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For the one who went from muscle cars to dance dad—you always see me when I’m invisible.
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Chapter One
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My head snapped to the side, vision blurring as my eyes watered from the shock. Pain radiated from the site of impact on my jaw. The bruiser in front of me had managed to sneak in a cheap shot. The bastard probably expected me to slide into psycho chick mode right about now and flail my arms around in the air hoping for purchase. Maybe rake my nails over his cheek in the typical female defense. But I had another ace up my sleeve.

I was no helpless damsel in distress.

His calloused knuckles clenched into a fist again and just as he lunged for me once more, I clamped my fingers around his hand, stopping all of his forward movement. His startled look said it all. He hadn’t expected me to fight back this way. Hadn’t expected this unassuming woman would actually to stand up to him.

He obviously wasn’t used to having women fighting back.

He was threatening the patrons of my club, the ones that put their trust in me when they entered through these doors, leaving their daily lives behind. I was simply upholding that unspoken promise. His face took on a blotchy red tone as he struggled to rip his hand away from mine. He wasn’t aware of it, but the more he fought, the easier he was making it for me to dislike him even more. To make me feel absolutely no remorse for what I was going to do.

I pulled on his hand, drew it down to waist level and held it there. Something inside of me unfurled then, flashing instantly hot as I held his hand still. I could feel it unwinding after having been tightly coiled and secured for as long as I could remember. Its warmth feeling old and familiar, reminding me of something I was unaware I was missing. I’d forgotten this part of me and it was hard to contain it now that it was making itself aware again. Safety for those around me was at the forefront of my mind and even though I was raging inside at the insipid man in front of me, I reined myself in. Losing total control wasn’t an option right now. Too many innocents, ones that could easily get hurt, were around. I wasn’t going to have that hanging over my head.

I unleashed just a single thin thread of my control and the overweight man dropped to his knees, the presence of fear in his eyes obvious as he stared up at me. Having unlocked that hidden side of me made me feel alive and very much in power. Of myself. Of the one lowered to bended knee before me. I saw in his eyes an emotion that I alone had caused.

Fear.

There was a surge of intoxicating power knowing that and I could easily surrender to it if I let myself.

His cobalt blue eyes were wide as he looked up at me, his black pupils growing so wide there was only a thin thread of the blue remaining at the rim. A quiet pain spread out from where my skin pressed against his and I pulled back, withdrawing the essence of myself, knowing that he had gotten the message loud and clear. My club, my rules and I wasn’t about to take any of his bullshit here.

“Take it somewhere else,” I spat at him and dropped his useless arm like a hot poker fresh out of the fire. I didn’t want to touch him anymore and from the way the rest of the crowd was giving him a wide berth as he rose, they didn’t either. After what he had just attempted to do, did you blame them?

I folded the power swelling inside of me, ignoring its demands to be released after having gotten a taste of the freedom I rarely ever granted. It was better for everyone around me.

Safer.

The bouncer who worked the door outside swept in to manhandle the bulky offender out the door and I gave the over-muscled employee I hired three years ago a dismissive look. He knew I wasn’t pleased to have to handle the delinquent myself and that he would have to face me later. It wasn’t a prospect that he was looking forward to, judging by the way he averted his gaze from mine as he pushed the once unruly patron out the door.

Good, he should be wary of me. I was pissed that I had been left to do the dirty work for which I had specifically hired massively muscled men to do, even though I was perfectly capable of handling it myself. That wasn’t the point. I employed them for a reason. The patrons of the club counted on it and the happier they were, the more they became repeat customers whose money I gladly took. Right now, this particular employee wasn’t any better to me than a six year old throwing a tantrum when his comic books had been taken away. When I was done with him tomorrow, he would wish for unlimited regeneration abilities like those comic book heroes. Especially, once I ripped him a new asshole.

The crowd that remained parted as I worked my way back to the bar, sliding my hand over my jaw where the goon had cold-cocked me. I knew that everyone’s gaze was following me and it wouldn’t do to let them know that I wasn’t feeling a lick of pain. In their eyes, I was just as human as they were. No need to let the secret out now.

Lucas’s gaze met mine as I arrived at the bar and I reached for the shot of tequila he’d set out for me. Good to know we were on the same wave length. I turned, facing the crowd and sent all the customers I could see in the dim light of the dance club a beaming smile. One that reassured them that this was the place to party and we, as the club management team, had their best interests in mind. “Síoraí, the bar is open and a free round of drinks for everyone!” I downed the shot and welcomed the familiar burn as the aged wood taste slid down my throat and ignited a warm smolder inside of me. It didn’t compare to the feeling from earlier but it made me smile just the same. A flush tinted my cheeks from the heat and I slammed the small glass down on the counter as a signal that the show was over.

A roar went up from the crowd and they surged forward, screaming their orders as the bartenders burst into a flurry of activity. My employees were going to hate me for that statement, but it would keep most of them busy for a while as they attended to the requests.

