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Mastering Darkness


Anthony’s long, dark hair hung like a soft curtain across his chiseled back. His body was lean with tight muscle, his skin pale and creamy… so lickable. Kaia smiled to herself thinking of doing just that, if only she wasn’t still foggy headed from his bite. Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine a man would tell her he was vampire and for it to be true.


He stepped away and reached to the floor to pick up his shirt, and his silky hair cascaded over his shoulder. When he stood back up, her eyes trailed down his bare chest and washboard abs. The dark hairs on his upper body were sparse, thickening as they trickled down below his belly button until they disappeared inside his waistband. She indulged in a lovely little fantasy of what she knew he looked like beneath those dark gray pants, but her daydream was interrupted by Anthony pulling his shirt together to start buttoning it up, watching her intently as he did.


She reached a hand out for him and frowned. “Hey. Don’t do that. Unless you’re cold or something.”


He narrowed his eyes at her with a slight smirk. “You prefer me shirtless?”


“Yes. Come here.”


She preferred him naked, actually, but her aching head reminded her to be careful what she wished for…
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Prologue


Anthony didn’t need to open his eyes to know there was a werewolf beside him. Sebastian’s familiar scent gave him away while the setting sun’s deadening effect rapidly dwindled. Anthony’s sharpening senses were quickly riveted to the sound of his friend’s steadily beating heart.


He moved and Sebastian’s pulse quickened. It would calm down soon enough. It always did. Anthony never hurt anyone when he fed, this family of vampires and shapeshifters set up hundreds of years ago to protect and help each other, yet he still felt his fear every other night. Eight years of Sebastian being his friend, roommate, and willing blood donor didn’t seem to be enough time to calm his nerves.


Anthony leaned over his prone body and bit into his neck, the first taste of blood clearing the fogginess from his mind. He felt more alive with every swallow, his skin tingling as stolen warmth washed through him.


His body reacted predictably to the rich taste of blood and the feel of his power being fed by it. He thirsted for Sebastian’s life force, coming alive in every possible way as he drank.


He sensed the usual delayed fear a moment before Sebastian’s grip tightened and he tried to push Anthony away. Quickly ignored disappointment and indignity shot through him as he tried not to feel like the inhuman leech that he was.


He let Sebastian go and refocused his thoughts on what he needed to accomplish tonight.


* * *


Anthony’s mood darkened as he showered and pondered a nagging problem he’d been trying in vain to resolve. Vampires and shapeshifters were freely allowed in his territory, even if they didn’t choose to be in his family and under his protection, but only if they followed his city rules. So when a small group of vampires showed up at his door over six months ago, flaunting their disregard for his authority and uncaring about the fact that they were on the verge of exposing the existence of vampires and other supernaturals to regular humans, he decided these vampires would no longer be free.


He was still dealing with the aftermath. Jim, the group’s leader, had been pushing hard to build a base of customers to sell the meth to that his family had been making. One of the young wolves in Anthony’s family had apparently became a dealer for him, and when Jim found out he’d been pocketing some of the profits, he showed up here with a few of his vampires to ‘have a talk’ with Brad.


Anthony very quickly and violently put an end to that. He didn’t tolerate illegal activities by supernaturals in his territory. He didn’t tolerate any activity that could potentially bring too much attention to them. Above all, his job was to keep his family safe by making sure the existence of vampires and shapeshifters stayed secret from humans, so he dealt with Jim’s family and left the young wolf, Brad, to his pack’s tender care. The wolf would still be punished, but that was for family to take care of, not strangers.


After Anthony’s life or death ultimatum to Jim’s group, the vampires were all now seeing things his way and were part of his family, even willingly following Anthony’s rules. Everyone except for Jim, that was. It’d been six long months and the obnoxious, irritating man was still giving him a headache.


Jim was young for a vampire and hadn’t experienced what an actual bad Master could be like, and Anthony could never be one of the sick and twisted Vampire Masters that enjoyed torture for its own sake, but his patience was wearing thin. His conscience cared less and less about what was humane versus what was necessary for the safety of his family and his own sanity.


He finished his shower and dried off, wrapping his towel around his lean waist. His long hair would take a few minutes to comb through and he took his time with it while the foggy mirror cleared.


He focused on his reflection as it became sharper in the cooling air, unable to stop himself from tracing the hills and valleys of the hideous scar that marred half his face. It started just under his left eye and jaggedly traveled down his cheek before turning sharply and disappearing under his ear. He’d gotten the scar as a human and detested the sickening reminder of how it’d come to be. As a vampire the only way to get rid of it was to use his power to trick people’s minds to make his skin seem perfect and smooth, but that wasn’t permanent.


Even without the scar he wasn’t all that much to look at, though. He was pale, as all vampires were, his lack of color making the sharp angles of his face more distinct than he wished they were, his dark hair and eyes providing even more contrast.


He sneered lifelessly at his reflection, irritated at the way of his life. He looked like a monster, and because he was so powerful, he had to take care of monstrous things. People’s fears of him weren’t unjustified, but it made for a lonely life.


* * *


His mood didn’t improve as he turned down the hall to collect Jim and saw a small spider on the wall near his door. He’d never noticed spiders in these buildings when they first moved in, generations ago, now. Soon after his father left to go travel and relieve boredom, they developed a tenacious population of the mostly inconspicuous little pests and nothing seemed to work to get rid of them.


