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Praise for Blood Rising

“THIS BOOK IS A WONDERFUL addition to the vampire folklore genre and sensual romance. I could not put it down once I started reading. I am a huge fan of the vampire genre, and Amber Anthony does not disappoint. The characters are very real, and the story of the shadowy underground of human/vampire sex and the longing for true love catches you from the moment you start. I can’t wait to read the other books in the trilogy. This one is a must read for any vampire romance fan.” – J.R., Amazon

“What a talented writer! Pacing, description, and emotions are thoroughly explored. The underworld of vampires and their lifestyle is exposed as in no vampire book I have seen before, and I've seen most. There is mystery entwined with the plot. Whodunit? And why? There are big questions. Will the semi-immortal Matt and his love survive manipulative vampires, and will the couple's love come out intact? I must keep reading to find out.” – P.S., Amazon

“Blood Rising lured me in immediately with its lovable cast of characters and well-developed storyline. Cat Temple and Matt Brenner's chemistry is unstoppable.” – A.M.D., Amazon



Brenner’s Edicts for the Undead


	Vampires are the ultimate Doms.

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

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

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

	Immortality is an illusion; vampires can be killed.

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

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

	The first bite is the sweetest.

	Pale is the new tan.



The Vampire's Golden Rule

It's not the bite you get, it's the bite you give.
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Dedication
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Natural pearls form when an irritant - usually a parasite and not the proverbial grain of sand - works its way into an oyster, mussel, or clam. As a defense mechanism, a fluid is used to coat the irritant. Layer upon layer of this coating, called 'nacre', is deposited until a lustrous pearl is formed.

This paperback edition of Blood Rising is dedicated to life’s irritants that, once inculcated, developed not only a shimmering pearl but the desire to create a necklace of four pearls.

Once Blood Rising was well-received, Blood Emerald was the story’s natural progression. When the characters kept peppering our inspiration with tales of a particular dragon shifter, Blood Dragon was written. By the summer of 2018, we had The Blood Trilogy.

Then there were questions: how did their friendships begin? We were inspired to tell their origin tale with the prequel, Appetite for Blood. A story that could only have begun in post-World War I and Prohibition-era Los Angeles. 

We hope you enjoy the humor, adventure, and magical realism of the romantic dramas of The Blood Trilogy. With paranormal Doms, the ‘happy’ is forever after.
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One
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“I’m so sorry,” Cat rushed into the university art studio, banging the door into the wall in her haste. 

“You’re late,” Brad’s hands curled into fists at his side. “Tardiness will be punished.” He suddenly looked as if he could follow through on that threat.

“Ornstein’s class went long, and...” Cat was still in the middle of her breathless apology when his offensive words sank in, and she stopped abruptly. “Excuse me? Punished? Who the heck do you think you’re talking to?”

Brad snarled down at her, arrogantly from the classroom stage. “Watch your tone, Cat. When I want you to speak, I’ll give you permission.”

“Watch my...now hold on!” When did this guy, who’d seemed so charming and insightful on their first date, become such an ass? 

He may have been every girl’s definition of a fair-haired dream, but Cat guessed it was true—looks weren’t everything. 

“Strip.” Brad jumped from the stage to stand intimidatingly in her personal space.

“What?” The shock left her gaping.

“I’m not in the habit of repeating myself. You’re the class model tonight. Strip.”

“You didn’t say anything about modeling in the nude...”

“When and how I want you to model is none of your concern. Your job is to please me.”

His audacity stunned her. She needed to set this guy straight right now. “Look, Brad,” Cat’s teeth clenched, “we’re just getting acquainted, so I’m letting you know I’m the one who decides what I will or won’t do with my own body.”

Stress, fired by her resistance, intensified his demand. “That attitude will not be tolerated.” 

She didn’t back down. “Oh, really, by whom? You?” Cat walked away. “I think you’d better find another model.”

Brad’s hand flashed out and grabbed her arm in an iron grip. “Don’t you ever turn your back on me!” 

Cat stared at him, amazed. He didn’t strike her, but it looked as if he wanted to, which made the intruder at the door most welcome.

The man cleared his throat loudly enough to be a distraction. “She doesn’t understand what you want. She doesn’t understand submission, and it should be obvious by now, she’ll never accept your domination.” His voice was a low, resonant baritone with twice the authority of Brad’s.

Cat flashed her gaze up to his with fascination as he leaned casually against the doorframe. He was probably mid-twenties, well over six feet, gorgeously built, with dark hair curling around an impossibly handsome face. He more than fit the image of a champion to a damsel in distress, and she sighed with relief at his intervention.

“What I do with my sub is none of your business...” 

“Your sub?” The man snorted derisively. “Does she know she’s supposed to be a sub?” He strolled forward to confront Brad.

Brad appeared flustered and wilted in the face of the stranger’s cool confidence. “We haven’t discussed labels...” 

The man held out his hand to her, and Cat accepted it without a second thought. His fingers were cool, his eyes mesmerizing, large, deep azure, thickly lashed and slightly melancholy. “Stay behind me,” he told her quietly and then turned his attention back to Brad. “I have no problem with a Dom/sub relationship. Whatever gets you off, that’s your business, but this girl has no understanding of what you’re after. If you were an experienced Dom and not a wanna-be poser, you’d have recognized that immediately.”

Cat stared at them in confusion. “Dom/sub?”

They ignored her. Brad puffed out his chest in defiance. “I don’t need instruction from you...”

“Clearly you do, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Let me help you out.” He turned to Cat. “Miss...uh...”

“Temple,” she supplied quietly. “Catherine Temple. Cat to my friends.”

“Miss Temple, do you have any intention of surrendering your body and safety to this man?” He glanced dismissively at Brad. 

Cat’s jaw dropped with alarm. “I...I...no! What are you talking about?” 

He stared pointedly at Brad and shrugged. “She’s not submissive, Brad. Wish her well and be done with it.”