I made my way to the far end of the bar, away from the crush of patrons waiting for their free booze and settled onto the barstool I had been occupying before the commotion had erupted. My cigarette still burned red hot in the ashtray and I lifted it to my mouth for a grateful drag. The smoke curled through my lungs as I inhaled and closed my eyes, savoring the relaxation that washed over me after such a chaotic few moments.

Why were people so idiotic? Just when you thought that society had taken its last step forward on the path of stupidity, someone did something that broadened the walkway instead to throw them back decades in advancement. The jerk I had just thrown out was obviously drunk and full of himself. Alcohol did that to people—gave them balls that they didn’t normally possess. I glanced over at the woman who had been the object of the drunkard’s sloppy advances and saw her hand flutter nervously as she downed a shot of something neon green in a test tube. Tonight, alcohol would give her the courage to stay here instead of escaping to her apartment to hide from what happened.

By tomorrow, her life would be back to normal. The incident forgotten behind a layered haze of alcohol.

She would be alright but he would still be an asshole.

A bag of frozen peas was tossed onto the bar in front of me and ruined the thought I had been mulling about humanity eventually redeeming itself. I scowled at Lucas when my eyes found him standing on the other side of the bar, looking intently at me.

“Don’t you have customers to serve?” I asked, not bothering to smother my annoyance that he was talking to me instead.

He flashed me an easy smile and began using a towel to wipe out the beer glasses that he had just taken from the dishwasher. His electric blue eyes held a mischievous gleam that was obvious even in the dark of the club. “Rest of the crew has it handled and you looked like you needed a reminder.”

“Of?” I wasn’t sure what he meant.

He slid the glass he had been drying onto the overhead shelf and leaned over to me as the music started pounding through the speakers once more. The crowd had already moved on from the little show they had watched and wanted to continue dancing the night away. Eager to leave their daily fears, reservations and doubts about the things that go bump in the night at the door and have a few hours of fun. “A reminder that a delicate woman such as yourself will have a very bruised jaw right about now from the meaty fist of a certain unruly patron.” He nudged the bag of frozen vegetables in front of me and gave me a speculative look.

“Shit.” I pressed the icy bag against the side of my hurt jaw and winced at the temperature against my warm skin. I’d obviously forgotten what I had just been acutely aware of just moments ago when I walked through the crowd. Posing as a human can be a royal pain in the ass sometimes. “Thanks.”

He nodded as his eyes scanned over the sea of bobbing heads on the dance floor. The club was crowded tonight, somewhat unusual for a Wednesday night. Seems there was a slew of people wanting to start their weekend early and decided that my establishment was the place to be. The more of them, the more money for me. You certainly won’t find me complaining about those that lined my pockets.

The influx of customers had led to the disturbance that occurred earlier. Mix booze with the sexual heat that was usually generated in this type of dance club and someone was bound to get randy occasionally. One thing I didn’t stand for, and widely known for in Cincinnati, was tolerance for idiocy. You show the least little bit of indiscretion on my property and you’d find yourself the owner of one foot up your ass kicking you to the curb.

Síoraí was known as a safe haven where you were free to let your imagination roam as you left the stress of your everyday life behind. I wasn’t about to let that change for some jerk who didn’t want to keep his dick in his pants.

Lucas brushed at the few locks of black hair that fell over his brow as he leaned toward me. His lurid grin was especially potent tonight and I worried what he had up his sleeve. There was always something up Lucas’s sleeve. “You’ve got an admirer.”

I followed Lucas’s playful gaze and saw what he meant when the sea of dancers parted and a lone man sat at one of the tables on the other side of the club. I snorted when I spotted him and rolled my eyes as I turned back to Lucas. “He probably just wants another drink,” I said in reference to the empty glass I saw the man spinning around on the table top, leaving condensation rings on the stained wood tabletop.

It was Lucas’s turn to snort. “I know that look anywhere. Hell, I’ve given it to many a woman and his mind is not on his drink, I assure you.”

“Would that be the same look the blonde over there is currently giving you?” I waved a finger in the direction of where a slim, petite woman was waiting patiently for Lucas to refill her glass. She appeared anxious for him to return and swayed in time to the music in invitation.

As if Lucas Edwards needed one.

“That would be an entirely different look.” He tapped his knuckles in front of me before moving off. “You’ve got company heading toward you.”

I turned my head slightly to watch with seeming disinterest, letting my eyes scan over the crowd of patrons on the dance floor. With the closer look, I realized the man pushing his way through the undulating crowd was familiar. Men scowled at him while women gave him inviting smiles.

You couldn’t blame them really. Even outfitted in a sharply cut midnight gray three piece suit you could see he had chiseled his body with hours of hard workouts. You couldn’t help but appreciate the apparent effort that it obviously took to look the way he did. Dark blond hair cut in the latest version of what the elite considered fashionable and gray eyes that hid nothing of their intent. Of course, considering who he was, looks played an important part of the aura that seemingly hovered all around him. Despite the appreciative ogles he was receiving from various women on the dance floor, he smiled politely and continued moving through the crowd in seeming dismissal.

