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Prologue
Beauregard Channing stared at his best friend of four hundred years in stony silence.
Not fazed by Beau’s attitude, Ashton Rutherford rushed on, “The artifact was found…” He rustled through some papers. “Ah! Here it is.” He adjusted his glasses and squinted at his illegible handwriting. “It was found in Winston-Salem.”
“Surprise there,” Beau grumbled, rolling his eyes at the way Ashton cleaved to glasses he no longer needed.
Ashton looked up at him in surprise. “Beau, this is very important information. If this thing was to end up in the wrong hands…”
“I know. I know. Death and unspeakable evil,” Beau said in a bored voice. He set Ashton with a thoughtful look. “You know, for a vampire, you have absolutely no fun.”
Ashton looked aghast. “This isn’t about having fun.”
“Fine. I get it. We’re all about not having fun. Just tell me who I’m hunting down this time. Gothic demon worshipper? A housewife with too much time on her hands? A faithful catholic just trying to do what’s right?”
Ashton gave him an annoyed look, but said, “The item was recovered by a Bradley Hildebrand. Bradley moved the item to…somewhere in Bergen County, New Jersey. I don’t have much more than that.”
“Nothing like sending me in blind,” Beau griped. Before Ashton could rush in with useless apologies, Beau said, “Bradley Hildebrand of Bergen County. Got it.” He climbed to his feet, straightening to his full height of six feet two inches. “Mr. Hildebrand will be dead by the end of the week.” He frowned. “At least he’d better be. I’m not missing kick off of the football season for this shit.”
“This shit,” Ashton chastised, “is the safety of humanity…and you don’t have to kill…”
“Can’t leave witnesses,” Beau flippantly reminded him, waving off any protests. “It could mean the downfall of America.”
“Very well then,” Ashton conceded with a sigh. “You’re the professional.”
“That I am.” As Beau strode to the door, he gave one last comment simply for the look of horror it would receive. “And for goodness sake, get out and eat someone. You look like death.”
Chapter 1
Beau walked alone down the sidewalk of a college campus, taking in his surroundings with trepidation. If there was anything he hated more than sunlight, it was college students.
They were always so smug, so full of themselves. They thought just because they were furthering their education they knew everything there was to know about the world. What he wouldn’t give to put them all in their places, perhaps rip out a few spines. He couldn’t do that, though. Ashton would flip. Not that it was Ashton putting up with this crap.
Beau could hear the sound of music blaring through speakers. In the distance, he heard the screams and squeals of a party in full swing. A college campus on a Saturday night. What had he been thinking?
He knew exactly what he’d been thinking. It was easier to blend in with a crowd, easier to play human. Now all he had to do was track down Bradley, get the artifact, and snap the poor kid’s neck. Easy. Clean. Done.
As he approached the packed lawn of a nearby fraternity house, Beau swept the area for prey. He looked for someone weak, someone easily manipulated that could lead him to this Bradley fellow. His eyes landed on a boy with shaggy blond hair.
The kid was off by himself, kicking around a ridiculous-looking bean pouch…a hacky sack, Beau recalled. He was far enough to the side that Beau could approach him without drawing anyone’s attention. Besides, judging from the kid’s appearance, he didn’t exactly mesh with this preppy crowd.
Stepping up next to the scruffy-looking blond, Beau cleared his throat. “Excuse me,” he said quietly, wanting to draw as little notice as possible.
The kid paused in his incessant kicking, his foot frozen in the air with the ball still on it. “Yo,” he replied with a bob of his head in greeting.
Beau fought not to roll his eyes. “I am looking for a Bradley Hildebrand. You wouldn’t happen to know…?” He trailed off, a question in his voice.
The kid broke into a giant grin. “I know Bradley.” Grabbing the hacky sack and shoving it deep into his pocket, the kid stuck out his chest boastfully. “You came to the right guy because I am none other than Bradley’s best friend. Have been since the two of us were wearing diapers.”
“Of course you are,” Beau said dryly. “Lucky me.” His sarcasm was lost on the kid in front of him.
“I’m Camden,” the kid introduced, offering a hand.
Beau stared at the hand for a moment, then asked in a bored tone, “Where is Bradley?”
“Bradley,” Camden said with a snap of his fingers, “right.” He nodded toward the building behind him. “Follow me.” With that, Camden raced off.
Trying to keep a look of aggravation off his face, Beau followed at a much more dignified pace. He’d let the kid run off some energy. “If Bradley is anything like you,” Beau grumbled, “I’ll be doing the world a favor by snapping his scrawny little neck.”
