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Drake is the mysterious, sexy
British owner of the exclusive Manhattan nightclub and naughty art gallery,
Body Scenes. He’s also a vampire. One who has a mad crush on—or rather, a
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Chapter One


 


“Your mad crush accepted the invitation to tonight’s viewing
at the club.” Jane Van Kamp’s thick British accent held a hint of teasing.


“My ‘mad crush’?” Drake Halston muttered, his eyebrow
shooting up. “Didn’t realize I had one.” He was English as well, but his
intonation was much more subtle because he’d been in the States longer than
Jane. By nearly two centuries, to be exact.


“Please,” his assistant scoffed good-naturedly as she left
her desk, positioned against the far wall of his enormous office. “I know it
typically takes more than a mental fantasy to make you hard, but the mere
thought of Shana White does the trick every time. She sends your cock and your
barely beating heart into a complete tizzy. In the decades I’ve known you, I’ve
never seen you so hot for, or infatuated with, any other woman.”


Feigning disinterest at the mention of the woman who was
supposed to be the object of his secret desire—a vampire lusting after a
human was an obvious recipe for disaster, after all—he continued his work at
his own desk. Though he added, “I’m always hot for you, Jane.”


She laughed softly. “Stop flirting with me, I’m still on the
clock.” She picked up the iPad sitting on an end table next to the tufted,
pewter-colored sectional. The device controlled the video surveillance
equipment throughout Drake’s club, Body Scenes. She played with the settings as
she said, “Besides, what goes on behind closed doors between the two of us
isn’t rose-petals-on-the-bed, candlelight-and-music, core-shaking lovemaking.
It’s just sex, so you don’t have to seduce me with flattery or feel guilty that
another woman rocks your world.”


He frowned at her flippancy. Shelving the part about feeling
guilty—because there was validity to that observation, since he genuinely
adored Jane and didn’t want to hurt her feelings now that she knew about
Shana—he said, “I’ve never seduced you. I’ve always waited for you to come to
me.”


“Yes. And neither one of us has any delusions about what our
sexual relationship is all about—scratching an itch. That’s all. Your
attraction to Shana, however…” She wagged a brow at him. “That would be
rose-petals-on-the-bed, candlelight-and-music, core-shaking lovemaking. If you
ever got around to speaking to her, that is.”


He groaned. Of course he’d never spoken with her. That’d be
the equivalent of throwing all the volatile ingredients for said disastrous
vampire-human recipe into a bowl and whipping up a soufflé of trouble.


It was difficult enough for him to keep from repeatedly
playing her recorded performances with an international orchestra or
downloading her photo from the Internet and using it as a screen saver. He
didn’t need to add any fuel to the already blazing fire that was his desire for
Shana White.


“I know you think it’s best to admire her from afar,” Jane
continued. “But you’re just torturing yourself. And, quite frankly, it’s rather
painful to watch.”


Quite frankly, it was rather painful to experience.
He’d been right earlier. He didn’t have a mad crush on the woman. He had a
maddening one.


And it didn’t help matters that he had no outlet for his
sexual frustration. Jane hadn’t approached him for after-hours activities in
months. In fact, the last time they’d been together was days before he’d come
across Shana’s press picture and been instantly ensnared.


Well, bloody hell.


His jaw clenched as his gaze dropped to the computer screen.
His guilt mounted. So Jane had known all this time. Damn it. He didn’t want her
to feel as though he’d found someone else. In the grand scheme of things, he
hadn’t. Shana was strictly a private yearning. A never-to-be-realized fantasy.
An unrequited desire he hoped would eventually fade.


Though he had to admit, he’d never been so enthralled
before, as Jane had accurately surmised. It was a bit unnerving.


“I know better than to get involved with a human,” he said.


“But you’re falling for one anyway.”


“I haven’t even met her, Jane. I don’t know anything about
her.”


“You’ve been scouring the Internet until the wee hours of
the morning, learning everything you possibly can about her.”


And finding it wasn’t nearly enough to sate his curiosity or
his desire for her. Letting out a long-suffering sigh, he said, “Let’s leave my
infatuation out of this, shall we?”


“Impossible. She’s downstairs.”


His gaze snapped to the sixty-four-inch flat panel mounted
on the wall above the black marble-trimmed fireplace. The footage currently
displayed was from a security camera positioned at the entrance of his
exclusive Manhattan nightclub and naughty art gallery.


Sure enough, the raven-haired beauty who’d taken up
permanent residency in his mind was here in the flesh. She passed through the
first red-velvet-roped entrance and approached the podium, where she handed
over the invitation to the club he’d personally mailed to her last week.


Jane must have been tracking the comings and goings
downstairs on her own computer, knowing Drake would want to be alerted the
moment Shana arrived.


He had several minutes to watch her, as the line for
admittance into the hedonistic hotspot was a long one and the process for
allowing the guests inside was slow, due to the verification procedures the
doormen were required to follow. Entry into Body Scenes was granted only when
the invitation in hand was confirmed to be an original and the person who
possessed it was indeed the individual specifically issued the coveted summons.


All of New York society was in hot pursuit of an invitation
to the club, which featured extravagant murals painted on naked flesh, the
erotic joining of body parts completing the sinful scenes. The popularity of
the club wasn’t strictly regional, though. Drake received dozens of requests
every week from international A-listers—celebrities, dignitaries, rock stars,
politicians, Forbes’ millionaires and billionaires… Everyone who was
anyone wanted a peek inside Body Scenes.


The club was only open one weekend a month and there were a
number of regulars for whom he ensured access. For the most part, he was
adamant about not allowing reporters or photographers in, though he’d made an
exception when he’d issued standing admittance to trendy blogger and freelance
writer Yvette Samson. She was avant-garde and a celebrity in her own right,
after all.


Tonight he was bending his rule once more for Yvette’s
colleague, Shana. The former musician turned journalist had become a web
sensation over the years. She’d reportedly turned down a host spot on The View
as well as an offer for her own prime-time talk show on HBO. She’d made a point
of staying true to her online audience and Drake found her integrity as appealing
as her curvaceous body.


She stood at the entrance to the club with Yvette, both
women dressed to the nines, but in contradictory styles. Cutting-edge Yvette
wore a strapless mini-dress in red, complementing her blonde hair and slim
figure. Sophisticated Shana looked drop-dead gorgeous in a silver satin
one-shoulder gown that featured a slit all the way up her shapely right leg. A
visual that made Drake’s cock even stiffer than before, when he’d merely been
ruminating over the prospect of Shana accepting his invitation to the club.


“Well,” Jane said as her gaze slid from the large screen to
Drake, where he still sat at his desk. “You certainly know how to pick them.
She’s sensational. Even more dynamic than I’d originally thought.” She uttered
this last statement with awe in her voice. She reached for the back of a chair
positioned in front of the tall hearth as though to steady herself.


“My reaction to Shana as well,” he said, not at all
surprised by how caught off guard Jane was by Shana’s sultry appearance. Photos
didn’t do the woman justice, he decided. And he was convinced a TV monitor
couldn’t fully capture the vibrancy she naturally exuded. Actually, it was more
than that. “She radiates a raw sensuality that’s nearly impossible to ignore.
Even in photographs.”


Drake knew from personal experience through all that
research he’d done. And he’d invested an exorbitant amount of energy and effort
into keeping his distance from her these past several months. It was
exhausting, but he was cognizant of the boundaries he needed to maintain.
Inviting her to the club was the closest he’d ever get to her. He’d stay in his
office tonight, as he always did, though this particular evening it’d be hell
to hide up here when she was down there.


Jane gripped the chair a little tighter. “Pure animal
magnetism,” she said in a low, throaty voice. So unlike her normal, cultured
tone. “This woman has it in spades. She puts Sofia Vergara to shame.” Her chest
rose and fell a bit faster, drawing Drake’s attention to her small, firm breasts.
A perfect handful, he knew.


He was in desperate need of easing the sexual tension
coursing through him and Jane’s response to Shana only exacerbated the problem.
He didn’t miss the way her nipples puckered behind the shimmery, lavender
camisole she’d paired with a snug, eggplant-colored skirt. His thumbs suddenly
itched to sweep over her hard peaks, pebbling them further and making her moan.


A hint of desire made her bright eyes sparkle and her glossy
lips parted slightly as her breathing grew more shallow than normal.


True, a vampire didn’t need excessive amounts of oxygen to
survive, but there were still vital functions necessary to sustain the undead,
despite what pop culture had to say about it. Even the slow beating of a heart
was crucial to maintaining a vampire’s existence. How else would the blood they
drank circulate through their systems and, in Drake’s case, give him the
erection he had now?


In addition to Shana eliciting a primal response from him,
he found Jane’s excitement erotically stirring. So much so, he gave up on his
work, stood and crossed to the fireplace.


For so long, it’d been fortuitous that he and Jane found
each other physically appealing. She was five-foot-three and deceptively
waifish, with straight, shoulder-length blonde hair. She had a tight body and
an even tighter pussy. One finger in her narrow cunt was enough to make her
come. His thick cock inside her made her scream in ecstasy. The memory of that
sound echoed in his head now, giving him some very lascivious thoughts as to
how this evening could play out, especially with Shana unwittingly serving as
an additional sexual stimulant—obviously an unexpected one for Jane.


Yet touching Jane now that he’d been outed didn’t sit right
with him. He’d be channeling his desire for Shana into his “arrangement” with
Jane. And though she professed to not mind there being no more between them
than hot sex, he wasn’t comfortable lusting after one woman and pleasuring
another. No matter how sensible and realistic Jane was about the situation.


He tried to rein in his tumultuous emotions, but Jane’s gaze
was riveted to the flat panel, causing him to say, “I didn’t know you were
attracted to women.”


Unfortunately for him, that sentiment made an image flash in
his mind of prim and proper Jane getting naked with sexy and sensational Shana.
His cock strained behind the zipper of his Armani suit pants. Definitely not
a good thing.


This new fantasy was doubly forbidden…and so very dangerous.
For him to obsess over Shana was bad enough. It was twice as hazardous for Jane
to do it at the same time. The two of them being so intuitively bonded together
because of their decades of friendship made it more difficult to avoid the
landmine lying outside the safety zone that was his office. Temptation had never
been so great…or so potentially disastrous.


Jane told him, “I’m attracted to souls, not genders.”


“And you find hers appealing?”


“Very much so.”


Jane possessed a rare gift unlike any other vampire he knew.
She connected with souls, but only the truly pure ones. Likely the reason she
didn’t have much use for the visitors who crossed the threshold of Body Scenes.
Not that she considered those with uninhibited sexual tendencies tainted—she
had her own fetishes and was intrigued by human mating rituals. But most of the
club’s guests were shrewd in business and lax in scruples—the secret of their
overwhelming success. He knew this because he researched everyone he issued an
invitation to and had found a shocking number of them stored a heap of dirty
laundry in their closets. Not that he cared. Everyone had a cross to bear,
including him. He didn’t pass judgment.


For Jane, however, there had to be something inherently good
deep within someone—mortal or immortal—in order to catch her attention. A trait
Drake admired as much as he respected Shana’s integrity, but which also
provided him a small measure of comfort. Jane never would have given him the
time of day in a professional or a romantic capacity if there wasn’t something
buried within him that appealed to her.


Being a vampire wasn’t all rainbows and roses, that was for
damn sure. And Drake had committed his fair share of sins. Yet he still
believed in the greater good and humanity. A tricky conviction to maintain,
given the nature of the beast and the fact he’d lived this particular lifestyle
for two hundred and thirty-five years—a good deal longer than the twenty-eight
years he’d been human before being turned during the American Revolutionary War
in the late 1700s.


For Jane to latch onto whatever purity he possessed was a
huge relief to him, because it told him he’d retained an above-average level of
civility when he’d been changed, against his will, over two centuries ago.


Jane stepped around the chair she’d been using as support,
still staring up at the flat screen. She frowned as she wrung her hands.


“I sense lonesomeness within this woman,” she said of Shana.


Her green eyes drifted closed. Drake always found it
captivating when she mentally or metaphysically or just plain mysteriously
searched another’s soul. She didn’t always discover pleasant things, as was
clearly the case this time.


“Shana has led a very solitary existence and it’s humbling
to her,” Jane told him. “Actually, it saddens her, but she can’t break free of
it. There’s a great deal of self-doubt within her that makes it difficult for
her to express herself except through writing or music. In fact,” Jane
continued, “she has no idea how to connect with other humans unless it’s
through those avenues…or how to embrace her own sexuality. She pretends to be
comfortable with her body, but she’s not.” She paused a moment, drew in a
breath and let it out slowly. “She’s completely oblivious as to how desirable
she is.”


“Then she doesn’t own a single reflective surface,” Drake
said in a dour tone. “How could she not see how striking she is?”


Jane shook her head, her eyes still closed. “People see what
they want to see. Or what someone else tells them to see.”


An ominous thought that lingered between them. Had someone
told this woman she wasn’t attractive—and she’d believed them? The thought
infuriated him, which, in turn, alarmed him even more. He couldn’t afford to
take a personal interest in Shana White. Yet he was buying into everything Jane
said about her and he found her revelations troubling and deeply disturbing.
Fool that he was.


“Oh dear,” Jane mumbled, drawing his attention. Her brow
furrowed in apparent consternation. “This truly is painful. She’s very, very
alone, Drake. But how could that be? We’ve read her articles and we’ve listened
to her music. She’s brilliant and thought-provoking. Emotionally stirring. And
yet… She’s completely closed off.” Her eyelids fluttered open.


Drake studied her closely. He knew better than to fall down
this rabbit hole, but couldn’t seem to stop himself. “Explain to me what you
mean. How can she possibly doubt her self-worth and yet express herself so
eloquently in both literary and musical forms?”


“I don’t know. Except to say that perhaps they’re channels
for her emotions. Meaning she can pour herself into her music and her writing
and pretend it’s not personal. She does it on a professional level and can
therefore justify she’s simply giving the masses what they want, rather than
admitting she’s revealing anything about herself.”


He thought of the iTunes tracks he’d purchased and
downloaded when he’d discovered she’d been a musician in her younger years.
“You’re saying she hid behind her violin when she was a child and a teenager
and now she’s hiding behind her computer?”


“Tragic, isn’t it? For someone so beautiful—and not just
physically—to be so distressed internally.”


Jane seemed entranced by her encounter with Shana’s soul.
She reached a hand toward the screen and Drake was convinced she had no idea
she’d made the gesture.


“What is it?” he asked in a low voice, so as to not break
the trance.


Jane pulled her hand back and pressed two fingertips to her
lips. She stared at the monitor until Shana was admitted into the club and
disappeared from the camera’s view.


“Oh,” Jane whispered. “That was just…so very odd.”


“What?” he demanded, eager to hear what else Jane had
discovered about Shana.


In a compelling tone, she said, “We have to help her.”


He cocked his head to the side. His gut clenched. There it
was again—trouble looming on the horizon. It was so palpable, he could feel it.
And inescapable, he knew it.


Still, he hedged. “We do?”


She nodded. “Yes, yes.” She turned to Drake and wrapped a
slender hand partially around his upper arm. Her tone was back to the
confident, lilting one she’d started with this evening as a smile touched her
lips. “Drake, it’s not just Shana’s photo that caught your attention. It’s not
just her face and her body you’re drawn to. I remember the day you downloaded
several of the compositions from the orchestra she performed with. From the very
first note of her very first solo, you were mesmerized. I don’t even think you
realized how many times you played the haunting pieces, over and over. And then
I found the articles she’d written that you’d printed out. They were scattered
all over your desk. Dozens of them. You connected with her on more than just a
physical level. There’s something about this woman, something inside her that
sort of…calls to you. To me too.”


His brow jerked up. “She’s human, Jane. That means
off-limits. To both of us.”


“You don’t understand. Reassurance is what Shana needs, yes.
But not just assurance that she’s attractive—it goes far beyond that,” she said
as she lifted her hand from his arm and waved it in a dismissive way. “She has
no idea how captivating she is, true. Her passionate nature has been channeled
into her career—which is what you respond to and find so stirring. But there’s
so much more within her that needs to be unleashed.”


Unleashed.


Now that was a word worthy of raising more red flags than he
could process all at once. Yet damn it all to hell, he was sucked in by how
Jane’s eyes lit with determination and exhilaration. Her grin turned downright
wicked as she stared up at him, coming to whatever conclusion she’d derived
from her brief encounter with Shana’s soul.


“Drake,” she continued, the twinkle of lust and excitement
returning to her eyes. “May we help her? Please?”


He groaned. Oh what a loaded question that was.


As he raked a hand through his hair, he asked, “What exactly
do you propose we do?”


“Draw Shana from the protective shelter in which she hides.”


“For reasons we know nothing about, Jane.” They had no idea
why Shana felt the way she did, why she was so reclusive. They had no idea what
had happened to her to make her abruptly leave a world-renowned orchestra and
emerge a year later as an entirely different person with a completely different
identity. All of his late-night research and constant digging had not provided
him these answers.


Granted, he wanted to solve the puzzle that was Shana White.
But what would be the outcome? The consequences of his and Jane’s actions could
be devastating to the three people involved in this unexpected scenario.


For him, the reality of the situation was glaring and
unsettling. Were Shana to discover his and Jane’s true natures, they’d have to
close shop and disappear for a while. A long while.


Drake wasn’t inclined to pull up stakes just yet. He liked
the club and the few human acquaintances he’d made here and trusted, like
body-paint artist Finn Griffith and his girlfriend, Yvette Samson. Not
“trusted” in the sense of believing he could reveal his real identity to them,
but he could have a cocktail with them on occasion. Plus he admired Finn’s
steadfast rule to donate to charity a portion of the proceeds from the sale of
his commissioned murals following the real-life displays in the club.


But the fact still remained that no one at Body Scenes aside
from Jane knew he was a vampire. Even his staff had no idea. His existence was
fairly easy to maintain given his detachment and the fact that he only opened
the club’s doors once a month. He didn’t run with the secret society of demons,
nor did he try to infiltrate the human world more than he did with Body Scenes
and his limited human connections.


For centuries, he’d flown under the radar no matter where he
was. If he were to take his attraction to Shana to a more intimate level. That
could prove hazardous to both his business and his lifestyle.


Yet he simply couldn’t bring himself to tell Jane to let the
whole thing lie. To leave Shana alone. To let her enjoy her night at the club
without knowing anything about his or Jane’s existence.


His silence spoke volumes.


Without another word on the touchy subject, Jane crossed to
her desk and picked up the phone. “Michael, this is Miss Van Kamp. You’ve just
let Shana White into the club. Would you please escort her backstage? Mr.
Halston would like to give her a private tour.”


Despite his mounting reservations, Drake said, “Clever
tactic, love.”


Jane replaced the receiver. “Our artists use models of all
body types. There’s no way Shana can feel self-conscious with the provocative
figures parading around backstage. Not to mention all those naked bodies being
painted—and knowing the shagging that goes on before and after each curtain rises
and falls on a mural—serves as a potent aphrodisiac. It might help to open her
up a bit and let loose of some of her insecurities.”


He wasn’t at all comfortable with this new course of action,
particularly when he was wound so tight and the woman of his dreams was about
to be in very close proximity to him. But he had to concede. He honestly
couldn’t pass up the opportunity to spend time with Shana this evening, even
knowing it was dangerous.


“You have a point,” he said to Jane. “There’s definitely an
air of eroticism backstage that seems to make people less inhibited.” In fact,
he had a steadfast rule that Jane wasn’t allowed to spy on the models when they
were positioning themselves behind the curtains of their respective stages—or
peek in on them after the curtain dropped. He knew what went on down there and
privacy was a professional courtesy he extended his artists and their subjects,
much to Jane’s dismay.


And of course he wanted to meet Shana in person, there was
no denying it. Seeing her reaction to the artwork and how it all came about
intrigued him as well. So he went against his better judgment, caving not only
to Jane’s will, but to his own.


He strode over to the wet bar and retrieved a bottle of
Cristal from the mini-fridge. He popped the cork and nestled the bubbly in a
gold-rimmed crystal bucket filled with ice. Jane joined him, setting out three
champagne flutes on the sturdy wooden coffee table that sat before the
sectional and chaise lounge in front of the fireplace. A warm and cozy setting
in his private office.


“Remember,” he cautioned as they left the room and traveled
down the marbled hallway to the elevator. “What transpires this evening is
strictly up to Shana.”


Jane nodded. “Yes, I know.” She smiled in anticipation, a
playful glint in her eyes as she added, “But I truly think we’re fated to meet
her, Drake. And to help her, which should prove very…exciting.”









Chapter Two


 


“Excuse me, Miss White?”


An attractive man in a sharp, charcoal-gray suit extended
his hand to Shana, which she accepted.


“Yes?”


“I’m Michael Toliver, Mr. Halston’s head of security. He’d
like to invite you to take a backstage tour with him.”


It wasn’t really an invitation. She could tell by the way
Toliver coaxed her forward as he gently gripped her hand.


“Oh my,” her friend Yvette cooed from beside her. “That’s
setting precedence. Drake Halston doesn’t invite anyone backstage. In fact, he
rarely comes out of his office when the club is open.”


Shana glanced over at her. “I thought you and Finn had
cocktails with him recently.”


“We did, when the club was dark. He’s a fan of Finn’s work,
but I’ve never known him to take a personal interest in a guest.”


From Shana’s extensive research on the owner of Body Scenes,
she knew Drake Halston was shrouded in mystery, which intrigued her greatly.
That he’d allowed her access to his club was shock enough, but a backstage
tour? The idea was certainly an appealing one, sending a shiver of excitement
down her spine.


Conversely, the unexpected gesture prickled her nerves a
bit. It was an unfortunate double-edged sword. Shana wasn’t skilled at
in-person, one-on-one interactions, particularly with men. Something she’d
never regretted more than at this moment, with this extended invitation. If she
stayed true to form, she’d likely bumble her way through the entire
conversation—the reason she conducted the vast majority of her business within
a virtual environment.


Despite her love of journalism, she’d never been comfortable
interviewing people in the flesh and she didn’t venture outside her spacious
Fifth Avenue apartment much. But the rare opportunity to meet Drake was
impossible to resist. So she tamped down her nervous anxiety.


Turning back to Toliver, she said, “It’d be my pleasure to
accompany Mr. Halston on a tour.”


He released her hand, as though now convinced he wouldn’t
have to drag her kicking and screaming. As if. Although there were no
photos of Drake on the Internet and his existence was documented only by
shadowy accounts of brief interactions with him—their legitimacy questionable—he
fascinated the hell out of her. So much so, she’d practically begged Yvette to
get her a coveted invitation into the club. Her friend, however, had informed
her Drake had already expressed interest in inviting Shana to Body Scenes. So
the stage had been set long before this evening.


“This ought to be enlightening,” she said, excited by the
turn of events. “It’s like removing Batman’s mask and revealing his true
identity.”


Beside her, Yvette snickered. She reached into her small
clutch and handed over two folded tissues. “You’ll need these, Vicki Vale.”


Shana’s brow furrowed. She got the reference to the reporter
in the comics, but didn’t understand Yvette’s offering of the tissues. “My
allergies haven’t bothered me all week.”


With a wink, her outrageous friend said, “They’re not for
your nose, sweetie.” Her gaze dropped pointedly to the apex of Shana’s legs.


“Oh my God.” Shana gasped. Heat ignited in her cheeks as
embarrassment consumed her. Toliver was standing right there with them, in
earshot of Yvette’s wicked words!


“You could be a little more couth,” she snapped.


Not the least bit contrite, Yvette said, “I’ve tried. I’m
simply incapable of pulling it off.” With a sassy shake of her head that sent
long strands of sleek blonde hair flying over one bare shoulder, she sauntered
off, swaying her hips and making every male head within a twenty-foot radius
whip in her direction.


Cheeks still flaming, Shana turned back to Toliver. “Well.
This is awkward.”


He gave her a casual smile. “I’ll admit Ms. Samson leaves
jaws on the floor, but she’s nothing compared to what happens backstage.
Please, come with me.” He lightly cupped her elbow with his large hand and
guided her deeper into the crowded club. “It’s true Mr. Halston doesn’t invite
guests behind the scenes. He must think you can handle it.”


Which begged the question of what sort of research he’d done
on her. Not to mention Toliver’s comment made her mind reel as to what
went on backstage that was so hush-hush—and risqué.


She tried not to obsess over the latter thought—and what her
reaction to it might be. Instead, she wondered how a man like Drake Halston had
heard of her and what he’d gleaned from whatever snooping he’d done. Granted,
Shana had been in the public eye her entire life, but she’d fallen out of
mainstream media attention long ago. In fact, she’d changed her name and had
disassociated herself from the celebrity presence she’d cultivated in her
youth. Today, her audience was strictly Internet-based, a result of her having
launched an e-zine when she was just nineteen.


The business venture had been slow to take off, but once
she’d found her niche, there’d been a snowball effect. Through her e-zine, she
reached out to other struggling young women not sure what path to take around
the pivotal point of their lives when they graduated high school and faced a
multitude of decisions to make about their futures. Attend college, marry their
high school sweetheart and have babies, backpack through Europe, stay in mom
and dad’s house or strike out on their own…the choices were limitless and
daunting. Shana had been overwhelmed herself.


The explosion of interest in, and embracement of, her online
concept had resulted in her creating a web community dedicated solely to the
pressures and issues her particular demographic and gender faced. Five years of
helping others was extremely rewarding.


