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Mastering Darkness

A

Forest of Darkness

Novel

Kate Wendley

Can love save his humanity from slipping away?

The gruesome duties of being the Master Vampire of the Atlanta territory are enough to tempt Anthony into turning off his emotions for good and becoming the monster he sees in the mirror, once and for all. But a flirtatious chance meeting with a beautiful human shocks his heart into remembering sensations he thought he’d long lost the ability to experience. Oblivious to the supernatural world existing in the shadows all around her, Kaia has secrets of her own, though, like why she’s the only human living at Wild Woods, home to Anthony’s bitter foe.

Years after escaping a traumatic past, Kaia has a life she’s proud of, and maybe, finally, a man. But as her nice, safe world unravels before her eyes, she has to decide what’s more important… safeguarding her secrets, or letting herself find love with a monster…
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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.

He bitterly wondered if she felt pity for him. The thought made him angry at the same time that he was still turned on by her, which did nothing but confuse him.

He tried to calm down. Maybe she wasn’t looking at his scar. She was looking at his face anyway. His hair hung in front of his left eye again, completely out of habit, but she’d already seen him behind his hair. She’d already seen his actual face. Was she trying to hint that he didn’t need to hide his hideousness from her?

He grew defiant at the thought. If he was just himself, would she still like him? Would she still sit here and make small talk with him? Anger gripped his heart as he decided to test her. He dared her to do something, to prove to him once and for all that everyone feared him and that no one wanted to be anywhere close to the repulsive monster.

Time slowed down as he put his hand to his scalp and ran his fingers through his hair. He smoothed it back so his scar was totally exposed. His heart beat wildly as he tensely watched for her reaction to seeing his unadorned, naked face, his hair pulled as far back as he could get it while it still hung free.

She smiled, warmly, and his heart stopped beating. She sat there acting like nothing monumental had just happened, which, for her, it hadn’t he supposed. Just for him. He sighed and let the tenseness in his body drain away.

His emotions were all over the place. Disbelief and joy started to fill him. For a moment or two he just watched her, not even realizing that he wasn’t speaking, and she just calmly watched him, a sweet expression on her face. As they silently looked at each other he wondered if something big just happened between them because it felt like it had. It felt… intimate, like he’d just bared his soul for her, and it made him nervous all over again.

He awkwardly broke the mood and said, “So what were you here for tonight?”

Her long lashes made her eyes look heavenly as she thoughtfully gazed at him, taking her time before answering.

“Oh, I was picking up a book I was missing from a series.”

“Who’s the author?”

She hesitated before saying, “Lydia Allard.”

“The Bianca Black series or The Order of the Guard?”

She beamed curiously at him. “You read Lydia Allard?”

He immediately felt himself blush, which only made her giggle.

She reached out and touched his hand. “You’re blushing!” She covered her mouth with her other hand as she quietly chuckled.

He wasn’t sure how to respond. He loved having her touch him, but he was also embarrassed because they both knew there was quite a bit of romance in both series of books.

He somewhat quietly said, “I, uh, read a lot of authors.”

Humor danced in her eyes as she took her hand from his and reluctantly stopped giggling. “Do you read Terry Scheinway?”

He relaxed. Thank God. Not a romance author. “Interstellar Missions or the Evolutionary series?”

Her smile filled her entire being again. “Interstellar Missions are all I’ve read so far, though I still need to get the last two books.”

His heart beat in excitement. He’d never had someone to talk about books with. Zach and Sebastian didn’t read anything for pleasure besides some magazines once in a while, and he’d never been able to talk books with a woman. The thought of being able to do that seemed strangely sexy. As if he wasn’t already turned on by her. “I saw them on the table in the front of the store. They have both of them here tonight.”

She matter-of-factly said, “I need to wait for them to come out in paperback. I started the series that way and if I get them in hardcover they won’t fit neatly on my bookshelf next to the others.”

A laugh burst out of him and this time she blushed, though she was still smiling. He reached for her hand this time. “Forgive me, please.” He fake coughed while he tried to stop laughing. “I’m just glad to find I’m not the only one who likes to keep my books in a certain order.” After a moment he felt awkward still touching her so he took his hand back.

She asked, “So what about you? What were you looking for tonight?”

Now that was a loaded question. If he told her he’d been trying to feel human again would that scare her away? “I did not have anything in mind. I was just out looking for something to do. I haven’t actually been to a bookstore in a long time since I usually buy books online, but there’s something about holding one in your hands and being able to flip through it before you buy it, so I thought I’d see what was out.”

She gave him a curious smile. “So… you needed something to do but didn’t go out with your friends, or your… girlfriend?”

He playfully perked up at her question, glad that she cared to ask. He held her gaze as he said, “No, my friends are working tonight and I don’t have a girlfriend, or a wife for that matter.” The air felt completely charged with energy, and not his vampire energy, either. He could still hear her heart beating fast as they flirted, this night feeling unbelievable to him.

She meekly said, “No significant other for me either.”

He silently thanked any God and deity that was listening to his thoughts for her being single. They locked eyes again, silence between them as everything around him disappeared.

Her attention on him felt nice. More than nice, though, he recognized it for the precious and unique thing that it was. She’d taken that first step that no other woman had ever done with him while he was just being himself and not hiding behind his mask. She sought him out with her flirtatious ways and it felt good. This didn’t happen in his world, not at all. Not to him at least, and because of that, this night would forever be burned into his memories.

He startled when his phone vibrated in his pocket. Irritated at feeling like their moment of bonding had been interrupted, he pulled it out, saw it was just Ivan calling, then muted it and put it on the table. “I apologize for that. Business associate.”

“Do you need to take the call?”

He cocked his head as he looked at her. She was polite. Most of the women he was normally around were shifters that had an extremely large entitlement complex, not that he ever talked to them personally. He heard them talk plenty, though. “No, I can call him later. I wouldn’t dream of interrupting my time getting to know you for someone I talk to all the time.”

He smiled heartily when she looked timidly away.

“Ivan started a business last year and I help him with his bookwork while he’s getting it off the ground. He’s probably calling to see when I’ll be free to meet with him again. He’s a good salesman, but not a good record keeper, so I’ve been trying to train him how to keep his books straight.”

She nodded casually. “But you’re trying to stop doing that?”

“It’s very routine for me. I don’t have anything else going on in my life, though, and it’s hard to step back when so many people rely on me. The apartments and club as well.”

She took another bite of her cookie and said, “Are they too routine, too?”

He fiddled with a napkin on the table. She intently watched him and it was surprising how the look on her face made him feel so much like a man. “I like my partners, but the actual clientele at the club grows tiresome at times. Maybe I just need a break from it, but it’s my life. Without it I really don’t know what I would do. I mean, I could do something else, I just don’t know what else that would be.”

“Oh.” She paused, then said, “I’m sorry if I touched on a sore subject. I just open my big mouth sometimes and don’t realize what comes out.”

He half-heartedly smirked. “No need to apologize. It’s nothing I haven’t asked myself a thousand times already and every time my answer is the same. I put a lot of effort into building the businesses up so I don’t want to just walk away from them. I don’t have any reason why I would, either, especially with no one significant in my life whom I would need to divide my time with.”

She abruptly asked, “And if you had someone in your life? I mean…”

His heart beat in longing as he looked her straight in the eyes and more quietly said, “I’d gladly make sure she was the center of my world.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he was surprised how open and honest he was being with her.

He smiled wholeheartedly when she blushed yet again and looked away from him. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” He was probably doing everything wrong with her, yet it didn’t feel like it. He had no idea what he was doing, but she was still here and still seemed interested. It made his spirit feel lighter than it had in a long time.

She cleared her throat, then took a drink of water, the blush slowly disappearing and a small smile on her face the whole time. Finally she asked, “So what do you like to drink? Do bar owners have favorite drinks?”

He fidgeted. “I actually don’t really drink.”

She perked up at that, which he found a little odd. “You mean you don’t drink very often? Like once or twice a week? What do you like to drink when you do?”

He went still, unsure how to answer. Truth or lie? The trick to keeping his vampire identity secret all these years without having to rely on mind tricks very often hinged on him being able to smoothly tell a lie by sticking as close to the truth as possible. Mostly he preferred to tell the truth but omit anything that might make people ask more questions. He opted for truth with her. “I don’t drink at all.” He was happy to see her visibly relax at his statement. “And how about you? What’s your favorite drink?”

“I don’t really drink much. When I do I just have a beer or two, but that’s pretty rare.”

He relaxed. He felt his whole body relax. If they met up again he wouldn’t have to have excuses for not drinking around her. He also thought more of her that she wasn’t a drinker. He liked to think he kept up with the times fairly well, but he always thought it was a little unladylike for women to get drunk. A drink or two was fine, but as the years went by it seemed like it was more and more acceptable for women to get just as drunk as men always have, not that he thought it was proper for men to be drunk either, though.

But perhaps he was being too proper. As a human he’d never indulged in such things, and as a vampire, as his father molded and groomed him into his new life, things were very proper. Too proper usually, but he grew used to it to the point that he now struggled with being able to tell when he himself was being overly stuffy.

He got nervous when she suddenly yawned. “It’s getting late. You probably have to work in the morning.”

“I’m sorry. Yeah, I do.” She shook her head as if to clear it. “I mean no, it’s not too terribly late, but I was up early this morning. A strange noise woke me and then I couldn’t get back to sleep. It’s not you.” She put her hand on his arm while she apologized, then awkwardly took it back.

He wanted so badly to reach out and touch her again, but he didn’t. Instead, he asked, “A strange noise?”

She took another drink of water and a bite of her cookie. “It was probably just a weird dream, but I swear I heard a dog growling. It sounded close enough to be in the next room, but I live alone on the second story of an apartment building so there’s no reason I should hear a dog that loudly, even if it was out in the woods behind my place.”

She waved it away. “Like I said, I’m sure it was just a dream, but it freaked me out and I couldn’t get back to sleep, and then my neighbors were being kind of loud. I don’t know, maybe they were fighting or something because they knocked into the walls a couple times after that.” She stifled another yawn.

“It wasn’t one of your neighbor’s dogs?”

She quietly laughed. “I doubt it. The landlord doesn’t allow pets and he lives on my other side. I don’t think they’d dare push him. He can be… kind of stern. Nice guy, but he has his moments.”

“Do you see a lot of wild animals around your place?”

“Sometimes. I’ve seen coyotes or wolves or whatever they are a few times from my balcony. My friend, the landlord, always tells me not to go outside in the dark, especially behind the buildings where the dumpsters are. I try to be careful.”

“Sounds like you have a smart landlord. You should listen to him.”

“I do!” She giggled and lightly tapped his arm while stifling yet another yawn.

“I should let you get home.” Anthony hesitated, so nervous his heart felt like it was going to burst out of his chest. “May I call you sometime?” He couldn’t think straight and he felt guilty, like he was doing something wrong. He was just a cold, hard, bastard, after all, and she was a charming, beautiful woman.

She smiled and more intimately said, “I’d like that.”

He felt giddy with excitement as he picked up his phone.

She said, “I don’t have a cell phone.”

He looked curiously at her. “Really?”

She shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t have anyone I need to stay in constant contact with, I guess.”

