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  Are vampires real? Uncovering the truth would be the story of a lifetime. But it may just cost this journalist her life. 
Ashley Ryan has reached celebrity status with her hit documentary series, Tea With Monsters, but she’s craving a new challenge. A chance encounter with a woman who bears an uncanny resemblance to a long-dead movie star – a woman with fangs – has her questioning everything. Could vampires truly exist? It could be the story of a lifetime. Following the woman home, however, may prove the biggest mistake of her life. 
Panther shifter, Adrian Lazar, is the guardian of a house full of supernaturals. A Lazar Panther has contained the secrets of Greenlawn Hall for over two hundred years and he refuses to see them exposed on his watch. It doesn’t matter that Ashley Ryan intrigues him with her quick wit and determination. There is too much at stake for him to be distracted by attraction. Because there are far more insidious creatures watching, and they’ll stop at nothing to keep their existence from being revealed.
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  Chapter One


Interviewer: You speak with prisoners, killers, the real-life monsters, but what about monsters of folklore? Vampires? Werewolves? Do you think they exist? 

Ashley Ryan: I think our ancestors made up stories of supernatural creatures to explain things away when something horrific happened. That way, they didn’t have to admit that we humans have such a capacity for evil. 

Excerpt from a special Halloween interview with journalist, Ashley Ryan.

