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      They call us the Dark Angels: Gabriel, Zaquiel and Rafael.

      We’re brothers. Princes. Billionaires.

      The richer-than-sin heirs to one of the world’s most powerful vampire Syndicates.

      But we’re not vampires, we’re dhampirs. Half-human, half-vampire, with panty-melting good looks.

      The media love us.

      Vampires hate us.

      And Slayers, Inc. will do anything to take us down.
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          GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      From the street, the Ruby Speakeasy appeared to be a typical New York brownstone—chocolate-colored exterior, granite stoop, embellished door and window frames. Most humans wouldn’t give the building a second glance, and that’s the way we wanted it.

      I parked my Jag in a reserved spot and nodded to the flinty-eyed vampire soldier stationed at the door. The foyer was more of the same, a blandly elegant composition of Italian marble, polished wood and shiny brass.

      The underground speakeasy was where our dark side came out to play. It was after midnight, and the Ruby was in full swing, the music throbbing with sex and promises. The walls were crimson and on the gleaming black tables, votives in red glass holders glowed like orbs of blood. Vampires danced with thralls, or slouched, bodies relaxed, gazes sharp, on couches in shadowed nooks, their faces demonic in the flickering light.

      A server in a tiny skirt hustled over to get my order. “A blood-wine,” I told her as I took my usual table against the wall.

      She brought a glass of our best red. I sank into the leather armchair, wine in hand, and sent a hooded glance around. A half-dozen thralls, all model-gorgeous, stared boldly back.

      Alyssa pursed cherry-colored lips, blowing me a kiss. My dick stirred. I eyed her silky brown throat. Alyssa was pretty and up for almost anything. Maybe she could tame this edgy, restless thing prowling along my nerves.

      But in the end, I lifted my glass in acknowledgment and remained where I was.

      Alyssa didn’t want me, Gabriel Kral.

      She wanted the Kral Syndicate Crown Prince, the man who’d one day succeed my vampire father as primus.

      Yeah, I was good-looking, but the club was swarming with inhumanly beautiful vampires. And I wasn’t even a pureblood. I was a dhampir—half-human, half-vampire.

      The Dark Mother knew, I needed to fuck. But where’s the challenge in a woman who drops like a ripe plum into your lap?

      The ironic thing was that it would probably be decades, maybe even centuries, before I succeeded my father as primus. He was in excellent shape, with no sign of blood madness.

      Which wouldn’t have bothered me—Karoly Kral might be a ruthless SOB, but he was still my father and I loved him—if he’d allow me to take my rightful place at his side.

      I needed—no, craved—a challenge.

      Unfortunately, Father was the five-hundred-year-old head of a powerful vampire syndicate, and I was barely twenty-five. He might’ve strong-armed the syndicate into accepting me—a mere dhampir—as crown prince, but to him I was a clueless, know-nothing kid, one he treated as a glorified errand boy.

      I finished my wine and set the glass on the table, a little too hard. I glanced at the entrance.

      Where in Hades were my brothers, anyway? They should’ve been here by now.

      As if on cue, my phone lit with a message from Zaq: On our way.

      Hurry the fuck up, I replied, and ordered another glass of wine. I considered my empty glass. “Actually,” I told the server, “bring the bottle.”

      “Right away, sir.” A minute later, an open bottle of blood-wine appeared on the small black table.

      I was on my second glass when a stir at the top of the stairs announced my brothers’ arrival.

      First came my youngest brother Rafe, his black curls shining in the dim light. He was the pretty Kral, with a face like a Greek god. Or at least, that’s what the thralls said.

      Zaq followed, wearing an off-the rack suit, his streaked brown hair tousled like he’d rolled out of bed and come straight to the club without bothering to comb it.

      Rafe reached the bottom of the steps and flashed a cocky grin around him. Two curvy thralls sauntered up and attached themselves to his sides. He settled an arm around each of their shoulders and whispered something in the blonde’s ear that made her giggle.

      Zaq and I exchanged a smirk over Rafe’s shoulder. The kid was a charmer, and we liked to give him hell for it. Zaq, on the other hand, was chill as fuck, the kind of guy who’d give you the shirt off his back. But like me, he was choosy about who he spent his time with.

      Right now, Rafe lapped up the attention like an overgrown puppy. He was only twenty-one; he’d learn.

      They headed toward me, Rafe towing his fan club along with him. Zaq took the chair to my left. Meanwhile, Rafe released the two thralls, telling them to bring us another bottle of blood-wine and a couple of glasses before taking the seat on my other side.

      He leaned back, fingers interlaced behind his neck. “Wassup, bro?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Not much.”

      “How was that trip to Atlanta?” asked Zaq.

      “Fine.” Actually, it had been a goddamn waste of time, but I wasn’t going to admit it to my brothers.

      Father had sent me to Atlanta to check in with the kapitán who handled Kral interests in the Southeast. A task that could’ve been handled by an enforcer or even a good accountant. For the past few years, I’d thrown myself into each assignment, eager to prove myself, but I was beginning to think it would never be enough.

      Zaq heard what I wasn’t saying. A small line appeared between his brows. “I thought he wants the kapitáns to get to know you.”

      My jaw tightened. “They know me.”

      The thralls returned with the wine and filled Rafe and Zaq’s glasses. The brown-haired thrall started to lower herself onto Rafe’s lap, but he patted her ass, saying. “Not now, cher. I want to talk to my brothers. Wait for me at the bar, okay?”

      “Sure, baby.” She kissed him on the mouth and sauntered off with her friend.

      When we were alone again, Zaq dropped his voice to a subvocal level. Vampires have supernaturally acute hearing, and we were surrounded by them.

      “If you’re not happy, tell him no. Spend your time on your own businesses. You don’t need him. How many hotels do you own now—two?”

      “Three. I just started building one in New Jersey—Atlantic City. This time, I’m applying for a gaming license, too. I’m going to add a casino.”

      “Yeah?” Rafe asked, intrigued.

      I nodded. “Something small and intimate. Poker and roulette for high rollers only.”

      Zaq raised his glass to me. “Well, there you go.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re not the crown prince.”

      His cheek creased in a small smile. “Thank all the gods.”

      Zaq did the occasional job for the syndicate, including appearances at official events when my parents required it. But his heart was in his work with nonprofits like Doctors Without Borders that aided displaced humans.

      “Telling him no isn’t an option,” I added. “If I do, he won’t let me have a piece of the action for another few decades.”

      Zaq opened his mouth, but Rafe spoke first.

      “Enough.” He aimed his glass at me and Zaq. “You old men are messing with my buzz. Drink up, and then I’ll round up a few thralls. You dudes need to get laid.”

      Zaq snorted. “I can find my own women, thank you.”

      I just shook my head.

      Rafe scanned the unattached thralls, knee bouncing in time to the pounding beat. He nodded at a redhead whose dress dipped to a V that touched her navel. “What about her?”

      “Not tonight, Rafael.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why I come out with you asshats.”

      “You love us,” Zaq said.

      “Like a hole in the head,” he muttered.

      My lips twitched up. “And you’re afraid of missing something.”

      Rafe made a rude sound. “Yeah, right. You guys depend on me to up the excitement level. Not to mention the sexoliciousness.”

      Zaq snort-laughed, almost spitting out his wine. “’S’that even a word?”

      Rafe’s cheek creased. “It is now.”

      I grinned in spite of myself. This was why I’d finished up early in Atlanta so I could make it back to New York by midnight. These guys weren’t just my brothers, they were my best friends.

      Tonight, they served to remind me why I played by Father’s rules. Accepting the title of crown prince and all that went with it wasn’t just for me, it was for them, too. There were vampires who’d like nothing better than to purge the Kral Syndicate of Karoly’s half-human sons.

      The best way to protect Zaq and Rafe would be to take immediate control after Father went to his final grave, and to do that, I needed to work closely with him, to be perceived as having his full confidence.

      I would not give the syndicate vampires an excuse to challenge me.

      Rafe set down his glass with a thunk and growled, “Some prick is hassling Alyssa.”

      Zaq and I followed his gaze to where a visiting soldier from a German syndicate hovered over the pretty thrall like a tiger eyeing a juicy steak.

      She shook her head, but he caught her arm and forced her toward the back of the Ruby, where the private rooms were. The bastard had dug his thumb into the soft inside of her wrist.

      She cast us a help-me look, her dark eyes wide and panicked.

      Alyssa was on the Kral payroll; she was expected to service out-of-towners, the same as thralls in other vampire clubs around the world. But we Krals had an unwritten rule that our thralls had the right to refuse a vampire. Apparently, the surly blond either hadn’t heard, or didn’t care.

      As one, Zaq, Rafe and I came to our feet.

      The soldier was blond and vampire-lean. I stepped in front of him, forcing him to halt. From the corners of my eyes I saw the lounging vampires turn to look at us like we were the goddamn entertainment. They were always watching me and my brothers, hoping we’d fuck up.

      “You’re new in town, aren’t you?” I stuck out my hand without waiting for an answer. “Gabriel Kral.”

      The soldier was in the grip of the blood craving, his irises rimmed an unearthly blue, his fangs lengthened into sharp white daggers. He snarled and tried to walk around me, but Zaq and Rafe moved up on either side of me, blocking him.

      “Primus Kral is my father,” I added. I might not be a pureblood, but I was dominant to this asshole. I kept my hand out and stared directly into his eyes. Daring him to object or try to push past me again.

      “And ours,” said my brothers.

      Zaq moved closer, crowding the vampire on his left side. Rafe took out a silver switchblade and fingered it, a chilly little smile on his face.

      The vampire blinked first. His jaw worked, but he dropped his gaze and released Alyssa to take my outstretched hand.

      “Hanz Weber,” he said, his tone just polite enough that I could act like I didn’t hear the underlying disrespect.

      I wasn’t afraid to kick his ass—frankly, it would be a pleasure—but I preferred to finesse things. My reputation would only be improved if I got him to back down in front of a club full of vampires.

      While he took my right hand, I used my left to pass Alyssa off to Zaq. He put an arm around her shoulders and eased her in the direction of the front door.

      I gave Weber’s fingers a bone-crushing, I’m-the-alpha-here squeeze and released him. “Well, Hanz, you’ll have to find another thrall. Alyssa is a favorite of mine. I believe Gina’s more to your taste anyway.”

      I beckoned Gina to me, and she sauntered over, hips swaying.

      I leaned closer, lowering my voice so only Weber could hear me above the loud music. “She likes it a little rough. But put any real bruises on her and I’ll put the same bruises on you, ten times over.” I let my vampire flash in my eyes. “Understood?”

      His lips thinned but he jerked his chin in assent. “Understood.”

      I stepped back, and Gina slipped between us and tilted her head, exposing her throat. “My, you’re a beautiful man, aren’t you?” She walked two long pink fingernails up his chest.

      He took in her impressive rack and licked his lips. “Come.” He gave her bottom a hard tap. “I am hungry.”

      Taking her hand, he towed her toward the private rooms. Behind her back, Gina wiggled the fingers of her free hand at me.

      I sent a cool look around at the watching vampires, and they turned back to their companions. But I’d had my fill of the Ruby and syndicate vampires.

      I glanced at Rafe. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He nodded and we followed Zaq and Alyssa up the stairs.

      Outside the club, Alyssa grabbed my hand. She was trembling. “Thank you.” She bit her lower lip. “I—I’ve heard things about him. Bad things.”

      Taking out several large bills from my wallet, I pressed them into her palm while Rafe hailed her a cab. “You’re off for the night,” I told her.

      She lifted her chin. “You won’t tell the primus?”

      “Tell him what? And he wouldn’t be upset with you anyway. Now go home. We’ll see you back here tomorrow night, okay?” I helped her into the cab and shut the door.

      Rafe elbowed me in the ribs. “Nice work, dude. For a minute there, I was afraid I’d have to stake him for you, and this suit is brand new. I’d hate to get blood on it.”

      I snorted. Like I’d allow him to step between me and a pissed-off vampire.

      Zaq guffawed. “Gabriel can take you with one arm behind his back and you know it.”

      “Like hell. I’ve been working on my moves.”

      “Which ones?” asked Zaq.

      “What d’you mean?”

      “The only moves I see you working on are related to increasing your harem.”

      Rafe’s cheek creased. “I can’t help it if the ladies like me.”

      We turned toward my Jag. I clicked the remote key fob, unlocking the doors. “Get in the car, boys.”

      “I call shotgun,” said Rafe.

      Zaq had already slipped into the front passenger seat. “Too late.”

      “Asshat.” Rafe shoved his shoulder and climbed, grumbling, into the backseat.
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          MILA

        

      

    

    
      I’d baked long enough on my stomach. I might even have dozed off for a few minutes. My back and shoulders were burning and the hand under my face had gone numb.

      Turning onto my back, I propped my forearms on my towel and gazed out at the Chesapeake Bay, working the pins and needles out of my fingers. A contented sigh escaped my lips. I’d been working long hours at a farmer’s market for the summer, but today was my day off and I’d tagged along with my kid brother and his friends on a trip to a state park.

      The sun sparkled on the slate-blue water, dazzling even through my sunglasses. A trio of ducks bobbed on the rolling waves, and a breeze teased curly strands free from my thick bun and whipped them across my face.

      Joey and Lori came into view, strolling along the narrow beach, arms around each other. My brother had his hand on Lori’s bikini-clad ass.

      I rolled my eyes behind my sunglasses. Joey was a horndog, but hey, he was seventeen. And Lori didn’t seem to mind. I grabbed my phone and crossed the hot sand to them.

      “Want me to take a picture of you two?”

      “Sure,” said Joey, and Lori nodded eagerly.

      I raised my phone and she leaned into him, kissing his chin. Joey grinned at me. A younger, skinnier version of my Italian-American dad, he’d also inherited my dad’s self-confidence.

      I grinned back. I’d loved Joey from the day my parents first brought him home when I was four years old. I’d told my mom she’d better bring me a sister, but I’d changed my mind as soon as my baby brother closed his tiny fist around my finger.

      I snapped the photos and returned to my beach towel. Joey had forgotten about me to nuzzle Lori’s neck. Her eyelids lowered and her lips parted.

      I looked away. Kids.

      But okay, I was a teensy bit jealous. I’d just finished my junior year of college, and although I’d had a few hookups and one semi-serious relationship, I was currently in a dry spell that had started back in November when I decided I was done with hookups.

      I wanted someone of my own. Maybe not my forever person—I was only twenty-one, after all—but someone.

      I grabbed a handful of potato chips from the communal bag and heaved a breath.

      It’s not like you have time for a relationship anyway.

      During the year, I had a full course load at the University of Maryland and a part-time job, and in the summers, I worked at the farmer’s market.

      For the right someone, I could make the time.

      I finished the chips, brushed off my hands and started getting dressed.

      Joey surfaced long enough to notice I was putting on my hiking boots and headed toward me, hand-in-hand with Lori. “You leaving?”

      “Yeah. I want to get in a couple of hours before it gets too dark.” I’d come in Joey’s car along with the rest of them, but he knew I’d planned to hike for a couple of hours, then walk the mile or so home.

      “You sure you don’t want us to come with?”

      I shook my head and shrugged into the backpack I’d stocked with water, an apple, and a handful of my mother’s homemade honey-gingersnaps. “Tell Mom not to expect me for dinner. I’ll get something when I get home.”

      “She’ll save you a plate.”

      “I know.” We exchanged a smile. I might be officially an adult, but my mom still worried if I skipped a meal. “See you later,” I said to them both and with a wave to their friends in the water, headed for the forest at the edge of the beach.

      The sun-dappled shade closed around me, cool and green. The beach sounds faded. When the trail divided, I took the narrower, less-used branch, startling a crow. It erupted into flight with a bone-chilling caw and landed in the crown of an ancient beech, where it glared down at me through beady eyes.

      A pleasurable shiver went over my skin. Anticipation tightened my stomach, like something exciting was about to happen.

      It wouldn’t, I knew, but I pretended it would. That I was some fairytale character about to meet a raven queen…or maybe a prince.

      A dark, compelling prince. A little dangerous, even.

      Of course, one look at me and he’d be obsessed. Unable to get enough of me.

      Yeah, right.

      Grinning at myself, I hooked my thumbs through the straps of the backpack and headed deeper into the woods.
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          GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      I never would’ve met Mila if Father hadn’t pissed me off.

      We were in his study at Black Oak Manor in Maryland, Father behind his polished mahogany desk and his lieutenant, Tomas Mraz, in a red leather chair a little to Father’s side.

      Tomas had informed us that a South American syndicate was trying to muscle in on Kral territory, starting with Miami. Diplomacy hadn’t worked; their primus had pretended he didn’t know what Tomas was talking about.

      “Then let’s take the war to them.” I leaned forward. “Hit them where it hurts. Infiltrate their syndicate. Steal their business. Fuck with their supply lines. The works.”

      My father glanced at Tomas.

      The big lieutenant shrugged, causing the black wolf tattooed on the side of his neck—the mark of a Kral “made” man—to undulate as if it were alive. “It is handled,” he said in his thick Slovak accent. “I have met with the Miami kapitán, and he will advise us if we have need of more manpower.”

      My back teeth set. It was the first I’d heard of a meeting with the Miami kapitán. Another thing I’d been kept out of the loop on.

      “I see,” I said.

      Why did I even bother? My ideas were usually shot down with only a token hearing, even my suggestions for making our extensive business holdings more profitable with ideas I’d tried on a smaller scale using my own money.

      Worse, Tomas was always at my dad’s side, scrutinizing me with his odd tawny eyes, a small smile on his broad, square-jawed face. But then, I’d seen Tomas smile while slamming his beefy fists into a man until he was bleeding from every orifice.

      Father reached for a folder on his desk. “If that’s all?” he asked me.

      “No.” I smoothed out my expression. Maybe I wasn’t a pureblood like the two of them, but I was an expert at mimicking a vampire’s dispassionate exterior. “That’s not all. Sir.”

      Father arched a black brow. “Speak.”

      “I’m your heir. The crown prince.” My tone was tight, my frustration bleeding into my voice despite myself. “If you want me to take over someday, you have to let me take on more responsibility. Real work, not this make-work crap you send my way. The syndicate vampires will never respect me otherwise.”

      Father and Tomas exchanged a long look. The two men were opposites, my father lean and dark and suave, Tomas brawny and blond and blunt. But that’s what made Tomas the perfect lieutenant. He complemented my father, making it impossible for me to make any real headway with him.

      Tomas was always there, a vampire like my father, and his oldest friend. The two had been raised in the same Slovakian village and turned at the same time.

      Anger vibrated up my spine. I was the crown prince. This conversation should be between me and my father.

      Not me, my father, and Tomas.

      Father steepled his fingers. “I’ve given you more responsibility. I sent you to a half-dozen covens since January as my representative. You’ve done well, by the way.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “But I’m primus, which means what I say goes. Is that understood?”

      I flicked a look at Tomas. He was still smiling. Hell, his smile had increased until he was practically grinning.

      Somehow, I kept my resentment off my face. “Of course, sir.”

