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Prologue -Three years ago 
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Blake

––––––––
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THE COUNCIL IS AS I remember it—it is I who has changed. 

They used to live in drafty castles, hiding away from the prying eyes of the world. Hiding our existence and keeping us safe from those who would try to harm us—not that many could. They worked much like the mob back then and at times, even now. And here I am, the one who was their prize, the one who got things done for them. The one they called on to make our world safe for them. Do they want me back? Probably. But they let me leave once I fulfilled my obligation to them. Then, I came under obligation to them once again, in a different way.

Now I walk in almost a hundred years later, and they have their own modern office building. Their one-level office complex is spacious, has many rooms, shields them all from the light of day, and protects them from harm and prying eyes. And while the location and shape of the building may have changed, I know they have not. If the world hadn’t been crashing, I wouldn’t have needed to approach them again a hundred years ago.  

As I walk down the long hall behind one of their assistants, knowing the sun has now set and won’t rise for hours, I wonder why they have called me to see them. Their missives never explain in detail, yet when the Council wishes to see any of us, we come. The double office doors loom ahead, and I note again how things have changed from the drafty stone castles and dungeon-like settings of old. It was fine for the time, but times have changed now. I follow the younger one before me, and catch the scent of two others. And now it suddenly makes sense why I am here. While I am not surprised, I am curious about what is really going on. I still have three more years to honor the contract, and I have made good on everything I’ve owed them so far. So, now, I am unsure why the Council wishes for my presence. But when the assistant opens the doors for me, and I enter the room, the two I smelled in the hallway sit smugly, and I should have known. 

“Marcellus. Deverell,” I greet stonily. 

They both smirk at me, sitting in their designer suits, similar to the one I wear. I’ve tried to shake these two over the last hundred years with no success. I suppose I could have tried harder. I started a business venture with the two of them, but as the business grew, they stepped back, leaving me to do all the work. So, I took steps to cut them out of my business dealings and ventures. But when I needed the Council’s help, these two caught wind of it and spun a story that, while not entirely untrue, left the truth of it untold. 

The Council may not care if we vampires pull one over on others, but double-crossing those vampires we do business with is stepping over the line. Yes, vampires do kill other vampires, and it is acceptable to do so. But if a vampire binds themselves in a contract with another, then they must honor the contract. We have to take care of each other because we are a secret in this world. And whether a vampire joins a coven, hangs around with their own friends, or remains solo, is entirely up to the individual. But if matters are brought up before the Council, then the Council decides and their decision is final. 

I look across the room at the six Elders. Three females and three males sit at a conference table stretched out to accommodate them comfortably. They have traded the chairs of kings and queens for the ergonomics of the time. But they still wear the black robes, reminiscent of days gone by. A throwback look which was once the height of fashion, now the only tie to their true age. They are patient while I settle in, but ones such as they, do not rush and have all the time in the world.     

Deverell and Marcellus sit casually, facing them. I take a seat in the middle—the one they left for me. I’m annoyed but unafraid, or even remotely concerned. We wait for the elders to speak. 

“We hoped you had not forgotten your contract.” They all speak as one, each one looking older than the other. 

I remain impassive. There is no way I could forget about the contract. It is what I have worked to pay off over the last hundred years, meticulously working at it so I can be free and clear of the Council once more and of the two who sit beside me. 

“I have not,” I reply. My words hang in the space and everyone seems to contemplate me, assess me. 

“We know you have met most of the stipulations of the contract.” Their voices are melodic and eerie at the same time. It echoes and whispers simultaneously, threading through the open space. “They tell us you have not given them what is owed,” the Council states.

I know immediately of what they refer to, and I keep my eyes trained ahead. Yes, the payments have been partial, but only because I am still in the process of re-working the business they wish to acquire from me. And this, I realize, is why the Council has summoned me here. And while the Council would like to have me back, they would never stoop to a level so low like the two beside me have done. I am not the asset the Council remembers. I’ve traded the hunt of others for the hunt of the business venture. And like I was skilled in hunting others, I am skilled in hunting businesses. 

