. Yeah, Caleb does grate my nerves, but at least I feel more like we’re in a battle of wits than the target of a nuclear assault like I am with my dad. But I’ll be damned if what I do should be called “assisting.” 
Caleb is supposed to be the leader of his community, and yet, it always seems I’m the one they all come to with their problems. He clubs all night and sleeps all day. But shit needs to get done, and guess whose job that ends up being? 
She’s got two thumbs pushed into her big knockers and her name is Amy Popowitz.
Fuck my life. Fuck my boss. 
In fact, just plain fuck me.
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Amy didn’t have to wonder why her dipshit boss was a no-show for the third time this week . The lacy thong discarded on the floor outside his bedroom door told the whole story.
Unbelievable. The so-called leader of the Slayer race and new shadow CEO of White-Whitman Labs, skipped out of the Board of Directors meeting… to get laid. 
Again.
Had they not just discussed why he needed to grow up and focus? Yes, they had, and the text conversation had gone something like this:
Hey, asshat, turn the tops of every toadstool in Chicagoland if you want, but remember the Board is as pissed at you right now as I am right now. BE AT THE MEETING.

Seriously? They’re vampires. They live for centuries. So what if they wait? Besides, shows them who’s boss if I ignore them and get away with it. 

IF.

Caleb?

CALEB!

Sorry, phone call. You need something? Thought we were done.

Look, I don’t care if you go out six nights a week and lay waste to every woman on the Magic Mile, just be at the BOD Meeting on the seventh. DO your job, not some girl. I swear, it’s like talking to a caveman with you.

*grumble grumble* *hits chest with fist* me horny and want to get drunky but if make you happy, me will come back to cave with buffalo and throw on stone table for pointy-tooth monsters 


Okay, that last part had made her laugh.
Then.
With a direct threat issued by Raquel de la Vega herself involving her fangs and Amy’s neck, Amy wasn’t laughing now. 
She pulled her phone from her pocket and hit the third name in the favorites. Though, given that Caleb was in the first position due to the need of frequency, she didn’t think that was a good name for the list. 
Gabor picked up before the electronic ringing had a chance to go off, but he still wasn’t fast enough to beat Amy, the Blonde Huey, jumping into a conversation.
“It’s me. I need help here. I have reached the docks and have confirmed that the sun is still below the horizon.”
“Miss Popowitz, hello. I must tell you again, there is no need for code.” The man on the other end sighed, and she could picture the Mayan-fisherman-turned-vampire pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’ll let the members of my team know that you’ve tracked down the Solari in his own apartment. As usual, they will be impressed at your huey capabilities.”
Huey. That’s what the supernatural set called mundane mortals like her. She didn’t know if the term predated its association with a precocious cartoon duck often in trouble due to his youth, inexperience, and incompetence, but it wouldn’t surprise her. Despite the probable sarcasm, she wouldn’t be distracted. She leaned into the door to see if she could hear anything. She wanted to be sure she didn’t catch the leader of the Slayer race in flagrante when she kicked it in. No plopping, grunting, mattress spring creaking… 
But Amy could smell a brand of perfume that she was both too picky and too young to wear.
Amy cupped her hand over the receiver. “He’s in his room, and I don’t think he’s alone in there.”
Her own bedroom was on the other side of the building, despite being a part of the same spacious luxury unit. Turned out to be a perk of being CEO was the penthouse suite. A consequence of being his personal assistant was sharing it. 
Amy wasn’t sure if Caleb’s bedroom turned into an EDM act when he had a hook up. Something told her he was a loud lover, and that he loved to pick up screamers. He’d want a woman who could give him lots of positive feedback. Either she’d been completely wrong and he was a mime in the sheets, or the slayer and his woman du jour were still asleep an hour before sunrise. 
Which also meant she would have been in there since the night before. 
While Amy was on the other side of the penthouse, changing out batteries, grabbing a steamy romance book, and questioning her life choices.
Gross.
Pinching back her nausea, the blonde huey turned on a heel and made her way toward the kitchen. “Update: the seagull is still circling. I repeat: the seagull still eyeballing the man holding the hotdog on the beach. I need the weatherman to come and blow the clouds from the horizon.”
“And again, again… if I’m just going to wipe the memory of yet another huey woman, there is no reason for code.” This time, Gabor sounded like one of her high school teachers giving her a well-worn lecture. “Go ahead and accuse them of having intercourse at the top of your lungs. It doesn’t matter.”
“Oh my God, intercourse? The only person I ever heard use that term outside of a classroom was my high school art teacher, and even he only ever did it ironically.” Amy dropped her hand. “Just how ancient are you?”
“I will be three hundred eighteen, next month.”
“I was being facetious, Gabor.” Her fault for asking. “Look, your own security team drilled into me that it was muy importante to be careful what I said around humans. That’s all I’m doing, okay?”
