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      There was something about the blind guy. Dante watched him walking down the street, cane tapping rhythmically. There was nothing of the searching head movements you saw on TV, none of the strange lip pursing or flailing free hand, just the confident side to side movement, the feet moving as if the man could see every step.

      It fascinated Dante to the point that he followed the guy down the block, watching, waiting to see if the man faltered, if he ran into something, but there was never so much as stumble. The man walked three more blocks before turning into a building that had a doorman. No fumbling with the revolving doors for this man. Dante stopped before he reached the portal, not wanting to draw attention to himself. He memorized the address, though, as well as all of the landmarks around the building.

      He'd be back to watch some more. Nothing had interested him this much in years.
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      Someone was following him. The same someone who had been following him for weeks. Jared knew it, just like he knew that the man over behind the dumpster was shooting up heroin, even though he couldn't see it.

      His hand automatically went to the amethyst pendant he wore on the chain around his neck. His granny had called it an amulet, an eye, but Jared was always careful to just call it a necklace when anyone else was around. Blind people made folks uncomfortable as it was; blind people with hoodoo made them wicked scared.

      He turned the corner, heading for the Steaming Mug. He loved the place; it was the only twenty-four hour coffee house in his neighborhood, and he got a hankering for a caramel brulee latte at three a.m. more often than he'd like to admit. He also liked the late-night barista, Katy. She was a rough-voiced lesbian who teased him unmercifully and without any hint of worry about offending his blind self. Worry was pale lavender, and Katy was never that color. Generally, she was more cinnamon.

      The follower was bright crimson. Or at least what Jared called crimson in his head. He'd been born blind, so he had no real idea what crimson, or any other color, actually was. He went by taste, by smell, forming an amalgam for each degree of the spectrum.

      The eye probably helped, probably made the colors in his head more like what they were in nature than not. Granny had given it to him when he was born; she always told him she'd known he was going to be blind and that amethyst was good at helping the spiritual sight, the hoodoo. That way he'd be safe.

      Granny had been dark, dark violet with a shimmery light that outlined her as plain as anything in his sightless world. She'd fucking glowed.

      So. Bright crimson, with a scent that was metallic and spicy and somehow more intriguing than the rich, earthy smell of the coffee house, which was only half a block away now, and not even the least bit obliterated by the Indian restaurant that sat between Jared and his latte.

      His cane hit someone's foot, the guy muttering something that sounded like, "Get a fucking dog."

      Jared just smiled and shook his head. Granny had also believed, and had been proven right more than once, that cheerfully accepting that other people could be downright assholes would lead to a long life and a general lack of frustration. Start out with no expectations of behavior, and you were rarely disappointed.

      He'd thought about a Lhasa Apso on more than one occasion, just to fuck with people.

      The door of the Steaming Mug opened just as Jared got there, and he murmured his thanks to whoever it was who'd held it for him. The scent of coffee filled his head immediately, blocking out the follower, who was still out on the street. It almost made Jared sad to lose him, which was ridiculous.

      "Hey, Jare. How's it going?"

      "Good. How are you, Katy?" Jared tapped his way to the counter, the fingers of his free hand automatically searching the surface for the plate of wrapped cookies. The chocolate chips were always to the left, the peanut butter to the right. Tonight seemed like a chocolate chip night.

      "Excellent. I have a booty call arranged for later this evening. She's a freckled redhead with boobs to die for."

      "Art student?"

      "Mmmhmm." Katy's smile came through in her voice, lusty and happy. "You know I like paint smears."

      "You are a sucker for them. Tell me something."

      "Sure."

      "Is there someone outside looking in the window? I could swear someone was following me. Don't be obvious."

      "Huh." The air shifted as Katy moved to look. "I don't see anyone. I mean, at this time of night, you'd know if someone was behind you, right?"

      "Yes." Jared smiled a little. "At this time of night I might be given to a bit of paranoia, too, hmm?"

      "Yeah. Still, if you need someone to walk you home, let me call Jack." Jack was Katy's roommate. Jared had dated him once, and they'd agreed that it was an unmitigated disaster. Jared quite liked Jack, though, and they had become good friends.

      "I'll ponder it." He pulled out his wallet.

      "The brulee and the cookie, yeah? Eight bucks."

      He handed her a ten and waved off the change he knew she would try to give him. Jared took his cookie to his usual table, sitting with his back to the wall. That was another lovely thing about the Steaming Mug late at night. They always cleaned up and arranged the chairs, so Jared didn't have to worry about stumbling or whacking people. He always knew just where to go.

      He let his mind wander, idly pondering whether to pull out his iPod and listen to a book, or if he should just sit and meditate on his coffee. He could get lost in the scent sometimes, in the heat of the mug that slowly cooled until it was easy to touch.

      "Here you go, Jare. Let me know if you need anything." Katy set his cup down, the solid thunk of it telling him he'd gotten a ceramic tonight instead of a paper. That meant they were a few cups short of a full tray of dishes, and that the handle of the mug sat at a perfect three o'clock angle so he could grab it with his right hand. Katy was wonderfully precise.

