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 Foreword and a Jaz Primo Interview

 


 


Jaz’s Insights

While I feel both fortunate
and happy over the success of Sunrise at
Sunset since its debut in October 2010,
I’m very excited for the opportunity to create a second edition
version to provide to readers. During the revision process, a
number of people asked me, “Why go back to revisit an already
released novel?”

The truth is that I’ve grown so much as a
writer since that first published book, and I tend to view my early
works with more scrutiny than is perhaps fair. I reasoned that, as
with all my writing, I want it to be the best quality of work that
I’m capable of presenting to the world. There were some – let’s
call them habits and tendencies – that I had regarding my writing
style and word selections that were evident in that first novel,
which I now view with a critical eye.

But there’s more to it than
mere style and technique concerns. There were scenes and character
development events in Sunrise at
Sunset that I would have liked to
communicate differently but I didn’t command the writing mastery
that I do today. Given that, this second edition version is
presented closer to the intent of my original vision, which gives
me a great deal of satisfaction. As such, not only have some scenes
been rewritten, there’s also new never seen before material that’s
been added. There were also scenes or plot points that I considered
unnecessary, so they were deleted.

For established fans of
the Sunset Vampire series, it would be natural to wonder, given these rewrites,
additions, and deletion, if any established canon has changed with
this second edition. The answer is unequivocally, no. There are
key, important events and moments that take place throughout the
series that I consider key milestone events. Those key events are
essentially fixed points in time during the storyline that the
remainder of the series either refers to or builds upon, and those
cannot be fundamentally altered without disrupting the continuity
of storyline or character development.

So, let’s recap. First, there have been
enhancements applied to the original novel that should improve the
depth of character development. Second, no series-essential events
have been altered or deleted. Third, in my humble opinion, the
quality of the original content has been significantly improved
upon, including additional material that provides helpful context
for improved storyline and character development. Fourth, and
final, I believe that you’re going to love this second edition. Oh,
and let’s not forget the never been seen before new material in the
form of a bonus chapter at the end of the novel and the brief Jaz
interview below!

 


The Interview with Jaz

The following questions were provided by
Jaz’s readers and supporters.

 


Where did you come up with the idea of a
female alpha and male beta setup?

For years, I’ve had the
fundamental characters of Katrina and Caleb in the back of my mind.
They developed over time, and I knew from the very beginning that I
wanted to have the alpha female vampire to beta human male dynamic.
Once I saw how popular the Vampire
Diaries and Twilight series were, it really
inspired me to believe that my altered gender dynamic might be
appreciated as something different from the popular standard during
that time. Little did I realize how controversial that selection
would turn out to be with approximately one-third of readers, who
adamantly disliked that structure.

 


Did you know someone who served as the basis
for Katrina? Why a redhead?

I’ve never personally known anyone who
influenced my vision for Katrina. I’ve been surrounded by strong
women in my life, though none of them were specifically like the
character Katrina. It’s accurate to say that my long-time
admiration and appreciation for the heroic characters Wonder Woman
and Xena: Warrior Princess were influential in forming some of
Katrina’s characteristics.

As for why I selected a redhead, it wasn’t a
conscious decision on my part. My imagination’s initial vision of
Katrina presented her as a redhead from the start. Certainly, I’ve
always found redheads particularly attractive. But I can’t help
wondering if the lore that redheads sometimes foster explosive
tempers had some subconscious influence on the machinations of my
imagination. In that respect, I initially envisioned Katrina to be
demonstrative and to have an occasionally sharp temper, which was
an intimidating part of her personality that I anticipated Caleb
and others might have to contend with.

 


Why did you decide to write paranormal
romance? Did anything you read as a child inspire you to write
about paranormal? If not, what inspired you to be a writer and how
did you chose the genre you are writing in?

As a child and young adult, I read more
novels from both the fantasy and science fiction genres than any
other. I also read comic books. It wasn’t until I was in my
twenties that I ventured into reading more paranormal and then
being introduced to paranormal romance. However, both of those
became fast favorites with me, and now hold prominent places
alongside both fantasy and science fiction in my reading list.

As to what inspired me to be a writer, I’ve
written creative fiction and short stories since I was in
elementary school and continuing into my adulthood. I’ve been
gifted with a vivid, rich imagination that has fueled my creative
writing endeavors. Hopefully, my imagination will continue to
remain fertile and active for the remainder of my life because it’s
an important part of who I am.

 


In a genre largely comprised of female
authors, having a successful paranormal series by a male author is
quite rare. Was it hard for you as a guy to get into and write
paranormal romance?

I’ve discovered that the
publishing industry is a highly competitive business regardless of
whether an author is male or female. I feel very fortunate, and
grateful, to have had the success in my writing and publishing
endeavors that I’ve had to this point in my publishing career. That
being said, I agree that there seem to be few male authors who are
successful in the genre (subgenre?) of paranormal romance. I
sometimes wonder if being published as “Jaz” – which appears more
gender neutral – has assisted me or not. Although, I have been told
by some female readers that they started reading the
Sunset Vampire series
not realizing that I was a male author. They said that my ability
to successfully channel lead female characters in a believable
fashion pleasantly surprised them when they discovered that I was a
man.

A couple of readers confessed that they
might not have sampled my paranormal romance work if they knew
ahead of time that I was a male author. I take that as a huge
compliment, and I’m relying heavily on my female readers to
advocate my work on their behalf so that other female readers might
continue to sample my novels. My success is largely reliant upon a
strong grass roots campaign, so I greatly appreciate YOUR help!

 


How many more books do you foresee in The
Sunset Vampire series?

I’m not sure exactly how
many books will be in the series before I’m finished with it.
However, I estimate that there will at least be a total of seven
books, so readers have at least three remaining. However, I’m done
with the series when I’m finished telling the overall story, so I
reserve the right for that number to fluctuate as needed. That’s
creative license, right? And there’s nothing worse than practicing
creativity without a license. *pausing* Actually, I just made that
up…

 


How has social media helped you to grow a
passion for writing into a burgeoning career?

Like many new authors, I initially
misunderstood how to approach social media. The truth is that
social media is all about people being social with each other. Most
people don’t embrace social media as an advertising medium, and
many are turned off by seeing those “buy my book” or “read my
latest review” postings from authors. What I’ve learned along my
publishing journey is that making connections with readers is a
personal experience, not a mass-marketed one. While we authors are
excited about our works, we have to be thoughtful about our
approach to reaching out to the world.

According to a number of publishing industry
and marketing surveys conducted in recent years, word of mouth
advertising – the personal endorsements that friends, coworkers,
and family members provide to each other – is the most effective
and credible method by which new books are discovered by readers.
Every author believes that their books are worthy of being read,
but until people get to know that author at a personal level,
they’re less inclined to try them out…unless someone they know or
trust already endorses those books. That’s why new readers are
typically won over at a personal level, one reader at a time.