The human, who they must thought didn’t listen, pushed a fist into a cocked hip and glared at the doorknob. No, she wouldn’t do it. Even if a small part of her was curious if Little Caleb lived up to the hype, Amy didn’t want it confirmed. 
“Gabor, please get your ass down here. Caleb was supposed to be in that meeting…” the clock hanging over the kitchen counter struck the hour and truth, “… ten minutes ago. If I walk back into that conference room without him, the chairperson is personally going to fang me.”
The voice she expected to come through the receiver spoke immediately behind her.
“No need to worry, Miss Popowitz. I am already here.”
Amy turned, the phone slipping from her hand as her arms instinctively shot out to her side in surrender. She hadn’t even heard the penthouse door open, though she did hear it close. But only after Gabor was already standing beside her, a dull, unamused expression on his face and her way-too-expensive phone in his hand, saved from certain broken screens by the grace and agility of vampire reflexes. 
“Gabor!” 
Amy lashed one hand over her cleavage, the feel of her heart a jackrabbit beneath her fingertips. Try as she might, she still hadn’t been able to bust herself out of the PTS-fueled reaction every time a vamp took her by surprise. And that was like, hourly. 
“How many times have I said: only come into the penthouse like that if it’s an emergency?”
“My apologies, Miss Popowitz.” The hint of a smile flashed on his face before evaporating. “But you were speaking in code despite my repeated efforts to encourage you otherwise. I could only assume you were being held hostage or were somehow otherwise under duress.”
“You did? Oh, yeah, I guess…” Her voice tapered off and she schooled her own body’s reaction. 
She was not about to die. 
Amy let her head fall back against the wall and drew a few quick, deep breaths to reset herself. Gabor had a presence that made you respect his size while still thinking he might be a big old teddy bear deep down. The kind of man who bought balloons for children, then drove across town to rip out someone’s spine. Looking into his sharp features, umber skin, and somber gaze, she could easily picture him stroking her check moments before breaking her neck. She knew in principle, however, that she didn’t need to be afraid of WWL’s Chief of Security. 
“You needed my assistance, Miss Popowitz?” The vampire inclined his head after she’d been silent for several moments. Moments that must have seemed longer to him. 
“I did. I do.” Her heartbeat was slowing now. Until, that was, she remembered why she’d called Gabor to begin with. Potential heart attack averted, Amy crossed the room, pulling the old vamp by the hand. “Caleb must be at this meeting. I can’t make any more excuses for him. I know he’s got someone in there. I need her vacated, both physically and memory-wise, so I can drag his ass upstairs. Open the door and take care of it.”
The vampire straightened. “Miss, I would never presume to encroach upon the Solari’s private chamber except in matters of life and death, and most certainly not when he’s entertaining a paramour.”
“I don’t think she’s handicapped, and even if she is, I don’t think that changes anything.” She got behind the vampire and attempted to launch him into battle, despite his utter immovability. “And it is a matter of life and death: mine. If he’s not up in that boardroom in ten minutes, Raquel de la Vega said she would eat me.”
“Perhaps she was trying to woo you, Miss?”
Amy stopped her useless pushing as her face screwed up. “Raquel is gay?”
“Vampires don’t like to use such labels. But if you mean does the Chairperson of the Board prefer the intimate company of beautiful young women over that of young men, it has been my observation that, yes, she does.”
Amy didn’t think that’s what the words I will take my capable fangs to your throat and drink you dry meant, but she’d heard worse pickup lines.
Hell, she’d fallen for worse pickup lines.
“No, I think she meant as food. Look, are you going to help me or not?”
“Of course, Miss. I only ask that you be the one to breach our mutual employer’s bedroom door. If I, one of the stronger and more senior vampires in Chicago, were to enter unbidden it might trigger a slayer to act as instinct demands. It would only take one solarium aimed well to turn me to ash.”
“What do you think it’s going to do to me, give me a healthy glow?” Amy held out her arms akimbo. “In case you haven’t noticed lately, I’m human. A huey, as you guys call me. And all hueys have a severe allergy to getting hit by a supernatural ball of solar energy.”
“All the same, this is a boundary over which it is not wise for me to step. At the very least, because I wish to maintain my job and my life.”
Two balled up fists planted on her hips, Amy plastered on her best “you got to be fucking with me” glare. 
The vampire remained unchanged, something they were really good at.
“Fine.” She shook out her aggravation and her hands as she approached her boss’s door. “But I’m not getting you that nice Christmas present I had picked out.”
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Sleepless and growing more annoyed by the moment, Caleb lay in place where he’d awoken: his left arm wrapped around the previous evening’s distraction, his percale bed sheets twisted around both of their ankles. Outside his bedroom door, his chief of security and his assistant conducted a verbal thumb war. It didn’t matter who opened the door, really. In the end, it wouldn’t change the truth. 
Caleb Helsing’s life was fucked up. And now, at last, he was out of time and worse, excuses for why he couldn’t unfuck it.
