
        
            
                
            
        

    REINING IN
by Dawn Judd
 




"Reining Ind
by Dawn Judd

Copyright © 2009 Dawn Judd
All rights reserved
Kindle Edition (January 2010)

This is a work of fiction. The content within is the product of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, real or fictional, is purely coincidental. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without prior express written permission by the author.

www.dawnjudd.com
ISBN 978-0-577-08261-2
 




Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Alicia and Michelle, without whom I could not have finished this book. Thank you both for letting me bounce my ideas off you and encouraging me to finish the story. Without you both, I might have given up long ago. 

I want to thank my daughters, Nikita and Natasha, whose excitement was contagious. You have been the inspiration for most everything I have done in my life, but you have made an extra effort to keep me on track with this one. I love you both!

I would also like to thank my daughter's friends who were subjected to extreme temperatures and hours of boredome while we waited for someone to come fix my flat tire; all to get that one picture. You guys made the cover. Thank you! You should be very proud of yourselves.

Last, but not least, I would like to thank my husband, Jeremy. You have showed so much faith in my abilities and have encouraged me on every endeavor. We have and always will be a team.
 




Khalida
Origin - Arabic
Meaning - Imorrtal, Deathless
 




Chapter One
 

It was an extraordinarily beautiful day; the kind of day that most people enjoy. Not that I didn't like the sun myself; truly, I did. However, I preferred the evenings to the bright sunny days. Today was different, though. I had plans today, and the bright sun and cool breezes were perfect for what I had in mind.

As I stood in the window of my bedroom, the multitude of prisms hanging from almost invisible threads caught my eye, and I smiled as the thousands of tiny fractured rainbows danced across my skin. There were a few things I liked about the day that the night didn’t hold for me. Moments like these always made me smile. The myths humans had about my kind were often misled; this one especially. Not once in my five thousand years had I ever burst into flames just from standing in direct sunlight. I giggled at the thought.

It was a joke amongst my kind. Not that I spent a lot of time with my kind. Vampires were rare in these parts, and those who were close by rarely crossed my path. I was dangerous, even to my own species. Don’t get me wrong. I am not vicious, just dangerous. Being one of the oldest living vampires also makes me one of the most powerful. Even vampires fear what they do not know, and therefore, they stayed away from me as much as possible.

This was not much of a concern to me, though. I preferred humans to vampires anyway. They were less complicated, and generally did not pose a threat to my existence. Usually. I did have to be careful not to expose myself. Obviously I wouldn’t want to go around announcing to the world of humans what I was. Not all their myths were wrong. And the shoot first, ask questions later mentality of today’s society would’ve meant the death of me, were I ever discovered.

There were those who knew, however. In fact, I had created an entire empire around those people. The Network. A group of people scattered throughout the world, whose sole purpose in life was to make sure that the rest of the world did not discover my secret. They worked for me. They knew who I was, and they made sure no one else did. If I had to sum them all up in one word, the only one I could think of would be family.

The person I was going to meet today was not part of the network. However, he was just as much part of my family as any of them were. Raymond was my very best friend. I had met him when he was a child; maybe five or six. He had been playing near a river when I found him. There was no one else with him, which was alarming, to say the least. Later, I would find out that he had wandered off on his own, and gotten lost in the woods surrounding the river.

I had been watching him for some time, amused at his laughter. I had been hunting, and would’ve normally been irritated with the distraction, something about the sound of his laughter brought out a maternal instinct, and so I stayed longer than I would have. It happened so suddenly that it took a minute for me to realize what I had just witnessed.

The boy suddenly fell from the log he had been perched upon, hitting his head on the way down. When he surfaced, he was face down in the water, and not moving. The current started to carry him away, and I had to act quickly, or he would be lost forever. I swam to him as quickly as I could, pulling him to shore.

He was not injured badly, just unconscious from the hit to his head, but he surely would’ve drowned had I not pulled him out. I waited for him to come around. When he did, I asked where his parents were. I knew the little town, so I ran there as fast as I could.

I should’ve been more careful not to expose what I was to him, but the urgency to get him to safety won out. I covered the four miles to the little town in a matter of minutes, and immediately took him to the nearest home. I left as quickly as possible when I knew that he was safe. I didn’t want to be there when it suddenly occurred to someone that I had gotten him to the town so quickly.

I had assumed that would be the end of that whole ordeal, but decades later, I would find out otherwise. The brief moments I had spent with the boy had made a lasting impression on him. My image was burned into his memory forever. And so, when by some unbelievable coincidence, when he and I would once again meet, he would remember me. Of course I would look exactly as he remembered me, right down to the tiny scar above my left eye.

Before I could even register the look on his face, he had grabbed my hand, tears in his eyes. What might have been a terrifying moment to most, as they realized they had just met a living, breathing vampire, was actually the moment he’d waited for his whole life. To him, I was some kind of angel, who had brought him back from the dead; not some monster, who fed off of his kind. For the next several decades, he would be my closest friend and truly the first member of my family.

Raymond’s home was a modest, one bedroom bungalow. It was a tiny little white house with blue trim, and white picket fence. He even had a pink flamingo in the front yard. As I pulled into his driveway, I saw him peek through the curtains, and I smiled. I enjoyed my time with Raymond. He was as much a mystery to me as I was to him. I was barely 19 years old when my mortal life came to an end. I would remain that way for the rest of my existence. Raymond was an old man now, in his nineties. I had never experienced what it was like to age, and he was equally fascinated with the fact that I would never age. We would spend hours asking each other questions, contemplating the meaning of life.

Quite often, it saddened me to see him age, knowing that one day he would be gone, and I would lose my dearest friend. More than once, I offered him immortality; something I rarely did. Being immortal was hard. I didn’t want to condemn anyone to that fate. But I also didn’t want to lose my friend forever. Each time he had refused, though. He had been married, before our reunion, and sadly, his wife Lillian had passed away.

Raymond believed he would be reunited with her some day. I knew nothing of the afterlife, having never been a part of it, so I could not argue with him. I could never take away his hope of being with the woman he loved once more. It would be enough for me to have had his friendship for so many years, and I would spend the rest of his days answering his many questions, and cherishing the friendship we had. Before I could raise my hand to knock on the door, it flew open, and there was that toothy grin that I lived for.

“Khalida, my dear, you are early!” he scolded me, trying not to laugh.

“Raymond, how many times do I have to tell you, just call me Khallie?”

“About as many times as I have to tell you to call me Ray. So where are we going today?”

I just smiled, hooked my arm though his and led him down the steps. Once I got him settled into the car, I ran back to lock up his house. Soon we were on our way.

“So, where are we going?” he asked, once more.

“It’s a surprise. You’ll have to wait and see.” I knew he would be disappointed. Raymond hated when I kept secrets from him. But it was something I had been planning for a while, and I didn’t want to ruin it. So I kept quiet, and giggled under my breath when he pretended to pout. That only lasted a minute, though, as his never-ending curiosity got the better of him.

“So what can we talk about today?” he asked, with that upbeat voice I loved so much.

“I don’t know, Raymond, what do you want to hear about?” I had told him so many stories, it was hard to remember what I had and hadn’t told him. Truly, my life was one big adventure. I had been there when the pyramids were built; I had traveled the world and had experienced some of the most notable events in history; I had met many people who had made the history books; and I had even captained a pirate ship, once. Raymond loved to pick my brain, looking for a new story; one he hadn’t heard yet.

“Were you there? In Boston?” he asked. “Were you there for the tea-party?” I laughed.

“No. I wasn’t in the Americas at that time. I thought you knew that.” He frowned, searching his memory banks and then looked up.

“Port Royal, right?”

“Not that year, no. China, I think. Perhaps Mongolia. I don’t know exactly. Certainly not America.”

Rather than get discouraged, he moved on. “Why were you in China?” he asked.

“I was…. hiding.” I hated to admit that. There were things I didn’t tell anyone, not even Raymond. I knew he would want me to elaborate, and I wasn’t willing to let that conversation ruin the day, so I changed the subject quickly.

“How was your dinner with Beatrice?” I asked, innocently. Raymond shot a frustrated look at me. Busted. He knew I was changing the subject on purpose. Fortunately for me, he liked to talk about Beatrice. She was his new flame, so to speak. He had invited her to dine with him several times, and she finally accepted, much to his delight. He babbled on and on about her, and their dinner date. I smiled as he continued. He was like a high school kid, describing his first date with his dream girl.

When he didn’t notice the sign leading into his childhood town, I realized he was concentrating harder than I thought. I silently giggled again. His enthusiasm was his most endearing feature. It wasn’t until we had drove completely through town, and I made the turn towards the river, that Raymond suddenly looked up, puzzled by our surroundings. Whatever question he had suddenly come up with was quickly replaced by another.

“Where are we going, Khalida?” His confusion only made me giggle once more. Although it had been nearly 90 years since that fateful day, I was sure once we made the clearing, he would know where we were. Of course, the road was enough to throw him off. There had not even been a trail here, that first day.

As the car came to a stop, Raymond looked around. Slowly, a sense of familiarity settled on his face. The meadow was the same. The log, the one he had fallen from, was still there, jutting out into the water, weathered with age, but still there. Much had changed since the last time we had been here. But there was so much more that had not changed. He stood there, for a long time, taking it in. When he finally turned to me, I could see tears in his eyes.

“It’s been so long. Yet it seems just like yesterday!” He turned again, and I could hear him catch his breath. “So this is the big surprise?” It was more a statement than a question, but I felt impelled to answer him.

“This was the spot where both our lives were changed forever. It was important to me… No, it was vital that we see this spot one more time, together, before….” My voice caught. I couldn’t make myself say the words. I knew what was coming, and I knew it wouldn’t be long now. I couldn’t lie to myself any longer. Raymond was an old man, and though he tried to hide it, I knew his health was failing him. I didn’t know how much longer he would be here.

He had heard the pain in my voice, and as quickly as an old man could, he stepped over and grabbed my hand. He took my chin in his hand and smiled. Hot tears slid down over my pale cheeks. I had not cried many times in my lifetime. I had never had a real family before Raymond, even when I was mortal. He was all things to me: My child, my brother, my father, my grandfather, my friend. I knew without a doubt that he would leave a hole that could never be filled again.

“Please don’t cry, dear Khalida. I’m not afraid of dying. You know that. I’ve had a good life, and thanks to you, I’ve lived more in my years than most people ever will. I have no complaints.”

“Oh, Raymond. I am so selfish. It’s not even you I am crying for. It’s me. I will miss you! I will always miss you. For me, there is no end, and you will be gone to me forever!!”

He just pulled me close to him, because by now I was sobbing. How could I lose control like this? I had never felt this way before, and as much as I tried, I couldn’t make myself stop. Poor Raymond. Here he was, facing his own mortality, and he was stuck here, trying to console a sobbing, blubbering vampire. I would’ve found it almost humorous if it weren’t so tragic.

I finally got control of my emotions, and immediately felt horrible, because I had ruined what was supposed to be a perfect day! There would be less and less of these days with Raymond, and I didn’t want anything to spoil them; especially my lack of control. I pulled myself together and walked back to the car. Quickly, I unloaded everything I had prepared for the day, and spread the picnic out over a clearing near the river. As Raymond sat down to eat, I ran back and grabbed the small present from the glove box. I sat down, and watched as he ate, alone.

“I still cannot get used to eating alone while you watch.” He said, grinning.

“You really don’t want to be there when I eat!” I laughed. Raymond laughed to, and then spied the box in my hand.

“What is that?” he asked, suspiciously. I looked down, grinning. Truly, he had forgotten. It was a rare thing for me to be able to surprise him.

“You don’t know what today is?” I asked, smiling when the look on his face told me that he truly didn’t. He shook his head, and waited for me to continue. “Raymond, it’s your birthday! How could you forget?” I laughed and tossed the small box to him.

He laughed too, embarrassed for only a short second. He quickly opened the box and the look in his eye told me that I had gotten it right. He slowly pulled out the tiny gold object tucked inside the padding of the box. It was one of the few things from my past that I had kept. A small figure carved out of gold. It was given to me thousands of years earlier, at the foot of a pyramid in Ancient Egypt.

“It was something I knew you wouldn’t already have,” I said, when he looked at me, questioningly. We both laughed, and I went on to explain where it had come from, as I knew he would ask anyway.

We spent several more hours there, in that meadow, mostly talking about our own past. When the sun began to dip into the horizon, I decided I had better get him home. We packed up our things, and climbed back into my car. Turning back towards the highway, I heard his breath start to slow, as he soon fell asleep.

It suddenly occurred to me that I had not hunted in several days. I contemplated taking Raymond home, then heading out for the hunt, but the small forest area here provided the perfect place for hunting. Small animals were plenty here, as there were very few predators in the area. With Raymond sleeping already, there was really no hurry for us to get back home.

I shook his arm gently. “Raymond, I need to stop for a minute. Will you be ok in the car?” He nodded his head and grumbled something I couldn’t quite make out. He fell back asleep before I even pulled my hand away from his arm. Less than a mile away, I could make out a private drive that went pack into the woods.

I decided to pull over there. No need to have some curious passerby stop to find out why there was a car pulled over on the side of the road, with no driver, and an old man sleeping in the passenger seat. It was just easier if I didn’t have to explain myself. So I pulled into the drive, and went back far enough so that my car couldn’t be seen off the highway.

I sprinted off into the woods, after making sure the doors were locked, and Raymond was safely sleeping away the excitement of the afternoon. I ran quickly, testing the air for any scent that might entice my appetite. “Not much here.” I thought to myself. But suddenly, there was a scent that caught my attention. Not an animal, though. Blood. Lots of it, and human. My pulse quickened, and suddenly, I felt the need to get back to Raymond. Something bad had happened here; I could feel it. I needed to get Raymond far away from whatever danger might still be lurking.

Making my way through the trees, I was careful to skirt around the strong smell. If there was danger, that was where it was sure to be, and I certainly didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention. Soon I could make out my car, and quickened my pace. But what I saw next made my heart stop. Several men were walking towards my car, guns in hand. I could see Raymond slumped over in the front seat, still sleeping, and completely unaware that he was in grave danger.

The scene unfolded in front of me, like something out of a horror movie. One of the men was yelling something about trespassers and witnesses. Before I could move, one of the men had broke in the window and started to pull Raymond through the window opening. Seconds seemed like hours as I ran towards the men, catching one off guard and taking him down like the predator I was.

I could hear the gunfire all around me, occasionally feeling a sharp twinge as one of the bullets would pierce through my body. I crouched over the body of the fallen man, and looked around at the others, my eyes ablaze. I could see the fear in their eyes, as they realized that their weapons were of no use on me. All of them slowly backed away. All but one; the one still holding onto Raymond.

Raymond was awake now, and looked terrified and confused. I wasn’t sure if it was the guns that had brought such fear, or if it was me, covered in blood, snarling at the men who threatened him. The fear in his eyes brought a sickening feeling to my stomach. I had never wanted him to see me this way. I looked at the man holding him hostage, and slowly stood up.

“Let him go,” I whispered, calmly. I took a small step forward, carefully, so as not to excite the men any more than they already were. Oddly, he looked unafraid, as if it were perfectly natural to come across a vampire in the middle of nowhere. He almost looked as though he wanted to challenge me. I could feel the anger burning in my gut. But I had to try to remain calm. I had to get to Raymond.

“We’re not here to start trouble. Let him go, and I will let you all live.” This time, the man flinched a little, but still stood his ground. The other men, looked nervous, and still stood back. They knew their weapons had no effect on me, and weren’t sure what, if anything, would protect them.

“I don’t think you understand,” the man finally answered me. “You see, our privacy is very important. Discretion is absolutely necessary. I can’t just let you and your friend walk away. I don’t know what you’ve seen. I do know that you have just killed one of my best men, however, and that is enough reason for me to make sure you two never leave here.” The smug look on his face brought a deep growl from my throat.

He smiled, then, and raised his gun. But it wasn’t me that he pointed it at this time. I lurched forward, sinking my teeth into his throat. At the same instant, I heard the gun go off.




Chapter Two
 

“Mack, I need your help!” It was all I could spit out! Tears streamed down my face as I held my foot to the floor. Raymond lay beside me, his breathing shallow and unsteady. He had lost a lot of blood, and I knew that I had very little time to get him the help he needed.

“Khallie, slow down! What’s going on?”

“He’s dying, Mack. Raymond’s been shot!” I groaned as I said the words. Raymond was dying, and it was my fault!

“Shot? What do you mean shot? Khallie, where the hell are you?” Mack’s voice began to take on a hysterical edge as he rattled more questions than I had time to answer.

“Mack, get the helicopter! Pick us up NOW!” I yelled! I could hear him barking orders in the background, as I tried giving him the directions on how to get to us. I wanted to be relieved, as I heard the commotion in the background, because I knew Mack would come get us; and if he got here quickly enough, Raymond might have a chance. I stole a quick glance at him, and my heart sank. He was so pale. I could hear his heart barely beating. I squeezed his hand, trying to reassure him.

“Hang in there Raymond! Mack’s coming for us!” If anyone could help us now, it was Mack. Mackenzie Shaw was one of the oldest members of the network. He was in fact, the founding member. It was his idea to create a dummy corporation in order to hide the network of people I had created in an effort to hide my existence. Made up of some of the most resourceful people in the world, it was like a well oiled machine, once Mack took charge. Mack was also an attorney, which made him quite useful in getting things done.

Amazingly enough, taking care of me proved to be an easy job for Mack. He took to it like a natural, and once he got the network in place, I knew that I would always be able to rely on him. That is why I knew that the only person that I could count on now was Mack.

As I pulled into the clearing where I had instructed him to meet me, I could already see the helicopter heading our way. I raced around the car and gently picked Raymond up. He seemed so fragile. Even with my vampire strength, he seemed too light. He was so pale. Another wave of guilt flooded me. Why didn’t I take him home first?

I heard the helicopter landing behind me, and turned to run towards it, slowing only when I realized that the men getting out weren’t people I knew. It took me a moment to comprehend. Mack had brought EMT’s with him. Of course he had. It wasn’t enough to get Raymond to the hospital quickly; he needed help immediately.

The two men looked a little surprised to see me carrying Raymond, so I pretended to struggle with his weight as I handed him over to them. They loaded him into the helicopter and started working on him right away. Mack ran over to me, and explained that there wasn’t room for me to ride back with them.

“I’ll drive your car, if you want, Khallie! Don’t worry; they’ll take good care of him.” Mack put his arm around me and walked me back to my car. I heard the helicopter take off, but I didn’t look back. I should’ve been relieved that Raymond was going to be ok. But I couldn’t help the dread that was welling up inside of me. I knew that nothing would ever be the same again. Something told me that I would never Raymond’s smiling face again.

I slumped down into the passenger seat of my car, as Mack slid into the driver’s seat. I couldn’t even cry. I couldn’t breath. It felt like I was drowning, and I had no desire to fight for air. I was barely aware of the passing trees and towns. Mack didn’t say anything on the way there. Occasionally, he squeezed my hand, trying to reassure me. We arrived at the hospital fairly quickly. I hadn’t really noticed how fast Mack had been driving. I was a little surprised, because Mack was a stickler for driving the speed limit. “No undue attention,” he would always say.

Heading straight for the door, the minute his tires hit the hospital driveway, I practically ran over some old lady standing outside her car. Mack quickly parked the car and ran after me.

“Khallie, WAIT!” I didn’t want to wait, but I stopped, turning around. He tossed me his jacket, demanding I put it on before I go inside. I looked down at myself. I was covered in blood; Raymond’s blood, my blood, and the blood of the gunman I had just killed. Bullet holes riddled my blouse.

I looked back up at Mack sheepishly and quickly slipped into his jacket. I then turned and ran into the hospital as quickly as I could, without being too conspicuous, only to realize I had no idea where I was going. Mack quickly caught up with me, and started asking around. We were soon escorted to another part of the hospital, where we were met by one of the doctors.

“Ms. Darling, my name is Dr. Carter,” he said as he took my hand. When I didn’t answer, he kept talking. “We are doing everything we can for your grandfather, but I won’t lie to you. Things look bad.”

I closed my eyes, holding my breath so I wouldn’t lose it. Mack squeezed my shoulders, and started asking the doctor questions. I didn’t hear anything they said. I just kept thinking about how I had let Raymond down. Here I was, worried about him dying of old age, when in fact it was me that I should’ve been worried about. Of course I had been the most dangerous aspect of Raymond’s entire life, and more than once, I had put him in some pretty sticky situations. What was I thinking?

I barely noticed as Mack walked me to the waiting area and made me sit down. We sat there, for what seemed like hours; Mack making dozens of phone calls, and me, just sitting there, staring at the floor. Eventually, I nodded off to sleep. My dreams were tormented of images of Raymond’s attackers, Raymond bleeding in my arms, a look of accusation on his face. I heard him whisper angrily “Why?” I woke with a start. Sleeping was definitely not the answer.

Finally, another doctor came out to talk to us. Raymond was out of surgery and awake. He wanted to see me. They had tried to talk him out of it, so he could rest, but he insisted. I heard the edge in the doctor’s voice as he talked to me. He knew as well as I did, this would be the last time I talked to Raymond.

I hesitated outside the door, trying to postpone the inevitable, I suppose. I closed my eyes and sighed as I turned the doorknob. Inside the room it was dark and quiet, except for the hum from all the monitors and equipment hooked up to Raymond. He looked like a shell of himself, lying there in that hospital bed. He smiled weakly when he saw me. The tears came then. I couldn’t control myself. I didn’t realize Mack had been right behind me until he caught me in his arms as my legs gave out beneath me.

“You have to be strong for him,” he whispered in my ear. I knew he was right. All this crying and making a scene was not going to help.

“I’m ok,” I whispered back to him, as he pulled me to my feet and walked me over to the bed. Raymond grabbed my hand, and tried to pull me closer. I leaned over him, so he wouldn’t have to exert himself too much as he spoke.

“Khalida, I have to tell you something, before it’s too late!” His voice was so weak. I could feel my knees weakening as he spoke.

“I saw her, “ he said, this time with more strength. “I saw her, and she spoke to me, Khalida.”

“Who, Raymond? What are you talking about?” and then it suddenly hit me. “Lillian?”

“She said to tell you something. Are you listening? This is important Khalida”

I nodded my head, afraid if he stopped talking that everything else would stop as well.

“She said to tell you ‘Thank You!’”

“Thank you? For what? For getting you shot? Raymond, stop. I already feel…” He cut me off before I could finish.

“No. Stop it. She said to tell you thank you for saving me all those years ago; for keeping me safe all these years; for being my family, when she couldn’t be here.” Raymond stopped, trying to catch his breath. I motioned for him to take a break. He really should’ve been resting. But he shooed me, mumbling something about not being a child, and he didn’t need me or Mack to tell him what to do. So I backed off and let him finish.

“It was real,” he whispered, weakly. “She was real. She was right here. She made me promise to tell you.”

“I didn’t keep you safe this time,” I muttered under my breath. I was sure he hadn’t heard me, but he looked up at me then, and said with a stern voice, somehow regaining some of his strength. “You did what you could! You hear me? No one else could’ve got me out of that mess like you did.”

True, but I was the one that got him into that mess in the first place. I let it go, though. I didn’t want him to get any more excited than he already was. He was already so weak. I spent the rest of the day with him. I curled up next to him as he slept. Several times the hospital staff tried to usher me out of the room, saying that I needed to let Raymond rest, but Mack always intervened. Threat of legal action usually shut them up, and they left me there.

As the day progressed, I could hear his heart slowing, giving up. I looked at Mack once, looking for any sign of hope. He knew what I was thinking and only shook his head. “No. You promised him,” he whispered, low enough so that only I could hear him. He was right. I had promised Raymond the chance to see Lillian. I couldn’t break my promise, even if it meant I couldn’t save him.

I thought knowing it would happen soon would prepare me for what would eventually happen, but when Raymond’s heart beat its final beat, I broke down. As the medical team rushed in to try to revive him, Mack had to hold me back as I tried to force my way to Raymond’s side. I was sobbing, and screaming. It took all of Mack’s strength to hold me back. After several minutes of trying to revive him, the team stopped. A pained moan escaped my lips as I slid to the floor. He was gone; forever.

Everything was a blur after that. It was like the world was flying past me as sat there on the floor, not moving. I vaguely remember Mack picking me up and carrying me out of the room. I heard someone ask him if I needed anything. Mack told them he would have my personal physician stop by to see me at my home. He carried me out to my car and drove me home.

I spent the rest of the day lying in my bed. Mack stayed, trying to help any way he could. Many of Raymond’s friends stopped by, as did several other people from the network. I barely noticed any of them. I just wanted to be alone. For the first time in my life, I wished I had the ability to die.

Mack finally managed to get everyone to leave, excusing himself as well. I remained there, alone, staring up at the ceiling of my bedroom. When the rays of sunlight burst through the windows I suddenly realized I had lain there all night. I tried picking myself up off the bed, only to realize, if I got up, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself. I laid back down. I heard the phone ring, but didn’t pick it up. I didn’t feel like talking to anyone.

When I heard the front door open several minutes later, I regretted not answering the phone. Whatever Mack had to say, he was not going to wait. I sat up, as I waited for him to come up the stairs. When he walked into the room, I could see that he had been up most of the night too.

His eyes were bloodshot, and dark circles were starting to form under them. He looked pale and defeated. Poor Mack. How much I had depended on him all these years. Raymond was his friend, too. This must’ve been so hard on him. I noticed he had something in his hand, as he walked to the bed.

“Khallie, I know you don’t want to see anyone right now, but I promised Raymond I would bring this to you when….” His voice broke off. When he died, I thought to myself. He pulled out what looked like a DVD and walked over to the stand where my television sat. He put the DVD into the player and turned it on.

He came over and sat beside me on my bed and gave me a hopeful look, before he turned to watch the screen. My eyes shot to the screen as I heard Raymond’s voice float across the room. There he was, staring back at me from the television. It took me a moment to realize that I should be listening to what he said.

“…..means I’m no longer around. Hmmm. Well, at least I lived a good life, right?” A hearty laugh poured out of his mouth.

“Khalida, I know this is going to be hard on you. That’s why I decided to do this. I know you will need something to help you move on. You know, my dear, there is something I never told you. I thought about it many times, but I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me.”

“You see, Khalida, that day at the river was not the only time you saved my life. When Lillian died, I was devastated. You know that it was only weeks before I ran into you that I had lost her. I was depressed and had been contemplating suicide. When I saw you there, I just knew that you were an angel; the same one that had saved me from the river, that day. I thought Lillian had sent you, and suddenly I knew I couldn’t do it.”

“Imagine my surprise when I found out that you were not an angel, but in fact a vampire. Even then, I couldn’t help but want to live out my life. I felt shame at thinking I almost threw away the gift you had given to me so many years earlier. My life.”

“Khalida, you are the reason I am alive today. I know that you’ve tried to hide from me how much it hurts to see me grow old, but I can see it in your eyes. I know you will miss me. But you will have to move on. I know you can. I never thought I would, and then suddenly, you were there. The light I needed to guide me back to the world. Please try to remember that. And remember, you are like a daughter to me. I love you, and I will miss you too!”

