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BY

RED DAWN

Chapter One

The night was cold, the woods were dark, and I was scared out of my mind. Still, this was my idea. Reminding myself that I was out there of my own free will only made me wonder about my mental state. So, what the hell was I doing there, right? I suppose it all started when I found out Max was a werewolf.

Max is my neighbor. His house is separated from mine by a small stretch of woods. The moon was nearly full and tonight I was hoping to get a look at him. Naturally, I’ve seen him before; we’ve met. It was my fascination with what he might become, not what he appeared to be that intrigued me. I know that sounds crazy, but I’ve always been fascinated by the macabre. Werewolves in particular interested me, even before they made their existence public.

A hairy chest gets me going like I can’t explain. And if you can do one of those “Jack Nicholson growls”, then you’re speaking my language. There’s something so powerful and sexy about a man who is part animal. Especially, one who is strong enough to control the beast.

I double-checked the silver amulet around my neck, my silver belt buckle and my silver bracelet before going any farther. Sure, I was taking a risk, but that didn’t mean I was entirely stupid. I was also carrying a .38-revolver stuffed down the back of my jeans. Yeah, it was loaded with silver bullets. My goal was just to observe Max, but I was prepared if things turned ugly. At least, I thought I was.

He’d been my neighbor for a couple of months now and I really liked him. He was hot as hell and had one of those rough, sexy voices that I just couldn’t resist. When I mentioned him to my friend, Lori, she decided to do a search for his name online. “You know, just to make sure he didn’t move here to escape murder charges or anything,” she joked.

What she found was his name listed on the local Lycan Registry. Maybe it’s because I live in a small town and there isn’t much excitement around here. Either way, I was very interested to know that Cherry, Florida had its first official werewolf. I didn’t want to exploit him or take pictures or anything like that. I just wanted to get a look. You know, see if he would transform in the moonlight or something like that.

I approached his house as quietly as possible, doing my best to avoid any crunchy-looking leaves or branches that might give me away. His porch light was on and when I looked in that direction, I saw him.

Max is around six-foot-three with long, wavy brown hair that most women would kill for. He was drinking something, maybe coffee, and looking better in jeans than anyone had a right to. He was propped against the door rather than sitting in the chair beside him. A small tray sat on the table next to the chair. He reached toward the tray and added a lump of sugar to whatever he was drinking.

It was early October and the weather was already cold, especially for Florida. Despite this, Max was wearing a sleeveless black shirt. The material hugged his muscular frame, revealing every curve. My God, he was gorgeous. His tanned skin glowed a light bronze underneath the light and as I stood there, freezing, I imagined how warm he must be.

He finished his drink and licked his full lips before putting the cup aside. He stretched his arms wide, arching his back a little and making every muscle along his arms ripple with the motion. The muscles down low in my stomach clenched in response. I tried to control my breathing. As I understood it, werewolves could hear very well. But I was excited and I probably didn’t do such a great job.

Max walked down the steps, slowly. Every move he took had the grace of a dancer. And he was barefoot. When he reached the bottom step he pulled off his shirt, throwing it backward onto the porch. What was he doing? Was he getting ready to transform?

He moved several feet forward into the moonlight. Max looked just as good from the back as he did the front. I was admiring the muscular dimples just above the waist of his jeans when he said, “Why don’t you come on out?”

When I hesitated he growled and I jumped, giving away my position if he hadn’t already known exactly where I was.

He laughed softly. “It’s all right. I’m not going to eat you.”

I stepped out of the bushes and moved to stand in front of him. My heart was racing, but the smile on his face emboldened me. I couldn’t resist commenting on his last remark.

“Well, that’s a damn shame.”

“Is that right, Nicki?” He took a step toward me and his brown eyes slowly bled to amber. I could feel the heat rising from his skin. “Are you sure you want me to eat you?”

I tried to laugh, but it came out more as a moan.

“I can hear your heart, fluttering like a captured bird. If I frighten you so much, why are you here?”

“I wanted to see you.”

He moved even closer and my knees nearly gave way. I breathed deeply of his scent. I’m not sure how to describe how he smelled. It was a mixture of fresh air, cologne, and a wonderful musk that could only be described as “werewolf.” I could feel my body responding. My nipples hardened almost to the point of pain and my panties were nearly soaked.

“You mean you wanted to see what a werewolf looks like up close?” He sounded wounded and that was never my intention.

“No. Well, yes. But I didn’t mean any harm. I’ve always wanted to know what it would be like ...”

My words trailed off as I reached out and put my hand flat against his chest.

“You’re burning up.”

His smile was devastating. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

“No, I mean you’re really burning up.”

