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Foreword
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I can’t believe it’s been 15 years since I first created the world of Eden. This was the 6th book I’d written and 4th to be under contract. I remember how excited I was to realize that enough people had bought my 3 previous books for the publisher to want to sign me for another. I was stunned. That’s why this book was and still is dedicated to my readers. Without my readers I wouldn’t have a career, and I will always be grateful for their support.

Even after all these years I often still think of Viktor. Of all I’ve written he is one of my very favorite vampires. There’s just something about him that makes me sigh.

I decided to do this anniversary edition not simply because it’s been a long time and Viktor was on my mind. But because as I told a friend recently, “It’s a story I always loved and I figure after all these years, surely I’ve learned something that I could do better by now.”

This edition has been re-edited and expanded by over 7,000 words. I was about halfway through when I realized that I’d forgotten how smooth Alexander was. I’ve also added in a few more scenes with him because I always felt there weren’t enough. This is another story that I didn’t start writing with the intent to make it a ménage. But then the wolfman showed up and I absolutely loved him.

Not to short change the hot werewolf, Alexander, but working on this book again was worth it, just to see Viktor. Ha. Ha. Ha. I love the wolfman, but this vampire just really does it for me. 

If you haven’t already noticed, I talk about my characters like old friends. I sincerely hope that after you read this book you will feel the same way about them.

—Red Dawn

Warning: This book contains explicit language, graphic violence, two smoking hot heroes (ménage), mention of a side character’s past sexual trauma (not graphically described), kicking ass in high heels, a vampire who dresses like David Bowie (think Goblin King), knotting, full on wolfman sex, mild indulgence in a foot fetish, size difference between the heroine and her men, and a sense of humor.

Eden

By

Red Dawn
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Dedication
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To my readers. From the bottom of my heart, thank you for reading my work and for encouraging me to continue doing what I love.
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Chapter One
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The black-cloaked figure waited silently at the end of the path. And as he waited his hunger grew. Surely it wouldn’t be much longer before she arrived. After all he’d remembered to call ahead of time to arrange this meeting. He looked around the park, careful to remain in shadow. Most likely he was not alone, but no one was close enough for him to hear their thoughts.

At last she emerged from the darkness at the other end of the path. Not that he needed the light to see her, but the soft glow of the street lights added to the shimmer of her long dark hair. She was dressed all in black, which probably meant she had been working earlier this evening. As she came to a stop in front of him, he took a deep breath before reminding himself that breathing was not a necessity for him.

His desire for her flesh was nearly as strong as his desire for her blood. Yes, he wanted her, but they had a deal. He and this human monster hunter had come to an accord, and it was important that he maintain their agreement until she said otherwise. After all, no one would suspect a human for what he needed.

“Good evening, pussycat,” he purred.

His smooth voice made Catrina shiver, but she hid her reaction well. She had worked around vampires too much to not understand the importance of remaining neutral. If they sensed a weakness they would exploit it. Especially a sexual weakness.

“Viktor,” she said with a nod. “How many times have I asked you not to call me that?”

“And how many times have I listened?” he replied with a smile.

“Listen sugar fangs, this isn’t a social call,” she said. Her expression hadn’t changed, though her comment was more playful than sarcastic.

“It never is.” He sighed.

Catrina ran a hand through her wavy hair, sending it in an ebony cascade down her back. Her green eyes sparkled up at him, though they were the only indication of the attraction she felt. She had even learned to school her body to a certain extent against his charms. The key was to not be alone with Viktor if she could avoid it. Most of their business had been conducted long distance with only brief meetings. He had insisted on seeing her tonight, said it couldn’t be avoided.

“Why have you asked me here, Viktor? You know I don’t like to get too personal with my clients.”

His expression became serious as he confided, “The werewolf has gone too far this time. His bid for power must be stopped.”

“What do you want me to do?” she asked, all traces of sarcasm now gone. “I’m no match for an alpha male werewolf,” she told him honestly. “I’m good. I can say that with no pride. But I’m not that good.”

“Ah, but you are thinking in terms of a fair fight,” he pointed out.

The vampire took a step into the light and let his hood fall back. His dark hair was nearly as long as Catrina’s and only slightly less wavy. His silvery gray eyes glinted in the moonlight as he looked down at her and Catrina felt her heart beat faster. She put up stronger mental shields in an effort to keep Viktor out of her mind. He already had the hots for her. She couldn’t let him inside her mind, it would be her undoing.

He took another deep breath, something she was beginning to suspect was a nervous gesture, since vampires didn’t need to breathe.

“You smell like dirt,” he said abruptly.

The comment caught her so off guard she laughed before quickly composing herself.

“It’s cover scent.” He raised an eyebrow and she explained, “I’ve been tracking a shifter who was giving his ex some problems. He lives in the suburbs.” Her expression told him clearly that she wasn’t giving out any more information. After all, it would be a violation of client confidentiality.

“Will you sit with me for a moment?” he asked softly.

“Viktor, I—”

“Only a moment,” he said. With these words he reached out and touched her shoulder and quickly withdrew his hand, realizing his faux pas as the monster hunter stiffened underneath his touch.

“Please, indulge me. What I have to say is not easy for me.”

Catrina had known the master of the city for five years now and never in all that time during their brief meetings had she ever seen him show this much emotion. She followed him to a bench and sat down a comfortable distance from the vampire, turning slightly to face him. As per their agreement, he didn’t try to hypnotize her, so Catrina looked him in the eye as he began to speak.