There weren’t really all that many, but they drove the maintenance crew crazy trying to figure out where they were coming from. Tonight he didn’t give the small irritants a second thought. Tonight he had bigger things on his mind.


He had guards outside Jim’s room day and night, but once he was up for the night he always took over. Jim knew the drill by now, to stay ahead of him and go with him to his office so he could get some work done, but he still tested him every single night by trying to make a run for it as soon as he was let out of his room.


Tonight was no different, except it was. He used his power to control Jim so he couldn’t run away, just like every night, except this time he wasn’t going to try to get some work done with him cussing and glaring at him all night. Tonight Anthony would do what he should’ve done six months ago instead of trying to rehabilitate the young vampire.


He pulled out his cell phone and hit the speed dial for Zach even though he could probably find him easily enough upstairs in the club. “I need a driver. Right now. A guard, please. Jim and I are going to the ranch.”


He hung up while he shifted the focus of his power, forcing Jim to walk in front of him, up the stairs from the vampire sub-basement to the club above. He stared at the man’s back as he marched him past the small restaurant and through the rest of the club, then up the next set of stairs that led to the lobby of the apartments.


Once outside it took only a few short minutes for their driver to appear, a tall, largely muscled coyote shapeshifter.


“Frederick.”


“Sir.”


Anthony pulled Jim unwillingly along to the parking garage next door, keeping his mouth forced shut so he didn’t try to call attention to himself. There weren’t usually many regular humans around this neighborhood at night, and especially not since their complex was surrounded on all sides by a thick band of trees, but he preferred not to take any chances.


They got to the guard stand in the parking garage and Frederick asked, “Which vehicle would you like, sir?”


Feeling dead inside, he said, “Something comfortable, please. You may choose whatever you like.”


Frederick signed out one of Anthony’s favorites, an imperial blue BMW X5 SUV. Anthony had his own BMW M5, a four door sedan in the same deep shade of imperial blue. No one but him drove his M5, but all the other vehicles here were shared by many people in the family.


He wondered if Frederick chose the SUV because he knew Anthony liked it. Did the guards actually pay attention to things like that? He had no idea. He didn’t normally ask anyone to drive him anywhere, and he didn’t get personal with people, either, besides occasionally with Zach or Sebastian, so he had no idea what they thought they knew about him. There were enough rumors circulating, mostly ridiculous, some quite obscene, that he’d stopped listening long ago.


Perhaps he should rethink how he spent his free time, though, because even though he looked to be in his early thirties, he usually spoke in the much more formal ways of the era when he actually was that age. Spending more time with people of this era might help him blend in better.


That thought was nothing more than wasted effort, though. Anthony was a Master Vampire in charge of an entire territory. He didn’t have time on his hands to just ‘hang out’ with people.


While he waited for Frederick to bring the car around, he pondered why things had come to this with Jim. He didn’t want to conform to the rules for this territory or this family, and knowing that he’d been running drugs, with his personality, Anthony knew he’d do it again. Vampires like him were dangerous to supernaturals in any city because he’d inevitably lead humans right to them.


Anthony let himself be distracted by the darkly gleaming body of the X5 as Frederick pulled up and parked. The mechanics kept the SUV in top order, perhaps even better than some of the other cars here, and that included keeping it pristinely clean. He appreciated that.


Frederick quickly jumped out and rounded the vehicle, then gestured towards the passenger door. “Sir?”


“The back seat for both of us please.”


The big man smoothly adjusted his reach while Anthony focused on using his power to get Jim into the vehicle without having to touch him, and without Jim smacking his head on the door frame. Even though he was furious with the man for pushing him into this, he’d show him some common courtesy. Jim might be irritatingly obnoxious, but that didn’t mean Anthony needed to stoop to his level.


He followed Jim inside, then waited for Frederick to return to the driver’s seat.


“To the ranch please.”


Jim struggled uselessly beside him as Anthony kept his eyes straight ahead. With good traffic it would be about a forty five minute drive to the ranch, a plot of land that was even more thickly forested than Anthony’s family complex on the edge of Brookhaven was. Atlanta was widely considered the ‘city in a forest’, but the entire territory with all its suburbs could be described that way. Georgia was an extremely green state and each suburb of Atlanta, including the outskirts that ran north all the way up to the chain of national forests and wilderness parks, were all lush with towering trees and vegetation.


The ranch was no different. It was private land north of the I-285 beltway that circled Atlanta and the majority of her citizens. It was OTP, as locals called it, ‘outside the perimeter’, and it was a long way away from where most of the regular humans in this territory spent their time.


Being so secluded made it a good place for shifters to go anytime they wanted to shift into their animal and run around. It also served as fight grounds. Anthony wasn’t in the habit of needing to use the ranch to take care of his problems, but sometimes it was necessary. Like tonight.


He allowed Jim to speak as they drove, but otherwise kept ahold of him with his power.


“Get your fucking hands off me!”


Anthony wasn’t actually touching him, but he knew what he meant. He flicked a look at Frederick in the rearview mirror, then stared dully back at the road, feeling completely inhuman. He was a man with a monstrous function to perform and nothing more, as always.


When they finally got to the ranch, Anthony used his power to force Jim’s arms up into the air while he leadenly told Frederick, “Please empty his pockets. I don’t want any identification on him.” He held him still while the vampire loudly cursed.


When Frederick was done, Anthony’s veins felt full of ice as he said, “Stay here. I’ll be back.”