Michelle (that was her name, right?) stirred, a coquettish smile bubbling on to her face when their eyes met. “Hey.”
Caleb pulled in his hand enough to lift the stray hairs covering her face, tucking them behind her ear. “Hey back.”
Michelle looked out the wall of windows, taking in the pre-dawn soft glow of the Chicago landscape as seen from over a hundred meters off the ground. In the distance, Lake Michigan’s ice-crusted depths sank into the blossom of a sunrise.
“It’s so early. Why are you awake?” 
“I haven’t slept at all.”
He withheld “because I’m a supernatural being who is genetically prone to being nocturnal.” It raised questions, ones he’d be perfectly willing to answer since Gabor was standing by to rewrite any of Michelle’s memories that a huey shouldn’t have, but he wanted to hold on to this escape a little longer. 
Last night, this king mattress had been a canvas he’d painted a masterpiece using the leggy brunette beside him as the brush. It had been fun. Had been. But as Michelle relaxed into a semi-boneless existence and drifted off, sated and exhausted, Caleb stared at the ceiling, mentally sparring with his ever-present anxieties. Even fantastic sex couldn’t divert his thoughts for long.
With a little purr, Michelle tucked her head into the crook of his shoulder and snuggled into his body. For warmth, Caleb presumed as he kept his suite at a temperature Amy described as “frigid as fuck.” (She tended toward drama.) 
A slayer was always a warmer than a huey. Despite not understanding the science behind it, it made sense for a supe whose defining ability was hurling balls of solar radiation about. This side effect of his heritage had often come to his advantage when entertaining members of the opposite sex. 
Caleb reached out, angling the sexy minx’s chin and dotting a kiss to her lips before he spoke. “Last night was awesome, but I think I’m late for a meeting I promised to make.”
“A meeting? Now?” The odd statement took her eyes to the teal glow of the alarm clock on the bedside table. “It’s six-fifteen in the morning.”
“I know. That Board always schedules these damn things at the ass crack of dawn. It’s… weird. I think they just like watching the sunrise in safety from the TK floor.” 
WWL’s cash cow, so-called Athenian glass, took care of that. The shit was as expensive as hell, but it managed to block out the exact wave lengths vampires were allergic to. While the executive offices were subterranean to avoid daylight, the whole boardroom was wrapped and gave a view of the city skyline even a bloodsucker could enjoy without turning into a pile of dust.
“Believe me, I don’t want to go,” Caleb admitted. It was the most open he’d been with her since they’d met twelve or so hours before. “But I don’t think I can get out of it any longer. I’m sorry.”
Just at that moment, he heard Amy repeat a threat handed down from the chairperson of the board, and his urge to protect kicked in. Caleb’s muscles clenched; his grip on the woman beside him intensified by instinct. Michelle must have thought she was getting an aggressive hug because she threw her arm back over him and squeezed back.
“Oh, did you want to have a little morning cap before you head off, then?”
No, he did not. He wanted to show Raquel the business side of his solarium. Honestly, he doubted the chairperson would make good on her threat. Caleb had spent the last year letting everyone know Amy Popowitz was his. Not in a sexual way,  but in the ways a vampire could lay claim to a human who tickled his fancy, so he, a Slayer, made it well known around the halls of the Walt Whitman Labs that you didn’t touch the blonde huey unless you wanted to chance being ashed.
If they were going to respect him, he had to back up that claim with action. “I really should get up and go,” he said through clenched teeth.
But the brunette countered, “I thought you were the boss. CEO, isn’t that what you said at the bar last night? Just tell them you’ll be there in an hour.”
“There might be… consequences.”
And that wasn’t limited to having his assistant being used as a blood bag. The Board could take this all away. His lux townhouse, sizable salary, his fancy corporate title… 
Did they not know how limber Michelle was?
Whether they did or not, Caleb could hear that the conversation outside his door had reached its crescendo, and footsteps were turning his way.
“Michelle, I think we’d better get up before…”
If you wanted to tempt fate, point at it and laugh in its general direction.
The door burst open, and Caleb pulled himself up. He yanked the bed sheets along for the ride, covering up the parts considered unprofessional to show a woman who worked under you in a professional capacity while also respecting the privacy of the one who had worked under him the previous night in a more casual way. His back pressed against the cool metal frame. From a break in the curtains, an orange-red beam of sunlight shot and illuminated the tip of Amy’s blade.
Fucking Hitchcock couldn’t have designed it better himself.
“Amy.” He said her name as part acknowledgment, part accusation. “You’re looking well this morning. Any particular reason for the knife, though?”
Before Amy could answer, the trembling brunette came up to speed with the scenario change. Wearing nothing but a confused expression and the most adorable lacy pink bra, she cowered into Caleb’s side, one hand full of sheet and the other pointing at the possible murder weapon. 
“C… C… Caleb, She’s got a… a… a… knife.” 
