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​“It is terrifying to see the human being locked within the beast and know that you can't reach it.” 
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THE WARMTH OF THE MORNING sun caressing my face, arms, and legs while it competed with the cool morning breeze for dominance felt absolutely marvelous on my skin and soothing to my tense muscles.  I’d been up all night studying both ancient and modern texts to help me to understand and possibly find a cure for zombism. 

After multiple lengthy conversations with my lover and fellow doctor, Peter, and my very good friend, Megan, - who was a wickedly knowledgeable witch and zombie hunter - I’d concluded that, like vampirism, zombism was caused by a virus.  My belief was reinforced by the fact that Peter had secretly given me an inoculation to prevent zombism – in a very sly and naughty way, I might add - before he felt comfortable and confident enough to share the facts about the world I was living in with me.

The inoculation consisted of a low dose of the vampire virus.  It wasn’t enough to turn me into a vampire – unless I died – but it was enough to provide my body with the immunity that vampires had to zombism.  

After serious and intense contemplation, Peter and I decided that, if a virus could be cured, then the zombie – or even the vampire virus, for that matter- had a cure out there somewhere.  We just had to find it.

Peter and I were alike in many ways.  We could be like a dog with a fresh and meaty bone once we sank our teeth into an idea.  Where we differed was with our opinion of which virus took priority.

Peter was determined to return to Africa and find a cure for vampirism, while I felt that zombism was a far more important virus to attack first. I believed in it so much so that I’d spent the entire night pouring through websites about Haitian Voodoo and zombie-creating technologies and doing my best to filter out the “ridiculous and bazaar” from the “makes sense” information.

Since I had patients that morning, I decided to refresh myself with a little morning glory and then go to bed early that night to compensate for the first all-nighter that I’d pulled since college.

I could hear Peter’s slippered feet padding out onto the back patio long before he said in a soft and sexy tone, “You never came to bed last night.”

“Time got away from me,” I said while I continued to revel in Mother Nature’s nurturing.

He grabbed a camp chair that was leaning against the side of the house and set it up next to me.  “Did you come up with anything good?”

“Nothing concrete, but I feel like I might be heading in the right direction.”

“I wish you’d reconsider your focus,” he sighed.

“If you’d stay here and help me, then we could both go to Africa and tackle vampirism.  We’d have the zombie cure with us as well,” I pleaded.  “We’d be able to tackle both, then.”

“The core of the vampire virus lies in Africa.  I need to get back there and get started.  I’m sick over the fact that it never entered my head to look for a cure until you brought it up.  I can’t even begin to understand why I was such a bubble brain and I can’t forgive myself,” he insisted in a soft and sexy tone that always gave me chills.  I probably would have initiated some lovemaking as a result of those chills if the topic hadn’t been such a serious one.

“Vampires are worldwide, are they not?” I asked.  “For heaven sakes, there are three of you in this very house.  I don’t see why you need to go to Africa.”

He leaned forward and took my hand.  I kept my eyes closed to hide the tears of frustration that were building up in them.  I hated the thought of being separated from him for so long.  The research could take years on both of our ends. 

“I’m convinced that Africa is where vampirism originated.  I need to get to the heart of the disease and stop it.  Besides, I left some people back there to run my non-profit who are at risk of being infected; if they aren’t already.”  He stroked my cheek with the back of his hand. “Come with me, my love.  We’ll do our research there, together.”

“What happens when we get back in a year?  Two years?  Five years?  I’d be abandoning my practice and my responsibilities.  I still have outstanding loans,” I whined.

He sat back and heaved a sigh. “Why can’t I be like the vampires in the romance novels?  They’re all stinking rich.  Then I’d pay off those damned loans and you wouldn’t have to worry about working unless you wanted to.”

“I’m surprised that you don’t still have a few loans hanging over your head.  Doctors Without Borders certainly didn’t pay enough to cover them and I can’t imagine your non-profit gives much better,” I mused and then gasped at my boldness in speaking something that I’d been thinking for months.

