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In the small alcove tucked behind her store’s bookshelves, Linda settled into her favorite leather armchair. Exhausted from dealing with vampires and hybrids, she leaned back and shut her eyes.
     The front door swung open. Todd raced inside, his chest heaving. He halted between the bookcases, the top of his head level with the second to highest shelf. His lips drew into a thin line as his gaze darted between the rooms and rested on Linda. He hurried toward her. “Are you okay? Why are you sitting alone? I was busy earlier; I didn’t have time to check on you.” 
     She unfolded her legs and came to her feet. 
     Todd halted, his eyes hooded. 
     “Everyone returned to their shops.” She lifted her eyes to his. “Why were you running through town?” 
     “Come and sit. I’ll explain.” He took her hand, leading her past the food counter to the beige leather couch beneath the front window. Todd patted the seat beside him. 
     Linda sat back against the soft cushions and sighed. 
     Todd smiled. “Earth to Linda.” 
     “Sorry, my mind has been elsewhere lately.”
     “On me?” He grinned, his dimples appearing.
     “No.”
     Todd’s grin went flat. “Things are heating in town.” His gaze drifted from hers.
     “What things?” 
     “The Elders are checking on the rumors, but the quake now confirms our suspicions.” 
     “What? You told Shana she’d misunderstood the conversation between you and Sam.” She glared at him. “You knew The Dead were back, didn’t you? You lied. Again.”
     “I didn’t lie. I don’t lie.” Todd’s expression stiffened. “I haven’t seen evidence of The Dead being in Oasis. But the quake hints of their tactics.”
     Linda’s face lowered. 
     Todd lifted her chin with his finger. “I’m sorry. I want you safe.” The back of his finger feathered her cheek. “I had hoped the rumors were idle speculation, but they weren’t.” 
     He dropped his hand. “Sam and I are meeting with Abe’s family tonight to devise a plan to save him and Father John. I called Abe’s wife. Anna told me everyone present at the site this morning had traveled back in time.”
     “Is that why you ran into your building? Because of the time jump?”
     He nodded.
     “Are we in danger?”
     “We are.” He moved her hand to his thigh and held it tight. “A door is buried beneath the town. It’s a portal to a time continuum. This door triggered the earthquake and the resultant time jump. It holds a spell to control time and space.”
     “The villagers have a similar door.”
     “You saw it?”
     “I visited the fishing village with Shana. A little girl stepped through the doorway and entered her fantasy. The mayor explained it to us.”
    Todd stroke her hand with his thumb. “The original door isn’t magical as the one at the village. The Elders gave a door to the villagers for them to escape the past atrocities in Oasis. That door led to fantasies. Whoever holds the original door can control time. We need to find it before it falls into the wrong hands.”
     “I’m confused. Are The Elders or The Watchers leading the vampires? Abe’s wife has been supplying you with the answers.”
     “Since vampires first appeared, The Watchers have been their leaders.”
     “Since Dracula?”
     “Yes.” Todd smiled, his dimples reappearing. “He was the first. He appointed The Watchers to keep the stability between the warring sects of vampires. Each faction wanted control. Without proper leadership, more humans could fall victim to vamps and their existence uncovered. They couldn’t take that chance. Vamps need secrecy, with their hunting done at night.
     He continued, “A hundred years, The Watchers placed The Elders in Oasis to keep an eye on local vamps. Oasis is an old town, first settled by witches. The witches are a thorn in the vampire’s side. Today, The Watchers and The Elders work together. The Watchers keep an eye peeled for any changing patterns in vampire conduct—such as a sudden rash of human deaths, and The Elders resolve any resulting problems. The brain and muscle work together in unison. There are similar local groups worldwide.”
     “And The Dead?”
     Todd smiled. “They are a new phenomenon. We first noticed them ten years ago when they embarked on their bloody killing spree in town.”
     “Why didn’t you explain the history of vampires before today?” Linda tugged her hand from his and wrapped her arms around her trembling body as thoughts of Dracula and battling vampires floated through her mind.
     “I am sorry. I should have told you sooner.” His expression darkened. “But you’ve never shown an interest in our backgrounds.” 
     She faced him. “That’s bull, and you know it. It’s just another one of your cover-ups.” 
     “No. I didn’t want to frighten you with talk of vampire powers and wars.” Todd’s eyes softened, taking on a lighter hue. “They don’t make for pleasant bedtime stories.”
     “What role does Father John play?”
     “The priest has killed evil vamps over the years; he’s a vampire hunter. He comes from a long line of hunters.”
     “No problem for him to fight the weaker hybrids.” Linda batted her eyelashes.
