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How To Blackmail a Vampire

 

Belle Scarlett


Chapter One

 

“I know you’re a vampire.”

Caden Chase blinked. It was rare for anyone or anything to surprise him, but the slim woman in the yellow blouse and tailored slacks sitting in the chair on the other side of his office desk had managed to do just that. If nothing else, the past three months should have taught him to expect the unexpected where Serena Bliss was concerned.

“Do you mind repeating that?” Caden drawled his words, playing for time to assess the seriousness of this sudden crisis. He kept his tone low and controlled, striving for a cross between puzzlement and amusement, neither of which he felt at the moment.

His gaze ran over Serena’s form, searching the telltale pulse points at her throat and wrists with his heightened senses, trying to detect whether or not she was telling the truth or merely making a wild guess. As usual his attraction for this human female was distracting him. His jaw clenched. Damn, she looked good. Like a joyful drop of sunlight splashed on the coarse fabric of his dark world too full of midnight blacks and blood reds. But she was the last human he should be thinking of for a casual fling. And the more he got to know her, the more he wanted her for more than that.

Serena arched an eyebrow in blatant challenge. The action showed admirable bravado for one who believed she was at that moment in the presence of a bloodthirsty monster. One who could drain her in less time than it took for her next heartbeat to sound.

“I’m pretty sure you heard me, Mr. Chase. I understand that a vampire’s hearing is quite keen.”

It was true. Her throaty, melodic voice, for example, could arrest his attention from three floors away even in the middle of a busy workday.

“I think you’ve been reading too much Twilight, Ms. Bliss.” He didn’t like this new formality she was imposing like a barrier between them. Last week they had called one another by their first names, sometimes even with flirty smiles that made him look forward to each workday with her all the more. He was determined to find out the cause of her distinctly guarded shift in tone with him.

She tossed her caramel colored hair over her shoulders in clear impatience. Hellfire. She had sexy hair. Thick, shiny, and long enough to wrap around his knuckles while he held her still for his kiss…or his penetration. Or a love bite on her elegant neck. Hey, a vampire could dream, right?

“Don’t patronize me, Mr. Chase.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Ms. Bliss. So tell me. ‘Team Edward’ or ‘Team Jacob’?”

She bit the corner of her soft lower lip in chagrin. Damnation. Don’t get him started on her pink, bow-shaped mouth that always looked as though it had just been thoroughly kissed. Ever since she’d started working for him, he couldn’t stop fantasizing that he was the lucky male who made her lips look so tender and lush.

Until she had called him out as a vampire just now he’d hoped finally to get the opportunity to taste those lips. At some point, anyway, after inviting her out to dinner on her last day of her independent contract with Chase Industries, Inc. Which was today, in fact. So much for that brilliant plan. She’d probably run screaming from the building if he suggested the two of them go out for a bite now. He would have to find another way to get close enough to sample that mouth.

“I don’t enjoy being toyed with, Mr. Chase.” She frowned at him severely.

He bit back a smile. Bambi trying to stare down Godzilla. Adorable.

He yanked his thoughts back to the more pressing matter at hand. What did she know, and when did she know it?

“Sorry. I can be a real pain in the neck sometimes, I know,” he quipped with a grin, deliberately showing far too many teeth. She shot him a wary glance. He felt her pulse throb in the air between them a bit harder in mild alarm. Good. She should be a little worried at this point. That showed at least a modicum of common sense. But he didn’t want to scare her away completely.

“I should warn you that if anything happens to me, I’ve taken steps that will automatically release the information I have about you to the proper authorities.”

“If you believe you’re threatening a vampire, I should certainly hope you took some common sense precautions,” he muttered. “But under the new Vampire Immersion Act, a citizen can’t go around accusing another of being a vampire without evidence of some kind. It would be like yelling ‘vampire!’ in a crowded blood blank. You could start a serious public panic. So tell me, why would you imagine I’m one?”

“Not just you. Your whole staff is chock full of vampires. As you well know.” She lifted her chin, daring him to contradict her.

“Oh, really? What tipped you off? Our black capes, red eyes, penchant for bats, and widow’s peaks?” He kept a scoffing tone but the utter certainty in her assertion gave him pause for real concern. He hoped she hadn’t voiced her accusations to anyone else. It would be a lot safer for Serena Bliss if she didn’t mention her suspicions to anyone but him.

In answer to his questions, she gestured to the glass wall partition that separated his office from the room beyond, where various Chase Industry, Inc. employees worked in cubicles.

“Gee. I wonder,” she mused in a mocking tone he didn’t like one bit. “For one thing, Henrick types about a thousand words per minute more than he claims on his resume.” Caden’s gaze followed the direction of her strawberry-polished fingernail and saw Henrick, one of his administrative assistants, typing on his computer with preternatural speed. His long fingers were a blur on the keyboard.

Serena didn’t wait for Caden to think of a rational explanation. Not that there was one.

“And by the way, have you ever noticed that Bryan always seems to have something other than java in his coffee mug?” She pointed at another pale man sitting at a cube desk. He took a sip from his mug that read, “Accountants Do It By The Numbers” and lowered it to reveal a thick, blood mustache on his upper lip.

“And then there is Vanessa.”

Caden wearily glanced over to where an impossibly beautiful brunette in a figure-hugging black tank top, pencil skirt, and stilettos was standing by the office water cooler. She applied deep red lipstick while looking into a compact mirror.

He gave a silent sigh of relief. “She’s looking into a mirror. Hardly something a vampire could do, right?”

Serena smiled sweetly in a way that was decidedly not. “Wait for it.”

They watched as Vanessa smacked her ruby lips together and then grinned into the compact to check her teeth. There was a smudge of red gloss on one of her incisors. Suddenly, the tooth elongated, pointy and sharp. She used her thumb to wipe off the excess lipstick from her fang.

Caden winced. His team had gotten sloppy with a nice, sweet human like Serena around the office for the past three months. They had grown to like and trust her enough so as to accept her into their midst. But they had clearly gotten too comfortable in her presence, letting their guard down to a dangerous degree. He’d have to have a serious talk with them about that.

