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CHAPTER ONE

 

“Hey, handsome!” I exclaimed as I walked into Dan’s office and hung up my messenger bag.  “Are we busy tonight?” 

Dan turned around and gave me one of his famous smiles.   “Hey, Skye.  Yeah, pretty busy,” he said as he walked up to me and gave me a hearty hug.  “You’re early…what gives?”

“I wanted to catch up with Nikki before my shift started.  Is she still out on the floor?” I asked as I sat down in the office chair to take off my Converse sneakers and put on my 3-inch black caged heels.

“She’s taking inventory behind the bar.  Do me a favor and tell her she can cut out after she’s done.”

“Sure thing, D.,” I said as I finished zipping up my last shoe.  I stood and retrieved the bottle opener from my designated cubby and put it in the back pocket of my short black skirt.  

“Jesse was in here earlier looking for you,” Dan said.  “I figured he would have given up on you by now.”

I turned around and faced my boss.  Dan Kennedy was, by all accounts, handsome as hell.  He stood over six feet tall, had thick, artfully messy brown hair, long eyelashes, and gorgeous hazel eyes.  At 33, his jaw line was strong and he had the cutest dimple on his right cheek that only showed up when he laughed.  If he hadn’t been my boss for the last four years, I would have had a go at him by now.  But, he was my boss, the coolest boss I’d ever had, and he was my good friend. 

“Me too,”  I sighed and shook my head.  “Once a cheater, always a cheater, right?  I don’t have time for his drama.  I’ve moved on and he really needs to do the same.  I don’t understand why he hasn’t already.  After all, it sure looked like he was well on his way after I found his tongue knee-deep down that tourist’s throat.”  

Dan came over and put a comforting hand on my back.  “Jesse is an idiot, doll.  You’re gold.  Why he ever cheated on you is a complete mystery.”  He gave my back a pat then crossed his arms over his chest.  “I’ll tell him he’s no longer welcome here next time I see him, okay?”  

“Don’t sweat it, D.  He’s not worth the time and attention it would take.  We’ll worry about it if he ever actually bothers me while I’m working.”  I turned around and started out the door.  “See you on the floor, hon!” I called from over my shoulder.

I walked down the hall and up the few steps to the floor door.  I pushed through and walked onto the bar’s main floor.  Drop Kick Dan’s, located in downtown Austin, Texas, was in the throws of it’s usual Friday fanfare.  The small dance floor was a mass of bobbing heads and moving bodies, the booths were packed, and the pool tables were full of rowdy college kids celebrating yesterday’s graduation.  I walked over to the long, sleek wooden bar that was off to the left side and instantly spotted Nikki.

“Hey, girlfriend!” I smiled as I lifted up the hinged bar entrance.  I walked over to her and gave her a hug.  “How’s everything?”

“Great!” Nikki said as she tucked her long black hair behind one heavily pierced ear.  “Just got done with inventory.  I’ve been at this for over an hour.  How many different bottles of vodka does one bar really need?”  She said, exasperated. 

I laughed.  “Too damn many, if you ask me.  That shit is gross.”

Nikki laughed and put her clipboard down.  She grabbed my hand and pulled me off to the side, through the bar stockroom door.  “So what’s up, girl?  You’re here a little early,” she observed as we sat down on two overturned black crates.

“I wanted to catch you before you left,” I said, crossing my legs.  I took a deep breath.  “I need to talk to you about something.”

One pierced eyebrow rose in surprise as she leaned forward.  “It must be serious…you look a little tense.”

I nodded my head.  “As you know, I just graduated and my student loans are coming up.  Last I checked, I owe over $70,000.”  I sighed and leaned my head back against the storeroom wall.  “Nik, Dan’s just isn’t going to cut it.  I’m freaking out here.  I’m 23 and in huge debt.  I’ve got to look for something else…something that pays more.”  I turned and looked at her.

Nikki St. James was my best friend and next door neighbor.  There wasn’t a person on this earth who I trusted more than her.  I met her on the day I moved into the Austin, Texas town home my mother purchased for me when I got accepted into the University of Texas.  She lived in the adjoining town home unit and accidentally ran over my misplaced high school derby skates with her old brown Volvo wagon.  I remember she got out of the car and fished my skates out from under it.  She held them up in front of her as she walked over to me.  “Bitchin’ derby skates, Red.  We’ll have to tear up the track together some time.”   I knew from that moment on we would be fast friends.  

Nikki was not your average 27 year old girl-next-door.  She towered over me at 5 foot 11 inches and she had long, dyed black hair and electric blue bangs.  Her teal green eyes were beautifully unique, and she had tattoo covered fair skin.  I loved the way she dressed.  It was so free, so whatever, so completely…Nikki.  Today she had on an excessively ripped black crop top over a bright yellow tank, Drop Kick Dan’s employee required “anything short goes” black skirt uniform, fishnet tights and plat formed, lace-up knee high boots.  

She shook her head and said “You worry too damn much, Skye.  You just graduated.  You have plenty of time to pay it off.  Besides, you’ll be able to get a good job someday with the degree you just got, right?”  

I shrugged my shoulders and started playing with the numerous black rubber bracelets on my right wrist.  “I majored in Ancient History and Classical Civilization.  What the hell am I supposed to do with that?”  I stood up and paced the small room.  “I took the courses because I like history and they sounded fun.  I wasn’t really thinking long term four years ago.  What am I going to do, Nikki?” I asked, exasperated, dramatically throwing my hands up in the air.

Nikki covered her mouth and laughed.  “You can do plenty of stuff with that,” she said.  

I pursed my lips and looked down at her. “Like what?” 

She held up a finger, jumped up from the overturned black crate and walked out.  

I sighed as I pondered my future.  This is going to work out.  I will make it work.  Surely they must be hiring at the city’s history museum.  They have to be because I don’t want to move.  My whole life is here.  I have a great house and kick-ass friends, not to mention that I live in the most beautiful city in the entire state.  I loved it here and didn’t want to have to find work outside of Austin.  Forget moving out of state.  I was a Texan, born and raised.  I may have grown up in Houston, but my real home is here.  

“You are Skye Everleigh Morrison, Strong Independent Woman.  You can do anything!” I recalled my feminist mother saying to me whenever I was having a bad day.  My mother, Grace Morrison, is a single parent and raised me by herself.  She got her Ph.D. in Neuroscience at Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Boston where she met my sperm donor/father during her fourth year there.  They had a brief fling and he disappeared when she told him she was pregnant with me.  Nice, huh?  She never allowed herself to get close to another man after that.  The occasional one night stand, sure, but she never had another relationship.  I once asked her details about how she and my father met, and she shut me down pretty fast.  “You don’t need to know the boring details, Skye,” she sighed.  “He was just a boy who obviously didn’t care as much as I thought he did.  We don’t need a man to be happy, young lady, and I’ll have no more talk of it.”  I never asked about him again because I could tell that talking about him made her sad.  

My mother was a wonderful parent, though.  She was all I ever needed.  I didn’t really give too much thought to the missing father figure in my life.  Grace came to all of my ballet recitals, softball games, high school plays, and she nurtured my love of the arts and sciences by taking me to galleries and museums a couple of times each month.  She is amazingly smart and taught me so much growing up.  She instilled in me from an early age that I could not depend on anyone to do stuff for me; that I had to go out there and grab life by the grapes.  

I worked hard to make her proud.  I got a 3.9 GPA in high school and was accepted into the University of Texas when I graduated.  I was so excited when I received my acceptance letter.  I couldn’t wait to show it to my mother.  She was proud, of course.  When she told me a few months later that she was buying me my own town home, I almost died.  I wouldn’t have to worry about sharing a room and paying rent in some tiny Central Austin apartment complex.  I had a place of my own and it felt great.

“Everything will be okay,” I whispered to myself as I crossed the room and sat back down on the crate.  I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the wall.

“Alright, Skye,” Nikki said as she walked back into the storage room and tossed something into my lap.  I opened my eyes and picked up the paper.  “Here’s today’s job classifieds.  I stole it from Dan’s newspaper.  There is bound to be something in there that uses that fancy degree you have.”

I looked up at her and smiled.  “Thanks, Nik.  Want to help me look this weekend?” I asked.

“Sure thing, Cupcake,” she said as she bent down to retie her boot.  “I’ve got a huge side piece to finish at noon on Saturday, but then I’m all yours.”

“When did you start tattooing again?” I asked, surprised and a little excited.

“Shit,” she said, cringing.  “I totally meant to tell you. I started moonlighting at Cherry Bomb last weekend.  They needed a part-time artist to fill in for Laser while he ‘finds himself’,” she said, rolling her eyes,  holding her hands up in the air, and using them as quotation marks.  She walked over and sat down beside me.  “I hope you don’t mind putting off our next project,” she said.  “It’s only for a few weeks, I’m guessing.  The classes are in four week intervals anyway, so it’ll be easy to catch the next one.” 

I reached over and smacked her playfully on the arm.  “Girl, do what you have to do.  No worries, Nikki.  I’m glad you are back tattooing again.  Save an appointment for me, though.  I’ve been itching to get my half sleeve finished.”  I stood up and pulled her into a side hug.  “Pottery class will always be there.”

“Thanks, Cupcake,” she said ruffling my hair.

“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you,” I said, suddenly remembering.  “Dan said it was cool for you to split once you finished up with inventory.” 

“Cool beans! It’s been a damn long day.  Well, hey, I’d better run,” she said while I stacked the overturned crates back up.  “I’ve got to get some supplies before tomorrow’s session. Call me, ‘kay?” She flashed her signature peace sign and walked out of the storage room.

“You got it, Nik,” I called after her.  “See you tomorrow.”  I walked out of the storage room and closed the door behind me.  I looked out at the bustling bar and decided that I had better get to work.  

I checked in with Angel, whom I was relieving, and got updated on all of my section’s current customers.  

“Watch out for booth 12,” Angel said, rolling her eyes.  “Someone likes playing Grab Ass.” 

“Thanks for the warning,” I said, giving her a pat on the back.  “See you next week.”
 “Take it easy,” she said as she pulled out her bottle opener and headed for the door that lead to the back office.

I threw my long red hair over my shoulder and got to work refilling pitchers and taking orders.  Table 12 did indeed have an occupant who had sticky hands.  He grabbed my ass as I was bent over clearing empties from the far side of their table.  

“Well looky what we have here,” he said once he had a hand full. 

I stood up in a flash and flushed a light shade of furious.  “Keep your hands to yourself, sir, or I will have you dropkicked right out of Dan’s.”

“Aw, honey, he didn’t mean nuthin’ by it,” chuckled his friend and fellow table occupant.  “Floyd here just thinks you’re pretty, that’s all.”

“Well, that’s all fine and well, but Floyd had better keep his hands to himself for the rest of your visit.”  I turned and looked at the two other men.  “Can I get you fellas another Shiner?”

“No, ma’am,” said the one with the sandy colored hair in a deep Texas drawl. “We’re gonna settle up now, if that’s alright.  Floyd here has just about had his fill tonight, I think.”

I closed out their tab and was happy for the big tip.  I’d be sure to share it with Angel since Floyd had played Grab Ass with her, too.  

I took a few more orders, popped a lot more tops, and started enjoying the night.  It was around 9pm and the live Irish hardcore punk band that Dan hired for the night started playing their set.  I loved the Manky Langer.  This was the third time they had been here this month.  They were working on their first album now and I couldn’t wait to get my hands on it when it came out.  Their song “Knackered Jacks” had been stuck in my head for days following their last visit…not that I minded at all, of course. 

I was singing along to the band and checking on my tables when Dan caught my eye.  He motioned for me to come over to the bar.  

“You like them, huh?” he asked with a sly smile on his face. 

“Hell yes,” I leaned in and replied over the music.  “Thanks for inviting them back.  I can’t get enough of these guys.”

“I thought you looked like you were enjoying the show last time they were here,” he said, chuckling, while pouring a shot of Jack for a fellow waitress’s order.

I blushed a little and shrugged, “Well, shit, Dan…they rock, I can’t help it.  I did manage to keep my tables up AND watch the show.”

Dan laughed at my mock coyness. “I’ve got something for you,” he said as he rummaged around behind the bar.  He handed me a half a pint of Guinness in a glass and a half a shot whiskey with a Bailey’s floater.  “Give the Car Bomb to Jameson.  He always gets one on the house from me.”

I looked confused.  “Who’s Jameson?” I asked.  He pointed to the right of me, towards the stage.  I turned and looked to where he was pointing.  All I could see was a mass of dancing bodies and the band.  I turned back to him with a questioning look.

“Would you like to buy a vowel?” Dan said and laughed.  “Jameson is the Manky Langer’s lead singer.”

I rolled my eyes and reached over to smack him in the arm.  “Don’t be mean,” I playfully pouted.  “Hell, for all I knew it could have been a customer,” I said.  “And, anyway, I thought the lead singer’s name was Micky.”  

Dan threw his head back and roared with laughter.  I frowned.  “Micky is just some silly Irish slang, doll,” he said once he regained his composure. He wiped at his eyes and handed me the glasses.  “Take it over and say hello, Skye.  He doesn’t bite.”

I stuck my tongue out at him and took the two glasses.  I sauntered over to the side of the stage and patiently waited for the current song to end.  After the last note I held up the two glasses over my head and let out a loud, sharp whistle.  Jameson spotted me and smiled.  He walked over to the edge of the stage and bent down.  

“Wha’cha got there, fine thing?” he said and smiled an amazing smile.  

“Dan’s sent you over a Car Bomb.  Is there anything else I can get for you?” I asked, while looking up into his light green eyes and smiling back.  

“What pretty packaging it comes with,” he said, with a hint of an accent, as he looked me over, head to toe, and back.

I did the same and was impressed by what I saw.  Jameson was definitely choice and totally looked like Joseph Gordon-Levitt.  He was slim, but muscular, had shoulder length, shiny brown hair, amazing light green eyes, and full, kissable lips.  He appeared to be in his late 20s.  He wore a plain black v-neck t-shirt that showed off some of his flawless pale skin, distressed Levi jeans, and Doc Marten Wingtip shoes.  He definitely rang my bell, if you know what I mean.  

I felt my face flush hot and I gave him a flirtatious grin.  “I could say the same for you,” I said.  “I love your music.”

“Thank you, love,” he smiled, leaning over and tucking a stray strand of hair behind my ear.  “What’s your name?” he asked me.  His accent was a little more noticeable now, but I had a hard time placing it.  I knew he definitely wasn’t from Texas.

“Skye,” I replied, biting the corner of my lip and smiling. 

“Skye,” he repeated, testing it out.  “What a lovely name.  I’m Jameson Doyle,” he said as he took my hand.  “I hope to see you again soon, Skye.  It has truly been my pleasure meeting you.”

I blushed, but managed to keep my eyes locked on his. “Likewise, Jameson,” I replied, proud of myself for sounding strong and confident. Inside I was screaming like a teenager.  I slowly let go of his cool hand and walked around the crowd and back to my tables.  I caught Dan’s eye as I passed by the bar and winked at him.  He winked back and gave me a thumbs up.  I smiled.  Dan had just made my night.  

I got back to work and busted ass until closing, still on an emotional high from my all too short visit with Jameson.  Nothing could have spoiled my mood.  Not even when some drunk junior spilled his drink all over my new heels.  I was in a flirty mood and made great tips that night.

I finished cashing out and headed back to Dan’s office.  It was 2:30am and I was so ready to call it a night.  As I strolled in I saw Dan sitting at his desk looking at Friday’s paper.  I pulled out my bottle opener from my back pocket, walked over to my cubby and deposited it.  I grabbed my messenger bag from my hook, slung it over my shoulder, and turned around to notice Dan looking at me.  

“What’s up, D.?” I asked.  “Something wrong?”

He ran his hand through his hair and held up the newspaper. “Skye, I found these classifieds in the bar stockroom.  Only you and Nikki hang out in the stockroom.”  He looked me in the eyes and for the first time and I noticed the hurt in them.

Shit!  Busted.  He knew they weren’t for Nikki.  I sighed and walked over to sit on the corner of his desk, facing him.  “Look, D.  It has nothing to do with you personally,” I explained softly, ashamed.  “I was going to tell you soon.  I just graduated, you know, and my loans are coming up.  I owe so much money, it’s not even funny.  Drop Kick’s just isn’t going to cut it, D.”  I swallowed the lump in my throat and continued.  “I’ve got to find something else for full time work, but I can still work here part time…if you’ll have me.”

“If I’ll have you?” Dan asked, confused.  He shook his head.  “Are you kidding me, Skye?”  He stood up and sat down next to me on the desk, looking into my eyes.  “I love having you here.  You are smart, funny, sexy, and the clientele love you.  You hardly ever call in sick and you work your ass off.  Not to mention that I happen to adore you, doll.”  He patted my knee.  “We’ve been good friends for four years.  No matter where you work, Skye, you’re still my girl.”  

I was starting to tear up and tried to compose myself before he noticed.  “Damn it, D., don’t get all sentimental on me.” I sniffed as I got up, set my bag on the floor, and sat down in his office chair facing him.  “I don’t want to completely leave here, just cut my hours back to part-time so I can make room for another full-time.” I bent over and started taking off my cage heels as I continued. “I owe $70,000 and it’s seriously freaking me out.  I’ve got to bring in more cash and then I can chill out a bit.”  I took a deep breath as I slipped my heels into my bag and pulled out my black Converse sneakers.  “Your support means everything to me, D.  I appreciate our work relationship and your friendship…more than you know.”  I pulled on my sneakers and got up and hugged him.  “Call me this weekend?” I asked.  

“Of course” said Dan, with a big smile on his face.  He cocked his hip and continued in a high falsetto.  “Who else am I going to girl-talk with about my hot date tomorrow?”

I laughed, playfully hit him on the upper arm, and turned to walk out.  “You’re such a goober.  Take care, hon.  See you Monday.  Oh, and, have fun on your date!”

“Good luck on the job search, doll,” he replied as he walked out behind me and locked the office door.

 

 



CHAPTER TWO

 

Driving in my red 1988 Pontiac Fiero GT, I blasted some Misfits and sang along for the 15 minute trip home.   It was a clear, warm night and I was enjoying having my windows down.  I hit the button on the garage door opener as I turned into my driveway.  I pulled into the one car garage and hit the button again to close it.  I stepped out of the car and immediately heard my 2 year old miniature French Bulldog, Styvi Nix, barking up a storm.  She has always been a vocal little thing; cute as a button, but very opinionated. 

I walked in and set my bag down on the small kitchen table.  I turned around and picked up Styvi for a quick cuddle.  “How was my super star today?” I said as I nuzzled her neck.  She licked my cheek in response while her stubby tail wagged furiously.  I set her down, walked over to the treat jar on the kitchen counter and removed a single treat.  She stood on her hind legs and started jumping in excitement.  I held up the treat and she immediately sat down.  “That’s my good girl,” I said as I bent down to feed it to her.  I gave her a quick pet and watched her trot over to her doggie door and go through it and into the large back yard that Nikki and I shared.  (A few years ago we decided to tear down the fence that separated our yards.  We went half on a nice patio set and had a big deck built to put it on.  We liked to meet up there on our downtime to have a cold beer and catch up.)

I yawned, headed into the living room toward the stairs that were located by the entry way.  

Casa Morrison is a modest 2 story, 2 bedroom, 2 and a half bath town home in North Central Austin.  It is decorated in various pieces that I have collected over the last four years.  I don’t have a certain style when it comes to my house.  It’s all pretty eclectic.  Some pieces of furniture are modern, such as my sleek black, low profile couch with matching love seat and my newly acquired 52 inch LED television.  And, some pieces are perfectly retro, such as my authentic 1970s Pedro Friedeberg hand chair (inherited from Mom. Thanks Mom!), and my 1950s kidney shaped formica topped coffee table that I found at a local thrift store.  My walls are decorated with an assortment if abstract paintings, various self-welded wrought iron pieces, and the occasional family/friend vacation portrait.  

I walked up the stairs and into my bedroom.  I kicked off my shoes, quickly undressed, and stepped into the tub for a quick shower before bed.  I was exhausted from the stresses of the day and couldn’t wait to hop into my comfortable canopy bed and drift off to sleep.  I dried off, gave my hair a quick blow dry, grabbed a pair of boy shorts and a white tank top, and got dressed for bed.

“Styvi Nix!” I called and let out a low whistle.  I heard her bound up the stairs and into my room.  She flew up the pet steps and into my arms.  “You’re such a good girl, Styvi,” I said as I lifted up the covers to let her snuggle under.  “Good night, Sweat Pea.” I reached over and turned off the bed side lamp and snuggled into my pillow.  I was asleep before I knew it.

 

I awoke at noon and stumbled down stairs for my morning cup of tea.  Skyvi Nix was at the bottom of the stairs curled up in her black skull doggie bed, softly snoring.  I filled the kettle with water and put it on the stove to heat up.  I walked over to the cabinet, selected a coffee mug, and sighed as I remembered the worries of yesterday.  “I have to find a job,” I mumbled, running my fingers through my hair.

I heard my BlackBerry chime and walked over to retrieve it from my messenger bag.  I had received eight text messages since last night and began reading each of them.  Three were from Mom asking if I was still planning on coming down for great aunt Anne’s 79th birthday bash next month.  I smiled at her persistence.  I text her back and told her that I wouldn’t miss it for the world.  The next few were from my tenacious stalker/ex-boyfriend Jesse.  I rolled my eyes and deleted the drivel.  That boy was just plain thick in the head.  The last and latest text message was from Nikki.

 

“Sorry Cupcake…can’t make it later.  Had to make a last minute appt. for 6pm.  Some guy wants me to start a custom back piece.  Sah-weet!  Can’t pass this up!  J  Call u later, k?  xoxo”

 

I was a bit bummed that we couldn’t hang out later, but I was delighted that she was tattooing again.  Art was Nikki’s life.  It soothed her wild ways, she once told me.  I was happy that she was expressing herself and sharing her talent with others.  She was an incredible artist and a mind-blowing tattooist.  I couldn’t wait to get another piece done by her.

I text her back.  

 

“No worries, girl!  Have an awesome day!  J  TTYL.”

 

The kettle slowly crescendoed and I walked over and took it off the burner.  I cut the stove off, walked over to the cupboard and retrieved a bag of my favorite mint tea.  I dropped it into my cup and filled it full of water.  I bent over the mug and took a deep breath in.  I loved the smell of mint tea.

I pulled out the book I was currently reading from my messenger bag, prepared to pick up where I left off while I slowly enjoyed my first cup of tea, and noticed that I forgotten to grab the classifieds off of Dan’s desk last night.  “Crap,” I said, under my breath.  I didn’t want to have to buy another paper just for the classifieds, so I decided that my first stop today would be Drop Kick Dan’s so I could get the one from yesterday.  I quickly drank my tea and went upstairs to wash my face, brush my teeth, and put on my makeup.  I decided that since I was going to be downtown, I might as well walk around, visit a few of my favorite Thrift stores, and do some window shopping.  It had been a while since I had a completely free day and I was looking forward to it.  

I exited my bathroom and walked over to the big walk-in closet.  I decided to be comfortable today and chose a vintage Led Zeppelin concert t-shirt, low-rise ripped skinny jeans, and my white Doc Marten boots.  I got dressed, walked back in the bathroom to grab my lip gloss and stopped in front of the mirror to fix my eyeliner.

I had always been told that I was pretty, but I was never the kind of person who really believed it.  I was slim, but curvaceous and perky in all the right places.  I stood right at 5 feet 7 inches tall, had waist length naturally red hair, and light hazel-green eyes.  I liked body art and sported several ear piercings and a few strategically placed tattoos.  

I grabbed my lip gloss, gave it a quick back and forth swipe over my full lips and was ready to go.  I walked downstairs, fed Styvi Nix, grabbed my keys, cell phone, and my messenger bag from the kitchen table, and walked out the door going to the garage.  I hopped into my car and headed out.   I found a good Sublime song on the radio and jammed out on the short drive downtown to Drop Kick’s.

I walked into Dan’s office at around 1:30pm.  He looked up from his paperwork and was surprised when he saw it was me.  “Hey doll face!  What are you doing here on your day off?” he asked.

“Hey, handsome,” I replied. “I forgot to grab the classifieds from you yesterday before I left.  Do you still have them?” I asked

“I’ll do you one better.  I’ve got today’s paper,” he answered as he started rummaging through all the junk on his desk.  “Ah, here it is,” he said and handed me today’s job ads.

“Thanks a heap, D.,” I said and gave him a happy high-five. 

“Any time, Skye.  So, what are your plans for today?”

I told him about my shopping plans and we chatted for a few minutes more.  I excused myself when our newest bar back, Roger, came in and requested access to the bar stockroom.  I saluted Dan and Roger as I walked out the back door.  

It was a gorgeous, sunny, late May day and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.  I walked a few blocks west to Shifty’s Thrifty Threads and searched through the racks for vintage band t-shirts.   One Billy Idol, Rebel Yell t-shirt later, I was leaving a very happy girl.

I walked 2 blocks north and spotted a new club under construction.  Four men were carefully hoisting up a huge red neon sign that read “The Mausoleum”.  That sounded pretty cool and I told myself that I’d have to be sure to come back when it opens up and check it out.  Maybe I’d drag Nikki with me.

I stopped by the coffee house, Afterburner’s, and grabbed a large Skinny Mocha Macchiato and a Bran-Craisin muffin.  I sat down outside at one of their small bistro style patio tables and pulled out today’s job classifieds.  Discouragement set in after only 10 minutes.  I wasn’t seeing any jobs that had to do with my major.  There were plenty of secretarial jobs, though, and I circled a few of those to revisit later.

I was enjoying the last few sips of my macchiato when I felt someone put their hand on my shoulder.

 

 



CHAPTER THREE

 

I turned around and almost choked to death.  There stood Jesse Prescott, tenacious stalker/ex-boyfriend and asshole extraordinaire. 

 “What the fuck, Jesse?!” I exclaimed, putting down my cup and grabbing a napkin to wipe my mouth.  

“I didn’t mean to scare you, Skye.  I was across the street at The Oven getting a slice of pizza when I saw you sitting over here,” he said remorsefully as he held his hands out in a placating way.  

“Geez, Jesse.”  I shook my head, annoyed. “What do you want?  What more do we possibly have to say to each other?”

He brushed his long, dirty-blond hair out of his brown eyes and rubbed his right temple.  “Why won’t you return my calls or texts?  Why do you keep ignoring me?” he asked, frustrated.

“Because I have shit to say to you Prescott, that’s why!” I said trying to keep my voice low as the anger started to build.  “It’s been 2 months since I caught you snogging that trashy tourist, …in MY bar no less!  I said everything I had to say to you that night.”

Jesse looked around and noticed that people were starting to stare.  He pulled out the adjoining bistro chair and sat down. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked incredulously.  

“Stop being such a bitch, Skye, and hear me out,” he whined.

“Get bent, Jesse.  The only word I want to hear come out of your mouth is ‘Goodbye’,” I said, tiring of this game.  I grabbed my messenger bag and started packing up my things that were scattered on the table.  

Jesse grabbed my hand and brought it to his heart.  “Please, Skye, just listen to me,” he pleaded, his eyes starting to tear up.

I sighed and let him continue, against my better judgment.

“I fucked up.  I fucked up bad.  I was drunk and mad at you for flirting with that loser Christoph.  I picked up with that tourist to make you mad and I didn’t realize how far things were spiraling out of control until it was too late.”

“God, Jesse.  You’re such a dumb ass,” I said, yanking back my arm and crossing them over my chest.  “Christoph is Nikki’s cousin’s gay neighbor and he happens to own Razor Salon,” I explained, exasperated.  “He does Nikki’s hair and I was talking to him about making an appointment for me later that week.” 

“How in the hell did you expect me to know that?” he asked defensively.

“You should know me better than that, Jesse.  We’ve been together for almost a year.  Why would I suddenly start flirting with strange men while I’m at work…and with YOU there?” I asked, raising my voice.  I shook my head at his absurdity and continued packing up my stuff.  “That’s just asinine thinking, Jesse.  You really ought to lay off the pot.”  

I closed up my messenger bag and was just about to get up when he suddenly dropped down on his knees and started begging.  

“Please take me back, Skye.  I really love you and I don’t want lose you.  I think you were the best thing that ever happened to me.  You can’t just throw away what we have, damn it,” he cried, looking completely dejected.  He gazed deep into my eyes and pleaded with me. “Please, Skye.”

I looked around the small patio and noticed everyone staring.  “Please get back in your chair, Jess,” I said quietly, completely embarrassed by the unwanted attention.  He did as I asked and waited with baited breath for me to give him an answer.  

I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed.  “Jesse, we had a good 10 months.  You are sweet and funny and I had a great time with you…but we can’t continue our relationship,” I said softly.

He started to speak but I held up my index finger and motioned for him to wait.  

“You don’t trust me, obviously,” I continued.  “If you don’t trust me, you don’t know me.  And, if you don’t know me after 10 months, you never will, Jesse.” I sighed.  “I can’t have you accusing me of things I would never do while I was with you, and I sure as hell can’t have you using trashy floozies against me.  It’s just not very mature, Jess.”

He looked at me, shocked. “Not very mature?!” he repeated angrily, startling me.   

I shook my head and started getting up from my chair.  “I can’t do this with you, Jesse.  You asked me to talk to you and I did.  You know how I feel now and you are just going to have to work through understanding those feelings on your own.”  I sighed, grabbed my messenger bag and swung it over my shoulder.  

“Damn it, Skye, I’m NOT done talking to you!” he shouted as he roughly pushed me back down into the chair.

I was completely appalled and stunned by his behavior towards me.  He had never been violent in the past and I suddenly felt like I had no idea who this person was.  It took a few seconds, but I regained my composure and was about to let that asshole have it when I heard a voice coming from directly behind me.  

“Didn’t anyone teach you manners, boyo?” a masculine, deep Irish accent asked.  “You shouldn’t be handling a lady like that…it’s not polite.”  

“Hey, fuck you!” he shouted furiously, pointing his finger in the stranger’s direction.  “Didn’t anyone ever teach you not to butt into other people’s affairs?”

I turned around and saw who had come to my rescue.  When I looked up, I expected to see someone of average height, and was surprised to meet a towering figure.  I had to shield my eyes from the sun to get a good look at him.  He was easily over 6 feet tall and he was lean, wearing a long sleeved white dress shirt, with the top two buttons undone, tucked into black dress pants.  I was just about to tell the stranger that it was okay, I was just leaving, when I looked up into his face and was struck completely speechless.  

Never, in my 23 years, had I seen a more beautiful man in person.  He was absolutely stunning.  I’m talking Dolce & Gabbana male model stunning.  He appeared to be around 32 or so and had luminously pale skin, and medium length, expertly coiffed gelled brown hair.  Just a dab of gray hair dappled around each temple and he sported rugged stubble on his chiseled face. He took off his Aviator sun glasses and revealed insanely gorgeous, bright, ice blue eyes.  They were breath taking.  It was almost as if they glowed, demanding your unwavering attention.  There was something about him that was instantly calming, almost familiar in a way, and it made me feel safe.

“I believe the lady said she was done talking to you, mate.  Best to run along now,” the man said, sounding a little bored.  

I suddenly found my voice and pulled my gaze away from the stranger’s mesmerizing eyes.  “Jesse, I have nothing more to say to you,” I said severely, looking up at his furious red face.  “Stop calling me and coming by Drop Kick’s.  Get over it already!  I’m done with you and this whole psycho mess.”  I got up from the chair, walked out the café’s short metal patio gate and continued down the city sidewalk.  I took a deep breath in an attempt to calm my nerves and quickly pounded the pavement. 

“Oy! Hold on, now,” the stranger called out to me as I heard footsteps coming up from behind.  

I slowed down and let him catch up, but was afraid to completely stop and chance having to deal with Jesse again.

“Are you okay, Miss?” he asked me, coming up to walk beside me.

“I’m fine, just a little shaken is all,” I replied, looking down as I walked.

“Who was that?” he inquired.  “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but he seemed a bit touched.  I was a little worried for you.”

I looked up at him.  “Thanks for your concern, but I was handling my own in there.  I was just about to let my ex have it before you came over,” I said, a little defensively.  I hated appearing weak in front of others.

“So, it was your ex then, was it?” he asked.  “Good thing you ended it, Miss.  He’s a header, that one.”

I stopped and faced him.  “A ‘header’?” I asked confused, trying hard not to show my mild annoyance at him following me.  After all, welcomed or not, he did help me out.  

He smiled down at me, shook his head apologetically, and clarified.  “Sorry.  It means a head case…a crazy person.”

“Oh,” I said, with the beginnings of a grin. “Well then, yes, he’s a complete header.  Thanks for helping me out in there, mister, but I’ve really got to get going.” 

I turned and continued forward, noticing that the stranger was still walking with me.

“Miss,” he said, attempting to hand me something, “you forgot your phone back at the café.”  

I stopped and faced him again.  “Oh my goodness! I didn’t even notice!  Thank you so much,” I said, gratefully accepting it and holding it to my chest. I would be completely lost without my smart phone.  I shook my head, feeling a little remorseful for my earlier abruptness with him. “I’m sorry if I’ve been rude.  I’m just a bit frustrated right now,” I said, rubbing my right temple.  I ran my fingers through my hair and explained.  “My ex has been hounding me for two months now and I’m really tired of it and him.  Today was the first time that he got that crazy, though.  He’s never been like that before.” 

“You’d better be careful, miss.  That boy’s got it bad over you,” he said, reproachfully.  He held out his hand and introduced himself.  “I’m Archer Rhys, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Rhys.  My name is Skye,” I said, shaking his hand.

“Please, call me Archer.  Mr. Rhys sounds too damn formal,” he smiled.  “Do you live around here, Skye?” he asked, looking at our surroundings. “I’d hate for you to have to walk home by yourself after all that mess with the ex.”

“That’s okay,” I said shaking my head and smiling a little. “Actually, I live in north central Austin…about 10 minutes away.  I’ll be fine, you don’t have to worry.”

“Well, good then,” he said, sharing my smile.  “I don’t know if you’d be interested, but I’m opening up a club here in a week and a half and would love it if you came and checked it out.  We’re having a huge party for our Grand Opening,” he said as he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small, red card.  “Show this at the door and the fellas will let you in straight away.”

I took it, but shook my head apologetically.  “I’ve got a lot going on right now, Archer.  I’ve got a pretty demanding job, and I work all the time.  Plus, I just graduated a few days ago, so I’m also trying to find another job…  I probably won’t be able to make it,” I said reluctantly, attempting to hand the red card back.  “You should really give this to someone else.” 

He held his hand out in front of him to stop me.  “No, Miss, please, you keep it now.  Maybe you’ll change your mind.”  

I shrugged my shoulders and put it in my back pocket.  I didn’t have the heart to tell him how unlikely that was.  I planned to job search every chance I got.  Those student loans weren’t going to pay themselves.

“Listen,” he said, suddenly, looking thoughtful.  “We’ve been looking for an executive assistant to help me with daily club operations and such.  We haven’t found anyone yet.  Would you be interested in coming down next week to interview for the position?”

I looked up at him, surprised and a little taken aback.  “Really?” I asked, unsure if he was serious or just being nice.

“Aye, really,” he chuckled.  “You’re looking for a job and I’m looking for staff.  Besides, you seem like a good girl and I could use one of those to help me keep my club running right.”

“That would be…amazing, Archer,” I said, lighting up.  “I really appreciate the opportunity.  When should I come by your club?”

“Oh,” he said, rubbing his stubbled chin and thinking.  “How about Monday at 4pm?”

I nodded my head in agreement.  “4pm is perfect.”  I had the 6pm to closing shift that day.  I suddenly remembered that he hadn’t told me the name of the club or given me the address.  How was I supposed to find him?  “Um, where is your club, by the way?” 

“Oh, yes!” he said, snapping his fingers.  “Well, that would have been awkward, no?” he laughed.  “It’s about a block and a half back the way we came,” he said, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb.   “It’s on the corner of Fourth and Bluebonnet.”

“The one under construction…?” I remembered passing by one when I was on my way to Afterburner’s.  “The Mausoleum, right?” I asked, not 100% sure.  

His face lit up.  “Aye, that’s the one.  You’ve been by it, have you?” he asked, smiling and nodding his head in affirmation.

“Yes, today in fact.  I passed by it on my way to the café.  I saw the crew out there installing your sign.”

Archer smiled proudly.  “Yes, those boys have been working hard.  I’m very impressed with how fast things have been coming along.”

I smiled at him.  You could tell how important The Mausoleum was to him.  “That’s wonderful, really.  When I was passing by earlier, I told myself I’d have to come by and check it out sometime.  It sounds like my kind of club,” I told him.

He nodded and smiled a knowing smile. “I have a feeling you’re going to like it just fine.  You should really try to come to the Grand Opening if you can, Skye.  You won‘t want to miss all the fun.  I’ve booked DJ Dark for the night.”

My eyes lit up and I looked at Archer in awe.  “D…DJ Dark?” I stumbled, incredulous.  “THE DJ Dark?  You’re serious?  You actually booked DJ Dark at your club?”

DJ Dark was a Gothic/Industrial music god.  He was in huge demand all over the world.  His beats and mash-ups were legendary and I was completely in awe of Archer.  He must really be someone famous or important if he was able to get DJ Dark to play his club.

He laughed at my amazement.  “Aye,” Archer said, nodding.  “He owed me a favor.  It seemed like a good time to settle up.”

I looked at him in disbelief.  Wow.  DJ Dark owed him a favor.  I was beyond impressed.  “Wow,…DJ Dark,” I said, shaking my head in awe.  “I have wanted to see him live for years!  I can’t believe he’s really coming to Austin.”

“Even more reason to come to the party.  Shall I expect you there?” he asked, unnecessarily. 

“Yes.  I am SO there!” 

“Good.  I knew you’d change your mind,” he smiled knowingly.  “Well, I’d better let you get going, now.  I’ve kept you long enough, I’m sure.  Girl like you is bound to have plans.”

I smiled up at him and shrugged my shoulders coyly.   “So, I’ll see you later then, Archer,” I said, holding my hand out for a farewell handshake.  “Thanks again for your help with Jesse.  It was really nice of you.”

“Anything to help a lady,” he said smiling and taking my hand.  “I’ll see you next week, Skye.  Be sure to bring me your resume when you come.”  

“Of course,” I said, winking at him playfully. I turned, waved, and headed back towards Drop Kick Dan’s and my awaiting car.

 

 



CHAPTER FOUR

 

“Ooh, tell me all about it,” Nikki said, plopping down on the couch next to me, and stealing my box of Sour Patch Kids.

It was late Sunday evening and we were hanging out at my house after our weekly Krav Maga class.  I was just beginning to tell her about my run in with my psycho ex-boyfriend.  

“You wouldn’t believe the way Jesse acted,” I said, shaking my head.  I told her the whole story about Jesse coming up to me at Afterburner’s and acting like a complete fool.  I had just gotten to the point of telling her about Archer, when she sat up straight and looked like a cat in heat.

“Yum, Skye!” she said, licking the sour sugar from her thumb and wagging her eyebrows.  “How sexy is that?  Hot guy suddenly appears and rescues the damsel in distress,” she said playfully.  She fanned her face with her hand, put on her best Scarlett O’Hara accent, and shouted, “Take me to bed or lose me forever!”  I laughed at her.  “Girl, I would have gotten his number in a hot minute.  What’s wrong with you?!” she demanded.

I shook my head, chuckling.  “Oh hush!  Archer IS really hot, but it wasn’t like that.  He’s SO out of my league, it’s not even funny.  And besides, I’m not exactly looking for anyone right now.  You saw how my last relationship turned out.  No thank you.”

“I’m not suggesting you run off and marry him, Skye!” she said laughing at me.  “I’m merely suggesting a few games of ‘Slap and Tickle’.”

“Ew, Nikki! Gross!” I squealed, playfully smacking her in the arm.  “You’re insane.  You’re like a hormonal 16 year old boy.  When’s the last time you got laid?” I asked, rhetorically.

She rubbed her arm, smiling devilishly, and handed me back my Sour Patch Kids.  “It’s been too damn long…like, two weeks or so.”

I almost choked on a Sour Patch Kid.  

  “What?  I’m having a dry spell.”

“You call that a dry spell?!” I asked, incredulous at the thought.  “Geez, Nikki, you must think I’m in a virtual 10 year drought!  I haven’t been with anyone since Jesse.”

“Yeah,” she said, laughing, nodding furiously.  “Two months is a REALLY long time.”

I rolled my eyes and I shook my head.  “Horny teenager…” I joked.  “So, anyway,” I said, getting back on topic.  “That Archer guy invited me to his club’s Grand Opening in less than two weeks. It’s the Wednesday after next.” 

“He owns a club?” Nikki asked, impressed.

“Yeah, it’s called The Mausoleum. And, you won’t believe who’s going to be there.”  

“Who?” she asked.

I smiled a smug, knowing smile.  “DJ Dark!” I said enthusiastically, leaning forward and grabbing her knee.

“Shut the fuck up!” Nikki shouted, standing up.  “No way!  He’s so damn awesome, Skye.  Tommy’s brother Lane told me that he saw him at the Dark Asylum Industrial Festival back in 2005, and that he’s never been the same…it was THAT awesome.”  She sat back down and turned to me.  “We HAVE to be there,” Nikki said, suddenly very serious.

“Yeah, no shit, Nik,” I said, chuckling a little.  “Archer gave me this card and said to just show it at the door and we’d be let in right away.”

“Wow,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.  “That Archer must really be something.  He’s gorgeous, owns his own nightclub, AND he got DJ Dark to play opening night. Insane!”

“Seriously insane!” I agreed, enthusiastically.

“Is he single?” she asked me.

“I have no idea.  We didn’t really get into that.  But I’m sure a guy like him is attached.  The good ones are always taken,” I said shaking my head.

“Or gay,” she quipped. 

I laughed, agreeing with her.  “Want to hear the best part?” I asked.

“It gets better?” she asked, incredulously.

I shrugged.  “He invited me to interview for an executive assistant position at the club on Monday.”

“No shit?  That’s awesome!  You have to promise to call me as soon as it’s over and tell me how it went.  It sounds like it would be an awesome job…and maybe you’ll get the pay you’re needing,” she said, encouragingly.

“I sure hope so, Nik.  All this worrying is driving me nuts,” I said, shaking my head.

“Everything will work out, Cupcake,” she said, giving me a little shoulder bump.  “You’ll see.”

“Thanks, girl.  You rock with all your positive thinking,” I said, shoulder bumping her back.

 

Nikki left a little while later and I decided to do some quick chores around the house before I went to bed.  I started some laundry and vacuumed the house.  Styvi Nix kept bringing me her ball, so I went out into the back yard and threw the ball with her for about 20 minutes.  I got tired of playing before she did, unfortunately, but she let me off the hook in exchange for a treat.  I went into the kitchen and made myself dinner.  I took my spinach salad and glass of iced tea into the living room and watched some of my recorded shows from earlier in the week.  By the time my favorite weekly preternatural drama was over, I was yawning and ready for bed.  Styvi Nix was curled up in her doggie bed, fast asleep, so I didn’t bother waking her to join me.

I slowly walked up the steps, a little sore from the Krav Maga class, and took a steaming hot shower.  I was excited for my job interview at The Mausoleum tomorrow.  I went through the various interview appropriate outfits I had in my head and decided that I’d just pick one out tomorrow.  I toweled off and gave my hair a quick blow-dry.  I put on a short t-shirt and pair of boy shorts and crawled into bed, thankful that the day was over.  I quickly fell into a dreamless slumber.

 

The next morning I awoke at 11am and made my way downstairs to put the kettle on.  Styvi was outside chasing butterflies in the backyard, so I put down some fresh food and water for her to find when she came back in.  I sat down at the kitchen table and turned on my laptop.  Archer had requested a copy of my resume, so I spent the next hour revising it and bringing it up to date.  I printed out 2 copies and then made my way upstairs for my morning routine.  

After I washed my face, brushed my teeth and put on my make-up, I went over to my closet to find something appropriate to wear to the interview.  I had to dress nice, but a little conservative, since this was an executive-type position.  Finally, I chose a white long sleeve, button up blouse, a pair of slim black trouser pants and some black lace, peep-toe pumps.  I threw my hair up in a carefully messy bun, packed my work clothes in my messenger bag along with my resume, and headed out the side door to my awaiting car.  

As I was backing out of my driveway, I ran into Nikki who was coming back from the mailboxes carrying today’s mail.  She was still in her plush beer can replica house shoes and PJ pants, so I assumed that she didn’t have to work until 6pm today, like me.

“Hey, Cupcake!  I was just about to bring you your mail.  You headed out to your interview?”

“Sure am!  Do I look okay?” I asked, a little unsure.

“Girl, are you kidding me?  You look great!  I’ll see you tonight at work,” she said as she handed me my mail through the downed driver’s side window.

“Wish me luck!” I called as I resumed backing down the drive.

“Luck!” Nikki shouted as she waved goodbye.

I drove downtown while listening to Skinny Puppy on the way there.  Nothing like a little industrial music to get me in the mood.  I was excited about my interview and the possibility of being Archer Rhys’ executive assistant.  I couldn’t wait to find out what the job entailed.  What did an executive assistant to a club owner do, anyway?

 

I pulled into The Mausoleum’s parking lot and checked my phone.  It was only 3:20pm, so I decided to walk a block over to Afterburner’s and pick up a coffee for Archer and I.  I ordered two grande Cappuccino’s, and, after waiting in line for what seemed like an eternity, made my way back over to the club.

I checked my phone again.  It was just now 4pm, so I had made it back on time.  I tried the front door and it was locked.  He said 4pm, right?  I tried peeking through the windows, but they had been blacked-out.  I decided to knock.  After a few minutes, a burly man came to the door.  He was very tall and broad, with a stern, weathered face and a ‘no nonsense’ attitude.

“You are?” he bellowed boredly.

“Skye Morrison, sir.  I have a 4 o’clock appointment with Mr. Rhys,” I said, slightly intimidated.

“This way,” he said and disappeared back into the club.

I followed him in and shut the door behind me.  The club was massive inside and its décor, impressive.  The main floor had a huge bar off to the right and what looked to be a light-up dance floor and stage off to the left.  There were numerous tables and booths scattered about, metal cages in each corner, and some to the sides of the stage.  Everything was decorated in black and red. The man led me to the back of the club and up a wide metal staircase.  The second floor was as impressive as the first.  There was a second, smaller bar up here, flanked by two more metal cages, and what appeared to be individually curtained VIP booths and lounge areas.  There was also a small metal balcony and glass door above the bar that over looked the entire club.  He led me to a door that was to the left of the bar.

“Through here and up the stairs,” he said as he turned around and walked away.

“Nice chatting with you,” I said under my breath, wondering what his story was.

I shook my head, juggled the 2 cups of coffee, and opened the door.  I was expecting to find another room, but was instead met with a spiral staircase.  It was very small around and lead to a single door that was off to the right of it.  When I reached the door, I gave a timid knock.

“Yes?” came a voice through the door.

I slowly opened the door and peeked in.  Archer was sitting behind a huge dark African wood desk.  He appeared to be busy filling out paperwork of some kind.  He looked up at me and smiled.

“Well, hello, Miss Morrison,” he said with a bright smile and gestured to the two sleek black chairs in front of him.  “Please, have a seat.”

“Thank you, Mr. Rhys,” I said, walking over and taking a seat.

He tisked at my formality. “Archer, please.”

“Thank you, Archer,” I corrected and sat his coffee cup on the edge of the desk.  “I brought you a Cappuccino.  I got here a little early, so I decided to hit up Afterburner’s for us.”

“How thoughtful of you, Skye.  I love a good Cappuccino,” he said as he picked up the cup and touched the rim to his lips.  I did the same with mine and took a long sip.  I noticed that he only touched his lips to the cup and didn’t actually take a sip.  He must not like Cappuccino and is only being polite, I thought to myself.  Oh well.  

I dug around in my messenger bag and took out a copy of my resume.  “I brought you a copy of my resume, as you requested,” I said as I handed it to him.

He took a few moments to look it over.  I looked around the office, waiting for him to finish.  His office was very nice.  His desk sat off to the right side and behind it sat 3 book cases full of leather bound hardback books.  There was a black leather couch, a lazy boy, a mini fridge, and a wall-mounted flat screen with a mini bar under it off to the left.  I noticed there were no windows in here, but didn’t think much of it because it was a bar after all.  There was a small door in between the couch and Archer’s desk.  I was assuming it to be a private bathroom.

“Very impressive, Miss Morrison.  You graduated Magna Cum Laude from the University of Texas in Ancient History and Classical Civilization,” he said with a wide grin.  “And how did you like your studies?”

“I really enjoyed my four years there.  Ancient History has always fascinated me and it made for easy coursework, in my opinion.” 

