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      “This book hit the mark, amazing characters, suspense, and the mystery behind the rogues. I loved every second of the book and read it in one sitting, now all I have to do is wait for the next book in the series which hopefully won’t be too long.” – Paranormal Romance Guild

      

      “Stacy and Chaz light up the page together and are downright unforgettable. Plenty of steam and just enough danger to keep the plot zipping along at a fast, thrilling clip combine to make this a phenomenal read in the vein of JR Ward that fans of paranormal romance will adore as much as I did.” – April the Book Dragon

      

      “A charming story that was a nice derivative of a standard vampire story…I loved the drama and danger throughout the book. The insights into vampire politics were fascinating. Well written and very easy to read and understand, it was a great start to the series, and I’m looking forward to what happens next.” – MP Book Reviews

      

      “The story was well written in a way that the reader could stop after this book and not be disappointed. A great read for a cold weekend.” – Readers Favorite

      

      “Blood Rogue took me on a journey filled with suspense, danger, humor, and romance.” – Totally Addicted to Reading

      

      “The debut novel to a new paranormal series, Blood Rogue, is a fast-paced, action-packed fantasy from page one…It is an entertaining story readers can devour in no time.” – InD’tale Magazine

      

      “With a gritty urban backdrop and plenty of intriguing clan dynamics, Blood Rogue is a perfect vampire romance. Plenty of steam and just enough danger to keep the plot zipping along at a fast, thrilling clip combine to make this a phenomenal read.” – Kat Turner, Author of Hex, Love, and Rock and Roll

      

      “Blood Rogue is a well-crafted, smart adventure of the unlikeliest of lovers…reminiscent of lore’s age-old heartbreak, how can two beings that belong in separate worlds ever be together? A great read!” – M. Kate Quinn, Author of Endangered Diamond
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      This book deals with loss, pain, and grief. This book also deals with healing. No one can ever truly know what another person feels but to me, there can be no better aspiration than to try and understand. A broken heart will never heal the exact same way it was before. Just remember that the people who love and care for you will always be there. No matter how many repairs have to be made, they will always be your glue.
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      Vampire queen Samira Anai Se-Bat would do anything for her family—even make promises to a clever scientist.

      When Samira turns Cordell Stuart into a vampire, it comes with a promise to help find and protect his daughter Kayla.

      But the queen wants something in return: a cure for Nirvana, the drug being used to create deadly vampire rogues.

      Cord stumbled on Nirvana while trying to save Kayla’s life. He never thought his research would create an army of deadly rogue vampires. Now he is caught between his promise to save a race he neither trusts nor understands, and the need to find and save his daughter.

      With Samira’s murderous brother, Antu, pitting vampire factions against each other, war is brewing, and Samira is caught between her promise to save Kay and her need to protect her people. But a vision shows both thrones blending into one until they are no more.

      If Sam follows the vision and sacrifices herself, will Antu subjugate the world?

      In a race against time and destiny, Sam and Cord discover what they must to do. But the cost will be their new found love—and their lives.

      Or will it?

      
        
        GET IT NOW!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Only one city in the world moved constantly, jumping and jiving much like the dancers in the ballroom behind him and much to the same beat—driving, frenetic, and unstoppable. Only in the hours just before the faint rays of the sun peeked out over the ocean would New York mellow, going from hip hop to cool jazz, and allow that much-needed breath before beginning a new day.

      Hunter Pierce knew behind him, even in the dim light, past the lavender-and-white neon, past the glitter of the disco ball attached to the ceiling, past the delicate white flowers encased in glass on each table, they danced straight into an uncertain future.

      And not just Charles and Stacy—all of them.

      Yes, the future was uncertain. But for nearly two thousand years Hunter had watched humans build cities and watched those cities rise and fall. He’d seen civilizations ravaged by plagues and become decimated by war. Yet this was his home, the bedrock of his soul.

      He sank his weight into the ground, ready to fight. A vampire plague, a pestilence of rogue vampires, threatened all he had built. For a split second he knew the hollow of fear, then he felt the rock of the Palisades beneath his feet and drove that foundation deep into his psyche. No one would take this home from him. Not even his maker.

      Hunter shook his head. He had so many misgivings. Despite the tenuous times, he applauded Charles and Stacy and their courage, for even if humans and vampires survived the war to come, what could they have together in this beautiful marriage, sixty or seventy years?

      While people lined up outside the ballroom to fill their plates with food, too many scents assailed his senses. He found the aroma of the food heavenly but the mixture of alcohol and perfume distasteful. And the deep bass of the music pounded away at the inside of his ears. But, most of all, he couldn’t get rid of his sense of unease which made his escape to the hilltop inevitable.

      Crisp, cool, and dry, he enjoyed the brilliant night. Once he compartmentalized, there was perfection in the silence, a stillness which took the breath away. A valley of diamond lights spread out before him until the land rose and the distance gave way to the greatest skyline in the world. Hunter breathed deeply, caught once again by the sheer magnificence of a sight he’d never have been able to conceive of as a human and had never gotten used to as a vampire.