     Todd sprung to his feet, and before she knew what he had in mind, his fingers trailed along the sides of the couch toward her body, caging her beneath him. “Weak hybrids, you say? We’re stronger, quicker and I believe smarter than mere humans.”
     Linda pushed on his arms, against thick bands of steel. “Never smarter. Oh, I forgot you have the hybrid’s power of hypnosis.”
     He growled and pressed her against the cushions, his body poised above hers. “I told you before I never use my power of suggestion on humans. Never have. And never will. Got it?”
     Linda gave a quick nod before Todd’s lips descended upon hers. “Let’s see if it works. Love me, Linda. Love me, Linda.” 
     Todd straightened, leaving her limp on the couch. “Did it work?” He stood with his hands crossed over his chest. “Do you love me?”
     She adjusted her white, silk blouse, where buttons had slipped open, and peeked through long eyelashes at him. A smile filled the bottom half of Todd’s face above a perfect cleft chin. 
     “No, I don’t.”
     “See, I was right. I can’t hypnotize anyone.”
     She combed fingers through her hair as Todd’s hot gaze followed her movements. “I guess you weren’t trying hard enough.”
     “We shall see.”
     “What other powers do you have?” 
     “Hybrids are still human. We live and die as you do. We’re only stronger and live longer.”
     “No other powers?”
     “No. End of story.” 
     He continued in a thick voice, “We’re in serious trouble this time. Wolf’s family live in the dungeons below Oasis. A witch used the door to trap the vampires in a different dimension. If his family captures the door, they’ll be able to control time—unless Abe and the Father can hide the door from them. I can’t imagine what’s going on there.”
     “Wait, a second. Please.” She jumped to her feet. “Wolf has a family living beneath Oasis?” Linda felt the blood rush from her face. “How, how… do you know this?” 
     “Anna—Abe’s wife—explained it on the phone.”
     “How does she know the story of Wolf’s family?”
     “One of Father John’s vampire hunter ancestors saw the witch Neva banish them to the dungeons because of their cruelty to humanity.”
     “When did this happen?”
     “The time of Dracula.”
     Linda closed her eyes. “Oh great. We have bloodthirsty vampires living below us. Maybe Shana is right, and it’s time for us to leave Oasis.”
     Todd’s eyes narrowed. “You’ll be safer away from here… away from me.”
     “I bet you can’t wait to get rid of my friends and me.” She smirked.
     “Why did you even say that?” 
     “You treat us as if we’re nuisances to you, even though we helped the last time. Why bother discussing this? Shana won’t leave, and David will never desert his store or Louise.” Her eyes teared.
     Todd returned to her side on the couch, running his finger along her cheek. “I’ll protect you.” 
     “Do you believe these vamps can control Abe and Father John?” Linda dropped her head in her hands, leaning her elbows on shaky knees. “None of this makes sense.”
     Todd stroked her head. “Wolf’s family are direct descendants of Dracula. No one is stronger than them—except for The Watchers since Dracula, himself, appointed them.”
     “Are you telling me that this vamp family could free themselves and attack us? Are The Dead back too?”
     Todd drew her into his arms. “I wasn’t lying to you. We think The Dead have returned, but we don’t know what they’re planning.” He cupped his hands around her face. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you and your friends safe. No one will hurt you. I promise.” 
     She swallowed hard. “Do you trust Abe and his family?”	
     “Yes, I do.” He paused. “Dracula handpicked The Watchers to make sure vampires abided by his code of conduct.” 
     “Vampires have a code of conduct? No way.”
     “They have a strict code.” Todd glared at her. “Without such a code, vampires could drain humans of blood as The Dead had done. Vamps drink animal blood for the protein they’re lacking. They're allowed to turn three humans a century into their kind. If they kill more, their punishment is death. You saw how The Elders live. They live as you do.” 
     Linda hadn’t meant to insult him or his supernatural friends. She’d better play nice. “Sorry. I was trying to lighten the mood.”
     Todd gave a tight smile. “I’m meeting with Abe’s family tonight. The Elders will be present. I’ll let you know what they decide.”
     “Will the hybrids be there too?”
     “Yes, we’ll be there.”
     “Can I be there?”
     “No, you can’t. This meeting isn’t for humans.”
     “The town can fall around us, and no one bothers to explain what’s happening to us.” She turned her face. “We’re not inferior creatures.” 
     “You’re not.” Todd lifted her hand and brought it to his lips, pressing a light kiss on it. “You’re the most important creature.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her. “Why don’t I come to your apartment afterward, and we’ll talk more?” 
     She shrugged. “I guess I have no choice.”
     “I’ll see you later.” Todd bent and brushed a quick kiss on her lips, then hurried away. 
      Linda listened to Todd’s heavy footsteps through the empty store. The front door banged shut, and she was alone again with her dark thoughts.
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