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Chapter One

After two years of waking at 2:07 in the
morning, Gerri Markham had refined her routine. It had taken time,
but she found the only way to shake the recurring nightmare of the
car crash that had killed her husband and left her crippled, was to
walk it off. Or at least limp it off. At 2:30 in the morning, she
felt fairly comfortable as she hobbled down the sidewalk of what
she had come to think of as her eight-block track. She had extended
her walk from six blocks to eight just two months before.

By the time she would return to her
third-floor apartment, she would be hot, sweaty, and relying
heavily on her cane to remain on her feet. It would take her an
hour, but she celebrated every block she managed to add to her
total.

Just after the accident, the doctors had
tried to convince Gerri that she would be stuck in a wheelchair for
the rest of her life. She refused to give credence to their
pronouncements, so after they discharged her, she had used most of
the cash settlement from the trucking company that had caused the
accident to hire a private therapist. Though she felt her progress
had been Galapagos tortoise slow, she was now able to walk on her
own.

Each night while walking, Gerri saw the
occasional delivery truck, off-duty cab, or police cruiser, but the
drivers would wave and continue on their way without stopping. She
had become a regular fixture on their early morning patrols.

No one ever bothered her.

Until tonight.

She was nearly halfway through with her
stroll when trouble stepped out of a shadowed alleyway. They reeked
of alcohol, body odor, and smoke—both
cigarette and what she vaguely recalled from her misspent teenage
years as illegal substances. The two men leaned against each other,
as if they were unable to stand on their own.

The one on the left was a dirty-blond,
emphasis on dirty. The other had mud-brown hair. Both needed a
shower, or two or three, to get the grease out of their hair and
the stench off their skin. Gerri had to swallow hard to keep down
the glass of water she had drunk before leaving her apartment.

Though surprised by their sudden appearance,
Gerri was not unprepared. Her cane looked festive with its bright,
swirling neon colors, but underneath the paint it was a one-inch
solid steel rod that would do some damage if smacked against knees,
legs, or arms.

“Hey, bitch. You gotta pay the toll to
pass,” the blond said, his words so blurred together they were
nearly incomprehensible.

“Yeah, pay the toll,” his friend echoed.

Gerri shifted her weight onto her good leg,
then changed her grip on the cane. Having lived in the city all her
life, she had learned as a little girl that preparation was more
than half the battle. And she refused to be a victim, now or ever.
Especially against two nearly incapacitated men.

Taking a deep breath and fighting the urge
to gag at the stench, she finally responded, “And if I don’t?”

The two men looked confused for a minute,
and then the blond blinked and his expression turned nasty. At the
same time, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a knife. A
flick of his wrist and a long, shiny blade whipped out. He held it
up and gave her an evil grin.

“Then we cut you and take more than just the
toll,” he said, waving the knife back and forth.

The streetlight flashed off the blade into
Gerri’s eyes, blinding her. In that instant, she was back with a
semi’s headlights blinding her just a heartbeat before it smashed
into the driver’s side of the car.

Closing her eyes, she shook her head and
forced herself back to the present. Back to facing down this pair
of drunk, drugged-out street rats.

“Then we have a problem, because I don’t
have any money on me,” she said, tightening her grip on the cane as
she prepared to knock the knife out of the wielder’s hand and
hopefully break something while she was at it.

The men looked confused as they turned and
exchanged a look.

“Shit, what do we do now?” Brown Hair
asked.

Before Dirty-Blond could answer, a vehicle
turned the corner into view. It slowed as it approached, stopping
with the back door parallel to Gerri. When the door clicked open,
her assailants did not wait to see who would appear. They turned
and scrambled back into the dark alley from where they had
originally emerged.

“Miss, are you all right?”

The deep voice with a touch of a Caribbean
accent pulled Gerri’s attention away from the entrance to the
alley. The alley rats would not be returning—she hoped. Shifting her grip on the cane back to
holding the knob at the top, she rebalanced her weight before
turning to face her rescuer.