She’d discovered all of her idiosyncrasies and insecurities
helped her relate to women seeking guidance under the comfort of an anonymous
username. She’d been able to home in on the most important topics and employ
freelance experts in those fields. Her network of consultants and professional
counselors provided the education and assistance her members were in dire need
of and that fulfilled Shana on most levels.


She’d like to say the forum she’d created was a fantastic
way to work through some of her own personal issues, but even a legion of
shrinks hadn’t been able to solve her self-image problems. She took solace in
knowing she offered support to the young women who were brave enough to search
for a resolution to what ailed them.


“Mr. Halston doesn’t allow photographs in the club, other
than when the murals are shot for Sunday’s auction,” Toliver advised her,
breaking into her thoughts. “If you have a camera with you, please keep it in
your purse.”


So much for getting a leg up. But good ole Vic wouldn’t have
let the head of security deter her when she was this close to getting
the scoop on her man of mystery. If there was a way to convince Drake Halston
to give her an exclusive with a photo, Shana would jump on it.


Well…in theory.


She let out a frustrated sigh. This was the reason she’d
never followed her dream of being an investigative reporter. The reason—aside
from wanting to stay true to her Internet following—she’d turned down the
offers to headline her own talk show on network and pay-for TV. In her mind,
she was calm and collected. Sophisticated and savvy. In reality, however…


Ugh.


In reality, she was about as smooth as sandpaper. Too
timid to get in anyone’s face. Too apprehensive to probe deep enough to get the
answers she really wanted.


Even if the chance presented itself to capture that Pulitzer
Prize-winning photo that confirmed Bruce Wayne was Batman, she’d have neither
the nerve nor the heart to exploit the opportunity. Especially when it came to
Drake Halston. Like the fictional character she paralleled him with, he clearly
chose to keep his life private, except amongst close friends.


Every fiber of Shana’s being respected that decision. She’d
made the same one the day she’d signed papers that had legally changed her name
and helped her to put her classical music days behind her as she tried to
figure out who she truly was—who she truly wanted to be in the adult phase of
her life.


So of course she’d follow all of Drake’s rules, even if it
killed her chances of a photo op. She wasn’t one to divulge secrets meant to be
kept. But if she could at least get a few revealing tidbits, she’d love to
feature his club on her site as a sexy addition.


As she and Toliver worked their way through the crowd, she
wondered if Yvette had known she’d be extended this particular offer of a
backstage tour. Since she’d already caught Drake’s attention, according to
Yvette, she wondered if that was why her friend had dragged her to Prada the other
day and to the hair dresser this afternoon.


While she liked the new chic style of her plump curls, Shana
felt packed into a too-sexy-for-her-body dress. She didn’t have Yvette’s
straight lines—she had voluptuous curves that put both J. Lo’s to shame. Unlike
Yvette, she didn’t have to purposely sway her hips. They did that all of their
own accord. Like Yvette, she noticed she turned heads as she walked with
Toliver, but Shana suspected it was only because the men in the club were
thinking she should have forgone the super-sexy silver dress and stuck with a
curve-forgiving black frock.


Feeling self-conscious, however, was nothing new to her. So
she did what she’d done her whole life. She ignored the stares and focused
instead on the litany of questions forming in her head she’d like to ask her
gracious host this evening.


When they reached the perimeter of the club, Shana noted the
mini-stages cut into the paneled walls. They were covered with crimson-colored
velvet drapes that looked elegant beneath the enormous, sparkling chandeliers
hanging overhead. The décor was upscale and posh, though the dance floor was
packed like a weekend rave.


Yvette had warned her of the artwork that would be on
display shortly. She had no delusions about naked bodies being used as blank
canvases or how all the dots—er, body parts—were connected for the naughty
murals, but a soft gasp escaped her lips anyway as she entered the backstage
area. A woman covered from head to toe in turquoise paint stood in front of a
tall fan, one foot propped on an overturned milk crate as another woman
wielding a paintbrush whisked the coated bristles over the model’s bare pussy
lips.


The model shivered. “Oh God,” she whispered. Her nipples
were large turquoise beads and her eyelids fluttered, revealing her arousal.
“That tickles. But in such a good way.”


“You wouldn’t be the first woman to come during this part of
the process,” the artist told her as the brush stroked back and forth over the
exposed flesh.


“I came when I saw the sketch for the mural and fantasized
about the two men and the two women I’d be starring in it with tonight.”


Much to her shock, Shana’s own nipples puckered tight and a
tremor shimmied down her spine as an erotic visual popped into her mind. Two
men and three women?


Holy—


She shook her head and squared her shoulders.


Be a professional. Be an adult. And for the love of God,
don’t be so jealous!


But she was jealous. The woman in turquoise had stripped
down to nothing in front of another woman and had let her paint her from head
to toe. She wasn’t squirming nervously or in embarrassment as the artist leaned
in for an up-close-and-personal view of her labia while she continued her work.
No, if anything, the model was clearly turned-on…and anticipating her
multi-partner mural, if the quick rise and fall of her ample chest were any
indication.


Shana found the woman’s courage and excitement arousing. Her
own breathing picked up a few notches.


As they passed a male model also getting his final touch up,
it wasn’t just her breathing that accelerated. Her sexual tension mounted. The
model was well-built and fully erect. Funny, but before she’d seen him, she’d
understood—in theory—that all of the painted models were joined together to
create their body scenes, but she hadn’t given real thought as to how
they got that way. And something told her it wasn’t as impersonal and
mechanical as “insert Tab A into Slot B”.


Yvette had mentioned these people typically got it on after
the show, but Shana hadn’t really believed her. Or somehow her subconscious
mind hadn’t allowed her to fully reconcile what Yvette meant.


But she got it now!


Good Lord. How naïve could one person be?


Though, admittedly, she’d never had exposure to sexy
situations like this. She was still a virgin, sad to say. A source of internal
contention, but she wasn’t the type of woman men hit on. At least, not
seriously. Every bit of flattery and the “va-va-voom” comments she’d been the
recipient of had sounded lecherous and felt false to her, particularly when she
was younger and on tour. As if the words uttered and the lascivious looks given
her were bait to trap her and turn the tables on her, so the macho man could
make fun of the fact she’d fallen for a line she was supposed to know was tired
and bogus.


Meanwhile, all the pencil-thin French and Swedish girls in
the international orchestra, in which she’d earned the prestigious first-chair
position, had been swept off their tiny feet by suave men bearing extravagant
gifts and eloquent professions of unwavering devotion.


No matter where she went, Shana always stood out. And no
matter the compliments she received or how critically acclaimed her talent, she
always felt like the fat girl at ballerina camp because of the delicate waifs
she’d been surrounded by most of her life.


A sentiment that prickled the backs of her eyes even years
later and forced her to concentrate on fighting back unexpected tears. Luckily,
she was able to hold herself in check, especially when Toliver interrupted her
painful thoughts.


“Ah, there’s Mr. Halston,” he said as he inclined his head
toward a man dressed all in black. Black shirt opened at the neck. Black suit
perfectly tailored. Black leather boots that made his designer ensemble sexy
and trendy. And black-as-night hair to top it all off.


Good Lord. Bruce Wayne and Batman didn’t hold a
candle to this man! He made the term “tall, dark and handsome” pack as much
punch as “short, portly and homely”, for it simply didn’t do him justice. Her
breath caught somewhere in her throat as she stared at the very unexpected
vision before her.


Yes, Drake Halston was tall. But not like any other
ordinary, tall man. His six-foot-three- or four-inch stature gave him a
commanding presence, made all the more intimidating by his broad shoulders and
muscular frame.


Yes, he was dark. His obsidian-colored hair was recklessly
stylish and his deep-blue eyes could be mistaken as black in dim lighting. But
he also exuded power and wealth and confidence. There was a dark edge to him
that instantly excited her and created a tickle of desire along her clit.


Yes, the man was handsome. He had chiseled cheeks and a
strong, clean-shaven jawline. His lips were perfectly shaped and not too thin,
not too thick. They looked soft and inviting. She couldn’t help but imagine how
they’d feel grazing her bare skin, brushing over her nipples, sweeping along
her pussy lips. But, beyond those enticing features, it was the devilish air
about him that made him breathtakingly gorgeous.


She’d never seen anything quite like him—not even when she’d
toured Italy on numerous occasions. The Italian men had been handsome and
aggressive. They’d fawned over her, but again, their words had never rung true
in her ears or in her heart.


Drake had the same air of assertion and arrogance, yet there
was something else about him—something completely indefinable—that made her
anxious to meet him, not eager to shy away from him, as was usually the case
when she met powerful men.


As he walked toward her, his stride long and graceful, she
felt as though a sleek panther were preying upon her. Dangerous, yes. Disarming
to be sure. Yet Shana was less alarmed and more aroused than was good for her.
In fact, she was damn glad Toliver still had her by the elbow or she just might
sway on the low heels of her strappy silver sandals and topple over as she went
weak in the knees.


She still wasn’t breathing properly when Drake reached her.


Extending a large hand covered in smooth-looking skin and
complemented by long, blunt-tipped fingers, he said, “It’s a pleasure to meet
you, Miss White.”


Oh sweet Jesus. He wasn’t Italian. He was British.
Just as her fantasy man had been most of her life.


“Um, okay,” she mumbled in a faint voice as she tentatively
placed her hand in his.


The flesh against hers was cool, a refreshing contrast to
the heat that suddenly flooded her body at the mere sight of Drake Halston. His
grip was firm, but in a reassuring way rather than an overbearing one. It was
territorial, as if his intent was to pull her toward him and out of Toliver’s
grasp. An odd thought, but it lodged in her brain anyway. And thrilled her so
much, the tickle along her clit turned into a dull throb deep in her pussy,
distracting her until she realized she was standing there like a complete fool,
her mouth slightly gaping.


Say something!


Clearing her throat, she told him, “It’s nice to meet you
too. And Shana’s fine.” She’d meant for her tone to be businesslike, yet it
came out sounding ridiculously breathy. Dreamy, even.


Son of a gun! Why’d I agree to this?


Oh, yes. Because no one had told her Drake Halston was
hotter than the freakin’ sun!


She made a mental note to kick Yvette in the shin the next
time she saw her. Likely, her friend was sipping a glass of champagne right
now, snickering over the shock Drake Halston would be to Shana’s overly
sheltered system.


But she’d deal with Yvette later.


The too-sexy-for-words man said, “Please, call me Drake.”
His voice was so low and sensual, it seemed to seep through her veins, making
her tremble with excitement.


“Tha-thank you for, um, inviting me to the club. And
backstage.” She pulled her hand from his, though she was reluctant to do so
because his touch felt so arousing and intimate. But that social ineptitude of
hers had instantly revved into high gear and she’d turn into a full-on
stammering idiot any minute now if she didn’t get a grip on her riotous
emotions.


Sucking in a deep breath, she tried to focus on what her
yoga and meditation instructors taught her to do when she felt her anxiety
mount. Finding her center was key to staying in control and not drowning in her
self-consciousness. She held the breath for three seconds, and then
slowly—hopefully discreetly—let it out.


Interestingly, Drake didn’t seem to notice her distress. Or
if he did, he intended to put her at ease by ignoring it. In fact, he gave her
a friendly smile—simple, yet still so sexy it could melt a glacial epoch. Maybe
he was used to liquefying women into feminine mush that pooled at his feet, and
she was just one more adult female he’d turned into a tongue-tied schoolgirl.


If he were amused or annoyed by the way she so easily fell
to pieces in his presence, he didn’t let on. His eyes were warm and hypnotic as
he said, “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. As has my assistant, Jane
Van Kamp.” He gestured to the waif at his side, who Shana had barely noticed.
In truth, it was damn difficult to tear her gaze from Drake to smile politely
at the petite blonde by his side.


Too bad she instantly reminded Shana of the itty-bitty
French and Swedish girls in the orchestra who had made her feel like the Jolly
Green Giant all those years she’d toured with them.


“I’m thrilled to meet you,” Jane said.


So she wasn’t French or Swedish. Like Drake, she was
British. Still, Shana felt ginormous in her presence.


“It’s nice to meet you too,” she said in a less-than-enthusiastic
tone.


Much to her surprise, though, her tension eased as Jane
beamed brightly and gushed unabashedly. “I’m sort of a fan.”


“Oh.” She was taken aback. “Thank you.”


Jane took Shana’s right hand in her much smaller ones and
gave it a squeeze. A firm grip Shana hadn’t expected. The tiny Brit might look
fragile, but she had some strength behind those delicate features. And her
exuberance was contagious, making Shana forget all about how uncomfortable she
always felt in the presence of petite women.


“Really,” Jane continued, “this is such an honor for us.
Your writing is fantastic, but we’re also familiar with your music.”


More shocking news to her. Those were not words she heard
often. Not for the last five or six years, at any rate. “Um, how’d you know…?”


“Drake is a research zealot. But don’t worry. Your secret is
safe with us. Although, he did download all the recordings you performed on and
the music is just…exquisite. So moving and intensely stirring.”


“I’m glad you’ve enjoyed it.” Admittedly, she was a bit
unnerved, having distanced herself from a past life that was instantly
resurrected as Jane fawned over her. But the blonde’s smile didn’t waver and it
helped to chase away Shana’s unexpected consternation. As she studied the
lively waif, she asked, “Have we met before? You seem very familiar.”


“No,” Jane said, her enthusiasm lighting her bright green
eyes. “But we would like to show you around backstage. Answer any questions you
might have.”


Shana cocked her head to the side. “As in, an interview?”


Thank God Jane still had hold of her hand and Shana held her
clutch in the other one, or she would have been wringing them nervously as she
awaited their response. Her gaze shifted to Drake, though she found it terribly
difficult to look away from his assistant. Ironic, considering it’d been nearly
impossible to focus on Jane just moments before. She could swear they’d met
prior to this impromptu tour. There was something about her that resonated deep
within Shana. Something warm and vibrant and somehow meaningful.


But of course that was ridiculous, so she pushed the thought
from her head.


Drake acquiesced to the interview request with a slight nod.
“That would be acceptable,” he said. “If we can keep it within reason.”


Shana had no idea what that meant, but she was thrilled
nonetheless. “Fantastic.”


Jane released her. Unfortunate, because she could use the
steadying touch as her knees knocked together. Her body hummed with an energy
she’d not felt before, as though she’d been a dead battery they’d jumpstarted.
Such an odd notion, but she couldn’t deny there was a fascinating awakening
occurring that made her aware of her body’s response to both of them.


No, it was more than just her body. Her entire being seemed
to respond to both Drake and Jane. She wasn’t sure that was possible or whether
she was simply imagining it. Mysterious as the foreign sensation was, though,
she enjoyed it. Embraced it.


“Shall we?” Drake offered his arm in a gallant manner.


Biting back a smile, she slipped her hand under his upper
arm and wrapped her fingers around muscles that were rock hard behind the
material of his suit jacket. He was a mammoth of a man, no doubt about it. So
tall and wide, she felt normal-sized next to him.


Jane fell into step beside her. She glanced up at Shana and
said, “You’re even more beautiful in person.”


Shana couldn’t hold back her smile any longer. Women rarely
ever complimented her and, for the first time in her life, the flattery felt
real. Substantial.


“Thank you.” She didn’t know what else to say. Her stomach
flipped in a curious, unfamiliar way. There was something about being in Drake
and Jane’s presence that made her feel feminine and even somewhat comfortable
in her own skin. Something she’d never truly experienced until now.


Jane continued to gaze up at her as though in genuine awe
and Drake tugged her just a little bit closer to his side until her hip brushed
against his. She felt an electric jolt deep in her pussy. Sexual awareness was
no intimate friend of hers, but she was suddenly tingly all over. A hot flash
made her think of lava flowing through her veins, singeing her. Little sparks
of excitement caused her nipples to pucker again. The soft sweep of her
miniscule satin panties were like butterfly wings fluttering against her labia.


Yes, indeed, Yvette had been right about needing those
tissues!


Her stomach took another crazy tumble as Drake leaned down
and whispered in her ear, “I like your scent.”


“I’m not wearing perfume.”


His grin was a devilish one. He could smell her
arousal?


Shana tripped over her own two feet, but the man beside her
caught her and kept her upright as he lifted her off the ground so she could
regain her footing.


Lifted her off the ground!


His movements had been so fast she’d barely registered them
in her mind as he’d untangled himself from her and placed his hands on her
waist to upright her. Then he’d simply twined her hand around his arm again and
they were off. As if the misstep had never happened.


She stared up at him as they moved farther into the work
area set up backstage. He hadn’t missed a single step when he’d helped her, nor
had he visibly expended the least bit of physical effort when he’d briefly
hauled her up. Granted, she wasn’t the size of a dump truck, but she had a good
forty or so pounds on Jane and she was at least six or seven inches taller at
five-ten. Well, an even six feet in her heels.


While her mind reeled at Drake’s virility and the way he
made her feel as delicate as Jane looked, he said, “Careful there. The floor
gets slippery from the fresh body paint.”


How kind of him to help her save face.


But her face flushed anyway, because she’d all but forgotten
they were supposed to be on a tour. She’d tuned out the models in various
stages of undress as they came and went. She’d pushed all of her interview
questions to the back of her head. In fact, she was tongue-tied all over again.


Not that it mattered. Jane dove into a dissertation about
the murals that would be on display in less than half an hour.


She said, “The artists sketch out their scenes so the models
know the exact placement beforehand. Behind these curtains,” she paused as she
gestured toward the workstations made private by the addition of full-length
drapes attached to metal rods suspended from the open rafters and comprising individual,
rectangular structures, “the models relax and enjoy champagne and music while
they’re painted. For their safety, Drake typically doesn’t allow anyone back
here who’s not directly associated with one of the murals. For their privacy,
he doesn’t allow security to view the footage inside the stages before or after
the murals ‘go live’. We videotape from every angle, of course, but only Drake
has access to the footage, should something go wrong. We’ve never encountered
any problems, though.”


She leaned in close as her hand rested on the small of
Shana’s back. A whisper of a touch that was surprisingly titillating.


Jane added in a self-deprecating, yet teasing voice, “I
tried to sneak a peek once and got my hand slapped.”


Shana couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sure the temptation is
difficult to resist. There’s a certain curiosity factor related to what goes on
back here.”


“See?” she said as her gaze snapped to Drake. “I told you it
was perfectly normal to want to see how some of these people get it on. Especially
with the more creative murals.” Her eyes fell on Shana again and she winked.
“Nothing wrong with a little curiosity. It’s healthy.”


“That’s probably not something you should admit to our
guest, love,” Drake said. “She might tell on us.”


“Ah, according to Jane,” Shana jumped into the conversation,
“there’s nothing to tell. You won’t let her have any fun.”


She smiled up at the handsome devil next to her. Where the
flirtation in her voice had come from, she had no idea. She’d never heard such
a sultry sound fall from her lips. Nor had she ever put together a provocative
statement with such ease.


If she’d had something to drink earlier, she might think
she’d been served some sort of miracle cure that actually made her come across
somewhat lighthearted and composed.


Not one to push her luck, she returned her attention to the
fine art of walking without stumbling in front of her hosts again.


But Drake’s head bent to hers once more and he said in his
deep, sexy tone, “I suppose I could break the rules this one time. The models
sign a waiver acknowledging they’re being videotaped.”


A very wicked thrill shot down her spine so fast, Shana
nearly missed a step again. Even with her concentrated effort.


“You really believe all of the models succumb to primal
mating instincts because they’re naked and the opportunity presents itself?”


He grinned down at her, making her feel as though she’d
actually posed a relevant question. Surprise, surprise.


He countered by asking, “You really believe they can resist
the temptation?”


Shana’s teeth sank into her lower lip. Lucky for her, she
was wearing twelve-hour, stay-put lipstick in crimson, or she’d be wearing more
of the lipstick on her teeth than her lips.


As she contemplated her answer to Drake’s query, he
continued to watch her, a scorching-hot look on his handsome face, an
intriguing challenge in his dark eyes.


Even a social misfit could sense physical attraction. It
existed between her and Drake in spades. It also existed between her and Jane.
She couldn’t deny it, even being as inexperienced as she was in this arena.
Their interest in her was genuine. She had a lifetime of false flattery under
her belt to know the difference. The men who’d come onto her during her
international touring years had all wanted something from her, yes. But it
wasn’t her body, per se. It wasn’t whatever charm or wit or intellect she might
possess that enticed them. It was her name. Her prestige. Her fame. Her
fortune.


These two fascinating people knew her past. They’d admitted
as much. But that was not what drew them to her, she was certain of it. What
she felt right now was their attraction to the person she’d become. The person
she still strove to be.


It was strange how it all fell into place for Shana, but it
happened quickly and it couldn’t be denied. These were two people with honest
intentions. Potentially wicked intentions, sure. There was no missing the
naughty sparkle in Drake’s eyes or the quick rise and fall of Jane’s chest,
echoing her excitement as though she’d shouted it into a canyon for all to
hear.


In the end, Shana knew enough about human nature, had met
enough people with pretenses only meant to suit their needs and fulfill their
desires, to know when someone was shining her on.


Drake and Jane were not.


Of course, that didn’t mean she had a clue as to what they
were really up to and what she was supposed to do about it. But she felt
comfortable in their presence and she wanted to know them better. She wanted
them to find her interesting enough to let her into their world.


A shocking turn of events from the simple invitation she’d
thought she’d be accepting this evening, but one she found appealing. There was
a certain fear that walked hand in hand with her vulnerability, but she’d never
felt more inspired or motivated to unravel herself from that fear than she did
at this moment. With Drake. With Jane.


“Well,” she said in that breathy voice that had replaced her
normal one. Her heart picked up several extra beats as her pulse seemed to
radiate from every single erogenous zone she possessed, making her body
vibrate. “If it wouldn’t cause you any problems to show me what really happens
on stage, I think witnessing the reality of the situation might be…beneficial…to
me.”


The idea of spying on a few of the scenes heightened her
arousal, already in high gear because of her two new acquaintances.


They reached an elevator where a security guard stood
sentinel before the gleaming brass doors.


“My office is upstairs,” Drake informed her. “Shall we?”


The guard pushed the button on the richly paneled wall and
the doors slid open with a soft whoosh that made Shana’s stomach flip.
Were it not for Yvette’s obvious advocacy of this unique opportunity, Shana
might have changed her mind. Cowardly backed out…just so she didn’t make a fool
of herself. Not that it’d been smooth sailing so far, what with her two left
feet and bundled nerves. But she was ready to experience something different.
Something significant. Something outside her realm of normalcy and
reclusiveness.


So as Drake made a sweeping gesture with his large hand, she
stepped inside the elegantly appointed elevator and silently said “to hell”
with her insecurities.






Chapter Three


 


Shana stood between Drake and Jane, tightly clutching her
small purse with both hands. Drake stole a glance at her, captivated by the way
she trembled ever so slightly, revealing both apprehension and exhilaration.


He found it impossible to believe some of the things Jane
had said about this woman earlier, particularly about her not being comfortable
with her body. Drake found every inch of her alluring. She had a striking face,
with wide-set, amber-colored eyes. They were as rich as the finest scotch he’d
ever poured and they sparkled beneath the soft glow of the elevator lights. Her
cheekbones were high and well-defined. Almost delicate looking and very
prominent. Her lips were full and painted a deep crimson color that
complemented her bronze skin.


From his research, he’d learned her father was from Playa
Del Carmen outside of Cancun and her mother was American. She’d been born in
the States and had dual citizenship, but she’d lived her first few years in
Mexico. Her real name was Shania Gonzalez. In her younger years, she’d been an
international sensation in the classical music world, and of course Drake’s
curiosity burned to know what had made her step out of the limelight after
she’d turned eighteen.


Not step out, he mentally amended. Drop out. The
woman had put an entire ocean and the US legal system between her and her past
existence in Europe, where she’d toured. She’d solicited a court order to help
her change her identity and had reemerged a completely different person.


He found this both intriguing and confusing. What had been
so bad about touring with a world-class, critically acclaimed orchestra—which
she’d headlined as Shania Gonzalez—that had caused her to completely reinvent
herself?


He’d been fascinated by her before he’d ever met her in
person. But now… He was thoroughly intrigued. And entranced. Making him worry
again that perhaps letting Jane have her way this evening wasn’t such a good
idea. His usual steel resolve when it came to maintaining some distance between
himself and humans was slipping fast with this woman.


Not helping his plight, from the other side of the elevator
Jane said to Shana, “I hope you don’t find us too forward. We’ve both been
anxious to meet you. Ever since Yvette mentioned the two of you were friends.”


Drake slid a glance toward Shana. Surprise flitted across
her face before she said, “That’s very flattering. Thank you.” She was quiet a
moment as they exited the elevator and strolled down the marbled hallway to his
office. They entered the spacious room as she added, “I’m curious to know how
you came up with the concept for the club.”


Her gaze lifted to Drake. For a split second, he wished he
possessed Jane’s gift. He’d give anything to know what made this woman tick. He
could see quite clearly from the inquisitive spark in her eyes that she was as
fascinated by him as he was by her.


That realization made him charge ahead when he knew he
should tread lightly.


Taking her by the hand—which she allowed—he guided her over
to the sofa and sat, subtly coaxing her to join him. A low fire burned in the
hearth across from them. Jane poured the champagne and handed out full glasses.
Then she sat on the other side of Shana and reached for the iPad on the end
table. She scrolled through a few camera angles before settling on one. The
first curtain was about to rise on a body mural and the three male models were
placing themselves accordingly, skipping the foreplay and getting right to it.


