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Mara Fitzgerald knew her curiosity and quest for knowledge would get her into trouble one day. She just had no idea that when she dug up a strange skull on one of her training digs just how bad that level of trouble would be. It arrived in the shape of a dark-haired angel, his face so beautiful, his captivating green gaze boring deep into her soul. Only the man who walked into her home was clearly no angel and she knew instantly she was in trouble. He was a dark predator, the mythical vampire she’d been researching, and he was as cruel as he was beautiful. Mara knew without a doubt that she would be lucky to survive this encounter. And even if she did survive the meeting, she knew her life would probably never be the same again.

Demetri Bozic had accepted the Assignment from the Vampire Council, needing to put some distance between himself and his best friend Caleb Ryder and his annoying little redheaded human. His ego was dented and he needed to hunt to recover his equilibrium. Caleb might forget that they were deadly predators but he knew the truth. All vampires were monsters, and there were few as monstrous as him. He would carry out his mission regardless of how beautiful Mara Fitzgerald was. There would be none of this falling in love with a human nonsense that his friend had succumbed to. If she posed a threat to the Vampire race, he would stop her heart in an instant, because that’s what monsters did. Wasn’t it?
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Demetri’s cool green eyes shone with excitement and he felt every muscle in his body tense with exhilaration. He was on the hunt and it was the most delicious feeling in the world. His prey had no idea the fate which awaited her, and his feral nature thrilled at the thought. It had been so long since he had hunted so aggressively. So long since he had thrown off the veneer of civility he so carefully wrapped around himself so he could walk in the human world undetected. 

The call from the Council had come at an opportune moment. He had managed to piss his best friend Caleb off royally; so much so, they were close to one of their legendary fights. That was why he had jumped at the chance to disappear for a few days, maybe even weeks, until his friend’s temper cooled. If they did butt heads...well that didn’t bode well for all those around them.

What frustrated Demetri the most was it wasn’t even his fault. Caleb’s behaviour had been outrageous recently and had been trying to say the least. All because of a tiny little redheaded human girl his friend had fallen in love with - Rhianna Armand. Demetri really couldn’t understand why his friend was making himself so vulnerable with regards to the girl. All she had to do was sigh and Caleb was at her side in an instant to cater to her every whim. It was quite frankly nauseating to watch, and he was glad to be away from them.

Nursing his righteous anger, he tensed suddenly, his wandering thoughts sharpening as he spotted his prey rounding the corner. He balanced precariously on the branch of the tree as his glacial gaze slowly took in the woman walking down the lit pavement, passing the little corner shop, as she made her way towards her apartment.

A small smile crossed his face as he regarded her intently. She was a pretty little thing, not beautiful in any kind of classical way but certainly attractive enough. It was clear her photograph didn’t do her justice. On first glance at her image, he had thought her quite plain, but in the flesh, he could see he was wrong. Maybe it was because her hair had been up in the photograph. It was loose now, long ribbons of shiny brown locks flowing down her back as she walked. It looked thick and glossy under the artificial streetlights and he felt a slight stirring in his jeans. This could definitely be an interesting assignment.

Demetri continued to assess her slowly as he tracked her movements. She was tall for a woman, he estimated she must be at least five foot eight inches in height. Her build was hard to see under the thick woolly button up sweater she had wrapped around her body, and he snorted in annoyance that his view was impeded. 

Why women favoured those chunky garments was a complete mystery to him. Human women either dressed one of two ways. The more sexually liberated ones tried to wear as little as possible and the more reserved ones wore thick woolly garments, but it was the reserved women who amused Demetri the most. Did they seriously think covering up would make men less interested in them? It only served to make him more curious to find out what delights they were hiding. Seducing a woman out of her protective clothing was an activity he thoroughly enjoyed, probably because it made the hunt less boring.

Demetri sighed softly and dampened down his lustful thoughts. He was not here on that kind of hunt tonight. The Council had been firm in their instructions. Find out what she knew, who she had spoken to and, if necessary, contain the problem. He was under no illusions as to what they were sanctioning him to do, and if the threat posed was dangerous enough, he would contain the problem as instructed. He would take no pleasure from it, but he would do it as he had done so in the past when on assignment for the Council. Exposure of his kind was not permissible, though some did partner up with humans and were eventually discovered. However, that was sanctioned because the human involved would do nothing to harm their partner. His prey’s actions were completely different though and therefore needed to be addressed.

The woman had reached her apartment now and slipped inside to the safety of her home. Demetri perched in the tree top a while longer and watched the light come on in her sitting room. He had the perfect vantage point where he was so he maintained his position for now. He gazed intently as he watched her take off her woolly garment, his body stirring again as he finally got a glimpse of her figure. 

Her body was almost sinful to look at. She was wearing a pale pink T-shirt and tight fitting hipster blue jeans underneath her outer garment. Her breasts were firm and nicely rounded, and her hips were enticingly curved. He caught a glimpse of bare flesh as her T-shirt rode up exposing a toned, flat stomach, and he groaned as he felt his cock really spring to life this time. 

He didn’t have time for his bloody lust to kick in, bedding her was not part of the assignment no matter how temptingly lush her body was. He had considered it briefly when first reading the dossier, as sometimes a judicious amount of pleasure was good for loosening a stubborn tongue. However, he had decided against it in this instance, so he gave himself a mental shake and dropped his gaze downwards to make sure no one was around. 

With his surroundings clear, Demetri agilely slipped down the branches until he was standing at the base of the tree. He briefly considered giving her one more night to live her life before he acted and then decided against it. One more night could make the difference between being exposed or being safe. His assignment was to keep his kind safe and that was what he would do.

