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To my friend Priscilla, who has loved Marco from the beginning ... almost as much I have.
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Chapter One


[image: ]




In the month since the laws of vampiric tolerance were passed, Dracula had made quite the sensation. He has announced to the media that he is the original vampire. And naturally, the press jumped on the name “Dracula.” Ever since he had become my partner, I had been sucked into his little popularity whirlwind. The first time we were seen together, the media went into a frenzy. It seemed like the announcement of real live, (well I suppose you could say they’re alive) vampires was going to pass by quietly. But that had only lasted about a week.

Of course the werewolves were not forgotten, least of all pack leader, Marco Barak. Actually, I had a date with him that night, and my heart was pounding in anticipation of his nearness as I approached the mailbox.

At least twice a week I got letters from animal rights activists bashing me for my wicked ways. Some were sappy notes from touchy-feely soccer moms who couldn’t believe I had been making a living off killing people who just “happened” to be part animal. Most of the activists were cheesy or laughable. But every now and then they managed to hurt my feelings, because they were right.

Aside from this type of correspondence, I had the tabloids to thank for my other letters. Ever since a few headlines had managed to associate me with Dracula, I had been getting “fan mail” from crazed goth princesses. Some of them were six-page letters where they proclaimed all the ways they loved him. They would tell me that I could never understand him, or “worship” him the way they could (gag). I usually dry-heaved a few times after reading these. But, my favorites were the one-liners like, “Burn in Hell,” or “Eat shit and die.”

Of course, I never responded to any of these; it would only add fuel to the fire. Besides, someone who writes “eat shit and die,” isn’t looking for a response. They were delivering a message. Fine. I got it. What would I say anyway? “Fuck you very much, sincerely, Lilith Mercury?” This was what my mail mostly consisted of since his arrival. To be honest, some small part of me felt sorry for the countless women who begged me to pass on a message to the vampire. But it was a very small part, and I’m not his damn secretary.

However, there were some that I was tempted to answer. The ones who sounded intelligent and just genuinely wanted to know what it was like to be with a werewolf or a vampire. But with my luck, if I did respond the answer would probably end up for sale on an Internet auction.

It was mid-afternoon when I collected my new pile of mail, and as I reentered the house, the phone rang. A storm was gathering outside, and a small tree branch hit my kitchen window, so I screamed instead of answering “Hello.”

“Lilith?” Marco’s frantic voice replied.

“I’m all right,” I explained. “A tree branch just hit the window.”

Marco informed me briefly that we would need to reschedule our date. Tornados had touched down near his apartment above club Red, and completely devastated some areas. Even though he was unharmed, there was no way he would ever make it out of town to start the long drive to my house.

Damn southern weather. I told Marco I understood, but it was hard to keep the disappointment from my voice. It was only the second week of March, and already we were experiencing severe weather watches. I really don’t know why they call Florida the sunshine state. I’ve always loved a good storm, and the rain is very peaceful to me. But I didn’t like anything standing in the way of me seeing Marco.

We had only been dating for a month, but I had known Marco since my days as a trainee with The Hunters. His training was about to finish as mine started. Of course, you are considered still in training for the first five years, but after six months of training, you can be paid for your services. Marco worked as a Hunter for a little over a year before he was attacked.

I had wanted him since the first moment I saw him, and now nine years later, he was finally mine. We had agreed to take things slow, but my heart wouldn’t listen to reason. The more I was honest with myself, the more I realized I was falling for Marco. And I don’t mean just stumbling a little bit. Once I finally hit the ground, I was going to bounce.

After we hung up, I remembered I needed some things in town. I figured I might as well go before the storm got worse. As I was picking out a bag of fresh cherries I remembered Alfred used to always buy them for me, and I nearly had a breakdown in the middle of the produce aisle. It had only been a month, but it seemed like a lifetime since I had been led to the locked drawer in his bedroom by a vision of Alek Ambrose. In this drawer, I discovered that Alfred had not only been assigned to be my partner eight years ago, but my murderer as well. The former commander of The Hunters had ordered Alfred to kill me if I should ever start to become a monster. What hurt the most was that he had signed the paper. The moment suddenly seemed unreal. I felt cold to think of returning home without Alfred there. It was as if I was wearing a jacket and someone snatched it off and that warmth was gone. I wasn’t his anymore.