      “Then if that’s all, Tomas and I have work to do.” Without waiting for my response, Father turned to his lieutenant. “What do you think about the situation in New Orleans?”

      Tomas leaned back in his chair, interlacing his fingers behind his head. “Andre says it has been handled.”

      I rose to my feet and left the study. Walking at a controlled, even pace, when I wanted to fucking smash something.

      Black Oak Manor was our family home, a turn-of-the-century Victorian with all kinds of nooks and crannies that me and my brothers had loved exploring as kids. My mom was on the opposite side of the house; I heard her laughing with the housekeeper.

      I kept going, through the front salon and out the front door. Right now, I didn’t want to talk to anyone, even my mom.

      The sun hung low in the sky, a red-orange sphere. I put on my sunglasses—even weak sunlight hurts our eyes—and strode down the winding driveway. At the first curve, I turned off the drive and followed a path along a ridge overlooking the Chesapeake Bay.

      The setting sun painted the water a molten gold, unbroken save for a sailboat gliding silently by. Overhead, a flock of seagulls wheeled and called, and on the surface, ducks upended themselves, snacking on water grasses and tiny crabs and shrimp.

      I headed down the cliff, jumping from rock to rock, until I reached the narrow beach. The dark water sucked at the sand and stones. The seagulls settled onto the surface and bobbed a dozen yard offshore.

      A muscle jumped in my jaw. I shoved my hands into my pockets.

      Maybe I was young—in vampire years, anyway—but my whole life I’d been told I was the crown prince. That I could never forget I was the heir, the man who’d one day be primus after my father went to his final grave.

      And I’d taken it to heart. I was the responsible brother, the one who watched out for Zaq and Rafe, protecting them from the pureblood vampire spawn who’d made our lives a living hell whenever the various Kral Syndicate covens gathered.

      I’d even taken punishments for my brothers because I was the eldest and it was my job to take care of them.

      Whatever tasks Father and Tomas had set me, I’d worked my ass off to excel at—schoolwork, martial arts, blade work, business. But it wasn’t enough.

      Sometimes I thought it would never be enough, that to them, I’d always be Karoly Kral’s half-human heir. Important only because I carried Father’s DNA.

      Not strong enough, not fast enough.

      I wasn’t even fucking old enough.

      I picked up a stick of driftwood and heaved it at the sun. It flew over the water, spinning wildly before hitting the surface fifty yards out. The seagulls exploded, screeching, into the sky.

      I could almost see Father purse his lips. “Control, son. That’s what separates the primus from those he rules. A primus is always in command, especially of himself. From control comes strength and from strength comes power.”

      I blew out a breath, forcing myself to calm down. Outwardly, anyway.

      Another lesson I’d taken to heart. Gabriel Kral was in control, always.

      I walked along the shore until I ran out of beach and headed back up the cliff. When I reached the top, I caught movement in the woods a couple of hundred yards away.

      We had an intruder—a woman, coming from the state park that bordered our property on the southeast. Human, from the look of her. I wasn’t alarmed; from time to time, hikers stumbled upon the estate, but security should’ve intercepted her before now.

      My mouth took on a nasty curve. In my current mood, it’d be a pleasure to boot her ass out of here.

      I faded into the shadow dimension. The physical world softened like I’d entered a thick gray mist. Not even a vampire could see me now.

      I slipped around the house and into the woods. As I drew closer, my breath caught, and I forgot all about ejecting her from our property.

      By the Dark Mother, she was beautiful. In a completely natural, no-artifice way.

      A fine-skinned oval face. A soft mouth made for kisses. A straight nose topped by dark, definite brows that turned a pretty face into something arresting.

      Her brown hair was gathered into a careless bun, and her short, peach-colored top exposed a tantalizing strip of smooth olive skin above baggy pink shorts. On her feet were clunky hiking boots that somehow made her long legs even sexier.

      She reached the edge of my mom’s garden and stilled. Instead of turning back, she edged closer…and then, with a guilty look around, she was in the garden, moving through the flowers like a woman under a spell. She clearly knew she was on private property—she was careful to stay on the garden’s edges—but it was like she couldn’t help herself.

      I should’ve showed myself. Informed her she was trespassing, then called her an Uber because it was getting late, and I didn’t like the idea of her walking alone through the woods at night.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I followed her into the garden, still in the shadows, and leaned against a pergola, eyeing her hungrily like the dark bastard I was.

      She slid her fingertips over a spiky lavender. Touched an overgrown hydrangea. Bent to sniff my mom’s prize roses.

      My dick stirred.

      She ran her palm over yet another plant and I stifled a groan, flashing on those capable-looking fingers running over my growing erection, testing my hardness, before gripping tighter.

      She leaned over to sniff another rose, this one a red so deep it was almost black. Her cropped tee slipped off one shoulder, baring more silky skin. The baggy shorts rode up her thighs so I could see the lower curves of her round ass.

      The blood craving pounded in my ears. My fangs prickled, itching to taste her. My dick pressed painfully against my jeans.

      She rubbed her nape and looked from side to side, sensing me with that primitive instinct humans have.

      I was making her uncomfortable, and a part of me liked that. My vampire half wanted her to be as aware of me as I was of her.

      No, scratch that. Both halves—the vampire and the human—wanted her to be aware of me. Hell, it was more than want. It was a sharp, disorienting need.

      Footsteps sounded behind me—a Kral soldier, moving to intercept her. Finally.

      I stepped back into the physical world to wave the man off. “I’ve got this,” I said in a voice too low for human ears to hear.

      “Yes, sir.” He halted where he was, clearly prepared to back me up.

      I fixed him with a hard stare. “Go.”

      He eyed me, obviously wondering if he was in trouble. He was—the woman should’ve never been allowed this close to the manor—but I’d deal with that later. For now, I wanted him nowhere near our pretty little trespasser.

      I lifted a brow, and he turned and strode off.

      I drew a deep breath and willed my erection to subside before stepping out around the pergola. Eyeing her profile, I drew a slow breath. She smelled like a cookie, a warm, honeyed scent.

      And ginger.

      She’d been eating ginger snaps. A crumb dotted the corner of her mouth facing me.

      A smile tugged at my lips.

      Her shoulders jerked. She spun the rest of the way to face me, her lips rounded in a surprised O. “I’m sorry. I—” She shoved her sunglasses onto the top of her head and stared at me with big brown eyes.

      She was young. Barely out of her teens, with dewy skin and a sweet, open expression.

      She looked me up and down. Her eyes widened like a startled fawn’s. Keeping them glued to my face, she gripped the straps of her backpack and slid her right foot backward in the direction of the woods.

      That was a problem. If she ran, I’d have to chase her—my vampire wouldn’t allow me to let her go—and I didn’t want to frighten her.

      She was a human. I couldn’t just take her; there were treaties about those things.

      I slid my hands into my pockets and tried to appear harmless. “You’re trespassing.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her gaze moved between my eyes, trying to see behind the dark sunglasses. “I got lost and—crap, I’ll just get going.” She flashed a last look at my mom’s flowers—a lustful look, like some women give men or jewelry or a new pair of shoes—and licked her lips. Her left foot slid backward. “I promise I’ll never come back.”

      She was almost in the trees now. I eyed her, aware I should inform her in harsh tones that Black Oak Manor was private property and she didn’t want to find out what we did with trespassers—and then I should send for that Uber and march her around the house and out the front gate.

      But when I opened my mouth, what actually came out was, “Don’t.”

      I made it a command, but stopped short of actual compulsion. I didn’t want to compel her to stay with me. I wanted her to choose to stay with me.

      She blinked. “Don’t—?” She released her death-grip on the backpack.

      “Don’t leave.” I moved closer.

      She was silent for a few seconds. I opened my senses, trying to get a clue to her emotions, but I couldn’t. She was a blank to me.

      And yet I was certain she was human. She was so…soft, so clearly unable to protect herself. Apparently she was one of the rare ones, a human whose emotions we couldn’t read.

      “You like gardens?”

      A dark curl had escaped her bun. She tucked it behind an ear and took a step closer. “I like this one.” She waved a hand at a bed of pink coneflowers, purple salvia and black-eyed Susan. “It’s like a faerie garden. Magical—like it exists out of time. You know what I mean?”

      I shrugged. “I never really thought about it.” As far as I was concerned, a garden was a garden, but I saw a way to keep her with me a little longer. “Come.” I tipped my head at a path that wound through the flowers to the gazebo at the center. “I’ll show you the rest.”

      She nibbled her plush lower lip. “I’d better not. I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

      “It’s okay. I live here.”

      “It’s your garden?”

      I closed the remaining space between us. “No, it’s my mom’s. She’s right inside.”

      “Holy shit.” Her eyes rounded. “That’s your house?”

      Removing my sunglasses, I tucked them into the V of my T-shirt and held out my hand. “Gabriel Kral.” I was tempted to use an alias—I didn’t want her reacting to me like the women in my world did—but I resisted.

      She took my hand and gave it a firm shake. Electricity arced between us, a jolt I pretended not to notice.

      But she felt it, same as me. She swallowed audibly, her gaze bouncing from my face to our joined hands and back to my face.

      “Or I can show you out of here.” I curved my lips in a slow, I-dare-you-to-stay smile.

      She smiled back. A wide, open smile that lifted her cheeks and crinkled her eyes and smashed like a missile into the center of my chest.

      That did it. I was officially smitten, charmed, whatever.

      And I fucking loved that she didn’t seem to know who I was. Not really. A woman like her—a sweet, open-faced young human—wouldn’t have hung around to shake my hand if she knew I was a high-ranking member of a vampire syndicate. She’d have made a break for the forest.

      Apparently, she’d bought the story my parents had put about when they’d first move into Black Oak—we were rich and liked our privacy. We paid our taxes and spent a shit-ton of money in the surrounding area. Keeping the locals happy. All we asked in return was to be left alone. For the most part, it had worked.

      “I’d love to see your gardens,” she said. “And my name’s Camila, but everyone calls me Mila.”

      My groin tightened. Her honey-ginger scent enveloped me like a sweet caress. I fought the urge to tug her closer for a kiss.

      “Mila.” I repeated the name.

      Tasting it.

      Learning it.

      Imprinting it on my fucking soul, even if I didn’t realize it then.

      “I like it.” My tone had deepened.

      I struggled to keep the vampire out of my eyes. I was sorry I’d removed my sunglasses, because just for tonight, I wanted to be a man.

      Not the crown prince.

      Not the heir to one of the world’s most powerful vampires.

      Just a man. The kind that a woman like Mila might date.
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          MILA

        

      

    

    
      My heart thumped against my ribs. A shiver inched up my spine, excitement twined with fear.

      Where had he come from, anyway? One minute I was alone in a lush, wet-dream of a garden, and the next he prowled toward me through the last golden light.

      Dark. Unsmiling. And wicked beautiful in a black T-shirt and jeans that hugged his hard body in all the right places.

      From the Chesapeake came the distant whine of a motorboat. A few hundred feet away, Black Oak Manor brooded on the clifftop like something out of an Edgar Allan Poe story.

      A story Gabriel Kral could’ve easily been the hero of…or maybe the villain.

      Up close, he was even better looking, with long-lidded green eyes and peaked black brows. Like Ian Somerhalder and Michele Morrone had somehow combined their genes into a single fallen-angel of a man.

      For the first few minutes, I barely knew what I was saying. My mind worked overtime, wondering how to extricate myself. I gripped the straps of my backpack, my muscles tense, my body ready to run like hell.

      But he didn’t seem to be a danger to me. He seemed curious, actually.

      I relaxed a bit. Because I was curious, too…and insanely attracted.

      I recognized his last name, of course. But I didn’t connect it to the Kral Vampire Syndicate. To be honest, it never even occurred to me. Back then, the Krals were still doing their best to fly under the radar.

      And besides, everyone knows vampires can’t take sunlight, and Gabriel was standing smack in the center of a golden beam.

      All I knew was that he was a member of the snooty rich family who kept to themselves and made sure no one stepped a toe on their precious property.

      We introduced ourselves, and his fingers closed around mine, cool and firm. A flare of heat went up my arm.

      Suddenly, I seemed surrounded by him. Captured, even though the only part of me he touched was my hand.

      His thumb stroked suggestively over my palm, and my lungs locked. Something warm and liquid slid through my lower belly.

      My gaze fixed on his mouth. It was very much a man’s mouth, strong and determined, and yet also sensual, with a full lower lip.

      My inner thighs tightened. Somehow I knew that this was a man who knew how to make a woman feel good. Screaming-with-pleasure, forgetting-her-own-name good.

      A knowing smile creased his right cheek, like he’d guessed my thoughts. When he said my name, his voice deepened. It brushed, velvety dark, over my skin.

      I gulped air. Gabriel Kral was…overwhelming. Rich. Charismatic. Clearly powerful and used to getting his way.

      I was out of my league. Like, he’s a prince and I’m Cinderella out of my league.

      And I was still holding his hand.

      I released his fingers, but he simply took my hand again, interlacing his fingers in mine. A loose, almost-friendly grip, one that sent another zing up my arm.

      We started walking. I could’ve easily pulled away, but I didn’t. I fell into step with him.

      Practical Mila pursed her lips.

      What the hey, girl? You’re letting him hold your hand when you don’t even know him.

      And he’s one of those Krals. That stuck-up rich family. The one you don’t want to get on the wrong side of.

      But Wild, Up-for-Anything Mila wanted to stroll with this beautiful man in this beautiful garden. She batted away Practical Mila like a pesky, party-pooping fly.

      This is his mom’s garden, for godsake. He’s not going to attack me in his own mom’s garden.

      And yeah, I was aware my logic was a little screwy, but I wanted to talk myself into staying and it worked.

      “So,” he said. “You were hiking. Are you lost?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded several times. “Well, not really,” I confessed. “I knew about where I was, and that if I headed toward the bay I’d find my way out of here. Then I saw the garden, and I had to come closer. I’m really sorry for trespassing, but the flowers are amazing. I’m an ag major.”

      “An ag major?”

      “Agriculture. Someday I’m going to open a flower farm. An organic one. If I can save up enough money, that is.”

      I was talking too much. I have a tendency to babble when I’m nervous. I rolled my lips into my mouth to stop myself, excruciatingly aware of his hand holding mine.

      He slanted me a look. “A flower farm?”

      “Mm-hm. I want to offer people locally sourced flowers. Did you know eighty percent of the flowers sold in the US are from other countries? That’s insane, right? If you care about buying local food, then you should care about buying local flowers, too. And organic, because conventional cut-flowers are sprayed with all kinds of pesticides.”

      “Huh. I never thought about it before.”

      I cut my eyes at him. Was he mocking me?

      But he added, “My mother’s garden is organic. She plants things for the birds and butterflies and bees.”

      I relaxed. “I can tell. My mom and I have a garden with native plants, but it’s nothing like this. It would fit into a corner of your garden. A very small corner.”

      We’d reached a gazebo at the center of the garden. Tiny lights wound up the posts and crisscrossed the ceiling.

      We walked up the steps. I eased my fingers from Gabriel’s and put my hands on the rail, gazing out over the garden. The fireflies were out, twinkling in the deepening dusk like hundreds of gold stars.

      I heaved a breath. It was so beautiful, like I really had stepped into a fairytale. I recalled the raven and glanced sideways at Gabriel’s shiny black hair. My lips twitched.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      I turned my head and our eyes met.

      You have the prettiest green eyes.

      Leaf-colored, and they seemed to shine in the dusk like a cat’s.

      Those pretty green eyes creased with amusement, and I hurriedly reran the last few seconds in my mind, afraid I’d spoken out loud. “Nothing. Just something silly.”

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s nothing, really. I was thinking about fairytales and princes.”

      His face blanked, like I’d said something wrong. God, he must think I was such an airhead, going on about faerie gardens and princes.

      “I told you it was silly,” I muttered. “Look, thanks for showing me the garden, but I’d better get going. My mom and dad will be wondering where I am.”

      “I’ll send you home in one of our cars.”

      I shook my head, not wanting to have to explain that to my dad. He was an easygoing guy, but he was also Italian and I was his only daughter.

      “No, thanks. It’s not a long walk.”

      His mouth turned down. “I’m not letting you walk home in the dark. I’ll call you an Uber.”

      I considered that and gave in. It was getting late, and I didn’t really want to walk back along a dark country road with no sidewalk. “Okay, thanks.”

      Gabriel already had his phone out. While he summoned a ride for me, I texted my mom to say I was on my way home, then started down the steps.

      He pocketed his phone and followed, a little behind me and to the side. The side of my throat tingled, like he was staring at it.

      I touched it and glanced at him, but he just gave me a small smile and reached for my hand. “This way. We can meet the car at the front gate.”

      We walked through the garden, Gabriel detouring to show me some of his mom’s more unusual plants, then through the stand of tall oaks that must’ve given Black Oak its name. The building itself was a rambling Gothic thing with a wraparound porch and gables and a square cupola topped by a wolf weathervane howling at the sky. Inside, lights had come on in some of the lower rooms, warming the granite façade, and someone was playing a piano, a bright, cheerful sound.

      A fond smile creased Gabriel’s cheek. “That’s my mom on the piano.”

      “She’s good.”

      “Yeah. She tried to give us boys lessons, but it didn’t take.”

      “You have brothers, right? Somebody told me you guys were home-schooled.”

      “Two. Both younger.”

      “Me too,” I said. “I mean, I have a younger brother, too. Just one. He’s still in high school. He’s pretty cool, though.”

      “So are my brothers.”

      We exchanged smiles, and suddenly, he wasn’t a rich, sexy, out-of-my-league man. He was a person, someone with a mom and brothers that he clearly loved. Someone I thought I could like.

      The car arrived, and Gabriel opened the door for me. “The ride’s already paid for,” he told me.

      I took off my backpack and put it on the seat. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      He moved a shoulder like it wasn’t worth arguing about and held out his hand. I thought he was going to shake it again, but when I put my hand in his, he brought the palm to his lips. His lips were warm and dry. They touched my palm in exactly the right spot, a somehow intimate spot that lit up everything female in me like a freaking Christmas tree.

      My nipples tightened and my heart sped up. I actually felt a little dizzy, like those old romance novels where a woman swoons at a man’s kiss.

      He lifted his head, mouth curved like he could hear my pounding heart. “I want to see you again.”

      Yes! I mentally high-fived myself.

      “I’d like that,” I replied in calm tones, like inside I wasn’t flinging my body around in an elated happy-dance.

      “Today’s Tuesday. I have to go out of town on business, but how about Friday night?”

      Practical Mila reared her head. Yeah, I wanted to see him again, but my parents had drilled me in safe dating practices.

      “How about coffee?” I named a coffee shop in town. “Seven o’clock?”

      He gave my palm a final caress with his thumb and released my hand. “I’ll see you then.”

      I got into the backseat of the car and he tucked some cash into the driver’s front pocket. “Take good care of her,” he said sternly.

      The driver actually saluted. “You got it.”

      We drove through the gate. As it swung shut behind us, I glanced over my shoulder. Gabriel stood on the pavement staring after us, and I could’ve sworn he met my eyes from seventy-five feet away.