“Someone very close to me was killed last night,” he said softly.

“A friend?” she asked, still not sure how to react to this new side of him.

“A very close friend, for the last fifty years.”

“I’m sorry.”

She moved closer, but fought the urge to reach out to him. If she violated their agreement, all bets were off. Not only could she not fight Viktor, she really had no desire to do so.

“I turned him myself,” he continued. “He was like a brother to me.”

“What happened?”

“He was found just outside his apartment a few hours before dawn. His blood was completely drained, but he hadn’t been bitten. There was a gash across his throat which looked to have been made by a large claw.”

“And you think Alexander did this?” she asked and immediately regretted evoking the name of the alpha werewolf.

“Yes. It’s no secret that he has long desired to overthrow me. It’s unheard of! A werewolf as the master of the city,” he scoffed.

“How do you know that’s what he intends?”

“He’s not content to live in peace, like so many have done before him. I’ve heard his complaints before about werewolves being ‘second rate monsters.’ He wants to be master of the city, a position which has long been held by vampires. In particular, by me.”

“Have you done something to provoke him?” she asked. His eyes narrowed and she clarified, “I’m just asking. If I don’t know what is going on, how can I be expected to help?”

“Let’s just say that he and I do not get along.”

Catrina steeled her nerves and asked, “So, what exactly is it you want me to do?”

Viktor turned toward her and the look in his eyes was very human. He looked so hurt and alone. “Don’t be fooled,” she told herself. “He’s still a vampire and that makes him dangerous.” She had accepted vampires as part of society as well as shifters, but that didn’t mean she trusted them. The fact of the matter was, they were different. She had nothing personal against them, despite her job. However, it was easier than being a private investigator, which was the last job she’d had before monster hunting. It wasn’t that tracking down and capturing or sometimes killing monsters was “easy.” However, it was much preferred to sneaking down dark alleys and watching your neighbor’s wife screwing her personal trainer. That type of work disgusted her.

Strangely enough, it was mostly monsters themselves who hired her. And even more strange, she preferred to work with them. Most shifters or vamps were so glad to be accepted into society that when she treated them equally she found herself instantly in their good graces.

Catrina was licensed to carry a handgun and had a black belt in more than one style of martial arts. She was tough, but she knew her limits. Many monster hunters killed for money, but for her that was a last resort and a duty she had rarely had to perform. Both times were in self-defense, so she hadn’t been charged with a crime. Not that the police were gung-ho about tracking down someone who killed a monster. It wasn’t fair, but it was true.

Viktor had yet to answer her question. She turned more to face him also, mimicking his body language. Finally, he said, “If you do not wish to take on the job, I will understand. But there is no one else I would trust with it.”

So, he trusted her? That was interesting.

“I’d like to renegotiate our agreement,” he said.

He paused for a moment to gage her reaction before elaborating. When Catrina didn’t immediately object he plunged forward. “I have a plan for infiltrating Alexander’s defenses and if you are to help me with it, our original agreement cannot stand.”

He’d begun to formulate the plan almost immediately after learning of Harold’s death. If anyone would be able to help him pull it off, he was certain it was Catrina.

“What part do you want to renegotiate?” she asked, careful to keep any emotion from her voice.

Viktor leaned forward slightly, but stopped short of making contact. He was near enough now that she could smell his cologne. Catrina took a deep breath and fought the urge to sigh. Damn he smelled good.

“I need to touch you,” he said softly.

His words carried more emotion than he’d intended. Though there was nothing obscene in what he had said, his tone was meant for a more private setting. The last thing he wanted was to frighten her off. Her cooperation in this was crucial. Not to mention, he really did want to touch her for reasons that had nothing to do with revenge. Viktor had made no secret of his attraction, just as Catrina had made no secret of wanting to keep things on a professional level.

Her heart jumped painfully at his words. However, she tried not to overreact.

“Why?” she asked as calmly as possible.

“Hear me out,” he said, lifting his hands in a harmless gesture. “Alexander hates me. I believe the best way to get close to him is to have you pretend to hate me as well.”

“Fine, but what’s that got to do with touching me?”

The smile he gave her showed only part of what was going through his mind, and that was enough to make Catrina slide backward on the park bench.

“You know what they say about a woman scorned?” 

“You want to scorn me?” she asked skeptically.

“I want to date you,” he clarified.

“Date me?!”

“It’s only for appearance sake,” he assured her. “Be seen with me, pretend to love me, then leave me. We’ll make up some horrible story about why you left, fake a public break-up and everything.”

Catrina leaned back, crossing her arms and legs as she studied the vampire for a moment. His expression was earnest. As best she could tell, he seemed sincere. But then again, Viktor had been trying to get into her pants for five years now. She scolded herself mentally for thinking the worst of him. No matter what he might say or do, she was convinced that Viktor would not have murdered his own best friend in order to form an elaborate plan to seduce her.

“Suppose I did go along with this, how is that supposed to help get information on Alexander?”

The vampire was thrilled to get to explain his plan further. “Alexander likes to consider himself a gentleman. You know, coming to the aid of ladies in distress and all that.” She snorted and he said, “Obviously, you’ll need to work on your damsel in distress routine.”

“I get the picture. So, then what?”

“Go to him with your sob story. By that time, word will have reached him of our involvement. I don’t exactly live a very private life. Claim to want revenge. Get close to him, earn his trust. If he trusts you, he may confide in you.”

“Say he does, then what?” she prompted.

“Seduce him.”

Catrina rose from the bench with a speed that surprised even the vampire.