“My non-profit pays me less,” he smirked.  Then, with hesitancy, he added, “My family has money.  They paid for my education.” He chuckled wryly.  “Of course, they didn’t expect me to become a non-profit physician.  I was intended to become an oncologist and get rich off people’s cancer.”

“How pissed were they?”

“You mean, are they,” he corrected me.  “They’re still not speaking to me and have cut me off financially as a means of proving a point,” he said with a sad tone. “Of course, now that I’m afflicted with vampirism, I’ve stopped making overtures for their forgiveness.  I wouldn’t dare go to visit them.  My father would recognize something different about me within minutes.”

“I didn’t,” I said, “but, then, I hadn’t seen you in years and, when we did meet all those years ago, it was only briefly.”

“My father works in government.  He’s suspicious of everyone and anyone.  He’d scrutinize me from head to toe simply because I was out of the country doing – to quote him - “God knows what with God knows who”. 

“I’m sorry,” I said as I sat up and raised my face to the sun.

“You’re really enjoying the morning’s glory, aren’t you?”

“I’m hoping to soak up enough sun to energize myself through the day.  I plan on hitting the bed early tonight.”

“Ha... not as resilient these days, eh doc?” he laughed.

I slapped his shoulder as I stood up and stretched in a cat-like manner.  “Do you want some breakfast?” I asked, after kissing him on the forehead and heading into the house.

“I do if it’s you,” he said, flirtatiously, as I dramatically swung my hips and giggled my way up the porch steps.

I didn’t expect to see his luggage resting, neatly, by the front door.  The shock of it made me stop in my tracks.  My heart throttled the back of my eyeballs as I turned to look at him.  He was leaning forward in his chair with his elbows resting on his knees and his eyes focused on his feet.

“There’s a cab on its way,” he said in a soft, dejected tone.

“You’re leaving already?” I gasped.

He lept up from the chair and walked steadily toward me. “I’ve never been good at long good-byes.  Besides, the sooner I leave, the sooner I’ll be back.”

“You let me stay up all night knowing that you were leaving this morning,” I said, incredulously.

“I didn’t realize that you’d do that.  I was waiting for you to come to bed and I fell asleep.  Stress does that to me,” he explained as he stood up and walked toward me.

“Damnit!  If you’re stressed, then why are you going?” I wailed as I flung myself into his arms and slapped his shoulders with the flat of my hands.  I wanted to beat some sense into him.

“I don’t want to go, but I must.  I can’t explain it.  I have people there who are dear to me.  I left them thinking that being away from them was for the best because I’d been infected, and I was afraid my being there would lure more to them.  I feel a panic inside of me that my actions might have been the wrong thing to do.  I should have stayed and protected them.  I should have stayed and found a cure.”

“Then, we’d never have connected,” I said.

“Yes,” he said as he kissed the side of my head.  “I can’t imagine life without you in it, my love.  You are my heartbeat, my breath, my very essence.”

“Then, stay,” I pouted against his throat.

“Please don’t make me feel any worse than I already do.  If you know nothing about me by now, you must know that it’s not in me to ignore the underdog.  I was with Doctors Without Borders until I started my own foundation.  I can’t not go.  You have to see that.”

“I do, and I hate it,” I said as he kissed me hard.

I knew that my boarders, Angela, and Evan, were home and could come downstairs at any moment, but I didn’t care. The love of my life was waiting for a cab to take him across the ocean for an indefinite period of time and I’d wasted my last night with him researching zombies.

The risk of getting caught in the throes of lovemaking might not have bothered me, but it did him.  He carried me up the stairs to the privacy of my bedroom and set me down on the unmade bed.  Our hands worked frantically to disrobe each other.  We needed to feel flesh against flesh. 

His lips felt feverish with desire as they roamed my body, they stopped at my breasts and he suckled them possessively while his hands reached down to caress and explore my womanhood.  He teased me with his hot lips and his well-manicured fingers until I was beyond myself with desire before nestling his head in the apex of my thighs. The pleasure he expertly gave me took my mind off the fact that we’d soon be parted for a brief while. 