      It wasn’t until I got home that I wondered how he could’ve possibly seen me in the dark and through the car’s tinted windows.
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          GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      The coffee shop was a cozy cave of a place crowded with humans both inside and outside at the tables lining the sidewalk. I arrived a few minutes early and went inside after ordering my chief of security to wait in the car.

      Jozef didn’t like that, but that was too damn bad. What the hell could happen to me in a coffee shop? Vampires didn’t even drink coffee.

      As for me, I could drink coffee although I had to add a lot of sugar. I got an iced cappuccino and handed the barista a twenty. “Keep the change.”

      She grinned and tucked it into her apron pocket. “Thanks.”

      I grabbed a handful of sugar packets and took the cup to a small bistro table in a corner where I could watch the door. I dumped three packets into my cappuccino and stirred them in.

      Guilt prickled me. My world was too dangerous for a woman like Mila. I shouldn’t even risk meeting her, even though no one but Jozef knew where I was. I hadn’t even told my own mom I was back in Maryland again; she thought I was at my New York penthouse.

      I sipped my cappuccino, my baser half fighting with my conscience.

      The bells on the door jingled and Mila stepped inside, dark-eyed and tempting in a summer dress with a flirty little skirt, her chestnut curls tumbling around her bare shoulders.

      My tongue glued itself to the roof of my mouth. My conscience lost the battle and slunk off to harass some other fool, while I stared at her, unmoving, like my ass had been nailed to the seat.

      All around me, male heads swiveled in her direction. That brought me to my feet. I cast a hard glance around the shop.

      Back off, you SOBs. She’s mine.

      I didn’t bare my fangs. Father would have my balls if I caused a disturbance in a human coffeeshop. But the men all found something else to do.

      Mila didn’t seem to notice the stir she’d caused. She headed toward me, a smile lighting her pretty oval face. “Gabriel. How are you?”

      “I’m good.” I met her in the middle, wrapping my fingers around her shoulders and kissing her cheek. A small shock arced between my lips and her skin.

      The blood craving awakened, dark and possessive, even though I’d fed earlier that day before leaving New York. I hadn’t fucked the thrall, though, a first for me. I might be only half-vampire, but like a pureblood, my appetite for blood and sex was intertwined, hard-wired into my DNA.

      But I hadn’t even been tempted to take the thrall, even though she’d plopped herself on my lap and pressed her breasts to my chest as I drank from her.

      All I could think about was Mila and how much I wanted her.

      Her blood. Her strong, curvy body. Her smiles.

      Mila sucked in a breath, a small, pleasured sound that made my dick twitch like she’d grazed it with her bare fingers. Her lips formed an O. She’d slicked lip gloss on them, a shiny red that made them look and smell like candy.

      I couldn’t resist. Enchanted, I brushed my lips over her mouth.

      The sounds of the coffee shop dropped away—the piped-in music, the other customers’ voices, the whir of the cappuccino machine. My fangs tingled.

      I wanted to plunge my fingers into her dark cloud of hair and nibble her candied lips.

      I wanted to bury my face in the curve of her neck and sip from the vein pulsing beneath her skin.

      I wanted to drag her into a shadowy corner and fuck her, slow and hard.

      Mila turned her face, rubbing her cheek against mine. Her thick black lashes had lowered, her breathing audible.

      I captured her chin, holding her still, and sucked her full lower lip between my teeth. Underlining to the other men in the shop that she was taken.

      Even if she didn’t know it yet.

      Another tiny moan escaped her. My dick grew still harder.

      The door opened again and a couple of women entered. Their voices slapped me out of my sensual haze, reminding me that we were in a crowded shop, surrounded by humans, some of whom were staring at us.

      What the hell? I pulled back and adjusted my jeans.

      I barely recognized myself.

      Gabriel Kral was in control. Always.

      Mila’s eyelids fluttered like she was waking from a dream. Her mouth curved up. “Well, hello to you, too.”

      Putting a hand on the small of her back, I ruthlessly restrained my vampire and guided her to the counter.

      “What would you like, cher?” The endearment slipped out, a relic of growing up with a French Creole mom. “Coffee? Dessert? Have you had dinner?”

      The barista who’d sold me my coffee hustled up. “What can I get you?”

      I glanced at Mila, and she said, “Dessert sounds good. And a decaf cappuccino.”

      We settled on a plate of mini-scones—lemon, blueberry, almond, chocolate chip—and returned to the table. Setting the plate down, I pulled out the chair next to mine for Mila and waited until she was seated before taking my own chair. The small table meant my knee brushed hers. She glanced at me but left her leg where it was.

      “Tell me about yourself.” I nudged the scones in her direction. “What did you do today?”

      “I’m working at a farmer’s market this summer, so I was there most of the day.” She broke off a piece of blueberry scone and popped it into her mouth. “But at the end of August I go back to school.”

      “And you’re an ag major. You really want to be a farmer?”

      “Yep. I told you, I want to grow organic flowers.”

      “I remember, but I didn’t realize you could study that at college.”

      “I’m learning the basics. The business side of farming, you know—marketing, accounting, farm management. Also plant and soil science. Sometimes we pitch in at the university’s farm. This spring, I helped with the planting.” She grinned. “I got to drive the tractor—we flipped a coin for it and I won.”

      Fascinated, I eyed her. I could just see her driving a tractor in her baggy pink shorts and hiking boots, face dewy with perspiration.

      And right then, I decided not to tell her who I really was. Not tonight. I’d allow myself this one evening with her, an evening where I was Gabriel—just Gabriel.

      A man, not a prince.

      Not a dhampir fighting for a place in a dog-eat-dog vampire syndicate.

      Mila was so different from most of the women I knew: smart and ambitious and real. Her only makeup was the lip gloss and maybe some mascara, and her fingernails were short and unpainted.

      Yet she was still so female, with soft curves to go with her toned arms and legs, and a sweet, open face.

      Beneath the table, her bare knee was warm against my jeans-clad leg. I sipped my cappuccino, fighting the urge to run a finger up her inner thigh.

      The hell of it was, I didn’t think she’d mind, not after that kiss.

      “I guess farming is a business these days,” I said.

      “Heck, yeah, it is.” A rueful laugh. “When I graduate, I’m going to do an internship at a flower farm—or maybe sooner, if I can locate something around here. Then I’ll get a job—two jobs, if I have to—and save every penny until I get a down payment on my own farm.”

      I just might invest in that farm. Especially if it came with…benefits.

      But I didn’t say it, just murmured, “I have a feeling you’ll get that flower farm, and make it a success.”

      A smile crinkled the edges of her eyes. “You really think so? You’re not just saying that?”

      “Not at all. You have fire in the belly, and that’s key.”

      “Thank you. What about you—what do you do? No, let me guess.” Eyes dancing, she leaned to the side to eye my T-shirt and jeans. “Something where you wear a suit.”

      She was laughing at me. I wasn’t quite sure how to take it—most of the women I knew were a little afraid of me. But I liked it, liked knowing that whatever she said was unfiltered.

      A corner of my mouth lifted. I leaned back in the metal chair, stretching out my legs and resting an elbow on the back. “How’d you guess?”

      “You look very put together.” She fingered the hem of my T-shirt. “And I bet you bought these clothes in New York or Paris or somewhere like that.”

      “London,” I admitted.

      “Knew it.” She grinned and sat back. “So, what do you do? Your father’s some kind of businessman, right? D’you work for him?”

      I nodded and gave her the standard line. “We’re into hotels, restaurants, that sort of thing.” Also casinos and bars, some of which were used to launder money from the extra-legal side of the syndicate.

      “Just in Maryland?”

      “Nah. Our headquarters are in New York City.”

      “So why are you here in a coffee shop in smalltown Maryland with me?” She toyed with a scone, crumbling it between her fingers without eating it, her clear-eyed gaze on me.

      Damn if I know.

      But it felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      I captured her hand before she mangled another scone. “Why does any man ask a woman out? I like you.”

      “I like you, too. Too much,” she added in low tones that she probably figured I couldn’t hear.

      I squeezed her fingers and reached for the lemon scone. “Here.” I broke it in half and handed her a piece. “Try the lemon and let me know what you think.”

      She accepted, and we started talking again. The next two hours flew past. When I looked around, the shop had emptied and the baristas were cleaning the coffee machines and wiping down the counters.

      Mila followed my gaze. “What time is it?”

      “Almost nine o’clock.”

      “We should leave.” She leaned toward me like she was sharing a secret, lips turned up and eyes sparkling. “I’m pretty sure they’re closing.”

      I couldn’t resist another taste of those teasing lips. “I think you’re right.”

      A fine tremor went over her and a flush touched her cheekbones. Which just made my vampire want to eat her up—in multiple ways and places.

      I’d already paid for our coffee and scones. I dropped another twenty on the table as a tip and rose, helping her out of her chair.

      As she turned toward the door, I put a hand on her lower back, splaying the fingers in a deliberate act of ownership, my pinky touching the sensitive place just above her ass.

      She shot me a quick, wondering smile, then slid an arm around my waist. I moved my hand to her hip and pulled her closer. She was warm and firm, and smelled of coffee and the sugary scones.

      She felt right. Almost too right.

      A tiny uneasiness stirred.

      I tried again to open myself to her emotions, but she was unreadable.

      I frowned inwardly. Humans who couldn’t be read weren’t common. In fact, they were so unusual, that Slayers, Inc. sought them out and recruited them.

      I’d googled Mila, discovering her last name and where she went to college. But online profiles couldn’t always be believed—like mine, for example, which was intentionally vague, giving the impression I was a typical businessman.

      What did I know about Camila Vittore, really? Even the fact that she’d somehow gotten past our security—the first human in years to do so—was a red flag.

      Or maybe I was just being paranoid. The conversation we’d had had been real. Those cautious, curious glances sure felt real. And how many women could fake those little flushes?

      Outside the coffee shop, night had fallen. I steered Mila down the sidewalk and around the corner, Jozef trailing from a distance.

      I shot a glare at him over my shoulder. He stared back, stone-faced. I growled inwardly. He’d been assigned to me by Tomas. It was high time I assembled my own security team, people who were loyal to me.

      Mila slanted me a look up from under her lashes. “That was fun.”

      “Mm.” I brushed my lips over her silken curls. My hand slipped lower to caress the side of her hip. Fighting the urge to flip up her sexy little skirt and see what she wore underneath.

      She rested her head against my shoulder. “I’d like to see you again.”

      Try and keep me away.

      Father wouldn’t like me getting cozy with a human. But to Hades with him. Karoly Kral might have a say over my professional life, but as long as I was discreet, my personal life was none of his damn business.

      “I have to go to Atlantic City this week, but I’ll be back next weekend. How about Saturday night?”

      She didn’t even take out her phone to check if she was free, just turned her head to smile into my eyes. “Saturday works.”

      We drew level with an empty alley, and I steered Mila into it, turning her so her back was against a brick wall. “Wear something nice. I’ll take you out to dinner, and then we’ll go dancing.”

      I’d find somewhere private, somewhere no one would expect to see a Kral.

      “That sounds fun.” She put both hands on my chest. “Seven o’clock again?”

      “Yeah,” I said, my gaze on her mouth.

      Her throat worked and my focus shifted to it. And fuck if my eyes didn’t switch to vampire.

      A tiny frown formed between her eyebrows, and I knew she saw the glowing blue line outlining my irises. I lowered my lashes and gripped her jaw.

      Not hard. I didn’t want to bruise her. But the dark part of me wanted to control her.

      Her breath hitched and her lips parted. I brought my mouth to hers, slowly. Allowing her a choice. If she didn’t want this, she had time to tell me no or to simply turn her head.

      I felt her quiver beneath my fingers. But she didn’t turn her head. No, she closed her eyes and strained toward me.

      My mouth touched hers. Her lip gloss had long since worn off. I slid the flat of my tongue over her lower lip. She tasted of coffee and sweetness and something that was uniquely Mila.

      My dick shoved against my jeans. I wanted to press her into the bricks and scrape my teeth over her neck, maybe take a tiny taste of her blood.

      She wouldn’t fight me. I couldn’t sense her emotions, but I didn’t have to. I could smell her arousal, feel her vibrating with every lick and nip I gave her mouth.

      She gripped my shoulders and angled her head so I could deepen the kiss. I ate at her lips, her mouth. Slid my tongue inside and tasted her.

      But I didn’t touch her, except for the hand on her jaw. This was about letting her get to know me, teaching her to trust me.

      She whimpered and worked her hands around my neck, pressing her body against mine, trying to pull me closer.

      I nipped her lip. “Not tonight. Not here.”

      When I finally got her naked—and I think that was the moment when I made up my mind once and for all—it would be somewhere private where I could take my time with her. Make her writhe with pleasure. Wring orgasms from her hot little pussy until she forgot everything but me and how I made her feel.

      Her breath shuddered out. She shot a glance around the alley. “You’re right.”

      I released her jaw and reached for her hand. “Where are you parked? I’ll walk you to your car.”
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      Mom glanced up from the cookies she was mixing as I entered the kitchen. “Hi, hon. Where are you off to?” She gave my hot pink bodycon dress a dubious look.

      From the family room, Dad paused his program so he could hear my answer, too.

      I bit back a sigh. I loved my parents, but living with them in the summers was hella hard on my sex life. “Baltimore. I’m meeting some friends and we’re going out dancing.”

      And yeah, it was lie, but only a tiny one. Because Gabriel was a friend, wasn’t he? And we were going out dancing.

      “Mm,” said Mom.

      “Text if you’ll be later than one o’clock,” said Dad.

      I helped myself to a handful of chocolate chips. “Will do.” I kissed Mom’s cheek, gave my dad a wave and went out the front door before they could ask any more questions.

      I’d arranged to meet Gabriel outside the coffee shop again. He’d offered to pick me up, but I could just hear what my parents would say if they knew I was seeing some rich businessman. I mean, they were great, but this was kind of sketchy, and I knew it.

      Besides, why get into messy explanations when this thing with Gabriel probably wouldn’t go anywhere, anyway? A hookup at most.

      And yeah, I’d conveniently forgotten that I was so over hookups. Wild, Up-for-Anything Mila was in the house, and she’d locked the doors and closed the windows because she wasn’t going anywhere until she’d had her way with Gabriel’s hard, hot body.

      The coffee shop was a ten-minute walk. I was the first to arrive. I leaned against the wall a few feet from the door, playing a game on my phone while I waited for Gabriel.

      “Mila.” Suddenly, he was leaning against the wall beside me.

      “Jesus.” I put a hand over my stuttering heart and took a deep breath. “D’you always sneak up on people like that?”

      “Sorry.” His smile was apologetic. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “No worries.” A corner of my mouth ticked up. “But you need to wear a bell or something.”

      He chuckled and leaned sideways to kiss me. Firm and with just enough tongue. “Let’s start over. How are you tonight?”

      “Good.” Pushing off the wall, I put my phone in my purse and gave him a sunny smile. “And you? Did you have a good week?”

      “Busy. You?”

      “Same.”

      “Mm.” His gaze went to my dress, lingering where the skirt hugged my ass. “I like your dress. You look pretty in pink.”

      He dragged his eyes back up to my face. I’d left my hair down again, and he brushed it away from the back of my neck. Two fingers touched my spine right above where the straps crossed. Electricity skidded up my nape and across my shoulders.

      “Especially bright pink,” he murmured, his mouth so close to my ear I felt his breath.

      I swallowed noisily. “Thank you.” I turned and touched the sleeve of his suitcoat. “You look good yourself.”

      Actually, he looked sexy as fuck in a gray sharkskin suit with a silver shirt open at the collar.  Powerful, in-charge, like Bruce Wayne about to enter the boardroom of Wayne Enterprises and hand the Board of Directors their asses.

      He rested his hand on my lower back. “Ready?”

      When I nodded, he guided me to a sleek black Jaguar, opened the passenger-side door and settled me onto its buttery-soft leather seat.

      I think that was the moment I fell officially in like with Gabriel Kral. Not because of the expensive car, but because he treated me like a princess instead of a twenty-one-year-old nobody from Nowhere, Maryland.

      He’d booked us a table at a restaurant in Harbor East, a place so exclusive its name wasn’t even above the black steel door. The dining room was dimly lit and as hushed as a church, with warm tigerwood walls and a plush brown carpet. A wall of tinted windows looked out on downtown Baltimore and the Inner Harbor, and on a low pedestal at the back of the room, a band was preparing to play.

      The maître d’ greeted Gabriel by name and escorted us to a booth. The booths fanned out from the center and were enclosed in more tigerwood. You could see into the booth, but the doorway was narrow enough that it felt like we were in our own private room. We couldn’t see the other diners, and they couldn’t see us.

      “This way, miss.” The maître d’ started to seat me in one of the green velvet chairs, but Gabriel stopped him so he could seat me himself before taking the chair opposite me.

      The maître d’ handed him a leather-covered wine list as thick as a book. “A server will be with you in a minute.”

      “Thank you.” Gabriel nodded dismissal and the man left.

      Gabriel seemed to take our swanky surroundings for granted, but I was awed into silence. The table setting could’ve been a post on Instagram: delicate white china glazed with green ivy. Fancy glasses and fancier silverware. At the center of the table, ivy-shaped candles floated in a bowl of water, along with pale pink peonies almost too perfect to be real. In the main part of the restaurant, the band started playing slow, sexy jazz.

      I smoothed my palms down my skirt. Whose body had I hijacked, anyway? This sure wasn’t Mila Vittore’s life.

      And the gorgeous man in a sharkskin suit seated across from me only increased my sense of unreality.

      Gabriel must’ve caught my deer-in-the-headlights expression, because he leaned toward me and said, “You’re the most beautiful woman in here.”

      I rolled my eyes, because on the way in, I was pretty sure we’d passed a famous actress in town to shoot a film. “Yeah, right.”

      “I mean it. You have something special—an inner light, a special energy…” He shrugged a shoulder. “I’m not sure how to describe it, but it’s there and everyone sees it. Especially the men.”

      He meant it. I couldn’t help being flattered—and turned on. He was so good-looking, so charismatic, and he seemed so into me.

      “Thank you.” I slanted him a shy smile. “I’m not sure exactly what you mean, but thank you.”

      “You wouldn’t see it. It’s not something you see in a mirror, it’s something that happens when you’re talking or smiling.”

      The server had arrived. He coughed discreetly and Gabriel sat back.

      We ordered wine and discussed what to order. The server left, returning with the wine a minute later. As we sipped it, Gabriel encouraged me to tell him more about myself and why I’d decided to major in agriculture. Then he had me giggling at a story that involved him, his brother Zaq, and a three-legged cat.

      By the time our food arrived, I was in a pleasant wine-and-Gabriel-induced haze. We shared a plate of wild roasted mushrooms followed by a rare steak for him and panko-encrusted rockfish for me. When it was time for dessert and I couldn’t decide between the hazelnut torte, chocolate lava cake and strawberry galette, he had the server bring me all three.