Sights set elsewhere, he wasn’t interested in them.

Working until closing of the club each night meant that I was usually planted in front of the television for a few hours before falling asleep. This, of course, meant that the only form of entertainment was the late night tabloid shows about people I couldn’t care less about. It was either digital snow or you spent the time learning a whole lot of information about people who spent their time thinking they were better than the rest of us.

The man currently working his way across my packed dance floor was Stark Grantham. A regular favorite of the paparazzi hounds and gossip shows.

Since I had a habit of following media reports, not to mention my stupid affinity for watching the shows as I fell asleep at night, I knew that he wasn’t a man who took a lot of bullshit. I knew he even considered himself to be one of the finest at scenting when he was being fed a line. Top notch, in fact. That was why he didn’t have time to be bothered with trivial matters in his life. Not that I couldn’t say that I blamed him.

I could be the same way myself.

I also knew he was an adrenaline junkie. Name it and the enigmatic Mr. Grantham had partaken in the adventure. He was known to spend winters in France barreling down the slopes, be it strapped to a snowboard or a pair of skis. His summers, throwing himself out of a plane eighteen thousand feet over Monterey Bay. A smoker and a drinker, he was the epitome of indulgence. The seven deadly sins had nothing on him or at least that’s what the tabloids wanted all of the normal citizens who lead exceedingly boring lives in comparison to believe.

I highly respected his devil may care attitude because I once spent my life searching for the latest and greatest things to suit my exotic tastes as well. Now, I did my best to blend into the crowd. Except when it came to my hair, there were no compromises in that area of my life. There was no way to ignore this blindingly red mass of hair, even in its dulled state. If they only knew the truth about how it really looked, but there was nothing wrong with keeping them guessing.

In one of the few interviews Stark had given to the news magazines, he had insisted that he wasn’t content to settle in one place long enough to see dust develop on the furnishings. He believed that those in search of the ultimate high didn’t have the patience for the simple things in life. He had recently settled in Cincinnati to expand his business, no doubt with plans already in place, to move when he was ready.

See? Told you, it was easy to find out all you never wanted to know about someone just by watching trash television. Don’t say it never taught you anything. Despite knowing as much as I did on the surface about Stark, I never would have imagined that he’d be sitting in my club, let alone working his way through to crowd to the packed bar.

Heading for me.

In my eyes, I was no one. A dance club owner who did her best to cater to the needs of her clientele and tried to keep up with the latest and greatest techno beats. Of course, much like I knew about Stark Grantham on the outside, the dance club owner I described was merely what I wanted others to see of me. 

What very few people, the count currently being contained to only one other than myself, knew was that I was a guardian for the Tuatha Dé Danann. I was here amongst the humans, following my assignment to ensure that he didn’t fuck up. That assignment being Quinn O’Brien, but he was far from a screw up. About as far removed from it as you can get in fact, but that didn’t mean he didn’t need someone watching over his shoulder. He had been our High King until about four hundred and fifty years ago. A deal had been struck and here I sat.

Bored out of my freaking mind.

Quinn wasn’t exactly the most exciting assignment I had ever partaken. Though, I shouldn’t complain too loudly because his seeming affinity for holing himself up at his ranch certainly afforded me a large amount of free time in order to pursue my interests here.

My interest right now was Stark since he was in my club. What brought him here to my meager neck of the woods? Despite my owning the club, I was a no one in the eyes of society. I was quite happy with that arrangement. The further under the radar I was, the better.

From what I could tell judging by the interested gleam in eyes the color of angry storm clouds, he was stalking his prey. I probably should have felt scandalized.

Notice I said should.

I smiled to myself and shifted my focus from the approaching man, signaling to Lucas. The young looking bartender shot a winning smile to the patron he was serving and nodded as an indication he would be over in a minute. As I watched, his every movement was focused on the girl on the other side of the counter. If I didn’t know his tastes better, I would say that Lucas had just picked his mark for the night. I was still of the opinion that she was a little too blonde for him and just as I suspected, the woman slunk off to join her friends at a nearby table, very much alone and with no prospect of a night of adventure—invitation rejected.

I tapped the ashes off my cigarette before taking a drag, wondering why I continued to bother smoking in the first place. I raised an eyebrow as Lucas came my way with a glass of tonic in his hand. He feigned a look of innocence as he set the drink in front of me and gestured for a hit off my cigarette. He apparently didn’t wonder why he smoked. Not that either of us had to worry about the side effects of smoking.

“She was a bit young for you,” I said as I handed him the cigarette. I had a strict rule that the bartenders couldn’t smoke on shift. Prior to that enforcement, most of them had a tendency to stretch that quick break in the alley into something longer. All this loud music, sexual tension and alcohol tended to make the staff’s minds wander and I’d found them getting all hot and bothered with each other out in the back alley during those supposed smoke breaks and on more than one occasion. Sex on the clock between employees was not a way to drum up business. I made a concession for him however as he just wanted one hit. Plus he was the closest thing to a best friend I had here and the one person that knew the full truth about me.

