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Written in the Ruby
Chapter One
Nicole Martin was searching for a monster.
Something…spine-chilling. A creature based in mythology that she could twist and turn to her liking. Make him more than he was when he haunted the nightmares of ancient—what? Regency England?
No. Earlier. Ancient Greece, or Egypt during the time of the pharaohs? Didn’t matter, she’d know him when she found him.
“Excuse me, ma’am. I’m federal agent Mike Maloney and I’d like a moment to talk with you.”
Raising her hand to brush away the words buzzing in her ear like an angry mosquito, she went back to studying the book in front of her. He couldn’t be talking to her. “Ma’am” was someone’s grandmother. If this Mike person was calling her “ma’am”, she was liable to slug him.
But there were laws against hitting federal agents.
When she’d entered the library an hour earlier, it had been empty except for the kid behind the desk. Secluded as she was behind a tall bookcase in the fiction section, there was a chance she’d missed a burst of rain-drenched air as the door opened, but she didn’t think so.
She sighed. Mike “I’m a federal agent” Maloney had to be talking to her.
Glancing up removed all doubt. He stood peering down at her. “Excuse me?” Tilting her head, she frowned at the mountain of a man who was dressed in a dark suit and white dress shirt. His blond hair cut high and tight in typical military fashion. Instead of meeting her gaze, the green eyes set in his chiseled face earnestly studied her chest.
Nicole sighed again. The man wasn’t making brownie points.
“Interesting reading.”
The books scattered in front of her were on monsters, vampire lore and arcane magic. They were interesting, so she nodded, guessing that the look on her face would definitely fall under the deer-in-the-headlights category. Mind racing, she tried to define the man’s tone of voice as she scrambled to think of anything she might have done to warrant attention—besides the fact that she had a bountiful bosom.
Talk about paranoia.
His gaze shifted from her chest back to the books. “You seem pretty engrossed in vampires and paranormal creatures. May I ask why?” he questioned.
At the moment, she was reading a book on Greek mythology, but she decided that was irrelevant. Pushing her fingers into the hair at her temple, she tried to massage away the headache she was getting without undoing her heavy braid. “I’m sorry? I don’t understand why the government is interested in my choice of reading material.” This conversation was too weird. Nonchalantly, Nicole flipped the button on the small recorder lying in her lap. She’d been using it to make a few notes on her research material. She had a suspicion this conversation might be more entertaining.
“As I told you, I’m federal agent Mike Maloney and my partner and I would like a few minutes of your time. If you’ll answer my question, I’ll be happy to explain in a moment.”
Nicole got the impression this man didn’t enjoy having his motives questioned. He’d mentioned a partner and she looked around to find an older version of Mr. Maloney walking up to join them. His posture rigid, the man oozed ex-military.
“What agency are you from? Can I see your badges?” she requested with her hand out. Her feeble smile disguised her effort to remember what her college roommate’s husband had told her about his job. Robert worked for the FBI and she’d interviewed him a few times for research on various books. She’d seen his badge, knew they should be showing her something that carried their thumbprint, a picture and their title. Beyond that, she couldn’t remember further details and had no idea what other forms of government identification might look like.
Mike let out an irritated sigh as he reached into his brown overcoat to retrieve the badge from the inner pocket of his suit. His biceps stretched the fabric of the jacket. When she met his eyes, she knew he did that on purpose. He had the look of a man who’d want her to make some comment on his assets.
Nicole didn’t look at the badge he flashed. Keeping her hand outstretched, she silently waited for him to hand it to her. The anger in his eyes could have come from her refusal to fawn over his overstated muscles or because she wanted proof of his identity. She didn’t care.
Only when he slapped the badge into her hand did she look down. Oh goodie. She was in luck. Swallowing beyond the lump in her throat, Nicole studied the embossed shield in front of her. FBI? What in God’s name did the FBI want with her? If this guy really is from the FBI… The stray thought had her pulling her tablet closer.
“What are you doing?” he questioned her.
“Writing down your badge numbers.”
“That isn’t necessary. All we want to do is ask a few questions. Why are you so paranoid?” Mr. Maloney didn’t bother to hide the dark suspicion in his voice. This man had absolutely no people skills.
“Let me ask you a question, Mr. Maloney. If you were sitting in a library minding your own business and someone came up to you, said they were a federal agent and wanted to ask you some questions, would you just answer those questions and not verify who you were talking to?” Raising her gaze, she waited for his answer.
Studying her with focused intensity, he finally shifted his attention to his partner. After a silent exchange between the two, he shook his head. “My apologies, ma’am.”
Wordlessly the other man slid his badge across the table.
Nodding, Nicole jotted down the men’s information, adding a quick description of each to help jog her memory later.
John Jackson, older man—early fifties? Medium height. Square face, hair going gray at the temples. Fanatical light in his eyes.
Pausing, she realized her description was right. Mr. Jackson’s attempt to play good cop was ruined with his pewter eyes telling a different story. And if their eyebrow-raising, shoulder-shrugging communication—a show of humoring her—led them to believe she wouldn’t check on them, they’d be wrong.
“Mike.” The second agent’s voice seemed to hold a warning for the younger man. Extending his hand to her, he introduced himself. “Ma’am, sorry to trouble you. As the badge says, I’m John Jackson. May we sit down for a moment?” His deep, gravely voice may have been polite, but the tight lines around his gray eyes told her he wouldn’t take no for an answer.
Nicole shrugged her shoulders. Taking the reaction as a sigh of assent, the two men sat. Her innate curiosity finally kicked in. Now she wanted to know why they were here.
“The Idiots Guide to Vampires, The Definitive Book of Monsters and An Arcane Guide to the Paranormal…like Mike said, interesting reading. Mind if I ask if you’re looking for anything specific?” Mr. Jackson asked.
Nicole frowned at the broad-shouldered man. He wasn’t old and worn down. No. John Jackson kept his body in good shape.
John Jackson. Right. Did she look that stupid? Mike Maloney, John Jackson. MM. JJ. She’d bet money their names weren’t any more real than her pen name. “What kind of specific would I be looking for? I’m a romance writer and the stories I create are paranormal and science fiction. Today I’m skimming for ideas to help me create a new world, to set the boundaries and laws of what my creatures can or can’t do.”
“Romance writer, huh?” Mike’s tone said he didn’t believe her.
Digging into her purse, Nicole squealed when both men reached into their jackets and she caught a brief, dark flash of metal in Mike’s hand.
Throwing her hands in the air, her heart skipped a beat. “Are you insane?” she screeched, eyes wide, only to be shushed by the librarian. Feeling as if she were the lead in a very bad play, she continued in a stage whisper, “I’m just getting one of my bookmarks! It lists my web address, has a couple of my covers on it with reviews.”
After they nodded she carefully lowered her hands. Reaching into the side pocket of her purse to draw out the thin, rectangular piece of cardstock, she handed it to John, who passed it to Mike.
“Your name isn’t Danielle Divine.”
No kidding. And yours isn’t Mike Maloney, you idiot, she thought as she bit her lip in an effort to keep her opinion to herself. After their stunt with the guns, her curiosity had quickly turned to fear-tinged irritation and she needed to work very hard to remain civil.
“Danielle Divine is my pen name,” she succinctly stated. She refused to volunteer another thing to these two until they explained what they wanted. Going for their guns in the middle of the city library…did they think she was some sort of desperate criminal?
“Ms. Martin, obviously our initial research on you lacked some vital information. I apologize. We’ll get to the point. Are you living with Zane Patrick?” JJ bluntly inquired.
They’d researched her? Scary thought. Although she was happy to know that her attempts to keep her pen name unlinked from her real name had been successful.
But when she focused on the question JJ had asked, Nicole couldn’t keep the look of slack-jawed surprise off her face. She closed her mouth, unable to respond. Living with Zane? As much as she’d like to put action to her secret fantasy life, he was way out of her league. Finally she found her voice. “What? You’ve got to be kidding me, I barely know the man.”
“We’ve seen you enter and leave his estate at all hours, Ms. Martin. You’ve spent every night there for the last two months.” Mike’s tone made her fingers itch. She wanted to slap that I-know-you’re-his-slut look off his face.
“Well, apparently your surveillance sucks. Two months ago I bought a house and three quarters of an acre from Mr. Patrick. I live there…in my house. He plans to put in a new road this summer and move the wall to exclude my home from his property.” She wasn’t lying. But she thought she’d keep the information to herself that she had no intention of letting that happen. One of the main selling points of her new home had been the fact that it came with the added security of burly guards and a twelve-foot-concrete wall surrounding the property.
She really liked her privacy. There were a lot of crazy people in this world—and she was talking to two of them. Nicky had a feeling she should have stayed home behind that twelve-foot wall and done her research on the Internet today.
“Why did he sell the house to you?” JJ asked.
“I made an offer.” Nicole rolled her eyes.
“You didn’t know Mr. Patrick before—”
Nicole didn’t wait for John to finish the question. “No. And I’d like to know why you’re asking me these questions. Have I done something wrong? Has Mr. Patrick?”
Good grief. She’d believed Zane when he’d explained the guards and fence around his property were there because he was a wealthy man and took precautions. The horses he raised and trained to compete in dressage were worth more than she made in a year.
When she’d asked why he was selling off the small house, he’d told her the two-bedroom home had belonged to a friend who’d recently passed away, and he wanted to sell the place in an attempt to create distance from sad memories. At the time, she’d murmured an appropriately sympathetic response. She really hadn’t cared why he wanted to sell as long as he sold the little cottage to her. One look at the fresh pain in Zane’s eyes when he’d shown her the place had her scurrying to make the offer. She hadn’t wanted to take the chance that time would make him reassess cutting out a small chunk of his real estate.
Her private musings were interrupted by another question.
“But you see him now?” Mr. Maloney persisted.
“Depends on what you mean by ‘see’. If your definition is a causal wave every third or fourth day from separate cars? Then yeah, I guess I see him.” She wasn’t sure what they wanted from her. Until she knew, she wouldn’t mention the three times they’d accidentally met for coffee. Or the night a few weeks ago when she’d run into Zane downtown and they wound up having dinner together. It was none of their business.
“So, you’ve seen him during the day? Not just after dark?” JJ’s urgent tone raised the small hairs on the back of her neck.
She couldn’t help glancing down at the vampire book Mike held clutched in his brawny fingers. The men had questioned her reading material, mentioned the word “vampire” with heavy emphasis and now they wanted to know if she’d seen Zane during the day.
Surely they weren’t…? Nah. They couldn’t be. “Yes. I’ve seen Mr. Patrick during the day. Why?”
“This is a little difficult to explain, Ms. Martin. We’d like to get a closer look at Mr. Patrick and since you live within the compound, the government needs your help getting inside,” JJ said.
“Why are you concerned about Zane?” Silently, Nicole added, You need my help and you go for your guns when I reach into my purse? Her friends often teased her about her very active imagination. Pinching herself under the table, she struggled to stay grounded in reality. Yeah. It hurt. She was really here, sitting at a table in the library with two FBI agents who were asking very strange questions about her neighbor.
“That’s none of your—”
“Mike!” JJ stopped Mike from sticking his foot farther into his mouth.
Nicole silently groaned. Mikey was certainly turning out to be a jerk. She tried to suppress the part of her brain urging her to jump up and run as far as she could from these two. Instead of bolting out the door, she simply raised her eyebrows in question.
“It’s complicated and unnecessary for you to know,” JJ said.
So. Either he thought she was stupid or this was his more polite way of telling her it was none of her business. JJ wasn’t making any more points than his hotheaded partner.
This entire discussion had started to sound like a bad comic routine. Like she would help them without an explanation? At this point, she wouldn’t help them with one. Unless… “Did he kill someone?” Please-oh-please no, she thought.
Both men shifted in their seats. “We haven’t linked him to any bodies,” JJ hesitantly admitted.
She wasn’t sure that was an answer. “He’s selling government secrets?”
“No.”
She wondered what else it could be. “Has he stolen something?”
“Not that we’re aware of.” This time JJ didn’t meet her gaze when he mumbled his answer.
“Well, the only other thing I can think of…he hasn’t paid his taxes?” she persisted.
“Ms. Martin. This isn’t helping,” JJ protested.
“No kidding. You want me to help you trespass onto the compound, yet you’ve given me no reasons. Your partner has been rude, condescending and both of you went for your guns when I reached into my purse. I’ve never been the type of person to do something without questioning all sides. So tell me why I should help you?” They were completely insane if they thought she’d let them use her without knowing the full story.
Oh, wait. There was no story. They wanted her to trust them.
Not happening.
Nicole caught the angry look JJ flashed at Mike. Ah, dissension among partners.
“Show her the pictures, Mike,” the older man ordered.
Looking as if he wanted to protest, Mike reached into his coat pocket and threw several pictures on the table in front of her. The fact that he did it without arguing told her something about the dynamics of their partnership. John Jackson was the man in charge.
Reaching out to pull the pictures closer, she saw a man who looked a lot like Zane smiling back from each photo. In the black-and-white picture he was dressed as a James Dean wannabe, one foot perched on the bumper of a 1957 Chevy. She knew the make of car because her dad used to have one. In the second he appeared as a very serious, sepia-toned gunslinger. The last showed him in living color. Dressed in an Armani suit, all scrumptious, long brown hair and bulging muscles. It was the only photo that showed his right side clearly—the side where Zane had a small scar running through his eyebrow.
“The man is definitely photogenic. I didn’t know it was a crime to play dress-up.” Nicole put her hands under the table to keep from tracing the perfectly chiseled face in those pictures, just like she’d spent the last two months resisting the urge to touch the real thing.
She’d worked damn hard to ignore her attraction to Zane. Figuring any man who looked like he did had to already be beating women off with a stick. She wanted her
snug little haven more than she wanted her hands on his hard body. With all that golden skin exposed, his dark eyes blazing in passion while he growled her name…
Stop it! Chastising herself, she took a calming breath. Sweet heavens, her hot-and-heavy dreams were bleeding into her waking hours. Normally she only allowed that to happen when she was writing. Why waste all those lovely sex fantasies when she could be using them in one of her books?
“This,” John said, tapping the picture of the gunslinger, “was taken in the early 1800s.” Moving his hand, he pointed to the picture of Zane with slicked-back hair, black t-shirt rolled at the sleeves. “And this one is from the late 1950s. The color shot was taken last month.”
Shrugging nonchalantly, Nicole fought to keep from reacting in any other way. The resemblance between the men in the pictures was uncanny. But there was no way these photographs could be the same man. “So, these are pictures of his relatives. Or people who resemble him. I still don’t understand—”
“All three pictures are of Zane Patrick,” JJ interrupted.
Laughing, Nicole pushed her stack of books across the table. “You need these more than I do.”
“What we need is your help to determine if Mr. Patrick is what we think he might be,” John said.
“What do you mean? This isn’t making sense to me. What do you think he is? Besides, why ask me? What do you think I can do to help you? I’ve spoken to the man a few times, its not like I know anything about him other than he used to own my little house.”
JJ ignored the first three questions to sternly explain why they’d picked her. “You have access to the compound. You can come and go as you please and no one pays attention to you. If you go for a walk and happen to hear anything interesting, all you have to do is tell us about the conversation. You can document when and where you see Mr. Patrick. Let us know when he has visitors and find out who they are. You can get inside his house and look for specific objects. It would be in your best interest to help us, Ms. Martin. Your government needs you.”
Okay—could the comment about it being in her “best interest” be considered a threat? Maybe. But this situation was too unbelievable. Under the table, she pinched her arm again. Ouch! Nope, still not dreaming.
“I’m not a very good choice for this. I’ve lived there long enough for everyone to know I rarely stick my head out the door. It would be out of character for me to go for walks or start trying to establish a relationship with the man when I haven’t made any attempt to talk to him in the last couple months.” And she hadn’t made any attempt…she just ran into him now and again.
Raising her eyes, she made a point of meeting JJ’s gaze. “I’m a writer, Mr. Jackson. I sit in front of a computer for hours at a time. Mr. Patrick could be holding drunken orgies every day and I’d never notice.” Shrugging her shoulders, she managed a self-11
deprecating grin. “I mark time by word count, not the calendar. I rarely know what day it is and seldom look out my windows.” Crossing the fingers of the hand in her lap, she told herself it was a tiny white lie. These men didn’t have to know she tried to catch a glimpse of Zane any chance she got. Her obsessive voyeurism wasn’t the issue.
Or maybe it was. Did they know she was passionately fixated on the man?
Oh hell. Thinking about that would make her turn all shades of red. So she changed the subject. “I still don’t understand why you care what Mr. Patrick is doing…or as you put it, what he is. If he isn’t hurting anyone and hasn’t done anything illegal, why bother with all this?”
“Because we don’t think he’s human,” Mike said.
Nicole burst out laughing. Walking past the table, the library clerk shushed her again. She almost missed what JJ said next.
Leaning forward, the man scowled. “If he isn’t human, the government wants to know about it and assess the danger. Let us assign Mike to you for the foreseeable future. He can pretend to be your boyfriend or your brother. As your guest, he can watch what goes on from inside Mr. Patrick’s compound and you can go about your business.”
Throwing her hands up, palms out, she violently shook her head. JJ stopped talking at Nicole’s fierce reaction to his suggestion. “No. Not happening. Absolutely not.”
“May I ask why?” JJ clenched his teeth. He was not controlling his anger well.
Tough cookies.
“Several reasons.” She began ticking them off on her fingers. “One…it’s absolutely insane to believe Mr. Patrick isn’t human. Two…I have no intention of getting involved in this little drama. I live a very private and secluded life because I have deadlines and don’t like outside disruptions. Three…I don’t want or need Mr. Maloney cluttering up my house with his attitude. Maybe you should be writing fantasy novels instead of me.” Nicole dropped her hands back into her lap and shook her head. “If there are things in this world that go bump in the night—and that’s a very big ‘if’—well…you’ve said he hasn’t committed any crime. Isn’t this an extreme case of racial profiling?”
She frowned. “Or other-racial profiling? This is too weird to wrap my mind around. I just know I’m not about to get mixed up in some witch hunt.” Nicole didn’t care that her points kept going in circles. She knew she wasn’t making sense. The whole situation didn’t make sense.
“There is only room for one race in this world, Ms. Martin. Humans. And we’re talking vampire, not witch. Or maybe werewolf,” JJ glared.
Okay. This was definitely a little scary. The man looked like he might start frothing at the mouth when he spat the words at her.
“You’ve got to be kidding me?” When he just sat there staring at her, she stared back. Vampire? Were these guys smoking crack?
She refused to think about the dreams she’d had for the last month—co-starring her next-door neighbor with some rather long, pointy teeth. As a writer, she always had weird dreams. “Well, I don’t care if he’s…whatever. I’m not getting involved and I am definitely not letting Mike move in with me.” Privately she shuddered at the thought. If Mikey-boy moved in with her, she’d be wanted for murder. The man was a walking Neanderthal.
Dismissing the unwanted thought from her mind, she sighed. Even if she didn’t get involved, she knew this conversation was going to drive her crazy. Now she’d spend all her time wondering what if? Where did I put my binoculars?
As if he’d heard her inner thoughts, JJ tried a different tack, modulating his voice to that of a coconspirator. “Come on, Ms. Martin. You can’t say the question of whether or not vampires truly exist doesn’t intrigue you. Let me answer that little detail for you— they do. I’ve been up-close-and-personal with one. Is Mr. Patrick one of the walking undead? I don’t know. We’d like your help to verify whether or not the man living next door to you is a hemoglobin-sucking fiend.”
Walking undead? Hemoglobin-sucking fiend? Nicole mentally snorted. Zane didn’t have an undead cell in his very alive and tantalizing body. The man was seriously hot.
Without waiting for her to reply, he continued, “And don’t believe any romantic nonsense about what a vampire might be like. They aren’t human and they don’t have feelings or a moral conscience. They don’t have civil rights so you wouldn’t be breaking any laws. They are creatures to be studied and used, plain and simple.”
Goose bumps rose on her arms at that description. It didn’t take an active imagination to picture Zane chained to a dungeon wall, being dissected and drained in the guise of science. Anyone who read vampire novels would find a similar theme in many of the plots. And it was never pretty.
“Think of helping us as your patriotic duty, it might just save your life. If Zane Patrick is a vampire, well…discovering the truth could keep you from becoming a late-night snack. If he’s human, then help us prove that so we’ll move on.” JJ waited for a moment, as if letting his words sink in.
JJ must have thought her look of horror meant she was listening to him and he pressed the advantage. “You don’t want Mike to move in with you, fine. We’ll do it your way. We’ll tell you what to look for, give you a list of questions you can ask anytime you get the chance to speak with Mr. Patrick and arrange a way for you to keep in touch with us. Let us make a believer out of you, Ms. Martin. If nothing else, think of it as research for your books. Wouldn’t this be more interesting than reading through all the tomes you have here?”
He waited for her to acknowledge him in some way. Nicky shrugged.
JJ sat forward in his chair, his eyes intent on her face. “If vampires are more than creatures of myth, you can use any information we uncover. After you do your part, we’ll share some of what we’ve already discovered about the beasts.
 “Tell me you don’t want to know for sure if vampires exist…then ask yourself what might happen if you refuse us. How would you stand up to a tax audit, Ms. Martin? How safe do you think your nearest and dearest are from any…accidents?”
Those were definitely threats. Tax audit? Accidents? Obviously they hadn’t done the right kind of research on her. Nicky’s parents had died years ago and she didn’t have any siblings. She’d moved down from Portland to Eugene when she bought the house, and any friends in this city were still at the acquaintance stage. But she wasn’t about to give them correct information.
The man’s threats, his insane eyes and his use of the words “beasts” and “creatures” more than proved how seriously he believed all this. And what did she think? Did they exist? Up until this bizarre meeting, she would have said no. Damn the man. She didn’t like him but he might be right about one thing—it would be difficult to walk away without wondering.
“If I help you, what do I have to do?” She wanted out of here. If they thought she was going to play along, maybe she could leave. One thing she refused to budge on— no one would move in with her.
“To start, you can answer the question we asked you earlier. Are you sure you’ve seen Mr. Patrick when the sun is up and not just someone who looks like him? We thought he might be using a look-alike to go out during the day in the hopes of appearing human,” Mike said.
Oh, for crying out loud. “I’m sure I’ve seen him during the day. He showed me the house before I bought it and we met at two in the afternoon. I’ve also seen him out jogging.”
As Nicole pretended to listen to what the men wanted her to do, she wondered just what she’d gotten herself into. These men were threatening her and she liked Zane. The few times they’d met, he’d asked questions about her life and really listened to the answers. He’d held her hand in comfort when she’d related how her parents died in a car accident several years ago, leaving her alone. He’d laughed at her anecdotes and made her feel attractive. He was passionate about his horses. Since the moment she’d met Zane, she’d wanted him to be even half as passionate about her.
On second thought, “like” was such a shallow word for what she felt for the man. Vampire. Whatever.
Chapter Two
“Where have you been the last month?” Growling into the phone, Zane cradled a blood-red ruby in his hand. The size of an egg, the damn stone drove him crazy. Zane loved the feel of it in his palm. The weight. The heat. Which made no sense. It was a gemstone—there shouldn’t be any heat. And he shouldn’t enjoy holding it so much.
From the second he’d taken the ruby out of a dying man’s hand, he hadn’t wanted to put it down.
“I had to disappear for a while. Make sure my charges were taken care of. I’m assuming your piece of my pie arrived unscathed?”
The man made him insane. Even though he had a secure phone and knew Zane had one as well, Yuli insisted on speaking in code. “The pie arrived in one piece, Yuli. But the plate was broken.” He understood the need for secrecy, just not to this manic extent.
One of his oldest friends, Yuli was the caretaker of Russian chachkas. Only the ones he guarded weren’t cheap, showy trinkets. They were the real deal. Priceless objects hidden away until the turmoil in Russia died down. Yuli ensured they were kept out of corrupt hands that would sell or destroy them. Someday, the general populace would reap the benefit of Yuli’s forgotten charges when they could be displayed in a museum. Until then, Yuli hid them. Moved the pieces of his pie around to friends he could trust when political unrest threatened their security.
Like this ruby egg. Presented to Catherine the Great in 1777 by the king of Sweden, the flawless, uncut pigeon’s-blood ruby disappeared a few years later. On today’s market, the stone would be worth untold millions because of its size. Historical value made it priceless.
At some point Catherine had been presented with another ruby. One that was really a crystal spinel and not worth nearly as much as was first assumed. But through the years, the pinkish-hued ruby that now sat in some museum had been mistaken for the really priceless gem he held in his hands.
Which meant the blood-red ruby had been lost to history.
“Someone broke my plate?” Yuli’s accent made the words almost indecipherable. “Then you must take extra care, my friend.”
“Yeah. I figured.” When Gustof, Yuli’s deliveryman, handed him the ruby egg and died a few minutes later from a stake lodged in his heart, Zane realized things might get dicey. Since that night he’d been sleeping with the ruby under his pillow and carrying it on his person whenever he left the house. He was more secure than any safe.
As Yuli hung up after promising to keep in touch, the slam of a car door enticed Zane to walk across the large bedroom and look outside. Standing by the bay window
overlooking his back acreage, he glanced toward the cottage he’d sold when the death of his closest friend had threatened his sanity.
He should have burned it to the ground instead of opening himself to an entirely different torment.
Pushing aside the curtain, Zane watched Nicole run up the steps to the front door she’d painted red. His enhanced eyesight made it possible to see every small detail of the woman’s curvaceous body. Even though her cottage sat half a mile away.
Unable to keep from fantasizing, he shuddered with suppressed lust.
Intently cataloguing every movement of her body, he noticed the rigid line of her spine. The beautiful, ebony-haired spitfire was upset. As usual, she wore her long hair confined in a single braid that hung to her waist. He longed to see her hair down, wavy and wild and spread over his pillow. Just before slipping inside, she looked over her shoulder at his home. He wanted to believe her expressive blue eyes were looking for him.
And that was crazy. He couldn’t afford to get entangled with her. Nicole was his neighbor and that made having a brief relationship a very bad idea. Given how strong his fantasies were lately, it was an extremely bad idea. Closing his eyes, he waited for the torture to start.
His neighbor was an erotic romance writer…apparently one with a very vivid imagination. Zane hadn’t read any of her books, but in the last month he’d somehow managed to mentally connect with her every time she wrote a sex scene.
His life had become a hellish existence of cold showers and masturbation.
Groaning, Zane tensed, afraid that Nicole would go in the door and immediately start on her latest work in progress. He couldn’t take much more of this. It didn’t matter that the connection made no sense or that he’d never heard of anything like this very selective mental bond. He just knew when she thought about sex, he was right there with her.
When she anticipated trailing fingers along a man’s thigh, it was his flesh she stroked. As she wrote a blowjob scene, his cock vibrated with the sensations she imagined when she slipped the hero’s shaft between the heroine’s full lips. Zane couldn’t help imagining it was his shaft sliding between Nicky’s lips.
Keeping to his side of the compound was killing him. Tempting himself, he’d followed her to town a few times. They’d had coffee at her favorite coffee shop and once he’d managed to talk her into having dinner with him. He fought to convince himself that starting a short affair with his hot neighbor was not in his best interest.
Until the next time he saw her, then it would start all over again.
It frustrated him, this uncharacteristically focused interest in a specific woman. Besides, she never seemed to notice him. Nor did she pay attention to any of the guards or groundskeepers. Which was a good thing. If one of the men touched her, he’d lose command over this all-encompassing need to scream “mine!” and lock her in his bedroom. He barely maintained control as it was.
One of these days, he’d snap. And then what would happen?
Maybe she didn’t like men. Zane discarded that thought immediately. If she didn’t like men, her fantasy life and the sex scenes she wrote would be completely different. He knew she got aroused when she wrote those scenes. Afterward taking long, hot showers with her vibrating showerhead. He knew because he was in her mind during those moments as well.
He should have torn the small two-bedroom cottage down instead of selling it in a rare emotional response to Thomas’ death. Because he couldn’t bring himself to destroy the place, he’d set himself up for an entirely different type of hell. In a million years he’d never have believed the deep, soul-numbing obsession he had for the woman living there now.
In all his years he’d never pursued a woman. They came to him, he used them for one or all of his transitory needs and he was done with them. He never fantasized about seeing their eyes heavy with passion or their bodies flushed from his attentions. No. He’d taken what he required without bothering to notice every minute detail of their expressions. Like he did when Nicky simply smiled. How the action lit up her eyes and drew attention to the small, very pale smattering of freckles on her nose. Those freckles killed him.
Looking down at his hand, he realized he still held the ruby. The damn thing seemed to be pulsing, radiating warmth and lust throughout his body. Shaking his head, he called himself an idiot. The ruby didn’t make his cock hard—Nicky did.
Pacing back and forth across the bedroom floor, Nicole felt like pulling her hair out. Normally the vibrant raspberry accent wall and roaring fireplace in the room soothed her. Not tonight. Tonight her mind was a whirlwind of thoughts that couldn’t be calmed by something so simple.
Now what? She’d mulled her options over so many times her head was spinning. With a little distance, she wondered if the two men really thought Zane was something other than human. Was he a vampire or something else? Was this a practical joke? It didn’t seem like one. So that left her with limited choices. Work for the government as some sort of preternatural spy or bury her head in her current manuscript and pretend nothing had happened. She could just tell the two FBI agents she’d changed her mind.
Thinking about the two men brought up a nagging doubt—something about them didn’t ring true. Did she believe they were FBI agents? If they weren’t, who were they? Pressing her hand to her temple, she rubbed the area and frowned. She was getting a headache.
Before they’d parted, the tone of the meeting had turned seriously threatening. Among other things, they’d stressed how easy it was for them to follow a money trail. Zane’s or anyone else’s.
And then they’d looked at her as if daring her to run.
The warning not to tell Zane the government was watching him hadn’t been subtle, either. The two men made it very clear the least she could expect would be an IRS audit if she mentioned one word about this conversation to another soul. They’d gone on to hint something dire could happen to her person…and let her fill in the blanks. Unfortunately, as a writer, her mind came up with all sorts of planned accidents or trumped-up charges for drug trafficking to make sure she was locked away in prison— or dealt with in a more permanent manner. Her active imagination was not helping.
