Chapter Three

Sunday 2:50 p.m.







Shana descended the staircase to the main floor and peeked into the kitchen. The white cabinets, white-tiled walls, and gray floorboards sparkled in the afternoon sunshine. Her hand trailed the smooth surface of the marbleized gray-and-white counter before she opened the door and stepped onto the bricked deck. The smell of roses wafted through the humid air. Her elbows leaning on the railing, Shana watched the butterflies flutter across the lush lawn. Bees buzzed from one rose bush to the next. Puffy white cotton balls floated across the blue sky. Birds chirped. A squirrel danced around a tree before climbing the thick trunk to a low-hanging branch. Her heart thumped. Beside the old oak tree stood a white bench—the seat where Neva had kidnapped her. The witch had received what she deserved: death at the hand of William Randall.

“I was searching for you.” Shana spun to William’s voice. His thick mane of blonde hair shimmering like gold in the sunshine, he strode through the doorway. Whenever she thought of him, he appeared.

“I found Linda.” She sighed. “She told me of the rumors.”

His expression pensive, William halted beside her. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Shana lifted her face.

“There isn’t much to tell; we have little information.” He shrugged massive shoulders. “A few tourists at the Oasis Hotel heard strange noises last night. Hotel security investigated and found prints in the dirt.”

“That’s the big secret?”

“It isn’t a secret.” 

“Were guests having a party?”

“No.” William narrowed his eyes. “Unless they have paws.”

“What?” Her voice rose to a squeak.

“They weren’t footprints, but large animal prints, leading from the pool deck to the beach.”

“Do wild animals roam northern Florida?”

“The black bear had run free, but at present, they live on preserves. The red wolf is extinct.”

“Why is Gregg worried if no animals roam wild?” 

His eyes darkening, William watched her. “They found wolves’ paw prints.” 

“What are you not telling me?”

He turned from her. “There are other types of wolves.”

“Other types? No. You don’t mean—”

“Don’t worry.” William descended the steps. “We haven’t seen them in decades.”

“You mean werewolves?” Shana hurried after him as his long strides took him across the lawn. “Please, tell me they don’t exist.”

“They exist.” William glanced over his shoulder and winked. “But they’re no match for our army of original vampires.” When he approached the white bench beneath the shady oak tree, he sat and leaned back. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you from the mean doggies.”

“Don’t act condescending.” She halted and crossed her arms.

With blonde eyebrows arching in surprise, William placed a hand on his chest. “Me? I could never do that. Protecting you is what I do the best.” He patted the seat beside him, flashing his dazzling white smile. “Sit with me.”

Shana backed away. “The bench and I have a sordid history.”

William laughed. “You always lighten my mood.” When he focused on her, his expression clouded with concern. “What’s wrong?”

“I want to speak to you…” She cleared her throat. “Don’t be angry.”

“You can tell me.” William stood and sauntered to her. “I’ll always love you.” He drew her into his arms.

As he nuzzled her neck, her eyes drifted closed. His cologne enveloped her with its musky scent as muscular arms pulled her against his hard body. Her mind wandered to happier times until… “Wait.” Shana stepped back.

“Tell me, honey.”

“I want to go home.”

“Go home?” William clenched his jaw.

“Back to my apartment.” 

“Why?” The icy timbre of his voice matched the glacial look on his face.

“I don’t want to live under Gregg’s roof anymore.”

“I take it this means we’re no longer a couple.” His blonde eyebrows met in a scowl.

“We don’t have to live here.”

“Are you inviting me to live with you in your tiny apartment?" His hurt expression pierced a hole through her heart. “You aren’t.”

“I need time alone.” Shana curved her lips in a smile; at least she hoped it resembled a smile. She couldn’t tell him she needed time away from vampires.

“Take the time you need. So will I.” William averted his face.

“What does that mean?”

He faced her. “It means I might not be here when you return.” William spun on his heel and marched through the grass toward the house.





                                                                               ***







At the house, silence greeted her. Shana trudged to the main staircase, encountering no one in the hall. After heaving open her bedroom door, Shana collapsed on the bed. She handled that well, didn’t she? Another relationship turned to dust.

A hesitant knock sounded at her door. “Come in,” Shana called.

Linda peeked into the room. “Do you want company?” Her heart-shaped face drooped with concern.

“Yes. I’m alone. And I have myself to blame.”

Linda came into the room and sat beside her on the bed. “Is that why William threw luggage into his car and sped from the driveway?” She scrunched her small nose.

“Is that what happened after I spoke to him?” Shana laughed. “I can scare a man to death, but he ran faster than most.” Laughs soon became sobs.

“What did you tell him?”

Shana cleared her throat. “I needed time alone.”

“He’s giving you time. It’ll work out for the best.” Linda wrapped an arm around Shana’s shoulder. “It always does.”

“What does that even mean?” Shana hiccupped. “You always sound like a romance novel.”

Linda’s dark blue eyes sparkled. “If you’re destined to be a couple, you will be.”

“You’re kidding.” Shana stared at Linda’s eager face. “You’re not kidding.” She sighed. “I wish I was optimistic like you. But I see myself living alone.”

“No way.” Linda shook her head. “Men should flock at your feet.”

Shana grinned. “But they don’t, do they?”

“They will.” Linda placed a soft kiss on Shana’s forehead. “I promise.”

“Thanks. William—” Shana hesitated. Should she tell Linda the wolves might be werewolves? Linda tilted her head and waited. “Nothing.” Shana shook her head, not wanting to frighten her with rumors that might not be accurate. The paws might belong to coyotes or wolves and not werewolves. Who heard of werewolves roaming the United States? For that matter, who heard of vampires? Her head spun. She sank against the mound of lace-trimmed pillows.

Her expression puzzled, Linda stood. “Why don’t you rest?”

She nodded.

Linda threw her a kiss. “I’ll check on you later.”

Once the door shut, Shana jumped to her feet and hurried to the window. Vampires filled the back lawn, speaking in groups or rushing to do whatever tasks vamps do. Yuck. She rushed to the door and cracked it open. Two vamps stood guard while others patrolled the hallway. The mansion made her claustrophobic, with vampires watching her every move. With a sigh, she returned to the canopied bed and grabbed a magazine from the end table. Shana was eager to leave this house. But first, she must learn if werewolves roamed Oasis; and if they did, she must warn her friends.
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