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For my niece, Michaela Pauley





CHAPTER 1


It wasn’t safe for Jonas Laroche to stay in Port-Au-Prince. Too many people had heard that he’d perished during the voyage to America, and anyone recognizing him would realize in an instant that he was a dead man—a cursed zombie.


But he feared for his mother’s safety. The corrupt money lenders would never be satisfied. The exorbitant interest rate on the money she’d borrowed to send Jonas to America accrued daily, and it would take two lifetimes for her to repay the debt.


Jonas vowed to pay off the debt but in the meantime, he had to protect his mother and sisters from the malicious and immoral tactics of the men who pounded on their door to collect payment.


Jonas had ended the life of one unscrupulous money lender, but it was only a matter of time before another would take his place and begin terrorizing his family.


It was his mother’s wish that he relocate to the peaceful city of Verrettes…try to blend in and acquire the education that he’d sought in America. Though well aware that her son was a cursed abomination against nature, she wanted him to survive and lead the best existence possible.


For Jonas, relocating to Verrettes was out of the question. He wouldn’t have peace of mind until his mother’s safety was assured. That wouldn’t happen until he’d paid off the loan, rebuilt her crumbling house, or until he moved her to a safer location. Most of the family home had been crushed during the earthquake and was now nothing more than a heap of rubble, confining his mother and sisters to one room. And their one-room shack was in the midst of some of the dangerous camps that housed tens of thousands of displaced people who’d lost their homes during the earthquake.


The camps consisted of brightly colored tarps and tents branded with names and insignias of nonprofit organizations. The camps had been set up immediately after the earthquake, and were meant to be temporary. Though some tents had been replaced with wooden, transitional shelters, three years had elapsed since the earthquake and the camps remained fixtures of the post-earthquake landscape. Many Haitians bitterly believed that charitable organizations were the only ones profiting from the billions of dollars in donations that had poured into the country.


Meanwhile, the people living in tents were victims of thieves, ruffians, rapists, and murderers that prowled the camps, preying on the weak.


Despite his mother’s yearning for him to start a new life in Verrettes, Jonas realized that his family was vulnerable. He had to protect them. And so he stayed hidden away from anyone that would recognize him, but remained close enough to make sure that his mother and sisters were safe.


There was a university nearby that was struggling to rebound from the disaster. Though he’d given his mother most of the money he’d taken out of the pocket of the loan shark, he’d kept some for himself. Wanting to take a look at the class schedule, Jonas made his way through downtown Port-Au-Prince.


He was surprised when he found the university hidden away on a quiet street inside a nondescript, one-story building that didn’t resemble an institution of higher learning at all.


No receptionist sat at the scruffy wooden desk in the front of the building, so Jonas poked around, discovering there were only two classrooms, as well as a library and an instructor’s lounge. Each room was the size of a small bedroom. A thumbtacked sign on a wall listed the meager curriculum, and he learned that there was an agricultural class being held in a tent next to the brick and mortar structure.


Outside the building, he poked his head inside the tent, and was welcomed inside with a wave of a hand by the instructor. There were eight students sitting on folding chairs, and they all were taking copious notes as the instructor spoke.


“Ah, I see we have a late registrant. You’ll have to take a seat on the ground, young man,” the instructor said. “I wasn’t expecting a ninth student.” The instructor was a short, old man with stooped shoulders, prominent teeth, and a very wide smile.


Jonas fixed his mouth to explain that he was only visiting, but the instructor resumed where’d he’d left off in his lecture. Not wanting to interrupt the class again, Jonas sat and crossed his legs, resting his back against a metal post.


A mixture of rich aromas emanated from the students, which Jones ignored, reminding himself that he only ate when the hunger became unendurable. It had taken a great deal of restraint and self-discipline, and now Jonas could go for as long as a week without feeding.


“There is a long list of vegetables such as Haitian spinach, corn, sweet potatoes, eggplant, beans, and peanuts that will grow quickly between planting seasons and can be harvested in three months. This will stop-gap food until the real harvest comes in,” the instructor said with a toothy smile.


Jonas smiled in turn, imagining his family being self-sufficient and free from hunger.


At the conclusion of the class, the eight students filed out of the tent. Jonas lingered, wanting to ask the instructor about the cost of registering for his class.