My advice to authors is to get to know
people in the same manner that you like to be approached…personally
and sincerely. Since adopting that approach to meeting new readers,
I’ve found my writing career to be both more successful and more
personally satisfying. Best of all, I’ve formed wonderful
acquaintances and friendships along the way.

 


Do your fans influence your storyline?

That’s an excellent
question. I don’t believe that my fans have overtly influenced
character development or storylines in a conscious manner, but it’s
entirely plausible to believe that some might have subtly
influenced my subconscious mind to affect storylines and character
development. Of course, in that case, I wouldn’t be entirely aware
that it had happened. *pausing*
I’m suddenly reminded of the storyline from the
film Inception.

 


Have you noticed any significant gains since
the forming of your Jaz-a-holics street team?

I’m very proud of my
Jaz-a-holics street team! They’re wonderful, kind souls who are
experienced readers and are avid supporters of me and my works. My
sincere thanks and appreciation to the Jaz-a-holics. Their
thoughtful and insightful feedback as beta readers has been
invaluable to me. Their influence has been instrumental in reaching
out to new readers, as well as helping to raise the visibility of
the Jaz Primo brand in the world. I believe that their influence
has also been instrumental in increased participation in signing up
for my Jaz newsletter. If you haven’t already signed up to receive
my newsletter, please go now to jazprimo.com and click on any of
the submenu options such as About
Jaz, Special
Announcements, Events, or Jaz’s Blog to sign up. There’s an
enrollment entry to the side of most of my web pages.

 


What new storylines or series do you have
planned for the future?

I’m already developing the storylines and
characters for a number of future projects. I plan to write a
medieval fantasy series set on a planet similar to Earth that’s
very rich and engaging. I have already developed a number of
compelling characters, immersive settings, and sweeping plots and
subplots, but I’m still actively world-building; creating all of
those details and backstories that add depth and believability to
the setting.

Additionally, I’m
finalizing the details for a zombie novel set in the 1860s during
the American Civil War. Some prominent historical figures make key
appearances in that one. There’s a one-off novel planned for
my Sunset Vampire series that introduces new characters and settings, though I
don’t want to say too much about it right now. And I have an urban
fantasy series in mind that takes place during the 1940s or 50s and
sort of reinvents history as we know it by introducing a momentous
extraterrestrial event to Earth immediately following World War
II.

Of course, I’m currently
focused on continuing Katrina and Caleb’s story in the
Sunset Vampire series,
as well as completing the initial Logan Bringer trilogy. There’s a
lot of writing ahead to keep me very busy for the next few years.
In fact, I better get back to my keyboard now!
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 PART
I

 


A New Beginning

 


 


* * * * * * *

 


 


 Chapter 1:
Life Renewed

 


 


The beginning of an end is sometimes just
the start of something new. And once in a while, it’s the genesis
of something wonderful.

 


* * *

 


Amber recalled welcoming the dawn until
circumstances forced her to forsake it entirely.

Centuries later, she once again craved the
impending sunrise, complete with its promise of a cleansing,
burning finality.

Staring beyond the tree line, she savored
the subtle changes in the sky’s morning hues while welcoming the
sense of peace that washed over her.

This will do nicely.

She marveled at the beautiful, yellow-orange
glow forming above the tree line. At the same time, it was
terrifying in its majesty, and the urge to flee rose within
her.

Then she remembered what had brought her
there in the first place and she looked up into the blue sky.

Seemingly endless.

Like me.

But while the morning sky held the promise
of something new, she was convinced that her life no longer
did.

My eternal life outlasted its allure.

Wealth. Power. Blood.

It all meant so little to her.

Never mind my string of failed
relationships.

Those had taken their toll, as well.

And though she’d given up on relationships a
long time ago, the ensuing years hadn’t been especially kind on her
heart.

During that time, she learned that
loneliness wasn’t for the faint-hearted.

It wears upon you.

Like a yoke.

Like a million pound weight.

It’s a curse.

She looked to the horizon. “Why is this
damned sunrise taking so long?”

As her patience waned, her final regret was
the inability to appreciate the sun for very long before meeting
her end.

She missed the sunshine, really.

As a human she had loved the mornings and
the hopeful sense of optimism that sunrise brought to each day.

Her sense of optimism, much like her sense
of humanity, had long since departed.

As the sun began to rise, Amber marveled at
the beautiful, yellow-orange glow forming above the tree line. It
was terrifying in its majesty, and the innate urge to avoid it
began to grow despite her resolve to meet her end.

Reflex response.

She stilled herself with a final surge of
determination.

My last.

The repercussion of the sun’s ultraviolet
radiation began to play across her skin.

At first it was merely an itching, but
quickly grew painful.

Her exposed skin blistered, and seconds
later the core of her body erupted with fire.

Amber tightly shut her eyes against the
sun’s rays as they crept across the top of the trees.

A sizzling sound erupted around her, and she
quickly realized it was coming from her own body.

With the sunlight nearly full upon her, a
peculiar thing happened to Amber’s morose resolution: she changed
her mind.

Oh, hell!

Harnessing speed that humans couldn’t
readily comprehend, she propelled her body westward into the tree
line, holding the pain inside so she wouldn’t scream.

Her lungs burned until she was in complete
agony; she wanted to scream and claw them from her body.

Instead, she ran while containing the
painful wail building within her.

Amber realized her only hope was to seek
refuge from the blazing sunlight using the nearest opportunity for
shelter.

In a matter of seconds, she raced across
acreage toward a wood-framed garage situated beside an old
paint-peeled house just a short distance ahead.

She barely registered the garage’s side
doorway before speeding through it in a blur of movement. She
slammed the door shut behind her, seeking refuge beneath a
tarp-draped car.

She lay on her back while appreciating the
coolness of the grimy concrete floor.

Her skin sizzled, and the burns covering her
body felt catastrophic. Pain coursed through her system, and she
breathed in short, gasping breaths.

Way to go,
she thought. Now
what?

She needed fresh blood for her body to begin
the healing process properly. If only she hadn’t deliberately
fasted in hopes of accelerating the process of death by morning
sunshine.

Even death wasn’t kind to her.

After facing her imminent demise firsthand,
she considered that it may have been a stupid notion.

Naturally, I left my blood supply at
home.

Sighing with exasperation sent a wave of
intense pain throughout her body.

While drawing air into her lungs through
clenched teeth, she heard a creaky door open and promptly smelled a
human.

By the sounds of the small, awkward
footsteps, it was a small human, likely a child.

Her suspicion was confirmed in the simple
word the visitor uttered next.

“Hello?” asked a young
boy.

She turned her head to the side.

Go away!

