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ROLF SIGHED AS HE STUDIED the location of the spaceship on the monitor. Even after an hour, they were still there. Rolf had given them more than enough time to leave, but it was clear their visitors were there for a reason, which meant he'd have to talk to them. Resigned to another confrontation, he walked over to the control center to open communications.

“This is Rolf Ragnulf,” he announced, his voice echoing throughout the speakers in the room, “the highest ranking military leader on Scorched. You've entered into our orbit, which I'm sure you realize could be construed as an act of violence. Announce yourself and move into the safe zone, or face our retaliation.”

Rolf grimaced as he released the button to wait for their response. He hoped it didn't turn into an act of war, as he feared they'd be on the losing end. Truth be told, their technology wasn't up to par. Hopefully, their uninvited visitors didn't realize that. Still, the werewolves' ancient blasters and torpedoes had enough life left to them to make a stand, but compared to the technology of the past fifty years or so, it wouldn't be much of one. Rolf felt an all too familiar urgency within him. Time was running out. The resistance had to be successful. It was the only way Scorched would see any true change. The survival of the Viking race rested on his shoulders. It was a responsibility he took seriously. He added new weapons onto his mental to-do list just as the speakers crackled, signaling an incoming response.

“Rolf Ragnulf, eh?” a deep, masculine voice replied. “I've heard of you. Word of you has spread throughout the other planets as others gossip of your prowess, not just in the battlefield but also in the boudoir. But it's also said you are a man of honor; a man not only fair in his battles but wise as well. Turn on your camera. I'd like to see this paradigm of virility and virtue for myself.”

Rolf chuckled coldly. The other man's voice was confident and controlled. He was a man used to giving orders and having them immediately obeyed. So was Rolf. He hadn't come by his own position easily, and he wasn't anyone's fool. “Hasn't anyone ever told you not to believe gossip? I'll consider your request, but first I'll know your name and what planet you represent.”

He nodded at Baron to turn on the cam before crossing his arms across his chest. The large screen on the opposite wall flickered as it came to life. It revealed a dark-haired male, as tall as Rolf and easily just as large, with a lovely female at his side. She was beautiful with her long, auburn hair and sparkling eyes, but it was the fire burning within those hazel depths that held Rolf's attention. She had an inner strength that reminded Rolf of Briony.

They were mated; it was as clear to Rolf as the nose on his face. Her flaming beauty was the perfect complement to the man's icy good looks. Like fire and ice. She turned away from Rolf to look at the man by her side, her eyes filled with so much passion and need that Rolf ached. They stared at one another for a long moment, as if they spoke but without words, before he slowly turned to face Rolf.

“Ah, but you forget that most rumors have at least a grain of truth to them.” His black eyes slid across Rolf's face, appraising him. He didn't give Rolf a chance to reply, adding smoothly, “I'm Kosmas from the planet known as Legionnaire, and this is my mate, Keely. Perhaps you've heard of us?”

Holy shit. Rolf just managed to catch himself from visibly reacting. The King and Queen of Legionnaire. If they were paying them a visit, it couldn't be good. It wasn't often Rolf was shocked, but the other man's announcement had managed to do so. “Kosmas, huh?” he asked, lazily, as if he couldn't care less. “Yes, I've heard of you. It would seem you have a reputation of your own.”

“Oh, really?” Kosmas replied, as he arched a dark eyebrow. He looked amused. “And what would that be?”

“They say you're bloodthirsty,” Rolf retorted. “Ruthless. A vampire who would stop at nothing to possess that which he wanted, even if it meant murder.”

The vampire smiled, revealing fangs. “They almost got it right.”

What in the hell is that supposed to mean?

“What is your purpose for being here?” Rolf asked, changing the subject. The vampires were rumored to be deadly creatures, a race of beings that existed solely off of blood. They were fast and strong, with technologies that put theirs to shame. It was said that Legionnaire was dark twenty-four hours a day, which made it the perfect planet for creatures of the night. There weren't many beings Rolf would consider a true threat, but as he stood there, surveying the two in front of him as surely they were surveying him, he realized the vampires might just be the exception.

