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      “Hello,” a male voice suddenly said, almost making her drop the mug in her hand. “Need a hand?”

      Eyes snapping up, Kayla was ready with a polite ‘no, thank you’, but ended up gaping at the stranger, instead. Dressed in a white t-shirt and jeans, he was standing on the other side of the table, tall and built and looking like he just stepped out of every woman’s fantasy.

      “I have plenty of hands,” she blurted out. “And I’m waiting for someone.”

      “Maybe that someone is me?” he grinned at her, gray eyes giving her a slow-once over.

      Kayla could feel her cheeks grow red as she struggled to find a reply. With his high cheekbones, square, stubbled jaw and brilliant smile, he didn’t look quite real.

      Normal people don’t look that god without Photoshop, do they?

      “Not unless your name is Ezra,” Kayla said, throwing him a nervous smile.

      “Well, then, you’re in luck,” he replied, reaching out a hand. “Kayla, I presume?”

      Hesitating for a second, Kayla slid her hand in his and gave it a quick squeeze. His skin was cool and smooth against hers, and the way he was still looking at her, completely focused, with that grin on his face, made the contact feel a lot more intimate than it was.

      “You’re a man,” she mumbled, feeling a bit dazed.

      Goddamn it, why did I just assume Ezra had to be a woman? I can’t just shack up with some dude I don’t even know.

      “I’d like to think so,” he laughed, grabbing some napkins to wipe up the table. “Is that a problem?”

      It might be, Kayla gulped, unable to take her eyes off him.
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      “What are you even saying? You’re leaving?” Kayla asked, throwing her arms up in the air as she watched Seth move around, picking up his stuff as he went along.

      She followed him into the bedroom of the apartment they had barely spent a couple of months living in, a dream home nestled in a wonderfully peaceful neighborhood near downtown Cleveland that Kayla had been excited to share with her boyfriend. But now, all that seemed to be falling apart.

      “I need to find who I am again,” Seth shrugged, piling shirts that Kayla had washed and ironed for him into his suitcase, tossed onto the bed. “You’re stifling me. I need space.”

      “Stifling? I’ve barely even seen you since we moved in together,” Kayla replied, not believing her ears. “You’re either working late or hanging out at bars with your friends…”

      “And I can’t even have a good time anymore, knowing that you’re here, waiting up for me,” Seth sighed, zipping up his luggage before finally looking at her. “That’s just… so stressful, you know?”

      “How would I know? This is the first I’m even hearing about your ‘stress’,” Kayla countered, flicking her bangs out of her eyes as she stared at the man in front of her.

      Seth was tall and lean, with that all-American, boy-next-door vibe that many girls, including Kayla, found charming and attractive. With his blue eyes, sandy hair and soft, rounded features, he was definitely cute, and understatedly handsome.

      He and Kayla had been on and off for a couple of years, but just when she had started to think he would never be ready to fully commit to her, they had decided to give their relationship a real shot and moved in together.

      What a disaster that has turned into, Kayla thought, trying to handle this like a mature adult and not freak out.

      “Well, I didn’t want to stress you out with my stress, obviously,” Seth said, tilting his head at her. “But I’ve come to the conclusion I need to spread my wings a little bit before I can really settle down. It’s nothing you’ve done, really, it’s…”

      “Oh, no,” Kayla interjected, waving a finger at him. “Don’t you start giving me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech right now. The lease is in my name, Seth, and I can’t back out of it! I can’t pay the rent on this place all on my own. This was supposed to be our home.”

      With her head spinning, she reached out and placed a hand on a nearby nightstand, fearing she was about to fall over at any moment. She had had her doubts about Seth, and whether he could really take their relationship seriously after their rocky history, but her heart had won out in the end.

      There had been so many obstacles in their relationship. Many times, Kayla had felt like Seth didn’t really appreciate her or value her time. But there was something about Seth that kept drawing her back in, and the fact he had seemed to finally be committing to her had sealed the deal.

      I was so ready to make it work…

      She hadn’t even said anything when Seth stayed out most nights, hanging out with friends, watching some football game or having beers. They were still adjusting to life together, after all, and she wanted to give Seth time to settle into this new routine.

      “I’m sorry I’ve put you in a tight spot, I really am,” Seth said softly, reaching out to place a hand on her forearm. “But I think you’ll see that in the long run, this is best for both of us. And I’m sure you can find a roommate or something to help cover the costs.”

      Kayla was beyond words at that point, caught between being furious, and so hurt it nearly took her breath away. She didn’t even know why she didn’t yell, argue, protest, anything, really. Instead, she just stood there, plastering the most neutral expression onto her face she could muster, even though the man opposite her had just upended her life.

      “You’re really doing this?” she asked, her voice sounding as weak and pathetic as she felt.

      “It’s the right thing to do, Kay-Kay,” he replied with exaggerated sincerity.

      Hearing that stupid nickname made Kayla nauseated as she stared at her feet, unable to look at Seth any longer. He brushed past her without another word, just a pat on her shoulder as he made his way toward the door.

      Kayla was still standing in the same place when she heard the front door open and shut, and the finality of it all hit her in full. The drawers in the closet were still half-opened, with clothes sticking out of them, and the picture of her and Seth, framed and sitting on the nightstand, seemed to be mocking her.

      How could he do this to me? How did I let him do this to me?

      Looking back, Kayla knew she should have seen the red flags, how Seth was distancing himself… Why did he even agree to move in in the first place? She hadn’t even asked him to really, just mentioned she was looking for a new, bigger place.

      Did he do it just to keep me on the line? We had been heading for another split…

      Kayla knew she would be wrestling with these questions for a while, overthinking and analyzing every conversation, every text message… There was no closure here, just a big apartment she would now have to figure out how to pay for all by herself.

      And with that thought, she reached into herself and pulled on whatever determination she had left. Yes, Seth was a shitty, shitty boyfriend and he had left her in a seriously lousy situation, but she was done crying over that man.

      It was time to come up with a game plan, before she went into debt and ended up homeless. And she better figure out a solution soon.
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      “Okay, let’s not overreact,” Ezra said, putting on his best calming tone as the man glaring back at him stared daggers at his head.

      “Oh, this is not overreacting. You haven’t even seen me overreact,” Stephen replied, pacing around his lavish study.

      Bookcases lined the walls, with a large oak desk in the middle of the room. A fireplace was tucked away into one side. Stephen liked to keep it going, even though it wasn’t possible for him to get cold.

      Perks of being a vampire, and all that.

      The undead life had many advantages that Ezra enjoyed. But there were still rules and customs one had to abide by, which he wasn’t such a fan of. His Maker, on the other hand, took them very seriously.

      Stephen was an intimidating-looking man, with harsh features and dark, slicked back hair. He wasn’t as scary as he looked, though, at least not usually. The man did have a temper, but he was very difficult to anger.

      “I swear, from the day I turned you…” Stephen muttered under his breath.

      “Come on, Stephen,” Ezra said, walking over to clap his friend on the back. “You know your life would be unbearably boring without me.”

      “There’s fun and exciting, and then there’s just reckless and shortsighted,” Stephen replied. “I mean, Robert Belford’s wife? That was playing with fire and you knew it.”

      “She approached me after we went to that party Robert threw last month. Lilith gave me the impression both she and Robert had their flings outside of their marriage, so how was I supposed to know he would blow a fuse after he found out about me and her?” Ezra tried to explain.

      Things hadn’t been going Ezra’s way for a while, now that he really thought about it. Robert threatening him with a guillotine was only the latest of his troubles. The main issue was New York was starting to bore Ezra. And when he got bored, he tended to not make the best decisions.

      He was always on the lookout for that next exciting thing, but not many experiences were thrilling when you were immortal. Skydiving, for example, is fun and all, but knowing that you’ll be fine even if the parachute doesn’t open makes the adrenaline rush less sweet.

      “I don’t care who approached whom, you should have known better! Did you really think Robert Belford, one of the most possessive vampires we know, would be into an open marriage? Or were you too busy thinking with your dick?” Stephen scoffed.

      This was as upset as Ezra had ever seen his Maker, and that was saying a lot. Usually, Stephen just rolled his eyes when Ezra rented out an entire stadium for one of his parties or insisted on a water park in his back yard. This was different, and Ezra grew more serious.

      “What’s wrong? What did Robert say?” he asked, watching for Stephen’s reaction.

      “It’s not just Robert,” Stephen sighed. “A hundred years we’ve spent together, and you haven’t changed one bit. I turned you because you were strong, clever, and a loyal friend, and I needed that in my line. But since you’ve been a part of my family, you haven’t chosen a single human to join us.”

      That took Ezra off guard. Stephen had hinted at wanting to expand his line before, but this was the most candid discussion they’d ever had about it. As a very old, and very wealthy vampire, Stephen had been allowed to strike out on his own and leave behind the royal families that served as government for vampire society.

      The most ancient families still lived in Romania, making sure the existence of vampires stayed a secret and making sure both old customs and new rules were followed. And if it so happened some foolish vamp decided the laws of their kind didn’t apply to them…

      Well, Ezra wouldn’t want to be in their shoes, that was for sure.

      But having his own line, as vampires called it, did leave Stephen with certain responsibilities. Turning people was still regulated, as a large population would make it more likely for them to be discovered by humans.

      More than that, though, Ezra always had the feeling the royal families were very snooty and old-fashioned. They didn’t want just any old person joining the ranks of vampires, no. A certain pedigree was preferred, and Ezra was sure that if his family hadn’t enjoyed a certain title back in the day, he would not have made the cut.

      The rules weren’t as strict when it came to vampires who had fallen in love with a human, but there were still standards.

      “Your line is strong,” Ezra said, watching Stephen stop pacing and take a seat behind his desk. “And I don’t have any candidates for an addition. I haven’t really focused on that…”

      “Yes, we all know what you’ve been focused on,” Stephen interjected.

      He looked tense as he folded his hands on the desk, and Ezra went to stand in front of it, sensing something was wrong. Stephen seemed to be mulling something over, and Ezra gave him time to do so, waiting for his Maker to speak when he was ready.

      “Clayton and Myron are dead,” Stephen finally said.

      Ezra’s eyes widened at that, as he studied the strained expression on Stephen’s face. Clayton and Myron were the oldest members of his line, loyal to a fault, and almost as old as Stephen himself. Ezra knew Stephen still checked in with them regularly, despite the fact they rarely saw each other these days.

      Many of the older vampires preferred to lead a more private life. A few Ezra would even call reclusive. Clayton and Myron were definitely leaning toward unsociable.

      “What happened?” Ezra asked, a hundred thoughts whizzing through his head. “Was it another vampire?”

      “It was themselves,” Stephen ground out. “Clayton staked himself in the heart and Myron bloody starved himself to death,” he said, and Ezra could hardly believe it.

      “They killed themselves? Why?” he asked, shocked.

      Ezra had always viewed immortality as a gift. Sure, he could still die, but it wasn’t easy to do. And even when boredom set in, the slow apathy of having more than a lifetime of experiences on this earth, he still found something new and appealing to fill his time with.

      With humanity always evolving, there was always something to look forward to. Smartphones, for example, he considered god’s gift. A wealth of Instagram models to talk to and Candy Crush, always in his pocket? Yes, please. Immortality was everything it was cracked up to be, coming from horse-drawn carts to Netflix and Uber.

      “They grew tired of living,” Stephen shrugged, sounding more calm even as his shoulders remained tense. “It happens sometimes. And with my line consisting mostly of old-timers, it’s going to happen more and more. That’s why our family needs fresh blood.”

      With power strugglers aplenty among the older vampire lines, Ezra knew how important having strength in numbers was, he couldn’t exactly argue. But having never turned anyone, changing someone over seemed like a daunting task. Being a Maker meant having responsibilities, and he had spent lifetimes trying to avoid those.

      “I can’t just go out and start making vampires, you know that. Whoever I choose, they have to be vetted…” Ezra started.

      “Not if they’re your bride,” Stephen interjected.

      Growing very still, Ezra wanted to laugh, but the deadly serious expression on his Maker’s face stopped him. He couldn’t be serious, could he?

      “Look, Ezra, this will solve more than one problem for us. Robert is furious, and while you are under my protection, I don’t know if that’s going to stop him. It would be better if you got out of town. And, once you pick out a nice human girl for yourself, he might calm down, seeing you’re settling down and no longer after what’s his,” Stephen explained, as if his words were making all the sense in the world.

      “I was never after Lilith,” he sputtered, but Stephen held out a hand.

      “You could use some stability, some purpose in your life, and I need to know you can be a Maker in your own right. And to be quite frank, Ezra, this is not negotiable,” Stephen stated, meeting his gaze head on.

      The reality of what was happening was starting to settle in, as Ezra stared at his Maker.

      “What are you saying?” he asked, as Stephen leaned back in his chair.

      “I’m saying that if you want to stay a part of this line, you’re going to leave New York and find yourself a bride,” Stephen replied.

      Shit. That’s what I thought.
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      “Alright, so we’re running with that as our top story tomorrow?” Edgar asked, earning nods from all around the room.

      Kayla was tucked away into a corner, watching her boss speak. He was a short, but straight-backed man, with a round, soft stomach and full cheeks. But his eyes were sharp, and so were his words.

      Everyone was gathered around a long desk on one end of the conference room, as the last meeting of the day was coming to a close. WBTV, Cleveland’s local news station, had been a second home for Kayla for two years now, as she struggled to go from production assistant to journalist.

      She knew if given a chance, she could really be great at it. There had always been a passion in her to tell people’s stories and to get to the truth, but as of now, she lacked the opportunity to prove herself.

      Edgar definitely wasn’t bending over backwards to give her a shot. But after everything that had happened with Seth, Kayla was more determined than ever to make her dreams come true.

      So when the meeting came to a close and people started filing out, she hung back, waiting for an opportunity to speak with her boss. Standing by the door, she started speaking as soon as Edgar was in earshot, knowing from experience how the man liked to pretend not to notice her.