He looked down at my resume. “I see here you currently work for a Mr. Dan Kennedy at Drop Kick Dan’s…as a server?” he said, a bit skeptical at my job title.

“Uh…yes, sir.  I’ve worked there ever since I moved to Austin four years ago.  It was the first job I found.  I loved the people I worked with, so I decided to stay until I graduated college.”

“I see.”  

“So, Archer, can you tell me a little about the position I’m interviewing for?”

“Basically,” he said, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers behind his head “you will be assisting me with anything that I may need.  You will also be required to assist at the bar on occasion, answer my private line, order supplies, fill out paperwork, run errands and occasionally the club in my absence.  You will help me with staff and keep the VIP guests and club talent happy.  You may even be required to schmooze our Platinum Level VIPs here or there.  The PVIP tips are good, so I’m sure you won’t mind.” 

“About that,” I started, not sure how to approach the pay question. I gently bit the corner of my lip.  “What does the position pay, anyway?”

He looked at me and laughed.  “Not one to beat around the bush, are you, Skye?  I like that.” He sat up in his chair and studied me.  “You will be a salaried employee.  The starting pay will be $85,000 a year with your first raise to come after a positive 6 month evaluation. 

I had to swallow hard and attempt to put my eyes back into my head.  “That’s a very generous salary, Archer,” I said, trying not to shake from sheer excitement.  All I could think about was how quickly I would be able to pay off my loans.

He seemed amused by something I said, but looked down at his desk quickly in an attempt to hide it before he continued.  “I’m a very generous man when it comes to my employees, Skye.  They eventually become like family and I always take care of my family.  Besides, don’t think that the money comes easy.  This job is very demanding.  There will be nights where you won’t get home until after sun up.  And, there will be days where you’ll be required to come in before noon.  Whenever I need you, I need you, so you’ll be required to drop everything to accommodate me.”

I took a sip of my Cappuccino, giving me time to contemplate what he just said.  He was basically saying $85,000 in exchange for being at his beck and call, doing whatever job he thought up for me to do. It wouldn‘t be so bad, I thought.  I wondered how I was going to fit working at Drop Kicks into the mix.  

“With all those late hours, doesn’t Mrs. Rhys miss you?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow.  “No,” he said with a slight smirk.  “There is no Mrs. Rhys.”

“Oh, sorry” I replied, a little embarrassed. “I just figured a guy like you would have been snatched up long ago by some gorgeous girl.”

He smiled and chuckled a little.  “You’d think so, huh?  I haven’t had much luck in that department…at least long term.”

“Sorry if I seemed nosy,” I said, looking down at my clasped hands.  I felt like I had pried.

“Not at all, Skye.  These are things you’ll need to know if you work for me,” he said soothingly.  “Let me ask you a few general questions.  Would that be alright?” 

“Yes, please.  Fire away,” I said, eager to change the subject.

“What do you like to do for fun?” he asked.

I looked up at him and wondered if I should give him the safe answer or the true answer.  I decided to throw caution to the wind and let him see the real me.  “Well, um, I enjoy painting.  Abstract mostly…on big canvases.  There’s almost nothing better than channeling your love, fear, pain, bad day, good day down into something and seeing the beauty of those emotions emerge.  It helps me realize that no matter how bad my day was, or how hurt I felt…there’s always beauty in everything; that every emotion I feel is important and helps make me who I am.  I love it.  It’s freedom incarnate.”  I smiled and remembered the last painting I did.  It was after Jesse and I broke up.  I put all the anger, tears, frustration, and ugliness down on the canvas.  It turned into one of the most beautiful pieces I’ve ever done.  

“I love to read,” I said, clearing my throat and continuing.  “I’ve always preferred that over watching television.  There’s not much imagination to television in my opinion.  Also, dancing has always been in my blood.  I love dancing whether it’s out at a dance hall or around my house.  If hear music, my body just kind of responds to it.  I like to catch Karaoke Night at the Blue Lagoon Lounge whenever I can.  Their Cult Movie Show Tunes night is to die for.  Don’t laugh.  I know it’s cheesy, but I love it.  And, I have to say, one of my absolute favorite things to do is go to my weekly Krav Maga class that I take with my best friend, Nikki,” I said, hoping that that wasn’t too long winded of an answer.

“Impressive, Miss Morrison,” he said with a cock of his head and appraising eyes.  “I like a strong woman.”

I blushed and looked down at my hands.  Small butterflies fluttered around in my stomach and I adjusted my body uncomfortably in the seat.  I was embarrassed but a little excited at the look in his eye as he watched me talking.  What is that…the way he’s looking at me?  He likes a strong woman…what does that mean?  Is he coming on to me?  I laughed inwardly at the absurdity of my thoughts.  Yeah right, Skye.  He’s WAY out of your league, girlfriend.  But, nice try.  I looked up, into his eyes, and gave him a small smile and a shrug.  “Me too.  I grew up on Red Sonja comics.  I wanted to be just like her when I was a kid.”

His eyes sparkled with his laughter and the butterflies in my stomach picked up again.  Dammit, stop that! I silently told myself.  Out of your league!  And, he just might be your boss someday.  Chill, hormones…  

“What kinds of books do you like to read?” he asked.

I was surprised by the question.  I guess when he said general, he really meant general.  “I mainly read paranormal fiction, though I do enjoy the occasional historical drama or biography.”

“I’ve read up on preternatural things myself,” he said with a knowing smile.  “What are your favorite subjects?”

“Well, I suppose it would be vampires, werewolves, fae, and similar mythological creatures,” I said, hoping that’s what he meant.

He laughed and nodded his head.  “I’m glad you enjoy those.  I do, too,” he said

I started wondering how these questions pertained to the job I was interviewing for.  But, I shouldn’t complain, I guess.  These questions were very easy to answer and it seemed like he was genuinely interested in hearing my answers.

“Do you have any first-aid knowledge?” he inquired next.

“Hm…well, yes.  I took a first-aid course in summer camp when I was 15.  I still remember the basics,” I said, a little confused as to where this was going.

“Good,” he said, then looked thoughtful.  “Would you know how to…let’s say for example…dress wounds and control bleeding?”

What the hell kind of interview question was that?! I thought to myself.  I’d expect that if I was applying at a hospital or something, but...  “Yes,” I said slowly, confused as to why I would ever need to know something like that working in a nightclub.

“Excellent,” he said smiling.  “You never know when something like that will come in handy.”

I personally hoped that I would never need to do first-aid.  I was a kind of squeamish around blood.  I tended to get a little light-headed if I saw a lot of it.  I got into a fight in high school and accidentally broke this girl’s nose with a quick left hook.  Blood sprayed everywhere and painted her shirt in a matter of seconds.  It took everything I had not to pass out at the time.  

Archer quickly continued with his questions. “There may be times where you might see or hear things from our PVIP clients that will require your utmost discretion.  The subject matter may be very sensitive.  Do you think you will be able to keep everything you see or hear to yourself?  Our clients pay us handsomely to look the other way sometimes.  Will that make you uncomfortable?” 

I thought about it for a few quick moments.  “I believe I will be fine with that, Archer,” I said, secretly hoping I wouldn’t have to view any weird sex acts.  I wasn’t a prude, but I sure wasn’t comfortable watching others have sex with each other.  I thought of what else ‘sensitive subject matter’ could possibly mean and was drawing a blank.  It didn’t really matter, though. $85,000 was $85,000, and I would put up with just about anything to get and keep this job.

“Are you willing to travel?” he asked me.

“Sure, I don’t mind traveling.  But, I do have a dog at home, so I’ll need ample time to make arrangements for her to stay elsewhere while I’m away.”

“That won’t be a problem,” he said with a smile.  “Accommodating her will not be an issue.  Should you need to board her, I will pay for the stay.”

“That’s very generous of you,” I said, relieved that he would pick up the tab. 

“Think nothing of it.  Now, Skye, tell me…what would it be like working with you?” he asked me as he leaned forward in his chair, and gazed intently at me with his piercing, ice blue eyes.  I momentarily got light headed and felt like I was falling into them.  I looked down at my lap and shook my head to clear the feeling.  I remembered that I hadn’t eaten anything all day, and figured it must be low blood sugar that caused me to feel dizzy.  I would have to make sure to eat something before my shift tonight.  I looked up to see if Archer had noticed, but he didn’t seem to, so I answered his question.

“Well, I think you would enjoy it.  I’m a straight forward girl, so I’ll tell you like it is.  I won’t be a “Yes Man”, so don’t expect that.  If you ask my opinion on something, I’ll give an honest answer.  I work hard and I’m always on time to work.  I like to joke around and laugh, but I also know when to be serious.  I like getting to know my co-workers and enjoy celebrating birthdays and big events in their lives.  And, I bake a mean birthday cake, just so you know.” I added with a little smile.

“I like that,” he said, smiling, settling back into his chair and interlocking his fingers on his stomach.  “What do you say we play a little game of word association?  I’ll say a word and you’ll quickly tell me the first word that comes to mind when you hear it.  Sound good?”

I licked my lips, sat up straighter in my chair, and re-crossed my legs uncomfortably.  He’s psychoanalyzing me?  Great.  I groaned inwardly.  I was a bit nervous.  I knew a little about psychology from a friend of mine who majored in it in back in college.  I knew that my answers would probably reveal a lot more about me than I would normally tell someone; revealing even things or emotions I wasn’t consciously aware of.  I took a deep breath and looked him square in the eyes.  Fuck it.  Bring it on, mister.  I smiled and silently quoted Popeye.  “I yam what I yam.”  Take me or leave me.

“Okay.  Sounds good.” 

Archer stared at me for a few seconds and then he began the test.  “Water.”

I smiled and thought of the last vacation that I took with my mom to Hawaii.  “Waves.”

“Work.”

“Determination.”

“Life.”

“Adventure.”

“Death.”

I had a sudden memory being eight years old and attending my grandfather’s funeral.  He was the only father figure that I’d ever had in my life.  He was so kind, patient, and extremely smart.  My Papaw always had an answer for every question that I asked him, and believe me, I asked a lot of them.  He took his time explaining things.  He never rushed and was never too busy.  One of the fondest memories that I have of him is when I asked him to teach me how to shoot a rifle.  I wanted to be just like one of the cowboys that he was always reading about in his Louis L’Amour books.  He got out my uncle’s old Red Ryder BB gun and took me out behind the house and into the vegetable garden for practice.  Papaw told me that, since I was just starting my “Cowboy Training”, I could only shoot at the ground or shoot at the moon.   I had wanted to complain about not being able to shoot at cans like I’d seen him do, but he quickly reminded me that a good cowboy was a patient cowboy.  He said that there would be plenty of time for that once I got used to the gun.  Papaw died shortly after that day. 

I swallowed the painful memory and answered, “Heartbreaking.”

Archer’s brow furrowed and he looked sympathetic for a moment before he continued.  “Black.”

“Favorite.”  Black happened to be my favorite color.  …or is black considered a shade?

“Cold”

“Fuzzy socks.”  I smiled and briefly covered my mouth.  “Oops.  That’s technically two words.”

Archer chuckled and shook his head.  “That’s quite alright, Miss Morrison,” he said, then immediately resumed the test.  “Sun.”

“Bikini.”

“Oppression.”

“Courage.”

“Strong.”

I thought instantly of my single mother.  “Mother.”

“Father.”

“Overrated.”  

“Love.”

I stared at Archer for a few seconds and started to get anxious.  Love…  I repeated silently in my head.  This word was loaded question. No matter how I answered it, it would be revealing a lot about me.  The first word that instantly came to mind was pain.  I had thought that I was starting to fall in love with Jesse right before the incident in the bar two months ago.  Our subsequent breakup was pretty painful for me.  I didn’t know if I wanted Archer to pick up on that.  I try to be a strong person,…try not to let things get to me.  But, lately, love wasn’t a very positive emotion for me.

I thought about giving him a generic answer like puppies or marriage, but then it wouldn’t be honest.  I swallowed and took a deep breath before I answered.  “Pain.”

Archer’s brow furrowed slightly for the briefest moment before he resumed his usual relaxed face.  If I hadn’t have been watching him so closely for his reaction, I never would have caught it.

“Fight.”

“Defend.”

“Werewolf.”

“Hairy.”  I smiled.

“Vampire.”

“Mysterious.”  Strong. Exciting. Sensual.  The words silently poured out as I felt myself blush slightly.  I had just finished reading a really good vampire romance novel last week.  I had crushed a little on the male vampire love interest.

“Witches.”

“Broomstick.”

“Intimacy.”

 I looked down at my hands.  “Trust.”

“Trust.”

I looked back up at Archer.  “Earned.”

“Loyalty.”

“Important.”

“Secret.”

“Silence.”

Archer interlocked his fingers behind his head and relaxed even further into the chair.  “Very good, Miss Morrison.  Now, do you have any questions for me?”

I took a sip of my Cappuccino, glad that the psychoanalyzation portion of the interview was over.  “As a matter of fact, I do,” I said, with a curious grin.  “What made you want to open a club here in Austin?” 

“Well, Austin is considered the live music capital of the world,” he replied swiveling in his chair a bit from side to side.  “What better place to open a club?  There are plenty of tourists and college students guaranteed to pass through here every year.  And, my brother wanted to come here and try his hand at making it big in the music industry.  So, I figured that I’d come along, too.  Besides, the other clubs I own back home are doing well and I wanted to branch out a little.”

“And, where is home, Archer?  Ireland?” I guessed, based on his accent.

“Aye!  Good ear, Skye,” he said, with a wide grin.  “Originally, I’m from a small town outside of Dublin.  But, I moved to Boston a number of years ago.”

“How exciting.  I hear Ireland is beautiful.  I’ve never been but it’s on my bucket list.”  

I thought about how the interview was going so far, and decided that it was going pretty well.  I wanted the job so badly.  My current salary didn’t stand a chance against my student loans.  I knew I’d like working here with Archer as my boss, long hours or not.  I wanted to ask him if he was going to hire me, but thought it was too forward.  Screw it.  Forward is practically my middle name.  “So, Archer…what do you think?  Am I Mausoleum material?” I asked, silently praying for good news.

His face lit up and he laughed as he leaned forward in his chair and slapped his hand down on the desk.  “I like you, Skye.  You aren’t afraid to go after what you want.  I think you’d fit in here great,” he said with a grin.  “When can you start?”

“When would you like me to start, Archer?” I inquired, ecstatic that I got the job, but trying to play it cool.

“Well, I could use some help with staffing and paperwork,” he said, thinking hard and running his hand through his hair.  “How about you start this week, on a part time basis, until we fully open.  I know you are still working at the other bar, so I’ll work around their schedule for now.  But, once we open, I’m going to need you to be open, okay?”

This wasn’t the ideal situation, but it would have to work.  Dan will understand me having to quit Drop Kick’s, won’t he?  This was not a conversation I was ready to have with him tonight, but I guess I had to get it over with.  “That sounds great to me, Archer,” I said happily.  I didn’t feel the need to clue him in on my inner turmoil.  “I work the late shift tonight, then the day shift, 11am-7pm, for the rest of this week.”

“Come on over when you get off work tonight.  I’ll give you a proper tour and you can help me with a couple of things,” he said, standing up and walking around the desk.

“Of course,” I said, standing and grabbing my bag.  “I’ll be here at about 2:00am.  Are you sure that’s not too late for you?”

He clapped, rubbed his hands together, and smiled a heart stopping smile.  “Late is never late around here.  I’m glad you came today, Miss Morrison.  It was a pleasure, as always.  Now, go on down back the way you came and Gunnar will see you out.”

“Thank you, Archer,” I said, walking over to the door and opening it.  “I’ll see you tonight.”

“See you tonight, Skye,” Archer said as he closed the door behind me.

I slowly descended the stairs and stopped when I reached the second floor door.  I was too excited to take a step further.  I had to jump up and down and do a little dance.  I just got hired as an Executive Assistant at an awesome Goth/Industrial night club and I was being paid an insane amount of money to be at the beck and call of a gorgeous man.  Did it get ANY cooler than this?!  I righted my shirt, tucked what little of it came out of my pants back in, and fixed my hair.  I opened the door and was met by a familiar husky figure.

“This way, Miss Morrison,” Gunnar said, quickly turning and walking toward the stairs leading to the main floor.

I hurried to follow him, wondering why he was suddenly using my name. I would have bet anyone $20.00 that he wouldn’t have remembered it.  I followed Gunnar down the grand metal staircase to the first floor and across the room to the entrance.  I could definitely tell that Gunnar wasn’t one for small talk.

When we reached the door I thanked Gunnar and left.  I walked out to the back parking lot and got into my car.  As soon as I shut the door, I leaned my head back onto the headrest, closed my eyes, and sighed.

I did it, I thought.  I found a job!  And, I did it in record time.  I am so lucky to have come across Archer like I did.  Maybe it’s fate, perhaps.  I smiled at the thought, put my messenger bag on the front passenger’s seat, and headed over the few blocks to Drop Kick Dan’s.  I didn’t know how I was going to tell Dan that I already found another job, but I had tonight’s entire shift to figure it out.  At least Nikki would be there.  She’d help me break the news to him.

 

 



CHAPTER FIVE 

 

I pulled into the employee parking lot at Dan’s and got out of my car.  I checked my hair in my car’s side mirror, and then walked the few steps to the back door.  I hurried over to the employee restrooms and quickly changed into a short black skirt and a red lace, deep V-neck cap sleeved shirt.  I threw on some perfume and freshened up my makeup.  After a final check in the mirror, I grabbed my interview clothes and messenger bag and walked out the door towards Dan’s office.  

I was busy stuffing the clothes in my bag when I suddenly ran into something.  

“Jesus, Skye!  Scare a girl much?!”  Nikki said as she turned around, clutching her chest. She had dropped the armful of packaged napkins that she had just taken out of storage.

“My bad, Nikki.  I wasn’t paying any attention.  Here, let me help you,” I said, bending down to pick up the napkins, feeling bad for scaring her.

“Thanks, Cupcake,” she said, accepting the packages from me.  “Hey, by the way, how did your interview go with Mr. Rich and Gorgeous?”

I laughed at the nickname.  “It went really well…perfect even.  He asked me a bunch of questions, some a little weird, but he offered me the job.”

“Shut up!” she said and started jumping up and down.  “Skye, that’s so awesome!  Congratulations!”

“Thanks, Nik,” I said with a huge smile and gave her a little side shoulder bump since her arms were full.  I would have hugged her if they hadn’t been.

“So, like, when do you start?” she asked, excited, and then suddenly frowned. “Oh my god, Skye, how are you going to tell Dan? WHEN are you going to tell Dan?”

I cringed.  Dan…how WAS I going to tell him?  “I haven’t quite figured that out yet, Nik.  But, I was kind of hoping that when I did, you could maybe be there?” I asked, timidly, looking down at my hands.

“If that’s what you want then, Skye, consider me there,” she said, reassuringly.  “Just break it to him easy, okay?  He really doesn’t want to lose you as an employee.  You’ve worked here for four years; you’re like family to all of us.”

“I know,” I said, feeling bad.  I didn’t want to leave, but I had to make more money.  I felt like I was betraying them and it was so hard for me.  But I had to do what was best for me, and I knew that eventually Dan would understand.  After all, we were friends, not just co-workers.  “I’ve got to drop this stuff off,” I said, gesturing to my full messenger bag, “but I’ll be out on the floor in a few.  Can we find time to talk later?”

“Sure thing, Cupcake.  I always have time for you,” she said, winking.  She turned around and walked toward the floor door.

I continued forward towards Dan’s office.  I noticed that the door was closed and paused in front of it.  Dan’s door was never closed.  He only closed it when he was firing someone, and that was rare.  I hated to interrupt whatever it was that was going on in there, but I needed to drop my bag off and grab my bottle opener.  I stepped up to the door and gave a quick three knocks.  After a full minute, Dan answered the door looking disheveled.  His shirt was buttoned up incorrectly and he had bright red lipstick smudged all over his mouth.

“Oh, geez, sorry Dan,” I said, immediately looking at the floor in embarrassment. “I didn’t know you were, uh… entertaining.  I’ll just…come back… later.” 

I turned to flee, but his laughter stopped me.  “It’s okay, Skye.  Lola here was just leaving,” he said, turning slightly and opening the door wider. “Weren’t you, babe?”

I looked up and saw a woman seductively saunter out.  She was tall, skinny, and blond with a cheap fake tan and an even faker smile.  Her outfit, what little of it there was, was two sizes too small.

“I’ll see you later, big boy,” she said as she ran her fingers through his hair and licked his top lip.  “You had better call me when you get off.  I wasn’t quite finished with you yet.”

She smiled up at him and raked her fingernails down his chest.  His eyes glazed over and he grinned.  She turned to me and the smile on her face fell when she recognized me.  “Skye Morrison,” she said, her face pinched up like she had just sucked on a lemon, her voice dripping with disdain.  “I didn’t know you worked here.”

“Hello, Lola,” I said, matching her tone.  “I never expected to see you here either.  I thought you were still pining after Jason Todd.”

She rolled her eyes and flipped her hair over her left shoulder.  “Jason’s old news, honey.  He bored me so, I dumped him. I’ve moved on to a real man now.”

“Funny,” I said, looking bored.  “Jason said he dumped you after he caught you blowing Tommy Green under the table at Chez LeDare’s last month.  Did that suddenly slip your mind?”

“Fuck you, Skye!” she shouted, enraged.

“Right back at you, slut,” I said with a wicked grin. I was enjoying embarrassing her in front of Dan.  He deserved to know what kind of person Lola was. 

“Easy there, girls,” Dan said, stepping in between us and putting one hand on each of our shoulders.  “It’s getting a little real.  Why don’t you head home and I’ll call you later,” he said, looking at Lola.

“Why do I have to leave?” she asked in a whine, stomping her foot, and gesturing wildly in my direction.  “This bitch started it.”

“And I’m finishing It,” he said, quietly.  Dan grabbed her by the arm and dragged her toward the back door.  

I shrugged my shoulders and walked into the office.  I put my messenger bag on the hook and grabbed the bottle opener from my cubby.  I put it in my back pocket and quickly turned to walk out the door, hoping I didn’t run into Dan.

Too late.  Dan’s muscular figure filled the doorway right before I had reached it.  “What the hell was all that about, Skye?” he asked, angrily, crossing his arms over his chest and walking in.

I walked backward a few feet until I ran into his desk.  I looked down at my feet and sighed, ashamed.  “I’m sorry, D.  Really I am.  I just can’t stand that bitch,” I said.  Then, suddenly, I remembered what had set me off and I quickly looked up at him, meeting his eyes. “What the hell are you doing with Lola Finch, anyway, D.?  Do you know who she is?”

Dan walked around the desk to his chair and took a seat.  He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed.  “I met Lola about two weeks ago at The Velvet Elvis.  She was dancing tables.”

I turned to him and smirked.  “She’s as classy as ever, I see.  Well, let me fill you in, D.,” I said gruffly, folding my arms across my chest. “Lola Finch is Jesse Prescott’s half-sister, and a true bitch, at that.  She called me up drunk and screaming one night, spouting about how I was a cold hearted bitch and what not, for dumping Jesse.  She had a few choice words about my sexuality and implied that I was a…how did she put it…an ‘evil, carpet munching, bitch-bot’.” 

Dan turned his face to the side and tried to stifle his laughter. 

“The shit isn’t funny, D.  She’s annoying, entitled, fake as hell, AND she’s a super slut. She broke poor Jason’s heart by blowing his new drummer.  How messed up is that, D.?  She BLEW HIS DRUMMER!” I said, mad as all get out.  I threw my hands up and continued.  “So, THIS is the hot date you had this past weekend?  Lola Finch?!  Jesus, D…Lola Finch?!” I asked, completely exasperated.

“Skye,” Dan started, but I stopped him.

“Whatever, Dan.  I’m not your mother.  Fuck who you want, but don’t throw it in everyone’s faces.  Do that shit on your own time,” I said, almost starting to feel bad about my temper.  After all, it wasn’t Dan’s fault that Lola and I hated each other.  I had been dealing with her bitchy ‘better than thou’ attitude the entire time I was dating Jesse.  She and I were like oil and water.  Nothing could make us go together.  

“Skye,” Dan attempted again, but I cut him off.

“Forget it.  I’ve got to get to work,” I said, holding up my hand to stop any further conversation.  “We’ll talk after.  I’ve got something important I need to tell you anyway.”  I started to walk out of the office but stopped short and turned around to face my boss.  “You might want to have a look in the mirror, Dan, before you go out on the floor.  You’re a fucking mess,” I said, then turned back around and left the office, shutting the door.

I stomped my way over to the floor door and pushed my way through.  I was in a seriously bad mood now and the last thing I wanted to do was put on a fake smile and wait tables.  I needed a few minutes to cool down. I walked over to the bar and lifted the hinged employee entrance.  I fixed myself a double shot of Johnny Walker Black, straight up, and walked into the bar stockroom.  I plopped down on an overturned crate, crossed my legs, and took a long drink.  I enjoyed the burning sensation as it left its tingling trial down my esophagus.  I put my head back against the wall, closed my eyes, and sighed.  

Dan and Lola Finch, I thought.  What a match.  I was angry that Dan was dating her.  He deserved so much better than trash like her.  What does he see in her, anyway?  I mean, aside from the obvious blond hair and perky body.  She was a freaking menace to good men.  It’s like she’s able to sniff out all the good ones and ruin their lives with her slut ways.  She left a path of dating destruction wherever she went.  And on top of all of that, she was Jesse’s sister.  There wasn’t anything I could possibly like about this girl.  And now she was moving in on my boss, my friend, MY Dan.  

I sighed angrily and took another long sip from my glass.  I had to stop thinking about this…about them.  I had a job to do, and damn it, I was going to do it like I always did.  My customers deserved it.  Enough of this pity party for one.  I set my glass down and reached up to pull the pins out of my bun.  I undid my hair, shook it out, and used a shiny steel canister as a mirror to quickly fix it with my fingers.  It was wavy from the bun I had it in, and it looked pretty.  I walked over to my glass, picked it up and downed the rest of the Johnny Walker Black.  I took a deep breath, pasted a smile on my face and walked back into the bar area.

“I didn’t know you were back there,” Nikki said, looking up from the drink she was pouring in surprise.

“Yeah, I needed a time out.  Talk about it later,” I said, as I slapped a ten dollar bill down on the bar, put my glass in the bar sink, and walked out.  

I hit up my first table with a bright smile.  Sitting there was two of my favorite regulars, Johnny Kilgore and Jackson Ewing.  They worked over at the power plant and had come in at least twice a week for the past four years.  They were in their mid-thirties and happily married to their high school sweethearts.  They were two of the most down-to-earth people I had ever had the pleasure of meeting. 

“How’s it going, fellas?  Can I get you the usual?” I asked, smiling at them.

“Hey there, Skye.  Doing well.  Just got off a double shift.  We’ll have the usual, but we can’t stay long.  Jackson here has an anniversary tonight,” Johnny said, lightly punching his buddy in the arm.

“My, my,” I said, playfully, winking at Jackson.  “How long have you and Mrs. Ewing been married now?”

“Sixteen years today,” he replied with a proud smile.  “Best thing I ever did.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet, Jackson,” I cooed. “I’ll bring your pitcher of Budweiser and a little something extra to celebrate, on me of course.”  I gave them both a big smile and turned to my next table.  I took the table’s orders and went over to the bar to fill them.

“Nik, I need a pitcher of Budweiser, two shots of Crown Royal Black, straight up, a Top Shelf margarita, rocks, with salt, a double of Patron Reposado with two limes, and a Heineken,” I said, leaning over the bar, and grabbing a cherry from the garnish tray.  

“You got it, Cupcake,” she said as she started filling my orders.  “Are you feeling any better?” she asked me warily. 

I popped the cherry in my mouth.  “I’m good.  Nothing a little Johnny Walker couldn’t fix,” I said with a weak smile.  I saw Dan come through the floor door and turned back to the bar.  “I’m going to go take another order while you get those ready,” I said quickly and bolted back to my section.  I didn’t want to see Dan so soon after our blow-up.

I walked up to my next booth and chatted a little with the customers.  I took their order and another table’s and made my way back over to the bar.  Nikki had my first order ready on a tray.  Dan was busy at the other end helping customers, so I grabbed the tray, called out my next orders to Nik, and went back to Johnny and Jackson.

“Here you go, boys,” I said, with a big smile, depositing the beer and shots.  “Hope you like Crown Royal Black.  I’ll be back to check up on you in a bit.  Congratulations again, Jackson,”  I said and sauntered over to the next table.  I dropped off the margarita, tequila, and Heineken and turned back to another table.  

I started to walk toward my awaiting customers when I suddenly felt light headed.  I wobbled a bit on my five inch peep toed pumps and put my hand to my forehead.  I was feeling really dizzy and suddenly remembered that I hadn’t had anything but a cup of tea, most of a cappuccino, 2 shots of Johnny Walker, and a cherry all day.  It probably wasn’t a good idea to drink on an empty stomach.  I turned and started walking toward the bar, but didn’t get very far.  I stumbled and fell hard, twisting my ankle and knee, and hitting my head on the hard polished cement floor.

 

 



CHAPTER SIX

 

I must have blacked out for a few moments, because when I came to, all I saw were a gorgeous pair of light green eyes and a hazy smile above me.

“There she is,” the smile said to me.  I felt myself being lifted up and carried.  I tried to look around, but my head was killing me, and the movement was making me nauseous.  I closed my eyes and resigned myself to the stranger’s arms.

“Take her back to my office,” I heard Dan’s voice say from behind me.  “I’ll be back as soon as I can get her tables squared away.”

The walk to the office felt like it took forever.  I just wanted to be still for a while so the motion sickness would go away.  I was in a tremendous amount of pain.  My ankle was on fire, my knee felt like it was displaced, and my head was pounding around my right eyebrow, keeping time with my rapid heartbeat.  I was gently placed on Dan’s brown leather couch.  The stranger took off his jacket, balled it up, and put it behind my head.  He smelled so good, like leather and a crisp, clean aftershave.  I tried to focus on his face but couldn’t.  Everything was blurry.  He closed the office door and moved to take my pumps off.  

“Please, don’t take my shoes off.  I’m in a lot of pain and I’m scared it will hurt more,” I said, trying to keep my voice from quivering with the pain I felt. “I’ll do it myself as soon as my head quits spinning.” 

“Nonsense, Skye,” he said in a soothing voice.  “I need to see how bad the damage is.  Hold still for me, love, and I’ll try my best not to hurt you.”

I felt the stranger’s cool hands on my upper thigh as he slowly slid them down to my knee.  His hands made my skin tingle and electric jolts went up my leg and settled into my lower abdomen.  I gasped in surprise and squirmed a little.  What the hell was that?  This man was barely touching me and it shouldn’t have affected me that way. I felt myself blush in embarrassment and I hoped that he hadn’t noticed.  

I took a few deep breaths to calm my nerves and focused on the soft flutters of his fingers as he examined me. He moved slowly down my leg, past my knee, to my calf muscle.  The tingling feeling intensified once again and I squirmed in my seat, attempting to quiet the returning jolts.  

“Be still, love,” the stranger whispered softly. He moved his hands down to my ankle and an odd warm sensation started to travel up my leg. I immediately bolted upright.  

“Whoa, okay…um…yeah.  Thank you, but I think my leg is okay now, sir,” I said hurriedly, needing the stranger to stop touching me.  I didn’t understand what was going on, but a stranger’s touch shouldn’t have felt this good.  My hormones were suddenly out of control.  It was making me self-conscious and slightly uncomfortable.

“Trust me, Skye,” he whispered seductively, close to my ear.  I suddenly grew calm and allowed him to gently lay me back down on the couch.  I can’t explain it, but there was something that felt familiar and safe about this person.  I trusted him all of the sudden and it felt right.

“Okay,” I said, relaxing and closing my eyes.  I heard him chuckle lightly as the door to the office flew open and Dan rushed in.

“Skye, doll, are you okay?” he asked kneeling beside the couch and grabbing my hand.  

“I’m a little light headed and my vision is a blurry, but I’ll be okay, D,” I said quietly.  “Did you find someone to cover my tables?”

He shook his head and chuckled.  “Busted up all to hell and still worried about her tables, can you believe that Jameson?”

“Jameson?” I heard myself whisper in shocking recognition. I mentally put a face to the voice and it made sudden sense to me.  Oh my gosh, it’s Jameson Doyle, musical genius and object of my hard core crush.  And he was just touching my leg, I thought silently.  I felt my face flush hot at the memory of how his touch made me feel, and I tried hard to calm my rapidly increasing heart rate.  

“Aye, love.  I was just walking in for a pint when I saw you take a tumble,” he said, pulling up a chair and sitting by my feet.  “You’ve got a nasty cut on your right eyebrow, you wrenched your knee, and your ankle is all swollen up.  I don’t think you broke anything, but you’re going to be sore for a few days.”

“Thanks for bringing her back here, Jameson.  Tell Nikki to get you anything you want.  It’s on the house,” Dan said while brushing my hair back from my face and examining my eyebrow and forehead.  “I’ll get your stuff and have Roger drive you to the hospital, doll.”

“No, D., please,” I pleaded. “I just want to go home. I really hate hospitals.  And besides, I’m starting to feel a little better already.  I just need some aspirin and ice.”

“I can’t leave right now, doll.  We’re absolutely swamped.  Is it okay if Roger takes you home?” he asked, gently.

“I’ll run you home, if you’d like, Skye,” Jameson offered.  I looked over at him as my vision slowly began to clear.  Jameson was in top form tonight.  He had his hair stuffed under a grey oversized beanie and he was wearing a white Rancid t-shirt and faded blue jeans.  His eyes were bright, and his smile was captivating.  

“Yes, please, Jameson,” I said with a lopsided smile.  I closed my eyes, sighed and prepared myself to sit up, hoping the pain would be as minimal as possible.  I reached behind my head and pulled out Jameson’s jacket.  I opened my eyes to hand it back to him and saw him standing over me.  

“I’ll take that, love,” he said softly as he took the jacket and placed it on the back of his vacated chair.  

Dan looked back and forth between Jameson and me.  He had a confused look on his face, but shook his head and seemed to put whatever the thought was aside.  “Promise me that you’ll call me tomorrow, Skye,” he said, standing, and sounding a bit worried. “I mean it.  I want to make sure that you are okay.”

“You got it, boss man,” I said, giving him a small, reassuring smile. 

“And don’t bother coming in either.  You need a few days to rest that leg,” Dan ordered.  He walked to the door and turned to nod his head goodbye to Jameson.  “You take care of her now, Micky.  If she changes her mind about the hospital, you’ll call me?”

“Aye,” Jameson said, nodding his head in confirmation.

Dan walked out the door and Jameson turned back to me.  “Are you ready to go, love?” he asked softly, his eyes warm and enveloping.  

“I am,” I whispered, eager to be alone with him.  I was remembering our earlier interaction and felt myself blush.

“You’re absolutely ravishing when you blush, Skye,” he said, smiling, as he slowly pulled me into a sitting position.  “How does your head feel? Are you still dizzy? Have any nausea or pain?”

I sat for a moment, looked up into his beautiful light green eyes, and shook my head slowly.  “No, no pain or nausea…though I’m still a little light headed.”

Jameson patted my good knee reassuringly, walked over to my messenger bag and took it off its hook.  He swung it over his head and across his body as he lithely walked back over to me. 

“How did you know that bag was mine?” I asked him.

Jameson froze for a second and then rubbed the back of his neck.  “Oh, um…well, I thought I had seen you carry it once before…a couple of weeks ago.  I saw you leaving here one night after you got off work.  Some of my mates and I were having a beer at the bar with Dan.”

“Oh,” I said, surprised.  “I don’t think I’ve seen you hanging out here before.  I mean, I’ve seen all your shows here, but…”  I blushed and promptly shut my mouth.  I didn’t want to seem like I’d been noticing his every move while in the bar…even though I pretty much had.  Jameson was completely gorgeous.  There is no way anyone could not notice him.

He smiled and politely looked at a picture on the wall to his left while I stealthily tried to hide the blush with my long hair.  I took a deep breath and cleared my throat. “So, um, how are we going to do this?” I asked.  “I don’t think I’m going to be able to walk yet.”  I looked down at my ankle and knee and cringed when I noticed the swelling.

Jameson gave me a sly smile and winked at me.  He bent down and scooped me up quickly, carrying me as he did before in his arms.  I felt no pain when he moved me, and I was very grateful for it.  He turned around to leave and stopped by the chair he had been sitting in.  “Grab that for me, love?” he asked, motioning with his head at his jacket.  He gently dipped my body enough so I could reach over and grab the black leather jacket.  

He walked quickly to the exit and allowed me to reach over and open the door for us.  It was teamwork, getting to the car, and we worked well together.  He walked over to a black sports car located in the very back corner of the dark parking lot and deposited me on the hood.  He took his keys from his pocket and pushed a button.  The trunk popped open and the roof immediately started to fold down into the trunk.  He put my bag into it before the trunk closed itself up.  I looked over at Jameson, impressed.  

“Nice car,” I said, smiling, then teased. “Do I get to drive us home?”

He smiled and laughed.  “Let’s wait a bit on that, shall we?  After all, you can’t even walk yet, love.”

I stuck my bottom lip out in a playful fake pout, and laughed.  “You’re no fun,” I teased.

Jameson walked up to me, his eyes locked on mine.  He made a place for him to stand between my open legs.  He looked deeply into my eyes, smiled, and reached around behind my head to gently grab a handful of hair at the base of my neck.  He leaned in close, tilted my head back, our noses almost touching, and whispered softly.  “I assure you, love, I can be very, very fun.”

Oh my god, I thought.  Butterflies fluttered furiously in my stomach and my heart started pounding in excitement.  I took a deep breath in through my nose.  Jameson smelled so damn good!  His scent was absolutely intoxicating.  I looked into his green eyes and felt like I was drowning in hot desire.  I wanted him to kiss me so badly.  I remembered the way he examined my leg while we were in Dan’s office.  His touch was electrifying.  I had never experienced anything like that before and I wanted to feel that again.  For some reason, Jameson set my hormones on fire and I needed to feel his cool skin caress my hot, bare flesh.   

I decided to throw caution to the wind.  I wanted him.  I leaned in further and wrapped my good leg around him.  “Why don’t you show me just how much fun you can be, Jameson” I said, boldly taking off his beanie and sliding my hands through his hair.  I leaned forward and softly bit his right earlobe.  He sighed and let out a low, rumbling growl.  

He pulled me away from his ear and captured my awaiting mouth with his.  His lips were soft, wet, and hungry.  His tongue probed along my bottom lip and I opened my mouth, meeting it with mine. A jolt of familiar electricity went through my body and I moaned, shamelessly grinding up against him.  His kiss was perfect, his hands masterful.  He gripped my ass and pulled me tighter to him.  I felt his excitement and in turn, got more excited myself.  

I hadn’t been with anyone since Jesse and I was utterly attracted to Jameson.  I’m not a fast girl, but at that moment, I would have done anything if only I could have taken him to bed.  I ran my fingers through his soft, silky hair and wrapped my arms around his neck.  He lifted me with ease, cupping my buttocks with both hands.  I wrapped my other leg around his waist and cried out in sudden pain.

“Oh, shit, Skye, your leg.  I’m so sorry, love,” he said, quickly setting me down on the hood of the car and stepping a few feet away.  “I got carried away.  Please forgive me.”

“Are you kidding, Jameson?” I said gently, chuckling a little.  “There is nothing to forgive.  That was amazing.” I crooked my finger at him and motioned for him to come closer.  “Besides, what’s a little pain when I’m getting so much pleasure?”

A hungry look entered his eyes.  He walked up to me and resumed his spot in-between my legs, mindful of my injuries.  He softly kissed a trail across my injured right eyebrow and forehead.  I closed my eyes and sighed.  His soft kisses felt so good.  I grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him in for another kiss.  This one was soft and sweet.  I could tell he was being very careful not to get carried away again.  I didn’t want him to feel bad about my earlier pain.  It was my fault, not his, and I wanted to make sure he knew how bad I still wanted him. I wasn’t afraid of him hurting me.  

I deepened my kiss and grabbed a handful of his thick brown hair.  He let out a soft grunt.  “Skye,” he moaned, hungrily kissing me back.  Another electric jolt went through my body; this one sending tingles straight to my lower abdomen.  I gasped at its unexpectedness. The tingling sensation grew as his hands explored my body.  I wrapped both legs around him, ignoring the pain, wanting to fuse my body with his.  I reveled in his powerful arms, his probing kiss, and his intoxicating scent. 

He reached around, grabbed my ass and lifted me to him.  I was losing myself to this beautiful man.  “Láithreach bonn,” he growled, half breaking away from our kiss.  A powerful surge of electric tingles suddenly filled me and settled in-between my legs.  I tore free from his mouth, and threw my head back, crying out, succumbing to the unexpected ecstasy.  His mouth found my neck and he hungrily kissed it, licking and gently biting all the right spots.  The waves died down, and he withdrew from my neck and kissed my swollen lips.  He tasted absolutely divine, salty and sweet.  His tongue gently probed my mouth, finding mine and entwining with it.  The kisses grew softer and I regretfully pulled away from his mouth, one hand still clutching his white t-shirt.

“My god, Skye,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief, a satisfied smile playing on his lips. He gently set me back down on the hood of his car and I unwrapped my legs from his waist.  “You’re amazing, love.  I didn‘t want to stop.  You taste so fecking good,” he said leaning in and kissing my clavicle.

“Right back at you, handsome,” I said, a lazy, content smile in my eyes and on my lips.  “Though I can’t believe we just did that out here in the parking lot.  What if someone saw us?” I said, looking around.

“Relax, love.  I would have heard them if someone were out here.  We are all alone,” he said, pulling me into a hug.  “But, what if someone had come around while we were…engaged?  Are you shy, my beautiful Skye?” he asked sweetly, putting his finger under my chin and tilting my face up to meet his.

“Yeah, kind of,” I said, blushing.

He threw his head back and laughed.  “I love your innocence,” he said, lightly kissing my lips.  “Shall we take you home now, love?”  

“Yes, please,” I said, letting him pull away from me.  

He opened the door to the passenger’s seat of his BMW z4 sDrive35i roadster, then came back for me.  He lifted me in his arms and gently deposited me on the seat.  He leaned over and fastened my seat belt for me, gently shut my door, and walked around the convertible to his.  Jameson hopped in, without opening the door, and pushed the ignition button to start the car.  

“I hope you don’t mind, but I need to make a quick stop by my brother’s place first, if that’s alright with you,” he said, taking my hand.  “It’s just a few blocks from here.”

I turned and looked at him.  “That‘s fine by me,” I said, smiling at his handsome face. “Is your brother anything like you?” I asked, curious.

“Yes and no,” he replied, smiling.  “He’s a bit more dominating than I am.  I like to kind of go with the flow, and he’s more of a take charge kind of guy.  He’s a really great brother, though.  We’ve been through a lot together over the years.”

I smiled up at him.  “I’m looking forward to meeting him.”

 

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Jameson put the car in drive and drove the few blocks over to his brother’s place.  The night air was cool and the wind felt good on my face.  I wasn’t accustomed to riding around in convertibles, especially ones as nice as this one, so I was enjoying the ride.  

He pulled the car into an empty employee parking lot and killed the engine.  He got out, came around to my side, and opened my door to lift me.  I wrapped my arms around his neck and he carried me across the lot.  Jameson carefully juggled me, took out his key and unlocked the heavy looking back door.  

We walked through a long hall that opened up into a big room.  There were boxes everywhere and what looked like bar supplies.  “Where does your brother live, exactly?” I asked, looking around the room, confused.

“We share a house out on the lake, but he also has a small apartment over his club,” he said, nuzzling my ear as he walked.  

“Your brother owns a club?” I asked as we passed through a swinging door. That would explain why we were visiting someone in an old warehouse.

As we stepped through the door, I noticed that we were on the club’s main floor.  I immediately recognized my surroundings.  I was here earlier today.  We were in The Mausoleum, Archer Rhys’ club.

“Your brother owns The Mausoleum?” I asked, confused.  “Archer Rhys is your brother?”

“Aye, love,” he said, raising his eyebrows in surprise.  “How did you know?”

I laughed.  “You won’t believe this.  I met your brother the other day and I had an interview with him this afternoon.  He offered me a job as his Executive Assistant.”

“Well, my brother has always had good taste,” Jameson said as he kissed me on the top of my head.  “Come now, let’s get you a drink.  I’ll page my brother.”

Jameson carried me over to the bar and sat me down on one of the high swivel stools.  He went behind the bar to the phone, hit a few numbers, and spoke quickly into it.  I couldn’t make out who he was talking to, but I figured it was probably his brother.  When he was done, he came over to stand in front of me.

“Archie Boy will be down in a few,” he said with a lazy smile, his hands splayed on the top of the bar. “Until then, my love, what can I get you to drink?”

I looked around at the impressively stocked bar and thought what the hell.  I’ve had a crazy night.  I could use a stiff drink.  “How about you surprise me.  I’ve liked what you’ve given me so far tonight,” I said with a flirty wink.

“Keep that up, love, and we’ll have another go,” he smiled.  “I can’t seem to help myself around you.”

I blushed and turned my attention to the club’s décor while he busied himself with the drinks.  I was just about to ask Jameson about the metal cages when I heard a voice from above.

“Well hello, little brother. I see you’ve met our newest employee.”

I turned and saw Archer descending the massive metal staircase.  He was wearing an expensive pair of low rise blue jeans and nothing else.  I tried hard not to stare at his sculpted form.  He was even more beautiful topless, if that were even possible.  I swallowed hard and focused my attention on the others.  Archer was followed by Gunnar and two young, petite brunette females.  He walked over to the bar and sat down beside me.  Gunnar and the females stood off to his right, a few steps back.  

“Miss Morrison, pleasure seeing you again, although I wasn’t expecting your company until later,” he said, smiling.

I was just about to explain my unexpected visit when Jameson broke in.  “Skye is my guest, brother.  She had a mishap at work and I offered to drive her home.  I needed to come by here first, so I brought her with me,” he said, sitting my drink in front of me and pouring one for him and Archer.

“I see,” Archer said, looking me over.  “I hope it’s nothing serious.”

I shrugged, slightly embarrassed of my injuries. “It isn’t too serious.  I fell and twisted my ankle and knee.”

“Aye, and you’ve hit your head, I see,” he said, leaning over and gently swiping his thumb over the bump on my eyebrow.  I blushed at his forwardness and remembered that that small contact should have hurt, but it didn’t.  But I couldn’t think about that now.  His beautifully captivating ice blue eyes were staring at the injury.

“Here, brother,” Jameson said as he held out a damp napkin to Archer.  “She was bleeding a bit earlier.  I hadn’t had a chance to clean her up yet.”

Archer raised one questioning eyebrow at Jameson and took the napkin from him.  He then turned and smiled down at me.  There was something so comforting in that smile.  He put one hand under my chin and tilted my head up.  I allowed him to gently wipe off the dried blood from my eyebrow and forehead.  His touch was feather soft, his strokes slow and gentle.  His eyes were kind and reminded me of the color of Arctic icebergs.

“There. All done,” he said as he put the damp napkin down on the bar.  

Archer lifted my glass and handed it to me.  “Drink this.  It’ll help with the pain.”  He picked up his own and downed it in one big gulp.  

I glanced over at Jameson as he held up his glass in a salute and downed his just as his brother had.  I looked at my drink for the first time and noticed that it was a mixed drink, not liquor like the men had been drinking.  I took a tentative sip and was met with a delicious concoction.  I had never had anything like this before.  I took hold of my straw and eagerly drank over half of it before I had noticed.  I was so thirsty all of the sudden.  I finished my drink as Jameson poured him and Archer another.

“Can I get you another one, love?” Jameson asked sweetly.

“Please,” I said, eager to quench my sudden thirst.

He mixed up my drink and sat it down in front of me.  I thanked him and started to down the delicious drink.  I noticed that Archer and Jameson were staring at each other, almost as if they were having a silent conversation.

“Let’s take this to my office, brother, shall we?” Archer asked, standing up and gesturing to the stairs. He turned to his burly doorman and slipped him what looked like money.  “Gunnar, please show the ladies out and thank them for me,” he said as he turned back to me.

I watched Gunnar lead the ladies to the front door and walk them out.  I wondered what that was all about, but shook my head and reminded myself that it was none of my business what Archer did on his own time.  

Jameson caught my eye as he walked around the bar, towards me, and stopped right in front of me.  He leaned over and kissed the hollow of my neck, causing me to shiver, as he gently lifted me in his arms.

“May I take my drink, Jameson?” I eagerly asked, not wanting to leave the yummy goodness behind.

“Aye, love,” he said with a chuckle.