      While we waited it to arrive, he drew me onto my feet next to our table. “I promised you a dance.”

      “Mm.” I twined my arms around his neck and fitted my body against his. His arms came around me, moving me through the steps with that self-disciplined Bruce-Wayne ease.

      A female singer stepped up to the microphone. She crooned into the mic, low and smoky-voiced, Billie Holiday come back to life right down the white flower in her hair.

      Gabriel’s chest and thighs were hard against mine. He smelled fantastic, an earthy musk like the deepest part of a forest. I wanted to rub up against him like a cat so I could pick up his scent.

      He slowed until we were barely moving, just swaying in time to the music. His lips brushed the top of my head. “I knew you’d be a good dancer.”

      “Yeah?” I said against his throat. My breasts felt full, achy.

      “Mm-hm.” He nuzzled my temple. “You’re so easy in your body.”

      “Gym class. I took dance all through high school.”

      “It shows.”

      “Yeah?” I touched my lips to his stubbled jaw. “It’s you. You’d make anyone look good. There’s something so sexy about a man who knows how to lead.”

      His chest rumbled with amusement, and I realized I’d spoken that last sentence aloud. My cheeks heated, but I shrugged it off, because there is something sexy about a man who knows how to lead.

      “Don’t be embarrassed.” His fingers trailed down my vertebrae, leaving heated sparks in their wake, before settling on my ass. “You can tell me anything. I like it, like knowing what you’re thinking.”

      “All right,” I said, not really paying attention because my focus was how good his hand felt on my ass.

      “We’re good together.” He stroked the upper curve of my bottom, sending a hot quiver over me.

      “We are,” I said into the V of his shirt.

      He kissed my temple. “Your dessert’s here.”

      “I’m not hungry anymore.”

      “Just a few bites. And then we’ll go.”

      He maneuvered to the side so the server could place the desserts on the table. When we sat down, he pulled his chair around the table next to me, his shoulder brushing mine, sipping a cognac while I shared bites of cake and torte and galette with him.

      He put his hand on my knee and squeezed, sending a jolt straight to my sex. I put down my fork and set a hand on his thigh.

      A corner of his mouth edged up. He slid his hand higher until it was a breath from my panties.

      Paused.

      My fingers dug into his thigh.

      Our gazes locked, his eyes shimmering jewel-green in the low light. It was like we were still dancing, our movements mirroring one another. A teasing, challenging dance.

      I inched my fingers higher.

      And then his hand was cupping me over my panties. One long finger rubbed my clit through the material.

      I was holding my breath. I drew an audible inhale, my fingers opening and closing on his thigh.

      “You’re wet.” A sexy rasp. “For me?”

      Instead of answering, I sent an uneasy glance toward the dining room.

      His finger teased me through the panties. “No one can see us.”

      I lowered my voice. “What about the waiters?”

      “They know not to bother us until I ask for the check.” He increased the pressure, rubbing me in the perfect spot.

      I squeezed my knees together, an instinctive reaction to the pleasure, and he nipped my earlobe. “Keep your legs open.”

      His finger stopped moving, but he kept his hand on my panties, right over my clit. Not pressing hard, but I felt as if he was branding me.

      “Or,” he said, “I can take you home. Your choice.”

      My cheeks were scalding. This felt so naughty…and hot.

      I slowly opened my legs, and he slid his hand inside my panties with a growl of approval.

      My stomach tightened. I felt weak, needy. Hungry.

      I moved my hand higher up his leg and found he was rock-hard. I stroked him through the material, but he removed my fingers with his free hand. “Not here.”

      I licked my lips. Nodded. “Okay.”

      “Put a hand on my thigh and other on your chair. And Mila? Don’t make any noise. You don’t want anyone to hear you.”

      My gaze snapped to his. I gave a jerky nod.

      His finger dipped deeper, dragging through my folds and slicking moisture over my sensitive flesh. I pressed my lips together. I gripped his thigh and the velvet seat with all my strength.

      A moan escaped me, and he set a finger on my lips. “Quiet, cher. Remember?”

      My face flamed. I felt like I was on fire. Everywhere.

      A dark whisper in my ear. “You’re a bad girl to let me do this.”

      I was.

      But I guess I liked being bad, because his words fanned the flames even higher. Excitement gripped me. This was so wrong, and yet I couldn’t bring myself to stop him.

      Gabriel put an arm around my shoulder and turned his body to hide me from the dining room. “That’s it. Come for me, Mila.”

      His voice was so soft, scarcely more than a breath. Tempting me, luring me.

      He tongued my earring, then bit down on my lobe, and the sudden pain and his hoarse, dark whispers sent me over the edge.

      With a whimper, I buried my face in his shoulder, mouth open against the smooth fabric. Pinwheels lit and twirled behind my eyes, and I came with a muffled groan. I may even have muttered a few curse words.

      Gabriel slid a couple of fingers into where I felt so empty, massaging my clit with the heel of his palm. “That’s it. Take what you need. So pretty.” He put his mouth to my temple as I constricted around his fingers in a final burst of pleasure. “So fucking sexy.”

      Spent, I slumped against him. He kissed my eyelids. “Okay?”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      He removed his fingers and licked them. His nostrils flared. “You smell so good.”

      I heaved a breath and kissed his cheek. “Excuse me a minute?” I stood up, then said, “Which way are the restrooms?”

      “To the left. You’ll see a hall a few booths down.”

      I nodded and managed to make my way to the bathrooms despite the fact I was still a little woozy. I passed a couple of servers, but I told myself the restaurant was dark. One opened the bathroom door for me. Each stall had its own mirror and sink. I locked my door, cleaned up and slapped some cold water on my face.

      My pupils were enlarged, my cheeks flushed, my hair tousled. But I couldn’t find it in myself to care because that had been the best orgasm I’d had in a long time. I finger-combed my hair, redid my lip gloss and returned to Gabriel to find him placing cash on the table.

      “Something came up.” He rose and grimaced in apology. “Something I have to handle personally. I’ll drop you at home and then I have to leave.”

      I blinked, confused and a little upset. “Oh. Okay.”

      He draped an arm around my shoulders, snugging me up against his side. We walked out of the club into the humid Baltimore night.

      “I’ll be back next weekend.”

      I brightened. “I’m free.”

      “Good. I’ll call you.” He lowered his head and murmured, “And then, I believe we have some unfinished business.”
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        * * *

      

      He did call me, and yeah, I hardly believed it myself. A man like Gabriel—rich, successful and hot as sin—could have anyone he wanted. But he wanted me, and after that night, we started seeing each other every week or so.

      He was away on business a lot. Every time he left, I told myself not to count on this lasting. We were too different. In the real world, Cinderella almost never gets the prince.

      But whenever we were together, I forgot all the reasons I shouldn’t fall in love. It wasn’t just that he was a beautiful man. It was that we got each other.

      He had a dry wit that could leave me doubled up laughing, like the stories he told about him and his brothers. And he was so smart, especially about business. I picked his brains for ideas on marketing my flowers, and he suggested choosing a brand name now and starting an Instagram account to post the arrangements I was selling at the farmer’s market.

      I wrinkled my nose. “I shouldn’t wait until I have a farm?”

      “Why wait? This way, you’ll build awareness of your brand, and when you finally start your own business, you’ll have followers and a brand to build on.”

      That made sense, so I tried it. And it worked, especially the videos I posted of me arranging flowers at a super-fast, hilarious speed. Within days, my followers jumped to over a thousand, and then to ten thousand. Pretty soon my arrangements were selling out before lunchtime. The owners of the farm noticed, and encouraged me to branch into potted flowers and houseplants, which also sold well.

      A month passed, and everything was so good. Perfect, really. Except we still hadn’t had sex. Not full-on penetration, anyway, even though we’d done just about everything else like a pair of virginal high schoolers.

      Gabriel seemed to like getting me hot and bothered like that night in the restaurant. Sometimes he kept it up until I climaxed, and sometimes he brought me home so turned on, I had to take care of things myself.

      It was like he was waiting for something. Or holding back—but why?

      August arrived, and we’d been out maybe a half-dozen times. I was more than ready to take things to the next level. So I decided to invite him on a picnic, get him alone, and jump his bones.

      Me: I have a surprise for U tonite.

      Gabriel: ??

      Me: Hint: I won’t be wearing a bra. And panties are optional—your choice.

      Gabriel: You’re a bad girl.

      Me: Maybe I haven’t been bad enough. ;)

      Gabriel: U can never be 2 bad.

      I swallowed and pressed my thighs together.

      Gabriel: …

      Gabriel: I choose no panties.

      I grinned and moaned at the same time. Please Jesus, I was finally going to get laid.

      Me: U got it. And dress casual. We’re going on a picnic.

      Gabriel: Will do. CU at 7.
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        * * *

      

      After work, I showered and washed my hair, leaving it to dry around my shoulders. I’d bought a new dress, a red vintage print with a short skirt, skinny straps, and a lined bodice which didn’t need a bra.

      Mom and Dad had gone out with friends, and Joey was out with Lori, so I’d told Gabriel to pick me up at home. As I laced up a pair of low-heeled gladiator sandals, I felt a stab of guilt. I still hadn’t told my parents I was seeing someone.

      I hadn’t told anyone, in fact. My best friend Jeanette was doing an internship at a museum in Philadelphia, and we’d texted, but hadn’t had much time to talk. Besides, I was oddly reluctant to share Gabriel with anyone, even Jeanette.

      At first it was because I figured this thing would never last past a few weeks. But now that it had, I found I still wanted to keep Gabriel a secret. I think I was afraid that if I brought him into my mundane, ordinary world, he’d see who I really was and break things off.

      Gabriel arrived a few minutes after seven. I shoved a change of clothes into a backpack—just in case we ended up going somewhere for the night—and met him at the door with the small cooler holding our picnic.

      Per my instructions, he’d dressed in a T-shirt, faded jeans, and black high tops. My breath snagged, because damn, casual was a good look on him. The navy T-shirt hugged his upper body, hinting at the cut abs beneath, and the soft jeans hung low on his lean hips.

      “Hey, there.” He curved a hand around my nape and kissed me while his other hand stroked down my back. He squeezed my bottom. “You’re not wearing panties.” His voice was one step from a growl.

      I slanted him a look from beneath my lashes. “I always keep my promises.”

      That earned me another kiss.

      “Let’s go.” Taking the cooler, he grabbed my hand and headed toward the sleek black Jaguar parked at the curb. He set the cooler on the narrow backseat and I dropped my backpack next to it before settling myself in the passenger seat. The dress was cool under my bare ass.

      Gabriel got into the car. His eyes flicked to the backpack, like he’d only just noticed it, then back to me. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing. I just brought a change of clothes in case we stay out overnight.”

      He did a slow blink. “I see.”

      He started the engine and drove off. A flock of butterflies took wing in my stomach. His tone had been so flat, and now his expression was wary.

      Maybe he didn’t understand?

      Turning sideways on the seat, I reached over the console and squeezed his thigh. It was rock-hard under my hand. “I just it was time we…you know. I mean, we’ve been seeing each other for over a month.”

      His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. He muttered a curse and didn’t say anything for a good ten seconds. Then he released a long breath. “Mila.” He rolled his lips between his teeth like he was considering how to let me down lightly.

      The butterflies slowed their agitated flutters and congealed into a lump.

      He understood all right. It was me who hadn’t understand.

      My cheeks heated. I pasted a smile on my face. “Hey, it’s okay if you don’t want to be with me. No worries.”

      He sent me a heated look. “I want to be with you. It’s not that.”

      I bunched my fingers in my skirt, unconsciously pulling it up my thighs. “Then what is it?”

      He glanced down at my bare thighs. His sunglasses concealed his eyes, but the look on his face seared me, like he was picturing all the bad, dirty things he wanted to do to me.

      Okay, then.

      Leaving the skirt where it was, I fingered a curl. “I thought we’d go to the state park for our picnic, okay? I packed sushi and plum wine.”

      “I think we should go somewhere private. Where we can talk.” The flat tone had returned.

      “All right. Sure.” I tugged down my skirt and pulled back my shoulders. If he was dumping me, I’d take it with my chin up.

      “Not the park. Somewhere more private.”

      He drove past the park, turning instead up a narrow asphalt road near Black Oak Manor. A tall wrought-iron gate blocked our way. He slowed the car to a crawl and touched a button on his steering wheel.

      “It’s Gabriel. Open the gate.”

      “Yes, sir.” The gate slid to one side and we drove through, followed by an SUV which I assumed held Gabriel’s security detail. They were so discreet, I usually didn’t see them except at a distance. At first I hadn’t even noticed, but eventually I’d realized he was followed everywhere by unsmiling men and women in black uniforms. When I’d asked him about it, he’d shrugged, saying it was to keep his father happy.

      “How rich are you anyway?” I’d asked.

      Another shrug. “Enough to need security.”

      We started up a narrow road edged on either side by leafy green trees. Within ten yards, we were plunged into deep shade.

      I glanced at Gabriel’s set face. “Are we going to Black Oak?”

      “Not the house—somewhere we can be private. Nobody’s at home at Black Oak tonight anyway.” He pulled the car into a parking space and killed the engine. “And don’t worry about my security. I’ll text them, tell them to stay out of earshot.”

      “Gotcha.” My skin prickled with the certainty that whatever he was going to tell me, I didn’t want to hear it. I smoothed my sweaty palms down my skirt.

      Gabriel sent a quick text and grabbed the cooler. He touched an icon on his phone, and low lights glowed on, revealing a path winding through the trees.

      “This way.” He indicated the path with his chin. “You can’t see it from here, but there’s a gazebo where we can eat.”

      The gazebo was beautiful, almost fairy-like: an airy octagon with a slate roof and tiny star-shaped lights glowing in the wood rafters. The sides were lined with built-in benches, and at the center stood a metal table and four chairs. I would’ve been impressed if my stomach hadn’t been twisted into knots.

      Gabriel went up the stairs first. He flicked a switch and a ceiling fan whirred into motion. He set the cooler on the table, and I took out the plum wine and a couple of plastic cups, then stood with my back to him, staring down at the wine.

      “Do you want a drink?”

      When I nodded wordlessly, he poured us both a cup and handed one to me.

      “You’re upset. Fuck.” He brushed the back of his fingers down my cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      My throat dried. It was worse than I thought. When a guy apologizes to you at the start of a conversation, you can bet things are about to go south.

      I gulped some wine and put down the cup. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      He set his cup next to mine. “This thing between us. It’s…” He trailed off and removed his sunglasses, his expression uncertain.

      My heart gave a queasy thump. Gabriel Kral was never uncertain.

      I folded my arms over my chest. “Just say it, okay?”

      He put his sunglasses on the table and shoved a hand through his hair. “I’ve been…lying to you.”

      I recoiled. “What?”

      It was the last thing I’d expected him to say. The Gabriel I knew was confident and responsible. Controlled. Maybe a little too controlled. But a liar?

      He winced. “Hell. That’s not what I meant. I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you the whole truth.”

      I dug my fingers into my upper arms. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m fucking this up, aren’t I?” He took a step toward me.

      I lifted a hand. “I think you’d better stay where you are.”

      He blew out a breath. “I am fucking this up.”

      “Just tell me what you’re lying about.” My mouth bent down. “Or not telling the truth about.”

      “Okay.” He straightened his spine and smoothed out his face. “I’m not who you think I am.”

      I blinked several times. “You’re not Gabriel Kral?”

      “No, that’s my name. But—” He looked past my shoulder like he was deciding how best to put it.

      “Just say it already.”

      “Fine.” He met my eyes. “I’m not like you. I’m not a human.”

      What the what? “You’re not?”

      He shook his head. “I’m a dhampir. My father’s a vampire.”

      “A vampire.” Unfolding my arms, I stepped back, moving my head from side to side. The backs of my knees hit a bench and I sank onto it.

      Maybe it wasn’t true. Maybe this was some not-very-funny joke.

      But Gabriel wasn’t smiling. He stared down at me, his mouth a somber line.

      Certain things clicked into place, things that had bothered me, but that I’d ignored. Because if I thought too much about them, I’d have to ask questions, and—let’s face it—I hadn’t wanted to ask questions because that could mean ending this.

      Gabriel’s wealth.

      His security detail.

      And that blue line around his irises that appeared at times, that I’d explained away as a reflection. The line that glowed with an almost supernatural intensity.

      “You’re. Not. Human.” I spaced the words out, still absorbing the shock of his revelation. “So that’s why you always wear sunglasses. You’re hiding your eyes—that blue around your irises.”

      “Not really.” His mouth pulled sideways. “I don’t normally lose control of my vampire like I do around you. I wear sunglasses because bright sunlight hurts my eyes.”

      “That’s why you stay out of the sun.” The couple of times I’d seen Gabriel during the day, he’d stuck to the shade. “God, I’m stupid.” My chuckle held zero humor. “I thought you just didn’t like the heat.” Maryland can be a bitch in the summer, hot and muggy as a swamp.

      “I’m not going to burn to ashes—my human half protects me—but yeah, sunlight on my skin is uncomfortable. And Mila, you’re not stupid. I didn’t want you to know.”

      “Yeah, I got that.” I rubbed my forehead with my first three fingers. “I don’t know what to say. I mean, I should’ve realized, but I never in a million years would’ve thought a vampire would be interested in me.”

      Vampires were rich, powerful, and they stayed with their own kind. The two species didn’t mix. It would be like me dating Jared Leto or Idris Elba.

      Which was fine with me. You didn’t want to attract the attention of a vampire—at least, normal people didn’t.

      “A dhampir,” Gabriel muttered.

      “Yeah. You said that. Sorry, I’m kinda shook up.”

      I pressed my hands to my mouth. Recalling all the things people said about vampires: That something about the transition sucked the humanity right out of them. That to a vampire, humans were prey, and they only wanted us for blood and sex.

      Gabriel’s not like that. He’s not even a vampire.

      How do you know? Maybe he’s a world-class actor.

      And just what, exactly, did he do? “Businessman” and “working for my father” covered a helluvalot.

      An ice-cold hand gripped my bowels. Most vampires were in syndicates, a kind of shadow mafia.

      I lifted my gaze to his expressionless face. “Are you a member of a syndicate?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Which was an answer right there. Still, I wanted to hear him admit it.

      “Answer the question.”

      “Yes. I’m not a made man, but I will be.” He expelled a breath. “Look, I can’t tell you everything—it’s better you don’t know. But I was born into a syndicate. The Kral Syndicate.”

      “The Kral Syndicate.” My jaw dropped. “So…it’s your father’s syndicate? He owns it? He’s the king?”

      He scrubbed a hand over his hair, lips twisted like he was uncomfortable. “Well, yeah. The primus, actually.”

      My jaw fell another notch. “So that makes you what? A prince?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So you’re not really a businessman? That was a lie, too?”

      A muscle jumped in Gabriel’s cheek. “We have legit businesses—casinos, hotels, that sort of thing. And I have some things on the side that I’m developing. All legal, tax-paying enterprises.”

      “So—” My voice cracked. I felt like I’d been punched in the heart. I gripped the bench on either side of my legs. “So you were just playing with me? I mean, why the hell would a syndicate prince be interested in me?”

