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July was hot as a motherfucker. If you’re wondering just how hot that is, imagine living in Florida with a broken thermostat. It was only the first day of July and already I missed spring. I hadn’t realized the air conditioner was broken until I woke up sick. Bade spent the night with me, which normally wasn’t a problem. But he was big, he was a werewolf, and he was hot as hell to lie next to.

Nausea was actually what had awakened me. If I get too hot, I have a tendency to get sick. I slipped out of bed early, leaving Bade to sweat by himself and took a cold shower. The cool water helped, but my relief was short-lived. As I sat waiting for the repairman I considered taking another cold shower.

Marco said this guy was the best around, but I was starting to wonder how good he could be if he couldn’t even show up on time. Maybe I was just in a pissy mood because my butt cheeks were starting to sweat. I really didn’t like to sweat without a purpose.

Marco called to check on me shortly after I got out of the shower, and I’d told him about the air. He volunteered to send someone over. He was even paying for the work, which I would never have asked for. He still acted very much like my boyfriend and there was no doubt that he loved me. However, we still weren’t exactly “dating.” He still came over sometimes and we did things together, but for the past month we hadn’t been sleeping together.

Last month I had taken the advice of my ancestor, Mathias Alexander, and healed Dracula’s holy water scars with my love. In order to do this, I had to have sex with him. Marco was okay with the idea at first. In fact, he had been the one to suggest asking Mathias what to do in the first place when Dracula was injured. We both agreed that we couldn’t watch him suffer. And as much as I would spare Marco any pain, I could not deny what I felt for the vampire. I loved them both. They were a part of me and always would be. Dracula understood this, but Marco was having to come to terms with the idea. As he’d told me before, he wasn’t sure he was ready to settle for half of me when he’d fought so hard to have me to himself.

His feelings were understandable. I just wished there was something more I could do. Things were far from over between us, but they were also far from perfect at the moment. We didn’t argue and he had never treated me differently, but I missed our closeness, not just the sex. I missed being physically close to Marco. Ever since we’d first slept together, I’d felt more of a kinship with the pack. They weren’t just a wolf pack anymore. They were my wolf pack and Marco was my king.

I had no doubt that things would work out somehow, but at the moment I didn’t have a clue how that might be.

“Son of a bitch!” Bade yelled from the sitting room.

I put down my empty coffee cup reluctantly and went to see what was the matter. He had taken a shower after me and his long blond hair was still wet. It clung to his broad shoulders in waves of ethereal gold and as he walked in front of the window my breath caught at the sight. Bade has always reminded me of an angel. Not the fat little cherubs, but the tall cherubim warriors of legend. The resemblance had never been stronger than at that moment, as he stood there with the morning sunlight streaming through the window behind him. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and the pale honeyed color of his skin seemed to glow along with his hair. The jeans he wore were old and faded and he hadn’t even bothered to button them. Something about him being barefoot made the situation seem more intimate and I smiled as I looked at him. I couldn’t help myself.

Since Bade had been welcomed back into the pack, Marco had made him captain of his armies. This also made him my protector in Marco’s absence. The captain of the wolf king’s armies was supposed to guard his queen. Bade had become my almost constant companion and I couldn’t think of a single reason to complain about that. There was a time when we were enemies and I would never have thought he’d be standing in my sitting room wearing nothing but jeans and a smile. But that time was long past and in spite of my bad mood I was glad he was there.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I walked toward him.

“Oh, nothing too serious, love,” he replied in his thick Australian accent. “Some crazy bitch with an umbrella keeps kicking my ass.”

I glanced around for his attacker and Bade laughed. Then I realized he was talking about a video game and I laughed too.

“With an umbrella?” I asked skeptically. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I’ll show you,” he said, leading me to the corner of the room where the television sat. He had the game console on the floor with at least a dozen games spread out around it. Luther had let him borrow some of his games recently and Bade had beaten all of them except this one. I found it hilarious that two such badass werewolves were also avid gamers.

I was sitting on the loveseat watching him get his butt kicked when I heard Alek open the door that led to the dungeon. The charming British wizard had taken up residence in my dungeon several months ago. He had lived for forty years in London where he owned a successful theatre. While he was there he also wrote and directed plays. He was now involved in a joint venture with Dracula, a theatre called The Bleeding Heart. I wasn’t sure what they were cooking up for the next performance, but Alek had been spending a lot of time in the dungeon lately. So, I knew he was working on something.

“It’s bloody hot in here,” he yelled down the hall.

“Wow, you noticed that, huh?” Bade said sarcastically.

“I suppose I’ll have my tea out on the porch then,” he said, “while there’s still a breeze.”

Once Alek had poured himself a cup of tea he went outside and I followed him. We sat in silence for a few moments on my front porch swing and enjoyed the breeze. It wouldn’t remain pleasant for long. The air had already started to turn warm, but compared to the inside of the house it felt cool.

“You could always come back down to the dungeon with me,” he commented as he sipped tea and looked out over the yard. “It’s much cooler down there.”

“Then I might miss the repairman.” I sighed. “I’d rather swelter than take a chance. I really don’t deal well with heat.” He raised an eyebrow and I said, “I know, I know, then why am I living in Florida, right?” He nodded. “The short version is, because this is where I was assigned.”

“And the long version?” he inquired smoothly.

“This is where I grew up. I wanted to be close to things that reminded me of a time before there were werewolves in my life. Before I knew what it was like to see someone chopped to pieces, or to have to chop them up myself.”

“That’s not so long,” he said with a shrug.

“You got the abbreviated version.”

Alek went back to quietly sipping his tea and it was then I noticed he was only wearing a blue nightshirt and a matching robe. The deep color gave him a sort of regal look. He had shaggy dark blond hair and this morning it was still standing out in disarray. Personally, I thought it was sexy. His long nose cast a slight shadow over his pouty lips as he turned to me and said playfully, “Is there a particular reason you’re staring at me?”

“No,” I said, smiling. “I just like to look at you every now and then, that’s all.”

The wizard took a deep breath and I could tell he was about to say something I might not like to hear.

“What goes on with you and Marco is none of my business,” he began. “Neither is whatever you choose to do with Dracula.” He raised an eyebrow as he added, “Or Bade.”

I scooted back and crossed my arms.

“Get to the point, Alek.”

“No matter how much control you have over your powers, and I’ll admit you are very powerful ...” He hesitated before saying, “You simply cannot go without sex. Remember what happened the last time?”

Of course I remembered what happened. I couldn’t keep my hands off Bade and I nearly molested Alek on sight. When my great, great grandfather, Mathias, was alive, he had been known as The Seducer. He was one of the most powerful wizards to ever live and I had inherited his seductive power. At first I didn’t notice anything too strange, other than the change in my voice. I had the ability known as the voice of seduction. I could hypnotize people with my voice, just like Dracula. As a matter of fact, he learned the skill from my ancestor as well.

None of the “gifts” I had been given were too difficult to handle until my sex life was placed on a temporary hiatus. After about a month this caused my abilities to start to “leak.” I first noticed what was happening when Luther accompanied Kat and me on a shopping trip and he kept picking out lingerie for me to try on. After the first time I slept with Dracula my abilities had been enhanced. There was no reason to think the same thing wouldn’t happen again. But it had been nearly a month since we’d been together and I hadn’t noticed any changes yet. At least, not in my psychic or magical abilities. My heart was another matter entirely.

“I haven’t noticed any changes,” I said softly.

“The Seducer could not go long without physical company,” Alek said delicately. “It’s not that he was an animal or that he lacked control. Quite the opposite. It was through sex that he maintained control.”

“Are you telling me that he was so full of power that it would overflow if it didn’t go ... somewhere?”

“Yes,” he sighed. “Such a power as he possessed was unprecedented. I wish I could offer more advice, but I really can’t. All I know is that if you do not make a choice, a time will come when a choice will be made for you.”

“You mean I’ll jump the first man I see?” I said sarcastically.

“Exactly, and it might not be someone who cares about you like I do and has the foresight to know you would regret your actions in the morning.” Alek finished his tea and patted my leg as he said, “I’m going back to the dungeon. You know where to find me if you need me, but do give me some warning this time if you plan to molest me.” He turned back and winked at me before going back inside.