“Hello, young man. My name is Professor Dumas.”


Jonas introduced himself.


“I’ve retired from the classroom, but I’m filling in temporarily—until a younger and more patient professor relieves me. I prefer tinkering in my garden and enjoying my old age. But I felt it was my duty to help with the reconstruction of this fine school.” Professor Dumas’s face clouded. “You know, classes were underway when the earthquake hit. It wasn’t just the institution that crumbled. Many students and faculty lost their lives that day,” he said in a somber voice.


“You’re a good man, Professor,” Jonas said sincerely. “I’m not registered yet, but I’m very interested in taking your class.”


“You have to talk with the dean of students.” Professor Dumas began stuffing papers in a scruffy old canvas bag.


“Do you know if there’s an entrance exam that I could take… you know, in lieu of a high school diploma?” Jonas asked anxiously.


“You haven’t finished high school?”


“No, but I was at the top of my class…you know, before the earthquake. I’m sure I’ll pass a placement exam with flying colors.”


“You have to finish high school before you can attend college.”


“It’s too late for that now.”


“It’s never too late to get a high school education.”


“So much has happened. My family can’t afford it.”


“Then how did you expect to afford classes at the university?”


“Part-time. I’ll go full-time when my finances improve.”


Professor Dumas nodded. He placed the strap of his canvass attaché case over his shoulder. The weight of the bag seemed to stoop his shoulders even more.


“Do you need help with your bag, professor?” Jonas offered.


“Thank you, Jonas. Would you be kind enough to walk me down to the corner where I’ll wait for the jitney to come along and take me home?”


The jitney, also known as a tap-tap, was a colorful truck that picked up passengers from designated spots until it was filled to capacity. Most Haitians walked; some rode dangerous motorcycle cabs to get around. Jonas could understand why a man of Professor Dumas’s age would require the services of a tap-tap to get back and forth to the university.


“Yes, of course, I’ll carry your bag.” The bag was not a burden at all to Jonas. It was practically weightless on his strong shoulders. They walked together and waited for the tap-tap in the scorching heat. The professor used a colorful piece of cloth to mop his brow.


“What’s your secret?” Professor Dumas asked.


“My secret?”


“This heat is unbearable, and yet, you’re not sweating at all.” Professor Dumas eyed Jonas curiously.


Jonas gave a self-conscious chuckle. It hadn’t dawned on him that he no longer perspired. “Oh, I sweat profusely,” he said quickly, “but it takes a little more than a short walk to get my glands activated.”


The professor wiped trickles of sweat from his forehead and flashed a wide grin. “Ah, to be young again.”


As they waited for the tap-tap, Professor Dumas told Jonas about a free-of-charge agricultural program in a rural community near his home that was run by one of the numerous non-government organizations that were trying to help Haitian citizens get back on their feet. “The program may be exactly what you need. No educational requirements. All you need is a willingness to learn farming. Also, it’s only fifteen miles outside of Port-Au-Prince.”


A loud rumbling engine announced the approaching tap-tap. Professor Dumas reached for his bag. “Thank you, young man. And I wish you luck. Stop by my classroom, such as it is, and let me know how you’re doing.”


“I’ll do that. Thank you, Professor.” Jonas waved as the old professor climbed into the back of the truck.


A daily fifteen-mile journey wasn’t bad at all. With his strength and stamina, Jonas could cover that distance fairly quickly. He could attend the program during the day and keep a watchful eye on his family at night. With a renewed sense of purpose, Jonas strode away from the crowded downtown area and hiked along an unpaved road that was filled with holes and deep craters as it snaked its way up the mountain.


The road was marked by sharp turns, and the higher up he went, the better the view of the city below him. High above the teeming capital of Port-Au-Prince, Jonas resided in secrecy. Unlike the typical village with roads radiating from a central location, up in the mountains of Haiti there were no street signs, no marketplace, only rough clay roads, winding up and down the rugged mountainsides.


High up in the mountains in a space that was surrounded with almost jungle-like vegetation, Jonas lived in total isolation inside a shanty he’d constructed with strategically aligned tree branches. An old aluminum sign that had been hammered flat served as a makeshift door. Every now and then, a stray dog or cat wandered near Jonas’s front door, providing him with an unexpected meal.