As he bent down to tie his
shoe, Amber noted his faded blue jeans and a T-shirt emblazoned
with cartoon characters from Walt Disney’s The Lion King.

She held her breath, hoping he wouldn’t
glance under the car and see her.

Though she desperately needed blood, one of
the few resolutions she had made since becoming a vampire was never
to hurt children.

She hoped that the boy would lose interest
and quickly leave.

She watched as he slowly tied his shoelaces
while occasionally pausing to scan the room around him.

“I heard the door slam,” he
said. “Where are you?”

She clenched her jaw tightly and closed her
burnt eyelids shut while striving to keep the burning pain coursing
through her body in check.

Then she heard the edge of the tarp lift
near her and the little boy’s gasp.

“Gross! What happened?” the
boy demanded. “Are you hurt?”

She barely opened one of her eyes to gaze
back at him. She gathered that she must have looked, and smelled,
like a burned corpse at that moment.

“Y-You need to leave,
little boy,” she urged as clearly as possible through the blinding
pain.

“But you need help,” he
said.

“It’s not safe for you
here.”

“I can help,” the boy
persisted.

Help? How?

Amber’s mind raced for a solution of some
kind, but all she really needed was blood.

There’s no way I’m killing a child.

Then a nearly insane idea struck her.

It wasn’t only desperate; it occurred to her
that it had little hope for success.

For years, she had been a good customer of
an international blood bank established by a very old vampire many
decades ago that catered to a unique clientele. The idea was that a
domestic supply of blood might improve the chances of vampires
seeking to blend into society without having to hunt humans. The
corporate venture capitalized on local blood banks to broker blood
supplies to its customers.

Though the service fees were expensive, they
ensured prompt delivery in most major cities around the world.

“What’s your name, little
boy?” Amber asked.

“Caleb,” he stammered
excitedly. “Caleb Taylor.”

“Hello, Caleb,” she said,
struggling to control the tremors of pain in her voice.

“Hi,” he replied in a
friendly tone; one that only an innocent child could evoke
successfully.

Well, at least he’s
polite, she thought.

She tried to clear her mind and asked,
“Okay, Caleb. How old are you?”

“I’m eight,” he said
proudly.

She tried to gauge the aptitude of the
average eight-year-old.

“Caleb, I’m an angel, and I
need you to call heaven for me,” she said. “Can you do
that?”

He cocked his head to one side. “Call
heaven?”

Oh, this is
stupid, she decided.

Amber stifled a moan as the burning began to
subside only marginally. While her body tried to heal itself, she
grasped the fact that she needed fresh blood to do the job
correctly.

“Can you use a telephone
for me and not tell anybody?” she asked.

“Not even my
mom?”

She considered the merits of a fleeting
thought, but quickly discarded the idea of draining his mother
dry.

Some angel I am, the angel of death!

“No, Caleb, not even your
mom,” she said.

“Is it a secret?” he
asked.

“Yes, it’s a secret,” she
said with all the patience she could muster.

The boy was silent for a moment.

“Well, okay,” he said
doubtfully.

She nearly screamed as a surge of renewed
pain shot through her body; biting her bottom lip so hard that she
drew blood.

“Get a pencil and paper,
Caleb,” she said.

“Okay,” he replied before
running out of the garage, slamming the door behind him.

Amber lay there wondering if she would ever
see him again, or if the child’s mother or father would come
through the door next.

She steeled herself with the realization
that she might have to kill some adults very soon if Caleb came
back with company.

She distracted herself by determining if the
sunshine outside threatened the interior of the garage. She noticed
a small pane glass window opposite from her on the side of the car
where the boy had been, but the canvas tarp appeared to offer
enough protection to keep the sun’s rays from reaching her.

After a time, she heard the door open and
shut again, followed by the sound of little footsteps.

The boy lifted the edge of the tarp and
peered at her with an excited expression.

“I got a pencil and paper,”
he said.

“Good, Caleb. Now, this is
very important,” she said.

Fortunately, the information was relatively
straightforward.

“Just tell them those
numbers and your address. Do you know your address,
Caleb?”

The boy recited his address with a practiced
tone.

Smart kid.

Caleb repeated the information and promised
to go make the call without telling his parents.

It took all her willpower not to reach out
and grab the child for the immediate source of the blood that she
desperately needed.

She waited and listened to his departing
footsteps and the sound of the door closing.

Her body tingled with the sensations of
healing while also aching from the lack of sustenance to nourish
the process.

Sometime later, Caleb returned as Amber lay
beneath the car gritting her teeth and enduring the searing pain
that had reignited through her body.

“I called heaven,” he said.
“Angel Bruce said he’ll come soon.”

She was stunned.

Unbelievable.

“He’s going to bring a
box,” she said. “Can you bring me the box when it arrives,
Caleb?”

“Okay, but I have to eat
breakfast first,” he said.

She panicked slightly. “Caleb, are your
parents home now?”

“My mom is,” he said.
“Should I get her?”

“No!” she urged.

The boy jumped slightly.

“Sorry, Caleb. I’m hurt,”
she explained. “I need you to get the box from the angel in the
truck before your mom sees it. Your mommy may not want me to get
the box, Caleb.”

The boy appeared confused. “Okay.”

Then a woman’s voice called, “Caleb,
breakfast!”

“Okay, Mom!” he yelled
before getting up and running out of the garage.

“Please hurry, Angel
Bruce,” Amber muttered through clenched teeth.

After what seemed like hours, she heard a
truck pull onto the gravel shoulder of the street outside and stop.
The engine idled, and she vaguely heard a man’s voice, followed by
Caleb’s.

A few minutes later, Caleb entered the
garage. He sat a small plastic insulated cooler down onto the floor
next to the car with a heavy thump.

“Here’s the box,” he said.
His pale blue eyes came into view while he peeked beneath the tarp,
adding excitedly, “The angel drove a truck!”

“You’re an angel now,
Caleb,” she whispered.

“I am?” he asked with wide
eyes.

“Yes, Caleb. You’re an
angel from now on,” she promised as she began crawling towards the
edge of the car. “But you need to go now. You can come back later,
okay?”

“Okay,” he said before
leaving the garage, shutting the small door behind him.

Despite the pain, Amber’s shaking hands
managed to tip the cooler onto its side while avoiding the sunlight
streaming in through the nearby window. The container was filled
with small plastic bags of human blood.

She grabbed two packets, pulling them
beneath the car. She popped the cap off the first one and squeezed
the cold blood into her mouth, drinking hungrily.

Quickly draining them both, she reached out
for more, repeating the process until the cooler was empty.

She placed the drained blood bags inside the
cooler with the lid shut, not wanting to scare her new angel,
Caleb.

Then she lay beneath the car on the cool,
grimy floor, reveling in the feeling of her body rapidly healing.
She closed her eyes to rest.