When he finally entered me, he took me in a way that said so much more than words ever could. 

Peter Thomason loved me, but he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t return to the people he’d left behind to run his non-profit health organization in Africa and do what he could to save them from vampirism.  

Admittedly, if I was in his position, I’d leave too.

Even so, that didn’t mean that I was happy about it.

As he lay next to my satiated nakedness and lightly stroked my flesh with the tip of his long, slender fingers, he professed his love over and over again. “I’ll be back soon, my love.  Don’t give up on me.”

“How backwards is this place that you’re going to? Do you have internet?”  I asked; thinking that we could at least talk over the web.

“I can access it in a nearby town,” he smiled. “Great minds think alike.  I was just going to suggest that we talk once a week.”

“Only once a week?” I said with surprise.

“Things are different there, my love.”

“I suppose,” I sighed.  Then, with a smirk, I leaned on one elbow so that my abundant breast fell onto his shoulder.  He rolled onto his side and, playfully, took my nipple into his mouth as I spoke. “Let’s make a contest of it.  Winner gets to control when and how we have sex for a month.”

He chuckled while he continued to suckle.  “I’m listening.”

“Your cure for vampirism against my cure for zombism,” I said as I pulled my nipple from his mouth and inserted the other one in its place.

“It seems to me like you already think you’ve won,” he said with a grin as he took his hands and cradled the breast I’d just presented to him before suckling it.

“Is it a bet?” I asked, breathlessly, as I rapidly lost focus on anything but my need to have him again.

“Deal,” he said with a deep throated voice as he tossed me on my back and took me with a gentle fervor that we both knew would have to last us for a very, very long time.

“You know,” I said in a sultry voice as we lay, satiated, in each other’s arms.  I lightly stroked his body and heaved a heavy sigh. “I never even thought of sex before I got with you.  Now, it’s all I think about.  What am I supposed to do when your gone?”

“You didn’t think of sex because you were an innocent virgin who hadn’t experienced and didn’t understand the ecstasy and pleasures of it,” he said with a smile as he slipped from my embrace and got out of bed.  “When we talk on the net, I’ll teach you things to do to hold you over until my return.”

I was still tingling from our lovemaking when the cab pulled up the drive and honked its horn.  I could barely see him slipping back into his clothes through the tears that I shamelessly let pour forth.  He kissed me long and hard, stood for a moment and looked at me as if he just might change his mind, and then rushed down the stairs to where his luggage awaited.

I silently sobbed while I listened to the trunk and doors of the cab slam shut before it carried the love of my life away from me.
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ALTHOUGH I WAS TEMPTED to cancel all of my patients for the day and lay in bed with my head buried beneath the covers, I knew better.  Hadn’t I just used my business and bills as an excuse not to follow him to Africa?  I needed to be the responsible adult and tend to the life I’d just sacrificed the man I loved for.

I’d had breakfast and was opening my office for the day when I realized that Peter and I hadn’t worked out a plan to talk once a week like we’d discussed.  My heart sank.  Our separation was off to a horrendous start.

My first patient had entered the waiting room at the same time that Angela popped her head through the door that connected to the kitchen in the main house. “I don’t want to disturb you, but I need Peter.  Do you know where he went?”

“Africa,” I sighed.

“Pardon?”

“He left for Africa this morning,” I sniffed. “I can’t discuss it right now, Angela.  I have a patient and I’ve only just gotten my eyes back to normal.”

“They’re still a bit puffy,” she mused.  “Did you put ice on them?”

“No time now,” I scowled.  “I’ll blame allergies.”

“He never was good at long good-byes,” she said as she heaved a sigh of disappointment and closed the door behind her.

My first patient was an eighty-three-year-old woman named Jasmine Woods.  She was as cantankerous as she was wise.  By the time the exam of her arthritic knees and shoulder was over, she’d managed to write down a list of cures for my “allergies” and scolded me for trying to work when my body clearly wanted rest.  The relief I felt as I watched her shuffle out of my office and get into the cab was immense. 