“Who do you think you are?” Brad challenged irritably.

“A new student in this class.”

“Oh, yeah? Because I’m the Teacher’s Assistant here, buddy, and you’re getting off to a bad start.”

“I see.” The stranger considered that for a moment. “So, if the Dean were informed you were bullying a co-ed and then tried to intimidate a classmate who intervened, that wouldn’t be a problem for you?” 

“Fuck you!” Brad squared off against the newcomer.

Cat figured she’d better do something to distract them, or the two men were headed for an ugly fight. “Excuse me, you two do know I’m in the room, right? You can see me here? I mean, I haven’t become invisible?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The stranger gave her a nod, amusement in his eyes. “I see you very clearly.”

He pointedly gazed from her face, over her breasts, waist, and hips, all the way down her legs to her toes. He drew in a long breath, bit down on his full lower lip and nodded appreciatively. “I’m Matt,” he held his hand out in an introduction. 

* * * *
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MATT SMILED AS SHE took his hand again, trust and enchantment evident all over her face. Her touch was warm and electric, and he was smitten. She was stunning. A mass of long, blonde hair framed a heart-shaped face with deep-set, almond eyes and a flawless complexion. He couldn’t remember ever having such an immediate attraction to a woman. 

Cat flushed under his frank appraisal and ducked her head. She started to speak, and then lost the words and smiled shyly. Matt shifted uncomfortably. Was this what romantics described as love at first sight? He stared at her. Blue, he realized, drawn irresistibly into the depths of those dazzling eyes. They were a clear, cornflower-blue.

Brad scowled and clenched his jaw. “I need to get some supplies,” he muttered, looking back and forth between the two of them. 

“Good idea. While you’re gone, maybe Miss Temple and I can discuss her modeling tonight.”

“Oh, yeah, thanks a lot.” Getting no rise with his jibe, Brad stalked away.

“What was all that about?” Cat demanded when he’d gone.

“Another discussion for another time,” Matt deflected mildly before he seductively lowered his voice. “I’d love to paint you if you’d agree to pose?”

Her color rose higher at his compliment, and he wondered idly if her nipples were the same hue as her candy pink lips? Was their taste as sweet? His jeans grew uncomfortably tight at the thought.

“Not nude!” Her chin jutted out stubbornly from under a soft, full mouth.

Matt wanted to fall into her lips, could barely pull his gaze from them to answer. “No.” He scanned the cluttered art room, and his gaze landed on a crumpled length of red satin. “Not nude, but maybe...a little bit of a tease?” He held up the fabric, unraveled several yards and offered it to her.

She accepted it with a quizzical look and disappeared behind a make-shift changing screen.

“You’re sure you’re not looking?” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Matt felt damned for a liar when his strongest desire was to tear down that barrier and dispatch what remained of her clothes. He’d lay her bare and sumptuous on the scarred desktop and sample every inch...

“I said, do you think it’ll be long enough?” she asked, raising her voice.

Long enough? Matt jerked himself out of his erotic fantasy and refocused on the here and now.

“Sorry. Will what be long enough?” 

“The fabric. You’re sure it’ll be long enough to, like, cover everything?”

Matt grinned. “I’m sure we’ll manage.” He waited for another few beats, sensing she was undressed but reluctant to leave the shelter of the screen. “Why don’t you come out here and we’ll see.”

“I...”

“Come on. I won’t let you be embarrassed. I swear.”

His promise reassured her, and Cat emerged from behind the screen with a large swath of red satin wrapped around her like a sarong. The sensuous fabric hugged every curve of her luscious body. Matt swallowed and tried to keep his voice even.

“Good start,” he praised. “Let’s put you here.”

He patted the high stool in the center of the stage. Cat darted an uncertain glance at him and worried her bottom lip. What would it be like to own those succulent lips? To have them fastened around his cock, her clear cornflower eyes gazing up at him? He gave his head a brief shake to clear it. Impossible. 

“Now, you might want to cover your...” He gestured toward her breasts, grasping for diplomatic words to describe her lovely tatas.

Ordinarily, he had no problem being explicit with his sexual vocabulary. In his business, it was expected. Still, he sensed the young woman before him would be shocked and put off if he told her that. He slowly tugged the fabric away from her, giving her ample time for modesty. He’d love to make sure she had none left, and no need for it.

“What are you...” she began uncertainly, crossing her legs and using her hands to cover round, full breasts. “Oh, I get it.” She breathed a sigh of relief as he worked. “You’re going to drape it like an antique ‘art’ shot.”

“Antique?” Matt gulped, remembering photos staged in just this way for Marilyn Monroe. “Uh...sure, antique. Anyway, I want mostly your back to the class with a hint of a profile over your right shoulder.”

Cat posed as he instructed. “Like this?”

“Exactly. Now, I’m going to wind this fabric...”

Matt entwined the fluid, crimson fabric across her lap and between her legs. A flush crept up her torso to color her face. She wasn’t as immune to his touch as she’d like him to believe, and he certainly wasn’t to her soft curves over firm muscle. He sighed out a breath as he fought the impulse to caress her. Draping the fabric back across her lap, he wound it once around her body and then across her breasts, barely covering their tantalizing peaks.

“Hold on to the stool.” He drew one long leg down in an artful line, and then draped the other over it to create a sensuous ‘S’ with her curves. “Balanced?” She nodded, and he pried her fingers from around the edge of the stool and then laid one arm at her side, the other held the fabric sweeping across her breasts and over her left shoulder. “You look incredible.” She took his breath away! “Is this a pose you can hold for a while?”

“I suppose so.” Her gaze searched his through her lashes.

Unspoken questions flew between them, but they would have to wait. The class was filling quickly with students.

“Maybe, I could thank you with a drink after class?” he suggested in a husky whisper. It was madness to even consider a relationship with this young woman, but one drink couldn’t hurt.

