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Dedication

 
 

To Decadent Publishing, for giving my cover model fantasy a home. To Gayl Taylor, my critique partner and writing buddy, thanks for all your help and support.

 

To my three favorite cover models, Nathan, Paul and Jimmy, you make romance novels come alive in such a visual way.

 

To my own romance cover hero, after all these years, it endures.




Chapter One

 
 

Burney Sheridan sweated profusely from his neck to his nuts, thanks to the leather outfit he wore. The searing glaze of artificial light from the fixtures above should have his exposed skin sizzling, but tonight he was immune. Innumerable sounds and smells slammed his enhanced senses. Cheap perfume, whispered admirations, and stale menthol cigarette smoke mixed together to form an interesting olfactory and auditory cocktail for the evening ahead. The feelings were overwhelming. With close to one hundred fifty women all crammed into The Book Binder, New York City’s famous independent bookseller, how could they not be?

Burney was a romance cover model on tour with bestselling paranormal romance author Kane Quinn. They were promoting her latest release in the long-standing Blood Brethren series. His face and toned body, in various guises, graced eight of the eleven covers. Burney wasn’t sure if the recognition was a blessing or a curse since he received so much attention, adulation, and of course, money. In the romance world, he was a household name and currently as popular as a rock star. Sometimes this adoration felt uncomfortable. That was the curse part. What the bloody hell? It’s a living.

He flashed his megawatt smile, put his arm around women of all shapes, sizes, and ages, and posed for cameras, signed posters, books, and one woman’s cleavage.

As he turned to the next lady in line, an overweight, middle-aged woman stumbled to his table. The pungent odor of cheap whiskey hung heavy in the air. Her words were slurred, and her cloudy eyes filled with lust. Her giggling friend stood back and held up a camera, so he dutifully put his arm around the woman’s shoulder. Burney yelled out in surprise as the drunken old hag grabbed his tackle while the friend snapped the picture.

“Oh, Linda! He’s got quite the package, just like in the book!”

A few titters washed over the women in line, but the gasps of shock were louder. Burney pushed the woman away from him and bit back a growl of anger.

The woman pointed at him accusingly. “His eyes changed color!”

Bleedin’ hell. He smiled assuredly at the women. “Fancy contacts. That’s all, ladies. All part of the getup.”

The urge to wrap his fingers around the throat of the rude woman and squeeze overtook his thoughts.

 
 

“Dean, can’t we jump the line? I mean, Kane Quinn is your Aunt Carol, after all. Damn, it’s hot in here.”

Deanna Brooks turned to her friend Janice, who fanned herself with a magazine. No wonder. The temperature in the store was scorching.

“Aunt Carol doesn’t even know I’m here, and we aren’t exactly close. We haven’t spoken in a while. This was a last-minute trip at your insistence.”

“I love your aunt’s writing. I have every book Kane Quinn has ever written.”

Deanna glanced briefly at the plastic bag full of paperbacks in Janice’s hand.

“Yeah, and you brought every one of them. I’m not sure Carol can sign them all, you know. Time limits and such.”

Janice batted her eyes innocently. “That’s why you’re going to make sure we get a private audience with her and him.” Janice pointed to the table set off to the side of Deanna’s aunt. “Burn the Cover God. Look at him. The guy is damned gorgeous.”

Deanna swung her gaze to the tall man in black leather. Check on the gorgeous. The model wore skintight black leather pants and no shirt, except for a calf-length black leather coat. The exposed chest could not be real. They must have waxed him, as there wasn’t any hair on his muscled, carved torso. His jet-black hair was long and wavy, just past his jawline. And what a chin. It was perfectly shaped, with a sexy cleft. The model looked beautiful in a virile, male way, and he certainly had been graced by the DNA fairies. This man must’ve dived into the deep end of the gene pool. He was beyond handsome, maybe too much so. Most men did not look like that, at least not any in her acquaintance.

“His name is ‘Burn’? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Before Janice could answer, an older woman staggered on her feet, leaned against the cover hunk, reached down, and grabbed the model’s crotch. The drunken woman’s friend laughed gleefully and took a slew of pictures. Deanna gasped aloud. Did these women have no shame?

Burn the Cover God pushed the woman away. His face changed. An icy, protective shutter lowered over his handsome features. They seemed to sharpen, as if his very bone structure had altered. The change was so fleeting that Deanna doubted what she’d seen.

“His eyes changed color!” the woman shrieked, to no one in particular.

Damned if she wasn’t right. They’d turned silver, then black, and back to silver again. Now that, Deanna did see. The model laughed the declaration off with some half-ass explanation. Weird. Oh, he was angry. Deanna saw a dangerous fire lurking beneath the frosty, handsome visage. Somehow, it made him even more attractive.

“Did you see what that woman did?” she whispered to Janice.

The obviously drunk woman was not going to leave quietly.

“Are you gay?” the tipsy old broad yelled out.

The crowd hushed, and everyone was riveted to the scene. Deanna could see Burn the Model’s jaw clench in what had to be irritation.

“You’re not as tall as you’re described in the book. You’re no Draken!” the woman yelled.

Two security guards took her arms and quickly led her away.

“Who’s Draken?”

“The vampire hero in your aunt’s latest book, Blood Passion. Burn’s dressed up as him. Draken always wears leather.” Janice gave the model an assessing gaze. “Looks tall enough to me. I mean, Draken is six foot six.”

Deanna rolled her eyes. This was stupid. How could a man stand there like a slave in an ancient Roman marketplace and allow himself to be pawed and drooled over? Next, they’d be checking his teeth. A stab of pity rolled through her, but it passed. This model did not need her sympathy. Gay or not, he was good-looking enough to have everything handed to him on a silver platter.

The next woman walked up to him and whispered in his ear. His perfectly shaped eyebrow rose. He then stood behind the woman and grabbed handfuls of her breasts while playfully pretending to bite her neck—as her friends snapped away.

Deanna’s lip curled in disgust. Yeah, compassion flew out the window. Seems the Cover God liked being man-meat on parade. Janice clasped her arm and moved them out of Aunt Carol’s line, over to the model’s.

“Here, this line’s a little shorter. Besides, I want you to take my picture with Burn so I can put the shot on my blog.”

“Don’t get him to grab your breasts, for God’s sake.”

 
 

Burney seethed with a dangerous fury. Generally these meet and greets were enjoyable. The majority of women were polite. He had the opportunity to turn on his Irish charm and make a nice bit of money besides. But it just took one bad apple to spoil his evening. Burney glanced at Carol. She smiled and winked.

He liked Carol Brooks. She was in her mid-fifties, down to earth, funny, and enjoyed Bailey’s on the rocks as much as he did. Carol treated him like a person and not a slab of beefcake. Though he really had nothing to complain about. He did this job willingly. Being a model was another profession in a long line of careers he’d taken for a test drive over the centuries.

He might be many things, but what he was most of all was a vampire. How ironic. Even as he was playacting, pretending to be this vicious, sexy vampire Draken, the fact was he and the fictional creature had much in common.

His eyes changing color was not the result of fancy contacts for his costume, but his real eyes. They flashed silver when intense emotions, either anger or arousal, gripped him. As that drunk bimbo had latched onto him, fighting his irritation became impossible. He glanced up and observed the store’s security escorting the woman out the door. Her friend scurried behind her, clutching a camera. The damned picture of him being manhandled would be all over the Internet tomorrow. Bloody social networks. He shouldn’t have grabbed the next woman’s titties either, but his common sense seemed to be buried under his wrath. The action was crass and far beneath him. No doubt, that shot would be on the Internet, too.

Feckin’ hell. Burney ran his hand through his hair in exasperation while glancing at the large clock on the wall. Another hour to go. He exhaled, willed away his anger, pasted on his Irish-charm grin, and turned to face the crowd of women in front of him.

He inhaled deeply to get control over his emotions, then froze. It was her. The mate of his soul. The evocative scent stoked his arousal off the charts. His blood thickened, roared in his veins, and filled his cock to the point of extreme pain. Instinctively he closed his coat and buttoned it to hide his obvious erection. Jaysus, everyone would think it was the daft, drunk old hag causing me to harden. He scanned the crowd expectantly. Who was she? His gaze settled on an attractive blonde. Perhaps the scent came from her? Hard to ascertain, but his vampiric instincts reacted with a decided force he’d not experienced before. The vampire world was filled with the mate-of-the-soul tales. There were so many improbable accounts over the centuries that Burney had become dubious. Personally, I think it’s all bollocks, he’d said to himself many times. Here he was experiencing the sensation for himself.

He posed for pictures and signed books, but none of the women called to his mate instinct, not even the attractive blonde. Who in bleedin’ hell is it?

 
 

Deanna tapped her sandaled foot in annoyance. She didn’t want to bother with the guy, but Janice insisted, bouncing on the balls of her feet in excitement as they advanced toward the table.

As they moved closer, the model’s masculinity became more potent. She could hear the slight lilt to his deep voice as he answered the ladies questions. His eyes crinkled sexily when he smiled. His teeth were perfectly shaped and a brilliant white.

Deanna glanced at her aunt’s table a few times, hoping to catch her eye, but Carol was busy working her crowd. While Deanna enjoyed an historical romance, she’d never quite taken to the paranormal genre. Aunt Carol always mailed her advance copies, but she usually wound up giving them to Janice. She should’ve given the books a chance. Judging from the crowd, paranormal romance seemed popular. There was a steady stream of women coming and going.

Janice clutched her arm. “We’re next!”

Oh, yippie-friggin’-yay. Janice stood next to Burn. Damn, he is tall. A few inches under six-six, anyway, Deanna observed. Janice babbled nonsensical chatter while the model smiled, nodded, and signed a couple of her paperbacks.

Janice put her arm around the man’s trim waist. “Take our picture, Dean!”

Deanna raised the camera and looked up just as Burn’s searing gaze swept over her like a roll of white heat. God, his eyes had turned from black to silver again. Those special magic contacts were amazing. Holding out the camera, she clicked and hoped Janice was in the frame because she couldn’t tear her eyes away from “Sizzle” or “Burn” or whatever his name was. Deanna clicked another for good measure.

Janice took the camera and shoved her toward the leather-clad hunk. Her mouth went dry, and her insides fluttered. For God’s sake, he was only a model. Why was she so flustered?

She stepped next to him and glanced up. Oh hell yeah, very tall. He towered over her by at least a foot. His arm stretched out to clasp her shoulder, and he brought her in tight against his side. Solid, rock-hard muscle. Her insides began to churn in arousal.

“What’s your name, darlin’?”

She couldn’t speak. Deanna was like Ralphie in A Christmas Story, sitting on Santa’s lap. Duh…uh. No words came out.

“Her name is Deanna, but I call her Dean!” Janice sang out.

Burn gently squeezed her shoulder, and it almost brought her to her knees, his touch was so intoxicating.

“Dean. I like that,” he purred.

Dear God. His voice. Is he Irish? The tone sounded low, sexy, and rumbled deep in his impressive chest, sending shock waves through her entire body.

Then the unthinkable happened. A wash of scent covered her. Deanna could taste it in her mouth, and feel it on her skin. Was the overpowering aroma his cologne? Some guys liked to drown themselves with those tacky body sprays. Burn must have marinated himself in the swill.

Deanna wheezed and her throat closed up. Her hand clasped her throat. Trying to breathe through her nose was unsuccessful. The only thing she smelled was his spicy, musky, overpowering scent. Her eyes watered and her body trembled furiously.

“Are you all right, love?”

Deanna fell to her knees, fighting for every breath. Strong arms encircled her and carried her from the sales floor through to a door marked Staff Only.




Chapter Two

 
 

Burney laid her on a couch in the staff room. After a few moments, she breathed a little easier and seemed more lucid. The young woman insisted she did not need medical attention.

The moment he’d touched her and inhaled her essence, he knew this woman, Dean, was his mate of the soul. He scanned over her. She was human; he easily sensed that much. Her hair was a glorious crown of luscious strawberry blond. The honey-colored highlights glittered with a life of their own under the fluorescence. Her hair was neither too long nor too short, as it rested on her shoulders. Beige freckles dotted her cheeks and formed an arc across a pert, slightly turned-up-at-the-tip nose. Her sensual, full lips called out to be kissed or to be wrapped around his painfully hard prick. Dean’s eyes were the color of a summer blue sky, and her irises were rimmed with gold. Bloody feckin’ beautiful. Her pretty face and figure were pleasing, but why did she have to be human? Humans were notoriously ill-matched mates for vampires. It took ages to convince humans vampires existed, and if said human hadn’t run screaming in the other direction at the revelation, then the whole mortality question came into play. Also the blood thing. Yes, he drank blood and needed it for his survival. Burney could eat food, but only once a week. He could drink alcohol, though vampires never got drunk.

Burney ran the backs of his fingers down her pale cheek. The skin felt warm and soft to his touch. A slight moan escaped her luscious pink lips. Jaysus. The moan sent waves of desire roaring through his body. He wanted her. The instinct to take and claim his mate overrode every other thought and emotion he possessed at the moment.