      He settled his shoulders as he stared and marveled at man’s ingenuity and then, with a slight huff, scolded himself for not appreciating one of the pleasures life had to offer. There were so few left. And so, he wondered. Was sixty or seventy years of happiness worth the pain? Was this amount of bliss all this life had to offer his friend now?

      Life? Life meant only one thing: the river of blood. His mouth watered, and he chided himself again. After nearly two thousand years Hunter thought being in a crowd of humans would have been easier to bear. But there would be the blood and there could only ever be the blood, as it was at the beginning and as it was now.

      He swallowed again and tamped down his thirst. He was glad to be at this wedding, even though their anonymity was at stake. What would happen to his people? What would happen to these two people who he now called friends? Stacy had earned his gratitude for her courage, even garnered his respect, not lightly given. Together Charles and Stacy had fought a rogue. Not just any rogue, Mikhail Kirilenko, a Paladin, a vampire cop whose job was to hunt and kill rogues. He hoped they would use their courage and be able to survive the inevitable, for the only true constant in this life was time and its companion, change.

      Hunter moved to the edge of a patio with a slight shake of his head, watching the humans in the ballroom jump up and down, their arms waving and hips twisting to music that seemed to keep getting louder. For thousands of years, humans had been dancing as a part of celebrating, and he couldn’t get used to their frenetic gyrations nor the assault on his ears.

      He preferred the cocoon of darkness, the perfect stillness of the night and sank into the silence to find the peace eluding him, but then a muffled choke broke that peace. He looked down at the terraced grounds to find a woman standing on the grass below him. She seemed to try holding back a shivered sigh but failed, and the sound reached inside, surprising him. He cocked his head and stared. Tall, with auburn hair swept up into a Grecian knot, she wore the same dress as the other women who’d stood by Stacy as she’d married Charles.

      He hadn’t really noticed her before, and Hunter wondered why as he found himself walking toward a small set of stairs. Charles had surprised him by asking that he stand with him during the ceremony. Saying no still seemed the best course of action. But now he thought perhaps not, as he would’ve shared time with this willowy beauty. Something about this woman tugged at him. And in blocking out the incessant noise from the crowd, he couldn’t hear her thoughts. He continued until he was on the grass, then standing beside her. She smelled fresh and clean, of citrus and herbs, a scent he’d enjoyed as a human.

      She seemed…sad, and he wondered what sadness could intrude on such a festive occasion. “Apologies. The night is beautiful, the silence self-explanatory. May I?”

      She turned. Her brown eyes reminded him of amber glass, bright in the moonlight which made him think of being alive and unfettered. Yet her gaze held the vulnerability of a doe and the threads of a pain he could only guess at. “Free country.” She turned back to the skyline. “Friend of the groom?”

      “Yes. For quite some time.” Hunter bowed his head. “Hunter Pierce at your service.”

      The line of her mouth softened from straight to curved. “Chaz said those very words the first time we met,” she murmured. “I always wondered how far he’d go with it.” She seemed to start, as if just realizing she’d spoken out loud. “I’m Tori. Tori Roberts. Friend of the bride.”

      She moved a small pocketbook to her left hand and reached out with her right as if to shake hands. Hunter backed up a step. In an awkward response, she stepped back as well.

      “I gathered by your dress, although I was a little late for the ceremony,” he remarked, trying to cover his faux pas. “Do you disapprove?”

      “What?” She seemed startled by the question. “Of Chaz and Stacy?” He nodded, and she shook her head. “No, never. My God, you can see how much they love each other.”

      “I do. And yet you seem upset. So I thought…well, if I may be candid?”

      “Go right ahead,” she dared.

      “You might be jealous.”

      Her gaze turned from horrified to amused in less than a second. “Boy, is your radar off. Way off. We’re sisters. I couldn’t want anything more than for Stacy to be as happy as she is right now.”

      Hunter frowned. “Stacy didn’t mention any siblings.”

      Tori laughed softly, and Hunter enjoyed the sound. “Sorry. Not by blood. We’re sorority sisters. Best friends.”

      “Ahh. Then I beg your pardon. My assumption was incorrect.”

      “You know what they say about assuming anything, don’t you?”

      Hunter nodded and thought of Sam and Charles and the bond that had grown between all of them because of the menace they faced, a bond that wouldn’t exist under normal circumstances. Vampires tended to be loners and very territorial. “Would you like to sit?” He indicated a stone bench nearby.

      She faltered, and Hunter found her hesitation unsettling. But then she agreed, which he found to be even more unsettling. She placed her pocketbook on the bench. “Not too long, otherwise they’ll send out a search party.”

      “You have nothing to fear,” he replied, scanning the area one more time. “The grounds are secure.”

      “Nice to know. But from what?” Her gaze caught his as she tried to read his meaning. He made sure she didn’t succeed. “Chaz seems to be in some kind of security business for some kind of pharmaceutical company.”

      Surprise had Hunter answering a touch too quickly. “Why do you say that?”

      She paused, seeming to notice, but then continued anyway. “Because Stacy asked me some very vague questions regarding scientific method but wouldn’t answer my questions because of a nondisclosure agreement.” He raised a brow to indicate she should go on. “Are you in the same business as Chaz?”

