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    For those who find love in the most unexpected places,

and for the ones brave enough to see through the masks we wear.

To the seekers of truth, the believers in second chances, 

and the souls who find strength in vulnerability.

This is for you.
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Prologue
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Timothy Regio was wiping down the glasses as he looked outside the window. It was early evening, and there were not many customers in the bar where he worked. 

Timothy sighed as he looked at the glasses. He was supposed to be doing some research for his graduate schools, as he should be. However, Timothy guessed that he would be stuck with what he knew about any university that would be offering a graduate program in Economics.

Perhaps I would be attending American Business School in Rome or maybe I would go back to Verona to do some of that stuff again, Timothy mused as he was thinking about his old professor. 

Professor Rossi would be glad if Timothy were to join his research group for the economic growth in Italy. Plus, it would help Timothy to know the current actuarial science of Italy if he were to take over the company that his parents left for him when he was 18 years old. 

Timothy sighed before he poured some whiskey for the maiden who was sitting at the bar alone that evening. She drank it in one go. He knew that she had a tough night.

“Well, that was something. Anything happened lately, cara?” Timothy asked as he tried to make some conversation with her. He was speaking in English and she looked like she was a tourist. The maiden smirked weakly while she was playing with the glass.

“Yeah, something like that,” she said and tapped her glass again. Timothy smiled, refilling her cup as the maiden sighed again. Perhaps he should change the drink as Timothy had a sense that she needed something strong that evening.

“Here you go. I hope you can get it through whatever you’re facing at the moment, cara,” Timothy encouraged her before he went to fill up some new customers that just walked inside the bar. He chuckled softly as Timothy left the maiden alone and served the new customers when the maiden was asking me something.

“Hey, Timothy! Is the crowd always like this in Lacul Rosu?” the maiden asked. Taking his time as he replayed the question in his mind, Timothy wiped the clean glasses and put them away. Then, he hummed and shrugged at her. 

That was a strange question to ask, he thought as Timothy looked at the maiden with peculiar violet eyes.

“Most times, they are but when the doctors from the facility come to have a party, they will have a blast here. Of course, that means more tips for me that night,” Timothy replied politely and put his towel on the shoulder.

The maiden nodded her head, sipping on her whiskey when a patron asked for Timothy’s service. 

“Excuse me,” he said, nodding at the maiden before he was getting the drinks in the storeroom. The liquor had dried up from their usual portion, hence Timothy had to restock them later before closing up. 

He wiped his forehead with the towel, took some bottles that had been requested by the patrons, and walked out of the storeroom. Timothy noticed the violet-eyed maiden had gone as a 10 Romanian lei was left behind beside the whiskey glass.

Timothy sighed loudly, wiping his sweat as he foresaw that evening would be a very long night. He moved around the small, lenient bar, and poured some liquor that the patrons were ordering. They were chatting away about work and life as Timothy stood behind the bar. He was minding his business, wiping down the counter when someone burst through the door all of a sudden. 

Every chatter stopped as the patrons of the small bar were looking at her. Timothy was included as he was looking at the newcomer. The person was a young woman. A very attractive young woman.

Timothy stared at her. She had gorgeous black hair past down her waist and her breasts were confined tightly against the white lace dress that she wore. Timothy gulped as he could see the lines of her undergarments when she stood under the entrance spotlight of the small bar.

The woman was looking around the bar. Her amber eyes were wary before she sighed softly. Timothy noticed that she hunched her back, trying to make herself smaller. She walked inside, closing the door behind her. The woman walked up toward the counter without a care in the world as she held her chin high. 

After that dramatic entrance, the patrons ignored her and started to chat again. The woman took her seat at the bar. Her eyes wandered around as she was shrugging off her coat. 

A few moments passed by, and she looked at Timothy with her vivid amber eyes, sparkling like topaz under the dim light, and smiled. Timothy was stunned for a moment. 