Whisking her away to a private place so he could get to know her most intimately, body and soul, was beyond tempting. He glanced around the room. A few staff members stood off to the side, whispering, watching the proceedings with interest. No doubt they would have juicy gossip at break time.

Carol burst through the door with Dean’s friend Janice right behind her.

“Deanna! My dear, why didn’t you tell me you were coming? Are you all right? Your friend said you fainted!”

Burney’s eyebrows shot up. “You know the lass?”

“Yes, she’s my niece.”

Carol sat next to Dean, who seemed recovered.

“I’m better, Aunt Carol. I didn’t faint. I think I had an allergic reaction.” She pointed at Burney. “To him or his cologne.”

Burney squatted down on his haunches so they were face to face.

“Love, I’m not wearing any cologne.”

Carol leaned toward him and gave him a good bloodhound sniff.

“He’s right. No cologne, Deanna. By the way, this lovely looking man is Burney Sheridan. Burn, this is my niece, Deanna Brooks.”

Purely on gentlemanly instinct, he reached for her hand and brought it to his lips, placing a brief kiss on her knuckles. A collective sigh could be heard in the staff room.

“I am honored to meet you, Deanna.”

Burney held her hand in his as long as he dared and with a soft, deliberate slowness, stroked it with his thumb. The heat and flame passing between them caused his heart to beat in double time. My mate, after all this time. A raw yearning gripped his soul. Hiding his churning emotions became a struggle.

Dean pulled her hand from his as if she’d been scalded. He mourned the loss of her potent and searing touch.

“He’s an Irish charmer.” Carol smiled. “Your friend Janice told me you were driving back to Bedford tonight. I can’t allow that, Deanna. Your father would never forgive me. You and Janice are staying with me as my guests at the Greenwood Inn. I have a good-sized suite with two bedrooms.”

“Aunt, it’s only an hour and a half drive—”

Carol held up her hand. “I won’t hear any argument, and I won’t have you driving on the interstate in your condition. Burney and I have about forty minutes left. Do you want to wait here or come out into the store? Maybe you should lie down.”

Dean laughed. The mirthful sound had a light, feminine tinkle that sent sparks of lustful electricity down Burney’s spine. He held out his hand to Carol and assisted her to her feet.

“Really, I’m much better. Janice and I will be out soon. Go and greet your public, both of you.”

Carol reached down and touched Dean’s cheek affectionately. “All right, dear.”

 
 

Deanna watched as her aunt and the model hunk walked back into the store. What in hell had happened? He wasn’t wearing any cologne? Were they pulling her leg? Even now, his spicy, woodsy man-scent covered her like a heavy cloak. She couldn’t quite pinpoint the odor. A forest after a spring rain perhaps? The scent didn’t seem gross. In fact, the aroma was enticing. There was just too much of it. At least she could breathe again. Janice handed her a glass of water procured from the staff room kitchen. It tasted like cold, crisp ambrosia. Deanna gulped deeply and then passed the empty glass to her good friend. Actually, driving from New York City back to her small town seemed daunting. She pulled out her cell phone and made a quick call to her store supervisor, explained the situation, played up her medical condition a tad, and offered to stay later on her next shift to make up the time. She clicked off, then slumped back on the leather bench. Never had an allergic reaction in my life. What else could it be? She hoped to hell Burn the Model wasn’t staying at the Greenwood Inn, too.

 

***

 

Burney paced in his motel suite like a caged and hungry tiger. His mate of the soul was down the hall. It took all of his fraying self-control not to kick the door in and ravish her where she stood. The endeavor would be tasteless, as her aunt and friend shared the same suite. At this moment, though, he hardly cared.

Centuries had passed. Never once had he felt the intensity of this pull. The experience astounded him. He’d assumed it would never happen. The intensity of the soul-mate connection varied with every vampire, and scent played an enormous part in the process. It wasn’t only the odor. His little-used emotions were sparking and alive as never before. His heart beat against his rib cage with decided force.

He wondered if he was capable of any serious relationship. Burney had grown fond of some of the many women who’d passed through his long life like wisps of smoke. The rather astonishing thing was that Dean Brooks felt the connection, too. She’d been overwhelmed by his mate scent. Most humans, when first exposed, reacted much the way Dean did. The potency lessened the more they were in the vampire’s presence, or so he’d been told. Inevitably, Dean would begin to feel the soul connection, and thus the complications would begin. Why now, after all this bloody time?

Burney slumped into the plush chair in the corner, and ran his hands through his hair in exasperation. In 1781, he had been the eldest son of the Earl of Mexborough. Being a member of the Irish peerage did not exactly translate into acceptance into London society. However, it did not stop Burney from enjoying the fruits of his position. He’d been carousing in Paris with some of the lads he met at Eton, dissolute sons and heirs apparent who had nothing else better to do with their time than fornicate, gamble, and drink to excess.

Being bitten and turned into a vampire one raucous night at a drunken orgy had not been expected. The reasons were not important. He’d learned to adapt to his new life-state. So here in this mid-range motel chain two hundred thirty-one years later, Burney sat, weary, worn, and, he thought, emotionally dead inside.

Burney glanced at his Patek Philippe watch. The time was nearly one in the morning. Dean Brooks’ wildflower and lavender scent filled his nostrils. She must be out of her room. He jumped to his feet and sprinted for the door. Opening it quietly, he observed her headed for the vending machines. He slipped his card key in his sweat pants pocket and closed the door behind him. Dean must have sensed him coming as she whirled around to face him.

“Can’t sleep?” he asked.

She wrinkled her sexy little nose. Burney leaned against the wall and crossed his arms.

“I took a shower. I swear there’s no cologne. Even if there was some trace, it’s bloody gone now.”

She shook her head. “I still smell it. Not as strong though.”

Leaning toward him, she inhaled. Her brief nearness hardened his prick again. Dean shrugged and turned back to the vending machine. She fed it a bunch a quarters, pressed the buttons, and then leaned down to fetch her candy bar. Burney bit back a groan as he was treated to a fine display of jean-clad, luscious ass.

She stood upright. “Maybe a blast of chocolate will help me sleep. Either that, or the sugar will keep me awake.”

“Why not come to my room? I have Bailey’s chilling and lots of ice.”

Burney tried to sound casual but the invitation dripped with lust. He also knew they could do plenty of things besides drinking to help her sleep. He was wide awake, as this was his time. All his senses were fired and on full alert. Say yes.

“Well, sounds tempting, but I have to get up at the crack of dawn and head home. I have to work tomorrow.” Dean took a few steps away from him and gave him a dazzling but dismissive smile. “It was nice meeting you, Burn.”

She headed back toward her room.

Ah love, you won’t be escaping me that easy. Not at all.




Chapter Three

 
 

Bedford-on-the-Hudson was a sleepy little mid-state New York town, nestled next to its river namesake. A place at one time Deanna wanted to escape. Now that she was twenty-six, it seemed a fast-paced life in New York City wasn’t going to happen. Until recently, she’d lived with her parents in the small bungalow she’d been brought up in. She now resided in the granny house at the edge of the property, the one her Nana used to live in. Deanna redecorated the one-bedroom to suit her tastes and purposes, and with its small bath and kitchenette, the place afforded her some semblance of privacy. She paid a nominal rent, as living in an apartment on her own was financially impossible. Her job as price coordinator at Byron’s Department Store didn’t pay much. Byron’s was a local business hanging on by the skin of its teeth, thanks both to the economy and the Walmart Super Center in nearby Newburgh.

Deanna should’ve made plans to find employment elsewhere, but she’d worked at Byron’s since high school graduation. Loyalty played into her decision to stay put, but so did the calm, comforting routine she really didn’t want to shake up.

Standing in Ladies’ Wear, Deanna used the scan gun to check the prices of racks of clothes against markdowns that had been uploaded into the computer system. Yellow clearance tickets spewed out of the label attachment with a low and repetitive clicking. She laid the gun down, tore off the tickets, and began to tag the sweaters. Glancing up at the front entrance, she couldn’t believe her eyes. So much for a calm and comforting routine.

Burn Sheridan strode through the double doors and headed her way. Dressed in black from the long-sleeved turtleneck sweater to the jeans, boots, and huge, mirrored aviator sunglasses, he made quite an impression. Deanna could swear he walked in slow motion. The man certainly attracted a lot of notice. Shopping carts skidded to a stop and women froze in place with their jaws hanging open in shock and raw admiration. The air crackled with the force of his magnetism. Deanna had seen the same reaction from women at the bookstore signing. Burn was a glorious, drool-worthy, hunk of man. He knew it and so did everyone who observed his entrance. His slim, muscular body sauntered so sexily, he could’ve been on a runway at a fashion show.

Her instinct was to run like hell. He had asked her back to his motel room last night and the temptation had been hard to ignore. To be alone with a gorgeous, beyond-handsome model? Deanna had chickened out, plain and simple. She couldn’t even bring herself to tell Janice on the drive home that morning at the crack of dawn. What in hell was he doing here? His scent washed over her again, though it was much more subtle than before. Deanna glanced up. Burn stood next to her. How did he move so quickly?

“Hello, love. Busy at work, I see. Do you get a lunch break?” He looked at his fancy silver watch.

She was speechless. Burn had driven up from New York City? Deanna swallowed.

“Ah, no. I had it already.”

Damn, she hated lying and didn’t like seeing her guilty reflection in his sunglasses. Not seeing his eyes was kind of spooky.

“Shame, that. Though I would prefer we go out to dinner. I need to find a place to stay. Can you recommend a hotel in this quiet little hamlet?” he asked with an engaging smile.

His Irish lilt was slight but singsong, and as appealing as his sexy grin.

“What are you doing here?”

“Carol gave me the information and directions on how to find you. Hope you don’t mind. Don’t want to come across as a stalker.” He flashed his brilliant white smile again, then leaned down and whispered in her ear. “There’s something between us, Dean. I know you feel it, same as I do. I am here to explore the possibilities.”

His searing words weakened her knees. How to answer? Burn touched her chin with his fingers and stroked gently.

“Hotel? Preferably one near your house on Birch Street?”

Jesus, what else did Aunt Carol tell him, my bra size? “I don’t know about this….”

“Do not think, love. Just feel. When are you off work?”

“Ah, four o’clock. But I think….”

Burn straightened and rubbed his hands together. “Brilliant! I will pick you up at the front doors at four sharp!”

He turned and walked to the door in the same slow-motion style that marked his entrance.

Deanna dropped her ticket gun and headed for the door. Damn, he’s quick! She watched as his swift glide across the parking lot reminded her of a sleek and stealthy black panther. Hitting his electronic key, Burn jumped into the driver’s side of a black Lincoln Town Car. The windows were darkened and she couldn’t see inside. The vehicle laid rubber as it tore out of the lot.

What in hell just happened?

 
 

Burney hit the air-conditioning fan and turned it up as high as he could. Feckin’ hell, my skin’s ablaze! He shouldn’t be out at high noon, but the desire to see Deanna Brooks overrode common vamp sense. Regardless of movie myth, vampires did not turn to ash when exposed to the sun, but the heated rays caused pain, nonetheless. Even with most of his skin covered, the rays managed to seep into his pores. A feeling of weakness and nausea flooded his body and he needed blood right away to counteract the sensation. He grabbed his cell and deftly one-hand texted the New York Vampire Information Agency. The response was immediate. Bedford-on-Hudson had a blood supplier for vamps. The NYVIA texted him detailed instructions on how to get there from his present location.

His skin settled down now that he sat in the darkened, protective cocoon of his car. The windows had a special UV coating and the air-conditioning blew frosty, fake air over his body, calming his inner inferno. After he picked up his blood, next on his to-do list was to find a motel. Burney required a vamp nap to restore his strength. He would only be able to manage a couple of hours before it was time to pick up Dean. He smiled. The curiosity in her sky blue eyes was evident even as she tried to sound disinterested and dismissive. Also mixed in with her unique scent was the passionate smell of her arousal.

Dean’s Aunt Carol had not given up the information easily. She’d been slightly suspicious of his questions about Dean. He couldn’t blame her. He was sincere in his desire to get to know the lady better, and Carol accepted his heartfelt desire to do so. But how to approach the delectable young lady? Woo her, seduce her, and then tell her about his vampire state? Or tell her first, and then hope she would understand his circumstances? If Dean accepted his soul mating, he would have to drink her blood, and vice versa. Most humans couldn’t or wouldn’t do it. There were so many other considerations to reflect upon, his immortality most of all. He’d heard too many heartbreaking stories of vampires mated to humans who didn’t want to be “changed” into vampires, and subsequently died of old age. He did not want that. He would be devastated. Either you needed to grow old together, or you both lived forever. To Burney, there was no middle ground. He’d had centuries to think about this and would brook no alternative. While he was drawn to her, body and soul, how could he claim to be in love with her? What did he know of love, really? Hence the wanting-to-get-to-know-you bollocks.

