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Author Foreword

July 3, 2018

I wanted to place this particular note at the beginning of this story to go along with what will be presented in the back. Mostly to carry on my dedication, but also because I wanted to make sure that you know what you’re getting into. For anyone who has purchased this book before, I want to make clear that this is the original Dark Illusions: The Beginning, but it’s been extended into a whole new story. 

However, Dark Illusions: The Beginning – Extended Edition has far more information and much of it has been changed around. I have deleted scenes in the book which dragged the story and didn’t truly offer anything. As of writing this, I have only just begun working on the second, Dark Illusions: The Next Chapter – Extended Edition, and that too will have a lot of scenes cut most likely as well as more information added into it.

This series and story especially, was a story that in the beginning I used to play with. It wasn’t really what one would call a story. As time went on, it became a full length novel and back in the day, as a beginner, the story was lacking, the details were altered and the true essence of the characters were lost. Much of it has to do with my own immaturity in life (I was around 20-ish or so or so when I first began to piddle around with this tale), but also because of my immaturity as a writer. I’ve learned, I’ve grown, this book has changed pen names, covers, but now I brand it truly under this cover with my name, and am going to re-release it for what I feel is the real tale of the vampires. 

One note to all aspiring authors. Learn those rules well, then break the hell out of them. Much of why the original was so lacking was because I was so afraid of stepping outside of the box and going my own way. I was so afraid of not having perfect grammar, of being judged, of whatever else. What have I found? The best stories follow voice and story, not grammar and “erase all adverbs!” Grammar and proper formatting is very important, but know one thing is that you can have a million eyes on your story and I can promise you, you will still do wrong to someone out there. My stories only finally came to life when I quit worrying about one rule or another. Over doing what “they” said was right or wrong. Whoever “they” are. Maybe just our own consciousness trying to hold us back.

At this point I’m breaking rules right and left and will blatantly tell all, I won’t be anything but myself, which is a person who wants to give you great stories to read, who will not follow the “template” all do, and who yes, will certainly screw up her grammar, editing, and much more, but I work very hard at what I do to bring my readers the best quality work I can give, even if some days that means that I work late into the night to ensure I meet a self-imposed deadline as promised to my readers. It’s for you I write these stories and spent all this time making them great reads for you. Not the critics, not the people who dislike my work (I have nothing but love for you too so my door is also open to you), nobody but the ones who love my work and who crave a good story to read at night. If you read it more than once, I cannot express how truly grateful I am to you. And if you’ve only read it once and never want to touch it ever again, I still appreciate that you gave it a shot. Not everyone gets that shot and I am living my dream. You are helping me live it. So thank you to all of you. I hope you enjoy this new version. Don’t hesitate to drop me a message. I try to respond to all and welcome you in as a friend. <3



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Her foot slammed into a puddle and water splashed her jeans, making them cling to her legs. From the brief rain earlier in the evening, many were scattered along the pavement, which made it hard not to land in one. None of that concerned her as she barreled her way through the murky streets. 

Thwap thwap thwap went her shoes against pavement.

Kat’s breath came in quick gasps. She ran as fast as her legs could carry her, demanding every last ounce of reserve strength from her muscles. Not a hundred percent sure from what she ran, the fear in her belly urged her to keep going because whatever was behind her was not something that needed to catch up.

Her legs burned, her feet stung, she struggled to breathe. Her throat was raw from the harsh air wheezing through her and she wanted to stop, but fear propelled her forward. That fear and the sound of a pack of wolves she could have sworn she heard behind her. She had no intention of stopping to find out what pursued her. Not only would it slow her down, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to find out what was there.

Running for her life through the cold, dark city streets, fear boiling through her veins and her soul, wasn’t something she thought she would be doing earlier in the evening. It wasn’t something she ever thought she’d face in her life.

Earlier in the evening, Kat parked the car at the curb and turned off the engine. Grabbing her purse from the seat, removing the keys from the ignition and dropping them in the bag, she was none too happy about the two blocks she had to traipse to get to the building where her condo was located. 

On a typical day she would not have had to park so far away. With all the cars about, it was a clear sign the Millers were having yet another party. The underground parking at her building was blocked off currently from the construction of some new “safety” thing, so no luck when it came to parking. Part of Kat wanted to leave and purposely avoid going home once she saw the cars. Not that she had anywhere to go.

One of the 6-condo dwellers of their building, the Millers loved throwing parties. They always had people coming and going during those parties. The hallway outside Kat’s condo would come alive with laughter and activity as they’d go and come. Kat never enjoyed those nights. Not only did they disturb the normal quiet of the building, but those were the, “Kat! You have to come over tonight and meet so-and-so, he’s dying to meet you!” nights.

The Millers loved Kat like a daughter and were always trying to fix her up with yet another “acquaintance” of theirs. They meant well, but she wasn’t interested in how many surgeries Bob performed that night. Or what John had for lunch. Sorry, but she found them boring and wasn’t interested. What she’d sought wasn’t found in men like that.

As Kat shut the car door, she heard the sounds—faint but noticeable—of the party going on above her, the music practically vibrating the earth. She took in the darkened street, having an odd sense of being watched, though she saw nothing but shadow. She really didn’t like being so far away but it wasn’t as if she had a choice.