He laughed. “I always run hotter this close to the full moon.”

He bent down, almost close enough to kiss. “I never meant to insult you, Max. I was just curious.”

He brushed across my lips, running his face over mine like a cat. When he growled close to my ear I shivered.

“Take off the silver and I’ll show you anything you want to see.”

“Anything?”

I reached for him again and he prompted, “Take off the silver.”

I took off the amulet, dropped the bracelet, and removed my belt. When I sat the revolver on the ground he raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you only wanted to look?”

“I was afraid you might eat me,” I joked.

Max reached for me and when I took his hand he pulled me close. “I think that’s what you came for.”

Surely he didn’t mean—?

Max covered my lips with his, opening my mouth with his tongue. He tasted like coffee and cinnamon. I moaned, arching against him. Maybe he was right. I’d wanted him since he first moved in, laid awake at night imagining what it would feel like to touch him. Maybe I had come here for more than just a look.

I could feel how close he was to losing control; it was evident in his posture and the tension in his arms. He moved down my throat, burning me with the heat from his kisses before moving lower, over my collarbone, and my breasts. When he reached the top of my jeans he gave them a tug with his teeth before unbuttoning them, and sliding them to my feet.

I stepped out of my shoes and let him finish removing my jeans, along with my panties. I wasn’t sure what he would do next and my heart was beating so wildly I felt dizzy. Max swept me into his arms and carried me onto the porch.

“Sit down,” he said, motioning toward the chair.

I did as he instructed and he knelt before me, spreading my legs with the backs of his hands.

“Relax,” he said, his voice deepened by desire. “This won’t hurt.”

I had no objection as he spread my legs wider. He hooked his hands behind my knees and slid me closer to the edge of the chair. My heart was pounding with anticipation. But instead of going for my already aching pussy, he placed his lips against the inside of my thigh.

He licked and sucked at the tender skin and I quivered, begging him to move higher.

“Please, Max, please.”

He moved slowly, agonizingly up my inner thigh. I could feel him smiling as he pressed his lips against my skin nipping me lightly with his fangs. I hadn’t even realized his canine teeth were growing until he pulled back and smiled at me again. I had always associated fangs with vampires; however, when they transformed werewolves had them too. Seeing this probably should have frightened me, but sick bitch that I am (according to Lori), it turned me on.

“What exactly did you want me to do again?” he teased.

“You’re awful.”

He laughed softly. “Tell me what you came here for.”

I felt a rush of excitement at his demanding words. He wanted to hear me say it? Having to spell out my explicit desires to Max was almost as much of a turn on as watching him smile.

“I want you to eat my pussy.”

In an instant he obeyed my command. The erotic image of his head between my thighs was almost more than I could take. I reached down to run my fingers through his hair, using the leverage to grind against his face. His tongue plunged between my lips causing a tremor of pleasure to run through my body. But when he moved to my clit I almost came off the chair. He pulled the soft flesh into his mouth, sucking at my clit, moaning as he shook his head back and forth, tugging the skin and bringing me closer and closer to orgasm.

Not only was he not joking when he threatened to eat me, he was damn good at it. His broad shoulders were the only thing that kept my legs from clamping shut as I trembled. I could feel the tension building in my lower back and spreading down my thighs.

“Yes, right there!”

He slid one long finger inside me, moaning once more as he tugged my clit into his mouth. That was enough. My back arched off the chair as I came. The vibration of his growl echoed through my body as he held me tight. When I arched from the chair his hands moved to my ass, lifting me and holding my pussy against his mouth, a prisoner to his amazing tongue. My muscles contracted so hard, I don’t know how he kept my legs apart. I felt the pleasure ripple through my abs, rolling my body like a wave as I ground my pussy even harder into his face.

When he finally released me I collapsed to the chair, covered in sweat and aching for more.

“Now,” he said, “being eaten by a wolf wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“No, it was—“

I was going to say “great,” but about that time I saw headlights coming up his driveway and what came out was,”shit.”

Max looked startled by my response and I couldn’t help but laugh. I pointed in the direction of the lights.

“Oh, shit,” Max said.

We both ran for my pants, but he got there first and handed them to me.

“I thought werewolves were supposed to be able to sense when someone was near,” I teased.

His low growl brought my attention away from locating my shoes and back to his gorgeous face.

“I was distracted,” he said.

I offered him a smile as I snatched on my jeans.

“I have no idea who that is, but you don’t have to leave.”

“That’s kind of you, Max, but I really do need to go.” I stuffed my panties into my pocket as I explained, “This is a small town, and there is a good chance that whoever is in that vehicle knows me.”