He eyed Serena, reaching out with his extrasensory awareness to assess her feelings about what she had just shown him. She wasn’t as calm as she tried to appear according to her raised pulse rate, but she didn’t seem terrified. Yet. He stole what small comfort he could from that.

“And me? What makes you think I’m a vampire?” He sounded more nonchalant than he felt.

“You’re kidding, right?” She waved airily at the floor to ceiling window of his office.

Caden glanced out the window where dusk was falling on a panoramic view of the Los Angeles skyline. In the glow of his desk lamp he saw everything in his office reflected in the glass, including Serena’s lovely body in the chair across from him. Where his reflection ought to have been, however, there was only an empty chair.

“Kind of an undead giveaway right there. Wouldn’t you say so, Vlad?”

Hellfire. He’d forgotten.

Instinctively, albeit belatedly, he threw some mental kinetic energy at the window. It vibrated subtly and an instant later his reflection materialized in the glass right where it should be.

It was Serena’s turn to blink. “Impressive. But I’m afraid the jig is up, Mr. Chase.”

He shrugged with resignation. His reflection glimmered out. “It appears so. Looks like you’ve got me undead to rights.”

He kept his tone light but inwardly he was disturbed by his mistake. This was the first time he could recall neglecting to cast his reflection or shadow in order to blend in and walk among humans without raising suspicion about what he was. His only excuse was that Serena’s delicious natural perfume had taunted him for weeks. The sweet distraction of her body was making him as careless as his staff.

Or maybe a part of him wanted her to know what he was, and to like him in spite of it.

“Your kind can withstand sunlight, then?” She gestured at the sunbeams of the dying day that flooded the office through the expansive window, her tone was curious, as if asking the answer to a riddle she had been trying to puzzle out for some time.

His lip curled a bit at her choice of phrase. “In point of fact, our ‘kind’ cannot. There’s a special UV tint on our windows here at Chase Industries that deflects harmful rays,” he admitted. “A building made of sunblock, as it were.”

“Created right here in your labs, no doubt. That technology alone probably made you a bazillionaire.” she murmured, eyes wide in sudden realization.

He shrugged modestly. “Give or take a few bazillion.”

Her eyes met his for a liquid moment. She looked so at a loss what to do next that his hand flexed on the desk, yearning to reach out and touch her soft skin.

Then she sat very straight up in her chair and took a deep breath. “You should know that I have spent the past week collecting evidence of your, er, true nature and I plan to report you to the proper government agencies who specialize in vampire control. Specifically the V.B.I. and the C.V.A. As you are no doubt aware, passing as human is against current state and federal law and carries with it severe penalties, including but not limited to up to five years incarceration in an off-shore government lab research facility.”

Her tone was rushed and stilted, as though she was reciting a litany from a well-rehearsed script. He sat as if turned to stone, his senses reached out again to assess her blood pressure and adrenal output. She was nervous, uncomfortable even, and she couldn’t meet his eyes directly, but she was not lying. She really would report him to the Vampire Bureau of Investigation and the Central Vampire Agency. Would surprises from this female never end?

“Furthermore, I checked the American Vampire Registry,” she continued in breathless voice, staring at some fixed point over his shoulder. “Neither you, Henrick, Bryan, nor Vanessa are listed. Therefore, of course, I—I’ll also have to implicate your, uh, colleagues here at Chase Industries in my report.”

He regarded her through suddenly narrowed lids. “Even knowing what your scientists would do to them during their… incarceration?”

“That’s not my problem,” she replied, looking anywhere but at her co-workers who were innocently going about their tasks in the next room. “According to the Vampire/Human Treaty of 2014 your, er, people agree to give up some of their basic freedoms if they are caught breaking the law and have to be detained.”

Caden was glad the clear partition wall of his office, created from his own design, was soundproof even to vampires.

“It would hurt their feelings to hear you say that. They trust you, you know.” His tone was quiet but resonant.

“I know! I can’t help that,” she shot back defensively. She avoided the disappointed look in his eyes. Her cheeks flushed a charming shade of pink and he felt her blood pressure rise in discomfort. She shifted in her chair, a small vein at the hollow of her throat beating rapidly. Temptingly.

Whatever her reason for making this singularly dangerous threat while face to face with a bona fide vampire in an office full of still more vampires, she was clearly suffering from a guilty conscience over it. Could it be that she was conflicted because she actually liked them, after all?

More importantly, did she like him?

As always, the scent of her—the scent of her blood, the rarest, most desirable type—beckoned him, made him want things he shouldn’t. AB negative was a vampire delicacy, an aphrodisiac like oysters were for humans. He had lectured his team endlessly about the need to control their thirst around all humans.

Yet at the moment, all he could think about was that only a couple of feet of air and thin layer of skin currently stood between him and a gourmet feast. Promptly followed by mind-blowing sex with Serena Bliss. His member was rock hard at the thought. How had he managed to refrain this long from drinking her up before now?

Thankfully, the desk between them hid the full erection straining the crotch of his designer suit pants. He kept his lips closed over his elongating fangs, forcing them through sheer willpower back up into their sockets.

Whatever her game was he had to play it carefully, for both of their sakes. Caden abruptly leaned forward in his chair, knowing the movement would cause her to look up and meet his eyes. Her lovely eyes clashed with his in a silent battle of wills.

“May I remind you, Miss Bliss, that you signed an iron-clad nondisclosure agreement when I engaged your consulting services as this office’s efficiency expert? Under current state and federal law,” he coolly mimicked her earlier phrase, “you are no doubt aware of the financial liability you would incur should you violate this corporation’s confidentiality and…trust.”

“You can sue me from whatever government lab into which they toss you,” she stated tartly.

Then a look of guilt chased the defiance from her face. She blurted in a scolding tone, “Humans are not completely blind, you know! Why did you hire me for this job anyway?”

“Because you sat right there in that chair and told me you needed the job,” he responded gently, thinking back to their first meeting three months ago. She had been so cute and earnest, expounding on all the ways she could help raise efficiency in his office before admitting she was broke and had to find work to meet some unexpected expenses.

