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    Chapter 1




    THE HUNTER CROUCHED close to the ground. As lights came on inside the house, a wall of windows gave him a perfect view of two figures. His breath hitched. The males were tall by human standards and they stood in what appeared to be a dining room. The dark-haired one was Andre Marasović. The blond must be the son. After nearly two centuries, his people had finally found the vampires. He wanted to laugh aloud, but that would be certain death.




    He hid behind the trunk of a thick tree on the edge of the vineyard. An inky, moonless sky left him in complete darkness, but he didn’t dare approach. He was there only to confirm. He took his phone out of his pocket and, careful not to let its light be seen, typed a message: “Marasović and son are here.” As soon as he pressed send, his deeply bred instincts told him to attack, but alone, he was no match for the powerful creatures.




    The wind shifted abruptly, and his stomach sank. He squeezed his eyes shut and whispered a silent prayer. Please, don’t let them smell me.




    When he opened his eyes, both figures faced him through the window. The vampires exchanged words and sprinted toward the door. Seconds later, another door slammed. The Hunter ran into the vineyard at full speed. Vines lashed his face as he hurled himself forward, hoping he had enough of a head start to reach his car. Shoes scuffed the dry earth in front and behind him. They had surrounded him with impossible speed.




    Like a firecracker going off in his brain, he knew he was going to die.




    To die on the Hunt was the greatest honor, though it offered little solace at the moment. That smug son of a bitch Ethan had been right—he shouldn’t have come alone. Blood pounded in his ears. Would they make him watch while they ripped out his entrails?




    One of the vampires called out to him from the darkness. “Hunter, don’t they teach you to stand downwind?”




    Words pressed against the lump in his throat.




    “Too bad for you,” the other said.




    Then they were on him. One pushed him to the ground and placed a knee into his back. Dirt and dust filled his mouth, choking him, and he spit, trying to get the grit out. A hand gripped his shoulder and flipped him.




    He looked up into the eyes of his target.




    “It will have to be gory,” said Andre Marasović. “If we do not make an example of him, they will think they’ve won.”




    “Can’t have that,” the son said.




    “Kill him first. Then we will make our example.”




    Surprise was the last emotion to flutter through the Hunter’s heart—a vampire had shown him mercy.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    ZOEY PORTER’S FEET were freezing as she stood on the polished concrete floor of Ethan’s kitchen. Wearing only his dress shirt, she poured a cup of coffee and hoped the strong brew would warm her from the inside out. She tiptoed to the boxy white leather sofa, trying not to wake him. As she set her mug on the glass coffee table, her arm brushed against its metal frame and she shivered. The damn thing was even colder than the floor. She’d been in airports more comfortable than his stark, modern living room.




    Her gray wool coat was draped over the back of the couch and she pulled it over her legs.




    What the hell she was doing there? She’d sworn off Ethan a hundred times. Spending another night with him made her feel like a skipping record.




    She had an early brief at the office, and then she could be on the road by ten a.m. If she hurried back to her place—




    The sound of the water running in Ethan’s bathroom warned her he was awake. When he appeared in the doorway, he ran his eyes over her and something like possessiveness flashed in them. Her hands closed over the fine cotton of his shirt, drawing the collar together. She should have gotten back into her own things, even if it meant squeezing into the snug blouse and slacks she’d worn yesterday.




    Ethan wore black silk pajama bottoms that slid over his muscular thighs and revealed a growing erection. She did love his swimmer’s shoulders and the way his square jaw made him look like an all-American athlete, but it was time to go. Too quickly, he was beside her on the couch. He kissed her temple, but didn’t stop there. Her heart sped up a little as he licked her lips apart and cupped her breast.




    That was how it always happened. Every night that Ethan invited her over, the heat of his body tempted her away from the empty bed waiting for her at home. But each time she woke up next to him, she would gladly give back every pleasure to be alone in her own apartment instead. And, if things went wrong between them, it could jeopardize her job, which was pretty much the only thing she cared about.




    At least she had that new account waiting for her in Sonoma County. She was looking forward to it—the perfect chance to bury herself in work and escape Ethan at the same time.




    “I need to go home and pack for my trip.”




    His broad-shouldered embrace pinned her against the couch, and she tensed as he kissed her earlobe.




    “Ethan, I’m serious. I have to go. I should have packed last night.”




    “One of the advantages of sleeping with your boss is that he doesn’t mind if you’re late.” He nuzzled her neck. “You’re sexy when you’re all business.”




    “Nice try.” She made certain her tone invited no argument as she pushed his shoulders away. “And, Ethan, I’m always all business.” She stood and headed to his bedroom to pull on day-old panties and wrinkled clothes. As soon as she was dressed, she left his high rise and headed back to her neighborhood.




    Wisps of fog drifted down her street, and she shivered against the cold ocean wind. A classic summer day in San Francisco. A lonely leaf blew into the otherwise swept-clean entryway of her Victorian apartment building, which opened onto her steep stairway. Inside, she set down her purse and briefcase, kicked off her pumps, and picked up the mail. Shoes in one hand and junk mail in the other, she climbed upstairs with heavy legs. She could really use another two hours of sleep. At the top, she sorted through clothing and furniture catalogs.




    A square green envelope dropped to the floor. Postmark: Nevada. Aunt Pearl. Eyes misting, she put the card down on her kitchen table, pressing it with her palm. She didn’t need to open it. It would be Snoopy on his doghouse, and inside it would say, “Best wishes on your birthday.” Every year since Michael had died it was the only birthday greeting she got. It was touching in a somewhere-a-stranger-remembers-me kind of way.




    After a shower, she stood before the mirror on her closet door, wrapped in her towel, and looked closely at her face. Thirty-one, and it showed in the laugh lines at the edges of her eyes, from all the laughing she didn’t do, and the tiny creases around her mouth.