For a brief moment she considered calling the Millers to see if someone would come down to the door, just so they could watch out for her; but what with the party going on, they probably wouldn’t hear the phone. Taking a deep breath, the air formed a little cloud in front of her as she exhaled.

Kat made sure she’d locked the doors, then hugged her purse against her body and braced herself against the damp cold night that would escort her home. Just as she turned toward her building, she froze. 

Someone was not-so-casually clearing their throat.

Two men stood right across the street, hiding in the shadows. They were watching her, waiting. Waiting for what? 

Her.

The hair on the back of her neck stood up and her heart skipped a beat. When she’d looked before, there was nothing there. Nobody. She should’ve at least seen the plumes from their breathing.

A movement out of the corner of her eye drew her attention.

Two more men on her side of the street advanced along the sidewalk, striding with clear intent and purpose. They were closer to the entrance of the building than she was. Judging the distance, she wasn’t sure she could make it inside before they got to her. The men across the street stepped forward.

Kat stepped backward, then again, and still again. As they came forward, she went backward. They came closer, she tried to gain more space. Her legs moved without thought, without any command from her.

Fight or flight kicked in and all instincts screamed, run!

Which is how Kat found herself running through the city streets in the miserable gloomy night, her cheeks burning from the cold, the tip of her nose numb. She heaved in air, desperately finding less and less.

Having dropped her purse a while ago for speed, she turned a corner, narrowly avoiding hitting her arm against the brick wall, and cut through an alleyway with no idea where she’d go, or where she was, but she knew she needed to keep moving. This wasn’t a part of the city she normally found herself in. In the distance was a river, which she normally didn’t go near. The warehouses around there were out of a horror show.

“Here kitty, kitty. . . .” Taunting voices called out in the dark. They sounded like they were all around her. The voices rebounded back and forth between the brick building on her right and the one on her left. She couldn’t pinpoint a location, but prayed they were behind her. They sounded much closer than before.

How in the hell—

Knowing the dumpsters she passed weren’t proper hiding spots, she kept going until she spotted an entryway in front of her. Kat ducked into the corner, pressing herself as far back into the shadows as she could. Another dumpster was nearby, providing more shadow for her body. The entryway ended in a doorway which had a huge lock on it, seen from the alleyway so she doubted they’d check for her there. Prayed more like.

The moment she was out of sight, the men entered the alley behind her. A group of them. From her vantage point she was unable to see how many were there, but it was a group. Many different thumps of their shoes against the damp pavement said as much, just not the number. If she had to guess, three . . . maybe four? At least that was the number she’d seen back near her building.

Kat’s heart pounded in her ears. It took every ounce of courage she owned not to scream. She flattened her body against the wall, the bricks of the building soaking through her clothes, making her shiver.

The men pounded on the dumpsters, calling out, “Come out, come out, wherever you are.” Crude laughter followed as they passed by. A pair of black leather shoes paused in front of her corner and her heart stopped. Kat held her breath for a few seconds, then a few more, and still a few more. God, please leave, please leave.

A second later they continued on. She slumped against the wall, closing her eyes, opening her mouth to allow the breath to escape. Carefully breathing it back in.

She fought to control her breathing, lest the men hear her and return. Once positive they’d passed by with enough time to spare, she slipped out and headed back the way she’d come. Checking over her shoulder as she went, ensuring they weren’t following her. Picking each footstep with great care to head back the way she came.

Then when she was sure it was safe enough, she bolted.

Kat rounded the corner, back to the street. Only to slam to a stop when she came face-to-face with a man wearing a preacher’s outfit. He appeared out of nowhere, just drifting into view. All black from head-to-toe, with a white collar around his neck, or what looked like a white collar. 

Her heart thumped in her chest. Her eyes widened. What she saw wasn’t what one would call a man. She studied the creature in front of her. No hair, his deep blood colored eyes were cold and empty, his ears were longer than normal and pointed slightly at the end. They showed when he turned to look back down the alley from where she’d come.

Kat wasn’t sure whether or not she should be afraid. Was this one of the men who chased her? Had he been watching her as well? She didn’t know, and couldn’t know for sure. She figured it was, but the way he looked down the alleyway—

“M—e—o—w. . . .”

Kat jerked toward the sound as she heard the long drawn out taunt from the alleyway behind her, causing the blood to rush through her ears. A small whimper slipped out. Shadows loomed against the brick. The world around her blurred in and out. A monster was coming, one she didn’t want to face.

She spun back to the creature, man, thing standing there, knowing she needed to get away. The moment she did, his hand swept across her field of vision and in a single moment, blackness enveloped her world.

As she passed into unconsciousness, she heard him whisper, “You are safe.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 2



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Awareness slowly overcame Kat. As she peeled her eyes open, the surroundings came into view. Easing up on her elbows, she found herself on the couch in her condo. Behind her was the front door and to the right was the doorway into the kitchen which also led to the bedroom. Also to the right was another doorway which led into the small dining room through a simple arched doorway and the hallway which opened to a guest bathroom. In front of her was a balcony beyond a set of double doors.

How’d she get there? Did that man, creature—whatever he was—bring her up here? How would he get into her condo? Her building? She lived in a secure building with security cameras and on the top floor. An armed security guard sat at the desk downstairs. Yet that thing could get in—unnoticed?

