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    Dedication




    To my children:


    My longing for you inspired this book,


    and being your mother has taught me more


    about what it means to love


    than I ever thought possible..


  




  

    Chapter 1




    SUNLIGHT FILTERED THROUGH the coastal fog, falling soft and gray onto Lena’s page. She closed her book and curled up on the sofa, which sat beneath a picture window facing the churning ocean. With her eyes shut, she pondered the poem, mentally rotating the possible meanings of phrases until they fit together like pieces of a puzzle. She hadn’t even known she liked poetry. Browsing through Kos’s library in luxurious solitude, she was in heaven, the couch her fluffy cloud. She never had to go back to the Kaštel Estate, never again had to face Andre’s rejection.




    He’d never really wanted her, and she’d been a fool to hang on to hope for so long. Shame burned across her cheeks, but it didn’t matter. In fact, maybe she should thank him for kicking her out. It was the wake-up call she’d needed. She would find a new vampire to work for, begin a new life, and finally find what she was looking for.




    In the meantime, she would enjoy Kos’s house, and his books. She snuggled deeper into the sofa, sighing with contentment.




    A knock on the door roused her.




    Kos would have called before returning, and his house was hidden far from the highway. She shivered, and fear rolled over her in a slow wave. No one lived nearby, and the once-luxurious solitude suddenly turned creepy.




    She peered through the eyehole. A man in a Highway Patrol uniform stood at the door.




    He pounded on the door again. “Hello! I can hear someone in there. I’m Officer Nash from the Highway Patrol. Please open the door.”




    No patrol car was visible in the drive, and sunglasses hid his eyes. Would they be the golden color of a Hunter’s?




    Maybe she was over-reacting, Hunters were only human, after all. But they were ruthless when it came to women like her. Blood servants were the Hunters’ favorite playthings. She hurried to the phone and dialed 9-1-1 anyway. It was better to play it safe. The loud drum of her heart made it difficult to hear the ringing on the line. She peered out the windows for signs of danger. The deck off the back of the house overhung the cliff—no one could reach it from the yard. But outside the kitchen window she spied another man in a police uniform lurking in the tall shrubs.




    “9-1-1,” droned the dispatcher, her voice official and nasal. “What’s your emergency?”




    “Two men in Highway Patrol uniforms are at my house, but they look suspicious and I don’t see their patrol car. Can you please confirm their identity with their dispatcher before I open the door?”




    “That’s unusual. Let me check.”




    The man on the side of the house poured clear liquid from a red plastic gas can. At the front door, the other banged louder, demanding to be let in.




    Her heart boomed in her chest, as much with anger at the dispatcher as with fear. “One of them is pouring gasoline around the house. He is not an officer. Send the real police. Now.”




    The dispatcher paused for only a second. “Ma’am, what is your address?”




    “I’m on Highway One, five miles north of Jenner. West side of the highway.” Frantically, she searched Kos’s desk for a piece of mail with an actual street number on it, and when she found it, she read it to the woman on the line.




    “There’s a sheriff’s deputy about ten minutes away, ma’am. Stay on the line.”




    “Okay.” Lena nodded, even though the dispatcher couldn’t see her.




    The Hunter shouted at the closed door. “Come out, lady. Or we’ll burn the house down with you inside.”




    Anger overrode her instructions to stay on the line. She slammed the phone down and jogged to the door. “Hey, asshole, the real cops are coming. They won’t take kindly to you borrowing their uniforms!” Lena hurried back to the desk and picked up the phone. “I’m back.”




    The dispatcher sighed with relief. “Have they ignited the gasoline, ma’am?”




    “It’s not catching. The wind keeps blowing their lighters out.” Lena could barely breathe; she stood frozen at the window.




    “Good.” The dispatcher’s word rang hollow and hopeless.




    Time slowed down as the man’s lighter blew out over and over again. If he only bent down, he could catch the gasoline covered grasses instantly. But, to her astonishment, he didn’t. She waited, chewing her cheek until she tasted blood. Finally, the other Hunter—surely that was who they were—shouted for him to give up, and they fled into the trees.




    Sirens heralded the arrival of the deputy. Lena opened the door to him before collapsing onto the couch.




    She recounted what had happened, and the young officer leaned his hip against the dining room table, scratching his chin. “Ma’am, the sheriff’s department isn’t equipped to patrol out here regularly. We just happened to be nearby. You shouldn’t stay here alone. Is there somewhere we can take you?”




    Emptiness carved out a pit in her stomach. She had nowhere to go, shy of the two-hour drive to San Francisco. She could hardly impose on the deputy for such a long trip. And, since moving to Andre’s, she’d grown apart from her friends in the city. There was only one person to call—the one who had already shown her great kindness by rescuing her from Andre and sheltering her in his home—Kos.




    “Let me call a friend. He’ll come pick me up.”
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    Kos pulled his car into the driveway of his house too fast, and the tires kicked up gravel into his wheel wells. A Sonoma County Sheriff’s Department patrol car was parked near the door. He leaned close to the car and sniffed—real cops, not Hunters. Lucky for them. But the elemental scent of Hunter lingered. They hadn’t been gone long.




    White against the darkening sky, the fog hovered close to the roof of the house, muffling the sound of waves crashing against the cliffs below. The scene was so peaceful it was hard to believe they’d tried to burn his house down with Lena inside only an hour ago.




    When one of the uniformed officers opened the door, Kos plastered on his I-know-how-to-deal-with-cops smile.




    “You her friend?” The cop’s efficient gaze traveled over Kos.




    “Yes, officer.” Kos extended his hand. “Kosjenic Maras. This is my house. Thank you for keeping her safe. Is she all right?”




    The deputy had a good, firm handshake. “She’s fine. The dispatcher thought the call was a crank, or a nut job, when Lena…” He flipped open a notepad. “Ms. Isaakson said two men in Highway Patrol Uniforms were trying to light the house on fire. But Lena insisted rather forcefully, and the dispatcher sent us over.”