Grateful for the fact that my patient load for the day was a relatively short one, I dove into caring for the rest with diligence and sincerity as they straggled into my office.  I saw no reason for the care I gave them to suffer simply because something in the private area of my life wasn’t to my liking.

I saw my last patient at three in the afternoon and eagerly closed my office.  Not only was I exhausted from the stress of Peter’s leaving, but my body felt the absence of sleep with an intensity that surprised me.  I’d eaten very little and my stomach would have appreciated a decent meal, but, as I closed the door to my office behind me and entered the main house, all of my strength fled.  I had barely enough left in me to climb the stairs and fall onto my still unmade bed.

I shed my clothes and wrapped my naked body in the bedding that still smelled of Peter and let sleep take me away.

The sound of Angela’s light tapping on my bedroom door woke me.  The pale illumination from the starry sky through my bedroom window told me that it was sometime in the middle of the night.  I brought my eyes into focus enough to read the florescent numbers on the clock by my bed.  It was three in the morning.

“I’ll be right there,” I managed to croak past my parched and unused lips.  

From the dryness of my mouth and the damp spot on my pillow, I deduced that I’d not only slept with my mouth wide open – and probably snored, as I tended to do when I was overtired – but I’d drooled what little saliva my air-dried glands managed to secrete.  I closed my mouth and did my best to rejuvenate the moisture it craved.

“Vickie,” Angela said in a low tone. “I’m sorry to wake you, but the sheriff is downstairs with an injured man. He says it’s an emergency.”  After a brief moment of silence, she added, “He’s bleeding pretty heavily.  There’s too much blood for me to sit with them.  I never developed that ability, like Peter did.”

I grabbed my robe to cover my nakedness and quickly tied it shut as I slid my feet into a pair of slippers and raced to the door.  Angela was just walking away when I stepped out into the hall. 

“What?  Max brought a man to me who is bleeding that badly?  Why bring him here, instead of the emergency room?”  I mused, more to myself than to Angela.

“I didn’t stick around to find out,” she said, apologetically.  “There was a scent about the blood that forced my fangs down without my being able to stop it.  Not only didn’t I want to expose my vampirism to the injured man, I was afraid that, if I couldn’t control the dropping of my fangs, then what if I couldn’t control resisting the blood?  I left them in the kitchen.”

I took her hand in mine and said, “You did the right thing.”

“I’m going back to my room,” she said with a wrinkled nose.  “I can still smell the blood.” As she walked away, she shook her head in confusion.  “I’ve never had this happen before.  Of course, I don’t get around intense bleeding like Peter does.  Even so, I’ve never had my fangs just take on a life of their own before.  I don’t like it.  I don’t like it one bit.”

The idea of getting dressed before I went downstairs to tend to Max flashed through my mind, but was quickly replaced by the urgency in Angela’s description of Max’s condition.  I held the handrail of the broad staircase as I scooted downstairs as fast as my slippered feet could carry me.

I found Max sitting at my kitchen table with a towel pressed against the jagged, torn flesh of a strange man’s shoulder.  Without checking it closely, it looked to be some type of animal bite.  Although severe in appearance, I felt relief that it wasn’t a zombie that bit him.

“I’m sorry to force you out of bed like this,” the man managed to say between labored breaths.  “I couldn’t take this to the hospital.”

I tossed Max a curious look.  “Help me get him into my examination room.” 

Max bent over, put the man’s good arm around his neck and then pulled him to his feet. “I get the feeling he won’t be conscious much longer.”

From the amount of blood on the kitchen towel that Angela gave them and the pool that had formed at his feet, I had to agree with Max.  

“You really should be in the hospital,” I said to the stranger. “You’re going to need blood.” 

I hurried ahead of them to open the door that separated my kitchen from the medical office and stood back while they staggered through the entrance. 