He looked defeated. “And you don’t want to be seen with a werewolf.”

“No,” I said, waving my hands as if to block out that thought. I glanced back at the approaching car, grateful that his driveway was long. “That’s not what I meant. It’s after midnight and I can’t explain my presence here.”

His subtle smirk was charming. “A grown woman shouldn’t have to explain her presence at a man’s house.”

Clearly he hadn’t gotten used to the town of Cherry yet. While I agreed wholeheartedly with his response, saying something like that would only stir up more gossip. I put my hands on my hips, my impatience obvious.

Max laughed and the sound made me shiver.

“I’d forgotten how nosy small towns can be. You should hurry if you want to avoid being the topic of tomorrow’s new gossip. I’ll catch up with you later,” he said.

He flashed me another wolfish grin as I took off through the woods. I considered sticking around in the woods to see who his late-night visitor might be, but immediately thought better of it. What if they were a werewolf also and detected my presence? Besides, Max’s visitors were none of my business.

I was halfway home when I realized I’d left my gun, along with several other things in Max’s yard. Surely, he would notice before whoever was in that car drove over them. Could he touch my silver amulet and bracelet to move them?

These were the thoughts running through my head, along with many others, as I approached the house.

“Did I really just let a werewolf go down on me?” This was the thought most prevalent in my mind.

My knees were still weak from the encounter and my skin felt flushed with arousal. What would have happened if we weren’t interrupted?

I had never been shy about what I wanted. However, I’d never been an outright slut either. I certainly never let someone go down on me the first time we were alone together. What had come over me?

The first thing I saw when I emerged from the woods was a big, black motorcycle parked near the tree line. It was near enough to me that I could feel the heat still coming from its tail pipes. Whoever was at my house hadn’t been there long.

I almost went back to get my gun or Max, or both. Curiosity made me take a step closer to the house. Once I was completely in the open, I saw her. A woman was reclining on my front porch swing. She looked to be about my height (5’ 5” or so), was dressed entirely in black leather, and had hair that was shorter and redder than mine. That’s saying something in both instances. I keep my hair in a short shaggy pixie cut and it’s flaming red. Hers was spiked straight up.

She didn’t look like a murdering psychopath. Maybe I wouldn’t need a gun after all.

“Who are you and why are you on my porch?” I asked. Even though the question was very blunt, I tried to keep my tone light. I didn’t see the need to cause offense unnecessarily.

She turned in my direction, but didn’t get up. There was amusement in her expression. “My name is Elaina, and I’ve been waiting for you.”

She had a slight British accent and her name didn’t ring any bells.

“Do I know you?” I asked, still trying to sound polite.

“You are Nicole Austin, are you not?”

“I am.”

“Then I am your godmother, Elaina Birch.”

I took a step closer, still wary of the new arrival. I thought I was entitled to a little caution. It isn’t every day that a British redhead clad in black leather shows up claiming to be my godmother.

“I don’t mean to sound rude, but I wasn’t aware I had a godmother.”

She shrugged. “You’re probably not aware that you’re a vampire slayer either. But don’t worry, that’s why I’m here.”

Chapter Two

I stood there for a moment with my mouth open, but no words came out. Finally, I managed, “Did you say vampire slayer?”

“Yes.”

“This is a joke, right?”

Elaina didn’t crack a smile.

“You mean like that cute little blond who had the TV series?”

“No,” she said dryly. “Not like her at all. You’ll have to do your own makeup.”

I was fresh out of smartass comments and only stared at her in response.

“Maybe we should go inside,” she suggested.

I walked up onto the porch. I was still a bit shaky from my encounter with Max as well as the bombshell Elaina had just dropped on me. I tried to hide this as I moved toward her. She finally rose when I was right in front of her and offered her hand in greeting.

I looked at the hand for a moment, afraid to touch her. “You’re serious?”

“As a heart attack, as the expression goes.” She sighed and ran a hand through her short hair. “It’s late. I’ve been riding for hours and I’m tired. Let me in and I’ll explain everything, probably more than you want to know.”

I had estimated her age to be somewhere in her mid-forties, but the expression on her face at that moment looked ancient. Who was this woman and what was she doing here?

“All right.”

I rarely used my house key and hadn’t taken it with me when I went to see Max. You see, my house is magic and it knows when to let someone in and when to keep them out. I reached for the doorknob and the door swung wide automatically.

“Interesting,” Elaina said.

Apparently, magical houses weren’t a new thing for her.

“I’m not sure how to handle a visit like this,” I said. “You say you’re my godmother and I’m a vampire slayer. I’m sorry, but what the fuck?”