Maybe someday the pain would ease, but not today. I put a hand over my heart as I finished selecting a bag of cherries. If anyone was watching, maybe they’d think I had indigestion and leave me alone. My eyes stung and my chest hurt. I coughed a few times and tried to pretend it was allergies. I thought back to the papers and Alfred’s signature at the bottom of the last page. This helped me to muster up enough anger to keep from crying.

In the time since that discovery, the wizard who had recently befriended me, Alek Ambrose, had come to live with me. He had set up an apartment in my dungeon. Dracula was my new partner, and they were both members of my Hunter Assault Team for Violators of Werewolf Code, better known as H.A.V.O.C. I had been elected to not only head up the division of H.A.V.O.C. in my area, but head up all divisions on Earth and Terra. I reported directly to the current commander, my father, Jacob Mercury. Initially, I had been very leery of this new responsibility, as well as the celebrity it brought with it. However, I had come to realize that most division leaders could handle themselves. I would only ever be called if there was a severe problem.

I also needed to accumulate some more members in my area. The main problem was that my team was expected to be the best of the best. It’s not that all of The Hunters weren’t qualified individuals, but the members of my team would be watched more closely. It wasn’t fair, but it was true. When I thought of the best, one name came to mind, Johnny Angel. I was on my way home to call him as I drove by the corner gas station and saw a familiar sight.

The instant I saw him approaching, something about him caught my eye. It wasn’t the motorcycle he was riding, or the hot pink t-shirt he wore. Even at a distance, and with only a glance, there was something about the man that felt familiar. I kept looking back, and trying not to run off the road, or miss my turn. He pulled in at the station, and as he walked into the store, I recognized him. I’d know that walk anywhere. It was Peter.

I didn’t get a good look at his face before I turned, but I didn’t need to. The years may have changed his features, but his confident swagger could never be mistaken. I was too shocked to have much of a reaction at the time. But as I thought of him on the way home, my heart didn’t flutter. I was proud of myself. It could be that I was hurting too much over Alfred to spare any heartache for Peter. Either way, I was still proud of myself for not falling to pieces.

Twice over the years I’d caught a fleeting glimpse of Peter. Both times I’d gone home and cried. It had been a good five years since my last glimpse, and this time I didn’t cry. Still, I wondered what he was doing around here. Last I’d heard, Peter had moved away. I was also pleased to hear of his divorce. Not because I wanted him, I just didn’t want her to have him. That was cruel and spiteful of me, but it was the truth. Peter had been my first love, and a part of me had never really let him go.

As I gathered up my groceries and carried them in the house, I remembered the night I had told Peter about my attack. He called me a monster. I picked up the phone and called Johnny to keep from crying. It had been a long time since I’d spoken to Johnny, mainly because Alfred hated him so much. We had dated for a while, after Julius, and before Bradley. I cared for Johnny, but he was too deeply in love with himself to have time for anyone else.

I knew through headquarters where to reach him, and dialed the number with trembling hands. It had been a long time. What if he didn’t want to talk to me? Nah, that wasn’t like Johnny. I steeled my courage and pressed the call button. He picked up on the first ring.

“Yes?” His speech sounded a little slurred, like he’d been drinking, but I knew that tone. I had woken him. He was pleasantly surprised to hear my voice and didn’t miss the opportunity to tell me so. “It’s been a long time,” he said, still with that slur. “I have to tell you, sweetheart, it’s good to hear you.”

“You too,” I admitted.

“Let me guess, you called to beg me to come back to you because I’m absolutely marvelous in bed.”

Even though he was a self-absorbed asshole, I smiled at the sound of Johnny’s voice. We’d had some good times, but I think we were too much alike.