He didn’t say anything else. I let his words sink in. I knew, deep down inside, that he was right. Somehow, that didn’t make me feel much better. What he didn’t understand, couldn’t understand, was that things were different for him. He had the luxury of thinking he would be reunited with the ones he loved some day. I didn’t have that. The people I lost would remain lost to me forever. I would never see Raymond again.

I looked over to where Mack was sitting. He was looking towards the television, still. I knew he was pretending to be preoccupied so he wouldn’t have to look me in the eyes. He knew as much as I did that Raymond’s words had very little effect on me. I knew that he had hoped they would, but he was a realistic man, and rarely indulged in fantasies. I felt bad. He deserved a better life than this.

“We should start making plans for the funeral,” I finally said, trying not to sound as bad as I felt. I had to try, for Mack, for everyone else who depended on me, and especially, for Raymond. He would’ve wanted that.




Chapter Three
 

The rain was coming down hard. The whole morning had been dreary, and pretty much matched my mood. I was not looking forward to the upcoming events of the day. I turned away from the window, letting the curtain fall closed. The past couple days had been hard. Today was going to be worse.

I had planned on driving myself to the church, but Mack insisted on picking me up. I knew he was worried about me. He had spent the majority of the past several days hanging around my house, trying to help out; mostly irritating me. Of course I felt bad that I was so irritated by him. He was only trying to help. I managed to send him on a few missions for me, so I could have some time to myself. I didn’t want him to see my irritation. He was, after all, my next closest friend, after Raymond.

I heard his car pull into the drive, and looked around for my things. I heard him call out my name as he walked in the front door, and hollered down to him, so he would know where to find me. I was still gathering my things when he walked into the room. If I had not been so upset, I might have laughed.

Mack looked so out of place in a suit. He was probably one of the few lawyers I knew that didn’t wear one regularly. Mack was a big man, almost 6’6”, with broad shoulders and muscular features. He was an intimidating man to most people. I often thought he would’ve done good in many other professions. But truth be told, he was very good at what he did. It suited him. Well, the work aspect, at least. Mack dressed pretty casually on most days. He walked over and helped me grab my things so we could get going.

“Anything, yet?”

“Nothing. No reports of mysterious deaths, injuries or missing persons. Nothing that matches what we’re looking for anyway. Khallie, I don’t think we’ll find anything. If what you told me about these guys is true, they don’t want to be traceable.”

I sighed. He was right of course, but it was important that we track down the people that killed Raymond.

“You said you thought someone had been killed there, before they discovered you. Right?”

“Not killed, Mack, slaughtered. I’m telling you, something very bad went down there.”

“Well there you have it. These people aren’t just going to make themselves publically available. Khallie, chances are, they don’t know who you are either. You said that you got out of there pretty fast, and that they were more worried about getting away from you than paying attention to who you were. I doubt anyone took the time to stop and write down your license plate number. You know? Stop worrying so much, Khallie. You don’t make mistakes!”

Except that I did. And my kind of mistakes got people killed. Mack was right about one thing, of course. I was sure no one had seen my license plate or anything that would identify me. Still, it was better to know who they were, and to make sure they knew nothing. As if he had read my mind, Mack spoke up.

“I’ll keep trying. People like that usually end up making mistakes. We’ll find out who they are.”

“Thanks, Mack!” I didn’t mention to him that there was another reason I needed to find out who they were. I had a score to settle. Mack would never allow it, of course. Those kind of things could destroy the network. But what he didn’t know…. Besides, those kind of people often met untimely deaths, through bizarre circumstances.

I sighed again. I hated thinking like that. Despite the monster that lived inside me, I actually was not a violent person. I didn’t like the thought of killing people. It seemed uncivilized. And when you have 5,000 years to mature, you gain a whole new perspective on the world around you. Especially when you make mistakes you can’t take back.

Mack tried to hurry me out the door. I shuddered when the cold rain hit me in the face. Mack hurried to open the umbrella he had forgotten was still in his hand. We all but ran down to his car, with me nearly falling face first in a puddle as I missed the last step at the end of the sidewalk. Mack, as usual, had kept me out of harm’s way, catching me before I hit the ground.

Both of us kept quiet on the drive there. I was grateful for that. I was trying to mentally prepare myself for the rest of the day. There would be a lot of people there, many of which were not in the network, and I couldn’t afford to break down like I had at the hospital. Amazingly, for such an old man, Raymond had a lot of friends. Of course, he was just so easy to like, I guess it shouldn’t have surprised me. After all, everyone in the network adored him. His death would leave a huge impact on our little family.

As we neared the church, I could see already that it was going to be a huge gathering. I tried not to make eye contact with anyone as Mack ushered me into the church. I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone just yet. I had to get through this first. The service was nice, I guess. As nice as you’d expect a funeral to be, anyway.

More than once, I had overheard a few whispered conversations, which kept my mind off of the immediate event. Mostly friends of Raymond’s, outside the network, who wondered who I was. He had done good to keep up the story we had contrived together, but there were a few that weren’t in the loop, so to speak. And older gal seemed surprised at such a large gathering of people that she didn’t seem to know.

“So who is the young girl in front, again?” I didn't recognize the voice, but decided it must belong to one of Raymond's friends. Probably one of the old gals that played backgammon with him every Tuesday afternoon.

“That is Raymond’s granddaughter, or great-granddaughter. I don’t remember which. They were very close. From what I gather, her parents were killed in a bad car accident when she was just a child. Raymond raised her. She was more like a daughter to him.”

“I didn’t realize Raymond had children. Didn’t his wife die very young?”

Eavesdropping on the whispers throughout the crowd reminded me that a good many people come to funerals not out of sorrow or respect, but more out of curiosity and sometimes guilt. It only made me more miserable. Why were these people even here?

“I didn’t know he knew so many people. I thought most of his family had passed away years ago?”

“I think they are mostly friend’s of the granddaughter. People that work for her, actually. She runs some big corporation. Valdis, I think it’s called. I don’t know, some weird Russian name.” Scandinavian, actually. Mack’s idea of a joke. It literally meant Goddess of the Dead. Funny, Mack, really funny. Well, yeah, I guess it was, at the time. Everything seemed a lot funnier back then.

My mind continued to wander, as several people continued to get up and make their speeches. It wasn’t until Mack got up to speak, that I managed to step back out of the haze and back into reality. He had that affect on a lot of people. His strong but gentle voice was hypnotic to some. He made them want to listen, even if they didn’t agree with what he had to say. Of course, Mack had a way with words, too, and there were very few people he couldn’t win over, given the opportunity.

Mack cleared his throat as he reached the podium. He looked tired, spent. I hadn’t noticed the dark circles under his eyes earlier, when he had picked me up. God, I was so insensitive sometimes. Of course he was hurting too. Raymond and Mack had actually been very close. They were fishing buddies, golf partners and would share an occasional beer or two, when Raymond was up to it.

Here I was, feeling sorry for myself; making Mack take care of me. Why hadn’t it occurred to me that maybe he needed some time to grieve too?

“Raymond Darling was a good man,” Mack's voice faltered a little, but he kept going. “He was like family; not just to me, but to everyone who knew him. Raymond always saw the bright side of things, and was never happy until he made everyone around him see it too. Even when his health started to fail, Raymond had a positive outlook. Many times he told me he had lived a full life, and that he was ready to be with his dear wife Lillian once again. He had no regrets.”

At the mention of Lillian a stifled sob caught my attention and I looked over to see Beverly, Raymond's lady friend, silently crying to herself. Another pang of guilt. How many people at their age find love again? Raymond's death had probably broken her heart. She never got a chance to explore their relationship.

I watched Beverly for a while, missing most of Mack's speech, only turning my attention back to him as he finished up.

“Raymond Darling will be missed, but I like to think that he will also be celebrated. He did not leave a hole, but instead filled a gap. Those who knew him are better for it. Those who loved him will forever feel the impact of his love. Forever.”

I wiped away the tears that had fallen. He was right about one thing. Raymond had filled a void that I had felt for thousands of years. My humanity had been restored the moment he entered my life. Nothing would ever be the same without him. But he taught me how to live again. I had to find a way to get past this if I was going to honor him. The question was how?

The burial was rushed, as the rain still came down steadily. There was a reception, afterwards, which Mack made me attend. I knew many of the people there, of course, as a large number of them were from the network. But there were just as many that I did not know.

Raymond made friends easily, and I started to realize that he really did have a life outside our friendship. They introduced themselves to me throughout the evening. Some were old acquaintances; others he had met in recent years. All relayed stories of his quick wit and boundless energy. I couldn’t help but smile at a few of the more extraordinary stories.

The members of my “family” were very happy to see me, rushing over to talk to me the minute they saw an opportunity. Many I hadn’t seen in a long time. As a rule, I had tried to keep moving around, town to town, country to country, in order to keep from arousing suspicion over my eternal youth. Keeping up with my family was easy then.

But as Raymond got on in years and his health began to fail, I moved around less, and eventually stayed here, keeping an ever watchful eye on him. My relationships suffered because of it. I suddenly felt bad. Most of them had walked away from their lives; giving up everything they knew to work for me. I relied on them for everything, but they also relied on me. They needed me as much as I needed them, and I owed it to them to at least pretend to be ok.

 I spent the rest of the evening trying my best to be cheerful, or as cheerful as one is expected to be at these sort of things. I caught up with people I hadn’t seen in years, making promises of visits long overdue. I was actually lost in conversation when Mack tapped me on the shoulder to ask if I was ready to leave.

“How late is it?” I had asked, surprised at how quicly the time had passed.

“It’s pretty late, Khallie. Don’t worry, many of them are staying for a few days. You’ll have time to catch up.”

I said my goodbyes and waited at the door for him as he said his. I noticed when he hugged his secretary, Marlene, goodbye, he held her longer than he meant to. I had long suspected that there was more to their relationship than he let on. Her eyes caught mine as she let him go, and she quickly looked away, as if ashamed she had been caught doing something she wasn’t supposed to. I smiled. I knew why they kept it a secret. I would have to remember to talk to Mack about it later. He sacrificed too much for me already. That had to stop.

I was glad to see that the rain had finally let up as he walked me to his car. Although my broken heart was far from healed, I no longer wished for the rain to last forever. 

“What are you thinking about?”

“Mississippi,” I answered, without looking up.

“Oh?” He drove in silence for a few minutes, then turned to me, looking at me as though he was trying to read my thoughts.

“When are you leaving?” Strange how perceptive he was. It was as if he actually COULD read them.

“I’m not sure,” I finally replied.

“Do you think it’s a good idea?”

“You don’t?” I asked, surprised. He pondered on this for a moment, trying to decide what he felt. He finally looked at me and then smiled. He looked back at the road, continuing to smile.

“Well?”

“I think it’s a great idea.”

“He wasn’t there tonight?” It sounded like a question, but I already knew the answer. I had looked for him. He wasn’t there.

“It’s not his fault, Khallie. It had nothing to do with you, or Raymond. He couldn’t be there.”

“Yeah.” I wanted to believe him, but I wasn’t as confident as he was about how Jake would react.

“He still loves you, you know.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“It’s the right thing. You can’t spend eternity hiding from what you feel. And you can’t just go around breaking hearts like you do!” He laughed at that last part. I couldn’t help but smile.

“How about next week, after everyone has gone?”

“Great! I’ll help you pack”

"Geez Mack, you'd think you were trying to get rid of me?" Shaking his head, Mack smiled. 
“I think I can manage. I’m not a child, you know”

“I know. I just don’t want you to change your mind.” He paused, then, “It’s all he wanted, you know, was to see the two of you together.”

That much I knew. Raymond was nothing if not persistent. He tried to make me go countless times. I had always resisted. I wasn’t really even sure why I was going now, but somehow I knew that I needed to be there, in his arms. The question was, would he still have me?

As we pulled into my drive, I remembered another conversation I wanted to have with him, before I did leave. Now was as good a time as any.

“Mack?”

“Yeah?” He kept his eyes on the drive, carefully pulling up to my front door.

“Um…. Tell me about Marlene.” He tensed up instantly, and I immediately regretted saying anything. But the words were already out of my mouth, so I continued.

"Mack," I said softly, touching his shoulder, trying to reassure him. "I like her."

That was all I said. That was all I needed to say. As I opened the door to get out, I saw him, out of the corner of my eye, smiling as big as he ever had."

“I like her too,” he whispered to himself, barely loud enough for even me to hear.




Chapter Four
 

I spent the next several days entertaining guests at my house. It wasn’t often that several members of the network would get together in one location, so I tried to look happy, or happier, at least, and enjoy their company. Most of them I hadn’t seen a very long time, and a few I hadn’t seen in years. I used to travel the world frequently, but as they got better at their jobs, my need to move around diminished. I rarely left the country anymore, and when I did, it was often only to a handful of countries.

Of course in recent years, I rarely went anywhere. I had made the decision to stay and take care of Raymond. It was a huge risk, staying in one place for more than a few years. But I had managed to stay out of the radar for the most part, largely due to the unique talents of my friends.

So while they were here, I was going to do my best to make their stays pleasant. They were, after all, my lifeline. Mack took several days off from his office to help out at my house. I thought several times he had made that excuse just so he could keep an eye on me. I knew he was worried about me.

I tried several times to corner him and let him know that I was fine. He would nod his head in agreement, but I could tell he was still thinking about the episode in the hospital. I would have to try to look more like myself when he was around, or he would never let me out of his sight.

The weather had warmed up enough for my guests and me to spend most of our time out by the pool, so I decided to make snacks and drinks so we could enjoy the sun and catch up on old times. Mack came into the kitchen to help me. He always amazed me at how graceful he was. His large hands never seemed clumsy or in the way. In no time at all, he had several trays of snacks ready to go, while I still stood there, preparing a pitcher of lemonade.

“Huh. I thought I was supposed to be the fast one,” I joked. Mack smiled, laughing quietly to himself.

“I think you just like to humor me sometimes,” he joked back. Then, changing the subject, he asked “Have you called Jake yet?”

I sighed, trying to avoid his gaze. He had stopped what he was doing, and was now staring at me, so I knew I couldn’t avoid the question.

“No, I’m not going to call him,” I finally said, a bit too harshly.

“Khallie, don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind. Really, you need this. If you don’t call him, I will. Right now!”

“No. You won’t!!” I almost shouted at him.

“You need to get away from here, and you NEED to fix whatever is left of your relationship with Jake! Khallie, you can’t keep avoiding this. It’s going to happen, like it or not!”

“Are you done?” I asked, when he finally stopped to take a breath. Sometimes Mack could get so excitable about things. I could see the veins pulsing in his temples, about to burst at any moment. When he didn’t answer, I continued.

“I didn’t change my mind.”

“But…”

“Don’t interrupt! I said I didn’t change my mind, and I haven’t. But I am not calling him. I don’t want him to know I’m coming.”

“So you can still change your mind? Khallie that’s not...” I cut him off again.

“Mack! Will you let me finish? There are lots of reasons I’m not calling him. And yes, that is one of them; I admit that, but not the main reason.” I stopped, and sighed. It took me a moment to start up again. I hated admitting my weaknesses, and if it were anyone but Mack standing there, I would’ve left it alone. I also hated it when he thought I was up to something. That was the main reason I rarely kept anything from him. And that was why I continued.

“I’m afraid,” I paused again, looking for the right words.

“You? Afraid?” Mack almost laughed.

“Yes,” I said, giving him a look that said stop goofing and listen. “It’s just that it’s been two years. I haven’t seen him, I haven’t called him, I haven’t written. I cut him off from my life, without so much as an explanation.”

"Jessica," Craddock interrupted, "we're not Vampires."

“He knows why.”

“That doesn’t make it right. What if I call him and he doesn’t want to see me? Or worse, he does want to see me, but between now and the time I get there, he has time to think about what an ass I’ve been. I just want to get there first. I want his genuine reaction without having time to think about it. I want to know how he truly feels, Mack. I don’t expect you to understand. I’m sure it doesn’t make any sense at all, but that’s how I feel. This is going to be hard enough as it is.”

I sat down, exhausted. Everything made me so emotional these days. Mack finished arranging the tray he was working on, pretending to be preoccupied. I knew he was mulling over what I had just said. Finally he looked up and smiled.

“You’re right,” he said. “I don’t understand, but as long as you’re going, I guess I don’t care how you go about doing it.”

“Thanks!” I said, relieved that the conversation was finally over. I helped him pick up the trays and walked towards the door. I held it open as Mack walked out to the patio and my waiting guests.

“So Mack,” I asked, nonchalantly. “Did you invite Marlene?” Mack stopped dead in his tracks; not quite the reaction I was expecting.

“Mack?”

He turned to me, his expression unreadable. I was confused, which must’ve shown in my expression, because he suddenly laughed.

“I’m sorry, Khallie. It’s just that I don’t think she’s ready for this yet. I don’t know how I’m going to tell her, and I’m afraid it’s too soon. She may not react well.”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Really, Mack, no one said you had to tell her today. I just thought you might enjoy having her here. That’s all.” I walked past him, shaking my head and grinning. “You’re too damn serious sometimes, you know that?”

When he didn’t answer, I stopped and looked back towards him.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea Khallie. How could she not find out by coming here, now, when the whole damn network is here? I swear, some days, I think you’re losing it.”

“Ha. First of all, they aren’t all here, “ I said, sarcastically. “And second of all, what do you think I pay these people for, huh? For their discretion, that’s what. Don’t you think they can manage to keep quiet for one day while your girlfriend hangs out with them?”

At the word girlfriend, we both made a strange face. It was new to both of us. Mack had only had a handful of relationships in the whole time I had known him. His work was his life, and he very seldom let anything interfere with it. I laughed again, as he pondered what I had just said.

“Mack, you have a girlfriend!” I joked. “C’mon, invite her over. Wouldn’t it be nice to do something with her without having to hide it from the rest of the world? Besides, IF you plan on ever telling her the truth, wouldn’t it be easier on her if she already got to know me? Maybe even became friends? It’s a lot easier to accept what someone is if you care about them, right?”

I knew I had him then. It made perfect sense. One of my best qualities was getting people to like me. It was a common trait amongst vampires, and I was particularly good at it. He knew it and he also knew that once they did, it was very hard for them to change that feeling once they found out who I was. Sure, many were scared, but it didn’t take long for them to remember why they liked me in the first place.

I hadn’t spent much time getting to know Marlene, but I was sure it would be easy to win her over. Another thing I was good at was judging character. I had handpicked every member of the network. I trusted each and every one of them. None of them had ever proved me wrong. I was sure that Marlene was no different. But beyond that, I also knew that she would never betray Mack. She would spend the rest of her life trying to make him happy, if he let her. And that alone was worth the risk of letting her in on my little secret.

“I’ll call her right now,” I said, setting down the trays and heading back for the house.

“No. I’ll do it, if I have to.” He tried catching up with me. Too bad he couldn’t move like I could. I ran to the house, in a flash.

“Khallie!!” he yelled into the house, “That’s not fair!”

“I’m calling her Mack. It should be me, you know. She might not come if you ask her. She might feel intimidated. If I invite her to my house, insist, she might feel obligated. You know?”

“Great, guilt her into it. That’s a nice way to start out,” he grumbled.

“Doesn’t matter how I do it,” I teased. “Once she’s here, she’ll have no choice but to fall in love with our deranged little family!”

He laughed, easing up a little. “I suppose you’re right. Ok, fine.”

It took very little convincing on my part. Marlene was more than happy to spend time with Mack, especially when it didn’t require them to hide their relationship. Apparently Mack had told her that they no longer had to keep it under wraps. I gave her directions and hung up the phone, grinning like the Cheshire cat. Mack only shook his head and walked back out to the patio. I smiled to myself. Mack was going to be happy whether he liked it or not, damn it.

Over the next half hour, I wandered around, talking to my guests and catching up on their lives. It was nice having them here. I missed them all so much. Flitting from person to person, I did my best to talk to everyone. I remembered to mention to everyone that we would be having a guest from outside the network, and that they needed to refrain from mentioning that I was a vampire. I had no doubt that there would be no issues.

She was so quiet when she finally walked through the gate into the yard, that I almost didn’t notice her. She looked nervous and quite intimidated! Poor girl! I saw Mack walking toward her, but decided I needed to welcome her first. If she was going to get comfortable with me, I better get started now. It wasn’t like I was going to have time later. I had no idea how long I was going to be gone.

I ran up and hugged her, which caught her off guard, but almost instantly, I could feel her relax.

“I’m so glad you decided to come,” I purred as I locked my arm in hers and started walking her towards everyone else. “Mack wasn’t sure if you would, but just knew I could convince you.”

Marlene was taken aback, not sure what to make of my warm welcome. It made me wonder what Mack had told her about me. I gave him a quick warning glance as he approached, letting him know we would have a talk later. I herded her over to the table, handing her a plate, babbling on about the wonderful food everyone had brought. Mack caught up to us and took her hand in his.

Her reaction was immediate. The girl must’ve been head over heels in love with him. He could’ve walked her into a lion’s den, and she wouldn’t have so much as blinked. Of course, that was what he was doing, in a sense. But she didn’t know that.

She filled up her plate and we walked around while I introduced her to everyone. She seemed to be right at home with all of them. The rest of the evening was uneventful; peaceful. For the first time since Raymond died, I felt hope. It seemed like maybe I could finally accept that life happened, people around me were going to get old; they were going to die. There was nothing I could do about that. But I could enjoy their lives while they were a part of mine. Of course, I still had to get through next week. That would be the real test.




Chapter Five
 

Over the next couple of days, my guests dwindled down, until there was no one left. I spend a lot of time getting to know Marlene during that time. The more I got to know her, the more I thought she would make a good addition to our family; if, of course, Mack ever decided to tell her the truth.

She was much younger than Mack, but that didn’t seem to bother her at all. But then again, I had seen women much younger than her fall all over themselves over Mack, so that didn’t surprise me at all. But Marlene was attracted to more than just his good looks and charm. There was something special there. I could tell even this early in their relationship, that she loved him.

I could see, too, why Mack liked her. She was beautiful. But not in a way that made her unapproachable. She was charming, funny and genuine. I could tell that when she told you something, she meant it. Best of all, she didn’t seem bothered by the fact that Mack had her spending so much time with me lately. She seemed to fit right in, not just with me, but with the rest of the family. By the time they had all left, she had them making promises of future visits.

A few days before I was to leave for Mississippi, the three of us were spending an afternoon at Mack’s house. When Mack got a call that he had to take care of right away, Marlene and I were left alone to chat amongst ourselves. I decided to make us some tea, one of the few human things I could still enjoy.

“You seem to know your way around Mack’s house quite well,” she observed, not sounding suspicious, but just curious.

“I spend a lot of time here,” I replied. “Mack and I have known each other for a very long time.” Hesitating, I looked back over at her and smiled, politely. I wasn’t sure how much I should tell her, or what Mack had already told her. I didn’t have long to think, though, as she continued the conversation.

“Your family started Valdis, then, right?” she asked.

“My father’s family did. Before my parents were killed. I inherited the business, although Mack is really the one who ran it. At least until I was old enough.” That seemed to satisfy her curiosity, for now.

“So Mack says you are going on a vacation? Where are you going, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“I’m going to see an old friend.” My voice faltered a little, as I said the words. He was more than an old friend. Marlene noticed my hesitation on the word friend.

“An old boyfriend.” She said it with such an understanding tone. I almost spilled my entire heart out to her right then. I would have to remember to be more careful around her. She was damn observant, and I didn’t want to piss Mack off by saying something I shouldn’t. Not until he gave me the green light.

“Yeah, I guess you could say that. It ended…. badly, I guess.”

“But you’re going to see him? Why?”

“I owe it to him. I broke it off without explanation. I broke his heart. If nothing else, I need to apologize to him. And I miss him. If anyone could make me feel better about everything that’s happened with Ray… um, Grandpa, I know Jake could.”

Marlene cocked her head, as I corrected myself. Damn it. She caught that, too! Ok, stupid, talk your way out of that one.

“Sorry, it’s just that I hardly ever called him Grandpa. We were very close. He raised me, you know. He was more like a father to me. He insisted I not make him feel old by calling him Grandpa, and well, Dad just wasn’t the right word. I just called him by his name.”

OK, shut up now. If you keep going on, she really is going to get suspicious. She seemed to shrug it off, though, or pretended that it was nothing, because she just continued asking about Jake.

“Hmm. You think it’s the right thing? Going to him, I mean. He might be angry or upset. You might just make things worse.” I could see how she would think that, not knowing the circumstances of the entire situation. I guess I would see it that way, too, looking in from the outside.

“Mack tells me he isn’t angry. Hurt, but not angry. He tried contacting me several times, but I didn’t take his calls.” I hated admitting that to her. It was not something I was proud of.

“So why the sudden change of heart?” she asked. I noticed she just sounded curious, not judgmental.

“Because Raymond was right. I’ve hurt people, trying to protect myself and trying to protect them. I’ve done neither. I mean, being here hasn’t kept my heart from breaking, and taking care of Raymond certainly didn’t keep him alive. All I’ve done is hurt the people I love.”

I paused. I was getting a little too emotional, and it wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have with Marlene today. Answer the question. Don’t elaborate. Got it.

“I don’t know if Mack told you, but Raymond was one of Jake’s biggest fans. He wanted very badly to see us together again before he died.” Guilt ran through me like an electric shock. Too late for that, wasn’t it Khallie? I sighed and turned back to finish the tea, and carried it over to the table where Marlene sat. She took a sip and started at me thoughtfully.

“Why did you stop seeing him?” she asked, finally. Damn, I knew she would ask that.

“It’s, um, complicated.” It’s all I could think of. I didn’t know what to say. Fortunately, I didn’t have to.

“She came to take care of Raymond,” Mack interrupted. “He was her first priority. Of course that’s not everything, but that’s the main reason. Right Khalida?”

Khalida. He was not happy with me. He only called me that when he thought I did something wrong.

“Yes, of course. I pretty much put my entire life on hold after Raymond had his heart attack. I needed to be here to take care of him. I was so afraid of losing him, I just put the rest of my life on the back burner. Including my love life.” I looked up at Mack. There, I fixed it, ok. He relaxed a little as he read the look, but I could tell he was still on edge. Perhaps not over me, though. I would corner him later.

“Well that’s understandable.” Marlene spoke up again. “I’m sure he would be hurt, but who can blame you. Raymond was family, and you loved him.” If only she knew the truth.

True, it was Raymond’s heart attack that made the decision for me. But not for the reasons Mack and I just gave. It was more complicated. I didn’t want to see someone else I loved grow old without me. I didn’t want to get that close again. So I walked away. I left him to live his life; a normal life. Problem was, he didn’t do that, and I was already too close. I realized that now.

It was a hard thing for me, dealing with this. Until I had met Raymond, and started putting together the network, I had not allowed myself to get that close to anyone. I did once, but that was a long time ago. It was something I didn’t like to think about.

