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Alexandria

“In tango, you must maintain your frame. The movement occurs below the waist and above the neck.”

God, why can’t I remember? Oh, wait, I know, because my mind is on the billion other things he expects me to work out at the same damn time. Heel leads, knees bent, hold my frame. I can’t do all that and pay attention to the cues coming from the six-foot-body-to-die-for dance instructor too. Before long, I’m ogling his six-pack outlined in the t-shirt, and my steps falter.

“Let’s try again, shall we?”

Yes, dumbass. Get your head in the game. Nobody forced you into this.

Although today, I’m rethinking this insanity. When Ryen, my mother hen of a roommate, revealed she was taking ballroom dance lessons from a gorgeous Adonis, I thought, why not? How complicated could it be? Now my sore abs, throbbing upper back, and aching thighs scream I’m all kinds of stupid for subjecting my body to this abuse.

“In open promenade, keep the front of your thigh flush against the back of mine.”

Yup. The primary reason I torment myself for two hours twice a week. Ezekiel Sorath. His solid, flexing muscles pressed against mine is a pleasure/torture I endure without complaint. Well, minimal complaining.

My time with ‘sex on a stick’ helps me forget the briskly paced chaos of bartending, my jerk of a landlord hounding me for the rent so he can leer at my breasts, and the glorious phenomenon of no recollection of my life before ten months ago.

Flagstaff, Arizona is the longest I’ve remained in one place since the day I woke to concerned paramedics in a store dressing room in Astoria, Oregon. According to the driver’s license, and a black AMEX card in the purse beneath my prone frame, my name is Alexandria Svaldana. I’m a five-foot—clearly a typo as I’m five one and a half—blue-eyed, red-headed Canadian.

The address stumped Google, and the name the DMV says is me... nada, niente, nichts. Oh, and I speak fluent Spanish, Italian, and German. Which means I’m well educated or a world traveler.

Ryen and her techy nerd boyfriend, Jose, insisted—more like badgered me into believing—that I required professional help to solve the mystery of me. After much browbeating, I caved and bit the bullet.

“Your mind is blocking a significant event, and you need to discover what,” she said. “She comes highly recommended by my professor.”

“Just because you major in psychology at NAU doesn’t mean you know everything,” I muttered and dialed the number of the shrink on the business card she thrust under my nose for the hundredth time. Her deadpan stare made me shudder. 

“I understand enough to be dangerous.” Her cute face, hemmed in by a halo of flaming red curls a shade lighter than mine, morphed into a devious grin. Her jade-colored eyes sparkled, and I was beaten.

My first appointment is this evening, and my anxiety is at DEFCON three. What if I’m a fugitive on the run? Did I rob a bank or convenience store? It’d explain the one hundred, hundred-dollar bills stacked in “my” wallet, but not the AMEX card. Who the hell carries around ten thousand in cash?

Paranoid—another oddity about myself I could do without but aligns with the whole bank robber scenario—I’ve refrained from using the plastic money as much as possible. Between the abundant currency, bartending at night, and working a part-time ER shift at a veterinary clinic, I’m able to handle my share of the expenses with Ry and splurge on dance lessons.

The vet tech gig doesn’t pay a whole hell of a lot, but I can’t reject this inexplicable draw to animals. They speak to me. Not literally, but I perceive their pain, their fear, and their anxiety. In return, my presence calms them. The talent baffles my boss, Dr. Warner.

“How the hell do you calm even the worst patients, Alex?” he asked.

“It’s a gift,” I replied, my smile strained. How I connect with animals freaks me out a bit.

Over the past month, ballroom dancing has become my escape. I let everything else go and concentrate on following Ezekiel’s nonverbal commands, the way his body dominates mine through every pivot and step. The fact the man is freaking gorgeous helps, and hinders, my innate talents. His blond hair looks disheveled, like he’s plowed his fingers through the thick strands numerous times or a satisfied woman gripped fistfuls in the throes of a life-shattering orgasm. Either way, it’s hot.

Those deep-set hazel eyes scrutinize every nuance of my body during class, and it’s disconcerting. I prefer to pretend it’s because he appreciates the dips and curves of my well-toned frame, but it’s more likely the slave driver is eyeing my limbs for proper placement.

“With tango, your feet make love to the floor,” he asserts as he propels me backward across the dance studio. “They slide sensually, like a lover’s caress, then hard and aggressive, full of passion.”

His words elicit a visual of us writhing on the gleaming hardwood surface in the throes of ecstasy, and I throw a mental fist bump for executing the next open break without tripping over my feet.

I love the tango’s intensity and passion. The waltz’s fluidity and grace. The provocative, down-and-dirty-acts of the salsa. When I set aside the sexual attraction to my teacher, I have an instinctive effortlessness to my movements.

Or my scrummy coach is blowing smoke up my ass because I’m paying him.

Either way, watch out Fred and Ginger.

Today Ezekiel’s heavenly body distracts me as I carry out my next turn, and I realize too late I’m peering at the outline of his sculpted pecs showcased in his tight t-shirt instead of following his wrist like he directed a zillion times.

The toe of my right foot hits my left heel, and with my balance off, I go careening towards the floor with a very unladylike, “Fuck.”

Before my cheek slams into the gleaming hardwood, brawny arms grab my waistline, suspending me mid-faceplant. Ezekiel tugs me against his torso and my cheeks heat with chagrin, and a smidgen of lust. Just a smidgen.

