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      “A must-read series!” - Paranormal Romance Guild

      They call us the Dark Angels: Gabriel, Zaquiel and Rafael.

      We’re brothers. Princes. Billionaires.

      The richer-than-sin heirs to one of the world’s most powerful vampire Syndicates.

      But we’re not vampires, we’re dhampirs. Half-human, half-vampire, with panty-melting good looks.

      The media love us.

      Vampires hate us.

      And Slayers, Inc. will do anything to take us down.
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          GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      From the street, the Ruby Speakeasy appeared to be a typical New York brownstone—chocolate-colored exterior, granite stoop, embellished door and window frames. Most humans wouldn’t give the building a second glance, and that’s the way we wanted it.

      I parked my Jag in a reserved spot and nodded to the flinty-eyed vampire soldier stationed at the door. The foyer was more of the same, a blandly elegant composition of Italian marble, polished wood and shiny brass.

      The underground speakeasy was where our dark side came out to play. It was after midnight, and the Ruby was in full swing, the music throbbing with sex and promises. The walls were crimson and on the gleaming black tables, votives in red glass holders glowed like orbs of blood. Vampires danced with thralls, or slouched, bodies relaxed, gazes sharp, on couches in shadowed nooks, their faces demonic in the flickering light.

      A server in a tiny skirt hustled over to get my order. “A blood-wine,” I told her as I took my usual table against the wall.

      She brought a glass of our best red. I sank into the leather armchair, wine in hand, and sent a hooded glance around. A half-dozen thralls, all model-gorgeous, stared boldly back.

      Alyssa pursed cherry-colored lips, blowing me a kiss. My dick stirred. I eyed her silky brown throat. Alyssa was pretty and up for almost anything. Maybe she could tame this edgy, restless thing prowling along my nerves.

      But in the end, I lifted my glass in acknowledgment and remained where I was.

      Alyssa didn’t want me, Gabriel Kral.

      She wanted the Kral Syndicate Crown Prince, the man who’d one day succeed my vampire father as primus.

      Yeah, I was good-looking, but the club was swarming with inhumanly beautiful vampires. And I wasn’t even a pureblood. I was a dhampir—half-human, half-vampire.

      The Dark Mother knew, I needed to fuck. But where’s the challenge in a woman who drops like a ripe plum into your lap?

      The ironic thing was that it would probably be decades, maybe even centuries, before I succeeded my father as primus. He was in excellent shape, with no sign of blood madness.

      Which wouldn’t have bothered me—Karoly Kral might be a ruthless SOB, but he was still my father and I loved him—if he’d allow me to take my rightful place at his side.

      I needed—no, craved—a challenge.

      Unfortunately, Father was the five-hundred-year-old head of a powerful vampire syndicate, and I was barely twenty-five. He might’ve strong-armed the syndicate into accepting me—a mere dhampir—as crown prince, but to him I was a clueless, know-nothing kid, one he treated as a glorified errand boy.

      I finished my wine and set the glass on the table, a little too hard. I glanced at the entrance.

      Where in Hades were my brothers, anyway? They should’ve been here by now.

      As if on cue, my phone lit with a message from Zaq: On our way.

      Hurry the fuck up, I replied, and ordered another glass of wine. I considered my empty glass. “Actually,” I told the server, “bring the bottle.”

      “Right away, sir.” A minute later, an open bottle of blood-wine appeared on the small black table.

      I was on my second glass when a stir at the top of the stairs announced my brothers’ arrival.

      First came my youngest brother Rafe, his black curls shining in the dim light. He was the pretty Kral, with a face like a Greek god. Or at least, that’s what the thralls said.

      Zaq followed, wearing an off-the rack suit, his streaked brown hair tousled like he’d rolled out of bed and come straight to the club without bothering to comb it.

      Rafe reached the bottom of the steps and flashed a cocky grin around him. Two curvy thralls sauntered up and attached themselves to his sides. He settled an arm around each of their shoulders and whispered something in the blonde’s ear that made her giggle.

      Zaq and I exchanged a smirk over Rafe’s shoulder. The kid was a charmer, and we liked to give him hell for it. Zaq, on the other hand, was chill as fuck, the kind of guy who’d give you the shirt off his back. But like me, he was choosy about who he spent his time with.

      Right now, Rafe lapped up the attention like an overgrown puppy. He was only twenty-one; he’d learn.

      They headed toward me, Rafe towing his fan club along with him. Zaq took the chair to my left. Meanwhile, Rafe released the two thralls, telling them to bring us another bottle of blood-wine and a couple of glasses before taking the seat on my other side.

      He leaned back, fingers interlaced behind his neck. “Wassup, bro?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Not much.”

      “How was that trip to Atlanta?” asked Zaq.

      “Fine.” Actually, it had been a goddamn waste of time, but I wasn’t going to admit it to my brothers.

      Father had sent me to Atlanta to check in with the kapitán who handled Kral interests in the Southeast. A task that could’ve been handled by an enforcer or even a good accountant. For the past few years, I’d thrown myself into each assignment, eager to prove myself, but I was beginning to think it would never be enough.

      Zaq heard what I wasn’t saying. A small line appeared between his brows. “I thought he wants the kapitáns to get to know you.”

      My jaw tightened. “They know me.”

      The thralls returned with the wine and filled Rafe and Zaq’s glasses. The brown-haired thrall started to lower herself onto Rafe’s lap, but he patted her ass, saying. “Not now, cher. I want to talk to my brothers. Wait for me at the bar, okay?”

      “Sure, baby.” She kissed him on the mouth and sauntered off with her friend.

      When we were alone again, Zaq dropped his voice to a subvocal level. Vampires have supernaturally acute hearing, and we were surrounded by them.

      “If you’re not happy, tell him no. Spend your time on your own businesses. You don’t need him. How many hotels do you own now—two?”

      “Three. I just started building one in New Jersey—Atlantic City. This time, I’m applying for a gaming license, too. I’m going to add a casino.”

      “Yeah?” Rafe asked, intrigued.

      I nodded. “Something small and intimate. Poker and roulette for high rollers only.”

      Zaq raised his glass to me. “Well, there you go.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re not the crown prince.”

      His cheek creased in a small smile. “Thank all the gods.”

      Zaq did the occasional job for the syndicate, including appearances at official events when my parents required it. But his heart was in his work with nonprofits like Doctors Without Borders that aided displaced humans.

      “Telling him no isn’t an option,” I added. “If I do, he won’t let me have a piece of the action for another few decades.”

      Zaq opened his mouth, but Rafe spoke first.

      “Enough.” He aimed his glass at me and Zaq. “You old men are messing with my buzz. Drink up, and then I’ll round up a few thralls. You dudes need to get laid.”

      Zaq snorted. “I can find my own women, thank you.”

      I just shook my head.

