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      WOLFES OF MANHATTAN

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog

      

      “Helen Hardt…is a master at her craft.”

      ~K. Ogburn, Amazon

      

      “Move over Steel brothers… Rock is everything!”

      ~Barbara Conklin-Jaros, Amazon

      

      “Helen has done it again. She winds you up and weaves a web of intrigue.”

      ~Vicki Smith, Amazon

      

      FOLLOW ME SERIES

      

      “Hardt spins erotic gold...”

      ~Publishers Weekly

      

      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”

      ~Marie Claire Magazine

      

      “Intensely erotic and wildly emotional...”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones

      

      “With an edgy, enigmatic hero and loads of sexual tension, Helen Hardt's fast-paced Follow Me Darkly had me turning pages late into the night!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author J. Kenner

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now...Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties

      

      “A tour de force where the reader will be pulled in as if they're being seduced by Braden Black, taken for a wild ride, and left wanting more.”

      ~USA Today Bestselling Author Julie Morgan

      

      “Hot. Sexy. Intriguing. Page-Turner. Helen Hardt checks all the boxes with Follow Me Darkly!”

      ~International Bestselling Author Victoria Blue

      

      STEEL BROTHERS SAGA

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones

      

      "Completely raw and addictive."

      ~#1 New York Times bestselling author Meredith Wild

      

      “Talon has hit my top five list…up there next to Jamie Fraser and Gideon Cross.”

      ~USA Today bestselling author Angel Payne

      

      “Talon and Jade’s instant chemistry heats up the pages...”

      ~RT Book Reviews

      

      “Sorry Christian and Gideon, there’s a new heartthrob for you to contend with. Meet Talon. Talon Steel.”

      ~Booktopia

      

      “Such a beautiful torment—the waiting, the anticipation, the relief that only comes briefly before more questions arise, and the wait begins again… Check. Mate. Ms. Hardt…”

      ~Bare Naked Words

      

      “Made my heart stop in my chest. Helen has given us such a heartbreakingly beautiful series.”

      ~Tina, Bookalicious Babes

      

      BLOOD BOND SAGA

      

      “An enthralling and rousing vampire tale that will leave readers waiting for the sequel.”

      ~Kirkus Reviews

      

      "Dangerous and sexy. A new favorite!"

      ~New York Times bestselling author Alyssa Day

      

      “A dark, intoxicating tale.”

      ~Library Journal

      

      “Helen dives into the paranormal world of vampires and makes it her own.”

      ~Tina, Bookalicious Babes

      

      “Throw out everything you know about vampires—except for that blood thirst we all love and lust after in these stunning heroes—and expect to be swept up in a sensual story that twists and turns in so many wonderfully jaw-dropping ways.”

      ~Angel Payne, USA Today bestselling author
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      If I had ten bucks for every time I’ve walked in on my father getting head from some young stud, I’d be a…

      Okay, maybe not a millionaire, but richer than I am by a long shot.

      I rap on the oak door. As vampire king, my father has the right to summon me whenever he pleases, and I’m bound to obey due to my cursed bloodline. It irks me to knock. Walking right in makes me feel like I possess a modicum of autonomy, however imaginary. Just that little bit of power makes the whole thing a little less…insulting.

      But only a little. After seeing several scenes a daughter should never witness, I’ve learned to knock.

      “Come in.” My father’s voice is breathy.

      I open the door with caution. Today’s hunk sports a mane of golden hair, slanted leonine eyes, and killer biceps. I might go for him myself if he weren’t kneeling on the plush burgundy carpet while my father zips his fly.

      I clear my throat. Vampires aren’t known for their modesty, but I’m his daughter, for God’s sake.

      “Just a minute, Hannah,” my father says. “I’m a little busy.”

      Patience is not one of my virtues.

      “Yeah? I was busy when you told me to hightail it over here. Finish up and tell me what you want.”

      He turns to face me, his dark vamp eyes clouded. “This is Justin. Justin, my daughter Hannah.”

      “Charmed,” I say, not meeting the young man’s gaze.

      He stands, leaves the room a bit sheepishly, and closes the door behind him.

      “Well?” I regard my father, lifting my eyebrows.

      People say I look like him. We have the same coloring—pale complexion, nearly black hair, brown eyes. He’s a good looking man for three hundred. No doubt he could get the studs he does even if he weren’t king. My sister is blond with blue eyes. I once asked my mother, who’s human, whether Larissa was truly my full-blooded sister. My mom swore up and down that she was always faithful to my father.

      Too bad, since he cheated on her during most of their marriage. That mockery of a liaison ended when I was in my teens.

      My father walks to his desk and motions to a chair. “Have a seat.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll stand.”

      “Suit yourself.” He sits down behind his desk, glances over some papers, and then returns his attention to me. “I hear you’re fond of cock.”

      Let me clarify something. Yes, I have an extremely healthy libido for a human. By vamp standards, though, I’m considered frigid. Vampires have very high sex drives—they coincide with the blood lust—and most are naturally bisexual. Personally, I’ve never had a taste for women, but I’m only half vamp.

      I scoff. “Well, I am my father’s daughter.”

      “Save your attempt at humor, Hannah.”

      I smile what I hope is a saccharine-sweet grin. “What attempt at humor?”

      Dad crosses his arms. “Fine. Play it your way. I have a favor to ask.”

      “Please tell me it doesn’t involve one of your crazy herbal injections.”

      My father is a health nut. The vamp life span of five hundred years isn’t enough for him, apparently. He’s convinced he can add to it with herbal tinctures and infusions, and because I’m half human, he insists I need them to make it to two hundred and fifty. I’ve always shunned his so-called remedies, except for once. Last time I saw him, which was only three days ago, he convinced me to try an injection of yarrow and gingko biloba, claiming it would suppress my need for blood.

      He knows how to hit me below the belt. To say I’m a reluctant vampire is an understatement. I’m constantly searching for ways to quell the desire for blood, so I willingly sat still for the treatment.

      The blood lust continued to hit right on schedule. So much for Daddy’s herbs.

      “No, not today,” he says. “I have an assignment for you.”

      “Goodie.”

      He ignores my sarcasm. Just as well.

      “There’s been a threat to the Brotherhood. One of the lycans has allegedly aligned with a demon.”

      “There’s always a threat to the Brotherhood,” I say. “And by the way, since I always play a huge role in taking care of all your perceived threats, shouldn’t we call it the Brother-Sisterhood?”

      He blows off my query. Big surprise.

      “The lycan in question is an alpha named Victor Rogan. He’s been linked to two vamp slayings in the past month.”

      “Linked how?”

      “His bite marks were found on the chests of both corpses.”

      I should probably feel something. Two vampires dead. Despite my paternity, though, I don’t feel a connection to the Brotherhood. “So? Lots of vamps get bitten by weres and live to tell the tale. Lycans are hardly lethal to us.”

      “They are when they literally eat our hearts out.”

      This time chills slither along the back of my neck. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. The victims’ hearts were gone, and Rogan’s marks were all over them.”

      “Still circumstantial.”

      “Circumstantial how? You think he attacked them, left them immobile, and then someone else came along and sliced out their hearts?”

      “Why not? The lycans know better than to mess with us.”

      A few years ago, the Vampire Brotherhood and the Lycan Council reached a truce of sorts. We all agreed to register our bite marks with the government upon reaching the age of eighteen. Bite marks are unique to all vamps and lycans, like fingerprints are to humans. Any lycan or vamp mark can be easily identified via the central computer system. Surely this Victor knows all that, so why would he take the chance of being found out?

      “None of this makes sense,” I say.

      “I agree.” Dad pauses and rubs his chin. “Which is why I need you to get close to him.”

      Here it comes. “Uh…how close, exactly?”

      “I think you know. You won’t mind. He’s very handsome. I have a photo here somewhere.” He pats some papers on his desk.

      I roll my eyes. “If he’s so handsome, why don’t you seduce him?”

      Dad lets out a chuckle. “Trust me, I would if I could, but by all accounts, Victor Rogan is not the least bit interested in men.”

      “Pity.” I look at my fingernails. Pretty ragged. Maybe I can fit in a manicure when I get home.

      “You’re telling me.” He shuffles more papers. “Ah, here it is.” He shoves an eight-by-ten glossy across the desk.

      I widen my eyes. Handsome doesn’t even begin to cover this god.

      “I see you’re pleased.” Dad smirks. “I hear the photo doesn’t do him justice.”

      Heat curls in my gut. My nipples harden. Emerald-green eyes fringed with thick black lashes, a chiseled face, just the right amount of dark stubble. And hair. Glorious hair. I love long hair on a man. It’s even darker than my own and it falls in unruly waves around beefy shoulders.

      My heart slams against my chest, its cadence rapid. My skin heats, cools, heats again.

      I close my eyes and inhale. The thump thump of his heart, the whoosh of the blood through his veins…both crash into my ears like a roaring storm.

      I shake my head to gain composure. What imagination! I’ve never had such a physical reaction to a photograph.

      I open my eyes.

      Yeah, I can do him.

      All for the sake of my people, of course.

      “He’s in Vegas, staying at his penthouse at the London Hotel and Casino.”

      “Penthouse?”

      “Yeah. He owns the hotel.”

      “So he’s richer than God.”

      “He does all right. I’ve booked you a suite there.”

      “Dad, I have a life here in Chicago. And a job, remember? I can’t just take off.”

      “I’ve arranged a leave of absence.”

      I work the night shift as an ER physician’s assistant at a local hospital. The hours suit me, as I don’t react well to sunlight, and I have blood ready and available whenever I need to feed. I’m good at my job, and the chief of staff adores me. My immediate supervisor, Margot the Bitch, does not, however. No way would she have agreed to a leave of absence.

      I eye my father’s grin. “You didn’t.”

      “Sorry, I did. Just a little. I need you on this, Hannah.”

      “But you said there’s no excuse for using mind control.”

      “I said there’s no excuse for misusing mind control. This is not misuse. This is for the good of the Brotherhood.”

      Right. Dad always did have one set of rules for himself and one set for everyone else. Just ask my mom.

      “Fine. Fine. I’ll go to the London.”

      “And you’ll seduce Victor Rogan.”

      “I’ll try to seduce Victor Rogan. What makes you think he’ll have me?”

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Hannah. You know that.”

      “Dad”—I hand the photo back to him—“look at this man. I’ve been told I’m attractive, but he’s a fucking Adonis.”

      “Trust me.” Dad grins. “He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.”

      I shake my head. “You know as well as I do that weres only respond like that to their own kind.”

      Dad’s eyebrows twitch slightly. “It won’t be a problem.”

      “I can’t see how it won’t be. I’m half human and half vampire. Even if he thinks I’m the hottest thing walking, he’ll hardly jump through any hoops.”

      Dad smiles—a surly grin—as his phone rings. “Did you not have a physical reaction to his picture?”

      I can’t lie to my father. He’s a full-blooded vamp who can sense arousal from miles away. The intensity of my reaction shocked me, and my body is still humming.

      “Give it your best shot.” Dad adjusts his Bluetooth. “Check in with me in three days.”

      Three days?

      “You expect me to seduce a werewolf in three days?”

      He waves me away as he speaks into the phone. When Dad is done with a conversation, he’s done.

      Icy needles prick the skin on the back of my neck as I walk out the door.
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      My stomach tumbles, and not from the unusual amount of turbulence on the airplane. Dad sprang for a first class seat, and I nurse a vodka tonic to sooth my nerves.

      My father wasn’t born to be the vampire king. It was all kind of happenstance, really. Like I said, most vamps are naturally bisexual, but my dad is pretty much homosexual. His youth was a veritable man-fest. About forty years ago, he found “religion,” as he calls it. Don’t ask me what that means. Anyway, he tried to turn his back on all that was his life.

      Enter my mother.

      My father was living as a human when he met my mother at a church service. After a whirlwind courtship, they married and had first me, and then two years later, my sister, Larissa. I truly believe my father loved my mother, but his taste for men did not wane, and he cheated on her throughout their union.

      Though I was born with a pale complexion and have always been particularly sensitive to sunlight, I wasn’t aware of my true genealogy until five years ago. My parents’ marriage fell apart years earlier and my mother remarried. Her new husband was the world’s biggest asshole. I’d just received my biology degree when my father summoned me. I use the word “summon” because that’s exactly what it was. He didn’t ask to see me, and though he and I have never been close, something inside me beckoned me to go to him.

      He didn’t sugarcoat anything. “I’m a vampire,” he said, “and I’m now your king.”

      The vamp royal family, including many of its offshoots, had been poisoned by a group of renegade weres. My father was a third cousin once removed of the assassinated king. He escaped assassination—as did my sister and I—because he was living as a human. Once the brotherhood eliminated the renegade weres, they set out to find a new king.

      They found my father, still living as a human, in a commune in San Francisco. The brotherhood had its new king.

      It’s not a true monarchy. Just like the weres, we don’t have a political system in place. Because humans outnumber vamps and weres by a thousand to one, we have no choice but to coexist peacefully. We follow the laws of humankind, but in our own circle we are bound to our king, just as the were populace is bound to their council and high alpha.

      Not a perfect system, but it works.

      Usually.

      Unfortunately, even though I’m only half vamp, I inherited the gene that requires obedience to the blood monarch and the ingestion of blood. My sister escaped this gene and continues to live as a human, blissfully unaware of her true lineage. She can live in sunlight too. Another gene she escaped. I’ve learned not to resent it.

      I’m working on it, anyway.

      I half-hear the captain announce that we’ll be landing in Las Vegas shortly. I fidget with my now empty glass. I don’t drink much alcohol these days. What I really want right now is blood. Blood is elixir to vamps. It’s in our make-up to crave it. During my youth, I experimented with alcohol, drugs, and sex—all in an attempt to ease a need I didn’t understand.

      Once my father told me the truth, it hit me. Blood is what I crave. It satisfies the hunger I can’t explain. Still, I fought the need as long as I could until one day my gums started to itch, sting, and then erupt in sharp pain as my canine teeth elongated for the first time. Need rose within me, more intense than ever before. I sated myself from the hospital blood bank.

      I’ve never fed from a living being. Fresh blood becomes addictive to some vamps. After my obsession with drugs and sex when I was younger, I don’t want to go there.

      The plane touches down with a thud. I set my empty glass in the pocket in front of me and grab my purse and laptop from underneath the seat.

      My heart thumps.

      This is it.

      I’m in Vegas, and I can’t leave until I’ve seduced a werewolf. Not just any werewolf—Victor Rogan, an alpha whose photograph alone warms my blood. An alpha who’s most likely the brains behind a string of vampire murders.

      I exhale audibly as I stand to exit the plane.

      I’m so screwed.
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      Now this is the life!

      Nothing like a gorgeous suite in a five-star Vegas hotel to make a girl smile.  I’m not the frivolous type, but I find myself running a bubble bath in what can only be described as a “sex bathtub.”  Huge, jetted, and amply supplied with exotic soaps and oils, it sits mounted around silvery marble in a luxurious bathroom that’s bigger than my bedroom at home.

      Dad really wants me to seduce this were.  Funny how most fathers try to protect their daughters’ cherries.  Then again, Dad and I have never had the normal father-daughter relationship.  He favored my blond sister when we were children.  I could get over that—really I could—if only I hadn’t inherited the damned blood obedience gene.  Now I’m bound to a king and father I don’t want.

      I step into the tub, wincing at the heat.  I love baths, and I haven’t had one in over a month due to a new tattoo—a Celtic band around my left upper arm.  My only other ink is a wolf howling at the moon on my lower back.  No, I’m not kidding.  I got the tattoo while I was in college, before I knew what I truly was.

      I’ve always felt close to wolves. They’re nocturnal animals, and being mostly nocturnal myself, I felt drawn to their beauty and nobility at a young age.  I can’t deny I was intrigued when I found out that wolf shifters actually exist.  Imagine…a man who can morph into my favorite animal.

      A man who looks like Victor Rogan.

      I inhale the brisk scent of the aromatherapy oil.  The tangy citrus clears my mind.  I’m here for one reason, and one reason only—to seduce a handsome were for information.  Not to become infatuated.

      Still, as I immerse myself in the warm, scented water, I imagine Victor Rogan wrapping his body around mine, kissing my lips, sinking his cock into me…

      I jerk upward.

      Did I hear something?

      No.

      My senses are on alert…but why?

      I’m here. It’s the evening. I’ll find Victor Rogan tomorrow.

      Not now.

      Go now.

      I’ve learned, as an adult, not to second-guess my intuition. Though I often wish my vampire side didn’t exist, it has given me some gifts. Faster reflexes, which is a godsend in my sport of choice, Taekwondo. I’m a third-degree black belt, and my instructor wants me to take over some of his classes. I’ve politely declined. As soon as he opens an all-night dojang, I’m there.

      Enhanced intuition is another. Far from extra-sensory perception, my intuition is exactly that—intuition. I can’t read minds. I can’t sense emotion in others.

      What I can do is understand and assess a situation immediately without needing to consciously reason it out.

      Right now, my intuition is telling me to get out of the tub and go down to the casino.

      Why?

      I have no idea, but I’ve learned not to ignore these feelings.

      I hold back a whimper as I leave the comfort of the scented bubbling water. A plush white bath sheets hangs on the rack. I grab it and wrap it around me, snuggling into its warmth.

      So cozy.

      That king-size bed in the next room with plush pillows beckons me. How easy it would be to simply lie down, let the comforter envelop me, and deal with Victor Rogan and whatever else I have to do here tomorrow.

      I sigh.

      Not in the cards for me tonight.

      I wipe the moisture from my body, hang the towel back up, and wander into the bedroom. God, yes, there’s the bed. I’m a nocturnal person, being half vamp. I know it’s my reluctance to help my father that’s begging me to snuggle into bed and leave this until tomorrow.

      I’m in Las Vegas. The city that never sleeps. This is a vampire’s haven!

      I inhale deeply and open my suitcase. Black skinny jeans, leather boots, and a lacy red tank top. Too vampy?

      I chuckle at my own joke.

      I have no idea what Victor Rogan looks for in a woman. My father is convinced he’ll bite—I hope so!—so I decide to be myself.

      Classic Hannah Bates.

      Skinny jeans, black boots, and a tight T-shirt with a Celtic trifecta emblazoned across my chest. Victor may as well see me as I am.

      I brush out my long, dark hair until it shines, and then I draw in a deep breath.

      Time to go.

      I tuck the keycard to my room inside my phone wallet, tuck my phone in one of my back pockets, and head out the door to the elevator. Since I’m in a suite, the elevator is close, and as luck has it, a door is open, waiting for me.

      I head down to the lobby level.

      The door opens, I walk through the marble lobby toward the casino, and—

      Chaos!

      People mill around everywhere, screaming and raising drinks. What the fuck? I arrived only a little over an hour ago, and while the casino was crowded, as casinos usually are, it was nothing like this. It’s freaking sensory overload—especially for my heightened senses. Bright flashing lights, earsplitting sounds, and hordes of people milling around the slot machines.

      For a split second, I doubt my intuition. I’ll never find Victor Rogan—or anyone, for that matter—in this mess.

      I squeeze through the throngs of people to get to the bar. A glass of red wine will help ease the blood lust that’s hitting me thanks to the rhythmic heartbeats in this crowd. I should’ve topped myself off before I came down. Hindsight.

      I finally make it to the bar when a young man in a tuxedo shirt hands me a glass of what appears to be sparkling wine.

      “No, thank you,” I say.

      “On the house. To celebrate.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I take the flute. It’s not red, but it’ll do for now. “What are we celebrating?”

      “Some lady won a progressive on the slots. Four million dollars.”

      “Oh. Nice.” I raise my glass. “Cheers!”

      He smiles a pretty damned dazzling smile. I inhale. Fuck. He smells good too. Musky and manly. My gums itch, but I will the lust away. Not the time to produce fangs in this crowd.

      I take a sip. A little sweet for my tastes, and the bubbles tickle my nose. Still, I down the glass and set it on the bar. I signal to a bartender. “Syrah, please.”

      “California or Australia?”

      “California.”

      A minute later he sets a goblet of dark red wine in front of me. I take a long sip, letting the tannins coat my tongue.

      There. That helps.

      Another sip. Then another.

      And it’s gone. I set the glass back down, my blood lust under control. I’m here for some reason. Time to find out what it is.

      The crowds haven’t dissipated a bit.

      Maybe best to stay put. I have a place at the bar.

      “You want another?” The barkeep nods at my empty glass.

      “No, thanks.” I turn to face the milling people.

      “Pretty cool, huh?”

      I turn back to the bar. “Sorry, are you talking to me?”

      “Yeah.” He gives me a smile. “Pretty cool. I hear the winner is a grandmother living on a fixed income. Nice for her.”

      “If she’s on a fixed income, what’s she doing at a casino?” I can’t help asking.

      “Beats me.” He takes my empty glass away.

      I turn back around.

      And sit.

      For a half hour, I sit there, checking the time every five minutes on my phone.

      In this time, the crowd hardly dissipates.

      “Enough of this,” I say under my breath.

      Even my intuition makes mistakes sometimes.

      I stand and push my way through the crowds back through the lobby and to the elevators. The good thing about the crowds in the casino is no one is waiting for the elevator. I press the up button and wait.

      When the bell dings, I head to the elevator in question.

      The doors part, and—

      My heart nearly stops in my chest.

      Dark hair piled in a manbun. Searing emerald eyes. Tan skin and full lips.

      Victor Rogan.

      Never doubt your intuition again, Hannah. Never.
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      His gaze sears into mine. Should I say something?

      Since when am I at a loss for words?

      Since the most handsome man in the free world— a man I came here to seduce—is staring at me. No hardship there.

      Of course, to seduce him, I’m going to have to actually speak to him.

      My whole body is on alert—lusty alert. My nipples harden and become visible protrusions behind the soft fabric of my T-shirt.

      He lowers his eyelids, parts his lips—

      “Vic, there you are!” A burly man dressed in black cuts in front of me and grabs Victor. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

      He rips his gaze away from me. “I got here as quickly as I could.”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. You need to congratulate the winner.”

      He wrinkles his forehead. “I need to congratulate someone when I just lost four mil?”

      “You net more than that in a week. Who the fuck cares?”

      Victor walks away with the burly guy, not giving me a second look.

      So much for him jumping through any hoops.

      This is going to take more work than my father anticipated. The vampire king may be a master of seduction, but I’m not. I’ve had my share of men, but usually they pursue me. I don’t know the first thing about luring a man into my bed.

      I sigh. Guess I better brush up on the art of seduction. I step into the elevator and head back to my suite.
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      Ah…

      Back in the tub, and the aromatherapy fragrance is even better this time. I add some lavender to help me relax. I don’t normally sleep at night, but traveling exhausts me. I want to float away on some alpha waves…

      Fuck.

      Alpha.

      Victor Rogan.

      Can I just have one hot bath without remembering why I’m here?

      I close my eyes and slide down in the tub, letting the soothing water cover me up to my neck. Yeah, that’s it. Relax. Think happy thoughts. Nice thoughts.

      A moonlit path. A star-strewn sky.

      A beating heart.

      Fuck.

      So much for relaxing. A glass of Syrah only lasts for so long.

      I sit up.

      I jerk as someone knocks at my door.

      It’s late, and I haven’t ordered anything. Who even knows I’m here?

      “Just a minute!” I yell, knowing whoever it is won’t hear me this far away. Vamps have a much more acute sense of hearing than humans.

      I wrap a plush white robe around my wet body and pad out of the bathroom.

      Again, a knock. This time louder.

      “I said I’m coming!” Without checking the peephole, I open the door.

      And gasp.

      Victor Rogan.

      “Good evening, princess,” he says.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You are the daughter of the vampire king, aren’t you?”

      Not something I advertise. “Yeah. But he’s not really a king, and I’m not called a princess.”

      He strides into my room.

      “Come in,” I say sarcastically.

      He inhales and seems to deliberately step away from me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Thought I’d play a little blackjack,” I say. “Maybe some roulette.” God, he’s so good looking. I’m very aware of my nakedness under this robe.

      “Don’t get cute with me,” he says in a growl.

      “I’ve never been cute in my life.” No truer words.

      “I’m serious. Why are you here? What’s he after?”

      “He?”

      He grins. “You’re getting cute again. You know exactly who I’m referring to.”

      “Wayne Newton?”

      Is sarcasm a good way to seduce a rogue alpha were? I’m not sure, but it seems to be what I’m going for.

      He stalks toward me and then stops abruptly, closing his eyes. “This can’t be.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He stays silent for a few beats of his own heart.

      Yes, I can hear his heart beating, his blood thrumming through his veins. Wolf blood. I breathe through my mouth so as not to inhale its lusty animal fragrance.

      Fuck.

      He opens his eyes. “Don’t play games with me, princess.”

      “I told you, I’m not—”

      He closes the distance between us with two quick steps and grabs the front of my robe. “What the hell is wrong with me?”

      “Good question. Let go of me.”

      He tightens his fist for a few seconds but then lets me go, leaving a good portion of my cleavage exposed. I want to close the robe, but I don’t. I’m supposed to seduce him, after all.

      “Tell me why you’re here.”

      “I told you.”

      “Blackjack and roulette. Yeah. Now tell me the truth.”

      His voice is so low, like a raspy growl. My gums itch. God, they itch. My fangs are going to drop if I don’t get control of myself. My nipples are so hard they could cut glass.

      I need some blood, and right now I want his. I ache for his. Lusty wolf blood. What must it taste like? Better than the bagged shit I cop from the hospital, no doubt.

      And not just his blood calls to me.

      His body. His lips. I want them on mine. I want what must be a gorgeous big cock inside me, thrusting, thrusting, thrusting…

      Only a foot separates us. His breath is warm, and his heart thumps wildly in cadence with mine. How easy it would be to melt into his hard body, wrap my arms around him, and—

      With one quick step, he closes the distance between us, grabs me, and crushes his mouth to mine.

      His warm tongue probes the seam of my lips, and I part them to let him in.

      He tastes of whiskey and man, of outdoors and animal. Of pure and complete lust.

      I give in to the kiss, let my tongue wrap around his, and coil into him. My bare breasts press against his hard chest, and my nipples tighten even further.

      I’ve kissed many men in my life, but no kiss in the world equals this one.

      Soft moans evolve in my throat and hum into his mouth. He responds with his primal growl, which I feel as well as hear—as if a bulldozer is rumbling into my body.

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      No hoops here, but he seems interested. Very interested. And so am I.

      He deepens the kiss then, our mouths fused together in lust and passion. I surrender to the embrace, to him.

      I’ll do anything for him.

      Anything.

      And that thought at once seems so right.

      And so wrong.

      This isn’t me.

      This isn’t Hannah Bates.

      Oh, but it is.

      This man. This kiss—

      He jerks away, breaking the kiss and panting, his eyes wide and feral.

      I touch my lips, let my fingers roam over where he was. Swollen, puffy, sensitive. And still wanting more.

      “I don’t understand,” he says.

      Is he speaking to me?

      “What?” I ask.

      He grabs a fistful of my hair. “God, I want to fuck you.”

      I close my palm around his warm fist. “What’s stopping you?”

      His mouth comes down on mine once more.
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      I’m an animal, now. No longer human or vampire.

      An animal, feral and primal, instinct taking over for reason, for intuition, for emotion.

      Give yourself to him. Fuck him.

      Mate with him.

      Our tongues tangle and duel. Our hearts pound in synchrony. Our bodies throb in tandem. He pushes his erection against me, and my legs weaken as electricity pulses between them.

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      God, yes.

      All I want is him, kissing me, touching me, fucking me into oblivion.

      Except—

      No!

      I push against his hard chest, our lips releasing with a smack.

      He pushes a few strands of hair that have come loose out of his eyes. “Are you a cock tease now, princess?”

      I’ve never been a cock tease in my life, but this is all too easy. Way too easy. What didn’t my father tell me?

      “I don’t even know your name,” I lie.

      “Sure, you do. Daddy must have told you all about me.”

      “He didn’t.”

      A low growl emerges from his throat. “Lying doesn’t look good on you, princess.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “Then stop lying. You know exactly who I am.”

      I pause a few seconds. What the hell? “Victor Rogan. Owner of The London. Alpha were.”

      His lips curve into a snarling smile. “So you do know me. And you’re Hannah Bates, firstborn daughter of William, the vampire king, and his human mate, Elisa Franklin.”

      “I guess I don’t have to show you my ID then. How did you know I was lying?”

      “Your pupils dilate slightly when you lie. It’s a common trait among vampires.”

      I try to hide my surprise. “Since you know who I am, you also know I’m only half vamp.”

      “Your pupils still reacted.”

      Why didn’t my father warn me about the pupil dilating thing? Surely he knows. I shake my head. “Lucky me. My vamp side has always been dominant, unfortunately.”

      “You’d rather it not be?”

      “Not have to obey when my”—air quotes—“royal father calls? Yeah, I think I’d like that.” My body is still throbbing and hyper aware of Victor. “Can all weres see this pupil thing?”

      He shakes his head. “Very few of us, actually. Wolf eyesight isn’t the best in general. I’m an anomaly.”

      In more ways than one.

      That explains why my father didn’t tell me about the eye thing. He probably doesn’t know.

      “How did that come about?” I ask.

      “Just lucky, I guess,” he growls.

      He’s advancing toward me again. His eyes are two green flames. I can tell him I’m not interested, but he doesn’t need to be able to read my pupils to know I’d be lying.

      This is what I’m here for. To seduce him. Except this isn’t a seduction. This is a pure and raw taking. Not that I mind, but I’m not going to get any information out of this man if I don’t make him wait for what he desires.

      I hold up my hand. “Stop right there.”

      He growls again. “Fucking cock tease.”

      “I’m perfectly willing to fuck you, Rogan. I just need a few answers of my own, first.”

      “You’ll get no answers from me.”

      “Then you’ll get no honey from me,” I say with sweet sarcasm.

      “Such a fucking liar,” he says. “Damn it! Why is this happening?”

      “I just can’t—”

      “No! That’s not what I mean. I mean this… This…need for you. This yearning. This damned ache. Why? It’s not…right.”

      I scoff. “You sweet talker, you.”

      “Easy, princess. I’m not in the mood.”

      I eye the bulge in his crotch. “Seems like you are to me.”

      “You know what I mean.” He stalks toward me once more. “If I can’t fuck you, I think I’ll go insane.”

      My gums tingle, and this time I can’t stop my fangs. They erupt, shooting the blood lust through me like surging electricity.

      His heartbeat… God, so loud! I inhale a whiff of his strong wolf scent.

      Blood. Need blood.

      “You have to leave,” I say. “Now.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Yeah, you are.” The blood lust courses through me, and I open the door and push him into the hallway. I slam the door and lock the deadbolt.

      My strength during the blood lust never ceases to surprise me. Victor is tall and muscled, and I pushed him out the door as if he were a waif.

      If he only knew how much I wanted to sink my fangs into his flesh, draw on his wolf blood.

      Instead, I take the small cooler out of my suitcase and extract a bag of O positive. Though I’m tempted to rip it open and feast, I restrain myself. Explaining a blood bath on my bed to housekeeping isn’t on my to do list. I take the bag to the bathroom, hold it over the sink, and open it. Then I pour it down my throat.

      Smooth and thick, it quells the lust but not the hunger.

      For I know only one thing will sate my hunger now.

      Victor Rogan.
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      Later, after cleaning every speck of blood from the bathroom, I lie in bed. Sleep doesn’t come, and it’s not because I’m nocturnal.

      The blood didn’t satisfy my hunger.

      I’ve never fed from a living being.

      I don’t want to start now, but I’m desperate. Even alone in my room, the thumping hearts of the other guests invade my ears. Blood is all around. Fresh, warm blood.

      Dare I?

      I rise and dress in the clothes I wore earlier. Maybe if I take a walk, get some exercise, use up some of the pent-up energy I should have expended fucking Victor.

      Damn, there’s a lot of it.

      I wander to the elevators and down to the lobby. The crowds from earlier are gone, but the casino is still hopping at three a.m. Has my father considered moving headquarters here? Vegas is the perfect place for nocturnal people.

      God, all the blood!

      I have to get out of here. I whisk toward the revolving doorway and go outside. The night is balmy, and even a breeze doesn’t cool me off.

      I need to get off the strip. Too many lights.

      I crave darkness. Darkness, where I can do what I need to do.

      A few blocks later I’m in an alleyway. A stray cat brushes my legs on his way to pounce on a mouse.

      For a second, I envy him. I’d settle for mouse blood at this point, though the thought nauseates me as much as it intrigues me.

      What’s wrong with me? Why do I crave—

      I inhale. A man. He’s recently eaten, and he’s here. Somewhere in this alleyway. His heart. It beats slow and steady. He’s full.

      I’m not.

      My nose leads me behind a dumpster. He’s asleep.

      Thump thump. Thump thump. Thump thump. His carotid beckons, pulsing in his neck.

      No. No, Hannah! No!

      My fangs are ready, dripping, aching to plunge into flesh.

      I venture closer, closer, closer…

      I’m kneeling above him now, the pulse in his neck urging me on.

      Take it. Take it. Take it.

      My lips curl, and my mouth drops open.
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      I lower myself, and—

      The flesh is soft beneath my tongue, and the blood… It flows into me and through me, giving me strength and sustenance.

      It’s warm and sweet, laced with testosterone and the spiciness of the burrito he recently ate.

      Stop!

      I withdraw, licking his wounds closed. He’s still sleeping, thank God. I haven’t taken enough to harm him.

      No need for mind control. He didn’t even wake up.

      I stand, ready to face the world.

      Once again, the blood lust is satisfied.

      But not the hunger.

      Damn!

      “I’m sorry,” I say softly to the man.

      I’ve violated him, and for what? My hunger still exists. My only solace is that he’ll never know what was done to him.

      Never again, Hannah.

      Yet I understand now. I understand why vampires become addicted to fresh blood—its warmth, its flavor, its intensity.

      “You bitch,” I say under my breath. Then I turn to leave my victim in peace.

      “Not so fast, sweetheart.”

      I jerk when someone grabs me. The chill of a blade presses into my neck.

      Damn! I let my guard down. Let myself feel guilt for taking blood from a living being. And now—

      I lift my thigh and execute a back kick, freeing myself from the assailant. His blade slices into me, a searing pain on the side of my neck. But it’s a shallow cut—one that won’t slow me down.

      Vamp vision is good. Usually. In the midst of all the traits bestowed on me that I don’t want, I didn’t inherit that one. Still, I hear the distinct heartbeats of not one but three individuals. They’re pumping quickly. Adrenaline is surging—in them and in me. Testosterone is abundant. They’re all men.

      My vision adjusts, and I make out the forms. All taller and wider than I am. That’s okay. I’ve taken on many a man in the Taekwondo sparring ring and emerged victorious.

      I’ve never taken on three men at once, though.

      The guy who first attacked me is panting. I knocked a good wind out of him, but he’ll regain his breath eventually. The other two circle me. The one to the right’s heart is thumping faster. He’s frightened. Good. I’ll take the one on the left first. He’s more of a challenge and more of threat.

      I race toward him, jumping into the air and executing two front snap kicks to his chest. He lands on the ground with an oof and a “fucking bitch!”

      I take the few seconds I have to turn and roundhouse kick the other in the face.

      Shit. The third guy—the one with the blade—has regained his composure. He advances on me, and I turn and swiftly take down his shoulder with an axe kick. He falls to his knees.

      But I can’t see all of them at once, and out of nowhere, a fist punches my cheek with a thud.

      It’s the third guy, the one who’s frightened.

      Not so frightened anymore. I sway but hold my ground. Adrenaline minimized any pain. I land an uppercut to his jaw and turn swiftly, but a kick lands on my abdomen.

      I double over, grunting at the dull ache, but I keep my neck tilted upward so as not to lose my line of sight.

      Two. Two of them are circling me, coming in for the kill. Where’s the other? Where the fuck—

      “Aauugghhh!” I fall to the ground.

      A blow to my back.

      Stand up, Hannah. Get the fuck up!

      But another blow comes, this one to my head.

      I widen my eyes, stars dancing around my vision.

      Get. The. Fuck. Up.

      I pull up one knee, and then the other… Can’t make them work. Can’t stand.

      Yes, yes, you can.

      Both knees have weight now. I’m in a squat, bracing myself for the next blow.

      It doesn’t come.

      Finally I manage to rise. Two of the thugs are on the ground, unconscious. The other is in a fist fight with—

      I don’t need to squint to make out his form.

      My nose tells me exactly who it is.

      Leather. Pine. Wolf.

      Victor Rogan.

      I no longer hear the blood rushing through the other three. Only Victor’s blood rivering in his veins hits my ears.

      Need to help him. Need to…

      I fall to the hard ground once more.

      I grit my teeth and rise again, my cheek, belly, and back aching. Blood trickles from my neck wound. I’ll be bruised tomorrow. Only my speed and prowess in Taekwondo saved me this evening, and those weren’t ultimately enough.

      Rogan.

      Rogan saved me.

      But…why?

      I walk, willing myself not to stumble, toward Rogan, where he’s got the third guy pinned against a brick wall next to the dumpster where I left the man I fed from.

      I glance quickly around. The man is gone.

      Can’t blame him. He probably woke up to this fight and fled to save his own hide.

      “Who sent you?” Victor growls. “Who fucking sent you?”

      The thug spits in his face.

      Rogan tightens his hold until the thug is gasping for air.

      “You will answer me.”

      Mind control. Weres don’t have the ability. Vamps do. I’m not as good as a full blood, but I can do it if the need is dire.

      Right now, I need Victor’s blood. That’s my dire need. Which means this thug needs to answer Rogan’s question so I can get what I crave.

      Problem is, I’m weak. My body has taken a beating. Will that hamper my ability to exercise control over this thug’s mind?

      I walk toward Rogan until only three feet separate us. I concentrate, meeting the thug’s gaze.

      “Answer him,” I say.

      Nothing.