Kat swung her legs to the floor and got up to make sure her front door was locked. Wiggling the doorknob, she found it secure. Even the bolt was flipped. The small TV monitor where she could see guests at the entrance to the building or her condo, was black. 

A movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. The sheers hanging over her balcony doors swayed as the night wind drifted in. It led her to understand where, but not fully comprehend how, that creature got in, or how he’d known this was her condo. Unless he was able to smell that well. The thing was, she had a strong feeling the doors had been left open on purpose. As if he’d wanted her to know how he came and went. Especially since on a night like this, Kat would’ve had the doors shut and locked.

The small end table next to her thighs and the couch, had a special gift sitting right there. One she’d lost earlier in the night. Her bag. Kat wandered over to check the contents of it and sure enough, her keys were inside as well as the wallet, and other items like the current book she was reading, From the Depths of her Soul.

Not only did her purse get returned with everything in it, but the wallet wasn’t missing any cash. Not that she carried much anyway. Normally she didn’t even carry a credit card unless she had the intention to use it. So there was a few dollars in the wallet and one emergency credit card, just as she always kept it. A cell phone hung out, dead as ever, at the bottom of the bag too. She constantly forgot to charge the thing because she rarely used it.

Nothing was missing. Yet she’d dropped it earlier that night so she could gain speed, figuring everything was replaceable. So had that man—or creature—been following her just as the others were? Had he found it later on? 

“That is so odd,” she mumbled as she went to close the doors to the balcony. She stepped outside on the small platform and took in the ground below. It was so late that not even the Millers were still up. The silence of the city met her and her eyes felt beyond weary. As if she hadn’t slept in days. She rubbed her arms.

Kat took in the shadowy rooftops beyond her building, and out into the city. Was he out there now? Were those others? Who were they? Why did he help her? Why were those other men chasing her? What did they want with her? How did that creature get onto her balcony and inside her doors, when they were closed and locked? She lived in one of the top condos, so how did he get up five stories without help, holding onto her?

So many questions ran through her mind. “Who are you?” she whispered into the late night air. When the realization hit her of him having managed to get to this balcony, she quickly jerked back inside the condo and slammed the doors shut, locking them as her heart raced a mile a minute. Those others might still be out there as well.

She took in the condo, breathing harshly, placing her back against the doors. Since when had they been watching her? Not once in the past week or even month, had she seen anyone around. Nor had she sensed anything amiss. Being an empath, Kat possessed sometimes unnatural instincts. Yet they . . . all of them. They’d escaped her gut checks.

Normally she would’ve sensed something. So why not them? As hard as she worked to quiet her mind as she went to bed, Kat found so many questions circulating, preventing her from getting any restful sleep. Every time she heard a noise, she jerked awake. Every time she did, more questions filtered in.

Tossing and turning the rest of the night, she finally drifted asleep against her will as her body demanded rest.

The warm sun filtered through the sheers, stirring Kat awake. She opened her eyes, basking in the warmth as she took a deep breath. Sleep tugged her back down, but she forced her eyes wide open to keep awake. Her eyes were raw and blech feeling from the lack of sleep. All week she’d been concerned about those men coming back. All week she’d been struggling with sleep. Though she hadn’t seen or heard anything.

She loved sunny mornings like this though and hated having to get up for work, but her clock told her she couldn’t enjoy it because she needed to get ready. Wasn’t as if she had that glamourous of job anyway. She walked dogs for a living. Often going into the city to help out clients who couldn’t do the daily walks the dogs required. Today she had quite a few lined up, but not all at once. Which meant her entire day was going to be full of walking.

Kat dug herself from beneath the comfy covers and with a last thought of climbing back in bed, jumped in the shower. There was no way she was going to disappoint her clients. If she called off, they were understanding, but the humans weren’t the ones she considered her clientele.

It was the dogs.

And she certainly didn’t plan to disappoint those fur muffs. If she were forced to remain indoors all day on a day like this; well, she’d go stir crazy. So no, despite her lack of sleep, she’d get her butt up and get going.

Once more, it bothered her that she hadn’t noticed those men before. As hard as she worked to remember features, or anything else, it seemed near impossible. The voices. If she heard one of their voices, she imagined she may well remember that way, but other than nice shoes, she couldn’t remember much about them.

She took the elevator down to the lobby and asked Daryl, the security guard, about the previous week. Even before then. Maybe he’d seen someone, or something, out of the ordinary. At least that was what she was hoping for: that he could provide her with the answers she needed to let this whole situation go. After all, if she hadn’t seen or heard anything else, maybe it was a random fluke in the timeline of life. Maybe . . . just maybe, the whole situation was forever over with.

As she exited the elevator, she headed over to the security desk on the left, not noticing that Daryl wasn’t at his usual post until she got to the large desk. Some days he enjoyed leaning back in his chair and with the large desk he sat behind, would stay hidden from view. But when she got there, the leather rolling chair was empty.

“Huh,” she muttered. “Guess not.”

“He stepped out for a moment,” a voice came from behind her.