“You okay?” he asks in a sensual, wet-my-panties voice, getting me even more flustered.

“Yeah, of course. Thanks for saving me.” I chuckle, going for humor. “My life flashed before my eyes.” An extremely short flashback.

Ah. There it is: the stimulate-my-nipples smile I stumble over my own feet to witness every week. Oh boy. Tonight, B.O.B. (battery operated boyfriend) will have double duty.

Ezekiel’s gaze falls to my lips, and I clutch his shoulders in response. My nails digging into his skin urge him to close the distance and ravish me.

Okay. Note to self, no more trashy novels. Ravish? Really?

A muscle pulses in his jaw. My lids lower in anticipation. For once, we’re the sole couple in the studio, and with no obstacles in his path, he can finally make his move. He’s kept me at arm’s length for four weeks now, and I’m about to combust. The teacher/student taboo is a real downer.

Strong fingers tighten on my waist and my breath hitches, already feeling his lips on mine when the exquisite warmth of his arms falls away. I huff in frustration as he saunters over to the sound equipment in the corner with powerful, agile movements. What’s his deal? He’s never alluded to a little woman waiting in the wings. Is he gay?

“You performed well today, Alex,” he says as he powers off the computer. There’s a new roughness to his voice. Ah ha! Mr. Playing Hard to Get is not as unaffected as he appears. “I’m astonished at how you’ve advanced in such a short time.”

“Well,” I laugh, sashaying over to one of the small tables bordering the dance floor to retrieve my water bottle. “I have this amazing, patient instructor who makes learning fun. And lucky for me, he has quick reflexes to boot.”

Once Ezekiel has the computer and sound equipment taken care of, he strolls over, his intense regard accelerating my heart rate. Damn, he’s beautiful. Strap a sword on him and white wings, and he’d be a splendid portrayal of an angel ready to battle evil.

“Need to quit the trash novels, Alex,” I murmur under my breath.

He throws me a quizzical glance before retrieving his phone off the table and pulling up the calendar. “Same times next week?”

“Yup,” I respond between loud gulps of water.

“At the rate you’re learning, you’ll be competition ready in a couple of weeks.”

The notion of competing sends adrenaline zinging through my system. Another matter I’ve learned about myself: I’m an adrenaline junkie with a ruthless competitive streak. I just hope I’ll still be around in two weeks. The impulse to continue my search escalated several days ago.

“That sounds awesome. Can I wear a sparkly, skimpy outfit for the salsa? Oh, or a flowing gauzy dress for the waltz?”

His laugh does bizarre things to my abdomen. “A ballroom competition wouldn’t be complete without them?” He holds out his hand, ready to escort me to my car as always.

“Hey, um... if you’re interested, a few of us from work are getting together for karaoke tomorrow night at The Zoo. Nothing serious or intense. Although I attempted to spin it into a real singing contest on the first occasion, and my friends about lynched me.” I can’t stop babbling, but I’m dying to spend time with him outside the instructor/student situation. “So, no taking up the mic if you don’t wish, but there’s a live band after and dancing. We could put your lessons into actual life practice.”

Please say yes. Please say yes.

“While I encourage all my students to take part in those types of scenarios, I do not socialize with them.” Well, shit. “However, since I am pressing you hard toward the competition arena, it might be beneficial to further your comfort level in front of an audience.”

Yeah, what a crock of crap. Mr. Yummy wants me as much as I want him.
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Alexandria

Why the hell did I let Ry talk me into meeting a shrink? This is for crazy people, right? On an emotional level, I’m about as stable as a mobile home during a tornado, but I don’t long to harm myself or anyone else. Except for my landlord. I’d enjoy eviscerating him.

Annnnd, that’s why I’m here, lounging in this god-awful chair, struggling to appear as the most put-together chick on the planet.

“Tell me a little about yourself, Alexandria,” the classy woman with black hair cut into a perfect bob, the straight edges resting on her collarbone, asks from her cozy-looking chair across from me. What did she say her name was? Dr. Horawitz... Horbowski? 

Shit. “Doc” it is.

“Well, that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it, Doc?” I attempt to cross my legs, but my butt’s sunk so deep into the cushion, I wind up looking like I’m seizuring. “Before six months ago, my world is a total blank.”

I played with the notion of fucking with her, making up an elaborate story about how I’m a secret agent for the CIA on a mission to thwart terrorists and only here to keep my cover. But then I thought, screw that, I’m paying this gorgeous woman to help me recall my life. I need to get serious.

Another fact I’ve learned regarding myself: I’m rarely serious.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” she asks and jots something on a yellow legal pad resting on her wool-covered thighs.

“Waking up half-naked in a woman’s dressing room.” I give up on trying to appear cool in the stupid chair and perch on the edge of the seat.

“Is there a probability the purse they found with you was not yours?” Her red-tipped finger pushes up the purple-framed glasses sliding down her slim nose. She should go back to her optometrist and have those things adjusted because the slide, push, slide, push thing is driving me crazy.

“Anything’s possible, Doc, but since the picture on the license is my image, I’m guessing it’s mine.”

“Strange. When you called for your appointment, I scanned every database available, and nothing surfaced. It’s like you never existed.”

“Not making me feel any better here.”

“I apologize. I just find it incomprehensible the system didn’t produce a single strand of evidence that the name on the driver’s license possessed a life. Ninety percent of the population today has surfed the web, emailed, had a social media account, or applied for a loan. Something.”