      Hunter nearly laughed. She didn’t know who or what they were, which was good for her safety. He had no wish to threaten her life as he had Stacy’s. “No.” Her face fell. “I own the business.”

      “Really,” she huffed. “I’d never have thought.” She rose and stared down at him with an eagerness that had concern filling his insides. “Perhaps you can explain.”

      He shook his head ever so slightly. “You know I cannot answer.”

      “Of course.” She swallowed as if to contain her curiosity, but the movement only brought his gaze to the tiny pulse fluttering in her neck. He stared, mesmerized by the sight. “But you’ll find I can be very persistent when I want information.”

      Her words brought him back to the present. “I’ve withstood worse.” The corner of his mouth lifted.

      She set her chin and shoulders as if ready to fight. “I’m tempted to take your words as a challenge.”

      Pleased, he retorted, “I would welcome such a contest.”

      “I’ll bet you would.” She glanced toward the ballroom windows, then back at him. “If you’ll excuse me? As much as I would love to continue this conversation, I really need to get back.”

      Hunter stood as well. He wondered how someone so astute could be so sad inside. So he asked, “A question before you go?” She lifted her chin, almost a dare to continue. “Why are you so sad?”

      She reached for the small pocketbook sitting on the bench. The movement caused her shoulder to hide part of her face. Hunter knew all about hiding.

      “How do you know I’m sad?”

      “Part of my business is reading people. Can you tell me a few moments ago you weren’t?”

      She stepped back, trying to put distance between them. “I’m not sure that’s any of your business.”

      “Agreed.” Hunter approached her as he would a doe, trying to suppress the predator inside. “You wear a mask, and if I may be so bold, I think your friends would prefer you didn’t.”

      “Really.” Her brows drew together. “Was this part of your ‘service’?”

      “Apologies,” he said, inclining his head. “I’ve found most people prefer the truth—eventually.”

      She bit her lip, paused, and then blurted, “What’s your truth?”

      Hunter found he had to hold back a bitter guffaw. “I’m a vampire.”

      “Wow.” Her mouth opened, no sound came out, and then laughter burst from her lips. “That is the first time anyone has ever used being a vampire as a pickup line on me. Incredibly inventive.”

      She clapped her hands together lightly. Whatever had possessed him to tell her his most guarded secret? Nonplussed, he answered, “You asked for the truth. I gave it.”

      “Right,” she answered. “I wonder what Chaz would say if he knew.” She clapped again, but the sound faded as he drew even closer.

      For the first time in a very long time, Hunter found himself completely engaged by a woman. He stepped forward, and this time, she didn’t step back. He lifted his arms to circle her body and said, “He would say business and pleasure should not mix. He would tell you I have no business thinking what I’m thinking.”

      She lifted trembling fingers and tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear, yet her lips lifted with an almost-roguish smile. “Would he now?”

      Hunger filled him. Her heartbeat thumped inside his ears, slow and oh so enticing. Then a picture from the past flashed through his mind, and he stepped back, filled with confusion. “Forgive me. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so forward.”

      Her eyes scrunched up and relaxed, her gaze turning gentle. “I wasn’t saying no.”

      “Weddings,” he shrugged. She stepped back again, the moment and the opportunity gone. “Perhaps we might talk later?” He bowed and left, not giving her the chance to say no, but remained hidden in the shadows watching. Always watching, yet wishing he could be part of the play.

      Footsteps rang on the stones of the patio a few moments later. He turned to see a young woman approach. “Tori. There you are. They’re ready to cut the cake. C’mon.”

      “Yeah, sure. I’m coming.”

      A picture of her doing exactly that in his arms filled his head. He banished the idea immediately and, as penance, circled the entire estate to make sure his soldiers were ready for anything. Although Mikhail was no longer a threat, the young vampires who’d attacked Charles and Stacy bore no sense of reason. They might try anything. And they could go rogue at any time. The happy couple deserved a night free from worry. Besides, this was his territory. What kind of leader would he be if he let something happen on their wedding night?

      After making his rounds, Hunter walked back into the ballroom. He watched Samira Anai Se-Bat, the oldest of their kind, jump up and down and twist and whirl with the rest of the guests in wild abandon. Sam seemed to be enjoying herself immensely, a side of her Hunter had never seen before. He found himself smiling at one point, enjoying her antics.

      Time waited for no vampire or man, and soon the party reached its conclusion. Hunter said goodbye to Charles and Stacy, wishing them good fortune and great happiness. Then he walked over to Tori. She’d changed into a shirt and jeans, and he found her outfit so much more disappointing than the dress that fit her like a second skin. “May I escort you to your car? It is late, and the parking lot isn’t well lit in places.”

      “I—I suppose.” She shivered and threw the sweater she was carrying over her shoulders against the chill. “You really are in the security business, aren’t you?”

      “I do not like leaving things to chance.” He started walking with her, matching her stride for stride.

      “Are you always this uptight?” she asked.

      Uptight wasn’t exactly a description he’d use for what he was feeling at the moment. “I’m not used to social gatherings.”