I ran a hand through my hair and noticed it was already starting to stick to the back of my neck. I must have looked awful, sitting there all flushed and sweaty. But, if anything looked worse than me, it was my yard. Normally, the place looked like a lush overflowing rose garden. Well, the roses were still alive, but that was about as far as it went. Most of my grass had turned brown and there were now bald patches in my once beautiful yard. Not only was it hot as hell, but we were experiencing a drought to boot. Watering everything was such a pain in the ass that I’d given up on trying to keep anything alive besides myself and the roses.

After another minute I decided to go check the mail before it got hot enough that I didn’t want to make a trip to the mailbox. I had yet to set up a P.O. Box and was still receiving tons of what I called “Dracula mail” every day. When I filled my arms with the latest collection of fan mail I wondered why Johnny hadn’t already done it for me. Not that I minded doing it myself, I’d simply gotten used to him beating me to it.

Johnny Angel was one of my ex-boyfriends and the newest member of my Hunter Assault Team for Violators of Werewolf Code, also known as H.A.V.O.C. He was also living in my guest room until he found a house that suited him and it wasn’t like him to sleep past eight o’clock unless he was hung-over.

I dropped the mail onto the kitchen table and Bade whistled appreciatively at the stack.

“You want me to go through it for you?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“You want some coffee?”

“Nah.”

He gave me a questioning look. I never turned down coffee.

“It’s just too damn hot,” I explained. And that was saying a lot. I believe it was the first time I had ever been too hot to drink coffee. I was also too hot to eat breakfast and my empty stomach was starting to churn.

I walked through the sitting room and down the hall to see what was up with Johnny. As I passed the bathroom I heard splashing noises. The guest bedroom, where he was staying, shared Alfred’s bathroom. Well, it used to be Alfred’s bathroom. I had yet to go back in there since he left. Luther and Bade had been dusting his room for me and Johnny kept the bathroom clean.

I knocked gently as I asked, “Johnny, are you okay in there?”

“Peachy,” he drawled. “Why don’t you come in and join me, sweetheart?”

When I hesitated he seemed to know the reason. Johnny and I had known each other for a long time and I suppose I wasn’t hard for him to read.

“Come on,” he said softly. “You’ve got to come back in here sooner or later.”

He was right. Even though it had been several months now since Alfred and I broke up, I still hadn’t gotten used to not having him around. His presence lingered in the house almost as if he were haunting me. But Alfred was far from being a ghost. He was back on planet Terra working with my father again.

So, I took a deep breath and opened the door. I was immediately glad I had done so. Johnny was resting back against the side of the large tub with his arms spread wide. His shoulder length dark hair was wet and clinging to his throat. In the past month he had grown one of those pointy little goatees and a thin moustache. It made him look sort of devilish, and I was all for that. It suited him. He was tall and thin, but what there was of him was all muscle. I didn’t step close enough at first to see his lean body underneath the water, but then he beckoned me forward and I found I couldn’t help myself.

He was still wearing a few rings and a large cross necklace hung from a black cord around his neck. He wasn’t wearing his usual dark glasses, but that was all right by me. I’d gotten used to the blood red color of Johnny’s eyes a long time ago.

As I sat on the edge of the tub I couldn’t help but look down and was more than a little surprised at what I saw.
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“Ice?” I asked as I ran my fingertips over the frigid water. “You’re bathing in a tub of ice?”

He shrugged. “Well, I’m not exactly bathing, more like relaxing,” he said as he put a thin cigar in his mouth.

“No smoking in the house, Johnny,” I reminded.

“I’m just tasting it,” he protested. “I won’t light it in here.”

I knew he wouldn’t. This was a discussion we seemed to keep having. I knew he wouldn’t light the cigar just like he knew I would always tell him not to.

“Why don’t you join me?” he repeated.

“I don’t think I could stand it.”

But before I could say another word, Johnny grabbed me and pulled me into the tub. Ice and water splashed over the side and for a second or two I couldn’t breathe.

“Fuck!” I gasped. Then after panting for a few seconds my teeth started to chatter and I said, “It feels good to be cold.”

Johnny was laughing as he said, “Told you so.”

I swatted him with a piece of ice about the time Bade came running in.

Bade took us in with a glance and said, “Shit, I thought something was wrong.”

“Something is wrong,” Johnny said seriously. “We’re running low on ice.”

“You’re soaking in a tub of ice?”

“Not as bad as it sounds,” Johnny said, sighing contentedly.

Bade looked from me to Johnny again and I asked, “You want to get in?”

He looked skeptical.

“Come on,” Johnny said. “You’re melting like a snow cone.”

Bade ran a hand over his slick chest and said, “I have to agree.” He walked closer and leaned over the tub. “How much of a shock to the system is it?” But before I could answer, Johnny pulled him in too. I knew the tub looked big enough for three people, but I’d never tested the theory before.

Bade spent a few minutes gasping like a fish out of water before he finally growled at Johnny.

“Better, isn’t it?” Johnny said, completely unfazed by the werewolf’s reaction.

After a minute Bade settled down and admitted begrudgingly, “Yes.”

We all sat there shivering for a few minutes before Bade said, “I’ve got to get something to eat. You want to go out for lunch?”

“Sounds good, I’m starving.”

He climbed out of the tub and I stared open mouthed as he unzipped his wet jeans and peeled them down his long legs. When he turned back and saw the look on my face he smiled.

“What? I wasn’t going to drip all the way upstairs to change,” he said reasonably.

“I just hope the repairman doesn’t show up now,” I said.

“If he does, tell him you’re going to help and you brought your own tools,” Johnny said, laughing.

Bade flipped him the bird before walking out the door. I lifted up enough that I could sit on the rim of the tub, but left my feet in the water. There was something I had been meaning to say to Johnny, and now was as good a time as any.

“Johnny?” I said softly.

The smile was gone from his face as he turned to look at me. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “I know that tone.”

“Nothing,” I assured him. “It’s just that there’s something I’ve been wanting to say to you.”

He reached for me and I slid back down in the cold water to sit on his lap.

“What is it then?” he asked. “You know you can talk to me.”

“I was thinking,” I began as I toyed absently with his necklace, “that maybe you don’t have to keep looking for a place to stay.”

“Do you want me to go?” he asked.

“No,” I said quickly. “Actually, I was thinking that ... maybe you could stay here. I like having you here, Johnny. I didn’t know how much I’d missed you till I got you back for a little while.” I kissed his cheek as I whispered, “Stay with me, Johnny.”

“Of course,” he said, smiling as he tucked a stray hair behind my ear. “All you had to do was ask.”

I kissed him in response and that was a mistake. Not because Johnny would read anything into it, but because of the spark I felt ignite within me at the contact. It had nothing to do with Johnny and everything to do with what Alek had warned me about.

Before I let myself get out of control, I climbed out of the tub and started to peel off my wet clothes. If Johnny noticed anything was wrong, he didn’t let on. Instead he stood up and said, “I’ll get you a bathrobe.”

I had stripped down to my underwear and couldn’t resist glancing over my shoulder in time to get a peek at his ass before he put on a towel. Johnny handed me the robe with a smile.

“I know you looked,” he teased. “It’s all right, sweetheart, you can look.”

“I really can’t,” I said. “When I look too much I have a tendency to touch.”

“That’s all right too.” He laughed as he followed me into the hallway.

We both froze when we heard a knock at the door.

“The repairman,” we said.

I might be able to get away with going to the door in a bathrobe, but Johnny definitely didn’t need to answer the door in a towel. As I entered the foyer, I saw Bade had beaten me there. He opened the door and the small balding man who stood there looked utterly horrified at the sight of Bade. I must admit, a six-foot-four, heavily muscled man in a pair of tight jeans did get my blood racing, but it obviously didn’t have the same effect on the repairman.

“I’m looking for Lilith Mercury,” he said a bit uncertainly.

“Come in,” Bade said with a smile. “We’ve been expecting you.”

His warm greeting seemed to put the little man at ease.

“I’m Lilith,” I said, stepping forward.

“And I’m going to put some clothes on,” Johnny said, smiling unabashedly.

The repairman continued to give us strange looks as I led him down the hall to the cooling unit and Bade and Johnny followed. I couldn’t really blame him for the strange looks. I practically had my own harem following me around and this was only a part of the regular crowd. Johnny went to get dressed while I told the repairman when the air had stopped working. He said he would need some time to evaluate the situation, so Bade and I decided to go on to lunch. We got dressed in a hurry, eager to get in the car and turn on the air conditioner.