    She didn’t mind. They were a badge of honor.




    I’ve survived. Four years alone, and no more visits to the hospital, to boot.




    If those signs of age and an ill-advised affair were the worst she had to show, then she was going to kick thirty-one’s ass.




    In the apartment below, the radio played some dance music. Her toe tapped to the beat.




    She unwrapped her black wool skirt from its dry cleaner’s plastic and slipped it on. The lining felt cool against her thighs, and she rubbed her legs together to enjoy the satin’s softness as she peered into the closet. Running her finger over blouses in various shades of white, ivory, and gray, she picked one that looked crisp and professional, but comfortable enough for a car ride. As she pulled out the shirt, she stuck to her daily ritual and squeezed her eyes shut. She was always careful not to look behind the curtain of hanging clothes, to where the skeletons hid in her closet.




    Finally, she held up two pairs of shoes. The pumps were better for kicking ass. But she was going to a winery, so the kitten heels were probably more practical. Plus, they were red and it was her birthday. So what if she wasn’t having a party? Slipping them on, she clicked them together like Dorothy and headed for the door.
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    Zoey’s secretary, Justine, handed her the Kaštel Estate Winery file and then poured her a cup of coffee. After a sip, Zoey said, “Thank you. I desperately need a second cup this morning.”




    Justine pulled her funky pink-striped reading glasses off and looked Zoey over with an odd smile. “I have a confession.”




    Zoey peered over her mug. They weren’t friendly enough for confessions. “What’s that?”




    “I saw you leave with the big boss last night.” Justine’s grin was mischievous.




    Zoey had been sure she and Ethan were the last ones in the office. She forced a smile. “You did?”




    “Why are you sneaking around? He’s nothing to be ashamed of.”




    “Because.” Zoey set her mug down firmly. “It’s no one’s business but mine.”




    The clueless girl winked. “No prob, you can totally trust me.”




    The hairs raised on Zoey’s neck, and she smoothed them down. It was nothing personal to Justine—she didn’t really trust anyone. Armed with her coffee, she headed for the door, but Justine touched her shoulder.




    “Have an awesome trip. A week in wine country sounds dreamy. Enjoy it.”




    Zoey nodded. It was a challenging project. Of course she would enjoy it. And she would kick its ass, just like she would kick thirty-one’s.




    She met Ethan and Lucas in the conference room. Ethan looked almost as good in his suit as he had out of it. Forcing herself to glance away, she took in Lucas’s dark jeans and gray sweater. She never got used to how different the brothers were. Lucas was lean, carrying himself with a powerful feline grace, which was enhanced by his cat-like yellow eyes. They were the only feature he shared with Ethan. Lucas had told her once that their eye color was a Welsh trait, but she’d never seen irises like theirs, Welsh or otherwise.




    At the moment, Lucas’s eyes were bloodshot and too round. His fingers drummed against his thigh as he ran the other hand through his light brown hair. Too much coffee?




    Ethan gestured for them to sit at one end of the long conference table. Once she was seated, she smoothed her skirt, waiting for him to begin. He liked to run meetings himself. His golden eyes rested on her a moment before he spoke.




    “I want Lucas to fill you in before you leave for the Kaštel Estate. He can answer any questions you may have.”




    “I’m all ears,” she said.




    Lucas took a deep sip of his coffee and began. “I was in a tasting room a few weeks ago when I met the assistant winemaker for Kaštel Estate. His name is Pedro Torres.”




    A rare smile appeared on his face.




    Ethan cleared his throat.




    Lucas’s lips pinched into a line before he continued. “He told me that Andre Maras acquired a large vineyard adjacent to their estate about ten years ago. He grafted some of his Croatian Zinfandel onto those vines and he’s been nurturing them ever since. He plans to increase their production by thousands of cases and they hired us to oversee their re-branding.”




    “Let me guess. They want to maintain their high-end reputation while selling bargain bottles?” she asked. “That’s not an easy thing to accomplish.”




    “Actually, that’s not his goal,” Ethan said. “I spoke to Maras by phone last week. He believes the wine is exceptional. He wants our help forging an entirely new brand around its unique characteristics.”




    “I read that in the file. But is there something unique about his wine?”




    Lucas looked at Ethan before he answered. “I don’t know. I haven’t tasted it.”




    She gripped her file in irritation. Was there something they weren’t telling her? “Well, it sounds simple enough. If the wine is really special, I’m sure we can give Maras what he’s looking for.”




    “I’m not so sure,” Ethan said. “Maras’s expectations may be unreasonable.”




    She straightened her spine. He didn’t usually anticipate failure. “Ethan, it’s me. I’ll succeed.”




    He held her gaze and nodded. “I have every confidence in you.”




    That was more like it. She always thrilled at the way they worked together seamlessly. If only it extended to his bedroom…she squeezed her thighs together at the memory of him. Oh, he could go through the motions perfectly, but there was no real connection.




    Which was what she wanted.




    Still, Ethan left her cold. Colder. She stood. “I’d like to get on the road.”




    Both men rose from their seats, and Lucas ducked out of the room. Ethan drew a little closer to her, but the glass walls of the conference room were her protection. He wouldn’t want to be seen touching an employee.




    “Don’t let Maras get to you,” he said.




    Her skin broke out in goose bumps. It was definitely time to end things between them. She’d do it as soon as she came back from the job.




    Glancing at the door, she said, “See you in a week.”




    To put distance between them, she hurried into the hallway and down the stairs into the parking garage. Excited to begin the project, she raced through the city streets, but just across the bridge, she had to screech to a stop. All her rushing was in vain. As far as she could see, orange traffic barrels blocked off an entire lane of the northbound highway. Oh well, it gave her time to think. Rolling her head from side to side, she stretched her neck, inhaled deeply, and settled comfortably into the car seat.