Burney turned left onto the main drag. Learning more at dinner tonight was a must. If the worst came to the worst, he could effectively erase Dean’s short-term memory. He could not, however, erase his own. If she rejected him and he wiped her mind clean of ever meeting him, he would still carry her essence and the agonizing yearning for eternity.

 

***

 

Deanna swiped her employee card through the time clock and headed up the stairs to the main floor of the store. Her nerves sparked under her skin. She wished she could’ve gone home to shower and change. She pushed through the door and right at the curb sat the all-black Lincoln. All that was missing were the diplomatic flags on the hood. She halfway expected the president to step out of the car. Instead, Burn did. He walked around and opened the passenger door for her, like a perfect gentleman. He still wore the black jeans and turtleneck sweater. The tight knit strained against the obvious, sculpted muscles of his arms and chest. Deanna climbed in, and Burn closed the door. He ambled to the driver’s side door, opened it, and sat. Damn, it’s dark and chilly in his car.

“So, is the Cobblestone Inn a good place to have a nosh?”

“Is that where you’re staying?”

“Aye, it’s a nice place. Even has a Jacuzzi in the room.” He winked.

Deanna squirmed into her lightweight jacket. So many questions, but they would wait until dinner.

 

***

 

The Cobblestone Inn was indeed classy, with a certain medieval look. The restaurant’s focal point was the large, cobblestone fireplace in the center of the room. A small fire burned in the huge hearth, enough to cast a golden and magical illumination. Cast-iron implements adorned the mantle and shelves, and oil paintings of knights and their ladies fair hung on the walls. Seated at a private booth in the corner, Burney ordered them a bottle of red wine. At least he could drink. He’d already had his meal for the week so he wasn’t sure how he was going to sit in a restaurant and not eat, especially while Dean watched. He waved the waiter off. The food order could wait.

Dean took a sip of her wine, lowered the glass to the table, then looked him straight in the eye.

“Why are you here, and I want an answer this time. The honest truth. We met for a few minutes in a bookstore. It hardly merits you following me an hour and half’s drive away. I’ll admit I’m cute, maybe even pretty if I want to stretch it, but I hardly see why I would appeal to a man like you.”

Burney couldn’t help but smile. Dean didn’t realize the potency of her beauty. Even now, he basked in her magnificent splendor and her glorious scent of wildflowers.

“A man like me? Should I be insulted? Because I am a model you assume looks are the sum total of a person? The outer shell is all that counts? I am hardly shallow. Are you?”

“No, of course not! But let’s face it. You’re gorgeous, Burn. You could be with a movie star or another model….”

“Been there and done that. Not interested. I want to know you. I want—you.” His voice grew husky with yearning.

Dean took another gulp of wine. Her hand shook as she lowered the glass to the table. The lass had lovely hands with natural-looking, longish nails and clear polish. She didn’t waste her time and money at a salon. She did her own. He was impressed. Erotic images of her sexy claws trailing down his back in passion while Dean writhed under him filled his mind—though as a model, he had to keep his back free from any marks. Good thing his vampire blood allowed him to heal quickly. His cock throbbed painfully in his leather trousers. He needed release, and jerking off did not appeal as an option. He’d tried it already a few times since they’d met last night and nothing dissipated his burning need to possess her.

“You have no response to my declaring I want you? Yes, I drove all this way, took a room at a motel, and I’m staying here until you hear me out. Can you deny you’re attracted to me?”

Dean shook her head. “No, I can’t deny it.”

The waiter walked back to the table and took their order. Burney ordered a garden salad, explaining to her he’d had a large lunch a few hours before. He watched her closely as she quickly scanned the menu. Dean chose an eight-ounce sirloin, medium well, with sautéed mushrooms and garlic mashed potatoes. He liked a woman with a robust appetite. The waiter refilled their water glasses, then sauntered away.

Burney reached across the table and laced his fingers through hers. The searing warmth moved through him and calmed his raging soul. Dean raised an eyebrow at his forward move, but then smiled warmly and squeezed his hand.

“You left a city of over eight million people, a city full of eager, single women and drove up here—for me?” she whispered.

“Aye, love. I did. When I saw you and touched you in the bookstore, I just knew. See the truth in my eyes.”

Dean looked, really looked, and her face softened. He hid nothing. The more time Burney spent with her, the more he wanted her and the further he fell for her.

“I know nothing about you.”

“Ask me anything, Dean.”

He would try and tell the truth as much as he was able.

“Where are you from? Do you have any family? How did you get into modeling?”

Burney laughed, released her hand, and took a sip of his wine.

“I was born in Ireland, but have lived many places in the world, living many lives. I have no surviving family members. However, I am descended from the Irish peerage, which means nothing now since they ended the peerage and my family’s title in the nineteenth century. Modeling is one of many careers I’ve tried. I have been alone and lonely for my whole life.”

I’m so alone, love me, care for me. His smile disappeared. Jaysus. He hated feeling this way. But he knew deep down, he always had. A vampire’s life could be solitary. While he had made a few friends within his cloistered world, he wasn’t exactly close to them. The protective fence was firmly in place from the moment he’d become a vampire. He did not want decades of heartbreaking memories of lost loves and broken relationships.

Many of his kind carried such agonizing reminiscences around with them for centuries. Burney decided early on that would not be him.

His few sporadic dalliances with women were kept strictly physical. He used sex as a way to connect but keep himself separate. He’d never told a woman any of this before. Were the soul-mate ties knotting between them as he spoke? Burney felt exposed and raw and didn’t like it.

 
 

Deanna recognized Burn’s inward struggle and watched his protective shutters come down. The cool, impassive face she’d seen on him briefly at the bookstore returned. His jaw set in a determined pose, and his sculpted cheekbones moved in frustration. His eyes turned color, a dark, glittering silver. She knew the change in color couldn’t be from any fancy, magic contacts.

Deanna’s heart pounded and the beat roared in her ears. Her stomach twisted, as she had the feeling she wasn’t going to like the explanation. Her instincts told her to run. However, her heart told her to stay. His loneliness touched her. For once, her emotions overrode all other instincts for the moment, even her growing anxiety. Or maybe it was the man himself calming her fears. His confession opened up feelings she never knew she possessed. She wanted to protect him, to comfort him, and hold him in her arms. What in hell was wrong with her? This man was a stranger. He’d followed her from New York. Wasn’t this a plot in one of those stalker movies? He’d mentioned in the store, in a teasing way, that he didn’t want to come across as one, but she had to wonder. Even so, she recognized the loneliness he spoke of. Deep down, she knew she’d felt alone and lonely most of her life, too. Besides her good friend Janice and her parents, who else was she close to? Change frightened her. It was probably why she stayed cloistered away in the granny house and why she’d kept the department store job since graduating from high school. Burn was upsetting her comfortable routine.

Burn stood and turned away. He must’ve known his eyes had changed color. She hesitated, unsure what to say. He had confessed something so intimate and personal, words seemed inadequate. The only thing she could do was show him how much his words affected her.

Deanna rose from her seat and hugged his back. He flinched briefly but then surrendered to her touch. She laid her cheek against the wool of his sweater and inhaled his spicy, woodsy essence. Yes, he’d touched her heart. There was no past, no future—his or hers—just this one man in this quiet, reflective moment. A man she wanted in all ways.

Oh. My. God. This kind of connection shouldn’t happen this fast. These emotions couldn’t be real. Burn Sheridan was a stunning-looking man, but it was more than the outer package, just as he’d said. Getting a glimpse at the man underneath had seized her soul.

“It’s all right, Burn. You don’t have to be alone anymore. Come and sit down. We haven’t even had dinner yet.” Burn didn’t reply. Deanna’s hand moved down his arm. The muscles bunched and tensed under her touch. “This is a beautiful place you’ve brought me. Let’s enjoy the meal together. Please.”

All the apprehension left his body. They stood together for a few minutes, and Deanna didn’t care that the other patrons stared at them curiously. Finally, they sat back down in the booth.

“Your eyes changed color. Why?”

Burn’s intense gaze swept over her. “I’m not human.”




Chapter Four

 
 

Did I just say that? Bloody hell. Over the centuries he’d become quite adept at lying. Yet, with Dean, it seemed he wasn’t capable of mendacity. Maybe it was a side effect of feeling the connection? She looked at him like he had spiders crawling out of his ears. Should he deny what he’d said and brush it off as a lame joke? I hadn’t planned on springing the “I am a vampire” shite on her in the restaurant. Too late now.

“Not human?” she scoffed.

Aye, this is not going to be easy.

“That’s what I said, love. Not human. My eyes change to silver when I’m feeling intense emotions such as anger or—arousal.”

Dean’s laughter mocked him. Disbelief shone in her gorgeous eyes.

“This is rich. Burn, you’re funny.”

He grabbed her wrist with lightning-quick speed.

“Do not laugh. I am a vampire. I am not lying.”

Burney could not really control when his fangs lengthened. They usually did when he hungered. He willed them to lower and surprisingly, they did. He flashed them so she could see them.

Dean’s eyes widened in fear, and she struggled to pull out of his grasp, but he squeezed tighter. His emotions flew off the grid. Blood roared and pounded in his veins and hardened his cock to rigid steel. His skin sizzled with the need to connect in the most carnal way imaginable. Just touching her ignited his body to the very marrow of his bones. He snarled, but it was not meant in menace. Dean stopped struggling and stared at him in shock. The waiter arrived holding the plates of food.

“Charge the meals to room one twenty-six and have them delivered. Now,” he growled.

With his thumb, Burney tenderly stroked the veins on her wrist. A soft, sexy moan escaped Dean’s lips.

The waiter stepped back.

“Right away, sir.” He scurried off.

Burney stood and brought Dean to her feet.

“We’re going to my room. We have much to discuss.”

That also eliminated the “how am I going to eat the food” question. He pulled her toward him, until her breasts pushed against his chest. He could feel her nipples harden at the impact, and it served to stoke his passion further. Dean shook her head as if trying to clear her mind of the sexual, desirous fog.

“Let me go.”

At least she didn’t sound frightened. Well, earlier I saw fear. Now she must think I’m a complete nutter. He couldn’t put a handle on her emotions, as they were all over the map, changing in intensity from anger to disbelief and to his great satisfaction, arousal.

He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “I will never let you go.”

Burney pulled her toward the door and she didn’t fight him. Dean cursed under her breath. He smiled. She was fiery, and he couldn’t help but wonder how that passion would play out in his bed?

They walked down the long hallway to his room. Burney reached in his pocket for the card key, swiped the lock, pushed the door open, and then let go of Dean’s wrist long enough to gently guide her into the room with his hand splayed across her back. He couldn’t seem to stop touching her. Closing the door, he motioned for her to sit at the table in the corner. The suite was large and very comfortable, complete with a smaller cobblestone fireplace. The rustic but cozy feel brought back memories of another time. Between the living area and bedroom was a small kitchenette area with a bar fridge. A microwave oven and coffeemaker sat on the counter.

She grumbled but sat down. “All right, you got me alone. What happens next? Should I be scared?”

Before Burney could answer, there was a knock at the door. He strode across the room, pulled it open, and took the tray with the covered plates. They also brought him the wine they’d left behind. Excellent. He tipped the waiter, closed the door with his foot, and then laid the food next to the microwave. Perhaps a few drinks would relax Dean for the conversation ahead. He wished he were able to feel the effects from it. He could use a reprieve from the tension rolling through his body. He poured the wine into the goblets provided, walked back to Dean, and held one out to her. She looked at the drink like he’d offered her poison. Burney smiled and nodded. Reluctantly, she took the glass and sipped.

He sat across from her. “You should never fear me. I would not hurt you in any way.”

“So says the supposed vampire. Burn, I think you have been playacting too long. You need help, of the professional head-shrinker kind.” She set the glass on the table and stood. “I’m going home, and I would appreciate it if you don’t ever contact me again.”

Burney jumped to his feet and backed her against the wall. He took her wrists and raised them above her head, holding them loosely so she could easily escape. He gave no quarter, no chance for her to protest and talk back. He kissed her and claimed her, then and there. In his heart, he knew. The taste of her confirmed his suspicions. The mate-of-the-soul connection pulsed with life. A husky growl of male satisfaction left his throat. His tongue danced with hers. At first, Dean seemed stunned, but she soon joined the intensity of the kiss. Burney moved his body closer until they were joined together to form one entity. He let go of her wrists, and her arms went around his neck. Lowering his hands to her shapely ass, he lifted her and pulled her right against his throbbing cock.

Claim her. Drink from her. Fuck her. The voice in his head repeated the words over and over.

This had never happened with any woman in all his decades. There were many vampires who indulged in sex as often as they took a breath. He had never been one of those promiscuous vamps. He’d had a few long-term mistresses through the many decades, and he’d stayed faithful to them until each affair ran its course. Never had he felt this pull to unite, connect, and claim. He ground his hardness next to her thigh. Dean moaned, wrapped her leg around his, and clamored to get even closer to him, somehow. Burney was near to losing all control.