Driving away from the library, she had wondered how they’d even know if she said anything to Zane. Did they have her house bugged? Her car? Her purse? Had she read too many suspense novels?
Going through every scenario she could think of, she convinced herself to take a few precautions. Knowing she’d lost her mind, she had glanced in her rearview mirror, trying to determine if she was being followed.
Until she realized they didn’t have to follow her. They already knew where she lived.
Thinking about the veiled money-trail threat, she’d gone to the bank and withdrawn a large amount of cash. If running became her only option, she’d do it without credit cards. They’d find her eventually, but maybe it would take longer.
The next stop in this mad scheme had been the mall, where she’d gone to the little spy store she’d always thought was ridiculous. Even her very active imagination had never set a scene where she might need anything the store had to offer.
Snorting, she wondered if she should fill a storage unit with wigs, stage makeup and an SUV that couldn’t be traced back to her. She could collect everything from camping gear to clothes and a suitcase full of money. Just in case.
And wasn’t that taking things too far?
Trust a writer to consider all the possible escape options. She felt as if she were mired in some strange book plot of her own making.
Besides, she didn’t know how to camp.
This could not be happening.
Was she being paranoid? Artistically hysterical? An author’s mind could come up with all sorts of bizarre twists. It was called creativity. However, maybe she’d taken inspiration to an insane level.
Nicky glanced at the bed where she’d dumped the electronic unit she’d purchased from the spy shop. She wanted to know if the agents had put listening devices in her home. Living in a walled compound with twenty-four-hour guards should guarantee her privacy, but she wasn’t willing to take the risk. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she read the directions. Once she figured out how to use it, she roamed from room to room with the device, watching the display. She checked everywhere she could think of for little electronic bugs.
It took her a while. Her Victorian reproduction cottage was a little less than two thousand square feet. She started in the living room at the front door, methodically running the device over the sky-blue walls. She loved this room. Now. When she’d first moved in, every wall in the house had been a deep chocolate-brown. Pretty color, but with the heavy wooden shutters on the windows it had felt like a cave.
Twenty gallons of primer later, she had a blank slate. Picking out wall colors for each room had taken her weeks. From the living room—shutters now gone on the front and left-side picture windows—the view overlooking the Cascade Mountains was priceless. She’d put sheers in the windows and painted the walls, then refinished the wood floors with a lighter stain. The far wall had a brown rock fireplace with a slab hearth and rare Oregon Myrtlewood mantel. The fireplace was flanked by floor-to-ceiling bookcases stained to complement the honey-colored hearth.
Finished with the living room, she passed through the arched entry to the kitchen on the left. In here, she’d used a very light yellow on the walls. Painted the cabinets white and called it good.
Leaving the kitchen, she passed the stairs to the second level and quickly skimmed the small bathroom and the bonus room. She didn’t use these rooms very often. In fact, the bonus room was empty, as she hadn’t decided what to use it for—except as an erotic feature in one of her books.
The bedroom over the kitchen had been converted into her office. The room was small, but perfect for more floor-to-ceiling bookcases and her father’s oversized desk. Nicky had converted the small walk-in closet into office storage. Whoever had built the house had put electrical plugs in the closets, which allowed her to add a mini-fridge and coffeemaker, though she rarely wrote in this room. She preferred to use her laptop at the kitchen table, only using the desk when she was editing, paying bills or doing online promotions.
Walking across the hall to her bedroom suite, she finished her search without tripping the device’s sensor. Dumping out her purse, she went through everything with maniacal diligence. Then she unscrewed the telephone and looked inside. To her uneducated eye, there didn’t appear to be extra pieces. Unwilling to trust the accuracy of the unfamiliar anti-spy equipment, she peered behind pictures and at the underside of lampshades.
Going outside, she moved her car into the garage so she could check it without being seen. After finding more nothing, she used the door from the garage that led through a little laundry area and into the kitchen, mindlessly making a pot of coffee while she thought about what to do next. It would help if she had a better idea of what to look for. She hoped she hadn’t missed anything—and that any potential bugs would have been obvious enough for a beginner to identify. She’d found nothing, not in her house or her car…or on her body.
So, what did the absence of bugs mean? Her mind kept trying to remind her that the agents hadn’t known she lived in this house. They had thought she lived with Zane so she shouldn’t have to worry. Yet. That didn’t mean there wouldn’t be something in
the future. Meaning she’d have to sweep the place with her new gadget after every outing.
Her mind kept questioning if the FBI agents were real or not. Was her subconscious trying to tell her something? Glancing at the phone, she did the time conversion in her head and realized her former roommate’s husband, Robert, should still be at work. Reaching for her address book, she called FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C.
“Is Robert Stephanos available?” she asked the pleasant voice on the other end. Within seconds she was connected to her friend and after exchanging brief updates, Robert got to the point.
“So, you didn’t call Angie to chat, so that means you need a research question answered. What can I help you with, Nicole?” Robert asked with unconcealed interest.
She sighed. “Not a research question, exactly.” Nicky relayed the basics of her meeting with the agents in the library, leaving out any mention of vampires. “I got their names and badge numbers…do you think you could look them up for me?”
Robert was silent for a minute. Nicole could imagine his intent expression as he considered her words. “Not a problem. Verifying an agent’s status is standard procedure when a civilian calls us with badge numbers. There have been instances in the past where someone posed as a federal agent for some nefarious purpose so you’re smart to check. Give me the information and while I’m searching, tell me more about what they wanted you to do.”
Crossing her fingers, Nicole decided a little white lie would be better than the truth. Robert would send men with little white coats if she told him everything. “That’s what’s so weird. I’m not sure. They asked me some questions about my neighbors…and I told them I hadn’t done more than wave at a few of them. I just moved in a couple months ago. You know me. I’m far from a social animal and with the deadlines I have right now I barely leave my house. But they didn’t like my answers and threatened me with a tax audit or something worse.”
Robert’s silence was deafening in its intensity. “I can’t think of any reason they’d ask a civilian to spy on a neighbor, nor threaten you with anything to force your compliance. I’m not aware of any cases being actively worked in your area—and I’d know.” Pausing for a moment, his voice when he spoke again sounded angry. “Neither the names nor badge numbers you gave me belong to viable agents.”
She wasn’t surprised.
Replacing the phone in its cradle several minutes later, Nicky closed her eyes and moaned at the half-truths and promises she’d made her friend. It seems the FBI took someone using false credentials very seriously. He told her to call if they contacted her again. He wanted her to talk to a local agent or the police, but Nicole pleaded with him to drop it. Begging a favor, she promised she’d go to the local cops if she saw them again. Robert hadn’t liked it, but he accepted her request. At least for now.
Nicky sighed. Now what? Did she chalk today’s experience up to just a weird hour out of her life and move on? She suspected the two men wouldn’t leave her alone. They
were waiting for her to provide them with information. Telling them she knew they weren’t federal agents didn’t sound like a good idea.
She could follow Robert’s advice and turn them in to the police. She wondered how long they’d be kept in jail for impersonating a federal officer. Or if they had others working for them. Pissing Mike and JJ off without having some idea of who they were seemed stupid. She didn’t believe she could just walk away without some sort of repercussion. She didn’t like or trust either of them. So…where did that leave her?
Did she believe in vampires or werewolves? No. Even with a very vivid imagination, that alternate reality was a bit of a stretch.
She thought about the pointed questions the men had asked her. She had seen Zane during the day. But if such creatures existed, who knew what they could do? Heck, for a series of books she’d written last year, she’d created a world where vampires could walk during the light of day if they were several centuries old. And if he wasn’t a vampire, was he something else? Like a werewolf?
Big question here—did she care?
Yes, she cared. Just not the way the fake agents wanted her to. Unlike her feelings for Mikey and JJ, she liked Zane. If he wasn’t human, she wanted the chance to ask her own questions—starting with his sexual habits.
Considering what could happen if Zane remained oblivious to these men and their insane…plans made her head throb. She didn’t doubt the men would get to Zane with or without her help. Obviously JJ and his partner weren’t concerned about breaking the law. They were using counterfeit credentials and posing as FBI agents.
JJ had voiced his feelings on the subject. Shuddering, she considered the possibilities. Besides writing paranormal stories, she read them. A recurring theme in many vampire or werewolf tales was human groups who stalked and killed the creatures or took them to labs to be dissected and studied. Sometimes the stories included taking humans who had been falsely identified and subjecting them to the same horrors. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine JJ and Mike as the type to do either of those things. Both men had an obsessed intensity about them. Could she live with herself if she didn’t say anything to Zane and these two men got their hands on him?
She didn’t agree with JJ’s assessment that Zane was nothing more than a “creature”.
Mental vignettes of what the phony agents might do to Zane played in her mind and they were vivid enough to make Nicole sick. She didn’t think anyone—or for that matter, any thing—deserved the scenarios her mind came up with.
Zane hadn’t set off any mental alarms or threatened her in any way. Unfailingly polite every time he’d spoken to her, Zane had offered to help her move her stuff in and told her to call on him if she needed anything. He had also refused to let her pay for her own dinner.
The central figure in several hundred pages of erotic fantasy for her last two books, Zane made her feel hot and needy with a simple and very innocent look. Who cared if he was some sort of creature of the night, as long as he didn’t eat her?
The visual filling her mind with that last thought had nothing to do with food.
Jeez, Nicole, she told herself. Get a grip. Wrenching her mind out of the gutter, she considered other things that were in Zane’s favor.
For one thing, he had bodyguards, a fenced compound with tight security and lots of money to buy information. She would bet he’d know how to check for something like a listening device or a tracking bug. In fact, with such tight security, he shouldn’t have to worry about such things. Maybe if she told him about these men, he’d offer to keep them away from her.
So…what was she going to do now? Perhaps nothing more than tell him about the phony FBI agents and then turn around and go on an extended vacation?
Damn it!
After hours of excruciating mental stress, she decided she was going to take a deep breath, put on some warm clothes and walk over to Zane’s house. Going out the side door, Nicky didn’t take the driveway, which gently curved away from her property and would have eventually brought her to Zane’s front porch. Rationalizing that anyone with a good pair of binoculars and a tall tree could see into the compound, she hiked through the pine trees, rhododendrons and ferns growing between the houses.
Expecting a servant or someone paid to keep nosey neighbors at a distance, Nicole was surprised when Zane answered her tentative knock on his back door. Before he said a word, she put her finger to her lips and handed him a note she’d written.
“I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Patrick. You told me that if I had any problems with the house I should come to you. There’s a leak under my kitchen sink. If you have time, I thought you might look at it tonight for me. See if it’s something simple before I call a plumber tomorrow.” Using “Mr. Patrick” instead of “Zane”, she hoped anyone listening would believe she didn’t know him very well. Which was what she’d told them. And maybe Zane would understand she wasn’t playing some stupid game.
Raising his eyebrows at her, he silently read the note she’d handed him. Studying his face, her gaze snagged on the scar through his right eyebrow as she thought about what she’d written.
Please, hold still for a moment and let me make sure someone hasn’t put a listening device on your clothes. I’m not crazy. I need to talk to you, but there’s a chance you’ve been bugged.
She’d underlined “not crazy” five times. Pointing her new, favorite electronic toy at his clothing, she grinned. He might think she was insane, but he stood there silently, all brooding dark eyes and a smirk on his face.
Wasn’t this fun?
It was hard to say who was more surprised when the light changed from green to red when the little black box reached the top of his dress shirt.
Evidently Zane knew what the red light meant. Before her fascinated gaze, he stripped off his shirt and looked under the collar. Her first reaction was disappointment because the man wore an undershirt.
Forcing herself to swallow, she forgot why she was there. The sight of him standing on the porch in a tight black t-shirt tucked into dark jeans made her brain melt. She noticed biceps displayed in all their muscular glory and the cotton material of his undershirt pulled tight across an awesome chest and washboard stomach. His waist was trim and she had to bite her lip to keep from asking him to turn around so she could see his ass.
She wasn’t disappointed anymore.
Jesus! The man was ripped.
And very pissed off.
“Fuck, who the hell—! Sorry. I just spilled coffee on my shirt. Damn!” Ripping the little silver disk from the shirt and dropping it to the ground, he used the heel of his black boot to grind it into fragments.
The red light on the device switched to green.
Cool! It works. And Zane is quick on his feet…realizing someone might be listening.
Nicole had an instant to wonder if a human male would be able to crush the little metal disk with his foot. But before she could bend down to pick up the pieces of the offending little bug, Zane took her arm and pulled her off his porch. They were headed back to her house.
She appreciated that even in anger he made sure the hold on her arm wasn’t tight enough to hurt.
“I’m assuming you’ve already cleared your place of listening devices,” he bit out.
“Yeah, I didn’t find any. In fact, I was beginning to wonder if this thing actually worked,” she replied.
“It works. Let’s get out of the cold and you can tell me what the hell is going on,” Zane demanded.
“Don’t you think someone will notice you’re not transmitting anymore?” she asked.
Mad as he was, Zane did the same thing Nicole had on the way to his house, keeping them shielded in the trees and bushes covering his property. Unless potential watchers were using some type of infrared goggles or other high-tech device, they wouldn’t be seen. But Nicole watched enough Military Channel to know if someone wanted to track their movements, they could do it.
Which made her wonder again—why did the two phony agents want her help?
As if Zane read her mind, he shook his head. “No one’s out there watching. If they’re listening, maybe they’ll think it was the spilled coffee that mucked up their audio.”
And how did he know there was no one watching them? Enhanced vampire senses maybe?
Within a few minutes they were at her side door. He frowned at her when she just reached out and turned the knob.
 “You didn’t lock it,” he accused.
“No. I figured your guards and electronic security—not to mention the twelve-foot wall—would keep anyone from getting inside your compound. Something I’ll have to reassess now that we’ve found a bug on your clothing.” Flipping on the light in the kitchen, she went to the coffee pot sitting on the white-tile counter. “Want a cup?” she asked, holding up the pot.
“Yeah, black. Obviously the security isn’t tight enough. Or someone I employ is mixed up in whatever this is.” The look on his face told her he wasn’t happy with that thought. “I haven’t left the compound today, Nicole. The bug had to come from somewhere.” Taking the cup, he turned and sat at the table.
“Unless they broke into your house and bugged all of your shirts. Or do you send them to the cleaners? Maybe they put the bugs on there. I have no idea where it came from, Zane. The little information I have doesn’t include an inside person. In fact, the men who contacted me today wanted me to be the inside person. If it’s possible, I’m more confused than I was before.” She watched Zane lean back in the chair and raise the coffee cup to his mouth. He had a fantastic mouth, wide and full.
Zane’s brown gaze was distant. As if locked in visions of the past…or maybe it was the future bothering him. Was he wondering if he had any, well…”enemies” seemed to be the appropriate word?
Taking the opportunity to study her sexy neighbor while he was otherwise occupied, Nicky catalogued the many intriguing features of his face.
Dark-brown eyebrows accentuated fascinating deep-chocolate eyes. She tried to decide if those eyes held hundreds of years of untold erotic knowledge. And determined that was wishful thinking.
Zane had high cheekbones and a rugged jaw with very sensual lips. Kissable lips. Yum. His long, dark-brown hair wasn’t tied back tonight. She’d never seen it unbound before. The sight of all that dark hair falling in loose waves to the middle of his chest had her clenching the coffee cup in an attempt to keep from reaching out to smooth her fingers through the wild mass.
“Someone wanted you to be the inside person to spy on me? Why? Would you mind explaining what this is all about?”
Nicole just barely stopped herself from responding with something totally stupid, she was so lost in her private musings. The question wasn’t an easy one to explain. She should have taken a few minutes to plan this conversation before she went to his house. Did she just blurt out that someone thought he was a vampire?
No.
“I was at the library today,” she started. “Doing research for a book until I was interrupted by two men who said they were FBI agents.” She reached for the recorder she’d left on the table. “I’m not sure you’d believe me if I told you what they said. I don’t think I would believe me. Luckily I was recording notes and the men didn’t realize the recorder was in my lap. I think you might want to hear this.”
The sound quality wasn’t great, but Nicole could still understand the conversation. Watching Zane as he listened intently, she saw his brown eyes blaze in anger. As his muscles tensed, his massive shoulders threatened to rip the black t-shirt to shreds. So far they hadn’t mentioned his name. Could he be reacting to the men’s treatment of her?
Uninterested in hearing the replay of this afternoons events, she focused on the expressions rolling across Zane’s face. Propping her hip against the counter, she let her mind wander down what had become a favorite path since she’d met Zane two months ago. What would it be like if he were making love to her?
As the recorded voices droned in the background, she imagined leading him up the stairs and into her bedroom. I’d light candles, so the red highlights in Zane’s hair would be more pronounced, and make him sit on the side of my bed while I stripped the tight t-shirt from his body. Then, stepping between his legs, I’d run my hands over the primitive temptation of his strong, muscled chest. She wondered for at least the millionth time if he had chest hair or smooth, supple skin.
It didn’t matter, either one would be a treat. Turning the tables on me, he’d take control of the seduction. Shredding my clothes in his haste, he’d remove the barriers between us.
She didn’t hear the click of the recorder as it turned off, but stayed immersed in her fantasy.
Pushing me back on the bed, crawling over me, he’d slide his skin over mine in a very tantalizing prelude to his claiming. As he rises above me, his chest golden and strong, his long, dark-brown hair would provide a curtain to wrap us in a private world. With the muscles in his arms bulging, he’d use them to keep his weight off my body. Moving those slim hips to plunge…
“Nicole.”
Growling my name, his voice full of passion and need, Zane pushes his large and blatantly erect cock into my body. Nicole frowned. Umm. The “blatantly erect” thing might need some work. Never mind. You’re not writing this so there’s no need for self-editing, she thought. Where was I? Taking all of him…
“Nicole, if you don’t stop right now I refuse to be responsible for what happens.”
His voice is husky. Hungry. Frantic with the overwhelming need to bury his very large cock into my warm and very, very wet puss— Did I already say that? she wondered. Never mind, then. Scratch the second very large cock.
Playing to that hunger, using my nails and teeth—heck, why stop there? Using my entire body to drive him wild, I rub my breasts against his chest and writhe beneath his magnificent form. From the moment I met Zane, I’d been attracted to him. Fantasizing about what it will be like to have his mouth on mine, the anticipation of this first kiss makes me moan. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pull him down…
“Damn it, woman!”
In the sensual fog of her own making, Nicole heard the words but didn’t comprehend their meaning. The scrape of the chair and the small crash it made when it hit the floor didn’t register either.
But Zane’s black-cotton-covered chest appearing in front of her face did.
Feeling the strength in his fingers when he grabbed her hips and pulled her to him, her world centered on his lips as they captured hers. She was lost.
Lost in the sensation of hard determination melting into something she couldn’t name. At first his lips were cool to the touch, but they soon warmed as he feasted on her mouth, nibbling at her bottom lip until she opened for him with a startled gasp.
For the first time she realized this was no longer a fantasy. Nothing in her very active imagination had prepared her for the sensual promise of this kiss. Every nerve ending in her body came alive and screamed for attention. She wasn’t dreaming about the hard press of his body, she was living it…and she wanted more.
Her scalp tingled as he loosened her braid, combing fingers through her hair. With layers of clothes between them, her breasts made contact with this hard chest and her nipples grew swollen and achy. As Zane captured and claimed her mouth, she quit writing scenes in her head and decided she’d do just about anything to have his hands on her naked skin.
Zane was totally screwed. He’d been fighting his attraction for Nicole since the moment he met the firebrand in his arms. She was trouble, all soft curves and big, blue eyes looking right into his soul. Lately he’d spent an inordinate amount of time picturing the long, silky black hair freed from the confining braid she favored. He wanted to see the strands spread out in ebony waves on his snow-white pillows.
When she’d looked at him with desire and longing, when he saw her little pink tongue dart out to moisten those soft, rosy lips…when the pictures she painted in her mind of the two of them together flashed into his consciousness…he consigned two months’ worth of good intentions to hell.
Forgetting the threat she’d captured on tape, he seized the opportunity to feed the desire rapidly spiraling out of control. Her mouth was hot, the flavor of her so honeyed and intoxicating it made him ache. Cupping the back of her head in his left hand to deepen the kiss, he swallowed her moans. The muted cries of delight pushed at the boundary of his sanity. More. He had to have more of her.
It had been a very long time since he’d wanted something with every fiber of his being. With the decision made, overwhelming lust rode high on a devastating wave of urgency, staining his vision red.
As red as the ruby pulsing in his front pocket.
When Nicole had knocked on his door he’d been trying to decide where to hide it. Her unexpected arrival had him shoving the thing back in his pocket. Now it throbbed in time with his heartbeat, somehow feeding his arousal.
That was insane.
This claiming wouldn’t be what she’d imagined. No bed. No soft candlelight and slow seduction. He wouldn’t make it up the stairs. The primal urge clawing at his gut had to be sated. He would take her. Now. Claim and possess the body writhing against his.
Before he lost his fucking mind, he pulled back. Panting.
 “I want you. Here. Now.” Not meant as a warning, the words were all he could manage at the moment. The minute they’d entered her kitchen, she’d shut out the night and the risk of prying eyes by closing the curtains so he didn’t worry about being seen. Part of his mind urged her to reject him. She didn’t.
“Mmm. Good.” With fingers tangled in his hair, Nicole yanked his head down, guiding his mouth back to hers. She was impatient for him.
Any thought of leaving evaporated.
A small measure of sanity warned him to forgo a simple wave of his hand to make their clothing disappear. She’d definitely want to ask about that. So instead he’d do it the slow way. Caging her between the heat of his body and the kitchen counter, he grabbed the hem of her green shirt. Releasing her mouth long enough to pull it over her head, he tossed it behind him. Full breasts spilled over her bra. A temptation he had no intention of resisting.
Lowering his mouth, he kissed the firm curves of each breast. Nicky’s nipples stood full and sharp beneath the fabric, and he licked her through the sheer satin. Her hips twisted against him. The hot rise of his cock throbbed against his jeans with her every quiver and sigh.
She deserved patience and a thorough exploration. But for the last two months all he’d thought about was touching her and the desperate whimpers coming from her throat made his blood run hot. Made him pant.
He didn’t understand why he mentally connected with Nicole every time she wrote about sex, but tonight the small threads linking their minds turned into a six-lane-sensory highway, locking them in erotic hell. From her point of view, he experienced the touch of his hand on her breast. The tight, coiling heat built, shooting to her core, making her wet. Making him sweat.
He didn’t want to be the only one aroused beyond thought. Picturing a scene of him kneeling between her legs, tonguing her clit, he pushed the image into her subconscious in explicit detail. Her heated response ricocheted back. Tearing at the rest of her clothes without a shred of finesse, his thoughts focused on getting her naked. Wanting to fulfill the vision in truth.
Discarding her bra and pushing her jeans and green satin panties around her knees, he put his hands on the bare flesh at her waist. Lifting her onto the counter, he stripped the pants down her legs.
The sight of her waiting for him, head thrown back, long hair in an erotic tangle covering very little of her magnificent body, seared him. With palms resting flat on the tile and thighs open to reveal dewdrops of moisture on the strip of hair covering her mound, she thrust her breasts forward. She was a siren—calling to something deep in his soul. She had sliver-dollar-sized areolas. Dark-rose nipples he could suck all night and never get enough of.
Leaning over her, Zane laved an areola, circling the peak over and over. Suckling her nipple, he pressed it to the roof of his mouth and thrummed it with his tongue.
Reaching down between her legs, he buried his fingers in her wet heat. She cried out, already on the verge of climax. Taking her there, he shoved her over the top with two fingers buried deep inside her sex.
Moaning, she rolled her hips with such abandon, he lost it. Sweet. Oh God, so sweet. Her mind was open to his, calling to him with a hunger that matched his own. Abandoning all sense of outward awareness, he concentrated on what was spread before him.
Dropping to his knees, he took a deep breath, inhaling her spicy musk. All the reasons why this wasn’t a good idea were forgotten and he focused on devouring her. Growling low in his throat, he used his upper body to shift her legs farther apart. Reaching out with his tongue, he licked. Starting with a long, slow swipe along her clit, he lapped up her cream, losing himself in her taste. As he tortured her for long moments, the nature of their linked minds meant he felt every rasp of flattened tongue, every hard stab at her small bud.
Close to a second climax, she fisted her fingers in his hair and held him to her. He could have told her he wasn’t going anywhere. Shouting through her explosion, she sagged back on the counter with lust-glazed eyes, slumberous.
Zane laughed. “You’ve a while to go before you can sleep, Nicky. Just let me take care of this…” Standing up, he stripped off first his t-shirt before toeing off his boots and removing his jeans. Before tossing his pants aside, he felt the stone in the pocket. Pulling the ruby out, he frowned.
Nicky’s hands went to his chest, drawing his attention back to her. Her eyes were gleaming, focused on his chest. “I knew it. I imagined you with this soft pelt on your chest. God, you are gorgeous.” Her hands trailed through the dark curls on his chest.
The ruby in his hand throbbed. It was hot, almost painfully so. Intending to lay it on the counter behind her, his naked hip touched her thigh. As if it had a heartbeat of its own, the stone pulsed in his hand. The sensation reverberated in his blood. Shocked, Zane stepped back, breaking physical contact with her.
They groaned together, tears falling from Nicole’s eyes. With hearts aching with the pain of separation, they reached for each other. Bowing his back in sudden shock, he felt his lust igniting, growing fierce in its intensity. Desperate to feel her inner muscles wrapped around him, he nudged his cock at her entrance, dipping into the wet heat of her pussy. Smelling her arousal, he heard total surrender in her throaty cries and surged forward. Burying his shaft deep within.
“Oh! Godohgodohgod! Yes! More.” Nicole wrapped her hands around his shoulders and dug her nails into his back. Demanding everything he could give her, she drew blood.
The smell enveloped him. Taunting. He rocked his hips. Faster. Harder. Oh fuck! Deeper still. His balls slapped against the cold counter as he pummeled her.
“Zane!” she cried, screaming for more.
With one fist still clenched around the ruby, he pulled her forward and felt the pulsing hammer of life within his cock. Watching the vein in her neck beat in the same rhythm, he realized the flow of their blood, their very heartbeats seemed inexplicably synchronized to the stone’s vibrations. Arousal magnified to a state he’d never imagined.
Leaning forward, he licked the pounding vessel just above her collarbone. Nicole dropped her neck back, turning her head to one side. Offering her life’s essence in easy acquiescence. Only she didn’t know what she was doing. If he hadn’t been sharing her mind, her pleasure, he might have been able to pull away. The ancient, indecipherable call of the ruby made everything worse. Better.
Hell. Nothing made sense!
Except taking everything Nicole offered. Sucking a small morsel of flesh into his mouth, he bit down, letting his incisors sink deep. He swallowed, the blissful euphoria found in her blood making his body convulse and setting his veins on fire. Frantically seeking release, he slammed in and out of her tight sheath.
Moving the fingers of one hand to pinch her nipple, he lifted his head when Nicole exploded first. Her screams echoed through the yellow kitchen.
Her spasms were just what he needed.
Closing his eyes, Zane ignored the bright light vibrating deep within the ruby and dug his cock deep inside her sex. Succumbing to the rapture of her clenching heat, he gave in to his body’s demands, shouting his satisfaction.
For several minutes, Zane stayed right where he was. Body still joined to Nicole’s, he rested his head on her chest as she leaned against the backsplash. Her back was killing her. He sensed her pain through the threads still linking their minds.
Leaning back to place a soft kiss on her freckled nose, he scooped Nicky into his arms. His flaccid length slipped slowly from her body and they both moaned low in regret. Walking out of the kitchen into the living room, he sat on the couch with her held tight to his chest.
She reached up to pull a soft blanket around them. He had her right where he wanted her.
Earlier he’d promised himself he wouldn’t take her in the kitchen with the lights blaring and the cold tile under her body. The reality of their joining had scrambled his brain, tormenting his mind with her uninhibited response.
“Next time I’ll take you to bed. I’ll light candles and spend hours worshiping your body.”
Nicky snorted. “In case you didn’t notice, I’m not complaining, champ. The kitchen’s fine with me. Or the floor. The stairs. Hell, we’re sitting on a perfectly good couch. That works for me too.”
It was a simple thing to ravish her mouth while finger-combing the midnight tangles he’d help put in her hair. Following the wild mass down her back to her ass, one
hand moved to cup her hip and press her open center against his reawakened cock. Flexing his fingers, he kneaded the cheeks of her backside, pulling her closer and rubbing his rock-hard erection into the soft cradle of her body that seemed made for him. He wanted her spread underneath him, open and ready for his possession.
Mine. Mine to hold. Mine to fuck. Mine to keep…
To keep? No, can’t keep. She was his to keep safe…but from what?
It was that thought that made him hesitate. The dark and urgent lust coursing through his body made it difficult to concentrate on anything but getting his hands on more of her. Unhappy about drawing away, he thought about keeping her safe.
This wasn’t the time for his second head to kick in. Again. He needed to figure out what was going on.
Pulling back, he looked down to see her lips swollen and red from his sensual onslaught. Breathing heavily, skin flushed with desire, she opened her eyes, lashes fluttering. He was sure their lust-glazed sparkle mirrored his. She reached up to touch his face. To trace the faint scar that marked his right eyebrow. Zane shuddered.
“Did you plant the bug and make the recording to get me alone?” Zane had to clear his throat twice before he could ask the question. Not like he cared. Except…
He wanted the threat to be nothing more than a plan to get him alone and naked. It was a good plan. A great plan. It wasn’t like something similar hadn’t happened before. It seemed women were always scheming to get him to notice them. Living with the curse of good looks and a hell of a lot of money, he’d found it didn’t matter what age the women were or if they were married or not.
The only difference this time was that Nicole had been a little more creative—and he would relish any opportunity to fuck her. Long nights, longer days. He could ignore the threat and chalk it up to her active imagination. As soon as she confirmed she’d planted a listening device as a way to get him to notice her, he’d carry her up the stairs and screw her brains out. Again.