“I don’t know. With Brad and all...”

“Let me worry about Brad. You’ll probably need a drink to unwind after posing in this position for an hour.”

She slowly acquiesced. “Sure. A drink would be nice.”

The sketch drew itself as Matt studied the angles and dimensions of her body. Her skin glowed peach with the simmering warmth of her blood flowing under it. It was soft as fine velvet and smelled of honeysuckle soap and lavender shampoo. He scented her even now, though he was several feet away. It was all he could do to keep his troublesome erection inside his jeans. As it was, he figured he was going to have a permanent zipper imprint on his cock.

Since actually bedding this girl was out of the question, he was going to have to take her out for a drink, have a nice fatherly talk about the dangers of men who thought they were Dominants. Then give her a polite kiss on the cheek at her door. He and his right hand were going to get real friendly tonight. 

Matt studied her as she sat composed and graceful on the high stool, absorbing the admiration, not to mention the meticulous dissection of the entire class. What was she thinking about? What was her take on their odd meeting?

A crash at the back of the room startled the students and signaled Brad’s return. He had made himself scarce during the actual class, and Matt thought it must rankle the guy not to be able to claim his prize as she sat posing prettily. Matt would bet the man was planning another confrontation of some kind. Was he aiming for Cat or him? Whatever, Matt was on his guard and standing sentry, waiting for her to change into her clothes.

“That is the longest I’ve sat still since, well...” Cat began nervously as she dressed behind the screen. 

Matt listened to her charming chatter with half an ear, a knowing half-grin teasing his lips. His fuller attention was on Brad. Instinct told him the guy wasn’t going to surrender her without a fight. Matt would rather not have to demonstrate his superior strength tonight.

“Of course, at school, the nuns were always making us stay put, but I guess I was about five, and I insisted on staying in the bubble bath... and I played and played and played until all the bubbles were gone and the water was cold.”

Rancor seemed to be mounting in Brad. It indicated a level of confidence higher than average. Did he have a weapon? Maybe he knew martial arts? It wouldn’t matter in a match between them but signaled to Matt a physical confrontation was inevitable. What a jag-off, he didn’t want Cat to see that.

“And then, I realized my entire body was covered with gooseflesh. I was bumpy all over!”

Matt’s mind flew to the image of her covered with gooseflesh, her firm breasts standing stiff and begging for attention. He shook himself back to reality. “How ya doin’ back there?”

She exited from behind the screen, buckling her belt at her trim waist. “Ready!” She pulled her backpack over her shoulder. “Do you have a car? I walked.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m in the lot right outside.” He gestured her toward the door, noting Brad’s sudden absence and certain they’d meet again in the dark parking lot.

Matt could scent her anxiety as he fell in step behind her. The thought had no sooner crossed his mind when she nervously fumbled her open backpack. 

She bent down to retrieve her fallen books. “You know, I have an early class tomorrow. Maybe it’d be a good idea to just grab a cup of coffee at the student union.” 

Matt crouched beside her to rescue a rolling apple and scoop the books from her hands. She straightened warily, and he followed.

“Coffee keeps me awake at night, but whatever makes you more comfortable. I’d be happy to sit with you. I’m actually pretty harmless.”

“Yeah?” She slanted a skeptical look his way. “What about that whole Dom/sub thing? For all I know you have a trunk full of ropes and gags.”

Matt laughed easily. “Nice to know you have such a high opinion of me. Coffee it is then.”

Cat stared an overlong moment into his eyes, uncertainty written all over her face “Oh, okay.”

The light behind her lit her golden hair into a halo around her arresting face, and at that moment, she struck Matt as so compellingly real, not a contrived bone in her body. He caught her slight tremor as he placed a guiding hand at her back and walked them across the street to the student union.

Though it was not yet eight o’clock, most students and faculty had left the campus already, and the dimly lit streets were mostly empty. The usually chill January night was warmer because of a Santa Ana wind, which blew Brad’s scent straight to him and warned Matt of his approach before he launched himself at them. 

Matt had only a moment to push Cat to the safety of the curb before Brad was upon him. So far, Brad was textbook predictable. As pissed off as Matt was that they had fought in front of Cat, he was grateful the jerk took his aggression out on someone who could protect himself rather than her. 

Now, Matt had to deal with the fact they were fighting in a fishbowl, right out in the middle of the goddamn street for anyone to see. He ground his teeth in frustration. Cat regained her footing after stumbling on her way to the curb and turned to watch them. Taller than his opponent by several inches, Matt feinted to the left and dodged a blow. Brad danced back and delivered a roundhouse kick to Matt’s throat, drawing a horrified gasp from Cat. It was a blow meant to kill, but Matt absorbed it and shook it off to assume a defensive pose. 

In a dark alley, this ridiculous ‘fight’ would have been over in seconds with the pretender Dom down—permanently. Here, Matt needed to be careful. He couldn’t kill the prick, and he couldn’t let his own ultimate victory look too easy. 

Matt pegged his fighting style from the start. Brad was obviously versed in mixed martial arts. For the sake of authenticity, Matt let him land a blow to his left temple and open a cut which bled sluggishly. Body blows came next. Cat’s attention locked on the furious volley of punches Brad threw at Matt’s chest. Impossibly quick reflexes allowed him to evade them all. Matt landed one to Brad’s gut and another to a kidney. He had to give it to the guy. Brad had some game. That last one should have put the little creep on the ground. They briefly danced around each other, Brad trying to catch his breath, Matt pretending he needed to. 

What the..., man? Matt came to this class for fun, to work some long-dormant artistic muscles, not dip back into his Army training for hand-to-hand. Obviously, having gotten a second wind, Brad was on the offensive again, going after Matt’s ribs with a vengeance. Matt let a couple blows land, getting more and more pissed at Brad’s viciousness. This little pest was a potential killer. He needed to do something about it before someone, probably a woman, ran afoul of him. 