I feel bad for the tall, stunningly beautiful shrink with eyes the hue of the midday sky. She’s perplexed by my lack of existence. 

That makes two of us, sista.

Doc waves a delicate hand in the air. “Let’s move past that,”—hey, I wasn’t the one stuck on it—”and concentrate on what we know. Then we can talk about ways to help trigger your memory. Okay?”

“Sounds great. Fire away.” My aching spine pushes back with a vengeance, and I inspect the couch with longing. Although, isn’t lying down on a sofa in the shrink’s office cliché? 

“So, your first recollection is waking in the dressing room. What happened after that?”

“When I refused to go to the hospital, the hunky paramedic asked for my number.” I shrug with a smile.

“Why not seek medical attention?”

“One, I felt great, except for the blanks in my brain, and two, what if I was a fugitive from the law? They report cases like mine to the police.”

“Why would you think you are an outlaw?”

Outlaw? Old school, but okay, and a damn good question. “I don’t know. Maybe I saw it on tv or as a criminal possessed firsthand knowledge of how the system worked?” This is becoming interesting. Let’s throw her a curveball. “I could be an undercover detective.”

“Do you want my help, Alex?” A dark eyebrow arches.

By her tone, she’s not buying it. “Not a cop or fugitive, huh?” When she continues to regard me with her lips pursed, I drop the bullshit and go with honesty. “Okay, here’s the deal.” I climb my way out of the stupid chair and stroll over to the windows to gaze out at the snow-covered sidewalks. Christmas is right around the corner, and I think every house in Flagstaff has an inflatable Santa in their yard.

“My life started six months ago in that dressing room, and since then, a strange compulsion to run consumes my dreams. It’s a driving force hammering away at my brain, insisting I keep searching for someone.” I spin, cross my arms at my chest, and pin my shrink with a desperate regard. “With no idea who I am, where I come from, or how to resolve this obsession and get my memories back, I’m an emotional wreck. I can’t solve this on my own.”

“That is the first honest thing you have said since you strolled in here. You took the initial step by seeking professional guidance, my dear. Next, we must understand the cause of the amnesia. An individual can suffer minor, temporary amnesia from a car accident or other common head injury. It rarely lasts long or causes significant problems. More serious neurological amnesia results from brain damage or severe injury, which arise from tumors, diseases like Alzheimer’s, oxygen deprivation to the brain, stroke, or brain inflammation. Amnesia also develops from alcoholism or a reaction to certain drugs.”

Hmmm. I do consume large quantities of tequila on the weekends. But it’s a safe bet I did so before the memory loss. I’m not the professional here, but I don’t think weekend overindulging counts as alcoholism.

“If we proceed, I will insist on a battery of tests with a physician to rule out neurological amnesia or any underlying medical condition, although I do not believe those are your diagnosis.” Doc picks up a purple mug next to her with a tea bag string dangling from the edge and takes a rather loud sip.

“What kind of tea is that?” I ask. “I’ve never seen a red-colored tea before.”

“Rooibos tea, native to South Africa,” she answers before enjoying another slurp. “I am addicted to the sweet, woodsy, earthy flavor.” She lowers the cup. “Dissociative amnesia, also called psychogenic amnesia, is rare, but usually follows an emotional trauma. We do not connect it to any neurological or physical injury. It is limited to memory surrounding a traumatic event or period of life. In your case, it may have wiped everything prior to the trauma.”

“If it’s dissociative, how do we resolve it and get my memories back?”

“There are a collection of methods available. EMDR is one. Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing. This method can help integrate the two hemispheres of the brain to help recall events.” The loud slurps between sentences grates on my nerves. “Hypnosis is another approach if the subject is susceptible. Through relaxation and a process called age regression, it is possible to retrieve lost remembrances.”

Well, hypnosis sounds more charming than the whole eye movement one.

“This all seems invasive, time-consuming, costly, and overwhelming.” I sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose to alleviate the emerging pulse of a headache.

“The good news, Alexandria, is there is hope of recovering your lost memories.”

Yeah, but the enormous question remains: do I want to remember?
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Alexandria

“Alex!” Ryen shouts in my ear, her jade gaze having trouble focusing on mine. My ‘always level-headed’ BFF is tripping the line between tipsy and drunk. “Sss your turn,” she slurs loudly, and I’m forced to lean away to preserve my eardrum. “Geyur cute asssss up there.”

When she points toward the restrooms, I giggle and nudge her hand at the karaoke stage, where a dainty Japanese woman is attempting to sing Peaceful Easy Feeling by the Eagles.

I exhale with contentment. The Museum Club, affectionately referred to by the locals as “The Zoo”, has been an icon in Flagstaff since the early 1900s. Situated right on Historic Route 66, the upside-down wishbone tree over the front entrance draws you inside. In contrast, the western décor, complete with wagon wheels over the bar and petrified tree trunks hugging the dance floor—one actually smack-dab in the middle—is a dichotomy to the rising college presence monopolizing the place.

The owners are amazing and working here is a blast. The Zoo welcomes locals, students, and visitors to share in dime beer nights, happy hour, country music, karaoke Tuesdays (my personal favorite), live bands, and even open mic nights.

After the last five shots of good ole Don Julio, I’ve plunged headfirst into tipsy land, so I’m easy prey to Ry’s not-so-subtle peer pressure. Not that I need coaxing. At all. I’m like Rhianna, or Ariana Grande—or hell, Demi Lovato! I’m fucking incredible. Sure, it could be the tequila talking, but either way I’m gonna own that stage!