“You want me to sleep with him? Forget it. I think you’ve got me confused with an escort service.”

She turned to go back the way she came and instantly found the vampire blocking her path. Viktor was tall, six-foot-five compared to her petite five-foot-four frame. He looked down at her and waves of long dark hair fell over his shoulders, framing his handsome face.

“No,” he said softly. “I do not want you to sleep with him and I could never confuse you with a prostitute.” 

She crossed her arms again angrily and glared up at him. 

“I want you to get him alone where I can kill him.” Catrina opened her mouth to protest again, but he held up a hand to stop her. “If he proves to be the one responsible. Otherwise, I promise to let him be.”

“I don’t know, Viktor. This really isn’t what I do.”

“I know that. Don’t worry; you will be well compensated for your trouble.”

He mentioned an obscene amount of money and Catrina replied, “It isn’t just about the money.”

“Then what is it about?” he asked.

“Look, you’re my oldest and most loyal client, so I’ll be honest with you. I’m not sure if I can do this. Acting is not exactly my strong point.”

“Give it some thought,” he said reasonably. “I’m not asking for more than that.”

About that time, his stomach growled loudly, reminding Viktor that he hadn’t fed this evening and reminding Catrina that she might be on the menu. Instinctively, her hand went to one of the silver plated Escrima sticks strapped to her thigh.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but I have not yet fed this evening.”

“You should take care of that.”

She watched as Viktor pulled up the hood of his long black cloak before reaching inside his coat. Pressed between two of his long elegant fingers was a slip of paper which he held out toward her.

“Think it over,” he said. “And when you’ve reached a decision, you can find me here.”

She nodded, taking the card without taking her eyes off of him. “I’ll let you know within the week,” she said.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to follow you home?” he offered. “Eden can be a dangerous place at night.”

“Eden can be a dangerous place during the day,” she said with a smile.

“Very well then.”

With a swish of fabric he was gone. He disappeared so quickly that for a moment she wondered if he’d even been real. The still frantic beating of her heart was the only indication that she had been alone with the vampire only moments before.

Her mind raced as she walked back across the short distance to her motorcycle. The vintage Harley had been a gift from her late uncle who was a collector. She’d had some saddle bags custom made to hold her weapons, and once she reached the bike she checked to be sure they were all still there.

Eden Park was quiet most of the time, but when there was trouble here, it was big trouble. Catrina threw one slender leg over the seat and put on her helmet. Entering the park hadn’t been a problem, maybe that was because she had meeting Viktor to occupy her thoughts. But as she left, she found her eyes wandering to the clearing near the middle of the park.

“Keep your eyes on the road,” she told herself. “Looking won’t make the memory go away.”

Catrina began to focus intensely on the path before her, ignoring as best she could the spot where her older sister had been brutally raped nearly twenty years ago. Catrina was only eight at the time though she understood enough to know what had happened. It not only changed her sister’s life forever, but Catrina’s as well.

After seeing the devastation wrought on her sister, Mandy, Catrina made a promise to herself: She would never be a victim. Her mother didn’t object when she wanted to start taking martial arts classes. Muay Thai had been her first style. When she was seventeen, she signed herself up for Savate and Escrima as well. The French style of boxing or as they called it “foot fighting” known as Savate had come naturally to her. As for Escrima, well she just liked to beat things with sticks.

A prospective client had asked once about her martial arts knowledge and said, “Don’t you think that’s a bit much?” Catrina had often asked herself the same question. And every time she thought of Mandy she had the answer, “No.”
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Chapter Two
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Once Catrina reached her apartment, her thoughts wandered back to the vampire and his proposition ... and how good he smelled. She drove her bike into the lift and pushed the button for the top floor. Catrina had the silver key ready for the lock when she reached the top. She replaced the heavy lock and chain before parking her bike on the tile beside the door and tossing the key onto a table, just missing the dish labeled, “For your fucking keys.”

At first glance, most people didn’t know what to make of Catrina’s apartment. There were bible pages attached with silver nails above her windows and above the door. There were also cross-shaped patterns in the stained glass of each window pane. Fresh garlic grew in a pot beside her door and a dried bundle hung from the back of her motorcycle. Other than these oddities, she had a nice place. There was a lot of money in monster hunting, and her large loft style apartment was well-furnished. The draperies, which were parted to reveal the bible pages, were lush. The fabrics on her furniture were lavish and anything that looked like real gold was.

She removed the blessed blades from her saddle bags and placed them on the kitchen table. She needed to oil them, but that could wait until morning. Her body ached from the “message” she’d delivered to the werewolf stalker before meeting with Viktor. Catrina had been initially surprised at the number of people who wanted to pay her to deliver such messages to shifters and vampires, but the money was good.

This particular shifter had been stalking his human ex-girlfriend and threatening to turn her. According to the girl he told her, “I recommend you listen to reason.” Which had of course, meant she should take him back. When Catrina beat his ass earlier in the evening, she recommended he piss himself and beg for mercy.

It would take several days for his injuries, received at the hands of her silver plated Escrima sticks, to heal. That should get the point across. Though he hadn’t managed to scratch her as far as she could tell, she made her way to the fridge just in case. Here she kept ready-made potions with infusions of wolfsbane. If taken immediately after being scratched or bitten by a werewolf, they effectively prevented transformation in 95% of victims. As the wizard who sold her the potions explained, “The other 5% are just fucked.”

She gulped down one phial of the bitter potion and immediately followed it with chocolate milk.