He entered the fraternity house and took a look around him in disgust. In almost every hand was an alcoholic beverage or a cigarette. In the far corner, he caught the scent of marijuana coming from two girls who barely looked eighteen. Next to the girls, a couple was pressed up against the wall, not seeming to care about the fact that they were mating in public. Sometimes it was hard to remember why he was watching out for their welfare. Oh, right. It was because Ashton made him. Beau’s lip tugged at the corner at that thought and he almost smiled. Almost.
A redhead in a skimpy halter top and mini skirt pulled him away from all thoughts of Ashton as she grabbed onto his arm. “I haven’t seen you in any of my classes,” she breathed.
The sour smell of alcohol wafted into Beau’s face, and his lip curled in distaste as he glanced down at the cleavage she was pressing into his arm. “I wasn’t aware prostitution had become a major.”
Before the girl’s intoxicated brain could comprehend the insult, he wrapped an arm around her waist and hauled her up against his chest. Putting his mouth next to her ear, he whispered, “Relax.”
Her body went limp in his arms, her breath coming from between her lips in a soft whisper. Her eyes, already unfocused from her drinking, became blank, lifeless.
Brushing her hair away from her neck, Beau leaned down and let his fangs sink into her throat. He took slow, measured gulps, making sure that, to any witness, it would look like nothing more than an embrace from a lover.
The girl tasted bitter, like stale beer and vodka.
Though he could have used the blood for extra strength, Beau pulled back after only a few mouthfuls. If Bradley’s friend was any indication, Beau would be just fine in the muscle department. He gave the girl’s neck a quick lick of his tongue, hiding any evidence of his invasion.
Releasing her waist, he pulled back, staring down into her glassy green eyes with his dark blue ones. “You are drunk, darling. I would suggest you go home.” He went to leave and her grip tightened on his arm, her nails digging into his skin.
“Don’t go,” she begged. She licked her lips eagerly, the invitation coming easier than it should for any respectable woman. “Come home with me.”
Beau let out a weary sigh. Drinking from mortals often left them aroused. The feeding was something primal and sexual to their subconscious minds. It was an unfamiliar experience, but instinctual habit took over, telling their bodies to find pleasure in the act. To them it was pure ecstasy.
It had stopped being that way for him a long time ago. Now, it was merely a tool of survival. There was no thrill to it anymore. It was more of a hassle than anything else. Reaching out, Beau grabbed the closest male and yanked him over by the collar. “Deal with this,” he ordered, shoving the redhead into the person’s arms.
Lucky for him, the redhead was easily distracted. She went willingly into the new man’s arms, her mouth on his before the guy could even realize what was happening.
That was another reason feeding had lost its thrill. To the mortals, it wasn’t about him. It was about his power and what he could do, what he represented. He, as a man, was forgotten moments after such intimate encounters. He’d grown tired of pretending the interactions were anything more than meaningless stimulation and a means of continuing his existence.
With a revolted look, Beau left them locked in their embrace, his eyes sweeping the room for Camden. It didn’t take him long to spot the shaggy-haired blond. It wasn’t like the poor kid blended well. “Camden,” he growled out between clenched teeth.
Camden whirled around, and then had to shake his hair out of his eyes. “Dude!” he called out. “I just found Bradley!” He spun back to the person he was speaking to, his lanky body completely overshadowing the other person. “Bradley,” he practically hollered, “this guy here’s been looking for you.”
Beau stepped forward to stand next to Camden and his words died in his throat.
Standing before him was a girl with loose, black curls cascading halfway down her back and the most startling blue eyes he’d ever seen. She looked around five foot nine, tall for a girl, but still tiny and fragile when standing next to him.
She was dressed differently than the rest of the women here; less trashy were the only words that came to his mind. She was wearing a dark blue sundress that really brought out the color in her eyes. Her feet were adorned in strappy, black heels.
It was so cute, so arousing, that he wanted to shove her against the wall and… Beau shook his head to clear those thoughts from his mind. Contemplations like those were not something he was used to. They were things he hadn’t thought of in a very long time. He was startled by his initial attraction to the girl in front of him. What was it about her that piqued his interest after all this time? Pushing that to the back of his mind, he concentrated on the important details. “You’re not Bradley,” he denied stubbornly. It was impossible for this girl to be the person he’d been sent here to murder. Besides being too beautiful, she was too…female.
She blinked at him in surprise. “Yes, I am,” she said with a giggle.
“You’re a girl,” Beau needlessly pointed out, looking for any reason to deny that she was the one he was hunting down. He frowned at the sound of her laughter, finding it distracting.
She smiled, showing off the brightest teeth he’d ever seen. “Yes. A girl named Bradley.” She crossed her arms under her chest, drawing his gaze to her breasts, and eyed him questioningly. “And you are?”
“This is,” Camden began, but trailed off when he realized Beau had never given his name. “Yeah! Who are you?”
Clearing his throat, Beau drew his eyes back to her face. “I am Beauregard Channing, but you can just call me Beau.” He’d spoken before his brain could stop him. He’d never given out his real name to a target before.