      [image: image-placeholder]With a sigh of irritation, Ashley checked the time on her phone – again – before draining the wine in her glass and motioning to the waiter for a refill. Unbelievable. He wasn’t going to show. The coward. Ash would bet every dollar currently in her wallet that he’d gotten his sneaky little hooks into her assistant and wheedled the information from her. He was probably even now plotting how best to avoid her for as long as possible. 
She let out a snort of derision that had the newly arrived waiter looking at her with surprise, and no small amount of concern, not that she noticed, too busy stabbing at her phone with her finger to pull up Elijah’s contact information. “Not going to happen, buddy,” she angrily muttered. “I’ll annoy you into submission if I have to call you every five minutes.” Heck, if she had to, she’d call his wife and make her put Elijah on the phone. He couldn’t hide from her forever. At some point, he’d have to touch base with her about her next assignment. But she didn’t want to wait. She wanted this done, closed so that she could move on to the next chapter of her career.
Here she was, being nice, intending to buy him dinner so that she could break the news to him gently, and he goes and pulls this butthole move. Fine. If that was the way he wanted to play it, she had no problem delivering the news with a sledgehammer. 
Tea With Monsters had been her baby. Back when she’d first pitched the idea, she’d watched with a satisfied grin as Elijah’s eyes lit with dollar signs. He’d practically drooled at the thought of someone like Ash – small, attractive, and seemingly helpless – interviewing hardened criminals within the walls of the country’s supermax prison facilities. The show had been, and continued to be, a raging success, and had put their tiny studio on the map. It had also, somewhere along the lines, become her entire life, and that was no longer okay with her. 
Disconnecting the call when it went to voicemail – shocker – Ash snatched up a breadstick and ripped into it with her teeth as she fumed and drummed her fingertips against the table. She had known he wouldn’t take the news well. That’s why she had already lined up a new project to excite him, as well as a replacement for Tea that would satisfy the criteria that had kept the show on the most-watched list. Right now, however, his stubborn butt would be lucky if she didn’t just flip him the bird as she walked out on him in favor of another station and left him to figure out how to clean up the mess. It wasn’t like she didn’t have plenty of offers rolling in.
Finishing the breadstick, she took another sip of wine, tossed her phone in her bag, and motioned for the check. Once the bill was settled, she stood and, grabbing up her things, strode toward the restrooms at the back of the dimly lit restaurant. The place was better suited for romantic interludes, but the ample space between tables that allowed for private conversation had decided Ash on the location. That and the breadsticks. So good that she didn’t care that the extra calories would go straight to her already rather ample backside. She deserved a treat now and again. 
Pushing through the door to the restroom, she bypassed the stalls and headed straight for the mirrors above the sinks. She’d check her face, reapply her lipstick, and then drive over to Elijah’s house for a confrontation. No way was he getting out of this conversation. She was giving him the news tonight. His cowardice didn’t change that. All it did was change the location. She’d haul him out of bed if need be. 
The reflection that greeted her in the mirror wasn’t a surprise. The pinched lips, the red ears as well as the high color in her cheeks were indicative of her Irish temper about to blow. Yanking a brush out of her purse, she dragged it roughly through her stick-straight black hair, wincing as she tore through a snarl with a bit too much vigor.
Once her hair was restored to order, Ash dropped the brush back into her bag, dropped her chin to her chest, and closed her eyes, mentally counting to ten while taking deep breaths. When she raised her face back to the mirror, her cheeks weren’t quite as blotchy, and her ears were now pink instead of their previous flaming-hot shade of perturbed. 
Rolling her shoulders, she leaned closer to her reflection. “You are Ashley fracking Ryan. You are amazing and that studio would still be covering bake sales and the latest exploits of Bessy the Cow if it weren’t for you. Remind him of that. Remind him that he’d be nothing without you.”
“Oh, yes, do.”
Ash jumped, her ankle bending awkwardly in her high heel as she jerked around to face the speaker. She had thought the room unoccupied or she never would have given her little affirmation speech aloud.
The woman clapped her hands together with a “La”, her eyes lit with mischievous humor as she approached one of the other sinks to wash her hands. “How I’d love to be a fly on the wall, darling, for that conversation. I do love it when men get their comeuppance. We women are always so underestimated.”
Ash couldn’t speak. Dark auburn hair curled in a style that screamed nineteen-sixties, heavily-lashed green eyes, pale skin, tall, lean, elegant with the bearing of a queen… The woman, both in appearance and tone of voice, bore an uncanny resemblance to Vivian Page – an actress who had been presumed dead for well over fifty years.
While Ash continued to stand there, mute with shock, the woman leaned toward the mirror and swept a tube of scarlet lipstick over her bottom lip before rolling her lips together. She smiled at her reflection, and holy crap, were those fangs?! 
Pleased with her appearance the woman straightened to turn that same smile on Ash. “Well, good luck with your confrontation, my dear.” She breezed toward the door, throwing over her shoulder, “And do keep in mind that no one looks good in prison orange.” With a wink, the woman swept from the room with all of the dramatic flair that the real Vivian Page had been known for. 
Ash blinked and closed her mouth she hadn’t even been aware had dropped open. Thoughts of Elijah, the show, and her plans, all flew out of her head as her brain tried to fully process what she’d just seen and heard. 
It wasn’t Halloween – not even close – but that didn’t necessarily mean the woman wasn’t heading to a costume party with a Hollywood theme, despite the choice being unusual. Impersonator? Possible. If so, they’d studied and adapted Vivian Page’s mannerisms to a tee. But, why the obscure choice? Why not impersonate someone more well-known like Katherine Hepburn or Lauren Bacall? The only reason Ash even knew about Vivian Page, was because the woman had been born in the same tiny corner of nowhere where Ash had grown up. The actress had been a local legend. They’d practically built an altar in the woman’s honor, and the town still talked about how their shining star had been taken from the world much too soon. Ash had done a paper in high school on the woman and the mystery surrounding her death. Her teacher had loved it so much, that she’d nudged Ash toward a career in journalism.
But the fangs…
Could that have been the real Vivian Page? A starlet turned vampire? Was she ridiculous to even contemplate such a crazy notion? Probably, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want to find out. 
Feeling a thrill of anticipation that she hadn’t felt in years bubble through her, Ash snatched up her bag intending to find that woman, follow her if she must, and get to the bottom of this mystery.