Zane wanted her to admit to the crazy scheme with every fiber of his being. It would make this so much easier. And if she’d talked one of his men into putting that bug on him so he could get lucky? Well, then it was okay. This situation wouldn’t be the betrayal it appeared. This was something he could forgive.
The alternative meant someone he knew was working for the enemy.
Nicole frowned in confusion, her blue eyes flashing with anger before she pushed him away and tried to slug him. Her actions told him more clearly than any words that this wasn’t an elaborate hoax to get him in her bed.
Damn.
Chapter Three
Biting her lip, Nicole physically restrained herself from wrapping her fingers around Zane’s neck and choking the life out of him. Was he trying to pick a fight? Now?
His timing sucked.
That wasn’t the only thing that sucked. The man had a talented mouth. Lifting her hand up to cup her neck, she thought about the echo of desire pulsing from that spot. He’d either given her one hell of a hickey or he’d bitten her. Either way, she already wanted him to do it again. If he’d bitten her—maybe he really was a vampire.
Scrambling off his lap, she grabbed another throw, wrapping it around herself before flopping down in the chair a few feet from the couch. His voiced suspicion that she would make up such a ridiculous story to get close to him didn’t stop her from missing the feel of his body against hers.
Jesus H. Christ! This was ridiculous. She’d be the first to admit she liked sex. But this was the first time she’d ever felt a deep, primal craving for someone. The sensation was almost painful. Narrowing her eyes, she wondered if he might be using some sort of preternatural ability on her. She felt like a heroin addict, acknowledging she’d do just about anything for him to finish what they’d started. Right here, right now.
She decided she needed to make a written list before she had so many questions about things that went bump in the night that she started forgetting them.
Trying to squelch her rampant desire, she sucked in a few deep breaths. Big mistake. Her lungs filled with his scent, the spicy, all-male fragrance making her squirm. What the hell was going on?
Frowning, Nicole looked at Zane. Things were adding up to make her believe the nasty FBI impersonators were on to something. But the sight of him—all muscular and gorgeous—rattled her mind.
“So, you didn’t set this up?” he asked again.
Nicole glared at him. “You jerk. What? Women make up stories of vampire hunters and get people to act the story out on tape just to have sex with you?”
Zane shrugged those broad shoulders and glanced away from her. “Not quite this creative, but I’ve had women throwing themselves at me in all kinds of ways.” He frowned. “Why did you just say ‘vampire hunters’? Did I miss something? I thought they were FBI agents?”
Jumping up from the chair, Nicole braced herself by grabbing the arm when her legs didn’t want to hold her. She would not look to see if Zane had a smug expression on his face. The man could definitely kiss. He did everything else really well too.
The way she was feeling right now, he could kiss her ass.
Walking back into the kitchen draped in her blanket, she ignored the clothes thrown all over the room to concentrate on filling a glass with cold water. She drank a few sips in the hope that it would cool her down.
Without turning around, she knew he’d followed her. “They said they were with the FBI. I didn’t believe them. I have an old college roommate who married someone high in FBI ranks. I’m not sure what he does since they’re a great group for secrets. Anyway, I called Robert today and he confirmed my suspicions. The badges were bogus and the names the men gave me didn’t match any of their agents. I didn’t tell him they were interested in you, or why. I just said they wanted me to spy on my neighbors. I do not need time in a padded cell, thank you very much. Robert wants me to talk to a local official but I convinced him to wait to see if they show up again.”
While she’d had her back to the room, guzzling water, Zane had picked up something he’d left on her counter. Somehow he’d managed to dress, fold her clothes and set them neatly on the kitchen table. Now he paced her small kitchen, energy and irritation rolling off him in waves. “Why did you say ‘vampire hunters’?”
Nicky shrugged. “Partially their fixation on you being a vampire, and maybe some of my overactive imagination. I write paranormal romances. The current revolving theme in a lot of vampire stories is the big, bad vampire hunters trying to get the creatures of the night into a lab. JJ’s intentions sounded pretty similar.”
Nicole didn’t miss Zane’s reaction. The expressions flickering in his eyes seemed to run the gamut. Pain, irritation and solid resolve seemed to be the most prevalent. The one that took her by surprise was a soul-wrenching sadness.
The emotion she didn’t see was perhaps the most telling. He wasn’t surprised.
“Can I ask you a question?” she murmured.
Bracing himself, Zane wondered what he’d tell her. The truth? Did he dare trust this passionate woman with his biggest secret? If he did, would she let him take her to bed again? He’d used a little compulsion when he’d taken her blood so she wouldn’t remember that. And the little raspberry on her flesh would look like a hickey. Shit…the question he should ask himself is if she’d run to the vampire hunters once she knew what he was. He needed a stronger grip on his libido.
“Yeah. Go ahead and ask,” he finally replied.
“Do you think it would be better to just stay here and hide, or should I take off on a vacation for a little while so these idiots can’t find me?”
His heart slammed in his chest at the thought of her leaving him, of being somewhere he couldn’t protect her. Realizing his feelings for Nicole might be more than rampant lust, he knew those feelings had to be nipped in the bud before they could take root. He didn’t do anything but one-night stands. He definitely shouldn’t have a short fling with someone who lived within walking distance of his home. But Zane knew he was going to do it anyway. Should she leave him and run off into the night? Hell no!
But why hadn’t she asked him if he was a vampire?
 “Because I think it’s better to play dumb blonde on this one,” she said. “If I don’t know, I can’t tell.
He must have asked the question out loud. Or their mental connection didn’t just happen when she wrote sex scenes. “Your hair is midnight and mystery black, not blonde,” he stated emphatically. When she frowned at his comment he searched his mind for a more appropriate term. Keeping current with every nuance of speech in every country he’d lived in was impossible.
Nicole rolled her eyes at him. “Don’t be an idiot. Playing ‘dumb blonde’ is a state of mind. What if JJ and Mike decide to kidnap me and use some form of truth serum or, God forbid, torture? I really, really want to be able to say that as far as I know, you’re human.”
“I still don’t understand. If you believe I’m not human, why help me? Why are you still here? You should be running away as fast as you can.” He was having a hard time understanding what he felt. This woman didn’t seem to have any sense of self-preservation. On the one hand, he wanted her to stay so he could protect her, but maybe she shouldn’t listen to him. She might be safer someplace else.
Nicole shrugged. “Oh hell. I don’t know. I try to have an open mind and after all the books I’ve read and written about vampires and werewolves, or space aliens and other planets…I guess I’ve always hoped something other than human life does exist. And you heard those men. They threatened me with a tax audit or worse. They are definitely not my friends. I don’t believe you’ll hurt me and I think they might. Um…would you?”
Zane was speechless. The only response he could manage was to shake his head. No. He wouldn’t hurt her. In fact, he’d do anything he could to protect her.
“See? I’m going to hold you to that promise, by the way. Besides everything else, if I asked the question and you told me you were something other than human, we’d never get the rest of this mystery figured out.”
Now he was really lost. This female had his mind tied up in knots. “Why would you say that?”
“Because, if you admit to being a vampire or some other supernatural creature, I’ll tie you in my office and pester you with all sorts of questions for weeks on end. We wouldn’t have time to figure out what’s going on.”
Closing his eyes, Zane decided he liked the idea of being tied up and at her mercy. Only it wouldn’t be in her office so she could ask him questions.
“So, you don’t want to know if I’m more than human?” He needed to clarify what she wanted.
“Umm. Well, tell you what. Let’s play dress-up sometime in the future. If you show up wearing a black tux with a cape, I’ll know you’re a vampire. If you’re dressed in fur, well, you’re a werewolf. Jeans and a t-shirt for human. If you’re anything else, you get to decide the costume and we can play twenty questions.” And then she laughed.
The woman was crazy, tempting the beast in him with her easy acceptance. Painting an enticing picture of what they could be doing—should be doing if he didn’t have to spend the night trying to determine if one of his men had turned into a traitor.
He needed to think. To come up with a plan that would keep her safe. Keep his secrets safe. Spending the rest of the night in her bed while he concentrated on making her scream his name in pleasure wasn’t going to solve anything.
He tried not to see the disappointment in her eyes when he said he had to check the rest of his house for electronic bugs and think about their next steps. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, little Nicky, after I’ve had a chance to process everything.” Refusing to compromise her safety, he wanted to think before getting involved with her further. The reality of his life prevented anything more than an easy fling.
Temptation incarnate, this woman could never be labeled an “easy fling”.
Mentally he sighed. Yeah, right. This internal conflict was crap. He had no intention of walking away from Nicole for longer than a few hours. He needed a night to gain a bit of perspective. To remember that anything between them could never be more than a short-term physical sharing.
“Before I leave, can I ask you for two things?” He waited until she nodded. “I’d like one of your books to read and a kiss to finish out the night. It will make me feel a little less sad that I could be hunting one of my friends.”
Zane frowned at the evil grin she gave him when he asked for one of her books.
His confusion evaporated when she stepped closer, dropped the blanket she’d loosely wrapped around her magnificent body and kissed him. It was the type of kiss that challenged his resolve. With her warm, naked body pressing against his, he enveloped her in his arms, claiming her mouth. Lost for long moments in Nicole’s addictive taste and the texture of her skin, Zane struggled with the instinct to say “screw it” and take the woman upstairs. Growling low in his throat, he managed to tear himself away from temptation.
As soon as she handed him the book he’d asked for, he beat a hasty retreat out the kitchen door. Running not from her, but himself.
Much later, lying in his bed reading her book, Zane figured out why she’d had such a smug look on her face when she’d handed him The Vampire Next Door. The story was full of sybaritic sex and love between a vampire and a human—and Zane recognized himself on every page. He silently promised Nicole his own brand of retribution. Even though her created world had little in common with that of real vampires, the book was entertaining.
Written evidence of her very inventive fantasy life intensified his memories of the passion they’d shared tonight, leaving his body rigid with desire. Sleep would not come easily.
Trying to douse the flames, he forcibly turned his thoughts from his imaginative neighbor in an attempt to refocus on this new threat. Earlier he’d searched his house for
listening devices, coming up with nothing. Nicole’s comment about the cleaners had him searching everything in his closet. Twice.
Again, nothing.
Glancing at the clock, he sighed. If he thought this threat was isolated, he’d handle it on his own. But he’d heard rumors of vampire deaths in other parts of the country. And Thomas of course, his body found discarded on the side of the road just a couple miles from the estate. Zane closed his eyes briefly at the painful remembrance. Thomas had been tortured, he was certain. His body burned so badly, Zane ultimately couldn’t verify the cause of death.
And then Gustof had shown up at his door with a stake in his heart, living just long enough to hand him the ruby. Zane had assumed at the time that Yuli’s enemies were responsible for that man’s death. What if they weren’t? The Absolute Sentinel Council needed to be warned.
Picking up his secure cell phone, he called the number that would ring a world away in an ancient stone castle.
“3dpa6cm6”ume!” Vlad’s dark voice said the Russian word that sounded like “asdraswhicha to Zane. The man always answered the phone the same way, with a very curt hello. Vlasko, or Vlad to his friends, didn’t like the telephone. He always sounded suspicious when he answered.
Zane grinned. Hell, Vlad was suspicious all the time.
“3dpa6cm6yume!” The irritation in the repeated greeting brought Zane’s attention back to the present.
“Vlad, it’s Zane.”
“Zane. You are calling to tell me you will become the Sentinel for your district. Wonderful! I am so glad you are finally seeing things the way I want you to be seeing them.” Vlad chortled.
“Don’t go there, Vlad. I’m not agreeing to the position yet. Why should I? There isn’t a formal council in this area so there’s nothing to be Sentinel for.” Zane ignored the fact that this was exactly why Vlad was so anxious to get him to agree. As the supreme head of the Absolute Sentinel Council, or ASC, Vlad was anxious to establish regional Sentinel leadership across the globe. For paranormal and Other creatures, like Weres and Druids and Fairies, the smaller councils policed the supernatural communities in their areas, keeping their world from colliding with the world of humans.
Each council was led by a chosen Sentinel. Zane had resisted Vlad’s suggestion that he establish a new region in the Pacific Northwest. He didn’t want the headache he knew it would involve. Vlad was determined to change his mind.
“If you are not calling to accept my not-so-nice proposition, why are you bothering me?”
“Vlad, behave yourself. Hi Zane,” Veronica laughed. Evidently she’d jumped on an extension in time to catch some of their conversation. “It’s good to hear from you, how
are things in the States?” Never far from Vlad, Ronnie was the man’s mate and the softer half of the vampire true bond the couple had formed over a hundred years ago. Zane was certain Ronnie was responsible for keeping Vlad sane.
Occasionally Zane wanted that sanity for himself. Until he remembered it came with a hefty price. The bond between vampire mates acted as metaphysical cement to guarantee the couple remained together. It was so strong that a bonded pair would become sick and die if they were separated for any length of time. Over the years, the distances their bodies tolerated grew smaller and smaller. Veronica and Vlad could barely stand being a room away from each other. Living within that type of restriction after centuries of solitude would drive him nuts.
“Hello, Ronnie. Up until a few hours ago, the States were just fine. Now I seem to have a couple phony FBI agents trying to recruit the woman who recently purchased the cottage Thomas used to live in. They asked her to spy on the vampire next door,” Zane said with disgust.
Vlad demanded he explain. When Zane filled him in on tonight’s events and his suspicions there might be a link to Thomas’ and Gustof’s deaths, both Ronnie and Vlad were unusually quiet.
“Can you keep this woman close, watch what she does? Or do you believe she will turn on you and work with these men?” Vlad asked.
Zane heard the underlying threat in Vlad’s voice and didn’t like it. “Nicky is not going to turn on me. Keeping her close won’t be a problem…you let me handle her. She’s a romance writer with the crazy notion that if she doesn’t actually ask me if I’m a vampire, then she won’t be able to tell the two agents anything. Says she’s playing a dumb blonde.” His voice deepened to a growl. “She’s not though. Her hair is that deep, blue-black of midnight.”
Clearing his throat, hoping he didn’t sound as proprietary about Nicole as he felt, he continued, “Anyway. She’s understandably upset. I heard the men on the recording threaten her if she didn’t cooperate. Once she talked to her friend and discovered the men aren’t working for the government, she decided to let me handle it.”
“Then handle it. If you need my help, call.”
“I will. But something weird is happening. You know that red rock Yuli sent me to look after?”
“The ruby that once belonged to Catherine the Great? Has someone been looking for it?”
“No—unless that’s what the men who approached Nicky really want. But I don’t think so. My problem with the ruby is how it feels. Warm to the touch. Pulsing at times. I swear to God when I was at Nicole’s earlier the damn thing practically fried my hand it got so hot.”
Vlad started laughing. Hysterically.
No matter what Zane threatened, both Vlad and his mate Ronnie refused to clarify what was so funny.
 “Ah, my friend. I don’t think I will be telling you. What I will do is take a little trip to the United States and watch what happens. It sounds as if you could use my help and I believe the next few weeks should make for the most wonderful of entertainments.”
Several times Zane told Vlad he could handle the situation here, but the man didn’t listen.
It sounded like he could expect company.
Nicole was not a happy woman. After Zane had left her body singing the opening lines to the old Motown classic, “Let’s Get It On,” she’d been unable to concentrate. It didn’t matter that he’d been right. They did need to make some sort of plan and an extended night of hot sex wasn’t going to accomplish that goal.
But a night of extreme frustration wasn’t working either.
Flat on her back in bed, staring at the ceiling, she considered jumping in the shower to use the vibrating showerhead. It would ease her tension, maybe. Sighing, she realized that wasn’t the answer. She wanted the real thing again. And she wasn’t likely to get it until they came up with some information on Mike and JJ.
Somehow she needed to figure out a way to spy on—
That was it! Bolting from the bed, she grabbed her purse off the dresser and started digging through it. The men had given her a number to reach them. Holding up the small piece of paper, she did a little jig. She could call them tomorrow to arrange a second meeting and pretend she had information for them.
No, that wouldn’t work. Plopping her butt down on the end of the bed, she sighed. Then she’d need information to give them. Somehow she had to trick the two agents into contacting her again. That way she could convince them she was still considering their request and then follow them when they left.
Like she had any idea how to do that.
Staring at the raspberry wall in front of her face, she realized the first part was easy. Nicole had a pretty good idea the two men were watching the compound. Wherever she led, they’d follow. Maybe Zane would know what to do next. Without considering the lateness of the hour, she reached over, picked up her phone and called the private cell number Zane had given her before he left this evening.
“Nicole, are you all right?” Zane’s voice was full of menace.
“I’m fine, how did you…? Ah, caller ID. And I’m sorry I called so late,” she said as she glanced at the clock. It was close to four a.m.
“I wasn’t asleep,” he said, sounding a little surly.
“I know the feeling,” she muttered. Now that she’d called him, she wasn’t sure what to say. What if their conversation was overheard? “I enjoyed tonight. I wondered if you might like to come over tomorrow and…” Shit. Obviously she wasn’t prepared for all this cloak-and-dagger stuff. What the hell did she say now?
Seeming to understand her dilemma, after a small hesitation, Zane answered her. “I’d love to talk some more. If it works for you, I’ll come over about noon.”
“That would be great.”
The small growl Zane emitted caused Nicole’s body to shiver. The man had a very sexy growl. “I’ve been laying here wishing I hadn’t left you tonight. I thought we could use some time to think before we complicate things. Yet I’ve spent every second replaying how soft the naked skin of your belly felt on my fingers, or how sweet your lips tasted. When I read your damn book, all I could think about was trying some of the positions you wrote about and several things you didn’t include. This is your final warning, Nicole. If you don’t want me, you’d better say so now. Because as soon as possible, I’m going to tie you to my bed and explore every dip and curve of your luscious body.”
By the time he’d finished his heated description, Nicole was panting into the phone. Her body overruled any mental reservations. “I’ll hold you to that promise,” she whispered.
“Then you’d better hang up and get some sleep, because I don’t plan on wasting any more time. I’ll see you tomorrow, Nicky.”
“Zane?” She stopped him from hanging up. Nicole was determined to be an active participant in this seduction.
“Yes?”
“I’m going to make a list tonight of all the positions and places I’d like to research. I’ll make you a copy.” Grinning at his frustrated groan, she disconnected the call.
Chapter Four
Spring in Eugene, Oregon, meant rain. But then so did most of fall and winter. Whether the rain fell in a light, warm drizzle or came down as pounding, icy needles— its absence meant the sun was a welcome treat. Because of the rain, evergreens grew tall, the spaces between the trunks filled with ferns or rhododendrons. No matter the season, every shade of green known to man was represented in the aptly nicknamed Emerald City.
Walking down the windswept street in the rare sunshine, Nicole couldn’t help imagining she felt a little like Dorothy must have felt in Oz—totally out of her element. Instead of heading to Decadent Delights to play double agent, she’d much rather be looking for the wizard.
Glancing at her watch, she noted it was four o’clock straight up. She was right on time.
The small Victorian espresso bar and bakery was just a few miles from Zane’s fifty-six-acre compound in the hills by Spencer Butte. With her erratic schedule, she visited it at all hours of the day and night. Showing up in late afternoon wasn’t out of character.
Stepping through the front door to maniacal bells announcing her entrance, she took a quick look around. With the coffee bar and pastry case located just inside the door in what had once been a living room, she could see there wasn’t anyone taking advantage of the comfortable couches and chairs arranged for lingering customers. The bedrooms at the back of the house now served as private meeting spots. There was also a large deck that could be used when it wasn’t raining.
Nicky planned on sitting right in front of the window. It’s where she sat every time she came here. She loved settling in with a latté and cinnamon-laden pastry while she people watched. Using a notepad to write character observations or plot ideas by hand, she turned those ramblings into bits and pieces she could use in her books. It was amazing how a little snippet of overheard conversation could sometimes spark the idea for an entire novel.
Today, writing was nothing more than a cover. Vacillating between nervous excitement and sensual expectation, she wished Zane had kept his promise from the night before. He’d only been at her house for a few minutes before he’d been called away on some emergency with the new indoor horse arena he was building. They’d had time to discuss her plan, set the time to meet and nothing else. Not even a kiss.
Anxiously smoothing her hands over the flirty, knee-length black skirt, she wondered if she should have worn her usual jeans and sweatshirt. Wanting to dress nicely for Zane, she’d chosen her favorite turquoise sweater. Wearing the soft cashmere with the top three pearl buttons undone exposed the lace edge of a matching push-up
bra. To make sure Mike and JJ couldn’t ignore her breasts, she’d added a gold chain with a crystal N, allowing it to nestle in her cleavage, knowing it would slide in between her breasts every time she moved.
The outfit served a dual purpose. Hoping to torment Zane, at the same time she figured at least Mike would be distracted by the in-your-face display of her girls. Her plan was simple. Act stupid and flighty and see if she could get any information from the two goons. Then she’d leave and hope the men went straight home.
Ordering her usual at the counter, she accepted the drink and coffeecake. Claiming the empty seat in front of the window, she sighed as weak sunlight filtered through the glass, warming her skin and spilling over the blank tablet in front of her.
It wasn’t blank for long. Once she set pen to paper, the words poured out of her…
Neither could deal with soft preliminaries. Disposing of his clothing in a mad rush, he fisted his hand in her hair, pulling her head back. Claiming her mouth in a bruising kiss, he slid his hand between their bodies, delving into her wet heat. Within seconds she’d drenched his hand with her honeyed secretions. Responding to his urgency, she slipped her arms around his neck and wiggled against his hand.
Drawing back to maneuver his hand around the base of his cock, he nudged her thighs apart with his knee. Complying with his nonverbal demand, she hooked her thighs around his hips—
“Fancy meeting you here, ma’am.”
Blinking away the scene in her head, Nicole took a deep breath, using the precious seconds to prepare herself for what would come. Finally raising her chin, she looked up to see Mike Maloney’s green eyes focused on her. She looked around for his partner. Ah, good. They were both here. JJ was getting coffee at the counter. Turning, he made his way toward them and Nicole stashed her tablet in her purse, covertly hitting the record button on her hidden tape player.
Mike’s unswerving interest in her strategically displayed assets kept his eyes on her chest. Thank you, Wonderbra!
Pushing her shoulders back, she waited for the games to begin.
“Ms. Martin, may we have a word with you?” JJ asked politely, making a specific effort to keep his pewter-colored eyes focused on hers. He was really trying to look harmless. The muscle working in his jaw belied his efforts. This man personified uptight and fanatically focused. Harmless wasn’t working.
“I’m still thinking about what you said yesterday and maybe laying a little groundwork in case I decide to help you.” She shrugged indifferently, knowing the motion would jiggle her breasts. Focusing on her chest meant they wouldn’t pay a whole hell of a lot of attention to her words. Nicky’s main concern was whether or not the men had someone on the inside. If they did, they might know she’d seen and talked to Zane last night.
“Yes, well…we simply want you to keep an open mind. What did Mr. Patrick say when you told him about us?” the older man inquired, elbowing his partner in the side in an effort to get Mike’s eyes out of her cleavage.
Nicole suppressed a grin and concentrated on JJ. So they did know. It still didn’t answer the question of someone watching from the inside. Maybe they’d known she talked to Zane because of the listening device. But his question was perfect…she’d been expecting this one and was prepared. Mentally she whispered a quick thank you to Mrs. Nathan for being such a bitch of an acting teacher during her sophomore year in college. Nicky had wanted a class she could skate through…instead she’d gotten Nasty Nathan. The woman’s repeated demands of “Once more with feeling!” and “Make me believe you!” had driven her insane.
Without missing her cue, she managed a throaty laugh. “Like I would tell Mr. Patrick the FBI wants me to spy on him because he’s suspected of being a vampire. Get real. My hot neighbor would think I was mentally imbalanced and my chances of getting somewhat closer to him would evaporate. Do you think I’m an idiot?” She leaned forward, reaching down to wipe imaginary dust off the toe of one of her shoes. “There’s not one chance in hell of letting that story fall out of my mouth.”
Lowering her eyes, she noticed her girls were on the verge of complete exposure. The little N of her necklace caught between them. Carefully straightening her spine, she took a final sip of her coffee and glanced at her watch. “Well, I need to go. I’ve got a lot to do this afternoon.”
But JJ wasn’t finished yet. “So you admit you spoke to Zane Patrick last night?”
Turning wide, blue and hopefully what appeared to be dumb-as-rocks eyes on the man, Nicole told him what he wanted to hear. “Why yes, I did. Your visit intrigued me and I decided to at least try to get to know him a little better.” She paused for dramatic affect and smiled. “You know, I’ve lived in the house for over two months and haven’t been real neighborly, if you catch my drift.” She winked and allowed her lips to curl upward in a slight smile, as if sharing a secret.
When JJ smiled back, she continued, “Soooo…I went over last night and asked to borrow a cup of sugar. When Mr. Patrick spilled coffee on himself, I invited him over for a cup of my special brew and a get-to-know-you chat. Stripping down to his t-shirt, he followed me home.” And didn’t that statement just fill her blonde-bimbo quota for the day? If it helped her get what she wanted from the man it would be worth it. Okay, JJ. Give. How much do you know?
“He didn’t spend the night.” The older man wasn’t asking a question.
Hell. The man knew more than she’d hoped. Someone was definitely watching. “Hey, how do you know he didn’t spend—? Ah…you’re having him watched. Well see? You don’t need me. And my momma didn’t raise a fool. Not givin’ the milk away for free was one of her first lessons.”
Saying a quiet prayer of forgiveness to her mother, she turned on the hick accent. She may have been raised in the south, but her mother would have slapped her silly if she’d talked like this. Her parents had been extremely well educated and a little snobbish about it. At thirty-seven years old, Nicole still felt guilty she hadn’t followed
in either of their footsteps. Since they’d died in a car accident over ten years ago, Nicole kept expecting at least one of them to come back and haunt her for her career choice.
They wouldn’t have understood how much she enjoyed writing romance. An acceptable job would be teaching, or publishing some weighty dissertation on the evils of, well—anything. Writing erotic romance novels would have been deemed a severe waste of a talented mind.
Nodding at JJ and Mike, she stood. “Well, I’ve got to go now. I’m going shopping and then treating myself to a pedicure. You’ll be happy to know Zane’s taking me out to dinner tonight. Maybe I’ll have something to say about that later. You two just keep those binoculars or whatever you’re using away from my windows,” she admonished. Walking away, she acted like she didn’t have a care in the world.
Slowly strolling across the street, she meandered into a shop. Ducking out into the back alley, she ran around the corner and hopped into a black car with an excellent view of the coffee shop.
As soon as she closed the door, Zane pulled her over the console and into his arms so he could kiss her. Tongue sweeping inside her mouth, he nipped her lips with his teeth and sat back. Panting. Without saying a word, he picked up her purse and pulled out her notebook.
Reading the few sentences she’d written in the coffee shop, he mumbled something about driving him crazy.
“What are you doing?” she gasped.
With his focus shifting to the coffee shop, he motioned her to get down. “They’re coming out.”
She scooted low, bowing her body over the center console until she was practically lying in his lap. While she waited for Zane to give the all clear, she noticed he was aroused. He hadn’t answered her question about the unexpected voracity of the kiss, but she supposed this wasn’t the time to play. Just having her in this position made him squirm.
Once he let her up, she grabbed her sunglasses and scarf out of her purse. Twisting over the backseat, she retrieved her running shoes and jacket with a very pronounced ass wiggle.
When she sat back down, she noticed Zane’s eyes burned with a promise she thought he might keep this time. Nicole bit the inside of her mouth to keep from laughing.
After following the men to a small brown house a few blocks from the University of Oregon, Zane drove the rental car farther down the street and parked. Before he could decide what to do next, he watched the men leave again. This time dressed in sweats instead of the suits they’d worn while talking to Nicole. He assumed they were going jogging or to work out somewhere.
Breaking into the house was as simple as walking in the front door. Nicky thought the FBI fakes had left the door open. But all it had taken was a quick flick of his wrist to gain entrance. It was a little after five in the afternoon and he was confident they could get in and out of the house before the men returned. Slipping into the front room after Nicole, he started looking for some sort of clue to their identity.
After about twenty minutes, Zane heard a car pull into the driveway. He froze briefly before rushing to the window and shifting the curtain to see Mike and JJ stepping out of their car.
Shit!
The combined torture of seeing how Nicole’s soft sweater clung to the luscious curves, sharing her mind when she wrote the sex scene, having her face buried in his crotch as she hid in the car and the sensual gyrations as she claimed her shoes from the backseat meant all his blood had settled in his cock. There was none left for his brain.
It was the only excuse he had for being such an idiot.
“In here!” After a quick glance to make sure nothing was out of place, he pulled Nicky into the nearest bedroom. The first thing he tried was the window. It was sealed shut with several layers of paint. A brief scan outside showed bare ground in a side yard clearly visible from the street.
Which left the closet. Hearing the men enter the house, he was out of options.
Carefully sliding the louvered closet door, he stepped in and tugged Nicole in after him. Placing his back to the wall, with her back pressed tight against his chest, he settled his hands on her hips and tried to shift Nicky’s body to the side in case he needed his hands free to fight. The movement made too much noise so he stilled.
Taking a deep breath, he inhaled the spicy fragrance coming from her skin. Thank God her perfume was too subtle for the humans to notice. Below the tantalizing scent he caught the pungent odor of fear. The pace of her breathing escalated. “Take slow breaths. In through your nose and out through your mouth.” Hearing the rustle of a sack, he smelled the faint odor of hamburgers and fries. Instead of going somewhere to exercise like he’d thought, they’d picked up fast food.
Evidently they’d eaten in the car—because they moved directly toward the bedroom.
Nicole shifted nervously and Zane wrapped his arms around her to hold her in place. The soft brush of her body against his made him hiss. His cock expanded, pushing into the small of her back. He had to forcefully clamp down on his reaction to her, reminding himself this wasn’t a game of hide and seek. He was afraid the two men were more dangerous than Nicky realized.
“So, you believed her?” It was the voice he recognized from the tape as John Jackson. And they were standing right in front of the closet. Through the slats he could see the top of the man’s graying head. Zane was five-foot-nine. He’d put Jackson at about five-foot-six.
