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Chapter One
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I awoke that morning wrapped securely in Marco’s arms. His big warm body was pressed tightly against the back of mine, molding to my every curve so that it felt almost like sitting back in a heavily muscled chair. His arm was stretched across me, and his hand cupped my right breast. As usual, he was sleeping closest to the door.

Marco and I had been spending a lot more time together. He wasn’t at my house every night, but almost. Last night, I had fallen asleep in his bed, and I awoke to his familiar scent on the pillow beside me. Marco used scented bodywashes, and they worked well with his body chemistry. But he really didn’t need them. Marco Barak is an alpha werewolf, and his pheromones were already in overdrive. His scent is not something easily described, or easily forgotten, and it had become as familiar to me as my own face. I was truly and deeply in love with Marco. From the moment I blinked my eyes in the morning, to the second I closed them at night, he was always with me.

As I ran my hand over the fine hairs on his arm, I took a deep breath and reflected on how absolutely perfect this moment was. Only one thing could make my happiness complete, and that was knowing Dracula was all right. The moment I thought of him, my heart beat faster.

“What excites you so early?” Marco’s rough sexy voice, growled near my ear. His voice was deepened by sleep, making his gravelly baritone even more appealing. If I had to hear something at three o’clock in the morning, I couldn’t imagine a more pleasant sound. I had forgotten he could hear my heartbeat, and tried to think of a reason to explain the fluttering in my chest.

“I was just thinking how happy I am,” I said softly, stroking the back of his hand.

“That’s not all you were thinking,” he purred, while pressing his nose against my hair. “What’s wrong, Red?”

I never could lie to Marco, even when we had been enemies. It was something I wasn’t capable of and I should have known better than to try.

“Can you read my mind?” I asked, fascinated by his ability to see right through me.

“No,” he said, laughing softly, “but I can read you. I know when something’s on your mind.”

Dracula had been burned by holy water recently. The same man who had challenged Marco only a few weeks ago for the leadership of the pack was responsible for the vampire’s injury, and his furry hide was now displayed in Marco’s living room. His name was Peter Davenport, and he had been my first love. The man who had once called me a monster had become one, and returned to our hometown to prove it. Not only had he tried to kill Marco, but he nearly did kill Elijah Jasper, a local cop, and my dear friend. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he had ruined the one thing most closely associated with Dracula: his face.

He had thrown the phial of liquid toward me, knowing it wouldn’t hurt me should it make contact. But he also knew that Dracula was my partner, and he would step in front to protect me. Vlad had yet to allow me to see his face. We spoke, but not as often as before, and I missed him.

As good as it felt to wake up next to Marco nearly every morning, a part of me could not rest. That was the part that belonged to Dracula. With a sigh, I began to tell Marco I was still worried about the vampire. Marco knows I love him, since I had also recently agreed to be his mate and to help him lead the pack. But he also knows I love Dracula, because I have told him so. I refuse to lie to Marco. However, I don’t love Vlad in the same way. I love Marco the way you should love someone if you’re going to spend your life with them. But I love the vampire like another part of myself. Both emotions are strong, and I would not betray one for the other. If a time ever comes for me to choose, the decision will have to be made for me, because I cannot.

“I stopped by his theatre the other day,” Marco said, snuggling me closer. “He seemed all right, considering.”

He was right, Dracula did seem all right. But I knew different. Even though we had only spent one night together just before Marco and I started dating, it had linked us in some way. Though I suspected there had always been a connection between us, it was strengthened after that night. I could see right through him, and what I saw was miserable.

Dracula had opened a theatre known as The Bleeding Heart. It was located across the parking lot from his club Original Sin, and both were a huge success. Alek Ambrose, the wizard who now lived in my dungeon, was partners with him in the theatre. Alek had spent the last forty years hiding out in London where he owned his own successful theatre, and had written many award winning plays. Currently they were in preparation for the next big production, a story Alek had written based on The Phantom of the Opera. Dracula was playing The Phantom, and I had agreed to be his Christine. It was a part I had played before at the age of fifteen, and now, having just turned twenty-six, I was eager to reprise the role. Naturally, the lines would be different than when I played Christine in high school, because this play was Alek’s version of events. I needed something to take my mind off of everything else, in particular my complicated love life. For that reason and many others I was really looking forward to the play. I wanted something to focus on besides past hurts, who I was sleeping with, and killing rogue werewolves. 