He smirked caustically at that. “I would prefer not to have people constantly trying to get ahold of me, but I suppose we all have our jobs to do in life. They certainly don’t call me because they want to visit.”

She smiled curiously at him and it made him feel warm all over. He put her name and number in his phone, then started to stand. “May I walk you to your car? I wouldn’t want something to happen to you in the parking lot.” His heart beat harshly in his chest as he stepped to her side, offering her his hand, still amazed at this whole night.

“Thanks, that would be nice.” She looked a little awkwardly at him before she finally put her delicate hand in his and stood. He unabashedly didn’t move back to give her room, instead guiding her into his personal space.

They gazed at each other and he had no idea why he was being so forward with her, but it felt right. The fact that her breath came out a little shaky as she stood in front of him only excited him even more. He briefly imagined them in each other’s arms, leaning in for a kiss…

But she was human.

The word drug out through his mind in large letters. She was delicate and oblivious to his world, a fragile creature compared to him and his kind, but God he wanted her. Not just her body, which definitely turned him on, but in their short time together he’d actually been able to forget about his worries and just be himself.

He was a stranger to her, a stranger that she just happened to be interested in, and it was an incredibly freeing feeling to know that she was oblivious to any of the rumors and assumptions about him, whether true or false, or how much everyone hated and feared him.

A wonderful rush swept through him as something opened up inside his soul. Emotions he’d long thought forgotten were suddenly back with a vengeance, her happy spirit  and beautiful body making him feel alive after too many years of being cold and emotionless.

He took a calming breath and slowly turned so she was on his right side, the side without his scar. She wrapped her hand around his forearm and held onto him as they walked, her smiling eyes never straying from his.

He couldn’t stop himself from inhaling deeply to try to memorize her scent, which only made him rock hard all the way through the parking lot. And he felt like he was doing something wrong the entire time. After all, monsters like him shouldn’t be trying to get close to sweet, innocent, lovely young women like her, should they?

“This is me.” She guided him to the driver side of her dark blue Civic.

He smiled at the color, then nervously faced her as she turned to him. He tried to think of the perfect thing to say, but didn’t know what that would be. He’d never been a smooth talker and especially not with women. “I’m very glad we met tonight, Kaia. I had a good time getting to know you. It’s all right if I call you?”

“Of course! I gave you my number didn’t I?” Her eyes went wide in mock hurt and horror before she calmed down and smiled at him. “I’m glad we met too, Anthony. Really glad.”

Since he was taller than her, his long hair hung a little in his face as he gazed into her lovely eyes. As if in slow motion, she reached up with her free hand and gingerly tucked a lock of it behind his ear, her hand trailing lightly down his neck and over his shoulder until she finally rested her palm against his chest.

Her touch made his body burn for her, and the air between them felt electric as Anthony put his hand on top of hers. She was slightly trembling as she held his gaze and it drove him crazy. Her heart beat harshly, her breathing getting heavier as they stood mesmerized by each other.

After a blissful eternity that was actually only a few seconds, she quietly said, “I wish I didn’t have to work tomorrow so we could talk some more, but I should get going.” She very slowly stepped away from him.

Anthony reluctantly backed up, never taking his eyes off her as she smiled, waved, and said goodbye. His body was tight as he watched her leave, and he decided he didn’t want to go back to the club just yet. His mind whirled, and he had a nagging feeling that tonight was too good to be true. He ignored that for now because he hadn’t felt this alive in years and he wanted his good mood to last as long as possible.

He pulled his phone out and called Kaia’s number as he walked through the parking lot to the thicket of trees behind the buildings. He wanted some time to himself to leisurely stroll through the night, but not until after he satisfied his curiosity that this was indeed her phone number.

Her line rang and his heart clenched in nervousness when her voicemail message came on. He stood absolutely still as he listened.

When the beep sounded he said with determination, “Hello Kaia, this is Anthony. I very much enjoyed meeting you tonight. I wanted to wish you a good night and I hope you make it home ok. I’ll call you tomorrow around six o’clock, or you can call me at this number if you like, though I’m generally unavailable until the evening.”

He felt more confident in himself by the time he left his number for her and hung up feeling good, though he looked at his phone in amazement before tucking it back in his pocket.

His pessimistic conscience slowly creeped to life as he wandered towards the dark woods. What was he doing? He had no business trying to get to know a human woman, but she made him feel good. He didn’t feel cold and emotionless with her, and even better, he’d actually relaxed tonight in her company.

He strolled deeper into the beautiful, tranquil woods before he could let his thoughts wander much more. He wanted to be himself tonight and not think about his responsibilities in life, even if just for a little bit, so once he was sure it was too dark for a human to see anything, he let his body evaporate into vapor. He floated as mist through the trees and brush, reveling at being a part of everything around him. His body was ethereal as he lost himself in the night. He didn’t think, didn’t feel, he just was.

He spread his form out as thin as he felt he could without losing complete control, making himself light as a feather. He got caught up in a breeze and let it carry him across a roadway and into another thicket of trees. As the gust crashed into a tree trunk, his form split apart only to rejoin on the other side.

He continued through the woods, eventually parting with the wind as he crept up a tall pine where he regained his human form. He looked down over the night while he half floated, half stood on an outstretched branch. He heard the sounds of crickets, had the wind in his hair, and could see for miles. Alive in the night, his vampire senses soaked up the sights and sounds around him, filling him with a sense of calm and peace he hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

 


Chapter 4

Anthony stayed as still as possible until crickets finally resumed their chirping. Fireflies flickered on and off in the night, forest critters scurried about, and his mind felt calm as he watched and listened to everything around him.

He wasn’t sure how much time had passed before the feel of his phone vibrating in his pocket brought his reality back down on his shoulders. People never seemed to stop calling anymore, work being an endless cycle in his long life. He took his responsibilities as the Master of Atlanta seriously, though, so he answered the call, not bothering to check the caller id.

He didn’t want to disturb the tranquility around him any more than he had to, so he spoke quietly. “This is Anthony.”

“Hi Anthony. It’s Kaia.”

Startled out of his reverie, he fumbled with his power as he tried to keep from falling out of the tree he was perched in. He quickly righted himself, though his thoughts were scrambled and his heart beat anxiously when he said, “Hello there! I guess you got my message!” He swore at himself in his head. That sounded awkward, even to him.

“That was sweet of you to call. My landlord was up when I got in and I ended up talking to him for a little bit. I’m finally home now, though. I hope this isn’t too late for you.”

His tension eased at her relaxed tone.

“It’s not. I’m normally up quite late every night. Feel free to call as late as you like.” An awkward pause formed as he tried to think of what else to say, then decided to just be himself. “It was very nice meeting you tonight, Kaia. You were a pleasant surprise for me this evening.”

He could imagine her bashful smile as she said, “Thank you Anthony. That’s very sweet of you. I’m glad we kept bumping into each other.”

They shared a chuckle which turned into another awkward pause as Anthony tried to think of how to ask her out. He already lost his nerve earlier tonight, he’d forever kick himself if he didn’t ask her. Where was a good place for a first date though? He searched his memory banks as quickly as he could. A random overheard conversation popped into his head.

“Would you like to get together tomorrow night? Perhaps we could meet at the Botanical Garden at Piedmont Park in Midtown. They have a night exhibit with lights throughout the gardens. There’s also a dessert shop nearby that we could walk to.”

He could hear the smile in her voice when she said, “That sounds nice.”

“Wonderful. Is eight thirty too late? We could meet at the southern garden stairs inside the park.” His hand shook in nervousness as he pressed his phone to his ear.

“That’s perfect. I can’t wait.”

Her tone felt so sweet and personal, it made his knees weak just talking to her. Between that and her eagerness to spend time with him, he couldn’t stop smiling. “Then I wish you a good evening and I’ll see you tomorrow my sweet.”

In a dreamy voice, she said, “Good night Anthony. See you tomorrow.”

She hung up and he stared at his shaking phone for a time before putting it back in his pocket. He had a date tomorrow. Incredible.

**

As Anthony drove back to the club, his thoughts turned somber. He had a date tomorrow night with a wonderful woman, but in the end he imagined she would just be one more person he’d lose. He’d have to manipulate her memory of him eventually, once she found out he was vampire and screamed in horror about it all. He’d have to plant a false memory in her mind that would make her forget anything vampiric she’d seen, making her think she’d just lost interest in him instead.

It was the same thing he’d had to do with every other human woman he’d ever tried to date.

He got a twinge of heartache and was then immediately mad at himself for feeling such self pity. He was a leader and if women weren’t meant to be in his life, then they weren’t meant to be. It was as simple as that.

In the end he had a job to do. Thousands of lives depended on him, and that was more important than all his failed relationships, few as there’d been. His personal wants and desires took second place to the welfare of their community and always had.

It made him wish he wasn’t so powerful. He’d like to be just another vampire, not the one to have to be responsible for everyone. But he supposed he wouldn’t like that, either. He, at least, didn’t have to answer to anyone but himself. Other vampires, if they were smart, always had a Master to answer to.

He pulled into the parking ramp, carefully parking his car in the spot that was reserved for him. It was a little larger than all the others, ensuring he didn’t get any door dings. Not that he was completely obsessed about keeping his car in perfect condition, but he had such few possessions that he actually cared about and this car was the main one.

He loved the color, the smooth handling of it, and most of all the fact that no one else touched it without his permission. Most everything else at home was up for grabs with many things being shared by multiple people. Even his office where he spent so many of his nighttime hours. The imperial blue BMW M5 was his, though, and everyone knew to leave it alone.

He gave his keys to the attendant on the way out, unhurriedly making his way across the driveway to the building the club and his office were in. He paused and took a deep, tired breath as he looked around at nothing in particular. The door opened a moment later and the guard said, “Good evening sir.”

Anthony inclined his head and walked inside, not in much of a mood for conversation. His mind was a mess, and meeting Kaia only made him feel confused. He went straight downstairs and into his office, closing the door partway and putting a sound barrier around himself so he wouldn’t have to listen to the music of open mic night.

He was the only vampire he knew of that had the power to create a sound barrier, and he was beyond thankful he’d manifested the ability years ago. It saved his sanity countless times over the years from living in such close quarters with so many people. Everyone had varying degrees of super sensitive senses, but powerful hearing seemed to be something they all had. There was little privacy within these walls.

He swatted at a small spider on the edge of his desk before logging into his computer. He started reading through emails in an effort to distract himself from his confusion, going through reports and checking all his investment accounts.

He felt Zach come in the office some time later. Anthony looked at the time on the computer instead of acknowledging him. He knew Zach would just want to talk, but Anthony didn’t feel like it. He’d grown used to Zach’s curiosity over the years of living with both him and Sebastian, but sometimes he could really do without it.

The clock on the computer read 11:22.

At 11:23, Zach casually said, “Hey.”

Anthony briefly turned to see the handsome young Alpha Jaguar sitting on the one sofa in the sparsely decorated room. Since Zach was sitting there instead of at the other computer, it meant he wasn’t in here to do any work. Anthony inclined his head but went straight back to what he was doing, sending an email to one of his investment advisers about a recent dip in one of his accounts.

Zach interrupted him again. “So where’d you go tonight? Did you chill out for a while?”

Anthony sighed and stopped typing, turning just his head to look at him. “I went out for a while, yes. It was nice to get outside. I should get some work done now.”