      I close the distance a foot. “Answer him.”

      “Vampire…mind…tricks,” the thug chokes out.

      As I suspected, I’m too weak.

      “Don’t…work…on…me…”

      My breath comes rapidly. Just that little bit of focus took all the energy I have left. Mind control doesn’t work? It works on most humans, which means…

      This thug isn’t human.

      He’s not a vampire or a wolf. I’d be able to scent him.

      Rogan pulls the thug toward him quickly and then knocks his head against the wall. The thug crumples to the ground.

      Rogan turns to me, his eyes wild and feral and intense. He growls, and for a moment I wonder if he’s going to change.

      Right here before my eyes.

      He holds it together, though. Sort of. A wave of lust is thick between us, almost visible in its intensity.

      I’m still breathing rapidly, my legs weak, and I fall against the brick wall.

      He moves toward me, his heart so loud and furious. His blood. Oh, God, his blood…

      I don’t expect kindness or gentleness.

      So when he cups my cheek, I widen my eyes.

      “Are you okay?” He gazes at my neck. “You need a bandage.”

      “I’m clotting already. It’s fine.”

      Indeed, the neck scrape is the least of my concerns.

      All I can see is that thumping artery in his neck.

      All I can hear is his blood racing through his body.

      All I can smell is his musky and outdoorsy wolf scent.

      All I can feel are his warm fingers against my flesh.

      And inside…the hunger. The hunger I fear I’ll never be able to sate if I don’t take this chance.

      My gums tingle and I embrace the sharp pain as my teeth grow downward. Fangs. My fangs. Need to feed.

      The blood lust strengthens me, gives my legs back their muscles, my spine back its straightness.

      Now. Now. Now.

      I melt into Victor Rogan, grab two fistfuls of his hair, pull him toward me…

      And I sink my teeth into his neck.
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      Darkest of reds. I don’t see, but I know. Black-red. Ambrosia. A gourmet succulent feast. Spicy like the hottest chili pepper and smooth like the finest dark chocolate. The consistency of honey from the sweetest smelling bloom.

      Rich. Oh, so rich.

      This blood. This wolf blood. An elixir I can never get enough of.

      I drink.

      And I drink.

      The answer to my hunger—the hunger that has plagued me since I first saw Victor Rogan in a photograph.

      The hunger I fear will never be sated by anything but his blood.

      I drink.

      And I drink.

      Surely he’ll stop me.

      Surely he’ll…

      But he doesn’t.

      He allows me to feed.

      I’m ravenous. So ravenous. Yes, I fed from a bag earlier. Yes, I fed from a man earlier.

      None of that matters.

      All that matters is this man. This blood.

      With every drop of his blood I ingest, I feel my strength returning, my body healing.

      “Princess.”

      His voice. A growl. Coming from somewhere outside the cloud surrounding us.

      “Princess.”

      You’ve had enough, Hannah.

      Oh, but I don’t want to stop. His essence intoxicates me, strengthens me…

      “Princess.”

      I remove my teeth from his flesh and lick the wounds to coagulate them.

      Then I step backward, meet his gaze.

      His eyes are the dark green of a forest full of evergreens. They smolder. He growls again.

      “My blood is on your lips, dripping down your chin. Fuck. Beautiful. I’ve never seen anything so—” He inhales, closing his eyes.

      Then he clamps his mouth to mine.

      I open, knowing he tastes his own blood on my tongue. The idea thrills me, enthralls me. His groans vibrate into me as we kiss.

      His heart… My heart… Their beats don’t quite synchronize, and it’s music to my ears, beautiful in its discord. Our own disharmonic symphony.

      Until he jerks away, breaking the kiss.

      “Fuck,” he growls.

      “Sounds good to me,” I say.

      “What is it about you?”

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      “I don’t know. What is it about you?”

      “I let you take my blood.”

      “Yes, you did.” I clear my throat. “Thank you. It was…” Delicious? God, so much more than that. Luscious? Intoxicating? Fucking glorious? “Good.”

      He growls once more. “I’ve never let a vamp soil me by taking my blood.”

      “Soil? What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing personal. It’s just our way. We don’t allow vampires to feed on us.”

      I scoff. “I guess you’ll never be High Alpha, huh? Don’t inhale when you smoke pot. Don’t let a vamp feed from you. Those are the rules, right? Or are they more like guidelines?”

      He pulls away. “Fuck! Can you stop being sarcastic for one minute?”

      “No,” I reply. Truth.

      “I don’t want to be High Alpha. I never did. I just want…” He tugs at his hair, pulling the band out and letting it flow over his broad shoulders.

      My body tingles, all feeling arrowing straight between my legs.

      “What?” I ask, breathless. “What do you want?”

      He grabs my hair this time, forcing my head up to meet his emerald gaze. “You, princess. I want you. In my bed.”

      Shivers race through me, and I inhale. The scent of him. That masculine, animalistic scent… I can’t get enough.

      “I’ve said it before,” I rasp. “What’s stopping you?”

      “You. You stopped it before. You pushed me out of your suite.”

      Right. I did. Because if I hadn’t, I’d have taken his blood. Not an issue now. I already took his blood, and I’m renewed. My body feels no repercussions from the tangle with the thugs. None. It’s unreal.

      No hunger for blood blinds me. I’m satiated. Now? My only hunger is for Victor Rogan inside me. Fucking me.

      My fangs haven’t yet retracted, and they likely won’t until I’m sated in another way.

      Yeah, blood lust and sex are intertwined. They coexist, dependent on each other.

      I part my lips, baring my cuspids. “I’m not pushing you away now.”

      He pushes me against the brick wall—

      Then he turns abruptly. One of the unconscious thugs is moving. Rogan steps away and knocks him back into oblivion with a kick to the head.

      He returns to me and grabs my hand. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
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      Ten minutes later I’m in Victor Rogan’s penthouse.

      I’m curious, but my aching need for him blocks everything out. We fall into a clench and rip each other’s clothes off.

      And I do mean rip. My T-shirt is in tatters, my bra cut in two. And my thong? Yeah, no more thong.

      His garments fared better than mine, but not by much. My fangs made quick work of his black button down. Too bad. He looked hot in it.

      He looks way hotter out of it, though.

      I’m literally drooling, he’s so magnificent. His shoulders are tanned and muscled, his pecs perfect and hard, his abs tight as a drum. Black hair is scattered over his chest in the perfect amount, and it arrows down to his nest of curls from which springs—I was right—a gorgeous cock.

      Not only huge but gargantuan. Perfect in its beauty, with two veins intertwining like purple marbling on a piece of tan granite.

      Hard as granite too. I can tell just by looking. Just by salivating.

      Does he like what he sees as much as I do? From the low growl that seems omnipresent, I assume he does.

      “Fucking beautiful,” he says.

      Though my body is already an inferno, I warm further. His gaze melts me, penetrates me, makes my blood gush faster and my pussy throb harder.

      I don’t want to wait.

      Don’t want to fucking wait.

      Need him inside me. That seduction my father ordered? The information I’m supposed to glean? It all has to wait. Right now I need to be fucked. Good and thoroughly fucked, and Victor Rogan is just the man to do it.

      He grabs my hand and ushers me through the suite to his bedroom.

      “Get on the bed,” he growls.

      I don’t even consider disobeying. I crawl onto the black comforter, my fair skin and red fingernails and toenails a stark contrast to the darkness.

      “Spread your legs, princess.”

      Again, I comply.

      He closes his eyes and inhales. “You’re wet. God, you smell sweeter than any wolf female I’ve ever met. It’s fucking insane.”

      “Not insane. You smell better than any vampire or human.”

      “Still insane. It’s not supposed to be like this. Not supposed to… Fuck it.” He climbs on the bed, hovers over me, and thrusts his cock into me.

      We groan in unison.

      Completion. Completion I’ve never felt before.

      “Fuck,” he says. “Fuck, you’re so tight. So perfect.”

      He stays embedded inside me for a moment, until I begin squirming.

      “Anxious?” he says.

      “I need you,” I grit out. “Fuck me. Please.”

      He pulls out and plunges back in. With each thrust, I burn hotter, faster, and within minutes I’m at the precipice of an orgasm.

      My fangs itch, and the flesh of his shoulder beckons. I don’t need blood, but I need to bite him. Sink into him as he’s sinking into me.

      “Fuck, princess. Fuck!” He grinds into me, hitting my clit in the perfect way, and as I rise to orgasm, I bite into his muscle.

      His pheromones—all male, all wolf—infuse me as he empties into me, releasing.

      The trace of blood trickles along my tongue and down my throat as I pulse around his cock, our climaxes in perfect harmony.

      We lie together, our bodies joined, for a few timeless moments, until he pulls out and rolls to his side with a low groan.

      “Damn, princess.”

      My breath comes in rapid puffs. “Damn,” I echo.

      Silence shrouds us then—silence that doesn’t seem odd at all. Almost as if we know each other, have been together forever and are completely comfortable in the afterglow.

      Within a few more minutes, I lose consciousness.
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      “Wake up, princess.”

      I stir, lost in the haze of slumber.

      “Wake up,” the low voice says again.

      “Mmm.” I stretch, my eyes still closed. “Don’t want to.”

      “Wake up, or I’m going to dive between your legs and lick your pussy until you do.”

      I smile, still not opening my eyes. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

      “It’s both. I’m eating you either way. The only question is whether you want to be conscious for it.”

      My eyes pop open.

      He hovers above me, his green eyes wide and full of fire, his lush hair in disarray around his shoulders.

      “It must be a sin for someone to look so good in the morning,” I say, fingering a strand of his black hair.

      “You look pretty damned hot yourself, princess. Now spread those long legs.”

      He slides downward, kissing me along the way. My breasts are round, my nipples hard. He hasn’t paid any attention to them, something we definitely need to rectify. For now, though, I want his tongue between my legs.

      He promised. Or threatened. Who cares?

      He nestles between my legs and inhales. “God, your scent. Drives me insane. Tell me, princess. Do you taste as delicious as you smell?”

      “One way to find out.” I grip the covers, anticipating.

      Waiting.

      Still, he stares at my pussy, inhaling. “Beautiful,” he breathes.

      “I’m glad you find my pussy attractive, Rogan, but could you…? Please…?”

      “I’m savoring you, princess. I only get to taste you for the first time once. I want to make sure it’s perfect.”

      His words make me shudder.

      We’ve already fucked, but there’s so much we have yet to do. I want to glide my lips and tongue all over his magnificent body, taste his cock, suck on his nipples, run my fingers over his hard thighs, his corded forearms.

      Slide my hand into his and entwine our fingers together.

      Damn.

      I’m falling hard and fast, and I still don’t even know the guy. I came here to seduce him and get information about a murder, not to fall in love with him.

      “Rogan,” I whisper.

      “In good time, princess.”

      I open my eyes. “No, I mean…” I can’t force the words out.

      I don’t want to force the words out.

      We need to stop.

      Stop.

      I open my mouth once more, but—

      “Damn!” I bite my lower lip.

      Rogan is licking my clit, tonguing my slick folds, nibbling and biting, sucking and eating.

      And oh my God, I’m in heaven.

      In heaven floating on a cloud.

      “Damn,” he says against my flesh. “You taste like apple pie. Fucking apple pie, princess.”

      “You like apple pie?” I grind out.

      “It’s my favorite dessert,” he growls. “Second favorite now.” He dives back in.

      I trail my fingers to my breasts and cup them. I find my hard nipples and pinch first one, and then the other. Sparks surge through me, from my nipples down to my pussy.

      Rogan still licks me, probes me, sucking on my clit until I’m almost ready to burst and then moving down to my channel, pulling my labia between his teeth, all the while his omnipresent growl hums in the air. Hums in my body.

      He brings me to the peak again and again, nibbling on my clit until I’m ready to burst and then going back to probing my pussy.

      “And you called me a cock tease?” I grit out, grabbing his head.

      He chuckles against my flesh.

      Yeah, he knows what he’s doing. And he’s damned good at it.

      He continues his passionate torture, until finally he lifts his head and grins. “I guess I’ve made you suffer enough.” He sucks hard on my clit and thrust two fingers inside me.

      And I erupt like a fucking monster volcano.

      Electric shards burst out my fingertips and then hurl themselves back in, culminating in my pussy.

      “That’s it, princess. Come all over my face.” He laps at my clit again and again.

      If possible, this orgasm is even better than last night’s, when I was fortified with his blood. How can this be?

      The thought is fleeting, though, as emotion bubbles through me. Elation. Intoxication.

      Addiction.

      Fucking addiction.

      Now that I’ve felt this, can I live without it?

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      Fuck.

      Climax killer.

      Mental note: Don’t think of your father in the middle of an orgasm.

      I free fall back to the bed, Rogan still working between my legs. Finally he crawls upward, his stubbled chin glistening, and shoves his cock inside me.

      I’m tight from the climax, and he burns through me as if his dick were made of hot coals. A perfect searing pleasure-pain, and I’m more than ready.

      He plunges and plunges and plunges, and as he hits my clit with each new thrust, a new orgasm rises in me, this one different but no less explosive.

      It’s internal this time, and he thunders into me, releasing.

      Together we come, our hearts racing, our breaths rapid.

      My fangs have dropped, and I’m ready to plunge them into his carotid and take what I desperately need—

      Then he pulls out. Instead of falling to the other side of the bed as he did last night, he stands.

      “It’s been fun, princess.”

      Is this a kiss off?

      Seriously?

      “Yeah,” I say, baring my cuspids. “Fun.”

      He looks away, dresses quickly, and walks toward the door of my bedroom.

      Wait… My bedroom? We were in his penthouse last night. We—

      “What gives, Rogan?”

      “Nothing.”

      “How did we get here? We made love in your bed last night.”

      He meets my gaze. “First, princess, we didn’t make love. We fucked.”

      “Semantics, Rogan.”

      “Think what you need to think,” he replies. “Second, I brought you back to your room last night.”

      “Uh…how?”

      “Easy. I wrapped a sheet around you and carried you down. You’re light as a feather.”

      To him? Maybe. “And no one wondered why you were carrying a naked woman in the elevator?”

      “I’m the owner of the hotel, princess. I have my own elevator. By the way, I sent your clothes to cleaning. They’ll be returned by noon today.” He turns toward my bedroom door.

      Really? He’s going to leave without a kiss? Without another word?

      Without letting me feed?

      As if reading my mind, he turns and meets my gaze. “Have a safe trip back to Chicago.” Then he exits.

      I’m numb.

      Numb and fucking hungry.

      Does he think this is goodbye? Because he’s wrong. I came here for information, and I aim to get it. I need his cooperation.

      I rise, nearly stumbling. I’m a little lightheaded from the two orgasms plus I need blood.

      The problem? The only blood that will satisfy me just walked out of my suite.

      Fine.

      Two can play this stupid-ass game.

      I shower quickly and don the vampy clothes I brought with me. Dark red tank, black jeans, leather thigh high boots.

      Victor Rogan, you’ve met your fucking match.
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      I feed quickly on more of the bagged blood I brought with me. It quells the blood lust, but again, the hunger for Rogan’s blood remains.

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      Has he?

      He saved me from the thugs last night, but wouldn’t any man be so chivalrous?

      He sure seemed to be able to leave this morning without any regrets. His “have a safe trip” was clearly an afterthought.

      I leave my suite, dressed to kill, and wander to the elevator. I look around before I press the button. Rogan said he had his own elevator. Where is it?

      It’s no surprise that I slept through him bringing me back to my suite. I was sated from his blood and from an orgasm. Still, he must have been pretty quiet and gentle. I’m not a heavy sleeper.

      And why bother?

      Why not let me sleep at his place?

      Is he one of those guys who doesn’t like women to stay over? I roll my eyes. Probably. Well, I’ll take care of that.

      I hit the down button, and an elevator arrives and the doors open. I get in, joining several others.

      “I can’t believe that progressive jackpot yesterday,” a woman says.

      “I know. Can you believe the luck? Why don’t those things ever happen to me?”

      “Pure chance,” the first one says.

      “I heard Jennifer Lopez’s mom hit one once,” another says. “Her daughter has all the money in the world. What’s her mom need with a jackpot?”

      “Not fair.” This time a man.

      The elevator arrives and the doors part. Thank God. I’ve had enough of the gamblers whining. Las Vegas is all about the house. Don’t they know that? Sure, sometimes you beat the odds. But still, the odds are the house will take your money and you’ll go home broke.

      I exit the elevator and head toward the concierge’s desk.

      “May I help you?” a young woman asks.

      “Yes. Where might I find Victor Rogan?”

      “The owner? He doesn’t come down here.”

      “He was here last night.”

      “That was to congratulate the progressive winner. He’s usually not on the casino floor.”

      “Okay. Where is he, then?”

      “He has an office on this floor and in his penthouse.”

      “Where’s his office on this floor?” I look around at the area. The casino is massive, but a few hallways trail off from the lobby.

      “I… Do you have an appointment?”

      “No.”

      “Then I’m sure I can help you. Or one of the managers can.”

      “I’m sorry. I want to see Victor Rogan.”

      “Let me see if he’s in.” She picks up the phone and hits a button. “I’ve got someone here who wants to see Mr. Rogan.” Pause. “Yeah. Sure. Thanks.” She hangs up. “He’s not in the office this morning.”

      “I see.” Probably up in his penthouse, then. “Thank you.” For nothing.

      If I were a secret owner’s elevator, where would I be?

      I roll my eyes again. Doesn’t matter. Even if I could find the elevator, I don’t have a key or a code or the ability to crack whatever else kind of security thing he’s installed.

      I do have a nose, though.

      Only problem? It’s seriously like trying to smell a needle in a haystack. This hotel is packed with beating hearts and interesting scents.

      I make my way through the casino. Mornings are a slower time, but it’s still densely crowded. This is when the old ladies sit at the nickel slots, feeding in coin after coin. Except it’s all digital now, so all they need to do is press a button. Do they realize they go quicker and lose more money that way?

      I walk past the craps tables and then blackjack and pai gow poker. Off to my left is the high stakes area. It’s roped off to keep out the riffraff.

      I don’t have ten grand to drop, so no way will they let me in to look for Victor.

      Here’s the issue, though. I smell him. As soon as I got to the entrance of the high stakes area, the mélange of smells parted like the red sea. God, his fragrance is powerful and all-consuming. Already my gums are itching, my pulse throbbing.

      Victor is somewhere in the high stakes area. Now would be a really good time to develop the vamp vision I lack.

      How do I get in?

      There is one way…

      Fuck it. I’m going for it.

      I approach the pretty young woman manning the area.

      “May I help you?” she asks.

      “Yes. I’d like to enter.”

      “I’ll need a credit card with at least a fifty thousand dollar credit limit on file.”

      I focus my energy and will toward her. “I don’t have one, but you’re going to let me in anyway.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t—”

      “I don’t have one, but you’re going to let me in anyway.”

      The woman cocks her head as the tension fades out of her facial muscles. “Of course. Go right in, Ms….”

      “Bates.”

      “Ms. Bates. Of course.” She unhooks the rope and lets me pass. “Enjoy yourself.”

      I nod and walk past her and into the area. It’s bigger than it appears from the casino, as it curves to the right and opens into a much larger perimeter. High stakes slots line the walls, and tables grace the rest of the place. Only one or two players sit at each table.

      I inhale.

      Just his scent puts my body on alert, my gums tingling with the need for my teeth to descend. I literally follow my nose until I reach a door marked private.

      He’s behind that door.

      And he’s not alone.

      I know this only because I hear two voices. Whoever is with him doesn’t have a scent, at least not one I’m capable of discerning.

      Which is also odd. Perhaps Rogan’s scent just cancels everything else out for me.

      I draw in a deep breath, gather my courage, grip the doorknob, and turn it. Then I slide the door open.

      Rogan stands behind a desk, and the man he’s talking to—

      Fuck. It can’t be.

      It’s the thug from last night. The one whose fear I sensed. My vamp vision might not be great but I’ll never forget any of the three thugs who tried to beat me to a pulp in a dark alley.

      Rogan meets my gaze, his green eyes fiery with anger. “Get out of here,” he says through clenched teeth.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Can you read, sweetheart?” the thug says. “You know what private means, right?”

      “Shut the fuck up.” I advance toward them, eyeing Rogan. Rage courses through me, but still I respond to his nearness. My nipples harden and I suppress a shudder. “You want to tell me why you’re conferring with one of the assholes who tried to kill me last night?”

      “I think you’re mistaken,” the thug says.

      “Don’t patronize me.” I whip my hands to my hips. “I’m no damsel in distress. I know exactly who you are. I could pick you out of a lineup.”

      He opens his mouth to utter what I’m sure is a nonsensical retort, but Rogan quiets him.

      “Let her say her piece,” he says. “Then, princess, you may leave.”

      The thug rolls his eyes. “Whatever.”

      “What’s going on here?” I demand. “You come riding in on a white horse to rescue me in an alley last night, and today I find you cavorting with the enemy?”

      Damn. My father’s right. Rogan is the enemy.

      “Blaze is not the enemy,” he says.

      “Blaze? What the hell kind of name is that? Did you step out of a romance novel?” I can’t help chuckling at my own joke.

      “For fuck’s sake.” Blaze turns toward me.

      “Easy,” Rogan says. “She’s not worth the effort.”

      “Not worth the effort?”

      Seems I was wholly worth the effort last night.

      I don’t say this, though. I don’t want Blaze knowing any more than he already does.

      “Princess,” Rogan says, “this doesn’t concern you.”

      Doesn’t it? I have no idea, but I know I’m not leaving without some answers. I waltz in and plunk down in one of the leather chairs across from the desk. “So this is your office on the main level.”

      Neither Rogan nor Blaze replies.

      A few seconds pass. Then, “We’re done here,” Rogan says to Blaze. “I’ll be in touch.”
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      Blaze leaves the room, but not before giving me a snide smile.

      “Don’t let the door hit you in the ass,” I say brightly.

      He scowls as he closes the door behind him.

      Just Rogan and me now.

      And all I can think about is his carotid artery beckoning me.

      “You can lie to me if you want to, Rogan,” I say, “but you’ll never convince me that asshole was not one of the men who attacked me last night.”

      He pauses a moment, rubs his forehead. “I’m not going to lie to you. He was.”

      “Good. Now you want to explain why you’re doing business with the guy?”

      “He’s on my payroll.”

      “Ah… So you pay men to beat up women. Nice.”

      He shakes his head. “Of course I don’t. What kind of a man do you think I am?”

      I slap my hands down onto his desk. “That’s just it, Rogan. You’re not a man, are you? You’re a fucking were. An alpha. I’ve got to tell you. I mean, sure, we’ve only fucked twice, and I don’t labor under any delusion that I know everything about you, but I never thought you’d condone violence against women.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      “You weren’t attacked because you’re a woman.”

      “Oh, thank God! That makes it all better.” I roll my eyes.

      “You were attacked because you’re the heir to the vampire king.”

      “So you condone violence against the vampire king’s progeny.” I shake my head with a sarcastic chuckle. “Good to know where you draw the line.”

      “This isn’t a joke, princess.”

      “Trust me. I’m the one who got beat up. I know it’s not a joke.”

      “To hear Blaze talk, you held your own pretty damned well against three trained assailants.”

      I’m oddly flattered. “Bummer I wasn’t an easier target.”

      “Still, you did require saving.”

      “I was standing. I was ready to fight.”

      “I don’t doubt it. But they would have bested you in the end. Your skills are excellent. You could have taken one of them. Maybe even two. But not all three.”

      “As I said, you came riding in on your white horse, so I guess we’ll never know, will we?”

      “We know,” he grits out, his eyes narrowed in anger. Or is it passion?

      Yeah, we know. I wouldn’t have lasted. I put up a damned good fight, though.

      “I want the truth, Rogan. Who the hell is Blaze? And why did he take part in that attack last night?”

      “As I said, he works for me. Nothing else is your concern.”

      “Since he tried to take me out, I think it’s very much my concern.”

      “I’m sorry for that,” he says gruffly. “It won’t happen again. You want to tell me how you got back here in the first place?”

      “I don’t think I do.”

      “Let me rephrase that. How the hell did you get back here?”

      I smile, making sure my fangs show nicely. “I flashed Daddy’s credit card.”

      “Nice try. Your pupils, remember? Don’t lie to me, princess.”

      “I made a suggestion.”

      “I see.” He moves out from behind his desk, his stealth so…wolflike. “You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

      I bare my teeth. “Fucking ravenous.”

      “I might be persuaded to give you what you crave.”

      “I might be persuaded to let you think you’re giving it to me when I’m actually taking it.”

      “For God’s sake, princess. Do you give your father this much trouble?”

      I laugh. Really laugh, from the gut. “I’m sure he’d tell you I’m way more trouble than I’m worth.”

      “Are you?” He grabs a fistful of my hair and yanks on it just hard enough to make my scalp tingle. “Why did he send you here? And I’ll know if you’re lying.”

      He’ll know if I’m lying. Good enough. So I won’t answer the question. I can’t. If I tell him, he’ll destroy any evidence I might be able to find.

      I press my lips together.

      “All right. I can play this game. But you already answered my question, princess. Now I know he sent you.”

      “Got me,” I say, straining against his hold.

      “I feel I should warn you, princess.” He pulls subtly at my hair again. “Daddy isn’t who you think he is.”

      “Are you serious? I’ve no love for the man. I know exactly who he is. He’s vain and manipulative and a genuine pain in my ass. A classic megalomaniac.”

      He loosens his hold on my hair. “But he’s your king.”

      I nod. “He is. And the asinine gene he gifted me with makes me come when beckoned and do his bidding.”

      “I’ve often been grateful that we weres aren’t genetically bound to follow the orders of our high alphas.”

      “Yeah. You lucked out.” I scoff.

      “We follow them out of respect,” he says.

      “My father isn’t worthy of my respect.”

      “Isn’t he? Tell me why.”

      “You seem to already know my story,” I say. “Why don’t you tell me?”

      He chuckles and finally lets go of me. “I don’t know as much as you think I do, and unlike you, I don’t possess any talent for mind games, so I can’t force you to tell me.” He moves in closer, his neck only a few inches away from me, and that damned artery is pulsing out of control.

      He’s playing me.

      He knows what I want, and he knows he has it.

      If he lets me feed, maybe I’ll forget I stumbled in here to find him conversing with one of my assailants.

      “You may not have the ability to mess with my mind,” I say, “but you’re messing with my body right now, and you know it.”

      “Am I?”

      Thump thump. Thump thump. Thump thump.

      No.

      No, Hannah. No.

      Maintain. Focus. You can do this.

      I inch backward, taking all my energy not to melt into him and take what I so desperately desire.

      “I have something you want,” he says.

      I take another step back. Away from him. Still his heart pounds in my ears, his blood whooshes through his veins, ready to squirt out his carotid and nourish me.

      And his body. The warmth of his body. The bulge in his jeans.

      “I have something you want as well,” I retort.

      “You do. I don’t deny it. I don’t understand it, but I can’t deny it, princess. You’re my… My…”

      “Your what?”

      He advances, like the wolf he is, and I’m his prey. In my entire life, I’ve never imagined such a desire to be prey.

      His warmth. His nearness. His fucking beating heart.

      I inhale, breathing him in. Getting renewed just by his presence.

      This is all so unreal. Can’t be happening.

      Then he grabs me, and our bodies are touching, our hearts pumping outward toward each other.

      Our mouths are now only inches apart, and I don’t know what I want more—his blood or his kiss.

      “Damn it, princess. What you do to me.”

      I sigh, raising my chin, giving him better access to my lips.

      “You’re my… My…”

      “Your what?” I rasp. “Your what?”

      “Fuck.” He grabs the back of my head. “You’re my damned mate.”

      His lips come down on mine.
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      The kiss is furious.

      Rogan is angry. With me. With this situation. Even with himself.

      But the thought is fleeting. Emotion coils through me as our lips slide together, our teeth clash, our tongues duel.

      A thick groan fills the air, and I’m not sure whether it came from Rogan or from me. From both of us, probably, and I feel it. I feel it down to the marrow in my bones, like a mild earthquake consuming us.

      All the while his heart thumps, its beat growing more rapid. His blood thrums through his veins, the sound like the flowing rapids of a Colorado river.

      My gums tingle, and my fangs drop. And oh God, just a scratch against his tongue, and I get a taste of that amazing elixir—his blood.

      This time I know where the growl comes from. From my body because of what I crave. His blood. Just a trickle and I need more. So much more.

      I pull back, breaking the kiss with a loud smack and baring my teeth.

      His emerald eyes are on fire. “Fuck it all. How can you look so fucking beautiful like that? With those damned vampire teeth? With…fuck.  With my blood…”

      “I need it, Victor,” I growl. “Don’t make me wait.”

      “Damn it, princess. I need it too.” He takes a step forward, erasing the short distance between us. He brushes his hair off one side of his neck and tilts his head. “Take it. Take what you need.”

      I’m on him in a flash, my fangs in his flesh and his delicious blood trickling over my tongue and down my throat. I close my eyes, allow the drugging liquid to take its hold on me. To give me nourishment and strength.

      The flavor is unique—a little dark chocolate, a little lusty red wine, a lot of woods and wolf.

      It’s fucking delicious.

      Delicious in its flavor but delicious also in its effect.

      Energy courses through me. I feel like fucking Atlas holding up the world. This blood. This Alpha-were blood.

      Nothing will ever be the same again. No more bagged blood. Not even blood from a live human or animal. No. Nothing else will do.

      Only Victor Rogan’s blood. Only—

      He pushes at me, then. Tugs his neck away, dislodging my teeth.

      “Enough, princess. You don’t want to drain me.”

      I move backward, wobbling, and meet his gaze.

      “Fuck,” he says again. “Your lips and cheeks are smeared with my blood, and I find it… I find it… Fuck. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I lick my lips, savor the last bit of his blood. “And you find that unusual? That you’re attracted to a vampire?”

      “Fucking bloodsuckers. You’re the bane of our existence. How the hell can this be?”

      “Bloodsuckers? Really, Rogan?” I shake my head. I thought he’d be above using common slurs.

      “If the thigh-high boot fits, princess.”

      I narrow my eyes. How can I be so attracted to and so repulsed by someone at the same time?

      He pulls a bandana out of his pocket and hands it to me. “Wipe my blood off your face. I can’t… I can’t think when you look like that. Fuck. I can’t think around you anyway.”

      I take the red cotton bandana. “This is a little country boy for a suave businessman alpha like yourself.” I touch it to my lips, not wanting to erase any part of what just occurred between us, even though the bloodsucker comment still has me pissed.

      “Country boy?”

      “If the cowboy boot fits, Rogan.”

      He smiles. Actually smiles. “I didn’t always live here,” he says.

      “Oh?” I continue wiping my mouth and cheeks slowly. Methodically. “Where are you from originally?”

      “Colorado.”

      “That explains it.”

      “Explains what? The bandana?”

      “Well, yeah, that…plus your blood.”

      “I have Colorado blood?”

      “Hell if I know. But the way it sounds in your veins when you’re turned on. It sounds like the rolling rapids of a Colorado river. My grandparents lived in Colorado, and my sister and I went rafting during one of our visits when we were teenagers. I’ll never forgot that sound. It’s…”

      “It’s what?”

      “Intoxicating.” The word comes out on a growl.

      He takes the bandana from me and continues to wipe my face. “You missed some spots.”

      “So?”

      “So…if I have to look at you wearing my blood for one more minute, I’m going to fuck you right here in my office.”

      A sizzling arrow lands between my legs. “And that’s a bad idea because…?”

      “It’s a bad idea because this is my workplace, princess. I can’t bring anything personal here.”

      “So you’re saying you want me? Is that it?”

      “I think that’s clear.”

      “Why the brush-off this morning, then? Why the ‘have a safe trip’ bullshit?”

      He brings the bandana—now soiled with his own blood—to his nose and inhales.

      I cock my head. “Rogan, what the hell are you doing?”

      “I don’t smell anything. Maybe something slightly metallic.”

      “Wolves don’t smell others?”

      “Oh, we do. That’s how we recognize each other, but we don’t smell blood.”

      I curve my lips upward slightly. “What do I smell like to you?”

      “Like the missing piece of my body,” he says succinctly. Almost too succinctly.

      His words warm me, make me want him all the more. “And what does that smell like, exactly?”

      He scoffs. “I can’t explain it any more than you can explain why you want my blood.”

      “But I can explain that,” I tell him. “Your blood tastes like strong coffee, tannic red wine, and the darkest chocolate. Who the hell wouldn’t want that?”

      “You didn’t know that before you tasted it,” he says.

      “True. But I knew I needed it. Craved it.”

      “God.” He rakes his fingers through his long hair, making himself look like a wild man. “I can’t even believe this.”

      “What?”

      “I told you. You’re my mate.”

      Right. He said those words, right before that kiss that turned into a feeding fest for me that I’m still reeling from. “What does that mean, Rogan?”

      “Surely you know about wolves and mates.”

      “A little. Fated shit and all that. I don’t really believe any of it. Vamps—or humans, for that matter—don’t react that way.”

      “Not all wolves do, either. Not anymore, at least. We’ve pretty much evolved out of it, but about ten percent of us can still scent our mates and know when we find them.”

      “And you think that’s happened here?”

      He paces away from me, toward the closed door, and then back to me. “I don’t know what to think. No wolf has ever scented a non-wolf mate. It just doesn’t happen.”

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      Is this what my father meant? That I’m Rogan’s mate, and somehow he knew?

      “I can’t think,” he continues. “When you’re here, princess, this close to me, it’s like nothing else matters. It defies all logic. All I want is to fuck you. Bury myself in you. Make a baby with you. Hell, I never even wanted kids.”

      “We can’t make a kid together, Rogan. That’s well-documented.”

      “A vampire and a wolf can’t make a baby, but we can make babies with humans. You’re half-human, princess.”

      “So you’re saying it’s my human half you’re attracted to? Is that it?”

      “I’m not saying anything. None of it makes sense.”

      “Let me put your mind at ease, Rogan. I’m on the pill. No baby-making will happen with me.” My knees weaken, and I grasp the edge of Rogan’s desk.

      “Princess?”

      “I’m fine. I’m just…” Sweat emerges at my hairline. Telltale sign. I’ve over-indulged. It is possible for a vampire to take too much blood.

      Rogan walks to me swiftly and takes me in his arms.

      Just as things go black.
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      By the way, I sent your clothes to cleaning.

      Rogan’s voice.

      Where am I?

      Those words. He said them…earlier. What clothes? He freaking ripped them off me. I think. Didn’t he?

      I float.

      I’m drifting. Images are blurred, but I see hazy blocks of color. Two orbs of green.

      Rogan’s eyes.

      I’m with him. But where?

      Things went black for a moment, but now… I’m moving. Somehow I’m moving but my legs aren’t working.

      Something changes.

      I’m still floating, but it’s different. The colors morph from bright to subdued.

      Princess.

      A voice. A deep and throaty voice. A voice that makes me shiver.

      “Rogan?”

      “Easy, princess. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you just smoked some really good weed. Or weed laced with something.”

      “Don’t do drugs…” somehow makes it out of my throat.

      “You sure? I’m thinking my blood is a drug to you. I had to force you off my neck.”

      I widen my eyes. Everything’s stiff fuzzy.

      Everything except Rogan’s green eyes.

      They’re beautiful.

      “For a vamp, you don’t seem to know how to pace yourself.”

      His statement confounds me. Pace myself? I do nothing but pace myself. I have to.

      This time, though? I didn’t. His blood is like the sweetest nectar, the juiciest fruit, the lustiest wine. I can’t get enough of it.

      “Blood isn’t a drug for us, Rogan. It’s nourishment. Our physiology requires it.”

      “Good.”

      “Good?”

      “I mean good. You’re coming out of your drunken haze. You’re making sense now.”

      I close my eyes, will them to work, and open them again.

      I’m back in my room at the hotel. Rogan got me here somehow. Did he carry me through the casino? The bed’s still unmade. What the fuck, housekeeping? My body is on high alert due to Rogan’s presence, but at least now I’m thinking clearly.

      I sit up. “Whoa.” The haze returns with a vengeance.

      “Lie down.” Rogan adjusts my pillow. “It’ll pass.”

      Will it? How would he know? Has anyone taken his blood before?

      A low growl drifts through the air, and—

      Damn. It came from me. From the thought of some other vamp taking Rogan’s blood. Not on my watch. That blood is mine.

      Mine.

      “Mine,” I say out loud.

      “What? What’s yours?”

      I reach toward him, grab onto his hair and pull him toward me. “You are. You. Are. Mine.”

      Another growl, this time more forceful.

      And it’s not coming from me.

      Then—

      “Fuck, princess.”

      His lips are on mine, his tongue prying them open. I’m falling—falling into the depths of the hotel mattress, falling into—

      He rips away from me. “No! Damn it, no!”

      I lick my lips, taste his tongue, the spice and wolf.

      “Fuck.” He rubs at his forehead. “Damn. My blood. I taste my own fucking blood.”

      I lick my lips again. I still taste his blood, but now it’s mingled with the taste of him. Of our kiss. God, it’s ambrosia.

      “This can’t happen,” he says. “I can’t like the taste of my own blood on you.”

      “You couldn’t smell it,” I say absently, the image of Rogan bringing the bandana to his nose forever imprinted in my mind.

      “I can sure as hell taste it,” he say, “and I don’t like it. I don’t like it.”

      My heart falls, but he continues.

      “I don’t like…that I like it, princess. I like—I fucking love—the taste of my blood on you. Fuck it all.” His lips come down on mine again.

      My mind goes blank.

      No, can’t lose myself.

      There’s a reason I’m here. My father needs information. Information about the vamp murders. Rogan’s bite marks.

      Right. That’s why I’m here.

      Doesn’t matter, though. Nothing matters except Rogan and his tongue tangling with mine, his body on top of mine, his bulging cock pressing into me.