“For one, the hospital is too far.  I’d never make it,” the man managed between labored breathing.  “For another, this type of bite isn’t something I want to report.  Not yet, anyway.” 

“I was worried that it was a zombie bite,” I whispered to Max as I struggled to think of what type of animal could have inflicted such a vicious wound.  Then, in a louder voice, I asked the man, “What got you?  A bear?  No, not a bear.  You’d be a bigger mess than you are if a bear got a hold of you.  A mountain lion, maybe?  They have them here, don’t they?” 

“It was a werewolf,” he confessed, although timidly.

I stopped in my tracks and stared up at Max’s face while I searched for signs that the man was teasing me.  There were none.  He couldn’t have been wearing a more serious look.  

“The sheriff said that you’d believe me,” he added with a painful groan.

A myriad of thoughts flew through my mind as I forced my body back into motion as I helped Max position the man onto the table so that he was comfortable and that I could easily work on the wound.

We’d no sooner straightened his body out than he fell unconscious.  This gave me a better opportunity to grill Max about what happened without having to monitor my words.

“Am I to believe that we now have werewolves in our midst?” I snapped as I cut the sleeve of his shirt off his arm so that I could better see the wound. 

“I kept it from you as long as I could, but when Elijah got tangled up with one, I had no choice.  If we take this to the hospital it would hit the news and then the place would be crawling with reporters.

“Which is why we kept the zombie problem quiet,” I mused.

“The fewer people who know about this, the better,” Max said with a nod.  “Werewolves tend to attract other kinds of shifters.  I’m making it my mission to get rid of them before that happens and the place is crawling with shifters of all types.”

“Are they that bad?” I asked as I peered at Elijah’s wound.  It was angry and looked as if it was already getting infected.  Considering the amount of blood that flowed from it, that surprised me.  

“I think they’re worse than the zombies,” Max said with a nod.

“Impossible,” I gasped; more to express my disbelief that we’d be faced with such a dilemma than that I didn’t agree with Max.

“You’d better warn Peter,” he said in a flat tone. – It was no secret that he was jealous of the fact that Peter and I were a couple - “Wolves hate vamps. They’re mortal enemies.  Although, I have no clue as to why.”

“Peter’s gone,” I sighed as I did my best to clean out the infection.

“Gone?” Max said with surprise.  “Gone, where?”

“He left for Africa yesterday morning. He’s gone back to check on his non-profit and to search for a cure for vampirism.”

“I didn’t realize that he didn’t like being a vampire,” Max said with a thoughtful scowl.

His comment made me pause.  Peter and I had never really discussed whether he did or didn’t like being a vampire. In fact, the only time the topic of curing vampirism came up was when I’d thought of it.  Then, and only then, did he sink his teeth into the idea.  Was the cure for him?  Or did he know of others who suffered because they were unhappy as vampires?  I just didn’t know.

“I don’t know if he is or isn’t,” I admitted.  “It never came up.”

“Then, why is he searching for a cure?” Max boldly asked.

“I mentioned that I believed that there must be a cure for zombism, since it was a virus and the conversation slid to the fact that vampirism is also a virus so, therefore, there must also be a cure for it and things just progressed from there,” I said with a sad tone.

Max looked at me long and hard.  “Why didn’t you go with him?”

I shrugged while I forced back the remaining tears that I’d yet to cry out.  “He’s one of the smartest men I know.  He shouldn’t be gone too long.  I have a practice and responsibilities.  I plan on doing my research from here.”

“Won’t you need a zombie or two for the research?”  he asked.

I looked at him, dumbfounded. “I imagine so.”

“Hmm.  That’s a problem, since we chased them out and I don’t intend to let them back in again.”

My mind whirled as I continued to tend to Elijah’s wound.  After making sure that it was completely cleaned out I applied a liberal amount of antiseptic solution to the wound and bandaged it.

Since he couldn’t remember when he’d had his last tetanus shot, I gave Elijah a booster, as well as an injection of penicillin and a prescription for it to take for the next five days.
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ELIJAH WAS LUCID ENOUGH by the time I’d finished tending his wound and was cleaning up to hold an intelligent conversation with me.