He wrote down what Johnny and Alek wanted us to bring back and even offered to get something for the repairman who introduced himself as George. While he took care of this, I put the finishing touches on my hair. It still wasn’t completely dry and I did the best I could to fix it because I had no intention of turning on a blow dryer in this heat. I had let my hair grow recently and it already reached the tops of my shoulders. It was straight for the most part and still tipped out slightly on the ends. I put on some lip gloss and sandals and I was ready to go.

I hadn’t paid much attention to what Bade was wearing until I got downstairs. He had put on a pale lavender t-shirt that said, “I bite” across the chest. This was funny by itself, but what was even funnier was the fact that we matched, right down to our faded jeans with the knees torn out. Oh well, at least the color went well with my red hair.

“Come on,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m starving. If I don’t eat soon I’m going to get sick.”

“If I don’t eat soon I’m going to grow paws,” he teased.

The expression reminded me of Marco and for a moment I really wished he could join us.

“He’ll come around,” Bade said, patting my back as he opened the front door for me.

“How did you know what I was thinking?”

He laughed. “It’s obvious, really. You love him, he loves you.” He shrugged. “He just doesn’t like the idea of Dracula sleeping in the middle.”

“Thanks for the analysis,” I drawled.

Bade opened my door before walking around to the driver’s side. “Like I said, he’ll come around.”

Normally, we would have ridden in his red convertible with the top down, but we were both in agreement to turn the air on high instead. As Bade turned the car down my long winding driveway I decide to call Kat and see if she could join us. After all, we were going to her favorite place.

Kathryn Roberts and I had been best friends for about five years now. We’d met when I rescued her and her ex-boyfriend from a pack of angry werewolves. She still joked with me every now and then by saying I was her hero. She told me she’d love to join us and would be leaving her shop within the next ten minutes.

Kat is an interior designer and owns a shop in town. She also owns a small café next door known as The PussyKat Café. She had recently hired another girl named Katie to help run the café, and I’d finally gotten to meet her a few weeks ago. She was like a younger version of Kat, right down to her thin frame, extreme fashion sense, and brunette hair. The only difference was Katie had straight hair and Kat’s was curly. They could have been sisters.

Once we arrived at the restaurant, Bade got our names on a waiting list and came back to stand beside me just outside the door.

“In the damn heat again,” he said, handing me the little buzzer that would go off once our table was ready.

“Did you get a table for three?” I asked.

“Yes, I can count.”

“What’s your problem?” I asked, looking up to read his expression.

“Nothing,” he sighed. “I guess I’m just mad because my butt cheeks are starting to sweat.”

I swear, the longer Bade and I lived together, the more alike we became. I was still snickering when Kat drove up a few minutes later. She was wearing a sleeveless pink sundress, carrying a designer handbag, and wearing a pair of oversized sunglasses.

“You get our name on the list?” she asked eagerly.

“Yep,” Bade answered.

“Table for three?” she asked.

“Why does everybody think I can’t fucking count?” he asked.

“Easy there, big boy,” Kat said as she threw up her hands in a helpless gesture. “I was just asking.”

“It’s all right, Kat.” I snickered. “He’s just mad because his butt cheeks are sweating.”

Kat looked stunned for a moment before laughing and saying, “Okaaaay.”

Then she turned to me and said conversationally, “So, anyway I talked to Marco this morning and he told me about your air conditioner. That’s gotta suck.”

“It ain’t pleasant,” Bade drawled.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “What were you doing talking to Marco?”

Kat snorted. “We are friends, remember?”

Yes, I did remember. I also knew she wouldn’t just call him out of the blue to talk like she would me. If Kat was talking to Marco, the conversation had a purpose. I crossed my arms and stared her down until she confessed, “All right fine. I called to tell him how stupid he’s being over this whole Dracula thing.”

I laughed and Bade said, “You actually used the word stupid while you were talking to Marco?”

“Yeah, I did.”

Bade seemed to get a kick out of that. Kat was one of the few people who could get away with saying what she thought to the wolf king. Sure, I could talk to him like that, but I wouldn’t. Kat on the other hand didn’t have any hang-ups about telling him the harsh truth. Kind of like how Alek did to me sometimes. Honestly, I think that’s why she and Marco got along so well. Kat had never once been intimidated by the fact that he is a badass werewolf king. She treated him like a man, not a monster. I knew Marco well enough to understand why he would appreciate that.

“So, what did you say?” I prompted.

Kat took a deep breath and said, “I told him that you obviously loved each other and keeping his distance didn’t make any sense. I also reminded him that it was his idea for you to go to Dracula in the first place. Then I was sure to point out how much Dracula loved you too and he couldn’t expect you to just kick him to the curb because it would most likely kill him.” She took another breath and said even more quickly, “I also told him that he looked like shit since he’d been away from you and that you were good for his health.” She got sort of misty eyed and added, “Love looks good on Marco.”

To my surprise Bade sniffed and said, “Ah, Kat that’s so sweet.”

“So, what did he say?” I asked nervously.

“He said he never kept a harem of his own and couldn’t believe he was considering becoming a part of one.”

My jaw dropped as Bade said, “So he is considering it?”

Kat waved off the comment. “Of course he’s considering it. He loves Lilith more than a good rare steak.”

I cringed at the horrible comparison.

“A good rare steak?” I asked.

“Come on, I’m hungry, it was the best I could do.”

About that time our buzzer went off and I jumped.

“Waste of a perfectly good vibrator,” Kat said as Bade took me by the hand and started leading me inside.

We had just been seated and placed our drink order when my phone rang. It was Johnny.

“Bad news, sweetheart,” he said.

“What?”

“It’s about the air conditioner.”

“What about it? Don’t tell me he couldn’t fix it.”

“He couldn’t fix it!” Bade said.

I made a shooing gesture toward Bade as Johnny said, “Oh, he can fix it ...” He hesitated. “But you need a new unit and it’s going to take three days.”

“Three days!”

“The good news is, that includes today and Marco’s paying for it. The bad news is, we’re out of ice.”

I took a deep breath and calmed down before saying, “Well, at least it can be fixed in time for our cookout on the fourth.”

As soon as I hung up with Johnny I excused myself to step outside and called Marco.

“Hello, Red,” his deep voice rumbled. Even through the phone his voice gave me chills. “You feeling any cooler yet?”

I told him what Johnny had just said.

“Well,” he said, “I don’t think George would rip you off.” He laughed. “Or in this case rip me off. If he says it needs to be replaced, then it needs to be replaced.”

“It should still be fixed in time for the fourth.” I paused before asking, “You’re still coming, aren’t you?”

“Why would you think otherwise?” he asked softly. “Red, I love you,” he said and I had never believed it more. “I have always loved you.” He sighed deeply and I had the sudden urge to cry. “Remember when I told you that it would take a lot to change the way I looked at you?”

“Yes.” My heart was fluttering with the dread of what I thought he was going to say.

“Well, you still look the same to me,” he said. “It’s my own reflection that seems to be changing.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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“Are you saying that you’ve changed your mind about us?” I asked. “Because after all the years I’ve wanted you, I can’t imagine getting this far and you not wanting me.”

“Will you stop jumping to conclusions? I realize that’s how you get a lot of exercise, but give me a break.”

I laughed as he continued, my mind somewhat relieved.

“Of course I haven’t changed my mind. I’ve just got to find a way to come to terms with ...”

“Dracula sleeping in the middle?” I finished.

“Well, I wouldn’t have worded it that way, but yes.” He got really quiet and for a second I thought I’d lost the signal. “Please, don’t think badly of me, Red,” he whispered. “And please don’t think that I’m against you in any way. I know that I’m a part of you and so is Dracula ... I’m just not ready to play my part yet.”

“I understand,” I said. And really and truly I did. There was just that little matter of me not being able to go without sex. But I didn’t know how to approach the subject with Marco after all that had happened. I’m sure he remembered the first time my powers had started to leak, so I figured he would understand. I just couldn’t make myself strike up a conversation about how much I needed to have sex when sex was what had gotten us into this mess in the first place.

“You are still my queen,” he whispered and I couldn’t help the tear that slid down my face. “I know you can’t wait forever and I’m not asking you to. All I’m asking is that you save the part of your heart that belongs to me.”

“Consider it done,” I answered and my voice broke.