The kiss deepened, and her heart pounded as fast as his. Yes, he had a heart and a soul, but never had either felt alive as they did in this moment. Cock. Inside her. Now.

She gasped and pulled back.

Bloody hell. Did I say that out loud?

Dean pushed him away.

“This is too much, too fast.”

No, it wasn’t, not for him. He exhaled and tried to regain control of his body and emotions.

Dean sat down. Burney managed to find his way back to his seat.

“I told you, there is something between us, and it’s more than lust and more than longing. The taste and feel of you proved what my heart told me yesterday. You are the mate of my soul.”

He expected her to laugh and dismiss his declaration. Instead, Dean looked confused and hurt.

“All of this, it’s not real,” she whispered.

“Aye, my sweet, it’s real. What you’re feeling and what your heart is trying to tell you is real. I sense your doubt about my life-state. I am a vampire. What proof do you require?”

He stood, walked to the tray, and snatched up a steak knife. Burney hesitated, but shook off his few remaining doubts. Sitting down, he rolled up his sleeve and sliced the knife across his forearm. Dean cried out in shock as the deep gash bled profusely. He swiped the blood away with his fingers and the wound began to repair itself, skin knitting together until there was no sign he had even cut himself.

He laid the knife over his arm. “Shall I cut again, love?”




Chapter Five

 
 

Deanna gazed in disbelief at Burn’s muscular forearm. Her insides coiled in apprehension again. Through the light dusting of black hair, there was no visible proof of the deep slice he had given himself only moments before. There was blood on his fingers and drops of blood on the table. The sickening, coppery smell still hung in the air. He’d bled. She’d seen the injury and the cut was deep. It had repaired itself immediately.

Burn didn’t wait for her reply. He carved his arm again in a different place. Deanna cried out in shock but was soon mesmerized by the sight of his skin fusing together a second time. She glanced up at the man sitting before her, if you could even call him a man. He wasn’t human. His eyes changed color. They were silver now and glittering with emotion. He had fangs. Friggin’ hell, a vampire? How cliché was that? This situation was the stuff of teen fantasies. Well, at least he didn’t glitter or shimmer or whatever those fictional vampires did.

She had only one inane thought. “Does it hurt?”

“Aye, every time, but it doesn’t last long.”

Deanna shook her head and tried to shake the confusion from her mind. The man knew how to kiss and ignite her body into raw flame. Even now, she sizzled—for Burn. God, when he’d had her against the wall…. She moaned aloud, thinking of his touch. His eyes turned pewter.

“Do you believe me?” he rasped.

Run, goddamn it. But she couldn’t. She felt compelled to stay. Was he using some Vulcan-vampiric mind meld on her?

“Can you read minds? Force people to do things they don’t want to?” Deanna asked.

“No to both, but I could erase your memory so you would forget we even met. It comes in handy after feeding on a human. We erase their mind. The puncture marks heal immediately, and they wake up the next morning thinking they have the flu.”

Oh God, of course. “You drink blood. Wonderful.”

Burn leaned back in his chair. “You think I run around skulking in dark alleys searching for victims to feed on? Those days are long gone. They went the way of the horse and buggy and gas streetlamps. Vampires procure their blood by more modern means. There is a worldwide network that distributes blood in an orderly manner. I drink from a plasma bag a few times a week. It is enough to sustain me.”

Deanna shook her head. This situation just got better and better. Tamping down her uneasiness, she moved forward with her questions.

“What is all this mate-of-the-soul talk?”

Burn tented his fingers. “Just what it means. It doesn’t happen to every vampire, and sometimes the soul connection happens more than once. Rarely is it a human—just my bloody luck. You feel it, too. You felt the bond at the bookstore when we first looked at each other.”

“The overpowering scent?”

“Aye. The aroma is often too much for a human to process. But the more you are in my company, the more you adapt.”

It took all of Deanna’s inner strength to stand. “Take me home.”

Burn inclined his head to the counter. “Your dinner has grown cold. You can heat it in the microwave. Stay and eat, at least.”

“I couldn’t eat. Just get me out of here. Or I’ll call a cab.”

Burn’s eyes turned black, then back to silver. He looked annoyed, but there was no mistaking the hurt. Her heart clenched in compassion, but she shook off the emotion. She had to get away from him and his mesmerizing presence, his molten touch, and his overwhelming kiss.

Finally Burn stood, fished his car keys out of his pocket, and held his arm out toward the door. “After you.”

Even though her home was four blocks away, she didn’t want to walk in the dark. She’d never liked doing so. Besides, Burn insisted he drive her. They didn’t speak the whole way to her street. The car was eerily quiet, as if she were in a dark, cool cave. Deanna stole a glance at Burn. He frowned, his full, sensual lips drawn into a taut, rigid line. His arm was draped leisurely over the top of the steering wheel, but there was nothing relaxed in the rest of his body language. His lean, muscular frame drew tight, as if his whole body was one giant fist.

He pulled into her driveway and did not move to open her door as he had done before.

Deanna reached for the handle but before she could step out, Burn said, “When do you get off work tomorrow? Might as well tell me, Dean, or I will just sit outside the store until I see you come out. We aren’t finished.”

“Yes, we are. Sit outside all day. It’s your choice. But I don’t want to talk to you or see you.”

Deanna climbed out and slammed the car door. Burn backed out and squealed the tires as he roared down her street.

 

***

 

Three hours and a hot-then-cold shower later, and Deanna still couldn’t sleep. Her body thrummed with yearning from Burn’s touch and kiss. Never, ever had she experienced such intense feelings. The sensation was damned scary and confusing. Not only the lust, but his insane declaration of being a vampire.

Deanna’d had to get away from him or she would have knocked him to the carpet and crawled all over him. No man had ever worked up her desire so much before. Was he a man? Obviously, if the huge erection he pressed next to her had been any proof. Vampire. His explanation seemed so—stupid. There was no mistaking the fangs, his eyes, and he’d cut himself and healed right in front of her, twice no less. Why wasn’t she more terrified? Did the scent he radiated calm her in some way? Did he turn into a bat? How much of the movie myth was correct? What did he mean about being alone and lonely? She had to admit, his heartfelt confession had touched her deeply. How could such a stunning-looking man be lonely? Then again, if one lived for hundreds of years, who wouldn’t be lonesome?

Deanna sat on her bed and hugged her knees. It was past one in the morning and sleep did not come. Her life, when you came right down to it, had been uneventful and more or less drama-free. She’d been raised in a loving home in a small town and hadn’t traveled much and hadn’t gone to college. The job she held in retail was not very glamorous. Her looks were okay, attractive enough she supposed. Why in hell was a sexy vampire-model interested in her? How could he ever fit into her life, or more importantly, how could she ever fit in his?

Her troubled thoughts were soon interrupted by a scratching sound. Must be the Wilsons’ cat again. Or the raccoons. The scraping noise continued, sounding like someone or something clawed at the glass. Deanna jumped to her feet and opened the vertical blinds. The outside light showed there was no one on the small stone patio or in the yard. About to close the blinds, Deanna spotted a letter stuck in the handle. She flicked the lock and slid the glass door open. The unmistakable sound of a V8 engine roared away. Burn’s scent hung enticingly in the air and covered her in sensual warmth. She snatched up the letter, closed the door, and locked it.

Burn had been at her place. How did he even know she lived in the granny house? Had he sniffed her out? Knowing he’d been just on the other side of the glass simultaneously aroused and worried her. She sat cross-legged on the bed and opened the envelope. The Cobblestone Inn logo was at the top of the pages. After bringing her home he must’ve returned to his room and written this. Like Mr. Darcy did in Pride and Prejudice. Who in hell wrote letters anymore? Burn Sheridan, apparently.

There were three pages of a very neat handwriting. The cursive manuscript resembled calligraphy, it was so ornate and fancy. She leaned closer to her night table lamp and began to read.

 

If ever there was any proof of my longevity, this letter should peg me as a man of another age. I was turned in 1781 in Paris; I was twenty-seven years of age at the time. My title was Viscount Lamberley. As the oldest son and heir of the Earl of Mexborough, I certainly lived life to the fullest. Imagine my horror to find everything changed that fateful night in a French brothel. I have lived many lives, taken different names, and lived in many places in the world. I have resided in Canada, Italy, Switzerland, and a few different regions of the US. I have been a tea importer, a teacher, owner of an art gallery, and a policeman. Long-term investments have made me independently wealthy.

However, I do not like to sit idle. Through the many decades, wars have come and gone, and as tempted as I was to fight for one cause or another during the past century, my life-state made it impossible to serve in the military. How does one explain aversion to the sun or bright light? Or getting shot, surviving the ordeal, and recovering, besides? I served in other ways. I was a spy for the SIS during World War II, dangerous and necessary work. I was not the only vampire working covertly in such a manner. Since then, my occupations have not been quite so noble but have been rewarding nonetheless. I was at the cusp of the Internet boom, and admit I accumulated vast wealth during the dot-com era of the ’90s. I have been a model for the past twelve years. I enjoy working at my own pace and like the travel, and if I were to admit it, the adulation from women is indeed a bonus.

 

Yes, she could imagine. Reading a little more, Deanna discovered he was an entertaining writer, poking fun at himself and certain situations through the decades. Funny, though—Burn never mentioned his family in any way.

 

My admission to you of my loneliness was not planned, but truthful, and a shocking revelation even to myself. Immortality is not all it is cracked up to be. Along with my many lives, there have been many women, long-term affairs which brought short-term satisfaction but little else. I can say, with all honesty, never was my heart engaged. I began to doubt my capacity to care as the decades passed. Until I met you. It is difficult to explain just how deeply and quickly a vampire can feel this connection. The emotion is immediate and earth-shaking when the mate of the soul is recognized. And I recognize you, my darling, sweet Deanna.

To quote Robert Browning: “I could with all the past were to do over again, that in it I might somewhat more, never so little more, conform in the outward homage, to the inward feeling, What I have professed, (for I have performed nothing) seems to fall short. Words can never tell you, however, form them, transform them anyway, how perfectly dear you are to me, perfectly dear to my heart and soul.”

 

Deanna lowered the letter to the bed. She reached up to wipe a wayward tear from her cheek. Burn did not declare any profound, abiding love. His letter was not full of those sentiments. Instead, his missive was full of deep feeling, regret, and affection. Actually, she was glad he did not profess any love. Her cynical self would no doubt think he lied. But he was not lying here about the rest, and she knew it. With every pen stroke he laid his soul bare.

Burn wrote he was far from perfect but with her, he wanted to try to be an honorable man and worthy of her attention. How romantic could you get? Well, he had quoted Browning.

Deanna reached for the letter and grasped it tightly in her hand. Really, what did she know of him? A dinner date with no dinner and one devastating kiss. He’s a vampire, for God’s sake! How could he feel so deeply in so brief a time? Never dreamed she would affect a man so. Not one as beautiful as Burn Sheridan. Risking her heart and feelings to such a self-professed imperfect man was indeed scary. But that was what made him—perfect.




Chapter Six

 
 

By the time three o’clock rolled around, Deanna was ready to swipe out for the day. She’d made a few devious plans to avoid Burn. She checked the front entrance, and sure enough at one thirty, parked near the door, the menacing-looking black Town Car idled. She could sneak out the back receiving door and get the bus, but what would be the point? Burn would show up at her house and that was the last thing she wanted. Hey, Mom and Dad, meet my vampire-cover model boyfriend! Right.

Seriously, why avoid him? Last night played over and over in her mind, from the soul-searing kiss to his heartfelt letter. Burn charmed her down to her crew socks. Besides, she still had more questions. Immortality? How would it work? Would she become another in a long line of women with whom he had long-term affairs, bringing short-term satisfaction but little else? Talk about heartbreaking—perhaps more for her than him.

Deanna put on her lightweight jacket and with chin high, walked out the front door toward his car.

 
 

Burney should’ve been deep in his vamp nap instead of watching the store like he was on a stakeout. Memories flooded his mind of his days as a Bow Street Runner in London in 1836 and his stint as a detective in 1956 Portland, Maine. He smiled at the reminiscences; he always worked the night shift. Police work agreed with his temperament and sense of justice. Perhaps it was time for another go at a crime occupation. Going into business as a gun for hire could be an option. The modeling gig was growing tedious.

He’d had to procure extra blood to make up for his lack of sleep and strength. Sitting here in the car for the last hour and a half had him thinking thoughts he believed buried long ago. Something compelled him to seek out Dean Brooks. He had to be near her, touch her, and hold her. These feelings were against everything he had put in place to protect his heart. He shouldn’t have written the letter. It revealed more emotion than he had shown since he was turned.

Dean’s scent wafted in through the vents. He unlocked the door for her. The sun was too bright for him to get out of the car.

She climbed in and closed the door. His breath hitched in his chest. God, she affects me. Dean leaned toward him and laid a soft, tender kiss on his lips. He was shocked and had to control himself to keep from reciprocating.

“Your letter was wonderful. Emotional, heartfelt, and I will treasure it.”