By late afternoon, Amber heard a car pull
into the driveway, followed by the sound of heavy footsteps and a
door to the house opening and closing.

By early evening, Caleb returned to check on
her, at which time she felt much better.

Fortunately, her pale skin had already
healed, with the exception of some remaining welts here and
there.

He told her that he had to eat supper but
would check on her again before bedtime.

She silently marveled at both the child’s
interest in her and his sense of discretion.

A child who could keep a secret?
Unbelievable.

As the evening sun prepared to set, Amber
contemplated her departure. It would be better if Caleb returned to
find her gone; just a strange memory that would fade with time as
he grew older.

She heard a commotion coming from the house;
the sounds of shouting between a man and a woman.

Then she heard sounds of an altercation and
a person being slapped, followed by a woman’s cries, as well as
Caleb’s voice screaming for his dad to stop hitting his mom.
Seconds later, she heard Caleb cry after more shouting and another
slapping sound.

Anger rose in her chest and spread
throughout her body.

The side garage door opened and Caleb
entered, crying. But instead of coming to the side of the car as he
had the previous times, he sat down in the far corner next to some
old tires, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles.

She slipped from beneath the car and sat
down beside him. She wrapped an arm across his shoulders and waited
until his sobbing eventually became sporadic post-crying
convulsions.

“Angel Caleb?” she quietly
asked.

He looked up at her and she noticed that one
side of his face was noticeably inflamed.

“Angel Caleb, are you
okay?” she asked.

He slowly nodded his head. “Yeah.”

“Does your father do that
to you and your mom very often?” she asked, trying to keep the
anger welling inside her in check.

“Sometimes,” he said
between sniffles.

She gritted her teeth and tightly shut her
eyes.

There’s too much of this crap in the
world.

The side door to the garage abruptly opened,
and she heard a large person enter.

She sped across the floor and beneath the
car.

“Caleb Taylor! I know
you’re in here,” demanded a gruff male voice. “Didn’t I tell you
not to play in the garage?”

To Amber, the poor child appeared too scared
to move. His eyes were wide as saucers, and his mouth was agape as
he stared up at the man with terror.

She quickly detected the pronounced scent of
alcohol in the air.

“Damn you, boy! I’ll
blister your ass good this time!” the man threatened as he slipped
the leather belt off from his jeans and viciously whipped it at
Caleb. The belt impacted the boy on his left arm, breaking the skin
and leaving a small line of blood.

A feral growl emitted from deep in Amber’s
throat, and she burst out from underneath the car, positioning
herself protectively between Caleb and the man.

“Who the hell are you?” the
man demanded while staggering backward with surprise.

Her eyes blazed bright green and rage
coursed from deep within her.

“I’m Angel Amber,” she
said. “And I’m your worst nightmare!”

She punched the man in the jaw with a
lightning-fast right hook, causing him to spin to the right and
fall back against some old metal shelves stacked with car
parts.

Amber turned to Caleb, who was sitting on
the floor in shock. She picked him up and hugged him close against
her while carrying him to the side garage door where she hastily
ushered the young boy outside away from the altercation.

The man recovered and swung a tire iron at
her back as she spun around and caught his wrist.

She effortlessly stripped the iron from his
hand and tossed it onto the floor.

“What the hell --” the man
spat with alcohol-laced breath.

She grabbed him by the throat with one hand
and snapped his neck with a single, loud crack.

Releasing her grip, his lifeless body
dropped to the floor with a heavy thumping sound.

Hearing a gasp from behind her, she spun
around to see little Caleb blankly staring up at her with wide
empty-looking eyes.

Her breath caught in her throat, and her
eyes continued to glow bright green as she stared down at the young
boy. She cocked her head to listen, expecting the boy’s mother to
investigate.

Silence reigned.

Squatting down, she held her arms open for
him in a welcoming fashion. “It’s okay. Nobody will hurt you now.
Come here, Caleb,” she beckoned.

He stared at her for a moment and bravely,
but slowly, walked into her embrace. She hugged him to her and
patted him on the back. After a moment, she picked him up and took
him back outside into the cool, night air.

“Show me your arm,” she
said while lowering him to the ground and squatting next to
him.

He held up his arm, which was still bleeding
slightly.

“I can give you some angel
magic to make it feel better. Is that okay?” she asked.

His eyes were huge, and he quietly held his
arm out to her.

“Okay, but don’t move,
Caleb. It takes an angel’s kiss to heal it,” she said.

She placed her tongue against the wound and
held it there for just a couple of moments. The small taste of his
blood was unlike any she had consumed in recent memory and was
extremely powerful to her. But she mastered her temptation and
removed her tongue from his skin.

His hand immediately went to probe at the
wound area.

“Don’t touch it for a few
minutes,” she instructed him.

“It feels funny,” he
said.

“That’s the angel magic,”
she explained.

Vampire saliva had healing properties, which
were helpful for removing a prey’s bite marks.

“Did it stop hurting?” she
asked.

He nodded. “Yeah.”

Then his eyes strayed back toward the
direction of the garage, and his blank stare returned.

She couldn’t be certain what state of mind
he was in, but the look in his eyes worried her.

He needs to forget.

“Good,” Amber said. “Now, I
need for you to look into my eyes, Caleb.”

He gazed intently into her glowing green
eyes. She had only tried mild hypnosis with dogs before, and she
wasn’t certain how effective it would be on a human child.

“Okay, Caleb,” she said in
a calm voice. “Look into my eyes. Forget the bad things today. Just
remember playing with your toys…”

Her mantra continued for a few minutes
longer.

Then the young boy returned to his backyard
to play with his toys as nighttime fell, his memories blocked and
the day’s horrors forgotten.

She watched him for a few moments, marveling
at how oblivious he appeared.

Then she peered through a nearby window to
see Caleb’s mother lying on the couch, curled up in a fetal
position as she held a washcloth to her head.

That woman’s in a sad state, but what else
am I supposed to do?

She looked at Caleb, who continued to play
in the yard.

I did what I could.

She looked at the garage, realizing there
was yet one more thing she could do.

Nobody noticed as a tall woman carried a
body over her shoulder and a plastic cooler in one hand across a
dark open field and into the woods.

All in all, it had been one hell of a day
for Amber Simmons.

Through it all, she discovered a renewed
interest in life, due in no small part to the unlikely bravery of a
young boy, a little angel, named Caleb Taylor.

She carefully disposed of the body of
Caleb’s abusive father, although the title of “father” to describe
the man carried little weight with her.

Later, she made her way to her home in an
upscale neighborhood in nearby Columbus, Ohio.

With her rejuvenated lease on life came the
realization that her current identity as Amber Simmons needed to
come to an end.

It was time for a makeover.

But first, she made a final use of her
resources as Amber to aid Caleb and his mother one final time.