“I did nothing but make her enjoy the wait time for her drink.” His angelic face was the picture of innocence, but I knew better. There was a beast that regularly prowled and insisted on being unleashed occasionally. I knew all about that myself despite our marked differences.

“So, you didn’t say anything about how you’d like to entertain her after you got off shift? How you could really—what was it I heard you tell me once, ah yes—sink your teeth into her?” While that was normally an advantageous prospect from a man with Lucas’s good looks, most unsuspecting females didn’t realize that he meant it literally because he was just as immortal as I am. He was one of those things that went bump in the night, but unlike me, Lucas was a vampire.

“Well, there was that.” He grinned, waggling his eyebrows a little as he let his thoughts show clearly on his face. He had fully intended to taste that girl in more ways than one. The rest of the female species better be on the lookout for him tonight as he was apparently very full of himself. Not that that wasn’t the norm for him, but tonight he seemed particularly interested in sating his hunger for the female of the species. I wondered if he was back on human blood because he certainly seemed to be a little more careless than he usually was.

I pushed the little niggling thought to the side because it wasn’t my business and felt the need to rib Lucas about the obvious. “She wasn’t your type.”

“Neither is he.” I followed Lucas’s glance and saw that Stark had finally made his way through the crowd and would be near us with a few quick strides. I took a drag off the cigarette Lucas had returned to me before moving off to fill drink orders and met Stark’s knowing gaze as he approached.

He flashed me a casual smile as he leaned on the bar and nodded his head in greeting. I nodded in return, swallowing the last of my tonic water, my throat gone dry with the taste of anticipation of actually talking to the one and only daredevil CEO of Stark Grantham Incorporated.

“You look like you could use something stiffer inside you.”

My amused mood blackened instantly as my expectations went up in flames. Now if that wasn’t just the cheesiest damn line I had ever heard in my life. And owning this club, I had heard them all, believe me. Maybe the seedy tabloid news programs had painted him as they wanted to, rather than showing he was nothing more than a jerk with a large bank account. Maybe they had wanted him to be something he wasn’t simply because he looked so good in that suit and had the balls to throw himself off the highest mountain just for the thrill. I rolled my eyes, disappointed in myself because I had been so off and muttered under my breath. “Go away, asshole.”

Stark obviously wasn’t easily swayed and signaled to Lucas. The bartender poured a few drinks before moving to take Stark’s order. “What can I get for you?”

I could hear the hint of amusement in Lucas’s voice and silently cursed him. He was enjoying himself way too much.

Stark held up two fingers and set his empty glass on the bar in front of him. “Same as what I was having.”

Lucas shot me a lurid grin and I resisted the urge to flip him off. Two shots of tequila were set down on the countertop between the two of us and Lucas quickly disappeared, interested in seeing if someone else needed help with their liquor order.

Traitor.

Stark palmed one of the shot glasses while he slid the other closer to me. “Wasn’t a line, if that’s what you’re thinking. Saw you sitting here sucking down water and you looked like you needed something with a bit more muscle to it. Especially after watching you level that overgrown child.”

I was fairly certain there was a hint of admiration in that last statement. My annoyance eased a little and I decided I’d been a little harsh. First impressions could be wrong after all. I smiled genially and nodded, tapping my cigarette against the glass ashtray. “Good, because that would have been one hell of a lousy greeting if it had been a line.” I pushed the tequila glass away, back toward where Stark had set his empty one. “I can’t, I’m working.”

“Which is exactly why you should.” He shoved the short glass back and gave me a look that was almost challenging. Obviously he had seen me take the shot of tequila earlier upon declaring the bar was open. That had been directly related to work and wasn’t something I would normally do. Given the circumstances, and never one to back down from an issued challenge, I downed the liquid, welcoming the hot burn that came when I swallowed. I turned the shot glass over as I placed it back on the bar. He cocked an eyebrow in approval and signaled for two more.

“Name’s Stark and I’d like to buy you another round,” he said, leaning both arms against the bar and gave me a view that I couldn’t ignore.

Yeah, the rear view was just as tantalizing as the front. That was something the tabloid magazine had gotten right.

Dammit.

I mentally shook off my momentary lapse into libido land and reminded myself that I had responsibilities. I could admire Stark from afar but that was about all I could offer for the moment. “Ana Sullivan. I’d like to Stark but as I said, I’m working. I appreciate the offer though.” I could see the disappointment on his face, the annoyance that darkened the color of his eyes a little. I wasn’t going to let it sway me though, however attractive I thought he was. “Maybe another time.”

“Tomorrow night works for me. You?” I started to open my mouth in rejection and he shook his head with a knowing smile. “Let me guess. Working, right?”

I nodded my head in confirmation as I picked at an errant black thread on my shirt. Must have picked it up during the scuffle, the jerk had been wearing head to toe black. As if it had made him cooler in some respect. Black was for burglars, emo Goth wannabes and for getting laid. Period. “In fact, I’m working every night.”