“Don’t cry, Red,” he said soothingly. “This isn’t the end of anything.”

“Then what is it?”

“I’m not sure, but it’s definitely not an ending. Cheer up, honey, you always look better when you smile.”

“Well, according to Kat, you look like shit.” I laughed.

“She told you about that, huh?” I could hear the smile in his voice and it did me good.

“You know she’s just trying to get a rise out of you,” I said.

“I know,” he said, laughing. “I know how Kat works. But the fact that she called and had the nerve to tell me how stupid I am really means a lot to me.”

I felt better after talking to Marco and a bit more reassured of where things stood with us. Just like him, I didn’t know exactly what you’d call our relationship at the moment. All I needed to know to make me smile was that it wasn’t ending.

After I hung up with Marco I tried to put the stupid air conditioner from my mind and enjoy lunch. After all, I hadn’t gotten to see Kat for over a week. Surely there was gossip I had missed.

I walked back in to find her and Bade sharing a humongous appetizer. It looked like nachos with everything imaginable on top of them. I almost asked what part of the conversation I’d missed. But they were too busy stuffing their faces to have talked much.

“These are so good,” Kat said as Bade got up to let me back in the booth.

I slid over toward the wall and he got back in beside me in the aisle seat. It was a protective gesture that reminded me of Marco.

“Everything all right, love?” Bade asked.

“Fine,” I answered. But I knew I looked as distracted as I sounded. “Have you guys ordered yet?”

“Just an appetizer,” he said. “We were waiting for you.”

Bade slid closer to me and I rested my arm against his thigh while I read the menu. I normally didn’t order steak, but today I was in the mood for a big piece of meat. I stroked Bade’s leg absently and as Kat got up to ask the waiter for more napkins she saw it.

“Is that part of your duties as wolf queen?” she teased.

“Fringe benefits,” Bade answered as he stuffed his mouth with another tortilla chip.

Kat knew enough about werewolves to know they took comfort in being next to other werewolves. She also knew I was half wolf, so that applied to me. And she knew what happened the last time I went a month without sex.

The waiter handed her the napkins and apologized for her having to ask. But, they were extremely busy and she just smiled sweetly and told him it was no problem. I didn’t know anything was amiss until Kat sat back down and gave me “the look.”

“What?” I asked, looking up from the menu.

“I really don’t mind being touched,” Bade said with a smile.

“It’s not that,” Kat said, crossing her arms. “You’re leaking again, aren’t you?”

“Keep your voice down,” I whispered.

She rolled her eyes as she leaned forward. “No one is paying attention to us, look how full this place is. Now answer me. Your powers are leaking, aren’t they?”

I thought it over before answering, “Maybe just a little.”

She sighed heavily, but before she could comment the waiter returned to take our order. I ordered a steak with onion rings. Bade ordered steak too, except his was rare and came with grilled pineapple rings. Kat ordered a plate of hot wings and continued to stare me down.

As soon as the waiter had left the table she said, “You’ve got to have sex.”

Bade started coughing as I told her, “It isn’t that simple, Kat, and you know it. Marco and I are ... well, you know how things are. And I can’t just go barging in on Dracula and ask him to put out.” Bade nearly choked this time.

Once he caught his breath Bade said, “Sure you can, and if he doesn’t I will.”

“Why not?” Kat asked, completely ignoring what Bade had said. “They both love you and they’re both grown men. I see no reason why they shouldn’t understand that this is a necessity. Especially Dracula, he knew Mathias personally.” When I didn’t immediately respond she leaned even farther over the table and whispered, “If your powers go unchecked, this could be catastrophic.”

“Catastrophic? Don’t you think you’re pushing it just a bit?” I asked.

“Just think about it,” she scolded.

“I am thinking about it and I fail to see how people being a little hornier than usual could be a catastrophe.”

“If everyone around you started to be affected by your powers, it could start a riot!” Then she lowered her voice again and said, “You saw what it did to me and Luther a few months back. I was dressing for the street corner instead of the opening of a club and he kept trying to touch your feet.”

Bade laughed. “You somehow forgot to tell me this story, love.”

“Besides the fact of what it might do to other people,” Kat said more calmly, “what about you? You know I love you, Lil. And it’s because I love you that I want you to take care of this now. I don’t want to get a call at five o’clock in the morning telling me you raped the mailman.”

I laughed at first but then I had to admit, “You’re right. I’ll have to work something out.”

Bade spread his arms in invitation as he said, “Here you go.” When I just smiled at him in response he said, “Seriously. The last time I read Mathias’ journal he said that I should make myself available to you whenever possible.”

“Are you serious?” Kat asked.

“Yep,” he said, winking at me. “He also warned that if I let you go too long without sex the consequences could be catastrophic.”

“See!” Kat said triumphantly.

“You’re just saying that,” I said, waving off the comment. But they both gave me very stern looks until I said, “Okay, I’ll handle it. Gees, can we eat now?”

Once the food arrived Kat brought up the subject of Johnny and asked if he’d found a house yet. She also mentioned how glad she was that I hadn’t brought him along. To say that the two of them didn’t mesh well would be a grave understatement.

“Actually, Johnny is going to stay with me,” I said.

“You mean for a little while longer?” she asked.

“I mean for as long as he stays here.”

“That’s just great.”

“So, where’s Beau?” Bade asked and I was grateful for the change in subject.

“He’s rehearsing,” Kat said. She had started dating Beau, another member of the wolf pack, about a month ago. And while she went on to talk about Beau and his band, I let my mind wander. What was I going to do?

*****
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By the time we got back home I had formulated a plan. Well, at least as far as the air conditioning was concerned. When we drove up I noticed Richard’s car. It had been a while since I’d spoken to him and I was eager to see how he was doing. Richard had been contaminated with a strand of the lycanthropy virus that had been altered by a lunatic scientist. Rather than turning him into a werewolf, he was now a snakeman. Richard hated snakes and had been having a rough time with it. He and Bade talked fairly often though and Bade assured me he had been doing better.

As soon as we opened the door, the heat hit me in the face. It was even worse than standing outside.

“So, your air is broken, huh?” Richard asked.

“No, we’ve been reading Dante’s Inferno and decided to do our impression of the seventh circle of Hell,” Bade said sarcastically.

“Nice to see you too.” Richard laughed. “How’ve you been?” he asked, stepping forward to give me a hug.

Richard taught physics at a local university, and so far none of his students had figured out his problem with the full moon. He’s around five-foot-nine with prematurely gray hair that always sticks out a bit no matter what he does to it. He has kind blue gray eyes when they’re not turning snake yellow, and it did me good to see him smile.

“It’ll be fixed in a few days,” I said about the air. “So, how are you doing?”

Over the course of the next hour Richard explained what was going on in his life at the moment. It seems a former student of his wanted to date him and he was afraid of her finding out what he was.

Johnny had joined us and we were all sitting around the kitchen table drinking ice water when Bade said, “If she really likes you, I think she’ll understand.”

Bade turned to adjust the small portable fan we were using while Richard said, “I guess you’re right. I’m just afraid. You guys are my friends, tell me the truth. If you were dating someone who turned out to be a snake mutant, what would you think?”

“Depends on what she looked like,” Johnny said.

“Well, considering I’m a werewolf I think I’d be okay with it,” Bade answered.

I just shrugged and said, “I love you, Richard. And I really don’t give a damn if you sprouted horns.” It was true, Richard was like an older brother to me.

He smiled as Johnny pointed at me and said, “Her answer was better. See, if this chick cares anything about you, she’ll feel the same way.”

Richard still seemed unsure and I can’t say I blamed him. I knew what it was like to be turned away because someone thought you were a monster. I also knew what it was like to be afraid they were right. I reached over and took his hand, letting some of my feelings flow to him. Through my inherited abilities I am very strongly empathic, among other things. I can sense the emotions of others through contact with their skin. I can also let my own feelings pass to them.

“I knew you’d understand,” he said softly. “What do you think I should do?”

“Take a chance,” I said, squeezing his hand. “If you don’t, you’ll always regret it.”

“Did you read my mind?” he asked.

“I didn’t need to; I can see it in your eyes.”

He sighed. “I’m still not registered.”