What did Cat see in this arrogant prick? Hopefully, he wasn’t what she wanted in a Dom, if she even knew the meaning of the word. Something was so off here. It was crazy-making, but one thing was sure—Brad needed to be taught a lesson harsh enough to prevent him from trying this bullshit on any other woman.

Matt moved in, determined to eliminate Brad’s threats in a punishing way. They were engrossed in the ferocity of the struggle, and Matt didn’t notice the speeding sedan bearing down on them until it was too late to avoid a collision. Brad dove for the curb while Matt jumped into the opposite lane. The driver veered into the oncoming lane, clipping him before he veered back and sped away. There was stunned silence and then a surreal moment as Cat’s anguished cry elongated his name.

“Maattt!”

* * * *
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CAT OBSERVED THE CARNAGE with horror. Brad lay still, his head bleeding against the curb. With a low groan, Matt rolled, making it slowly from his knees to his feet. He stretched what had to be battered muscles and bones. She sprinted to help him and stumbled mid-step at the sound of his guttural, threatening growl. She stood stock-still as he turned, and the light caught the glimmer from his eyes. They were as pale as opals. His face was an unnatural, deathly mask. Long, wicked fangs protruded between drawn lips.

In shock, and reverting to the solace of her childhood religion, Cat crossed herself while Matt’s appearance gradually normalized.

He warningly reached out to her. “Don’t come any closer,” he said, his voice feral. “Give me a minute.”

“What in God’s name is going on?”

“I’m okay. You need to check Brad. He could be badly hurt.” 

“What?” She gawked at him as if she’d stepped into a waking nightmare. 

He gestured toward Brad. “Does he have a pulse?”

Cat snapped out of her inertia and rushed to Brad, turning him over carefully and then checking his neck for a pulse.

She fearfully looked up at Matt. “I can’t tell.”

Matt knelt beside her and felt for the carotid. “Yeah, he’s okay, just unconscious.” He drew out his cell phone and then dialed 9-1-1. “Medical emergency in the street, the corner of Campus Avenue and Dowling. A man has hit his head on the curb.” He worked his neck to the right and then the left, unkinking it. “No, I don’t know him. I didn’t see anything.” He clicked off the call.

Cat stared at him accusingly. “What do you mean you don’t know him? You didn’t see anything?”

Matt hustled her up from Brad, and then propelled her toward the parking lot. “Really? You want to be involved in a police investigation?”

She immediately changed her demeanor from outrage to understanding. “Might not be a great idea. What if he tells them?”

Matt dismissed the thought with a shake of his head. “That he attacked me on the street? I don’t think so.”

“Tells them you turned into...God knows what?”

“Yeah, we probably need to talk.” They reached the car, and he opened the passenger door. “Get in,” he commanded. Cat hesitated and shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. Matt rephrased. “Please. Get in, please.”
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Two
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Ambulance sirens spurred Matt to key the ignition. The incessant cry approached from an adjoining street and raced its way toward Brad. Matt wanted to get the hell out of here before the cops arrived.

Cat drew in a sharp breath as she looked him over. “You were worried about Brad, but...” She softly touched his ribs along his right side. “You’re bleeding.” She pulled her fingers back coated with dark sticky blood, then carefully peeled up his shirt, looking for the break-in his skin. She felt gently, and then more firmly. “There’s no broken skin!”

Matt winced and drew in a sharp breath. Her insistent prodding along his knitting ribs, unexpectedly released the vampire, which would change his eyes from blue to opalescent. His fangs dropped. She arrested mid-stroke and gasped, withdrawing against the door of the car, flattening herself away from him. He hated the horrified look in her eyes. Not that he hadn’t seen it before, but it got to him every time, revealing him to be the monster he always feared he was. She stared in shock—which would wear off soon, and she would scream.

With effort, he normalized his appearance. “We’ll talk. What’s your address?” She didn’t respond. “Cat? You’re okay. What’s your address?” He reached a tentative hand toward her, and she withdrew farther against the door. 

Cat covered her face with her hands and curled into herself. Matt ignored her panic and reached for the backpack at her feet, withdrawing bottled water. “Here.” He casually handed it to her. “The address on this thing, is that where you live?” She nodded and chanced a glance at him through the curtain of her fingers. 

Just seeing the address in her tidy print unsettled him, ensuring the drive to her place was awkward and silent. As they pulled up to the crumbling façade of an art-deco apartment building, he sensed her salvaged composure. If only he could say the same for himself. The hairs on the back of his neck tingled at the memory of his last visit here. The building was a faded specter of its former grandeur. Now, it wasn’t in the best area, and he wondered briefly if his car would be waiting for him on the street when he returned.

Cat cowered away from Matt’s proffered hand when he bent to assist her out of the car, but she walked willingly enough by his side toward the building. Now, a key was required to enter, and he noticed her shaking hand as she inserted it. 

They entered the hallway to an unexpected chill that seemed fitting, somehow. The cold stucco interior was cooler than the outside temperature by several degrees. Matt squinted at the glare of fluorescent lights off stark white walls. Where had the brass and crystal wall sconces gone? The mellow incandescent light on glowing mahogany paneling? Poorly plastered-over scars dotted the walls every ten feet of the formerly sumptuous grand foyer.

Matt strained to block out the cacophony of blaring televisions, crying babies and domestic quarrels, so different from the hip jazz trio which used to play in the lobby. The place smelled like mold, dust and last night’s supper. 

He glanced over at Cat. “Are you safe here?”

She led the way down the hall to her apartment, their footsteps muffled by cheap industrial carpeting which covered once gleaming marble mosaics.

A door opened immediately to their right, and a plump teenager dropped a soiled diaper bag outside her door and peered out at them.

“Hi, Amy! How are the twins?” The girl nodded, her inquiring gaze assessing Matt. “This is Matt Brenner,” Cat continued, pronouncing his name clearly. “He’s a student at the university.” 