“Blah,” she said, making a face as she disposed of the empty phial.

As a matter of fact, the taste of the potion was so nasty, she deliberately charged extra for cases involving werewolves on the off chance that she might have to drink it. She took another drink from the carton and replaced the chocolate milk beside the holy water.

“Shit,” she said, looking at the dirt trail her heavy boots had made across the floor.

She removed the boots and placed them outside the door to her bedroom. That dirt was just one more thing that would have to wait until morning. It was difficult to prevent her exhaustion from showing during the meeting with Viktor. She was proud of herself for managing it. But now, in the privacy of her own home, Catrina was bone tired. The enormous bedroom, which was the reason she’d originally bought the place, was a welcome sight. She closed the drapes over the one window in the corner. It was also stained glass with cross-shaped patterns. You could never be too careful when dealing with the undead.

She unzipped her black jeans on the way to the bathroom and pulled off her long sleeved black shirt before turning on the shower. Black clothing wasn’t just a fashion statement or an attempt to rock the goth look. It was harder to see at night and you couldn’t tell when it was splattered with blood.

While the water heated Catrina stood before the mirror and inspected her body for injuries. There was a bad bruise spreading over her left shoulder and another on her right thigh. She wasn’t sure if the scratch on her side was from the werewolf or the bushes she had fallen into. Other than that, there were just the usual scars. She had a small, almost dainty bite mark on her right hipbone, made by the one vampire she’d had to kill. And a thin scar across her ribs on the left side, made by the only werewolf she’d ever had to kill.

The scars weren’t very noticeable and for the most part never bothered her. They were, however, difficult to explain when you started dating someone who didn’t know you hunted down monsters. Sure, the scratch on her side could have been caused by anything. But the bite mark was clearly a bite mark. The last boyfriend who saw it didn’t care for her explanation of how she hadn’t become a vampire because she immediately doused the wound with holy water.

It was Viktor who sent her out on the job that earned her the bite mark and he paid her double when he learned she had been scarred. Of course, she would never have asked for more money. But he asked how things had gone and she told him. She was only supposed to follow the vampire around and spy on him. But her position became compromised and he tried to kill her. Viktor seemed genuinely upset to hear this, and insisted she take the money.

The mirror started to fog and she decided it was time to get in the shower. Catrina flung off her bra and panties before stepping underneath the water and wincing when it hit the bruise on her shoulder. She hadn’t taken a bad beating though, not considering she’d fought a male werewolf and not considering how he looked after the fight.

She washed her hair as if on auto-pilot. Normally, she took the time to smell her favorite shampoo, but not tonight. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Viktor had suggested. It wasn’t the fact that he wanted to alter their agreement or even his motives for doing so that bothered her. What bothered her was how excited she was at the prospect. Even if it was only make-believe, the thought of being Viktor’s girlfriend sounded like fun. He was absolutely gorgeous. Who wouldn’t want to be seen with him? But touching him? That was a whole different animal.

She had told him that acting wasn’t her strong point and that was true. But it wasn’t acting like his girlfriend that Catrina thought she’d have a problem with. What she was really afraid of was that it wouldn’t be acting and she might really fall for him.

For five years she had denied her attraction to the master of the city and now she was being asked to fake it. Catrina wanted to be taken seriously in this business, so she insisted on a strict code of professionalism. A code that even she wouldn’t break for the sake of her reputation. But technically, Viktor wasn’t asking her to break that code, he was asking her to temporarily alter it.

“No one knows who’s been helping him these past five years,” she reasoned out loud. “No one even knows that I work for him. So, my reputation wouldn’t really be damaged. I said I didn’t date clients I never said I didn’t date vampires.”

She was deliberately overlooking the fact that Viktor was still her client. However, if no one knew that, and if their relationship was completely fake, then only she and Viktor would know she was bending this rule.

“This just might work,” she said, reaching for her towel.

Catrina crawled into bed twenty minutes later with her hair still wet and her mind still racing.

*****
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She was awake at five o’clock wondering why she hadn’t taken something for pain before going to bed. Her shoulder was stiff and achy and her thigh throbbed. She’d already called the woman the night before on her way to see Viktor to let her know the job was done. That meant the other half of her money should already be in the bank.

Catrina limped down the hall to the kitchen and set up her laptop on the table while she made some coffee. She found that pain pills worked better with caffeine. She put the bottle of pills on the table and pulled up her account information. Sure enough, the rest of her money was there.

“Good,” she thought. “Because I hurt too bad to go collect it.”

“Thank God for a bank that works twenty-four-seven,” she said, pushing away from the table.

She stood in front of the window and looked out on the rain clouds gathering while she waited on the coffee. Catrina only gave a passing thought to the fact that she was standing there in her panties and a sleeveless undershirt. Most of her neighbors had a pretty good idea what she did for a living and weren’t likely to complain about her partial nudity, they were too intimidated. Catrina’s mind leapt to how she must look covered in bruises. 

“Besides,” she thought, “old lady Hacket looks a hell of a lot worse than me and stands in front of the window wearing a see-through nightgown.”

Then again, Ms. Hacket was nearly eighty years old. Most people who lived nearby tried not to look in her window. She’d had her breasts augmented a few years back and thought that made her thirty-five again. She’d been standing around in see-through nightgowns ever since. Though Catrina also avoided looking in her window, she truly admired the confidence.