    Kos spun to survey the tree line. “Any sign of the men?”




    “Afraid not.” The young man tapped his notepad on his thigh. “They pulled away in front of us, and we stopped to check on the victim. No other patrol units out here, so they got away.”




    Probably for the best. Kos wouldn’t have been able to question a Hunter in a human jail anyway. Taking two off the streets didn’t matter. There were always hundreds more of them than you ever saw, like cockroaches.




    Her safety had come first to the patrolman, and that warmed Kos up to the young man. Still, he stood in the doorway, keeping Kos from Lena. “Is there anything else we can do for you, officer?”




    The boyish cop scratched his high-and-tight brown hair. He surveyed the yard and then frowned at the doorframe he was blocking. His frown turned sheepish, and he stepped out of the way to let Kos in. “Sorry, sir. No, sir.”




    Inside the house, the air was much warmer, and smelled like wood smoke and Lena.




    She called out the moment she saw him. “I’m not going.” His father’s cook—no, former cook—sat on Kos’s sofa looking fierce and lovely.




    “Hello to you, too.”




    She seemed fine—no scent of fear, pulse slow and steady—surprisingly calm and composed. For the first time since she’d called, he took a full breath, because she was safe and unafraid. She drew her long legs up underneath her on the couch. That was good—he found them immensely distracting. She crossed her arms over those awe-inspiring breasts, which was also helpful.




    “Come on, we’ve got to go.” He pointed his thumb at the door.




    She pouted. “I said no.”




    When had she grown so stubborn? Dropping into a squat with his elbows on the coffee table, he peered into her eyes, the same dark blue as the ocean outside. “You’re not safe.”




    “I feel better than I have in years. Away from Andre, I’m my old self. I won’t go back. I have friends I can stay with in San Francisco. Take me to Santa Rosa and I’ll get a bus.”




    Krist i svi sveci—by Christ and all the Croatian saints, she was difficult.




    “Good chance the Hunters know your name,” Kos said, “which means they can find you anywhere. It’s possible they’ll even tail us from here.”




    “I won’t go.” She shook her head and crossed her arms more tightly.




    If her resistance weren’t so infuriating, it would have been cute. Kos set his jaw and put on his most determined expression. “You will.”




    Her mouth opened in surprise, but she still said, “No.”




    Damn, she had a way of making him tense. He rolled his shoulders. Reason wasn’t working, neither was coercion. He had one more option.




    “Lena, do it for me. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.” It wasn’t strictly manipulation if it was true.




    “What do you mean?”




    He leaned over the coffee table. “In Croatia we lost four members of our household. I promised I’d never let that happen again. Please don’t endanger yourself and put me through that a second time.”




    She inched toward him, still hugging herself tightly.




    “Please?”




    At last, she dropped her arms to her sides. “Okay. I’ll go if I can borrow one of your books.”




    “I have loads of books at Kaštel too. You’re welcome to any of them.”




    “But I like this one.” She touched the cover of A New Selected Poems by Galway Kinnell where it lay on the coffee table.




    “You do?”




    “I like the one about the footsteps.” She blushed, her eyes aimed at the book.




    A lump formed in Kos’s throat—the poem was a favorite, about how Kinnell’s young son appeared every time his parents finished making love, to climb between them in the bed where he was conceived. The last time he’d read it, it had stirred longings for impossible things, so he’d abandoned Kinnell entirely.




    Lena thumbed the pages of the book where it lay on the table. She still didn’t look at him. “It got me thinking I might not want to do the whole blood servant thing anymore. Maybe it’s time for me to leave household service and have a normal life.”




    “I understand that feeling, but the decision will have to wait. I’ll help you find a job, with humans or vampires, but first we need to keep you safe.”




    Her head tilted, but she finally nodded and grabbed her overnight bag.
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    As they approached his father’s winery, she rummaged in her purse, closely examined her fingernails, bounced her foot rapidly. Poor Lena. His shoulders bunched again, and he clenched the steering wheel. Damn Andre. He had done this to her—made her so unhappy, neglected her. She was a flesh and blood woman in need of kindness and affection, not to mention sex.




    How had Andre resisted her charms? She was easily the most desirable female Kos had ever met, and Andre had treated her like a gadfly.




    Kos turned off the highway into the estate’s winding drive and his skin went cold. Something was wrong. The rank smell of Hunter wafted out of the air conditioner vent. There was a loud burst, and the steering wheel jerked.




    Krist! A tire had been shot—they were under attack.




    Her eyes were huge with fear, welling up from wherever she’d hidden it earlier.




    “Lena.” She didn’t respond, so he shook her shoulder gently. “Listen to me. Hunters are shooting at us. When I say go, get out of the car and run to the front. I will carry you from there to the house.”




    “I don’t want to weigh you down. I’ll run myself.”




    “Lena, your weight is nothing to me and I’m ten times faster than you. I will pull you across the seat and out my own damn door, unless you do what I say. Okay?”




    She stifled a whimper, bobbing her head in obedience.




    “Now.”




    She opened her door and scurried out. Two Hunters were waiting for her, their eyes burning golden in the darkness.




    Krist, he’d let his guard down—hadn’t seen them. He froze in place as two of them pulled her backward off the drive toward the bushes. Just humans, but the gun pointed at her head made them dangerous and forced him to stop and think. They would want her alive, to enjoy in all the sick ways Hunters used household women. But they would kill her too, if it was expedient.




    His heart pounded and rage boiled up inside him. They dared to threaten her. Twice in one day, they’d invaded his domain, coming after a woman under his protection.




    No time to get possessive. Think.




    Six yards to one Hunter, eight to the one with Lena. He could break both their necks and have her safe before they could shoot. Another shot rang out and a bullet grazed his side.




