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Resisting Darkness


Thinking about Sonya made him feel like he shouldn’t be here with Harmony. Strangely, sating his body’s needs with shifter women didn’t feel wrong, but his surprise desire to get to know Harmony better felt like he was cheating on his long dead lover.


She relaxed against his chest and he knew it was too late for him because he didn’t even remember wrapping himself around her.


“It’s beautiful up here, Ethan.”


He quietly said, “It’s my thinking spot.”


As she looked out over the city, he closed his eyes and breathed in the night. He’d lost himself so many times in the warm, willing bodies of shifter women, their natural vibrations feeling nearly manic to him. He’d almost forgotten what it was like to have a vampire in his arms. Harmony’s innate energy was calm and soothing with a languidly seductive undertone that promised delicious heights he could only reach with his own kind. It was a tortuous tease, making him remember what his life had been like long ago. He’d once had everything he’d ever wanted…
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Prologue


He gripped his chest as an overwhelming and unexpected need to travel back home yanked at his vampire soul.


“Isaiah, you’re going to be late for your meeting.”


He let his hand drop and jerked his attention to Daphne standing behind him in the bedroom doorway.


“Thank you for reminding me, dear. I’m nearly ready.”


She narrowed her eyes in question as he turned away and finished buttoning his shirt cuffs. He smoothed his hair back one more time, though it was neat already, pulled back and tied in a low tail that he tucked under itself. An old fashioned hairstyle, for sure, but familiar habits were hard to let go of after hundreds of years.


He avoided Daphne’s stare as he gathered his jacket, then brushed past her into the living room for the rest of his things. Her werewolf senses could no doubt pick up on the fact he was anxious, but he wasn’t ready to talk to her about what was suddenly on his mind. He doubted she’d be happy to hear it anyway. Seattle was her home and had been for years, besides that she’d gone to great lengths to painstakingly create this opulent lair for them both. It was a pleasant enough place, but Atlanta had been and always would be the only place that truly felt like home.


* * *


“Isaiah, this is Seth Hoyle. He’s been involved in a lot of renovations in Pioneer Square downtown.”


Their small group of investors didn’t often invite new members to join. Seth must have impressed Mitch somehow… or else planted a suggestion in his head.


Seth was vampire. Isaiah didn’t run into them a lot in his line of business, not at this investment level anyway. He shook his hand, letting a little of his power snap at him. Seattle had its fair share of vampires, but most of them called Conrad their Master. Isaiah had long ago been allowed to be free and be considered a loner, so long as he didn’t cause trouble and kept to himself.


Of course, that didn’t mean other vampires didn’t try to test him. Isaiah had once been a Master himself, though, and found long ago that it was best to let others know right up front who they were dealing with.


He felt Seth’s quick tension, but he didn’t react visibly besides to stare Isaiah down.


“Mr. Foster. Good to finally meet you.”


There was no push back to his blatant attack, so he inclined his head and said, “Please. Call me Isaiah.” Perhaps they could have a working relationship after all.


They took their seats as everyone dispensed with the pleasantries, and as the presentation began, Isaiah’s curious homesickness grew. It troubled him that he felt so strongly about it now, after almost seventy five years away, but he wasn’t about to dismiss this gnawing in his gut, either.


Discussion began about the merits of the proposed redevelopment of a shopping center that seemed to be struggling to stay relevant, but Isaiah’s mind wandered to Seth. The man had free hanging, long, dark hair… just like his son. Anthony.


He hadn’t heard from him in years and wondered if he’d find Isaiah untrusting if he were to reach out to see how he was. Surely just because he was now Master of Atlanta didn’t mean Isaiah couldn’t check on him.


Except they’d never had that kind of relationship. Ever.


“So, gentlemen, that’s the proposal.”


Isaiah said, “I’ll take a pass on this one, Mitch.”


His long time business partner looked stricken. “What? Why?”


He wouldn’t understand if he told him the truth, that for some strange reason he felt now was the time to finally go home again, so he just said, “Family business. I need to head back to Atlanta and I don’t know how long I’ll be there.”


The words felt right coming out of his mouth. Yes, Atlanta. It was time to go home.


“Isaiah, you know this kind of thing doesn’t happen overnight. We can get the permits going and by the time you’re back you can−”


“Stop. I don’t know when I’ll be back, if ever. But I’ll tell you what. I’ll be a silent partner on this one. I’ll provide some of the capital, you all head up the renovations.”


The group of six men, six humans, were all overly anxious to keep the project moving forward while Seth sat across from him looking calm and relaxed. He was an old vampire, then. The younger ones were still building their wealth, and in the beginning, when they began seeing bigger and bigger numbers in their bank accounts, they were greedy because money still excited and motivated them. The older vampires were mostly bored of money for its own sake, not that they’d ever give up the luxuries they’d earned. They were more interested in the workings of life.


Seth wasn’t his problem to deal with though, so once the details of everyone’s commitment to the project were laid out, Isaiah quickly left. He had plans to make and a significant other to disappoint.


* * *


Isaiah stood in front of his car as he fished his keys out of his pocket. A stir in the air told him someone had joined him, so he turned around and casually said, “Mr. Hoyle. What can I do for you?”


He glared at the man, not in the mood to be delayed now that he’d made his decision.


“You have family in Atlanta?” His tone was overly curious, almost hopeful.


“Yes. My son is Master there.”


Seth’s eyebrows climbed high on his forehead, no doubt because it was rare for vampires to still have living family.


He stepped closer and more quietly said, “Is it true that Atlanta vampires and shifters are friendly with each other?”


“It is. At least it was, last time I was there.”