“I’m glad, love. I thought we might head into Newburgh. Get a bite to eat for you then go see a movie.”

She nodded and fastened her safety belt. Burney put the transmission in gear and the Town Car’s powerful engine rumbled to life. He pulled out of the parking place and took his time heading for the exit to the interstate.

“Did you have a good day at work?”

Dean shrugged. “My job is boring.”

“Nothing you do or talk about is boring to me.”

“God, you say the most wonderful things. Why do you have to be a vampire?” she asked.

“So you believe me, then?”

“I do. I don’t know why. Are the movies and books right? Can you turn into a bat or some other creature? Control the weather, or teleport?”

“No, the movies are not right about everything. And no, I can’t do anything you mentioned. I don’t have superpowers. My senses are enhanced, and I can move quickly and stealthily. I’m stronger than a human. In all other ways, I am a man.”

“You’re not taking me to a vampire movie, are you?”

Burney cast a quick glance her way. Her luscious, full lips quirked in jest. The smile shot jets of blissful desire through his entire body.

“No, love. I am taking you to see Casablanca. It’s the seventieth anniversary of the release and select theaters are showing the movie on the big screen. I remember the first time I saw it. I was in London at the time, early spring of 1943.”

He glanced at Dean. The glorious smile that warmed his heart had disappeared.

“That’s an old movie, right? I don’t like black-and-white creakers.”

Disappointment rolled through him as the difference in their ages came to the surface. “Have you ever watched an old movie?”

“Not really. I watched Ben-Hur one Easter. I liked it. But it was in color.”

Jaysus, spare me from the younger generation.

“Well, do this for me. Give it a chance. You should try something different at least once.”

Dean shrugged. “You mean like date a vampire? If it will make you happy, okay. I’ll go to the movie with you.”

Dean turned and gazed out the passenger window, lost in thought. They did not speak for several minutes. Finally, she turned to look at him.

“I’m wondering why I’m not more—scared or frightened of this situation. Is this mate-of-the-soul thing putting a spell on me?”

An interesting question and one he really had no answer for.

“I don’t know, Dean. This is all new to me as well.”

“You’re a vampire, and I’m sitting in a car with you, as calm as you please. You don’t think that’s strange? I should be clawing the door to get out. You must be doing something.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t have an explanation for you.”

“Is it your scent, maybe? I seem calmer about all this when you’re near. The feeling is hard to describe, like a peaceful serenity. Believe me, I’m usually not this composed,” she said.

“The possibility of my scent making you more accepting of my presence is a good theory. I am not quite sure it is correct, though. But it’s as good a theory as any.”

A decided frown twisted her lips. She hadn’t liked his answer. Burney spoke the truth. He knew next to nothing about this mate-of-the-soul situation. Perhaps his scent held more power than the recognition of one’s soul mate. All he knew was he wanted her with a desperate longing, a primitive hunger.

As he took the exit for the interstate, Burney hoped he wasn’t making a mistake.

 

***

 

The restaurant had a quiet ambiance and the muted, retro black-and-white tones of the decor had Deanna wondering if Burn was trying to make a point, considering they were going to see an old movie.

Picking at her chicken Caesar salad, she glanced up at Burn, who watched her with a heated intensity. His long, graceful fingers absently twirled the stem of his wine glass.

His letter opened up so many questions, she didn’t know where to begin. He’d been around since before the French Revolution. How cool was that?

“Is Burney Sheridan your real name?”

“No.”

Okay. “Can you tell me what it is?”

His fingers stilled on the glass. “It has been so long since I used the name it no longer holds any meaning for me. I will tell you I have been Burney Sheridan for the past fifteen years. I usually shed occupations and identities every twenty or thirty years.”

Deanna stabbed a piece of roast chicken breast and placed it in her mouth.

“Must be hard to pull up roots like that, leave people behind.”

Burn shrugged. “I generally travel light, and there is no one for me to leave behind. I have learned over the years not to get sentimentally attached to possessions or people.”

“And now you’re being forced to because your vampire blood tells you I’m the one?”

Burn’s eyes flashed brilliant silver. “Forced? There is a pull, to be certain, but if I didn’t want to pursue you, I would not be here. The feelings are unknown to me and worth exploring.”

“And what is the end result?” she asked.

A devastatingly sexy smile curved about his full lips.

“You will be mine.”

He sounded so damned sure of himself, Deanna couldn’t help but laugh. Burney reached for the wine bottle and poured some into her near-empty glass.

“Scoff if you will, but we are fated. Since I was turned, I have merely existed and taken life one day at a time. When you live forever, what is the rush of making long-term plans?”

The words sounded uncaring and blasé, but Deanna knew loneliness resided deep within him. He’d admitted it both aloud last night and in his heartbreaking letter. Fascination did not even begin to describe what she felt toward this mysterious and sexy man. Vampire. Whatever.

Fated mates. How would that work? That was, if she decided there could be something between them. He was right about one thing: there was a pull between them. What would happen when she began to age? Deanna shoved a forkful of salad into her mouth and dismissed the thoughts from her mind.

“In all these years, you mean to say there hasn’t been a woman in your life? Have you ever been in love? Are you capable of love?”

Burn shrugged. “As I mentioned in my letter, there’ve been women. The longest affair lasted eleven years. I’ve never been in love. I cared for the women in my life, stayed faithful to them while we were together, but love? No.”

How terrible, to live for hundreds of years and not know love?

“Can you define what you feel here? Besides this pull you keep mentioning and your soul-mate stuff.”

Burn took another drink of wine then lowered the glass to the table.

“You wish me to bear my soul? Am I falling in love with you? I think, perhaps—yes.”

Deanna dropped her fork on the floor. Burn reached down and retrieved it. He waved over the waiter and instructed he bring another. Did he just say he was falling in love with me?

“It’s not possible. We don’t know each other. What you feel is lust,” she whispered.

Burn’s lips quirked slightly. “Oh yes, lust. There’s that. Vampires have an active libido. Our stamina and strength ensure we can go all night, multiple sessions and positions.”

Deanna’s mouth went dry. All night. Oh, wow.

Burn leaned closer, his eyes the color of polished silver. “When I make love to you, Dean, I will make you scream with passion. You will beg for me to go deeper, faster. I want to feel your luscious lips on my cock—”

“Your fork, sir.”

Deanna’s cheeks flushed hot with embarrassment. Had the waiter heard? Burn pointed to her and the waiter laid it next to her plate and walked away. Burn took a sip of his wine and smiled sexily over the rim of his glass.

Oh. My. God.




Chapter Seven

 
 

Burney had seen Casablanca many times through the decades, first on the big screen, and then late-night showings on television. Later, as the decades passed, he collected the film on VHS, laser disc, and DVD. The dialogue was seared into his brain. He could recite entire scenes. Even with multiple viewings, he never grew tired of it.

He didn’t need to look at the screen. He watched Dean instead and relived the movie through her eyes. She was enthralled and utterly captivated. Her gaze glistened with emotion and her face flushed with expressive excitement. Halfway through the film, Burney put his arm around her and she snuggled in close. Her wildflower scent caressed his senses and his heart stuttered in his chest. Her hand rested near his heart. His skin sizzled from her touch. When Bogart gave his “hill of beans” speech, Burney heard the soft sniffles as Dean watched Rick and Ilsa part.

By the time Rick walked off into the fog with Captain Renault and stated “it was the beginning of a beautiful friendship,” Dean came to her feet and applauded enthusiastically along with the rest of the audience.

God, she is gorgeous. Overwhelming emotions washed through him. Regardless of the mate-of-the-soul pull, his feelings encompassed much more. He was falling in love with her.

Walking out of the theater, Dean put her arm through his.

“I loved it, Burn. It had everything, suspense, adventure, drama, and oh, the romance!” She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for insisting! What’ve I been missing out on? Are all old movies this good?”

He laughed. “No, not all. But a lot of them are called classic for a reason. You really liked the movie, love?” Burney basked in her enthusiasm. Her joy was his.

Her feminine laugh caused a bolt of electric desire to snake down his spine, straight to his already hardening cock.

“I really did. Who knew Humphrey Bogart could be a romantic hero?”

Dean squeezed his arm and her breast brushed by the crook of his elbow. A husky moan escaped his lips.

“Under the right circumstances, any man can be a romantic hero, Dean,” he said.

He pulled her into a darkened alcove. Backing her up against the wall, he cupped her face and stared into her expressive and beautiful eyes.

“Here’s looking at you, kid,” he whispered softly.

“Oh, Burn.” Her voice quivered with emotion.

Burney leaned down and softly nibbled on her bottom lip, encouraging her to respond. Dean opened and her tongue darted out and touched his. A ragged groan tore from him as he plunged in and kissed her with everything he had. The hunger and the need overtook him. He was a starving man.

He brushed his hips and his rock-hard erection against her and Dean gasped. She became the aggressor in their kiss. Dean cradled his face and matched his hunger, her lips nibbling, sucking, and tasting. The kiss was more intense than the one in the hotel room.

Burney backed away. His hands still clasped her face. His thumbs stroked her swollen, well-kissed lips.

“I had better take you home, darlin’.”

Reluctantly, he let go. The mate bond screamed for him to claim her. Mark her. Mine.

Not tonight. Not yet. Taking her hand, he led her out of the alcove and toward the Lincoln. Soon. Very soon.

 

***

 

At four o’clock the next day, Deanna smiled as she walked out of the front entrance of the store. The black Lincoln Town Car sat by the curb, waiting for her. The anticipation at seeing him surprised her. Hell, she had been looking forward to this all day. Wonder what he has planned today? Deanna opened the passenger door and climbed into the familiar cool darkness of the Lincoln. Without thinking, she leaned over and kissed his cheek. Burn’s smile was glorious.

He handed her a gift bag.

“I got this for you.”

Deanna reached in and pulled out a DVD box set. The seventieth anniversary Blu-ray edition of Casablanca. Tears threatened to spill down her cheeks.

“This is wonderful, Burn, but I don’t have a Blu-ray player.”

Burn reached behind him in the backseat and handed her a box.

“I picked one up in case you didn’t have one.”

“I can’t accept all this….”

Burn waved her off. “Pocket change. These players aren’t expensive. Enjoy. And think of the classic movies you will be able to collect now.” His finger stroked her cheek and his eyes softened. “I can make a few suggestions, if you like.”

Burn was an appropriate name for this man because her skin flamed and sizzled wherever his finger touched and stroked. Concentrating on replying became difficult.

“I would like that. Where are we going today?”

Burn started the engine, put the car in drive, and pulled away from the curb.

“To Saratoga National Historical Park. It’s not far.”

Disappointment crushed her. They were going on a damned field trip? She’d hated those in school. However, she wouldn’t show her displeasure.

“If you’re thirsty, there are a couple of bottles of soda in the bag in back,” he said.

Deanna reached behind her and lifted a heavy bag into her lap. She laughed. There had to be ten or eleven bottles in there.

“Wasn’t sure what your preference was, there is water as well. Take your pick.”

Deanna pulled out a bottle of Coke Zero and placed the soda in the cup holder between them.

“Can you drink? I mean, I’ve seen you drink alcohol. Can you drink other beverages?”

“I can. Fish me out a bottle of water, my sweet.”

Deanna unscrewed the top and handed the bottle to Burn. He tilted his head back and took a long swig, his throat working sexily with each swallow. Even watching him drink got her hot. Turning away, she looked straight ahead at the highway and trees beyond. Last night she’d had an intense, erotic dream with Burn the Cover God, the star. During the hot, wild sex, he’d quoted lines from Casablanca, which served to stoke her desire off the charts. After this dull, boring hike through the state park, would he take her to his hotel room? His sexy lilt, his heated words in the restaurant last night…oh, yikes.

“Anything you want to ask me?”

His voice jarred her from her daydreams.

“How long are you staying here?”

“Until you’re mine.”

She blew out a frustrated breath. “That’s not an answer. Don’t you have model things to do?”

“No, I haven’t any photo shoots coming up, so I am free to stay here and woo you."

Deanna glanced at him; he smiled. “Woo? Who says woo anymore? Seriously, Burn. I don’t see how this can work.”

He frowned and his lips curled. “I will make it work.”

Stubborn man. Deanna crossed her arms and looked out the passenger window. The strange thing of it was the “wooing” was working. Big time.

 

***

 

Walking hand in hand through the park for close to an hour, Burney could not feel any more contented than he did in that moment. They had toured Schuyler House, and now were walking through Victory Woods.

“I served in the French Army, and in 1781 I was part of the seven-hundred-mile march of French and Continental soldiers to Virginia to serve under Washington. We besieged Cornwallis that September and defeated the British.”

“Really? French Army? Aren’t you Irish?”

“After I was turned, I did not return to Ireland. I joined the French Army instead.”

Dean remained quiet for several minutes. A cool, late-afternoon breeze rustled the branches of the birch trees lining the path. Squirrels chattered nearby, joined in song by a few finches.

“How could you serve in the army? What about the sunlight? You said in your letter it affects you. How can you be out this afternoon?”