“Hi, hello, umm,” she spoke for the first time as Timothy was staring at her face. Instantly, her cheeks bloomed red. 

“Do you serve tequila here?” the woman asked timidly. On occasion, she glanced over her shoulder towards the front door. Timothy arched his eyebrow but he ignored his gut telling him that this attractive young woman was dangerous. 

Dangerous was his middle name after all.

Her eyes were shining like ambers that were being trapped inside her eyes. She waited for his reply as Timothy cleared his throat. He nodded at her, unable to form words as he was ensnared by her peculiar, mysterious beauty.

“I’ll take one of those, thank you,” she said, tapping her fingertips on the counter. She turned her head around, still wary of her surroundings. More than once, Timothy caught her looking at the entrance of the bar.

Ignoring the beauty in front of him, Timothy pulled out the tequila from the shelves behind him. He put the small glass in front of her before pouring the liquor into the glass. 

The woman took the glass and drank it in one go. Arching his eyebrow, Timothy poured again and she drank it in one shot. Knowing well that she needed the whole bottle, Timothy just left the tequila on the counter before he served other patrons who requested their drinks.

Throughout the night, Timothy glanced over his shoulder, looking at the attractive, young woman from time to time to ensure that she was not getting drunk. Even though the small bar was lacking its patrons, if a woman was involved, the men would bare their chests and hollowed their claims upon her. 

Timothy had to disperse those situations before they ever happened in the small bar. He was not paid enough for those extra services but he could not leave the amber-eyed woman alone. She looked vulnerable enough, playing with the rim of her small glass and pouring the tequila occasionally. 

It was never his intention to keep an eye out for her. However, Timothy could not ignore the curiosity that was blooming inside his chest to protect and perhaps, get to know the strange, mysterious woman better after his shift that night.
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“Shit!” Isabella Rodriguez mumbled under her breath as she entered the small bar located in Lacul Rosu, Romania. If Isabella knew that her decision to run away from Spain to Lacul Rosu would be like this, she would not have taken this short vacation here. 

She thought her spontaneous plan would be a great way for her to show her parents that she could handle her problems by herself without any external help. 

Isabella was wrong in that regard for she needed to find a guy—a responsible and reliable guy—who was willing enough to sign his life away by marrying her for eternity.

However, there was a small problem—Isabella was not ready to give up her freedom.

She sighed softly, drinking the nth glass of tequila that she ordered earlier. Isabella was out of her comfort zone and didn’t know what she should be doing at that moment. There were lots of stupid, ludicrous ideas that came up in her mind for the past hour as she sat alone at the counter.

Should I ask someone to be my pretend husband that was real? Should I be hunting for someone who will be okay with the setup that I did not marry him for love? Isabella pondered as she was playing with the rim of her glass. The tequila had dried out and she was afraid to ask for another bottle. People would get curious if she wasn’t getting drunk like a normal woman would be if she was alone in a bar.

However, she was not a normal woman altogether.

What about the bartender? He seems kind of cute and he had been eyeing me ever since I was in the bar when I was crashing through the door, Isabella thought as she was eyeing the handsome bartender up and down for the last hour.

She thought it was a kind gesture for a gentleman to be worried about her safety in a small bar where most patrons were men. She hid her smile, glancing over her shoulder to look at his side profile. The bartender was serving drinks to the patrons at the counter. He made simple conversations with them. That small gesture told Isabella that he was a genuine person. 

He was okay, I guess, in terms of attractiveness. His tan skin with brown hair and his vivid green eyes were that shone like emeralds under the dim lights. But, it would be unfair for me to sign his life away just to be with me for a few decades when I would live on for centuries, Isabella thought as she bit her lower lip. 

She was unaware that the bartender was staring at her. When Isabella looked up, her amber eyes were locked upon his emerald eyes. There was intelligence in his stare as they were staring at each other for a moment. Unable to hold up, Isabella broke their eye contact and tried to calm down her heartbeat. She blushed, feeling the heat blooming in her cheeks. Trying to be nonchalant, she twirled her empty glass again. 