If he wasn’t pretty sure where Seth was going with his curious questions, he’d be irritated at how close he stood. Supernaturals weren’t known for being friendly, and he’d seen his fair share of deaths via ripping someone’s heart out, though never in front of humans. No matter where he traveled, humans were kept in the dark about their kind, even in cities that vampires still fed from them. Like Seattle. Shapeshifters were a more obvious choice to feed from since they healed so quickly, but there was no love lost between them in most of this city, and Isaiah wasn’t about to lead the revolution to change that.


The next words out of Seth’s mouth weren’t much of a surprise.


“Could I join you on your trip? My wife and I?”


This conversation irritated him. He had plans to make and a driving need to get on with things. “Having trouble feeding here in Seattle?”


“My wife. She has a condition. She needs a lot more blood than I do and it’s difficult to get enough for her without the humans noticing. I heard…”


Seth’s words sounded too honest and heartfelt. Good Lord. How could he turn away someone trying to help their wife simply be able to feed?


“It’s true. There are plenty of blood volunteers in Atlanta. Shifters, though. No humans.” He pulled his wallet out and handed him a card with his number. “Get your affairs in order. I’ll be leaving very soon.”




Chapter 1


Ethan pummeled the trunk of the big fir over and over, branches and needles showering down around him. As he crushed the bones of his fists with each new assault, he healed just as quickly, then freshly destroyed himself again. The blessed distraction of pain was what he was after tonight.


He screamed in anger, rage, and heartache. Living without the love of his life, and knowing her killer was still out there somewhere drove him insane in this fiercely private nightmare of his own infuriating making.


Pain slammed into the back of his head and he was nearly knocked down. He whirled on a freshly fallen limb of the tree he was tearing apart, viciously attacking it as he imagined over and over again that it was Sonya’s killer, finally in his grasp.


When there was nothing left but splinters, he panted and gasped for air as if he needed it to survive, then took a reluctant look around himself. He hated it when he destroyed parts of the forest in his rages, yet was never able to stop himself from doing it the next time.


The ground was safe to beat on so he dropped to his knees and screamed in fury until his war cries sounded more like piteous sobs. He forced himself to stop, refusing to give in to his centuries of heartache, not when he was so close to finally getting his vengeance.


* * *


“Back off. And my eyes are up here.”


Bryce leered as if she were just playing with him, his eyes firmly fixated on her chest as he clumsily attempted to put an arm around her shoulder again.


Harmony shrugged out of his grasp and slid her chair away from the overly expensive dining room table. No doubt his parents had paid for it, just like everything else in this place. They paid for her tutoring services, too, not that she really cared where her money came from.


Bryce took his time looking her up and down with a scuzzy smirk on his face. “Oh come on. You didn’t come all the way up here just to help me with my homework.”


“Actually, yeah I did. But all you boys pretending to be men is getting really tiring. I think we’re done here.”


She instantly sensed the shift in him when he went from being obnoxiously playful to resolute, so it was no surprise when the smile slid from his face and he made a more determined grab for her. She effortlessly avoided him, but was still surprised at his bravado. He’d been drinking when she got here tonight, but lots of the college crew had a drink or two while they studied so she didn’t think anything of it. Apparently he’d had more than one, though, enough to give him some liquid courage.


He didn’t seem to realize how useless his attempt at overpowering her actually was, and she groaned in her head at the wrong turn this night had taken. She tried to be careful with him when he lurched from his chair and spent the next minute or so making a fool of himself by trying to wrestle her to the ground.


Harmony would be nervous if she were human. Luckily she wasn’t, but she had a reputation to protect and had no doubt Bryce was the kind of guy to turn this around on her and accuse her of assault. That was something she didn’t need. Above everything she had to remain under the radar as far as the authorities went, so she looked deep into his eyes and called on her power.


“Bryce, you’re feeling sleepy and want to take a nap. When you get up later you’re going to call your parents and tell them you decided to start going to class more often and won’t need a tutor anymore. Then you’re going to actually go to class and pay attention to the professor.”


She smiled when he said what everyone in a vampire trance says. “Yes Master.”


He shuffled off to his room while she quickly tossed her things in her backpack and let herself out.


On her drive home she decided she was done in Berkeley. Bryce was the sixth jackass to get fresh with her in two months time. Maybe her tutoring days were over, but teaching was something she loved to do. It was getting harder every day to find decent clients who didn’t want to dig too hard into her past and obsess about her credentials, though, and it was even harder to create new identities all the time, especially without any help.


Being a loner in a world where vampires were expected to answer to a Master wasn’t an easy thing to do. She not only didn’t have assistance with human issues when she needed it, but she also had to constantly watch her back for the families that didn’t like vampires with their own agendas. Not that she had one besides not wanting to answer to anyone.


She wearily opened the door to her adorable apartment that had taken her forever to find and sullenly admitted to herself that it was time to move on again. The annoying human boys were just a lame excuse and she knew it. She’d never stayed anywhere for longer than about ten years anyway. She’d only been here barely two and already felt her usual restless urge to get going. She was always searching for something… or someone.


She frowned as she tossed her backpack onto the loveseat, then one by one disarmed herself of all the daggers she kept hidden in various places on her person. She might have extra strength and heightened senses as a vampire, but she wasn’t stupid. She’d become vampire in the first place because she hadn’t known how to protect herself. She’d never be someone’s victim again.


Leaving just one dagger tucked safely in a hidden pocket along her thigh, she flicked on her computer and plopped down in front of it. She got distracted with emails and funny cat videos for at least an hour until she realized there was no use putting off the inevitable decision of where to move next.