      Rafe scanned the unattached thralls, knee bouncing in time to the pounding beat. He nodded at a redhead whose dress dipped to a V that touched her navel. “What about her?”

      “Not tonight, Rafael.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why I come out with you asshats.”

      “You love us,” Zaq said.

      “Like a hole in the head,” he muttered.

      My lips twitched up. “And you’re afraid of missing something.”

      Rafe made a rude sound. “Yeah, right. You guys depend on me to up the excitement level. Not to mention the sexoliciousness.”

      Zaq snort-laughed, almost spitting out his wine. “’S’that even a word?”

      Rafe’s cheek creased. “It is now.”

      I grinned in spite of myself. This was why I’d finished up early in Atlanta so I could make it back to New York by midnight. These guys weren’t just my brothers, they were my best friends.

      Tonight, they served to remind me why I played by Father’s rules. Accepting the title of crown prince and all that went with it wasn’t just for me, it was for them, too. There were vampires who’d like nothing better than to purge the Kral Syndicate of Karoly’s half-human sons.

      The best way to protect Zaq and Rafe would be to take immediate control after Father went to his final grave, and to do that, I needed to work closely with him, to be perceived as having his full confidence.

      I would not give the syndicate vampires an excuse to challenge me.

      Rafe set down his glass with a thunk and growled, “Some prick is hassling Alyssa.”

      Zaq and I followed his gaze to where a visiting soldier from a German syndicate hovered over the pretty thrall like a tiger eyeing a juicy steak.

      She shook her head, but he caught her arm and forced her toward the back of the Ruby, where the private rooms were. The bastard had dug his thumb into the soft inside of her wrist.

      She cast us a help-me look, her dark eyes wide and panicked.

      Alyssa was on the Kral payroll; she was expected to service out-of-towners, the same as thralls in other vampire clubs around the world. But we Krals had an unwritten rule that our thralls had the right to refuse a vampire. Apparently, the surly blond either hadn’t heard, or didn’t care.

      As one, Zaq, Rafe and I came to our feet.

      The soldier was blond and vampire-lean. I stepped in front of him, forcing him to halt. From the corners of my eyes I saw the lounging vampires turn to look at us like we were the goddamn entertainment. They were always watching me and my brothers, hoping we’d fuck up.

      “You’re new in town, aren’t you?” I stuck out my hand without waiting for an answer. “Gabriel Kral.”

      The soldier was in the grip of the blood craving, his irises rimmed an unearthly blue, his fangs lengthened into sharp white daggers. He snarled and tried to walk around me, but Zaq and Rafe moved up on either side of me, blocking him.

      “Primus Kral is my father,” I added. I might not be a pureblood, but I was dominant to this asshole. I kept my hand out and stared directly into his eyes. Daring him to object or try to push past me again.

      “And ours,” said my brothers.

      Zaq moved closer, crowding the vampire on his left side. Rafe took out a silver switchblade and fingered it, a chilly little smile on his face.

      The vampire blinked first. His jaw worked, but he dropped his gaze and released Alyssa to take my outstretched hand.

      “Hanz Weber,” he said, his tone just polite enough that I could act like I didn’t hear the underlying disrespect.

      I wasn’t afraid to kick his ass—frankly, it would be a pleasure—but I preferred to finesse things. My reputation would only be improved if I got him to back down in front of a club full of vampires.

      While he took my right hand, I used my left to pass Alyssa off to Zaq. He put an arm around her shoulders and eased her in the direction of the front door.

      I gave Weber’s fingers a bone-crushing, I’m-the-alpha-here squeeze and released him. “Well, Hanz, you’ll have to find another thrall. Alyssa is a favorite of mine. I believe Gina’s more to your taste anyway.”

      I beckoned Gina to me, and she sauntered over, hips swaying.

      I leaned closer, lowering my voice so only Weber could hear me above the loud music. “She likes it a little rough. But put any real bruises on her and I’ll put the same bruises on you, ten times over.” I let my vampire flash in my eyes. “Understood?”

      His lips thinned but he jerked his chin in assent. “Understood.”

      I stepped back, and Gina slipped between us and tilted her head, exposing her throat. “My, you’re a beautiful man, aren’t you?” She walked two long pink fingernails up his chest.

      He took in her impressive rack and licked his lips. “Come.” He gave her bottom a hard tap. “I am hungry.”

      Taking her hand, he towed her toward the private rooms. Behind her back, Gina wiggled the fingers of her free hand at me.

      I sent a cool look around at the watching vampires, and they turned back to their companions. But I’d had my fill of the Ruby and syndicate vampires.

      I glanced at Rafe. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He nodded and we followed Zaq and Alyssa up the stairs.

      Outside the club, Alyssa grabbed my hand. She was trembling. “Thank you.” She bit her lower lip. “I—I’ve heard things about him. Bad things.”

      Taking out several large bills from my wallet, I pressed them into her palm while Rafe hailed her a cab. “You’re off for the night,” I told her.

      She lifted her chin. “You won’t tell the primus?”

      “Tell him what? And he wouldn’t be upset with you anyway. Now go home. We’ll see you back here tomorrow night, okay?” I helped her into the cab and shut the door.

      Rafe elbowed me in the ribs. “Nice work, dude. For a minute there, I was afraid I’d have to stake him for you, and this suit is brand new. I’d hate to get blood on it.”

      I snorted. Like I’d allow him to step between me and a pissed-off vampire.

      Zaq guffawed. “Gabriel can take you with one arm behind his back and you know it.”

      “Like hell. I’ve been working on my moves.”

      “Which ones?” asked Zaq.

      “What d’you mean?”

      “The only moves I see you working on are related to increasing your harem.”

      Rafe’s cheek creased. “I can’t help it if the ladies like me.”

      We turned toward my Jag. I clicked the remote key fob, unlocking the doors. “Get in the car, boys.”

      “I call shotgun,” said Rafe.

      Zaq had already slipped into the front passenger seat. “Too late.”

      “Asshat.” Rafe shoved his shoulder and climbed, grumbling, into the backseat.
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          MILA

        

      

    

    
      I’d baked long enough on my stomach. I might even have dozed off for a few minutes. My back and shoulders were burning and the hand under my face had gone numb.

      Turning onto my back, I propped my forearms on my towel and gazed out at the Chesapeake Bay, working the pins and needles out of my fingers. A contented sigh escaped my lips. I’d been working long hours at a farmer’s market for the summer, but today was my day off and I’d tagged along with my kid brother and his friends on a trip to a state park.

      The sun sparkled on the slate-blue water, dazzling even through my sunglasses. A trio of ducks bobbed on the rolling waves, and a breeze teased curly strands free from my thick bun and whipped them across my face.

      Joey and Lori came into view, strolling along the narrow beach, arms around each other. My brother had his hand on Lori’s bikini-clad ass.