“Well, you certainly are one hard working woman, aren’t you?” Stark said appreciatively.

“You have no idea,” Lucas chimed in as he offered two more shots of tequila despite my protests. “Ana wouldn’t know the meaning of a night off if it bit her on that very firm ass.”

I shot a look of disdain in Lucas’s direction and he slunk off with a wide grin on his face, obviously amused with himself. Stark’s laughter sounded in my ear and he smothered it quietly when I gave him the same look. I pushed the shot of liquor away and ground out my cigarette in the ashtray. 

Standing, I pushed the barstool out from under me with my foot and offered my hand to Stark. Despite the fact that I was enjoying the view of the man in front of me, I had customers to think about. Work was work after all and I still had bills to pay. “Running the club takes most of my time. Unfortunately, I don’t have much of a social life.” That statement was a complete and utter lie stretched to the limit bullshit. While the staff did most of the duties for me and I had other obligations here other than to watch over Quinn, there was an enormous amount of free time on my hands. It wouldn’t do to let him know that at this early stage of the game.

I was Fae, not a fool.

His hand slid easily into mine and you’d have to be an idiot to deny the spark of heat that ignited between us as our hands met. The gray of his eyes shifted and I saw a flash of dark that I appreciated. He made no effort to cover his disappointment, to mask the thoughts that had been racing through his mind in those few seconds. He was an open book in that moment and something inside me gave a hitch of anticipation and appreciation. I could easily see the two of us falling into bed.

He noticed the effect of our hands meeting too and one side of his mouth quirked up in amusement. “Are you sure about that?”

There was no doubt in my mind what his intentions were should I actually accept his offer. I can’t say that the thought didn’t intrigue me on some level. You had to be dead not to appreciate a man with his sort of looks, especially when the intentions were aimed directly at you. However, I was exceedingly careful about whose bed I frequented. I had never been the type to let my hormones rule my world, not to mention there were certain things that I needed to be careful of. Being Fae may have had its advantages but there were disadvantages as well especially in my case. Still, I was flattered. “Are you asking me out?”

“There would be dinner, of a sort, involved, so yes—a date if you will.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, taking in his expensive tailored suit, the fine Italian leather shoes he was wearing. There were some things that a woman, even a Fae, knew. “I’m fairly certain that I’m not your type, Mr. Grantham.”

A charming smile lit up the devilish expression on his face. “What makes you so sure of that?”

Damn, he was handsome.

Looks aside, my affinity for the cheap, sleazy tabloid shows had not only shown me the good about Stark, but the bad as well. I knew what was behind that deceptive smile. Judging from the revolving stream of women he used as arm candy, each and every one I had seen were the polar opposite of me. I couldn’t care less about what fashions were currently walking the runways and how quickly I could get my hands on them. I was happier frequenting the thrift store a few blocks away than throwing my money away on the latest overpriced fashions. Waste of time and resources in my opinion, especially at my age. We aren’t even going to discuss my true age. In human years, I’m hellaciously old. Thankfully I didn’t look a day over thirty-one. Twenty-nine on a good day when I actually bothered to fuss with make-up and a dress. Right now, my jeans and crisp white shirt suited me just fine. Dressing up had never been my forte. Even before I had found myself amongst humans.

Just at that moment, a bleached blonde that was all tits and ass, wearing a black clingy scrap of material that left little to the imagination folded herself around Stark. She trailed a finger over the gentle curve of his ear and flashed a smile at him that spoke of the night she had obviously planned—one that involved getting both of them horizontal as soon as possible.

Hell, if she looked at me like that, said those things I overheard, I’d do her. The look she did give me wasn’t as friendly as the one she had given Stark. In fact, it was one of those distasteful glares that said she wanted me as far away as possible. She obviously had her claws already firmly, deeply seated under Stark’s skin and saw me as an annoyance. Ms. Fake and Bake didn’t seem to care that she was obviously the flavor of the moment. She was going to take what she could get from what I could see.

I arched an eyebrow at Stark and smirked. His eyes met mine and though he wasn’t apologetic, the intent I had glimpsed earlier was gone. “I rest my case,” I said before I moved off, leaving the two of them to whatever they had planned for the night. Despite my dismissal, I felt his eyes watching me as I disappeared through the moving crowd. I felt those eyes follow me all the way up the stairs until I disappeared through my office. The door shut behind me with a soft click and the soundproofing of the room shut out the pounding beat that drove the crowd on the dance floor below. My back contacted with the wood and I smiled into the dark of my office.

That was not the last I would see of Stark Grantham, I knew that without question. He was curious enough to return, to see if he could learn more about the woman who was convinced she wasn’t his type.
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Chapter Two
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Along with the enjoyment that came from running Síoraí, came the tedious task of the everyday paperwork. Employees needed to be paid so I grudgingly slugged through the paperwork each and every week. I wasn’t about to screw them over simply because I didn’t feel like handling the stack of papers on my desk. One of the perils of being the boss, you were responsible, in some way, for others.

