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The Seasons is composed of four (4) short stories and a season finale full-length novel. 
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Hunter King struggles to keep his town from falling apart. With the Government Security Agency threatening to close down the Slayer program, an unknown beast on the loose in his city, and commanders at other locations disappearing, he finds himself at the breaking point. 
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Dominic follows clues that bring him closer to Florin while Chari finds herself struggling as a slayer when her heart belongs to a vampire. On this night, loyalties will be forged, promises broken, and secrets revealed. In a war between all, some will live and some will die, but everyone’s lives will change. 

Dedication

To my readers, thank you for reading this series. 
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He could still smell the gunpowder residue on his fingers. The acrid scent stung his nose. Beneath the tremble of his body was the warrior basking in his glory—a bittersweet moment of conflicted emotion. 

After he allowed himself to mentally remove his wife from the darkened heart of that neonate vampire, he felt a rush when he pulled the trigger. The sour taste of indignant disregard toward a beast who had consumed his beloved. 

Hunter was born to protect the world from creatures of the night. He possessed an innate drive to regulate a society of would-be criminals from the population of unsuspecting human beings. They were naive only because they chose to close their eyes and forget that the beasts existed. 

In the beginning, people fought for the creatures’ rights. Then things got out of control and the Government Security Agency took over a program called The Slayers—an organization so elite with their ability to decipher between body temperatures by using cellular phone towers. When the people no longer felt threatened, they went back to their cozy lives, ignoring that supernaturals even existed. 

With both hands open on the countertop, Hunter stood in his kitchen, staring at a bottle of unopened synthetic blood. The pit of his stomach ached. The rest of his body was numb . . . void of any expected emotion, at least for the moment. He felt nothing else but the incessant agony of guilt lacerating his gut. He needed to mourn her, but he couldn’t. 

He didn’t sway and hardly swallowed. His blank mind teetered between then and now—the instant when he was in front of her with his shotgun and made the decision to end the pain. With the bottle of blood in front of him, Hunter glared at the red sustenance. 

He’d done it.

He had killed his wife. No immediate remorse . . . no tears of sadness . . . just a ton of relief wrapped in shock. Now he needed to shake away the detachment from his spouse which provoked him to commit such a heinous act and decide what he had to do next—decide what to do with her body.

He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed the one number he had memorized—his confidant, Ace. 

In the grip of his sweaty palm, Hunter waited for Ace to answer. He had no idea what he’d say or how to tell his friend what had happened. 

The unanswered telephone’s blaring rings reverberated in his head, much like Tisha’s screech just before he pulled the trigger. In a confusing mix of emotions, he hoped the call would remain unanswered.

Hunter’s stomach clenched as he heard the click of the phone being answered.

“Ace here.” 

Hunter froze. 

“Hello?” Ace whispered, his voice carrying over the line, punctuated by the deliberate, measured breathing Hunter could hear on the other end of the phone.

White lights swirled around Hunter as he caught the counter to stabilize himself against the dizziness of his swimming thoughts. He froze in some suspended trance of nothingness. It was only the persistent pain in his lower stomach that served as a reminder that he was, indeed, still alive.

“Hunter?”

This time, Ace’s voice brought him back. “I’m sorry. I-I had to do it.” He stumbled over his words. “I know I said that I’d always take care of you, but you wanted to kill me . . . to kill Chari. It’s done.” 

“What’s done—” 

Hunter hung up. The second he pushed the end-call button, a flood of emotions rushed through his body. Confusing emotions. Happiness, sadness, relief, and devastation danced together in a jumbled ball of despair. He slid his phone across the lacquer countertop and gasped for air. 

Without another thought, he grabbed the bottle of synthetic blood and chucked the plastic against the kitchen wall, shattering the container. Red splattered in the same way a human’s arteries do when a vampire attacks them. A glob, followed by a projectile spray of liquid, painted the white canvas. 

He gritted his teeth. The pain in his gut manifested into an agonizing cry of disbelief. He fell to his knees and caught his body with his hands as he sobbed uncontrollably. The hoarse moans of a man in turmoil filled the house with an eerie, forsaken loneliness. 

He’d lost his best friend, his first and only true love. He vowed from that moment on, he’d look to the future. He’d remember her as his wife, lover, and friend, and forget who she had become when they’d dropped her at their doorstep. 

He’d avenge her when the time was right. There was no doubt in his mind that the beast behind this atrocious, vile act would someday answer to him, and when that dead slime begged for his life, Hunter would torture him a little at a time. 

When he regained a semblance of his strength, he grabbed some bleach and a roll of paper towels and headed for the basement stairs. He went to undo what he’d done—to conceal and alter the crime scene so his daughter would never know. 