It frustrated her that no place ever felt like home because she didn’t like moving all the time, even for as anxious as she always was. Her constant restlessness made her desperate to stay away from the families, too, even the ones that didn’t seem all that bad. If she were forced to join one, she wouldn’t be able to move on again once she figured out where she wanted to go next, so she’d lived hundreds of years as a loner.


Luckily her Maker, Samson, was able to shield her from different Masters’ demands, but only if she stayed close to the West Coast states where his reputation was both respected and feared. Of course, she also had to visit him for a few weeks each year when he beckoned her. It wasn’t ideal, but the arrangement worked for them both and seemed like a small price to pay to maintain her freedom. The devil you know and all.


But she’d already been to a ton of cities on the West Coast and still hadn’t found her place of calm and happiness. That meant if she wanted to keep searching for her nirvana, she’d have to strike out on her own, outside of Samson’s area of influence, and hope for the best with whatever new Master she came across.


That thought made her tense as she pulled up a map on her computer. She let her eyes wander over it, trying to remember all those places she’d fantasized about seeing as a vampire. Places she’d either never been to or hadn’t seen since she was human, when she’d also been a teacher and a tutor.


Her gaze kept wandering to Atlanta, Georgia. She’d heard stories about Atlanta, unbelievable stories that intrigued a lot of vampires. Supposedly anyone was allowed in, but they had to live side by side with shapeshifters and only feed from them instead of humans. And vampires supposedly didn’t even have to join a family there.


That always stuck in her mind because it meant she wouldn’t have to keep using Samson as a shield. She wasn’t sure she believed that bit of cryptic online babble she’d stumbled across years ago, besides the fact that things could’ve changed since then, but it was incredibly tempting to daydream about. If the stories about Atlanta were true, though, it would allow her a new area of the country to freely explore and search for whatever it was she felt like she was always yearning for.


Some well-meaning, ironically Buddhist vampire tried to help her find her calm at one point in time, probably back in the sixties or seventies, but the philosophy didn’t sit right with her. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the things she had, or that she felt like she needed more, it was that it felt like something was calling to her. Something or someone, she wasn’t sure which, but it wasn’t the same feeling as when Samson beckoned her back to him.


Or she was just crazy.


She chuckled in weariness at her age old problem and sat back in her chair, arms crossed, as she stared at Atlanta on her glowing computer screen. The city had a fairy tale mythology to it, and just like actual fairy tales, not everything was flowers and beautiful moonlit nights. There were also the mixed stories about who the Master of the territory was, and if it was actually true that she could just waltz in there, no questions asked, and settle in.


Oh, and how to feed. Most shapeshifters she’d ever met hated the life out of vampires, and the feeling was mutual. If it was true she’d have to feed from them instead of humans, well, that was going to be interesting. The only shifters she’d ever met that were friendly with their kind were either sick in the head or ended up dead before too long. Usually both.


She smiled. Sounded like a crazy adventure. Time to hit the road.




Chapter 2


“Can you feel the connection yet?”


Ethan stared dully at George, his friend and trusted advisor for well over three hundred and fifty years. “Not yet.” The lie rolled smoothly from his lips.


George didn’t bother hiding his irritation. “Try harder.”


“I try every night.” That was actually the truth. Ethan’s head was a mess, though, and he didn’t want to discuss this topic with George anymore. He even regretted admitting to him recently that he’d turned Sonya’s killer into a vampire on that horrible night over three centuries ago. He thought the murdering bastard would commit suicide when he realized he’d become something he hated. That scenario would’ve sat easier on Ethan’s conscience since Sonya had always been so strongly against killing, no matter the consequences.


George had a vested interest in all this, though, since he was Sonya’s adoptive father. She was a reminder of the family he’d lost. A young girl when he found her, she was the same age as George’s human daughter had been when she died, along with her mother, of an illness that would surely be cured in today’s age with no more than a doctor’s visit and some antibiotics.


In a way, George lost more than Ethan had that horrible night. He not only lost Sonya when Isaiah drove a stake through her heart and cut off her head, he also lost his reminder of his humanity.


He wanted to see the vampire hunter dead just as much as Ethan did, maybe even more so, which was why Ethan didn’t trust him anymore.


“Try again.”


Ethan strained to keep his temper in check as George’s anxiousness seeped into the air around them. George wasn’t the one Ethan wanted to kill, Isaiah was, but because of George’s lessons in how to beckon vampires home, Ethan was now going insane with the constant maddening presence of the murderer’s emotions at the edge of his consciousness.


George had been Master a long time before Ethan happened upon his family, and he’d taken his role seriously enough to know good and goddamn well what it would’ve meant for Ethan to beckon home the only vampire he’d ever made. He would’ve known Ethan would intimately feel the man’s presence once he began drawing closer and should’ve told him all that before he coaxed him into beckoning Isaiah back here.


At times he wished he’d never come to Atlanta over seventy years ago because then he wouldn’t have run into Anthony, the spitting image of his father, and figured out Sonya’s killer was still alive. He hadn’t exactly found happiness after Sonya’s death, but believing her killer had committed suicide when he found out what he’d been turned into had at least given him some measure of comfort over the years.


Learning he was actually alive after all these years, and had turned his honest to God family vampire, also, felt like a tortuous, shocking injustice. He’d nearly gone insane with rage that night, and every night since whenever he ran into Anthony.


He grabbed his jacket. It was no use to be mad at George since there was nothing Ethan could do to stop any of this madness. “I’ll try again later. Cory, let’s go to the club.”


George threw his hands up in exasperation as he watched them leave.