Demetri slipped silently around the back of the apartment block. He had checked out the area earlier while he had waited for the girl to come home so he knew the layout well. He had also forced her bathroom window while he was at it and then slid it closed again so it would appear it was securely locked if she glanced at it. He had done his preparations well.

A quick sweep of the area told him he was unobserved, and he leapt nimbly upwards until he was grasping the ledge of her bathroom window. If anyone had have been watching, they would have been astounded at how he easily leapt ten storeys high. He had the window open and was inside in under a second. He paused in the darkened room to get his bearings, allowing his enhanced hearing to fan out into the apartment.

It appeared his prey was still in her living area. He could hear the muted tones of the television set and the sound of her moving around her kitchen. She was probably making herself something to eat, and again he hesitated with a small frown as he considered his next move. Should he let her eat first? Kind of like a last supper? The mere fact he was even considering it irritated him. He would never have done so before Rhianna bloody Armand had been introduced into his world. His righteous anger was back with a vengeance, and he shook off the compassion he was feeling towards his prey.

There was always the chance she would come into the bathroom and find him there if he waited before acting. Fuck it, there was no point putting it off. Silently entering her home more fully,  he skilfully circumvented her sofa and coffee table as he continued on towards the kitchen.

Demetri paused in the doorway, taking in the scene before him. His prey had her back to him and appeared completely unaware of his presence. He could hear the tinny sounds of music and realised she was listening to music on her phone as she made herself a sandwich. Classic rock. He was partial to a bit of classic rock himself when the mood took him.

He leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms as his eyes travelled down her slender back and nice firm ass which was currently wiggling to the music she was listening to and making his cock twitch in his pants. She had one sexy wiggle on her and her legs seemed to go on forever. It would be a pity if he had to kill her. In other circumstances she looked like she could be fun to play with for a little while.

He smiled slightly as he saw her tense as his presence finally registered with her. Her head turned slowly and he found himself looking into pair of chocolate brown eyes that were widening in shock as her mouth dropped open and her hand flew to her throat in fear, knocking her earphones from her ears. He could see a scream starting to build up and he held up a finger to halt her.

“Be a good girl and stay nice a quiet,” he said sternly. “If you scream and someone comes I will have to kill them and it will be on your head if I do.” He found it sometimes worked to make his prey responsible for the safety of others. He could see her considering his words and almost sighed with relief when the building scream quickly died away. Good. She was going to be cooperative.

“What do you want?” she asked hoarsely, her voice full of fear as she turned the music off. She did so unconsciously, as if it was an automatic habit rather than a deliberate action on her part.

He didn’t answer her straight away, merely stood examining her face. Her pretty features were quite enticing. Her eyes were particularly nice, the rich brown colour flecked with little hints of gold. Her nose was straight and had a light dusting of freckles on it and her lips were wide and generous. She had the kind of face that the longer you looked at it the more you came to like it. Demetri decided he liked it a lot, especially when it was framed by her thick, brown hair. 

He, again, felt a little pang of regret he wouldn’t be able to play with her. He was sure they would be good together in the bedroom department. Still it wasn’t to be, unless he changed his mind again and decided to indulge himself. His indecisiveness both surprised him and irritated him.

“What do you want?” the girl asked again, her tone a fraction bolder because he hadn’t done anything to hurt her...yet. 

He felt his lips tug in another slight smile. She had guts, he’d give her that. “That all depends on you, Mara Fitzgerald.” The words drawled out, and she started when he said her name, thrown off balance which was exactly what he wanted to achieve. Demetri’s smile broadened. “Yes, I know who you are,” he answered her unspoken question. “The question is, do you know who I am?”

Mara licked her lips nervously as she stared at the man in her kitchen doorway. Her heart was hammering loudly in her chest and she was fighting hard to control the fear that was rocking her to the very core. 

The man before her was stunningly beautiful, with piercing green eyes and shoulder length black hair. He was tall, just over six feet tall, and so powerfully built she knew he could easily snap her in two. His full lips kept curving into a smile but the smile never reached his eyes. Those piercing eyes were cold and remote, and she knew she was in deep trouble.

Mara opened her mouth to speak but found she couldn’t make her voice work. Her mouth was too dry with fear, her blood pressure so high she felt lightheaded. She mutely shook her head at him. She had no idea who he was. She was sure she would have remembered seeing him before, he was too gorgeous to ever forget meeting.

Demetri sighed softly as he looked at her. He could smell her fear. It was acrid, overpowering, and distinctly unpleasant. This wasn’t going to go as quickly and easily as he had hoped. She was too terrified to speak and she had a very strong natural shield so he couldn’t get into her mind to discover her secrets. He was going to have to do this the hard way.

“I suggest you take time to eat your sandwich and then perform whatever bodily functions you need to,” he told her quietly. “We’ll be leaving in fifteen minutes. If you attempt to call anyone or alert anyone to my presence, I will hurt you. If anyone comes here to your rescue, I will kill them and then I will hurt you. Your fifteen minutes starts now, Mara. I suggest you use them wisely.”

She blinked at him slowly, taking in the cold, hardness of his expression, and the finality of his words. She knew he meant what he said. He was going to kidnap her and do God knows what to her, and if she tried to get help, he would kill anyone who came to her aid.

Her fear escalated as she screamed silently inside her head. She had no idea who this man was, but she was certain he was going to kill her. If she didn’t try to escape she would be complicit in her own murder, and if she did try to escape she would be consigning other people to their murders. She was between a rock and hard place. There was nothing she could do but agree to the rules he had set out before her.