The slender blonde dressed in a black pencil skirt and sleeveless white blouse rolled her eyes. “Oh, my God, Buffy. I think your Friday morning special is about to piddle in your bed.”
Well, no one ever said Caleb didn’t listen to his assistant at all. Or that he didn’t care about his linens, even if a man in his position and with the kind of wealth he’d inherited could afford to have them replaced easily.
“Michelle, baby, it’s okay. Amy’s not going to hurt you. If she fillets anyone, it’ll be me. Give us a few minutes to clear up any sort of… confusion.” 
There was something about assuring a one-night stand that she wasn’t about to be murdered that let her focus on more immediate issues. Michelle found her backbone and her feet in the same moment, her pallor going from bleach white to crimson red in the space of a minute, just like her hands went from out at her side and ready to defend herself, to crossed over her chest and cupping her generous breasts… for the sake of modesty? Seemed a little late at this point.
Still, lucky hands.
“When I asked you last night if you were in a relationship, you said no, asshole,” she shrieked. “So why is your girlfriend—”
“Whoa, toots, I am so not his girlfriend.” Amy’s words were as sudden as they were biting. She was so precious when she tried to look all tough. “But then again, neither are you. And if you think you were ever going to be, your tits are bigger than your brain.” She side-eyed Michelle for a moment before scowling. “Actually, that’s probably true anyway.”
Well, fuck. As much as he loved the idea of a cat fight, he should probably diffuse the situation before the woman with a knife had a reason to want to carve up the woman without a knife. 
Caleb lowered his lips to press a kiss to the quaking woman’s forehead. “Michelle, go in the bathroom and get cleaned up. My security chief is waiting outside to take you home as soon as you’re ready.”
“What, you’re just going to throw me out of bed in the morning, and that’s that?” Michelle bolted out of bed, taking the twisted sheet along with her, exposing Caleb’s second-best asset next to his ability to throw balls of solar energy. “How about you get rid of your crazy ex first?”
That would be the next likeliest role for Amy, wouldn’t it? But even Caleb was getting eager to get on with this already.
“Amy is not now, nor has she ever been, anything romantic to me. She’s only my…” The fingers of his right hand swirled the air. “… flatmate slash assistant slash pain in my ass.” He swung his legs off the side of the bed and grabbed a towel off the floor, wrapping it around his midsection as he stood. Not for Michelle’s sake. She had seen his manhood from the inside three times in the last six hours. He would, however, like to avoid a sexual harassment lawsuit if possible.
Besides, even a thin layer of Turkish cotton between the knife and his manhood made him feel just a little bit better.
Caleb put a hand to Michelle’s back and shepherded her towards the ensuite. “Go. Please. This is weird enough for the two of us already. I’ll deal with the crazy woman.”
If he had thought getting Michelle out of earshot and eyeful would have calmed Amy, Caleb was immediately proven wrong.
The blonde huey cocked her hip and glared. “Deal with the crazy woman?”
“At least with her potentially lethal weapon, yes.” He pointed to the sharp pointy object still clasped in Amy’s right hand. “You know, you’d never have a chance, right? I can run faster than you can stab.”
Not like she needed the display, but Amy might do with a reminder. Just because Caleb avoided his office and anything to do with it with zeal didn’t mean he lacked ability. 
In a swish of movement, the slayer was before her with his hand cupped around hers. A little squeeze, which probably felt like a vice to the huey, and Amy’s fingers opened, her hand instinctively pulling back from pain. Not that it could have hurt that much. Caleb was gentle and, while Amy was annoying, he’d never hurt a woman just to make a point. 
The knife dropped, and just to complete the demonstration and to keep her toes from potential harm, Caleb caught it by its hilt and tossed it on the bed behind him.
“Now that that’s out of the way…” he said, adding a cocky grin. “To what do I owe this impressive wakeup call?”
Amy huffed. “Remember when you were heading out to the club last night, and I stopped you by the door and told you ‘Hey, jackass, don’t miss the Board Meeting if you want to live?’ Why is it that I seem more interested in you doing your job than you?”
He turned to find some clothes, even as the shower came on in the bathroom. “Job?”
“Yeah, you know the one where you’re supposed to run this company?”
“It rings a bell.” Caleb pulled a pair of briefs and socks from his dresser before heading into the walk-in closet. “That’s the one I get paid a shit ton of money to do, isn’t it?”
“Theoretically.” By the sound of her voice, she was following him in. “We were supposed to meet an hour ago in my office to prep for the board meeting, but you never showed up.”
“As you can see, I was busy doing something.”
“Someone, Caleb. Someone.” She came to a rest outside the door. Though Caleb couldn’t see it, he could picture Amy, her back against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest. 