He had hired her on the spot. Not just because she came highly recommended and was clearly good at what she did. Truth be told, he’d taken the risk of hiring a human for a highly classified office because he’d wanted to see her again. He’d wanted somehow to get her into bed where he could plunge himself inside her exciting ninety-eight-point-six degree human warmth. Her natural, exuberant energy that she wore around her like an invisible, cheerful cloak was another nearly irresistible lure. He scowled. Protesting his explosive desire for her would not enhance his case.

She had the grace to look as though she wanted the ground to swallow her up. Good. Maybe he could use her innate sense of fair play to nip this mushrooming crisis in the bud.

She chose that moment to straighten her spine. “I mean what I say, Mr. Chase. I will report you all.”

So much for innate fair play. The stubborn set of her chin was no lie. The situation was getting desperate. If she followed through on her threat, she’d be the one in danger. He could use mind thrall on her, of course. Make her forget she ever walked into his office in the first place. But he found himself loath to risk it on Serena. Every human reacted differently to the effect of vampire hypnosis. The last thing he wanted was for her bright brain to turn into Swiss cheese, full of holes and unable to hold a coherent thought for long. And, if truth be told, he didn’t want her to forget all about him, either. What to do?

“Unless…” She added the belated word tantalizingly.

“Unless…?” He waited, not exactly holding his breath, but not bothering to breathe either. What surprise was she about to hit him with now?

“I have need of your…help.” She lowered her lashes. He could no longer see the thoughts reflected in her brilliant eyes.

“You want money.” Flat disappointment laced his voice. It was an educated guess based on her previous assertions that she was in financial need. If she was attempting to blackmail him and hurt his people merely to gain a bundle of dirty paper that humans prized so much, she was in for a shock. He’d mind thrall her into forgetfulness and then have security toss her onto the sidewalk without a second thought.

“What? No! What do you take me for?” She bolted up and looked him proudly in the eye, her appalled outrage plain to see. Her vehemence reassured him that she wasn’t so mercenarily shallow as to threaten the brave employees under his protection merely for monetary gain.

“Glad to hear it,” he replied dryly. She was wringing her hands in her lap, clearly conflicted over her attempt to blackmail him. “But if filthy lucre isn’t your aim, why don’t you tell me what you do want in exchange for your silence in this matter?”

Her honest eyes blazed at him. “I want you to stop a no good, low down, mean-tempered, bullying, son of a bitch vampire from marrying my cousin against her will. And I need you to do it tonight!”


Chapter Two

 

At her words, Caden instantly pressed a hidden button under the edge of his desk. The glass wall partition turned an opaque black, giving them complete privacy. In a blink he towered over her chair and lifted her smoothly to her feet, his long fingers curling carefully around her upper arms. He ignored her startled gasp as she stumbled against him.

“A vampire is trying to marry your cousin?” He tilted her chin up to make her look him in the eye. “Are you certain?”

“Yes,” she answered, breathless, clearly too surprised to struggle in his grasp.

Damnation. That was a red flag, and a game changer. But he couldn’t tell Serena why. Not yet. Not until he tasted Serena’s own blood to test his hypothesis. And how could he do that without making her more frightened and suspicious of him than she already was?

“Zoe has only been dating Drake for a few months and we just found out he’s…he’s one of you,” she continued.

“Drake Garoul?” Damnation.

She nodded. He made an impatient sound, frowning down at her. “Garoul may be a vampire but there any similarity between us ends.”

“Yes, well, be that as it may, when Zoe tried to break off their relationship he turned from Prince Charming into Count Dracula in a hot, fast heartbeat.”

She glanced pointedly at his hands that restrained her and arched her brows in challenge. He sighed and loosened his grip but didn’t release her, rubbing his cool thumb against the warm skin of her arm.

“She wanted to jilt him at the altar because he’s a vampire?” Caden watched Serena’s face carefully for signs of bigotry.

“No! For lying to her about it! And for using mind thrall to get her to do whatever he wanted.” He felt her breasts brush against him. Her heartbeat hammering against his ribcage told him she was telling the truth. Her delicious heat, especially at her crotch, told him something else. Serena Bliss wanted him. Even though he was a vampire. An aching throb of desire shafted through him at the welcome realization that she was also struggling with the powerful attraction that had sparked between them from day one.

In the circle of his arms, her breath caught and he knew she could feel the rigid pillar of his brazen erection pressed against her midsection. He should really let her go, yet he wanted nothing more than to crush her closer and flatten her nude, warm breasts against his bare, cool skin.

She shook her head as if to clear her thoughts. Then in a quick move she pulled herself out of his grasp. He released her immediately, dropping his hands to his sides, even though it was the last thing he wanted to do.

She rubbed her arms as though they tingled, even though he had been holding her gently. Her breathing was ragged, and he could see the outline of her hardening nipples through her blouse. He smiled in satisfaction. It was only fair. Now that he was no longer hidden behind his desk she had spotted and gotten up close and personal with the bulge in his pants that was for her alone.

“Vampires aren’t fully welcome in human society yet,” he reasoned softly. “We’ve only been allowed to enter the mainstream in small number during the past couple of years. There are still a few very vocal mobs with proverbial torches and pitchforks that want to chase us back into our coffins. A few of our kind have fallen in love with your kind, and been spurned because of our nature.”

He allowed his eyes to run down the length her body, letting her see the open flame in them for her.

She folded her arms across her chest, hiding the taut nipples that poked through her blouse at him. “A nature that makes your kind see my kind as walking, talking snack bars.”

He shrugged dismissively. “There’s a little more to it than that but suffice to say, right or wrong, maybe Garoul was waiting for the right time to tell your cousin what he is.”

“Call me old-fashioned but the time to tell your future bride you’re not human is at any point before you pop the question much less before she says ‘I do’,” she replied acidly. “The wedding is tomorrow. He was going to marry her without telling her what he is. And now she’s trapped at his place and I can’t get a hold of her!”

“In that case, what he’s doing is illegal, no matter what species he is,” Caden stated, taking a slow step toward her while trying not to appear as though he was stalking her. A tricky thing, that. “Why not go to the police? Why involve me or my team?”

She held her ground, watching him with what looked like fascination in her eyes. “Drake Garoul would just use mind thrall on any human who tried to intervene. He’s using it on Zoe now to make her go through with the wedding! I can’t go over there to check on her in case he twists my thinking, too.