    A car horn blasted in her ear. Next to her, the driver of a beat up green Honda spat out words that could only be spelled with four letters.




    Poor guy, he obviously hadn’t learned to cope with stressful situations. He just needed some simple breathing exercises, maybe a mantra or a visualization, and like her, he wouldn’t get so wound up. She took a few deep breaths on his behalf and wished she could share some of her calm with him. There had been a time in her life when she felt that kind of stress and anxiety, but it was long behind her.




    As she crossed into Sonoma County, the sun, perpetually hidden by fog in San Francisco, shone brightly through her moon roof. She was hot and her skirt stuck to her legs. Her armpits were getting damp too, so she cranked up the air conditioner. Great way to make a first impression. Perhaps she would keep her jacket on no matter how hot it was in Sonoma.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    LEANING OVER THE SINK, Andre Maras scraped his razor down his cheek. Gray flecks had appeared amongst his black stubble. He rinsed them into the basin, checked the mirror, and frowned at the unfamiliar image. He so rarely bothered with his reflection anymore that it was a shock. The silver hair glinting at his temples showed just how weak he had become. He finally looked the way he felt—tired and old.




    Nearly two centuries had passed since the Hunters had run him out of Croatia. His health had remained stable, but clearly the wasting disease was progressing more quickly. It was only a matter of time before he shriveled up and died like a frail old human.




    Stepping back from the mirror, he appraised his body. Biceps narrower, ribs jutting under his pectorals, quadriceps leaner. He turned, craning to see his glutes—hollow. He used to have an ass like a bull. He was not yet gaunt, but he had lost bulk, for certain. If he were not so bloody big to begin with, he would be skin and bones. Soon he would require sleep. And eventually, he would never wake up.




    All around America, his old friends from the homeland were surely asking themselves the same question. By the gods of his father, he missed them, missed the old times. How many of them had already succumbed to the disease?




    Maybe, just maybe, he could help them.




    But he could not quite muster enough hope to believe it.




    After dressing, he found his adopted son in the wine cellar.




    “You look glum,” Kos said, passing him a glass of wine. “This might cheer you up.”




    Andre recognized its earthy scent, the first vintage made with grapes from their new vineyards. As he swirled it in the glass, the acid-sweet aroma enveloped him. He took a sip.




    “It’s even better than it was four weeks ago,” Kos said.




    The liquid coated his tongue, causing him to pucker. The sugars hit his taste buds, and all the flavors came together harmoniously. He spit into the bucket resting on a nearby barrel. “It is better. The currant, the spice, the herbs—all the flavors are there now.”




    Kos took a sip. “I don’t remember the texture being so dense. Was it really this thick on the tongue? It’s like syrup; it’s just like—”




    “It was always like this. As thick as blood. I never thought I would taste it again.” He needed the good news. Again, hope tried to rear its head, daring him to embrace it. Was it truly the same wine? And would it help?




    Kos stared into his wine glass, probably wondering the same thing.




    “Should we try it?” Andre asked.




    “I really don’t want to spend the day vomiting.” Kos sniffed his wine, flicking his eyes over Andre’s thinning body. “But I’m willing to risk it if you are.”




    To Andre, it was worth a day of painful dry heaving to know for certain. “Let’s do it.”




    “Shall I take a picture, or something? To remember…if it works, I mean.”




    “Good God, no. Let’s just get it over with,” Andre replied, raising his glass. His only nod to sentiment was to add the traditional vampire toast. “To the homeland.”




    Kos lifted his in reply.




    The wine was cool and watery. Clenching, his throat revolted. But he fought back the urge to gag. It was the first time in ages he had swallowed something besides blood.




    Minutes passed, and when Kos spoke, Andre guessed he was trying to fill the silence.




    “What do you think the chances are it will cure us?”




    “Hell, I don’t know.” Andre pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his fatigued eyes for a second. “Nothing short of moving back to that Hunter-infested country will cure us, but maybe this will help. Anything is better than this slow death.”




    “I’ll drink to that.” Kos took another sip.




    Was he as weak as Andre? Kos’s eyes, the same blue-gray as his mother’s, were sunk too deeply in his head. The bones of his shoulders were sharp under his button-down shirt. If he weren’t so fair-haired, he would probably see gray on his temples too.




    “You were a vampire for such a short time before the Hunters came,” Andre said. “Do you even remember how strong the wine made us?”




    “I remember, but I took it for granted. I was still growing stronger then. Every day I hoped I would fly.”




    The words were a lead weight in Andre’s empty gut. He would give anything he had to take Kos back to Croatia, so he could attain his full strength and eventually fly.




    “And,” Kos said in a playful tone, “I was feeding more often than was strictly necessary.” He flashed the smile all the Šoltan housemaids had loved. It had ensured he was always well fed.




    Andre couldn’t help but laugh at Kos’s attempt to lighten the mood.




    All at once, a warm energy built in his gut. It wasn’t just the heat of his belly laugh. It was like being sated by blood, but better. Pure well-being radiated through his body like a small sun, just as it had in the old days, when he drank the wine of his homeland.




    When the shock faded, Andre made his way to his office, checking barrels and the seals on wine bottles lining the brick wall of the cellar. Kos followed him in stunned silence. Andre sat down at his desk just as Lena knocked on the slightly ajar door and slipped in, giving him her toothy, eager-to-please smile. In spite of her undeniable beauty, he shied away.




    “You wanted to feed?” she asked.




    “Yes, thank you. Come over here.”




    She flushed pink at his command, and he tensed, annoyed.




    He sat down in a large armchair and patted his knee. “Sit down.”