The view in his mind’s eye was… inspiring. Not that he thought of Amy in that way. As the best friend of his ex-girlfriend and his employee, she was off limits with a capital O. Still, as last night and frankly, most nights proved, Caleb was a hot-blooded and virile male. Besides, Amy would probably castrate him if he ever actually came on to her. Well, came on to her again. But the one time they’d kissed wasn’t because of some kind of attraction. Caleb had been trying to make his ex jealous. Given the fact that Geri Kline was now Mrs. Geri Kline-Somfield, mated to a werewolf and legally wedded under the huey laws of the great state of Michigan, it hadn’t worked. 
Amy’s voice dragged him from his reverie. “You can’t miss another meeting. Vega told me if you don’t show up this time, she’s opening my vein and drinking slowly until you do.”
“There isn’t a vampire in this building who would dare, not even her.” He hunted through the racks of clothes with more labels than a soup factory. Money was a good thing. A lot of money was a very good thing. “I’d ash any that tried. Raquel was bluffing.”
"Threatening,” Amy countered. “She was threatening me. And you promised me that you’d never put me in a situation where I had to feed a vamp, Caleb.”
The shower shut off, and Caleb knew they’d only have a minute or two to speak openly before Michelle came back in. Not much time to relieve Amy of her concern. 
“Do you remember what happened the first time we came here together?” Caleb asked, emerging from the closet while straightening the blue-and-pink silk tie. It matched well with the pink linen shirt and cobalt blue suit. 
Her eyebrows lifted at the change in direction and maybe, his appearance. “You mean that time we showed up in the middle of the night and you blew up one of the members of the board, proclaiming yourself Big Boss and Lord of All? Rings a bell.”
“I ashed a member of the Dracule bloodline and informed the board of Inga Rosethorn’s death, adding that I was her heir and CEO Designate.” Nuance wasn’t the blonde huey’s specialty. “I didn’t kill that vamp just because he was plotting against the interests of this company and me personally. I did it to show that I was someone you don’t fuck with. No vampire at WWL is going to fangrape you, Barbie. They know that you’re under my protection, and I don’t just threaten.”
“You say that, but it’s hard for them to remember that you even exist when you never show up for anything. Besides…” she shrugged, “… there’s developments that I can’t deal with, even if it doesn’t result in me being down a pint.”
“Developments?” He sat on a bench and pulled out a pair of matching shoes. “What developments?”
“Why don’t you show up and find out?” Amy’s eyes cycled, looking, he assumed, at the shapely brunette who walked out of a bank of steam pouring out the bathroom door and back into earshot just at that moment. 
“Caleb?” Michelle’s tone lifted. 
He waved Michelle in, keeping eyes on Amy. “It’s okay. Amy is disarmed, and she was just on her way to turn on the espresso machine.” 
“I am?” 
Two little words that, translated from Amy to English, meant Who in the hell do you I think I am, your waitress?
“Yes, you are,” he said, nodding. “Because if you expect me to be at my best with the Board, I’m going to need caffeine. Now, go, you harpy.” With a jerk of his hand toward the door, he shadowed the command with a direction. “I need to talk to Michelle for a moment.”
His Thursday-night entertainment visibly relaxed when Amy turned on heel and went back from whence she came. Wrapped in a towel and wet hair sticking to the side of the face, the lady before him had lost a little of the painted-on charm that had caught his eye in the piano bar the night before. No matter. She was still a knock-out, and he didn’t want her to think her time and efforts hadn’t been appreciated.
“That was fun, Michelle.” He leaned in, his hands bracing her shoulders and his lips dancing over hers.
“After I get dressed, can you… will you walk me out?” She looked up at him from under a curtain of hair. Then, her smile broke, and she rolled her eyes to the side. “Sorry if I sound like a little girl, but waking up to a crazy blonde wielding a knife isn’t how I usually start my day. I could use some…” she ran a finger down the center of Caleb’s tie, “… comforting.”
The playful, slightly teasing tone was familiar. Many of his conquests employed the gentle lilt that balanced hope with promise. But the last thing Caleb wanted after he’d had a woman was the woman he’d had.
“No. Like I said, meeting.” He pulled away and dropped his hands to his side. “Besides, we’re never going to see each other again.”
Her smile dropped, as did any pretense at foreplay. Michelle pulled back, her spine straight and her glare, burning. “Excuse me?”
“Ah, sweet Shelly. How can I explain this?” Caleb tucked his hands into his pockets and took a step back. “Look, you’re smart, pretty, and damn, so amazingly limber. But the truth is that we’re never going to speak again. In fact, I’m probably not even going to remember your name in a few hours.”
“Um… okay?” She blinked her surprise. “Not like I was expected to pick out furniture and meet your parents, but when did you turn into such an asshole?”
“I was already an asshole when you picked me up. But you liked the size of my wallet and my, well…” His eyes did a quick visual acknowledgement of his crotch. “And believe me, I’d love to see you again, but it’s a security thing. Don’t worry, you also won’t even remember my name in a few minutes.” 