He had climbed from the car and stood just
over six feet tall, which meant a good half-foot taller than her
own five and a half feet. He was a gorgeous bald man with skin the
color of the mocha latte she bought each morning on her way to the
library where she worked. His dark gray suit, lighter-colored
shirt, and dark tie were perfectly tailored to his
broad-shouldered, muscled frame. That, combined with his choice of
transportation, told her he had money. A lot of money.

“Miss? Are you all right?” His deep,
accented voice sent a shiver through her. She smiled as a childhood
memory of a commercial for a soft drink filtered through her brain.
The star had the same wonderful deep voice.

“Yes, I’m fine. Thank you for stopping,”
Gerri said after swallowing down the fear that lingered.

“I was on my way to visit a café nearby for
tea and something sweet. Won’t you join me? I’d be honored to see
you home afterward,” the man said gently.

Gerri knew he was trying to appear
nonthreatening, but she wondered if she would be exchanging the
frying pan for the fire if she said yes to his offer. Maybe this
was all part of a bigger conspiracy, though she had to wonder what
anyone would want with a forty-nine-year-old woman who struggled to
walk.

“A café in this neighborhood? I don’t know
of any place that’s open this late at night,” she admitted, though
she still had not made up her mind about being alone with this
man.

“It’s in the next block,” he said, opening
the limo’s back door wider. “Shall we?”

Gerri frowned. “I’d rather walk, if you
don’t mind.”

The man nodded with a smile that sent
another warm shiver through her. “Of course. Give me just a
moment.”

He leaned in the back door and spoke to his
driver in a tone so low Gerri could not understand his words. When
he straightened and closed the door, she started walking down the
block, knowing he would catch up. After all, she was a slow-moving
crippled woman and he was … not.

The man stepped up beside her as his long,
black car drove away. “My name is Livingston Daniels, Miss.”

“Gerri Markham,” she answered, the childhood
manners her mother had instilled into her kicking in.

“Gerri, interesting name. Is it short for
something?”

“I was named after my grandmother. Her name
was Geraldine, but everyone called her Gerri. Thank heavens, my
mother refused to name me Geraldine,” she explained, not sure why
she felt so comfortable sharing secrets about her life with this
stranger.

“Ah,” was his only response as they reached
the corner. “Smart mother.”

Gerri looked both ways, just to make sure
there were no cars in the vicinity before stepping off and walking
against the light. The man, Livingston, stayed beside her, looking
as if he would like to take her hand, but holding himself back.
Which was good, because though she felt a tugging in her heart and
pussy to get closer to him, she was not sure what would happen if
he did touch her.

As it was, an intriguing scent of citrus and
ocean had her panties growing damp and her resolve to stay single
forever wavered. Even as she fought the need to snuggle into him
and just sniff his neck, she had to remind herself that he was,
after all, a stranger.

 ****

Livingston Daniels had planned to spend a
quiet hour or so at the café before his assistant, or someone else
from the city’s vampire coven, found him. Coming upon a bland woman
facing down two gutter rats who were also blands, added a unique
spice to an otherwise dull break from his duties as prince of the
vampire coven.

“I’m not sure where my parents got the name
Livingston, but my close friends have been known to call me Liv,”
he said.

He did not tell her some of the other names
people called him—Prince, Your Highness,
Vampire. Exposing those names would wait until after he learned
more about the woman, though from the instant attraction he now
felt toward her, she would eventually be privy to all of his
secrets.

Keeping pace with the woman proved easy. She
was limping heavily, but did not allow the damage to slow her down.
The story behind her injury only increased his interest to learn
more about her. Bland or not, he was intrigued.

As they crossed Tenth Street, he fought the
instinctive urge to place his hand on her back, or offer his arm.
Instead, he locked his hands behind his back and forced himself to
keep his hands to himself.

Looking into store windows they passed, he
studied her and not the goods on display. She appeared in her late
forties or so, with light brown hair that had been pulled back into
a braid draped over her right shoulder that ended at the fullest
part of her breast. The available light did not allow him to tell
much more about her appearance.