      “No!” His brows snapped together. “I like you, Mila. That wasn’t a lie.”

      The chill in my bowels spread to my limbs. There was a reason a syndicate vampire might be interested in me. A very good reason.

      “Are you—do you want to make me a thrall? Because I have to agree, don’t I? You can’t force me.” My voice rose on the last few words.

      Suddenly, I was horribly aware we were alone in the woods with only his security, people who answered to Gabriel. A freaking syndicate prince.

      Not even my parents knew where I was.

      “No.” His emotionless shell finally splintered. His green eyes smoldered. “For fuck’s sake, Mila. What kind of a man do you think I am?”

      A hot disappointment bloomed in my chest. I jutted my chin. “A man who’s been lying about who he is for a whole goddamn month, Prince Gabriel.”

      He cursed and crouched in front of me. “Look, I’m sorry.”

      I looked at him. My mouth trembled. I was close to tears. Angry tears.

      Damn him anyway. I’d started to believe that maybe this could go somewhere. That maybe someone like me really could end up with someone like him.

      I sniffed and dropped my head back against the top of the bench. “I don’t know what to say.”

      He pried my hands off the wood seat. “Look at me.” When I did, his expression was earnest. “I care about you. A lot. Maybe I was wrong not to tell you sooner, but you don’t know how it is for me. Women don’t see me—Gabriel—they see a sugar daddy. I just wanted to go out with someone who saw me as myself. I’ve never felt so relaxed, so…happy around anyone as I have with you these past few weeks. You don’t know how rare you are. What’s between us is special to me. You’re special to me.”

      I pressed my lips together. “All right.”

      Caution flickered across his face. “All right what?”

      “All right, I understand why you did it. But we’ve been going out for a whole month. When, exactly, did you plan to tell me?”

      He lifted a powerful shoulder, let it drop.

      “Never?” I tugged my hands from his. If I was the kind of person who hit people, I might’ve slammed a fist right into his beautiful, lying face. “Jesus. It’s not like I wouldn’t have figured it out eventually. What would you have done then?”

      “I was being selfish. I should’ve ended it before now.” He heaved a breath. “Hell, I should’ve never asked you out in the first place.”

      A roaring filled my ears. I wrapped my arms around myself.

      I should’ve never asked you out in the first place.

      I filled my lungs, let the air out. “You made me like you. Hell, I was falling in love with you. You made me believe that we—” I waved a hand between us—“might have a chance. I was worried I was too young for you. Not sophisticated enough.” My voice broke.

      I’d fallen for him.

      So hard.

      Built a castle in the air, peopled with me and Gabriel living a storybook happily-ever-after.

      But it was a dream castle, spun of cobwebs and fairytales and my own stupid refusal to see the truth.

      A pit opened in my chest. My dream castle split in two and crumbled, rock by rock, into the gaping crater that had just swallowed my heart.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      “Fine.” Suddenly, I couldn’t bear to be close to him. I edged sideways and stood up, leaving him crouched on the floor. “You told me you’re sorry. You think you can lie to me for a month, and then make it all better with an apology? It might make you feel better to say it, but that doesn’t make it right. At the end of the day, you still played me.”

      “Mila.” He rose to his feet and tried to touch my arm, but I evaded his hand.

      “Just take me home. Please.”

      “Of course.” His mask dropped over his features again. “But think about it.” His harsh tone was at odds with his wooden expression. “If I’d been playing with you, I would’ve already fucked you and moved on. Because admit it, Mila. You wanted it as much as I did.”
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          GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      My crude words hung in the air. Mila flinched and hugged her arms to her stomach.

      My jaw tightened. I was damned if I’d apologize again.

      I’d tried to do the right thing. Up until now, I’d refrained from fucking her because my conscience had nagged at me. Reminding me she didn’t even know she was dating a syndicate man. That if I kept her, she’d have to join my world.

      She wanted the truth? I’d give it to her, straight up, without pretty words or fancy bows.

      But at the hurt on her face, I caved. “I was trying to be honorable,” I added. “I do have a conscience, whether you believe it or not, and I held back because you didn’t know I was a syndicate man.”

      She sucked in her lips. “You…prick.” Pushing past me, she took the gazebo steps in one leap.

      “Damn it, Mila.” I jogged after her, catching up to her easily but staying a little behind to give her space.

      All the light had gone out of her, everything I loved about Mila snuffed by my selfishness: her enthusiasm; her self-assurance; her wide, happy smile. She held her head high but moved stiffly like she’d taken a low blow and only pride was keeping her upright. Then she gave a surreptitious sniff, and my heart constricted.

      I felt like I’d stomped on a flower.

      Worse, the vampire part of me was at odds with the man. I was trying to do what was best for her, which was to let her go, but the vampire was pressuring me to take her. Maybe even keep her—permanently—by enticing her to accept a blood bond.

      We were alone. She was in love with me. I could work with that. I even toyed with the idea of compelling her. Just a nudge to encourage her to do what she wanted to do anyway.

      Gods, it was tempting. I could practically taste the rush it would be to blood-bond Mila to me.

      To own her.

      Because once a human agreed to a blood bond, only their master could break it.

      But I’d never forced a woman in my life, and I wasn’t going to start with Mila. Besides, no compulsion was permanent. And when it wore off, she wouldn’t just be pissed off at me, she’d hate me, and I didn’t think I could bear that.

      Her steps slowed. Stopped.

      I frowned down at her. “Mila?”

      She averted her face and shook her head.

      My abdominal muscles clenched. Taking her chin, I turned her toward me. Tears glistened on her cheeks.

      “Fuck.” I swallowed something acrid. “Don’t—”

      “Don’t. Touch. Me.” She shoved my hand away and kept going toward the car.

      I threw back my head, hands fisted, staring up at the dark, silent trees like they could help.

      Mila stumbled off the path and stood with her back to me, shoulders heaving.

      I closed the distance between us. Helplessness welled up in me.

      I stretched out a hand, but didn’t touch her. Instead, my hand hovered in the air near her right shoulder. “Don’t cry, baby. Please don’t cry.”

      “Sorry.” She swiped at her eyes.

      Her apology landed like a dick punch. Because she had nothing to apologize for.

      Taking a chance, I touched her hair. “Hey.”

      “What?”

      “Look at me.” I took her by the shoulders. She tensed but allowed me to turn her around.

      Tear-drenched eyes met mine. “I’m so angry with you. I don’t care what you say. I feel like you played me. God, I’m so stupid.”

      “No, you’re not.” I wiped a tear from her cheek with my thumb. “I wasn’t playing you. I swear I wasn’t.”

      “Then what was this about?” She waved a hand between us.

      “I told you. I like you, damn it. I like being around you. I’m sorry I let it go on this long. I—” I glanced away, then back. “I couldn’t end it.”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s the truth. I like your laugh. I like how you’re so interested in everything. And I fucking love your smile.”

      She sniffed. “Really?”

      “Really. Every time I see you, I tell myself I’m going to end it, and then I don’t. I can’t.”

      She eyed me. “You mean it.”

      “Every word. I told you, you’re special. I’ve never met anyone like you.”

      A corner of her mouth tugged up. “Is that your way of saying I’m strange?”

      “Not at all,” I protested, but the tension in my stomach loosened.

      She gave an inarticulate cry and threw herself against my chest. Relief whooshed through me. I caught her in my arms, and she burrowed her face into the crook of my neck.

      “You should’ve been honest,” she said against my skin.

      “I know.” I smoothed my hands down her back.

      Confused—was this her forgiving me?—and yet calmer. At peace. Touching her did that for me.

      “Give me another chance.” The words erupted from my mouth before I could stop them. But I didn’t take them back.

      A fist thumped against my chest. “No more lies. Got it?”

      “I can’t tell you everything,” I said cautiously. “That wouldn’t be safe.”

      “Fair enough.” She pulled back, mouth pursed. “But I’m talking about us. No lying about something that affects us both.”

      I hesitated. A better man would let her go.

      No matter how much Mila meant to me, she didn’t belong in my world, and this thing between us could never amount to anything. The Kral crown prince could never mate with a human, and Mila didn’t deserve anything less. Keeping her—even on the outskirts of my world—wasn’t fair to her.

      But I wasn’t that good.

      She knows the truth and she doesn’t care.

      And I could protect her. Keep her apart from the syndicate. And when she graduated from college, there was always the blood bond...

      “All right. But we have to keep this just between us.”

      She pulled back to look at me. “What d’you mean?”

      “Just that it would be better if you keep it quiet about my being a syndicate prince. My father prefers it that way. We don’t want to get the media involved.”

      Father was excellent at keeping the Kral Syndicate under the radar, although that would probably change soon. Mom had been making noises about “humanizing” the Kral Syndicate, i.e., putting me and my brothers forward as its face. Still, for now, our family connection to the syndicate was relatively unknown.

      But the media could be handled. What concerned me was her attracting the attention of a syndicate vampire.

      Mila’s mouth dropped open. “Yeah, I definitely don’t want to get dragged into some kind of media circus.” Her gaze slid from mine. “To be honest, I don’t want my mom and dad to know either.”

      “We’re agreed, then. No more lies. Not between us. And we probably shouldn’t meet in public anymore.”

      “Okay.” She released me and stuck out her hand for me to shake. “It’s a deal.”

      I squeezed it and pulled her back to me. “So we’re good?”

      “Yeah.” A smile dawned on her face, crinkling the edges of her eyes before spreading to her mouth. “We’re good.”

      My mood lightened. That peaceful feeling increased, and I found myself smiling back. Mila’s smile widened, and for a few seconds, we just stood there, grinning into each other’s eyes.

      Lifting her arms, she twined her fingers around the back of my head. “Kiss me,” she said against my mouth.

      I brushed my lips over hers. She sipped in a breath, quick and excited.

      I moved to her cheeks, kissing away the last traces of her tears. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d cried—probably not since I was a toddler. But now I took the salt from her tears onto my tongue as a promise, a vow that I’d protect Mila, no matter what.

      She turned her face, blindly seeking my mouth. When I brought it back to hers, she moved her tongue over my lips.

      I fisted my hand in her soft curls, holding her still, and sucked on her tongue. She liked that, I knew.

      Liked the firm hold, liked me controlling her.

      I’d spent the past month learning what got her hot, and now I intended to use every damn thing.

      She melted against my body and moaned against my mouth.

      I drew a ragged breath through my nose. Too fast.

      When I fucked her, I wanted it to be perfect. But I was still shaken, unable to put a brake on things. Even as I ordered myself to slow down, I had her bent over my arm, my hand still wrapped in her hair, eating at her mouth.

      Her fingers dug into my shoulders. She was warm and soft and smelled like plum wine and aroused woman. I kissed a trail down her throat, drowning in her scent.

      Her heart sped up, her blood pulsing in the vein beneath my lips. The craving skated down my spine, tightening my balls and making my mouth water.

      Not tonight.

      But I couldn’t resist sucking on the skin above that thick, tempting vein.

      Her breath hitched. “It’s okay. If…that’s what you want to do.”

      Hell. I squeezed my eyes shut, the blood craving a roar in my ears.

      You can’t. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.

      “Gabriel?” she asked.

      I raised my head to meet her eyes. “I do want that, but not tonight.”

      Twin creases appeared between her fine dark brows. “Why not?”

      “Because I want to be sure you know what you’re agreeing to.”

      She leaned back so she could take in my expression. Whatever she saw there made her nod. “Okay.”

      “Why don’t we eat?”

      “And then what?”

      I traced a finger down her throat to where her nipple pressed against the thin red dress. “And then, I’m going to take you somewhere more private. Somewhere my people can secure. And—” I bent my head and closed my teeth around her nipple—“I’m going to fuck you. All. Night. Long.”

      Her eyes widened and her throat worked. Then her lips curved in a saucy smile. “Game on, Kral.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at the gazebo, I texted Jozef, ordering him to rent us a small cabin or house nearby, then opened the sushi containers while Mila sipped wine.

      Taking the chair beside her, I lifted her onto my lap. She snuggled against my chest. The brush of her hip against my dick made it harden even more.

      She gave a naughty wiggle. “You sure you want eat first?”

      I nipped her earlobe. “You need your energy,” I said, smothering a smile at how she gulped.

      I fed her another bite of sushi, and while she chewed, lowered my head to where the neckline of the red dress dipped between her breasts.

      Nuzzling the silky curves.

      Licking a line between her cleavage.

      I shifted my thigh so it was between her legs, pressing it against the warm heart of her. She finished the sushi and leaned back against my arm, unashamedly grinding herself against my jeans.

      I traced a line up her inner thighs to her panties. They were damp, her arousal a salty perfume.

      I rubbed my finger over her cleft through the panties. She whimpered. Her eyes were closed, the lashes dark crescents against her cheeks.

      I teased her with my fingers, just to see her squirm.

      I tongued a line around the outer shell of her ear. “You’re getting hot, aren’t you?”

      Her chin jerked in a yes.

      “I’m not going to let you come, though. I want you so turned on you can’t think straight.” Sliding my fingers into her panties, I toyed with her plump clit. “And then, I’m going to make you scream.”

      Her breath scraped out. Her eyes opened, the pupils huge. She arched against me, seeking a deeper touch.

      Instead, I withdrew my fingers and licked her juices off them while she watched. “You haven’t had enough to eat yet.” I selected another piece of sushi and held it to her lips.

      Instead of biting, she slid her tongue around the outside of the sushi roll, her gaze on mine. So she wanted to play, did she?

      I nuzzled her ear. “You’re teasing me.”

      A giggle escaped her. “Am I?”

      “Yeah. Keep it up, and when we get to the cabin, I’m going to tie you to the bed and spread you wide so I can feast on you.”

      Her lips parted in shock. Then she tilted her head to one side like an intrigued little bird.

      Oh yeah, I was definitely going to tie her up at some point. If not tonight, then soon.

      I shifted her on my lap again, my cock so hard it was agony. The best kind of pain.

      She took the piece of sushi from me and brought it to my lips. While I ate, she snaked a hand between us and stroked the tent in my jeans, cupping and squeezing my erection through the material.

      A strangled growl escaped me, and she grinned and straddled me, knees on the chair on either side of my thighs, unconcerned that the position spread her wide. In fact, she hitched up her skirt so I could verify she definitely wasn’t wearing panties.

      My mouth watered. I shook my head. “You are so bad.”

      “Mm.” Her focus was on my waistband. She undid the button and eased my zipper down. My dick sprang from my boxer briefs.

      Humming her approval, she slid a finger over it. “Nice.”

      My breath hissed out. I’d waited so long for this. It felt like it hadn’t been weeks, but months…years, even.

      “Touch me.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      “Good girl.” I picked up my wine and leaned back in my chair, sipping the golden liquid while she tormented me with soft, busy fingers.

      Touching me clearly turned her on. Her cheeks were flushed, her breath ragged, and her arousal fed mine. Only the thought of Jozef a few hundred yards away—or possibly closer, because the man was good at his job—kept me from bending her over the table and taking her right there in the gazebo.

      She leaned forward and nibbled on my lower lip without removing her hand from my erection. “I have a secret,” she whispered.

      I reached around her and set my cup on the table. “Yeah?” I asked against her mouth.

      Her throaty chuckle was a hot lick to my balls. “I’m not that hungry.”

      I lightly clasped her neck, keeping her where she was, her mouth against mine. “I am.” I caressed her throat with my thumb. “But not for sushi.”
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          MILA

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel’s people had found us a beautiful A-frame nestled in the woods near Black Oak. We entered through the great room, a large, open space with white-washed walls, a framed-wood ceiling and a huge fieldstone fireplace. Picture windows looked out on a wrap-around porch and the trees beyond.

      “C’mere,” Gabriel said. He cupped my face in his hands and took my mouth in a hard, you-belong-to-me kiss.

      I sank into him, drinking him in. His dark taste, the feel of his tongue sliding hotly over mine. He was still kissing me when he bent his knees, slid an arm under my thighs and swept me off my feet. He headed down a short hall to the only bedroom, and set me on the plank floor.

      His people had been here ahead of us. The bedcovers were turned down and creamy candles flickered on the wood nightstands and the rustic wood-and-metal dresser. The romance of it smacked me in the heart.

      I twined my hands around his neck and smiled up at him. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” He smoothed his palms down my upper arms.  “Gods, you’re beautiful. I’ve been thinking about this ever since we met.”

      “Really?” I licked my lips, a little nervous, and yet nothing and no one could’ve made me leave.

      “Really.” He kissed me again, slow and sweet.

      When he lifted his head, we were both breathing hard and my dress had somehow been unzipped. He eased it off my shoulders and over my breasts.

      The cotton straps caught on my upper arms, but when I tried to shrug them down, he stopped me. “Leave them.” A sexy-rough order made me squeeze my inner thighs together.

      I forgot my nerves. I forgot how I was way less experienced than him. I even forgot—well, almost—that he was a dhampir. A prince, no less.

      All I saw and heard and felt was Gabriel.

      He brought his hands to my breasts, teasing the tips with his thumbs while I watched, wanting to touch him back and yet unable to because I was restrained by my dress straps.

      He glanced up and caught me looking. He pinched my nipples, sending a shock straight to my sex. “You like that?”

      I twisted my mouth sideways, recalling what he’d said about tying me up. Knowing I was in over my head, but…curious. “Yeah.”

      “And I think you like being controlled.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. “This is new to me,” I admitted. “I’m not sure if I’d like it with just anyone. But I like it when you’re doing the controlling.”

      His breath hitched. “So damn honest.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “No.” He released my breasts to inch my skirt up my thighs. “It’s not bad at all. It’s good. Very good.”

      His arm came around my back, supporting me, while with the other hand, he spanked my mound. “Only bad girls don’t wear panties.”

      I cut him a sassy look. “I thought I was being good.”

      He chuckled. “I guess you are.”

      A long finger teased my clit, dipped lower between my folds. He hummed in satisfaction. “You’re so fucking wet.”

      I touched my tongue to my lower lip. “You’re not the only one who’s been thinking about this ever since we met.”

      “Yeah?” Keeping his gaze on my face, he drew the slickness back up to my clit, circling his finger around the hood.

      I gulped a breath, and he smiled darkly and maneuvered us toward the bed. He sat on the mattress, pulling me onto his lap. His hands slid down my legs, lifting my feet one at a time, so he could remove my sandals and drop them onto the fluffy white rug.

      He nudged my thighs apart so I was sprawled sideways on his lap, arms restrained, skirt crumpled around my waist, open to his questing fingers. My ass was on his jeans, the coarse fabric erotic against my bare skin.

      “Beautiful,” he repeated, his focus on where his fingers toyed with my glistening folds.

      I tried again to wiggle my arms free. “I want to touch you, too.”

      He smacked my mound again, sending a rush of heat to my core. “Soon.”

      His fingers stroked, circled, teased. My head fell back against his shoulder.

      “That’s it, cher. Let me play with you.”

      He slid a finger inside me, caressing a sensitive inner spot. I moaned and gripped my skirt, needing something to hang onto.