A matronly woman from the apartment across the hall beamed at them from her living room couch. Obviously, she kept an eye on the comings and goings of everyone in the building through her open door.

“I didn’t know you were taking night classes, mija?” 

“Just tonight, Mrs. Gonzalez. I was modeling for the art department, in a class called Life Studies. This is Matt.” Matt nodded genially at the woman. “He’s just dropping me off at my door.”

Matt trailed a look back at Mrs. Gonzalez as they passed, noting with concern her irregular, congested breathing.

They continued along the hall until they reached Cat’s battered green door, and Matt wondered when they’d gutted the formerly expansive residences and replaced them with squalid studio and one-bedroom apartments.

“Well, you did a good job of that.” He grinned.

She turned carefully innocent eyes up to him. “What?”

“Making sure everyone knew who I was and where to find me.”

“It seemed polite.”

He shook his head with another grin. “Right. So, ask me in. We still need to talk.”

“Do I have to ask you in?” she whispered. 

He gave her a flummoxed glance. “Uh...no, but I’m not the kind of guy to push my way into your place.”

“Okay,” she murmured, still cautious.

She opened the door to what might have been the smallest studio apartment he’d ever seen. It was neat, utilitarian and stark. Matt was struck by the large open space that dominated the middle of the small room until he realized the wood paneling centered on the wall was a Murphy bed. Cat gestured him onto the loveseat and leaned against the closed door. 

She gave him a direct look. “Talk.”

His stare back was just as direct. “Tell me what you think you saw.”

“I know I saw you turn into something...in-human.” 

“In-human, huh?” he pondered. “Then...what would that make me?”

“Something I don’t understand. Are you...an alien?”

Matt looked aside to squelch a smile, returning a serious face to her. “You mean, like from Mexico?”

“No, I mean, like...” She bit her lip and pointed upward.

“From upstairs?” 

She laughed nervously. “No, I’m pretty sure everyone in this building has to prove citizenship.”

“Ah...so, farther up? Like outer space?”

“Yeah, like outer space.”

“No. I’m definitely from Los Angeles.”

Cat paused and pondered what that could mean. “Then, what are you? Because what I saw...”

“I’m a vampire.”

“That’s impossible.”

“You saw it for yourself. It’s not the way I would choose to introduce my nature, but tonight’s Murphy’s Law in action.” 

She drew into herself again. “So, is this when you kill me?”

Matt buried a laugh. “Not tonight.” And at her alarmed gasp, he added soothingly, “Not ever. I’m not ever going to kill you.”

“Vampires are killers...”

“Maybe in bad B movies. Real vampires have a lot of different ways of eating, without killing. You’d be surprised.”

“Oh. What’s it like to be a vampire?” Her voice cracked as she pulled a pillow off the sofa and jumped back to the door. The upholstered would-be shield could do nothing to protect her. She feigned nonchalance. “Do you spend your life avoiding crosses and garlic? Is that why you’re taking night classes?”

He looked at her from under his lashes. Her breath hitched. “Yeah, sunlight is a problem. It tires me out. I prefer nights.”

Cat shifted fretfully and glanced toward the kitchenette wall. “May I get you a drink? I think I have some brandy left over from when I had the flu.”

She nervously licked her lips, and in two steps, unearthed the barely touched bottle of Gallo brandy from a cabinet in the minuscule kitchen. Matt held up a halting hand. 

“Well, I need a drink.” She reached for a glass in the dish drainer and then poured a splash. She stood expectantly, her back against the metal cabinets, and waited.

“Look, I know you have a natural curiosity about me. The thing is, I overheard your conversation with Brad when I arrived for class tonight, and I didn’t think it was right to leave you alone with him, so I got involved. Are you sorry I did?” She slowly shook her head. “I’m not sorry either. You know, if I’d been human...he meant to kill me.”

“You must be invincible? I mean, first Brad and then the car.”

“Yeah.” He frowned, rejecting her line of questioning, and returned to the issue most on his mind. “Brad’s a bad guy, Cat. I want you to stay away from him.” 

“Not that I’m arguing that point, but do vampires also order strangers around?”

He snorted and stared at her for a beat, his brows rising with concern. “How the hell did you get involved with a guy who has Domination fantasies? Do you really want to be a sub?”

“A what?” she asked with genuine innocence.

“A submissive.” He paused. “You don’t have a clue what I’m talking about, do you?”

She shook her head. “What are ‘subs?’”

Matt pursed his lips. “It’s a sexual fetish. I’m guessing you don’t have much experience with them.”

“I’m a writer,” she declared before she drained the glass. “I should learn about everything.” 

He looked away, ruthlessly squelching a grin. “Stay away from Brad.”

“Yeah. I already figured that out.” She hesitated. “Do you mind if I ask, how did you become a vampire? Become, right? I mean, you’re not born that way?”

Matt froze, an avalanche of memories stabbed his undead heart. His mortality ended in this building long before she was born.

“I don’t want to be rude, but...” He rose. “There’s nothing more you need to know. Stay away from Brad. Stay out of the art department. Have a good life.” With vamp speed, he escaped the situation before Cat could react.

The convenience of vamp agility, which almost rivaled teleportation, allowed Matt to be nothing more than red tail lights in the distance by the time Cat reached the front door of her building. His supersensitive hearing caught her sudden indrawn breath immediately before he turned the corner and escaped her life forever. 

As he drove, Matt considered his vow never to get involved with human females. They broke too damn easily. That was a truism he’d only needed to learn once, and much to his regret. 

What were the odds, his mind raged. What were the odds her apartment building would be that one? What were the odds the only human he’d taken an interest in for decades had led him to the site of his death? Against his will, Matt’s mind replayed her question. How did you become a vampire?
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Los Angeles, July 1922

Los Angeles in the early 1920s had been exciting. The aftermath of World War I had brought damaged souls, too beautiful to work a trade, into the City of Angels to seek their fortune in moving pictures. Matt was born there and was immune to the temptations of the ‘the business.’ Good, solid work as a detective after his MP training in the Army was fine with him.