Okay, so much for being polite. I wasn’t angry, but I was starting to sound like it. I suppose frustrated would be a better word for what I felt.

Elaina smiled kindly and seemed to understand. She shrugged out of her leather coat and tossed it over the back of my sofa. “I’d love a cup of tea. Could we start with that?”

“Sure.” I got down a box of my favorite breakfast tea and started heating some water. When I turned back around Elaina was sitting at the kitchen table watching me.

I propped against the counter and crossed my arms. “You know, normally I never would have let you in my house. I am not in the habit of playing host to strangers.”

She offered me a slight smile. “Then why did you?”

I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

“I do. You felt compelled.”

She was right, I did. “How about you go ahead and shed some light on the situation? If you don’t mind.” My sarcasm seemed to amuse her.

“Fine. I’ll just spill it then. I am a vampire slayer and I am here to bestow this gift on you. It is your birthright, passed through our family for a very long time.”

“Our family? You said you were my godmother. Godmother’s aren’t usually blood related to their godchildren.”

“I’m actually you’re great, great, great.” She paused. “Fuck it, I’m your aunt.”

Before I could ask questions about all the “greats,” she continued.

“It is customary for the gift to be passed to an unmarried female relative on her twenty-fifth birthday.”

“I’m twenty-eight.”

“It took me a while to find you.”

“You’ve been looking for me for three years?”

“I’ve been busy.”

I shook my head again. “This is bullshit. It has to be.”

“Don’t you want to know any more?”

“Fine, I’ll bite. Why twenty-five?”

“If you’re twenty-five and single, you’re a good candidate.”

“That’s depressing. Vampire slayers can’t be married?”

Elaina rolled her eyes.

“Before you go any further, please explain what this has to do with me? How am I connected?”

“So, you do believe me?”

I paused to pour water for our tea. “I didn’t say I believe you, but I am curious.”

Elaina took the cup I offered with a polite nod and placed it on the table. “This is all old hat to me, so maybe I should fill you in on the history of it first. Let me just start at the beginning and you can stop me for questions. That would probably be best. By the way, if you’ve got whiskey, now might be a good time to have a drink.”

She pushed away from the table a bit and crossed her legs. Her leather pants creaked as she leaned forward, took the tea cup, and held it between her hands.

“A long time ago there was a witch named Oriana. You know how people say love is blind? Well apparently that was true for Oriana. She had no idea she’d married a vampire until he bit her on their wedding night. Before she could summon the power to fight him off, he forced her to drink some of his blood, completing her damnation. He escaped, but Oriana put a curse on him. In her anger she never realized the toll her curse would take on her descendants. Vampires can’t have children. The undead cannot create life. So, with the consent of her sister who could have children to carry out the threat, she worked a spell for revenge. She vowed that her family would hunt down every last trace of her husband’s bloodline, meaning those he had turned, until they were wiped from the face of the Earth.”

Any other time I would have called her a loon and kicked her out. However, the truth of her words pierced my heart. When she spoke of Oriana it was as if I could see her, feel her betrayal, her heartbreak.

“We are descended from her sister, Holly. That spell she worked is in our blood.”

I felt certain she was telling the truth, however, I had to ask, “Are you sure you have the right woman?”

“All those of Oriana and Holly’s bloodline bear the mark.” She said this as if it had some significance I was unaware of.

“The mark?” 

“Were you born with a mark on your left shoulder blade? A long brownish scar?”

“How the fuck could you know that?”

“It is an echo of where Oriana was stabbed in her fight with her husband.”

I sat down at the table now because my legs were shaking. “I had it covered with a tattoo,” I said, tugging the neck of my shirt in a way that she could see part of the design.

“Nice butterfly, but it doesn’t change who you are.”

“My cousin Michael doesn’t have this mark,” I said.

I mentioned him because Michael and I were around the same age. We grew up together and still went swimming together sometimes during the summer. He rocked the beach bum look year round, even when it was cold. I’d seen him with his shirt off more times than I’d seen him actually wearing one.

Elaina shrugged and took a sip of her tea. “Only women inherit the gift, so only they bear the mark.”

I didn’t have any female relatives who lived close by. At least, none who were related to me by blood. I’d inherited the house from my grandmother when she passed away and my mother moved to South Carolina years ago. It’s not like I could call her up and ask about the mark without explaining the whole situation. I had no desire to do that.

I took a moment to consider what Elaina was saying. She sure as hell looked like she was telling the truth. Despite what my heart told me, I didn’t want to believe. I didn’t want to inherit some crazy curse. I knew witches had been in my family for years, but I didn’t practice the craft. I’d simply never had the desire. What did I know about something like this?

