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By

Red Dawn

Dedication

To my mom who always knew I had talent, and to my dad who always knew it came from him.

Prologue

Lycanthropy is often referred to as a mental condition in which an individual believes himself to be a werewolf, but it’s much more than that. The Greeks have another explanation. According to their mythology, a king named Lycaon was visited by Zeus, King of the gods, in disguise. Thinking his visitor to be nothing but a beggar, (and apparently looking to be cruel) the king served Zeus human flesh. As punishment for serving something so foul to a god, Lycaon was cursed for his animalistic ways, making him the very first werewolf. According to mythology, that’s what happened. I don’t even want to know why mythology says this king had human flesh on hand in his kitchen. He really did exist and all, but that’s not what happened.

In reality, Lycaon was visited by a werewolf whom he owed a great deal of money. Knowing what he was Lycaon served his guest the flesh in an effort to appease him. He was contaminated with lycanthropy as punishment for not paying his debt. Apparently, werewolves don’t like to be stiffed.

This isn’t how the disease was started. But it is how it got the name most people recognize. What has this story got to do with me? I’m getting there.

Chapter One

I was looking forward to the end of another hot, miserable summer night as I drove home that evening. Hopefully, the local police would be able to cover up the night’s work without too much difficulty. God forbid they should be inconvenienced. I was called out at eleven thirty at night to hunt down a rouge werewolf, but hey, why should anyone else lose sleep?

Hearing the gravel of the driveway crunching underneath my tires was a relief. It was my signal that I was almost home. Oh, what I would have given to just crawl into bed and sleep for a couple of days. If I didn’t hate to stain my sheets with blood, I might have done just that.

I drove around to the back of the house, got out of the car, began unfastening my many weapons and depositing them in the trunk. I had just removed my long silver blade and closed the lid when I realized I had also locked up my keys. “This,” I said to myself, “is why you need one of those little rocks to hide a key.” Before I could make an attempt at breaking into my own house, a noise caught my attention. It sounded like something was crunching through the underbrush in the nearby woods.

Since I was locked out anyway, I decided to investigate. I should have used more caution. But, I had stopped being afraid of the dark a long time ago. There was nothing in the dark worse than me, not that night.

I looked up, admiring the beautiful night sky. The next thing I knew, I was face down in the grass with something heavy on my back. I should have seen it coming. Perhaps I was more tired than I had thought. The werewolf growled, pressing me further into the ground. I could taste dirt between my teeth, feel its claws digging into my shoulders, and its hot breath on the back of my neck.

I dug my knees further into the grass, pushing back with my hips. By the time I rolled over and jumped to my feet, the werewolf had run back into the woods. I tore off after it, listening to the sound of its frantic footfalls ahead of me. Ducking limbs, jumping roots, and dashing around branches, I stopped at last and listened to the night around me. It was quiet. When I say quiet, I don’t mean the normal sounds of a hot summer night. There were no birds, no crickets chirping, nothing.

I closed my eyes and sensed the woods around me, reaching out for any trace of human emotion—a thought, a feeling, a heartbeat. I felt something moving back toward the house. I started back more slowly, more quietly than before. I was in the woods hunting a werewolf with all my weapons locked in the trunk of my car. It was not my night. I could only imagine what my father would say. Here was Lilith Mercury, a well-known and respected Hunter, out hunting werewolves without so much as a silver nail file.

As I approached the house, I found the werewolf looking through the glass walls of my sunroom at the open back door to the kitchen. All he had to do was break the latch on the sunroom door and he would be inside. Nope. I did not want to have to kill a werewolf in my clean house. Better to take care of things while he was outside. Without further thought to stealth, I sprang on him. My arm wrapped tightly around his massive throat. He flung his head back hard, knocking me into the flower bed where I hit my head on a large shepherd’s hook. The shepherd’s hook! Why didn’t I think of it before? The hook was plated with silver!

I jumped up and snatched on the hook. Whack. I was back on the ground again, enjoying the flavor of an azalea branch. While spitting out some flowers, I stood up and pulled on the hook again. This time I managed to get it out of the ground. I was immediately knocked off my feet again, but I held on to the hook. It was positioned at the perfect angle when, a split second later, the beast leapt upon me, impaling himself on the silver.

