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Praise for Blood Emerald

“Rick Hiatt is a hero to die for in this stunning standalone. Literally. We were first introduced to this devilishly handsome vampire in the first book of the Blood series. Now, Rick is the leading man in this second installment and readers are going to melt as his story unfolds. The context is immaculate, and the characters are wonderfully flawed. Although the heroine is fascinating and complex, Rick and his dominating ways are the tugboat dragging readers through a flood of emotion. Amber Anthony does no wrong when it comes to sculpting a man who is brought to his knees by a savvy woman.” I.C., USA

“I did not read the first book and I did understand what was going on, so you don’t have to the read the first book. But I am going to. I loved this book. The writing was sharp and interesting. The story was amazing. The characters were very well developed. I absolutely recommend this book. I am definitely a brand-new fan!”  P.G.G., USA

“I was captivated from the very beginning of this magical tale, unable to tear myself away from the lovable cast. Rick Hiatt won my heart with his charming wit and tender devotion for his beloved Anna. This sensual romance is positively a five-star read. What a divine adventure awaits the reader inside the five-hundred-year-old realm of the Hiatt empire. Looking forward reading the sequel, Blood Dragon!” – A.M.D.
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Brenner’s Edicts for the Undead
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	Vampires are the ultimate Doms.

	
Stay out of mortal’s relationships, no good comes from intervening.

	
Never get involved with mortal females, they break too easily.

	
Emotional relationships with mortals are difficult, they can’t detach.

	Immortality is an illusion, vampires can be killed.


	
The number one mannerism for appearing human: inhale/exhale, repeat.

	
To be irresistible to donors, hang out with your fangs out.

	The first bite is the sweetest.

	Pale is the new tan.



The Vampire's Golden Rule

It’s not the bite you get, it’s the bite you give.
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Dedication
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To chance meetings and those who said ‘Yes’.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


One
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Rick Hiatt got no rest on the jet. No donor on the flight, so he fed on that low fat, vegan, homogenized, bagged blood he hated. That wasn’t the only reason he was edgy. He recounted the ballroom disaster in Barranquilla, Colombia, at The Lust for Life vampire-exclusive resort. Initially, the event had been staged like any of the Saturday night grand buffets. The dining Vamps bid fiercely for the thirty seats; it was the crème de la crème of the sanguine new age. These jaded high rollers found even Rick’s exotic BDSM clubs so last week.

The chandeliers were dimmed before the undead entered the room. For the right price, they would find a god or goddess in every corner, tanned and plumped by a month of the sun and the richest foods. The sixty donors, willing to trade their life’s blood for the ecstasy of the vampire’s bite, lounged languidly on leather fainting couches awaiting that orgasmic thrill. Each of them spent their days on the beach eating, drinking, and receiving the ultimate spa services. Their blood was primed perfectly to sing of oysters and marbled beef, the finest wines, and liquors. Their young, tremendously toned bodies were waxed to silky smoothness leaving only the fragrant hair on their heads. These pampered few were the stable for the resort. They rotated their bodies and blood every fifty-four days to feed the rarified echelon of billionaire vampires. Tonight after ‘work’ they’d return to their suites and begin the cycle again.

The feedings began with playful tumbles, vampires slipping out of their robes to press living flesh against their tomb-cold bodies. Rick and Adam were invited to be monitors months ago, before the current party drug fracture within the vampire world. They were known for their abilities to handle entitled vamps and jaded donors with firm diplomacy.

Master Adam Lachlan, Rick’s Senior Dom, slipped silently between the fainting couches and the draped walls exchanging nods with Rick. Their gazes met across the room at the first pained murmur. Rick’s reflexes tensed at the male donor’s cry. This was not the expected orgasmic moan, but a visceral shriek. The feasting heads down over their meals lurched at the irregular sound, and then rose in peculiar unison.

Rick saw unbridled bloodlust in newly turned vamps, but never, never with experienced vamps, and never in such great numbers. Rick and Adam were trapped in the center of the melee, unable to aid the wounded humans. Back to back, he and Adam were barely able to protect each other. The transformed monstrosities acted out their carnage with killings that began as sexual eroticism and ended in extreme mutilation. When the last mortal heart silenced, they turned on each other, and the weaker undead fell prey to their stronger brethren.

Rick and Adam deflected and outmaneuvered countless attacks. When balancing on blood-slicked marble became overwhelming, they fell to their knees and continued to fight. Adam’s lamentation rose to Valhalla. Thrown back onto his elbows, Rick marveled when Adam’s spine undulated and lengthened. He extended each leg and turned it outward as it muscled and formed claws. His hands clenched and rested at his hips as wings extended from his back. His arms lengthened into front legs, muscular and long, each ending in three vicious claws. He dropped his head as great curved horns grew from his skull. As his neck lengthened and his gaze swept the ballroom, a mace-like tail unfurled. Within seconds, he transformed into a Fire Dragon. Adam’s cool Nordic looks warmed to ombre shades of carmine and gold. To Rick’s amazement, the beast rolled his shoulders, releasing his leathery wings, testing their flexibility.

The Dragon’s head swayed. His gaze swept the ballroom, seeking and finding Veronique Moreau. She was the Queen of Hearts who masterminded this carnage. She stood at a railing, watching coolly from the mezzanine, totally unmoved by the plight of the mutilated dead. For a moment, Rick expected the creature to flame her, frankly, hoping he would.

With a definitive stomp of one great foot, the beast arched his long neck. Before Rick could regain his senses, the Dragon crouched low and with his snout, rolled Rick onto his broad, armored back. His great wings spread, fanning the scent of brimstone in the ballroom. Massive feet plodded over the dead toward the balcony. His claws balanced on the precipice. Then, with a bunching of his powerful haunches, the beast leapt to the sky. His wings caught the air, beat against the downdraft, and soared above the treetops. Rick tucked his head down and held fast to the scaled neck of the ancient creature as they rose above the coastline and headed for the Andes mountain peaks.

* * * *
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NOW, IN THE SAFETY of his elegantly appointed corporate jet, Rick’s hand still shook imperceptibly as he held the Baccarat tumbler filled with blood. He survived a lot in his five hundred years. The perennially handsome former Peer of the Realm fought in many battles and prevailed in them all. Nothing prepared him for what he witnessed this weekend.