      “Ed, hey, there’s something I want to talk to you about,” she called out, as he brushed past her.

      He grunted something in response, and Kayla hurried to keep up with him.

      “It’s about my work… When I started here, you said…”

      “Taylor, right?” Edgar asked, sparing a glance at her.

      “Kayla,” she quickly corrected him.

      “Right. You’re the one who got my coffee order wrong last time,” he replied.

      Oh, so that he remembers.

      “Very sorry, but you did ask for your regular and I hadn’t realized your regular had changed,” Kayla explained, while Edgar looked markedly disinterested. “Anyway, what I wanted to talk about was me getting a chance to work on a story. When I started here, you said that if I prove myself as a production assistant…” she said, before she was cut off.

      “And you think you’ve done that?” Edgar asked, coming to a stop in front of his office door.

      “I’ve been here for two years and besides your coffee order, my work has been beyond reproach,” Kayla replied, squaring her shoulders as she looked at him.

      “I’ll give it some thought,” Edgar said, as his phone buzzed in his pocket and he fished it out, thumbing across the screen.

      “That’s what you said last time, and…” Kayla tried to argue, but it was clear Edgar was more interested in his phone than her.

      “Listen, Taylor, I’m busy right now. If I said I’ll give it some thought, I’ll give it some thought, okay?” he stated, not even looking at her, before disappearing into his office.

      Kayla let out a frustrated sigh as the door was slammed in her face. She was so sick and tired of being invisible, but she didn’t know how to change that. From early on, since she was just a small child, her mom had instilled in her a sense of humbleness and always putting other people first. God forbid she ever inconvenienced anyone in any way.

      It was turning out to be a real hard habit to shake.

      So she retreated to her desk, or more precisely, the rickety chair and piece of plywood that claimed to be her desk. The old, blue office chair squeaked as she sunk into it and opened up her laptop.

      Kayla had spent most of the day after Seth left crying, obsessively cleaning the kitchen, and trying to find a goddamn roommate. None of her friends needed a place to say, so she had to resort to different internet message boards. Living with a stranger wasn’t something she thought she would be doing at this point in her life, but then again, her expectations were sinking lower by the minute.

      She had just packed up her things when her phone dinged with a new message. Throwing her bag over her shoulder, she fished her phone out of her pocket, tapping against the screen to get to her inbox.

      The perfect roommate, the title line read, making her chuckle.

      Whoever it is, at least they’re confident.Quickly typing back a response as she headed for the elevator, Kayla’s spirits were lifting already.

      Maybe I’ll get out of this mess, yet.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sitting behind a small table in her local coffee shop, Kayla was sipping a latte and trying not to feel sorry for herself as she waited for her potential roommate to arrive.

      It was getting late, and she was tired, but Ezra had insisted they meet as soon as possible.

      Maybe she’s in a similar bind, Kayla mused, looking down at her phone. She should be here by now…

      In her distracted state, she didn’t even notice an older man trying to edge past her, resulting in him knocking her mug over with his elbow, walking along as if nothing had happened.

      “Shit,” Kayla muttered, grabbing the cup and patting at the droplets of coffee with a napkin.

      “Hello,” a male voice suddenly said, almost making her drop the mug in her hand. “Need a hand?”

      Eyes snapping up, Kayla was ready with a polite ‘no, thank you’, but ended up gaping at the stranger, instead. Dressed in a white t-shirt and jeans, he was standing on the other side of the table, tall and built and looking like he just stepped out of every woman’s fantasy.

      “I have plenty of hands,” she blurted out. “And I’m waiting for someone.”

      “Maybe that someone is me?” he grinned at her, gray eyes giving her a slow-once over.

      Kayla could feel her cheeks grow red as she struggled to find a reply. With his high cheekbones, square, stubbled jaw and brilliant smile, he didn’t look quite real.

      Normal people don’t look that god without Photoshop, do they?

      “Not unless your name is Ezra,” Kayla said, throwing him a nervous smile.

      “Well, then, you’re in luck,” he replied, reaching out a hand. “Kayla, I presume?”

      Hesitating for a second, Kayla slid her hand in his and gave it a quick squeeze. His skin was cool and smooth against hers, and the way he was still looking at her, completely focused, with that grin on his face, made the contact feel a lot more intimate than it was.

      “You’re a man,” she mumbled, feeling a bit dazed.

      Goddamn it, why did I just assume Ezra had to be a woman? I can’t just shack up with some dude I don’t even know.

      “I’d like to think so,” he laughed, grabbing some napkins to wipe up the table. “Is that a problem?”

      It might be, Kayla gulped, unable to take her eyes off him.
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      Looking at the woman in front of him, Ezra was beginning to think all his problems might be solved. He needed a place to stay that was somewhat under the radar, since it was all too possible Robert was still holding a grudge, which was why Ezra had replied to a Craigslist ad in the first place.

      But he also needed a bride, and he didn’t exactly have time to dawdle. Shaken from the death of his friends and needing to know Ezra could step up to the plate, Stephen was very serious about Ezra finding someone to turn sooner rather than later. He’d made that very clear.

      And since Stephen knew Ezra wasn’t thrilled with the idea of claiming a human for himself, there was a time limit, to make sure Ezra wasn’t wasting time and trying to get out of their agreement.

      Ezra liked human women, and it was no secret they enjoyed his company. But getting engaged to one had never crossed his mind. If he was going to stumble upon a woman he’d gladly claim, however, Kayla definitely fit the bill.

      Glossy, brown hair with thick bangs in the front framed a gorgeous face with a cute, upturned nose, huge hazel eyes and delicate pink lips. The loose sweater hanging from her shoulders couldn’t hide her luscious curves, and he found the flush on her cheeks absolutely beautiful.

      “Well, I think we should maybe talk a little before you start moving in,” she said, blinking at him.

      “Sure, let’s talk,” he smiled, settling into the seat opposite her.

      “Uh…” Kayla started to say, fidgeting with her hands. “Okay…” she finished hesitantly. “I think you’ve already gathered you’re not exactly what I expected.”

      “The name can be a bit ambiguous, considering trends these days,” Ezra shrugged. “Just last week, I met a nice young woman named Billy. Call me old-fashioned, but didn’t that used to be a boy’s name?”

      Kayla didn’t seem to be that interested in discussing the shifting nature of gendered, names, however, studying him with a furrow between her brows.

      “I’m just looking for a place to stay, really,” Ezra assured her. “I didn’t mean to mislead you.”

      “No, no, of course not,” she shook her head. “And I am looking for someone that can move in as soon as possible, like you said in your e-mail. The place is pretty big, and I didn’t intend to live there all on my own.”

      “You last roommate bailed on you?” Ezra asked.

      “Something like that,” Kayla replied, fussing with the sleeve of her oversized sweater.

      “Well, you’re in luck, because I’m the best roommate, and I’m not even a serial killer or anything,” Ezra smiled at her.

      That sounded reassuring, right?

      “Alright,” Kayla nodded, still looking a little hesitant, but seemingly starting to get on board. “So, do you have any pets? Are you going to be bringing friends over to party, coming and going at all hours of the night, playing loud music, anything like that?”

      “If I want the apartment I’m not going to admit to bringing along four Bernese mountain dogs and a posse of perpetually drunk friends, now am I?” Ezra cocked a brow at her, and he could swear there was a hint of a smile on her lips.

      “It would be nice if you were honest,” she tilted her head, studying him.

      He enjoyed the way her heartbeat sped up when he grinned at her, and the way she kept stealing glances at him. After a couple of decades of roaming around, one got a good sense for people, and Kayla struck him as a genuinely sweet person.

      Not the type he usually went for, but then again, the women he tended to get involved with brought along trouble, more often than not. And he was in enough trouble without outside help at the moment.

      “No pets,” he said, counting on his fingers. “No friends in town, yet,” he continued, shooting her a loaded look. “I own a great pair of headphones, noise canceling. And I do go out at night, but I’m very stealthy,” he finished, holding up four fingers.

      “Oh, so you’re new in town,” Kayla nodded. “Welcome. I think you’ll like it here,” she smiled.

      Ohio really wasn’t Ezra’s scene, but looking at Kayla, he didn’t feel that bad about being stuck there anymore.

      “And did I mention I’m all ready to move in and start chipping in on the rent?” Ezra asked.

      “Yes, you did,” she laughed. “Is there anything else I should know, or questions you might have for me? This is all a bit sudden, and we’re going to have to get along,” she said, and she sounded a bit wistful all of a sudden.

      With no time for lies, or easing Kayla into his reality, Ezra decided to just go with the truth. He was fully aware it might not go over well, but what did he have to lose? Better to lay all his cards out there instead of starting off with lies.

      “There is one thing,” he admitted, keeping his voice low, and Kayla perked up. “I’m a vampire.”

      It was clear she didn’t really know what to make of that. Surprise turned into amusement, which turned into her clearing her throat and putting on a more neutral expression.

      “You mean, like those people on TV? The ones that have a sun allergy or something and start wearing capes and stuff? Oh, I don’t mean to be insensitive about your lifestyle or anything…” she trailed off, looking markedly uncomfortable as she shifted on the couch.

      “It’s not a lifestyle,” Ezra chuckled. “I’m the real deal, fangs and wooden stakes and all that. No turning into a bat, though, unfortunately. I was a little disappointed about that myself,” he shrugged.

      “Wait, you seriously believe that you’re a vampire? This isn’t some live action role playing thing or whatever?” Kayla’s eyes widened. “I can play along or whatever, but you need to be straight with me right now so I know what I’m getting into.”

      “I do like roleplaying, but not like that,” Ezra winked.

      “I don’t think this is a time for jokes,” she remarked, starting to look unsettled again, glancing over at the other patrons sitting on the other side of the shop.

      “I’m not a nutjob,” Ezra tried to assure her, before realizing that was exactly what a crazy person might say in this situation. “And I can prove it,” he added.

      “Of course you can,” Kayla nodded, slowly getting up from her seat. “But maybe you can show me tomorrow, because I’m starting to feel tired and I think I’m ready to go home.”

      Great, now she’s afraid of me, Ezra sighed to himself.

      Glancing at the empty coffee cup in front of her, he got up, careful not to spook her with any sudden movements.

      “Just keep an eye on that for a second,” he pointed his chin at the mug.

      Before Kayla could answer, he pulled on the preternatural speed inside him, a dark and nebulous thing always floating close to the surface. Checking to make sure no one was looking directly at him, he pushed himself into motion. The edges of his vision turned blurry as he sped into the shop’s kitchenand back in the time it took Kayla to look at her mug and then at the spot where he was standing.

      As she started to move her head, confused, Ezra was already back where he had been, the table between them was now empty.

      “Wait…” she muttered to herself, lips parting as she tried to make sense of what just happened. “How did you…” she trailed off, looking up at him.

      “Just one of the many perks of being undead,” he replied, giving her a little bow.

      Kayla started backing away from him, hands trembling slightly and her heart beating a mile a minute.

      “Don’t come any closer,” she warned, looking horrified at the sight of him.

      And now I’ve managed to make things worse. I knew this whole thing would turn out to be a disaster. Thanks, Stephen.
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      “That’s not possible,” Kayla muttered to herself, eyes darting between Ezra and the spot where her coffee cup used to be.

      “Look, I know I’ve turned your world upside down here,” Ezra said. “But everything I said before is still true – I’ll be a great roommate, I promise.”

      “What?” Kayla mumbled frowning at him. “You just moved around the coffee shop faster than a speeding bullet, and you want to talk about being roommates?” she stared at him, fixed on his every movement.

      This all was too much to take in. She didn’t know whether to be amazed or terrified, while Ezra was acting like this wasn’t a big deal at all. No one else in the shop didn’t seem to have even noticed anything was off, and she wasn’t sure if she should scream, or run, or…

      What am I going to do, start raving about vampires with superspeed? That’s not going to go over well.

      “I’m still just a guy,” he shrugged. “And you don’t have to be afraid of me. I’m harmless, I promise.”

      “Why are you telling me all this?” Kayla asked, fighting through her fear and ending up at suspicion, instead. “I would never have figured you a vampire, so there was no need to reveal that about yourself,” she said, whispering at the word ‘vampire’.

      “Well, the truth is…” Ezra paused, looking displeased with how Kayla was standing as far away from him as humanly possible. “I don’t just need a place to stay, I also need a bride.”

      “Like, wedding bells and white gowns, that sort of bride?” Kayla asked, hearing her voice turn higher as her eyes widened.

      What the hell is going on here? Is this some hidden camera experiment? Am I on some sort of a reality TV show?

      “Kind of,” Ezra nodded. “And wouldn’t it be convenient if I had a two-for-one type of thing going on.”

      “How romantic,” Kayla scoffed, before her brain had properly caught up to what was going on. “Oh, no, no,” she shook her head at him. “I am not marrying some strange guy, and even less a vampire! You can just forget about that.”

      “Relax, I don’t want to actually marry you,” Ezra replied, and Kayla didn’t know whether to be relieved or offended. “It’s just that my vampire dad is kind of insisting I settle down and be my own Maker…” he trailed off, noting the confused look on her face.

      Could it be I’m actually asleep right now? Is this some kind of delusion?

      “You’re not going crazy,” Ezra sighed, as if reading her mind. “I’ve seen that look before,” he said, gesturing toward her face.

      “If I’m not insane, you certainly are,” Kayla countered. “I have no intention of living with a vampire, nor do I want to marry one,” she said, managing to sound somewhat firm and even.

      “Ouch, a little discriminatory, aren’t we?” Ezra raised a brow at her. “As I said, I’m just a guy. Sure, I drink blood, but I never hurt anyone in the process and I always ask permission first. My mother taught me proper manners, I’ll have you know.”