Kat spun on her heel to face the man who spoke, thwacking her hand against her chest. A small “yip” escaped her. He was sitting in the seating area located across the room from the security desk. He’d been hidden by the large tropical plants that separated the seating area from the main room. The waiting area provided guests a place to relax and wait for tenants. Some of the condo dwellers enjoyed the seating area for reading as it was usually quiet.

He was an older man, not entirely unpleasing to look at. Wearing a nice three-piece business suit, light brown hair trimmed close, his eyes were piercing blue, holding all the arrogance and air of a powerful man used to leading.

As he stood and moved toward Kat, a strange feeling enveloped her. Something rubbed her the wrong way, her nerves bunched, ready to run. His eyes. When he saw her, his gaze reeked of something sinister within. This was no ordinary man. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think he was trying to read her, which increased her unease. The way he looked at her as if he knew her, worried her as well. She took in his shoes, but they were a dark brown loafer. Not black leather with shoelaces like the other.

She felt antsy standing next to the desk and oddly unprotected. She adjusted her footing. The man walked over to her, extending his hand. “My name is Cyrus. I hope I didn’t frighten you.”

Right. Why would you frighten me? She grasped his hand firmly, shook it, then didn’t hesitate to let it go, not wanting anymore contact with him than necessary.

Cyrus stepped too close for her comfort and Kat casually eased back. She couldn’t describe why he made her feel such apprehension, but it was instincts she’d listen to. The cologne he wore was a tad too sweet for her taste so she could blame that too.

“Daryl should be back in a moment. You’re welcome to wait with me.” Something dark passed through Cyrus’s gaze, telling Kat she needed to get out of there. Now. Daryl didn’t leave his post if someone was in the lobby. Also, the ‘I’ll be back in a minute’ sign he always left sitting on the desk was nowhere to be found.

Bad and getting worse.

Kat stepped back, her skin flushing. “No. That’s fine. I’ll get ahold of him later. I’m already running late for work.” She took another step back, moving closer to the door, as Cyrus took another step toward her.

“You sure? I’m sure it will only be another minute or so.” The side of his mouth curled up like a wolf fixing to take a bite.

A lump lodged in her throat which she forced down. “Thanks,” Kat mumbled as she hurried through the double doors, not bothering to look behind her when she heard the security lock engage. Had she heard any other sound, she would have been running. Relief practically drowned her as she heard that lock engage.
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Kat approached the building’s security door in the parking garage and fumbled in her purse for her keys. Thankfully their new security gate was finished and the tenants were able to use the garage again. Not many cars were parked in the garage, but there were quite a few more stalls than necessary. Mostly in case guests came and went.

Yes, there was an elevator she could use, but she defaulted to the stairs without thinking about it. She rarely used the elevator. Partly from the fear of it failing, partly just because she felt it too lazy.

She raised a knee to place her bag on, hoping it would provide better leverage. Poking about in her bag for the keys was driving her batty and making her flustered. She pulled off the homemade hat and scarf set she’d made one year and shoved them under her armpit. “Where are the damn things?” The nondescript gray door taunted her as she stood in front of it.

She was exhausted from being on her feet all day working. A few last minute clients needed their dogs walked and she didn’t want to deny them. Her feet were tired, hot, and she wanted to tear her darn shoes off.

Not finding her keys was about to send her over the edge, and she was close to losing it on someone or something. If a bad guy approached right then, he would get an earful. Taking in the quiet garage around, she mused to herself how the darn place always felt like a tomb to her. The cold seemed to always permeate the pores and the tip of her nose was beginning to freeze up. She twisted too far and dropped her foot back down for balance.

A sharp piece of metal poked her palm and she snagged her keys from the bottom of the bag with a sigh of relief. “About damn time!”

Replacing the keys with the scarf and hat, she then unlocked the door and entered the building, letting the door shut behind her and the security lock engage. Shrugging the strap of her bag over her shoulder, she proceeded into the building. Her shoes rebounded against the stairwell around her, then she exited the door which came out on the right side of the elevator. These stairs didn’t go up any further. It was inside the building or into the garage, that was it.

“Good evening, Kat. How was work?” Daryl stood as she came in and greeted her as usual. The door clicked shut behind her. On this side of the door, it appeared to be wooden, though it wasn’t. Daryl’s scruffy brown beard had been shaved clean, which took her back a moment. She’d never seen him without a beard. But it went better with his recent shorter hair style. In the span of so little, he’d changed more than ever before.

Kat waved him off without looking at him. “Don’t ask.” Rubbing the tip of her cold nose, she headed toward the stairs to the left of the elevator, which led up into the building, intent on going upstairs for a nice warm bath. Tonight called for some bubbles and a hot chocolate to go along with said bath. Unlike the other stairs, these were carpeted and not cement.

“I heard you were looking for me earlier?” Normally he left her alone when she was tired, but Daryl appeared to want to keep her in the lobby, which she found curious. Mostly because he wasn’t too chatty on a normal basis anyway. Well, at this time of night.

She paused in front of him and took a good look at him, scrunching her forehead. New look, new attitude? Is that suit new too? Not sure I’ve ever seen him in a suit. “I was, but it can wait. I’m too tired to talk.” Finding nothing else off, she proceeded past. In front of her, two incredibly adorable men walked down the stairs side-by-side, blocking her way up, causing her to step back.