Marcellus and Deverell sit beside me in obvious upset. I know they chafe at the sums I’ve parceled out, each time sending them a detailed account of the profits—of which I know they never read. But I should have realized they would bring this matter before the Council to slander my name and try to prove me dishonorable. I would like to cut them entirely out, because I grow tired of paying these two for work they do not do. It is only my contract with the Council why I still pay. And so, I should have realized they would try something like this. 

“The proceeds from the business they wish to acquire is dispersed fairly and on time,” I say, but I hear grumbling next to me until the Council quiets them. 

One of them, older than the oldest and yet as young as them all, holds his hand out to me. I rise and cross the short distance, placing my hand in his. All of them close their eyes, digging inside of me, searching me for deceit. They are a collective, and they can search through the minds of others, a gift which has bypassed us all since then. And when the ancients open their eyes, and they release my memories. He lets go of my hand, and I stand, arms by my side. He slowly inclines his head, and I turn to take my seat once again. 

“He has honored the stipulations in the contract,” they say to the other two. 

They grumble, but again, the Council puts a stop to it. They all pin me with their eyes once more. It is quite disconcerting. Yet, because of my past with them, I can handle it. I was their best asset. And because of who I was, and what I had done for them, did they grant me what I had asked for a hundred years ago. 

“And the other?” The words seem harsh, whispering through the space of this room and into my ears. I refrain, barely, from flinching. 

“I still have three years,” I remind them, then flinch when all of them look at me once more. 

Then they relax their intense gazes. “You do. Do not forget.”

“I will not.” I refrain from clenching my jaw. They uphold what we agreed to. And it had been easier to agree than to fight it to begin with.

These two beside me, smirking at me, are the reason I have this second stipulation. They meddled in my life, paying me back for a supposed slight, and played around with it. When they went to the Council about it, I’m certain it was ill received and the Council demands all vampires play nice with each other, even if we don’t. Why the Council agreed to what Marcellus and Deverell brought before them so many years ago, I may never know the truth of, but I’m stuck for it now. And the Council’s word is final. Years past, I left them, fulfilled my duties and got out from under them with their—blessing—I suppose, and lived my life the way I wanted for hundreds of years after leaving their employ. 

Meeting Marcellus and Deverell was a mistake I wish I could rectify. I should have known they would not have been honorable, especially after saving the human. It became a slight, even if I had saved a life, and it meant revenge... and they went straight to the Council the moment they realized I was in dire straights, using my misfortune to their advantage. And I was in these straights, not only because of a financial collapse but also because of bad business partners. They wished for what I could do for them while I worked and grew my business ventures. They ran more than one opportunity into the ground when I gave them authority over various projects. 

We three had started a venture in the mid to late eighteen hundreds, supplying staples to various stores and restaurants, and it is this business I worked hard in, and they enjoyed the fruits of. But when the Crash happened, I needed to make sure I did not lose that business, and the others I had acquired. I knew the Council had the funds necessary to keep me afloat. Little did I know, Deverell and Marcellus had a plan of their own to trap me into supplying them with funds and keep them in the style and comfort they were used to. Now, because of their meddling in my life, my affairs, the one stipulation which will put me back under the Council’s thumb is the one I’ve avoided. 

And despite what I have grown—my empire—I’m at risk of losing it in three years. But I am unwilling to lose anything I have worked so hard for. I will beat this, and I will not lose. Deverell and Marcellus do not quite understand I am better than they think I am. I’ve got a plan in the works, and once completed, I will cut those two out of my life, and I will not have to face the Council ever again. I watch the Council remove their gazes from me, and if I had breath in my body, I would have released it. They fix their gazes on the two beside me, three each. 

“He has fulfilled what we require up to this point,” they tell the two on either side of me. 

I want to smile when the two jerk slightly, subdued—cowed, even. And I know they will leave me alone once again. At least for three years. And at the end of the three years, I will complete the other stipulation they are a part of. I never fail, but neither do I usually wait so long. And the final agreement, I’ve had difficulty in finding. It’s been a problem, but I will still prevail... I’m sure someone out there wouldn’t mind the arrangement.   
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Chapter One – Three years ago
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Marina 

––––––––
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I WORK AT MY FATHER’S restaurant, and I’m stuck here right now. But in two days, I’ll be free, and I can go wherever I want. And I know he doesn’t realize it yet. It isn’t like him to remember any important milestones. I do, and I’ve been champing at the bit about it. I’ve squirreled away tips over the last many years I’ve been here, and I have enough to live off for probably about a month, maybe two. It’s not much, I agree, but I will make it work. I’ll find another job and make it work. I must because I have to get away. 