      Kayla was caught off-guard by that. She had to admit, she knew very little about vampires, and what she did know came from fiction. That knowledge was unlikely to be of much use when it came to real, actual vampires.

      Am I really going along with this reality, where vampires are real? Is that the only explanation to what’s going on here?

      When no alternative theories popped into her mind, Kayla realized there was no way out of having to admit the way she saw the world was now changed forever. The undead, walking among regular people? How the hell had something like that remained a secret for so long?

      Now that’s the story of the century… the thought popped into her head.

      “You don’t have my permission,” she hurriedly said, after processing what Ezra had told her.

      He looked like he was about to roll his eyes, but then thought better of it.

      “Kayla, I’m not here to bite you. But I really do need a place to stay, and for my Maker to know I’m taking my bride-search seriously. Why don’t we make a deal?” he said, reaching into his back pocket and pulling out a thick wallet.

      Thumbing through the stack of bills there, he separated a healthy wad of cash and placed it on the table in front of her. Kayla’s eyes darted around, wondering just how suspicious she was looking right now, making cash deals with a stranger in a public place.

      “Two month’s rent, and a little extra. Call it a vampire tax,” he stated, giving her a curious look.

      Kayla stared at the money, wondering if she was really going to let herself be bought like this. Truth was, she needed the cash. And there was something else broiling in her brain, picking up steam ever since that thought about vampires being real making a great headline story popped into her mind.

      If I could prove vampires are real, I wouldn’t even need Stan’s approval.

      “How do I know you’re not going to eat me in my sleep?” Kayla asked, but she knew her resistance was already wavering.

      As unbelievable as this all was, her mundane problems still remained. She needed money, and a roommate, and a way to finally prove herself as a journalist. And here was Ezra, a walking, talking way for her to get all of those things.

      “Sweetheart, if I wanted to eat you, I would have already. Not to be creepy, but you couldn’t really stop me. But as I said, you don’t have to worry about that,” Ezra replied.

      Kayla knew Ezra was right. The man had super speed at his side, for Christ’s sake. Who knew what other tricks he had up his sleeves? If he had wanted to hurt her, he could have, ten times over.

      So maybe he is just looking for an apartment? And a bride…

      “Maybe we can figure something out…” she trailed off, not even believing the words coming out of her mouth.

      “Great,” Ezra beamed at her, as carefree and jovial as ever while Kayla was working hard to keep her hands from shaking. “I therefore claim you as mine, Kayla Clarke, so you will fall under my protection, our souls intertwined for the journey to come,” he said, the words sounding like a poem one had learned a long time ago and was now recalling and reciting in the most mundane way possible.

      Kayla’s eyes widened as the meaning of Ezra’s declaration hit her.

      “I meant we can figure out something about you living with me, not about being your bride!” she exclaimed. “What did you just do, what does it mean that you claim me?” she asked, panic starting to settle in.

      “Oops, I must have misunderstood,” Ezra replied, way too innocent. “Well, in human terms, I guess I would say we are engaged now.”

      Kayla blinked at him, now truly at a loss for words as the ground seemed to be tilting beneath her feet.

      I need a drink. And it better be a lot stronger than coffee.
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      “This place is nice,” Ezra remarked, looking at the high ceilings and the airy vibe of Kayla’s apartment.

      The colors and decorations were muted and subtle, and it looked much cozier than the villas and castles he was used to. It was a nice change of pace.

      Kayla was still standing near her door, looking like she wanted to bolt instead of show him the place. He was surprised she had even agreed to bring him to her apartment. Then again, she had already taken the money.

      He knew he had just given her a lot to process, and he hadn’t been very gentle about it. But Stephen hadn’t left him with a lot of choices and Kayla intrigued him. Ezra told himself he claimed her out of necessity alone, but the truth was, he was looking forward to getting to know her better.

      And since he needed her cooperation in order to convince Stephen and any other vampire he ran into that he was serious about turning her, this whole apartment situation was pretty perfect. They would live together, as couples tended to do, and Kayla would get something out of the deal in the form of a generous rent payment.

      Very slowly, Kayla finally stepped inside, closing the door after her. She didn’t look particularly excited to give him the tour, No, her expression was more resigned than anything. “I didn’t agree to be engaged,” she said. “Does that even matter to you?”

      The disappointment in her voice stuck a chord with Ezra and he gestured toward the couch, hoping she would join him and that his explanation would smooth things over. Despite pressure from Stephen, he wasn’t about to turn someone who didn’t want to be turned.

      “Don’t worry, Kayla, this is just temporary,” he replied, watching her hesitantly sit down on the other side of the couch.

      Ezra nearly gave in to the urge to reach out and wrap an arm around her shoulder.

      He thought better of it, though.

      “You see, my Maker, that is the vampire who turned me, has given me an ultimatum, basically. I need to start offering the gift of immortality to worthy humans, or he is going to cut me from his line. You don’t know what that means, of course, but let me assure you, it’s not good.

      “So, he sent me off to find myself a bride. Now, I’m somewhat of a bachelor and taking care of a new vamp is not my idea of a good time. But I need to show Stephen, my Maker, that I’m serious about this. Now, I’ve pretty much moved in, I’ve claimed you, what’s more serious than that, right?” he asked, earning a weak nod from Kayla.

      “We play this game for a while, until I can make up a reason why it’s not working out, we break up and both go our separate ways. How’s that sound?” he finished, studying her reaction.

      “So, this whole claiming me thing isn’t real?” Kayla asked, perking up somewhat.

      “Oh, it’s very real. As far as any other vampire is concerned, you belong to me. But you don’t have to think about it like that. You can see it more as a… business deal.

      “You play along as my betrothed as I convince Stephen I’m preparing to turn you, and I’ll make sure the rent is paid, even after our arrangement ends,” Ezra replied. “Does that sound reasonable?”

      “You could have explained it like that before you decided we should be vampire-engaged or whatever,” Kayla pouted, but Ezra could tell her anger was starting to fade a little.

      “I’m bad at thinking things through,” Ezra shrugged. “But you’ll probably figure that out soon enough, dear fiancée,” he grinned, earning an eye-roll from Kayla. “See? You’re warming up to me already.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sun was barely up when Ezra had finished moving his stuff into Kayla’s apartment, careful not to disturb her as he did so. He could hear her breathe, deep and peaceful, in her bedroom, as he slipped into the kitchen.

      He knew it was only a matter of time until she woke up for work, so he started prepping for breakfast. Ezra himself didn’t need the nutrition, being on a liquid diet and all, but he thought he should do something nice for his bride-to-be after upending her life.

      It was selfish of him to involve Kayla in his scheme to please Stephen without actually becoming a Maker, he knew that. But it had been selfish of Stephen to force him into that kind of responsibility. That didn’t make what Ezra was doing right, by any means, but putting some of the blame on his Maker did make him feel a little better.

      It’ll be fine. I won’t interfere with Kayla’s life if I can help it, and we’ll both come out of this mutually benefitted, he told himself, opening the fridge he had taken the liberty to stock earlier.

      As he got out the eggs and bacon, he could hear Kayla’s alarm beeping in the master bedroom, followed by the sound of her tossing and turning before shutting it off. There was a soft groan as her feet hit the floor, and she shuffled into her bathroom.

      Now that she was awake, Ezra turned on the stove and got out a pan, making quick work of treating Kayla to a delicious meal.

      They do say breakfast is the most important part of the day, he mused, pouring out a glass of orange juice and setting in on the counter.

      By the time Kayla padded into the kitchen, he was all but done cooking and was plating her a pile of scrambled eggs, crispy bacon and some toast. Kayla’s eyes widened at the sight of him behind the stove, and she hesitantly sat down at the counter.

      “Good morning,” Ezra said, sliding the plate of food her way.

      Clad in fluffy pink pajamas, with her hair in a messy bun and her bangs hanging in her face, she just as cute as he remembered, and Ezra couldn’t help but smile. He still hadn’t figured out why he found Kayla so special, but there was definitely something about her that kept drawing him in.

      Flicking her hair out of her face, she looked at the food, and then at Ezra. Her hazel eyes were remarkably clear, despite her otherwise sleepy appearance, and Ezra couldn’t help but stare.

      “Good morning to you, too,” she replied, picking up a fork and twirling it between her fingers. “And thanks for the breakfast. I’m always too lazy to cook in the mornings,” she said, giving him a small smile.

      “Anytime. I have to win you over somehow, don’t I?” Ezra winked at her.

      “Bacon is definitely a good start,” she replied, picking up a piece and taking a bite. “Aren’t you going to have some?”

      “I could, but I don’t really need to,” Ezra said, turning off the stove and sitting down opposite her. “Undead, bloodsucking creature of the night et cetera, et cetera…” he trailed off with a flourish of his hand.

      “Wait, do I need to invest in some thicker curtains or what?” Kayla asked, looking concerned as she glanced over at the apartment’s huge windows.

      “No need,” Ezra chuckled. “Being exposed to sunlight does wear me out, but I don’t burst into flames or anything. Thanks for worrying, though. Good to know you care.”

      “This is the weirdest breakfast ever,” Kayla remarked. “I never thought I would be discussing the effects of sunlight with a vampire.”

      “You better get ready for a weird ride, then,” Ezra replied. “Because this is just the beginning.”
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      Scooping some scrambled eggs onto her fork, Kayla was feeling more awkward than ever. Ezra was flitting around the kitchen, totally at ease, cleaning up the dishes he’d used while making small talk. At the same time, Kayla was having trouble getting her food down, despite it being delicious.

      I’m engaged to a vampire, she thought to herself, wondering if that statement would ever not sound totally insane.

      Now, the fact that Ezra was the hottest man she had ever laid eyes on only served to complicate things. She couldn’t be attracted to a vampire, could she? He didn’t seem to be the evil, climbing through your window in the middle of the night type of vampire, but then again, she barely knew him.

      Not having to worry about making rent was great, but that peace of mind certainly came with a cost.

      I feel like this whole arrangement would be easier if he wore more loose-fitting t-shirts, she mused, watching Ezra’s muscles bunch and ripple as he reached to open a cupboard.

      Despite the markedly odd turn her life had taken, though, she still had to live her life like nothing was going on – go to work, chat with colleagues, hope Edgar’s coffee preferences hadn’t changed overnight – all while trying not to blurt out vampires are real! and getting herself committed.

      “Breakfast was great, thank you,” Kayla said, once she was done with her meal.

      “What are fiancée’s for,” Ezra grinned.

      “You’re really getting into this fiancée role, aren’t you?” Kayla commented.

      “The realer this thing between us looks, the better. I wouldn’t put it past Stephen to have his people check up on me here in Cleveland. And I have to say, I’m having more fun than I thought. I haven’t cooked in ages. Still got the skill, though,” he replied, leaning on a counter and studying her closely.

      Feeling the weight of his gaze on her made Kayla uneasy. The way he looked at her was so intense, like the ceiling could collapse in the living room and he wouldn’t even notice. Kayla wasn’t sure if anyone had ever looked at her quite like that.

      With that thought, her mind drifted back to Seth. She hadn’t heard from him since he moved out, and she didn’t know whether to be relieved or not. If he had contacted her, she wouldn’t have known what to say, or maybe she would have said too much, rambled on about how much he’d hurt her.

      In any case, being ignored by someone you thought you were going to spend the rest of your life with stung.

      Did Seth ever look at me like Ezra is looking at me now? she wondered, trying to recall.

      “So, where is my bride-to-be off to now?” Ezra asked. “I should probably know where you work.”

      “WBTV,” she replied. “It’s the local news network. I’m a production assistant.”

      When Ezra leaned over to take her empty plate and almost brushed his hands against hers, she quickly added “I should be getting ready,” and all but ran out of the kitchen.

      Confused and flustered, she retreated into her bedroom, happier to go to work than she had been in a long time. Anything that distracted her from the handsome vampire now living under her roof was good.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hey, you,” a familiar voice said, as Kayla was busy typing up an e-mail confirming some guests for the morning show.

      She looked up to see Melanie, her coworker from the art department stroll up to her little desk. Tall and lean, with a wild mane of reddish-brown hair and black, horn-rimmed glasses, Melanie was one of the few friends Kayla had made in WBTV. Most of the people she dealt with were too busy climbing the corporate ladder to cultivate any sort of relationship with a lowly PA, but Melanie was different.

      “Melanie, hi,” Kayla smiled, swiveling around in her chair to face her.

      “I was so busy with the new set design yesterday I didn’t even get a chance to swing by,” Melanie sighed, but there was a smile on her face. “Come on, let’s go get some coffee in the breakroom and you can tell me all about how your cohabitating is going,” she said, gesturing for Kayla to follow her.

      Taking a deep breath, Kayla got to her feet, rushing to catch up with Melanie’s long steps. She didn’t know if she was ready to talk about how Seth unceremoniously dumped her, but then again, bottling things up inside couldn’t be healthy, either.

      And if there ever was a great shoulder to cry on, it was Melanie’s. Endlessly supportive and not afraid to tell it like it was, she was pretty much the perfect friend for Kayla, who had the bad habit of making excuses for people.

      The breakroom was mostly empty when Kayla and Melanie stepped inside, lunch having ended a couple of hours ago. The only people there were a couple of interns hurriedly filling their paper cups with coffee before rushing off.

      Kayla grabbed two cups from the cupboard and filled them with coffee before they both went to sit on a couch pushed up against the back wall, away from the entrance.

      “So, don’t keep me in suspense. Has Seth finally stopped using that amazing apartment of yours as a crash pad or what?” Melanie asked.

      “He has,” Kayla admitted. “In the sense that he moved out.”

      Melanie almost spat back the sip of coffee she had been taking, her eyes wide as she brushed drops of coffee from around her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “He what?” she asked, loud enough to make Kayla glance at the door to see if anyone was passing by and could overhear.

      “He needs space,” Kayla replied, making air quotes around the last word.