“Jake will be thrilled to see Khallie again,” Mack said bluntly, in response to Marlene’s comment. “He would wait an eternity for her. She knows that.”

Ha, it’s back to Khallie. I’m in the clear. I wondered what was still bugging him, though.

“We’ll see.” I shrugged. I wish I was as confident as he was. I wasn’t so sure Jake would want to see me again.

“So when do you leave?” Marlene asked, as she picked up a cracker and started to nibble on it. I smiled as she leaned over and gave Mack a bite. They were so damn cute together. I wondered how long they had really been seeing each other before I figured it out. Must’ve been a while.

“I’m leaving the day after tomorrow.” I replied.

“Oh.” She sounded disappointed. I looked up at her, puzzled. Mack cast her a questioned look as well.

“Oh, it’s nothing, really. It’s just that I was kind of enjoying getting to know you. You’re so different than I imagined. I mean, and I hope you don’t get mad at me for saying this, but you seemed so arrogant before. I’ve never seen you interact with very many people at the office. But now that I know you better, you are so nice. And the three of us, we seem to be having so much fun, aren’t we?”

Mack and I laughed at the same time.

“I suppose I deserved that. I do come off poorly at the office. Too focused, I think. I’ll work on it! And yes, we are having a great time. And will continue to do so when I get back, I promise! Besides, I’m sure you and Mack would like some time alone. I’ve been intruding on you guys all week. I’m sure you could use a break from me.” The sparkle in both their eyes told me I was right.

The next two days, however, neither let me out of their sight. I suspected that Mack had voiced his concerns over me changing my mind, and Marlene had teamed up with him to make sure I didn’t. She even talked me into a shopping trip to buy some things I would need to take with, coercing me into buying a black lace negligee that she was sure I would need. I was pretty sure it would never leave the suitcase, but I conceded. Her energy was contagious, and I couldn’t help but have a good time with her.

We spent that day there walking through the mall, talking and giggling like we were old friends. We talked more about my relationship with Jake, my friendship with Mack and my life with Raymond.

It was nice to have a girlfriend to talk to, and it suddenly occurred to me why I liked Marlene so much. I had never been friends with anyone like her before. Sure I was friends with everyone in the network, and we were close, but it was different. They knew what I was and treated me differently. They cared about me, but they were cautious with me, never truly letting their guard down. Sure there was Mack, but he wasn’t exactly the girly type.

Marlene realized I had stopped. “What’s wrong?” Her eyes were wide, as she waited for me to answer. Slowly a big smile spread across my face.

“Nothing,” I told her. “It’s just that I’m having a really good time.”

“And?” she asked, looking confused.

“Well, that doesn’t happen very often. I guess it just kind of surprised me!”

“You are a little strange, sometimes, you know that?” We both laughed and continued on.

Both she and Mack came over to my house that night for dinner. Marlene helped me pack my suitcase while Mack cleared the table and started the dishes. She made sure I packed the black negligee. Lord knows that was important. I laughed to myself.

When it started getting late, they said their goodbyes. Mack walked Marlene to the car, then headed back to say one last goodbye. He hugged me tight, kissing the top of my head.

“It will be fine,” he whispered. “If you need anything at all, you call me, you hear?” I nodded, and hugged him back.

Then he turned away and headed towards his car. I watched as they drove off into the night. I didn’t turn back towards the house until I could no longer see his taillights in the distance. I sighed and went back in. The house was suddenly so quiet.

I decided to load my things into my car. No need to wait until the morning. Besides, I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep. Not now. So I might as well find something to keep me preoccupied. It didn’t take nearly as long as I had hoped to load up my things. So finally, I curled up on my couch, turned on an old movie, hoping to distract myself. After about the third movie, I finally fell asleep.




Chapter Six
 

I woke to the sound of rain, and was immediately glad that I had decided to load my car the night before. I showered and dressed quickly; in a hurry to get on the road. It was a long drive, almost thirty-six hours, and I didn't want to waste any time unnecessarily.

Mack had already given me a hard time about driving; wanting me to fly instead. But I stood my ground. I need some time to myself, and there were a few stops I needed to make along the way. The most important stop being that of a quick hunting trip.

The last hunting trip had been a disaster, to say the least, and although I had spilled plenty of blood in my attempt to save Raymond, I didn't exactly stop to feed. If the hunger wasn't driving me then, it certainly was now. I had to quench the thirst before it took control of me.

I reminded Mack that they didn't exactly serve O positive on an airplane, as well as the fact that it was not an appropriate place to lose control. There wouldn't be much of a chance to hunt once I actually got to Mississippi. Mack finally relented, although not happily. He didn't like me being alone for so long. It was weird how protective he was of me, when there was so little that could actually harm me.

As I backed out of my drive, I took a long, deep breath. This was such a hard thing for me to do. It felt wrong to give into my desires, but I couldn't help it now. Even worse, I didn't know what to expect once I got there. I had hurt Jake. There was no denying that. Even knowing that he had been trying to contact me didn't convince me that he would welcome me with open arms.

The thought of being rejected by him hurt even worse than anything else. I loved him. I was in love with him. That was why I left in the first place. I realized that, like Raymond, I would have to watch him grow old and die. I could've turned him. I thought about it a few times. But it wasn't something I wanted for him; and it was something he didn't want for himself.

It was inevitable that the subject would come up in conversation at some point. When it did, we both made our feelings on the subject clear. That was the last time we ever spoke about it. I never asked him his reasons; he never asked me mine. I suppose I was glad for that. Mine were hard to explain.

So when I realized how much I had fallen in love with him, how much it would hurt to lose him the way I had lost others before him, I left. I thought it would be easier that way. I thought, after time, that by distancing myself from him, we would both get over it and move on. The problem was neither of us did.

The more I tried not to think about him, about us, the more miserable I was. Or course it didn't help that Raymond constantly reminded me that I had broken Jake's heart. He knew I was miserable without Jake, and although the reason I was there was to take care of him after his heart attack, he still spent most of his spare time trying to convince me to go back. I always remained steadfast on that issue.

So why was I going now? I didn't even know. Maybe it was the message Raymond had left for me, or maybe it was guilt, or greed. Had I finally given in to my own desires? I wasn't sure, but I knew one thing. I was tired of hurting Jake.

I knew he hadn't moved on; not at all. Although he didn't call me directly, he still called Mack frequently. Mack would relay the messages to me, never forgetting to tell me how hurt Jake sounded, or how lonely he sounded. Mack, like Raymond, was completely Team Jake. While he understood my motives better than anyone, he didn't really care about them. To him, there was no point in preserving my way of life, if it was a completely miserable one.

"Why live forever if forever sucks?" he would joke. I seldom laughed. Mostly because he was right, and deep down, I knew it.

As I approached the exit to Cherokee, I did my best not to look, staring straight ahead at the wet pavement. A lump welled up in my throat, and tears threatened to break free as I passed the exit. I missed Raymond so much. Probably another reason for my wanting to see Jake; I needed someone to hold me. I held the tears back the best I could. It would not do me any good to wreck my car because I was crying and driving in the pouring rain. I certainly wasn't in the mood to shop for cars today.

So I steeled myself and drove on. After a few hours, the rain finally let up a little. I decided it was a good time to stop for gas. If I waited, the rain might kick up again, and I was also not in the mood to spend the next couple of hours soaking wet.

As I climbed back into my car, I decided I better check in with Mack. He answered on the first ring; not a surprise to me, as he seldom let his phone ring more than once.

"How's the drive?" he asked, without even saying hi. I knew he had caller ID, but it still unnerved me sometimes when he would start out our phone conversations that way.

"Wet," I replied, sourly. I let him stop laughing before I continued. "Yeah, hilarious, Mack. How's the search going?"

"Nothing yet. We seem to be hitting dead ends everywhere. Except..." He trailed off. I could tell by his voice that it was something he didn't really want to share with me.

"Except what? Does this have anything to do with the other night?"

"The other night?" Mack tried his best to sound confused. It must've been bad.

"At your house. You looked upset when you came in. I thought it was me, but it wasn't was it? I meant to ask, but forgot. Mack, what's going on?"

He stammered, as if trying to find the words. I waited patiently. Finally he sighed heavily.

"I didn't want to say anything; not yet anyway. I thought we could handle it without you, and I didn't want to ruin your....your vacation."

"Spill it Mack!" I almost shouted. I hated it when he drew things out like that.

"It's Vyktor," he finally said, sounding defeated. A shudder ran through my spine. I slammed on the brakes, nearly losing control of the car on the still wet pavement. I managed to pull over to the side of the road, and threw the car into park.

"What do you mean, Vyktor?" No wonder he didn't want to tell me. God, could things get any worse? I closed my eyes and cursed to myself. Vyktor, like me, was a vampire. Unlike other vampires, Vyktor did not try to avoid me. Quite the opposite, actually. He hunted me, to put it bluntly.

I had spent several centuries making sure he did not find me. It wasn't that I feared for my own life, but I didn't want to have to kill him, and I certainly didn't want to endanger those around me. Part of the duties of the network was to do their best to keep track of him at all times. If we knew where he was and what he was doing, then we could avoid a confrontation. If Mack had any concerns about him now, then he had either found me, or was close.

"Where is he?" I finally asked, hoping like hell, he didn't say California.

"As far as we can tell, he is headed back home." Mack replied, trying to sound hopeful.

"So he was there?"

"No, not here. In San Diego, then Los Angeles."

"So what's the problem, then? That's not that close, Mack."

He paused before he answered. When he finally spoke, I could hear a slight bit of hysteria in his voice.

"Khallie, he was asking around about you.... by name. The name you have now." Yeah, that was bad. One thing I did to prevent from being discovered, either by Vyktor, or others who might piece together that I was a vampire, was to change my name frequently.

The last time I had seen Vyktor, I went by another name, and several others since. For Vyktor to know who I was now meant he had been doing some research. It was a bad. If he found out who I was now, he could track me down. He could find Mack, Marlene, and everyone else back home. He could even find out about the network, putting everyone I knew in danger.

"I'm coming back, now." I finally said. I had already put the car in drive, and was pulling onto the road to do a uturn.

"No," Mack said, so forcefully, that I instinctively slammed on the brakes again. "No, you’re not! He's left, Khallie. He’s already gone. There is no need to come back here, now. In fact, if he has gone home, you are in a better position to keep an eye on him in Mississippi."

I thought about it. He was right. Vyktor, unlike me, did not move around in order to hide his identity. He was predictable in that. Home, for him, was New Orleans. Like many vampires before him, it held an almost hypnotic attraction for him.

It was like it was portrayed in movies; dark, full of death and superstition, and full of vampires. Many vampires, Vyktor included, found it easy to remain unnoticed there. And he seldom left, except for the occasional trip he made in an effort to search me out. I could easily find him there.

In fact, I knew exactly where to find him. The woman he stayed with was, indirectly and unbeknownst to her, a member of the network. People hired by the network made contact with her. Although her allegiance was to Vyktor, her love of money was stronger, and it was easy for them to get information from her.

I would have to go to her to get to Vyktor. This was not a pleasant thought for me. The woman was a seer. She was not one of those fake fortune tellers that set up shop, hoping to make a quick buck on some rich superstitious widow. No, she was the real thing. She practiced in the black arts and voodoo, and her perceptions were almost always dead-on.

That was the reason we did not send anyone directly from the network when making contact with her. If our inside people didn't know who they worked for, she couldn't perceive the threat. I would have to be careful how I approached her.

"You're right, Mack. I can take care of it from there." When I heard him stammer a little, I added, "Don't worry! I won't do anything stupid!" We ended our conversation there, and I pulled back out onto the highway. I stopped only when I needed gas, and although I hated to do it, I made one stop to hunt.

I hated to waste the time, but I knew that it was becoming a necessity, and I couldn't put it off any longer. One of the nice things about being a vampire was that I didn't have to stop and sleep. Although we did sleep, we could go for days, sometimes weeks without sleeping if we had to. So I drove on into the night.

As the sun began to rise, I made my way through San Antonio. I had hoped to stop here, which is one of the reasons I had chosen to drive. One of our offices was located in San Antonio, and I badly wanted to stop in and see some of my friends. But the situation had become urgent. If I didn’t do something immediately, I may never get to see those people again.

So I continued on. It was another eight hours before I finally found my way into New Orleans. I decided not to go directly to Vyktor's abode. I needed time to walk around and gather myself. So I made my way towards the quarter, and found a place to park. I walked for several hours, stopping once in a shop filled with voodoo items. I finally made my way to the woman's home.

It was much like you would expect to find. The building was old and run-down. One had to brave the dark, dank alleyway to reach the door that led to the woman's home. There was only one entrance into the alleyway, and only one door into the building. The adjoining buildings had no doors, and only a scant number of windows. There was one dim bulb that barely lit the doorway.

Although I knew the woman's trade, there was no clear indication of a business behind the door. She had no need to advertise. Those who knew of her knew where to find her. Those who used her abilities, most generally did not have a moral reason for being there. Therefore, it was in her best interest to remain unseen by the outside world. We had that one thing in common; that, and Vyktor. I stood in the alleyway for a long time.

I didn't want to go directly in. I had waited until the sun started to set, because I knew that if Vyktor were back in New Orleans, this is the time that he would leave. I didn't wish to confront him just yet. I needed some information first. When I finally decided he must be gone, I made my way to the door. I did not knock, but walked directly in.

The inside was poorly lit, mostly with candles. It did not disappoint. It was everything you would expect to find in such a place. There were skulls with candles in them, which I had no doubt were human; perhaps given to her by Vyktor. Heavy black curtains hung across doorways and the one window to the outside. I looked around and took in everything slowly.

As I directed my attention to a small stone table towards the back of the room, I noticed the woman sitting cross-legged on the floor behind it. I hadn't noticed her at first, because her skin was as dark as the curtains behind her. She was a small woman with long, gray, ratted hair that touched the floor that she sat on. Her frame was almost fragile looking, but I had no doubt that she was capable of inflicting harm to even the strongest of men.

She glared at me, as I looked her over. I slowly walked closer to her, and as she got a better look at me, her eyes suddenly filled with terror. She did not move, but I could see her body tense. She knew what I was, and even as powerful as she was among men, she knew she had not chance against me.

"You see the future, witch?" I asked. I had learned from our intelligence department that she didn’t respond to kindness or curiosity, and to really get any response I would have to establish my dominance. She grimaced at the word, but still braced herself. She carefully positioned herself so that she could run if she needed.

"I do," she finally answered, with a pronounced Haitian accent.

"Then what do you see now," I asked, pointing at the items in front of her. There were a few small animal bones, and other things I knew she used in her magic. She looked down, ran her hand over the items and looked back up at me. Her posture took on a new tone. She was more confident now, with the sudden knowledge that I was not here to do her in.

"I've come to ask you some questions."

"Questions cost money, even for vampires," she replied haughtily.

“Don’t worry, I have something for you,” I made another step forward. "After you answer my questions.”

“No. I do not answer questions unless I feel like it,” She snarled. “I do not feel like it now.” She nodded her head towards the door, as if to dismiss me. Angrily, I walked forward, no longer concerning myself with her reactions. I grabbed the bones off the table and grabbed her hand. I forced the bones into her hand, holding it closed with my own. She struggled to pull her hand away from mine, but I did not let her go.

“Do you feel like it now, witch?” I spat out at her. Suddenly, as if the bones had spoken to her, she stopped fighting and looked up at me. The blood had drained from her face, and her skin, dark as it was, took on a pale tone. Her hands beneath mine started to shake.

“I am sorry my queen,” she said, in a hushed tone. “I will answer any questions you ask.” I hated to be called that. It was not who I was. But it was what many, in the world of the dead and dying, considered me to be, for many reasons. I was one of the oldest living vampires. I was also one of the strongest, and most powerful.

My heritage also played a part in how others perceived me. Those who knew my past, who I was before I was turned, felt I deserved the title. But it was not my true personality that the woman saw in her vision; just what others perceived me to be. I didn’t like to use it against her, but I didn’t have time to play stupid games with her. I needed answers, and I needed to get the hell out of there.

“The first thing I need is for you to promise me that you will not speak a word of our meeting to Vyktor.” She looked a little shocked when I mentioned his name, but only for a moment. She nodded her head quickly, and I let go of her hands, stepping back to my original position. She rubbed her hands, as if to rub away the visions she had just seen. After a moment, she gave up and looked up at me expectedly.

“Where is he? Is he here, in New Orleans?”

“He is. He left just at sunset.”

“Where was he earlier this week?” The woman hesitated before she answered. She did not like giving me information about Vyktor, but she sensed that I would know if she lied to me, so she finally answered.

“California; Los Angeles, I think.”

“Why was he there?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t say. I didn’t ask. Someone came to see him last week.” I could tell she didn’t seem to know who, so I didn’t bother asking her.

“Has he said anything since he returned?”

“Nothing. He seems irritated. Frustrated”

I thought about it for a minute. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Obviously something or someone had tipped him off, and if he was asking for me by name, he must’ve found something that tied me to that person or thing. But what was it? He hadn’t acted on it, and he was frustrated. That was a good sign, I thought. But I had to be sure.

“Has he ever mentioned the name Khalida?” I asked. I almost regretted it, but I could see recognition in her eyes when I said my name, and knew I was on to something.

“Once, two days ago, when he returned,” she replied.

“What did he say?”

“He talked about her as if he might know her. But he seemed…. unsure. He didn’t say anything directly to me, though. More like he was talking to himself. He mumbled something about being too obvious, and that she wasn’t that careless. That was the last time he said anything about her.” She looked up at me, questioningly.

“You’re the creature he’s looking for?" It was more a statement than a question.

“He is anxious to find you. He will be excited to know you’re here.” She smiled broadly, and I couldn’t help but notice many of her teeth were missing.

"You serve Vyktor?” I asked her.

“Yes. He is my master.”

“Then you will protect him?"

“With my life.” The woman drew the words out, enunciating each one. She took on a defensive posture again.

“Then you must do what I ask.” I waited for her to absorb the words.

“It is important that he never know I was here. Do you understand?” I waited for her to acknowledge the question, but she didn’t, so I continued.

“If he finds me, he will be in mortal danger.” I wanted her to understand that she now held his life in her hands. Her eyes darted back and forth as she processed what I had said. She finally looked at me again, her eyes questioning the meaning behind my words.

“I am asking you to protect him,” I finally said, hoping she would hear the conviction in my voice. I meant it when I said it. I didn’t want to have to kill Vyktor, but I knew that I would have to if we had a confrontation. There was a part of me that still cared for him. A very large part.

Although he could not forgive me for what I had done, I could not hate him for feeling that way. I could never explain that to Mack or anyone else. They would never understand. I also knew the only way to keep from being forced to kill Vyktor was to protect him.

The woman seemed to feel that I was being honest when I expressed my wish to protect him. She nodded, and promised to do everything she could.

“One more thing,” I said, as I got ready to leave. I reached in my pocket and pulled out a bundle of herbs, tied together with a piece of twine. “Burn this when I leave.” I threw it across the room and it landed on the table in front of her. She snatched it up, as I walked out the door.

"My payment?"

I tured back and took another package from my pocket and handed it to her. She quickly opened it and nodded her approval, dismissing me. I could smell the burning leaves before I had closed the door, and I smiled. I had given her what her people believed was an herb that removed dead spirits from the place where it was burned. She would gladly burn it,thinking it would rid her of any demon spirit I might have left behind. I wasn't concerned with what she believed. 

What I did know was that it would remove any scent that I may have left behind. I did not want Vyktor to know I had been there; and Vyktor knew my scent better than anyone. As I stepped away from the door, I pulled another bundle from my pocket, and pulled a lighter out of my other pocket. I lit the leaves and started walking back out of the alleyway.




Chapter Seven
 

Rain started coming down before I even exited the alleyway. I was actually grateful for the rain. Any traces of my scent the burning herbs might not have covered would be obliterated by the rain. I had no doubt that the woman would do her level best to destroy any evidence of my visit. She was not comfortable with my presence herself, and she took me seriously when I had told her keeping Vyktor away from me was in his best interest.

I somehow doubted that it was my words that convinced her. It was something she saw; vision of the future, perhaps. Either way, I felt that Vyktor was not going to be an issue any longer. Well, at least in the immediate future.

The two hour long drive from New Orleans to Gautier took way too long. Now that I was this close, I was anxious to see Jake. I was only able to contain my excitement by constantly reminding myself that it would not be a great reunion if I managed to wreck my car before I even got there. So I kept it under the speed limit, and managed to avoid the slick spots on the highway.

I had forgotten how much I liked it here. The gulf coast was so different from the other coasts. It was more laid back and relaxed. There was an old feel to it, like some things had not changed much over the past couple of centuries. I would know. I was there for some of it.

It had grown quite dark, and I almost missed the Gautier exit, lost in my thoughts at that particular moment. I nearly cut off another driver to get across the highway to the exit. The driver, clearly upset with me, honked as he went by. I could see him in the darkness, flipping me off. I smiled. He might’ve thought twice about that if he knew what I was. In my younger days, I might’ve put him in his place. But times were different. I was more even tempered now, and much more careful about keeping my secret.

Once I cleared the exit, I pulled over to the side of the road. For all the thinking I had done over the past two days, I had not actually thought about what I would say or do once I saw Jake. I actually had to get out and walk around for a minute or two to clear my head, because I was suddenly very nervous and afraid of what might happen. What the hell was I doing here? Christ, I had to be insane to have thought this would work.

As if reading my thoughts, Mack’s number suddenly flashed across the screen of my phone, as it began to ring. I took a deep breath and answered it.

“Hey, Mack!” I tried to sound enthusiastic.

“Are you there yet?” he asked, anxiously.

“Not quite, Mack. I just got off of I-10. I had to make a stop first, remember?”

“Oh,” he said quietly, and then was silent for a moment. Finally,he continued.

“How did that go?” He sounded worried.

“Not as bad as I thought it might. I didn’t see him, only the woman he was staying with.”

“She saw you? Are you insane?” Mack was almost frantic now.

“Mack, she won’t say anything. Trust me. I’m not sure what to make of the visit, though. She says he’s back, and he hasn’t found anything solid. He’s more frustrated than anything.”

“She told you that, just like that? How can you trust her?”

“She thinks I’m tying to help him. She would do anything to protect him Mack. If she thinks that finding me could bring him harm, then she will do everything in her power to stop him from finding me.”

“I see. God, I hope you’re right, Khallie. Still, it would be nice to know what he was looking for; what tipped him off. Hell, it would be nice if we could just get rid of the rotten bastard” I winced as he said the words. I could never tell him that I couldn’t bring myself to kill Vyktor. I suddenly remembered something the woman had said.

“Mack, she said something about a man coming to see him before he left for California. I got the impression that very few people came to him there, at her place. I also got the impression that she thought this visit was significant. Do our guys know anything about a visit?”

“I’ll check into it.” Mack seemed hopeful that we were on to something. “Oh, and I may have something on the men that killed Raymond.”

“Oh?” I stopped in my tracks; my heart racing.

“Nothing solid yet, Khallie. But we’re working on it. I’ll give you a call when I have something, I promise.”

I sighed. I hated it when he did that. He knew something, and he wasn’t telling me. I knew it was just because he wanted to check out everything first, but I still wanted to know what he knew. I didn’t push it though. I knew it would do no good.

“Well, you better get yourself to Jake’s. It’s getting late there, you know.”

“I know, Mack. I just had to stop and breathe for a minute. I’ll be there in only a few minutes.”

“Good, no changing your mind now,” he laughed. “Talk to you in a few days,”

The phone went dead, and I closed it and shoved it back in my pocket. I walked back to the car, and quickly climbed in. I took one more long deep breath before I closed the door. The air smelled of damp earth and grass, with a faint hint of odor from the distant paper mill.

I started my car, and as I turned the headlights on, I noticed several fireflies light up the ditches beside me. I could easily stay here, if I could just let go of everything that was holding me back. I put the car in drive, and pulled back onto the road.

The drive from the interstate to Gautier was short. Soon I was pulling up the stoplight at highway 90. My heart sped up. It would be a matter of minutes before I would see Jake again. I waited impatiently for the light to turn green. It seemed to take forever. 

I looked around,noting that not much had changed since the last time I was here. Just down the road there was the bank on one corner and the gas station on the other. I drove past them when the light finally changed, turning towards the railroad tracks. I wondered if the fruit vendor still came to the little convenience store. Such a nice guy; he was always very sweet to his customers.

Although I had no use for fruit myself, I did often go with Jake to pick up some fresh peaches and tomatoes. A small sign, left behind in the store parking lot, confirmed that he was indeed still setting up shop. I would have to come visit him tomorrow. I wondered if he would remember me.

I frowned suddenly. “If I’m still here tomorrow,” I said out loud. I had no idea what the night would bring. I tried to push the thought aside, and kept driving forward. When I reached my corner, I turned slowly onto the road. There were always kids playing on this road, and one had to be careful where they were going, even after dark. Not to mention that the streets were so confusing once you got off the main road. There were no straight lines, each road twisting off into a series of curves and cul-de-sacs.

It had been a while since I had been here and I didn’t want to get lost. I managed to find my way easily, however, as though I had driven through here just yesterday. A few moments later, I could see Jake’s jeep parked in front of his house. The house looked dark, but as I got closer, I could see a small flicker through his front window. “TV.” I thought to myself.

I didn’t stop at first, but instead, drove past his house and around the small loop of houses that curved back to the main road. I came around again, and slowed as I approached his house the second time. I chided myself, as I slowed to a near crawl. There was no point in chickening out now. I was already here, and what was I afraid of? Nothing Jake could say would hurt me worse than I had already hurt him. Certainly nothing he could say would hurt me worse than losing him all together. I finally pulled into the drive, pulling up next to his jeep.

I sat in my car for a moment before I finally forced myself to open the door and get out. My legs felt like lead as I drug myself to the front door. I stood there for almost a full two minutes before I finally knocked. At first, I didn’t hear an answer. I almost thought about leaving right then, thinking I would have a great excuse. I went; he wasn’t there. But I knew that wasn’t good enough for Mack, and it wasn’t good enough for me.

So I knocked again. This time, I heard someone yell from somewhere inside the house. I heard him running towards the front of the house, and I began to hyperventilate. I crouched down, putting my head in my hands, trying to pull myself together. That is where I was when Jake opened the door; crouched down, pale as ever, looking like I was about to throw up.

“Um, are you ok?” I heard him ask. I looked up at him, and smiled weakly. The minute his eyes met mine, I almost fell over. God, his eyes were beautiful. The brilliant marbles goldish brown had me mesmerized, and it took me a moment to realize he had even asked me a question.

“Uh, yeah. Just a little out of sorts. It was a long drive.” I said as I reached for the hand he had offered me. I could feel his hand tense up under mine as I spoke. When I was upright and looking right at him, I realized that he didn’t know it was me sitting there until I had spoke. He didn’t move; he didn’t say a word. He just stood there, staring at me, never letting go of my hand.