He howled with fury and began pulling the hook through his body, pulling himself closer to me. I put my boot against his chest and shoved him backward, removing the hook from his body with a sickening slicing noise. He staggered back against the house. I slammed the hook across the side of his head, knocking him to his knees before I stabbed the silver through the back of his neck, and watched as his body slumped to the ground.

After washing the bloody smears off the vinyl siding, I decided to break in the back door and call it a night. This time, I locked the kitchen door.

*****
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I heard footsteps coming from the staircase leading into the research lab beneath the house. Alfred came rushing up, looking completely disheveled.

“Good night, Alfred,” I said, continuing toward the stairs.

“What’s going on?”

“I handled it,” I answered simply.

He stomped barefoot across the foyer into the kitchen. “Holy shit,” he said, as he stomped back toward me. “You can’t just leave that monster in the backyard,” he insisted.

Being something other than human myself, I took offense at the word monster. It must have shown in my expression as his next words were not spoken so harshly.

“What were you thinking?” he asked.

“That you could handle something, for once.”

“Fine.” And with that, he turned back toward the lab and I ascended the stairs.

Dr. Alfred Moody isn’t exactly what you’d call normal either, but he’s human. I knew him through his work with my father before he became my partner. He’s about six-foot-five with dark hair and skin the color of an exotic caramel. He’s in decent shape, but not overly muscular. However, I didn’t doubt he could handle disposing of a werewolf carcass. He’s a brilliant scientist, twenty-six years my senior. I believed he had spent every one of those years with his nose in a book.

“Wait,” he called.

“What?” I asked, walking back toward where Alfred stood at the foot of the stairs.

“What about the report? You know the commander will be expecting a report on the incident tonight.”

I looked at him blankly for a moment. I had honestly forgotten about giving a report. “Alfred, there are advantages to him being my father. I’ll make the report in the morning.”

“I’ll make the report,” he said with a sigh. “Come on, give me the gist of it.”

I walked back down the stairs and into the sitting room to the left. Alfred clicked on a lamp and I winced.

“What? I can’t write in the dark,” he said, taking a note pad out of his lab coat. He had a point. I normally didn’t turn on the lamp. Why bother with the light, when you can see in the dark?

I gave Alfred the rundown. Just as he rose to leave, I happened to glance out the window. Storm clouds had appeared over what was once a clear sky. The faint rumble of thunder in the distance told me I would sleep well, if I could ever get to bed. I’ve always loved a good storm, and living in Florida, I got plenty of them.

Gazing out underneath the gathering storm clouds, I caught sight of Marco Barak watching my house through the first sprinkles of rain. I’d left something out of the rundown I’d given Alfred. I recognized the werewolf I had killed earlier. He was a friend of Marco’s. According to what I knew of him, there was a true monster, though at first glance one might be mistaken. Marco was attractive in that rough Harley Davidson, Marlboro Man sort of way. Sexy and rugged, with a natural tan and dusty brown hair. I’d spoken to him only once before. He was being trained as a Hunter years ago, when he’d been contaminated. That had been at least eight years ago, making him around thirty-four now.

He hadn’t changed. Even through the rain growing steadily harder, I could see his tall frame clearly, looking exactly as I remembered him. Marco is around six feet tall, though he has always appeared larger to me. But, everyone seems tall when you’re five-foot-four.

I was on the way to my father’s office when we’d bumped into each other all those years ago. It was the first time I’d worn my now customary black leather cat-suit.

“Why black?” he’d asked.

“Stealth.”

Marco smiled at me. As I recalled, he had a nice smile, even white teeth, and full lips. Like I said, the man was good-looking.

“Why bother? That red hair of yours glows in the dark.” He ruffled my hair and walked away. I didn’t know him well, but I’d thought he was a nice guy. Everyone had, including my father, who beats himself up to this day for not killing him when he had the chance. No one expected him to go crazy once he turned, let alone form a resistance group. By the way, that’s the “official” term for a wolf pack.