A target? Is that what she was? A target? Somehow, snapping Bradley’s neck didn’t sound as fun as it had half an hour ago.
“All right…Beau,” she said, narrowing her eyes playfully. “You were looking for me…?” She trailed off, a question in her voice.
Beau had to swallow, unable to get his vocal cords to cooperate. “I was wondering if we could speak in private.”
Bradley’s eyes slid to Camden, and she sent him a slightly concerned look that said she wasn’t sure if she should trust Beau enough to go off alone with him.
Good girl, Beau silently praised her. He’d seen too many girls her age go willingly with a stranger. He’d never once had a problem finding blood donors to follow him into dark alleys. People were too trusting. Seeing as he was one of the dangers lurking in the night, he knew first hand…not that he had any plans of making Bradley a midnight snack. The thought of hurting her was something he wished to avoid at all cost. Just this once, perhaps, he could leave a witness behind.
Bradley’s blue gaze shifted back to him. “What did you want to speak with me about?”
Beau’s cool eyes traveled over her face, attempting to look bored. “A colleague of mine…” His eyes began searching the people closest to them. He didn’t trust the others in the crowded room. They didn’t look like a threat, but he’d learned in the past that people often hid dark intentions behind faux ignorance.
He stepped closer to her, lowering his voice to a whisper. “I have a colleague that is interested in a piece of jewelry you recently procured.” He arched an eyebrow. “An interesting piece of jewelry with Pagan origin.”
“My grandmother’s necklace?” she asked in surprise. Her blue eyes searched his face in uncertainty. “I figured the symbols had meaning, but Pagan?” She shook her head vehemently. “I don’t think so.”
Beau’s lip quirked and he forced back a grin. This girl had no clue as to how powerful of an item she had in her possession. Apparently, Granny had kept a few secrets. Trying to stay patient, Beau said, “My colleague wishes to purchase your Pagan artifact.”
Bradley shook her head. “No,” she said, voice firm with resolve . “It was my grandmother’s. I don’t want to sell it.” Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How do you know about it anyway? The only person who knew about it was that historian…” Those beautiful blue eyes darkened. “Is your colleague that insistent Ashton fellow I spoke to online?”
Beau rolled his eyes and fought back a groan. What was Ashton thinking giving out his real name? And a historian? Only because he’d lived it. Beau’s next statement caught even himself off guard. “Perhaps you would allow me to take you out to dinner tomorrow evening. I could at least get a look at your necklace and assess its authenticity.”
In all his years, Beau had never offered to pay for a piece Ashton was hunting, let alone ask the owner to dinner. He’d normally be standing over a body at this point, taking whatever it was he wanted.
“You’re asking me out?” Bradley asked, eyes widening in surprise.
He could hear her pulse quicken, could see the slight flush of her skin. Her body language stated just how appealing she found his suggestion.
A cocky smirk touched Beau’s lips as he leaned closer to her, twirling a dark lock of her hair around his finger. “I was sent here to retrieve that necklace,” he breathed in her ear. “The means of negotiation are open, and any illicit acts that happen to occur simply sweeten our business interaction.”
He felt her shiver. Ever so gently, he ran his fingertips over her bare arms, caressing the Goosebumps that had sprung up at his offer. Perhaps this trip would be beneficial to him, unlike most of the missions Ashton sent him on.
Bradley’s hand was suddenly on his chest, pushing him backwards and putting distance between the two of them. “There isn’t going to be any negotiation. I’m not giving you the necklace.”
Her eyes traveled over his body, lingering on his broad chest. Her breath hitched in her throat for a second before she grumbled, “And as for your other request, I will have to decline. You should be ashamed of yourself, offering sex as payment for…” She shook her head, her expression one of disapproval.
“The sex doesn’t have to be payment. It can just be sex.”
Bradley sucked in an audible gasp. It took her a moment to compose herself, but she finally managed to say, “I’m sorry, but…” She seemed to struggle with her answer. “No, Mr. Channing.” As if trying to keep him from noticing the blush on her cheeks, she chastised, “I don’t believe your offers are appropriate, or very professional.”
“Some things are more desirable than professionalism.” He watched with hidden glee as she struggled to compose herself, fighting back the urge to accept his oh so tempting offers.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Channing, but the answer is no. Please tell your colleague that I do not wish to be bothered with any more…insulting offers.” She gave him a pointed look, once again crossing her arms under her chest. “If you don’t mind…”
Beau’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. She was asking him to leave. She was turning down his offer. Could she do that? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so carelessly dismissed.
His eyes drifted, once again, to her crossed arms, more importantly her breasts, but he used her arms as an alibi. “Such a hostile disposition. Your body language, your posture, that unhappy pout on your face, all suggest that you do not find me amusing in the least.”