“What if I don’t want to be a vampire slayer?”

Once again Elaina looked older. This had nothing to do with her face; it was all in her eyes.

“Several women in line to inherit the gift refused. You can turn it down, you know? There is a loophole.”

This revelation made me feel much better, but just saying the words seemed to take a toll on Elaina.

“What is the loophole?”

“There are two, actually. True love and pregnancy.”

I nearly choked on my tea. “What?”

Elaina put down her cup and ran a hand through her hair as she leaned forward. “This is the part no one wants to hear. Before you understand why either of those things gives you a way out of this, you should know how the gift is passed.”

She hesitated and I prompted, “Go on.”

“You must drink the blood of a master vampire descended from Siegfried’s line. This blood must be extracted during a ritual.”

Siegfried. At the mention of his name images flashed through my mind. Scales, teeth, claws.

“Dragon slayer,” I gasped.

Elaina seemed pleased. “Yes. He is in your blood as well. I hesitated to mention the name of Oriana’s husband. It often has a strong effect.”

“Wait a minute. How is that possible? You said that Oriana was forced to drink her husband’s blood. Aren’t we descended from Oriana’s sister?”

“We are. When Oriana finally caught up with Siegfried, and the first ritual was performed, it was her great, great. Shit, I think it was her niece four generations or so later who drank his blood. Even though she was unaware, Oriana’s niece was pregnant at the time. Somehow the child survived. That is how Siegfried’s blood became a part of our family as well.”

“So, Oriana killed Siegfried?”

“Yes. Oriana died also. Even though she was a vampire, she could not recover from the fight with Siegfried.”

“Was he the Siegfried? The legendary dragon slayer?”

“He was.”

I was in shock. Thanks to my grandmother’s extensive library, I was familiar with Norse mythology as well as medieval history. Actually, those two were my favorite subjects. Most people thought Siegfried the Dragon Slayer was only a myth. Truthfully, until that moment, so did I.

“But he lived over two thousand years ago!” I did some math in my head. “If he was alive, that would make him like two thousand, six hundred and twelve. That is, if he was still alive. How long has this curse business been going on?”

“About six hundred years.”

“You’re right. I do need something stronger than tea.” I stood up and took a bottle of spiced rum from the fridge along with some cola. “Join me?”

“Why not.”

I poured us both a drink and as I passed the glass to Elaina said, “I believe you were telling me why pregnancy and true love are loopholes.”

“Yes. Like I said, this is the part no one wants to hear. Drinking the blood will cause infertility. If you drank it while pregnant, it would cause a miscarriage. No one is sure why Oriana’s niece didn’t miscarry all those years ago. It was speculated that her child belonged to a very powerful warlock and this was why the baby girl survived. No one since then has been able to drink the blood without a miscarriage if they are pregnant, and becoming infertile.”

“But people drink vampire blood as an aphrodisiac. I’ve read about it. Nowhere does it say you will be infertile.”

She took a long drink of cola and rum before continuing. “For one of our bloodline, it’s different. This blood was extracted during a ritual, an ancient rite. To drink it is to give up your normal life.”

As she spoke she pulled a necklace from underneath her shirt. At the end of the chain hung a small vial of blood. Just looking at it made me short of breath. I hadn’t accepted anything, had no intention of it, in fact. But looking at that blood, I knew my life was changed. And that terrified me.

“Why the fuck would anyone agree to that?”

Elaina looked very solemn as she said, “Your great grandmother turned it down because she had just met the love of her life. Your grandmother was recently widowed and she was pregnant. She ran. I’m sure she realized I would track the bloodline down eventually.”

“What about my mother? Did she know about this?”

“No. I felt so bad for your grandmother that I let one generation go. But I’m old and I’m tired.”

“How old?” I looked her over again, still not able to imagine her being older than forty-five. And it was a good forty-five at that. Elaina was very attractive.

“I’m two hundred and fifty years old. When you accept the gift or curse as you’ll probably want to call it—” She paused again as if trying to find the right words. “When you drink the blood, your life is extended. For one hundred years you will not age. After that, you will begin to age, but much slower than normal. Typically the gift is passed every one hundred years to another unmarried female relative. I’ve offered it to several generations of your close family because after my first one hundred years was up, I didn’t get to pass it on. Those in your extended family who might also have been eligible were married, engaged, or pregnant. Even if they aren’t with their true love, I can’t offer it to a married woman. The rules are very specific.”

“So, when they refused to drink the blood, what happened?”

“I drank it. Everyone else in our family was either male, married, not old enough, or pregnant. As I’ve said, only women inherit. If you were the last of the line, I would never make the offer.”