I had taken on the task of running what was billed as the hottest dance club in town and I took great pride in my work. Not only did my customers need to be taken care of, but my employees as well. The night after the incident with the drunken man, I had dealt with Ives, the bouncer that I had been displeased with for his apparent lack of motivation when it came to stopping the drunk. Yes, I had ripped Ives a new asshole, just as I had intended, but I had done it in such a way that he would only hurt until his shift started the next day. The intent had been to let him know that I meant business when it came to his job, not to make him resent the fact that I had to reprimand him.

There had been no help for it. One of the tricks of learning this business was learning to walk that fine line between being the boss, earning your employees respect and loyalty, and being their friend. Neither Ives nor I would speak about his reprimand again.

Now, it was two days after the incident and I was finishing with the last of the employee checks when there was a sharp knock on my office door. Since it was probably just Lucas looking to gloat about his late night adventures, yet again, I ordered him to come in. I signed off the last of the checks with a flourish and was shuffling them into their corresponding envelopes when I looked up at the sound of heavy footfalls crossing the office floor. I was surprised to not see Lucas standing inside my office as I had expected.

Stark crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the doorjamb. The tight jeans and fitted steel gray sweater he was wearing today were a significant contrast to the suit he had been wearing the last time I had seen him. There was a smattering of stubble across his jaw, as if he hadn’t taken the time to shave this morning. Probably too busy to bother I surmised with a laugh to myself as I shuffled the paperwork to the side.

I expected that I would see him again at some point, but not this early in the day. I had also assumed that when I did see him, it would be with some other arm candy. It didn’t bother me in the least to know I was wrong. It did make me curious however. “What brings you slumming, Stark?”

“I wouldn’t exactly call this slumming.” He pushed away from the doorway with a practiced grace and moved slowly around the room as he seemed to appreciate the touches I had used to make the space my own. He moved to a line of bookcases I had installed along one wall and glanced at the titles he saw sitting on the shelves. “Besides, had the day off—thought I would stop by and say hello.”

I had no doubt that the day off had been carefully arranged. Just as Lucas had been right about my inability to take a day off, I highly doubted this man took time away as easily as snapping his fingers. Then again, maybe that was all he had to do. The company was his after all. A little rearranging of his schedule couldn’t be all that difficult. “So the workaholic gig I hear you spout about on television is just for show?”

He nodded curtly, but held the smile he was giving me. “Beauty of being the boss, which I suspect you know all about.”

“I do.” I palmed my silver-plated lighter into my pocket as I gathered up the envelopes and motioned for him to follow me downstairs. “You’ll understand if I need to take a moment to do some bossly duties, so I can have the rest of the day off myself.” I had planned to take an evening and go someplace quiet.

His heavy boots were quiet on the stairs as he followed, falling in step behind me as we crossed through where we transformed the club into a quiet place for downtown business people to get lunch. I slowed my pace, taking a few minutes to study him out of the corner of my eye as we walked toward the bar area. His attire was markedly different from the last time I had seen him and not what I expected at all.

Stark’s company, SGI, was a multinational firm that specialized in state of the art portable computer technology. If you had a cell phone in your pocket, a computer on your lap or even a GPS in your car—nine times out of ten, it was SGI that invented the technology that ran it. Stark specialized in the things that everyone in the world never knew they needed to live their lives.

The man was very much in demand for the ideas he developed and here he was standing beside me wearing a pair of well worn jeans, an inexpensive looking sweater and battered work boots. Not exactly what I would have pictured for the founder of a billion dollar company. Obviously, there was more to him than I had been thinking.

Interesting.

He pulled out a stool for me but I shook my head, indicating that he should take a seat while I ventured into the kitchen. Lucas caught my eye as I moved through the swinging doors and saw him nod in greeting as he moved over to where Stark sat waiting. That could be good or bad, depending on the conversation between the two of them. I could probably intercede but I had been serious about having to attend to a few things, handing out paychecks to waiting employees was one of those. After all, that was the reason most people go to work.

Grudgingly, I put my faith in Lucas and disappeared into the kitchen.

As I entered, a small, shaggy haired blonde was currently streaming out a vast assortment of curses and kicking at the oversized mixer that was apparently not cooperating with her. My eyes widened in surprise at a particularly vicious combination of colorful language and I smothered the laughter that was threatening to unleash itself. “Contrary to your belief, I don’t think that’s anatomically possible.”

She noticed me then and gave the machine one last kick. Thick black kohl rimmed her eyes and played against the mossy green of her eyes. Her mouth was a tight line as she turned to me, threading her hands through her hair. The over processed blonde of her hair was interrupted by soot black streaks about halfway down and matched the striped pattern on her high top sneakers. What I could see of her outfit that wasn’t hidden behind an apron was much of the same. Color coordinated Goth, how fashionista. Zoey Morgan would certainly never be accused of being boring. “Can you buy something that’s not a piece of shit next time?”