      I’m fully satiated with blood now, so my body is craving the rest of him. His lips, teeth. His mouth on my breasts, his tongue between my legs.

      And his cock. That perfect fucking cock.

      How is this even happening? I came here to seduce him for information, not fall prey to him.

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      He says I’m his mate. Okay. I can deal. Wolves sometimes have fated mates.

      But I’m not a wolf. I’m a vampire-human hybrid. We don’t have fated mates. Not ever.

      So what the hell is happening to me?

      I gather every bit of strength inside me and push at Rogan’s chest so hard he lands with a thunk on the floor beside the bed.

      “What the fuck, princess?”

      “Hannah.” I wipe my mouth. “The name is Hannah.”

      He gazes into my eyes, and I shudder involuntarily. Wolves don’t have glamouring ability, but damn, I feel like I’m being hypnotized by those green-gold irises.

      “Hannah,” he growls. “I know your fucking name. Hannah Tabitha Bates. That’s your name, princess.”

      Another shudder, and this one rocks through me like a freaking tidal wave. He’s fully clothed, on the floor, not touching me in any way, but my clit responds. Already I’m getting wetter.

      He rises, sits next to me on the bed, and leans down until only inches separate our faces. “And my name is Victor. Say it, princess. Say my name.”

      “Rogan.” My voice cracks.

      “Victor,” he says, his voice deep, almost a snarl. “Say my name, princess. I want it to drizzle from your lips like droplets of my fucking blood. Like crimson silk, princess. Say it. Say my name.”

      My heart pounds like a thousand hammers. Goose bumps erupt on my flesh. I throb from the inside out, and my pussy aches with emptiness.

      Say my name, princess.

      His words swirl around me, almost visible in their lusty roar. My nipples are going to burst through the fabric of my clothes. I’m hot. So damned hot.

      He closes the already short gap between our lips. He’s so close now that if I let my tongue wander out of my mouth, I can trace his full lower lip. I inhale. Exhale. Inhale again.

      “Say it, princess.”

      Victor. Victor. Victor.

      Over and over in my mind. Victor. Victor. Victor.

      Stop. Must get information. Must remember why I’m here.

      Victor. Victor. Victor.

      I’m slave to my body. Slave to the man so close I could bite his lip, nick it, get another intoxicating drop of his blood.

      I touch my tongue to his lip, and then my teeth. Suck it into my mouth. His strength pours into me, rejuvenates me.

      Yes, I can do it now. I can remember why I’m here.

      He pulls away. “I want you, princess. I need you. You’re mine.” He touches my cheek, making me burn hotter. “But you’ll get nothing more from me until you say my fucking name.”
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      Victor. Victor. Victor.

      God, I want him. Want his lips back on mine. His hands all over my shuddering naked body. His cock—that beautiful cock—inside me, filling me, taking away this empty ache.

      Why is it so difficult for me to say his damned name?

      He trails his fingers from my cheek to my neck and over the clothed tops of my breasts. I burn. Any moment now I’ll burst into fucking flames.

      Victor…

      It’s lodged in my throat.

      Why?

      Why am I resisting?

      I want him every bit as much as he wants me. All it will take is one simple word.

      Victor.

      I wait. I wait for him to command me once more.

      He doesn’t.

      He simply stares into my eyes, his own searing and intense. Until finally—

      “Hannah. Beautiful Hannah.”

      I melt then. From words. Hannah Bates doesn’t melt from words, but things change. I slide into his body and bring my lips to within an inch of his. “Victor. God, Victor. Fuck me. Fuck me hard.”

      He clamps his lips onto mine and kisses me with what can only be angry lust. He doesn’t want to want this any more than I do.

      But he can’t help himself. I can’t help myself.

      We’re fated.

      We’re mates.

      It shouldn’t be, but it is. It fucking is.

      In a flash, our clothes are in a heap on the floor, and he’s on top of me in the bed, thrusting. This is all fuck. Pure fuck. I’m still satiated with the blood I drained from him earlier, but never will I have enough of his body. He fills me completely, and as he pumps, his black bush tickles my clit. My nipples harden, scrape into his chest, the friction a luscious counterpart to his cock inside me.

      Thrust. Thrust. Thrust.

      “Fuck, princess. Fuck. Can’t. Get. Enough.”

      “Me neither,” I say, panting. “Never enough.” I touch his cheeks, his broad shoulders, his muscular upper arms.

      “Can’t help it. Have to come. Have to come, princess. Damn!”

      His roar rumbles through me, and I swear I feel it pulsating in my veins. His heartbeat is rapid, and his blood… I’m sated but I’ll always hunger for it. Not solely how it fills me but the humming vibration of it beneath his flesh as it roars through his veins. The sound of it—so like the Colorado rapids. The scent of it—pure spice, woods, and wolf. The lush feel of it on my tongue as it trickles down my throat.

      And its flavor—its intoxicating dark and exotic flavor.

      I scrape my teeth against his shoulder and take just a drop. One drop on my tongue, and then I pull him to me and kiss him. Let him taste his own blood once more.

      He thrusts harder, harder, harder.

      Until I’m soaring. Coming so hard and so fast my whole body seems to float outside itself. For a moment I see us from above—his perfect ass as he grinds against me. Arrows shoot through me, ping around inside, and land in my pussy as I contract around him.

      He plunges into me and releases, and I swear I feel every single pulse of his cock.

      We orgasm together, totally in sync, and when I finally begin to come down, I realize I’m gripping his back so hard I’ve drawn more blood.

      I inhale.

      My God. Pure animal lust laced with dark chocolate and wine.

      “Princess,” he growls in my ear.

      “Rogan,” I groan back.

      Then, “Hannah.”

      And as much as I want to resist, I can’t.

      “Victor. Victor. Victor.”

      He rolls off me, his arm over his forehead, his eyes closed. “What is happening to me?”

      Does he expect an answer? I don’t have one, but I sure as hell have the same question. I’ve never responded to a man this way. I enjoy sex.

      But my God…

      I’m ready again, and judging by the size of Victor’s cock, so is he.

      You came here for a purpose, Hannah. You can’t spend the entire time fucking Victor Rogan. That from the angel on my right shoulder.

      But part of the purpose is to seduce him. From the devil on the left.

      If we never get out of bed, I won’t be able to investigate the double murders. At least now I know where Rogan’s office is on the main floor. And I’ve been to his suite. I can find it again. Whatever evidence he has will be in those places, probably in a safe.

      Safes are no problem for me. Vampires have excellent hearing.

      I turn toward Rogan.

      His cock is hard and jutting out perpendicular from his supine body.

      And I’m ready to go again.

      I climb on top of him.

      He opens his eyes. “Ready for round two already, princess?”

      I sink down on him, letting him burn through me. I’m tight from my orgasm, and his dick is like a flaming torch.

      “God, yes,” he groans, closing his eyes once more.

      I move slowly, gyrating my hips and taking him deeply inside of me and then rising, teasing him with my pussy lips.

      “Fuck, princess.”

      “That’s what I’m doing.” I continue slowly, relishing each inch of him as I take him into my body.

      He grabs my breasts, squeezes them, thumbs one nipple. A jolt of electric current surges into me, and I increase my speed, fucking him harder.

      “That’s it, princess. Fuck me. Fuck me good. God, your tits are gorgeous.” He tweaks one nipple.

      A white haze clouds my vision. I’m ready. Ready to climax again. Ready to—

      No!

      My phone is on silent, safe in my clutch that’s… Where is it? Rogan brought me back here. I don’t know where he put it.

      But it’s ringing.

      On silent and hidden in my purse.

      I normally wouldn’t hear it, but I do. Which only means one thing.

      Daddy’s calling.

      I slide off of Victor, willing myself not to whimper at the loss of completeness I feel.

      “Princess?”

      “Sorry. I have to get that.”

      “Get what?”

      “My phone.”

      “I don’t hear any phone.”

      “Trust me. It’s ringing.”

      “Vamps may have great hearing, but I guarantee you wolves have better.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Get back here, princess. Get back here and finish what you started. I want you. I need you.”

      I freeze. Seriously freeze in my tracks, midway between Rogan on the bed and my leather clutch that I finally see draped on a chair by the bathroom door.

      An invisible force pulls me back toward the bed while another pushes me toward the purse. I can’t fucking move.

      The vamp gene—the one that requires me to answer when my king calls—seems to have met its match.

      In Victor Rogan.

      My knees begin to tremble. The phone stops ringing and then rings again. Silently, but I hear it as if it’s a siren heading our way.

      Then Rogan…

      “Princess…”

      I pull on my long hair. “Damn it. No!” I force one foot to move forward. Then the other. I make it to the chair, pull the phone out of the clutch. It’s still vibrating.

      “Yeah?”

      “What took you so long?” my father demands.

      “I’m busy. Doing what you asked.”

      “In bed, huh?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Good, good. Glad it’s going well. I assume you’re more than satisfied.”

      Really? I’m not going to discuss this botched seduction while the object of it is ten feet away and sporting the raging hard-on I left him with.

      “What do you want?”

      “Just checking in.”

      “Bull.”

      He laughs.  A big and boisterous laugh. Which means he’s in a good mood. He probably just got a blow job at his desk.

      “You’re a smart girl, Hannah.”

      “Woman.”

      “Right. Of course.”

      “What do you want?” I ask again.

      “I have some new information,” he says, “about Victor Rogan.”
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      “What?” I demand, not nicely.

      Whatever information my father has on Rogan can’t possibly be more important than his gorgeous erection waiting for me on the bed.

      “Easy does it, Hannah.”

      I head to the bathroom and close the door. “The gene requires that I answer when you call. That’s it. How I respond is my own business, and right now, your timing is piss-poor and I’m pissed off.”

      “Obviously.”

      “What if I was about ready to get the evidence? What if your coitus interruptus fucked up my investigation?”

      “Unless he keeps evidence hidden up his ass, you’re not anywhere close to finding it.”

      “For God’s sake, Dad. What is it? What’s the new information that can’t wait?” I resist the urge to hurl my phone against the wall.

      “This is important, Hannah.”

      “Forgive me for not taking your word without knowing what it is.”

      “I’m just as invested in this as you are. More so. The safety of our people is my responsibility, and if Rogan poses a threat—”

      He’s not wrong, but I can’t bring myself to apologize. Instead, “I get it. What’s the information?”

      My father clears his throat—his classic thing when he’s about to spill something big. I inhale. Exhale. Ready myself for an informational bomb.

      “Rogan has demons on his payroll.”

      Bomb. Dropped.

      Along with my phone. It clatters to the tile floor. I grab it quickly and put it back to my ear. “You’re serious?”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Who are they?”

      “I’m not sure, yet, but I have it on good authority that you’ve already come into contact with one.”

      I look over my shoulder and eye the closed door. I didn’t lock it. Rogan wouldn’t dare interrupt me in the bathroom. Would he?

      I take a few steps backward and click the lock.

      “Dad,” I say, “I was attacked by three thugs last night.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m talking to you right now, aren’t I?”

      “Believe it or not, Hannah, I’m concerned about your wellbeing. You’re my daughter, for God’s sake.”

      “You weren’t around when I was growing up, when Larissa and I needed you, so forgive me if I don’t think you give a shit now.”

      “I won’t deny I’ve made mistakes.”

      I scoff. “Cool the ‘Cat’s in the Cradle’ bullshit, Dad. I’ll never buy it. As for the attack, I’m fine. I only mentioned it because you said I’ve already come in contact with one of Rogan’s demons. One of my attackers was in Rogan’s office this morning and is apparently on his payroll.”

      A short pause. “Is he a demon?”

      “How the hell should I know?” My thoughts race. “Probably not. I sensed fear from him. Demons don’t feel fear, do they?”

      “Not usually. Unless they’re only half demon.”

      “I have no idea. I sensed his fear, but I didn’t smell anything out of the ordinary on him. He’s not lycan. Could be a half-breed or a human.”

      “What about the others?”

      “I was busy trying not to get my ass kicked,” I say, “but they weren’t scared. Not like Blaze.”

      “Blaze?”

      “That’s the guy on Rogan’s payroll.”

      “Blaze Delacourt,” my father says.

      “Is that his name?”

      “Yes, but he’s not a demon. He’s human. What about the other two? Do you have any other information that might be helpful to me?”

      Yeah, I have information, but to tell my father would be to admit that Rogan came to my rescue, which I really don’t want to do.

      Three against one was hardly a fair fight, but still…

      I sigh. “Rogan pummeled one of the other two. Demanded to know who sent him, but he wouldn’t talk. So you can imagine how pissed I was to find Blaze in his office this morning. And on his fucking payroll.”

      “You think Rogan set you up?”

      Did he? What did he say to Blaze this morning? She’s not worth the effort.

      Asshole.

      Asshole who I just let fuck me and who’s waiting on the other side of this door with a raging hard-on.

      “I don’t know, Dad, but at this point, I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “Has he responded to you?”

      “Well, you called while we were in bed together. What do you think?”

      “Good. Very good. You should still be able to get what we need, Hannah.”

      “Even if he set me up?”

      “Yes, maybe even more so if he set you up. He’s probably feeling guilty about it.”

      “Why would he feel gui—”

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      “Damn it, Dad. You knew, didn’t you?”

      “Knew what?”

      “Don’t act all innocent. Rogan thinks I’m his mate.”

      “What?”

      I flinch at the harsh surprise in my father’s voice. He seriously didn’t know?

      “What about all that ‘he’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you’ crap?”

      “You know exactly what I meant. I have faith in my daughter. You can seduce anyone. I’m well aware of your past.”

      My past? Seriously? Sure, I had a lot of sex. Did a lot of drinking and drugs, too, all in an effort to quell the blood lust that I didn’t understand because I didn’t know my true heritage. Hardly makes me a talented seductress.

      “Dad, I—”

      “Save it, Hannah. Use this to our advantage. If he thinks you’re his, you can easily get what we want. If Rogan is behind those murders, I want him to pay.”

      “Fine. Fine. And what am I supposed to do about the demons on his payroll? And about the fact that he may have set me up?”

      “Demons are difficult to identify,” Dad says. “They’re masters of illusion. They can make you think they’re human, vampire, lycan, ghost. If Rogan is in league with demons—”

      “What do you mean if? You just said he’s got some on the payroll.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s in league with them. Rogan owns a hotel and casino and runs a multi-million dollar enterprise.”

      “Uh…still not explaining why he has them on the payroll.”

      “A lot of businessmen employ demons, Hannah.”

      “Why, exactly?”

      “Security. They’re great at it.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “Aren’t they inherently evil?”

      “Of course, but they can control that if they’re disciplined enough. Demons have incredible internal strength.”

      “Really? You’re praising demons?”

      “I’m simply stating fact, Hannah. Demons have a wide range of abilities.”

      “So why does it matter, then, if Rogan has demons on his payroll?”

      “It matters which demons are on his payroll. You’ll need to identify them.”

      “And exactly how do I do that? You just said they’re hard to identify.”

      “They are. They have no natural scent and the ability to create illusion. But you have one thing that they don’t.”

      I roll my eyes at myself in the bathroom mirror. “And that is…?”

      “Your human side, Hannah. Most humans have the internal fortitude to fend off the evil of demons.”

      “They do?”

      “Of course they do. Otherwise there’d be a lot of possessed people walking around, and there aren’t.”

      “Maybe there are and we don’t know it.”

      He laughs. Laughs! I’m getting even more ticked off.

      “We’d know it. And believe me, there are plenty. Mostly in Washington D.C. But statistically it’s an insignificant number. Find a way to use your strengths as a vampire and your strengths as a human, and you’ll be able to identify the demons.”

      “If you can’t, how can I?”

      “I don’t have a human side.”

      “But you’re the vampire king!”

      He laughs again, this time even more uproariously. “You’re damned right about that, daughter. Now find the demons. Find out why they’re on the payroll. I have a hunch they’ll lead you to the information you’re looking for.”

      “Fine,” I huff. “Is that all?”

      “For now. Get back to business.”

      “Right. Bye.” I end the call, unlock the bathroom door, and walk into the bedroom. “Ready for round two, Rogan?”

      But he’s gone.
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      “Christ, Rogan,” I mutter. “You couldn’t wait five minutes?”

      So much for that mate bullshit. Clearly he has no problem leaving me.

      I wish I could say the same. Though my father’s call was the equivalent of a very cold shower, already I’m heating again. I feel the remnants of Victor in my suite—I inhale his scent, hear his thumping heart. It all surges straight between my legs.

      How am I supposed to find the evidence my father wants if I’m constantly horny and on edge?

      I draw in a deep breath and trail my fingers over my hard nipples.

      I shudder. Not a good idea, touching myself. “Stop it,” I say aloud.

      First things first. I’ve already come into contact with a demon, according to my father. It’s not Blaze, so by elimination, it has to be one of the other two thugs or someone else I’ve come in contact with.

      There are only three, since I checked in online and went straight to my suite when I arrived. The bartender who served me a glass of Syrah, the young woman at the concierge’s desk, and the woman manning the entrance to the high stakes area.

      I quickly rule her out, as she responded to my mind control.

      Except…

      What if she was only pretending to succumb? What if she let me into the area for her own reasons? My father warned that demons are masters of illusion. Sure, she seemed to be under my influence, but she may have been faking the whole thing.

      Okay. No one is ruled out.

      Five suspects, then—the two thugs, the bartender, the concierge, and the woman working the high stakes area.

      One—maybe more?—is a demon. I’m not sure the two thugs are even in the running, because I don’t know for sure that they’re on Rogan’s payroll.

      I’m pretty sure they’re demons, though. I sensed absolutely no fear from either of them, not even when Rogan had one pinned against the wall. Plus, my mind control didn’t work on him, and I got no scent from him.

      Thug number one—a demon. But is he on Rogan’s payroll?

      And another question—why was Blaze involved in my attack? Rogan said he didn’t pay his employees to beat on women.

      “Fuck,” I say aloud through gritted teeth. I pick up my clothes and quickly dress. Skinny jeans, a black tank, and leather boots. I slide my phone into my back pocket along with some cash and a credit card. No purse.

      I’m going demon hunting.
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      My first stop is the high stakes area. Good. The pretty woman is still on duty. I smile.

      “I love your hair,” I say.

      She blushes. “Thank you.”

      “I always wanted blond hair,” I lie. “My sister has it. She always got so much more attention that I did. From men, I mean.”

      She gazes at me, seeming to assess me. “I can’t believe that. You’re gorgeous.”

      “Thank you”—I eye her name tag—“Heidi. And thank you for letting me into the area earlier.”

      She widens her eyes. “Did I?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      “To be honest, I see a lot of people during the day.”

      “Oh?”

      “Some days more than others. Today has been a busy day.”

      I peek past her. A couple people are playing the slots. Most of the tables are empty. Doesn’t look too busy to me.

      I smile.

      Gotcha.

      It’s an act. If she truly let me in and didn’t remember, she’d be a lot more upset than she is now. Maybe fearing the loss of her job.

      No fear is coming from her at all.

      Vampires aren’t great at sensing emotion—except for fear. And lust.

      Perhaps Heidi doesn’t care about her job. Or perhaps she’s under some kind of trance or thrall.

      But I doubt it.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “You know what it is. You just said it. Heidi.”

      I stare intently into her blue eyes. “What’s your name?”

      “Heidi.”

      My glamour isn’t affecting her. No glassy eyes. No sweat forming at her hairline. Funny I didn’t notice any of this the first time, but all I was thinking about was getting through her to get to Rogan.

      “Is Mr. Rogan in his office?”

      “I haven’t seen him,” Heidi says.

      “Thanks.” I grin. “You’ve been a big help.”

      A dazzling smile splits her face. “You’re very welcome. Have a wonderful day at The London.”

      One demon accounted for.

      I walk away from the high stakes area and toward the bar in the center of the casino where I ordered the glass of wine last night. The bartender—a hunky guy with a bald head and ripped shoulders and arms—isn’t there. Not surprising. He obviously works a night shift.

      I’ll be back.

      I head out of the casino to the concierge’s desk, but the young woman I spoke to earlier isn’t there.

      I’ll be back.

      I walk through the lobby and out the doors onto the strip. A few blocks later, I’m back in the alleyway where I was attacked. Time to take a closer look.

      Except the scent of Rogan overwhelms me. Even though it’s been hours, his fragrance still lingers. I can’t help inhaling the piney musk of him. My gums begin to tingle. I have no need to feed. Not enough time has passed for the blood lust to consume me, but…

      I lean against a building, rub my upper arms to stave off the impending hunger. I slide down, the brick snagging my tank top, until I’m sitting, my knees raised and touching my chin.

      Inhale. Exhale. Inhale again.

      Slowly, the lust dissipates, though Rogan’s scent does not. Would it be this strong from last night?

      Or has he been here more recently?

      I blow out a breath. I didn’t come here to be self-indulgent. I came here to look for clues, and I won’t find them sitting with my chin on my knees while staving off my imagined hunger for Rogan’s blood.

      I stand quickly and look around. Vampire night vision is good, but like anyone else, we see better during the day. I replay the fight in my mind—each punch, each kick—and scan the area for anything that looks out of place. A few drops of blood here and there, but nothing major. No one was badly injured.

      Which in itself is odd, given it was three against one. I’m good, for sure, but against three men? One of whom I’m pretty sure is a demon?

      Then I laugh.

      I fucking laugh out loud like a maniac.

      This was all a ruse. Put in place by Rogan himself.

      He was testing me. Testing the vampire princess. He wanted to know what I was made of, what I could do.

      She’s not worth the effort.

      The words he said to Blaze.

      I understand their meaning now.

      And I’m fucking pissed.

      Anger rises in me, triggering my canines. They descend quickly—more quickly than usual—and I cry out from the pain.

      Victor Rogan is working me. Or trying to. This mate thing? It’s probably all part of it. My blood boils in my veins, and my heart beats like a jackhammer.

      You won’t get away with this, Rogan.

      I’m ready. Ready to face him and tell him I know what he’s up to. I turn to leave, and—

      “Oh my God!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      “Looking for me, princess?”

      Rogan. How did I miss him? He’s wearing different clothes from before. Dark jeans and black leather biker boots. A black V-neck T-shirt that form fits to his muscles. No wonder his scent was so strong. He was here, hiding from me.

      I stumble slightly but catch myself. “No, I’m not, actually. I’m looking for demons.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Oh?”

      I advance toward him, his fragrance growing stronger. I blow out a breath, will myself to maintain control.

      “I’ve already found one. The cute little blonde manning the entry to the high stakes area.”

      “Heidi?”

      “Is that her real name?”

      “It’s the name she gave me.”

      I nod. “I see. I’m pretty sure one of the thugs you hired to clobber me last night is a demon as well. Care to tell me I’m right?”

      He chuckles. “Why would I do that, when I’m having a blast watching you make a fool of yourself?”

      “You son of a b—”

      He’s on me in a flash, his lips devouring mine. Damn it, I hate this smug asshole. I hate him so much.

      But not this kiss. God, no, I don’t hate this kiss. It’s like a fucking drug.

      But no. No more of this “mate” bullshit.

      I pull away, ripping our lips apart with a loud smack.

      “You…” I inhale, trying to catch my breath. “You fucking set me up, Rogan. Blaze and the demons. You told them to jump me.”

      “Really? And then I came to your rescue just in time?”

      “Seems your timing was particularly uncanny.”

      “So you’ve deduced, then, that I orchestrated the attack on you.”

      “Of course you did. Then you fucked me, and once you had your fun, you told your lemming that I wasn’t worth the effort. Don’t bother denying any of it.”

      He caresses my cheek. God, his touch… I’m so hot. And now…the blood lust.

      “I won’t deny it, princess. You’re right. How long did it take you to figure it out after I told you Blaze is on my payroll?”

      “Fuck you, Rogan.”

      “Anytime, princess. Anytime. In fact, I have an image of you in my mind, your back against that brick wall, and I’m pounding into you.” He closes his eyes for a second and inhales. Then he opens them. “Fuck! How can this be happening?”

      “Control yourself, Rogan. We both know it’s an act.”

      He draws in a breath, closes his eyes once more before opening them quickly and meeting my gaze. “God, I wish it were.”

      “You and I both know damned well that a lycan and a vampire can’t be fated mates. Stop it now. I’m not falling for it again.”

      He grabs a fistful of my hair, brings it to his nose, and inhales, eyes closed again. “Everything about you…” He opens his eyes. “I don’t deny that you’re a beautiful woman. I don’t deny that you intrigue me in just about every way. But it’s something more than that, and I know, princess. I know you feel it too.”

      I back up a few steps, pulling my hair out of his grasp, until I hit the wall with my back. “If you’re telling the truth about what you’re feeling, why did you set me up?”

      “When the daughter of the vampire king shows up at my hotel, I need to know what I’m dealing with.” He closes the short distance between us. “Why are you here, princess? Daddy sent you, I’m sure, but why?”

      I open my mouth. The words want to spew out of me. You’re a suspect in a double vamp murder. Your bite marks were on the victims.

      But if I tell him, he may destroy any evidence he has.

      And if I lie, he’ll know.

      So I grab his cheeks and smash our mouths together.

      His groan rumbles through me as my body heats. All sounds turn silent as the blood rushing through his veins takes over and I hear nothing else.

      Nothing else except his heartbeat.

      Th-Thump. Th-Thump. Th-Thump.

      Faster, faster, faster, until I’m sure it’s going to beat right out of his chiseled chest.

      My own heartbeat finds synchrony with his, and then—

      He pulls away, his green eyes on fire. My jaw drops, and I meet his gaze. His irises… They’re…moving. Swirling. Darker, lighter. Emerald turning to gold.

      “Fuck,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “Rogan, what is it? Are you okay?”

      “You. Princess. The change. You’ve triggered it.”

      “The…what? I didn’t do anything.”

      But then I know, as the rip of his T-shirt slashes through the air. His muscles—they’re pulsating. Growing.

      “Run, princess.” His voice is hoarse, not quite normal. “For God’s sake, run!”

      I scramble away, nearly tripping over my own feet. Fear surges through me, but curiosity wins out.

      I look over my shoulder, slowing down slightly, and—

      Oof!

      I’m flat on my back, gravel pushing into my shoulders, and above, paws on my chest—

      A wolf.

      A gorgeous gray wolf with green-gold eyes and tattered dark denim hanging from his hind legs.

      The wolf growls.

      Does he know me? “Rogan?”

      He growls again, and this time it’s louder. I swear to God the walls are quaking, he’s so powerful.

      Most lycans are well in control of their wolf side.

      What the hell happened?

      “Rogan?” I say again, this time in a squeaky whisper as I’m losing my breath.

      Does he understand me? I honestly have no idea. I haven’t come into contact with many lycans, and I’ve never come into contact with one in wolf form.

      I should move. Fight. Anything except lie here.

      But I can’t look away. His lupine beauty is that magnificent.

      He’s large, though, and heavy. If he doesn’t move his paws off my chest soon, I’m not sure I’ll be able to continue breathing.

      I gasp in a breath, and—

      He moves from my chest. I clamber quickly onto my hands and knees, gasping for air. My heart is hammering, and once my breath is back under control, the wolf scent consumes me.

      It’s Rogan on steroids. Everything I love about his scent is magnified a hundredfold.

      This is who he is.

      This is Victor Rogan, alpha wolf, his fragrance thick in the alley.

      This is the man I’ve come here to seduce, to manipulate, to pump for information.

      And damn…

      I think I’ve fallen in love. The only problem?

      I fucking hate the man I’m in love with.

      “Rogan?” I finally squeak out.

      No response. Wolves don’t talk or bark. They only growl and howl.

      Yet no sound comes from the alley.

      I stand carefully, my breathing still rapid. “Rogan?”

      But he’s gone.
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      I brush the gray hairs off my chest.

      Gray hairs. Gray wolf hairs.

      My breathing finally returns to normal, and I lean against the brick wall for a moment.

      He changed. Rogan changed. Almost instantaneously. I looked away for mere seconds, and when I turned…

      No sound. No bones snapping. No howling or shrieking.

      He just…changed.

      This isn’t anything new. I’m well aware of his heritage, of what shifters become. I’ve just never witnessed it before. I had no idea it happened so quickly. I walk forward where the tatters of his leather boots, his jeans, his T-shirt lie on the ground. His scent is still thick in the air, and my body reacts. My nipples harden, and I throb between my legs.

      My God, I’m in love with a fucking wolf.

      I close my eyes for a moment, allow the thought to sink in. Then I pop my eyes back open and attempt to think logically.

      I’m here for a reason. If Rogan is behind the vamp murders, I need to prove it. That’s why I’m here. Not to lust after the suspect.

      “Get a grip, Hannah,” I say aloud.

      I leave the alleyway and head around to the front of the resort. Crowds of people running along the strip. Fear and panic cut through the air as individuals push and shove each other, knock each other to the ground. What’s going on?

      I meander through the throng of bodies and make it to the front door.

      A security guard stops me. “I can’t let you in, ma’am,” he says. “There’s been a bomb threat.”

      My eyebrows nearly fly off my forehead. “What?”

      “Move away from the hotel for your own safety. The bomb squad is on the way.”

      “Let me in,” I say.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, I—”

      “Let me in.”

      The guard’s eyes glaze over. No demon here, unless he’s faking. “Of course.” He stands aside. “Go right in.”

      Perhaps entering a building in the middle of a bomb threat isn’t the brightest idea, but I’m banking on Rogan. His security is top-notch, probably filled with demons, and I’m willing to bet this is a fake. The upside for me if it is? I can do a search of the place while no one else is present.

      The downside?

      I get blown to smithereens.

      Not on my bucket list, but then neither was falling for a damned alpha werewolf.

      “I’ll take your keys, too,” I say to the guard.

      “Of course.” He hands me a carabiner with at least a dozen keys attached.

      “And your code.”

      “Five one seven one.”

      I nod. “Thank you. Have a good day.” I enter the building, trying to keep the keys from jingling.

      People are still pouring out of the building, their eyes wide with alarm and confusion. I edge to the side, use the momentum to push myself in the opposite direction until I’m through the lobby. The elevators aren’t working, so I walk past them to the door marked “stairs.”

      Fuck. It’s locked.

      The keys jingle. No problem. They aren’t labeled, so I try one. No go. The next. No go. The third.

      Bingo!

      The doorknob turns, and I run up the stairs. I’m in good shape, but it’s going to take some energy to get to the top floor, where Rogan’s suite is. Or is it a penthouse? Hell if I know. I’ve been there, but I was so engrossed in Rogan I took notice of nothing else.

      Not my finest hour.

      I hurry up the first ten flights of stairs hardly feeling it. These Vegas hotels are massive, though. How many stories does this one have? I read somewhere that the Bellagio has thirty-six floors…and the London is taller than the Bellagio.

      Fuck.

      I inhale deeply and take another flight. Then another. One more.

      Yeah. There’s a reason why everyone hates the cardio stair climber at the gym.

      I turn to begin the next flight when a figure whisks past me. “Get the hell out of here, lady!” He’s gone in a flash.

      Where is everyone else? Surely they couldn’t have evacuated the place this quickly. Or maybe they did. Time seems to suspend itself when I’m with Rogan. I have no idea how long he and I were in that alley. How long I lay there after he ran away in wolf form.

      I trudge up the next twenty flights before I have to sit and take a breather. The bomb squad must be here by now. If there is a bomb, they’ll disarm it. If there isn’t, then I’m not in harm’s way anyway.

      All is good.

      I jump when my phone vibrates in my back pocket. I pull it out and read the text from a number I don’t recognize.

      Get out of there! It’s not safe!

      I ignore it and shove the phone back into my pocket. Someone knows I’m here.

      Not good.

      Is it Rogan? I doubt he can text without the use of opposable thumbs. Maybe he’s changed back already.

      Doesn’t matter. I have a job to do. I take a deep breath as my heart finally begins to slow down to a reasonable pace. Then I gaze upward. Only about…ten or twelve more flights. After that I’ll be begging to be blown up.

      I gear myself up and jog the last several—damn, it’s fourteen—floors. The same key gets me out of the stairwell and onto the top floor of the hotel.

      The hallway is carpeted in blood red, and the wallpaper is black and white stripes. It’s oddly glamourous—something I might have gone for myself. I can’t see Rogan choosing it, but he probably had a professional decorator. Only a few doors line the walls of the hallway. Of course. His penthouse takes up most of this floor. Maybe all of it.

      I dart my gaze down the hall. If I were an alpha wolf’s penthouse, where would I be?

      If only I could remember more of the time I spent up here.

      I inhale—

      And I know. I follow the familiar wolf scent to the last door on the right. A lock and a keypad greet me. Easy enough. I try the keys until I find a match and unlock the deadbolt. Then I push in the numbers the security guard gave me.

      The door clicks open.

      And I enter.
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      I look around, my jaw nearly on the floor.

      This place is amazing. What’s more amazing is how little I recall of my time here. I was so into Victor Rogan that I took nothing else in.

      And boy, is there a lot to take in.

      The carpeting is plush and blood red, but all I see is my tattered T-shirt, my bra cut in two, and my thong in pieces.

      In my mind, I mean.

      Because that’s what happened the last time I was in this penthouse. I don’t remember the blood red carpeting. I don’t remember the black lacquer baby grand in one corner. I don’t remember the black and white leather furniture and the coffee table of pure glass. I don’t remember the dark wood bar and the top shelf liquor on the marble shelving behind it.

      Man, I could totally live here.

      Out of curiosity, I head to the kitchen. Black and white marble countertops and stainless steel appliances. An island with bar stools. The refrigerator reaches to the ceiling, and without thinking, I open it.

      I gasp.

      Among Rogan’s gourmet delights is a container.

      A container marked Hannah.

      Already I know what’s inside. It’s blood.

      My God. He knew I’d come here.

      I open the container and inhale. It’s not Rogan’s blood. Or maybe it is. Would it smell different if it’s not fresh?

      No, it can’t be his. No way would an alpha were drain his own damned blood for me. Besides, it doesn’t even hint at a wolf scent. It’s human, though. He probably got it at a blood bank. I take a few quick gulps to stave off any blood lust that’s bound to creep up as I search this place. As anyone would suspect, his scent is thick here.

      Really thick.

      I take another gulp of the red liquid and then replace the container in the fridge.

      “Find what you’re looking for?”

      I jerk backward, looking over my shoulder. Rogan. He’s wearing nothing but a pair of old jeans. His dark hair is in a mass of tangled waves flowing over his beefy shoulders.

      And his eyes. Those irises are still swirling.

      I keep my cool, thanks to the few swallows of blood. “You were expecting me.”

      “I was.”

      “And the bomb threat?”

      “Manufactured, as you’ve obviously guessed.”

      “Maybe I just like to live on the wild side.”

      “I’m sure you do, princess, but I’m also pretty sure you’re not all that eager to have that gorgeous ass of yours blown to bits.”

      His words spike between my legs. Gorgeous ass. Damn, he’s the one with a gorgeous ass. It’s delectable in those jeans, and I’m willing to bet he’s going commando too. Unless he keeps extra underwear around for any unforeseen shifting.

      “What’s with the bomb thing?” I ask. “You’ll lose a shitload of money, shutting down the casino for a few hours.”

      His eyes darken as he gestures around his multi-million dollar kitchen. “Do I look like I need any more money?”

      “Why do it, then?”

      “Why else? So you could come in here unimpeded and find what you’re looking for.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Maybe I already did, Rogan. Maybe I’m looking for you.”

      He closes the short distance between us, trails a finger over the swell of my breasts. “We both know Daddy sent you here, princess.”

      “I never said—”

      “Please. Give me a little credit.” His finger travels over my nipple, making it even harder than it already is. “I haven’t seen you anywhere near the blackjack or roulette tables.”

      I swallow, summoning all my strength not to shudder at his touch. “Tell me. Tell me what made you change.”

      He narrows his eyes, and I can’t tell whether it’s anger or passion clouding them.

      “I don’t talk about the change,” he says, “especially to impudent little half-vamps.”

      I force myself to take a step backward. “Impudent? You want to go there? After you told that moron Blaze Delacourt that I wasn’t worth the effort?”

      “I say a lot of things.” Rogan steps toward me. “And there’s a reason for every one of them.”

      “For someone who thinks I’m his fated mate, you sure treat me like a piece of shit.”

      “And you, princess, have always treated me with the utmost respect.” Sarcasm laces his tone, and he scoffs.

      I inhale, trying to calm my own blood racing through my veins while I can’t help but hear his, along with the racing of his heart. “I’m not the one who thinks we’re fated.”

      “Don’t you?” He edges closer until my clothed breasts are brushing his bare chest. “Face it, princess. You feel it too. Don’t even try to deny it.”

      Damn, his blood. I just fed from the bag in his fridge, but it doesn’t matter. Rogan’s blood calls to me like nothing else.

      “I know you want it,” he says, his voice a sexy growl. He reaches toward my cheek— “Damn it! Not again!” He rushes out of the kitchen, out of the penthouse, and this time…

      This time…

      I listen.

      And I hear it. The crunching of his bones, the tearing of his muscles.

      And the howl… The piercing howl.

      Such pain he must endure each time he changes. And with me, he can’t control it.

      This is what it means to be a fated mate to a wolf? He has no control around me? It’s one thing to want me, to ache for me the way I ache for him. The way I yearn for his blood.

      My God…

      I rush back to the kitchen and drain the rest of the blood from the bag in the refrigerator. I tilt my head back, pour it down my throat, and it drips down my cheeks, my neck.

      I throw the empty bag on the counter and look around.

      Worry scratches at the back of my neck. Worry for Rogan. Damn it! I don’t want to worry about that damned wolf! I’m here for a reason.

      I curl my hands into fists.

      I can’t waste this opportunity. I’m alone in Rogan’s penthouse. If he has any information about the double vamp murder, it’s here somewhere. I must try to sniff it out.

      I inhale and let out a slow breath, trying to calm my rapid pulse. The bagged blood fills me, gives me strength, but it’s not what I need.