“Ah, first, the sky today is overcast so I am able to tolerate the daylight, to a point. Also, when a vampire is first turned, he does not immediately feel the effects of the sun. As a vampire ages, his tolerance for bright light and sun diminishes. Mine is sporadic. I feel the effects more some days than others. I need extra sleep and blood on those days. The nausea can be debilitating.”

Burn raised their clasped hands and he laid an affectionate kiss on hers.

“What did you do after the war was over?”

“I stayed in America for a few decades, in Philadelphia. I witnessed the birth of this nation. It always amazes me that Americans think they are the only nation that is truly free. That is not the case. But, I admired their dogged devotion to their cause.”

“I can’t imagine it. To have witnessed history. I’m in awe.” Her voice was soft and full of wonderment and admiration.

“That is why I brought you here, so you could see how I lived when I first began my existence as a vampire. Rustic and primitive to be sure, but the future was full of such hope and promise.”

“Did you meet anyone famous?”

Burn smiled. “Besides George Washington? Yes, I knew Benjamin Franklin quite well. A fascinating and eccentric man. He enjoyed a good game of chess. He died in 1790. I missed our discussions on republicanism.”

“Thank you for bringing me here, Burn. Did you live in a house similar to Schuyler’s?”

“Yes, very similar. Second-story Colonials were the house of choice back then,” he teased.

“Did you live there—with a woman?”

Burn sighed. “I did. She was my housekeeper. We had an affair, as most men did during that era, with their housekeepers. It lasted for three years.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask how many women there’ve been. Don’t tell me. Knowing I’m just one in a long line….”

Burn clasped her about the waist and pulled her into the woods. His blood roared through his veins, and his heart pounded in his throat. Well off the beaten path, he lowered them both to their knees and cupped her cheeks.

“Look at me, love. You are far from just one in a long line. Know that.”

Burney kissed her. His tongue danced with hers. It wasn’t enough. He sank to the ground, bringing her with him, and began to unbutton her shirt as his tongue laved and tasted every inch of her hot, succulent mouth.

He lifted her bra toward her chin, and her glorious breasts popped free of their confines. They were as beautiful as he knew they would be. Without hesitating, he lowered his head, laid passionate kisses down her neck and along her collarbone. Dean moaned and her fingers laced through his hair, urging him on. Burney’s lips clamped onto a golden-brown nipple and he pulled it gently with his teeth and began to suck and tease with his tongue until it hardened to a nub. Her back arched off the ground.

“Oh yes, more—” Dean groaned.

He would make her come, right here in the woods. His hands clasped her breast and he fed from her, sucked and pulled. His cock throbbed painfully, but he ignored it. He wanted to bring her pleasure.

Dean’s breath hitched in her throat as she panted and moaned his name.

So close, come darlin’. Cry out. Come for me.

The sound that tore from her was high-pitched, and birds in the trees above squawked and flew away. Burney pulled her close to his heart and rode out the tremors of the orgasm with her. He kissed her forehead, and then smoothed back her sweat-dampened hair. A look of wonderment spread over her flushed face.

“Burn, wow. I never—not like that. Ever.”

A surge of masculine pride rolled through him. Burn helped right her clothes, stood, then held out his hand to assist her.

“The park is about to close. I’ll take you home. When do you get off work tomorrow, love?”

Dean still seemed dazed. She glanced up at him. “I work until six o’clock.”

His fingers brushed her cheek affectionately. “Excellent. I will need the extra sleep.”




Chapter Eight

 
 

Dusk had already settled over the horizon when Deanna walked out of the store a little after six. Burn had parked his Lincoln across the lot. He leaned against the car, his arms and ankles crossed. Tonight he wasn’t dressed in black, but wore sexy, tight button-fly jeans and a torso-hugging white cotton shirt. His sunglasses were pushed up on top of his head. As soon as he spotted her, his handsome face broke into a knee-buckling smile.

Burn had never left her thoughts. Concentrating on the tasks at hand during her workday became impossible, this on top of the previous night’s lack of sleep. What she did manage was filled with erotic, heated images. Her nipples hardened as she relived him sucking her breasts in the woods. He pushed from the car and met her halfway. In front of everyone, including a few of her giggling co-workers, he laid a devastating, heated kiss on her lips.

Yep, knee-buckling. Burn had to clasp her elbows to keep her standing upright. But what haunted her thoughts and caused her heart to beat faster was his declaration: he was falling in love with her.

Burn took her hand and escorted to the car. He opened the passenger door like a gentleman, and then climbed into the driver’s side.

“Shall we go back to my room? I can order you room service.”

“Yes, I would like that.”

Deanna clasped her hands to keep them from shaking. His room. Finally.

 
 

As Burney pulled into his parking space at the inn, he stole a glance at Dean. Her face was flushed, and her lower lip trembled. He could hear her heart pounding and the blood rushing through her entire body. The sensation heightened his arousal. If she was experiencing new emotions due to this soul-mate business, he could not begin to describe the new stimulations he felt. Everything was enhanced—his senses, emotions, and his excitement. His body thrummed with life as never before. It made him love her more. This, then, was the soul-mate bond.

“So, we’re going to talk about this?” she asked.

“If you come to my room, Dean, we’ll be doing more than talking. I want you in my bed and I want to make love to you. I ache for you. I need you.” He paused. “I could be cruder in my intentions, as I was in the restaurant, but I’m in essence, a gentleman. My thoughts, however, are the furthest thing from chivalrous, I assure you. I want to be inside you, as feckin’ deep as I can get.”

His voice was full of the yearning he no longer bothered to hide. Yet warning bells rang in his head. Dean could reject him either now or later. He had avoided just this situation his whole existence, yet he felt compelled to love her at least once. The last few days had been magical, but how would she react to actual sex with him? Burney watched her struggle with her decision.

Say yes. Love me, even if it’s one night. Give me the memories to cherish.

He waited. His heart banged in his throat.

Dean turned to look at him. “Yes.”

 
 

Deanna blinked. Many times she’d wondered how she would react in a strange or scary situation. She’d thought her reaction would be like those squealing women in horror movies. But she’d accepted Burn and from the very beginning hadn’t been frightened of him. Sure, her body trembled, but that was from desire. While there was a thread of sexy danger lurking underneath, Burn seemed gentle, protective, and honest. Maybe she longed for adventure in her staid, comfortable life. A fling with an otherworldly being would certainly constitute an exciting exploration. And this was a fling. It had to be. No one fell in love or made a connection this intense or this fast, no matter what he said.

Whatever the reasons, she wanted this. Sex had not been part of her life in quite some time. If what had happened in the woods was just a taste, she wanted the whole meal. Deanna took a deep breath, climbed out of the car, and followed Burn to his room.

Once inside, Burn slammed the door and pushed her against it, and with his hands flat on the door on either side of her head, leaned in to kiss her. His sexy lips moved over hers with a stealthy, provocative skill. His deep growl of desire made her wet immediately. Burn moved to her chin, then down her throat. Sharp fangs lightly brushed past the patch of skin over her carotid artery and she almost came right there. Sex with a vampire just may have its merits.

“I won’t bite you unless you desire it,” he crooned. “But to have cock and fangs plunged into you at the same time is beyond all sexual experience. Think on that.”

His sultry, seductive words sent her heart tumbling. His sinful smile showed a sensual knowledge she couldn’t even begin to fathom. Deanna was so close to screaming at the top of her lungs, “Go ahead! Bite me! Fuck me!” So much for control.

Actually, she wasn’t keen on being bitten.

Deanna stroked his cheek. “I still can’t believe you’re two hundred and fifty-two years old.”

His hand covered hers. “I know I look young, and I know I’m good-looking enough.” He smiled. “But look closely at my face, love. All traces of youth and innocence have long since fled. Behold the cynical twist to my mouth and the hard lines of life and experience deeply etched around it. I have lived many lives, and it shows, if one looks hard enough. My eyes will tell you the same story. They reflect not youth, but age.”

“God, the way you talk. I love it.”

While his past was a fascinating subject, Deanna had more desirous thoughts on her mind.

She fumbled with his cotton shirt, then, losing all patience, ripped it up the middle. Buttons bounced off the nearby wall. Burn pulled back in momentarily surprise, but his pewter eyes narrowed in raw lust and admiration for her boldness.

“Such passion, darlin’. I sensed it in you from the first. Don’t hold back. Promise me. I can fulfill any desire; I pledge this to you. Speak what you wish and I will see it done."

Oh, sweet Jesus. Perspiration beaded at her hairline. Her breath grew ragged. She grabbed the torn pieces of his shredded shirt and bunched them in her fists. Bringing Burn close, she placed her mouth barely an inch from his.

“I need you inside me. Now. No foreplay. Just thick, hard, hot cock.” Did I just say that?

Burn growled then spun her around to face the bed. “Lower your jeans, love.”

With trembling hands she did and quickly stepped out of them and kicked them aside. Thank God she wore sexy panties. Burn’s hand gently gripped the back of her neck and he bent her over the bed until her cheek lay against the bedspread. Her ass was high in the air in invitation.

“I do hope these are not a favorite pair,” he whispered seductively in her ear.

He pulled back, grabbed a fistful of fabric, and tore the slim piece of silk from her body.

Holy hell, I just got wetter.

“Do you wish me to wear a condom?”

Her lust-addled brain struggled to keep up with the conversation. Deanna was so far gone, protection had never crossed her mind.

“Yes,” she gasped.

Her breath sounded ragged and out of control. Deanna heard a package being ripped open then his large, warm hands gripped her hips.

“So wet and so luscious.”

Burn slammed his cock into her wet, feminine folds. She cried out as the sensation of being stretched sent her body to an otherworldly plane. He pushed in some more.

God almighty, how large is he?

The forceful but methodical thrusts caused her vision to blur. Burn pulled out then sank back in even deeper, causing an animal moan to tear from her lips. Deanna grabbed fistfuls of the bedspread.

“Do you know how perfectly we fit?” he murmured, awe in his voice.

Burn angled her hips slightly and his thrusts increased in tempo, skin slapping against skin. The change in angle had his rock-hard cock deep inside her. He reached around with his hand to stimulate her swollen clit. His driving force was wrenching, sweet agony. Her climax built to a never-before-reached intensity, even higher than in the woods yesterday. Her inner muscles clutched and caressed his pounding prick. Through the fog of passion, Burn groaned lustily. Colors swirled in her vision as the orgasm tore through her. Deanna screamed and tried to muffle as much of the sound as she could into the blankets. He kept thrusting.

“Come, darlin’. Come for me again. I can do this all night. As I told you, vampires are blessed with incredible stamina and strength. I can move faster. Pound you until you beg for release. Do you want more?”

Tears rolled down her cheeks from the intensity of her climax. Never came like that before. The astonishing thing was another wave was about to overtake her. Do this all night? Her deeply hidden sexual fantasies had just come to life. Deanna arched her body and thrust back until her ass touched his balls.

“More. Give me everything.”

A sexy, beastly snarl rumbled deep from inside him. He moved even faster, much like a piston on a machine. She cried out again and again. Deanna’s body shook and shimmied from the endless, orgasmic waves. Burn’s hands were warm to the touch and his long fingers stroked her skin, which intensified her climax.

“I can’t hold back any longer Dean, I’m losing control….” Burn roared.

Ragged, husky growls tore from his lips as he came. He quaked and shuddered for many minutes. Finally he pulled out, and laid her gently on the bed. He leaned over her, his torn shirt hanging in shreds and his muscular chest heaving.

Deanna chanced a quick glance at his crotch. His jeans lay low on his hips. His cock was beautiful. Huge. Potent. The amazing thing, he was still hard. Her gaze swept up to look at his face. Burn’s eyes resembled mirrored glass and his finely chiseled cheekbones were prominent with every exhalation of his breath. He leaned down and kissed her. His lips were warm, inviting, scorching. She raised her hands to cup his clean-shaven face and the skin was soft and searing to the touch. Burn slowly pulled back and caught her in his mesmerizing contemplation.

“I never lose control, but I did with you, my sweet.”

He stood upright and removed the remnants of his torn shirt. Deanna gasped aloud. She’d gotten a teasing glimpse of his chest at the bookstore, but nothing could have prepared her for the exquisitely carved torso on display. Touch him. Now. Sitting upright and laying her hand flat on his chest, her fingers spread in exploration. She knew why he was called “Burn.” The man was a walking fireplace. Heat, sparks, and sizzle seemingly oozed from every pore. He lived within her skin, in total control of all her senses and nerve endings, heating her from the inside out.

Burn closed his eyes and moaned. His bands of tightly packed muscles clenched under her touch. He took her hand and laid it over his heart. The rhythm had an intense, hammering tempo.

“Only you have made it beat so. It’s never been this alive, not in two and a half centuries.”

Oh God, his words. Burn made her pledge, to keep this a casual fling, very difficult. He opened his eyes and captured her with a passionate look. As it changed color from black to silver to stormy gray, it amazed her. His emotions were exposed, clearly evident in the depths of his sexy stare. He laid her back on the bed.