      “That man does not deserve you. Never has,” Melanie said firmly, shaking her head. “I thought with the whole moving-in together thing that he might have gotten his shit together but this… Kayla, I’m so sorry.”

      “I should have seen it coming, I guess,” Kayla sighed, tracing the rim of her mug with her finger. “I was only fooling myself into thinking this time it would be different.”

      “It’s not your fault that you wanted to believe this could work out,” Melanie replied. “Although, I have always told you I think he’s an ass,” she added, raising a brow at Kayla.

      “Yeah, you made that no secret,” Kayla couldn’t help but laugh. “The way you would always glare at him when we hung out together… I’m pretty sure he was terrified of you.”

      “As he should be,” Melanie nodded. “I might still track him down and kick his ass.”

      “Not necessary, but I appreciate the sentiment,” Kayla chuckled.

      Melanie fixed her with a more serious look, her coffee forgotten as it sat in her lap.

      “But how are you, really?” she asked. “And what are you doing at work? You should have taken a sick day and crawled into bed with enough ice cream for an entire kindergarten.”

      “I can’t really afford to take many sick days, especially with Edgar as my boss,” Kayla said, and she and Melanie exchanged a look that said neither of the women were a big fan of Edgar. “I need this job more than ever if I intend to not go broke paying for that apartment.”

      She was fine for now, with Ezra living with her and being very generous about it. The stack of money he’d left on her table was way over what his half of the rent was, not to mention he had fully stocked her fridge in the time she had been sound asleep.

      But Kayla got the feeling this wasn’t at all a permanent solution for him, and even though he had offered to keep paying rent even after moving out to repay her for playing along with the whole vampire bride thing, she knew she couldn’t take him up on that offer.

      It just wouldn’t feel right, taking his money like that.

      “Hold up, are you saying Seth stuck you with the whole rent?” Melanie asked, and it was clear her offer to kick Seth’s ass was becoming more serious by the minute.

      “It’s fine,” Kayla waved a dismissive hand. “I already got a new roommate, so at least I won’t be homeless quite yet.”

      Melanie shook her head at Kayla, pulling her long legs onto the couch.

      “There is such a thing as being too nice, you know,” she remarked. “I, for one, would be planning Seth’s murder right about now, but that’s just me.”

      Kayla thought about that. It wasn’t that she hadn’t been angry at Seth, or that she still wasn’t angry. Her anger was just buried deeper, boxed away inside her under a layer of hurt and regret. And what good would somehow punishing Seth do for what he had done? It wouldn’t make him come back…

      “I still care about him,” she shrugged, staring into her coffee, now getting cold.

      “Oh, honey,” Melanie said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You need a rebound, stat.”

      And for whatever reason, Kayla’s mind jumped straight to Ezra. The same Ezra who would probably be waiting for her at home, looking like he just stepped out of the pages of a magazine.

      Oh boy. I think I’ve gotten myself into more than I can handle.
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      “I’m telling you, I’ve found a woman that I think could be the one,” Ezra said into his phone, listening to Stephen’s silence on the other end.

      “You arrived in Cleveland barely a week ago,” the man said after a couple of seconds. “But you’ve already found a candidate you feel strongly about,” he stated, not even trying to hide his suspicion.

      “I told you I would take this seriously, and I have,” Ezra replied. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “I just didn’t expect you to find someone so quickly. To be honest, I thought you were going to give me the runaround as long as you could,” Stephen said.

      “Who, me?” Ezra replied, laying the shock and disbelief on thick.

      “Don’t think I won’t want to meet her soon,” Stephen warned. “So she better not be a figment of your imagination.”

      “Now you’re just hurting my feelings,” Ezra clucked his tongue. “And for your information, she’s very real. I would like to get to know her a little better before you charge in and start assessing her or whatever it is you want to do.”

      “Fine,” he could hear his Maker sigh on the other end. “We’ll keep in touch,” was all he said before hanging up.

      Ezra had barely put his phone away when he heard a key turning in the front door lock. Kayla stepped inside a moment later, unwrapping the scarf around her neck and shrugging off her jacket. Her hair was slicked back into a bun, and her skirt, modestly knee-length as it was, still did a great job of showing off her shapely legs.

      “Let me get that,” Ezra said, zipping to her side and taking her jacket.

      “Ahh,” Kayla jumped, her hand flying to her heart. “You gotta stop… speed-sneaking up on people or whatever it was you just did,” she said, as Ezra hung up her coat. “I’m not totally used to supernatural creatures living with me yet.”

      “Point taken,” Ezra nodded. “So, how was work?”

      “You don’t have to ask me about my day,” Kayla replied, brushing past him. “We’re only pretend-engaged, remember?”

      “I was just curious,” Ezra shrugged. “I have no idea what a production assistant does.”

      Kayla gave him a slightly suspicious look as she plopped down on the couch, and Ezra couldn’t help but wonder if there was another reason for her to be so guarded, in addition to the fact he was a strange vampire she was now stuck with.

      “It’s not that exciting, really,” she finally said. “I’m more of a secretary than anything. My goal is to get into news, though. Hasn’t happened yet,” she shrugged.

      “You want to become a news anchor?” Ezra asked, sitting down next to her.

      “God, no,” Kayla laughed. “Me, in front of the camera? No way.”

      “I bet the camera would love you. I mean, look at you, you’re gorgeous,” he said, not really meaning to go that far with it, but the compliment slipped out nonetheless.

      There was a slight flush to Kayla’s cheeks as she looked back at him.

      “Thank you. But it has nothing to do with looks. I’d rather be the one to break a story than the one reporting on it. And I’m more of a tinkerer, anyway, polishing stuff behind my computer screen.”

      “Okay, I get it,” Ezra nodded.

      “Ooh, what time is it?” Kayla suddenly said, pushing pillows aside until she found the TV remote.

      “I think it’s about seven…” Ezra replied, slightly confused.

      “The Walking Dead is on,” Kayla announced, turning on the TV.

      “Am I supposed to know what that is?” Ezra asked.

      “You really don’t know?” Kayla stared at him, like he had just told her he had a second head. “Here, I’ll educate you,” she said, flipping through channels until she found the right one. “I have a feeling you’re going to be into it,” she grinned, and all Ezra could think about was how much he liked seeing her smile.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ezra sat on the couch, hand on his chin, as the credits rolled and Kayla stared at him excitedly.

      “Well?” she asked, clearly impatient.

      “I’m certainly glad that despite being dead, I’m not a gross, decomposing mess,” Ezra commented.

      Kayla sighed, rolling her eyes at him.

      “But what did you think of the show?” she asked.

      “I liked it,” Ezra admitted.

      “What other shows have you not seen?” Kayla asked, pulling her knees up and resting an elbow on the side of the couch. “You must have Netflix, right?”

      “Is that a TV channel?” Ezra replied, enjoying the shock and horror on Kayla’s face. “I’m just kidding,” he laughed. “I might be a little behind on the times in some aspects, but I’m not a peasant.”

      “Oh, thank god,” Kayla said with an exaggerated sigh. “For a second there, I was beginning to think you were some kind of weirdo.”

      “Just your regular old modern day vampire,” Ezra replied.

      “Wait, what are you still behind on? Obviously you get computers if you know about Netflix,” Kayla said, looking at him in genuine interest.

      “I still have a flip phone, for one,” Ezra admitted.

      “How do you even survive,” Kayla laughed. “But no, seriously,” she added.

      “There’s this small problem with me and touch screens. You see, a touch screen responds to a tiny electrical charge from your finger. But since I’m technically dead…” Ezra trailed off.

      “No electricity,” Kayla said quietly thinking it over. “Wow, I wouldn’t have even thought of that.”

      “The whole immortality thing kind of makes up for my inability to swipe right on Tinder,” Ezra shrugged. “I could use those special gloves if I really wanted the experience, but I’ll let you in on a secret – I don’t like change all that much,” he said in a mock whisper.

      “So you’re human after all,” Kayla said, a smile tugging at her lips.

      “You would think time starts to slow down after a while, as decades pass by, but for me, it just keeps speeding up. I still vividly remember a time before the internet, when getting your picture taken was a big deal and traveling overseas took forever.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I love all the advancements humanity has made. But sometimes I feel that if I look away for too long, I might get left behind and become one of those people who live in the past,” he said, getting far more serious than he’d intended.

      “I think a lot of people feel that way. You’re not alone,” Kayla replied. “It’s easy to start thinking about the past as a ‘simpler time’. But it’s important to acknowledge we always look at our past through a filter of the future.”

      “How very wise of you,” Ezra remarked.

      “Don’t make fun of me,” Kayla chuckled, throwing a pillow at him.

      “I wasn’t,” he insisted, catching it effortlessly. “Maybe just a little,” he added, drawing a laugh from Kayla.

      “You know, maybe having a vampire for a roommate isn’t so bad, after all,” Kayla said, tapping her chin.

      “Thanks?” Ezra replied.

      “You know what I mean,” she tilted her head at him. “I was sure this was going to just be so strange, but you were right. At the end of the day, you’re just a guy. A guy who still uses a flip phone like some sort of grandpa, but still,” she jeered.

      “Grandpa, really? How far I’ve fallen from the days I commanded fear and respect,” he sighed theatrically.

      “You know, one of these days I’d like it if you told me more about yourself, and vampires in general,” Kayla commented, hiding a yawn behind her hand.

      “Maybe I will. But not tonight. You look about ready to pass out,” he replied.

      “I didn’t sleep that well,” she said. “First night of sharing my apartment with a creature of the night and all that.”

      “And your predictions for tonight?” Ezra asked.

      “Sweet dreams, probably,” Kayla smiled, and Ezra appreciated her willingness to trust and feel safe around him.

      Having people be scared of him because of what he was is never a good feeling, and all things considered, Kayla was handling everything he had thrown at her incredibly well. It was nice to just hang out and chat with someone who didn’t have first-hand experiences with horse-drawn carriages and a lack of indoor plumbing.

      “I’ll see you in the morning then,” he said, and Kayla nodded.

      “Good night,” she replied, getting up from the couch and padding toward her bedroom.

      For Ezra, the night was just starting. Watching Kayla disappear, he suddenly realized he was hungrier than he had been in a long time.

      Time for a little midnight snack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          9

        

        
          Kayla

        

      

    
    
      “So, tell me more about this new roommate of yours,” Melanie asked, as Kayla was absentmindedly stabbing her salad with a fork.

      The little café near the news station was relatively busy, but they were tucked away near the back, so it was quiet enough to have an uninterrupted conversation. The lunch crowd was milling about, people hurriedly downing their coffees and getting pastries to go.

      “There’s not much to tell,” Kayla shrugged. “He just moved in, so I don’t know a lot about him.”

      “Alright, but is he cute?” Melanie prodded.

      Kayla didn’t know what to say. Thinking back on last night, the way Ezra only seemed to have eyes for her, and how comfortable talking with him had been, she was more confused than ever.

      “He is, isn’t he?” Melanie exclaimed. “Look at you, you’re blushing!”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Kayla argued, but Melanie wasn’t about to back down.

      “This is just perfect! You need something or someone to distract you from Seth, or as he is now known, Shithead. So how hot is he, on a scale of one to ten? Wait, is that a sexist question? Never mind, tell me anyway,” Melanie gushed.

      “Slow down, Mel,” Kayla warned. “I can’t get involved with Ezra, that’s just a disaster waiting to happen. We’re living together, for god’s sakes. I don’t want to make it awkward.”

      “Who cares about awkward,” Melissa waved a hand. “You worry too much. This is about you having fun for once. You wasted way too many years on Shithead, start making up for lost time! Or do you think he’s not already moving on?” Melanie arched a brow.

      The thought of Seth already having his eye on someone else was something that Kayla had avoided thinking about, and Melanie bringing it up definitely touched a sore spot. She had to suppress the urge to defend him to Melanie, like she was so used to doing.

      “It’s only been a couple of days,” she muttered under her breath instead.

      “Yeah, like that’s stopped him before,” Melanie rolled her eyes. “Remember when you went on that ‘break’ and then several of our friends saw him macking on some blonde at Rooney’s? That man has no shame and no consideration for anyone’s feelings,” Melanie huffed, slamming her cup of green tea down on the table a tad too forcefully.

      “You’re right,” Kayla sighed. “I don’t even know why I liked him, let alone loved him.”

      “Now that’s a true mystery, but never mind that. I’m not saying you have to get in a new relationship with anyone, just have some fun. Maybe ask that Ezra guy to join us for drinks after work…” Melanie wagged her brows at her.

      “I don’t think he’d be interested in that…” Kayla tried to argue.

      “Why? You said he just moved here. I bet he’d appreciate you involving him in things,” Melanie countered.

      “Maybe when I know him a little better,” Kayla said, hoping to put this topic to rest.

      She didn’t want to put Ezra in a weird position, and her asking him to drinks might sound like she’s angling for a date or something. And despite them being ‘betrothed’ she wasn’t ready to date him.

      That makes about as much sense as square wheels, but I guess that’s my life now.

      Besides, why would a vampire want to have drinks with a bunch of human strangers anyway? He probably had better things to do.

      “You’re no fun,” Melanie commented, getting her wallet from her purse as they were done with their meals.

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Kayla grinned back at her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rooney’s was a cozy little place, somewhere between a pub and a bar, drawing in a crowd of young professionals. Kayla and Melanie, along with three of their coworkers were huddled around a table near one of the walls, drinks in hand, doing their best to unwind.

      “I think Edgar should switch to decaf altogether,” Andy, another production assistant said, long fingers wrapped around a scotch glass. “That man is way too high-strung.”

      Andy was young, his skinny frame and mop of unruly hair making him look even younger than he actually was. On either side of him were Lainey and Maura, a research assistant and a computer systems manager, respectively.

      Lainey was short, with an elaborately colorful hairstyle that she offset with the clothing style of an aging Harvard professor. Maura on the other hand was statuesque and always immaculately put together, with a thin face and a fantastic set of cheekbones.

