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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.”
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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.”
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