He turned and forced Jim across the clearing and into the dark, unruly forest. When they’d gone about a quarter mile in, he flatly said, “You’re a grown man and I’m not a babysitter. I’ve given you plenty of chances to earn freedom like the rest of your family has. Do you have anything to say for yourself?”


Jim glared at him and stayed sullenly silent as they continued to make their way through the dark forest, stepping over, around, and through tall grasses, weeds, and fallen tree branches.


Anthony had the sudden irritating thought that it was pleasant out tonight and that he rather liked being out here. There was a nice breeze making a calming sound as it blew through the pines and various hardwood trees, and it made him feel almost evil knowing that he was about to defile this serene place. He focused harder on blocking his thoughts, forcing a separation between his sense of duty and any emotion he might have about it.


Eventually Jim snarled, “Where are you taking me?”


He forced him deeper into the forest.


After they’d walked about another five minutes, Jim snapped, “I said, where are you taking me?”


He didn’t bother stating the obvious, and after a time he slowed Jim’s steps, then forced him to turn around and face him.


“Since you don’t want to earn your freedom, and I’m not an adult daycare center for vampires, you leave me no options. I ask you one more time if you have anything to say for yourself.” He stared soullessly at the man, knowing there was nothing left but to go through the formalities.


Jim snarled, “Fuck you, asshole.”


Anthony abruptly turned into mist and poured into the man’s body, then immediately expanded back into his full human form.


Jim literally exploded.


He curled his lip in disgust as he tried in vain to wipe off the gore he had all over himself. He’d never killed someone like this before and hadn’t realized how bloody it would be. He’d been hoping it would be less bloody than the usual way of ripping a vampire’s heart out and tearing off their head. Not that he’d done that a lot. Some, but not a lot.


He looked down at himself in earnest. He couldn’t ride back in the car like this. He wouldn’t want to defile such a beautiful piece of machinery, but he also didn’t want to spend any more time with Jim’s remains.


Anthony took deep, angry breaths as he calmed his temper. Some nights he really loathed his life. He was never in charge of anything good it seemed, only the bad.


Frederick’s face paled when he saw Anthony. “Will you see if there’s a towel in the trunk? Something I can wipe my phone off with?” As a matter of practicality they always kept towels, blankets and loose fitting, non-gender specific sweats and t-shirts in the back of all the family vehicles.


The big man looked around as he haltingly said, “Do you need me to do anything for Jim, sir?” He pulled a towel out of the car with trembling hands.


“Please hold it for me. I need you to wipe these things off.” He carefully pulled his phone out of his pants pocket as well as his wallet and money clip. “Jim will not be coming back with us and there will be no more talk of him. He chose not to be in the family.” Just saying that made him feel like a ruthless bastard and he hated Jim for that.


Anthony finally looked up at Frederick after he’d given him everything in his pockets. It was disturbing to see such a large man looking so scared. “I’m not going to ride back with you like this. Please deliver my belongings, as well as Jim’s, to my apartment. You may leave them on the kitchen counter. The door should be unlocked.”


“How will you get home, sir?”


He turned into mist and watched as Frederick took a deep breath, then gathered everything and got back in the gleaming vehicle. Anthony waited for him to leave, then reluctantly drifted back to Jim’s remains. He looked around, hoping not to find any large pieces of him anywhere. He may be capable of being a cold son-of-a-bitch, but that didn’t mean he liked doing things like this.


After a fairly thorough search of the area, he decided Jim had been very neatly pulverized. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the fact that he’d so efficiently killed a man, but then, how efficient had it been if he’d ended up with bits of him all over himself?


He scowled and took to the skies. He didn’t want to think about Jim anymore. He’d spent too much time with the man already. He focused instead on the peace and quiet as he flew through the night, thankfully too far out to hear the myriad of city noises while the lights of Atlanta and all her suburbs came into view, looking perfectly picturesque. He glided unhurriedly just above the tree line while he tried to clear his mind of all thoughts. Inevitably, though, he went back to thinking that perhaps he was just a cold bastard and that this would always be the way of his life.


* * *


Anthony made it back home to Brookhaven and debated with himself over wanting to spend more time out in the night. Ultimately he had too much work to do and needed to get back to his responsibilities, so as mist he seeped through the main building, past the club and down to the sub-basement where his apartment was.


He materialized in his bathroom, surprised to see Sebastian leaning against the edge of the sink with a paper bag in his hand, looking like he’d been waiting for him. Sebastian’s only reaction to the sight of him was a raised eyebrow as he quickly scanned Anthony and all the bloody gore.


He casually opened the bag. “Did you get everything out of your pockets?”


Anthony frowned. “Frederick told you what happened?”


He looked him in the eye and calmly said, “No. I was home when he brought yours and Jim’s things back. I figured it out.”


Anthony lost some steam and started to undress as he flicked his hand, using his power to start the water for his shower. He put his shirt in the offered bag, eventually followed by the rest of his clothes so they could be burned. He felt a little strange stripping in front of Sebastian, but his modesty was out the window tonight. He just wanted to get clean.


“I gave Frederick five bills from your money clip.”


He nodded. His money clip was usually filled with hundred dollar bills for whatever needs might arise. Money had a way of easing problems for him.


“You want someone to clean Jim’s room out?”


Anthony sighed and looked absently around at nothing in particular. “Yes, but wait until tomorrow night.”


Sebastian folded the top of the bag closed. “Need anything else?”


