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Chapter One

I WILL NEVER be the same again.

The premonition was a cold whisper against the back of Nate’s neck. It spread like frost, cool tendrils sliding down his shoulders to take root in his spine. Hard to shake off, even harder to ignore.

Nothing will ever be the same.

“So your regular doesn’t show. It’s not the end of the world, Aki.” Nate turned, but no one stood next to him. The mixologist polished glasses at the far end of the bar, and the couple nearest Nate were only interested in each other. He was alone.

Or as alone as possible in the most popular club in New Camden.

The house DJ had turned up the lights and music to fill the gap left by the live band, and the dance floor was packed. Nate only had to stretch out his arm to touch someone. Strobe lights caught the lingering dry ice from the stage show, and the teasing play of light on the insubstantial mist gave the dancers a hint of its incorporeal mystery. Nate loved that, loved the thrill as he stepped onto the floor, as if the dancers might vanish before he reached them. The warmth of the bodies brushing against him always gave him a rush of triumph.

Tonight, with the premonition clammy on his skin, it looked more like smoke. Nate glanced over the bar. The red emergency box resembled an ordinary fire alarm. It was only when you noticed that the contents included a string of garlic, a flask and a sharpened wooden stake that the words registered—In Case of Vampires, Break Glass.

Vampires. I’ve been here six months and haven’t even seen a single bat! Nate snorted, turning back to the dance floor. New Camden might be home to the biggest population of supernaturals in the world, but none of them were getting in without strict adherence to Century’s dress code. The club’s security system was better than some banks, thanks to its unique nature (and New Camden’s unique risks), but management believed “better safe than scandal” and for very good reason. The club existed only through a very careful balancing act. It had the respectability afforded by success, just risqué enough to titillate its clients without alarming them. Security was a selling point, from the uniformed bouncers, prominently positioned at the front of the house, to the plainclothes security guards who mingled with the guests, and the alarm built into Nate’s wristband that connected directly to Department Seven, the branch of law enforcement that dealt directly with supernatural threats.

“Dracula himself couldn’t get in here without a spot check.” Except for the occasional newspaper headline about an empty tomb or werewolf attack, New Camden was just another big city. And the sooner Nate kicked this weird feeling of danger and remembered that, the better.

“Did I hear ‘pick up for table three’?” Aki leaned against the bar beside Nate. “You’re never going to make your repayments slacking off like that. Look at me. A round of seven cocktails, and that’s only the start.”

Nate looked over his fellow host’s head to table three. A cluster of girls in evening dresses. A hen do, or maybe college girls on a rite of passage. “Sucks to be me. You with a table full of girls, and me with only one client to my score.”

Aki was instantly suspicious. “It’s not even been a half hour.”

“Forty minutes.” Nate smirked. “Blow job, bonus, and I got time left over.”

“No way.” Aki snatched Nate’s wrist. “Show me your band.”

Nate grinned, letting Aki see the wristband. The thin strip of plastic hadn’t left his skin since he’d started working at Century. Where Aki’s displayed a thin green line down the middle, indicating that he was available, Nate’s was a dull black, invisible in the dark. Until the internal timer finished its slow countdown, Nate was a free agent.

“Un-fucking-believable.” Aki dropped Nate’s hand. “I don’t know how you do it.”

Nate stretched, enjoying the tug of his tight clothing against his body. “I’m just that good.”

“Just that desperate.” Aki shook his head. “I have got to teach you standards.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my choice of clients.”

Aki raised a perfectly trimmed eyebrow. “Would I have done the guy?”

Nate bit his lip. He’d seen the man at the bar, toying with his glass as he watched two of the other hosts grind against each other on the floor. His blond hair was so thin it gave the unfortunate suggestion of baldness, and he was short enough anyone could see it. The older hosts definitely had. They made a point of avoiding eye contact.

Nate had ducked his head as he approached the guy. He couldn’t hide his height, but he’d emphasized the country drawl he usually downplayed. His youth did the rest. Presented with a challenge within his abilities, the man eagerly proved himself. He’d gone for a blow job in a partially lit corner of the club, fucking Nate’s mouth with overcompensatory fervor.

Method and means left much to be desired, but Nate got a kick out of being on display. Secure in himself, he’d played up to the guy, getting him off with charitable ease. In return, Nate got a bonus and hadn’t needed all his allotted cooldown time to freshen up. He considered his remaining twenty minutes of freedom worth it. But Aki?

“Only if it was the end of your shift,” Nate admitted. “And it was a slow night.”

Aki drummed his fingers against the bar. “How did I know? From now on, only hot guys count to the tally.”

“So no drink orders?”

Aki gave Nate a sour look as the mixologist slid a tray of drinks across the bar to Aki. All he was going to get from his table was drink orders. “Fine. Reset from now,” he said, struggling to lift the tray. “And no poaching. I saw you looking at the girls.”

“They’re looking at me.” Nate placed a hand beneath the heavy tray to steady it. “What are you going to get out of them besides make-up tips? Customer satisfaction above personal kicks.”

“Don’t quote training at me. I’ve been here an entire month longer than you.” Tray firmly in hand, Aki started toward his table.

Nate grinned at his back. Bickering with Aki was one of the perks of the job. Only a couple of months younger than Nate, Aki used his status as a New Camden native to win arguments. He lived up to the fast-talking, irreverent stereotype of the city, hands and mouth constantly in motion—when he wasn’t looking at his phone.

He was also extremely easy to wind up. Nate settled back against the bar, feeling the most like himself since he heard the whisper. Leave it to Aki. And he still had fifteen minutes of freedom.

The chill went through him before the voice spoke. Nate stood before a force implacably deep, so powerful it would change his entire world. As he struggled to understand the warning—the voice. Rich, warm, and inviting, it spoke straight to Nate’s core, stirring instincts Nate didn’t recognize as his own. He stared at the speaker, all poise forgotten.

The man smiled. Like Nate, he was dark haired and athletic. His slate-gray shirt and dark jacket clung to his trim form with the intimacy of expensive tailoring, and he stood with a confidence that made Nate, tall and broad shouldered, feel shorter. Somewhere in his late twenties, he looked from Nate’s metallic studded T-shirt to his face. The smile deepened into amusement. “Don’t tell me you’ve never had a man buy you a drink before.”

Nate looked down to the two glasses on the bar beside him. A lime wedge and a generous splash of mint leaves marked it as his preferred on-the-job drink. “A mojito?” He deliberately leaned against the bar.

Nate realized his mistake at once. Hosts didn’t accept anything they hadn’t seen made. Century commissioned safety wards from the best magic-users in the city, but they were designed to combat hungry werewolves or starved vampires, not mundane threats like drugging.

How can I refuse the drink now? Nate looked up to find the man’s smoky eyes locked on his. Date rape drugs? This man doesn’t need to resort to anything beyond that smile. “Either you just read my mind or you’ve been watching me.”

His companion was as impressed as Nate should have expected. Not at all. “Watching you,” he said, white teeth suddenly bared as his lips drew back. “Or rather”—he sauntered closer—”watching this.”

Nate tensed a moment too late. The man’s hand was cool despite the thin fabric of Nate’s T-shirt, a confident pressure as he followed the curve of Nate’s back to grip his ass beneath his tight jeans and squeeze roughly.

Smile sharp at Nate’s discomfit, the man retrieved his own drink from the bar. “Finish your drink and join me upstairs.” His voice held the expectation of obedience. “All of it. I don’t want to taste your previous client.” Before Nate could react, he turned and strode toward the stairs.

“Easily avoided.” Nate raised the glass to his lips. He hadn’t just brushed his teeth; he’d changed his T-shirt, too. “Go fuck yourself.” If the guy thought the steep price of drinks included other compensation, he would be very disappointed.

People didn’t come to Century for a quick fuck. They came for an experience. A few years of legalization was not enough to remove the stigma of prostitution, but Century took the stigma out for a few classy cocktails, a change of wardrobe, and sent it home at the end of the night with a decent bill.