Inside his humble abode, a heavy sense of loneliness weighed him down. Collapsing on a plastic pallet, Jonas closed his eyes, and Holland’s face instantly appeared behind his eyes. He missed her terribly. He ached to hear her voice…the sound of her laughter. It pained him to know she was waiting to hear from him, expecting to be told that the curse had been removed—but sadly, it hadn’t.


Jonas was still a flesh-eating monster. A blood and guts craving creature, like something from a horror flick. Only this wasn’t a movie; it was real life. And as badly as he wished he could be with Holland; he had to face reality: there was no future for him and his American girlfriend.


Resolutely, he sat up and dug inside his knapsack, found the paper with Holland’s email address, and ripped it into tiny pieces. It was best for Holland to forget about him and move on with her life.





CHAPTER 2


Standing in the entryway, Holland Manning surveyed her surroundings in awe. The dining room at Stoneham Academy was nothing like Frombleton High’s cafeteria. For starters, the ultra-modern space was flexible, serving as an upscale eatery and a commons area. Located under a 15,000-square-foot vaulted skylight, the vast, sunny room was surrounded by a colonnade and accented by wide stairways, balconies, and archways.


She noticed that the students appeared to be extremely well-mannered. Holland watched the girls lining up at the gleaming chrome and granite counter to place their breakfast orders, and marveled that there was no shouting, no shoving, and no unkind comments or slurs. Stoneham was nothing like her old school. Naomi would love it here, Holland thought, and then swallowed a knot of sorrow. Her best friend was gone—her human life extinguished when she was turned into a vampire. She couldn’t get the memory of Naomi’s death out of her head; her friend’s horrific screams constantly echoed in her mind.


“Are you okay?” a concerned voice inquired.


Holland pushed away the ghastly recollection and found herself looking into the curious brown eyes of an Asian student.


“Yeah, I’m fine,” Holland said with a faint smile.


“My name’s Tami Yoshida.” Wearing cut-off shorts, glittery ankle boots, and a silk kimono jacket decorated with sequined flowers, Tami’s fashion statement was fun and unique. Her glossy dark hair was styled in a high bun and accessorized with silver chopsticks.


“Holland Manning.” Holland scanned Tami’s outfit. A girl like Tami would have stuck out like a sore thumb in Frombleton where everyone subscribed to a cookie cutter style of dressing, but here at Stoneham, where girls were encouraged to express their individuality, Tami looked trendy.


“I love your outfit,” Holland complimented.


Tami appraised Holland. “You look pretty cool, too. Your haircut is awesome. You’re new here…a sophomore, right?”


“I’m actually a junior, but yeah, I’m new here.”


“That’s impressive. New students are only enrolled during their sophomore year. The school doesn’t admit new juniors or seniors. That’s the policy.” Tami shrugged. “Oh, well, your magic must be pretty powerful for the school board to bend the rules.”


“I’m not so sure about that.” Holland lowered her eyes bashfully.


“Don’t be modest. You can’t attend Stoneham without abilities. So, tell me— what are yours?”


Holland shrugged. The only thing special about her was her vamp-killing blood, which wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. She could have kicked herself for not taking the time to peek inside one of her mother’s spell books to learn a few magic tricks before coming to Stoneham.


“Hey, don’t stress over it. I’m sure your abilities are awesome.” Tami patted Holland’s arm and steered her out of the entryway and into the dining room. “I’m starving; let’s get breakfast.”


Walking beside Tami, Holland looked around and was surprised by the welcoming smiles that were cast her way. Stoneham was like another planet. At her old school, she was more likely to get the finger before she’d get a friendly smile.


Holland and Tami perused the breakfast choices printed on a greeting card-sized menu. Serving food behind the counter was a slim, gray-haired woman with twinkly blue-green eyes. Tami introduced Holland to the woman named Ms. O’Malley.


“Your omelet, wheat toast, and green tea are coming up, Tami. What’re you having, Holland?” Ms. O’Malley asked.


Holland looked at Tami questioningly. “Do you have a standing order?”