Catrina pulled on a sweater and a pair of jeans, slipping on her bedroom shoes as she went toward the lift to go check her mail. She opened her mailbox and quickly sorted through the junk. She was just about to head back upstairs when she heard something outside. A little kitten had recently started to come by for food and Catrina couldn’t resist feeding it. She opened the door, expecting to find the little black cat and ran right into the man she’d been plotting against just the night before.

“Alexander,” she gasped.

She ran into him hard enough to stumble and was surprised to feel his big warm hands on her shoulders. She winced and he mistakenly thought he had held her too tightly.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. Do we know each other?”

“Oh,” she said, thinking up an excuse quickly. “No. You just have a famous face.”

That was true enough. Everyone knew the local pack leader, just like they knew who the master of the city was.

He smiled, seeming to accept her explanation.

“Listen, I really didn’t mean to hurt you. Are you all right?”

“Fine,” she assured him.

But she was far from it. Catrina had only seen the head werewolf from a distance before, or in pictures. He was much taller in person and much better looking. He had a presence that could have filled a cathedral and an air about him of sex and violence that was barely contained. He was around six-foot-two with shoulder-length, straight blond hair and piercing blue eyes. The shirt he wore revealed every inch of muscle beneath it and she realized with a jolt that her hand was still pressed against his chest from when she’d stumbled.

Catrina lowered her hand slowly as Alexander said, “I’m looking for someone. I have a sick friend who lives nearby and I wondered if you could help me find him. His name is Allen Marks.”

Catrina fought to control her reaction. Allen Marks was the werewolf she’d beaten the shit out of the night before. And he was Alexander’s friend?

“Sick friend, huh?” she asked.

“Yes, do you know him?”

“Yeah, I do. I just had no idea he lived near here.” She also had no idea why she was telling him the truth. She didn’t even know him!

“Is he the one who hurt your shoulder?” Alexander asked softly. “Because I really didn’t grab you that hard.”

“Yes, he is,” she admitted. “But wait till you see what I did to him.”

To her surprise, the werewolf threw back his head and laughed. It was a wonderfully masculine sound that caused her body to react in ways she wasn’t prepared to hide. She knew the kind of reaction Viktor had on her body and was prepared for it when she saw him. However, she was not prepared for what the sound of Alexander’s laughter, nor the exposure of his throat did to her.

Her heart jumped, her palms grew cold, and she was suddenly wet enough that she feared it would show through her jeans. To make matters worse, Alexander was a werewolf and she knew that he could smell her reaction, from the slight perspiration on her forehead to her extreme arousal. Nothing got past him.

“You must be The Hellcat,” he said genially. “Your reputation precedes you.”

“Some people call me that,” she admitted.

Alexander smiled down at her again and took a step closer. To her credit, Catrina did not retreat.

“If I admit that he really isn’t my friend, will you tell me how you know him?” he asked.

She looked into his pale blue eyes for a moment and considered the situation.

“Sure,” she answered after a minute. “He was stalking his ex-girlfriend. I was hired to give him the message to back off.”

There, that was nice and neat and she hadn’t violated her confidentially agreement with the ex, which mostly consisted of “don’t tell anyone my name.”

“You think you got the point across?” he asked. When she didn’t immediately answer he said, “You see, the ex-girlfriend is my cousin and I came by to make sure he gets the message if you know what I mean.”

If her client was the cousin of Eden’s most famous alpha, why the hell did she hire someone like her?

Catrina crossed her arms as she replied, “Look, I’m all for it. But the fact that he lives around here is news to me. I tracked him down at a small place in the suburbs.”

“This could possibly be an old address,” Alexander admitted. “I didn’t have a current phone book and couldn’t find anything updated online.”

“You choose people to beat up out of the phone book?” she said with a laugh.

“Hey, sometimes I get bored,” he teased.

“I can’t believe I’m gonna do this, but come inside. I’ll give you the address I’ve got.”

He waited downstairs while Catrina retrieved the information. She came back and as she extended her hand toward him she said, “You didn’t—”

“Get this from you and if anyone asks I don’t know you, got it.”

He turned back just before leaving and smiled over his shoulder before giving her a wink and saying, “Thanks.”

“Well, fuck me,” Catrina said to herself once he was out of earshot.

That could be a problem. Not the fact that she’d met Alexander, but the fact that she’d met and liked him. The kind of man who would stand up for his cousin and whose smile was so warm and genuine did not sound like the kind of man who killed people off to make a power play.
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Chapter Three
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The place Viktor asked her to meet him was known as The Palace. It was a place where vampires could seek lodging to pass the day. It came complete with a daytime guard and windowless rooms upon request. Catrina had driven past it many times, but never been inside. Anyone who had lived in Eden any amount of time knew that The Palace was owned by Viktor. And any vampire passing through knew there was no safer location than where the master of the city resided.

A few days later she was on her way to give him an answer, as promised. She parked her bike right in front of the door, deliberately getting the guard’s attention. Catrina rose slowly, removing her helmet and tossing about her long hair for maximum effect. She had never thought of herself as sexy, but after Viktor took such an interest in her she had started to reconsider. Catrina was dressed in her usual black; however she was now wearing leather pants, boots with a spiked heel and a tight black t-shirt. It all matched her jacket perfectly, which was custom fitted with pockets and pouches galore to hide her weapons. The heels were an extravagance she rarely allowed herself. When she was out on a hunt it was strictly flats only. But today she wasn’t hunting. She just needed to look good. 

“No visitors during the day,” the deep voiced guard said firmly.

Catrina looked over her shoulder at the sunset.

“It’s dusk,” she said softly, “and Viktor is expecting me.”