The result? A club that attracted attention—even in the city infamous for the largest population of supernatural creatures in the world. Its hosts were as much a part of the club’s successful branding as its location—a beautifully refurbished theater in the downtown area—or the music, the envy of many a festival planner. The air of exclusivity created by the steep entry fee extended to the hosts. They were attractive, came with a high price tag, and had full powers of veto. The man’s assumption of Nate’s compliance was an instant no.

And yet…

Now that the shock passed, Nate saw the possibilities. Century attracted those experimenting with something new. Nate was used to gently guiding. Someone so confident they rejected the niceties entirely? Not only rare, but promising.

Promising enough to overlook the guy’s attitude?

The central staircase was crowded with spectators watching the stage. The man parted them without effort. He didn’t gesture. He simply moved with his destination so firmly in mind that everyone else compromised.

Fuck. Confidence like that is as dangerous as it is hot. A sharp clink of ice drew Nate’s attention to the fact that his glass was already half empty.

Half empty? When had that happened?

Nate’s mouth twisted. Even aware of the man’s effect, he was not immune.

Nate threw back the last of the drink and shouldered through the milling crowd. This place is packed. God, how closely had he been watching to see my earlier client? The thought excited. Nate took the staircase—a beautifully restored relic of the building’s theater past—two ornate steps at a time.

The man waited at the entrance to one of the theater boxes, which were extremely hard to secure without a sizable deposit or the right connections. This man doesn’t just know what he wants, Nate realized. He gets it.

And at that moment, he wanted Nate.

“You took your time.”

“It’s my time to take.” Nate deliberately slowed his pace. “I’m not on the clock right now.”

The man’s eyes darted from Nate’s face to his wrist. Even his apology intrigued, delivered sincerely but with no lessening of his self-assurance. “I’m sorry, Nathan. If I’d realized, I’d have waited.”

And he knows my name? Nate should have been annoyed, not charmed. “I hope you’ll make it up to me.”

The wicked smile that met his words put an end to any internal confusion. “I certainly intend to.” The man stepped aside, and Nate squeezed past him into the box.

Century’s boxes were a nod to the building’s past, but their furnishings were set firmly in the present. A queen bed occupied most of the box, the pulsating light from the dance floor reflecting dully on the slick black synthetic sheets. Nate squeezed past the bed to the railing at the very edge of the booth. Two sleek armchairs waited, but Nate opted to rest against the rail.

He watched his client shrug carelessly out of his jacket. The shadow of the partition between the boxes obscured the man’s face. The lights caught his eyes and gave them an almost inhuman gleam.

The premonition came back to Nate in one heartbeat. So strong, it was hard to believe he’d forgotten it in the shock of their meeting. Nate rubbed his palms on his jeans, unsure what to do with himself.

His companion seated himself in one of the armchairs. As he moved, he brushed the tablet left on the low coffee table between the chairs. The device flickered on automatically, revealing Nate’s club profile.

Nate seized on the distraction gratefully. “That explains how you knew my name—but not my drink of choice.”

The man smirked, slipping a sleek wallet from his pocket. He withdrew a card, motioning for Nate to hold out his wrist. “Like I said, I’ve had my eye on you.”

“On specific parts of me.” The green light on Nate’s wristband flashed on, only to immediately turn red as the man swiped his card over the embedded sensor within the band. His fingers firmly closed around Nate’s wrist, holding it in place as he entered his selection, the pressure making what should have been a routine transaction dangerous.

Nate tried not to think about having that firm pressure applied to other parts of him. As his client’s details flickered over the feed, he forced himself to speak. “Emeric Hunter. That’s an unusual name.”

“Call me Hunter.” The man kept a firm hold on Nate’s wrist even as he finished with the band, forcing Nate to lean in to enter his confirmation code. Nate’s face was now a mere hand’s width from Hunter’s chest, and the subtle scent of the aftershave the man wore enhanced his vaguely autumnal scent.

Nate was halfway through his confirmation code before what he’d agreed to hit him. Three hours at the highest rate Nate could sign off on without a manager’s approval and the performance bonus? “You don’t have to. I didn’t lose that much time.”

Hunter tapped in the final acceptance but did not relinquish Nate’s hand. Instead, he leaned leisurely against the cushioned back of the armchair, drawing Nate toward him. Nate reached for the back of the chair to keep his balance. Toying with me. Nate felt his heartbeat quicken. Everything he does is deliberate.

“You’ll be earning that. When I said I’d make it up to you, I wasn’t thinking of the money.”

My kind of client. Nate bit down the words, but he was sure Hunter had noticed the effect his proximity had on Nate’s breathing. Case in point, Nate hummed as Hunter slid his free hand over the metallic studs embedded in his T-shirt.

“Tell me, Nathan. You’re in your early twenties?”

Nate arched into the touch. The studs felt hard against his skin. “Just turned twenty-two, actually.”

“Remind me how tall you are?” Cool fingers brushed bare skin as Hunter found the edge of the T-shirt.

The chill of his touch was a surprise. “Six foot one.” Nate liked it, the contrast between Hunter and his own hot skin leaving pleasant tingles in the wake of Hunter’s touch. “Uh. Century’s not that big on specifics. I can be whatever you want me to be.”

Hunter laughed, a low chuckle. Damn, but his voice is hot. “That’s a bold claim, especially given how broad those shoulders of yours are.” He finally released Nate’s wrist. “Take off your shirt. I want to see you.”

For the first time since meeting Hunter, the advantage was Nate’s. He did not intend to waste it. The live band had returned to the stage with a light show that punctuated their performance. Stepping back into the reflected glow, Nate took a moment to get into the beat of the song. He swayed, letting his hand travel over the metal studs just as Hunter had done earlier, before teasing the edge of his shirt up. “I’m shorter on my knees.”

Hunter’s expression was hard to discern in the shadows, but Nate caught the distinct impression of amusement. “You really are eager to please. Lose the shoes, too.”

Nate had paused as Hunter spoke, lulled by his words, but with a spike of annoyance, he pulled the shirt over his head. Eager? “I take pride in my work.” He kicked off his sneaker so roughly it took his sock with it, tugging the remaining shoe free with bare toes.

Hunter laughed as he stood. He crossed the distance between them with an unhurried stride. “Now, Nathan.” He ran his hands along Nate’s shoulders in a show of tactile appreciation of the form before him. “For what I have in mind, that enthusiasm of yours is perfect. Stand straight, feet together.”

Nate obeyed unthinkingly. Hunter took a step back, stance almost that of a critic appraising an art piece. Nate should have been flattered, but as Hunter’s gaze skimmed over the six-pack he took such pride in and came to rest somewhere near his shoulder, Nate had a realization. “You’ve got something specific in mind.”

Surprise glittered in Hunter’s eyes momentarily, but the hand he laid on Nate’s shoulder changed the mood from “caught red-handed” to “co-conspirators“ with ease. “I have plans. I want to make sure they go perfectly.”

As if anything this man does could be less than perfect. Nate caught himself before he leaned into Hunter. Appearing needy in front of this client was out. “Special occasion?”

“Yes, actually.” Hunter dropped the hand on Nate’s shoulder to the small of his back. Nate glanced down to watch him lace the fingers of his free hand through Nate’s own. Does he want to fuck me or dance with me?

Fortunately, Hunter answered that question with his mouth on Nate’s neck. He was sleek and practiced, every bit as cool as his fingers. Nate couldn’t hold back a gasp as he felt the scrape of teeth against his skin.

“That’s right, Nathan. I want to hear what I do to you.” Hunter lowered his head to follow the line of Nate’s neck muscle. The light brush of cool lips was quickly followed by his tongue as he moved to suck Nate’s collarbone.

Nate moaned. He clutched at Hunter’s shirt with the hand not tangled in the man’s. Enthusiastic, not needy! “You’re way too good at this.” The man had barely touched him, and Nate was hard enough to regret choosing tight jeans. “How special an occasion?”

Hunter chuckled. His breath teased skin still wet from his mouth. “My brother. It’s his anniversary in a week.” He squeezed Nate’s nipple before bending his mouth back to its work.