* * *


Harmony combed through every bit of cryptic information, gossip and hearsay she’d gathered over the years about Atlanta and came to the city as prepared as she could possibly be. Still, she was alone in a new territory with no allies to back her up this time. Big knives, small daggers and other cleverly hidden self-protections helped ease her nerves… somewhat.


Supposedly the Master of the Atlanta territory set up shop in the suburb of Brookhaven, and the basement club of one of these apartment buildings was where he could frequently be found.


The apartment complex looked ordinary enough, but there was definitely power pulsing within these walls. She descended the stairs to the club on full alert. The shifter guard upstairs seemed sane enough to at least be able to keep peace with the vampire guard that had also been up there, but she still didn’t know what the rest of the supernaturals in the city were like. And luckily they didn’t frisk her to find all the weapons she hadn’t been honest about having.


She got to the bottom of the stairs and looked around in wide eyed wonder… and alarm. If her senses were right, and they always were, this room was overrun with shifters. Warm bodies, thumping hearts, and the feel of wild energy filled the air. She felt the cool, solid energy of vampires somewhere, but not nearby, and definitely not very many of them. It gave her a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach.


“Hi.”


Her heart nearly jumped out of her body as she spun around, her hand already on her thigh to grab at a hidden dagger if she needed it.


The man standing in front of her looked to be around her human age, short black hair spiked in a messy style, intense green eyes, and not at all hard to look at. But he was shifter. Jaguar if she wasn’t mistaken. His scent was earthy like a shapeshifter, but the cats had a more subtle smell than wolves and coyotes. They were also good at masking it until the last possible moment. She’d learned that the hard way years ago.


He eyed her suspiciously and took a half step back. “I’m Zach and you’re obviously new here, or else suicidal. I’m going to assume you’re new, which means I’ll give you one chance to do this right. You’re going to turn around and head upstairs with me to drop all your weapons in the bins before you come back down, or you’ll be banned from the club forever. I don’t think you want to be banned, and I don’t think you want to be on Anthony’s bad side, either. And in case you don’t know who he is, he’s the Master Vampire of this territory, and he’s sitting over there in the restaurant.”


She stared Zach down while she tried really hard to calm all the alarms that went off about the Master of Atlanta possibly being about thirty feet from her, but it had to be a lie. She didn’t feel any vampires in here. She wanted so badly to look where Zach pointed, though, but she also wanted to figure out if he had any tics that gave away the fact that he was lying. He didn’t seem to.


She scoffed and said under her breath, “Fine, let’s do this. But if you so much as lay one hand on me, all bets are off.” She flicked a quick glance towards the restaurant and saw a man with a giant scar on his face looking her way, but he didn’t feel vampire to her so she didn’t pay him any mind.


She turned her attention back to Zach instead. He gave her a nonchalant look, then twirled his hand in the air, gesturing for her to turn around. “You’re going first, Miss Sneaky Pants.”


She gave him a look. “Miss Sneaky Pants?”


He smirked. “Just go before I get the wrong impression about why you’re here and things get ugly.”


She groaned under her breath and turned around, but sneered, “And why should I worry about you trying to take me down?”


He laughed out loud. “You are new here.”


She frowned, but kept walking.


“I’m Anthony’s feeding partner, the Alpha Jaguar, and I’ve had lots and lots of Anthony’s blood. If you want to have a go at me, I’ll fight you out at the ranch. No fights at the club. That’s a rule.”


She eyed him more suspiciously, then thought better of taunting him any more than she already had and kept plodding up the stairs.


“So where’s the Master really at? I didn’t feel any vampires in the club.”


From behind her he said, “You’ll never feel Anthony. At least you shouldn’t. The one time I know of that he wasn’t holding his power close to himself, people fried from the inside out before they even got close to him. He usually feels like a void, so be thankful. He’s in the restaurant, like I said. He’s with his girlfriend, a human, and don’t be stupid enough to hurt her unless you really are suicidal.”


They made it upstairs again and that only put her on edge. The same two guards were still up there, and just as she and Zach entered the foyer, another vampire and shifter walked in the front door. Five men to one woman in a small foyer weren’t good odds no matter how many daggers she had on her, but the fact that there were now three vampires to three shifters made her feel better. She’d had worse odds in fights before and still miraculously survived.


Zach said to the vampire guard, “Benicio, this one needs to add some more items to her bin. Seems like she forgot to leave a few things up here before she went down to the club.”


She curled her lip at him and the confused guard, then reluctantly started pulling her daggers, ropes, and other loner safety precautions out of her various pockets and other hidden places.


The vampire that had walked in the door with a shifter stopped and watched in surprise. He caustically chuckled. “Zach, you have the most interesting friends.”


Holding one of her daggers in a solid grip, she snapped, “Hey buddy, get any closer and I’ll show you exactly how interesting I can be.”


He didn’t seem at all worried by the looks of his easy going smile. “I wouldn’t want it any other way, my beautiful butterfly.”


She scoffed as she dropped her dagger in the bin. “Butterfly. Please.” She wasn’t in Atlanta to get personal, she was here to… well what the hell was she here for if not to try to let her guard down and get to know people? That had always been her problem, she supposed. She had a hard time giving anyone a chance anywhere she traveled to because she knew she wouldn’t be staying. And since she didn’t like emotional goodbyes when it was time to inevitably move on again, she didn’t let herself get close to anyone.


Maybe things could be different here, or maybe not. She’d wished too many times for an end to the ache of the loneliness and isolation of her life. Each new city was a new hope, a new gamble, that the ache in her soul might finally be quenched.