Or perhaps, given the fact they all had erections, they’d
already familiarized themselves with one another and were primed for the
intimate body connections. All of them wore condoms in preparation for the
completion of their mural.


Two of the men faced each other, with a modest gap between
them. They were painted from head to toe in a mahogany color with high- and
lowlight streaks that produced the grain on the pseudo-wooden sides of the
bookshelf they were creating. Another man, painted from the hips down in the
same fashion as the others—for the obvious purpose of blending in with his
wood-painted partner—but covered just above the hips and upward in a nearly
translucent green color against his pale skin, comprised the glass shelf. He
pressed his backside to one model and bent over. The standing model gripped his
partner by the waist and thrust his cock into him. Both men groaned in pleasure
as Shana gasped.


Drake bit back a grin. “I failed to mention that all pairings
aren’t necessarily boy-girl.”


“Um, yes. I can s-see that.” Her cheeks flamed and the rosy
color complemented her skin tone. Her amber eyes were wide with shock, but she
continued to watch the onscreen action as though captivated. Her mouth gaped
slightly though, confirming her surprise.


With his arms plastered to his sides, the man serving as the
glass shelf took the other cock in his mouth, drawing it in deep and sucking
hard, if the grunt of ecstasy from his partner were any indication.


Drake leaned in close to Shana and whispered in her ear.
“The concept for the club wasn’t actually mine,” he said, answering the
question he suspected she’d forgotten she’d even posed minutes before. “Not
entirely, that is. I intended to open an upscale, exclusive nightclub, but
given my love of art, it wasn’t difficult for Finn to talk me into adding the
gallery and the Sunday brunch where we auction off photos and commissioned
paintings of the work from the Friday and Saturday night shows.”


The model whose cock was being enthusiastically
serviced—until he placed the potted plant he’d been holding on the flat back of
his glass-shelf-painted lover—seemed to hold his breath as the velvet curtain
began to rise.


“They hold this position for two minutes,” Jane chimed in,
her voice delicate and refined, but laced with a hint of arousal. “No moving
allowed.”


Shana drew in a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “That
must be torture.” Her eyes were glued to the screen. “In such an erotic way…”


Drake’s arm draped along the top of the sofa, brushing
against Shana’s shoulders and making her squirm in her seat. Still leaning
close to her, he murmured, “I know how tormenting it is to not be able to act
on primal instincts and physical needs. In this case, were it us required to
stand perfectly still like that, the need for me would be to pump my cock in
and out of your tight pussy. For you, the natural need would be to squeeze and
milk my cock.”


She gasped again. This time it was a soft, sexy sound that
was tinged not so much with shock as it was excitement.


She was quiet, and for a moment, he wondered if he’d gone
too far. He watched her intently as her head slowly swiveled in his direction,
her gaze meeting his. The flash of lust in her eyes was impossible to miss, but
it was mixed with uncertainty and confusion. Yet for all her supposed
insecurity, she didn’t look away from him. She did, however, lick her
crimson-colored lips, which drove him absolutely wild.


Her enticing chest rose and fell with her accelerated
breathing. She appeared stunned into silence, but so entranced she couldn’t
tear her gaze from his. Two minutes passed. They continued to stare at each
other. Drake saw the curtain drop from the corner of his eye and Jane turned
the sound up a notch as the models succumbed to the natural desire to finish
what they’d started.


One let out a low groan.


“Suck me hard,” another said in a strained voice.


The model positioned between the other two did as instructed
as the man behind him pumped his cock into him while gripping his hips. The
fake plant on the “glass shelf” took a violent tumble to the stage floor.


Sharp grunts and lusty groans filled the quiet office in
which a now-captive audience of three sat. Shana broke her gaze with Drake,
though he still studied her closely as her attention shifted to the flat panel
above the fireplace.


He could see what happened onscreen from his peripheral
vision and was completely in tune to how Shana reacted to it. Her body was
rigid as she sat perfectly still on the sofa, her back ramrod straight. She’d
set her purse on the coffee table when she’d accepted her glass of champagne
from Jane and now wrapped one hand around the stem of the crystal flute and one
around the bowl, surprisingly not shattering it with what appeared to be a
tight grip.


Her breathing was shallow and she pressed her legs together
as she watched the threesome behind the red curtain.


The model fucking the bent-over partner reached around and
wrapped his long fingers around his lover’s cock, his hand feverishly stroking
the erect penis in time with his quick, forceful bucking.


“That’s it,” the man receiving the blowjob said. “Fuck him
harder. He takes me deeper each time.”


“Oh!” The word seemed to fall unbidden from Shana’s parted
lips. Her eyes widened and Drake saw another patch of pink on her flawless skin
as it crept up her neck. She swallowed hard and her pulse jumped at her throat,
tempting Drake.


He didn’t drink human blood anymore, but that did not keep
him from craving a taste of hers.


A dangerous yearning, to be sure. But a natural compulsion
he couldn’t help.


He tore his gaze from the beauty beside him and focused on
the screen as he sought a distraction from his errant and torturous thoughts.
Her blood wasn’t the only thing he wanted to taste. Her scent was intoxicating—downright
mouthwatering, in fact. He was painfully aroused, his cock straining against
the confining material of his boxer-style briefs and his suit pants.


Sitting so close to her was hardly wise. His arm along the
back of the sofa could easily drape over her bare shoulders. His fingers burned
to touch her skin. He’d already learned it was warm and supple. Simply holding
her hand for the two brief times he had made him desperate to stroke every inch
of bare skin that covered her gorgeous curves.


He fought the temptation, though. No easy feat. Somehow, he
managed to summon enough willpower to keep from reaching over and grazing his
fingers along the line of bronze flesh exposed by the high slit in her dress.


His diversionary tactic of watching the models didn’t work.
The onscreen action wasn’t particularly stimulating to him, so his thoughts
continued to drift to Shana, sitting right beside him, her nipples pebbled
tight and tenting the satin material of her dress. Her breathing was uneven and
her pulse raced, as evidenced by the vein in her neck that kept drawing his
attention.


The voices echoing in his dimly lit, cozy office rose as the
thrusting and sucking and stroking reached a fevered pitch and the sexual
tension mounted.


“Fuck that tight ass,” said the model whose cock was in the
mouth of the one being fucked. “I’m going to come.” His fingers were twined in
his partner’s hair, making the painted strands stick out in all directions.


“Oh, yeah.” The man bucking wildly as he jerked off his
lover grunted. “Clench your cheeks and squeeze me tight. Fuck my cock.” The
grinding against his pelvis made him groan loudly.


The model getting blown detangled one hand from the strands
of hair and cupped his own balls, rolling them and lightly tugging on them as
his breathing turned ragged. “That’s it,” he said as his eyes drifted closed.
“Just like that. Suck me hard. Oh…oh…oh, yes!”


His body convulsed as he came. His partner released him and
let out a sharp groan as the fist encasing his cock pumped faster.


“Give it to me good,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Yeah,
that’s what I want. Oh fuck, yes!”


The spasms from his orgasm clearly caused him to squeeze his
lover tighter, because the man hammering into him finally allowed his own
release. He let out a satisfied groan as his body jerked and his cock pushed
deep into the haven it’d found.


More grunts and sighs of pleasure followed when they finally
detangled themselves from one another.


The room fell silent as Jane turned off the security
monitor.


Shana blinked several times, still staring at the now-blank
flat panel. She was clearly at a loss for words.


Drake wanted to reach for her hand again, but she was quick
to move forward in the seat and set her champagne glass on the coffee table. He
noticed her hands shook.


“Well, that was…enlightening,” she said in a provocative
voice that ignited every sexual craving Drake had worked so hard to suppress
this evening.


He wanted to crush his mouth to hers and kiss her hard and
passionately. He wanted to haul her body up against his and feel every luscious
inch of her pressed to him. He wanted to lift her skirt and thrust his cock
deep into her, sating every animalistic desire gripping him so tightly. He
could barely hold back. It was hell to do so, but uncertainty marred her lovely
features, making her brow furrow. He wanted to smooth away the wrinkle and
reassure her that it was okay to be aroused, to be swept away by the sensuality
of the moment.


Yet she was already retreating from it, running scared. He
could see it in her eyes.


“I should probably, you know, get back to Yvette.” She
stood. He let her go.


Disappointment washed over him, but it was followed by a
hint of relief. He’d dodged a silver bullet. Letting her walk out on him was
the smartest thing he could do. If she stayed a minute longer, he feared he’d
pounce.


He watched as she collected her handbag and rounded the sofa
a bit shakily. She pressed her clutch to her breasts and made a beeline for the
door.


Over her shoulder, she said, “I appreciate your time. I’ll
email you with any questions I have, if that’s all right.”


“Certainly,” Drake said, forcing the displeasure from his
tone. She wasn’t even interested in seeing him again. Not even a phone call.
Rather, she intended to contact him via impersonal email. If she
contacted him at all.


That dismal thought had him on his feet in the next second,
just as she reached for the decorative lever on the door.


Jane let out a low hiss, making his head snap in her
direction. She sprang from the sofa and asked Shana, “What went through your
mind when you first saw Drake?”


No doubt taken unawares by the question, Shana’s hand fell
to her side and she frowned as she turned to face them. “Excuse me?”


Coming around the end of the massive sectional, Jane said,
“When you first saw him…what did you think of him?”


“I…um…” She shook her head, as though confused by the
question. “I…” Her eyes narrowed on Jane, then shifted to Drake. Several tense
moments passed. No one spoke or moved a muscle, including Shana. She simply
stared at him, not even blinking.


Drake stood perfectly still, resisting the urge to march
across the office, take her hand and drag her back to the sofa. He also
remained quiet, tamping down the temptation to rescue her from the awkward
question.


He suspected there was a method to Jane’s madness. At least
there usually was, so he gave her the benefit of the doubt.


Unable to rudely shun her hosts—though Drake certainly would
have understood if she’d chosen to do so, since they’d put her uncomfortably on
the spot—Shana squared her shoulders and lifted her chin a notch.


As though she pulled moxie from somewhere deep inside
herself, she said, “I thought he was the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes
on.”


A peculiar, knee-jerk reaction to her words almost had Drake
closing the wide gap between them and doing precisely what he’d wanted to do
not more than ten minutes ago. Haul her up against him and kiss her with all
the pent-up passion and desire she so easily evoked, which he’d had to keep
securely under wraps all this time.


Prudence kept him rooted to the spot in which he stood and
it was the most tormenting thing he’d endured yet. She might have found the
nerve to admit what she thought of him, but he had no doubt she spooked easily
and would be out the door if he made any sudden movements.


Beside him, Jane sighed wistfully. “Yes, he does have a
certain something that draws attention.”


Shana gave a slight nod of her head. “A commanding presence.
A piercing gaze. A confident stature.”


Admittedly, Drake had a healthy ego, but he wasn’t in need
of hearing what this particular woman found attractive about him. What he
wanted was for her to act upon that attraction. Yet she didn’t move any
closer to him than he did her.


“And what did you think of me?” Jane asked in a tentative
voice he’d not heard from her before.


Shana’s face fell, all traces of bravado vanishing in an
instant. Her gaze dropped to the floor as her shoulders slumped and she
fidgeted with her handbag. Long, tense moments passed until finally, she said
without looking at them, “At first, you reminded me of the French and Swedish
women in the orchestra I toured with. In fact, it was a huge relief to hear
your British accent.”


“Why did you dislike them?”


“It wasn’t that I didn’t like them,” she was quick to say as
her head jerked upward and she stared at Jane. “It wasn’t like that, per se. It
was more…envy, I guess. They were all so tiny and feminine and…perfect.”


Drake felt an odd twisting in his gut. “But you headlined
the tour—you were the star.”


“What does that matter in the grand scheme of things?” she
asked, her gaze shifting so her eyes locked with his. “Boys and then young
men—and older ones as I grew up—approached me because they knew my name. They
knew I had money. They wanted me because of my notoriety, that’s all.”


His own brow furrowed. “You really believe that?”


“I didn’t look like the other women. It was quite…glaring,
actually. The differences between myself and the others. Not just my skin tone,
but my dark hair and my eyes and…” She shook her head and a pained expression
crossed her face. “My figure. I blossomed rather quickly.”


“But you’re perfect,” Jane said on a sharp breath, as though
offended for Shana, but also shocked the woman didn’t see what she did. Her
gaze flashed to Drake. “Isn’t she.”


It wasn’t even a question. Jane sought an easy confirmation.
He opened his mouth to concur, but Shana silenced him with a bitter laugh.


“Please, I’m the furthest thing from perfect.” They’d made
her even more uncomfortable, put her on edge. He could tell by the chill in her
tone. She quickly added, “I really must get back to Yvette. Thank you for your
hospitality.”


She turned to the door. Drake was beside her in a split
second, long before he could even process the thought to stop her—or stop
himself from chasing after her. She’d pulled the door open and he’d placed a
hand against the wood, slamming it closed. The sound echoed in the quiet room
as ominously as a coffin being nailed shut.






Chapter Four


 


Shana gasped. Her eyes bulged. Her breath seemed to catch in
her throat.


Behind them, Jane made a soft tsking sound.


Shana stepped away from Drake as he groaned.


“You think you don’t fit in…” he grumbled, unable to
mask the angst in his tone. He shoved a hand through his hair as he glanced
over at Jane, finding an anxious look on her face.


“How exactly did you—” Shana shook her head again, cutting
off her own statement. She tried once more. “I mean, you were way over there.”
She pointed to where Jane still stood. “And then you went all Twilight
on me. No one moves that fast, except, you know…vampires.” She whispered
the last word on a sharp breath.


It was meant to be joke, he could tell by the way she rolled
her eyes.


Then she said, “But that’s ridiculous of course. They only
exist in movies.” Her voice remained a soft murmur during her rumination. She
clearly didn’t want to believe what her rational mind obviously hinted at as
being a reality. Yet, at the same time… Her eyes grew wide and he could see it
really was no joke to her.


“I’m just being melodramatic, right?”


He didn’t respond.


She gasped again. He returned to his spot next to Jane as
Shana tried to grasp the reality of the shocking situation. He, in turn, tried
to appear less intimidating. Less big bad wolf about to devour little red
riding hood.


She stared at the two of them, disbelief evident in the way
her mouth gaped. But in her shimmering eyes was that look of intrigue and
fascination that emulated his own. Her interest in him had continued to burn
brighter as the evening had progressed. She couldn’t hide it, even if every
other part of her emitted uncertainty and incredulity.


“I only had one sip of champagne,” she said. “I’m not drunk.
Or delusional.” To Drake, she added, “You move quicker than my heart beats. How
is that possible?”


“Haven’t you already answered your own question?” he
countered.


Shana didn’t appear to have a response to that. At least,
not one she found acceptable.


“This is fortuitous, really.” Jane stepped forward, albeit
with trepidation. Again, so as to not spook their guest. “You think you’re
different. Imagine how we feel?”


“But I don’t believe in vam—”


“You don’t have to.” Jane’s tone was soft, her smile a
friendly one.


Shana sucked in a breath, then let it out with a sharp whoosh.
“Oh my God.” The color drained from her face and her back pressed to the closed
door as one hand searched for the doorknob. “Am I, like, dinner?”


Jane stared at her, aghast. Drake bit back a grunt,
offended.


“You’re perfectly safe in our company,” he assured her,
though his voice was tight. “Our interest in you is not sustenance related.”


She stared quizzically at him. “What is your interest
in me?”


“Oh dear,” Jane murmured.


Drake turned away. He returned to the living room seating in
front of the glowing embers in the fireplace. Settling in a chair adjacent to
the sectional, he crossed his legs and tried to appear casual. Tricky though it
was. Something dangerous and forbidden and exhilarating swirled around inside
him, making his gut clench and his cock throb. He’d crossed a line he shouldn’t
have and wasn’t putting much effort into a retreat.


The fact was, he wanted to be open with Shana about his and
Jane’s true nature. He wanted her to know them—really know them.


But how detrimental would that be to all three of them in
the end?


And what on earth made him think she’d actually believe them
if they continued to travel this path? She’d already admitted she didn’t buy
into the idea vampires truly existed. In order to validate their claim, he or
Jane would have to reveal their demon natures. Show their fangs.


How could she not freak out if she saw who they really were?


“Perhaps it’s best if you leave,” he finally said. Something
about her made him trust in the fact that she wouldn’t share the revelations of
this evening with anyone. Maybe because she couldn’t comprehend the idea of
vampires. Maybe because no one was likely to believe she’d just met two of
them, were she to tell anyone.


He was resigned to the fact he’d botched the whole evening.
Was monumentally pissed off at himself for it, but what could he do at this
point? Best to cut his losses and hope his Shana White obsession would end
sometime soon. This century, at least.


But just as he was berating himself and fighting off the
fury that warred with the peculiar liberation he felt over her knowing his
deepest, darkest secret, she went and shocked the hell out of him.


Pulling away from the door, she took two steps toward Jane.
Her mouth opened and she appeared to search for the right words. She gave up
and took a couple more steps forward. Jane stayed where she was, shooting a
perplexed look over her shoulder—toward Drake—before her attention returned to
Shana.


Jane said, “You’re not scared.”


Again, she didn’t pose a question. Drake guessed she’d
tapped into that mysterious part of Shana’s existence once more, connecting with
her soul in a way Drake would never understand or experience himself, much to
his dismay. He’d never been as envious of Jane’s gift as he was tonight,
wanting very much to share that intimacy with Shana himself.


She said to Jane, “I just realized you would have gone for
my jugular long before this. If that was your intent.” She set her purse on the
edge of the desk, as though offering a truce, a white flag of sorts—silently
telling them she wasn’t about to turn tail and run, or divulge their secret.


Drake found this interesting. His eyes narrowed on her as
she took another small step toward Jane.


“Yvette said you’re both very mysterious. You keep to
yourselves, for the most part.”


“It’s not that we don’t like humans,” Jane said, her tone
somewhat contrite. “That’s not the case at all, in fact. We live in your world
and we respect your rules and your boundaries. We don’t drink human blood. I
never have and Drake gave it up centuries ago.”


He could practically see Shana’s mind churning as she
processed what Jane had said, chewing over every bit of evidence presented,
laid out right before her very eyes.


When her glowing amber gaze landed on him, Drake felt a
powerful reaction that made him jolt in his seat. As though she’d touched him
physically and his body had reacted innately and lustily to it.


“When I tripped earlier,” she said to him, “and you lifted
me up… It was effortless. Like I weighed no more than a feather. And you didn’t
miss a step.” She seemed to replay that moment in her mind before continuing.
“I felt normal. With both of you. Like, for the first time in my life, I fit in
with someone. Well, two someones.” She looked back at Jane and smiled. “I can’t
explain it. It’s not like how I feel with Yvette and Finn. I adore them, but
there’s something about Yvette that just makes me feel so…subpar.”


“She’s stunning, yes,” Drake said in a quiet voice.
“Gregarious and brilliant. They both are. But there’s a sensual exuberance you
ooze that’s as emotionally stirring as it is sexually arousing. It’s impossible
to escape or ignore. It’s captivating. Especially to us.”


Jane added, “I suspect those women you were always jealous
of were actually jealous of you.”


“Oh, no,” she was quick to say. Her gaze dropped to the
floor again and her teeth clamped down on her trembling lower lip, as though
she’d just recalled some deeply painful memory from those days in the
orchestra.


Jane took the two steps forward that closed the gap between
them.


Drake sat up straight, alarmed. “Jane.” That one word was a
warning she didn’t heed.


Instead, she reached for Shana’s hand and again enveloped it
with hers.


Shana glanced up, hesitation in her eyes. As though she were
certain she should pull away, but was reluctant to do so for some unfathomable
reason.


Jane said, “You simply don’t see what others see. Not just
when it comes to how they view you, but you don’t see what’s around you
either.”


“I—” She gave Jane a perplexed look, as though unsure of
Jane’s meaning. Or perhaps she got it and didn’t know how to respond. Drake
watched the exchange with great interest, no longer on high alert. He knew
where Jane was going with this and he suspected it just might be therapeutic
for both women.


“You voluntarily hide,” Jane said. “You chose to be alone,
with only a few select friends. You’re wonderful at expressing your feelings
with your written words and your music, but do you ever express yourself
verbally? Do you ever say what you’re feeling or seek what you
want or need?”


“It’s all very superficial,” Shana suddenly said, her voice
hard and flat—a direct contradiction to the pain that flashed in her eyes. “I
mean, all I ever wanted was to fit in. To look like the girls and the women I
was surrounded by. To not be different. And I know that’s selfish, because I
had a gift they wanted. But I would have gladly traded—”


She shook her head sharply and turned away, yanking her
hands from Jane’s loose grip in the process.


“I was blessed with a beautiful gift,” she continued as she
returned to the desk and picked up her handbag, clearly on her way out the door
again. “But it didn’t feel like a gift when I was forced to play six hours a
day and spend the rest of the time learning five different languages and
studying with tutors. I was whisked away from my home in Mexico when I was just
a child, and catapulted into European culture where I had no friends and there
was no one else…like me. Not even in Italy. I always seemed so out of place.”


She looked back at them and said, “There was never any
question, until I was of legal age, that I would play and I would tour. From
the moment I held a violin in my hands—when I was just four years old—my fate
was determined for me, by people who didn’t even know me. My parents willingly
turned me over to a world-renowned maestro and a nanny he hired to care for me,
and I rarely ever saw them after that. My entire existence revolved around
playing, traveling and being tutored. It was…horrifically lonely.”


Drake fought the urge to go to her and comfort her because
he could see the sheer agony in her eyes. He suspected Jane resisted as well.


Shana said, “I know it sounds like I’m ungrateful. I’m not.
I just…I never wanted any of it. I didn’t want to be famous. I wanted to be
normal and have a normal life. I didn’t want to sleep in bedrooms that were the
size of most people’s apartments. When I was old enough to no longer need a
constant chaperone, I was all alone in hotel suites that rivaled small
mansions. I didn’t want that isolation, but at the same time, I didn’t really
know how to make friends.”


She seemed to consider her next words before she admitted,
“Nor did I want to be the one girl fashion designers looked at—after designing
gowns for all the other females in the orchestra—and murmured, ‘what am I going
to do with her’? I was five-foot-ten at the age of sixteen. Can you imagine how
monstrous I felt?”


Jane stared at her for several quiet moments before she
turned away. “Sure I can.”


She passed Drake and sat on the sofa, clasping her hands in
her lap.


Drake was the only one to see the pain on Jane’s usually
composed face. It caught him off guard, doubling the angst he felt. Shana’s
admission was a disconcerting one unto itself. Jane’s repressed agony was
equally troubling.


He said, “You two are so similar.” And that’s when he
understood the full impact of what Jane had seen or felt when she’d searched
Shana’s soul.


Surprisingly, Shana deposited her purse once again and
joined Jane on the sofa. “I’m sorry,” she said as she covered one of Jane’s
hands with her own. “I didn’t realize… I mean, it didn’t occur to me. You can’t
live a normal life either.”


“I did once,” Jane told her. “For twenty-six years. I liked
being human, but I chose to become a vampire for…someone.”


“Drake?”


Jane let out a soft laugh. “No. We only met a few decades
ago. I became a vampire not quite fifty years ago. A lover from Dublin, who was
the most brilliant man I’d met—at that point of my life anyway.” She shot an
appreciative look toward Drake before she continued her story. “We had a
beautiful affair and when I found out he was a vampire, I wanted to live the
rest of eternity with him. He felt the same. It was perfect.”


Shana’s brows knitted together. “Then what happened?”


“He was murdered. Stake through the heart. It truly does
work.”


“Oh.”


Shana looked over at Drake. He said, “I didn’t know. It’s
not something she’s shared with me before.”


“It’s rather bizarre,” Jane added, “but I never realized
until tonight, when we met you downstairs, how much I miss being human. Not so
much for the sake of being human, mind you. But…the warmth of it. The actual
physical warmth.” She twined her pale-skinned fingers with Shana’s darker ones
and lifted their hands to her chest, pressing them between the valley of her
small breasts. With a genuine smile, she said, “There’s comfort in the human
touch, along with a vibrancy I’d long since forgotten. It’s…electrifying.”






Chapter Five


 


Pleasure and pain walked hand in hand, no matter who you
were. No existence, be it mortal or immortal, natural or supernatural, could
escape the latter and revel purely in the former.


Shana could see that as clear as day as she gazed into
Jane’s eyes and saw the torment she suffered from being “different” from humans
and missing their warmth.


But more than that, she saw the relief of acceptance, which
Shana easily recognized. It was something she’d sought her entire life, after
all. She also saw the flicker of desire for that one thing Jane didn’t have
access to—the human touch.


Again, Shana could not only easily recognize this…she could
empathize with it.


“Your lover was human when you were first with him, wasn’t
he?” she asked Jane.


“Yes. For several weeks. And then he went away for a while
and when he came back…” She shrugged her shoulders. “I knew something was
different about him, though I didn’t understand it. Yet we were still so in
love that when he finally told me the truth, I wasn’t repulsed. I didn’t run
away. I wasn’t scared.”


“Because you knew he wouldn’t hurt you.”


She nodded. “I could see it wasn’t easy for him. He had to
fight the natural compulsion to drink my blood. But somehow he overcame that
tendency by allowing other feelings and desires to overpower his bloodlust.”