      He rotated the heel of his hand over my clit. I gasped and arched my back, pushing myself against him.

      “You like that?”

      “Yes.” I writhed in his grip, hot and achy and so close to coming. “Please, yes. Just like that.”

      He withdrew his fingers from me and swirled them around the exposed bud. Something white-hot sparked in my brain. My hips jerked, and I dug my nails into my skirt.

      “That’s it,” he said. “Come for me, cher. Just like that.”

      I gulped in air. My lungs felt too small, my skin too tight. “Gabriel…”

      He scraped his teeth over my throat, and I broke, a choked cry of bliss escaping me. “Oh, God. Please.” I bucked in his arms and would’ve fallen to the floor if he hadn’t kept a firm hold on me. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

      He rumbled my name and kept stroking me, merciless and knowing, until I collapsed in a boneless heap against him, sucking in oxygen.

      “Beautiful.” He pressed a kiss to each of my closed eyelids.

      My chest heaved. I managed to open my eyes.

      He smiled and skimmed a palm up my stomach, toying with my bare breasts, his erection hard against my hip.

      “Well.” I grinned up at him. “That was the best yet. Totally exceeded expectations.”

      He blinked, lips twitching. Then he threw back his head and laughed.

      My smile broadened. The orgasm had left me happy and satiated, but making Gabriel laugh was even better. Anytime I got him to drop his too-serious, too-controlled demeanor felt like a win.

      “It’s the truth,” I said.

      I tried again to wriggle out of my dress. This time he helped, setting me on my feet between his thighs and working it over my hips and down my legs.

      I stepped out of it, and he let it fall to the rug and stood up, my face framed in his hands. “I never know what to expect from you.”

      “It’s part of my charm.”

      He barked another laugh. “It is.” He grew serious. “And I am so fucking charmed by you. I have been since I found you sneaking around my mom’s garden.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I was not sneaking. I was admiring the flowers.”

      “You were trespassing and you knew it. I should’ve let security throw you out, but I couldn’t.”

      Sliding my hands beneath his wrists, I cupped his face in turn and touched my mouth to his. “I’m glad.”

      “Me too.”

      We stared into each other’s eyes. So close we were breathing each other’s air. So close I could see the gold starbursts in his leaf-colored irises, and when I inhaled, my nipples brushed against his T-shirt.

      I rubbed my lips over his, my stomach a jumble of want and need, and yes, love.

      I wanted to tell him, so bad, but it didn’t feel like the right time. We’d only just cleared the air.

      I opened my mouth. Closed it.

      “What?” Gabriel asked.

      I shook my head and pulled away, disentangling our arms.

      “Mila?”

      I grinned and tugged at the hem of his T-shirt. “You have too many clothes on.”

      He eyed me for a few seconds and to my relief, let it go. “Undress me, then.” He raised his arms, and I dragged the shirt up over his washboard abs and dropped it on the floor.

      I swallowed and blurted, “God, you’re beautiful.”

      Mouth-watering, to be honest. I had to swallow again so I wouldn’t drool all over those sexy abs.

      And he knew it, the arrogant bastard. He sat down, hands on the mattress, legs apart, lips curved in a smug, come-and-get-it smile.

      Smooth golden skin stretched over his powerful shoulders and chest. An inky dusting of hair across pecs narrowed into a sexy trail that bisected his flat stomach before disappearing into his jeans.

      My fingertips itched. I didn’t know what to touch first. I just knew I had to feel all that lean, hard beauty under my hands.

      He jerked his chin at me. “Come closer.”

      Stepping between his thighs, I smoothed my palms over his shoulders and down his chest to his flat brown nipples, rolling the hard points between my thumbs and index fingers.

      His breath hissed in. He reached for me, but I batted his hands away.

      “Gimme a minute here.”

      He arched a peaked eyebrow but brought his hands back to the mattress. I walked my fingers down his abs to his crotch and cupped him. He was hard and so hot I felt the heat through his jeans.

      I undid the metal button and eased down his zipper. His cock strained against his boxer briefs, the tip almost poking out of the waistband.

      I dropped to my knees on the rug for a closer look. I slid a finger up and down his hard length, then put my mouth on the soft black cotton and blew a warm stream of air through the fabric.

      His dick jumped, and he released a harsh exhale. So I did it again.

      He caught my chin in his hand. “Suck me.”

      “Um-hmm,” I said against the material, drawing the sound out so he’d feel the vibration.

      “Now, Mila.” He spoke like a man used to being obeyed. Low and firm. I don’t know why that turned me on, but it did.

      I worked the waistband of his boxers down until his erection sprang free, long and flushed and curved toward his stomach.

      I licked my way up from the base, tonguing the smooth skin and purplish veins, until I reached the darker, rounded head. It spurted precum, and I spread the slickness around the top with my thumb.

      Gabriel’s fingers dug into the mattress. His eyes glittered at me like the fire at the center of an emerald. I wrapped my hand around the base of his cock, and he threaded his fingers through my hair.

      I opened my mouth.

      “That’s it.” A dark murmur. “Take it into your mouth.”

      I eagerly obeyed, sucking him hard while he guided my head up and down, showing me what he wanted. He started to talk: raw, husky praise. Telling me I was a good girl, and he was going to fuck my pussy so hard.

      I moaned around his erection and he let go of my hair with one hand to reach down and pinch my nipple. “Take me deeper.”

      I hummed an assent and took him into the pocket of my cheek, wanting him to come. Loving that I could do this for him.

      His balls drew up tight, and he thrust into me, short and controlled. He slipped deeper down my throat, and I took his length, even though it was difficult. For him, I wanted to do it.

      He seemed to sense it was too much. “That’s enough.” He tugged at my hair. “It feels so damn good, but I want to be inside you.”

      I released him and he drew me to my feet. Cupping my nape, he gave me a soft, open-mouthed kiss before guiding me onto the mattress.

      I moved to the center of the bed and sat cross-legged as he removed the rest of his clothes. He snagged a couple of condoms from his wallet and dropped them on the nightstand, then crawled onto the mattress, graceful as a big cat.

      Taking me by the shoulders, he kissed me, pressing me down until I was on my back. I uncrossed my legs and he knelt between them.

      He ran his hands down my body, slow and mindful, like he wanted to memorize every inch of me.

      Toying with my breasts.

      Shaping my hips.

      Grazing his knuckles over the dark triangle of hair at the apex of my thighs.

      When he reached my lower legs, he picked up my right foot and traced the instep with his tongue, then sucked on my big toe, and holy crap, that felt good, like he’d tugged on a direct line from my toe to my sex.

      I dug my nails into the sheets and threw my head back. He stroked my big toe with his tongue, then moved on to my other toes. Shivers of delight shot up my spine with each suck. Setting that foot on the mattress, he repeated the sensual play on the other before crawling back up my body, dropping kisses as he came.

      My calf, the soft skin behind my knees, my inner thighs.

      His fingers dipped between my splayed legs, slicking my wetness over my clit. He pursed his mouth and blew on it in imitation of what I’d done to him.

      Then he sucked the little bundle of nerves into his mouth and my hips jerked up. I practically levitated from the bed.

      His hands came to my thighs, pressing me down so he could continue. I grabbed for his head, needing to hang onto something. He toyed with my swollen, sensitized flesh until I gripped his shoulders, trying to drag him up to me.

      “Please,” I begged. “I need you.”

      Giving me a last lick, he crawled on top of me and kissed me on the mouth. I tasted myself on him, our two scents intermingled.

      He rolled on a condom and knelt between my legs, scraping a heated look down my body. Like I was a goddess and he was the god who’d come to claim me.

      Taking my wrists, he drew my arms over my head so I was stretched out beneath him, breasts lifted to him like an offering. He crossed my right hand over the left, saying, “Keep them there.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      He released me and pinched my nipples into hardness. “So beautiful.” He stroked a finger down my throat. “I can hear your blood pulsing. I shouldn’t…”

      Above my head, I curled my fingers into my palms. Aroused and nervous in equal parts. “It’s okay. I want this. I want everything.”

      “Fuck, Mila.” A blue line flared around the outside of his irises, a glowing contrast to the green. “You shouldn’t say things like that.”

      I stared into his eyes, ensnared. My tongue felt thick, my limbs heavy.

      “I mean it,” I managed to say.

      His eyelashes came down, concealing his gaze, releasing me from whatever spell had settled over me. His mouth touched the spot on my throat where his finger had been.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      I moistened my lips. “It feels good, doesn’t it? That’s what people say, anyway.” A vampire’s kiss, they called it.

      Gabriel was stretched out over my body now, his erection brushing my stomach. Something touched my throat, something sharp. He’d extended his fangs. They scraped over my skin.

      I shuddered and tightened my thighs around his hips.

      He kissed the small wound he’d made. “The thralls say it makes sex really hot, that it’s the best high. There are chemicals in our saliva that hit your blood like an aphrodisiac.”

      I swallowed. Intrigued, but cautious. “Yeah?”

      He must’ve sensed my hesitation, because he pulled back, kneeling upright between my legs, hands still caressing my hips like he couldn’t stop touching me.

      “I won’t drink from you, Mila. I just want a taste.”

      I propped myself on my forearms, and he skimmed a hand up my throat, stroking my pulse with his thumb.

      “It won’t make me addicted or anything?” I asked.

      “No.” His mouth tightened. “Blood addicts are the vampire’s fault—when they drink too much, too often. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      His thumb continued its hypnotic stroking on my throat. I turned my head and kissed his wrist—and made up my mind. Because he clearly wanted—badly—to drink my blood, but was still willing to let it be my choice.

      We both knew he could take it from me without asking. And I suspected I wouldn’t even mind, if it felt as good as he said.

      That he was allowing me to choose, and now, before things went any further, felt special.

      “Do it,” I said. “I trust you.”

      A wolfish hunger flashed over his face. He breathed my name, his hand tightening carefully on my throat.

      I combed my fingers through his hair and he rubbed his lips over mine. “Just a taste,” he said, more to himself than me, like he wanted to make sure he remembered.

      The hand on my throat moved to my breast, cupping and squeezing it, the thumb rasping over my aroused nipple.

      Goose bumps pebbled my skin. “I trust you,” I repeated.

      He made a rough, animal sound low in his throat. Interlacing his fingers through mine, he stretched my arms above my head and brought his mouth to mine. Our tongues tangled and I rocked my pelvis up. His erection slid between my legs, brushing over the sensitive flesh and sending a burst of sensation into the base of my spine.

      I gasped and dragged my mouth from his. Reaching down, he brought the tip to my opening, then brought his hand back to mine. His hips nudged mine, back and forth, entering a little at a time, until he was deep inside, his lower body pressing mine to the mattress.

      I felt captured, taken. Stretched out beneath him, dominated by his strength, as he fucked me with slow, easy strokes.

      He nipped the side of my neck. “Remember what I said about making you scream?”

      My mouth dried. “Yeah.”

      He stroked into me and rotated his hips, stimulating my clit. “This is just the start.”

      I twined my legs around his lean hips. “Game on,” I said, but this time it came out kind of ragged.

      His smile was dark. “Oh, this isn’t a game,” he purred.

      He kept thrusting, hard, leisurely strokes, until I was gasping beneath him. So close to climaxing, but not quite there.

      I squirmed under him. Aching for him. Needing to be filled.

      He pressed me down with his hips, seeming to sense that I needed a firmer touch.

      He was breathing harder now. His teeth scraped over my throat again and it felt so erotic, like he was touching a secret, vulnerable place. One that only he could satisfy.

      My breath rasped in. I tightened my inner muscles around him. “God, that feels good.”

      A sexy rumble. He took my chin, tilting my head up and to the side.

      Hot thrills shot over my body. I wanted this, but I was nervous all the same. The mixture made me breathless, excited, like that weightless moment on a roller coaster when you reach the crest and are about to whoosh down the other side.

      “It may hurt,” he murmured. “But only a little, and only at first.”

      Then his fangs pressed deeper, deep enough to draw blood, but just a few drops. He licked them from my neck.

      And he was right, it only hurt for a few seconds, and then the pain turned to pleasure. A dark, sweet, incredible pleasure.

      The chemicals he talked about swirled through me. He thrust into me, hard and fast, and I cried out, stunned and exhilarated. The roller coaster swooped down the other side, me on it.

      He released my chin but kept hold of my hands, his other forearm next to my head, his body pinning mine to the mattress.

      I fought to free my hands, wanting to touch him. Needing to touch him.

      But he wouldn’t release my hands, and somehow his controlling me heightened the sensations. I threw back my head, digging my heels into his thighs, begging and pleading with him as my body began to tighten.

      He let go of my hands so he could plank his upper body over mine and thrust harder. I skated my palms over the hard muscles of his chest, scraping my nails over his nipples.

      His pupils had darkened and expanded until the green was just a thin line encircled by neon blue. His fangs were still visible, sharp and white.

      Darkness shivered through me, sharpening the pleasure. The aphrodisiac—or whatever it was—was still a potent chemical in my veins.

      He slowed his thrusts, rolling his hips so the base of his dick pressed against the perfect spot.

      My eyes rolled back in my head and my hips bucked as I came in an explosive climax, my inner muscles convulsing around Gabriel’s hard length.

      And yeah, I screamed. And moaned. And babbled.

      “More,” and “please,” and “yesyesyes.”

      Gabriel plunged into me, faster and harder now, until I was sobbing with pleasure.

      It was like I’d ridden that roller coaster into outer space and circled the moon. When I finally came back to Earth, thighs trembling, chest jerking as my lungs fought for oxygen, he lowered onto his forearms and buried his face in my throat.

      He gave a few last hard strokes, then stilled and groaned out something that sounded like Mine, his dick jerking in me. Then he lowered himself to his forearms and stayed there, heart pounding against my breasts, while I stroked the soft hairs at the base of his neck.

      We lay there for a minute, maybe two.

      That fantasy castle I’d built refused to stay rubble. It rebuilt itself, rock by rock, dream by dream.

      In the dream, I really was Gabriel’s, and this thing between us lasted longer than the summer.

      Maybe even forever.

      He still hadn’t said he loved me. And I wondered if he ever would, especially now I knew who he really was.

      But we’d cleared the air, and that was a start, wasn’t it? And who said Gabriel couldn’t fall for me as hard as I’d fallen for him?

      Sometimes, after all, Cinderella did get the prince.
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          GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      Tomas pulled up a chair next to my father’s. The two men regarded me from across Father’s polished desk.

      Tomas spoke first. “We have the job for you.”

      We were in Father’s office at the syndicate’s New York headquarters, three floors beneath a Greenwich Village brownstone and behind multiple layers of security. The room was large and elegant but low-key, the lair of a man with nothing to prove: dark blue walls, dignified mahogany-and-leather furniture, framed oil paintings, a Persian carpet. The only personal touches were a family photo and the box of Cuban cigars on the desk.

      I straightened and looked between the two of them. Something about their expressions said this assignment might be different from my usual tasks. “Yes?”

      Father took over. “Someone is skimming money from our New Orleans casino. We believe it’s a soldier—Elijah Johnson.”

      I raised a brow. Johnson was a dhampir who’d joined the syndicate before I was born.

      “And we want you to handle it,” said Tomas.

      I leaned forward. Finally, a chance to prove myself. “You have evidence?”

      “Yes,” my father said. “A video, deposits that don’t match the take, and an offshore bank account with more money than Johnson could’ve possibly accumulated. The man’s a lying, cheating sonuvabitch. We want you to go down there, get Johnson alone, and confront him with what we have. He’s a personal friend of the Louisiana kapitán—Andre Redbone. I want to be able to tell Redbone we were absolutely certain of his guilt.”

      Excitement sparked in me. “And if he’s guilty?”

      “Take care of it.” With a grin, Tomas drew a thick finger across his throat. “You think you can handle it?”

      “Of course.” I calmly met his dirty-yellow eyes. “You trained me yourself.”

      “It’s about time you were a “made” man,” Father added. “You’re what—twenty-six?”

      When I nodded, he said, “Talk to Tomas when we’re done here. He’ll go over the evidence with you. Now, if you’ll leave us?” he told his lieutenant. “I have something to discuss with Gabriel.”

      The big blond man rose. “I will wait in my office,” he told me, and left, pulling the door behind him.

      Father leaned back in his leather armchair, fingers templed, regarding me from beneath hooded lids.

      “I’ve got this,” I said. This job was the chance I’d been waiting for. No way in Hades was I letting him take it away from me. “Don’t worry.”

      “That’s not what I’m concerned about.”

      “Oh?”

      “No. It’s about this human you’ve taken as a thrall. Camila Vittore.”

      Alarm spiked up my vertebrae. I smoothed out my expression, kept my breath even. Father couldn’t sense my apprehension—we can only sense human emotions—but he could detect physical responses such as faster inhalations and an increased heart rate.

      I’d been seeing Mila for a little over a year now, whenever I could get to Maryland. I hadn’t told anyone about her except Zaq and Rafe, and not even they knew how much she meant to me.

      I’d made a bargain with myself. If I wouldn’t give her up, then I’d protect her from the syndicate. From vampires like Hanz Weber and Tomas Mraz, who looked on humans as little more than pets. Jealous thralls. My father.

      Especially my father.

      Not that I’d believed he hadn’t found out about her by now. After all, my security team were all syndicate members, and he was their primus. But he’d never cared before about who I fucked.

      “What about her?” I asked. “And she’s not a thrall. She’s a…friend.”

      “So you don’t feed from her.”

      “No.” Except for a taste now and then when I can’t control myself.

      “A friend.” Father tapped his templed fingers to his lips. “Pardon me if I don’t believe that.”

      “No?”

      “Cut the crap,” he said in Slovak, a phrase he’d used often enough for me to learn. “I want the truth.” He switched back to English. “Is it serious?”

      More alarm shot through me.

      Deflect. Evade. Just keep him the hell away from Mila.

      “I have things under control.” I met his cool stare with one of my own. “I promise you, she’s not a problem.”

      “The fact that she’s a human is a problem.”

      “Are you really going to play that card?”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “I know, your mother was a human when I claimed her as my mate. But you’re not a pureblood.”

      I stiffened. And whose fault was that, Father?

      “The syndicate expects my heirs to mate with purebloods,” he added. “Especially you.”

      “Who said I was going to mate her?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, like speaking them somehow betrayed Mila. “I know what’s expected of me.”

      An inhuman blue fire flared to life around the outside of his irises. My mouth dried. I loved my father, but that didn’t mean I was blind to his ruthless side.

      “You trust her?”

      “Yes. I ran a check on her the night we met.”

      “How deep did you go?”

      “Deep enough.” I scrutinized him. “This isn’t just about Camila, is it? Something’s got you on edge.”

      A nod. “It’s Slayers, Inc. They’re acting outside the agreed-upon limits. They took out one of Rurik Paley’s enforcers, and I know for a fact she wasn’t blood mad.”

      I blinked. The syndicates and the slayers had an unwritten truce. We tolerated SI operating in the shadows, and in return they culled the blood-mad vampires for us, the ones who had lost all semblance of humanity and had to be put down for everyone’s safety.