Veronique Moreau was a darkly, evil Princess since the day she was turned, centuries ago. Combine that nature with the kind of money she raked in when she developed the vamp party drug Humanité, and it produced the lethal combination they witnessed in Barranquilla.

Rick couldn’t see the appeal himself. Why would anyone become a vamp and then take a drug to pass as human a few hours at a time? It wasn’t like he missed the ability to cavort in sunlight. He found night-time pursuits much more pleasurable. Still, the vamps who used it loved it. Now that Veronique increased its addictive properties, it became a threat rather than an annoyance.

He and Matt Brenner, Rick’s business partner and best friend, banned the stuff from their clubs once its addictive qualities became known. They created a BDSM empire catering to Vampire/Doms and willing donors/subs who traded sexual ecstasy for blood. They hadn’t built their entertainment mega-conglomerate on vamp or human misery, and they didn’t intend to start now.

Their nightclubs—both legit and clandestine—began as speakeasies and morphed into S&M playgrounds in the 1920s. Now they enjoyed an incarnation as BDSM clubs. He and Matt blended talents that proved phenomenally successful. Matt managed security, personnel, and the physical plants, and Rick managed guest relations, business, and finances.

One set of clubs grew to more than eighty in cities all over the world. If one vamp required several donors, a million vamps required legions, and they all needed a home. Little by little, Consort Group became Consort Group International or C.G.I. They expanded their reach into other areas until now Matt and Rick owned a diverse number of businesses.

The two were as close as brothers, and Rick knew Veronique had a score to settle with his best friend and business partner. In her current egomaniacal state, God knew what she might do, either to Matt or to his new bride. Rick decided Matt needed to be warned.

He grabbed up the ringing phone, “Hiatt.”

Matt’s buoyant voice sang back to him. “Hey, old man, the Captain said you called. What up?”

“Where are you?”

“Juneau, you know?”

“Well, that’s delightful; I’m sure,” Rick replied tersely then dialed it back. “You and Cat must be making the most of that yacht. You sound relaxed.”

Matt hesitated, “You don’t.” Rick could hear Matt’s concern over a few thousand miles, “What’s going on?”

“I just left a bloodbath orchestrated by Veronique.” Rick heard a swell of loud music and a navigation horn. A door slammed, followed by quiet.

“What the git has she done now?”

“Have you ever scented a donor’s fear as some hopped-up vamp tore open his chest?”

There was a moment of dead silence. “Ronnie orchestrated that? How?”

“Humanité. She altered the formula to make it more addictive.”

“She did what?”

“This new formula, when it wears off, removes all restraint.” Despair sat heavy in Rick’s voice.

“Rick, slow down.”

“You know, Matt, I’ve been proctoring these events for a while. At their wildest, I’ve never seen anything like this. We were at Lust for Life, Ronnie was the hostess. It started like any Saturday night. Then, at first bite, they went savage.” Rick’s voice choked, “Ronnie stood there like some Ring Master at the Devil’s Circus.”

Another long pause. “Did Adam make it out okay?”

“Physically, he’s okay. Mentally, he’s up in the mountains trying to regroup.”

“Is that the safest place for a man who’s just gone through this?”

Rick hesitated, “It’s probably the best place for a Dragon Shifter who hasn’t shifted in over two hundred years.”

“Whoa, he what?”

“If he hadn’t shifted, I wouldn’t be talking to you.”

“Do you want us to come home, Rick? Because we will...”

“No. Ronnie’s lost her senses. Gas up that yacht and head for open waters. Do it quickly and quietly and keep an eye out.”

“You think she’s coming after me?”

“I’m afraid she might go after Cat.”

“Should we hunker down and prepare for it?”

Rick heard the tremor in Matt’s voice. “I have no idea. You know how spiteful she is, but she may have other things to worry about right now. As soon as I get Council clearance, I’ll do what I can to terminate her.”

“Rick, if you need me, I’ll come back. Whatever you need.”

“I know you will, dear boy. Give my love to your beautiful bride.”

Rick cradled the receiver and fell back in his seat. He let out a long sigh and shrank into the upholstery. If word of this gets out, Vampires will be hunted to extinction.

* * * *
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THE TESLA P100D WAS parked in his private hangar at the airport. Occasionally the nights were his alone, and he savored time to drive and think. With this car, he didn’t even have to drive. His carry-on bag hit the trunk with a thud, and it wasn’t long before he was out on the 101. At two in the morning, traffic was relatively light, so he let the car drive itself and turned his thoughts to what should have been an ecstatic feeding in a dream setting.

Rick was an acknowledged expert Dom. He knew donor-subs experienced sexual euphoria as a result of a well-given bite. It drove mortal subs back time and again. Male or female, they craved Rick’s discipline and longed for his famous fang-on-flesh feeding. The fact that Veronique had managed to corrupt a beautiful symbiosis was disturbing. Well, that and the fact it put all vampires in imminent danger.

When Veronique and her psycho vamp sire, Papa Moreau, threatened the life of Matt’s lady-love, Rick took care of Papa personally. He thought Papa’s termination would inhibit Ronnie’s criminal inclinations. Obviously, he was wrong. With Papa out of the way, Veronique was completely off the chain, and Rick laid the blame for the new menace right at his door. He should have taken her out along with her sire.

Now, Matt was off honeymooning, and even as he and Cat were bonding, Rick seriously needed his best friend’s help. Tonight, Rick was also without Adam to manage The Gaoler. So there went Rick’s right hand and his left. Have I ever felt lower? This was no pleasant slip into chaos; he felt every blow.

Thankfully, Matt’s deputies for his responsibilities at C.G.I. were taking care of business. Rick couldn’t begrudge them a learning curve; he and Matt ran things together for almost a hundred years. A replacement for Adam was more problematic. He not only managed their flagship BDSM club, their member donors, and vamps had specific and particular relationships with him. For the past twenty-five years or so, Rick and Matt were happy to let Adam handle it. Neither donors nor vamps were willing to trust their kink to just anyone; you don’t change dicks in the middle of a screw unless you specify first.

Rick worked himself into a fit of frustration by the time he pressed the remote on the garage barrier and turned into C.G.I.’s indoor parking. Agitated, he took the ramp’s corner too quickly, his tires squealing in response. Bollocks, What am I going to do about Veronique and her drug-crazed, vampire freaks? She is making the vamp community far too conspicuous and it...

Rick swerved into his reserved parking space inattentively, just as a waif-faced specter emerged from the shadows. He braked in panic when the headlights illuminated her swirl of flaming hair. The car jarred to a halt, and Rick was out the door before it stopped rocking.