      Nothing will ever sate me like Rogan’s blood. Damn, his scent is still here, and it’s strong. Stronger than in the alley behind the hotel because it’s an enclosed space. Where he lives. Does he change here often?

      So much I don’t know.

      So much I want to know.

      So much I don’t want to want to know.

      “Damn it!” I yell out loud.

      I leave the kitchen and pace through the penthouse, finding myself in a bathroom. The mirror above the sink tells the tale I try to forget. The image that is still difficult for me to face, even after all these years.

      My fangs are descended, and blood streaks my face.

      I’m an animal—an animal just like Rogan is.

      And animals…

      Animals act on instinct.

      My instinct tells me there’s something for me to find in this place.

      And I’d best hurry before Rogan hauls his furry ass back here.
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      I stumble slightly as I begin to search Rogan’s penthouse.

      Get a grip, Hannah. The sooner you find what you’re looking for, the sooner you can leave this place. Leave Victor Rogan.

      The thought immobilizes me, and I lean against a wall in the hallway leading to what I presume are bedrooms.

      Leave Victor Rogan.

      The thought seems so foreign. So quickly he’s become too important to me. I’m a loner. I have sex when I feel like it and then move on.

      But Rogan…

      He’s almost become…

      Almost become a part of me.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. My heart is thundering against my sternum, and I can actually hear my own blood pulsing through my body.

      “Get a grip,” I say again, this time out loud, as I attempt to grasp the smooth wall holding me up.

      A few more moments of deep breaths, and I finally feel able to move. I move away from the wall slowly, mindful of every step.

      I know which room is the bedroom. Though I don’t recognize it from my time here before, I know it’s the door that seems to be pulsing with a heartbeat of its own.

      I can’t go in there. Not yet. I creep to the door closest to me and open it.

      Inside is a black lacquer desk and black leather chairs. The desk is empty. Does he do any work here? Or is this for show?

      A modern oil painting graces the wall behind the desk. I look at it, mesmerized. I’m not a huge fan of modern art, but this one seems to speak to me. I get lost in the swirls of blue and black, only a touch of red here and there. I have no idea what it represents, or why Rogan chose it for his office.

      But something about it calls to me.

      I walk toward it, as if being hypnotized to do so. My fingers itch to touch the texture of the paint, but I hold back. Instead, I move my hand under the large frame. I don’t know what I think I might find, but disappointment courses through me when the wall is empty.

      No hidden safe.

      So why am I here? Rogan knows I’m here, so he wants me to find something. Or perhaps he wants me to find nothing so I’ll stop this search.

      I can’t. I’m here, and I need to take advantage of what little time I have.

      The painting, though inebriating in a way, is hiding nothing. I must look elsewhere. I sit down in the lush leather chair and smooth my palms—still sticky with blood—over the glossy desk. No blotter, no pens or pencils, no photo frame displaying images of loved ones.

      A truly empty desk.

      But the desk has drawers. I open the top drawer, and—

      A post-it note sits inside the empty drawer, and on it are written only three words.

      Open the door.

      Open the door? What door? To the bedroom? To any of the other rooms? Clearly this isn’t meant for me.

      I slam the drawer closed.

      Now what? I continue to search the bare office. Nothing on top of nothing. Perhaps I should be searching his office downstairs—the one inside the high stakes area. By now, though, the bomb threat has most likely passed, and the casino is rocking once more.

      Open the door.

      The words play over and over in my mind, to the rhythm of a bass drum.

      Op En The Door.

      Op En The Door.

      Maybe the message is meant for me after all. Or maybe I’m going insane. What is insanity, anyway, but a severely disordered state of mind?

      Sounds a lot like my mind at the moment.

      I touch my lips, sticky from blood. In my mind’s eye is the image of my blood-smeared face. I run my tongue over my teeth, my canines still pointed.

      Op En The Door.

      Op En The Door.

      The bedroom. The door that’s pulsing.

      That must be it.

      But why?

      I leave the office and head, still stumbling slightly, to the door that leads to Victor Rogan’s bedroom. The bedroom where we fucked. Where I passed out from his blood and my own lust and didn’t even remember him taking me back to my own suite.

      I grasp the crystal doorknob, surprised that it turns. He doesn’t keep his bedroom locked. I’m not sure why that seems strange to me, as he lives alone as far as I know. The crystal is warm to my touch, almost like it’s alive with a heartbeat of its own.

      I slide the door open and walk slowly inside.

      The silky black comforter on the king-size bed.

      Spread your legs, princess.

      Yes, I remember now. This place.

      I close my eyes in an attempt to breathe through the lust that tries to consume me. Rogan’s not here. This is just a place. Just a bed. Just his scent.

      It’s not him.

      I open my eyes and scan the room, deliberately looking away from the bed. The rest of the room is magnificent. The floor is dark wood, no carpeting like in the main part of the penthouse. The furniture—a dresser, chest of drawers, night tables, and a small table by the window—are black lacquer like the desk in his office. A loveseat—black leather with red satin pillows—sits near the window next to the small table.

      The room is so…

      So…

      So…me.

      If I designed my own perfect bedroom, it would look exactly like this.

      I close my eyes once more, again easing the lust. When I open them, I zero in on one of two doors. I walk toward it slowly and open it.

      It’s a huge walk-in closet, and boy, does Rogan like clothes. Designer suits galore in myriad colors and fabrics, and my God… He has a whole wall of shoes.

      So odd, when he looks his best in jeans and nothing else.

      Or in nothing, period.

      I’m not a fashionista myself. Give me a tank top, skinny jeans, and thigh-high black boots and I’m ready for any occasion.

      Still, the wall of shoes draws me forward. I trail my fingers over the rich Italian leather of a cordovan Oxford. The robust scent of the leather mixes with Rogan’s wolf fragrance. I close my eyes and inhale the intoxicating aroma. Then I pull the shoe off of its shelf—

      And I gasp.

      A compartment opens behind the shoe wall.

      A secret compartment.

      Still holding the cordovan shoe, I squeeze through the small opening.
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      Rogan’s scent isn’t nearly as acute in this secret passageway. The fragrance still lingers, but…

      I inhale, exhale, inhale again.

      My eyelids flutter.

      What is happening to me?

      Hold your breath.

      My instinct again. I trust it, but I can only go so long without air. The passageway is dark and narrow, and—

      I can’t help it. I breathe in. A gasp of air. Then another.

      Darkness clouds my mind.

      Until I know nothing else.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Wake up, bitch.

      I’m floating. Floating on a black cloud. Where am I? Where was I?

      Rogan. Rogan in his wolf form. The regal image invades my brain space.

      Wake up, bitch.

      My eyes flutter open.

      I’m not sure what I expected to see. Rogan? Rogan as a wolf? Blaze Delacourt? My father?

      I sure as hell don’t expect to see—

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I eke out, my voice hoarse.

      I recognize the face—the man who despises me, has despised me since he married my mother when I was fourteen.

      How is he in Rogan’s penthouse? In the secret passageway?

      I attempt to sit up, but my head nearly explodes. A choked groan escapes my throat. My head hits the— Where the hell am I, anyway?

      “Surprised to see me, I take it?”

      “What the hell did you do to me, Richard?”

      Richard.

      Richard Tomlinson, my stepfather. My stepfather who hates me—has always hated me—because I didn’t conform to what he thought a teenage girl should be. He favored Larissa, though all that really meant is that he had slightly less disdain for her. Larissa always did the right thing, always got perfect grades, always came in before curfew.

      Always kissed the right ass.

      She was the anti-Hannah.

      But none of that explains why I entered Rogan’s walk-in closet, admired his awesome shoes, and ended up here.

      I blink. The images are still blurred, but it’s him. Tall, gray-haired, and is it my imagination? Or are my stepfather’s eyes red?

      Demon red?

      I close my eyes. Must be my imagination. What the hell did he drug me with?

      “Wake up, bitch.”

      This time I recognize the evil voice, as slithering and snakelike as always. I inhale and there it is—that nauseating mélange of feces and decay. Richard’s pipe tobacco.

      I open my eyes and try once more to rise. This time I’m slightly more successful. My body feels numb, though I can move, and I make it into a sitting position.

      “Where am I?”

      “That’s your question?” Richard says, his eyes still red. “Seems you might ask something else.”

      Damn, what drug is coursing through my system? Since when are his eyes—

      Fuck.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “You’re a fucking demon.”

      “Give the girl a gold star.” He grins. A slithery and malevolent grin.

      “You evil son of a bitch.”

      “Watch what you say about my mother.”

      “Where’s my mother?” I demand. “My sister? What have you done with them?”

      “They’re fine, Hannah. I love your mother. I’d never do her any harm.”

      “Love? A demon speaks of love? You don’t know the meaning of the word.”

      He shakes his head. “Demon profiling, as usual. You don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, bitch.”

      “Cool it with the bitch, you condescending asshole.”

      “Are you kidding? Do you know how much I’ve had to hold my tongue over the years?”

      “Seriously?” I scoff. “You’ve called me every name in the playbook. My mother never believed me. Do you have her under some kind of a thrall? God, it’s all making sense now.”

      “You think it was chance that I met your mother? I knew all along who she was. Who you all were, before you knew yourself.” He gives me a sleazy smile. “And there was and is no thrall. Your mother was so damned needy after your father got through with her that all I had to do was treat her a little less badly.”

      Motherfucker. He’s not wrong. My father treated us all badly. But Richard mistreated Larissa and me just as much, to our mother’s blind eye. Still, he’s a demon. Demons are notoriously untrustworthy.

      Once I became aware of my vampire side, I spent no time with my mother and stepfather. Big mistake. If I had, I’d have been able to sense his lack of emotion.

      “You say my mother’s okay. What about Larissa?”

      “Fine as well, and blissfully unaware of who I am and who her father is.”

      “And I should believe you because…”

      “I can’t think of any reason why you should,” he says. “But it’s the truth.”

      I have no choice but to take him at his word. I’m hardly in a position to do anything otherwise, at least until whatever he dosed me with wears off.

      “Why am I here? For that matter, where the hell am I? How did you get into Rogan’s penthouse?”

      “Your father thinks Rogan is behind the vamp murders he’s investigating,” Richard says, “and you’re going to prove that he’s right.”

      “Damned right I’ll prove it,” I say. “If Rogan’s guilty.”

      “His guilt is irrelevant,” Richard says snidely. “Rogan will go down for the murders.”

      A black haze still clouds my brain. I still have no idea where I am or how I got here, other than through a secret passageway in Rogan’s closet.

      Does Rogan even know the passageway exists?

      Think, Hannah, think. I need my brain at full capacity at the moment, and it’s not. I’m still in some kind of drug-induced fog.

      The bomb threat. Rogan. He said he wanted me to come to his place to find what I was looking for. Yet I got a text from an unknown number telling me to stay away.

      Is he in on this? Rogan?

      No way. No way is Rogan working with my son-of-a-bitch stepfather.

      Then again, he did orchestrate the attack on me that first night. He did tell Delacourt I wasn’t worth the effort.

      Who the hell can I trust?

      Not the man standing next to me—that’s the one thing I know without a doubt.

      A chuckle erupts from my throat. Yes, I’m right on the edge of madness, to laugh at this predicament. But I can’t deny that it makes a bizarre kind of sense.

      Richard Tomlinson, a demon.

      I always knew there was something off about him—I just didn’t know how off.

      So who to trust?

      Not my father. Sure, he’s my blood, but he uses me for his dirty work. He’d be here seducing Rogan himself if the wolf liked men.

      Can I trust Rogan? My so-called mate?

      He brought me here, told me to search the place, which means…

      He could definitely be working with Richard, but if that’s the case, why does Richard want me to prove Rogan is behind the vamp murders?

      They can both go to hell.

      I gather all my strength and attempt to stand, my hands curled into fists. “Where the hell am I?”

      “Easy, Hannah,” Richard says. “It’ll be a few hours before you’re back in prime working order.”

      “What did you put in my body?”

      “Nothing that will do any permanent damage.”

      “And I’m supposed to take your words at face value?”

      “You can think what you want of me,” he says. “You will anyway, and it’s no secret that I’m not your biggest fan. But you are your mother’s daughter, and I’d never do anything to hurt her.”

      “You already have, you degenerate. You’re a goddamned demon!”

      “A demon who your mother loves. A demon who treats your mother better than your vampire father ever did.”

      I can’t fault his words. They’re true.

      My mother. She’s brilliant—a damned Fulbright scholar. How can she be so unwise when it comes to love? Excellent choices—a gay vampire with a mean streak and a demon with an even meaner streak who blinded her to everything except him.

      I plunk my ass back down. I’m not going anywhere for a few hours.

      “Tell me,” I say. “Why do you care about implicating Rogan—or anyone else—in a string of vamp murders? What does it matter to you?”

      “It matters to demons.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re a smart girl. Figure it out for yourself.”

      I will. Once my brain is fully functional again. For now, though— “Why you? Why are you doing this dirty work for your kind?”

      He stays quiet a moment—a moment that makes prickles skitter over my flesh. Something’s brewing in that evil mind of his.

      Something I’m not going to like.

      Not that I have a chance of liking anything about him. I’d rather swim in alcohol and razor blades than have one good feeling toward this man.

      “You going to answer me any time this century?” I ask.

      “It’s my duty to see that my kind are taken care of,” he finally says.

      “Yeah? Why?”

      “The answer is simple.” A serpentine smile crawls across his face.

      I suppress a shudder. “Clearly I’m too stupid to figure it out for myself,” I say sarcastically, “so you’re going to have to enlighten me.”

      He walks away from me and sits down. I narrow my eyes to focus them. Things are still pretty blurry, but the chair he’s sitting on is ornate and gawdy. His smile is even bigger and more corrupt.

      And it dawns on me.

      He’s seated on a throne. A fucking throne.

      My stepfather is the demon king.
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      “King?” I gasp. “You’re the fucking demon king?”

      “Give the girl another gold star,” Richard drawls.

      “You know, I didn’t think it was possible to hate you more than I did. I see now it is.” I rub my temples. My head is throbbing, and I swear a jackhammer is pounding inside my brain.

      “Demons aren’t all bad, Hannah.”

      “Are you kidding me? You’re evil. It’s part of being a demon last time I checked.”

      “You’re not wrong,” he says, “but we’re capable of emotion. We’re capable of love.”

      “I’ll never believe it.”

      “Just because your vamp senses can’t tune into it doesn’t mean it’s not there.”

      “You expect me to believe that? That you actually love my mother?”

      “I expect you to believe it because it’s true.”

      “She’ll be very happy to know that you drugged her daughter, then. That’s an act of love if there ever was one.”

      “I never claimed to love you.”

      “But you love her, and she loves me. You said yourself you wouldn’t harm me for that reason.”

      “She does love you, in her own way, but she loves me more. Has she ever taken your side over mine?”

      Dickhead has a point. My mom is blind when it comes to this jerk. Totally blind. She abandoned Larissa and me the day Richard came into her life. And he expects me to believe there’s no thrall? How does an intelligent Fulbright scholar who loves her daughters forsake them for an asshole demon without some kind of spell?

      “You want my help with Rogan? Fine. But you have to do something for me as well.”

      “I’m not sure you’re in the position to be making any deals, Hannah.”

      “You’re forgetting one thing, Richard. I don’t give a rat’s ass about you or Rogan. I’m bound, though, by blood, to follow my father’s command. He asked me to find proof. You’re asking me to manufacture proof. If there’s proof, I’ll find it. I have to. My blood requires it. That’s all I’ll offer. I’ll give you the proof if I find it.”

      “And I’m telling you that you will find proof, whether it exists or not.”

      I shake my head. “You got a hearing problem, old man?”

      He laughs then. A demonic and maniacal laugh. A laugh I’ve seldom heard over the years, but when I did, I never realized how evil it was.

      “You think you have any cards to play, bitch? Really? I’ll never harm your mother or your sister, but I can make your sister’s life a holy living hell.”

      My temper spikes with rage. I have one Achilles heel—my little sister. Larissa and I aren’t close in a BFF sisterly way, but we’d take a bullet for each other, no questions asked.

      “You stay the fuck away from her,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Who’s going to make me?”

      “I will.”

      The voice. The low voice that’s not quite human, but that I recognize.

      “Rogan,” I say softly.

      He’s there—buck naked—his gorgeous body shiny with sweat.

      “How the hell did you get here?” Richard demands.

      “Let her go,” Rogan growls.

      “He got into your place, Rogan,” I say. “Into your closet.”

      “He didn’t get in,” Rogan says. “But one of his minions did.”

      “You mean…you’re not working with demons?”

      “We’ll talk later,” Rogan says, his voice finally normalizing. “For now, she comes with me, Richard.”

      “That’s Your Majesty to you,” Richard says.

      “You know him?” I widen my eyes.

      “Everyone knows the demon king.”

      Everyone? Interesting word, since the dick’s been married to my mother for years and I didn’t know.

      “You have no power here, Rogan,” Richard says with his satanic smile on his face. “She doesn’t go anywhere until I say she does.”

      “Think again.” Rogan grabs me, throws me over his shoulder as if I’m a sack of potatoes, and turns.

      “Impetum eos!” Richard roars.

      One semester of Latin in college pays off. Attack them. But no one else is—

      I gasp as demons appear from nowhere in all directions, their eyes red with evil and malice.

      My heart sinks. There’s no way out of this. No freaking way.

      “Hang on!” Rogan yells at me.

      “Hang onto what?”

      “Just fucking hang on!”
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      I grab onto Rogan’s ass, wrap my arms around it. I’m upside down and still reeling from whatever Richard dosed me with.

      And—

      Crack!

      I grab harder, determined, as Rogan jumps and changes in midair. Bones shatter and muscles shift, and still I hold on. If I don’t I’ll die. In a flash I’m no longer grasping his firm buttocks. Instead, I’m straddling him, facing his tail, and clutching at his underbelly.

      He’s running, leaping—one last snap brings him fully into wolf form—and I’m gripping onto him as if my life depends on it—which, of course, it does.

      Flaming arrows shoot around us. Then gunshots. Bullets whizz by. Richard’s voice spews out more commands in Latin, but my mind is too occupied to decipher any of it.

      This is the end of my life. I know it. I accept it.

      Until—

      Rogan leaps beyond some sort of—gelatin. It feels like we’re moving through gelatin for several seconds. What is it? A protective veil? Slime that leads to the underworld?

      I don’t know, and I have no more time to dwell on it as the sun sears into my vision. I squint at the light.

      Rogan is still scampering, and I’m still grabbing fistfuls of his fur.

      The drugs in my body plus Rogan’s animal movement and my own fear and anxiety make my stomach churn.

      No. Not going to get sick. I don’t get sick. I’ve been on the best roller coasters in the country and never even thought about getting sick.

      I’m not going to freak out now.

      Rogan continues to run. Where are we? Images whiz by so quickly I have no idea.

      I close my eyes against the motion, trying to settle my stomach. Just when I’m not sure I can hold the nausea at bay a second longer, Rogan finally stops.

      I roll off him onto a grassy knoll. Yes. Solid ground. Solid ground is good. I love you, solid ground. The sky is bright blue and the sun is scorching—except I’m not hot. I’m comfortable. Flowers are scattered throughout the grass, poking pink, orange, yellow, and blue heads up through the green.

      “Are you okay?”

      The voice isn’t Rogan’s. It’s not even human. It’s a growl, but somehow I understand the words.

      I open my eyes, again squinting against the sun.

      Rogan stands over me—in all his gray and silvery magnificence, those greenish gold eyes searing into me.

      Did he just use words? Or did I understand the growl?

      “What… What happened?” I ask, my voice a hoarse whisper.

      Rogan doesn’t reply. He walks away from me, and I close my eyes against the brightness once more. My heart is hammering, and my stomach is finally settling down. My thoughts are still jumbled.

      My stepfather? The demon king?

      In a way, this new fact makes the most sense of any of this mess. I always knew the jerk was evil. I just didn’t know how evil.

      “Rogan,” I eke out.

      No response.

      “Rogan! Help me. He said he’d … My sister… I can’t…”

      Again, no response.

      “Rogan. Please.”

      I force myself to sit up. Where is my purse? My phone? I pat myself down and find my phone in my back pocket. My purse strapped around my body.

      Larissa. I’ve got to call Larissa.

      Except my fingers aren’t working. Am I dreaming? I have a recurring dream where I can’t find the contacts on my phone. Can’t call 911.

      The phone drops from my hand and lands in the grass with a dull thud.

      I rub my forehead. Come on, Hannah. Don’t wimp out. You can do this.

      I inhale—

      My phone appears in front of me…in Victor Rogan’s strong hand.

      Strong human hand.

      I look up and meet his gaze as I take my phone from him. A spark shoots through me as our hands brush.

      Make that a big spark.

      “Princess,” he says, his voice a husky rasp.

      “R-Rogan.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I think… Durgs… I mean drugs… How did he… I mean… What did he…”

      Words jumble in my head like a cloud made of floating black letters. I can pick out words but I can’t seem to string them together. Will I ever be able to utter a coherent sentence again?

      “Easy.” Rogan moves behind me and massages my shoulders.

      Is this Victor Rogan? Taking care of me? Being…nice?

      “Feels good,” I murmur.

      “This is my fault,” he says. “I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

      “You left me in your penthouse,” I say. At least I try to say it. It comes out more like you lifted pin house.

      “I thought I knew everything about you, princess,” he says. “Turns out I was wrong.”

      “Wrong about what?” I say slowly. Slowly helps. The words sound intelligible.

      “The demon king. I’ve never seen him in person. Hardly anyone has. I had no idea. I know who he is, of course, but I didn’t know his connection to you.”

      “Neither did I.” Again slowly, with enunciation.

      The massaging stops abruptly. I open my mouth to ask him to continue, but—

      He’s in front of me—naked and glorious…and his gorgeous eyes filled with rage.

      “Don’t lie to me, princess.”

      “I’m not. I swear I’m not.”

      “Your pupils are dilating. Did you forget I can tell when you’re lying?”

      My heart is still beating harder than normal, and this isn’t helping. “I’m not lying.”

      He gazes into my eyes. “Care to explain the dilation?”

      “I can’t.” Still slowly. I’m determined to make every word count. “Maybe whatever he drugged me with. I swear to God I didn’t know my stepfather was king of the demons.”

      He narrows his eyes, studies me closely.

      “Staring at me harder isn’t going to change anything. It’s not a fucking lie, Rogan.”

      Finally he pulls back and sits down across from me. My eyesight is returning to normal, and I don’t hate the sight of his naked body.

      I really don’t hate it.

      He stays silent for seconds that seem like hours, until—

      “I believe you.”

      I keep my eyes from popping out of their sockets. “You do?”

      “Yes, Hannah, I do.”

      Hannah. He called me Hannah. And I still love the sound of my name from his full and kissable lips.

      “How did you find me?” I ask. Speaking comes much easier now.

      “I’ll always find you,” he says. “We’re bound together now. As mates.”

      Then he pulls me into his arms and kisses me hard.
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      My lips open of their own accord.

      He believes me. He believes me.

      This is huge.

      I still don’t know what his motive is, why he left me alone at his place, how he found me…but he believes me.

      And he called me Hannah.

      This isn’t love. Is it? Not that I’d know, anyway.

      But it’s something—this undeniable pull. Do I believe I’m his fated mate? Not really, but I can’t deny the chemistry between us.

      Or maybe it’s still the drugs King Richard dosed me with.

      Whatever it is, I’m not in any condition to deny him. Hell, I don’t want to deny him.

      I’m going to let him do whatever he wants right here in the grass. I have no clue where we are anyway.

      Doesn’t matter that he may be responsible for a couple vamp murders. Doesn’t matter that I’m bound to give the evidence, if I find it, to my father. Doesn’t matter that my stepfather, the demon king, has ordered me to fabricate said evidence.

      In this moment, I’m Rogan’s and he’s mine.

      And it’s good. It’s really good.

      He slides me into a supine position and hovers above me, our mouths fused. In a flash, he rolls to his side, bringing me with him.

      I’m aware of his nakedness. I’m aware of his hardness.

      I’m aware of him—all of him—and I’m unaware of anything else.

      Our lips slide together, our tongues tangle and clash like two swords, and his cock—his hard cock—pushes against my mound.

      Clothes. I’m still wearing clothes, which kind of sucks.

      I push him away, breaking our hard kiss.

      “Clothes,” I say, panting. “Too many clothes, Rogan.”

      “I can take care of that, princess.”

      My clothes vanish in what seems like an instant. What actually happens is that Rogan strips me, his hands and arms moving like lightning. How he gets the skinny jeans off so deftly is beyond me. They’re like a second skin.

      But he does, and I’m nude, my nipples hard and my pussy wet.

      Ready. Ready for whatever he wants.

      Which better be what I want.

      He stares at me, though. He stares when I want his hands and lips on my body—my ready and willing body.

      “You’re fucking beautiful, princess.”

      I sigh softly.

      Good God! I just sighed like a schoolgirl in love. This is so not me. Hannah Bates doesn’t go all squishy when a guy says she’s beautiful. What the hell’s the matter with me?

      “Fuck me, Rogan,” I say. “Just fuck me.”

      His wolf eyes go rogue then. The starry-eyed guy who’s mesmerized by my looks is gone.

      He may have the form of a magnificent human, but it’s the wolf in him that glares at me now.

      I shudder at the hunger in his eyes, the hunger in his tongue trailing over his bottom lip.

      The hunger that’s so apparent in everything about him.

      “I’ll fuck you, princess. I’ll fuck you into next week.”

      He grabs me, pulls me to him, and lifts me, setting me down onto his hard cock.

      He tunnels through me as if he’s made of fire. I’m wet and ready, but it’s still a burn. A good burn. An amazing burn.

      So much for foreplay.

      But I don’t care. I’m complete in a way I never imagined. Mere minutes ago, I wasn’t sure I’d make it out of the demon’s lair alive.

      Now? I want to live. I want to fuck. I want to be one with Rogan for as long as possible.

      This, like everything else, will eventually end when I find what I’m looking for, but in this moment, I want to breathe in everything about Victor Rogan.

      Everything about the man I—

      “Ah!” The orgasm sneaks up on me quickly, and I quiver as he shoves his cock into me again, again, again…

      Surely his arms will give out.

      Surely he can’t hold me like this much longer.

      But he thrusts. He thrusts and he thrusts and he thrusts as I climax around his cock, squeeze him, milk him.

      “I could fuck you forever,” he rasps out. “Come again for me, princess. Come again.”

      I hurtle into another orgasm before the first one has faded. Every cell in my body jumps, catapults, and I arch my back, my long hair tickling the crack of my ass.

      “Come again,” he roars.

      With each command, I glide into another climax.

      Another, another, another.

      My body is used and sated. Tired and still slightly drugged.

      No way will I—

      “One more, princess. Now!”

      I grit my teeth, grab the back of Rogan’s neck as one more climax twists through me, squeezing every part of me, taking me on the flight of a lifetime.

      I slump against him, our chests rubbing together with perspiration and his hair abrading my hard nipples. My quivering pussy finally slows as I pant against Rogan’s neck.

      “My God,” I say.

      “You’re so fucking hot.” Rogan buries his nose in my hair and inhales. “So fucking hot and so fucking mine.”

      “Mine,” I echo against him.

      “We’re going to figure this out, princess,” he says. “What this is between us.”

      “You said I was your mate,” comes out of my mouth with no prompting.

      “You are. We have to figure out why.”

      “Right.  Why.” My eyelids flutter closed.

      Multiple orgasms exhaust me.

      Multiple orgasms plus drugs and fear for my life.

      But I feel no fear now. In Rogan’s arms, I feel nothing but safe. Protected. Cherished.

      “Don’t fall asleep, princess,” Rogan says huskily. “We’re not even close to done.”
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      The command in his voice awakens my body once more. Multiple orgasms? Sure, I can pull out a few more.

      For Rogan, I have the libido of a seductress.

      Damn.

      I’m lying on the grass, not exactly sure how I got here, when Rogan crawls on top of me and scorches me with a kiss.

      I melt underneath him, my body seeming to become one with the earth. When my fangs snap downward, I push him away as I shriek from the sharp points stabbing the flesh of my gums.

      And I realize, for the first time, that I didn’t hunger for his blood during that primal fuck.

      Normally my gums itch and tingle as my fangs elongate, but this time? They snapped downward quickly and painfully.

      Something has fluctuated inside me—something feral.

      Rogan may shift into wolf form, but in this moment, I’m no less of an animal than he is. Something rumbles deep in my chest, and—

      In a flash I’m on top of him, my fangs buried in the soft flesh of his neck.

      His blood trickles onto my tongue—the dark and delicious elixir I now crave more than anything—and down my throat, nourishing me, strengthening me.

      Intoxicating me.

      But in a totally good way. With Rogan’s blood, the last bit of the drugs Richard gave me float out of my system as the wolf blood cultivates something new and powerful within me.

      I suck at his neck, taking more of his potent ambrosia.

      And I swear I’m shifting into something. Something more.

      My body doesn’t change, of course. Not physically—at least not in a way that can be visually detected.

      But I do change. I’m stronger now.

      Stronger and—dare I think it?—invincible.

      Somehow Rogan and I made it through the demon’s lair without harm. I thought it was all him, but perhaps it was me as well.

      Perhaps his blood is more than sustenance.

      Perhaps it’s actually—

      “Enough!” Rogan roars, dislodging me from his carotid.

      I bare my fangs at him, knowing they’re dripping with his blood, and growl.

      His eyes heat, and he returns my growl.

      He grabs my hips and sets me down on his hard cock.

      I ride him, then. I ride him hard, ride him fast. I’m full of strength, of power, of fucking brawn and force. I fuck him and fuck him and fuck him—his blood flowing through me—and I jump into another climax.

      Another. Another. Another.

      “Do it, princess,” he growls. “Keep fucking me. Keep coming.”

      His commanding tone is more a groan than words, but I hear him, feel him, as if he’s inside me, making demands that I’m powerless to disobey.

      Only I feel anything but powerless.

      Indeed, I’m powerful.

      Which means…

      Which means I want to obey him. I want to fuck him. I want to be one with him. I want, need, crave his blood.

      And together…

      Together we’re a force to be reckoned with.

      Kaleidoscopic colors burst in front of my mind’s eye as I explode into another unending orgasm.

      I arch my back, moaning his name.

      And I hear mine, in his husky voice, as if it’s part of the breeze blowing over us.

      Hannah. Hannah. Hannah.

      We implode together—as one—and when we’re nothing but one quivering mass still joined, I fall against him, lick the tiny rivers of blood from the open wound on his neck.

      “Hannah,” he groans.

      “Victor,” I reply, also a groan.

      “What the hell is happening?”

      I don’t answer him. I can’t. But I’ve changed this time. Not morphed, like he does, but something inside me has shifted.

      And I can never go back.

      We lie there for… I don’t know how long. I still have no idea where we are, how we even got here.

      And in this clandestine moment, I don’t even care.

      We’re veiled, somehow. Veiled from my father, the vampire king. From my stepfather, the demon king.

      From everyone and anyone who seeks to harm us.

      But—

      I sit up, Rogan’s cock still inside me.

      He opens his eyes.

      “Where are we, Rogan?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” he says.

      “You brought us here,” I tell him. “You must know.”

      “I don’t. It may be the ether—a place that occupies the same space as our world but on a different dimensional plane. But I don’t know. It’s a legend, but I never believed it.”

      “But how…?”

      His green eyes shine with the brilliance of a thousand emeralds. “I wish I could tell you, princess, but the truth is…I don’t have a fucking clue.”

      I rise, then, and look around. This place is green. So green, and no buildings are in sight.

      A chill skitters along my back. An icy chill, as if shards of glass are spiking into my flesh.

      It’s not my father. It’s not my stepfather.

      But it’s something, and it’s not good. So much for being veiled.

      I turn to Rogan.

      “We need to get out of here. Now.”
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      Images begin to appear, as if a hologram is emerging right before our eyes.

      The ground is no longer grassy and green but dark and muddy. The blue sky above us is now black and cloudy, with bolts of lightning shooting through it.

      And we’re no longer alone.

      A crack of thunder crashes through the air. Is it raining? No, not yet.

      I gasp as a flaming arrow whizzes by my cheek, missing me by only an inch.

      A growl rumbles from Rogan’s chest. “The demons. They’re back.”

      “How? We haven’t moved.”

      We’re both naked, though my clothes—or what’s left of them—are still on the ground a couple feet away. Rogan has no clothes. He lost them when he shifted, so now what?

      Will he change again? Take us through whatever kind of gelatin thing we passed through to get us out of here?

      “Rogan, do something!”

      “I don’t know what to do, princess. I don’t know what happened.”

      Another flaming arrow whizzes by us, this one almost hitting Rogan in the shoulder.

      “They’re hiding somewhere.” I cast my gaze around, over both shoulders. Even with my vamp vision, I see no demons.

      But those arrows are coming from somewhere.

      I sensed something. I knew this was happening. I knew we had to get out of here. But what the hell exactly did I perceive?

      “Rogan,” I say, “what if we were here the whole time?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      A flaming arrow lands in front of us, burning out as its point enters the soft ground.

      “Honestly?” I glance around rapidly. “I have no idea. But we seemed to float through something after you changed. When we were leaving the demon throne.”

      “I was just running like hell.”

      “You didn’t notice?”

      “Sure, I noticed we eventually ended up here. But I was running like hell with you hanging onto me. All I could think about was getting you to safety.”

      I widen my eyes. “That’s it. You did this. Or we did it together.”

      “Princess, I still don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, and though there’s a lull in the arrows at the moment, we need to be moving instead of talking.”

      He’s right, of course. I grab his hand and run away from the arrows.

      “Can you change? Can you change like you did before and get us out of here?”

      “I can’t. I don’t have the strength.”

      “What do you mean? How can you not have the strength?”

      “You took a lot of my blood, princess. It’s going to be a few hours before I can change.”

      My breath is coming in rapid puffs as we continue to run. “Shit. Really?”

      “Yeah, really.”

      “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have—”

      “Whatever, princess. It doesn’t really matter now. Just say what you were going to say.” Rogan pants as we keep up the speed.

      “Fine. I’m not sure we ever left this place.”

      “You’re talking nonsense.”

      “No, I’m not. Somehow we got onto a different plane.”

      “Right.” Rogan lets out a laugh in the middle of his rapid breathing. “And somehow we made it into a parallel universe. In fact, maybe that wasn’t us. It was probably our evil twins or something.”

      “Damn it, Rogan.” I stop running, breathe in and out, trying to catch my breath. “You’re the one who mentioned the ether.”

      Rogan runs about ten feet ahead, stops, and turns around. “What the fuck?”

      “Listen to me. The arrows have stopped. I don’t know why. They may start again at any minute, but listen to what I’m saying to you, Rogan. In your need to protect me, you escaped this plane. Our world. Or rather the demon king’s lair, or whatever.”

      “And in your need to figure out what’s going on, you’ve gone absolutely bonkers.”

      My hands curl into fists. I really hate being taken lightly like this, especially by a patronizing wolf. “I’m not making it up.”

      A lightning bolt illuminates Rogan’s handsome face. His hair is stringy with sweat, and he’s paler than usual. The wound on his neck where I fed still oozes a bit.

      Damn. I did take too much.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “You should be. Making up shit like that.”

      “No. I’m sorry I took too much blood, Victor. It won’t happen again.”

      “Damn right it won’t.”

      “But hear me out. Something happened to me when I fed from you. I shifted.”

      He rakes his gaze over my body. “You look the same to me.” Then he licks his lips.

      His gaze lights me on fire, especially between my legs. But we can’t get bogged down in that again. Not when the flaming arrows could start at any moment.

      “I swear to God, something happened. Something shifted within me, and I think maybe it’s because we shifted. The two of us. To another plane of existence. Maybe the ether.”

      He laughs then. Laughs like a madman.

      Yeah, my hands are still in fists. Damn, he knows how to piss me off. “What the fuck is so funny, Rogan?”

      “I guess I can laugh or I can cry. I’m not a crier, princess. I’m laughing because…I’m thinking about Sherlock Holmes.”

      I drop my jaw. Is he kidding me? We’re running from rogue demons, we’re naked, we don’t have a clue where we are, and he’s thinking about Sherlock Holmes?

      “You never read him?” he says.

      “Do I look like I ever read him?”

      “You probably just read contemporary fiction. I can’t see you reading the classics.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Rogan. I love Jane Austen, both Emily and Charlotte Brontë. I’ve even read Moby Dick.”

      “For real? I couldn’t get through that brick of a book.”

      “Are we really going to stand here and discuss classic literature?”

      “Princess, we are. Because this is why I was thinking about Sherlock Holmes. He used to say when you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, is the answer.”

      I can’t help a big grin. “So you believe me then. Somehow we ended up on another plane. The ether is real.”

      “Maybe we did, princess. The question is, what the fuck do we do now?”

      I open my mouth to respond, but a flaming arrow hits me right between my breasts.

      “Victor!” I shriek, and then I crumple to the ground.
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      Scorching. Hot and scorching. My skin melts as the arrow burns through me.

      My eyelids flutter shut.

      This is the end. Already I know this. My fucking stepfather got his way. It’s the end of me, at the hand of his minions.

      Only darkness exists for me now. Darkness… Darkness and the growl that makes the earth beneath me vibrate.

      In my mind’s eye I see the end. The beginning and the end. I see my childhood—the good parts of my childhood.

      My father—before I knew who he really was—taking me to the movies when Larissa was just a baby. Taking me to the old-fashioned drugstore counter for a root beer float.

      The bad parts? They’re not gone. I remember them. I remember his emotional abuse, his nasty comments, his torment. But none of that matters anymore. Only the good things…

      The good things… The good things flow through my mind, capture me, take me away, making the bad things meaningless.

      I’m drifting now. Still the ground rumbles beneath me, and in some other lifetime, I hear the sounds of battle.

      When I open my eyes, I’m above it all. Demons, red eyed and ferocious, battling my wolf.