    She obeyed, leaning her back against his chest. Brushing her hair off her neck, he smelled her—clean and young and healthy. He hated being so close to her. Her body was shapely, but he did not want her. Not like that, anyway. A few sips of wine had done little to satisfy his hunger, and he needed her blood.




    He tried to be friendly. “Were you picking lemons today?”




    In the corner of Andre’s vision, Kos turned away to examine a bookshelf.




    Lena squirmed on his lap and sighed. “Yes, can you really smell them on me?”




    “I can. What are you cooking with thyme and oregano?”




    “A tomato sauce. Pedro brought me a flat of heirloom tomatoes from the farmers’ market.”




    “Sounds delicious,” he said, though he could not recall what food tasted like. Lightly, he caressed the pulse in her neck with his thumb. “Are you ready?”




    She nodded.




    His tongue touched the sharp points of his canine teeth. Saliva pooled in anticipation of a meal, and he sank his fangs into the tender flesh of her neck. She wriggled again and sighed with pleasure. Hot and salty, her blood tasted as it should. It filled him and began to pulse through his veins, relieving the gnawing ache of hunger. But it would not last long.




    In spite of the beautiful woman, and the delicious blood, dark thoughts overtook him—feeding always reminded him that his exile was slowly killing him.




    As he took another long swallow from Lena’s vein, her hips began to rock a slow rhythm. She straddled one of his thighs, rubbing herself against him. Soon, Andre smelled the musk of her arousal and knew Kos would too.




    It was so damn annoying that she always got turned on. He wished he could flip a switch and turn her right back off, wished he could just feed without making her want him. But that was how feeding worked. Sex and blood went hand in hand, at least for a normal vampire, one who was not broken, like him.




    With one last draw on her neck, he retracted his fangs and licked the puncture wounds closed. He stilled her rocking with a firm grip on her hips.




    Lena made a whimpering complaint.




    “Thank you, Lena,” he said. “I depend on your generosity.”




    She stood and crossed her arms. “It’s my pleasure.” Her pretty features settled into a pout.




    Silly girl. He did not feel sorry for her. Straightening her clothes, she hurried out through the office door. He glanced at Kos and, as he expected, saw his son’s eyes dilated with desire.




    “You really pissed her off that time,” Kos said. “I’m sure you got her hopes up, with all the talk of cooking.”




    Andre rolled his eyes. “I’ve told you before, if you want her, she’s yours.”




    “Your castoffs aren’t tempting.” Kos sat down in the armchair across from Andre.




    “If you say so.”




    “And more importantly, I don’t think she’d take me. She wants you.”




    “I can’t give her what she wants.”




    “Still, she expected all the intimacies when she accepted this position. Feeding from her without sex is cruel, although I know it’s not your intention to hurt her.”




    What could he say? He just grunted. Kos always assumed the best of him. And he was right that Andre did not intend to hurt her. He just didn’t want her.




    He leaned his head against the high back of his armchair. No, he hadn’t wanted a woman since his last visit to San Francisco more than a year ago. He used to frequent the bars where he could find a woman who did not want him to be kind or gentle. On a vinyl covered stool under a dim light, he would order a bourbon, and smell the sweet amber liquid as the women approached him. What they saw when they looked at him was a mystery, but they always approached. He was not picky—just looking for a woman whose eyes were as empty as he felt, and he would leave with the first one he saw every single time.




    Andre would never use Lena or the other women in his household that way. It was his responsibility to protect them and provide for them. Throw sex in the mix and he would quickly feel like he had a handful of wives and all the accompanying annoyances. But even without sex, Lena was becoming a thorn in his side, and he would have to do something about her soon.




    Thudding footsteps in the cellar distracted Andre from his frustrating thoughts. Those were Pedro’s solid, human feet pounding the stone floor.




    The man pushed the door open without formality and began speaking. “The woman from Bennett PR will be here any minute. Her secretary just called.”




    The spy. She would be on Andre’s doorstep soon. He glanced around his shadowy cave of an office. It was where he felt safest. “Greet her out front and bring her here.”




    “Really?” Kos asked. “We could meet upstairs, in the daylight. Why did you bother installing the sun blocks if you spend all your time down here?”




    “No. Here.”




    “No problem, boss. Do you want me to show her your coffins too?” Pedro asked.




    His brilliant aquamarine eyes had that insubordinate glimmer, and Andre snorted in reply. There were no damn coffins, and he knew it.




    With a smug grin, Pedro left to welcome their visitor.




    Kos leaned forward over his knees, his voice quiet, although they were alone. “Do you plan to tell Pedro the whole story soon?”




    “Soon,” Andre replied. Kos’s worried frown reflected Andre’s own remorse. They had dragged Pedro into something larger than he understood. The smart-ass Spaniard had a way with grapes, and he had become like family since taking the job as Andre’s assistant winemaker. He deserved to know the truth.




    “I want to go on the record one last time to say this is a bad idea,” Kos said. “Bringing her here is practically inviting the Hunters to be houseguests.”




    A wave of fatigue washed over Andre. Lena’s blood was not strong enough to energize him for long. He slumped in the chair and kicked his feet up on the coffee table. “She’s not a real Hunter,” he said. “Their women are only for breeding.”




    “That makes me feel so much better.” Kos leaned back and crossed his arms.




    “We’ll never reach the others without a public relations expert.” In hindsight, his idea that all the Croatian vampires go into deep hiding had been a tremendous mistake. Now, he had no way to find them with this possible cure. “I owe it to them, Kos.”




    “So we need help, but it doesn’t have to be from our enemy.”




    “Having her here affords us some protection. They won’t set fire to a house with their own inside.”




    “Are you sure? They don’t seem to mind slaughtering women and children.”




    No, he wasn’t sure. He rubbed his eyes. “Kos, we can’t flee. We drank the Šoltan vintage today. We drank. What if it makes us stronger?”