    Lena cried out. She paled, her fair hair a halo in the moonlight. He had to save her. Power surged through him, gushing through his veins and contracting his muscles tight around his bones. Toes twitching in his shoes, he gave himself a countdown. Three…two…one.




    He was on the ground behind the Hunters before he realized he hadn’t sprinted, but flown. He’d flown—for the first time in his life.




    Laughter burst from his mouth, and on its heels a string of triumphant Croatian expletives. Both Hunters turned. He went for the bigger one first, gripping his head and shoulder to snap his neck. The other one yanked Lena and tried to hold her in front of him. She fought him, throwing an elbow to his gut and a heavy stomp to his foot. He pushed her down, and she landed hard.




    “Lena?”




    Kos froze, and the sharp shooter had time to aim. A bullet tore through his shoulder, burning through flesh and bone before exiting the other side.




    It didn’t matter.




    Was she hurt? Her slender rib cage rose and fell rapidly where she lay on the grassy edge of the drive. The Hunter stood over her, his frightened eyes glued to Kos. In one fast step, Kos closed the distance between them and twisted the man’s head until his spine severed with a pop.




    Hunters approached on all sides. A line of blood trickled from Lena’s hairline. Banding his arm around her ribs, he said, “Hold on.”




    She laced her arms around his neck; his shredded shoulder burned like hell, but it was already knitting back together, causing his skin to itch and tingle. He launched them into the air, fueled by the need to protect her.




    “Oh my God,” Lena whispered. “You’re flying. Kos, you’re flying!”




    He landed at the front door more gracefully than he expected.




    His brother Bel promptly opened the door. “Son of a bitch. You flew!” He dragged Lena inside. “Shit, Kos, you’re soaked in blood. How bad are you hurt?”




    “Fine. Healed already. Shield holding?”




    “Seems to be,” Bel replied.




    Good. They were safe from any firepower the Hunters might try. Kos shooed him away and focused on Lena. She trembled, but otherwise held herself together.




    “Kos, you’re bleeding.” She touched his shirt, and her hand came away red.




    She would worry until he proved he was fine.




    “Not anymore. Look.” He undid two buttons on his ruined shirt and showed her his bare chest.




    “Oh, wow.” Dazed, she looked from her hand to his chest and back.




    “Where are you hurt?”




    “I’m fine.”




    “You have a head wound. Anything else?”




    She touched her head where she was bleeding. “My wrist.”




    The swelling worried him. He manipulated her hand, and she flinched, but her range of motion was good. “Doesn’t appear broken. Just a sprain. But let’s get some ice on it.”




    In the kitchen, he sat her down on a stool next to the counter and made an ice pack. While she held it to her wrist, Kos cleaned the blood off her head.




    He’d never been so close to her, aside from their quick flight to the front door. Her blond curls were feather soft under his fingers.




    “Lena, this is already bruising. How hard did you hit the ground?”




    “I don’t remember.” Her forehead creased with the effort.




    “That’s not a good sign.”




    “I guess not.” She wiped her brow with the back of her hand.




    “Are you feeling tired?”




    “Very. Do you think I have a concussion? I didn’t think I hit that hard.”




    “You said you don’t remember.”




    Her crooked smile seemed to be an admission of some sort.




    He filled a glass of water at the sink and slid it across the counter. “Listen, I want you to stay in my room so I can watch for any signs of a concussion. I’ll wake you up every few hours.”




    “There’s no need for that. I’ll sleep in my room. I can set an alarm and wake myself up.” She took a tentative sip, then swallowed the rest of the glass in one gulp.




    “Sleep wherever you’re most comfortable. But I’ll keep watch either way.”




    Her mouth parted. “Really?”




    “Yes.”




    She closed her mouth, pressing it into an unreadable expression. “Fine. Then I’d prefer your room. Mine will bring back all the unhappy memories of living here.”




    About that they were in perfect agreement. Two whole years of self-denial and unmet expectations weren’t good company for her at the moment.




    “No problem. Let’s get you settled.”




    He took her to his room and went to hers to gather some essentials. Only, what were essentials for a woman like her? A bra hung on the door to her bathroom, and he shied away from it as if he’d snuck a glance at her bare breasts. His gaze landed on a large dresser. If he brought it upstairs, she would have whatever she needed. Soon she would leave Kaštel, and it would be someone else’s job to take care of her. But he would do it right until then.




    He stopped midway down the hall and shifted his load. The weight of her dresser was insubstantial, but he just couldn’t find a way to grip the awkward thing. He dragged it the last few yards into his room.




    Behind the bathroom door, water splashed in the sink. Her toothbrush scrubbed and then the sounds of whatever else women do to get ready for bed came through the door. When she emerged, she had on over-sized flannel pajamas. They were turquoise with a dark-blue unicorn print, making her eyes an even deeper blue. His hands ached to touch her, his palms breaking out in a layer of sweat at the force it took to resist. With her clean face and her hair brushed out into waves, she was the picture of girlish sweetness.




    If he weren’t two-hundred-percent certain she wanted Andre, and not him, he would have kissed her.




    “Everything okay?” he asked instead. Idiot. It was only the millionth time he’d voiced the question already. With all the books in the room, with all the brilliant words from renowned authors in his mind, he should be able to speak more eloquently.




    “Kos, really, I’m fine.” She looked around the room. “But, I feel bad taking your bed.”




    “You know I don’t sleep. Never use it.” Mostly true—since he didn’t actually need sleep. Beds were purely recreational, and he preferred not to recreate at his father’s house. He folded himself into his favorite chair and kicked his feet up on the ottoman. “The sheets are clean and the bed is comfortable. I’ll just sit here and read. I’ll wake you every now and then to be sure you’re not having complications from the head trauma.”




    “You make it sound so…traumatic. Really, I’m fine.”




    “I’m sure you are. But, this way I won’t worry.”




    “Right, that’s good. I don’t want you to worry.” She pulled the sheets down and sat, swinging her legs up and under the covers. Settled into the bed, she let out a contented sigh.