      I rolled my eyes behind my sunglasses. Joey was a horndog, but hey, he was seventeen. And Lori didn’t seem to mind. I grabbed my phone and crossed the hot sand to them.

      “Want me to take a picture of you two?”

      “Sure,” said Joey, and Lori nodded eagerly.

      I raised my phone and she leaned into him, kissing his chin. Joey grinned at me. A younger, skinnier version of my Italian-American dad, he’d also inherited my dad’s self-confidence.

      I grinned back. I’d loved Joey from the day my parents first brought him home when I was four years old. I’d told my mom she’d better bring me a sister, but I’d changed my mind as soon as my baby brother closed his tiny fist around my finger.

      I snapped the photos and returned to my beach towel. Joey had forgotten about me to nuzzle Lori’s neck. Her eyelids lowered and her lips parted.

      I looked away. Kids.

      But okay, I was a teensy bit jealous. I’d just finished my junior year of college, and although I’d had a few hookups and one semi-serious relationship, I was currently in a dry spell that had started back in November when I decided I was done with hookups.

      I wanted someone of my own. Maybe not my forever person—I was only twenty-one, after all—but someone.

      I grabbed a handful of potato chips from the communal bag and heaved a breath.

      It’s not like you have time for a relationship anyway.

      During the year, I had a full course load at the University of Maryland and a part-time job, and in the summers, I worked at the farmer’s market.

      For the right someone, I could make the time.

      I finished the chips, brushed off my hands and started getting dressed.

      Joey surfaced long enough to notice I was putting on my hiking boots and headed toward me, hand-in-hand with Lori. “You leaving?”

      “Yeah. I want to get in a couple of hours before it gets too dark.” I’d come in Joey’s car along with the rest of them, but he knew I’d planned to hike for a couple of hours, then walk the mile or so home.

      “You sure you don’t want us to come with?”

      I shook my head and shrugged into the backpack I’d stocked with water, an apple, and a handful of my mother’s homemade honey-gingersnaps. “Tell Mom not to expect me for dinner. I’ll get something when I get home.”

      “She’ll save you a plate.”

      “I know.” We exchanged a smile. I might be officially an adult, but my mom still worried if I skipped a meal. “See you later,” I said to them both and with a wave to their friends in the water, headed for the forest at the edge of the beach.

      The sun-dappled shade closed around me, cool and green. The beach sounds faded. When the trail divided, I took the narrower, less-used branch, startling a crow. It erupted into flight with a bone-chilling caw and landed in the crown of an ancient beech, where it glared down at me through beady eyes.

      A pleasurable shiver went over my skin. Anticipation tightened my stomach, like something exciting was about to happen.

      It wouldn’t, I knew, but I pretended it would. That I was some fairytale character about to meet a raven queen…or maybe a prince.

      A dark, compelling prince. A little dangerous, even.

      Of course, one look at me and he’d be obsessed. Unable to get enough of me.

      Yeah, right.

      Grinning at myself, I hooked my thumbs through the straps of the backpack and headed deeper into the woods.
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          GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      I never would’ve met Mila if Father hadn’t pissed me off.

      We were in his study at Black Oak Manor in Maryland, Father behind his polished mahogany desk and his lieutenant, Tomas Mraz, in a red leather chair a little to Father’s side.

      Tomas had informed us that a South American syndicate was trying to muscle in on Kral territory, starting with Miami. Diplomacy hadn’t worked; their primus had pretended he didn’t know what Tomas was talking about.

      “Then let’s take the war to them.” I leaned forward. “Hit them where it hurts. Infiltrate their syndicate. Steal their business. Fuck with their supply lines. The works.”

      My father glanced at Tomas.

      The big lieutenant shrugged, causing the black wolf tattooed on the side of his neck—the mark of a Kral “made” man—to undulate as if it were alive. “It is handled,” he said in his thick Slovak accent. “I have met with the Miami kapitán, and he will advise us if we have need of more manpower.”

      My back teeth set. It was the first I’d heard of a meeting with the Miami kapitán. Another thing I’d been kept out of the loop on.

      “I see,” I said.

      Why did I even bother? My ideas were usually shot down with only a token hearing, even my suggestions for making our extensive business holdings more profitable with ideas I’d tried on a smaller scale using my own money.

      Worse, Tomas was always at my dad’s side, scrutinizing me with his odd tawny eyes, a small smile on his broad, square-jawed face. But then, I’d seen Tomas smile while slamming his beefy fists into a man until he was bleeding from every orifice.

      Father reached for a folder on his desk. “If that’s all?” he asked me.

      “No.” I smoothed out my expression. Maybe I wasn’t a pureblood like the two of them, but I was an expert at mimicking a vampire’s dispassionate exterior. “That’s not all. Sir.”

      Father arched a black brow. “Speak.”

      “I’m your heir. The crown prince.” My tone was tight, my frustration bleeding into my voice despite myself. “If you want me to take over someday, you have to let me take on more responsibility. Real work, not this make-work crap you send my way. The syndicate vampires will never respect me otherwise.”

      Father and Tomas exchanged a long look. The two men were opposites, my father lean and dark and suave, Tomas brawny and blond and blunt. But that’s what made Tomas the perfect lieutenant. He complemented my father, making it impossible for me to make any real headway with him.

      Tomas was always there, a vampire like my father, and his oldest friend. The two had been raised in the same Slovakian village and turned at the same time.

      Anger vibrated up my spine. I was the crown prince. This conversation should be between me and my father.

      Not me, my father, and Tomas.

      Father steepled his fingers. “I’ve given you more responsibility. I sent you to a half-dozen covens since January as my representative. You’ve done well, by the way.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “But I’m primus, which means what I say goes. Is that understood?”

      I flicked a look at Tomas. He was still smiling. Hell, his smile had increased until he was practically grinning.

      Somehow, I kept my resentment off my face. “Of course, sir.”

      “Then if that’s all, Tomas and I have work to do.” Without waiting for my response, Father turned to his lieutenant. “What do you think about the situation in New Orleans?”

      Tomas leaned back in his chair, interlacing his fingers behind his head. “Andre says it has been handled.”

      I rose to my feet and left the study. Walking at a controlled, even pace, when I wanted to fucking smash something.

      Black Oak Manor was our family home, a turn-of-the-century Victorian with all kinds of nooks and crannies that me and my brothers had loved exploring as kids. My mom was on the opposite side of the house; I heard her laughing with the housekeeper.

      I kept going, through the front salon and out the front door. Right now, I didn’t want to talk to anyone, even my mom.

      The sun hung low in the sky, a red-orange sphere. I put on my sunglasses—even weak sunlight hurts our eyes—and strode down the winding driveway. At the first curve, I turned off the drive and followed a path along a ridge overlooking the Chesapeake Bay.