During the following couple of weeks, she
discreetly researched the Taylor family. Using her wealth and
influence to acquire information, she discovered that the Taylors
were a struggling family suffering from exceptionally high
financial debt. They maintained a high balance on multiple credit
cards, a substantial mortgage on their small acreage, and a
higher-than-reasonable car payment on one exceptionally used
car.

She fathomed that losing what little income
they had via the death of Caleb’s father wasn’t helpful. At a time
when the gap between the haves and have-nots kept growing wider,
having nothing was even worse.

Fortunately, Amber owned Columbus Mortgage,
a small mortgage processing company that she didn’t directly
manage, though she maintained the power of strategic decision
making.

She waited a couple of weeks following the
abrupt disappearance of Caleb’s father before making an
uncustomary, after-hours visit to the gentleman serving as the
company’s manager, a man named Bob Fletcher. Given that she was the
owner of the company, it took surprisingly little effort to
convince Fletcher of her intentions under the premise that she was
reaching out to a family in need.

Ever a corporate steward, Fletcher readily
appreciated the positive public relations potential from the
gesture.

Within days, an invitation letter was mailed
from Columbus Mortgage’s human resources department specifically
soliciting Caleb’s mother to complete an application for
employment. They made sure to include the company information sheet
on benefits, such as medical coverage, retirement, daycare, and
vacation options.

Amber prided herself on making sure that her
employees were well compensated. She never forgot that the
company’s staff was doing her a favor without even realizing it.
For Amber, who had sheltered her accumulated wealth in multiple
locations throughout the world, the issue was now about social
camouflage rather than capitalism.

In the end, Caleb’s mother eagerly took the
bait.

Amber had to hand it to her: the woman cared
enough about Caleb to step out of her comfort zone once the abuser
had left the house. On top of that, Amber made unannounced,
unnoticed visits during the evenings to check up on Caleb.

She was pleased to discover that Wanda
wasn’t an abuser herself.

Amber remained in her identity longer than
she’d expected just to make sure that Caleb and her mother settled
well into their new life.

Amber’s final direct impact on the Taylors’
lives occurred when the company sponsored a raffle to provide a
college fund for up to three employees’ children. Naturally, Amber
ensured that Ms. Wanda Taylor was one of those winners.

In fact, the night of the award dinner,
Amber uncharacteristically attended and conceded to pose for a
photo with the winners; the sole time that she recalled having her
picture taken as part of a company function.

Finally, the time had come for Amber Simmons
to disappear and forge a new identity.

She sold her company to Bob Fletcher, whom
she had carefully groomed for the role.

Then she carefully forged a new identity
using a series of well-placed contacts in the vampire world; some
legitimate, others not so much.

She adopted the name Katrina Rawlings and
welcomed the return of her natural red hair color; a close
associate of hers referred to it as ginger.

Her personal reinvention was accompanied by
an inspired sense of freedom and a strong urge to travel the globe;
yet again. She reengaged long-lost contacts and spent time with the
few of her kind who she considered friends.

Months turned into years; years became a
decade.

And while she wasn’t precisely happy, she
felt remarkably content.

This is good enough for
now, she conceded from a moonlit vantage
point overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. More may fall into place eventually.

When more finally did fall into place, it
came on a whim eight years later.

While on a nighttime stroll along the Seine
in Paris, a young boy with sandy brown hair who appeared to be
holding onto his mother’s hand for dear life passed by her.

It struck a chord in her.

I wonder whatever happened to little Caleb
Taylor?

She wondered how long it had been since she
had last seen him.

Nearly eighteen years.

He would be a man in his mid-twenties now;
old enough to be married, and perhaps even with children of his
own.

Forsaking one of the central rules of a
vampire, namely, leaving one’s past lives behind, she placed a call
to Bob Fletcher; he was still running the company.

Bob conveyed a shocking bit of news. Caleb’s
mother had died of cancer more than a year ago. The last he had
heard, Caleb had returned to Atlanta, Georgia soon after he had
settled his mother’s estate.

Had it not been for Katrina’s insatiable
curiosity that might have ended the matter entirely.

However, she made further inquiries, and
discovered that Caleb had recently completed a master’s degree in
history and was newly employed as a professor at a small community
college in Atlanta.

Perhaps I’ll look in on Caleb.

The edges of her mouth upturned in amusement
over how Atlanta, Georgia beckoned to her.

 


 


* * * * * * *

 


 


 Chapter 2:
First Impressions...Again

 


 


Katrina hailed as a citizen of the world,
not a nation. Despite her worldly, well-traveled background, she
had never spent much time in Georgia, though she appreciated the
variety of forest environments blending in and around the cities
and suburbs. It appeared to be an ideal environment for a vampire,
in fact.

A week after she arrived in Atlanta, she
entered an online application for enrollment at Robert Fulton
Community College.

Less than forty-eight hours later, she
enrolled in one of the fall evening history courses taught by
Professor Caleb Taylor.

What better way to observe him without
raising suspicion?

Mere hours before the first class session,
she perused her limited wardrobe for a suitable outfit. Things
seemed to be coming together nicely.

Then she frowned.

Oh, crud, she thought. I’m going to need a
textbook.

 


* * *

 


Professor Caleb Taylor arranged his lecture
notes as he sat in his closet-sized office. It was spartanly
furnished, leaving only enough room for his desk, small bookshelf,
and guest chair.

Nevertheless, he was grateful for the
opportunity for a full-time faculty position; merely twenty-six
years old and fresh out of graduate school.

With the state’s poor economic conditions,
he felt grateful just to have a full-time job.

He glanced at his watch, realizing his
evening class was about to start at eight-thirty; the last
scheduled section of the evening.

Collecting his notes and textbook in haste,
he bolted from his chair and into the hallway, barely remembering
to close his office door behind him.

As the professor, it wouldn’t do to arrive
late to his own class on its first meeting.

After all, first
impressions are everything, he
thought.

He took the stairs two at a time to the
second floor.

Confidently striding to the instructor
station in the front corner of the room, he noticed that only half
of the forty-some chairs were occupied. The late evening sections
typically hosted the smallest enrollments.

After welcoming the students to his Early
American History class, he began calling roll, glancing up at each
face in turn to try and associate names with faces: Bibbons, Cosby,
Darby, Franks…

 


* * *

 


Katrina procured one of the few remaining
copies of her history textbook from the student bookstore and
quickly proceeded to the Social Sciences building.

She felt annoyed that she was running late
to class that evening, though it seemed odd that it should bother
her.

It wasn’t as if she was serious about
attending college in the first place.

I’m only going in order to see how Caleb
turned out. For all I know, I may never attend another session
after tonight.

She quietly sat in a chair just inside the
doorway on the back row as roll was being called.