    “Comfortable?”




    “Yes, and suddenly I’m very tired.”




    He turned off the lights and picked up a book, but he didn’t open it. Instead, he studied Lena curling on her side under the quilt. He’d wanted her from the moment she’d arrived at Kaštel, and he’d had the good sense to stay away from her for those two years. It had been easy, because she wanted Andre. And that was good, because if she ever wanted him—




    “Kos?”




    “Yes.”




    “Would you read to me?” She propped her head on the back of her hand and looked toward where he sat with eyes unfocused by darkness.




    “What do you want me to read?”




    “Something you like. Anything. It doesn’t matter.”




    He opened up War and Peace and once his eyes adjusted to the nearly black room, he began to read it aloud. Long after her breaths evened out into the rhythm of sleep, he read to her. Her steady inhalations soothed him, melting the tension from his shoulders. There was no denying her effect on him, and deep in his heart lodged the certainty he’d made a terrible mistake.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    LENA AWOKE SLOWLY. Foggy tendrils of a dream curled away from her, receding deeper into her mind. It was the same one she’d been dreaming her whole life—she carried a tow-headed child in her arms. Only, for the first time in twenty-six years of dreaming, she recognized his eyes.




    Then his image dissolved, and she was warm and cozy in a soft bed. She’d slept there every day for more than a week, but it still felt strange.




    Through her half-open eyes, she saw Kos watching her. He sat in his ratty leather armchair near the foot of the ornately carved bed, his book open in his lap. She thought so—that baby boy from her dream had Kos’s light gray-blue eyes. How strange. Had she always dreamed them that color, or had her subconscious given Kos’s best trait to the dream baby? Probably so, after how much she’d been thinking about him in the last week.




    His dark blond hair, too short to comb, was tousled. The collar of his blue shirt hung open several buttons and revealed the top of his broad, fair chest. Pale coloring of his skin was so different from the olive complexion of his father. At first, she’d found Andre more handsome, but now she wondered why. Kos’s high cheekbones and full mouth were enticing. She’d imagined kissing them way too often since he rescued her. The scarlet bedspread nearly matched his lips. She pulled it up to her chin, stretched her arms overhead, and arched her back.




    “Good morning,” she said, smiling under his intense gaze.




    “Good morning.”




    There was an especially warm sound to his voice, like she’d said something funny. Was her hair sticking up?




    “What?” She patted her head. “Why are you laughing?”




    “I’m not.” Quickly, he looked down at his book and buttoned up his shirt.




    “How far did you get?” she asked.




    “About half way.”




    He read her War and Peace each night until she fell asleep. But, since he didn’t sleep, he’d finished it himself in just two and a half nights. Now, after she dozed off, he put it aside to read The Brothers Karamazov.




    “No offense, but I’m finding War and Peace pretty boring,” she said.




    “It is slow. I remembered it as more entertaining when it was first published.”




    Ooh, goody—what she did not find boring was Kos. “Were you still in Dalmatia?”




    “No, Hunters had driven us out. We were already here on the estate.” Kos examined the spine of the ancient, leather-bound book. “I missed Dalmatia terribly when we first arrived, so I read a lot to practice my English, and later for fun. California was the Wild West back then, and the only entertainment was go to a saloon—gambling and fighting, mostly. Got boring fast.”




    She’d seen enough Westerns to know the word missing from his list was whoring. It was nice of him to leave it off. He’d had lots of girlfriends since she’d known him. Several at a time, usually, but he always spoke about them with respect.




    She tried to get back to the thread of the conversation. Whores, saloons, Wild West. Oh, right. She wished she had something intelligent to say. Kos was really smart and had read about ten thousand more books than she had. But all she could think was to ask, “Did you wear leather chaps and ride a horse?”




    He grinned, and she didn’t feel stupid after all.




    “I’ve worn just about everything fashion demanded of me since I was born. Things change a great deal in two hundred years.”




    She would really like to have seen those chaps, but she wasn’t dumb enough to say so. “If you’re bored with War and Peace, we can read something else. A mystery or a thriller.”




    “Dull works for me. I just need something to occupy my mind, since Andre’s no longer free to play cards. But, would you prefer a more exciting book?”




    “Boring is perfect, puts me right to sleep.”




    “Maybe it’s my company.” He winked, offering up his sexy smile, complete with uneven dimples.




    “That’s not it,” she said, mimicking his grin. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought he was flirting.




    He was so funny and kind. In his bed, while he read to her from the armchair, she could almost forget how badly she wanted to leave the Kaštel Estate. Almost. Then she remembered the life she really wanted, felt the ache of all the years she had wasted chasing Andre Maras.




    “Still no response to the advertisement?” she asked. It was so past time for her to leave Andre’s house, if only someone else would hire her. She was a complete failure as a blood servant.




    “Nothing yet, but don’t worry. Something will come up soon.”




    With every drop of blood in her veins—blood intended for a vampire who actually wanted her—she hoped Kos was right. In the meantime, she kept on cooking, because she liked it, and the household needed her…




    A hungry household, which was probably ready for breakfast by now. It was time to get up and go to work.




    She threw off the covers and slid out of bed. September had brought a late summer wave of warmth, and she only wore a pair of shorts and a tank top. Not exactly Victoria’s Secret, but Kos’s eyes darted to her legs.




    He cleared his throat and stood up. “I’ll give you some privacy.”




    Shame heated her skin from head to toe. Did he think she was coming onto him?




    “Kos, you don’t have to go.” She grabbed her robe and threw it around her shoulders.




    “No, no, it’s fine.” He fast-forwarded to the door. “Take a shower, take your time. Zoey should be ready to work by now. I’ve got to arrange for the bottles, and the labels, and the laborers, and…”




    He was rambling. Obviously she’d worn out her welcome and made him uncomfortable.