Zach gave him a look, somewhere between suspicious and worried, and it irritated him. Anthony turned away from him before he could see it on his face.

Zach didn’t move, but Anthony could feel him tensing up. He cautiously said, “You seem more stressed than before you left. Are you ok?”

Anthony jerked his head around. “I’m fine. I’m busy right now. I do not wish to talk.”

Zach tensed even more, though he still didn’t move. None of the animals, and especially the more powerful ones, liked to be snapped at. It brought out the aggressive side of their animal nature. Anthony knew this and usually didn’t have a problem with it, but he didn’t feel like playing the game right now.

They stared at each other, Anthony getting angrier and angrier, Zach tensing more and more, his eyes starting to gleam brighter green. It pissed Anthony off to look at Zach right now because he was like Ethan in a way… a handsome man with an easy going, winning personality.

Completely opposite of Anthony.

Zach had a slim build similar to Anthony’s, but he had short black hair that was usually spiked in a trendy sort of way, intense green eyes with a handsome framing of dark lashes, and an endlessly curious and playful personality. He also never had trouble with women.

Anthony didn’t want to be irritated with his friend’s seemingly easy life, but all he could see was red right now. He was sick of all the pressure he was constantly under, all the life and death decisions he always had to make, besides his confusion about Kaia. He was starting to think a fight would feel good right now.

Sebastian burst into the room and slammed the door shut behind him. “What the fuck’s going on?”

Anthony growled to himself as he finally stopped glaring at Zach. He briefly looked at Sebastian, then turned back to his computer and tried to finish the email he’d been typing.

There were a few moments of silence before Sebastian angrily snapped, “I said,.. what’s.. going.. on?”

Anthony kept typing as he tartly replied, “Nothing’s going on. I’m trying to work.”

Sebastian snapped, “Then why the fuck are you so wound up? You’ve been pissed off ever since you came back tonight. More pissed off than usual. What the fuck happened tonight?”

Anthony went still at that. He froze as anger suddenly consumed him. Both he and Zach had been paying way too much attention to the link they had between them due to sharing so much blood over the years. Anthony always drank from them, but they also had Anthony’s blood when he chose to give it to them. It helped build their power, but also created something of a bond between them, allowing them to feel each other’s moods and general sense of where they were at any given time. It was a link they usually did their best to ignore.

He didn’t like that they were both paying such close attention to it now. He very slowly turned fully around and faced them.

Sebastian stood between Anthony and Zach, his arms crossed and looking very irritated… and worried.

Zach sat on the sofa, still tense, and still looking like he was on the verge of wanting to let his animal out to fight. He eyed Anthony like a cat watching prey… every time Anthony moved, Zach’s head moved the same way, never taking his eyes off him.

And these were his best friends.

Anthony sighed, then looked away from them while he tried to calm himself down. He took a couple breaths before quietly saying, “I met someone tonight. A woman. A lovely, intelligent, completely charming woman.” He closed his eyes for a moment, fighting back his emotional turmoil and the inevitability of how their relationship was going to end.

He opened his eyes and briefly looked at Sebastian, then Zach, then away again.

Sebastian incredulously snapped, “You’re pissed off because you met someone?”

Anthony looked mostly through him as he rather flatly said, “I’m not good with women, and of the small number I’ve courted, dated, it never ended well once they found out I was vampire. I want to get to know this one but… I’m dismayed at the inevitable outcome.”

He took another deep breath and looked away from them. He ran his hand through his hair, then leaned over and rested his forearms on his knees, the long strands cascading around his face. He bowed his head even further down as he sighed more deeply.

The room was quiet for a few moments before Anthony heard the sounds of Sebastian moving. After another moment, Sebastian barked out, “Knock it off Zach. Chill the fuck out, dammit.”

Zach growled, most likely at Sebastian, and then there were the sounds of them situating on the sofa. Anthony didn’t move as he assumed Sebastian was taking his time sitting down. He didn’t really want to talk or even look at them right now anyway.

Sebastian eventually grumbled out, “You’re assuming a lot about this woman.”

Anthony sighed deeply, then tiredly massaged his face. He abruptly stopped when he realized he could smell Kaia on his hands. He looked longingly at himself, remembering her touching him, and then him holding her hand for a time tonight. He reluctantly pushed those memories to the back of his mind and sat up to face his friends. “What do you mean?”

Sebastian didn’t say anything as he looked squarely at Anthony. His brown eyes weren’t gleaming like Zach’s green eyes were, but Sebastian was just as handsome as Zach, in his own way. He had a rough look with a rough attitude to match. He was a little stocky with compact muscles and golden hair that hung in slight waves just barely to the top of his shoulders. A light stubble of a beard was always present on his handsome face. Anthony was the odd man out when it came to looks.

Zach snapped in an irritated tone, “He means you’re assuming she’s like all the other women you’ve dated. You’re putting her in a box and labeling her.”

Zach’s jaguar was still just barely below the surface. Anthony had riled him up too much, but Zach was trying to calm himself down. Anthony could see that, and knew he shouldn’t try to provoke him, but he didn’t care about animal instincts tonight.

He matter-of-factly said, “It’s not a flippant generalization. I’m vampire and she’s human, and since vampires aren’t common knowledge to them it’s completely logical to assume she’ll react the same as other human women have.”

Zach shot back, “Then why don’t you date supernatural women?”

Anthony’s temper rose. “Because I don’t want to. They’ve only ever been after power. They weren’t trying to win my favor because they cared for me.”

Zach sneered, “Another assumption? That no supernatural woman could care for you?”

Anthony growled out more loudly, “I take care of these people. I know too much about them, remember too much about all of their families, all of their trials and tribulations. My photographic memory is a curse to me at times. There are no surprises and no illusions about their feelings or thoughts about me and the fact that I’m the most powerful person, by far, in the family. That will always make others careful around me, sometimes deviously deceptive. How can I relax or trust a woman in those conditions? No, I will not try to have another relationship with a supernatural!”

There was suddenly a gleam in Zach’s eyes and a flicker of a smile crossed his face just before he said, “I’ve never seen you get so worked up over some woman before.”

Anthony practically screamed, “She is not just some woman! She is−” He growled as Zach more fully smiled. “Do not play games with me tonight. I am in no mood.”

“The hell if you aren’t! You met someone you really like and you’re trying to rationalize why it won’t work before you even give it a chance. I’ve never known you to throw in the towel so fast before. Maybe what you’re actually afraid of is that this time it could work out.”

Anthony lurched forward in his chair and angrily snapped, “Do not mock me, Zach.”

Zach leaned forward on the sofa and said, “I’m not mocking you, Anthony, I’m pointing out that you’ve been all worked up since you got home tonight so you must have hit it off pretty good with this girl. I’ve never known you to be so emotional and I think it’s good for you. I don’t think you should write her off so quickly just because you’re afraid of what might happen because it also might not happen.”

Anthony took some angry breaths through his nose and tried to calm down. He glared at Zach as the jaguar looked completely comfortable with himself and slowly leaned back into the sofa again. Zach and Sebastian were the only ones he’d ever allow to talk to him like this and they both knew it, though Zach was the one who was always most comfortable with it.

Anthony flicked a glance at Sebastian, who was carefully watching him. Anthony scoffed and sat back in his chair, looking away from them both.

Zach asked, “Is her scent on your hands?”

He snapped, “What?”

Zach gave him a knowing look. “Your hands. You were looking at your hands and looked like you might have smelled them, too. Is her scent on your hands?”

He grudgingly said, “Yes.” After a moment, he more quietly said, “I can still smell her.”

Zach cocked his head in interest. “Really?” He smiled mischievously. “Either she has a strong scent or you guys were touching each other for a while tonight.” He grinned more fully. “Tell us about your date.”

Anthony frowned, but Zach kept smiling. He flicked a glance at Sebastian for help, but he was also starting to smile.

Anthony sighed in defeat and said, “Fine.” He fidgeted in his chair, then briskly said, “I went to the bookstore tonight and as I was walking through the parking lot, I felt someone’s eyes on me. I turned and there was a beautiful woman looking at me. All over. She flirted with me the whole way into the store, and then inside as well.”

Zach and Sebastian both smiled heartily at that. Zach said, “And…?”

Anthony reluctantly smiled. A little more slowly, he said, “She… eventually walked away. We’d both been looking over the new book tables and… flirting, and then she just walked away. So I arranged for her to bump into me. On accident, of course.”

He smiled more broadly and Zach and Sebastian both gave a good belly laugh.

“I asked if I could buy her a cup of coffee and we sat and talked in the café for quite a while.”

Zach looked like he was thoroughly enjoying himself. “And…? You have her smell on you from her just bumping into you?”

Anthony blinked a couple times before responding. He slowly said, “No… We, uh…” He cleared his throat and resituated himself as Sebastian and Zach both looked even more interested. “Well, she touched me once or twice while we talked, but then she seemed really tired so I walked her to her car. I offered her my arm and she took it.”

Zach narrowed his eyes. “And…?”

Anthony took a deep, happy breath. “She… well, we were both reluctant to leave. She touched me. She tucked my hair behind my ear and put her hand on me as we talked by her car. I, of course, held her hand as well.” He put his hand to his chest as he talked, remembering her heated touch. “We were just close to each other for a time. That is all.”

Sebastian said, “Did you kiss her?”

Anthony felt himself blush. “No. That wouldn’t have been appropriate on our first meeting, though I lean towards thinking she might not have resisted.”

They all chuckled at that.

Zach asked, “When are you going to see her again?”

“Tomorrow night. We’re meeting at the Botanical Garden at Piedmont Park.”

“Nice!”

Sebastian asked, “So what’s she like? What kind of woman finally got your attention?” He still had a small smirk on his face, which was a lot of emotion for Sebastian. He was another person who was very much a loner.

Anthony couldn’t help his own smile now. Zach had been right. He’d been emotional all night tonight. He started daydreaming about her… “She’s beautiful−”

Zach playfully snapped, “Of course she is!”

They all chuckled again. “She’s what you’d refer to as a natural beauty, Zach. Very little makeup, no fancy clothes, just jeans and a t-shirt… a casual, natural beauty.” He thought about her walking into the store tonight, and then her backside as she walked through the door ahead of him. She had a very nice looking rear end, legs…

Anthony realized he’d been daydreaming a little too long when Zach and Sebastian both started chuckling again. He blushed but decided he didn’t care about his embarrassment.

“She surprised me, actually. I mean, besides the fact that such a beautiful young woman seemed interested in me, she was, well, bold with her flirting, yet her personality is more on the quiet side. She’s somewhat of a contradiction.”

Zach said, “Or she just really likes you and you brought that out in her. You flip her switch.”

A heady rush of emotion raced through him as he remembered just how full of desire she seemed for him, and him for her. His fangs instantly came in and he was sure his eyes were glowing. He looked away from his friends while he tried to calm down.

Zach exclaimed, “Whoa! Holy shit dude. I think you guys flipped each other’s switches.”

Anthony looked at the ceiling in embarrassment, then back at his friends. His fangs were still in but he didn’t try to hide his emotions anymore.

“Yes, I’d say we probably did.” He smiled wistfully, then took a deep breath. “I’m very much looking forward to seeing her again. Very much.” He nodded mostly to himself, then spent the rest of the night thinking about her.