“Because of the infertility thing.”

“Yes. But you have a big family, lots of cousins. Your great grandmother was also the only woman that generation who was eligible.”

“So you’re offering this to me now because I’m the only woman in my family who is still single and not pregnant?”

“That’s right.”

“Twenty-five is awfully young to put something like this on somebody. Hell, I’m twenty-eight and I don’t think I’m beyond the age to marry and have a family. The reasoning behind such an age limit is ridiculous.”

“It is. But you have to remember when this spell was worked, twenty-five was ancient for a woman to be unmarried. Oriana probably thought she would be giving them a reason to live or some shit like that since they didn’t have a family. Look, I agree with you, but that’s the way it is.”

“You know, lots of people wait until their thirties to get married and have a family.”

Elaina sighed. “I know. I can’t change the rules here. You are the only one. I don’t think I could take waiting for another generation.”

I drank nearly half my cola and rum before I continued the conversation. Elaina seemed content to sit quietly until I said, “Could you live forever then? With small doses of a master vampire’s blood, could you?”

She raised her eyebrows. “You could. But why would anyone want to?”

“Maybe you don’t need to keep passing it on and ruining some new woman’s life. Maybe what you need is to have one woman to accept the responsibility and carry through with the curse.”

“Would you be willing to do such a thing? Immortality is not what it’s cracked up to be. Besides that, Siegfried’s bloodline is widespread. There are many vampires descended from him in Europe and even more in North America. Vampires deliberately keep their numbers lower than humans, but you’d be surprised how many there are. You’d probably be even more surprised at how many Siegfried is responsible for.”

“I’m not offering my services,” I said. “I’m making an observation. Why did you drink the blood?”

Elaina held the vial in her hand studying it as she answered. “Drinking this blood will help you track all vampires, but especially Siegfried’s bloodline. Those you will be able to sense more strongly. You will have the strength and speed necessary to do the job. I needed that strength to take vengeance.”

She looked up at me then and her eyes seemed to glow. They were green, like mine, but now they looked florescent. “I accepted the blood because I was alone. I was already unable to have children and the love of my life was dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“He was killed by a vampire. I have taken my revenge out of the flesh of every bloodsucker I put down. Only that’s not enough. I’ve come to realize it never will be. Nothing can bring back my love and no amount of violence can erase the memory of what was done to him. I want the chance to do something so many take for granted.”

“What is that?”

“Grow old and die.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I kept my mouth shut.

“It’s a terrible thing I’m asking you to do,” she said. “But it is your choice to make. As much as I want to be rid of this, I can’t make you.” Elaina took off the necklace with the vial and pushed it across the table to me. I didn’t touch it.

“Are you in love with your neighbor?”

Her sudden question made me jump. “Max? No. I barely know him. Why do you ask?”

Elaina offered me a weak smile. “I heard you talking when I drove up. You came out of the woods flushed, your jeans are unzipped, your shoes unlaced, and you have panties stuffed in your back pocket.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I don’t think he’s going to help you out of this one,” she said, smiling. “I’m not just being nosy, it’s relevant to the issue at hand.”

Besides not letting strangers in my house, I normally didn’t open up to them like they were my best friend either.

“All right, you want to know what happened? He went down on me. I’ve known him for three months and thought he was sexy. I went over to have a look at him and things sort of ... progressed further than I’d thought they would.”

“You didn’t look at him before? You said you’ve known him for three months.”

“I’m not some kind of perv. Max is a werewolf and it’s close to the full moon. I wanted to see if he might transform. I’ve always wanted to see a real werewolf. There, are you happy?”

Elaina looked far from happy. “Don’t let werewolf pheromones cloud your judgment. I’m sure your Max is a heartthrob, but you can’t hunt one monster and consort with another.”

“Fuck you. I’ll consort with whomever I choose. Besides that, I haven’t accepted this curse of yours.”

“You’re also not in love and aren’t pregnant. Whether you like it or not, it’s you that’s fucked.” She sighed heavily. “I know what I’m asking and what it feels like to be in your position. Clearly you aren’t going to drink the blood tonight and I’m ready to retire. How about we come to an agreement of sorts?”

“Such as?”

“You’ve got a month.”

“A month to do what? I’m not going to run out and get pregnant.”

“Either you find true love by the end of the month, or you drink the blood. And you can’t see the werewolf. I’m serious about that. Besides the fact that it would make you a hypocrite, should you accept the blood, it’s dangerous. No matter how good he looks, I assure you there is a beast waiting beneath that beauty. You cannot trust him.” She finished her drink and rose as if to leave. “Do we have a deal?”

I stood also and offered her my hand. “We have a deal.”