But she’d been disappointed so many times that now, she always arrived assuming she’d be disappointed again. It was a double edged sword… go somewhere new to try to help herself, but then the disappointment when she realized she still hadn’t found what she was looking for sent her into a fit of self pity and depression. So she’d started only skimming the surface with each new city and each new person she met. Had she missed out on something along the way because she wasn’t strong enough to open herself up to anyone anymore?


She turned back towards the handsome, flirting vampire, but he’d just disappeared through the door that led down to the club. Hmm. Maybe he could give her some insight into the Atlanta community and introduce her to some other vampires. At the very least, if she talked to him again she could figure out how twisted the people here might be.


So she was in a new territory and she had a plan. Sort of. It was better than nothing, she supposed. It gave her a little hope anyway.


She reluctantly gave up all her weapons to Zach and the shifter guard, feeling completely naked standing here without any protection, though she wondered if she could sneak at least one small dagger by them.


Zach pulled out his phone while he kept a watchful eye on her. She scowled at him while she waited, figuring she wasn’t going anywhere until he told her she could. She couldn’t believe she was actually taking orders from a shifter.


He spoke casually into his phone. “Hey dude, I need you to come read someone. She’s with the guards and me in the upstairs foyer.”


He hung up and turned his attention back to her. “Is that everything?”


She curled her lip and said, “Yes.”


He gave her a look. “For the record, I can smell lies. Dump it in the bin.”


She grumbled and pulled her last weapon from the general area of her cleavage.


He exaggeratedly said, “Is that everything?”


She huffed and said, “Yes.”


He stared her down for a moment, which only made her nervous. “Fine. What’s your name?”


She gave him bored eyes and said, “Harmony.”


“Why are you here with an arsenal of weapons?”


She flicked a look at the vampire guard,  Benicio, then back at Zach. “I’m new to Atlanta and I don’t know what to expect from you shifters.”


He surprisingly didn’t react to her taunt. “Never been around us before?”


“Oh, I’ve been around your kind. Just not willingly.”


He cocked an eyebrow. “So are we going to have a problem?”


She flicked a glance at Benicio again. He minutely shook his head, and even though she didn’t know him from Adam, he was vampire and she had to believe another vampire wouldn’t give her up to a filthy shifter. She turned her attention back to Zach and said, “Apparently not.”


He casually leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms, as if daring her to do something stupid. “You still want to go back down to the club?”


“No, but I need to present myself to the Master of this territory.”


Zach flatly said, “If you want to stay on his good side, don’t bring weapons here again. The whole point of the club is to have a place that our kind can relax and be ourselves. You sneak even one in and I won’t be so nice next time, though I’m pretty sure Anthony would beat me to the punch.”


“I’m not here to hurt anyone, sheesh. Just keep your damn paws off me and we’ll be fine.”


He nodded. “All right, then we understand each other. But before you go back down, Sebastian’s going to read you.”


“Read me? What the hell does that mean?”


“It means he’s going to find out why you’re here.”


“I just told you why I’m here.”


Zach cocked an eyebrow again, looking like he’d just about had it with her. She cursed herself for being so snide to him when it was painfully obvious shifters were in charge of this place. Shit. She looked to Benicio again, and he finally spoke.


“If you’re being honest, Miss Harmony, then nothing bad will happen to you.”


It didn’t even matter anymore. If shifters actually ran the supernatural scene in Atlanta, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be here after all. She traveled light, a skill she’d had years to perfect, so she could just take her laptop and couple bags of personal belongings and keep on driving to Savannah, where she hoped her vampire friend Mary still lived. She hadn’t actually heard from her in a few years, though, so for as far as she knew her Master could’ve already drug her to yet another new city.


Except she was in Atlanta to search for the cure to her restlessness. If she didn’t even give the place half a chance, she’d forever be mad at herself for not being brave enough to do some self-discovery here before moving on to the next unfulfilling town.


An intense looking shifter came up the stairs and joined them before Harmony could decide what to do, and this one didn’t even pretend to be friendly. He looked irritated and on the edge of wanting to tear into someone.


He grumpily said, “Jade’s waiting for me.” He pointed at her. “Is she the one?”


Zach said, “Yeah,” and the man she assumed was Sebastian reached for her hand. She took a step back from him, his anger and something else leaking into the air around him, making her heart hitch in her chest.


He glared at her, pinning her with his intense brown eyes that quickly turned golden. He growled out, “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. I usually prefer the hard way but my girl’s waiting for me so give me your fucking hand so we can get this over with.”


Benicio calmly said, “Give him your hand. It doesn’t hurt.”


Harmony hated herself for shaking, and forced herself to do as she was told. Sebastian immediately grabbed her and then she didn’t know what was going on. She had memories and old thoughts popping up in her mind. They were blazing by quickly until they finally stopped on her deciding to come to Atlanta. This memory played out more slowly, and then, finally, she wasn’t absorbed in her thoughts anymore.


Sebastian didn’t waste any time as he let go of her and turned away, heading towards the stairs. Before leaving, he blurted out, “She’s fine. Just new in town.”


She couldn’t help giving Zach a smug look, but he just laughed, his mood surprisingly easygoing again. “All right. You’re free to go back to the club. By the way, if you fed from a human tonight, don’t do it again in Anthony’s territory unless you want him to have words with you. Most vampires don’t, so feed from shifters while you’re here.”


She cringed at that. She’d heard about feeding from shifters, and read the gossip, but she hadn’t really thought it was true. She looked to Benicio again. “Is he serious?” She had no idea why she thought she could trust him, especially if vampires actually answered to shifters, which seemed like a distinct possibility so far. But her gut told her he was safe. Even so, she was starting to feel like it’d been a bad idea to come here.