Jane let out a long breath of air, as though she were
expelling demons long imprisoned inside her. “I loved him with all my heart,
please don’t get me wrong. I loved him so much that I begged him to make me a
vampire, so that we’d never be apart. But I always missed his warmth. That
special touch of a human that no vampire can replicate.”


Shana shook her head. “You’re wrong. I mean, not so much
wrong, but…” She tried to find the words to explain how electrifying a vampire
touch could truly be. “Drake has strength in his hands and virility that’s
thrilling. And you,” she said to Jane, “you have a quiet strength. You look so
delicate, but you’re powerful and that’s magnetic.”


Jane stared at her for several moments before saying,
“You’re turning all of this upside down.”


“Jane.”


Drake’s deep voice made Shana’s gaze shift to him. “What am
I turning upside down?”


“She sensed something about you that, quite clearly, resonates
within her,” he said. “Something similar you both share, although I don’t think
she knew it at first. She wanted to help you. But she can’t do that until she
admits she needs help too.”


Shana stared curiously at him. “You mean she has to accept her
need for a human’s touch?”


“After fifty years of being a vampire,” he said, “yes.”


“Oh.” Shana understood intuitively, though it was
realistically not understandable, why she’d felt a significant and
meaningful connection with Jane earlier. It was an indescribable yet palpable
bond.


Jane tried to pull her hand away, as though she felt
inferior now that her vulnerability had been exposed. But Shana knew all about
vulnerabilities and she held fast to Jane’s hand, keeping their entwined
fingers pressed to Jane’s chest.


“It’s not a weakness,” Shana told her, “to need something
beyond your grasp.”


“Really?” Drake countered.


Shana bristled, because she had a feeling he’d gotten a good
glimpse of her vulnerabilities when she’d turned tail and almost run after encountering
a sexual display she’d never imagined. One she’d never fathomed in her
sheltered existence. One that had made her think of a lot of possibilities
she’d never considered because she was too self-conscious to put herself in any
position that would expose her physical flaws.


Still staring at Jane, she said, “You could have taken a
bite out of me at any point. You didn’t. And clearly you don’t want to. You can
control it. So what makes you think you can’t have regular human contact?”


“I’d never forgive myself if I slipped,” Jane said. “It’s as
simple as that.”


Finally, Shana’s eyes lifted and she pinned Drake with a
pointed look, surprising herself. “And what do you fear?”


“That someone I want to believe in me can’t, because it’s
not…natural.”


In an instant, her rebuff of vampires flashed in her mind.
She said, “Please forgive me. It’s not a common thing, encountering a vampire.
It’s not like meeting a lawyer or a doctor, you know? Well, maybe it’s a little
like meeting a lawyer.”


He actually grinned at her. It seemed to take him by
surprise, but the corner of his mouth lifted in a half-assed way that told her
he found her amusing.


Heat seeped through every inch of her, especially along her
inner thighs. The coolness of Jane’s fingers, tangled with hers as their palms
pressed together, was a welcome relief to the fiery sensations consuming her,
particularly the sudden, unfamiliar feeling of something akin to flickering
flames against her clit.


Her reaction to Drake, however, did not overshadow the
connection she felt with Jane. She turned back to the blonde vampire. “You said
we’ve not met before. Is that true?”


Jane’s gaze flitted to Drake, a somewhat quiet observer of
their exchange, though Shana could see in his dark eyes that he was not having
an easy time staying put over there in his chair while Shana and Jane sat so
closely together. Also, she could see there were things he wanted to say,
perhaps more admissions he wanted to make. She read him well, with the hard set
of his jaw and the rigidity of his posture.


He watched them intently, silently, but there were questions
he wanted to ask and reconciliations he needed to make. She could practically
see right through him all of a sudden. As though discovering his true identity
had somehow unlocked a door to who the man really was—and he didn’t refrain
from inviting her inside.


But he gave Jane the floor, sitting back and listening more
than participating.


In a soft voice, Jane said, “I have a gift that’s not
necessarily a welcomed one either. I connect with other’s souls. I can feel
what’s inside them. What elates them. What troubles them. Sometimes
it’s…painful.” Her pale green eyes locked with Shana’s, making her point quite
clear.


“I’m sorry.” Humiliation instantly welled within her.


How utterly embarrassing for someone else to know her
internal misery. It stemmed from so many different avenues, like never having
the opportunity to embrace her own heritage or make her own decisions. She’d
gone along with the tutelage because she’d loved to play before it had all
turned so serious and the demands on her had escalated. When she’d reached the
point where she was old enough and meticulously trained, she’d joined the
orchestra. She’d understood the money she made helped her parents back in
Mexico, who’d had several more children after she’d left, all of whom Shana had
never met.


She hadn’t had a connection with her family, nor had she
ever had a friend before Yvette. And she’d certainly never taken a lover…had
never even been kissed before. She longed for intimate human contact as much as
Jane did, but couldn’t overcome her self-doubt to allow it to happen, the way
Jane couldn’t overcome her fear of breaking her cardinal rule and hurting
someone.


Jane had seen all of that?


Mortification gripped her.


“I don’t mean to thrust my personal woes on anyone else.”
She started to pull away, but this time it was Jane who kept their hands
clasped.


“No, it’s not like that,” she said. “It’s painful, yes. I
can feel what you feel, deep down. Yet…there’s also relief in hearing
you say why you’ve suffered. You’ve always felt out of place and that explains
why you hurt inside. Why you feel so alone. Why you doubt yourself.”


Shana considered this for a moment as Drake leaned forward,
pulling all the pieces together right along with Shana.


She said to Jane, “You relate to it. You relate to me.”


“I feel a bond with you, yes. I desperately wanted to meet
you once it happened.”


Shana couldn’t deny she felt the same.


She glanced over at Drake, finding it interesting how he
seemed to mentally catalog everything about her as he studied her. Her
mannerisms, her features, her words. He seemed to absorb it all, missing
nothing.


Begging the question, “Why did you want to meet me?”


Again, his grin was a slow, sexy one. It cut some of the
tension in the room and melted his edgy appearance. “As you’ve already
discovered for yourself, Jane is impossible to say no to. It was her idea to
invite you backstage. I was hesitant because, quite frankly, I wasn’t sure I
could resist you.”


His words sparked the kind of excitement that made her
nipples tighten and her pussy throb. She’d never been so in tune to her
femininity or her sexual needs until this evening. Yet she wasn’t experienced
with any sort of seduction—be it by her effort or someone else’s—so she had to
clarify one point.


“My blood? Or…me?”


His jaw clenched and his eyes flashed with a hunger that had
nothing to do with being ravenous for food.


“Oh.” The word left her mouth on an exhale of breath.
He didn’t even need to answer her question with words. He’d done it perfectly
with one very heated look. Her attention returned to Jane and she asked, rather
boldly, “What do you want from me?”


“It’s not what I want from you,” she was quick to
say. “It’s what I want for you.”


Before Shana could ask what she meant, Jane leaned forward,
stretching upward and brushing her lips over Shana’s.


It hardly qualified as a kiss. It was a mere featherlight
touch that almost didn’t exist, it was so delicate. Yet it was so deliciously
perfect in every way—mostly because it delivered another unspoken answer to her
questions.


“You’re breathtaking,” Jane said, her green eyes shimmering
in the soft glow of the chandelier and embers.


Her whole life, Shana had wanted to hear those words. To
hear them and believe in them, to be exact. And of course, she’d always
wanted to feel someone else’s lips against hers.


While her insecurities and self-consciousness wanted to
rebuff Jane’s words and actions, the awe in Jane’s eyes and voice could not be
disputed.


The tables instantly turned. She was no longer in need of an
invitation into their world. It became quite obvious to her in that instant,
they were awaiting an invitation into hers.


She gently eased her and Jane’s clasped hands from Jane’s
chest and pressed them against the skin exposed by her one-shoulder dress.
“You’re not cold to me,” she said, knowing now that was a touch-point with
Jane. Her own insecurity and vulnerability. “In fact, it’s refreshing. Because
I’m burning up.”


The confidence Jane had so easily exuded up until fifteen or
so minutes ago returned. She smiled and said, “You’re not at all what I
expected.”


“That’s because I’ve never felt so sure of myself until this
very moment.” Her head dipped and she swept her lips over Jane’s, mimicking the
earlier gesture.


Jane let out a soft moan. “So warm,” she mused. “And supple.
Cozy. Against my cold lips, it’s like snuggling under a thick down comforter on
a crisp autumn night.”


“I want something for you too,” Shana said. “To feel the
same heat I do.”


Jane stared up at her, gratitude in her eyes, mingled with a
realization that they were kindred spirits. Shana could think of no better way
to describe it and she wanted to strengthen the bond.


She bent her head again, and this time, she kissed Jane.
Really and truly kissed her. Their lips tangled for a few moments before their
mouths opened and Shana’s tongue swept over hers. The forbidden connotation
related to kissing another woman was sexy and enticing unto itself. Thrilling
because it was something she’d never imagined doing. Something she’d never
found appealing until she’d met Jane.


But the actual feel of Jane’s cool breath mingling with her
warmth and the way Jane let her lead the kiss—despite Shana’s lack of
experience—made her even hotter. Jane had a way of following along that made it
easy for Shana to explore her mouth with her tongue, twisting it with Jane’s
before delving deep enough to make the other woman moan again.


A sense of relief accompanied the sharp prickle of desire in
her cunt. Jane’s reaction to her was enough to make her let loose of her
inhibitions, because Shana felt the sincerity of it deep in her soul.


From across the room, Shana heard Drake let out a low groan.
She pulled away from Jane and turned her head toward him, finding him pacing in
front of the fireplace.


Jane giggled, an unexpected sound. “So jealous,” she
murmured.


Shana returned her attention to Jane. “Of us?”


“Of me, specifically. For being the one you kissed.”


She slid her gaze Drake’s way again. Shana wanted to kiss
him as much as she’d craved the intimate contact with Jane—more, actually. But
she refused to lessen the significance of her romantic moment with Jane by
going to Drake.


True, he looked tormented as he watched Shana release Jane’s
hand so Jane could flatten her palm against Shana’s bare shoulder. Drake’s
jealousy was evident as he rubbed the back of his neck and continued to pace.
But Shana was riveted to her seat, her desire sparking to life at that very
moment because of Jane.


When she turned back to the other woman, she leaned forward
to kiss her once more. Though, out of the corner of her eye, Shana caught Drake
stripping off his suit jacket and that made the fire inside her roar to life.


So much had been set into motion with one invitation, one
backstage tour, one dangerous admission of an existence Shana had never
believed in until she’d witnessed Drake’s unfathomable speed and his ability to
lift her with absolutely no effort when they were downstairs. Not to mention
the chill of Jane’s skin and the mystifying gift she possessed.


Shana wasn’t sure what had been the catalyst for her own
personal liberation—all of the above, she guessed—but she was also happy to see
Drake and Jane had found an outlet of sorts themselves, by way of being able to
reveal their true identities to her.


Though, that did little to relieve the torment Drake seemed
to suffer.


But Shana was, for the moment, fixated on Jane. Particularly
the way she slowly, but noticeably, took over the kiss, turning it more
passionate as she eased toward Shana, her lithe body pressing to Shana’s, her
tongue plunging deep in an erotic way.


Shana’s eyelids fluttered closed as the kiss deepened. The
fiery sensations already burning inside her were stoked by the expert way in
which Jane intensified their kiss without making Shana feel inadequate.


There was no mistaking she evoked Jane’s desire, despite her
virginal and inexperienced ways.


When Jane’s hand on her shoulder moved slowly down the
satiny material of Shana’s dress and cupped her breast, Shana tore her mouth
from Jane’s and gasped for air as her eyes flew open.


Jane gave the full mound, which her small hand didn’t quite
encompass, a gentle squeeze. So much more tender than she’d expected, given
Jane’s strength and the excitement that lit her eyes, but effective nonetheless.
Shana felt a titillating burst of erotic sensations deep in her pussy that
turned into a throbbing, pulsing need demanding to be satisfied. Jane’s thumb
swept over her already hard nipple and she sucked in a breath, the throbbing,
pulsing need intensifying.


“Electrifying, my foot,” Shana said in a strained tone.
“That’s downright mind-blowing.”


Jane flashed her a brief, albeit wicked grin before her head
dropped to Shana’s chest and she pressed her firm lips to the areola and
tongued the hard pebble through the material of Shana’s dress.


Shana’s head fell back on her shoulders and her eyes closed
again. “That’s just too delicious for words.”


She heard Drake come to an abrupt halt. Cracking one eye
open, she found him standing in front of the fireplace, his fists clenched at
his sides, lust blazing in his eyes.


“Bloody hell,” he ground out. “Is it your intention to drive
me out of my mind?”


 


Shana grinned, opening her other eye to stare at him. “If
it’s at all possible.”


He smirked at her. So she had a playful side. Shouldn’t
surprise him any more than the way she’d so assertively kissed Jane. A gesture
that had made him wild with envy, but which had also captivated him. The woman
had passion in dire need of being released, no doubt about it.


Unleashed, as Jane had put it earlier.


He could see—and sense—something bold and daring lingering
beneath the surface of her carefully constructed shell. With every fiber of his
being, he wanted her to set herself free of her past demons and let all her
inhibitions slip away. So much so, he was willing to stand back and let it
happen with Jane. Yet he wanted her so desperately for himself, it was hell to
sit on the sidelines.


He did just that, though. In truth, he’d already agreed
earlier this evening that what transpired between the three of them was not up
to anyone other than Shana. And she was clearly interested in exploring her
sexuality with Jane, so who was he to intervene, really? Except that it was
near impossible to be a voyeur rather than a participant.


Shana had proved capable of bringing her own powers of
persuasion to the table, and the only thing keeping Drake from bringing this
whole convoluted seduction to a screeching halt before he completely snapped
was the fact that he sensed it was all part of the reassurance Shana needed.
The proof she needed that she was desirable and that she was alluring
enough to win over not only him, but Jane was well.


And, if he dug deep enough within himself, he’d have to
admit that watching the two of them together was hotter than hell.


So he said, “Have your fun. I’ll play along. Whatever you
want.”


Shana’s head cocked to one side. “Really?”


“I didn’t say it’d be easy,” he assured her in a dry tone.
“But it’s probably for the best.”


This caused confusion to flash in her eyes.


Jane spoke before he could, whispering in Shana’s ear. “He
already knows how difficult it’ll be for him to stay in control when he’s
inside you.”


Shana’s jaw dropped. Her breathing visibly picked up. Her
gaze locked brazenly with his and fire replaced the confusion in her eyes. For
him, the die had been cast months ago, when he’d first seen a photo of her on
the Internet. But he’d kept his secret obsession to himself, for the most part,
until tonight. The course they were about to take was now clearly set, because
she didn’t get up and walk away. The idea of making love with him was obviously
an appealing one. Her lusty expression and the wild beat of her pulse at her
throat spoke volumes—telling of her excitement and anticipation.


More importantly, her acceptance and acquiescence were
written all over her lovely features, confirmed by the shudder that ran through
her body and the way her back arched slightly, pressing her breast against
Jane’s palm.


In turn, Jane gave the large globe a heartier squeeze, making
Shana gasp and causing Drake’s cock to throb in crazy-wicked beats.


He forced himself back into the chair he’d sat in earlier.


Jane’s lips grazed Shana’s temple and she murmured, “You
want to feel him deep in your pussy, don’t you?”


“Yes.” Shana’s response came quickly, with no hesitation, no
doubt in her voice. Nothing but sheer exhilaration and hunger.


Drake gripped the armrests at his sides, holding himself in
place so he didn’t fly across the room and take her right then and there.


Jane kissed her again, their tongues tangling in plain view,
taunting Drake and making him even harder. Despite the incessant urge to join
the two women—to taste Shana’s lips himself and feel her full, lush breasts in
his own hands—he watched with forced and pained patience, knowing it was best
that Jane took the lead. She was much more restrained than he’d be and she’d
help prepare Shana for him. Make her wet and in dire need of him. He could wait
for that. Maybe.


As he loosened his grip on the chair before he ripped the
armrests from the frame, he found the most comfortable position in which to
sit, his erection not helping matters. Jane’s hand moved from Shana’s breast to
the sparkly clip on her shoulder. With deft fingers, Jane released the
fastening and slowly peeled the satin material away from Shana’s chest,
exposing more smooth, bronze skin and deliciously plump breasts that were
accented by small, dusty rose-colored areolas and tipped with puckered nipples
that made his mouth water.


He licked his lips, anxiously anticipating flicking his
tongue over one of the taut peaks before drawing it into his mouth and sucking
hard until she moaned and writhed beneath him.


His groin tightened in a nearly unbearable way at the erotic
thought. His cock twitched behind his clothing and his gut coiled. He wanted
her in the worst way. Wanted to kiss her and touch her and make love to her.
No, it was so much more than that. He wanted to ravage her. Strip her clothes
off, taste the flowing juices between her legs, then thrust his cock deep into
her warm and wet cunt. He wanted to give her the sort of pleasure that would
make her squeeze him tight when she came and scream out his name.


Lust had never raged so strong and bright within him, not
even with Jane. It was a thrilling feeling, but also a terrifying one. Because
he truly would have to stay in control with her. He’d have to be very, very
careful not to—


“Drake?” Jane’s lilting voice brought him around. She
grinned knowingly at him over her shoulder as she asked, “Are you okay over
there?”


He’d probably growled or grunted, or maybe even said aloud
how thoroughly arousing the scene before him was without even realizing he’d
uttered a sound. It was impossible not to get worked up over the two women, and
Shana in particular as his gaze locked on her bare chest.


In all honesty, he said, “She could give a corpse a
hard-on.”


Jane giggled. “That’s not exactly a sexy image.”


He groaned. “Don’t expect me to be poetic while I’m quickly
going up in flames over here.”


Shana smiled softly. “I think it’s terribly sexy.” She
threaded her fingers through Jane’s blonde hair and said, “But he’ll have his
turn with me later.” Her eyes gleamed lasciviously and Jane seemed to revel in
their twinkly depths.


“You say all the right things,” she told Shana.


“If that’s true, it’s a first.” She coaxed Jane’s head
closer to hers and whispered, “Though I’d really prefer not to talk right now.”


She kissed Jane. An obviously scorching-hot lip-lock that
left Jane breathless when she finally pulled away.


No longer toying with Drake or needing to take the seduction
slowly, Jane’s head dipped to Shana’s chest and she swept her tongue over a
tight nipple, making Shana’s body jolt.


Jane didn’t hold back. She palmed Shana’s breasts and
pressed them together, then she licked and sucked one nipple while rolling the
other between her finger and thumb. Shana’s head rested against the mound of
pillows in the corner of the sofa and her eyelids closed again, as though she’d
just willingly given herself over to whatever sensations Jane evoked. As though
she’d just freed herself of her own bonds and was accepting of the pleasure
another woman wanted to bring her.


Drake found the silent surrender as provocative as it was
significant. She trusted them.


Her faith in what transpired between the three of them
helped him to rein in some of his riotous emotions. He stood and moved to the
opposite end of the sofa, still just an observer, but he studied every nuance
of how Shana responded to Jane’s touch and how she tamped down her insecurities
to allow herself to be free enough to enjoy everything Jane did to her.


The tip of Jane’s tongue feverishly flicked the rosy bud
against her lips until Shana was squirming beneath her and moaning softly.


Then one of Jane’s small hands slid over the shimmery
material covering Shana’s stomach, moving lower until her fingers reached the
bare skin exposed by the slit in Shana’s dress.


Drake’s fingers burned to sweep over the naked flesh the way
Jane’s did, first brushing lightly over the top of Shana’s thigh, then dipping
between her slightly parted legs to caress the sensitive inner portion of her
thigh. Shana’s body trembled, a visible vibration Drake somehow felt deep in
his core. His internal heat spiked, not a common occurrence for a vampire. It
was as though he’d been singed to the very depths of the soul he questioned
whether or not existed. It wasn’t supposed to, but how else could he explain
his humanity and the need to restrain his natural instincts when such a
compelling woman stirred his senses and made him desperate to have her?


Fighting all his sexually aggressive tendencies was no easy
feat. He found himself popping off the buttons of his shirt as he pulled apart
the flap and yanked the hem from the waist of his suit pants. He truly was a
raging inferno of lust and longing.


When Jane’s fingertips lightly grazed Shana’s pussy lips
through the thin material of her panties, Shana’s eyes flew wide open and she
bolted upright. Her long, thick curls spilled over her shoulders and her chest
heaved.


“Oh my God!”


Drake and Jane both froze in place. But Shana didn’t
retreat. It wasn’t as if she’d just realized what they were all truly up to—he
could see the fiery excitement still blazing in her eyes. No, the way she
stared at them both—first at Drake over Jane’s shoulder and then at Jane—made
him think she’d just gotten a very good idea of how stimulating this rendezvous
could be.


Indeed, she detangled her fingers from Jane’s hair and
fisted her hands, then opened them, stretching her fingers. A ripple of something
dark and wondrous seemed to shimmy down her spine as she wiggled in her seat.
And then she did something completely unexpected to them both—mostly Jane.


She twined her fingers in the thin straps that sat on Jane’s
shoulders and pulled the flimsy material down her arms. Not missing a beat,
Jane yanked her limbs from the confining straps mere seconds before Shana
pushed the rest of the skimpy top down to Jane’s waist.


There appeared to be no hesitancy or shame in Shana’s next
move. She did exactly as Jane had done to her earlier, palming Jane’s small
breasts, squeezing them lightly, then dropping her head to Jane’s chest to lick
and suck one nipple and then the other.


“Oh,” Jane said on a lusty sigh, whatever erotic sensations
Shana evoked clearly catching her off guard. Her hands gripped Shana’s
shoulders, holding her to her as the other woman continued to tease and suckle
her nipples. “That feels heavenly.”


Jane’s head dipped and her lips grazed Shana’s black hair as
her fingers threaded through the silky-looking strands. All the while, Shana
enthusiastically tongued Jane’s nipple and then drew it into her mouth. Jane
pressed Shana’s head to her breast, silently encouraging her to suck harder, to
not let up.


“I’m going to do that to your clit,” Jane whispered. “Until
you beg to feel my fingers in your cunt. And then Drake’s cock.”


Shana released the nipple between her lips and stared at
Jane, the heat arcing between them. The desire raging within them was palpable
even to the bystander Drake.


Jane reached for the zipper at the back of her skirt and
barely had it down the track before Shana shoved the material over Jane’s slim
hips. They worked together to divest Jane of her top, skirt and shoes, and then
Shana’s fingers twisted around the strands of Jane’s miniscule thong panties
and she slid the scant material down Jane’s bare thighs.


When Jane was naked, she reached for the folded-down
material just beneath Shana’s breast.


But Shana was quick to grip her wrists. “No,” she said in a
firm voice. “Please, don’t.”


The flicker of self-doubt and the hint of past pains in her
amber eyes made both Jane and Drake start.


“But you’re so beautiful,” Jane said in a raw tone. “I want
to see all of you.”


Drake’s gut clenched again, overriding his passion, bringing
down the sexual fever a few degrees.


He said, “Don’t push, Jane.” Though he desperately wanted to
see all of Shana too. Every stunning, glorious inch of her. But he could read
her alarmed expression so easily, he had to say, “Let her decide when it’s
right.”


And he silently prayed she would indeed reach that point
where she felt comfortable—and sexy—enough to reveal all of herself to them. To
bare her body as easily as she’d bared her soul earlier, when she’d confessed
her insecurities.


“Understand, please,” she murmured to Jane, who nodded her
head.


“Of course. But…allow me one indulgence?”


Shana’s gaze shifted from Jane to Drake. He worked the
tension from his jaw and gave her a slight nod. Not one of approval in the
sense that she needed to clear it with him—he had no control over her actions,
no right to claim he did either. Rather, he knew innately she sought his
counsel on what Jane might have in mind—and what effect it would have on
Shana’s image issues, because he’d so quickly recognized her distress for what
it was. And, of course, she’d sought reassurance from him because he knew Jane
so well.


He said, in a rougher voice than he’d ever heard coming from
himself, “She only wants to please you. And sate her desire for you.”


It was pure hell to basically hand her over to Jane. But he
knew Jane would only do things that brought Shana pleasure. He and Jane were of
like minds, after all.


Shana’s look turned grateful before her gaze dropped to
Jane. “It’s not you,” she said in a contrite tone. “It’s me. My problems with
me, specifically.”


“You can’t cure that overnight,” Jane said in an empathetic
tone. “I get that. But when you forget about the way you think people
see you and, instead, you feel their response to you… Oh my God.” She
let out a long sigh. “You have no idea how truly passionate you are when you
let go of all of those damning thoughts that are, I assure you, unwarranted.”


Shana’s lips pressed together for a moment. Drake saw the
prickle of pain she felt as her eyes blinked rapidly, as though fighting off
tears. He wanted to jump in and reassure her too, but this wasn’t a moment
between him and Shana. This was a pivotal point between her and the physical
replication of her childhood nemesis—the petite women she’d envied and had felt
shunned by and inferior to.


Drake knew he could spew an endless litany of flattering
sentiments—all true and heartfelt—but they wouldn’t quite repair the damage the
way similar sentiments coming from Jane could.


So, once again he remained on the fringes. A difficult place
to linger. A torturous restraint, really, that made him realize how important
this woman was to him. Whatever he’d thought he and Jane were up to this
evening had swiftly morphed into something entirely different when they’d
learned all the intricacies of the situation.