 


Chapter 5

Kaia stared blankly at her computer screen. She couldn’t get Anthony off her mind this morning. It’d been so long since she’d been with a man, and he was such a gentleman. He was polite, sweet and altogether sexy. She smiled to herself, yet again, remembering everything she could about him, and almost jumped out of her skin when she finally noticed Lauren standing in front of her desk.

“Oh honey! I’m sorry! I thought you heard me come in.”

Kaia laughed. “It’s my fault. I was lost in thought.” She liked Lauren and hoped to age as gracefully as she obviously was. The woman was at least twenty years older than Kaia, not a spot of gray in her nearly black hair, and eyes a deep, emerald green that made her features seem exotic.

She sat down with a twinkle in her eye. “You’re pretty happy today. Something going on?”

Kaia couldn’t keep the smile from her face if she tried. “Not really. I mean, I met a guy. I was just thinking about him.”

Lauren leaned closer and gave her a look, begging for more information.

“I met him last night at the bookstore. He seems like a really nice guy so far.”

She patted Kaia on the arm, then gave her a little squeeze. “He better be. You’re a nice, smart girl and you deserve to be treated well.”

That made her smile slip. Lauren meant well, but for a coworker to say things like that made her feel weird. How would she know how she deserved to be treated? How would anyone know? No one was close enough to her to know those kinds of things.

She tried to banish those thoughts, though. She was too cynical sometimes. Just because her family were heartless monsters didn’t mean everyone had an ulterior motive for being nice to her.

“Thanks. I hope it works out, too.”

Lauren gave her a mom smile and Kaia had to look away. Things like that always made her sad. She’d never had someone be a mom for her, at least not for very long, so when people randomly treated her like one of their own it always made her emotions go wacky.

She distracted her wandering mind by focusing on work instead. “I see you got that file I sent you. What did you think of the analysis I did?” They spent the next half hour going through questions the executives had about budgets and the most recent financial statements. Before Lauren left for lunch, though, she filled her in on random mom stuff. She always looked so happy when she talked about her son, and it made Kaia both happy and sad. She was happy for her that she had a good relationship with him and that they met up at least once a week for lunch, but it made her sad because having actual parents was something Kaia never had and never would have. She’d never know what it felt like to have someone care for her the way Lauren cared for her family.

She ate lunch by herself as she fought memories of her own past. Her parents died in a house fire when she was too young to remember them, so she’d had to go live with her aunt and uncle and their boys where life was a constant living hell. Her aunt had been the only one that actually even liked Kaia, and after she died from cancer when Kaia was eight, things only got worse. Her uncle’s drinking got worse, his frequent fits of rage turned into slaps, then punches… and his boys… she hated thinking about them. They got really good at manipulating uncle Roland so that everything that ever went wrong was somehow Kaia’s fault.

She worked up the courage to leave home the very night after getting her high school diploma. With only her absolute necessities on the car seat beside her, she quietly snuck out and drove off into the night, never once looking back.

Except that moving to another state, changing her name and starting a new life did nothing to calm her constant paranoia that her uncle would still eventually come for her, even now that it’d been years since she left. The more time that went by, in fact, the more she dreaded it happening even though in her head she knew that he couldn’t force her to do anything anymore. Some fears were just too ingrained. She’d lived through enough terror to know there could always be a next time, and you never knew when it might be or how it might happen because you just couldn’t trust anyone.

She’d learned that at a young age, though it took  her a couple painful lessons to also learn not to expose anything personal about herself, and especially not to family. It made it too easy to hurt her when they knew what she really cared about.

She took some deep breaths and tried to stop thinking about that life. That was a different person’s life, not her life. Not anymore. She thought about Anthony instead. He seemed nice and sweet. She let her nagging voice come and go that said maybe he wouldn’t always be that way. Maybe he’d be nice just long enough to get what he wanted from her and then he’d turn selfish again. Maybe even violent.

She knew not everyone was like that, but years of physical and emotional trauma were hard to just forget about, let alone be confident in knowing what a normal, healthy relationship should be like.

An image of Anthony smiling at her last night popped up in her mind and she had a hard time thinking of him as the kind of angry, manipulative monster her uncle was. Either way she’d be careful because she hadn’t gone to all the trouble of getting away from her horrible family just to end up with a guy in her life that was just as violent.

Ethan helped her keep her head on straight. He was her friend and her landlord, and he was the only one who actually knew about the past she’d run away from, the only one she felt safe enough to share it with. He made her feel normal because he never judged her for her upbringing. Anyone else who innocently asked about her family or childhood got a well-rehearsed lie that was good enough for them to not ask too many more questions. Mostly she thought they got tired of her vague answers and assumed she was being standoffish.

Lauren was somewhere in between. Kaia had confided bits and pieces to her but not enough for her to know the full picture, just that she didn’t like to talk about the past and didn’t want everyone feeling sorry for her, either. She surprisingly took it in stride and didn’t insist at certain times of the year that she come over and join her family, you know, ‘so you won’t be all alone at the holidays’. Kaia got tired of the pity party from others so she kept to herself and mostly didn’t get too personal with anyone.

Except now she’d met Anthony. She dated guys occasionally, but anyone that she’d ever started to get close to was just like everyone else once she began opening up to them. They got weirded out and uncomfortable, not knowing how to deal with someone who was pretty much on their own in life.

Some didn’t seem to like that she was a loner with no family, some didn’t like how independent she was, and some were outright confused how she even lived like that, with no real support system. They made her feel even more like an outsider.

But it wasn’t all their fault. She’d made this life for herself, not letting anyone help her because she didn’t want anyone to know why she was all alone. The more they knew, they easier it would be to hurt her…

Even so, she still tried to get to know people. A few years ago she met a guy she really liked and started opening up to him, at least a little. He got so freaked out that she wasn’t just a normal girl next door with a happy, well-adjusted life that he immediately stopped talking to her even though everything else had been going great between them. She never saw him again and never made the mistake of sharing anything personal with people after that.

She sighed. She wanted to connect with someone, she just didn’t know how without risking exposing her past and freaking a guy out.

Thinking about Anthony made her smile. Something was different about him, in a good way. When she’d first noticed him last night in the parking lot, her first thought was that he looked like a contradiction with his wild, long, dark hair and harsh scar on his face, all wrapped up in nice, expensive looking clothes. Was he wild? Was he tame?

When he lifted his face to the breeze, he seemed to absorb the beauty of the night and it immediately added a thoughtful dimension to him. As she eyed him more closely, his calm demeanor interested her more and more, so once he caught her looking at him, she decided not to stop.

She caught her breath when his dark eyes settled on her. It felt like they were boring into her soul as he watched her, and she couldn’t help her gaze wandering over his strikingly pale, creamy complexion, one cheek smooth, one roughed up with his scar.

She’d had the feeling she caught him in the middle of being absorbed in his own thoughts because it took him some time before he seemed to come to and actually smile at her. When he did, though, her body heated up. His features were distinct and sharp, and when he smiled she felt a weight in that gesture, as if he didn’t do it for just anyone. Maybe it was how slowly he warmed up to her, like he had to think about whether or not he really wanted to.

His attention was all on her after that, though, and he wasn’t a casual flirter, not at all. Their little chase around the book tables inside the store made her feel both mischievous and like she was his prey, in a completely heart stopping, sexy as hell way. But eventually her usual suspiciousness gave in since he didn’t make a move to come talk to her. She assumed he was probably taken and had just been having a guilty bit of fun for the night. She was glad she was wrong.

She scowled when her phone rang and she briefly wondered if she could let it go to voicemail. She was having too much fun remembering her night with Anthony. She shifted in her seat and guiltily realized she was seriously turned on.

While at work. Crap. She needed to get her head together. This thing with Anthony might not even work out and her job was important to her. She’d worked her butt off to get where she was today so she cut her lunch break short and answered her phone.

 


Chapter 6

Anthony stared at himself in the bathroom mirror. With his hair hanging wet and snarled and the bright lights shining down on him, his face looked too harsh. His scar stuck out in vivid relief against his overly pale, slightly gaunt face, and his dark hair and cold eyes didn’t help matters much.

He let his gaze travel down his body, naked besides the towel wrapped around his waist. His thin frame seemed too thin tonight, his skin too pale, but mostly, as his gaze traveled back to his face, he just wasn’t beautiful.

How could such a lovely, sweet woman like Kaia want to be around someone as hideous as him? He was hard on the eyes and a killer to boot. He had no business trying to get to know her. Last night he felt alive and like anything might be possible, even a relationship with her, but tonight all he could think about were his past failed attempts at being with a woman and how he couldn’t bear a repeat of the heartache. Being alone wasn’t all bad…

He startled when Zach spoke from the doorway.

“Hey.”

He flicked a look at the jaguar. Zach was a handsome man with a friendly personality and could have any woman he wanted, and sometimes did. He envied his friend that he never had a woman screaming in horror when she finally saw the real him.

“Good evening.” His eyes trailed back to the sink and he felt wooden as he went through the motions of his nightly routine.

“What’s wrong?”

Anthony stared at the marble bowl filling with water. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.”

Anthony took a breath, waited for the water line to rise just a little higher, then turned the faucet off. He looked at Zach and said, “I don’t think this is a good idea. She−”

“Bullshit.”

Anthony blinked at him a couple times before saying, “But−”

“But nothing. The girl likes you.”

Did she? Perhaps she wasn’t feeling herself last night. He slowly turned back to the mirror and started shaving. He put the creamy foam on his face, then carefully guided the razor around his scar. Zach stood in the doorway and didn’t say anything for a time.

Once he was almost done, Zach said, “Are you going to meet her tonight?”

His heart started to thump.

Zach more quietly asked, “What’s wrong?”

He took his time finishing his shaving ritual before answering. Zach, unfortunately, patiently waited until Anthony couldn’t ignore him anymore.

He finally sighed and said, “She’s very beautiful… and I am rather not.”

Zach frowned at him. Deeply. “You said she was flirting with you all night. No matter what you think of yourself, she obviously thinks differently.”

His words made sense, but Anthony’s heart still beat too harshly.

Zach took a half step closer and carefully asked, “What is it, dude? What’s really bugging you?”

He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them as he put his hands on the counter and leaned over. He finally spit out, “I’ve never dated a woman without my mask. She… I just don’t know.”

“Your mask?”

Anthony looked at Zach and used his power to flash his full mask for him. It completely covered his scar, made the sharp angles on his face seem softer, and overall made him actually seem attractive.

Zach’s eyes widened in surprise. “So you can be yourself with her. Why is that bad?”

His heart raced. “I just… What if…”

Zach waited expectantly, but Anthony didn’t know what to say that didn’t sound like he was being childish. He was afraid. He was hundreds of years old, yet he’d never done this for real before. He’d always had something to hide behind… his mask. Now… this time he’d just be himself, and it terrified him.

“Sometimes you really surprise me, you know that? There are women here who are attracted to you. You just don’t see them, or don’t want to see them, or don’t want them for some pretty good reasons. This woman is new to you and outside our world, and you obviously like her and it sounds like she likes you. From what you told me and Sebastian, you two are totally attracted to each other, physically and otherwise. Now, I don’t claim to be an expert on relationships, but damn dude. What else can you ask for? Go get to know her!” He chuckled and Anthony couldn’t help but smile.