At first they were striding down the stairs, casual as ever, chatting amongst themselves. But just as quickly, they caught her presence on the tile floor below them and they shushed. They perked up as if she was the one they were looking for. Why she sensed they were looking for someone and not just visiting anyone was beyond her.

One had the look of a wrestler, but there was a gentleness to his face, which was enhanced when he winked at her. The other was smirking, which caused dimples to form in his cheeks and made his blue eyes brighten in the building’s overhead lamps to the point that it was a complete contrast to the darkness of his hair. They too were wearing suits, similar in nature to Daryl. Kat glanced between them and Daryl. Yup. Creepily similar.

Have I seen you two before? They seemed oddly familiar, which made her straighten her back and take another step back, attempting to keep her distance. It made her remember the night she was chased through the streets. Far too familiar.

Kat backed toward Daryl as they kept coming, but when she took a closer look at him, something was different. There was a stiffness in his movements, a readying for something. Now he gave off the same vibe she’d felt earlier from that man, Cyrus. Daryl used to be the sweetest man she knew, but his presence right then reeked of danger. Of an animal fixing to pounce.

The sound of the security lock on the front entrance being disengaged drew her attention. Yet another attractive fellow strode in from the street, wearing the same style suit as the men on the stairs. He stopped just inside the doorway, widened his stance and crossed his arms. Appeared to be a man who’d had some sort of training. Military maybe. They tended to have that strong presence. Or security. Higher up style of security, not a mall cop. His shrewd eyes took in everything with a calculated style.

The men on the stairs stopped at the bottom completely blocking that path. They took in mister security man at the front, and the barest of nods from mister wrestler made her stomach knot. Kat took a step toward the elevator to exit the lobby and get up to her room.

On this rare occasion, she deemed it anything but lazy to use the elevator.

The elevator dinged, indicating it reached its destination. She examined the panel above the doors and the L was illuminated. Lobby. Here. That’s not good.

The doors opened and Cyrus came out with yet another man in a suit. The eyes on that man were cold, anything but lively. He wore a silver suit with black shirt and tie and Kat took in his shoes without much thought. 

Black. Black . . . leather.

Oh god. I know those shoes.

Kat backed away from Cyrus, and away from the other men, finding nowhere to go. Her options were running out. What the hell is going on? Her heart scampered away to a hiding place, leaving her to fend for herself. The breath hitched in her chest.

“Kat, there’s something you and I need to discuss,” Cyrus said, stepping forward.

“Look, I don’t know who you are or what you want, but I want nothing to do with you.”

One man stood blocking the front door. The other two still blocked the stairs. Cyrus and the other blocked her way to the elevator. Daryl was behind his desk, but no longer provided her any comfort. She was trapped on all sides with no escape.

Unless she tried for the security door in the garage, but she’d have to pass the elevator. And she knew the man by Cyrus’s side would snake that arm out with little effort if she tried to pass him. He was just as attractive as the others, sure. But he reeked of a danger she wasn’t sure she wanted to tempt. The way he kept watch on the men at the stairs, the man at the front door, then Cyrus and Daryl? Yeah, he was a little too observant for her comfort.

A distant taunt echoed in her mind, here kitty kitty . . . and as if he could sense her thoughts, his eyes landed on hers, making her blood run cold. Kat removed her attention as fast as she could.

Cyrus took another step toward her, palms up in peace, which did anything but provide her with peace. Nothing about him, or the men with him screamed he came in peace. “I said we should discuss some things. How is that so bad?”

“She told you she did not wish to speak with you.” The man from the alley! “I believe that means what it sounds like.”

Kat’s heart came back and leapt in joy. She didn’t know why, but seeing that man, or creature—whatever he was—provided her a well-needed sense of safety. Although she didn’t even know if she could trust him. How did he fit into all of this? For all she knew, he was just as dangerous as Cyrus and wanted the same things Cyrus did. She didn’t even know his name.

“Kober, what are you doing here? You shouldn’t be here,” Cyrus snapped, gesturing with his hand. “Go back to your fucking sewer.” A small sound made Kat’s attention snap toward Cyrus. Did he just snarl?

Kober, as Cyrus called him, studied Kat, dismissing Cyrus without hesitation. “Are you all right?” His voice was soothing like chicken soup. It held the same calming effect as well. Without even thinking about it, the tension drained from Kat’s shoulders and she relaxed more.

Cyrus stared in shock. Kat glanced at him and he glared at Kober. Obviously Cyrus didn’t think too kindly of Kober. So maybe Kat should trust him. At least for now.

“This has nothing to do with you. Leave,” Cyrus commanded, expecting Kober to obey. Why he expected him to, Kat didn’t understand.

Kober kept an eye on Cyrus, his pacifistic demeanor emanating from him. She enjoyed that Kober was ignoring him completely. 

“I will leave when she leaves,” Kober informed Cyrus.

Despite the calm he exuded, Kat sensed he wasn’t as weak as he came across. After all, this was the man who’d managed to get into her condo and had somehow saved her life before. His attention returned to Kat and she was enveloped with a sense of safety. Then again, he had saved her last time.

Instead of saying a word, Kat answered the question by scooting over to Kober and hiding behind the protection he offered. The fear eased even more when she did, telling her she’d made the correct decision.