Mara knew she would never be able to eat the sandwich she had made; it would only stick in her throat. She did need the bathroom though so she slowly walked towards the man. He stepped back from the doorway and followed her as she walked down the hallway towards the bathroom.

“Leave the door open,” he said firmly and she shuddered as his voice whispered closely behind her ear and she felt his body heat at her back. “I promise I won’t peek,” he tacked on with a hint of amusement in his tone.

True to his word, he hovered close to the doorway but gave her sufficient privacy to do her business and wash her hands.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked when he followed her back into the sitting room and watched as she gathered a black leather jacket from the chair and her keys.

He ignored her question and headed for the door not even checking to see if she was following behind him. He knew she would. The simple fact she wasn’t attempting to escape showed she would never willingly let another person be harmed on her account. 

A rather brave, if slightly foolish act on her part. Demetri couldn’t think of any situation in which he would meekly walk to his own demise. Okay, if it were to save Caleb from harm then possibly he would be stupid enough to do so, but to save a stranger? Never.

He waited as she locked her apartment door and then motioned her to walk down the steps in front of him. “Remember what I said, Mara. You hold the life of each and every person out there in your hands when we walk out of this complex,” he reminded her, and saw the shiver that ran down her spine at his words. 

He smiled again and shook his head. So brave and yet so incredibly stupid. If she really stopped to think about it she would realise he would be endangering himself if he started taking out humans where everyone could see him doing it. Her fear really must be clouding her thought processes because from the dossier he had read about her, he knew she wasn’t stupid. 

She was, in fact, highly intelligent, with an honours degree in archaeology and one in business studies that she had studied concurrently. No, it was her human emotions that were making her appear stupid, just as those same emotions were turning Caleb into a pain in the ass. 

Just thinking of his friend was enough to raise his irritation level, and Demetri turned his thoughts back to the assignment at hand. He had to find out just how much Mara Fitzgerald had discovered about the fact vampires walked the planet and then determine if he needed to take care of the problem. 
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Chapter Two
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They stepped out onto the street and Demetri took Mara’s arm and pulled her towards his waiting car. He was thankful he had had the presence of mind to secure a location to take her to in case she proved difficult. It was a rundown old house he had found secluded on the very edge of the woods just outside the city. No one had been there for years and there were no obvious trails nearby. It was the perfect setting to discover her secrets and then make the decision of what to do with her. 

He had spent three days equipping the place with everything he needed to interrogate her. He had even bought human food for her because he wasn’t sure how long it would take to get the answers he needed. They may be there a few days so he wanted to be prepared for every eventuality. He hoped it didn’t take that long though, he had a life to get back to.

Demetri had fed the night before so his needs were taken care of for now. He wouldn’t need to feed again for weeks, but he would still miss his nightly little snacks. Living so civilly for so long had made him accustomed to sampling the women he was with and he now found he preferred a little taste nightly rather than having to feed deeply because he had gone without too long.  

Naturally those samplings were always done is such a way the woman involved did not realise he was doing so, and the fact that he was already missing his feeding pattern was another indicator he was getting soft. He would have to address that when this assignment was over. If he continued as he was, it wouldn’t be long before even the twins would be able to kick his ass. 

Releasing the girl’s arm, he opened the car door and then sighed deeply when she took off. It had been going remarkably well...now he was going to have to teach Mara Fitzgerald a lesson. It wasn’t hard to track her as she ran through the parked cars trying to find somewhere to hide from him. She had no idea how much noise she was making or how the acrid scent of her fear was like a big arrow pointing straight towards her.

He looked around quickly and then moved so fast she wouldn’t have been able to see him even if she was looking straight at him. She was just hunkering down behind a large people carrier when he glided up behind her and bent down.

“He’s behind you,” he whispered cruelly in her ear, and wrapped a large hand around her mouth to muffle her startled scream. He pulled her up and turned her around, keeping a firm grip on her upper arms. “Now do you know who I am, Mara?” he asked softly, and saw the dawning realisation in her wide eyes as they filled with tears.

“You really should have kept that pretty little nose of yours out of our business,” he said with a hint of regret in his tone. “Did you really think we wouldn’t act to protect ourselves?”

Mara stared in horror at the stunningly beautiful man and tried not to pass out cold. She was so terrified she couldn’t control the shaking of her body or the little whimpers which were coming out her mouth. She had dug too deep in her quest for the truth and now it was coming back to haunt her in the guise of a beautiful avenging angel with cold, green eyes and hair as black as sin. The vampires had come for her and she knew she was going to die. Dear God, they were real...and they had found her.

Demetri ignored her trembling and silent tears and pulled her over to his car. He had her inside the Jeep and was pulling away from her apartment block before she probably even realised what was happening. She appeared to be in deep shock. He glanced at her quickly and wondered why she was so surprised he had come for her. 

She had been digging for months into their lives, searching online for each and every little snippet she could find about vampires. Unlike other humans, her searches had been deeper and more refined as she strove to locate them. It was those very searches which highlighted she was not just another human with a gothic vampire obsession but was instead a highly trained individual who was close to breaking their secret to the human population. Hence the reason for his current assignment.

She remained silent the entire journey to the rundown old house, curled up within herself. Demetri tried once more to pierce her mental shielding but couldn’t do so. He sighed as he pulled up outside the ramshackle building and saw her sit straighter as she peered out into the dark.

“It’s not exactly the Ritz but it was the best I could do at short notice,” he said with a hint of humour in his voice. “Come on, the sooner we get this started, the sooner it will be over for both of us.” He got out the Jeep and walked around the vehicle to pull her reluctantly from it.