Zach started to turn away, but before he left, he smirked and said, “And also dude, never put that mask on again. For real.”

 


Chapter 7

Traffic was light so he was a little early. His heart pounded in nervousness as he parked on a residential street near the botanical gardens and vacillated about whether or not to take his jacket with him. It was the middle of August in Atlanta but they were having a rare cold spell, the temperature having dropped drastically in just a day. Anthony didn’t feel temperatures the same way humans did, but he never wanted his clothing choices to make him stand out.

He groaned at his indecisiveness and grabbed the jacket before locking his car and heading down the street towards the park. Whenever he’d been here in the past he liked to spend time looking over all the beautiful old homes on his way to the park. Tonight he was unable to calm his mind enough to enjoy the scenery.

He abruptly looked down at himself. Was he dressed nice enough? Too nice? He didn’t want to look shabby for Kaia, but he also didn’t want to seem completely uptight, or like one of those men that dated tons of women.

Ugh. He chuckled to himself. There was no way in hell he looked like someone who dated a lot. He rolled his eyes and tried to relax as he strode into the park towards the southern entrance to the garden. He didn’t see Kaia anywhere, though it was still early.

He sat down on the steps and couldn’t stop his thoughts from going back to imagining how she’d react when she inevitably found out he was vampire, if things even got that far between them. Would they just be talking and having a good time, or would they be doing something much more intimate?

A rush of shame and humiliation washed through him as bad memories replayed in his mind. He focused on some joggers going by to try and distract himself from recalling those heartaches. He didn’t want to assume the worst would happen again. He wanted a different outcome this time.

**

At almost exactly eight thirty, his heart leapt into his throat when he swore he caught Kaia’s scent. He grabbed his jacket and started down the steps and was immediately nervous when he finally saw her. She didn’t seem to see him yet, which gave him a moment to admire how sweet and innocent she looked in her pretty summer dress and light sweater. When she finally looked his way, her wholehearted smile gave him butterflies in his stomach.

It stunned him that she was so happy to see him, but would his scar eventually turn her off? He made a mental note to keep her on his right side so she wouldn’t always be looking at his hideousness.

They met each other halfway and said their hellos as she reached right out as if to give him a hug. He tried to act like it was the most natural greeting in the world for him even though that was the farthest thing from the truth. Time slowed down as they embraced, his hands lightly shaking as he inhaled her intoxicating scent.

He never wanted to let her go, but he pulled back when she did. His body was on fire from her touch, and he was so overwhelmed by intense feelings that he couldn’t tell if he sensed the same desire from her or not.

“You look lovely this evening.”

She smiled as her hand lingered on his arm. “Thank you. You look pretty handsome yourself.”

Her tone and mesmerizing smile continued to make his heart race. “I’m flattered that you think so.” It felt unreal to be standing here with her and he nervously wondered if he was reading her body language right. She was still touching him. Was she just being nice or was there more to it? He took a deep breath of the wonderful night air and said, “Would you like to go to the gardens?”

She said with conviction, “Yes. I’ve always wanted to see the night exhibit.”

He inclined his head and put his jacket on so he wouldn’t have to carry it, then held his arm out for her. She immediately stepped closer and he hoped yet again that this relationship would be different than all the ones in his past.

They made their way up the steep steps to the garden entrance, and after he paid their way inside, they wandered around the carefully manicured trails in between lush bushes, plants, and artistically unobtrusive light displays. Dense trees towered above and all around them, effectively muffling the sounds of city life nearby as well as the voices of others in the gardens with them. It felt cozy and much more romantic than he’d realized it would be.

She casually said, “How was your day today?”

The question made him pause because he didn’t get asked that a lot. “Truthfully, it was a very busy, but pleasant day. I was very much looking forward to seeing you again.”

“I had a good day, too. I’m glad we kept bumping into each other last night.” They had a moment where their eyes locked and the entire world disappeared around them. The electricity between them was incredible, but he forced himself to glance away after much too short a time in order to keep his calm.

Feeling confident again in her attraction for him, Anthony said, “Tell me more about yourself. Are you from Atlanta?”

Her tone was more subdued when she said, “No, actually. I’m from up north. The Midwest.”

He waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t say anything else. He felt like he’d said the wrong thing, but wasn’t sure what the right thing was. “Do you have a lot of family up north? Any siblings?”

Her smile faltered even more. “Oh, I grew up in a house full of boys. How about you? Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

By her tone, he wondered if she didn’t like talking about herself. “No. No siblings, though I’m surrounded by people every day, taking care of everyone, so in a way I feel like I have a very large family.”

He found himself paying close attention to her body language. The gardens were beautiful, and from the look in her wonder filled eyes she clearly liked the light exhibits, yet she didn’t spend much time looking at them. She seemed much more interested in him. He liked that.

She said, “That’s right. You take care of some apartments, too, besides helping people do bookwork for their businesses. And you invest. Wow, do you live far from work? Hopefully you don’t have a long commute on top of all that.”

“I live in the apartments I take care of, actually.”

“Really? Do you like that? I think I’d go a little stir crazy feeling like I never got to leave work.”

They walked slowly as they talked and Kaia seemed to not really pay attention to what was in front of her. He helped steer her and loved that she was so focused on him rather than her surroundings. It felt nice to be the object of her attention. It was such a foreign thing in his life.

“I don’t always think of it as work. I guess you could say it’s just my life. It’s what I know. Not that I don’t need a stress reliever sometimes, but it feels like home to me.”

She looked like she was considering his words. “What do you like to do to relieve stress?”

The path narrowed as they talked, and they had to walk even closer together until it opened up again in a few feet. They had more electric looks between them, Anthony’s body screaming in desire for her.

He had to concentrate to remember what her question was. “I like to get outside when I can. I’m indoors working so much, I like to get some fresh air when I need a break from everything. I go for walks either in my neighborhood or an occasional hike in the woods. Sometimes just a drive around the city will clear my head.”

“Were you taking a break last night? Is that why you were out?”

He looked thoughtfully at her. “I suppose I was. I… have had something on my mind for a while that I haven’t been able to shake from my thoughts.”

She cocked her head. “Anything you’d like to talk about?”

He studied her for a moment, not quite sure how to respond. It was both nice and a bit nerve wracking to have her be so directly interested in him. Finally he said, “Thank you, but I’d hate to put a damper on the mood. I believe I was just in my own head rehashing something that happened a while ago.” He smiled more intimately at her. “You were a pleasant distraction from those thoughts.”

Her smile brightened for a moment, then disappeared, and he worried he’d said something wrong.

She looked at the ground as they walked, then back at him. “You seem like an interesting person, Anthony. I’m glad we met.”

A small smile crossed her face and was gone again as he got a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. Her gaze wandered as she talked now, from him, to the ground, to her hand on his arm and back again to him.

She said, “I… hope I didn’t give you the wrong impression about me yesterday, but I probably did. I, well,” her gaze wandered to her hand on his arm again as he swore he felt her desire building. He was totally confused right now.

She stopped walking and faced him, looking him straight in the eye as she said, “I was a little out of character last night. I’m not usually so…” She took a breath as she started to blush. “I’m very attracted to you and was probably acting like a fool when we met. What I’m trying to say is, I’m not just looking for a good time. You seem like a genuine, caring person, and I’d like to get to know you better. And I’d like for you to just be you. Always.”

She gave him a small smile again. “And it’s none of my business if something’s on your mind, but if you’d ever like to talk about anything, I’d like to listen.”

He watched her intently, his emotions feeling heavy and chaotic. She’d just said things to him he’d always dreamed of a woman saying, and he believed she meant them, too.

Trying to control his reeling mind and heart, he slowly said, “You are much too kind to me my sweet. Much, much too kind.”

They shared another heavy look between them. Wanting to kiss her, he instead said, “I find myself quite attracted to you as well. I had honestly not assumed anything about your intentions and did not mean to make it sound so with my comment. Please forgive me if it came across that way.”

Her shoulders relaxed, a look of relief on her face.

With a renewed surge of confidence, he said, “I’d love the opportunity to get to know you better, Kaia, and for you to get to know me as well. I would welcome a relationship where I could be myself with you and you with me.”

Her heart loudly thumped as she cautiously said, “I’d like that, too.”

Desire built in the air between them as they silently gazed into each other’s eyes. The intense moment was over much too quickly, though, when another couple quietly walked by. Kaia blushed and looked away from him, and he couldn’t help but smile at the thought that she was just as nervous as him tonight.

He gestured towards a more deserted path, and they started walking again. He felt better about where he stood with her, yet was nervous thinking about actually talking to her about anything personal. She said she wanted to get to know him though…

“If you’d like to be my sounding board, I could share a little about what was troubling me last night.”

She looked surprised, but immediately said, “Sure. I didn’t mean to guilt you into spilling your guts or anything, but if you’d like to share something, please, I’m all ears.”

He quietly chuckled. “The thought never crossed my mind that you were guilting me into anything, but thank you for that.” He felt warmed to the soul by her being here and being herself with him, even as a nagging weariness insisted this wouldn’t last and that this whole pursuit was a fool’s errand. He tried to ignore his jaded thoughts.

“This issue has been weighing heavily on my conscience for about six months now. It would be nice to get another opinion on the matter.”

She patiently waited for him to continue, and as strange as this felt to be talking so openly about himself and his feelings, he realized he felt safe with her. He didn’t feel like she was judging him in any way, or being nice to him only to have a chance to gain more power. It was such a comforting and relaxing feeling, that he felt calm as he decided to tell her his woes.

“About a year ago now, seven men moved into the apartments I manage on the condition they cease the drug activity they were involved in. It was either that or other consequences. Worse consequences. They each chose to move in and over the next six months all but one turned themselves around and are now doing honest work, no trouble at all from them. But the last one, the ring leader, he was a pain in my side from day one and nothing I offered or tried to help him with seemed to get through to him.”

Anthony’s mood soured remembering what a pain Jim had been. He distastefully said, “He continually tried to leave and go back to his old way of life, forcing me to personally monitor him day and night. It became horrendously maddening for me because I wanted things to work out. I didn’t want to have to resort to a more extreme punishment.”

Kaia cocked her head in interest as she listened.

“It weighs on my conscience that if I’d done something differently, perhaps the outcome for his life would have been different. Perhaps he wouldn’t have ended up more or less in the same position he was in when he came to me, and perhaps he wouldn’t have… died.”

Kaia looked alarmed. “Wow. That’s some heavy stuff.”

He tensed. He shouldn’t have told her all this, not on their first date, maybe not ever.

He worriedly said, “I apologize. This is not the time or place to be discussing this topic.”

She squeezed his arm and surprisingly said, “I’d like to learn more about you no matter what the topic is. If it’s on your mind, I’m here to listen.”

He wasn’t sure what to say to that.

After an awkward pause, she said, “It sounds like you have a lot of responsibilities. Is that part of what you normally do every day? Counsel people on changing their lives after they’ve gotten in some kind of trouble? How do you find the time on top of everything else you do?”

He still wasn’t sure this was the best topic of conversation, but the more she talked the more he relaxed. Maybe it was the sound of her voice that put him at ease.

They continued slowly meandering along as he said, “I don’t normally counsel people. Even if I wanted to, that’s not my area of expertise, nor do I feel I’d be any good at it.”