“Kober, what in the hell are you doing here?” Cyrus asked in clear frustration.

“Preventing you from doing something you know you should not. Preventing you from making a mistake, which you cannot come back from.” With that Kober turned around and waved his hand across Kat’s vision, and her world went black before she could react. She did however, have the chance to think not agaaaaiinnn, before Kober made her pass out.
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Debussey’s instrumental, Clair De Lune, seeped into Kat’s world. A smoke-filled dampness filled her nostrils, overpowering that was the scent of clean cold dirt. No algae or plant life, nor mold. Just natural clean earth. Without opening her eyes, she knew she’d find candles surrounding her. They gave off a faint warmth that kept her from being too cold.

Kat breathed in the calming scent, taking in the sounds. A faint scrch scrch came from the left of where she lay. To the right, a drafty chill indicated she was near a wall. It wasn’t the softest bed on the planet, but then she was safe and that was important.

She peeled her eyes open to find it dark, except for the glow of the candles placed sporadically around the tables and benches throughout the room. The nook where the bed was located was in a private little corner of a fairly decent-sized cave. One that was open, save for the tables and benches. Easels were also set up in different areas of the cave. As Kat pressed up to her elbows, she noted three easels set up currently with projects in progress. Done by the one who had his back facing her.

An easel set up across the room from her in the opposing corner had what appeared to be the makings of a scenic landscape with large cedars. Or redwoods maybe? They were large as they took up the majority of the painting.

Finished artwork was balanced along the wall, some stacked in small towers. They were mixed in among the candles of different sizes and standing at different heights, lighting the interior and scattering many of the shadows. The classical music played softly in the background, not too loud as to overpower the gentle quiet of the cave.

For a cave, she had to admit, it was a relaxing and cozy atmosphere. Kat eased her body from the bed to place her feet on the ground. She ran her hands through her hair, scrubbed the sleep away and turned toward the sound of scraping. She recognized him the moment she laid eyes on him. Kober. Seeing he was the one she was alone with relaxed her further. In the distance of the cave, toward the back left she saw what appeared to be a door, and to the right there was a shadow, illuminating that there was a doorway around that area as well. 

Where do both of those lead? “Where am I?” she questioned.

With his back still facing her, not bothering to turn around Kober answered, “In my home.” He didn’t seem at all surprised to hear she was awake. Must’ve heard her wake and move about. Yet he was across the room from her.

Kat strode over to him. “Why am I here?”

He took his time in placing his paint tray down, then moved to place his brush in a liquid filled jar that held other brushes on the table next to him before he acknowledged her. 

When he did, Kober watched her for a full minute before he bothered to speak, “Do not be afraid.”

“I’m not.” She flinched at her own lie. “Not entirely,” she admitted. “Why am I here?”

“Would you rather I left you there?” Kober asked, crossing his arms. Once more he was adorned in a plain black attire, which seemed more like something a preacher or monk would wear, than . . . well, whatever he was.

Leave her? With all those men? She sighed. “Of course not. I just want to know why you brought me here?” she asked, waving an arm to take in the entire cave. “And what is with the waving hand over my face and me zonking out stuff?”

“So you would be safe,” Kober said in a way to suggest any other reason would have been ridiculous to assume. His lips curled up gently. “I possess certain . . . gifts. Abilities if you will.” For someone who appeared to be a monster on the outside, she found herself drawn in. The way he held himself, his slow movements. Maybe that was also why his outfits constantly reminded her of a priest or a monk.

Kober’s mannerisms and way he treated her was very . . . spiritual in nature. A calming aura came off him. He was a man used to being alone and spending time alone. Yet she imagined he was incredibly wise. According to Cyrus, he was a piece of filth who lived in a sewer, right? She took in the door that led behind her. Sewers.

Is that where that door leads? Must be where Cyrus got that description. Though Kober doesn’t stink, so maybe not? She wasn’t sure. Either way, she didn’t think Cyrus very kind to say such things about Kober. Or to his face, but by the way he didn’t react? Must be used to people saying such things to him.

Kat readjusted back to what Kober had said. “Gifts? Cool. Like what?” She grabbed the stool from beneath the table and eased it out to perch herself on.

Kober took in every inch of her face. Then slid his attention down and back up. “How open-minded are you?”

She fiddled with the edge of her shirt. “Fairly, I suppose?”

Kober was quiet for so long Kat checked behind her and then raised her eyebrows in question. She finally couldn’t stand it anymore. “Who was that man? Cyrus? What did he want?” she asked, desperate to find an answer and some clue to the situation.

“It is hard to explain.” 

She narrowed her eyes. “You two seem to know each other. Pretty well in fact. And you appear every time he does. How do I know I can trust you?”

The way he watched her made her uncomfortable. Not because he gave off some creeper vibe, but rather . . . he looked at her as if reading her in a way that nobody ever had before. As if he thought her something incredibly special.

“Why are you looking at me that way?” she whispered.

“Strength emanates from you. Deep within. I find it compelling. Admirable and engaging. I am not entirely sure I can lie to you.”

His gentility and manners were something she’d never dealt with. It was beyond magnetic. More so, Kat felt a deep friendship forming with him. An instant connection. She understood this man. Very well. They may be different in so many ways, but yes . . . she understood him.