“Why don’t you just kill me and get it over and done with,” she suddenly spat angrily at him and he turned to look down at her a smile tugging at his lips.

“And spoil all the fun?” he asked with a laugh as she shot him a disbelieving look. “Are you not having fun, Mara?” he whispered softly, “because I sure am.”

Mara whimpered and pulled her arm out of his grip. Fun? He was bloody playing with her like she was some kind of toy. Maybe that was what she was to a vampire like him. A toy to tease cruelly before he destroyed it.

“Fuck you, vampire!” she hissed, her voice breaking on the last word. He was going to hurt her, she knew he was. She could see it in his cruel eyes and the set of his jaw. He was here for one reason and one reason only, to silence her before she could tell anyone that his kind existed.

Demetri had to admire her strength. She knew what the most likely outcome of this little meeting was going to be but she still had the balls to talk back to him. She reminded him a little of Rhianna and the way the feisty little redhead had taken him to task in his own nightclub a few weeks ago. He found himself smiling quite fondly as he thought of her and quickly wiped the smile off his face. Christ, he wasn’t going down the same route as Caleb.

“Get inside,” he barked irritably at the girl at his side and she gave a muffled shriek at his harshness and ran into the house quickly. He sighed and shook his head. He really hoped this would be over quickly and he could go home and get back to his nice, quiet existence.

Mara was standing silently in the main room of the downstairs portion of the house waiting to see what was going to happen next. There was a made up cot in the corner and a small gas stove and burner near the window. A couple of folding chairs rested again one wall and there was a small generator purring away at the far end of the room supplying a trickle of electricity to the house.

“This is my room,” Demetri said quietly watching the brunette turn slowly to face him. “I’ve got a special room all set up for you, Mara.”

He turned and walked to an adjoining door and held it open for her to step through. She froze in the doorway and he pushed her inside, closing the door behind them. This room was completely devoid of furniture except for one chair in the very middle.

It wasn’t this that stopped Mara dead in her tracks though. What drew her horrified eyes were the manacles and chains secured from the ceiling and the large pulley system the chains dangled from. Her breath came out in deep rasps as she started to tremble.

“I did some home improvements before I came to get you,” Demetri said conversationally. “I’m not much of an interior designer though so I decided to go for the minimalist look . Do you think I managed to capture the look correctly?”

She whimpered loudly and swung her horrified gaze to his. He was leaning against the wall with the same infuriatingly smug smile on his face he’d been wearing most of the night. His glacial green eyes were intent on hers as he watched her reaction to the room with interest.

“We can do this the hard way or the easy way, Mara,” he said after a long period of silence. “You can let down your mental shield so I can root around in your head for the answers I need or I can force them out of you. If I have to force them from you it will not be very pleasant.”

Mara stared at him wildly. She had no idea what he was talking about. Mental shield? What did that mean? “Ask your questions,” she ground out. “I will answer them truthfully.”

He pushed off from the wall and strode over to her, tilting her head back with surprisingly gentle fingers as he peered into her face. “And you just expect me to trust you will answer truthfully?” he asked softly. He stroked a finger down the side of her face and smiled. “Now how long do you think my kind would have survived if we simply believed the word of a human, Mara?” It was a rhetorical question.

“Let down your mental shield,” he ordered. “It is the only way I will know beyond a shadow of a doubt what the truth is.” It was also the only way he would be able to alter her memories and steer her away from her search for vampires, which ultimately meant it was the only way she would ever leave this encounter alive.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she cried. “What mental shield? If I don’t know what it is then how can I let it down?” She watched his face harden, and a muscle jump in the side of his jaw and started to cry. He didn’t believe her, she could read it in his face. He thought she was lying to him.

Demetri stared down at her disappointed. He had hoped to convince her to let him into her mind but it would appear she was going to be stubborn about it. So be it. He had plenty of time to wear her down. He stepped back from her, ignoring her weeping and the acrid scent of her fear.

“Strip, Mara,” he said coldly. “You have five minutes to do so. If you disobey me I will be forced to strip you myself and your clothes will be destroyed. I will leave you to do so.” He strode to the door and turned back. “When I say strip I mean everything,” he added before he went back into the other room and closed the door behind him.

Demetri sighed and sat down on one of the folding chairs. He felt his cell phone vibrate and pulled it from his pocket, frowning when he saw Caleb’s name.

“I thought you weren’t talking to me,” he said when he answered the call.

“Where the fuck are you, Demetri?” Caleb grunted in exasperation. “Beth called and said you just announced you were going to be out of the office for an unspecified period of time. You know I’ve got other things on my plate at the moment and don’t have time to babysit the office and the club.”

“Bill can take care of the club for a few days,” Demetri sighed, “and I’ve already given you time to play with your little human, so it’s your turn to hold down the fort at the office.”

“Taking off on a whim is not earning you any brownie points, Demetri,” his friend growled. “You know I wanted more uninterrupted time with Annie. You’ve done this deliberately, haven’t you? This is just another attempt to try and drive a wedge between me and Annie.”

Demetri groaned and ran his hand through his hair. “Caleb, this had nothing to do with you and Annie. I told you I wouldn’t do anything to upset the girl again and I meant it. I got an unexpected assignment from the Council which I couldn’t pass up.”

He heard Caleb pause and then suck in a deep breath. “What kind of assignment?” his friend finally asked.

“The kind you would have agreed to a few months ago,” Demetri answered truthfully and heard his friend suck in another deep breath. “I’m sure the Council contacted you first, Caleb. You probably refused them, didn’t you?.”