Dracula had begun to wear a half mask like The Phantom in public, covering the right side of his handsome face. People just thought it was a promotional stunt, and it was working well for him. But I knew the truth, as well as a few others. Very few people knew what had happened, because he wanted it that way. He told me, “I do not need their pity.”

Marco had suggested a few weeks ago that I ask Mathias about the possibility of healing Dracula’s face. Mathias Alexander was my great, great, grandfather, and he was a wizard. He’s also been dead for over forty years now, but that doesn’t stop us from having a chat every now and then. When he passed along his powers to me, a part of his consciousness went with it, a scrap of his spirit, if you will, and this still exists in the back of my mind. I am able to contact him through meditation, but had yet to ask about Dracula. Truthfully, I was too afraid of what he might say. I was happy, really and truly happy, and I didn’t want that snatched away from me. Mathias’s solutions had a way of doing that. But I knew deep down that whatever he asked, if there was a way, I would do it. I would pay any price to see my beautiful vampire restored. He would never ask it of me, but it was something I would willingly give.

“The sun’s not even up yet,” Marco whispered as he brushed his face against mine. “Don’t worry about it now. I know it bothers you, but you can’t change anything right now.” He sighed. “Right now, you can rest, and give me a few more hours in bed with the woman I love.”

Marco had been more than understanding with regards to the vampire, and I couldn’t deny such a tender request. I pressed his hand against my heart, as if to let its steady rhythm tell him how much I cared.

I settled back against him with a smile and drifted off to sleep.

*****
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We were floating down a long corridor in a narrow boat. This corridor seemed endless, and I was alone with Dracula. He was in full costume, including the mask. I was dressed in a long silver gown. It clung to me, with thin slinky straps and a plunging neckline. I looked elegant. I knew how I looked because I could see myself through his eyes. It wasn’t exactly like an out of body experience, but it was close. I turned to him and said softly, “I don’t feel good, Vlad.” There was no other way to describe my current emotional state.

As I turned to him, his dark hair stood out in disarray and his scars showed. He was standing up, guiding the gondola, and the mask was off. I suggested he sit down.

“Someone has to row the boat,” he answered.

“It is my dream,” I said. “The boat can take care of itself.”

So, he sat down, and the boat continued to move. 

“I look like shit,” he said bluntly. “So perhaps you should not worry about feeling bad. At least you do not look like me.” 

I moved closer and knelt before him. I placed my hands on his knees, and slid his legs apart. This allowed me to move closer against him, closer to his face which he had hidden from me until now. Dracula looked down, and his hair spilled across the right side of his face, hiding his imperfection from my sight.

“I can fix that,” I said.

First, I ran my fingers through his hair. It was instantly smooth and well-groomed. What was once in disarray, now hung in silken ebony locks to his shoulders. Dracula’s hair is naturally wavy, and I smoothed the curls a few more times with my hands before I lifted back the hair from his face. With a hand to his chin, I tilted his face upward.

“Do not hide from me,” I whispered.

And he didn’t. Just for a moment, he allowed me to see what had been done to him, and I began to cry. He watched me, still looking so sad as I ran my hand over his face, not quite touching the ruined skin. It was almost as if I was erasing the damage. As my hand moved over his face, he became whole and handsome again.

“May I do the same to you?” he asked softly.

“Yes.”

Dracula reached out his long-fingered hand and began to smear my red lipstick. I never wear red lipstick, and couldn’t imagine why I had it on in this dream. It was like he was trying to rub it off. He then moved his hand in front of my face, like a magician performing a trick. My makeup was gone. Once more, I knew this through my connection to him, though I could not see myself this time.

“Why did you do that?” I asked.