    “I’ll move back to my room today, get out of your way.”




    He turned to face her, hanging his thumbs from his waistband. It was a strangely casual gesture, given the dressy cut of his tailored slacks and expensive shirt. She wanted to ruffle his perfectly smooth hair and try to draw him out every time she glimpsed that easy-going side of him.




    “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather have you here. Even a sleeping friend is better than no friend.” His lips pressed into a sad smile and then he closed the door.




    She stared at the closed slab of oak. Friend—that was the problem. She was feeling way more than friendly. And it was a lost cause. She’d thrown herself at Andre recklessly for years. And then she’d made the unforgivable mistake—stripping to her underwear and offering herself up to him out of desperation. That stupid move plus his rejection was a humiliation beyond repair, and the week that followed was the longest of her life.




    It would be so easy for her to mistake Kos’s kindness for something else, but he treated every woman like a queen. For one thing, he would never want his father’s castoff.




    From her dresser, Lena selected a purple knit skirt that would keep her cool in the hot kitchen. She held it up to her waist and noticed her knobby knees. Leaning in, she scrutinized herself in the mirror. Two years of Andre’s rejections had left her uncertain about her appeal. Sometimes the woman staring back at her in the mirror seemed pretty enough, with pleasant features and a shapely figure. Other times all she saw was a convention of flaws—hips too wide, nose too pointy, hair dull. Everything about Andre Maras and life in his house made her hate herself.




    She needed to get the hell out of the Kaštel Estate with her dignity, or what remained of it, intact.
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    Zoey curled her lips into a smile against the soft skin of Susan’s neck. Andre’s toes tapped a nervous beat, his jealousy a tense knot in Zoey’s belly, pulsing in time with his foot. She could sense his frustration through their blood bond, but she didn’t mind. His possessiveness was cute.




    Susan was aroused. The scent was unmistakable, although the smell of Zoey and Andre’s sex hung in the air, too. It always did in the morning. Becoming a vampire had made her intimately familiar with the smells of her own body and those of others. At first the odors overwhelmed her, but now she reveled in the scents of her world—the sweetness of ripe grapes blowing off the vineyard at night, or Andre’s dark spice mixed with her own after a night of making love.




    She savored another swallow of Susan’s warm, tasty blood and then traced her tongue over the puncture wounds in the other woman’s neck to stop the bleeding. Squeezing Susan’s arm, she said, “Thank you. I’m grateful, as always.”




    “You know I’m happy to oblige,” Susan said, winking at Andre. She gave Zoey’s hand a reciprocal pat, which she let linger, probably just to piss him off.




    He growled at her, and followed her to the door, glowering, before he slammed it behind her. “She likes it too much.”




    “So what? She just goes back to her room and gets busy with Ally, like she did when you fed from her all those years.”




    Before Zoey had bonded to Andre and become a vampire, she hadn’t anticipated what an inconvenience it would be for them to feed from others, their bites arousing their prey like a raw oyster dinner with a Viagra chaser. She didn’t like seeing Susan or Ally squirm and cross their legs when Andre fed either, so she didn’t watch. He, on the other hand, insisted on chaperoning her meals.




    “That was different. She does not like men.”




    “Andre, relax. I don’t want her, and she doesn’t want me.” Zoey rubbed the pads of her fingers in a circle over her heart. “Baby, I know you can feel that you have nothing to be jealous of.”




    “I do not like it.” He pouted, even as he touched his own chest, able to sense the wave of unfettered love she’d called up in her own heart. “I am hiring ugly, straight women for this household right away. Or, as soon as…”




    In the silence of his unspoken words, every uncertainty of their life came into Zoey’s mind. As soon as the eternal war with Hunters was over. Or, as soon as they were forced to flee the estate and settle in a new household, he without the wine that had cured his wasting disease, and she in a new exile, to begin her own downward slide into the devastating condition.




    She’d known it all when she said yes to him, and she wasn’t sorry. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t afraid. He stared out the window, scanning the horizon in search of his enemies. Suddenly, she needed the comfort of his big body again, as if she hadn’t had it all night long. In two steps, she crossed the hardwood floor to him, encircled his waist with her arms, and pressed against his back.




    “Baby, make me feel safe.”




    He turned and lifted her, nuzzling his face into her neck as she wrapped her legs around him. Into her ear, he whispered, “That much I can do, love.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    IN THE NARROW, OAK-PANELED HALLWAY, Kos leaned against the wall outside of his room and banged his head. Hard. From behind drawn curtains, the light of dawn seeped into the hallway. He should encourage Lena to go back to her own bedroom, but she seemed so sad whenever she mentioned the memories waiting for her there.




    Still, it was excruciating to have her so close.




    Every night that he watched over her sleeping form, his urge to protect and take care of her grew. And those weren’t the only urges. When she’d throw back the blanket and bare her long legs, it was all he could do not to kneel at her feet, kiss her slim ankles, and slip his hands up her smooth thighs.




    He’d known better than to get so close, known she was the one woman to tempt him. As much as she made him wish it weren’t true, love was something to be feared. Love meant an addiction to her blood worse than any human street drug. Love would be a noose around his neck, or worse, a razor blade in her bathtub. And he wanted both his neck and Lena’s delicate wrists safe from its seductive destruction.




    A suffocating pressure at his throat made him realize he’d been squeezing off his airway. Krist. He needed a distraction, and there were plenty waiting for him in his office.




    The house was quiet, its rooms filled with every Croatian antique his father could acquire—rustic tables, ornately carved chairs, oil paintings and watercolors of their homeland. Croatian humans weren’t sentimental about old junk. But vampires were different. Nature made them nostalgic in their very blood. Amidst the historical objects, Kos could almost believe he was back in their family home on Šolta. Not a bad fantasy, since an escape into the past would rid him of the troublingly gorgeous blonde in his bed.