He kept his eye on his friend as he said, “Yes. I need you to watch over his remains at sunrise. Make sure the burning is controlled and doesn’t start a forest fire.”


Sebastian nodded as if this were a run of the mill request. It wasn’t, but it also wasn’t the first time he’d needed him to do something like this for him.


“Will he be hard to find?”


His tension eased. “No. Park over the second ridge and go northeast for a good ten miles or so. In the clearing near that half circle of boulders.”


Sebastian nodded and left the room without another word.


Anthony got in the shower and immediately washed his face, then doused his hair in shampoo. After he finally rinsed it all out, he lathered it up again and let it soak while he washed the rest of himself off. Taking his time to make sure he was absolutely clean, rinsing his hair one more time, he finally got out of the shower, though he swore he could still smell Jim on himself. He wasn’t sure if he was just being paranoid, though.


He dried off, then caught his reflection in the mirror. Tonight he knew for a fact that his monstrous looks matched the monster inside him.


* * *


Anthony sat in the back of the club trying to distract himself by people watching. Mostly he was lost in his own thoughts, feeling incredibly anxious and uneasy because he thought he still smelled like Jim. He didn’t like this feeling of obsessive paranoia. It reminded him of the Civil War days when they’d frequently struggled to find safe and secure daytime sleeping spots. The end of that war was a huge relief to the vampires in this entire country, though Atlanta was mostly destroyed in the process.


He sourly noticed Ethan here tonight. The smug bastard always seemed to be around on Anthony’s worst nights. He tried to ignore him, hoping he’d leave the club without feeling the need to talk to him, but that dream quickly died as Ethan eventually made his way over.


He stepped into Anthony’s personal space while others in the club watched him. A lot of people in the supernatural community idolized Ethan, either for his power that very well might rival Anthony’s, his good looks, or his charismatic ways. Besides both being Masters, though, he and Ethan couldn’t be more different.


He looked as well put together as he did every time Anthony saw him. Neatly tousled hair, a handsomely squared jaw, perfectly tailored and stylish clothes, all the way down to his Italian loafers. All of that was paired with a winning personality, when he chose to use it. Anthony wasn’t someone he ever chose to be pleasant with, however.


He mentally sighed and tried to ignore him, looking out over the crowd from his perch at a small table back by the pool tables. It was the furthest corner away from everyone else in the club.


There was a mocking smirk on Ethan’s face as he said, “Where’s your friend Jim tonight? I don’t see him around. I thought you two were best buddies. Are you teaching him to be your apprentice?”


Anthony looked squarely in his eyes, then immediately looked away when the fleeting thought ran through his mind that perhaps he should’ve been the one out at the ranch with him tonight instead of Jim. But Ethan hadn’t ever done anything to bring unwanted attention to the supernatural community, and Anthony didn’t pass such a heavy handed judgment on someone just for being irritating.


Disgust filled Ethan’s face as he backed up and muttered, “Wow, you stink.”


Anthony stared past him as he bit his tongue. If Ethan were in his family he’d never allow him to talk to him like this, but he was someone Anthony tolerated because he agreed with his city rules, and since everyone liked, respected, and feared Ethan so much, he was actually a powerful ally that helped ease his burden of overseeing so many people.


To maintain peace in the city, Anthony needed to keep his temper around the infuriating man, so he walked away when all he really wanted to do was punch him as hard as he could.


Later that night he saw Ethan looking quite cozy with a shifter. Of course. This seemed to be his pick-up place whenever he felt the desire for companionship, which, strangely enough for how much Ethan flirted, he didn’t have a woman in his life all that often, and never for very long. Still, Anthony secretly despised him for the fact that when he wanted a woman’s warm, comforting touch, it seemed no trouble at all to find someone to fall all over him.


The bastard.




Chapter 1


Six months later...


The small stage steadily came together for open mic night. Musicians and their excited helpers busied themselves putting together microphone stands, a drum set and speakers, then running cables and cords so the Atlanta supernatural community could express their angst at life through music.


Anthony sat at the bar and watched as equipment got set up. The stage looked cluttered in his opinion. Cables dripped from stands and pooled in untidy piles that spilled onto the floor, many ending up being plugged into a sound board that looked equally as chaotic. He thought wireless equipment would look much more sleek and tidy, but this was what the shifters bought.


They started having weekly open mic nights about eight months ago and the popularity of it was pretty steady. All the same, he didn’t really like listening to the musicians. On occasion he would hear someone that wasn’t terrible, but for the most part not. To be fair, he supposed the music tastes of a man over two hundred and sixty four years old were different than most people’s.


He looked away from the eager shifters, chastising himself for being so callous about their harmless hobby. It’d been over a year since he took in Jim’s small family of vampires, over six months since he killed Jim, and Anthony’s mood had improved little since then. He’d have thought time would dull his nagging thoughts about killing the man. All it did was give him more time to think about what a cold bastard he must be.


Jim wasn’t the only vampire he’d ever killed. There had been others. Not a lot, but enough to weigh on his conscience that he should feel guilty about ending other people’s lives, yet after Jim he found it didn’t bother him anymore. That thought led to Eli, an alpha wolf that had once been Anthony’s friend, or so he thought. Anthony hadn’t directly killed Eli, but he might as well have. Taking someone’s life force, even though he hadn’t taken it all, had been enough to make sure the wolf would never be a danger to anyone ever again… or be able to take care of his basic everyday needs anymore. Anthony had turned a healthy thirty five year old man into the equivalent of a frail eighty year old within a moment of anger.