I stand behind the counter, looking out of the large panes of glass facing the front walkway. While the street out front isn’t busy, a car always seems to drive by whenever I look outside. I’m so used to the traffic bypassing this place, I’m surprised when a dark limo pulls up to the curb right in front. A few moments later, the driver’s side door opens, and the chauffeur exits. He’s dressed in a dark uniform and reaches for the back passenger door.

Curious now, I stand rooted to my spot, watching two tall and fit men dressed in dark clothes exit the Limo. These two men are formidable, dressed in tailored suits and wear dark sunglasses. They both survey the area for a moment before stepping aside. One appears to lean toward the passenger door, and soon, another man exits. I jerk in surprise when I hear a gasp beside me. My co-worker, Elayna, has sidled up next to me. She has her hand over her mouth, and her eyes are as wide as mine. After the lone man exits, two more men follow behind him, looking exactly like the first two who exited the Limo.  

“That’s Nicodermo Fortini,” Elayna whispers, staring at the man in the middle. 

Yes, I know. Every God-fearing Catholic Italian knows who he is, and no one crosses the man. Why he’s here is the question. Nicodermo Fortini, also known as ‘Nico,’ stands regally, dressed in a dark gray, finely tailored suit, surrounded by his guards. He straightens out his cuffs and gazes around for a moment. Then his lips press together while he studies the windows before him. Soon, the two men in front of him lead the way, and he falls into step. The other two follow behind him. 

My father’s restaurant, ‘Bellante’s Italian Restaurant,’ is a hole-in-the-wall restaurant crammed between the laundromat and a pawnshop. Why Nico Fortini has shown up here is anyone’s guess. I study him while he walks this way. He is older, in his fifties, I think. He has the typical dark hair and tan-looking skin. But it is his commanding presence which makes one stop and stare. He is formidable in his own right, and I’m not sure anyone out there would cross him. He stands near six feet, I’d wager, but his guards are still taller than he is. 

The two men open the door for Mr. Fortini, but the other two behind him enter first, then allow him entry after. The two at the door stay outside, guarding, it seems. 

“Oh, my!” Elayna whispers, and I can sense her apprehension. 

“Adelfo?” Nico asks. His voice is as commanding as his presence. 

“My-my father,” I stutter. A look of pity flashes over his features for a moment, making me wonder if I saw what I saw. “He’s in the back. Would you like—”

“I’ll find him, my dear. No need to announce me.” He bypasses the counter, and one of his men follows. The other stays at the door, on the inside of the restaurant. 

I swivel my head to follow his movements, and Elayna leans into me. “What did your father do?”

I shake my head. What hasn’t my father done? He should know better than to elicit a visit from Nico Fortini. And the fact of Nico arriving unannounced makes me wonder what is in store for this place. I glance at the man by the door, his gaze fixed on the back of the restaurant. My eyes slide over to the restaurant patrons, who have gone silent and concentrate on their meals. 

Our restaurant is not full. There are six people here, and two of them rise, their meals unfinished. They hurry to the counter, and as I ring them out, I offer them to-go boxes, but they decline. They duck and skirt past the men at the door, hurrying, not meeting their eyes. The last four patrons seem to hurry with their meals, caught between wanting to know what is happening, and beating a hasty retreat. Elayna has moved off to refill drinks and disappears into the kitchen. I wipe down the countertop, trying to ignore the men at the door. 

They may not be looking at me, but I know they are keeping tabs on me, too. I’m sure their eyes miss nothing. Not five minutes later, Nico comes back through the dining area to the counter with my father on his heels, effusing how wonderful Nico is and thanking him for whatever it is he is thanking him for. Nico stops, turns to me, and offers his hand. Unsure of how to react, I slowly extend mine. He takes my hand and encases it in both of his. 

“My dear, it’s been a pleasure.” He squeezes gently and releases my hand. 