He was currently in Texas, near the border. I explained the situation to him, and told him I’d like for him to be a part of the team. I was a little surprised when he agreed so easily. You know the expression, there is no “I” in team? Well, there is no team in Johnny Angel. Don’t let the name fool you. He said it would take him a few days to wrap things up, and he’d be on his way. I didn’t want to know what “things” Johnny was wrapping so I ended our conversation by saying I looked forward to seeing him. As I hung up, I was shocked to find it was true.

*****
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It was barely dusk, but it looked like the middle of the night outside. The storm had gotten much worse, and I was moving some candles into the sitting room when I heard someone ring my doorbell. I have a large silver doorknocker. It’s a lion’s head with a ring hanging from the mouth. Most people enjoy the novelty of it, and prefer to use the knocker. The fact that someone had avoided the silver led me to believe there was a werewolf at my door. I was wrong.

Dracula owned some property about an hour away, though I’d never been there. Surely he must have grown wings to reach me so quickly after sundown. He was wearing a white tunic-style shirt devoid of ruffles, and a tight pair of black pants with an intricate gray dagger design. It was about as close to casual as Dracula ever got in public, and I tried to ignore how good he looked in those pants. When I opened the door and took in this sight, I couldn’t deny the thrill that ran through me. But I tried to hide it.

“May I come in?” He spoke softly and his voice seemed to touch me all over at once. That was a loaded question, but I chose to assume he only asked for entry into my house.

“Of course.” I stepped aside and watched in fascination as he glided toward my sitting room. He possessed a grace of movement I had not seen before, even on the dance floor. It had been a few weeks since I’d seen Dracula, and though I’d missed him, I wasn’t ready to be near him. I was never ready to be in his presence, but I also never wanted to leave. Being close to Dracula is something you have to prepare yourself for. When I say he is gorgeous, I’m not trying to flatter his ego. He is beautiful in a way that falls short of description.

I was disappointed at not getting to see Marco, and still a bit shaken from seeing Peter again. Not only that, but Marco and I were moving slow, which meant no sex. Even the sound of Johnny’s sleepy voice on the phone had turned me on. Don’t get me wrong, he’s sexy and all, but that was over a long time ago. I don’t want Johnny, and I definitely didn’t want Peter. But having so many emotional jolts in the last few hours had left me vulnerable, and when the devil knocked at my door, I let him in.

As I entered the sitting room, I found the vampire casually draped over my sofa, with his arm propped across the back. The space beside him looked remarkably inviting, and so did the curve of his thigh.

“You seem ill at ease, my angel. Is anything wrong?”

The more I looked at him, the stronger my craving grew, but strangely, it was for chocolate. No, nothing was wrong. In fact, I couldn’t find anything wrong with the man, and that was part of the problem. As I watched him, waiting expectantly for my answer, I made a decision. I would feel better if I talked about it, and I was going to talk to Dracula.

“How much time do you have?” I asked.

His expression became serious. “I have all night, if you need me. Come,” he said as he reached for me, “Tell me your troubles.”

I slipped easily against his side, curling up underneath his arm. Even though I tried to hide it, I had longed for Dracula’s embrace. There was a solace in his touch that no amount of meditation could provide. The intoxicating smell of his cologne stirred my senses as I breathed deeply and started telling him about my day. 

After a few hours, I had not only told Dracula about seeing Peter, we’d discussed my relationship with Julius, Johnny, Bradley, and Alfred. And I’d made the unfortunate mistake of letting it slip that Marco and I weren’t having sex. His only reaction to this was to raise his eyebrows, but coming from him, that was a strong reaction most of the time. He had spent years learning how to hide his emotions from people, and he was good at it. Now, even when he wanted to share, it was sometimes difficult. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel, although to the casual observer, it might seem that way. On the contrary, Dracula felt very deeply. Because he, like myself, was empathic.