Feeling Nicole’s body tremble, he reached out with his mind to help her deal with her fear. This close to her, it was easy to brush through her slight mental shields and sense that she wasn’t afraid of the men. She was claustrophobic. All she could think about was not having enough air to breathe, not being able to see. Shit.
“I don’t know. It was kind of hard to take my eyes off those tits, if you know what I mean. Jesus, maybe we went about this the wrong way. Give me some time with her and I’ll get the information we need.” This voice was a little bit younger and very hopeful. Mike. Zane wanted to jump out and snap his neck. He strained to see the man through the louvered door, but Mike was standing too far away.
Nicky stirred and Zane tightened both his hold around her waist and the one in her mind. Don’t move. Don’t think about where you are. Close your eyes and concentrate on me. Since she wasn’t telepathic and they hadn’t established a blood bond, so she wouldn’t hear the specific words, just the emotions and the comfort behind them. Shivering in response, she relaxed against him.
“Damn, why don’t we just grab the bastard and his little ho? We can get our guy to herd them our way. I’ll play with Ms. High-and-Mighty Martin while you figure out if Zane Patrick is a vamp,” Mike demanded.
Zane suddenly straightened. Nicky turned silently in his arms and wrapped her own around his neck. She buried her face in his chest. He fought to control his reaction to having her soft breasts rubbing across his chest, concentrated instead on the feral urge to wrap his hands around Mike’s neck and squeeze the life out of the man.
Sighing, he realized that as satisfying as the action might be, he couldn’t do it. Nicky was mortal. If the men were armed, one stray bullet could end her life. It was enough to remind him not to move. So instead of ending this immediately, he stayed in the closet.
Besides, if he killed the men now he’d never discover who’d betrayed him. Solidifying his resolve to not move a muscle or make a sound no matter what the men said next, he tensed. Zane listened as one of the men paced the floor.
“She’s our only hope for extensive access inside the compound. Our contact can’t go in the vampire’s house and search through his things, nor can he ask the man questions. Christ, if we believe her, he even got the relationship between the two of them wrong. Instead of being his girlfriend, she’s his next-door neighbor! For now we’ll have to take her word that she bought the house and isn’t involved with him. But we need to watch her. I think our Ms. Martin is either foolish or playing a very dangerous game.” John Jackson’s voice moved closer to the closet. “Foolish is okay. In fact, I like stupid women. Makes them easier to control.”
Both Zane and Nicole held their breath. Jackson was a scant few inches away from them. Close enough that Zane could see that the man might be short, but he was solid muscle.
“Jesus! You can see the bitch is panting after the guy. She’s not trying to hide it. She gets all doe-eyed and stupid when she talks about him. Maybe the creep will turn her
into one. If he does, I get to chain her up in the lab and play twenty questions. Just give me an hour with her and we’ll know everything,” Mike growled.
Zane grit his teeth in anger. Good old Mike didn’t realize he’d just enrolled in the dead-man-walking club. If the man put one hand on Nicole, he’d kill him. He was liable to kill him anyway, just for thinking about it. Absently he rubbed one had over her back to still her shuddering reaction to the man’s words.
Jackson snorted. “Yeah. And I’ll watch while she bites off your dick, you dumb piece of shit. I told you after you killed the last vamp you couldn’t play your sadistic games this time. A pile of ashes won’t prove to the world that vampires exist.”
“Aren’t you the one always preaching that the only good vampire is a dead vampire? What’s the matter, Mr. Jackson, going soft?”
“I didn’t say you couldn’t kill him after I get the evidence I need. I’m warning you, Mike. I need Zane Patrick alive.”
“How alive?”
“Live enough to talk. We won’t have him ready in time for the next Senate meeting, but I need this wrapped up soon. I want my funding and I want the bastards on that worthless committee scared to death.”
Zane straightened his spine. The Senate? Did he mean the U.S. Senate? Fuck! And what the hell kind of committee was Jackson talking about?
“Maybe our writer needs a push to speed things up a bit. Why don’t you let me take care of that while you’re in Washington over the next few days?” Mike offered.
“Jesus, Maloney. You’re not paying attention to anything I’ve said! Leave Ms. Martin alone until we see if she brings us the information we need. If nothing else, we’ll use her for bait. Later. Right now I’m worried about Patrick. None of the other vampires could tolerate the sun, our tests on various body parts proved that. So if he’s not a vampire, what is he?”
Mike snorted. “It’s enough to know he’s not human. We have plenty of evidence to prove he hasn’t aged in decades. Plastic surgery just isn’t that good. I say we just grab him and take him to the lab.”
“Not yet. We still need something more conclusive. I’m going to go take care of my little Internet flock. I assume if Ms. Martin and Mr. Patrick have gone out God-knows-where for dinner, we have a few hours before they resurface. I want to hear what happens when they get back to her place,” John Jackson said in disgust.
“Yeah, it’s a bitch the homing device we put on her didn’t work. I’m gonna take a shower and catch a quick nap in case we’re up late. We’ll get back to our stake out in a few hours.”
Nicole sagged in his arms as the men moved away. Zane lightly rubbed her arm to try to relieve the tension in her body. A tracking device explained why they hadn’t tried to follow her on foot this afternoon. The men had thought they could find her anytime
they wanted. And it sounded like perhaps someone had bugged Nicole’s house while they’d kept her otherwise engaged at the coffee shop.
He needed to get Nicole out of the closet. Her claustrophobia was getting worse. Opening the louvered door in slow inches, he heard the shower running. Mike must be in there. It might give them enough time to get out of the house. For the moment, the shower would cover any sounds they’d make.
As they started forward, Nicky hissed, her hand going to the back of her neck. “Something pulled my hair,” she whispered. Shaking her head when he raised a hand to help her, she motioned for him to go.
Rolling the closet door back just enough to allow them to slide through, he shut the closet behind them as Nicky started tiptoeing across the bedroom floor. Hearing her heartbeat accelerate, he turned as Mike mumbled something in the shower. Frozen in front of the bedroom door, they held their breath, relaxing when it appeared the man was just talking to himself.
Turning the knob, Zane peered into the open living room and kitchen of the small house. It was empty. The older agent was in his bedroom with the door closed.
It was a little after six in the evening. The sun was setting and the house was getting dark. Zane was ready to pull his hair out in aggravation—older homes were not known for quiet floorboards. He didn’t hear a TV or music coming from the other bedroom, so unless the man was wearing earplugs, they were going to have to be very, very quiet. When he pointed out the light under the door, Nicky nodded at him in understanding. Using his hands, he motioned for her to step exactly where he stepped, to keep her eyes on him and not worry about the door.
Shuffle-stepping their way across the floor in a weird parody of the conga, they took twenty-five steps before reaching the front door—where Zane realized they had another problem. The house had a deadbolt, which meant when they made it outside, he’d have to reset the lock.
Stepping onto the small porch, he turned around and flicked his wrist. The dead bolt slipped into place with a soft snick. A quick glance at Nicole’s wide eyes told him she’d definitely noticed. Without saying a word, they made it to the car they’d stashed several blocks over.
Driving away from the area, Zane silently swore. Damn! She’d have questions. Questions he’d have to answer. And time was running out. Zane needed to set a trap for the traitor and figure out what to do about John Jackson’s fanatical need to expose the Others.
Hell. This was what Vlad wanted—Zane acting as Sentinel. Protecting all Other creatures in the area by keeping the supernatural world safe from human discovery. If John Jackson tried to expose the Others, Zane would be forced to drop his disdain for vampire politics and stop him by any means necessary.
Yet for purely selfish reasons, he wanted Nicole to remain naïve about what he’d do to ensure the Others’ safety.
Breaking the silence, he warned her, “When we get to your house, we need to check everything for listening devices.”
“Yeah, I got that. I wanted to say thank you for helping me with my claustrophobia. I almost panicked back there.”
“It’s was definitely my pleasure,” Zane growled.
When Nicky didn’t say anything else, he glanced at her in concern. She was staring straight out the window. Maybe she was just tired. It had been a long day for her.
Nicky sighed. Closing her eyes, she felt Zane’s gaze on her. She was all out of small talk. It had been hard enough to concentrate on Mike and John’s conversation while they’d been in the closet. With their bodies pressed together in the tight space, she’d had to fight both her claustrophobia and the intense desire coursing through her veins.
Now they were in the close confines of the car and it was impossible to think about anything but Zane. Every time she took a breath she inhaled his scent, the spicy musk and sandalwood fragrance that made her heart race.
Her mind flashed on the research she’d done earlier this morning for a scene in one of her books. She couldn’t help but remember the websites she’d visited that listed the possibilities and positions for having sex in a car. One of them even had drawings that showed exactly how to arrange your arms and legs to take advantage of things like the steering wheel. Or the dashboard. Or the space between the front seats.
She’d like to try some of those positions with Zane.
Glancing out the window, she realized they’d turned onto the street heading up into the mountains, leading to his estate. Large pine trees lined both sides of the road. There were no streetlights. The houses were few and far between. She shifted in her seat, wondering what it would be like to pull into those trees and experiment with what she’d learned.
She wouldn’t have to undress. Wearing this little skirt, all she’d have to do before crawling into his lap is slide her panties down her legs. Wrinkling her nose, she decided she’d have to take her shoes off too.
And Zane wouldn’t have to get naked either. They’d simply need to move his seat back. Then she’d help him unzip his jeans and release his erection to the night. She’d crawl in his lap and face the steering wheel. Use it to lift herself up and then down over—
Nicky started when she felt the car turn. “What’s wrong? Why are we turning here?”
Zane had turned the car into exactly the kind of dirt trail she’d been thinking about. “Nothings wrong. I can’t wait the fifteen minutes it would take to get home.”
Frowning, she looked over at him and watched as he turned off the car and silently fiddled with the button to move the seat back. It didn’t go far. With his long legs, it had already been close to its limit. When he pushed the steering wheel forward, it cleared a little more room.
Nicky gasped. Had he read her mind?
Zane reached for her wrist. “I want you, Nicole. Now. Get rid of your panties and come here. He didn’t allow her to pull away. But then, she didn’t want to. A quick glance out the window confirmed the car was well secluded in the trees. The early March light had faded quickly and only the faint glow of light from the dash and a slice of moonlight made it possible for her to see, and mostly in shadow. With one hand she undid her seat belt, reached down and pulled off her tennis shoes, then wiggled out of her underwear.
Zane slowly ran his thumb across the frantic beat of the pulse at her wrist. Nicky’s wild blue eyes lost focus, her chest heaving in expectation of fulfilling her fantasy. He was breathing hard in anticipation as well. And every breath took her scent into his lungs. His preternatural sense of smell detected the heady spices of orange flower, rose, musk and sandalwood. They went straight to his cock and made him shift uncomfortably in his seat. Zane supposed this was cheating, using her fantasies in this way.
He didn’t care.
Releasing her, he unbuckled his seat belt and then unzipped his pants. Nicky’s hands were there, pushing his away. “Let me do it,” she murmured. Shifting to her knees on her seat, she brushed her fingers under his shorts and touched him. He was already hard. Raising his hips a few inches, he made it easier for her to release his cock. It sprang out of his pants, straining upward.
Running her fingers over the top, she slid one through the wetness already coating the tip.
Leaning toward her, he plucked her from the seat to set her on his lap with her back to his chest. Arranged her the way she’d fantasized, with her skirt fanned out around them. Feet on the floor, she put her hands on the steering wheel in front of her and pulled herself up far enough so that he could maneuver his cock into her already wet heat. He brushed her long braid to the side as she slowly settled over him. The feeling of her enveloping his length was intense. As she ground her soft ass against him, Zane grit his teeth and hissed.
He put his hands on her hips to hold her in place. “Don’t move!” he growled in her ear. Raising his hand, he traced a trail with his fingertips from her neck to her chest. Struggling with impatience to touch her skin, he reached under her cashmere sweater, running his knuckles over her breasts. Her nipples pebbled underneath the bra in response to his light touch. Bending his head, he nibbled the soft skin below her ear.
Nicole groaned. She arched her back, stretching into his hand. Silently offering her body for more. Fingers curled in a tight grip around the steering wheel, she struggled not to move her hips. Concentrating on how his shaft filled her, on the sensations of his mouth teasing and his fingers delicately plucking her nipples, she moaned. If it felt this good through her bra, she couldn’t wait for him to touch her flesh. Her body was going up in flames under Zane’s tender mercies.
Head spinning, she whimpered. Used the steering wheel to pull her body up a few inches, she settled back down. She cursed the close confines of the car. Zane seized the opportunity to explore the line of her jaw with his lips, stringing biting kisses up to one ear. Pausing to nibble her lobe, he flicked it with his tongue, making her squirm. Then shifting his attention, he tantalized the pulse at her throat. God! This was so frustrating. She wanted to move. To drive him hard and deep and instead she could barely lift herself without hitting her head on the roof.
Splitting her focus from his wicked mouth, she felt Zane’s hand travel down her ribs to tease the small strip of flesh at the bottom of her sweater. When he drew back to allow them both to catch their breath, she turned her head to look at him and noticed in the moonlight that his eyes shone with a hot intensity. Good. She’d hate to be the only one affected. Zane bent his head, fusing his mouth to hers for a burning kiss. Nicky pulled back, panting.
Her attention went to his hands as they shifted over her sweater. Slowly, so very slowly, he released each pearl button to expose her flesh.
Zane’s hand skimmed across the velvet softness of her stomach to find the front latch of her bra. He released it, and then helped her shed both the bra and sweater. Impatiently discarding her clothing, he cupped the heavy weight of her naked breast in his hand.
Growling, he exalted in her answering shudder. He felt his cock leap. His fangs descended in painful readiness.
“Zane?” Her voice was a shaky equivalent to the quaking he felt in her body.
He moved his hands over her breasts, plucking at the turgid nipples as she rotated her hips. She used the steering wheel again, pulling her body up, her tight heat gliding over him. Then she settled back down. Nicky worked to keep a rhythm that they both enjoyed.
It was frustrating. Maddening. The car seat and the steering wheel limited the speed and depth of their movements until Zane wanted to scream. Nicky was panting from her exertions. Unable to find the motion that would grant them release.
He pinched her nipples between his fingertips—intent on driving her desire to the boiling point. He reveled in her little keening cries as she squirmed against him. Her restricted motion still managed to drive him crazy. God, he needed her to come.
Sliding his hand down the clenching muscles over her ribs, he moved his fingers under the short, flirty skirt and found the juncture of her thighs, and pressed against her swollen nub. Hissing, she jerked against his seeking hand. He rubbed his fingers over her center in explicit temptation.
She moaned. “Don’t stop!”
He murmured into her neck, “I won’t stop.” He kept her poised on the brink of release until she was wild. When small shudders racked her body, signaling her impending release, he asked her if she wanted to move this outside. Not playing fair, he stilled the tormenting pleasure of his fingers while waiting for her answer.
Breaths coming in panting sobs, she agreed, “Yes, oh God, yes!”
She gasped when he moved his hands away from her flesh. She dropped her hand from the steering wheel and fumbled with the door handle, trying to get it open. They were both maddened by their inability to move. Finally the door swung open quickly and she shrieked as she started to fall out of the car, blindly grabbing for something to stop her.
Zane chuckled, his muscular arm pulling her back to him. His quick reflexes kept her from falling on her face. “Thanks,” she murmured.
“My pleasure.” Standing, he set her beside the car. The cool mountain air made her shiver. He’d just have to warm her. Kissing the tip of her nose, he lifted Nicky in his arms, pushed the door closed with his hip and then carried her to the front of the car. Letting her feet drop to the ground, he gently turned her. Guided her to rest her stomach on the hood. It was still warm and would keep her from freezing.
Darkness surrounded them. Only a faint hint of moonlight made it through the trees. Yet he could see her very clearly. Her dark braid cut the paleness of her back in two. Gently he moved the long braid to one side before he smoothed her short skirt up her hips, baring her to his gaze. He spread her legs and stepped between them.
“God, yes! Just…” Her voice trailed off.
Zane took his shaft in his hand and ran the tip between her legs, over her slit until she arched her ass upward. His first forward motion was tentative. He slid into her, moved his hands to her hips to brace her for his next thrust. This one wasn’t as gentle.
He pulled back, slammed forward. Set a steady pace that allowed their bodies to climb toward release. Nicky braced her hands on the hood of the car and rocked back to meet his every thrust. Close. He was so close.
Blanketing her body, he settled his mouth on her neck. Moved one hand from her hip to slide around to find her clit. He could feel her body tensing. Her whimpering cries of erotic pleasure filled the night. Zane stopped resisting the need to taste her.
With one hand guiding her hips and the other buried between her thighs, he held her to him and allowed his fangs to sink, to penetrate the vein in her neck. As he had the first time he’d taken her blood, he used a small push of his mind to guarantee she wouldn’t remember. But he would. The spicy nectar filled his mouth, searing his taste buds. Blasting through his body, her essence forced him to moan in satisfaction.
Pulling deep for a few glorious gulps, he threw his head back and shouted a claim to the star-studded sky. “Mine!” The urge to stake his claim on this woman surprised him. He couldn’t understand why he felt so possessive.
Her physical reaction derailed his train of thought. He felt the orgasm claim her body and she shuddered uncontrollably in his arms.
Not giving Nicky time to draw a breath, he drew back, turned her over and bent to claim her lips. Enjoying the taste of her, he sipped at the honeyed richness of her mouth. Still hard, he moved her up on the hood and slipped back inside her without breaking the kiss.
Nicky tugged on his ponytail, holding his head away and interrupting the intoxicatingly sweet torture of his possessive kiss. “Someone might drive by and see—”
He captured her mouth again. They wouldn’t see. He’d driven far enough off the road that the trees hid them from view. They might notice headlights of a passing car, but no one would see them.
Zane continued to feast on Nicky’s willing mouth. Concentrating on the savage fire he was rebuilding within her, he shifted to lavish attention on her neck, breathing her sweet, spicy scent. Hands moving along her body, he played over nipples that beaded against his palm and then skimmed over her silky skin, lightly tracing her soft curves.
Nicky’s mewling cries filled the night as he coaxed her to the edge of madness. She raised her arms, wrapping them around his head to entwine her fingers in his hair. Because his hair was still bound, it caused a sharp pain in his skull. He mentally released the band and the ends of his long hair trailed over her skin.
Eyes wide open, Nicky still couldn’t see a damn thing in the nearly pitch-black night. The cool air warred with Zane’s hot touch and the warm metal under her ass. She shivered at the new stimulation of his hair teasing her flesh.
Feverishly hot and madly frustrated, her body bucked against him. “Faster. Please Zane!” she cried. He laughed softly, working her sex with his shaft, increasing ever so slowly the friction and pace of movement. She turned feral, wildly thrusting against him. Demanding fulfillment.
He didn’t change his rhythm. She trailed her hands under the t-shirt he still wore, through the soft hair on his chest to find his nipple. Pinching it between her fingers, she urged him on.
Zane built the tension higher, growling at her encouragement. He closed his eyes, overcome with the sensations flowing between them. Suddenly he clasped her hips tightly and surged into her tight pussy. The deep penetration shocked a low cry from her throat. “Did I hurt you?” he asked urgently.
“No! No, please, Zane. Please move!” Nicky’s voice was urgent.
“Glad to!” he muttered. His grip tightened and he lifted her with lingering slowness, savoring the clinging caress of her engorged flesh. He surged upward and at the same time dragged her toward him. This time he didn’t ask if she was okay. Each thrust and retreat produced a sob of delight from her lips.
Abandoning thought to concentrate on the driving hunger to take her faster, harder, Zane howled when sharp satisfaction jolted through their bodies, creating long, drawn-out orgasms that spiraled between them.
When their combined cries of completion died away, he used his hand to brush hair matted with sweat from her eyes.
“We can check a couple things off that list I was telling you about,” Nicky panted.
Zane’s laugh echoed in the night.
Chapter Five
Within fifteen minutes after going inside her home, Zane found two electronic bugs. The men hadn’t been very subtle or inventive, leaving one in her kitchen and one on the headboard of her bed.
“That is just sick,” Nicole fumed. “I wonder if those things work the same when you blow an air horn in their vicinity as it does when you blow it into a phone. I’d like to pop their damn eardrums for invading my privacy.”
Smiling at her violent and revenge-driven reaction, Zane found her attitude sexy. Go figure. “Isn’t that an urban myth or whatever they call it?”
“Probably, but if it doesn’t pop their eardrums, it still won’t be pleasant. Don’t destroy those things. Stick them somewhere they can’t hear anything and I’ll go out and buy one of those horns tomorrow.”
“Nicole, you’re not going anywhere tomorrow. I think before either one of us leaves the compound we need to understand where the risk is coming from.”
Sighing, she nodded her acceptance. “Yeah, these guys are whacked, Zane. Now what do we do?”
Zane wasn’t surprised at her easy acceptance. “Now I need to somehow find my traitor. I don’t want to deal with Mike or John Jackson without knowing their conspirator’s name. If I do, I’ll loose the chance to figure out who’s giving them information.”
“So let’s make a list.” Nicky reached out, grabbing the closest tablet.
Zane had noticed the multicolored notepads scattered in every room of the house. In the living room where they were sitting now, there was one on every flat surface. “Nicky, I assume you have so many tablets lying around because you want to capture every idea before you forget it, but why is the paper all different colors?”
Laughing, she stood and gathered up a couple tablets to show him. “It’s my pre-filing system. Since each tablet deals with a different book, it’s easy to find my notes when I want to work on a specific project. I cross out things on the page that I’ve already incorporated or dismissed and slide upcoming scenes into brightly colored manila folders.” She shrugged. “More than three-quarters of my day is spent in front of the computer or looking at a blank tablet. The paper is my way of adding color to my life.”
With her words, Zane thought he understood a little about that life. She loved what she did and was pleased she did it well, but she was lonely. The insight unnerved him because he wanted to show her how much nicer it could be with the two of them. He could imagine himself feeding her when she forgot to eat…or rubbing her back when
she’d been sitting for too long. Buying her flowers, taking her for walks. What he didn’t understand is how he thought he could apply for the position of caretaker.
Had he lost his mind?
Pushing aside his troubled thoughts, he listened to what she was saying.
“So how do we do this? My first take would be to list the names of people who live and work within the compound down the left side of the paper. JJ said something about his contact having limited access, but what does that mean?” Turning, she looked at him questioningly. “Do you have any ideas? Do you know the names of everyone who might work here?”
Zane laughed. “There aren’t that many, Nicole, so yes…I know their names. I think for now we put everyone on it and narrow it down. Somehow.”
“Good. Then I’ll divide the paper into sections and we’ll come up with some categories. I think the first one ought to be whether they live here or not. Then add in if they work for you full time, or if they’re contractors of some sort. I know I saw a construction truck the other day in front of the new horse arena. What do you think?”
Zane shook his head. She still hadn’t asked him if he was a vampire or not, even after everything they’d heard in the closet earlier. She’d just assumed and gone on with her life. Betting she had no idea how wonderful a gift she’d given him, he hurried to assure her of brilliance. “Great idea. I think the next category should be money. Computers are a little hobby of mine so it won’t take more than an hour to check bank accounts. I’ll look for unusual deposits or see if anyone’s bought something big and shiny in the last couple months.”
“That’s assuming this is about money, but it’s a good place to start.”
Zane realized she was thinking about this as if she were writing a story. Looking for twists and subplots. Inwardly he smiled as he realized conversations with her would always be geared toward revenge, greed and lust. He wondered if she’d agree to let him keep her for a few years at least. Leaving her mortal, of course. He’d ensure that, financially, she’d want for nothing while under his care.
He’d make sure to highlight the advantages of having a vampire deeply in lust with an erotic romance author. Frowning, he realized he didn’t want her writing about them. And he wasn’t happy with his choice of words, either. Lust wasn’t the only thing he felt for her.
Working with Nicole on her lists, Zane answered questions while using her laptop to access the Internet. Intent on flushing out information on all those who lived or worked within the compound, he hated the need to look at everyone surrounding him as a potential enemy. Refusing to think about it, he allowed himself to be distracted by watching Nicole. The dark, lush sweep of eyelashes framing her bright blue eyes drove him insane.
Answering her questions, he wondered what else she had on the other list she’d reminded him of a few hours ago. The one filled with all her erotic fantasies. He couldn’t wait to see what else she’d dreamed up for the two of them.
He loved the way she moved, a sultry combination of energy and grace. Every time she bent over and unconsciously showed a bountiful flash of cleavage, it snagged his attention. When she got up to make coffee, his gaze locked on the gentle sway of her ass. Looking at her, he couldn’t help thinking…mine.
His woman. A woman of quick laughter and unfailing acceptance that his cock reminded him he hadn’t spent enough time exploring. Concentrating on traitors and a fanatic who wanted to expose his world was becoming more difficult by the second.
Taking a sip of coffee, Nicole hid her smile with the mug. Zane couldn’t keep his eyes off her. Whenever she brushed the hair out of her eyes or leaned over the coffee table to write something on one of the lists of suspects, his eyes filled with fire and passion. The air in her little house crackled with growing arousal. His and hers. If she didn’t do something soon, he was going to burst into flames. Knowing he’d decided he wasn’t going to fuck her brains out until he’d identified the traitor, she had to take the bull by the, um…horn.
The man needed his world rocked every few hours so he could turn his undivided attention to the task at hand. Time to try out the next thing on her list of possibilities.
“Zane, I need a break and I think you do too.” Walking over, she took his hand, pulling him off the couch. “I want to ask you about something. Come with me.” Watching his face, she saw lust turn to hard acceptance. He thought she was going to ask him about tonight. After what she’d seen him do, engaging the lock on the inside of the door while they stood outside, he had to be something more than human. But she wouldn’t ask, even though the questions were racing around in her head. She had so many she didn’t think she could stop once she’d started. Until he chose to explain, she’d resist the temptation.
But she had no plans to resist the ultimate temptation.
He looked confused when she stopped by the door to the little room at the end of the hall. Listed as a bonus room on the real-estate information, it defied her imagination. Well. Not really.
She opened the door. Like all the rooms on the first floor of the house, this one had twelve-foot ceilings. “Why is there a metal bar running from wall to wall? There’s no way to reach it to hang clothes on and whoever installed it made damn sure it wasn’t going to come down. Do you know what it’s for?”
If Nicky hadn’t seen it, she wouldn’t have believed the expression on his face. He was blushing. Now she really wanted to know what the bar had been used for—besides fuel for her stories.
“I forgot it was here,” Zane murmured. Looking at her, he sighed as if debating whether or not to tell her the truth. “Do you remember why I wanted to sell this house?”
“Yes. You said an old friend had lived here and when he passed away, you couldn’t deal with the memories.” Cocking her head to the side, she studied him. “Is it hard? Being here now?”
Smiling, he reached out to touch her cheek. “With your things in place and the way you’ve painted the walls, I don’t see Thomas. All I see is you.” Turning to face the room, he motioned toward the bar. “This is something Thomas had installed about a year before he…died.” Shaking his head, he sighed. “As difficult as it is to admit out loud, he would wrap his knees around the bar and hang in this room for hours. Saying it relaxed him, he called the room his cave.”
Nicky clamped down her initial response—that the entire house had seemed like a dark cave. She realized Zane was waiting for her reaction. Her brows furrowed in concentration as she tried to make sense of what…
Oh.
“He hung upside down on the bar? You mean like a bat?” Was this a vampire thing? Her eyes widened at the thought of Zane…
“Thomas was a little eccentric. And that’s the biggest understatement of my life. He was a great person, loveable. Unfortunately, the man truly believed he could transform into a bat. And if he walked a certain way—with his hands at his side and his eyes looking up—he thought he was invisible. I shouldn’t have encouraged Thomas by pretending I didn’t see him sliding through a room.”
“Sooo…” Nicole gnawed at her bottom lip to keep from laughing.
“I don’t have one in my home, Nicky. I don’t turn into a bat, or sleep or rest or do anything else upside down. Thomas didn’t turn into a bat either. I can’t tell you how often he had headaches from spending so much time with his head pointed at the floor.”
This time she couldn’t hold it in. And when she laughed, all the tension eased from his shoulders.
“Well, I’ve got something different in mind for the bar. How about a little competition? How long do you think you can hang by your hands?”
“What?” he asked her incredulously. “What are you talking about?”
“Well. We’ve been sitting for hours and before that we were crammed in the closet, then the car…I thought we could stretch our muscles a little.” Nicky struggled to keep the color from her face at the thought of what they’d done in and on the car. At least the blush would disguise her growing anticipation.
“You want to have a competition to see who can hang on the bar the longest?” Zane turned to frown at her.
“Yes. You go first. I’ll just go get the stepladder—” She stopped in amazement to watch Zane strip off his shirt and shoes—then leap straight up with no more effort than she might use hopping into bed.
“You realize I can hang here for hours,” he stated confidently.
“Yes. Well. We’ll see about that. We have one rule. You let go—I stop,” she warned.
 “You stop…what?” The last word was strangled as Nicky moved in front of him and placed her hands on his abdomen. Hanging as he was, his groin was even with her face.
Looking up to meet his gaze, she trailed her fingers over the jumping muscles of his stomach and then moved to his belt. Unbuckling his pants, she slowly lowered the zipper.
“Nicky.” Her name was said half in warning, half in raw supplication.
“Remember the rule. You let go…I stop.”
After warning him again, she pulled his jeans and underwear off his hips, leaving him naked except for the socks on his feet. When his erection had cleared the constricting confines of his pants, it sprang free to bob in front of Nicole’s face. “God, you’re beautiful,” she whispered, reverently sliding her hands up his thighs to cup his weight in her palms.
He slipped a little. Nicole looked up, taking her hands away. Watching as he tightened his grip on the metal rod, she smiled at the determined look on his face. Twisting his body, he arched toward her. Nicky waited until he begged.
“My hands were sweaty. I’ve got it now. Please.”
She refused to rush this seduction. It was her turn to make him squirm instead of being ravished. He had a tendency to control their lovemaking. Not that she minded in the least. But this was her fantasy.