I couldn’t read the expression on his face. I couldn’t tell if it was shock or anger or maybe both. We both just stood there for a long time, neither of us saying a word. A pit in my stomach had started to grow, and when I could take it no longer, I finally spoke up.

“Jake, I….” I trailed off, looking away, trying to find the words. When none came to me, I looked up at him again, just as he reached up and took my face in his hands and pressed his lips against mine. If I had planned on saying anything, I had forgotten what it was.




Chapter Eight
 

The night air was unusually cool for the time of year. Moonlight splashed across the waves and I wiggled my toes in the warm sand. It was an odd combination, but somehow, it was settling. I had been out there for close to an hour, staring out over the waves, arms wrapped around my knees.

It was the dream that brought me out here. No, that’s not right. It wasn’t a dream, not really. It was a memory, one that crept into my dreams and ripped me from the best sleep I’d had in weeks. I had done my best to sneak out without waking Jake. It just wasn’t something I could discuss with him; not now, anyway. I just needed to be alone; to think. So here I was, listening to the waves crashing, and watching the sand crabs scamper past me in the dark.

It was the one memory I had tried to erase from my mind throughout my entire existence. No, it wasn’t some horrible bloody nightmare; far from it. But it might as well have been. The images that brought me here tonight were the memories of my end, and of my beginning. I had been reminded of the day I died, the day he took away my life, and gave me a new one.

I suppose if things had turned out differently, I would’ve been grateful for what he had done. My mortal life was not a pleasant one. Truth be told, before he found me, I had been ready to end my own life. So my death was not exactly what haunted me, but more what it represented. The events that occurred immediately after I became immortal were what had me here now, staring out at the ocean.

There were things I had never told Jake, or anyone else for that matter. Even Mack would be shocked to know some of the secrets I had kept from him. I leaned my head on to my knees and sighed loudly. I should’ve never gone to New Orleans. It was a stupid thing. I know Mack wanted me to squash Vyktor’s attempts to find me, but if Mack knew everything….

Vyktor didn’t even know the whole truth. How could I tell anyone else. I knew it wouldn’t make things better; maybe it would make things worse. So I kept it to myself. I suppose that is what turned me into this neurotic mess of a vampire. Nothing worse that a vampire who is losing her mind, is there?

A snapping twig broke the silence around me, bringing me back to reality. I knew it was Jake, even before he said anything. I knew his scent better than anything else. It was almost intoxicating to me. He had no idea how hard it was to leave him; ever. I leaned my head into his shoulder as he settled into the sand beside me.

“Having second thoughts?” he asked quietly. I could hear the fear in his voice as he assumed that he had guessed correctly as to why I was sitting out here alone.

“Bad dreams,” I answered, hoping that would be enough and I wouldn’t have to explain anything tonight.

“So you’re not unhappy you came here?”

“Jake, I’ve never been unhappy to be with you!” I paused and looked up at him. God he had the most beautiful eyes. But it was what I saw in those eyes that held me there. It was what I always saw in his eyes. He would never leave me; he would never lie to me; he would never hurt me; and he would never betray me. Most of all, I could see in his eyes that he loved me, truly, deeply and unconditionally. I wished I could say that I was all those things to him. I had hurt him, I had lied to him, and I had left him. My only redeeming quality was that I did love him; more than anything, I loved him.

I reached up to touch his face. It was so perfect; his skin so soft. I smiled as I traced his jawline with my finger. His warm skin was electric against my cool fingers, a feeling I never grew tired of. I lost myself in the moment and had almost forgotten why it was that I was sitting out here in the first place. Jake had pulled me onto his lap as I hungrily undid the buttons on his shirt. I was working my fingers around the last button when I heard it.

It was not a distinct noise, nor was it close, yet it was enough to snap me back to reality. I stopped what I was doing and sat straight up. Jake reached for me, but I quickly stopped him, signaling for him to be still. He looked confused, but Jake had known me long enough to know not to question me in these types of situations.

I stood up and looked around, breathing in the salty air. I was looking for any trace of an intruder. I listened for several minutes, but heard nothing more. Maybe it was my imagination. Surely I had been on edge lately, especially after my visit to Vyktor’s house. But something kept me from relaxing.

I never questioned that feeling. It was the one thing that kept me alive for so long. I could sense danger, feel it, taste it. That is how I knew that there was something out there. I could hear anything; I couldn’t see or smell anything, but something was there.

“Go in the house, quietly!” I whispered to Jake, with as much urgency as I could muster. “Lock the doors behind you.” Jake started to protest, trying to get me to come with, but I insisted. Deep down, he knew I could take care of myself, but his pride often had him trying to take care of me. It was cute, really, but this was not one of those times when I could afford to let him take the lead. If my senses were right, we were both in very great danger.

When I made sure that Jake had done as I asked, I started walking in the direction that I was sure the noise had came from. Not walking really; more like stalking. I was, after all, a predator, and some other predator was invading my territory. I kept below the dunes, hoping that they would prevent my scent from giving me away.

The breeze was in my favor, and creeping into it, I was sure that I had not been detected. That is, of course, if whatever it was I was looking for had not been hunting me in the first place. As I neared a bay that led in to where an old plantation was sitting, falling apart in neglect, I once again heard something that stopped me in my tracks. Whatever it was, it was very careful not to make much noise. A hunter. “No,” I thought to myself, “a vampire.”

I knew it instantly. Many vampires can tell another vampire when looking at them. It’s just something we feel; like we’re connected in some way. But me, I could sense them from afar. It always set my teeth on edge. Mostly because there weren’t many left. It was rare to come across one. But also, because most were not like me.

Most fed off humans, exclusively, and most did not welcome other vampires when they came across them. I suppose it’s instinct really. Not so much that we hate each other. We’re just territorial, myself included. Certainly we form clans, because it is in our best interest. But to come across each other accidentally; usually it did not end well for at least one of the vampires involved.

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be involved in this sort of conflict tonight, or any night for that matter. But I also didn’t like another vampire being so close to my lair. My lair. Funny, I hadn’t thought of it in that term before. But there it was. Of course I would think like a vampire in this type of situation. I felt threatened. My territory was threatened. My man was threatened. And that was it.

Jake could be in danger, and I would do anything to prevent that. I had to do this now; tonight. I crept forward quietly; carefully. Even if this vampire wasn’t a threat, it was a bad idea for me to stumble in blindly. I had to scope out the situation before I made myself known.

I made my way towards the plantation house. That was where he was, I was sure of it. I stopped every few steps to listen and reassess the situation. Finally, I approached the front door. He was alone; I knew that much. From what little noise I heard, he appeared to be eating. I entered the house, careful not to give myself away.

I let my eyes adjust to the light as I stood in the entryway. I almost gasped as I took in the room. It had been, at one time, a most beautiful home. Despite the decay and disarray, I could see what a treasure it had been in its prime. I had spent much time in homes like this centuries ago, but none so beautiful.

I shook my head, bringing myself back to the present. There would be time to take in the sites later. I looked around, noting the circular staircase, leading up to the 2nd floor. As I listened for my new friend, I thought he appeared to be upstairs, so I slowly made my way towards the staircase. I saw trail of blood leading up, indicating that he had in fact drug his victim up the stairs. I slowly made my way up, concentrating on the noises coming from above.

When they suddenly stopped, I stopped. Had he heard me? Could he feel my presence? I waited, trying to decide the best approach. I hadn’t really thought of what I was going to do when we met face to face. And obviously I hadn’t planned on him being the one to initiate our meeting because I didn’t even know what hit me as I crashed through the banister and landed on the floor below. 

It took me a second to gather my senses and realize what had happened. As quickly as we had hit the floor, I was up on my feet again, ready to attack. My attacker was not nearly as quick to recover, apparently injuring himself on the way down. It was good to be me. Winning most every battle I had been in was due mostly to my ability to avoid injury.

But my opponent was not without skills, and he recovered quickly, springing at me as soon as he regained his footing. I could’ve dodged his advance, but I didn’t really want to play this game all night. I wanted to end this as quickly as possible. I reached up as he came crashing down towards me, grabbing him and throwing him off to the side.

Before he could get back up, I leaped onto him, pinning his arms behind his back. He struggled against my grasp, but I was stronger than him. I could hear an animal like growl escaping his chest, sending chills through my spine. I knew that sound. It was the sound of a wild animal. It was the sound of a vampire who had been out of circulation for a while; one who had not fed for a very long time. Centuries.

This was a newly awakened vampire, and that made him dangerous. He would make up for centuries of fasting, and he would feed on anything, including other vampires. This was not something I was prepared for. I wasn’t sure what to do next. Killing a vampire was not an easy thing to do, not even for me. I didn’t know who he was or how strong he was. Certainly I was stronger than him at the moment, but was it just because he was weak from hunger?

I held on as he struggled against me, but I wasn’t sure how long I could hold him there, or what I should do next. I had thought I was coming to scare off an intruding wanderer, not someone who would be blind to anything but his thirst. There would be no reasoning with him if his thirst was that strong. I began to look around for a weapon.

I found nothing of use, and began to wonder if I could lead him out of this area. Certainly that was worth a try. But what if he was faster than me? I certainly didn’t see him coming when he attacked me the first time. Buy some time! That’s what I needed to do, so I could figure out what I really needed to do.

I loosened my grip just enough to allow him to turn over. I wanted him to look into my eyes while I spoke. I might just be able to reach the part of his brain that was not overtaken by his hunger. I suddenly jumped back, tripping as I did, and landing on my back. I moved quickly, not wanting to leave myself vulnerable, on the ground.

Even if I had no plans of attacking, I wasn’t sure if he had seen my face, or if he would recognize me after all these years. Markus. He was one of the few vampires who I still considered a friend. But would our friendship keep him from killing me now? I knew that I couldn’t make myself kill him, especially knowing that if he were in a normal state, he would never attack me.

But I was uncertain how to keep him from killing me. He rushed me then, knocking me to the ground. He was stronger than I had originally judged; perhaps gaining his strength as his recent feed took. It would’ve been nice if it also brought back some of his sanity.

I held him off as his teeth grazed my throat. He tightened his grip around my throat, cutting off my gasps. It was fortunate that I was not human at that moment, because he could’ve finished me off right there. I tried in vain to shout out his name, hoping to break through to him on some level, but his grip prevented any sound from escaping my lips. His nails, long and jagged from years of growth broke through the skin on my jaw, and I could feel the blood trickle down the side of my face and neck.

His grip was becoming stronger, and mine was becoming weaker. I could feel my arms start to give way, and his face neared mine inch by inch. Soon I could feel his breath on my cheek. He was too close now. There was nothing that would stop him now. I shuddered as breathed in the scent of my hair.

He was enjoying this kill; taking his time so he could relish each moment. I tried to muster up what little strength I had left to push him off, but there was nothing. My eyes watered, causing a tear to slide down the side of my face as his tongue ran across my jaw line. I prayed that my blood, and the memories contained in it would snap him out of his ravenous state of mind.

I could see fire in his eyes as he tasted the trickle of blood that had run down my face. I closed my eyes and with every last ounce of energy in my body, I struggled to take in a breath. “Markus,” I whispered before the world went dark.




Chapter Nine
 

Dark spots clouded my vision as I slowly came to. My head was throbbing, as though it had been slammed repeatedly into some unforgiving object. Probably it had. I remembered very little about the hours leading up to this point, but I do remember the punishment inflicted on me. I winced as I opened my eyes further, bringing my hand up to my forehead.

The cut above my eye was deep and angry. The blood from the wound was not quite dry and the warm sticky mess clung to my fingers as I pulled them away. I tried to pull myself to my feet, but it hurt too much, so I sat back against the cold wall. I knew I was alone, and for that, I was grateful.

The sun had just started to rise, barely lighting the room I was in. I looked around, straining my eyes, trying to assess my situation. I knew where I was, and even why I was there, but I could not remember much else. How I got in this room was beyond me. Surely it was not on my own two feet.

As my eyes rested on the door that led to the outer hallway, I saw something on the ground. My heart sank as I realized what it was, and immediately, I knew how I got here. He had brought me here.

I did my best to try to hold back the tears that I knew were coming. I don’t know why I cared. It shouldn’t have bothered me by now, but somehow, I felt betrayed. No, I know why I cared. It was because it had always been her that had hurt me, humiliated me, treated me like a slave. Always her, never him.

He had let her do it, sure, but he had never been the one to do the actual task. At least, not until now. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. He was angry with me; so very angry with me. I had never angered him before. She was always angry with me; but him, he had no emotion for me. Not even anger.

I crawled over to the doorway and picked up my father’s sash. I knew it was his, because no one else was allowed this fabric. Only he was. I also knew it was no accident that it was left behind. Not by him, I was sure. He was neither clumsy, nor intentionally cruel.

Of course she did it. She wanted me to know that he was involved in my punishment. I leaned back against the door, letting my head fall between my knees. It was hopeless to think that my father would ever love me. His wife would never allow it. Set had promised to take me away from all of this. But he had been gone for months. Why had he not come back for me?

Part of me wished he was here, now, holding me, but there was another part that was angry with him; so very angry. He was the reason I was sitting here now, bleeding and bruised. If he had come back like had said he would, she would’ve never known, and I would be gone by now. I would be free from this prison that was my home. Now, I would have to stay. There was no way my father would leave me unguarded after this. It wouldn’t be long before he sent his priests in to see me.

I stopped breathing. Would he need to send them? Surely the beating I had received would’ve been sufficient to do the job? Or had it? I concentrated hard, trying to feel, to sense anything. I was concentrating so hard that I jumped when there came a soft knock at the door that I was leaning against.

I moved away and waited for the door to open. I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to see the punishment that would come through the doorway and strike me down. But it didn’t come. I opened my eyes to see a small plump woman peeking through the doorway. Halima. Tears leapt from my eyes as I ran to her and wrapped my arms around her neck.

“Quiet now, do you want someone to hear us?” She pulled me away from her, and handed me a bundle of clothing.

“Put this on, quickly.”

I did as she said, not bothering to take off the clothes I was already wearing. Halima did her best to wipe the blood from my face, then took another bundle of cloths and wrapped it around me, under the large cloak I had just put on.

“There now. No one could hardly mistake you for the pretty little Zahra we all know. Let’s get you out of here.”

“But Halima, you could get in trouble. My father…..”

“Don’t you worry about him. He has sent me here. He will stop her if she tries to follow us.” The old woman paused. “We should’ve taken you away from him a long time ago. I’m sorry Zahra.”

Sadness swept over her face. I wrapped my arms around her once more. No, it was not her fault that I was in this situation. As she hugged me back, I felt a small flutter. I smiled. It was not too late.




Chapter Ten
 

My throat burned as I sucked in a ragged breath. Air, sweet air. I know what you’re thinking; really, I do. How is it that a vampire, an immortal, can pass out from lack of air? Funny thing, those legends about vampires, werewolves and other creatures of the night; most of them are wrong. Well, maybe not wrong, but exaggerated so much that no one remembers the real truth.

Unless you’re me, of course, or like me. I know what’s real and what’s not. For instance, I know that I have to breathe. Sure, I can hold my breath for what seems like an infinitesimal amount of time to most people, but still, I gotta breathe.

It’s not so much that I would’ve died from not breathing; I would have to not breathe for a very long time for that to happen. It’s more what could happen to me while I was not breathing, or more accurately, not awake. My head was a little cloudy at first, as I tried to remember what had happened. I shook off the bits of dream that still danced in my head.

Dreams. I must’ve been out for a while. But as it started to come back to me, I realized it hadn’t been as long as I thought. It was still dark out. It occurred to me that it was a small miracle that I was sitting here, breathing at all. Markus was, after all, a very talented hunter. Even I was no match for him.

I strained my eyes so that I might see into the farthest corners of the room. I knew he must still be near. If he had let me live, then the only explanation could be that he had recognized me. Our friendship alone had saved my life. I knew that with certainty. Markus had never shown mercy on his prey, or a rival. Interrupting his meal, as I had, made me a rival in his eyes.

When I didn’t see him anywhere in the room, I slowly got up from the floor. I wasn’t in the entryway, where we had fought, but I knew I must still be in the abandoned house. Broken windows, tipped furniture and graffiti on the walls made that apparent. I neared the door and reached for the doorknob.

I was surprised to notice that my hand was shaking. Was I afraid? Of Markus? Well, he did just try to kill me. I certainly did have reason to fear him. I turned the knob and stepped out into the hallway. I listened for him, but did not hear anything.

After a few moments, I finally called out his name. I didn’t expect him to reply, so when a hand landed on my shoulder from behind me, I screamed and jumped. Damn, I was afraid. I felt like one of those stupid girls on the horror movies that you yell at from the safety of your couch. My heart was racing as I turned to see him, half afraid of…. Of what?

Tears sprang from my eyes as my hands found their way to his cheeks. He shrugged away from me, trying to avoid my touch. My poor Markus. What had become of him? He looked like he was nearly a hundred years old; not like the young man I had once known.

His skin was almost translucent and hung off his bones. But his eyes, his eyes were ever the same. They were the doorway to his soul, and I knew by looking into them, that he was the same man; just as I had known earlier, when I was locked in battle with him. Curious how fragile he looked, yet he was so strong. I had not stood a chance against him.

“Markus, what happened to you?” I asked, trying to steady my voice, reaching for him once again. This time he let me rest my hand on his cheek. His skin was so cold, even more than what would be normal for a vampire. He closed his eyes and cocooned my hands in his. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely a whisper, cracking with the effort.

“I have been……. locked up,” he finally replied. “For the past three hundred years; locked in a crypt by superstitious fools.” He spat those last words out with such disgust. Sadness swept over me, and I sighed quietly. I knew what he had been through. I had seen it before.

Exile, by humans. Humans who didn’t know any other way to kill the creature they feared, so they locked it up for eternity. It worked well. I had used the same method myself, long ago. I looked up at Markus. He nodded and sighed, too. He had been the one to help me. A couple of centuries was nothing compared to what we had done.

“How did you get out? How did you get here?” I had many more questions I wanted to ask, but Markus put his hand up in an effort to stop me. I could tell it was with great effort, and I stopped immediately.

“I’m sorry Khalida, I am weakened from hunger. I will tell you what I can, and then I must rest.” Despite his protests, he did fill me in on a few things. He told me how he had been locked up by angry villagers who thought he was a monster. They were unable to kill him, but managed to trap him, then forced him into a steel coffin. The coffin was then locked away in crypt, buried under several tons of rocks, where it remained for nearly three centuries.

It was discovered by and American archeologist, who then brought it to the states. Little did he know what he had discovered. When he first opened the casket, he thought he had discovered a mummy.

Fortunately for the scientist, Markus was sleeping at the time, or he might’ve been a tasty morsel for my friend. He had wakened later, to find his casket opened. He quickly escaped the museum where he was “detained” and headed away from the crowded cities. He fed on whatever and whoever crossed his path, trying to quench his three hundred year thirst. And that is how I found him; feeding on the remains of a homeless man who made the mistake of wandering into this abandoned house.

“I know you prefer not to feed on innocents, but I am not you, Khalida, and right now, my hunger rules me. I barely had the strength to stop myself when I realized it was you.”

“I’m afraid you’ve picked a very bad place to return to the living, my friend.”

“Oh?” Markus looked puzzled.

“Vyktor is here. Well, not here, but very close. Within an hour’s drive.”

He shot me a puzzled look then. Right. What’s a car, Khallie?

“Um, about as far as you could run in an hour.”

“I see.” He said it so quietly. I could feel the pain in his voice. Markus, like me, could not bring himself to kill Vyktor. It was a promise Markus had made to me long ago. He had also been there when I fought so hard to save Vyktor’s life. He had helped me. He knew what the cost was, but he still helped me. And yet, Vyktor had made him his mortal enemy.

Because I loved him. For everything he did; for all that he sacrificed; I loved him. And that alone was enough reason for Vyktor to want to destroy him. It was probably so much better for Markus when we all thought he was dead. At least then, no one would come looking for him.

“Seems you were better off in the coffin,” I laughed, trying to lighten the conversation a little. I could see his lips curl up into a slight smile, as I reached up to put my arms around his neck. He hugged me back, and the world seemed just a little more right. As best it could with all the craziness in my life that just never seemed to stop.

I spent the next hour or so filling him in on everything that had happened in my life over the past few decades. Markus listened intently, taking it all in. He was not such an emotional creature, like I was; but still, he seemed to understand how torn I was over the past events. It was nice to have someone who actually understood what it was like; to have lived centuries, even millennia; to have experienced life the way only a vampire could. He knew what it was like, and having him here, now, was a great comfort to me.

He had kept his distance for the most part, and I understood it was his hunger. He was trying hard to control it; for fear that it might drive him to attack me again. I suggested that we hunt, while it was still dark out. I tolerated the day; Markus avoided it like the plague. He readily agreed and we made our way to the outdoors. We talked quietly while we hunted.

Markus had a preference for human blood, and rarely ate anything else at all, so it was surprising to me when he not only drank from, but then devoured three large bucks. I guess starvation will do that to you. When he was finished, I saw that he already looked years younger than he did back in the house. He certainly didn’t look frail anymore. “How are you feeling? Less aggressive?” I joked. A pained look crossed his face as I said it, and I immediately regretted the words. He truly felt bad for what he had done.

“Markus, what’s done is done. No point in feeling bad about it.”

“I suppose you’re right, but I can’t help but feel terrible. After all we’ve been through, to have it end like that, with you as a meal. God, Khalida, how can you just let it go so easily?”

“Markus, did you not listen to anything I just told you? I have been holding on to too much lately. I can’t live like that! Besides, what makes you think you could actually kill me? ME? Hah.” Markus laughed and rolled his eyes at me. Of course we both knew it was an easy task for him, but I’d like to think that under normal circumstance, I would’ve had a fighting chance. Probably not.

“So when do I get to meet this friend of yours?” he suddenly piped up. I didn’t answer right away. It’s not that I wouldn’t want him to meet Jake, or anyone else, for that matter. But I wasn’t sure that was such a good idea, after the earlier events of the evening. Sensing my cautiousness, Markus spoke up.

“Khalida, I do feel fine, I promise. But I understand if you don’t want me near your humans. It’s just that after all these years, I don’t have anyone else. From what you’ve told me, I think I could be useful to you and your, what did you call it? Network?” He was right, of course. He could be very useful to me; to all of us.

Markus was quite resourceful when he wanted to be. But he was also a tenacious killer, and control was something he didn’t come by easily. I didn’t know if I could trust him around the people I cared about. They trusted me to never turn on them. How could I ask them to trust someone I didn’t entirely believe would see them as anything other than a buffet line? Markus was my friend, though. I owed him. Perhaps, baby steps. Jake first, then the others. I could protect Jake. Of that, I had no doubt.

“How about you make yourself presentable, and then we’ll see.”

“What, I don’t look charming like this?” Blood still dripped from his face, and his hair reminded me a lot of Albert Einstein. I shook my head and laughed.

“Go clean up. I’ll come back for you in a few hours. You need some clothes?”

He nodded his head and started walking back in the direction we had come from. The sun started to peek through the trees as we neared the abandoned house. Markus picked up his pace, and we made it through the front door before it was too uncomfortable for him.

“You know, you might wanna get used to that. You might have to be out during the days more often than you like if you’re going to hang out with me.”

“Hmmph. We’ll see about that,” he grumbled. I laughed and headed out the door. I felt like running back to Jake’s house as fast as I could, but forced myself to walk slowly. I was going to have to explain all this to him. I wasn’t really sure what I should tell him, or how much of it he really needed to hear.

I probably should’ve mentioned to Markus that there were some things that my human companions did not know, and that I preferred that they didn’t know. I sure was making a lot of mistakes lately. It was a wonder I was still alive.

Jake was waiting for me when I let myself in the door. I rather expected he would be. I knew him better than he knew himself. I did my best to explain what happened, and who Markus was, and told him as much as I thought he could handle. It’s hard to wrap up thousands of years into a few short sentences.

He took it better than I thought he would, and actually seemed eager to meet Markus. Why this surprised me, I do not know. Jake never did things anyone expected him to. I suppose that was one of the things I liked about him.

I had hoped to convince him to get a few hours sleep before we met up with Markus, but had no such luck. So instead, I asked him to go with me to pick up some things for Markus to wear.

“You know, that property was for sale some time ago?” Jake blurted out as we backed out of his driveway.

“And?” I was trying to maneuver through the tight road that led through his property, and wasn’t really sure where he was going with this conversation.

“Well, if your friend is staying there, and someone discovers him, that could be bad, couldn’t it? But if you or I purchased the property, he could stay there undetected.”

“Who says he’s staying?”

“Well, I just…. I mean, I thought…. You just kind of made it sound like he wanted to stay here. Permanently.” Jake let out an exasperated breath. I guess I forgot to mention to him that Markus was a man-eater. I thought about it, though. It wasn’t such a bad idea, really. Up to this point, it had been Jake that had kept close tabs on Vyktor; something that I was not comfortable with.

Jake was no match for Vyktor, and it was probably one of the worst ideas that he and Mack had ever come up with. Markus, on the other hand, was quite capable of taking care of himself, and could easily keep an eye on Vyktor without being detected. No voodoo tricks for him. He didn’t need them. Markus was a chameleon in human form.

“What do you know about it? The house, I mean.” Jake rattled off what he knew, suggesting we make a stop to talk to an old friend of his, who just happened to be a realtor. Since I wanted to give Markus as much time as possible to prepare himself for his meeting with Jake, I decided it wasn’t such a bad idea. A way to kill a little time, I figured, if nothing else.

So there it was; my human boyfriend and I were off to buy clothes and possibly a house for my vampire friend who had just been locked up in a crypt for nearly three hundred years. And then we would present said gifts to my friend, all the while hoping that he didn’t decide to make the human boyfriend his mid-day snack. Nothing strange or twisted about that.




Chapter Eleven
 

Time is a funny thing, to me. Especially me, I guess, because I have so much of it. Time is ever changing. Sometimes the days drag by, and others disappear in a blink of an eye. It is something a vampire never gets used to. Humans don’t see it. Yeah, they talk about it, but they don’t really see it; not like we do. Because we have an infinite amount of time on our hands; we see it all, as though it were a drawing on a wall.

My time with Markus was slow and steady. He would always be there. I knew that. But with Jake, time flew by. The days blurred together until I could barely tell them apart. I knew why. My time with him was limited. He would not always be there.

I guess that’s why it irritated me so much that Jake and Markus got along so well. They spent a lot of time together; bonding, if you will. Jake jumped at the opportunity to fix up the dilapidated old house that Markus had claimed as his own. With the help of me and the network, he could do so without fear of discovery.

The two of them spent endless hours cleaning, fixing and restoring the old mansion. Normally, I would have joined right in. I was every bit as good a carpenter, electrician and plumber as Jake was; and I enjoyed the work.

But my heart just wasn’t in it. I helped pick out a few colors and furniture, but that was as much interest as I could show. I felt bad, of course, because I was happy to have my old friend back, and I certainly wanted to spend time with Jake. But for some reason, I just didn’t want to spend time with the two of them, together.