      “I wouldn’t try telling him that,” Kayla replied. “Oh, and by the way, am I now officially the only one whose name he doesn’t remember?”

      “He still calls me Andre,” Andy sighed.

      “He hasn’t gotten mine wrong ever since I told him he was pronouncing ‘Qatar’ incorrectly,” Lainey said, sipping on a Cosmo. “But there’s always an echo of disdain in his voice when he speaks to me, so I don’t know if I should be happy I’m not ‘Lana’ anymore.”

      “I don’t think he’s ever called me anything but Ms. Turner,” Maura shrugged. “Then again, I manage to pretty much avoid him on a daily basis.”

      “Lucky,” Melanie commented. “I had to explain to him the difference between maroon and burgundy the other day. It was the most frustrating twenty minutes of my life.”

      “You know, I’ve always wondered, is burgundy more brown or…” Kayla said, squinting as if she was really giving it a lot of thought.

      “Oh, don’t you start,” Melanie warned. “I haven’t even finished my drink yet.”

      “I’ll get the next round,” Andy said, downing what was left in his glass and heading for the bar.

      “And I desperately need to pee,” Lainey announced, getting a nod from Maura.

      “I’m with you, girl,” she replied, and the two women left the table.

      “So, don’t be mad, but I kind of did something you probably didn’t want me to do,” Melanie said as soon as everyone had cleared out.

      Alarm bells immediately started ringing in Kayla’s head at the giddiness in Melanie’s voice.

      “Melanie,” she said firmly, fixing her friend with her gaze. “What did you do?”

      “I swiped your phone when you were out getting Edgar’s coffee and I texted Ezra to meet us at Rooney’s. He should be here any minute,” Melanie replied, looking way too excited.

      “Mel,” Kayla shook her head. “You shouldn’t have.”

      “Well, I did, and it’s too late to back out,” she stated proudly.

      Kayla started scanning the crowd, her heart suddenly beating out of her chest. Something about hanging out with Ezra outside of the apartment scared and excited her, and she didn’t know what to make of these feelings.

      Her arrangement with Ezra was just too complicated, not to mention he was undead and only in town to stall complying with his Maker’s wishes. Yet all that aside, when she spotted him walking in the front door, she couldn’t deny she was happy to see him.

      “That’s him,” she whispered, not even bothering to look Melanie’s way.

      “Wait, that hunk who just came in the door is Ezra?” Melanie asked, clear surprise in her voice. “Well, damn. Now I know why you were blushing earlier.”

      “Shh,” Kayla quickly said, as Ezra’s eyes snapped to their table, and a grin spread across his face.

      “What? It’s not like he can hear us from all the way over there,” Melanie replied.

      But Kayla wasn’t so sure.

      This night is about to become more than I bargained for.
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      Honing in on Kayla, Ezra made his way through the crowd to her table, where she was sitting with a friend. There were three other empty or half-empty glasses on the table, so he knew it wasn’t just the two of them.

      I’d prefer if it was just the two of us, he caught himself thinking, as Kayla unabashedly stared at him with those huge hazel eyes of hers.

      “Hello, ladies,” Ezra said as he got to the table.

      “Hi,” Kayla replied quietly. “Oh, uh… This is my friend, Melanie,” she hurriedly added, gesturing toward the auburn-haired woman at her side.

      “Very nice to meet you. I’m Ezra,” he said, reaching out a hand.

      Melanie shook it, giving him a polite smile.

      “So you’re the one shacking up with my Kayla here,” she commented.

      “What can I say, I like living in sin,” Ezra replied.

      “There’s no sin,” Kayla interjected, eyes growing wide. “I mean, between us, there’s no…” she rattled on, looking adorably flustered, while a man struggling with five glasses he was holding against his chest approached the table.

      “That’s Andy,” Melanie helpfully interjected, as Ezra grabbed some of the glasses from him and placed them down on the table.

      “Thanks, man,” Andy said, sitting down with a glass of scotch.

      “This is my new roommate, Ezra,” Kayla explained, just as two other women were approaching the table.

      “Nice to meet you,” the taller one said, giving him a once-over. “I’m Maura.”

      “And I’m Lainey,” the other woman introduced herself, and Ezra couldn’t not notice the pink and blue strands in her hair.

      “The pleasure is mine,” he replied, grabbing an extra chair and dragging it next to Kayla.

      “Wait, your new roommate?” Lainey asked, furrowing her brow at Kayla. “What about Seth?” she asked, as Melanie was making the universal gesture for ‘stop talking, now’.

      “We call him Shithead now, on the rare occasions he comes up,” Melanie quickly said, and it seemed Lainey and Maura caught on to what was going on, nodding and throwing compassionate looks Kayla’s way.

      Andy just looked confused, but as he opened his mouth to ask something, Maura none-too-gently elbowed him in the ribs, and that shut the man up. Ezra was left to try and figure out on his own who this Seth person was. Clearly, he was persona non grata at this particular table.

      With his shoulder bumping against Kayla’s and four pairs of curious eyes looking his way, Ezra felt comfortable, yet slightly on edge. Talking about himself was always a hassle, as he had to lie more often than he could tell the truth in human company. Since these were Kayla’s friends, though, he was oddly feeling the pressure to leave a good impression.

      Usually, he only cared about having a good time. But this outing was different.

      He was surprised Kayla had even invited him, but now that he was here, he wasn’t going to let a golden opportunity to learn more about his betrothed go to waste. The fact that he was as curious about her as he was, was something best left for later contemplation.

      “So, Ezra, what do you do?” Melanie asked.

      “I’m a freelancer,” he replied, keeping it vague on purpose. “I deal with property management, mostly.”

      There was a grain of truth in that, as he did keep an eye on Stephen’s wide array of properties all around the globe. And he didn’t just party at all the fancy villas, he would check up on places, see if any of them needed restoration, or prepare them for Stephen’s events.

      As head of his own line, Stephen had meetings all over the world, and the older members of his family loved discussing their business in lavish settings. Ezra found the get-togethers tedious, but he enjoyed taking care of the properties.

      Over the years, he had found in himself an interest in architecture, and he always made sure any repairs the estates needed wouldn’t take away from the building’s original design.

      “Kayla said you only just moved here. How are you liking Cleveland so far?” Melanie asked, as Kayla remained quiet.

      Sitting at his side, Kayla seemed to be avoiding looking at him as she sipped her wine, her heartbeat faster than usual. Ezra guessed she was nervous about introducing a vampire to her friends. Or maybe it was being so close to him that had her so nervous.

      “It’s different, but it’s growing on me,” Ezra replied, smiling at Kayla.

      Her cheeks turned a little red at that, and he recalled how Melanie had teased her about blushing when he had walked in. Clearly Kayla had been discussing him with her friend, and Ezra found that he liked the idea of her thinking about him.

      And the fact she would be blushing when talking about him wasn’t exactly a blow to the ego, either.

      “Oh, by the way, Kayla,” Andy spoke up. “I read the mock-up article you sent me about that school shutting down and I really liked it. You should take it to Edgar. He’s a miserable bastard, but he must recognize quality when it’s handed to him.”

      “Thanks, Andy,” Kayla replied, giving her friend a small smile. “I’ll try to get his attention. I’m sure he’ll call me ‘Taylor’ again, but as long as he reads it, I won’t care.”

      “You wrote an article?” Ezra asked.

      “Just as practice,” Kayla shrugged. “Not for publication or anything.”

      “You’re being too modest,” Andy said. “It’s definitely publication-worthy. It could go on the homepage, for example.”

      “Maybe,” Kayla replied quietly, and Ezra got the feeling she didn’t like the spotlight all that much.

      “How about we make it so the next round is on the new guy?” Ezra interjected, earning nods from everyone, and a grateful smile from Kayla.

      “I like him already,” Lainey commented.

      The rest of the night sped by, with everyone around Ezra regaling him with stories from work, with most of the tales starring a man named Edgar, who no one seemed to like all that much.

      The anecdotes were amusing, but what Ezra really enjoyed was watching Kayla laugh and let loose. Her friend Melanie seemed to draw out the more open side of her, as she talked about being a reporter on her high school newspaper and exposing the cafeteria’s use of expired milk.

      “Now that’s a breaking story,” Ezra remarked, among the laughter of the rest of the table.

      “I was so proud,” Kayla replied, smiling as she leaned back in her chair.

      Ezra was right in the middle of staring at that gorgeous face of hers, when a crackle in the air made him sit up straight and pay attention. Something in the atmosphere shifted and changed, as something akin to a low current slid over his skin.

      A vampire just walked in, he thought, the feeling all too familiar to him.
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      Melanie, Lainey, Maura and Andy were busy laughing and chatting away, but Kayla was fixed on Ezra. Something about the way he had suddenly tensed up was putting her on edge, and she wanted to know what was wrong.

      “I think I’ll go get another drink. You?” she asked quietly, and Ezra nodded.

      “Sure,” he replied, as they both got up from their seats.

      Melanie raised a brow at her as they left the table, but the rest of the guys barely noticed they were leaving.

      “Be right back,” Kayla said to Melanie as she brushed past him, and only got a loaded “Mm-hmm,” in response.

      The bar was busy, with a line of people waiting for their turn to order, and other patrons milling about, holding drinks or heading outside with a pack of cigarettes in their hand. Kayla and Ezra settled into one corner of the bar, as far away from the shuffle as they could.

      Kayla could barely see their table anymore as she looked ad Ezra, his gray eyes subtly scanning the crowd. The place was packed now, with the buzz of voices making it hard to hear each other.

      “What’s wrong?” Kayla asked, leaning toward him.

      He stepped even closer to her until they were inches apart, his elbow resting on the bar and boxing her in. Kayla had to force herself to stay calm as she was face to face with him now, his flawless skin almost glowing, with deep shadows underneath his cheekbones.

      He even smells great. That’s not fair.

      “There are other vampires here,” he said, quietly enough for her to barely hear.

      “What? How do you know?” she asked, resisting the urge to look around.

      What would I look for anyway? Fangs? A long, billowy cape? she scoffed, fully aware of how out of her depth she was.

      She would never have pegged Ezra as a vampire if he hadn’t told her, so she had to assume whoever he was talking about now would be just as inconspicuous.

      “I can sense it,” he replied. “This might sound paranoid, but I think maybe Stephen sent someone to spy on me.”

      “You know him better than I do,” Kayla shrugged. “Is that something he would do?”

      “It could just be a coincidence, it’s not like vampires are rare or anything. But Stephen does have connections all over the world,” Ezra replied.

      He leaned in even closer, his body crowding hers, and some crazy part of her wanted to let her body mold against his, to have him wrap his arms around her and make her feel wanted, desired even.

      His breath tickled her ear as he whispered into it, and Kayla couldn’t help the goosebumps spreading out all over her skin.

      “If there’s the slightest chance this isn’t a coincidence, we have to act like our engagement is real. Just follow my lead,” he said.

      Kayla gulped, before nodding at him as he pulled away. Clearly this fake engagement was very important to Ezra, as he didn’t want to take any chances with Stephen becoming suspicious. Since Kayla hadn’t had to do anything on her part yet, while Ezra had already given her more than enough to cover three month’s rent and also kept cooking her breakfast, the least she could do was play along.

      To be honest, she was already halfway there when it came to acting infatuated with Ezra. The way they were standing now, their bodies almost pressed together after he had just whispered in her ear, anyone walking by would come to the reasonable conclusion they were involved.

      And by the way Kayla’s heart was racing, she was more involved than she wanted to be.

      This isn’t real. And it can’t be real. I’m not ready to move on yet.

      Ezra was staring right into her eyes, his gaze intense and his lips curving into a slow, sexy smile.

      “You really are something else, Kayla Clarke,” he said, reaching out to brush her hair to the side, his fingers trailing down her neck for a second before he pulled his hand away.

      Kayla was a trembling mess at that point, caught between wanting to kiss him and running away. She didn’t have to make that choice, however, as Melanie suddenly appeared behind Ezra, pushing people aside as she rushed to get to them.

      “Oh, here you are,” she said, sounding slightly out of breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Kayla asked, frowning as Melanie’s eyes darted around the bar and she chewed on her bottom lip.

      She can’t sense vampires too, can she? Kayla thought for a moment, before Melanie managed to blurt out what was happening.

      “Seth’s here. And he’s not alone,” Melanie replied, watching her reaction closely.

      “What?” Kayla exclaimed, loud enough to turn a couple of heads.

      The warm, fuzzy feeling that had been taking over her limbs was now suddenly gone as she took a step back from Ezra, her insides turning cold.

      “He knows Rooney’s is our hangout spot,” she said, the drinks she’d consumed having nothing to do with how her head was now starting to spin. “Why would he come here? Who’s he with?” she rattled off, turning to Melanie as Ezra took a step aside, listening quietly.

      “I don’t know the why, but he’s here with some girl. And they look pretty cozy,” Melanie replied, grimacing a little. “Do you want to get out of here?”

      Kayla wanted to say ‘yes’, but something about the way Ezra was looking at her made her reconsider. Why did she have to leave? It was Seth who should have known better than to bring a date to a bar he knew Kayla frequented, mere days after their breakup. If anyone should leave, it was him.

      “I’m not going to run away,” she resolved, squaring her shoulders. “I guess I was bound to run into him eventually,” she sighed, reaching up to smooth out her hair without even meaning to.

      “I don’t mean to interrupt,” Ezra said, drawing her eyes to him. “But just to clarify, I’m assuming this Seth character is an ex, and that the breakup was not friendly?”

      “Yep. He’s also an asshole who stuck Kayla with an apartment they were supposed to share and moved out with no warning say… four days ago?” Melanie helpfully informed him.

      “Mel!” Kayla exclaimed, giving her friend a pointed look.