“Let me love you, Dean. As you deserved to be loved.”




Chapter Nine

 
 

Burney had already taken her hard and fast. Now he wanted to savor, taste, and love. The wild animal sex was more than he’d expected. When Dean tore his shirt, he’d nearly spilled himself in his jeans right then and there. She was a wildcat, and he loved it. His mate of the soul matched him in bed in every way. His senses screamed. Though he could hear an owl outside in the elm tree and the pounding bass from the lounge three doors down, as if they were in the same room, life went on all around him. Yet his had been altered permanently, such was the impact of his climax.

This hunger, this craving, was beyond wanting her blood, though he yearned for that, too. Burney wanted to possess and worship her and most of all, protect her even from himself. The need to make Dean his in all ways pounded in his brain. His heart roared for the connection. Could he control the urge to drink from her and make her his mate?

Dean lay on her back and watched with sultry interest as he tore off the used condom and rolled on another. He pulled his jeans up slightly, but left a tantalizing portion of his cock exposed, as she could not seem to stop staring at him. Her blatant interest and admiration made him harder. He lifted her bare leg and kissed slowly up the length. Dean’s legs were long and shapely, which had his imagination firing on all cylinders. She would look incredible in a short skirt and high heels. Something to explore and very feckin’ soon. An erotic vision of Dean wearing high heels with a certain piece of lingerie flickered through his mind. As he licked the inside of her thigh, she murmured her approval.

Burney was tempted to bury his tongue into her strawberry-blond curls and lick and eat her like a decadent dessert. Later. He began to unbutton her shirt, and Dean rose up on her elbows to assist him. She was now naked except for the bra, which had a front clasp. How convenient. She squirmed a little as if she were suddenly conscious of her near nakedness. Her legs clamped together tight. His passionate wildcat was self-conscious about her body. He found the shyness endearing.

“Burn, could we turn off a few lights?” she whispered.

“Why, my sweet?”

He knew why, but wanted her to speak her fears aloud. It would be the only way to overcome them.

“I…well—I’m not perfect, not like you. My waist has no shape. My breasts are too big—and I can’t believe I just told you that.”

Burney fell deeply in love with her, right then. Bloody hell, I absolutely adore her. He took her hand, lifted it to his lips, and nibbled on her knuckles.

“I am not perfect, love. Direct sunlight and bright light can make me nauseous. I need to drink blood. I seldom eat. I will live forever. I see all these things as flaws. As for your list, I don’t see it. To me, you’re perfection.”

Her eyes softened. “You say the sweetest things, Burn.”

“I do not say these sweet things to just any woman. I’ve never said them before, ever.”

He lowered her hand and in a swift movement, unclasped her bra. The cups fell away to reveal the beautiful breasts he’d worshiped yesterday. They were a little larger than most, but all the more to admire and adore. Burney leaned down and captured a golden-brown nipple in his mouth. Dean drew a sharp breath then offered him encouraging murmurs as he licked and playfully bit her breast. Her hands threaded through his hair, pulling him deeper, enticing him to take more. Her skin was soft and sweet to the taste. Dean was so responsive, and he could sense her heightening arousal.

As he gave equal attention to each breast, Dean’s ragged breathing and moans of pleasure indicated to him she was about to climax. Smiling in satisfaction and becoming a little more aggressive, he clasped her left tit between his hands and kneaded while he sucked. She cried out, her back arching. He was ready to blast apart himself.

Burney stood, stepped out of his jeans, and then climbed onto the bed next to her. Pulling her close, he stroked her trembling arms. He made himself remember Dean was human. If he kept up this pace, she would not be able to walk for a week.

Giving her time to catch her breath, Burney began his exploration over every inch of her skin. He fondled, kissed, and caressed everywhere.

She lay back and spread her legs in invitation. Burney slid down and his lips fastened on her swollen little nub. She shot off the bed and cried out. So responsive. Plunging his tongue deep, he took his thumb and stroked her clit in time with his thrusts. Minutes later, Dean climaxed again. He couldn’t wait, as the need to be inside her again caused a sexual haze to cloud his brain. Burney crawled up her body with stealthy purpose. Taking his sheathed cock in hand, he pushed into her swollen pussy.

If he thought he’d lost control before, now he felt as if he were about to fall off a high cliff. The ferocity, the power of his desire astounded him. Being inside her sultry wetness brought such hot, flaming pleasure he thought the top of his head would blow off. Sparks arced between them, his skin ablaze with such a potent mixture of lust and love he thought his heart would burst. He pounded faster as the overwhelming need to claim her as the mate of his soul urged him onward. His fangs extended in anticipation. His head fell back and eyes closed. He snarled. Claim. Love. My mate. Mine. With two quick thrusts, he climaxed. He felt his fangs extend even farther and couldn’t control his actions. He leaned down to bite her on the neck.

Dean began to scream.

Burney’s eyes popped open, and he looked down. She scrambled away from him in terror. The look of sheer horror on her face smashed his heart into jagged shards. His release suddenly seemed empty, devoid of any satisfaction. Pushing away, he stumbled to his feet. His stomach roiled. Dean had rejected him. Reaching out for the wall for support, he gagged. Feckin’ hell, how could I have been so damned foolish?

Glancing back at the bed, he saw Dean tremble as she hugged herself for comfort. He couldn’t bring himself to offer any consolation.

“Get dressed. I’m taking you home.”

The decision was in his hands now. He knew what had to be done.

 

***

 

They drove in silence toward Dean’s house. He had no idea rejection would hurt this much.

“Burn, we have to talk. I’m sorry I reacted the way I did. Your face seemed to change. I could see the veins under your skin. Your fangs, well—I wasn’t prepared you see—”

He should’ve discussed the ramifications of the mate-of-the-soul bond, what he had to do to claim her, and what was required of her in return. He hadn’t. Instead, he’d simply lost control. Regardless, he would not subject himself to this situation. No, that wasn’t it. Dean was not ready and probably never would be. The best thing would be to cut this clean. He loved her enough to let her go. She deserved a life with a man she could grow old with. It would never be him.

“Dean, no worries. We’ll discuss this at another time.”

He pulled the Town Car into her driveway and turned off the motor.

“I’ll walk you to your door,” he offered gallantly.

The night was clear and starry and the moon cast a magical illumination to the horizon. Crickets sang in the bushes and a gentle breeze blew through the leaves. The slight fragrance of late-spring lilac lingered in the air. The night was ideal. Burney derived no enjoyment from any of it. Everything tasted of ash and smelled of sulfur.

Stopping in front of the door of her little house, he turned toward Dean and cupped her cheeks for one last kiss before he said good-bye. He leaned down and kissed her with every last vestige of his love and desire. She threw her arms around his neck and returned it. She tasted of forgiveness and regret, but it was far too late.

He lingered. The kiss was heartbreaking. Burney ended it and leaned his forehead against hers. Closing his eyes, he concentrated. He had not done this in decades. The silver threads of memory began to form, and he pulled them from her mind. All remembrances of their meeting—the intense emotions, their afternoons together, and the lovemaking—would be gone. Burney could sense her overwhelming feelings while he extracted the memories. She’d never experienced such heights with any man, except for him. While part of him was proud he was the man to make her passion soar to a never-before-reached otherworldly plane, another part regretted he would never be able to take her there again. By the time Dean walked into her tiny home and closed the door, Burn the Cover God would start to fade from memory.

However, he would be doomed for eternity to relive the last three days—and nights. Served him right. Burney had avoided deep attachments his whole existence for this very reason. As the last threads were lost to mist, he stepped back.

“Good-bye, my love.”

Dean looked perplexed. “You’ll call me tomorrow, Burn?”

“Yes,” he lied, his voice heavy with sadness.

Burney backed away as he watched her enter her house and close the door. What few shards were left of his heart blew apart into fine powder. He turned, his head down, his shoulders stooped, and walked toward the Lincoln. It was better not to feel. Time now for Burn the Cover Model to snuff out the flame and retire once again into shadow.




Chapter Ten

 
 

Seven months later

 

Deanna had a hold of his cock, her hand stroking the velvety strength. She leaned down and closed her mouth over the broad head. Her hand, at the base, twisted in time with her oral sensual assault. He tasted of dangerous and mysterious nights, and something unearthly she couldn’t quite place. He moaned. Long and lusty animal groans of utter satisfaction rumbled deep in his sculpted, muscular chest. She took his cock deeper, hollowing her cheeks for greater suction. His long, elegant fingers splayed at the back of her head, and he pumped his hips, encouraging her to take him all.

His low, sexy growls urged her on until his body drew taut and his hot release shot down her throat. She looked up at him, licked her lips, and smiled. “Ready for more?”

 
 

Deanna snapped awake. The sheets and blankets were half on the floor and her body was covered in sweat. Her hand pumped between her legs, plunging into the wetness. She cried out and bit on her fist to muffle the orgasmic scream.

Not again. These erotic dreams were overtaking her life. Last night, the scene had been a Jacuzzi, and she was riding the man like he was Seabiscuit. Swinging her legs, she sat upright and reached for the bottle of water on her night table. She took a long pull, replaced the cap, and set the bottle on the table. Deanna stood. Her legs shook like jelly. She made her way to the bathroom. Leaning over the sink, she took in deep gulps of breath. There it was again. The scent was spicy, woodsy, and masculine. Where was it coming from? It happened every time she awoke from one of these hot, wet, nocturnal episodes. The aroma slowly dissipated and disappeared.

Glancing up in the mirror, Deanna began to doubt her sanity. What started as a few sporadic imaginings had grown into an almost nightly erotic feast, all starring the same guy. Who was he? She’d never seen him before, but apparently she’d conjured the man up from somewhere. A porn movie she’d seen late one night channel surfing? He hardly looked like a porn star. First off, he didn’t have any tattoos, and the man was beyond handsome and built like a Greek god. The few times she’d stopped and watched porn, the guys were skinny, ugly, and pierced in gross places. Not this man of her dreams, tall, dark-haired, handsome, and elegant in his looks and movement.

Not every vision was full of hot, off-the-charts sex. It was if she were having a relationship with this mystery man. Scenes of long walks on the beach, shared experiences of music, books, dinners out, and cuddling in bed, watching old movies. How corny can you get? Apparently feelings of loneliness and desperation ruled her nightly subconscious, if she were conjuring up a stud muffin to fulfill every longing and fantasy. When she woke from these dreams, a wave of loss would skitter through her as if she were in mourning. Sadness at the loss of his touch, his kiss, and his gentle and focused affection would stay with her for hours. Over some guy she’d invented in her imagination?

Deanna splashed cold water on her face, reached for a towel, and rubbed with a good deal of vigor. Most nights she simultaneously dreaded and looked forward to sleep just so she could spend time with this mystifying, masculine hunk. Yep, losing it.

Flopping back down on her bed, she reached for the top sheet and turned to look out through the open vertical blinds. The wind howled outside as dried, dead leaves swirled around the sliding door entrance. Perhaps these fantasies were caused by stress. Since it was the middle of November, the Christmas rush was right around the corner. Her boss hinted this Christmas might be their last. Great, come the new year unemployment could be a possibility.

Deanna glanced at the bedside clock. Six thirty. She watched the sun rise and tried not to think of the sexy beast from her fevered imaginings.

 

***

 

Burney Sheridan glanced at the few boxes piled up in his apartment. Starting over from scratch and adopting a new persona was not something that happened overnight. He had contractual obligations to Night Moon Publishers to take care of. If he disappeared without a word, it could cause unwanted interference and invasion in his life. Better to withdraw with slow purpose and cover his tracks in a careful, methodical manner.

He canceled his credit cards, closed accounts, and with the assistance of his contact within the vampire agency, obtained all-new identification. He glanced at his new driver’s license. A smile curved about his lips at the name. He had been born Liam Savile Calvagh Ryan McGarvey. His new ID stated the name as Liam Cregan McGarvey. Burney hadn’t used his own name in close to one hundred fifty years. The question Dean asked about his name had opened up a lot of buried memories. He’d thought of his family for the first time in decades. After he was turned, he’d faked his own death and never contacted them or their descendants. Burney surmised his younger brother had inherited the title. No attachments meant he did not have to endure their inevitable loss. Denying his family had gone on long enough. The time had come to embrace his past.

He walked to the large window and looked out over the Manhattan skyline. Leaning his hand on the frame, Burney exhaled. The last seven months had been utter torture. His removal of Dean’s memories had been an impulsive move, and he’d doubted his actions every waking moment since. Speaking to another vampire recently also had him wondering if he’d botched the job. An extraction was intended to erase memories within minutes of their happening, not three or four days later. The possibility of lingering shadow thoughts could complicate matters. Also, he’d chosen not to cover his tracks with her aunt and friend. They still had the memories of him and Dean meeting. Well, seven months had passed already and he had heard nothing, so perhaps all was as it should be.

He hadn’t been with any women these last months. Dean was the only woman he wanted. The memory of her was more potent and real than any toss in the sheets with a stranger. His reminiscences would have to sustain him for the rest of his existence.