My father is the commander of The Hunters, a group originally formed on planet Terra to eliminate the threat of werewolves. They are the most elite group of professional assassins the world has ever known...and yet, the world doesn’t know them. Very few people know of the existence of The Hunters. A few of the local police and political figures had to be informed, for obvious reasons.

Werewolves have turned up for centuries in legends and myths from different cultures around the world. Every country has its own version of the werewolf, what they look like, and the powers they have. It is not a coincidence that before people on other continents were aware of each other, they had all developed their version of the same legend.

Lycanthropy was created during the only world war the planet Terra has ever known. It’s a man-made disease, born of nightmares. It was engineered as a biological weapon by Lionel Ferdinand, a scientist with radical ideas of what should be done with individuals who disagreed with his own political views. The idea was that people contaminated with the disease would transform and annihilate everyone else. Not everyone is capable of contracting lycanthropy, however. Just as some people have immunity to certain diseases they have been immunized against, others have a natural resistance. It was from these people that a vaccine was developed. Many hoped it would be “the cure” for what was at the time known as the animal virus. Unfortunately, such was not the case. The virus ran rampant. The only person rumored to have developed a successful vaccine was Ferdinand himself, who had at this point already been killed, slaughtered by a monster of his own making. Only pieces of his research were ever found. The complete formula, it would appear, was in his head. And most unfortunately, that had been lopped off by a werewolf.

Something had to be done. It was at this point that The Hunters were formed under the supervision of the acting President of the United Continental Terran Federation, Josiah Roark. Roark, formally vice President, had been forced into action by the contamination of the President himself. Not exactly the way he wanted to take office, I’m sure. It had been the first mission of The Hunters to assassinate their own President.

Once the disease began to come under some sort of control on planet Terra, people who were contaminated began escaping to Earth. What’s more, this was not the first time they had done so. The environments are similar enough, though at the time, Earth was in its primitive stages. Before anyone realized what was happening, the disease had already spread to Earth. That was the beginning, thousands of years ago, of the organization my father now commands. He’s the reason I am still alive, but that’s another story.

My reverie was broken by a loud crash in the basement, followed by a thunderous curse from Alfred. I blinked. In the seconds it took me to look back through the window, Marco was gone. I remembered my idea of just crawling between the sheets, and seriously considered it for a moment. I looked down at my blood stained hands, attempted to run my fingers through my blood crusted hair and decided against it. I definitely needed a bath first.

I was tired in a way that makes your very bones ache for sleep. I trudged wearily to the upstairs bathroom and closed the door behind me, desperately needing to relax. I kicked off my boots beside the chair near the door. There was blood underneath my fingernails and dry, scaly places on my cat-suit that was probably more blood. I peeled the suit off and let it stay where it fell.

I was tough when I had to be. I didn’t back down from a fight or a challenge. I wore leather instead of lace, and silver blades had long since replaced my jewelry. But, I’m still a woman, and sometimes nothing is more appealing to me than a bubble bath. Normally, I just took a quick shower. But that night I filled the tub with water as hot as I could stand and bubbles up to my throat. A few minutes later, I was listening to my favorite R&B CD and lighting some vanilla scented candles.

Lowering myself into the water, I winced. The water was so hot it made my skin tingle. After the night I’d had, I welcomed the slight pain. It was a nice distraction from the things I’d seen. I had finished washing the blood from my hair and scrubbing under my nails when the door opened. Alfred came in, clipboard in hand.

“I’ve just finished my report. Tell me if this makes sense.”

He walked over to the closed toilet seat and sat down on top of my towel. He just walked in and started talking like there wasn’t a naked woman in the tub, like Barry’s deep velvet voice wasn’t playing on the radio. I must have really been losing my touch when men could walk into my naked presence and not even notice me. Not flattering.

“What do you think?” Alfred finally stopped talking.

Sighing with a weariness which seemed beyond physical fatigue, I realized I hadn’t heard a word he’d said. “Can we talk about this tomorrow?” I asked.

Alfred checked his watch. “It is tomorrow.”

I just blinked at him, too tired to do anything else. He seemed to study me more closely, as if I were something interesting under one of his microscopes.