“You are just as beautiful without it,” he replied.

So, I guess you could say that we both took off our masks. He began to talk about how lonely he was. I could relate. Even though I was not alone now, I was no stranger to loneliness, but I wanted a better understanding of what he felt. Dracula and I are both strongly empathic. Through our touch we can feel what others feel, and even see memories through their emotions.

He opened his shirt so I could put my hand against his bare skin. I reached out with my left hand and could feel his heartbeat. I closed my eyes, and I could also feel his heartbreak. I realized that he could feel all of my pain, my sorrow, and longing ... I hadn’t thought to block it, and I couldn’t pull away. Involuntary tears slid down my cheeks. I opened my eyes and found him looking at me.

He was also crying. I knew that he understood what I felt and why I hurt. He placed his hand over mine, and I was able to break the contact. I did not snatch my hand away, even though I was afraid. I let The Phantom him put my hand on his thigh. 

I couldn’t stop crying. He told me he knew I could relate to his pain.

“For every heartache of mine, I felt an echo of response in you,” he whispered.

He began to describe my pain. And after a moment he asked, “Who is the man who ‘took off the mask and had nothing left underneath’?”

I told him that was Bradley. He was a Hunter I had dated before Alfred. The line he quoted was from a book I once read and it described Bradley completely. He was so used to lying to people and putting on a front that when it came down to it, he didn’t know who he was anymore. I told him that I would always love the man I thought Bradley was, and always be disappointed in who he turned out to be. He had known Bradley and I dated, but never the details. And now, I was open to him. His ability was stronger than mine, and I could not block him from my past.

I started to sob openly and The Phantom wrapped me tightly in his arms.

“He left without saying goodbye,” he whispered as he stroked my hair.

I nodded. I hadn’t realized how much it all still hurt until he mentioned it.

“Sometimes we think we have found something. We want so desperately for it to be true. Someone we can turn to, for comfort, somewhere in someone’s embrace that feels like home. It hurts when we find it is only an illusion,” he said.

What hurt even more was to hear my own thoughts falling from his lips. My heart and soul was pouring out through him. I wept at the depth of his understanding.

“What else do you see?” I asked.

Apparently I was an open book, and he was an avid reader.

“No man will ever live up to your father in your eyes.”

That was true. Jacob Mercury, my father and commander of The Hunters, was my hero.

“You are afraid of what would become of you if you did not have him. No one else could ever fill that void.”

I cried harder and he held me tighter.

“You still love Peter,” he said.

My heart leapt into my throat at the mention of his name.

“You were afraid that you would die, or the world would end and you would have never known love. You wished for it, you prayed for it. It never went away.”

I hurt so deeply at the memory. It felt like someone had hit me, hard. I curled against him as I cried, laying my cheek against his thigh. My tears soaked his pants as he recalled my past heartaches in stunning detail. My dog getting hit by a car when I was six, every friend who’d ever moved away, or turned their back on me. I straightened up a bit and let him hold me against his chest as he continued. “I know that you have not been completely happy since you were eight years old. The world did not seem like such a bad place then. You trusted without question, loved without fear, and enjoyed life without guilt. You were innocent. Then the kind old woman next door was killed by werewolves. You overheard your parents discussing the gruesome details. You realized the world was not perfect.”

As the memories got more painful he held onto me as if he were trying to keep me from falling apart.

“You are afraid to give yourself completely, because every time you do, it all falls apart. You feel alone and wounded. You have been looking for that feeling of safety, of home ever since you lost it. Every time you have almost found it, it is snatched away.” He paused and pulled back with my face in his hands. “You know what else I see?” he asked. “You would not have missed it for the world,” he whispered, smiling through his tears. “It is just as you told me once before. All of your love, your hate, pain, and passion has made you who you are.” He paused again. “You are going to be all right. You do not hang out in crowds often, or like to attend parties. You are afraid that it will dilute some of what you are, your passion. You do not want to get involved enough with other people to let them put out your fire. Someday you will learn to use all of those powerful feelings to your advantage.” He held me close again as he finished, “And it will move the world.”