      [image: image-placeholder]Born Verna Dooley, Vivian Page had been a minor actress in some less-than-stellar films for a good ten years before she finally got her big break. A starring role in a much-anticipated film opposite one of Hollywood’s then-biggest heartthrobs. The movie had been celebrated with much fanfare and should have been the beginning of an auspicious career had Miss Page not disappeared a mere month after the film wrapped. 
It was rumored that she had been aboard a yacht that had sunk at sea. Her body had never been recovered. Ash had heard the story a million times of how her entire town had gathered on the green for a candlelit vigil to mourn the loss of one of their own. Meanwhile, the rest of the country had merely bowed their collective heads for a moment of silence before completely forgetting Vivian Page as their admiration moved on to the next big thing.
Ash lifted her head from her phone and the tiny handful of images and articles she’d been able to find online about the actress and focused on the mansion just beyond the gates she had parked near. Greenlawn Hall. According to the plaque set into the brick wall that separated the sprawling abode from the rest of the world, it had been built in 1818. While Ash knew next to nothing about architecture, it was quite obvious that the place had not only been well cared for, but modernized judging by the security cameras perched on the gate and the number of lights illuminating the drive as well as the grounds. 
Biting her lip, she craned her neck to take in the brightly lit windows, hoping to spy a familiar silhouette. She had no reason to be here and would most likely be turned away from the gates. Maybe, instead of thinking about the possibility that vampires were real, and how she’d be the one to crack the story wide open, she should have been coming up with some sort of plan on how to get inside once she got here. 
What was she going to do? Buzz the gate just to say, ‘Oh, hey, a woman talked to me in the bathroom of a restaurant and I followed her home. Can I come in?’ Pfft. The woman would no doubt think she was insane and call the cops. Instead of Ash breaking the story that vampires are real, another journalist would be breaking the story about how Ashley Ryan, star of Tea With Monsters, was arrested for stalking. 
Elijah would have a fit, but any conniption he threw would pale in comparison to how Ashley’s mother would receive that kind of news.
Letting out a self-deprecating snort, Ash shook her head and started her car. Vampires. This was ridiculous. She was ridiculous. She had better things to do than follow some poor woman home just because she happened to look like someone famous who’d died half a century ago. The woman wasn’t Vivian Page, nor was she a vampire because vampires did not exist. Period. 
It was time to drop the fanciful notions and get back to reality. Glancing at the clock and deciding that she still had time to ambush Elijah at his house and force him to listen to her proposal, Ash put her car in drive and left Greenlawn Hall in her rearview mirror.

      [image: image-placeholder]In his panther form, from his perch in a tree, Adrian Lazar watched with narrowed eyes as the BMW sedan drove away. He quickly memorized the license plate intending to discover the identity of the driver. The low growl rumbling through his chest only diminished once the taillights had disappeared. 
Even though she’d stayed inside her car, he’d been able to get a relatively good look at the woman’s face thanks to the illumination of her phone as she looked over whatever information she had pulled up. Possibly GPS, but if the woman was lost, she was very lost. The only thing out here aside from Greenlawn was one other mansion further up, and if she was heading for Thane’s place and didn’t already know where it was, there was a good chance she’d never be seen again.
Another growl rolled up his throat at the thought. She was a pretty thing, familiar even, though Adrian couldn’t place her at the moment. It would be a shame if she was cattle. Jumping down from his branch, he padded across the lawn, his tail twitching with agitation the entire way. Pushing through the side door that led to the kitchen, Adrian stepped through, and his senses came to full attention as the scent of blood hit him hard. Speaking of cattle, Vivian was feeding. The only good thing was, unlike Thane Stroud, Vivian’s little snacks were willing donors who walked away from the meal once it was over. Adrian made sure of it. One of his duties as Guardian was to make sure no one under this roof ever lost control and crossed a line they couldn’t come back from. Thane Stroud had no such leash. 
Not that he had any hard evidence that Thane was murdering his victims – the man was far too crafty for that – but Adrian had his suspicions. Like Adrian, Stroud was a predator, someone you didn’t want to turn your back on. But where Adrian was a protector, the vampire was ruthless. One just had to look at the man’s business dealings to see that, so it wasn’t a stretch to think he’d be just as ruthless in his dealings outside of the boardroom as well. 
Adrian made his way to his suite of rooms that held his state-of-the-art tech setup and shifted back to his human form. Tugging on a pair of sweatpants, he dropped into his office chair and typed in the plate number on that woman’s car to run a search. Within seconds, his high-speed connection delivered the results.
Ashley Ryan, age thirty, journalist, and currently the co-producer and host of the acclaimed documentary-style television show Tea With Monsters. Interesting. No wonder she had looked so familiar. As Adrian’s eyes skimmed over the numerous images of the woman, he felt a nearly overwhelming urge to drive up to Thane’s just to be sure she hadn’t headed in that direction. While Ashley Ryan was a bit too much in the public eye for the ever-careful Thane Stroud to make a meal of her, her appearance was one that would certainly have the bastard’s mouth practically watering for a taste. Not that Adrian could blame him. If the big blue eyes and the porcelain complexion contrasting against all of that dark hair didn’t get your attention, the journalist had the look of an old-style pin-up with her plump lips, ample breasts, cinched-in waist, and full hips. 
But what truly held your attention, or at least, held Adrian’s attention, was that the bombshell appearance came paired with a quick wit and a sharp intellect. It was what had made her show such a hit. A gorgeous woman who stirred protective instincts in men across the country facing off against hardened criminals and proving she was more than just a pretty package – a fact that appealed to the female demographic. Win, win. Feeling his own protective instincts stir, Adrian stood and snatched up the keys to his car. On the off chance that Thane found the combination as irresistible as Adrian did and had lured the journalist in with the promise of a juicy story, he’d do a drive-by. Just to make sure the woman hadn’t found herself in a situation she wouldn’t have a snowball's chance in hell of getting out of. He wasn’t sure what he would do if he found her car in Thane’s drive – pitting himself against one of the Born was sheer stupidity – but someone as bright and beautiful as Ashley Ryan deserved better than to end up a vampire’s dinner. 