Chapter Three

As I walked Elaina to the door she turned back to me and said softly, “I’m sorry.”

I looked into her eyes and knew the truth of her words. “I know. How will I contact you after a month?”

“You won’t have to,” she said, pulling on her leather coat. “If you drink the blood, I’ll know.”

“And if I don’t?”

The cool October breeze whipped her spikey hair about as she called over her shoulder, “We’ll deal with that when we get there.” Elaina straddled her motorcycle, but hesitated to start the engine. “I suggest you start dating right away. Might as well give yourself a good shot at beating this, if you can.”

I stood there, watching her taillights fade as the wind chilled me. I’d kicked off my shoes inside. Somehow the frigid porch beneath my bare feet was soothing. Sure I was cold, but it was better than what I felt inside. Empty was the word that came to mind. Suddenly my future that I’d always thought of as bright and maybe one day filled with love, was bleak.

I sat down on the porch swing and it started to rock on its own. The house only did things like that for me and I appreciated the gesture. It made me feel like I wasn’t so alone in all this. There were two people I could always count on to understand me, no matter what the problem was. Maggie May Stewart, affectionately known as Mags, and Lori Clark. Both of them wouldn’t complain if I woke them. But it was after one o’clock in the morning. I figured it could wait until breakfast at least.

Still, there was no way I was going to be able to sleep.

“Talk about getting something dumped on you,” I said, talking as much to the house as to myself. It may sound bizarre, but I’d always talked to grandma’s house. It gave me a sense of peace and the house never complained about my bad language. Cursing like a sailor was my idea of therapy.

“Who does this Elaina bitch think she is? She can’t just show up here and tell me who I can and can’t have a relationship with. Fucking bitch. And don’t get me started on Oriana. What kind of a selfish cunt does something like this to generations of women?” I made a mental note to ask Mags that when I spoke with her. “I understand that she was hurting, but who does something like this? It’s just wrong. Besides that, I refuse to believe I am the only one who could be next in line. I’m obviously not interested, but I’m sure there’s someone out there who would be. Someone who read too many comic books or watched too many episodes of a TV series about slaying vampires.” I put my head in my hands. “Shit. There has to be somebody. Why wouldn’t Elaina look harder to find them? Why stop at me?”

I’d left the front door open. I had barely finished the question when I heard something fall inside the house. I went back in, and the door closed on its own. I walked down the hall, looking for the source of the loud “thump.”

When I turned the corner, the door to the library was open. I saw a heavy looking book sprawled face down in the floor. It looked as if someone had pitched it off the top shelf. My grandmother had one of those huge libraries that reach the ceiling and have ladders to access all the books. Needless to say, I had not read everything in the library and was unfamiliar with the book on the floor.

Gran had only been gone for a few years and I hadn’t gotten used to thinking of her house or her library as mine yet. I picked the book up, wondering how it hadn’t ripped its spine considering how old it looked. When I placed it on the table I realized a page had been bent. As I tried to smooth out the page I started to read it and nearly fell into the chair behind me.

“What the hell is this?”

I pulled the book onto my lap as I scanned the pages. I had no doubt the house made the book fall in answer to my questions. It was listening when I complained.

The book was full of spells, rites, and various incantations. A quick flip of pages told me as much. But the page it landed on? That was an elaborate family tree, complete with a drawing, branches and all.

I recognized my grandmother’s handwriting. At the very bottom was my name. And at the very top was a split branch. On one side was Oriana. On the other side was Holly. We weren’t just vaguely connected through a meandering bloodline or by marriage here and there, etc. I was a direct descendant.

“Fuck me.”

I looked closer and saw that a note was made of when Oriana was born, when she was turned into a vampire and when she finally died. Now I knew what kind of selfish cunt would curse generations of women, a sixteen-year-old one, that’s who.

“She was only sixteen when this happened to her,” I said, talking again to both myself and the house. “She must have been a very powerful witch to work a spell like that to begin with. But at sixteen? I can’t imagine.” I remembered myself at sixteen and a few ex-boyfriends came to mind. “Oh my, the things I could have done with her kind of power.” I closed the book. “This is awful.” I knew women were forced to marry young back in the day, but that fact had never really sunk in before. “She didn’t stand a chance against him,” I said softly. “By that time, Siegfried must have been close to two thousand years old.”

I didn’t want to sympathize with the woman/girl who had inadvertently ruined my life. However, I couldn’t seem to help myself. A powerful witch with all the raging hormones of a sixteen-year-old, who was betrayed by the man that was most likely her first love. Holy shit.

“I need some fresh air.”