      She seemed to sense his truth so she answered with her own. “Neither am I. I haven’t been to a wedding in a long time.”

      “People make me…nervous.” Wrong word, right idea. They made him thirsty.

      She quirked her lips. “The dead don’t.”

      “The dead?”

      She nodded. They walked up to the first parking lot, and she stopped by a silver car. “Not such a long walk. I dropped off my car earlier. Primo spot.” She looked around. “Even under a light.”

      Hunter nodded, wishing for a few more moments with her. Time. Ever a friend. Ever an enemy. “Perhaps you can give me a lift to my vehicle, then? I was not so fortunate.”

      “Sure. Get in.”

      He walked around her car to the passenger side and got in. “Ahhh. Your license plates. You’re a doctor.”

      “Yes. A pathologist.”

      “Now I get the humor.” She drove them up through several levels, up to the last parking area on the grounds. “There.” He pointed to his SUV all the way at the end of the lot. “Tori. Tonight while you looked out at the lights, you called me inventive. Perhaps I am. Bold, even. I wanted to ease your sadness. I can, if you wish.”

      Her eyes widened. “Thanks for the offer, but no thanks. I’m not really all that pitiful. ”

      “I thought no such thing,” he exclaimed, hoping she believed he was telling her the truth.

      “Well then, your words make me feel better, sort of,” she told him. “But the answer is still no.”

      Hunter bowed his head. He’d hoped she would tell him no and respected her for not taking the easy way out. “A kiss, perhaps?”

      This time she didn’t say no, so he leaned over and nuzzled the shell of her ear. His mouth watered as his lips grazed the tantalizing pulse in her neck. His incisors grew, but he pulled them in as he lifted back and simply pressed a kiss onto her cheek. “I am very pleased to have met you.”

      She smiled, a hint of pink suffusing her cheeks. How incredibly inviting. How very hard to deny his need and let go. “Good night, Tori.”

      “Good night.”
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      Sam approached him as he leaned against his car, waiting for her. “You should’ve gone with her.”

      He drew his brows together. “I have duties to perform.”

      “Really, Hunter. You’re allowed a night off once in a while. You do the same for your soldiers, don’t you?”

      “Of course.” He threw her a look. As much as he tried to keep the sneer out of his tone, he couldn’t. “You seem to have taken advantage of the evening.”

      She whipped her head around and stared at him. He watched her mouth open and thought he was to be scolded, but she shook her head. “Because I understand the need to have fun, Hunter.” She turned and stared into space for a moment. “When I was a little girl my people would dance until the sun began to rise in the sky. That’s why they’re called celebrations.”

      “Fun is an illusion.” Her hand reached out. He moved away slightly. “I don’t want your pity.”

      “Fine. I won’t give it then. Your will is your own. But maybe it’s time for you to change, to indulge in a few illusions. Go after her.”

      He pushed off the car and opened the door for his friend. He would take Sam back to the compound, put Mercedes in charge, and, to his eternal regret, do exactly what Sam had told him to do. Go after Tori.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Victoria Roberts yawned. She tried to lift her heavy eyelids. The road blurred for a split second, then came back into focus with startling clarity. A slither of fear raced through her veins. She gripped the steering wheel tighter and shifted in her seat. Time to stop and get some caffeine.

      She pulled into the Forked River rest area, noting a pit stop wouldn’t hurt either. She wondered if she wouldn’t have been better off staying with the rest of the guests in the hotel. As she washed her hands, the jolt of cold water woke her up.

      No help for that now, she thought. Besides, home was less than a half an hour away. And the coffee was strong enough to help her stay awake for the rest of the ride.

      Tori pushed open the double doors of the rest stop with her elbow, a habit all doctors had from not wanting to touch door handles. She took another sip, grimaced as the strong brew                                                                                                                                                                                                  seared down her esophagus, and stopped dead in her tracks. The long, black, and very sleek limousine was hard to miss in the nearly empty parking lot, as was the driver’s obvious right to park the vehicle anywhere he pleased.

      “Umm. Excuse me. Your limousine is blocking in my car.”

      A blond-haired man leaned against the hood of the limo, wearing dark sunglasses even though it was the dead of night. Without answering, he walked over and opened the door to the back of the limo.

      Did he really think she would get in?

      Tori backed up toward the double doors of the rest stop. She’d seen a state trooper buying coffee just before she had. She prayed he was still there.

      “I would suggest you get inside.” The man had the look of a bodyguard even though he swept his hand, palm up, toward the back of the vehicle.

      Fat chance. Not only did Tori have a cup of hot coffee in her hand, she had pepper spray in her bag and a ton of self-defense courses under her belt.

      “They won’t help you,” he added.

      “Really.”

      Wait a minute. How did he know what she was thinking?

      The next thing she knew, the man was in her face and she hadn’t even had time to draw in a deep breath.

      “I’m not quite sure I want to ask again.”

      He leaned into her neck, moving up and down as if he was an animal and she possessed a scent he couldn’t resist. “Delectable,” he murmured.