I need to eliminate today from my mind and drown the insistent urgings to find the mysterious individual I’ve sought for the last six months or my head will explode. The Doc insisted we schedule a complete physical exam with a colleague of hers tomorrow, and a follow-up appointment with her to start hypnosis Friday evening. 

“Danger Will Robinson, danger,” keeps shrieking through my brain repeatedly, like something truly horrible will emerge while I’m in a trancelike state. What the sweet sugar cakes it could be is the big, fat, hairy question and the reason I’m saturating my brain cells into oblivion.

After several minutes of staring into space, the perfect song pops into my alcohol-sodden brain just as Ezekiel walks through the door. Holy shit. He’s so damn hot. My heart rate accelerates as those incredible hazel orbs search the bar. For me. The blond Adonis blends in perfectly with the young crowd in faded blue jeans with a black Henley hugging his perfect torso. I think he mentioned once he was twenty-nine. Still, he could easily pass for a college student with all those beautifully sculpted muscles, tight ass, and adorably disheveled locks. 

I hop up and wave to draw his attention, and the room tilts slightly. Whoa. I better slow down, or I’ll make an ass of myself on stage instead of killing it. 

Just as Ezekiel turns my direction, the hairs on my nape tremble, and a bolt of awareness shoots through my body. I freeze. A soul in this bar is igniting me like a match to dry timber, and it’s not my dance instructor. 

I pivot in a circle to scour the room. There. A broad shadow lurks in the corner. But when I stare straight at it, it’s nothing but blackness. I shift my head somewhat to keep the presence in my periphery. Whoever is hiding in the dark is significant, well over six feet, but that’s all I can make out. 

Some deep-seated yearning takes hold, and I pant with excitement. A sensation brushes my hair, like a sensual caress sifting through the curls, but when I whirl around, no one’s there. Okay. This is freaking me out—time to investigate the darkness. 

Before I take one step, Ezekiel blocks my route. I gaze into his handsome face with a glower. For several weeks, this scrumptious dancer has consumed my thoughts and libido, and breaking down his defenses has been my top priority. Right now, all my inebriated brain can fixate on is investigating the shadow. Somehow, it calls to me.

I tilt sideways and peer past Ezekiel’s nicely muscled bicep into the blackened corner. A spark of blue lights up the space, and I gasp. WTF! My skin tingles, and my nipples stiffen.

“Alex? Are you alright?” Mr. Yummy asks. “Maybe you should sit. You are quite pale.”

“Did you see that?” I ask, never taking my scrutiny away from the wraith across the bar.

“See what?” Ezekiel turns to examine the place.

“That flash of blue in the corner. It was so pretty.”

His gaze swivels back, and he scrutinizes me more closely. “There is nothing there,” he says abruptly, gripping my shoulders and hindering my view once more. “How much have you drank?”

I hear the censure in his tone, and my hackles rise. “Oh, I’m just getting started, Dad. Have a seat and enjoy the show.”

Wow. Way to get in his pants, Alex.

Dismissing him, and the something or other in the corner shifting my hormones into overdrive, I head to the stage with a determined stride, my chin raised. I’m gonna ensure Ezekiel falls in love with me tonight, and sex with him will be epic.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I recognize it’s the tequila talking, but I don’t care. Besides, I’ll have a better view of the mysterious corner from the stage. It baffles me why I’m captivated with a mere shadow. I should chalk it up to the booze and resume my original mission, seducing Mr. Twinkle Toes.

“What’s your song choice, love?” Becky asks, holding out the mic. She must have drawn the short straw this evening because the young, stupidly beautiful blond usually handles the bar.

Becky and I met over my obsession with unique coffee mugs at Black Hound Gallerie in the Old Town Shops by my apartment. We reached for the same mug etched with the words “Zen as fuck” and hit it off immediately.

My grin is evil. Or I hope it is, but since my face is slightly numb, not too sure I nailed it. “Touch it by Ariana Grande.”

The big blue eyes widen. “Bold option. Some guy in the audience you’re trying to fuck, Alex?”

“Isn’t there always?”

[image: Light horizontal]

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4

[image: ]




Sebastian

My insides ignite with rage when the mortal male blocks my scrutiny of the little redhead. After months of hardly any sleep, even less nourishment, and traipsing across this damn continent, my female is finally within my grasp.

No. Not my female. Alexandria is my assignment. A burden I will walk away from the second her mind is whole, hand her off to her family, and fulfill my vow to my queen.

I devour her luscious body as she mounts the steps to the stage. I forgot how tiny she was, toned and curvy, but hardly over five feet. I prefer my subs tall and willowy, so the fact her compact little frame stirs my cock both surprises and irritates me.

How did she discover this small college town in Northern Arizona? Alexandria is a long way from home. The Valkyrie Regency territories in the U.S. encompass Louisiana, Alabama, and Kentucky with their headquarters in Ontario, Canada. 

Arizona, controlled once by the Vampire Nation, is now a demon realm, and while the city is beautiful, hemmed in by dense woodlands and situated at the base of a massive dormant volcano, it reminds me of our stronghold in Nunavut, Canada. My home. 

I am impatient to get back and resume my obligations as head of the queen’s Guardians.