She arched one delicate eyebrow as if to say, Duh.
Beau’s eyes narrowed at her. If only she knew his original intention had been to snap that pretty little neck. Maybe then she wouldn’t be so quick to turn her nose up at his adjustment to the plan.
“Fine,” Beau said with a sneer. As he turned on his heels to leave, he grabbed the front of Camden’s shirt and yanked the blond roughly after him.
Chapter 2
Bradley watched Beau drag Camden away and almost followed after them to give the infuriating stranger a piece of her mind. Just who did he think he was? He had no right to put his hands on Camden. Her eyes narrowing, she glared in the direction they had gone.
Beau had Camden backed into a corner and was speaking with a dark, angry look on his face. If he thought he was going to get to her through Camden, he was crazy.
Camden wasn’t going to convince her to change her mind, nor would he even try. There was also no way she’d ever trade a family heirloom for sex. Sure, Beau was good-looking with that thick, shoulder length, black hair and his captivating blue eyes, but he wasn’t that good-looking.
“There you are,” a voice grumbled behind her.
Glad for the distraction, Bradley dragged her eyes from Beau’s muscled arms to stare at her ex-boyfriend, Carter. She stayed silent, her eyes icy.
“I’ve been looking all over for you,” he complained.
“And I’ve been standing around this juvenile party twiddling my thumbs, waiting for you.” She gave him an impatient look before adding, “What was so important that it couldn’t wait?”
Carter puffed his chest out in an attempt to look important. “My things,” he demanded. “I left a few of my possessions in your room and I will be needing them back.”
Bradley’s eyebrows arched in disbelief. “You couldn’t just stop by and pick them up?”
Carter shifted his weight and avoided looking directly at her. “I was afraid you’d make a big deal about it and get all weepy. You know how I hate that.”
“When have you ever seen me get weepy?” she asked in annoyance.
He gave Bradley a sympathetic look that said he didn’t believe her, but honored her bravery. “I didn’t want you to get all clingy on me and beg me to take you back. I’ve moved on. I think you should too.” He gave her a pointed look before continuing with, “I figured you would be less likely to make a scene in a crowd.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Bradley cried, throwing her hands up. “Remind me again why I ever went out with you.”
“I often ask myself the same thing,” Carter mumbled, slightly disgruntled.
At that moment, Kristie Taylor walked up and put a tentative hand on Carter’s arm. “She’s not making a scene is she? I thought you said she wouldn’t make a scene.”
“Unbelievable,” Bradley griped.
Carter put an arm around the buxom blonde’s shoulder. “I needed a woman with passion,” he informed Bradley. “Someone not afraid to express herself.”
Bradley knew that Carter was a creep, but the words stung all the same. It was never fun to have an ex insult your relationship skills. “Maybe I wasn’t very passionate with you because you kiss like a fish,” she snapped back. “You’re all rubber lips and drool. I wanted to wear a bib to keep my clothes clean.”
Kristie’s gray eyes widened in alarm, and she shot a glance at Carter.
“Also,” Bradley added, feeling as if she was on a roll, and delighted at the horrified look on Carter’s face. “The guy I’m with now has not a single complaint. We’ve got passion out the wazoo!” She waved a hand in the air, her mouth continuing on without her brain. “So, if you want your things, dredge up a little bit of nerve and come get them. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to a man who is more than talented at kissing.”
With a superior huff, she spun on her heels and marched toward the corner where Camden and Beau were still talking heatedly…well, at least Beau was. Camden was just listening with wide, green eyes.
Instantly regretting letting her motor mouth run wild, Bradley grabbed Beau’s arm. The minute he turned to look at her, she pressed herself against his chest and stood on tiptoes to brush her lips against his.
His initial reaction was shock, but that was quickly replaced with desire. Taking the opportunity before she changed her mind, Beau deepened the kiss.
Bradley gave a surprised gasp into his mouth when one of his arms wrapped around her waist and hauled her up against his chest.
He buried his other hand in her hair while his mouth molded to hers. He nipped and teased at her lips, his fingers caressing along her back.
Caught by surprise at the fervor of their kiss, Bradley let out a soft whimper and gripped at the sleeves of his royal blue dress shirt.
After a moment, Beau pulled back and looked down at her with a playful, questioning expression on his face. “Not that I’m complaining, but what was that for?”
Bradley couldn’t find the breath to answer him. She’d never been kissed like that in her life. Nothing even came close. With a frown, she contemplated the fact that it had been with this insultingly arrogant man. Her frown deepened as she glanced over her shoulder to look at Carter.
He was staring at her in open-mouthed surprise, his jaw practically at his feet.
“Ex-boyfriend,” Camden, the traitor, informed Beau. “He’s been giving her a lot of crap.”