“Maybe you should get some sleep. You look like shit.” Oh, the flattery never stops! I stood up suddenly, letting the bubbles slide down my body.

“Fine, but you’re sitting on my towel.”

Alfred stood up, handing me the towel like it was nothing.

Was he that into his work, or was he just not impressed? Either way, it was insulting. I stepped out of the tub, snatched the towel, and began to dry off in an indignant huff. Alfred walked toward the door. He turned and looked back at me before he left.

“Nice ass.”

I covered it before he had finished turning back around. He laughed softly, closed the door behind him, and left me to brood once again. That jackass, he’d been looking all along.

I sat down at the vanity and began drying my hair with another towel. I keep my hair in a short cut that requires little maintenance. It’s sort of a cross between a pixie and one of those flippy little bobs. It gives me a wild look that, being what I am, I could appreciate. I didn’t have to like it, but no point not having a sense of humor about things. Occasionally, laughter is the only thing that stands between us and a nervous breakdown.

I thought about seeing Marco outside the house that night. What was he doing there? I didn’t have the strength or the brain cells left to think about it at the moment. My mind kept wandering back to the way he looked standing there in the rain. I could still see the way his wet jeans clung to his every curve. His shirt open and clinging to his body. Whatever color his clothes had been, they were so wet that they appeared black, making the contrast of his skin seem pale.

I remembered water running down his hair and beading in his long eye lashes. In my mind’s eye, I traced a drop of rain as it slid down his forehead, down his face, his collarbone, around one nipple, and down the ridged curves of his abs, only to disappear in the line of soft hair at the top of his jeans. I wanted to follow that drop with my tongue. I wasn’t necessarily meaning to be kinky. Part of me just wanted to know what Marco tasted like. Even as I thought it, I could imagine the faint salty taste of his skin on my tongue, mixed with the overpowering scent of a man.

I shook my head. I was coming undone from watching a man standing in the rain and Alfred had barely noticed a naked woman right in front of him. I would never know how he managed it. Maybe his work was more interesting to him than sex. I opened my towel and gazed down at my body.

“Or,” I thought out loud, closing the towel, “Maybe I’m just too horny to be a scientist.”

Letting my towel fall to the floor, I walked over to where my robe hung on a hook by the door. As I passed by the full length mirror, I paused. I had always loved this mirror. It was old, framed by dark elaborately carved wood. It had a sort of medieval appeal to it. Yes, I loved the mirror, even if I was not as fond of what I saw reflected in it. My bright red hair stood out at haphazard angles, sharply contrasting with my skin. I have a fair complexion, almost like alabaster. My muscle tone though not overly “cut” was plainly evident in my curves. For the most part I liked my body. I was attractive, even sexy by some standards. The image was only ruined by the scars, slashing their way across my lower abdomen. But, I can hear you thinking, werewolves don’t scar. That’s right, they don’t. I’m not a werewolf.

The scars are a remnant of my attack. There are several vicious slashes across the right side of my stomach, beginning level with my belly button, and extending to the front of my upper hip bone. Three diagonal cuts above my navel, and three cuts at an angle on the left side. That’s right, no bikinis for me.

I was fifteen when I was attacked. First I should explain I have lived here, on Earth, all of my life. My father was stationed in the Deep South, where I was born and raised. He had only recently been promoted to commander. My mother was out of town, visiting a friend. We were watching television when I heard the glass breaking. Werewolves stormed the house. The halls echoed with frightening blood thirsty howls. Apparently, we were not the only ones to learn of my father’s new appointment to commander. The werewolf resistance thought it would be a great show of power to cut down the new commander his first week in office. Having a chance to kill his only child, that was just a bonus.

“The closet,” he yelled as more glass broke, signaling the fact that we were being surrounded. The “closet” was more of a mini arsenal, and it was located at the back of that very room. He took out an AK-47 loaded with silver bullets and handed me the same. Before further plans could be made, we began firing at the werewolves charging through the living room door. We mowed them down like tall grass. He went for the heads, I went for the kneecaps.