“We've heard of your trips to Earth,” Kosmas said, his voice dropping menacingly, “and we don't like it. We know of the depravities of your people and the lack of respect Adolf has for the mortal race, so I come here with a warning. Leave the human women alone or else.”

Rolf couldn't have said it better himself, but complying with the vampire's request would only have been construed as weakness—not to mention treason, should Baron run tattling to Adolf. “What's it to you?” he shot back in a harsh voice. “For years it has been rumored that you've repeatedly snatched women from Earth, and the entire galaxy knows of your penchant for violence. Tell me, how do these women fare, once they find themselves forced into a bloodthirsty world of darkness?”

To Rolf's surprise, Kosmas laughed, but his eyes were hard as he studied Rolf's face. He looked toward the small woman at his side as he murmured, “Tell him, darling, how the women fare when forced into our ‘bloodthirsty world of darkness.’”

“She was once mortal?” Rolf interrupted, in an incredulous voice. He'd known from the moment he'd seen her fangs that she was vampire, but he'd believed her to be born—not made. “Your queen is from Earth?”

“I am,” the woman replied, her eyes narrowing as she looked at Rolf. “In a time not too long ago, I lived on Earth. I was completely mortal and completely unprepared to be taken outside of my world. Luckily for me, though, I found happiness. Although I was once a concubine, I was never treated cruelly. The people of Legionnaire take care of the mortal women brought into their world. In fact, they are revered. They certainly aren't beaten, starved, and forced into slavery. Can you say the same for the women here?”

No, I can’t, he thought, the shame of it humbling him. He despised what Adolf was doing, but how could he say so with Baron Graves listening to his every word? So he said, stiffly, “I'll pass your request on to Adolf, but don't count on our cooperation. The survival of our race is dependent on the mortal females, as I've heard yours is, as well. Adolf is very... determined. The vampires don't have an exclusive claim on the females of Earth. It's an open market regardless of how one might feel about it.”

“Make sure you do,” Kosmas replied, as he studied him with a speculative glint in his eyes. “And make sure to tell your leader I'm prepared to go to war over this. The mortal women are too important to us to allow them to be ill-used and mated to men who view them as little more than chattel. You will stop—immediately—or you won't like the consequences. Vampires aren't known for their patience. I won't ask twice.”

“And werewolves are known for their curious side,” Rolf retorted, tension thrumming through his body. “So I suggest you get your space ship out of my orbit, before I decide to find out how well a vampire fares in the sunny heat of Scorched.”

Rolf nodded at Baron Graves to end communications before shaking his head. If he hadn't known better, he would have sworn he saw amusement in the male vampire's eyes at his words, almost as if he had enjoyed their verbal sparring.

“You ever met a vampire before, Baron?” he asked the other man, as he turned away from the screen.

“Several times,” the other man replied, gravely, “but I've never met him, the King of Vampires.” Baron sounded as if he were awed by the experience. Unbelievable.

Rolf stared at him for a moment, taking in his flushed cheeks and shaky breaths before rolling his eyes. “Well, if you ask me, they are a damned strange lot. I'm going home now,” he informed the other man, as he walked to the door. “I'm leaving it up to you to break the news to Adolf.”

He stopped to look over his shoulder. Any excitement Baron had felt was clearly gone, his complexion pale. Rolf didn't envy the other man the task. Adolf was going to flip out. “And Baron?”

“Yes?”

“Good luck with that.”

* * * * *
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SHE'D EXPECTED ROLF to seduce her... but she hadn't expected him to try to kill her.

But when the moonlight glinted off the knife as it descended out of the darkness, Briony realized that was exactly what he was trying to do. With a yell, she rolled out of its deadly path at the last moment, watching in stunned disbelief as it embedded in the pillow where her head had just rested. She sprang to her feet as he quickly yanked the knife out, his attention turning toward her once more.

“You're not Rolf,” she panted, as he advanced in her direction. Now that she was fully awake, it was easy to see. Her attacker was similar in build to Rolf, but it wasn't him. He was dressed in black from head to toe, a cap pulled low over his face, but she didn't need to see anymore to know he wasn't the man to whom she was mated. “Why are you in his room, and why are you trying to kill me?”

He didn't reply. Instead he bared his teeth, his fangs appearing wickedly sharp in the moonlight. He is
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