Tami grinned. “I transferred my thoughts to Ms. O’Malley. That’s one of my abilities.” Tami gave Ms. O’Malley a wink.


Thoroughly impressed, Holland returned her gaze to the menu. “I’ll have the same as Tami. But I’ll take a cappuccino instead of green tea.”


Holland followed Tami to a table where they were soon joined by two other girls. “Hi, Sierra and Giselle,” Tami squealed.


“How was summer vacation?” asked Giselle, a tall girl with a killer body and long waves of blonde hair. From the sunglasses perched on her golden head down to the red-bottom shoes on her feet, Giselle was swathed in expensive, designer wear. With all those pluses, Giselle’s obscenely beautiful face was sort of overkill. Holland felt an uncomfortable prick of envy and averted her gaze away from Giselle.


“My summer was a bore,” Tami replied with her mouth turned down. “I couldn’t wait to get back to school.”


Sierra was a slender black girl with a chest so noticeably flat, Holland wondered if she could even fill out a training bra. Sierra had a cute face and really cool hair that was closely cropped and tinted pink.


“My summer sucked, too,” Sierra admitted, shaking her head. “I tried to fit in with the kids in my neighborhood, but it didn’t work. They still treat me like an outcast. I ended up hanging with my auntie all summer, and that turned out to be a disaster.”


Tami gave Sierra a sympathetic look and Holland was waiting to hear what kind of disaster happened with Sierra’s aunt, but Tami interjected before Sierra delved deeper into her story. “It’s so hard to fit in with regular girls. You have to hide your abilities and that’s so uncomfortable. It’s like living a lie.”


“I know, right?” Sierra agreed.


“I’ve been pretending to be a regular girl my whole life,” Giselle commiserated. Holland shot Giselle a sidelong glance. There was nothing regular about Giselle. With her perfect features and enchanting pale blue eyes, she was as pretty as a film star. Furthermore, she reeked of money, and was obviously accustomed to sumptuous living. Giselle gave the impression of being pampered and super confident, not someone struggling to fit in.


“Not only do the kids in my neighborhood think I’m weird, my family and I are on the outs,” Sierra added solemnly. “I don’t know how I’d survive without school.”


Having nothing to contribute to the conversation, Holland quietly munched on her omelet. As the other girls began digging into their breakfast, Holland observed Tami and Giselle sharing a look. Feeling self-conscious, she wondered if Tami was speaking to Giselle telepathically—telling her about Holland’s lack of sorcery skills.


Seconds later, from Giselle’s side of the table, a packet of honey elevated from the sugar and condiments container and floated toward Tami.


“Thanks, Giselle,” Tami said, pulling the honey packet from midair. Smiling in satisfaction, she squeezed honey from the cellophane packet, into her tea.


Sierra gave a wry smile. “You two are such showoffs.”


“Just honing our skills,” Tami responded, giggling.


Relieved that Tami had been making a request for a packet of honey and hadn’t been gossiping about her, Holland relaxed and attempted to socialize. “So, what’s your, um, gift?” Holland asked Sierra. She immediately regretted prying when she noticed the sad look in Sierra’s eyes.


Sierra opened her mouth and then closed it. Her eyes shifted back and forth anxiously, like she was trying to come up with an acceptable response.


Giselle spoke up. “Sierra can penetrate solid objects.”


“That’s cool.” Holland said casually. Sierra’s gift was actually amazing, but Holland didn’t want to gush over the girls’ powers. Just like in her old school, she was starting to feel like an outsider. It was a little embarrassing not to be able to do any witch tricks. She glanced at Sierra. “Can you, like, stick your hand through mirrors and walls?”


“Uh, yeah. Sometimes,” Sierra muttered, biting her lip and looking away. Clearly, something was bothering Sierra, but Holland didn’t pry.


“What about you?” Giselle asked. All three girls peered at Holland with great interest.


“Nothing in particular,” Holland responded, deciding not to freak-out her new friends with the disclosure of her vampire-killing blood. Most people—even witches—had no idea that vampires actually existed.


Giselle lifted a perfectly arched eyebrow. “How’d you get into Stoneham without any abilities? I mean…we’re happy to meet you and you’re totally welcome here, but no one gets into Stoneham without having at least one special gift.”