The top of her head would fit nicely under
his chin if she ever agreed to hug him. Her dark leggings showed
off shapely legs, though her thigh-length, oversized white t-shirt
only hinted at her woman’s curves. He could not wait to see her in
the full light the café would provide.

Halfway down the next block, he stepped
ahead of her and turned down the alley where Mystic’s All-Night
Café was located.

He took two more steps before he realized
she was not beside him. Turning back, he saw her staring past him.
The protective barrier spells Kingsley James, the city’s head mage,
had put in place when the city began to grow decades earlier
continued to work well. It wasn’t until a person actually passed
over a white painted line on the pavement and entered the alley
that they could see it was not like other alleys in the city.

“You want me to go down there?” she asked,
obviously skeptical about following him down what appeared to be
yet another of the city’s dark and dirty alleys, filled with trash,
dumpsters, and who knew what kind of vermin, human and
otherwise.

Livingston smiled as he nodded. “Can you
trust me for the next fifteen seconds?”

Gerri looked from him to the alleyway and
then back again. “I’ll try, but if I end up tied up in the back of
van, I’m going to be very, very disappointed in you.”

“I understand,” he said, unable to hold back
a grin.

Unable to keep from touching her, Livingston
took her free hand and felt a strong surge of connection pulse
through his palm. It was like touching a live wire with a million
volts of energy flowing through it. He sucked a breath as his cock
immediately responded, filling so fast, it left him
light-headed.

Gerri’s corresponding gasp confirmed he was
not the only one feeling the attraction. When she tried to pull her
hand from his, he refused to release her.

“Trust me, Gerri,” he said as he pulled her
along into the alley.


Chapter Two

Though her heart still thumped fast and
furious from her encounter with Stupid Blond and Idiot Sidekick,
Gerri followed Livingston as he began once again to walk into the
alley. She took five steps forward. The appearance of the alley
changed after the first three. Two more and she stopped in
amazement. Gerri looked at her escort and then back at the scene
before them.

“What the hell?”

The alley was not the dark, damp,
trash-filled void between buildings it had appeared to be just
seconds before. An array of bright white twinkle lights glowed from
the right wall of the alleyway. The light was reflected on the wall
opposite and filled the alley. Looking behind her, Gerri saw the
empty street, but this was not the scene she had seen from the
sidewalk.

Slowly stepping forward, she approached the
spot where the strings of lights came together around a doorway. As
she proceeded, she was surprised there was no trash on the ground,
no homeless people living in boxes, not even a rat scrounging for
an early morning snack. This had to be the cleanest alley in the
city. But why hide it?

The door was painted a deep red. The frame
around it was bright purple. The colors should have clashed
horribly, but somehow they worked well together. A brass plaque on
the wall near the shiny doorknob glinted under the lights. Gerri
leaned closer to make out the engraved words.

“Mystic’s All-Night Café,” she said softly.
“I’ve never heard of it.”

“Not surprising,” Livingston said. He
reached past her and opened the door. “It’s not the sort of place
blands usually frequent. In fact, I’m not sure blands can even get
into the alley.”

“Blands? What are blands?”

Gerri stepped through the doorway and
wondered if she had stepped into a new world. Or maybe a time
portal into an Old-World restaurant halfway across the
continent.

The café as Livingston called it appeared
larger than it had from the alley outside. The left side of the
room held a display case of pastries, as well as the counter and
kitchen area behind it. The rest of the room was filled with a
dozen small, mismatched wooden tables with either two or four
chairs. All the furniture had been painted in a rainbow of muted,
musty-toned colors. The walls and floor were covered with wide,
golden-brown pine boards that looked well worn. The ceiling tiles
were of punched copper that seemed to glow in the available light
from wall sconces around the room.

Except for the presence of the large, highly
chromed appliances behind the counter, Gerri felt as if she had
stepped back several hundred years in time to an English pub. Then
she noticed the walls. Paintings of what appeared to be vampires,
witches, shape-shifters, angels, ghosts, and other supernatural
creatures were displayed, making her turn to Livingston and raise
one eyebrow.

“What is this place?”

“Welcome to Mystic’s All-Night Caf
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