She looked questioningly at him. “But you took on that responsibility for this man. Why? He was a mentally capable adult, right?”

“Yes. He was fully capable of being a decent person, he just chose not to. I took these men in because they’re relations to the people that live in the apartments I manage. I oversee the buildings as well as some aspects of the family’s finances and general care. Since it was a family issue, I helped oversee the rehabilitation of these men. As for the ring leader, I was the only one that held any sway over him. He didn’t get into any more trouble while I supervised him, but not because he didn’t want to. He made that very clear, every day, for six horribly long months.”

Kaia took a breath like was she was going to say something, then stopped. They sat down on a bench they happened upon and she turned to face him. “So you feel responsible because as hard as you tried with him, his personality never changed.”

He slowly nodded. “Yes. I suppose that’s it.”

She looked like she was considering her thoughts for a time. Finally, she said, “Do you want to know what I think?”

He cocked his head and fought a smirk. He could see the wheels turning in her head. She was a very expressive person. “Yes, I do. I welcome your thoughts.”

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously, though the smile never left her face. “I believe everyone has the right to choose their own experiences in life. They have the right to choose how they want to act, to talk, to do anything, whether or not someone else agrees with them.” She put a finger up as he started to respond to her statement. He smiled and let her continue, uninterrupted.

“I’m not saying what this person did or how he acted was right as far as yours or my world goes, but he had every right to be a jackass and then experience all the trouble that went along with that. You did what you felt was right because if you hadn’t, I’m assuming you’d have felt even worse for not trying to help because that’s what you believe in, but you can’t change someone’s personality. I think you’re carrying this monkey on your back that isn’t your burden to bear. You offered him choices and he chose not to do those things. End of story.”

He let her take a breath, then couldn’t help a chuckle. She gave him a look.

“Forgive me. You’re completely delightful. You’ve made some very thoughtful points. Perhaps I have been beating myself up too much. He was who he was and I wasn’t going to change that. I guess I believe everyone must have some good in them, but that’s perhaps the wrong focal point. It might be more accurate to say everyone has a choice to do socially acceptable things, but that’s not the choice everyone makes. Thank you. I may have to spend some time thinking on that. I still struggle with thinking some punishments he received were too harsh, but then, maybe they weren’t.”

She put her hand on his and gave him a little squeeze. “You can keep second guessing yourself, but it sounds like he’s the one that came into your life. You did what you thought was best and that’s what matters. If you hadn’t tried to help when you did, he could’ve hurt others while he was still out getting in trouble, and then whatever happened to him to end his life might’ve still happened. Whether it was now or later, he wasn’t stopping his destructive lifestyle, so it would’ve still just been a matter of time. And, well, I don’t know you very well yet, but you probably put a lot of effort into trying to help him before he passed away.”

He liked that she assumed that about him. “Yes I did. And yes, I suppose I could second guess myself forever. I just don’t like the position he put me in. It makes others… well, it makes things uncomfortable at home when things like this happen, which is thankfully not often.”

She squeezed his hand again and playfully said, “Then maybe you need to get out more. With me.”

He was amazed to hear himself just as playfully saying, “That’s the best idea I’ve had in ages.”

 


Chapter 8

Anthony would be forever grateful to Zach for convincing him to keep his date with Kaia tonight. She held his hand and gazed into his eyes, his usual tenseness slipping away the longer they were together.

He caressed her hand and said, “Thank you for joining me this evening. I realized after our call that perhaps I should’ve asked you somewhere nicer, but then, I also thought it would be more appropriate to meet you somewhere rather than picking you up at your home so soon after just barely becoming acquainted.”

Kaia studied his face as she cocked her head and gave him a curious smile. After a moment she said, “That was very thoughtful of you. Thank you.”

An awkward pause formed between them before she said, “I like the park, just so you know. It’s fun to get dressed up and go somewhere nice, but I like doing things outdoors, too. At home I wind down at night by sitting out on my patio and listening to the sounds of nature. I’m on the second floor so nothing’s blocking my view as I look out into the dark trees and watch the moon and stars. It’s very meditative.”

He had no idea what to say to that. He was awkward around women to begin with, and she was entirely different from any woman he’d ever tried to get close to.

She started to look worried at his silence, so he finally blurted out, “That’s not the response I was expecting.”

She frowned, so he quickly added, “And I think it’s wonderful you feel that way. I’m simply flabbergasted that, hmm… how should I say this.” He cringed and said, “I’m not… this isn’t coming out very well.”

He grumbled under his breath and said, “Forgive my terrible way with words sometimes. I think I’ve always assumed that beautiful, intelligent women such as yourself preferred the finer things in life. I haven’t met anyone before you who was not that way, yet I guess I took a chance when I asked you here, didn’t I?”

He cautiously smiled, her own returning smile making him feel comfortable enough to speak so honestly, and that thought stunned him. He’d never felt this relaxed with a woman before.

Her eyes were intent on him as she said, “You’re a good guy. I’m glad we’re getting to know each other.”

“You are much too kind to me, my sweet. Much too kind. And I daresay, I sincerely hope we’ll be spending a lot more time together. I’m enjoying your company a great deal.”

He had the sudden urge to reach out and kiss her, and he almost let go of her hand to do just that, but he stopped himself. She had a look of utter peace on her face as she gazed into his eyes, and it was the strangest and most wonderful thing he’d ever seen someone do around him.

She playfully pet his arm and hand as she said, “I’d like that. You’re fun to talk to.”

He sputtered a laugh. “Fun? I’ve never been accused of being fun before. We should keep that between you and I.”

She chuckled and he felt her desire spike. It made his body clench, though his growing desire wasn’t just to get physical with her. He really liked talking to her in addition to wondering how she’d feel snuggled up in his arms, cozy and warm, her delicate neck in easy biting distance.

He cursed that last thought because it made him feel inhuman, his focus now on her heart pumping a little harder than before. Her hand felt warm on his, and the vampire part of him wanted just a small taste of her blood. Just one taste…

He shivered in desire and tried to block those thoughts. He was not a monster, he was a man… a man who had a beautiful woman paying him complete attention tonight. He imagined them doing intimate things together and he groaned in his head wondering how he was going to get through their date while still being able to call himself a gentleman.

His attention suddenly perked at the feeling of a very scared shifter nearby and getting closer. He turned to see Patrick walking towards them. He looked straight at Anthony and tried to smile, but it wasn’t very convincing.

“Good evening Patrick.”

Kaia frowned. “Hey Patrick. What’re you doing here?”

Anthony curiously said, “You two know each other?”

“Hey Kaia. Hey Anthony. I saw you guys sitting here. Thought I’d say hi.”

Completely confused by Patrick’s nervousness and the fact that Kaia knew him, Anthony glanced back and forth between them.

Kaia looked suspiciously at their uninvited guest, then turned to Anthony and said, “Patrick lives in my building. He’s in an apartment down the hall from me.”

He tersely asked the wolf, “Did you move out of Wild Woods?” Anthony kept tabs on all the shifters that used to be in his family and that had moved into Ethan’s family home. It irritated him intensely that Ethan hadn’t told him Patrick moved out. How could he provide protection if he didn’t know where the shifters were?

Patrick’s heart rate skyrocketed as he shook his head. “No.”

Anthony went completely still. Kaia lived at Wild Woods? The small apartment complex where Ethan lived with his family of vampires and shapeshifters? Humans didn’t live with the families…

All the bits of conversation she’d said about her landlord or her noisy neighbors came back to him all at once. Shock, then anger surged through him. Was this one of Ethan’s games to try to antagonize him? Had Kaia been playing him this whole time? Patrick nervously looked him straight in the eye as Anthony became more and more furious.

He slowly turned to Kaia, fully expecting her to be giving him a snide look, just like Ethan always did. She turned to look at him just as he faced her.

Sounding the same as she always did, she said, “Wow, small world. You’ve been out to Wild Woods before?”

Anthony stared at her in confusion. Was she toying with him? Her heartbeat didn’t sound any different, and he didn’t see anything strange about her aura, aside from her usual energy spikes he’d seen whenever they talked. With most people he had the ability to tell if they were lying. Their usually evenly flowing aura would become unstable and spike out in various places. With Kaia, her emotions were so heightened every time they talked that Anthony wasn’t really sure what he was seeing.

He somewhat suspiciously said, “Yes, I’ve been out there before. I’m well acquainted with Ethan and others there, and they’ve all been to the club a number of times.”

“Shows you how much I get out. I’ve never even heard of your club before. So you know Ethan, too? Well, since you know where Wild Woods is, I guess you won’t get lost when you pick me up for our next date.” She giggled a little at that and it completely disarmed him.

He reluctantly smiled at her. Was she for real? He slowly said, “I most definitely will not get lost. How long have you lived there? It’s been a while since I’ve been by. It’s a lovely location.” Her comment about liking to sit out on her balcony came to mind. Did plotting, scheming people like to sit outside and meditate to the sounds of the night?

She started to look worried as she said, “About five years or so.” She eyed Patrick then. “I see all the guys out there pretty regularly. I suppose I’ll see you again tonight when I get home, Patrick.” She gave him a more obvious look, telling him with her eyes to leave, but he either didn’t take the hint or was playing stupid.

Anthony’s mood dropped when he realized Patrick must be following Kaia to keep her safe, most likely on orders from Ethan, and it was why he was so scared right now. He must not have known Anthony was her date tonight. No doubt Ethan was on his way here right now, but if that was true, then Kaia wasn’t part of this game, if it was a game.

He wasn’t sure if he should be angry, irritated or worried that this might finally push a confrontation between him and Ethan. He decided to just lean back and get comfortable while he waited for the miserable inevitable to happen… another spite filled conversation with Ethan.

“So tell me Patrick, are there a lot of new people at Wild Woods?” He smiled as he stared straight into the wolf’s eyes, which only made Patrick’s fear rise dramatically, though on the surface he was doing a good job of not letting it show.

He somewhat awkwardly said, “Uh, besides Kaia, no. Not many people move in or out of there.”

Anthony instantly felt bad for needling the wolf. This wasn’t Patrick’s fault, this feud between Anthony and Ethan, so he tried to be nicer to the young shifter.

He nodded and said, “I heard you got a new car that Cory’s been jealous of. Sebastian mentioned he heard you talking about it. I think he’s jealous, too.”

Patrick cautiously smiled. “Aw, Cory’s just a peckerhe−,” he cleared his throat and started again. “He’s just jealous, but it’s all in fun. I got a Challenger Hellcat…”

Anthony listened to him talk about his new car, which he was obviously in love with, and made small talk with him while they waited. Kaia became completely exasperated with them both.

**

He felt Ethan in the air before he saw him. He was the only other vampire Anthony knew of that could turn to mist, besides his father, anyway. And Anthony had never felt him this furious before. It caught him off guard and made him confused about what was going on. If this had all been a set up, why would he be so upset?

He turned his head away from Kaia and Patrick and pretended to cough into his hand while he whispered on the wind, “I didn’t know she was yours. Forgive me.” He used his power to compel his voice to reach Ethan.

He felt him hesitate for a moment, and then Patrick must have finally realized Ethan was near because he stopped talking mid-sentence and said goodbye. Kaia smiled at that, then turned back to Anthony only to scowl when she saw Ethan standing in front of them.