Keep it cool, Bella, you can do this! He’s just a mortal man, unworthy of your attention, Isabella reminded herself as she gulped the lump in her throat.

Taking a deep breath, she cleared her throat while flipping her hair behind her shoulder. As she was trying to pose like she was unconcerned about her surroundings, a shadow fell upon her face. 

Isabella knew the handsome bartender was standing in front of her. Taking her time to control her facial expression, she looked up and stared at him. The handsome bartender was staring at her face, arching his eyebrows.

“Will you be staying here all night, amorino? I have to close up. It’s time for the closing,” he said politely. His hands were on the counter as Isabella was looking around the small bar. The other patrons were nowhere in sight, thus, making Isabella the last patron inside the small bar.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t notice the time flies. I’ll be out of your hair then, señor,” Isabella said as she put some Romanian lei for her drinks. The handsome bartender took those notes before furrowing his eyebrows.

“This is more than 20 euros over,”

“It’s alright. Keep the change. Consider it as my apology for keeping you late,” Isabella said, smiling at the bartender. The bartender was staring at her face without blinking. 

Isabella blushed, clearing her throat before biting her lower lip. She glanced over at the entrance before she turned to look at the handsome bartender again. Isabella smiled, standing on her feet as she put on her coat.

“Alright then. I’ll be out of your hair then,” she said, nodding her head. She stepped back from the counter. Her footsteps echoed in the small bar. Isabella was breathing heavily, trying to surpass the urge that she had inside her.

Walk away, Bella. You are not a predator. You need to let this innocent man get away from your dangerous fate, Isabella reminded herself as she held the doorknob. 

“I was hoping that you would not,” the bartender mumbled but with her acute hearing, Isabella heard it. She stopped, standing frozen at the entrance of the bar. She gulped the lump inside her throat before turning around and staring at the bartender who had tugged on her curiosity. 

The bartender was staring at her. Isabella’s heartbeat stopped when she caught the golden flecks inside his emerald eyes shining under the dim light. She blinked her eyes, biting her lower lip. Isabella muted her acute eyesight as they were staring at each other.

“What do you mean?” she asked, gripping the lapel of her coat. Isabella was calming her nerves, not wanting her fantasy to be crushed by what she was hoping for.

“All I’m saying is that I want to see you again, amorino. Perhaps, outside the bar, if you would have me,” the bartender said softly. 

Isabella caught her breath as she was looking at him. She took a step forward, her heels echoing against the silence. Isabella walked up to the counter, staring at her handsome bartender. 

It’s now or never, Bella. You have to make a choice, she mused as she was trying to surpass the urge to kiss him to claim the bartender as hers. Knowing that she didn’t have a choice for a more willing man than this man, she gripped his nape and pulled her down. She claimed his mouth in a searing kiss. Isabella heard that he sucked in a breath in their kiss before she broke their instantaneous kiss. 

“I’ll be waiting then,” Isabella whispered against his mouth, smiling seductively. Then, she turned around and walked out of the bar to let him close up for the night. 

Once outside, the cool air was hitting her heated cheeks. Isabella closed her eyes, trying to reminisce the memory of their instant kiss. She bit her lower lip and touched her cheeks. She noticed that his ear tips were red. Isabella smiled as she hugged herself.

She looked at the bartender who was wiping down the counter and rearranging the chairs on the table. Once, he glanced up and stared at Isabella. She smiled and nodded at him.

“I’ll see you then,” Isabella mouthed before walking into the night. She still felt the burning stare of the bartender on the back of her head. Isabella smiled back at the hotel that she had rented for her short vacation in Lacul Rosu.

Isabella was giddy, remembering the handsome bartender who looked like Adonis with his sweet smile, brown hair, and emerald eyes. She felt spring in her steps. Isabella took a deep breath as she was staring at the night sky. 