She stepped forward and handed the card Viktor had given her to the guard. The address was printed on the front in an intricate swirling font and on the back was his signature.

“Fine, then,” the guard said, stepping aside as he opened the door. “Wait in the lobby.”

Her heels clicked loudly on the highly polished floor, echoing in the silence of the large room. A young man was hurrying about, lighting what looked to be hundreds of candles. Tall marble columns reached to the high ceilings and the furniture looked to be Victorian in style. As she got closer she decided that the furniture was Victorian and it wasn’t fake.

“Who have you come to see?” another young man asked before she could sit down.

“Viktor Van Helsing.”

“I shall inform him,” the boy said with bow.

About twenty minutes later, Catrina was still admiring the architecture when Viktor entered the room. She felt him before he came into sight and began to put up her shields. Her heart tried to race, but she slowed it. Her palms began to sweat, but she wiped them on the cushion beside her and tried to think of something that didn’t turn her on.

“Let’s see,” she thought. “Something that doesn’t turn me on. Like gardening, jewelry and ... pajamas.”

Pajamas? Viktor had come to greet her in his pajamas! They were black and looked to be made of silk. The robe he wore was long enough to drag the floor behind him and it was the darkest shade of red she had ever seen. His hair trailed down his back, hanging in waves which framed his face. She couldn’t control her heartbeat any more when she realized he wasn’t wearing a shirt ... or shoes. She had never had a foot fetish, but looking at Viktor’s feet, it didn’t seem like such a bad idea.

“My Hellcat,” he said softly, and his sultry voice felt like a hand moving up her thigh. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Catrina placed a hand over her heart in an attempt to slow it down. Though the gesture was subtle, it was not lost on the master vampire. He had always known she deliberately blocked his charms. Who’d have thought that all it took to break past her barrier was a little exposed flesh?

“I’ve come to discuss the business matter you brought up a few nights ago,” she said, her voice surprisingly steady.

“How wonderful,” he said.

Viktor leaned forward and extended a hand toward her. He wasn’t just offering to help her stand, he was asking for an unspoken answer. He knew that she would not speak of their arrangement in front of the guards and the servants. But if she took his hand it meant that she was in agreement with what he had suggested.

She knew what he was trying to do and gave herself permission to enjoy the feel of his long fingers as they gently squeezed her hand.

“Please, come with me,” he said silkily.

Catrina rose to her feet and found that the touch of Viktor’s hand made her feel lightheaded. Was it because she had wanted to touch him for so long? Or was it a part of his vampiric powers?

“A little of both, I imagine,” he said softly as he led her down a corridor.

“What?” she stammered.

“You were wondering which had caused you to be lightheaded, my powers or the fact that you have denied yourself my touch for so long.”

She gasped. “You can read my mind?”

“Always could, my dear, if you hadn’t blocked me for so long.” He laughed softly at her shocked expression. “Do not be alarmed. I can see where the full effect of my powers might come as a great shock to someone who has not allowed herself to feel them before. Seeing your reaction is also a pleasure I have long been denied. Indulge me.”

They reached the end of the long corridor and the vampire leaned around her to open a door. His hair spilled across her face and Catrina breathed deeply of the sweet scent of his shampoo.

“Viktor,” she said, and it came out as more of a moan.

“Yes.” He said so much with that one word and it was nearly more than she could take.

“Maybe I shouldn’t ...”

“Do not fear me,” he whispered as he tugged her gently forward and through the door.

The hand that he still held felt so small inside his own. Viktor was overcome with the urge to both protect and devour her.

Catrina’s own thoughts were along the same lines. Viktor had never looked better and that was saying a lot because he always looked damn good. She had come here with every intention of discussing business, yet pleasure was all that she could think of. She reminded herself that it had been a year since she’d had sex and that relationship hadn’t lasted long.

“Such a shame,” Viktor commented as he led her down a long staircase.

“Stop it,” she said and he stopped instantly in his tracks.

“What is it you wish me to stop, leading you to my bedroom or telling you the truth about yourself?”

Her chest now visibly rose and fell with her labored breathing as she replied, “You’re leading me to your bedroom?”

“Yes,” he replied and again there was so much in that word.

They passed several doors along the way and though Viktor didn’t walk too fast, he never paused. Candelabras lit the way as they reached the end of the staircase and took another door to the right. It seemed like they descended stairs forever. When Viktor finally paused in front of a massive door Catrina was snapped out of her daydream.

He removed a key from an inside pocket on his robe and opened an iron door which must have been three feet thick.

“Iron,” she commented. “To keep out the fae?”

“The Unseelie Court is unaware of my resting place, but yes, to keep out the fae.”

“Interesting.”

“Right this way,” he said with a smile as he replaced the key to his pocket.

Catrina walked through unsteadily and jumped when he closed the door behind her. By the time he faced her again she was blushing. Not being able to hide her reaction was mortifying.

“You are the bravest monster hunter I have ever met,” he said calmly. “But you cannot always be brave. And you cannot always have control.”

“This is all strange to me,” she admitted as she followed him into what looked like another grand lobby. “For the last five years I knew exactly where you belonged. No offense, but you had your place and I had mine.”

“Speaking of my place,” he said, as they entered what looked like his living room, “I believe you have come to discuss the renegotiation of our agreement.”

“Yes,” she said, grateful for the slight change in subject.

Catrina watched as Viktor draped himself elegantly over a sofa which matched his long robe. He leaned back, resting both arms across the back of the sofa, the invitation to join him was evident in his eyes.