“Need I remind you that you yourself picked that one out? I was merely along to stroke my name on the check.”

“Shit, that means I’m the dumbass then.” She kicked the machine again and yelped when the contact was harder than she intended.

“It does indeed.” I smirked as I handed her a folded envelope. Curiosity got the best of me since the appliance was less than two years old. “What seems to be the problem?”

She frowned as she reached for the on switch and we both winced at the loud grinding of steel against steel that greeted us. She immediately flipped the switch off and sighed heavily, blowing her long bangs out of her eyes. “It’s a useless piece of shit, that’s the problem.” She moved around the kitchen, setting out what she needed for the day, with an efficiency that I admired. Take-out was a regular part of my three meals a day because I scorched water if I tried to boil it. Julia Child, I was not.

She strolled past the swinging double doors but stopped short as something through the hazy circular windows that caught her eye. She backpedaled and gave a low whistle as she took a glimpse through the small porthole window that afforded a view into the bar area. I stepped up beside her and saw that Lucas and Stark were deeply involved in a conversation.

“No doubt, comparing score-sheets from their latest conquests,” I murmured and turned when Zoey snorted loudly in my ear.

She gave me a look that was heavy with skepticism. “Does it matter if they are? It’s not often a man like that comes looking for you. At least in my experience.”

Zoey and I had talked at great length about the incident the same night it had occurred. That conversation had ended with her scolding me for giving Stark the cold shoulder. “That would be never for me. I seem to scare them off more than I manage to attract them.”

Zoey tossed her damp towel over her shoulder and nodded in appreciation. “Not anymore,” she said as she tapped on the glass with a plum colored fingernail. “Play hard to get all you want with that one, but something tells me that he’s not going to bore easily.”

“Meaning?” I inquired, curious if she meant what I thought.

A sly smile spread across Zoey’s face as Lucas and Stark both turned to look at where we were standing discussing them, as if they knew they were the current topic of conversation. “That one enjoys the chase.” She moved off without another word but I could see the hint of amusement dancing in her eyes. 

I never would have pegged her for the romantic type, or even one to be giving me advice. Zoey was the type of person that buried herself in her work without care for the rest of her life. Any social life she did have had to suffer horribly because she never talked about any sort of life outside of the confines of this kitchen. It didn’t make her a bad person, far from it in fact. She was one of those people that I knew I could always talk to when I had some sort of problem. She wouldn’t necessarily fix it but she was always willing to lend an ear. It also didn’t mean that she was someone I could confide just anything to. Lucas was the only one that knew the full truth about me. But as far as having someone to share a drink or two with or prattle on about the latest and greatest crossing your doorstep, Zoey was the one you went to.

Both men seemed deeply engrossed in conversation as I exited the kitchen and handed out the last check to Lucas. He nodded in thanks and the envelope disappeared into his pocket. I slid onto the empty barstool next to Stark and sipped from the glass of water Lucas had set out for me.

“Stark here was telling me about his grandiose plans.” Lucas nodded toward us and if I didn’t know better, I would think that Lucas was speaking about Stark with clear admiration. That was something that was hard to do for Lucas. Immortality had a tendency to color your world a little jaded.

“He’s already taken over the world, what’s next?” I teased lightly, unable to resist the jab.

“New technology I’m developing.” Stark finished off the last of his beer and waved off Lucas when the bartender gestured in question.

I shook my head and tapped my lighter against the scarred wood in front of me. “No doubt, the masses will soon wonder how they ever lived without you in their life.”

That darkness I had admired the other night appeared in the depths of his eyes again as they met mine. “I’m hoping that will be your outlook soon.”

Lucas looked at me in surprise, and then winked before turning away to slink off to help someone with a nonexistent order. “Judas,” I whispered under my breath and Stark chuckled softly beside me. “Still not giving up, are you?” I asked, turning to face him.

“I’ve never been one to quit or give in easily.” Most would take that as a sign he was arrogant and full of himself. However, he said it with such surety I was convinced he just didn’t believe it—he lived it.

Somehow, I didn’t doubt that. “I told you, Stark, I’m not your type. Speaking of which, where is the lovely...sorry, what was her name again? The blonde that was wrapped around you the other night,” I added the last statement when he looked at me oddly, as if he didn’t know who I was talking about.

Recognition lit his face and he nodded as he lit a cigarette. “Ah, yes. Avery. Had a very enjoyable evening that night.” His eyebrows lifted suggestively as he blew out a stream of smoke.

I couldn’t help scowling at the satisfied smile that crossed his lips. The entire species of men—vamp, Fae or human, were all pigs. That wouldn’t change with time, of that I was certain. How could I not, with seeming confirmation sitting right beside me? “Telling me about your hot and sweaty night between the sheets is not the way to convince me to go out with you.”

He clearly looked offended. “Just because I enjoy the company of women from time to time, that doesn’t classify me like you’re thinking. I can see the expectation of ladies man as clear as day on your face. I’ll have you know that I deposited Avery back at her apartment after we left.”