“I’m a work in progress, I guess.” Holland chuckled uncomfortably, and then sipped her cappuccino. She noticed the three witches exchanging looks, and once again she wondered if Tami was secretly talking about her.
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The first half of the day was devoted to regular classes: English, Algebra II, and Roman History. Boring! Things got more exciting after lunch with Divinatory Arts, Latin Incantations, Dream Working, Healing Arts, and Spell Casting.


Each afternoon class was more exhilarating than the last. Well, at least most of them. Latin Incantations was a snooze fest, but all the other classes, especially Dream Working held Holland’s undivided attention.


In Dream Working class, the students were being taught how to consciously dream. Holland was eager to try out what she’d learned when she went to bed tonight. Since she hadn’t been able to communicate with Jonas during her waking hours, she felt hopeful that she’d be able to make contact with him in her dreams.


In the midst of Spell Casting class, there was a message over the intercom that Sierra was wanted in the headmistress’s office. All eyes turned to Sierra as she gathered her books and stuffed them in her backpack. Sierra gave Tami and Giselle a forlorn last glance and then exited the classroom.


A buzz immediately erupted in the classroom as the students began to speculate about why Sierra had been called to Ms. Livingston’s office. Even after the teacher demanded that everyone quiet down, Tami and Giselle continued their discussion—telepathically.





CHAPTER 3


The sun was starting to go down when Jarrett Sloane walked out of Wawa. Looking over his shoulder, he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that, at any moment, Zac the vampire would sneak up on him and hiss in his ear: ‘It’s feeding time.’ The thought of those dreaded words caused a chill to crawl up Jarrett’s spine. The sight of his own shadow caused him to tense and hold his breath. Looking around fearfully, he considered running the few yards to his truck, but he controlled the urge and forced himself to walk at a normal pace.


Typically, the vampire never let more than a day go by without getting his plasma-fix. But weeks had passed since Jarrett had seen or heard from the bloodsucker.


Jarrett would have felt a hundred percent better if he knew for certain that Zac was lying in a coffin with a stake embedded in his heart. Most likely, Zac was merely biding his time before he began abusing Jarrett again—using him as his personal blood bank.


Jarrett had suffered many humiliations at the hands of Zac the vampire. Humiliations that still gave him the shudders when they crossed his mind. Once, during an evening football scrimmage, he was wide open to receive a pass but missed it when he suddenly heard Zac’s creepy voice whispering in his ear. The vampire ordered Jarrett to join him in the parking lot behind the football field.


Faking a pulled muscle, Jarrett had limped off the field. The coach yelled at him—called him a wimp, while his teammates sniggered, but he had no choice but to heed his master’s call.


Zac must have been using mind control. There was no other explanation for the way he could get inside Jarrett’s head, and bend his will. And there was something else that he did that was creepy. He did this thing where he peered into Jarrett’s eyes and put him in a trance. Hypnotizing him into submission, forcing him to do whatever he wanted.


It didn’t matter how inconvenient; Jarrett could be eating dinner with his family or making out with Chaela, and if the vampire summoned him, he had to stop whatever he was doing and obey his call. It sucked so bad to have to live like that.


Jarrett felt deep shame when he recalled the day Zac had interrupted the football scrimmage. While sitting in Zac’s car in the parking lot, Jarrett had been keenly aware that he was risking his reputation as he allowed the vampire to slurp on his neck. If Jarrett had a choice in the matter, he would have preferred getting blood sucked by a female vampire. Having a male vamp slurping on his neck seemed gay. Jarrett didn’t consider himself as homophobic, but he didn’t want to be falsely accused, either. His life would have become hell if any of his teammates had spotted him in Zac’s embrace. He would have been mercilessly scorned and treated like a pariah. No one would have believed the outlandish explanation that he was a blood slave to a friggin’ vampire. He could hardly believe it himself.


Pacing toward his Durango, Jarrett chugged down a Wawa banana foster smoothie that contained seven hundred and fifty badly needed calories. He tossed the plastic container into a waste bin and then ripped open a large bag of kettle chips. It was imperative that he put on some weight. He didn’t have much of an appetite, but forced himself to munch on high-calorie snacks.