When Icarus, our High Priest Oracle, crowned Nicole, my brother passed the reins of Commander to me to become her Consort. An adviser to our young Halfling queen in vampire law, strategy, and etiquette. And even though Logan is a warrior through and through, a legend in immortal society, the responsibility ensures he remains at her side. Since the scare of her death at the great battle, he keeps his mate within reach at all times. 

With well over a hundred Guardians under my immediate authority, the responsibilities of Commander are time-consuming. Every night I assign soldiers to safeguard our territories based on intel I scour from various sources. I am especially interested in threats of unrest, chatter overheard by the Council of Unity members, and posts on the dark web—where curious humans talk about “strange phenomenon” like alien encounters... and mystical vampire sightings.

One primary law all immortal species adhere to is keeping our identities secret from humans. Mortals are a complex and fragile race content in the knowledge they are at the top of the food chain—the higher evolutionary ladder. And while immortals are superior in every sense, humans possess vast numbers and advanced weaponry. A war with the mortal world would be an extinction event. 

The Guardian’s role, along with other elite fighting forces in the immortal realm, employ our enhanced abilities to hunt for rogues out of control, young ones enjoying a little too much fun in public, or malicious individuals with prejudice against humans. 

Sad to say, but werewolves and vampires are the most likely offenders; the pull of the moon and our insatiable lust for blood is a perpetual battle many lose.

Even though I have taken to the technological advances like a valkyrie to lightning, I miss the periods before technology, when concealing our identities to mortals was simpler.

I examine the bar, noting every smartphone clutched protectively, a linked life-force to their fragile minds. Many bend over their devices texting, taking pictures of their decorative drinks for Instagram or Snapchat, or posing for selfies with friends. I shake my head at the tremendous extent of intimate information this generation naively grants the world. 

My gaze turns to the redhead on stage. How is she dealing with her capabilities? According to Viessa, the new Oracle in training, Alex does not understand who or what she is. In fact, she believes she is human.

Well, I am about to blow shit to high heaven.

My task was to locate her. Done. Now, contact the demon king who interfered with her mind in the first place by telepathically placing an overpowering compulsion to kill Nicole and have him attempt to reclaim her lost memories. 

If that fails, our High Priest Oracle, Icarus, dropped the bomb: the only option left is me, her fated one. I am expected to perform the mating bond by having sex with her while exchanging blood, effectively linking us for all eternity. Once the link is accomplished, I am to thrall her and restore her missing life.

Fuck.

Simply thinking about it messes with my mind. The valkyrie is my one true mate. I do not need or want a meddlesome female able to perceive my emotions and pinpoint my location. I am content with my BDSM lifestyle—enjoying a new submissive every week. No commitment. No emotion. No mess.

Now the gods have bound me with this female. Based on what I have witnessed so far, a goddamn emotional, partying, sarcastic spitfire. Even if I wished to integrate her into my life—which I do not—there is nothing passive regarding this woman, and I demand control. Always.

She seizes the mic with determination, the compelling blue gaze seeking my position once more, and I discover I am captivated by her beauty despite my reservations. What she lacks in stature, she more than makes up for in charisma. Her inviting smile is riveting, and my lips curve in response.

The strength to keep my body camouflaged to these mortals is as effortless as breathing. Humans whisper of our existence, but few believe. Those that do consider us alluring, seductive, attracted to us in a manner their feeble minds can’t define. But we are much more. Our appetites run rich and varied. Thirst consumes us. Hunger cramps our innards. Vampires are carnivorous creatures of the night, lusting for flesh, salivating for blood.

The sassy valkyrie senses my presence. Not just because of her immortal abilities, but because I am hers. My vampire stirs with yearning at the notion, but I squash him deep, weave the shadows tighter, and settle back for the show.

Alexandria’s voice surrounds me in a sensual haze. The drumbeat pounds through my veins, and I cannot take my gaze from the carnal beauty. She is in tight jeans I crave to peel from her hips and thighs, a black V-neck sweater—allowing a hint of enticing cleavage—and she possesses the voice of a naughty angel. I envision her petite form in one of my playrooms, her skin coming alive under my touch, her moans of ecstasy filling my ears.

I recall the first time I laid eyes on the redheaded valkyrie. It was the night my brother Logan revealed the prophecy to his mate, Nicole. The mating bond sang through my veins with exigency, stunning me speechless. It filled me with a demand to protect and shelter the distraught little beauty with tears shimmering below irises the color of a blue morpho butterfly.

Thank fuck, I wizened up and did not fall at her feet like a simpering fool, pleading for any morsel of affection. That is what a mate does to a male. I have seen it countless times, even in my own brother.

My gaze narrows on the minuscule diva performing, and I am hypnotized by the swaying of her hips to the erotic beat, her hand running suggestively up her waist, sweeping the side of her breast, before threading her fingers through the luxurious hair the hue of sugar maple leaves in the fall. A sudden eagerness for it to be my hand plows through me.

While still clutching the mic, Alex sashays down the steps, her tone as sultry as her strut, her destination clear. Me. The little minx is too damn erotic for her own good, but I cannot help being captivated by her performance.

She teases and flirts with the men around the bar as she makes her way toward me. Jealousy rears its head, and a growl hovers below the surface. Does she wish to play with fire? I can oblige.

Bit by bit, I allow the darkness surrounding me to disperse, never taking my scrutiny from the hellion sauntering in my direction. She hesitates for a split second, the blue topazes devouring my frame before she continues her path to destruction.

I slip from the corner, and she halts, not even bothering to sing anymore. Her heart rate spikes, along with her breathing as I slide my gaze from her delicate boots to the flaming mane cascading over her shoulders.