Besides, she wanted to see if the scene she’d written in her book would work. Like I really care about anything but having my hands on his flesh.
Deciding the torment would be more effective if he could look down on her naked body, Nicky quickly stripped out of her clothes. If his indrawn breath was any indication, he appreciated the view.
Without wasting any more time she reached up, running her hands over his thighs to circle his staining cock. The deep purple vein running underneath his shaft throbbed.
“Woman. You know this is insane,” he growled.
Nicky smiled, watching his reaction as he threw his head back when she pulled her closed fist up his broad, blood-engorged length. Moving her hand up to slide over the dark, bulbous head, she traced her fingers in the little slit, trailing in pre-come. Using her palm to spread the liquid over him for lubrication, she started to stroke. “This is one more thing for me to cross off my list,” she purred.
“Ah, Nicky!” Zane gasped in obvious enjoyment.
Nicky wanted him mindless. Craving all she could give him. Leaning forward, she stuck out her tongue, licking the crown of his shaft then laving around the deep-plum head. She was a little surprised that he’d been circumcised. Once she found out how old he was, she’d have to do a little research. Or just ask him. But that was a question for later.
 “Hell. I’ll…hang here all night,” he groaned. “If it means…you’ll keep…doing that!”
Continuing to lick him from root to tip, she was encouraged by his rumbling growl. When her wet lips closed over the flared head, she swirled her tongue around him and was delighted by the sound of Zane’s gasps.
With her eyes closed in enjoyment, she imagined him looking down at her as she serviced him. And prayed his hold on the bar would continue a little longer. She smiled as Zane tried to rock his hips as she took his length down her throat. Using one hand wrapped around his shaft to assist her movements, she grabbed his ass, holding him in place.
Stroking him with one hand and her mouth, she raised her gaze the length of his body, following the dark trail of hair from his trembling belly to his shuddering chest as he struggled to breathe. Noticing the fine sheen of perspiration glistening on his tight muscles, she finally met his burning gaze.
His eyes blazed with fire, his lips parted in tortured bliss. Drawing back, she took pleasure in the silky, solid length in her mouth, the salty-sweet taste of his skin and the vein pulsing under her tongue. He hissed when her teeth scraped him and she released him. “Sorry,” she said. Looking up, she met his gaze and winced.
Zane shook his head. “God, don’t apologize!” he grumbled, groaning once more when her tongue slipped through her lips to lick him. “I love the burn of your teeth on my flesh, the pleasure-pain of you feasting on me. It’s perfect.”
Leaning forward, she wrapped her lips around his cock once more and took him into her mouth. Sliding his length down her throat, she pumped him with one hand and bobbed her head back and forth over his cock. Releasing his tight ass, she reached around to cup his balls with her other hand, compressing the small orbs with gentle force.
Zane roared and flexed, straining to thrust his hips in an effort to push his cock farther into her mouth. Hot jets pulsed from his shaft and shot down her throat. Feeling him shudder, she continued teasing his semi-hard cock by swiping the small hole at the tip with her tongue and then taking just the head into her mouth.
“Hmmm.” Nicky hummed her pleasure and Zane’s cock reacted to the vibration of her mouth, growing eager for another round.
“Step back,” he demanded in a hoarse growl. “It’s my turn.
Landing beside her, Zane pulled Nicky to him and kissed her softly. As he eased her to the floor, she wondered if he could taste himself on her lips.
“I am going to lick and suck you until you come, then I’m going to fuck you,” he whispered intently.
Her body constricted in delighted anticipation at his promise. Watching Zane fall to his knees between her spread legs, she moaned as he used his hands to separate her swollen labia. Within seconds she felt his hot breath against her flesh and the slow slide
of his tongue through her slick folds. Gasping, she arched into his mouth as her fingers tried to find something to hold on to.
The thrust of Zane’s tongue spiked through her like lightning, moving straight to her core. Nicky groaned at the sensation, her body tightening as she let herself drown in the pleasure moving through her. Bucking in urgent demand, she was rewarded with the pressure of his tongue circling her hardened clit, his lips and teeth pulling at the inflamed nub. Fingers slid inside her, pushing her closer to orgasm. He continued to use his tongue and mouth to drive her insane. Running a wet finger down to the little rosette of her ass, he teased her tight flesh. She couldn’t wait. “Zane, please,” she cried. “No more teasing. Fuck me!”
Rising up and over her, he took his cock in hand and slid it along her weeping slit. Nicky moaned beneath him. Spreading her legs wide, she bowed her back and offered her body to him.
She’d noticed that when they made love, she experienced a strange connection with Zane. It was a freaky, mind-meld thing where physical sensations magnified. Spooky as hell, it was also really, really hot. If she feathered his nipple with her fingertips, she swore a ghost of a touch passed her breast. His thoughts were closed to her but when they connected like this—his body became an extension of her own.
She panted when he pushed the thick, swollen tip of his cock against her opening. The spiritual merge meant getting both sides of the coin, his reaction to her tight sheath and her frantic response to his invasion. Moaning, she flailed her head from side to side as he taunted her with a scant inch. In. Out. Hands on his shoulders, she tried to pull him closer. The dual sensations made her crazy. “Please—Zane, now!” she begged. She screamed as he slammed forward, stretching and filling her. They both cried out in shared pleasure, as the clutching, ravenous addiction for each other seemed to take control of their bodies.
They came together in a frenzied dance of agonized rapture, racing for completion. Driving deep within her, he thrust hard and fast, balls slapping against her ass. Holding her hips, he pulled her against him and Nicky dug her heels into the floor and thrust upward. Her keening cries of pleasure seemed to encourage him to press for more.
Cradling her head with his hands, he turned it to one side. Feeling his mouth on her neck, she tensed, the sharp slide of fangs sinking into her flesh stinging for a brief heartbeat. And then she felt nothing but pleasure.
Screaming, mind-shattering, please-don’t-stop…pleasure.
“Oh God! Ohgodohgodohgod,” she chanted, fingernails digging into his shoulders as she tried to hold him in place.
Feeling her inner muscles clench around him, she knew the spasms preceded her orgasm. Zane used his body to force her lust higher. He dug his cock into the pulsing constrictions of her cunt. Continuing to suck and pull at her neck, he tied the motions together.
Nicky screamed, jerking hard against him. Her arms wrapped tight around his neck to hold him to her. She felt every nerve ending in her body respond to the small, sensual pain from his fangs, the thrust and drag of his long, thick cock in her vagina and the slap of his testicles against her ass. The combined ravishment pushed her arousal so high, torturous need seized her insides and burned her alive as he fucked her.
Her mind warred with her body…one wanting him to stop and one wanting more. Unable to make sense of what she wanted, she knew she was going to come so hard she’d likely faint from the experience. Tugging against him, she screamed a final time as agonizing pleasure detonated throughout her body. Every synapse sizzling, her body went up in flames. Letting her head fall back, she gulped air and held Zane as his body stiffened. His release echoed through her soul.
“Wow!” was all Nicole could say a very long time later. Good grief, if mortal women found out vampires existed and had this kind of stamina, the vamps would find themselves locked in an entirely different sort of research lab. Lying on the floor wrapped in Zane’s arms, she had absolutely no plan to move anytime soon.
“I have to tell you I never imagined using that bar in such a way,” Zane chuckled. “When can I see the rest of your list?”
Nicky laughed. “What’s the use in being a vampire if you can’t hang from the rafters once in awhile?”
His laughter choked at her words. Then he went still beneath her. “Nicky, why haven’t you asked more questions about me?”
“What kind of questions do you think I should ask?” she queried as she snuggled her head into a more comfortable position on his arm and ran her fingers through the crisp hair on his chest.
“You haven’t even asked if I’m a vampire.”
“Zane, it’s not like I was so overcome by the orgasm that I missed the fangs in my neck.” Narrowing her eyes, she turned to meet his gaze. “You’ve done it before, haven’t you? But you did something so I wouldn’t remember.” The last wasn’t a question.
“Yes.” His body tensed.
Nicky blew out a breath. “I thought so. I should be mad at you, but it’s a little hard to argue right now.” She ran her fingers through the hair on his chest and tugged. At his exclamation, she laughed.
“So. You’re a vampire. Even without the biting thing, I kind of thought so. After watching you set that lock from the outside today, I knew you had to be something.” She didn’t say anything else. Just enjoyed having his arms around her.
“So that’s it? Don’t you have more questions? Like if I kill those I feed from?”
“I thought about the killing thing for about half a second and decided the answer had to be no. Was I wrong?”
“No, you weren’t wrong but…how did you decide?”
 “If you did, there’d be bodies everywhere. I assume you aren’t the only vampire in the area.”
“No. I’m not.”
“We need to add another column to my list of suspects. Vampire or human. But with other vampires living in the area, if you killed when you fed, that would be an awful lot of dead people I haven’t heard anything about. I may be a little bit of a hermit, but I would notice the news of a dozen or so missing or dead people every week. How often do you feed?” She ran her hand down his arm, trying to encourage him to talk.
“Daily…or at the very least, every other day.”
“There you go. Too many bodies. At that rate, if you killed them you’d be out of food pretty soon.”
“So you don’t have any questions? I find that hard to believe.”
Nicky gave a very inelegant snort. “No. I have millions of things I’d like to know. I just figured you’d tell me when you’re ready.”
“I don’t think we have time right now for a million questions, but I could take care of a couple before we get up and finish looking for a traitor.”
“Okay. Can I see your fangs?” That wasn’t the question she meant to ask, but it would do. Raising her body up off the floor, she turned to look at Zane. He looked a little sheepish when he opened his mouth and within seconds, his incisors grew very long. Sharp. Flopping back down, she decided she was glad to have the death-by-blood-sucking question answered. But the pleasure those sharp teeth brought her took the edge off her fear.
“How old are you?” she asked next.
“Two hundred and fifty-two. I was born in 1756. How old are you?” When he rolled to his side so he could look down on her, she was happy to notice his teeth were back to normal.
“Thirty-seven and you’re way too old for me. Did you become a vampire by choice or were you forced?”
“I was thirty-two years old, living in Ireland. There was some small skirmish between neighbors and I was mortally wounded in the fight, left to die as the combatants moved on. Vampires have always used the battles of men as a sort of feeding ground. Thomas thought I looked like his son. So instead of hastening my death, he turned me. Until that moment I’d had no idea such creatures existed.”
“Thomas? The guy who used to live here?”
“Yes. Thomas was my sire.”
Nicole considered that for a bit. Obviously he’d cared about the man. “So, not being able to go out in the sun is a myth?”
 “It takes a couple centuries. Age builds immunity. In daylight I’m weaker and my eyesight isn’t as keen. I have to watch how long I’m exposed or I’ll burn. Every decade the adverse effects dwindle. And before you ask…crosses, garlic and holy water have no consequence for my kind. However, a stake through the heart, decapitation or fire will kill us.”
“On that happy note, I think we need to get back to finding your traitor. Do your employees have cell phones?” she asked.
Zane blinked. “Excuse me?”
Nicky laughed, knowing she’d confused the hell out of him with her abrupt change in subject. “Cell phones. I just realized that if Mike and JJ gave me a number to contact them, they probably gave the same number to the other guy.”
Zane frowned down at her for a second. “Actually…I have a group cell plan. Its one of the benefits I provide for those under my care. Employees or friends.”
“A vampire with benefits? You realize you’re blowing my preconceived notions all to hell, don’t you? Do you have group dental too?” She didn’t try to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.
“For mortals, yes,” he replied, laughing.
“Good. We can check online billing to see if the number was called or received by anyone’s phone,” she explained.
Slapping her ass, he stood up, reaching a hand down to assist her. “Come on, woman. Get dressed, let’s go log in to the cell company and see if we find the number on my bill. You know, its really going to piss me off if I find out I’ve been paying for calls to the vampire hunters.”
Chapter Six
Zane looked up from the computer to see Nicole asleep on her couch. Watching her did something funny to his heart. Rubbing his hand on his chest, he was terrified and thrilled by the curious melting sensation coursing through his body. He couldn’t afford to feel this way. As if every night to come should end just like this.
No matter the threat to his sanity, he couldn’t take his gaze off her. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman in the world. Or at least not in the classical sense.
After using Thomas’ bat pole in a rather intriguing way, she’d changed into faded blue jeans and an oversized t-shirt. She’d pulled her wealth of black hair into a ponytail and removed her makeup. A dark sweep of eyelashes stood out in stark contrast to her pale face, a light sprinkling of freckles accented her nose.
She was beautiful to him.
Checking his watch, he grinned. She should be asleep. It was after three in the morning.
As the laptop shut down, he took a minute to enjoy the sight of her sprawled in slumber. Hair coming loose from its confining elastic, it was now a wild tumble around her flushed face. She’d tucked one hand under her cheek.
Just as he stood to scoop her into his arms with the intent of taking her to bed, he glanced at the pile of colorful folders sitting on the end table by her head. The dark blue file folder on top was labeled Blood Red Ruby.
Zane sucked in a sharp breath.
Instead of carting Nicky off to bed as he’d intended, he picked up the file and glanced inside. Abruptly he sat back down and started reading.
The first page was a copy of information from Wikipedia.com on Catherine the Great and a ruby given to her by Gustavus III of Sweden. Underlined in red ink were the words “a beautiful ruby the size of a pigeon’s egg, the present whereabouts of this stone are unknown”.
Well. Zane knew exactly where the damn rock was. Underneath his bed in the small safe he’d installed beneath the floorboards. Shit. This was too coincidental for his taste.
Glancing at Nicole, he decided he needed some answers. But not tonight. Tonight he’d go home and read the rest of the information in her ruby file, including what looked like the rough draft of a book. In the morning—hell, it was already morning. In the afternoon he’d have a better idea of what to say to her. If there was anything to say at all.
The first flicker of anger caused his gut to churn with the prospect of betrayal. Was he wrong to trust her? Was this entire exercise a ruse to gain possession of the ruby? Son of a bitch.
Was she sleeping with him, hoping to find where he kept the stone? That first night he’d fucked her in the kitchen, he’d had the damn thing in his hand. Hadn’t she noticed?
If not, the joke was on her.
Could he have been wrong about Nicole’s motives in all of this? After one final look at the sleeping woman, Zane turned silently and left the room. He’d go home, read the file and her work in progress and then talk to her tomorrow.
Nicky didn’t go downstairs until a little before noon. At five this morning she’d woken on the couch, freezing her ass off and disappointed to find she was alone in the house. Zane hadn’t bothered to tell her goodbye. Nor had he thought to cover her with a blanket before he left. Confused by his actions after the day they’d spent together, she’d dragged herself to bed after deciding she was being too sensitive.
Already showered and dressed in comfortable sweats and a t-shirt, bemoaning the voices in her head, she started a pot of coffee and munched on trail mix. With her hip propped against the counter, she decided she’d get some writing done while she waited to hear from Zane.
Looking out the window, she smiled. It was a perfect writing day, all misty rain and dark clouds with nothing to tempt her outside. Lighting a fire in the front room, she grabbed her laptop. A few moments later she was sipping coffee and rereading the chapter she’d written a few days ago. She’d left off at the beginning of a sex scene…
Taking control of her body, he checked to make sure she was ready to withstand his wild desire. Nibbling at her mouth, he simultaneously opened her thighs with his leg and slid his hand over her stomach, down to the strip of tiny curls accenting her mound. Slipping his fingers through her folds, he found her dripping with moisture. Wanting him. Sampling the hot, slick wetness by pushing two fingers into her channel, he ignored her cries of passion and pushed deeper, forcing her to ride his hand, wanting her to burn for him.
Stop!
Nicole frowned. She didn’t think the heroine would say “stop” at this point, but the word had popped into her head nonetheless. Usually she let her characters dictate the action, but really—now wasn’t a good time to stop.
His world centered on the velvet friction and heat between her thighs. Dragging her back toward him with each hard stroke, he rode her—
“Damn it, Nicole!” A rough hand grabbed her arm and shook her. “Stop it!”
Nicky gasped. Blinked. Took a few minutes to transition from the world she’d created to the here and now. Zane stood in front of her. Feet spread apart, hands on his hips and a fierce scowl on his face. His hair and clothing were soaked. She noticed a small puddle of water growing at his feet.
 “Oh! Zane, I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you come in. Let me get you a towel.” Nicky jumped up, looking forward to stripping the well-worn jeans and blue windbreaker off his hot body so he could sit by the fire and warm up.
When she got back to the living room, Zane was pacing. The hard fury in his face changed her plans. “Here. What’s wrong? Did something happen?” Nicky handed him the green towel she’d grabbed from the downstairs bathroom and took a quick step away from Zane when he snarled at her.
“Wrong? What. Could. Possibly. Be. Wrong?” Each word seemed squeezed between his clenched teeth.
Nicky shuddered. “Do you want a cup of coffee? Then you can—”
“I don’t want coffee, Nicky. I want an explanation.”
The words hit her like an icy slap. When she frowned, he tossed a damp file folder on the coffee table.
“Explain that!” he growled, pointing at the blue file.
Frowning, she inched toward the table to see what he was so upset about. “Explain what? Why do you have my file on…” Bending over to look, she scowled. “Blood Red Ruby?” Raising her gaze back to Zane, she stumbled to the nearest chair under the focus of all the anger and hurt in his eyes. “Zane?” she softened her voice. The man was clearly upset about something.
“Don’t play dumb blonde with me, Nicole. I’ve seen your performance before, remember?” he snarled.
Okay, now he’d managed to piss her off. “What in the hell crawled up your ass this morning?”
“As if you don’t know. Tell me, Nicole, did you kill Gustof or did you have Mikey do it?”
He’d lost his mind. That was the only explanation for this attack. “Who’s Gustof? And why would I kill him? Why do you think I’d have Mikey do anything? This doesn’t make sense, Zane. You’re going to have to spell it out for me.” She jumped up, crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Zane. He loomed over her, practically frothing at the mouth.
“The ruby.”
Nicole waited for a moment. When he didn’t say anything else, she prompted, “What ruby? Wait. You read my Blood Red Ruby file? Are you talking about a real ruby or my book?” Now she was totally confused.
Zane looked at her long and hard. The chapters she’d written and the detailed research she’d done on the ruby hidden under his bed had led him to believe she was using him. Yet she sounded as if she had no idea what he was talking about.
Either she was the best actress he’d ever seen, or he was a raving idiot. Taking a deep breath, he reached a hand out to touch her arm. Ignoring her attempt to pull away, he let his mind seek hers. The barriers between them came down easily when she was
thinking about sex. Or they were having it. In order to see anything else, he had to touch her. He needed to read more than just the thoughts she had about sex.
He winced when she tried to pull away from him. Buried beneath anger, he felt her pain at his accusations. The confusion. Skimming her surface thoughts—he realized he was definitely an idiot.
Sighing, he released her arm and rubbed a hand over his face. Pushed his hair back. He hadn’t considered this. After reading the entire file last night, including the two hundred or so pages of her incomplete manuscript, he’d jumped to the most logical conclusion.
It just didn’t appear to be the correct one.
Then when she’d started writing this morning, filling his mind with her erotic musings…he’d snapped. Grabbing the file, he’d run to her house. And attacked her.
In a much calmer tone of voice, he tried to apologize. “Let’s sit down. I’ll have that cup of coffee and we’ll talk.”
Nicky just stood there for a moment. Looking at him as if she’d like to shove him back into the pouring rain and bar the door, instead she turned and went into the kitchen. Zane hoped it was for a coffee cup and not something sharp.
Now that his anger had subsided, he watched her hips sway with what he hoped would turn into a mesmerizing invitation. His body hardened. He had a lot of ground to make up before she forgave him. Taking off his jacket, he ran the towel through his hair and tossed it to the side. He sat down on the couch and waited for her.
When she handed him a mug of coffee, she didn’t look at him. Moving away from him, she sat on the floor in front of the fire with legs crossed, a blanket arranged on her lap. “Explain what just happened,” she demanded.
Zane winced. “I will. First…I’d like to ask you a question.”
She raised her eyebrows. He could ask but she might not answer. “How did you come up with the idea to write about Catherine the Great and the ruby?”
“A dream.”
Zane frowned. “I don’t understand. You dreamed about her ruby?”
Rolling her eyes, she shrugged. “I didn’t dream about that specific ruby. I had a dream…several dreams, really. They started about a month ago. All of them were about an egg-sized ruby with strange, mystical powers.” She winced. “And vampires. There were vampires in the dreams. I Googled ‘egg-sized ruby’ and got hers. I already had most of a story written that seemed made for the drama and intrigue of a priceless, historic ruby. The fact that no one knows where the ruby is now was a bonus.”
“You’re wrong,” Zane said.
Frowning, she looked at him. “Wrong about what?”
Slowly taking his hand out of his pocket, he leaned forward and sat the ruby on the coffee table. “There are a few people who know where it is.”
Her mouth dropped open and her eyes widened in shock. Staring at the priceless ruby, she didn’t question for one minute that it had once belonged to Catherine the Great. Obviously Zane had more problems than Mike and JJ. The man had secrets. Possessions men would kill for. “Who’s Gustof?” she asked as she got to her knees and reached for the stone.
“No!” Zane dove for the ruby and their hands closed over the stone at the same time.
Nicole shuddered, whimpered as her fingers surrounded the ruby with Zane’s hand encompassing hers. She felt the ruby pulse and heat as her body matched the stone’s rhythm. Her breasts ached to be touched, her internal muscles clenched as her pussy wept in readiness. For Zane. Only Zane.
“Christ!” he growled. Releasing her hand, he buried his fingers in her hair and leaned over to capture her mouth in a kiss.
Clutching the stone to her chest, she landed on the floor in front of the fireplace with Zane on top of her. She heard him grunt. When she looked between their bodies, she saw that his t-shirt had ridden up under his arms, exposing most of his chest. A sharp edge of the uncut ruby had scratched the flesh over his heart. He was bleeding.
Why had the ruby cut him and not her? She tried to tell him, but the ruby throbbed between their bodies. The erotic sensations beating through every pore made her forget about the small scrape.
Nicole fought to get her hands free and won. Throwing her arms around his neck, she pulled him to her. Their mouths ravished. Lips, teeth and tongues frantically moved over flesh, seeking more. In the back of her mind she acknowledged the sound of fabric tearing as Zane ripped the t-shirt she wore down the front, exposing her breasts. Thank God she hadn’t bothered with a bra this morning.
When she tried to pull his shirt over his head she realized the ruby clenched in one hand interfered with her ability to get him naked. She dropped it to the floor.
Her fingers found the hem of the shirt and at the same time, he took her nipple into his mouth and sucked. Arching her body as the pleasure spiked through her, she pushed his shirt upward, struggling to get it off…
Releasing her breast, Zane groaned and sat back. “Fuck this!”
When he waved his hand and their clothes melted away, she blinked. But the questions faded from her mind when he picked up the ruby and placed it on her belly.
A deep, red radiance seemed to pulse within the stone, sending currents of sharp desire through her soul with each flicker. “Zaaane!” She cried his name in supplication. Firelight mixed with the dancing beam from the ruby, playing over his muscled chest, making his golden skin glow. Her breath left her lungs in a whoosh.
The man was seriously gorgeous. With long, dark-brown hair falling past his shoulders, strong biceps flexing as he held her in place. Lowering her gaze over the downy soft hair on his chest, she moaned at the sight of his cock standing straight up from a nest of dark curls. The plum tip oozed pre-come. She licked her lips.
 “Hold the ruby,” he commanded, his voice rough with emotion.
Automatically she obeyed, dropping one hand to cover the stone.
“I wanted to take you in bed.”
At her unhappy groan, he smiled. “I won’t make it up those stairs. Hang on, love. Sex with you is like riding lightning, but this is going to get even wilder.”
It was a warning. One that thrilled her. Watching him wrap the fingers of one hand around his shaft and guide it toward her, she tilted her hips and met him halfway.
Pushing forward, he slipped between her folds, sinking deep into her body. Rising over her, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders to hold her in place with the ruby wedged between them. Rotating his hips, he dug his cock into her pussy. “You feel so damn good,” he whispered into her neck.
Pulling out, he slammed back in. Making her grunt with the force. Wrapping her thighs around his hips, she strained to meet every thrust and dig. There was no need to urge him to a faster pace. He went wild. Meeting the cadence of the stone, he answered its summons to a frantic scramble, an insane search for something just out of reach.
Nicole felt Zane’s mind nudge hers and she opened for him. Their psyches flooded with sensations from both bodies. They merged, became one. His cock strangled by her inner muscles and her breath teasing over his skin, they lost sight of which sensations belonged to who.
As their bodies slapped together, the room filled with Zane’s frenzied cries and her heartfelt sobs as orgasmic release was held just out of their grasp. Finally, finally Zane’s lips searched and found her jugular. The sharp jolt of pain and his suckling shoved them over the edge of reason and they shattered. He moved his mouth from her neck, holding her to him.
Her face pressed against Zane’s chest, Nicole cried out. She opened her eyes and saw the blood still trickling from the ruby’s cut just above his left nipple. Without considering her actions, she placed her mouth over the small wound and suckled. The sharp, sweet fire of Zane’s blood filled her mouth and she swallowed. Moaning against his flesh, she felt an overwhelming urge to take more. Part of her mind recoiled at the action. But the sensations flooding her body silenced any internal opposition.
Zane shuddered. Went rigid above her as her mouth worked the small cut. When the ruby throbbed once more, they gasped. She forgot about his blood and struggled to meet the reawakening demands of her body.
They started again.
Zane listened as Nicky struggled to breathe without panting. Over the last few hours he’d explored, touched and turned-on her body…from the top of her head down to her toenails. He was feeling rather smug.
“Get that damn ruby away from me!” she cried in horror.
Zane chuckled, pushing the ruby off her stomach and under the couch. He stayed on the floor by her side, too replete to move just yet.
“What the hell is that thing?”
“I don’t know. But as soon as I can move, I think I might make a call to find out.” Rolling onto his back, he pulled her body tight against his and waved his hand in the air. A blanket floated out of nothingness to cover them.
Nicky gasped. “About that little trick…”
“Vampires have a little magic. We can dress ourselves this way, or take our clothes off. Summon simple things like blankets and books. It’s not as if I can make a person or a car appear.”
“How about food? I had a handful of trail mix this morning and I’m famished. You wore me out.”
Laughing, Zane flicked his wrist and a wooden platter with cheese and fruit appeared beside Nicky’s hip.
“Works for me,” she said, grabbing an apple and a slice of Gouda. Snuggling back down beside him, she turned her head and smiled.
Her delight robbed him of breath. It was a strange thing to feel a punch in the gut so hard it drove the air out of his lungs. The ruby-induced sexual marathon had taken everything out of him. Before that smile he would have sworn it would take several hours for his body to recuperate enough to respond to any stimuli. He was wrong. “You know, I’m really into sexual diversity, but do you think next time we could do this in a bed?”
Grinning, Nicole poked him in the rib. “As long as it’s a few hours from now. So what other magic can you do, besides locking and unlocking doors?”
“Turning the lock at JJ’s house was just making something move. Like opening doors or windows, or bringing us pillows.” A quick movement with his hand summoned two pillows from the couch. He caught them as they flew overhead. “The most basic vampire powers are the ones most likely to get us killed, so we rarely use them.”
“What do you mean?” Nicole frowned.
“Every vampire has the ability to clean themselves, change their clothing, use a little mind control when they feed to keep…” How did he put it without scaring her?
“Their meal from remembering the bite?” she said sarcastically.
Zane winced. Obviously she hadn’t forgotten what he’d said about the first couple times he’d bitten her. “Yes. Anyway, those are the gifts we’re born with. They take little energy and no thought. However, there are other gifts. Those we acquire with age, like the ability to go out in the sun or fly.”
“You can fly? Cool!”
“Yes. Some vampires get something extra when they’re turned, as if the power was locked inside their psyche and vampirism released it. I have an affinity with animals, an
ability to communicate with them. Which is one reason why the horses I train do so well. Those gifts are, for lack of a better word…special. Not every vampire gets a special gift. The point I’m trying to make is all these other powers, from age or special gifts— take concentration and a great deal of energy. I’m not going to forget where I am, jump out a fifteenth-floor window after a business meeting and fly home.”
“But you might spill gravy on your shirt and clean it without thinking.” She nodded.
“Yes. Cleaning myself is easy and deadly. Before plumbing was invented, cleanliness of any kind was perilous. It was difficult to keep from waving away the dirt when it would solve the god-awful smell emanating from my body. And with preternatural senses, well…I can tell you it was a vampire who coined the phrase ‘cleanliness is next to godliness’.”
Nicole laughed.
“In the past we had to wait for someone to fill a tub, or go outside and take an icy bath in a nearby body of water. Or wait two days for clothes to be washed and dried. In this day and age, vampires take showers, or at least run the water so it seems like we have. A couple times a day we go in a bathroom, wait for a few seconds and flush the toilet whether there are mortals surrounding us or not. You never know who might be paying attention and a few precautions help us appear human.”
“So the simple things get you killed. What about never growing old?” Nicole thought of the pictures Mike and JJ had shown her.
“In the last few decades our age-related problems have become both easier and harder. Easier because we used to be limited to ten or fifteen years in one place before we were forced to move. The advent of plastic surgery allows us to stay twenty-five or thirty years now.”
“I would imagine pictures, the Internet and coming up with passports reflecting what you look like versus how you should appear would make it harder.”
“That’s not as difficult as it seems. We have vampire geeks just like there are human geeks. It amazes me what they can do with a computer and a printer. It’s easy to leave your worldly goods to a fantasy son if the paper trail can withstand scrutiny. Our biggest problem is a shrinking world. A hundred years ago, if you moved halfway around the globe you didn’t worry about running into someone you’d met forty years before on another continent.”
“So you’re always worried someone will recognize you?” She shifted her body into his, propping her chin on his chest to stare into his eyes.