      The setting sun painted the water a molten gold, unbroken save for a sailboat gliding silently by. Overhead, a flock of seagulls wheeled and called, and on the surface, ducks upended themselves, snacking on water grasses and tiny crabs and shrimp.

      I headed down the cliff, jumping from rock to rock, until I reached the narrow beach. The dark water sucked at the sand and stones. The seagulls settled onto the surface and bobbed a dozen yard offshore.

      A muscle jumped in my jaw. I shoved my hands into my pockets.

      Maybe I was young—in vampire years, anyway—but my whole life I’d been told I was the crown prince. That I could never forget I was the heir, the man who’d one day be primus after my father went to his final grave.

      And I’d taken it to heart. I was the responsible brother, the one who watched out for Zaq and Rafe, protecting them from the pureblood vampire spawn who’d made our lives a living hell whenever the various Kral Syndicate covens gathered.

      I’d even taken punishments for my brothers because I was the eldest and it was my job to take care of them.

      Whatever tasks Father and Tomas had set me, I’d worked my ass off to excel at—schoolwork, martial arts, blade work, business. But it wasn’t enough.

      Sometimes I thought it would never be enough, that to them, I’d always be Karoly Kral’s half-human heir. Important only because I carried Father’s DNA.

      Not strong enough, not fast enough.

      I wasn’t even fucking old enough.

      I picked up a stick of driftwood and heaved it at the sun. It flew over the water, spinning wildly before hitting the surface fifty yards out. The seagulls exploded, screeching, into the sky.

      I could almost see Father purse his lips. “Control, son. That’s what separates the primus from those he rules. A primus is always in command, especially of himself. From control comes strength and from strength comes power.”

      I blew out a breath, forcing myself to calm down. Outwardly, anyway.

      Another lesson I’d taken to heart. Gabriel Kral was in control, always.

      I walked along the shore until I ran out of beach and headed back up the cliff. When I reached the top, I caught movement in the woods a couple of hundred yards away.

      We had an intruder—a woman, coming from the state park that bordered our property on the southeast. Human, from the look of her. I wasn’t alarmed; from time to time, hikers stumbled upon the estate, but security should’ve intercepted her before now.

      My mouth took on a nasty curve. In my current mood, it’d be a pleasure to boot her ass out of here.

      I faded into the shadow dimension. The physical world softened like I’d entered a thick gray mist. Not even a vampire could see me now.

      I slipped around the house and into the woods. As I drew closer, my breath caught, and I forgot all about ejecting her from our property.

      By the Dark Mother, she was beautiful. In a completely natural, no-artifice way.

      A fine-skinned oval face. A soft mouth made for kisses. A straight nose topped by dark, definite brows that turned a pretty face into something arresting.

      Her brown hair was gathered into a careless bun, and her short, peach-colored top exposed a tantalizing strip of smooth olive skin above baggy pink shorts. On her feet were clunky hiking boots that somehow made her long legs even sexier.

      She reached the edge of my mom’s garden and stilled. Instead of turning back, she edged closer…and then, with a guilty look around, she was in the garden, moving through the flowers like a woman under a spell. She clearly knew she was on private property—she was careful to stay on the garden’s edges—but it was like she couldn’t help herself.

      I should’ve showed myself. Informed her she was trespassing, then called her an Uber because it was getting late, and I didn’t like the idea of her walking alone through the woods at night.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I followed her into the garden, still in the shadows, and leaned against a pergola, eyeing her hungrily like the dark bastard I was.

      She slid her fingertips over a spiky lavender. Touched an overgrown hydrangea. Bent to sniff my mom’s prize roses.

      My dick stirred.

      She ran her palm over yet another plant and I stifled a groan, flashing on those capable-looking fingers running over my growing erection, testing my hardness, before gripping tighter.

      She leaned over to sniff another rose, this one a red so deep it was almost black. Her cropped tee slipped off one shoulder, baring more silky skin. The baggy shorts rode up her thighs so I could see the lower curves of her round ass.

      The blood craving pounded in my ears. My fangs prickled, itching to taste her. My dick pressed painfully against my jeans.

      She rubbed her nape and looked from side to side, sensing me with that primitive instinct humans have.

      I was making her uncomfortable, and a part of me liked that. My vampire half wanted her to be as aware of me as I was of her.

      No, scratch that. Both halves—the vampire and the human—wanted her to be aware of me. Hell, it was more than want. It was a sharp, disorienting need.

      Footsteps sounded behind me—a Kral soldier, moving to intercept her. Finally.

      I stepped back into the physical world to wave the man off. “I’ve got this,” I said in a voice too low for human ears to hear.

      “Yes, sir.” He halted where he was, clearly prepared to back me up.

      I fixed him with a hard stare. “Go.”

      He eyed me, obviously wondering if he was in trouble. He was—the woman should’ve never been allowed this close to the manor—but I’d deal with that later. For now, I wanted him nowhere near our pretty little trespasser.

      I lifted a brow, and he turned and strode off.

      I drew a deep breath and willed my erection to subside before stepping out around the pergola. Eyeing her profile, I drew a slow breath. She smelled like a cookie, a warm, honeyed scent.

      And ginger.

      She’d been eating ginger snaps. A crumb dotted the corner of her mouth facing me.

      A smile tugged at my lips.

      Her shoulders jerked. She spun the rest of the way to face me, her lips rounded in a surprised O. “I’m sorry. I—” She shoved her sunglasses onto the top of her head and stared at me with big brown eyes.

      She was young. Barely out of her teens, with dewy skin and a sweet, open expression.

      She looked me up and down. Her eyes widened like a startled fawn’s. Keeping them glued to my face, she gripped the straps of her backpack and slid her right foot backward in the direction of the woods.

      That was a problem. If she ran, I’d have to chase her—my vampire wouldn’t allow me to let her go—and I didn’t want to frighten her.

      She was a human. I couldn’t just take her; there were treaties about those things.

      I slid my hands into my pockets and tried to appear harmless. “You’re trespassing.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her gaze moved between my eyes, trying to see behind the dark sunglasses. “I got lost and—crap, I’ll just get going.” She flashed a last look at my mom’s flowers—a lustful look, like some women give men or jewelry or a new pair of shoes—and licked her lips. Her left foot slid backward. “I promise I’ll never come back.”

      She was almost in the trees now. I eyed her, aware I should inform her in harsh tones that Black Oak Manor was private property and she didn’t want to find out what we did with trespassers—and then I should send for that Uber and march her around the house and out the front gate.

      But when I opened my mouth, what actually came out was, “Don’t.”

      I made it a command, but stopped short of actual compulsion. I didn’t want to compel her to stay with me. I wanted her to choose to stay with me.

      She blinked. “Don’t—?” She released her death-grip on the backpack.

      “Don’t leave.” I moved closer.

      She was silent for a few seconds. I opened my senses, trying to get a clue to her emotions, but I couldn’t. She was a blank to me.