  
  Chapter Two


Interviewer: Why do you think Tea With Monsters has been such a success? 
Ashley Ryan: For the same reason so many people watch documentaries on serial killers. We’re drawn to the darkness and the need to peek behind the curtain. We want to understand why they do the things they do.
Excerpt from an interview with Ashley Ryan after she won a journalism award for her work on Tea With Monsters. 

      [image: image-placeholder]She couldn’t let it go. She had gone to Elijah’s house last night as planned, fully prepared to tie him to a chair if need be to make her pitch. Unfortunately, the sneaky weasel had anticipated just such a move, and according to his wife, had made a last-minute decision to hit the road to scope out a potential story. Such bull. Did he think he could evade her forever?
Once she’d finished fuming – helped largely by the consumption of a pint of Rocky Road ice cream – Ash’s mind had drifted back to Greenlawn Hall and the woman who had disappeared within those secure walls. She had given up too easily, she decided. She hadn’t even tried to gain access. What kind of journalist walked away from a potential story without even trying? A failing journalist, that was who, and something she most assuredly was not.
Thus, this morning, with new determination and three cups of coffee fueling her, she’d driven once more to the mansion’s front gate, and this time, actually rolled down her window to push the button for admittance. Silence. Nothing for several minutes. Ash was just extending her hand to push the button again when she heard a terse and surly male voice over the speaker snarl a single word: “What?”
Rude, but she certainly wouldn’t let that deter her. She interviewed criminals for cripes sake, the worst of the worst. And while some of those criminals might present a calm, even cultured façade when she was in the room with them, others acted little better than animals. Some of the things that had been said to her still made her shudder with revulsion. This – some rude guy on the intercom – was cake by comparison. Aiming a confident smile at the camera, Ash pronounced, “I’m here to speak to the lady of the house.”
She even had a plan this time, anticipating the next question to be ‘What about?’ or something similar, she’d decided her best bet would be to interview the woman about Greenlawn and its history. Even if the lady wasn’t currently available, she could at least schedule an appointment, possibly treat her to dinner or coffee to discuss the stately old mansion. Then, during the conversation, she’d nudge things to more personal topics – get the woman talking about herself – a little stroking of the ego, a bit of well-placed flattery… done and done. Too bad the gatekeeper didn’t conform to her expectations. He didn’t even want to know who she was or what she was about, he simply barked out “No,” and that was it.
Ash let out a huff of annoyance and jammed her finger on the button – repeatedly. She’d already been stymied with Elijah, no way would she be shut down with this as well. Again, and again she pushed the button while she kept up a steady stream of assurances to the camera that she could do this all day in an overly pleasant sing-song voice. She figured they would either A) Come out to insist she vacate the premises, or B) Open the gate just to get her to stop. 
Unfortunately, Mr. Grumpy Gatekeeper went with option C) Call the cops and have them deal with her. It was galling in the extreme. However, she had to admit she was impressed with the prompt response time from the local PD.
Luckily, the officer was nice, and a fan of the show. He even asked for an autograph, which improved her mood. Unluckily, the officer insisted on following her as she drove away to ensure that she left the area without further harassing the residents.
How many times could she approach the front gate before a simple warning would no longer be the response? Not that she was quitting. She would get her answers one way or another. She’d just have to be sneaky about it. 
With that thought in mind, roughly an hour later, Ash was patting herself on the back for finding an oh-so-clever hiding place in the hills near Greenlawn that afforded her a perfect view of the mansion and its grounds. The only problem was, that she hadn’t exactly come prepared for a stakeout. The closest she could come to binoculars was using the camera zoom on her phone – hardly effective. As the hours passed with no sign of the woman, her stomach growled with hunger and her mouth grew dry with thirst while her body became increasingly stiff and sore. Her earlier smugness had dissolved completely to the point where she was questioning this little obsession and where it had landed her.
Is this really where her life and career had ended up? Stalking a woman just because she looked like a long-dead celebrity and had a dental anomaly? What was next? Rummaging through the woman’s trash like the lowest of the paparazzi?
She was just about to give up and find another, more dignified way to meet the woman when a pickup truck pulled up to the gate. Sitting up from her slouch behind the wheel, Ash momentarily forgot about her discomfort as she waited to see if the driver would be admitted, or turned away as she had been. 
Not only did the gate slide readily open to admit the truck, but the front door of the mansion also opened. Would the Vivian Page look-a-like come out to greet this new arrival? With the camera on her phone at the ready, Ash held her breath.