      Tori tried to pull away. His grip tightened. She brought her heel down on top of his shoe as hard as she could. He yelped as he let go.

      Tori whirled and got her fingers on the door handle of the rest stop, then thought her hair would pull right out of her scalp. “Arrahhh!”

      “Hold!”

      Despite the pain radiating through her skull, Tori recognized that voice. The man from the wedding. Chaz’s boss. The one who’d told her he was a vampire.

      Tori lifted her free hand and tried to pry away the fingers fisted in her hair. Cold. Impossibly cold. Cadaver cold. What the—?

      “Rolf.”

      “Hunter.”

      Tori knew the sound of two alpha males circling one another. She listened to it all the time in the hospital.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Relief. Sweet, sweet relief as the yanking fingers ceased their dirty work and let go. Tori shook her head and rubbed her scalp with her fingertips, massaging the abused skin.

      “I could ask the same of you, except, wait a minute,” the blond fiend tapped his forefinger against his cheek. “You live here, don’t you?”

      “Nice of you to remember.”

      Hunter. Hunter Pierce was his name. He owned the security company Chaz worked for. And he had a really unique pickup line.

      Tori didn’t hesitate. While they were engrossed in finding out who was top alpha, she reached out, grabbed the door handle again, and pulled it open. She had only one intention, to find the cop inside or get someone to call one.

      “Uh-uh-uh.”  The blond wagged the same finger as he yanked the metal out of her grip. She moaned as he tightened his other hand around her biceps.

      “Let her go, Rolf. I won’t ask again.”

      “Rolf!”

      The blond straightened. He threw her arm away as if she were poison and sauntered down the steps to the limo. Suddenly, Hunter was beside her, pushing up her sleeve to examine her arm. A low growl issued from his throat.

      “Rolf. Get in the car. Now.”

      Blond Boy obeyed.

      “Miklos.”

      An older man climbed out of the limousine, leaning heavily on a pearl-handled cane. He had salt-and-pepper hair and a rugged face which was lined with living. His suit looked to be Armani, but she wouldn’t exactly know Armani without looking at the label. She wasn’t that rich. But the suit simply fit as if it were made for him.

      “Hunter.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” Hunter asked. Tori heard anger threading his tone but also disbelief.

      “I felt it necessary to keep an eye on the human. She was seen talking with Stacy.”

      The human?

      “In my territory?”

      Hunter sounded…astonished. No more than Tori, though, with talk of territories and humans. What the hell was going on?

      “I feared you wouldn’t be impartial. And Sam…well, Sam has a weakness toward them.”

      Them? What the hell did that mean?

      “How dare you!” Now Hunter sounded like a very insulted alpha number one.

      The older man nodded and sighed. “Under the circumstances, I thought I—“

      In her entire life, Tori had never heard words come out of someone’s mouth so cold as Hunter said, “There are no circumstances, Miklos. None. I could call you out right now.”

      “You could. A challenge is your right. But the fight would not be fair.”

      “What about your pretty boy lapdog?”

      “Yes, then the fight would be fair, but the redemption of my honor would still be lacking. I prefer to fight my own fights.”

      Fight? Really?

      Hunter stiffened beside her. “You counted on that fact when you decided you had the right to come here and check up on me. Without permission. You are a snake and a bastard, and someday, there will be no hole or clump of grass for you to hide in.”

      “Perhaps. But I protect my people, Hunter. What do you do?”

      “I give them the caring and respect they deserve, something you seem to have forgotten. You don’t own them, Miklos.”

      The elder man shrugged but seemed to lean more heavily on his cane. Even in the dark, Tori could make out the tension of his knuckles around the handle as his breath hissed inward.

      Without thought or hesitation Tori said, “Sir, I’m a doctor. You need to get your weight off your leg before it gives way. Let me help you.”

      Tori put her coffee down on the top step and rushed down the rest to put her shoulder under his arm. Just in time too, as his weight fell onto her. No sooner did she feel her knees buckle than Blonde Boy was there to help.

      “I’ve got him.”

      Blondie had taken off the shades. Instead of derision, Tori found caution and respect in his gaze as she followed. He helped the older man into the car, but the gentleman shook his head when Rolf went to close the door.

      The old man motioned for her to approach. “Doctor, eh?”

      “Yes. Your leg doesn’t look sturdy at all.”

      The man grimaced. “A lion tried to make me his dinner. I won but paid the price.” He lifted his pants leg. The leg was missing literal chunks of muscle from the calf. She couldn’t imagine what his thigh looked like.

      “Jeez,” she breathed.

      All of a sudden she felt Hunter beside her. There was a long silence between the men, almost as if they were talking to each other. Then the old man said, “First it’s one. Then two. And three. Then there will be no end.”

      “Perhaps. But we have more pressing problems requiring our attention. Their numbers are growing.”

      “They are a pestilence.”

      “And like the locust, they will destroy so much before they are done. Take care of your own home, and I will take care of mine.”

      “See that you do, Hunter. See that you do.”

      Blond Boy made to close the door, but Tori stopped him and asked, “May I do anything for you?”