Ethan grimaced and tightly said, “Well hello there you two! Didn’t expect to see you here tonight.”

Obviously irritated, Kaia flatly said, “Hi Ethan. Felt like coming to the Botanical Garden tonight? Anthony says you two know each other.”

He hated the smug, yet irritated look on Ethan’s face as he stared Anthony down.

“Why yes we do, though I admit I don’t see Anthony very often. He’s quite the workaholic.”

Ethan smirked and Anthony would’ve loved to smack it off his face. Every time he ran into him it was the same thing. He always had to taunt him for some reason. Anthony would put him in his place once and for all if it weren’t for the fact that he was reluctantly grateful for Ethan’s presence in the city. He grown to trust the added layer of supervision in the city, even for as much as they bickered with one another.

Besides that, though, he wanted to know what Kaia’s part in all this was. He was now as equally attracted to her as he was suspicious of her motives, especially now that he knew she was in Ethan’s family. He tried not to be angry at his rotten luck, but his mood was plummeting. And of course, Ethan was here to bear witness to it all.

“It’s true I don’t often leave the club or apartments, but I’m not always working. It’s simply my home.” He smiled cordially at Ethan, then turned to Kaia. “It seems your neighbors are all looking for some fresh air tonight.” He turned his attention back to Ethan. “It’s a beautiful night. Do you come out here often?”

He was surprised to see that got Ethan’s ire up quite a bit. He quickly covered it with a thin smile.

“I have a meeting with a business associate down the street. I thought it’d be nice to swing by here first since I was in the neighborhood.” He tilted his head slightly and said, “It’s pretty dark out. Please do make sure our Kaia is kept safe tonight. I’d hate to think of any harm coming to her. I’m not sure how I’d take that.”

Kaia huffed and popped up, grabbing Ethan by the arm. Through gritted teeth, she snapped, “Ethan. Can I talk to you?”

He gave her a look of sheer innocence as she pulled him away. Ethan’s childish behavior was nothing new to Anthony, but he was curious to see how he and Kaia interacted. Her hushed voice as she spoke to him was still plenty loud enough for Anthony to hear everything she said.

Her hand gestures spoke volumes as she snapped, “What is going on? You guys stalk me on my date and then you threaten him? Have you gone insane?”

Ethan actually seemed upset by her anger. He more quietly said, “I just want you to be safe.”

She visibly stiffened. “You don’t think I’m safe with him? Is he psycho or something? He doesn’t seem crazy. How well do you know him?”

Ethan went still as he gave her a very intense look. He stared at her for a few moments, flicked an irritated glance at Anthony, then back to Kaia.

Anthony sighed in resignation and used his power to compel his words to Ethan’s ears again. “If she’s your lover, I shall tell her goodbye. You have my word.” He felt down as soon as he said that, but then, it also didn’t feel right. She’d told him she was single. If her and Ethan were lovers, then this would have to be a serious mind game they played with each other.

Ethan sighed and dejectedly shook his head, though he didn’t look at Anthony. It was enough, though. It gave Anthony hope.

Ethan grumbled under his breath and reluctantly said, “He’s not crazy. I don’t worry about your safety with him. I just never imagined you with… him.”

After a brief pause, Kaia caustically said, “Christ Ethan, you act like we’re getting married. It’s a date. A first date, which you and Patrick are royally screwing up for me. I don’t know why you suddenly feel the need to watch out for me anyway. Where were you guys when I was on an actual bad date? I think your spidey sense is a little off. This one was going good.”

Ethan took his time before soberly saying, “He’s the one you met last night at the bookstore?”

“Yes.”

“And he’s being decent to you?”

Her hands spoke her exasperation again. “Yes! Good God, he’s more than just decent, he seems like a really great guy. I’ll be lucky if I ever hear from him again after tonight though.”

A cool breeze blew as Ethan curled his lip and ran his finger down his left cheek. “What about his scar? It doesn’t bug you?”

Anthony froze as he stared hard at Kaia’s back. He was torn between thinking Ethan was a goddamned asshole and desperately wanting to hear what Kaia actually thought of his hideous disfigurement.

She was quiet for a moment before saying, “God Ethan, I didn’t think you were that shallow. Everyone has scars, you just happen to be able to see his. I’m sorry if that bothers you.” She started to turn away, then flatly said, “Please stop harassing me and Anthony.”

Anthony froze in shock. She didn’t find his scar completely repulsive? His mind almost couldn’t grasp what that meant. He was too used to people’s negative reactions to it. The way she talked… it was a non-issue for her.

And she just put Ethan in his place like he’d never heard anyone do before. What a woman. He quickly blanked his expression as she walked towards him.

She scowled as Ethan stepped quickly behind her. “Kaia, wait. I didn’t mean anything by that. I’m not shallow, I just wanted to see what you’d say. Come on.”

She pulled her sweater together and held it closed with her crossed arms, growling at him under her breath.

Ethan surprisingly said, “All right, all right. I’ll apologize.”

Anthony stood as they approached, Kaia looking worried as she watched him and mouthed the word ‘sorry’.

It made him smile. Everything about her made him smile.

Ethan stopped in front of them and snarled, “I apologize for interrupting your night out. I’ll be on my way to my meeting. Have a wonderful, safe evening under the open stars.”

He locked eyes with Ethan as he held his arm out for Kaia, who immediately took it, much to his delight. “I’ll watch over her as if she were family.”

He could feel Ethan’s rage building at that, but he was blessedly quiet as he stared Anthony down for a heartbeat, then turned away and put a hand up as if to wave goodbye. He left without another word, though Anthony had no doubt Ethan and his family would continue stalking them from the shadows for the rest of their date.

 


Chapter 9

“I’m really sorry about those two. I swear this doesn’t happen every time I leave the house.”

Anthony tried to suppress a smirk. “I’m sensing a trend here. You tell me you’re sorry every night, and I still end up with you on my arm. I would be a fool to be upset about that.”

She let out a surprised laugh and he chuckled with her.

“Would you like to head toward the dessert shop?”

She shivered deeply when she said, “Sure.”

“You’re cold?”

“I’ll warm up as we walk.”

“Please, take my jacket.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t do that. Then you’ll be cold.”

He smiled and took it off. “I insist. I’d much rather know that you’re warm.”

She reluctantly let him put his jacket around her shoulders, and when she pulled it snuggly around herself, he wanted so badly to kiss her. They locked eyes for a moment with his hands still on her, and he had to force himself to look away. The feel of Ethan and Patrick at their backs helped him some.

Once they started walking, she said, “Seriously, I’d understand if you’re upset about tonight. Ethan’s threats were uncalled for, besides both of them showing up here. I hope you’re not all creeped out or anything. I don’t think they’d do anything crazy.”

Anthony smiled playfully at her. Even with Ethan and his family spying on them, he couldn’t help but be in a good mood. It’d been so long since he’d had a woman in his life, he decided to just enjoy Kaia’s company for whatever amount of time she’d allow him to.

“Thank you for your concern. Don’t worry, though. I’ve known Ethan for some years now and I assure you this isn’t the first time he’s made threatening remarks to me, nor will it be the last.”

She smiled but looked like she wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. “He’s threatened you on other dates?”

He chuckled. “No, no! That’s unique to you. In fact, there are many things unique about you.” She started to look more relaxed as they walked. “It’s good to have friends who care about you and watch out for your well being. I’m glad to see you have friends such as those even if it seems like they go a little overboard sometimes. I’m not upset. Quite the opposite.”

She took a breath as if she was going to say something, then just nodded. “You’re a good guy.”

He smiled at that, though he dishearteningly felt more like a hypocrite. Good guys didn’t kill people, and good guys didn’t fantasize about biting the soft neck of a beautiful woman in order to taste her blood.

But he could be a good guy in other ways. He could be polite while they were together. He could be a gentleman and do proper things with her. And he could make her the center of his world, as he told her he would. He’d like that.

They lazily walked to the dessert shop a few blocks away, and Anthony put a sound barrier around them once they went inside. He could feel that Ethan, Patrick and now Christopher, one of Ethan’s vampires, were all eavesdropping, and he was trying his best to ignore them. Kaia frowned for a brief instant as she looked around herself in agitation.

“Would you like something sweet?”

Her focus back on him, she smiled and said, “Sure.”

He led her to the display case and watched her get excited over all the different cookies, candies and cakes, most of them some type of chocolate. He was used to the smell of food, and didn’t crave it at all as a vampire, but he had to admit it smelled good in here.

She finally picked a couple chocolate covered strawberries and a bottled water, which he insisted on paying for. He supposed it was an outdated custom that men always paid on a date, but he felt more comfortable doing it. Besides, he liked how such a simple thing as a sweet to eat seemed to really make her happy.

She innocently asked, “Nothing for you?”

He smiled as he led her to a table. “No, I have something of an intolerance to certain foods. The smell of everything in here is wonderful though. It’s enough for me.”

She gave him a concerned look as they sat down. “Do you know exactly what you’re allergic to?”

He settled in his chair and gestured casually with his hand. “Many things. It’s easier for me to not eat out, but don’t feel bad. It’s not an issue for me, and I still enjoy accompanying others.”

She blinked twice as her mood slightly cooled and he wondered if he’d said something wrong. She shivered and pulled his jacket closer around herself, and he couldn’t help fantasizing about her in one of his shirts hanging loosely on her otherwise naked body rather than bundled up in all her clothes with his long coat on top of it all.

“Are you still cold?”

“I’ll warm up. In fact, I should give you your jacket back. You’ve got to be freezing.”

“No. I’m fine, my sweet, quite fine.” He caught himself eyeing her all over, and by the look on her face, she caught him as well. She didn’t seem to mind as she toyed with her strawberry, a mischievous smile gracing her luscious lips.

Someone started playing a guitar nearby and they both turned to look. There was a small stage area with a relaxed looking young man perched on a stool as he played a soothing melody.

Anthony loved the perfectness of it. They watched the man play for a time, Kaia eating her chocolate strawberries, Anthony wishing it was his mouth she was suckling rather than the sweet fruit. He smiled at his own thoughts. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so good with a woman. Had he ever?

They turned back to each other as the song ended, the musician taking his time before starting another one. Anthony felt self-conscious about his scar again as she looked at him, then remembered her words to Ethan tonight. It still seemed surreal that she didn’t seem to mind his disfigurement.

Kaia interrupted his train of thought when she said, “Do you believe in ghosts? I mean, what do you think happens when you die?”

“Ghosts?” The topic hit a little close to home and made him wonder again if this was some kind of set up that Ethan was orchestrating.

She looked squarely at him for a moment, then blinked and smiled haphazardly. He felt like something was going on but he wasn’t quite sure what. Ethan and head games came to mind. She gestured with her hand as if to wave it all away. “Never mind. That was a silly question. I’ve been watching−”

“I believe−”

Her attention on him again, she cocked her head and instantly stopped talking.

He somewhat carefully said, “I believe in the possibility of any type of life. I don’t know what happens when we die, but I lean towards believing there’s something out there after death. What, I’m not sure, but something.” He was glad to both feel and see her relax. “Do you believe in ghosts? Have you ever seen one?”

She gave him an almost sad smile and shook her head. “No. I’ve never seen a ghost. I’m not sure what I believe.”