    “But we agreed—never again, after what happened on Šolta,” Kos said.




    Squeezing his eyes shut, he saw kind old Magda, and that sweet maid, whom Kos had especially liked, beaten, used, and discarded on the front lawn. The blood curdled in Andre’s stomach. No, he could not let that happen again. He tried to shrug out the knots in his shoulders. The whole damn world was resting on them, and he felt every pound.




    “We will not let that happen again. But we need to see what they know first,” he said. “And maybe Bel can help us. Do you know how to reach him?” It was a sad state of affairs that Andre had no idea how to find his younger son.




    “Yes,” Kos said. “He’s got a satellite phone now. I’ll call him. But promise me this—if we’re in danger, we pack the whole household and we go. We forget about the wine.”




    His eyes flicked to the door. Outside, barrel after oak barrel of Croatian Zinfandel aged. To him, the possibility of a cure was the most important thing in the world. Almost. “Yes, you are right. We will not let anything happen to the household, Pedro included.”




    “If we have to go, it will be all right,” Kos said, a little too fervently. “We’ve planned for this. There’s plenty of money and a host of new identities. It won’t be like the last time we ran.”




    In spite of his attempt at reassurance, they both knew that all those barrels of the Šoltan vintage in the cellar made it exactly like last time. Andre’s gut knotted. They would lose all connection to their homeland once again. They would have to start all over…if they had the strength.




    “Kos, you’ve done good work preparing for this scenario. Thank you.”




    Surprise registered on Kos’s face for just an instant, and it saddened Andre. He should praise his son more. Kos had grown into a fine man over the last century, and his wise planning and investments had turned the estate’s modest profits into a substantial fortune.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    PEDRO BACKTRACKED THROUGH the dim, damp cellar on his way to greet the lady from Bennett PR. At the front door, he paused with a clammy hand on the knob. Like the entrance of a medieval castle, the huge door was rounded at its top and made of rough wooden planks. He puffed up, standing straight like a knight in Andre’s service. Ms. Porter was on the other side, bringing some mysterious Bennett-related trouble. No matter how much he liked Lucas Bennett, his loyalty was with Andre.




    Swinging open the door, he stepped into the bright, late-morning sun. The wet chill of the cellar burned off his skin in seconds, heating him to the bone. Or was it the thought of Lucas?




    When he scanned the drive, there was no sign of the Porter woman.




    She was probably friends with his yellow-eyed hottie. He’d only seen him that one time—strolling into the tasting room while Pedro manned the counter. His whisky-colored eyes were intriguing, so Pedro made a show of scanning his lean, powerful body.




    Lucas returned the look, and the flirtation began. “How long have you worked here?”




    “Oh, I don’t. Just helping today. I’m the assistant winemaker.”




    Dark brows arched over golden eyes. “Really? Well, you make amazing wine. It’s a favorite of mine.”




    A sincere compliment or a come-on? Pedro didn’t care. It made him warm all over. “Thanks. What do you do?”




    “I work in public relations. My brother has a firm.”




    That was good luck—Andre had a sudden need for PR help. “Have any wineries as clients?”




    “A few. Why?”




    He slid a legal pad across the bar, and tapped it with a pencil. “We need some PR. Give me the details, and I’ll pass them along to the winemaker.” With Lucas standing nearby, Pedro called Andre. “Hey, boss. I’ve got a lead for you.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “Call Ethan Bennett at Bennett Public Relations. They might be a good fit for your branding project.”




    “Really?” The old guy sounded almost hopeful. “Give me the number. I’ll call right now.”




    Pedro read it off.




    When he ended the call, he found Lucas watching him.




    Lucas tipped the last taste of his wine down his throat, his Adam’s apple bobbing before he said, “Did you study winemaking in California?”




    “No, in Argentina. I went to university there.”




    Lucas winked. “Me encanta Buenos Aires.”




    This guy made Pedro’s head spin and his knees weak, like he’d downed a whole bottle of wine himself. “Si? Yo tambien. Verdad, es un ciudad muy spectacular.” He poured a little more wine into the man’s glass, brushing his fingers where they held the stem.




    They shared their favorite spots in Argentina’s capital, restaurants and gay bars, even museums.




    “Well, I guess I should head back to the city,” Lucas said.




    Pedro reached across the counter and grabbed his wrist. “Not yet. I don’t get down to San Francisco nearly often enough for me to let you walk away.” When Lucas didn’t pull back, Pedro dragged him into the office. In one motion, Lucas closed the door and pushed him against it. Lucas’s kiss was hungry as he pushed his tongue deep in Pedro’s mouth. Pedro’s hands explored his muscled back. Lucas grew hard against his abdomen and pushed into him.




    A bell jingled as the door to the tasting room opened and what sounded like a group of tourists milled in. Pedro tensed, and Lucas broke the kiss.




    “Y’all open?” someone called out.




    Pedro stifled his irritation at the interruption and cracked the office door. “Just a minute.” Then he placed a more gentle kiss on Lucas’s mouth. “Wait?”




    Lucas shook his head. “I wish, but I’ve got to get back to the city.”




    Later that evening, when Pedro greeted Andre and Kos, they both bared their fangs and made a frightening, hissing growl. Pedro had never been scared of them before, but in that moment he nearly pissed himself.




    “Who have you been with?” Andre shouted the question.




    Pedro crossed his arms. “Excuse me?”




    “You smell…like…someone,” Kos said.




    His slow, reasonable tone relaxed Pedro, and he grinned in spite of Andre’s hostility. “I met a guy.”




    “Clearly,” Andre said. “I can smell that he did not fuck you, but his scent is all over you. Who is he?”