He wants me for someone else? It stung. Nate tightened his hold on Hunter’s shirt, keeping the man’s attention on his chest as he willed the disappointment from his face. “A birthday present?”

“Close enough.” Hunter released Nate’s hand. As he stood, he ran his fingers down Nate’s side before firmly pushing him backward.

Nate was confused until his legs encountered the edge of the bed. He sat, reaching for Hunter’s waist.

The man shook his head. “Business before pleasure. I want to be sure you have what I’m looking for.”

Nate rolled onto his stomach on the bed so Hunter had an unobstructed view of the tight contour of his backside, framed to perfection by the skintight jeans. The silky sheets delicately brushed his sensitized chest, and the pressure of the bed against his arousal added extra breathiness to his reply. “Most brothers would be satisfied with a voucher. Shopping around like this—” Nate paused, looking back over his shoulder, to make sure Hunter’s eyes were on him as he slowly, deliberately ran his hands over his ass. “Makes me wonder who the party’s really for?”

“Naked. Now.” That rough note in Hunter’s voice had not been there earlier.

Hearing Hunter’s interest only peaked Nate’s own. Not until his jeans and briefs had joined his T-shirt and shoes across the booth, did Nate realize he’d lost a prime teasing opportunity. Arranging himself on his knees, he looked back to gauge the reaction of his client.

“Well?”

“Your confidence in yourself is not misplaced. You’re a fine piece of work, Nathan.” Hunter’s fingers lingered over Nate’s tight cleft, sending shivers down Nate’s spine even as his cheeks glowed at the compliment. Hunter pressed his hard length against Nate’s rear. “I’m going to enjoy you.” Then, suddenly, his touch moved away, and something hit the sheets near Nate’s hand. “Prepare yourself.”

Nate stretched out his hand and encountered Century’s in-house lube. “Shouldn’t the birthday boy enjoy the present first?” He leaned on one elbow so that he could watch Hunter as he squeezed a generous amount of the slick into his palm.

Hunter snorted, not taking the bait. “As I said, it’s got to be perfect. Come on, Nathan. Show me you know how to work that fine ass of yours.” His hand rested on his trouser front, lightly stroking the erection beneath.

Nate moaned. In other circumstances, he would spin out the preparation, put on a show for his audience, but Hunter’s voice spoke straight to his straining cock. He pressed in two slick fingers to coat his entrance, adding a third almost immediately. Ignoring the protest of his tight ring of muscle, Nate pushed himself back onto his fingers. “God, Hunter. I’m tight, so tight—” He grunted, scissoring his fingers to stretch himself wider. “You’re gonna feel so good in me.”

“Like that. Just like that.” That plastic rustle had to be a condom. Hunter was also preparing himself.

Was he even going to last long enough for Hunter to take his ass? Nate gritted his teeth, continuing to work himself open. His fingers hit that sweet spot inside of him, and Nate cried out, clutching the sheets with his free hand. “Ah—I’m ready! Ready.” Breathlessly, he spread his legs wider, bracing himself against the bed. “Hunter, please…”

He felt the bed dip as Hunter joined him, but rather than the rough coupling Nate craved, Hunter gathered him gently against a hard, cool chest. “We’re not short of time.” Hunter caressed Nate’s chest with a lightness that did nothing to alleviate the need throbbing through Nate. “You don’t have to hurry on my part.”

“I want— I mean, I like it rough.” Nate tried to remember his training through the heady haze of need—customer satisfaction—but he could feel the length of Hunter’s cock against his back. “You won’t hurt me. It’s— I need. Want you now.” He rocked against Hunter, trying to elicit an answering reaction.

Hunter took Nate’s hips in his hands, squeezing them in warning. “Tell me what you want.” If Nate had not been so focused on his own need, he might have wondered at his odd tone. “Only what you want.”

He expects me to talk at a moment like this? Nate’s hips jerked helplessly. “You. In me. God—you’re gonna feel so good. Stretching me, forcing me to take all of you—” He rocked back again, and this time was rewarded with an answering surge. “I like it like that. Like it rough.” Was that imagination or had he made the older man catch his breath? “I want the burn as you use me.” A pleading note entered his voice as he gripped the sheets to stop himself from reaching for his leaking cock. “I want to feel you tomorrow, remember how it felt to do this.”

There was an almost animalistic snarl from his companion. Before Nate knew it had happened, he found himself on his back on the bed, Hunter’s lithe, athletic form inches above his own, straddling his waist and pinning his wrists to the bed.

“Do you mean that? It’s not simply the job?”

It took Nate a moment to catch his meaning. “God, no.” He tried vainly to thrust up against Hunter. “I’d want you to fuck me regardless.”

Nate was proud of his strength, of the muscles he’d developed lugging hay bales and crates and honed in Century’s employee gymnasium, but he couldn’t move Hunter an inch. That realization gave him pause, even through the throbbing, consuming lust, and he looked up to catch Hunter’s gaze.

“You’re not the birthday present,” Hunter said, perfectly still above Nate, his erect cock resting against Nate’s. “You’re going to be the party favor. There will be three of us, we’ll enjoy you together.”

The whimper that escaped Nate was pure need. Being on display, used while others watched? He hadn’t even known this was something he wanted, but man, did he want it. “God, yeah—”

“Mostly we’ll be using that tight hole of yours. I need to know you’ll enjoy it.”

Knowing it was fruitless did not stop Nate from trying to thrust up against Hunter again. “Let me show you. Fuck me, fuck me good. I can take it—”

Hunter let go of Nate’s wrists. “Hold onto the headboard,” he ordered crisply, kneeling between Nate’s eagerly parted legs. He gripped Nate’s hips firmly. The older man’s cock was proudly erect inside the condom, and Nate watched through lidded eyes as Hunter positioned himself, cock teasing Nate’s entrance. “Don’t let go until you’ve come.”

It was not comfortable, but Nate reached behind him. “I’m ready. C’mon, Hunter. Fill me—” With a grunt, Hunter pushed in, every inch as hard and unrelenting as Nate hoped. He moaned, and his fingers clamped down on the headboard.

Hunter gave him a moment to adjust before thrusting shallowly. “Like that?”

Nate answered by using the leverage granted by the headboard to impale himself further onto Hunter’s cock. It stretched him to his limit, but the burn was worth the gasp it elicited from his companion. “Yeah. Just like that.”

“You are a piece of work.” Gripping Nate’s hips, Hunter went to work with vigor. He set a steady rhythm, slamming Nate back against the mattress with every thrust. Nate locked his legs around Hunter’s hips, willing himself wider, wanting more of the older man. The burn was fading fast as Hunter found his prostate with unerring accuracy. Nate’s untouched cock bounced against his stomach with each deep thrust, precome dribbling across his clenching muscles. “You’re really getting off on this aren’t you?”

“Thought…that was the point…” He wasn’t going to last long at all, not like this. Nate moaned again. Normally the burn worked to slow him down, help him last, but each of Hunter’s rough thrusts pushed him ever closer to that rush of pleasure. Sensation engulfed him. Blood pulsed in his fingers where they clamped on to the headboard, pulsed in his neglected erection, pulsed through his entire body in time to Hunter’s rhythm. He didn’t know whether to tell Hunter to slow down or beg him to take him faster. His hips jerked erratically, seemingly of their own accord. “Fuck, you feel so good! I want you deeper.”

“That’s the way.” Hunter paused. Nate groaned as he felt the man pull out. He looked up to catch the man’s smoky gaze, Hunter’s eyes deliberately traveling from Nate’s flushed face and straining body, to his cock, head shiny with need. All it would take was one touch where he needed it most.

“God—”

“Look at me.”

If Nate had thought the man was sexy earlier, that was nothing to him now. Hunter’s gray silk shirt hung open in disarray, and his erection, pressed against Nate’s thigh, provided evidence of his passion. As Nate licked his lips, the man smirked. He swung Nate’s legs over his shoulders, and Nate lifted himself, eager to assist.