“It was bad, wasn’t it, doc?” he said in a soft tone.

“How did it happen?” I asked.

“I’ve got a farm about ten miles from here.  I heard the animals going crazy, so I went out to check on them.  This... thing... came at me from out of nowhere.”

“Thing?” I said with confusion.

“It was like a wolf, but it stood on its hind legs like a man and had long arms and huge hands with claws.  It was half-man, half-wolf... a werewolf.”

“We had them back when I was a kid, but they were chased out.  It looks like they’re back,” Max said with a shake of his head.  “I was making my rounds when I found Elijah stumbling down the road all bloody and such.  I debated about bringing him here, but I couldn’t think of anyone else who I could trust with such a secret.”

Just then, Angela popped her head into the room and said, “I don’t mean to interrupt.  I have excellent hearing, as you know, and I couldn’t help popping in to make sure that we’re all on the same page.  You do realize that he’s going to become a werewolf, don’t you?”

Elijah’s eyes went wide. “No!”

“The werewolves were driven out when I was young.  I have limited knowledge of them,” Max said, thoughtfully.

“That’s what happens in the movies,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean it happens in real life.  I’ve learned that much.”

“Sadly, Hollywood got this one right,” she said.  “Depending upon the type of werewolf that bit him, if he doesn’t turn by the next full moon, he’ll turn on the moon after that.”

“It’s not a full moon, is it?” I asked as I ran to the window and peered through the blinds.  To my surprise, and dismay, the moon hung like a spotlight amidst the glittering stars.  “I can’t believe it.”

“Yesterday was a bit of a blur for you,” Angela said, sympathetically.

My eyes darted to Elijah as I gave a silent plea for her to keep the topic away from vampires and zombies.  I had no idea how much this man knew, even if he was sitting on my examination table with a shoulder wound from a werewolf bite.

“We have at least one full month before that happens though, right?” Max asked, eagerly.  When Angela closed her eyes and nodded, he turned to me and whispered, “Maybe you should change the focus of your research, doc.”

“Even if I did, I don’t know if I could possibly find a cure within a month,” I breathed.

“I’ve got a feeling that Elijah won’t be the only one coming for treatment before this is through,” Max said with urgency.

I thought aloud. “I still have an immunity to zombism in my system.  I have no such thing for werewolfism.” 

“What makes you immune to zombism?” Max asked with wrinkled brow.

“A low dose of vampirism,” I confessed.  

“What happens if you die with that in your system?” he asked with concern and a raised voice.

“I’d become one, I guess,” I said with hesitation.

“Not cool, Vickie,” he growled. 

“It kept me safe from being infected when they captured me, and I don’t plan on dying anytime soon.”

“No one plans on dying,” Max grumbled.  “How long will this stay in your system?”

“It should be just about out by now,” Angela interjected. “It’s usually about a year.”

Max’s face turned a purplish red as he complained, “As if I don’t have enough shit to worry about.”

“Easy there, sheriff,” Angela said with a knowing grin. “She’s lived through the year and I’m guessing that the vampire virus is out of her system by now.  We can test it if you like, but I believe she’s safe.”

“I want her tested,” Max demanded.

“What about what I want?” I asked with a raised brow.

“Who’s a vampire?” Elijah asked with confusion.  “There’s vampires too?”

“It’s just a figure of speech for some private business,” Max assured him.  “No need for concern.”  He looked at me and then at Angela.  “I’m going to take Elijah home, but this conversation isn’t over.”

“Yes sir,” Angela giggled.

I pursed my lips together and said nothing as I watched Max guide Elijah out of my office and into his sheriff ‘s car. 

“He’s got a major hard-on for you,” Angela sighed as she stood next to me as we watched the sheriff ‘s car drive off into the pre-dawn night.  “Want some coffee?”

I looked at my watch.  “I might as well.  It’s going to be time to get up soon.”