I opened up and let myself feel the peace, the comfort that I had been longing for in his arms. I trusted. I let myself feel complete. For a few moments I was eight years old again, and all was right with the world.

*****
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I woke up crying. It was still before dawn, and I slipped quietly from the bed and closed the bathroom door behind me. I sagged to the floor and rested my head against the tub while I cried. I didn’t make much noise, but I cried so hard I thought my insides were being torn out.

Seeing Dracula as himself would have been painful enough without seeing him as The Phantom. I have always loved The Phantom. I believe he represents the duality of human nature. We all have a face we show the world and one we keep in private. I could always relate emotionally, and later physically as well. There are several vicious slashes across the right side of my stomach, beginning level with my belly button, and extending to the front of my upper hip bone. Three diagonal cuts above my navel, and three cuts at an angle on the left side. These scars are a remnant of my attack years ago, and they never fully healed. I have carried them since I was fifteen. Yes, I could relate to The Phantom. However, I envy a part of other women that is not essential to daily interactions. How terrible would it be to look at men and envy their faces? Especially to someone as beautiful as Dracula.
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Chapter Two
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I have always found The Phantom to be more ravishing with one half a face than most men are with both sides. Now the same was true of Dracula. I don’t believe The Phantom was a monster. I simply believe he wore on the outside what most of us conceal within. I look at some of the most handsome men I have ever known and see monsters. I have a tendency to overanalyze. Therefore, after analysis, I believe The Phantom and Dracula both to be a product of their environments. The Phantom was in love and became jealous. Who has this not happened to? He reacted out of violence because that is what people had shown him. He wanted Christine’s love, not her pity. A madman would not have been able to tell the difference. He loved her enough to let her go.

When I was just becoming a young woman, I read about The Phantom and found solace. As I grew older, Dracula began to visit me in my dreams and I found in him my own version of The Phantom and my romantic ideal. When I was about twelve or so I used to think that if The Phantom were real, he was the only one who could really understand me. This is why Dracula’s choice was doubly painful to behold. It was also why I had agreed to play the part of Christine again. The Phantom and his scarred visage were very dear to my heart. I too was scarred, in more ways than one, and found myself drawn to him even more now that I had a physical representation of his angelic presence so close at hand. I realized then he is more than my romantic ideal, he touches my soul.

Even though I had been horrified at the sight of Dracula’s injury, I found that once I tried to recall it I couldn’t. He had somehow blocked the image from my mind when we lost contact.

I straightened up and walked over to the built-in linen cabinet against the wall. Marco had a very large, very stylish bathroom. Even his towels matched. I smiled as I remembered the collection of bubble bath he had underneath the vanity. Who’d have ever thought an alpha werewolf would enjoy bubbles? I couldn’t let him see how upset I was. I took out a bath cloth and started washing my face. As I wiped away the tears and soothed my puffy eyes with the cold water, I knew I would have to ask Mathias for a possible solution soon. This was killing me. But if his answer would somehow hurt Marco, that might finish the job.

When I walked back through the door, Marco was turned toward me, and hugging a pillow in my absence. I took a moment to appreciate the sight of him as he stretched out his lean six-foot-two frame across the scarlet sheets. The crimson and gold comforter was folded back toward the foot of his massive bed. It was entirely too hot to sleep next to Marco’s overheated body underneath a thick comforter. Most of the time, we ended up shedding the satin sheet as well. He was all the warmth I needed. He rolled to his back, pulling the covers farther down his body and completely revealing one long leg. Every time I looked at Marco, I thanked God for my eyes. Just looking at him made me grateful to be alive. Breathing in his scent made me thankful for lungs, and touching him made me nearly weep at the fact that I had hands. Not a day went by when I didn’t count the blessings in my life, and Marco was at the top of the list.

He took a deep breath and I watched in fascination as the muscles of his abs expanded, flexing beneath the skin. He was muscular without being overdone. The bronze of his skin made it always look like he had been out in the sun. But Marco simply had a natural tan. He wasn’t dark, but closer to a warm honeyed shade. It was the effect one might expect from a really good bronzing lotion.