We followed Archer up the wide metal stairs and to the second floor.  He held the door for Jameson and me as we went up the smaller spiral staircase to Archer’s office.  The door was open, so Jameson carried me in and over to the couch.  He tenderly set me down and walked over to the mini-fridge.  

Archer came in, closed the door behind him, and took a seat in the lazy boy in front of me.  He smiled a breath taking smile and looked me over with his piercing blue eyes.  I felt my face flush hot and had to look away from his penetrating gaze. I took a sip of my drink, wondering why he was staring at me so intently.  

Just then Jameson returned with an icepack for my ankle.  He sat down beside me, deftly lifted my legs onto his lap, and put the large icepack on my swollen ankle.  It was immediately cold and the feeling sent a shiver up my body.  He smiled at me and patted my leg reassuringly.

“You wanted to see me, brother?” Jameson asked as he settled back into the couch and got comfortable.

“Aye, Youngblood, I did indeed,” Archer said, crossing his legs and clasping his hands in his lap.  A worried look replaced his smile.  He looked at me and seemed to want to say something to me, but continued.  “There has been another one, I am afraid, and we are still no closer to finding out who did it.”

Jameson sat up straighter and looked worried.  “Are you sure, brother?  It has been confirmed?” he asked, looking worried.

“Aye, Jameson, it has,” Archer said, looking suddenly worn out.  “Greyson Mead called me personally this evening and broke the news. That brings the total to four in their area.  I have notified the others to be on the lookout, just in case.” 

“What’s going on?” I asked, glancing back and forth between the two men, having noticed the severity of the conversation.

Jameson and Archer looked at each other for quite a while before someone answered me.  Archer stood up, took out a crystal decanter of what looked like red wine from the fridge, walked over to the mini bar under the TV, and selected two highball glasses from underneath it.  He filled the two glasses with the red liquid and placed the decanter back inside the mini-fridge.  He handed Jameson a glass and then looked at me.  He seemed to be contemplating what he was going to say.  Jameson looked at his brother intently for a few moments and then nodded his head.  Archer sighed and sat back down in the lazy boy, taking a long sip from his glass.

“Things have not been well in Houston, Skye.  I have…an associate that owns numerous clubs and hotels there.  Lately, some of his employees have come up…deceased.”

I swallowed the knot in my throat.  Dead employees were definitely bad news, no matter where you are.  “My god, Archer,” I said, putting my hand to my chest “That’s horrible.  Do they know how the employees died?  What have the police done so far to catch the person who did it?”

Archer studied my face intently and Jameson put his arm protectively around me.  “That is unnecessary, Youngblood,” Archer said to Jameson as he waved his hand in a bored and dismissive manner.  “You said it yourself and I trust your judgment. Besides, I hired her myself earlier.”

I looked back and forth between the two men, feeling very confused. “Um…am I…missing something here?” I asked, starting to get a freaky vibe.  Did I say something wrong?  Why are they acting so weird?

Archer chose to ignore my last question, but answered my former one.  “They were found murdered Miss. Morrison, and violently so.  All attempts to find the culprit have, thus far, been in vain.  The…proper authorities have been notified, but this is not something we freely discuss, and you will do good to remember that.  Everything we say here tonight stays here…between us,” he said, looking at me intently, his eyes narrowed.  

I nodded my head in agreement and looked down at my hands. “Of course, Mr. Rhys,” I said, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.  The warm, friendly person I had met on the street and earlier today during my interview was nowhere to be found.  In his place was a kind of cold, stern person.  I couldn’t imagine what had changed so suddenly to put him in this mood, other than the murders.  That must be it, I thought to myself.  The murders have upset him and he’s worried.  And for good reason.

Jameson reached over and took my hand.  He rubbed his thumb back and forth over the back of my hand, almost like he was reassuring me.  I smiled a timid smile up at him and watched as he downed the last of his red wine.  I, too, drank the last of my mixed drink.  I was still thirsty, but decided that this wasn’t the best time to ask for another.  

Archer took a deep breath and gave Jameson a tired smile.  He seemed to be trying to lighten the mood a bit.  “Brother, I would like you to update our associates on the subject of Greyson Mead’s call.  Tell them that if they have any questions or information, that they are to come to me directly.  You may do so after you take our newest employee home.”  Archer turned to me and smiled wider.  “Skye, if you are feeling up to it, I’d like to have you sign some paperwork and give you a quick tour of the club.  That way, when you come in tomorrow night, if your leg is feeling better of course, you’ll be familiar with our surroundings and be ready to work.  I’m going to need you on top of things tomorrow.”

I looked up at Jameson to see if he was okay with that. He chuckled a bit and rubbed my thigh.  “Whatever the boss wants, the boss gets, love.  Come now, don’t worry.  I’ll be happy to carry you around so you don’t have to walk.”

I was already embarrassed by my injuries and didn’t want Jameson to have to carry me around all night.  Plus, I didn’t like appearing weak in front of such gorgeous company.  “I think I might be able to manage, Jameson.” I lowered my legs from his lap and stood up, rather unsteadily, using one foot. “Would you mind holding on to me, just in case?” I leaned in, asking Jameson in a low whisper.  

He gave me an understanding smile.  “Aye, love.  I’d be happy to.”  He took my arm as Archer stood up and motioned to his desk.

“This way, Skye.  I need you to fill out a W-4 form and some insurance paperwork.  I’ll have you put on the payroll tonight and your wages will start today,” Archer said, sitting down at his massive desk and rifling through his drawers.  I slowly made my way over and took a seat.  The pain was not near as bad as it was earlier.  It must have been the drinks I just finished that were dulling my pain.  I’d have to remember to ask Jameson what he gave me.  That stuff was gold!

“Oy!  Where’s my pay, brother?” Jameson joked as he took the seat beside me.

Archer winked at him and pulled a thick envelope out of his drawer and tossed it at him.  “This should tide you over, Youngblood.  I also put a bit extra in there so you could restock the fridge at home with that red wine you like so much.  Remember to get me a few bottles of my vintage while you’re at it,” he said with a playful smirk.  

“You work for Archer, too?” I asked, glancing over at Jameson while I took the paperwork that Archer was handing me.

“Aye, that he does, Skye,” Archer said, leaning back in his chair and interlocking his fingers behind his head. “Jameson will be working here whenever he’s not working with his band.  He’ll be taking care of our platinum level VIP guests, isn’t that right?”

“Aye, brother,” Jameson said with a laugh, shaking his head.  “It’s a dirty job, but somebody’s got to do it.”

I smiled at him and finished filling out the paperwork.  When I was done I handed it back to Archer, who put it in his desk and retrieved another envelope.

“This is your own corporate credit card, Skye,” he said, handing it to me. 

I reached inside and pulled out a shiny black charge card.  My eyes got big when I noticed the prestigious logo.  This was a card that few people actually had access to.  They didn’t give it to just anyone.  I looked up at Archer, wide eyed, and thoroughly impressed.  

“The card has no limit, and neither do you,” he said with a mischievous grin.  “We have a dress code here and you’ll need to shop accordingly.”

I looked down at my outfit, suddenly feeling sub-par.  “Um…what kind of dress code?” I asked.

“We are a Gothic/Industrial club, Skye, and I need you to dress that way,” he said, cocking an eyebrow and standing up.  “There is a shop a few streets over that will meet your needs.  It’s called The Underground and everything in there is acceptable attire…unless it’s on sale.”  

I nodded my head, put the card back in the envelope, and stuffed it in my back pocket for safe keeping.  “Thank you, Archer.”  I looked over at Jameson, but he only smiled.  I was guessing he had to adhere to the dress code, too, when he was working.  

I looked back at Archer as he was coming out of a skyward reaching stretch.  Dear God, that man has a magnificent body.  I swallowed hard and silently prayed that he would put a shirt on soon.  I didn’t know how much more I could stand.  It’s like having a cupcake thrust in front of your face and not being allowed to have a lick of the icing.

Archer laughed, but tried to disguise it as a cough.  Jameson looked over at me and I shrugged my shoulders.

“Shall we start the tour now, Skye?” Archer asked. 

I nodded my head, and looked anywhere but directly at Archer.  Jameson stood up and grabbed my left elbow to help me stand.  

“We might as well start here,” Archer said, motioning to the door between his desk and the couch.

I looked at him, confused. “The bathroom?”

Jameson laughed and said “Right?  That’s what I thought it was at first, too.” He motioned for me to follow Archer and I did.  

Archer opened the door and walked in.  “This is my private apartment, my…home away from home, shall we say.  Most of the time I will be in my office, but if you can’t find me, I will most likely be in here.”

Jameson and I followed him in and I was amazed at what I saw.  The room was spacious, easily 1,500 square feet, and way bigger than his office.  Everything was open.  There were no walls dividing anything.  There was a large king sized bed located against the left wall and a closet unit to the right of that.  In the middle of the room, there was a claw foot pool table with standing cue racks and a small kitchenette against the back wall.  To the right were a leather chaise lounge, a large overstuffed couch, a standing lamp, and a small table covered in books.  There were black curtains up against the wall and I asked Archer if he had a window up here.  He said no, that it was a sliding glass door that lead out to a balcony which overlooked the whole club.  The enclosed bathroom was in the far right corner, off from the kitchenette.  In there was a glass shower stall, a toilet and a pedestal sink.  Everything was decorated in black and white, I noticed.

“Nice place you have here, Archer,” I said, impressed.  

“Thank you, Skye,” he said, motioning toward the door again.  “Let’s go to the second floor now.  Jameson, you lead the way.”

Jameson took my arm and helped me navigate through the rest of the tour.  I had seen most of the club already, but was shown a few places in the storage area that I hadn’t previously seen.  The place was really nice and you could tell that Archer spent a lot of money renovating the old warehouse.

At the end of the tour, Archer led Jameson and I back to the first floor bar.  “Pour us up another drink, Youngblood,” Archer said motioning for me to sit down on one of the bar stools.

I smiled at his offer.  I was thirsty and ready for another drink, and my leg was starting to ache again.  I figured one more drink would be okay, since I wasn’t feeling any effects from the first two.  

“So, what do you think of the club, Skye?” he asked while Jameson went behind the bar and made us our drinks.

“I love the place, Archer.  It’s my kind of club. And, I like the idea of having dancers in the metal cages,” I said with a smile.

“Me too,” Archer said, playfully wagging his eyebrows. 

We laughed and Jameson rolled his eyes.  “Two glasses of Irish whiskey for the boys and a Vampire’s Kiss for the lady,” he said setting the glasses in front of us.

“So that’s what you call that drink you made me earlier.  It’s awesome, Jameson.  What’s it made with?” I asked, taking a sip of the dark liquid.  

“It’s my secret recipe, love.  Let me take you out on a date sometime and I’ll let you in on It,” he said, with a wink.

I felt my face flush hot.  “Jameson…” I said, looking at Archer, wondering what he was going to say.  

Just then, Gunnar entered the room and approached us. “You have an urgent telephone call, Mr. Rhys.”

Archer sighed and turned to Gunnar. “Thank you, Gunnar.  I’ll take it in my office.”  Gunnar left and Archer turned back to Jameson and me.  “Duty calls.  I trust you’ll get her home safely, Youngblood,” he said and finished the last of his whiskey.

“Aye, brother.  I’ll take her now,” Jameson said.  Archer stood and placed a gentle kiss on my cheek.  “Until tomorrow, Skye,” he said and left to go upstairs.  

I touched my hand to my cheek and it felt hot from the blush that was spreading.  Archer Rhys just kissed my cheek.  I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, especially in front of Jameson.  After all, we did have a heavy make-out session on the hood of his car earlier this evening.  I downed the last of my drink as Jameson came around the bar and took my hand.

“Ready to go home, love?” he asked softly, leaning in and placing my arm around his waist.

“Yes,” I said, wrapping my other arm around his waist and pulling him in for a hug. “Thank you for taking such good care of me tonight.”   

“I’d do anything for you, Skye.” Jameson said.

That affirmation gave me goose bumps and I smiled to hide my amazement.  I had had a crush on Jameson Doyle, lead singer of the Manky Langer, since he first performed at Drop Kick Dan’s.  Now, here he was, standing in front of me with his arms around me.  How did I get this lucky? I pulled him in for a quick kiss on the cheek, then hopped down off the barstool.  

“Not so fast, love,” Jameson said as he bent down and threw me over his shoulder.  I squealed in surprise and laughed.  My head was hanging down by his lower back and my hair was trailing to his calves.  He carried me that way, out to the car, with me laughing the whole time.  He relocked the back door and opened his car door.  He gently set me down in the seat and gave me a breathtaking kiss.

“I love the way you laugh,” he said before he shut my door and climbed in his.  He started the car and put the top up on his BMW.

We drove the ten minutes to my house, holding hands and singing along to The Stooges.  It was close to eleven when we pulled into my driveway. Jameson walked around to the trunk and retrieved my messenger bag.  He was helping me out of the car when I suddenly remembered.

“Shit, my car,” I said, running my fingers through my hair.  “How am I going to get back to The Mausoleum tomorrow?”

“I’ll come get you, love, no worries.  What time do you have to be there?” he asked, putting his arm around my waist and leading me to my front door.

“Seven o’clock,” I said, taking my bag from him and digging out my keys.

“I’ll be here at 6:30 to pick you up,” he said, smiling reassuringly.

“Thanks so much for everything, Jameson. I don’t know what I would have done without you today.”

“I’m just glad I was there to help you, Skye,” he said, stroking my left cheek with the back of his fingers and gazing into my eyes.  “And, I meant what I said earlier.  I would like to take you out on a date sometime.  I want to see more of you.  I’ve kind of wanted to ask you out since the first time I saw you at Dan’s.”

I swallowed my sudden nervousness. “Really?” I asked, looking at my hands. “Was that when I brought you the Car Bomb last week?”

He placed his finger under my chin and gently lifted it to meet my eyes.  “No, love,” he said, shaking his head.  “The first time I saw you was when we came into Dan’s a month ago to play our first show.  You were wearing that purple corset and you had your hair up in a ponytail.  I thought you had the most beautiful neck I had ever seen.”

“Wow,” I said, amazed and blushing.  “I can’t believe you remember that.”

“Aye, love,” he smiled.  “I remember every time I saw you dancing to our songs and waiting your tables.  I wanted to go up to you so many times and introduce myself, but you were always busy when I finished my set.  I’m glad we finally got a chance to talk.”

“Me too, Jameson,” I said sincerely.  “I’ve kind of had my eye on you as well.  I love to hear you sing and when Dan asked me to bring you your drink last week, I almost died. You’re pretty hot, you know that?” I teased, reaching up to twirl a strand of his hair around my index finger.

“Not half as hot as you, love,” he said, pulling me into a hug and kissing the top of my head.  “So what do you say?  Can I take you out on a proper date, Miss Morrison?” 

“I’d like that, Mr. Doyle,” I said, craning my neck up to give him a quick peck on the lips.

“How about this Saturday?”

“Saturday is perfect.”  Styvi Nix must have heard us talking because she started barking up a storm and scratching on the door.  “I’ve got to go,” I said reluctantly.  “So, I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Until then, love,” Jameson said as he gave me a quick kiss goodbye.  

I turned and unlocked my door, waving to Jameson as he got into his car.  Styvi Nix jumped up and down, excited to see me.  I set my bag down on the stairs and hurried over to my hand chair and took a seat, pulling Styvi into my lap.  

“How’s my little super star?” I cooed, kissing her face and letting her lick mine.  “I really missed you today.”  I spent a few more minutes thoroughly loving on her and then walked into the kitchen and gave her a treat.  

I fixed myself a Cup-O-Noodles and watched as Styvi Nix happily tossed her tug rope around the living room.  I was too sore to play with her outside tonight, so I threw the rope for her a few times around the house.  I left her to play downstairs as I slowly walked up to my room.  My ankle and knee should have hurt a lot worse than they did, but I figured it was the alcohol I had earlier that was numbing the pain.  

I took off my clothes and threw them in my bathroom hamper while I filled my tub up with hot water.  I figured a hot bath would be good for my knee.  I went to the mirror and looked at my forehead.  Ugh!  That’s an ugly bruise.  The top of my eye socket was pretty swollen and it was a lovely shade of black and blue.  I sighed, turned on my bedroom stereo, and mellowed out to some Bob Marley while I soaked.  

The hot water was so relaxing and it was making me sleepy.  I finally talked myself into quickly shampooing my hair and bathing so I could hit the sack.  As I was drying off I heard my cell phone ringing downstairs.  I quickly dressed in a baby doll nightie, wrapped my long, wet hair up in a towel, and made my way downstairs to my bag.  Hm…3 missed calls.  I saw that all three were from Drop Kick Dan’s.  I hit redial and went back to my room, calling for Styvi Nix to come to bed.

“Drop Kick Dan’s, what do you want?” a grumpy female voice asked.

“Um…Nikki, is that you?” I asked, unsure.

“Yeah, who’s asking?” she yelled over the music.

“It’s Skye.  Man, y’all sound busy.  Someone called me from there a few minutes ago.  Was it you?” I asked, taking the towel out of my hair and brushing it.

“Nah, Cupcake, wasn’t me.  I haven’t even had a break all night.  We’re freakin’ swamped.  Angel called in sick and we’re working capacity with only five people, counting His Highness himself.”

“Uh-oh.  Dan’s not out on the floor helping y’all?” I asked, shocked.

“Hell no!  Alcohol Enforcement picked tonight to show up.  He’s back in his office dealing with them,” she said, gruffly.

I felt bad that I wasn’t there helping them out tonight, but I didn’t think I’d make it very long if I did try to work.

“It must have been Dan that called.  Listen, hon, just tell him I called when you talk to him.  I’ll let you get back to the madness,” I said, sympathetically.

“Wait a sec,” she said.  “Now that I have you on the phone, how are you doing?  I was so worried about you when I saw you fall, but Dan wouldn’t let me come back to the office to talk to you, the asshole.” 

“I’m okay.  It hurt like hell earlier, but I’m doing a bit better now.  Jameson Doyle took me home,” I added with a smile, remembering our steamy moment on the hood of his car.  

“Aw, look at you!” she teased and laughed.  “That’s that lead singer you like, right?  Damn, that guy is hot!”

“Uh-huh! Don’t I know it.  Well, text me tomorrow and I’ll fill you in on all the juicy details,” I said, teasing.

“Ooh, get it girl!  Alright, I’ll tell Dan when I see him.  Take care of yourself and I’ll text you tomorrow,” she said quickly and shouted something out to a waitress.

I shook my head and ended the call.  Poor Nikki.  It sounded like a wild frat house party up in there.  I quickly blow dried my hair and hopped into bed, pulling Styvi Nix up with me.  She licked my face and snuggled under the covers.  

“Good night, sweet pea,” I said as I reached over and turned off the bedside lamp.  I fell asleep thinking about Jameson and his brother, my new boss, Archer.  I wondered why they had different last names if they were brothers.  I told myself to remember to ask Jameson when I saw him tomorrow.

 

 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 

I awoke to furious dog licks and a ringing cell phone.

“I’m up. I’m up,” I said to Styvi, quickly petting her and then reaching for my phone.  “Hello?” I said, trying to sound as awake as possible, and glancing at my alarm clock for the time. 8:45a.m…someone had better be dead. Or at least seriously injured.  

“Hey, doll!” Dan said enthusiastically, full of energy.  “How’s the leg this morning?”

I sighed and rolled over onto my back.  “God,” I groaned.  “You’re in way too good of a mood for it being this early in the morning.  What, did Lola jump off a cliff last night and give up the ghost?” I asked, too tired to actually get excited at the thought.

“Wow,” Dan said, and laughed.  “Who pissed in your prune juice this morning?”

“Bite me, D.  It’s too damn early,” I griped.  “What’s up?  Something serious must be up, for you to be calling me this early.  No one calls me this early, especially you.”

He chuckled.  “Can’t a guy check up on his favorite employee?”

I sighed and sat up.  “Now I know something is wrong.  Fiona is your favorite employee, that brown nosing bitch.  You told me so yourself last week,” I tiredly joked.

Dan sounded like he was busting a gut over there.  “I just wanted to check up on you, Skye, honest.  I just got back from my morning jog and figured you’d be awake since you went home so early last night.”

“Oh, yeah?  Well, I didn’t go to bed until late,” I said, yawning.  “My leg was hurting pretty good last night, but I think I’ll be healed up pretty soon.  I called up there and Nikki was out-of-her-mind swamped while you were dealing with the law in the back.”

Dan sighed.  “Yeah, man, it was rough last night.  Between Angel calling in, you being hurt, and me being tied up, we barely had enough people to cover the floor.  I had to pay Nikki time and a half last night, just so she wouldn’t quit.  But, don’t spread that around.  The other girls will have my balls if they found out.”

I laughed.  “Oh, that’s mighty tempting, Dan.”

“So…are you still mad about the whole Lola thing?” he asked, tentatively.  That was the first time in four years that I had heard him sound timid towards me.

“Aw, D,” I said gently, feeling bad for yesterday’s behavior. “I’m not mad at you, hon.  I was just surprised to see Lola there, that’s all.  That girl gets my back up every time I’m around her.  I was disappointed, though.  You can do SO much better than Lola Finch, D.  You’re Filet Mignon and that girl is ground beef.”

“I think that’s the almost-most-sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me, doll,” he said happily.

I laughed.  “Yeah, well don’t go spreading THAT around.  I’ve got a reputation to uphold.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” he chuckled dismissively.  “So, go ahead and take tomorrow off, but do you think you could come in on Thursday?” he asked hopefully.

“Yeah, I’ll make it in for my shift.  Listen D., I need to talk to you about some stuff.  If we aren’t too busy Thursday afternoon, think you could make time for me?” I asked.

“Absolutely, doll.  You get some rest and I’ll see you then,” he said, sweetly.

“Thanks, Dan,” I said, feeling a little guilty about my impending one week notice.  “You’re an awesome boss, you know that?”

“Of course!” he said happily and hung up the phone.

I lay back down in my bed and snuggled up to Styvi Nix, hoping to drift back off to sleep.  Thirty minutes later, I was still wide awake and decided to get up.  I crawled out of bed and looked back at Styvi.  She half way opened one eye, took a deep breath and went back to sleep.  This is so unfair, I thought to myself.  Styvi could go back to sleep and I couldn’t.  

On my way to the bathroom I noticed that I wasn’t limping anymore.  I stopped and looked down at my ankle.  It looked completely normal, no swelling or bruising.  Huh? I thought, lifting my foot and rotating my ankle.  There was no pain whatsoever.  Well that’s weird.  I looked at my knee and found the same thing.  No swelling or bruising.  I did a few squats and felt fine so I practiced a few Krav Maga kicks.  What the hell is going on?  I saw my ankle last night and it was big and bruised.  There was no way both my knee and ankle could be healed this quickly.  

I raced to the bathroom and looked in the mirror.  I lifted my hair out of the way and was shocked.  My eyebrow was bruised and swollen last night and today it looked like nothing had ever happened.  How is that even possible?  I sat down on the edge of the tub and thought back for a few moments.  No, I had definitely been injured last night.  I distinctly remember the pain.  I sighed.  Maybe bruises went away in nine hours?  I shook my head and chuckled.  Don’t be an idiot, I thought to myself.  I didn’t know what was going on, but it seemed like I had had a miraculous healing.  Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I silently thanked God and took care of my morning necessities in the bathroom.  

I made my way downstairs to put the kettle on, grabbed my book out of my messenger bag, and sat it on the table to read while I drank my tea.  I decided to make waffles this morning and got the stuff out to make it.  I had hardly eaten anything the day before.  I was determined to get my calories in today, lest we have a repeat of yesterday’s fainting spell.  

I turned on my IPod and jammed out while I cooked.  I cut up some fresh strawberries and a banana and placed them in a small bowl.  I poured my cup of steaming water, added an English Breakfast tea bag, and poured a bit of sugar free syrup on my waffle.  I put away the music and enjoyed a leisurely breakfast.  When I finished I did the dishes quickly, poured myself another cup of tea and curled up on the couch to read my book.  

Styvi Nix finally trotted down about an hour later.  I got up, fed her a treat, and filled up her food and water bowl.  She happily thanked me by licking my legs before she ran out through her doggie door to take care of business and chase her butterflies.  I couldn’t help but smile.  She was the sweetest girl and I was absolutely head-over-heels for her.  

I checked the time and looked around the house. It was almost noon and I was bored.  How was I supposed to stay here all day?  I wasn’t used to having ‘lazy days’.  I had planned on being in bed all day, but that was no longer necessary.  I remembered the black charge card that Archer gave me last night and bounced up to my room to retrieve it.  

I pulled the black skirt that I had on last night out of the clothes hamper and rifled through the back pockets.  I found the envelope and felt the outline of the card through it.  Sah-weet!  I could have some fun out shopping AND take care of my mandatory, Archer-approved errand.  Why not?  I was joyfully pain free and had an available afternoon. 

I went into the bathroom to get ready.  After doing my hair, I walked to the closet and chose a pair of baggy, faded boyfriend jeans, a white belt, a vintage ‘Frankie Says Relax’ t-shirt, and paired it with my white Doc’s.  I grabbed the black credit card and went downstairs.  I kissed Styvi Nix goodbye, grabbed my messenger bag and cell phone, and headed out the front door.

Since I didn’t have my car, I decided to walk the couple of blocks to the city’s light rail line.  It was a straight shoot downtown and the train let off at a station a block from The Underground.  After a short wait, I boarded the two car train and listened to my IPod for the duration of the ride.  Seeing my stop, I hopped out at the downtown depot and made my way over to the store.

I walked in and was met by loud Industrial music and a plethora of vinyl, buckles, corsets and lace.  Some of the outfits were beautiful replica Victorian era gothic and Steampunk, but most were skimpy, micro-mini standard club wear.  I sighed and picked a place to start tearing through the racks.  I loaded up on skirts, corsets, bondage pants, and barely-there tops.  After about two hours of searching and four fully loaded trips to the sales girl later, I had almost everything I needed.  I picked out tons of tights, in various colors and stages of destruction, arm warmers, and a mixture of chokers.  For my final stop, I swung by the shoes and had a field day, selecting numerous boots in different heights, and several pairs of wild platform pumps.  I grabbed some intense colored Urban Decay makeup on the way to the register.  When I was ready to check out, the sales girl pretty much summed up my whole shopping experience in one word: ‘WHOA.’  Whoa was right.  I didn’t know how the hell I was supposed to carry ALL these bags back home on the train.  

The sales girl handed me my lengthy receipt and I whipped out my cell phone to call a cab.  Three hot minutes later, I was in the cab with my bags resting comfortably in his spacious trunk.  I looked at the time and was surprised.  It was almost 5 o’clock already!  We pulled into my driveway.  The cabbie helped me bring my bags inside and I tipped him generously.  I ran upstairs to take a quick shower, shave, and redo my hair and makeup with the new products I bought.  

After all that was accomplished, I still had twenty minutes to get ready.  I thought about the outfit that I wanted to wear and dug through my newly purchased merchandise.  I finally found it and quickly shimmied into it, no easy task, let me tell you.  I grabbed some boots and slithered into those as well.  I opened my closet door and viewed my ensemble in the full length mirror that was mounted to the back of it.  I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Holy…shit…” I said out loud. I did a full circle in the mirror, put my hands on my hips, smirked, and nodded my head.  

I was wearing a black vinyl tank mini-dress that fully laced up on each side of my body.  The thick corset string was cherry red, and I tied it into a bow where my dress ended on each side.  There were gaps where the string crisscrossed, so a line of skin showed.  I had to be selective about what kind of panties I threw on so you couldn’t see them.  The dress had a low scoop neckline and I had to wear a low cut demi bra to accommodate it.  The boots I chose to wear tonight were absolutely licentious.  They were over-the-knee stiletto boots and had an awesome cuffed collar, sexy, slightly slouched detailing, numerous stud/buckle/chain highlights, and a rockin’ five inch heel.  To complete the outfit, I threw on a black leather slave collar, and grabbed my cropped, black leather biker jacket.

“You go, girl…” I said amazed at what the dress did for my curves.  I wasn’t used to seeing myself in these types of clothes, but seeing it now gave me a little boost to my confidence.  I felt pretty darn good.  

I looked over at Styvi who was staring at me with her little head cocked to the side.  “Well, what do YOU think, Styvi Nix?”  She cocked her head to the other side and then sat up on her back legs and begged for a treat.  

I couldn’t help but laugh.  “Okay, okay…” I chuckled.  “Come on, super star.  Let’s get you a treat.”  She bolted downstairs and I trailed after her.  I walked over by her treat jar and removed an all-natural rawhide from a bag in the cabinet. I held up the treat and she immediately sat down in front of me and furiously wagged her tail.  

“That’s my good girl,” I said as my doorbell rang.  Styvi was disinterested in our visitor and took her bone into the backyard.  I chuckled and made my way over to the front door.

I opened the door and was blown away. “Well, hellooo, handsome,” I said, in a singsong voice. Jameson looked sexy in all black tonight.  He was wearing a long sleeved translucent black mesh shirt, leather pants, and big buckled boots. You could make out his chiseled chest and abs through his shirt and it immediately made me want to run my hands all over them. I took a deep breath to calm my hormones and looked up into his eyes.

Jameson was busy looking me over, neck to toe and back.  His eyes were wide and his mouth was open in surprise.  “Riamh i mo shaol ……” he whispered to himself.  

“What?” I asked, smiling up at him, amused, but confused at what he just said.  What kind of language is that, anyway?  I’d never heard it before.

Jameson shook his head and seemed to be breaking out of his amusing daze. “Uh…sorry.  Hello,” he finally said, looking me in the eyes.  I tried to stifle a giggle, but I couldn’t help it.  Finally, it was my turn to make HIM feel speechless.  

I walked the few steps to him and wrapped my arms around his waist, looking up into his eyes.  “It’s that good, huh?” I asked, smiling, raising one eyebrow and biting the corner of my bottom lip.  

“Oh,” he said, taking my hands, stepping back a couple of feet, and looking me up and down again. “You have…no…idea.  You’ve just made me…very…ravenous.  And I just ate…” he said, swallowing thickly and shaking his head in disbelief.  “How very naughty of you, Skye,” he said with a seductive, predatory grin.

I felt my face flush hot at his gaze.  He made me feel like I was a succulent piece of meat that he couldn’t wait to devour.  I tried to calm my hormones as best I could, but, whenever I was around him, or his brother for that matter, I found it very difficult.  

“Well, I’m glad you like it.  I was bored so I went shopping today,” I said, playing with my fingers.  “Hey,” I suddenly remembered. “You won’t believe this.  My bruises are gone and my ankle and knee are perfect.  The cut on my head is even healed,” I said, replaying my surprising morning.  Jameson rubbed the back of his neck quietly as he listened to me tell my story.

“That’s really great, love.  I’m glad you’ve healed.  Those were some pretty bad injuries you had,” he said.

“Yeah, definitely…but, what do you think caused me to heal so rapidly?  It’s really weird, don’t you think?  Maybe it was divine intervention?” 

“I…” he started to say, but his phone interrupted him.  “Just a second, love,” he said, holding a finger up and digging his cell phone out of his pants pockets.  

“Oy, brother,” he said, answering his phone.  “I’m here now and we’re about to head your way.”

I walked into my house and made a quick motion for him to follow.  I ran upstairs to grab my jacket and phone and then came bounding back down.  I reached the landing and Jameson was just standing in the doorway with his hands in his pockets. “Jameson, you didn’t want to step inside?” I asked, watching him.

He looked uncomfortable for a few seconds but then smiled an apologetic smile and said, “No time love.  Archer wants me back at the club as soon as possible.  Do you have everything you need?”

I looked around and did a mental checklist.  Jacket, check. Cell phone, check.  Keys, check.  “Yep, I have everything” I smiled as I grabbed my messenger bag off the floor and my keys off the entryway table.  

I walked out, shut the door behind me, and sauntered off toward his awaiting BMW.  He quickly followed and opened my door for me.  “Who ever said chivalry was dead?” I teased as I carefully sat down and folded my legs in behind me.  I could get used to this, I thought.  I loved a thoughtful man. Jameson quickly got in and headed toward downtown.

It was too quiet in the car, so I fiddled with the stations until I found a good song.  Jameson seemed tense and when I looked over at him, he was gripping the steering wheel tightly.

“Hon,” I said, concerned.  “Are you okay?  You aren’t talking much…is something wrong?”

“I’m fine, Skye,” he said tightly, never taking his eyes off the road.  His hands gripped the steering wheel harder and his nostrils flared.  He silently took out his sunglasses, roughly put them on, and quickly resumed white-knuckling the steering wheel.  His body language was closed off, and I took that as my cue not to ask any more questions.  

I silently worried over what was bothering him and what I had done to make him so angry.  The tension in the car was unbearably thick.  I started to feel uncomfortable, so I stared out my passenger window. The rest of the ride was one of silence.  

When we finally got to the club, I didn’t wait for him to open my door for me.  I bolted out and hurriedly walked into the club’s back door.  I stalked down the dark hallway, through the floor door and straight into the ladies restroom.  I felt like my eyes were tearing up and I didn’t want anyone to see me.  I grabbed a few tissues off the toiletry bar and sat down on the velvet lounge chair in the restroom’s front sitting room.  I carefully dabbed underneath my eyes and leaned back into the chair.  

What is Jameson’s problem?  I felt like a leper.  One minute he’s giving me ‘yes’ eyes, the next he’s all tense and closed off.  I must have done something.  I tried thinking back and couldn’t come up with anything.  The more I thought about it, the more confused I got.  The more confused I got, the angrier I got.  I finally decided to say fuck it.  Let him worry about him and I’m going to just worry about me tonight.  This was my first full day on the job here at The Mausoleum, and I wasn’t going to let anyone muck this up for me.  

“Eighty five thousand dollars, baby,” I said, looking into the mirror with fierce determination.  I stood up, fixed my bra, checked my makeup, and gathered my jacket and bag up off the lounger.  I look a deep breath, affixed a smile to my face, and walked out onto the club floor.

I turned the corner and saw Archer and Jameson leaning at the bar, engrossed in their conversation.  I walked heavily on my stilettos to let them know I was coming.  Jameson turned to the side and quickly resumed making drinks. Archer slowly stood up and turned to greet me.  He was wearing a black designer t-shirt, low rise denim jeans, and black Prada loafers.

He slowly appraised my attire with his eyes and had a satisfied smile on his face.  He turned to Jameson and said something to him that I couldn’t hear.  Whatever it was seemed to piss Jameson off, because he was clenching and unclenching his jaw quickly as his nose flared. Archer turned to face me once again and walked toward me.

“You, my dear, are dangerous,” he said with a wicked laugh, holding his arms out wide to greet me.  I walked up to him and allowed him to hug me.  He bent down, nuzzled my hair and sighed, “You do smell tempting.”  

I pulled away and looked up at him.  I was a little confused by his behavior.  He laughed and I heard a door roughly shut.  I looked around Archer, towards the bar, and Jameson was nowhere to be found.  Eighty-five thousand dollars, I silently repeated to myself.  This is the opportunity I have been daydreaming about.  I’m not going to mess this up for anything.

“Good to know,” Archer said, chuckling.

“Pardon me?” I asked, confused.  Is he talking to me or himself?

“Let’s get you a drink while we go over tonight’s agenda, sound good to you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow and smiling.

I walked with him to the bar and sat down on one of the stools.  He went behind it and started trying to figure out what Jameson had been making.

“Well,…I think this one might be yours,” he said, setting a glass down in front of me and smiling.  “It’s a Vampire’s Kiss.  Well, no, not yet,” he said, leaning in towards me.  I was just about to lean away when he brought his hand up from behind the bar.  It was clutching the neck of a bottle that was filled with black liquid.  “Now, then…” he said, pouring about two shots into my glass and winking.  “That’s a Vampire’s kiss.”  

I smiled and thanked him.  Is he drunk?  He was acting so weird tonight and I didn’t understand what was going on between him and Jameson.  Where is Jameson, anyway?  I downed my drink quickly, hoping to catch a small buzz to help with my sour mood.  He brought out two lowball glasses and a bottle of Johnny Walker Black.  

“Pour us up some glasses while I fill you in,” he said, coming around the bar and sitting down beside me on a barstool.  

I poured us each a healthy glass and silently saluted him before I brought it to my lips and took a long sip.

Archer took a big gulp of his and said, “We have some actual work to do tonight.  I have a stack of applications that I need you to go through.  You will need to pick out ten male dancers and ten female dancers to be interviewed.  Only select the ones available for immediate hire.  Also, I need five general employees, same deal.  Do you think you can handle that for me?” he asked.  

“Absolutely.  I’ll have them ready in no time,” I said, confident.  

“Good,” he said with a sly grin.  He took another drink and continued.  “The sound system and stage lights need to be tested tonight, so we’ll have the house lights down and music up.  You may use my office, if you’d like, to go through the applications if the music starts to bother you.”

“Thank you, Archer, but I think I’ll be able to manage down here,” I said taking a sip of my scotch.  

He looked at me intently for a couple of seconds.  “Are you wondering where Jameson is?” 

I put my chin up, shook my head, and tried to mean it when I said, “Nope.  I sure you’ve got him working in the back or something.”

His gaze was unwavering.  He sat quietly for a few moments and then said, “I sent him on an errand this evening.  He will be back in time to drive you to pick up your car tonight.”

“Okay,” I said, starting to fidget.  I was feeling pretty cold, so I grabbed my leather jacket from the back of the stool and put it on.  

“It should be a crime to cover those shoulders,” he said, with what sounded like raw honesty.

I turned and looked at him, surprised and curious.  Is he flirting with me?  No…  That’s impossible.

Archer was a rich, successful, gorgeous business owner and I was just a waitress with a useless-for-now degree.  Besides, I wasn’t anything special.  I was just a girl who worked hard, loved her dog, and her friends.  

It must be this stupid dress, I thought.  Or these slutty boots.  I felt self-conscious all of the sudden.  This outfit wasn’t really me.  I know I had to wear this “uniform” to work, but I could have added more clothes to it.  I have to get out of here for a second.  I looked over at Archer and he was staring at his drink, with his head cocked slightly to the right side.  He almost looked like he was trying very hard to hear something.  

I stood up and asked nervously, “Where are the applications?  I’ll go ahead and jump right on those.”

Archer looked at me and smiled a small, almost sad smile.  “They are on top of my desk in a folder marked with your name,” he said and picked up the bottle to refill our drinks.

“I’ll be right back,” I said excusing myself and walking quickly across the floor, clutching my short leather jacket.  Why-o-why did I have to wear such a short jacket tonight?  I wished I had something to help cover me up more.  I sighed as I climbed the stairs.  Jameson’s sudden mood change and my insecurities had really put a damper on the night.  

“Snap out of it girl,” I said, under my breath as I reached the second floor and approached Archer’s private spiral stairwell.  I quickly bounded up the stairs and into his office.  I saw the folder, grabbed it and slowly made my way back down.  I ran into Gunnar on the second floor.  He took the stairs first and walked over to the DJ booth.  I saw him setting up a laptop as I reached the empty bar.  I looked around and didn’t see Archer anywhere.  I shrugged my shoulders, took another shot of scotch, and started reading the applications and attached résumés.  

About an hour had passed and I was almost done.  I don’t know where Archer found these people, but most everyone who applied was more than qualified.  I tried to zero in on personality as the distinguishing factor.  

Suddenly the house lights went down and the stage lights started their synchronized dance.  The dance floor lights lit up and alternated.  I smiled.  Man, this place is awesome.  I knew my fellow Austinites would fall in love with it.  Just then the music started pumping a dark, ominous beat. I swayed along in my seat as I worked on selecting the last few interviewees.  

 

 



CHAPTER NINE

 

I finally finished and poured myself another shot of scotch.  I was starting to feel a buzz and was kind of glad for it; it helped me relax.  I don’t drink enough to get a buzz often, but when I do it’s for good reason.  I bound up the application rejects, put them at the bottom of the folder, and danced my way to Archer’s office to put the folder back.  When I got up to the second floor, I heard someone shout out to me.  

“Oy!  You’re done?”  I turned and saw Archer lounging in one of the PVIP private lounges.  

I walked over to him and smiled brightly, holding up the folder.  “You now have twenty-five qualified candidates, ready and waiting for your call.”

“Excellent, Skye,” he said with a grin and motioned for me to have a seat on the lounger next to him.  

I sat down on the edge and crossed my legs.  He held out a glass of champagne and I took it and laughed.  “If I didn’t know any better, Mr. Rhys, I’d say you were trying to get me drunk.”

He threw his gorgeous head back and laughed.  Whenever he genuinely smiled like that, it took my breath away.  How can a person be this gorgeous?  Thank God he has his shirt on tonight.  Not that I’d mind seeing him naked or anything, but it’s so damn distracting.  I shook my head and quickly focused on something else.   I took a long drink from my glass.

“Wow, this is really good,” I said, shouting over the music.

“Aye!” he said, raising his glass, looking happy and relaxed.  “This is my favorite champagne.  I have cases of it flown in from France once a year.”

“I can see why!” I yelled, finishing off the rest of the sweet liquid.

Archer reached over and poured me another glass.  “Drink up, Skye.  We have a dance floor to test out.”

I laughed and shook my head.  “No, no…we have work to do somewhere, don’t we?”

“Yes we do,” he agreed with a smile.  “Very critical and important work…down there on the dance floor.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. He twisted my arm.  After all, he was the boss and I was getting paid to do what he said. “Alright, you win!” I said, smiling, feeling happy for the first time since Jameson left on his errand.  I’d been dying to dance since the music started.

Archer held up his glass in a silent toast.  I gave him a playful wink and clinked glasses with him.  We both downed our drinks quickly.  He got up, walked over in front of me, and held out his hand. I looked up into his beautiful blue eyes and smiled as I took it.  He put his arm around my waist and led me down the stairs and onto the dance floor.  

He walked around me, came up behind me, and whispered into my ear.   “I meant it when I said that it should be a crime to cover up those shoulders.” He took a hold of the back of my jacket, helped me out of it, and quickly walked over to the bar to lay it on my vacated stool.  

The music tempo picked up as X-RX came on.  Archer started playfully dancing circles around me and I couldn’t control myself.  It was so cute and I started laughing and dancing with him. Our arms were flying, my hips were rocking, our legs kicking…I was having an absolute a blast.  Archer had some really great tunes in his catalogue.  Gunnar came over a few songs later and brought us what I thought was a Five Star General.  Archer and I happily stopped for a second to cheers each other and down the stout drink.  

My new boss was a hoot.  He was having as much fun as I was and I thought it was great to be able to see this side of him.  He always appeared so put together and on top of everything.  He must feel great, letting loose and forgetting his worries and responsibilities for a few hours. For a guy who was about 32, he sure did have the energy of a 23 year old.  He was having no problems keeping up with me.  And, boy, did he have some moves!  I smiled up at him and pulled him closer to me.  

“I like seeing you have fun,” I shouted over the music.  “You’re always so professional every time I’m around you.  It’s nice to see you let loose for a change.”

He smiled down at me and brushed the hair out of my face.  “It’s nice to be able to actually let loose and have fun,” he said chuckling. He looked at me seriously and stopped dancing for a second.  

“I like watching you dance, Skye.  Your face lights up and it’s like you feel completely free.  There’s something about you…I…I can’t really explain it…but I knew I had to see you again after I met you at Afterburner’s that day.”

I stopped dancing and looked deep into his eyes.  Is he serious?  No, I must have misunderstood him.  

“You are so beautiful, Skye Morrison,” he said, cupping my chin with his strong, cool hand.  

I was absolutely speechless.  The most beautiful man I had ever seen…IN MY ENTIRE LIFE, just said I was beautiful.  I blushed when the reality hit me, and boy, did it hit me hard.  

I was so confused.  I had a jumbled mass of feelings for both brothers.  I chalked most of it up to my wonky hormones as of late, but some were genuine.  I absolutely adored this Archer, the fun, carefree Archer.  And I absolutely adored Jameson, the sweet, uncomplicated, sexy, Jameson. 

Gunnar appeared again and brought us another drink.  Somehow that man knew to appear when I needed him most.  I laughed out loud as I took the drink from him.  Archer laughed, too.  It was like he understood what I was thinking.  I smiled up at him and clinked my glass with his.  We both downed our drinks quickly and handed the glasses back to Gunnar. I knew I’d be thoroughly buzzed after this drink and laughed again at the thought.  I didn’t care.  I was having the best time I had had in months.  

Archer pulled me up against his body as the current song ended.  The next song’s tempo was fast and hard hitting and this close up dancing wasn’t going to work for it.  I reached up, ran my hands through his hair and pulled his head down so I could talk in his ear.  

“This isn’t going to work for Noisuf-X, mister,” I said, ruffling his hair and turning his face to meet my eyes.  “You’ll have to pray that that little machine of yours plays something slow soon, if that‘s what your wanting.”  I cocked my eyebrow playfully.  “Because until then, you’re going to have to rock out with me, babe.”  

I pulled away from him and started dancing as the song was meant to be danced to.  He laughed and followed my lead.  He must have been hot because I saw him quickly take off his shirt and throw it over his shoulder, onto the dance floor behind him.  

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! I silently swore.  I almost came to a complete standstill for a moment at the sight of his muscular, lean body.  He had a perfect, washboard stomach and defined pecks.  His low rise jeans were well past his hip bones and I had to swallow hard.  This was the second time that I had seen him shirtless and I still wasn’t prepared for it.  He was absolutely gorgeous and I was having trouble thinking.  

I think he noticed because he laughed, grabbed me, and twirled me around.  He was singing along to the song and I couldn’t help but smile.  This straight laced business type was an underground Goth/Industrialist, and a beautiful one at that.  It was so hot!  We continued dancing as my buzz grew to full on inebriation.  

I was a little sweaty from all the dancing and my long hair was starting to stick to me.  I grabbed one of the black rubber bracelets from around my wrist and made a makeshift rubber band to put my hair up with.  I quickly threw it up into a pony tail as the song started to end and morph into a slow, sexy beat. 

I looked over at Archer and smiled.  It was one of my favorite songs, Nine Inch Nail’s Closer.  He gave me a wicked grin and slowly prowled up to me.  I laughed and bit my bottom lip in anticipation.  

He walked around behind me and grabbed my hips, pulling me up against his tight stomach.  I started slowly moving my body to the music.  The song had a funky, seductive beat, and I moved my hips, keeping time with it.  Archer kept up with me as the beats hit harder.  

I reached my left arm up behind me and grabbed the back of his cool, bare neck, pulling his head closer to mine.  He moved one hand from my hips and wrapped it around my abdomen, pulling me tighter against him as his cool breath fell on my neck.  I shivered as we grinded together.  

Archer slowly nuzzled my neck and I drew a sharp breath inward.  The feel of his short stubble sliding softly down the side of my neck sent goose bumps all over my body.  My ample chest rose and fell as I started to breathe harder in excitement.  I grinded into him and found that he was just as excited as I was.  

I sighed as he softly, slowly kissed the hollow of my neck, tentatively at first but growing more bold when I didn’t pull away.  I closed my eyes as I leaned back into him and tightened my hold on his neck.  He slid his other arm around my waist and started gently caressing my lower abdomen as his other hand slid up the laces of my dress toward my breasts.  

His kisses on my neck grew needier as his hand grazed my bosom.  I stopped dancing, took a step forward, and turned around to face him.  His eyes were so bright, an intense color of light blue, and he was breathing just as hard as I was.  He reached a hand out to me, but I just stared at it.  

Sanity was at war with my inebriation.  This was my new boss I was dancing with, and we were knee deep in dangerous territory.  I was feeling things for him that I probably shouldn’t and my hormones were raging out of control.  Am I really going to go there with him?  I mean, yes, he was beyond gorgeous.  He was sexy and fun and I loved the night we were having together.  

But, what about Jameson?  It’s not like we were officially dating, but we did have a date planned.  And we DID have that steamy moment in the parking lot of Drop Kick’s.  I really liked Jameson.  I am so confused.  Part of me wanted to stop, but the other part, the more dominant and hormone driven one, told me to stop questioning a good thing and go for it.  Who passes up intimate moments with an awesome, gorgeous, completely sexy, SHIRTLESS guy?  I bit down on the corner of my bottom lip and slowly surveyed his body from top to bottom and back.  God, he’s so freakin’ sexy.

Archer stepped forward and took my hand, placing it around his waist.  I looked up into his eyes and met a serious face.  He raised his arm and placed his hand around the back of my neck, holding it.  His eyes roamed my face, almost like he was searching for something.  He moved his hand to the side of my neck and used his thumb to gently stroke my cheek.  It was so soft.  I sighed, closed my eyes, and turned my head into his touch.  Being with him feels so calming sometimes.  I opened my eyes and looked deeply into his.

“Skye,” he whispered softly.