As she looked at him, drinking in his masculine beauty, Catrina made a decision. She would not deny herself the pleasure of his company any longer. After all, she had come here to agree to his terms.

“First, let me say that I have come here to agree to your terms,” she said as she sat down beside him. “But I have something to tell you first.”

“Go on,” he said softly.

“I met Alexander a few days ago.”

This admission seemed to quench his libido, though only slightly.

“What do you mean you met him?”

“He showed up at my doorstep.”

She relayed the story to Viktor, leaving nothing out.

“You don’t think he’s capable of murder,” Viktor said at last. It wasn’t a question.

Catrina ran a hand through her hair. It was a nervous gesture, but one that Viktor was fond of watching. 

She wanted to answer him honestly, but knowing how he felt about Alexander it would have to be done delicately.

“I think everyone is capable of murder,” she said after a moment. “But do I think he killed your friend? No, I really don’t.”

“How can you be so sure about someone you’ve only just met?”

“I can’t,” she admitted, casting her gaze downward to his bare feet once more. “But I’m willing to help you. I know what it’s like for someone I love to be hurt and to never know who was responsible. It’s something I wouldn’t wish on anyone. I don’t believe Alexander is responsible, but maybe he can lead us to the one who is.”

“Very well,” he said with a sigh. “But we will have to agree to disagree on Alexander.”

He rose from the sofa, causing his robe to make a soft swishing sound with the movement. Catrina watched as he walked over to the massive fireplace along the wall and lit it with a flick of his wrist.

Sensing her question he explained, “Fire is one of my familiars. If you are to pretend to be my lover, there are things you should know about me. But before we go there, I have one last request.”

“What?”

“Let me call you pussycat,” he said playfully.

“Anything you want, sugar fangs,” she teased.

Her comment lightened the mood and Catrina was glad for a chance to smile. It helped to calm her nerves.

“Let me offer you some hospitality,” he purred.

Viktor left the room and returned with a chilled bottle of red wine and a glass. She watched with rapt fascination as he poured the dark liquid and offered her the glass.

“How did you know I liked red wine?” she asked before taking a sip.

His smile promised everything she had dreamed of and more than she would have dared ask for.

“You were just thinking how much you could use a drink,” he replied.

“You’ve really got to stop that,” she scolded half-heartedly.

He leaned in close enough to kiss. The heat rising from his body let her know that he had fed before coming upstairs. And the way he licked his lips let Catrina know he wanted her just as much as she wanted him.

“What is it you want me to stop? Reading your mind or fulfilling your desires?”

“At the moment ... neither one.”

With that admission, Catrina put down her glass and closed the distance between them. His full, sultry lips were even softer and warmer than she had imagined they would be and he tasted even better than the wine.

She felt Viktor’s hand opening her jacket and he suddenly withdrew.

“Take it off,” he panted.

“Aren’t we rushing things a bit?” she asked breathlessly.

“I cannot come closer until you remove the blessed blades.”

Catrina stood up slowly, deliberately. They both knew that removing the blades was much more than a courtesy; it was an admission of her desire. When she took off that coat it meant that she welcomed his touch, that she wanted his hands on her body.

She opened the jacket slowly and his eyes devoured her. Viktor leaned forward as she let the jacket fall from her shoulders. It was hanging now by only her fingertips and he could hear the blades bumping together as it slid farther toward the floor. The instant the jacket hit the floor along with the offending blades, he had her.

Viktor’s kiss was pure desire. He flowed through her veins like a delicious poison as his hands roamed over her body. Catrina no longer cared about maintaining their agreement. After all, that had changed. She had wanted Viktor since the first moment she laid eyes on him. And now, she damn well meant to have him.

“So nice to know,” Viktor whispered against her lips. Obviously, he was still reading her mind. “If it’s of any consolation, I don’t expect you to sleep with me just because you’re pretending to be my girlfriend.”

“Really?” she asked, half-teasing as she ran her hands inside his robe. 

“No, I expect you to sleep with me because I’m irresistible,” he teased.

Suddenly, Viktor winced and withdrew again, grasping his side.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

The vampire held up her left hand and inspected the ring she wore.

“Silver,” he said flatly.

“Oh, sorry.”

Catrina quickly removed the ring and placed it on a table beside the sofa.

“Are you all right?” she asked, opening the robe wider to inspect his side. There was a small red mark where her ring had touched him. But it was already beginning to fade. She leaned forward and pressed her lips against the spot.

Viktor moaned and it sent a thrill coursing through her.

“I’ve been better,” he answered.

“I’ll bet you have,” she purred, looking up at him once again.

Catrina ran her hands over his chest, marveling at the feel of his flesh beneath her hands.

“I have wanted to touch you so much,” she whispered fiercely. “It all seems so pointless now. Stupid agreement. If I’d had any idea ...” She paused. “You realize we can never go back to the way things were?” 

“And why is that?”

“Because I will never be able to forget what this feels like,” she answered, standing on tiptoe in order to kiss him again.

She melted against him as his touch warmed her body the same way her words warmed his heart.

“I didn’t come here to spend the night with you,” she whispered against his lips.

“I know.”

He unbuckled her belt.

“This was just supposed to be business.”

“I know.”

He unzipped her pants.

“Well,” she said, pulling back. “Aren’t you going to show me your bedroom?”
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Chapter Four
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Viktor laughed as he took her by the hand and began to lead her down a hallway to the left. Catrina was surprised to find that she was no longer afraid to be alone with him. In a strange way, they had become friends over the years. No matter how hard she maintained a physical distance and even a psychic one, Viktor had become a part of her life.