“I thought you were past all that, Demetri,” Caleb said, his tone heavy with disapproval as his friend confirmed his suspicions. He studiously ignored the question Demetri asked him.

“It’s either deal with it or we’re all exposed, Caleb,” he answered quietly. “Someone’s got to do it.”

Caleb sighed deeply. “That someone doesn’t have to be you,” he argued, though his voice was full of resignation. “If you breathe one word of this to Annie when you get back I will kill you.”

“Understood,” Demetri agreed. He didn’t intend to have any further conversations with Rhianna Armand anyway, if he could help it. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Mara listened at the door when she heard him speaking to someone on the phone. She heard snatches of the conversation but couldn’t really follow it. She heard him rise and hurried away from the door and quickly started to undress. She didn’t want to be naked in front of him but she believed him when he said he would destroy her clothes if she didn’t take them off willingly. Maybe if she did as he asked then she’d be able to dress herself again at some point. Her hands where trembling wildly as she stripped watching the door fearfully. She could hear him coming back and her fear mounted to almost fever pitch.

Demetri re-entered the room and watched as Mara finished removing the last of her clothing. He had half expected to be forced to remove them himself but she had surprised him again. He stared at her absent-mindedly as he replayed his conversation with Caleb. Once more his friend was disappointed with him. It seemed to be a common occurrence these days ever since he’d met Rhianna.

He dragged his mind back into the room and started in surprise as he really looked at Mara. He stifled down a deep groan as his eyes swept over her naked body. She was quite simply stunning. Her skin was a light bronze colour and looked incredibly soft and silky smooth. Her breasts were quite generous and full with dark brown nipples standing erect in the coldness of the room. Her long hair had fallen forward and partially obscured her breasts but there was ample flesh uncovered to see her beauty.

Her stomach was toned and flat and her hips soft and rounded. His gaze dropped lower and he saw her clean shaven mound as she pressed her legs close together to try and hide her most vulnerable part. Her hands were clenched in fists at her side and he knew she ached to cover herself and yet she stood there defiantly as he slowly raked his eyes over her very long, very supple legs.

His body reacted to her beauty and he had to work hard to keep his face carefully devoid of all expression. It would not do to have her see he desired her. It may give her some false sense of power over him and draw out this whole nasty business that much longer. He pulled his eyes back up to her face and saw her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment, her big brown eyes screaming her humiliation at being made to stand naked before him. 

Demetri tried once more to breach her mental defences but he still could not get past her shield. He stifled down a sigh and walked slowly towards her. “Lower your mental shield, Mara,” he said quietly, his gaze fixed on hers.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she answered hoarsely. “Please, I’m not lying to you. I really don’t know what you mean.”

His cold green gaze swept over her face and then he reached out and took her wrists in his hands and pulled them over her head. He quickly snapped the iron manacles tightly around her wrists and then took one end of the chain in his hand and pulled it hard. He watched the fear spread across her face as he yanked the chain until her toes were barely brushing the floor. He secured the chain to a hook on the wall and regarded her quietly for a long moment.

He found himself unable to stop looking at her nakedness, unable to stop his body reacting to the sheer beauty of her body. His expression remained hard despite his arousal. She was whimpering slightly, her big brown eyes wide with fear as she waited to see what he was going to do next.

Mara watched a muscle tick on the side of his jaw as he eyes swept once more over her body, pausing at her breasts. His expression was unreadable but she thought she detected something in his eyes briefly, a faint hint of desire. Oh God, was he going to rape her? She whimpered as she tried to find some purchase on the floor but her toes barely brushed the cold wood. Her wrists were already starting to ache in the manacles.

Demetri brought his gaze back up to hers and made another attempt to slip into her mind. It was as fruitless as the last few times. “I will leave you to think about it for a while, Mara,” he finally said. He turned and left her dangling from the chains.

Demetri made himself a pot of coffee and lay down on the cot on his side and picked up a book. He would give Mara an hour to rethink her decision before he went back in to her. He opened his book and reached for his coffee, taking a long sip of the bitter brew as he immersed himself in one the latest crime novels to hit the stores. He would see how stubborn she was after half an hour alone in the room. That should be sufficient time to loosen her tongue.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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Demetri shivered and rolled over. Damn, it had to be freezing if he could feel the cold. Opening his eyes, his blinked sleepily, confused by his surroundings, and then he cursed loudly and sprang up at supernatural speed. A quick glance at his watch showed it was almost three am. He was through the door and into the adjoining room in an instant. The dangling girl was passed out, her body shivering uncontrollably from the cold, her skin pale and covered in goose bumps.

“Fuck!” he hissed furiously, yanking at the chain and catching her body as she collapsed onto the ground. “Mara, can you hear me?” There was no response and his hand went to her neck to feel for a pulse. It was there, but it was weak, and shivers were wracking her slender frame hard. Cursing again, he undid the manacles, gathered her up in his arms, and carried her into the other room. He pulled back the blankets on the cot and laid her down, covering her freezing cold body.

He was furious with himself for falling asleep. If he hadn’t woken up when he did she would most probably have been dead in the morning. He heard a tiny voice in his head saying it wouldn’t have been such a bad thing. At least the threat of exposure would have been contained.

He pushed the thought away, as he went over to the old fireplace and started the fire he had prepared earlier. His green eyes turned towards the girl and his brow deepened in a large frown. Despite what Caleb thought, he was trying his hardest to complete this assignment with no loss of life. He wanted to at least try to break through Mara’s defences before it reached the stage where her death would be the only solution. Accidentally killing her would mean he had failed and Demetri didn’t like failure one bit.