Beau’s lips curved into a devilish grin. “So you’re trying to exact some revenge in the form of me?” His eyes slid to Carter. “What’s to stop me from causing a scene and yelling about the crazy lady who just sexually harassed me?”
Camden snickered, but Bradley found nothing funny in that statement. “Please don’t humiliate me,” she begged, hating the desperation in her voice.
“What is it worth to you?” Beau asked coyly.
“What?” she cried in disbelief. “You’re blackmailing me?” She wouldn’t have been able to keep the indignant squeak from her voice even if she tried.
Beau nodded with a smug grin. “I most certainly am. You have dinner with me tomorrow night to discuss your heirloom. If you do this, I will help make that ex-boyfriend of yours jealous.” It wasn’t exactly the most conventional trade, but he needed to get that necklace.
“I don’t care if he’s jealous or not,” Bradley snapped in agitation. “I honestly don’t. It’s just that he…” She broke off, a faint blush touching her cheeks. “Well…he said that…” Sounding as if she feared it was true, she finished, “He said I didn’t have any passion.”
Beau surveyed Carter in distaste. “You did not seem passionless to me,” he commented. Looking down into her eyes, he added, “Though another sample may be needed to correctly assess the situation.”
“Oh, no!” she cried, putting a hand to his chest to stop his advances. “Not again. Just keep your lips to yourself, buddy. This is a kiss free zone.”
He gave her a lopsided grin that she hated to admit caused butterflies to flutter around in her stomach. “So are we on for dinner, darling?” The word darling dripped with sarcasm.
She let out a weary sigh and ran a hand over her face. “If I agree, will you go away and leave me alone after this ridiculous dinner in which I will, once again, refuse any offers you make?”
Beau slid an arm around her shoulders. “And which offers would you be referring to? The sexual offers, or the ones to acquire your artifact?”
She elbowed him in the stomach, but he didn’t seem to notice. “I will turn down any offers,” she assured.
He gave a noncommittal shrug. “We shall see.”
She rolled her eyes with a huff. “You are absolutely impossible.”
He gave an exaggerated wink. “Yeah, but you love me anyway.” His grin widened, taking on an almost mocking curve at the corners. “You can’t resist the passion I bring out in you.” He paused, his eyes lowering seductively to her mouth. “You are an absolutely fantastic kisser, by the way.”
Bradley rolled her eyes again, having a feeling he wasn’t going to be deterred as easily as she’d hoped.
Chapter 3
Bradley stormed into the small, dimly lit diner just off campus. She was dripping wet with her hair plastered to her face from the pounding rain. She was shivering cold and grumpy. Part of her poor attitude was from being dragged out this late. Last night, she’d begged Beau to meet her for lunch instead of dinner because she had a night class from six to nine.
He’d refused, insisting on dinner.
By the time Bradley got home from her class, changed, and walked in the pouring rain all the way to the diner they’d agreed to meet at, it was after ten-thirty. Her eyes narrowed as she caught sight of Beau in the back corner.
He looked cozy and dry…and perhaps even better looking than the night before. He wore a dark green dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, showing off a pair of muscled forearms. The deep shade of green looked absolutely gorgeous with his hair.
His dry hair, Bradley silently reminded herself just for a reason to be annoyed at him, and to help her forget how he made her weak in the knees. Just because he was cute didn’t change the fact that he was irritating and in no way likable.
“Even soaking wet you look adorable,” Beau said in approval as she approached the table.
She made sure to give him a glowering look to show just how unimpressed she was with his comment. Sliding out of her powder blue raincoat, she shook it out, taking small satisfaction when water droplets splashed the front of Beau’s shirt.
“You’ve got the matching raincoat and hat,” he continued, not in the least bit deterred. His eyes ventured to her feet. “And powder blue, knee high rubber boots,” he practically cooed. “That is too cute.”
“Bite me,” Bradley snapped, sliding into the seat across from him. She might have been tempted to take delight in his compliment, but she knew he didn’t really mean it. There was a slight mocking, sarcastic tone to his voice that wasn’t there quite enough for her to call him on it. It was as if he was making fun of her, but halfheartedly.
She ripped the hat from her head and tossed it to the bench next to her. She knew her hair must look horrific. She could feel that it was limp and dripping rain.
Beau arched an eyebrow and handed her a menu. “Apparently you’re one of those people who get grouchy when they’re hungry.”
She snatched the menu from his fingers and began perusing its contents. “No, I’m one of those people that don’t like to be cold or wet…or eat after ten, or have half a bottle of bleach dumped on me.”
Beau blinked back his surprise. “I’m fairly certain the bleach incident wasn’t my fault.”
“No,” she agreed huffily. “We were in the lab tonight and Camden dumped bleach all over the front of me. Do you know how badly the fumes burn your eyes when your clothes practically take a bath in bleach?”