      [image: image-placeholder]Adrian stood on the front porch with his hands in his pockets as Jules Kincaid drove his truck around the circular drive and parked. Despite being a long-time friend, it was always best to determine the crazy wolf’s mood before he was allowed entrance into the house.
The male would probably be considered handsome by most people’s standards with his dark hair, brown eyes, and muscular build, but it only took a few minutes in his presence to realize that he wasn’t right in the head. Accidentally cursed with immortality, that curse was slowly driving Jules insane, and the longer he went without finding a cure, the worse he became.
The low growl reverberating from the male’s chest was nearly a constant now, and he shook his head to clear it as he approached Adrian with an extended hand. 
Clasping the hand, Adrian pulled him in until their shoulders bumped and gave the wolf shifter a few hearty claps on the back. “Good day?”
Jules snarled as he stepped back to put distance between them. “I’ve had better.” Cramming his hands in the pockets of his holey, washed-out jeans, Jules thrust his chin toward the door. “Is she in there?”
There were three ‘shes’ in there. Three women lived at Greenlawn under Adrian’s protection, but he did not need to ask to which one the wolf referred. Jules and Vivian barely tolerated each other except to snap, snarl, and, in Vivian’s case, hiss at each other. Besides, Jules was well aware that Vivian slept during the days.
As for Margot, the magic wielder, Adrian wouldn’t be surprised if the wolf wasn’t even aware the woman lived here. It was Emma, the seer, that Jules always came for. The seer who had inadvertently been his downfall, and who may just prove to one day be his salvation – if Emma ever managed to find the man they both desperately searched for.
“She is,” Adrian said carefully, canting his head to the side. “But nothing’s changed. She still hasn’t been able to locate the man.”
Jules released a long low rumble of a growl, his eyes glowing bright amber as he began to pace in front of Adrian, his head jerking to the side in agitation as he tried to calm his inner beast. 
Poor bastard. Shifters weren’t meant for immortality. Being permanently fixed in a single point of their lifeline was unnatural and something the animal within would fight against. A battle royale was raging inside of Jules. How long before the madness consumed him completely?
“Things are quiet,” Adrian said, placing a hand on the other man’s shoulder to still his pacing only to be shrugged off. “We could go somewhere. Shift, hunt together-”
“Can’t,” Jules snarled. His lip curled up over his teeth in a sneer before he shook his head hard. “Won’t” Stilling his body with an impatient huff, he dropped his head back in defeat as he closed his eyes. “I can barely control my wolf anymore.” Blowing out a hard breath, Jules turned pain-filled eyes to Adrian. “I’m only grounded when I’m around Emma. I don’t dare to shift to hunt. The wolf is so angry I’m afraid he’ll kill someone.”
Adrian couldn’t hold back the wince of sympathy. He couldn’t imagine living like that. Jules truly was in hell. With a nod of understanding, he clapped his friend on the back and suggested, “Well then, want to have some fun and help me flush a nosy reporter out of the woods up on the ridge?”