After a quick glance at those seated nearby,
she looked at the mature-sounding young man standing at the front
of the room.

Caleb.

When her eyes settled on him, she arched one
eyebrow in surprise and the edges of her mouth upturned
slightly.

His online headshot photos didn’t do him
justice.

He had a masculine, yet gentle looking face
framed by neatly-maintained hair. She was happy to see that his
eyes were still the beautiful, pale blue that she remembered from
when he was a child, though she readily admitted the term “child”
hardly applied to the strapping man that stood at the front of the
classroom.

There was nothing childlike about him
anymore.

Aside from his familiar looking eyes, he
appeared a complete stranger to her.

His white Oxford shirt fit snugly to his
muscled chest, further accentuating his athletic build. Seeing such
a sexy man before her was completely unexpected, and she felt an
immediate dual desire rise within her; one part sexual and the
other predatory.

Despite the passage of many years, she
recalled the momentary taste of his blood from that fateful
day.

Of course, then he was only a child;
forbidden.

Now he was an adult.

Fair game.

A wave of guilt flowed through her over such
thoughts.

He’s Caleb. He’s the one who saved me.

Still, it was her nature.

She was a vampire, after all.

 


* * *

 


Caleb continued calling roll. “Jill Parker,
Melvin Peterson…

“Katrina Rawlings?” he
asked.

“Here,” a firm but silky
voice answered.

He looked up to meet the face hosting such
an enchanting tone.

When he looked at Katrina, he nearly lost
his breath.

She was gorgeous.

She must be a fashion model.

And yet, there was something oddly familiar
about her; something vague just on the periphery of his memory.

She appeared to be about his age and her
pale features were punctuated by deep green eyes and
shoulder-length red hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.

She stared back at him with such a
penetrating look that he forced himself to glance down at the next
student’s name to continue calling roll.

When he looked up again, he noticed that a
few students had turned to look back at Katrina.

Following roll call, Caleb walked down the
center aisle, handing out printed copies of the course syllabus to
each row of students.

When he arrived at the back of the room
where Katrina sat, his hand was starting to shake slightly, so he
simply placed the paper onto the table before her.

She reached out to retrieve the syllabus
without taking her eyes off him.

He forced himself to look away and returned
to the front of the room.

Though he regained his focus, he briefly
discussed the syllabus information, textbook, and the course
objectives before dismissing the class early.

To his dismay, Katrina quickly rose from her
seat and was the first one out the door.

He exchanged pleasantries with a couple of
students following class, but later was unable to recall anything
he had said.

He was still somewhat mesmerized by the
beautiful woman who had sat in the back of the class. Something
about her nagged at the back of his mind, but specific details
eluded him, as if hidden behind some dark curtain that he couldn’t
pull aside.

The one thing that was certain in his mind
was that she had made an indelible first impression on him.

On his way downstairs, he heard a couple of
younger male students talking nearby.

One asked the other, “Hey man, did you get a
look at the redhead sitting in the back? I’d tap that in a
second.”

Yeah,
ditto, he thought.

He unlocked his office and gathered his
things before heading home for the night.

Very soon, his thoughts returned to the
mysterious Katrina Rawlings.

It was better that he focused on her solely
as a student.

For one, she was there to take a course;
never mind that hooking up with a student was both unethical and
against college policy.

And second, his wounds were still fresh from
the break up with his girlfriend of six months, Melanie Baxter.

Wounds were Melanie’s specialty; she
progressively chipped away at both his self-esteem and humble bank
account, all while saddling him with emotional baggage and ample
guilt trips.

In the end, her final, masterful killing
strike was to his sense of trust, delivered via an explosive
argument for maximum effect.

Melanie seemed to savor a good argument,
particularly if it was laced with melodrama.

She left him for Greg Betwich, who they had
been introduced to at a mutual friend's costume party.

Yeah, that’s priceless. She left me for a
guy who came to the party dressed as an M&M.

Caleb recalled how Greg circulated the party
telling women, “Hey, I melt in your mouth and not in your
hands.”

What a creepy dude.

As he drove home that night, he recognized
that, no matter the rationale, Ms. Rawlings was a dangerous
prospect for him.

However, despite his cautionary feelings, he
already couldn’t wait until the class met again on Thursday
evening.

 


* * *

 


Thursday rolled around again in no time, and
Caleb was looking forward to his evening history class.

He was so anxious for class that he forgot
to bring the handouts for the essay that he planned to assign that
evening.

When he abruptly whirled around in the
middle of the hallway, he nearly lost his balance and almost
slammed into Katrina Rawlings.

She immediately grabbed his arm and held him
in place with a surprisingly strong grip as he righted himself.

“Whoa, my bad!” he
exclaimed with embarrassment.

“Are you okay, Ca –” she
said with concern before correcting herself. “I mean, Professor
Taylor.”

“Huh? Yeah, sure, I---” he
said sheepishly while feeling the heat rise in his face.

He craned his neck to look up into her
eyes.

My God, she’s tall.

He sensed energy – an attraction – toward
her that felt nearly electric and built until it threatened to
overwhelm him.

She arched one eyebrow at him. “Yes?”

“I forgot the essay
handouts,” he said.

He breathed in and smelled the fresh scent
of cherry blossoms as he stared into her beautiful eyes.

His mind screamed,
Danger, Caleb!

He tore his eyes from hers and deliberately
looked at her hand that was still firmly gripping his arm.

She took notice to that and released
him.

“Listen, um, you go on in,
and I’ll be, uh, right back,” he stammered before purposefully
walking back down the hallway toward the stairs.

As he retrieved the handouts from his office
and made his way back to the classroom, he marveled over Katrina’s
fast reflexes and unusually strong grip.

Focus, Caleb, focus.

“I apologize, everybody,”
he said as he walked into the classroom. “I forgot the essay
handouts on my way up here. I know how much you’d hate to miss out
on a writing opportunity.”

An assortment of groans permeated the
room.

Caleb took roll while continuing to
associate names with faces.

Of course, he recognized Katrina
already.

She watched him with amusement from the back
row of the room, but still projected an appraising expression that
threatened to distract him.

He handed out an essay assignment sheet to
everyone and proceeded with his lecture on a brief review of
European explorers who had visited the New World as a precursor to
the westward expansion of larger scale European settlements.

“Well, can anyone tell me
what primarily influenced Portugal to decline Christopher Columbus
when he begged funding for an exploratory expedition to seek a
western route to Asia?” he asked.

The room was silent as he scanned the
faces.

His eyes fell upon Katrina.

“Since Vasco de Gama helped
initiate the profitable Portuguese control of trade routes to Asia
around the Cape of Africa, Portugal believed there was little need
to seek additional passageways,” she spoke up, breaking the
silence.

His right eyebrow shot up with surprise.
“Yes, that’s absolutely correct, Ms. Rawlings. Excellent.”