      And yet I was certain she was human. She was so…soft, so clearly unable to protect herself. Apparently she was one of the rare ones, a human whose emotions we couldn’t read.

      “You like gardens?”

      A dark curl had escaped her bun. She tucked it behind an ear and took a step closer. “I like this one.” She waved a hand at a bed of pink coneflowers, purple salvia and black-eyed Susan. “It’s like a faerie garden. Magical—like it exists out of time. You know what I mean?”

      I shrugged. “I never really thought about it.” As far as I was concerned, a garden was a garden, but I saw a way to keep her with me a little longer. “Come.” I tipped my head at a path that wound through the flowers to the gazebo at the center. “I’ll show you the rest.”

      She nibbled her plush lower lip. “I’d better not. I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

      “It’s okay. I live here.”

      “It’s your garden?”

      I closed the remaining space between us. “No, it’s my mom’s. She’s right inside.”

      “Holy shit.” Her eyes rounded. “That’s your house?”

      Removing my sunglasses, I tucked them into the V of my T-shirt and held out my hand. “Gabriel Kral.” I was tempted to use an alias—I didn’t want her reacting to me like the women in my world did—but I resisted.

      She took my hand and gave it a firm shake. Electricity arced between us, a jolt I pretended not to notice.

      But she felt it, same as me. She swallowed audibly, her gaze bouncing from my face to our joined hands and back to my face.

      “Or I can show you out of here.” I curved my lips in a slow, I-dare-you-to-stay smile.

      She smiled back. A wide, open smile that lifted her cheeks and crinkled her eyes and smashed like a missile into the center of my chest.

      That did it. I was officially smitten, charmed, whatever.

      And I fucking loved that she didn’t seem to know who I was. Not really. A woman like her—a sweet, open-faced young human—wouldn’t have hung around to shake my hand if she knew I was a high-ranking member of a vampire syndicate. She’d have made a break for the forest.

      Apparently, she’d bought the story my parents had put about when they’d first move into Black Oak—we were rich and liked our privacy. We paid our taxes and spent a shit-ton of money in the surrounding area. Keeping the locals happy. All we asked in return was to be left alone. For the most part, it had worked.

      “I’d love to see your gardens,” she said. “And my name’s Camila, but everyone calls me Mila.”

      My groin tightened. Her honey-ginger scent enveloped me like a sweet caress. I fought the urge to tug her closer for a kiss.

      “Mila.” I repeated the name.

      Tasting it.

      Learning it.

      Imprinting it on my fucking soul, even if I didn’t realize it then.

      “I like it.” My tone had deepened.

      I struggled to keep the vampire out of my eyes. I was sorry I’d removed my sunglasses, because just for tonight, I wanted to be a man.

      Not the crown prince.

      Not the heir to one of the world’s most powerful vampires.

      Just a man. The kind that a woman like Mila might date.
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          MILA

        

      

    

    
      My heart thumped against my ribs. A shiver inched up my spine, excitement twined with fear.

      Where had he come from, anyway? One minute I was alone in a lush, wet-dream of a garden, and the next he prowled toward me through the last golden light.

      Dark. Unsmiling. And wicked beautiful in a black T-shirt and jeans that hugged his hard body in all the right places.

      From the Chesapeake came the distant whine of a motorboat. A few hundred feet away, Black Oak Manor brooded on the clifftop like something out of an Edgar Allan Poe story.

      A story Gabriel Kral could’ve easily been the hero of…or maybe the villain.

      Up close, he was even better looking, with long-lidded green eyes and peaked black brows. Like Ian Somerhalder and Michele Morrone had somehow combined their genes into a single fallen-angel of a man.

      For the first few minutes, I barely knew what I was saying. My mind worked overtime, wondering how to extricate myself. I gripped the straps of my backpack, my muscles tense, my body ready to run like hell.

      But he didn’t seem to be a danger to me. He seemed curious, actually.

      I relaxed a bit. Because I was curious, too…and insanely attracted.

      I recognized his last name, of course. But I didn’t connect it to the Kral Vampire Syndicate. To be honest, it never even occurred to me. Back then, the Krals were still doing their best to fly under the radar.

      And besides, everyone knows vampires can’t take sunlight, and Gabriel was standing smack in the center of a golden beam.

      All I knew was that he was a member of the snooty rich family who kept to themselves and made sure no one stepped a toe on their precious property.

      We introduced ourselves, and his fingers closed around mine, cool and firm. A flare of heat went up my arm.

      Suddenly, I seemed surrounded by him. Captured, even though the only part of me he touched was my hand.

      His thumb stroked suggestively over my palm, and my lungs locked. Something warm and liquid slid through my lower belly.

      My gaze fixed on his mouth. It was very much a man’s mouth, strong and determined, and yet also sensual, with a full lower lip.

      My inner thighs tightened. Somehow I knew that this was a man who knew how to make a woman feel good. Screaming-with-pleasure, forgetting-her-own-name good.

      A knowing smile creased his right cheek, like he’d guessed my thoughts. When he said my name, his voice deepened. It brushed, velvety dark, over my skin.

      I gulped air. Gabriel Kral was…overwhelming. Rich. Charismatic. Clearly powerful and used to getting his way.

      I was out of my league. Like, he’s a prince and I’m Cinderella out of my league.

      And I was still holding his hand.

      I released his fingers, but he simply took my hand again, interlacing his fingers in mine. A loose, almost-friendly grip, one that sent another zing up my arm.

      We started walking. I could’ve easily pulled away, but I didn’t. I fell into step with him.

      Practical Mila pursed her lips.

      What the hey, girl? You’re letting him hold your hand when you don’t even know him.

      And he’s one of those Krals. That stuck-up rich family. The one you don’t want to get on the wrong side of.

      But Wild, Up-for-Anything Mila wanted to stroll with this beautiful man in this beautiful garden. She batted away Practical Mila like a pesky, party-pooping fly.

      This is his mom’s garden, for godsake. He’s not going to attack me in his own mom’s garden.

      And yeah, I was aware my logic was a little screwy, but I wanted to talk myself into staying and it worked.

      “So,” he said. “You were hiking. Are you lost?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded several times. “Well, not really,” I confessed. “I knew about where I was, and that if I headed toward the bay I’d find my way out of here. Then I saw the garden, and I had to come closer. I’m really sorry for trespassing, but the flowers are amazing. I’m an ag major.”

      “An ag major?”

      “Agriculture. Someday I’m going to open a flower farm. An organic one. If I can save up enough money, that is.”

      I was talking too much. I have a tendency to babble when I’m nervous. I rolled my lips into my mouth to stop myself, excruciatingly aware of his hand holding mine.

      He slanted me a look. “A flower farm?”