No, I’ve thought this through. The old adage of ‘It takes a blood-sucker to catch a blood-sucker’ seems applicable in this case. And, well, you’re the only blood-sucker I happen to know,” she finished weakly.

An ironic smile tugged at his lips. “I’ve been around a long time, Miss Bliss, and I don’t recall that old adage phrased in quite that way before.”

She placed her hands on her delightfully rounded hips. “If the fang fits, Mr. Chase.”

“I’d show a little more healthy respect for the fangs, if I were you. You’re lucky to still be standing right now. Most vampires don’t take being blackmailed with exposure as kindly as I have.”

Her gaze was clearly suspicious. “And why exactly are you taking it so well, I wonder?”

“I’m just an incredibly good sport, I guess.”

“Uh huh. I meant what I said about turning you in if you don’t help me,” she warned. “I’m desperate. I will do what it takes to get Zoe away from that fangy creeper and out of L.A. She’s like a sister to me.”

He raised both hands in mock surrender. “I believe you already.”

She sucked in a breath. “Then you’ll help me?”

She was so beautiful as she pled with him. He almost hated to dash her hopes. But she needed to learn a lesson about how to deal with vampires. The next vamp she pulled this kind of stunt on would no doubt be her last.

“Sure. I’ll help you.” He crossed to his desk and pulled a couple of business cards out of the center drawer. He held them out to her invitingly. “Here you go.”

Warily, she eyed his outstretched hand, craning her long neck in an attempt to see without coming any closer. “What are they?”

“Direct phone numbers to the heads of the V.B.I. and the C.V.A. Knock yourself out.”

“But you said you’d help me,” she frowned in puzzlement.

He dropped the cards on the corner of the desktop. He stepped back a couple of paces so she’d feel free to come closer, which she did.

“I am. I’m helping you report me to the government, per your civic duty. Deputy Director Rodgers and Director Hughes are poker buddies of mine. Say hi for me, will you?”

She slumped, all bravado draining from her. “They already know all about you and Chase Industries, Inc., don’t they?”

“Yep,” he responded gently. “If vampires are ever going to walk in the daylight and if humans are ever going to walk safely at night, we all have to find a way to live together in peace. That’s what we’re endeavoring to do here at Chase Industries. All with the government’s highly classified, conditional cooperation. Vampire and human peaceful co-existence is the cause to which I’ve dedicated my existence. So you see, I can’t be blackmailed in this case. There’s simply too much at stake, no undead pun intended.”

Like a broken doll, Serena sank back into the chair across from him and ran a slender hand over her weary face. “You were my only hope. My cousin is doomed.”

“Not necessarily.”

She looked up swiftly, faint hope rekindling in her fascinating hazel eyes that were sometimes more green than golden and other times more golden than green.

“But you just said —”

He leaned against his desk and folded his arms, looking down at her through hooded lids. “I only said I can’t be blackmailed, Serena. I never said I couldn’t be bribed.”

 

*****

 

A few minutes later, Serena stumbled out of the Chase Industries building on wobbly legs and into the fine Los Angeles spring evening that was neither too cool nor too warm. Without knowing quite how, she made her way to her car in the lot several stories below Caden Chase’s penthouse office. She couldn’t believe what she’d agreed to.

She thought back to minutes before, to the conclusion of her interview with the vampire.

“Wh—what do you want?” She’d asked when he had suggested bribery over extortion.

“A date.” The tall, gorgeous vampire she’d had an office crush on for weeks stared down on her and smiled. So normal looking. No fangs in sight. He was drop-dead gorgeous, no undead pun intended. Why, oh, why did he have to be a vampire?

“A date. With me?” Her voice had squeaked up a few decibels. He’d smiled in that way he had for putting her at ease. Pretty good trick for a vampire, she had to admit.

“Yes, with you. Tonight.”

“That’s it? No… other strings?” Her fingers had fluttered to her neck before she could stop them.

“Well. Maybe a couple.” Caden had sounded amused. “I’d like you to wear something more feminine than trousers, for one thing. A dress, perhaps. Something a little above the knee. Low cut. Leave all silver jewelry at home. I’m allergic. No black or red, please. Feel free to wear your highest of high heels. But no perfume. I like your natural scent,” he’d finished helpfully.

“A date,” she’d repeated, trying to puzzle out his words. It was the last thing she’d expected from him.

“I’ll pick you up at your place at eight.”

She’d stared at him. “Why?”

“That’s what guys usually do at the start of a date.”

“No, I mean…why?”

He shrugged. “Because I want to take you someplace nice and get to you know you better, and you want something from me. Fair exchange, really.”

“But I’m not into vampires!” She’d blurted the lie, knowing full well that she was into at least one vampire. “And besides, I already have a date tonight.”

His face had hardened, then he shrugged.

“Break it. Think of it as your golden chance to brainstorm with me how best to help your cousin,” he’d offered in a light tone.

She had to agree. Only his help alone could save Zoe from making a terrible mistake against her will.

She’d squared her shoulders. “Okay. I’m in.”

The memory of his sexy, triumphant grin now caused her to fumble with the door handle of her car in the parking lot. She suddenly froze, feeling the hairs prickling on the back of her neck, just like they did in the office whenever she caught Caden staring at her with that hot, predatory gaze of his.

Swiveling her head she glanced up at the high rise behind her. In the final rays of golden hour she saw the outline of Caden’s body in the top floor window, staring down at her. She shivered, but refused to decide if it was from the thrill of fear or sexual excitement.

Like having a tiger by the tail, once she had a vampire by the fangs did she dare let go? She hustled inside her car and slammed the door with more violence than necessary before peeling off into the night. After all, she had to get ready for a very important date.

 

*****

 

From his window, Caden watched her taillights fade in the distance. His office was still flooded with Serena’s heady, natural perfume. He spent several minutes luxuriating in the lingering fragrance until it turned into a faint facsimile of itself, like a faded photograph left too long in the desert.

The room felt cold and empty without her in it. He missed the fireball of incredible energy that his feisty, little extortionist exuded. Still dazed, he wondered how she’d had the guts to blackmail him. When was the last time he’d seen a human walk away from a stunt like that?