Rather than give him what he wanted, Hunter rocked his erection between Nate’s legs, teasing his hole with the head of his cock. “You like being claimed. I’m getting off on your reactions almost as much as I am taking your tight hole.”

Oh, fuck. “Don’t tease me! I need—” What did he need? “Your cock in me, I need you to fill me.”

And Hunter did. He slammed into Nate with enough force to raise Nate off the mattress with each thrust, balls slapping against Nate’s bare skin. Nate felt himself slipping ever closer to the edge with every movement Hunter made. “You— You’re so—”

His climax hit suddenly, white spots dancing in his vision as his body arched taut and tingled. Heat splattered his chest as he shot. He heard Hunter exclaim, but transported by the intensity of his finish, Nate could not make out the words.

He came back to himself moments later. Hunter thrust shallowly against him. No words now. Nate reached for the man’s hips, heard him gasp at the touch, the steady rhythm of his movements becoming erratic.

Feeling his own power, Nate let his fingers caress Hunter’s ass. At Hunter’s next inward thrust, Nate clenched tightly around him. Hunter moaned, as raw as Nate could have hoped. He plunged forward again and again until he leaned his cool forehead against Nate’s chest, spent.

They remained that way for several long moments, harsh breathing seemingly as loud as the music of the distant band. And then Hunter laughed, a low chuckle as he pulled out. Nate barely had time to regret his absence before he was tugged up to rest against Hunter’s chest. His client’s smirk glittered in the intermittent light from the floorshow as his fingers encountered the come coating Nate’s stomach.

“You’ll do.”

Nate felt a warm rush of pride at those words, even as he shivered at Hunter’s cold touch and the cooling fluid. “Told you I could take it.”

“You certainly did.” Hunter brushed Nate’s sweat slick hair from his temple before casually leaning in to take his lips. The kiss was entirely unexpected, and Nate responded to the meeting of their lips breathlessly. “And with business concluded,” Hunter said, cool breath teasing Nate’s neck as his mouth traveled lower. “Pleasure.”




Chapter Two

“WE BORING YOU, Nate?”

Nate started. Days later, the glow had yet to fade. Hunter had left him exhausted, satiated, and with a bad habit of zoning out of conversations in favor of reliving their night together. “You, boring?” Nate reached hastily for his cocktail. “That’s like asking the guy who cleans the crocodile’s teeth if he sleeps on the job.”

Beatrice considered him from across the booth. She preferred uncomfortable to pretty, wearing her dark-brown hair in a severe bob and choosing clunky frames over contacts. “Clearly I need to sharpen my teeth.”

“You’re always so mean, Bea. Nate might be coming down with something.” Everything about Mandy was generous, from her ample curves to her golden blonde hair. She even frowned as she pressed a hand to Nate’s forehead. “I don’t think you have a fever.”

Beatrice leaned back against the wall that divided their booth from the one next to it. Just like the boxes, the ground floor booths recalled the club’s prestigious history. The wood used to make the tables and dividing walls had been salvaged from the renovation work and polished until they shone even in the club’s discreet lighting, and the cushioning of the seats would not have looked out of place in the original theater. The complete contrast to the stark lines of the bar and dance floor shouldn’t have worked, but it did. “Any excuse.”

Mandy snatched her hand back. “I was worried!”

“No need. I’m fine, promise.” Nate patted Mandy’s arm and was rewarded with a grateful smile. “So, Bea. They solved the vermin problem in your building?”

Beatrice shook her head. “Not exactly. Six-B said that if the landlord didn’t do something about the rats, they would, right? Well, the rats are gone, but there’s a lingering smell of sulfur in the lobby, and seven-B swears they heard demonic barking. We think six-B summoned a demon-dog. Only problem now? The night watchman’s missing, presumed eaten.”

“How can you joke about that?” Mandy shuddered. “That’s horrible!”

“Sorry.” Bea’s expression was catlike as she raised her regular gin and tonic. “I forgot I had to take your delicate country sensibilities into account.”

“That poor man! Just doing his job…” Mandy’s eyes were suspiciously bright. “You’d never find a demon dog in Happy Valley!”

Was she about to cry? Nate stretched a hand toward her.

“You’re not the only small-towner at the table.” Bea’s sharp glance stopped Nate’s movement. “Well, Nate? What does your hometown keep in its closet?”

She didn’t know. Nate forced himself to relax, taking a sip of his drink. “Every town has a ghost story or two.”

“But they’re only stories.” Mandy’s vehemence was surprising. “Unlike New Camden…”

“The DJ set is going to finish soon. If we want to dance—” Nate’s wristband vibrated with a summons. The manager’s office? Nate patted Mandy’s shoulder as he stood. “Timing. The boss calls. I’ll find you two on the dance floor—if I survive.”

 

HAS MY DISTRACTION been reported? Nate took the backstage stairs two at a time. He had to get Hunter out of his head. As the man’s deadline approached, Nate had replayed the night over in his head until it took on the unreal quality of a dream.

The strange feeling of foreboding returned to trouble Nate intermittently. Just imagination. Nate took a moment to compose himself before raising his hand to knock on the office door. It’s not real. It can’t be real.

He was the ordinary one after all.

“Do I get points for turning myself in—Hunter!”

The man had been in Nate’s head so much that seeing him on the sleek leather sofa of Denise’s office was jarring. He looked up from the paperwork on his lap. “Nathan. You didn’t forget then.” His voice was just as rich as Nate remembered.

Nathan was aware that his smile was too wide to be cool. He brought it back under control with difficulty. “You left it late. Another night, and I’d have written you off as a no-show.”

Hunter’s smile showed he knew how empty the threat was. “I had intended to return before. As I was just telling Denise, you made an impression.” He held out the papers for Nate’s manager to take.

Nate glowed, Hunter’s absence instantly forgiven. Clearly, he’d been sick. Or was Hunter always this pale? Nate had an intimate knowledge of the man’s body in the dark, but this was the first time he’d seen him in the light.

“Sit down, Nathan.” Denise waved him toward the sofa’s contingent of matching armchairs clustered around the coffee table at the center of the office. She stood beside her desk, which broke up the circle at one end, glancing through the papers with a frown.

Nate took advantage of her distraction to covertly study his client. Hunter more than lived up to his promise. The stark lines and strong colors of the navy peacoat he wore contrasted interestingly with the long, dark hair that fell carelessly over his forehead. His mouth was fascinatingly voluptuous, and it took Denise clearing her throat to call Nate’s attention away from it.

“We don’t usually allow house calls.”

Nate sat up straighter. Denise’s word was final. She was in her midforties, with immaculate auburn hair set in a 1930s-style wave. She wore a pastel green skirt-suit over a white V-neck blouse, accentuating a bosom that made the world a better place just by existing.

“I take it Mr. Hunter already mentioned his proposal?”

“He brought it up in passing.” Was that the sticking point? Denise had been Century’s most popular domme until she found her life partner amongst the clientele and retired. The owners had fought hard to retain her as manager and not once regretted it. Denise knew everything about the job. Her controlling tendencies enabled her to keep a volatile cast of hosts and hostesses on a tight leash but made her a stickler for procedure. “I might be indentured, but I can promise you client satisfaction isn’t going to be an issue here.”

“Indentured?” Hunter asked.

Oh, fuck. “Industry slang. It’s nothing.”

Denise eyed Nate sternly. “Our employees represent a sizable investment to the club. Nathan’s wristband, for example, is synched to his vital signs and can only be removed with specialized equipment.”

Hunter’s eyes flickered to the wristband with new appreciation. “That sounds costly.”

Denise’s smile was thin. “It is. To ensure against employees leaving us prematurely, we offer a lump sum payment against their future earnings. Until they’ve paid it off, newer employees are limited in what assignments they can accept.”

Nate scowled. Why not say I still have learner plates? “Experience is not going to be a problem. Hunter knows I perform.”

“Indeed, I do.” Was Hunter amused? This just got better and better. “I can say with certainty that Nathan is absolutely right for what I have in mind.”

Had he heard right? Nate stared at Hunter openmouthed.

“It’s Nathan’s safety that is at issue here.”