He got up and pulled the cot closer to the fire, moving around to the side exposed to the cold room. He wrapped his arms around Mara, covering her with his body as she shook violently and he tried to ignore how good she felt in his arms and how wonderful her scent was as it teased his nostrils. Her overriding scent was pure honey, thick and sweet, and very tempting. He hadn’t been able to scent her earlier because she had been so frightened, her fear had overpowered everything else.

Despite the heat of the fire and the blankets, her shivers didn’t seem to be decreasing and he felt his concern strengthen. Had he gotten to her too late? He stood and stripped off his clothes, sliding onto the narrow cot and pulling her naked body against his as he tucked the blankets securely around them both. Perhaps direct body heat would help her.

Mara came awake slowly and stifled down a moan of pain. Her entire body ached but her shoulders and wrists hurt the most from dangling from the chains. She was aware she no longer felt the terrible coldness and she wondered if she was dying. 

The man had left her hanging for so long. She had thought he would come back after a little while but the time had dragged slowly past, and all she could hear was total silence from the other room. She had been so sure he would come back soon. He had said he would leave her to think about it for a little while. He had given her other timeframes, fifteen minutes, five minutes, and he had abided by those timeframes rigidly. She had foolishly believed his reference to a little while would be exactly that. How wrong she had been. Obviously his idea of a little while differed greatly from hers.

She moaned softly and tried to stretch her body and realised with a start she was pressed against another body. She froze and slowly opened her eyes to see a pair of green eyes staring at her intently. She gasped in shock as she felt his naked skin against hers and looked down to see they were lying in the cot before a roaring fire and it was still dark outside.

Her eyes went back to her captor and she stared at him apprehensively. His expression was unreadable and some of his face was covered by his long black hair, but she could feel his eyes boring into hers.

“You left me,” she said hoarsely, her tone accusing as her eyes filled with tears. It was such a stupid thing to say. He had broken into her home, kidnapped her, chased her when she ran and strung her up naked. Leaving her hanging for hours seemed the least of the many wrongs he had done to her.

“I didn’t mean to,” he said quietly, a frown marring his perfect features. “I accidentally fell asleep.” The admission sounded as if it was torn from him. He seemed angry and she didn’t know if he was angry at her or at himself.

She tried to move away from him but her wrist grazed his chest and a bright light danced in front of her eyes as pain wracked through her body.

Demetri’s eyes narrowed and he pulled back the blankets to look at her wrists. They were scraped red raw from the manacles and covered in dried blood. His breath hissed out sharply. He hadn’t noticed the damage to her earlier. He had been more concerned about stopping hyperthermia setting in. “Open your mouth,” he ordered tersely as he bit his thumb. She obeyed him and he pressed his thumb between her lips. “Suck, Mara.”

She stared at him with big, frightened eyes afraid to disobey him. She sucked at his hand and felt her mouth fill with a hot tangy iron taste. It took a second for her to realise it was his blood she was tasting and then her eyes widened further and she was pulling her mouth away.

“You don’t need to worry. I’m not trying to turn you into a vampire,” he said drolly as he licked his wound closed. “Your wrists and other ails will heal in the next hour or so. I suggest you try to go back to sleep and let my blood do its work. It will be less uncomfortable for you.”

He pulled the covers back up and settled down against her back, his arm looping around her waist as he tried to get comfortable on the small cot. It wasn’t really designed to sleep two.

Mara lay rigidly against him as she tried to figure out what he was up to. First he leaves her hanging for hours and then he tries to heal her? She could feel how cold the air was in the room. She was smart enough to understand his reasons for lying naked with her on the cot. He was doing his best to keep her warm. Why was he trying to keep her healthy? He was only going to kill her anyway once he learned what he wanted to know.

“Sleep, Mara,” he whispered, and his voice startled her and she stiffened even more. 

She took a few deep breaths and tried to relax into sleep but she was too tense, too confused. “I don’t even know your name,” she finally whispered back. She knew he was still awake.

He sighed deeply and pulled her closer to his body. “Demetri,” he answered, his breath fanning across her ear as he spoke. 

“Are you going to kill me, Demetri?” she asked tentatively, and felt him stiffen against her back and his arm tighten around her.

“Sleep, Mara,” was his reply.

Demetri remained silent and didn’t move until he felt her finally fall back to sleep. He let out a deep sigh of relief. Lying here with Mara in his arms was driving him insane. It was only sheer force of will that was keeping his body in check. Her soft body pressing against his was intoxicating, as was her delicious scent.

The sheer eroticism of her sucking at his thumb had made his blood boil even as he was striving to contain his anger at the damage to her wrists. He was annoyed with himself for being so careless and he was annoyed with her for being so likable. 

He had tried once more to get inside her mind and he been blocked yet again. She had been at her lowest point and still he couldn’t get inside her head. He was starting to believe she really didn’t know she was shielding. If she didn’t know what she was doing then he wouldn’t be able to access her memories and he wouldn’t be able to set her on a new path. That meant he would have only one other option left, an option he truly didn’t want to consider, but appeared he would be forced to. Her last question still hung on the air and he ruthlessly pushed it out of his mind so he could get some sleep. 

When Mara woke the second time she was still lying in the cot with Demetri. They were both on their sides facing each other and he was still sleeping. His face was obscured by his hair, and one of his legs was resting over hers and his arm was around her waist, his hand resting on her back. She vaguely considered trying to slip off the cot and make a run for it but she knew he would wake up and catch her.