“God’s bones! Are you trying to fecking kill yourself? Have you fallen into madness?” As a vampire, he had no adrenalin to surge, but he shook anyway. Exasperated, he ran a hand through his thick caramel brown hair and drew in several unnecessary calming breaths.

She shook too. She had retreated into the darkness, back against the rough concrete wall to get out of his way. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...”

Rick searched her face. She seemed an apparition with her pale, porcelain skin, jade eyes that dominated her entire face, and that mass of titian hair. Recognition dawned on him. “Wait a minute, I know you.” He pointed to her. He always thought she looked far too young and delicate to be a donor. “You’re Matt’s donor. The hanger-on always dawdling in the lounge. You’re...” He snapped his fingers, trying to drudge up the name.

“Anna.” Her voice was melodious and filled with embarrassment.

“Yeah, Anna.” He agreed with a scowl. “We banned you. What are you doing here?”

“Matt banned me. That’s why I’m in the garage. I knew where your parking space was and I...”

“So, you thought you’d stand in it till I ran you over?” He bellowed melodramatically.

“No. I couldn’t get into the club, and I couldn’t get up to the Consort offices. I have to see Matt, so I...”

“You’re banned. We have nothing more to say to you.”

“If it meant vampire lives, would you speak with me?”

“That’s pretty desperate.” Rick’s whiskey brown eyes searched her face closely.

Her voice grew more strident, “I need to talk to Matt.”

Rick shook his head, close to pity for this mortal girl. “Look, Matt just got married.”

“Married! Matt?” Her tea-rose complexion paled to near vampire transparency.

“Hitched. Jumped the broom. On his honeymoon as we speak. So, if you’re really concerned about our safety, tell me. If this is a ploy to get Matt back, it’s been done before. Which is it?”

Hot tears filled her vividly celadon eyes. She swallowed hard. “It is about your safety. Though why I should care at this point, I don’t know.”

Rick took a long beat, assessing her. He opened the door and slid into the car with a gruff, “Get in. You have two minutes.”

Seemingly defeated, Anna slid into the passenger seat. “I’ve been out of the life for like, what, a year?”

Rick’s eyes narrowed, “While you’re young, dear, get to the point.” He inhaled deeply. “You been smoking a little weed tonight?”

“No. I don’t do drugs.” She sniffed at her coat defensively. “I was at a party...”

“And the ‘party’ so filled you with paranoia; you came running over here? Are you sure you didn’t inhale? Get a little contact high?”

“I don’t like you.” Anna’s words stunned him. Rick blinked hard. No, this slip of a girl really said she didn’t like him. That she had the moxie to declare it so emphatically in such close quarters to a vampire was unprecedented. In his gob-smacked silence, she barreled on.

“I think you’re pretty much an ass, and I’m not sure you deserve to know what I know.” She said it evenly, acerbically, but without a huge amount of heat. Rick inhaled deeply, scented her honesty, and believed her. That pissed him off.

“Unlike Saint Matt?” In a split second, his fangs dropped, and he was on her with the stench of the undead. “You do not sit in judgment of me, Cupcake. You aren’t even in the food chain anymore.”

“Stop it, stop it, stop it!” She spit back. “Listen to me! I know Matt worked very hard to keep vampires invisible, and I know that’s what this place...” she made a sweeping gesture, “is all about. I think something horrible is about to happen.”

Rick growled a forewarning. “I think you’re right.” He used his preternatural strength to subdue her, clenching her against him. He was immediately stunned by his body’s response to her lithe, flushed form pressed against his cool, hard length. It pissed him off even more that his anatomy over-rode his gut instinct. In a split second, he regained his vampire senses, baring ivory fangs, grazing the elegant column of her neck, savoring the flavor of fear her few crimson drops deposited on his tongue. He enjoyed the spirit of her resistance, the way it pumped her blood frantically around her beautiful body and dilated the pupils of those huge green eyes. He fancied she’d look much the same in passion, and his cock swelled further at the thought.

Anna cringed, fighting fiercely against him. Rick traded the taste of blood for hot tears, and in their resulting tussle, two words caught his attention. “Vampire Slayer.”

Grating laughter erupted from his chest at the words. He released her and retreated across the console, now the concerned thirty-year-old club owner with a fading stiffy. “Seriously? You think you met a vampire slayer?” He chuckled, shaking his head in disbelief. “That’s your big emergency? You’re adorable.”

So adorable I could just eat you up! Rick ran his tongue over his canines. But I need to dial back my stiffy, thrall you, and move you out.

Anna’s intense jade eyes grew frigid. “You’re wasting my time, Mr. Hiatt. I gave you the warning; the consequences are on your head.”

Rick didn’t try to stop her as Anna fumbled with the unfamiliar door handle and stumbled from the car with as much dignity as possible. He watched her back, ramrod straight, as she made her way down the winding vehicle ramp. Sitting amidst the scents she’d left behind, still oddly stirred by her, Rick pulled the rear-view mirror toward him and corrected his ruffled appearance. This day just gets better and better.

* * * *
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ANNA’S TINY SUB-COMPACT didn’t take up much room in the on-street parking space she found not far from the Consort Building. It was late, she was shattered, and Matt was married. Married! That asshat Hiatt just couldn’t wait to tell me, could he? She leaned against the car door as she fished in her pocket for the keys, her eyes filling with tears she’d desperately fought in his presence. A slow, low wail escaped her before she clamped her teeth together to shut it off and dropped into her seat. She brushed furiously at her waterworks and gunned the engine to get herself the hell out of here.

Rick Hiatt and everyone associated with him could be obliterated by Carl Sterling for all she cared. Knowing Rick and the other Vampire-Doms at the club, they’d cut through Carl’s bravado like a knife through, well, blood. Unless Carl was lucky enough to get the drop on one of them, he was more likely to be the dead one. Anna intended to wash her hands of the whole lot of them. I have one more week at the playhouse, and then I’m out of anything to do with vampires forever, she resolved, hoping she followed through on that pledge. Vampires are undeniably seductive.

* * * *
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RICK DROPPED INTO OBLIVION as soon as he hit the slab. His last conscious thought was of the lovely Anna, her wide emerald eyes blinking back tears. He felt a little guilty about that. Then, blessed nothingness until the insistent Responder Sergeant McGrath flipped on every light in Rick’s peaceful mausoleum and shook him.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Hiatt, I told him you’d be exhausted from traveling, but...” his assistant began until the burly vampire cop fixed her with a disapproving glare that sent her right back out the door.