I’m not exactly sure what has been a pleasure, but I force a smile, anyway. My father presses his lips together, and we watch Nico leave, followed by his guards who open the Limo door for him. In short order, it’s like Nico has never been here. I glance at my father and swallow, waiting for—well, anything. He glares at me, searches out Elayna, probably to make sure she’s working, and leaves me. I stack up laminated menus to be wiped down and set them on the counter, remembering my rag is in the kitchen. When I’m about to leave to retrieve it, two patrons come to the front counter. They tell me they loved the food and will be back. I smile, say thank you, and hope to see you again soon. 

I exhale slowly and Elayna comes to my side once again. She says nothing, staring out the large windows of the restaurant. I follow her gaze and see people strolling along the sidewalk, and I fail to notice him—at first. I hope he passes by, because sometimes he does, to go visit the pawnshop on the other side of us. However, today, I am not so lucky. I freeze when he reaches for the door handle of this establishment. My mouth goes dry, and there’s a buzzing in my ears. I grip the edge of the counter, vaguely hearing the chime overhead. My nightmare, the one who thought it was okay...

He doesn’t greet me, but smirks at me. 

I swallow and stare, not trusting myself to do—anything. He leers again, then smirks at me. I can smell his overuse of cologne, and I want to vomit. I can still smell the cloying scent even years later. Gianni, one of the god’s gifts to women, stands before me. I hate him. I’m caught like a deer in headlights, but when he shows up, I can’t think. I can barely move. And I hate this power he has over me. My other thoughts—when I feel braver—I think of ways to retaliate... maybe one day.

“Gianni,” Elayna’s voice is ice. 

I take a step back, hiding behind her, and letting her take over. 

“He’s in the back. You know the way.” Her voice is stern and clipped, and icy.

Gianni smirks again, bypassing the counter. Elayna pats my shoulder and says something I do not catch. 

“Okay, Marina?” Elayna asks, and squeezes my arm before moving over to the last of the patrons.  

The buzzing in my ears hasn’t gone away, and I give her a jerky nod. I still don’t know what she said to me. Through the glass, I view the reflection of his back, retreating to my father’s office. I try to breathe, and slowly I can draw air into my lungs once more. The last couple finally rises and comes to pay their bill. I drag my gaze to them with a wooden smile and use their distraction to orient myself. Was everything okay?—Yes, yes, this is the best Italian food. That’s good, we hope to see you again—Oh, definitely, have a nice day. 

I circle the dining room, picking up errant laminated menus, and put them on my stack to be wiped down. These two have an appetizer smudge on the corner. I reach for the menus and hear Gianni’s voice, freezing again. I hope he leaves—please just go; I beg silently. I keep my gaze on the menus when he stops at the counter and looks me up and down. 

“Too bad you had to go and grow up,” he laments to me with a shake of his head. 

I swallow back bile, and he leaves, the chime over the door echoing through the dining area. I pick up the menus and clutch them to me like a shield. I take them to the kitchen, where I can get a clean rag and cleaning spray. Sammy is at the stove, ignoring me and continuing with what he is doing. The sound of music plays in the background of the kitchen noises. I grab the spray bottle and hear the chime of the door once again. 

Elayna calls out to me. She’s got it. It’s like this during every lunch rush. My father always disappears during this time, leaving the cook, Elayna, and me to manage on our own. He comes out when I make a mistake. Like when I had spilled. It took a few days for the pain to recede. I bring the menus back to the counter and place them in the basket hanging on the wall.

Elayna comes up to me a moment later and slaps a magazine down, drawing my attention to it. “Look, someone did a portrait of him.” She spins the magazine around to me. 

A dark-haired man with blue eyes is staring back at me. “Is this his likeness, do you think?” I ask, in awe. It’s not a photograph, but it looks like it is.  

“Blake Harland,” Elayna’s voice is whispery. 

I read the inside contents and flip to the article. It is one page, and I had thought it would be longer. I scan through the page, picking up keywords, and look at Elayna. 

“He bought a wing at the hospital. Who buys wings at hospitals?” I ask. 

Elayna frowns and takes the magazine, scanning the article. “He donated, and they honored him. He’s going to do a fundraiser again, and he does one every year.”

“Same difference,” I mutter. She closes the magazine and his bright blue eyes stare at me. “What else did it say?”

“He’s richer than Croesus. Made his fortune years ago. Inherited from his father and his father and his father... I guess it could go on.”