His bed was massive. It was definitely larger than a king, and I was betting it had been custom made. It sat against the wall in the middle of the large bedroom on a slightly raised section of floor. As I drew closer, I took one step up and crawled across the sheets toward him. Marco had let his dark brown hair grow lately. It was shaggy, but stylish, with the longest layer reaching to just below his chin. I brushed a stray hair back from his face and sighed at the memory of how it had framed his lovely visage as he leaned over me the night before.

His breathing changed, and even though he didn’t move, I knew Marco was awake. I crawled on top of him and stretched my small frame down the length of his body as if he were a pillow.

“Did you want something, Red?” he asked as he slid me up his body, closer to his face.

“Just you,” I sighed, rubbing my cheek against the fresh stubble of his beard.

This was my favorite way to sleep, and as Marco began to rub my back, that’s exactly what I did.

*****
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I awoke a few hours later to the smell of coffee. Before I could take a deep breath to fully appreciate the aroma, Marco pounced on the bed and smacked my butt.

“Get up, Red.”

I made a noise somewhere between a complaint and a growl as I snatched the covers over my head and rolled over.

I felt Marco slide from the bed, but knew he wouldn’t give up so easily.

“Don’t make me come under there,” he growled as he lifted the sheet and glared at me.

The threat sounded real, but the expression on his face let me know what was really on his mind. I threw back the sheet and slid toward him on my stomach. When I reached the edge of the bed I brushed my face across his hip like a cat, carefully avoiding the parts I knew he’d rather have me touch.

“Can’t we just stay in bed?” I purred seductively.

“No,” he said sounding regretful. “We’re going to the beach today, remember?”

I licked across his skin and he shivered.

“You haven’t got the stove on have you?” I asked.

“I hadn’t started breakfast yet.”

“Good, then it can wait a while,” I said with a growl.

Without further hesitation I rose to my knees, running my hands up and over his body. I leaned forward and flicked my tongue across his nipple. Marco gasped as I pressed the front of my body against his. His warmth burned into me as I arched my cold body against him. I wasn’t nearly as cold to the touch as a vampire. But compared to Marco, I always felt like ice. He was quite literally one of the hottest men I’d ever known.

“Come back to bed, Marco. The rest of the world can wait for just a little bit longer.”

Truthfully, I loathed giving up my time with him. Although we’d been seeing more of each other, between his responsibilities with the pack and mine with The Hunters, I begrudged every moment I had to give up.

I ran my hand over his rigid abs, staring with open fascination as if I’d never seen him naked before. I had loved Marco since the first moment I laid eyes on him. Even when we were enemies, a fire for him burned inside me. A fire that now could only be soothed by his touch.

At any moment I feared this happiness, and Marco would be taken from me. Why not enjoy a few more moments in bed? When I took his hands and placed them over my breasts he growled. The sound vibrated along my skin, making me shiver with excitement. I stretched upward to kiss him and just before my eyes closed I saw his turn amber.

Marco growled again as he deepened the kiss, plunging his tongue into my mouth. When I pulled back, I knew that all I was feeling must have shown in my eyes.

“What’s wrong, Red?”

“Nothing,” I said, reaching for him. “Nothing at all.”

I hungered for the touch of his hands and the passion in his kiss. As I pulled him to the bed, Marco gave up his control, letting me roll him to his back. I took his cock in my hand and all thoughts of Mathias and Dracula were forgotten.

As I guided him inside me, I felt the smile spreading across my face at the familiar pleasure/pain. Marco never exactly hurt me, but when we skipped the foreplay he came close. Still, I liked for it to almost hurt sometimes.

He growled as I slid farther down his length, taking more of him each time I moved. “That’s a good way to hurt yourself.” His tone was playful, but the look in Marco’s eyes said he wanted me to hurt him.

“I need it to hurt a little. I want you so bad I ache.”