Maybe there really was something wrong with him. Jim’s death had been too easy, and a dark thought at the back of his mind was constantly nagging at him about it. His photographic memory was a curse to him at times like this. If he sat and thought about it he could remember every detail, every thought he’d had about killing him.


That dark thought that he’d been trying to keep buried, trying to ignore to no avail, was that for a brief moment while he’d been just about to kill Jim, he wondered why he tried so hard to be humane to people. He had power, real power, and it felt good to let it flow through him, free and uncontrolled.


He’d tasted freedom at the moment of Jim’s death, and that thought scared him. He didn’t want to turn into a monster. He didn’t want the only tranquil moments in his life to be the times when he was the most vicious. He might not have the carefree life he’d like to have, but he had the life he’d created. He’d willingly allowed his father to turn him vampire all those years ago. He’d wanted family again and he’d wanted life, more than what was on the farm he grew up on, so far from other human contact.


He’d had no idea, though, how much power he’d eventually grow into. It came with a price, of course. It always did. For him, he had to keep his incredible power tightly controlled because it physically hurt people if he didn’t. If he ever stopped caring, he’d lose everything. He’d lose the few people he’d come to think of as friends, and most of all, he’d lose any sense of who he was.


He took a deep breath and tried to shake himself from his thoughts. He didn’t want to end up an inhuman monster, but as the years went on, one hundred, then two hundred and well over halfway to three, he felt more and more detached from others. Everything was always about making sure the family was safe and keeping supernaturals secret from regular humans. It didn’t leave a lot of room for anything personal in his life.


He’d tried to distract himself already tonight by working out at the gym upstairs. Zach convinced him to start going there a few years ago even though Anthony didn’t see the need. He was already the strongest creature in this territory, but Zach insisted he should give his muscles a good stretch from time to time.


Anthony was surprised to find that it felt good to do that and had since been going a couple times a week or more, usually around one or two in the morning when the gym was most likely to be empty. People were nervous around the ‘Master of Atlanta’, and especially at the gym, so he always put a little magic out to make himself invisible and to subtly encourage people to leave his general vicinity. It was his ignore spell, as he’d come to think of it.


He’d already gone to the gym tonight but it didn’t relax him. Nothing was relaxing anymore, for the last year anyway. For a time he’d burned himself out on endless meetings, putting more energy into overseeing the management of his real estate holdings and local partnerships.


He ended up tiring out many of his management team by his increased demands from them, but he needed the distraction to keep from thinking about what was bothering him most, which was that he felt like he was turning into someone he didn’t recognize anymore. Being the Master of this territory meant he had to do things he didn’t always want to do, like killing problematic supernaturals. And it was so effortless to kill Jim…


He looked around, trying to ground himself back in the here and now, back in the family and the reason he was here. He was in charge of all these people. They relied on him to protect them…


He wished his role brought with it some pleasant side effects, like a good woman by his side. He refused to date family members since he took care of most of their basic needs, whether directly or indirectly. It made dating them feel wrong, which he found out the hard way in exactly one night of weakness with a shifter, over seventy years ago now. The actual incident was quite satisfying, but nothing that came after it was. He’d had terrible experiences with human women, too.


Zach startled him out of his thoughts. “Hey big guy. You look like you need to get out of here for a while. Why don’t you go for a drive or something. Get some fresh air.”


He nodded, mostly to himself, then said with more energy, “Yes, that’s a good idea.”




Chapter 2


Anthony took the scenic route to an eclectic shopping area he liked near the Lenox Square Mall. He cracked the car window and let in the warm night air, zoning out to the roar of the engine of his M5. This car was engineered to drive, the sounds of the engine shifting and the road passing under his tires slowly soothing his tense nerves.


He pulled into a small strip mall and decided to go to his favorite bookstore. It was locally owned, something he preferred since the business benefitted the local community and the city of Atlanta directly. He liked his city, his territory, and liked to see it taken care of, including everyone who lived here. He’d especially come to like this particular area over the years, something about how inviting it was with its varied shops, mature, inviting landscaping and the type of people it drew into the neighborhood.


Or at least at one time he’d enjoyed it. The drive down here hadn’t improved his mood as much as he thought it would, so he parked quite a ways from the entrance, wanting to take his time before going inside. He hit the car alarm button on his key ring and put his phone on vibrate before making his way towards the store entrance. Out of habit he ran his hand through his long hair to pull it free from his face, taking in a big breath of the fresh night air while he tried to clear his mind.


He lifted his head to a passing breeze, and a strand of his hair floated into his line of vision. He let it be, not wanting to be distracted just yet from the pleasant feel of the inviting night air. It was a brief feeling of peace, a relief from the often times crushing sense of responsibility that he could neither walk away from nor ever feel completely comfortable with.


He felt eyes on him and finally glanced to his left while he kept walking. An attractive young woman was looking at him… and smiling. She started to blush as she looked away, then back again.


He blinked once, twice, and regarded her for a time. She looked so innocently happy that he found himself daydreaming about what she would feel like wrapped up in his arms. Warm and soft no doubt. In his mind’s eye he imagined her by his side every night, always there with a smile and a comforting word…


It was out of character for him to be fantasizing about a woman he’d only just laid eyes on, which told him just how stressed he felt. His normal tension was momentarily calmed by his wandering fairy tale thoughts, though. It didn’t hurt that the woman had a gorgeous smile, and the longer she flirted with him the more he found himself smiling back.