      “You have proof?” I asked.

      Father’s lean face sharpened into something that would’ve sent even a hardened slayer scurrying for safety. “Right now, it’s little more than whispers. But if I’m correct, they’ve gone rogue. They’re staking us for money and power now, and that can’t be allowed.”

      “Hell.”

      The truce between the syndicates and SI might be unwritten, but both sides had honored for decades. Father had a right to be concerned.

      “Well,” I said, “I can promise you, Camila Vittore is not a slayer. She’s too honest, too…good. A goddamn tree hugger. The woman can barely bring herself to crush an ant. There’s no way in hell she’s involved in this.”

      “Perhaps that’s what she wants you to think. My investigators say they can’t read her. That she’s one of those rare humans who are blanks to us.”

      So he’d had her investigated. Of course he had.

      My molars clamped together. Syndicate vampires had been observing Mila, following her around, digging into her life and that of her family.

      Because of me.

      And the fact that Father had done it behind my back made me want to smash something.

      On my thighs, my fingers curled into fists. I smoothed them out.

      “That doesn’t make her a slayer. You think I’m so easy to fool? She can’t hide her autonomic nervous system responses, and I’m telling you, she’s as straightforward as they come. She hides nothing from me. Besides, I’ve been seeing her for over a year now. If she was an undercover slayer, why hasn’t she made a move yet?”

      Father gave a noncommittal grunt.

      “Not everyone has a hidden agenda,” I added.

      He glanced at the photo on his desk, the one with me and my brothers as teenagers, crowded in around Mom. Father was in it too, his expression aloof, like he wasn’t sure how he’d come to be part of this group, but he had a possessive arm around my pretty dark-haired mom.

      When he looked back at me, the fire in his eyes had banked. “Maybe you’re right. Your mother was like that. Although her, I could read.”

      “I know I’m right.” And it was time to change the subject. “But this thing with SI. What are you doing about it?”

      “I have people gathering intel. But to act, I need proof. I’m starting to believe SI isn’t working alone.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “That they could be working with other syndicates, maybe even some powerful humans. They know too much, have access to things they shouldn’t.”

      “You mean a conspiracy?” I cursed, long and low. “That’s war.”

      “That’s right.” His mouth thinned. “But my intel is some of the best on the planet. Those sons of bitches will slip—and I’ll be ready.”

      “I’ll keep an ear out, see what I can discover.”

      He inclined his head. “Be careful. They can suspect nothing until I am ready to move.”

      “Of course. If that’s all…” I made to stand, but he waved me back down.

      “About your woman. Camila. I want to meet her.”

      I lowered myself onto the leather seat again. “That’s not necessary.”

      “I think it is. Invite her to dinner. I’ll let your mother know. Two weeks from Sunday.”

      I felt my vampire flash into my eyes. I didn’t want my father anywhere near Mila. I averted my gaze and pretended to study the carpet’s swirling red-and-gold pattern while I searched for the right words, the ones that would keep him away from her.

      “I know my duty.” When I was sure I had my vampire under control, I lifted my gaze to him. “And when the time comes, I’ll find a mate. A suitable mate. But leave Camila alone. I’d bet my new casino that she’s not a slayer. She didn’t even know who I was when we met—not really. I was the one who chased her. She wasn’t after a syndicate prince or even a rich man. Hell, those are negatives for her.”

      “I still want to meet her. We’ll expect you both at eight o’clock.” He named the date.

      When I still hesitated, his dark eyes narrowed. “That’s not a problem, is it?”

      “No. We’ll be there.”

      “Good.”  He turned to his computer. “When you’re finished with Tomas, send him back in, would you?”
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        * * *

      

      That night, the Ruby had a live band, a trio of thralls playing emo pop: a man with a voice like smoke and sex, and two women singing backup as well as playing guitar and keyboard.

      Vampires love dark, passionate music. And I was vampire enough to love it too.

      Go figure.

      Sometime after midnight, I settled into my customary seat against the wall and raised a finger at the nearest server. Within seconds, a glass and a bottle of blood-wine appeared on the round black table.

      I filled my glass and eyed the available thralls. I’d come here tonight to feed, but not, unfortunately, to fuck.

      I hadn’t fucked a thrall since last summer. For which I deserved a medal, because except for the nights I saw Mila, I was a goddamn monk.

      The woman had messed with my head. I was like a blood-addicted thrall where she was concerned.

      It wasn’t even deliberate. If I was obsessed, it was my fault. She hadn’t set out to sink her hooks into me. She didn’t have to; she just had to be…Mila.

      The trio was singing an INXS song, “Never Tear Us Apart.” Something about how the lovers’ two worlds had collided and now they could never be torn apart.

      The music twined its dark, sensual fingers around my heart. Squeezed.

      My mouth bent into a crooked, self-mocking smile. Maybe in a song, two lovers could forget everything but themselves. In real life, things worked a little different.

      Father was coming around…including me in more decisions, giving me more difficult assignments. And now this job in New Orleans.

      Was keeping Mila worth fucking that up?

      Hell, it might even be a test. That would be just like Father, to test my loyalty to him and the syndicate.

      He wants you to give her up.

      Or did he? He’d invited Mila to dinner. With my mom, for godsake.

      Maybe he wanted to see if I’d stand up for myself. Or maybe he was vetting her—but why? He’d told me straight out I couldn’t mate with a human.

      That’s when the man who’d been raised by a ruthless vampire primus took over, murmuring in my ear like the devil—and no angel perched on my other shoulder to balance him out.

      You don’t have to mate with her, just bind her to you with the blood bond.

      She’d be yours in every way that matters.

      Safe from other vampires—even your father. Protected.

      Treated like a princess.

      The band started another song. Most of the crowd was dancing now, the thralls’ red clothes—a skirt, a dress, a shirt—flowing like flames amid the vampires’ midnight hues. I watched without really seeing them.

      Aware that if Mila accepted my blood bond, the advantages were all on my side.

      As a blood-bonded thrall, she’d be under my protection, for my use only. No one else could touch her.

      She’d be mine, and only mine.

      And only I could break the bond.

      Mila, on the other hand, would have to give up everything. Her family, her friends, her dreams.

      In that moment, I hated myself a little. For letting it come to this.

      Yeah, I supposed Mila could still have her flower farm, but her priority would have to be me, not the farm. I was tired of taking business trips without her, and I couldn’t see myself tolerating it once she’d accepted my blood bond. For one thing, it would make me appear weak, as if my woman ran the show.

      I finished off my wine and poured myself another glass, knowing Mila didn’t want to be a thrall, even a blood-bonded one, and also knowing that if it came down to it, I was going to pressure her to accept my bond anyway.

      When you scraped away the civilized veneer, I was, after all, a predator.
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      “I’m done.” Setting my plate on the picnic blanket, I patted my belly and grinned at Gabriel.

      It was an impossibly beautiful August evening, the kind where you want to memorize every sound and color and texture so you can relive it when winter comes.

      We’d arrived separately, meeting up in a meadow near the A-frame cabin where we’d spent as much time as possible this summer, me bringing the food, Gabriel bringing the drinks.

      To the west, the setting sun painted a shimmering orange line behind the ragged silhouette of the trees at the meadow’s edge. Wildflowers scattered in the grass danced in the breeze—daisies, black-eyed Susan, chicory, Queen Anne’s lace. The air was perfumed with a wild green aroma, and indie pop played on a small Bluetooth speaker.

      “Me too.” Gabriel reclined on his forearms, looking impossibly beautiful himself in boardshorts and a moss-colored T-shirt that made his eyes look even greener. A sexy dark scruff covered his lower face.

      A bittersweet pang made my grin fade. Like he was already a memory, one who belonged with summer and the last wildflowers.

      Summer was almost over. I’d graduated from college and taken a temporary job with a local farmer, but I wouldn’t be in Maryland much longer. I’d applied for internships with various organic flower farms around the country and was waiting to hear back from them. Jeanette had already left to take a job at a Chicago museum.

      Gabriel acted like we’d keep seeing each other, and I suppose we could. He was rich. He could visit me wherever I was.

      For the past year, we’d existed in a kind of bubble. Earlier this summer, I’d finally introduced him to my parents—as a businessman, not a member of a vampire syndicate. It hadn’t gone well. My father had bristled like deep down, he sensed what Gabriel was, and after he’d left, my mom had taken me aside to ask if I was sure I knew what I was doing.

      As for me, I still hadn’t met anyone in his family except Zaq, and that had been just briefly when he’d turned up unexpectedly at the house Gabriel had rented near College Park for his visits to me.

      My Italian nonna always said, Be careful what you wish for because it might come true. I’d wished for my own person, someone special—just not my forever person—and it seemed I’d gotten exactly that.

      And I hated it.

      Hated living at the edges of Gabriel’s life. Hated seeing him only every week or so.

      It was like snacking on crumbs when I wanted the whole cookie.

      More and more, I wondered I should just end it when I left Maryland…even if it did break my heart.

      I rolled my lips in, suddenly on the edge of tears.

      “Mila?” Gabriel’s eyebrows pinched together. “Is something wrong?”

      “Wrong?” I stretched my mouth into a smile and lurched into motion, gathering the dishes. “Not really. Just a little tired, that’s all.”

      I wiped off the dishes and returned them to the cooler, careful to keep my face turned from him. Hoping he wouldn’t push for an answer.

      Because I wasn’t ready to ask the hard questions. Or maybe I wasn’t ready to hear the answers.

      “Mila?” He came up on his hands and leaned to the side so he could see my expression. “You sure you’re okay?”

      I’ll talk to him. I will. Just not…tonight.

      “Yeah.” This time my smile was real. “It’s just been a long day.” And that was the truth.

      One song ended and another came on with a fast, hooky beat. I pulled off my sneakers. “Wanna dance?”

      He settled back onto his forearms. “Not right now. But go ahead.”

      “I think I will.” Jumping to my feet, I trod barefoot into the grass and started rotating my hips and ass, first with my back to him and then facing him.

      He remained where he was, long legs stretched out on the blanket, watching from beneath half-lowered lids. A hot-eyed, broody look that made my abdomen tighten and my nipples harden.

      I closed my eyes and got into it. Pouring my love and longing into a sexy dance just for him.

      The song ended. Heart full, I gathered a handful of daisies and placed them on his stomach. “Here you go. A present.”

      His gaze bounced from the flowers to my face. “A present?”

      “I’ve never given you flowers.”

      His brow creased but his mouth curved, like he was both puzzled and pleased. He twirled a daisy between his finger and thumb. “I don’t think anyone’s ever given me flowers.”

      I touched his hair. “Then I’m sorry I didn’t think of it sooner. You’re so hard to buy things for.”

      I mean, what do you give a man who literally has everything?

      He cupped my calf, a light, possessive touch that sent a thrill skating up my leg. “You don’t have to give me anything.”

      “I know I don’t.” I bent at the waist and rubbed my lips over his. “But I want to.”

      He reached for me, but I evaded him and spun away, taking up my dance again. This time, I did it for me, not Gabriel.

      I danced to forget my wistful mood.

      I danced to imprint this perfect evening on my mind.

      I danced until I was breathless, and then I tipped back my head and turned in a circle, arms wide, braid whipping around my shoulders, watching the twilight sky spin above until I was laughing and stumbling through the high, sweet-smelling grass. When I finally halted, the meadow swung dizzily around me. I planted my feet on the cool ground until the world righted itself.

      Gabriel was seated cross-legged on the blanket, frowning down at the daisies, his dark hair gleaming in the fading light like a raven’s wing.

      I headed back to him. “What’re you doing?”

      “Hang on and I’ll show you,” he said without looking up.

      He worked the last daisy stem into the first, then held it up, scowling at the lopsided circle he’d formed.

      I dug my teeth into my lower lip, trying not to smile. I was pretty sure this was his first attempt at a daisy chain.

      Unfolding his long legs, he came to his feet and placed the chain on my head.

      “For me?” I touched the petals.

      “Yeah.”

      He’d made me a crown of daisies. My chest squeezed. If I wasn’t already stupid in love with the man, I would’ve tumbled down the rabbit hole right then and there.

      His mouth pulled sideways. “It’s not very good.”

      “It’s perfect. I love it.” I smiled into his eyes. “I’m a princess. And you’re my prince.”

      He wrapped his fingers around my nape and tugged me closer. “I’d give you a diamond tiara if you’d let me.”

      “I don’t want a tiara.”

      “Then how about a bracelet or earrings?”

      “Gabriel.” We’d had this discussion before. I liked bling as much as anyone, I supposed, but he wanted to give me things worth thousands of dollars.

      It made me feel dirty. Like I was just another syndicate thrall, paid for with designer clothes and fancy cars and jewelry.

      He stroked my nape. “I know, you feel funny when I buy you things. But I want to. I want to give you fat, one-of-a-kind diamonds and opals and rubies that still won’t be one-tenth as beautiful as you. I want to dress you in silks and cashmeres and the softest cottons. So everyone knows you’re mine.”

      “I love you.” I fisted my hands in his shirt and kissed him.

      To shut him up. To stop myself from caving, because when he talked like this, I went all gooey inside like a damn marshmallow and I had to bite my tongue to stop myself from agreeing to anything he wanted.

      The hand on my nape tightened. His mouth fused to mine, his tongue delving inside, slow and deep.

      Arousal curled through me, wild and sweet as the meadow grass. His other arm came around my back, pulling me against him, his erection hard against my stomach. When he raised his head, we were both a little breathless.

      “You’re so beautiful.” He ran a thumb over my throat, his irises surrounded by a burning sapphire line.

      My sex clenched. I knew what that look meant.

      His fangs had elongated. Fisting my braid, he drew back my head and scraped the points down my throat. An intense, electric pleasure zigzagged down my spine. I gripped his shoulders and dug my toes into the blanket.

      He made a humming sound as he licked the small wounds he’d made. “You taste like a fucking flower. A flower dipped in ginger and honey.”

      “Yeah?” I asked, intent on working a hand between us so I could stroke his erection through the nylon boardshorts.

      I gave him a long, firm caress. He drew a slow inhale and pushed up the hem of my ribbed tank, kneading my breasts through the silky material of my bra.

      He nipped my lower lip. “Take off your shirt.”

      I blinked and glanced from side to side. “Here? Now?” The meadow was empty and we were on private property, but his people would be around somewhere. “What about your security?”

      “Here,” he confirmed. “Now. And don’t worry about my people. They know to stay away.” He slid a finger beneath the cup of my bra, teasing my nipple into hardness, then took a step back. “Are you telling me no?”

      I wordlessly shook my head.

      His eyes hooded. “Take it off then.”

      I obeyed, pulling my tank the rest of the way off. The daisy crown fell, forgotten, to the blanket.

      He moved an imperious finger, eyes smoldering beneath half-lowered lids. “All of it.”

      I removed my bra, aware of him watching.

      Dragging it out to taunt him.

      My shorts and panties followed, the twilight air cool on my skin.

      He pulled me to him for a kiss, his big hand stroking and squeezing my bottom. His other hand wrapped around my braid again, pulling my head back. He bit the cord of my neck, a sharp, pleasure-pain that sent excitement skidding through me.

      He’d never taken more than a tiny sip from me, even though his fangs often elongated during sex. Part of me was grateful, and part of me wondered what I was missing.

      But he kept the vampire part of himself locked down. For my own good, he said.

      Still, sometimes he took a small bite, allowing the chemicals to enter my skin.

      Gabriel kneed my legs open and pushed his fingers between my thighs. Handling me roughly, and yet with a sure control. Two long fingers slid inside me, filling my sex and making me squirm.

      His nostrils flared. “You’re so damn wet. So ready for me.”

      His face was taut with hunger. Way back in his eyes, something predatory sparked and stared back at me.

      The back of my neck prickled. This was the real Gabriel.

      The dark and dangerous syndicate prince.

      And God help me, it drew me like a moth to a flame in the night.

      “Yes.” I grabbed his shoulders. “Please.”

      Keeping his fingers inside me, he rotated the heel of his palm against my swollen clit and nuzzled my throat. He kissed and nipped his way to my ear, circling the outer edge with his tongue, tugging on my hooped earring with his teeth. Seducing me with all the knowledge he’d gained of me and my body in the past thirteen months.

      Dusk settled over the meadow like a hazy purple blanket. In the trees, cicadas buzzed, low and insistent, and a night bird trilled, singing the sun to bed.

      “Tell me what you want.” A growl against my cheek.

      Long fingers stroked my inner walls, while with his other hand, he kept my head tipped back.

      “That.” I rocked against his hand.

      “This?” He pressed the heel of his hand harder against me. A delicious tingle hummed through me.

      I gulped oxygen. “Yes.”

      “Or maybe this?” He eased off, brushing his palm across me in a teasing stroke.

      My breath hitched. “Yes. That, too.”

      “Make up your mind.” His voice held a wicked, laughing edge.

      He removed his fingers from me and lifted his hand. I grabbed his wrist, pressing his palm to my pussy again. “Don’t stop.”

      He ignored me, taking his hand from between my legs.

      “Gabriel,” I said on a groan. “Please.”

      “Hush. You’ll get what you want…when I’m ready.” He bent me over his arm, sucking my aching nipple into his warm, wet mouth.

      Holy cosmic blast, Batman.

      My brain blanked and my knees wobbled.

      I gripped his upper arms as the earth spun around me, my only support the arm like an iron band around my back.

      He moved to my other breast, sucking that nipple too. He pushed his leg between my thighs. The leg of his shorts rode up his thigh, the coarse hair rough against my tender, swollen places. Lighting the sensitive nerve endings.

      I made a high, needy sound and clawed at his shoulders, restless and aroused. Uncaring that I’d mark his skin.

      He caught the nipple between his teeth, just hard enough to pierce the skin. He licked the blood, and a tiny bit of his saliva must have entered my bloodstream, because heat flashed through me and down to my sex.

      I cried out and he slid his hand between my legs again. “Come for me, cher. I want to feel it on my fingers.”

      I ground my pelvis against his fingers, sobbing his name. It wasn’t enough…and then it was too much.

      I started to break. “Gabriel. Ohgod, ohgod, ohgod.”

      More heat. Wave after wave of it.

      Intense. Unrelenting.

      I shattered, calling his name in a low wail that startled the night into silence.

      Gabriel showed no mercy. I was still sucking oxygen when I found myself turned around and bent over, my hands on the coarse bark of a log a few feet from the blanket.

      He stripped off his shorts and stroked his hands over my hips and ass.

      We’d stopped using condoms. I’d gotten on the pill, and Gabriel had said he wasn’t likely to get me pregnant anyway, that vampires and dhampirs almost never had children unless they were mated, and that they weren’t susceptible to human STDs.

      His hand came around my throat, nudging me to lift my head so my back was arched. Cool lips touched the side of my neck.

      “I like it when you scream my name.” He took himself in hand, rubbing the blunt head of his cock over my wet folds.

      My chest heaved. I was still coming down from my first climax, but I knew he’d pull another one from me, even though I’d never been the kind of woman who came twice. Not until Gabriel, anyway.