Benicio chuckled. “Yes on all counts. But don’t worry. You’ll never want human blood again once you feed from them. Trust me.” He gave her a menacing smile, though his vibe didn’t seem all that scary.


She turned her attention back to Zach and tried to will herself to see him as food. All she actually imagine was that he’d more likely try to rip her throat out than let her feed from him, though.


He sassily said, “You’re not feeding from me, sister, but I’ll find you someone. Come on.”


She snapped, “Well aren’t you accommodating?”


He chuckled. “I can be.” He cocked a thumb towards the door that led downstairs. “After you introduce yourself to Anthony, maybe you should apologize to Ethan.”


“Who’s Ethan?”


“The vampire you snapped at a little while ago. The other major Master in town.”


Harmony’s eyes went wide and she silently mouthed the word ‘shit’.


Zach cockily smirked, “Welcome to Atlanta.”


* * *


Ethan’s heart beat in anxious confusion. Why did he call that woman his beautiful butterfly? That was Sonya’s pet name. It’d never even accidentally slipped from his lips since her death, and he’d been with other women since her. Just not for long. He wasn’t against filling his needs when the mood struck, but he was against getting too close with someone he didn’t love. Sonya had been the only one he’d ever loved… and his only beautiful butterfly.


So why did that name come to mind for this woman he’d never even met before? She looked nothing like Sonya, who’d been a little on the thin side with dishwater blonde hair and an ever present look of wisdom in her timelessly young face. The woman upstairs had silky, caramel brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, and an alert and energetic expression on her face even as she unwillingly emptied her pockets for Zach and the guards. She also had quite becoming curves fitted inside her snug sweater, jeans, jacket, and knee high boots.


And she was vampire. He didn’t usually date vampires, partly because he wasn’t sure he wanted to fall for one again, but mostly because he hadn’t met one that intrigued him the way Sonya had with her smart and sassy ways.


“You want to play?” Cory pointed to the pool tables.


Ethan spotted Anthony in the restaurant and his mood took an ugly turn. He looked away in disgust. “Maybe later. Go ahead and get yourself something to eat.”


Cory nodded and headed for the restaurant while Ethan stormed to the back of the club and sat down at a bar top table. He kept his eye on the door they’d just come through, battling with himself over whether or not he wanted to see the woman upstairs again in order to settle his discomforting confusion over why he’d called her the love his life’s pet name.


His wandering mind sharpened on a stir in that foreign connection he was slowly getting used to. He glared at Anthony, then focused his power on his link to Isaiah as his Maker. He lashed out at the man as he locked eyes with his lookalike son, then yanked on that link, beckoning Isaiah home yet again.


And yet again he felt Isaiah’s resistance to his summons. He was waiting for something, but only reluctantly. He would come home. Ethan could feel it as if he were the monster himself, and when he arrived, Ethan would be ready to return the favor of having to endure centuries of heartache and pain. He’d take someone equally important away from Isaiah.


His beloved son… Anthony.




Chapter 3


Harmony slunk back down to the club hoping she hadn’t just sealed her fate and blown her whole, barely there plan with her stupid comment to Ethan. Crap. And she still needed to talk to Anthony, too. Sheesh, did it have to be double duty tonight? Couldn’t she take on one Master at a time? She’d gotten this far on her own chutzpah, though, so she decided to see this night through, no matter what happened.


She got to the bottom of the stairs and slowly started towards the restaurant. That same man who stared at her earlier when Zach was harassing her was still there. He had long dark hair and a big scar on his face, and she couldn’t get a good fix on whether he was vampire, shifter, or human, but the woman with him was definitely human. The man had to be the Master of Atlanta, so with gut turning nerves, she took a step closer.


Before she got very far, he turned and looked sharply at her. She nearly crawled out of her skin when a voice in her said, ‘I’m currently occupied. Come see me at midnight.’


She stared in shock as he turned his attention back to the blonde woman he was seated with. She’d heard of the rare ability to speak in people’s minds, but she’d never experienced it before. She wondered what other exotic powers he might have, and when the backlash of his temper would come. Most Masters didn’t like her attitude, and she’d obviously been throwing it around a little too much tonight already. When nothing bad immediately happened, she quietly said, “Thank you Master Anthony.” He didn’t look at her, but he inclined his head and she assumed it was for her.


She took a deep breath and looked around herself as she tried to calm down and decide what to do now. There was nothing to her right except a few lounge tables and chairs, and beyond that a brick wall with tacky paintings, looking like a rotation for local artists. In front of her was the restaurant and a small, gleaming, Cherrywood bar. A hallway leading straight back was to the left of that.


Continuing around the room were more lounge tables, couches, chairs, televisions, a small stage and dance floor, and further back were bar tables and stools mixed around some pool tables… and Ethan sitting back there, frowning hard at her.


Shit. She’d learned enough about Atlanta before arriving to know she needed to make nice with either or both Masters here. God she hoped she hadn’t already blown it. She had the stupidest big mouth when she was nervous.


She almost shook she was so freaked out, and felt completely naked without her weapons, but she needed to present herself like all good vampires did when they entered someone else’s territory. If only she could figure out whose territory it was.


She nervously headed towards Ethan as his frown deepened. Crap. He was pissed at her. Great, just great. Forget the friendly introductions she’d hoped for, she just wanted to make it out of her alive, so she bowed her head in submission as she approached his table.


“Master Ethan.” She nervously glanced up at him and wasn’t sure what to do when he sighed and looked away in frustration. “I apologize for snapping at you upstairs. I−”


He waved it away. “It doesn’t matter. What’s your name?”