      “What?” she asked, slightly annoyed. “It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

      “Not the point right now,” Kayla replied through her teeth, sneaking a glance Ezra’s way. “Thanks for the heads up, Mel,” she sighed. “And if you’d restrain yourself from kicking his ass, I’d be very grateful.”

      “No promises,” Melanie replied, with a flick of her hair. “Anyway, you carry on getting your drinks, we’ll be at the table,” she said, before turning to leave. “Don’t let Shithead ruin your evening,” she warned over her shoulder, before disappearing into a mass of people.

      “If you’ll excuse the unsolicited opinion, your ex sounds pretty terrible,” Ezra remarked, looking down at her as he stood by her side.

      “He’s not all bad,” Kayla said, unsure who she was trying to convince. “He just lacks a certain sense of… I don’t know, empathy? Consideration? Yeah, those things he’s never been real good at.”

      Ezra just quirked a brow at that, and Kayla was thinking up a better way to explain what she meant, when a familiar figure started to approach the bar, with a thin, black-haired girl on his arm. Kayla felt nailed into place as she just watched Seth walk right over to her, giving her a smile like they were the best of friends.

      “Kay-Kay! Good to see you,” he exclaimed, as the girl on his arm looked distinctly bored.

      “Hi, Seth,” Kayla replied after a second of stunned silence, doing her best to plaster an entirely insincere smile onto her face.

      “Oh, this is Amber, by the way,” Seth gestured toward the woman.

      Amber was pretty and tan, wearing a tight dress and expensive-looking shoes, with her eyes rimmed with that perfect winged eyeliner that Kayla could never master.

      “Yeah, hi,” she drew out, giving Kayla a brief smile. “Can we get that drink, now?”

      “Just a minute,” Seth replied, grabbing a drink menu from the bar and handing it to Amber. “Here, babe,” he said to her, before turning back to Kayla. “So, how are you doing?” he asked, the way he glanced to her right telling her that he finally noticed Ezra standing by her side.

      “Hello,” Ezra said smoothly, stepping forward and towering over Seth. “I’m Ezra,” he added, reaching out to shake Seth’s hand.

      “Hey there, buddy,” Seth grinned, but his expression changed when Ezra squeezed his hand.

      Eyes darting between the two men, Kayla couldn’t help but notice the smile Ezra was wearing looked distinctly predatory, like he was baring his teeth at Seth more than anything else. And on his part, Seth looked downright pained as he looked down at his hand, enveloped in Ezra’s huge palm.

      When he managed to pull his hand away, Seth looked a bit rattled as he looked Ezra up and down.

      “So, this is a new colleague?” he asked, turning to Kayla. “I already walked past Melanie, and those other guys.”

      Kayla knew ‘those other guys’ was a weak attempt to hide the fact Seth had never bothered to learn Lainey’s, Maura’s and Andy’s names. And the fact that he had immediately assumed Ezra was nothing but a colleague stung. Seth had certainly moved on with a beautiful if slightly rude girl, but Kayla finding a date was somehow out of the realm of possibility?

      Suddenly, Kayla wished she had run away when Melanie told her Seth was here. Tucking tail wouldn’t have been very brave, but it sure beat the humiliation she was feeling now. How could Seth just stand there and smile at her after what he did? Did it give him some sort of sick pleasure to taunt her with how quickly he had left their life together behind?

      “No, we don’t work together,” Ezra answered for her, and it hurt Kayla to see how that confused Seth.

      “Oh… Old friends?” he asked, brow furrowing.

      “I’d love to stay here, playing twenty questions with you,” Ezra said lightly, but his shoulders were tense and his eyes slightly narrowed. “But this line is too long and I’d rather drink at home, where I’ll have this one all to myself,” he continued, wrapping an arm around Kayla’s shoulders and pulling her close.

      “Uh…” Seth stuttered, but Ezra just ignored him.

      He was staring down at Kayla, his body pressed against hers, and suddenly, the last thing Kayla cared about was Seth or his new girlfriend. The air between them was electric, the pull she felt toward Ezra now inescapable and irresistible.

      And when he leaned down slowly, his eyes fixed on her mouth, all she could do was sigh softly, and let herself melt against him. As his lips softly brushed against hers, nothing mattered but him.

      This is crazy, a part of her said.

      But she didn’t care.
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      Ezra and Kayla all but fell inside their now shared apartment, entangled with each other, having only broken their kiss long enough for her to unlock the door. He barely remembered getting out of the bar, that first kiss with her having opened the floodgates for both of them, it seemed.

      They had spent the cab ride home making out in the backseat like teenagers, and Ezra was fairly sure he had given the cabbie the tip of a lifetime as he had just thrown bills at the man in his hurry to get out of the car.

      Not that he cared about that, especially when he finally had his arms around her, and her soft lips against his.

      Pressed up against each other, they stumbled their way inside, heading for the master bedroom. Kayla sighed softly as their tongues rubbed together, a slow and sensual dance. Their kiss seemed to deepen the closer they got to the bed, and Ezra was overcome with how badly he wanted to make her his.

      This soft, gentle, warm woman he had been taken with since the moment he laid eyes on her was now kissing him like they were the last two people on earth, and Ezra couldn’t have been happier.

      He hadn’t even realized how much he’d wanted to grab her close until he actually did it, and now, it was like she was a drug to him. And even though running into her ex at the bar had been an unpleasant experience, if only due to the fact it was clear how much seeing the man hurt Kayla, Ezra would have to remember to thank Seth.

      Making sure that man knew exactly what he had lost when he let Kayla go, and letting him know he wasn’t the only one who had already moved on had prompted Ezra to take the leap. Ezra still couldn’t believe Kayla was even ever involved with such an obviously careless man, but he was grateful that running into Seth had led him and Kayla to where they were now.

      Which was in her room, falling into bed together.

      The mattress sank under their weight, with Kayla’s hands trailing down his shoulders and his arms wrapped around her waist, pulling their bodies together. Writhing around him, Kayla was as free and unrestrained as he’d ever seen her. But when Ezra’s mouth trailed down to her, she suddenly stilled.

      “What’s wrong?” Ezra asked, pulling himself up to look into her eyes.

      Cheeks flushed, lips swollen and hair in a wild tangle, Kayla looked sexier than ever as she looked hesitant to reply.

      “You can tell me anything. We’re in no rush,” Ezra added, propping an elbow up and resting his head on his hand.

      Their legs were still tangled together as they lay there on their sides, face to face. Ezra trailed a finger down her arm, waiting for her to speak.

      “I was just wondering… Since you’re a vampire…” Kayla started, struggling to say what she wanted to say. “Is it going to be… different?”

      It didn’t take long for Ezra to realize what she was asking.

      “You want to know if I would bite you,” he stated, as Kayla chewed on her bottom lip.

      “You were kissing my neck and I froze up a little, not knowing what to expect,” she admitted.

      “Biting can be very sexual, or it can just be about feeding. I don’t need to bite every woman I have sex with, nor do I want to. Some say it adds an extra layer of trust or intimacy to the experience, but what matters most to me is that you’re comfortable,” Ezra replied, taking Kayla’s hand in his and lifting it to his mouth for a quick kiss.

      “Does it hurt?” she asked.

      “Not the way I do it,” he grinned, and she smiled at him.

      “Ever the modest vampire,” she commented, before falling silent for a moment. “Can I see them?” she asked after a few seconds. “Your fangs, I mean,” she added, blushing.

      That made Ezra raise a brow at her. Seeing how little time she had had to adjust to the existence of preternatural creatures, this was somewhat of a bold request. The last thing Ezra wanted was her to be scared of him, but on the other hand, he did want to share all of himself with her, as cheesy as that sounded.

      Being a vampire was a big part of who he was, and he didn’t want to hide that aspect of his life from Kayla.

      “Of course you can if you want to,” he replied. “But I remember you being uncomfortable with my vampiric speed…” he trailed off.

      “I know,” she shook her head. “And I realize now, if I want to understand the life you live, I shouldn’t ask you to act like I’m any other human, someone you have to hide your gifts from. I want to see it all.”

      Surprised she would call his abilities ‘gifts’, Ezra leaned in, caressing the side of her face as he brushed his lips against hers. She trembled, her eyes fluttering shut, and he couldn’t help but smile at seeing the effect he had on her.

      “Alright, brace yourself,” he said after pulling away, and Kayla’s eyes immediately fixed on his face.

      Since his hunger for her was so close to the surface, and the predatory side of him was fueled by any sort of primal craving, it wasn’t hard for him to let his fangs slide out. His body reacted for the briefest moments as his incisors elongated, a flash of primal yearning pulsating through his chest.

      Lips peeling back, he ran his tongue over the two sharp points, as Kayla stared, mesmerized.

      “Whoa…” she muttered to herself. “Those look… sharp,” she said, edging a little closer.

      “They are,” Ezra agreed. “But it’s nothing dangerous. We’ve been safely feeding off humans for I don’t even know how long. Plus, there’s a powerful coagulant in our saliva that stops the bleeding as soon as we’re done.”

      “That is… fascinating,” Kayla replied, wide-eyed as she started to reach out but snatched her hand back at the last moment.

      “It’s alright,” Ezra chuckled. “You can touch them if you’d like.”

      “I didn’t want to be presumptuous,” she apologized.

      “None of me is off limits to you,” he said, and she smiled at that.

      Ezra briefly wondered when exactly he had become so sappy, but he was distracted by the way Kayla scooted even closer to him, and carefully touched his teeth with her finger.

      “So you really are a vampire,” she said. “I mean, not that I didn’t believe you before…”

      “I know. Seeing it for yourself is something different,” Ezra said, pulling his fangs back in when Kayla was done studying them.

      He was relieved to see that Kayla was more fascinated than anything else, and from how their bodies were still pressed together on the bed, she definitely wasn’t afraid of him. It seemed Kayla was full of surprises, as she threw a leg over his hips and brought her face close to his, her eyes glimmering in the dim light.

      “Now… Ready to carry on where we left off?” she asked.
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      Ezra’s mouth came crashing down on hers, their lips molding together perfectly as the need inside Kayla grew until it was overwhelming. This was the kind of desire she had never felt before, and Ezra could evoke it in her with only a kiss.

      Their hips ground together as she wrapped a leg around him, and she could feel the bulge of his cock rubbing against her slit. Even through their clothes, the sensation was enough to drive her mad.

      Ezra’s hands roamed her body as he slid his tongue into her mouth, and all she could think about was getting even closer to him, until there was no telling where she ended and he began. She couldn’t help but sigh and moan as he kissed her deeply, demanding and passionate, intense enough to make her head spin.

      Her clit was already throbbing, her panties wet and her nipples hard, her body reacting to every slightest touch from him and begging for more. Ezra’s hand moved from cupping and kneading her ass to slipping underneath her shirt, his cool fingers trailing up her back and easily unhooking her bra.

      “I want to see more of you,” he whispered against her mouth, and the want in his voice was palpable.

      Throwing her usual modesty and restraint out the window, Kayla disentangled herself from him and got up on her knees, pulling off her shirt and bra in one smooth motion. When she started on the zipper on her skirt, however, Ezra stopped her.

      “No rush,” he smiled, pushing her back onto the bed and hovering over her.

      There was a wicked curve to his lips as he let his gaze sweep over her nakedness, and Kayla could feel the weight of his eyes on her skin, starting at the curve of her shoulders, moving on to the swell of her breasts and ending at her ample hips.

      “You’re even more beautiful than I imagined,” he said, slipping off his own shirt.

      Ezra’s wide chest was now in full view, perfectly sculpted and smooth, leading to a carved six-pack Kayla couldn’t help but ogle. The man looked damn good in clothes, but he looked even better without.

      When he placed a knee on either side of her and lowered himself to kiss her, she splayed her hands across his chest, mapping the hard lines of his body with her hands. Her palms slid over his broad shoulders and down his biceps, nothing but solid muscle underneath her touch.

      “You’re perfect,” she said quietly, earning a chuckle from Ezra.

      “I’m really not, but I’ll take the compliment either way,” he replied, giving her a quick but thorough kiss before dragging his mouth down her body.

      Kayla’s head fell back when his lips started tracing teasing circles around her nipples, while his powerful hands were on her shoulders, gently kneading the tense muscles there. Relaxed yet on edge, she squirmed beneath him, waiting for him to stop teasing and give her what she wanted.

      When he sucked one of her nipples into his mouth, she let out a hissing breath, pleasure shooting straight to her core. The ache between her legs was relentless now, her pussy wet and her clit begging to be played with.

      But Ezra kept on torturing her, pressing her back into the mattress as he licked and sucked, lavishing her breasts with attention until she felt like she was ready to burst. Just when she thought she might go mad, Ezra rolled to the side, his mouth still on her breasts, but his hand now trailing up her inner thighs.

      Kayla stilled for a moment, anticipation taking over her as she waited for his touch to reach her pussy. Ever so gently, Ezra brushed his fingers over the lace of her panties, giving her no relief, and only stoking the fire inside her.

      Groaning in frustration, she bucked her hips, desperate to get more from him. His tongue still flicking at her nipples, to overstimulation now adding a twinge of pain to the pleasure surging through her, his hand brushed over her slit again, with just a tiny bit more pressure.

      “Please…” Kayla moaned, her body jerking against his hand, every cell in her body begging for release.

      “Please what, my beautiful Kayla?” Ezra asked, his breath falling on her nipples, wet with his saliva, and making her shiver.

      His other hand moved from massaging her breast to squeezing her inner thigh, and Kayla briefly wondered if it was possible to die from pure lust.

      “Do you want me to touch you… there?” he asked, pressing a finger against her slit, and moving it around so it rubbed against her clit.

      Kayla cried out, spreading her legs for him. She was beyond words, only acting on instinct. Ezra slowly slid his finger up and down her wet pussy, while using his other hand to move her panties to the side. Hands digging into the sheets, Kayla gasped in a breath as he spread her folds apart and focused on her clit, circling it with slow, deliberate motions.