    Papers were piled on his desk in the same neat rows and precise angles as everything in his office. He sat down and straightened their already straight edges, mentally listing his priorities for the day. Rhythmic noises from the master bedroom overhead told him all too clearly why Zoey wasn’t in the office yet. He didn’t begrudge the new couple their happiness—they should enjoy it while it lasted.




    Because it wouldn’t last forever. Andre’s marriage to Kos’s mother had proven that. Theirs had been a passionate, love-at-first-sight kind of match. Although Kos was only five when they met, he remembered the way Andre had gazed at Mila, or touched her. But that love had soured quickly, their misery a shroud over Kos’s childhood—until Mila’s suicide, which had nearly killed Andre.




    He shuddered. Kos had learned the lesson well. Love could not withstand the eternal demands of a blood bond, and when it failed it tore everyone apart. He could not stand to be the destruction of a woman, especially not Lena.




    The sounds of Andre and Zoey’s happiness thudded overhead—just one of the many ways his vampire-sharp hearing was a nuisance. He queued up some classical music on his computer. Booming symphonies and dramatic violin sonatas were perfect for dampening the sounds of their love.




    He powered up his computer and found the email he was looking for—a shipping notice from the bottle supplier. The shipment had left Santa Rosa already. Getting Blood Vine bottled immediately was his number one priority. Beneath the house, in the wine cellar, barrels and barrels waited. And all around America, vampires waited too, slowly wasting away. Only last week, Kos had been aged and weak. But the Blood Vine had cured him, had even made him strong enough to fly. And he’d played the hero, taking Lena in his arms—




    The door to his office swung open, startling him. Andre stood there, freshly showered and radiant with health.




    Kos turned off his music. “Good morning.”




    “Yes, good morning.” Andre’s smile spread the width of his face.




    It was very much worth noisy mornings to see his father happy. “What’s in the box?”




    “The wine labels have arrived already.” Andre set the small cardboard box on Kos’s desk and ripped it open. “Zoey did a fine job on these.”




    Kos examined the roll of labels, branded with the efforts of Zoey’s marketing campaign for Blood Vine. Metallic red letters spelled the wine’s name, overlying the looping Glagolitic letters of the Croatian text on ivory paper. The words sent a shiver of nostalgia up Kos’s spine. Just letters and words, and yet, somehow, they took him home to Šolta. Surely the labels would speak to the other Croatian refugees too, no matter where the vampires had hidden themselves after fleeing the homeland, driven out by Hunters so long ago.




    “The bottles will be here any minute,” Kos said.




    Reaching across the desk, Andre grazed his knuckles across Kos’s arm in a playful, fatherly assault. “Soon, all our old friends will be cured.”




    Since Andre had begun drinking Blood Vine, the lines around his green eyes had vanished and his sweater had pulled tight across his chest, thick with new muscle. Somehow, the wine restored their strength, as if they’d returned to the land of their making and been cured of the wasting disease caused by their forced exile.




    Andre wove around Kos’s desk. At the window, he shielded his eyes from the bright sun and peered out. It was the same gesture Kos repeated a thousand times a day, and he went to Andre’s side. The low hills in front of the estate were golden with the dry grasses of late summer. On the opposite side of the highway, the boulder on the peak of the tallest hill was vacant. No Hunter lookout there for more than a week.




    “Every time I hear a door slam, I’m convinced they’re back with their rocket launcher,” Kos said.




    “I’m rather jumpy myself. I would feel better if I could see the damn shield. Every five minutes I look out the window and wonder if it is still functioning.”




    “It’s hard to believe that skinny Trys has to eat thousands of calories to fuel her magical energy for the shield. She likes some fancy chocolate from London, but she’s settled for ice cream—gallons and gallons of it.”




    “Bel told me as much. I understand absolutely nothing of her witchcraft, but chocolate seems an absurd fuel. I never tasted the stuff,” Andre said. “Smells decent, though.”




    “It is. Better than decent, if I recall.” Kos wet the roof of his mouth with his memory of the delectable food, a memory more than a century old.




    A barely audible scuff alerted him to Zoey’s entrance. Freshly showered and put together, she entered the room on newly light feet. She’d adjusted with ease to becoming a vampire and already moved with supernatural grace—silent and fast.




    She held up her phone, her posture unusually rigid and her knuckles white where her fingers curled around the edges. “RSVPs are coming in for the Blood Vine launch party. All the Sonoma County locals are coming, and a few of my contacts in San Francisco. Even some folks from the national wine magazines.”




    “Really?” Kos asked. “That’s great.”




    Andre watched her with the most idiotic look on his face, like she deserved the Nobel Peace Prize for throwing a damn party.




    “Thanks,” she said. “But there’s something else.” Fangs retracted, she bit her lower lip, as she had so often as a human.




    “What is it?” Andre asked, no doubt already clued into her anxiety through their blood bond.




    “I got an email from a person named Dana through the website.”




    Andre’s eyes lit up. “Dana Zulim?”




    “That’s right.” She handed him her phone. “She says her husband Teodor died last month of the wasting disease.”




    The phone trembled in Andre’s hand. “Just one month too late.”




    “She heard about Blood Vine because her American son owns a wine store. She didn’t say where, obviously. That’s the good news—the PR is working.” Zoey’s voice was thin, forcing the point.




    Kos poured them three glasses of Blood Vine from a decanter on his file cabinet.




    “To Teodor.” He raised his glass.




    “To the homeland,” Andre said and took a sip.




    Zoey lifted her glass in silence. She took a sip and then said, “Tell me what happens, what actually happens, when someone dies of the wasting disease.”




    “To a human, it would look like normal aging.” Andre set down his glass and moved his hands as he spoke, as if to illustrate his words. “A thin, frail vampire, wrinkled and desiccated because he cannot take enough nourishment from the blood he drinks.” His hands came to rest on his hips. “The vampire experiences the wasting as a constantly cold, aching hunger and fatigue. Blood satisfies for only a short time.”