“It’s Saturday.  I didn’t think you worked on Saturdays.”

“It’s Saturday?” I exclaimed.  “When did that happen?” I asked as I followed her into the kitchen and watched her fill the coffee filter with coffee.

Angela said nothing as she putted around the kitchen in preparation for us to enjoy a mug of morning coffee and a toasted English muffin.

“Peter’s leaving really affected you, I think,” she finally said as she slid my mug in front of me; followed by a hot English muffin.

“I guess it did,” I said as I slathered an unhealthy amount of butter onto my muffin.  “He asked me to go with him, but I was worried about my practice.”  I set my knife down and looked at her. “I mean, maybe if I wasn’t drowning in school loans I’d have considered it, but what would I do about paying them back? We wouldn’t stay in Africa forever.  What would I come back to?  I’m just getting my practice to where it looks promising and I’ve only now started to see a nice dent in the loans.” 

Angela stared at me with disbelief until she finally said, “He asked you to go to Africa with him?”  When I nodded, she added, “He’s either crazy or he knew that you wouldn’t go.”

I swallowed an unchewed chunk of muffin.  When it threatened to stick in my throat, I quickly washed it down with hot coffee. 

“What do you mean?” I finally managed to say.

She looked at me as if she was debating about what to say.  Then, with a sigh, she asked, “Did Peter tell you that he has a wife and two children in Africa?”

The world buzzed around me as my peripheral vision slowly shrunk until Angela was encased in small round frames.  Seeing that I was about to faint, she reached across the table and slapped me back into my senses.

“Sorry,” she said as I rubbed my reddened cheek.  “If I’d had smelling salts, I would have used them.” She shook her head and took a long drink of the dark aromatic liquid in her mug.  “So, Peter didn’t share that with you.  I wonder if he thought I had and just kept it as a taboo topic?”

“How old are his children?” I stammered.

“Simon is ten and Dannell is eight,” she said.

“Boys,” I mused.

“Boys to which he’s very attached to,” Angela said with a scowl. “I can’t imagine how he planned on keeping them a secret if you returned to Africa with him.  Did he suddenly turn Muslim and think that he’d keep a few wives? I was surprised that he stayed away from them as long as he did to begin with.  The sex with you must be fantastic,” she smirked.  When I didn’t smile, she said, “I figured that you two were having a fabulous lover’s romp that you both knew would eventually end.  It had to end. Can’t you see?”

Tears flowed freely down my cheeks. “He said that he loved me.  He said that I was his life.”

“I imagine that he does and that you are.  I never saw him so attached to a woman before.  I’ll admit that.  But, he has a family back in Africa.  He should have told you that.”

“Yes,” I said as I wiped at the flood on my face with the palms of my hands.  “Yes, he should have.”

“When he first hooked up with you, I pulled him aside and warned him that he needed to tell you. Not all women are into love affairs on the side with a married man.  I didn’t know you well enough to know if you’d be okay with it.  He promised me that he’d tell you.  So, when you two became the happy couple, I figured that he’d confessed all and that you were cool with it.”

“I had no idea,” I sniffed as I rose to get a refill on my coffee. 

Seeing that my legs were threatening to fail me, she grabbed my mug and filled it for me. “Why don’t you head back to bed and stay there as long as you need while you process this news.  I’m guessing the sheriff will be returning to finish his conversation.  Evan and I can handle him.”

“That’s right. Evan’s in the house, isn’t he?” I said with a weak smile.  “Sometimes I forget.”

“He does keep himself scarce,” she chuckled.

“He’s a writer.  They’re solitary people,” I offered.

“Vickie, are you okay?” she asked with concern.  “You do remember that the writer thing is just his cover for the vampire army job.  Just like the traveling social worker is mine. Right?”

I looked at her as if I was just seeing her and said in a light, distracted voice, “Yes.  Yes.  A cover.”

She stood up and walked around the table to where I sat.  Putting one hand under my elbow, she nudged me to my feet. “That’s it.  Time for you to go snuggle back into your bed.”