He was referring to The Werewolf Registration Act that was passed a few months back. It required that all werewolves and other various shape shifters register themselves as a living biological weapon. Thanks to my psychotic ex-boyfriend Peter, the law had been passed without much opposition. Peter made the mistake of attacking another friend of mine, Elijah Jasper. Not only was he dear to my heart, he was also a policeman. The police part is what got the law passed and the fact that Elijah is dear to my heart is what got Peter killed. Immediately before the attack he challenged Marco for the leadership of the pack and on the next full moon he paid for his crimes. His hide now rested across the back of Marco’s sofa along with the cream colored pelt of the former king.

“What if she freaks out and turns me in?” Richard asked softly.

“If you want to date her, that’s a chance you’ll have to take,” Bade answered.

Bade invited him to stay for a while and I waited until they were deeply engrossed in a video game before trying to sneak out the back door.

“Slipping out without your bodyguard?” Alek purred.

“Only for a minute,” I whispered. “Please, Alek?”

We both knew that what I really meant was, “Don’t tell on me.”

“Fine,” he said. “But Marco will have a fit if he finds out. You better hurry.”
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Chapter Four
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My heart was racing as I pulled out of the driveway. Maybe I could get back before Bade noticed I was gone, because I really needed to speak to Dracula and I needed to do it alone. He had become my partner since Alfred left and though we saw each other fairly often, we hadn’t been alone in nearly a month. As a matter of fact, we hadn’t been alone since the last time I’d spent the night with him.

It was the middle of the afternoon, so I knew he was up. I took in the throng of fang bait waiting outside The Bleeding Heart for a glimpse of him, and decided to park around the side. Dracula had given me a key a while back and I was glad I’d remembered it. I made my way through the crowd fairly easily, but I had to shove a few of them back as opened the door. I immediately locked it behind me and breathed a sigh of relief before turning around.

When I entered the theatre it was dark, and Vlad was alone onstage. He sat down at the piano and lit a cigarette on the candelabra beside him. He was wearing dark slacks, but had stripped out of his usual attire in favor of a sleeveless white undershirt. Part of his dark wavy hair was tucked behind his ear and I couldn’t help but lick my lips at the expanse of skin that was revealed along his throat.

He began to play softly as I approached. His fingers touched the keys slowly with an almost reverent caress. He played a tragically beautiful, haunting melody unlike anything I’d ever heard. It pulled at my heart. Dracula’s song went beyond moving me, it spoke to my soul.

I walked quietly up the steps beside the stage. As the candlelight flickered across his body, I could see some of the thin white whip scars across the back of his shoulders. Everyone has scars of some sort, but I was hearing for the first time, a different kind of injury. His song was a lament to long lost love. I stood beside him for a few minutes, lost in both the song and the man.

When he finished I said softly, “I didn’t know you could play.”

He smiled with a sad reminiscence as he looked up at me. “Once upon a time I dreamed of being a musician.”

“And what do you dream of these days?” I asked.

“Many things, my angel, many things.”

Dracula had shared with me once that he could only consume blood. He had long ago lost his taste or need for any other kind of nourishment. And even though cigarettes weren’t exactly nourishment, I still wondered what he got out of the experience.

I took a step closer as I asked, “If you can’t taste, what do you do when you smoke?”

“I remember,” he sighed as he blew smoke through his nose like a dragon.

“What memory inspired that song?” I asked.

He rose slowly. As was always the case with Dracula, I stood in awe of his beauty. He caressed my face as he began to speak softly to me in French. Though I did not speak the language, I felt the emotion and through his touch, I knew the words, “My soul is broken with grief and my love for you forbids repose. But how can I rest anymore, when I yield to the feeling that masters my inmost self, when I quaff from your lips and from your heart a scorching flame? Yes. One night has taught me how far your portrait falls short of yourself.”

“That’s beautiful,” I sighed. “It seems I’ve heard it before.”

“Napoleon wrote it to Josephine in 1795,” he said as his lips curled into a slow smile. “I did not know you spoke French.”

“I don’t,” I said as I pressed my face against his palm.

“What can satisfy the needs of a smitten heart, which longs to throw itself at your feet, but is held back by the weight of serious considerations, paralyzing its keenest desires?”

“He didn’t say that to Josephine,” I said, making it a question.

“No,” he whispered as he leaned in closer. “It was written to Marie Walewska in 1807.”

“Well,” I breathed, “I can see how they might have been able to overlook the fact that he was my height.”

“Yes,” he laughed. “That is what I thought when I helped him write them.”

“Then that explains why I’ve always loved his letters,” I said.

“But you did not come here to discuss Napoleon,” he said and as he withdrew his hand I felt lost.

For a moment I couldn’t respond. All I could do was look at him. I had never seen Dracula in a sleeveless shirt before and it really emphasized how well-built he was. He still looked like a fallen angel to me. He wasn’t overly muscular, but beautifully toned and undeniably masculine. Every part that should be curved was curved, and everywhere there needed to be a ridge, that’s what I found as my eyes roamed over him. He had let his hair grow over the past few months also and now it hung well past his shoulders. He ran a hand through the long ebony waves and when his biceps flexed with the motion my heart jumped.

“What can I do for you, my angel?” he asked. His eyes glowed like emerald fire as he looked down at me and I no longer hesitated to express my desires.

“Sleep with me,” I answered.

The vampire took a step closer and I was nearly overcome by the hunger in his eyes.

“I mean, I need a place to sleep,” I stammered. “My air conditioner is broken.” He took another step forward and I retreated a few steps. “It won’t be repaired until the third,” I rambled on, “and I was just thinking how cold it is down in your castle and I’m dying of heat and—”

He kissed me before I could think of anything else to say. His soft sultry lips devoured me and I felt my toes curling inside my shoes. I melted against him as I ran my hands up and down his bare arms. I needed him. His presence was constantly inside my mind and the rhythm of his own need was like a second heartbeat inside my chest.

“Come back to my bed,” he whispered against my lips, “and you will never leave.”

It seemed so obvious that he should control the elements, because he was truly a force of nature, and as such I felt my resistance falling like the rain.

“With the combined power of my inheritance, and the training of The Seducer, I will make your love come down like rain,” he purred.

“You’ve been reading my mind,” I accused, but not like I was angry about it.

Dracula ran his hands up and down my arms as he said, “Take me. Take what you have need of and give nothing back. I know what you really came here for and it has nothing to do with your air conditioning.” He held my face between his hands as he whispered fervently, “Now take me.”

I needed no further invitation. I pulled his lips back down to me with a ferocity that surprised even myself. I growled as I took hold of the hem of Dracula’s shirt and pulled it up, exposing his abdomen. I ran my hands over his flesh and I practically tingled with excitement. I could feel the beast overtaking me, feel myself losing control, but something he had said bothered me.

“I can’t just take and not give,” I said as my hands found the button on his slacks.

“Then give me something to remember every time I look at this stage.”

He took hold of the shirt and pulled it over his head. I practically fell against him, running my lips, teeth, and tongue over his bare chest. Dracula moaned as I unbuttoned his pants and ran my hands inside. I wrapped my fingers around his shaft and squeezed gently as I flicked my tongue across his nipple.

He reached for my shirt and lifted it easily over my head before casting it aside.

“I know that in all the years you’ve roamed this earth, you have felt desire,” I purred, and my voice was no longer my own. It had taken on the soft seductive quality of my magic and I knew that I was very close to losing control entirely. “There are things in this world that you have longed for,” I continued, “things that you have needed.” I licked is nipple again as I whispered, “People you have wanted to touch. I want to feel it. I want to feel the desire of lifetimes. Give me the hunger of centuries. Give me what I need.”

With my last words I dropped to my knees, taking his pants with me. The sudden motion brought a gasp from his perfect lips and as I took him in my mouth he cried out.

“Yes,” he moaned as I ran my tongue up and down his length. “Yes.”

He put his hand against the back of my head, running his long fingers through my hair as he pushed me farther down, urging me to take more of him. When I finally pulled back for a breath, the vampire kissed me and pulled me to my feet. My sandals fell off as he lifted me against him. I wrapped my legs around him, kissing him deeply and before I knew it I was flat on my back on top of the grand piano in the middle of the stage.

I watched as he unbuttoned my jeans and slid them down. Next, he ran his tongue over my stomach and his touch felt like fire. With every touch he was giving me exactly what I had asked for. Dracula was allowing me to feed from centuries of desire. He pulled down my panties with his teeth and as his hands touched my thighs I felt like I was overflowing with emotion and power.