  
  Chapter Three


“You were sure to get all the available details of his case? You know I don’t deal well with surprises.” 
Ashley Ryan to her assistant before a scheduled interview with a serial killer.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ash’s entire body jerked with surprise and a startled squeak escaped her throat as her passenger door was suddenly wrenched open. Before she could reach her bag and the taser tucked within to defend herself, a man had carelessly tossed the expensive leather tote to the floor of her car and taken its place on her passenger seat. 
“Having fun?” he asked in a low silky drawl that belied the menace apparent in a pair of cool blue eyes.
Fumbling blindly with shaking fingers for the latch on her door, Ash spotted another man leaning casually against a tree as he moved up and down – was he scratching his back? More importantly, how had she not seen them coming? Her vantage point had afforded her a view of the entire property. She had watched them talking, and while she hadn’t been able to hear the conversation, their body language spoke clearly of friendship, and then they’d entered the house. There hadn’t been anything to distract her, no other vehicles coming or going and no one else had exited the mansion through any of the doors she could see, so how did they get from there to here without her noticing?
“Where did you come from?” she gasped out as her door suddenly released and she nearly fell out of the car with an inelegant squawk of surprise. She didn’t hit the ground, mostly because Mr. Backscratcher was now propping her up with his leg. Lovely.
Fear crept up her throat at being so completely penned in, but she refused to let it show. One thing she’d learned from her time with Tea was never to show weakness in front of predators – and these men were definitely predators. She could practically feel it radiating off from them. 
Hurriedly righting herself, she smoothed a hand over the snug lines of her skirt and gave the hem a quick tug to assure herself it was still covering everything appropriately before she turned wary eyes to the man lounging casually in her passenger seat as if he didn’t have a care in the world. The man’s appearance was something to behold – possibly one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen now that she’d been able to get a look at him close up. With his jet-black hair, richly tanned face, and such light blue eyes, he was positively striking. If he wasn’t currently scaring the crap out of her, she may even have taken a few minutes to admire him as she would a painting or sculpture. Unfortunately, his position in her car while his partner blocked her in on the other side, a veritable wall of muscle with legs braced apart and arms crossed over his chest, was not conducive to leisurely admiration – or any thought beyond getting the hell out of there. But their message was clear: she wasn’t going anywhere until they let her.
She hated turning her back on them or leaving her side vulnerable, but trying to keep her eyes on both of them in their current positions was impossible – and their continued silent staring was beginning to annoy her, an annoyance which lent her a bravado she probably should have reconsidered before she barked out, “Well?” with an impatient scowl.
The wall behind her let out a weird sound, a mix of a growl and a laugh before he shook his head hard and barked out, “Well, what?”
She couldn’t help the eye roll, it just happened. Her brain had to be taking a nap. What other reason could there be for her to be so flip while she was being boxed in by two large, strange men in the middle of nowhere? Heck, this had all the earmarks of an unsolved mystery waiting to be written and she was practically daring them to get on with it.
The one sitting in the passenger seat slid down a bit more and angled himself so he was leaning fully against the door as he lifted a hand to stroke a chin that despite having been shaved, still revealed a dark beard grain that no razor could probably ever remove. His fingers were long, almost elegant, and were home to several chunky
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