Zane nodded. “Airplanes and a mobile society have made this danger a very real concern. But the same technology that makes it difficult to hide has other benefits. Before the invention of telephones and email, I could go for decades without talking to longtime friends. Because traveling to another’s territory would take weeks or months, I rarely saw other vampires. Now I have daily, sometimes hourly contact with friends even if they live on the other side of the world. It’s a simple thing to visit them, or have
them visit me.” Zane winced. Which reminded him—Vlad said he and Ronnie were going to visit soon.
“Another’s territory? Vampires have territories?”
“It’s not really a geographical territory. Not like marking a specific space they defend. A newly made vampire can live with their sire or an older vampire for a decade or so. As vampires age and accumulate power, it becomes impossible for them to share households or spend time with each other. A physical separation of a few blocks might work if they’re careful not to cross paths. The older a vampire gets, the more space they seem to need. Visits with old friends have to be kept to a few short weeks.”
Thinking of Vlad’s desire to have him take the position of Sentinel for this area, Zane realized the lessoning of the territorial impulse was a tangible job perk.
The ritual binding of a Sentinel to their region would ensure that the one responsible for the area could tolerate other vampires for longer periods. It would defeat the whole point of being a Sentinel if the one chosen couldn’t spend enough time with the region’s other vamps to protect them or determine whether or not someone posed a threat.
It also meant that with a Sentinel mystically bound to the land, other vampires could attend meetings without the inherent urge to fight. It still didn’t make them capable of living with each other, but there was a general easing of tension.
Nicole wrinkled her forehead. “What about Thomas? He lived here and you said he made you a couple hundred years ago.”
Zane smiled. She certainly had a great memory. “Unfortunately, after several centuries of solitude and hiding what we are, a vampire can regress—or become completely crazy. Thomas never found joy in his life as a vampire, becoming melancholy and a little unstable over the last few decades. His power began to fade, which allowed us to live together.”
“So, why didn’t Thomas get married so he wouldn’t be alone?”
Her voice wrapped him in silk and heat and thinly veiled compassion. Zane kept his gaze on Nicole’s questioning blue eyes. He could drown in those eyes. And while he wanted to look away, he owed her the truth.
What he hadn’t counted on was how much it would hurt to say the words.
“Vampires can’t have long-term relationships. Females become just as territorial as males, Nicole. If Thomas had turned a lover into a vampire, he’d have had a decade or two with her before one of them needed to move on.”
Wincing at the thought, Zane continued, “What kind of torture would it be, to love someone with your mind yet be instinctively incapable of living with them? And if he left his lover mortal, it would mean every day they shared brought her closer to death. In too short a time he’d be left alone again. To what? Find another human and watch her die too?”
He could see her struggling with the explanation. Watched her compare his sire’s loneliness with their situation. He could sense the emotions overwhelming her. Because he was touching her, it was a simple thing to feel the compassion she had for Thomas, for him. She understood without him telling her that he would always live his life alone. He shared her sadness when she realized their time together was limited. He could explain the one-in-a-million chance he had of finding a true bond. But that would be cruel. It would give her something to hope for when there was no hope.
Nicole could never be more than a short-term lover for him. As much as he’d like another option, it wasn’t up to him. He was relieved when she pushed her pain aside and changed the subject.
“So. You’re not the soulless undead—I can feel your heartbeat. I’ve seen you drink coffee and you’re awake during the day.”
Zane snorted. “More ridiculous myths. Vampires are neither undead, nor spawned by the devil. Some are good, some bad. But it has more to do with what they were like when they were human. I’m not exactly sure how we came to be. We have simply existed since the beginning of time. There are ancients among us who have lived for thousands of years. Although I have to tell you, based on their reputations, I wouldn’t want to meet one.”
“I have one more question. I’ve felt you in my mind. Is that normal?” Nicky’s gaze had turned even more serious.
“Some vampires can read minds by just meeting someone’s eyes. I can’t. I have to be touching you and then I only get surface thoughts or impression. Which is why I couldn’t get any information from Mike or JJ last night except for what they spoke aloud. I’d have to take their blood to get a peek at their thoughts, to influence them or make them forget. Or at least that’s normally what I have to do.” He fell silent.
“When we have sex, somehow we connect. I can feel what you’re feeling, not emotions but the physical sensations. Is that a vampire thing? Is it because you’re touching me?” Nicky shifted in his arms.
Zane started. He’d felt her physical responses as well, but he’d never considered that she might be sharing the same. That kind of bond explained why her book, Blood Red Ruby, so closely mirrored what he’d experienced with the stone. He supposed it made sense. Through their link, his thoughts could have bled into hers, inspiring her dreams. If he’d somehow caused her dreams, appearing as a vampire, it might explain why she wasn’t afraid of him. Hell. He had no idea.
He’d assumed the connection was one-sided, a weird anomaly that allowed him to hear her sexual fantasies and share in her physical response to sex. It would be easier on both of them if he let her believe this was normal. Something all vampires shared with their lovers. Only it wasn’t. And he couldn’t lie to her. “No. It’s not a vampire thing that I’ve heard of and we aren’t connected because I’m touching you. Every time you write a sex scene, or think about sex, I’m right there with you.”
 “What?” she exclaimed. Setting her hand on his chest, she pushed herself into a sitting position. “What do you mean ‘you’re there’ when I’m writing sex?”
“No matter where I am or what I’m doing, when you start to write sex scenes I see the words you type on a page or the vision you’re creating in your mind. It started about a month ago, at the same time you started having the dreams about the ruby. Which makes sense I guess, since that’s when I received the ruby for safekeeping.”
Nicole was silent while she tried to reason it out. She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. “That’s just creepy.” Looking at Zane, she frowned. “Now when I write, I’m going to feel like you’re looking over my shoulder. Critiquing my performance.”
Zane snorted. “Imagine how I feel, sweetheart. Last week I was clear across town in the middle of a meeting with a real estate developer. You started writing a detailed scene of your heroine—who had black hair and looked an awful lot like you—giving head to a guy who sounded an awful lot like me. I had to cut the meeting short. I spent an hour in my car, sweating through all the little nuances!”
Nicole giggled.
“It’s not remotely funny. I walked around with a hard-on the rest of the afternoon.”
Nicole stilled. Intrigued by the possibilities, she closed her eyes and thought about taking a shower. The steamy, hot water cascading over my breasts as my hands soaped every inch of Zane’s body. I’d run my fingers over every rib. Then sliding between his legs until I was in front of his groin, I’d open my mouth and lick—
“Nicole!” Zane growled at her. Scooping her up in his arms, he made her squeal as he raced up the stairs and into her bathroom. “Damn it, woman! Now look what you’ve done.”
When he set her on her feet, she slid down his body and stepped away. “Okay, let me see.” Slowly lowering her eyes, she spent a long time looking. A light dusting of black hair swirled around his bellybutton. She let her eyes drop to take in the sight of his fully erect cock, jutting proudly at his groin. His heavy ball sac hung loose and then tightened under her gaze. Shaft bouncing, it expanded under her perusal. The deep skin tone flushed with blood and heat, the dark-blue vein pulsing along his length. She licked her lips in anticipation.
Zane groaned and a drop of clear fluid glistened on the head of his shaft.
“Oh, look. Someone’s ready to play,” she purred. Reaching around him, she pressed her naked body against his and fumbled to turn on the water. Sticking her tongue out, she licked his nipple. The hair on his chest tickled her nose and abraded her tongue.
Zane wrapped his arms around her and guided them into the shower. Nicky pulled away to fill her hands with soap. Once she had enough lather, she smoothed them down his chest, over his bulging biceps and around his back. Pressing her breasts against him, she slid them from side to side, giggling when he moaned and captured her hips in his hands. Tilting her head back, she reveled in his kiss for long moments.
Breathing heavily, she stepped back and reached out to trail a soapy hand down the center of his chest. She took her time, slowly gliding over muscled contours. Trailing her fingers through his chest hair, she paused at his nipples to rub and tease. Plucking at them, she picked up the showerhead and rinsed his chest. Leaning into him, she licked his nipple and suckled. She felt Zane sway, brace himself against the wall with his hands and spread his legs apart. When he moaned low in his throat, she smiled.
It was time to move on. Tracing each one of his ribs as she’d done in her fantasy, eventually she reached the thickening path of dark hair that narrowed to his groin.
“Oh God!” Zane hissed when Nicky reached out to take his shaft and run slick, warm hands down to the root. He felt his cock swell within the confines of her grip. Groaning in ecstasy, he spread his legs farther apart and clenched the bar on the shower wall. His body sensitized to the slightest touch by the water running down his chest adding to the carnal pleasure.
With hands playing along his shaft, Nicky leaned over to follow one of the water droplets with her tongue. Watching from heavy-lidded eyes, Zane sucked in a breath when she dropped to her knees and took him in her mouth. “Jesus, Nicky. Your mouth is killing me!”
She hummed around him, nearly sending him over the edge. Dropping one hand to the base of his cock, he encircled the root with his thumb and finger in an attempt to throttle an explosion.
Legs shaking, it took everything he had to hold himself upright when she pulled back and pinched the head of his cock with her lips. Pushing his hand away, she clamped her fist around his shaft and pumped from the base. Opening wide, she slipped his cock down her throat until mouth and fist met in the middle. She began a slow, pumping rhythm, stopping to swirl her tongue along the vein underneath. Pulling back, she licked around the head, opening her mouth once again to surround him in sweet heat.
Looking down, Zane watched her head bob. His gaze locked on her glistening lips sliding up and down his straining flesh. The sight of her pink tongue darting out to tease the small slit in his blood-engorged crown made him bite his lip hard enough to draw blood. The effort to keep from howling didn’t work.
“Nicole!” The single word burst from him in a near shout.
Bringing her other hand up to cup his balls, she squeezed gently and Zane couldn’t take any more. “Enough,” he growled. Reaching down, he pulled Nicole to her feet. Pulling her into his arms, he kissed her with intense hunger.
Licking the blood from his lip, she moaned, “God you taste good.”
Inserting his hand between their slippery bodies to palm her breast, he pinched her nipple between his thumb and finger and tugged. Shifting slick flesh against him, she dug her fingers into his back. He felt her shudder.
Drawing back, Zane turned her around and guided her. Showing her how to rest her hands against the small seat in the shower stall, he grabbed her hips and used his
knees to open her stance. He took his cock in hand and pressed forward, angling into her clenching heat.
Rocking his hips, he plunged in and out of her tight channel. Faster and faster until he could feel his balls draw up in preparation for his release. Leaning over her back, he wrapped his arm around her waist. Smoothed his hand down her stomach until he could delve between her folds and stroke her clit. He played with her, rubbing and pulling the tight bud until he felt the first vibrations of her orgasm.
Nuzzling the side of her neck with his lips and tongue, he felt her body tense. Sinking his fangs into her vein, Zane rode Nicole’s climax. When she shattered a second time, he pumped his cock furiously into her clamping pussy and allowed his body to explode.
Pulling her back against him, he rested with her under the water. Finally picking up the soap, he gently washed her body. She leaned against him, body limp. Eyes closed. She was completely worn out.
After shampooing her hair, he turned off the shower. Propping her against the bathroom counter, he gently dried her with a towel before scooping her into his arms and carrying her to bed. Once he had her under the covers, a quick wave of his hand clothed him in dark sweats and a t-shirt. He bent over and kissed her forehead, watching as she snuggled into the covers and sighed. There was a small drop of dried blood at the side of her mouth.
Frowning, he reached out to wipe the spot away and then headed downstairs to find his cell phone and that damn ruby. While he stashed the rock and tried unsuccessfully to call Yuli, he worried.
Nicole had tasted his blood. Fingering the small mark on his chest, he then pulled his bottom lip into his mouth and felt the tiny cut with his tongue. Twice. In the heat of passion, it hadn’t seemed like a big thing. Both times she couldn’t have taken more than a few drops. Nowhere near enough to turn her into a vampire.
Zane frowned, rubbing the area over his heart with his hand. Without determined mental restraint on his part, the blood could turn her into something else. Something he wanted no part of.
With a simple thought, he could tie her to him. In one unguarded moment, creating a human servant bound to him for all time with blood and sex. She’d lose her self-identity. Her every thought and move would be to please him. Nicole would become his personal dress-up doll and sex slave, unable to decide even the simplest things for herself.
He couldn’t just fuck her and exchange blood to make her one. He had to use his mind and blood to form a servant bond. There had to be intent on his part. A will to keep Nicole locked to his side for all time.
And that was the problem.
The thought of having Nicky bound to service him for eternity had some appeal. If there was some way to tie her to him where she wouldn’t lose her sense of freewill or right and wrong—hell, it was a temptation.
And the fact that he would even contemplate it drove home the trouble he was in.
God, she made him laugh. Made him ache for what he could never have. In all the decades of his life he’d never wanted a human servant. Not even of the blood-only variety, those dedicated individuals bound simply by blood who retained their personality, character and sense of right and wrong. Forcing a blood-only HS to do the vampire’s bidding without the servant’s consent could be done, but it took a ton of energy.
But tie the person with both blood and sex—and a mere thought was enough to have the human servant on their knees. The HS would crawl over hot coals without a whimper of pain if that was what their master desired.
Bloody awful thought. And not what he wanted from Nicole.
Would one unguarded yearning to have her with him for eternity be enough to set the process in motion?
Since he’d never wanted to create a human servant of any kind, he’d never bothered to ask how difficult the process was. He could ask Vlad if it was that easy to initiate the transformation.
Wouldn’t the man get a kick out of that?
Until he had that conversation, he couldn’t take the risk. The sensation of having her take his blood would be impossible to resist. He had to stay away from her. For her sake. For his. Zane knew the more time he spent with Nicky, the harder it would be to leave. It would kill him to see her grow old and die.
Zane sighed. Just as walking away from her now would kill something inside him. How could he go back to the life he’d had before? Where creating an empire of land and wealth in an effort to keep the humans from rising up with modern pitchforks was his only goal.
He wanted her—to keep.
Forever.
Since vampires didn’t get forever with a mate unless an extremely rare true bond was formed—and he certainly had no control over creating one—the only way to bind her to him would be to give in to the temptation to make her a mindless blood zombie. Not an option.
So. This was it. He hated to leave her without saying goodbye or giving her some reason for not seeing her again. But he didn’t think he could look in her blue eyes and not want to hold her to him. Maybe it made him weak. It definitely made him an asshole. But he wasn’t strong enough to make something up. To lie and say he didn’t want her any longer. No. He would take the coward’s way out and just stay away from her.
And how would he manage to accomplish that when she lived on his estate?
Zane tugged his fingers though his hair in frustration. When he had sold Nicole the property, the plan had been to reroute part of the wall. Carve out a new driveway and cut her small house and little plot of land out of the estate, putting an additional wall between his property and hers. Now he’d make sure to build that wall tall enough that he couldn’t see over it from any point within his home.
And if he was going to sever their relationship, he needed to ensure he did it soon.
It would give them both some space. As he saw it, there wasn’t much of a choice. He had to do it now, before he did something he’d regret. Resigned, he walked out of the house.
Zane stopped just a few feet from Nicky’s door and groaned. He turned around and gazed up at her window.
Shit! A damn fence wouldn’t help. He would still share her mind when she wrote sex scenes.
He’d consigned himself to hell.
It had been a mistake, letting her buy the cottage. One he would undoubtedly pay for in heartache for the rest of his life.
Chapter Seven
Nicole stepped outside, lifting her face to the sun’s caress. Taking a deep breath of spring air filled with the scents of lilacs and roses, her gaze caught on the riot of wildflowers growing under the trees between her cottage and Zane’s house. She could hear insects buzzing, birds chirping. The beautiful spring day made putting up with a solid twenty-four hours of rain worthwhile.
She turned to look over the evergreen-filled valley toward the Cascade Mountains. The view from Zane’s property provided relief to her injured soul. Well. Maybe “injured soul” was taking it too far. Wrapping her arms around her stomach in a self-hug, her mood shifted drastically.
Zane had left her last night without saying goodbye or telling her what he planned to do today. She’d slept late. When she’d called him a few hours ago, he’d been cold. Emotionless.
Gone was the teasing happiness she always heard in his voice when he talked to her. Though truthfully, there’d been times last night when he’d looked unhappy. Grim would be a better word. Determined. And Nicole thought she knew why.
It was the beginning of the end.
Mentally replaying part of their conversation from the night before, she thought about what he’d said about vampires and their inherent dearth of relationships. He’d started to get that grim expression on his face until she’d changed the subject and seduced him. If she was drawing conclusions about their relationship and the deficit of long-term possibilities, he had to be doing the same thing.
All she could ever be to him is a short fling. She didn’t feel that way about Zane. How difficult would it be once their time together was over to watch him from her cottage window, hoping to catch a glimpse of dark hair and toned body? Nicole started. Shaking her head at her idiocy, she realized she’d be right back to where she was a couple days ago. Dreaming of Zane then using those sexually frustrated fantasies to fill the pages of her latest manuscript.
It was hard to believe that this time last week, she hadn’t known him at all. The hours they’d spent together had been so crammed with new discoveries and passion they felt elongated into months. She certainly knew him better than she did men she’d dated for years. She didn’t want their relationship to deteriorate to her creating erotic sex scenes that an unwilling Zane would vicariously share with her because of some weird mental connection.
Nicky sighed. Who was she kidding? If that was all she could have with him, a part of her wanted to write the hottest damn scenes she could manage. If she was going to suffer, he might as well get pulled along for the ride.
Hearing the sound of a car working its way up the long driveway, she decided she didn’t want to be social. Didn’t want to wave at the contractors working on the new indoor arena for the horses or talk to any of the guards. Or run into Zane.
Hurrying inside her house, she set up her laptop on the kitchen table. The smell emanating from the coffee pot made her nauseous so she dumped the full pot down the drain and got a glass of water. She wasn’t feeling great. If she couldn’t forget about her headache and get into her latest story in the next few minutes, she’d allow herself to go back to bed.
Nicole blinked, rubbing the spot between her eyes in an attempt to clear her thoughts.
She was losing moments of time.
Staring at the bottom-right-hand corner of her computer screen, she realized she’d been sitting in her kitchen for over an hour without typing a complete sentence. Her head ached. Her stomach felt queasy and she missed Zane like she would an amputated limb.
Taking a sip of water, she struggled to swallow. Her throat ached and was swollen. Groaning, she decided forcing herself to work wasn’t going to help. She must be coming down with the flu. She’d just go to bed and sleep away the rest of the day.
That sounded so good. Bed, pillows and a darkened room.
As she logged off the computer, she heard the wood floor creak behind her. “Zane,” she whispered as her heart jumped.
Before she could turn around, she felt a sharp, stinging sensation between her shoulder blades. When she looked over her shoulder, she saw Mike and one of the contractors she’d seen on the estate.
Mike was holding a syringe in his hand.
“What did you do?” She tried to interject strength in the demand. But her voice was hoarse and she was just so tired.
Mike laughed, holding up his other hand. “Just gave you something to relax. Recognize this? Want to tell me how your pretty bauble ended up on the floor in my closet?”
Shit! Her necklace was draped around his fingers, the crystal N catching the light. Glittering. Hand going to her neck, she realized the fragile gold chain must have broken in Mike’s closet. She remembered snagging her hair on something, feeling a tug on her neck. There was no way he’d believe it wasn’t hers. She’d made damn sure to practically stick the thing under his nose. “What do you mean you gave me something to relax?” She tried to stand and was forced to grab the back of the chair for support.
“Nighty-night, vampire bitch!” Mike laughed.
“I hate needles,” she mumbled. Her vision went black and she crumpled to the floor, taking the chair with her. Her muscles refused to work. Hearing the men move
closer, she felt their rough hands as they picked her up and one of the men slung her over their back. Mentally she struggled with the urge to throw up when her stomach made contact with a hard shoulder. What in the hell had they done? How could she hear and yet be unable to open her eyes? She felt the wild pounding of her heart and the rise and fall of her chest as she pulled in air, but couldn’t control her muscles.
The temperature changed and she knew they’d carried her outside. Within moments she was roughly dumped onto a cold, hard surface and something was spread over her body, covering her head. She fought the rise of claustrophobic panic, telling herself it didn’t matter—she couldn’t open her eyes anyway.
When she heard the slam of metal against metal, she had a pretty good idea they’d thrown her in the trunk of a car. The smell of exhaust fumes confirmed her prison. The car stopped a few minutes after it started and Nicky realized they’d reached the guard station. She tried to scream but was unable to force the smallest sound from her throat. She hoped the guard would find reason to search the vehicle and wanted to cry when she realized it wouldn’t happen. After all, the men had been allowed into the compound, the guards wouldn’t stop them on the way out.
And she was right. The car continued on without anyone realizing she was locked in the trunk.
At first she tried to think, to figure out why they’d taken her and come up with some sort of plan. But planning anything was ridiculous. Until the drug Mike had shot her with wore off, she couldn’t move a finger to help herself. Her mind kept replaying what he’d said just before she’d collapsed. Nighty-night, vampire bitch.
Vampire bitch? Had he kidnapped her because they thought she was a vampire? She couldn’t help remembering what Mike told JJ when she’d been hiding in his closet. In horrific detail, he’d fantasized about what he’d like to do to her if he had the chance.
Great. Besides being kidnapped, she had to worry about Mikey playing sadistic little games with her. She wanted to scream. To pound her fists and kick her heels into the metal surrounding her. Hell. Even crying would let her release some of her fear.
All she could do was lay there. Silent. Unmoving. Scared.
Fighting a headache—and a growing sense of dread—Zane parked in front of his house. He eyed the large black car blocking his way. The guards at the gate had waved him through without warning him of visitors. As he climbed out of his SUV, he scanned the front porch. When a stocky man with shoulder-length black hair stepped out of the shadows, Zane sighed.
No wonder his guards hadn’t said a word…they probably hadn’t seen the car. “Vlad.”
“Zane.” Thick eyebrows rose over the man’s deep-brown eyes. Eyes full of unholy glee. Vlad loved pulling his chain. “I warned you I would be visiting. To watch…well…so many things. You do not look happy to see me, my friend.” Vlad’s thick Romanian accent punctuated his words.
Hell no, he wasn’t happy to see Vlad. Anytime Zane had been in Vlad’s vicinity, bad things happened. Death, mayhem and madness seemed to follow the vampire wherever he went. He watched the man turn and hold out his hand to his tall, blonde mate.
“Hey Veronica. It’s nice to see you,” Zane muttered.
“Hi Zane.” Veronica’s soft voice was full of mischief. “Sorry we dropped in on you like this.”
“No you’re not. Or at least, Vlad’s not.” Zane walked up the steps to the porch that wrapped around his large cedar house. He wanted to move the conversation inside, away from the bright spring sunlight that seemed to make his head pound.
Running a hand through his hair, he peered into the shadows. “Where’s Igor?” he asked, expecting to see Vlad’s spooky human servant hovering nearby.
“He is at the airport. Gathering our luggage, overseeing the storage of our plane. I felt it necessary to come ahead. Something is not right in your world, Zane. So I hurried up your mountain to see why I feel this way.”
Frowning, Zane considered for a few moments how Igor dealt with things when the man didn’t talk. He’d seen Igor pass notes in other countries when running errands for Vlad. He guessed it wasn’t too much to believe the man could write English as well.
Turning to look toward Nicole’s cottage, Zane fought the need to run down the hill to check on her. Everything was quiet. He could see her car parked under the carport. The front door of her house was closed. Sun glinted off her windows and he winced in pain.
Zane rubbed his eyes. He reminded himself that there was a good reason to stay away. “Let’s go inside. I know what you mean. I’m anxious myself, but I don’t know where the feeling is coming from. I need blood.”
Opening the door to his house, he crossed into his study where he kept a hidden supply of bagged blood. The dark, cool room should have provided a measure of relief to his aching body. It didn’t.
Hell. At two hundred and fifty-two years old, he’d been going out in the sun for over five decades. Yeah, he had to limit his exposure to three or four hours a day. A glance at his watch told him he’d been out for a couple hours. So why did he feel this way?
Pouring blood from the clear plastic bag into a glass, he offered it to Veronica first, then Vlad. They both waved the offer away. Drinking quickly, he waited for the blood to take away his headache. It didn’t help. He stared at the glass and frowned.
“You don’t look so good, my friend. What is wrong?” Vlad leaned forward in his seat, frowning. His long hair brushed his shoulders. “When did you last see your little romance writer? Your neighbor. What was her name?”
 “Leave Nicky out of this,” Zane growled in warning. For some reason the thought of having Vlad around Nicole bothered him. “There’s nothing wrong. I have a headache is all.” That wasn’t the truth. His body ached as if he were coming down with the flu.
Vlad sighed, drawing Zane’s attention.
“What? If you have something to say, say it!” he snapped.
Smiling, Vlad reached for Veronica’s hand, bringing it to his lips for a soft kiss. “You have a headache? Let me suggest that you are also at least slightly nauseous.”
Zane started to reply but Vlad held up his hand.
“And it is obvious you are feeling mean. Do you not recognize the signs, my friend? You saw them in me a hundred years ago.”
Frowning, Zane thought back. A hundred years ago he’d taken a trip to Europe to visit Vlad. After meeting Ronnie, the man had become a raving lunatic. Not that he had ever been what most people would call sane.
But for several days after meeting the leggy blonde, Vlad had been sick, complaining of headaches and assorted bodily discomfort.
Until they’d figured out she was his mate.
“Shit!”
“Just so. Where is your little neighbor? If you are feeling the effects of a budding vampire true bond, I imagine your human’s condition is much worse,” Vlad warned.
Zane jumped to his feet. “Nicole!” All thoughts of staying away from her fled. If Vlad was right, if she was his mate, there was no need. And she could be sick. Dying because he wasn’t at her side.
He reached her house with Vlad and Veronica on his heels. Without stopping to knock, he rushed through the door, shouting for Nicole. Zane didn’t stop in the kitchen, instead running through the house, up the stairs and into her bedroom. She wasn’t there.
A quick dash through the rest of the house proved she wasn’t home.
“Zane. You need to come look at this,” Ronnie called.
Walking back into the kitchen, he noticed their attention on the overturned chair. Or rather, what was hidden underneath it. Vlad was crouched down looking at something on the floor. Ronnie was bent over, one hand resting on Vlad’s back, peering at the floor as well. Zane stepped around the couple to see what had captured their attention. “What is it?” he asked.
Ronnie looked up at him, her expression grim. “It’s a syringe. And a necklace.”
Bending down, Zane picked up the necklace. The crystal N twirled between his fingers on a broken gold chain. Frowning, he tried to remember when he’d seen Nicole wear it.
Then it hit him. She’d had it on when they’d been at Mike and JJ’s. His fingers had traced it as they stood in the closet. He tried hard to conjure up another memory of it and failed. Finding the necklace with a syringe scared the crap out of him.
Zane didn’t waste anytime calling one of the guards at the gate to the compound. The only visitor they’d had today besides Vlad—and they hadn’t seen him anyway— was one of the contractors working on the new horse arena. The guard told him the man had needed to pick up some of his tools. He’d been in a small, black Ford, and there had been another man with him, a blond military-type…
Who fit Mike Maloney’s description, Zane belatedly realized.
“Fuck. She’s been kidnapped.”
“Do you have any idea who took her?” Vlad didn’t question that Nicole had been taken. His easy acceptance somehow made Zane feel worse. He would have liked Vlad to argue with him, give him other options instead of agreeing so quickly.
“Why couldn’t the connection I share with Nicole be more useful?” He wanted to hit something.
“What connection are you blathering about?” Vlad asked.
Zane shook his head, unwilling to share this with Vlad.
“Everything could be important at a time like this. Spill!”
Sighing, Zane explained, “I told you Nicole’s a writer. Well, when she writes sex scenes or imagines them in her mind, I hear every word—see every detail as she puts it on paper. We also connect when we’re having sex.”
“The ruby. Where is the ruby you received from Yuli?” Vlad grabbed his arm.
Zane frowned. Fuck the ruby. “I don’t give a shit about the ruby, Vlad! I want Nicole back.”
Vlad thumped him on the forehead with the flat of his hand. “You idiot! The ruby is one of the ancients’ relics. It has powers we don’t usually screw around with. Vampires form a mental bond with their mates after the bonding, but sometimes before the link has been completely forged there can be shadows of what is to come. Your ability to share Nicole’s thoughts while she writes was most likely augmented by the stone. One of the ruby’s powers is to intensify the connection between a mated pair. It acts as a strengthener for love, inducing awareness of your heart’s connection. There is some doggy-crap about it opening you to self-love in order to receive the devotion of others.”
Vlad glared at Ronnie when she giggled. Turning back to Zane, he continued, “The true bond is intense enough without being strengthened by the stone, so those of us who knew what it could do decided to keep it locked away. But it’s too late for you anyway. You might as well use it to see if it can help you reach Nicole with your mind.”
Zane’s jaw dropped. “What? Why wasn’t I told about this?” The ancients were vampires he never wanted to meet. Several thousand years old instead of the few centuries Zane or Vlad could count. The stories told about their supernatural abilities
and extremely short tempers scared the shit out of him. If he’d known the ruby belonged to one of them, he never would have touched the thing.
“The lead-lined box holding the ruby should have protected you from its powers. And there are other, less-pleasant aspects to the ruby. It can be used by the unscrupulous among us to create zealous idolatry among humans, a sort of mass hypnosis removing freewill. They would follow the user no matter his insane plot. Because of this, the ruby is kept with those we know would never use its powers.” Vlad glared at him, as if to say he was disappointed Zane had ever touched the thing.
“The damn thing didn’t come in a box! I pried it from the delivery man’s hand when he died on my doorstep.” Zane glowered right back.
Vlad let out his breath and nodded. “Ah. Well. That explains it. Get the ruby, Zane. Maybe with the stone’s help you can create a pathway to her mind.”
The group was silent on the way back to Zane’s house. When they reached it, he left Vlad and Ronnie alone while he rushed upstairs. Pushing his bed out of the way, he grabbed the ruby out of the safe and hurried back downstairs. Every second Nicole was in the hands of those madmen made him crazy.
Vlad understood his need to hurry. “Hold the stone and concentrate on your woman. Picture her in your mind. The way she looks. Smells.”