Hunter stood at the top of the basement, staring into the dark hole below. He’d dreaded that cold place from the moment she had returned as a vampire. He’d avoided it. He loathed it. 

He let Chari deal with her mother. In some respects, he mourned the loss of Tisha the second she had arrived on their doorstep, but not entirely. He’d always held out hope for a way to reverse what those vampires had done. 

It didn’t take long for him to realize that the dead stayed dead. A human infected with the virus had little hope. Chari’s optimism of being able to reverse her mother’s fate had given Hunter something to believe in. But he’d let his daughter down. He’d left her to bear the nuances of caring for a caged vampire—caring for the beast that was once her mother. 

Hunter could take down a pureblood vampire, but he couldn’t handle the woman he loved becoming one. During the infantile stage when a vampire’s lust for blood obsesses their body and mind, they are uncontrollable. Even family is a source of food to a new-stage vampire. They are driven by a mania to supply their body with the blood of another. 

Alone and in a fragile state, he fought to keep reality from fantasy—an internal struggle to separate his conflicting emotions. Hunter was fighting for his sanity—fighting to keep his wife in his memory and the beast that she had become out of it. 

He raised his foot to place it on the first step. “Tisha, I’m coming down.” 

There was no doubt that her dead body lay on the cold ground. He’d killed her. He knew that he’d done it. But what if it was a horrible, realistic dream? Maybe the dream he’d had of killing her so many times in the past had never come to fruition and she was still alive. 

Could she smell me coming down the stairs? Wasn’t that what she’d said when I went down there to see her? 

She’d found pleasure in announcing her desires—announcing that her husband was the object of her blood lust. 

When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he could see the shotgun on the cement floor. The cold metal gleamed with an aura of joy. The scent of nitroglycerin and her oozing blood lingered. The pungent smell sent sparks of adrenaline through his body. Death swirled around him. 

I did it. I killed my wife. 

He hadn’t even trusted her to get past the neonate stage and develop into a vampire of the community. But in the dark part of his heart, he knew the real reason he’d killed her. 

He couldn’t let them win. 

If Florin had turned Hunter’s wife from human to vampire, and Hunter had let her live like those vampires, what would stop Florin from turning Chari? There was more to fear than the hope of Tisha’s ability to live as an unadulterated beast.

Hunter picked up the shotgun without gazing into the enclosure. He wasn’t ready to see her dead body on the ground, nor was he ready to deal with what he’d done. 

Lethargically, he unraveled the paper towels and let them float to the ground near his feet. When he had no other choice but to assess the mess, he glanced up and there she was, sprawled out, exactly the way he had left her. 

Thick, red blood had splattered from her wound, and an ocean of plasma rippled around her body. It encircled her in a frame of death. The congealed substance shimmered like a bath of cherry-flavored Jell-O. The paper towels lay in a heap at his feet. Yanking on the roll without thought, he stared at her. 

When the last of the paper towels fell from his hands, he hardly noticed. He watched her closely. In a stunned-like stupor, Hunter stepped on the mountain of paper towels and moved toward the cage. His fingers wrapped around the cold titanium, and his body pressed against the bars. 

“Hunter? Are you down there?” Ace called out. 

Hunter didn’t respond. He watched her body closely, wondering if her chest was moving up and down. Maybe she was still alive. Maybe he’d missed her vital organs, and she was stunned and only appeared dead. 

He heard movement behind him. When Ace put his hand on Hunter’s shoulder, he didn’t flinch. 

“Oh my God. What a mess,” Ace whispered before he asked, “You okay?” 

“I think she’s breathing. Maybe she’s still alive.” Hunter’s voice was distant—a statement made to himself. 

“Trust me, she’s dead. There’s enough blood in here to fill a bathtub the size of a pool only Elizabeth Báthory could truly enjoy. Did you use silver in the shotgun?”

Hunter’s grip around the bars tightened. 

“She’s dead. I can see the splatter on the cage, Hunter.”

“What have I done?” He was positive he saw her chest moving with the rhythm of short, labored breaths. He wondered if his aim was off. Maybe he missed her heart altogether.

Ace pulled him away, sitting him down on a chair near the workbench. He leaned down to meet him eye to eye. “You did what you had to. You couldn’t let her live like this.”

Hunter pulled his eyes away from her body and stared into Ace’s face. “Could you have killed Donna?”

“Yes,” Ace answered without so much of a pause.

“What if Chari finds out? She’ll hate me. I’ve no doubt I’ll lose her when she learns I killed her mother.”

Ace walked over to the cage. “That was not her mother.”

“But to Chari, she was.”

“Then she won’t find out.” Ace stared at Tisha’s body. “I can call in a cleaner.”