His desire ran through me, poured over me like a silken fabric and when his lips touched my clit, I came. I came like I never had before. I grabbed a handful of Dracula’s dark hair as I pressed his face harder between my thighs and arched against him. His tongue flicked across my clit and as he slipped one long finger inside me I came again. I’d had multiple orgasms before, but this was ridiculous.

I screamed until I nearly lost my voice. When I was next aware of anything besides the feel of his lips pressed against me, I looked up to find his emerald eyes staring down at me. He smiled slightly, flashing me a hint of fang as he said, “Come closer, my angel.” He placed his hands against the backs of my knees, pulling me forward and causing my feet to bang against the piano keys. But I didn’t care about the noise and he didn’t seem to mind either.

I watched his lashes flutter and his eyes roll as he entered me slowly. He was so big and harder than the wood beneath me.

“Faster,” I moaned as I moved up and down against his body.

Dracula gripped my hips tightly as he obeyed my command. After a few minutes he reached for me and as I sat up he held me even tighter against him. He moved slowly again, torturing me with the gentle sliding motion. In and out. In and out. Until finally I dug my nails into his ass and pulled him deeper inside of me.

“Don’t toy with me,” I said. “I’ve known for a long time that your powers were contagious,” I panted. “Now, give me what you’ve got.”

Dracula held me so tight I thought my ribs might break and he thrust into me so fast that for a moment I couldn’t breathe. When I finally gasped for air, all I could do was scream. He gave it to me just like I asked for, hard and fast. And I loved every minute of it.

When he slowed enough that I could speak I whispered, “Get on the floor.”

Without question he moved to lie down near the front of the stage. I slid down from the piano and as I walked toward him I had a sudden vision from a month before. I remembered the first time we had performed Alek’s last story. And I remembered how seeing Dracula play The Phantom of the Opera had set me on fire. We had stood in the very spot where he now rested and I’d wanted to take him then like I was about to take him now.

I straddled his waist and leaned over to kiss him as I guided his cock inside me once more. I leaned back, resting my hands against his thighs as I moved slowly back and forth. His hands reached up to cup my breasts and there was more than just desire in his touch. There was love in his hands as he caressed me and I let it wash over me, filling up the empty parts of my heart. I had missed him and no matter what else happened in my life I could not deny my love for Dracula.

When I looked back at him, I knew he had been reading my thoughts again.

“Make love to me,” I whispered.

Dracula rolled me to my back and cradled my face in his hands as he kissed me. As he thrust inside me again I wrapped my legs around him. I wanted more of him, all of him. I wanted to be consumed by the fire I saw in his eyes. And as he had said to me once before, I wanted to be loved.

With his tongue he mimicked what his body was doing to mine and quite unexpectedly I came again. I cried out as I wrapped myself around him and heard him whispering words of love in my ear as he found his own release.

I rested there for several minutes, still wrapped tightly in his embrace. When my blood had cooled somewhat my mind started to race. I sat up suddenly and he asked, “What is wrong, my angel?”

“What about Marco?” I asked softly. “He—”

“Is not here,” Dracula said as he sat up and put his arm around me. “He is also not a child. He is just beginning to understand the true nature of your power, but he knows some of the difficulties you face.”

“How do you know this?” I asked, turning so I could see his face.

“We talk,” he said simply. At my shocked expression he said, “Do not be so surprised. We talk about once a week on average.”

“And do you talk about me?” I asked.

“Among other things.”

As he helped me to my feet Dracula said softly, “Go and get Bade. You can both stay with me until your air conditioner is repaired.”

“How did you—?”

“I read your mind the moment you walked through the door,” he admitted with a smile.

I stood on tiptoe in order to kiss his lips once more.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “And I’m not talking about letting us stay here, but I appreciate that too.” I got dressed in silence before asking, “What am I going to do now?”

“For one, you are going to stop worrying. Leave the wolf king to me.”

“To you? What are you going to do?”

“Explain the situation,” he said with a shrug.

“You’re going to get yourself killed.”

He laughed. “Fine then. Perhaps Mathias has a suggestion.”

“I certainly hope so.”

As I turned to leave, Dracula placed his hands on my shoulders and I paused to enjoy his touch. I knew he was reading my emotions again and I dropped my shields. I needed someone to know what I felt.

“It is not cheating if you are not dating,” he said softly.

I turned back to him as I said, “If I stay away from you I’ll only be cheating myself and I know that. But I miss Marco too.”

“I do not think you will always have to miss him,” he said and when he kissed my forehead I wrapped my arms around him.

It was true, I couldn’t stay away from Dracula. “I don’t want to let you go,” I whispered.

“Then take me with you,” he suggested. “There is a storm coming and plenty of cloud cover to suit my needs.”

“Get your cloak,” I said, without giving the situation any further thought.

I had managed to get dressed without a problem, but when I tried to walk toward the steps my knees buckled beneath me. I hadn’t realized I was falling until Dracula caught me. I knew that having sex with Dracula was an all-consuming experience, I just hadn’t expected it to completely sap my strength.

“You may need to drive,” I said softly.
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Chapter Five
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Storm clouds were indeed gathering as we made our way out of the theatre. Thunder rumbled in the distance, like a great animal growling at those who were fool enough to be out in this weather. I looked up at the churning clouds as Dracula opened my door. I had been having to lean on him for support and with his help I got fastened into my seat belt.

“We must hurry,” he said, as he glanced up at the sky also.

It still seemed strange to see him out during the day, but as long as the sun didn’t directly shine on him he was fine. Once we were out of the parking lot I rested my head back against the seat and sighed. “Every time I’m alone with you we end up having sex.”

“Then we shall have to be alone more often,” he said as he reached over to touch my face. Before I could respond he whispered, “Rest.”

The next thing I knew we were pulling up in front of my house. The theatre is about an hour’s drive away from where I live and I couldn’t believe I’d slept the whole time. Normally, I can’t sleep in a car. It’s something I’ve never been able to do. I was just about to ask if Dracula had cast a spell on me when I realized Marco was standing on my front porch.

My heart leapt at the sight of him and a familiar thrill ran through me when he smiled. Marco is the only man in the world who could truly compete with Dracula’s beauty. His chestnut hair which reached to just below his chin was being tossed about by the wind. It gave him a wild look that matched the beast I saw behind his eyes. I also instantly knew he wasn’t angry with me, but something had gotten him riled.

He walked down the steps to greet us and I admired the way his jeans clung to his long legs. Marco looked better in jeans than anyone I’d ever seen and even though it had only been about a week since I’d seen him, I had missed the sight.

He opened my door as Dracula moved around the car with a grace which made him appear to float. The long black cloak only added to the effect.

“Vlad,” Marco said with a nod.

“Marco.” Dracula smiled.

Marco reached for me and when I had difficulty standing he exchanged a look with the vampire.

“Marco I—”

“It’s all right, Red,” he said softly, cutting off what I was about to say. I hadn’t meant for him to find out like this, but I intended to be honest with him about what had happened. I had never lied to Marco and I didn’t mean to start now.

“What?” I asked, surprised by his comment.

“Dracula called me on your way here,” he explained. “I know what happened.”

I turned sharply toward Dracula and nearly fell. “You called him?!”

“I know you,” the vampire said softly. “And I know you would not be able to rest thinking that you had hurt him. You would not eat, you would not sleep. You would know no peace until you knew that everything was all right.”

What he said was true and it brought unexpected tears to my eyes. Marco placed his hands on my shoulders and rubbed gently down my arms as he said, “I know your powers are growing and I know it would be more difficult for you to be alone now. I understand your need for physical contact. If you have to be with someone, I would rather it be him than anyone else.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My surprise must have shown, because Marco smiled and said, “I’m not ready to bring Bade into this yet, no matter what Mathias says.”

“Since when have you spoken to Mathias?” I asked.

“Not since I gave his journal to you,” he said. “But you’d be surprised what he told me when I had it.”

“Like what?” I pressed. “Did he tell you I was going to have sex with Bade?”

“No, but he said he would tell Bade to make himself available to you whenever possible.”

“You look pale, my angel,” Dracula said.

“Yeah,” I stammered. “He just told Bade that a few days ago when he was reading the journal.”

Marco laughed and even though I was surprised to hear it, it did me good. He took another half step forward and closed the distance between us. His smile warmed me and so did the heat rising from his body.