Sitting in his truck, he gingerly rubbed the side of his neck. His fingers glided over skin that was smooth and unmarred. No fang marks—no painful bruises. His neck had healed and he wanted to keep it that way. If Zac stayed away for good, Jarrett would be able to get his life back on track. His parents, his coach, and everybody else would get off his back once he started looking like his normal self again.


His parents had urged Jarrett to see a doctor. No matter how many times he assured them he was fine, they kept badgering him, insisting that there had to be a medical explanation for the precisely spaced puncture marks on his neck, his pale skin, and drastic weight loss.


Jarrett finally caved in and went to the family doctor. The doctor ran a series of tests but was unable to find anything wrong with him, yet Jarrett’s parents still weren’t satisfied. They tried to pressure him into seeing a psychiatrist, but that’s where Jarrett drew the line. He wasn’t crazy. Besides, talking to a shrink was risky. A shrink was trained to get information. And if Jarrett was duped into admitting that a vampire was depriving him of life-sustaining hemoglobin, well…he’d be considered delusional and would probably be put on medication. He knew from fooling around with Ecstasy that drugs and football didn’t mix.


It was hard enough playing football while underweight and in a weakened state, but his game would be completely off if he went out on the field drugged up on prescription meds.


The first game of the season was scheduled for Friday night, and Jarrett had gone from the star wide receiver to a lowly bench warmer. The coach refused to put him back in the game until he gained some weight.


Life sucked; it seemed like everyone was against him. Even his ex-girl, Chaela Vasquez, had let him down. He’d taken her into his confidence, and for her own good, he’d warned her that a vampire lived among them. She laughed in his face. Cackling maliciously, she’d told him he was a moron and a loser. Then she abruptly decided they should both start seeing other people. In a matter of days, Chaela had a new boyfriend—the quarterback from their rival school, Willow Hills High. What a traitor! Chaela was the friggin’ captain of the cheerleaders, and she was supposed to be supporting Jarrett’s team, the Frombleton Riverhawks, but Friday night when she shook her pom poms and did her routines on Frombleton’s side of the field, Jarrett knew she’d be secretly rooting for the other team.


As he sat in the driver’s side of the truck, his eyes shifted around as he checked the back for a fang-toothed stowaway. Satisfied that Zac wasn’t waiting to pounce and extract blood, he exhaled in relief and fired up the engine.


With the doors locked, Jarrett felt safe. Safer than he felt at home, on the football field, or anywhere else. As he backed out of the Wawa parking lot, from the corner of his eye he saw someone that reminded him of Zac’s friend, Jonas.


Gripped by sudden fear, he gasped and covered his mouth with a shaking hand. The last person he wanted to see was Zac’s buddy with the Caribbean accent. Zac’s friend had never bitten Jarrett, but it was hard to forget that he’d joined in, feeding on Jarrett’s blood the first night Zac had assaulted him. Zac’s friend didn’t have vampire fangs. He was another kind of monster. A werewolf or maybe a shape shifter. Whatever he was, he wasn’t entirely human. And seeing him tonight was bad, bad news!


Hoping to go undetected, Jarrett ducked his head down as he tried to obscure his face. He swerved out of control, and had to slam on the brakes. Tires squealed and kettle chips scattered onto his lap and the floor.


As the dude cut across the parking lot, Jarrett stole a peek and realized that it wasn’t Zac’s Caribbean friend. He’d never seen this guy before. Embarrassed by the way he’d overreacted, Jarrett sat up straight and nodded his head in greeting. But the stranger was visibly bristled and seemed to regard Jarrett with something that resembled contempt.


What’s his problem? Jarrett wondered as he brushed chips from his lap. He knew practically everyone in town, and wondered if the guy was a farm laborer—someone merely passing through. No, he didn’t have the look of a laborer. Dressed in an open vest over an untucked shirt and wearing extra-long, baggy jeans, the stranger was showing off his swag. Rocking a fedora and a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses, even though the sun had faded from the sky, he definitely had a distinctive style of dressing. No one in Frombleton put that much effort into their wardrobe. T-shirts, cargo shorts, and jeans were the basic everyday look.