    “Jesus, you can smell when I’ve had sex? That is too—”




    “Yes,” Andre said. “We can smell things you cannot even imagine.”




    Pedro looked at Kos, who nodded, confirming the words.




    “Now get to the point,” Andre said.




    “I met a man in the tasting—”




    “I knew it,” Kos said. “They found us.”




    Andre shook his head at Kos almost imperceptibly, but Pedro caught the gesture. What was going on?




    “Tell us about him,” said Andre.




    “Nice guy. Hot. Unusual yellow eyes.” Again the father and son exchanged glances. “I called you about his brother…Ethan Bennett.”




    “Davo,” Andre said.




    Uh oh. He only used that ancient half-Latin, half-Slavic curse on the devil when he was really pissed.




    Kos remained quiet, clearly concerned about whatever it was they were hiding.




    “Did you call him?” Pedro asked.




    “Worse. I hired him. He’s sending his vice president in a few weeks.”




    “Call him back,” Kos said. “Cancel.”




    In the silence that followed, Pedro could hear Andre’s teeth grinding, which was saying something, since he didn’t have vampire super hearing.




    Finally, Andre said, “No, this is for the best.”




    Pedro had waited for Andre to say more. Nothing. Man, he’d wanted to know what they weren’t telling him, but vampires had their secrets.




    Pedro squinted into the morning sun, waiting for the PR lady to arrive. He still didn’t know Andre’s secrets, but without a doubt, it was best not to pursue Lucas, even if he didn’t know why. His loyalty was with the Maras family no matter what.
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    As he expected, Ethan found Lucas waiting in his office.




    “I just spoke to Stephen,” Lucas said.




    Ethan’s eyelid twitched. It was irksome that Lucas insisted on calling their father by his first name—a useless rebellion. “What did Father say?”




    “He wanted an update. He’s got a small army ready to assault Kaštel at any moment. He’s trigger happy, but I reminded him that Maras may lead us to the other vampires first.”




    “We can hope. Though, I’m sure they are exercising extreme caution after Owen showed up. Then you leave your scent all over that winemaker Torres. That was too sloppy, Lucas.” He kept his tone neutral, but Lucas flinched anyway. Opening his desk, Ethan took out his gold handled dagger with the sun emblem on its hilt. He spun it on the desk, point down like a spinning top.




    “You’re right, it was sloppy. No doubt it put them on alert. But by sending in Zoey, we knew they would catch our scent eventually.”




    Ethan nodded. After a good long spin, the dagger toppled with a clunk. “As I said, I remain hopeful that she can gather information that will lead us to the other Croatian vampires.” He picked up the dagger again.




    “Do you think they will smell that she’s sleeping with you?”




    The dagger fumbled from his fingers, and for a moment it seemed it would crash onto the carpet. But he caught it. “I don’t think it matters. Either way, if she smells like us, they won’t trust her. They might even run. With Zoey there, we’ll know if they are planning to flee. Any sign of flight, and we call in Father’s soldiers.”




    Lucas leaned over the desk and dropped his voice to a whisper. “Do you think Maras will hurt her?”




    Ethan polished the golden dagger against his knee. “I think he will do what they always do—try to seduce her, feed from her, and enslave her in his household.”




    Lucas leaned in another inch and his whisper became shrill. “So you’re okay with Zoey becoming a vampire slave?”




    The dagger glinted nicely when Ethan held it up to the light. “It won’t happen. There’s no way he could seduce her. Zoey’s not the type to be wooed or used. She’s as cold as ice.” He liked her ice. It made her shiny and flawless like his golden blade.




    “Zoey? She’s a little reserved, but friendly enough once you get to know her.”




    It was fun to toy with Lucas. “She puts on a good show, but she’s damaged.”




    Lucas sat back and crossed his arms. “Zoey? No she’s not.”




    Ethan set the dagger down in front of him. “Trust me. I think it’s because of what happened with her husband.”




    Lucas raised his eyebrows. “Zoey was married?”




    “Yes. Several years ago.”




    “So she’s divorced?”




    This time he spun the dagger flat on his desk, like a compass. “No. He died in an accident.”




    “That’s awful. What happened?”




    “It’s really not my place to tell you,” he replied, as if Zoey had confided him. He wished she had, but perhaps that would come in time.




    Lifting his eyes from the dagger resting on the desk, he caught Lucas watching him.




    “Well, I hope she’s safe up there,” his brother said.




    “She’ll be fine. Zoey’s always fine.”




    Careful to avoid smudges, he picked the gleaming blade up between his fingertips and set it into its velvet-lined case.




    [image: swirls55.jpg]




    Between two low hills, Zoey caught a glimpse of the beautiful house nestled among the vineyards. Even from the front drive, the Kaštel Estate Winery was enchanting. Textured white stucco walls reached upward to the roof of Spanish tile. It was a picturesque Mediterranean villa, well suited to a family who’d emigrated from an island in the Adriatic Sea.




    As soon as the entire house came into view, its large windows and old-fashioned door called to her invitingly. The white house and orderly flowerbeds were immaculate, but somehow it still looked lived-in, and she couldn’t wait to see inside. She imagined walking up the front steps and putting her very own key in the lock. For the first time since she could remember, she wished she had a home, not just a place to sleep and store her things.




    Thankfully, the troublesome feeling passed. But during her flight of fancy the car had come to a dead stop in the middle of the drive. Embarrassed, she scanned the façade for witnesses to her idiotic gaping.




    In the circular drive, a stocky man waited for her to pull up. Dark brown hair draped across his brow and hung over his ears. She drove forward, rolled down her window, and extended her hand.




    “I’m Zoey Porter.”




    “Pedro Torres.” He shook her hand.




    “Oh, yes, Lucas mentioned you,” Zoey said.