“You’re really all right with what just happened?” I asked softly.

“There are more pressing matters to deal with at the moment,” he said. When I still gave him an uncertain look Marco bent down and kissed my forehead. “Just as long as a piece of your heart still belongs to me, everything else will work out somehow,” he whispered.

“But why not now? If you’re so understanding, then why this distance?”

He shrugged. “Because I’m an alpha werewolf,” he said simply. “I didn’t even keep a harem for myself, remember?” Marco sighed and pulled me into his arms as he explained, “I know it doesn’t make a lot of sense to you, but to quote Luther ‘it’s a werewolf thing.’ I’m not turning you away.” He hesitated and Dracula stepped forward.

“What he is trying to say is that he fought so long to claim you as his own that it is in his nature to want all of you,” Dracula explained. “He is not yet ready to share. To share you is, in a sense, sharing his power. This is something he has never done and is in fact, not certain he can. To have the wolf king and the king of vampires sharing any form of power is a big step.”

“Thank you,” Marco said.

“I merely repeated your words,” Dracula replied.

Well, that explained a lot, and surprisingly, it eased my mind. After that brief exchange, I no longer felt at fault. Truly, I didn’t think anyone was at fault. This was just something we would have to work out.

Lightning cracked across the sky like a whip and Dracula flung his cloak around the three of us. I was just about to ask why when the rain started to fall.

“How did you know it was going to start?” Marco yelled above the almost deafening roar of the storm.

I put an arm around each of them as we made our way onto the porch and Dracula replied, “Power over the storm, remember?”

Marco laughed. “It’s been a long day. If you have power over the storm, then why not make it rain before now and end this drought?”

Dracula unfurled his cloak in a dramatic swish of fabric and threw it over one of my wicker chairs to dry.

“There has not been a cloud in the sky,” he said simply. “I can control the storm, not create it out of nothing.”

Marco seemed to accept this answer and turned toward the front door.

“Wait a minute,” I said, placing my hand on his arm. “You said there were other things to deal with. What other things?”

“Well,” he said. “Sam was supposed to be flying out for the fourth.”

“Really?” I said with a smile. Samuel James is the leader of the second largest werewolf pack in the country. He lives in Texas and he is Marco’s friend and mentor. He also happened to be one of my favorite people.

“It was going to be a surprise,” he explained. “His flight was supposed to arrive today and he was going to meet me at my apartment.” He shook his head. “He never showed up.”

“Oh, my God. Do you think he—”

“No, no,” Marco said, waving off my concern. “There’s no reason to jump to conclusions yet. His flight could have been delayed by the weather. There’s no reason to suspect foul play.”

“Yet,” Dracula added from behind us.

Marco gave him a look that said he completely agreed.

“I’ll let you know when I hear something,” he said before he turned and opened the door.

Marco was the only werewolf I’d ever known who could touch my silver doorknobs without pain. Bade could touch them too, but I think he rather enjoyed the pain.

“So, if you don’t think something is wrong with Sam and you’re not angry with me, then what brings you here?” I asked softly. We were still standing in the doorway and I ran my hand up his arm as I said, “Of course you’re always welcome. I just wanted to know.”

“This is still my territory,” he said with a wink, “and I will protect it.”

“He’s just checking on things,” Bade said from the foyer. “And he picked the one time when you managed to sneak off without me. Do you realize how bad this makes me look?” he ranted.

Bade took a step toward us and I fought the urge to touch him. Even in my weakened state and right in front of Marco and Dracula, I wanted to grope him. He was not wearing a shirt or shoes and he’d pulled back his hair to keep it off his neck. His jeans clung to him and I wanted to do the same. I was just about to say he didn’t look bad as far as I was concerned when he said, “I am your protector, Lilith. It’s my job to go with you.”

Despite my best efforts to stop myself, I moved closer and placed my hand in the middle of his chest. Bade growled as he looked down at me. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me, he just wanted to make it clear how angry he was about being left behind.

“You are going with her,” Dracula said. That seemed to take some of the fight out of him.

“We’re going to stay with him until the air is fixed,” I said.

“You could have been hurt,” he growled.

“Are you going to hurt me?” I teased.

“Only if you ask me to,” he said with a smile. Marco growled at him and he added, “Of course not. You’re always safe with me.”

The heat was oppressive as we all stepped into the house. It felt like sticking your face inside an oven and it was even hotter when we got upstairs. Marco stayed downstairs talking to Johnny while Dracula went to help me pack. He took my black leather bag out of the closet and went toward the bedroom. I trusted him to pack for me and decided to leave him to it. I had something else I needed to take care of. I was sick to death of worrying and made up my mind then and there that it would stop.

I didn’t have time to contact Mathias through meditation, so I took down his journal from my bookshelf, went into the bathroom, and closed the door. Mathias Alexander was my great, great grandfather and the one from which I had inherited all of my powers. A part of his consciousness still existed within me, and within the pages of his enchanted journal.

Marco had been the one to find the journal in a bookstore in London. He had read it before and knew all about Mathias. But the book never said the same thing twice, even to the same person. Marco had the book for a year before Mathias instructed him to give the journal to me.

I sat on the floor and opened the book, looking once more to its pages for some advice.

I was never quite prepared for the image that was hidden just inside its cover. Staring back at me was a picture of the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. He was tall, with broad shoulders and hair the color of a captive flame. His hair was just long enough to touch the fabric of the stunning emerald robes that he wore, and for several minutes I stared in awe of his beauty.

No mortal woman could have resisted this man, and it was his seductive power that flowed through my veins. Hazel eyes so much like my own seemed to smile up at me as I stretched forth trembling fingers to touch a masculine version of my own face.

I watched as words began to appear on the pages as if written by an invisible hand.

“Ah,” he said. “I see you do not have much time.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, jumping to the worst possible conclusion.

“Dracula is waiting for you,” he said simply.

“What should I do, Mathias? I know you know everything that has been happening. Am I doing the right thing?”

“You are doing the only thing,” he answered. “You cannot be without the vampire any more than you can be without breath. Marco is also a part of you, but you know this.”

“Then tell me something I don’t know,” I pressed.

“Give the journal back to Marco,” he said bluntly.

Okay, that really surprised me.

“But Mathias I—”

“I will always be with you, my child. You may contact me any time you wish. But it is imperative that I speak with the wolf king.” When I hesitated he said softly, “As for your love life, I know this will be difficult but do not worry. Put it in my hands and put yourself in Dracula’s.”

I cannot deny that I was both pleased and relieved at his instructions. I really wanted to cast my cares on someone else for a while. But that made me feel a little guilty too.

“Just do it,” he said. “And hurry. Bade is coming up the stairs.”

About that time I heard my bedroom door opening and Bade calling for me.

“Lilith? Are you up here? I can’t find my favorite jeans.”

When I got to my feet I found that my knees weren’t quite as wobbly as before. I was beginning to recover my strength fairly quickly and was glad to be able to walk on my own. True, I’d gotten into the bathroom on my own, but I’d had to prop on the wall to manage that.

When I opened the door Dracula said with a laugh, “You speak to each other like an old married couple.”

“Johnny did the last pile of laundry,” I said. “Go ask him.”

Bade walked over to the bed and picked up one of the bras Dracula was about to put in my bag.

“Isn’t this a bit skimpy for a drafty castle?” Bade teased.

Dracula took the bra back from him as he replied with a smile, “I was not planning to let her get cold.”

I decided to leave them to it.

“I’m going to talk to Alek,” I said. “Don’t forget to pack something comfortable.”

“Of course,” the vampire said as he stuffed another lacy thong into the bag.

I held the journal against my chest as I started down the stairs and I remembered something Mathias had told me before. “It is not a matter of decision, it is a matter of the heart.” All of the sudden I knew what that meant. I had to wait for all of the pieces of my heart to come together. And right then a very important piece was standing at the foot of the stairs looking up at me.

“You’re taking the journal with you?” Marco asked.

“No.” As I moved closer to him I held out the book and said, “I’m giving it back to you.” He seemed confused so I added, “Mathias told me to. He said it was imperative that he speak with you.”

“Oh,” he said, as he took the journal from me. “I guess I better see what he wants then. Do you have something I can put it in to keep it out of the rain? The storm is getting worse in a hurry.”

“Sure. I think I’ve got some plastic bags in the kitchen.”