I’d just emptied a clip and turned back for more ammunition when I was slammed to the floor. Not possessing the strength I now have, I was in trouble. Upon hitting the floor, I took a blow to the head and was nearly knocked unconscious. I was only vaguely aware of tearing pains in my lower abdomen. I looked down in time to see my father slaughter the monster tearing its way through my stomach with a large silver machete.

The world spun. One look at my savaged stomach told me I was on the verge of passing out from blood loss. I felt strong arms lifting me and heard for the first time, the sound of my father crying. The werewolves were dead, but at what price? I drifted in and out of consciousness. The next moment I was aware, voices were arguing over me.

“My daughter is not your guinea pig!” my father roared.

“This may be her only chance,” it was Alfred’s voice, pleading with my father. “Do you want to take a chance and maybe see your daughter turn? Or do you want to watch her die right now? Because that’s what is going to happen if we don’t act now!”

I felt a sharp pain in my arm. I was being given what I would later find out was supposed to be a cure for lycanthropy. Alfred had been one of a group of scientists given the task of creating a working vaccine, as well as an eventual cure. I was injected with the prototype. My memories of the next few days are blurred. I remember pain, terrible pain, and my father’s voice, though I’ve no idea what he was saying. When I opened my eyes days later, my dad was standing over my bed, looking like he hadn’t slept.

“What happened to me?” I asked.

He explained about the injection. “To be honest, we don’t know what will happen. You may or may not transform with the next full moon.” His hands shook as he reached for a glass of water on the nearby table. Apparently, thinking he couldn’t hold the glass steady enough to drink, he sat it back down. “There was no choice,” he began desperately. “I couldn’t lose you.” His voice broke. “It was either take a chance, or watch you die. Either way, it’s a decision I’ll have to live with the rest of my life ... I just couldn’t live with watching you die.” His eyes seemed to glaze over with tears. “Forgive me.”

I wasn’t sure what to say, or if I should say anything at all. Watching my father cry was not easy for me. Here was the strongest person I knew, and he was weeping for me, as if I were already dead. “It’s all right,” I began, feeling like an idiot. Of course it wasn’t all right. He’d just made a decision that for better or worse, had altered both our lives. I tried again, “You did what you had to do. Either way, I’ll live.”

His expression became determined, the last of the tears falling away as he looked back at me. “Yes, you will,” he said vehemently. “If you turn, those bastards won’t come near you. Any of them! If anyone, I don’t care from which side of this war comes for my daughter, they’ll have to kill me first.” I cried then. I knew my father loved me, but knowing he would turn traitor if he had to in order to save my life ... it moved me in a way three words could not.

I awaited the first full moon three days later in a holding cell in Alfred’s lab, then located underneath my parents’ house. My wounds had not yet healed. Alfred took this as a sign that perhaps I was not going to turn. Werewolves heal at an accelerated rate, due to their dramatically faster metabolism. I didn’t bother to tell him I had lost five pounds in the past few days. I thought it might discourage him.

The transformation of a werewolf is brought on by the pull of gravity from the moon, not the moonlight shining on them, in spite of popular belief. As the moon began to rise that evening, I was in increasingly more pain. It was as if something was trying to rip its way through my skin. I felt a warming sensation behind my eyes, similar to the feeling you get when running a high fever. Muscle spasms began to shake my body and I grabbed the bars of the cell. Alfred ran toward me, but kept his distance by a few feet. Someone was screaming, a high, angry sound. It was the most rage filled scream I’d ever heard. It belonged on a battlefield in a long ago place.

I collapsed several minutes later as the muscle spasms subsided. I looked up at the mangled bars in amazement. I was no longer in pain, but felt a sudden rush of weakness at seeing what I had done to the reinforced steel bars.

“How do you feel?”

I jumped. Alfred was sitting on the floor on the other side of the bars. He crawled tentatively toward me, as if afraid to come too near. The fear on his face hurt me worse than I could express. Who else would see me the same way? The one thing I was certain of was I did not want people looking at me like I was some kind of monster, or worse with pity.

“I’m fine,” I croaked, my voice barely audible. It was then I realized I was the one who’d been screaming. I felt like crying, but I would not let someone who looked at me like that see me cry.