    His eyes crinkled at the edges, and Zoey couldn’t help but grin as the dots connected. She’d been right. There was something different in Lucas’s smile when he talked about Pedro.




    “Pull in right over there, and I’ll help you with your bags.”




    As she walked with Pedro through the front door, he handed her bag to a pretty blond woman wearing a kitchen apron. Was she a housekeeper of some sort? How old fashioned.




    “I’ll take you down to Andre’s office,” Pedro said. “It’s in the cellar.”




    As Zoey followed Pedro down the stone stairs, she was thankful for the cool, moist air. She could comfortably leave her jacket on and avoid revealing her damp armpits.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    ANDRE AND KOS BOTH STOOD when Pedro opened the office door for Zoey Porter. She smelled of Hunter, though not as strongly as Pedro had the day he met Lucas Bennett. Still, the smell was enough to draw out Andre’s fangs. He suppressed his growl.




    As he clenched his fists and his jaw, working to control his predatory reaction, he observed Zoey Porter’s feet. She wore feminine, red shoes with low heels. Her shapely calves ended where her narrow black skirt began, covering trim but strong thighs. Her hips curved gently, and her waist looked narrow. He wished he could see her breasts better under her jacket, and the rare desire surprised him. Andre had another surprise waiting for him as his gaze finally reached her face. Her mouth gaped, and her brown eyes were wide with recognition.




    It was her. The beauty he had met more than a year back, the very last time he had gone to San Francisco. No, they hadn’t really met. She had appeared next him at the bar and said, “I noticed you’re not actually drinking that whiskey. Recovering alcoholic?”




    “Something like that,” Andre said, while turning toward her.




    She’d taken the glass from him and swallowed it in one gulp. “Damn. That was a nice bourbon. I should have sipped it.” She laughed.




    Andre laughed too. “Yes, it’s very nice. I enjoy the way it smells.”




    Her gaze roamed over him, but he didn’t bother with the same full body perusal. He had seen what he was looking for in her eyes. They were almond shaped and very dark brown. Behind their lovely color was absolutely no emotion.




    “Please, have a seat,” he said. He extended his hand and began to say, “I’m—”




    “No names.”




    Andre’s lips had twitched into a smile; that was how he liked it too. She’d climbed onto a barstool and propped one foot on the rung of his. Her tight black pants revealed perfectly shaped legs. Not that he really cared, he would probably only pull them down over her hips far enough to bend her over a table somewhere and take her from behind. He got hard thinking about it.




    They sat quietly without looking at each other for several long minutes, and he indulged his fantasy a little longer. Her ass would be peachy soft, and she would clench around him, all hot and wet.




    When the fantasy got too heated, he forced himself back into the present moment. It was oddly quiet. Normally, the women tried to talk him into leaving with promises like, “You can do anything you want to me, baby.”




    Finally, their eyes met. Had he thought hers were empty? Now they were full of something he couldn’t name—a spark of recognition. Suddenly, her eyes said she knew things about him she could not possibly know. He did not want to be known like that. He looked at the scratched wooden surface of the bar.




    She stood up and walked away.




    “Wait,” he said, and grabbed her arm roughly.




    She did not flinch. “I’m leaving,” she said. “This feels…” She waved her hand back and forth between them a few times. “Whatever this is, it’s too much. I don’t like it.” She walked away in a hurry, heels clicking briskly on the floor.




    Stunned, he watched her round, gorgeous ass until she went out the door. Once he got over the shock of the sudden connection and then separation, he was well and truly relieved she had the sense to leave when his own sense had abandoned him. Although, her good sense made her even more intriguing. A lot of women—hell, a lot of people—couldn’t have walked away from a kindred spirit like that. Even if what they held in common was a desolate numbness.




    Since that night, Andre could not shake off the memory of her. Sex had been a chore since his wife’s death, and his wasting disease had diminished his lust for decades. But meeting her caused him to think about sex more frequently than he had in years, and it did not take much to trigger the fantasy of bending her over a table and driving into her.




    No more trips to San Francisco; in spite of his desire, it was better to stay home. The wash of pleasure and pain that had come over him when she looked at him like she knew him—it had made him want to crawl in a hole and hide, and it had made him want to knock on every door in the city in search of her.
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    It took Zoey two seconds flat to realize that Andre Maras was the man who’d been haunting her dreams for more than a year. Had Ethan planned this?




    Impossible—she’d never told him about her encounter with the stranger.




    That night, she’d hoped for a few hours of invigorating distraction. She had walked into the barely lit club and immediately noticed a man seated on a stool, his broad back bent over the bar. The angle of his spine and the curve of his shoulders captivated her. What could burden a man like that? She leaned against a sticky wall by the entrance and watched him sit as still as a lion about to pounce. But he never did, even when a few attractive women approached. So she sat next to him. When their gazes met, his speckled green eyes bored right into the hollow place inside her.




    She’d never regretted walking away, even if he appeared in her dreams almost every night.




    In his office, he looked very much like he had in the bar. He’d worn an untucked, casual button-down shirt over dark jeans and black European-looking boots. He had a European accent to match, although he’d only spoken twenty words. Today he wore gray slacks and a crisp white shirt instead.




    God, he was big—six feet four or five and stacked with the muscles of a warrior, the kind a man built with manual labor, not at the gym. His dark hair was clipped close to his head, but she could tell it would have a tight curl if he let it get longer. Just a sprinkling of gray showed at his temples. A prominent aquiline nose sat between his hazel eyes, and his olive skin was radiant. Though there was nothing pretty about him, his features came together in untamed perfection. She wasn’t in the habit of thinking men beautiful, but he was.




    As he examined her from toe to head, the heat of a blush followed his gaze. When his eyes finally reached her face, they opened in surprise. The spark between them ignited again, and her breath rushed out of her body.