      “Mm-hm. I want to offer people locally sourced flowers. Did you know eighty percent of the flowers sold in the US are from other countries? That’s insane, right? If you care about buying local food, then you should care about buying local flowers, too. And organic, because conventional cut-flowers are sprayed with all kinds of pesticides.”

      “Huh. I never thought about it before.”

      I cut my eyes at him. Was he mocking me?

      But he added, “My mother’s garden is organic. She plants things for the birds and butterflies and bees.”

      I relaxed. “I can tell. My mom and I have a garden with native plants, but it’s nothing like this. It would fit into a corner of your garden. A very small corner.”

      We’d reached a gazebo at the center of the garden. Tiny lights wound up the posts and crisscrossed the ceiling.

      We walked up the steps. I eased my fingers from Gabriel’s and put my hands on the rail, gazing out over the garden. The fireflies were out, twinkling in the deepening dusk like hundreds of gold stars.

      I heaved a breath. It was so beautiful, like I really had stepped into a fairytale. I recalled the raven and glanced sideways at Gabriel’s shiny black hair. My lips twitched.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      I turned my head and our eyes met.

      You have the prettiest green eyes.

      Leaf-colored, and they seemed to shine in the dusk like a cat’s.

      Those pretty green eyes creased with amusement, and I hurriedly reran the last few seconds in my mind, afraid I’d spoken out loud. “Nothing. Just something silly.”

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s nothing, really. I was thinking about fairytales and princes.”

      His face blanked, like I’d said something wrong. God, he must think I was such an airhead, going on about faerie gardens and princes.

      “I told you it was silly,” I muttered. “Look, thanks for showing me the garden, but I’d better get going. My mom and dad will be wondering where I am.”

      “I’ll send you home in one of our cars.”

      I shook my head, not wanting to have to explain that to my dad. He was an easygoing guy, but he was also Italian and I was his only daughter.

      “No, thanks. It’s not a long walk.”

      His mouth turned down. “I’m not letting you walk home in the dark. I’ll call you an Uber.”

      I considered that and gave in. It was getting late, and I didn’t really want to walk back along a dark country road with no sidewalk. “Okay, thanks.”

      Gabriel already had his phone out. While he summoned a ride for me, I texted my mom to say I was on my way home, then started down the steps.

      He pocketed his phone and followed, a little behind me and to the side. The side of my throat tingled, like he was staring at it.

      I touched it and glanced at him, but he just gave me a small smile and reached for my hand. “This way. We can meet the car at the front gate.”

      We walked through the garden, Gabriel detouring to show me some of his mom’s more unusual plants, then through the stand of tall oaks that must’ve given Black Oak its name. The building itself was a rambling Gothic thing with a wraparound porch and gables and a square cupola topped by a wolf weathervane howling at the sky. Inside, lights had come on in some of the lower rooms, warming the granite façade, and someone was playing a piano, a bright, cheerful sound.

      A fond smile creased Gabriel’s cheek. “That’s my mom on the piano.”

      “She’s good.”

      “Yeah. She tried to give us boys lessons, but it didn’t take.”

      “You have brothers, right? Somebody told me you guys were home-schooled.”

      “Two. Both younger.”

      “Me too,” I said. “I mean, I have a younger brother, too. Just one. He’s still in high school. He’s pretty cool, though.”

      “So are my brothers.”

      We exchanged smiles, and suddenly, he wasn’t a rich, sexy, out-of-my-league man. He was a person, someone with a mom and brothers that he clearly loved. Someone I thought I could like.

      The car arrived, and Gabriel opened the door for me. “The ride’s already paid for,” he told me.

      I took off my backpack and put it on the seat. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      He moved a shoulder like it wasn’t worth arguing about and held out his hand. I thought he was going to shake it again, but when I put my hand in his, he brought the palm to his lips. His lips were warm and dry. They touched my palm in exactly the right spot, a somehow intimate spot that lit up everything female in me like a freaking Christmas tree.

      My nipples tightened and my heart sped up. I actually felt a little dizzy, like those old romance novels where a woman swoons at a man’s kiss.

      He lifted his head, mouth curved like he could hear my pounding heart. “I want to see you again.”

      Yes! I mentally high-fived myself.

      “I’d like that,” I replied in calm tones, like inside I wasn’t flinging my body around in an elated happy-dance.

      “Today’s Tuesday. I have to go out of town on business, but how about Friday night?”

      Practical Mila reared her head. Yeah, I wanted to see him again, but my parents had drilled me in safe dating practices.

      “How about coffee?” I named a coffee shop in town. “Seven o’clock?”

      He gave my palm a final caress with his thumb and released my hand. “I’ll see you then.”

      I got into the backseat of the car and he tucked some cash into the driver’s front pocket. “Take good care of her,” he said sternly.

      The driver actually saluted. “You got it.”

      We drove through the gate. As it swung shut behind us, I glanced over my shoulder. Gabriel stood on the pavement staring after us, and I could’ve sworn he met my eyes from seventy-five feet away.

      It wasn’t until I got home that I wondered how he could’ve possibly seen me in the dark and through the car’s tinted windows.
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          GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      The coffee shop was a cozy cave of a place crowded with humans both inside and outside at the tables lining the sidewalk. I arrived a few minutes early and went inside after ordering my chief of security to wait in the car.

      Jozef didn’t like that, but that was too damn bad. What the hell could happen to me in a coffee shop? Vampires didn’t even drink coffee.

      As for me, I could drink coffee although I had to add a lot of sugar. I got an iced cappuccino and handed the barista a twenty. “Keep the change.”

      She grinned and tucked it into her apron pocket. “Thanks.”

      I grabbed a handful of sugar packets and took the cup to a small bistro table in a corner where I could watch the door. I dumped three packets into my cappuccino and stirred them in.

      Guilt prickled me. My world was too dangerous for a woman like Mila. I shouldn’t even risk meeting her, even though no one but Jozef knew where I was. I hadn’t even told my own mom I was back in Maryland again; she thought I was at my New York penthouse.

      I sipped my cappuccino, my baser half fighting with my conscience.

      The bells on the door jingled and Mila stepped inside, dark-eyed and tempting in a summer dress with a flirty little skirt, her chestnut curls tumbling around her bare shoulders.

      My tongue glued itself to the roof of my mouth. My conscience lost the battle and slunk off to harass some other fool, while I stared at her, unmoving, like my ass had been nailed to the seat.

      All around me, male heads swiveled in her direction. That brought me to my feet. I cast a hard glance around the shop.

      Back off, you SOBs. She’s mine.

      I didn’t bare my fangs. Father would have my balls if I caused a disturbance in a human coffeeshop. But the men all found something else to do.

      Mila didn’t seem to notice the stir she’d caused. She headed toward me, a smile lighting her pretty oval face. “Gabriel. How are you?”

      “I’m good.” I met her in the middle, wrapping my fingers around her shoulders and kissing her cheek. A small shock arced between my lips and her skin.