Summoning a clear vision of Nicole in his mind, he imagined running his hands through the soft silk of her long, black hair. Called up the image of her expressive blue eyes and the faded freckles on her nose that he liked to kiss. Squeezing his eyes closed, he called to her. Nicole. Nicole, can you hear me?
Nicole groaned. She’d been trying to keep track of which way the car turned but it was hard to concentrate when every bump shifted her battered body. The smell of exhaust combined with the car’s motion added to the nauseating effects of the drug they’d given her. It became a battle to keep from throwing up. Unable to move or pull the blanket off her face, she realized she’d probably drown in her own vomit. Ugh.
Eventually she let her mind go blank. She must have fallen asleep for a bit because she jerked awake when the car turned from a smooth, fast road that she’d assumed was a freeway onto a bumpier road. Tentatively she tried to move her fingers and realized whatever drug they’d used on her was starting to wear off. Reaching her hand up, she pulled the blanket off her face.
Not that it helped any. The back of the trunk was pitch-black. But she could breathe a little easier and didn’t feel so claustrophobic without her face covered. Moving her hands around the floor of her tight prison, she searched for a tire iron or something she could use as a weapon. The effort was futile. Which made sense. Who’d be stupid enough to leave something like that in the trunk of a car you planned on using to transport your kidnapped victim?
Zane. She wanted Zane, damn it! She wanted him to get her out of this trunk. The car hit a pothole in the road, jarring her already sore body. Adding another bruise to the
dozens she already had from this road trip to hell. Tears streamed down her face. Allowing herself a few moments of self-pity, she sobbed quietly in the dark.
It was too bad Zane couldn’t read her mind except for when she was writing sex. If she could concentrate through this pain in her head she’d try to come up with an erotic scene that would let him know she’d been kidnapped.
Nicole froze.
Would that work? Hell. She didn’t know. But it was the only chance she had.
Closing her eyes, she tried to ignore the pounding in her head and the painful ache in her body. She wasn’t feeling particularly creative. So instead of coming up with something new, she used her memories of the night she’d had sex with Zane in the car.
Zane took his shaft in his hand and ran the tip between her legs, over her slit until she arched her ass upward. His first forward motion was tentative. The front of her body rested on the trunk. Nicky tugged on his ponytail, holding his head away and interrupting the intoxicatingly sweet torture of his possessive kiss. When he touched her like this, the sensations made it hard to remember Mike was kidnapping her…
Zane. Do you hear me? Mike is kidnapping me!
When he touched her like this, the sensations made it hard to remember Mike was kidnapping her. Zane. Do you hear me? Mike is kidnapping me!
Zane tightened his grip on the ruby. Nicole! Nicole, honey, where are you?
Playing with his nipple, she whispered, I’m in the trunk of a car. Going north, I think. She shifted restlessly. Wanting him to hurry. To take her…
Nicky. Sweetheart, I don’t think you need to try to write this into a sex scene. Just talk to me and tell me you’re okay. The link was so strong Zane felt her sigh of relief.
I’m okay. Just a little bruised. What time is it?
Zane glanced down at his watch. Almost three-thirty.
When I turned off my computer just before Mike showed up, it was one o’clock. I’ve only been gone a couple hours?
Too long. We need to figure out where you are so I can come rescue you. Zane paced back and forth in the living room. His eyes were open, but instead of seeing the rock fireplace and bank of windows, he imagined Nicky in the trunk of that car.
Oh God, what’s that smell?
Zane heard Nicky gag. The longer they communicated through their mental link, the stronger the bond became.
Wait a minute! The pitch of her mental voice rose with excitement. I know that smell! It’s the God-awful stinky paper mill on Interstate 5. The one just south of Salem.
Zane stopped his pacing. I’m coming, Nicky.
Oh shit. The car just turned left. It turned off what must have been the frontage road. Now we’re on a bumpy, unpaved road with a lot of dust…it’s coming in the car.
Keep talking to me, sweetheart. Let me know if you make any more turns. I’m getting ready to leave here and get on the road.
The car stopped! Nicky gasped.
Zane hit the wall with his fist when her voice fell silent.
The trunk was thrown open and Nicky glared up into the sunlight. She’d gone way past not feeling well to extremely ill. Head throbbing painfully with every beat of her heart, she was sweating and her stomach was in knots.
Great, she’d been kidnapped while in the throes of a nasty case of the flu. She would bet her new friends hadn’t stocked up on chicken soup. And why was she trying to be funny? Carrying on some sort of sick comedy routine in her head was ridiculous. She was terrified of Mikey and the thought of what he would do to her if he got the chance.
She guessed that was her answer. Making jokes and using sarcasm were preferable to thinking about what might happen next.
“Get out of the car!” Mike stood glaring down at her.
“Just give me a second, will you! I need a breath of fresh air and time to make sure all my muscles work.” Her voice croaked out. But at least it worked.
She ignored his impatient glare. Or tried to ignore it. Maybe she was being foolish—irritating her kidnapper instead of being meek and cowering under his evil eye. Nicole sighed. She’d never written a meek and cowering heroine in her life. She certainly wasn’t going to act like one. Didn’t think she could act like one.
Nicole tried to sit up but every little movement made her muscles cramp. Her mouth watered with the early warning sign that she was about lose her breakfast. Taking slow, deep breaths, she struggled into a sitting position and looked around. She saw trees and rustic outer buildings, but nothing that gave her a point of reference.
A newer tin building loomed ominously beside the car. She noticed a chain-link fence running around the property and several big German shepherds locked in a kennel. There were two burly men holding guns, watching her every move. Shit.
Evidently Mike’s patience had run out. He grabbed her by her braid and yanked her out of the car. Pushing her, he made no move to stop her from hitting the back fender with her face.
Nicole let out a scream of pain and let the darkness take her.
Chapter Eight
Slumped in the front seat of his SUV, Zane kept calling to Nicole with his mind. Because he was focused on his mate, he’d turned the driving over to Igor. Vlad and Veronica were in the backseat, talking quietly.
Vlad was probably giving Ronnie all kinds of instructions. The man was seriously unhappy he couldn’t leave his mate at the house. But one of the inherent downfalls of a vampire true bond was togetherness.
A mated pair would start to get sick if more than a few hundred feet separated them. Kept apart long enough, the couple would die. It gave a whole new meaning to “until death do us part”.
Being apart from Nicole explained his aching muscles and throbbing head. He hated to imagine what Nicole was going through.
Besides their paranormal powers, the group had brought along enough weapons to wage a small war. Guns. Knives. A few boxes of plastic explosives. Things every paranoid immortal kept around the house.
Zane had noticed over the years that one of the myths surrounding vampires was certainly true. They preferred black clothing, or at the very least shades of gray. No one needed to change out of pastels before they headed north.
His thoughts were rambling. He needed to stay focused.
Nicky, sweetheart. Talk to me, he pleaded.
Squeezing the ruby, he felt his adrenaline surge as he worried about why she didn’t respond. He briefly considered what he’d do when they neared the paper mill. You could smell the damn thing for miles. How was he going to locate her once they got closer?
“This is why you need a human servant,” Vlad intoned solemnly.
Zane turned to look at him. “What are you talking about?”
“You know our human servants have the ability to track us.” Dark eyes serious, Vlad’s stare made Zane nervous.
Pulling his hand through his hair, he shifted his focus to study Igor as if this was his fault. “What the hell does that have to do with anything? I’m not missing—Nicky is.”
Ronnie reached over the seat and put her hand on his shoulder. “It’s going to be okay, Zane. You know we’ll find her. With all of the power sitting in this car, we can’t fail.”
Staring into serious blue eyes, he hoped she was right. Taking a deep breath, he glared at Vlad. “Explain the human servant remark.”
 “Igor became my servant a few years after I was turned. He has always been able to find me when I’ve needed his help. There have been times when I was too wounded to call to him, yet he knew I was in trouble and came to extract me from whatever prison my enemies forged. He once told me that there’s this little red dot in his mind that lets him know where I am. It flashes if I am agitated or hurt.”
Igor didn’t talk, except telepathically to Vlad. Zane sighed. This wasn’t news. He knew human servants and their masters had this connection. “I’m not the one who’s missing,” Zane said again. While he imagined the bond had its uses, for this conversation the observation was pointless.
“A few days after I met Veronica and started getting sick…before I realized she was my mate, Igor acquired a second little dot. Except his new mental beacon was green.”
It took Zane a minute. “The green dot told him where Veronica was?”
This time it was Ronnie who answered his question. “Yeah. Imagine my dismay when this big, hulking beast,” she pointed at Igor and smiled, “tracked me down. I’d run away from Vlad and he hadn’t been able to find me. Igor didn’t know what the green flashy thing meant, but he felt a sense of urgency to figure it out.”
Vlad leaned forward. “Ronnie has been kidnapped twice. Each time Igor has found her.”
“Hey! Don’t make it sound like I’m always the one getting in trouble. Igor’s had to track your ass down a couple times as well.” The woman huffed.
Zane noticed Igor’s mouth twitching. It wasn’t a smile, but it was the closest thing he’d ever seen to one on the man’s face. A tremor of sheer terror snaked up his spine. Ronnie had been taken from Vlad…twice? This mate-bond thing was going to make him insane.
Vlad cut in on his musings. “My advice to you, my friend? Find Nicole. Once the mating fever has cooled a bit, get yourself a human servant. Think about it as an insurance policy.”
“How in the hell do you find someone willing to serve a vampire for eternity? I’ll bet you didn’t give Igor a chance. I can’t just take over someone’s life like that!” Zane swore. As he said the words he knew he was lying. If it would help him find Nicky right now, he’d bite the next person he saw.
“Do what Marie did a few decades ago. Her bookends were dying. They enthusiastically became her servants when they found out she could cure their disease and give them more time together.”
That wasn’t a bad idea. He’d met Matt and Brian. Knew they’d gladly given up everything to serve as Marie Antoinette’s human servants. The gay couple and their wacky antics would drive him up a wall, but he’d take them in a heartbeat if it meant keeping Nicky safe.
Vlad had been after him for years to get a human servant. Finding out the man had been right all along should have made him mad. But all his emotions were centered on Nicole. “Fine,” he said, exhaling. “You win.”
 “Of course I do. You might want to remember this. One way or another, I always win.” Vlad’s evil chuckle somehow comforted Zane. A formidable enemy, he was a man you wanted on your side.
Nicky groaned. The headache she’d had before she’d bounced off the fender had blossomed into a raging beast with a life of its own. When she tried to move her hands to her head, they were heavier than they should have been. Clanking noises made her frown. Opening her eyes, she stiffened.
Oh hell.
Nicole! Talk to me! The frantic demand made her wince.
Shhhh! You don’t have to shout! My head is about to explode.
What happened? You’ve been silent for almost an hour.
Nicole sighed. I’m a little tied up right now. Literally. I hit my head and passed out. Now I’m chained to the wall of a little concrete room.
Shifting her arms, she tried to change her position on the floor. Thankfully the chains were long enough that she could move. She leaned up and rested her back against the cold wall.
I’m sorry, baby. We’re just a few miles from the mill. Did you see anything that might help me find you once I get close? Zane’s tone was soft. But Nicky read between the lines. He was furious.
Good. She needed him furious.
As she relayed what she’d seen outside, she looked around the room. No windows, one door. Not so much as a pot to piss in. Groaning at that thought, she ignored the demands of her bladder and tried to evaluate her body. She hurt. Everywhere. Her stomach rolled and she took slow, deep breaths, hoping to calm it down.
Eyes snagging on a small bandage in the crook of her elbow, she frowned. Shit. Zane, I think they might have—
She didn’t have a chance to finish that thought.
Mikey slammed into her cell, his face purple with rage. “You’re human!” Spit flung from his mouth as he loomed over her.
Well, that confirmed why the bandage was on her arm. They’d taken her blood. She was glad she hadn’t been awake. She hated needles.
Nicky sighed wearily. “And what else would I be?” Zane. Mikey’s here. He’s mad because someone tested my blood and he found out I’m human.
Yelping in pain when the blond man reached down and dragged her to her feet by one arm, she clamped her teeth together to keep from screaming when he shook her. Sweat broke out on her forehead and beaded on her upper lip.
Grinning evilly, he laughed. “Let’s just say a part of me hoped Zane Patrick had made you into his little plaything by now. And after finding your necklace in my closet, I refused to give him any more time with you. What did you hear, Nicole?” Pulling her
close, he glared into her eyes. He didn’t give her a chance to answer. “Did you listen to me when I described what I’d like to do to you if I ever got the chance? No one wants to let me play,” the man complained.
“Ah well. While John is in Washington, you and I are going to have a little fun. Then I’ll take a few pictures for Zane. See if he cares enough to try to get you back. John Jackson thinks he’s got all the answers…thinks he’s running things. I’ll show him. When he gets back from Washington and his precious meetings, I’ll hand him his damn vampire. John will get what he wants—then I’ll cut that bastard vamp to pieces!”
Nicole shuddered and tried to pull away from the man’s bruising hold. She couldn’t focus on Mike and his sick diatribe. He was explaining what she’d already figured out. She was bait. Except Mike thought he could control the time and place to use her.
“Stupid bitch! Pay attention.” He shook her and her vision faded.
This time when it cleared, she gasped. Zeroing in on the knife that had appeared in Mike’s hand, she stood very still as he slowly played the long blade along the bottom of her shirt and sliced upward. Nicky sucked in her stomach and tried to shrink away from the lethal edge. Once he’d disposed of her shirt, he cut off her bra.
No. Please don’t, she silently begged. She refused to plead out loud, knowing the man would enjoy her suffering. Her stomach lurched and her spit thinned. What’s wrong, Nicky?
Zane had heard her plea. But she couldn’t put into words what was happening to her. Oh God. I can’t talk. Hurry Zane!
Dropping the knife, Mike grabbed at her breasts. He squeezed and jiggled them, shaking her again.
She gagged.
He stepped closer. Pushing her back against the wall, he bent to take her nipple into his mouth…
Nicky lost it. She heaved the contents of her stomach all over the top of his head. Once she started retching, she couldn’t stop.
Mike screamed and jumped away from her. Vomit dripped from his hair, rolling into his face. He swiped at it with his arm. “Bitch!” he yelled. And his fist hit the side of her face.
Nicole spewed again. This time Mike jumped back far enough that she missed him.
“Damn whore! You’ll be sorry for that! You just wait until I get a hold of you.” His words were nasty but he quickly backed up, opened the door and left her alone.
Groaning, she tried to move far enough to one side to miss the pool of vomit on the floor before she collapsed. Wearily, she huddled into a ball and let the darkness claim her again.
Slamming the car door, Zane stood on the top of a small rise and scanned the open fields. His line of vision encompassed several miles, broken by an occasional windbreak made up of a few trees surrounding a farmer’s house.
He could clearly smell the disgustingly unique aroma of the paper mill. All the roads in this area were unpaved. But there was still so much area to search and somehow he needed to narrow it down. There were several metal buildings glinting in the late-afternoon sun, but he didn’t see a chain-link fence anywhere.
Vlad stood on the other side of the car, scanning the horizon. “Didn’t you say Nicole told you there was a kennel filled with German shepherds?”
Zane nodded. “Do you see something?”
He pointed. “The red dog wandering in the grass across the road. Red setter, I think. He is collared but not contained. My guess is he roams this area freely. Why don’t you see if he can tell you anything?”
It was a good idea.
Every vampire was blessed with unique, individual traits. The older the vampire, the more powerful his gifts. Vlad could make your eyes bleed with a thought. Ronnie had some healing ability—probably to fix anyone Vlad hurt during one of his rages.
As he’d told Nicky just last night—God, had it only been a few hours ago that he’d held her? It felt like weeks—Zane could talk to animals.
Kneeling down to pet the setter he’d silently called, Zane opened his mind to question the animal. He was quiet for several minutes before speaking. “I’ve found something. Big, mean dogs. Locked in a cage during the day but they’re allowed to roam a fenced area at night. This guy doesn’t like the place and stays away. But he’ll show us where it is.”
Returning to the car, they followed the dog for several miles. At the top of a small hill, the red setter sat down in the middle of the road. Zane got out and walked to him. What he saw made his heart race.
There was a small farm, maybe six acres. The land was framed by chain-link fencing. There was a tin building and a dog kennel with five or six German shepherds pacing their small prison.
He patted the setter’s back and sent him away.
Nicky?
I’m here.
Through their growing bond, he could feel that she was closer to him. This had to be the right place.
Hold on, love. I think we might have found where they’re holding you. Are you okay?
Ummm. Tired. Cold. Hurry.
She hadn’t said she was hurting but he could feel her pain. Caught just a glimpse of Mike hitting her. Zane clenched his fists. Once he got his hands on Mikey, he was going to make the man bleed. I’m coming, baby.
 “Look. The black car parked behind the small shed. It matches the description your guard gave you.” Vlad had come to stand beside him. “I don’t feel anyone outside. There are six humans in the tin building.”
Zane tilted his head to the side and focused on that area within his mind that allowed him to feel the heartbeats. “Yeah. I count six as well. One would be Nicky’s. With Mike Maloney, the contractor and the two guards Nicky saw before they took her inside, that leaves one more. It could be another guard, a doctor or whoever took her blood or, if we’re lucky, John Jackson.”
“We’ve got about an hour before dusk. Let’s hide the car and take a look around. The dogs won’t be a problem since you can silence them. But I want to get close enough to verify I can control the guards. I’m rather hoping the human idiots have mental shields. That way, if I can’t make them sleep, I can bust a few heads together.” Vlad sighed. “But that so rarely happens anymore.”
“I don’t care how you handle the others. Just remember that I get Mikey,” Zane growled.
“It isn’t you I’m worried about. Veronica doesn’t like me to hurt anyone.” Then Vlad brightened. “But you said these men are trying to expose us? That they want a vampire to drag before America’s government officials?”
“Yeah. Some Senate committee.”
“Good. Then they can’t be allowed to live. I won’t expose us to this kind of threat, Zane. The Others are not ready to come out into the open yet.”
Shaking his head at Vlad’s glee, Zane started back to the car. “I’ll let you explain that to Ronnie.”
“Something’s wrong with Nicky. I can hear it. Feel it.” Zane, Ronnie and Vlad where just outside the tin building. The dogs had been released a few minutes ago by one of the guards. Zane mentally directed the German shepherds to the opposite end of the compound, where they’d ignore any command to return. Igor was hiding the body of the guard behind one of the other buildings.
The guard wasn’t dead, just unconscious. He wouldn’t wake up until Vlad had time to assess the threat and adjust his memories.
Ronnie frowned at him. “I assume you mean something more than being chained to a concrete wall while she’s experiencing separation sickness. What’s going on, Zane?”
“She’s slurring her words and seems confused. Every time I try to talk to her, it’s like I have to wake her up. Then wait while she throws up. She doesn’t have anything left in her stomach. And her headache is getting worse, not better. I’m close enough that the separation sickness should be easing. It is for me—why isn’t she better?”
Sucking in a breath, Ronnie urged them forward. “It sounds like she has a concussion. A bad one, if she’s slurring her words and can’t stay awake. Hurry. I need to get to her.”
Slowly slipping through the door into the building, they came to a stop. Horse stalls lined both sides of the dimly lit space. “Below us.” Zane pointed to the floor. Whatever secrets the building held, they weren’t here. He could feel the heartbeats underneath his feet. But how did they get below?
A quick search of the hay-strewn stalls and one empty tack room didn’t reveal a staircase. “It has to be here somewhere,” Veronica whispered.
Zane stepped out of the tack room, back into the long corridor dividing the building in half. “Look. There seems to be a pathway worn into the dirt that leads into the last stall on the right.” He quickly followed the faint path into the small, boxed-in space. Crouching down to study the floor, it didn’t take him long to discover a trap door. Propping it open, he studied the wooden steps leading into the basement. “What do you think the odds are they have security cameras or some sort of electronic warning?”
Shrugging his shoulders, Vlad glanced around the stall and then back down into the shadowed abyss. “I don’t see anything. Which either means they thought no one would find this place and the dogs and single guard would be enough protection, or they know what they’re doing and the electronic security is well hidden.”
Veronica peered into the stairway. “Can I vote for the first one? Smug complacency over technological savvy?”
“I’m with you, Ronnie. I’ll go first. When I get to the bottom of the stairs, close the trap door and follow me.” With studied care, Zane worked his way down the dark staircase until he reached the bottom—and a door. Stretching his vampire senses to feel beyond the door, he didn’t feel anyone close.
As he waited for Ronnie and Vlad to join him, he tuned the knob and opened the metal slab just far enough to allow him to see a slice of what was on the other side.
Fluorescent lights on the ceiling cast a harsh glare on stark-white walls. He opened the door a little farther and glanced into a hallway running the length of the building. On the right side of the hall was a long wall of Sheetrock. There were five closed doors interspersed down its length. On the left-hand side there was nothing but smooth concrete.
Zane whispered under his breath, “Nicky said she was in a concrete cell. It looks like there’s a door set into the concrete at the very end of the hall. It’s about sixty feet away. There’s a slow heartbeat coming from that room and I’m going to guess its Nicky’s.
Vlad cocked his head. “I can sense someone in this first room, then two heartbeats in the second room and one in the last room before the end of the hallway. That’s four. Add Nicky and we have five. With the guard we’ve already stashed upstairs, that means everyone is accounted for.”
“Yeah. Now I just need to get down to the end of the hall without anyone coming out of the other rooms. I want Nicole out of here before we take care of Mike and anyone else.”
Veronica murmured, “If she has a concussion and it’s very bad, you won’t want to move her right away. I’ll need to help her first.”
“Our best strategy would be to get down the hall together, check that room for your mate. If it holds Nicole, we go in and close the door. A concrete cell with one entrance will be easy to defend and if we’re with her, they can’t put a gun to her head and use her mortality against us.” Vlad poked him in the back, telling him to move.
Zane knew the longer they debated, the greater the chance of being discovered. Slipping through the door, he stepped out onto white linoleum. Silently he crept toward the end of the hall with Vlad and Ronnie following close behind.
Straining to catch any sound that might warn him of imminent discovery, it took him a few minutes to take in the aroma of the place. The smell of old and new blood mingled with sweat, antiseptics and the growing stench of vomit. The last fragrance made him increase his pace.
By the time he reached the end of the hall, he was sure he would find Nicky behind the metal door. Reaching for the knob, he said a prayer that it would be unlocked. It turned freely and Zane slipped inside with Vlad and Ronnie at his heals. One of them closed the door behind them.
The smell slapped Zane in the face and he gagged. In the few seconds it took for his vision to adjust from the bright fluorescent hallway to total blackness, he strained his hearing. A small moan told him she was to his left. “Nicky?” he whispered.
And then he saw her. Ronnie’s gasp came at the same time fingers closed over his arm. “You must control your rage!” Vlad hissed.
Until then, he wasn’t aware of the fierce sounds coming from his throat. Clamping his jaw shut, Zane took the few steps separating him from his mate and knelt beside her.
“Be careful, Zane. Don’t move her.” Ronnie whispered the warning.
Nicole lay awkwardly on the floor with her knees drawn up to her stomach. Her hands were stretched up and behind her, chained to the concrete. He heard the door open behind him but didn’t move. The light from the hall made everything worse. He stilled the cries in his throat as he saw the small trickle of blood and bruising on her face. She’d been hit at least once. And she was bare from the waist up. In the faint light coming from the door, he saw dark bruises on her breasts. They looked liked finger marks.
He was going to kill Mike.
“Nicky, sweetheart,” he whispered. Heartbroken for what she’d had to endure.
He gently smoothed the hair back from her face, leaning over to kiss her forehead.
The room went completely dark just before keys were dangled in front of his eyes. Vlad’s voice was hard as he explained, “Try these. I removed them from a man in a
white lab coat. You don’t want to see the room next door. It looks like a modern torture chamber. There are three heartbeats left to silence.”
Quickly Zane unlocked the shackles around Nicky’s wrists and eased her arms to the floor, carefully avoiding the puddle of vomit at her side. She moaned in pain and he whispered nonsense while he stripped out of his t-shirt and covered her. He knew his scent would soothe any lingering separation sickness. He didn’t move her to put it on, just lay it on top of her. “She’s cold.”
Before Zane could do it himself, Vlad cleansed the room with a thought. Zane waved his hand to clean Nicky and provide her with a warm blanket to cover her better than his shirt.
Ronnie rubbed his shoulder. “I’ll take care of her, Zane. Let me do what I can and when she feels a little better, I’ll help her into your shirt. By then, you and Vlad will have taken care of everything else and we can leave this place.” Ronnie turned and placed a hand on her mate’s cheek. “Vlad, honey. Do what you have to do. These people don’t deserve compassion.”
Vlad’s eyes gleamed. “I dragoste tu, meu dumpling.”
I love you, my dumpling? Dumpling? Vlad was braver than Zane. He’d never call a woman “dumpling”.
“Sweetheart, I’ll be back for you. Let Ronnie help you,” Zane murmured. Bending to kiss Nicky’s forehead again, he stood up and headed for the door. Pausing before he left the room, he glanced back at Nicole lying half-naked on the cold floor.
Waving her hand briefly in the air, Ronnie placed the ice pack she’d summoned at the base of Nicky’s skull. “It will help relieve the pain and swelling in her brain. Go.” She made a shooing motion at the men then placed her hands gently on the top of his mate’s head and closed her eyes. Zane could see a faint, golden halo of healing energy enveloping the two women.
“She will be healed. My mate has such loving power in her hands.” Vlad’s tone started gentle then changed to angry disdain as he pushed Zane out into the hall and closed the door. “Now, me? I’d like to get my hands around a few necks. It’s a different kind of power I plan on using. Would you like what’s behind door number one or door number two?” Vlad chuckled, pointing first at the door hiding two heartbeats then the door shielding a single human.
So far Vlad had taken care of one guard and one lab-coated man. That left Mikey, the additional guard and the construction worker. Or Mike and JJ and one guard. Pausing at the first door, he listened for a few minutes. Hearing murmured comments about going up top to check on things, he didn’t recognize either of the voices. “You take these two.”
Zane moved to the second doorway. Standing in place, he nodded at Vlad. Simultaneously they each placed a hand on their respective doorknobs. Knowing Vlad could take care of two humans without breaking a sweat, Zane turned the handle and silently stepped into the room.
One look told him he’d chosen correctly. Mikey was sitting in front of a computer, absorbed in what looked like a hardcore S&M porn site.
“I heard you were looking for me?” Zane drawled.
Mikey whipped around in the seat, the look of abject terror on his face making Zane smile. Stumbling when he tried to stand, Mike screamed for backup. “Fuck! What the fuck? Security!”
Zane laughed, moving closer. “Oh, I don’t think anyone’s coming to help you, you piece of shit. It’s just you and me.”
Watching Mikey’s furious green eyes, Zane knew the exact moment the man decided to attack. The subtle tightening of muscle around the eye socket was a dead giveaway. Before the big blond could reach the long knife in the scabbard on his thigh, Zane balled up his fist and connected with the left side of Mike’s face.
Flying backward, the man sprawled across the computer console in an uncomfortable-looking heap. “Oh no,” Zane snarled. “You are not going to make this easy!” Grabbing the man’s shirt, he hauled him to his feet.
For all his size and supposed military training, Mikey fought like a girl. Fingers curled into claws, the man went directly for Zane’s eyes. Using one arm to brush away the assault, Zane curled his lip in disdain. And drove a fist into Mike’s stomach.
Immediately doubling over, the man gagged.
“How do you like being the punching bag?” It was a rhetorical question. Zane didn’t give a shit how he liked it. Mike deserved so much more for what he’d done to Nicky. And Zane planned on making the man pay for every scratch, every terrifying moment his mate had been put through.
The real question was…did Zane beat the man to death, or use him for information and to ensure they captured John Jackson? The slight hesitation meant the blond idiot had a chance to unsheathe his ten-inch knife. Mike’s arm lunged upward in an attempt to bury the blade in Zane’s stomach.
Jumping out of the man’s reach, Zane felt a slight sting across his naked chest. The burning sensation told him he hadn’t been quick enough to avoid being cut. “Ah, now that just pisses me off.”
Vlad chose that moment to appear in the doorway. “Quit playing with your food. We need to get Nicky and Ronnie home.”
Zane laughed as Vlad’s words panicked Mike into doing something stupid. Head lowered, roaring like a sick bull, Mikey held the knife in front of him and charged. Sidestepping the man, Zane added to Mike’s foreword motion with a fierce roundhouse kick to his ass.
Up to this point, Zane had been holding his preternatural strength in check. When he kicked the idiot in the ass, he used every bit of vampire power he possessed.
Vlad stepped out of the way as Mike practically flew through the Sheetrock wall. He hit the concrete wall across the hall with a sickening crack. Blood quickly formed a puddle at the man’s feet.
“What the hell?” Zane strode from the room, intending to pick the man up and beat him again.
Vlad bent over for a closer look. “When he hit the wall, his head cracked open like a rotten melon.” Cocking his head to one side, Vlad told Zane what he already knew. “His heart has stopped.”
“Damn. Let’s pull the moron back into the room. I don’t want Nicky to have this vision seared in her memory.”
“Good idea. Veronica might regret letting me play if she sees this.”
After throwing Mikey in a corner with his dead eyes focused on the ceiling, Zane left the room to check on Nicole’s progress.
He came back and quickly updated Vlad. “Ronnie said if she can have about fifteen more minutes, we could leave. She’ll holler if Nicky regains consciousness.” Zane started to copy the computer files onto a convenient flash drive. It was frustrating, trying to gather the information they needed before he could hold his mate in his arms again. “Hurry, Vlad.”
“I found boxes in a closet. I’ve gathered every scrap of paper I can find in here. I’ll take them upstairs to the car and then see if there is anything in the lab. You just sanitize that computer and make sure we have everything. You know we’ll have to burn this place to the ground?”
“Yeah, I got that. Besides the guard upstairs, is anyone else alive?” Zane really didn’t care.
Without a hint of remorse, Vlad’s answer was short and to the point. “No. There are several tanks of oxygen and other flammable items in the lab. When we have everyone upstairs I’ll start a little fire. The memory of our hostage has already been wiped clean. We’ll just place him away from our planned inferno.”