He cocked his head. She was confusing him. “What have you seen?”

Her smile faded. She shook her head and casually looked around before meeting his eyes again. “Nothing, it was just a silly question. I’ve been watching those crazy ghost hunting shows on TV lately and it made me start to think about what could be real. If ghosts are real, what else is real? And why would one person be a ghost but not someone else?”

She smiled again but it seemed forced. He had the feeling she was trying to get at something with her questions, but he wasn’t sure what. It felt like she was talking around something that troubled her.

The musician started strumming his guitar again and she turned to look.

Anthony calmly said, “I have seen a ghost.”

Kaia turned her attention back to him and gave him a strange look. “What?”

“I said I have seen a ghost. Our apartment buildings are quite old, and for reasons unknown, the ghost of a repairman, Pete, started appearing in one of them.”

She leaned forward in her chair. “Really? What was it like?”

“An older couple called in some complaints that they kept hearing a man’s voice in their apartment late at night, but no one was ever there. By the time they told me about it, it’d been a couple weeks, and by that time they were also starting to see a strange shadow. We sat in their apartment around midnight for a few nights until he finally appeared for us. First there was nothing, then a shadow started to build, and then there he was.”

Her eyes wide, she said, “And then what? Wait, are you telling me the truth or are you just pulling my leg?” Her expression soured and it was adorable. Everything about her was adorable, but he was starting to worry about her.

He held his right hand up. “I swear it’s the truth. Pete just started talking, ordering people around and mumbling things as if he were still at work.”

“How’d you know his name?”

He studied her face as he spoke. She had the most beautiful, delicate features. “We kept asking him until he finally told us. It was like he could barely hear us. Finally he just disappeared. We haven’t heard from him since.”

“How long ago was that?”

“A few years now.” Fifty one to be exact.

Kaia frowned. “What did it feel like to be in the room with him?”

“Feel like?” He thought about that. “Well, if I remember right, it did seem to get quite a bit colder when he finally appeared.”

“Did you get chills down your spine? On the TV shows they say they feel a tingle on their neck sometimes.”

He cocked his head. “Hmm. It’s a little hard to remember. I may have. I guess the whole situation was a little odd so I don’t know if what I felt was Pete or just my imagination playing tricks on me.”

Kaia nodded casually and sat back in her chair.

Anthony still felt like he was missing something. “Do you feel things sometimes?” Her expression didn’t change but her heart beat sped up.

She caustically smiled and said, “Doesn’t everybody get a chill down their spine every once in a while?”

He felt like a fool. He knew what was going on now and why she’d started this conversation. She felt power in the air on a frequent basis and tonight she felt his as he had his sound barrier around them.

She was a sensitive, someone who could feel supernaturals when they used their power. Sensitives usually grew up feeling things and thought it was normal, but sometimes the feelings drove them a little crazy, those that never found out about the real supernatural world anyway. If she really didn’t know about their kind, ghosts would be the next logical supernatural explanation, especially with the popularity of the shows on TV right now. Ghosts were a somewhat accepted myth and always had been. Vampires and werewolves were a little more farfetched for the average human to believe in.

Just to be sure, he carefully watched her while he let a little of his power pulse through the air. She visibly shivered and pulled his jacket tighter around herself before looking around, a dour expression on her face.

It made Anthony angry. How dare Ethan make her so confused? And why in the hell did he think it would be a good idea to have a human living at Wild Woods? Then again, maybe she was playing him, but looking at her huddled up in his coat, he didn’t believe that.

He found himself reaching across the small table. She stilled and looked at his outstretched hand, then into his eyes. Her heart beat wildly as she slowly put her hand in his. They looked intently at each other for a time and the feeling was absolute bliss.

Until Ethan intruded. He flung power at the back of Anthony’s head. It was more of a slap, really, but he got his point across. Kaia lightly gasped as she visibly shivered again.

Anthony let some of his power out of his sound barrier, but not all of it. “Does the thought of ghosts being real make you nervous?”

She cocked her head at him as she got the cutest expression on her face. “I don’t know. I mean, I guess I believe they could exist.” She shrugged. “I don’t think it makes me nervous, I’m just curious how some people become ghosts and not others.”

“What if there were other things in the world that you never knew were there? Do you believe there could be?”

She furrowed her brow. “What do you mean? Like what?”

He studied her face carefully. “Oh, I don’t know. Anything. What if werewolves were real? Or vampires? What if faeries really existed? There are so many different Native American stories about creatures that are a mix of man and spirit, or animal. What if we weren’t the only things humanoid in the world?”

She got a mischievous smile and said, “I’d be a werecat so that every full moon I’d turn all furry, then curl up in front of a heater and go to sleep all toasty and warm. I could be my own blanket.”

He burst out laughing at that. “You like cats?”

“Actually I’m a little bit allergic to them.”

That made him laugh even harder. After they both calmed down he tried to seem casual as he said, “So you wouldn’t mind if there were other things out there that you didn’t know existed?”

She made a face like she was thinking. “I suppose not. I mean, as long as they’re not all evil and trying to kill people.”

His heart dropped. “Evil? As in God and the devil? So you do actually believe in God?”

She pet his hand as she said, “I should rephrase that. Evil as in malicious. As long as whatever it is isn’t trying to destroy the human race, I think I’d be ok with finding out something different than me existed.” She curiously asked, “How about you? Would you like there to be other intelligent life forms out there? Do you believe in UFO’s and extra terrestrials? Have you been abducted by aliens?”

He chuckled at that. “I think I have enough to keep me busy without worrying about life outside this city, let alone outside this planet.”

He took a nice, relaxing breath and felt good being here with her. It was nice to have a woman to talk to, someone to flirt with and just be himself with. Mostly himself, anyway.

He mentally sighed when he felt another push of power from Ethan. Kaia shivered at the feeling of it, so he completely let down his sound barrier and gave her hand a little squeeze. “Perhaps we should find a warmer place to go next time.”

She coyly said, “You’re cold, too.”

He teased, “Perhaps it was a trick to get you to hold my hand.”

She giggled at him and he felt good, or at least as good as he could feel knowing Ethan and his family were watching and listening to them.

“Maybe we should call it a night. I should let you go home and get warm.”

She gave him a pouty smile, but nodded.

“I enjoyed our night tonight, Kaia.”

“Me too, Anthony.”

They both squeezed each other’s hands once more before Anthony stood and held his arm out for her.

“Here. You need your jacket back.”

“No, I’ll be fine. Please. I’d feel much better if you kept warm on the walk back to your car.” She hesitantly nodded, then took his arm.

**

Anthony led Kaia out of the shop, and once they were outside she gave his forearm a squeeze. “You’re pretty strong, aren’t you? Your arm feels like solid muscle. Do you work out a lot or something? I try to lift weights some days but the most I can curl is about ten pounds each. I’m a weakling.”

He quietly chuckled at her rambling. She alternated a lot between being chatty and being quiet. “Oh, I don’t know about that. Ten pounds sounds like a good amount of weight to build muscle. I bet you’re stronger than you think you are.”

She grimaced playfully at him. “You’re just trying to make me feel good.”

Without realizing what he was doing, he looked her over as he somewhat quietly said, “I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do.” When he looked into her eyes again, she looked startled.

He stopped walking and stammered out, “I meant no disrespect. Please forgive me. I didn’t mean to sound so inappropriate.” His stomach lurched at his mistake.

She turned and faced him, reaching out to him as if in slow motion. Her warm hand caressed the side of his neck as she let out a breath and quietly chuckled. “You’re a good guy, Anthony. Every bit of you.”

His heart beat loudly in his chest. Her touch drove him crazy, making him feel frozen in time as he gazed longingly into her eyes. He wasn’t so sure about him being a good guy, but he swore he’d be good to her if she let him.

He slowly said, “You are much too kind to me, my sweet. Much, much too kind.”

She cocked her head and got a little furrow between her brow as she said, “Does that mean you’re not comfortable with something? Are things moving too fast?” She started to pull away, but he reached for her and tenderly held her warm palm against his cool flesh.

He felt nervous as he wondered how honest he was willing to be with her. He put a slight sound barrier around them, enough so their words would sound muffled and incomprehensible to everyone who was eavesdropping.

He felt shaky as he said, “I’d like very much to be open with you, Kaia. It’s not that I’m uncomfortable with anything, I’m just unused to a beautiful, charming, intelligent woman such as yourself spending any amount of time in my company. I’d love a chance to grow accustomed to your lovely attentions.”

Her slowly building desire now completely enveloped him as they gazed into each other’s eyes, his body overwhelmed with an anxious need to pull her into his arms and have his way with her, kisses, bites and all.

She pet his neck as she breathed out, “I’d like that.” They both breathed heavily now, her lips looking soft and luscious as they leaned into each other, her heart sounding so loud that it was all he could hear. Or maybe that was his heart…

The wind kicked up so suddenly and viciously, they both jerked back as their hair flew all around them. Anthony used his power to calm the windstorm as Kaia put her head down and used both her hands to pull her long hair out of her face. She gathered it together and held it with one hand before looking at him with wide eyes.

She burst out laughing and the sight of her looking so happy and playful as she watched him made him relax and laugh with her. Ethan may have delayed their first kiss with his childish prank, but as he and Kaia walked and continued to share a laugh, he felt good.

“This has been a lovely evening, my sweet. I’ve adored every minute of the last two nights with you.”

She smiled sweetly at him as they neared her car in one of the lots in the park. “You’re so nice to me.”

He pet her hand and said, “I’d like to see you again.”

She nodded, wide eyed and intent on him, her heart beating quickly. “Ok.”

He chuckled and kissed her hand. “If it’s all right, I’ll need to call you to make plans once I reschedule some things.”

She cautiously said, “I don’t want to get in the way of any important meetings you might have.”

For the briefest of moments, he forgot that he was the Master of Atlanta, he forgot that he was vampire, and he forgot that he was a murderous monster. At this very moment he was just a man who absolutely adored this woman in front of him. “Nothing is more important to me right now than getting to know you better. Absolutely nothing.”

She looked stunned at that, then smiled and blushed a lovely shade of pink.

He fought with himself over attempting to kiss her again, but decided against it since he knew Ethan would only try to sabotage it. Instead, he somewhat quietly said, “Do not worry about my meetings, my sweet. I can accomplish plenty in the hours I’m not with you. You’re not imposing in the least. Quite the contrary.”

She nodded, flicked a hungry glance at his lips, then pulled her gaze away and offered him his jacket back. His entire body went tight at the thought that she wanted him just as bad as he wanted her.

Sounding tired but happy, she said, “I had a nice night tonight. I’m glad we got together again.”

He slid his jacket back on, loving that he could smell her soft scent on it. “It was my honor to have you for company again this evening, my sweet. I look forward to talking again, very soon.”

They said their goodbyes and he felt Ethan and his family at his back as he stood and watched Kaia pull out of her spot and leave him for the night.

 


Chapter 10

Anthony’s good humor vanished as he turned to Ethan and snapped, “If you ever put your goddamn hands on me again, we’ll take this incessant squabbling to the ranch and settle this between us once and for all.”

Ethan’s head jerked back in shock.

Anthony continued seething through gritted teeth, “And if you have something to say about my scar, don’t hide behind a human woman to do it. Be a man and say it to my damn face.”
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