As we rummaged around for the bags Marco told me, “There’s a tropical storm brewing in the gulf.”

“Is that why we’re getting all this rain?” I asked.

“Could be,” he said. “But by the weekend they’re predicting it may reach land and it will most likely be a hurricane. It’s building speed and strengthening fast. Would you mind if Johnny and I tape up all the windows and make sure everything is locked down over the next few days?”

“No,” I said, smiling. “I’d appreciate it.”

“I know how you are and I didn’t want you complaining about it looking tacky for everyone to come over on the fourth.”

I laughed. “As long as the air is working and the inside of the house doesn’t look like shit, I’m fine. Everyone around here knows you have to be prepared when it comes to hurricanes.”

About that time I saw Alek pass by the door and called to him.

“Alek, wait. Bade and I are going to stay with Dracula until the air is fixed and I just wanted to make sure you have everything you need. I figured you’d be all right in the dungeon, since it’s so much cooler down there.”

“Yes,” he drawled, “and since we’re out of ice, Johnny will be staying with me.”

He didn’t seem entirely happy about that and I couldn’t help laughing. Johnny walked up behind him and said, “Well, it was either that or put an air mattress in Alfred’s old lab.” He shivered. “It’s creepy down there, all that empty space. And don’t even get me started on the transporter. Anyone could come through that in the middle of the night and attack me!”
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I was still laughing at Johnny’s reaction to the lab when Alek said, “Not just anyone has access to a transporter. Even if they did, they would have to know your precise coordinates.”

“All the same,” Johnny said. “I’d rather stay with you.”

The wizard rolled his eyes and headed for the dungeon.

After a few more minutes of searching, I found a plastic bag for Marco to put the journal in and kissed him on the cheek before heading back upstairs.

“I’d better go see if Bade was able to find his pants.” At the look he gave me I added, “He couldn’t find his favorite jeans.”

I could hear him snickering behind me as I left the room. When I got upstairs Dracula was just zipping up my bag and Bade appeared to be finished packing also.

He sighed and wiped his forehead. “Let’s get out of this heat,” he said as he threw the bag over his shoulder.

“Yes,” Dracula agreed. “It is almost as hot as the stage,” he added with a wink, “with all the candles lit.”

I could tell by the look Bade gave us both that he didn’t know everything that had happened, but he had a pretty good idea.

“How is it I always get shafted?” he asked as he walked past me.

“I was not aware you swung that way,” Dracula teased.

“Shut up.” Bade laughed.

Things had been fairly quiet as far as my Hunter duties were concerned and that was a blessing at the moment. It seemed that when something did come up, it was an all-out shit storm. The great thing about my job was, as long as I had a communicator, I could do it anywhere. I still made weekly reports to my father, the commander of the Hunters. As long as nothing big was going on, that was all that was required of me. Marco did the same; however, he also made reports to my uncle Aldan, head of the Wizard Council.

Marco left about the same time we did and I kissed him goodbye before getting back in the car with Dracula. We arrived in what felt like no time at all and Dracula led us into his office at Original Sin. This was the nightclub he owned and was right across the parking lot from The Bleeding Heart.

There was a large bookshelf to the left as we stepped inside. It was covered with many thick volumes, just like the shelves in Marco’s office. Dracula’s desk was made of a black wood I had never seen anywhere else, and it was beautiful. His chair was massive, looking more like a throne with black leather padding. It suited him perfectly.

He walked behind the desk and removed his long cloak as he looked at the full-length mirror. I watched as he ran a hand through his hair and turned back to me with a smile.

“It will be drafty,” he said softly, wrapping the cloak around my shoulders.

He took my hand and led me forward.

“This is so cool,” Bade said. 

Bade had been down to Dracula’s castle before, but I agreed with him about the secret door. Stuff like that never got old.

We watched as the vampire carefully pressed three different places on the ornate golden frame around the mirror. There was a creaking noise, and the mirror opened just a fraction. We stepped inside and torches were lit as if by magic. Dracula held my hand as we began the descent once more to his castle. The hallway he led us down was long, and none of us spoke until we reached a large section of stairs. The winding staircase led down into complete darkness, and a draft blew up from what looked like a hole in the middle of the stairs. The staircase was wide enough you didn’t have to worry about falling, but if someone got pushed they were in trouble. I didn’t know where the pit led, and I didn’t want to.

“Watch your step,” he said softly, as Bade leaned forward to look down.

Once we reached the end of the stairs the floor was still noticeably slanted, but not enough to cause someone to stumble. He lit more torches and stepped into a narrow gondola as he motioned us forward.

“Come on,” he said with a smile.

He reached for me, and I stepped down into the boat. Bade and I stared at our surroundings as if we’d never seen them before as Dracula navigated us through the water. When the long corridor ended, I found myself staring once more at the enormous underground lake. The ceiling of the cavern was so high it couldn’t be seen from where I sat.

Bade nearly tipped over trying to get a look at the ceiling.

The lake was very well lit. In fact, it seemed to glitter thanks to the dozens of moon flowers which grew all around it. This was only the second place I had ever seen them. These strange purple blooms only open at night, and give off a soft glow, much like tiny purple lanterns. They also grew outside the Council Tower back on Terra.

When Dracula caught Bade looking at them he said suggestively, “These plants are a lot like women, if you stroke the petals, the flower will open.”

I blushed so hard I could feel my cheeks burning and Bade threw back his head and laughed.

I was impressed with the lake, but when I looked at what was on the other side, I was just as speechless as the first time I’d taken in the sight. Sitting there, carved from the rocks around it was a real castle. Original Sin was a castle and it was impressive, but not like this. The cavern was so large, there were actually towers and ramparts. Many of the towers were topped with golden shingles that glinted in the faint light of the flowers. The castle itself seemed to glow. It was made of an almost white colored stone, and it was beautiful.

Dracula helped us out once we reached the bank and asked Bade to carry the bags. He did this so that he could let us in. We followed him over to a large boulder which I knew hid the entrance to the castle. He ran one fingertip over his fangs and proceeded to let a drop of his blood fall against the rock.

“Right this way,” he said, as the boulder moved aside to reveal the entrance.

We entered what looked like a small sitting room, though it was lushly decorated. The entire castle was lushly decorated. It was beyond my wildest imagination. The floors were marble. Massive columns lined the hallways, and rich tapestries hung from nearly every wall. I had always expected to see servants, but Dracula lived alone.

“This is the keep,” he explained to Bade who had never gotten the grand tour. 

The courtyard was an open area filled with all types of weaponry. I assumed he used it to train. Once we passed through another door on the far end, I knew we were getting closer to Dracula’s personal quarters. The halls were filled with artifacts from various time periods. Many I recognized, but many I did not. However it didn’t take a genius to know they were all priceless. It made sense to have these things closer to him.

We took a right turn into a much wider hallway. At the end of this hallway was a set of enormous mahogany doors. I knew that those doors led to Dracula’s bedroom and my heart fluttered with the memory of the last night I’d spent there.

He swung the doors open in welcome and I laughed.

“You still don’t bother to lock your bedroom door,” I said in amazement.

He smiled and walked over to an enormous white marble fireplace while Bade looked for a place to put our bags. Dracula’s bed was even bigger than Marco’s. Where do they find these things? The bedposts also looked to be mahogany, and they supported a magnificent canopy of the most unusual color I’d ever seen. I remembered vividly where I had seen that color before.

I had a dream several months ago about a rose. The rose was beautiful, and it was a color I could not describe. No matter how much I looked at, I couldn’t say for certain if it was red or pink. I had finally decided that if love were a color, it would be the color of that rose. I walked toward the enormous bed and ran my hand over his matching love colored sheets.

By the time Bade had put our bags in the closet, Dracula had a blazing fire. The hearth was nearly as tall as he was, and there was a small round cushion in front of it.

“Shit,” Bade said suddenly.

“What is it?” I asked.

“In our rush to get out of the storm, we completely forgot to bring any food,” he said irritably. Before I could respond he held up a hand and said, “I’ll go buy groceries, you stay here.”

“Would you not rather wait until the storm subsides?” Dracula asked.

“I’m already hungry,” Bade said. “You really wouldn’t like being around me when I’m starving.”

“He doesn’t turn green or anything,” I joked.

Dracula laughed and handed him the keys to his car. “Lilith is craving chocolate,” he said.
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