I wanted Jake to myself. That was why I was here, after all. Spending time with Markus meant the two of them hanging out and me feeling like a fifth wheel. So I spent much of my days researching the information Mack had sent me on our friends at the river.

I was alarmed at some of the information Mack had uncovered. It seemed that the man who had killed Raymond was not just some worthless thug. He had connections. The type that threatened everything I had worked so hard to build. His name was Nikolas Baranov. He was the son of an influential Russian business man who was based in Los Angeles. He was an only son; the pride and joy of his father.

There were rumors that the news of his son’s death had brought the man to his knees. He had vowed revenge on the person who had taken his son from him. This concerned me, more than I cared to admit. I was sure there was no way to trace the boy’s death back to me, but if there were….. The last thing I wanted was to put my people in danger; and it would. There was no doubt about that.

I spent several days researching the boy’s family, and the more I discovered, the more alarmed I became. I knew now why Mack had hesitated to send the information on to me. He was just as concerned as I was, and knew my reaction would not be good. There were plans and preparations for such scenarios; ways to shut down the network and put the people who worked for me out of harm’s way.

I never dreamed that I would ever have to put that plan in action. But now, I was faced with that decision. How much danger were my people in? They were my responsibility; that was for certain. If something happened to them, it would be my fault.

I had called Mack several times to see where he stood on the whole situation. He did his best to calm my nerves, always assuring me that there was nothing to worry about, but I could hear it in his voice. He was worried, too. There was something else. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Something in the back of my mind, like a puzzle piece I just couldn’t fit in. The more I tried to put it all together, the more confused I seemed.

So I spent several days trying to put it all out of my mind; tried to relax. I knew that if I ran back home now, Mack would just chastise me and send me back here. Even as worried as he seemed, he would make me stay put. But try as I did, I couldn’t let it go. A slow panic started to rise in me.

I couldn’t concentrate on anything, and to make matters worse, Jake had been spending so much time working with Markus, that I hardly saw him anymore. He would come home late and just fall into bed; asleep before his head hit the pillow. In the mornings, he would be gone before I awoke; leaving me to my disturbed thoughts.

I finally decided I needed to be around people, before I went insane. It was a beautiful day; the sun shining, and a nice breeze coming off the gulf. I decided I would pack a lunch and go visit my boys. I had been so preoccupied with my own problems that I hadn’t been by the plantation house in several weeks.

As I packed up the sandwiches and drinks, I felt lighter, happier than I had in a long time. My excitement grew as I thought about the work Jake and Markus had gotten done. I was almost dancing as I put the last few things in the basket and got ready to head down to the pathway along the beach.

The phone rang just as I closed the door to the back porch. I stopped dead in my tracks. I knew. I didn’t want to believe it, but I knew. When I turned around again, the basket laid scattered on the ground. I didn’t even remember going back in to pick up the phone. I barely remember saying hello. Before I even heard her voice, I just knew.

“Khallie, he needs you. Come home.”

That was all she said. I mumbled something in compliance and just hung up the phone. She didn't have to say it, because I knew. Mack was in trouble, and I needed to get to him right away. As though they had heard my thoughts, Markus and Jake walked through the door as I ran to my room and started packing my things.

Jake, seeing the lunch I had prepared him scattered everywhere, started to panic. I barely heard a word he said as I flew from room to room, gathering the things I would need. When he finally grabbed my shoulders to stop me, I could barely see him. I was dizzy and ready to collapse.

“What the hell is going on? Are you hurt? What are you doing?” He barely finished one question to ask another. When he finally stopped, I crumbled to the floor, trying desperately to breath.

“Khallie, please, tell me what’s going on.” Jake’s eyes pleaded with mine.

“It’s Mack. Something’s happened.” My voice cracked at the weight of the words. I pushed Jake’s hands aside and pulled myself up off the ground. I didn’t have time to have a breakdown, and I didn’t have time to explain everything to Jake. I had to get to Mack. I had to make sure he was ok. Jake’s resolve dissipated. He just stood there as I continued to pack my things.

I knew what he was feeling. Mack had been like a father to him. Jake was actually Mack’s nephew, the last living relative that Mack had. When Jake’s parents were killed in a car accident, Mack had taken him in. With no other family left in the world, they grew to rely on each other.

Jake loved Mack, and losing him would just kill him. I knew what was going through his mind, and immediately I regretted telling him. He couldn’t come with. Not now. I knew why Mack was in danger. I had no doubt in my mind what had just happened. I couldn’t let Jake put himself there too. I stopped him just as he started towards his closet.

“Jake, no. You can’t come with me.”

“What? What the hell are you talking about? I have to come with, Khallie. You know that.” I sighed. This was going to be hard, but I couldn’t let him go.

“Jake, Mack & I…. We stumbled onto something big; something that has put Mack’s life in danger. I can’t; no, I won’t let you put yourself in that danger, too. Do you understand?”

Jake pushed past me reaching for his closet door. I closed my eyes. How could I convince him? I looked up at Markus, pleading with my eyes for him to help me out. Markus, quick as he was, got to the door before Jake.

“Please listen to her, Jake. She can take care of herself. You are just a little more vulnerable. I’m sure she will call for you when she feels it’s safe for you to come.” Surely I underestimated how much the two of them had bonded, because I couldn’t believe it when Jake stopped and turned around, clearly having just conceded defeat.

“I will call as soon as I get there, I promise.” I didn’t wait for him to respond. I needed to leave.

“You shouldn’t drive. It will take too long. I’ll call the airport.” He sounded brokenhearted. He was, I knew. But I couldn’t give in. I wasn’t sure how bad things were with Mack. I wasn’t going to put Jake in danger too.

I nodded my head, and Jake went back out to use the phone in the kitchen to book my flight. I gathered the rest of my things, while Markus stood and watched me.

“He is a good friend?” he finally asked.

“Yes, Markus. He is my best friend.” Tears started to run down my face. For the second time in months, I faced losing someone I loved. This just couldn’t be happening.

“I’ll take care of Jake. I can see he is quite upset. You won’t have to worry about him. I’m certain I can take his mind off of things.” I looked up at Markus. Only weeks before, I would’ve never trusted him alone with Jake; but now, I needed to trust him. I nodded at him and started grabbing my things, lugging them behind me as I headed for the hallway. Jake ran up to me to grab my bags, and help me carry them out to my car.

“I’ll drive you. They have a flight leaving almost immediately. If we hurry, we can get you there in time.” I shot him an appreciative glance and squeezed his hand. We drove in silence; neither one daring to look at the other. I knew I was on the edge of breaking down, and I didn’t want Jake to see that. As much as Jake loved me, he was still hurt that I wouldn’t let him come with.

I was relieved when we finally pulled up to the Biloxi airport. There wasn’t a whole lot of time for goodbyes. Jake wasn’t wrong when he said I would barely have time to make my flight. I hugged him tight and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. He barely hugged me back and I could feel him tense up, until I started to pull away.

He suddenly pulled me closer, holding me as tight as he could. How I wished I could just stay there in his arms. I didn’t want to let go when he finally pushed me away, reaching up to grasp my face in his hands, kissing me on the forehead.

“I’m sorry Jake. I don’t want to leave you here.” He just kept looking at me, not hearing the words coming out of my mouth. I could see the last few people boarding my flight, and started to pull away, but he didn’t let go. Finally, he spoke, his voice barely a whisper.

“Khallie, marry me.”

“What”

“Just promise me; when you come back, marry me.”

“Jake,” my voice was filled with doubt and concern.

“Just say yes.” I didn’t know what to say. It was something we had never talked about; something neither of us had ever considered. It raised questions that I wasn’t ready to answer. And yet, at this moment, I wanted nothing more than to spend my life with him. Somewhere, deep down inside, I found the courage, for the first time in my life to say yes. And then he was gone, and I was staring out the window of the plane, heading towards something that I wasn’t sure I was coming back from.




Chapter Twelve
 

Marlene was waiting for me at the airport when I arrived. I knew she would be there, but I was also surprised that she had left Mack’s side. Few words were spoken between us as we headed to the hospital. She was shaken badly, I could tell.

What little bit of information I got out of her was jumbled and confusing. Mack had been shot, several times, after walking in on what the police thought was a robbery in progress. Two men had broken into Mack’s office and were tearing the place apart when he walked in. Marlene had been the one to find him.

I pieced together the bits and pieces of information, and tried to come up with some kind of logical explanation. Mack didn’t keep money or valuables in his office. Anyone who was local would just know that. Whoever broke in wasn’t looking for valuables. They were looking for information. But who and why? Those were the questions that bothered me.

Mack’s main priority was the network. Even the corporate legalities were handled by the Valdis legal department. Mack wasn’t even a part of the legal department, and handled the network on his own. Secrecy was necessary, and Mack didn’t trust anyone.

So the question remained: what kind of information did Mack have that someone was willing to kill him over? I had my suspicions, of course. But they weren’t exactly grounded. I knew where Vyktor was and what he was doing, and I knew he was not personally involved in this.

The car stopped suddenly, bringing me back to reality. I climbed out and quickly followed Marlene into the hospital. I was impressed with her calmness. She was clearly upset, yet she was completely in control. As we climbed into the elevator, she handed me an envelope, then turned to push the floor button.

I opened the envelope, which held only a California driver’s license, bearing my picture on it. It read Khalida Shaw. “Relatives only,” she explained, not looking up. The elevator jerked to a stop and I followed Marlene out into the hallway. Two armed guards stood outside the ICU. I folded the envelope, stuck it in my pocket and followed Marlene towards the guards.

“We’re here to see Mackenzie.” She said calmly. The armed guard smiled at her, with a hint of sympathy in his eyes. He obviously recognized her, as she had surely been here since they had admitted Mack. Then his eyes fell on me and the smile disappeared.

“And this is?” he asked, curtly.

“This is Khalida Shaw, Mack’s sister.” She replied, gesturing for me to show him the license she had just given me. I held it up and the guard quickly grabbed it from me, first looking at me, then the ID, then me again. When he was satisfied that it was me in the picture, he handed it back to me.

“I’m sorry Mrs. Shaw. You know we have to be cautious.”

“Of course, Derrick. We do understand. Ms. Shaw here has come a long way and would like to see her brother now, so if you don’t mind….”

The guard stepped out of her way, and let us past. Once the door closed behind us and I was sure he could no longer hear us, I piped up.

“Mrs. Shaw?” Surely Mack would’ve told me. Marlene stopped and looked at me, blushing a little.

“We wanted to tell you, but, well…. It all just happened so fast, and there was so much going on. We decided we would wait until you came home.”

“So I guess that makes you my new sister-in-law?” The corners of her lips pulled into a hint of a smile. She looked so tired.

“And the armed guards?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” she paused. “I mean, they aren’t telling me everything. The police, that is. But I think they are worried that the men that did this to Mack will come back to finish the job.” Marlene stopped then, and grabbed my shoulders, forcing me to look straight at her.

“Khalida, the men that did this, I don’t think they were just some simple robbers. I think there was a lot more to it, that the police aren’t telling us. I don’t know what it is exactly, but I know that they must think these people are to be taken very seriously.”

I took a deep breath. I wondered how much of this had to do with the information Mack had been digging up for me. I needed to go to his office as soon as possible.

“I will take care of everything, I promise.” It sounded empty, forced, but it was the absolute truth. I would take care of it, one way or another. Marlene seemed only slightly relieved by my statement; her mind wandering to other things.

Although I knew what to expect, I was suddenly glued to my spot as I entered the room. Mack looked nothing like the strong, forceful man I had known all these years. Instead, he looked weak, and pale. There were IV’s and tubes coming out of every part of him. A ventilator was breathing for him, and the beeping that represented his heart was inaccurate to say the least. I could hear the real thing. It was weak.

My last moments with Raymond flashed through my mind, and I and I sucked in a hard breath. I closed my eyes, trying to block out the image, but could not. I nearly jumped when Marlene grabbed my hand, pulling me forward. How was it that she could be so strong and I could fall apart so easily?

After what seemed like hours of us sitting there in silence, Marlene finally spoke up. I was not totally prepared for the bomb she was about to drop on me. Her marriage to Mack was nothing compared to the surprises that lie ahead.

“Before the cops arrived, I went through Mack’s files, to see what, if anything had been taken.” She paused, waiting for the words to sink in, then continued. “Mack had told me what to look for, should anything like this ever happen. He knew what was coming, Khalida.” This caught my attention. If Mack had foreseen this, then he was into something serious.

“And what did you find?”

“There was one file missing.” She stopped, looking up at me, expectantly.

“The network.” I replied. She nodded. My heart sank. It might not have been Vyktor involved, but it didn’t matter. The information contained in that file was dangerous in anyone’s hands.

“Khalida, I think it’s only fair to tell you that Mack has brought me up to speed on a few of the projects that the two of you have been working on. Namely, you.”

Yeah, that one took the wind out of me. I knew what she was trying to tell me. She knew. She knew who I was. She knew what I was. It wasn’t that I didn’t want her to know. Mack loved her. He loved her enough to marry her. He loved her enough to tell her his deepest darkest secrets. I somehow felt the need to trust her.

But it was like telling someone, someone you want very much to be your friend, that you are a serial killer. It wasn’t something you were proud of. I had done terrible things in my life. I had taken lives, lots of lives. Not all of them were deserving. Not all were bad people who wouldn’t be missed. There were innocents; people who haunted my dreams.

I didn’t look up for a long time. I didn’t want to look her in the eyes. Instead, I waited for her to continue.

“We should go to Mack’s office. We can talk on the way.” She was out the door before I could even look up. She was right. I needed to get to Mack’s office. I needed to see it; to see what they saw. I needed to know if what they left with was what they came for.

I jumped up and quickly followed Marlene back into the hallway. I was relieved when she chose not to say anything until we got back into her car. I was always aware how people who didn’t seem to be listening actually were. “How much did he tell you?” I asked, trying to take control of the conversation.

“I’m not sure how much he hasn’t told me. I know about you, and the network. I’m not sure what more there is, really.” She paused and looked at me, her eyes pleading for answers. I knew what it was she wanted to know. Was all of this the reason that Mack was lying in a hospital bed, possibly dying? It was, I was sure. But how could I tell her that? I decided, instead to get some information out of her, which, if she knew anything at all, could shed some light for both of us.

“Has he told you anything about the most recent project I’ve had him working on?” I asked.

“A little. He tried to keep me away from it. It had him scared. But I think what he told me, he did to protect me. And you.”

“The man who killed Raymond, he told you about him?”

“Yes. But he didn’t tell me much. I got the feeling he was holding back on that one.”

“Nikolas, the man who shot Raymond, was the son of an important man.”

“Mack told me that. But he didn’t tell me much more than that.”

“Mack was working so hard on it, day and night. It was like he couldn’t stop until he found what he was looking for. He couldn’t let you down, you know.” She paused again, and looked over at me.

“He loves you, you know. He feels the need to protect you, even if it means putting himself in danger.” 
“I know. I have never understood why. He is far more fragile than I will ever be.” Marlene smiled, then, wrapping her fingers around mine.

“You don’t get it, do you? He doesn’t see you as some invincible super-human. He sees you as his family. Like a little sister. It is instinct that makes him want to protect you. He can’t change that, even knowing what he knows.”

“I can’t say I blame him. Like I said, he’s told me a lot. I know all the things you’ve done. For him, and for the other members of the network.”

“They all feel that way, you know? The ones I’ve talked to. All of them would die trying to protect you.”

“You’ve talked to them? Who? When?” I was stunned. Mack was not the type to just introduce someone to the network. And aside from Mack, there was only two or three members at our local office.

“Mack had a conference with several members a few weeks back. Don’t be mad Khallie. He didn’t want to worry you. But he thought it was important to bring them in on what he knew. I’m sorry if my meeting them upsets you. Mack didn’t mean any harm, really. He just felt it would be better for me to know everything, in case….. In case something like this happened.”

She stopped talking then. I didn’t know what to say. Of course I wasn’t mad at Mack. I trusted him more than anyone else. But I was hurt that he hadn’t told me anything. We drove the rest of the way to Mack’s office in silence. I found myself wanting to tell Marlene everything, even the things I never told Mack. But I didn’t know where to start, so I said nothing.

Although it was part of Valdis Corporation, Mack’s office building was separate from the Valdis building. Normally, the buildings complemented each other perfectly; their architectural designs, flowing into each other. But as we pulled up, Mack’s office looked dark and empty. Police tape still crisscrossed the main entrance.

Marlene and I walked around to the rear entry. Marlene unlocked the door, while I took in the surroundings. I listened for anything at all out of the ordinary. I wanted to make sure that whoever had been here hadn’t come back. When I was convinced that it was safe, I followed Marlene inside. We quickly found our way to Mack’s main office. A wave of panic swept over me the minute the light came on.

The office was in shambles. The files were all pulled out of the cabinets and strewn across the floor. Books were pulled off the shelves; pictures ripped off the walls. They were looking for the normal hiding places, I knew; hidden safes, false walls, etc. They hadn’t found any. Mack was smarter than that.

I knew where they were, and I knew even the smartest of criminals would’ve never found them. I could tell from just a glance that they hadn’t been discovered. But Marlene had said they found the network file. How could they have found it if they didn’t find his hiding spots? As though she read my mind, Marlene spoke up.

“He had it with him when he walked in the door. He had been working on something. They shot him and they took it. That’s the only thing they took.” She paused, looking at me. “Khallie, I think it’s what they came here for.”

I was screaming on the inside, because, more than anything, I knew she was right.




Chapter Thirteen
 

I don’t know how long I had been lying there in bed, staring at the ceiling. It seemed like hours, even though I know at some point I had been sleeping. There wasn’t a clock in Mack’s guest bedroom, but I guessed it to be close to 5AM because it was still grey out. Not quite dark, but not yet light.

I had thought about going to my house and staying there, but decided it would be better if I stayed with Marlene. Not only did I want to be there to support her, but I also knew that she was probably my best and only chance of unraveling what had happened in Mack’s office. She was smart, and observant. If anyone would notice any small detail, it would be her.

I pondered over the things we had discovered in Mack’s office the night before. I had become so engrossed in my thoughts that when the phone next to me rang, I nearly jumped out of the bed. It rang again, and as I steadied my heart, I thought of answering it.

Just as I was about to pick it up, I heard Marlene answer. Her voice was muffled and low, and I could tell from the tired tone in her voice that she had not slept much herself. When it took on a more concerned tone, I sat up. I was dressed and ready to go before she even knocked on my door. It was Mack; I knew that. We slipped out the front door without so much as a word.

I drove this time. I knew that Marlene was too shook up to operate a car, especially after the sleepless night she had just endured. It was still early, so there wasn’t any traffic to slow us down. We pulled into the hospital drive in record time. As I reached for the door handle, Marlene grabbed my arm. Puzzled, I turned to her.

Her face was pale and her eyes tired and sunken. She had been crying at some point. Streaks still lined her face, and her eyes were still red. My heart sank. I wished more than anything I could go back and change the events of the past few months. Everyone I loved was in pain because of me. I sighed and was about to reach for the door again, but Marlene didn’t let go of my arm.

“Khallie?” Her voice was barely a whisper. I looked back at her, waiting for her to go on. She hesitated, looking around, as if she was trying to find the words. After a few moments, she finally looked at me, trying, I thought, to look resolved.

“Khallie, we need to talk, before we go up there.” I nodded, and waited for her to continue.

“I’m sure you already know that it’s not good.” She hesitated again, and I could tell she was trying not to start crying before she finished what she had to say. When she didn’t continue, I opened my mouth to try to say something encouraging, but she spoke up again before I could speak.

“They don’t expect him to make it.” My heart stopped. I knew it was bad. I had never doubted that. But I also never really admitted to myself that I could be losing another friend.

“He’s taken a turn for the worse,” she continued. “They said I should come up right away, because they don’t expect him to make it through the day.” She didn’t bother to try holding back the tears anymore, and I knew it would only be a matter of time before I would no longer be able to hold in mine. I tried pulling away from her. I just wanted to get out of that car. I wanted to scream. But she wouldn’t let go.

“Khallie, look at me. Please.” I closed my eyes for a moment. I steadied my breathing and finally looked up at her.

“I can’t lose him. You can’t lose him. We have to do everything we can to save him.” She stopped and looked at me, waiting for the words to sink in. When I didn’t respond, she continued.

“You can save him.”

No, she couldn’t be asking what I thought she was. She didn’t understand what she was asking me. This time I did break free from her grasp. I practically jumped out of the car, tripping over my own feet as I hurried to get away from her. I barely caught myself, and as I struggled to pull myself up, Marlene’s arms took hold of me, steadying me.

For a moment, I pondered at how quickly she had got to me, but then I remembered it was her I was trying to get away from. I tried to push my way past her, careful not to hurt her in the process. But she refused to move.

“Khallie, please, listen to me”

“You don’t understand what you are asking me, Marlene. I can’t. It’s not right. I can’t do that to Mack.”

“He’ll die.” Her voice was desperate, and tired. I hesitated, for just a moment. But a moment was all she needed.

“He would die for you Khallie. You know that. But he doesn’t have to.”

I closed my eyes. She was right. He didn’t have to die. But how could I condemn him to a life as a vampire? He deserved better. But he didn’t deserve to die.

“Please, save him. Please.”

I opened my eyes. She looked so frail, so broken. Not the strong woman I had seen yesterday, but a shell of herself. How could I tell her no? How could I condemn Mack to death. My voice shook as I spoke.

“Ok.” 

God help me.




Chapter Fourteen
 

Walking into a hospital room, guarded by armed men, with the intention of turning someone into a vampire is not exactly something that someone just does. It requires planning. Especially considering that the process of transformation isn’t just a bite on the neck, as movies would have you believe.

I had to explain the whole process to Marlene, so that I could put her to use. Vampirism was more like a blood disease. Kind of like AIDS, I suppose. It could only be transmitted blood to blood.

I also explained that, like some diseases, the strains could be weaker or stronger. A child born to a vampire was going to have vampire like characteristics, but would probably not be as strong as a true vampire. Like other diseases, the growing fetus would develop an immunity of sorts. Some were even born without any vampire traits. People, or vampires, like me, were stronger than others. 

I was turned by one of the oldest vampires, therefore my blood was strong. This was one of my concerns when it came to Mack. It took centuries for me to be able to control my hunger. I didn’t know if Mack was that strong. But I knew there was no turning back now. I had told Marlene I would save him. I had to. His entire life had been dedicated to keeping me safe. I had to return the favor.

There were a few things we had to do in order to pull this off. First, we had to find a way to infect Mack. Again, biting him would do no good, and with him being in a coma, I couldn’t exactly get him to drink my blood. We decided a syringe was the answer, but I was sure that we weren’t going to get one past the guards.

Even if they knew he was dying, they were still going to do their jobs. And security was tight as ever. We decided we would have to pull one out of the disposal container in his room. The problem was, we didn’t know if there would even be one in there.

The next issue would be keeping everyone out of the room while Mack was transforming. This was the biggest problem. Mack was covered in monitors. The minute his heart stopped, his room would be filled with nurses and doctors trying to restart it. Explaining to them why his heart had stopped, yet he was suddenly awake and alert was going to be a problem.

So we had to come up with a solution to that. It required a call to the network. It was probably one of the most daring things I had ever asked anyone in the network to do, and I wasn’t entirely sure it was the best idea. But time was running out and it was all I had. I just hoped they could pull it off.

We waited in the parking garage for what seemed like an eternity. When my phone finally rang, we looked at each other in anticipation. Darren Kline’s voice squeaked with excitement when I answered. I had to smile a little as I could almost see him dancing around as he relayed the message to me.

Darren was one of the youngest members of the network, and with youth came enthusiasm. His enthusiasm was matched by his talents, and I had no doubt that he was probably one of the biggest assets we had ever acquired. Darren was a hacker. Not just any hacker, but probably one of the best.

He learned at a young age, and by the time he was 13, he had hacked into some of the toughest systems in the country. He was good, too, having never been caught by any government officials.

But he was also brazen and that’s what got him into trouble. At sixteen, Darren got mixed up with the wrong people. He had been contracted to do a job by some less than reputable characters, and when the job was finished, they decided he was too much of a risk. As luck would have it, I was in the right place at the right time, and Darren was still very much alive.

Bringing him into the network had not only been easy, but was almost a necessity. He had nowhere else to go. We both knew that if he went home, his life was most certainly still in danger. So he dropped off the radar and came to work for me. He had repeatedly proved himself to be invaluable, and this time was no exception.

Before I could even say hello, his squeaky excited voice shouted out, “It’s done. How long do you need?” I took a second to figure how long it would take us to get up to the room and get everything ready. “Give us at least 15 minutes; maybe 20, in case there’s someone in the room when we get up there. I will need 10-15 minutes. Do you think you can swing that?”

I heard him chuckle, and I knew he could do whatever I asked. I hung up the phone and nodded at Marlene. We walked quickly towards the elevator leading down to the main floor of the parking garage. Once inside the hospital, we moved quickly, heading straight for the elevator.

Marlene looked nervous. I wanted to calm her down, but decided not to. It was ok for her to be distraught. As far as everyone in the hospital knew, her husband was dying. Why wouldn’t she be upset? We got off the elevator quickly, and set our plan into motion. We made our way past the guards, who seemed even more tense than usual. Fortunately, we had counted on this, and in only a few moments, we were in Mack’s room. We were disappointed to find a nurse in his room as we walked in.

Marlene went over to close the curtains to the hallway windows. We didn’t want anyone to see what we were about to do. The nurse paid little attention to us, and quickly finished up what she was doing. When she finally left the room, Marlene made sure the door was secured while I quickly got everything ready.

I pried the lid off the disposal container, praying that there was a syringe inside. Fortunately there was one in there, and I reached in and grabbed it. I quickly jabbed it into the vein in my arm, filling it with my blood. Marlene and I looked at each other nervously. The next step would have to wait. Darren had to implement his plan before I could do anything else. We both moved over to Mack’s bed, and got everything ready.

“Are you sure about the needle?” Marlene asked nervously.

“I told you, once my blood enters his veins, it won’t matter. The syringe could be filled with the Ebola virus, and it wouldn’t affect him.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. I’m positive. Believe me, that would be the least of our worries.” Marlene looked at me hesitantly. Her resolve seemed to be wavering.

“It’s not too late to change your mind.” My voice was barely a whisper. I was torn. As much as I wanted Mack to be ok, I didn’t want to do this without his permission. He didn’t have a choice in what we were about to do, and I wasn’t so sure he would’ve wanted me to do it. I didn’t get much of a chance to ponder on it though.

“No, Khallie. We have to do this. It’s the only way.” Just as the words slipped out of her mouth, the lights went out.

The next few minutes seemed to last forever. I handed the syringe to Marlene and grabbed the strips of sheet that she had torn a few moments earlier. Outside the door, I could hear people running around, trying to figure out what happened to the power. Back-up generators lit up the hallways and kept important life support systems going.

Fortunately for us, they didn’t keep the monitors running. Quickly, I tied Mack’s arms and legs down. His reaction would be violent, and in order to avoid unwanted attention from the nurses and guards just outside the door, I would have to keep him subdued.