“With you under her no doubt. Or is that the other way around?” I asked before I could stop myself. This is why I barely have any friends. My mouth and my brain suffered from a severe disconnect most of the time.

“I’m perfectly capable of spending time with a woman without seducing her.”

“And pigs wear little crystal tiaras and wave magic wands while they fly around. Women who just want to talk with men do not wear dresses like that.” I recalled the scraps of thin, shiny material that Avery had been wearing. No one in their right mind would wear that sort of thing, showing off that much skin, without the full intention of dragging the object of their temporary affection into bed with them. I’d been in the club business long enough to know it wasn’t just a theory. It played out in my club nightly.

Stark shrugged nonchalantly, dismissing my statement as nothing more than conjecture. “I’m more the kind of a man who likes things left to the imagination. Too much on display indicates a willingness for things I’d rather work for because I then appreciate it more. Avery was nice for distracting conversation that night, but that was all. She left my presence with her virtue intact, I assure you. The only damage I did that evening was to the bottle of wine I had with dinner upon returning home.”

I didn’t bother to point out that it had been around one thirty in the morning the last time I had talked to him. That would have put his dinner at around three in the morning. I know I kept odd hours because of the club but the wee hours of morning seemed out of place for even a very late dinner. Unless you were a teenager on a bender at Denny’s—which is a rite of passage from what I understand.

I also recalled how attached Avery had seemed, the looks that she had given me to seemingly stake her claim. “She certainly didn’t seem to be interested in only conversation.”

He tapped off some ashes before inhaling a stream of smoke once again. I couldn’t begin to explain why I thought that was interesting about him. I had never been that intrigued by someone smoking before, despite the fact that I was a smoker as well. Maybe it was just him though. “Wouldn’t you act in much the same manner? You find the man you’re out on a date with talking to an attractive woman that isn’t you. My bet is that you’d immediately jump on the defensive as well.”

A thread of annoyance slithered up my spine. He didn’t know me from any other woman he passed on the street. What gave him the right to assume that I would act in the same manner? Now who should be the one offended? “I’m not the type of woman who feels threatened by other women, which further reinforces my statement that I’m not the sort of woman you’d date.”

“Prove it.”

“Why should I?” I asked, my annoyance flaring hotter from the tone I heard in his voice when he issued what could only be a challenge. What was it with him?

A soft chirping noise had him digging a cell phone out of his back pocket and he indicated that he needed to take it. He ground out his finished cigarette and brushed past me, but not before leaning over so that only I could hear him. “Why not?”

There was that challenge again, I thought, as I watched him cross the club and answer the phone. I had a hard time fully believing his assurance that nothing had happened with Avery. Then again, I wasn’t sure why I cared if something had or not. It was none of my business to be perfectly honest.

So what did that say about the slow burn that was spreading throughout me from the thought of how close he had been when he had posed his question? The way I had felt a bite deep inside my core when his voice had dropped to a raspy bass and his breath had blown hot across my ear.

My skin flushed hot as I answered my own question and I made a split second decision right then and there and extinguished my cigarette. I had to get out of here. “Lucas, I’m going out for a while—don’t wait up.” I slapped the top of the bar as I passed and laughed to myself when he appeared startled at first. It was something of a feat to startle a vampire with their heightened senses. He had been so caught up in the conversation he had been having with the businesswoman at the bar that he hadn’t even noticed me.

Looks like he had found his next meal. Poor woman wouldn’t even know what hit her. I wasn’t worried for her, she would be safely deposited at her residence once Lucas was done with her. He wasn’t the type of vampire that needed to kill to feed, though I know some of his kind did. In fact, he usually made sure his intended got as much pleasure out of it as he did. Quite the gentleman, Lucas was. I waved goodbye to Stark, still chatting away on his cell phone, and stepped out into the crisp October breeze. I began walking immediately and was unsurprised to find a visitor at my side a few minutes later, out of breath from running to catch up with me.

“So what’s the deal with your bartender? You seem awfully familiar with each other. Beyond the boss/employee relationship, I mean.”

I grinned as I swung a light jacket around my shoulders and led Stark out into the teeming masses of Cincinnati’s busy post-lunchtime rush in downtown. “Jealous?”

“Hardly,” he scoffed, offended that I had even suggested that he might display such an emotion. He probably wouldn’t allow himself to feel what he no doubt thought was a weakness. Men like Stark wouldn’t let you see the chinks in their carefully erected armor.

We walked the next few blocks in silence and entered the far side of a park. Why I had come here, I wasn’t certain. Perhaps I just needed the open air and space because I still was a creature of nature. Various workers from the nearby buildings were languishing over their lunches, stalling for time until they needed to return to their boring work routines. It made me wonder when was the last time I had enjoyed a meal that much, when was the last time I had taken my time to savor something that was put before me. Maybe it was high time for me to slow down and appreciate the things I had been ignoring for far too long. 
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