Now he better understood the reasons why Shana had retreated
into herself. But as much as he was dying to remedy all that ailed her, he had
to recognize—and accept—his own limitations in the matter. He had to take a
step back and see that what plagued her was not so much about being snubbed by
men—which he could certainly make up for given how attracted he was to her and
how desperately he wanted to shelter her from any hurt feelings—but that she’d
felt insignificant when compared to other women. Women who looked like Jane.


Given all of this, he stayed rooted where he was. The
outsider looking in, though the occasional glances that came his way from Shana
provided a hint of relief as they confirmed she was still as fascinated by and
as drawn to him as he was her.


But she too recognized the intimacy between her and Jane for
what it was. A cleansing of sorts, yes. More specifically, though, he sensed
the attraction on Shana’s part went far beyond the need for acceptance. Despite
her vampire strength, Jane’s size conveyed fragility and delicacy. But her
passion knew no bounds and that passion obviously called to Shana’s.


How could he possibly deny her an ounce of fulfillment, even
if it was delivered by someone other than him?


“You obsess over stuff even more than I do.”


Her voice broke into his ruminations. He glanced up from the
fireplace he’d briefly been unseeingly staring at to find Shana’s gaze on him
again.


He said, “I’m trying very hard to see all of this for what
it truly is.”


She nodded. “Hard to process all at once, but…” Her eyes
drifted to Jane. “I have to stop looking so hard and start…feeling. Right?”


Drake couldn’t see Jane’s grin, but he could sense it.


“Let me help you,” she said.


Shana nodded.


Drake’s fists clenched at his sides once more. This was more
difficult than he’d imagined. But he said nothing. He let Jane take the lead
again.


Her hands disappeared under the silver material around
Shana’s upper thighs, where the slit ended. When Shana lifted slightly off the
sofa cushion, Jane pushed the material up to Shana’s waist. Then she swiftly
dragged the thong Shana wore down her legs.


The faint scent of Shana’s arousal filled Drake’s nose the
way it had earlier, downstairs. He inhaled deeply, letting the provocative
aroma mingle with the smell of her blood and the body wash or lotion she used.
The fragrant bouquet was intoxicating.


Jane seemed to feel the same, because she pulled in a deep
breath and then let it out slowly, along with a low moan. Her hands splayed
over Shana’s thighs and she spread them wide as she knelt on the floor and
positioned herself between them.


Shana settled back against the mound of pillows, a look of
anticipation on her face, along with a hint of uncertainty in her eyes. Drake
read her expression for what it was. She wasn’t worried about what Jane was
about to do to her. She was worried about how to respond correctly to it, still
holding herself in check, still agonizing over being normal—as she saw it.


He could appreciate her concern, though he believed it was needless.
Unable to let her agonize a second longer over her doubts and worries, he
rounded the sofa and knelt behind her. Though he easily could have touched
her—what with there being nothing more than the back of the couch in his way—he
kept his hands to himself.


But he leaned in close and whispered in her ear. “Close your
eyes.”


She did as he instructed.


“Don’t think. Just feel.”


She nodded.


A second later, Jane’s head dipped and her tongue swept over
Shana’s pussy lips, giving her the first taste of the most intimate part of
this woman’s body. Her head snapped up. Her tongue swiped her own lips and he
caught the sharp tip of a protruding fang.


Drake sprang to his feet, ready to intervene.


But Jane’s visage changed so quickly—from ravenous predator
to lustful lover—that he crouched back down, still behind Shana, who sucked in
a ragged breath of air between her parted lips. She was completely unaware of
the tense and potentially dangerous moment she’d unwittingly elicited.


Drake shot Jane a look and her eyes practically rolled into
the back of her head from pure ecstasy. He bit back a groan.


This was a mistake. He’d known it all along. The woman they
were both intensely attracted to not only smelled sinfully delicious, but
clearly she tasted that way as well.


And there were two vampires in the room with her who both
wanted to feast upon her.






Chapter Six


 


Shana’s body had tensed the second the tip of Jane’s tongue
made contact with her pussy lips—a highly sensitive part of her body no one’s
lips had ever touched. But she’d forced herself to remain still. She’d kept her
eyes shut and had concentrated on how the forbidden kiss felt, not the fact
that she was overwhelmingly self-conscious about being bare down there.


A few moments had passed as, she assumed, Jane let her
assimilate to the new sensation. Then she felt Jane’s cool, supple fingers rub
her labia in long, slow strokes. She was already wet. Had, in fact, been
embarrassed when Jane had removed her panties, because she knew they were damp.
And now she knew how it was possible for Drake to have smelled her womanly
scent when they were downstairs. They were vampires, and so of course they
could smell and sense how utterly and fantastically turned-on she was.


Yet Shana refused to give into any niggling negative
thoughts that crept in on her, threatening to make her feel exposed and unsure
of herself. This was normal, she told herself. It was perfectly normal for her
to be aroused. Perfectly normal for her to be excited by these two people and
the wonderfully evocative things they did to her.


Interestingly, she barely had to convince herself of this.
When the tips of Jane’s fingers massaged her clit in a circular motion, with
just the right amount of pressure, all thoughts of awkwardness and ineptitude
fled her brain—to be replaced by sexual cravings she’d never experienced
before, along with desires and needs and the yearning for sexual fulfillment
that went well beyond a few sexy, forbidden kisses.


Jane’s fingertips pressed against her clit and rubbed
faster, making Shana gasp. Her toes curled in her sandals and her pulse raced.
She bit down on her lower lip, fighting the throaty moans welling within her.
Her fingers gripped the satin material pooled around her hips as Jane’s hands
moved to her inner thighs and held them in place, keeping them spread wide
open. Her tongue flicked Shana’s clit again, making her hips jerk and causing a
sharp cry to fall from her lips, despite her best efforts to keep quiet.


As though encouraged by Shana’s response, Jane’s tongue fluttered
over the super-sensitive bud between Shana’s legs like butterfly wings. The
ministrations were rapid, featherlight and oh so tantalizing.


Jane kept at it, making Shana squirm in her seat. Nothing
had ever felt so amazing. So beautiful. So enticing. It made her want so much
more.


Her hips lifted off the sofa as she pressed her mound more
firmly against Jane’s mouth. In turn, Jane’s tongue licked her with a bit more
pressure against her clit. Then Jane suckled the swollen pearl and Shana felt a
hot spark deep in her cunt that made her inner walls clench, as though seeking
something she no longer considered elusive. Jane had already told her Drake
wanted to be inside her, and she could hardly wait to feel his cock filling and
stretching her.


She opened her eyes and looked over her shoulder, finding
him standing behind the sofa, staring at her with need reflected in his dark
irises. And it wasn’t just the need to sate his own lust. It was also the need
to pleasure her. He wanted to touch her—she could see the desire written all
over his handsome face, particularly in the hard set of his jaw.


She smiled softly at him, wanting with every fiber of her
being to feel his hands on her body, but not knowing exactly how to issue the
invitation. Apparently, she succeeded with just a look, because he placed both
of his large hands on her bare shoulders and then slid them slowly down the
front of her until he palmed her breasts.


His touch was nothing short of thrilling, making her grind
her pelvis, silently begging for more from Jane in hopes of taking the edge off
the mounting pressure deep in her pussy. Jane did not disappoint, sending
Shana’s desire to all-new heights.


Drake was cautiously gentle with her and his forced
restraint was sexy as hell. She could feel how badly he wanted her, how much he
wanted to touch her in ways she’d never been touched before, with no need for
holding back. She knew this by the way he faltered slightly, massaging her
breasts more firmly than he’d obviously intended before reeling himself in. The
temporary loss of control, followed by the soothing touches, left her hot and
bothered. She wanted desperately to throw caution to the wind and be reckless.
Encourage him to be reckless right along with her.


But that craving walked hand in hand with a small amount of
fear. Did she really know what she was getting herself into here with two
vampires?


Not even wanting to ponder that question, she released the
fists full of satin material she’d held captive all this time and placed her
hands over Drake’s, conveying her need for him to continue what he was
doing—and silently imploring him not to hold back.


She would have liked for the sofa cushion to not be between
them, so she could feel her back pressed to his chest. But he maneuvered
efficiently with his long arms, and when he squeezed her breasts again and then
whisked his thumbs over her hard nipples, she thought she’d died and gone to
heaven.


With Jane between her legs, driving her wild with the way
she teased Shana’s clit with her tongue, then sucked it gently into her mouth,
and Drake’s hands alternately kneading her breasts and toying with the nipples,
she felt a ripple of excitement along her spine. The exhilaration escalated as
Drake’s lips grazed her neck. She sighed with sheer delight and shuddered from
the intimate caress.


In her ear, he whispered, “You’ll come for Jane, won’t you?”


A burst of red-hot sensation between her legs made her gasp.
She stared at him, their eyes locked. She could read so many emotions in his
gaze—such raw and real emotions that she had to ask, “Is that really want you
want?”


He shook his head. He shifted quickly, snaking one arm
between her back and the sofa so he could palm her breast while the other hand
slid down the material still covering her midsection.


“No. I want you to come for us.”


Jane released her clit from between her lips. As though she
knew Drake’s intentions, she slowly worked a finger into Shana’s pussy as two
of Drake’s fingers covered her clit and massaged it frantically, with more
pressure than Jane had applied.


“Oh!” Shana felt another burst of erotic sensations deep
within her as all the foreign yet unbelievably scorching-hot feelings converged
and ignited inside her.


Her eyes closed again and she gave herself over to her two
lovers, allowing herself to experience every glorious thing they did to her.


Jane worked a second finger into her pussy as Drake rubbed
her clit and massaged her breast, cradling her in his strong semi-embrace.
Shana lifted her hand to her other breast and squeezed it the way he had
previously, then tugged on the nipple when he rolled the other one still in his
grasp.


His breath was warm against her neck and came in heavy
pulls, as though he was as excited as she was. Hardly possible, she thought.
She felt tingly all over and her skin burned with a sexual fever she’d never
known before. Jane’s fingers pumped in and out of her, sending her barreling
toward a ragged edge with the help of Drake’s skilled touch on her clit.


Her body moved in a way that was unfamiliar to her, responding
to the sensual ministrations and the crazy-wicked sensations coursing through
her. Her hips rolled and undulated in rhythm with Jane and Drake’s strokes.
When they increased the tempo, she followed their lead, grinding her hips and
taking everything they gave her.


Short pants of air rushed from her parted lips and her heart
hammered in her chest. The tension within her mounted, building to a crescendo
she knew would be explosive. She longed for the release, but wasn’t willing to
give into the beauty of the moment just yet.


As she let her body respond naturally, not holding anything
back, Drake’s lips grazed her throat and he whispered, “That’s it, love. Let us
pleasure you.”


“It feels so, so good.”


His tongue stroked a sensitive spot on her neck, revealing
an erogenous zone she’d known nothing about. She moaned and tilted her head to
the side, giving him better access, which he took.


“I won’t bite you,” he promised as his mouth did magical
things to her exposed skin.


Drowning in lustful sensations, Shana hadn’t even considered
the potential repercussions of letting a vampire so close to her jugular. But
she trusted him—and was clearly too far down the path to sexual bliss to push
him away. Not that she wanted him to move even a millimeter away from her. No,
she was racing toward the brilliant light at the end of what had once been a
dark and lonely tunnel like a runaway locomotive, and she had no desire to put
the brakes on.


In fact, she demanded in a breathy voice, “More.” She arched
her back and her hips gyrated in time with the beating of her heart and the
throbbing of her pulse.


Jane’s fingers withdrew from her wet pussy and, instead,
Drake’s longer, thicker one eased into the tight canal. Shana cried out from
the sweet invasion, so much more forceful and filling than Jane’s slender
fingers and controlled rhythm.


With the heel of his hand rubbing her clit and his finger
stroking her inner walls, which clenched and released as her arousal escalated,
she knew it was impossible to revel much longer in the hot, searing feelings
consuming her. The fireball between her legs blazed bright and when Drake’s
tongue flicked over that ultra-responsive spot on her neck, the fiery
sensations erupted, making her cry out his name as she came.


Her hips lifted off the sofa again as Drake’s finger plunged
deeper and she squeezed it tight.


“Oh God, yes,” she groaned as every nerve ending inside her
sizzled and her body quaked from head to toe. She bit down on her lower lip and
kept her eyes shut as she savored every second of her orgasm, never so
blissfully sated.


When Drake’s finger pulled slowly out of her throbbing cunt,
she whimpered in protest, not willing to give up the intimate connection she
shared with him.


He chuckled softly and murmured, “That’s the spirit.”


Her eyelids fluttered open just as Jane sat next to her and
pulled Shana to her. Much to her surprise, her passion sprang to life again, a
now-familiar craving welling within her.


She kissed Jane, tasting herself on the other woman’s lips,
making the gesture all the more erotic. Her hands cupped Jane’s small,
teardrop-shaped breasts and squeezed them gently. Then she dragged her mouth
from the cool lips she enjoyed feeling against hers and dipped her head,
flicking her tongue over Jane’s hard, rose-colored nipple.


“You’re making me ridiculously wet,” Jane said in a lusty
tone.


Shana grinned up at her. “Thank God I’m not the only one
with damp panties.” Her tone turned playful as she added, “Oh wait. You’re not
wearing panties.”


Jane laughed. A light, airy sound laced with anticipation.


Shana knelt on her knees before the other woman. She spread
Jane’s legs wide and, mimicking Jane’s previous actions—thinking that was the
best way to ensure she was doing this properly—she leaned in close and whisked
her tongue along dewy, slightly puffy pussy lips. Jane sucked in a breath and
Shana repeated the action, first licking one side and then the other.


“Perfect,” Jane muttered lustily.


Encouraged, Shana used the pads of two fingers to massage
Jane’s clit, rubbing her in a slow, circular motion as her tongue explored
Jane’s cool flesh. Other than a faint hint of perfume, Jane didn’t have a
particular smell to her, most likely because she was a vampire. And while her
skin was snowy in color and temperature, it responded to Shana’s touch just as
a human’s would. The pale color took on a soft pink tinge as Shana continued to
lick and massage, and it heated a degree or two and stayed moist with Jane’s
arousal and Shana’s attentiveness.


When Jane moaned—a deep, throaty sound that echoed in the
quiet room—Shana’s own arousal heightened. She rubbed the clit beneath her
fingertips a bit faster, with a bit more pressure, causing Jane’s hips to roll
and buck. Then she spread Jane’s lips with her fingers and flicked her tongue
over the swollen bud until Jane moaned again, this time sharply, as though what
Shana did to her drove her wild.


The idea of pleasuring Jane—really and truly bringing her
pleasure—thrilled her. Shana’s new friend had given her a special gift, helping
to strip away some of her insecurities she’d been saddled with the whole of her
life—enough so Shana could allow both Jane and Drake to bring her to orgasm.
And what a glorious sensation that had been!


She wanted to return the favor, but even more than that, she
wanted to share this intimacy with them, which went far beyond just physical
pleasure.


And, admittedly, she was fascinated by the mind and body’s
response to sexual stimulation.


As she gently suckled Jane’s clit, Drake knelt beside her.
His large hands gathered up her long strands of hair and pulled them away from
her face. He watched her licking Jane’s pussy, desire burning in his eyes,
exciting her even more. Finally, Drake draped her mass of hair over one
shoulder and bent his head to her neck. He kissed that special spot below her
ear and Shana sighed in pure ecstasy.


But he didn’t stop with the simple, though highly effective
gesture. His lips trailed down her throat and swept over her shoulder. His
mouth was warmer than Jane’s had been when Shana had kissed her and she found
the contrasting temperatures interesting. He wasn’t as warm as a human, nor was
he as cool as Jane.


His tongue and lips lightly brushed her skin, making her
shudder. She savored the tingly sensations he evoked as she continued to make
Jane writhe and moan.


Drake’s mouth moved back to Shana’s ear and he whispered,
“Slide your finger into her pussy and make her come.”


“Oh God, yes,” Jane said in a breathy voice.


A wicked thrill shot down Shana’s spine at the naughty
suggestion. Wanting to make Jane feel as deliciously good as she did, Shana
carefully eased a finger into the other woman’s tight cunt. Jane’s hips lifted
off the cushion and she cupped her breasts, pinching her nipples. Her lips
parted and her breath came in sharp little pants. Her eyes closed and her back
arched as her body responded to Shana’s ministrations.


She pumped her finger in and out of Jane’s pussy while
flicking her clit with her tongue.


“That’s it,” Jane said before moaning. “That feels so good.”


Spurred on by Jane’s words and her reaction to Shana’s
inexperienced touch, Shana diligently worked Jane into a sexual frenzy that had
the other woman nearly thrashing about on the sofa as her inner walls squeezed
Shana’s finger and she ground her mound against Shana’s lips.


Drake’s mouth returned to Shana’s blazing skin. He left soft
kisses down the exposed line of her spine until he reached the material still
covering her midsection. When his large hands skimmed over the folded-down
bodice of her dress, Shana faltered. She froze in place as alarm skittered
through her.


Jane groaned. “Please don’t stop. I’m so close. It feels so
wonderful. Make me come, Shana. Please.”


Shana couldn’t refuse her. She found she couldn’t refuse
Drake either, because she let him whisk the thin material over her hips and
down her legs. As Shana’s attention returned to Jane, Drake’s hand grazed a
bare ass cheek before his fingers ran along the crevice. She wanted to spread
her legs wider for him, but was confined by the dress pooled around her knees.


Drake’s other hand palmed one of Shana’s breasts and
squeezed it as his fingers on the lower part of her body stroked her slowly
from her swollen clit, along the opening to her pussy, up to the rim of her
anus and back to her clit. He repeated the motion until she almost lost her
focus on Jane. Her body was on fire again and Drake’s touch made her crazed for
more.


When a ripple of excitement ran through Jane’s body,
however, Shana put extra effort into getting her off. She sensed Jane was
close. She finger-fucked her pussy and suckled her clit while Drake stroked
her.


The mental stimulation was as arousing as the physical, she
found. The idea of pleasuring Jane while Drake pleasured her was enough to have
Shana racing toward another powerful orgasm. She quickened her own stroking,
pushing her finger a bit deeper into Jane’s cunt.


“Oh, yes,” Jane muttered. “Fuck me. Fuck me good.” One of
her hands moved to the back of Shana’s head and her fingers tangled in the long
strands as she held Shana to her and pressed herself more firmly against
Shana’s mouth.


Beside her, Drake’s hand on her breast also moved. It slid
over her belly to the apex of her legs, his fingers massaging her clit as his
other hand shifted and two strong fingers plunged into her pussy.


She let out a sharp cry against Jane’s lips as the fiery
sensations ignited inside her. Drake pushed her right to the edge and she
worked another finger into Jane’s pussy to mimic what Drake did to her.


Jane’s soft moans grew louder. Her body trembled and her
fingers tightened around strands of Shana’s hair. Shana gave her all she had
while Drake sent her barreling toward her own release. The intensity of
sensation mounted quickly, seemingly matching Jane’s excitement. She worked
Jane a bit more forcefully until Jane’s breathing was ragged.


“Oh, that’s good,” she murmured. “I’m going to come. Keep
doing that,” she said. “I’m so, so close.”


So was Shana. She suckled Jane’s clit and her hips bucked
and her inner muscles clenched and released Shana’s fingers as she climaxed.


“Oh, yes!” she cried out.


A heartbeat later, Shana’s own release hit her hard.


“Drake!” she said. “Oh God!” She squeezed his fingers and
rode the wave of ecstasy as it washed over her.


She’d barely caught her breath before Drake’s hands moved to
her waist and he hoisted her up and forward until she was on the sofa,
awkwardly straddling Jane’s lap. He swiftly whisked away the dress that had
slid further down to dangle around her ankles. Freed of the material, she
widened her stance, her knees sinking into the plush cushions on either side of
Jane. She braced herself with one hand on the top of the sofa and the other on
a pillow piled in the corner behind Jane.


“You’re not going to crush me,” Jane said as her hands
cupped Shana’s breasts and her tongue brushed a nipple, pebbling it tight.
“Vampire, remember?”


Shana had almost forgotten. She was now used to Jane’s cool
skin and Drake’s aggressive touch.


He remained kneeling on the floor, but positioned himself
behind her. She watched him over her shoulder as he leaned toward her and
licked her swollen folds, making her body jolt. He spread her flesh with his
fingers and stroked her opening with his tongue, the tip of which delved inside
her.


“Oh that’s unbelievable,” she whispered.


Drake stroked her with his tongue while Jane suckled first
one nipple and then the other. Shana’s back arched, thrusting her ass further
in the air and pushing her breasts forward, giving both her partners better
access to the intimate parts of her they tended to.


She’d just about resolved herself to believing there was
nothing more erotic than Jane caressing her breasts and Drake assertively
eating her pussy when Jane shifted beneath her. Releasing Shana’s breasts, Jane
shimmied down the cushion a bit until her head was between Shana’s parted legs.
Drake widened his kneeling stance to accommodate Jane. He spread Shana’s cheeks
wide and licked her pussy from behind as Jane’s tongue flicked her clit, then
gently sucked it.


“Good Lord!” The words flew from her mouth as a volcano
seemed to erupt deep inside her. “Holy Christ!”


Nothing else registered in her mind. Not the vulnerability
the position she was in posed. Not the tact and decorum she’d always practiced.
And certainly not the fact that it was two vampires feasting upon her body.


All Shana felt was the most intense, entrancing and
mind-blowing pleasure Drake and Jane brought her.


Her fingers tightened around the sofa back and the pillow
and her eyes squeezed shut as she gave herself over completely to the
sensations coursing through every inch of her. Her nerve endings were sensitive
and prickly. Her heart thundered and her pulse raced. Breathy little moans fell
from her parted lips and her nipples puckered even tighter.


Jane gripped her waist, holding her steady as Drake massaged
her cheeks. The contrast of Jane’s butterfly-wing motion against Shana’s clit
and Drake’s strong tongue around her opening, occasionally dipping inside, made
her positively insane with desire.


As she watched her two lovers over her shoulder, a shiver of
delirium chased through her. Exhilaration mixed with her overwhelming
excitement. A strange combination of wanting so much more, but never wanting
them to stop what they were doing swirled together to make her restless, yet oh
so hot and bothered.


The desire for more won out. When Drake lifted his head, as
though sensing her gaze on him, their eyes locked. His dark irises glowed
seductively, as though he enjoyed making her come and wanted to do it over and
over again.


The thought made her shiver.


She said, “I want to feel you inside me. Please,” she
begged. “I want it more than anything. I need it. I need you to fuck me.”


His jaw clenched for a moment. Jane stopped what she was
doing and shifted on the sofa, returning to the corner, resting her back
against the pillow with Shana straddling her lap again.


“Hold onto me,” the other woman said.


Shana had no delusions about how monumentally Drake would
rock her world. She wasn’t entirely certain she could take everything this
vampire had to give, but desperately wanted to feel him thrusting deep into her
pussy, filling and stretching her in a way she’d never before experienced.


It occurred to her that, for the first time in her life, she
was glad she wasn’t Jane’s size. No way could a human built like the waif
beneath her handle a man like Drake Halston, with his dark passion and
aggressive touch.


Just thinking about how thoroughly he’d fuck her was enough
to keep her juices flowing—and no one was even touching her at the moment!


Drake seemed to contemplate her plea and Jane said, “He
knows he’ll hurt you and that makes him hesitant. It’s not that he doesn’t want
you,” she was quick to add. “But there’s no getting around the pain you’ll feel
at first.”


“Because I’m a virgin.”


“And he’s well-endowed,” Jane said with admiration in her
voice.


Shana swallowed down the moan that bubbled up in her throat.
She was in for one hell of a ride, she was sure of it. And she might have
balked at the notion before they’d traveled so far down this erotic path. But
now… Oh, no. She had no intention of backing down.


Her gaze still locked with Drake’s, she boldly said, “I’m
not afraid. And I understand about the pain. It won’t last long and you’re
technically not the one inflicting it. It’s human nature…a part of my body.
Inescapable. So, please. Don’t say no.”


“I couldn’t say no,” he told her, something dark and
slightly tormented swirling in his near-black irises. “Not after I’ve tasted
you.” His jaw tightened again, as though the thought of tasting her pussy made
him wild with passion. His fists even balled at his sides.


“Then do it,” she begged again. “Please. I can’t wait any
longer. I want you. More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”


He moved away from her and her heart sank. But then he
yanked open the drawer on the end table, flipped the lid on a small wooden box
and extracted a condom. Relief washed over her, as well as that amazing flash
of exhilaration she’d felt earlier.


“I’m on the pill,” she felt compelled to tell him. “Wishful
thinking, I guess.”


One corner of his mouth lifted. A half smile of relief, she
assumed.


“He’s mostly been with me,” Jane said. “We don’t contract
diseases, so he can’t give you anything, and you’re a virgin… But we’ve never
discerned whether a vampire can get a human pregnant.”


“Were you anticipating making love to a human?” she asked
him as her gaze dropped to the foil wrapper in his hand. After all, if he and
Jane couldn’t give each other a sexually transmitted disease and he couldn’t
get her pregnant, why on earth would they bother with condoms?


He said, “As a matter of fact, I was doing a little wishful
thinking myself. The supply is new.”


Her eyes lifted to his face and he stared intently at her,
his scorching-hot gaze telling her everything she wanted to know. He’d been
hoping to make love to her. Long before he’d even met her.


The realization knocked the wind from her chest. Her mouth
gaped and her inner walls clenched, as though in anticipation of feeling him
inside her.