“My eyes burn,” I said, looking to Alfred for an explanation.

He moved closer. His fear seemed to be replaced by curiosity. Alfred’s eyes widened. He opened and closed his mouth a couple of times, as if he were going to speak, but thought better of it. “Here,” he said, finally giving up on an explanation and handing me a mirror. I took the mirror from Alfred with trembling hands, determined not to scream at whatever I saw. I turned the mirror slowly to face me, my heart hammering in my chest. Looking back at me was a pair of amber wolf eyes. They looked wild and out of place with the rest of me. Under normal circumstances, my eyes are hazel. I looked at Alfred and he jumped back from the bars, cursing under his breath.

“I’m sorry,” he said, sounding embarrassed.

I chose to ignore his reaction. I supposed I was being too hard on him. I cannot begin to imagine my reaction if I saw someone I had known for the past five years looking at me with wolf eyes.

“Is this permanent?”

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly.

The next morning, once he was fairly certain any real danger had passed, Alfred released me from the cell and gave me a thorough examination. The wounds on my stomach had healed overnight. All that remained were faint pink scars.

“These may finish healing,” he’d said. He was wrong. The eyes were not permanent, but the scars were. However, they were the last scars I would ever receive. The only thing that can permanently scar a werewolf is silver, to which I appear to be immune. I’m technically not a werewolf. I don’t transform with the full moon, and after that night, it hasn’t caused me any more pain. My eyes only seemed to change when I got angry, but with years of practice, it’s something I can control. I occasionally use them to make my point in arguments with Alfred. Wicked, but effective.

Chapter Two

I pulled my black velvet robe from the nearby hook. Staring at my scars would not erase them. I didn’t bother closing the robe as I opened the door which connects to my bedroom. I closed the sheer drapes covering the French doors to the right of my bed, blocking out the view of the rose-covered balcony. The window on the opposite side of the room reaches from floor to ceiling, gracefully arching near the top. Sheer red drapes hung from above this window as well, and fell in silken folds down either side. They managed to block a surprising amount of sun. But right then I think I could have slept under any amount of light. I just wanted sleep, period.

I let the robe slide to the floor as I slipped between the red silk sheets. I remember taking a deep breath and must have fallen asleep before I could exhale. The next thing I remember was someone pounding on my door.

“Huh?” I grunted. I’m not sure what sort of response I expected, but the beating continued.

“What?” I tried again.

Alfred’s voice answered, “Elijah is downstairs.”

“So?”

“He’s got some questions.”

“Good for him.”

“Get up, Lilith.”

I didn’t respond for a few minutes, hoping he would just go away if I stayed quiet.

“You’ve been asleep for twelve hours, for God’s sake.”

That got my attention. I rolled toward the clock. He was right. Not that I thought a scientist couldn’t count, I just didn’t feel like I’d slept for twelve hours. I sat up slowly, afraid the room might spin if I moved faster. I collected my robe from the floor and tied the red silk sash as I crossed to the door. When I stepped into the hall, I found Alfred waiting patiently, arms crossed. I sighed, straightening my resolve along with my robe.

“Why the long face? I thought you liked the little cop.”

I glared at Alfred and he smiled. I had said once that Elijah was cute, and I’d been trying ever since to live it down. As I descended the stairs, I saw him waiting in the sitting room by the bay window, reading the paper. Elijah was cute. It was merely an observation, although I thought Alfred’s description of him being “little” was a bit harsh. Elijah is five-foot-six, but that is hardly an abnormality. He has dark blond hair, so dark it’s nearly brown, a ready smile, and big blue eyes. Elijah is only two years younger than me, but sometimes, it felt like centuries. There was a naivety in his smile that I envied, and a sparkle in his eyes no amount of bullshit ever seemed to diminish. For lack of a better word, he was innocent. I often wondered what he was doing in my house.

He was the only one of the local cops I could tolerate. Everyone else seemed fascinated by me, but it was in one of those, look at the lion in the cage sort of ways. I didn’t like feeling that I was an interesting “thing” on display. I’ve always found other’s reactions to me difficult to deal with.