When I was finished, I nodded at Marlene. She inserted the syringe into the tube coming out of Mack’s IV. I had thought sticking the needled directly in Mack’s vein, but decided against it. If we did have unexpected company, I didn’t want some jumpy guards thinking we had tried to poison him. It took a few minutes for my blood to find its way into his veins, and soon the tube was full of the clear fluid coming out of the IV bag. There was no turning back now.

“Nothing’s happening. Is it working?” Panic flooded Marlene’s eyes.

“Just give it a minute.” I said calmly, trying to assure her. But inside, I was as panicked as she was. I knew it would work. I could already hear Mack’s heart starting to slow; but would it work quickly enough. The last thing I wanted was for someone to walk in and see him tied to the bed like this, with the two of us holding him down.

“C’mon Mack, we’re on a deadline here.” I whispered to myself, so Marlene wouldn’t hear. The guards outside the door started shouting to someone, and I was beginning to worry that they would come in soon. 
“Marlene, go peek out and ask them if everything is ok. They might start to get suspicious if we aren’t reacting, you know?”

Obediently, Marlene headed for the door and poked her head out. I could hear the muffled conversation between her and the guards; them reassuring her that there was nothing to worry about. I could tell that they were trying to sound confident in front of her, but they were agitated.

I knew they were suspicious. Fortunately, so far, their suspicions had nothing to do with the two of us. I was sure they thought the power outage was some kind of attack on the hospital, possibly an attempt at getting to Mack. I was sure the men who did this to Mack were smarter than to attempt something so stupid. Guess I couldn’t say the same for me.

As she closed the door behind her, I focused my attention once again to Mack. It occurred to me that the sheets may not be enough to hold him down if he tried to break free. We had to keep him subdued until the change was complete. Marlene agreed with my assessment and I quickly climbed onto Mack’s bed and positioned myself over his chest. I prayed that I would be strong enough. Strong as I was; old as I was, I was no match for a new vampire. Certainly not one as big and strong as Mack already was. He would be a force of nature.

Marlene touched my elbow and pointed at her watch; only a few minutes left. We were running out of time. “It’ll work!” I whispered, trying hard not to let her hear the fear in my voice. I gave her my best reassuring look, and tried not to notice the tears streaming down her face. I only hoped she hadn’t been crying when she had talked to the guards.

I should’ve known not to let my guard down. Hell, I should’ve brought handcuffs. Sheets were a bad idea. As I flew backwards across the room, I saw Marlene fall to the ground, as she fainted. The nice thing about age is the experience that comes with it. Over the years, I’d learned to correct a fall, to control my body in any situation. This was handy, especially today. I quickly pushed my hands towards the floor, flipping myself into an upright position, just inches away from the wall. Close one. Had I crashed into the wall, surely the guards would come running, and this was definitely not the time for them to make their entrance.

I quickly sprung back onto the bed, holding Mack down the best I could. His eyes were wild, on fire. I knew he was in there somewhere, but right now, the only thing that could see me, smell me, hear me, was the monster I had just turned him into. I had to get through to him, and do it as silently as possible. So I did the only thing I could think of. I let him bite me.

If a vampire’s blood is strong enough, it carries with it a great many things; strength, resilience, and certain gifts that that particular vampire has. It can also carry memories. My blood had altered Mack’s DNA in such a way that it was almost a match to mine. He would have some of my traits, some of my strengths, and if I was lucky, some of my memories.

That was what I was counting on. For him to see himself through my eyes; to see our friendship; to remember. The more he drank of my blood, the more he would see. My arm burned where his teeth sank into my skin. His attention fell to the task at hand and he no longer fought to push me away.

Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to be interested in letting go of my arm, either. I began to panic. The more he drank of my blood, the weaker I would become. If I didn’t stop him, Marlene and I would have no chance.

“Mack, please!” I begged him, and began pulling away. But he held tight, draining my arm of its blood. My head began to spin, and I became desperate. I pulled with all my strength, but he was stronger. I heard a noise next to me, and my heart stopped. Marlene was standing next to me. If he saw her, it would be all over. While my blood made him stronger, hers would quench his thirst. I should’ve never brought her with me.

“Get out of here.” I whispered, weakly. But she didn’t move.

“Marlene, go. He will kill us both. Just go!”

“Mack, my love.” She reached over and ran her fingers down the side of his face. His muscles grew rigid as his eyes fixed on her. I watched in horror, knowing only too well what was about to happen. Marlene could see the monster staring back at her, but she didn’t move. She just kept whispering to him, running her fingers down his face and through his hair.

It was like someone had turned off a switch. Mack suddenly let go of my arm. The monster shrugged away, letting Mack to the surface. He reached up and touched the side of Marlene’s face tenderly, wiping away the tears that were streaming down her face.

I heard the timer go off on Marlene’s watch. We both looked at each other. We needed to get everything back in order. The electricity would be coming back on in seconds. I tried to pull myself off of Mack, but I was too weak to move.

“Khallie?” Marlene’s voice shook with fear.

“I’m fine.” I whispered. “Just weak. I think I need your help.”

“Khallie, what’s wrong?” This time it was Mack asking the question. His voice was strong, beautiful, and sweet! It was music to my ears. I heard Marlene explain everything to him as she helped me down. Mack quickly climbed off his bed and picked me up to carry me over to the recliner. It was a weird feeling, being so weak. My head was still spinning when he set me down. The lights flickered on, and I could hear the monitor beeping as it came back to life.

“What were you thinking? Jesus, Khallie, have you lost your mind?”

“Mack, it was my idea. Please don’t be upset with her. I couldn’t bear losing you. I was desperate.” Mack wrapped his arms around Marlene. “Darling, I could’ve killed you both. Khallie could’ve been caught, which would expose her and the network. Hell, we could all still be caught. You guys should’ve never taken that risk.” Mack’s voice trembled as he spoke. He wasn’t mad. He was scared.

“Mack. I owe you my life, a thousand times over. Don’t think you weren’t worth the risk. We aren’t going to get caught. Not now. You’ve trained our people well. But….” My voice trailed off. What if he wasn’t mad because of the risk we took? What if he was mad because I just turned him into a monster? I had just taken away his humanity. I looked away, staring out the window. Guilt flooded my head.

“Mack?” Marlene’s voice was still shaking. He didn’t answer for a long time.

“Get back in bed, Mack. The doctor’s are coming. We’re going to have a lot to explain if they see you standing there.” When I turned to look at him, he was already lying in his bed. I noticed too, that he had changed out of the bloody gown that he had been wearing. A grin spread across his face as he saw my perplexed look.

“Hmmm. So this is what it’s like? You’ve truly been holding back, my dear.”

“Mack?”

“It’s ok, Khallie. Everything is ok.”

I smiled weakly, as Marlene sat down with me and held onto my hand.




Chapter Fifteen
 

Over the next few days, it would occur to me that the hospital scene would be the easy part of saving Mack’s life. Even his transition period was relatively easy, much to my surprise. The hard part was looking him in the eye. The sins of my past that I had tried so hard to avoid sharing with him were now creeping into his memory bank.

Slowly he had started to see some of my deepest, darkest secrets. Most, I knew, he could forgive. He would feel the hunger, himself, and know that there are things a vampire cannot always control. He would get past those things.

But I knew, and dreaded, that he would soon stumble upon a memory that would test the very limits of our friendship. I had hoped I could put it off until things seemed to get back to normal, but that would not be the case.

Because of the security breach in Mack’s office, we had started to implement a plan that Mack had put in place at the very beginning of the network. It was for this very scenario. The plan was to shut down the network. All the members would disappear, literally. Identities changed, families relocated and connections severed. It was a plan I hoped would never come to light. But it was also something I knew had to happen.

I couldn’t take any chances with their lives. There were a few key members who would stay in contact with me, so that we could assure the safety of everyone. They would check up on the progress of the shut down. I had kept in close contact with several of them while I waited for Mack to adjust to his new body, so to speak.

Several days after we started the shut down procedure, I received a call from one of our agents. It was not news I was ready for.

“Khallie, you need to sit down.” Morgan was outgoing, jovial and rarely serious. I knew from the tone of her voice that it was bad. I sat down.

“Are you sitting?” she asked, quietly. I indicated I was and asked her to continue.

“We have a serious situation on our hands, Khallie.”

“Go ahead.”

“Two of our New Orleans agents are dead.” I felt like someone had just punched me in the chest. Dead? What?

“Khallie, did you hear me?”

“Who? When?”

“Ben Harleck and Anthony Trader. Their bodies were found this morning by a fisherman. Khallie, they were torn apart, as if by a wild animal. The investigation is hush hush, but one of our guys says the coroner has determined it wasn’t alligators. Khallie, there’s something else.” It was something she didn’t want to tell me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but these were my people. I had to hear everything.

“Ok, I’m listening.”

“It’s Jake. He’s missing. Ben had been by his house last night, since we couldn’t get a hold of him. He had reported back to us that it looked like Jake had been gone for several days; looked like someone had trashed the house.”

I mentally calculated when I had talked to Jake last. Must’ve been five or six days. I had been so busy with Mack, that I didn’t even notice Jake hadn’t called. I tried hard to control my breathing. Two people dead, and Jake was missing. JAKE! Jesus, what was going on?

“What about Markus?”

“No sign of him, Khallie. Ben said it looked like no one had been there in several days too.”

“Ok, thanks.” I paused, unsure what to say next. My head was spinning.

“Morgan?”

“Yeah boss?”

“Get the hell out of there!!”

I closed my eyes as I hung up the phone. This was bad. Worse than I could imagine. I waited too long and now two people were dead. I had no doubt that whoever had tried to kill Mack had managed to get to Ben & Tony. I could feel it. It was all connected. The phone broke apart as it hit the floor.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” Mack bent over to help me pick up the pieces of the phone, which looked like it was done for.

“Mack, that was Morgan. She…”

“I heard.” Mack interrupted. Of course he did. I heard everything. I just wasn’t used to Mack’s newfound abilities. I closed my eyes, shaking my head. Mack put his hands around my shoulders and helped me to my feet. I couldn’t stop the explosion of tears that followed. Mack stood there, holding me, until I could cry no more.

“Are you done?” he asked, holding my chin in his hand. I nodded. “Ok, well, how about we figure out what’s going on and what we need to do about it, OK?” “I don’t know what to do, Mack.” I didn’t. I had to do something, but what?

“Khallie, who do you think did this?” I didn’t know. I tried to put the clues together. There was the break in. Those guys were pros. They knew where to go and what they wanted. Mack suspected it was the same guys he had been watching, in looking for the men that killed Raymond.

They were Russian, possibly mafia. Old families, that’s what Mack had said. But they were in California. Ben and Tony were killed in New Orleans. Jake was in Mississippi. So what was the connection? Something was there, I just couldn’t grasp it. I knew that the answer was right there in front of me.

“What’s this?” Marlene’s voice shattered my concentration. I looked up to see a small object sticking out of her hand. She walked over and handed it to me. “I found it on the floor, by the hall closet.” Marlene held her hand out, exposing a bundle of herbs, tied with a twine.

“It’s nothing important. Something I picked up in New Orleans when I went to see Jake.” I picked it up out of her hand, and was about to toss it into the trash, but stopped short. I looked down at the little bundle in my hand. I knew. I knew the connection. I couldn’t believe it, yet I should’ve seen it all along. After all this time, it was a chance encounter that would bring my whole world crashing down around me. 

I looked at Mack. He could see the gears turning. He knew I had figured something out, but I could see he hadn’t figured it out himself. I ran towards the phone, which was now held together by duct tape. I dialed the numbers as fast as my fingers could move. I closed my eyes and waited for the phone to ring.

“Vyktor.” His voice was barely audible. I slowly turned around to meet Mack’s eyes. His eyes said it all. He knew. I wasn’t sure how much, but I knew it was enough.

“Valdis Corporation. This is Nancy speaking. How may I direct your call?”

“Research and development, please.”

“I’m sorry, miss, but Mr. Thorn is in a meeting and everyone else is out right now. Would you like to leave a message?”

“Just tell him to call his boss.” I hung up the phone. Before I could pull my phone away from the receiver, it started to ring.

“Mike, I need you to run all the data we’ve collected on Vyktor. I’ll be in Dallas in a few hours.”

“Is something wrong, Khallie?” Mike’s voice was suddenly very alarmed.

“I’ll fill you in when I get there. I’ll be there tonight.” I turned to hang up the phone, but stopped.

“Mike.”

“Yeah?”

“Your office is in lock-down until I get there.”

“Got it, boss!”

As I hung up the phone, I heard Mack get up and walk up the stairs to my guest room. I shuddered as I heard the door slam. Marlene just stood there with a confused look on her face. She finally looked back at me, her eyes filled with questions. Questions I didn’t have time to answer. I bit my lower lip.

“I’ll take care of it.” My voice cracked as I rushed past her and headed up the stairs.




Chapter Sixteen
 

I stood outside the bedroom door, trying to reason with Mack. I wasn’t even sure if he was listening to me. I couldn’t hear him move or even breath. He certainly wasn’t answering me. Marlene stood there with me, pleading with him to come out.

I needed to get out of here. I needed to get to my people and make sure they were safe. I needed to find out what Vyktor had been up to and figure out if it really was him behind what had happened. But most of all, I needed to find Jake. I needed to know he was ok. I needed to be with him. But I couldn’t do it alone.

I pounded on the door again, practically breaking through the door with my hand. I was desperate. I needed Mack more than ever. He still didn’t answer. I looked at Marlene, hoping she would know what to do. She shrugged and shook her head and we both looked back at the door.

I thought about breaking the door in, but I didn’t figure it was a good starter to an already tense situation. I took a deep breath, turned and leaned on the door. Marlene reached up and wiped away the tear that slid down my cheek.

“You should go get ready. I’ll call and have Darren get the plane ready.”

“No, I’ll call him. I need to talk to him anyway. He shouldn’t still be here.”

When we had told everyone to go, Darren had refused. I had argued with him, but he wouldn’t leave. He was just a young kid. He had no family and no friends outside the network, aside from a select few that worked at Valdis, itself.

In the network, he was important, valuable, and respected. Outside of it, he was nobody. He argued that it was better to take his chances with some unknown force than to go back to being nobody. I didn’t argue with him. Who am I to decide what one does with their limited time on earth? 

I had spent the better part of my 5,000 years running and hiding. I didn’t want to hide anymore. Marlene turned back toward the stairs and I was about to follow her when the door I had been leaning on suddenly opened, and I fell backwards into the guest bedroom, landing on my back. Mack stood over me, looking down.

“He wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t lied to us all.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. This was going to be harder than I thought.

“Mack, please let me explain…..” He cut me off before I could go on.

“There is nothing to explain, Khallie. You lied to us, to me. All this time. How could you?”

“I wanted to tell you, I just… I..”

“You what? Couldn’t? Bullshit! You manipulated me, Khallie. If you had told me, I wouldn’t have helped you. You knew that, so you lied to me.” Mack reached down and pulled me up off the floor, poking his finger into my chest as I caught my footing.

“You put us all in danger, Khallie. People are dead, and it’s because of you. I could be dead now, and it’s because of you.”

“You’re right, Mack.” Mack stopped, and looked at me, as if surprised that I would agree with him, then pursed his lips and glared at me.

“No, don’t you do that. Don’t you agree with me, thinking I’ll feel sorry for you. That’s not going to happen. I’m not going to feel sorry for you. Not this time. How could you ask us to protect you from him, to hide you from him? How could you ask ME to protect you from him when all this time you were protecting him from me? Are you sick? Is this a game to you Khallie? Why would you do that?”

“Mack, you don’t understand…..”

“Damn right I don’t understand. The man is sick. He is twisted and evil, and you… You are just as sick, protecting him like that. For what? What could be so damn important that you would want to keep him alive?”

A tear slid down my face. I wanted so badly to tell him everything. Why couldn’t I just tell him? I looked up at Mack. He looked so angry, still. I looked back down and closed my eyes. Mack grabbed my shoulders and shook me hard.

“For once in your damn life, Khalida, just tell me the truth. Why do you care about that freak?” His voice shook the room, getting louder with each word. I cringed at every word, wishing I could just say the words.

“What is it about him Khalida? Really, what is it that would make you risk the lives of the people who love you? Jesus, just tell me.” He stopped shaking me, and when I didn’t say anything, he dropped his hands from my shoulders and turned away from me. I just stood there as he grabbed his bag and started throwing his things in it.

“Where are you going Mack?”

“I’m leaving, Khallie. You don’t need me anymore.” His voice was low and bitter.

“I do need you Mack. More than ever. Please, just listen to me.”

Mack spun around and before I could even blink, he was in front of me, pinning me against the wall.

“I’ve been listening Khallie. You know what I hear? Nothing. You don’t tell me anything. You just stand there crying, wanting me to feel sorry for you, but you don’t say anything. So I’m listening, tell me! Why?”

“Mack…”

“Why?” His voice rumbled throughout the house. When I didn’t answer, he hit the wall behind me, leaving a deep impression in the sheetrock with his hand.

“Why?”

“Because…” I was shaking now, barely able to spit the word out.

“Because why?” He stood there waiting. I didn’t know what to say, or where to begin.

“Mack, I… I can’t…” Mack slammed his fist through the wall behind me, and I shuddered.

“You tell me now,” he growled. I was sobbing now. I reached up, trying to grasp his jacket, but he brushed my hand away. Looking at the floor, I whispered, “I love him.” 

It was just a whisper, barely audible. But he heard it. Mack stopped and glared at me.

“You what?” A sickened expression appeared on his face. He stood up straight and shook his head, pursing his lips.

“Mack, you don’t understand...”

“I don’t want to hear it. Just don’t talk anymore.” He turned to walk away from me. I reached for his arm, trying to pull him back. He suddenly spun around, pinning me against the wall.

“How could you love him?” he asked, his voice a low growl. I looked up at him, and barely recognized him. I just couldn’t lie to him anymore. I hung my head down and finally told him the secret I had kept for most of my life.

“He’s my son, Mack.” Silence. Mack let go of me and stepped back. His face had gone from angry to confused to pained. We stood there looking at each other in silence. A gasp from the doorway broke the silence. Both Mack and I looked towards the door to see Marlene standing there. She rushed over to me, pushing Mack out of the way. I just stood there as she wiped the tears from my face, mumbling something under her breath, trying to comfort me. Mack turned around and walked across the room, shaking his head.

I finally reached up and grabbed her hands, telling her to stop. I turned and walked out of the room, and headed back towards the living room. I heard Marlene and Mack arguing. I should’ve stopped them. It wasn’t Mack’s fault. He had every right to be mad at me. But I didn’t have the energy.

I didn’t even stay to pack my things. I ran down the stairs, grabbed my keys and walked out the front door, calling Darrin as I hurried towards the car. I pulled out of the drive, and headed towards the airstrip. Within minutes I was climbing aboard the network’s private jet, alone. I needed Mack’s help more than ever, but I couldn’t ask him. I had hurt him; betrayed him. How could I ask him to put his life on the line yet again, when I didn’t even deserve his forgiveness.

Darrin buzzed around me, barking off orders through his phone. I sat down and closed my eyes and let him take care of the details. I was relieved when he finally hung up the phone. The silence was comforting. I heard him head back towards the door.

“Don’t leave yet,” I said, quietly. Darrin stopped and turned back.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, sounding confused.

“I think you should come with me. I don’t think it’s safe for you to stay here, anymore.” He started to argue with me, explaining how he could take care of himself. I didn’t hear most of it, and I wasn’t in the mood to argue.

“Please just sit down, Darrin.”

“Kal, you know I can take care of myself. You need me here.”

“Shut up and do what she said.”

My eyes snapped open. Marlene squeezed past Mack and settled herself in beside me, buckling her seatbelt. Darrin looked as though he would argue, but decided Mack was not in the mood and slinked over to his own seat. Mack met my eyes with his.

“I’m still mad at you, Khallie,” he said matter of factly, pulling the door closed behind him, then walking over to his seat.

Marlene leaned over and whispered “He’s just trying to look tough. Ignore him.” Mack cleared his throat, and raised his eyes at her as he took his seat. She grinned at him and sat back in her chair.

I looked over at Mack, catching his eyes with mine.

“That’s ok. You owe me a new wall.” The corner of his mouth twitched, but he maintained his frown. That’s ok. He called me Khallie. He was going to forgive me afterall. Darrin pounded on the door to the cockpit and yelled up to the pilot.

“We’re clear for take-off.”

The jet slowly headed toward the runway, as we all sat there, looking at each other in silence.




Chapter Seventeen
 

“Ok, so I’m confused. I thought you couldn’t have children?” Marlene spoke lowly, barely audible. She had waited for Mack to go up front to talk to the pilot before breaking the long silence in the cabin.

“He can hear you.” I said, just as quietly. I stared out the window, forgetting that she had even asked me a question. He had been right. Everything was my fault. All those people were now in danger. And Jake. My Jake. I was so stupid to believe that leaving him behind would keep him safe. Of course he wouldn’t be safe.

I couldn’t put it out of my mind, and one horrible thought kept coming to the surface. The others had been found, mutilated. Jake had not. I knew why. If Vyktor had him, he was saving him for something worse. I had received one other call since boarding the plane. Several other bodies had been found; people who had left already. People Vyktor shouldn’t have been able to find. Yet he did. He was singling them out, one by one, letting me know that he would kill them all if he could But Jake; he wanted me to come to Jake. Vyktor wanted me to see what he was going to do to Jake. This, more than anything, made me sick to my stomach.

Marlene cleared her throat, snapping me back to reality. I looked over at her, trying to decide the best way to avoid this conversation, and decided against it. Maybe it would help the time pass. It certainly didn’t do me any good to keep the whole thing to myself. It didn’t protect anyone, like I had thought it would. Perhaps arming her with the truth would possible save her life. I looked back out the window and sighed.

“I can’t. Not now, anyway.” I paused, trying to figure out where to begin. It was a long story, which spanned several millennia. From the corner of my eye, I could see Marlene’s forehead wrinkle in thought. I knew she was trying to decipher what I had just said. Rather than torture her, I continued.

“Vyktor was born before I became a vampire. He is as old as I am. Well, almost as old. I mean, he is a few years younger than me.” More brow wrinkling. Obviously I was going to have to tell her everything. “His father, Set, was the vampire who turned me. Vyktor was born a vampire.”

“I see.” She was trying not to ask more questions, but I could see it was killing her not to ask, so I decided I better tell it from the beginning.

“It’s a little complicated. I’ll start from the beginning. Um, my beginning, first. You see, I was the illegitimate daughter of an important man” I hesitated, wondering if I should tell her everything, and finally continued. “A … well, he was a pharaoh.”

Marlene gasped, and sat forward in her seat. I guess she thought it was going to be a good story; and perhaps, sitting on the other side of the glass, it was.

“My mother died in childbirth. But before she died, she made my father promise to take me with him and raise me. He truly loved my mother, and so he promised. That was the only part of his promise he kept. He never showed me any affection nor was it ever made known to anyone that I was his child. But his wife knew, and she hated me for it. She treated me like one of her servants and abused me horribly. I was a constant reminder of his infidelity, and the mere sight of me sent her into fits of rage. I endured her treatment, because I had no other choice. I had nowhere else to go.”

“When I was seventeen, my father brought in an advisor. He was a handsome, charming and mysterious man. I was fascinated with him. I would risk running into my step-mother and setting off her fury, just to get a glimpse of him whenever he would visit with my father. I was not so fortunate to avoid her at all times and one day, after a very brutal beating from her, I had been running, trying to just get away and hide from her. I ran right into him.”

“It was like he could see right into my soul. He told me everything I wanted to hear; how I was so very beautiful and innocent, how I deserved to be treated like a queen. He swept me into his arms and I never in my life knew such bliss as the times I spent with him. He promised to take me away from there forever, and I believed him.”

“Several months after we began our affair, he had to leave. He told me he couldn’t take me with him right then, but would send one of his colleagues back for me. He didn’t want to raise my father’s suspicions by leaving and having me disappear at the same time. My father’s connections were important to him. And so he left, and I was there, alone. Shortly after he left, I discovered I was pregnant. I tried so very hard to hide it. I knew it would not be well received, and feared a greater punishment than I had ever known.”

“The other servants did their best to keep me from the eyes of my father and his wife, and for several months, no one suspected anything. But it wouldn’t last. My stepmother caught me bathing one day and saw my swollen stomach. She drug me, naked, through the palace, screaming obscenities the whole way. She beat me to within an inch of my life, and left me locked up in nothing more than an animal stall." 

"I fell in and out of consciousness for several days. She had beaten me so badly that when I woke, I couldn’t even remember what had happened. When I saw my father’s sash lying on the ground, I was in shock. I thought it was him that had beaten me so badly.”

“Finally, when I could actually get up on my own two feet, one of my father’s servants snuck in and helped me escape. For the first time in my life, my father had taken pity on me, and had paid the woman to get me out of the city and away from his wife. My father actually came to me, to say his last goodbye. He begged my forgiveness and gave me this.” I pulled the necklace from under my collar, exposing the golden trinket; the same one I had given to Raymond only months earlier.

“And did you?” Marlene asked, her eyes wide with anticipation. When I shot her a confused look, she continued.

“Forgive him. Did you forgive him?” I nodded slowly.

“I don’t know if it was the right thing, but he saved me and my baby. She surely would’ve killed us both if he hadn’t planned my escape. That was the last time I ever saw my father. I fled Egypt and only returned once, long after his death.” I paused again, looking out the window once more. It was weird, recalling my time with my father. Of course his life was recorded in history books. Mine? I never even existed. But my deeds were there. The mysterious disappearance of my father’s wife was probably going to remain a mystery for all eternity. Marlene, cleared her throat again, so I continued once more.

“By the grace of God, my baby had survived the brutal beating. I gave birth to Vyktor only days later. He was months early, but was strong and healthy. It was then that I realized what Set had been, and what my son now was. I should have been afraid, then. But nothing scared me more than the thought of my father’s wife coming after me."

"I prayed for Set to return for me. Months went by, and I heard nothing. I began to think he had lied to me. I focused my attentions to my son. He was a beautiful baby. He was not a monster at all. He was just my son, and I wanted to show him the love I had never been given.”

“When he was almost a year old, a man came to me. He said he had been sent by his master and that I was to go with him. I left Vyktor behind with the servant woman. I wanted to see Set alone, before introducing him to his son. Our reunion was glorious, and at once I forgot everything but being with him. I forgot about being angry with him. I forgot about how he had left me alone to be beaten mercilessly. I had even forgotten about my beautiful son. I just wanted to be with him; for him to hold me and love me. It was then, that he turned me into a vampire. He wanted me to spend eternity with him, and I had no objections.”

I turned my head back to the window and sighed. Marlene didn’t push me. She could tell that I was having much difficulty reliving my past. I stared out the window for a few moments more and then turned back to her.