Chapter Nine
Sitting in the backseat of the car with his mate cradled on his lap, Zane gazed at Nicole. He didn’t turn around as an explosion rocked the SUV. Instead, he watched the flickering fire behind him cast a warm glow on her face.
He was taking her home. Where he would seal her to him for all eternity. Thoughts of that eternity played in his mind over the next hour. Until Vlad’s heavily accented voice cut into his musings.
“Creating a vampire mate is different than creating another vampire.”
Frowning, Zane looked up and met Vlad’s brown gaze. “What do you mean?”
“When Thomas turned you, you became a vampire. Newly made, you had only basic vampire skills and even less strength. It took years for you to become stronger than you had been before the change. Decades for your specific paranormal abilities to kick in and centuries before you were able to walk in the sun. This is not how it is with our mates.”
Zane looked over at Ronnie. She was sitting beside him in the backseat with a small smile on her lips. He’d never thought about it before. Vampire mates were so rare in the world. Those vampires in a true bond didn’t talk about the connection. He could understand why—the thought of his enemies using knowledge of his bond with Nicole to hurt her sent an icy chill down his back.
A few things were obvious, like the physical space restriction. But he knew that just like Vlad, Ronnie didn’t have to worry about the sun. She’d been a vampire for about a hundred years. Too little time had passed for that ability.
As if Vlad were reading his mind, he continued, “In a mate bond, the connection isn’t just through the blood. Ronnie believes that a vampire true bond somehow ties the souls together. It could explain why more than a few hundred feet can’t physically separate us from each other. When Nicole becomes a vampire, her strength and skills will be based on your vampiric maturity. She will be able to go into the sun just as you do now. Whatever gifts she’s blessed with, they will be there from the beginning. They probably won’t be the same gifts you have, but they will be the gifts of a centuries-old vampire.”
Carefully, Zane ran one finger down Nicole’s bruised cheek, wondering what form her gifts would take.
Vlad sighed. “Before you have her experiment with those gifts, it might be a good idea to take her someplace less populated. A newly turned vampire true mate came close to flooding an entire city when he couldn’t figure out how to shut off the rain he’d created.”
In the throes of mating fever, Zane had been concentrating on just one of the benefits of tying Nicole to him for eternity—unending time to explore her luscious body. Instead of reviewing a list of sexual positions that went on for…well…forever, he should have focused on the changes that were about to consume their lives. How he handled the next few days would be critical. Nicole didn’t know she was his mate. That she would soon become a vampire as well. Discovering she would be reborn as an elder put a unique spin on things. She would be his equal. A true partner. Zane couldn’t wait for their new life to start.
When the car pulled in front of his home, he blinked.
“I need to touch her, Zane. Ronnie felt it would be better for your mate if she slept through the drive back to your house. So I ensured she did. Let me wake her for you.”
Zane sighed. He didn’t want anyone messing with his mate’s mind. He’d been concerned that she hadn’t regained consciousness before they’d left Jackson’s compound or during the ride home. If he’d known about this before, he’d have stopped Vlad. It was too late to argue now.
After allowing Vlad to press his finger to Nicole’s temple, Zane waited for Nicky to open her eyes before extracting himself from the backseat. Held in his arms, she jerked, frantically glancing around. Igor, Vlad and Veronica had already walked down to Nicky’s house, where they’d stay until the mating fever had run its course. “We’re home. I’ve got you.”
Sighing, she moved her hands around his neck and hung on tight. “Thank you for saving me. What happened to that homicidal idiot, Mikey?”
“He won’t ever hurt you again. We’ll talk about it later. Right now I want to take care of you for a bit. Just relax.”
When she’d been unconscious, the urge to claim her had been a dull ache. Now that she was awake, the compulsion to mate hammered in his mind and body. With her in his arms, every step bumped the mating fever up a notch. By the time he made it to the front door, he had to hide the fact that he was panting.
“I need a bath,” Nicky sighed. The whisper of sound teased his flesh and Zane shuddered in reaction.
Zane knew she really didn’t need one. He’d cleansed her body with vampiric powers. But the warm water would comfort her.
Nicky felt Zane’s muscles tense as they stepped inside his house. Her body clenched in sympathy, echoing his arousal. Instead of hours, it seemed as if she hadn’t seen him for days. Hadn’t kissed him or ran her hands through his wild mane of dark hair. Hadn’t gripped his ass in both hands as he plunged his cock into her wet—
Zane stumbled and came to a stop. “God, Nicky! Don’t torture me like that!”
Grinning unrepentantly into chocolate eyes, she shrugged her shoulders. “Sorry. I forgot.” Only she wasn’t sorry. And she definitely hadn’t forgotten about their mental connection. If she didn’t concentrate on Zane, her mind kept flashing back to Mikey. To the pain he’d caused her and the promised deeds he’d left undone.
 “He can’t hurt you, Nicky. He can’t hurt anybody.”
As he’d done earlier, Zane was reading her thoughts. All her thoughts—not just the erotic ones. Before she could decide how she felt about that, she realized she was also reading his. “Mikey’s dead.”
“Yeah.”
Nicky frowned, thinking. Letting out a small gust of air, she nodded. “I can live with that. What about JJ?”
“A friend of mine is looking for him while I help you recuperate.”
Blushing at the heated promise in Zane’s throaty whisper and the intense hunger in his eyes, she averted her gaze. She felt uncomfortable reading his mind, so she didn’t try.
When she caught sight of the living room they were standing in, she sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh my God. This place is gorgeous!”
She’d never been in his house. There’d never been a reason before and they just seemed to spend all their time at her place. That had definitely been a mistake.
Swiveling to take it all in, her eyes darted from the oversized floor-to-ceiling fireplace to the large bank of windows on the other side of the room. A weighty, dark-oak mantel filled with impressive art glass broke up the mottled brown-and-beige surface of the fireplace. Spread across the floor was a massive, deep-brown sectional. It was large enough to allow five adults to stretch out and rest their weary heads on a multitude of bright red pillows.
Her eyes tracked a plush red and brown rug as it drew her gaze over the highly polished, dark-wood floor to the expanse of red-curtained windows.
“In the daytime you can see sweeping, uninterrupted vistas of the Cascade Mountains.” Zane started walking down a hall to the right of the fireplace.
Sighing, Nicky decided that anyone sitting in that room would get whiplash trying to decide whether to focus on the fantastic view or the fireplace.
Zane paused at a large door, flicked his wrist and the door opened. Nicole smiled. She never got tired of watching him do that.
Holding Nicky in his arms was both heaven and hell. It was heaven because he could hold her safe…and hell because his body reacted in a very primitive manner to every sigh from her sweet lips. Each small movement inflamed his need to claim her. To mark her as his. To turn her.
How could he do this to her without some warning of how her life would change?
“Nicky.” Zane groaned as she pulled her attention away from his bedroom and turned in his arms. The motion pressed her unbound breasts against his naked chest. The thin fabric of the t-shirt failed to protect him from her soft warmth. “We have to talk.”
She whimpered when he gently set her down and made himself step away. Her eyes widened and she moved to trace the cut on his chest. “It’s nothing. Just a small
scratch, sweetheart.” And it was just a scratch. Now. His vampiric healing had miraculously knit his flesh back together. Definitely a bonus when he thought of turning Nicole. The beating she had taken would have already healed. Not that he ever wanted her to go through something like that again. Vlad’s comments about Ronnie having been taken from him a couple times after they’d mated haunted him.
Shaking his head, he forced the fear away. He’d have to deal with those thoughts soon enough.
Backing toward the bathroom with the intent of taking care of Nicole, he watched her face as she followed him. Once she’d crossed the threshold she stopped, letting out a soft exclamation of delight. Zane grinned.
He reached for a bottle of lavender oil to pour into the large whirlpool tub. He’d expected this reaction to his favorite room in the house. Modern showers were great— but there was nothing more relaxing than a bathtub full of fragrant bubbles. And so he’d made sure his bathtub was more like a small swimming pool.
A flick of his fingers brought the granite gas fireplace roaring to life. A second motion ignited the dozen candles, their soft glow reflecting on the chocolate-colored walls and in the large mirror above the sink. This room with its dark earth tones and lush ferns always felt like a luxurious haven to him. He was pleased Nicole liked it as well.
While she stepped into the small room holding the toilet and closed the door, he set out plush bath towels then took bottled water from the small refrigerator hidden in the wall paneling. Its confines also hid a small supply of blood. But he wouldn’t need any tonight, as he’d take his nourishment from Nicole’s vein. That thought sent lust surging through his body.
To still his rampaging erection, he concentrated on each task, forcing himself to consider what Nicole had been through and what it might mean. Had Mikey’s attempted rape and physical abuse traumatized her to the extent that she wouldn’t want him to touch her? Did she need time alone? He could read her mind to find the answers, but even that act seemed like a breach of privacy to him. He didn’t want to frighten her or cause her any distress.
A small distance would kill him, but he would give her whatever she needed. When she walked back into the room he could smell the hint of mint mouthwash on her breath. “I’ll leave you—”
“Don’t.” Her answer was swift. “If you leave I’ll have to think about what happened. I’m not ready for that.” Before he could respond, Nicky stripped off her clothes and stepped into the tub. The fire and candlelight lovingly caressed her pale flesh. She held her hand out to him. “Join me. Please.” With hooded eyes, he watched her throat work as she swallowed. “I need you.”
Zane didn’t require a second invitation. Toeing off his shoes, he stripped out of his jeans and underwear in one quick move then stepped into the granite bathtub. After
sinking into the water, he pulled Nicole between his legs. The strong hold he had on his patience nearly snapped as the globes of her ass pillowed his straining erection.
Gritting his teeth, he concentrated on doing what he’d promised. Taking care of Nicole. He created a mental list to help him through the next few minutes. Hair, body— explain that she’s going to become a vampire—then sex. He picked up the spray nozzle attached to the faucet and gently started shampooing her hair. Shared a vision with her of how he planned to personally inspect and clean every inch of her flesh.
Moaning, she arched into his touch. “Oh, dear God that feels wonderful.”
Zane couldn’t help but agree. Every movement she made brought her wet flesh in contact with some part of his body. The explanation of what this night would entail had better come first. “Nicky, sweetheart. I have to talk to you about something.”
She stiffened in his arms. “I don’t want to talk about the kidnapping now, Zane. Please.”
“It’s not the kidnapping we have to discuss,” he murmured. Rinsing her long curls, he thought about how to approach the subject. Lathering her back with soap, he vigilantly inspected her for injuries. Every bruise and cut was seared into his memory. Mike had taken her because of him.
Nicole turned to face him. “Don’t, Zane. Don’t think of him. I’m fine. He didn’t cause any lasting damage. I may have a few nightmares, but I’ll get over this. You came to my rescue.” She leaned in to kiss him. And he wrapped his arms around her and poured his soul into the kiss.
Soapy hands explored, each teasing the other. Their skin flushed with eager anticipation. He lost track of his mental list of should dos and primal urges took over, shattering his best intentions. He wanted to talk to her, to explain. But his body had other ideas. So he used his mind to share with her his emotions, his great need for her. The love he felt and how everything would work out between them.
It wasn’t as if she had a choice anyway. They’d die without each other.
She caught that thought, going rigid in his embrace. With their growing mental connection, it was getting harder to keep things from her. Very soon it would be next to impossible without a great deal of concentration. Something the growing mating fever made impossible. She pulled away and met his gaze. “Zane?”
Sighing, he reached up to run a thumb over her lips and along her bruised cheek. “You are mine, Nicole. In very rare instances, a vampire can form what is called a true bond. We have done so. Our souls have united. Tonight, I will make you a vampire.” He waited for her to say something. Anything.
He felt her tentative touch in his mind and opened to her. Let her see what this would mean. That they would die without being bound by blood as well as by their souls.
Quietly she studied him. “So we’re together because of the ruby, it somehow forced us to form this connection?”
She’d gotten more from his mind than he’d intended to share.
Zane vehemently denied her conclusion. “No. No, Nicky. My friend Vlad told me the stone doesn’t make the connection, it increases it. Speeding up the process that might have taken weeks and making it stronger. It didn’t decide our fate. We’d have bonded eventually as our souls recognized each other. It’s why I haven’t been able to think of anything but you. Haven’t wanted to be anywhere but by your side. Something else you need to know—if I’d been mortal, if I’d been given a choice—I would have chosen you as my mate. Never have I felt…”
What? How could he describe something he couldn’t find the words for? Love? It was such a mortal word for his emotions. It didn’t describe how he could spend hours just watching her sleep. This was something that consumed his every moment. Every thought.
“Oh Zane!” She leaned into him. Kissing him with her mind open, sharing her emotions with him as he’d unintentionally projected his own thoughts.
Breaking the kiss, he had to be sure. Had to hear the words. “Then you don’t mind becoming a vampire?”
Nicky wrinkled her nose. “The whole drinking blood thing is a little offsetting. But I have to say an eternity with you might make up for it.”
“Ah sweetheart, you have no idea how wrong that statement is. You think the sex was great before. And don’t deny it—I’ve been in your mind enough to know that you think we’re fantastic together. But just wait, baby. True-bond sex will rock your world.”
Laughing, Nicky poked him in the ribs. “Then start rocking, big guy.”
Her words released the tension he’d held in his soul. The fear she wouldn’t accept this. That tight knot unraveled but he refused to let her rush him. When his hands had washed away every trace of her ordeal, he stood with her in his arms. He chose to dry every inch of her flesh with the towels instead of simply waving his hand. Her tugs on his hair and her impatient plea told him his mate wasn’t happy with his attention to detail.
Using his lips and tongue to trace every inch of her body, finally he turned her to face the mirror. After arranging her hands on the counter, he skimmed his own down the plane of her back, over her magnificent ass. He couldn’t wait any longer. Taking his shaft in his hand, he teased her folds. Felt her body’s moisture envelope him. Angling her hips upward, she stood on her toes. Zane slowly pushed the head of his cock into her clenching warmth. “God that feels wonderful!”
It was his last, semi-coherent thought. He became an animal, unable to sink deep enough. To plunge in and out of his mate fast enough. A small part of his mind ensured her cries were screams of ecstasy, not pain. Saliva surged into his mouth, his skin felt tight. Heat moved in his veins and his gums ached with the sudden press of his fangs. Releasing the inner beast he’d kept chained, he used his hands, his mouth and teeth and cock—every inch of his body to claim parts of her. Sinking his fangs into her neck, he drank her blood. Eyes wide, he watched everything in the mirror.
Nicole was magnificent. Head thrown back in the throes of passion, her blue gaze hooded. With his mouth fastened to her neck, he became fascinated with the sight of her blood-flushed breasts, bouncing to the rhythm he set with his hips.
Wrapping one arm around her, he palmed one large globe and tweaked her nipple. She shattered around him, her tight sheath milking his cock. Zane released her vein to roar in ecstasy.
It wasn’t enough. He wanted her mouth on him. On his flesh. Taking his blood and making it part of her. Not yet. First he wanted to give her more. After all, he’d promised wild vampire sex and he was determined to deliver. Withdrawing from her, he quickly guided her from the bathroom to his bed, pulling back the black-satin comforter to expose the soft Egyptian-cotton sheets. There he arranged her as he’d seen her in his fantasies. Long, black hair spread on his white pillow.
Feasting on her flesh, he bit and licked his way over every luscious inch of her. She cried out at the first press of his mouth on her sex. The sound melting into a slow, sultry moan as his tongue played with her tender folds. He was merciless in his demands— wanting to hear her scream from the pleasure he gave her. She was his. For now and all eternity they were bound as one. Burrowing his tongue deeper between her soft thighs, he reveled in the sharp twist of his hair as she grabbed his head and held him to her, trembling as he stroked her toward release.
“Oh my God,” she whispered tightly, panting. “Oh Zane…yes…”
Driving her up, letting her crest and fall, he started over again, gorging on her cream as he’d filled his veins with her blood—until he couldn’t take it anymore.
Rising up, he took a knife from the bedside table and sliced a thin trail of red across his chest. Pulling her into his arms, he guided her mouth to his flesh and willed her to lick and suck. Through their mental bond he ensured that her urgency, her soul-deep need, mirrored his own. He saw the hunger in her eyes, felt the wild craving grow with every taste of his blood. Hearing the truth of her yearning in her throaty moans, he’d make sure she always had an open vein to feed from.
Until…eventually…her teeth were sharp enough she could take what she needed from him without help.
Living in the sensual fog of Zane’s making, Nicky lost track of time. She thought maybe several days had passed since he’d sequestered them in his bedroom. Opening her eyes, she decided she could finally breathe without wanting to physically attack Zane.
Until that breath carried the intoxicatingly erotic scent of his skin. Her sense of smell had become unbearably sharp. And Zane smelled so good.
Her fangs dropped down, filling her mouth. The motion didn’t hurt anymore. Rolling over, she wrapped one leg over the very tired male sleeping next to her and grinned. He’d created a monster. One who was only too happy to slake all these urges he’d awakened in her. If she were nice, she’d let him sleep.
She’d rather be naughty.
Rising over the mountain of male flesh, she scooted down his body. Taking his growing erection in her hands, she smiled at his instant and very ardent reaction. “How does this feel?” she purred, stroking him from balls to head and back again. Looking up to gauge his reaction, she was sure she couldn’t hide the wicked gleam in her eyes. Through their mate bond, she knew precisely how it felt. Breaking eye contact, she slid her tongue along the length of his shaft, wrapping her lips around the head of his cock to suck him deep into her mouth. Scraping his shaft with her fangs, she lost herself in the taste of him.
It was sheer pleasure to know he was hers for now and always. This incredible man who had turned her world upside down from the moment she’d met him. Linking with his mind, she shared her emotions, just as she willingly shared her body. She loved him. So much. The gift of an eternity with the man brought tears to her eyes.
“Ah, Nicky. Don’t cry.”
His urgent pull on her hair demanded she stop what she was doing. Her slick flesh sliding over his, she moved up to meet his mouth in a searing kiss. Until the urge to find his neck with her lips overwhelmed her. The instant her fangs broke through his skin, Zane hissed, arching sharply into her bite. Nicky drew gently, slowly, knowing that would drive him crazy. She used her tongue to lap at the twin openings in his skin.
His blood was hot and tingly, sliding down her throat to fill her with a heat that soon became a roar of rapidly escalating eroticism. Hitting her so fast she moaned from the intensity, warmth boiled through her limbs and into her core, pulsing hard. The swift, stunning reaction happened every time she tasted his blood. Inside she was molten, going liquid and boneless…wanton.
When she tried to pull away, Zane placed his palm on the back of her head. His large fingers spanned her skull, burrowing through her hair. He held her to him, ensuring she wouldn’t stop feeding. Already she could feel Zane’s blood mixing with her own. The red lava had changed her. Made her stronger, more alive and a thousand times more sensitive to his every touch. He finally let her move her mouth from his neck to gasp for air.
Flipping her over, Zane crushed her beneath him as he claimed her lips in a heated kiss. She met his every thrust, going wild when he shared how he felt at the ungentle prod of her tongue slipping inside his mouth, tracing the length of his fangs. He liked it when she did that.
Without breaking contact with her lips, he rose to his knees and took himself in hand, guiding his thick erection between her parted thighs. She arched up to meet him, a tremor rocking her as he played the head of his penis over the wet core of her body.
His teasing was too much to bear and the lust for blood had turned to lust for something more. Tilting her hips, she used her new strength by settling her hands at his hips and pulling him to her. Nicky gasped as he came down and seated himself to the hilt.
Their mental connection ensured she felt what he felt. Her body beneath his, her sex tight and hot, a molten vice around his cock. Nicky moaned.
“Christ!” Zane bit out.
Nicky smiled. It was good to know her reaction to the intense craving between them wasn’t lost on Zane. His astonishment over their bond somehow reassured her.
Knowing that he was amazed, that this thing between them was more powerful than anything he’d ever imagined, allowed her the freedom to enjoy everything so much more. He was connected to her, as she was to him. Sharing mind and body, their pleasure mingled, grew. Everywhere their bodies touched, sensations spiraled. Nicky gave herself up to the shared pleasure.
Zane couldn’t stop his hips from pumping in the wild, escalating urge to lose himself inside her. His shaft swelled with the rise of his orgasm and he knew he was just a few desperate seconds from exploding.
He grunted, going deep as the coil wound tighter. His voice was a raw scrape in his throat. “Ah, shit—Nicky!”
He couldn’t hold it back. With a hard surge, he drove his hips into hers and came like a breaking storm. He shouted with the force of his release, thrusting as wave after searing wave shuddered through him. And it wasn’t enough. He was still erect, still hungry for her.
Still pumping into the velvety glove of Nicky’s exquisite body.
He stared down into her vivid blue eyes as he filled her—needing to see her as he gave her some of the same pleasure she’d given him. She was so much more than a warm body or an open vein to feed from. She’d become his life, a reason to smile and look forward to each and every day. The thought of centuries spent waking with her beside him drove him over another precipice and he fell, taking Nicky with him.
Chapter Ten
Standing naked in front of the mirror in Zane’s bedroom, Nicky blew out a breath of frustration. She was clean, but her hair looked like she’d stuck her finger in a light socket. Not a good look for her.
“Think about the specifics. Create a picture in your mind of what you want and as you wave your hand, you wish it so.” Zane’s strangled explanation amused her. He was trying so hard not to laugh.
She certainly hadn’t imagined her hair looking like this. Closing her eyes, she concentrated. She pictured her hair braided, light makeup. The soft, black broomstick skirt from her closet and her blue cashmere sweater set. She was going down to her house to meet Dracula and his wife—she wanted to look nice.
Waving her hand, she felt clothes settling over her body. Peeking out from under her lashes, she squealed with delight. “I did it!” Doing a little jig—she suddenly stilled. Face flushing, she groaned.
“What? What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Zane’s concern was evident in his face as he gently placed his hands on her shoulders.
“I, um…forgot panties and a bra.”
The look in his eyes turned from concern to heated appraisal. Nicky turned, put her hands on his chest and shoved. “No. Absolutely not. It’s been a week, Zane. A week of mind-blowing vampire sex, but still…I need a break.”
Rather reluctantly, he nodded. “Okay. Fine. I get the message. Just…well…take care of it before we leave the house. I’ll never hear a word of what Vlad has to tell us if I’m imagining you with no underwear.”
After she made the adjustment to her wardrobe, he guided her out of his house toward her place. Nicky sighed. She really was going to miss living in the cottage. She liked Zane’s house—loved it in fact—but she’d written the best pages of her life in that kitchen.
“Don’t worry, love. We’ll figure something out. And it might be close enough to the indoor arena that when I’m working with the horses, you can be at the house. We’ll just have to test the boundaries.”
Zane had explained a little about what their new life would be like. She didn’t think the physical space thing would be as hard to deal with as having him roaming around in her mind anytime he pleased. And she certainly wouldn’t get any writing done if every time she started working on a sex scene, he wanted a sample of the fantasy. He was trying to teach her how to build some sort of brick wall in her mind to keep him out. So far the only result she’d had was a mild headache.
 “What about the cool vampire powers I’m supposed to have? How will I figure out what they are?”
Zane stopped beside several pink-blossomed rhododendrons and turned to her. “I’m not sure how to explain it. There’s just this place in your mind, a kind of dark spot. If you focus on opening that area, the powers will come.”
Nicky closed her eyes. She felt the warm press of spring sunshine on her face, heard the soft rustle of…
“Nicky. Honey…open your eyes.”
Obeying the soft command, she gasped. Squealed, “What in the hell!”
There were bugs—thousands of bugs—crawling and buzzing around her.
Filled with suppressed laughter, an unfamiliar voice called out to her, “Use your mind. Direct them to that dying tree on your left.”
Nicky shifted her horrified gaze from the bug-teeming ground to find a stocky, black-haired man on her front porch. He smiled at her, dark eyes daring her to follow his lead.
She turned toward the tree and pointed. “Go!” she ordered, thinking hard. The swarm covered the dozen feet toward the tree like a live, black, crawling ocean wave. She shuddered.
“Now direct them to demolish the tree,” the man insisted.
Nicky frowned. Demolish the tree?
Evidently her mental question was enough. The rustle of sound grew in intensity and within seconds there was nothing left of the diseased pine but a pile of sawdust. “Oh my God!”
“Now let them go, sweetheart. Just wave them away.” Zane came up behind her and set his hands on her shoulders.
Nicky waved at the bugs. And they were gone. She slumped back into Zane’s arms and sighed. “That is not quite the sexy vampire power I had in mind. What? I get to turn trees into sawdust? What a useless gift. I hate bugs.”
The man on the porch moved to wrap his arm around a beautiful blonde woman, drawing her attention to the couple. Vlad and Veronica.
Vlad’s heavily accented voice was deadly serious. “In time, you will be able to control just one or a mass of thousands. Imagine being able to call the smallest of creatures, a poisonous spider perhaps—or a swarm of hornets—and have the ability to direct these small killers toward your enemy.”
Nicky didn’t have to think about it. She would have sicced an entire army of nasty bugs on Mikey in a heartbeat. “Okay. Maybe it’s not useless,” she admitted.
Ronnie laughed. “Don’t worry. You’ll likely have a few gifts. Maybe one of the other ones you’re blessed with will be more to your liking.”
Brightening considerably, she let Zane lead her to the porch. They decided to sit outside and enjoy the sun.
After a few moments of “hello, nice to meet you, I’m Dracula”, Vlad got right to the point. “Veronica and I have sifted through every scrap of paper and scanned most of the computer files that we retrieved from Nicole’s temporary prison. What we found chills my soul. There is an organized church…” He spat the word out, leaving no question as to how he felt.
Nicky looked at Zane and he didn’t seem too worried about Vlad’s tone. She noticed Ronnie was. Taking the man’s hand into hers, Ronnie seemed to calm him down enough to continue.
“One Racers, as they’ve labeled themselves. The man who started this church was John Jackson. His intent is to create a radical Humans First movement. He preaches that only humans have a right to exist on this earth, that anything else is an abomination. He plans to use his followers to eradicate the discovered pestilence—that would be us—to remove all threats to the human race.”
Veronica leaned forward. “I found a rather disturbing diary of sorts. One where John Jackson detailed a specific plan to show off a vampire in a cage. He’d planned to starve the man first, thereby guaranteeing he’d have a crazed beast to show for maximum effect. He had actually captured one, Zane…”
Nicky felt Zane stiffen beside her as if to take a blow. She reached out, taking his hand in hers and squeezing. She had the same affect on him as Ronnie had on Vlad. He visibly relaxed.
Ronnie’s voice was sympathetic as she continued softly, “It was Thomas. Jackson’s vitriolic diatribe in his diary denounced Mike Maloney for killing the poor man before Jackson could present him to some Senate committee.”
“Fuck!” If only he had the chance, he’d like to face Mikey again. Make him pay for what he could imagine the bastard had done to his sire. “Where’s Jackson? Did you find any trace of him?”
Vlad shook his head in disgust. “He’s a ghost at this point. Mr. Jackson seems to have disappeared into the wind.” He looked at Zane, his gaze sharpening. “It will be up to the Sentinels in each region to track this man.”
Zane sighed. Hell. As always, Vlad would get what he wanted. “I’ll talk to Nicole tonight, explain what the job will require of us.”
Vlad leaned back and put his arm around his mate, satisfied by Zane’s capitulation.
“Why did they focus on me? Did you find anything that would explain how they knew what I was? Did Thomas—”
Ronnie quickly jumped in. “No. No, Zane, Thomas didn’t tell them about you. Jackson’s writings explained that one of your contractors had seen you feed. When the woman swooned, the carpenter thought you’d killed her. Evidently there’s an entire Web community dedicated to One Racers and their rather slanted view of the world. This man posted what he’d seen on one of the bulletin boards and Mike and Jackson
moved to Eugene to investigate. They easily captured Thomas, it seems, and quickly discovered what he was…but he told them nothing of you.”
Shit. All this was his fault. He’d been careless and everyone had to pay the price.
“Don’t blame yourself, Zane.” Nicky turned to look at him. “If this hadn’t happened to us, we wouldn’t know that these lunatics are out there. How many others of our kind have these fanatics killed without anyone realizing why they disappeared?”
“Your mate is right. Better to have discovered this enemy now, than to think our secret is still uncovered. From what Veronica and I have exposed, these people pose a real threat to the Others. I do not think we will be rid of them anytime soon,” Vlad said.
“Oh. Before I forget, there’s something else I found that you’re not going to like.” Ronnie jumped out of her chair and went into the house for a moment. Coming back out, she placed an intricately carved box on Zane’s lap.
Lifting up the lid, he glanced inside. It was empty. “What’s this?” He looked at Ronnie.
But it was Vlad who answered. “The box held Jackson’s diary. But that is not the purpose it was created for. This box is lined with lead. It is the holding place for Catherine the Great’s priceless ruby.”
“Somehow they got hold of Gustof, as well.” Zane clamped his jaw shut. These people seriously pissed him off.
“Yes. But I don’t think they knew what the box held. I can’t find any reference to the stone in the diary or any of the information we sorted through.” Ronnie shrugged. “We’ll keep looking, but I don’t think something like that would go unreported.”
The two couples sat quietly for a moment. Each lost in private thoughts.
Ronnie’s giggle disturbed the peace.
“Okay, Ronnie. You can’t just do that and not share what you’re laughing at,” Nicky insisted.
“Your books. While you’ve been otherwise engaged, I’ve been reading all your books. I love your stories, Nicole. You have a fantastic imagination.”
Vlad groaned and Nicky narrowed her eyes at him. “What? You don’t like my books.”
Ronnie snorted. “Oh. He likes them. He specifically liked your inventive use of the pole running across the ceiling in the downstairs room.”
Nicky blushed. When she saw the look on Zane’s face, she laughed. “Don’t look at me like that—you’re the one who reaps the benefits of my rather warped imagination.”
Zane’s gaze turned heated and he smiled, showing just the tips of his very sharp, very sexy fangs. “Yes, my love. And now we have a lifetime to enjoy those benefits.”
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