I allowed her to lead me back into my bedroom and remove my robe.  I made no move to cover my nakedness.  Her compliment about my breasts being so big and beautiful and my waist so small that my figure could rival Dolly Parton sounded more like a female admiring another female in the same way she’d admire a hairdo or an outfit than as coming from a place of lust, so I paid it no mind as she helped me back into my bed and pulled the covers over me until they were tucked neatly beneath my chin. 
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WHEN I FINALLY OPENED my eyes to brave the world again, I discovered that I’d slept through the night and into the evening of the following day.  Trauma could be a debilitating thing.

I wasn’t hungry, but I craved the taste of a fresh cup of coffee, so I slipped on a pair of sweat shorts and a tee shirt and headed downstairs.  I didn’t bother with panties, as I often went commando, and I decided against a bra, since it was dark out and I doubted that anyone would be in the kitchen at that hour.  Of course, the only person in the house that I needed to show a bit of modesty to was Evan and he barely came out of his little two room suite.

As I pulled my lightweight tee shirt over my breasts, I cupped one of them and lightly squeezed the nipple while memories of Peter doing just such a thing overwhelmed me.  I stayed like that for an undetermined amount of time until my senses returned to me and I shook him from my brain.

I quickly made my way to the coffee maker in the kitchen and fixed enough coffee for a few mugs. Then, I took my hot, aromatic beverage out onto the patio where I could sip on it while I looked up at the starlit sky.  

The man in the moon snickered down at me as I stretched out onto a lounge chair with my coffee cradled in my hands.  Overwhelmed with a sense of sadness and betrayal that I just couldn’t shake, I began to tell myself that Peter was my first true relationship and, as such, the disappointment of discovering that I’d been taken for a ride would pack an extra powerful punch.  I gave myself a pep talk about what a valuable learning experience it was and how it would help me to use my head and make wiser choices in the future.

My brain listened, but my heart rebelled.  It longed for that loving feeling that always welled up in it at the mere thought of Peter.  Convincing it to abandon that desire wouldn’t be easy.

“It’s a beautiful night,” Evan said as he approached me from the darkness.  “Do you mind if I sit with you for a while?”

I’d assumed that Angela had clued him in to my misery and Peter’s deceit, but I made no mention of it as I smiled and pointed to a nearby chair.  Nor did he bring it up as he eased himself down into it.

“I’ve been out for a stroll,” he mused as he stretched his legs out in front of him and looked up at the sky. 

“Did you have the streets to yourself?” I giggled.

“Wolf Junction is rather sleepy,” he said, “but, then, that’s one of its charms.”

“I’ve grown accustomed to it,” I admitted.  “I can’t imagine trying to live in a large metropolis anymore.  If we could attract a few more restaurants with quality cuisine, I’d call it a perfect place to live.”

“Your practice seems to be growing at a nice pace,” he observed. “Not that it’s any of my business.  It’s just that I’ve noticed a greater flow of patients during office hours.”

“I’m pleased with how it’s doing,” I said with a smile.  “I wasn’t sure it would happen when I first moved here and discovered what I’d rented.  These people are so superstitious.  Many of them refused to come here because it was a funeral home for so long.”

“What do you mean?  You didn’t know that you’d rented a funeral home?” Evan asked with surprise.

“I rented it sight unseen through a realtor,” I confessed.  “I didn’t think to ask what it was used for before.  I was just thrilled with the fact that I could escape the expense of an office because there was one in the house.”

“The ghosts don’t bother you?” he asked with all seriousness.

“Ghosts?” I said with genuine curiosity. “Evan, are you being bothered by ghosts?”

When he shrugged, I took a moment to really look at him. This was a first.  Since he’d become my boarder, I’d given him very little thought or attention.  I knew him to be a vampire like Peter and Angela and that he was good at his job of rounding up supernaturals who were a detriment to the safety and anonymity of other supernaturals.  He even had a van that he’d converted into an effective transport vehicle.
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