      The blood craving awakened, dark and possessive, even though I’d fed earlier that day before leaving New York. I hadn’t fucked the thrall, though, a first for me. I might be only half-vampire, but like a pureblood, my appetite for blood and sex was intertwined, hard-wired into my DNA.

      But I hadn’t even been tempted to take the thrall, even though she’d plopped herself on my lap and pressed her breasts to my chest as I drank from her.

      All I could think about was Mila and how much I wanted her.

      Her blood. Her strong, curvy body. Her smiles.

      Mila sucked in a breath, a small, pleasured sound that made my dick twitch like she’d grazed it with her bare fingers. Her lips formed an O. She’d slicked lip gloss on them, a shiny red that made them look and smell like candy.

      I couldn’t resist. Enchanted, I brushed my lips over her mouth.

      The sounds of the coffee shop dropped away—the piped-in music, the other customers’ voices, the whir of the cappuccino machine. My fangs tingled.

      I wanted to plunge my fingers into her dark cloud of hair and nibble her candied lips.

      I wanted to bury my face in the curve of her neck and sip from the vein pulsing beneath her skin.

      I wanted to drag her into a shadowy corner and fuck her, slow and hard.

      Mila turned her face, rubbing her cheek against mine. Her thick black lashes had lowered, her breathing audible.

      I captured her chin, holding her still, and sucked her full lower lip between my teeth. Underlining to the other men in the shop that she was taken.

      Even if she didn’t know it yet.

      Another tiny moan escaped her. My dick grew still harder.

      The door opened again and a couple of women entered. Their voices slapped me out of my sensual haze, reminding me that we were in a crowded shop, surrounded by humans, some of whom were staring at us.

      What the hell? I pulled back and adjusted my jeans.

      I barely recognized myself.

      Gabriel Kral was in control. Always.

      Mila’s eyelids fluttered like she was waking from a dream. Her mouth curved up. “Well, hello to you, too.”

      Putting a hand on the small of her back, I ruthlessly restrained my vampire and guided her to the counter.

      “What would you like, cher?” The endearment slipped out, a relic of growing up with a French Creole mom. “Coffee? Dessert? Have you had dinner?”

      The barista who’d sold me my coffee hustled up. “What can I get you?”

      I glanced at Mila, and she said, “Dessert sounds good. And a decaf cappuccino.”

      We settled on a plate of mini-scones—lemon, blueberry, almond, chocolate chip—and returned to the table. Setting the plate down, I pulled out the chair next to mine for Mila and waited until she was seated before taking my own chair. The small table meant my knee brushed hers. She glanced at me but left her leg where it was.

      “Tell me about yourself.” I nudged the scones in her direction. “What did you do today?”

      “I’m working at a farmer’s market this summer, so I was there most of the day.” She broke off a piece of blueberry scone and popped it into her mouth. “But at the end of August I go back to school.”

      “And you’re an ag major. You really want to be a farmer?”

      “Yep. I told you, I want to grow organic flowers.”

      “I remember, but I didn’t realize you could study that at college.”

      “I’m learning the basics. The business side of farming, you know—marketing, accounting, farm management. Also plant and soil science. Sometimes we pitch in at the university’s farm. This spring, I helped with the planting.” She grinned. “I got to drive the tractor—we flipped a coin for it and I won.”

      Fascinated, I eyed her. I could just see her driving a tractor in her baggy pink shorts and hiking boots, face dewy with perspiration.

      And right then, I decided not to tell her who I really was. Not tonight. I’d allow myself this one evening with her, an evening where I was Gabriel—just Gabriel.

      A man, not a prince.

      Not a dhampir fighting for a place in a dog-eat-dog vampire syndicate.

      Mila was so different from most of the women I knew: smart and ambitious and real. Her only makeup was the lip gloss and maybe some mascara, and her fingernails were short and unpainted.

      Yet she was still so female, with soft curves to go with her toned arms and legs, and a sweet, open face.

      Beneath the table, her bare knee was warm against my jeans-clad leg. I sipped my cappuccino, fighting the urge to run a finger up her inner thigh.

      The hell of it was, I didn’t think she’d mind, not after that kiss.

      “I guess farming is a business these days,” I said.

      “Heck, yeah, it is.” A rueful laugh. “When I graduate, I’m going to do an internship at a flower farm—or maybe sooner, if I can locate something around here. Then I’ll get a job—two jobs, if I have to—and save every penny until I get a down payment on my own farm.”

      I just might invest in that farm. Especially if it came with…benefits.

      But I didn’t say it, just murmured, “I have a feeling you’ll get that flower farm, and make it a success.”

      A smile crinkled the edges of her eyes. “You really think so? You’re not just saying that?”

      “Not at all. You have fire in the belly, and that’s key.”

      “Thank you. What about you—what do you do? No, let me guess.” Eyes dancing, she leaned to the side to eye my T-shirt and jeans. “Something where you wear a suit.”

      She was laughing at me. I wasn’t quite sure how to take it—most of the women I knew were a little afraid of me. But I liked it, liked knowing that whatever she said was unfiltered.

      A corner of my mouth lifted. I leaned back in the metal chair, stretching out my legs and resting an elbow on the back. “How’d you guess?”

      “You look very put together.” She fingered the hem of my T-shirt. “And I bet you bought these clothes in New York or Paris or somewhere like that.”

      “London,” I admitted.

      “Knew it.” She grinned and sat back. “So, what do you do? Your father’s some kind of businessman, right? D’you work for him?”

      I nodded and gave her the standard line. “We’re into hotels, restaurants, that sort of thing.” Also casinos and bars, some of which were used to launder money from the extra-legal side of the syndicate.

      “Just in Maryland?”

      “Nah. Our headquarters are in New York City.”

      “So why are you here in a coffee shop in smalltown Maryland with me?” She toyed with a scone, crumbling it between her fingers without eating it, her clear-eyed gaze on me.

      Damn if I know.

      But it felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      I captured her hand before she mangled another scone. “Why does any man ask a woman out? I like you.”

      “I like you, too. Too much,” she added in low tones that she probably figured I couldn’t hear.

      I squeezed her fingers and reached for the lemon scone. “Here.” I broke it in half and handed her a piece. “Try the lemon and let me know what you think.”

      She accepted, and we started talking again. The next two hours flew past. When I looked around, the shop had emptied and the baristas were cleaning the coffee machines and wiping down the counters.

      Mila followed my gaze. “What time is it?”

      “Almost nine o’clock.”

      “We should leave.” She leaned toward me like she was sharing a secret, lips turned up and eyes sparkling. “I’m pretty sure they’re closing.”

      I couldn’t resist another taste of those teasing lips. “I think you’re right.”

      A fine tremor went over her and a flush touched her cheekbones. Which just made my vampire want to eat her up—in multiple ways and places.