To hell with mixed feelings.  I knew how I was feeling at this moment and didn’t want to wait any longer.  I wrapped my other arm around his waist and he drew me up against his hard body. My lips parted as he lowered his face to mine, softly kissing me.  A small, involuntary sound escaped me, and, as if driven by it, he deepened our kiss, our tongues meeting each other’s in a seductive dance.  

My hands gripped him tighter as I captured his bottom lip between my teeth and gently sucked on it.  He let out a low growl, grabbed my head with both hands, and kissed me passionately. I had never in my life been kissed like this before.  It was as if he was making love to my very essence.  It made my knees weak for a second, but I recovered, more turned on than ever.  

I ran my hands up his strong, naked back and raked my long nails down the length of it.  He broke from our kiss and threw his head back as my nails finished their course.  When he looked back down at me, I knew exactly what he was thinking.  He looked at me with such wanton desire and need.  It made my heart skip a beat.  I craned my neck up and slowly ran my tongue up the side of his neck, causing him to grunt.  I gently bit and kissed his neck while he caressed his hands down my back and gripped my ass.  

He grabbed my pony tail with one hand and pulled my head back so he could look into my eyes.  “I want you,” he growled.

“I know,” I said, playfully licking his bottom lip.  

He pulled me to him again and kissed me hungrily, desperately.  I moaned and met his need with my own. 

Suddenly, I felt a slight stinging sensation on my bottom lip and I tasted something warm and salty on Archer’s tongue.  I pulled away and saw blood on his lip.  I put my hand up to mine and when I pulled it away, I saw blood too.  I looked up at him to ask him what happened, when I noticed that he was breathing hard, staring fixatedly at my mouth, and licking the blood off his lip.  

He drew his bottom lip into his mouth and I noticed that he had fangs.  I took a step backward, confused.  When did he get fangs?  Has he had them the whole time?  I tried to think back.  I wouldn’t have figured that he was into the Goth scene that much to have fake fang veneers installed on his lateral incisors.  He didn’t seem like the type.  

“When did you get fangs?” I asked, taking a step closer to inspect them.

He seemed to break out of his daze, as his eyes slowly slid up my face to meet mine.  He seemed startled.  “I’m so sorry, Skye,” he said as his fangs retracted right before my eyes, and he took a step back.

“Whoa…how did you do that?” I asked, shocked.

“Do what?” he asked, distracted, turning away from me and walking toward the bar.

What the hell?  Where is he going?  I followed after him.  He walked around the bar and stood facing the bottles that were lined up against the wall.  I placed my jacket on the back of my barstool and sat down, facing him.

“Archer…why did you walk away from me?  What’s wrong?” I asked, confused and wanting to understand.  

He poured himself a shot and quickly downed it, slamming the glass down on the counter.  He faced the wall, and leaned against the counter; both hands splayed out, and hung his head.

“Archer, damn it, talk to me.  What the hell is going on?  What’s wrong with you?” I asked, getting upset.  Is he mad about accidentally cutting me?  Shit happens in the heat of the moment, I’m going to hold that against him.  Hell, what I really want to know is how his fang veneers suddenly retracted.  I had never seen anything like it.

“Do you really want to know?” he asked, turning around suddenly and coming to stand in front of me.  He looked angry.  The music died down and came to an end.  I turned toward the DJ booth and saw Gunnar quietly closing the laptop.  

I turned back toward Archer.  “Yes, I want to know,” I said softly, reaching out to him.  “What’s wrong, Archer?  Why are you angry with me?”

He laughed sourly and ran his fingers roughly through his hair, frustrated.  He looked at me again and his eyes came to rest on my mouth.  He groaned, roughly grabbed a cocktail napkin off the bar, and thrust it at me.  “Here. I need you to wipe the blood from your mouth, Skye,” he said curtly.  “Now.” 

I slowly reached out and took the napkin, too hurt by his anger towards me to say anything, and held it to my mouth.  I fought against the tears that were stinging my eyes and dabbed at my lip.  

He saw the hurt on my face and his features softened.  He reached over, gently cupping my left cheek, and looked sorrowfully into my eyes.  “Skye…” he whispered.  He suddenly looked up, over my head and quickly dropped his hand while he stood up straight.  

I turned around and saw Jameson walking towards us.  Oh, shit, I thought.  I pulled the bloody napkin from my lip and turned back around to face Archer.  

“Archer, may I have a drink please?” I said, swallowing thickly, trying to calm my sudden racing heart.  “Sooner rather than later?”  He quickly poured me a double shot of scotch and slid it towards me, leaving the bottle on the bar in front of me and taking a step back.  God love him for that, I thought.

 

 



CHAPTER TEN

 

Jameson came up behind me, put his hand on my back, and slid into the stool to my right.  He looked from Archer’s shirtless body to me and dropped his hand.  I looked at his face and he looked confused.  He glanced at my mouth and then down to the bloody napkin on the bar.  His face quickly flashed to Archers and he stared intently at him, a range of emotions playing across his face.  None of them were good.  

Fuuuuck…  I quickly chugged my drink and poured myself another one with a shaky hand.  

Jameson suddenly stood up.  “No,” he growled, looking from Archer to me.  I slammed back the drink as Archer spoke.

“Jameson, it is time,”  Archer took a step closer and set two empty glasses on the bar.  He grabbed a bottle of Irish whiskey and poured some in each awaiting glass. He held out one glass to Jameson.  “Tóg go bog é, a dheartháir, seo dhuit.”

I glanced back and forth between them, Archer’s face apologetic and Jameson’s furious.  I knew that Jameson could tell that something had happened between his brother and me in his absence and he was furious about it.  I was honestly sorry that I had hurt Jameson, but I didn’t regret what happened between Archer and me.  I was a single woman and although Jameson and I had fooled around once, we weren’t really together. 

Jameson slammed his fist into the bar, badly cracking it’s surface. I flinched and looked down at my tightly clasped hands.  

“Damnú air!  Dúirt mé go ndéanfainn é!” he shouted.  

“And, I said no,” Archer said calmly.  He looked down at the bar and sighed.  “That top cost me $60,000.  I‘ll have to order another one now.”

Jameson sat back down and grabbed the drink from Archer.  “Is cuma sa tsioc liom,” he growled, chugging his glass and grabbing the bottle of scotch from in front of me.  He poured himself another glass and downed that one, too.  

No one said anything for a minute. Finally, Jameson spoke up. “Well, you had your evening, like you wanted.  I hope you found what you were looking for,” he said tartly and then sighed, suddenly looking tired and defeated.  “I don’t have all night, máistir, so get to it.”  

Archer looked at me and said nothing.  

“Okay, somebody needs to tell me what the hell is going on,” I said, glancing back and forth between the two of them and then throwing my hands up in annoyance.  “And, what’s up with talking in languages that I don’t understand?  Hello! English!”

Jameson looked from me to Archer.  “Is she drunk?” he asked, surprised.

“Aye,” Archer said, nodding his head.

“Well, this should be fun,” Jameson said, turning to me and smirking.

I wrinkled my nose at him and snorted. “I’m not drunk. I’m annoyed!” I said, standing up.  I immediately started to fall and Archer caught me from behind.

“Easy there,” he said, sitting me back down on the barstool.

I looked at him with wide eyes, shocked at what I just witnessed.  I swallowed and looked to the empty place behind the bar where Archer had just been standing, and back at his current position beside me.  “No way…” I whispered. “How the hell did you do that?”  

“Yes way,” Jameson said, and laughed bitterly.  He stood up from the barstool and flashed to stand behind the counter.  He smirked at me, picked up the bottle of Irish whiskey, and flashed back to his barstool beside me.

“Whoa…” I said, crossing my arms on top of the bar, and putting my head down on them.  I was suddenly feeling kind of dizzy.  I think I had way too much to drink tonight.  Well, I know I did.  I was seeing things that were impossible.  

“Skye, you wanted to know about my fangs earlier, didn’t you?” Archer asked.

I raised my head and looked at Jameson.  He was still angry.  “So that’s where the blood came from!  You bit her, didn’t you!” he angrily accused.  “I fucking knew it!”

I looked at Archer as he answered.“Not intentionally, a dheartháir,” Archer said, growing slightly impatient with him.  “I never would have done that.  Not with her.”

Jameson laughed and I turned to face him.  “Honestly, Jameson.  He didn’t do it on purpose.  It was my fault,” I said quietly.  

“No, it wasn’t,” Archer defended.

Jameson stood up.  “I don’t care whose fault it was.  What’s done is done.  Stop delaying and tell her!  Or I will do what you have forbidden me to!” he said, hotly.

Archer took a deep breath. “Skye,” he called to me.  I turned to face him and he smiled cautiously at me.  “We are not human. We are vampire,” he said, plainly.

I stared at him for a few seconds, and then I looked at Jameson.  He was standing with his arms folded across his chest, smirking, and waiting for my reply.  

I threw my head back and laughed hysterically. Yeah, right, I thought.  And I’m a freakin’ mermaid.  I looked back at Jameson to see if he was laughing and he wasn’t.  I stopped laughing abruptly as he smiled at me. I watched his fangs slide down slowly.

“No way…uh-uh,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.  “Vampires don’t exist.  I don’t believe you.”

“No, babe, mermaids don’t exist.  But, vampires do.  We’ve lived amongst you for millennia,” Archer said 

I flung my head around and stared at him.  How the hell did he know that I was just thinking about mermaids?

Archer smiled a weak smile.  “Because I can read your mind,” he said gently.  

“Fuck me…” I whispered, unladylike, and entirely astounded.  

Jameson walked around me to stand beside Archer.  I looked back and forth between them for several seconds.  Was this possible?  Could vampires really exist?  Could Archer really read my mind?  

There’s only one way to know for certain.  I was going to test him.

“Archer, I want you to hum the song that was playing when you first kissed me, while touching your nose,” I thought silently in my head.

Archer looked at Jameson and then turned back to me.  He slowly raised his right hand up, placing his index finger on the tip of his nose and started humming the song. 

I felt my mouth drop wide open in surprise.  Jameson looked back and forth between us.  I quickly recovered and stood up.  “You have got to be kidding me!” I said indignantly.  “You’ve been able to read my mind the whole time I’ve known you?”

Archer slowly nodded his head and Jameson laughed, unkindly. 

I had had just about enough of Jameson’s attitude at this point.  “Shut up, Jameson!” I shouted.  It was Archer’s turn to chuckle.  

I thought about all the times I had been around Archer and I blushed a furious and very embarrassed shade of red.  “This whole time, Archer?” I asked, upset, my voice rising with each word. “This whole fucking time?!”  He slowly nodded his head in affirmation, looking a little worried.

I sat back down and put my elbows on the bar, resting my forehead in my hands.  I recalled some of the things I had thought about Archer when I saw him shirtless.  I was beyond embarrassed.  What about all the thoughts I had about Jameson.  He knew how I felt about Jameson?  He knew every intimate detail about everything I thought?  I looked back up at Archer, desperately wishing it wasn’t true.  

“Sorry,” Archer said, gently. 

I rubbed my temples with my fingers.  “Right…”  I sighed.  

I had a sudden thought and looked up at Jameson.  He was quietly standing beside Archer, watching everything take place, a look of uncertainness on his face.  I looked over at Archer.  “Can he read minds, too?” I thought, slightly scared to hear the answer.

Archer shook his head.  “No, Skye.  Jameson cannot read minds like me.”

“Why not?” I asked, curious.

Archer looked from me to Jameson.  Jameson slowly nodded his head at Archer and looked back at me.  Archer stood up and put his hand on his brother’s shoulder.  “Come.  Let’s take this discussion to my office.  I’ll be up in a moment, brother.  I’m going to release Gunnar for the night and have him lock up.”

“Aye,” Jameson said soberly as he walked over to my right side and held out his hand to me.  I took it and allowed him to pull me up off of the bar stool.  He grabbed my bag and jacket and escorted me toward the grand metal staircase.  I looked behind me for Archer, but he was nowhere in sight.  Wow, I thought.  That’s going to take some getting used to.   

We silently made our way up to the third floor office.  Jameson set my bag and jacket down on one of the chairs in front of Archer’s desk and motioned for me to have a seat on the couch.  I sat down and crossed my legs, watching him as he walked over to the mini-fridge.  

“Want something to drink, Skye?” he asked, plainly, not looking at me.

“A water, please,” I said, watching him retrieve a bottle of water and the crystal decanter of red wine.  “So, what?  Are you going to give me the cold shoulder all night?” I asked.

He handed me the water, walked over to the bar and selected two tall glasses.  He filled each full of the wine and then put the decanter back in the fridge.  He picked up his glass and walked over to the lazy boy in front of me and sat down, looking tired.  He stared at me for a few seconds before he spoke.  “Why him?” he asked, bluntly.  

I swallowed thickly and looked down at the water bottle in my hands.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Jameson…honestly,” I said softly.

He scoffed and chugged down half of the liquid in the glass.  “Not as good as from the tap,” he said to himself, holding up his glass and examining the liquid.

“Huh?” I asked, confused.  Jameson stayed silent, just staring at me.  “So, you’re really a vampire?” I asked, tentatively, playing with my fingernails. 

Jameson stared at me hard.   “Aye,” he said.

“Were you ever going to tell me?” I asked, cautiously.

He ran his hand through his long hair in frustration, and sighed.  “I wanted to tell you earlier today,” he finally said, calming down.

My eyes widened in surprise.  “And why didn’t you?”

“Because, there are rules.  One must get permission from the leader of their sliocht before doing so,” he said calmly.  He looked up into my eyes and I saw that they were pained.  “I did not have permission.”

“And you have permission now?” I asked, confused.

“Aye.  You heard him say yourself that it was time,” he said, sounding bitter. 

I looked at him, surprised.  “You mean your brother?  Archer is your leader?”

Jameson drank the rest of his wine and sighed.  “Aye.”

Wow.  I didn’t know what to think.  Archer was the leader of their…whatever they called it?  

I processed this news as I took a long draw from my water bottle.  “When, today, did you want to tell me?” I asked calmly, replacing the cap on the bottle.

Jameson stood up and walked over to the bar, setting his empty glass down.  He stood facing the blank TV for a long moment before he turned around and looked at the floor between us. 

“When I could not enter your house.  When I wanted to drink your blood when we were in the car together.”  He looked up into my eyes and continued. “When you opened the door and took my breath away.  Take your pick.”

I was astonished.  Where do I even start?  I have so many questions for him.  I want to understand everything.


Just then Archer opened the office door.  “You’ll have your chance to ask them, Skye,” he said, replying to my thought.  He walked to the bar, retrieved the drink Jameson had fixed him, and came to sit beside me on the couch.   Jameson resumed his place on the lazy boy.

I sighed, looking over at Archer.  “Can’t you turn that off or something?” I asked, annoyed.  “It’s really unnerving.”  

“It’s not that easy, Skye, or I would,” he said, turning toward me.  “Humans transmit their thoughts louder than vampires.  Your brainwaves are more active than ours.  I can pretty much tune it out in a room full of vampires, but not when there is a human around.”  

I looked at him and crossed my arms over my chest.  “Not fair…” I quietly complained.

Archer laughed and looked over at Jameson.  “She’s taking this remarkably well.  You were right about her, Youngblood.”

“What?  Did you think I was going to flip out?” I asked, confused.  “I mean, don’t get me wrong. Finding out that vampires exist is kind of shocking.  And, that weird mind reading thing and the disappearing-in-the-blink-of-an-eye thing takes some getting used to.  And I’m NOT used to it, yet. But I know who you are, who you both are, and I know that you are good people.  I know you wouldn’t hurt me.  I trust you.  So, why would you think I’d take it badly?”

“The prey always fear their predators,” Archer said, raising an eyebrow and taking a sip from his glass.  

“Well, I don’t see any predators,” I said, stubbornly.

Jameson chuckled.  “Silly girl.  Underestimating a vampire can be a fatal mistake.”

I looked at him and snorted.  “What are you going to do, bite me Jameson?” I asked sarcastically.

His eyes lit up and a wicked grin spread across his face as he leaned forward his chair.  He looked positively predatory.  “Is that an invitation, sweet Skye?” he slowly purred, licking his lips as he surveyed my body.

I dropped my bottom jaw in shock.  He did not just say that to me!  He most certainly can NOT bite me.  But…I do kind of wonder what it would feel like to be bitten.  Is it wrong for me to be slightly turned on by the thought?  I quickly shut my mouth and looked at Archer out of the corner of my eye.  Oh, god…he can hear everything I’m thinking, I remembered, completely embarrassed.  

I looked over at Jameson and pursed my lips.  “Bite me and I’ll shove a clove of garlic up your ass, fang boy,” I said boldly.  

Archer threw his head back and laughed.  Jameson just looked a little disappointed.  

“It doesn’t work that way, Skye,” Archer said with a smile.  “We are not affected by garlic, or by some of the other ridiculous myths that are out there.”

I thought about that for a second and then looked back and forth between Archer and Jameson.  “You can walk in sunlight,” I said, surprised.  “I thought vampires were supposed to be Children of the Night.  How can you day-walk?”

Archer took another drink from his glass.  “It’s a long story, really.  Back in 541 AD, our sliocht Athair was blessed by Saint Fionán of Cluain Eraird.  Our Athair, our father, was human and visited a church one evening to hear his sermon.  Saint Fionán laid his hands upon him and prayed for wellbeing and guidance for our father.  A week later, father was tending to his sheep in the valley when he was viciously attacked by something and left for dead.  Our sliocht, the future descendants of our father, found him a few hours later when the sheep came home and father didn’t.  

They buried him in the mound that night.  Two nights later, father returned to our sliocht a changed man.  He thirsted for blood, moved at impossible speeds, was inhumanly strong, and could read their minds.  Father listened as the men fearfully recounted the discovery of his body and subsequent burial.  He knew that he was no longer human, but what he had transformed into, he did not know.  His heart still beat, although very slowly.  He still needed oxygen, but he could go without it for tens of minutes at a time.  He no longer hungered for food, but instead thirsted for blood.  He could walk in sunlight, but it stung his eyes at first. 

A few weeks after the attack, he met a brood of vampires one night while out hunting. They explained to father what he was, but they could not explain why he could day-walk.  Father went to see Saint Fionán and asked him for guidance.  The Saint said that he had been blessed by an tAthair Naofa, the Holy Father, and that he should be at peace with his condition.  He said that the Holy Father had divine plans for our father now, and that our father should rejoice.  He was meant to be a guiding light in the darkness of the world.  The Saint told our father to live justly and protect the innocents from the darkness.  Our father went forth and recruited our sliocht, transforming them as he had been transformed.  Most of our descendants have divine powers, and all can walk in the light.  We live by the words of our Saint.  We strive to live justly and to protect innocents from certain morally depraved night walkers.” 

I looked at Jameson and then back at Archer.  “So, you guys are like crusaders, or something?” I asked, in awe.

Archer chuckled and answered.  “No, not us.  We choose not to engage in the politics of our race.  War is not something Jameson and I enjoy.  But, our fellow descendants have appointed an army of our brethren, An Dílis, to protect and serve the cause.”

“Wow,” I said, impressed.  I looked over to Jameson. “So, if your brother can read minds, and most others of your race have powers, what can you do, Jameson?”  Then the question hit me.  Was Jameson even related to Archer?  I looked over at Archer, but Jameson had already begun speaking, so I turned back to him.

“I was blessed with the extremely rare ability to heal others, humans and vampires,” he said with a small smile.  “There has only ever been one other.”

What? I thought.  He could heal?  I thought back to the injuries that I had sustained yesterday and remembered my miraculous healing.  I opened my mouth in shock.  “It was you?  You healed me, didn’t you?” I asked in awe.  

Jameson nodded his head, the small smile still on his lips.  “Aye.  I couldn’t stand to see you in such pain.”

“But how?” I wondered.  “How did you heal me?  I don’t understand.”

Jameson rubbed the back of his neck and looked up at me.  “I am able to heal by touch.  I started healing you when we were in Dan’s office, but he interrupted the process.  So, I was able to resume when were in the parking lot later.”

I thought back to that night and blushed.  His touch had been electrifying, tingly, and warm all at the same time.  It had caused my body to respond physically to it, I remembered.  “So, when we were…engaged, as you put it, were you healing me then?” I asked carefully, determined not to look at Archer. 

Jameson looked down at his hands and discreetly replied.  “Aye.  That’s kind of, like, a small side effect of the healing.  But it only happens when I am…when I have…certain emotions for the person I am healing.”

I blushed and felt immediately guilty again for hurting him.   Being intensely attracted to two people at the same time just wasn’t fair.  Then a thought occurred to me. I looked over at Archer and pursed my lips.  “What I feel for both of you…is it just me, or does it have to something to do with your vampirism?” I asked him silently.

Archer looked thoughtful for a few moments and then replied.  “I believe it’s a bit of both, Skye.”  

I sighed in relief.  So, it isn’t just me.  There was a reason I felt the way I did.  

I looked over at Jameson as Archer continued.  “A vampire is very seductive by nature.  That is how we attract our prey.  Our bodies give off a pheromone that entices humans.  To them, we are infinitely beautiful and they crave our…company.” 

I studied Jameson for a few moments.  I WAS very attracted to him physically, but there was more to it than that.  He was also an amazing person.  I turned to Archer and studied him for a few moments as well.  Archer was the most beautiful man I had ever met in my life.  It was a no wonder I was so attracted to him physically.  But, at least I knew that it had almost everything to do with his vampirism.  Of course, there was the part of him that I discovered tonight; the funny, outgoing, insanely sexy man that stole my breath on the dance floor.  

Another thought occurred to me and I turned back to Jameson.  “What you feel for me, is it caused by your vampirism, or do you yourself feel that way?  Because, I mean, I guess I AM, technically, like a walking hamburger.  Who wouldn’t want a free meal?” I asked tentatively.

Jameson sat forward in his chair and looked deeply into my eyes.  “What I feel for you is all me.  It has nothing to do with the blood running through your veins,” he said, then clarified. “Well, no, that’s not entirely true.  You do smell insanely good and I find it hard for me to control my hunger around you sometimes.  But, that’s not why I care for you.”

I blushed and looked down at my hands.  “What we shared tonight, was that real, Archer?  Do you care about me or was it just about my blood?” I silently and timidly asked Archer.  

I felt him look at me, then at Jameson, and then down at the floor.  I waited for a few seconds, but he did not answer my question, so I moved on to another one that I had.  “Are you two really brothers?” I asked, looking up at Jameson.

“Aye, but not in the sense I think you mean,” Jameson said, leaning back into his chair and crossing his legs.  “I am Archer’s páiste fola, his blood child.  I believe the modern term for him is my “Maker”.  But we are very close, like brothers.”

“Aye,” Archer agreed, holding up his glass of wine in solute to Jameson, a proud smile on his face.

Shit.  I’ve come between a vampire and his child.  That is one place I never wanted to be again.  They had been together for who-knows-how-many years.  I did not want to be the one to cause their relationship any strife.  I quickly got up and walked to the office door.  Jameson flashed to my side, one hand holding the door closed.

“Please don’t leave, Skye,” he said, sadly.

I took a deep breath and was about to explain why I got up when Archer spoke up.  “Relax, Youngblood.  She is not leaving.  She is looking for an excuse to be by herself for a few minutes to think.  She wishes to hide out in the restroom,” he said, chuckling, amused at my horror of coming in between the two of them.

I flung my head around to look at him and shot daggers with my eyes. “Thank you, Mr. Rhys,” I said tartly.  “Asshole…” I added silently.  He threw his head back and laughed.  

“You had better use the one up here.  All the lights are off downstairs,” Jameson said gently.

I faced Jameson, meeting his eyes, but immediately dropped mine.  I couldn’t look him in the face right now.  I felt like such a horrible person.  “Uh, thank you…Jameson,” I said, turning and quickly walking to the apartment door.  I refused to glance over at Archer.  There was nothing funny about the way I was feeling and I didn’t want to look at the amusement that might still be painted on his face.

I walked in and shut the door, immediately going to the bathroom and shutting that door as well.  I put the lid to the toilet down and sat on it.  My life is never going to be the same again, I thought.  Vampires really did exist and I was working for one.  Not only that, but I had strong feelings for both of the vampires I knew.  To complicate matters even more, they were maker and child.  They were practically like brothers, they said so themselves.  You’re just a magnet for hot messes, aren’t you? 

I sighed, crossed my legs, propped my elbow up on my knee, and rested my chin in the palm of my hand.  I have to clean up the mess I made of this situation.  These were the people that I now had to work with, and quitting my job was not an option.  Whatever happened between Jameson and I was in the past.  We could start over and have the professional relationship that we would have had, had I found out earlier that we would be working together.  And Archer was my boss.  Dating one’s boss was a big no-no.  I would make sure that I never made that mistake with him again, his drop-dead-gorgeous looks be damned.  I didn’t need a man, I needed this job!  

I got up and took care of necessities.  I washed my hands and checked my makeup in the mirror.  My hair was still up in a hasty ponytail, so I took it down, fixed it with my fingers, and replaced the black bracelet on my wrist.  There, much better, I thought.  I took a deep, calming breath and walked out back into the office.  

I opened the door and they were both talking quietly by the bar.  Jameson was pouring them some more red wine.

“Mind if I have a glass of that, guys?” I asked, needing a drink.

They both looked at each other and then at me. “Uh, how about some whiskey,” Jameson said.  

I looked at him confused.  “What’s wrong with having wine?” I asked.

Archer took his glass and sat down on the couch.  “This isn’t wine, Skye,” he said plainly.

Well then what the hell was it?  Archer raised both of his eyebrows and looked at me.  “Oh... Oh, great!  It’s blood isn’t it?” I asked him silently.  He smiled and nodded his head.

I tried not to make a disgusted face and turned to look at Jameson.  “I think I’ll have that whisky after all.”

Jameson smiled, but tried to hide it by looking down at the bar.  “Good choice,” he said, getting the bottle of whiskey out.

I went to sit back down, but stopped.  I didn’t want to sit by Archer now.  I needed to distance myself from that whole situation.  Archer looked up at me in surprise.  His features soon turned confused as he read my mind.  I walked over and sat down in the lazy boy across from the couch, crossing my legs, trying hard to keep my mind blank.  I wanted to keep my thoughts my own.  

Jameson walked over and handed me my drink.  He looked from me to Archer, then raised his eyebrows and took a seat by Archer.  He looked kind of confused too.  I didn’t want to answer any questions, so I resumed asking some of my own.

“So, how do you guys get blood?” I asked, motioning to their drinks.  “I kind of figured that you just drank from people.”

“We do,” Jameson answered.  “We drink from willing donors or we buy bagged blood from a vampire blood bank.”

“How do you find willing donors?” I wondered aloud, taking a sip from my glass.

Archer decided to answer this time.  “We date them,” he said simply.  “There are women who are into getting bitten.  Some even like blood play.  We call them ‘Vampire Groupies’.  When we can’t find those, we have a service that caters specifically to vampires.  We buy their…time,” he said tactfully.

Oh, I thought, blushing.  I took another hasty sip of my whisky.  I didn’t know what to say after that.  

Archer chuckled. “I didn’t figure you to be shy about such topics,” he said with a lopsided grin.

“You shouldn’t presume to know everything about me,” I said, getting a little mad.  I stood up and finished my drink.  “It’s been real, gentlemen, but, if we are done here, I’d like to go home now.  Jameson, would you mind driving me to my car, please?”

Archer stood up. “Oh, no you don’t,” he said.  I looked at him, confused.  “You have had way too much to drink tonight.  I will not allow you to drive,” Archer said with authority.  

I crossed my arms over my chest.  “And, just what do you expect me to do?  Sleep here?” I asked, getting annoyed.

“Yes,” Archer said simply

“But I have no clothes,” I said, trying to reason with him.  “And, what about my dog?”

“I might have a few things here that’ll fit you,” Jameson answered, standing up.  “And, maybe you can call someone about your dog?”

I thought for a second.  The only person I could call was Nikki.  “I can try…” I said, unsure of what time it was.

“It’s 12:45am,” Archer said, answering my silent thought.

I looked at him and pursed my lips.  “Stop, please.  Not now.  Just…not now, Archer,” I said, getting aggravated and growing tired of this night.

I walked over to the chairs in front of Archer’s desk and dug through my messenger bag that was sitting in one.  I found my phone and texted Nikki.  A minute later I got a reply saying she’d bring Styvi Nix over to her house for a sleepover.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  At least I didn’t have to leave her by herself tonight.  I really hated doing that. 

I put my phone back and walked over to the guys.  “Ok, that’s taken care of,” I said.  “Now, Jameson, would you be a dear and get me get a change of clothes for tomorrow and something to sleep in?”

“Sure thing, Skye,” he said, opening the door to the apartment for me.  

Jameson walked over to the closet unit and dug through it for a few moments.  He brought out a pair of button up Levi’s, two t-shirts, a pair of socks, and some drawstring pajama pants.  

I smiled at the thought of a shower.  “Thanks, Jameson.  I really appreciate it.”

“Anytime,” he said, and turned around to leave.

“Wait!  Where are you going?”  I asked, hurriedly.  

He looked a little confused for a second.  “Home.  I’m going home, Skye,” he said.  “Why?”  

I was suddenly frantic to have him stay.  I COULD NOT be left alone with Archer.  I didn’t half trust myself around him and I had just promised myself that I would remain neutral when it came to the brothers.  “Please don’t go.  Stay here with us tonight,” I pleaded, keeping my voice down.

He looked unsure for a second, but then nodded his head.  “Ok, Skye.  I’ll stay.”

I breathed a sigh of relief and thanked him, walking back out into the office with him.

I looked at Archer but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.  “Feel free to take a shower,” he said, walking back to the bar to put his glass down.  “You may have the bed and Jameson and I will take the couches.”

“Thank you,” I said quietly and turned to walk to the bathroom.  Once in there I shut the door and got ready for my shower.  I quickly undressed and stepped through the glass stall door.  The water was hot and the water pressure was perfect.  I stood under the shower head for a couple of minutes, just letting the water fall on my neck and shoulders.  I washed my hair and body and then quickly toweled off.  

I dressed in the white t-shirt and drawstring pants that Jameson had lent me.  The top went halfway down my thighs and the drawstring pants were too big.  I pulled the strings on the pants tight and knotted them.  I gathered up my old clothes and shoes and headed back out into the apartment.  

Jameson was readying the bed for me, pulling back the covers.  I smiled at his thoughtfulness.  I walked over to him and set my bundle down on the floor beside the bed.  

“Thank you, Jameson.  That was very thoughtful of you,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder.

He looked at me a little sadly.  “No problem,” he said, turning, and walked toward the chaise lounge.  

I watched him go as Archer walked in and came up to me.  “You have everything you need?” he asked me.  

“Uh, no, not quite.  Do you happen to have a brush I could borrow?” I asked uncertainly.  “If I don’t brush out these tangles, I’ll be in big trouble tomorrow.”

Archer went through a couple of drawers and found a hairbrush that still had the tag hanging from the handle.  “Here you go,” he said, handing it to me.  “I bought this for Jameson, just in case.” 

“Thank you, Archer,” I said and turned to Jameson.  “Do you mind, Jameson?”

“What’s mine is yours,” he said, comfortably laid out on the chaise lounge, his eyes closed.

I quickly brushed out my hair as Archer retrieved some blankets and gave one to Jameson, putting the other on the overstuffed couch for him to use.  I got into bed and looked over at all the room that was left.  There was enough room for three more people in this bed.  I felt bad kicking Archer out of his bed, but I didn’t feel comfortable sleeping with either of them.  

Archer went around the room and turned off the lights.  The only light in the room came from the alarm clock on the bedside table.  I called goodnight to Jameson and Archer and snuggled deeper under the covers.  They smelled just like Archer and it brought back profound memories of our dancing earlier.  My lower abdomen suddenly tightened and I quickly shoved the memories aside.  

I closed my eyes and rethought the day.  This had felt like the longest day.  But, regardless of how things played out, I did have a good time tonight.  Dancing with Archer had been really fun.  I slowly drifted off to sleep, thinking of all the questions that I still had for the two vampires.

 

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

I awoke to a knock at the apartment door.  I opened my eyes and saw Jameson cut on the light and walk to answer it.  It was Gunnar and he had a tray of food in this hands.

“Thank you Gunnar.” Jameson said.  “I’ll take it from here.”  Gunnar turned to leave and Jameson kicked the door shut with his foot.  He walked over to me, carrying the tray, wearing nothing but a pair of plaid boxer shorts and a smile.  I quickly looked away and sat up in the bed.

“Good morning, Skye.” he said gently, sitting down on the bed beside me.  “Did you sleep well?”

I swallowed hard at the memory of his new near nudity.  He was amazingly sexy in the morning with his bed head and sleepy grin.  “Yes, I did.  This bed is really comfortable,” I said, smiling.  

“Good,” Jameson said, putting the tray down on the bed in front of me.  “Archer took the liberty of ordering breakfast for you.  I hope it’s to your liking.”

I looked down at the tray and was impressed.  The tray held a large, buttery croissant, fresh strawberries, a mini truffle quiche, hot tea, and a small mug of coffee.

“Thank you.  This looks delicious,” I said, suddenly very hungry.  I looked up at Jameson and smiled.  “But, I don’t drink coffee first thing in the morning.  Too much caffeine this early makes me jittery like a junkie.  Would you like it?  You could sit down and drink it with me while I have my breakfast.”

Jameson shook his head.  “No thank you, Skye,” he said, and gently explained.  “I am unable to drink or eat food.”

I was confused.  “But, you’re able to drink alcohol.  How is that possible?”

“We are not completely sure why.  Some say it goes back to our father and his blessings.  Many believe we are able to consume alcohol so that we can still receive communion…the blood of an tAthair Naofa, the Holy Father,” he explained.  “But, if you will allow me to, I’d like to sit with you and enjoy my kind of breakfast…if you would not be offended by it.”

“No, please do.  I want you to be yourself around me, Jameson,” I said smiling and touching his knee.  “Let’s have breakfast together.”

Jameson put his hand on top of mine for a few moments and then got up and went to the apartment refrigerator.  He took out a bag of blood and put it in the microwave for a few seconds to heat up.  When it was done, he politely poured it in a large coffee container and put the lid on.  He then resumed his place on the bed with me.  I did my best not to look at him in any other place but his handsome face.  His naked chest was impressively sexy and I was trying my best to stick by last night’s promise of staying neutral between Jameson and Archer.  

We sat in silence for a few minutes as I dug into my food.  The truffle quiche was exquisite and the strawberries sweet.  I took a sip of my tea and looked over at Jameson.  He was quietly drinking his breakfast while watching me eat.

“Do you miss it?” I asked in between bites.  “Food, I mean?”

He looked at me with a small sad smile.  “Aye…I sometimes wonder what pizza tastes like,” he said, a thoughtful look on his face. 

I nodded my head in understanding.  “Yeah, pizza IS pretty tasty.”

We sat for a few moments more and I asked where Archer had gone off to this morning.  “He is in the office taking care of business and ordering a new top for the bar,” Jameson said plainly.  “He’ll be back in a few moments.”

“Oh,” I said simply and resumed my meal.

Jameson finished his blood rather quickly and walked over to the chaise lounge.  He quickly put on his leather pants from yesterday and grabbed the guitar that was sitting in the corner.  He walked back over to the bed and crawled into it, sitting with his back to the tall headboard.  He slowly started playing a tune that I had never heard before.  The chords were soft and melodic.  

I listened to him play with great interest as I finished breakfast.  The song was beautiful, full of sorrow and joy.  “Do you have any words that go along with it?” I asked.  “I really like it.”

He smiled a kind of sad smile and looked up into my eyes.  “No, not yet.  It just came to me this morning,” he said.  “But, I’m glad you like it so far.”  

I didn’t understand why he looked sad.  I didn’t like seeing him that way.  I reached over and gently rubbed his lower thigh.  “You look so sad and I hate to see you that way.”  I put my tray down on the floor and scooted over to sit up against his right side.  I looped my arm around his and put my head on his shoulder.  “Cheer up, hon.  The day is new, with no mistakes in it yet.  It’s a good day.”

He sat there for a few moments and then resumed softly strumming his guitar.   After a minute or so, he turned his head and placed a gentle kiss on my forehead.  

“Thank you, Skye,” he whispered.

“Anytime,” I said, a content smile upon my face.

 

Archer walked in a few minutes later, and I fought hard to quickly shut down my suddenly rampant sexual thoughts.  Archer was wearing black silk pajama bottoms and a smile, nothing more.  He looked positively edible.  My mind was quickly filled with thoughts of all of the yummy things I could lick off his chiseled chest.  I looked down at the comforter on the bed and tried to take even breaths.  My stomach felt like there were a million butterflies in it and my heart was beating out of control.  Jameson stopped playing as both he and Archer looked at me.  

“Your heart is beating so quickly.  Are you okay?” Jameson wondered.

I started blushing when I realized that they could hear my heartbeat.  I swallowed and nodded my head, taking slow, deep breaths through my nose and out my mouth.  Archer cocked his eyebrow at me and looked amused.  He licked his lips and stared at me for a moment before he resumed his walk to the kitchenette.  He grabbed a bag of blood and heated it up in the microwave for a few seconds.  

When it was done, he brought the bag of blood over to the bed and sat down with us.  I watched as he bit the corner off the bag and took several big gulps of the warm, thick liquid.  “So,” he said.  “I’m going to have Jameson take you to get your car when he goes to practice this afternoon.  I’d like you to be back here around half past 2pm.  You need to call the people from the applications you selected and schedule interviews with them for me to conduct tomorrow.”

“Sure, thing, boss man,” I said, trying hard to sound casual.  “I can do that.  Don’t forget that I work for Dan tomorrow from 11am-7pm, so I can be here after if you need me to.”

Archer smiled and crossed his legs.  “Actually, Jameson is playing a show at Drop Kick Dan’s tomorrow night, and I was going to stop by and hang out.  Care to watch the show with me?” he said, raising one eyebrow.

I looked between the two of them.  Jameson was looking down at his guitar, softly strumming away, but I knew that he was paying attention to my answer.  “Um, I’d love to stay for the show.  I’ll have a drink with you, but I’ll probably be dancing most of the time,” I said neutrally.  I saw a slight smile appear on Jameson’s lips.  

I quickly got up and decided to get dressed.  I grabbed the clothes that Jameson had set aside for me at the end of the bed.  “Well, fellas, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go change,” I said and made my way to the bathroom.  

I shut the door and did my morning routine, minus a toothbrush.  My finger and gobs of toothpaste would have to suffice until I got home.  I washed my face and brushed my hair out.  It was nice and wavy, full of body.  The outfit that Jameson had let me borrow was too big, but I made due.  I rolled the waist on the jeans down a few times and knotted the sides of his Flogging Molly’s t-shirt.  I threw on the pair of socks and gathered up the clothes I had just taken off.  

I stepped into the living room and froze.  Archer was completely naked, his magnificent backside to me, and he was rummaging through his closet.  Dear
Lord, have mercy! I prayed.  How much more can a girl take?  Oh, wow!  You could bounce a quarter off that thing…yum!  I heard him laugh.  I quickly turned around and apologized.  Dammit!  I keep forgetting he hear me.  I worked hard to keep my mind blank.

“No need to apologize,” he said, still laughing.  “My, my.  Well, aren’t we shy?  Nudity is nothing for us vampires, Skye.”

My face was hot from the blush I felt spreading.  “Um, well, I’m not really used to it,” I said, trying to calm my racing heart and raging hormones.

Archer laughed again and I felt him walk up behind me.  “If you’ll take a few steps to your right, I’ll just go take a quick shower and put some clothes on for you.”  

“Th…thanks,” I managed and sidestepped a few times, keeping my eyes firmly closed.  I knew he was able to hear my heartbeat and that was bad enough.  I didn’t want him to hear my thoughts if I saw his magnificent body again.  I couldn’t handle that kind of embarrassment.  

I heard the bathroom door shut, so I opened my eyes and turned around.  Jameson was already dressed for the day in a black Ramones t-shirt and blue jeans.  He looked at me and grinned.  “My clothes look really good on you,” he said with an appraising smile.  “Are you ready to go, love?”

I nodded and smiled back, thanking him for the use of his clothes and handing him back the set that he leant me last night.  I retrieved my old clothes from the floor, as he set the ones I just handed him down on the bed.  Jameson then put his hand on the small of my back and escorted me out of the room.  

Once in the office, I stuffed the dress in my bag and rolled up my boots to also put in there.  I grabbed my jacket off the chair and followed Jameson down the stairs to the first floor.  Gunnar was doing something behind the bar and Jameson went over and spoke quietly to him for a few seconds before returning to me and walking me outside to his awaiting car.

The drive a few blocks over to Dan’s was quiet.  Jameson had the radio on and was singing along with The Cure.  He pulled into the employee parking lot and let me out.  “So,” he said a little shyly.  “I’ll have band practice the rest of the day with the guys, but maybe I’ll see you tonight?” 

I smiled and nodded.  “I hope so.  Have a good practice,” I said as I closed the door.  I watched him drive off and then fished my keys out of my bag and got into my car.  I put on a CD and mellowed out to some Type O Negative on the drive home.

 

When I walked into the door, Styvi Nix went crazy.  She was so happy to see me, and I her.  I cuddled up to her for a few minutes and then set her down and went into the kitchen to give her a treat.  As I was passing the kitchen table, I saw a note written for me.

“Cupcake- Styvi was a good girl last night.  We ate popcorn and watched cartoons until 4am.  Did you know she loves Robot Chicken?  So cute!  I brought her home around noon because I had some errands to run before work.  Call me later…I miss you, girl!  Xoxo, Nik”

 

I looked at the time and it was just now one o’clock in the afternoon.  I was so grateful to Nikki for watching Styvi Nix last night for me.  I wanted to do something nice for her, so I got out the stuff to make oatmeal-raisin cookies and whipped her up a quick batch to bake while I went upstairs to brushed my teeth and put my makeup on.  When they were cooled, I sealed them up in a Tupperware container and put them on her porch with a little note for her to find when she came back from her errands.  

I went back inside and up the stairs to my room.  I quickly hung up the clothes that I had purchased yesterday and put away the accessories.  I selected a corseted back, black tank top, a black zippered skirt, decayed and ripped plum purple tights, and a pair of platform boots to wear tonight for work at The Mausoleum.  I decided to keep it simple and twist my hair up into two buns on the top of my head.  

After I was ready, I took Styvi Nix out into the backyard for a few games of Frisbee.  She absolutely adored her Frisbee and would try hard to jump up and catch it in her little mouth.  She wasn’t very skilled at it, but that didn’t matter.  She was having a ball anyway.  

I heard my cell phone ringing and went back inside to my bag that was on the kitchen table.  I had 2 missed calls from Jesse.  I rolled my eyes and growled in frustration.  I didn’t want to have to change my mobile number, but it was starting to look like that would be my only option if I wanted this guy to leave me alone.  I put my phone back in my bag, put some fresh food and water down for Styvi, kissed her goodbye, and headed back out to Archer’s.

When I arrived, I let myself in the back door since it was unlocked.  It was about 2:30pm and I walked straight up the stairs to Archer’s office.  The door was closed, so I paused in front of it.  I heard voices coming from inside, so I knocked softly on the door.  Archer answered it after a few seconds and thrust the stack of applicants I had selected yesterday at me through the small open slit.  

“I am in a meeting, Miss Morrison.  Take these downstairs and use the bar phone to schedule interviews for tomorrow.  I will be conducting them from 11am until 7pm.  Make sure everyone schedules one and knows not to be late.  Tardiness will not be tolerated,” he said quickly, shielding me from the activity in his office.   With that, he shut the door, leaving me with a hand full of paper, wondering what the hell that was all about.

I made my way back downstairs and stood at the counter behind the bar making phone calls and appointments for the next two hours.  When I was done, I poured myself a diet cola and took a seat at the bar to rest my feet a moment.  

Just then a group of impeccably dressed men walked down the wide metal staircase and onto the first floor.   They walked over to the front entrance and stopped.  “If we do not get a handle on this soon, this creature will completely wipe out my sliocht,” the gray haired man said anxiously.

“Aye, and mine too,” the red haired man joined in.

Archer put his hand on each of their shoulders and tried to reassure them.  “Gentlemen, please,” he said, looking at me quickly out of the corner of his eye.  “We will figure this thing out.  Until then, let us follow the guidelines and wait to hear back from An Dílis.”

With that they exited the club and Archer stood there for a few moments with his back to me.  I turned around and went back to sipping my diet drink.  I heard him sigh and walk over to the bar.  “Were you able to schedule all the interviews for tomorrow?” he asked, sounding tired.

I played with my straw, not looking at him.  “Yes.  Your first one will be here at 11am,” I said and slid him the paper that contained the schedule of interviews.  

“Good,” he said, sighing and sitting down on the barstool next to me.  “Would you be a dear and fix me something strong to drink?”

“Of course,” I said automatically as I got up and walked around the bar.  I fixed him a stout Black Sunday, minus the cola, and placed it in front of him on a napkin.  He quickly downed half of it.  I came back around the bar and resumed my seat.  “I’m not going to ask you what that was about.  That’s your business.  But, I AM going to ask you if you’re okay?  You seem really preoccupied and a little worn out,” I said gently, stirring my cola with my straw.

He sighed and turned to me.  “I’ll be alright in a bit.  I just have some things on my mind.  Feeding would help too,” he said.

“Would you like me to get you a bag of blood?” I asked politely.

He chuckled tiredly and shook his head.  “I require a real meal today, Skye, but thank you anyway.”

I turned my attention back to my drink as he pulled out his cell phone and hit a few numbers.  “Vanessa, please,” he said, and my heart started to beat a little faster.  Was he talking to another woman?  After a few moment’s pause, he resumed talking.  “Hello, sexy.  Care to come over to the club?” he purred.  

My heart beat even faster and I felt a pang of jealousy.  He was inviting another woman over to the club…and he was calling her sexy.  I swallowed and pretend hard not to care about their conversation.  

“Mmm…I’ve been craving you all day,” he said seductively, playing absentmindedly with his straw.  “Come over now.  I’ll see you in a few,” he said and then hung up.  

I quickly downed the rest of my drink and got up to go to the ladies restroom before he had a chance to speak to me.  The nerve of this guy!  Talking that way in front of me, knowing full well we were all over each other last night.  Boy did he move quickly!  I took a few deep breaths, hoping that they would help, but they didn’t.  

I knew I had no right to be jealous.  After all, Archer was not my boyfriend and I DID decide last night that I wasn’t going to get into anything with neither him nor Jameson.  But still, he could have been more tactful about the whole situation.  Seeing him act that way toward another woman hurt a little.  

After about five minutes, I walked back out, a little calmer, but my mind wasn’t.  I tried my best to shield my thoughts from Archer, but I didn’t know how good of a job I was doing.  He never said anything, just sipped his drink and read the schedule sheet that I had written up for him.  

I saw that his drink was low and asked him if he wanted another.  He replied yes, and asked if I would also make a Cosmopolitan.  I thought his drink choice was a little feminine for him, but who am I to judge?  So, I spent the few minutes pouring and mixing.  

I set the two drinks in front of him just as a red haired girl walked in through the front door.  She had long, bottled red hair, green eyes, and was wearing a short black mini-dress and high heels.  She was very pretty and young, about twenty.  Archer’s eyes lit up and he stood up to greet her.

“You look gorgeous, Vanessa,” he said, pulling her in for a hug.

“You too, sexy,” she said with a big smile on her face.  “I’ve missed you.”

Archer laughed and took a step back, admiring her outfit. “Did you wear this just for me?” he purred.

Vanessa giggled and then took a step closer, running her finger down his chest to his pants line.  “You know I did,” she said tantalizingly.  “How come you haven’t called me since last week?” 

“I’ve been busy,” he replied.  “But you’re here now and I intend to make up for lost time.  Shall we go upstairs?” he asked, leading her back to the bar.

“Oh, yes, let’s,” she said, eyes glazing over in anticipation.

Archer walked over to me and picked up the two drinks, handing one to Vanessa.  He winked at me and turned around, put his arm around her, and lead her upstairs and to his office.

I was pissed at his nerve!  How dare he do something like that in front of me, as if last night meant absolutely nothing to him?  I didn’t know what hurt worse…seeing him move on so quickly, or knowing that what we did meant that little to him.  I felt the sting of tears and fought hard to push them back.  I WAS NOT going to cry over Archer Rhys!  I was just glad that I got to see the real him before I did anything I would have come to regret later.  

I poured myself another diet cola and went into the stockroom to grab supplies to restock the bar shelves.  I ran into Gunnar back there.  He was opening up boxes containing liquor bottles and lining them up on the stockroom shelves.  “Hello, Gunnar,” I said politely.

Gunnar looked up from his box. “Miss Morrison,” he relied, with a very slight smile.  I guess this was an improvement from the last time I talked to him.  