“So don’t.”

“We are different,” Kober explained. “He is a different clan than I. His views on how things should be run are ways which I do not agree with. I have been trying to protect you from him.”

Kat’s face scrunched in confusion. “‘Clan?’ You say that—I don’t know. . . . You say that like—It’s weird.”

A gentle smile touched Kober as his gaze softened. “We are Awakened. We are not human, we are more. We are far older than you, humans.”

“So why does he hate you so much? Just because of this clan thing?”

Kober bowed gently in front of her.

Kat’s face relaxed, but scrunched with confusion again. She shook her head slightly “Uh, didn’t understand a bit of that, but yeah.”

“As I said, it is hard to explain.”

“You’re confusing me.” She scratched her upper arm.

“I should not have told you. Humans cannot know we exist—”

“But I won’t tell anyone what you told me. I promise—” Kat interrupted, standing up, licking her lips in nervousness.

Kober continued, unfazed. “—Humans cannot know we exist. You cannot know we exist.” His gaze seemed solemn, but dark, and darkened with each passing second. Kat grew increasingly nervous, wondering what the big secret was.

“It’s not like I can easily forget something like that,” she admitted.

Kober stepped toward her. “There are ways around that.”

Is he growing in size? Kat stepped away from the stool, then took a step away from him, her gaze flitting about. “What are you gonna do?” That door behind him seemed quite reliable right now. Well, it was fairly behind him a ways, but she was certain she could make it.

“Make you forget what I have told you, and make you forget what you have seen.” Kober advanced toward her.

“Please. You’re scaring me.” She held her ground, hoping that alone kept him from harming her, but then added for good measure, “Don’t hurt me.”

“Do not fear me, Kat. I am merely trying to protect you.” Kober reached up and trailed the back of his hand lightly down her cheek, his fingers as cold as her soul felt in that moment. “You are so beautiful, so pure.”

Kat slowly turned her head left and right, causing him to drop his hand. “Why do I have to forget what I’ve seen?” She shrugged. “I promise. I won’t tell anyone what I know. What I have seen. Nothing. Please.”

“I am truly sorry.” He seemed as heartbroken as he sounded. Then she caught his arm come up, saw his hand, then she lost consciousness before she could say another word of protest.
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The sound of pelting rain against the glass woke Kat. Micro rivers ran down the window above her bed. She rubbed her weary eyes, feeling like she’d slept for days or weeks even. She sighed and stretched her sore body, not remembering whether she’d fit in a workout or not. And not gathering why she was so dang exhausted.

Beneath the chill in the room, she peeled herself from the bed to get ready for work, slower than normal. Rubbing her temples, she took in her face in the mirror and winced. She even looked worn out. Had she gone out to party without realizing it? The brightness of the gloom coming through the windows was even too much.

Checking her phone, she winced as many voicemails demanded to know why she hadn’t checked in. She looked at the dates and gawked. A few days had passed. Huh? Where had the last few days gone, if she couldn’t remember a dang thing about them?

After returning the calls, explaining her absence by saying she’d been sick and hadn’t been able to get to the phone because of the vomiting, people were a bit more forgiving. Hell, she doubted when they saw her they’d argue since she certainly looked run down enough. Assuring all her clients for the day that she was back on schedule and would be heading to them during the day, she got ready and ensured she locked up her condo. For whatever reason, she went through the entire condo twice.

The Millers were coming in from breakfast and she greeted them on her way out, then rushed past to the elevator.

Passing through the lobby, she gave a “Hey,” to Daryl as she made her way out. A strange man in a suit was talking to him as she walked through, but she paid him no mind. All her appointments were waiting and he seemed like someone maybe from higher up, so maybe he was checking in with how things were going. She was more focused on needing to get to work. The way the man looked at her suggested he knew her, but as far as she knew, she’d never seen him anywhere. Who knew, maybe he was just visiting a tenant in the building—like the Millers—despite the odd look he gave her, and an underlying feeling of having seen him before.

He kept far too close of eye on her the entire way through the lobby, which she found odd. It wasn’t that she didn’t ever attract attention from the male species—they loved her long dark red waves as had been remarked on a few too many times. It was just the way he watched her and the underlying sense of foreboding that she felt from him.

The entire atmosphere around him wreaked of dangers she didn’t want to cross.

Removing her focus from him, she hauled her butt over to the door and quickly grabbed her scarf and hat from inside the bag. Jerking the hat down over her head, she wrapped the scarf around her neck as she headed out of the building because her first client lived a few blocks away, and she felt she needed the air to wake up.

From behind her, the man chuckled and said, “Looks like Kober has made it easier for me.” Kat heard some sort of knock behind her as she left. Sounded as if he were tapping his knuckles on the desk, but she was in a hurry to get to work and didn’t really want to look at him again to confirm.

Late in the day, Kat stepped from the elevator, and went down the hall to her condo. She replaced her keys in the bag with her scarf and hat, then unlocked the door and stepped inside, flipping the light on as she went. Setting her purse and keys on the small table, she noticed her balcony doors were open. She didn’t remember leaving them that way when she’d left in the morning. The normal ritual was to make sure they were shut and locked every morning before she left.

Only this morning she double-checked for whatever reason. “I’m pretty sure I closed those.”