Tonight is gorgeous, she mused as Isabella closed her eyes and felt the chilly breeze across her cheeks. If anything, she knew Fate was finally on her side in Lacul Rosu. 

She greeted the receptionist in the lobby, making her way toward her suite on the third floor. Slipping the key into the lock, Isabella unlocked the door and walked into her room. 

Taking off her coat, Isabella walked to the window and stared out into the night. She watched her bartender locking up the premises. She smiled as Isabella was leaning against the window. 

She took a deep breath, looking at the bartender when he was making his way to his apartment. Considering that he lived alone as Isabella watched him, she would love to pay a nightly visit but it would not be welcomed since they just met that evening. 

Plus, it would be a dangerous game that both of them were playing where Isabella barely had any control over her urges when it came to the handsome bartender that she had claimed as hers.

After she was confident that her bartender was safe and sound in his apartment, Isabella slipped into her suite. She took off her white dress, walking around semi-naked. 

She opened her suitcase, finding her supply inside the suitcase. Isabella took the bag of artificial blood that had been developed by the community that she belonged to. They were trying to keep a low profile as they wanted to keep their scents from being detected by the Order of the Holy.

The Order of the Holy was a secret circle of vampire hunters around the world. Isabella heard that they had been trying to clean up the world by killing the species that they considered an abomination—also known as Blue Blood.

Frankly speaking, Isabella was a part of the Blue Blood diaspora that had traveled out of their home country—particularly Lacul Rosu where the myth of Nos and Lilith started.

This short vacation was not an impromptu one. It was the last effort by Isabella to look for her mate in the home country of Blue Blood. However, she ended up getting caught in the web of one unknown bartender who was as handsome as Adonis.

“This is your fate, Bella. You have to keep your dark secrets away from your future husband or he will die,” Isabella reminded herself as she sipped on the artificial blood that had been developed by the infamous pharmacist Theodore. 

She finished it in a go as she sighed loudly. Isabella threw the bag away as she was standing in front of the window. The moonlight was illuminating the room as Isabella looked down on the streets.

Lacul Rosu was an elusive attraction for tourists and locals alike. It attracted the right people since it was a sacred place for their species. 

“I’m home at last but I would not be here for long. I have to return home,” Isabella said as she leaned against the window, bathing in the moonlight as she had been missing the sunlight for centuries now. 
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Chapter 2
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After his shower, Timothy got a text from his sister, Anika. She stated to him that she would be modeling for Milan Fashion Week. Anika would be a model for the fall collection of a famous fashion designer named Christina Romano.

Smiling, Timothy texted her to be safe on her journey. Anika replied to him, stating that she would be fine as Sasha, her manager, would be with her during the week. 

Timothy sighed, lying on the bed after a hard day's work. He smiled, touching his lips absentmindedly as he remembered the impromptu kiss that the attractive young woman gave to him earlier.

“I wonder what her name is,” Timothy mumbled as he was replaying the kiss over and over in his mind.

“I’ll be waiting then,”

Those words were the ones that kept Timothy awake. He stared at the ceiling, trying to hold on to the memories that he had since his escape from the hustle and bustle of his hometown; Rome, Italy.

As he wanted to tuck in for bed, Timothy heard a chime from his phone. He took the phone, knowing that Anika might be the one who was texting him at that moment.

However, it was from an unknown number.

Timothy furrowed his eyebrows as he was reading the text. It was nothing much, just a simple text from an unknown number. He read the simple text nonchalantly.

Hello, it is stated on his screen. Timothy was trying to remember who might be getting his number. He tapped his phone against his palm as Timothy contemplated his decision to reply.

Is this Timothy? The handsome bartender who was kind enough to let me kiss him spontaneously? Another text came in as Timothy read the text. Instantly, his lips curled into a smile as he replied to the text that had been sent by the attractive woman that intrigued his curiosity.
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