She looked like the stereotypical girl next door with an innocent face and cute figure. She screamed naiveté. She had dark blonde hair that wasn’t sure if it wanted to be wavy or curly as it hung past her shoulders, and she was probably a good five or six inches shorter than his six foot two frame. She also looked young, but everyone looked young to him.


But not everyone peaked his interest like she did.


Wait. She was on his left side.


His heart thumped in his chest. She could fully see his scar. Maybe. There were overhead lights out here anyway. She was timidly looking him all over, blushing when their eyes met, all the while being able to see his hideous disfigurement. No woman had ever had a positive reaction to him unless he’d used his power to create a mask for his face. It hid his scar and made all his features a little softer edged, even giving him a little color.


But he wasn’t wearing his mask.


Maybe she knew who he was and was playing a game with him. Without his mask human women didn’t flirt with him, and supernaturals only did when they wanted something, usually power. She wasn’t a supernatural, though. He didn’t sense anything magical about her.


They reached the door to the bookstore at the same time and all his suspicious thoughts fled his mind now that she was so close. She smelled of sweet soaps and shampoo, and her eyes were intent on him. She hesitated at the door and he quickly stepped forward to open it for her.


“Thank you.” Her voice was lovely and her gaze even lovelier.


“My pleasure.”


He could hear her heart beating just a little faster than before, and he unabashedly stood closer than was appropriate as she walked by him and into the store. He couldn’t help looking her up and down as soon as her back was to him, his body’s desires effortlessly resurfacing after years of neglect.


When she turned back and briefly caught his eye, he mentally groaned in need for her, then immediately chastised himself for continuing with this charade. The woman was beautiful, flirty, and definitely out of his league, or at the very least she’d be one more woman who’d be horrified to eventually find out he was vampire, which would then force him to use his powers to make her forget all about him.


Even knowing it would end in nothing but heartache, he couldn’t stop himself from following her into the store, her gaze constantly wandering from him to the tables of books and back again. She lingered at the tables, sneaking peaks at him, at his body, sometimes looking him in the eye, always a smile on her face.


His heart beat quickly at her playfulness, which only made him nervous. He was completely confident as the head of a powerful family of supernaturals, but his personal life had always been a whole other matter. He was terrible at anything having to do with women and considered walking away from this whole situation before he embarrassed himself, but her bold, flirty glances encouraged him to stay.


He calmed some when he realized she must have non-traditional tastes in men for her to be so frisky with him like this. He was definitely not someone beautiful women went out of their way to flirt with.


She caught him watching her for longer than a moment and stilled, almost looking nervous herself, now. He glanced away. He hadn’t been expecting this tonight. It was surreal and he felt unprepared, but he wasn’t ashamed to admit that in the few minutes they’d been flirting, he felt more alive than he had in a long, long time.


He took a deep breath and looked back in her direction. She seemed young, about twenty five, maybe older. Was that too young for him to be thinking about her? Was he too much of a monster to be thinking about any woman?


He panicked when she casually turned away from the tables and walked further into the store, looking like she knew exactly where she was going. His heart raced as he wondered what to do. In the back of his mind he knew it was silly to think anything could happen between him and this woman, but the rest of him wanted this. The rest of him needed this.


He decided to go talk to her, but his mind froze and no thoughts formed about what to possibly say. He cursed himself in his head because he couldn’t let her just walk away. His life was long and moments like these were a precious rarity, even if nothing came of tonight, so he forced himself to take a step in her direction.


Working up his courage, he poked through the aisles until he found her again. She’d squatted down to look through the books on a lower shelf and was totally engrossed in what she was doing. With her hair hanging in front of one side of her face she didn’t seem to notice him walking towards her. Hmm… he shouldn’t…


Yes, he should.


He stood right behind her, pretending to look at books on the opposite shelf. When she finally stood up, she smacked straight into his backside, grabbing his arm to steady them both.


“Oh God! I’m so sorry! I didn’t know anyone was behind me…”


She looked stunned as her voice trailed off, her eyes wide and intent on him. He liked that. A lot. He also liked that she didn’t release her grasp on him.


Looking oh so innocent, she said a little meekly, “I guess we just keep bumping into each other. Sorry about that.”


Anthony felt determined even though his knees were weak. He should’ve felt bad about what he’d done, but now he had her talking to him. And touching him. He loosely held onto her as she held his wrist, letting her take her hand back if she wanted. She didn’t.


“No apologies needed. I should have known better than to stop right behind you. I wasn’t paying attention. Forgive me.” He inclined his head as he watched her intently, both of them now smiling at each other.


He released her from his hold and held out his hand. Being vampire, and especially a Master, made him feel a bit like a cheat because he could easily sense every emotion, every feeling she had right now. Her quickening heartbeat, the slight blush in her cheeks, and the heady mixture of excitement, nervousness and pure physical attraction made his own heart beat harshly in his chest.


“My name’s Anthony. And you are?”


She put her warm, delicate hand in his.


“Kaia. Nice to meet you Anthony.”


He inclined his head and tested out her name. “The pleasure’s all mine, Kaia.”


Her gorgeous smile lit up her face and he wanted so badly to reach out and kiss her. A hunger to know this woman gnawed at him with such incredible intensity that he had to force himself to stay calm. He’d been on edge for a while now, though, so right or wrong, this felt good to be so intensely wound up over her.