When she went to the doors to close them, a sound caught her attention. She spun to find the man she’d seen from the lobby that morning, standing there, watching her with a sleezy smirk. Wearing the same suit he had on earlier, he appeared to be a little too comfortable in her condo. As if he’d been here quite a while.

“Uh, who-are-you-and-what-are-you-doing-here?” The words rushed from her lips as she stepped back against the doors making them rattle.

“You don’t remember me, but my name is Cyrus.” She shook her head, glancing about for an exit. “Yes, we have met,” he said to her denial.

“No, I have never met you. Cyrus?” A huge feeling of déjà vu overtook her when she spoke his name. “Well, whatever. That doesn’t explain how you got into my condo, or why you’re here.” A small tremor echoed in her words and she took another step to the side and back, trying to place more distance between them. She maneuvered her way to the front door.

“Why would I be here except for you? Don’t ask a stupid question, Kat. It doesn’t become you.”

He knows my name? Daryl. He’d been talking to Daryl. Of course he knows my name.

Kat pointed a wavering finger toward the door. “You need to leave. Now.” The firm voice she tried portraying didn’t even sound convincing to her ears.

Cyrus laughed, which made her stomach churn. She winced. “I don’t plan to leave here without you. The boys are waiting downstairs to take you home and they’d be so disappointed if you didn’t come with.”

Boys? Kat had gone through the entire building, from the garage up this round. Though she’d left by the front door, in the afternoon she came back to get her car. Nobody had been in the garage, lobby, or elevator.

“I’ll scream,” she let him know. Come any closer and she would use every ounce she possessed to let this building know a creeper was in her condo.

Cyrus smiled like a snake and murmured in pleasure at the idea, which made her wince again. Creeper for sure. He was definitely up to no good. “Please do.”

“Have you not done enough?” A man’s gentle voice spoke from a few feet behind Kat, causing her to startle. She flipped around and took a couple steps backward, away from both of them. Only it didn’t get her closer to the front door, it got her further away. As in, near her dining room for all the good that did.

“Kober get lost. You shouldn’t be here. Since when do you sewer rats get involved in anything?” Cyrus asked. Then Kat remembered him mentioning that name earlier when she’d seen him. This man had made his job easier, he’d said? Made no sense.

Kober’s face remained passive. “You have too much interest invested here. You need to leave the woman alone.”

“Kober?” Kat’s head hurt. Déjà vu hit her all over again, but this time much stronger. Why did this thing’s name seem familiar? Cyrus seemed familiar, but she didn’t understand why, and it wasn’t because of earlier either, she was sure of it. She was on the verge of recognition, but she couldn’t grasp it yet. “That name. Have I met you before too?” Boys downstairs. That too seemed familiar. A group of men she’d dealt with previously? Suits. She remembered suits.

Kober’s eyes turned red and he looked at Cyrus, “Go. Now!”

Cyrus cackled. The sound left a sickening in the pit of her stomach. “Not without her.” He nodded in Kat’s direction.

Kat looked at the preacher-looking attire Kober wore. She sounded out his name again, “K—o—b—e—r,” speaking more to herself than anyone else in the room, trying hard to gain recognition. Pain developed between her eyes, then pressure near her third eye. She grew clammy but pushed through the budding migraine.

“Get out yourself, Kober. I’m not going to kill her—I have better ideas than that.” Cyrus grinned. “Sort of.”

A chill ran down Kat’s spine as she watched Cyrus, the recognition still tickling her brain. “C—y—r—u—s,” she tried his name. Memories clicked and merged.

“Uh oh,” Cyrus said to Kober. “Someone’s remembering.” He cocked his head toward Kat. “I thought your spells were foolproof, Kober. Looks like you’re getting old. Your charm-charms didn’t work on her. That’s another reason for me to like this woman. She’s resistant. Has any human ever been resistant?”

Kat’s face was still scrunched as she cursed her mind, damn it! I almost remembered something. Human . . . something about human. . . .

“My spells work fine. If Julian knew you were here—”

The name Julian tugged some recognition or memory in her but disappeared as fast as it was said. That name though. It seemed to touch her in a way no other name had before. Julian. Something about the name. What, though? She didn’t think she’d ever heard of someone named Julian. It touched her very soul.

Cyrus cut him off, “Julian? Ha! Julian doesn’t care, he doesn’t even know she exists.”

“Spells. Cyrus.” Kat envisioned a place with candles all over, surrounding her, she could smell the damp dirt. “Candles.”

Kober’s attention spun her way, telling her she was on the correct path, “What?” he asked as though trying to read her.

Kat felt like someone punched her in the gut. The breath escaped her lungs and painful pressure made her brain press against the confines of her skull. Recognition hit her like a freight train jumping the tracks and slamming her memories home.

The wind stirred. It took a moment to process Kober had Cyrus by the neck and his upper lip pulled back to reveal sharp teeth. Kat leaned back, eyes wide. Kober hurled Cyrus across the room and into her bookcase in the corner. Kat gasped and slammed backward into the wall though she wasn’t near either of them. The impact of Cyrus hitting the book case broke the shelves, sending bits of wood skittering all over the place. Cyrus thudded to the ground. Her books and decorations from the shelves fell all over Cyrus.
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