Nesting a hand at the bottom of her back, Caleb guided Michelle toward the door, using his other hand to pick up the pile of her clothes from the dresser as they passed. It didn’t matter that she was cold and almost naked. A few enthralled suggestions from Gabor and a warm robe from housekeeping, both issues would be null. They’d make sure Michelle was well fed and groomed before filing her back into her life without any memory of the crazy night she’d just had. 
“Hello, Mr. Helsing.” 
The security chief stood in waiting right outside the bedroom door. Not surprising. Pretty sure Amy had his digits engraved on the back of her eyelids. All vampires were fierce, but Gabor also looked like it too. Six-two with broad shoulders, biceps the size of bowling balls, and fists that could crack coconuts, he nonetheless had a reverent, peaceful demeanor about him. He was one of the few vampires Amy felt comfortable around, probably because anyone who took the time to know Gabor discovered he was more teddy bear than grizzly.
Gabor nodded to them both as they emerged into the kitchen. “Mr. Helsing, good morning. And Miss Carrow, how do you do?”
Michelle froze in place. “How do you know my name? And did you say… Helsing?” She turned to Caleb. “I thought you said your name was Musk.”
“I did. I lied.”
Did she expect him to go around using such a famous name?
The one that actually belonged to him, that was?
“Helsing?” Her eyes sparkled in the way eyes always did whenever some huey discovered Caleb’s family name. “Like Van Helsing? Like in Dracula?” 
The slayer closed his eyes and exhaled with gusto. “No, there’s no Van. Stoker made up the part about my family being Dutch. Guess he wanted his eccentric hero to be foreign but, you know, not that foreign. And just so you know, it used to be Hellsinger, but the name gave us a reputation.”
“Let me guess, as vampire slayers?” Michelle’s eyebrows arched.
“No, as bad vocalists.” Caleb blew across the surface of his espresso. “The vampire slayers part is something we’re kind of proud of.”
Her face went blank as she tried to work out if he was joking. Few hueys could immediately wrap their heads around the fact that supernatural beings existed, let alone that Caleb was one. He wasn’t sure why his performance in bed last night wasn’t proof enough. Could a human move like that, let alone three times in a row? 
To skip to the end of a potentially and absurdly long back and forth, Caleb held up his free hand and poked up an index finger. With a split second of intention, his power lit. The tiny bead of solar energy, a ball no bigger than a marble, suspended in the air, just above his fingertip. In a moment, the brunette’s mouth went agape.
Oh, that look is familiar, Caleb thought.
“I use these to kill the ones who go bad.” Moving the solarium a little higher in the air so Michelle could see better, he also commanded the ball to ascend, coming to eye level. “Wooden stakes through the heart or brain work too, of course, but they’re so messy. Plus, you have to get closer to a vamp to use them than I like being.”
“And he doesn’t really kill that many of them,” Amy piped in, bringing a package of chocolate chip scones to the table and sitting. “As a backup, he’ll also just yap on like this until they want to die.”
With an assistant like this, who needed an enemy? 
“Anyways…” Caleb rolled his hand back into a fist and extinguished the energy. It puffed out with a flicker. “Amy and I have work apparently, so I’m going to ask Gabor here to get you dressed, put you into a car, and alter your memory so you have no recollection that I exist or remember anything you just found out. Gabor?”
“Wait, what?” Michelle’s face curdled. “So you’re all just nuts, then? Or is this some sick joke for getting rid of the women you fuck?”
“You say joke, I say unfortunate but necessary solution.” Caleb ignored Amy’s disgusted glare. “What, you think I wouldn’t want you to remember how hard I made you come last night, or how many times? Do you have any idea how much easier it would be to hook up with women if I could build up a reputation to do half the work for me? Like I said, it’s a security thing. The wrong vamp picks you up and finds out you have a connection to me, there’s no telling the torture you’d endure. So again I say, Gabor?”
The hottie didn’t know if she should be more scared or angry but instead tried to be both at once. The war he saw play across her face didn’t exactly lack entertainment value. She both wanted to run away and to lunge out and strangle him all at the same time. 
That was until she locked gazes with the security guard. 
The solemn vampire stepped forward. “Miss Carrow, come with me, please. I want to make sure you get dried and dressed before you catch something. It’s going to be very cold out this morning.” 
Before any further attempt to insult and or reject could take place, Michelle grew very still and very quiet. Gods, Caleb was so jealous of the vampire ability to enthrall. Thank God he had this one at his beck and call to do the deed for him. Prior to coming to WWL, Caleb had had to make up long, lingering stories about who he was and hope he never ran into one of his conquests again. It was the reason he’d done most of his booty hunts in the bars of hotels near airports. Women who were only in town for a few days and likewise preferred a quick fling with no future intention had been his target demographic.
“Of course.” Michelle’s dreamy voice perfectly matched her relaxed features. She looked like she was walking on a cloud as, with Gabor’s hand in hers, they left the kitchen.