He didn’t need the admiration of millions. The admiring glances of Ruth, the soda fountain girl at the Five and Dime on Broadway Street were plenty for him. She’d been flirting up a storm over the past week. 

Assuming she agreed to a date, what would it take to get her horizontal? Matt’s dick homed in on its favorite resting place, and that was not his hand. He’d always been popular with the ladies, but he recently hit a dry spell, and to tell the truth, he was parched. 

“What have ya got to cool a guy down, Ruthie?” he asked, sliding onto the rotating counter stool. 

“I thought you were the kind of guy who liked to burn?” She purred.

He grinned, infusing his look with a touch of wickedness. “That’s for after hours. Why don’t you join me tonight and find out?”

“Throw in a steak, and we’ll burn the house down.”

Matt swallowed around a lump of lust. “You got it, baby. Where and what time?”

* * * *
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MATT WAS AT THE CURB ready to pick her up on the dot of eight o’clock. His car looked great, he decided. Irritated by a tiny imperfection, he licked his thumb and then rubbed a smudge off the upholstery of the 1920 Model T. He’d spent an hour after work shining up this pussy-wagon. Never hurt to impress the girl. He leaned against the gleaming black fender, waiting for her, and wiped a drizzle of sweat off his forehead with a clean hanky.

“I could do that with my tongue,” Ruth caught him off guard. She’d changed out of her drab soda fountain uniform and looked every inch the sexy siren in a clingy flapper skirt revealing way too much leg.

“I’ve gotta think about that all through dinner? Or were you thinking we’d go somewhere else first?” He greeted her with a kiss on the cheek, willing his cock into submission.

“Dinner first. You’re gonna need all the energy you can get.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He swallowed hard. “Musso’s has a prime rib with your name on it.”

Musso and Frank’s, famous for their Hollywood clientele, was also Matt’s favorite steakhouse. He blew more than a little of his paycheck there every week, and that garnered him the special treatment he impressed Ruth with that night.

* * * *
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MATT GUIDED HIS DATE toward the back door. “Always a pleasure to see you, Detective Brenner,” the maître d’ called as they left. 

The dinner conversation had been uninspiring, but the anticipation was razor-sharp. What did Matt care if she wasn’t Einstein? She was gloriously willing, and intercourse of a different variety was what he had in mind now. 

The stairs were just steep enough to make him catch the handrail for balance. Ruth stopped short ahead of him and ground her perfect backside against his hips. Matt ached to drill into that perfect ass. The air turned electric when they hit the sidewalk, and he hauled her against him for a plundering kiss.

“My place?” she whispered as they broke apart.

“Your place.” He almost panted. She gave him the once-over, lingering long and interested at the bulge tenting his slacks. How the hell was he going to shift gears with a dick this hard?

“Yeah.” She purred.

Where does a girl who works at the Five and Dime get the coin for this frolic pad? He pulled up at the curb, steps from her posh apartment building. The balcony lights of the lavishly landscaped art-deco structure beckoned invitingly. He looked at her askance.

“You some kind of heiress I don’t know about?”

“I have terrific friends.”

For reasons he couldn’t quite name, Matt was suddenly uneasy. Instead of fishing for a key, Ruth stood beside the ornate wrought-iron door and removed a brass pad covering a speaking tube.

Confidently, with a sly look toward Matt, she addressed a disembodied recipient. “Not only the thirsty seek the blood.” 

“The blood, as well, seeks the thirsty,” a voice intoned. 

The heavy door drifted open, manned by a liveried servant. Music overcame Matt’s senses as he eyed the tuxedoed jazz trio seated to his right. The elegant marble floors and massive chandelier glittered in the low light. He was becoming more impressed with his date by the minute. Apparently, she had terrific friends. He shuffled in anticipation, hoping her place was on the first floor.

She led him from the foyer and down a wide hallway. He lost count of the brass and crystal sconces dimly lighting their way. What was happening behind those heavy mahogany doors? She paused before a pair of massive ones at the corridor’s end. 

“You’ll remember this forever,” Ruth whispered over her shoulder as the doors swung open, seemingly of their own accord. 

Matt struggled to see clearly through the dim light. A full orchestra played softly on the balcony, but these people were definitely not dancing. All around them translucently pale men and women grappled over richly upholstered ottomans and fainting couches. Were they doing the ‘nasty’ in public? 

The man to his left had his face buried in a moaning woman’s neck, her satin dress hiked around her waist while he delved his fingers deep inside her. Matt gawked. He considered himself a cocksman, but he’d never seen anything this blatant. To his right, a nude man kneeled submissively at the feet of a stunning naked woman, his arm lifted to her questing lips as he shuddered in sexual release.

Matt turned to Ruth in astonishment. “What the ...?”

His words stuttered to a halt as a raven-haired beauty, hips and unbound locks swaying enticingly, glided toward them and locked gazes with him. She might have been the most exotic woman he’d ever seen. Delicately boned, café au lait skin and light celadon eyes, a perfect storm of dark and light. 

The exquisite creature reached them and took Ruth’s entranced face in her hands. She drew the girl’s energy away with her touch. Her jade-eyed gaze assessed Matt from head to toe. His heart hammered. He wasn’t sure he should touch a woman this beautiful, but he knew he wanted to. She spoke to Ruth, and he was captivated by the musical sound of a foreign language. He’d learned several languages during the war, but this was one he’d never heard before. It almost sounded French. Creole? Patois? Some other derivative of French?

An elegant hand reached out to touch his chest, red-tipped fingers playing over the knot of his tie. He glanced down at them, then back into her fathomless gaze.

At last, he found his voice and extended his hand. “Matt Brenner. And you are?”