“I trust you,” she said suddenly, a hint of surprise in her voice.

The vampire paused before a massive mahogany door and looked down at her.

“Does it really surprise you so much?” he asked.

“Well, a little bit,” she admitted. “I am a monster hunter. And even though we’ve worked together—”

“I have always been honest with you,” he interrupted. “In all these years, I could have overpowered you if I chose to, yet I didn’t. I upheld the rules that you insisted upon. My dear,” he said with a smile, “I am not the kind of monster you’re used to dealing with.”

“Apparently not,” she agreed.

He turned his back to her and threw the doors open wide. His bedroom was just as large as the living room, complete with a cathedral ceiling. Viktor walked into the room and lit the fireplace here in the same fashion he had done before. And as he turned back toward her, dozens of candles lit themselves around the room.

The door behind her closed of its own accord and Catrina felt herself beginning to float toward him. When she reached him in front of the fire she thought her heart would jump through her ribs. The vampire circled her slowly as if he were deciding which part of her he would devour first. He turned her around with her back to him and the fireplace.

“I won’t hurt you,” he said softly, running his hands up her shirt.

Her eyes took in the enormous four-poster bed with its satin sheets and thick bed curtains. It was decorated in different shades of red and she couldn’t help but think how good he would look draped across those sheets, both with the matching robe ... and without.

“I want this,” she thought. “I’ve wanted it for five years. But what will happen if I stay here tonight? I’ve still got a job to do.”

Viktor’s lips were warm against her throat. His long fingers reached up to cup her breasts, bringing her nipples to tight points through the fabric of her bra.

“Nothing has to change,” he whispered into her hair. “We can still work together. The job will still get done.” He breathed deeply of her scent and when he spoke again it was closer to a sigh. “If you ever want anything more, just let me know. Whatever you offer me tonight I will not take for granted. But I have one question.”

“Yes?” she asked, turning to face him.

“Will you still respect me in the morning?”

It was her turn to laugh now as she reached up and ran her hands over his shoulders underneath the robe. She slid the smooth fabric down his arms and gasped as it fell to the floor. My God, he was gorgeous. The firelight reflected off the curves and valleys of his body, revealing to Catrina all the places she had yet to touch. She had always known he was well-built, but had never imagined all that his clothes kept hidden. All right, so she’d tried to imagine, though her fantasies had not done him justice. Viktor Van Helsing was as close to perfect as she could imagine any man being. He was muscular, as was evident in his gorgeous curves, though not overly so. He was what Catrina would describe as “just right.” His silver eyes glowed in the faint light as she pressed her body against him, rubbing her face across the fine hair on his chest like a cat.

Even with the heels she wore, Catrina only reached the middle of his chest. She wanted so badly to run her fingers through his long hair. She stretched her arms up, and Viktor leaned forward to oblige.

“I’ve wanted to do this for five years,” she said with a sigh, curling her fingers through his long ebony locks.

“Can I show you what I’ve wanted to do for the past five years?” he teased.

Before she could answer Viktor snatched her shirt over her head and tossed it onto a chair by the fire. Then something else unexpected happened. The silver cross necklace she wore began to glow.

He hissed and threw an arm up over his eyes. Catrina knew that the cross would only glow in the presence of a vampire who was a true believer and was a little bit surprised.

“You believe in God,” she said softly.

“And the tooth fairy,” he said. “Now will you please remove that thing?”

“Give me a second,” she said as she began to undo the clasp. “I need to put it someplace where I’ll remember.”

“There’s a table beside the bed,” he offered. “You can put it in the drawer. If you don’t remember, I will.”

Catrina crossed the room and dropped the still glowing necklace into the drawer. She had barely closed it before Viktor embraced her from behind.

“Now, where were we?” he said, pushing her playfully back onto the bed.

She scooted up on the silky sheets and stretched one slender leg toward him, stopping him for a moment with the spiked heel of her boot. He ran his hands up her leg as far as he could without impaling himself on the spiky heel. The look in his eyes said he wouldn’t have cared if she walked on him with the heels, just so long as he got to touch her. He massaged her through the leather pants, making soft creaking sounds with the movement as he got closer to her foot. Viktor went to unzip her boot and she yelled, “No, wait!” He jumped back and she said, “I’m sorry, but I just remembered, there are more blessed blades in my boots.”

He took another step back as Catrina slid from the bed and hurriedly removed her boots. She tossed them across the room and he laughed softly. Having rid them of the last of her weaponry, Catrina placed her fingers inside the top of her tight leather pants and looked into his eyes as she slid them to the floor.

“Now,” she said, crawling back onto the bed, “where were we?”

The vampire watched as she crawled up to the head of the bed and rested back against the pillows. Her dark hair spilled over her shoulders and onto the surrounding crimson pillows. The black lace bra and panties that she wore complimented her pale skin, which was only marred by two large bruises. However, these discolorations could not distract from her beauty. She was muscular, though not to the point of being unfeminine. With her extensive martial arts knowledge, he expected nothing less. But, even with the muscle her curves were smooth, soft and inviting. With every breath her full breasts looked as if they would burst free from the lace bra and he wanted to help them do just that. What had he done in all his long years to deserve such a sight? Surely this was someone else’s good karma he was getting a taste of. Viktor was certain he had never done any deed good enough to land the lovely Hellcat in his bed. Oh well, what was that stupid expression about a gift and a horse?
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