Sent rocketing to cloud nine, then cruelly tugged back to earth? This conversation was giving Nate the worst kind of whiplash. “Denise—”

Denise shook her head. She was inflexible where issues of employee risk were at stake. “Mr. Hunter has indicated some extreme preferences.” She turned back to Hunter. “There’s no possibility of allowing a senior staff member to accompany Nathan? Our discretion—”

“Impossible.” Hunter’s tone was unequivocal. “I mentioned special considerations. My brother is shy. An uninvolved spectator would be out of the question.”

Nate had managed to forget the brother. “You’re going to a lot of trouble for him.”

Hunter shot him a sideways smile. Nate forgave him for having a brother. “He’s had a rough year. He needs to remember how to enjoy himself.”

“Commendable thought,” Denise said, “but our policy is nonnegotiable.”

“The statement of intent is intended to cover any contingency rather than insist on it.” Hunter leaned toward Denise slightly. “I want the evening to unfold as naturally as possible. For that, Nathan’s cooperation is essential. He will not be asked to attempt anything he’s uncomfortable with.”

Just what is in those papers? Nate held out his hand.

A distracted Denise gave him the document. “It’s one thing to make that promise, another to ensure it. The heat of the moment—”

Eager to discover what he might regret doing in the heat of the moment, Nate flipped through the pages. It wasn’t the usual Century contract. The bulk of it was taken from the club’s legal pages, but it was printed on proper legal letterhead with various amendments. Nate skimmed over the privacy clause, raised an eyebrow at the fee (Aki will flip!), but it was the terms of service that made him pause.

Employee agrees to perform or participate in sexual activities, up to and including anal penetration, blood play, bondage, multipartnering, oral gratification…

“Hell, yeah!” Nate realized belatedly that he’d spoken out loud. “I mean—”

Denise’s gaze was sympathetic but firm. “It’s Nathan’s eagerness that means we must refuse. It is entirely too likely that he will push himself too far.”

“A possibility that I am anxious to avoid.” Hunter stood, drawing Denise’s attention to the paper he still held. “But one that I’ve accounted for. Our medical coverage—”

Denise shook her head. “Entirely out of the question.”

That was it. Nate couldn’t protest without painting himself as too eager. Not that it made any difference: Denise had spoken.

But Hunter wasn’t giving up. “It would mean a lot,” he said with a simplicity that made Nate and Denise look at him in surprise. “To have you say yes.” He held Denise’s eye with a directness that seemed somehow scandalous.

“Yes, well.” A rosy blush appeared in the cheeks of the woman who’d seen it all. “I suppose, the circumstances… Providing Nathan agrees.”

“Of course,” Hunter agreed, smile smooth as freshly churned butter. He looked to Nate with every expectation of agreement.

Denise never compromises. Not on safety. Nate frowned. What if the weird feeling wasn’t my imagination?

“Nathan? Tell me you’re not having second thoughts.” Something that reassured implicitly layered Hunter’s enquiry.

Nate found himself smiling instantly. “No second thoughts here. Where do I sign?”

 

IF NATE HAD struggled to concentrate before, that was nothing to the difficulty he had now, knowing he would be meeting Hunter in a matter of hours for round two.

“White?” He held the T-shirt to his chest, metallic lettering glinting in the wardrobe’s artificial light. “I wore white last night. I don’t want him to think I’m boring. But he always wears dark colors.” Nate held up a red T-shirt with stark black block print. “Maybe he doesn’t do bright?”

“No one cares what you wear.” Aki didn’t look up from his phone. His outfit for the night was draped over one shoulder. “You’re going to be naked within ten minutes of getting there anyway.”

Nate looked back to the racks of clothing set out in the wardrobe. Century’s targeted branding extended to the clothes its employees wore. The racks contained a mix of the latest styles, designer labels, and the one of a kind indie creations that Aki preferred. Nate had never had trouble finding something.

Until now. “Those ten minutes are crucial.”

“White’s great. Go with that.”

Nate nodded. “Red it is.” He slid the shirt off its hanger.

Aki slipped his phone into his pocket with a glare. “Why even ask me to help?” He pushed the curtain of the dressing room aside roughly. “I don’t know why I put up with you.”

Nate followed Aki into the cubicle. “Because no one else will go running with you.” That discovery still amazed him. Aki loved to exaggerate, waving his hands as he talked. Nate had him pegged as an actor. When Aki revealed he worked at Century to fund a degree in sports therapy, Nate had thought he was joking.

“Like I want to run with a turtle. You get slower every damn time.” Aki needed a moment to navigate the long sleeves and buckles of his chosen top, but conversation resumed the moment his head was free. “Today. What were you doing, running backward?”

Aki took running seriously. When he ran, it subsumed his habitual fidgeting. Aki’s slight form moved with a focus that amazed anyone who’d talked to him for more than five minutes.

Nate plodded along behind him, typically managing only two or three circuits of the park compared to Aki’s ten, but the running track wound its way through parkland so densely planted, it felt like forest. Nate loved the earthy smell rising up from the leaves that lined the path as much as feeling the sun and wind on his skin. He’d never be good at running, not like Aki was, but he’d take the park over the sterile atmosphere of Century’s gym any day. “I stopped to see what the blossom was. Didn’t know you got spicewood this far north.”

“Unbelievable.” Aki peeled his jeans off. “Still, I will take your bizarre fascination with plants over listening to you stress about tonight.”

Nate stepped out of his jeans. The worn denim was comfortably loose, but not up to club standards. “Who says I’m stressed?”

Aki’s silence was so loud Nate reached over and roughly ruffled his hair.

“Maybe I’m a little nervous—”

“You’re shitting yourself.”

“—about doing a good job for a client I want to impress—”

Aki dug his elbow into Nate’s stomach. “A client you’re completely and embarrassingly infatuated with.”

“Am not.” Nate let go of his T-shirt to grab at Aki. His friend was faster, but Nate’s longer arms gave him the advantage, and Aki was trapped against Nate’s chest in no time. “Am I?”

Aki’s reply was muffled as he struggled to free himself from Nate’s pin. “Maybe you’ll get lucky and Mr. Tall, Dark, and Improbably Perfect has a thing for huge losers, but I doubt it.” He escaped, shooting Nate a dark look as he finger combed his mussed hair out of his face. “After all, you said there was someone else?”

“Yeah.” Nate pulled his shirt on. “There is.” He hadn’t told Aki that he was a present for Hunter’s brother.

“Maybe that’s a good thing.” Aki grimaced. His tone was apologetic as he worked his belt through his pant loops. “You’re more nervous about this than you were your first night.”

Nate tried to shrug. “I’ve had this weird feeling ever since I met the guy. Like—I don’t know. Something big was about to happen.”

“Listen to yourself. It’d be funny if it wasn’t so tragic. You’re crushing on a guy hopelessly out of your league here.”

Aki’s certainty made Nate feel lighter. He folded his discarded jeans neatly, placing them over the back of the dressing room chair. “You’re right. I should just enjoy tonight. Orgy with at least one hot guy. Could be worse.”

“Four people isn’t an orgy. It’s group sex.”

“Whatever. You’re totally jealous.”

Nate deserved the T-shirt Aki threw at him. “I don’t care what it is just so long as you stop going on about it!”

Nate smirked as he picked Aki’s shirt off his head. “No promises.” He shook it out before folding it, tucking the sleeves in, and smoothing the shirt down. He looked up to find Aki watching him. “What?”

Aki shook his head. “You can take the boy out of the country, but you can’t take the country—”

“So Ma raised me properly.” Nate stepped into his fresh jeans. “You should take notes. Not everyone enjoys tripping over your possessions.”

“How hard is it to watch where you walk?”

Luckily, the noise of the sound crew testing levels on the stage above reminded them there was no time to waste. Otherwise, they might have had a real argument.

 

DENISE HAD REFUSED Hunter’s offer of a private car, choosing to put Nate into a taxi herself. “You don’t need to leave for another hour.”

“I’m just marking time here. I want this over with.” Nate pulled the seat belt closed.