I smiled and grabbed a few liquor bottles and some more napkins.  I made my way back to the bar and restocked the shelves, cleaned the glasses and wiped down the bar.  I was going to restock and clean the second floor bar, but I didn’t want to be up there whenever they finally came out.  

 

An hour had passed when Archer and Vanessa finally made their way back downstairs.  Archer was fully dressed but that didn’t mean much.  Vanessa had a look of pure ecstasy on her face.  Her eyes were glazed over and she had a silly grin.  I turned back around to the bar and rolled my eyes, trying to keep my mind blank.  I really hated the fact that Archer could read my every thought. I definitely did not want him to know how I felt right now.  

I heard him walk her to the door and kiss her goodbye.  “That was so good,” I heard him say to her and she giggled.  I heard her ask him to call her soon and she left.  

I turned around just in time to see him saunter back up to the bar and take a seat beside me.  He smiled irritatingly and was just about to say something to me when I cut him off.   “Is there anything else that you would like for me to do? I already restocked the bar and cleaned it,” I said, a little impatiently.

He smiled mischievously at me and thought for a second.  “No, I believe I have everything I need,” he said, smugly.

“Good,” I said getting up from my seat and retrieving my messenger bag.  “Then I’m calling it a day.”  I quickly threw the messenger bag over my shoulder and started stomping out toward the back door.  Suddenly, Archer flashed to stand in front of me.  “And, just where do you think you’re going?” he asked.

“I’m leaving Mr. Rhys,” I said, trying to walk around him.

He moved to stand in front of me again, blocking my way.  “I didn’t say you could leave.” 

I sighed impatiently and crossed my arms over my chest.  “I just asked you if you had anything else for me to do and you said that you had everything you need.  So, like any intelligent person, I took that to mean that you didn’t have any work for me.  If you don’t have any work, I’m going home,” I said, tightly.

He crossed his arms over his chest and smiled smugly down at me.  “You’re jealous,” he teased.  I rolled my eyes and tried to go around him once again, but he moved to stand in my way.  “Just admit it and I’ll let you go,” he said with that stupid smug grin.

I was starting to get really mad.  I took a deep breath and blew it out.  “And just what would I have to be jealous of, Archer?” I asked, trying to control my temper.

He took a step forward and reached out to touch my face. I jerked my head back and out of his reach.  “I believe you’re jealous of Vanessa,” he said simply.

I laughed bitterly.  “I could care less what you do, and with whom.”  I tried once again to walk around him, but it was no use.  I was thoroughly pissed at this point.  “What the hell is your problem, Rhys!” I said, raising my voice.

“You’re my problem!” he said, equally as loud, pointing his finger at me.

I scoffed, threw my messenger bag down on the floor, and my hands up.  “And just what the hell have I done to you, Archer, huh?” I demanded.

He ran his hands through his hair, frustrated and turned back to me. “What haven’t you done,” he growled.  

I was just about to answer him when he suddenly grabbed my arms and pulled me up against his hard body, kissing me fiercely.  At first, I struggled hard to get away.  I squealed and stomped on his foot, but it didn’t make any difference.  He had his arms locked around my waist and he wasn’t letting go.  

After a few moments, his kisses grew gentler and he pulled away, letting go of me.  I raised my hand to slap him but he caught it midair.  He growled in frustration and, holding that hand above my head, he roughly maneuvered by body backward and up against the wall.  I tried to slap him with my left hand, but he caught that too, and held it up against the wall, above my head with my other hand.  We were both breathing heavily, his face inches from mine.  

He leaned forward and ran his nose up the side of my neck, taking a deep breath in.  “God, you smell so good,” he growled.

“Bite me and I’ll stake you, asshole,” I growled back, struggling against his hold.

He kissed a trail from my clavicle, up my neck and to the back of my ear.  It felt so good and I tried hard to stay angry at him.

“Let me go, Archer,” I said, between frantic breaths.

“Not until you tell me that you’re jealous of her,” he whispered, nuzzling my hair.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my burning desire for him.  “Being jealous of your date would imply that I actually care about you, Archer.  And, I don’t,” I said, a little unsteadily.

He brushed his lips over my neck and took a deep breath in.  “I can smell how much you want me, Skye.  It’s pointless to keep pretending.”

“Go fuck yourself!” I said roughly, mad at my body’s complete transparency.

He threw his head back and laughed.  “I like it when you’re feisty,” he said, eyes burning into mine, his body pressed firmly against me.  “Tell me that you want me as bad as I want you,” he whispered, kissing my jaw line.

My knees suddenly felt weak and my heart raced out of control.

“Tell me,” Archer said, his lips almost touching mine.  

“I…I..,” I whispered, losing some of my fight.

He smiled and closed the small distance between our lips.  He kissed me hungrily and I couldn’t help but kiss him back.  He was an expert in that department and there was no use fighting it.  My mind was saying one thing, but my body another.  He held both of my wrists in one hand above my head while the other roamed my body.  A small moan escaped me, betraying what my mind was saying.  

He let go of my hands, grabbed me by the waist, and dragged me around the corner into the equipment room.  He kicked the door shut behind him and quickly took off his shirt.  I stood there in the middle of the room, eyes wide and chest heaving.  Archer slowly walked up to me, a look of absolute desire on his face.  He ran his hands slowly down my chest, to the bottom of my shirt and lifted it off over my head.  I was dumbfounded.  I didn’t know what to say or do.  Part of me wanted to yell at him and run from the room.  But the other part, the one in control right now, wanted me to throw myself into his arms and let him have his way with me.  

Archer stood there for a few moments staring at my heaving chest.  He bent down and softly kissed the tops of each ample mound.  I grabbed a fist full of his hair and jerked his head up to meet my face.  He growled and seized my mouth with his, kissing me passionately and deeply.  I wrapped my arms around his neck as he cupped my rear with both hands and lifted me up.  I wrapped my legs tightly around his waist as he slammed my back up against the wall.  He ground into me as I moaned into his mouth.  

He ran one hand up my outer thigh, under my skirt, and to my waist.  Archer started fumbling with the band on my tights, trying to pull them down, and it brought me momentarily back down to earth.  “We can’t…we shouldn’t,” I whispered.

He growled, but never stopped his attempt to remove them.  Archer moved from my mouth to my neck, kissing and biting my sensitive spot there.  I threw my head back and moaned again, trying very hard not to grind my body into his awaiting hardness.  

“Okay, Archer.  We have to stop,” I said, unwrapping my legs from his waist.  “We can’t do this.”  

He sat me down on the ground and looked down at me.  “Let me make love to you, Skye,” he growled with need.

With the sudden distance away from his body, and his vampire pheromone influence, came my returning common sense.  “Archer, no.  We can’t.  I can’t.  You just had sex with that other girl, and I’m not like her.  I’m not going to be your quickie.  I’m not like that,” I said, turning around and finding my shirt.

He came up to me and encircled my waist from behind.  “I never had sex with her,” he said softly in my ear.  “She was just a meal, my love.  I pay her for her blood.”

I turned around, incredulous, and yelled at him.  “Then what was the show all about, Archer?  You made me believe that she was more than just a hot meal!”  I grabbed my tank top and threw it on.

Archer crossed his arms over his chest and looked at me smugly.   “I wanted to see if you still had genuine feelings for me,” he said simply.

My mouth opened in shock.  “This isn’t a game, Archer!  I am a real person and I have real feelings, damn it!”  I stomped around him and opened the door.  

Once out in the hall I grabbed my bag and turned to face him as he was coming out.  “No matter how I feel about you, Archer, I shouldn’t act on those feelings.  I CAN’T act on those feelings.”  I rubbed my forehead and sighed.  “You’re my boss AND Jameson’s maker.  Being with either of you will just complicate my life more than it needs to be.”

I walked up to him and looked deeply into his eyes.  “I can honestly say that I have never wanted anyone more, physically, than I want you right now.  But, my mind is saying one thing and my body another.  I shouldn’t get involved with someone when I feel so conflicted.  It’s just not meant to be, Archer.  Your relationship with Jameson is something I never want to interfere with again,” I told him silently.  “He is your child, and I am your employee.  It’s just way too messy.  It’ll end in disaster and I can’t have that happen.  I really need this job.  And besides, you are both a part of my life now.  I’d like to make sure it stays that way.”  

I softly kissed him on the cheek and turned to leave.  “I’ll see you Thursday night at Drop Kick’s,” I called over my shoulder as I opened the back door and stepped out into the evening sun.

 

 



CHAPTER TWELVE

 

I had so much built up sexual tension that I desperately needed to channel into something else.  I quickly stopped by my house and changed into my work out clothes.  I drove the ten minutes over to the gym and hopped on the treadmill.  I ran for eight miles and still felt frustrated, so I decided to hit the bag a few times.  I went into the boxing room and gloved up.  I was kicking and punching away at the bag when I heard a voice behind me speak.

“You’ve got really nice form,” the man said.

I turned around and saw a man about my height wearing baggy red basketball shorts and a white tank top.  He looked to be about my age and he had a buzz cut and green eyes.  His muscular arms were covered in tattoos and he had a nice smile.

“Uh, …thanks,” I said, stopping the swinging punching bag.

“Would you like me to hold that for you?” he asked politely.

“Yeah, I guess.  If you want.” I shrugged my shoulders.  “Did you want to take a turn?”

He chuckled and walked over to me.  “Sure, but I’ll go after you,” he said, walking behind the bag and holding it for me. 

I did a few roundhouse kicks, combo punches, side kicks, and knee jabs.  The guy held the bag steady for me the whole time.  After twenty minutes or so I had burned off most of my frustration.  I was sweating profusely and my muscles burned, but in a good way.  I stepped aside, took off my gloves and stretched.

The man walked over to me and smiled, impressed.  “Man, you’ve got some power behind that little body.”

I shrugged my shoulders, coming out of the stretch.  “Yea, I guess.  Thanks for holding the bag for me.  Would you like me to hold it for you now?” I asked, willing to return the favor.

“That would be great, if you don’t mind,” he said, picking up a set of gloves and gloving up.  

I got up off the floor and made my way back over to the bag.  “Ready,” I said, once I was positioned behind it and had a firm grip on either side of the bag.

He started off doing some simple punch combinations at first.  By the way he was hitting the bag, I figured him to be just a boxer.  Soon, he was doing spinning back kicks and roundhouses.  His technique was flawless.  After his set, he went over to the bench and stretched.  “Thanks for partnering with me,” he said, stretching his hamstrings.

“Anytime,” I said, meaning it.  “Your technique is amazing.  What do you practice?”

He smiled and looked over at me.  “I mostly do Taekwondo, Judo, and Krav Maga, but I enjoy boxing every now and again too.”  

“That’s awesome.  I have a weekly Krav Maga class that I go to with my best friend,” I said, grabbing my towel and wiping off the sweat.  

We talked a bit about where we practiced and which studios were the best.  He seemed to like it as much as I did.  “So, what’s your name anyway?” he asked me as we were walking out of the boxing room.

“It’s Skye,” I said, looking over at him.  “What’s yours?”

“Gavin,” he said, holding his hand out.  “Nice to meet you.”

I took his hand and shook it.  “Same here,” I said.  I looked around the gym and back to Gavin.  “Well, Gavin, I have to split.  Thanks again for holding the bag in there,” I said, turning to go.

“Hey, hold up,” I heard him call.  I turned around and looked at him.  “Can I get your number or something?” he asked, a little shyly.  “Maybe we can spar sometime.”

I studied his face for a few seconds and then thought why the hell not.  I reached into my bag and pulled out a Drop Kick Dan’s business card and wrote my number on the back.  “Here’s my cell phone number,” I said, handing him the card.  

He smiled and looked at the front.  “Do you work at this bar?” he asked curiously.

I smiled and threw my messenger bag strap over my head, securing it around my body.  “Maybe,” I replied cryptically.  “Catch you later, Gavin,” I said and turned to leave.

 

The drive home was much mellower this time around.  I had worked out hard and didn’t have any pent up aggravation or frustration left.  I stopped by the corner grocery store and grabbed a few things for dinner.  I felt like having a fresh spinach salad with pecans, feta cheese, and fresh strawberries.  I also picked up some things for Styvi Nix.  

When I got home, I pulled my car into the garage and walked in the side door.  Styvi came bounding through her doggy door to greet me.  I set my bags down and sat down on the floor to play with her.  I gave her the new tug rope that I bought and she was ecstatic.  

After a few minutes of playing, I got up and put the groceries away.  I brought my bag upstairs with me and turned the shower on to heat up.  I got undressed and threw my clothes in the hamper.  The water was nice and hot.  After quickly showering and blow drying my hair, I dressed in a Kelly green tank top and short black boy shorts.  I grabbed my clothes hamper and went downstairs to start a load of laundry.  I quickly fixed dinner and sat in front of the television to catch up on a few of my shows.  

For some reason, I couldn’t really get into them, so I turned the TV off and sat there quietly staring at my ceiling.  The past few days kept running through my head.  I was seriously questioning some of the decisions that I had made regarding Archer and Jameson.  And, I was also thinking about the conversation that I was going to have to have with Dan tomorrow.  I didn’t know how he was going to react to my news of finding another job AND starting it in a mere six days.  I sighed and covered my eyes with my arms.  

I was just starting to drift off to sleep when the doorbell rang.  I reluctantly pulled myself off of the sofa and went to answer it.  When I opened the door, Jameson was standing there. I quickly hid my lower half behind the door and greeted him.

“Um…hey.  Hi.  What are you doing here?” I asked, surprised.  “I didn’t know you were coming over.”

He chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck.  “Yeah, well, Archer told me that you went home early.  I was kind of hoping to hang out with you tonight, so I thought I’d pop over and see if you were free.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to him.  “Um…yeah.  I’m free.  But, I really don’t feel like going out.  Would you like to hang out here?” I asked hopefully.

He smiled and nodded his head.  “I’d love that.” 

I opened the door wider to allow him to enter, but he just stood there looking a little uncomfortable.  “What’s wrong?” I asked.

He looked down at his feet for a moment and then into my eyes.  “You have to invite me in, Skye.  Otherwise I cannot enter your home,” he replied rather embarrassed.

My eyes got wide in understanding.  “Oh, shit.  I’m so sorry.  Please, Jameson, won’t you come in?” I asked quickly.

A relieved look crossed his face and he stepped over the threshold and into my living room.  He looked around for a few moments, taking in his surroundings.

I sat down Indian style on the couch and patted the cushion next to me.  “Come have a seat.”

He slowly walked over and took off his black leather jacket.  He was wearing the same clothes from earlier.  “Nice place you have here,” he said.

“Thanks, Jameson,” I said with a smile.  “I like it.”

He sat down next to me and got comfortable.  

“Where’s my manners,” I said, hopping up from the couch.  “Can I get you something to drink?  I have whiskey, rum, tequila, scotch, and some red wine.”

He looked thoughtful for a moment and said that he’d have the whiskey.  I turned around and headed into my kitchen.  I selected a bottle of whiskey and took the seal off.  I had bought it earlier this year for company and had never drunk any.  After I poured him a healthy glass and fixed myself a glass of wine, I went back into the living room and sat down, handing him his drink.  

“Here you go,” I said and took a small sip of my wine.  He thanked me and took a long sip from his glass.  “How did practice go today?” I asked, getting comfortable.  

“Practice was good.  We’re planning on trying out a new song tomorrow night at Drop Kick Dan’s.  Also, our CD is finished.  We’re having them made up right now,” he said with a comfortable smile.

I smiled back and patted his knee.  “That’s so awesome.  I get a copy when you get them back, right?” I asked hopefully.

He chuckled.  “Of course you do, Skye.  You’ll be the first to get one.”

I smiled and tried to hide my blush by taking a sip of wine.  Who would have ever imagined that I would be friends with Jameson Doyle, lead singer of the Manky Langer.  Just a few days ago we were complete strangers.  When I looked back, I was shocked to see how far our relationship had progressed in just a matter of days.  I felt like I had known Jameson and Archer forever.  

“So,” I said, setting down my glass of wine on the coffee table. “What would you like to do?  I have Scrabble.  Or we could play cards.”

Jameson laughed and set his drink down beside mine.  “You don’t want to play against me in Scrabble, love. I’ll clean the floor with you.”

My jaw dropped in mocked shock.  “I believe that was a challenge, Mr. Doyle.  Well, you had better hope you’re right, because I’m about to take you to school, son,” I said with a laugh and wink, getting up and retrieving the game from the coat closet at the base of the stairs.  I brought it back to the coffee table and he helped me set it up.  We both sat down on the floor on opposite sides of the table and played the first game.  He beat me by 32 points.

“I want a rematch!” I said, laughing.  “Reset the board, I’ll go get us some more to drink.”  I went into the kitchen and brought the two bottles back out and put them on the end of the coffee table.  I poured his first and then mine.

The second game went better and I beat him by twelve points.  “Ha!” I said with a triumphant smile. 

He laughed and admitted defeat.  “We need a tie breaker now,” he said, finishing his glass of whiskey. “Winner gets bragging rights.” 

I laughed and agreed.  “Best two out of three!”  I reset the game while he refilled our drinks, and we played one last time.  This game was tense.  We were neck and neck the entire game.  Finally, he beat me by 19 points.  I sighed as he jumped up and did a little victory dance.  It was cute and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Who got schooled?” he teased, grabbing my hands and pulling me up to dance with him.

I laughed and playfully smacked him in the upper arm.  “Yeah, yeah, fang boy.  Laugh it up,” I said, shoulder bumping him.  “That was a pretty good game.”

“Aye,” he said smiling as he started putting the game back up.  “It was.  But to be fair, love, you didn’t stand a chance.  I was taking it easy on you. And, besides, I’ve got more than two hundred years of experience on you.”  

I stopped picking up the tiles and stood up straight.  “Two hundred years?” I asked, shocked.  

He stopped and looked up at me.  “Aye,” he said cautiously.  “Is that a problem?”

I swallowed and wrapped my mind around what he just said.  “No,” I said a little late.  “No, there’s no problem.  I’m just surprised is all.  How old were you when you became a vampire?” I asked delicately.

He resumed picking up the tiles and putting them in the box.  “Well, I was turned in 1744.  I was 27 years old.”  He put the top on the box and put it away in the closet.  He came back over and sat down on the couch, patting the seat cushion to get me to sit down next to him.  I did so automatically and crossed my legs, listening to him continue.

“I was born in 1717 in a little town in northern Ireland.  I was a farmer and helped my Da work his fields every day.  It was a rough time in Ireland back then.  The crops were struggling and everyone was going hungry.  Dysentery and sickness were prevalent.  One day I went to town to get some supplies and I ran into Archer.  He had just arrived from England and was looking into purchasing some land outside of town. He found me outside of the town granary and asked me who he should talk to about it.  I could tell he was originally from Ireland, but not which part of the isle.  His accent was very different from any I had ever heard.  He kindly offered to buy me a pint in exchange for my assistance and I happily agreed.”  A small smile started to creep across Jameson’s face as he remembered his past.  “We sat in the pub for hours that night, chatting and laughing like old friends.  

I told him my life story, how I had never married because the girl I was in love with had decided to marry into a richer family, and how I naively thought I could never love anyone else.  He asked about my job and I told him how I helped my father take care of the family and work the fields for a few crops and even fewer Pounds.  He seemed sympathetic and asked me if I wanted to travel the world with him and work for him. Times were incredibly hard in Ireland and I was completely exhausted with the hand I had been dealt in life.  Archer was a wealthy man and the thought of that lifestyle was exciting.  He made me vampire that month, and we’ve been together ever since.  That was two hundred and sixty-seven years ago,” he said, pouring himself another drink.

I sat there and stared at him.  267 years was such a long time ago.  “Was it hard to leave your family and become a vampire?” I asked, taking a sip of wine.

He was quiet for a few seconds and then he nodded his head.  “Aye.  It was very hard to leave my family.  I wanted to go back to visit and make sure they were alright, but it was forbidden.  I once was able to pay a man to bring them a package filled with money and food.  Even doing that was forbidden, but I had heard of their sufferings from a fellow vampire who had passed through there and I had to do something.”  He looked a little sad, so I reached my hand out and held his.

“I’m sure that deep down, your family knew the package was from you.  I’m sure it brought them a lot of joy in many ways,” I said, looking into his eyes.  “It was so brave of you to risk your wellbeing to get them the help they needed.”

He smiled sadly and brought my hand up to his lips, kissing the back of it softly.  “That is kind of you to say, and I hope you’re right.”

I put my other hand over his and patted it gently.  “I know I am right,” I said reassuringly. “Hey,” I said, wanting to change the subject.  “Would you like to watch a movie?  I have a ton in my movie cabinet by the TV.  Why don’t you pick one out while I go check on my dog Styvi Nix.  She’s been too quiet tonight and hasn’t made a noise since you got here.”  

He agreed and got up to go to the movie cabinet while I looked for Styvi downstairs.  I didn’t see her anywhere, so I looked outside.  She wasn’t in the backyard either, so I went upstairs and checked my room.  She was lying on my bed, curled up in my blanket and sleeping with her new tug rope.  I laughed softly and shut the door, leaving it open a crack so she could get out if she wanted.  She must have worn herself out playing with her new toy.  

I went back downstairs and filled Jameson in on her location.  He smiled, amused, and handed me a movie that he had picked out.  It was one of my favorites staring David Bowie.  I put it into the DVD player and hit play.  I turned off all the lights, got the blanket off the back of the couch, snuggled up under it with Jameson and watched the movie.  

Halfway through I was starting to nod off, so Jameson kicked off his boots and lay down with me on the couch, spooning me from behind.  He softly ran his fingers through my hair and I fell asleep listening to David Bowie sing about magic.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

I awoke at nine am to the sound of an oven timer.  I stretched and felt behind me.  Jameson was no longer there.  I took a deep breath in and smelled biscuits cooking.  I smiled, hopped off the sofa, and strolled into the kitchen.  Jameson was standing at the oven, taking a tray of biscuits out and setting them on a hot pad on the counter.  I came up behind him and hugged his back.

“Those smell delicious!  But, you didn’t have to cook me breakfast,” I said sweetly.

He turned and wrapped his arms around me.  “I wanted to.  And, besides, I kind of like cooking.  I don’t get to do it very often, so it’s fun when I get a chance to.”

I smiled and stood on my tip toes to kiss his cheek.  “You are an absolute sweetheart, Jameson Doyle.” 

He let go of me and lead me to the table.  “Breakfast is ready, so sit down,” he said and hurried back to the stove.  He brought me over a heaping plate full of different breakfast foods.  There was bacon, sausage, eggs, potato hash, biscuits and a fruit salad.  I looked up at him in awe.

“Where did you get all this food?” I asked, astonished.  “I didn’t have half of this stuff in my fridge.”

“Oh,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.  “Yeah, well, I got up early and didn’t want to wake you.  So, I ran down to the store and bought a few things to cook for breakfast.  I hope that’s okay.” 

I grinned and dug into my eggs.  “Are you kidding?  Keep this up and I’ll have to kidnap you,” I said in between mouthfuls.  

For a vampire, Jameson was a very good cook.  Everything was done perfectly.  The bacon was crispy, the biscuits fluffy, the small sausage links were perfectly browned, and the eggs were light and airy.  I was just about to get up to make me some tea when he brought me a steaming cup.  I gratefully took it and smiled up at him.  “This is incredibly nice, Jameson.  Thank you so much for doing this for me.”  

He bent down and kissed my forehead.  “Anytime, love,” he said, and then stood up to check his watch. “Ah, I’ve got to get going.  I’ve got some errands I need to run and practice to get to,” he said with a groan, then sounding hopeful.  “Will I see you tonight?”

I put my fork down and stood up to give him a hug.  “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”  I looked into his green eyes and gave him a wink.  “Besides, the Manky Langer is, like, my favorite band, haven’t you heard?  AND, their leader singer happens to be mega hot.”  

He laughed and kissed my forehead again.  “Finish your breakfast, love, before it gets cold.  I’ll let myself out and see you tonight.”  I reluctantly obeyed and watched him grab his jacket and walk out the front door.

 

There was no way that I could eat all of the food he cooked up, so I called Nikki.  She answered on the fourth ring.  “What,” she said groggily.

I laughed.  “Hey, Sunshine!  It’s Skye.  I’ve got some yummy stuff all cooked up for breakfast.  Want me to bring you over a plate?”

She made some grunting sounds and I could tell that she was stretching.  “That sounds awesome, cupcake.  I’ll meet you at the door.”

“Cool.  Be over in a sec,” I said and hung up.  

I ran upstairs and grabbed my black silk robe out of the closet and threw it on.  I quickly made a big plate and headed out the front door to her half of the duplex.  I brought my finger up to ring the bell, but she opened the door before I had a chance.  “Wow, you look like shit,” I said, taking in her smeared, day old makeup, wild hair, and rumpled clothes.

She scoffed and put a hand to her forehead.  “I got hammered last night with the Disco City Roller Derby Girls.  I don’t even remember leaving that bar we went to.  Take my advice, cupcake.  If a group of bad ass roller derby bitches ever asks you if you want a ‘Corpse Reviver’, just say HELL NO!  That shit put me in the ground.”

I laughed and nodded my head.  “Anything you say, babe. But, you didn’t drive home last night, did you?  I’ll kick your butt if you did.  Driving drunk is so not cool,” I gently admonished.

“No, no,” Nikki shook her head and then groaned.  “Ugh.  I shouldn’t have done that.  Anyway, I’d never drive drunk, cupcake.  Sally Sequins drove me home and Bell Bottom Betty followed in my car.”

She looked like she was getting nauseated from all the standing.  I shook my head and tried not to grin.  “Here,” I said handing her the covered plate. “Eat. You’ll feel better, honey.  You take care of yourself.  And call me later.  I want to make sure you’re still alive.”

She gave me a miserable looking thumbs up and walked back into her house.  I had to shut the door for her because she forgot.  I chuckled as I made my way back over to my house.

 

When I walked inside, Styvi was waiting for me beside her food bowl.  “Oh, my poor girl!” I said, bending down to pet her.  “I didn’t feed you first thing this morning, did I?” 

I went to treat jar and got out a small treat, then I refilled her food bowl with kibble and her water bowl with fresh water.  I sat her treat in the food bowl and watched her happily eat for a minute.  I felt bad for not feeding her right away, so I got an all-natural rawhide from the cabinet and put it in her dog bed for her to find later.  

It was 9:45am by the time I looked at the clock and I raced upstairs to get ready for work.  I took care of necessities, brushed my teeth, washed my face, and slapped on some makeup. I went to my closet and picked out a black capped sleeve baby doll t-shirt, a short black skirt and my three inch cage pumps.  I quickly got dressed and grabbed my messenger bag, cell phone, Converse Chuck Taylor tennis shoes and headed into the kitchen.  

I called out to Styvi Nix to say goodbye, but she was outside chasing her butterflies, so I went out the side door and got into my car.  It was already a muggy day, so I blasted the AC and my radio for the ride to work.

 

I pulled into the employee lot and got out of my car.  On my way in I ran into Dan.  He was just getting to work, too.  He opened the door for me and I followed him into his office.  “Hey doll!” he said, giving me a quick hug.  “How’s the leg doing?”

I hung my messenger bag up and dug through it to find my bottle opener.  I forgot to put it in my cubby after the last shift, with everything that had gone down with my injury.  I found it and stuck it in my back pocket, coming around his desk to sit on the edge.

“The leg is doing a lot better, D.  Thanks for asking,” I said with a smile.  “By the way, how have you been doing?  Are you still seeing Lola Finch?” I asked, trying hard to hide my disgust.

He laughed bitterly, and shook his head.  “Hell no.  You were right about her, Skye.  The second I turned my back, she was all over some guy here yesterday.  Can you believe her?” he asked, incredulously.  

I nodded my head and sighed, feeling a bit sorry for him.  “Hate to say it, but I told you so, babe. That whole family isn’t right in the head.”

He nodded his head in agreement. “It must be in the water,” he joked.

“Something like that,” I chuckled.

He stood up and came over to sit by me.  “Guess what?”

I looked over at him.  He looked like he was anxious to tell me something.  “Uh, okay…what, D.?” I replied.

He smiled mischievously and crossed his arms over his chest.  “The Manky Langer is playing here again tonight.” 

I smiled and nodded my head.  I was bad at lying so I decided to tell him that I already knew.  “Yeah, I heard.  I’m so excited!” I said with a big grin.

His face fell.  “How did you know already?” he whined.  “Alright, who told you?  I want to know because I wanted it to be a surprise.  It was Nikki, wasn’t it?”

I blushed a little and looked down at my feet.  “Um…well…Jameson kind of…told me…yesterday,” I said gently.

His mouth fell open in surprise.  “Really?” he smiled.  “Are you seeing Jameson now?”

I stood up and quickly clarified.  “No, no.  It’s nothing like that.  Jameson and I are… kind of… friends now.  You see, I had a job interview Monday with his brother Archer and…”

Dan’s face suddenly fell and I stopped talking mid-sentence, realizing my mistake.  “You had a job interview on Monday?” he asked, looking a bit confused and maybe even a little hurt.  “Before you got injured?”

Oh shit.  I cringed and ran my fingers through my hair.  “Uh,…yeah, I did.”  I walked over to the couch and sat down.  “Listen, D.  I told you Monday when I came in that we needed to talk.  Well, that’s kind of what it was about,” I said gently.  “I don’t have time to go into it right this second, because we are about to open, but you said that you’d make time today for us to talk.  We need to talk, D.”

Dan sat down on the edge of his desk and looked at the floor.  “You found another job already, didn’t you?” he said carefully.

I sighed and went over to sit next to him on the desk.  I put my hand on his knee and answered him.

“Yes, I did.  This was not something I could pass up, Dan. The money was way too good, beyond anything I had ever hoped for.  I’d be an idiot to pass this up.”

He took a deep breath.  “Where will you be working?” he asked, sounding a little dejected.

“At this nightclub called The Mausoleum.  I’ll be the executive assistant to the club owner, who, just so happens to be Archer Rhys, Jameson’s brother.  I had no idea they were related until Monday night,” I said quickly.

“Well, that sounds like a good job,” he said, sounding more like himself.  “When do you need to start?”

I played with my fingernails and bit the corner of my lip.  “Well, see,…that’s the problem I’m having right now,” I explained.  “The club opens next Wednesday and Archer needs me to work that night…and every night after that.”

Dan raised his eyebrows in surprise.  “You’re telling me that you are quitting here in five days?” he asked, raising his voice a little.

“I know it’s sudden, D., and I’m sorry.  I’m SO sorry.  But, this is an opportunity of a lifetime,” I said, holding my hands out in a placating way.  “I couldn’t tell him no, D.  Please try to understand what this job is going to mean for me and my life.”

He took a deep breath and got up.  He walked over to the wall calendar and stared at it for a few moments.  “I told you that I’d always stand by you and be here for you, Skye, whenever you needed me,” he said with a small, lopsided grin, turning to me.  “I may not like losing you as an employee, but I’m always going to be your friend.”  

I got up and hurried over to him, hugging him hard and burying my face in his chest.  “Oh, D., I was so worried about what you’d say.  I’ve been sick for days just thinking about this.”

He rubbed comforting circles on my back with his broad hands. “I bet you were, Skye.  You always worry too much,” he said, gently pulling back.  “We’ll talk more later about this if you want.  But right now you’d better hurry out there, doll.  I’d like you to take the bar first, if you don’t mind, then switch to tables toward the end of your shift.  We lost Heather last night.  Some rookie college kid puked on her and she said she had had enough of kids who couldn’t handle their liquor and walked out.  You and Nikki are all I have that can work the bar now.  Fiona can bartend as soon as I can get her trained.”

“Man that sucks, D,” I said, cringing a little.  “Heather was one of the good ones.  I hate that she quit.  But, you got it, babe.  I’ll take the bar first,” I said and hurried out the office door and up the few steps to push my way through the floor door.  

 

It was twenty minutes until opening, so I checked all the bottles to make sure none were almost empty.  I put out more napkins, filled the garnish trays, and cut up a few limes.  The first few hours were really slow, so I ended up stealing the newspaper off of Dan’s desk and reading it.  There were a couple of stories out of the Houston area that talked about a sharp increase in violent homicides in the entertainment district downtown.  The police had no suspects and residents were in fear.  I silently prayed that it was no one Archer’s friend knew.

It was six pm by the time Nikki showed up.  She looked a little better than she did when I saw her this morning, but not by much.

“Ugh, I am never drinking again,” she said, sitting down at one of the bar stools and looking haggard.  

I chuckled.  “Uh-huh, you say that now, but give it a few days and you’ll be ready to party again.”

Nikki shook her head, then suddenly stopped and looked a little queasy.

“What you need is a little ‘Hair of the Dog’, my friend.  It’ll make you right as rain.  How about a ‘Corpse Reviver’ for lunch?” I asked, grinning.

She shot me an un-amused look and gave me the finger.  I laughed as she got up and walked behind the bar.  I let her take over and headed out to the floor to take some orders.

The evening was passing quickly and it was 7:30 before I knew it.  I looked around and didn’t see Fiona, my supposed replacement, anywhere.  I walked up to the bar and asked Dan where Fiona was.

“She’s running late, doll,” he said, mixing up a drink and pouring it into a large glass.  “I’ll tell her to go straight to you as soon as she comes in.  For now, would you mind staying until she gets here?”

I smiled and hid my mild annoyance.  “Sure thing, handsome,” I said and walked back over to my section. 

I was busy taking a table full of tourist’s orders when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Archer sit at one of my booths.  I groaned inwardly.  When I was done with their orders, I sighed, prepared myself, and walked over to his table.

“Geez, Skye.  Don’t look so happy to see me,” he said sarcastically, looking a bit hurt.

I sighed again and took a seat across from him.  “You know why it’s difficult for me to be around you sometimes, don’t act like you don’t,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.  “AND, you can read my mind, so you know how I feel about the whole situation.”

He sat there for a few moments and looked deeply into my eyes.  The room seemed to swim for a second, but the sensation passed as quickly as it came.  I closed my eyes and shook my head.  Weird, I thought.  I had had plenty to eat today thanks to the breakfast Jameson made for me, so I knew the feeling wasn’t from lack of food this time.  I looked up at Archer who sat there silently, looking at me.

“I’ll have a bottle of Merlot, please, and two glasses,” he said, smiling.

“Um, okay…sure,” I said feeling a little confused.  I got up and put in the orders I had with Dan.  He quickly made up the drinks and fetched a good bottle of Merlot from the wine rack.  

I carefully balanced everything on my tray and walked over to the table of tourists first.  I doled out the shots and beers and turned to take the bottle of wine to Archer when Fiona came up to me.

“Shit, Skye.  I’m so sorry I’m late,” she said, a little out of breath.  “You wouldn’t believe my day.” 

I held up my hand to let her know that she did not need to elaborate further.  “No problem, Fi.  Everyone has been waited on right now, so you have a few minutes to go in the back if you need to.”  I took the order pad from my back pocket and peeled off the active tabs, handing them to her.  “Have fun!” I called as I turned toward Archer’s table.  

I dropped off his bottle of wine and two glasses.  I was about to ask who the second glass was for, but reminded myself that it wasn’t my business.  Archer reached out and touched my hand.  “It’s for you, silly girl,” he said with a small smile.  “You said you’d have a drink with me, remember?”

I nodded my head and smiled, a little embarrassed.  “Yeah, ok…well, let me go get my things and I’ll be right back out,” I said, turning and taking my tray back up to the bar.  

“You’re staying for the show, right?” Dan asked me as I sat my tray down.

“You bet I am,” I happily replied. “I’ll catch you later, D.”

 

 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

I made my way over to the floor door to the sounds of the band warming up.  Once in Dan’s office, I placed my bottle opener in my cubby and grabbed my messenger bag.  I sat down on the leather couch and quickly changed out of my heels and into my comfortable black converse Chucks.  I stopped by the employee restroom to freshen up my makeup and check my hair.  I spritzed a bit of perfume on my wrists and neck and then made my way back out to my car.  I didn’t want to have to carry my bag around all night, so I locked it in my trunk.  I stuffed the keys in my skirt pocket, went back inside, and made my way over to Archer’s table.  

“Welcome back,” Archer said, pouring me a glass of wine as I sat down on the bench across from him.

I smiled and gratefully accepted the glass, taking a sip. “This is pretty good.”

“Aye,” he said, taking a sip from his glass.  “You smell amazing, by the way.”

“Oh, um…thank you,” I said, my cheeks blushing a little.  “So, how did your interviews go today?”

Archer set his wine glass down and relaxed back into his seat, sighing.  “They went well.  We have 15 new dancers and I hired five others to assist with cleaning and stocking.”  He paused for a few seconds and then resumed.  “I will be leaving for four days starting tomorrow, so I’ll need you to give them the grand tour, make up their schedules for the next month, and train them in whatever areas you deem appropriate.”  He took in my wide eyes and worried expression and chuckled.  “Don’t fret.  Jameson will be there to help you.  Also, I will be bringing back additional staff to work the bars and doors.  You need not worry about their schedules.  I will personally take care of that myself.”

“Of course,” I replied automatically.  He sure is trusting me with a lot, and so soon, too.  I stopped fiddling with my napkin and looked up at him.  He was staring off into the crowd that was gathered by the stage.  He looked a little worn out and preoccupied.  I wondered why he was leaving and if he was alright.

“I’m fine,” Archer replied dismissively.  “I just have to tend to some business, that’s all.  Do not worry yourself.”

I nodded my head and resumed sipping my wine.  Something was bothering Archer, but I knew better than to press him for details.  I had never seen him like this before and it worried me.  I silently hoped that whatever it was worked itself out soon.  

Just then, the Manky Langer took the stage to ecstatic cheers from an increasingly rowdy crowd.  Jameson was last to enter.  He was wearing a pair of tight, ripped Levi’s and his studded leather biker jacket.  He walked up to the mike, said a few welcoming words to the crowd, and immediately broke into a fast song.  

My position in the booth was not ideal for watching the show, so I got up and scooted in on Archer’s side, next to him.   He looked over at me and smiled, a little surprised.   I shrugged one shoulder, met his smile with my own, and then returned my attention to the stage. 

I finished my wine as the third song ended.  I asked Archer if he wanted to dance with me, but he declined, saying he preferred to watch me tonight instead.  I gave him my best pouty look, but he wouldn’t budge, so I left him there with the rest of his bottle of wine and made my way over to the bar.

“Can I get a glass of Irish whiskey, straight up?” I asked Nikki, when she finally made her way over to me.  The bar was swamped with customers vying for an empty space to stand in, some not waiting very patiently for current customers to exit theirs before they tried filling it.

“Why is it that every time this band plays, it ends up being a complete mad-house in here?” she asked, sounding annoyed.

I laughed as I paid for the drink.  “It’s because they rock, Nik.  They are the hottest band in Austin right now.  What else do you expect?”  

She grumbled unintelligibly as I picked up the glass and made my way over to the side of the stage. Once the song was over, I let out a loud whistle to get Jameson’s attention.  He immediately turned to me, gave me a heart stopping smile, and sauntered over to me.

“Well, hello, beautiful.  Is that for me?” he asked, taking off his jacket and squatting down in front of me.

My eyes went immediately to his bare chest and I fought to look away.  His pecks and abs were lightly glistening with sweat and he smelled so incredibly good.  My lower abdomen tightened.  “Y…yes.  I am.  I mean…it…it is,” I stumbled, embarrassed at my display.  

Jameson laughed, amused, and gratefully accepted the drink.  He downed it in two big gulps, handed the glass back to me, and leaned forward to place a soft kiss on my forehead.  “Thank you, love.  That was very sweet of you.”

“Anytime…” I managed to say as he stood up and made his way back over to the mike.  I clutched the empty glass to my chest and took a few deep breaths.  Why does being around Jameson and Archer make me feel this way,…like a bumbling, horny fool? I silently wondered.  Will it be this way forever?  On my way back over to the bar, I noticed Archer following me with his eyes.  I tried my best to clear my mind and not think about either of the vampires, but I didn’t know how good of a job I was doing.   It was so awkward knowing that Archer could hear my every thought.

Once I deposited the empty glass on the bar, I went out onto the dance floor and started moving and rocking my body to the beat.  After the song ended, Jameson turned up the heat with my favorite song, “Knackered Jacks”.   He was just getting to my favorite part, when I felt a hand tap my shoulder.  I stopped dancing and slowly turned around, almost afraid of whom I’d find.  

“Well, look who it is!” Gavin shouted over the music.  “I’m surprised to see you here.”   

I clutched my chest in relief.  Thank you, God.  It wasn’t Jesse this time.  Gavin was dressed in dark wash blue jeans and a Manky Langer t-shirt.  He had a beer in his hand and a huge smile on his face.  

“Hey!  Gavin, right?” I asked, smiling.

“Yep!  You remembered,” he said, nodding his head then taking a sip of beer.  “What brings you out here?”

I smiled and resumed moving to the music.  “I work here, remember?”

He looked confused for a few moments, then his face lit up and he hit his forehead with the palm of his right hand.  “The business card.  That’s right!  Duh!”  

I couldn’t help but laugh at the silly gesture.  “Yeah, well, technically, I’m not working right now.  I stayed after to see the band.  It’s my new favorite,” I said, leaning into him so he could hear me over the music.  

“Mine, too,” he said, beginning to dance.  “I saw them six weeks ago at Harry’s Hole In The Wall.  They were really awesome…I’ve been trying to catch every show since.”

I stopped dancing and studied him for a few seconds.  “I wouldn’t have figured that you’d be the type who liked hard-core Irish punk.”

He laughed, took a step back, and motioned to my outfit with his free hand.  “I wouldn’t have figured you’d be either.”

I laughed and started dancing again.  “I guess we shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, then, huh?  Looks CAN be deceiving.”

Gavin nodded his head in agreement as he drained the last few sips out of his beer bottle.  “Hey, I’ll be right back,” Gavin said seriously, holding up one finger and smiling.  “Don’t go anywhere.”

I laughed and agreed, then turned my attention back to the stage.  Jameson was gripping the mike tightly, screaming into it about government control to the crowd, but his eyes were only for me.  They were dazzlingly green, so captivating and penetrating.  I stared into them as he skillfully screaked out the anarchistic track.  I felt myself blush at the attention and I reluctantly dropped my gaze.  Seeing him up on the stage, surrounded by screaming women, and knowing his gaze is only for me made my heart pound in excitement.  I took a deep breath and slowly blew it out, silently willing my heart to slow down.  

“Here you go,” Gavin said, returning, and handing me a bottle of local beer from the bar.  I smiled, clinked bottles with him, and took a long drink.  The dark liquid felt good as it slid down my parched throat.  I held the cold bottle to my forehead and rolled it across.  It was getting so hot in here.  

Gavin grabbed my hand.  “Come dance with me,” he said as he tried to lead me closer to the stage.

“I think I’m going to sit this one out, Gavin.  But you go ahead.  I’ll catch up with you in a bit.” 

Gavin looked reluctant to leave me, but finally nodded his head and started to weave his way through the tight crowd towards the front of the stage.  

I turned around and slowly made my way back to Archer’s booth.  When I finally made it through the crowd, I noticed that Archer wasn’t alone.  Two girls were sitting at his table and another three were lingering only a couple of feet away, stealing seductive glances at him.  The two girls in the booth were positively fawning all over Archer.  One was sitting next to him, rubbing her hands up and down his thigh, and whispering in his ear.  The other one was bent over the table, insuring him the best view of her substantially augmented breasts, while she ran her fingers through his hair.  

I stopped in my tracks and watched as Archer sat there letting the two women touch him.  He didn’t seem to mind and that upset me a little.  I know that Archer and I will never be a couple, but I couldn’t help the way my body felt about him.  As I watched the girl sitting next to him run her fingers over his chest, I silently wondered if this was the way I acted when I was around Archer and Jameson.  It was a disgusting display of his vampire pheromones hard at work.  

I shook my head and reminded myself that I didn’t care what or who Archer did.  I downed my beer as I turned and made my way over to the bar.  

Dan was just coming out of the stockroom carrying two huge cases of Pabst Blue Ribbon.  I managed to grab his attention and order a beer before another patron had the chance.  I smiled at my small victory.  Dan handed me two beers with an exhausted smile and refused my ten dollar bill.  “It’s on the house, doll.”

I thanked him and made my way back over to the dance floor.  I snuck a quick glance in Archer’s direction and was a little startled to see the booth now occupied by four guys.  I glanced around the bar and didn’t see him anywhere.  “Odd…” I thought.  “He must have left for the night.”  

“Hey!  There you are,” Gavin called from behind me.  “I was just going up to the bar.  Can I get you anything?”  

I smiled at his courteousness.  “I’ll do you one better, friend.  Have a PBR on me.” 

“Now, that’s what I’m talking about,” he said happily as I tossed the can to him.  

We both popped the tops on our beers and took a long sip.  “Ahhh,” Gavin sighed.  “That’s some damn good beer.  Thank you!”

“Anytime.”  

I heard the tempo slow down as a new song began.  I grabbed Gavin’s hand and playfully pulled him toward the dance floor.  “I think I’ll have that dance now.  What do you say?”

Gavin’s eyebrows rose in surprise and a smile quickly spread out on his lips.  “I say, Hell yes!”

We found an open spot on the dance floor and started rocking to the beat.  I closed my eyes and allowed myself to get lost in the song.  My body swayed as my hair whipped about.  I felt the vibrations of the Bodhran drums in my chest, and saw the bright pattern of the stage lights through my closed lids.  I sighed.  I was happiest when I was dancing.  I felt a smile creep across my face.

“Wow.  You look so happy,” I heard Gavin say to me.  

I opened my eyes and saw him standing right in front of me, smiling.  “I am happy,” I said, downing the last of my beer and putting the empty in a nearby trash can.  

The song ended and I heard Jameson’s voice come across the mike.  “This is a song I wrote the other day.  It was the best breakfast I’ve ever had.  I hope you like it.”

I looked up at Jameson and smiled.  He gave me a quick wink and turned back to the band.  

The new song started and this one was uncharacteristically slower than all of the others.  It was a ballad about coffee-free breakfasts in bed with someone special.  I especially liked the line “She’ll have her sort of breakfast, and I’ll have mine. I could tell right away that she was one of a kind.”

I laughed and resumed dancing with Gavin.  He put his hand on my hip and I looked down, surprised, but didn’t pull away.  I let him twirl me around and dip me a few times.  I couldn’t help but blush.  I didn’t ever dance like this and the way he expertly maneuvered my body around made me giggle.  He was a really good dancer and I wondered if he took lessons in ballroom or something.  

“Get your fucking hands off of her,” someone suddenly snarled from behind me.

Gavin stopped dancing and let go of me.  There was a look of sheer confusion on his face.  “Are you talking to me?” he asked. 

I turned around and took a step backward into Gavin.  Jesse Prescott, my ex-boyfriend turned creepy stalker, was standing there.  He had his arms down by his sides; his fists clenched tight, a look of pure rage on his face.  Seeing him this close to me, and this pissed off, scared the hell out of me.  I remembered our last meeting at Afterburner’s where he pushed me down into my chair.  I was terrified of what he might do next.  There was obviously no telling anymore.  I had never seen him so enraged.

I took another step back as Gavin put his arm around me and maneuvered my body slightly behind his.  “Look here, dude.  I don’t know who you are, and I don’t really care, but Skye here is free to dance with whomever she pleases.  I don’t believe she has to check in with you beforehand.”

Jesse took a step closer, towering over Gavin.  He lifted his hand and jammed a finger into Gavin’s chest.  “That’s MY GIRLFRIEND!” 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw a quick flash.  I turned to find Archer making his way over to us, fighting his way through the crowd.  I took a deep breath and tried to calm my nerves.  Archer was on his way and he’d make everything okay.

Gavin turned his head to look at me, his face full of question.  I shook my head and quietly told him that Jesse wasn’t my boyfriend.  Gavin’s face became severe with anger.  He turned back to Jesse and started to say something, when Jesse suddenly lunged forward and grabbed a fist full of my hair, pulling me away from Gavin.  

I yelled out in surprised pain, shocked at his brutality.  Jesse quickly jerked my body toward the exit.  Within a second, Gavin wretched my arm free from his grip and roughly grabbed Jesse by the shirt.  He cocked his fist back to swing.  

Archer’s hand suddenly appeared on Gavin’s fist, stopping him from wailing on Jesse.  He whispered into Gavin’s ear for a second and Gavin nodded, lowered his fist, but looked a little reluctant to let go of Jesse’s shirt.  Whatever Archer had said to him seemed to calm him down at least a little.  

I quickly scrambled behind Archer’s towering body and held onto the back of his shirt. Archer reached around and held my other hand, comforting me.  I peeked my head out from behind his body, afraid to fully come out and risk Jesse grabbing me again.  Gavin released Jesse, backed up a few feet, and stood by my side, allowing Archer to take over the situation. 