She tried to put a little distance between them and smothered down a little gasp when she saw her wrist was completely healed. An experimental stretch also showed the rest of her body felt fine too.

“If you keep moving like that you’re going to wake up something you don’t want to, Mara,” Demetri muttered, his eyes still closed.

She sucked in a deep breath and looked into his face as he slowly opened his eyes sleepily. She felt his body stir against her stomach and she didn’t know what to do. Should she jump up and start running or just stay where she was? Was he going to rape her on top of everything else? He hadn’t done so in the other room last night, so she didn’t think he would this morning.

“You know I would catch you if you run,” he said with a little smile tugging at his lips. “Whilst normally I would enjoy the sport, I’m far too comfortable to move right now.”

His tone was mocking and she bristled at it. “You are not very nice, are you, Demetri?” 

He laughed and cuddled into her softness. “I’ve been called many things but nice is most definitely not one of them,” he admitted lazily. He buried his head in the side of her neck and inhaled deeply. “You smell nice.” 

He felt her stiffen and sighed deeply. The girl had a lot more common sense than he did right at this moment. His body was reacting to having a hot, soft, very feminine body pressing against his. The fact she was prey hovered somewhere in his mind but his lust was currently overriding it. Her reaction brought him right back down to earth and he pulled back and nudged at her mind. Still no access. He sighed again and opened his eyes to look at her once more. She was biting her bottom lip nervously and her big brown eyes were wide with apprehension as she searched his face.

“Is this a new tactic, Demetri?” she asked quietly.

He sat up awkwardly and slid from the cot, reaching for his jeans and pulling them on quickly. He turned back and looked down at her, his hands raking through his unkempt hair.

“You can have ten minutes to get dressed and perform your bodily functions,” he told her curtly. “The bathroom plumbing mostly works though there is no hot water. It’s the second door down the hallway to the left.” He pulled on his shirt and boots and headed outside to let the cold air wipe away the fog in his mind.

Mara watched him intently as he dressed and then left. For a moment, he had been almost human, and then he had reverted back to the cold, hard man of the night before. She hated the fact that she had briefly luxuriated in the feel of his hard body pressing against hers and she shuddered, full of self-loathing. This man had kidnapped her, terrorised her and almost killed her. How she could even think of responding to him was beyond her. He was a cold bloodied killer and a vampire too.

Scrambling from the cot, Mara ran into the other room to gather up her clothes and get dressed, then she headed to the bathroom to wash and do her necessary business. Demetri had already returned when she arrived back into the main room. The cot had been made and pushed back to its original position, and he was brewing a pot of coffee on the small gas stove. He didn’t look up when she entered.

“That cupboard over there beside the fire has some human food in it. Nothing fancy, but it should be sufficient to break your fast.” His tone was clipped and devoid of all emotion. He was once more back in control of himself and focused on the job at hand.

Mara walked over to the cupboard and stared at the biscuits and fruit inside. He hadn’t lied to her that the food wasn’t fancy, but it would settle her growing hunger for now. She pulled out an apple, banana, and a packet of plain biscuits, and moved quietly over to the folding chair set nearest to the newly made fire.

She bit into the apple as she watched him pour out two mugs of coffee. He set one down at her feet and retreated to the other folding chair and settled his long frame into it gracefully. She was suddenly conscious of the fact that he hadn’t lied to her so far. Okay, so he had fallen asleep and left her too long last night, but that wasn’t exactly a lie, more of a mistake. Any other question she had asked he had answered truthfully so far and his subsequent actions had backed that up. 

This made his avoidance of her question in the early hours of the morning even more frightening. If he truly didn’t want to lie to her then his refusal to answer spoke volumes. She wasn’t going to get out of this rundown building alive. She felt tears well up in her eyes and she looked down at the floor, her hair hiding her face from him. She didn’t want to die in this horrible, filthy place. She didn’t want to die full stop. She tried to eat some more of the apple but it just stuck in her throat and she ended up putting it in an empty plastic bag lying on the floor. 

Demetri watched her intently as she sat silently eating her apple. He could almost see her little mind whirling away as she tried to hide her expressive face from him with her hair. He could guess what she was running through her mind when she tossed her uneaten apple away and felt a slight tinge of pity for the girl. Last night she had been too terrified to think about things rationally. This morning her keen intelligence was kicking in and she was really beginning to understand the precariousness of her position. The acrid scent of her fear was back cutting through the sweet honey of her unique scent, and he didn’t like it but knew it was unavoidable given the circumstances.

“We seem to be at a bit of an impasse, Mara,” he said, and her head snapped up and her big brown eyes looked at him fearfully. “I need to get inside your head and you seem to be unconsciously shielding from me. I can’t let you go until I am sure you no longer pose a threat to my people, and you seem to be unable to assist me in achieving that end. You’re really only leaving me with one option here, Mara, unless you can come up with some other solution.”

He watched her fear ratchet up another notch and felt a little tug inside his chest, which caused him to frown slightly in confusion. He had no idea what the feeling inside him meant but he did know he didn’t like it.

“If what you say is true why don’t you just get it over with, Demetri?” she asked, her voice shaking with fear. “If you’re going to kill me then please do it quickly. It’s cruel to let me think there’s some hope of getting out of this alive. Just do what you have to do and stop torturing me.”