“You like what you see, Red?” The nickname falls smoothly from my lips as I step closer, inhaling her bouquet of vanilla, lilac, and tequila—her scrumptious neck arches to keep those dazed blues locked with mine. A pink tongue darts out to moisten her lower lip. I follow it with hunger.

“Who are you?” she whispers, shuffling closer before setting the mic on the bar top next to us.

‘Yours,’ hovers on the tip of my tongue, and I frown in irritation.

“Do you know me?” The petite female asks before boldly placing her palm on the center of my chest. I nearly leap out of my skin at the current arcing through my sternum.

“Would you like me to?” What the fuck is wrong with me? Why am I playing this game with her? I should retreat from this situation before my other brain takes over, and I do something we will both regret.

“Hell yes.”

“You wish to get out of here?” A fucking lousy plan, Bastian.

“Am I safe with you?” she has the foresight to inquire.

“No.”

“Then, yes,” she grins, and I am lost.
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Alexandria

The icy December wind slaps my face as we exit The Zoo, dulling my buzz somewhat. Deep down where I refuse to explore, a nagging fear prods my mind. Leaving the security of the crowd with this six-four dark-haired god, with piercing blue eyes and the cutest cleft in his chin that makes me crave to run my tongue along it, is probably not one of my better decisions. In the last few months, anyhow.

“Do you have a name?” I think to ask, as he escorts me around the building with a palm between my shoulder blades.

Is it me, or does something happen when we touch? It’s more than lust, although I have that in spades too. Who could fault me? This man fills out his black sweater to perfection. I can see his bulging biceps and bite-worthy pecs underneath, and my eyes follow the fabric down to where it disappears into black cargo pants. A long leather jacket hangs over his arm; the dark ensemble adds to his appeal.

“Sebastian Moretti.”

Something zings inside my brain. Sebastian Moretti. Wow. I let the name slide over my tongue, savoring its texture. Italian. Hot.

I stumble in the snow, and he tightens his hold, drawing me to his side. Damn. Hot is right. The warmth radiating from him makes me want to snuggle closer. Without clothes.

“Do you have a vehicle here, little red?”

I positively adore his nickname for me, and it’s entirely accurate. With a foot and a half in height variation, he towers over me. Instead of being intimidated by it, it ramps up my lustful fantasies of straddling his trim hips and riding him like a bucking stallion.

“Yes, but I don’t think you want to take mine.”

“Why?” he asks with a curious lift of an eyebrow while examining the dim, snow-covered lot.

“You won’t fit.” I point to my beat-up car, smirking as those sapphires widen in dismay. The image of him squished inside my compact Fiat almost has me doubling over with laughter.

“Is that even roadworthy?”

Okay, nobody insults my rust bucket and lives to tell about it. Yes, I admit the years have not been kind. His once beautiful paint job has faded to a cringe-worthy turquoise. The bottom’s nearly rusted out, and the poor dear has coughing fits on the highway, but his insides are in mint condition. The little gem is all mine, and eighty percent of the time, he gets me where I need to go.

“Hey, don’t diss my ride. You’ll hurt his feelings.” It’s all I can do to keep a straight face when Sebastian turns an incredulous expression my direction, surveying me like I’ve lost my mind. Technically, I have. Well, most of it anyway.

He blinks several times before guiding us away from my little deathtrap. I think I’ve flummoxed the sexy beast. Tonight is lookin’ up.

An alarm chirps, and I stop dead in my tracks, gaping at the wet dream showcased in the faint glow from the parking lights. This Superman lookalike drives a 1986 cherry red and white Ford Bronco, Eddie Bower Edition, with big, sexy-ass knobby tires and shiny rims.

“Holy shit, Batman! You own this sweet ride?”

He grins down at me, enjoying my exuberance. “One of the best automobiles ever invented.”

“Where have you been all my life?” I whisper to the Bronco while caressing her side fender. “This baby sports a 5.8-liter, high output V-8 with 210 horsepower and can do 0-60mph in 10.5 seconds flat. Back in its day, it was the beast.”

“You know cars?”

I glance over my shoulder at his stunned disbelief. “I recognize great machines. This gem was by far the best full-size SUV of its time. I mean, just look at her. She’s damn sexy.”

He chuckles, and my insides readjust. “Hop in, and I will take you home.”

When he reaches around to open the door, I’m struck with a case of the ‘what ifs.’ What if he’s a serial killer? What if he’s a rapist? Although, I can’t imagine him doing anything to my body that would cause me to object. Scream his name in ecstasy, on the other hand, damn skippy.

He observes me with a predatory awareness making the hairs on my arms stand on end, and I hesitate in the open door. Inside the bar, when I’d asked if I was safe with him, he’d answered no. No hesitation whatsoever. What does that mean? As much as I’m dying for a ride in this baby, I’m not too keen on dying for a ride.

This is wrong and dangerous, and honestly, downright asinine. Still, I’ve never reacted to anything since waking up on the floor of the store dressing room, the way I respond to Sebastian. Smart or foolish, I hop up onto the gray and red seat and pray I didn’t make the biggest mistake of my life.

When the engine roars awake, I nearly squirt, forgetting in an instant all my reservations, or my friends partying in the bar; even my mission to get into Ezekiel’s pants.

Ezekiel who?

The deep sapphires twinkle in the gloomy light. “My car turns you on. I do not know whether to be offended, jealous, or kiss you.”