She gave him a look somewhere between interest and disdain. “That’s irrelevant,” she said in perfect English. “Though, I suppose you should know my name before...” Her tongue played over her lips as she let the thought fade. Her words were replaced by a sinister chuckle. “It’s Veronique.”

A chill crept up his spine. Beautiful as she was, she gave him the creeps. This whole place gave him the creeps.

That delicate hand of hers slid up his chest and around his throat with more strength than he would ever have dreamed possible. Her steely fingered grip took him by surprise, and he moved with a pure instinct to fend her off. Hand-to-hand training rushed back to him as he grabbed her thumb, barely able to drag it back from his throat, peeling her hand away, and giving him mere seconds before she seemed to fly at him, her eyes opalescent slits. Her skin turned nearly transparent, emphasizing every blue vein, her nails elongated to wicked-looking claws and her even white teeth descended to sinister fangs.

Confronted with the monster before him, Matt swore. “Good god, what are you?” he demanded in a horrified gulp. 

The punch he threw carried all his weight behind it. It barely slowed her down. Muttering broke out around them as a crowd of equally pale monsters watched the fight. She flattened him to the floor with one leap and then straddled him with both hands squeezing around his neck, choking the breath from him. His desperate punches fell impotently against her while his world dimmed from the edges inward. The last conscious impression he had as his world faded from gray to black was the slowing of his own heartbeat and the desperate need to draw breath into his faltering lungs.

* * * *
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MATT’S WORLD RETURNED in a rush of sensory overload. He lay against something soft and silky, and a ceiling fan spun lazily above him, churning heat-heavy air. His attention riveted to his throbbing dick. His vision cleared after a few blinks to see a head, hidden behind a curtain of dark wavy hair, bending over his groin. 

Crimson lips ran the length of his rigid cock with a fierce suction threatening to pull the cum right out of his sac. He couldn’t stifle a moan at the sweet pain her torment evoked. She smiled around his girth, sharp teeth grazing him as she lifted her head.

“Ah, I see you’re awake.” She drew her fingers daintily across blood-red lips.

Matt glanced down at his long, thick length, so aroused from the trail of gashes her fangs had excited.

“What fresh hell...?” he croaked.

“Oh, no, my darling. By the time I’m through with you, you’ll be certain it’s heaven.” 

Her lips descended to him again, and he was quickly convinced heaven was within his reach. She didn’t stop when his cock hit the back of her throat. Matt shut his eyes and savored the sensation. She didn’t gag or whimper as he thrust his hips up to meet her and his dick slid into the waiting column of her throat. The strangled cry was his as she repeatedly swallowed against him, her long tongue sensuously wrapping around him, driving him to the brink. 

“Oh, fu...!” He gasped as she used her sharp nails to fondle his balls.

It was an act that should have taken him the last millimeter forward to a blinding release, and yet none came. Bewildered, he shuddered and plunged repeatedly into her icy mouth. He was right there. What was missing? The hot cum scorched out of his tight sac and edged up the length of his cool dick. 

Veronique tore away from him for precious seconds. She exultantly leaned into his ear. “Bite me!” she begged. “Do it, now!”

What in Satan’s name is going on, he wondered fleetingly until her lips surrounded him again and all thought ceased. In a desperate sexual frenzy, Matt sank his teeth into her wrist. The impact of her blood flowing against his tongue forced the scalding emission from his frigid body and into her waiting mouth. His orgasm suspended him in a vacuum, sensation thundered through every vein and sizzled along every nerve in his hypersensitive system. He shook, gasping, feeling disembodied. 

Veronique lifted her head, smiling. Long, sharp canines splashed trails of blood down her neck to drip onto perfect breasts. That brought him back to earth, all right. 

“Thunderation! What... are you? What have you done to me?”

Her smile was as tranquil as a stagnant pond. “Don’t be trite. You know very well what I am. And now, what you are. Your innocent mind simply won’t accept it.” 

Matt jumped from the bed in a panic. He was thirsty. So thirsty! 

“Dry?” she simpered, seeming to read his mind. “Looking for something red?”

In horror, Matt realized she was right. He knew in an instant the name of the forbidden longing. It was blood. He wanted human blood.

“No!” he whispered in an agonized breath.

“Yes,” Veronique countered, unperturbed. “Ruth.” She’d raised her voice commandingly. “Come.”

The bedroom door silently swung open, and Ruth, as if walking in a dream, drifted toward the bed. Veronique smiled at her unnecessarily. 

“Come in, dear. I must express my gratitude. I asked for a man, and you brought me a god.”

Ruth continued onto the bed and lay her head over the edge as if in mortal sacrifice. Veronique looked expectantly at Matt.

“What?” 

“Now you may show your gratitude for the gift I’ve given you.”

“Gift?” he began in confusion.

“Yes. Drain Ruth. Drink the gift of her blood, the life force you no longer possess but find in abundance within all the mortal creatures among us.”

“Kill her?”

Veronique shrugged carelessly. “She’s already brought me perfection. What chance is there she could do it again? Time for a new shill.”

“You’re mad! I’m not killing anyone.”

Veronique gave him another sly smile. “It’s not as if you can run down to the local market anymore, now, is it? If you don’t kill, you’re going to be very hungry, indeed. And cranky.” She pouted suicide-red lips. “I don’t like cranky men.”

Dread and fury boiled up in him. He grabbed Ruth and thrust her away from the bed. “Get behind me and stay there,” he growled, surprised by his own animalistic voice. To his dismay, she stood docilely rooted in place, making no effort to flee. 

The husky timbre of Veronique’s chuckle irritated him. “She’s thralled, lover. She only hears my voice.”

“I’m not going to let you hurt her! I’ll fight you if I have to. Don’t make me hurt you!”

“Oh!” Her giggle turned sultry, and Matt struggled to process her quixotic mood swings. “Are you courting me?”