Hunter stood. “No! No one can know about this. I can’t take a chance. I broke the law by having her locked up in my basement.” He ran his hands over his face. 

“She was out of control, Hunter. She gave you no choice. You had to do it.”

Hunter’s eyebrows came together at the bridge of his nose, his body trembling, and, for the first time, he started justifying himself and his actions. “She got worse the longer I kept her here. Plus, I didn’t report her as a supernatural. She wasn’t in our system.”

“And for good reason.”

“I know that, and you know that, but in the end, I broke the law and murdered my wife.”

Ace grabbed his shirt and shoved his friend backward. “Stop saying that! Stop telling yourself that you broke the law.” 

“But I did!”

Anger brewed on Ace’s face as his eyebrows came together in a deep frown. “You have to protect your daughter from those creatures. No matter what the public wants to believe, they are ruthless and violently aggressive. Your first obligation is to protect your family and then the public at any cost. Tisha died long before they dropped her body off on your doorstep. The moment she was turned, she was no longer the woman you married.”

Hunter released a deep sigh of relief. He glanced back at the body and then at his friend. “You’re right. She was a threat to society and to our daughter. She had changed. The beast inside her had reared its ugly head and I had no choice but to put her down.”

“Exactly. No more talk of breaking the law. We do what we must and if that means breaking the law to keep others safe, then we do it.”

“Chari can’t know about this, Ace.”

Ace leaned down and picked up the towels from the floor. “And she won’t.” Ace gave Hunter a side glance and then continued. “We’re going to need more than this to clean up this mess. Do you have cotton towels and blankets?” 

Hunter nodded. 

“I’ll dispose of her body. You take care of the mess behind the cage. We can disassemble this thing tomorrow.”

Hunter grabbed the cleaning supplies. “I loved her. You know that, right?”

“No one’s disputing your love for Tisha.” Ace grabbed the keys from Hunter’s hand and opened the enclosure. “If you can’t stomach this, then leave and I’ll tell you when I’m done.” He grabbed towels and rags out of a lined trash can. 

“Here . . .” Hunter tossed Ace a box of thirty-gallon, black trash bags. He maneuvered around the cage and, using a flashlight, dumped bleach where flesh and tissue had splattered. 

After Ace sopped up the blood and poured bleach over the remnants, he rattled the black bag as he shoved Tisha’s lower half of her body inside. He grabbed another black bag and slid it under her body, pulling it over her head. “You got any duct tape?”

Hunter stiffened. The thought of Tisha’s body stuffed inside a bag made him ill.  

“Ace, she deserves to be buried like anyone else—in a cemetery. I can’t do this.”

“Listen to me.” Ace wiped the sweat from his forehead. “We’ll bury her in the backyard tonight. Sometime tomorrow, we’ll dig her up and get her to the morgue.”

“The duct tape is in the workbench drawer on the left.” Hunter didn’t look up or anywhere near the black trash bags. 

His stomach churned with disgust. He had a hard time accepting the fact that the chunks of flesh and congealed blood he now cleaned up with bleach and a rag belonged to his wife—his late wife. On his hands and knees, he worked feverously to scour the entire area of any foul play. 

“Where in the backyard?” Hunter cleaned while in a weary daze, struggling to keep the image of her separate from the image of the vampire that she’d become. 

Ace taped the bag in several locations tightly around her body. “You tell me.” He pushed the box of trash bags out of the cage and watched them slide under the workbench.

Hunter stopped scrubbing but didn’t look up from the floor. “We’ll bury her under the old Mustang. Chari will never notice.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah. As sure as a man can be when faced with a situation like this.” 

“Fair enough.” Ace flung Tisha’s bagged-up body over his shoulder. “You show me the way and I’ll make sure she’s buried there.”

Hunter still hadn’t looked up. He collected the rags and the bottle of bleach, and slowly moved past his wife’s prison, staring inside the empty cage. Her pleas reverberated through his body. Her attempt to change his mind played like a repeated nightmare in his head. 

The blaring ring of his cell phone didn’t faze him. He stood at the bars and stared into the empty cage while his phone rang on his hip. The sound reminded him of Tisha’s shriek as she begged for blood. A desperate, dying animal had a more pleasant sound. 

“Hunter.”

Hunter glanced upward and remembered when he slit his arm. His warm blood dripped from his veins right into her open, waiting mouth. It played in his mind as if he was watching an episode of The Walking Dead. 

The blast and the incessant ringing in his ears from the shotgun pellets hitting the bars made him flinch. He reached up and felt his shoulder where the butt of the weapon recoiled and dug into his flesh. It was sore.

“Hunter!” Ace snapped his fingers. 