      The man smiled and shook his head. “Thank you for your kindness.” He turned to Hunter and added, “You know what must be done. Use the Lethe.”

      “Yes.”

      Tori watched Hunter and Blond Boy stare at each other again, then Rolf got in and the limo drove away. Once it was gone Hunter asked her, “May I follow you to your home to make sure you get there safely?”

      “What’s ‘Lethe’?”

      “Nothing.” He walked up the steps, picked up her cup, and handed her coffee to her.  “Will you allow me?”

      Tori considered. He seemed okay. He was Chaz’s boss. And he’d just come to her rescue, although she wasn’t quite sure what kind of rescue it had been.

      “All right. But once we reach the police station, you make a left at the light and follow the signs back to the parkway.”

      He didn’t answer. He simply followed her to her car, held the door open for her, and leaned in once she was seated. He waited for her to place the coffee in the cup holder and leaned very close, so close she thought he might kiss her. Instead, he did the same as Blond Boy and ran his nose along the line of her neck. He leaned closer. There was a pinch, and an instantaneous warmth filling her groin. Then everything seemed to float from far away. What a night.
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      No way. No way in hell. There was no way in hell she would ever drive home in this condition. Tori sat up in her car, waiting for the world to stop rolling. Her stomach clenched, and she drew in a deep breath, letting out the air in short staccato huffs. Then her eyes widened. She knew her body. The antsy yearning in her core reminding her she hadn’t had sex in a very long time had been replaced by immense satisfaction. Indeed, she hadn’t felt this relaxed in years.

      Tori groaned. The wedding. Stilted pictures that turned fuzzy and gray raced through her brain, pictures of fingers undoing her jeans, lifting her shirt out of her pants, slipping aside her thong. She strained to remember, then wondered if she really wanted to as a sinkhole grew wider and wider inside her belly. Oh no. No, no, no, no, no. Please tell me I didn’t make a complete fool of myself.

      She shook her head. Nausea consumed her as her stomach flipped, and Tori stilled until the waves stopped creating havoc. She rubbed her temples with her fingers, but not from pain, simply to try to right the world. Dear lord, had she made an absolute spectacle of herself?

      Completely and utterly mortified, Tori let her head fall and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. She banged it lightly on the plastic over and over again, very good at heaping blame on herself, not very good at letting go of it. She’d opened her heart a smidge for Stacy and Chaz, let their love inside and ended up with the sadness consuming her again. My own damned fault. So stupid. So incredibly dumb.

      Doctor that she was, Tori couldn’t help the thoughts flying through her brain. Had there at least been a condom involved? She strained to remember. The pictures ended up even more muddled. Would she have to get tested for STDs? She opened the door of her car and stepped out, stopping herself just in time before she slammed the damned thing closed and woke up the entire complex.

      No matter how foolish her actions, Tori was extremely grateful that at least she’d made it home in one piece. As she stood there, trying not to sway, she thought back to the wedding, and warmth crept back into her heart. She banished the nonsense with the picture of Stacy and Chaz saying their vows inside the gazebo, her heart filling as she’d watched her best friend get married. Feeling something so warm could never be wrong, so she’d just have to deal with the aftermath of her own recklessness.

      Thick ocean air spread like a blanket over her, and she forced herself to focus. She closed the car door and breathed in the warm, sultry late-September night. She walked toward her town house, releasing the air in a heartfelt sigh. With the soft ocean breeze caressing her skin and the slight echo of the waves beating against the shore, Tori realized this was the kind of night to fill the void of hurt that could never be filled. Between the beauty of the night and the need she’d denied until it had exploded in her face, somewhere inside the hangover that didn’t hurt, inside the satisfaction of release, somewhere lurking in the back of her mind, there’d been a man, a linebacker. No, a soldier with short, dark hair and clear, gray eyes that saw right through her. They’d turned smoky with heat, and he’d made the pain inside go away.

      She continued walking toward her townhouse, and the pictures started to come into focus. Tall with massive shoulders, he seemed to want to protect her. Tori slowed, her footsteps faltering. Son of a gun. He was in security. He owned the business Chaz worked for. Hunter. And when she’d asked who he really was, he’d told her he was a vampire. Can you imagine? Of all the things to say, he’d given her the best pickup line she’d ever heard. A vampire.

      Tori picked up her pace again and continued through the parking lot, smiling in bemused disbelief. Vampires and sex all in one night, just like in one of those B horror movies. Who’d have thought?

      Suddenly, Tori froze.

      “Run!”

      She couldn’t. She kept telling her feet to move, and they refused to obey. Someone tried to tackle her, but she ducked. Her next breath made her gag. What the hell?

      Tori stared as the man who’d tried to tackle her attacked another man in the parking lot.

      “RUN!”

      Wait a minute. She knew his voice. The man from the wedding. Hunter.

      As if his name was a magic word, she unlocked, turned, and sprinted towards her townhouse. She could hear her heart pound in her ears, her lungs pistoning for all they were worth.

      She reached the steps and her front door, and then she heard a scream. Not a scream for help, not a wail of agony, a screech as if someone was being thwarted, denied their very existence.

      Tori turned. A man lay on the ground.