“Always happy to help the responders.” Rick arched a brow and gave the man a lethargic smile. “What’s up?”

“I have an urgent matter for you, sir. It involves one of your security staff, Brett Olson.”

“The nervous kid in the lobby?” Rick stood, grabbed the silk robe off the hook on the wall, and drew it on.

“Some night clubbers found him staked and left for dead in the alley. We were monitoring the police scanner when they called it in. Luckily, we got there first.”

“Is the kid okay?”

“It could have been worse if that couple hadn’t stumbled in around four in the morning to hump in the alley. But drunks being drunks, what can I say? They called it in before the sun came up, so we were able to get him out of there. He’s downstairs in one of your suites. I thought you might want to sit in on the interview. We haven’t had a staking in thirty years.”

* * * *
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BRETT OLSON WAS NOT the quintessential picture of a vampire. A little doughy with a baby face and pretty high strung. Rick liked the kid all right, but right now, he felt like he was talking him off a ledge.

“Brett, sport, wild man, what happened?”

Brett winced and sucked deeply on a blood bag, huddled in the depths of a leather easy chair.

“No, Brett, really, I’m not kidding you, this is mid-century drek. We need to know whatever you can tell us.”

“I don’t know, Mr. Hiatt. He just took me down.” Brett mumbled.

McGrath was on it immediately. “He took you down, or he staked you? Did he get you down before he staked you? What did he look like?”

“He hit me from behind. I didn’t see his face.”

“Tall? Short? Muscular? Old? Young?” The vampire cop persisted.

Bret shrugged and gestured at his girth. “Big enough to take me down.”

“Did he say anything?”

Brett was silent for a moment, teasing the memory back to life. “He said, ‘This is for ramseyblack.’ What’s a ramseyblack?”

Rick and the responder exchanged meaningful glances over his head.

“Ramsey Black? You’re sure about that?” Rick enunciated the two words.

“Ramseyblack. Is that a name?”

“Okay,” Rick stood to leave. “Good information, kid. Finish that blood and catch some slab time. Anything I can do for you?”

“No, sir. I guess I’m okay.”

“That’s good. Take some time off.” He swung out the door, McGrath close behind. They paused in the dimly lit hallway.

“Ramsey Black?” The responder repeated. “I thought that S.O.B. died years ago. Hell, he’d be a hundred years old now.”

“No, the guy said, ‘this is for Ramsey Black, not this is Ramsey Black. Who the fu... is this vamp slayer wannabe? How does he know about Black? Hell, how does he know about vampires?”

* * * *
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IN HIS PENTHOUSE, LOOKING out over the breaking dawn of the city, the day’s discoveries sent five-hundred-year-old memories crashing through Rick’s mind. Vampire slayers were ancient, and he was more ancient still, sired in a time when vampires were thought of as witches or demons, not as the undead. It had been centuries since he had to worry about being hunted by a vampire slayer. Logic would suggest a few remained. If Veronique’s activities brought vampires increasingly out of the realm of fantasy and into actuality in mortal minds, there would be many more slayers joining the ranks. He would be thrust back into the perils of the sixteenth century.

Present-day Los Angeles faded as Rick recalled his ancestral home in Ireland. He’d heard the story of his birth repeated so often he felt as if he was an unseen observer instead of the struggling bairn in his mother’s womb.

* * * *
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IRELAND, 1513

Mary’s Ladies in Waiting had often told him of their fervent prayers for his mother’s deliverance. She had suffered enough, hearing her husband, Sean Fitzjarrald, was mortally wounded. Conveyed back to Erne Castle over the saddle of his horse, he died in the wee hours of 3 September 1513. The sight of her fine-looking husband lifeless and cold threw Mary into a damning delirium.

Whereas the household was celebrating their recent move into Erne Castle, the unforeseen events left the family feeling robbed. The funeral thrust them into black crepe and covered mirrors, and within hours of Sean’s internment in his crypt, Mary’s belly clutched in pain.

Mary’s lamenting howls escaped her lips and rolled down the hallways. It broke the midwife’s heart, and she was sure it filled the anxious family with dread. The Ladies in Waiting would surely speculate about whether Mary’s dead husband could hear his poor wife.

Sadly, by dawn, Sean’s sweet Mary joined him in the afterlife, surrendering to the angels within minutes of delivering their son. The handmaiden’s mournful wails heralded her fate and drew the family into the bedchamber. Mary was at peace. There was nothing to do now but welcome the newborn into the family.

With acquiescence and a dampened joy, the infant’s eldest brother, Ian, held the child up for those gathered to see. “He’s quite a scrapper, is he not?”

His wife, who would become the baby’s adopted mother, lifted the blanket and beheld her new son.

“He will be known as Richard Fitzjarrald,” his brother whispered.

* * * *
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LOS ANGELES, PRESENT Day

Rick dressed for the night, giving up on any rest. A quick pint from whatever donor lingered at the club would sustain him. He had safety decisions to make about this damn vamp hunter that could impact the entire Los Angeles, vampire Family. He only hoped he hadn’t burned bridges that might be crucial to them now.

There were times when he could be too much of a smartass prick for his own good, Rick mused. It was born of being several hundred years old and perched at the top of the food chain. It didn’t hurt that he was also handsome, physically fit, and with vamp appeal, able to bed anyone who struck his fancy. Being called out on it? That pretty much went down like acid. Hadn’t little Anna Cupcake tried to warn him less than six hours ago? And he had not listened.

Still, he wasn’t entirely ready to give her a pass. Oh, yeah, she seemed all soft sweetness and light, but was that the truth? Where was his highly tuned vamp sense when he needed it? Probably floundering somewhere between his legs. What did she really want? Was she truly trying to warn him—or at least warn Matt—or was she in on it? That question burned the brightest. Was this some kind of payback? If so, Karma could be a bitch.

He walked purposefully into the membership office of the Gaoler. “Get me the personal info on that Anna girl who was Matt’s groupie.”

Helen, the matronly woman in charge of mortal donors, tapped a few strokes then looked up from her computer. “Anna Curley? That cute little thing that looks like a bonbon? I swear if I were her mother, she’d never have come through our door.”