His stomach turned, his thoughts churned. He didn’t know much about vampire lore, but weren’t crosses supposed to stop them? Where could he find one? Matt leaped from the bed, astonished at his strength and range. He found himself next to a dressing table, and as if it were nothing, he tore the legs from under it, forming a cross with the two sticks of furniture.

Veronique howled with derision. “What’s that? A cross?”

“I-I thought vampires hated crosses?”

“Old wives’ tale.”

He grabbed Ruth and thrust her out the French doors and onto the balcony. “And yet you keep your distance from me.”

“For now.”

He snatched Ruth against him and jumped, not caring that they leaped from the top floor, not knowing whether either of them would survive the fall. To Matt’s astonishment, he landed nimbly on his feet. Thinking she was still safely nestled against him, he pulled back to see Ruth’s dead stare, her neck snapped.

Veronique was hot on his heels. “Come back, lover. You and I aren’t finished.”

“According to law, you have no right to hold him,” a cultured voice from behind Matt intoned.

Matt spun around to find an elegant, athletic-looking man smirking at Veronique, delighting in her frustration. The man’s whiskey-brown eyes watched them keenly as his lips curled up in an uncommon smile. He leaned against his gleaming Duesenberg with one booted foot crossed over the other.

“You must be Ronnie’s au courant fledgling.” The intruder straightened. “Why so glum?”

Matt defensively backed away, clutching Ruth’s dead body, trying to guard his flanks against the two vampires, playing for time. Sick with regret, he laid her corpse down and turned toward the speaker.

“Who in blue blazes are you?” he snapped, trying to decide if the guy was an ally or enemy. 

“Richard Hiatt,” the man bowed his handsome head, “at your service.”

“At my service? You’re a little late. How do I get outta here, if you’re at my service?” Matt glanced around, wondering what the hell weapon would keep these monsters at bay.

Richard’s head jerked around to give Veronique an incredulous stare, and his voice dripped disdain. “Not again!”

“Oh, but he’s so beautiful, Richard! Look at him,” she whined, circling Matt as if admiring a stallion purchased at auction.

Richard’s voice dropped dangerously low. “You must be certifiable to do this again, Ronnie. One Council re-education is all a vamp gets.” Veronique dismissed Richard’s words with a casual wave, but he was dogged. “Another rape-turn is going to earn you a sterling silver straight jacket and a stake.” 

“I’ll leave the country.” She eyed Matt sadly, hating to leave him behind. Over her shoulder, she added, “In a couple hundred years, he’ll thank me. They always do.”

Matt’s flesh crawled, his mind struggled to adjust to his new incarnation. “I wouldn’t thank you in a million years.”

Richard’s jaw clenched in anger. “You’ll skip the country and leave your new turn with whom? Abandoned fledglings get put down.”

“Fine. I’m ready,” Matt spat. 

“I’m not sure you really want that, dear boy,” Richard intoned seriously. “In any case, you’re in no condition to make that kind of decision at this point.”

“I’ll risk it. How much worse can it be?”

Richard inhaled a curious breath, his gaze roving over Matt’s naked body. He shook his head. “Are you up for having her prosecuted?”

“I’m up for anything that puts the screws to her.” Matt’s furious gaze landed on Veronique, and his muscles twitched. His fangs dropped to score his unguarded lips and draw his own blood. It tasted raw and angry. “She deserves the gas chamber.”

“Oh, dear boy.” Richard shook his head. “You have no idea.” 

Matt watched the unfolding events with astonishment. Richard slid his hand into his breast pocket to retrieve what looked like a switchblade. With a flick of his thumb, a gleaming silver stake sprang out, and in a blur of movement, Veronique was caught and staked. Richard laid her prostrate on the lawn and turned to Matt. 

“You’ve been ushered into a dark world, not of your own choosing. I’m sorry about that. Still, you’ll see, there’s justice here.” He eyed Matt. “So, what’s your name?
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Los Angeles, Present Day

From that day to this, Richard, or “Rick” as he was now called, remained a fixture in Matt’s life. Now, when he most felt the confines of his supposedly limitless existence oppressing him, he’d see Rick. Business partner, best friend, the annoying truth was, Rick persisted as his go-to guy for cockups.

Matt drummed his fingers on the steering wheel in agitation. His world had imploded. If there was ever a time, he needed the counsel of his best friend and more experienced vamp; this was it. 

One luscious blonde not only stirred his libido and warmed his heart, but she’d also brought him face-to-face again with the unwanted brutality of his existence. He took a deep unnecessary breath as if the additional oxygen would calm him. He needed the rush of air, needed to feel the wind. With a flip of a switch, the Jag’s ragtop folded neatly away. Yeah, it would net him some curious looks from other drivers this time of year, but what the deuce? It was a singular car. They’d think he was a rich asshole showing off his swanky convertible. 

Wasn’t that a bitch? He was a member of the most powerful species on the planet, and still, he had to be careful not to stand out, not to cause suspicion, not to have anyone look at him too closely. And what had he done? He’d fought a mortal who’d been severely injured, without actually killing him, and without having the responders eliminate the evidence. Worse, he’d done it in the presence of a mortal woman. That was just goddamn stupid. Rick would know what to do.

What was today? He glanced at his watch. Yeah, of course, Wednesday, at nine o’clock in the evening. Rick would be at The Gaoler, the flagship of the BDSM clubs they jointly owned. Wasn’t there a demonstration tonight? Matt begged off because of his class, but Rick would be there. He needed to get in quietly, find Rick, and get out again. There was a good reason for the BDSM clubs, Matt admitted. Still, he was in no mood for a demonstration tonight. Vampires needed donors who willingly offered their blood in exchange for the sexual high of the vampire’s bite. Most mortals, male or female, weren’t sexually adventurous enough to deal with the question, “Listen, would you mind if I drank about a pint of your blood? It’ll really get you off.”
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