Her words rocked him to the core and he sucked in a deep breath as he looked into her beautiful face. Had he really thought she was merely pretty last night? Pretty was such a bland word for someone as beautiful as she was. Her big brown eyes looked beseechingly into his, and in that instant Demetri Bozic knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he could never end this beautiful woman’s life. This assignment had just taken a turn for the worse.
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Chapter Four
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Demetri stared out the dirty window trying to work out what his next move was going to be. He had already decided he wasn’t going to kill Mara. It sometimes took him a while to reach a decision, but once made, he never veered from it. Now he had two choices. Either he convince the Council she was no threat to them, or hand the assignment over to someone else to complete. 

He knew without a doubt that if the assignment was passed on, then Mara’s life was forfeit. He was one of the strongest of his kind when it came to the subtle art of mind control. Only Caleb was a true match for him, and he doubted even his friend could breach Mara’s defences. No, if he gave up the assignment then Mara would surely die, and he found himself oddly loathe for that to happen.

Then that left his only option was to convince the Council she could be trusted, and he wasn’t entirely sure himself if she could be. He had sensed no real deceit in her so far, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t hiding it behind her tight shield. Sighing, he ran a hand through his hair, feeling her eyes on his back and aware she was waiting for him to respond to her last comment. Her acrid scent was escalating along with her fear, and it was irritating him no end. Why didn’t she just bloody relax and let her natural scent shine through, that wonderful thick sweet aroma of honey?

‘Because you’ve kidnapped her, and she thinks she is going to die, asshole,’ he berated himself. He knew his silence was no less a torture than leaving her hanging naked in that cold room the night before, but he refused to speak until he was certain of his plan of action. Demetri closed his eyes and tried to block out the sight of her hanging unconscious, and then her damaged wrists later on. He mentally kicked himself again for falling asleep. It had been so monumentally careless of him.

Fuck, he needed to talk to Caleb. Maybe his friend would have some idea on how he could proceed. He turned from the window, his green eyes automatically going to Mara. She was so tense, so frightened, and her haunted expression irritated him immensely.

“Eat your fruit, Mara,” he finally said, his voice cold as he watched her swallow hard. He allowed a small smile to creep across his face. “I promise you it will not be your last supper.”

If he had thought his words would calm her, he was mistaken. She just seemed to shrink further into herself, a wild look creeping into her eyes. He cursed under his breath and dug his cell phone out his pocket, hitting the speed dial for Caleb. He was surprised when Rhianna answered.

“Hey Annie,” he said. He was so surprised at the little redhead answering his call, he didn’t notice the look of confusion which suddenly crossed Mara’s face. Even if he had noticed, he would have had no idea why she was looking so perplexed, because he would not have realised that his tone had turned soft and a genuine smile was splitting his handsome face, a smile that reached his cold green eyes and turned them from their usual glacial stare into something more warm and inviting.

Rhianna had debated on whether or not to answer Caleb’s phone when she saw it was Demetri. Caleb had been cursing the air blue after talking with his friend the night before, though he wouldn’t tell her what Demetri had said to piss him off so much. Her curiosity finally outweighed her ambivalent feelings towards the dark-haired vampire. “Hey, Demetri,” she answered. “Caleb’s in the shower at the moment, swearing because he has to go into the office.”

Demetri’s smile broadened. He could just imagine how pissed his friend was at him right now. “He’s a big boy, I dare say he’ll get over it,” he remarked dryly. “I really need to talk to him, Red. Can you get him to call me when he gets out?”

Rhianna sighed, her tone hesitant. “I don’t know about that. He’s pretty pissed at you at the moment. He was muttering something about you needing to disappear to some remote area for at least three centuries.”

“Yeah, he’s told me something similar already,” he laughed, shaking his head. “I thought you were pissed at me too.”

“I was, but after listening to Caleb vent I figured you needed all the friends you could get right now,” she laughed back.

Demetri felt a rush of warmth, as the little redhead so instantly forgave him. She really was something else. He could see now why Caleb was so protective of her. If he didn’t protect her, she would blindly see the good in just about anyone and probably end up getting herself hurt. He wouldn’t like to see anything bad happen to little Annie. “I’m sorry, Annie,” he said, softly, and he truly meant it. “I was an ass the last time we talked.”

She laughed again, her tinkling little peals of laughter so lovely to hear. “Yeah, you were, Demetri, but I forgive you. I’ll convince Caleb to call you as soon as possible. When are you coming home?” she asked, her tone eager as if she really wanted him to come home soon.

He frowned. “I don’t know yet. That’s why I need to talk to Caleb. Have him call me soon, and you take care, Red.” He closed the phone when she rang off and slipped it back into his pocket with a thoughtful expression on his face.

“Who’s Annie?” Mara asked quietly, and his eyes snapped to hers quickly. 

The first thing he noticed was the acrid scent of fear was considerably lessened, the second was she didn’t appear as tense as before. Something to do with his conversation with Rhianna had settled her down somewhat, though he didn’t know what it was. He pondered her question for a moment and pursed his lips.

“A friend,” he finally answered, and then sighed deeply. The little redhead had snared him just as badly as she’d snared his best friend. He now had another name to add to his very short list of people he would fight to the death to protect.

“Girlfriend?” Mara asked, her tone curious. 

“Well, she’s a girl, and she’s a friend, so I suppose technically you could call her a girlfriend, but she’s not your definition of the word,” he remarked, drolly. “I don’t do girlfriends, Mara.”

He saw her puzzled expression, and then she blushed scarlet, and he could only imagine what she was thinking inside her head.

“I don’t do boyfriends, either,” he clarified, just in case she had misinterpreted him. “I like women well enough. Truth be told, I indulge in them liberally, but I don’t form emotional bonds with them. I lack the finer emotions, which women seem to crave.” He had no idea why he was telling her this. It really was none of her business.
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