Rick raised a slightly aggrieved brow. In his experience, no one was that pure, and she was more cupcake than bonbon.

“She lives in Pasadena, or at least, she did last year.” Helen withdrew her readers and leaned in conspiratorially. “Gossip is, she works at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. The one across the street—an art historian or something. Probably a tour guide.” She peered at Rick. “What brings her up? I was really glad when Matt canceled her card.”

“Get her on the phone. I wanna talk to her.”

“You’re not gonna let her back in, are you?”

“I didn’t know you were in charge now, Helen.” He snapped in a way he was sure betrayed his interest in the girl. “Just get me in touch with her.”

Helen drew back, clearly affronted. “Yes, sir. I’ll call you when I know something.”

Rick sighed. Lately, he was batting three hundred in the asshole competition.
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Two
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Rick’s call-back waited on voicemail a few hours later. “Anna will be at the Hawking Theatre tonight, boss,” Helen informed him. “It’s in Burbank. They’re doing a live-action vampire role-play.”

Rick clicked off the message. “People do that?” he wondered aloud.

* * * *
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BRETT PULLED HIMSELF together to accompany Rick when they drove into the parking lot behind the theatre. It was a 1950s retro place, with a loud print carpet in the lobby and faded seats with leaning springs in the audience. The role-play started before they arrived. Rick wasn’t concerned about the action; he was much more interested in what Brett could discern from the actor’s voices and scents.

“Anyone smell familiar here?” Rick pressed in subtones too low for humans to pick up.

“No.” Brett paused. “There is this one scent, but I think it’s a female...”

“Yeah, I know who that is. She’s not who we’re looking for. Listen to the voices. Anyone sound like the guy who staked you?”

Brett looked profoundly uncomfortable. “I don’t know.” He sighed deeply. “I can’t tell.”

Rick fixed him with a serious gaze. “Okay, buddy, you wait here. I’m gonna go down and see someone at intermission. But let me tell you, we’re starting a vamp self-defense class at the Gaoler next week. You and every other vamp on staff are gonna be there, and next time something happens, you’ll be able to pick a scent and voice out of a crowd at the Staples Center.”

Brett gave him a wan smile before Rick strode down the stage-left theatre aisle, his scent-sense guiding him directly to Anna. He wound his way between set dressings, curtains, and role-players, eyeing with interest the guy in the tux and red-satin-lined cape. He zeroed in on Anna at the props table.

Rick pressed up behind her and hissed, “Well, this is interesting. Does art imitate life?”

Anna whirled around, checking over both shoulders to see if anyone noticed him. Of course, they had several female cast members all but drooled over the tall, good-looking guy in front of her. “I didn’t know there was an art to what you did.”

“Mind telling me what you’re doing at vampire role-play?” Rick’s gaze darted up to the rafters and back down. He flinched as the caped man skirted behind the scrim, leaving behind an odor of bravado and surging testosterone. Rick had much too much of that already.

Anna lowered her voice, “That would be your business because...?”

“Because I asked you. What are you doing here?” He insisted, his lips a grim line on his handsome face.

“The better question is, what are you doing here? You made it clear last night you had no interest in what I had to say.” Anna was cool or at least attempting to be.

Rick rolled back and forth on the balls of his John Lobb loafers and slid his hands into his pockets, “You were drummed out of the life, and look where you ended up.” He glanced around the backstage with disdain, and his gaze landed back on her.

Anna bit back her anger, “No matter what you may think, my life doesn’t revolve around vampires.”

“All evidence to the contrary.” Rick gestured smugly at the rack of costumes, the eight-foot table of props, and the prosthetic fangs. He felt all eyes were on them, privy to a lover’s quarrel.

“Whatever.” Anna turned back to her props and gritted out louder than before, “To retain dramatic authenticity, the audience is not allowed backstage.” She looked at him coldly. “You need to leave.”

“I can beat you home tonight,” he snarled.

“Oh, I’m so scared.”

Rick inhaled deeply, scenting her. “I know you are. I can smell it on you.”

Anna’s eyes narrowed darkly, “You still need to leave.”

He grabbed her elbow, forcing a smile when he knew they were being observed. “We need to revisit last night’s conversation. And Cupcake, you don’t need to like me, to obey me.”

“Fine. Clear my name at the door. I’ll come to you.”

* * * *
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SIR RICHARD HIATT FELT every bit the masterful Dom tonight. Even under threats to his Family, he returned to the Gaoler and his work. In the public demonstration room, his gaze swept the audience of totally uninspired Vamps and donors watching a not-so-stirring demonstration. As Derrick, the Dom on stage began to lose their attention, Rick swept into the dimly lit chamber. He pressed his palm on Derrick’s shoulder in a silent command to step aside.

Rick’s reading of the couples waiting to be titillated and motivated to commence feeding, told him they needed to be shaken. They came to be surprised, so he’d give the people what they wanted. He removed his suit jacket and rolled back his crisp white shirt cuffs. Rick hefted the weight of an exquisitely crafted red and black suede flogger before he began to speak. He had the room’s full attention now. Running the individual leather thongs lovingly through his fingers, he savored the suede’s suppleness.

“Somewhere between the lesser barriers of damsels in distress and group sex, through the land of body modification and fetishes, is that seemingly forbidden land of impact play.”

The crowd murmured.

Rick turned to the disconcerted Dom. “What I see tonight, Derrick is not the slow-building rhythm and the deft impact that gives a sweet warm-up effect.” Rick walked to the donor, trussed to the St. Andrew’s cross, her fine naked ass patiently waiting for the kiss of the flogger. Rick’s palm cupped her ass as Derrick clenched and unclenched his fists.

“Ladies and gentlemen, correctly flogged buttocks become very warm to the touch when a Dom has suitably brought the flesh to a blooming flush.” Rick strolled to stand close to the titian-haired donor. “My sweet, hold this for me.” Rick pressed the handle of the flogger into the donor’s handcuffed hand.

“Yes, Sir.”

Rick led the ousted Dom to the larger St. Andrew’s cross and pushed him into the wood, hiding his grin of satisfaction. “Drop your trousers. Assume the position.” Rick’s voice was steely.

“Yes, Sir.” The vampire surrendered his trousers and raised his arms to be cuffed.

Rick swaggered behind the vamp and grabbed Derrick’s dress shirt in his fist, shredding it in one move. The crowd gasped. Rick strode back to the edge of the stage, meeting each of their gazes.