Serena was brave, no doubt. The bigger question was whether she’d have the courage to accept a vampire like him as a lover? Especially after what she discovered Garoul was doing to her cousin. Ever since she walked into his afterlife, his sexual need for her had been building to fever pitch. Only she could assuage the aching need inside him.

It was springtime, when a vampire’s fancy turned to the Blood Mate hunt. If said vampire was fortunate enough to find such a proverbial needle in a haystack, he’d be a fool not to do everything he could to ensure her desire in return and bind her to him. He couldn’t know for certain without tasting her, but his every instinct told him he had finally found the one. His mind and his body had decided upon Serena Bliss.

He had no choice at this point but to claim her for his own.


Chapter Three

 

A few minutes before eight, her bazillionaire vampire date rang the doorbell.

Serena gave a last glance in the bathroom mirror. Her hands trembled a little as she smoothed the vibrant melon colored skirt over her thighs with damp palms. The hem of the dress reached just above her knees, showing off her toned calves and slim ankles.

The sleeveless bodice of the dress clung in all the right places, revealing her bare shoulders and arms. The dress’s deeply scooped neck showed a good bit of her round, high cleavage — just as ordered — without being lewd.

Serena slipped her strawberry polish-tipped toes into a pair of beige, strappy high heels, dabbed on a bit more passion cherry lip gloss, and grabbed her clutch just as the doorbell sounded again. She could picture Caden Chase’s eyes narrowing as he stabbed the doorbell a second time when she didn’t answer his summons immediately. Good. Let him wait. It’s not like he could bust in on her without an invitation. Ha.

Serena marched down the stairs of her townhouse condo, determined to keep her own body in check tonight. Yet her lacy panties were as damp as her palms at the thought of Caden Chase on the other side of her front door.

How could that be? No matter how strong her attraction to Caden Chase, her cousin’s current nightmare with a duplicitous, selfish vamp had cooled any thought Serena might have had of wanting an undead boyfriend of her own. She’d packed her handbag sufficiently to ensure she didn’t become a vampire’s aperitif tonight.

So why was the small yet persistent voice in her head reminding her that, until she had discovered Caden Chase was a vampire a few days ago, she’d been crushing hard on her boss for the past three months? He’d even been the featured guest star in all of her sexual fantasies since they’d met. Hell, she might as well name her vibrator “Caden.”

Yanking the handle, she threw open the front door just as the bell sounded for the third, imperious time. Caden filled the doorway, looking tall, dark, and dangerous in a perfectly fitted charcoal gray suit. He was sans one of the habitual power ties he always wore to the office. His crisp, white shirt was open at the collar revealing the strong column of his neck. The warm light from her home spilled through the opening, illuminating his short, black hair and pale green eyes that raked her form, warmly assessing every detail of her appearance.

“You’re early,” she accused.

“Would you believe I just couldn’t wait to see you again?” His tone was wistful, sweetly abashed. She felt a twinge of softening somewhere in the vicinity of her heart. Until his next words, that is.

“Very nice,” he murmured appreciatively at her low-cut neckline and heels. “I like a woman who can follow orders.”

Before she could volley back an acid retort, he held up a single flower and casually offered it to her. She gasped. The perfect bud was similar to a rose but it wasn’t like any rose she’d ever seen. The petals were vibrant silver tipped with gold. The leafy stem was ice blue with small but formidable thorns.

“I love it! I’ve never seen anything like it,” she admitted. “Is it real?”

Automatically, her fingers reached to accept it from his hand, mindful of the thorns. Her thumb brushed his and she noted again how cool his skin was compared to her own. Cool but not cold or clammy. His different body temperature was a soothing novelty, calming her heated pulse rate, which he could no doubt hear with those keen ears of his.

“Yes. It’s from one of our greenhouse labs. It’s called a Vampire Bloom. Once plucked it does not die unless direct sunlight hits it. We’re trying to figure out how to create a hybrid that can withstand UV rays.”

“Just one of the many miracles Chase Industries is working on,” she mused, inhaling its unique perfume.

“Yes. It reminds me of you.”

“Because of the painful thorns?” She laughed.

“Because it’s beautiful and one of a kind,” he corrected with half-smile. There he went again, being all sweet and genuine. The blush from the simple, honest compliment stung her cheeks. At this rate, she wasn’t sure how much longer he’d buy her assertion that she just wasn’t into vampires when all she seemed to want to do was melt against him and offer him her throat.

He crooked his elbow, inviting her to take it. “Care to?”

Did she? Serena hesitated a moment. He watched her patiently while she made up her mind. Was it her imagination or did he give a small, satisfied sigh of relief when she finally linked her arm with his and stepped with him into the night?

 

*****

 

By the time they pulled through the electronic gates of the large Malibu estate and he switched off his electric luxury car, Serena uneasily surmised Caden wasn’t taking her to the fancy, undead-friendly eatery, Chez Vampyre. And this for sure wasn’t Club Blood, the hip new L.A. underground bar where a staff of willing, attractive human “mixologists” allowed vamps to sample a variety of blood types on tap from the source.

“How did the other guy take it when you broke your date?”

“Barry? He understood.” Actually, Barry was more of a friend than a real date, primarily because he was gay. But there was no reason to let Caden think he had a clear playing field where she was concerned. “He wants me to check in with him every hour, though,” she warned, lifting her chin. “You know, safety call.”

His fingers tightened on the wheel. “If you were mine, I wouldn’t allow you to break a date with me, much less in order to go out with another guy who warrants a safety call.”

“Barry’s a very understanding man. That’s why I like him so much,” she sweetly taunted. What was wrong with her, getting her thrills by teasing a vampire like this?

“Then Barry’s an idiot.”

Serena barely heard his grumbled comment. She was too busy gaping at the expansive house perched on the sea cliff. It looked like a Renaissance citadel, complete with battlements for crying out loud. Cautiously, she stepped from the vehicle. The full moon shone down on the waves, giving the Pacific the illusion of a gaping expanse of churning black water. She clutched her silver flower before her as though it might ward off dark magic. One of the blue thorns pricked her finger.

“Ouch!” She froze, glancing at him in worry when a drop of blood welled up from the tiny wound.