Marco put his hands on my hips, pressing deeper inside me with a growl. I arched back, rolling my hips forward as I ground against him.

“More.”

I looked down at him and saw understanding in his eyes.

“I knew it. You are worried about something.”

I pressed a finger against his lips. “Make it go away. Work my body so hard that my mind can’t think.”

Marco rolled me to my back, bringing a startled gasp from my lips. He drove into me with a ferocity I hadn’t expected, but I’d certainly asked for. Still, Marco was always careful with me. He was aware of how big he was and though he moved hard and fast, I could tell he still held back.

“More,” I panted.

“More?”

He seemed to doubt my ability to take what I was asking for.

“Make me ... ah!” Before I could finish the sensual command, Marco slammed into me full force, bringing me to the hardest climax I’d had in weeks.

I was finally learning some measure of control when it came to my powers and sex. Being with Marco on a regular basis helped me maintain that control. I no longer fainted, or nearly fainted after really good sex. I also did not accidentally draw from his strength. As long as I kept The Seducer’s power locked away and Marco didn’t wolf out on me, we were able to have really amazing, normal sex. That is, as normal as sex can be with a werewolf and whatever the hell you wanted to classify me. 

As we lay there in the aftermath, both covered in a fine sheen of sweat, I realized we were no longer alone. Dracula had already slipped back into my thoughts.

Almost an hour later than he had planned, Marco staggered from the bed and informed me that if he didn’t eat soon he might grow paws. I laughed, but my stomach thought my throat had abandoned it also. That was something werewolves and I had in common ever since my attack. I may not transform completely, but I had inherited their metabolism. I just got sick if I didn’t eat regularly, but a werewolf needed regular meals to help them control the change. It was one way of keeping their strength up, and the stronger they are, the more control they have over the beast.

After brushing my teeth and freshening up a bit, I borrowed Marco’s black bathrobe and followed him into the kitchen. We would worry about a shower later. Marco has a huge loft-style apartment located on the top floor of club Red. Normal people go there occasionally, but it’s primarily a hangout for the pack. Most of the “normal” people who end up at club Red know at least one werewolf, so it isn’t entirely a place for outsiders. However, Marco didn’t make an effort to keep them out. His other club on the beach, The Dread Moon, was the first commercially advertised werewolf club. It was “the place” to mingle with the animals if that’s what you were into.

Marco’s kitchen is open, as is the rest of his apartment. Only the bedroom is cut off from the rest, and I liked that. The kitchen was only separated from the rest of the room by a large bar. Marco looked over at me and frowned playfully at the robe I was wearing. I’m sure he would have preferred me to go naked, but the weather was heating up and the temperature in his apartment was set a bit too cool for my taste. Werewolves always ran a slight temperature, and with the full moon approaching, he was even hotter.

I sat down near the fireplace and watched him over the back of the sofa. On the other end of the sofa rested a cream colored fur blanket that I now knew to be the pelt of the former king. Beside it was a slightly golden blanket that had been made from Peter’s fur. He had meant for me to have it, but I simply could not stand it in my house. Marco on the other hand didn’t have a problem with it. In fact, he had taken it to the last gathering of the pack just to show the members who were not present at the fight what they had missed. He held it up to the crowd and said, “This is what remains of the last man to challenge my rule.” He paused. “Now, is there any other business to be brought to my attention before we begin the hunt?”

Not surprisingly, few petitions were brought before the king that night. I know because I was standing at his left side, where the queen and his enforcer are supposed to stand. I just happened to fill both positions. Luther, my childhood friend and his second in command, stood to his right. To my right stood the new leader of his armies, his former challenger though they had never fought, and his former beta wolf, Bade Garren. Bade had shown up on the night of the challenge, pledged his loyalty, and asked to be allowed back into the pack. Marco informed him he would never be his second again; however, his armies needed a new leader. Bade now held the position of Garm and he resided once again in club Red’s basement.

No sooner had I finished thinking about him than Bade’s golden mane appeared at the top of the stairs. He and Luther were the only ones besides Marco and myself who knew how to get into the king’s apartment. As the rest of his tall frame appeared in one step increments I couldn’t help but admire our intruder.