“Nervous? You can cancel.” Denise rested her arm on the taxi door. “Due to the unusual circumstances of Mr. Hunter’s request, I won’t mark it down as a no-show.”

Denise is second-guessing this, too? Nate bit his lip. “Yeah, I’m nervous, but only because it’s a first. I want to do this.”

“The taxi will be back to pick you up at six, unless you call for an earlier pickup. Got your phone?”

Nate held up his mobile. “Charged, and the number’s already in it. I’ll be fine, Mom.”

Denise sighed. “I will be very glad to have you back. Akihiro is already complaining about covering your regulars.”

Nate smirked. “Beatrice. He’ll learn to love her.”

“Mm.” Denise believed that as much as Nate did. “Be careful tonight, Nathan.” She shut the car door.

 

THE TAXI CAME to a discreet stop at the corner of a long residential street in the hills overlooking New Camden. Nate let it pull away before walking down the wide pavement. The houses he passed were varied colonial-era wooden houses, modern creations of steel and glass, and the occasional art deco extravagance. All were immaculately maintained.

Do these people mow their lawns or iron them? Nate couldn’t spot so much as a stray leaf.

He wiped his palms on his jeans as he reached 21 Rueful Crescent. The gate stood ajar before a built-in garage, skillfully engineered to look like a seamless addition to the Victorian townhouse resting above it. Nate climbed tiled steps to the front door, so crisply white that Nate fought the urge to wipe his hands again. Paint doesn’t stay that fresh in New Camden without a lot of attention.

That attention was evident in the lavender bushes, cut into stark squares and placed in uniform terracotta pots that lined the stairs. The paned glass windows glittered in the fading afternoon sun. Nate shifted his overnight bag to his other shoulder and rang the doorbell.

The chimes were startlingly loud within. Nate snatched his hand back. At least no one can miss that I’m here.

But as the last peal faded, Nate was still on the doorstep. The evening air was chill on his bare arms. Nate glanced back to the street, conscious of how out of place he looked. Maybe there’s a back door?

The house extended almost the full length of the property, but Nate spotted a thin cast-iron gate in the niche between it and the fence separating it from the house next door. He squeezed through it sideways to find a shady path, its broad stones almost entirely covered by thick moss.

He was rewarded at the end of the path by the delicious smell of damp earth and ozone. Nate breathed in the rampant garden. No one had trimmed these plants into shape. Ivy almost entirely consumed a small garden shed, and the knee-high grass of the lawn ran riot, liberally peppered with dandelion and clover. The lemon tree’s branches were heavy with fruit, and briars swarmed the dividing wall.

I shouldn’t be here. The neglected backyard contrasted so completely with the front that it was clear no one was meant to see it. Even so, Nate lingered. There was something human in the tangled growth, and Nate knelt with interest beside the herb boxes, the only part of the garden that had been cared for.

Someone here cooks. Nate frowned at the basil—Outdoors? In this climate?—but nodded at the parsley, rosemary, and chives. Ma would approve. About to stand, he paused. No surprise to see sage and fennel among kitchen herbs, but putting deadly nightshade so close to the edibles?

Nate stepped over for a closer look. “Mugwort.” He held the leaf of the less familiar plant between his fingers. “Yarrow?”

It looked less like someone was a keen chef, and more like there was a witch in residence.

“Can I help you?”

An elderly man stood in the back door. Instead of a witch’s broom, his thin fingers held a spatula.

Nate wanted to laugh at the apron that hung innocuously over his crisp suit. What was I thinking? “Sorry.” Nate stood, brushing his hands on his jeans. “I tried the front, but no one answered.”

The man’s gray hair was smoothed back with gel, and the pristine folds of the suit beneath the apron indicated that this was the careful hand that maintained the house so perfectly. His eyebrows, however, ran rampant above sharp, hazel eyes, giving him the suggestion of an owl. “Are we expecting you?”

Fuck. Where did you even start? “Yes. At least, Hunter is. He, uh. Hired me—”

“Ah.” The bushy eyebrows relaxed. “You would be Nathan.”

“Just Nate is fine.”

“I’m Godfrey. I wasn’t expecting you for another half hour. If you’d like to come in, I’ll show you to your room.” The man led Nate into a hall that gleamed with polished wood. “You find me in the midst of dinner preparations. On that note, Master Emeric neglected to inform me of your dietary preferences?”

Nate was guiltily conscious of the Red Bull and energy bar in his bag. “I eat anything.”

Godfrey stepped into the kitchen. Nate had a brief impression of gleaming steel surfaces and steaming pots before the butler emerged. He’d removed the apron and led Nate down the hall without preamble. “That certainly makes things easy.”

The scent of wood polish in the hall mingled with something older. It reminded Nate of raking dead leaves in autumn, musty but not unpleasant. He lingered in the hall, trying to identify it. “You don’t have to go to any trouble.”

“It’s no trouble, I assure you.” Godfrey led the way up an exquisitely carved staircase with a speed at odds with his age. “With the night ahead of you, you’ll need a good dinner.”

Nate caught his foot against a stair. Hunter had informed his extremely proper butler that he’d hired a prostitute?

“I’ve placed you in the Green Room.” Godfrey didn’t miss a beat. “It’s a touch removed from the rest of the house, but you’ll have privacy.” He stopped before a door on the third floor. “I trust this suits?”

The cool green of the pinstriped wallpaper and the crisp white of the bed linen and ceiling were a welcome break from the dim hallways. Nate set his overnight bag down on the bed. “It’s great.”

“The Green Room offers a fine view of New Camden.” Godfrey drew back the curtains to display the nightscape. “You’ll find the bathroom through that door. If you need anything—”

“No way. Is that a bell pull?” Nate caught himself. “I didn’t think they had those outside of books.”

Godfrey smiled with urbane amusement. “This house is something of a fossil.”

“It must take you a lot of work.”

“Us old relics have to stand together.” Godfrey patted the wall. “I must attend to dinner. Don’t hesitate to ring if you require anything.”

Nate nodded. “Thanks.” He was sure they both knew he had no intention of using the bell pull.

 

LIGHTS WERE COMING on in the city below. Nate shivered in the breeze. The evening had turned from cool to cold, but he hesitated to close the window. It took the faint conversational murmur drifting up from the street for Nate to realize why.

This house is too quiet. It shifted and moved, the same way the farmhouse did—the way all old houses did—but the wooden murmurs only highlighted the lack of other noises. Human noises. Are Godfrey and I the only people in this place?

Nate pulled the gray hoodie from his bag, tugging it on over his head. The chill reminded him of the basil in the garden, and he settled on the bed, phone in hand.

—How’s the pruning going?

His brother’s reply was prompt. —Slower without you. This time of the night, Ethan would have just gotten home, waiting as Ma put the final touches on dinner.

Nate snorted as he typed his response. —With the bank paid off, you can afford help, you know. Rube’d do it.

—No.

Nate laughed. That was so like Ethan. —Rube’s a good guy.

—Doesn’t know plants.

—According to you, no one knows plants. Nate rolled onto his stomach, settling the pillow beneath him to better text. —What if there’s an early bloom?

 

A BELL SOUNDED sonorously downstairs. Dinner? Reluctantly, Nate relinquished his phone.

He met Godfrey on the stairs.

“Excellent. I was just coming to collect you.” The butler guided Nate down the dark hall toward a thick door, the murmur of conversation just audible behind it. “As this is your first time, I’ll run over the house rules. No real names, no identifying details, and no discussing the night’s business.” Before Nate could even blink, the man bowed him into the dining room.

Electricity lit the chandelier, and the people seated at the dining table wore modern clothing, but in every other respect, Nate felt as though he’d stepped into a historical photo. The room was grand, the oak table able to accommodate far more than the four seats placed around it. Nate took the unclaimed seat at the foot of the table with unease. Where’s Hunter?

His fellow diners only increased Nate’s confusion. He sat opposite an attractive woman of mature years, wearing a chic black dress with a startling cashmere scarf tossed around her shoulders. The woman to her left was equally striking, but in a thoroughly different way. Her vibrant copper hair was coiled in a tight bun, and she studied Nate from behind a severe fringe and thick-rimmed glasses. However, her lipstick choice was as bright as her hair, and the lace choker at her neck undercut the formal lines of her pantsuit.