I’m definitely on board with the kissing. 

“This is not a car, Sebastian. This is a chick magnet, which I’m sure you are well aware of.”

“I like the sound of my name on your lips, little red. And I do not require a vehicle to get... chicks.”

Yeah, I bet not.

When the locks engage, I nearly jump out of my skin as he maneuvers out onto Route 66.

“My name’s Alex, in case you were wondering.” I peer out the window. It’s mid-December, and very few cars brave the icy roads at this late hour on a Tuesday.

When he stops at a red light, he shifts in his seat to face me. A swarm of emotions flits through my system as he regards me with those beautiful but savage eyes. With one glance, he manages to make me feel like the sole focus of his thoughts and words.

“Why did you get in the car, Alex?” A cute line forms between his dark brows. “Are you sure you have no idea who I am?”

Well, shit. Don’t freaking throw my fears back in my face. “I’m a good judge of character, and my gut tells me you won’t hurt me.” Man, could I lay the bullshit on any thicker? “I expect you are as curious as I am.”

“About what?”

“This peculiar connection between us.” If I have to spell it out, maybe he’s not experiencing it as intensely as I am.

“What is it you feel, Red?”

How does he make me go from wanting an escape one minute to wanting to wiggle across the center console and straddle him? “I’m not sure, but every instinct I possess tells me you have the answers I seek.”

“What are the questions?” he purrs low, leaning close, one arm draped over the steering wheel, the other resting casually on top of the red leather divider.

This guy and his eyes are unlike anything I’ve ever encountered before, that I remember—icy blue like the sky, glittering and bright. I ease closer, my heart rate spiking, and a pleasant hum settles in my abdomen.

Now probably wouldn’t be an ideal moment to inquire if he knows who I am or where I belong. We barely learned each other’s names. I prefer this man between my thighs, not running for the hills to get away from the crazy woman.

I twist in my seat and answer his question. “If you’re as good in bed as you look,” I whisper and boldly close the distance between us to seal my lips over his.
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Chapter 6
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Sebastian

Long ago, I sealed the door to my heart. Too much hurt and disappointment. Too many tears and broken promises. I allow no one close. Especially a female, and one who is obviously as promiscuous as the night is dark.

Is this how she reacts to any handsome face? Jumps into a vehicle with a random stranger and hopes they want the same thing she does and not to slit her throat or worse.

The thought of someone hurting this little fireball constricts my chest, even as I struggle to not respond to her skilled mouth. Her tongue darts out, running along my lower lip, enticing me to open.

She does not understand who she is messing with—the strength of my control, the dark depths of my passions. As much as I want this small minx, my vampire craving to make her ours, I pull away without touching her.

I have a mission. Now that I have found her, first things first. Contact the demon king, Jagorach Darath, and get his ass here to break this mental block. If he fails, I must mate her. But I refuse to do so until she knows all the facts. I will not deceive her into mating.

“Alex...”

“Oh, God.” Her face blooms, matching the color of her hair. “I’m sorry. I totally misread the situation, didn’t I?” A horn blare behind us causes her to jump and drop into her seat. “If you want to take me back to the bar, I’ll drive myself home.” She turns away to stare out the window.

Without a word, I face forward and ease through the intersection, shifting slightly to reduce the pressure of the zipper constricting my hardness. “I am happy to take you home.” In reality, I need to know where she lives. “Give me directions.”

“Now, I’m thinking that’s not such a good idea,” she mumbles, the disappointment in her tone apparent.

“Little late for that, Red.”

“Just so you know, I’m a black belt in Taekwondo.”

I snort at her sudden influx of bravery. God, she is cute. “You have nothing to fear from me, little one. Please allow me to take you home.”

“Says every serial rapist in the world.”

“I need not force women into sex.”

“I bet not,” she mutters under her breath before offering directions.

After only a couple of miles down the main drag, and two turns later, we arrive at an apartment structure called Village at Aspen Place. It is located within the Historic District and appears to be a great location and a well-maintained facility.

She directs me to the attached parking garage, and I slide into an open guest spot, turn off the engine, and face the biggest challenge of my life. If things go south with the demon, I need Alex to trust me, to be a part of her life. If I leave things as they are, her thinking I do not crave every inch of her skin against mine, we will have no need to see each other again. I cannot allow that. 

“Let me be clear. Please do not mistake my reservations. I want you, Red. From the second I laid eyes on you, I needed to fuck you,” I murmur, reaching over and plucking her off the seat and across my lap.

When her hip contacts my throbbing hardness, I growl low, and her pretty eyes widen before dropping to my lips.

“Yes.”

The word is nothing more than a desperate whisper, but it sets me ablaze. Alex slants her mouth over mine once more—hungry and demanding. Her tongue flicks the seam, and this time, I open up and deepen the kiss, taking control.

My hands spear into the luxurious mane with a rough growl, tilting her head to devour, delving deep, exploring every inch of her mouth with my tongue. Her low moans set me on fire, egging me on, nibbling at her plump lips before diving back inside to duel with her tongue. She tastes so damn good. Too good. I fight the insistent urging from my inner vampire to take over. 

Small, but strong fingers grip my shoulders as her hips start a delicious rocking along my length, and I grasp her waist, hard enough to bruise, to keep her immobile. It is like I am some newbie vamp, ready to shoot my load at the mere sight of this pretty female. It has taken me centuries to cultivate and control my inner beast, and with one touch of her soft, supple lips, it all flies out the window.