    “This is what you felt, before Blood Vine?” she asked, looking first at Kos, then Andre.




    Kos nodded in time with his father.




    “Was Teodor your friend?”




    “Yes,” Andre replied. He picked up his glass and stared into it, twirling the stem in between his palms. “Teo was quiet. Rather retiring for a vampire. But a good neighbor, reliable.”




    “He made piss-poor wine, though,” Kos said.




    Andre laughed at their old joke from the good old days. The sound heartened Kos. It was his job to keep his family laughing in hard times. Hunters may prevent them from returning to the homeland, but they had not forgotten their home.




    Zoey finished her glass in one swallow and slammed it on Kos’s desk. “I don’t want anyone else to die. We will do our damnedest to get Blood Vine into the hands of all the refugees.”




    “Yes, we will.” Kos tipped back his glass.




    Blood Vine was his priority—bottled, delivered, shipped far and wide, with marketing targeted at all the Croatian vampires. Perhaps they could distribute it to all displaced vampires, if they had enough time. But the Hunters would be back any day, attempting to drive them away from Kaštel, and the cure, once and for all. They must do everything they could to save their old friends first.




    “Back to work, then.” Zoey slid her phone into her pocket before heading to the door.




    When she was gone, Andre asked, “Any luck finding Lena a job?”




    “None.” Kos sat on the edge of his desk and rolled his shoulders.




    “What’s the hold up?”




    “I don’t know. The ad’s been online for five days with no response.”




    “Online.” Andre snorted. “In the old days we did these things by word of mouth.”




    “Well, since all the vampires are in hiding, word of mouth doesn’t work anymore. Don’t worry. It’s the same thing, and I used the same old code words.”




    He brought the ad up on his computer and read it aloud. “Female, twenty-six, seeking live-in position as cook in an established household. Trained at the California Culinary Institute. Willing and able to work all hours. Excellent references. Experience with special diets.” That part made him chuckle every time. Special diets was part of the vampire code, but today’s unknowing reader would assume it meant vegan, or gluten-free, or one of those other trends.




    “No wonder no one is interested.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “Vampires do not care if she is an excellent cook. You have left out the most important part—she is beautiful.”




    Of course he was right. Sex and feeding went hand in hand; prospective employers would want to know just how delicious Lena was. “You think I should mention she’s gorgeous?” It made Kos feel like a pimp to advertise her beauty, even though Lena wanted to leave Kaštel above all else.




    “Yes. That should help. Why not say so in the first place?”




    “She helped me write the ad. She’s modest.”




    “She did not look very modest stripped down to her panties in my room last week.”




    Kos raised his voice, surprising himself with a near shout. “Andre, you drove her crazy for years. She came here expecting to serve you in every way. And then Zoey showed up and you were clearly falling for her. She was desperate.”




    “I never promised her anything.”




    “That’s how households work.”




    “That is how they used to work. This is the twenty-first century. She is a professional, she is paid to cook and give me her blood. She is not entitled to get fucked.” Andre wiped his hands down his face then pinched the bridge of his nose. “That is all she needs—a good fuck. You should give it to her, make her happy.” Before he finished his sentence, Andre turned toward the door sniffing the air. “Someone is coming.”




    “Someone’s already here,” Lena said, pushing the door open. Her mouth was pinched, her eyes narrowed. Krist, she was light on her feet; it was damn near impossible to sneak up on a vampire.




    Andre’s face twisted, his lips pressing into a thin grimace. He could be insensitive, but he wasn’t intentionally cruel. “Lena—”




    “Save it. I’m leaving, so there’s no need to pretend we like each other.” Her dark eyes shimmered with unshed emotions, but she stood tall and spoke with confidence, once again proving tougher than Kos expected.




    He wanted to fold her in his arms, but he settled for apologizing on Andre’s behalf. “Lena, please. He didn’t—”




    “It doesn’t matter Kos. Just find me a job and get me out of here as fast as you can.”




    When she’d closed the door behind her, Kos shook his head. “She has every reason to think you’re an asshole.”




    Andre shrugged. “Let us hope your ad works, then. She will be happier away from me. And we have far greater concerns.”




    Kos went to his computer where the ad for Lena was still displayed. To the existing text he added, Exquisitely beautiful. Contact current employer for more information. With the click of a button, he re-listed the ad.
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    With the windows rolled down and an early morning breeze blowing through the cab of his pickup, Leo Caroli waited outside California Bottle and Container for the delivery truck. Man-sized fennel weeds grew in the cracks of the sidewalks, making the morning smell just like his grandma’s homemade sweet Italian sausage. Of all the Hunter clans, the Italians ate the best.




    In the sprawling outskirts of Santa Rosa, the streets were nearly silent before seven a.m. when the trucks went out for delivery. Crickets chirped, and the highway droned in the distance. Inside the warehouse, a forklift groaned and wheezed, and men shouted instructions about which pallets went where.




    His pistol was loaded, but he hoped he wouldn’t have to use it. After all, a delivery truck full of empty wine bottles wasn’t exactly an armored car. It was just full of something the vampires wanted, and so Leo wanted to prevent them from getting it. When the eighteen-wheeler pulled away from the dock, Leo’s pickup crawled out of its parking place.




    Between the warehouse and the highway, he’d scouted several ideal spots for a hijacking. He got lucky. In the very first stretch of straight and narrow, there wasn’t a car to be seen. He gunned the Toyota’s reluctant engine and passed the big rig. Then he came to a complete, road-blocking stop in the middle of the lanes. He vaulted out and opened the hood of the truck, hunching over the engine.




    The eighteen-wheeler screeched, grunted and finally ground to a halt. “What the hell was that?” the truck driver shouted from his window. “Cut me off and then stall out in the middle of the road!”




    “I know, man. Sorry. It was a lousy move. Give me a hand steering, and I’ll push it onto the shoulder, out of your way.”