Archer gently squeezed my hand as he turned to Jesse.  “I believe we have met before.  And it seems as though you didn’t learn your lesson the first time.”

Jesse laughed and got in Archer’s face, his body dangerously close to Archer’s.  “Yeah?  And what the fuck are you going to do about it, bitch?”  

Archer stood there, his face hard.  His body tensed up and his grip on my hand became tighter.  I could tell he was trying to control his anger.  When Archer remained silent, Jesse laughed and pushed him hard in the chest.  Archer’s body swayed a fraction of an inch backward.  

I could feel Archer’s chest start to rumble through his back a second before I heard a low growl emanating from him.  “You are so lucky we are in public little boy…  ” Archer said, trailing off.  

Jesse scoffed and opened his mouth to speak, but Archer suddenly held his hand up to silence him.  He let go of my hand and took a step forward, cocking his head, and looking Jesse directly in the eyes.  

Whatever Jesse saw on Archer’s face seemed to scare the hell out of him.  His eyes got huge, his bottom lip quivered, and he started walking backward.  He ran right into a group of guys who promptly shoved him off of them and onto the floor.  Jesse scrambled to get up, his eyes never leaving Archer’s.  He finally managed to right himself and he turned and took off running to the front entrance.  

I looked around and no one seemed to have noticed our exchange with Jesse, except Jameson.  He had just finished the song and quickly mumbled something into the microphone, before hopping offstage and coming directly to us.

“Are you okay, love?” he asked, grabbing my shoulders and frantically searching my face.

I took a deep breath and nodded.  “I’m fine, I’m fine…I think.  Just a little shaken up is all.  Thank God Gavin and Archer were here.”

A pained look crossed Jameson’s face as he dropped is hands and looked at Archer.

“There was nothing you could do, Youngblood,” Archer said, patting Jameson on the back.

I turned to Gavin and gave him a quick hug.  “Thank you for your help, Gavin.  I’m sorry you had to get involved with that.”

“He was lucky.  If your friend hadn’t have shown up, it would have turned physical.  I was ready to re-write his face,” Gavin said, crossing his arms over his chest and nodding to Archer.  “So, crazy ex-boyfriend, huh?”

“Aye,” Archer replied.  “I’ve dealt with him before, but it seems I may have underestimated his obsession with Skye.”

I shook my head and rubbed the sore spot on my scalp where Jesse had yanked my hair.  “I don’t get it.  I don’t know what the hell has gotten in to him.  I didn’t even do anything.  I mean, I did break up with him…but, he cheated on me.  I did the right thing…didn’t I?”

A tear slid down my cheek and I hastily wiped it away.  I hoped no one saw it.  I didn’t want to appear weak and helpless in front of them, but I couldn’t help it.  Jesse’s unexpected visit had me really shaken up.  I started wondering if he would go so far as to come by my house.  And now that he had put his hands on me for a second time, I was terrified.

Archer put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me in for a side hug.  “Of course you did the right thing.  That boyo is obviously unstable.  You deserve better than him and the way he treated you.”  He turned my body to face him and gently raised my chin so he could look me in the eyes.  “It’ll be okay, Skye.  Jameson and I will not allow anything to happen to you.  You are part of our family now and we take care of our family.”

I nodded and buried my head in his chest.  I silently cried as Archer stroked the back of my head.  “I think it’s time to call it a night,” I heard Archer say through the low rumble in his chest.  “Gavin it was a pleasure to meet you and I do hope to see you again.”

I turned my head to the side, looked up, and saw Jameson hand Gavin a business card.

“This is my club and you are welcome anytime.  Just show this card at the door,” Archer explained to him while still stroking my hair.  

Gavin looked impressed as he took the card.  “I’ll do that.  You guys take care now, and Skye?  Chin up?  You’re in good hands.  I’ll see you again soon?”

I nodded and tried to smile, still gripping onto Archer tightly.  “Of course, Gavin.  Thank you again for helping me.  I don’t know what would have happened to me if you weren’t here with me tonight.”  I reached out and took his hand, gently squeezing it.  He patted my hand with his free one, gave me a reassuring smile, then turned and walked toward the bar.  

Archer looked down at me and briefly pressed his lips the top of my head.  “I need to run to the bar and close my tab.  You’ll be okay here with Jameson until I return.”

I let go of Archer and clutched tightly to Jameson’s outstretched hand.  He pulled me into a tight hug and I started to tear up again.

“Oh, Jameson,” I cried into his chest.  “It was horrible.  The look on his face…it was…I don’t know how to explain it.  That isn’t the person I fell in love with.  I’ve never seen this side of Jesse before.  And, I’m scared.  He could have really hurt me tonight.  I don’t know what’s going to happen next.  He calls and texts me all the time.  Will he start coming by my house now?”

My body started shaking as I thought of a one-on-one confrontation with Jesse.  What if I’m alone the next time I see him?

Jameson held me tight and gently shushed me.  “Now, now, love.  Don’t needlessly worry yourself.  I doubt that he will come back around after his little visit with Archer.”  He tenderly lifted my chin with his finger so our eyes met.  “You are a remarkably strong woman, Skye.  You can handle anything that arsehole throws your way.  Don’t let him win by being afraid of him.”

I gulped down my tears and wiped the wetness from my cheeks.  Jameson was right.  I am strong.  I had studied Israeli Krav Maga for the last two years and could take most of the men in my class.  If I could take them, I could take that pansy-ass punk Jesse Prescott.  I nodded my head and thanked Jameson.  

“You’re right,” I sniffed.  “I’m being irrational.  He just shook me up is all.  I won’t let him catch me off-guard again.”

Jameson resumed holding me and lightly rubbed circles on my back with his hand.  “Aye, that’s my girl.  Don’t dwell on him, love.  If he knows what is good for him, he won’t bother you again.  That’s the thing about vampires, we don’t like repeating ourselves.  And, we don’t tolerate anyone messing with our humans.”

I pulled back, suddenly concerned, and looked at him.  “Your ‘humans’?  What’s that supposed to mean?  I thought you said you didn’t want to eat me.”

Jameson chuckled and shook his head.  “No, no, love.  I’m not going to eat you.  What I mean is that you are my responsibility.  You are under our protection now.  No one can touch a single hair on your head without our permission.  Doing so would incur our wrath.  And trust me, love, no one wants that.”

I took a step back, crossed my arms over my chest, and studied Jameson for a few seconds.  I was carefully considering the words I was about to say.  I didn’t want to offend him, because I appreciated the sentiment, but I didn’t want him to think that I was just some piece of property that he could put his foot down on.  

“Thank you for wanting to look out for me, Jameson.  It means a lot to me that you care, honestly.  But, I’m not a piece of property, okay?  If someone wants to touch me, that doesn’t intend to do me harm, you’re going to have to accept and allow that.”

He looked confused, but allowed me to continue.  “I just want to make sure that you understand that I have free will here and I can do as I please.  I don’t fully understand your culture yet, so I just want to be clear so there are no misunderstandings.  I am my own person and no one owns me.  I say what goes in my life…okay?”

Jameson looked abashed and nodded.  “Of course, Skye.  I will do my best to not be overbearing.  But some things may change in your life.  I want you to be prepared for that.  Humans are so fragile.  We can take the protection stuff to heart sometimes, love.”

I took a step forward, wrapped my arms around his neck, and gave his cheek a quick kiss.  “I’m glad we have an understanding.”

Jameson smiled and leaned in to touch his forehead to mine.  “Me too, love.”

Just then we heard the sounds of the band warming back up.  Jameson looked reluctant to leave me until Archer arrived a few seconds later carrying a Car Bomb in his hands.

“The tavern owner asked me to give this to you.” Archer said, his face showing mild disgust.  

Jameson laughed and accepted the two glasses.  “Aye.  Danny boy gives me one every show.”  He then gave me a hug and told me that he would see me later, but not before having a silent conversation with Archer.

“I’ll take it from here, Youngblood,” Archer said, patting him on the back.  “I’ll follow her home and make sure the house is secure.  No need to worry.  I’ll see you at home after your show.  We have a few things to discuss before my departure in the morning.”

“Aye, brother.”  We watched as Jameson wove his way through the crowd and jump back up onstage.  

 

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

“Right, shall we then?” Archer asked, one hand on my back, and motioning with his free one towards the front door.

I patted my front pockets to make sure that my car keys were still there.  The huge lump on my right hip told me they were. (I have a keychain obsession, what can I say?)  We walked out the door and made our way around to the employee parking lot in the back of the building.  “Thanks for your help tonight, Archer.”

“You’re welcome, Skye.  I’m sorry I didn’t get there sooner,” he said, putting his hands into his pockets.

“Are you kidding?” I asked, surprised.  “You were there so fast.  How did you know I was in trouble?”

He took one hand out of his pocket and bashfully rubbed the back of his neck.  “Well, I’m…kind of… attuned to your heart,” he explained self-consciously.  “It happens sometimes when a vampire has…a vested interest in a human.  We can pick their heartbeats out of a crowd.”  He put his hand back in his pocket and continued.  “Yours was beating so fast.  I knew something had to be wrong.  Not to mention, I can read your thoughts, too.  I tuned into your inner turmoil and rushed right over.”

“For once I’m glad you can read my mind,” I said, looping my arm through his.

We reached the parking lot and walked over to my car.  We stood there for a few seconds awkwardly staring at each other.  “You know, you really don’t have to follow me home,” I said eager to break the uncomfortable silence.  “I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“Nonsense, Skye,” he said, taking a step towards me and taking my keys from my hand. “I made a promise to Jameson that I would follow you home and check your house.”

He inserted my key in the car door, unlocked it and opened my door for me.  “Jameson is really worried about you.  He wouldn’t rest tonight if he knew you were not safe.”

I sighed and got into my car.  I didn’t want him to feel responsible for me, but I couldn’t argue with him.  I would feel much safer if he did take a look around.  Archer handed me my keys and I started it up.  I looked into his eyes and nodded my head.  “Okay.  Thanks, Archer.  I’ll wait for you to catch up.”

He smiled and closed my door.  I watched him as he walked over to the back of the parking lot and got in a sleek silver sports car.  He followed me out and onto the highway.  My nerves were a bit frazzled and I didn’t feel like listening to music on the drive home.  I was anxious to get there, have Archer check my house, and take a hot shower.  I hated the way Jesse had made me feel; anxious, nervous, scared, unsafe.  I wanted nothing more than to wash away my worries and insecurities.  There’s something about taking a long, hot shower.  It’s renewing in a way.

We arrived at my town home and I pulled into the garage.  Archer parked behind me on the driveway, killed his engine, and got out.

“Wow, boss man,” I smiled, throwing my messenger bag over my shoulder and walking over to admire his impressive ride.  “That’s one hell of a hot car you’ve got there.  What is it?”

He grinned and glanced back at the machine.  “It’s an Audi R8 GT.  Like it?”

“Uh, …yeah!” I chuckled, opening the door and taking a look at the interior.  “Nice.  How fast does this thing go?”

 He laughed and ran his hand through his hair.  “Well, it handles 0 to 60mph in about three and a half seconds.”  My eyes got big and I walked to the rear and took a look through the back glass at the engine.  “I’ve gotten it up to 190 a few times, but it’s hard to do that in the city,” Archer smirked.

“Damn.  190?” I asked, shaking my head.  I grinned mischievously, walked over to Archer and lightly tugged on the bottom of his shirt.  “Santa, you know, I’ve been a pretty good girl this year.  What are the chances of you letting me test drive your sleigh?”  

Archer shook his head and laughed.  “Oh, no you don’t.  No way.”

I smiled, but then quickly hid it and stuck out my bottom lip, giving him my best sad puppy dog face.  “Please?” 

Archer groaned and tried to stifle the smile that was threatening to spread across his face.  He took my hand and led me to the front door.  “We’ll see about letting you loose in it when I return to town next week.”  I smiled and did a little jump in excitement.  “Easy, girl,” he joked.  “Let’s focus on your house for now.”

I nodded and felt the smile slide from my face.  Would Jesse actually go as far as breaking into my house? I silently wondered.  I unlocked my door and took a step to the side.  Archer pushed the door open and waited.  After a few silent seconds, he turned to me and nodded once.  I was momentarily confused as to the gesture, then realization suddenly dawned on me.  I cleared my throat.  “Archer, please come in.”  

Archer took one step across the threshold and stopped.  He tilted his head back and took a deep breath in. He turned back to look at me, smiled one of his heart stopping smiles, and flashed up the stairs.  My jaw dropped in surprise.  Seeing him do that was going to take some getting used to.  

Just then, Styvi Nix bolted down the stairs with a yelp and hid behind my legs.  I quickly scooped her up and into my arms.  I held her tight and tried to calm her shaking body with gentle coos of affirmation.  I guessed that she had been sleeping in my bed when Archer suddenly popped into my room.  I bet seeing him flashing around scared the stuff out of her.  

Archer was gone for maybe thirty seconds when he flashed back down the stairs, through to the kitchen, and out the door leading to the backyard.  

I took a couple of steps inside, closed the door and dropped my messenger bag by it.  I craned my neck to the right to see if I could catch a glimpse of Archer in the backyard, but could not.  I stood frozen in my entryway, unsure of what I should do.  

Ten seconds later, he walked back into the kitchen and gently closed the back door.  “All safe upstairs and out back,” he said, dusting his hands together.  He opened the door in my kitchen that lead to my garage, reached over, and pushed the red garage door power button that lowered the large metal door.  He waited until it was fully down, then shut and locked the access door.  

He silently walked around the kitchen and living room and checked all of my windows to make sure they were locked.  I sat down on the sofa with Styvi and took off my pumps, glad to finally be free of their beautiful torture.  When Archer was satisfied, he walked over to the sofa and took a seat beside me.  Styvi growled softly and scrambled to sit as far away from him as she possibly could.  I gently shushed her and moved her to sit on my right side, away from Archer who was sitting on my left.

“Well,” he started with a sigh, looking down at me with pursed lips.  “I’m sorry I scared your animal.  But, the good news is that your whole house is now secure.  Every window and door have been locked and double checked.”  I nodded and waited for him to continue, sensing there was bad news coming.

“The bad news is that I smelled Jesse’s scent around your front door.”

I softly gasped and wrapped my arms around my stomach. No.  Archer must be mistaken.

“I’m sorry, Skye,” he said gently, reaching over to put a comforting, cool hand on my shoulder.  “The scent is relatively new.  He came by here earlier today, as far as I can tell.  No more than six hours ago.”

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out.  “Did you smell him inside the house at all?” 

Archer shook his head and dropped his hand from my shoulder.  “No.  There is no trace of his scent here.  Just yours, the animal you keep, and…Jameson’s.”

“Oh,” I said simply, looking down at my crossed knees.  I didn’t want Archer to think that Jameson and I were seeing each other behind his back.  I wanted him to know that Jameson and I were just friends and that I had every intention of keeping my promise to remain neutral between them.  As much as my hormones seemed to desire each brother, I would not allow myself to act on it.  

I opened my mouth to tell Archer just that, and he reached over and patted my knee, stopping me.  “It’s okay, Skye,” he said and stood up, adjusting the cuffs on his crisp black button down shirt.  “I get it.”  He ran his fingers through his hair and looked around.  “Is there anything else you need before I go?”

I stood up and slowly walked up to him.  “Where did you go earlier?” I asked a little reluctantly.  “I thought you left.  I came back by the table to sit with you, but I saw that you had some company,  so I went over to the bar instead to get a drink.  When I turned back around, you were gone.”

He rubbed the back of his neck and looked away.  “Aye.  Well, I was…kind of hungry,” he slowly stumbled, looking a little self-conscious.  “I met a donor.”

“Oh,” I said smiling quickly, trying to cover my sudden searing jealousy. Why is this bothering me so bad? I silently fumed, angry with myself.  Why do I care?  It’s just food.  Hot, slutty food.  But still…just food!  …Right?  I looked up at Archer, saw the beginnings of a smirk on his face, and was immediately horrified.  SHIT!  He can hear me.  DAMMIT!   I felt my face suddenly flush hot and I turned around, putting my hands on my cheeks, vainly trying to hide the spreading display of embarrassment.  

I heard Archer come up behind me and I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves and close my mind off to him.  I was really going to have to work harder at taming my thoughts.  I was so embarrassed that my feelings of jealousy psychically betrayed me.  

Archer covered each of my hands with his, gently pulled them away from my cheeks and wrapped my arms around my waist, his arms covering my own.  He pulled me tightly to his chest, hugging me from behind and whispered softly in my right ear, “Yes. Why do you care?”  I turned my head and craned my neck up, needing to see his face.  His arctic blue eyes burrowed into mine and for a few seconds I was speechless.  

My chest instantly tightened and butterflies fluttered rampantly in my stomach.  His eyes studied my face as if he was memorizing every pore.  My lips parted as my heartbeat sped up and my breathing grew more rapid.  All I could think about, as I stared into his eyes, was how absolutely beautiful he was. His entire body was like a work of art with his muscular arms, lean sculpted stomach, and divinely delectable hipbones.  He was an Adonis come to life. The remembrance of him shirtless sent tingles down to my lower abdomen and I gasped at my sudden overwhelming desire to pounce on him.

Archer softly ran his nose down the side of my neck and he took a deep breath in when he reached the hollow.  A soft growl followed.  I involuntarily shivered as goose bumps broke out down my entire body.  I gasped for breath and tried to struggle out of his hold.

“Archer…” my voice whispered.  

He slowly loosened his hold and turned my body to face his.  My bottom lip trembled as he stared at my mouth with desire. I took a small step backward and then took another.  I had to create some distance between us before I did something I might later regret.  I wanted him so bad that it actually hurt. 

“I…I don’t know,” I said, answering his earlier question.  “I try not to.  I know I shouldn’t care.  I made my choice.  It’s just… hard…I guess.”  

Archer took a step towards me and I held my hand out in front of him to stop him from taking another.  I clutched my stomach with my free hand, attempting to slow my breathing.  “I can’t handle you so close to me.  Your pheromones seem to be working overtime right now.”

He cocked his head to the side and licked his bottom lip, showing a little fang in the process.  “Maybe.  But, maybe it’s just you.”  I shook my head as he continued.  “You want me Skye as much as I want you.  We are both consenting adults.  Why are you fighting this so hard?”

“Because…I can’t…I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I lamely explained, taking another step back.

He cocked his head to the other side and studied my body, his eyes roaming slowly from my head to feet and back.  He took a deep breath and let it out in reservation, taking a step backwards.  “Okay.  I’ll respect that.”

I exhaled the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding as he continued.  “I know that you desire both Jameson and me.  I can smell it whenever you are around us.  I know how taken Jameson is with you, Skye.  As much as you may not believe this, I don’t want to hurt him.  He is my child, my brother, my blood.  The bonds between a maker and their páiste fola are very strong.  You cannot even begin to imagine.  I may be unwavering at times and strict on him, but I don’t ever try to intentionally hurt him.”

He ran his rand through his hair, looked away, and continued.  “Things where you are concerned are admittedly much more difficult for me.  I know what I am and I know what I do to you with my pheromones.  I know they play a huge role in your attraction to me. I’m a vampire.  That said, it’s the same for me.  Your blood plays a role in my attraction to you.   Your blood, human blood, keeps me alive.  I need it, I crave it.  But…I find it’s much more than just that with you.  I find myself…drawn to you, and that hasn’t ever happened to me before where a human is concerned.  Naturally, vampires choose other vampires as mates and humans as food and play things.”

Archer turned then and looked me in the eyes. Raw honesty and slight confusion painted his normally stoic face.  The emotion I saw there startled me and I took a step forward, wanting to tell him that everything was okay.  “But, with you…I want you, Sky,” he continued.  “I want you as I haven’t wanted anyone in a very long time.”  He took a few steps closer to me and gently cupped my neck, his thumb softly stroking the throbbing pulse there.  The gesture was oddly sweet and exciting.  

His eyes searched my face before landing on my lips.  “I may be a vampire, but I still remember what it’s like to love,…and to be loved.  I haven’t had that in… a very long time,” he whispered, his face inching toward my own.

My breath caught in my throat, my eyes wide in uncertain excitement.  Is he going to kiss me?  Dear God yes…

Archer’s lips spread as a small, sad smile appeared. His eyes reluctantly pulled away from my mouth and looked deep into my own.  “No, Skye,” he said, answering my silent thought.  I was too engrossed in the moment to feel embarrassed.  

He took a step back, slid his hand down to rest over my heart, and left it there for a few seconds as he silently felt my heart beat, his eyes never leaving my own.  The butterflies returned full force in my stomach, and I had to stop myself from flinging my body around his and begging for the attention we were both so desperately wanting from each other. 

Archer dropped his hand, turned around, and walked to the front door.  He grabbed the door knob but hesitated before turning it.  “I’d like for you to do something for me,” he said, opening the door then turning to face me.  “I’ll be gone for a few days and I think we should both take that time to evaluate our feelings for each other.  You will be away from my pheromone influence, and I your blood.  I believe that this will help determine if our feelings are genuine, or if it’s just physical desire that we feel.”

I nodded my head, but was in a mild state of disbelief.  I was shocked by his candor.  Hearing that Archer desired me, and hadn’t desired anyone, vampire or human, that much in a long time, left me stupefied.  There he was, this beautiful specimen of a man, a virtual Adonis, and I just this average girl.  How could someone as handsome, successful, and…immortal possibly want plain old human me?  AND, actually seem to want me as much as I wanted him.  He could have anyone in this world…why did he want me?  

I swallowed and finally managed to find my voice.  “Okay.  I will, Archer.”  I walked over him and mustered a genuine smile.  “Have a safe trip, okay? And call me if you need anything…anything at all.”

He reached over and lightly brushed my left cheek with the back of his hand.  “You got it, babe.  Now, make sure you lock the door when I leave.”

I watched as he made his way down the short walkway and to his car.I sighed and closed the door, locking the deadbolt and the knob.  I leaned against the door for a few seconds and digested what just happened.  If it was at all possible, I was even more confused after the conversation we had a few minutes ago than I was a few days ago.  I don’t think I ever really believed that Archer truly wanted me.  I don’t know…  I guess I felt…inferior; like he was too good for me.  

I shook my head, walked over to the couch, and sat down by Styvi Nix.  She looked up at me with judgmental eyes.  It was obvious that she wasn’t happy with our recently departed guest.  I sighed and scooped her up onto my lap.  “I’m sorry, okay?” I said, scratching behind her ears.  “How was I supposed to know that he would go flitting around at vampire speed and scare you?”  She shook her head and snorted.  “Fine. Be mad all you want, little girl, but we are safe tonight because of him,” I said, setting her down and going into the kitchen to fix myself some tea.  “Archer made sure that Jesse hadn’t been in the house and he locked everything up tight.  I’m not going to feel bad for letting him in, so you can just drop the ‘tude, missy.”

I filled the kettle with water and sat it on the stove top to heat up.  I took out some of the leftover breakfast that Jameson had cooked for me this morning and popped it into the microwave to heat up for dinner.  Styvi Nix slowly padded her way into the kitchen and sat down at my feet, looking up at me.  She gently pawed at my leg.

I looked down and smiled.  “Okay.  Apology accepted.  Now, want to share some bacon with me?”  She wagged her stumpy tail and turned around once in a circle.  I made us a plate of leftover bacon, biscuits with strawberry jam, and fruit salad.  I poured the hot water into a cup and added a bag of Thai milk tea to it to steep.  

I took our meal into the living room and curled up on the couch with it and Styvi.  We ate supper as we watched one of my favorite John Hughes movies, “Say Anything”.  John Cusack was so dreamy in it.  The boom box scene out in front of Diane Court’s house makes me swoon every time.   

After it was over, I cleaned up the kitchen and ran upstairs to take a shower.  The hot spray felt good on my tense neck and shoulders.  I took my time with my bath.  For once, I was in no hurry for it to be over.  I toweled off when I was done and blow dried my hair straight.  I selected a thong and my old Boston Red Socks t-shirt to sleep in.  It was a hand me down from my mom.  I think she had inherited it from someone because it was a men’s extra-large and it hung down to my mid-thigh.  My mother was much shorter than me, but we wore the same size in clothing. 

I whistled for Styvi Nix as I climbed into bed.  I heard her bound up the steps seconds before I felt her jump in it with me.  I held up the covers so she could curl up underneath them.  “Goodnight, super star,” I said as I reached over and turned off the lamp.  I closed my eyes and slowly drifted off to sleep while thoughts of Jesse and Archer ran through my head.

 

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

The next few days were relatively uneventful.  I continued working at Drop Kick Dan’s during the day and The Mausoleum at night.  I did as Archer asked and trained the newly hired staff.  I set the dancers up with their schedules and assigned them to their cages.  I explained the hourly cage rotating schedule that I had come up with and answered any questions that they had.  I also assigned the 5 general workers to their areas.  I had three that were dedicated to cleaning, one that was a designated bar back, and one floater.  

I was glad that Jameson was there to help me, but it turned out that I didn’t really need his help after all.  And, it was just as well.  Archer had him pretty busy with the construction crews who were making last minute fixes and the rad interior decorator who was putting the finishing touches on the décor.  I saw him every night, but we hadn’t really had a chance to sit down and talk.  Every time we did talk, it was about what still needed to be done before Archer got back on Tuesday or about what deliveries we had gotten in that day.  And, boy did we have deliveries.  Our two stockrooms were filled to the brink with alcohol bottles, glass wear, paper products, and cleaning supplies.  

We almost needed a third room, but I had decided to take that room and turn it into an employee lounge.  The dancers needed somewhere to change and we all needed a place to chill out on our breaks.  (I was kind of surprised to see that Archer hadn’t thought to do it before he hired me.)  I fitted one side of the employee lounge with two black leather couches, a boom box that I brought from home, a small fridge, a microwave, and a glass dining room table that seated six.  The other side held a wall mounted unit of twenty-four mini lockers, a big lighted mirror, and changing screens in each of the two corners.

Jameson looked impressed when I showed it to him.  I was a little worried about how Archer would feel about me doing it, but Jameson reassured me that it was perfectly okay.  After all, Archer had given me free reign when he left and the employees fell under my duty.  I wanted to make sure they had a small space of their own.  

 

By the time Tuesday morning rolled around, the construction crews at The Mausoleum were gone and the interior decorator was finished.  

 “I’m coming, I’m coming,” I yelled out, setting my cup of tea down on the kitchen table and pulling my robe closed.  It was 8:30am and someone was pounding away at my front door.  

I checked the peep hole before I opened it.  Nikki was standing there with a huge smile and a plate of muffins.

“Morning, cupcake!” she sang as she pushed past me and hurried into the kitchen.  “I brought you breakfast!  I decided to make my famous Organic Vegan Blueberry Oat muffins, ‘cause I know how much you love ‘em.  I thought we’d celebrate your last day at Drop Kick Dan’s.”

I smiled and shook my head.  Nikki was so unpredictable sometimes and I loved that about her.  I shut the door and followed her into the kitchen.  “I think you just made my morning, girlfriend,” I laughed as I got out two saucers from the cupboard and poured Nikki a cup of hot water.  I selected her favorite blend of tea, Tazo’s Wild Sweet Orange, and made my way over to the table.

“Damn, those look good,” I said as she put a muffin on each of our plates.  

“They ARE good,” she smiled.  “I had one while I got ready this morning.”

I pealed down part of the muffin wrapper and took a big bite.  “Oh, have mercy, Nikki,” I said as I closed my eyes and enjoyed the warm blueberry goodness.  “These are just to die for.  Have I told you lately how much I adore you?”

She laughed and bit into her own.  “Yeah, I thought you’d like them.  I haven’t made them in a while and we were way past due for a sit down.”

“Thank you so much, Nik.  I was just going to have a banana for breakfast.”

“A banana isn’t breakfast, cupcake.  A banana is a snack,” she admonished.  “I know you’ve been super busy lately with the two jobs, but you need to take time for yourself and eat a good meal every day.  It’s no wonder you passed out last week.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed.  “Yes, mother.”

Nikki gasped and her jaw dropped.  “Oh, no you didn’t!” she screeched as she playfully threw her napkin at me.  

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” I laughed as I help up my hands in surrender.  “You’re right.  Thank you for feeding me.  I appreciate it.”

“Anytime,” she winked.  “So, how about we ride to work together today?  You missed our Krav Maga class on Sunday and I haven’t had a chance to tell you about the new guy I’m seeing.” 

“Oh, yeah?” I cocked my eyebrow.  “New guy, huh?  I want all the juicy details.”

After we finished breakfast and girl-talked a bit, I ran upstairs to get ready while she cleaned up.  I brushed my teeth, did my makeup, and quickly ran a flat iron through a few unruly sections of hair.  I picked out a black pleated mini-skirt, my tuxedo t-shirt baby doll top, and fishnets.  I tossed a blood red demi bra, a black mesh long sleeve shirt, and my DIY (Do It Yourself) Christian Louboutin knockoff Alti spiked pumps into my messenger bag for later.  I threw on my black Chucks and raced Styvi Nix down the stairs.  

I quickly put down some fresh food and water for her, kissed her goodbye, and followed Nikki out the door.  We piled into her old brown Volvo wagon and chatted about our love life all the way downtown.  When we got to Drop Kick Dan’s, I was in for a surprise.  The bar was decorated with rainbow streamers and tons of balloons.  There was a table set up by the stage that held a huge sheet cake, a veggie plate, flowers, an oversized farewell card, and a huge banner that said “We’ll Miss You, Skye!”.

“Surprise!” Dan, Fiona, Angel, Roger, and Nikki yelled.  

Tears sprang to my eyes and I blinked quickly to try and keep them from spilling over.  “Oh, you guys!  You shouldn’t have…”

Dan rushed over to me and hugged me.  “We couldn’t very well let you leave us without showing you just how much you meant to us these last four years.”

“We’ve got pizza and wings coming later,” Fiona said as she greeted me.  “We’re throwing you a farewell party at five.  All your favorite customers will be here.  Dan’s running a drink special all day in your honor, so we are expecting a huge crowd.”

“Yeah.  We’re having $1 Kamikazes, $2 Margaritas, Sex on the Beach, and Red-Headed Sluts, and $5 domestic pitchers all day,” said Dan.

“$2 Red-Headed Sluts…I love how you included that,” I said and we all laughed.  I looked around at all the beautiful decorations and couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.  “Gosh, y’all are so sweet.  This is just amazing.  Thank you,” I said as I took turns hugging each one of them.  

“We hate to see you go, cupcake, but we are so happy for you,” Nikki said, throwing her arm around my shoulder.  “If you ever get tired of those gorgeous men, you still have a place here.”

I laughed and bumped her with my hip.  “Like that’ll ever happen,” I joked under my breath. 

Dan broke up the gathering and put us all to work.  I helped Nikki cut up the drink garnishes behind the bar and then I worked the floor.  We had a steady inflow of summer tourists and regulars all afternoon.  Dan made sure our regulars went by the party table and signed my farewell card.  It looked as though he had been busy gathering signatures on it all weekend.  I tried to take a peek at it a time or two, but Dan caught me every time.  He said that I had to wait for my party this evening.

Around four o’clock, two more employees showed up to lend a hand for the rest of the night.  Dan had hired two new girls to replace me and Heather.  They were both around my age and as sweet as could be.  

The bar was filling up quickly and I was glad for the extra help.  Dan and Nikki were slammed at the bar with drink orders.  Dan’s drink specials were a huge hit with everyone.  At 5:00pm Mallory, one of the new girls, took over my section and Fiona took over for Dan behind the bar.  I walked with Dan to the back office and cashed out for the last time.

“Damn, girl,” said Dan as he was calculating up the tips I got today from the debit and credit card payments.  “Do you have any idea how much you made tonight?”

I laughed and took out the wad of cash from my front pocket.  “$286 in cash.  What do you have?”

He looked at me with wide eyes and shook his head.  “$412.  I’ve never seen anything like it, Skye.  You’ve made more money tonight than I’ve seen anyone do.  People were leaving you $50 tips all day.”

My jaw dropped and I was speechless for a few moments.  “You’re kidding me.  That’s…what…$698.  Oh my gosh! $698!” I said as I sat down on the edge of his big desk.  “I can’t believe it, D.  But, I can’t take all that money.  You guys deserve some, too.”

Dan shook his head and smiled.  “You’ve earned every cent of this money, doll.  I wouldn’t dream of allowing you to split this up.  Your customers wanted to show you how much they have appreciated your service over the last four years.  They love you, Skye.”

I felt tears sting my eyes and quickly looked down at my hands.  “I’m really going to miss it here, D.  I’m going to miss everyone so much.”

Dan stood up and pulled me into a hug.  “We are going to miss you, too, doll.  The place just won’t be the same without you.”

I looked into Dan’s eyes and saw tears in them.  “Oh, D., not you too,” I cried as I buried my face in his chest.  

“I can’t help it,” he sniffled.  “You give this place life.  It’s going to feel a little empty when you’re gone.”

“I’ll come by and visit you guys as often as I can,” I promised.  “You’d better keep in touch with me, D.  Just because I won’t be working here anymore doesn’t mean you’re off the hook for our girl talk.”

His chest rumbled with laughter.  “I wouldn’t dream of it, kid.”

I stood on my tiptoes, wrapped my arms around his neck, and gave him a big kiss on the cheek.  

“Come on,” Dan said, reluctantly letting go.  “Your party is starting and you don’t want to be late, do you?”

I shook my head, stuffed tonight’s tips in my messenger bag, and slung it over my shoulder.  We walked out of the office together and made our way over to the floor door.

As soon as I pushed through the swinging door, the entire bar broke out into song.   Everyone had their glasses raised and were singing “For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow” which was led by Angel on the microphone.  

I laughed and felt a blush spread across my cheeks.  I allowed Dan to lead me to the stage and pour me a glass of champagne.  I looked around at the large crowd and saw that it was filled with regulars and friends.  Nikki’s entire roller derby team was here, my favorite regulars Jackson Ewing and Johnny Kilgore, Dan’s rugby team, and many others that I had gotten to know and serve over the years.  

Dan took the mike from Angel and quieted the crowd.  “Thanks for coming everyone.  It’s nice to see everyone come together to celebrate this big day for Skye.  As some of you know, Sky here just finished her degree and is moving on to bigger and better things.  She’s been here for the last four years and has helped make Drop Kick Dan’s what it is today.  She has been an integral part of it’s growth and continued success and we sure are going to miss her.  If you will all please raise your glasses.”

I watched as the whole room lifted their glasses and bottles of beer.  I spotted Jamison by the bar talking to Nikki and smiled.

Dan turned to me and continued with his toast.  “May love and laughter light your days, and warm your heart and home.  May good and faithful friends be yours, wherever you may roam.  May peace and plenty bless your world with joy that long endures.  May all life's passing seasons bring the best to you and yours! Here’s looking at you, kid!  Sláinte!”

“Sláinte!” the whole bar erupted.  Everyone drank from their glasses and someone started a chorus of “Speech! Speech! Speech!”  It was quickly followed by others and I laughed.

Dan handed me the mike and I timidly accepted it.  “Uh.  Okay.  Hi, everyone.  I’m not big on speeches, but I’ll give it a go.  I’d just like to say that working here at Dan’s has been one of the greatest experiences of my life.  Meeting all of you over the years has been a real joy.  It has been my absolute honor to serve each and every of you.  I really appreciate all of your words of encouragement as I went through school, and I appreciate you coming in and seeing us as often as you all do.  Having customers and co-workers like you is part of the reason that I stayed here for as long as I did.  You made each day wonderful for me and I thank you for that.  Drop Kick Dan’s has become like my second home and I just want you all to know that I will miss you greatly.  Some of you have become like family to me and I’ll never forget you.  Thank you for coming everyone, it means a lot to me that you are all here.  Sláinte, everyone!”

“Sláinte!” the whole bar repeated, took sips from their glasses, and clapped.  

Dan took the mike back.  “We’ve got pizza, wings, cake, and other goodies up here at the table, so everyone dig in.  Don’t forget our drink specials tonight in honor of Skye.  Ask your waitresses for details.  Skye will be here until seven o’clock, so make sure you find her and say hi.  Enjoy your evening, everyone and thanks for coming by!”

Dan grabbed my hand and led me to the bar.  “Get this girl a drink, Nikki.  I’m going to go grab her present.”  I smiled as Nikki slid me a Red-Headed Slut.  I thanked her, grabbed the drink, and turned to Jameson.  “I had no idea you were coming in today.”

Jameson smiled.  “Danny boy called me yesterday and told me about the surprise party they had planned for you.  I told him I wouldn’t miss it.”

I gave him a quick hug.  “I’m glad you’re here.  How’s everything at The Mausoleum?  Did they replace the bar top today?”

Jameson shushed me.  “We’ll have no talk of work during your party.  There will be plenty of time for that later.”

I rolled my eyes and swallowed my drink.  “Whatever you say, hon.  Listen, Nikki brought me to work today, so I don’t have my car.  Can I ride with you over to the club later?”

“Aye.  I’ll even give you a ride home.”

I smiled and hi-fived him.  “Woo-hoo!”

Dan came back and handed me a small box.  “This is just a little something we wanted you to have.  We all pitched in.”

“Aw!  Thanks you guys!” I said to Dan, Nikki and Fiona.  I untied the turquoise ribbon and pulled it off of the black velvet box.  I slowly opened it and smiled.  “Oh, my goodness!”  Inside was a shiny Claddagh ring.  It had a crown above two hands clasping a heart in the middle.

“It’s white gold and emerald.  We had to special order it,” Fiona said, grinning.

I slipped the ring on my right ring finger, heart facing away.  It was a perfect fit.  “It’s beautiful!  I love it!  Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome, doll,” Dan said as he resumed his place behind the bar.  “You should probably make the rounds and say hi to everyone.”

I nodded my head.  “I’ll be back guys.  Thanks again for the ring.  It’s absolutely perfect.”

I left Jamison at the bar chatting with Nikki and Dan and made my way around the room.  I said hi and chatted for a few minutes with each of my regulars.  People kept giving me shots and beers from their pitchers and I was glad I had a ride to The Mausoleum later.  I didn’t think it was safe to drive.  I wasn’t full on drunk, but I had a good buzz going.  

Jamison stole me away from one particularly chatty table when he saw that I was there for more than 10 minutes.  He put his arm around my waist and led me over to an empty booth.  He sat me down while he went over to the party table and piled a paper plate full of food.

“Here, love,” he said, setting the plate down in front of me.  “Eat you some dinner before we have to go.  Archer is back and he was asking for you.”

I felt my face flush hot and looked down at my pizza.  “He was?  What did he want?”

Jameson smirked.  “You’re blushing,” he teased.  “Don’t tell me you still have a thing for my brother.”

I quickly shook my head.  “No.  No, that’s not it.  It…It’s just the alcohol.”

Jameson chuckled.  “Uh-huh.  Sure.”

I didn’t want to tell him that I did indeed have a thing for his brother.  I didn’t want Jameson to know that I’d been thinking about Archer non-stop since he left my house on Thursday night.  Archer wanted us to take the time during his absence to evaluate our feelings for each other.  I was sure that once he and his vampire pheromones were far away from me, that I wouldn’t have feelings for him.  I couldn’t have been more wrong.  Not only did I think about him several times a day, I also found that I missed him.    I knew that Archer wanted to talk to me when he got back and I was nervous about admitting my feelings to him.  Would he feel the same way about me?  Or would his feelings for me be nothing more than simple blood lust?

I cleared my throat.  “So?  What did Archer want?” I said as I bit into a slice of cheese pizza.

“He didn’t say.  He just said that he wanted to see you,” Jameson said suspiciously, crossing his arms over his chest.  “Is there something I should know about?”

I shook my head and struggled to meet his eyes.  “Nope.  Nothing I can think of.”

“Uh-huh,” he said, pursing his lips.

“What?  There isn’t,” I argued.  “He probably just wants to yell at me for the employee lounge.”

Jameson shook his head.  “No.  He loved it.  I told you he wouldn’t care.”

“We’ll see,” I said, biting into a wing.  I finished a few more wings, my slice of pizza, and a couple of celery sticks.  

Dan brought me over the oversized farewell card and bouquet of spring flowers.  “Okay.  I got everyone to sign it,” he said setting the crystal vase on the table.  He handed me the card and I read the signatures and little notes.

“Oh my gosh, D.  Did you see this?” I laughed.  “There are like twenty guys numbers on here.”

Dan looked and laughed.  “Well, look at that!  No more Saturday nights alone.”

I playfully smacked him on the arm.  “Don’t be mean.  I happen to be picky, thank you very much.  Unlike some people I know.”

Dan pursed his lips.  “You’re not going to ever let me live down Lola Finch are you?”

I laughed and shook my head.  “Nope.  Not a chance in hell.”

Dan laughed and ruffled my hair.  “I’ll see you later, doll.  I’ve got to get back to the grind.  I just wanted to make sure that you got your card and flowers before you left.

“Thanks, D.,” I said, standing up and hugging him.  “This party has been really great.  Thank you so much for everything.”

Dan softly cupped my cheek.  “No.  Thank you, doll,” he said as he placed a tender kiss to my forehead.  He looked deep into my eyes for a few moments before he turned around and headed back to the bar.  We both knew that if we had looked at each other any longer that we’d both be crying soon.

I took a deep breath and turned to Jameson.  He looked at me with sad eyes.  “It’s hard for you to leave here, isn’t it?”

I swallowed hard and surveyed the room before I answered.  “Yeah.  You have no idea.  This place is like home to me.  I’m really going to miss it.”

“I’m sorry,” Jameson said quietly.

I walked the couple of steps to his side and tucked a stray stand of his long hair back behind his ear.  “No, hon.  Don’t be sorry.  I’ve had an amazing four years and have so many awesome memories that I’m taking with me.  I’m not sorry I took the job with you and Archer.  It was time to move on.”

He stood up and smiled a small smile.  “Good.  Are you ready to go?”

I nodded my head and bent over the booth to retrieve my messenger bag from the bench seat.  Jameson grabbed my flowers and card and lead me to the employee only door.  I took one last look around, waved to Nikki and Dan, and followed Jameson out to the car.

I waited as Jameson carefully loaded my things into his car.  He opened the door for me and I slid down into his cool leather seats.  We drove the few blocks over to The Mausoleum in silence.  I kept looking at the white gold Claddagh ring that rested heavily on my right ring finger.  I felt a little guilty for leaving everyone a Drop Kick Dan’s and I was trying hard to put that feeling behind me.

 

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN  

 

We pulled into The Mausoleum employee lot and Jameson grabbed my messenger bag for me.  I told him that I’d catch up with him in a few minutes and made my way through the back door and into the employee lounge.  The room was completely empty but I wasn’t surprised.  The dancers weren’t scheduled to be back until we opened tomorrow night.  

I grabbed my red bra and mesh shirt out of my bag and made my way behind one of the changing screens.  I quickly switched bras and shirts and checked my hair in the mirror.  I tossed my old clothes back in my bag, darkened and refreshed my makeup, spritzed on some DKNY Be Delicious perfume, and stuffed my bag into my designated locker.

I strolled through the long hall and out onto the club’s main floor.  I spotted Jameson over by the bar talking to a group of handsome men.  I quietly sauntered over and took a seat on one of the barstools.

“Ah.  Here she is,” Jameson said and walked over to me.  “Everyone, i’d like you to meet Archer’s new executive assistant Skye Morrison.  Skye, these are some of our good friends from Houston and Boston.  They’ll be working here at the club with us.”

I turned to the group and smiled.  “Hello.  Nice to meet you.”  I felt a small flutter in my stomach and looked around to see if Archer was near.  He wasn’t, so I quickly dismissed the feeling.

A handsome red-headed man stepped out of the group and offered me his hand.  “I’m Lochlan.” he said in a heavy Irish accent, his dark blue eyes drinking me in from head to toe.  “Well, you’re a fine feek, aren’t ya?  I can see why o’ Archer hired ya.  You’ve got a right set of larries on ya, don’cha?”  

“Lamb a’ da Lord Jaysus, Lochlan,” said a tall man in an even heavier Irish accent as he came to rescue me from Lochlan’s hungry eyes.  He pushed him out of the way.  “I’ve ‘ad about enough o’ ya feckin’ flirtin’.  Archer said yer no’ ta touch dis one, ya wanker.”  He cleared his throat and smiled down at me, offering me his hand.  “I’m Seamus, love.  Do’na pay no mind ta here Lochlan.  He’s a right gimp.”

I smiled and nodded, pretending I understood every word he said as I shook his hand.  “It’s alright.  It’s nice to meet you Seamus.”

“Save some room for me, ol’ boy,” called out a smooth southern accent.  I looked over and saw a handsome young guy of about twenty-five push forward through the group.  He had gorgeous green eyes and nice smile.  “I’m Hunter.  It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

“Pleasure’s mine,” I said shaking hands with him and smiling.  Man, was he cute!  Hunter had short brown hair, a strong square jaw line, and a dimple in his chin.  He reminded me of a U.S. Marine poster boy.  I felt butterflies start up in my stomach and I quickly pulled away.  I looked at him closely and it dawned on me.  No wonder I felt like I wanted to jump his bones.  “You’re a vampire, aren’t you?”

Hunter looked over at Jameson and the group of guys and then back to me.  “Well, yes ma’am.  We all are.  I thought you knew.”

I shook my head and tried to cover my surprise.  I knew there were other vampires out there.  I guess I just didn’t figure that I’d be working with a lot of them.

“There’s nothing to worry about, love,” Jameson said as he came over and threw his arm around my shoulders.  “These boys are like my brothers.  They’re a good lot and know their place.  Won’t any of them step out of line with you.  Aye, gentlemen?”

“Aye,” they all agreed.  

A laugh sounded at the back of the small group of five.  “Archer would positively castrate us, right men?”  A burly man in his mid-thirties stepped out and came up to shake my hand.  He was intimidating tall and had huge corded muscles.  “I’m Quinn.  It’s nice to finally meet you.  Archer told us all about you on the flight here.”

I blushed a little and smiled as I shook his hand.  “All good things I hope.”

Everyone laughed except Jameson.  “Oh,” Quinn slyly joked “It was all pretty good.”

I blushed even harder and dropped his hand.  I was suddenly embarrassed by the thought of the guys talking about me.  I wondered what he meant by ‘It was all pretty good.’  Is Archer kissing and telling?

“Don’t embarrass her, you big oaf,” said a thin young man in a rich southern lilt as he came over to stand beside me.  “Pay no attention to these BOYS, Skye.  They’ve always seriously lacked in the manners department,” he said as he greeted me.  “Well, all except young Hunter there.  That boy is a cool drink of water on a hot summer day.”

The men snickered and Hunter frowned.  “Watch it, Trey,” he growled.

“I’m Nathaniel Herschel Thomas Hatfield the third,” he said as he reached over and daintily shook my hand.  “Everyone calls me Trey for short.  But, you can call me friend.”

Trey oozed femininity and true old southern hospitality.  I decided right then and there that I was going to adore him.  I grinned at him.  “I am very glad to make your acquaintance, friend.  I have a feeling you and I are going to get along just fine.”

Trey let out a small squeal and quickly hugged me.  “Me too!”

“Alright, gentlemen,” Jameson said as he came over and extracted me from Trey’s arms.  “I think we have taken up enough of Sky’s time for now.”  He turned to me and continued. “I believe Archer wanted to see you as soon as you got here.  He’s probably up in the office.

I called a quick goodbye to the guys and made my way up the wide metal stairs to the second floor.  I greeted Gunnar outside of the door that lead to Archer’s private stairwell and office/apartment. 

“Evening, Gunnar,” I said, nodding my head in hello.

“Pleasant evening, Miss Morrison,” he nodded back.  “Mr. Rhys is expecting you.”

“Thank you,” I said as he held the door open for me.

I ascended the stairs and heard muffled voices coming from Archer’s open office door.  I quieted my footfalls as I got closer.  I heard a high pitched voice accompanying Archer’s and froze outside his office door.  From what I could tell, Archer and a female were in Archer’s apartment and the door to it was open.  My heart sped up as I listened into them talking to each other.  

“But, Archer, they deserve to know,” the female voice pleaded.

“I already had this discussion with you in Boston.  You aren’t even supposed to know, and how you found out in the first place is beyond me,” Archer argued.

“I have my ways,” the female purred.  “You should know better than anyone, Archer.  If I want something, I always get it.” 

“They mustn’t find out, Aoife,” Archer sighed.  “We have to stick to the plan.  Do you understand?”

I slowly peeked into the office and saw that they were indeed in Archer’s apartment.  The door was half open and they stood just beyond it not far from the bed.  Standing in front of Archer was a beautiful woman who had long wavy blond hair and full pink lips.  She wore a gorgeous strapless seafoam colored ruffled dress and she oozed sexuality.  