“Can’t say that I do,” Beau said in amusement. His eyes squinted at her in suspicion. “Why were you playing with bleach anyway? What kind of class is this?”
“Chemistry.”
His eyebrows rose, a habit Bradley was finding quite adorable. She shook her head, trying to clear herself of that thought. It wasn’t adorable. It was annoying.
“What are they teaching you to do, build a bomb?”
“No,” Bradley cried, appalled. She went to comment further, but the waitress appeared at their table and asked for their orders.
Scanning the menu one last time, Bradley said, “I’ll just take a burger and fries…ooh and a bowl of chicken noodle soup.” She sent Beau a glare as if daring him to comment. “And perhaps an appetizer of mozzarella sticks to start off with…and a hot chocolate.”
The waitress reached to grab her menu and Bradley gave it one last, quick look. “And a coke.” Feeling a need to explain herself, she added, “That way I have something to drink while the hot chocolate is cooling down.”
The waitress stared at Bradley for a moment, then shrugged and started writing the order down. “Sure thing, honey,” she drawled, snapping her gum. Her eyes lifted to Beau. “What’ll you have?”
Beau gave her a brilliant, charming smile. “I’ll have what the delicate little lady is having.”
Bradley kicked him in the shin.
His smile turned into a grimace for half a second before returning full force.
As the waitress turned and walked away, Bradley hissed, “You’re a sleezeball.”
Beau’s face took on a look of surprised innocence.
“Oh, don’t pull that crap! You didn’t hear me telling the waitress that I’d have the same thing the ogre across from me chooses.”
Beau’s eyes twinkled in delight. “Well, this ogre didn’t even get a chance to say what he wanted before you ordered half the menu.”
“Half the menu?” Bradley squeaked. “For your information, if you would have met me for lunch, I would have eaten dinner before I went to class. It’s your fault I’m so hungry.”
“Lunch was undoable,” he said dismissively.
“And further more,” she pressed on, “maybe I wouldn’t have had to order the soup if I wasn’t freezing. Also, your fault.”
Beau’s lip quirked. “Perhaps you could have chosen to come sit over here and let me warm you up.”
Bradley’s eyes narrowed, but she bit back her nasty retort when the waitress reappeared with the mozzarella sticks and two bowls of soup.
The waitress ignored Bradley’s dirty look just as easily as Beau did. Without even a questioning glance, she sauntered away.
As soon as the waitress was out of hearing range, Beau rushed forward to speak before Bradley could. “I am honestly sorry that I have caused you such hunger. It was not my intent. Had it been at all possible, I would have met you for lunch.”
“Anything’s possible,” was Bradley’s grumbled reply.
“Trust me, my dear,” Beau said, grinning with some personal amusement, “meeting you for lunch was quite impossible.” His foot rubbed against hers underneath the table. “Now,” he said, drawing out the word, “would you like me to warm away any thoughts of that chilly rain?”
Bradley ignored the excited pitter-patter her heart gave and slid her foot away from his. “No,” she said darkly.
“Very well,” Beau said with a weary sigh. “On to business then, I suppose.” His eyes slid to her purse, and he held out a hand. “Can I see the artifact?”
She squirmed in her seat. “I didn’t bring it.” She avoided eye contact by spooning some soup into her mouth.
Beau dropped his silverware in surprise at her statement. She heard it clatter to the table and could only imagine the look she was receiving.
“You didn’t bring it?!” Beau hissed. “That’s the entire reason we’re here tonight. Why in the world wouldn’t you bring it?”
Bradley finally looked up, speaking in her own defense. “How was I to know you weren’t some crazy lunatic that was going to bludgeon me over the head and take my grandma’s necklace? You said you wanted to discuss it, so talk, pal.”
“I do believe you are purposely being difficult,” Beau accused, “but whatever. We’ll just talk.”
Bradley nodded her approval. “Good,” she said, breaking a mozzarella stick into four pieces and nibbling on one of the tiny bits. “Me first.” She set him with a suspicious look. “Why do you want my grandmother’s necklace so badly? You guys are far too persistent to just be collectors.” Her eyes roamed over his broad chest, his muscled arms. “And you don’t look like a historian.”
Beau’s expression turned smug at her last comment. It was quickly replaced by a look of trepidation. “I don’t think you’d be very accepting of the truth,” he said, voice hesitant.
“If you don’t tell me the truth,” she snapped in reply, “I will never let you near me again and you can just kiss seeing that necklace goodbye.”
“Fine,” Beau came back in an almost challenging tone. “You want the truth, you got it.” He paused dramatically. “I’m a vampire.” He didn’t get to say anything else because the waitress reappeared.