“What do you know about ‘switches’?” His fans sat silent and stunned as Rick continued, “No, switches aren’t usually Bi, they aren’t confused, and they can be real subs or Doms.”

Rick returned within whispering distance of the redhead and removed her shackles. Whatever he said to her was inaudible to the rest of the mortals in the dungeon. He stepped back from the lovely woman. “Switches get a negative reaction from purists. But switches can choose; it just depends on the day and their internal stimulus.”

The tied-up vamp jerked at the sharp crack of the flogger, and Rick guessed he was ready to piss himself. The redhead’s boots breached his space with loudly ringing steps.

“Are your safe words in place?” When his participants confirmed, Rick stepped back, allowing the audience an unobstructed view.

All the commotion in his world had caused Rick to flip his switch tonight. He expected Anna to be delayed, and he couldn’t be left alone with his thoughts.

Samantha, the redheaded donor, stepped back an arm and nearly a flogger’s length from the trussed-up Vampire. Artfully, she began flipping cool leather straps down Derrick’s back in a figure-eight pattern. Starting at his neck, she ran the whip down his back, over his first-rate ass, and flowed down his muscled flanks to his thighs and calves. Different reactions arose from the crowd as Samantha moved in front of Derrick and dragged the flogger over his face.

Those who knew the exhilaration of well-seasoned leather sighed in expectant satisfaction. Samantha walked into the audiences’ view and unleashed the flogger lightly and rapidly. Slap, slap, slap, up Derrick’s calves.

“More, Slave?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Moving rhythmically, Samantha swayed as her flogger caressed Derrick’s thighs from back to side. Rick could almost feel the sting of the tails wrapping around his thighs as Samantha’s flogger popped against the side and front of Derrick’s.

The audience on various chairs and lounges began to feed as their libidos revved. There was a universal groan as the leather popped right up between the crack of Derrick’s ass.

Rick recalled tongues of leather reaching around hungrily, giving him that erotic bite eons ago. He drew in a sharp, unnecessary breath when Samantha grabbed Derrick’s shoulder-length dark hair at the nape of his neck. Samantha blew a kiss into his ear, then hissed an inhalation through her teeth. Derrick’s body visibly tightened.

Rick’s desire for domination at the Gaoler vacillated. He would say in the centuries he had practiced BDSM; he was seventy percent Dominant versus thirty percent submissive. As a newcomer, he’d learned submission, and he’d studied at the knees of the greatest Doms. For decades he commanded complete dominance, followed by years of obedient submission. Had he been entirely dominant or entirely submissive, Rick admitted, he would have missed some of the finest times of his life.

Rick drew his wandering attention back to tonight’s performance. Before he had arrived at any solid conclusion, he was shaken by silence on the stage. The ‘show’ ended with Samantha uncoupling Derrick’s wrists and ankles and leading him to the blood-red leather fainting couch to recline and feed from her neck. There was a new Dom at the Gaoler, Rick thought with amusement, and he knew it was time to be as flexible as Samantha.

The power exchange and all that was great. It was thrilling to be a Dom, the one in charge, to have a sub’s willing body at his command. It was equally fulfilling to be a sub, able to cede blind trust to his Dom. But something was missing. The rigidity of the roles hindered true fluid symbiosis between partners. Neither could expose their genuine selves at the moment. Isn’t there something more? Something different? Some way for lovers to drop the roles and connect?

Oh, bollocks! He thought with surprise. That’s vanilla sex! Preposterous! This is a subject for another day. After all, he didn’t currently have someone he would call a lover.

* * * *
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ANNA WORRIED HER BOTTOM lip as she drove from Burbank to the club on the Miracle Mile. She hated the gut-churning anxiety swamping her whenever she encountered Rick Hiatt. He’d always had that effect on her. Frankly, he scared the hell out of her in a forbidden, delicious kind of way. If Matt was a reluctant Dom, Rick was the real thing, and someone she wanted no part of—did she? If you’re honest, the devil on her shoulder taunted, he kinda turns you on with all that force and lust. “Not in the real world,” she countered firmly. He’s drop-dead gorgeous, and the rumor is, he gives great bite. She wanted to clap her hand over that ear and silence that damn honest devil. “That is something I will never find out,” she assured herself primly. We’ll see.

This time, when she got to the parking garage, the gate rose before she even braked. Well, at least she wouldn’t have to park on the street. She expected to see Brett, the sweet security guard who usually protected the elevators. Instead, it was the vampress she’d always thought of as ‘Venus.’

“I’m here to see Rick Hiatt.” Anna forced herself to stand straight and speak clearly and directly to her nemesis.

“Hmmm. Yes. I see that.” Venus looked at the memo before her as if it had spoken and Anna had not. “He wants you upstairs in his office.” Venus finally deigned to glance at her and gestured with an outstretched flat palm. “You may take elevator two.”

“Oh, thank you.” Anna surprised herself with the dripping sarcasm in her tone. That little rebellion felt surprisingly good. That little rebellion could get you killed. Anna sighed. I guess I can only be pushed so far.

* * * *
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RICK WAS SEATED AT the nondescript receptionist’s desk when Anna’s elevator doors opened. She stopped in surprise. She would have preferred the long walk down the hall to compose herself. He was there, accomplishing everyday office tasks. Yes, he can terrify me and make photocopies, just to show me he can do it all.

Rick sat watching her, a bemused look in his whiskey brown eyes. He lifted his arm and beckoned her in with two fingers. “I have to finish up this paperwork, and then we’ll go downstairs to my place. It’s more private.” Rick drew together the stapled papers and slid them into a portfolio, “I crave privacy.”

Anna shifted her feet uncomfortably. Whatever made her think he was interesting? Look at those shoulders. He looks like solid muscle under that expensive jacket.

“To your playroom?” she ventured with a crack in her voice.

A wry grin curved his mouth. “No, Cupcake. Matt has a playroom. I have a dungeon.”

“Oh.” With a sinking heart, she stood and awaited her fate.

* * * *
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RICK MARSHALED HER into the Gaoler elevator that descended rapidly to the lobby level and pressed his hand onto the glass security pad. They descended slowly to the subbasement. On the way, the temperature dropped to a slightly uncomfortable sixty degrees, the light inside the car changed from a fluorescent glow to red L.E.D., and the thrum of a human heartbeat seemed to vibrate right through her. A chill ran up her spine. The dang elevator got to her every time.