Caden’s lips twisted wryly. “Keep your pretty hair on. I can withstand being in the presence of a drop of human blood without going full leech on you. If I try hard enough.”

She sucked her sore finger to stop the oozing and rolled her eyes. “That’s so reassuring. Not. Where exactly are we?”

He shrugged. “My place.”

“You said you were taking me someplace nice!”

“This is nice.” He sounded mildly affronted. “And you’ll want some privacy to discuss your cousin’s problem.”

“I do, but—”

“Good,” he interjected brusquely. “After dinner is served, I’ve given instructions for my staff to take the rest of the night off. We’ll be quite alone,” he assured her artlessly.

“Okay, see? That, right there! That’s hardly a reassuring thing for a vampire to tell a nervous, bleeding human on a first date, you know? Maybe it’s time to work on your people skills.”

He turned and looked deeply into her eyes. She got the distinct impression he was willing her to feel reassured. “You will never be in any personal danger from me. Not on a desert island. Not in Times Square on New Year’s Eve. I told you. I can control myself.”

She could feel his desire that she trust him. It wasn’t a command, unlike mind thrall. But more of an earnest, heartfelt request coupled with the sincere assurance that he meant her no harm. It also had the oddest effect on her clit, which was now warm and tingling, her pussy ready and willing for his penetration. Now.

He broke their eye contact and the moment was lost, leaving her feeling weak and needy for the huge orgasm she suspected only he could give her. What the hell kind of power did he really have over her? She hoped the special purchase in her purse that she had procured in Koreatown could ward off vampire mojo, or whatever it was that always caused her sex organs to go into overdrive when he was near.

He headed for the entrance of the three-story mansion-slash-fortress. Feeling conflicted for so many tangled reasons, only a little less so now, she slowly trailed after him up the lit flagstones to the front door.

He glanced into a small, reflective device installed in the outside wall next to the knocker.

“Caden Chase.” His deep voice carried easily to her ears on the dark ocean breeze, stirring ripples of desire that always seemed to burn in her belly at the sound of his voice.

From the device, a green strobe light shot out to glide over his open eyes and down his face. A computer-generated voice politely announced, “Voice and retinal scan complete. Welcome home, Mr. Chase.”

There was a whirring click and the giant door swung open on silent hinges.

“You’re not exactly the trusting sort, huh?”

He turned and saw her hanging back in the shadows, trying to stare around him into the dark recesses of his lair.

“Not usually.” He quirked a brow. “Well? Are you coming? I don’t know about you but I could really do with a bite.” With a wicked grin he disappeared through the darkened doorway, leaving it wide open for her to follow.

“Hell’s bells. Vampire, one. Human, zero.” She shifted back and forth under the full moon, wanting both to run after him and far, far away from him at the same time.

He was her one hope to save Zoe, she reminded herself. And she still had the secret weapon in her handbag if he tried to do anything to her in cold blood, so to speak.

Gathering her nerve, she walked through the dark, ominous doorway. The heavy door swung shut with an ominous boom once she was inside. Several heavy locks automatically bolt the door behind her. Not the most comforting sound. She was officially trapped inside some kind of medieval Malibu fortress with the vampire she’d tried to blackmail that afternoon.

She followed Caden’s long, silent shadow as he walked ahead of her through the softly lit foyer and crept into the dining room behind him. A dim chandelier overhead weakly illuminated the large room. He stood next to a candlelit table set for two with ornate china, costly linen, and crystal stemware.

She popped her silver flower into a bud vase on the table and looked around at all the dark, heavy antiques, and depressing wall hangings.

“Tomb sweet tomb. Very Early American Coffin. Who’s your decorator? Bram Stoker?”

His eyes followed her dismayed gaze around the formal room with a crooked grin. “I admit it. I need a woman’s touch.”

His inference was clear. He needed her touch. The thought of running her hands over his body the way she’d wanted to for weeks and weeks made her mouth go dry.

Strains of a Frank Sinatra song crooned from some unseen source in the room. Deciding to change the subject to anything else, she asked, “You like Sinatra?”

“He was okay. A bit of an ass after his fourth martini.”

She started to laugh, but stopped when she suddenly had a feeling he wasn’t joking. “How old are you, anyway?”

“Old enough to know better than to answer that question, youngster” he demurred.

“Vanity, thy name is ‘Vampire.’” Suddenly they were smiling together. She bonding with him, damn it, and that made her instantly suspicious. Was he lulling her into a false sense of security?

It was time to take some precautions. She bit her bottom lip and withdrew a small bottle of fluid with a silver stopper from her purse. His gaze sharpened on it.

“What’s that?”

She removed the stopper and dabbed her wrists with the purple, viscous liquid inside. She kept her tone businesslike. “I got it from a wiccan in Koreatown. It prevents mind thrall.”

He folded his arms across his broad chest. “It does not prevent mind thrall.”

“It does so!”

“Hop on your left foot and pat your head with your right hand.”

Suddenly Serena found herself unable to stop hopping and patting.

“How much did you pay for that goop?” His eyes admired her high, taut breasts bouncing up and down inside her tight bodice.

“Three hundred dollars!”

He shook his head. “You got rooked.”

“Damn it! Okay, you’ve proven your point. Now, can I stop hopping like the Easter Bunny on acid?”

"In a minute." His arrested gaze stayed fixed on her jiggling tits. “So you'll consort with shady wiccans, but you have a thing against hard-working, well-intentioned, bazillionaire vampires?”

“Wiccans only bleed me for my money,” she panted.

“Point taken,” he conceded, apparently hypnotized by the up and down motion of her cleavage.

“Uh, Chase? I’m so ready to stop hopping. Now.”

“Say pretty please.”

“Pretty. Please,” she gritted through clenched teeth.

“Stop.”

Abruptly, she was able to control her own limbs again.

“Let’s hope you’ve learned your lesson about trusting wiccans over vampires.” His eyes burned briefly before pulling out a chair invitingly. “Dinner is served.”

With a toss of her head she settled primly into her chair.

He took the seat opposite her. Instantly, a butler type appeared at her side with inhuman speed, startling her.

“Good evening, madam. Would you care for some wine?” The somber, pale gentleman inquired, holding up a bottle of primo vino.