The stranger looked around Jarrett’s age, and he wondered if the dude was enrolled at Frombleton High. No way, he thought to himself. Someone dressed like that would stand out from the crowd. Is he part of the vampire clan? Jarrett swallowed nervously. Though Zac was the only vampire that Jarrett had personally encountered, common sense told him that there were probably others.


Jarrett watched warily as the dapper-dressed stranger opened the door of the convenience store. Before stepping inside, the stranger looked over his shoulder at Jarrett. He drew his lips together menacingly, and then parted them. There was a flash of white as he bared his teeth, briefly exposing what appeared to be a set of long, gleaming fangs.


Oh, shit! Jarrett pressed down on the gas pedal and rocketed backwards out of the parking lot. I didn’t see fangs; I’m hallucinating, he thought as he wiped one sweaty palm and then the other against his pant leg.


Once again, his nerves were shot, and he wouldn’t feel better until he saw that particular stranger walking around in the sunlight.





CHAPTER 4


Eden Santiago was easy on the eyes. She was one of the few women that toiled in the onion fields, and the male workers couldn’t keep their eyes off her. Especially when the heat got unbearable and she had to expose some skin to get a little relief. During the lunch break, the men thought nothing of taking off their shirts and using the fabric to wipe perspiration from their necks and faces, but when Eden drew her top into a knot beneath her breasts, everyone gawked at her bare, taut tummy, unconsciously licking their lips as if they were watching a peep show.


Eden kept her cool most of the time, but whenever the boss came around, she tended to get an overanxious feeling. Walter Sutton barked at the workers; he was always uptight and angry. Immigration laws had changed drastically, and farmers couldn’t depend entirely on the cheap labor of illegal aliens. Right now there were only nineteen laborers instead of the sixty that were needed to harvest the onion crops.


But it wasn’t just the boss’s cantankerous disposition that put Eden on edge. It was the way he looked at her—staring at her body in a way that was different from the other men. And it wasn’t her imagination. On several occasions, she witnessed him openly salivating as he gazed at her. She saw his tongue stretch out and swipe at the frothy spittle that accumulated at the corners of his mouth. And his eyes possessed a gleam that went beyond lust. In the boss’s eyes, Eden saw a crazed yearning—a dark hunger that prompted her fingers to undo the knot beneath her breasts, quickly covering her bared flesh.


Today, as she heard his tires rolling over the field, her body instantly stiffened. Pretending to concentrate on her work, she kept her back to the truck, ignoring the sound of the purring engine. Bent at the waist, Eden grabbed up a bunch of onions, clipped off the leafy tops, and then tossed the bulbs in a bucket. She could feel the boss’s eyes on her—boring through her with a hot penetration that was more intense than the burning sun.


Speed was essential to making decent wages, and once her bucket was full, Eden raced over to the loading truck and handed it to the foreman. The onions were dumped inside a huge truck and a red chip with the value of thirty-eight cents was dropped inside the empty bucket. At the end of the week, the workers redeemed their chips for money. Not nearly as fast as her male counterparts, Eden wasn’t earning the same rate as the men. Bearing that in mind, she picked up her pace as she headed back to the field.


“Hey you!” the boss called out.


My name’s not, ‘Hey You,’ she thought in irritation and kept moving.


“You there,” the boss bellowed. “Lil’ Missy…uh, Mamacita!”


She groaned inwardly as she turned around and pointed questioningly at her chest.


“Yeah, you!” Walter Sutton bellowed, aggravated that he’d had to work so hard to get her attention.


As she took steps toward Mr. Sutton, she pulled her straw hat down further, hoping to block her vision and prevent her eyes from having to view the disgusting saliva that would surely drip from the boss’s lips.


“Mr. Sutton?” Eden said, averting her gaze.


“I didn’t know you spoke English!”


“Yes, sir.”


“That’s a relief.”


Eden gave a tight smile.


“Doesn’t seem like you’re keeping up with the fellas. I bet you could use some extra cash.”


Eden immediately began shaking her head and backing away. She wasn’t interested in any fooling around with the boss.


“It’s not what you think.” The farmer chuckled, but his laughter held a hostile edge. “A lady friend of mine is hosting a little get together. It’s some sort of women’s club. Anyways, she’s slightly under the weather and she could use some help with cleaning and all.”


“When?”


“Saturday.”