“Marlene, you must understand, I am very good at reading people. I knew the instant I met you, I liked you. I knew we would be friends and that it would be a lasting relationship. It was the same with Mack and with everyone else in the network. I have never misjudged any of them. But that is now. Then, I was a naïve, stupid little girl.” I sighed again.

“I never even saw it coming. I could only see what I had dreamed my perfect little life could be. I never saw what he really was; a monster, capable of the most horrible things. He would’ve made my step-mother cringe in horror. When he learned of the child we had conceived together, he was furious. In all the beatings I had received over my lifetime, nothing ever hurt so much as when he struck me."

"Had he not turned me before that moment, he surely would’ve killed me. He nearly did anyway. He immediately left, swearing he would kill my child. I tried to stop him, but he only beat me more savagely. Leaving me there in a crumpled, weeping mess.”
 “That was how Markus found me. Markus was Set’s friend. They were close, like brothers. But at that moment, Markus took pity on me, and in a decision that would forever change his life, he vowed to help me stop Set from killing my child. He turned against his friend and helped me. We raced to where Vyktor was being kept. We arrived just in time to see Set tear apart the servant woman who had saved me and showed me the only true kindness I had ever known." 
"He then turned towards Vyktor. I had never known such rage. I had never felt such tremendous power as I did at that moment. My attack was ferocious, and as strong as Set was, he could not hold me back. He had awakened something in me that I had never known before; an animal. A monster. I would not let him hurt my son."

“He might’ve been able to wear me down, but Markus joined me in my attack. Together, we managed to keep him away. When he was weak enough, I grabbed Vyktor and Markus and I fled. We didn’t stop until we were sure we were far enough away. But Set came, and we battled him again and again. Markus finally explained that it was the connection, the bond, that led him to us. It was then that I decided that he would be safer away from me. Together, Markus and I found a nomadic family to take Vyktor and raise him as their own.”

I looked up as Mack walked back into the cabin. He seemed calmer, almost like himself, and I was sure that he had been listening. I wondered how much of it he already knew. He didn’t seem to really pick up on my earlier memories, and I wasn’t sure he ever would. 
“Go on,” he grunted, now seemingly as curious as Marlene.

“Vyktor has never known I am his mother, nor does he know Set is his father. When I did reunite with him, I decided it was safest for him not to know his true identity. Although Set is no longer a threat, he still has people who are loyal to him; people who would kill Vyktor in a heartbeat, if they ever knew who he was.”

“Why did he hate Vyktor so much?” Marlene still looked completely confused.

“I don’t know.” I didn’t know. Markus hadn’t known, and I didn’t stop to ask Set why.

“You said he was no longer a threat. What did you mean by that?” This time it was Mack asking the question. I hesitated, but decided it was best to tell Mack everything from now on.

“He is banished.”

“Banished? What does that mean?”

“Markus and I didn’t know how to kill him. We tried, many times, but we never could kill him. We had assumed that it was the connection to me that kept him coming for us, but we soon discovered that it was actually Vyktor that he was connected to. So finally we overpowered him, locked him in a sarcophagus, and buried him deep in the sands of the Sahara desert.”

“And you’re sure he can’t get out?” Mack seemed suddenly very concerned.

“No, not on his own. He would have to be released, and only Markus and I know where he is buried.”

“One other question.” Marlene spoke up, again.

“Why is it that Vyktor is so angry at you, anyway?” The tough question. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, holding it for just a moment. I finally opened my eyes, and breathed out. I looked at Marlene, then at Mack.

“The time I have spent on this planet has not always been spent well. I have done things; horrible, horrible things. My reunion with Vyktor wasn’t permanent. I couldn’t risk it. We would separate for decades at a time, then meet up again. At one point, when we were to meet up again, I attacked and killed a young woman. Nothing personal. I’m a vampire. I needed to feed. I hadn’t fed in a long time and the attack was brutal. Vyktor came upon us, then. His need to feed was just as strong and he was intent on joining me, until he saw the woman in my arms. He fell to his knees, howling in agony.”

“You see, the woman I had just killed was his bride. They had married only hours before. She had been pregnant with his child. He had brought her to where I was in order for me to turn her for him, as he could not. I had killed the woman he loved, and his unborn child. He vowed his revenge.”

I looked back to Marlene. “You see, I cannot turn on him. He is my child, my only child. I have killed his wife and his child, my own grandchild. Even I cannot forgive myself for what I have done.” I looked down at the floor, and continued to speak. “But I cannot let him kill the people I love. I have to stop him, one way or another.” I turned back towards the window and closed my eyes. I could feel the plane descending, as we approached the Dallas airstrip.




Chapter Eighteen
 

“He went where?” I wasn’t sure I had heard him correctly. I was still trying to comprehend what Mike had just told me.

“Two days ago, he booked a flight to Cairo. He went alone.” He tried to sound reassuring, but I wasn’t paying much attention. I was trying to figure out why Vyktor would go to Egypt. I looked over at Mack quizzically and he just shrugged his shoulders.

“Ok, what about everything else. Where’s he been? What’s he been doing?”

“He went to California last week; spent two days there, then came back. He’s been doing a lot of traveling, boss.”

“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” I was becoming increasingly agitated. Vyktor rarely traveled, and it was company procedure to notify me immediately when he did.

“Khallie, we’re running on a skeleton crew, here. We’re doing the best we can.” Poor Mike. I didn’t mean to push the blame on him. He was one of the best employees I had, and efficient to the point of annoying. Of course if he did everything by procedure. I was just paranoid.

“Ok, let’s not worry about that now. The question is, why is Vyktor in Cairo? What is he doing there? Where the hell is Jake?”

“Are you sure it’s him, Khallie? I mean, how do you really know it’s him?” This time it was Darren speaking up. He had been quiet up until this point, quite out of character for him. I felt bad. A lot of what he had overheard in the last several hours was probably a little overwhelming for him.

“No, it’s him. I know it’s him. Besides, it all adds up. I mean, once you actually think about it. I should’ve seen it sooner.”

“I still don’t understand it all,” piped in Marlene.

“Ok, let me explain a few things. First of all, all this started when Raymond was killed.”

“What? What does Raymond have to do with it?”

“Simple. I killed the man that shot Raymond. I killed him, and I left witnesses. Witnesses to a real vampire attack. They saw me, they saw what I was, and they told people.”

“Ok, so? Why would anyone believe them? Nobody would believe a story like that.”

“Most people wouldn’t. It’s who they told. See, the man I killed, he was Russian. That means his friends were Russian. They were part of a very well connected mob-type family.”

Marlene still looked confused, as did the rest of them. Only Mack seemed to pick up on where I was going with this. I continued.

“Vyktor was raised by Russian nomads. His wife, the one I killed, she was Russian. When she died, he kept close ties with her family, generation after generation. So, that particular group of people knows that vampires exist. Hell they have their very own personal vampire. For a long time, he did their dirty work.”

“The man that killed Raymond was part of this family.” This time it was Mack doing the talking.

“Yes, I believe that he was.”

“So his friends report back to Vyktor that there was a vampire attack, a woman, and he immediately comes out to California to check it out.”

“Yes.” I let him continue; knowing that if he saw it the same way I did, then I had to be right. Marlene must’ve seen it too, because she spoke up next.

“So, he was looking for signs of your presence, which he wouldn’t have found there, because you had gone home. But we started looking in to the man that had been killed and that alerted someone to our presence. Am I right?”

“Exactly.” Mack and I agreed at the same time.

“So they send someone to check Mack out, to find out what he knows, and they discover the files to the network.” She suddenly looked very pale.

“That’s why they shot Mack, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It is. It was stupid of me to have him look into what happened. I should’ve left it alone.” I looked up at Mack. “I’m sorry.”

Marlene walked over and put her hand on my shoulder.

“You couldn’t have known.”

She was wrong, of course. I should have known. I should have seen it all coming. But I didn’t argue with her. There was no point. Besides, I didn’t have time for arguing. I had to figure out what Vyktor was up to, and I had to find Jake. But if he wasn’t with Vyktor, then where was he? I had assumed that Vyktor had been leaving a trail for me to follow. He wanted me to come to him. He wanted some big showdown with me, and was making it easy for me to find him. But why would he go to Cairo? If he didn’t have Jake with him, why would I follow him? I was even more confused now.

I sat down and put my head in my hands, sighing deeply. I was trying to focus, to figure things out. Mack continued talking to Mike, getting as much information as he could. When they finally decided there was nothing left to discuss, Mack suggested we head out.

“We should go to New Orleans. We need to check everything out. We should even drive over to Jake’s place. There could be a few clues there that Brad missed.”

I agreed. If Vyktor was going to keep Jake anywhere, it was New Orleans. Mack asked Mike what he would do, and they discussed whether or not he should come with us. Darren and Marlene started gathering up the paperwork Mike had printed off and got ready to head for the door when an alarm started going off. Mack and I looked at each other, then at Mike.

“It’s the perimeter alarm,” Mike answered. “You told me to put the place in lock-down, so all the alarms are armed.”

“Bring up the cameras,” I shouted, running over to the panel, frantically trying to figure out which controls ran what. Darren ran over to the doors, checking the locks.

“What about the outside doors?” he hollered over to me.

“Leave them, we don’t know what’s going on, and you may not have time,” I answered.

Mike brought up the cameras Marlene gasped. On three different screens, there were men, armed with guns, heading into the building in different locations. They were checking each room as they went from screen to screen. They were looking for us.

“Is that them, Vyktor’s men?” Marlene asked, her voice almost a squeak.

“Yes, it’s them,” Mack answered as he pulled her to him, protectively.

“How do they know we’re here?” Darren asked, shaking, his bravado suddenly dissipating. No one answered. Mike headed towards anther panel, and I followed, signaling the others to follow me. Escape routes were the first thing we planned when we built these buildings. Mike entered a code into a computer screen and the panel slid back into the wall, exposing a hidden hallway. I herded everyone into the hallway, following closely. Mike followed me in, closing the panel behind him. We started forward, but suddenly the lights went out. Marlene screamed, and Darren yelled as he tripped and fell forward into Mack. Marlene screamed again as Mack lurched forward.

“Why did the lights go out?” she asked frantically.

“Just go,” Mack whispered softly, nudging her forward. I reached down and picked Darren off the ground.

“You ok?”

“Yeah, just clumsy.” He answered.

“Just follow Mack. We can see.” I nudged Darren forward and reached behind me to grab onto Mike. We went until I could see the elevator ahead.

“It’s not gonna work, you know.”

“I know, Mack. We’re gonna have to climb down.” I answered.

“What? What’s not gonna work. What do you see?” Marlene was starting to panic. Mack wrapped his arms around her and whispered into her ear. She seemed to calm down slightly and they continued forward. When he got to the elevator, Mack pried the door open and looked in.

“Khallie, this might be easy for you and me, but they can’t see a damn thing.”

I squeezed past Darren and Marlene and looked into the dark hole. He was right. The ladders were easy enough to navigate, but without being able to see them, it was really kind of dangerous. I looked back at Mack and shook my head. We stood there a few minutes, looking at each other, then the elevator shaft, then each other again.

“Well, we can’t just stay here. We’re only two stories up. We could carry them down.” Mack let out a noise, almost a laugh.

“Carry them down? You want to carry them down?”

“Do you have a better idea?” He didn’t of course. He looked back at Marlene, then me. “Ok, let’s do it.” It didn’t take nearly as long as I thought it would. Mack and I were much faster than humans were, and with us carrying our friends down, instead of slowly walking behind them, we could move faster. Once we were at the bottom of the elevator shaft, Mack pried the door open and we stepped out into another hidden hallway.

“This one goes to the main entrance,” Mike offered.

“What if they’re out there?” Darren squeaked, clearly not wanting to meet men with guns any time soon. Mack quickly walked down to the end of the corridor and put his head against the panel. “Nothing,” he said as he looked back at me.

“How do we get out? The power is still out.” Marlene asked, trying to sound brave.

“Same way we got out of the elevator shaft.” I answered, and winked at Mack. He turned and looked for the break in the panel. When he found it, he pried it open. It wasn’t as easy as the elevator shaft. The panel was meant to be hidden, and there wasn’t much leverage, but before long, slivers of light began to find their way into the darkened corridor.

I stepped past the others and crept up towards Mack. If there was going to be a confrontation, I wanted me and Mack to be the first ones out. But there was no one in the lobby. It was dim in the lobby, as the sun had started to set already, but there was still enough light that the rest of the group could now see. We moved towards the front door.

Mack suddenly stopped, and turned around. I quickly looked past him, trying to find the danger, but saw nothing. I looked up at him, wrinkling my forehead in confusion.

“They might have someone outside, waiting for us,” he answered. “Maybe we should go through the back entrance.” He was right, and we all turned around and headed the other way. It was quiet the whole way, and I was relieved when we finally exited the building. Luckily, with the power going out, we didn’t set off any more alarms, alerting our intruders of our whereabouts.

The alleyway was empty, except for a mangy looking cat that looked like it hadn’t eaten in weeks, and a beat up old dumpster. We headed towards the street, and seeing that there were no suspicious looking men or vehicles, we walked away from the building towards the crowded sidewalk of the main road. I flagged down a taxi, and somehow we all managed to squeeze in.

“I’m gonna have to charge extra for this many people, lady,” the cabbie grinned at me. He was a greasy looking man, who smelled like he hadn’t showered in days. Oh why, of all the cabs in this city, did I have to pick this one? My stomach turned, but I smiled back at him as sweetly as I could manage.

“Not a problem, honey. Could you take us to this address?” I handed him the card showing the address to our private airstrip.

“Sure thing sweetheart,” he cooed back to me, smiling widely, exposing a mouthful of broken rotting teeth. I closed my eyes and shook my head. The car lurched forward. We were back at the airstrip in a matter of minutes. I paid the creepy man, and cringed as his skin touched mine. I managed to shake off the nauseous feeling that had come over me and turned to follow the group towards my private jet. Marlene was just stepping through the door to the airplane; Mack right behind her.

I suddenly heard her scream. I started running as fast as I could, pushing Darren and Mike out of the way, as I flew up the stairs and into the plane. I stopped short at the doorway. Inside were more men, with guns; one of them holding Marlene, his gun to her head. Mack just stood there. I could see the anger in his eyes. He wanted nothing more than to rip the gunman’s head off, but he couldn’t risk the chance of Marlene getting hurt. Someone behind me pushed me forward. Looking back, I saw two more gunmen herding Mike and Darren in the door. We moved forward, as the men pushed the stairway away from the door and closed it.

“You’re a hard woman to track down my dear,” the man holding Marlene said in a deep broken accent. “My boss has spent a great deal of time looking for you. He will be very happy to hear that I’ve found you.” Mack snarled at him, and the man pulled Marlene closer to him, waving the gun and smiling. Mack backed down.

“Your boss? Vyktor, you mean.” I didn’t need to hear his answer to know I was right.

“You’re not so dumb.” He snarled back at me.

The men ushered us to our seats, as the plane began forward. I looked over at Mack. As quietly as I could manage, I whispered “What do we do?” Mack looked up at me. I knew he was the only one who could hear me. “We let them take us to Vyktor.” He whispered back. Ok, sure. We were trying to find Vyktor and Jake, after all. But this wasn’t exactly how I intended to find him. I was at a slight disadvantage here. But I trusted Mack, and I didn’t really know what else to do. So I sat back in my seat and waited. And that’s how it probably would’ve ended, had the man holding Marlene been a gentleman.

But he wasn’t. Marlene, was a very attractive woman, and with her blouse and skirt tore, like they were, exposing her creamy skin, the man just could not resist himself, especially with her right there on his lap. He began to run his fingers up her leg. Mack growled. The man pointed the gun at her again, smiling at Mack.

He continued up her leg, and reached under her skirt. Marlene pulled away from him, and he yanked her back down, grabbing her hair. Tears spilled down her face as the man continued to grope her. I tensed up. I knew that whatever happened next was not going to be pleasant.

“Get up,” the man whispered to her in a low husky voice, pushing her forward. Marlene cried out as she caught herself on the table in front of her. The man suddenly pushed her head down onto the and ripped her skirt off. The other men hooted and hollered, egging him on. He started to unzip his pants, looking at Mack the whole time, and grinning. I looked at Mack, then back at him. I knew what was about to happen next. I knew Mack like I knew the back of my hand. I attacked at the same moment he did.

Mack flew at the man, taking him down in an instant. I went for the other men, preventing them from helping their friend. I grabbed both their hands at the same time, breaking them and causing them both to drop their guns. I pushed one man down, and turned towards the other. He lunged at me, and I caught his head in my hands, turning it and instantly breaking his neck.

I turned back to his friend. He charged me, careful not to let me do the same thing I had done to his friend. He had pulled a knife out and was swinging it back and forth at me. I dodged his advances each time, but he was quick, and I could not get a hold of him myself.

In the background, I could hear Mack and the other man struggling. Suddenly, I heard a gun go off. We all stopped and looked towards Mack and the gunman. Both looked surprised, but neither was hurt.

“Mack.” I could barely force words from my mouth. It took only a second for his eyes to follow mine. There on the floor was Marlene, lying in a puddle of blood. The scream that came from him was horrible. I had never heard anything like that in my life. I just stood there. I didn’t know what to do. The gunman looked at Mack, his expression one of horror. It suddenly occurred to me that hadn’t realized that Mack was a vampire, and with his leverage gone, he was now very vulnerable.

A sharp pain suddenly brought me back to reality. I turned towards the man I had been sparring with. His blade stuck out my side, blood gushing out from the wound. He dropped his hand from the blade and stepped back. I grabbed the handle, and broke it off. I threw it on the floor and looked up at him. His eyes got big and he started hyperventilating as I approached him.

I was furious now, and was ready to finish this. I grabbed him by the throat and lifted him nearly two feet off the ground. I held him there as he struggled to break free. The more he struggled, the tighter I squeezed. After a few moments, he stopped struggling and his body went limp. I let go and his body crumpled to the ground. I turned back towards Mack and saw him cradling Marlene in his arms, the gunman’s lifeless body lying next to them. I quickly hurried over to them.

“Mack, she’s still breathing. She’s still alive.” But he didn’t hear me. He was sobbing uncontrollably. I tried to pry his hands from her, to check her wounds, but he was so strong. I couldn’t get him to budge. Finally I reached up and struck him across the face as hard as I could. Darren and Mike both rushed over, then, realizing they were no longer in danger.

“Mack, let go of her. We might be able to save her!” I was screaming at him now. Darren, careful not to get to close to Mack’s massive arms, tried his best to check Marlene’s vitals. Mike broke open the first aid kit hanging from the wall, pulling out whatever he thought might be useful. Mack finally came to his senses and loosened his grip on Marlene.

It was then that I saw the extent of the damage. She was in bad shape, and even if we could get her to a hospital right away, she might not make it. Mack could read my expression, and moaned out a long loud “noooooo”.

“Stop it. We can save her. Don’t you dare give up on her, you hear me?”

“There’s nothing we can do, Khallie. There’s not enough time. We’re in the air for Christ’s sake.” He was right. We were in the air. I looked at Mike, and Mike looked over at Darren. All three of us looked over at the cockpit door. Who was flying the damn plane?

“I’ll go check it out.” Mike offered, and got up to walk towards the cockpit.

“Wait, I’ll go,” I replied. “if it’s not my pilot, you could get hurt. Take care of her.” I nodded my head at Marlene.

“No, she needs you. Look, there’s a gun, I’ll take it with me. No problem.” Before I could argue, Mike was at the door, gun in hand. Darren quickly grabbed another gun and followed him. “Back up,” he winked at me.

I turned my attention back to Marlene. I could hear her heartbeat. It was slowing, and quickly. I looked up at Mack. His eyes were dull and lifeless. He was about to lose the love of his life.

“Mack, we could….” My voice trailed off. I didn’t want to finish the sentence. He looked up at me, just a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

“You should do it, not me.” I whispered. “Don’t wait too long. She hasn’t got much time left.”

I turned away. I didn’t know if Mack would do it or not, but I felt that either way, they needed this moment, alone.

“Khallie?”

“Yes?” I answered, without turning around.

“Will she forgive me?”

“You forgave her, didn’t you?” I asked. I tturned away from him and walked towards the cockpit.




Chapter Nineteen
 

“Is she ok?” Mike looked up from the pilot’s seat, and waited for my answer.

“She’ll be fine. Mack is taking care of her. How’s our friend here?”

Vyktor’s pilot had been quite defiant, right up to the moment I walked through the door to the cockpit. Vyktor had taught him well what a vampire was capable of, and though I was not near the monster that Vyktor had become, he had warned his men that I was not to be taken lightly.

The man shrank back away from me, the color draining from his face. Darren grinned and leaned forward in his seat. Up to that point, the events of the day had been a little much for him, but now that we had the upper hand again, he was getting his cocky attitude back.

“Looks like clown-boy here has a healthy respect for you, huh, Kal? So what’s the plan?”

“I’m not sure. Has he said what Vyktor is up to?”

“Not a peep. Perhaps he’ll be more receptive to your questioning.” Darren grinned again. He was a smart-ass kid, but I liked him. He was definitely an asset to the Network. I sighed. The Network. What was left of it now? Everyone had left; went into hiding like they were supposed to. But Vyktor was still finding them. Using them to hurt me. How could I help these people? I didn’t know. The more I agonized over it, the angrier I became. People I loved were dying, and I wasn’t about to just sit there and let it happen.

I grabbed the cowering man and lifted him up off the ground. His feet dangled beneath him, as he struggled to break free from my grip. I squeezed just a little harder, letting him know that I was quite capable of squeezing the life right out of him. He stopped struggling and I lowered him just enough for his feet to touch the ground.

“Now, you are going to answer some questions, do you understand?”

He just stood there, not responding. I was starting to lose my patience. I struck him across the face as hard as I could, nearly sending him through the glass behind him.

“I don’t think you understand your predicament here. I don’t have to kill you. I can spend an eternity torturing you. And I will if you don’t answer me.” I wrapped my fingers around his collar bone and squeezed, causing the man to scream out in pain.

“Do we have an understanding?”

“Yes.” he whispered.

“What? I didn’t quite hear you?” I squeezed harder. I couldn’t control myself. I was so angry. I was angry at Vyktor. I was angry at the men who had shot Marlene. I was angry at myself for letting all of this happen. I wanted nothing more than to crush this man in my hands.

“Please,” he screamed in agony. “I’ll tell you what I know. Please just stop.”

I kept squeezing, seeing Raymond’s body, seeing Marlene bleeding in Mack’s arms. I wanted this man to feel the pain he and his friends had inflicted on me.

“Kal, stop. We need him.” Darren touched my shoulder gently, careful not to become a victim himself. I looked over at him, baring my teeth, and he shrunk away. I let go of the man, and backed away from him. I looked back over at Darren, who now looked just as terrified as Vyktor’s man had moments earlier.

“I’m sorry.” I whispered. I hadn’t meant to scare him. I was losing control. I looked back at the pilot, who was now curled up on the floor, his face twisted in pain as he rubbed his shoulder.

“Where were you taking us?” I demanded. He looked up at me, debating whether or not he should answer. I stepped forward and he quickly scooted back farther.

“We were taking you back to New Orleans.” Ok, not surprised. “Yeah, I kind of figured that much, smart ass! How did you find us?”

“It was an accident. We didn’t know you would be in Dallas. We went to find your friend.” He nodded towards Mike. I looked at Mike then back to the man on the floor. I snarled under my breath. They hadn’t really meant to find Mike, so much as they meant to kill him. Just like they had killed the others. I kicked the man in the ribs. The distinct cracking noise brought a wicked smile to my face. The man spit blood onto the floor at my feet, and looked up, his eyes begging for mercy.

“Go on,” I growled.

“When your plane landed in the airfield, we decided to take advantage of the situation.” He was shaking now, as I stood there glaring at him.

“The others. He is sending his men after the others, isn’t he?”

“Yes.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. How could I stop this? Vyktor apparently had deeper ties than we had imagined. He seemed to have a lot more resources than I could have ever thought. I opened my eyes back up and squatted down next to the man, looking him directly in the eyes.

“When?”

He paused, as if he were scared to answer.

“When?” I asked again, calmly.

“Now.”

I stood back up, and slammed my hand into the panel behind me. Both Darren and Mike jumped.

“Give me the phone!” Darren grabbed his phone and handed it to me, questioning me with his eyes.

“We have to do something. I can’t get to all of our people fast enough. We have to bring them to us.” I started dialing numbers as fast as I could, hoping to find anyone.

“Won’t that be dangerous?” Darren looked confused and panicked.

“No, it won’t.” Darren looked up at me with a puzzled look in his eye. I didn’t have time to explain, so I ignored him and started dialing.

I managed to get a hold of as many people as possible. It wasn’t an easy task. Most had left. Their numbers disconnected; their homes abandoned. They disappeared like they were supposed to. If I thought they were safe, I would leave it alone. But some of the men who had been killed by Vyktor’s people were supposed to be safe, too. They had dropped off the radar, yet he had found them. I figured he had found them long before we had sent out the alarm. He had them followed, and they weren’t safe like they thought they were. I wondered how many more he had found already. I should’ve shut the network down sooner. Why did I wait so damn long?

I was desperate to find the rest. I had ways of finding my people, and did what I could. Those I was capable of finding would come to me, and I would keep them safe. I would have to hope the others were better at disappearing than the men Vyktor had already found. When I was satisfied that I found as many of my people as I could, I instructed Mike to take us to the New Orleans airport.

With the cockpit as crowded as it was, I decided it was best that we move everyone back into the cabin and let Mike do his thing. Darren nudged the man up off the floor, and I lead the way back through the door. I expected to see Mack and Marlene sitting there, waiting for us. What I saw instead sent panic through my whole body.

“Mack?” My voice was shaking as I approached him, falling to my knees before I got there. I ran my fingers over Marlene’s dark curls and looked up at Mack. I searched his eyes for answers and found none. His eyes were dark and distant. I looked back down at Marlene. Her lifeless body lay limp in Mack’s arms. Tears welled up in my eyes and I fought them back. I couldn’t understand why Marlene was not up and walking around. Why had he let her die?

“Mack?” This time my voice was stronger, and this time he looked up at me. I could see he was a broken man. He wasn’t crying. He couldn’t. There was nothing left. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. I reached up to touch his face, my hand shaking. He let out a long, low moan. I closed my eyes as the tears ran down my face. He didn’t have to say it. I knew. I had been there before. She had made her decision. He honored her wishes.

I stood back up, and walked back over to Darren, helping him secure our guest. The rest of the ride to New Orleans was quiet, and uneventful. I spent a long majority of it thinking quietly to myself, while staring at the pool of blood where Marlene had fallen. I had come to a decision. This would all end, one way or another. I just hoped I was making the right decision. 




Chapter Twenty
 

Our little friend had given us what we needed to find Vyktor and Jake. He had verified that Vyktor did in fact have Jake and was holding him for a “very special reunion” with me. I wanted nothing more than to rush right to Jake and rescue him, but I knew we needed a good plan of attack first. That, and I had to take care of Mack and Marlene. Mack was hurting, and I needed to help him.