“Uh… sure.”

He poured a healthy amount of fine cabernet into her Waterford wine glass. From a different bottle he poured a dose of ruby liquid into Caden’s glass.

“Reedus wasn’t certain what you would like to eat. And neither was I. So he had the kitchen make up an assorted menu from which you can choose.”

Caden glanced at her with an imploring look. It was the weirdest sensation but she suddenly sensed he wanted her to be kind to Reedus. Was he putting that thought into her head? Once again this was not at all like mind thrall. This was more of an appeal than an order. She had complete freedom of choice whether to be rude or gracious to the vampire butler.

“That was…very considerate of you, Reedus.” She picked up the gilt-edged card with hand-calligraphy that rested on her plate and glanced over the list of dishes on it. “I’ll have the shrimp scampi starter. Extra garlic, please. The garlicky chicken with garlic mashed potatoes. And the garlic bread,” she added pertly.

“Would you like a nice, tall glass of iced holy water with that?” Caden suggested with heavy irony.

“Sounds refreshing.” She smiled sweetly up at Reedus, handing him the card. “But whatever you have on tap is fine.”

“I'll have what the lady is having, Reedus. Triple garlic on mine.”

Reedus bowed. “As you wish, sir. Madam.” He zipped off.

“You have a lot of toys in your bag of Jedi mind tricks, don’t you?” she asked warily.

“It’s a gift.” He shrugged.

“And that goop the wiccan gave me really doesn’t work. You can control me?” She asked pensively. “And there’s nothing I can do to stop you?”

“No. But consider, I could have enthralled your mind, had my wicked way with you, and made you forget it ten times by now,” he admitted, shaking his starched, white napkin into his lap with aplomb.

Her eyes widened as she watched him intently. “Have you?”

He looked her directly in the eye. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Call me old-fashioned, but I don't see the romance in getting a woman that way. And I do want you, Serena Bliss. Make no mistake. Since the moment you walked into Chase Industries, I’ve wanted you. A lot.” His tone was blunt.

She caught her breath at his stark admission and the clear lust in his eyes. “Why me?”

He pondered that for a moment. “Maybe I’m lonely.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. I’ve searched a long time, Serena. And frankly, there is no one remotely like you on eVampharmony.com.” His tone was lightly self-deprecating but his eyes shimmered seductively in the candlelight with naked need that made her clit twitch under her skirt in primal response. “And furthermore, I know you want me, too,” he challenged.

“How could you possibly know that? Can you read minds, too?”

Holy hell, he better not be able to read her mind, or he’d know exactly how she’d fantasized every day at the office about his taking her bent over his desk. Her desk. In the elevator. And in the parking garage. She felt her cheeks flame. He was too observant to miss her discomfiture.

“I’m not psychic. Not in the strictest sense.”

“But you have planted suggestions in my head, right? Both outside when you were reassuring me you can control yourself. And again just now. You didn’t want me to be rude to Reedus because he’s a vampire.”

“Power of suggestion is not mind thrall,” he defended. “I was establishing a simple thought link with you. It’s harmless, and you have free choice whether to let me in your head or not. I can’t read your thoughts telepathically. That’s a higher level of intimacy reserved for bonded couples in my world.”

“The fact is, I don’t need to have access to your thoughts to know you want me as much as I want you. I can tell by your rapid pulse and the scent of sexual cream in your panties whenever you are in my presence that you desire me to be between your thighs and deep inside you as much as I do. Please don’t try to deny it.”

She was no prude but heat filled her at his candor, and she breathed deeply trying to knock down her pulse that was in overdrive at that moment. She squeezed her legs together under the table in a vain effort to stem a fresh rush of desire from coating her panties that were already wet for him. It would help if everything about him weren’t such a turn on.

“I—I just wanted your assistance for my cousin’ sake.”

“And you’re getting it,” he said.

“Why? You’ve already proven I can’t make you do anything. Quite the opposite. So what’s in it for you?”

“Maybe I want to be your safety call, instead of idiot Barry, whoever he is. Maybe I want to be your vampire in shining armor. So you’ll turn only to me in bad times. As well as in good.

“In other words, you’re the one blackmailing me,” she accused. “If I don’t say yes to whatever you want, then you won’t help me get Zoe away from Garoul.”

“You seem to delight in thinking the worst of me. Actually, the rescue operation to extract your cousin from Garoul’s home is already underway.” He took a swallow of his drink, watching her reaction over the glass rim.

Her fork clattered to her plate. “Wait, what?! How?”

“Garoul is throwing himself a bachelor party tonight at his place in Bel Air. Most of L.A. vampire society is invited. I sent Vanessa, Henrick, and Bryan there undercover as guests. They’ll find Zoe tucked away somewhere on his property, most likely in a stupor from her ‘fiancé’s’ mind thrall. They’ll have to use their own mesmerizing abilities to break that brain lock to get her to leave with them quietly to a safe location we have made ready until she decides where she wants to go next. They have instructions to check in with me as soon as they have her.”

“Get out. Are you serious?”

He raised his glass in mock toast. “Very. We can’t have you wandering around L.A. trying to blackmail every vampire you meet into helping you, now can we?”

Relief for her cousin washed over her. For a moment she was speechless. “Thank you, Caden. And please thank Vanessa, Henrick, and Bryan for me, too. It’s so kind of them to help.”

His eyes twinkled at her happy smile as if he took genuine pleasure from it. “I told you, they like you. They wanted to help. Now that that is out of the way, any other questions? Or can we resume our regularly scheduled date?”

“I have one question,” she admitted, suddenly all fifth grade shy. “Y—you never said anything about wanting me all the time I was working in your office,” she reminded him.

“You’re a professional, Serena. I didn’t think you’d like the boss hitting on you at work, and I didn’t want you to feel pressured to say yes to me just because you were in my employ. I was waiting until your contract was up today to ask you out. It hasn’t been easy for me to wait for you,” he growled in frustration. “But then you preempted my invitation today with your little bombshell in my office.”

She winced at that. The pale green of his eyes held her pinned to her chair. She felt as though he could see through her to her inner most desires, all of which included him at the moment. She shook herself. Zoe was going through hell right now. With a vampire. They simply were not suitable boyfriends, from what she could tell.