Numerous students turned to look at Katrina,
but she maintained her focus on Caleb.

Despite asking the questions and directing
the class, when it came to Ms. Rawlings, he couldn’t help feeling
as though he was the one under the microscope.

He was suddenly aware that everyone’s
attention had returned to him.

The lecture proceeded uneventfully, but as
soon as Caleb dismissed the class, Katrina was once again the first
student to leave the room.

 


* * *

 


Katrina drove away from the college feeling
especially hopeful.

She definitely liked Caleb.

She thoroughly enjoyed meeting him, though
it felt like it was for the first time.

Of course, she found him very attractive and
intelligent, and she felt an unexpected surge of chemistry between
them.

She also thoroughly enjoyed his reaction
when they nearly collided in the hallway that evening.

He intrigued her.

Of particular interest was that he didn’t
seem to recognize her, which suggested that her hypnosis trick from
his youth must have been successful.

At least part of her overriding curiosity
about Caleb had been satisfied.

As she drove down the street, she considered
additional variables.

Originally, she had committed to attending a
couple of his history class sessions before deciding what to do
next. And while she wasn’t sure what the future might bring, she
was quite certain of two things.

First, she found the Atlanta area appealing,
so she planned to remain there for the foreseeable future.

Second, she was committed to completing her
history class, including her study of the man named Caleb
Taylor.

Anything further was negotiable.

Including regarding Caleb.

 


 


* * * * * * *

 


 


 Chapter 3:
Rescued

 


 


Time was of little concern for a vampire.
Weeks passed uneventfully with Katrina sitting in her usual place
at the back row of the classroom. They exchanged discreet looks or
a nod of acknowledgment, but little more.

Katrina maintained her focused interest in
the material, but especially in Caleb.

Her intense stares that Caleb initially
found slightly unnerving began to feel comforting over time, as it
was the only attention he could ethically garner from her in the
roles they played.

He noticed that numerous male students and
one female student relocated to the back rows of the room in the
area where Katrina sat.

Despite the subtle following, she focused
her attention exclusively on Caleb, as if studying him even more
than the material being discussed.

After two exams, which she passed without
error, Caleb still struggled to determine what seemed so familiar
about her. It was as if there was something he should have recalled
but he couldn’t quite grasp it.

It was maddening.

He wanted to find out more about her in
hopes of revealing some clues, but after each class, she always
left before he could approach her.

He wondered if he had given off a bad vibe.
It wasn’t as if he planned to ask her out or anything.

He wasn’t about to risk his career by
getting fired from his first teaching job for fraternizing with a
student.

Of course, he appreciated that there was no
way she could be aware of his own personal convictions on the
subject.

In the end, he resigned himself to the fact
that Katrina was simply elusive for reasons that were her own.

He would strive to respect that.

At the very least, he looked forward to
their interactions within the classroom.

On a particularly drizzly evening two weeks
prior to the end of the eight-week semester, the parking lot lights
fluctuated as Caleb walked from his car to the building.

In passing, a maintenance worker said they
were troubleshooting a systemic electrical short.

With the budget cutbacks due to the poor
economy, it seemed that even parking lot lighting was being
piecemealed together just to remain operational. It never ceased to
amaze him that during poor economic times, when the influx of
students was greatest and the need for education most pressing,
community colleges were funded at some of the lowest levels by
state governments.

Face it; education wasn’t as appealing to
politicians as roads and bridges.

He went to class as usual, and once again,
Katrina departed immediately after class was dismissed.

Not being in a hurry to get back to his
empty apartment, he chose to stay a little later to catch up on
grading essays.

While sitting at his desk, out of the corner
of his eye he thought he caught a glimpse of someone walking past
his office.

“Hello?” he
asked.

He rolled his chair to the doorway and
peeked out into the hallway, but it was devoid of anyone.

He returned to grading essays.

After an hour, he locked his office and went
out to the parking lot. As earlier that evening, the parking lot
lamps were completely out in a large section where his car was
located, evoking an ominous feel.

As he arrived alongside his car, an older
model Honda coupe, he heard something behind him.

He turned and was confronted by a
large-framed individual wearing jeans and a dark hooded sweatshirt.
He couldn’t make out the man’s face in the darkness, but he did see
the glint of a long steel blade being wielded in the person’s right
hand.

“Give me your wallet,
asshole!” the man demanded.

“Be cool,” Caleb urged,
wide-eyed with his hands held up slightly.

“Shut up!” the man ordered.
“Just make this easy and give me your damned wallet!”

Caleb couldn’t believe what was
happening.

He glanced around nervously, but saw no
other people around, and the security car that normally patrolled
the parking lots was nowhere to be seen.

“Okay, okay,” he said
anxiously as his eyes focused on the guy’s knife.

While reaching into his back pocket and
slowly withdrawing his wallet, he couldn’t believe what was
happening.

A sick feeling in the pit of his stomach
formed as his heartbeat raced and he struggled with a sudden flood
of bad memories of abuse at his father’s hands as a child.

Stay focused. It’s just my wallet.

“Hurry it up,” the man
said.

Caleb held out his wallet and the man
reached out to take it from him.

In the blink of an eye, Katrina appeared out
of nowhere.

Her right leg shot out, and the heel of her
knee-high boot caught the guy in the ribs with a small crunching
sound.

The fellow gave a groan before abruptly
turning to flee across the main street and down a side alleyway
between two nearby buildings.

Katrina watched the man flee and felt the
strong, immediate desire to pursue the assailant.

No, not pursue, but rather hunt him down and
drain his blood.

Instead, she turned to look at Caleb with
concern.

He was speechless as he still clutched his
wallet in his shaking hand.

“Oh, God,” he said. “I
can’t believe that just happened.”

He stared at Katrina as if she were some
kind of super heroine. He’d never seen anyone do anything like that
before.

It was amazing.

She reached out to lightly touch his upper
arm with a look of concern. “Caleb, are you okay?”

He nervously ran his right hand through his
hair as he gazed up into her eyes. “Yeah, fine...thanks.”

As his heart pounded away in his chest, he
failed to grasp that she had called him by his first name.

She studied his body language and guided him
to lean back against his car as she protectively wrapped her left
arm around his shoulders.

“Listen, I don’t know how
to thank you,” he said in his most grateful-sounding voice
possible.

She gave him a supportive and reassuring
look. “How about some bonus points in lieu of an out-of-class
project?”

He nervously chuckled and scanned the area
around them. “Yeah, as if you needed bonus points. I’d wager you’d
teach the section better than I do,” he said.

“Knowledge isn’t
everything,” she said. “I appreciate a talented, charismatic
presenter.”

He considered the dubious merits of standing
in a dark parking lot immediately following an attempted
robbery.