“So, he has money...” I tap the counter with my fingers, thinking it must be nice. I’m stuck here. I can’t even run away—yet—because the law will be on my father’s side. I want out of my hell and see no way out, at least not today.

“Maybe he’ll come here and sweep one of us off our feet.” Elayna’s voice is wistful. 

“Romantic.” I bump her, and she smiles. 

I stare at the picture. He is far too perfect, and maybe the stories are true. The one my mother had told me when I was a little girl asking about it. She had picked up her pendant and kissed it, and kissed my forehead, telling me not to walk alone at night. Of course, I was too young to walk alone on my own then, but the story stuck with me throughout the years. 

––––––––
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Blake

––––––––
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MY OFFICE IS ON MY building’s uppermost level, and I stare down at the people hurrying home, getting into the buses, cabs, or waiting for rides from friends. They remind me of ants, scurrying along with whatever mission they are on. They hug, they march along, or stand hailing cabs while the last of the sun’s rays try vainly to keep a hold on the earth. But soon, the streetlights flicker awake and do their part in chasing away the shadows. I steeple my fingers under my chin, watching below, my thoughts on the meeting with the Council.

If I defy the Council on this, or if I cannot fulfill the stipulation, I will lose and end up doing what I used to do for them—and I have worked so hard to be on my own. It’s not like they ever mistreated me. But what I did for them, I do not wish to go back to. Maybe I enjoyed it in my younger years when I had been newly created and figuring out my strengths, but now, I’ve changed. The world has changed and what used to excite me then is not what I consider exciting now. My life is different, and over the years I’ve been on this earth, I want more. And ever since the meeting with the Council, I’ve been contemplating my other problem. Perhaps Marcellus and Deverell are doing me a favor of sorts. I have been alone for a long time. But it’s not like I can up and ask someone to do this—can I? 

A knock on my door jerks me out of my thoughts. I call to enter, and Jerry, the Senior Operations Manager of my loan business, enters.  

“I have something I would like for you to look at,” he tells me right away.  

Jerry makes all the decisions within the department. However, if he needs me to look at paperwork, I know it must be important and he would like a second opinion. CYA, I suppose, and I don’t fault him. He’s worked hard in my company to get to the level he is at now. He hands me a manilla folder and remains quiet while I flip it open and study the paperwork within. I study the form, and finally, my eyes rest on the amount requested. I lean back in my chair, meeting Jerry’s eyes. 

“He’s had loans with us before?” 

Jerry’s head jerks. “Yes, two. He’s paid them off, barely. But they were paid off.”

“High risk?” I turn my gaze back to the papers. There is a dependent listed, and it catches my eye and attention. 

“Possibly.”

I peruse the paperwork and find the address. Chances are, this business is still open, and I can still visit tonight. I finally look up, and Jerry is waiting. This might solve the problem I am facing.  

“I’ll take care of this one, Jerry,” I finally say. “I’ll let you know what I decide.”

Jerry jerks his chin. “Thank you. I’ll wait to hear from you, then.”

Contemplatively, I watch him leave and look at the address once again. Yes, a visit is what I need to do. 

Tonight.  

––––––––
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MY FIRST THOUGHT IS Mr. Fortini is back at the restaurant. The streetlights cast their light down onto the sidewalk and glint off the vehicles as they drive past. I stare dumbly at the Limo outside. Who on earth is riding in this? And more so, why would they come to a stop in front of my father’s restaurant? I feel a bump at my side and realize Elayna stands next to me. In a hushed whisper, she excitedly tells me who the man is exiting the limo—Blake Harland.  

“What?” My brain is not processing it. Yet, there he is, exiting with grace and presence. 

“And look at what he’s riding in,” Elayna tells me. 

“I see,” I say distractedly, glancing toward the back of the restaurant, expecting to hear my father’s voice. “What is he doing here?”

Elayna makes a face. “Probably your dad asking for a loan—again. Blake Harland gives out loans, too. Well, not him personally. He has that loan business.”

I’m not sure how she knows all this unless she’s his own personal stalker. But then, Blake Harland is an interesting man, according to the article we read. 

“My father doesn’t need another loan,” I mutter. And I had heard Mr. Fortini had given him one, so I’m wondering what this is all about. 