      The door to the shop opened and closed, a blast of outside sound and air following someone in. It wasn't unheard of to have other customers in at this time of night, but it was odd enough for Katy to sound surprised, especially since she'd just looked out the window at his request and seen nothing.

      "Hi there! What can I get for you tonight?"

      "Hmm. Just a cappuccino, I think."

      "Sure. Four dollars."

      The hair on the back Jared's neck stood up. That voice. The amethyst pendant around his neck seemed to pulse against his skin, like Granny was sending a psychic telegram to beware. Anything that sounded that good had to be dangerous. It was seductive, pulling at Jared, who resolutely stayed in his chair.

      "There you go," the voice said.

      "Thanks. I'll holler when it's ready."

      "Wonderful. Just keep the change."

      "Thanks, man."

      Jared picked at the wrapper on his cookie, trying to cover his interest. He listened intently to the man moving around, picking a table. Then he smelled it. Spice and metal and crimson red. His lips tingled and his teeth ached.

      Oh, this was not someone who would lurk outside, peering in windows. This was someone who wanted to be noticed. Interesting.

      He reached for his coffee, coming at it from the wrong direction for the first time in two years, knocking the cup over and spilling the coffee across the table.

      "Crap! Katy? I need a rag, honey."

      "Here, let me help. She's got her hands full of steaming milk." The crimson man was at his side so quickly that the air didn't even stir, it seemed. Jared heard the sound of a rag on the table, and he wondered how the man could have snagged one on the way. "Are you all right?"

      "I am." Jared smiled in the man's general direction. "It went the opposite direction from me. I'm just a little embarrassed."

      "Thank goodness. That stuff can burn like crazy. Nothing to be embarrassed about."

      "Thanks for your help."

      "Man, what are you blind or something, Jare?" Katy came over, and Jared could smell the fresh cappuccino. "Here you go, sir. Thanks for helping. Jare, I'll make you another."

      "Thanks, Katy."

      Katy moved away, but the crimson man did not. Jared found his, thankfully, not soggy cookie and took a bite, chewing thoughtfully before he asked the question foremost on his mind.

      "So, why are you following me?"
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      Dante stared for a moment before setting his untouched cappuccino on the table and pulling up a chair. He almost put his elbows on the table, then thought better of it. The latte would leave a sticky residue.

      "Honestly? I have no idea, really. Something about the way you walk."

      "Why did you decide to show yourself tonight? It's been a few weeks."

      "I was worried about you." It was the truth, after all. There were all sorts of hunters out there in the dark tonight, and Dante wanted this one for himself. He wasn't going to share. "I'm Dante."

      "Jared." Jared held out a hand, not at all clumsy as he had been with the coffee.

      Dante took the proffered hand in his, feeling the warmth of Jared's skin, which was bright and almost shocking. He also felt a spark of something deeper, something almost magical underneath. Fascinating.

      He held Jared's hand in his, not letting go after the brief shake. Jared's lips parted on a tiny gasp, color rising on the sharp cheekbones. The wide, sightless eyes were not covered with dark glasses, and they showed both surprise and a wary sort of interest. Yes. That was lovely. The prey knew he was being hunted now.

      "I-- worried? About me? Everyone knows me in this neighborhood."

      "Yes." Dante rubbed the back of Jared's hand with his thumb. "I can tell people know you. You seem entirely self-sufficient, but it's late, and there are many unsavory types about tonight."

      "Huh." Jared finally withdrew his hand, albeit slowly. "Well, I'm fine. Really."

      "You are. Quite, in fact." Jared looked fit, his body toned under the simple jeans and T-shirt.

      The heat in Jared's cheeks doubled. "Are you coming on to me?"

      Dante smiled, loving the scent of confusion and need that rose from Jared's skin. "I am."

      "Why--"

      "Here you go, Jare." The barista appeared at his elbow, plopping a coffee drink on the table. "Everything okay?"

      Ah. Jared had a protector. He seemed to inspire loyalty. Dante could see why. The man was irresistible. He glowed with a kind of light, one that seemed almost supernatural to Dante, who really should know whereof he spoke.

      "Just fine. We're chatting, is all."

      "Cool. Let me know if you need me to call Jack."

      Dante bit back a growl, waiting for the girl to walk off. "Who is Jack?"

      "Just a friend." Jared's head tilted, and he reached up to touch an amethyst charm around his neck. "Why?"

      "Because I have a definite interest in you not having anyone special." It had happened damned quickly, but Dante wanted this man and wanted him badly. There would be no sharing, no doubt about who Jared belonged to.

      "Well, Jack is my ex. Trust me. I won't go down that road again."

      "Good." Dante nodded with satisfaction. "I will walk you home. No one will bother you with me."

      A ghost of a smile passed over Jared's mouth. "No. No, I don't imagine
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