While she went about setting out their food, Bradley just stared at Beau from across the table. As soon as the waitress was out of hearing range, Bradley hissed, “You’re what?”
“A vampire,” Beau said calmly. He himself was surprised at how easy it was for him to admit that. Never before in his four hundred years had he told a mortal what he was. It was stupid. It was careless. It was a good way to find yourself on the receiving end of a stake.
There was just something about Bradley, though, that made him want to confide in her. He was trusting a hit with information on how to kill him. Crazy. Stupid. But refreshing.
On her disbelieving look, Beau said, “I told you that you wouldn’t like the truth, but it does help explain why I couldn’t make lunch.”
Bradley took a big bite of her burger and glared at him from across the table. Around her food, she said, “Of all the bullshit lies I’ve ever heard, this is the absolute worst.” She gave a casual shrug. “However, I give you bonus points for creativity.” She sounded calm and collected, not at all perturbed by his revelation.
It ruffled his feathers a bit that she wasn’t cowering in her seat, trying not to scream in terror. “I am telling the truth,” Beau came back unhappily. “That necklace is a Wiccan talisman with more power than you could ever imagine. In the wrong hands, it could be devastating. Every dark witch and wizard has been searching for that thing for the past fifty years, and now it shows up in your possession.” Beau set her with a serious look. “Others would not be as gentle to you as I have been. I think you should take that into consideration.”
Bradley drummed her fingers on the table, giving away her nervousness. “What do you intend to do with it?” she asked in anxiety. “Do you have dark plans, as well?”
“I’m a vampire,” Beau gently reminded her. “I’m not going to gain any power from such an item. I merely hope to put it into hiding so that it doesn’t get into the wrong hands.”
“So you’re looking out for us poor humans. Is that it? You’re a humanitarian.”
“Hardly,” he grumbled back. “Ashton is the one with the big, human loving heart. I’m in it merely for the violence. Normally, after making the owner of such items suffer unspeakable torture, I’d have them begging me to take whatever it is I want.” He paused, letting that sink in. “Then, I’d snap their neck.”
Bradley’s eyes widened in horror, realizing she was one of those people.
“Oh, don’t worry,” Beau reassured. “I find you far too adorable to torture.”
“Thanks?” she said uncertainly. Wanting to get away from the torture subject, she asked, “How come a talisman won’t work for a vampire?”
“I shouldn’t even be telling you this…” Beau glanced around them as if expecting the vampire police to jump out at any second. Finally, when he was certain no one was listening to them, he said, “Vampires can’t do magic. We can’t cast spells or do charms. All of us are born with certain skills or powers. You can add all the witchy artifacts you want, but we’re not going to learn the skill hidden within the object. It’s either in our hardwiring or it isn’t.”
He paused, taking a bite of one of his fries. “Most witches are born with some magic of their own, but most of it is taught. Much of it needs certain items, like your necklace, to work at full potential.”
“Okay,” Bradley said, drawing out the word, “I’ll bite. What exactly is it that my necklace can do?”
“Raise the dead,” Beau said casually, taking a bite of his burger.
“Raise the dead?” Bradley squeaked in horror. She didn’t buy into his whole fantasy world, but still, the thought of having something sitting in her bedroom that could possibly raise the dead was spooky. “You mean like a zombie?”
“Not like a zombie,” Beau corrected. “Like a person. You can bring the deceased back to the state they were in before their death. There were a lot of really bad people taken out before they got a big enough following to do severe damage. To bring them back with a second shot at their campaign of death and violence would be devastating.” He waved a hand as if trying to explain. “The paranormal world has been on shaky ground recently. There have been a ton of dark entities popping up. Too many could tip the balance between good and evil.”
“That would be bad.”
“Yes,” Beau said with a mocking grin. “Dark entities tend to be bad.”
“You aren’t a dark entity?” Bradley asked, uncertain of where his allegiance was.
Beau glared and took another bite of his burger. “Do I look like a hell spawn?”
Bradley thought he looked like anything but a hell spawn. Hell spawns didn’t have a body to drool over. A hell spawn’s muscles didn’t ripple with every movement. She had to blink to pull herself together. Getting herself under control, she said in her defense, “You said you’d planned on snapping my neck. That sounds pretty evil, if you ask me.”
“I didn’t do it, though,” he argued, as if that made it okay. “Trust me. If I were evil, we would not be on a date right now. You would be lying face down in an alley somewhere.”
“Date?” she squeaked, finding this more disturbing than the alley comment. “You think this is a date?”
He gave a casual shrug. “We’re eating an intimate dinner together. I fully intend to pay for your meal, and you dressed up in those sexy boots for me.”
She glanced under the table at her rubber rain boots and gave him a funny look.
“Also,” Beau continued, “I have every intention of seducing you once we’re through with dinner. That sounds like a date to me.”