Elayna grabs my sore arm. “Rumor has it your father lent the loan he received from Mr. Fortini to Gianni and now needs another loan to pay off Mr. Fortini because Gianni didn’t pay your father back. And Mr. Fortini was here to inquire about the status of the loan. I’m sure Gianni and your dad were shitting bricks.”

“What? That doesn’t even make sense.” And it’s dangerous to mess with Mr. Fortini. Everyone in this area knows this. Except, apparently, my father. 

Elayna shrugs. “Your father doesn’t make sense.”

We both jump when the glass front door opens to let in Mr. Harland. He walks—no—strides up to the counter where we stand like dumbstruck fools. He looks us both over, apparently liking what he sees. He has the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen on a man. He is dressed in a finely tailored, Italian black suit which does everything it can to make us wonder what he looks like underneath. He’s taller than I thought, definitely over six feet. He has jet-black hair, a chiseled face, and skin so clear it looks it’s like he has never seen the sun. 

He’s a god. I swallow as his eyes travel our lengths and back up again. 

“Mr. Harland,” Elayna says breathlessly. “What can I—we—help you with?” I cast a quick glance at Elayna and her suddenly whispery-husky voice. 

“Is this Bellante’s Restaurant?” 

His voice slides over us, and even though he asks, I know he knows this already. I mean, the restaurant’s name is plastered on the window and over the door. Besides, a man like him wouldn’t show up to a place without knowing where he was going. Elayna grows still and calm, and even I feel a strange magnetic pull at his voice. It’s almost lyrical and seems to filter through my ears to swirl around in my head. 

“It is,” Elayna replies, almost dreamily. 

“I’m his daughter, Marina.” I meet his eyes, wondering why I spilled that information. Suddenly, I want to tell him everything, and I blink in confusion, taking a step back. 

I have his full attention now, and the side of his lips rise. “Lovely.”

I think this is what he says. I am unsure because I can barely think. His eyes are mesmerizing. 

“He’s in the back.” I half-point. 

“Thank you,” he says melodically and moves around the counter. “I’ll find him.” He forestalls Elayna, who was about to lead him to the office. 

We watch him walk away. Elayna then leans into me, fanning herself dramatically. I push her off me, making a face at her, and she scurries off to refill drinks. It is then I notice everyone, well, the few patrons we have in here, had all grown quiet and had watched the entire exchange. I’m sure the gossip mill will be in full force by the end of the hour. We both busy ourselves around the restaurant until I hear my name. 

“Marina!”

I startle when I hear my father’s voice. A few patrons look over to the office, then to me as I hurry back there. I knock once and am told to enter. Mr. Harland stands to the right side, and my father stands on the other side of his desk. I look at both expectantly, tugging down the sleeves of my shirt over my wrists self-consciously. Mr. Harland is frowning. Self-consciously, I tuck my arms against my chest and hunch my shoulders, hiding my forearms; at least the one on my chin has healed. 

“Yes?” I ask. 

“Mr. Harland agrees to a loan I need. There are stipulations.” My father’s eyes are cold, hard.  

I furrow my brow and squeeze my arms together, not liking their scrutiny. I’m wary, cautious, and I don’t like the atmosphere in here. It seems chilly and oppressive. My father has a scowl on his face, the one he reserves for me. And finally, my brain catches up—stipulations?

“You will do it,” my father says. I hear the tone in his voice, daring me to defy him. 

However, I pause at his tone, his words. Things will be different for me soon. I will be eighteen in two days. Anything my father wishes for me to do will be null and void then. Since the time I was thirteen and realized I would have to take care of myself, I have saved money, squirreled it away for the time I could leave. My freedom is so close, I can taste it. And now, it’s threatened.  

Once again, Mr. Harland turns to me, and I note again how blue his eyes are. My own are brown with gold tones. I’ve been told my eyes are beautiful, but I’ve never seen it. I have always wanted hazel or green. I stare at him, trying to make myself small and insignificant. But I think even if I were to do this, he’d still gaze at me with the intensity he is now. I do not know what it is about him drawing me to him in such a way, but it’s magnetic, and it has a strange pull on me. 

“A loan for your father, with the agreement you will...”
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