      Without thought, Tori ran back to help, choking on the foul air. She found Hunter lying there, his gaze full of accusation.

      “I thought I told you to run.”
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      Venatorius.

      A name Hunter had not heard in nearly two thousand years.

      Venatorius.

      His skin rippled under the whisper of death, the nerve endings beneath bowing under the weight of remembered pain.

      I own you.

      A debt long since repaid yet still seeking that last tiny piece of his soul.

      Do you remember?

      A different time and place seeped into his bones, an older time, a time when life had been worth less than a few coins, a place filled only with death. Phantom fire had filled his back. Blood had seeped from the marks of the lash. A buyer for his body had made no effort to hide his lust. The scene shifted, and the weight of leather and steel had felt at home upon his body, the haft of his sword a familiar friend to his hand. The sand of the arena had spread beneath his sandals as he’d twisted and turned, the clash of steel upon steel ringing in his ears.

      Hunter Pierce shook his head to dispel the images and sat up. The scent of the dying filled his nostrils, leaving behind an old and bitter taste. Or were those just his thoughts?

      He rose to his feet and found Tori backing up and away from him, horror filling her gaze. Looking down, he found his shirt covered in blood. He lifted the cloth and found the gash already healed.

      “No. That’s impossible. No one can heal that kind of cut that fast.”

      She practically stumbled in her haste to get away. Then she straightened. And he knew she was about to faint.

      Faster than the human eye could see, he sprinted over to the doctor, catching her just in time. He lifted her legs off the pavement, and her head lolled against his arm, exposing her long, tanned neck.

      There was only one winner in this game, no matter the past, and could only ever be one winner. Blood.

      “Sir?”

      His best lieutenant ran to him, gulping in deep breaths of air as she halted by his side. Her short, modern haircut seemed at odds with the wicked knife in her hand. As did the tiny diamond-stud earrings in her earlobes. Her heart hammered in his ears. Her concern for his well-being was appreciated but misplaced. Still, he softened as he settled the doctor deeper in his arms.

      Looking down he said, “I’m fine, Mercedes. Unharmed. So is she.” His gaze shifted off into the distance. “Did you find it?” Mercy nodded. “You cut off the head? Set the fire?” Mercy’s shoulders slumped a little, but she nodded again. “These vampires were newly made, and their bones may not burn completely, so make sure to bury any that might be left, and then scatter the ashes. Have your men follow the other two vampires who were with this one. They haven’t turned rogue yet. I fear they will soon. Once you’re finished, report back to me. Number forty-six.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He stared at her hard to make sure she knew she’d disobeyed orders. “You shouldn’t have followed me. I left you in charge of the mansion.”

      She stared back at him without remorse. “The lady Samira gave me leave to follow.”

      Hunter nodded and lifted the woman in his arms high up into his chest. In his mind he could see her gaze just before she’d fainted, dark, almost accusatory, letting too much in and nothing out.

      What a combination. So smart and yet so cautious, she’d proven so very brave. No one could have been more surprised when she’d run to help Miklos in spite of Rolf’s treatment. He blew out a deep breath. She’d run back to help him too.

      Beauty. Daring. Courage. Such a lethal combination.

      How lucky for her they’d been able to destroy the rogue—unlucky for him. For now, she’d become a part of this mess whether she wanted to or not. His fault for starting the game to begin with. He should never have listened to Sam. He should never have given in.

      Red-gold strands glittered in her auburn hair as it fell over his arm. She weighed more than he’d expected, yet her tall, willowy frame suited her. Statuesque. But with curves in all the right places.

      His gaze followed the long line of her chin, the high cheekbone, the nose perfectly placed. Not a blemish or a mark. How incredible.

      Hunter shook his head. He’d had no business admiring her beauty at the wedding, nor what had come after. He should never have satisfied his hunger with her. Not under these circumstances, not while rogue vampires threatened anyone and Miklos threatened everyone connected to him.

      And now, hearing a voice he thought long dead? Dredging up the past, especially making it public? Unease draped across his shoulders like a well-worn blanket. His past was no one else’s business but his own. Hunter frowned. Seemed as though he’d have no choice but to let his history become public knowledge now. The voice inside his head was not his imagination. Therefore, he could only believe that the attack was part of a long-standing vendetta.

      Her head lifted. “You can put me down now.”

      So deep was he in his thoughts, Hunter started and nearly dropped her.

      Her eyelids fluttered open. “I can walk,” she added.

      As deep and as dark as they’d been before, now her eyes were soft like melted caramel and chocolate. He wanted to sink inside their warmth. But her gaze carried too many questions he couldn’t answer.

      “Are you certain?”

      She nodded, so Hunter stopped walking and let go of her legs. She slid down his body, awakening fiercely controlled emotions. She must’ve felt them too, for her eyes widened. Then they narrowed. Her gaze flared, then slipped into sultry. And her thoughts? Too loud and too enticing, to be sure.

      “Be careful what you wish for,” he murmured.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Nothing.” She leaned back, tilting her head up to his. He stared at the pulse fluttering beneath her skin. He swallowed hard. A fierce battle raged inside, a battle he’d come to hate. Lips or neck. Lips or neck.