As she stood with her arm around him, she
was surprised to discover that she enjoyed being there with him.
And she felt happy that he was safe.

Such feelings caught her off guard, in
fact.

She regarded him with an intense expression
as she listened to the continued pounding of his heartbeat, and a
sense of urgency rose within her.

She felt the strong call for blood. Her
predatory instincts screamed for action and she wrestled to bring
them under control.

At that moment, he looked at her and could
have sworn that her green eyes seemed to emanate a slight glow.

A dormant memory of glowing green eyes
surfaced from somewhere deep in his mind like a flash of
lightning.

A surge of fear and anxiety exploded in his
chest, causing his breath to catch in his throat.

Where did that come from? What was that?

Katrina noticed his shocked expression and
quickly averted her gaze.

What happened to him? Was it my eyes?

The urge to leave him grew stronger for more
reasons than one.

“You better go now while
it’s safe. I’ll see you in class,” she urged as she turned to walk
across the dark empty parking lot.

As if snapping out of a trance, he called
after her. “Hey, wait! At least let me drive you to your car.”

She just kept walking. “No need. Drive
carefully on your way home.”

He looked down only long enough to unlock
his car door. “Maybe we should go by the security office to report
this,” he said in a raised voice.

However, when he looked back in Katrina’s
direction to see if she had heard him, she had already disappeared
from view.

Visually scanning the parking lot, he could
see no trace of her. There weren’t any cars within view that she
could have gotten into, and he didn’t recall hearing an engine
start.

That’s weird. Where did she go?

He drove to the other side of campus where
the security office was located to report the attempted mugging
while the details were still fresh in his mind.

Still, he wondered what his earlier strange
vision meant.

More to the point, he wondered where it came
from.

 


* * *

 


The injured man pulled his hoody closer
around his face against the evening’s renewed drizzle. He hurried
down the neighborhood street and into an alley, still clutching his
left arm to his ribs. They ached furiously, and he suspected that
at least one was probably cracked.

He was no stranger to street fights, but he
typically gave far better than he had received that night.

In his distracted state, he paid no
attention to a lone sports car driven by a red-haired woman who
glared at him through her window as she passed by.

Instead, he stared straight ahead and
angrily kicked an empty beer bottle out of his path. He was furious
about the failed encounter back at the college’s parking lot.

It should’ve been a quick take from an easy
mark.

Who the hell was that crazy bitch that
showed up?

It was as if she came out of nowhere.

He felt embarrassed and pissed off, and his
ribs badly ached where her boot heel had caught him.

Cursing, he abruptly turned down yet a
trash-strewn alley between two older brick buildings. It was a
shortcut he had taken many times before.

Half of surviving on the street was about
knowing where to go and how to get there fast without being
noticed.

As he tramped across papers and debris
halfway down the alley, he heard boot heels clicking not far behind
him.

He stopped and palmed his knife from the
sheath concealed beneath his hoody as he turned to see who it
was.

The lady from the college parking lot stared
back at him with a flat expression from the far end of the
alley.

At that moment, her hunting instincts sang
with life. However, they were also tinged with something much
stronger.

Anger.

He was after Caleb.

Katrina bared her fangs and a sense of panic
washed over the man when he saw them.

“Oh, shit,” he
said.

He didn’t understand what her wicked-looking
teeth were all about but he knew enough to turn and get the hell
out of there.

Sprinting down the alley, he barely made it
a dozen feet before something impacted him from behind, knocking
him to the ground.

He managed to roll out of the fall and
regain his footing, though it caused intense pain to shoot through
his torso.

It was the woman. Somehow she’d managed to
catch up to him.

She lunged at him as he swiped his knife
toward her.

She deftly caught his wrist and twisted.
Pain shot through his wrist as the knife harmlessly clattered to
the grimy concrete.

“Bitch!” he yelled, and
punched her in the face with a solid blow from his left
fist.

Katrina took the blow fully on the jaw,
causing her head to twist in the other direction.

Her head swiveled back and she glared at
him.

He could have sworn that her eyes were
glowing!

“What the fu --” he started
before crying out in agony as she broke his right wrist bones with
a quick twist of her hand.

She slammed him against one of the old brick
buildings bracketing the alley while using her left hand to pin his
face against the wall.

He yelled out as she sank her fangs into his
jugular vein and sealed her lips against his sweaty skin.

She relished his reaction.

He attempted to struggle, but she pinned his
body to the wall like a fixture, and within moments he felt the
strength leaving his body.

As his legs buckled, she held him upright
against the wall.

A strange sense of calm washed over him,
even as he felt sluggish and a growing sense of weakness. A
euphoric feeling overcame him just before he blacked out to the
sounds of slurping and swallowing.

Then nothing.

Katrina withdrew her fangs and wiped her
mouth against the material of his cotton hoody. In one swift jerk,
she snapped his neck between her hands and let the body drop to the
concrete.

A ripple of satisfaction permeated through
her as she relished the warmth of his blood already beginning to
metabolize in her system.

“Very tasty,” she
muttered.

She reached down with one hand and picked
him up by the belt around his waist.

After hauling him down the length of the
alley, she walked up to an old rusting trash dumpster and slid open
the side access door.

She casually tossed his body inside.

Reaching into her jacket pocket, she removed
a small can of Zippo cigarette lighter fluid and sprayed the
contents onto the body and the surrounding cardboard boxes.

She lit a single match and tossed it and the
empty canister onto the body, which quickly ignited.

Immolation was her preferred method of
eliminating evidence.

Satisfied that the contents were protected
from the drizzle by the closed dumpster top, she walked to the
front of the alley, the only sound from the clicking of her boots
on damp pavement.

As she walked down the sidewalk to where she
had parked her car, she scanned the area around her again to ensure
that she hadn’t missed any public cameras.

A twenty-first century world required
increased caution by vampires.

Her thoughts soon gravitated to Caleb and
the grim satisfaction she felt for tying up the loose ends with the
guy who had tried to rob him.

Caleb was definitely getting under her
skin…and she liked it.

 


* * *

 


Caleb was still experiencing such a degree
of shock that he scarcely recalled the drive to his apartment
across town.

On top of that, a sense of vulnerability
permeated his mood.

He was grateful, and astonished, that
Katrina had miraculously been there to help him. But he
nevertheless felt ashamed.

While not a violent person by nature – he
had no tolerance, much less desire, for physical violence after the
abuse he had suffered as a boy at the hands of his father – he
wondered if he shouldn’t have made an attempt to thwart that guy in
the parking lot himself.

She made it look so effortless.

By the time he drove past the all-hours gate
security booth at the entrance to his apartment building’s
underground parking garage, he felt both emotionally and physically
exhausted.

The elevator ride to his third floor
apartment seemed to last forever.

In his apartment, he dropped his keys onto
the small counter that separated the kitchen from
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