He gingerly held her hand and raised it like he was going to kiss it, then quickly remembered that wasn’t appropriate these days. Instead, he smiled and said, “I don’t often get a chance to meet new people. Could I buy you a cup of coffee? They have a café here in the store.” He mentally cringed when his hand trembled in hers. Wound up or not, he was still nervous to be the object of this beautiful woman’s attention.


He was relieved when she smiled more brightly and said, “That sounds nice. I don’t drink coffee but I’m sure they have something I’d like.”


He inclined his head and opened his hands. Electricity built between them as they hesitated at releasing each other. The incredible chemistry he felt with her helped still his nerves, but did nothing to calm the rest of him. Instead, he looked into her eyes and felt like he had a new, very enjoyable purpose to his night.


They finally released each other and his gaze instinctively fell to her neck when she flicked her hair back. He forced himself to look away as he quickly masked his eyes, the intimate thought of tasting her blood now on his mind as much as the longing he felt to pull her into his arms.


They turned together and Anthony walked beside Kaia with his arm behind her back, not realizing how out of date that must seem until they reached the café.




Chapter 3


Smells of coffee and sugary snacks filled the air of the small café as Anthony made his way with Kaia to the counter. They wound through the small gathering of tables up to the register where a middle aged couple was placing their order and chatting with the cashier about the latest investment scandal in the news. Kaia quietly said in a sing song voice, “There was a crooked man who walked a crooked mile.”


He continued the nursery rhyme, “Who found a crooked sixpence upon a crooked stile.”


She looked curiously surprised while she fought a smile. “I can never remember the rest of that.”


He casually said, “He bought a crooked cat, who caught a crooked mouse, and they all lived together in a crooked little house.”


They shared a chuckle and she looked thoughtfully at him. “You don’t strike me as someone who would know nursery rhymes.”


“As a child my mother taught me to read from a book of fables. I memorized them all, and now I suppose they will forever be somewhere in the back of my mind.”


She got a twinkle in her eye as she smiled more intimately, and his body went tight. In her snug t-shirt and curve hugging jeans, he didn’t have to use his imagination much to know just where he’d like to put his hands right now, which was everywhere. He chastised himself for his thoughts, though. Gentlemen shouldn’t be thinking such improper things the first time they met someone. Even though this meeting would probably end up like every other failed relationship in his past didn’t mean he shouldn’t be polite.


As if he would be any other way with a woman. Maybe that had been his problem all along. He was too polite, so when they finally found out he was vampire, it was too much of a shock for them. He mentally huffed in indignation, then cursed his wandering thoughts.


He took a deep breath, realizing that this unexpected encounter that was throwing his hormones into overdrive proved that he’d let himself get too far gone in his head. He needed to find a way to relax, or at the very least, distract himself. He smiled as he thought that this beautiful, sexy woman was fulfilling that need quite well.


She stopped in front of the counter and smiled. “Those cookies smell good.”


The college aged young man working the register looked startled when he flicked a glance at Anthony. He nervously looked away and kept his attention on Kaia as he said, “They’re fresh from the oven. Can I get you one?”


She looked at Anthony and kept dazzling him with her radiant smile. He swore he craved her like he’d never craved anyone in his life. “It appears the lady would like one please.” He absently felt the cashier’s nervousness again but ignored it.


The man rung it up on his register. “Anything to drink with that?”


She said, “A bottled water please,” then looked expectantly at Anthony.


“Nothing for me, thank you.” He pulled out his money clip to pay for her order, stepping a little closer in order to reach the cashier. She didn’t move away to give him room, staying put as if it was the most natural thing in the world for them to be in each other’s personal space, their bodies now only inches from touching. He forced himself not to look at her while they were this close. Her body heat alone and her sweet, personal scent was already driving him crazy. If he saw a look in her eyes that told him she felt the same barely restrained physical need as him, he feared he’d do something he’d later regret.


He exchanged money with the cashier, then stepped back and finally looked at her. Thankfully her mood seemed light and playful when she eyed him with a quirky smile and said, “Thank you Anthony.”


Hearing his name on her lips made another rush go through him. “It’s my pleasure.” She faintly blushed and glanced away, giving him a quick moment to look her over again. He took a deep breath, her luscious, womanly body doing nothing to calm his anxious tension.


He didn’t want this encounter to just be about physical need, though, so he forced himself to focus on something else about her, and realized he liked that she thanked him for paying for her order. He didn’t feel like she needed to, but for all the people who never did, and for paying for and providing big things in their lives, her sincere thanks for this snack and a drink made him genuinely smile.


He mentally sighed when he realized he was being too cynical and reminded himself to just relax. He’d come out tonight to get his mind off his life and his troubles, and so far he seemed to be doing just that.


The cashier gave him his change back and he put it all in the small flower vase tip jar while Kaia picked up a couple napkins and her cookie. Anthony carried her water, and as they started to walk away from the counter she said, “You’re a generous tipper.”


Alarmed that he might have done something strange, he stopped and looked back at the tip jar. He’d paid with a ten dollar bill, so the change he’d put in was a five plus some coins. He relaxed and turned back to her, guiding them to a table as he said, “It’s a small amount of money for me and possibly a large amount for someone who likely makes little more than minimum wage.”


She smiled at him with a twinkle in her eye, and he very nearly ran into a table because he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She quietly giggled and looked towards where they were walking.


“What a pretty picture.”


His mood dropped when she pointed to a large framed painting of a cross set against a blood red background that hung on a wall in the seating area. If he’d had any hope before, now it was certainly gone. Vampires and religion didn’t go very well together.