Jane whispered, “You’re the fantasy he can’t let go of. He’s
wanted you since the first time he saw your photo online. The image has haunted
him all this time and he’s been tormented with the fear he could never have
you.”


“Is that true?” she asked Drake.


He nodded, still looking a bit tortured. As if he’d agonized
endlessly over his desire for her.


“But what about Jane?” Her attention shifted to the other
woman as she posed the question.


Jane was the one to answer, with a smile. “It’s not like
that between us. We have more than just a professional relationship, true. But
it runs no deeper than mutual respect and adoration. We’re friends, Shana.
That’s all.” Her fingertip brushed over Shana’s cheekbone. “Friends with
benefits…until tonight. After this…”


A hint of sadness crept into her pale-green eyes, prompting
Shana to say, “You’ll miss him.”


“Just the fact that I can occasionally relieve some sexual
tension with him. We don’t associate with other vampires and I don’t trust
myself with a human lover. But the way Drake feels about you… Well, once he
makes love to you, he won’t want me again, nor will he let me lay a finger on
you ever again.”


The territorial nature of that sentiment made Shana’s heart
soar and her nipples tingle. She glanced back at Drake.


Again, she asked, “True?”


“I don’t intend to share you again. So be sure you know what
you want.”


His voice was tight, almost ominous. But it wasn’t dark with
a warning that she might be getting herself into something she couldn’t handle.
Rather, it was tinged with a deep-seated need that matched her own. He was
telling her he wanted her for keeps. And he was giving her the opportunity to
decide whether or not she felt the same way.


Without a second thought, she said, “You won’t need the
condom.”


Drake dropped it back in the box and shut the drawer.


Once again summoning bravado from somewhere deep inside her,
she continued. “I want to feel you with no barriers. I want to feel all of you.
And please don’t hold back.”


The thought of him thrusting into her in his assertive way
made her practically melt off the sofa. Thank God she had Jane for support.
Shana’s arms wrapped around the other woman’s neck and, in turn, Jane’s hands
clasped her hips, holding her steady.


Drake was out of the rest of his clothes in a nanosecond. As
Shana watched him over her shoulder, her breath caught in her throat at how
magnificent he was. From head to toe, he was a powerhouse of a vampire. A
chiseled-to-perfection man who left her breathless.


Her gaze roved his body, taking in every inch of him. He had
sculpted pecs and washboard abs. His biceps were rock-hard, she already knew.
His legs were long and strong-looking and his cock…


She moaned. “If I’m dreaming, don’t you dare wake me up.”
She didn’t say this to anyone in particular. Just muttered it absently,
thinking she’d rather die a slow, painful death than be roused from sleep if
she actually was fantasizing about this beautiful man standing poised behind
her, ready to enter her.


His cock was long and hard and thick. She fought the urge to
lick her lips—or him. Though the desire to touch and taste him rose within her
so fast, she almost relinquished her hold on Jane so she could reach for Drake.


But the need to have him inside her—now!—was too
great. She couldn’t bring herself to allow another minute to pass without
feeling him deep in her cunt.


She said, “Don’t think about anything but being inside me.
Please.” She feared he might not take that one step forward that would put them
in contact with each other.


Jane’s hands slid down to Shana’s cheeks and she pulled them
apart, opening Shana fully to Drake. Lust flashed in his eyes, along with an
obvious strain that told her it was hell to go slow, rather than plunge into
her.


Shana groaned. “Jane,” she said, her head dropping to her
friend’s shoulder. “Please, I’m begging you. Do something or say
something that will make him stop obsessing over hurting me and instead
persuade him to fuck me.”


Jane giggled. “You’re torturing her, Drake. I can feel her
quivering and hear her panting in anticipation. If you’re not going to make her
come again, I’ll do it.”


Shana hugged the vampire. “You’re my new best friend.”


“Feeling’s mutual,” Jane murmured.


A moment later, Shana felt Drake’s slightly warmer hands at
the dip of her waist. The tip of his cock nudged her opening and she nearly
cried out her joy. He was going to make love to her.


Finally!


She buried her face in the crook of Jane’s neck, already
knowing from basic sex ed that she’d feel her hymen break. And also knowing
such a large cock inside her would take some adjusting to on her part.


But she wanted it. God, how she wanted it! How she wanted him!


Her arms tightened around Jane as Drake tentatively pushed
the head of his cock partially into her cunt.


“Jane,” she growled.


To which Jane said, “Oh for Christ’s sake, Drake. Do it!”


He plunged deep and Shana cried out, heat and pain searing
her insides.


“Oh shit!” She clung to Jane, the sharp stab in her pussy
radiating an unfamiliar agony that shot out in all directions.


Her body stilled and so did Drake’s.


Beneath her, Jane whispered, “Are you all right?”


Shana took a few seconds to get her breath back. Then she
focused on the rigid cock filling her and all the new and exciting sensations
it elicited. The pain subsided quickly and she explored the feelings replacing
the sting of losing her virginity. The molten, sexy, sensational feelings
replacing the sting of losing her virginity.


“Oh God,” she murmured. “Oh. My. God.”


Her skin tingled. Her toes curled. Her insides thrummed with
a vibrancy she’d never felt before. And her pussy… It squeezed Drake’s cock,
clenching it tight and holding it captive. Making him grunt.


Jane laughed softly. “Found your way, did you?”


“I think so.” Though Shana wasn’t exactly sure what she was
supposed to do now that this mammoth of a man was inside her.


She loosened her grip on Jane, eternally grateful she was a
vampire, because Shana was certain she would have mangled a mere mortal when
Drake thrust into her.


Not able to meet Drake’s gaze, though she knew he’d hear her
whispered words because of his supernatural senses, she said to Jane, “Tell me
what to do.”


Her new friend shook her head as she smiled sweetly. “I
don’t need to tell you what to do. Every single thing you’ve done tonight has
been perfect.” Her cool hands cupped Shana’s face and she said, “I know you
don’t believe it, but you are perfect. Just the way you are. What you
say, what you do…it’s all perfect. So don’t doubt yourself, Shana. Do what
comes naturally to you and just…feel. Remember? Feel every emotion, every
sensation, every desire. Shut your brain down and just feel.”


She swallowed down a lump of emotion. If she wasn’t already
falling for Drake, Shana might have developed a crush on Jane. But it was the
man currently inside her, silently waiting for her to encourage him to proceed
or tell him to withdraw from her that she was drawn to.


She kissed Jane on the cheek and said, “You’re wonderful.”


Jane kissed her back—on the mouth. This didn’t seem to sit
well with Drake, now that his intimacy with Shana had reached a higher level.
He let out sharp grunt that made Jane pull away.


“Lighten up, will you?” she said over Shana’s shoulder.


Shana had never felt more desirable. She wiggled her ass
and, looking back at Drake as well, said, “Are you planning on doing anything
back there?”


He smirked at her. “Hold on, love.”


His rich voice and sexy accent were as arousing as his thick
cock. Well, almost. As he began to move inside her, Shana reclassified
everything she’d categorized this evening as heavenly and decided nothing on
the planet could possibly compare to the feeling of having Drake Halston inside
her.


He pulled almost all the way out of her and then pushed back
in. Slowly. She felt every inch of his hard cock filling her, stroking her
inner walls and sending shockwaves of excitement through her entire body. He
pulled nearly all the way out again, but then thrust more forcefully into her,
jolting her and making her grateful for Jane’s support, which held her steady
as Drake repeated the action.


“Holy Christ,” Shana said in a sultry voice she barely
recognized. “That is so incredible.”


There was absolutely no pain now. Just the exquisite feeling
of Drake buried deep in her cunt. Her inner muscles squeezed him tight, making
him groan.


She shivered from sheer enjoyment and did it again.


“That won’t help me stay in control,” he told her in a strained
tone.


“I don’t want you to stay in control,” she countered. “I
want you to go wild.”


“Careful what you wish for.” His voice was darker, edgier.
It excited her even more.


Jane’s small hands were still on her ass. Drake clasped her
waist firmly and plunged deep into her again. A sharp moan fell from her lips.
She tightened her arms around Jane’s neck as Drake fucked her harder and
faster, driving her wild.


“Oh…so…amazing,” she said on heavy puffs of air. Her back
arched and her ass lifted higher in the air as she took everything Drake had to
give her. The fullness of his cock and the rigidity of it felt sensational
inside her. It seemed to be a natural fit, snug though it was. As if he
belonged there. As if their bodies had been made for each other’s pleasure.


She could feel how aroused he was as his restraint began to
slip and he thrust more vigorously into her. His low grunts were sexy as hell
and his firm grip on her felt territorial and thrilling.


Jane whispered in her ear, “Come with him inside you.”


She nodded. “I’m so close.” She was surprised she could even
get the words out. Not only had her brain seemed to shut down all parts of her
mind that weren’t solely focused on the intense sexual pleasure she was
practically drowning in, but there was an endless litany of moans and whimpers
she’d never heard from herself.


Emotion and desire consumed her and she let them take over.
She kissed Jane passionately as Drake continued to hammer into her.
Relinquishing half of her grip on Jane, she slid a hand down the other woman’s
body until her fingertips brushed Jane’s clit. Jane’s legs were confined
somewhat with Shana straddling her, but Shana was able to work two fingers into
her wet pussy while the heel of her hand rubbed Jane’s clit. Drake’s thrusting
resulted in Shana finger-fucking Jane with equaled fervor, causing her to let
out a small cry of pleasure.


“That feels so good,” Jane said.


“Hardly compares to—” Shana gasped and lost all train of
thought as Drake’s full strokes became short, quick ones that made the tension
inside her body swell. “Yes,” she whispered. “Oh God, yes.”


And then all the erotic sensations collided and she screamed
his name.


Her eyes squeezed shut and little bursts of white light
danced behind her lids. Her upper body pressed to Jane’s while her fingers
still pleasured the other woman and Drake continued to piston in and out of
her. Her orgasm was the most powerful one yet, because Drake was inside her.
She never wanted the pleasure to end and was deliriously happy to hang onto the
throbbing, pulsing sensations deep in her cunt even as her climax ebbed.


She’d never felt so alive. So radiant. So sexy. And so
wanted.


She opened her eyes and concentrated on getting Jane off,
sensing how close Drake was to his own release, given the way he fucked her
with such intensity. And the sharply muttered “oh yes” that seemed to barely
make it past his clenched teeth. She watched him over her shoulder, their gazes
locked.


“Make him come,” Jane said in a throaty voice. “Squeeze his
cock. Milk it with your pussy.”


Shana clenched and released the thick shaft inside her,
making Drake groan and his eyes flash with excitement. Empowered by her newly
discovered feminine wiles, she repeated the action.


“You like that,” she said as she ground her ass against his
pelvis and squeezed him again.


A sexy sound that could only be described as a growl tore
from his lips. Shana’s insides lit up.


“I think I’m going to come again,” she said, amazed by how
her body responded to everything he did to her.


“Me too,” Jane said. Her hips undulated as she writhed
beneath Shana, who withdrew her fingers from Jane’s pussy and rubbed her clit
vigorously until the other woman was panting and moaning. Jane closed her eyes
and mumbled, “That’s it. Right there. Oh God, yes!”


Her body shuddered beneath Shana’s just as Drake pushed a
bit deeper into Shana.


He ground out her name in such a primal way, it made her
moan. She felt his release like a hot flash inside her. His hips jerked forward
and she felt the vibrations from his trembling legs. She clutched him tight,
hoping to intensify his orgasm and consequently sparking her own. Though it
wasn’t as potent as the last one, it was still a beautiful sensation that
rippled through her.


Dropping her forehead to Jane’s shoulder, she reveled in the
sensual sensations while also finding relief from the way her body burned as
Jane’s cold skin brought her internal temperature down.


“I had no idea a threesome could be so spectacular,” she
mused, her breathing choppy. “I always figured someone would end up feeling
left out.”


Though that clearly hadn’t been the case with them. Or the
models they’d spied on earlier.


Jane said, “I suppose it makes a difference when you have
three people who enjoy giving pleasure as much as they enjoy receiving it.”


“I suppose so.” She glanced over her shoulder at Drake,
still standing behind her. His cock was still buried in her pussy and his hands
remained on her waist. “What’s your take on this?”


He grinned at her. “Two vampires and a virgin. An unlikely
scenario, but it worked quite well.”


“I’m euphoric,” Shana admitted. Indeed, she felt
lighthearted and freed of many of her inhibitions. She owed that to both Drake
and Jane. Some of her ecstasy waned, though, as Drake withdrew from her.
“Shoot,” she said. “I was hoping you’d stay a while longer. I figured being a
vampire, you’d recover much quicker than a hu—”


She stopped mid-word as Jane gasped and her body tensed.
Shana’s gaze snapped to her. Jane’s pale-green eyes were wide open, hunger
flashing in them. And this time it wasn’t of the sexual variety.


“Blood.” That one ominous word rushed from Jane’s parted
lips and then the room went deathly quiet.


In the ensuing silence where no one dared take a breath,
Shana could practically hear the drops of her blood splash against the creamy
whiteness of Jane’s leg.


“No one move,” Drake said, his voice low and wary, before he
dashed off.


Shana’s gaze remained on Jane, their eyes locked. She could
see fear and regret mix with the bloodlust, along with a huge dose of
uncertainty. As though she wasn’t sure she could resist going for Shana’s
throat as the scent of blood filled her nose. But Shana could also see taking a
bite out of her wasn’t what Jane wanted. It was just the natural instinct, the
natural compulsion that made the desire rise within her. She was sure of it.


Drake was back in a heartbeat and he wrapped an arm around
Shana’s midsection and hauled her off Jane, setting her gently on her feet. His
strong forearm remained around her stomach as he used a damp towel to whisk away
the blood on her skin with his free hand.


Jane didn’t utter a word. She flew off the couch and
disappeared into the bathroom in a blur. Shana exhaled slowly, though she
wasn’t totally convinced she wasn’t in danger.


Drake finished cleaning her up, tidied himself and then
tossed the towel in the fireplace. His other arm wrapped around her shoulders
and he held her tight, her back pressed to his hard, smooth chest.


His head dipped and his lips grazed that special spot below
her ear as he whispered, “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t have let her hurt you, even
if she’d lost control. And I sure as hell won’t hurt you.”


Relief washed over her. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think about
the blood. It never even occurred to me.”


“It’s not your fault. And I know Jane feels horrible that
she scared you. It’s just that she hasn’t had much exposure to fresh human
blood. She’s never drank it and she’s not used to the undiluted scent.”


“What do you mean?”


“The blood that runs in your veins—in any human’s veins—is
masked by skin and soap. Lotion, perfume, shampoo, clothing and the like. So
even though we have acute senses, the actual aroma is skewed by all the other
scents covering it up. That’s one of the reasons we can be around humans when
we choose to be. And resist drinking from the source.”


The reality of being in a room with two vampires truly hit
home upon those words. But she honestly believed Drake wouldn’t harm her—or
allow Jane to. Not that she thought Jane might hurt her. Not intentionally. But
if the thirst overruled her sensibility… That could prove deadly.


She shivered and Drake’s arms tightened around her.


“You’re safe. I promise. And you’re welcomed here. In fact…”
He let out what sounded to be a long-suffering sigh. “I don’t want to let you
go.”


The chill she’d felt previously went up in flames.


He said, “If you want Jane, I’ll understand. But you can’t
have us both after tonight. Like I said earlier, I won’t share you ever again.”


Her stomach flipped. She wiggled in his embrace and he
loosened it so she could turn to face him. She stared up at him, loving how big
and commanding he was. So tall and muscular and devastatingly handsome.


And so possessive, it made her heart soar.


She brushed her fingertips over his clenched jaw and said,
“If you don’t want me, I’ll understand. But if you do…” She boldly stretched
toward him and grazed his lips with hers. “I don’t need anyone else. Just you.”


His head bent and he kissed her with that measured restraint
he kept trying to maintain with her. It was a short, simple kiss. Followed by
another one. And another, as they tentatively tasted each other. Then Drake
pulled her to him and his mouth crushed hers in a hot, searing kiss that told
her he really did have trouble resisting her.


She wrapped her arms around his neck and let him lead her in
a passionate kiss that made her soaring heart almost leap from her chest. He
embraced her tightly again, sealing her naked body to his. She was thrilled by
how every inch of her melded to him. Equally exciting was knowing she made him
hard again. His cock was rigid against her lower belly and, as much as she
loved being in his arms and being kissed senseless by him, the overwhelming
urge to taste him and pleasure him swelled within her.


Breaking their kiss and working her way out of his steel
grip, she eased to her knees before him and took him in her mouth. His body
jolted and he widened his stance as though needing to steady himself. She
wrapped her fingers around the base of his cock and slowly licked the shaft,
then ran her tongue along the groove beneath the head before her lips closed
around the tip again and she sucked deep.


Drake groaned. His fingers plowed through her hair as she
made love to him with her mouth. It was almost as arousing as having him inside
her. She explored the taste and texture of his skin with her tongue and reveled
in the width and strength of him in her hand. With her free fingers, she grazed
his balls, not sure how to touch him there, but encouraged by the tremor that
seemed to rock him.


His hands left her hair and he clasped her shoulders.
“Enough.” He pulled her to her feet and kissed her again. Hungrily, and with
such intensity, her body trembled too.


His arms locked around her waist and he lifted her off the
floor as he took several steps forward, until her calves brushed the cushion of
the sofa. He guided her down, her back and head resting against the plump
pillow in the corner, their bodies partially sprawled across the massive couch.
His weight on her felt heavenly.


He didn’t break their kiss as his cock thrust into her. She
was wet and ready for him and lifted her hips to meet his movements. One arm
coiled around her shoulders, cradling her, as the other hand swept down to her
breast. He palmed the underside of it and whisked the pad of his thumb over her
hard nipple, puckering it even more and sending shockwaves through her body.


She tore her mouth from his as a hard rush of air pushed a
throaty moan past her lips and her eyes flew open. Drake’s tongue trailed along
her neck and the hand cupping her breast moved over her rib cage and across her
hip. He gripped an ass cheek and led her into a sexy, gyrating rhythm as he
pushed deep into her cunt.


Her fingers tangled in the silky black strands of his hair
and her eyelids fluttered closed again.


“I didn’t think it could get any better than before, but I
was so wrong,” she whispered in his ear. Though it’d been amazing to experience
both Jane and Drake pleasuring her at the same time, it was even more exciting
to be able to concentrate fully on Drake’s cock moving inside her, their hips
rolling together in perfect unison and his body covering hers.


His hand left her butt and he lifted her thigh, prompting
her to wrap her leg around his waist. Then he returned his hand to her
backside, his fingers gliding along the crevice until he homed in on the rim of
her anus and rubbed it as he continued to make love to her.


She moaned again, the sizzling sensations burning her up
once more. That she was so willing to experiment sexually seemed to please him,
but she didn’t doubt his intentions were to help her lose her inhibitions
completely and enjoy everything he did to her. No hardship there.


As they moved together, the finger on her anus dipped
inside. Electric currents ran rampant through her from head to toe. All of this
evening’s forbidden touches were titillating, but being solely focused on the
way Drake touched her and the erotic feelings he elicited made her even hotter.


His mouth left her neck and he murmured, “You trust me,
don’t you?”


Her eyes opened. She found him staring at her, a curious
look on his breathtakingly handsome face.


She smiled softly as her heartbeat quickened and her pulse
raced. “Yes.”


He studied her a moment more before grinning at her. “Thank
you. That means a lot to me.”


She brushed a lock of hair from his temple. “Do whatever you
want. I know I’ll love it.”


“I want to make you come again. With just my hands
and mouth on your body and my cock inside you.”


“That’s what I want too.”


His mouth was on her throat again, teasing the sensitive
skin as he picked up the pace and made love to her with a quick, scintillating
tempo that had her panting and writhing beneath him within seconds.


“Oh, yes,” she whispered. “Just like that. I can feel you so
deep inside me.”


His thrusts became more forceful and her body responded,
moving in ways it never had before. They rocked together in a sexy, exotic
dance that made her muscles and nerve endings spring to life, bunching and
tingling and making her ridiculously turned-on.


One of her hands left the soft strands she’d twined her
fingers through and she maneuvered her way partially out of his embrace in
order to skim down the long line of his spine, making him shiver. Her leg
tightened around his waist and her palm flattened against the small of his back
as she held him to her. His face was buried in the crook of her neck and he
whispered sexy words against her skin.


They were tangled together, moving at an erratic pace. She
was drowning in sensory overload, trying to catalog and process every single
sensation. She had trouble keeping up with them because they grew and expanded
and morphed into one ginormous ball of tension that made her inner walls clutch
Drake’s cock as she held onto the coalescing feelings.


“Christ,” he groaned. “Keep milking my cock like that.”


She loved making him feel good as much as she loved those
few glorious moments when everything inside her reached a breathtaking
pinnacle.


“I’m going to come and I want you to come with me,” she told
him, barely able to speak because her breath was scarce. “Now,” she begged,
“please. I want to feel you coming inside me when I come, Drake.”


He grunted in a carnal way as he pumped his cock into her,
pushing her even higher. That huge ball of tension burst and she cried out his
name as she came.


His orgasm hit him a second later and she felt the spasms
deep inside her. She squeezed him tight as he crushed her to him. Her hips
lifted off the sofa and she held onto him, not allowing even a hint of air
between their twined bodies. His skin was warm and his muscles were rigid. He
groaned again, his breath tickling her flesh, his lips brushing against her
throat.


She stared up at the elaborately gilt-accented ceiling,
wondering if there were actually stars painted up there or if they were simply
flashing before her eyes because she’d come so hard. She blinked a couple of
times and the little bursts of light dissipated.


“Wow, that was hot.”


Jane’s voice infiltrated the passion-induced haze fogging
her brain. She rolled her head on the pillow and stared at the blonde waif
standing alongside the sofa, fully dressed. Drake didn’t stir, not even
bothering to lift his head from the crook of her neck.


“Sorry about the voyeurism,” Jane said in her singsong
voice. “I’m sure you would have liked a little privacy, but I couldn’t help
myself. You two are explosive together.”


Shana’s cheeks flushed. “The downside is that I feel like
I’m going to spontaneously combust without your cooler skin on mine.”


“Happy to oblige…” Jane said as she took a step forward. She
pulled up short, though, as Drake let out a low growl. She laughed haughtily
and said, “Point taken. You’ve sufficiently marked your territory.” To Shana,
she added, “Sorry about the thing with the blood. It sort of came out of the
blue and I wasn’t prepared for it. I hope I didn’t terrify you.”


“It was my fault. You know, being human and all.”


Jane smiled. “You’re very gracious. I promise I won’t lose
it like that again.”


“You didn’t lose it, Jane. You were very well controlled. I
admire and appreciate your respect for humans.”


Jane looked relieved—and grateful. “I want us to be friends.
I don’t want you to fear I’m going to harm you.”


“I told you I don’t believe you will. You had your chance.
Many of them, actually.”


She nodded, looking more relaxed. “Well. I’ll leave the two
of you alone now.” She rounded the sofa and headed to the door.


Shana watched her go, but felt compelled to call out to her
as she reached the door. Jane turned back to her and Shana said, “Thank you.
You’ve already been a wonderful friend to me and I know we’re going to become
even better friends.”


The petite woman—who no longer reminded Shana of the
delicate females she’d envied—and Shana no longer felt like the Jolly Green
Giant when in the arms of Drake Halston—crossed back to the sofa. She bent at
the waist and was about to place a kiss on Shana’s cheek.


“Jane,” Drake said in warning. His chin remained resting
along Shana’s collarbone, his lips brushing her neck.


Shana laughed lightheartedly. Her insides warmed and she
fell just a little more in love with the territorial vampire still holding her
tightly.


“Bloody hell,” Jane said with a huff. “You’re going to have
to lighten up a bit. Friends hug and exchange pecks and you’d just better get
used to it.” Though she spoke with bravado, she only risked a quick brushing of
her cool lips against Shana’s skin. “We’ll have dinner next week,” she said to
Shana. “Maybe he’ll be less unruly by then.”


“Doubtful,” he mumbled against Shana’s throat.


Jane rolled her eyes. “We’ll just have to work around him.”


“I’d love to have dinner,” Shana said. “Call me.”


Jane wiggled her fingers in a semi-wave before leaving the
office.


Drake’s arms finally loosened and his head lifted from
Shana’s shoulder.


“You don’t have to go anywhere,” she told him, not ready to
give up the intimate embrace.


He said, “I’ve got to be squeezing the life out of you.”


“I’m a bit sturdier than that,” she told him. “This body can
take an entire night of whatever wicked desires cross your mind.”


Shaking his head, he said “This body is going to be sore
tomorrow.”


He pulled away from her and glanced down at her head-to-toe
nudity. Instinctively, Shana sucked in her slightly rounded belly, but it was
too late. Drake scowled and was on his feet in the next instant, raking a hand
through his hair as he stared at her. And then he turned sharply away. But not
before the look of disgust crossed his face.


He stalked into the bathroom and slammed the door shut
behind him.






Chapter Seven


 


Shana sat perfectly still for a few seconds, holding her
breath as she bit down on her trembling lower lip and willing the tears to stay
at bay.


Of course, now that the heat of the moment was over, and
desire and lust had passed, Drake had gotten a good look at her…and he’d been
repulsed. She could never compare to Jane’s perfection and femininity and
daintiness.