Bade was only wearing a pair of jeans, and he hadn’t buttoned them. He must have gotten dressed in a hurry. Bade Garren is six-foot-four and built like a Greek god. His ethereal golden hair just touched the tops of his shoulders and the matching hair across his chest gleamed in the early morning light streaming through the windows. I knew for a fact that he was a natural blond, and tried not to blush as I met his pale blue eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said, nodding in my direction. I guess he wasn’t going to apologize to Marco.

“I’ve got some news,” he said.

Marco turned to face him unabashedly. He acted as if Bade hadn’t walked in on him cooking breakfast in the nude. I knew that werewolves were very comfortable in their own skin, but this was ridiculous. I suppose Bade had only put on the pants for my benefit. “Or maybe,” I thought upon closer inspection of those tight jeans, “it was for my punishment.”

“Let’s have it then,” Marco said, turning back toward the stove.

“I was just watching the news downstairs. It appears that thanks to lunatics like your ex,” he said as he gestured toward me, “we will now be subjected to new laws.”

That got Marco’s attention, and he put down his spatula to listen.

The werewolf community had not been able to keep what had happened to Elijah as secret as they’d hoped. They had toned down the attack quite a bit, but Elijah was legally obligated to tell his commanding officer what had happened. It had helped to spur on the debate of whether or not people had the right to know if their neighbors were werewolves. As it was, coming out was voluntary, just like for the vampires. But apparently that was coming to an end.

“They’ve just passed what they’re calling The Werewolf Registration Act,” Bade announced. “All lycans are required to register themselves as ‘a living biological weapon.’ Even the ones like Judas who are shifters, but not werewolves.”

Judas is a wereleopard, the only one of his kind we’d found so far, and he was dating my friend Kathryn Roberts.

Marco sighed heavily. “Many will resist. I think most of the pack will go along with it, but what about school teachers, doctors, and lawyers? This will ruin them.”

“I guess they’re just fucked,” Bade said with a shrug as he walked over to where I sat.

“No,” Marco said decisively. “I know a judge who’s a werewolf. He may be able to offer some advice. Until then, you get some people on the phone and tell the members of the pack who would lose their jobs over this to stay put. Take no action unless I say otherwise. I will not have my people destroyed over some idiots in Washington pissing on our community like we don’t matter.”

He sighed again and said more calmly, “But if it were me, I’d want to know if my neighbor was a werewolf.”

All men are not created equal, but Marco was a good one. He always tried to put himself in other people’s shoes, and that made him a good leader as well.

Bade went to the bedroom and used the phone to start calling some members of the pack. He passed along Marco’s message and returned to sit beside me. Marco had gone back to cooking and I’d gone back to admiring his ass. No sense getting worked up even more about something we couldn’t change.

“This place reeks of sex,” Bade growled low for my ears only.

“That’s because I spend every waking moment riding Marco like a wild stallion,” I replied without batting an eye.

I knew Bade was just trying to get a rise out of me, and he wasn’t going to succeed. His shock was clear, but he also seemed pleased. Oh great. Was there no way to turn this man off? Bade scooted closer and put his arm around me just as Marco walked out of the kitchen.

I watched in admiration as he moved around the bar with all the grace of an animal of prey. The curve of his upper hips is wonderful, but his lower hips are just as well toned. His long legs are sleek and sinewy and they flexed with his every step. If anything jiggled on Marco’s body, it was supposed to. I watched his hips flex tantalizingly as he came closer and thought to myself, “Marco’s not just eye candy, he’s eye chocolate.”

Take a rich piece of chocolate and let it melt on your tongue. That’s what looking at Marco does for my eyes. He reminded me of a great cat as he walked naked across the loft. But Marco was far more deadly than any lion or tiger. He growled and snapped at Bade as he walked past us in a way that completely belied his human appearance.

Bade removed his arm from my shoulders, but he didn’t scoot back to the other end of the couch.
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