      I want to reach out.

      But my body lies limp, the arrow still burning through me.

      Until—

      I plummet back into my body and suck in a breath. Pain lances through me.

      Rogan, his eyes still feral, has yanked the arrow from my breast.

      Have the demons gone? I want to ask, but I can’t seem to get my vocal cords in my mouth to work in synchrony.

      “Princess.” Rogan’s voice. His not quite human voice. “Stay still. I’m going to stop the bleeding.”

      I try to will my lips to move, but still they don’t.

      Pressure on my chest. It’s Rogan. Using what’s left of my tattered clothes to try to stop the bleeding.

      “Damn it, princess,” he growls. “You will not die on me.”

      Can’t die. Don’t want to leave Rogan.

      Don’t want to leave…

      When I lose consciousness, I welcome the respite.
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      Princess… Princess…

      Rogan’s kisses. Harsh against my body. Harsh and sizzling and powerful. Yes… More… Can’t get enough…

      My eyes pop open. No one’s kissing me.

      No one is even… Where am I?

      I try to sit up—

      “Ouch!”

      That was a mistake.

      “Easy, princess.”

      Rogan. Rogan is here.

      “Where am I?” To my surprise, the words actually make it out of my mouth.

      “No one will find us here,” he says.

      “But…where are we?”

      I’m in a bed. A pretty comfortable bed. But we’re not back at the casino. This isn’t my suite and it isn’t Rogan’s penthouse.

      “I’ve had a security breach,” he says. “We can’t go back to the London.”

      I nod. At least I think I do. I’m not quite sure I have full control over my body yet.

      “What happened to me?”

      “Don’t you remember? You got shot by an arrow while we were fighting the demons.”

      Yes. The pain. The burning and scorching sensations. And then… Seeing myself. Seeing Rogan as a wolf, fighting off how many demons?

      “How?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure myself, princess. It seems when I’m with you, I have abilities I never knew I had.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I seem to be able to protect you. I’m one man. One wolf. I shouldn’t have been able to fend off all those demons. But after you got shot…”

      “What?”

      “Something changed. Again. Like when we were escaping your stepfather the first time. I just knew. I knew you had to be protected at all costs.”

      “Because I’m your mate?”

      He rubs at his sweaty forehead, his hair sticking to his face. “That’s part of it. That’s the part I understand. But I’m not the first wolf to have a fated mate. I’ve never heard of another being able to do what I’ve done.”

      Right. Moving through planes, if that’s indeed what happened.

      “How did we get here?”

      “I wish I could tell you. I stopped the bleeding and then I brought you back here.”

      “You mean you don’t remember?”

      “Oh, I remember every second of it. But if I had to do it again? I’m not sure I could.”

      Too much. It’s all too much to think about. My eyes flutter closed again.

      “That’s it, princess. Rest. You need your strength for what lies ahead.”
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      I’m running…

      Not running away from something but running toward something. A voice. A plea. Obstacles seem to pop up in front of me at every step. First a tree and then a small cabin. Another tree.

      Still I run.

      Hannah!

      My sister’s voice. Larissa.

      “I’m coming, Larissa! I’m coming!”

      Fear pricks up my spine, as if the pine needles I’m jumping over are attacking me, trying to slow me down. I nearly trip over a giant root in my path, but I catch myself and land on my left foot and continue to run, my breath catching.

      Larissa.

      Richard said he would harm Larissa.

      No! No, no, no!
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      I shudder.

      Princess.

      Then my eyes shoot open.

      Rogan sits next to me, his hand on my shoulder. His touch soothes me. Still, my heart pounds like a bass drum.

      “Rogan,” I say. “Richard, my stepfather. The demon king. He’s going to try to harm my sister.”

      “He would do that? Do that to your mother?”

      “He won’t kill her. He won’t kill me either. But he’s going to do something to her. Perhaps not hurt her physically, but he’s going to—”

      Rogan places two fingers over my lips. “You’re getting yourself worked up over nothing. It was a nightmare, princess. Just a nightmare.”

      His words make sense. And if I weren’t who I am, and Richard weren’t who he is, I might believe him. But I’ve known since the beginning that my stepfather is evil. The fact that he’s the demon king only clinches it.

      Yes. Rest. I’m getting too worked up. Except…

      My body shoots up into a sitting position.

      “Princess, lie down.”

      “Shit,” I say.

      “Lie down,” Rogan says again.

      But I stand. As much as I want to obey Rogan and lie down, I can’t.

      “I need a phone,” I say.

      “I have no idea what happened to your purse and your phone.”

      “I need a fucking phone, Rogan.”

      “Would you just lie down?”

      Rogan doesn’t understand. My father’s trying to get in touch with me. His blood is calling to my blood, even though my heart is still pounding from the nightmare and my body is weak from the flaming arrow.

      The fucking vampire king waits for no one.

      “Rogan. A phone.”

      “For God’s sake, princess. Lay your ass down.”

      “Don’t you understand? I have to contact my father. I don’t have a freaking choice.”

      Victor finally nods and brings me a cell phone. “It’s a burner.”

      “Good enough.” I punch in my father’s number.

      “Hannah?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “I’ve been trying to reach you.”

      “I’ve been a little busy, Dad. Why didn’t you tell me my stepfather is the damned demon king?”

      “That’s why I’m calling. I hear you had a run-in.”

      “You didn’t think that little piece of information was relevant?”

      “Richard and I made a deal,” my father says. “When he married your mother, he and I promised to stay out of each other’s way, as long as we both met certain conditions.”

      “Great. That’s just great.”

      “Yeah, but he reneged on that deal.”

      “He did? How so?”

      “My condition to him was that you, your sister, and your mother would never be harmed. He broke that promise.”

      “He broke that promise a long time ago, Dad.”

      “I’m talking about physical harm, Hannah.”

      “Right. Because emotional and mental harm is no big deal.” I scoff.

      My father doesn’t say anything. Until—

      “I’ve made some mistakes.”

      “You think?”

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t have married your mother, but if I hadn’t, you and your sister wouldn’t exist.”

      He’s got me there. I may bitch about my life sometimes, but I’m damned glad I have it.

      “Your stepfather, on the other hand,” Dad continues, “procreated only with his first wife.”

      “How does this even happen, Dad? I don’t get it. The vampire king? And the demon king? Did I win some kind of contest in hell? I get the king of hell himself as a stepfather?”

      “The demon king isn’t the king of hell, Hannah.”

      “What the fuck is he then?”

      “He’s the demon king. Demons are simply another supernatural species. They don’t live in hell. They live on earth.”

      “Is there even a hell?” I ask.

      “I’ll have to let you know.”

      Mic. Drop.

      “Heaven and hell, Dad. Tell me the truth.”

      “I don’t know the truth, Hannah. No one alive does.”

      This is not news to me. Still, I’ve always associated demons with hell. No one knows the truth about the afterlife, if there even is one. But why am I waxing philosophical when I’ve just been attacked by a demon? I guess an out-of-body experience will do that to a person.

      “How did they get you, Hannah?” Dad asks.

      “Believe it or not, they found me in Rogan’s walk-in closet.”

      “What the hell kind of security does he have?”

      “I think a lot of his security force is made up of demons, which may be the problem.”

      Rogan shoots me a fuck you look from across the room.

      Dad clears his throat. “Demons often work security. Maybe a few of his went rogue.”

      “Or maybe my stepfather is an asshole. Did you consider that?”

      “Of course he’s an asshole, Hannah. I’ve always known that.”

      “And you let him marry my mother?”

      “I didn’t have any say in it. She divorced me. Not the other way around.”

      “Oh, well pardon her for not wanting to play second fiddle to your hot stud lovers.”

      “Look. If I had it my way we’d still be—”

      “No, you wouldn’t. Don’t lie to me.”

      I expect him to argue the point, but he doesn’t. Instead—

      “Find the information about Rogan,” he says. “We’re running out of time.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that Richard is up to something. I’m concerned. For your mother’s safety. For Larissa’s. And for yours.”

      “Can’t you do anything? At least make sure that Mom and Larissa are safe?”

      “I’m working on it. He won’t harm your mother. I’m fairly sure of that.”

      “Fairly doesn’t cut it. You need to be completely sure. Which one of you has more power?”

      He doesn’t respond for a moment. Then, “It’s not a question of power, Hannah.”

      “What is it then?”
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      I wait. I wait not so patiently for the answer to my question.

      Finally—

      “No being is inherently more powerful than any other, Hannah,” my father says.

      “That’s crap. Vampires have mind control.”

      “We do, but we also have blood lust. We can’t exist without blood once we hit a certain age. For every strength, there is a weakness.”

      I hate to admit it, but my father’s words make sense.

      “And wolves…” I begin.

      “Have the power to shift, and then they have the power of the animal. The strong teeth, the feral nature.”

      “What’s their weakness, then?”

      “The same thing. Their animal natures. Their minds may stay—or at least remain close to—human, but their physical needs will win. A strength can also be a weakness.”

      He’s not wrong.

      “What is a demon’s weakness?” I ask. “How can I protect Larissa and Mom?”

      “As I said, Richard broke his vow to me when he kidnapped you and then had you shot with one of his flaming arrows. Are you all right?”

      Am I? I look down. Rogan has dressed my wound, and the pain… The pain is now minimal. How long has it been?

      “I guess I’ll live,” I tell him. “But I swear, when that thing hit me, I thought my life was over.”

      “Your life is far from over, Hannah. Richard will pay for this.”

      “How?”

      “I’m working on that.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I say. “What is a demon’s weakness?”

      “Evil, Hannah. Evil is a demon’s greatest weakness.”

      “But they have incredible internal strength. They can suppress the evil.”

      “True, and that is their strength. But Hannah, evil is evil. It will always win when a demon is cornered.”

      “So what I witnessed…”

      “You witnessed your stepfather’s evil. He’s the king, and he’s nearing seven centuries in age—”

      “Are you kidding me? Seven centuries? I knew he was older than Mom, but my God.”

      “Yes, he’s almost seven hundred years old, and he’s faced with what could become a mutiny.”

      “They’re trying to dethrone him?”

      “Think of it this way,” Dad says. “He needs to show his strength, and the best way to do that is to turn on his wife and stepdaughters. Especially his wife, whom he professes to love. If he shows that evil, he’ll be perceived as strong, and his subjects will continue to fear him.”

      “He swore to me he wouldn’t hurt my mother.”

      “That’s another thing about demons, Hannah. They lie.”

      “So you don’t believe he loves her?”

      “To the contrary. I do. But I don’t believe he loves you or Larissa.”

      “There’s a shocker. I’ve known that since the beginning. He was horrible to us.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      I open my mouth and then close it. Is it really the time to mention that my father wasn’t much nicer to us?

      Right now I need his help.

      “Find out about Rogan, Hannah,” he continues. “I have a duty to our people. If Rogan is behind those murders—”

      “He’s not.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “Rogan’s not a killer.”

      “Fine. Then prove it. And do not give Richard the information. You bring it straight to me.”

      I was going to anyway, but I don’t give my father the satisfaction of the reply.

      “Anything else?” I say snidely.

      “No. I’ll be in touch.”

      I end the call and toss the burner phone onto the bed.

      Rogan stands across the room, staring at me with those penetrating green eyes.

      “Rogan,” I say.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to ask you this once, and I want the truth. As your mate.”

      He walks toward me, sits down on the bed next to me.

      I’m hyperaware of his presence. I need to find out how he healed me, why I’m not in pain, but that will wait.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      “Did you kill those two vampires?”
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      Silence.

      Only silence.

      When I’m quite sure Rogan isn’t going to answer my question, he finally opens his mouth.

      “I can’t lie to you, Hannah.”

      Already I know this is serious. He doesn’t often call me by my name. I wait, my lips parted. I wait for him to tell me that no, he did not kill those vamps.

      He did not.

      Except—

      “I did.”

      “You did what?” I gulp out.

      “The teeth marks are mine.”

      Yes. I already know that. We’ve proved that. But I thought… I hoped…that somehow Rogan had been set up. That someone had a cast of his bite and planted the evidence. Perhaps that’s still the case.

      “I killed them, Hannah. But I had good reason.”

      I curl my hands into fists. “What good reason did you have for murdering two vampires?” I grit out.

      “It wasn’t murder.”

      “You just said—”

      “I said I killed them. I did not murder them. I was defending members of my pack.”

      “Damn it, Rogan, their hearts were cut out. That’s fucking murder.”

      He shakes his head vehemently. “That wasn’t me. I swear it. I killed them, yes, and I had good reason. But I did not cut out their hearts.”

      His eyes are big and round, his irises pulsing as if he’s going to change. He’s not lying, and I know he’s not. I’ve known from the beginning when my father first brought it up. I replay the conversation in my mind.

      “The lycan in question is an alpha named Victor Rogan,” my father says. “He’s been linked to two vamp slayings in the past month.”

      “Linked how?”

      “His bite marks were found on the chests of both corpses.”

      I should probably feel something. Two vampires dead. Despite my paternity, though, I don’t feel a connection to the Brotherhood. “So? Lots of vamps get bitten by weres and live to tell the tale. Lycans are hardly lethal to us.”

      “They are when they literally eat our hearts out.”

      This time I feel something. Chills slither along the back of my neck. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. The victims’ hearts were gone, and Rogan’s marks were all over them.”

      “Still circumstantial.”

      “Circumstantial how? You think he attacked them, left them immobile, and then someone else came along and sliced out their hearts?”

      “Why not? The lycans know better than to mess with us.”

      I can’t help a sarcastic chuckle. The lycans know better than to mess with us. That was my thought at the time.

      That was before I met Victor Rogan.

      Victor Rogan is as alpha as they come, and he’ll mess with anyone. Vampire, demon, you name it.

      Rogan is badass.

      But he’s not a murderer.

      I felt it then, and I feel it now.

      And yes, he may have killed, but he’s not a killer.

      I know this as well as I know anything. I feel it in the deepest recesses of my soul.

      If he killed, it was because he had no other choice.

      And it occurs to me…

      Who were these vampires? Why didn’t I get more details from my father?

      Easy enough to answer the second question. I didn’t care at the time. I feel no connection to the Vampire Brotherhood or even to my father.

      Now? I want to know. Not because I care about the vamps in question, but because I care about Rogan. If Rogan felt these vamps had to die, he had a good reason.

      And I’m going to find out what it is.

      “Start talking,” I say to him, “and don’t leave out a single dirty detail.”
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      Rogan doesn’t speak at first. I’m not overly surprised. Clearly he’s been lying to me from the beginning.

      But I’m not in any hurry. I have nowhere to go. Hell, I don’t even know where we are. We’re simply in a bedroom.

      So I wait.

      And I wait.

      Seconds pass…and then minutes.

      Until—

      “It’s not what you think,” he finally says.

      “I have no idea what to think. According to my father, your bite marks were all over those two vamps. And—”

      I drop my jaw open.

      “What?” he asks.

      Until this instance I had forgotten my father’s most important words—the words he said to me when he first put me on this assignment.

      I was so taken by Rogan at the sight of him that I forgot.

      “There’s been a threat to the Brotherhood. One of the lycans has allegedly aligned with a demon.”

      My father was talking about Rogan.

      But Rogan can’t be aligned with a demon. He just fought demons for me. He got me the hell out of my stepfather’s lair.

      I consider my father’s words once more. He didn’t say Rogan had aligned himself with all demons, just one.

      And it can’t be my stepfather. Can it?

      “You going to answer me?” Rogan says.

      My mouth is still dropped into an O. I don’t know what to say. He has admitted to killing those two vamps, but he claims he’s not the one who cut their hearts out. Is my father mistaken? Is Rogan not aligned with a demon?

      And if he’s not, why did he kill those two vamps? He claims it was to defend members of his pack. If that’s the truth, why isn’t he telling me?

      “Start talking,” I say.

      “So you’re not going to answer me then. You’re not going to tell me why you had a look on your face like you just figured out the meaning of life.”

      Hardly. “No. I’m not going to tell you anything. I’m not the one who’s done something wrong here. You killed two of my people.”

      He scoffs. “Your people? Since when do you even consider them your people?”

      Rogan has a point.

      “Does it really matter? Does it matter whether they were my people or not? What matters is you killed, Rogan. You killed two people. I don’t care if they were wolves, vampires, humans, or whatever.”

      “What if they were demons?”

      I meet his gaze. His green eyes are blazing with fire.

      “Maybe you should tell me,” I say. “Tell me about all those demons who work for you.”

      “Everyone in Las Vegas has demons on the payroll.”

      “And why might that be?”

      “You already know the answer to that, princess. Demons are great at security.”

      “Not as great as you think. Your penthouse sure wasn’t secure. I was abducted by demons in your walk-in closet.”

      “I’m still not exactly sure how that happened,” he says.

      “Yeah, and I’m just that gullible. Don’t lie to me, Rogan.”

      “I’m not lying, princess.” He curls his hands into fists. “You’re my fucking mate. Do you think I’d put you in danger intentionally? I don’t know how the fuck they got to you, but trust me—as soon as we’re able to return, I’m going to figure it out.”

      “Why the hell aren’t you figuring it out now?”

      “Don’t you think it’s killing me that I can’t? You’re my priority, princess. I can’t leave you, and I certainly can’t take you back to The London. Then there’s the rest of this shit.”

      “What?”

      “Do I have to fucking spell it out for you?” He threads his fingers through his disheveled hair. “You were attacked, Hannah. You were attacked by a demon. Somehow, I was able to get you out of there and heal you. Apparently I have powers I never knew I had.”

      I have to hand it to him. I’m speechless.

      “Understand this, Hannah,” he says, using my name a second time. “My only thought was to get you the hell out of there. To get you to safety. I didn’t care about anything else. If two vampires had been standing in my way, and the only way I could get you to safety was to kill them and cut their hearts out, I would’ve done it. I would’ve done it, no questions asked, and I would’ve never looked back.”

      Speechless again. Emotion roils through me—emotion I don’t even recognize.

      My flesh is on fire, and every cell in my body is burning. Burning…right between my legs.

      But I hold back. No way am I going to hop back in bed with Rogan. Not yet. Not until I get a few answers.

      “Don’t you see?” he says, raking his fingers through his dark hair. “Something’s happening to me. I don’t understand it. But until I do, I—”

      “Stop,” I say through gritted teeth. “Just stop. I appreciate everything you did for me. You got me the hell out of there, and I have no idea what my stepfather planned to do to me. It couldn’t be anything good. Sure, he says he won’t harm me for my mother’s sake, but he’s a demon. And he can figure out a way to harm me without harming my mother. He’s evil. So yeah, you got me out of there. I owe you my life, Rogan. I won’t forget that. Not now, not ever. But that doesn’t change the fact that I need an explanation about those two vamps. If you were defending your pack, I need to know who you were defending, and why.”

      “I will always defend my pack,” he says.

      “Yeah, I get that. You’re a big alpha. You have a loyalty to your pack that I don’t share with regard to my people.”

      He nods.

      “But that doesn’t change the fact that you did kill those vamps.”

      “Did it occur to you, princess, to ask your father who those vamps were?”

      “No, it didn’t occur to me, because I don’t freaking care. I don’t care if two vamps are dead. You know why I’m here. I am bound by my bloodline to obey my king. It sucks, but it is what it is. So the sooner I can find out why you killed those two, and the sooner I report back to Daddy, the sooner this will all be over.”

      “What will all be over?” he demands, his eyes darkening.

      “This.” I gesture around the room, to him, to me. “All of this.”

      “Princess, you want this to be over?”

      I open my mouth to respond, but before I can, his lips are on mine, hard and punishing. And I don’t give a flying fuck about my father, two dead vamps, or Rogan’s alliance with some demon.

      All I care about is this damned kiss.
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      God, the kiss.

      Rogan’s kisses.

      Rogan’s passionate and heady kisses.

      He breaks the kiss harshly, so hard that my lips feel like they’ve been stung by a hornet, but in another moment I’m flat on the bed, on my back, and I’m not sure where my clothes went.

      I’m naked, splayed open for his attention, and then his clothes… They’re gone as well.

      He pushes my thighs forward, mounts me, enters me.

      It’s a hard-fought, desperate fuck, and I need it more than I knew.

      “Damn it, princess,” he grits out. “Why do you do this to me? Why do you make me so fucking irrational?”

      I don’t reply. What is there to say? He makes me as irrational as I make him. He continues to pound me, pound me, pound me… Then he lifts my thighs so my knees are hanging over his arms, giving him better access.

      He’s so far inside me now, I feel like he’s touching my heart, my soul.

      But he doesn’t stay there long. He moves out and then back in—thrust, thrust, thrust…

      Faster, faster, faster. Faster than he’s ever fucked me before.

      Other than that hard kiss, there was no foreplay. My nipples are hard, straining for attention, but he has no interest. He seems to be done with my lips as well. Instead, he hovers over me, still fucking me hard, sweat beading on his forehead and dripping down onto mine.

      “Fuck, princess.”

      In a flash, he folds my right thigh over my left so I’m on my side, and he continues to fuck me, hovering over me, pumping into me.

      He grabs one tit, squeezes it, and he slides his other hand over my asshole.

      “I bet it’s tight as heaven in there, princess,” he says.

      I can’t think. No one’s ever taken me there, but if Rogan wants to do it right now, I’m going to let him.

      He seems content to keep fucking me though, and I’m not sure he’s ever lasted this long. His balls slap against me as he continues to pound me hard, pound me fast.

      I’ll be raw when this is over. Raw and sated and euphoric.

      “This,” he says through clenched teeth. “This, Hannah. Is this what you want to be over? This?”

      No. I don’t want this to be over. Does he expect me to answer? My breath is coming in rapid puffs. Talking isn’t possible.

      He smacks one cheek of my ass, and then he withdraws and flips me over onto my stomach. He lifts my hips and then plunges into me once more.

      “This will never be over, Hannah. This will never fucking be over.”

      He leans down, his chest against my back. We’re both so slick with perspiration that he’s sliding against me as if we’re two sardines in a can. He nibbles at my ear as he continues to fuck me.

      “This will never be over,” he says again, this time in a whisper. “Never. Do you hear me, Hannah? This will never fucking be over.”

      He thrusts into me then, harder than before, if that’s even possible. He slides over me so that my hips lower onto the bed. He slows his thrusts slightly, going in deeply and then staying for a few seconds before he pulls out again.

      “Every part of you. Every part of you feels perfect against me. I’ll never be without you, Hannah. This. Will. Never. End.”

      Then with a groan, he finishes, thrusting into me so hard and exploding, and as he contracts inside me, fills me with his semen, something sizzles in my clit. I explode along with him as lightning flashes through me, and every cell of my body sparks with electric current. I’m on fire, a blazing inferno.

      This is no normal climax. This isn’t even a normal Rogan climax.

      This is something new.

      Something magnificent.

      And I know now.

      I know this will never end.

      Rogan pulls out after what seems like an eternity, but instead of snuggling toward me, pulling me into an embrace, he slaps my ass again.

      “If you ever, and I mean ever, say anything about you and I being over, I will spank your ass so hard you won’t be able to sit down for a month."

      So it’s settled then.

      “Victor,”—his given name comes so easily to my lips—“this will someday be over."
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      Slap!

      Rogan’s palm comes down on the cheek of my ass.

      Slap!

      Slap! Slap! Slap!

      The sting of his hand on my flesh doesn’t give me pain, doesn’t anger me.

      It roars me to life.

      If you ever, and I mean ever, say anything about you and I being over, I will spank your ass so hard you won’t be able to sit down for a month.

      Oh, yeah…

      He wasn’t kidding.

      This isn’t me. This isn’t Hannah Bates. Hannah Bates doesn’t let a man spank her. Hannah Bates doesn’t let any man punish her.

      But oh my God… This isn’t punishment.

      This is pleasure. Pure and unadulterated pleasure.

      “Have you had enough yet, princess? Because I’m not sure you have.”

      I grasp the comforter in both my hands, and I cringe. My head is buried in a pillow, but still I’m able to speak.

      “No. Not enough.” I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Slap! Slap! Slap!

      “Now, princess?”

      No. I will not let him win this round. “No,” I eke out.

      Another slap, and then another.

      “Your ass is beautiful, princess. Red as a fucking beet. I can do this all day. My hand will never get tired of meeting your soft flesh.”

      “Not. Enough.” I say through clenched teeth.

      He comes down on my ass once more.

      And then another for good measure.

      Until finally—

      “Damn it, princess. Your stubbornness will be the end of you.” He moves off the bed, and the mattress shifts.

      A moment later, something warm covers the cheeks of my ass.

      He’s taking care of me. Taking care of the wound he inflicted with a warm washcloth.

      “Why, princess? Why did you let me do that to you?”

      Why indeed? He’s right about my stubbornness. The idea of him spanking me turned me on, so I gave him what was necessary to achieve it. In truth? I don’t want this to end. I feel things for Rogan I’ve never considered myself capable of feeling.

      Is it love?

      Not that I’d know. But I always considered love to be a soft and gentle thing. This thing with Rogan? It’s not soft or gentle. Sure, he takes care of me when he needs to. He’s being gentle now. But the intensity between us… It’s so far from what I ever considered love might be.

      Does he love me? He claims I’m his mate. But does that even mean love? It’s an urge. An intense desire. But that’s not what love is. That’s chemistry, pure and simple.

      Love is something more.

      Isn’t it?

      “You’re going to send me to an early grave, princess.” He removes the washcloth and begins massaging my ass.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Some salve. You’re pretty red. But I didn’t break any skin.”

      “Were you trying to break skin?”

      “I wasn’t trying to do anything. You pissed me off. I told you what would happen if you said this thing between us would end.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “And you said it anyway.”

      “I did.”

      Then he chuckles. “Princess, you and your thigh-high boots. Your ruby red lips. Your long and sexy legs. You like a little kink, don’t you?”

      I don’t dignify that with a response.

      “You wanted a spanking. You freaking wanted it. Well, you got it.”

      Again, I say nothing. Whatever he’s rubbing on me smells nice. Kind of like marigold and mint.

      “Where did you get it?”

      “Get what?”

      “Whatever you’re rubbing on my ass.”

      “It was in the bathroom.”

      “Are you going to tell me where we are?”

      “We’re in a standard hotel room in another resort. One I keep as a safehouse.”

      “Oh.” I look around. In the corner is a shelf filled with canned food and a few flashlights.

      “I keep it stocked,” he says. “We may be here for a while.”

      I turn then, roll over on my back, and wince at the pain in my ass. “No, we’re not going to be here for a while. You’re going to tell me all about those two vamps you killed, and then I have to leave. I have to go to give my father the information.”

      “I’m thinking about your safety,” Rogan says. “You’ve got a horde of demons and their king after you. I think your father will understand if you lie low.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I scoff. “My father has no love for me. I’m a tool for him, Rogan. That’s all.”

      “I think you’re wrong about that.”

      I scoff again. “How the hell would you know anything about it?”

      “Your father sent you to me for a reason,” he says. “How did he know?”

      Trust me. He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      Those words. Those enigmatic words that turned out not to be quite so enigmatic.

      “I thought the same thing,” I say. “Somehow, my father knew we’d be drawn to each other.”

      “You’re my damned mate, princess. This goes way beyond being drawn to each other.”

      “How, though? How could a wolf be fated mates with a human-vampire hybrid?”

      “Hell if I know, princess.”

      “Can you at least tell me now? Tell me about those two vamps. Who they were, and who you were defending when you killed them?”

      He nods then. “Yes. I will tell you. It’s time.”
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      “They were brothers.” Rogan meets my gaze. “Your father seems to think I’m aligned with a demon. I’m not, princess. I have relationships with demons, those on my payroll, but I’m not in alliance with any of them. They—those two vamps—were in line with a demon. One demon specifically.”

      “Which one?”

      “One guess.”

      He doesn’t have to say the words. I already know.

      Richard Tomlinson, my stepfather. The demon king.

      “Now do you get it?” he asks.

      My ass throbs. But it’s a good throb. Good pain. Pain I needed.

      “Okay,” I say. “Anyone aligned with that evil bastard deserves what they get. But you still claim you were defending your pack when you killed them. Who in particular were you defending?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes. It matters to me.”

      “Why? If those two rogue vamps were aligned with your stepfather, why do you care who I was defending?”

      “I don’t care about the two vamps,” I say. “What I care about is you, Rogan. I want to know why you killed them. I want to know how you got into a situation where you were defending your pack from those two.”

      “I will always defend my pack, princess. I will always have their backs. Every single one of them.”

      “Even those who aren’t worthy?”

      “Blood is forever.”

      His words stick inside me like flies trapped in a spiderweb. Blood. Fucking blood. I haven’t fed in a while, and I’m hungry. Starving.

      But I must stay in control.

      So I’m surprised when Rogan slides next to me, offers me his carotid. “Feed. You need it. I can tell.”

      How does he know me so well?

      The pulse in his neck beats rapidly, chanting to me.

      Take me. Take me. Take me.

      And I lunge, sinking my fangs into his hard and pulsating flesh, sucking the red nectar from his carotid, and sating myself.

      Dark chocolate, black raspberry, cinnamon, and clove.

      It tastes even more delicious than normal—this elixir, this nectar made in Rogan’s body.

      I feed, and I feed, and I feed…letting his blood slide down my throat, nourish me, comfort me.

      “Princess, that’s enough.”

      But I sink my teeth farther into him, and the blood flows into me, strengthens me.

      “Princess!” Rogan yanks away from me, blood trickling down his neck.

      Damn, the carotid! I scramble from the bed and lick his wounds closed. “Did I take too much?”

      “I’ll live.”

      I’m sorry. The words hover on the tip of my tongue, but they do not come forth.

      Hannah Bates doesn’t know those words.

      “I’ll be fine for a while now,” I say. “But I took a lot. You should rest.”

      “Well, then. It won’t hurt us to stay here for a little while.” He smirks at me.

      “Then you can finish telling me…”

      My head flops onto a pillow, and blackness descends.
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      Princess.

      Princess.

      Princess!

      Something jars me out of my stupor.

      “Princess, wake up!”

      Rogan is shaking me, jostling me.

      “We have to leave.”

      “What?”

      “It’s your stepfather. He knows where we are.”

      His words jumble in my head. I need to get a grasp. Clear the haze. “How?”

      “I don’t fucking know. All I know is he’s been alerted to our whereabouts. We have to get out of here. Can you move?”

      “Yes. I have my strength. You gave me a lot of blood. I fell asleep, kind of like you do after a really good meal. Are you okay? I took a lot from you.”

      He touches the wound on his neck. “I’m fine. You’re my priority, princess.”

      “Where do we go?”

      “We’re going back to The London.”

      “You said that wasn’t safe.”

      “It’s not, but I have to make a choice, princess. You may be my priority, but I also have a responsibility to my pack. And right now, some of them are in danger.”

      “Can you finish telling me first? Who you were defending when you offed those vamps?”

      “This will be hard for you to grasp,” he says.

      “This is all hard for me to grasp, Rogan.”

      He nods. “I suppose I owe you the truth. I was defending…you.”
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      “Me?” I glare at him. “You said members of your pack.”

      “I didn’t know who you were at the time,” he says. “I was defending my mate, and at that time I figured she was a member of my pack. I just hadn’t found her yet.”

      No way. No freaking way. “So these vamps…”

      “Yes. They threatened my mate. They claimed they knew who she was, and that they would get to her before I would.”

      Rogan’s words make an eerie kind of sense, though I’m not sure why. Still, they ring true to me. Is my father involved in this? He seemed to know something about Rogan’s attraction toward me before we even began this investigation.

      Who were these vampires? And if they were aligned with my stepfather, who has he recruited to take their place?

      “Just the mere mention of my mate,” Rogan continues. “I couldn’t help myself. I killed them. But I didn’t cut out their hearts. You have to believe me.”

      “I do believe you. But Rogan, they didn’t harm me. It was only a threat.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We live by the laws of man, but within our own ranks, a threat against a mate isn’t tolerated.”

      “You realize you can go down for this,” I say.

      “I do. But I won’t. I won’t let it happen.”

      “How? Your bite marks are all over those two, and now you’ve admitted to doing the killing. How will you get out of this?”

      “Because this was the work of evil, princess. No one knows who a wolf’s mate is before the wolf himself. But somehow these vamps knew. I felt that they knew. And I felt their evil. There’s only one species out there that is evil for evil’s sake.”

      “Demons,” I say, more to myself than to Rogan.

      But that still doesn’t explain how Rogan plans to get out of this. Perhaps he knows something I don’t.

      I wasn’t raised in this world. I didn’t find out my true lineage until I was into my adulthood. Sure, demons are evil. Everyone knows that much. But there’s still so much I don’t know. If no one knows a mate before the wolf himself, how did my father…

      “You still killed the vampires,” I say. “I have to give this information to my father.”

      “I know that.”

      “But I don’t want to. I want to protect you as you’ve protected me.”

      “Your father doesn’t scare me, princess. Neither does your stepfather. The only thing that scares me is losing you.”

      Warmth coats my body. I almost feel as if I’m drinking from Rogan again. That amazing feeling of true completion—almost as good as an orgasm with him. Better than an orgasm with anyone else.

      Just hearing him say that he was scared of losing me…

      I like it. My whole body quivers.

      And I really don’t like how much I like it.

      I’m a loner. Have been all my life. I’m not ready to be part of someone else. Except that I am. Everything about Rogan calls to me—his blood, his body, his heart, his soul. I don’t understand, yet I do. It’s already in me. I’m already there.

      Rogan grabs me and kisses me hard.

      And again all that need and yearning torpedoes through my body.

      Then he lets me go almost as quickly. “I can taste my blood when I kiss you, princess. And I…”

      “What?”

      “It tastes…so wrong and yet so right at the same time.”

      I nod. Though I can’t imagine how his own blood tastes to him on my lips, I understand the feeling flowing through him. So wrong yet so right.

      I’m feeling the same thing.

      “I don’t have any explanation for it,” I tell him.

      “I’m not asking for one. There is no explanation. What makes a fated mate is beyond our limited comprehension. It’s not a physical level, a chemical level. It goes so far beyond any of that.”

      “I understand.” I pause a moment. “I mean… I don’t understand, but I do.”

      He nods. “I understand it because I know of these things. Even though they’ve become rare it does still happen. It just…”

      “Doesn’t happen with someone of another species,” I finish for him.

      “Yes. That’s correct.”

      “It seems as though neither of us has a choice in this matter,” I say.

      “Do you want to have a choice?”

      “Yes, I do. And at the same time…I don’t. You have to understand me, Rogan. I’m independent. I always have been. I don’t depend on anyone, and I don’t want to begin depending on anyone now.”

      “I get it.”

      “Do you? That was never something I had to concern myself with. At least I never thought I did.”

      “I get it now. I get why you insist on saying this will end between us.”

      He’s partially right and partially wrong, and he knows it. He knows I wanted that spanking.

      “It won’t end, princess. It will not end, and I don’t want it to.”

      Fire shoots through me, heating my entire body. I’m taut, like the strings of a violin, waiting for a musician’s bow to bring forth music from every part of me.

      “When do we go back to The London?” I finally ask.

      “After I make you mine. Again. And then again.” His lips come down on mine.

      I open for him. Return his kiss with passion and desire. I could kiss this man forever and never tire of his lips, his tongue, the little moans vibrating from his throat.

      In a flash, my mind empties of all thought except Rogan and our passion. Gone is the worry that he killed two of my kind on a mere threat. Gone is the concern that I’m kissing a killer, mated to a killer.

      Gone is everything… Everything except Rogan and me and this kiss.

      And just when I’m sure he’s going to throw me back on the bed—

      A voice I don’t recognize…

      “Victor Rogan. And Hannah Bates. I’ll be fucking damned.”
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      I quickly roll the comforter around me to shield my nakedness.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Rogan demands.

      “Good question,” I add, eyeing the figure in the doorway, “and how the hell do you know who I am?”

      “I keep well aware of my alpha’s whereabouts.”

      Rogan grabs a sheet off the bed and covers himself. “This is Dominic Park, second in command of our pack.”

      Dominic Park is light where Victor is dark. Platinum blond hair and eyes so light blue they’re almost silver. He’s wearing faded jeans and a black T-shirt.

      “That still doesn’t quite answer the question of how you know who I am.” I pull the comforter around me a little tighter.

      “I contacted Dom once I found out who you were,” Rogan says.

      “Why exactly?”

      “For your protection, princess. What do you think?”

      I cast my gaze at Dominic Park. He’s not quite as tall as Rogan, but his thighs are even more muscular if that’s even possible. I’m pretty sure the denim of his jeans could rip apart at any moment.

      “And you’ve done a hell of a job, Dominic. Not only was I abducted by demons, but it happened at your place of business and your alpha’s penthouse.”

      “You have my apologies,” Dominic says in his deep voice. Then he turns to Rogan. “I’ve been in touch with Delacourt. Everything’s fine at The London. We had to pay a few people off, but there isn’t any big fallout from the bomb scare.”

      I roll my eyes. “Right. The bomb scare.”

      “Her father’s been sniffing around,” Dominic says to Rogan.

      “Excuse me. I’m right here. You can’t miss me. I’m the naked woman on the bed.”

      Dominic turns to me. “Fine. Your father.”

      “My father has reason to sniff around,” I say, not quite believing that I’m standing up for him. “Rogan here offed two vamps.”

      “I’m well aware of that. I was with him when it happened.”

      “And have you found out what they were trying to get from my stepfather?” I ask.

      “Hannah.” Rogan shakes his head at me slightly.

      “Are you kidding me, Rogan? You’re shushing me?”

      “No, I’m not shushing you. But this is pack business.”

      “And as you so succinctly put it before, I’m now a member of your pack, am I not?”

      Rogan turns to Dominic. “She is, actually.”

      “How are we supposed to handle this?” Dominic says. “We’ve never had a non-wolf member of our pack. There are no rules for it.”