Once they were alone, Caleb pulled a scone from the plastic clamshell and took a bite. “So, you were saying?” he mumbled around chunks of pastry.
Amy gave him “the look,” the one that admonished his actions and called him out over every single insult without saying a word. Normally, this was the part where she would have lectured him about how women weren’t things to be used. (Forget that until she’d moved in with Caleb in the WWL tower, she’d been the one to let herself be used. Frequently, from what he’d been told.) 
“The Board is breathing down my neck, Caleb. And since they’re all vampires, that isn’t a metaphor, and it doesn’t stop at creepy stalker vibes. You can’t miss another meeting.” 
She said all this as she went to the fridge and pulled out the ingredients for her dawn smoothie. Amy had given up coffee after a month of living nocturnally. It was great at keeping you awake, she’d said, but it also made her heart pound. The last thing you wanted when you were a tasty morsel surrounded by the befanged was to advertise a healthy pulse. 
She slumped down into the chair across the table from him. “I promised Vega you’d be there tonight. I staked my reputation on your disreputable ass, and you made me look like an idiot when you were a no-show. But more than that, the Board needs you there.”
“Right. Developments. You said something about developments. But didn’t I give you my proxy already? Just do what you think best. You know I trust you.”
She grimaced. “Yeah, for signing off on things like sales reports and supply orders and stuff. But, hey, guess what? Turns out the one thing vampires hate more than having to report to a slayer is having to deal with his pet human instead.”  
“One man’s pet is another man’s protégé.”
“Not if you’re the man in question.” Amy rolled her eyes. “Look, Caleb, I understand why you hired me to be your assistant… if the way I came to be here could be called hiring. But, seriously, why am I here? Yeah, the pay is great. The townhouse is great. But what is the point of my presence except sheltering your ass from what you’re supposed to be doing yourself?”
He’d put up a hand before she was even halfway through her statement, but proved at least enough of a gentleman to wait until she was done. “We both know that if you weren’t here, you’d probably already be working through the estate of your second very wealthy but very elderly husband.”
She blinked her confusion. “Why would I need a second one?”
He ignored the quip and moved on. “If I hadn’t enlisted you when I did, you were going to get your ass kicked to the curb by the supernatural in-crowd. It’s hard to go back to a mundane existence after you’ve seen ‘behind the veil.’ You never would have been happy again. And don’t act like your life isn’t a lot more interesting since you found out your best friend is a descendant of Red Riding Hood and that her boyfriend is an actual vampire slayer descended from the most powerful line in history.”
“I think you mean her ex-boyfriend. She broke up with you, remember? Married a werewolf named Tobias? Has a happy family, an adopted daughter, and a small mortgage on a big house in the middle of nowhere?”
He did remember those things, each and every one of them, with excruciating accuracy.
“And don’t act like you’re the one who saved me,” Amy went on. “If I hadn’t been here this last year doing the work you refuse or seem unable to do, this company would have kicked you to the curb already.” 
He chortled. “Let them try. Inga Rosethorn deeded fifty-one percent ownership to me. We supes might not be able to use huey courts, but a vampire would sooner die than get earn a reputation as a flouncer. There’s nothing they can do about me being CEO.”
Amy’s lips wrapped around the straw sticking out from her smoothie as she kept her gaze locked on his.
A colony of bugs woke up in Caleb’s stomach. “There’s nothing they can do, right?”
She sucked so hard her cheeks went concave. 
“Amy?”
God, the sound she made was annoying.
“Amy!” The plastic cup went flying as Caleb smacked it from her grip, leaving the straw hanging in space from her mouth. 
Lacking any urgency or an ounce of reaction, Amy reached up and took it between two fingers. “The Board meeting resumes in five minutes.” Then she put the straw down on the table and stood, heading for the door. “Come and ask them yourself.”
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The retina scanner did its thing, and the doors to the elevator parted. Security at WWL took on both old forms, a la kindly henchmen and men in suits with guns at the street level entrances, and more modern ones, like this kind of tech that still felt like something from some spy flick Caleb had watched once. That described WWL by extension. Vampires as old as four hundred years populated senior suites, while R&D dished out beyond state-of-the-art products thanks to vamps born in the last century staffing. 
And here he was, in charge of them all, unchecked and unchallenged. Or so Caleb had thought. What had Amy meant by ask the board? Wasn’t being the boss supposed to mean that he answered to no one? If anyone deserved a little R&R, it was the guy who helped kill Dracula and squash his sycophants. Those motherfucking vamps owed him for saving the goddamned supernatural world.
Ungrateful leeches. 
Agitation festered as Caleb looked down to see his fingers curling, his upper arms tight against his frame. Why was it taking so long to go between the penthouse and the floor where the executive boardroom was located?
Time to give Raquel a piece of my mind, he thought as the numbers on the display went down. Had she forgotten how he’d started his tenure at WWL: dusting one of her fellow board members in front of everyone? Screw anyone who thought they were going to take anything away from Caleb Helsing. 