She gave him the courtesy of honesty. “I’m grateful for your help, Caden. And I like you. But I’m just not sure I trust you yet.”

“I know,” he said with gentle urgency. “But you can. Not all vampires are like Drake Garoul. The last thing I want is to hurt you. I’m willing to take things as slowly as you need to, but I’d like you to give a relationship with me a chance.”

“Do you promise on your sacred word as, um, a creature of the night or whatever that you will never use mind thrall on me again?”

“Yes.”

“Swear it.”

He solemnly raised one hand, palm facing her, fingers spread between the fourth and middle digits. "Vampire's honor."

She looked at his upraised hand and rolled her eyes. “That's the Vulcan sign for ‘Live long and prosper.’”

“I can’t get anything by you, can I?” He lowered his hand, all teasing gone. “I vow to you. I'll use no more machinations than any other man would while trying to get you into bed.”

“But you're not a man.”

Her comment wiped the indulgent look from his eyes.

“No,” he agreed coldly, “as you love to point out, I am not a man. But I am very much a male. Try not to forget that, Serena. Any male when pushed too far can behave unpredictably.”

She realized she’d stepped over some invisible line. She could almost believe she’d hurt his feeling with her quip. She took a fortifying swallow of the excellent wine. “I’ll try to remember.”

Reedus returned with their meal and began serving them. Both Caden and Serena went silent until he was finished.

“Everything looks wonderful,” Serena smiled warmly up at the butler, sensing his need for her approval. She took a bite of food. “It’s heavenly!” And she wasn’t lying.

Reedus seemed to read her genuine delight with the meal. He inclined his head in acknowledgement, seemingly gratified by her praise. “Thank you, Miss.”

“That will be all, Reedus. You and the rest of the staff, please take the rest of the evening off.”

“Very good, sir.” The vampire butler disappeared as swiftly and silently as he had appeared.

“Thank you for being kind to him. The transition from children of the night to the humankind mainstream hasn’t been easy for some of us. The more vamps in the shadows receive courtesy an affirmation from humans, the easier and more successful will be their assimilation into the daylight world.”

“That goal is very important to you, isn’t it? Easing vampires into society as painlessly as possible.” She watched him lift a fork and dig into his triple garlicky mashed potatoes and down them with ease.

“Yes. Finding ways to co-exist together harmoniously in spite of our very different natures has never been more of a necessity.”

“You’re exploding any number of vampire myths for me today. Garlic and human food?” She gestured curiously to his pungent plate of normal looking eats.

“My dinner is a synthetic blood product formulated to look like human cuisine. The ‘wine’ in my glass is also comprised of a blood concoction. My system could never process what you’re eating. And vice versa.”

She looked closely at their two meals. His food appeared to be identical compared to what was on her plate. Amazing.

“Let me guess. Your meal came compliments of Chase Industries’ culinary lab?”

“Exactly. The same way a high-end vegetarian restaurant can make their menu approximate chicken or beef right down to appearance, texture, smell, and flavor, my labs have created many types of food products that look like human meals but that vampires can digest. Our studies show that humans find vampires’ traditional feeding habits distasteful.”

“Why go to these lengths just so you won’t gross out some humans when you dine with them?”

“To make you feel more comfortable around us,” he answered simply. “So you’ll stick around for dessert and not run screaming from the dinner table.”

“I still don’t understand why that’s so important to you.”

“It’s a highly classified matter. Can you try to be open-minded about what I’m about to tell you?”

“Yes, of course.”

He paused for a long beat before he spoke again. “Over the past century, we’ve discovered some rare, interesting blood mutations inside a small, select group of the human population. These mutations offer our kind a hitherto unprecedented, highly sought after opportunity to… breed with humans.”

He ignored the sound of her fork clattering against her plate as she dropped it in shock.

“Breed with us?”

“You said you’d try to be open-minded,” he reminded her in a disappointed tone.

“I am open-minded. But not so open-minded that my brains fall out.”

His face went stony, but he continued with the explanation she had requested. “We call humans who can create progeny with us ‘Blood Mates’. They are prized among our kind since vampires cannot procreate together, nor with just any human. We are long-lived, some say even immortal. But our numbers have been dwindling for centuries as mankind grew better at hunting us, driven by fear and superstition. The vampire line will die out eventually unless we can find a way to make this new opportunity to create offspring with human mates work to the benefit of both parties involved.”

“What you’re saying is impossible. Vampires aren’t even alive,” she snapped.

“We must have a life force of some kind that animates us, Serena,” he pointed out. “Or we could not walk, talk, eat, and have sex. Frequently,” he added giving her a pointed stare that lingered in the vicinity of her cleavage. “What makes us tick is not the same as what makes you tick. But just because we don’t require a pulse to be animate does not mean we aren’t alive in every true sense of the word.”

“But… what about the offspring of such a union? What kind of… cross-breed would they be?”

He lifted his head proudly. “You’re looking at one right now. You tell me.”

She sat stunned. “You? You’re a…a…?”

“The word you’re searching for is ‘vampire,’” he offered helpfully. “The vampire gene is completely dominant as far as we can tell. I have no hybrid factors, no human biological traits. I am fully vampire. Yet I was born of a vampire father and a human mother.”

“How is that even possible?”

“Once a vampire drinks directly from a compatible Blood Mate and feeds her his blood in return, the Blood Change occurs. They are bonded and she’s altered forever.”

“As what? Vampira? Elvira?” She struggled to keep up with his shocking information.

“No, of course not. Try to put your Gothic novel prejudices aside. A Blood Mate still retains a human physiognomy, but she becomes enhanced to a superhuman degree. Once she experiences the Blood Change, she’ll take on attributes of her vampire mate’s speed, strength, and life longevity in order to prepare her to carry, bear, and raise a very powerful vampire child.”

“Stop it! This is not what I came here to discuss,” she hissed, frightened not of his admission he desired her, and not of his stunning claim that vampires and human could procreate. Rather she was terrified because the sudden, vivid vision of her holding Caden’s dark-haired child in her arms was so appealing it made her knees weak and heart beat faster in
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