      “Yeah, I know. But this woman is my mate, Dom. In fact, I’m holding onto all my sanity right now just trying to keep from attacking you because you’re near her, and she’s naked.”

      “You know I won’t touch her, man.” He steps back.

      “Sure, I objectively know that. But the animal inside me doesn’t seem to trust you.”

      “How did you get in here anyway?” I demand.

      “Same way the two of you did.” Dominic holds up a key card.

      “You might have knocked,” I say, sarcasm dripping from my tone.

      “It’s all right, princess,” Rogan says. “He was following protocol. He had reason to believe you and I were in danger.”

      “I did,” Dominic says, “so I didn’t expect to find you getting ready to get down to business. I brought you both a change of clothes.” He sets the backpack he’s carrying onto one of the chairs in the room.

      Thank God. “Would you mind turning around, then, so I can put something on?”

      A sly smile curls onto Dominic’s mouth.

      “Turn around,” Rogan demands in a voice not quite his own.

      Dominic chuckles but turns around. “Never thought I’d see the day, Rogan.”

      A low growl vibrates from Rogan, but I do my best to ignore what it does to my body. Inside Dominic’s knapsack I find skinny jeans, a black T-shirt, and a pair of leather ankle boots. All my size exactly. The dude knows his stuff. I quickly dress and then toss the backpack to Rogan.

      “You can turn around now,” I say to Dominic.

      He faces me…and his lascivious gaze follows me from the top of my head to the pointy toes of my boots.

      Another growl from Rogan. “You’re playing with fire.”

      “Sorry, man. She’s hot.”

      And a fiercer growl. “I love you like a brother, Dom, but say another word about her or look at her that way again, and I’ll rip your damned heart out.”

      I cock my head.

      Rogan swore—he fucking swore—that he didn’t cut out the hearts of those vamps. But damn, it sure as hell sounds like he did. Sounds like he’s threatening to do to Dominic what he says he didn’t do to those vamps.

      My heart wants to take Rogan at his word, but my head is telling me something different entirely.

      Who am I supposed to trust here?

      Dominic says my father’s been sniffing around. Why? Isn’t that what he sent me to do?

      And Rogan… Rogan, who all but admitted he’s lying to me.

      I dart my gaze from Rogan to Dominic and back to Rogan again.

      And I realize…

      I have no fucking idea who to trust.
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      Fine.

      I’ve never trusted anyone but myself anyway.

      I have my own back. I don’t need Rogan or my father. My father never had my back anyway. And Rogan? Sure, he’ll kill to protect me. I know this so viscerally that I actually feel it in my body.

      But would he lie to me?

      The fact that I don’t know the answer to that question scrapes the back of my neck like fingernails on a chalk board.

      I love you like a brother, Dom, but say another word about her or look at her that way again, and I’ll rip your damned heart out.

      I could insist that he tell me the truth, but would that do any good? He seems to be a slave to my body, as I am to his. But is he bound to answer my questions truthfully? Apparently not.

      “Let’s go,” Dominic says.

      Time to take a stand. “I’m not going anywhere. With either one of you.”

      “Yes, you are, princess.” Rogan stalks toward me.

      “You say we’re mates,” I tell him. “I can’t deny it. I can’t deny how I’m drawn to you. But mates or not, I don’t take orders from anyone.”

      “You take them from your old man,” Rogan says.

      “How dare you throw that in my face? You know as well as I do that I have no choice. I’m bound by blood. His blood. As much as I prefer to forget it, my father’s blood flows through my veins.”

      “And I’m bound by blood to protect my pack, and you’re part of that pack. You will leave with us. Now.”

      I stand my ground, despite the fact that my body wants to follow him. My body wants to follow him anywhere he may lead. And that’s more frightening than the thought that Rogan could rip a vampire’s heart out of his body.

      “I will not.”

      “What do you want to do, Rogan?” Dominic asks.

      “This.” Rogan swoops me up and over his shoulder.

      I curl my hands into fists and hit his back, his tight ass. I kick and wriggle. But he’s too strong for me. He carries me out the door, down the hallway, and to an elevator.

      “Put me down, Rogan. Put me the fuck down!”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “I will not be treated like a child that you can control.”

      “Princess, I suffer no delusions. I know I don’t control you. But I will protect you. If that means carrying you around like a child, so be it.”

      I don’t let up with the punching. I hope his back is black and blue. Serves him right for carrying me around like a sack of potatoes.

      And then there’s Dominic. Dominic Park, who is chuckling under his breath.

      I think I hate him a little bit.

      Make that a lot.

      “I’ve got a car waiting in the back,” Dominic says. “If we’re quick, we won’t be seen.”

      I stop struggling then. If Dominic is concerned about us being seen, we may truly be in danger. From whom? The demons? My stepfather?

      My father?

      I never trusted my stepfather. Richard was a bad seed from the beginning, and he made it clear. My mother was blinded. On the rebound from my father, she believed every little lie Richard told her. Larissa and I knew better, but we were at an impasse. We wanted our mother to be happy. If I knew then that he was an actual demon? I would’ve moved heaven and earth to keep him away from my mother.

      Damn you, Dad. Damn you for letting him near us.

      The elevator stops and the doors open. Dominic exits first, scouting the hallway.

      “All clear,” he says.

      Then he shifts.

      He shifts into a white wolf so quickly and so quietly I almost miss it. If not for the tattered clothes on the floor, I might think he’s been a wolf this whole time.

      “Rogan?”

      “I’m not going to change. Dom is changing to protect us.”

      “But he said there’s a car.”

      “There is. And there’s no better bodyguard to get us to the car than a huge white wolf.”

      The wolf—Dominic—leads us through a quiet hallway to a secluded door. It opens into an alleyway. I’m still in Rogan’s arms, and he carries me to the black car that’s waiting.

      “Keep in touch,” Rogan says to Dominic.

      “He’s not coming with us?” I say.

      “No. He has other things to do. I have to get back to The London and check in with Blaze. I’m concerned that…”

      “Concerned that what?”

      He doesn’t answer, and the car lurches forward. Our driver doesn’t turn his head and look at us. He simply drives, apparently aware of where he’s going.

      “Rogan? I need to know why you lied to me.”

      He doesn’t reply again.

      “Rogan…”

      “I didn’t lie, princess.”

      “So you’re going to maintain that you didn’t cut those vampires’ hearts out?”

      “Yes, I’m going to maintain that because it’s the truth.”

      “Then who did?”

      Silence.

      Do I believe him? Part of me wants to so badly—that part of me that feels something for him, that knows in the marrow of my bones that I’m meant to be with him.

      If I’m his fated mate, does that make him mine?

      I’m fairly educated in vampire lore. Once I found out about my true heritage, I researched the heck out of it. We can procreate with humans and with shifters—even with demons—but we are not drawn to a specific mate. It’s not in our DNA.

      “Are you going to answer me sometime this century?”

      “No,” Rogan says flatly.

      “You know. You know who cut out those hearts.”

      He doesn’t deny it.

      “If it wasn’t you… It must’ve been Dominic, right? You said he was with you that night.”

      “Anything Dominic does, he does to protect the pack.”

      “Damn it, Rogan. I get that. I get that you’re protecting your pack. I get that you’re protecting me. What I don’t get is why their hearts needed to come out when they were already dead.”
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      He doesn’t reply.

      Big surprise.

      Instead—

      His mouth comes down on mine.

      And up goes the screen between the front- and backseats of the car with a soft zip in my ears. Apparently our driver knows when to mind his own business.

      God, Rogan calls to me. His big and angry kiss calls to me.

      But damn it, I need honesty.

      Still...I can’t help but part my lips for him, let his tongue invade mine. Is this what being a fated mate is? This pure physical lust?

      Rogan doesn’t seem to have any emotional connection to me. Sure, he wants to protect me, but he doesn’t love me.

      Do I love him?

      I sure as hell love what he does to my body. This kiss alone is making me wet and ripe. I want him. I want him to take me in the back of this damned car, as if we’re two high school kids sneaking around with no place else to go.

      Apparently he has the same idea. He grips my breast, squeezes it. Then he trails his finger under my shirt.

      I break the kiss. “What the fuck, Rogan? We’re in a damned car.”

      “Don’t care.”

      Then his mouth is on mine again.

      I don’t fight it. Do I have even any fight left in me? Yeah, a hell of a lot, but not where Rogan is concerned. Not where Rogan and I and our lust and desire and passion are concerned.

      My gums tingle, and my canines descend, nicking the inside of his mouth and drawing tiny droplets of blood. Oh my God... The hunger... The pure, dark deliciousness of his blood...

      I squeeze my legs together, try to control my own arousal, but I can’t.

      Rogan and I?

      We’re a force of nature. A chemical force. Something happens when we’re together. He grows new powers. Somehow he was able to shift to a different plane—or something that seemed like it.

      Do I have new powers when I’m with him?

      His blood seems to give me something more, but I don’t know exactly what.

      And at the moment I don’t care. All I care about is Rogan’s tongue, Rogan’s lips, Rogan’s hands squeezing my breasts and thumbing my nipples.

      He breaks the kiss and gasps. “Christ, princess.”

      I don’t respond. I get it. His kisses consume me, and apparently they do the same to him. It’s like a bubble envelops us, takes us out of this world into another where only the two of us exist—our bodies and our pleasure.

      I want more, damn it.

      I may not ever have his love—I may never be able to give it to him in return either—but I deserve his honesty.

      I open my mouth, ready to say the words, but he bites my nipple. Bites it right through my shirt.

      I cry out in pleasure, pain, pleasure again.

      I imagine him breaking the skin, sucking my blood as I suck his. It wouldn’t do anything to him, but I desire it more than anything. I want him to taste my blood. I want him to tell me how it feels on his tongue. I want to know that it drives him as crazy as his drives me. Blood lust. My weakness, but when I drink Rogan’s blood? It becomes my strength.

      He continues to chew on my nipple. I thread my fingers through his disheveled hair.

      My God, he’s magnificent. The perfect physical specimen. His tangled hair still feels like strands of silk against my hands.

      He moves from one nipple to the other, and I wish I could snap my fingers and dissolve my shirt so his lips could be right on my flesh.

      “My God, Rogan. Please.”

      “Please what, princess?” He returns to my nipple.

      “You know what I want.”

      “Here? In a car?” His tone is sardonic.

      Yeah, I asked for that.

      “Yes, please. Here. A car. Anywhere. Everywhere.”

      We’re not in a limo, but we are in a large sedan. Still, there’s not room enough for—

      Maybe there is. Somehow he disrobes me in what seems like a flash of lightning.

      Then his cock is inside me. Thrusting, thrusting, thrusting.

      And I’m fulfilled.

      Deeply fulfilled.

      I don’t know where my legs are. I don’t know where his are. Doesn’t matter. All that matters is the joining, the completion, the consummation of...

      Of what?

      We’ve consummated whatever this is many times before, but what exactly is this thing between us? He may understand it, but I do not.

      Understanding is overrated.

      What isn’t overrated is the orgasm building in me as he bangs on my clit with each thrust. Tingles shoot through me, like arrows forged from lust, and I implode. Right in the backseat of the black sedan, I implode, energy pulsing from the fine hair on my skin all the way to my core, to my pussy, to my clit.

      To the depths of my soul.

      And I swear to God...

      I can’t live without this. I can’t live without this feeling of true completion. This feeling of...being home.

      He releases in me then, groaning and grunting. “Hannah. My God...”

      Hannah. Again he calls me Hannah.

      And his name leaves my lips on a sigh.

      “Victor...”

      We lie in our ecstasy for moment, and I’m not really sure how we’re comfortable, but we both seem to be.

      “I never really had a home,” I find myself saying.

      “What?”

      “A home. I guess the one constant was my mother. My father never liked me much, and then my stepfather came, and if possible he hated me even more.”

      “Your stepfather’s a demon, princess. He hates everyone.”

      “Not my mother. He loves her, in his way. He told me so and I believe him. I’m not sure why, but I do. And strangely enough? I think my father loved her too. But neither of them loved me. My stepfather sure didn’t. My father? He recognizes our blood bond, but love? I don't think he's capable of it.”

      “But you did have a home,” Rogan says.

      “I did maybe. My mother, I guess. But she chose my stepfather over me, so it was no longer my home once he came.”

      Rogan caresses my cheek. “I’m your home now.”

      The truth of his words spikes straight into my heart.

      This is honesty. This is the honesty I want from him. He’s telling me the truth. To him, I am home.

      And if he can be honest about that, he can be honest about everything.

      “Victor...”

      “Yes, Hannah?”

      “Thank you. Thank you for giving me a home.”

      “Thank you for the same.”

      Warmth envelops me. The warmth of Rogan’s arms, yes, but something more. And if this is home...

      “Please,” I say. “Tell me. Who cut out the hearts of those vampires?”
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      "I can't tell you that, princess."

      "Damn it, Rogan. Why not?"

      "I'm bound. Just as you're bound by blood to your father, so am I bound to my pack."

      "Bound to keep something from me? From your mate?"

      "For God's sake. I have obligations, just like you do, and I don't always like them. You of all people should understand. Do you like having to jump whenever your vampire king calls?"

      "That's hitting below the belt," I say dryly.

      "Is it? What's the difference, Hannah? Tell me so I understand."

      He's serious. When he uses my name, he's always serious.

      “Fine,” I say. "Tell me it wasn't you, then. You already admitted to killing them. How does it make any sense that you're not the one who cut out their hearts?”

      "I've already said it wasn't me. Do you think you'll believe me more freely if I say it again? And then again? How many times do I have to say it, princess? Two? Ten? A hundred?"

      Before I can reply, the driver screeches to a halt, and I tumble into Rogan's arms.

      He grabs my arm. "We're going upstairs, princess. Up to my penthouse. And you will never, never mention this again."

      "But I—"

      "What the fuck did I just say?" He bolts from the back seat, dragging me with him.

      "Are you kidding me, Rogan? It's not enough when I have to come when my father calls? You can think again if you assume I'm going to obey you without question."

      "You will obey me in this, princess. You have no choice."

      "Like I said"—I wrangle my arm out of his grasp—"you can think again."

      I turn and race down the alley behind The London. I'm still not convinced that Rogan didn't cut those hearts out, no matter how much he denies it, and if he won't be truthful with me, I'll find out on my own. The irony isn't lost on me that I'm acting on my father's orders and that I have no choice but to do so.

      Damned blood.

      I'm not bound by blood to Victor Rogan, though, and I'll be damned if I take orders from him, mate or not.

      I race through the alley, dodging the occasional tourist who makes his way off the strip and behind the resort, until—

      Thud!

      I'm flat on my back, and a wolf's paws are holding my shoulders down.

      Rogan. He growls at me, the irises of his eyes swirling.

      "Get off me, you fucking son of a bitch."

      He growls again, and it occurs to me that "son of a bitch" has a new meaning when it comes to a canine.

      But only for an instant. Then the rage hits. The rage I've been holding in since the beginning of this ordeal. My gums tingle, and a sharp pain lances through me as my cuspids descend.

      I turn, sink my teeth into the furry leg holding me down.

      And I drink. I drink the blood of my wolf.

      Yes, Rogan's blood. It's even more potent when he's in animal form. I don't get much as there isn't a good artery on the canine foreleg, but just the few drops I get trickle into me and infuse me with strength, with power, all while they sate a hunger I didn't know I had.

      He rips his paw from me, and I take the opportunity to spring to my feet. The blood boils into me, making me stronger and quicker, and I turn.

      I turn and resume my run.

      Where am I going? I don't know. I know only that I must run from Rogan, run from the yearning and emotion that paralyzes me when I'm with him. Run from the urge to take him at his word when all evidence points to him lying. I can't find out who defiled the bodies of those vampires if I'm constantly drawn to their killer.

      Go back.

      Go back to him.

      I shove the inner voice of my need to the back of my mind, quieting it with sheer will.

      If Rogan is still in wolf form, he can catch me. He will catch me. In fact, I expect to be flat on the ground again any second now—so much that I look over my shoulder to make sure he's not following me.

      And then I curse my acute vampire vision.

      My beautiful wolf lies in a clump of fur—right in the same place where I left him.

      Just go, Hannah. For God's sake, go!

      Even as my mind forms the words, though, I know I can't. I will go back to him. My heart pumps rapidly, and not from my run. Fear pounds through me. What has happened to Rogan? Why is he—

      A pin prick. "Ow!" I slap at my neck...

      And then everything goes dark.
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      For your own good.

      I had to do it.

      Stop it. Stop fighting me!

      Words. Voices. All familiar yet none recognizable, as if I'm underwater and everything is distorted.

      Blurred images hover above me, and my head... It doesn't ache so much as it's just a mass of jelly that feels like it could implode at any moment. Am I restrained? I’m not sure.

      For a moment, I think I hear Rogan, but last I saw him... Yes, last I saw him he was passed out in wolf form in a hidden alley behind The London.

      Again the voices. Familiar... My father? My stepfather?

      Then—

      A blurred image clears, and my father reveals himself.

      "Hannah," he says. "Thank God you're all right."

      Wait... Has hell frozen over? Is my father actually showing concern for my wellbeing?

      No, something else is at work here. Something sinister.

      "What's going on?" I demand, my voice a cracking whisper. "Where am I?"

      "I had to intervene for your safety."

      A sharp pain pierces the side of my neck. "What did you drug me with?"

      "More than I wanted to. That wolf blood gave you strength I've never seen."

      Wolf blood. Rogan. "Is he all right? Rogan?"

      My father scoffs. "He's fine. He shifted back when he lost consciousness. Last I saw, he was lying naked behind his resort."

      "Great. Just great."

      "He'll be taken care of. He has people, as you know. My concern is you."

      "Since when—" A fit of coughing overtakes me.

      "Easy. Breathe."

      I can't breathe when I'm about to upchuck my lungs.

      A few seconds later, I get hold of the coughing. I clear my throat. "What the hell did you give me?"

      "Nothing that will do any lasting harm, Hannah. You're my daughter."

      Right. Whatever. I clear my throat again. "What's going on?"

      "Tell me what you've found," he says.

      Damn it all. I can't lie to him. "Rogan," I say. "Rogan killed the two vamps. But he—"

      "As I suspected."

      "But he didn't cut out their hearts, Dad. He swears he didn't."

      "I see. And you believe him?"

      "I do."

      And only now do I realize the truth of my words. The evidence may seem to incriminate him, but I believe him. I believe him because...

      I believe him because he told me so. I believe him because he said he killed them to protect me, because they were aligned with demons.

      I believe him because...I love him.

      Oh. My. God. I love Victor Rogan. I fucking love him.

      "I see."

      A needle... My father's face goes blurry again. Then—

      "No!" he roars. "Don't give her any more!"

      Jelly brain again. My father's voice is not quite his own.

      "Get out of here, the fucking lot of you!" Then, "Easy, Hannah. Easy. Stay with me."

      "I'm with you..."

      Except I'm not. Not really. I'm somewhere in ether space, running toward Rogan. Except I can't find him.

      Where are you, Rogan? Victor? Where are you?

      Then a sharp poke in my neck, and my mind slowly clears.

      "I had to give you something to counteract the drug," Dad says.

      "What the hell are you dosing me with? Stop it! Stop it right fucking now!"

      "It's done. The others are gone."

      "The others? The others who thought it was just fine to give me more drugs?"

      "They'll be dealt with."

      Dealt with. For God's sake...

      "What's going on? What happened to Rogan?"

      "I don't know. I don't know who shot him—"

      "He was shot?" My heart races. No. Please. Not Rogan. Not the man I love.

      "He was. Didn't you hear the shot?"

      "No, I—"

      I was running. Adrenaline—and wolf blood—was surging through my veins. I was running from him. Running from my love, when he needed me. But I turned, I was going to go back...

      "They probably used a silencer," Dad says. "You couldn't have heard."

      "Is he okay?"

      "I haven't heard."

      I sit up, and my head goes into jelly again. "I have to go to him. He needs me."

      "You're not in any condition to leave here."

      "Where are we?"

      "At The Wolfe Premiere. I booked a suite."

      "So we're still in Vegas."

      "Yes. I had no choice but to come.” His brow is furrowed. “Things have gotten worse. The lycans have..."

      "Have what? The lycans have what?"

      "They've allied with the demon empire, Hannah. With Richard."

      I shake my head. No. Just no. Rogan would never do that. Rogan would—

      "It's time to choose a side, Hannah," my father says, his dark brown eyes staring into mine.

      "A side?" I swallow the lump in my throat.

      How can I choose a side? I'm bound by blood to obey the vampire king.

      Or am I?

      If I'm truly Rogan's mate, has my allegiance changed? Maybe I didn't have to tell my father about Rogan killing the vamps. Maybe I did it out of habit.

      I don't voice these questions, though. I simply wait for my father to reply.

      And when he does, my jaw drops.
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      We're going to war.

      It's time to choose a side, Hannah.

      A side?

      My jaw. Dropped.

      Did I just hear my father right?

      "Say it again," I prompt. "I won't believe it until you say it again."

      "We're going to war."

      Jelly brain. Curse this damned jelly brain!

      War? How exactly do we go to war? We live among humans, follow their laws...

      Mom? Larissa? How does this affect them?

      "Hannah, are you listening to me?"

      "Yes, Dad, yes. I just don't understand..."

      "Not war in the traditional sense. It will be fought underground."

      "Underground?"

      "Not literally. We have spaces within spaces. In the supernatural realm."

      God, just kill me now. A soft and subtle death. Easy and painless. Please.

      But my jaw drops again...and I remember. I remember escaping the demons with Rogan, how we were suddenly somewhere else. He called it a different plane. The ether. Or did I call it that? Doesn't matter. We escaped into a different place altogether. Is this what my father's talking about?

      It was a peaceful place. A beautiful place... But the demons eventually found us there. Or we were transferred to a different place.

      "What is your choice, Hannah?"

      Choice. That word again. "Do I truly have a choice?"

      "Your blood binds you to me. To your king. But you've reached the age of consent in the vampire world."

      "Wait. There's an age of consent?"

      "Yes. Twenty-five years."

      "So...you're telling me that for the last couple years I could have told you to fuck off?"

      "Not exactly."

      "What the hell do you mean then?" Damn. If only my head would stop throbbing. If only my brain would compute...

      "You're still bound by blood. But if you choose to renounce your blood, you can do so. There is a way."

      "You mean I can fight for the lycans?"

      "If you so choose." His voice is low, solemn. And kind of—dare I think it?—sad.

      He wants me to choose him. He wants me to choose my blood over my mate—except not my mate. Vamps don't have fated mates. Neither do humans, and I'm half human.

      Blood... It all comes down to blood. But Rogan—mate or not—is also part of my blood. I thirst for his blood, draw strength from it. His blood nourishes me in a way my own doesn't, in a way my own could never. In a way no other blood could.

      My father wants me to choose my blood over the man I love—the man I love whose fate I don't even know. Rogan was shot. He could be dead. But what is "my blood?" Is it my own? My father's? Or is it Rogan's, which satiates me more than anything ever has?

      Rogan. He's not dead. I'd feel it if he were. I have no idea how I know, but I know it. Rogan is not dead...and he needs me. I'm in no condition to go to him, but I must. I must find a way.

      I must fight the drugs in my system and go to him.

      And so my choice has been made. It was never a choice to begin with. I've never purported to have any semblance of loyalty to my vampire lineage. For the first eighteen years of my life, I didn't even know vamps existed. And my human side? I love my mother and my sister, but Rogan is my future.

      "Hannah?"

      I meet my father's gaze. "I've chosen."

      He clears his throat. "Rogan."

      "I have to, Dad. I have to go to him. It was never a choice."

      He's silent for a moment. Then—

      "You've ultimately chosen Richard over me then, Hannah. And may whatever God there is have mercy on your soul."
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      “You’re wrong,” I tell my father. “I have not chosen Richard. I’ve chosen Rogan. I’ve chosen my—”

      My mate.

      I don’t say the words. Will my father even understand what I mean? He drinks the blood of young vampire studs, of unsuspecting humans, and then uses mind control so they don’t remember.

      My father has never tasted the blood of an alpha wolf…

      “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life,” my father says. “A lot. Your mother, though it led to you and your sisters. But I hurt her deeply, and I have regrets. What I did to her drove her to Richard.”

      I widen my eyes. Is my father truly taking responsibility for his past actions? I never thought I’d see the day.

      “I can’t help who I am, Hannah. I’m a vampire. I’m a vampire who is attracted solely to men. I tried to rebel against both my heritage and my sexual orientation, and I did so with your mother. She was so beautiful—she still is—and so intelligent. Tall and graceful and full of vigor.”

      Vigor? Not a word I’ve ever used to describe my mother.

      “But I broke her,” he continues. “Me. My selfishness and my greed. I broke the only woman who ever meant anything to me. Other than you and your sister, of course.”

      Of course. Did he add Larissa and me to that confession as an afterthought? Any other time, I’d be convinced he did, but now?

      The look on his face—his handsome and sculpted face—is sheer regret. Sheer dejection.

      I’ve seen the look before—in the mirror. My God, I look so much like this man, this vampire. Sometimes I’m not sure my human side exists anymore.

      “My mother was vigorous?” I ask.

      My mother has never seemed anything other than resigned to me. Resigned to her fate. Once Richard entered her life, she abandoned Larissa and me emotionally. She lit up when Richard gave her the attention my father never did, but she lost all feelings for her daughters.

      And later? She stopped lighting up for Richard.

      She just stopped lighting up.

      “She was a force to be reckoned with,” Dad says. “So wild and spirited. Her beauty wasn’t just on the outside. It shone through every part of her. She had a good heart, and she felt things. That’s what drew me to her more than her beauty and intelligence, even. She could feel, and we shared that in common.”

      Jaw. Drop.

      My father is describing a woman I don’t know. She was a good mother before Richard. She was emotionally available for Larissa and me—me especially, as Larissa was Dad’s favorite and he emotionally mistreated me.

      It took years for me to figure out why.

      He was projecting his own self-hatred onto me—the child who resembled him, and the child who ultimately inherited his vampire blood.

      But my mother…

      I don’t recognize the woman my father describes. The woman I know has little emotion, good or bad. The woman I know is…numb.

      “Richard was calculating,” Dad continues. “He knew who I was, and he knew I had broken your mother. So he went in for the kill just when she was on the rebound and ripe for the picking.”

      “You never marry the rebound guy,” I say, more to myself than to my father. Then, “What did he hope to gain? He claims he loves her.”

      “I believe he does in his way.” My father sighs. “It’s a common misconception that demons are incapable of love. Good, evil, love, hate… There are no absolutes in this world or any other, Hannah. As for what he hoped to gain?” He closes his eyes. “I believe he’s gaining it now.”

      “Gaining what now? You’re talking in riddles, Dad.”

      “I believe I’ve underestimated many people in my circle lately.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “But it does. I made a choice—something I can’t share with you—that has led us here.”

      “The choice to marry Mom, you mean?”

      “No. You already know about that choice, and you know what it has cost your mother.”

      I nod, anger rising in me. “All this time… All this time, you knew who and what Richard was. Why didn’t you intervene, for God’s sake? You could have saved her! You could have saved us all!”

      “I set certain events in motion. That’s true. But I have no power to save anyone but myself, Hannah. Same as you.”

      I shake my head. “What the hell are you trying to tell me?”

      “I’m telling you that things aren’t always the way they seem. However, you’ve made your choice. If you’re certain, here is what you must do to renounce your blood ties to your king.”
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      “Wait,” I say.

      My father’s eyebrows rise, and a look of—is it hope?—crosses his face.

      “Good. You’ve changed your mind,” he says.

      Right. Not in this lifetime. But I have a question—an important one.

      “I will go to Rogan,” I say. “A choice no longer exists for me. But first, I need you to answer a question.”

      “I have no desire to answer a question from the enemy, even if the enemy is my daughter.”

      “You certainly don’t have to, but I’m asking. I’m asking not as your enemy but as your daughter. As the daughter who’s done your bidding these last years. Please.”

      His features soften when I use the word please. This may be the first time I’ve used it with my father.

      “All right,” he says. “What is your question?”

      “When you first sent me here, to Las Vegas, you said something about Rogan. You said, ‘he’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.’ What did you mean by that, Dad?”

      He doesn’t respond. In fact, he moves away from me.

      Yeah, I definitely made the right choice.

      But he’s not getting off that easily.

      “Answer me,” I command. “Tell me what that meant.”

      “Tell me why you’re asking,” he says.

      “That’s not part of our deal.”

      “There is no deal between us, Hannah.”

      “There is. You said you’d answer a question.”

      “I did. I did not specify which question I would answer.”

      “This is a simple question, Dad. I only want you to explain what you meant when you said those words.”

      He twists his lips, and just when I think he’s not going to respond—

      “I know what alpha wolves like, Hannah. They like strong, independent, and intelligent women. They don’t want submissive women because they’re responsible to their pack. They need women who can take care of themselves, and though their instinct to protect their women is strong—and they’ll do so at the expense of their own lives if they must—they’re attracted to women who can protect themselves. Women who fill up a room with their presence. Women who don’t shrink from adversity.”

      “And that’s me, you think?”

      “Are you denying it?”

      “No.”

      My father knows who and what I am. He knows how much I hate being bound by my blood to come at his command. He knows I’m exactly the kind of woman he described.

      But his response is too easy.

      And I don’t buy it.

      It’s the only answer he’ll give me, though, so I don’t bother trying to debate the issue. I know only this—Rogan thinks I’m his mate. Knows I’m his mate.

      The first ever wolf to mate with a non-wolf.

      Do all wolves truly want strong women, as my father claims? I don’t know. I can ask Rogan...if I can find him.

      If he’s still alive...

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      No. I don’t buy it. I don’t buy my father’s explanation at all.

      I’m far from the only strong and assertive woman in Las Vegas, yet Rogan was drawn to me. Only me.

      My father knows more than he’s saying, and now that I’ve chosen to renounce my vampire blood, I’ll get no more of an explanation from him. It’s a waste of time to try.

      “All right,” I say. “Tell me what I need to do to break the blood tie to you.”

      “You can’t do it here. We have to go to Chicago. To my office.”

      “For God’s sake. Are you kidding me?”

      “No, Hannah, I’m not kidding you. You’ll have to cut yourself with the sacred blade, and I didn’t bother bringing it with me here to Las Vegas.”

      “Can’t you...consecrate another blade or something?”

      He shakes his head. “You really know nothing of your vampire side, do you?”

      “I never wanted to. Knowing I had to be at your beck and call is enough.”

      “All vampires are at my beck and call, Hannah. Did you ever stop to think why I choose you for such important tasks?”

      “Yeah. To punish me. To drive me insane.”

      He shakes his head again. “I choose you because you’re the smartest person I know. You have the intelligence of your mother and you have my shrewdness and cunning. And Hannah, there’s something else you’re forgetting.”

      “I’m forgetting nothing, Dad. I want out.”

      “You’ve made that clear, and I won’t stop you. But you realize, then, that when I die, the council will take your sister as monarch to the Brotherhood.”

      A brick hits my gut, knocks the breath from me. “What?”

      “What did you think? That the vampire heir could leave to join the enemy and there would be no consequences?”

      Oh God Oh God Oh God.

      No. Just no.

      “Why? Why didn’t you make that clear when you said I could renounce my blood?”

      “It would have been made clear to you in Chicago, during the ritual.”

      He has me. He has me and he knows it.

      I won’t forsake my sister.

      But I won’t forsake Rogan either.

      Blood. Blood versus mate. Blood versus love. Sister versus mate. Sister versus lover.

      Where does my loyalty lie? I thought it lay with Rogan, but now...Larissa...

      A choice no longer exists for me.

      My father knew I still had a choice when I uttered those words only seconds ago.

      I close my eyes, try to clear my mind...

      And then I'm falling...

      Falling...

      Into nothingness.
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      Lover or sister?

      Sister or lover?

      Can I live with myself if I condemn my little sister to the vampire life? She doesn’t even carry the blood gene.

      Falling.

      Still falling...

      I love Victor Rogan. I can’t deny it. He says I’m his mate, but does he love me? He’s never said it.

      I never wanted to be that woman—the woman who needs to hear those three damned words. That’s not me. That’s not Hannah Bates.

      When did I stop being Hannah Bates and start being Rogan’s woman?

      Rogan’s mate?

      So much I still don’t know. He says he killed those vamps to protect me—only he didn’t know me at the time. He knew only that they threatened his mate, and at that time, he didn’t know I was his mate.

      I was his mate.

      Isn’t it bizarre that he’s the first alpha wolf to claim a non-lycan mate? And isn’t it also bizarre that only a small percentage of wolves still claim mates? And Victor Rogan just happened to claim me, the heiress to the vampire throne?

      And now...we’re going to war with the wolves.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      I’m in love with him. But...

      Damn.

      This can’t be happening.

      “Hannah...”

      My father’s voice.

      I open my eyes and stare into his—into his eyes that are so like mine. I’m him in female form—dark hair, dark eyes. I look nothing like my mother and sister.

      “How, Dad? How could Larissa take my place? She doesn’t have the gene.”

      “She doesn’t need the gene. She carries my blood. She’s my younger daughter, second in line to the vampire throne.”

      “But...without the gene, she can’t use mind control, she doesn’t crave blood.”

      “That could be a strength.”

      “Yes, in that she’s not driven by it, but she also won’t have the strength it gives us.”

      “Hannah,” he says, “none of this has to happen, because you can still change your mind.”

      Part of me already has changed my mind. I had no choice but to be thrust into this life. My genes gave me no choice. But Larissa... She can escape this altogether.

      And I have to make sure she does. I can’t condemn her to this.

      “Do you still want to know how to renounce your ties to me?” he asks.

      I stay silent for a second. Then, “Would it change my genes? Would I no longer crave blood?”

      He chuckles. “We’re powerful people, Hannah, but we don’t have the technology to manipulate genes. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Not yet?”

      “Our vampire scientists are on the cutting edge of some revolutionary findings. We’re looking at gene therapy, and so far we’re ahead of human scientists. We’ve achieved some amazing results just in the last few months.”

      I widen my eyes. “Oh?”

      “Yes.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      He clears his throat. “No. Not if you’ll be leaving us.”

      “So it won’t change my genes. I’ll still require blood.”

      “And you’ll still have excellent vision, musculature, and the ability to control minds.”

      “So the only thing that will change is I’m no longer bound to you by blood. I won’t have to come when you call.”

      “Correct.”

      I could say yes. I’d love to be free from this man. He and I may be father and daughter, but only in the biological sense. We have no love for each other.

      But I do love my sister.

      And I love Rogan.

      Why? Why did he have to bring up Larissa?

      No matter which choice I make, I fall.

      I fucking fall.

      I’ll be a fallen princess.

      A princess fallen.

      My fate is now sealed.

      “All right,” I say. “I’ve made my choice.”
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      I choose you. I choose my father. I choose my sister.

      The words are on my tongue, ready, but I don’t say them…and it’s not because I don’t want to.

      It’s because I can’t.

      I literally can’t.

      My voice is gone. It’s fucking gone!

      Then, with a whoosh of cold wind, I’m gone as well. Simply gone from my father’s suite at the posh hotel.

      Rogan.

      I’m with Rogan.

      And he’s a wolf.

      Elation fills me. He’s alive! Alive and well and in his gorgeous wolf form.

      My throat unclenches and I can speak. “Rogan! Where did you come from?”

      I look around. Green grass. Birdsong. Cerulean sky with scattered cotton clouds. It’s… It’s that place. That place in the ether…where the demons found us the last time.

      Rogan stands before me, naked and majestic. He’s a man now. A beautiful man, his long hair flowing over his bronze shoulders, his green eyes menacing.

      “Did you think I would let you make that choice, princess?” he growls. “Did you really think I could let you go?”

      “You don’t understand. She’s my sister, Rogan. I can’t choose your side. I can’t. She won’t survive.”

      “You’ve survived it.”

      “I’m different. I have the blood gene. She doesn’t even know who our father and stepfather truly are. Please.”

      He growls again, and for a moment, I see him as his wolf self. He stands before me as a human being, but behind him, the shadow of his wolf is clear. So clear. Is it because he just shifted? Or has it always been there, and I’m only now noticing?

      Or maybe it’s this place. This place that seems to materialize when we need it.

      “Do you think any of that matters?”

      I ball my hands into fists as ire pulses through every cell in my body. “How can it not matter? She’s my sister, Rogan. I can’t condemn her to such a fate.”

      “You’re not hearing me, princess. It doesn’t matter. Your sister’s fate doesn’t matter. You and I can both care about it, but in the end, we are bound, Hannah. You and I. Forever. I can’t change that and neither can you.”

      His lips come down on mine, and everything—my worries, my concerns, my anger, my rage—fades away. It’s only Rogan and me and our kiss. His lips slide over mine, and when he touches my tongue with his, I remember.

      I remember I love him.

      I remember I... I...

      Love isn't right. Oh, yes, I love him for sure, but no verb exists that accurately describes what I feel for this man. Nothing is intense enough, passionate enough. Love seems so superficial when I consider the depth of emotion I feel for him.

      Rogan breaks the kiss and gasps in a breath, holding his side.

      I see it then. The wound where he was shot. Where he was shot recently.

      I touch it gently, and he winces.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Your touch helps. It soothes me more than any healing balm ever could.”

      “Rogan...”

      “I didn’t ask for this, Hannah, any more than you did. Did you think I wanted to mate with a vampire?”

      “Half vampire,” I remind him.

      He rolls his eyes. “Now my allegiance is as distorted as yours is, and like you, I must choose.”

      “Then you understand my dilemma.”

      “No, damn it!” He grips my shoulders. “I don’t understand your dilemma. Because for me there is no choice.”

      “You don’t have a sister to consider,” I gulp out. “You can’t compare your situation to mine.”

      “God!” He shakes his head. “I ought to fuck you right now, princess. I ought to fuck you so violently that you’d never think about leaving me again!”

      He rips his fingers through his hair, and I swear, I see the wolf behind him.