      His mouth returned to her breasts, and as he kissed around her nipples, one of his fingers slid inside her pussy. With his thumb still on her clit, he started working his finger in and out of her, slowly at first, but picking up speed as her hips started moving along to the rhythm.

      Back arched, she was riding his hand as he fucked her with his fingers, her whole body shivering and no rational thought left in her head. This was what it felt like to let white-hot desire take control of you, to trust your body with a man who knew how to make you scream.

      The way Ezra lapped at her nipples, groaning softly to himself as his fingers worked her pussy, he seemed to be feeding off her pleasure, instead of looking for his own. All the attention was on her, and for once, that didn’t make her self-conscious in the slightest.

      No, she relished every second of him enjoying her body, as the room around them started floating away, and her muscles started to clench. She was teetering on the edge now, feeling hot and cold at the same time.

      But just as she was about to get that release she had been looking for, Ezra pulled away. Letting out a sound of protest, she reached out to touch him, only to be pulled on top of him instead.

      Looking down, she noticed he had somehow found the time to take off his pants, which shouldn’t have surprised her, with his vampire speed and all. What did surprise her was how she was now suddenly straddling him, her wet slit resting on his huge, hard cock.

      Ezra grinned up at her, his hands on her hips as she slowly started to move, her juices coating his erection as she ground her clit against him. He moaned as she moved back and forth, building on the interrupted momentum, enjoying the control she had.

      When Ezra’s hands moved to her ass, spurring her on, she couldn’t take it anymore. There was a hollowness inside her that demanded she have all of him, so she lifted her hips and wrapped her fingers around his thick cock, before guiding it inside her.

      Ezra groaned, his fingers digging into her flesh as she lowered herself onto his cock, slowly stretching herself thin around him. She had to take it slow at first as her body adjusted to his size, but then her hips found a rhythm that made her insides clench and her head fall back.

      “Oh… Ezra,” the words slipped from her lips, without her even meaning to say them.

      As she rocked back and forth, her body getting used to the feeling of intense fullness, she couldn’t help but think this put every lukewarm sexual encounter she’d ever had with Seth to shame.

      Despite only knowing Ezra for a short time, there was a connection between them that couldn’t be denied, and an innate trust that let Kayla let herself go and be completely free. The desire evident in his eyes was all the fuel she needed.

      Kayla picked up the pace, her hips bucking back and forth, her back arched as she couldn’t get enough of him. When his hands grabbed her hips and easily lifted her higher, she let out a desperate whimper as he used his hips to slam into her, impaling her on his perfect cock.

      Screaming out his name, Kayla took a second to appreciate how Ezra didn’t seem to get winded or tire from supporting her whole body weight as he continued to sink into her, faster and faster, until all she could do was moan and mewl, completely at his mercy.

      His body was like a fine-tuned machine as he made her pleasure his business, relentless in the way he drove her toward the edge. Leaning forward, Kayla rested her hands on his chest, as smooth and cool as it was before, while she herself was a sweaty mess, her bangs clinging to her forehead and her voice coming out in breathless gasps.

      Ezra’s hands moved from her hips to her ass as he continued slamming into her pussy while staring straight into her eyes. It wasn’t something Kayla was used to, and it only added to the intensity of the experience.

      Nothing mattered except for the two of them and the way they made each other feel. A thought popped into her head, a certainty in her mind even before she could find the words to articulate it. She wanted to be all his, for him to take all of her he could possibly have.

      “Bite me,” she whispered, and Ezra groaned audibly, a fire deep in his eyes.

      “Kayla…” he said softly, but she didn’t want him to argue.

      “Take my blood. Let me be inside you,” she moaned.

      And that was all it took.
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      Pulling Kayla even closer against him, she continued riding his cock as he brushed her hair aside and started kissing up her shoulder. He could already tell she was so close, her perfect, warm, softy pussy clenching around his cock and her eyes rolling back.

      Ezra’s own self-control was fraying as every thrust pushed him closer to climax, and Kayla’s request for him to bite her wasn’t helping either. To sate two hungers at once was a powerful experience, and being someone’s first bite was no small thing.

      But she wanted it, and who was he to deny her when she looked at him with a new wildness in her eyes, her body wrapped around him and her tight pussy drawing him in deeper and deeper until the edges of his vision started to blur and darken.

      Kayla shivered lightly as his tongue snaked out of his mouth and he licked his way up her neck. Goosebumps erupted on the sensitive skin there, and her hands on his shoulders held on tighter.

      Ezra’s fangs were already out as he circled her pulse with slow deliberation, his body humming as Kayla’s pulse thundered in his ears. He let his teeth graze her throat and she moaned, bucking her hips against him, her nipples rubbing against his chest.

      Burying one hand in her hair, he pressed her neck against his mouth, kissing and sucking until he couldn’t take it anymore. There was the softest pop as her skin gave way and his teeth sank into her, and her sweet blood started to pour into his mouth.

      Kayla gasped in his arms as he buried his cock deep inside her again and again, while sucking her lifeblood into himself, feeling the warm liquid fill him up.

      “Oh my god…” Kayla muttered as she melted against him, her breath ragged as her fingernails dug into his shoulders.

      A moment later, she tensed, her pussy tightening around his cock as a powerful shiver ran through her. She was still grinding into him as her orgasm gripped her, and with her blood in his mouth and her velvety pussy milking his cock, Ezra let go.

      The release that rocked his body a moment later was indescribable, with Kayla still clinging to him and riding out her own climax. Ezra’s fangs retracted as he licked at the wound on her neck, the bleeding stopping almost immediately.

      They stayed entangled there for a good while, Kayla catching her breath and Ezra wondering why he had never felt like this with anyone before. When they finally fell back onto the bed, and Ezra pulled the covers up to make sure Kayla didn’t get cold, he was taken by the way she was lazily smiling at him.

      “The lady approves?” he asked with exaggerated flourish, resting his head on his elbow as he stared at her beautiful face.

      “Does she ever,” Kayla chuckled. “And that bite…” she trailed off, her hand moving to touch her neck. “That was something else.”

      “I told you it can be amazing,” Ezra raised a brow at her. “And you are the sweetest woman I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Must be all the chocolate I eat,” she remarked, laughing at her own joke.

      “Really? That’s what you’re going with?” Ezra grinned back at her.

      “Shut up, I’m hilarious,” she said, nestling closer to him and resting her head on his shoulder.

      Pulling her close, with his arm around her shoulder, he kissed the top of her head as they talked for hours, about Kayla’s career aspirations and Ezra’s complicated relationship with Stephen, until Kayla finally dozed off right before sunset.

      Listening to her breathing softly by his side, Ezra felt more at peace than he had in a long time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Wait, so you slept with this Robert guy’s wife and that’s why you had to get out of town?” Kayla asked, chewing on a piece of bacon as Ezra sat opposite her.

      “Pretty much,” Ezra shrugged. “Robert is very old, which means he has a lot of powerful connections. Stephen didn’t want to risk a conflict between his line and Robert’s, so it was better if I made myself scarce. And then there was the whole thing of him wanting me to start turning people…” he trailed off.

      “Wow. Vampire stuff is complicated,” Kayla commented, lost in thought for a moment. “And his wife – Lilith, right? – she told you it was all good? That she and Robert had an open relationship or something?”

      “Yes,” Ezra confirmed. “I don’t usually get involved with married women if I can help it, but I have to admit I was somewhat flattered someone as old and powerful as her took an interest in me.”

      Ezra studied Kayla’s expressions closely, worried about what the truth would make her think about him. He wasn’t ashamed of his past, per se, but he did hope it didn’t affect the way she felt about him. Meeting her had made him reconsider some things, and suddenly, her opinion was the most important one to him.

      What has even happened to me? When did this engagement go from stalling for time with Stephen to being all too real?

      “I get the feeling you’re what people might call… slutty,” Kayla remarked with a smirk. “No shame in the game, just putting it out there.”

      “I have a feeling you and Stephen will get along great,” Ezra shook his head at her, a grin tugging at his lips.

      “Ooh, planning on taking me home to your Maker already?” she replied.

      “Why, do you have a problem with that, Ms. Clarke?” he asked, getting up and walking around the counter to pull her into his arms.

      “None at all,” she said, and it was just what he wanted to hear.
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      Staring at her computer screen as Ezra was in the other room making a call, Kayla didn’t know what to do. She had written down all the vampire facts Ezra had told her when they were having breakfast – like how silver was poisonous to them and how only old and powerful vampires had their own ‘lines’ – and had even started on an article on how she met a real life creature of the night.

      Ezra had already promised to take her to a very special bar – one that only vampires and their donors frequented, donors being humans that had been vetted to serve as companions and snacks. If she could sneak her phone in there she could get some pictures, maybe even video that would make her claims not sound like the ramblings of a crazy person…

      But all of it felt wrong. Not only did exposing such a secret have enormous consequences, probably causing mass hysteria… She couldn’t bring herself to go behind Ezra’s back like that. Despite his usually flippant attitude and occasional cockiness, he had really helped her through a difficult time, and been so kind in the process…

      And then there was last night.

      Kayla’s skin was still humming from his touch, and she knew what they shared together went beyond sex. There was a real connection between them, and the way Ezra was not shying away from it, and spending even more time with her now that he’d gotten her into bed told her he had to be feeling the same way.

      He wants to introduce me to his Maker, after all.

      But there was a nagging part in the back of her brain that kept telling her this was just a part of selling her as his betrothed, and despite what they had shared, this was all still fake, just a ploy to get Stephen off Ezra’s back.

      Yet there was a stronger part of her that made her square her shoulders and straighten her spine. She had spent too much of her life second-guessing herself and playing it safe. Now, she had stepped out of her comfort zone, with a bite mark on her neck to prove it.

      She wasn’t about to let doubt ruin how much fun she was having with Ezra. Besides, she saw the way he looked at her. That wasn’t fake. And if the butterflies in her stomach were anything to go by, she was starting to fall for him, hard.

      That’s insane, she told herself, but that didn’t stop her from feeling how she was feeling – on cloud nine, and not ready to come down any time soon.

      Kayla was about to delete her budding article altogether, when she heard Ezra call out for her just outside her door. Slamming the cover of her laptop shut, she hurried out of her room.

      “What’s up?” she asked, slightly out of breath.

      Ezra quirked a brow at her flustered appearance, but didn’t comment.

      “I’ve cleared it with the bar – as my betrothed, you can go wherever I go. I’ve reserved us a table for tonight,” he said, pulling her close and planting a kiss on her cheek.

      “Can’t wait,” she replied, resting her face on his chest.
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* * *

      Clad in a black bodycon dress she hadn’t worn in ages, Kayla resisted the urge to fidget as Ezra lead her inside what looked like a regular old office building. It should have been closed, it being a Saturday night and all, but a burly-looking man standing near the door had let them in.

      She didn’t even know why she’d worn the dress in the first place, but for some reason, she had felt like dressing up. And having Ezra’s eyes glued to her curves, now on full display, was just a bonus.

      Her arm in Ezra’s, she took a deep breath as they headed for an elevator, also manned by a similarly scary-looking dude. He and Ezra nodded at each other as the elevator opened, before she and Ezra stepped inside.

      He pressed the button for the basement, and the doors slid closed in front of them.

      “Don’t worry. This is completely safe. The royal families keep a tight leash on these establishments. Some are shadier than others, of course, but all have a basic standard of security guaranteed for the humans involved. No human has been harmed in a vampire bar in over a hundred years,” Ezra explained, as the elevator sank lower, taking Kayla’s stomach with it.

      “I believe you,” Kayla nodded. “It’s just the unknown.”

      “You look drop-dead sexy, by the way,” he grinned at her.

      “Yeah, you’ve mentioned that a couple of times already,” she smiled. “You’re not so bad yourself,” she added, her gaze running over his powerful frame, clad in an expertly tailored navy suit.

      Looking at him, her nerves calmed. She had complete trust that Ezra wouldn’t put her in danger, and her anxiety was starting to be replaced by curiosity. As the doors finally opened, her eyes immediately started darting around as she wanted to take in as much as possible, as quickly as possible.

      The place had very high ceilings for a basement, with muted lighting that she guessed was set to a level that would be comfortable for humans and vampires alike. Near the back wall was a little raised area that looked like a modest stage, and a bar was tucked away in the right corner.

      The people milling around were of all ages, but most looked to be either in their late twenties or early thirties. To her surprise, she didn’t find separating the humans from the vampires that hard. After living with Ezra, she had picked up on some of his mannerisms that she now observed here, as well.

      There was this silent grace, a smoothness of movement to the undead that no mere mortal could possess. Every gesture was measured, executed with a poise she found beautiful. The humans looked right at ease, walking around or chatting with others with drinks in their hands.

      Knowing that vampires had excellent hearing, Kayla kept her voice low as she and Ezra walked over to a sitting area, a small couch and some armchairs, with a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket sitting on the table in the middle.

      “All these people know vampires exist,” she shook her head. “I’m surprised no one has leaked anything,” she said, recalling the way she hadn’t even been searched as they arrived.

      “Who would believe them?” Ezra chuckled, gesturing for her to sit on the couch. “Besides, these humans know very well what would happen to them if they betrayed us.

      “Believe me, there have been those who didn’t know when to keep their mouths shut, and they were made an example of. No one wants to share their fate,” he said, and Kayla didn’t even want to imagine what happened to the poor souls who didn’t follow the rules.

      Suddenly, she was very glad she had decided to bury her idea of turning any of her experiences with vampires into an article.

      “Why even do this, then? Be someone’s food,” she commented, as Ezra opened the bottle of champagne and poured out two glasses.

      “For the thrill of being in on the secret, I suppose,” he mused. “And then of course there are those who hope to catch some vampire’s eye, maybe get turned someday… And the biting part isn’t exactly unpleasant,” he raised a brow at her, and she couldn’t help but blush.