Bradley gave a squawk of protest. “What did I tell you? We’ve already been over this. There will be no kissing and absolutely no seducing.”
“If you remember, you seduced me first, so I get a freebie,” he reasoned. “It’s only fair.”
“Well, that…that’s illogical,” she stammered.
Beau shrugged and took another bite of his burger.
Grasping at something to change the subject, Bradley accused, “You’re eating!”
He paused in mid-chew, eyeing her in puzzlement. “Yeah. And?”
“You said you were a vampire. This proves that you obviously aren’t. Vampires don’t eat burgers. That means you aren’t a vampire. So there!”
Beau resumed his chewing, not looking too fazed by her declaration. “Don’t believe everything you hear.” He gave a sigh and set her with those captivating blue eyes. “You’re really putting stress on this relationship by believing every rumor you hear about my kind.”
“Rumor?” Bradley rolled her eyes. “Vampires don’t exist to have untrue rumors spreading around about them. They are fictional characters…and you,” she said, popping her last fry into her mouth, “have run out of time.” She picked up her purse. “You have not convinced me to give up my necklace. You have not convinced me that you are a vampire. You have not convinced me of anything. Thank you very much for dinner and the…unique company, but I really must be going.”
Beau stood when she did, snatching up her coat before she could stop him. “I’ll walk you home.” He held her coat up so she could slip into it.
She hesitated, but finally let him help her into the coat. “That’s unnecessary.”
“I insist,” came his reply, his fingers grazing lightly along her throat as he adjusted her collar.
She shivered at the sensation of his fingertips against her skin, but played it off as a chill from thinking about the cold she would soon be facing. She pulled her jacket around herself for warmth, not that a rubber raincoat gave much, and then bent down to adjust her boots. She fiddled with her hat, making sure it was securely on her head in preparation of heading out into the rain.
She let out a little huff. Oh, who was she kidding? She was stalling in hopes that he’d stick to his offer of paying for her dinner and walking her home. She frowned. No, I don’t think this is a date, she silently chided herself in sarcasm.
She watched him remove his wallet from his back pocket, completely riveted by his smooth, graceful movements. He was like poetry.
Their dinner didn’t cost more than forty dollars, even with the tip, but he pulled out a hundred dollar bill and dropped it to the table.
“A bit much, don’t you think?” she asked a little scornfully.
Beau smiled. “When you’ve been around as long as I have, you store up a decent amount of money.” His grin widened. “Besides, I’m trying to impress my date.”
“This is not a date,” Bradley reminded him as they made their way to the door. When they reached it, she gave a huff of annoyance as Beau held it open for her. Rolling her eyes, she marched through, not even glancing in his direction. Without a word, she began marching toward her apartment at a brisk pace.
“It’s pouring,” Beau observed, stating the obvious. “Wouldn’t you rather take a cab?”
Bradley stopped in her tracks and spun back around to face him. “No,” she answered haughtily. “For those of us poor college students who aren’t oozing with money, we like to save our cash for something worthwhile.” She sent him a sideways glance. “Are vampires like witches?” she asked in mockery. “Are you afraid you’ll melt?”
With an exaggerated roll of his eyes, Beau stepped out into the downpour. “You’ve seen the Wizard of Oz one too many times. Witches don’t melt. If they did, you’d be in an awful lot of trouble right now with all this rain.”
Bradley gave an indignant gasp and screeched to a halt. She turned to give him an angered look. “Well, look who’s changed his tune. What happened to Mr. This Is A Date?”
A martyred look crossed his face. “Easy, killer. Relax. It was not a jab at your shining personality.” He did an air quote, and there was a sarcastic emphasis on the word shining. “That last statement was a jab, by the way,” he felt the need to add. “You inherited an item of witchcraft. I’m guessing that’s not the only thing your grandmother passed on to you.”
“My grandmother was not a witch!” Bradley cried with a stamp of her foot.
“I bet she was, just like I’m betting you are. Witchcraft is also the only explanation as to why I haven’t killed you yet. You’ve put some kind of charm on me to make me desire you.”
“Oh, I have not!” Bradley griped, resuming her trek through the downpour. “Besides, witches don’t exist.”
“Just like vampires don’t exist?” he came back almost smugly with a wave at his chest, as if he were the living proof of a contradiction.
“You are not a vampire,” she informed him, sounding exasperated.
He sent her a sideways glance. “You have no idea how temping it is to tear your throat out with my fangs to prove my point.”
She narrowed her eyes, but suggested, “Why don’t you turn into a bat? That oughtta prove it.”
“We don’t turn into bats,” he came back in disgust.
“So, you don’t turn into bats and you eat burgers. Sounds like the real deal to me,” she taunted sarcastically.
“I am the real deal,” Beau growled in agitation.
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