Through my touch, I have the ability to feel what others feel, to see what images these emotions conjure. Thanks to my inherited ability from Mathias Alexander, my great, great, wizard grandfather, I was more than just empathic, it was my strongest psychic ability. Thank God my abilities are associated through touch, and not simply walking into a room. Sure, I get some feelings, first impressions, but I’m able to shut the rest off. That took some practice, but not as much as you would think.

Elementary school was difficult. People thought I was just a cry baby up until about the fifth grade. I felt everything going on around me. I remember sitting next to this one kid who had gotten in trouble at school and was dreading going home, because he knew it would be worse. He wasn’t crying, but I was. I could feel everything that he was afraid to express, and I sat there and cried for him all day.

At around eleven years old, I learned to shut it off. I finally realized one day that it wasn’t my emotions I was feeling. Consequently my grades improved significantly after that. I knew the vampire sitting beside me must have experienced some of the same things as a child, even though that was ancient history by now, because he possessed the same ability.

In the time it had taken me to tell Dracula my entire romantic history, I’d eaten half of a chocolate bar and was about to get up and make hot chocolate when the power went out.

“Shit.”

“You do not wish to be alone in the dark with me?” he inquired softly.

I snickered. “It’s not that. I was just about to make hot chocolate.”

I stood up and began lighting the candles and Dracula sighed heavily. At first I thought it was because we were no longer “alone in the dark.” But that wasn’t it.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I used to love chocolate.” He smiled sadly.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I felt like a jerk. Then I had an idea. I remembered how Alfred was able to experience my memories through touch, as well as how Alek had entered my mind through dream visitation.

“How would you like to taste it again?”
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Chapter Two
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The soft candlelight reflected in his eyes reminded me of the night I had spent with Dracula. He was the closest I’d ever come to being able to touch a dream. He was the most surreal and yet the most tangible fantasy I’d ever had. And as I took his hands in mine I tried my best to keep him from my thoughts, and explained what I had in mind.

He listened patiently before asking, “You would do this willingly?”

“What? Share a memory?”

“Allow me into your mind.”

“After you’ve been in my pants, I hardly see it as an intrusion,” I teased.

“My angel, I am serious. My mind is not something so easily discarded.”

“We were talking about my mind, remember?”

“Yes, but to allow me access to your thoughts, you would have the same to mine, if I chose not to block it.”

That scared me. I didn’t ever want complete access to Dracula’s memories.

“But you will block it?”

“Of course, of course. I would never deliberately traumatize you. I am just surprised at your willingness to let me in.”

The way he said those last words tasted like more than curiosity, and he was talking about more than my mind.

I sighed and said, “Now, I’m going to close my eyes.” He smiled wickedly. “I’ll be thinking about you,” I finished.

I still remembered every detail of how dream visitation was supposed to work, only I’d never tried it completely awake before. Alek and I had been practicing since he had moved in the dungeon. He was The Dream Weaver, after all, and dreaming with him was always a wonderful experience.

So, I followed his instructions and pictured Dracula in complete detail. When I say complete, I mean it. I saw him standing in my bedroom. His back was turned to me, and he was completely naked. He remained one of the most beautiful creatures I had ever beheld, and one of the reasons I was grateful to have eyes. Surely the sight before me was what twenty/twenty vision was meant for. Candles were lit all around, and the light reflected off the many whip scars across his back.

I walked forward to touch him. I could feel the skin beneath my fingertips as if it were real. The scar I touched was slightly raised, just as it was in real life. Then I realized we were not sharing a dream, because I wasn’t dreaming. We were not in a memory, because this exact moment had never happened before. We were simply communicating mind to mind, and it was something I had never experienced. What happened with Alek was different. The very thought of Dracula did things to me that the presence of others was not capable of. There was magic in my fingers as I caressed his back once more.

At that moment Dracula turned to face me and I was captured by the deep emerald of his eyes. I moaned as hands caressed my body, but he hadn’t moved.

“Why are you naked?” I asked, trying to control myself.

“I am not in control of this vision, my angel. Obviously, it is what you wanted to see,” he replied with a smile.