“Harmony, sir.”


His frown was less severe now, but still there. She got the feeling she was irritating him. “I, uh, present myself to you as someone new to this territory. I−”


He snapped, “This isn’t my territory. It’s Anthony’s. You don’t need to present yourself to me.”


She blinked stupidly at him and patiently waited for who knew what. He seemed pensive as she stood there. Should she stay? Should she go? His gaze on her was unnerving as he made no move to say or do anything.


“It was nice to meet you, sir.”


She waited a moment longer to see if he’d stop her, and when she slowly turned to leave, he said, “Call me Ethan.” His frown nearly disappeared as he inclined his head and more quietly said, “Please.”


* * *


Ethan’s hands started shaking as soon as Harmony walked away. He balled them into fists, but it didn’t stop his tremors, so he clasped them together in his lap as he tried to figure out what was wrong with himself.


He still had no idea why he’d called Harmony Sonya’s pet name, and their brief conversation didn’t shed any light on it other than a strong sense of longing came over him as Harmony stood in front of him. His feelings made no sense, and his confusion over it all only made him furious once again at having Sonya so brutally ripped from his life.


The scent of a familiar perfume announced he had more company. He mentally sighed when an attractive werewolf he’d occasionally bedded ran her hand across the back of his shoulders and came to a stop beside him at his table.


“Hi Ethan.”


He dispassionately said, “Good evening Lydia.” She was a no strings attached play thing to him, and she’d always seemed fine with that arrangement.


She flinched ever so slightly at his less than eager tone, but leaned closer and stroked his arm as if they’d pick up where they left off last time. “Interested in a little fun tonight?”


“No thank you.”


She nearly molded herself to him as she prettily pouted, “Are you sure? I could make it worth your while.”


He barked out, “Leave.”


He wasn’t sure who was more startled by his anger at her… him or her. She seemed mortified, though, so he quickly tried to salvage her dignity, skewed as it was.


He gave her a weak smile and said, “I’m sorry, beautiful. I don’t know what got into me. I’m just not in the mood for company tonight. Perhaps another night.”


She warily nodded before slinking off in her three inch heels and expensive dress that accentuated all her best assets.


He closed his eyes and ran his hand over his face while he tried to calm down. He wasn’t shaking quite as bad anymore, but his temper was right on the edge. He had the urge to leave and go take out his rage by beating on something, but he stayed put because this was where he needed to be when Isaiah returned. It was time for him to get this three centuries long torment over with, no matter how crazy it made him in the process.


* * *


Anthony watched the new vampire woman leave the club after talking briefly to Ethan, then turned his attention back to Kaia while she ate her dinner. He had an uneasy sensation growing in his gut, feeling like trouble was in the air, but he didn’t know why or what it was all about.


Maybe he was just overreacting to feeling his connection to his father again after nearly seventy five years of sensing nothing, never sure if he was alive or dead. Was he returning to Atlanta finally, or just traveling closer?


For years he’d alternated between fearing his father had died, and then deciding he was probably still alive and not wanting to be bothered with contacting Anthony, his only son. His irritation at that idea, which was the more probable of the two, prompted him to try to put him out of mind over the years. Now that he felt their connection growing, his father’s lack of communication deeply annoyed him.


No matter what he felt towards his father, though, something was definitely going on with Ethan. He’d been going out of his way to glare daggers at Anthony every night the last couple weeks, but he was used to Ethan’s moodiness after all these years. What alarmed Anthony more was that Ethan’s vampires were starting to hang out at the club.


All supernaturals were allowed here, no matter whose family they belonged to, or even if they were loners, but it was usually shifters that hung out here. It was common to see Anthony’s vampires leaving after rising for the night, their rooms in the sub floor below the club. It was less common to see Ethan’s vampires spending time here, even though Ethan himself was no stranger to the club. It was outright unheard of for his vampires to show up every night for a solid week. Something had to be going on, but no one caused any trouble despite Ethan being obviously upset about something.


He almost asked Kaia if she knew what was wrong with him, but he stopped himself. Kaia was Ethan’s good friend and lived in his family home, at Wild Woods, in the apartment next to his. Anthony still didn’t understand why Ethan had chosen her as the only human to live there. That was a mystery for another day that he’d already fought with Kaia about and resolved with a truce of sorts.


He’d dropped the subject with her since it didn’t seem like she was the one who sought out the friendship. Ethan had. It still ate at Anthony that maybe Ethan had unrequited feelings for her, yet he never acted on them except to constantly antagonize Anthony. To be fair, though, Ethan’s hatred of him started way before Kaia had even been born.


Either way, Anthony didn’t like to involve Kaia in vampire business, or any business having to do with their world, so he didn’t talk to her about what was worrying him lately. It wasn’t that he kept things from her, he did, but he tried not to lie to her. He’d answer any questions she asked him, he just didn’t volunteer details she didn’t need to know about.


He loved her, but he was Master, besides just being vampire. His life could be harsh, something she wasn’t used to as a human who’d only recently learned about the supernatural world all around her. He desperately didn’t want to scare her away with the sometimes brutal details of his life, so he reluctantly kept her in the dark about many things, even though he’d love to be able to share everything with her. He’d love to feel like he had a true partner in life, though what he had with Kaia was so close to perfect, he really had nothing to complain about.


Tonight he talked with her about whatever she wanted to talk about, enjoying their shared time before she’d need to get some sleep for work tomorrow. Her routine made it easy for him to spend a few hours with her before putting her to bed each night, and then take care of his own work. She’d been staying here more and more lately, too, and he wondered if that’s what was upsetting Ethan. But would so many of Ethan’s family also come out here just for that?