      He forged inside me, still controlling me by my throat so I was helpless to move.

      “Scream my name, Mila.” He pressed a kiss to the vertebrae between my shoulders, sending fiery sparks cascading over my nerves. “I want to hear it. I want to ruin you for any other man.”

      He pulled out and stroked back inside me. Hard. Perfect.

      Releasing my throat, he dug his fingers into my upper legs and started thrusting in earnest, his thighs smacking against my bottom.

      Pleasure gathered in my lower belly, raw and sweet.

      He slid a hand down my stomach to my mound, cupping me like he owned me while he pounded into my sensitized, needy flesh.

      I groaned and dug my fingers into the log.

      “Say my name,” he gritted. “Beg me to fuck you.”

      And I did as he commanded, helpless to do anything else.

      “Gabriel.” A series of quakes shuddered through me. “Fuck me. Please, please, please…”

      “Mine.” His low groan blended with mine. He put both hands on my hips again, thrusting into me hard and fast for another minute. Then he slowed and pushed deeply inside me, coming with an animal-like grunt. “Mine.”

      The primitive claim—“mine”—vibrated through me like a shock wave. The tiny quakes blended into a single, all-consuming explosion. I convulsed around him, milking his still hard dick, for long moments before collapsing onto my knees, my forearms on the log.

      Gabriel dropped a last kiss on my spine before sinking onto the grass, his back against the log. “C’mere.” He pulled me onto his lap.

      I cuddled up against him, my head against his chest. His heart thumped, slow and hard, beneath my cheek.

      The night resumed its buzzing and humming and rustling. High above us, stars pricked out, fuzzy white dots in the deep blue sky.

      I nuzzled Gabriel’s neck, taking his musky forest scent into my lungs.

      His lips rubbed over the top of my head. “I want you to come to dinner at Black Oak. To meet my parents.”

      My eyes flew open. I pulled back and examined his face, but it was infuriatingly composed, like inviting me to dinner with his mom and dad was no big deal.

      “Why?” I blurted.

      He moved his shoulder in a small shrug. “They invited you.”

      “Why?” I asked again.

      “They know we’ve been seeing each other, and they want to meet you. It’ll just be the four of us,” he added. “Zaq’s out of the country, and Rafe’s not around, either.”

      My breath snagged. Did he mean what I thought he did? A fragile flower of hope budded in my chest.

      “Your mom and dad know we’ve been seeing each other? You told them?”

      “No,” he admitted. “My father found out. I think he’s known all along, actually.”

      The flower shriveled. I let out a breath. A sigh, even though I didn’t mean it to be. “I see.”

      “Mila. I would’ve told them, but I thought we agreed neither of us want this to be…” He lifted his palm in a what-do-you-want-from-me? gesture.

      I slipped from his arms and grabbed blindly for my clothes. Found first my panties, then my bra.

      “Mila?” Gabriel sat up and frowned at me, long-limbed and hard-bodied and clueless as fuck.

      I waited until I had my bra and panties on and had zipped up my shorts before turning to face him, my shirt bunched in my hands. “People change, you know.” I was proud how even my voice remained. “Maybe I want something different now.”

      He examined me. A beat passed, then another. Then he surprised the hell out of me by saying, “Then come to dinner.”

      My jaw slackened. “You want me to meet your mom and dad?”

      “If that’s what you want, then yeah. We can’t go on like this much longer anyway.”

      I startled, and his mouth twisted. “You think I don’t know you’ve been thinking about ending it?” He rose and pulled on his clothes. “You think I don’t want to keep you? You think I don’t fucking hate the idea of you moving away and working long hours at hard physical labor until you’re so tired I feel like an ass for wanting to fuck you instead of tucking you into bed and holding you while you sleep? And that’s when you have time for me, which is only every week or so.”

      “I didn’t know.” I swallowed and let my shirt fall to the ground. “You never said…”

      He was in front of me before I realized he’d moved. He took me by the upper arms, his lips a harsh line.

      “Because I’m trying my damnedest not to be a bastard. You have dreams. I get that. I knew it from the beginning.”

      I opened my mouth. Closed it again.

      He’d been thinking about the end, too. And he clearly didn’t want it any more than I did.

      So, maybe this didn’t have to be the end. Why not meet the Krals? They might even like me. His mom was half-human, wasn’t she?

      I pressed myself against him. He let go of my arms and I wrapped them around his waist.

      “All right. I’ll come to dinner.”

      His arms came around me in an almost punishing hug. “And then we’ll talk.”

      “And then we’ll talk,” I agreed.
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        * * *

      

      I drove myself to Black Oak because Gabriel had just returned from yet another business trip and was taking a private helicopter from New York to his parents’ house. I stopped at the bunker-like stone gatehouse and waited for someone to let me in. Cameras pointed at me from three different directions, and the wrought-iron gate was entwined with fierce-looking black wolves, which Gabriel had told me was the Kral Syndicate mascot.

      A man emerged from the gatehouse dressed in a black uniform with a silver wolf embroidered on the left shirt pocket.

      I rolled down my window. “Hello. I’m expected.”

      The man was blond and good-looking if cold-eyed gunslingers were your jam. But it was the howling wolf tattooed in black on the side of his neck that made my breath suck in.

      My gaze jumped from the tattoo to the guard’s face. He was looking back at me with those cold eyes.

      Gabriel had also told me that the wolf tat was the mark of a Kral “made” man.

      “But you don’t have one,” I’d pointed out.

      Gabriel’s eyes had shuttered. “Yet,” he’d said and changed the subject.

      “Camila Vittore?” the guard asked now.

      “That’s me,” I said with a smile he didn’t return.

      He checked me against a photo on his phone and touched the screen. The gate slid open. “Park in front of the manor, Ms. Vittore. They’re expecting you.”

      “Thank you.” I eased the car past him. The gate glided shut behind me, and I drove slowly through the thick woods that shielded Black Oak Manor from the road.

      Gabriel had been gone ever since that evening in the meadow. Time enough for me to have second thoughts about this dinner.

      I’d called Jeanette in Chicago to talk over the Krals’ invitation with her—I’d finally told her about Gabriel last September when she returned from Philadelphia—and she’d said, “His mom and dad want to vet you.”

      “Gabriel says there’s no agenda, that they just want to meet me.”

      Jeanette snorted. I could just picture her shaking her head, her short dark hair bouncing in emphasis.

      “Of course there’s an agenda. They’re rich and you’re not. They want to vet you. Decide if you’re good enough for their precious eldest son.”

      “Yeah.” I heaved a sigh. “I guess you’re right.”

      “And you are, damn it,” Jeanette hurried to say. “You’re good enough for anyone, rich or not. Do not let them mess with your head, okay?”

      I gave a firm nod, even though she couldn’t see it. “Okay.”

      “I mean it.”

      “And I hear you.”

      “Then remember it.”

      “I will.”

      “All righty, then. So what are you going to wear?”

      My gaze went to my closet. “I found the perfect dress. Black, no sleeves, and a cute little pleated skirt.”

      “Ooh, I like it already. Why haven’t you sent me a pic?”

      “Sending it right now…”

      But when we’d ended the call, I sank onto my bed, an arm over my eyes. Because Jeanette didn’t know the whole of it, that Gabriel was a dhampir—a syndicate prince, for godsake. I’d kept my word to Gabriel and hadn’t told anyone, even her. That was probably a good thing, because if Jeanette ever found out the truth, there was a good chance she’d stage an intervention to save me from myself.

      Gabriel’s father mated with a human. Why would he care that you’re a human?

      But Rosemarie was a dhampir now, according to Gabriel. Would they expect me to turn into a dhampir, too? Grow fangs and drink blood?

      The idea turned my stomach, to be honest.

      And how was that even possible, to turn a human into a dhampir?

      I emerged from the trees to see the mansion on a rise above me, its gray granite façade somehow grim, unwelcoming. Tonight, not even the fanciful white trim and the lights glowing in the windows could make it appear like anything but a fortress, the dwelling of a powerful vampire.

      My throat closed. My fingers tightened on the wheel.

      What in the name of all that was holy was I doing here?

      I took a deep breath and thought of Gabriel.

      It’s just dinner. You can do this.

      I followed the half circle that fronted Gabriel’s childhood home and stopped near the front door. As I turned off the ignition, Gabriel jogged down the steps, gorgeous in a dark blue suit, his lean face freshly shaved.

      “Hello, beautiful.” He opened my door and leaned in to kiss me.

      I gave him a hard, one-armed hug. “Hello.”

      He helped me out of the car, telling me to leave the keys in the ignition, that someone would park it for me. He started to go inside, but I stopped him.

      “Hey.” I lifted onto my toes to give him another kiss, this one with some tongue. “I missed you.”

      He smiled into my eyes. “I missed you, too.” He touched my cheek, then pulled back to look at me. “You look beautiful.”

      “You think so?” I glowed up at him, glad I’d spent the money on the black dress, even though he’d told me not to bother, that his parents wouldn’t care.

      “Yeah. That pleated skirt is hot as hell.” He wrapped my braid around his fist and tugged me to him for another kiss. “You look prettier every time I see you,” he said, and swept me up the steps and onto the wrap-around porch.

      As we reached the door, it was opened by another man in a black uniform, who’d come around the side of the house to stand on the porch. Gabriel acknowledged him with a nod but didn’t introduce us.

      We were in a circular foyer, all gleaming wood and creamy veined-marble, with a long hall that ended in a staircase that spiraled up to the second floor. Above us glittered a teardrop-shaped crystal chandelier, and a half-moon table was snugged up to the front wall, its marble surface topped with three inky vases of varying heights, each with a single purple calla lily. An antique grandfather clock ticked to my left, and a Gothic wood hutch on the right displayed glassware and paper-thin china.

      Rosemarie Kral descended the spiral staircase in a red shift that played up her dark hair and golden skin and probably cost a gazillion bucks. She looked more like Gabriel’s older sister than his mom.

      His chic, beautiful older sister.

      My already-nervous stomach tightened another notch. The glow from Gabriel’s obvious admiration of my black dress faded. I felt young and awkward, and very aware that my new—and expensive—dress had cost only a fraction of what she must’ve paid for hers.

      But Rosemarie didn’t seem to care. As she reached the bottom of the stairs, a warm smile lit her striking face. She hurried toward us, heels clicking on the marble tiles.

      “Camila!” She took my hands and squeezed them. “It’s so good to meet you.”

      My tension eased. I smiled back. “And you, Mrs. Kral.”

      “Please, call me Rosemarie,” she said, releasing my hands.

      “Rosemarie,” I agreed.

      She turned to Gabriel and pulled him into a hug, while I looked on, smiling.

      I never saw Gabriel’s father enter the foyer. He simply appeared, silent as a shadow. I turned to find him watching me with cool ebony eyes.

      My heart jumped into my throat. I’d thought I was prepared to meet a vampire, but the reality was more potent than I’d expected.

      Karoly Kral looked human, lean and black-haired, with the same peaked brows as Gabriel. But he was too beautiful, his face like a sculpture, his skin too smooth and with a faint shimmer to it.

      He both drew and repelled me.

      A shiver crawled up my spine, a shiver I tried hard to suppress, but he noticed, all right. His black lashes flickered, and I gave a hard swallow.

      Gabriel moved from his mother’s side and curved a protective arm around my waist. “Father. I’d like you to meet Camila Vittore.”

      Karoly gave a small smile and took my hand in long, cool fingers, saying, “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” in Slovak-tinged English.

      I shook his hand and released it. “And you, my lord.”

      He inclined his head.

      Gabriel winked down at me, and our gazes caught. My smile widened, and from the corner of my eye, I saw his parents exchange a look. Nerves rippled over my skin. I had the distinct sensation that Gabriel and I had confirmed something for them, something they weren’t happy about.

      We stood around talking for a few minutes, then Karoly set cool fingertips on my back and steered me into the living room.

      The Gothic theme was even stronger here, like something out of a movie. Victorian furniture, heavy velvet curtains, ornate mirrors. On the walls, frosted glass sconces lifted amber and pearl petals like glowing flowers.

      I loved it. It should’ve been over the top, but it was so obviously the real thing, it worked. Real antiques; real velvet and leather and wood; real flowers in the red Chinese vases.

      Karoly’s voice pulled me from bemused contemplation of an oil painting of a man in 1800s clothing, who, if I wasn’t mistaken, was Karoly himself. “What would you like to drink, Camila?”

      “Just water, please.” I’d decided not to drink any alcohol. I was kind of a lightweight, and I didn’t want to embarrass myself.

      He lifted one of those peaked brows so like Gabriel’s. “That’s all?”

      I took in the ornate fruitwood bar and its array of liquor, juice and other drink fixings. “A sparkling water—with a slice of lemon, please.”

      Karoly prepared it for me himself. “So,” he said, handing me the glass, “Gabriel tells us you study the business of agriculture.”

      “Yes. Actually, I graduated in May. I’m working at a farm this summer while I apply for internships. The same farm where I’ve worked the past couple of years. This year, they let me plant a quarter-acre of flowers. I arrange it into bouquets and we sell them at the farmstand. We sell out pretty much every day.”

      I halted and sipped my water. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t talk too much, at least not about farming.

      “Interesting.” Karoly regarded me like I was a curiosity, someone he couldn’t quite figure out. I had the impression that was unusual for him. I just hoped that would work in my favor.

      “After dinner,” Rosemarie said, “I’ll have to take you around my garden.”

      I turned to her with relief. “I’d like that.”

      We made polite conversation for another few minutes until a woman in a plain blue dress appeared in the doorway and nodded at Rosemarie.

      “We’ll be right there,” Gabriel’s mother said, and turned back to us. “Dinner’s ready.”

      The dining room was several rooms away. We formed a short parade, with Rosemarie at the head, then me, and Gabriel and his father bringing up the rear—out of the salon, through what looked like a family room (it was less formal and had large-screen TV), and down a hall to an intimate little dining room lit by a delicate black-crystal chandelier.

      This was my favorite room yet. Beaded fruitwood panels encircled the room’s lower half, and the upper half was covered in red wallpaper printed with lush green tropical foliage. The oval table was set with vintage china, the centerpiece the dark red roses I’d admired that first night in Rosemarie’s garden.

      Gabriel pulled out my chair and I seated myself. Karoly had turned to speak to ask a server for some wine, and his mom was busy with the woman in the blue dress, who I assumed was the housekeeper.

      Gabriel touched his lips to my neck. “You’re doing great,” he said in an undertone. “Just be yourself, and I know they’ll like you.”

      “You really think so?” I whispered back.

      He winked and squeezed my shoulder.

      The food was amaze-balls: tiny crabcakes to start, followed by fresh greens topped with slivers of chicken, and a steak slathered with grilled mushrooms and onions. Dessert was peach pie still warm from the oven served with homemade ice cream. Karoly didn’t eat, of course, but he sipped red wine, and at the end of the dinner, when the housekeeper brought in a plate of homemade chocolates, he took one and ate it slowly and with obvious enjoyment.

      The conversation wasn’t so amazing. In fact, it was downright stilted. I answered any questions the Krals put to me, and even tried to ask a few of my own, but I was too tense to speak naturally.

      I mean honestly, what do you ask a centuries-old vampire? Especially a remote, chilly-eyed primus? The Kral Syndicate was off limits; Gabriel had warned me not to talk about it. Not that I would’ve gone there anyway.

      Karoly didn’t speak much. Just watched me with those unnerving dark eyes

      Rosemarie and I found a common ground in talking about our families. I told her about my mom and dad and Joey, and she shared a couple of funny stories about Gabriel and his brothers.

      I knew from Gabriel that his mom had grown up in New Orleans. According to him, they were practically royalty, one of those rich old French-Creole families who’d lived there for hundreds of years and knew everyone. Now she described the parties they threw every year during Mardi Gras.

      “Everyone’s invited,” she said. “Usually the whole block comes, and all of our friends.”

      “That sounds fun.” My gaze slid toward Gabriel. He hadn’t invited me to New Orleans for Mardi Gras with his family that spring.

      He hadn’t even told me about it.

      Somehow, that hit me hard, maybe because I already felt awkward and out of place.

      It didn’t bother me so much that Gabriel hadn’t invited me—I knew he wanted to keep me separate from his public self. What bothered me was that he hadn’t even told me he was going, that he’d let me assume he was on another business trip.

      I dabbed my mouth with the cloth napkin and smiled at Rosemarie.

      The evening crawled to a close. By then it was obvious to everyone present—except, possibly, Gabriel himself—that a wannabe farmer fit into his world like a dandelion in a vase of glossy white lilies.

      I thanked his parents for having me, made an excuse to Rosemarie about seeing her garden some other time, and made a beeline for the door.

      Karoly had pulled Gabriel aside to murmur in his ear. I gave him a little wave and hurried outside. The man in the uniform stood on the porch, a little ways off in the shadow thrown by the setting sun. I looked wildly around for my car, but it was nowhere to be seen.

      “Can I help you, miss?” asked the uniformed man.

      I bobbed my head. “Could you have them bring my car around, please?”

      “Of course.” He pulled out his phone and a minute later, my Honda arrived.

      Gabriel strode out of the house as I reached the car. “Mila, wait.”

      With a muttered curse, I took my hand from the door handle. “Yes?”

      He came up beside me and, with a look at the man on the porch, dropped his voice. “We need to talk.”

      I jerked my chin without looking at him.

      “Tonight.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him drag a hand through his hair. “No, wait. I have to leave again. Something for Father.”

      “Okay, sure.” I raised my gaze to his face but didn’t meet his eyes. Instead, I stared at his nose. “Give me a call or something.”

      To be honest, I wasn’t sorry he was busy. I needed time away from him to think.

      I turned back to my car and reached for the handle again. Gabriel’s hand closed over mine.

      “I’ll be back in two nights. Meet me at the cabin, okay? Tuesday, nine o’clock.”

      I heaved a breath. “I don’t know, Gabriel.”

      “Meet me.” He gripped my chin. “I want your promise.”

      “Fine.” I made myself meet his eyes. We might as well have this out. “I’ll be there.”

      “Tuesday,” he repeated. “Nine o’clock.”

      I nodded and, as soon as he released me, yanked open my door and slid inside my car.

      Gabriel put a hand on the door so I couldn’t close it, and leaned inside, his mouth hard. “Be there, Mila. You won’t like the consequences if you aren’t.”

      My fingers curled around the steering wheel. “Are you threatening me?”

      He blew out a breath but backed off a few inches. “Just be there, okay?”

      “I said I would be, didn’t I?”

      “All right then.” He shut the door and stepped back, handsome face set.

      Hot tears filled my eyes as I drove down the long, winding driveway. The delicious meal weighed in my stomach like lead.

      If this was a test, I’d earned a “C.”

      A sliver of anger worked its way into my chest. I swiped the tears away. Because damn it, what was wrong with me?

      So I wasn’t rich.

      So I wasn’t fucking vampire royalty—or even human royalty, for that matter.

      But I loved Gabriel for who he was, not for his money or connections. And that should count for something, shouldn’t it?
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