That chapped my ass enough to help me change the scenery. But he was right; I had been looking at what I wanted to see. We were standing in the kitchen next, and I offered him a seat at the table. He was wearing black silk pajama pants with the long flowing robe I had given him when I first brought him home with me a few months ago. He looked even better in the robe than I remembered. The blood-red lining contrasted well with the pale perfection of his skin, and I tried to pull my thoughts back together. I could feel the soft fabric against my face as I imagined crawling inside that robe with him. I wanted to wrap myself around Dracula’s body and caress him with every move. I wanted to become the robe, and for a moment, that’s what happened. At least, those were the sensations I experienced.

When I got a grip on myself again, I was sitting at the table beside him, gasping for breath.

“Well, well,” he purred. “I knew you liked this robe, but I never imagined you envied it.”

Without hesitation I confessed, “I envy anything that touches you on a regular basis. However,” I continued as I finally found some resolve, “I am not here to touch you. I am here to share a different sort of experience.”

I began to imagine the most wonderful chocolate I could remember. On the table appeared a chocolate cream-filled bon bon with a crunchy shell. I removed the golden wrapper and took a bite. As I did this I reached over and took his hand. I focused only on the rich decadent flavor—let it roll across my tongue. I wasn’t sure this would work, but when I heard the vampire moan with delight, I knew I had succeeded.

After we finished the bon bon, he commented with a sigh, “Chocolate has certainly improved over the years.”

“Yes,” I answered. But my mind was no longer on chocolate. The danger of having Dracula in my mind suddenly became very clear to me. He wasn’t doing anything to influence me. He was just sitting there. However, letting down my guard enough to allow him this access had made me more vulnerable to him. Just his nearness became almost overwhelming. It was as if I had let him hypnotize me with his eyes in real life. All I could think about was how much I wanted to touch him.

“I warned you,” he breathed against my ear. “Allowing me such access can be very dangerous.”

He had not moved; however, his voice seemed to float from one ear to the other, tickling along my skin. Alek knew this trick too, but Alek wasn’t this sexy.

“I assure you, I am not trying to seduce you. In fact, I am withholding a great deal of my power. If I were to desire it, I could capture your mind,” he whispered. His voice flowed over me once again and I broke the contact, mentally and physically.

We were once again on the couch in my sitting room, and I was no longer touching Dracula. I looked around and realized by how much the candles had melted that we had been in contact for quite a while.

“Do not be afraid,” he said calmly.

I was already less apprehensive when his voice didn’t try to make love to me, anymore.

“I would never take advantage of your invitation,” he said reasonably. “It takes practice to resist me.” He smiled and just that subtle curve of lips set me on fire.

“Well, I’ll work on it,” I panted.

“Perhaps it is the lack of sex,” he said. After the look I gave him he added, “Or perhaps it is none of my business.”

When I rose from the couch he followed me into the kitchen. My craving for chocolate had been eliminated, but I was dying of thirst. I could feel his eyes on me as I walked toward the refrigerator.

“Thank you,” he said softly. “I really do appreciate what you did. I know it seems a simple thing to be able to taste chocolate, but it is a pleasure I have long been denied.”

I turned back to him as I said, “I thought vampires lost their taste for food. Or, I should say their desire.”

He laughed. “You believe that? We all have things we miss. To some it might be wine, which I was also fond of, to others it might be a nice, rare steak. The point is, we remember what it was like to experience these things. The ones who say how wonderful it is to be vampire and how they do not miss the human element are full of shit.”

Dracula followed me back into the sitting room while I laughed at his comment. Another thought occurred to me then. “Why did you come here tonight?”

I lit a few more candles around the room while I waited for his reply.

“Do I need a reason to see my partner?”

“No,” I answered with a smile. “But you always have one.”

“Yes.” He smiled and it made his eyes sparkle in a different way than his usual wicked grin. “I came to invite you to the opening of my club.”

Dracula had neglected to tell me when he began construction on his nightclub; however, I had heard it on the news. I assumed he was waiting to surprise me once it was completed. I was right.