Rick caught the tiny movement and inhaled a long, assessing breath, his gaze checking out her every curve.

What did he sense when he watched her like that? Was there a part of him that knew of her secret admiration? She couldn’t forget their tussle in the car, the way his strong body felt against hers. She heard once that passion of any kind could be turned to a passion of the sexual kind. Did that include anger? Is that what was happening to her? She shivered again, and Rick’s penetrating look told her he knew it was not from cold.

They were discharged into the hallway of dungeons, adorned with crimson leather wallpaper and thick ebony carpet. Here again, the lights were muted, meant to mimic flickering carriage lanterns. Matt’s playroom was a few paces to the right, how she longed for its safe familiarity. Instead, Rick led her a few silent paces to the left—his personal space. When he pressed his hand to the security panel, the door swung slowly open and left Anna with no illusions. This was no playroom. ‘Dungeon’ described it perfectly. Flippancy drained right out of her as if an artery was opened.

Rick gestured her toward a highly carved and polished wooden chair. “Be seated,” he instructed briskly and sat in a similar piece.

Anna’s body recoiled at the hard, flat surface of the square chair. Awkwardly, she settled back against the carving of a raven posed rampant over a battlefield. She settled along the throne’s arms only to realize her hands rested atop ominous claws holding masked faces of agony and ecstasy. Her hands flew back to her lap with a hitch in her breath. It was all positively medieval.

Her gaze swept the room, noting a St. Andrew’s cross, several different sized spanking benches, polished cases of assorted sex toys, whips, and belts. Across the room sat an outrageously oversized canopied bed. None of these fixtures consoled Anna. Nervous, knowing Rick could hear her run-away heartbeat and scent her tension, she chose to say nothing and kept her eyes cast firmly on the floor.

He let her squirm for what felt like an hour before he spoke. “Let’s return to last night’s subject.”

Anna jumped. “About why I wanted to talk to Matt?”

“Yes.”

“About vampire slayers.”

He nodded regally.

“I know they’re real,” she insisted, a little defensively.

“I know they’re real,” he agreed.

“No, I mean, now, today, there are vampire slayers. Or, at least, vamp hunters.” Worry now overrode her nerves.

“Where are they?” His tone was so intense she retreated into the back of the uncomfortable chair.

“He was at the theatre tonight.”

“Van Helsing?”

“Yes.”

“Address me properly,” he snapped.

Anna stuttered. “I...I mean, yes, Sir.” Damn it! I know better than that! “His name is Carl Sterling, Sir.”

He nodded an acknowledgment. “How do you know he’s a vampire hunter?”

Anna babbled out the information. “The party I went to, Sir, I went to the bathroom. I wasn’t feeling well; the place put me on edge. So, I went into the bathroom, and I overheard him. He was discussing his family, bragging about coming from a long line of vampire hunters.”

“Could he have been just poppin’ off? Drunk talk?”

“Well, maybe, but he talked about his grandfather’s murder. His throat was bitten out.” She slid her hand to her own throat. “And...and I thought...”

“You thought it was a vampire?”

“Yes, Sir.”

The room took on a definite chill. Anna half-suppressed a shiver.

Rick weighed her words judiciously. “Just because his grandfather was killed by a vamp doesn’t mean Sterling is a vampire slayer.”

“I...I don’t know. It was everything he said, and it was nothing in particular.”

“Explain.”

“Yes, Sir. The party was at his house. The décor is crazy, eclectic, with all sorts of antiquities.” She moaned in frustration as she tried to describe her impressions.

“Antiquities? Explain.”

“Sir, he has a lot of silver.”

“What do you mean by a lot?”

“He has a wall of silver weaponry...”

“Why do you think they’re silver?”

Anna squirmed on the torturous chair. Rick, on the other hand, seemed born to it, perfectly relaxed. “The party kinda migrated into the ‘vampire’ room, and he took a knife off the wall, and he was playing with it.” Anna’s eyes closed as if to see the scene again, “and he was roleplaying back and forth. The minute he put the knife on this girl’s breast, you know, acting like he was torturing her, she started screaming...”

“Could it have been any other white metal?”

Anna shook her head. “Sterling said, ‘If she were a real vamp, she’d be screaming because this is .925 silver.’ And he held the knife up for everyone to see.”

“You don’t think he’s a bit of a braggart?”

“Well, yeah, I do, but I’m not sure he’s bragging about this.” She shrugged and thought for a moment. “I know how I can be sure.”

“Go on.”

“He’ll be out of town for three weeks. He asked me to take care of his dog; I moved into a place not far from him. He gave me the alarm codes; I can disarm the security system. You can see it for yourself.”

“I believe I will. When does he leave?”

“Day after tomorrow.” She raised her gaze to look into his eyes and was surprised to find warm concern. She stared, mesmerized for half a second, and then finished lamely, “What do you think?”

“I think you could use a beverage.” Rick stood abruptly. “Why don’t we go to the bar?”

Drink with you? I’m not sure I can swallow. “Thank you, sir. Do you think this will help?”

“We’ll see, thank you for bringing it to me.” And then he smiled. I’ll bet he thinks that’s the panty-dropper smile. She’d never seen him smile before. It kind of is.

* * * *
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ANNA TUGGED ON HIS hand in hesitation when they reached the door of the bar. Nothing about it had changed. It still bore the substantial dark wood, padded bar stools, and frosted glass that screamed Irish Pub. She was sure all the personalities were the same. “Do you think this is a good idea, Sir?”

Rick chuckled. “You worried about my rep, Cupcake?”

“Um...” Anna blinked and shook her head, but she couldn’t help remembering the cruel comments that circulated about Matt when they’d been feeder/donor.

“Let’s risk it.” He winked charmingly.

Anna couldn’t miss the stares of the occupants. Rick preceded her at the door and held out his hand to draw her inside. She was gratified by his gentlemanly gesture and knew it signaled to the whole club she had a new status in his eyes. Apparently, she was no longer persona non-grata.

“Let’s get the booth in the back,” Rick suggested.

What could she say? No, I prefer it out here so I can watch everyone gawk at us, especially that bitch, Tina? Revenge was sweet, watching the bar patrons trying to pick their chins off the floor was sweeter, but she’d rather spend some time alone with Rick. That admission shocked her. She never thought of Hiatt as someone she enjoyed hanging with.

“Jameson Black Barrel and B negative, Bobby.” He instructed the bartender on the way to their table. “How about you, Anna?”