Kaia finished her dinner and said her throat hurt. She’d been accidentally bitten by Sebastian last month, but too much time had passed for her to be turning werewolf… he hoped. He never told her what could’ve happened from the bite, and he felt guilty every time he thought about it. He also thought more and more about asking her to be vampire with him, but that seemed like wishful thinking. He let the thought go and spent the rest of her night with her before she couldn’t stop yawning, then lovingly tucked her into his bed in his apartment below the club.




Chapter 4


Harmony sprung for three nights at the luxurious Mandarin Oriental Hotel. It was a little closer to Brookhaven than she’d like, but then again, if Anthony wanted to seriously hurt her, he’d have his chance when she met him later tonight. If he really was a powerful Master, he’d find her no matter where she stayed in the city anyway, and three nights gave her time to figure out if she was staying or moving along.


She took the elevator up to her floor, then meticulously cased out her room. She’d chosen one of the smaller suites, which was still the size of a roomy one bedroom apartment, but this particular one had no windows in the bathroom. The bedroom was giant and had two almost floor to ceiling windows, but the bathroom was secluded with an enormous free standing tub the perfect size to sleep the day away in.


It seemed a waste to pay for such a large, expensive room when she wouldn’t be using most of it, but because it was a luxury hotel, she also had less chance of being bothered during the day. She had a little magic in her and could put a spell on the door, nudging others to stay away, but it helped to be able to pay for her privacy, too.


She pulled out her light blocker curtains and some duct tape to make sure she had enough to cover the gaps around the bathroom door once she was inside for the day. When she was satisfied she’d be as safe here as she could figure out how to be, she packed up her things and headed out.


When she traveled, she preferred to keep her belongings with her, even if she had a place to stay for a short time. Never knew when a girl might have to make a run for it, usually at the most inconvenient times, and it sucked to have to make the choice of whether to attempt to go back and gather her things, or leave without whatever she’d left in her room.


As she drove back to Brookhaven, though, she knew she’d have to leave her comforting ‘accessories’ in her car while she met with Anthony. Since Zach had already called her out for trying to sneak weapons into the club, she had no doubt he’d be watching when she came back in. So… no more protection. Just her wits and what power she possessed as a supernatural creature of the night.


She considered leaving her car parked on the street outside the buildings, just in case she needed to make a quick getaway, but she hated leaving her baby exposed like that, especially since she knew there was little chance she’d escape if the Master of the territory didn’t want her to.


She parked in the ramp, then sat for a few minutes longingly eyeing all the spots she’d hidden her weapons around the interior of her most prized possession, her blood red 1986 Porsche 911 Turbo S. It took some skill to drive this car fast without crashing it, and if she stayed in town long enough, Road Atlanta racetrack was definitely going to get her business.


It was almost midnight, so she reluctantly left all her weapons behind and made her way inside. The same guards were inside the upstairs foyer as before, though this time they both inspected her much more carefully. For the wolf, that meant he sniffed at her more, which was kind of creepy. For the vampire, it meant he used his power to feel her out, which was also creepy, but felt more familiar to her.


She held back any scathing, sarcastic remarks about their extreme attention because after all, she’d probably gotten them in trouble earlier for missing everything she’d had on her. That didn’t necessarily make her their friend now, and she didn’t want to push it, just in case.


Benicio didn’t seem all that upset with her, though, as he stifled a smirk and gestured towards the door that led down to the club.


“Welcome back, Miss Harmony.”


She figured it didn’t hurt to be nice, so she said, “Thanks Benicio.”


Downstairs, she felt more calm than the last time as she looked around and paid attention to her surroundings. The room seemed bigger than earlier for some reason, the high ceiling and lack of any windows giving the club a cavernous feel. Zach was by her side in an instant to spoil her concentration, though. At least he was a little more discreet than the shifter guard upstairs as he sniffed the air around her.


“Did you leave all your weapons upstairs this time?” His gaze was intense, though he had a challenging smile on his face.


“I didn’t bring any with me this time so there was nothing to leave upstairs.”


Zach’s nostrils flared, but he quickly nodded. “If you’re looking for Anthony, he’s in his office.”


She couldn’t tell by his expression if he was just being helpful or if he was excited to see Master Anthony smack her around and put her in her place. Irritation and reluctant fear warred inside her about what might happen when she finally talked to the Anthony, and she hated giving in to fear, so she fanned the flames of her irritation and sarcastically said, “Thanks.”


Her march across the club to the door Zach pointed to made her anxious, though she felt a little better that she only saw mild curiosity in the eyes of those watching her. The mood in here felt like a normal crowd vibe… lots of talking, some laughing, some eating, but nothing too crazy. Actually, for a room full of supernaturals, that was pretty strange.


She warily knocked on Anthony’s office door, but didn’t sense anyone on the other side. Was Zach screwing with her? She scowled and turned to look for the wise cracking turkey, only to tense and freeze in place when she very clearly heard, “You may enter, Harmony.”


She swallowed past a lump in her throat. The Master was in there and already knew her name… She reached for the door handle, bracing herself for this unwanted conversation.


Anthony sat at the far end of the small room at a sturdy, though worn wooden desk that faced the bare wall in front of him. His computer was on and wallpaper background on the screen was of rolling green fields with a small, picturesque farm in the middle of it. It was the only personalization she could see in the office. A second desk was situated next to his and faced the same wall, a small sofa just inside the door, and a tall, narrow bookcase half filled with books looking lonesome in the far corner of the room.
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