Then there was the young man on Nate’s right. He wore a casual gray cardigan over a faded paisley shirt, an oversized woolen scarf looped around his neck.

Nate looked, trying not to be obvious about it. The brother?

“You’re new.” He returned Nate’s stare with undisguised interest. “Are you going to be a regular, or is this in honor of the occasion?” There was a mocking tilt to the last words.

The woman at the head of the table set down her wineglass. “You know the rules. No business.”

The man blinked at the reprimand, and it was a moment before he smiled. “Old habits are hard to break. It’s been a while since we’ve had fresh blood.” He seemed unwilling to leave the subject entirely, eyes sliding to settle on Nate’s wristband.

“Are you from New Camden?”

Nate turned toward the copper-haired woman gratefully. This question he could answer. “Moved here six months ago. I’m still settling in.”

She laughed. “It’s that much of a challenge?”

Conversation proceeded smoothly. The clatter of cutlery heralded Godfrey’s return, pushing an old-fashioned trolley. He set a plate before Nate, whisking off the silver lid to reveal a meal that would not have looked out of place in a five-star restaurant. Crisp oven-roasted vegetables were paired with generous slices of poached chicken, steamed asparagus, and a buttery sauce on the side.

Nate breathed it in happily. Is this really for me?

Nate’s dinner companions did not share his enthusiasm. They murmured their polite thanks as the butler placed their meals before them, but shared glances as soon as he left.

“Asparagus again.” The younger woman shrugged. “Godfrey does it impeccably, but even so.”

“You’re lucky.” The hipster poked his plate. “I got brussels sprouts.”

Nate took a closer look at the meals. They were all different. The brunette had an oven-baked salmon fillet with roast vegetables, while the redhead had lamb chops on a bed of pumpkin and roast yam with the asparagus on the side. The guy had slices of roast chicken, replete with mashed potatoes and thick gravy, clearly more welcome than the brussels sprouts.

“If you want to swap …”

The brunette shook her head. “Dinner is specified in our contracts. Now, as I was saying, you must visit the theater—”

 

“SO BAD THEY’RE ironically great.” The hipster leaned back against his chair. He and Nate had discovered a common interest in music, although not the same type of music.

“I still wouldn’t pay cash to see them play.” Nate shifted back to allow Godfrey to set a tray in front of him. Coffee, complete with sugar bowl, and tiny jug of cream. “Sure, The Unholy Noise hasn’t aged well, but you’re going to see a legend, not the boy band of the moment—”

Godfrey cleared his throat. “I hate to interrupt such a lively conversation, but it is time.”

I’m the only one getting coffee? Nate watched as his companions stood. The ladies followed Godfrey out of the room together.

The man smirked at Nate’s confusion. “Still beats selling burgers,” he said, unwinding his long scarf as he followed the others. For a brief moment, two red marks were revealed, standing out starkly against the man’s pale neck. Then the door shut behind them.

Nate stared at his coffee. The twin marks had looked just like—

Bite marks.

The rattle of Godfrey’s trolley recalled Nate’s attention to his coffee. He gulped down the lukewarm liquid. “Sorry, I got distracted.”

“There’s no rush.” Godfrey didn’t chat as he cleared the table, for which Nate was grateful. Once the idea had taken root, it was difficult to dispel.

It’s not possible—is it? A lot was odd about the night’s transaction. Or am I jumping to conclusions?

Only one way to be sure. Nate finished the coffee and stood. “I’m going to go back to my room to freshen up.”

Godfrey nodded. “Do you remember the way?”

“I’ll find it.”

Nate took a deep breath and opened the bathroom door.

He was met by the same pinstriped green wallpaper as the bedroom, and an ornate antique bathtub that stood on wrought iron claws. Modern comforts were provided in thick, fluffy towels that hung from the railing beside the sink and the showerhead over the tub. It had its own toilet and medicine cabinet. The only thing it lacked was the mirror.

Nate let out a slow breath, trying to think past the cold chill that had settled in his chest. Vampires.

He was in a house of vampires.




Chapter Three

DINNER WAS OVER.

A black car waited outside the house. Nate watched from the window as the three dinner guests filed into it. Dinner guests or dinner? It was so obvious in retrospect. The only thing the guests had in common were that all three of them covered their necks. Nate swallowed. Does that mean three vampires?

The man was last. He lingered a moment, looping the scarf around his neck as he stared up at the house. Godfrey bowed from the steps, and the car pulled into the street.

The surrounding houses didn’t so much as twitch a curtain. And why should they? Vampires, in a nice neighborhood like this? Nate rested his hand against the wooden window frame. How can I ask for help? No one will believe me.

He bit his lip and then regretted it. The last thing he wanted to think about right now was teeth!

They didn’t kill the dinner guests. Nate took a deep breath and left the window. I’m a professional. I can handle this.

They’d covered this in training. Any irregularity in a job meant you got out of there as fast as possible. It would be easy. Tell Godfrey he wasn’t feeling well and call the taxi.

It’s true, too. Since making his discovery, a cold weight had settled in Nate’s stomach. I’m never going to get hard wondering if I’m gonna be eaten. And weren’t vampires technically dead? Okay, that’s beyond gross. Why make excuses? He could just slip out the backdoor.

So why didn’t he?

Nate flinched at the knock. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to relax as he opened the door. “Listen, Godfrey, I—Hunter!”

The sheer physical presence of the man went through Nate like an electric shock.

Hunter smiled, eyes sweeping over Nate. “Nathan. I’m glad you could make it.”

Nate stood taller. “You don’t get an invitation like this every night.” What am I saying?

“Indeed.” Evidently happy with what he saw, Hunter placed cool fingers on Nate’s cheek. The memory of having those cool fingers stroke him to completion came back to Nate with an immediacy that made his blood rush. He didn’t protest as Hunter dropped his hand to take Nate by the wrist. “Now that we have our present, the party can really start.”

Hunter’s teeth were bone-white but not sharp, and the preemptory tug of his hand as he led Nate into the hall thrilled. Getting hard while thinking about fangs was not the problem he’d envisaged. “Party favor,” Nate reminded him. “Presents are only for the birthday boy.”

Hunter laughed. “I knew I’d made the right choice. Now”—he slowed his pace as they reached the stairs—”I told you I had something specific in mind, but I didn’t tell you how specific.” He outlined his intentions.

Hunter’s voice painting an erotic picture in the dark was the hottest thing Nate had ever heard. “You can talk specifics to me anytime.” Do I get off on danger? What is wrong with me?

“Up for the challenge? Good.” Hunter halted before a door on the second floor. A thin crack of light stole out from under it. “My family is a little off-putting,” he said as he relinquished Nate’s hand. “They can come across as a little weird sometimes, but they’ll not harm you.”

That sounds like vampires all right. Nate willed himself firm. He had to tell Hunter that he knew. “Hunter—”

“Be yourself and follow my lead.” Hunter opened the door and stepped into the lit room.

Fuck. What do I do now?

The stairs were right there. A smart person would just keep walking. All Nate had to do was move.

And yet…

‘I’m glad you could make it.’

Glad. And Nate was wearing the dull gray hoodie that was only in his bag because he’d forgotten to take it out.

Goddamnit! If six months of hooking hadn’t made him immune to this, nothing would!

Nate stepped through the door. At least, as ways to die go, I could do worse than a vampire orgy.

The room was too luxurious to be anything but the master bedroom. Nate got a general impression of the same antique wooden furniture that characterized the rest of the house, but his immediate attention was on the two men Hunter approached.

Nate had seen men like the first man before. They hung in museums, in clunky gilt frames with ornate frills entirely at odds with the brutality contained within. This man could stand on a pile of his enemies’ bones as naturally as he now rested against the Victorian mantelpiece, and the bones would have suited him better. His black suit did not tame his powerful physique. His features were sharp in the way of a finely honed blade, refined over centuries into something cool and immovable. He took in Nate without even the pretense of surprise.