      Except it’s not behind him.

      It’s him.

      He’s fucking changing, and I swear to God, I’m not sure what he plans to do to me.

      Except he’s not changing. A man stands before me. A human form, but inside? Inside, he’s all wolf.

      “Come here,” he says, “and don’t you even think about disobeying me.”

      I stand my ground. I take orders from no one.

      Except I’m not standing my ground.

      I’m advancing toward him, closing the short distance between us.

      And I realize...my allegiance has already shifted.

      In the end, I wouldn’t have been able to choose my sister. I wouldn’t have been able to choose my father. I wouldn’t have been able to choose the Vampire Brotherhood.

      My only choice is Rogan.

      My mate.

      I understand now. I understand his anger, his rage, his animal passion.

      He killed two vampires for me. For me, without knowing who I was.

      He’d choose me over his pack. When he killed those vamps, he chose me over his alliance with the Vampire Brotherhood.

      There's no choice for either of us.

      There never was.
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      In his arms…

      In Rogan’s arms, his lips on mine, our tongues dueling with the intensity and passion of our…

      Love?

      I love him. I’ve admitted that to myself.

      But does he love me? Or is it only primal instinct for him? The scenting of a mate?

      I care…except that I don’t. Not in this moment, at least.

      In this moment I care only about this kiss, this amazing and soul-baring kiss.

      The flavor of him—spice and wind and wolf and lust. He’s the most exquisite thing I’ve ever tasted, and I don’t ever want this kiss to end.

      But it does.

      He pulls back, growls, and again I’m not sure whether I’m looking at man or a wolf. My eyes see a man—a beautiful man with emerald fire in his eyes and long dark hair, naked and magnificent, his cock hard and ready.

      But my heart? My soul?

      They see a wolf. An animal stalking its mate with pure instinct.

      “Remove your clothes, princess.” Rogan’s voice is a growl, a rasp, and not quite human.

      And I obey.

      I don’t want to obey, but on some level, I do want to obey. It’s mind versus body, or mind versus soul. I’m not sure which…or it could be neither.

      My body complies. My soul complies.

      And within seconds, I stand naked before him, before my wolfman.

      My God, he’s gorgeous, and he pulls me into his arms, kisses me again, and this time it’s even more raw, more feral, more intense.

      As our lips slide together, our teeth clash, our tongues tangle, I close my eyes and allow myself to be swept away—swept away in the ether with Rogan.

      With only Rogan.

      Except he’s no longer Rogan, and I’m no longer Hannah.

      Somehow we’ve become fused together into one consciousness. I feel him, not just his body but his thoughts. Not in words but in emotion—pure emotion.

      He falls back, breaks the kiss, stares at me with his green-eyed intensity—an intensity bordering on madness.

      “Hannah,” he growls. “My heart has followed where my body has led me.”

      I gulp. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re my mate.”

      “Yes. I know. I feel it. I know there is no choice now. I understand.”

      “Good. Very good.” He pauses a moment. “My heart, Hannah. You’re not just my mate. You’re my love. I love you, princess. I love you with everything in me.”

      I nearly melt from his words. This is so not me. Not me at all, but I fall into his embrace, kiss his neck, his sculpted jawline, his full lips.

      “I love you too, Victor. So damned much.”

      He kisses me hard for a moment and then pulls back. “A mate, for wolves, isn’t always a mate of the heart. It’s of the body, of the soul. It’s a magnetic pulling between two beings—an urge, a need, a yearning.”

      “Isn’t that what love is?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Not for me, it isn’t.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because”—he draws in a breath—“you’re not the first woman I’ve loved.”

      I jerk backward, nearly stumbling into the green grass.

      No. It can’t be.

      I’ve had sex. A lot of sex. But I’ve never had love. Never said the words. Never…

      But Rogan?

      “I don’t understand,” I finally say.

      “Fated mates are uncommon at this point in our lycan evolution. I’ve told you this.”

      “So?”

      “So…you think we don’t fall in love? That we’re just animals?”

      My heart pounds, and not just from the kisses we’ve shared. Fear races through me, but why? So Rogan has loved before. Does that lessen what we have? He loves me now, and above that, he’s drawn to me.

      Mated to me.

      I sit down on the soft grass. “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what?”

      “About the woman you loved.”
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      “Princess…”

      “No. Sit. Sit down and tell me, or…”’

      “Or what?” Rogan growls.

      I breathe in slowly, gather my willpower. With everything in me I want to rise, throw myself into his arms, and let him do whatever he wants to me, the nastier the better.

      But my head… Damn the pounding in my heart and head!

      “You going to answer me, princess?”

      “Or…nothing,” I say with a sigh. “I can’t force you to tell me. I don’t want to force you to tell me. I wish I didn’t want to know, but I do.”

      He sits then, meets my gaze, and his eyes… His eyes, though still full of fire and arousal, are kind.

      “Hannah,” he says, taking my hand, “you’re everything to me. Did I think I’d end up with someone like you? Someone not of my own kind? Hell, no. But I did. I had no choice in the matter, and neither did you. I didn’t want this. You didn’t want this. But we’re here, where our bodies and souls have led us. You’re my destiny. My fate, and I didn’t expect to love you.”

      “How? How could you not expect to love me?”

      “Your kind doesn’t mate, princess.”

      “Your kind doesn’t either. Not usually.”

      “No. Not usually. But it’s in our DNA. We know it when it happens, and I know, without a doubt, that you’re my mate.”

      “What happened with the others, then? The ones you loved?”

      “The one I loved, princess. There was only one.”

      Only one? His admission should make me feel better, but it doesn’t. Jealousy spears me in the heart.

      Damn. When did I become this woman? This woman who can’t deal with her lover’s exes?

      Images invade my mind… Rogan kissing another, fucking another, tasting another.

      My heart pounds like a drum inside my chest. Ka-boom, ka-boom, ka-boom…

      I inhale, try to find relaxation.

      Yeah, not going to happen.

      “Tell me,” I say. “Please.”

      “She’s in my pack. Her name is Denise.”

      Denise. What a stupid name.

      Except it’s a perfectly fine name. God, what is with me?

      “We were high school sweethearts,” he continues, “and we talked about staying together and starting a family, but then I was called to lead the pack as an alpha.”

      “So? Doesn’t an alpha get to have a love life?”

      “Of course, but Denise didn’t want that kind of life. She knew I’d constantly be in danger and that my first loyalty would be to the pack.”

      I swallow. “Your first loyalty?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what kind of loyalty do you have to me?”

      “You’re my mate. It’s different.”

      “Different how?”

      “My loyalty is to you above all else, as yours is to me.”

      There's no choice for either of us.

      There never was.

      “Oh my God…”

      “What?” he asks.

      “You didn’t end it. Denise did.”

      “Yes,” he says.

      “So…if you hadn’t been called to lead your pack, you’d still be with her.”

      “No,” he says, “I wouldn’t.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t you see, Hannah? You’re my mate. You. Not Denise. Not anyone else. You. If Denise and I had stayed together, I’d have left her when I found you.”

      I drop my mouth open. “But you loved her.”

      “I did.”

      “And you would have left a woman you loved for a woman you didn’t love?”

      “But I do love you, princess.”

      “You do now. You didn’t at first.”

      “True. But mating is for life. It’s a bond beyond love, beyond the heart. So yes, I would have ended it with Denise when I met you.”

      “What if you had kids?”

      “What does it matter? I don’t. I’m no longer with Denise.”

      “But she ended it. You didn’t.”

      “It’s all a part of the fate, princess. Fate had other plans for me, and on some level, Denise knew that, so she ended it.”

      “You just said she ended it because—”

      “For God’s sake!” He rubs at his forehead. “Yes, that’s the reason she gave me, and she probably thought it was true at the time. I’m telling you fate had other plans for me. Fate knew Denise was not my destiny, so fate intervened. I don’t have kids with her. I no longer love her. I love you, Hannah. You, vampire princess. And may God help me.”

      He pulls me into his body and crushes his lips to mine.
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      I love you, Hannah. You, vampire princess. And may God help me.

      Rogan’s kiss is angry, but it’s a good anger. A hungry anger. He drugs me with his lips, his tongue, and I melt into him, let him consume me.

      Again we seem to be of one body, and though it’s frightening, it is at the same time exhilarating.

      I inhale—his lupine scent of spice and musk infuses every part of me. I’m wet. So wet and ready and ripe. My nipples are hard and wanting, and my flesh is tingling as sparks skitter over me.

      And still we kiss…

      We kiss as if it’s the end of the world, as if our lives will end at any moment and this is our last chance to touch each other.

      Rogan cups my cheeks, holds my face, and I caress his muscular shoulders.

      We kiss and we kiss and we kiss, until—

      He breaks away, gasps in a breath. “My God, you’re beautiful.” His green eyes glow as he looks at me, and I see such passion, such devotion, in his stare.

      No one has ever looked at me this way.

      And no one ever will again.

      I understand now. I understand what he means when he says we are mates, that there was never any choice.

      “If only we could stay here,” I say softly. “Stay here and not be drawn into the middle of some ridiculous war between our people.”

      “We can’t,” he says. “But for now, we can at least pretend.”

      His lips come back down on mine, and I open for his kiss, even more intense than the last one.

      In a flash, we’re naked, lying on the grass, and Rogan’s face is between my legs as he sucks at me as if it’s his last supper. I grab his head and grind into him, and before I know it, I’m releasing in a frenzy of pure pleasure.

      “I will demolish you, princess,” Rogan says after kissing my thigh. “I will make you see that you’re mine. Feel that you’re mine. Understand in your heart and soul that you’re mine.”

      Two fingers breach my cunt, and I explode again.

      “You’re mine, princess. You’re mine, Hannah. Mine. Mine. Mine.”

      He crawls on top of me and thrusts his cock into me.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      The words come from him, I think. Or perhaps from me. Doesn’t really matter. They’re true. Their very truth consumes my soul, and as he pumps into me, releasing…

      I know.

      I know what I feel is right and good and perfect in every way.

      “I love you,” he grits out. “I fucking love you, princess. Hannah.”

      “I love you too, Victor. Always.”
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      All good things must come to an end.

      I find this out after Rogan and I come back to reality when the kaleidoscopic haze of our orgasms wears off.

      “It’s time,” he says.

      “I know.”

      “I must return. I must fight for my pack. I must fight for you, Hannah.”

      “I understand.”

      He nods. “I know you do, and I know you don’t follow me lightly.”

      “As you said, there is no choice. There never was.” I sigh. “But why must I be the one to forsake my sister? My father?”

      “You don’t care about your father,” he says.

      “You’re right. I don’t, and I don’t labor under any delusion that he cares for me either, but my sister… She’ll be forced into this life, and she’s not prepared.”

      “Were you?”

      “More than she is. I at least have the blood gene.”

      “She’ll adapt. You humans are good at that.”

      “If only…”

      “Don’t go there, princess. It won’t lead to any place good.”

      He’s right, of course. Fate has determined where I go, and I love this man. This wolf. I can’t imagine my life without him. I can’t imagine anyone else fathering my children.

      I can’t…

      “We won’t be safe here much longer,” he says. “The demons found us here once, and they’ll do so again. Especially now that we’re at war.”

      Yes. At war. Demons will find us here. Demons… At war with…

      I jerk upward, meet Rogan’s gaze. “But you’re fighting with the demons, Rogan. That’s what my father said. That the lycans have allied with the demons.”

      Rogan doesn’t reply. Instead, he pushes me back down onto the grass, mounts me again, and plunges inside me once more.

      No. No. No!

      His mouth is on mine. I cannot speak. I cannot—

      With every ounce of strength I have, I break the kiss, push at his shoulders. “No!”

      His lips crush back to mine, his cock inside me, fucking me, fucking me, fucking me…

      God, it feels perfect. I’m so complete. So filled. No aching emptiness. Only the blanket of Rogan’s body, the sweet burning of his cock inside me…

      Yes, so good. So good…

      No!

      I push harder this time, and to my surprise, I succeed at tossing Rogan to the side. He growls under his breath, and his eyes are on fire.

      But I don’t care. I want the truth.

      “Tell me, Rogan, and I want the fucking truth. Who are the demons fighting with? And why?”

      He growls again, climbs on top of me and—

      I push him away, amazed at my own strength. “No, damn it! I will not let you fuck me into submission. I may be your mate, Rogan, but I’m not some meek wolf female. I’m a vampire princess, and you will answer me.”
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      He doesn’t reply at first, and I’m ready to walk away. Seriously. I’ll walk away from this man who is my perfect match, my fate, my love…

      I will.

      I swear I will—

      “I never wanted it to be this way,” he finally says, his voice low and remorseful.

      “Are you in bed with my stepfather?” I ask. “With the demons? Because I need to know. If I’m forsaking my sister for my demon stepfather, I must know.”

      “It’s not what you think.” Rogan threads his fingers through his long hair. It’s matted with grass and sweat.

      “What is it, then?”

      “I’m sworn to secrecy.”

      I scoff. “Do I look like I care? If we’re truly the mates we both feel we are, there can be no secrets between us. I don’t want that. Do you?”

      “No, princess. I don’t want that.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t ask for this any more than you did.”

      “I believe you. I do. But the fact remains that you’re still fighting for your own team, and I’m not. Where’s the fairness in that?”

      “There is no fairness in that,” he says. “It’s just the way it is.”

      “I don’t accept it. If there truly is no choice for either of us, why aren’t we fighting for my side, Victor? Why don’t you fight with the vamps?”

      “They won’t have me.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “I do know that. Your side will never accept me, but my side will accept you because you’re only half vampire.”

      “I’m not buying. You’re an alpha, and I’m your mate. Your side will accept me no matter what.”

      “That’s not entirely true. Vamps and lycans are natural enemies. We always have been. If you were a pureblood vampire, you and I would be alone.”

      I shake my head. “That doesn’t sound too bad from where I’m standing. I’d rather go off alone than fight alongside demons. I can’t do it, Rogan. I can’t. You don’t know how bad Richard treated Larissa and me. He hated us. Called us whores. Told us we were worthless pieces of ass. He was especially hard on me. He said if he and I were the last two beings in the universe, sentient life would die out.”

      Rogan curls his hands into fists. “He said that? To you? His stepdaughter?”

      “Yeah, he’s disgusting. Does he think I’d ever let him near me?”

      “That’s not even the point,” Rogan says. “It’s repugnant that he would even think of you that way.”

      “No kidding. He’s a fucking bastard. Always has been. Which is why I want to know… How the hell can you be on his side?”

      “I’m not on his side, princess.”

      “Uh…except you are.”

      “No.” He rubs his forehead, closes his eyes a moment, and then opens them. “Everything is not as it seems.”

      “What are you saying, exactly? Are the demons going to overthrow him?”

      Rogan widens his eyes. Fuck. Am I right? This war just got a whole lot more meaningful for me.

      “Not exactly,” he says finally.

      “What, then? Because mates or not, I will not fight on any side that includes Richard Tomlinson. You can’t make me. I may be drawn to you, and I may love you, but I will draw the line at fighting on the same side as the demon who made my sister’s and my lives hell.”

      “If I tell you any more,” he says, “I can’t keep you safe.”

      “Do you truly have so little faith in me?” I ask. “I’m perfectly capable of keeping myself safe.”

      “Are you, though? Why do you think I tested you that first night? Sent Delacourt after you?”

      “That was three against one, Rogan, and I held my own.”

      “And how do you think it will be with the demons, if you fight on your father’s side? Three against one? It may be ten against one, Hannah. Or more. And I’ll protect you. I can’t not protect you.”

      “And that’s a bad thing? Why is your side more important than mine, Rogan? You say there’s no choice for me. I feel that. I do. But why must I be the one to give up the loyalty to her side for you? Why can’t you do the same?”

      “Because,” he says, “I can’t protect you then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            49

          

        

      

    

    
      “Plus,” Rogan continues, “there’s one other thing you haven’t considered.”

      “Yeah? What?” I whip my hands to my hips—

      Then it hits me with the force of a hurricane.

      The hunger.

      The blood lust.

      When did I last feed?

      God, I don’t remember.

      My heart races, and my skin prickles. I’m empty. So empty.

      And I know what I need.

      His cock back inside me...and my fangs in his neck.

      His heart beats in tandem with mine, and I hear it as if it’s inside my own body.

      Th-Thump. Th-Thump. Th-Thump.

      My gums itch and tingle, and then my canines descend with a sharp snap.

      “See something you want, princess? Or rather...hear something you want?”

      “You’re not playing fair,” I growl.

      “We’re fated,” he says, “and for you, princess, it’s more than just a mating of body and soul. For you it goes deeper.”

      I inhale, and my God, his scent is all around me.

      His strong wolf scent—fur, the outdoors, cinnamon, musk...and everything that’s uniquely Rogan.

      I bare my teeth at him, growl from my chest.

      “I’m not the only animal here, princess,” he says. “Don’t you ever forget that.”

      I lunge at him then. Jump on him and sink my teeth into the succulent flesh of his neck.

      Dark nectar.

      Black raspberry, merlot, the darkest chocolate.

      Only better—a thousand times better.

      Rogan’s blood slides over my tongue and down my throat, nourishing me, strengthening me.

      And I know...

      This is the real reason there’s no choice.

      I’m bound to him now. Bound to his blood.

      No other blood will satisfy me.

      No other blood will quench the undying thirst I have for Victor Rogan.

      Only Victor Rogan.

      Without his blood, I will not survive.

      There is no choice for either of us. I knew this moments ago, but still I questioned it.

      I suck at his flesh, take his blood into my starving body, until—

      He pushes me away. “That’s enough, princess.”

      Indeed, I’ve taken more than I should, but I don't lick his wound closed.

      “Don’t go so long between feedings from now on,” he growls. “You know better.”

      “More,” I growl.

      “No. I can’t. I’m recovering from being shot, and I’m recovering from the change. I’d give you more if I could, princess. If I could...”

      “What?” This time I relent, lick his wound closed, savoring the last few drops of blood on my tongue.

      He snarls at me. “If I could, I’d give you everything.” His mouth comes down on mine.

      He kisses me harshly and passionately, and then he rips his mouth away.

      “Damn it. Why? Why does my blood taste so fucking good when I kiss you?”

      “Your blood is the most delicious concoction on this planet,” I tell him.

      “For you. Why for me?”

      “Perhaps this mate thing goes both ways.” My mind races. “Maybe you need to feed me as much as I need to feed you.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Is it?” I lean toward him, my lips only an inch from his. I breathe in, savor his scent, the fragrance of his blood on both our mouths.

      Then his breath—it catches in the back of his throat, and when he exhales, the sound of it...

      I close my eyes, still breathing heavily myself.

      So close our lips are, and we both want to close the distance...

      But something stops me, and something stops him as well.

      We stand together, nearly touching, and in its way, it’s more erotic than the most passionate physical encounter between us.

      Moments pass, and Rogan closes his eyes, inhales sharply.

      “Fuck, princess.”

      I inhale as well, and the sound of our respective breaths hovers in a cloud around us.

      My belly is full, and my body sustained.

      I've chosen Rogan over my father, and I’ve damned my sister to a life of servitude to the Vampire Brotherhood.

      And in this moment—this precious moment with Rogan, the two of us simply shining in each other’s presence—I no longer care.
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      But shining in each other’s presence is short-lived.

      A harsh wind whooshes us back to reality.

      And—

      “Rogan!”

      My wolf is ripped away from me, and in a flash I’m standing in my stepfather’s presence.

      And he’s smiling. His lips are curled into an evil grin. He sits on his demonic throne surrounded by darkness and evil.

      “Kneel before me, Hannah.”

      "Never."

      I gasp as an invisible force brings me to my knees.

      “You’ve chosen a lycan, Hannah. You’ve chosen a lycan over your mother, over your sister. Over your vampire king father. This is who you truly are. I always knew it. I always knew you were the embodiment of evil, and now here you are. On your knees. In front of your true king.”

      “You’re no king,” I say through clenched teeth, trying like hell to get my muscles to move.

      I’m full of Rogan’s blood.

      I should be able to fight this.

      Must. Fight. This.

      “But I am. And you are what I always knew you were.”

      I push, will my muscles to surge forward, brace against the invisible force holding me. “The only embodiment of evil here is you. You and your demon minions.”

      “There was a time”—his deep voice slithers over me as if a cobra is squeezing the life out of me— “when your mother believed me. She believed I was right about you. She chose me over you. Over both you and Larissa.”

      “She sees through you,” I grit out. “We all see through you.”

      “You do, perhaps. And Larissa, in her way. But your mother? Elisa will always ultimately choose me over anyone else. I’ve seen to that.”

      “But she doesn’t believe you. She doesn’t believe Larissa and I are bad.”

      “Not anymore.” His tongue slides out of his mouth as he licks his lips.

      I hold back a retch. It’s bad enough that I’m kneeling. I won’t show anymore weakness in front of this monster.

      “But that,” he continues, “doesn’t change how she feels about me.”

      I wince, forcing myself—my body as strong as it ever was with Rogan’s blood pulsing through me—to stand.

      Move, muscles! Move, legs!

      I break free with sheer will until I’m standing—albeit unsteadily—in front of my stepfather.

      In front of the demon king.

      “I will never again kneel in your presence,” I say. “And I fucking mean never.”

      “Don’t be so sure about that.”

      A demonic force pushes at me, but I resist. With everything in me, I resist.

      “You are truly evil,” I spit. “And I will never be like you.”

      “You already are, Hannah. What other kind of person would condemn her sister to such a fate?”

      “I had no choice.”

      “And isn’t that interesting? Isn’t it interesting that you, firstborn daughter to the reigning vampire king, would find yourself mated to an alpha wolf?”

      “There’s nothing interesting about it. It’s nature. And no one can control nature.”

      “Seems nature has done a good job of controlling you, though. Damning you to forsake your sister. Your mother.”

      I curl my hands into fists. “I need his fucking blood!”

      “Right. The blood lust. Your father’s curse.” Richard strokes his chin. “I wonder... How is it that it led you to Victor Rogan?”

      “Nature,” I grit out again.

      “Nature for him, maybe. Not for you. But as you say, no one can control nature. It controls you.”

      “I’m tired of this game, Richard.” I take a forced step forward. “Where is Rogan? Why have you brought me here?”

      “You’re mine now. That nature, which you’ve resisted your entire life, has now taken control of you. You are fighting against your vampire brotherhood and for the demons. For me.”

      “I fight with my mate, you bastard. With my mate, and I’ll find a way to fight for my sister and my mother. They’re not vampires.”

      “Your sister is. She’s half vampire, just as you are.”

      “But she doesn’t have my father’s blood gene. She can escape her fate. I’ll make sure of it. Besides, my father won’t be gone anytime soon. He’s determined to extend his life, and he’ll find a way.”

      “Not if I put a knife through his heart.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Won’t I?”

      “You claim to love my mother. He’s the father of her children. She may have no love for him, but she has a bond. You can’t fight that.”

      “You’d be surprised what I can fight, and your mother is weak.”

      My mind races... Back to what my father told me about my mother.

      She was so beautiful—she still is—and so intelligent. Tall and graceful and full of vigor.

      My father described a woman I don’t know. But she’s a woman I’d like to know.

      “She’ll fight you. You doesn't know who she truly is. She’ll ultimately choose her children over you.”

      He laughs then. A sleazy demonic laugh. “She hasn’t yet.”

      “She will. When she finds out who you truly are, she will.”

      “I suppose we’ll see if you’re right,” he says. “In the meantime, though, consider this. You’re controlled by nature. Nature has led you to Rogan. But the laws of nature also tell us that what controls us can also be controlled.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      With another whoosh, I’m back with Rogan.

      In his penthouse at the London. My muscles are sore and my legs are weak. But I’m here, and I’m still standing.

      “Thank God!” He pulls me into his arms and kisses me.

      I respond, of course. It’s my nature. I’m as mated to him as he is to me.

      But I can’t help remembering Richard’s words.

      His words about nature and about control.

      And for a moment—even in the throes of Rogan's passionate and feral kiss—I feel like nothing more than a rat trapped in a maze.
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      Nature.

      Control.

      I’m controlled by my bond with Rogan, by my need for his blood.

      And he’s controlled by…

      By what?

      What makes me his mate?

      I break the kiss and gasp in a much-needed breath.

      “Where were you?” he demands.

      “With Richard. I don’t know how I got there. It was horrible. He forced me to kneel to him.”

      “What?” Rogan grits out.

      “I didn’t want to. He forced me. But I resisted. I was able to get up, and he couldn’t force me again. It was your blood, Rogan. Your blood gave me strength.”

      “Good. My blood is yours, princess. Always.”

      “I need it. I don’t like that I need it, but I do. I can’t live without it now. But you… What is it about me that binds you to me? You have no need of my blood.”

      “But I need you. I can’t explain it any better than that.” He cups my cheek, pulls me back for another kiss—

      But I resist.

      And believe me, it’s damned difficult.

      “No. Not until you explain it. I need to know. I have a physical need for what you offer me, and that is true regardless of the fact that I love you. And I do love you, Rogan, but what if I didn’t? I’d still need your blood. Yes, I’d still desire you, be drawn to you, but in the most basic sense, I need what your body supplies.”

      “I wish I could explain it, princess. It’s a surprise to me as well. We’ve been through this.”

      “I know. Fated mates kind of died out for your kind. I get it. But somehow you ended up with one. What I want to know is—what would happen to you if we couldn’t be together?”

      “I’d die.”

      “How? Why? I need your blood. My kind depends on blood, and now I’m pretty much addicted to yours. But why would you die?”

      He rakes his fingers through his hair, which is a tangled mess. “I don’t have an answer. At least not one that will satisfy you.”

      “Try one that won’t satisfy me, then.”

      He laughs. A boisterous but sarcastic laugh. “What the fuck would be the point of that?”

      I punch his shoulder. Hard. “The point is I’m asking. Your god damned mate is asking.”

      “You know, Hannah? I love you desperately, and I can’t live without you, but no one on Earth can piss me off like you can.”

      I scoff. “That’s a two-way street.”

      “Is it? Because from where I’m standing, you live to drive me insane.”

      “And what do you think you do to me? It’s worse for me, Rogan. I’m fucking addicted to your blood! I’ll die without your fucking blood! If you die tomorrow, we both die.”

      He sighs. “That’s true no matter what. We’re bonded. Mated. Neither of us can live without the other now.”

      “That’s bull.”

      “Call it whatever you want, princess, but it’s the truth. And for what it’s worth? I don’t like it any more than you do.”

      Rage curls up my spine. “Fuck you, Rogan!”

      “Fuck you too!”

      He’s on me, then. On me like we’re one body, and within seconds we’re naked, and he’s yanking my hair as he kisses my throat.

      Throat…

      God, his throat.

      I want him. I want more. I want more blood—that lupine elixir that sates my hunger like nothing else.

      I’m full. I fed recently, but still his blood calls to me, the song of the river as it flows through his veins, making its way to my ears, to my soul.

      My cuspids snap downward, and this time I feel no pain. Only hunger. Pure lust and hunger.

      I crane my head, slide my lips over his neck, dislodging him from mine, and sink my teeth into his delicious flesh.

      I feed.

      I feed.

      The red nectar slides over my teeth, my tongue, and down my throat. Sweet and dark, spicy and exotic.

      He pulls me into his arms without displacing my teeth, and he pushes his hard cock into my wet pussy.

      I feed from him, take from him as he fucks me, holding me and taking complete control.

      This is his need.

      His need and mine.

      And I realize…

      As much as I need his blood?

      He needs me to take it.

      It’s as physical for him as it is for me.

      Within a few seconds, I’m on the brink of orgasm, and when I shatter, his blood still gliding down my throat, I know.

      I know this is real.

      My hell-dwelling stepfather made me doubt Rogan’s and my bond for an instant, but he was only planting a seed for his own benefit.

      This is real.

      This is real.

      This is—

      “Fuck, princess!”

      Rogan empties into me as I float toward another orgasm.

      I move my lips away from his neck, lick the wound closed, lean my head back, and revel in the bliss that overtakes every part of me.

      We’re joined, and as he pulses into me—

      The phone.

      The fucking phone in his penthouse.

      “Fuck,” he grits out.

      “Ignore it.”

      “Can’t. We’re at war, princess. I fucking can’t.”
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      Rogan takes his phone into another room, and I get dressed.

      We’re at war, princess.

      War.

      This is so fucking surreal.

      One day I was walking around, minding my own business, and the next my father is hauling me into his office and commanding me to seduce an alpha were named Victor Rogan.

      It’s almost as if he knew…

      But even my father isn’t clairvoyant. Vampires don’t have that gift. Neither do lycans. Or demons.

      And now…

      War?

      A war fought in the ether between lycans and vampires, and I still don’t know who cut out those two vamps’ hearts.

      Sure, those vamps were aligned with the Demon King.

      But now my father says the lycans have allied with the demons.

      Who do I believe?

      Rogan returns. “That was Dominic. He called a meeting in my absence. Our pack voted to fight.”

      “I didn’t know there was a choice,” I say.

      “There’s always a choice, Hannah.”

      Except when it comes to you and me.

      I hear the words almost as if he said them out loud.

      “What’s next?” I ask.

      “We get armed. Then we enter the ether. Your father and stepfather are already there.”

      “Are you kidding me? Neither of them will deign to fight. They’ll have their minions do it.”

      “The same reason I can’t fight. As Alpha, I must be protected.”

      I scoff. “Right. You’re going to stand back while your wolves fight. I don’t see that happening, Rogan.”

      “You know me well, princess, and you’re right. I will fight alongside my people.”

      Alongside my people.

      The words aren’t lost on me.

      Rogan will be with his people, but I won’t be. Even without the ceremony and the sacred knife, I’ll still fight with Rogan. Somehow the bond with him has voided—or at least overpowered—he bond to my king

      Rogan is a wolf, and he’s always been a wolf, even before he was an Alpha. Me? I grew up thinking I was a human being. I have no loyalty to my father or the Vampire Brotherhood, only the blood bond that forces obedience.

      Yet…

      I feel a loss. A simple loss. It’s not huge, and I can certainly fight it. It surprises me more than bothers me.

      I feel the bond to my people.

      To my father.

      And no matter what I do—whether it’s fight against the brotherhood and for the lycans or anything else—that will never change.

      I am vampire.

      I always have been—even when I didn’t know it—and I always will be.

      Being Rogan’s mate doesn’t change it. Fighting against my own kind won’t change it.

      Nothing will.

      And for the first time in my life, I accept myself. I accept my vampire half.

      I am vampire.

      Sure, I’m half human, but the vampire half controls me—the blood lust, the heightened senses, the strength and the ability to move quickly.

      The human part of me has been swallowed up by the vampire half.

      I’ve been fighting against it for so long, and now that I must accept it?

      It’s not so bad after all.

      Except for the fact that I’m fighting against my people. Though I have no love for or loyalty to my father, that’s only a small part of the big picture.

      I am vampire.

      And I should be fighting with the vampires.

      I won’t leave Rogan. He was right about there being no choice, but perhaps I don’t have to fight.

      Perhaps—

      “It’s time, princess,” he says, handing me a pistol. “It’s time.”

      I nod, take the pistol, and stuff it in the back of the waistband of my black leather jeans.

      I dressed while Rogan was on the phone with Dominic. I found the clothes in his closet, all in my size and all leather with some chainmail.

      I’ll be well protected against the demons’ flaming arrows, and the vest I’m wearing is bullet proof.

      But nothing can protect me from what I fear most.
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      Rogan takes my hand, meets my gaze. His green irises are mixed with gold. He’s beautiful.

      And deadly.

      My wolf is deadly.

      “Are you ready?”

      I resist the urge to gulp. “I am.”

      The ether.

      How we got here, I have no idea. It’s almost as if Rogan has willed it. Has he? Is that how we got here before? He says he doesn’t know, but I wonder...

      I’ve been here before, but it’s different this time. No longer is it green and peaceful. No.

      Now flaming arrows whoosh through the air. Bullets fly. The sounds of war...and they’re deafening.

      Someone yanks Rogan’s arm and I tumble along with him.

      It’s Dominic.

      “Rogan! Now!”

      Dominic runs, and we follow, dodging fire as we go.

      This is the end of my life.

      I’ve accepted it.

      I know it.

      No one can live through this.

      At least I found Rogan. At least I found love.

      A few more moments and we’re safe inside an underground dwelling. I inhale the musty scent of dirt and stone.

      “You two will be safe here,” Dominic says.

      “We’ve been through this,” Rogan growls. “I fight.”

      “You’re our leader. You need to lead, Rogan. Not die.”

      “Who says I’ll die? I know how to fight, Park.”

      “So do I,” I add.

      “Neither of you will fight,” Dominic says. “The pack has decided.”

      “The pack has decided?” Rogan stomps his foot on the soft dirt. “The fucking pack? I am the pack, Dominic. Me. The alpha.”

      Oh, yeah. Rogan’s going all alpha, and it’s hot, but something pisses me off.

      “Wait a freaking minute,” I say. “Neither of us will fight? Since when do you make my decisions, Dominic?”

      “Since you became our alpha’s mate. You think he can lead if you’re out there fighting? He needs to know you’re safe.”

      I look at Dominic, and then to Rogan. And I don’t like what I see in his eyes.

      “You gave me a weapon,” I say.

      “So you can defend yourself,” Rogan says. “Not so you can fight.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I advance on Dominic, pull the knife from his belt, and throw it toward Rogan, missing him by two inches. The knife lodges in the hard dirt of the wall.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Dominic gasps.

      “Exactly what it looks like. I’m showing you my skills. I could have put that knife in his eye, but I didn’t. This is the man I love, and I’d never harm him. But I can fight. Both of you know that. I’m skilled with a knife, with a pistol, and with my fucking body. I could kick your ass, I bet.”

      “You’re the alpha’s mate,” Dominic says again. “You’re the future of our pack.”

      “Am I? Do we even know if a wolf and a vamp-human hybrid can reproduce?”

      “None of that matters at the moment,” Dominic says. “He can’t concentrate if he knows you’re in danger.” He turns to Rogan. “And you can’t fight because the pack needs you alive and well.”

      A low growl from Rogan.

      I sense more than hear it. Our underground bunker vibrates with its intensity.

      He’s going to fight.

      And so am I.

      I scramble upward, but Dominic grabs my legs and pulls me back down. He growls at me, yanks me to the ground.

      In a flash he’s lodged against the part of the wall made of stone, Rogan holding him by the throat.

      “You fucking touch her again, and I’ll rip you to shreds.”

      Rogan’s words are a growl, and again I feel more than hear them.

      Then a dull thud as Rogan’s fist collides with Dominic’s jaw.

      Just like a couple of men.

      Fine. Let them fight it out.

      I take my chance to scramble out of this foxhole and into battle.
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      “Princess!”

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Damn.

      No. Fight it, Hannah. Leave. Leave him and fight!

      But Rogan...

      His voice...

      Him...

      He pulls at me—an invisible wire that seems to bind me to him, and it’s so much stronger than the bond to my father.

      I break way—and it’s damned difficult—and reach the ground.

      Princess!

      No. Fight it. Fight it.

      I still have Dominic’s blade, and the pistol is in the back of my waistband. I slide the blade inside my boot and duck as an arrow whizzes past me.

      People are everywhere, but where are the lycans? The vamps? The demons?

      How the hell am I supposed to know who I’m fighting? They all look the same.

      I gaze around, all the while evading fire, trying to find something—anything—familiar.

      Then I laugh out loud at the absurdity.

      The only things familiar to me in this situation—other than Rogan and Dominic, who are still underground—are my father and my stepfather.

      I can’t fight for my father. I won’t fight for my stepfather.

      So where does that leave me?

      I duck another arrow, and I grab my pistol out of my waistband. I look over my shoulder, assess my surroundings.

      A giant man hurls himself at me, and I fire a bullet. It ricochets off him and doesn’t slow him down a bit, but I slip out of the way and he lands on the ground with an oof.

      And it dawns on me...

      My size, speed, and agility are my best weapons here. These demons and vamps are armored against bullets and blades.

      But not against a freaking axe kick to the back of the neck.

      The neck is always a good place to aim for, as there’s always a sliver of it available. Armor needs a chink so the neck's movement isn't restricted.

      My heel comes down on the giant’s neck.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I grit out.

      No response. He probably didn’t even hear me with all the noise of battle surrounding us.

      Then, “Fuck you, you traitorous bitch.”

      A vamp, then.

      “Where’s my father?”

      “I’ll never tell you.”

      I’ve wasted enough time here. I leave him on the ground and move on. He’ll most likely be back fighting in a minute or two, and I’ll be long gone.

      The pistol goes back in my waistband. It’s of no use to me here. This is a supernatural fight, and ironically I must use what comes naturally to me—those gifts from my vampire lineage.

      Mind control won’t work on other vampires and not on demons either. And the lycans? I’m fighting with them, so there’s no reason to use it.

      What I do have is the ability to move quickly with minimal sound. My vampire vision and hearing. I have my martial arts training—and I’m damned good. I have my physical strength, which is intensified by Rogan’s blood coursing through me.

      And I have my wits.

      Plus...from my human side...

      My instinct.

      I’ll need all of these traits to fight this battle, and I—

      Thunk!

      I’m on my back, a demon standing over me.

      “Get up, vamp princess!” he roars.

      “Fuck you!” I spit in his face.

      His eyes are black as night. He raises a flaming arrow, and I roll out of the way before it pierces the ground—right where my heart was only a second before.

      A demon. Wait... Aren’t the demons on my side? The side of the lycans?

      In a flash I’m on my feet, my heel taking the side of the demon’s head in a hook kick.

      “Who the fuck are you playing for?” I grit out.

      “Myself. More than you can say.”

      He’s not wrong. This isn’t my fight. I don’t truly belong with any of these groups. I may be Rogan’s mate, but I’m not wolf. I’ll never be wolf.

      I’m only half vampire, and despite my stepfather, no part of me is demon, thank God.