Why on earth had she stayed in this office earlier, when
she’d had the opportunity to walk away emotionally unscathed? How in the world
had she lost so much control of her sensibility that she’d bared herself to
Drake Halston?


A small cry of agony pushed past her lips and tears sprang
to her eyes, despite her best efforts.


She reached for the closest piece of material, which
happened to be Drake’s shirt. She shoved her arms into the sleeves and wrapped
the black fabric tightly around her body as it started to shake.


Everything had been so blissfully wonderful moments before.
And now this! Bleeding in the presence of two vampires wasn’t nearly as
horrifying as being naked in front of Drake. Her heart had somehow connected
with his. She’d felt a special bond with him and had let all of her
insecurities fall by the wayside because of the way he’d stared so deeply into
her eyes and made love to her with such passion.


But that was all before he’d really gotten a good look at
her. And had been thoroughly disgusted.


She fought back more tears and what would surely be
body-racking sobs as he came back into the office. Springing to her feet, she
quickly gathered all her belongings and raced into the bathroom, shutting and
locking the door behind her just as the silent crying jag started.


 


Drake dragged on his underwear and pants, fastened the belt
and then pulled on his socks and boots. He paced in front of the fireplace as
Shana remained locked in his restroom.


She had to be completely mortified by the amount of bruises
on her body. He hadn’t even considered he might actually cause her such damage
while he’d made love to her. But when he’d glanced down, admiring her feminine
curves, his eyes had naturally been drawn to the purple patches marring her
otherwise flawless skin. There were four small bruises on each side of her
waist from where his fingertips had pressed into her soft flesh as he’d held
her when he’d fucked her from behind. There was a large bruise on her left rib
cage from when he’d crushed her body to his, unable to get close enough to her,
unable to let even a millimeter of space separate them.


And if he’d looked when she’d dashed into the bathroom, he
likely would have seen a handprint on her ass from when he’d palmed her cheek
as he’d thrust into her.


“Goddamn it,” he mumbled angrily. She was human and he
should have been more careful with her. Christ, they’d be lucky if he hadn’t
cracked one—or all—of her ribs.


He rubbed the knot at the back of his neck, hating himself
for hurting her. Hadn’t he sworn he never would?


As he continued to pace and berate himself, he wondered how
far an apology would go. The idea of begging for her forgiveness didn’t even
pacify him. How could it possibly satisfy her?


Of course he wouldn’t blame her for being furious with him
or for hating him for causing her pain. He didn’t deserve her forgiveness. He’d
been a vampire for over two hundred years—he knew better this! How could he
possibly have thrown out all of his convictions in one night and given into his
desire for a human?


But then when she came out of the bathroom, looking as
impeccably put together as she had the moment she’d set foot on the premises,
he knew why he’d taken such a huge risk with her tonight. She was simply
irresistible.


She handed over his shirt and then clutched her purse close
to her breasts. She’d freshened her makeup and lipstick and had brushed her
long, silky curls, draping them over her bare shoulder. She looked
breathtaking, save for the severity of her stance. Her shoulders were squared
and her chin lifted a notch. But her lower lip quivered. And her eyes were
slightly puffy and red.


He really had scared her with the bruises. Maybe even more
so than Jane had with the blood.


He took a step toward her, wanting desperately to take her
in his arms and hold her, but fearing he’d only damage her more.


“I’m so sorry,” he said, though words couldn’t make up for
what he’d done to her.


She shook her head and said, “Don’t worry about it. It’s
really nothing more than what I expected.”


His eyes narrowed on her. “You were expecting this?”


She let out a short, hollow laugh. One that pained him to
hear. “I’m used to it, remember?”


Now he was confused. He reached his hand out to her. “Shana,
I—”


“Please.” She stepped away. “It’s okay. Really. I’ll
survive. I always do.”


She moved briskly past him and walked to the door.


“Wait,” he called out. “You can’t just leave. I don’t want
you to go. I really need to apologize. I feel horrible about—”


“Don’t,” she said, not even looking at him. “I enjoyed the
evening, regardless. I’ll be fine. Just…forget about all of this. Please.”


She pulled the heavy door open and disappeared into the
hallway.


With every fiber of his being, he wanted to run after her.
To beg her forgiveness. To tell her he’d never hurt her like that again. He’d
swear to be more careful with her. Yet at the same time, he knew that was
impossible. She made him ravenous with desire. She drove him absolutely wild
with her sultry smiles and breathy sighs. Everything about her made him want to
crush her to him, as he’d done numerous times because he couldn’t seem to get
close enough to her or deep enough inside her.


Which would just lead to more bruises.


Infuriated, he tossed the shirt into the fireplace, knowing
he’d never get the scent of her out of it. A worthless effort, really, and a
waste of a three-hundred-dollar shirt, because he’d never get the scent of her
out of his nose. Everything about her was engrained on his brain and burned
into his now-confirmed-damned soul. Causing him to be even more tormented than
he’d been before he’d had the privilege of making love to her.


He skulked about, irritated and loathing himself, wondering
what the hell to do next. Drake wasn’t the type of man to bury his head in the
sand when something needed to be addressed. Especially something this critical,
this dire. But his rational mind told him it was best to let her walk away.
What did he have to offer her anyway? Pain every time he laid a hand on her,
which of course he wouldn’t be able to resist doing. The need to leave her
friends behind when he moved on every decade so no one noticed he didn’t age.
And, eventually, her mortal death while he continued to live for eternity.
That’s what.


The thought of moving on stayed with him as he dumped out
the rest of the champagne and the ice that had turned into a pool of water in
the chiller. He’d ruminated over the need to pull up stakes if anyone found out
about his or Jane’s existence and now that Shana knew… Maybe it was a good idea
for him to head back to London for a while. Put some distance between him and
the object of his never-ending desire.


He poured a scotch and swirled the amber liquid as he
absently rotated his wrist, seeing nothing but her eyes in the bottom of the
glass.


Too bad it’d take a couple bottles of booze to dull his
senses. Unfortunately, dull wouldn’t be enough. He longed to be completely
numb. Then maybe he wouldn’t still feel her soft hair and her supple skin.
Maybe he wouldn’t smell the intoxicating scent of her arousal and hear the hypnotic
sound of her playful laugh, her sensual begging, her soulful moans.


He had no idea how much time passed as he stared into his
glass and wondered how the hell he was going to recover from experiencing the
most intense physical and emotional pleasure known to man or vampire when he
knew he’d never experience it again. He didn’t know how to move on from here.
The burning desire to see her again made it difficult to decide what was right
and what was wrong—go to her and apologize again, comfort her. Or leave it be
and let her get on with her life without him.


Sensibility told him to let it lie. So he drained his glass
and focused instead on what needed to be done to wrap up his business, shut
down Body Scenes and return to England.


He wasn’t surprised when the security guard stationed at the
elevator that led to his private office phoned him to say Finn Griffith and
Yvette Samson wanted to see him.


Letting out a pained sigh, he said, “Send them up, please.”


He reached for his suit jacket to pull it on, though his
shirt was currently incinerating in the fireplace. He decided it was moot to
put the jacket on—it’d be obvious either way what he’d been up to this evening
and it was doubtful Finn and Yvette were arbitrarily dropping in. They were
friends of Shana’s, so their unexpected visit wasn’t likely coincidental.


Hoping to keep the conversation congenial, he poured two
more scotches and had them in hand as Finn and Yvette entered his office.


His hopes were dashed as Yvette immediately demanded, “What
the hell did you do, Drake?”


Holding his sigh in check, he handed over a glass to Finn,
who accepted it graciously, then set Yvette’s drink on the corner of the desk.
He said, “That’s between me and Shana.”


Yvette, always more than willing to say exactly what was on her
mind, told him, “I just saw her downstairs. She was clearly upset, though she
wouldn’t tell me why. What happened when she was with you?”


“I assure you, I—”


“She couldn’t get out of this club fast enough, Drake!”
Yvette’s temper flared. “She wouldn’t even wait for Finn’s driver. She rushed
out and grabbed the first cab that pulled up to the curb, practically climbing
in before the other people had even gotten out of it!”


His jaw clenched. He really didn’t need someone else to tell
him how deeply he’d hurt Shana. He’d seen the bruises himself and was suffering
every conceivable consequence for being the one who’d inflicted them upon her.
But he’d obviously also upset her emotionally and that was even more
disheartening.


For as territorial as he felt toward her, it’d take all the
willpower he possessed not to maim anyone who harmed her. So it was the worst
damn feeling in the world to know he was the one who’d done it.


“I’m sorry things didn’t work out, but again, that’s between
Shana and—”


Very unexpectedly, Yvette stepped forward and slapped him
across the face.


“Yvette!” Finn grabbed her around the waist and pulled her
backward, stepping in front of her so he was between her and Drake.


Not that Drake would ever hit a woman, but Finn apparently
intended to take any potential retaliation for his girlfriend. One more thing
he admired about Finn. He also adored Yvette and was more than willing to
overlook the slight.


In fact, he said, “I deserved that. Not that I would ever
intentionally hurt Shana. Please believe me. I’m very enamored by her.”


Oh Christ, what an understatement that was!


But it seemed to catch Yvette’s attention and quell her
temper at the same time. “I don’t understand. If you’re so fond of her, why did
she say you don’t find her attractive?”


He stared at her, his eyes bulging. “What?”


Yvette said, “She was devastated and her eyes were bloodshot
as though she’d been crying. I asked her what happened with you and, I mean…
You knew she was a virgin, right?”


His eyes rolled. Hardly the conversation to be having with
Finn and Yvette. In a dour tone, he replied, “It was brought to my attention.”


“Then how could you have taken advantage of her?” This from
Finn, who seemed genuinely surprised his friend would do such a thing.


“In my defense,” Drake started to say, but then turned away
and stalked over to the wet bar to pour himself another drink. There was no
defense for what he’d done this evening.


He’d worshipped Shana White from afar and it should have
stayed that way. He’d given into Jane’s desire to “help” the woman because
she’d connected with Shana’s soul and had felt something tragic dwelled within
Shana that she and Drake could somehow miraculously cure. And it almost seemed
as though they had released her from her demons as she’d so freely given
herself to them and allowed herself to experience the pleasure they wanted to
bring her.


But his passion had been too forceful, too aggressive, too
powerful. And he’d ended up hurting her. So what was his defense? He had
nothing.


“Look,” he said as he turned back to his friends. Ones he
would miss when he moved back to London. “I regret certain things about this
evening.” Making love to Shana was not one of those things. He’d enjoyed it too
much to possibly ever regret the actual act and the pleasure they’d both
derived from it. “But I can’t explain them to you. It’s not anything you’d
understand.”


“She specifically said,” Yvette told him, “that she had the
most wonderful night of her life. ‘The most beautiful experience’ were her
exact words. And then you seemed to snap out of whatever euphoric haze you’d
been in, took one look at her and suddenly decided you didn’t want her anymore.
Seriously, Drake! How could you be so callous?”


He stared at her a moment, her words hitting all new
chords—and they weren’t lyrical ones. His usually quick mind slowly processed
what she was saying to him and he was certain he stared dumbfounded at her.


Finally, he said, “She left because she thought I didn’t want
her anymore?”


Yvette’s eyes narrowed on him. “She said you gave her a
disgusted look when you saw her naked.”


“Oh bloody hell.” He slammed his glass down on the desk,
surprisingly not breaking it, which was what he’d thought he’d do if he
continued to grip it so tightly. He considered what his reaction had been when
he’d glanced down and seen the bruises on Shana’s body—caused by him. He’d been
admiring her body one moment and kicking himself in the ass the next. And that
latter expression was the one she’d seen.


“Son of a bitch.” He let out a low growl. “She completely
misunderstood. It wasn’t her. It wasn’t what she thought. Fuck!” He knew how
self-conscious she was of her body. How difficult it had been to let go of her
inhibitions, to let him undress her. She was self-conscious and what she’d seen
when he’d been so disgruntled over having hurt her physically was not a look of
disgust directed toward her. But that’s how she’d taken it.


“Great,” he muttered. “That’s just fucking great.” Not only
had he injured her body, he’d damaged her pride.


“Umm, what exactly happened tonight?” Yvette asked, suddenly
looking contrite. “Because I’m getting the impression it’s not what I thought.”


Finn rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m guessing this is a
case of jumping the gun.”


“Hey,” Yvette snapped, “when my friend is devastated and this
close to bursting into tears and can’t get away from a man fast enough,
that sends up red flags.” To Drake she said, “You hurt her. Somehow you hurt
her feelings. I can clearly see by your reaction that it wasn’t intentional,
but she doesn’t know that. She was totally destroyed. So much so, it
broke my heart.”


Which basically broke his, knowing how much he’d distressed
Shana, even though that was something he’d never willingly do.


Giving Yvette an earnest look, he asked, “How do I fix
this?”


“Go talk to her.”


He groaned. Picking up his drink again, he took a few sips,
hating that the alcohol wouldn’t help to salve the sting. Equally frustrating
was the fact that he knew couldn’t go talk to her. Yes, he wanted to. But he
was back to acknowledging that he wasn’t the man Shana deserved. He wasn’t a
man at all. He was a vampire. It would be detrimental to them both if he didn’t
accept that—no matter how she’d made him feel earlier. Regardless of the fact
that he’d felt more alive when he was inside her than he’d ever felt before
he’d been turned.


To Yvette, he simply said, “She’s better off without me.”


Yvette fumed. Finn took her by the arm and told her, “We
should go.”


She didn’t protest. But she did say, “I shouldn’t have
slapped or accused you. I hope you can forgive me.”


Drake shook his head. “There’s nothing to forgive. This
whole thing is my doing, my fault. I just want you to know that I feel very
deeply for Shana. I wouldn’t hurt her on purpose.”


Yvette sighed. “I never should have jumped all over you like
this. I just… I know how fragile Shana’s ego is and it’s easy to bruise it.”


The word “bruise” made him cringe. “If I could make it up to
her, I would. But I truly believe the best thing I can do for her is…leave her
alone.”


“Now, Drake,” Finn said, stepping toward him. “Don’t be so
hasty. I spent four years waiting for the right moment, the right reason, the
right thing to say to Yvette. And then I realized ten years could pass before I
settled on the ‘right’ time.” He gave Yvette a loving look and added, “What a
waste that would’ve been.”


She visibly softened. “Maybe that’s why I’m so agitated.”
She turned to Drake. “Shana has some issues, no doubt about it. But this past
year, she’s really made an effort to break out of the insecurities that confine
her. I don’t want to see her revert into that shell she’s constructed around
herself, Drake. She’s such a warm and wonderful person. She’s so giving and
caring when it comes to other people, but she doesn’t extend herself the same
courtesy when it comes to her self-image, and I want that to end. She’s a
fantastic person, Drake, and I—”


“Want her to know it,” he said. “That makes two of us.”


“Three of us,” Finn added in a pointed voice. “So, Yvette.
Let Drake do what he needs to do.”


He scowled. What he needed to do involved getting up close
and personal with Shana and that would be hard to do without breaking his new
conviction that he should just leave her the hell alone because she deserved so
much better than him.


Yvette, however, seemed convinced he’d do the right thing.
She touched him on the arm and said, “I was completely out of line and, again,
I’m terribly sorry. But Finn is right. You’ll fix this.”


He had to voice his truest thoughts. “I care about her, make
no mistake. But she deserves more than me.”


Yvette smirked. “Oh please. You’re a catch times ten.” Finn
shot her a look and she quickly amended, for his sake, “You’re a catch times
eleven, my love.”


“Yeah,” Finn replied in a dry tone. “Whatever.”


She laughed. Drake wished some of his tension would
ease. He wished he could share the same obvious love and attraction with Shana
that Finn and Yvette shared. But in order for him to make Shana truly see the
beauty she radiated, he’d have to find some way to make up for the way he’d
bruised her pride and her body.


Again with that double-edged sword. He wanted her, but could
he really have her?


Yvette gave him a hug and Finn shook his head. They left his
office and Drake tidied up. Then he contemplated his next move.


And dragged a few empty boxes from the storage closet to
pack up his favorite books.






Chapter Eight


 


Shana curled up on the chaise lounge overlooking the New
York City skyline from her living room, her knees pulled up to her chest.
Resigned to being an Old Maid, she flipped through the current issue of Vogue
magazine, not really seeing the pictures or the words on the pages. Her tears
had dried, but she’d cried a river last night. She’d felt pulled into a dark
and lonely abyss and it had terrified her as much as it had pained her.


She’d spent all day in bed, staring at the ceiling,
replaying the previous evening in her head. Over and over again, until she
could no longer deny the gnawing feeling that ate away at her. Something wasn’t
right about those last few minutes with Drake, before she’d left his office. He
hadn’t wanted her to go, he’d said as much.


Frustrated by the fact that she couldn’t shake the two
contrasting looks in his eyes—the heated one and the disgusted one—she’d thrown
the blankets off and wandered out into the living room.


An hour later, she still felt something was off.


Tossing aside her magazine, she stood and stretched. Her
body was sore, but not at all in a bad way. It felt refreshingly used and
sated.


Heading into the bathroom, she stripped off her clothes, her
eyes avoiding the mirror. She stepped into the shower and a warm spray of water
hit her skin, making it tingle. Or maybe it was thoughts of Drake’s hands on
her body, which she couldn’t banish from her mind, that made her ridiculously
aroused, even though she was all by herself.


She lathered the soap in her hands and then ran them down
her arms and across her chest and over her stomach. That’s when she saw the
bruises.


She’d dressed so quickly in the bathroom in Drake’s office
last night, she hadn’t noticed them. Well, in truth, she specifically hadn’t
looked at herself in the mirror until her dress was on, believing he found her
hideous. Why would she bother to spare a glance at herself—it wasn’t as if she
needed the confirmation that, despite all her exercising and eating right, her
stomach wasn’t as flat as a supermodel’s, her breasts were solid Ds and her
hips… Well. She was built to bear children, no two ways about it.


Not that that would ever happen. Her one chance at romance
had been blown out of the water last night. And she was pretty certain she’d
never meet another man who’d make her feel the way Drake had. She’d love him
always, even though it would be an unrequited love.


She inspected parts of her body in the shower, ignoring all
the usual flaws she was used to seeing. Like the strawberry-shaped birthmark on
her left butt cheek and the thighs and calves that were toned, but too long for
a woman to not dwarf most of the people she stood next to, no matter how low
the heel on her shoe. Her narrow waist created such a severe hourglass shape
that every pair of jeans she tried on gapped by several inches in the back,
making them impossible to wear unless she planned to never sit down. Finding
clothes that fit her properly had always been the bane of her existence. She
kept a tailor in business with her alterations alone.


Her eyes swept over the purple marks again and she frowned.
She rinsed off and got out of the shower. She swiped a hand over the steam on
the mirror above the vanity and looked at her naked body from all angles,
studying the faint bruises where Drake had touched her.


That gnawing sensation returned full force.


Oh, no. She groaned.


He’d done it again. He’d gone all Twilight on her. In
the movie, the vampire Edward had seen the bruises on the human Bella’s body
when he’d made love to her and he’d vowed never to touch her again.


Had Drake done the exact same thing?


When she’d come out of his bathroom, he’d been hugely
remorseful for the way he’d responded to her. He’d looked to be in more agony
than before he’d made love to her, when Jane had said he’d lived with the
torment of wanting her for so long.


He’d wanted to explain, to apologize. But she’d had none of
it as that familiar dread and despair had consumed her when she’d jumped
straight to the conclusion that he didn’t find her appealing upon close
inspection.


That sparked another thought. One she absolutely had to
face.


She’d been so quick to push him away. Why?


Sinking onto the plush cushion of the vanity bench, she
stared at her hands resting in her lap. She thought about Jane, who’d purposely
denied herself physical intimacy with a human because she feared she’d hurt
him. A valid reason.


What was Shana’s excuse?


Why had she given up so easily last night? Especially when
Drake and Jane had done nothing but put her at ease when it came to her image
issues. They’d admired and enjoyed her body last night. They’d both been
aroused by her. They’d both wanted her. And they’d made her feel wanted too.
Desired. Cherished. She hadn’t imagined it and it hadn’t been false
appreciation of her assets. They’d really and truly found her attractive.


They hadn’t cared about her fame and fortune. They’d wanted
her for her, not her name or her notoriety. So again…why’d she give in
to her insecurities so easily?


She’d let all those past, self-perceived notions of herself
prickle her pride at the very first misstep by Drake. And it wasn’t even his
fault he’d hurt her feelings. He hadn’t done it on purpose. She was certain of
it. No one could be so territorial one moment and so turned off the next. No
way.


On top of that, it just didn’t seem like him to do anything
so insensitive. He was anything but. He cared deeply for Jane and he’d been a
rock for Shana all night as she’d spoken of things she’d never admitted to
anyone else. As she’d done things she’d never done with anyone else.


She felt wholeheartedly she’d been wrong about his reaction
to her. And she could kick herself for being so quick to believe the worst, not
even allowing an explanation from Drake.


It had to end. A beautiful man with a sexy smile and kind
heart had wanted her last night. Only a fool would let her personal fears stand
in the way of something that had the potential to be so much more.


She was so convinced Drake had been repulsed by the bruises,
not her, that she quickly finished her shower, dressed and caught a cab to Body
Scenes. It was Saturday night, so the club was open. She asked to see Mr.
Toliver at the door and, after she gave him a desperate plea to see Drake, he
took her backstage. The guard at the elevators had to clear her before he’d let
her up to the office and she anxiously tapped her toe while she waited.


Finally, the doors slid open and she stepped inside, her
stomach in knots, her pulse pounding in her ears.


When the car reached the second floor, she rushed down the
long corridor and into Drake’s office, only to pull up short, her stomach
dropping to her knees.


His back was to her, though she knew he expected her. He
stood across the massive room, packing books into a box. There were several
full and empty boxes stacked around the large table where he worked and it
alarmed her.


“What are you doing?” she asked as she remained in the
doorway, her feet rooted where they were as the fear she was too late to fix
this seeped through her veins.


“Packing.”


She sighed impatiently. “I can see that. What I meant was, why
are you packing?”


Still he didn’t look at her. “I’ve got a flight to London in
a few hours.”


She gasped. He was leaving? Putting an entire ocean between
them?


Had she been wrong earlier? Had she come to a completely
unrealistic conclusion about what had happened between them last night?


No.


The answer resonated deep within her. She knew she wasn’t
wrong, and for the first time in her life, she wasn’t going to doubt or
second-guess herself. She was going to stand up for herself. She was going to
go after what she wanted and she was going to convince Drake he wanted her
too—enough to make him stay.


Crossing the room, she stood beside him and said, “This is a
little drastic, don’t you think? I mean, if you no longer want to see me, I’ll
survive. You don’t have to flee the country. I won’t stalk you.”


He let out a short laugh that was completely humorless. But
at least he recognized her ribbing for what it was.


“I’m not leaving because of you. I’m leaving because of me.
It’s time.”


“The club’s only been open a year. It’s not like you’ve
overstayed your welcome and people are starting to question why you don’t age.”
Wasn’t that one of the biggest concerns vampires had to deal with? “Besides,”
she added, “from what I understand, no one really knows you exist. You’re sort
of an Internet urban legend.”


He turned away to grab a stack of books on the end of the
table. She reached into the box and hauled out five or six slim volumes and set
them aside while his back was to her.


“It became very clear to me last night that I have the
ability to pretend I’m something I’m not. And that pretense affects other
people.”


He loaded up the box, but every time he turned away, she
pulled out more stacks.


“‘Other people’ or just me?”


He sighed. “I allowed myself to think I was a man with you
last night. Not a vampire. And I hurt you in the process.”


“No,” she said, collecting more books and making a tall pile
on her end of the table. “I hurt me. And the truth is, I’ve been doing
it since I was a child. A lonely, lost child who wanted to be loved for her,
not her music, but who could never find anyone who saw past what she was on the
outside.”


“You’ve met a lot of idiots in your life then,” he said with
a tinge of anger—for her. He turned back to the box and let out a low groan,
finally seeing he wasn’t making any headway filling it, though he’d been
packing it for five minutes. He placed the stack of books he held on the table
and faced her, an amused look on his devilishly handsome face, despite his
obvious annoyance. “You’re not helping.”


She smiled. “Sure I am. The more books I unpack for you, the
less work it’ll be for you later.”


“Later?” he asked in his deep, sexy British accent.


As he stared at her, she was momentarily derailed from her
mission. He easily stole her breath and made her want to do wild and wanton
things to him. She wanted to climb all over his body, run her fingers through
his hair, taste every tantalizing inch of him.


Fighting back a sigh of longing, she said, “I have met a lot
of idiots in my life. I’ve also been one the vast majority of that time. I
envied women like Jane and that was stupid.”


“Yes, it was. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with the way
you look. You’re exotic and striking and—” He shook his head. “Why are you
frowning? Exotic is not a four-letter word, Shana.”


“No twelve-year-old wants to be called exotic, Drake. They
want to look like princesses in fairytales.”


He scoffed. “For God’s sake, why would you want to look like
someone else?”


That was a good one. She nibbled her lower lip a moment,
then admitted, “So I won’t stand out.”


Exasperation tinged his voice. “I’m confused. I thought that
was what most women wanted. To be noticed. Not be a wallflower.”


“I’ll take the wallflower.”


“Well, you’re going to have to get over it, love. Because
that’s never going to happen.”