    Fuck, she thought. This is was last thing she needed.




    Pedro and the other man chuckled. Great. Apparently, she’d said it out loud. The heat crawled up her neck and bloomed on her cheeks.




    “I’m getting the feeling you two have met?” said the blond man.




    She struggled to regain her composure. “Only in passing. We weren’t properly introduced.” Stepping forward, she extended her hand to the blond. “Zoey Porter.”




    “Kosjenic Maras, but please, call me Kos.” They shook hands. “And this is my father, Andre.”




    Father? They looked to be about the same age, maybe thirty or thirty-five. How could he have a son that old? Maybe he wasn’t as young as he looked. She turned back to examine him, only to notice he remained completely stunned to see her. Somehow, as huge and gorgeous as he was, he seemed vulnerable as he stared.




    “Ms. Porter, can I get you something to drink? Coffee or water?” Pedro asked, as if trying to make up for Andre’s silence.




    “A glass of water would be great.”




    He walked over to a wet bar and filled a glass for her. Zoey noticed a decanter of something honey colored, probably more bourbon for Andre to sniff. She wouldn’t mind a few fingers of that instead.




    As if he heard her thoughts, Andre finally spoke. “Pedro, pour Ms. Porter some bourbon. One for yourself too. Can’t have her drinking alone.”




    It would be professional to demur. Too bad. “Thank you. Kos, you don’t drink either?” Kos looked surprised she knew that about his father.




    “I don’t care for spirits,” he replied. “I prefer wine.”




    Taking her glass from Pedro, she said to all three men, “Please call me Zoey.”




    Andre gestured for them to be seated at four overstuffed, dark brown, leather armchairs around a coffee table. She liked the old world style of the office; it was comforting. The walls were the same brick as the wine cellar she had come through. A few large oil paintings hung on them. They showed quaint Mediterranean villages and Zoey guessed the scenes were of his native Croatia. Woven rugs added color in warm hues. His desk was clearly an antique, as were the floor lamps and some clunky brass sconces on the walls.




    He looked longingly at his desk. Did the big boy want some protection? Surely she wasn’t that scary.




    Then he began to speak, and the impression of vulnerability vanished. “I assume Ethan Bennett has explained to you our goals for re-branding the wine from our new vineyard?”




    “Yes, he explained all he could. But honestly, I don’t understand what you’re aiming for. I have a lot of questions.”




    “Certainly. Would you like to start with them now?”




    “Actually, I’d like to begin with a tour of the estate.”




    “Ah, yes, a logical place to start. Pedro, would you give Ms. Porter a tour? Show her anything she’s interested in.”




    It was funny that he wouldn’t call her Zoey, but it was downright strange he didn’t want to show her around himself, since the project seemed important to him. Why? Her toes twitched in her birthday shoes. Curiosity always made her jumpy, and she wanted to know everything about him.




    Pedro as tour guide suited her fine, though. It would give her a chance to wrap her mind around this unsettling coincidence, and put up some defenses quickly. It was clear what she had to do—channel the curiosity into the project, and then get the hell away from him. Otherwise, she might shove Andre Maras to the ground and act out all her fantasies, whether he liked it or not.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    ANDRE TOOK A DEEP BREATH when the door closed behind her. Kos waited for a few more moments before he said, “What the hell?”




    Andre shrugged. “We met once in a bar.”




    Kos stood up and began to pace. “A bar? So, did you fuck her and then never call?”




    “No, I did not fuck her. Nothing happened. We hardly spoke.” Andre tried to stay calm. Since the moment he had recognized Ms. Porter, his heart had been trying to race right out of his chest. Best to keep that reaction from Kos.




    “When was this?”




    Andre sighed, trying to calm his nerves. He hoped he sounded impatient, not frayed. “I don’t know. More than a year ago.”




    “That long?” Kos stopped mid-stride. “You were practically paralyzed with shock when she walked in. I’ve never seen you speechless like that.”




    “I never expected to see her again.” He wiped his hand down his clean-shaven face.




    Kos waited for more of an explanation.




    “And I’ve thought about her a few times in the last year.”




    “I’m guessing those thoughts were not G-rated.”




    No. They were also not few.




    Kos returned to his chair. “Back when you didn’t fuck Zoey Porter, did she smell like Hunter? Because that’s a turn off for me.”




    “Hell no.”




    “Well, you didn’t fuck her, but a Hunter sure did.”




    “What? I didn’t smell that.” Instantly, he lost all the calm he had gained and his heart thudded insistently.




    “Well, I did, when she shook my hand. It must be Ethan, given Lucas is Pedro’s type.”




    Andre ground his teeth. He remembered that, when they spoke on the phone, Ethan had sounded rather possessive of her.




    “Do you think she knows what they are? What we are?” Kos asked.




    “I don’t think so.” Again, he wiped his hand down his face.




    “Then what the hell are they trying to accomplish sending her here?” Kos asked.




    “My best guess? They must know we smelled them on Pedro and they want to know why we haven’t run yet.”




    Kos crossed his arms tightly as if he were cold. “I keep asking myself the same question.”




    “If we’ve found the cure, it’s not just for us. It will help our old friends and all the other refugees from Šolta. That’s why Ms. Porter is here—to help us reach them.”




    “You’re right. But still, I have a very bad feeling about this,” Kos said as he stood up to leave. At the door, he said over his shoulder, “Best to feed often while she’s here. You were looking very hungry as you watched her walk out.” He closed the door before Andre could reply.




    Kos was right, he did need to eat more often to keep up his waning strength. But none of the women in his household—Susan, Ally, and the simpering Lena—seemed nearly as appetizing as Zoey. His body had finally calmed down, but a sinking feeling in his gut replaced the initial shock. The spark between them could seriously complicate his plans.
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