      I’d already paid for our coffee and scones. I dropped another twenty on the table as a tip and rose, helping her out of her chair.

      As she turned toward the door, I put a hand on her lower back, splaying the fingers in a deliberate act of ownership, my pinky touching the sensitive place just above her ass.

      She shot me a quick, wondering smile, then slid an arm around my waist. I moved my hand to her hip and pulled her closer. She was warm and firm, and smelled of coffee and the sugary scones.

      She felt right. Almost too right.

      A tiny uneasiness stirred.

      I tried again to open myself to her emotions, but she was unreadable.

      I frowned inwardly. Humans who couldn’t be read weren’t common. In fact, they were so unusual, that Slayers, Inc. sought them out and recruited them.

      I’d googled Mila, discovering her last name and where she went to college. But online profiles couldn’t always be believed—like mine, for example, which was intentionally vague, giving the impression I was a typical businessman.

      What did I know about Camila Vittore, really? Even the fact that she’d somehow gotten past our security—the first human in years to do so—was a red flag.

      Or maybe I was just being paranoid. The conversation we’d had had been real. Those cautious, curious glances sure felt real. And how many women could fake those little flushes?

      Outside the coffee shop, night had fallen. I steered Mila down the sidewalk and around the corner, Jozef trailing from a distance.

      I shot a glare at him over my shoulder. He stared back, stone-faced. I growled inwardly. He’d been assigned to me by Tomas. It was high time I assembled my own security team, people who were loyal to me.

      Mila slanted me a look up from under her lashes. “That was fun.”

      “Mm.” I brushed my lips over her silken curls. My hand slipped lower to caress the side of her hip. Fighting the urge to flip up her sexy little skirt and see what she wore underneath.

      She rested her head against my shoulder. “I’d like to see you again.”

      Try and keep me away.

      Father wouldn’t like me getting cozy with a human. But to Hades with him. Karoly Kral might have a say over my professional life, but as long as I was discreet, my personal life was none of his damn business.

      “I have to go to Atlantic City this week, but I’ll be back next weekend. How about Saturday night?”

      She didn’t even take out her phone to check if she was free, just turned her head to smile into my eyes. “Saturday works.”

      We drew level with an empty alley, and I steered Mila into it, turning her so her back was against a brick wall. “Wear something nice. I’ll take you out to dinner, and then we’ll go dancing.”

      I’d find somewhere private, somewhere no one would expect to see a Kral.

      “That sounds fun.” She put both hands on my chest. “Seven o’clock again?”

      “Yeah,” I said, my gaze on her mouth.

      Her throat worked and my focus shifted to it. And fuck if my eyes didn’t switch to vampire.

      A tiny frown formed between her eyebrows, and I knew she saw the glowing blue line outlining my irises. I lowered my lashes and gripped her jaw.

      Not hard. I didn’t want to bruise her. But the dark part of me wanted to control her.

      Her breath hitched and her lips parted. I brought my mouth to hers, slowly. Allowing her a choice. If she didn’t want this, she had time to tell me no or to simply turn her head.

      I felt her quiver beneath my fingers. But she didn’t turn her head. No, she closed her eyes and strained toward me.

      My mouth touched hers. Her lip gloss had long since worn off. I slid the flat of my tongue over her lower lip. She tasted of coffee and sweetness and something that was uniquely Mila.

      My dick shoved against my jeans. I wanted to press her into the bricks and scrape my teeth over her neck, maybe take a tiny taste of her blood.

      She wouldn’t fight me. I couldn’t sense her emotions, but I didn’t have to. I could smell her arousal, feel her vibrating with every lick and nip I gave her mouth.

      She gripped my shoulders and angled her head so I could deepen the kiss. I ate at her lips, her mouth. Slid my tongue inside and tasted her.

      But I didn’t touch her, except for the hand on her jaw. This was about letting her get to know me, teaching her to trust me.

      She whimpered and worked her hands around my neck, pressing her body against mine, trying to pull me closer.

      I nipped her lip. “Not tonight. Not here.”

      When I finally got her naked—and I think that was the moment when I made up my mind once and for all—it would be somewhere private where I could take my time with her. Make her writhe with pleasure. Wring orgasms from her hot little pussy until she forgot everything but me and how I made her feel.

      Her breath shuddered out. She shot a glance around the alley. “You’re right.”

      I released her jaw and reached for her hand. “Where are you parked? I’ll walk you to your car.”
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      Mom glanced up from the cookies she was mixing as I entered the kitchen. “Hi, hon. Where are you off to?” She gave my hot pink bodycon dress a dubious look.

      From the family room, Dad paused his program so he could hear my answer, too.

      I bit back a sigh. I loved my parents, but living with them in the summers was hella hard on my sex life. “Baltimore. I’m meeting some friends and we’re going out dancing.”

      And yeah, it was lie, but only a tiny one. Because Gabriel was a friend, wasn’t he? And we were going out dancing.

      “Mm,” said Mom.

      “Text if you’ll be later than one o’clock,” said Dad.

      I helped myself to a handful of chocolate chips. “Will do.” I kissed Mom’s cheek, gave my dad a wave and went out the front door before they could ask any more questions.

      I’d arranged to meet Gabriel outside the coffee shop again. He’d offered to pick me up, but I could just hear what my parents would say if they knew I was seeing some rich businessman. I mean, they were great, but this was kind of sketchy, and I knew it.

      Besides, why get into messy explanations when this thing with Gabriel probably wouldn’t go anywhere, anyway? A hookup at most.

      And yeah, I’d conveniently forgotten that I was so over hookups. Wild, Up-for-Anything Mila was in the house, and she’d locked the doors and closed the windows because she wasn’t going anywhere until she’d had her way with Gabriel’s hard, hot body.

      The coffee shop was a ten-minute walk. I was the first to arrive. I leaned against the wall a few feet from the door, playing a game on my phone while I waited for Gabriel.

      “Mila.” Suddenly, he was leaning against the wall beside me.

      “Jesus.” I put a hand over my stuttering heart and took a deep breath. “D’you always sneak up on people like that?”

      “Sorry.” His smile was apologetic. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “No worries.” A corner of my mouth ticked up. “But you need to wear a bell or something.”

      He chuckled and leaned sideways to kiss me. Firm and with just enough tongue. “Let’s start over. How are you tonight?”

      “Good.” Pushing off the wall, I put my phone in my purse and gave him a sunny smile. “And you? Did you have a good week?”

      “Busy. You?”

      “Same.”

      “Mm.” His gaze went to my dress, lingering where the skirt hugged my ass. “I like your dress. You look pretty in pink.”

      He dragged his eyes back up to my face. I’d left my hair down again, and he brushed it away from the back of my neck. Two fingers touched my spine right above where the straps crossed. Electricity skidded up my nape and across my shoulders.

      “Especially bright pink,” he murmured, his mouth
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