      Ezra sat down beside her, shoulder to shoulder, and handed her a glass.

      “But what about me?” Kayla asked, suddenly realizing the implications. “You’re not actually going to turn me, and we’re not actually getting married. How am I even allowed to see all this?”

      “When I claimed you, it was as if I vouched for you. I didn’t think you were going to go running to whomever would listen, rambling on about vampires,” he laughed. “And now that I know you better, I know that you can be trusted with all this.”

      He grew more serious as he said that, getting lost in thought for a moment. When he looked back at her, there was an emotion on his face Kayla couldn’t quite place. All she knew was, her heart suddenly started beating faster.

      “I may have been reckless, getting you involved in all this. But if there’s one thing I don’t regret, it’s claiming you as mine. I thought having as much fun as possible would keep my very long life from becoming dull, but now I see, it was a true companion that I needed,” he said, taking her hands in his.

      “What are you saying?” Kayla asked.

      “I don’t want this to be fake anymore. I want it to be real,” Ezra replied, stunning her into silence.
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      Ezra didn’t even know where the words had come from, but he meant every single one. Somewhere down the line, this fictitious relationship with Kayla had become all too real, and he didn’t want her thinking anything to the contrary.

      To think, he had hated Stephen’s idea of leaving town and coming to Cleveland, not to mention being thoroughly annoyed at his insistence that Ezra become a Maker. Yet it had all brought him to Kayla, a woman who had made him rethink his choices with her kindness and hidden strength alone.

      “I don’t know what to say…” she muttered quietly, looking at their intertwined hands. “I thought after Seth, I’d be more careful, so I don’t get that blindsided again…” she trailed off, before her eyes snapped back to his. “But I’m tired of being careful. This thing between us just feels right, and I want to see where it takes us,” she smiled, and Ezra grinned back.

      “I wasn’t sure where you were going with that for a moment there,” he replied, relieved that she felt the same way as he did. “I know it’s going to be a bit complicated, and there are many things we still don’t know about each other, but I have this sense it doesn’t really matter.”

      “I know, I feel it in my gut,” Kayla nodded, smiling at him. “It sounds naïve,” she shook her head. “But I don’t care.”

      Her arms were around his neck in a flash when his mouth slanted over hers, the kiss sweet yet urgent. She tasted of champagne, and he loved hearing her breathing accelerate as he deepened the kiss. When she pulled away, breathless, she spared a nervous glance at the rest of the bar.

      “Oops, maybe that’s a little too much PDA,” she whispered.

      “Trust me, no one here cares,” Ezra waved a hand. “The humans are used to seeing all sorts of things, and the vampires are certainly not easily shocked. Once you’ve been alive a certain amount of time, the affairs of others become inconsequential. What importance does someone else’s opinion hold when you’ve had decades to get to know yourself?”

      “That actually sounds… nice,” Kayla remarked. “I tend to care too much about what people think,” she admitted.

      “You’re considerate, and I like that about you. But you shouldn’t let fear get in the way of you showing everyone how amazing you really are,” Ezra replied, pulling her to her feet.

      “What are you up to now?” she asked, throwing him a warning look.

      “Showing you how not to care,” he replied, waving a waitress over.

      Whispering in her ear so Kayla wouldn’t hear, he asked the woman to play a song for them, something slow and romantic. The waitress nodded and gave him a quick smile before running off.

      “I have a feeling you’re not going to tell me what that was about,” Kayla remarked.

      “You’ll see soon enough,” he replied, leading her toward the small stage near the back wall.

      She protested at first, especially when smooth jazz started coming from the speakers, with a woman’s smoky voice singing about finding that special someone. But she let herself be pulled along nonetheless, blushing yet smiling to herself as well.

      “Why not let everyone see the prettiest girl in the whole place is mine?” he asked, as they took the couple of steps to the stage and he pulled her closer.

      With one arm around her waist and her hand in his, they started to slowly dance, bodies moving to the music and eyes glued to each other.

      “You are such a flatterer,” Kayla rolled her eyes at him, as he led her around the stage.

      “Just honest,” he winked, and she just shook her head, grinning from ear to ear.

      Having her in his arms felt like the most natural thing. The future was still uncertain, with him being immortal and her being human complicating things, but he didn’t want to think about that now. All he wanted was to enjoy the moment.

      When he dipped her low and kissed her throat, she giggled, and when he pulled her back up, she wrapped her arms behind his neck.

      “Even if everyone was staring at us right now, would you care?” he asked, whispering the question into her ear.

      “I had already forgotten there was anyone else here,” she replied.
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* * *

      Kayla was still smiling when they got back home, and Ezra watched her hips sway in that skintight dress of hers, unable to keep his eyes off her.

      “I liked that place,” she said over her shoulder, before heading for the bathroom.

      “I hope the company had something to do with it,” he called out after her, before sitting down on the couch.

      Ezra knew his Maker was eager for an update, and he had felt his phone buzzing in his pocket before. No doubt it was Stephen, trying to get more information on Kayla. He knew he would have to call him back eventually, but spending time with Kayla seemed more important at the moment.

      “It did,” she replied, returning to the living room with her hair now up in a bun and her earrings gone.

      Curling up next to him, she grabbed the remote from between the couch cushions, but didn’t turn the TV on.

      “What show should I introduce you to next?” she mused aloud, tapping her chin with her finger. “If you’re going to be walking around with a flip phone, you should at least know a little something about popular culture to make up for it,” she teased.

      “Are you making fun of me?” Ezra asked, raising a brow at her. “No respect for the undead these days,” he huffed dramatically, making her giggle.

      “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask, though…” she said, growing more serious. “Do you like it? Being a vampire, I mean. I know it’s kind of a silly question…”

      “You can ask me whatever you want,” he assured her. “And it’s a valid question. Many grow tired of endless existence, especially the ones who haven’t found someone to share their lives with or have lost them.

      “But other than that, on the physical side… I never get tired, I barely need to sleep, I’m faster and stronger than any other creature out there,” he counted off, “and I save a ton of money on food.”

      Kayla rolled her eyes at him, but there was a smile on her lips.

      “But you’re still the same person you were before?” she asked.

      That made him think a little harder, and maybe prompted him to be a little more honest when looking at himself than he had been recently.

      “I think at my core I’m still the same,” he said, thinking back on himself lifetimes ago. “I make the same bad jokes, I like to have fun, I’m loyal to the people I care about… I guess I have been feeling somewhat lost lately, and distracting myself with one party after the next.

      “Time has an effect on all of us, but that doesn’t mean I’m not still me. Stephen turning me only changed me physically, any other changes came with experiences, like they tend to do.”

      “I think you’ve made me different,” Kayla replied, sounding far away.

      “I hope in a good way,” he prodded, wrapping an arm around her.

      “Definitely,” she smiled back at him, tilting her head upward, her eyes darting to his lips.

      To his frustration, there was suddenly a loud knock on the door just as he was about to kiss her. Even Kayla groaned as she let her head fall back on the headrest. Ezra only counted one heartbeat in the hallway, its rhythm a little faster than usual.

      “Hold that thought, I’ll see who it is,” she said, getting up from the couch.

      “Whoever it is, they better make it quick. I’m not a patient man when it comes to kissing you,” he warned.

      Kayla gave him a brief grin over her shoulder before pulling the door open, and Ezra could see her skid to a halt and still as she saw who it was.

      Seth. What the fuck are you doing here? Ezra thought, but didn’t say aloud.

      Whatever business the man had here was between him and Kayla, and Ezra didn’t want to intervene. Kayla’s ex might be a huge douche, but that didn’t give Ezra the right to butt into her private affairs.

      “Can I talk to you for a moment?” Seth asked, his eyes darting over her shoulder to Ezra. “Alone?” he added.

      “Seth…” Kayla started, but Seth didn’t let her finish.

      “I know it’s late. I came by before but you weren’t here. I just need a moment,” he said, and from the way Kayla’s shoulders slumped, Ezra knew she would agree.

      “Can you give us a minute?” she asked, turning back to Ezra.

      “If that’s what you want,” he shrugged, and Kayla shot him a brief, grateful smile.

      Retreating to her bedroom, Ezra couldn’t help but keep an ear on their conversation. For him, it was easy to hear, and he could only avoid making out every word perfectly if he really tried tuning it out.

      He didn’t feel like putting in the effort, this time.

      Why are you here, Seth? Kayla asked, and Ezra was wondering the same thing.

      To stop himself from pacing around the room like a caged lion, Ezra pulled out his phone, only to see it was dead. If Stephen was trying to reach him and found his cell turned off, who knew what kind of scenarios his Maker could be cooking up in his head already?

      The man is getting paranoid in his old age, Ezra thought, just as he spotted Kayla’s laptop on her desk. A quick e-mail might calm him down.

      As he opened the up the laptop, he could hear Seth talking about making mistakes and whatnot, but he found it hard to focus on that conversation when he saw what popped up on Kayla’s screen.

      What is this… he wondered, his eyes quickly scanning the document in front of him. An exposé… on vampires?

      Ezra could hardly believe his eyes, but there it was, right in front of him, in black and white. A dark thought entered his mind, one that he hadn’t ever even considered just a moment before.

      Has Kayla been playing me this whole time?
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      “And what about Amber?” Kayla asked, her hand on her hip, as she studied Seth, standing in front of him.

      The man looked a lot less confident than he had that night at the bar as he pleaded with her to give him another chance. He hadn’t seemed all that broken up when they’d run into each other, but now, he kept going on about what a mistake he had made letting Kayla go.

      I kind of like seeing him grovel, Kayla mused, surprised at herself for such a thought.

      Just days ago she would have leapt at the opportunity to have Seth back, it wouldn’t even have taken this extensive of an apology to do it. It only now hit her how big of a mistake that would have been.

      “Amber means nothing,” Seth replied, one hand on the doorframe as he gave her his best puppy-dog face. “Just a rebound. You’re the one I really want.”

      Seth’s expression looked sincere, but the words rang hollow. Had he ever put so much effort into rekindling their relationship before? Now that Kayla really thought about it, she had always been the one contacting him, willing to make things work. Yet now that Seth had seen her with Ezra, he was suddenly here at her door, asking to be given another shot.

      He only wants me when he can’t have me, Kayla thought, and the realization was both crushing and long overdue.

      It was time for her to realize she was worth more than a guy who stuck her with an apartment she couldn’t pay for so he could run around with other girls. How had she not seen how unhealthy their relationship was years ago?

      It didn’t matter. Things were more than clear to her now.

      “Why are you really here?” she asked with a sigh, and she could tell it was not the answer Seth had been expecting. “Is it because of Ezra?”

      “That guy you were making out with at the bar? No, I forgive you for that,” he replied, reaching out to take her hand.

      “I do not need your forgiveness,” Kayla scoffed, almost unable to believe how far up his own ass Seth’s head was. “And I won’t be anyone’s backup or safety net.”

      “Kay-Kay, you’ve got it all wrong. This time apart has really shown me what’s important. It’s you, babe. I love you,” he said, really laying it on thicker than she would have expected. “We can make it work. We have our dream apartment, the life we’ve always talked about. Let’s not throw that away.”

      For a moment, seeing Seth standing there, looking up at him with his blue eyes, and sandy hair in an unruly mess on top of his head, she could see the man she originally fell for. The trouble was, she wasn’t sure that man had ever existed.

      She had painted herself a fantasy around Seth that had little basis on reality, and it had brought her little happiness. It had taken a sexy vampire falling into her lap to make her realize what real desire and authentic interest and affection felt like. And now that she had tasted that, she could never go back to Seth.

      Despite her decision already being made, a small spiteful part of her couldn’t help wanting to cause Seth just a fraction of the pain he had put her through. So she looked at him, hard and long, pretending to think things over. His eyes were already starting to light up, as he guessed she would no doubt forgive him, as she had countless times before.

      “You know what, Seth? Let me think about it,” she said, a second before slamming the door shut in his face.

      An impish grin spread over her face as she pictured him still standing on the other side, stunned to be left out in the cold. Kaya didn’t think there was too much wrong in letting him marinate a little, waiting on her decision on whether she would take him back or not.

      But her smile vanished when she spotted Ezra, standing in the middle of the living room, tense as a coiled spring and staring daggers at her.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, starting to walk to his side but stopping when he held out a hand. “Seth’s gone…” she started, before Ezra interjected.

      “I told you what happened to humans who tried to reveal our secret, or did you not believe me? Was getting that breaking story more important than your life? How long were you going to string me along before you went back to your boyfriend?” he rattled off questions, leaving her little time to process what was going on.

      “What breaking…” she started to ask, before she realized what was going on. “You saw the article on my laptop,” she stated quietly.

      “Was it all pretend? Just a way to get more information out of me?” Ezra asked, making her eyes snap to him as her heart started beating out of her chest.

      “Of course not, how could you even say that?” she replied, taking a step closer to him. “I was going to delete that article, I swear, even before you warned me about what happens to humans who run their mouth. I realized how it would hurt you, and I would never want to hurt you,” she insisted, but her words did little to convince him.

      “Why should I even believe you?” he asked, and the hurt flashing across his face sent an ache through her entire body.

      Clearly he was feeling betrayed and used, and all because of her actions. Just when Kayla thought everything was starting to go her way, all she had ended up doing was hurting Ezra, the one person who had helped her break this cycle she had fallen into with Seth.
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      “I want to,” he replied, more quiet this time, his gray eyes a bit less stormy. “But even if I did, I just heard you tell Seth you would think about getting back together. If you still have feelings for him…” he started, but Kayla cut him off.

      “I don’t,” she quickly assured him. “Seth is my past. I want you to be my future,” she said, slipping her hand into his.

      Ezra gave it a quick squeeze as he looked down at her, his expression unreadable.
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