Hunter scanned from the cage to his friend in a distant, empty stare. 

“Your phone, man. Get your phone and let’s go. She’s not light.”

Shocked that he hadn’t noticed, he slowly answered it. “King here.”

The phone tightly against his ear, Hunter listened carefully to the caller on the other line. “Wait, wait. Calm down. What do you mean?” Hunter’s eyebrows creased deeper. “All six are missing?”

Ace tilted his head, listening to Hunter’s one-sided conversation. He shifted the dead weight on his shoulder to brace her better while he waited for his boss to finish the call. The weight of her lifeless body surprised him. 

Hunter hung up the phone. 

“What’s going on?”

“That was Steve Delaware.”

“From our facility in Dallas?” Ace asked.

“Yeah.”  

“What’d he say?”

“Six commanders from six different facilities are missing.”

“Missing? What does that mean?” Ace asked. 

“It means we have a serious problem on our hands.” Hunter grabbed the items he used to clean and stuffed them into another black trash bag. “Let’s bury my wife and get back to the office. I’ll tell you everything he told me when we get there.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Hunter’s thunderous strides propelled him through the Slayers’ facility in seconds. As he approached the entrance to the command center station, he swiped his ID card across the magnetic reader and flung open the imposing double doors.

Inside, one man occupied the room, bathed in the eerie glow of a holographic computer screen that bore the enigmatic acronym “DARLA: Data Analyst Recovery Lab Assistant.” This lone individual extended their hand through the air, deftly manipulating a grid map of the sprawling city.

The slayer employee hadn’t flinched when the doors opened and Hunter and Ace stepped inside. Instead, he concentrated on verifying that all cell phone towers were operational and calculating body heat within the four zones of Ransom. 

Hunter stood with his hands clasped in front of him. He watched intently as his employee moved data around. The gray in his eyes had darkened from the earlier event with his wife, and the lines near the corners of his mouth somehow seemed deeper than they were a few hours prior. The distraction of looking at the grid map gave him a reprieve from the thoughts of what he’d done earlier. He needed to get his mind off the basement and focus on his city. 

“Any issues tonight, Devon?” Hunter asked. 

“Good evening, sir,” the young man responded over his shoulder. “Everything is quiet. All cell phone towers are up and running. One tower was down for twenty minutes but we got the alert that it went back up.”

“What about the dead zones?”

“Reports from the field state there is no activity in the dead zones, sir.”

“When did the teams last call in?”

“They last called twenty-five minutes ago, sir.”

Hunter leaned forward, studying the holographic screen. He glanced past each cell phone tower. Each light that flashed green indicated the system’s body-heat sensors were active and working. He was looking for one specific area. 

Hunter pointed at sector C on the floating grid map of the city. “What about this area, Devon?”

Devin used his hands to sweep outward and zoom in on the data. “This cell tower covers The Zoo and the three-mile radius near The Zoo.”

“And what’s the activity like out there tonight?”

“Nothing reported, sir.” Devon grabbed the image and pulled it closer, zooming in. The satellites enabled him to provide a bird’s-eye view of the area, but he wouldn’t have the visibility to identify anything moving.

Ace leaned forward to assess the screen. “I would expect this area to be somewhat quiet since the fight at The Zoo. Duke probably has his hands full trying to get the club up and running again.”

Hunter huffed. “We’re talking about Duke Mathias, Ace. He wouldn’t lose a day of sales, even if he had to come back from the grave to make sure his place was operational.”

“Good point.”

Devon moved closer to the screen. He used both his hands in an outward sweep to zoom in on the outskirts of the city. “Hmm.”

“What?” Hunter asked.

“Now this is strange.”

“What is it?” 

“We put an extender on one of the cell towers near Murphy’s ranch. It gave us an additional hundred feet into the dead zone in that area. I’m getting movement just outside the perimeter.”

Ace stepped forward. “DOD? Vypers? What does the body heat register at?” 

“That’s what’s strange. It’s not a vampire or werewolf.”

“Human?”

“No,” Devon replied, quickly dismissing the data with a swipe of his hand. He then used both hands to access the profile offered by the heat-sensor towers. Ordinarily, this profile would include not only the object’s identification, but also a comprehensive set of statistics regarding the creature in question.

“Animal?” Hunter asked. 

“No,” Devon said with a questioning glare. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s not registering body heat and it’s not very big, but it has a presence. What’s really throwing me off is that its size is changing every couple of seconds. Look at this.” He pointed to the screen at the shape of the beast. “Watch how it’s lurking, and in a few seconds, it’s going to alter its shape.”

“Changing size?” Ace folded his arms over his chest. “Could there be a malfunction with DARLA?”
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