I watched as the woman reached up and ran her fingers through Archer’s hair.  He leaned his head into her hand, closed his eyes, and sighed.  It felt like my heart stopped beating for a few seconds.  My stomach clenched and I had to remind myself to breathe.  What was he doing with this woman?  Who the hell was she and why did it look like they were an item?  I bit my bottom lip and forced myself to continue watching.  I inched my head further to the side and got a better look.  

The woman reached up and placed both of her hands on Archer’s cheeks.  “I understand,” she purred.  “My lips are sealed.”  I watched as she caressed his face and pulled him into a kiss.

My hand flew to cover my mouth and I swallowed the gasp I had almost let slip.  I watched Archer kissing her back for all of three seconds before I couldn’t take it anymore.  It felt like Archer had stabbed me in the heart and I fought the sudden urge to vomit.  I quickly, but quietly, turned around and hurried back down the spiral staircase and out through the door.  Gunnar said something to me, but I wasn’t stopping to talk to him.  

I carefully walked down the stairs to the first level, waved off the guys as I crossed the club’s main floor, and, once out of everyone’s sight, ran down the long hall to the employee lounge.  Once inside I shut the door and leaned heavily against it.  I took quick deep breaths and tried to calm my angry, racing heart.  What the friggin’ frick was that?! I silently fumed.  What the hell is Archer doing with another woman?  I thought he said he was single.  What I saw up in his office was definitely not single.  There was intimacy and carnal familiarity between them.  A blind man would have been able to see that.  

My hand flew to my mouth and I gasped, sinking down the door to sit on the cold polished cement floor.  It’s not me Archer wants.  It’s my blood.  He’s not attracted to me, he’s only attracted to the stupid liquid that runs through my veins.  I felt the blood drain from my face and I tightly clutched my stomach.  A sudden wave of nausea overtook me and I couldn’t fight it any longer.  I crawled over to the small trashcan a few feet from the door and promptly lost my dinner.  

Once I finished and got control over my breathing, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and walked over to the mini fridge.  I pulled out a bottle of water and rinsed out my mouth before taking a few small sips.  Damn it, girl.  Get a hold of yourself.  No guy is worth this.  I walked over to the lighted mirror and saw the mess that my tears had made of my makeup.  “Oh, hell,” I said aloud.  I hadn’t even realized I was crying.  I turned and went to my locker to retrieve some tissues and my makeup bag. I went back to the mirror and carefully wiped at my cheeks and under my eyes.  You promised yourself that you wouldn’t ever cry over a guy again, Skye Everleigh Morrison.  You know better than to let someone have your heart.  

I threw the tissue down in anger.  “Stupid damn vampire and his stupid damn vampire pheromones,” I quietly hissed.  I picked through my makeup bag and found my face powder and small retractable kabuki brush.  I quickly dusted my face and put it away.  I touched up my eyeliner and lipstick, then put the bag back in my locker and shut it.  I ran my hands through my hair and tousled it a bit.  “Much better,” I said, looking at myself in the mirror.  My makeup and hair may have been perfect, but my eyes were a dead giveaway to my internal pain.  “Smile.  Be friendly.  Nothing happened,” I sighed.  But EVERYTHING happened!  I shook my head and silently admonished myself.  Quit the pity party, girl.  He’s a man, what did you expect.  I laughed out loud as I realized those were my mother’s words.  You’re right, mama.  What DID I expect?  

I took a deep breath, walked back over to the trashcan, and removed the soiled liner.  I knotted the bag closed and took it outside to the dumpster located just beyond the employee parking lot in the back alley.  On the short walk back I starting thinking about what Archer and that woman were discussing before the kissing started.  Just what were they talking about?  What was Archer keeping from us?

As I walked in the backdoor and through the hall, I worked hard on my smile.  Smile. Be friendly. Nothing happened. I repeated silently.  I walked onto the main floor and back over to the bar.  The boys were sitting around laughing and cutting up with each other as Trey poured them drinks from behind the bar.  I walked over to join Trey in serving the group.

“Uh-oh,” Trey said under his breath, turning to me.  He sat down the bottle of whiskey that he was pouring from and pulled me a few feet away from the guys.  “Something is very wrong, dear, I can tell.”

I shook my head quickly and glanced over at the guys to see if they had noticed our exchange.  They were laughing at a story Quinn was telling and were paying Trey and I no mind.  I looked back at Trey and shook my head again.  “No.  Nothing’s wrong.  I’m fine.”

His brow furrowed and he placed a small hand on my shoulder.  “Honey, now, I know something is wrong.  You are positively dripping with hurt, anger, and confusion.”

My eyes got big and I felt my breath hitch.  “Don’t panic now, darling.  It’s okay.  No one else can tell how you feel but me,” Trey said soothingly.  “I’m an Empath.  I can feel exactly what you are feeling right now.  I can feel the emotions that you’re trying so desperately to hide from everyone.  You can talk to me if you need to, darling.  I’ll understand better than anyone.”

I signed and closed my eyes briefly.  “That’s your vampire gift, isn’t it?  Archer called it your ‘divine power’.  You can pick up how I’m feeling?”

“Yes, honey. To both questions,” he said leaning in to speak in my ear.  “I can tell that you don’t want to talk about your feelings right now, and that’s perfectly okay, dear.  But just know that I’m here if you ever need a little girl talk.”

I smiled and genuinely thanked him before we both turned back to making the drinks.  Trey finished pouring the whiskey while I made him and I a margarita on the rocks.

“Where’d ya run off ta in a hurry?” Lochlan asked me as he slid his glass in my direction for a refill.  

Trey waved his hand in Lochlan’s direction and shushed him.  “You just mind your business, now.  She doesn’t have to answer to you.”

The men laughed and I felt Jameson watching me out of the corner of his eyes.  I made sure to put on my best megawatt smile as I poured Lochlan’s drink.  

“Well, I see you’ve met my rowdy bunch of brothers,” I heard a voice call out.  I looked up to see Archer and the woman in the strapless seafoam colored dress descending the stairs.  Gunnar silently followed them down.  

My stomach lurched and I swallowed thickly.  I didn’t want Archer to know that I had overheard him and Tall, Blond, and Gorgeous talking upstairs.  I definitely didn’t want him to know that I had seen him making out with her.  I quickly did the first thing I could think of to mask my thoughts.  I started singing along silently to the first song that popped into my head.  It happened to be Lady Gaga’s “Marry The Night”.  

Archer, TB&G, and Gunnar crossed the floor and stood at the end of the bar.  “They haven’t been giving you a hard time now, have they?” he asked me with an amused smile.

I didn’t trust myself to speak yet, so I just smiled my best megawatt smile and shook my head.  Lochlan scared the crap out of me by slapping his hand down on the bar, and I jumped at the sound.  “Ya d’nt tell us she was such the looker, Archer,” Lochlan said as he laughed.  “How’s a man ta stay ou’a trouble around this feek?”

“Always the consummate flirt,” Trey said with a bored roll his eyes and a flick of his delicate wrist.  “Some things never change.  You were spouting the same tired old pick-up lines the last time I saw you eighty-some-odd years ago.  As I recall, they didn’t work then.  What makes you think they’ll work now and on this dear sweet girl?  You’d think that after all these years you’d be able to recognize when someone was too good for you.”

Hunter, Quinn, Seamus, and Jameson roared with laughter as Lochlan stared daggers at Trey.  I lowered my eyes and tried not to crack up myself.   

“Alright, gentlemen,” Archer interrupted.  “Calm down.  You’ve only been here a few hours.  It’s too early to be having your first fight.”  Archer turned to Trey and shook his finger at him.  “What did I tell you about instigating, Nathaniel?”

A chorus of childish, crescendoing “Oooohhh”s broke out amongst Jameson, Quinn, Seamus, and Hunter followed by snickers.  “Sorry, boss,” Trey apologized.  “I’ll mind my Ps and Qs.”

Archer turned to me.  “If any of these brutes gives you any trouble, you just tell me,” he said with a wink.  

I smiled, nodded, and focused harder on the song.

Archer turned to speak to Jameson but quickly did a double take back to me.  His brow furrowed and he tilted his head slightly in my direction.

My heartbeat sped up and I knew by the look on his face that he was reading my thoughts and was confused as hell.  I silently sang louder, scared that I’d slip up and let him in. 

Archer shook his head in annoyance and scrunched up his face in distaste.  “What is that?”

I bit my lower lip and busied myself with making a needless drink.   “Nothing,” I said with a shrug of my shoulders.

His eyes narrowed on me and he pursed his lips.  I could tell immediately that he knew I was trying hard to hide something from him.  By the look on his face, he was far from happy with me.  “Very well, Miss Morrison.  But, a little piece of advice…never play poker.  You’re easier to read than an open book.”

All eyes in the room turned to me and I blushed a furious shade of red.  He didn’t have to say that in front of everyone and embarrass me like that.  It pissed me off to no end.  I roughly set the drink I was making down, cocked my eyebrow and pursed my lips.  “Thank you so much for the suggestion, Mr. Rhys.  I’ll try to keep that in mind,” I bit back at him.  ASSHOLE. 

Trey slid closer to me, handed me the glass I had just put down, and a random bottle of liquor.  “I’m dying for that drink, girl,” he said in an attempt to break up the sudden tension in the room.

Archer’s eyes narrowed even further and he scowled at me.  I pretended not to notice as I poured the liquid from the glass into a shaker and added ice.  I gave it a quick shake as Archer shook his head in frustration and turned his attention back to the group of men in front of me.

“Tomorrow we open,” he said to the men.  There was state of severity to his voice that hadn’t been there earlier.  I swallowed the huge lump in my throat.  “Seamus will be working the front door.  Trey and Hunter, I want you working the first floor bar.  Quinn will be working the staircase to the second floor.”  Archer turned to Quinn.  “You make sure that only VIPs wearing the black wristband are admitted.  Humans are only allowed if they are escorted up personally by a VIP or myself.  Our human employees with access to the second floor will also be wearing the black wristband.  If an employee tries to go up those stairs, and they don’t have the wristband, you turn them immediately away.  Got it?”

Quinn stood up straighter and bowed his head.  “Yes, sir.”

“ Lochlan, you will be working the second floor bar with Aoife (pronounced ee-fa).” Archer continued.  “I want all of you here by five o’clock sharp.  When you come in you are to be dressed appropriately and be ready to work.  I want your stations sparkling, bar crew.”

“Aye, sir,” they all said in unison.

Archer straightened his spine as he raised his chin and voice.  “You will remember to not feed from our patrons or employees.  Blood will be provided in my office, should your need arise.  Do I make myself perfectly clear?”  Everyone nodded their head including me.  Archer’s voice was so commanding.  It demanded your immediate submission.  “Stealth is key, gentlemen,” he continued in a softer tone.  “If I find out that you alerted an unknowing human to our presence here in this city, I will personally deal with you myself.”

Everyone nodded again.  “Gunnar will be picking up Stellan and his crew tomorrow morning at the airport. And, Miss Morrison,” Archer said turning to me “will be in charge of our human staff.  If any of you have any issues with them, you are to report it to her immediately.”

Archer paused for a few seconds and I immediately resumed my silent song.  His eyes narrowed on me sharply before he huffed in frustration.  “I need you to keep your ears open, Skye.  If you think at any time that one of our human staff or patrons suspects that we are vampires, you are to report it to me immediately.  Not five minutes after the fact…immediately.  Do you understand what I am telling you?”

What?  Does he think I’m stupid or something?  Gosh!  Treat me like a child, why don’t you!  I saw Archer’s eyes get big as he lifted those brief thoughts from my mind.  I quickly resumed my silent song as I poured the chilled concoction from the shaker into a martini glass.
“Yes, Archer.”

Archer threw up his hands in aggravation.  “Oh for fucks sake, Skye!  Will you stop that?” he yelled.  

Everyone turned to me and stared at me hard.  A look of scared confusion crossed Jameson’s face briefly before he wiped the fleeting display of emotions away.  Aoife just stared and smirked.  

“Finally!” Trey said, taking the drink from my hand.  “It looks delicious.”  He took a big sip and fought hard not to spit it out.  His face contorted in disgust as he finally managed to swallow the sip.  “Oh for the love of God, woman!  Just what in the HELL did you put in here?” he groaned.

I laughed and covered my mouth.  “I have no idea,” I said, shaking my head and fighting hysterics.  The look on Trey’s face was absolutely priceless.  “I’m so sorry Trey.  I wasn’t paying attention to what I was grabbing.”

Trey took a cocktail napkin from the stack on the bar and gingerly dabbed his mouth.  “It will be a cold day in hell before I let you make me a drink again, Skye Morrison.”

I couldn’t contain my hysterics any longer.  I threw my head back and laughed heartily. A few of the others joined in too.  You could feel the tension in the room lessening and I was so grateful to Trey.  I looked over at him and he quickly winked at me.

Archer cleared his throat.  “Miss Morrison, I’d like to see you in my office,” he said, refusing to look at me.  “The rest of you are free to leave for the night.  I will see you all tomorrow.”  With that, Archer turned away from us and made his way up the flight of stairs to the second floor and walked through the door that led to his private staircase.

 

 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Everyone watched Archer as he walked away and, when he was out of sight, they turned back to stare at me.  My face flushed hot and I was suddenly embarrassed all over again.  

Jameson was the first to speak up.  “Well, I think we should call it a night.  We’ve all got a busy day tomorrow.”

“Right,” said Hunter rising from his barstool and clapping Quinn on the back.  “Let’s go hit up a bar and have another drink before bed.”

“Aye,” Seamus agreed.  “I cu’du with another.”

“Me, too,” replied Trey.  He quickly hugged me and whispered in my ear.  “You be careful, now.  Archer is really angry with you and that’s not a side of his that you want to be on, my dear.  If you ever want to talk, I’m here for you.  You mind what I said, now.  I’ll see you tomorrow.” I watched as he walked around the bar and shook Jameson’s hand goodbye.

Lochlan silently rose from his barstool and followed Hunter, Quinn, Trey, and Seamus to the front entrance and out the door.

“Well that was quite the display,” Aoife laughed.  “Could it be?  Archer’s shining girl has tarnished already?”

Jameson stood up and crossed his arms over his chest.  “Leave her alone, Aoife.  What goes on between her and Archer is their business, not yours.”

I smiled with pride.  Jameson was defending me from her unnecessary nastiness and I was grateful.  

Aoife raised her eyebrow at me and set her eyes on Jameson.  She slowly walked up to him and placed a lingering kiss on both of his cheeks.  “Anything you say, love,” she said as she smirked and looked at me out of the corner of her eyes.  She ran her fingers down Jameson’s arm and purred. “I’ll be seeing you tomorrow, handsome.”  I pursed my lips and watched as Aoife sauntered over to the front door and out into the night.  Jameson, I noted, had refused to.

He groaned, ran his fingers through his hair, and frowned.  “What the hell did you do to piss him off so bad, Skye?”

I bristled at Jameson’s disappointment in me.  “You shouldn’t judge someone until you have the full story, Jameson,” I said as I walked around the counter to stand out in the open.  “You have no idea what happened between us.”

“No, I don’t,” he said getting angry.  “Why don’t you tell me?”

“Because I can’t,” I slipped up and said.  I involuntarily covered my mouth and then quickly dropped it when I realized I did it.  “I have a right to my private thoughts!” I yelled as I turned on my heel and walked up to the second floor.

“I’ll be down here whenever you’re done getting your ass chewed out by Archer,” Jameson growled up at me.  “I’m your ride home, remember?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said just loud enough for him to hear.  I quickly climbed Archer’s spiral staircase and walked into his office.  He was standing by the mini bar and gulping down a bag of blood.  He didn’t even bother with the pretense of a glass this time.  I watched as he downed the liquid, crushed up the bag, and grabbed another from the mini fridge.  He discarded the bag on top of a pile that included several others.  It looked like he was massively hungry because there was at least six pints in the pile, not including the one in his hand.  I swallowed my sudden terror and took a seat on one of the black office chairs in front of Archer’s desk.  What the hell is wrong with him? I silently wondered.

Archer turned to me and looked at me for the first time since I had entered the room.  His eyes were cloudy and an extremely eerie shade of washed out pale blue.  He was breathing hard and he looked incredibly scary. I unconsciously put my hand to my throat and sank back into my chair.  “What the hell is wrong with me?” he growled angrily.

I shrank back further into the chair as he walked over to his desk and sat down.  I had never seen a vampire when they were truly mad before and It was unnerving, to say the least. 

Archer roughly tore into the bag of blood and quickly guzzled its contents.  A small drop of blood spilled over his bottom lip and I watched as his tongue snaked out and recaptured it.  I got a good look at his fangs this time and they were long and lethal looking.

“What?  Have you decided not to grace me with any more of your singing?” he spit sarcastically.

Oh shit! I silently swore and resumed my song.  

Archer’s fist suddenly slammed into his desk, cutting me off, and the furious sound reverberated throughout the room.  “Enough!” he roughly yelled.  “I do not know what you are trying so hard to hide from me, but you will stop that infuriating singing and tell me this instant!”

I took a few deep breaths to try and calm my racing heart.  It was no use.  My adrenalin was pumping full speed and I couldn’t shake the terror.  I swallowed thickly.  “I…have a right, Archer…to my private thoughts.  Not…every word I think should be yours just for the taking,” I said, raising my chin defiantly.  Inside I was praying that I lived through this.  “That’s not how the normal world works.”

He laughed unkindly and narrowed his eyes at me.  “I could make you tell me.”

“Yes, I’m sure you could,” I said slowly, carefully choosing my words.  “But, if you have any respect for me at all as a person, you won’t.”

Archer stared at me hard and I picked up my silent singing again.  This time I sang Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Have You Ever Seen The Rain”.  I figured that he had had enough of Lady Gaga for tonight.  I was bound and determined to keep my thoughts my own.  I didn’t even know what he meant by telling Aoife to keep the secret in his office, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to let him know that I had overheard him.

Archer smirked and leaned back in his chair.  He pursed his lips as I continued to sing.  He listened to my silent song for a moment, before he sighed in defeat and sat up.  His eyes, I noticed, were slowly gaining some of their beautiful blue color back.  “Very well, Skye.  I won’t press you to tell me what you are keeping from me, but I do have a few questions.”

“I’ll try to answer them as thoroughly as I am able,” I said, relaxing a bit.  I noticed that my hand was clutching my throat and I quickly dropped it back down and into my lap.

Archer took a deep breath and slowly blew it out.  “You are keeping something very important from me.  I can’t tell exactly what it is, but I can see that your determination to mask those thoughts is impenetrable.”

I smiled at my small victory and continued singing.

Archer smiled a tight smile and nodded to me.  “You are very lucky that’s the song you chose to keep me out with next.  Creedence Clearwater Revival happens to be one of my favorite bands.”  My eyes widened slightly in surprise.  “If you had continued with most anything else, I don’t believe I would have been able to hold my temper.” Archer said plainly.

I looked down at my hands.  “I’m truly sorry that I upset you tonight, Archer,” I said swallowing my pride.  What I really wanted to do was yell at him for kissing that bitch Aoife.

Archer chuckled.  “Well, I heard that,” he said, nodding his head towards me.  “Somehow the words ‘Aoife’ and ‘Bitch’ made it through your CCR wall.”

I blushed and looked away from him toward the couch.  “You don’t have to be embarrassed, Skye,” he said almost gently.  “Aoife can be a handful sometimes.  She has strict instructions to play nice with you.  If you have issues with her, I urge you to bring them to me.”

I sighed and looked down at my hands.  “I’ll try,” I said grudgingly.

Archer swiftly changed the subject.  “Did something happen in my absence, Skye, which you don’t want me to know about?”

My head snapped up and I looked at him in confusion.  “No, Archer.  Not at all.”

“Did something happen between you and Jameson?” he asked, continuing his line of questioning.

I shook my head and answered truthfully.  “No.”

“Did you sleep with him?”

My jaw dropped in shock.  I stood up and clenched my fists so tight in anger that my long nails cut into my palms.  “No, Archer!  I didn’t frickin’ sleep with him!  Last time I saw you, you wanted us to evaluate our feelings for one another.  Why in the hell would I go off and sleep with your brother if I were busy thinking about you all weekend?”

Archer closed his eyes and sighed.  He looked relieved and it pissed me off even more.  “Not that you have any right to tell me who I can and cannot sleep with,” I continued, my voice a bit quieter, but not by much.  “I’ll jump into bed with whoever I please, Archer.  I sure as hell don’t need your permission to do it.”

Archer stood up.  “SIT. DOWN. MISS. MORRISON!” he growled.  The color started draining from his eyes again and I thought it best that I obey him this time.  “You are walking a very thin line with me right now,” he said, his voice deadly calm.  “I am only able to control my temper to a certain extent, Miss Morrison.  Do not push me beyond those bounds.  I strongly advise against it.”

I swallowed thickly and lowered my eyes.  I took even breaths and tried desperately to get a hold on my anger.  I heard Archer turn around to face his bookshelf as he did the same.  I braved a quick peek at him from under my eyelashes.  His broad back was to me and I could see the slight tremble of his shoulders.  

We sat there like that for over five minutes, each of us taming our inner beast.  Archer finally turned back to me and took a seat in his chair.  His eyes were completely back to normal and he had a small smile on his face.

“I’m sorry, Skye,” he said gently.  “I did not mean to be so rude to you.”  Archer ran his hand through his hair, sighed, and continued.  “I’ve had a rough few days.  Normally I have better control over my emotions.  I am ashamed that you had to endure that.  Allowing you to see that side of me is unforgivable.”

“I’m sorry too, Archer.  I’ve had a bad day myself.”  I felt a tear slide down my cheek and I hastily wiped it away.  “Dammit.” I cursed aloud, angry at myself for crying again.  I was emotionally drained.  The guilt and sadness that I felt at leaving Drop Kick Dan’s, mixed with the heartache of seeing the man I wanted kissing another woman, was too much for me.  “I’m tired, Archer.  I just want this day to be over with.”

He got up from his chair and came around his desk to sit in the vacant chair beside me.  He turned the chair towards mine and reached over and grabbed my hand.  “You know, I’m always here for you if something is bothering you, Skye,” he said, lightly stroking my back of my hand with his thumb.  “You can talk to me.”

I sighed and shook my head before resuming my silent CCR song.  I had a sneaking suspicion that this was just another one of his attempts at hearing my thoughts.  “There’s nothing to talk about.”

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Well, can I ask you about something that you mentioned earlier?”  I nodded my head and he continued speaking.  “You said that you spent the entire weekend thinking about what we discussed Thursday night.  I wanted to know what conclusion you came to.”

I held my breath and looked away.  I couldn’t tell him the truth.  Not after I saw him playing tonsil hockey with Aoife.  I knew he must not have been attracted to me, just to my blood, and I wasn’t going to admit I had feelings for him and make a damn fool of myself.  

I steadied myself, blew out the breath I was holding, and turned to him.  “I did like you said and gave it a lot of thought.”  My body started trembling slightly and I silently cursed myself.  Another tear escaped my eye and I quickly wiped it away, sat up straighter and took my hand out of Archer’s.  

I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves, and continued.  “I gave it a lot of thought.  And, you know, it’s kind of funny…  Once you’re gone, I don’t nearly think about you as much as I tend to when you’re around.”  I shrugged my shoulders.   “Must be those damn pheromones after all,” I said with a stiff fake laugh.  I cringed inwardly.  I sucked at lying.  I just hoped he bought it.

I saw him look down at his hands and chuckle dryly.  “I know what you mean,” he said after a short pause.  I cringed inwardly again.  Ouch.  It felt like he’d just twisted the figurative knife that he’d earlier stuck in my heart.  He stood up and went to sit behind his desk.  His face was perfectly blank of all emotions and I couldn’t get a read on what he was thinking or feeling.  I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

Archer started digging through paperwork on his desk.  He suddenly looked very distracted.  “It has indeed been a long day.  I’ll see you tomorrow, Miss Morrison,” he said plainly, dismissing me.

I looked at him for a few confused seconds and then quickly stood up from my chair and walked to the office door.  I glanced back at him over my shoulder to see him still rummaging around in his paperwork before I walked out the door.  I took the stairs down to the second floor slowly, letting my conversation with Archer sink in.  

He confirmed it.  He really is only interested in my blood.  He doesn’t want me.  It’s my own fault that his revelation was hurting me so bad.  I knew when I met him that Archer was out of my league.  I set myself up for disappointment.  I allowed myself to entertain the ridiculous idea that he wanted me for me.  I alone allowed myself to get swept up in some ridiculous fantasy world of emotions.  

All of this was my fault.  All of the pain, the tears, and the heartache could have easily been avoided if I had just taken my own advice and never let my heart get away from me.  Why would a gorgeous, rich, immortal man want a 23 year old plain looking human barmaid anyway?  I laughed bitterly at the absurdity as I walked through the door and down the steps to the first floor.

Jameson quickly closed his phone and got up from the barstool.  “Nice to see you’re still alive,” he said, amused. “Are you okay?”

“Just peachy,” I said sarcastically as I went to the bar and made myself a small glass of diet cola.  My mouth was incredibly dry after my nerve-wracking visit with Archer.

Jameson lost his smile and sat back down on the barstool.  “Want to talk about it?”

I shook my head.  “I’d rather have a root canal.”

He quietly looked at me for a few seconds.  “It was that bad?”

I looked at Jameson’s concerned face for a few moments.  There was worry etched all over it.  He seemed genuinely concerned about me.  I was suddenly overcome with the urge to cry.  Not just cry, but bawl.  I wanted nothing more than to run over to him and have him tell me that everything was going to be okay.  I wanted him to hold me in his arms like he did that night on my couch.  I had felt safe then…cared about…wanted.  I had too much on my mind.  There were way too many feelings going on inside of me at the moment, and the majority of them were terribly painful.  

But what would running to Jameson solve?  Nothing.  It would just put me back in the same situation that I had been in with Archer.   I needed to stick to my earlier decisions and not get closer than was necessary to the brothers.  It was only going to lead me down the road to heartache and I think I’ve had just about enough of that lately between Jesse and now Archer.  I was sick and tired of being hurt by men.  Am I becoming as jaded with men as my mother?  I hoped not.  I still secretly carried around the childhood fantasy that I would meet that perfect someone one day and grow old with them.  I didn’t want to be alone forever, despite my recent feelings.

I quickly threw back my drink and set the glass back down.  I stared absentmindedly at the glistening ice cubes in the lowball glass for a few seconds before remembering that Jameson had asked me a question.  I looked up at him and sighed.  “Would you mind taking me home now, Jameson?”

His brow furrowed with worry as he quietly studied my face for a few seconds.  “If that’s what you want, Sky.”

I nodded my head and walked out from behind the bar.  “I’m going to run to the employee lounge and get my bag.  I’ll meet you outside by the car.”  

He nodded slowly and I turned and walked away.  Once in the lounge I grabbed my bag and sat down on one of the black leather sofas.  I slipped off my DIY pumps and threw on my black Converse Chucks.  I stuffed the pumps back in my bag and made my way out to the back door.  Jameson was already outside and he had his car pulled up to the exit.  I got in and slouched down in the seat.  I was exhausted, both emotionally and physically.  What is it about a really bad day, emotional speaking?  It just seems to always zap me physically; like, I’d rather do nothing more than crawl into bed and sleep for weeks.  

Jameson said nothing as he pulled out of the parking lot and drove me home.  He kept glancing over at me, but I refused to look at him.  I didn’t want to drag him into my inner turmoil.  It wouldn’t be fair to him and even if I did, I don’t think he’d like what I have to say.  He would probably be upset with me for carrying a torch for his brother.  Well, maybe not.  After he caught me with Archer, he hadn’t made a move romantically on me again.  He never even mentioned the date we had planned for that Saturday.  Needless to say, the date never happened.  I wouldn’t want to be with someone again if they had kissed MY sibling, I thought silently.

When we pulled into my driveway, Jameson quickly got out, flashed to my side of the door and opened it for me.  I smiled tiredly up at him and thanked him before getting out.  He went to the trunk and retrieved my flowers and card from Drop Kick Dan’s before following me to the front door.  

I unlocked the door then turned to him and took the flowers and card from him.  “Thanks for the ride, Jameson.  Sorry if I put you out.”

He shook his head and slightly crinkled his forehead.  “You’re never a bother, love.  Never think that again.”

I swallowed thickly as I looked up at him.  “You’re too nice to me, Jameson.  I don’t deserve it after what I did to you with Archer,” I said honestly.

A pained look quickly flitted across his eyes before he looked away.  “It’s no big deal, Sky.  Shit happens,” he said as he stuck his hands in his pant pockets.  He looked back at me after a few seconds had passed.  “Do you want some help inside with those?”

I smiled slightly and shook my head.  “No, no.  That’s okay.  You should go meet up with your friends at that bar they went to,” I said as I turned around and opened my door.  “I’m good.”

“Sky…” Jameson stepped forward and started before I cut him off.

“Wow.  I’m…exhausted,” I said with a deep breath as I ran my hand through my hair and stepped inside.  I set my bag and card on the floor inside the door and the flowers on the small entryway table.  “So, I’ll see you tomorrow.” I smiled, turning back to him, and putting on my best cheery voice.  “Thanks again for the ride, Jameson.  I totally owe you one.”  I felt like I was giving myself whiplash with all of these crazy back-and-forth emotions running through me.  What about poor Jameson?  I chuckled aloud at the thought.

Jameson raised an eyebrow at me.  “Are you okay?” he slowly asked.

I laughed at the ridiculousness of the question.  No, Jameson.  I’m so frickin’ FAR from okay.  If you only knew…, I silently thought as I nodded my head.  “Yeah.  No, I’m good, I’m…good.  I’m just going to go inside now and…take a shower,” I said with a fake smile, putting my hand on the door knob.  “So, yeah.  Have a good night.  Big, big day tomorrow, so I’ll see you then, okay?” 

I quickly shut the door before I had to lie to him again.  I couldn’t take having to pretend I was fine anymore.  Keeping up with the fake smiles was absolutely exhausting.  I leaned heavily against the door and put my forehead to the cold, smooth finish.  Fuck my life…, I silently thought and chuckled again.  It’s your own damn fault, Skye.  You keep putting yourself in these situations.  I sighed and told my inner self to shut up hell up.  

I turned around, trudged into my living room, and whistled for Styvi Nix.  She came bounding through the doggy door and I put on my best happy voice to greet her.  “How’s my little super star?” I said, leaning down and petting her.  “I sure did miss you today.”  She jumped up and down in excitement and I picked her up into my arms.  I buried my face in her warm, short fur and nuzzled her.  She licked all over my head and I chuckled sadly.  “At least you still love me, Styvi Nix.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I felt tears sting my eyes and threaten to fall.  I blinked quickly and set her down.  “Come on, girl.  Let’s get you a treat.”  I followed her into the kitchen and got a treat out of her treat jar on the counter.  She promptly sat down in front of me and I handed her the treat.  She playfully tossed it around a few times before she grabbed it and took off outside with it.  I smiled at how cute she was.  I cut off the kitchen light, made my way back through the living room to my messenger bag, and trudged up the stairs to my room.  

I set my bag down on the bed and went into the bathroom to run myself a hot bath.  I lit a couple of scented candles and added some soothing lavender bath salt to the water.  I slowly peeled off my clothes and threw them in the clothes hamper before grabbing a washcloth and stepping in.  The hot water felt good on my cold skin and I enjoyed the slight sting it brought.  I leaned back against the tub, got my washcloth wet, closed my eyes, and slowly laid it over my face.  The feel of the hot cloth mixed with the soothing scent of lavender was calming.  I took a deep breath and sighed.  I focused on relaxing my entire body starting with my toes and working my way to my shoulders.  By the time I had made it there, I was completely relaxed.  For once today I was not thinking about anything.  

I stayed in the bath for a good forty-five minutes before it turned unbearably cold and I was forced to stand.  I drained the tub and took a long steaming shower, taking my time washing my hair and body.  I was enjoying the simplicity of the moment and I didn’t want it to end.  I didn’t want to step out of my bath and go back to the real world.  My shower was my sanctuary.  Alas, my hot water ran out after a while and I was forced out.  I slowly dried off and wrapped my towel around my body.  I shaved my legs, plucked my eyebrows, and blew my hair dry.  

After my renewal ritual, I felt a little better.  I hung up my towel, threw on some zebra print boy shorts and a black tank top, and climbed into bed.  I called out for Styvi Nix and snuggled down into the covers with her when she finally arrived.  I was so exhausted and couldn’t wait to fall asleep.  This had been one of the worst days that I’d had since I broke up with Jesse, and I couldn’t wait for it to be over.

 

 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Sleep finally descended on me, but it didn’t last long.  I had bad dreams most of the night and kept waking up every hour.  In my dreams I was running down a long, dark hall.  It was like I was stuck, with no way out, so I kept running in hopes of seeing the end.  I ran endlessly, for what seemed like hours, and never found the end of the hall.  Each time I awoke from my dream, it got harder and harder to fall back asleep.  

By six o’clock in the morning, I had had enough.  I threw back the bedcovers in frustration and went downstairs to put the kettle on.  I poured myself a hot cup of water, added an Earl Grey tea bag, a splash of fat free milk, and took my steaming mug into the living room to watch the early morning news.  

I was shocked and saddened by what was on the broadcast.  Something huge had happened last night in the sleepy town of Landry, just east of Austin.  Someone had decapitated and mutilated the bodies of a man and his wife.  The anchorman on TV said that police believe the brazen killer was psychologically disturbed and anyone with information should immediately contact police.  They cut to a shot of policemen and crime scene technicians walking in and out of the ranch style house.  The look on the faces of the workers as they exited was haunting.  You could tell that the crime scene must have been immensely brutal.  I shook my head and said a silent prayer for the victim’s families.  What is this world coming to? 

I turned off the TV and quietly finished my tea.  I couldn’t bear to watch the rest of the news cast.  I had had enough nightmares for one day.  I was wide awake and there was no chance of falling back asleep, so I went upstairs, put on my workout clothes, and drove over to the gym.  I hadn’t been able to work out in a few days and the tension in my body was building up.  I desperately needed to feel my muscles burn and release some of it.

I pulled into the gym and got to work.  I spent an hour on the elliptical machine, an hour doing free weights, and I took a one hour hot yoga class.  Hot yoga was so relaxing.  The heat mixed with the stretching was wonderful.  I felt like I had meditated the entire hour.  My mind was calm and my heart happy.  I hoped that the feeling lasted all day.   

I arrived home at eleven, fed Styvi Nix, and made myself a fresh fruit, yogurt, and granola parfait for breakfast.  I nibbled on it as I read a few chapters of the latest novel I was working on.  When I got to a scene where the boy confesses his undying love for the girl and sweeps her off her feet, I threw my book down.  Real love doesn’t work like that…at least not in my world; and definitely not lately.  I groaned, took my dish to the sink, and washed it out.  It was two in the afternoon, so I decided that I had better head up to my room, wash the workout off, and get ready for work.

I took a quick shower and re-washed my hair and body.  When I was done, I dried off and threw on my black silk robe.  I took my time blow drying my waist length hair straight and applying tonight’s gothic makeup.  I used an ultra-pale foundation and powder combo and paired it with black eye shadow.  I lined my eyes in teal and used black eyeliner to draw delicate swirling filigree around my eyes.  I finished off the look with teal colored false eyelashes and lipstick.  My hair looked a little plain, so I teased sections of it up big and plastered it into place with copious amounts of hairspray.  

I had no clue what I should wear tonight, so I dug through all of the new clothes I bought with the company charge card and finally found the perfect outfit.  I selected my black ultra-skinny bondage pants, a black fabric and mesh bondage shirt, and my new five inch spinal stilettos.  After a quick spin in front of my full length mirror, I was satisfied.  I thought I looked pretty good.

I threw my Chucks in my messenger bag, hobbled downstairs, and kissed Styvi Nix goodbye.  She was curled up on the couch sleeping and barely paid any attention.  After a quick check to make sure that the house was all locked up, I got in my car and backed out of the driveway.  Type O Negative kept me company on the drive downtown to The Mausoleum.

 

When I pulled into the employee parking lot, I was shocked by the number of cars.  Our lot had never been full before, but we’d never had all the employees here at once, either.  I found a small spot open by the alley and pulled into it.  I grabbed my bag, locked my car, and headed toward the employee entrance.  

This is it, I thought silently.  My first real day on the job.  I had nervous butterflies in my stomach and I hoped like hell that I didn’t disappoint Archer with my lack of knowledge at running a club.  I wanted today to be perfect, so I sent up a silent prayer before I opened the door and walked in.

The back of the club, which housed the stock rooms, equipment room, and employee lounge, was bustling with activity.  I saw Lochlan wave to me as he ducked into a stockroom for supplies.  I headed straight for the employee lounge to put my bag in my locker before I had to meet up with Archer.  

When I entered the lounge, I was in for a surprise.  The boom box was blaring and the cage dancers, both male and female, were having a dance-off.  I walked a little further in and watched the show with great interest.  Two guys, Alex and Seth, were having a break-off.  Each took turns dancing and spinning.  At the end of the round, Seth won.  Two girls, Courtney and Eden, took their place, changed the music to pop, and took turns gyrating their hips and shaking their shoulders.  At the end of the round, Courtney won.  She challenged me next and I shook my head and laughed.  

“Nu-uh…no way,” I said, walking over to my locker and putting up my bag.  “You’re a professional dancer.  I know better than to take you on.  I’ll just look like a fool next to you.”

“Oh, come on, Skye,” she said with a laugh.  “I’ll take it easy on you, I promise.”  

The group of dancers good-naturedly egged me on and I finally gave in.  “Okay, okay,” I said with a laugh, shaking my head.  “But let’s let someone else pick the music.”

A girl with short black hair, I couldn’t remember her name off the top of my head, went over to the boom box and put another CD in.  I shook my limbs to warm up as Courtney got ready to dance.  Rihanna’s song ‘Rude Boy’ came on and Courtney started moving her body.  She was grinding up and down, her hair whipping as she moved.  She was an awesome dancer.  Her control was amazing.  When her turn was over, the room erupted in claps and whistles, and I was right there with them joining in.  

There wasn’t a chance in hell I could beat Courtney, so I decided to just have fun with it.  I stepped out into the round and broke out my 80s moves.  I was cabbage-patching, roger-rabbiting, and doing the running-man.  The whole room erupted in cheers and some even joined in on the dancing from the sidelines. For my big finale, I grabbed Seth and we did the Kid and Play together.  

By the time my two minutes were up, I was thoroughly embarrassed, but I had had a blast.  Courtney came up to me and hugged me and we had a good laugh about it.  Everyone was busy busting out their 80s moves and laughing, so no winner was called out, but that was fine by me.  Courtney had wiped the floor with me, naturally.  I slipped out the door as quickly as I was able and made it to the main floor by 5 o’clock.  

Archer’s first floor bartenders, Hunter and Trey, were busy cleaning and stocking the bar and prepping garnishes.  I surveyed the room and saw Aoife and Lochlan doing the same thing to the second floor bar.  Seamus was by the front entrance setting up crowd control ropes and prepping the bouncer station while Quinn was busy setting up a barrier rope at the end of the staircase.  

I turned toward the stage and saw a group of three guys setting up the DJ and sound equipment.  They had huge rolling trunks that were labeled DJ DARK.  My heart skipped a beat and I got excited.  I could hardly contain the teenage squeal that was threatening to erupt from my mouth at any second.  Today was the day I had been waiting for.  I would finally be able to see a DJ Dark show.  I briefly looked around the club again and wondered where he was.  

After a quick wave hello to Trey and Hunter, I headed over to the stairs and greeted Quinn.  “Hey, Quinn.  Big day, huh?” 

“Yep,” he said while installing the barrier rope on the stairs.  “It’s going to be a crazy night, I can feel it.  How you doin’ today?” 

“Pretty good.  I’m excited about seeing the DJ.”

Quinn laughed.  “Well, you’d better get your ass upstairs, then.  He’s up in Archer’s office…go say hi.”

I smiled brightly.  “Okay!  See you later.”  I walked up the stairs, said a quick hello to Aoife and Lochlan, then opened the door to Archer’s private staircase and started the ascension.  I knocked a few times on Archer’s office door, then let myself in.  

 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Archer was nowhere to be found, but DJ Dark was sitting in a tall director’s chair and he was being attended to by his makeup artist.  They both turned and looked at me.  I smiled brightly as soon as I made eye contact with him.  DJ Dark was thin with long, wavy black hair, a long, straight nose, and a pointed chin.  He had dark eyes and looked distinctly Roman, except for his pale skin.  He was incredibly handsome, to say the least, and I immediately felt the butterflies.  

“Wow, that was fast,” DJ Dark said as he shooed his makeup artist and got out of the chair.  He walked over to me and licked his lips.  “Where would you like it, girl? Wrist or neck?  I don‘t have all day.”

I stared at him in a dazed confusion for a few seconds.  What is he talking about?  I snapped out of it just as he smirked, picked up my wrist, and moved to bring it to his mouth.  I saw his long fangs slide down and I let out a surprised scream.  All of my Krav Maga training kicked in within a nanosecond and I attacked without thought. As I brought my left hand up to guard my face, I shot my right palm out and, with it, rapidly delivered a heel strike to his nose then immediately to his throat.  I used both hands to grip his shoulders and quickly drove three consecutive knee jabs into his lower abdomen. He leaned over and groaned in pain as soon as I let go, but I barely noticed.  I instinctively guarded my face again with my left arm and used my right elbow the deliver a raining elbow strike to the back of his head.  He fell down to the ground.  Someone grabbed me around the waist, hugged me tight, and pulled me away before I could kick my attacker in the ribs.  It was all over within five seconds.

“What the hell are you doing?” Archer bellowed angrily from his apartment doorway.  I looked up at him as Jameson spoke in my right ear from behind.

“Are you okay?” he asked in a breathless voice.  “We heard you scream.  What happened?”

Jameson turned my body around to face his and he quickly searched my face.  “He…he had fangs,” I stumbled, shaking my head.  “He tried to bite me.”

Jameson quickly reached up and turned my head from side to side, checking my neck.  He then grabbed my hands and examined my wrists.  A relieved look came over his face.  He sighed and said, more to himself than to me, “He didn’t bite you.”

I jerked my hands out of his.  “I know,” I said a little angrily.  “I didn’t give him the chance.”  I turned around and saw Archer and the makeup artist helping DJ Dark off the floor.  His nose was bleeding and he groaned in pain.  “What the hell is wrong with you?” I shouted at him.

Archer and the artist put the DJ back in the director’s chair.  DJ Dark briefly held his hand to his nose and when he pulled it away, he saw all of the blood.  “Ugh!  You bitch!  You broke my fucking nose!” he venomously spat at me.

“Watch your mouth!” Archer and I shouted at him at the exact same time.  We looked over at each other, surprised.  His eyes momentarily softened as he looked at me.  

Archer turned back to the DJ.  “Why did you try to feed from her?” he demanded angrily. 

DJ Dark popped his nose back into place, accepted a wad of tissues from his makeup artist, and held them to his nose.  “Fuck, man!  You said you were going to go call in a girl for me and a few minutes later she walks in.  I thought she was my blood whore.”

My mouth dropped open in shock.  “I am not a frickin’ blood whore!” I shouted angrily as I took a step toward him.  Jameson quickly wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me back.  

“Easy, love,” he gently laughed and whispered in my ear.

Archer shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Deargamadán.  I can’t leave you alone for five minutes, can I?”  He raised his head and gestured to me with his left hand.  “This is my executive assistant, Stellan!  She is not your meal!”  

DJ Dark/Stellan’s makeup assistant took the tissue out of his hand and started wiping at the blood with a wet cloth.  “How was I supposed to know that?” he yelled, knocking the assistants hand away as he glared at Archer

Archer growled at the defiance in Stellan’s eyes and the DJ immediately looked down in submission. “I am sorry, Athair.  Please forgive me.  I had momentarily forgotten my place.”

“It will not happen again,” Archer growled, his eyes and posture fierce.

“Aye, Athair,” Stellan replied remorsefully and looked back up.  The makeup artist finished wiping at the blood and resumed her task of making up his face. 

“Apologize to my assistant, Stellan,” Archer said not taking his eyes off him.

DJ Dark closed his eyes, took in a deep breath, and visibly shook for a second. After a few seconds, he stopped and looked up at me.  His dark eyes were clouded over and the color had faded considerably.  I knew from experience this meant that vampires were very angry.  “I am sorry,” he said plainly.

“Now you, Miss Morrison.”

I bristled.  “Why do I have to apologize?  He’s the one who treated me like a hamburger!”

Archer’s eyes narrowed at me and I knew he was pissed.  I didn’t want to argue with him again, so I swallowed my pride and did as he asked. 

“I’m terribly sorry for the misunderstanding, DJ Dark.  I hope I didn’t injure you too badly.”

Jameson snickered behind me and quickly stopped when Archer looked over at him..

“Jameson,” Archer said, “See if his nose is still broken.  If it hasn’t already healed on its own, heal him.  Skye, please follow me.”  With that, he turned around and walked back into his club apartment.

The makeup assistant caught my eye as I walked toward the apartment door and she smiled and winked at me.  I was guessing she was happy that I had kicked his ass.  Maybe she had secretly wanted to do that to him too.  I smiled back and entered the apartment.

Archer quickly shut the door and turned to me.  “What in God’s name do you think you were doing in there?”

I crossed my arms over my chest defiantly.  “Protecting myself, Archer!  He tried to…fang rape me!”

Archer threw his head back and laughed.  The sound was so unexpected that I jumped and dropped my arms.  He closed the small distance between us and pulled me into a hug.  “You are dangerous, Miss Morrison,” he said, his chest rumbling with laughter.

I breathed in and was immediately hit by the amazingly sexy scent that was Archer.  It was citrus, leather, and Drakkar Noir. God, I missed that smell, I thought silently as I took a deep breath in and my body relaxed into his.

Archer’s chest rumbled again and I looked up at him.  “You’re not mad at me?” I asked, confused.

He slid his hands from around my waist, up my back, to cup my cheek.  The soft touch of his hands as they made their track up caused me to shiver.  “No, Skye,” he said with a small smile, looking deep into my eyes.  “Surprised, yes.  Mad, no.”  He moved his hands back down to encircle my waist and he pulled me closer.  A look of pride filled his eyes.  “You really know how to handle yourself, don’t you?” he asked with a lopsided smile.

I tilted my head back further so I could get a good look at him.  “Sometimes,” I said with a small smile, and then got serious.  “If you’re not mad at me, why did you make me apologize to him?”

Archer’s face got serious too.  “Because Stellan is my guest and you are my employee; A human employee at that.  You handed him his ass in there and it embarrassed him.  Vampires do not like to be embarrassed.  They especially do not like to be physically assaulted…and most definitely not by a human girl.”  He smiled at me then and chuckled.  “I wish I had seen the whole thing.  I opened the apartment door just as you were kneeing him.  I missed you breaking his nose.”

I blushed and looked down.  “I didn’t mean to break his nose.  I just…reacted.”

He laughed again and it unexpectedly made me weak in the knees.  Being this close to him and his pheromones was really starting to affect me.  My lower abdomen tightened and I involuntarily leaned into him, pressing my body firmly up against his.  I slowly ran my hands up his strong, corded back as thoughts of our past kisses filled my mind.  Mmm…he smells so good.  God, I want him.  My face blushed red with desire and I looked up at him.  

He looked at me with such raw need that my heart skipped a beat.  He licked his lips and slowly lowered his head to mine.  Does it even matter if he only wants me for my blood?  I think I’d gladly give it to him if only he’d just throw me down on his bed and make wild, passionate love to me, I though silently as I craned my neck up and got ready to receive his kiss.

Archer’s head suddenly snapped back up.  “What do you mean I only want you for your blood?”  A look of hurt crossed his face.  “Is that what you think?”

His question seemed to break the brief pheromone daze that I had fallen under.  “What?” I asked confused.

Archer sighed, dropped his hands, and took a step away from me.  “I heard you, Sky.  You wanted me.  You were asking yourself if it mattered that I only wanted you for your blood.  Why do you think I only want your blood?”

My jaw dropped in surprise and I turned away.  I had forgotten to shield my thoughts from Archer like I had successfully done yesterday.  I immediately started silently singing along to a Type O Negative song in my head.  

He came around to stand in front of me and gently held my face in both of his hands.  “Stop, Skye.  Just stop,” he pleaded.  “You don’t have to hide from me.  Talk to me…please.”  His eyes were sad and pleading and it made my heart ache.

I swallowed thickly.  “I should…get back downstairs, Archer.  Really.  I’ve got a lot I need to do.  I’ve still got to pick out the dancers for the second floor and give them their access bracelets, which, by the way, you need to give me.”

He roughly ran his hands through his hair in frustration.  “Damn it, woman!  Why do you always have to be so difficult?  I’m trying to have a serious conversation with you here!”