“Tomorrow?’ Eden furrowed her brow. Saturday was her day off and she was looking forward to getting some rest. It would have been nice if the boss wanted her to work on a week day—replacing field labor with housework would have been a welcome change.


“A hundred bucks for the day,” the farmer offered.


“Okay,” Eden said resignedly. She’d be a fool to turn down easy money.


“You get the house in order for the ladies’ tea party, but you can’t leave until it’s over. You have to stay and clean up the mess afterwards.”


Eden nodded.


[image: bullet]


At Kate Leighton’s beautiful home, Eden opened the door and greeted the members of the Country Cooking Club. “Ms. Leighton is upstairs fixing her hair,” Eden told each new arrival. One after another, women arrived carrying their most popular dishes, which they promptly handed to Eden.


“It’s strange that Kate isn’t downstairs greeting us,” said one club member.


“Punctuality is Kate’s middle name, and she usually follows the rules of proper etiquette to the letter,” said another.


“Kate’s been acting real strange lately. I heard she’s been cheating on her husband with Walter Sutton,” yet another member whispered behind her hand.


Finally, Kate came downstairs, but her hair didn’t look like it had been fussed over. It hung limply over her ears, looking blow dried but uncurled.


“Kate sure has lost weight,” Martha murmured.


“I heard she’s on a liquid diet, starving herself to look good for Walter,” Betsy Margallis said with a smirk.


Oblivious to the whispers, Kate pulled a bowl of potato salad out of the fridge and set it on the table with the other dishes. Noses immediately turned up at the God-awful looking potato salad that Kate presented.


“What happened to your salad,” Martha Bateman asked. “Your prized potato salad is usually a colorful delight to the eyes, garnished with paprika-sprinkled slices of hard-boiled egg and a scattering of parsley.”


Eden glanced at the concoction that Kate had placed on the table, and it looked lifeless, a dull beige mush that looked more like hardened oatmeal than an award-winning dish.


After a short discussion about the dessert recipes that would be included in the cook book that the cooking club was planning to self-publish, the meeting adjourned and all the women gathered in the kitchen. Eager hands reached for ladles and serving spoons to scoop out generous portions of onion dip, salsa, chicken salad, spicy baked beans and bacon, and hash brown casserole. The smorgasbord also included cornbread, peach cobbler, pound cake, orange-glazed pork roast, elk tenderloin, sausage and mushroom stuffed turkey breasts, bacon-wrapped meat loaf, and Southern-fried rabbit legs.


Noticing that her bowl of potato salad had been pushed to the side and ignored, Kate reached across the table and stubbornly moved her culinary disaster to the center. And that’s when the ruffled sleeve of her blouse crept up her arm, exposing jaw marks—a semicircle of deep incisions.


“What happened to your arm?” Martha Bateman inquired, one eyebrow arched high.


“Nothing,” Kate mumbled as she self-consciously tugged her sleeve down to her wrist.


“Looked like teeth marks to me,” Peg McNeely said, exchanging a look with Martha.


“Got myself a new dog,” Kate said. “He’s a little untamed. I had to send him to obedience school.” Kate’s eyes swept from side to side as she observed the ladies filling their plates. Her lips curled in displeasure as the guests deliberately overlooked her potato salad.


“That dog’s name wouldn’t happen to be Walter, would it?” Martha wisecracked, alluding to the rumor that Kate was involved in an extramarital affair with the well-to-do and recently single, onion farmer, Walter Sutton.


Kate shot daggers at all the guests as they filled their plates with every dish except her sickly-looking potato salad. And when Martha picked up a crispy, fried rabbit leg, Kate literally lost it. Striking as swiftly as a snake, Kate grabbed Martha by the collar so ferociously, Martha’s hip crashed against table, toppling a few dishes and rattling others.


Eden’s eyes widened when Kate chomped into Martha’s cheek. Martha let out a terrible wail, and tried to defend herself by shoving Kate and swatting her with the fried rabbit’s leg.


Eden and most of the guests stood frozen in shock as Peg and Betsy Margallis went into action, struggling to wrench Martha away from Kate, but Kate’s teeth remained fastened to Martha’s face. Blood dribbled out of Kate’s mouth and down her chin.
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