She stared at him a moment, recalling that last night, she’d
actually found it fortuitous she was so sturdily built. She hadn’t felt like an
Amazon walking next to him and she’d been able to enjoy his aggressive
lovemaking. Jane never would have been able to take what he had to give if she
weren’t a vampire.


When it came to Drake, there was definitely an advantage to
Shana’s body type. Surprise, surprise.


As she mulled all this over, he asked in a soft tone, “What
happened to you, specifically? There had to have been something that affected
you so deeply when you were younger, you couldn’t get over it. And it made you
feel as though you don’t belong, that you’re not normal.”


Shana wasn’t ready to divulge something so personal without
hearing something personal in return. Jane’s vulnerability had helped her to
open up, and now she wanted to know Drake’s.


So she countered by asking, “How’d you feel when you were
turned into a vampire? Was it by choice, like Jane? Or did it happen to you
unexpectedly—against your will and power—and you weren’t quite sure how to
adjust?”


He seemed to process her diversionary tactic to see where
she was headed, but didn’t skirt the question. “I was fighting for the British
Army during the American Revolutionary War. I’d been selected for a small,
specialized regiment because of my skills. Our focus was the American
militiamen. They were tricky bastards,” he said, though a hint of respect touched
his eyes. “They were due ample credit for their strategic tactics. But I was
under the command of a vampire, unbeknownst to me. It was the reason we
attacked at night. Villages and backwoods cottages. We were quite good at
leaving no stone unturned as we sought our enemy.”


“That must have been a difficult time for you.” She couldn’t
picture him as a ruthless killer.


Indeed, he turned away as he said, “I did what was expected
of me. But no, I didn’t like it. And because of my disdain for war, I made a
few mistakes. One of which got me shot. But before I died, my commanding
officer bit me and I became a vampire.”


“Wow. That had to be a shock to the system.”


He turned back to her. “I was livid, but what could I do? I
suffered through the first stage of vampirism and I suppose the only thing that
eased my conscience around that time was that we were at war, and people get
killed during wars. But then, I met a woman, and that changed everything.”


“Oh.” Her gaze wavered.


He reached a hand out to her and grazed her cheek with the
tips of his fingers. “It wasn’t like that. She was older and a widow. She’d
lost her husband and her sons to British soldiers, and yet, she was so
compassionate, she felt it was her mission to help anyone whose path she
crossed, even if they were the enemy. She lived close to one of the forts in
Kentucky and she’d put the injured up in her house or bring them medicine or
care for them. She didn’t see them as soldiers. They were people, and she
couldn’t turn her back on them, no matter what uniform they wore.”


“That’s admirable.”


“And courageous. It was extremely dangerous. And not
everyone agreed with her reasoning of treating human beings, not soldiers.”


A flash of pain in his eyes prompted Shana to ask, “What
happened to her?”


“Hanged for treason, of course. I couldn’t get to her in
order to save her, because I’d been elsewhere at the time. I never quite
forgave myself for that and it changed me a bit. I took up where she left off,
as best as I could at any rate.”


“You went AWOL?”


He nodded. “No one ever found me, of course. I was able to
avert attention. Unlike you, obviously,” he added. “You’ve always been the
center of it.”


“Not willingly.”


“So what was it?” he asked again, not even needing to remind
her he’d posed a specific question.


Shana shook her head. “You’ll think it’s absurd, but… It was
a white dress. No,” she corrected as her heart constricted. “It was the
dress. The only one I’ve ever wanted.”


“I’m guessing this is anything but absurd.”


She loved that he got her. How could she not have seen that
last night?


Ignoring that thought, she continued.


“I saw it in the window of a Paris boutique. It was the most
beautiful gown I’ve ever laid eyes on—then or now. The sleeves were made of the
most delicate lace and they were so long, they covered half of the mannequin’s
dainty hands. Beads and crystals were sewn into the intricate design, making
the lace sparkle under the twinkling lights from the chandelier overhead. It
was an off-the-shoulder dress with a slight dip at the breasts. The bodice was
all lace and it covered the breasts and cut away at the top of the rib cage,
like butterfly wings, then wrapped around to the back, where there was a long
line of buttons. The lace gave way to the smoothest, softest, most luxurious
satin I’ve ever touched. It was positively breathtaking.”


He propped a hip against the table and said, “Don’t tell me
you couldn’t afford it?”


She smiled, despite the painful memory creeping around the
edges of her mind. “Of course I could. I was only fourteen at the time, but I
had plenty of money. A lot of it got sent to my family, even though I never saw
them, but I had more than my fair share.” Her smile faded at the thought of a
family she didn’t even know and the recollection of the dress that had
perpetuated her damaged self-image.


“What happened, Shana? With the gown?”


“I told the saleswoman I wanted it and handed over my credit
card. In a very cold tone, she informed me it was a one-of-a-kind creation from
an up-and-coming designer named Phillipe LaVallier and that it wouldn’t fit
me.”


This seemed to strike a sour note with Drake, as he scowled.
“It was just a dress, Shana. How could you have let something like that make
you feel inferior?”


She lifted her hands in the air. “If you’d ever been a
fourteen-year-old girl who wasn’t a size two, you’d understand.”


He had to concede that point. “I have no delusions about the
pressures your society and species places on girls and women to look a certain
way. It’s all over the Internet. But it’s also something you denounce on your
website. You take the stance that everyone has to find their own way and be
true to themselves. Why can’t you take your own advice?”


She let out a long breath as her hands dropped to her sides.
Deflated, she said, “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because it was engrained on my
brain that I was different. I was constantly reminded of it when designers
created the gowns the women performed in or when we were all photographed
together or when we sat in front of thousands of people and I looked at the semi-circle
of other female violinists and saw how small and feminine they looked. They all
sort of blended together. And then there was me.”


He seemed to consider this, taking her self-consciousness
seriously. Finally, he asked, “So about the dress?”


“I bought it, of course. My own gift to myself. Though…” Her
brow furrowed. “I’d always considered it was the sincerest gift I’d ever
received—even though I’d been the one to buy it—but in hindsight, it was the
most insulting one.”


“How so?”


“I took it with me everywhere. I’d hang it in plain view in
my hotel suites, and every time I passed by it, I’d touch the satin skirt or a
lace sleeve. I had room butlers steam it as soon as it was unpacked or if I saw
the tiniest wrinkle. And sometimes, I’d try it on. Of course, I could never get
the buttons to fasten at my hips. They’d hook at my waist, because it was small
enough. But my hips and breasts… Not a chance.”


“Good Lord.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Those hips
and breasts are the stuff fantasies are made of.”


She smiled up at him. “Thank you.” She never would have
believed his words had it not been for last night. “But dresses like that one
were made for women with zero curves and no boobs. So it would never fit me, no
matter what I did. Yet I hadn’t quite accepted that reality when I was
fourteen.”


He groaned.


“Yeah, I know. But again, it all comes down to being thrust
into a limelight I never wanted to stand in, and all the attention created a
lot of anxiety. So much so, one night before a performance, I fainted.
Collapsed backstage.”


She hated to tell him this part of the story. It was
painful, yes. But as she thought of it, she could see how detrimental she’d
been to herself.


She said, “They rushed me to the hospital and hooked me up
to an IV. I realized I hadn’t eaten much in weeks, and even less over the past
few days. When a nurse told me they were feeding me intravenously, I got
hysterical. I ripped the IV out of my arm and tried to leave the hospital. They
had to restrain me.”


Drake’s fingers smoothed back strands of hair from her face.
“Shana. You are so beautiful.”


“You make me feel that way,” she told him without thinking
twice about it. “I’ve struggled with this for so long, but last night…
Everything changed. I just didn’t know how to let go of all that baggage. I’ve
carried it for so long, it became a huge part of who I was. Even leaving music
behind and changing my name couldn’t cure me of how out of place I’ve always
felt. I purposely Americanized myself when I turned eighteen. I never felt comfortable
with European culture and I had no experience with my own heritage. I moved to
New York and tried to fit in with the rest of the eclectic group that populates
this city.”


“Didn’t work either, though, did it?”


Shaking her head, she said, “No. I just keep denying who I
am, and that’s no one’s fault but my own. I thought I could be happy as just
another face in the Manhattan crowd and hide behind my computer. But that’s not
really living, is it?”


His brow furrowed. “What is it that you want?”


“To salsa dance,” she told him.


He let out an unchecked laugh, clearly taken aback. “I don’t
think I understand.”


“I’ve never done it. I don’t speak a word of Spanish. I’ve
never been to Mexico. I can’t even recall ever eating a taco, because I was
terrified of the calorie count. But mostly… I never got the chance to know my
own culture because I was thrust into someone else’s and I believed I had to
fit into it. I didn’t want to be different. But the fact is, I am. I’m not
French or Swedish or Italian. I’m Hispanic. I should know something about my
own culture, don’t you think?”


The way her body had responded to Drake and Jane the
previous evening helped to trigger this revelation. She’d always been so
self-conscious that she didn’t have slim hips and straight lines that she’d
fought to keep them stiff and in place, so they wouldn’t sway too much. But
last night… It’d been wonderful to fall into a natural rhythm with Drake that
involved undulating and rolling her hips. And this morning, the soreness she’d
felt had been because she’d never worked that part of her body in that way.


“The bottom line is,” she continued as he remained
perplexed, “I realized this evening that I could bury my head in the sand and
assume you didn’t want me or I could come here and force you to admit it. So
I’d know for sure. Or hear that, in fact, you do want me. So. Which is
it?”


One dark brow lifted. “Force me?”


She nodded. “You can’t lie to me.”


“What makes you so sure?”


“First, I don’t believe it’s in your nature. Second, you
felt horrible for hurting me and you wouldn’t do it again. Telling me no, you
don’t want me, cuts me loose and you won’t have the chance to ever hurt me
again, thereby honoring your vow.”


“I see. And telling you I do want you…?”


She grinned. She couldn’t say where all the bravado came
from, but like last night, when all the pieces fell into place, it just felt
right. “Then you’ll be grateful I’m helping you unpack.”


His smirk was damn sexy. “Do you realize you make my head
spin?”


“Answer the question, please.”


“You already know the answer.” He scooped her up in his
arms, effortlessly as usual. Cradling her body close to his, he said, “Change
of plan, love. Europe is out. Mexico is in.”






Epilogue


 


Drake and Shana watched the sun set over the ocean. The
shadows of twilight wove through the tall palm trees and crept over the
Saltillo-tiled patio. They stood in the shade just inside the opened
floor-to-ceiling doors in the spacious living room-kitchen area of the
two-story casita Drake had bought Shana on the gorgeous and secluded Maroma
Beach in the Riviera Maya.


When the glowing colors of the setting sun dissipated and
twilight turned to dusk, Drake took Shana’s empty margarita glass and said,
“Time for a refill.”


“That was stunning,” she said on a sigh.


They’d caught every sunset since they’d arrived two weeks
ago, after the sale was final. Prior to that, they’d spent nearly a month in
Playa Del Carmen, where Shana was finally reunited with her family and was able
to get to know her siblings for the first time.


As Drake strolled over to the refrigerator and retrieved the
margarita mix to whip up another batch of cocktails on the rocks, Shana salsa’d
her way over to the large island where he worked.


He watched her with a grin on his face. “Those hips were
made for shaking, love.”


“That’s what Miguel said.”


Drake’s grin vanished and he scowled at the mention of her
dance instructor. An attractive man who liked to help Shana find the rhythm
with his hands on her waist and his body a little too close to hers for Drake’s
comfort. “I do wish you’d hire a woman to teach you to dance.”


Though that wouldn’t be any better. He didn’t miss the way
Shana commanded attention no matter where she went. She’d clearly
misinterpreted the interest in her all these years. Drake could easily see it
for what it really was—appreciation of her assets by both men and women.


She swiveled her hips and he groaned as his cock stirred.
Her embracement of her culture and his continued assurance he found her sexy
seemed to have helped her come into her own. She danced, she sang, she even
dressed more provocatively, showing off her curves instead of trying to hide
them. Tonight she wore a turquoise mini-dress with thin straps sitting on her
bare shoulders. The color was a vibrant complement to her tanned skin. She didn’t
bother with sandals when at the house, preferring to kick them off and go
barefoot. Her long, dark curls flowed over her shoulders and crested the tops
of her breasts, plumped up by the tight bodice of her dress.


He would have forgone the margaritas and whisked her
upstairs to make love to her, now that he was thoroughly aroused, but he had a
few surprises in store for her this evening. The first one arrived a half hour
early.


The doorbell rang and he said, “Why don’t you get that,
love, while I finish in here.”


“Must be the lobster delivery,” she said excitedly. “Those
are going to be oh so tasty tonight.”


She sashayed away and his grin returned. He ditched the
margaritas and instead set out several champagne glasses. He pulled out a few
bottles of champagne he’d stashed behind some food on the bottom shelf of the
fridge. Then, he peered around the corner of the wall that ran halfway across
the room, separating the kitchen from the formal dining room directly behind
him. The rest of the first floor of the casita was open and airy.


Shana reached the door and pulled it open, instantly
squealing in delight as Jane stood on the other side of the threshold.


Clasping Jane’s hand and dragging her inside, she closed the
door as Jane deposited a large package on the foyer table and returned the hug
Shana gave her.


He tamped down the territorial growl lodged in his throat.
As was the case with Miguel, he had to deal with others finding the love of his
life as appealing, and as sensual, as he did.


Pulling Jane—who snatched the elegantly wrapped box from the
table—into the kitchen, Shana said to Drake, “You planned this, didn’t you?”


He nodded.


“You sneaky devil! How long have you kept this from me?”


“A week or so,” he told her, thrilled she was so delighted.
Even if he had to share a little of her affection with Jane, seeing her so
pleased made him happy.


Jane set the white box with a wide, silver satin bow on the
granite-topped island and gave Drake a quick hug.


“Things going well at Body Scenes?” he asked.


“Exceptionally well.” She beamed. “I think I run the place
better than you do.”


He chuckled. “I’m sure you enjoy wielding your power and
deciding who gets an invitation.”


“I’ve found it challenging and intriguing to bring together
an eclectic mix of notables.”


“Didn’t know you had an eccentric side.”


She smiled up at him. “Really, I love it. But I do miss
you.” She turned her smile on Shana. “Both of you.”


Shana gave her another squeeze. “We miss you too.”


The doorbell rang again and Shana’s face lit up once more with
excitement. “The lobsters.” To Drake, she asked, “You ordered one for Jane,
right?”


“Of course.” He turned to his assistant. “Would you mind
getting that? I’ve something to show Shana.”


“Not at all,” Jane said. “Though I’m dying to know what’s in
that package I picked up for you in Paris.”


“Paris!” Shana gasped. Her gaze snapped to Drake. “What have
you done?”


He merely grinned. Jane went off to get the door and he
gestured for Shana to open her present.


She looked closely at the gift for the first time and her
eyes widened as her fingertips swept over the embossed name along one edge of
the box. She paused for a moment, myriad emotions crossing her beautiful face.
Then, tentatively, she pulled the loose ends of satin and unraveled the bow.
She lifted the lid and set it aside. Peeling back metallic silver tissue, she
gasped again as she stared down at the creation he’d had replicated.


“Oh, Drake.” Her fingers grazed the sparkly, white-lace
bodice before she carefully lifted it from the box.


Drake slid his arm under the satin skirt so it didn’t touch
the floor, but was laid out for Shana to admire.


“It’s perfect,” she whispered in a shaky voice. “Every
stitch, every bead. Phillipe LaVallier made this just for me?”


“Guaranteed to fit. I sent him one of your dresses.”


“The blue one I thought I’d left in Playa Del Carmen? I kept
meaning to drive over and get it, but you’re always distracting me.”


She didn’t look at him as she spoke. It seemed she couldn’t
take her eyes off the shimmering gown.


“He returned it,” Drake said of her blue dress. “It’s in
this box, beneath more tissue.” He confirmed this by rummaging around with his
free hand.


She was still mesmerized.


It seemed a good time to say, “I want you to wear this
tonight. When you marry me.”


Finally, her gaze flashed to his face, shock in her eyes.
“What did you just say?”


He gazed intently at her. “I suppose it would be more
appropriate to get down on one knee, but I don’t want to drag the train of this
dress on the floor.”


Her mouth gaped.


Pulling a small box from the front pocket of his dress
pants, he flipped the lid with his thumb and presented a ten-carat, pear-shaped
diamond ring to her.


“Oh.” Her eyes misted. “That is absolutely
breathtaking, Drake.”


“It’ll look even better on your finger.”


She gathered up the dress and carefully nestled it back in
the billows of tissue. Drake took the ring from its velvet holder and placed it
on Shana’s finger.


“You will marry me, right?” he asked, because she hadn’t yet
said yes.


Fat teardrops crested the rims of her eyes and trickled down
her cheeks.


“I want to spend the rest of your life with you,” he told
her. How he’d survive it when she passed, he had no idea, but that wasn’t
something he allowed himself to dwell on. They hadn’t discussed making her a
vampire and he assumed it was an unspoken agreement that she would remain
human.


But then her gaze lifted from the ring on her finger and met
his. “I want to spend an eternity with you.”


His breath caught. “Forever?”


“And ever and ever.”


He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her tight. She
circled his neck with her own arms and relief washed over him. He’d never have
to give her up. He’d never have to be without her.


“Would you look at the size of that rock!” Yvette’s voice
filled the room as she reached for Shana’s hand and inspected the ring…until
Shana detangled herself from Drake and threw her arms around Yvette.


“Oh my God!” she shrieked. “I can’t believe you’re here!”


Beside them, Finn said, “Drake told us it’d either be a
surprise wedding or a night of drowning his sorrows in a case of Cristal.”


Releasing Yvette, Shana gave Finn a quick welcome hug and
then turned back to Drake. “As if I’d say no.”


More tears of obvious joy streamed down her cheeks.


“Now, Shana,” Jane said as she yanked a paper towel from the
holder on the counter. “If you keep crying, you’re going to end up with red,
puffy eyes and that just won’t do in your wedding photos.”


She clamped a shaky hand over her mouth, as though holding
back a shriek of delight at the idea of wedding photos. At the idea of a
wedding. Her wedding.


Drake could hardly contain his own excitement. He welcomed
Yvette and Finn and then popped the corks on three bottles of champagne while
Jane filled the chillers with ice.


The doorbell rang once more and Shana laughed. “Finally, the
lobsters.”


“An entire feast, actually,” Drake said. “Along with a
florist, a photographer, a videographer, a wedding decorator and a guitarist.”


“Hope you remembered the officiant,” Jane said.


“Of course.”


Shock crossed Shana’s face again. “You planned our entire
wedding?”


“We even have cake. Compliments of Yvette and Finn.”


“Unbelievable,” she said on an exhilarated breath. “Most men
can’t be bothered with any of this.”


“Well,” he said as he pulled her back into his arms. “I’m
not like most men, am I?”


“No, you are not.” She beamed up at him. “You are most
definitely one of a kind. That’s why I love you so much.”


His grin was a devilish one, he knew. “I thought it was my
mammoth—”


“Drake!” Pink tinted her cheeks as she swatted playfully at
him.


He laughed, then let go of her. “Upstairs, love. Let your
bridesmaids fuss over you. The best man and I have some drinking to do.”


“You realize you’ve completely put me to shame,” Finn
lamented as Jane went off to answer the door again and Shana and Yvette headed
upstairs with her new dress. “I’ll never be able to top this with Yvette.”


“She wouldn’t want you to plan your wedding,” Drake said.
“Something tells me it would need to be social event of the season, and that
requires a legion of expensive wedding coordinators pulling rabbits out of
their hats to meet ridiculously impossible expectations.”


“I have so much to look forward to,” Finn deadpanned.


Drake raised his glass to his friend. “You’ll jump through
every hoop they ask you to so Yvette gets the wedding of her dreams. Trust me
on this one.”


“Yeah, that ring you gave Shana is something else. And the
dress… That alone probably costs as much as my BMW.”


“Not quite. But even if it had… What could I do but have it
designed for her? She’s wanted to wear it since she was fourteen. Of course I
had to give it to her.”


“You’re a good man, Drake.”


He even felt like one, with Shana. But there was no denying
he was glad to be a vampire so he’d have more than a mortal lifespan to share
with her.


“Thank you for coming,” he said to Finn. “I consider you a
good friend and it means a lot to me that you’ll stand beside me tonight.”


“I expect you to return the favor.”


“Certainly. If you ever get around to proposing to Yvette.”


Finn sipped his champagne and then said, “Something tells me
it’ll be inescapable after this evening.”


“And you’ll be damn glad, won’t you?”


Finn smiled. “To wake up every morning next to that
firecracker? You’d better believe it.”


 


When Yvette and Jane were done with her hair and makeup,
Shana stood in front of the full-length mirror in her and Drake’s master suite
and willed herself not to gnaw her crimson-colored lips as Jane deftly fastened
the buttons that started at her hips and ran up to the middle of her back. The
lace dipped a bit lower there than it did in the front, though the rounded tops
of her breasts crested the scalloped edges of the bodice.


“All done,” Jane said, and Shana breathed a sigh of relief.
It fit.


“You look sensational,” Yvette said in genuine awe. “That
dress was meant for your figure. It’s a perfect fit and so very beautiful.”


“You’re stunning,” Jane told her. “Drake will be on his
knees, thanking you profusely for saying ‘yes’. That’s if he can even breathe.”


She smiled at her friends. “Thank you, both. I am so lucky to
know you and it makes me want to cry that you’d come all the way here to share
this with me.”


“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Yvette assured her as she
gently squeezed Shana’s hand. “I just can’t imagine how I’m going to live up to
this spectacular vision before me if Finn and I ever get married. You’re
seriously going to blow Drake’s mind.”


She flushed over the compliments, but accepted them
graciously. They’d both proven to her that she needed to stop all of her
internal obsessing and accept who she was and how she looked. So much so, she’d
taken to writing about her experiences, her painful past and her new outlook on
life, along with everything she’d learned about her heritage. The reception of
her online postings to her web community had been overwhelmingly positive and
also therapeutic. She only wished she could help Jane with what ailed her. She
hoped that her and Yvette being her friends provided at least some relief to
the longing for human contact Jane feared indulging in because she didn’t fully
trust herself.


Staring at herself in the mirror, Shana had to admit she
looked exactly as she’d always hoped she would on her wedding day. Deliriously
happy and radiant. What more could a girl ask for?


Except…she’d gotten more out of the deal than what she’d
dreamed of in her youth.


She had three earnest friends wanting to stand by her side.
She had a renewed connection with her family. And she had the sexiest, sweetest
man-vampire-fiancé waiting downstairs to marry her.


She had everything she’d always wanted and so much more.


Fighting back another wave of tears, she said, “I could
stand here all night and admire this gorgeous gown, or…I could go get married.”


Jane laughed. “Trust me, there will be plenty of photos for
you to admire the dress to your heart’s content.”


“Please,” Shana scoffed. “I’ll be wearing it twice a week
for dinner, I’m sure.”


“Drake will appreciate that,” Yvette said. “Though I
guarantee he’ll get his money’s worth when you walk downstairs.”


“Indeed,” Jane chimed in. “Let’s go marry you off,
Cinderella.”


She lifted Shana’s train and followed her out of the room.
Yvette had brought the bouquets upstairs. All three were perfectly round
sculptures made of red roses and tied with shimmery, sheer ribbon. Shana wore
no jewelry other than her new ring and a pair of diamond studs, not wanting
anything to detract from the dress. Her long hair was styled in plump curls and
secured away from her face with diamond-encrusted clips Jane gave her as a
wedding gift. The strands cascaded down her back, revealing the shoulders left
bare by the cut of the bodice.


As she stepped onto the landing at the top of the sweeping
staircase, her breath caught at the transformation in the casita. Large
hurricanes with glowing candles sat in the corner of every other step that led
to the first floor. There, more of the hurricanes created a walkway with red
rose petals scattered along it. Candles and floral arrangements were
strategically placed around the living room and kitchen, softly illuminating
the dimly lit rooms and scenting them with a sensual aroma. A Spanish guitarist
sat on a stool in the far corner, strumming a romantic tune and murmuring words
that sounded sweet and sexy at the same time.


Through the open doors, she saw the devilishly handsome man
she loved standing on the patio, looking drop-dead gorgeous in all black, as
he’d been the first time she’d laid eyes on him. He wore a stylish dress shirt
opened at the neck, pants and boots. His blue eyes were dark and smoldering as
he took her in from head to toe. His mouth gaped as he sucked in a sharp
breath. Shana’s toes curled in the dainty shoes that had been included with the
dress.


Finn whistled under his breath, openly admiring her. Yvette
snickered and whispered, “Yeah, he’s getting it tonight. Not.”


Shana would have laughed, but she could barely breathe. As
she reached Drake and he took her hand, twining their fingers together, she
felt a ripple of excitement down her spine.


He seemed incapable of taking his eyes off her. He leaned
close and said in a low voice, “You couldn’t be any more beautiful and I
couldn’t be any luckier.”


Emotion swelled in her throat, but she kept the tears at
bay.


Anxiety was now a distant memory for Shana and not a hint of
apprehension or uncertainty tainted this special moment between her and Drake.
For once, she reveled in pure, unadulterated happiness. She knew what she
wanted most in life and she was about to get it.


Him. Forever.


After they’d said their vows and they’d danced and dined and
drank with their friends and the reception was over, Drake lifted her carefully
into his arms and carried her upstairs. He made core-shaking love to her on a
bed covered with rose petals in a room lit by candles and filled with sultry
music.


Just as Jane had predicted.
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