By the time the heavy wooden doors that led into the executive board room opened, Caleb wouldn’t have been surprised if he had sprouted his own pair of fangs.
“What the fuck, Raquel?” Who needed to exchange meaningless pleasantries when you had profanity in your tool belt? “After everything I’ve done for this company, what kind of shit are you trying to pull?”
Raquel wore her chestnut hair tied up in a tight bun he was pretty sure he could bounce a penny off. Her human years had been spent as a sickly prostitute in the Yucatan barrios, leaving her thin, gangly. Expensive clothes hung off a frame that lacked curves and appeal, and her glare shot out of humorless eyes. Despite what some might dismiss as a lean-and-hungry look, she was still a vampire three hundred years into her afterlife. Being of old stock, she’d been reared on formality and decorum, even amongst rivals.
Even if she was clearly pissed off that Caleb had decided to do fuck all with formality.
“Mr. Helsing.” Somehow, whenever she said his name, it sounded like an insult. “How nice of you to join us. Finally.”
Caleb scanned the seats around the table for Amy, hoping to goad her into repeating what she’d intimated up in the penthouse they shared. His brief survey left the blonde huey unaccounted for. That was until Raquel, seeming to understand what he was searching for, pointed into the upper corner of the room. Caleb turned to find his huey assistant stationed at his five o’clock, a legal pad on her lap and her eyes fixed there like she was purposefully using it as an excuse not to look up.
Well, that wasn’t going to do. Had she been sitting off to the side of the room during all the meetings he’d skipped? No wonder the Board didn’t take her seriously. Someday soon, Caleb was going to have to educate the blonde huey on how cowering marked her in the vampires’ eyes as a scared animal, not demanding respect.
“Miss Popowitz has my proxy.” 
Caleb backstepped to wrap a hand firmly around the huey’s bicep, pulling Amy to her feet before depositing her into the brown leather seat at the head of the table. She’d be pissed at him later for manhandling her. (Frankly, she looked pretty pissed at him now.) But the move served as a display to the board: this was Amy’s proper place in the room. In the captain’s chair, so to speak. To reemphasize, Caleb took a position right behind her.
“A CEO is a busy man with a lot of things to do. You can’t expect me to just show up here whenever you think it’s convenient.”
“If by things to do, you mean hot flowing blondes and brunettes… yes, I’ve heard how busy you’ve been.“ Raquel looked down at him in more ways than one. “And while we respect Miss Popowitz’s contributions, as well-intentioned as they’ve been, at the end of the night, she is still just a huey. Some matters require the personal attention of the CEO, even if he is only a slayer and not a vampire.”
“The Slayer Solari, and the one who saved your fucking asses. Or did you forget how I solved that little Dracule problem that threatened to set your kind off into a civil war?” 
“That title has not been used in a century,” Raquel noted. “And it is one that must be earned, not handed out by a lot of Stockholm suffering sycophants. Yet, according to my reports, you haven’t spent any significant time with the Reclaimed since you accidentally exploded the executive swimming pool.”
He was never going to live that down, was he? “Like I said, I’ve been busy. And in case you’ve forgotten, not only did I rescue all those ‘sycophants’ from Dracula’s dungeon, but I also managed to wipe out hundreds of Tepeş’s loyal soldiers single-handedly. How much more do you expect me to do to ‘earn’ my title?”
Raquel folded her hands and placed them on the table. “Mr. Helsing, rest assured that the Board recognizes your generous and sizable contributions at the Battle of the Tahquamenon which aided in the defeat and death of Vlad Tepeş. It also feels, however, that some of the credit should be given to the multi-tiered supernatural forces that fought the Ravens that night. You were simply one person on the battlefield. Without the efforts of the Grand Matron of the Wolfsretter and her daughter, Gerwalta Kline, the victory may have never come.”
Caleb tried not to flinch. He had some righteous indignation built up during the elevator ride up, and he didn’t want it pissed away because he got mopey hearing his ex’s name. 
“Yes. Well, still…” Arms against his sides, Caleb’s voice stiffened. “The point is, this is bullshit. I am the CEO of this company. Inga Rosenthorn left all her shares, fifty-one percent of the company, to me.” 
“A controlling share, indeed, which would, in normal circumstances, firmly secure your position.”
The stitch in his side that had struck earlier with Amy’s tease came on again. “These aren’t normal circumstances?”
“No, Mr. Helsing, they are not. You are a slayer. This corporation was founded and has been led by vampires for the last forty years. While your deal with Rosethorn did leave you in charge, she had the foresight to know that a young slayer might not be the best choice as corporate head. Or maybe her lack of faith was because you were the slayer in question.”
No need to remind Raquel that, at that time, Caleb had been the only slayer in question. Outside of rumors, to the best of everyone’s knowledge, he’d been the last slayer at all until it was discovered that
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