I didn’t know what to do, but I knew I had to be there for him. He had been my rock through so many things. He had been there for me and had taken care of me when I needed it most. I owed it to him.

I stood there waiting while he said his goodbyes. He had decided to leave Marlene’s body on the plane for the authorities to find. I tried talking him out of it, but he thought it would be better for all of us if we didn’t talk to the authorities ourselves. He made an anonymous call to the local police, insinuating a hi-jacking gone wrong.

I sent Darren and Mike on ahead of us while Mack and I watched to see that the authorities took proper care of Marlene’s body. I stood behind Mack, as he watched them carry her out of the plane and into the ambulance. I kept my distance. I was feeling guilty. I knew what the life of a vampire was. Wanting to fit in, wanting to be human, but always there, on the outside, looking in.

I had condemned Mack to that life. He had spared Marlene from that life. I had tried to argue my decision in my head many times, but the fact of the matter was that I had not given him that choice. I chose it for him. And now he would watch the people he loved die, just like I had so many times before. I knew it would not get easier. We waited for the ambulance to leave. Mack turned back towards me, his eyes dull and lifeless. He was a beaten man.

“Khallie, don’t do this. Just go. Go far from here and never look back.”

“What?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“What about Jake? What about the others?”

“You can’t help them, Khallie. It’s too late.” Mack’s gaze penetrated mine, and I wasn’t sure what to say. He reached up and held my face in his hands resting his forehead on mine.

“It has to stop, now, Khallie. If you stay, he will keep trying to hurt you. He will keep hurting the people you love. Just leave. Let’s just leave.” I felt a sharp pain and I gasped as he reached down and pulled the broken blade from my side.

“Look at this Khallie. You can’t just go on living like this. It will always be like this if you stay.”

“Mack, I can’t just leave Jake. You know that.”

“You can’t save him. Go with me Khallie.”
 pI pulled away from him. “Mack, Jake asked me to marry him. I said yes. For once in my life, I said yes.”
A look of shock spread across Mack’s face; that, and something else. I didn’t know what it was.

“Then you will have to do this alone. I can’t come with you. I can’t watch you die too. I can’t watch Jake die too.” And then he was gone.

I stood there for the longest time. I wasn’t sure if I was really standing there or if this was some horrible dream. For a fleeting moment, I thought about leaving; about running, like he had said. But I knew I couldn’t do it. I had brought those people here. I was responsible for whatever happened to them next. I was responsible for Jake. I had promised him I would come back. I had promised to marry him. I wouldn’t leave him. I couldn’t leave him. I turned and started walking towards the small warehouse on the edge of the city. My entire life had led up to this moment. It was time to clean up the mess I had made.

I walked slowly, my mind still trying to comprehend what had happened. Mack was gone. He was gone! How could this happen? By the time I finally made it to the warehouse, the sun had already started to come up, and I was exhausted. I could see the tire tracks coming in and out of the front gate. They were there, waiting for me. The Network. My people; my family. I stepped up my pace and made it to the door in a matter of seconds. A hush came over the small crowd as I walked in the door. All eyes were on me, waiting my command. They would do whatever I told them. Of that, I had no doubt. But I couldn’t give them this order. It was not my decision to make.

I stayed all day. If I was going to save Jake, I needed to at least try to get some rest. Everyone from the Network stayed there with me. I had hoped they would all decide to leave, to never look back, and go on living happy lives. I had hoped, being given the opportunity, they would decide to cut all ties with me. I had underestimated them all, however. We were a team, a family, a force to be reckoned with. I wasn’t the only one who lost friends. But I couldn’t let them fight my battle.

So when the sun started to set once more, I snuck out of the warehouse. I still felt tired and drained, but I had to make this part of the journey alone. I had to face Vyktor alone. I knew he would be returning soon. I now knew where he was keeping Jake. I decided to travel on foot. I needed to feed, to build up my strength, and I needed to come in, undetected. I headed South, towards the gulf. The saltwater would mask my scent from Vyktor. I took a deep breath and plunged forward into the cool night.




Chapter Twenty-One
 

A light breeze drifted in from the gulf, carrying the scent of the salty water with it. There was something else in the air; a storm. Clouds blocked out any hint of moonlight leaving the sandy beach in an inky darkness. I moved quickly and quietly, avoiding the occasional obstacle here and there.

As I neared the spot where Vyktor’s pilot had told me Jake was being held, I leapt up the embankment and ran towards the fence of the compound. I slowed as I approached the fence. Vyktor’s men would be expecting me, I was sure, but there was no need to alert them to my arrival. I wanted as much advantage as I could get. I crept around the perimeter of the fence, noting that there seemed to be minimal security, except near the front entrance.

Circling back around, I approached cautiously. I was well aware that this could all be a trap. Vyktor knew I would come for Jake. Perhaps this was exactly what he wanted me to do. I considered my options, but decided to head in. Whatever he had planned, I wouldn’t go down without a fight. Vyktor was the only one who had a chance against me. He was the only vampire. His inability to turn humans was probably the one thing that kept me alive all this time. Had he been able to create his own vampire army, he would have, and our little war would have ended long ago.

Jake was my biggest concern, though. He was vulnerable. If I wasn’t careful, my actions could get him killed. I couldn’t allow it. Vyktor could have me. He could do what he wanted with me. But I wouldn’t let him have Jake. Stepping through overgrowth, I noticed a high window in the back of the compound. There were others, larger and closer to the ground, but they would expect me there. I chose the smaller window.

Quickly and quietly, I pulled the grappling hook out of the bag of tools I had brought with me. I swung it around and threw it up, catching it on the lip of the building. Pausing first, to make sure no one had heard me, I started climbing.

When I was level with the small window, I swung back and forth until I caught the edge of the window with my fingers. Chips of dried cracked paint crumbled into my fingers as I wrapped them around the window pane. I quickly pried the window open, peeking inside. Sitting, perched in the small window sill, I looked around.

It seemed that the room I had chosen to enter was some kind of auditorium or gym. It was about 40 feet to the floor beneath me. I bundled the rope up into a ball and leaned back on the window, giving it a toss. I didn’t want to leave it out where someone could see it, alerting them to my presence, and I wasn’t going to need it later. I was walking out the front door, or I wasn’t leaving at all.

I turned back and leaned into the window, jumping. I landed softly, barely making a noise. Slowly, I stood up paused, listening for any sign of life. Muffled voices trickled in from several rooms away. I headed towards the nearest door, cracking it open slowly, ready for anything. The hallway was empty and dark, except for the red light coming from the exit sign down at the end of the hall.

I crept forward, towards the voices. When I reached the end of the hall, I met with a T, and turned left towards the sounds. Light streamed through an open doorway a few doors down. The voices were louder now, and I could now make out what the men were saying.

My Russian was a little rusty, but I understood enough to realize that Vyktor was still gone. Egypt. No explanation as to why, but at this point I no longer cared. Whatever he had planned, I would deal with it when he returned. I heard something else, under the voices. It was a labored, broken breathing. Jake. He was in that room. And he was injured.

I crept towards the doorway, pressing myself to the wall as I went. The sound of heavy boots moving towards the doorway reached me, and I crouched down, waiting for their owner. The man exited the room, turning not towards me, but away from me, and headed down the hallway. I was about to move forward again, when he suddenly turned around and started heading back my way.

He couldn’t see me where I was, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before he could. I pushed myself against the wall as much as I could. He stopped at the door and poked his head in, yelling something to the men inside.

Having been given a reprieve, I took the opportunity to slide back to the hallway I had just came from. I could hear him as he started back down the hallway towards me. I waited in anticipation. As he rounded the corner, I caught him off guard, punching him in the throat, collapsing his windpipe. He struggled for a moment, but couldn’t manage to yell for help. I reached down, grabbing his head between my hands and twisted until I heard his neck snap. He immediately stopped struggling and I let go. I turned and crept back to the doorway he had come out of.

I poked my head in and took in the scene before me. It was a large room, every bit as large as the one I had just left. There were only three men, all armed with AR 15s. Jake was at the end of the room. He was between two beams, his arms strung up between them.

His head hung down and I could hear him moaning. I could see he had been beaten badly. Blood and bruises covered his body, which hung limply beneath him. Anger pulsed through me as I continued to stare at Jake. I hesitated, though. I didn’t want to make a costly mistake by charging in.

To the left of me, there were stacks of boxes and tables that spanned the length of the room. I crept through the doorway and made my way behind the boxes. If I could get around the men and to Jake, I would have a better chance of getting him out of here. Getting through the men was not the problem. Getting through them without getting Jake killed, that was another thing. I needed to get to him, to get him safe before I dealt with the men between him and his freedom.

As I neared the wall, a noise behind me made me freeze. My heart raced as I turned my head back. Explosive pain shot through my head as I fell backwards, hitting my head on the wall. Blood gushed out of the gash in my forehead. My shirt was quickly saturated as the blood dripped down my face. I opened my eyes right before another bolt of pain shot through my head. Then the world went black.

I don’t know how long I laid there. My head was spinning. I didn’t move for what seemed like hours. Shards of pain shot through my head every time I moved, so I just stayed still as possible until the pain subsided. After what seemed like hours, I finally reached up to touch the gash on my head.

The blood had long since dried, and the wound had already started to heal. I opened my eyes. I was lying directly in front of Jake, in the middle of the room. Without moving, I looked around the best I could. There were a lot more than three men in the room now. In fact, there were dozens, all armed.

A shuffling of feet and muffled murmurs behind me caused me to turn my head so I could see what was going on. When I saw him, it was as though time had stood still. Vyktor hadn’t changed at all. His dark hair was tousled, but a neatly trimmed line followed his jaw line where it met with an equally trimmed goatee.

Despite the warm climate, he wore a long dark trench coat over his tank top and dark jeans. As I continued to look him over his dark eyes met mine and he smiled. It was the kind of smile that would make most people shrink back in terror. I can’t say that I was exactly brave at that moment. I was wounded and surrounded by people Vyktor had trained personally.

But it wasn’t his men that kept me glued to the floor like I was. It was the look in Vyktor’s eyes. It was a look of satisfaction; a look of victory. His dark eyes held a secret that he was dying to tell.

Vyktor smiled again and cocked his head to the side. “That looks so painful, my dear. Perhaps I should take a look at it.” I scooted back on the floor as he took a step forward. Vyktor stopped and smiled that awful smile again.

“Are you afraid of me? Now why would you be afraid of me? I don’t want to hurt you. I want you to be perfectly healthy and alive. I have bigger plans for you, my dear sweet Sadie. Or should I say Khalida?” He paused and took another step forward.

“Really, that’s not very original. Did you think I wouldn’t figure out it was you?” I kept silent, continuing to move back away from him. As he moved closer, I noticed the crossbow in his hands. Not for me, I was sure of that.

I looked back at Jake, who was still hanging between the two support beams. His breathing had grown shallow. Hanging, like he was, was no better than being crucified. He was suffocating, and I had to help him. Vyktor’s cold laugh brought my attention back to him. He was still advancing towards me, slowly, but steadily.

“Please, Vyktor, just let him go. You have me. You can do whatever you want to me. Just let him go.” Begging. I knew it’s what he wanted, and at this point, it wasn’t beneath me. I would do anything to save Jake’s life.

“Like you have a choice in the matter, sweetheart. I will do whatever I like with you. And with your little boyfriend, too, for that matter.” He paused for a moment, thinking to himself. He cocked his head and grinned again.

“Tell you what Sadie; Khalida; whatever the hell you call yourself now. I’ll let him go.” He nodded to the two men standing closest to Jake and they started walking towards him.

One pulled a pocket knife from his jacket and opened it. The other grabbed Jake by the hair, lifting his head up, and patted him on the cheek. “Boss says you’re a free man, buddy.” The guy chuckled and let go. The two of them cut the ropes from Jake’s arms. He nearly collapsed, but one of the men caught him, holding him up.

“See? He’ll be fine.” Vyktor laughed and looked back at me. “Go ahead, help him out.”

I knew Vyktor would never let the two of us just walk out, but I wasn’t about to turn down an opportunity to get between Jake and Vyktor. I slowly pulled myself up, wincing as I did. The pain was slowly diminishing, but I was far from 100 percent. I slowly limped towards Jake.

He was standing on his own now. The men that had been holding him up had backed far away. I heard the maniacal laugh behind me. I didn’t turn around to see what Vyktor was doing. I already knew what was going to happen before I even heard the click of the crossbow.

A horrible whistle followed and I ran, faster and harder than I had ever run before. I crashed into Jake, slamming him into the floor just as the tiny arrow crushed my vertebrae. I laid there, on top of Jake, for what seemed like hours. Fire ripped through my chest. The arrow had pierced my heart; something that would kill most people. Of course, I’m not most people. It burned, though. Christ, it hurt like hell. But my heart continued to beat.

I picked my head up and looked down at Jake. The terrified look on his face sent me into panic mode for a moment. “Jake!” I whispered, grasping his face in my hands. “I’m ok,” he whispered back, weakly. I let out a sigh of relief and kissed his forehead and cheeks. Tears streamed down my face. “I’m sorry, Jake. I’m so, so sorry.”

I kissed him again. I had almost forgotten where I was. Heavy footsteps reminded me. As they approached, it was the smell that hit me first. A horrible smell, pungent, like rotting flesh; but underneath, something familiar; something old. The footsteps stopped right beside me, and I knew it wasn’t Vyktor.

“Hurts, doesn’t it?” The words were in my native tongue, a language I hadn't spoken in centuries. I stopped breathing. Panic swept through my body. How? The pain was intense and I screamed as he ripped the arrow from my back. I didn’t have time to react beyond that. A new pain shot through my chest as I found myself flying through the air. The force of his boot sent me crashing into the wall, as Vyktor’s men scattered.

Crumpled and bleeding, I lay there on the floor. I was in shock. I hadn’t prepared for this. I didn’t know what to do. I tried to pick myself up, but before I could, he was there in front of me. I looked up, trembling. He picked me up by the throat, slamming me into the wall.

“Where is he Zahra?” I didn’t answer. I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t breath. Again he slammed me into the wall. Blood gushed from the back of my head, drenching my hair. “Where?” he shouted again. I felt my consciousness slipping. Vyktor’s laugh rang through the air. 

I looked up at Set. Flesh hung from his bones, rotting. As strong as he was, I realized he must not have fed at all, yet. He looked more like a decaying mummy than a vampire. There was nothing left of the man I had thought I loved. Just the monster; one that was going to kill me and Jake if I didn’t do something immediately. I mustered every last ounce of energy I could, reaching up to grab his collar and pull his face towards mine.

“He’s here,” I whispered. I tried to catch my balance as I fell towards the ground. Set had started back towards Jake. No. I screamed, but nothing came out. Vyktor stood there smiling at me. My son. My beautiful son. I could see the child I held so close; the one I fought so hard to protect.

I closed my eyes, failing to hold back the tears that came. I loved him. He would never understand that. He would never know the lengths I had gone to protect him. He would continue to hurt me; hurt the people I loved. I had spent thousands of years protecting him from Set, and he had brought Set here to destroy me. I looked back at Set. He was only a few feet from Jake, now. Too close. God, he thought it was Jake.

“No, not him,” I whispered. Set stopped. He slowly turned and looked at me. He bared his teeth and growled.

“No more games, my love. Tell me where our son is.” Vyktor stopped laughing, and looked at me, his face filled with shock.

“I love you,” I whispered to him. I couldn’t stop the tears that broke free. I did love him. It killed me to give him up to Set, but I wasn’t going to let the two of them kill an innocent man. Vyktor’s jaw dropped, as the blood drained from his face. He started shaking his head.

“No, you’re not…..” He couldn’t finish the sentence. He started backing away from me.

“You thought he would help you? It’s not me that he is here to destroy. It was never me. I didn’t bury him because I was afraid for myself. It was you. It was always you. I’m sorry Vyktor.”

Vyktor looked over at Set, then back to me, continuing to back away from the both of us. He didn’t know the whole story. He didn’t know what had happened between me and Set, but he knew that he was suddenly in trouble. I had expected Set to turn on Vyktor then.

Fortunately, I was used to disappointment. I had bought myself some time, though, and slowly inched my way back towards Jake.

Set stood there, looking at Vyktor, and Vyktor back at him; neither making a move. Vyktor knew the power Set had. He knew there was no way he could take him on. He didn’t challenge him.

I neared Jake. I no longer cared what happened between the two of them, as long as Jake was safe. I had spent my entire life protecting Vyktor from his father. I had spent my entire life running, hiding. I had sacrificed everything for him, and for what. It was time for me to make a choice about the son I never really knew; who never knew me, never loved me, and would never forgive me. It was time to choose between him and the people I loved; the people who loved me back.

He had taken Raymond. He had taken Marlene. I would not let him take Jake. Keeping my eyes on the two of them, I reached down and grabbed Jake’s collar, pulling him to his feet. I had forgotten about Vyktor’s men. They had been mesmerized by the showdown between their boss and his long lost father, but a few of them suddenly noticed me and Jake standing there.

Soon all eyes were on me, and as I looked back, I realized Vyktor and Set were also looking at me. It seemed Set had decided just for the moment to forget about his need to destroy his son, and had focused his anger on me.

I positioned myself between Jake and the advancing crowd of men and vampires. For the first time, I wasn’t so sure I would get Jake out of this alive. I backed up, keeping him moving behind me. Set crouched, preparing to attack. I braced myself for impact, as I saw him leap forward. It was then that all hell broke loose.

From out of nowhere, a mass crashed into Set midleap. Screams rang out from all around me. I just stood there, trying to figure out what was going on. There were bodies everywhere, fighting, bleeding, screaming, advancing on each other. Vyktor and I stood facing each other, taking in the scene that surrounded us.

A crash on my right caught me off guard. I saw the boxes and tables that had lined the walls scattered all over. Debris flew as Set stood up. He started walking towards me, when suddenly his legs were swept out from under him. Someone, or something, grabbed Set by the throat and slammed his head into the ground. I could hear a deep growl coming from the dark corner.

In shock, I looked back at the room. Vyktor’s men were shooting wildly at what they couldn’t see; a blur of fangs and claws. Vampires. This wasn’t what I had planned when I brought the network together hours earlier. I had planned on keeping them safe, the only way I knew how. They were supposed to leave afterwards; to disappear. They weren’t supposed to come here.

From the corner of my eye, I saw the dark mass fly towards me, and braced myself as Vyktor’s body slammed into mine. Fangs bared, he kept coming at me. Anger consumed him, now, and he would not stop until he had destroyed me. I fought off his advances the best I could. It was not enough for him to try to hurt me, though. He taunted me as well.

“Do you really want to know how I found him?” he sneered, lunging at me yet again. “A little birdie told me. He told me exactly where to go; said that if I found Set, he would come here to destroy you.”

Markus. Of course he told him. He was the only other person that knew where Set was buried. How could I have trusted him? I left Jake with him. Christ, I was so stupid! “Of course he didn’t tell me everything. So little Sadie had a baby. How sweet. Too bad you were such a rotten mother.”

He lunged again, this time catching me by the throat. He slammed me into the floor, reopening the wound on the back of my head. Stars filled my vision, but I held him back the best I could. He continued to taunt me, as he repeatedly slammed my head into the floor. Blood pooled beneath me.

“I have to say, I’m shocked to hear you’re my mother. Certainly, I would think you would’ve told me long ago, in an attempt to convince me to forgive you.”

“It wouldn’t have worked,” I gasped. “Besides, keeping you in the dark was what kept you alive.”

“Oh, well thank you,” he spat out, sarcastically. “I was wrong. You’re a wonderful mother.” He slammed my head into the floor once more.

“Let her go.” It was not a voice I expected to hear. Vyktor seemed genuinely shocked as well. We both looked up as Markus advanced on us. Vyktor laughed. “What are you going to do, birdie?” he growled. Markus raised his hand ever so slightly, revealing the sword he had been carrying. Vyktor took it as a challenge and stood up. Markus looked down at me. I slowly stood up.

Markus nodded at me, and I nodded back. I knew what had to be done. I had to be the one to do it. Markus had made me a promise, and he couldn’t break it. I caught the sword just as Vyktor whipped back around and ran at me. Swiftly, I swung the sword, plunging it into Vyktor’s chest. With my free hand, I grabbed him and pulled him towards me, plunging the sword deeper.

I reached up and took his face in my free hand, and I pressed my cheek to his, tears running down my face. My heart was breaking. This would be the last time I ever saw my son.

“I love you. You are my son, and I will always love you.” Vyktor’s breathing quickened. I could hear his heart race. I knew the pain he felt; the fire that burned. I pulled the sword from his chest and with both hands, raised it high. “Forgive me,” I whispered, and swung the blade towards his neck. He closed his eyes, just before the blade connected.

“I cannot,” he whispered back.

Markus caught me just before I hit the ground.




Chapter Twenty-Two
 

When I opened my eyes again, it was not Markus, but Mack that was holding me. My vision was blurred and my head was splitting, but I knew it was him. He had come back for me. I heard other footsteps around us, and whispers here and there. But my head was filled with cobwebs, and I couldn’t make anything out.

I looked over Mack’s shoulder, and saw the building we had just left. Smoke and flames poured out the windows. Seconds later, a loud explosion rocked the landscape, sending a shudder throughout my whole body. As though it had waited for this moment, the sky opened up and the rain started, drenching us and making it hard for me to see anything else.

“Don’t look,” Mack whispered. Obeying, I laid my head against his chest.

“Jake?” I asked weakly.

“He’s fine. Hurt, confused, but fine.”

I closed my eyes again, letting the darkness take me once again. I drifted in and out of consciousness over the next several days. My wounds were extensive, even for a vampire, and they took a long time to heal. I knew that I was back at Jake’s little house on the beach. I could sense people around me, though I didn’t know who.

I knew Mack was there; always there, taking care of me. When I was finally strong enough, he explained to me what had happened. He had come back for me, to try to talk me out of taking on Vyktor alone.

He hadn’t known what I was planning, so when he got to the warehouse where most of the network was still gathered, he was shocked to learn that I had turned them. All of them.

“I didn’t know what else to do, Mack. They will never be safe. Even with Vyktor gone, his people will always be looking for me, and for them. At least now they have a fighting chance.”

“I know, Khallie. I’m not upset about it. You gave them a choice. They made their choices, and I respect that.” Once he realized what had happened, he explained, he knew that they were the key to getting me and Jake out alive. It didn’t take much convincing. Protecting me was what they had always done. It was Mack who had stopped Set’s advance on me; the others taking out Vyktor’s men.

“What happened to Set?” I asked, confused. Surely, Mack hadn’t been able to kill him.

“You gave him what he wanted,” Mack answered. “After you killed Vyktor, he left. I tried to stop him, but he is damn strong. I’m sure he wasn’t in the mood to take on an entire room of vampires, either. He looked a little shocked when he realized what was happening.” He went on to explain his shock at finding Set there.

Markus later explained what had happened. He had seen Vyktor take Jake. He knew what was going to happen. He didn’t want to see me take on Vyktor, again. He went to Vyktor, telling him that if he went to Set and freed him, that he would know how to destroy me.

He thought Set would know him instantly and kill him right there. He figured that the two of us would be able to contain Set once again, and with Vyktor gone, it would be easy to go in and rescue Jake. Unfortunately, things didn’t work out quite the way Markus had hoped. He had never planned on me being forced to kill my own son.

I sighed, and closed my eyes. I felt a pang of guilt when Mack mentioned Vyktor’s death. Even after everything he did, it hurt to think I had taken his life; my son’s life. I tried so hard to avoid this. Deep down I knew it would come to this one day, but it still hurt.

As if he read my mind, Mack spoke up. “Don’t you feel sorry for him. You did what you had to do, Khallie. You protected him as long as you could. He made his choice. Khallie, he forced your hand. He should’ve never taken Jake like that.”

“Jake! Mack is Jake ok? Where is he?” I suddenly realized I hadn’t seen Jake at all. I was here, in his house; in his bed. But he was nowhere to be seen. Mack looked down. He finally looked back up at me, picking up my hand as he did.

“Jake is gone.”

“Gone!!” I shot up in the bed, a wave of nausea hitting me as I did. Mack forced me to lie back down, trying hard to reassure me as he did.

“Mack, you said he was ok. I heard you. It wasn’t a dream. It couldn’t have been a dream.” I kept babbling on until Mack finally put his hand over my mouth, shooshing me.

“Gone, I said. Gone; not dead. He left, Khallie.”

“Left?” I was even more confused. Why would he leave? He was safe now. I looked up at Mack. I could read it in his eyes. Jake was really gone. I shook my head. I wanted to cry. I couldn’t. I had nothing left.

“Oh sweetie, you have to understand. He’s in shock. This was all just too much for him. He loves you, he truly does. But I don’t think he realized what being in love with a vampire entailed. He…..” Mack trailed off. I knew what he was trying to say. Jake was gone, and he wasn’t coming back. He had seen my true nature, and it scared him. I had scared him. We all had. I did cry then.

“How could he leave me, Mack? How? Doesn’t he understand what I just did? What had to do, for him?” I sobbed like a baby, as Mack pulled me close to him.

“I know.” He answered. “Look at me.” He tipped my chin up, so I was looking directly into his eyes. “He’s alive. That’s what you went in there for; to keep him alive. He may not be here with you, but he is safe because of you.”

Mack swallowed hard and looked away. God, I was so insensitive. He was right, of course. At least Jake was alive. Marlene was not so fortunate. Mack had lost the love of his life, all because of me, and here he was comforting me. But it hurt so much. Jake was gone, and Vyktor was dead.

“Come with me,” Mack said, forcing me to stand up. I swooned a little, and Mack caught me before my legs gave out completely. “Carefully,” he said gently. “You took quite a beating. It will still be a few days before you are feeling like yourself again.” He led me out of the bedroom and towards Jake’s living room, where I could hear a humming of lively conversation.

As we neared the living room, I saw Darren standing there. The moment he saw me, he broke into a childish grin. He ran towards me, scooping me out of Mack’s arms and swinging me around.

“Girl, we didn’t think you were gonna make it,” he laughed, still swinging me around.

“Darren, I’m gonna be sick,” I blurted out. My head was still spinning, and I really did feel like I was going to be sick. Darren blushed, and set me down gently.

“Sorry, Kal. I was just excited to see you up and walking around.”

Mack laughed in the background, and the rest of the crowd followed. Surprised, I looked around the small living room. There was barely an empty spot. They were all there; the entire network. Those that were still alive, anyway. Smiling faces and laughing eyes met me. I looked back at Mack. He smiled and hurried over to help me sit down.

“It wasn’t just Jake,” he whispered into my ear as I settled into the overstuffed chair. “It was all of them. You saved all of them. Your family; the people who love you. Always remember that. You gave Vyktor a thousand lifetimes. Your job as his protector is done.”

He kissed me on the top of the head, and I smiled. He was right. It would take time for me to heal, to forgive myself, but he was right. And as long as I had Mack with me, it would be ok. He would make it ok. They would make it ok. I settled back into the chair and began my new life with my family. My real family.
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