“Christ, I want you,” I groan before trailing my lips across her cheek, nibbling, and kissing my way to the erratic pulse calling to me. I glide my hand up her flat stomach, encasing a generous breast in my palm.

What the fuck is happening to me? I cannot control my raging lust for this woman. I crave to touch and taste every mouthwatering inch of her body, to sink so deep into her I will never let go.

But you will let her go. Do not break her heart too, Bastian.

The thought sobers my inner vampire as the past slams into my brain with the force of an explosion. I do not want this—a mate. Never have, never will. Alexandria is a means to an end. The completion of my vow to my queen.

As abruptly as I grabbed her, I toss her back into her seat, needing some distance before I lose complete control and fuck her senseless in my car like a crazed teenager.

She blinks at me several times to recover before surprising me with a hard slap across my cheek.

What the fuck.

“Your whole, on-again, off-again thing might get some girls hot, but I’m not one of them.”

I watch in fascination as the blue of her irises flickers silver with her anger. How has she kept those hidden from the mortals around her?

“Alex...”

“We’re done here.”

When she reaches for the door handle, I gently halt her progress by grabbing her hand. “I am sorry,” I grate between clenched teeth, working on getting my breathing under control. Apologies do not come easy for me, but I need her trust. 

Those three little words freeze her in place, and I am relieved when she releases the handle. Her scrutiny sets my nerves on edge, but I unflinchingly hold her gaze.

“Why do I get the feeling those words don’t come out of your mouth too often?”

“That would be an accurate statement.”

“You talk weird. Like you’re from another time.” Her fingers caress mine, and I realize I am still holding her hand.

The darkness of the parking garage is broken by the soft illumination of the low lights placed throughout. It is intimate, sensual, and my jaw clenches with the knowledge of how much I like it. 

“I mean, I’m not complaining,” she continues. “I just haven’t figured you out yet, or our instant connection.” She leans against the door, facing me straight on, and I could drown in the blueness of her gaze.

“It was rather expedient. The reason for my hesitancy.” I gently tug on her hand, easing her closer. “As much as I want you beneath me, moaning my name, I would like to get to know you first.”

“You want to take things slow?” A dark-red eyebrow arches.

“Yes.”

“Well, this is a first. The guy is turning down sex to know me better?”

The thought of her with other men sets up an ache in my gums, longing to rip out their throats. “They were fools.”

Her smile lightens the darkness in my chest. “Where have you been, Sebastian?”

For a second, I am thrown by her question, imagining a scenario where she knows who and what I am, my sinister proclivities, and wants to be with me, anyway.

“Waiting for you, Alexandria.”

She frowns at the use of her full name just as her door flings open, and she is hauled out with a scream.
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Alexandria

Strong arms yank me from the warm cocoon of Sebastian’s vehicle. I spin in their embrace and stop cold at my dance instructor’s angry face. 

“What the hell, Ezekiel?” I shove against his chest, knocking him back a step. That’s when a black blur whooshes by me. My hair flies in a frenzy across my face. When I finally manage to flip it out of my eyes, Ezekiel is pinned to the concrete floor with an enraged Sebastian on his chest, fingers squeezing his throat. 

“Who the fuck are you?” The enraged, sexy as hell man growls low, and I swallow at the dangerous visual he presents. Holy shitballs. If I were smarter, I’d be petrified to be alone with this guy. 

“Sebastian.” Not wanting to get caught between these two if a fight breaks out, I ease closer. Although, an Ezekiel and Sebastian sandwich would be my idea of heaven. “This is my dance instructor. Please let him go.” 

The sapphire eyes blink up at me several times. “Dance instructor?” 

“Yes, asshole. Now get the fuck off me.” Ezekiel’s demand is a mere squeak around the vice on his throat. 

Bastian—cause why not—rises to his feet with such grace, I’d swear he was the dancer. E puts on quite the show of wheezing and coughing up a lung. I bend down and offer him my hand. “You okay?’

Once on his feet, he ignores me and faces off with his replacement for the evening. “What the hell is your problem?” 

“Why are you in Alex’s parking garage?” 

“Yeah, good question. Why are you here, Ezekiel?” I ask, my gaze bouncing between these two impressive men. 

Bastian is several inches taller than E and broader in the shoulders. They both possess drool-worthy physiques and model perfect appearances, but it’s Sebastian I’m drawn to with a fierceness that scares me. No objection would have left my lips if he decided to have his wicked way with me in his Bronco, in the middle of my parking garage. 

“I saw you leave with him, and I wanted to make sure you got home safely.” 

He turns those hazel irises entirely on me and... nothing. I step closer, waiting for the butterflies to appear in my gut. Still nothing. I gently place my hand on his bicep, and low growl permeates our little trio. 

Oh, there they are, undulating in flapping waves in sync with Bastian’s inhuman growls. Not wanting to enrage the blue-eyed beast further, I remove my hand and take a stride back. 

I don’t get it. Just yesterday, I thought E was the end-all-be-all and couldn’t wait for him to be the one. Now? While I still think he’s hot and his dance moves sexy, I’m in tune with Superman’s doppelganger. I would gladly turn away from E to be with Bastian. 

What the fuck is wrong with me? All of a sudden, I can’t wait to have a man in my pants. Have I always been this way? Maybe I was a high-class call girl for the mafia. It would explain the money, and my need to be on the run, but not this nagging compulsion to find someone. 
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