The second left a lot to be desired. He wore the same black suit as his companions but lacked their confidence. Instead, its snug contours emphasized his sallow skin, vague brown hair, and overly delicate features. Even his eyes were an indecisive blue-gray color. They flicked over Nate rapidly, halted as they reached the wristband. The only interesting thing about him was his mouth, too wide for his thin face, which registered his abrupt discomfiture. “Hunter. You didn’t.” Obviously, the brother.

Hunter shot Nate an amused smile. He’d anticipated this. “Bed.”

The king bed occupied the opposite end of the room. Nate tugged off his shoes and hoodie before he sat on the immaculately smooth duvet.

Hunter sauntered over to the other men. “Now, Ben. Nathan’s a friend of mine who has very kindly agreed to join us tonight.”

Ben raised his gaze to look at Nate across the room. His mouth twisted. “Agreed?”

The museum piece laid a hand on his shoulder. “You know your brother better than that. Emeric puts a surprising amount of care into his mad schemes.” He nodded to Hunter. “Continue.”

Hunter did. “You’ve had a hard first year,” he told Ben. His tone was intimate, and Nate had to strain to hear. “None of us will argue that.” He placed his hand on Ben’s other shoulder. “Why make it harder by torturing yourself with thoughts of what you cannot have? Enjoy what you can.”

A guilty pink tinged Ben’s cheeks at the touch.

Seeing Hunter’s effect on someone else made Nate uncomfortably aware of how readily he’d caved to that same touch. Guy’s infatuated. No wonder he doesn’t like me.

“This is not my idea of enjoyment.” Ben’s reply was stiff.

“Emeric’s not wrong,” the older man said. “Better you master all weapons available to you than allow them to master you.”

That startled Ben into a second glance.

Now I’m a threat? Nate lounged insolently. He was comfortable with his sexuality, but he’d never wielded it like a whip before. He liked the feeling, looking over Ben’s slim form before catching his eyes in calculated challenge.

Ben chewed his lip, but his eyes were deliberate. “I don’t want—”

“To hurt him? You won’t.” Hunter leaned in. Nate very nearly missed his next words. “What you were, you will be.”

You will be what? That doesn’t make any sense.

The elder vampire spoke, cutting through Nate’s thoughts. “The choice is entirely yours, Bennet.”

You say that, but… Nate would have bet his entire exorbitant fee for the evening that the final choice was this man’s alone.

Ben’s reply was measured. “If this means no more of Hunter’s presents…”

Hunter laughed. The reflected glow of his smile was visible in Ben’s cheeks. “Watch closely. You don’t want to miss this.”

We’re on. Nate scooted back on the bed as Hunter approached.

Hunter settled Nate’s hand on his waist as he straddled the younger man. “Keen to get the party started?”

“Someone has to.” Hunter’s sheer confidence was a welcome antidote to the unexpectedly formal atmosphere of the room. Nate’s libido was back in full force. “Why not us?”

The first touch of Hunter’s mouth and Nate forgot they were putting on a show. He moaned as Hunter lavished the erogenous zone of his neck with expert ease. Knows my neck better than I do. Does being a vampire give you a sixth sense for this?

He looped his arms around Hunter, breathed him in deep. With the scent of his cologne came the memory of lying tangled amongst Century’s black sheets, but as Nate rubbed against Hunter, he noticed something else.

The amorphous soil-like smell of leaves in autumn he’d smelled in the corridor. Nate hissed as Hunter ran cold fingers up the inside of his T-shirt. Do vampires have a smell? The newspaper articles and vampire novels never mentioned that.

Hunter pushed Nate back against the bedspread. “Mind if I unwrap your present?”

Ben snorted. “Please yourself.” He hadn’t moved from his place at the other end of the room. Beside him, the older man—Sire? Vamp-daddy?—unhurriedly loosened his tie.

Hunter tugged at Nate’s T-shirt. Belatedly, Nate remembered he was getting naked and raised his arms to let Hunter strip him. The brief flight of the red cloth to the ground was a flash of brightness in the dark room, drawing the attention of their watchers like a red flag to a bull. Or was that blood to a vampire? Nate, usually more confident without clothes, suddenly felt naked.

Hunter ran a fingernail down Nate’s chest with distinct satisfaction. “I chose very well.”

Think too much and I’ll never do this. Nate cupped Hunter’s well-defined ass and pressed him against his denim-covered erection. “I was feeling underdressed before. Now?”

Hunter ground against Nate with a smile that should have been illegal. “Do you want company?”

“Mm.” Nate joined Hunter in a lazy rhythm. “I want you to take your shirt off. Slowly.”

Off-script, but the glint in Hunter’s eyes as he ran his hands over his shirt to the buttons at his neck said he approved. “Like this?”

“Just like that.”

Still riding Nate’s hips in a decadent rhythm, Hunter divested himself of shirt and tie with artistic flair. Guy can work a room. He had Nate’s professional approval. But the other two?

Hunter’s family had followed his lead, discarding their jackets. Ben had removed his necktie, but it hadn’t done much for the overheated flush of his cheeks or the obvious bulge in his pants.

Lost cause. Handed his wet dream on a platter, and the guy didn’t do a thing about it? Nate couldn’t help his thrill of victory. He gripped Hunter’s hips tightly, and Hunter rewarded Nate by grinding his erection against him. Men like Hunter were not interested in lost causes. His loss, my gain.

But Nate could never resist a lost cause.

“View’s better over here.” His statement was no less of a challenge for the breathy tone in which it was delivered.

Ben glanced at Nate, weighing his expression for a moment. His thin mouth pressed into a decided line as he stalked over to the bed.

Hunter greeted Ben with a kiss that left Nate in no doubt that vampire brothers did not equate to actual siblings. Intense, but too unpracticed for real intimacy. Hunter pulled away before Ben was ready, leaving the younger vampire wanting and willing to be guided onto Nate’s hips.

Nate raised himself into a sitting position, hands on Ben’s waist, as Hunter pressed firmly against Ben’s back from behind. “Told you it was better than watching.”

Ben’s eyes flickered shut behind long lashes as Hunter’s mouth dropped to explore his neck. He was too caught up in Hunter to notice Nate had pulled his shirt free and started to unbutton it.

That changed the second Nate’s fingers skimmed his bare skin.

Ben gasped. He surged forward, eyes bright and surprised. Nate was just as startled. Too much? The hard length pressing against Nate’s stomach said otherwise. Nate placed an experimental hand on Ben’s stomach.

Ben bit his lip. Nate could feel the shift of his muscles as he fought to keep himself still, but he couldn’t repress his shiver as Nate brought a second hand to caress his smooth skin.

Fuck me. Nate let his fingers skim slow, soothing circles, watching Ben’s overly delicate lashes flicker shut. Guy’s a dam waiting to break. Ben moaned soundlessly as Nate worked his way up, long fingers tangling in the bed sheets as he fought for control of himself. God, just think of what he could do with that control!

Nate shifted. Ben’s reactions went straight to his cock, trapped within suddenly too-tight jeans. It demanded attention, but Nate couldn’t take his hands off Ben. Just the slightest contact elicited response, pure sensual need warring with iron self-control.

Hunter’s low chuckle came as a surprise. Nate had entirely forgotten the older vampire until the bed shifted as he moved, slipping Ben’s shirt free of his unresisting shoulders. “If you like his fingers, think how good his body will feel against yours.” He paused to press a kiss to Ben’s shoulder. “Or his hot mouth—”

“Hunter.” The reprimand was fierce, but Ben’s distraction couldn’t prevent his body hungrily reacting to Nate’s fingers. He raised himself up to press his body into Nate’s touch like a cat demanding attention.

And we’re barely getting started! When he lets go…

It was all Nate could do to stop himself from jerking his hips up at the thought. So maybe he could get into sharing Hunter. Ben wasn’t built, but the sheer determination required to hold back the sensual need that vibrated from every part of his body gave his slight form an attractive power entirely its own.
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