“I was wondering when you planned to tell me about that,” I said, as I took a water bottle from the fridge.

“My deepest apologies.” He smiled as he removed a small ivory envelope from his shirt. “I wanted to wait until it was finished before I mentioned it to you. Please do not think I have left you out. Yours is the first invitation I have extended, and the only one I will personally deliver.”

“Thank you,” I said as I took the envelope.

“Will you be coming?”

Another question with a double meaning.

“Yes, I’ll be there. I wouldn’t miss it.”

He smiled and I was once again grateful to have eyes.

“I have another surprise for you,” he said. “But this one I will save for opening night.”

My heart fluttered unpleasantly. I didn’t like waiting for anything. I also didn’t enjoy anticipation of some unknown event. For example, if someone says, “We need to talk,” I practically cringe on cue.

He read my expression. “It is not an unpleasant surprise, my angel,” he said softly. And then he kissed me. His lips were suddenly on mine and I couldn’t refuse him. Honestly, I didn’t want to. His kiss was unexpected and welcome. It was like being given a present you hadn’t expected. Dracula had had years to practice, and his kiss could be considered a work of art. He touched the right places, inspired the correct emotion. It was a dance, just as surely as if we were on a dance floor, and I responded. I let myself enjoy it thoroughly before I pulled away.

“You should go,” I whispered.

“Have I done something wrong?”

“It’s the wrong time of the month,” I lied.

“For whom?” he replied sarcastically.

“Go home, Vlad,” I said more firmly.

“As you wish.” He bowed slightly and headed for the door.

I followed him, and as he stepped onto the porch I couldn’t resist saying, “I’ll be thinking about you.”

“Be careful that you do not think too hard. You might slip into my mind. My mind is like a comfortable silk robe, easy to get into. But if you are not careful, you cannot untie the belt to remove it.”

“Oh, I don’t think we’ll be removing any belts this evening,” I teased.

And with that, I gently closed the door on his smiling face.

I wasn’t lying when I said I would be thinking about him. In fact, several hours later, I fell asleep thinking about him. But, I consoled myself by saying that I was only thinking. I would never cheat on Marco. Dracula had initiated the kiss, and that was not my fault. Although, I had enjoyed it. But let’s be honest, who wouldn’t enjoy a kiss from Dracula?

As I felt myself drifting closer toward theta brain waves, I continued to think about Dracula to avoid thinking about Peter. I didn’t want to have sad dreams, and I didn’t want to wake Alek and ask him to give me another dream. He had gone to bed before Dracula arrived, saying he didn’t feel well, and I wanted to let him rest.

So with visions of vampires dancing in my head, I finally fell asleep. This was a mistake.

*****
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I was looking out over a battlefield. Armies had been sent here to wipe each other from the face of the earth, all in the name of God. I looked now over their massive graveyard. Bodies were piled high as the living continued to fight among themselves. My army had been sent to annihilate these people. Another army rode to meet us, and as we took our place on the battlefield I chose my weapon. Rather than draw my swords, I took a lance in hand. I gave a fierce battle cry, and my army started the charge.

A man rushed me and I ran him through. I could hear his ribs crack as I thrust the lance through his body, hoisted him into the air, and slammed the shaft into the ground, leaving him impaled. It was then I drew my swords. I had never seen swords like mine before. The handles fit perfectly in my hands, and curved around the knuckle of my index fingers. The blade pointed toward my elbow, but was longer by half a foot. It looked like a huge knife held backward, and I had one in each hand. When more soldiers came within range, I tore through them without mercy.

This scene went on for what seemed like years before the field was cleared. All that remained near me were either dead or dying. There were too many dead to know if we’d won the day. The air was filled with the screams of the wounded and the dying. The smell of burned pitch and burning flesh filled the air. But beyond the stench of battle, there was another smell. Blood. It called to me like a siren’s song. I could smell it all around me, and as I wept for the dead, I sought one still alive enough to allow me to feed. I could still come out in the sun, but not on bright days anymore.
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