    Suspicious, the driver hesitated. Leo had dressed his unintimidating five-foot-eight self in boring wrinkle-free khakis and a polo shirt. He didn’t look like a carjacker. And, the driver’s cargo was inexpensive, if important enough for Marasović to order on rush. Just as Leo had calculated he would, the driver climbed out of the rig and hurried toward the driver’s door of the pickup, ready to be on his way. Leo slammed the hood closed. When the driver sat down and put his hands on the wheel, Leo pulled out his handgun. His palm sweat around the grip, and he reminded himself that he was a good shot, thanks to endless target practice with the other Hunter initiates last month. Turned out, he’d learned one thing of use in that bunk operation against Andre Marasović.




    Ethan Bennett was stupid to call off the Hunt. Leo wasn’t going to sit on his hands while Bennett jerked off over some ancient artifacts. Maybe he was little, and was no expert in weapons or torture, but Leo did have an area of expertise. He could make the Internet do anything he wanted. He’d hacked into all the email at the Kaštel winery, where he’d seen confirmation about the shipment of bottles. He hadn’t found his way through that shield or anything, but he could be a major nuisance, and make damn sure Marasović could not accomplish anything.




    “Slide over,” Leo said to the truck driver, remembering to turn off the safety before he brandished it.




    The man’s eyes grew wide and watery. He began to shake. “Hey. Just take the truck, kid. Leave me alone.”




    “Can’t. And I’m not a kid.” Leo waved his gun, motioning for the driver to move over. He felt sorry for the guy, but he couldn’t drive a manual transmission, and he sure as hell didn’t know how to handle all the gears on a big rig.




    “Please. I’ve got a wife, and a baby.” The driver scrambled across the bench to get away from Leo.




    “Listen. I’m not going to hurt you. I just need the bottles.” Or, more precisely, needed Marasović not to have them.




    With his gun aimed at the driver, Leo drove the Toyota into the tall grass alongside the road. Then he forced the driver back into the cab of his eighteen-wheeler, and gave him directions to the empty garage waiting for them.




    Ten minutes later, he locked the driver into the trailer with water, some power bars, and a bucket. Now Leo had two hundred cases of empty wine bottles, a hostage, and a lot of time on his hands.




    He opened up his laptop to see what else he could learn about the Kaštel Estate. The email that popped up on his screen was interesting. An advertisement for a cook seeking employment. Marasović’s cook was the blonde that the initiates had called a swimsuit model. If another vampire hired her, Leo might just learn the location of another household.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    ETHAN BENNETT EMERGED from the subway in Morningside Heights to search for a cup of coffee. A glance at his watch showed ten minutes to spare before his appointment with Professor Gwen Evans at Columbia University. He found a café that pressed him a shot of espresso with perfect crema on top, and he had just enough time to savor it, watching the last of the morning’s commuters bustle past. Ethan loved Manhattan, the whole East Coast really.




    Once he exterminated the Marasović vampires and their household, he would return home to lead the Hunters from Boston, with Zoey Porter at his side. His stomach flopped, pushing espresso back up his throat. He didn’t mind the burn in his esophagus. In fact, he marveled at Zoey’s ability to elicit feelings in him—an anxious excitement he’d never experienced before.




    He didn’t care that she was being fed upon and fucked by his enemy. It would have repulsed him, if he were a normal Hunter. But to him, only two things mattered. He wanted to control the ragtag army of Hunters around the world, and he wanted Zoey—his beautiful, broken, ice-cold Zoey—the only woman who stirred his abyss of a heart.




    Ethan set down the demitasse. It was time to find this Gwen Evans, expert on ancient Britain’s culture and language. She was the only academic remaining alive who knew about his book. He’d shot one, poisoned the other, and he would eventually kill Evans too. But first he would find out if she had discovered anything of value in the book—or codex, as the ivory tower types called it.




    He found her in what she’d aptly described as her shoebox of an office. She was a cute little Welsh fairy—petite, with an upturned nose dusted with freckles. Just what someone named Gwen Evans should look like.




    “Hello, Mr. Lovac?” Her lilting Welsh accent completed the profile.




    “Hello, Doctor Evans.”




    “Gwen is fine,” she said, offering her hand.




    “All right. I’m Edwin.” He gripped her thin fingers carefully, but firmly.




    “Well, Edwin, I must say that your codex keeps blowing my mind.”




    “What do you mean?”




    She waved for Ethan to take the seat across from her as she sat down. “How much did Doctor Oliver tell you before…before he was murdered by that deranged graduate student?”




    Her eyes shimmered with tears. Quite a display of emotion over the death of her colleague. She was cute, but definitely not his type. Too emotional. He preferred Zoey—a wise and aloof Pallas Athena.




    “He told me it was the only written text he’d ever seen in that language—British?”




    “Brittonic. That’s true. Until I saw this text, I believed it had never been written down, only spoken.”




    Her Welsh lilt had become hard-edged and didactic. He liked it better that way. “So it’s really a rare artifact?”




    “The most unusual I’ve seen. It’s completely uncharacteristic of the Celtic mind.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “The Celts saw the world as a place of natural harmony and balance.” She tapped her finger on a book, its cover depicting a branching tree. “They didn’t see forces of good and evil in an eternal battle. But your text is about a battle between the worshippers of the sun god and those of the god of the night, who happen to have very long fangs.”




    “Yes. The teeth are curious. What about the translation? Were you able to complete the portions that stumped Oliver?”




    “I did, yes.”




    “May I see it?” he asked.




    She squinted at him across the desk. She was no pushover, even if she grieved the death of Oliver. “Edwin, how did you come by this text?”




    “It’s been in my family forever.”




    “I find that hard to believe. It’s been expertly preserved. Why has no one brought it forward for study before now?”




    “My family is extremely private.” He looked her in the eye and spoke firmly, as if that should answer all her questions.
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