Burney had one last round of appearances with Carol Brooks to finish off his contract. His face and bare-chested torso graced her latest book, Blood Craving, so a few last signings should close the door on his life as Burn the Cover Model.

He ran his hand through his hair. The length reached his shoulders now and had been bleached a white blond to match the vampire hero, Nicon. Perhaps he would keep this color for a time. Burney had tried dying his hair in the past, but found it too much work to keep it a specific shade, so he wound up going back to his natural black locks. No doubt he would here, too. What did it matter? A disguise was not needed, as he intended on leaving this life far behind. The sooner he left the States, the better. Further away from her.

Burney inhaled. Her scent stayed with him always, concurrently tormenting and soothing him. Try as he might, banishing her from his thoughts and his shattered heart proved impossible. Doubt filled his mind. Was this forced exile a mistake? Could he be feeling any more miserable if they were a couple, if Dean loathed his vampire state and refused to become one so they could be together for eternity? He’d never even given her the option, just made the decision himself. Bloody, feckin’ coward.

Burney pushed away from the window and walked to the counter to pour himself two fingers of green label Old Bushmills. The words he spoken to Dean that night at the restaurant—I will never let you go—haunted him as much as her scent did. So much for his heartfelt declarations. It dawned on him he was Rick Blaine from Casablanca. He was no good at being noble either, but he’d let the woman he loved go because he knew she would regret being with him. Maybe not tomorrow, but soon and for the rest of her life. He raised his glass in a silent salute. Here’s looking at you, kid.

He threw back the whiskey and poured another. Aye. The sooner I am gone from here, the better.

 

***

 

After a quick breakfast with her parents, Deanna returned to the granny house with the mail tucked under her arm. Tossing aside the junk, she glanced at the oversized white envelope. The packet was from Aunt Carol. She ripped it open and pulled the book out. Blood Craving. She should at least try to read her aunt’s labors of love. Deanna cocked her head in puzzlement, as the thought somehow seemed familiar. About to toss it on the bed, she caught a glimpse of the hunk on the cover.

She staggered in shock. It was him, the sexy man-beast of her dream fantasies. With trembling hands, Deanna examined the paperback closely. His hair on this cover was white, but the obsidian eyes glaring back at her were as familiar as if they were her own. In her dreams, though, his eyes seemed to be many different shades of black, silver, or gray.

Deanna shook her head in disbelief. A model. She must have seen him on a cover. The book fell on the floor as she ran to her bookcase. She dropped to her knees and dug through the bottom shelves. Tossing aside the historical romances as she examined them, Deanna soon had the contents strewn everywhere. The model was not on any of these. Maybe she’d seen his picture in a magazine. Rubbing her forehead in frustration, she fished Blood Craving out of the pile and opened the cover. There was a note inside.

 

Hi Deanna! I can’t wait to see you and the family for Thanksgiving dinner. In the meantime, why not come to my appearance in Newburgh? November 19th 7:00 at Barnes & Noble. Be sure to take some allergy pills as Burney will be there! Love, Carol :-)

 

Who in hell was Burney? Allergy pills? She’d never had an allergic reaction in her life. These memory lapses were starting to worry her. Like when in hell had she gotten a Blu-ray player? Her parents swore they didn’t buy it. And Casablanca? Old black-and-white movies were not her favorites, yet in her dreams, she watched them with the handsome hunk. She shook her head to clear the ever-present confusion.

November nineteenth was tomorrow night. She could go when her shift ended at three o’clock. She glanced down at her hands. They were trembling. What in hell was going on? The man on the cover had lived and breathed in her dreams every night for weeks, months even. She was sure she’d never met him. Yet Aunt Carol implied she had. The answer to all her questions was at the bookstore. She was sure of it. Kicking the books aside, she headed toward the shower. Deanna would get to the bottom of this, one way or another.




Chapter Eleven

 
 

Burney stood in front of the mirror in the men’s restroom, adjusting his costume. Jaysus, could these leather pants be any tighter? He slipped on the fingerless leather gloves, then unbuttoned the black silk shirt and left it hanging open, as Nicon the Ancient Roman vampire did on the cover. One thing he’d insisted on: no waxing his chest this time around for the bookstore appearance. Bad enough it had to be done for the cover. He couldn’t wait to leave that aspect of modeling behind. Burney bent over the sink and finger-combed his hair, then flipped it back and gave it a liberal spritz with hairspray.

Looking in the mirror, he frowned. Did not want to be here—at all. However, he was a man of his word. Two hours at this appearance, then out to the airport to catch a midnight flight to Ireland. A much-needed vacation was the main reason for the trip but also while there, he would investigate what had happened to his family. Shame covered him, as he should’ve done it sooner. A little tour, then pay his respects to long-passed family and their descendants. He was also curious if Mexborough Manor still existed. He supposed he could investigate online, but he and computers did not mix. Besides, the trip would put some closure on an unhealed wound.

Burney grabbed his gym bag and walked into the staff room. He stopped dead in his tracks. Never in his wildest imaginings…before him stood Carol Brooks, and Dean. Bollocks, mate, you secretly hoped you would see her again before you left.

She was as beautiful as he remembered, more so even. His gaze scanned over her lush figure. Dean’s expression looked almost comical, as if this situation were the least bit funny. Like he had spiders crawling out of his ears. Burney struggled to keep an indifferent expression on his face. His hands gripped the handles of his gym bag tighter.

“Burney! Can you believe Deanna has no memory of meeting you last spring?” Carol called out.

Aye, I can believe it. How to play this?

Burney walked to her and smiled politely.

“It was of such a brief duration, I’m sure the introduction hardly registered. Burney Sheridan. My honor to make your acquaintance—again.”

Someone in the staff room had Nickelback playing low on an iPod dock. “Trying Not to Love You” warbled from the speakers.

Stick the knife in deeper and bloody well twist it, for feck’s sake.

“How is it I don’t remember?” Dean asked, almost accusingly.

Standing in front of Dean and seeing the lack of recognition in her eyes tortured him. What could he do or say?

“Beats me, love. If you’ll excuse me?” He hightailed it back to the restroom, feeling like a base coward.

He pushed open the stall, slammed it, dropped his gym bag, and slid the lock. Bracing his hand against the door, Burney hung his head. Could he stay here until Dean departed? He’d really messed up, never should have extracted her memories. Too late now. To her, he was a total stranger. The pain roaring through his soul was beyond reckoning.

 
 

That man—Burney—took off before she could question him any further. She thought she’d seen his eyes change color. Maybe I’m going bananas.

“Aunt, I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t remember meeting him!”

“My dear, you practically fainted at his feet. Said it was his cologne or something. Though I don’t remember him wearing any. Gotta go…the table is set up. Are you sticking around?”

“I’m going to a couple of stores for a while. When you’re finished, we can go for a coffee before I head back home.”

Carol squeezed her arm in affection.

“I would like that. I want us to spend more time together in the future.”

Deanna briefly laid her hand over hers.

“Me, too.”

While her aunt walked to the table, Deanna’s gaze returned to the men’s restroom across the hall. The cover model was still in there. He seemed to be hiding, but that made no sense at all. Yet nothing had made sense for months.

His scent had made her pass out? How stupid. There had been no particular aroma wafting off him a moment ago. Standing in the open doorway of the staff room, she waited. Finally, Burney Sheridan emerged.

“Can I talk to you, Mr. Sheridan?”

He waved his hand dismissively and tossed his gym bag past her through the doorway. It landed with exact precision on the bench.

“Can’t. I have to get out front….”

Deanna reached for his arm, but he pulled it away so violently she lost her footing, hit her head on the doorframe, and fell to her knees. Everything spun momentarily. Ouch.

The model crouched down beside her. “Are you all right, love?”

Her head snapped up, and she gazed into his pewter-colored eyes. This stranger was really concerned for her. He took her arm and gently helped her to her feet.

“Yes, thank you. I’m so clumsy.”

He flashed a brief, brilliant smile, then walked out into the store. Screeches from the crowd of smitten ladies filled her hearing.

“Are you all right, love?”

Where had she heard that phrase before? A brief scene of Burney Sheridan standing over her at a different place, another bookstore, flashed in her mind. A vague and cloudy memory of him lifting her into his arms flickered briefly in her memory. Not possible. Deanna rubbed her aching head and stepped out into the store. She stole a brief glance at Carol, who nodded and smiled. Her gaze slid over to the model. He grinned and posed for pictures. Another pain shot through her head. She had seen this before! Slowly, the familiar, spicy scent surrounded her.

 
 

Burney looked up. As Dean made her way toward the exit, he allowed himself one last, lingering gaze at the woman he loved.

Remember me.

He realized with a sharp stab of clarity that even a few decades with Dean would be better than the agony and heartache he was mired in now. Lesson learned far too feckin’ late. He could have spent decades with his family, too; he’d thrown away that chance as well. Every wretched emotion he felt at this moment was well deserved. In all these years, he’d avoided any situation that would give him an emotional response. To what end?

Dean pushed open the glass doors. She stopped. Slowly turning, she looked right at him.

“Burn!” Dean ran toward him and threw herself in his arms. “I remember,” she whispered.

 
 

Deanna covered his face with kisses while he pulled her tighter. It all came back, like rushing waters in a spring flood. His scent filled her senses, as it had every night for weeks and months. The memories of their few days together—and the nights—filled her mind and played over and over like a video loop.

“Why did you push me away, and how did you do it?” she whispered in his ear. “I dreamed of you every night, and I didn’t know who you were! I thought I was losing my mind!”

Burn cupped her cheeks and looked down at her with such love and tenderness, she wanted to cry.

“You dreamed of me?”

“Yes! When I saw your face on my aunt’s book cover, I had to come—how…?”

Burn kissed her deeply. The women in the store applauded. Breaking away from the luscious taste of her lips, he pulled back and brushed her flushed cheeks in affection.

“I thought I was protecting us both from heartache. Forgive me, my sweet. I’ll tell you all later. Come with me tonight to Ireland. Don’t think; just say yes. I love you so much. Share my life. I’ll take whatever you give me.”

Oh, damn it all, the tears are falling now. Deanna should be livid with what he’d done, but the anger wouldn’t come, not when Burn looked at her with such love and desire. She remembered he’d spoken of erasing memories; he must have done it to her.

What made the remembrances return? Did the knock to her noggin jar something loose? No, it was his husky, sexy lilt whispering “remember me” in her mind. His plea had opened the floodgates.

What would she give him? If an immortal life would keep Burn with her always, then to hell with it, she’d do anything to achieve that goal. Deanna loved him with every fiber of her heart and soul.

“Yes. To everything. Oh, Burn, I love you, too!”

Laughing joyously, Burn slipped his arm around her waist and spun her around while everyone in the store cheered.

His warm, sultry breath fanned her cheeks as he whispered in her ear.

“This time, I will never let you go.”
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Impulse Control by Sara Brookes

 

Planetary Deputy Chief Marshal Selene Orasova is looking for a reminder pleasure still exists in the universe. Fresh off her latest case, she heads to Tawse, a BDSM club on the planet Sypricon. However, upon her arrival she finds the club almost empty as nearly all the staff has been hired out of for the night. Disappointed, she starts to leave, only to walk face first into a wall of muscle.

Vaughn, one of the few Doms at the club Selene hasn't been under the command of, is immediately intrigued by the hard-edged cop. A few instructions and she is easily under his guidance. However, Vaughn quickly discovers Selene has a problem relinquishing total control. She likes to top from the bottom and that isn't something Vaughn will stand for. Determined to correct her, Vaughn pushes her limits with a little impulse control.

 





 
 

One Night With a Wolf by Rebecca Royce

 

Joseph Penn is a Werewolf who has come to New York City to celebrate his sister’s birthday. Having been turned against his will years earlier in a violent attack, he spends as little time as possible away from his secluded home. Sitting in the bar, waiting for his sister, he’s shocked when he receives an unexpected text from his old friend, Madame Evangeline, the owner of the exclusive dating service, 1Night Stand, telling him he’s being set up with a woman in that very bar.

Kaylee Post has lost her boyfriend, her job, and her self-confidence. Intending to celebrate her friend’s birthday at the Manhattan restaurant, she never expects instead to have a one-night stand with a wolf who will change her life in ways she can’t yet imagine.

 





 
 

Play Me by Jennifer Probst

 

Professional gambler Sloane Keller is tired of dating weak willed men and longs to meet a man who challenges her dominant personality and forces her to submit. As the Queen of Cards, she’s used to making her own rules and craves the excitement of Vegas. But her inner heart cries out for someone who can be her match, both inside the casino and in the bedroom.

As the new dealer in town, Roman Steele is burnt out on women looking for a quick penny and a man to follow. He craves a woman with fire in her soul and a keen intellect who can challenge him. When his brother recruits Madame Eve to help, Rome is amazed at the complicated woman he gets to spend the night with. But when the evening is over, will she be gutsy enough to offer him forever?
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