      “I know you.”

      “Hunter Pierce.”

      She rubbed at her temple with her fingers. “The wedding,” she whispered and digested the information with an innocent curiosity that tugged at his insides. “You told me you were a vampire. I laughed.”

      Hunter certainly wasn’t laughing now. He looked around. Although late, a car could drive by. So could the police. He didn’t like standing out in the open. “Yes.”

      “You were attacked. So much blood. Yet you healed. How is that possible?”

      So many years of hiding. So many years alone. So much better for both of them to stay this way.

      “Such a foul odor,” she continued. “What kind of man smells like that? Even corpses don’t smell that bad.”

      The mist swirled in the lamplight, creating a natural cover—but would never cover up tonight’s mess. “Not a man,” he answered. “This is all very hard to explain. It would be easier to do so inside your house.”

      She paused and cocked her head, her hands resting on her hips. “Who says I’m inviting you in?”

      Taken aback, Hunter paused a moment. Then he responded with honesty. “It would be safer if you did.”

      She didn’t reply. But her body did, leaning in whisper close. “Maybe. Maybe not.” She paused as if something occurred to her. “What did you do to me?”

      Do to you? The scent you’re giving off right now is begging me to repeat our last meeting. “Nothing. We met at the wedding. I’d gone out onto the patio for some air. You were standing on the grass. We talked.”

      She frowned. “I don’t remember you. And yet I do. I was looking at the lights.”

      “Dr. Roberts,” Hunter insisted. The last thing he wanted was for this evening to blow up into a circus. Mercy’s men might circle back, and his lieutenant was certainly close enough to catch some of this discussion. “Tori, please. Can we at least continue this conversation inside?”

      She nodded, turned, and began walking. Hunter followed her down the sidewalk and up the steps to her townhouse. Admiring her gait from behind, he remembered. Voluptuous. Large, ripe breasts falling into his waiting palms. Her soft moans and her slick core. Swallowing her screams, then the taste of her blood. So rich and vibrant, and so full of life.

      That tiny, hidden piece of him wanted to know more about her, drawn to her along with her blood. But he’d given her the Lethe as Miklos instructed so she wouldn’t remember him. Because he had to. As a rule, Hunter stayed away from humans. Tori had been a rare indulgence. One he now regretted—really regretted. Because she was no longer enthralled and was way too smart to let him try again.

      She opened the front door. For a moment he feared she’d close the damned thing in his face. He wondered if it wouldn’t be better that way.

      Instead, she waved him inside and shut the door. She followed, her thoughts chaotic, tumbling one on top of another, and her emotions following so close he couldn’t separate them in his head.

      “All right, Mr. Pierce. We’re here. I’m safe, I think. And you’re alive. I think. So, start talking. You told me you were in security. Who are you really? And for the love of God, why was that man trying to kill you?”

      “Not a man. A very powerful and very, very dangerous creature. A rogue vampire.”

      She’d crossed her arms over her chest in consternation or disbelief—he wasn’t sure. He watched as they unfurled slowly. “Creature? Really? He looked…” Her voice trailed off, and Hunter heard the words inside her head. She’d been about to say human. But humans couldn’t decay like in such a manner and live. And humans couldn’t make a gash so deep heal that fast. “What did you call it? A rogue vampire? What does that make you?”

      Very well. She wanted direct. So be it. “I’m a friend. I’ve known Charles for about eight hundred years.”

      “Eight hundred. Right.”

      He ignored the sarcasm. “The creature was a rogue. A killing machine. A vampire ready to drain every human it can.” Her lips parted, and the corner of her mouth lifted. There it was, that familiar human reaction of disbelief, the huff of disdain. “And me? I’m your normal, everyday…” Hunter couldn’t resist pausing for emphasis, “vampire.”

      She burst out laughing. “You said that before.”

      Hunter frowned, and his brows drew together. Was she mocking him? “I assure you,” he continued. “There’s very little humor in this situation.”

      “Right.”

      Her laughter continued to bubble, making him angry. He stiffened. “I do not lie.”

      “Really? You say you’ve known Charles for around eight hundred years. Well, I’m a doctor and I happen to know that’s physically impossible. You really need to stop playing with me.”

      He paused wondering if he dared answer. “I’m not playing with you, Tori. Nor am I really alive.”

      She burst out laughing again. Suddenly she stilled as if something occurred to her.  “The grounds at the hotel. The wedding. We sat on a stone bench. The night. So crisp and cool, a perfect autumn night.” Her voice trailed off, but her thoughts pounded at him. My car. The front seat. Fire filling your cool, gray gaze. Need filling my belly. Your arms drawing me close.

      “That’s impossible,” she whispered.

      His mouth quirked despite himself. What he thought was forbidden, but deep inside Hunter knew he wanted every moment of those forbidden thoughts. “What is?” he asked.

      “I woke up here, in the parking lot.” Without conscious thought, her fingers traced her lips. “My car.”

      He shrugged. Time to take back command of himself. “Too many humans. I was thirsty.”
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