I changed into my favorite sweat pants, put on some running shoes, and three bras. Anyone who doesn’t think three bras is necessary for a nice jog doesn’t have D cup breasts. One was just a tight-fitting regular bra; the other two were sports bras.

Just because I needed to blow off some steam, didn’t mean I was careless. I pulled on a gun holster over my sweatshirt and buckled it underneath my breasts. Another good friend of mine owns a gun shop. His name is Craig and he always makes sure I’m taken care of. He had the holster custom made for me with the gun positioned lower down my side. This way I could cross draw without smacking my breasts. I made sure the 9mm pistol was loaded with silver tipped bullets. I had a permit to carry a concealed weapon. Sure, it wasn’t concealed. At this time of the morning on the back roads, who was going to see me to complain?

I used to work with Craig in the shop, so I was comfortable with guns. As it was now, I helped out from time to time if he needed a break, but that was rare. Gran was a savvy investor and when she passed away, she left me all her stocks and left my mom her insurance policy. Thanks to her investments in a chain of coffee houses that were now a household name, I would never have to work again. Still, I’d trade it all just to have her back.

The breeze felt good against my face as I started down the driveway at a brisk walk. I’d learned the hard way that not warming up my muscles first led to injury. Nothing like pushing yourself too hard too fast on a run and ending up with a pulled hamstring. When I reached the road I automatically checked my gun once more. As I did this I made a mental note to get my other handgun back from Max.

What the hell was I going to do about Max? It’s not like we were seeing each other. Before tonight we’d spoken a few times. We were obviously attracted to one another. How do you approach someone after they spontaneously go down on you? I didn’t know. Did I want the chance to pursue a relationship? Yeah, I did. I liked Max.

Elaina’s words haunted me, maybe because I knew there was some truth to them. There really was a beast lurking beneath Max’s beauty. Was he that dangerous? He seemed to be in control earlier. But was a werewolf ever really in control? I simply didn’t know enough about the subject to judge.

After about half a mile, I picked up the pace to a light jog. For several minutes there was nothing but the pounding of my feet on the pavement and the cool wind in my face. I loved living in the middle of nowhere. How far out was I? Let me put it this way, we didn’t even have paved roads until a few years ago. We also didn’t have any werewolves until recently, so being afraid of the night had never occurred to me. Since werewolves were required to register themselves and the only one on the registry was Max, I wasn’t concerned. After all, he was at home as far as I knew, and the moon was not yet full.

I did my best to tune out my thoughts. This was one of the few ways I knew how to work through problems. If I could work my body hard enough, my mind seemed to relax. That’s when I could finally be reasonable if I was upset and normally see my way through whatever was bothering me. When I was younger, I had a pretty bad temper. Exercise helped me control myself, so I didn’t always act like a jackass. Those are Maggie’s words, not mine. She was the one who suggested to me at thirteen that I get some physical activity when I was angry. I didn’t have a bad childhood or anything, but tempers seemed to run in my family. With few exceptions, I thought all my mother’s relatives were jerks. Every time I had to see them as a teenager, I’d come home and jog for an hour. By the time I was done, I didn’t feel the urge to say anything I would later regret. Mags jokes with me by saying I stay so fit because I’m trying to control my inner asshole. Even though she’s joking, it’s true. Did I expect it to work for this? Not really. But it was all I had.

Maybe if I knew more about spells, I could find a way to counter the curse Oriana had put on our bloodline. My grandmother practiced the craft, but not openly. My mother was more of a garden witch. She dealt with flowers, herbs, and root magic, but none of the big stuff. This was mostly because my dad was afraid of witches. He would never come out and say so, but it was pretty obvious. For one thing, he hated grandma’s house. The fact that the house could do things for itself gave him the creeps. Personally, I loved the place. It was built in 1904, using the old magic that I thought of with awe. The house is Victorian in style with white walls and lavender trim. It has two stories, an attic, a big basement, and a large deck that wraps around the entire back of the house. I’ve never had to repaint the whole house, but a fresh coat of lavender on the shutters will make it feel good enough to clean out its own chimneys and hearths. I have no idea how it works, but I’m glad to not have to clean all those fireplaces.

Thinking about the house made me smile, but it didn’t help me figure out what to do about this whole vampire slaying business. Once again, the only person I had to turn to was Mags. She was the only witch I knew who lived close by. Surely magic could help me somehow. If Mags didn’t know of a way to break the curse, maybe she could help me work a true love spell.

“Hey, there’s an idea!” I said to myself. By this time I was running faster and faster, even though I was unaware of my actions. I was so excited at the thought of a way out. “I could get Mags to help me find my true love. That’s got to work!”
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