He motioned toward a small table away from the other scattered people in the café, then put her water down and immediately pulled her chair out for her.


She seemed surprised by his manners as she said, “Thank you.”


He inclined his head and took his own seat. Gesturing towards the painting, he carefully asked, “Are you religious?”


She caustically chuckled. “Not in the slightest. In fact, a friend talked me into going to church with her once a few years ago and I ended up so ticked off by the sermon that I wouldn’t shut up the whole way home. I never got asked back.” She laughed to herself while she opened her water bottle and he couldn’t help but chuckle as his tense shoulders relaxed.


She flicked a glance at him almost like he’d startled her. “Oh… I suppose I should’ve asked if you are. Sorry. I probably just stuck my foot in my mouth.”


He laughed more openly at that as his tension continued to ease. “Not to worry. I am not religious. Far from it as well, though I have read quite a bit about the different religions. It’s an interesting topic to explore, for a variety of reasons.”


She nodded. “When I was working on my degree I took a couple classes on it. Definitely interesting, and I was surprised to find how similar a lot of them are, even between eastern and western religions.”


“You’re not working on your degree anymore? What were you going to school for?” He had the fleeting thought that he was surprised by how easy it was to talk to her. She had a comfortable way about her.


“I got my bachelor’s in accounting with a minor in finance. I’m more or less a staff accountant for a manufacturing company.”


His smile grew. “More or less?”


She smirked half heartedly and it was adorable. “You’d fall asleep if I told you about my job. It’s all numbers and lots of boring stuff.”


His heart beat in total lust. She was a numbers girl. He cocked an eyebrow. “Numbers are pretty much all my life is. Unfortunately money is a necessary evil, so to live comfortably it’s good to understand finance.” He chuckled quietly. “Though for some it can be a dry topic.”


He wasn’t sure if it was just his nerves, but as she looked intently into his eyes he thought he still felt an intensity between them. It was probably all in his head, though. “So tell me about what you do. You work for a manufacturing company? How big is the company?”


She gave him a curious look and he briefly worried he’d done something not quite human, then forgot about that when she started talking.


“Well, we do about two hundred and fifty million in revenue a year and I’m a senior accountant and analyst for their textiles division.”


Senior analyst? She must be older than she looked and she had brains. His hormones were in complete overdrive. “Two hundred and fifty million? Textiles? Hmm, if it’s a local company that would probably be Lion Industries. Do you work for Lion?”


Her smile grew as she slowly said, “Yeah, that’s right. Wow, you know that much about local business?”


He smiled sheepishly, suddenly feeling like maybe there really could be something between them, which made him incredibly nervous again. “I have a somewhat photographic memory, and I’m a local businessman myself, so I spend my days paying attention to things like that.”


She gave him an interested look. “So what do you do?”


He loved how she looked at him. She gazed straight into his eyes, seemingly intent on his every word. “I split my time between a variety of things. I take care of an apartment complex on the outskirts of Brookhaven as well as the private club inside one of the buildings. It’s quite a handful at times. I also mentor some small business owners in town, though I’m trying to reduce the time I spend on that. In my spare time I invest in the community.”


Kaia tore open the paper bag her cookie was in and broke off a small piece. “You sound busy.”


“Yes and no. I’ve done all of this long enough that it’s quite routine for me most days. I’ve become rather efficient at it.”


She carefully asked, “So is routine a good thing or bad thing?” She took a bite of her cookie and looked like she was savoring it.


“That’s a good question. Some things seem tedious to me at this point. The apartments, the restaurant…” He blinked in surprise at her sudden racing heartbeat. She looked quite interested in his mouth as she nibbled on her bite of cookie. Her breaths became slow and deep for a few moments, which only made him excited.


He more quietly finished what he’d been saying. “…the bar, helping new business owners, all of it.” He smirked when she absently nodded at him. It made him smile more broadly at her, which made her look up into his eyes. More softly than he meant to, he asked, “Good cookie?”


She blushed and looked away, then back at him. With a smirk she said, “Actually, yes. Would you like a bite?”


His immediate wicked thought was yes, but not of the cookie. They locked eyes, her brief mischievous smile quickly replaced with a completely innocent one that almost made him doubt he’d seen anything suggestive in the first place. Almost.


He smiled more openly, not quite sure where this was going with her, but liking that he felt more and more human as the night wore on. She made him think of intimate things, things he hadn’t seriously thought about in years, but at the same time he found he was actually interested in her and not just her beautiful body. That thought helped him calm down while he paid closer attention to what he really thought of her. “It does smell good but I don’t eat many sweets. Thank you anyway.”


She smiled as she took another bite, and he happily realized he was having fun with her. She was lighthearted and frisky and it made him want much, much more.


Her eyes roamed his face for a moment and he tensed when her gaze stopped on his scar. She cocked her head and tried to look more closely at it, and it shocked him. Who was she to flirt so openly with him only to now sit here and gawk at his hideousness? She was so naturally beautiful, let alone her awesome body in her snug clothes that hugged all the right places. She didn’t have to deal with the kinds of looks people gave him all the time, staring at him with a look of sick fascination or obvious repulsion, or else ignoring him so they wouldn’t have his terrible disfigurement burned into their memories.

OEBPS/Images/368854-mastering-darkness_s.jpg
AFOREST OF DARKNESS

KATE WENDLEY





OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