“Uh, I’m driving, Sir, and with everything that’s going on, I think maybe a Coke.”

Rick nodded appreciatively. “Very wise. A Coke for the lady, please. We’ll be in the back.”

Rick caught her hand and zigzagged between small round tables in the bar’s dim light. While the patrons got their drink-on post-bite, they spied on Rick’s fluid movements. Every patron in the bar hushed and turned to watch them go and then immediately broke out in a hub-bub of comment. Behind him, taking tiny steps, Anna’s curves caught someone’s shoulder—it was Tina. The bleached-blonde took an exaggerated look at her, casting silent shade behind Rick’s back. She dropped her sneer and returned her attention to the male donor beside her.

Anna giggled. Rick raised an inquiring brow and turned to survey the room. The other guests instantaneously turned their attention to their drinks.

“The pastime around here isn’t sex—it’s gossip.” Rick shook his head. He gestured toward the padded round booth and didn’t seat himself until she seemed comfortably settled.

* * * *
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RICK PRESSED AGAINST the padded seat back and appreciated the lass before him. The crimson leather of the booth cast an uncommon glow on Anna. She was a pearl within a tufted jewel box. Rick’s voice nearly caught. “So, tell me about yourself, Anna.” He tilted his head toward her. “You say you live in Laural Canyon?”

“Uhum. I mean, yes, Sir.” She stuttered self-consciously. Bobby set the drinks before them. “It’s a little far from work, but I have a couple of different routes to get there, depending on the traffic, and since I can’t afford to live in Beverly Hills...”

Rick laughed easily. “Few people can. I guess it’s closer than Pasadena. You work at the museum across the street?”

“How do you know that?”

“Helen.”

“The coordinator of mortal donors, of course,” she said, hiding a blush behind her hair. “For a second there, I wondered if vampires could read minds.”

He chuckled again, perversely enjoying her awkwardness. To tell the truth, he was tired of smooth, polished subs who glided through their interactions. They were boring. This girl was off-the-cuff, honest, refreshing, but so nervous in his presence, she could barely maintain eye contact. He disciplined himself back to follow the conversation.

“I was very fortunate, Sir. I’m a Junior Exhibition Coordinator. I guess I was just in the right place at the right time, and I agreed to take the historically small salary...”

Enough, Rick thought, I want to see her eyes. He extended his arm across the table and, with two fingers, gently raised her chin to emphasize his interest. “I’ve known you for ten minutes, and I already know it was more than luck.” He countered warmly and then turned up his intensity. “What made you get involved in this vampire role-play thing?”

“Oh,” Anna studied the moisture dripping down her chilled glass and squirmed. “I guess I missed, you know...”

There goes our eye contact, Rick thought irritably. Lost to embarrassment. “You missed us, not the bite?” Rick sat back flabbergasted and crossed his arms over his chest, preparing himself to read her more accurately.

“Well, yes, Sir. I mean, I never really understood why Matt banned me...”

There was a beat of silence between them. The raucous squeal of two donors entering the bar broke their stares.

“Anna.” Please, just look at me! Rick’s tone became serious. “I know exactly why Matt banned you.” That got her head up!

“Well, it was decent of him to tell me! I’ve never been fired before!”

Rick ran his finger down the bridge of his nose, and stopped to stroke his bottom lip, rolling his mental dice. If he told her the truth, would she take her fine innocent ass back to her mortal reality? Go for broke, Rick decided, sitting a bit straighter.

“He thought you were too young.” He watched for her reaction, but his words didn’t seem to offend her as he expected. “Matt felt you were too special to get involved with us.”

Anna’s brows knit. She pouted, earning her Rick’s closing statement.

“Anna, it was a compliment.” He forestalled her further protest with a raised hand. “I know it didn’t feel that way to you at the time.”

“Yeah, well...May I ask you something, Sir?”

Rick nodded, primed to be blindsided.

“This woman Matt married...is she a vampire?”

And...we’re back to Matt. “Why does that matter?” Rick’s lips curled in a juvenile smile as he held his glass and slowly rotated the cocktail straw around the rim. “Matt, Matt, Matt.”

Anna slid her glass forward as she leaned toward Rick. Her lips tightened around the red cocktail straw as she drew cola into her mouth. His eyes riveted to her unconscious show. As much as he wanted to banish the thought, he could feel her lips drawing on a particular part of his body. She swallowed hard, and he swallowed harder.

“Won’t you tell me?” Anna prodded as she stared up at him.

Now I get unlimited eye contact. Rick tapped a nervous finger on the table before he shifted sideways in the booth, in hidden effort to adjust himself. He inhaled, measuring the room’s pheromones. A glance around confirmed he was the only vampire in the room, and yet, he was the one feeling cornered.

Ego protesting, he aimed for a brotherly tilt of his head and tone of voice when he spoke, “You knew Matt, he’d never get involved with a mortal. Yes. She’s a vampire.”

“Okay.” Her reply was barely audible. “So, if he’s married now, may I come back?”

Not in a million years. Rick was silent for a long beat, studying her. “I would have to get Matt’s signature on that.”

Anna’s smile fell like hope evaporating.

“Matt and I don’t share the same opinion about vamp/mortal interactions. You know what stumps me? From what I hear, you’re really not into BDSM. If Matt’s off the table, why would you want to come back?”

She opened her mouth to answer but seemed at a loss for a reply.

“Don’t answer tonight. You think about that for a while and get back to me.”

“Yes, Sir.” Anna breathed.

“You’ve graduated from college. You have a career. Do you have family nearby? You date—and I don’t mean that vampire-role-play guy?”

“Oh, I’m not dating Carl Sterling, Sir. He’s a silver-plated jerk. I’m not dating anyone right now. And my family, well,” her mouth turned down. “They’re on the other side of the States.”

Rick scowled. “You started to think of us as your family?”

“I...sort of...I guess.” She added quickly. “Sir.”

“It’s time we found you some mortals to bond with.”

Anna gave him a dazed nod.

“If you’re through with your drink I’ll see you to your car.”

She hurriedly drained her glass. “Yes, Sir.”

* * * *
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“TOMORROW IS SUNDAY,” Rick started as they emerged from the parking garage elevator. He found his hand gravitating to the small of her back. He wanted to ask what her plans were for the day. Not a good idea. “So, Sterling leaves for his cruise on Monday?”
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