      The demon advances on me once more, throws a punch, which I block, and then takes me down with a sweep I should have seen coming.

      But my senses are all over the place. Around me, the battle rages, and I jump to my feet as quickly as I can, brandishing Dominic’s blade.

      A vampire comes at me, his fangs elongated. He pushes the demon down and then snarls. “I wonder how royal blood tastes?”

      “You’ll never know.”

      Vampires don’t feed from each other—not for sustenance anyway. Our blood doesn’t have the minerals we require. But...

      I’m only half vampire. And some vamps like to take blood from a sexual partner.

      Still, he wouldn’t dare defile the king’s daughter...

      Or would he?

      The vampires see me as a traitor, after all.

      He grabs me by the throat and lifts me off the ground. I gasp, trying to get my breath.

      “Such a tender-looking neck...” He licks his lips.

      I kick and punch, but he’s got me in a hold I can’t seem to break. Until—

      I fall to the ground with a thud.

      The vamp is entangled with an animal. Not just any animal.

      A wolf.

      My wolf.

      It’s Rogan, and he’s tearing at the vampire’s flesh.

      “No, Rogan!” I yell. “I’m all right!”

      Still he tears at the vampire, and the vampire fights back, his teeth bared as he wields a blade not unlike the one I stole from Dominic.

      In fact...

      I check my boot... My blade is gone. I was holding it when the vampire lifted me. Damn it! I must have dropped it.

      I stalk toward the mass of fur and teeth that is Rogan and the vampire, gripping my pistol. If I can get a good shot, I can take out the vamp without harming Rogan.

      I take aim—

      You will not, Hannah.

      My father’s voice.

      I look around. He’s not here.

      You will not harm your own kind. Not for him.

      Not for him? He’s my mate. He’s the man I love. He’s everything. My father is the one who led me to him!

      “I only do what I must,” I say under my breath. “I am your daughter, after all.”

      I take aim once more.
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      I shoot.

      Though my bullet doesn’t harm the vamp—it ricochets off his armor as I knew it would—it does startle him enough so that Rogan is able to clamp his wolf jaw around his neck.

      I wait…

      I wait to hear the snap of the vampire’s neck…

      But it doesn’t come. Rogan has more self-control than I ever gave him credit for. Rather than snapping the other’s neck in two, he simply holds steady, keeping the vamp immobile, his teeth scraping against his flesh.

      I stuff the gun back in my waistband and take the chance to steal the vamp’s knife. It’s longer and more lethal than Dominic’s.

      Nice.

      “Rogan!” I yell.

      He’s still, his teeth ever ready to plunge into the vampire’s neck.

      “He didn’t hurt me, Rogan. Let him go.”

      Only a growl from Rogan.

      He didn’t hurt me because Rogan jumped between us.

      Would he have harmed me? Hell, yeah. He was chiding me, threatening to take my royal blood.

      To him, I’m a traitor.

      But I’m still my father’s daughter, and my father…

      Was he actually speaking to me? Telling me not to shoot this vampire? Or was it simply my imagination? My own blood telling me not to destroy my own kind?

      I’ll never know.

      “Please, Rogan…” I say.

      Rogan finally loosens his jaw, takes his weight off the injured vamp.

      “Go,” I tell the vamp.

      “You fucking shot me, bitch.”

      “And you lived, like I knew you would. My father wouldn’t send his men into battle without adequate protection. You and I both know that. But Rogan here? He would’ve killed you if I hadn’t intervened. So go tell your fucking king what happened here.”

      He doesn’t reply.

      And it dawns on me.

      “He told you not to harm me, didn’t he?”

      Again, no reply.

      The battle rages around us, yet the three of us seem to be in some kind of protective bubble. Surely, I’m imagining it.

      “You see me as a traitor,” I continue, “so you thought you’d have some fun at my expense, but you can’t harm me. Your king has forbidden it.”

      Once more, nothing from the vampire.

      So it’s true. And this man is bound to obey his king, just as I am. Our blood demands it.

      Except now…

      Now I’m bound to Rogan. No longer does my blood define my allegiance. Or perhaps it does, but in a wholly different way.

      The vampire stands before me, towering above me, and still he says nothing.

      “Go,” I tell him. “Go find my father. Tell him I need to talk to him.”

      “He won’t talk to you.”

      “He will, and you know it.”

      Rogan stands next to me and growls.

      The vampire turns and leaves.

      Will he bring my father to me? I don’t know, and at the moment? I need to see to Rogan.

      “Come,” I say to Rogan.

      He can’t change here, in the middle of a battle zone. He’ll be completely naked and defenseless.

      He walks with me back to the bunker.

      And I understand.

      I understand now that neither of us can fight in this war. Dominic was right. The pack needs Rogan, and Rogan needs me.

      If I’m in danger, Rogan will stop at nothing to see that I’m protected.

      Once safely in the bunker, Rogan changes, and I see him in his most natural state. Human in form, but still very much an animal. I inhale the crisp wolf scent—woods, bark, spice, musk.

      And I can’t help myself.

      I pull the pistol out of my waistband and set it down. Next the vamp’s knife out of my boot.

      I’m unarmed but still clothed, and I stalk toward my wolf. Toward my lover.

      I clamp my heeled boot over his neck.

      It’s time to get the answers I need.
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      “What the hell are you doing, Hannah?” Rogan chokes out.

      Every cell in my body aches to hold him, to kiss his naked chest, suck his hard cock into the back of my throat. Take him into my body and ride him into the escape that only he can provide.

      But I will not.

      I will not.

      Not until he gives me the answers I seek.

      We may be fated. Mated. We may love each other, and I may require his blood for my very survival, but none of that negates why I’m here.

      Why my father sent me here in the first place.

      To find out who killed the two vampires and cut out their hearts.

      Rogan has admitted to killing them because they threatened me. He claims they had allied with demons. But he did not cut out their hearts.

      I believe him.

      But he knows who did, and that’s the information I want. That’s the information I’ll take to my father.

      Once I’ve done my duty, my blood bond with the vampire king will be truly broken. I’ll see to it. I’ll do the ceremony in Chicago.

      But that’s not all the information I want from this man. From this wolf. I want to know why the lycans are now in league with demons.

      And I want to fucking know now.

      “Time to talk, Rogan,” I say. “Time for you to level with me.”

      “Fine. Take your fucking boot off my neck and I will.”

      “Not so fast. You’re going to tell me why you’re working with demons. But first…you’re going to tell me who cut out those vamp hearts. Because you’re protecting that person, Rogan. You’re protecting him or her when you should be protecting me.”

      “Who are you to give me orders?” he growls.

      I push my boot harder against his neck. “Your mate, Victor. I’m your fucking mate.”

      A growl then, and if I couldn’t see his human form with my eyes, I’d be convinced he morphed back into wolf form. Because that growl didn’t come from a man. It came from an animal.

      In a flash he’s dislodged my foot from his neck and he’s on top of me, naked, while I’m still fully clothed.

      He growls again, and his wild irises swirl into that cognac and emerald mixture that makes me insane.

      “You accused me of protecting someone else over you, princess,” he snarls. “For that, you must be punished.”

      Punished? Is he serious? Though the thought doesn’t disgust me. In fact…

      But I’m not going there. Not now. Not when—

      His mouth comes down on mine, and he’s still snarling as he pries my lips apart with his teeth and shoves his tongue inside.

      I respond. I have no choice. My body was created to respond to his.

      It’s nature.

      Fucking nature.

      We kiss not of passion but of anger and rage. My fangs descend, and I nick the inside of his mouth and his tongue, taste tiny droplets of his blood.

      And a fire ignites within me.

      A fire I don’t want right now.

      But it’s nature. It’s fucking nature.

      You’re controlled by nature. Nature has led you to Rogan. But the laws of nature also tell us that what controls us can also be controlled.

      The words mash into my mind. Where have I heard them before, and what do they mean?

      But I don’t care.

      Only this kiss. Only this kiss matters in this moment.

      My rage… My fucking rage…

      Already I feel it morphing into unbridled passion. A flare of electricity surges between my legs, and I need to be free of the binding of my clothing. Free of the spiked boots and leather pants. Free from the bulletproof vest and chainmail.

      Naked.

      Naked like my wolf.

      So easy…

      So easy to forget the answers I seek.

      So easy to lose myself in Rogan’s body… In Rogan’s love and desire for me…

      So fucking easy…

      Rogan breaks the kiss and inhales briskly.

      My canines itch, and my body reacts. I sink my teeth into his neck and let his carotid feed me.

      I don’t need blood.

      Not for sustenance.

      This is for me. Solely for me because I want it.

      Rogan’s blood may nourish me and keep me alive, but that’s not its only purpose.

      It satiates me. Fills me with strength and honor and…

      Fuck it.

      It just tastes good. It tastes so fucking good.

      And I want it. I want the dark cherry and chocolate elixir that coats my mouth and my throat. I want it simply because I want it.

      It’s in my nature.

      You’re controlled by nature. Nature has led you to Rogan. But the laws of nature also tell us that what controls us can also be controlled.

      Damn it!

      Blood. More blood. Concentrate on your desires, your needs…

      But I can’t.

      I yank my teeth out of Rogan’s neck and soothe the wound closed.

      He moves to kiss me once more, but I turn my head and his lips meet my cheek.

      I roll over on top of him and straddle him. He’s still naked, and I’m still clothed in battle garments. His cock is hard, and God… How I’d love to sink onto it, ease the ache inside me.

      “Princess?”

      “It’s time,” I say. “Time to level with me. And I swear to God, Rogan, you won’t kiss me or fuck me into capitulation. I will have answers, and I will have them now.”
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      Rogan snarls. He growls, and his irises swirl. Is he going to change?

      I can’t tell, but I don’t move a fucking muscle. This wolf doesn’t scare me. He’d never harm me.

      Not ever.

      “Stop it,” I say. “Just stop it now. Who the fuck cut out those hearts? Who are you protecting?”

      “No one.”

      “I don’t believe you, Rogan.” I clench my jaw. “Who the fuck are you protecting?”

      He growls again, and quicker than lightning he’s on top of me, clamping my arms above my head. “Fuck you, princess. Fuck you!”

      His mouth comes down on mine, and arousal surges through me.

      I’m high... high on Rogan’s blood and high on his animal pheromones.

      No. No, no, no!

      But I’m powerless to resist him.

      I swore he wouldn’t fuck me into submission, and he’s not.

      I’m not submitting.

      I’m a full-blown partner in this seduction.

      I want it as much as he does.

      Damn it!

      I don’t want to want it. But I do. I have no choice.

      There was never a choice.

      Never a fucking choice.

      The kiss is raw and full of primal desire.

      And I have way too many clothes on.

      Normally I’d disrobe quickly, or Rogan would tear them from my body.

      But I’m wearing leather and chainmail. Not easily tear-able...unless he changes and claws at the garments.

      He breaks the kiss and gasps in a breath. “Undress,” he says through gritted teeth. “Now.”

      I want to. I want my naked body clamped to his, his cock inside my pussy. God, I want it more than I want to breathe.

      But—

      “No.”

      “What did you say?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with your wolf hearing, Rogan. I said no.”

      “You’re trying my patience, princess.”

      “Good, because you’ve been trying mine. Who the fuck cut out those vampire hearts?”

      “Get that gear off your body or I swear to God I’ll rip it from you with my teeth.”

      I squirm, move my hips in the instinctive raw undulation. I yearn for him. Yearn for the feel of his hard cock inside me.

      Yearn for his lips on my nipples, sucking, chewing, biting...

      My hands itch. They want to move to the chainmail, remove it from my body. A shudder races through me as I still my fingers.

      No. I won’t allow this.

      I’m stronger than my desires, my aching, my yearning.

      My will is stronger than my body.

      Until—

      A conversation with my stepfather...

      It’s in the edge of my mind...

      No!

      I will force it out.

      It’s nothing.

      Not a fucking thing.

      But—

      The memory... It clouds my mind...and it forces itself into my consciousness.

      “Isn’t it interesting that you, firstborn daughter to the reigning vampire king, would find yourself mated to an Alpha wolf?”

      “There’s nothing interesting about it. It’s nature. And no one can control nature.”

      “Seems nature has done a good job of controlling you, though. Damning you to forsake your sister. Your mother.”

      I curl my hands into fists. “I need his fucking blood!”

      “Right. The blood lust. Your father’s curse. I wonder... How is it that it led you to Victor Rogan?”

      “Nature,” I grit out again.

      “Nature for him, maybe. Not for you. But as you say, no one can control nature. It controls you. Consider this. You’re controlled by nature. Nature has led you to Rogan. But the laws of nature also tell us that what controls us can also be controlled.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      No! I shake my head to clear it.

      I can’t allow Richard Tomlinson to fuck with my head. I won’t allow it!

      “Tell me,” I gasp out. “Tell me who cut out those damned hearts!”

      Rogan advances on me. “Are you sure you want to know?”

      “I have to know.”

      “Hannah,” he says, his voice gentler than I’ve ever heard it, “you did.”
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      Clouds descend on me, and I’m swirling.

      Is this a tornado? In a bunker?

      What’s happening to me? A kaleidoscope of darkness. Of evil. Of vile malice.

      Hannah, you did.

      Hannah, you did.

      Hannah, you did.

      No. No. No.

      No!

      I would never...

      I would never harm another person. Never defile a corpse.

      Not ever!

      I’m stronger than this. I’m stronger than this. I’m stronger than this.

      I draw on the wolf blood flowing through me. I draw on my love for Rogan, my love for my mother and Larissa.

      I draw on the vampire strength from my father’s genes.

      And I force the invisible tornado away.

      Rogan stands before me, still naked, his beautiful eyes forlorn.

      “Hannah...”

      “No,” I say. “You’re wrong. I would never harm anyone!”

      “I know that, and so does everyone else who knows you.”

      “Why? Why are you lying to me?”

      “I’m not lying to you, Hannah.”

      “I have no memories of any of this.”

      “I understand that.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know only that my mate is responsible.”

      “Then you didn’t see me do it?”

      “No, I did not.”

      Relief sweeps through me. “Then you’re wrong. I didn’t. Someone’s trying to frame me.”

      “Hannah...”

      “Victor, please. You have to listen to me. We’ll figure this out, you and I. We’ll figure out who’s lying to you.”

      “Baby...”

      “No!” I clench my fists. “This is wrong, damn it! My father sent me here to find out who killed the vamps and cut out their hearts. He wouldn’t have sent me if he knew I was responsible.”

      “He may not know.”

      “But... No, it wasn’t me. It was your bite marks on those corpses, not mine.”

      “You didn’t bite them, Hannah.”

      Hannah. He keeps calling me Hannah.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God...

      He only calls me Hannah when...

      Oh God, oh God, oh God...

      My father. I have to speak to my father. Now.

      “I’m leaving,” I say.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “This is wrong, Rogan. So wrong! I would never do such a horrible thing!”

      “I know you wouldn’t,” he says. “Someone must have been controlling you.”

      “No one controls me.”

      Except—

      “Kneel before me, Hannah.”

      "Never."

      I gasp as an invisible force brings me to my knees.

      Richard. The fucking demon king. He was able to force me to a kneel.

      But I fought it. I rose. I overcame whatever control he exerted and I broke free.

      This is a lie.

      I know it’s a lie.

      But Rogan... Rogan believes it to be true. Sure, he thinks I was out of my mind at the time, but still, he believes he’s protecting me.

      “You said the vamps threatened me, and that’s why you killed them.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why, then, would I take their hearts? They were already dead. The threat had been eliminated.”

      “I don’t know, Hannah. I don’t believe it was you, at least not the you that I know.”

      I rub at my forehead, trying to ease the axe that’s hacking into my skull.

      This isn’t right.

      This isn’t right.

      My stomach clenches, and I double over in pain with a gasp.

      “Princess!”

      Rogan grips my shoulders, but I hold up a hand to keep him back. I dry heave onto the dirt. Nothing comes up. Not even Rogan’s blood.

      Good.

      I need the blood.

      I need the strength.

      Because I know what I must now do.

      War may be raging, but I have my own battle. A battle for my very soul.

      If I truly mutilated two bodies—and I’m not at all convinced that I did—I must find out why and who manipulated me into it.

      “I didn’t do it, Rogan,” I choke out.

      “Hannah... I love you. That won’t change.”

      “You can love a person capable of such a horrific act?”

      “You love me, don’t you? I ended their lives because they threatened my mate. You.”

      I sigh as my nausea subsides. I rise and face him, my beautiful wolf.

      “I do. I love you, Victor Rogan. I love you, and I’m going to prove to you that I did not do this.”

      “We’re at war, princess. None of this matters.”

      “It matters to me.” I turn and then look over my shoulder. “I love you, but please, don’t try to find me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            59

          

        

      

    

    
      “Princess! No!”

      I scramble out of the bunker and into the battle raging around me.

      Rogan will come after me. I already know this, and he’ll scent me. Find me.

      I can only hope that his love for me will convince him to do as I ask. To let me go.

      I race quickly, dodging arrows and spears and flames.

      I need to find my father, which means I need to escape the ether.

      Of course, if I knew how to do that, I’d be back in the real world by now.

      “Dad!” I yell. “Dad! It’s me, Hannah! I need to talk to you!”

      Nothing.

      Not that I expected anything.

      Funny. If it were the other way around, all he’d need to do is summon me, and I’d come. I’m bound by blood.

      Except...

      Not anymore. I’m bound only to Rogan.

      Does that mean my father won’t hear me? Won’t rescue me from the ether? Does he even have that power?

      So much I don’t know. I had no idea the ether even existed mere days ago.

      It was Rogan. Rogan’s love. Our bond that first brought us to the ether. Except that time it was lush and green.

      Now it’s raging with weapons and fire.

      If I can’t escape the battle, I’ll have to fight my way out. I still have my pistol and the knife I stole from the vampire—

      And I remember.

      My father.

      My father’s voice, when I was ready to slice into the rogue vamp.

      You will not, Hannah.

      You will not harm your own kind. Not for him.

      He can still reach me despite our broken bond. Perhaps, if I concentrate with everything I have, I can reach him.

      It’s different. He’s the monarch. He’s the one who can force obedience. But I’m the heir to the vampire throne. I haven’t renounced my bond to my father, but my bond with Rogan has proved stronger.

      Perhaps I must...

      No, I can’t. I absolutely can’t do it.

      I can’t renounce my bond with Rogan. It’s not possible. We’re mated. Fated mates.

      But even if the bond exists, I could refuse to act on it.

      I shake my head at the thought. I couldn’t if I tried. My connection with Rogan is bigger than either of us.

      How then? How do I reach the vampire king? How do I reach my father?

      How do I—

      Whomp!

      I’m on the ground with the wind knocked out of me.

      Teeth scrape the flesh of my neck.

      “Mmm. Royal blood...”

      Seriously? This guy again?

      “Fuck you!” I grit out.

      Then I wince, waiting for the bite, until I remember—

      He’s not allowed to harm me. None of them are. He all but admitted it before.

      “Take me to my father,” I say.

      “For the price of a few drops of blood.”

      “Fuck you!” I yell again, and I gather everything in me—still fueled by Rogan’s blood—and I jump into a stand while grabbing the vamp’s own knife from my boot. I hold it to his exposed throat. “What would your king think if he knew you threatened to take his daughter’s blood?”

      He spits at me—a loogie right on my cheek.

      “Nice.” I hold back my gag and wipe his own spit on the leather collar of his tunic, all while still holding the blade to his neck. “Real nice.”

      “You’re not one of us,” he grits out. “You’ll never be one of us.”

      “Nothing would please me more,” I say, “and if I could change my heritage, I would. But the fact remains that I’m the heir to the fucking vampire throne, and there's not a damned thing either of us can do about it. Now, you’re going to take me to my father, or I will open your throat and watch you die. And then I’ll cut out your fucking heart.”
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      You will not, Hannah.

      You will not harm your own kind. Not for him.

      My father’s voice in my head once more.

      “I’m not harming him for Rogan, damn it!” I yell to the air. “But if you don’t show yourself, or if he doesn’t take me to you now, I will do it. I swear to God I will do it!”

      “Fine,” the vamp chokes out. “I’ll take you to him.”

      “Good. You’d better make it quick because my alpha wolf is coming after me any minute now.”

      Rogan needs to either change or get dressed. Changing will take less time. I’m honestly surprised he hasn’t gotten here yet.

      Which could mean...

      No. Rogan is perfectly capable of taking care of himself. I can’t worry about him right now. I need to see my father. He has information I need. Or if he doesn’t? He’ll know who does.

      He sent me to Rogan for a reason—a reason that had nothing to do with Rogan and me being mates.

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      No.

      No way.

      How could he know?

      He couldn’t have. He just knew Rogan’s taste in women.

      Of course Rogan’s taste in women wouldn’t include a human-vampire hybrid. Would it?

      A sharp pain lances through my gut. I can’t help it. I double over, inadvertently withdrawing the blade from the vamp’s neck.

      For a moment, I’m sure I’ve been stabbed.

      But this vamp knows better than to harm me, and he couldn’t have anyway. But someone else may have.

      The pain subsides nearly as quickly as it came. I brush myself off. No wound. The vampire stands before me. He probably outweighs me by over a hundred pounds, but I stand my ground.

      “You made a promise to me,” I say. “To your princess.”

      “I made a promise to a traitor.”

      “Call me what you will. A promise is a promise, and we both know you can’t harm me. Now take me to my father quickly, or my wolf will fucking rip your throat out.”

      The vamp grabs me and tosses me over his shoulder, and then he runs, dodging arrows, knives, bullets. I squeeze my eyes shut, hoping I'll live until we get where we're going.

      Rogan could easily catch us, and again I wonder why he hasn’t come after me.

      Fear pulses through me. What happened to him? He was safe in the bunker...but the bunker isn’t invisible.

      Someone may have found him.

      And—

      Before I can think further, I hit the ground with a loud thump.

      I open my eyes and look around. I’m inside a cave-like structure, which is decorated in black, red, and gold. My father’s tastes. The sounds of battle outside are muffled, but they’re still there.

      “Where is he?” I demand. “Where is my father?”

      “Right here, Hannah.” My father steps out from behind a wall.

      The vampire drops to his knees. “My king.”

      Really? Is he kidding? My father never makes vamps bow to him—unless they’re giving him head.

      “Get up, Rousseau,” my father says.

      The vampire—Rousseau, apparently—rises.

      “This asshole threatened to take my blood,” I say.

      “I know,” Dad says, “and he’ll be dealt with.”

      “Are you going back on your word, my king?” Rousseau asks.

      “What the hell is he talking about?” I dart my gaze from my father, to Rousseau, and back again.

      “I’m to be married to the princess Larissa,” Rousseau says.

      I drop my jaw. “Are you kidding me? Larissa doesn’t even know she’s half vamp.”

      “She will soon enough,” Dad says. “But you can change all of that.”

      “Right. If I renounce Rogan. Not in this lifetime.”

      “You can, Hannah,” my father says. “And deep within yourself, you know it.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t. Just don’t. You’re trying to make me forget why I’m here. I want to know, my king,” I say snidely, “if you believe I cut out those vampires’ hearts?”
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      My father doesn’t reply.

      Shocking.

      Rousseau removes his steel helmet. He’s blond with blue eyes, large with a stocky build.

      Totally not Larissa’s type.

      But do I even know my sister’s type? I haven’t seen her in... Months? Years?

      I sigh. Now isn't the time to lament my relationships with my mother and sister.

      “Do you believe I cut out those vamps’ hearts?” I ask my father.

      “No, Hannah. I do not. Why would I have sent you to Rogan if I already had the answers I wanted you to find?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t quite figured out the intricacies of your mind. Thank God. But you had an ulterior motive, and I'll figure it out.”

      Dad rubs his forehead. “Victor Rogan is a strong wolf. The strongest, even. But he is susceptible to mind control.”

      “He’s not,” I say. “I’ve tried.”

      “You’re only half vampire, Hannah. Your control isn’t as strong as mine.”

      “Are you telling me you used mind control on Rogan?”

      He shakes his head. “I have not. You know how I feel about mind control. But although I’m the king, not all vampires feel as I do. Some use it for...nefarious purposes.”

      “Are you saying...” My heart pounds. “Are you saying some rogue vampire convinced Rogan that I’m the one who cut out those vampire hearts?”

      “It’s only a theory. There’s also another explanation.”

      “And that is...?”

      My father glances at Rousseau. A look passes between them—one I’m unable to decipher. Has Rousseau been on his knees for my father? Is that why he dropped so quickly?

      No. He’s not my father’s type. He’s too big and burly.

      Dad clears his throat. “The other explanation is that Rogan is correct.”

      Anger curls up my spine. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am serious. I’m not saying I believe it.”

      “You mother-fuck—”

      “Watch your language.” From Rousseau.

      I turn and execute a roundhouse kick to the side of his head. He lands on his ass with an oof.

      “Bet you wish you’d kept that helmet on,” I say snidely.

      “Watch your mouth,” Dad chides Rousseau. “If you think you’re going to marry my daughter, you won’t speak to my other daughter in that manner.”

      “You’re going to let her talk to you that way?” Rousseau stands and rubs his temple.

      “That’s for me to say.” Dad turns back to me. “Nice form.”

      “Thanks. Not that you had anything to do with it.”

      “No. I didn’t.” His facial features soften a bit. “I wasn’t there for you while you were growing up, Hannah. I know that. It was one of many mistakes I made where you girls and your mother are concerned.”

      “For God’s sake,” I mutter.

      “Hannah...”

      “Save it. You’re not sorry. You’ve never been sorry. Now what aren’t you telling me, my king?”

      Dad shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He pauses a moment, but then—

      “I sent you to Rogan to—”

      The door crashes open and two fully-armored vamps interrupt my father’s words.

      Damn it! He was going to say something. Something important.

      “My king,” one vamp says, “the demons have taken out three of our best warriors. It’s time.”

      “Time for what?” I demand.

      “Time for you to get the hell out of here,” Dad says.

      “Oh, no you—”

      A whirling wind surrounds me—like a small tornado—and I’m sucked through a...a...

      I don’t know.

      All I know is that in no time at all I’m back in Chicago. In my father’s office. I land on my ass with a plunk.

      "Ouch." I rise and rub the cheeks of my ass.

      Now what?

      Rogan.

      I must get back to the ether. Back to Rogan.

      Why didn’t he come for me? Is he injured? Or worse?

      My body goes cold, as if the blood in my veins has turned to ice. But my blood can’t be ice because my heart is stampeding.

      I pace across my father’s office carpeting. No one’s here. Is every vampire in the ether fighting?

      I look out the window. It’s pitch dark. I didn’t notice because my vamp vision must have adjusted while I was getting my bearings. It’s nighttime here, in the real world. What time is it? I don’t have my phone or a watch.

      My hackles rise, and my fangs snap down.

      I’m on alert.

      Rogan.

      Rogan’s in trouble.

      I have to get to him.

      I close my eyes and concentrate. I have to get back to the ether. I have to! I clench my fists, try to empty my mind...

      But...nothing.

      How did I get there before? It just seemed to happen. What did I do? How did I—

      I rush to my father’s desk and riffle through the scattered papers. I don’t know what I think I’m going to find. A book on how to get to the ether? Directions from a map app?

      Yeah, right.

      But I do find something that draws my attention.

      My gaze falls on a file folder.

      Victor Rogan.

      And another folder underneath it.

      Hannah.

      The words of my stepfather ring in my ears.

      You’re controlled by nature. Nature has led you to Rogan. But the laws of nature also tell us that what controls us can also be controlled.

      I’m a rat. A rat in a maze.

      And I—

      “Ooowwww!”

      I cry out as I double over, falling to the floor and into a fetal position.
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      A knife.

      A knife is cutting through my abdomen. At least that’s what it feels like.

      But it’s gone nearly as quickly as it came. Still, this is the second time it’s happened. I’m not the hypochondriacal type, but something feels…off.

      I need to get myself checked out.

      Since I’m back in Chicago, I know where all the hospitals are. I won’t go to the one where I work, though. Dad arranged for me to be on leave while I worked this case for him, and I don’t want them to know I’m in town.

      Before I double over again, I grab the two file folders and dash out. I head to my apartment first to change into some normal clothes, and then I grab a cab to an emergency room, leaving the folders at my place.

      “Ow!” The blade lances through me again.

      “You okay back there?” the cabbie asks.

      “Yeah. I’m good. Just hurry.”

      A few moments later, he pulls into the ER. I grab a few twenties that I pulled out of my stash at home and throw them into to the front seat, hoping it’s enough.

      Then I dash into the ER, using mind control to get me back without filling out paperwork.

      A nurse takes my vitals and looks at my chart. “Looks like you’re due for a tetanus booster, Hannah. Would you like to get it today?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “We’re affiliated with your doctor’s office, so your records come up in our system.”

      “Oh. I guess I didn’t realize I was due for any vaccines.”

      “No problem. I’ll be happy to administer it.”

      Since I can’t recall my last booster, she’s no doubt right. What’s one more poke? I’ve been kicked and prodded and everything else in the last several days.

      “Sure, why not?”

      “Perfect. I’ll be right back.”

      She returns and gives me a quick poke in my upper arm. I don’t even feel it.

      “You’re all set,” she says. “Dr. Lewis will be in shortly.”

      Dr. Lewis comes in a few minutes later, gives me a cursory exam, and then orders some blood work.

      Great. Just great.

      I work in an ER. I know how slow the lab is in the middle of the night in a non-emergent situation. Since I’m not bleeding and not unconscious, this isn’t an emergency as far as they’re concerned.

      Now…the waiting game. I wish I’d brought those file folders with me. I can understand why my father would keep a file on Rogan, but why does he have a file on me? And why was it right next to the file on Rogan?

      And Rogan…

      My love. My wolf.

      Where is he? Surely he’d have come for me by now if he could.

      Icicles pick at the back of my neck, and the sharp pain lances through my lower abdomen once more.

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      My father was right.

      But Rogan’s not jumping now.

      Has he forsaken me?

      “No,” I say out loud.

      If he hasn’t come for me, it’s because he can’t.

      And that is more frightening than anything—even the unexplained sharp pain in my gut.

      I should have some sense of him. Shouldn’t I? Isn’t that what fated mates are? Except I’m not wolf. How did this even happen?

      How could an alpha wolf be fated to mate with a vampire and human hybrid? So many times I’ve asked this question, and still I have no answers that make any kind of sense.

      I jerk when a phlebotomist wearing green scrubs peeks through the curtain into my exam area. “Ms. Bates?”

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “I’m Jennifer. I’m here to take your blood for your labs.”

      I hold out my arm. “You’re welcome to it.”

      Jennifer smiles. “You have great veins.”

      “That’s because I’m naturally pale.”

      And half vampire.

      Our blood—as well as wolf’s blood—tests the same as human blood, so no problem there. I don’t know about demon blood. Hell, do demons even have blood?

      “We do, actually.” Jennifer meets my gaze, her brown eyes tinged with a ring of red.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I say.

      “I’m just here to do a job, Ms. Bates.”

      “Then stop reading my thoughts. Demons aren’t supposed to be able to do that. Are they?”

      “Most can’t. I left my people because I could read their thoughts.”

      “And you found out how evil they all are?”

      She chuckles. “Good. Evil. You can’t have one without the other.”

      “True enough,” I say. “So watch your back. Take my blood and run the tests the doctor ordered. And don’t give me any shit.”

      “We’re everywhere, Ms. Bates,” she says. “We just want to coexist peacefully.”

      “Peacefully? You’re not aware, then, that your people are fighting in the ether?”

      Her eyes widen, and the red turns back to brown. “What? What the hell is the ether?”

      “It’s some kind of parallel world that exists on the same plane as ours.” Then I let out a laugh. “Hell, that’s just my own take on it. I don’t know what the fuck it actually is.”

      “I’ve never heard of it. And I left my people, so they can fight all they want. It’s not my problem.” She ties the rubber around my upper arm. “Make a fist, please.”

      “So how many demons can read thoughts like you?”

      “Very few, like I said.”

      “So you got lucky.”

      “If you want to call it that. It can be a pain in the ass. It’s hard to concentrate when I’m around others.” She pierces me with the needle.

      I don’t feel it.

      “Really good veins,” she says again.

      She’s waiting for me to tell her who—or what—I am. I keep my thoughts blank. I’m not volunteering any information. Instead, I watch the dark red of my blood as it drains out of me and into the clear tube.

      She removes the needle, glances at my chart, and then her jaw drops.

      “Oh my God. You’re Hannah Bates.”

      “Uh…yeah. You saw my chart.”

      “You’re the—” She looks over her shoulder and then lowers her voice. “You’re the stepdaughter of the demon king.”

      “Unfortunately,” I say.

      “I’ll run these labs right away.” She heads out in a flash.

      Really? Well, I’ll cop to being the evil bastard’s stepdaughter if it’ll get me out of here more quickly.

      So now?

      I fucking wait.

      Victor, where are you?
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      I’m numb.

      So very numb. Surprised. Even a little happy. And numb.

      I arrive back at my place and look for something—anything—that seems familiar to me.

      Nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.

      This is no longer home.

      Home is where Rogan is…and right now? I don’t even know if he’s alive.

      We’re mates, right? If he were truly gone, I’d feel it. Right?

      “I don’t fucking know,” I say out loud.

      All I know is the results of my blood tests threw me for a fucking loop.

      You’d better be alive, Rogan.

      What will I do? What will I do without the man I love? How will I deal with what’s to come?

      My thoughts are cut off when I remember the file folders. There they still sit on the coffee table, where I threw them before I went to the hospital.

      I plunk down on my couch and open the one marked Victor Rogan.

      And I drop my jaw.

      Medical files. My father has Rogan’s medical files. How? He must have hacked them somehow—or rather, hired someone to hack them.

      Or—

      Fuck. He used mind control to get them. Such a damned hypocrite! Always telling me there’s no excuse for misusing mind control.

      Of course, he’d get around that by telling me this wasn’t a misuse. That he needed these records. But why?

      I’m too curious not to look. He’s my mate, so his health is certainly my business.

      Height, weight, basic physical characteristics.

      And blood work. A lot of blood work.

      The usual stuff, of course. Blood counts. Metabolic panel. Lipid panel. Liver count. Thyroid. Cardiac biomarkers…

      Testosterone? Rogan had a blood test for the male hormone? Odd in a healthy young male.

      And androstenedione. Dehydroepiandrosterone. DHEA sulfate.  Dihydrotestosterone. All androgens. Male hormones.

      But more confusing?

      Rogan has blood panels measuring his female hormones as well. Estrogen and Progesterone, plus cortisol.

      All within normal limits for a healthy male. A healthy male wolf? I guess so.

      But why?

      Then more tests that I don’t recognize…

      Until—

      Oh. My. God.

      I push the folder aside and open the one marked Hannah.

      Medical records. Almost identical to what I found in Rogan’s folder. All my hormone counts, as well as…

      Fuck.

      Both of us were tested regarding pheromone reaction.

      Androstadienol, androstadienone, androstenone, androstenol, and androsterone. Plus some I don’t recognize that I assume are more prevalent in wolves. Or vampires. Or both. Hell, I don’t know.

      Then—

      An injection. My record indicates I was given an injection three days before I left for Las Vegas—what my father told me was a mixture of yarrow and gingko biloba that would help quell my hunger for blood.

      It didn’t.

      Because it was never meant to.

      It wasn’t yarrow and gingko biloba. It was a mixture of pheromones blended specifically to attract Victor Rogan and for me to be attracted to him.

      All planned. All perfectly executed by my father.

      He made this happen. He made Rogan into my mate.

      I lean back into the couch.

      He’ll jump through all kinds of hoops to get to you.

      You’re controlled by nature. Nature has led you to Rogan. But the laws of nature also tell us that what controls us can also be controlled.

      My father knew. He’s a good actor. His surprised when I accused him of knowing fooled me.

      And my stepfather knew. He knew nature could be controlled, and that it was controlled in my case.

      I’m not Rogan’s mate. And he’s not mine.

      It’s all an illusion. An illusion orchestrated for—

      For what?

      I don’t know, but I’ll find out.

      This will never be over. Never. Do you hear me, Hannah? This will never fucking be over.

      God, I miss him. I love him. But it is over.

      Rogan hasn’t come for me. Perhaps the injection has worn off. Perhaps…

      God…

      Dad knew.

      He knew it was wearing off. That’s why he brought me back here. The sharp pain must have been a sign that the injection was weakening. He knew I’d go to the ER—how? I’m not sure—and he made sure the nurse gave me…

      The shot.

      That shot I received wasn’t a tetanus booster.

      It was…

      I rub my arm.

      He’ll come for me now. Rogan will be sure to come for me.

      So I can’t be here.

      I love him too much to condemn him to a life with someone he’s not meant to be with.

      I rise, pack a quick bag, and then rub my abdomen as I stand at my open door, ready to leave.

      The test results. Results I wasn’t expecting. Results I didn’t know could even occur.

      The results that surprised me. Made me happy. Made me numb.

      A child.

      I’m carrying Rogan’s child.

      Birth control pills don’t work when you don’t take them, and you don’t take them when you’re being dragged in and out of parallel worlds so often that you don’t know what day it is or how much time has passed.

      “At least I won’t be alone,” I say to my belly. “Your father isn’t mine. He was never mine. But you are. You’re mine, little one. We’ll always have each other. And if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll figure out why this all happened. I’ll find the truth.”

      

      Read the conclusion in Princess Redeemed, coming soon!
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Princess Fallen. If you want to find out about my current backlist and future releases, please visit my website, like my Facebook page, and join my mailing list. If you’re a fan, please join my Facebook street team (Hardt & Soul) to help spread the word about my books. I regularly do awesome giveaways for my street team members.

      If you enjoyed the story, please take the time to leave a review. I welcome all feedback.

      I wish you all the best!

      Helen

      Sign up for my newsletter here:

      http://www.helenhardt.com/signup
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