“I know,” I said, raising my voice a little.  “But, why do you keep pushing me on this, Archer?”  I shook my head, took a deep breath, and continued.  “Can’t you just let it go?  For now?  Please?”  

He looked like he wanted to keep pushing the subject, but I knew he wouldn’t.  We both had work to do and only so much time to do it in before the club doors opened.  Archer growled, closed his eyes tightly, and shook his head.  “Fine!  But this isn’t over.”  

I smiled at my small victory, but the look in his eyes wiped it clean.  “I mean it, Sky,” he said, his face serious and honest.  “I think you’re under the wrong impression about me and I want to make it right.  We’ve needed to have a real talk, you and I.”  He looked away from me for a moment, and then back.  “I…lied yesterday.”

My brow furrowed and I steadied myself.  I was willing to bet that he was about to admit to me that he had an ongoing relationship with Aoife.  I didn’t know if I wanted to hear it.  Seeing them kiss had hurt enough.  Having to hear about it would be excruciating. “What do you mean you lied?” I asked tentatively, afraid to hear his answer.

Archer took a step toward me.  “When I was away on business, I thought about you a lot.”  He studied my face for a long few seconds and then continued.  “I really did miss you while I was gone.”

What? I shook my head in confusion and disbelief.  “What?”

He took another step toward me and spoke louder and slower.  “I. Missed. You. Skye.”

I scoffed and shook my head.  That was not the answer I was expecting.  My brain almost couldn’t process it.  I had seen Archer kissing Aoife.  I saw it with my own eyes.  He may have missed me while he was away, but that didn’t change the fact that he was with another person romantically.  I’m not the kind of woman who plays second fiddle to someone. 

I shook my head harder and took a step back.  “No, no.  I can’t do this right now.  We have important stuff to do.”

He opened his mouth and started to argue with me, but I gently shushed him.  “After, okay?” I said, taking another step back.  “I promise.  This is a big day for you…for us.  I want everything to be perfect, don’t you?”

Archer closed his mouth in surrender and nodded.  I gave him a tight smile and felt relieved.  I couldn’t have this conversation right now, but I knew it needed to be had.  I would tell him tonight that I saw him kissing Aoife and apologize for eavesdropping if he got upset.  He deserved to know why I wanted nothing more to do with him romantically, hormones be damned.  I’ll just stay ten feet away from him at all times so I don’t accidentally trip and fall and land lips first on his mouth.  “I promise we’ll talk when the club closes.”

He laughed and then nodded.  “Good,” he said crossing his arms over his chest.  “But I heard the part about tripping and falling.”

I rolled my eyes, waved him off, and opened the door to his office.  “Wristbands,” I said, turning back to him and reminding him that I still needed them.

“Right,” he said and followed me out into the office. 

DJ Dark was just taking his fangs out of a pretty, dark haired Goth girl when we walked in.  She was pasty pale and barely looked eighteen.  DJ Dark shooed her with a flick of his wrist and she quietly left.  He made a show of licking his lips and fangs and I had to try not to shudder.  I noticed that the makeup artist was done with his makeup and it looked rad.  He had white face paint on and a large red cross painted from temple to temple, forehead to chin.  The horizontal line of the cross was tall and wide and completely covered his eyebrow and eyes.  The vertical line was thin and no wider than the width of a straw.  He looked up at me and scowled. 

I felt a tiny bit bad for completely kicking his arrogant ass, so I wanted to properly apologize.  After what Archer told me about vampires, I’m sure his newly damaged ego could use it right about now.  “I’m so incredibly sorry that I attacked you, Mr. Dark.  I had no idea you were a vampire and it just caught me off guard,” I said in my sweetest voice, insuring I gave him my best remorseful face.  His scowl disappeared as he listened.  

“You see, I was just introduced to your kind last week, and I’m embarrassed to say that I’m quite ignorant when it comes to your ways.”  He tilted his head and nodded slightly as if he could understand where I was coming from.  “I hope you can forgive me for being so rude to you.  I am truly embarrassed and I hope you won’t hold it against someone as upstanding as Mr. Rhys.”  I looked over at Archer and saw the surprise on his face.  I quickly looked back at Stellan so I wouldn’t laugh at Archer’s ridiculous expression.  “He’s had quite the time with me as well.”

Stellan said nothing for a few moments and then broke out into laughter.  I looked at Archer and he just shook his head in disbelief.  I guess he wasn’t expecting that either.

“What is your name, child,” Stellan asked me, an amused grin on his face.

“Skye Morrison, sir,” I replied.

He stood up from his chair and walked over to me.  “Well, Sky Morrison, I forgive you,” he said with a smirk.  “I remember the first time I had been fed on before I was turned, and believe me, it’s a harrowing experience if you’re not expecting it.”  He walked to the office door, opened it, and turned back to Archer.  “You should spend more time teaching your human, Athair.  And, do make sure you give her a good bite.”   

I smiled and kept my mouth shut.  I had so many smart-ass comments on my tongue, but I knew I couldn’t say them.  DJ Dark beckoned to his makeup assistant as she scrambled with the bags.   “Take those to the limo, Regina.  I’ve got a show to put on.”  He turned back to Archer.  “Thank you for the meal.  She was delicious.”  With that he turned and left.  Regina scrambled out after him and shut the office door.

I looked at Archer as my bottom jaw dropped in disbelief.  “Are you kidding me?”

Archer laughed and rubbed the back of his neck.  “Yeah.  He’s a handful, that one.  A right arrogant prick.  Thank God he’s not mine.”

“But, he called you Athair,” I said, confused.  “I thought you said the other day that it meant Father.”

Archer nodded his head and moved to his desk.  “It does.  But I’m more like his grandfather.  Someone I turned made him.  Athair, or Father, is a sign of respect one says to an older vampire of direct lineage.”  He reached into his desk and withdrew five black wristbands.  “I am also the leader of our direct Sliocht, which means I am his governing body.  He must show me respect,” he said, handing the bracelets to me.

I took them and slowly nodded in understanding.  “So,…you’re a big deal, aren’t you?” I said with wide eyes.  How important is he?

Archer chuckled and escorted me to the office door.  “Huge,” he said, holding the door open for me.  “I’ll be down soon.  We’ll talk more later, right?”

I nodded my head and started descending the stairs.  Cheese and crackers!  Am I crushing on the vampire equivalent to the president? I wondered silently as I arrived on the second floor.  How powerful is he?  Part of me was a little excited at the thought, but most of me was worried.  What have I gotten myself involved with?  Regardless of who he was, I knew that I’d always be safe and well looked after.  I wasn’t afraid of Archer personally.  It was more like I was afraid of all of the other vampires that this would potentially bring into my life.  What if they aren’t all obedient to him like the DJ?  I shuddered at the thought as I walked down the stairs.  

 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

I looked over at the stage and saw DJ Dark messing around behind the DJ table.  I got excited all over again at the thought of hearing him spin tonight.  I smiled as I walked down the long hall and entered the employee lounge.  

The music was still going, but most everyone was busy getting ready.  I sat down at the glass dining table and silently watched the room.  I was trying to decide which four people would be best for our VIP second floor.  I knew that whoever went up there had to be sexy but a little naive just in case the vampires that were up there decided not to be on their best behaviors.  I took note of which dancers seemed to pay attention to the room the most and which were more introverted.  

“Okay, everyone,” I called out, standing up from the table.  “You have five minutes to finish getting ready.”  I surveyed the mess in the room and added with a smile, “And, this isn’t your house and I’m not your mama, so please be sure to pick up your stuff and store it in your lockers.  Thank you!”

I watched as the excitement in the room picked up.  Dancers were running to and fro picking up things and putting them away, while others were quickly changing.  “Line up by the lockers,” I called out when it looked like everyone was just about done.  “I want to do a quick final inspection.”  

When everyone was lined up, I went down the line and appraised each outfit.  Archer hadn’t given the dancers uniforms to wear, he had just told them to dress sexy and appropriately Goth or Industrial.   

“Loose the jacket, hon,” I called out to Seth, as I walked down the line.  “They’re going to want to see those gorgeous guns.  Awesome outfit, Eden.  Staci, rip those tights.  Love the leather, Peyton.  Where are your pasties, Courtney?” I asked, stopping in front of her.  “We can’t have your nipples showing through that mesh.” 

“Oops,” Courtney laughed as she stepped out of line and nudged her way over to her locker.  She grabbed some black tape from her bag, lifted up her shirt, and started taping Xs over her nipples.  I shook my head at her lack of modesty and continued down the line.  Everyone else looked good, so I stepped back and address them.

“You guys look amazing tonight,” I said smiling.  “Archer is going to be so pleased.”  I looked up and down the line and continued.  “Tonight is the big night.  Remember to lock your cages when you get in there.  Don’t allow anyone to touch you and if you have any issues, signal to the nearest un-caged employee and they’ll come and get me.  You all have your cage assignments and rotation schedules.  I’ll come around and alert you when it’s time to switch cages and when it’s time for your fifteen minute break.  Brian, you will be our floater tonight.  I’ll need you to occupy the cages of those who go on break until they get back, okay?”  I walked to the front of the line.  “I need to see Rachel, Courtney, Alex, and Peyton, please.  The rest of you remember to dance hard and dance sexy.  Let’s show Austin what The Mausoleum is made of, people.”  A chorus of cheers went up as the rest of the group piled out of the employee lounge.

“Is something wrong?” Rachel asked me in a timid voice.

I turned to her and smiled brightly.  “No, hon.  Nothing’s wrong.  I just needed four dancers for the VIP lounge and I think you guys are perfect.”  The group looked at each other and smiled.  

“Courtney and Alex, y’all will be up first,” I said, walking over to them and putting on their black wristbands.  “Your cage schedules up in VIP will be a little different.  You will both stay up in your cages for three hours and at the end of your time I will bring up Rachel and Peyton to replace you.  You’ll get a thirty minute break halfway through your set, so don’t worry.”

I turned to the other two dancers and continued. “Rachel and Payton, I will give you your wristbands right before I escort you up.  Archer is very strict with VIP access, so no wristbands until it’s time.”

They all nodded their heads and I headed over to the door.  “Okay.  Rachel and Peyton, go find your cages.  Courtney and Alex, follow me please.”  I turned and walked out the door. 

I affixed my black wristband to my wrist as I walked out onto the main floor.  DJ Dark had just started up the music and was making adjustments to the sound. I walked up to the base of the second floor stairs and introduced Quinn to the dancers.  

“Courtney. Alex. This is Quinn, the VIP bouncer.”

Courtney and Alex’s eyes got wide as they took in his huge muscles and height.  “Well, aren’t you something,” Courtney purred flirtatiously at Quinn.

Quinn smiled hungrily and looked her over, head to toe and back.  “I am,” he said as he licked his lips.  “Care to find out after work?”

I grabbed Courtney’s arm, flashed her wristband at Quinn, and pushed her up the stairs.  “Go find your cage, Courtney.”  I turned back to Alex, had him do the same with his wristband, and go up behind Courtney.  

I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at Quinn.  “Food is in Archer’s office, Quinn,” I quietly hissed.  “Keep your fangs out of my humans.”  Quinn laughed as I turned around and made my way across the floor and around to everyone’s cages.

I made sure all the dancer’s had their cages locked and watched for a few seconds as they started warming up their bodies.  After I was sure everyone was ready, I made my way up the stairs to the VIP bar and found Jameson.  He was having a drink with Lochlan as they watched Courtney dance.

“She looks awesome, doesn’t she?” I said to Jameson as I took a seat at the bar next to him.

He turned away from her and smiled at me sweetly.  “Aye.  How did it go in there with Archer?”

I shrugged my shoulders.  “Okay I guess.  He didn’t fire me.”

Jameson laughed and turned to Lochlan and Aoife. “Someone get this girl a drink.”

Aoifa quickly turned away and busied herself with cleaning the counter.  Lochlan scoffed, shook his head, and went to make my drink.  

Jameson reached over and wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulling me tight to him.  “Pay no attention to Aoife, Skye.  None of us do.”

Lochlan burst out into laughter as Aoife shot a scathing glance at Jameson and me. 

I blanched under the glare, but it didn’t seem to affect Jameson. 

“Here ya go, love,” Lochlan said as he set down my drink.  

Just then Archer came through his private stairwell door and I was blown away by his handsomeness.  He had slicked his hair back and put on a charcoal colored suit with a black shirt underneath.  The top three buttons were undone, showing a bit of skin, and he was wearing his black Prada loafers and a killer smile.  My heartbeat immediately sped up as I felt my lower abdomen tighten.  God, help me…, I silently prayed.  I wanted nothing more than to launch myself into his perfectly sexy, strong arms.  

“Scotch rocks, please Aoife,” Archer said as he sauntered over and took a seat by me.  “Is everyone ready?” he asked Jameson over my head.

“Aye,” he said, turning and surveying the room.  “Looks like it.  What time have you got?”

Archer lifted up his arm and glanced at his timepiece.  “Five until eight.”  He accepted his drink from Aoife and took a long sip.  “Jameson, since you’ll be working PVIP tonight, I’ll need you to keep an eye on Greyson Mead.  He’ll be making an appearance some time tonight and I want to make sure that our old friend is well cared for.”

“Aye,” Jameson said, bowing his head.  

Archer turned and surveyed the first floor dancers, then did the same with the second floor.  “Nice choice in VIP dancers, Skye,” he said turning to me and smiling lopsidedly.  

“Thanks.  I had to make Courtney tape her nipples, though.  She tried to wear her mesh shirt with no pasties,”  I said and took another sip of my drink. 

All the male eyes immediately turned to Courtney and checked her out.  I laughed aloud.  “Jesus, guys.  Have a little stealth.” I shook my head and downed the last of my drink.

Aoife scoffed at the men and busied herself with the glasses behind the bar.  Someone’s jealous that Courtney is getting a little attention, I silently mused.  

Archer finally peeled his eyes away from Courtney’s hips and checked his watch again.  He stood up, whistled to get the attention of the vampires on the first floor, and nodded his head once.  I watched as they nodded their heads back and Seamus opened the entrance doors.

Archer turned back to us and smiled sexily.  “Showtime.  Let’s make it good.”

 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO  

 

I watched as the crowd slowly poured in.  Seamus was making quick work of collecting cover charges and checking identifications.  Most everyone made a beeline to the dance floor.  DJ Dark was spinning some awesome tunes and everyone was dancing.  A few vampires entered the second floor VIP lounge and I decided to leave Archer and Jameson to the schmoozing.  

I slowly made my way around the floor and watched the dancers do their thing.  They were an incredible attraction.  Small groups of people were gathered around each elevated cage.  The largest group was centered on Rachel and they were mostly horny college age males.  I made sure she was okay by giving her a thumbs up and waiting for her to return it.  When she did, I moved on.  

The first hour had passed relatively quickly and I made the cage rounds again, alerting the dancers that it was time to move to the next cage.  I had to clear the crowd from around Rachel’s cage and help her to the next one.  A few of the men wanted to dance with her and I had to let them know that she was completely off limits.  Once I helped her up into her next cage, and made sure she locked it, I made my way over to the first floor bar.

Hunter and Trey were very busy mixing and serving drinks and my bar-back and floater were helping them.

“Hey there, sister,” Trey called out to me, in his sweet southern lilt, when he finally worked his way down to my end of the bar.  “Quite a shindig this turned out to be, huh?”

I laughed and nodded my head.  “Quite!”

Trey picked up a glass, filled it full of some concoction that he mixed up, and handed it to me.  “Try my famous Alabama Slammer, honey.  It’s so good, it’ll make your toes curl.”

I laughed and picked up the glass.  “Ooh, goody!  I’m in need of a good toe curling.”

Trey winked at me and laughed.  “Careful, darling.  You ought not to say that too loudly.  The boys will come a’ running.”

I laughed again and took a sip of the drink.  “My God, Trey.  This is amazing!”

He winked and curtseyed.  “Thank you, my dear.”

“You planning on helping me out tonight?” Hunter asked as he came over and grabbed a bottle from in front of Trey.

Trey tisked.  “Patience is a virtue, my handsome friend.  I’ll be there in two shakes.”  He turned to me and apologized quickly before heading over to the other end of the bar.  “Sorry, darling.  Duty calls.  Let’s catch up later?”

I smiled, picked up my drink, and took a long sip as I surveyed the room.  The dance floor was a sea of bobbing bodies and waving arms.  They looked completely enthralled by DJ Dark.  I had to admit, he did look pretty cool.  He was lit up in alternating colors of light and he was dancing as he spun.  I was itching to dance, but I knew I had work to do.  

“Skye!” I heard someone faintly call out above the loud music.  I looked around and spotted Nikki fighting her way through the crowd and towards me, her arms waving to catch my attention.  

I got up and made my way over to the edge of the crowded dance floor. “Hey, girl!  You made it!” I said as I hugged her tightly.  Nikki looked amazing tonight.  She had her dark hair up in pigtails and her makeup was elaborate.  She wore an electric blue bikini top under a long sleeve fishnet shirt, a black mini-skirt, fishnet tights, and knee-high combat boots.  

“DJ Dark!” she squealed as she jumped up and down.  “He’s so hot!  Did you get a chance to meet him?”

I put on my best smile and nodded my head.  “Yeah, I did!  He’s uh…something else.”

“Oh my god!  Tell me all about it!” Nikki squealed again.  Then she grabbed my arm with sudden seriousness.  “No, wait!  Can I meet him?  Will Mr. Rich and Gorgeous let you introduce me?”

“No!” I blurted out a little too forcefully.  I took a deep breath and calmed my sudden panic.  There was no way in hell I’d let that narcissistic blood sucker anywhere near my best friend.  “I mean, you can’t right now.  He’s busy spinning.  But, uh, I can talk to Mr. Rhys.”  I hated lying to her, but I was serious about how I felt.  There was no way I was letting Stellan get within ten feet of her.  He was a little too loose in the fangs for my comfort.

“That would be amazing, Skye!” she grinned and hugged me.  

I checked my clock and saw that it was almost time to relieve Alex and Courtney for their breaks.  “Come on, girl,” I said, grabbing Nikki’s hand and dragging her to the bar.  “Let’s get you a drink.”

“Okay, but I have to make it quick.  Lyric is here with me.  I left him by one of the cages so I could come and find you.”

“That’s the new guy you’re dating, right?” I asked, elbowing my up to the end of the bar and making a space for Nikki.

“Yeah.  He’s so choice, Skye,” she said, turning to me with a doe-eyed grin.  “He’s very smart, conscious, and compassionate.  He’s even a practicing Jain vegan.  How dope is that?”

I grinned.  I had never seen Nikki so gaga for a man.  It was kind of cute.  “He sounds awesome.  I can’t wait to meet him.  But, I guess that means he’s not going to want a beer, huh.”

“No.  He doesn’t consume fermented foods.  It’s to avoid the killing of the large numbers of microorganisms associated with the fermentation process.” 

“That poor guy!  A life without beer…I can’t even imagine,” I said, finishing the Alabama Slammer Trey made me and setting the empty glass on the bar.

She laughed.  “I know!  It takes such dedication to live like he does.”

“Well, how about we get him a bottle of water?” I suggested as I flagged down the bar back.

“He’ll only drink it if it’s from the tap,” Nikki said.

Ducky Gomez, our designated bar back, squeezed his way past the others and made his way over to us.  “What can I get you, ladies?”

“Get Trey to make my friend here one of his famous Alabama Slammers.  We’ll have that and a glass of tap water.”

“No ice,” Nikki chimed in.

“No ice, please, Ducky,” I laughed.  “And, it’s on me.  I’ll settle up with Mr. Rhys at the end of the night.”

“Sure thing, Skye,” he said as he turned and made his way back over to Trey.

“Thanks, cupcake, but you didn’t have to buy it for me,” Nikki argued.

“Nonsense, Nik.  It’s no biggie.  You’ve absolutely got to try the drink that Trey makes.  It’s seriously good,” I said.  “Anyway, I really hate to, but I’ve got to run for now.  I need to get upstairs and relieve my dancers.  I’ll see you later?”

Nikki turned and surveyed the packed club.  “I hope so, but maybe not.  It’s a complete madhouse in here. I may not find you again.”

 “I’ll keep an eye out for you,” I said, hugging her.

“Make sure you talk to that hot boss of yours.  I want to meet the DJ!” she said hugging me back.

“I’ll try, girl.  Take care and say hi to Lyric for me!”

I left her at the bar and headed up to the second floor.  It had gotten very busy in the hour and a half that the club had been open.  There were small groups of vampires occupying every VIP and PVIP lounge area.  I noticed Archer and Jameson sitting at a PVIP table with an older gentleman and it looked like they were heavy in discussion about something.  I studied the stranger out of the corner of my eye.  He appeared to be around forty-five with black hair and dark, serious eyes.  He was dressed in a fine tailored suit and he oozed sophistication and class.  

I wondered briefly about what they were discussing, before I turned away and walked over to Alex’s cage.  “Break time, Alex,” I called up to him.  “Be back up here in thirty minutes.”  He stopped dancing, unlocked the cage, and climbed down the short ladder to the floor.  

I moved my way over to Courtney and told her the same.  As soon as she stepped down, I turned around and ran right into a brick wall.  I rubbed my nose in an attempt to shake off the pain and looked up into the face of said wall.  “Is there a reason why you’re so totally invading my personal space?” I asked, irritated by the throbbing in my nose.

“Step to the side, human,” the man said licking his fangs and watching Courtney’s every move.  “I want to speak with the other human.”

He tried to sidestep me, but I blocked his passage.  I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Courtney was walking down the steps before I turned back to him.

“The staff in this club is off limits, sir,” I said with a tight smile. “Why don’t you go to the bar and get yourself a drink, on the house?” 

He wrinkled his face in disgust and scoffed.  “Who do you think you are, human?  I am vampire and I don’t take orders from you.”  

“I’m not ordering you around, sir.  I’m merely reminding you that fraternization between staff and guests is not permitted.”  I didn’t give a rat’s ass if customers hit up the staff for their phone numbers or what not.  But I had a sneaking suspicion that this guy wanted more than her number.  The way he was licking his fangs, I knew he wanted her blood and I was not going to permit that.

“Get out of my way,” he hissed, his pupils suddenly swelling to cover his blue irises.  

My jaw dropped in surprise and I continued to stare at his eyes.  What the hell?  His pupil just ate his iris.  How did they do that?  I thought all vampires’ eyes lost their color.  

When I didn’t move, the vampire wrapped his hand around my throat and lifted me up to meet his eyes.  My feet kicked the air helplessly and my fingers tore at his. 

Just then Jameson appeared beside me.  “Put. Her. Down,” he said menacingly.  The vampire paid him no attention.  

Black spots danced across my vision and I knew that I was close to passing out.   “P…please.” I managed to squeak out.  The vampire just squeezed harder.

“Yes, please,” Archer said from behind the vampire, his voice cold and commanding.  “We’re having such a good night.  I’d hate to have to execute you in front of all these people, Dark One.”

The vampire licked his lips and snarled at me before he dropped me to the ground.

Jameson immediately bent down and picked me up.  “Are you okay?” he said, turning with me and walking back to the PVIP booth.

I painfully turned my head and saw two other vampires flanking Archer.  Archer had a silver dagger in his hand and it was pointed at the back of the vampire who had attacked me, just left of his spine where his heart would be.

I closed my eyes and allowed Jameson to lead me.  My throat was burning fiercely and I was a little lightheaded from the lack of oxygen.  When we got to the booth, Jameson sat me down and I turned back to Archer.  He handed the silver dagger off to one of the vampires and started walking back to the table.  I saw the other two vampires escort my attacker down the stairs.

“What happened?” Archer asked as he took a seat at the table.

I swallowed and involuntarily whimpered at the pain it caused.  Tears immediately sprung to my eyes and I tried to speak, but couldn’t.  The pain was too intense.  Archer nodded to Jameson as he stood up and closed the privacy curtain around the table.  

“Be still, love,” Jameson whispered as he tenderly placed his hands around my throat.  A familiar heat warmed my throat as tingles made their way down my chest.  I gasped, painfully shook my head, and tried to pull his hand away.  Jameson was attempting to heal me and I was mortified to have it done in front of a strange vampire.  I remembered all too well what happened the last time and I’d be damned if I was going to have an audience for it.  

Please, Archer.  Don’t make me do this in front of your friend, I silently pleaded with him.  

The strange vampire laughed, looked at Archer, and got up from the table.  “I heard you loud and clear, dear girl.  I’ll just go grab myself a drink and give you three a minute alone.”  After he left I looked at Archer questioningly.  

“Our good friend Greyson Mead can read minds, too, Skye,” he said with a chuckle. He sat back down at the table, nodded to Jameson again, and took a sip of his drink.  

Jameson placed his hands back around my throat and the warm, tingling sensation resumed.  I noticed that Jameson’s eyes were closed and when I looked over at Archer, I was surprised to see him watching me closely.  A blush spread across my cheeks as the tingling sensation intensified and moved further south down my body.  

I felt my nipples harden and I gasped when the feeling settled in my lower abdomen.  I licked my lips and glanced at Archer.  The look on his face was one of pure lust.  He leaned back in his seat and lasciviously watched the show.  I whimpered as the tingling sensation finally found my center.  I closed my eyes as my body took over.  My heart beat quickened and my breathing became heavier as I squirmed in my seat.  The tingling rapidly crescendoed and I threw my head back, grabbed on to Jameson, and quietly tried to ride the wave of inconvenient, but completely splendid pleasure.  A few soft moans escaped, but no one outside of our table would have been able to hear them over the loud music pumping through the club.  I took a few deep breaths and lazily opened my eyes.  My hand still gripped Jameson’s thigh, so I quickly removed it and fought hard not to stare at the huge bulge pressing thickly against his tight leather pants.  

I swallowed and cleared my throat.  The pain was completely gone and I smiled gratefully at Jameson.  “Much better, thank you.”

“Tell me what happened,” Archer said thickly, his eyes still lustful.

“I went to relieve Courtney for her break and that vampire tried to follow her down the stairs,” I explained.  “He had his fangs out and I figured that he wanted to feed from her by the way he was staring.  So, I told him that dancers couldn’t fraternize with guests and he didn’t like that.  He told me to move, but I was too surprised by what his eyes did.”  I leaned forward in my seat and put my arms on the table.  “His eyes went totally black, Archer.  His pupils ATE his irises!  What the hell was he?”

Archer sighed and explained.  “He is a vampire, Skye, but a different species than Jameson and I.  He is what we call a Dark One.  They are generally a sociopathic and sadistic race.  We have been able to live normally amongst each other for the past few decades with no issues.  When their new leader was selected, he put a stop to some of their moral depravity and demanded that they follow certain guidelines.  Until tonight, I haven’t had a single negative run-in with a Dark One since 1972.”  

Jameson looked at Archer.  “That was a bold move, brother.  They know better than to touch someone in one your clubs.”

Archer nodded.  “Aye, Youngblood, which can only mean that he is newly turned or not from Western Europe or America.”  He set his glass down and studied the ice in it.

“What did you do with him?” I asked.

Archer looked up at me and smiled.  “I had some friends give him a quick message and send him on his way.”

“Oh,” I said as the curtain pulled back and Greyson Mead stepped in.  

“That Aoife sure is something,” He said with a smile, sitting down.

Jameson scoffed and Archer chuckled.  “That she is, old friend,” Archer said.

I crossed my arms over my chest and silently sang along to the song DJ Dark was playing.  I had some scathing thoughts about Aoife and Archer that I didn’t want either of the two mind readers to hear.

Archer and Greyson both looked up at me and Archer shook his head.  “What is it now, Skye?”

I sang harder as I answered.  “Nothing.  Not a thing.”

Archer looked at Greyson and had a silent conversation with him.  I narrowed my eyes at Archer as I watched the expressions flicker across both of their faces.

Greyson finally looked back at me and laughed.  “You are quite the handful, aren’t you Miss Morrison?”

I shrugged my shoulders.  “So I’ve been told, Mr. Mead.  What brings you to opening night at The Mausoleum?”

“Vampire business,” He said with a dismissive laugh.

Archer got up from the table and took off his jacket.  “Why don’t you and Jameson talk a bit while Skye and I go dance?”

I looked up at Archer in surprise and shrugged my shoulders again.  “Sure, why not.”

Archer set down his jacket, took my hand, and helped me up from the table.  He wove his arm around my waist and escorted me over to the stairs.  I looked over at the VIP bar and noticed Aoife glaring at me with malice.  

“Why does she hate me so much?” I asked, leaning into Archer so he could hear me over the music.

“Who?” Archer asked as he led me down the stairs and through the crowd.

“Aoife,” I explained.  “She’s always looking at me with such hatred in her eyes.  Why?”

Archer stopped at a spot on the dance floor and leaned in to whisper in my ear.  “She wants what you have, Skye.”

I leaned back to look at his face.  “What do I have that she wants?” I asked totally confused.

Archer just smiled mischievously and started dancing.  I watched him for a few frustrated seconds before I gave up on getting an answer and joined in.  Why does that man never answer me?  Why does everything have to be some big secret? I silently fumed.  

A few minutes passed and I stared to have a little fun.  Archer, naturally, was drawing a crowd of people and we were surrounded.  A few girls tried to dance their way in between Archer and I, but he wouldn’t allow it.  He grabbed my hips, spun me around, and pulled my back up against his stomach.  We grinded along to the music as the floor lights alternated and changed colors with each beat.  

I chanced a glance up at the second floor and was shocked to see Aoife staring at us from behind the bar.  She quickly looked away, but not fast enough.  So, that’s it.  She’s pissed off because I’m dancing with Archer.  Well, screw her.  At least I don’t have my tongue down his throat like she did.  

Archer stopped dancing and turned me around to face him.  “What did you say?” he asked, holding my face in his hands as he looked intently into my eyes.

I sighed and jerked my head back away from his grip.  “Not everything that goes on in my brain is your business, Archer,” I said, crossing my arms.

Archer huffed in frustration.  “No, but what you said has everything to do with me.  When did you see Aoife and me kissing?”

I rolled my eyes and started dancing again.  “I am not going to have this conversation with you right now.”

Archer grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the crowd.  “We ARE going to have this conversation right now, Skye.  What were you doing spying on me?”

“I wasn’t spying on you, jackass!” I argued, and then sighed.  “Okay, maybe I was.  But it wasn’t my intention.”

Archer crossed his arms over his chest.  “Tell me,” he demanded.

“No,” I said stubbornly and turned to walk to the bar.

I felt Archer’s hand on my waist as he stopped me and turned me back around.  He grabbed my face in his hands again and stared intently into my eyes.  I struggled for a few seconds to free my head, but it was no use.  He had a firm grasp on me and wasn’t letting go.  

Suddenly, my vision swam and the room started to spin.  I was overwhelmed with dizziness and motion sickness.  I clenched my eyes closed and when I opened them again, Archer looked down at me and he was pissed.

“What the hell just happened?” I asked, confused.  “What did you do to me?”

Archer dropped his hands and crossed his arms again.  “Why do you always have to fight me on everything, Miss Morrison?!”

“Don’t you ‘Miss Morrison’ me, Archer Rhys!” I hissed heatedly.  “What did you do to me that made me so dizzy?  I know it was you.  It had to be.”

Archer rubbed the back of his neck.  “I was trying to force my way into your head, but you were fighting me.  You wouldn’t let me in, alright?”

“You asshole!” I spat.  “You had no right to force your way into my thoughts!”  I stopped and a thought occurred to me.  “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?” I asked, hurt and upset.  “In your office during my interview…”

“Yes, I have,” Archer growled.  “But, I couldn’t get in.  You can block me sometimes, and you shouldn’t be able to.”

A self-satisfied smile spread across my face.  “Well, how about that!  It serves you right, Archer.  What goes on in my head is none of your business.  If I want you to know something, I’ll open my mouth and tell you.  Otherwise, stay your nosy ass OUT of my damn head!”

I turned to walk away but Archer stopped me.  “What did you hear up there, Skye?  Tell me!” he demanded.

“Get bent, Archer,” I said as I hurried over to the ladies room.  It was the one place that I could go where I knew he wouldn’t follow me.

“We WILL talk about this later,” He called after me.

Once in the ladies room, I sat down on one of the sofas in the sitting room and buried my head in my hands.  Freakin’ fabulous!  I let Archer know that I had seen him and Aoife kissing, before I had intended to tell him.  Now he was all pissy at me.  Well, screw him.  He had no right trying to force his way into my head.  I couldn’t believe that he had done that to me before.  I suddenly remembered the time that I had passed out at Drop Kick Dan’s.  I had gotten dizzy right before I fell.  Did Archer cause that? I thought back to that day and realized that he wasn’t even there.  Okay, so it really was low blood sugar, I thought, relieved. 

I hung out for a few more minutes and then left.  The bathroom sitting room had started to get crowded and I wasn’t in the mood to listen to drunken girls boy talk.  I made my rounds on the floor and relieved dancers for their breaks.  I was careful to avoid Archer until he went back up to the second floor.  

Desperately needing a drink, I made my way over to the first floor bar and had one of the bar-backs pour me up a double of Johnny Walker Black.  I was quietly enjoying my drink when someone sat down beside me.

“That DJ is something else isn’t he?” the stranger said, turning to me. 

I looked up from my glass and over at him.  The first thing I noticed about the stranger was his chocolate brown eyes and friendly smile.  He was part Hispanic with short brown hair, a trim goatee, and perfectly straight teeth.  He had light brown skin and dimples in his cheeks.  My stomach did a little flip at how handsome he was.  “He’s awesome,” I said with a smile.  “I’ve wanted to go to one of his shows for a long time.”

The guy smiled and nodded.  “Me too.”  He got Hunter’s attention and ordered a Dos Equis and a shot of tequila.  “Can I buy you a drink?” he asked, turning to me.

I shrugged one shoulder.  “Sure.  I’ll have a Dos Equis, too.”

He smiled and held up two fingers to Hunter.  “Two beers, por favor.”

Hunter glanced back and forth between us for a few seconds, and then went to get our order.

The stranger turned to me and held out his hand.  “I’m Dic by the way,” he said, introducing himself.

I bit my lower lip and accepted his hand. “I’m Skye,” I said with a smile.

“Well, Skye, what’s a pretty girl like you doing sitting alone at the bar?”

I chuckled and took a sip from my glass.  “I’m taking a break,” I explained.  “I work here.” 

He laughed and I almost melted at the sound.  It was masculine and rumbly.  His dimples were more pronounced when he laughed and it made him even more attractive.  “You must have an awesome boss if he lets you drink on the job.”

I smirked and bit my tongue.  Archer was so far from awesome right now in my book.  “Yeah, he’s something else,” I said neutrally.  

Hunter returned with our drinks and accepted the money that Dic held out to him.  He didn’t say a word to us and I thought that was a little strange.  I gave him a questioning look but he just walked away.  Hm.  I wonder what his deal is…  

Dic handed me my beer and clinked bottles with me. “Salud.”

“Salud,” I replied with a smile and took a long drink from the icy bottle.  “So, how come a handsome guy like you is sitting alone at the bar?”

He chuckled.  “Well, I’m not alone.  I have you.”

I shook my head at his silly evasiveness.  “No, seriously.  Are you here with someone?”

He nodded his head and took his shot of tequila.  “Yeah,” he said, sucking air in through his teeth at the strength of the liquor.  “I’m here with a friend of mine.  He’s in here somewhere,” he said, turning to survey the dance floor.  “Hey,” he said turning to me.   “Want to come dance with me?”

“I can’t,” I said reluctantly.  “I’ve got to get back to work.”  I quickly downed my beer and got up.  “Maybe next time?”

He laughed and nodded his head.  “Most definitely,” he said with a cock of his eyebrow.  “I’ll be seeing you again, Skye.”

I smiled and turned to go back to work.  

 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

The last few hours of the night went smoothly.  I managed to avoid Archer when I escorted Rachel and Peyton up to the second floor cages to relieve Courtney and Alex.  I only saw him briefly from across the dance floor during the last hour of business.  He was talking to a couple of girls and I quickly found something else to look at.  

After the last song was played and the house lights went up, the crowd slowly exited the building with a little help from Quinn and Seamus.  One girl had to be carried out by her boyfriend because she couldn’t walk straight.  

After the last person was out, Seamus closed the door and leaned against it.  “Dat was a feckin’ mad house, it was.  Did’ja see da’ feckin’ line dat was wrapped aroun’ da bleedin’ buildin’?”

Quinn shook his head and sighed.  “Nope.  I was stuck at the stairs all night.  How many people do you suppose were here tonight?”

Seamus pushed off from the door, walked over to the bar, and took a seat.  “We was at capacity all night, we were,” he said, ordering a shot of whiskey from Trey.  “Whenever one lef’, I’d let one in.  Thing is, none was feckin’ leavin’.”  He turned to Hunter.  “How’d you boys fare tonight?”

Hunter shook his head.  “I haven’t seen a club this packed in a while.  We were slammed all night.  Trey and I could hardly keep up, and we couldn’t use our speed to help us out on account of the humans.  We had to eventually use two of the human help.  It didn’t help much, but just enough to keep going.”  He pulled out eight tip jars from under the bar and put them on the counter.  “Check out all of these tips Trey and I made.  Some lady was tipping me twenties every time she came up here.”

Seamus and Quinn laughed.  “You’re sharing dat, right?” Seamus asked.

“Not a chance, old man,” Hunter said, pulling the money out of the jars.  “Trey and I worked hard for this.”

“You bet your handsome ass we did,” Trey jumped in, setting Seamus’ drink in front of him.  “I was propositioned more than ten times by women in various stages of denial.”  He turned to me and gestured to his face with his hand.  “Does this face say straight to you?”

I laughed and took a good look at him.  His eyebrows were professionally waxed and his arches looked ten times better than mine.  He also sported some eyeliner, mascara, and lip gloss.  I shook my head.  “Not in a million years, babe.”

He smiled and curtseyed.  “Thank you, darling.”

“So,” Archer said, exiting the doorway of his private stairwell and making his way over to the stairs. “How did everyone’s night go?”

Seamus and Hunter filled him in while Aoife, Jameson, and Lochlan made their way down to the first floor bar.  

I quickly excused myself when I noticed that all of the dancers had exited their cages, and I made my way across the floor and to the back.  I ran into my two janitors on the way to the lounge and instructed them to go ahead and start cleaning up the club.

When I entered the employee lounge, the music was going and everyone was taking turns changing clothes behind the screens.  I walked over to the boom box and lowered the volume so I could speak.  “Can I have everyone’s attention?” I called out, raising one of my hands and snapping my fingers.  The room quieted to whispers and I continued.  “I just want to say that you guys were completely amazing tonight.”  A chorus of cheers went up and a few hi-fives were passed around.  “I was so proud of each and every one of you and, I have to say, Archer was doubly impressed by you guys.”  A few girls squealed and I fought hard not to laugh.  “I won’t keep you guys. I just had to tell y’all before you guys took off for the night.”  I turned around and started to turn the radio back up.  “Drive safe and I’ll see some of you tomorrow!” I called as I made my way back across the room and out the door. 

I ran into Ducky, our bar back, and the floater as I was exiting the lounge.  “You two did a great job helping Trey and Hunter.  Did you get your cut of the tips?”  They both nodded their heads and I continued.  “You guys go ahead and call it a night.  You totally deserve it.  I’ll stay behind and restock the bar for y’all.”

“Thanks, Sky,” Ducky said gratefully as they both turned and walked into the employee lounge.

I walked back down the hall and across the floor to the bar.  Every vampire employee was seated at the bar and everyone was laughing and cutting up.  I went behind the bar where Lochlan was making himself a drink and I poured myself a diet cola.

“Well, hey there pretty girl,” He purred in his thick Irish accent.  “Can I get ya' a little whiskey to go with that there drink?”

“No thanks,” I said as I hopped up to sit on the counter.  “I had a few drinks earlier and I have to drive home.”

Aoife laughed unkindly and shook her head.  “Humans,” she said with a roll of her eyes.

Jameson opened his mouth to say something, but Archer put his hand on his arm, silencing him.  

“So, how are the dancers?” Archer asked me with a smile.

“Good,” I said, shrugging one shoulder.  “They’re about to leave.  Everyone is getting changed.”

“Excellent,” Archer said and took a sip from his glass.  He glanced back at the DJ booth and noticed DJ Dark was finished breaking his equipment down.  “Quinn, please escort Stellan’s crew out to the van.  And make sure Stellan is keeping his fangs to himself while in my parking lot.”

“Aye, sir,” Quinn answered as he got up and walked over to the DJ booth.

Seamus pulled out a three massive stacks of cash and handed them over to Archer.  “Dis is tonight’s haul from da cover charges, Athair.  You’ve got der’ ten thousand an’ twenty dollars.”

Archer took the money and handed it to Jameson.  “Thank you, Seamus.  Did you have any trouble at the door tonight?”

Seamus cocked his head and shrugged.  “Nothin’ I couldn’t handle.  Some humans go’ a bit rowdy in line when one thought the other ‘ad cut in.”

“Good,” Archer said, clapping Seamus on the back.  “We had a little trouble with a Dark One earlier.  I just wanted to make sure no one else stepped out of line.”

“No, sir,” Seamus said and took a sip of his drink.

Just then we heard glass breaking and a scream come from upstairs.  One of the cleaning crew stumbled to the second floor railing and vomited over the side before passing out.  Jameson flashed up the stairs, followed by Archer and Hunter.

Jameson walked over to the PVIP section and pulled back one of the curtains that surrounded a table.  I saw Jameson stumble backwards and put his hand to his mouth.

I didn’t wait another second.  I got up from my seat and ran across the floor to the stairs.  Seamus flashed up behind me and beat me to the second floor.  Everyone was crowded around the table and I couldn’t see past their towering bodies.

“Oh, dear God,” I heard Hunter whisper as he turned around and walked a few steps away.  

I saw the janitor lying on the floor and I walked over to check on him.  There was no use staring at the men’s backs.  Whatever was behind that curtain had them all occupied and they weren’t moving any time soon.  I got down on my knees, reached over, and checked the janitor’s pulse.  It was strong and steady, so I rolled him onto his side and smacked his face a few times.

“Don’t wake him just yet, Skye,” Jameson called from behind me.  I turned around and was stunned by the look on his face.  It was full of shock, sadness, and unshed tears.

“Jameson,” I whispered his name, shocked at his state.  I got up and rushed over to him.  I put my arm around his waist and lead him over to a nearby chair.  I knelt down in front of him and put both of my hands on his knees.  “Tell me Jameson.  What happened?  What’s behind that curtain?”  Jameson just shook his head as he stared off blankly at nothing.  

“Trey!” I called out as I turned my head toward the railing.  “Bring me some whiskey and some cold water, please, honey?”

Quinn flashed up the stairs followed by the rest of the vampire crew.  They stepped around Jameson and me to get a look behind the curtain, too.  Trey flashed up next with a glass of whiskey and a cold bottle of water.  I handed Jameson the whiskey and told him gently that I’d be right back.  I had Trey stay with him and I returned to the janitor.  I couldn’t leave him passed out.  I was worried about a concussion.  I kneeled down beside him, took the water bottle, and put my thumb over the opening.  I turned the bottle upside down and sprinkled his face with water.  After a few cheek smacks and some more cold water, he finally came to.

“His head,” the janitor whispered softly to me.  His eyes were wide and I knew he was probably going into shock.

“Archer!” I called out, placing my hand under the janitor’s neck and sitting him up some.  “I need your help.”

He flashed over to me, took one look at the janitor and called Quinn before flashing to his private stairwell and disappearing behind the door.  Quinn walked up to us and kneeled down on the floor beside me.  “Turn away, Skye,” he said, his eyes focused on the janitor’s.  I did as he asked and heard Quinn speaking quietly to our janitor.  

“There,” Quinn said.  “He won’t remember finding the body.”

“Body?” I whispered, suddenly terrified.  “What body?  What did you do to him?”

“Calm down, Skye,” Quinn sighed, standing up.  “I just mesmerized him into forgetting the last five minutes of his shift.  No harm, no foul.  He’ll be fine in a minute, but we need to get him down those stairs before he becomes lucid again.  I can’t make him forget twice in one night.  It’ll fry his brain.”

“What’s going on up there?” the second janitor asked as he came out of the bathrooms.  

“Uh.  Nothing.  Everything’s fine,” I said quickly and Quinn kicked me gently with his foot.  “Um, the janitor passed out and I need to find him a ride home.  Can you leave early and take him?”

The janitor looked reluctant and Quinn spoke up.  “I’ll throw in a hundred dollars if you take him now.”

The janitor smiled.  “Done.”  Quinn lifted the woozy janitor, helped him down the stairs, and gave him over to the other janitor.  I watched as the janitor struggled to make it down the hall and out to his car without dropping him.    

Quinn slowly walked back up the stairs and I turned to look at Jameson.  Jameson hadn’t moved since I handed him the glass of whiskey and I was starting to really worry about him.

“Oh, Tiarna!  No!” Trey cried as he turned around from the PVIP table, took two steps, and fell to the floor.  Huge wailing sobs wracked his body and I crawled over to him and put my arms around him.

“Everything is going to be okay, Trey” I said, holding him tight and hugging him.  I didn’t know what else to do to comfort him, so I gently rocked him for a few moments in silence.  

I kept glancing at the curtain and finally couldn’t take it anymore.  “Trey…do you know who’s behind the curtain?”  I hated to ask him, but curiosity was getting the better of me.

Trey only cried harder as the other vampires quietly walked past us and sat down in random lounges.  I told Trey that I’d be right back and stood up.  I had to see who was behind that curtain.  I slowly walked up to it and trepidatiously pulled it aside.  What I saw immediately overloaded my brain and I didn’t quite know what I was looking at.  It took a few moments for the grisly scene to sink in and I screamed bloody murder.  

Greyson Mead, or what was left of him, was lying on the table and he had been completely gutted; his entrails haphazardly scattered about. His head had been ripped from his body and it lay horribly between his splayed legs.  His eyes had been removed and placed in his right, upturned palm.  His once expensive, crisp tailored shirt was ripped open and a message had been brutally carved into his upper torso.  It said “THE BLOOD OF THE SON SHALL PAY FOR THE SINS OF THE FATHER.”  There was a blob hanging out of his mouth and it took me a few moments to realize that it was Greyson’s heart.  Bile rose up in my throat, immediately cutting off my scream. 

Strong arms wrapped themselves around me and quickly pulled me away from the table.  I closed my eyes, buried my head in the person’s chest and wept.  

“Sssshhh,” Jameson said, trying to calm me.  “It’s okay, Skye.  It’s okay.”

I shook my head and cried harder into his chest.  I fought hard to keep my stomach contents down, but was pretty sure it was a losing battle.  I couldn’t get the image of Greyson’s dismembered body out of my mind.  Greyson Mead is dead.  I just spoke to him only a little while ago and now he’s dead.  Not just dead, but in pieces.  “Who did that?” I cried.  “Oh, God, why would someone do that, Jameson?”

“Aye, Athair,” I heard Lochlan say.  “Who or what could ‘ave done dis to our Greyson?”

I lifted my head from Jameson’s chest and saw Archer slowly emerge from the doorway of his private stairwell.  His face was drawn and his eyes haunted.  He walked a few more feet, sat down at the table that Aoife was occupying, and buried his face in his hands.  Aoife, fighting back tears, reached over and lightly stroked Archer’s hair with one manicured hand.  

The room was silent for a moment as everyone absorbed what they had just seen.  I shivered at another memory of Greyson’s decapitated head and Jameson held me tighter in his arms. 

“There was no blood,” Hunter whispered.  “Whoever killed him completely drained him first.  I have never heard of something draining a vampire before, Athair.”

“Aye,” Archer said, looking around the room for the first time since he had come back from his office.  His eyes lingered on Jameson and me before moving to rest on Quinn.

“We need to get Greyson’s body out of here,” Archer said, standing up and walking over to Quinn.  “There are some sheets in my apartment upstairs.  Wrap him up and transport him to my house using your truck.  We will prepare him for the pyre later.” Archer then turned to Seamus.  “Seamus, you and Hunter clean this place up, on the double.  We’ve got An Dílis coming.”

Jameson’s breath hitched as everyone looked at Archer in shock.  I glanced around the room hoping someone would clue me in as to what that meant, but everyone’s attention was on Archer.  

“What’s An Dílis mean, Jameson?” I asked him in a whisper.  Jameson just gripped my body tighter to his.

“An Dílis, máistir?” Lochlan asked softly.  “But…”

Quinn, Seamus, and Hunter slowly made their way over to Greyson’s body.  They looked like they were in a deep state of shock and my heart went out to them.  

Archer sighed and swallowed hard.  “There’s something that I’ve been keeping from you all.  I think it’s time you knew.”

Everyone in the room froze and turned to Archer.






Don’t miss book #2 in the Skye Morrison Series, ‘Sins of the Father’, available in late summer 2012.
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