Elijah smiled as I walked into the room. He reached to shake my hand. I hesitated, not out of rudeness, just surprise that anyone in town would shake my hand. I don’t like to touch people, but in some cases, I’ll make an exception. In addition to being half-animal, I am also strongly empathic. When I touch someone, I have the ability to feel what they feel, sometimes even see into their thoughts. I get bits and pieces of imagery from their feelings. Of course, I normally take measures to avoid this. There is much about the lives of others I simply don’t care to know. I’m sure there are nosy people out there who would be thrilled with this “talent,” but I have never been one of them. Most of the time, I was able to block it out. It’s something I can control. However, I often wear gloves when I hunt, or shake hands with new people, just to avoid the eventuality of seeing something I really don’t want to know.

I would have a harder time doing what I do if I read the mind of every werewolf I touched. I have enough on my mind without seeing other people’s lives flashing before me. I thought it was safe to shake Elijah’s hand. Like I said, he was innocent. I doubted whether there was anything behind those blue eyes disturbing enough to faze me. I took his hand, and to my surprise was able to offer him a genuine smile. I almost said good morning, but remembered it was afternoon.

“Have a seat.” I indicated the chair he had risen from.

“Thank you.”

He smiled nervously. Alfred stood propped against the stairs, his arms crossed in front of him, looking every bit like a bodyguard.

“I assume you didn’t stop by just because you enjoy my company.”

“Ah, no ... I was hoping you would be willing to share with me exactly what happened last night.”

“Where would you like me to start?”

“The beginning, I guess.” I would have thought anyone else was being a smartass, but he seemed too sincere. I recounted for him the story of the night before. I had received a call at eleven thirty, informing me there was “a disturbance that requires your attention” at one of the clubs in a nearby town. Normally, that means, “rogue werewolf.” It only took me fifteen minutes to get there.

“The Firestarter?” he asked.

“That’s right.”

When I arrived, I found a tall, dark woman standing in the parking lot in what I loosely described as red lingerie. Most of her outfit had been torn from her body and hung in shreds. Even from a distance, I could see the beginnings of the change taking place. The moon was not yet full. If a lycanthrope changes, in the absence of the full moon, there is normally severe trauma involved. From the gang of frightened men standing around, I was betting on an attempted rape.

I jumped from the car, checking my blades as I approached them. The parking lot was empty, except for five men standing frozen to the spot. They watched in horror as the beautiful dancer began to shed her skin. The bones of her face lengthened as her hands turned to claws. She threw back her head and howled with what could only be described as rage. I came to a stop between her and the gawking men, uncertain which I should be protecting.

I rounded on the men. “What happened here?”

“Monster,” one of them stuttered.

“ME, a monster!” an enraged deep voice growled. “They tried to rape me.” I turned to see her half-transformation. She was unmistakably a werewolf, though not fully changed. Most people don’t realize that when a werewolf is fully transformed, they don’t look like The Wolfman. They look like a giant wolf. In her half-wolf form, she was even taller. My guess would be close to seven feet, large, even for a female werewolf.

The men seemed to be recovering a bit. “What makes you think we’d want to touch her?” one of them spat. “We don’t do monsters.”

I didn’t have time to ask why it was they were not surprised to see a real live werewolf standing in a parking lot.

“And we don’t need no goddamned monster hunter to handle our business.”

The man who’d insulted me went for a gun. Before he could straighten his arm to fire, I’d removed my silver machete from its sheath, slicing through his wrist. It was the same weapon my father had used to save me years ago. It only seemed right that it should still protect me.

The man writhed on the ground, holding his bloody wrist and cursing me for all he was worth. The werewolf behind me let out a roar as the group surged toward us. My father taught me a long time ago that to hesitate is to die. “You must react without question, fight without mercy. Your attack should flow over your enemy, like water, drowning the mind, crushing the body.”

I took my father’s advice. I dropped to the ground and with one fluid motion cut the feet from beneath three of my would-be attackers. The one who’d tried to shoot me grabbed a stick in his remaining hand and charged. I kicked him in the face, skidding him across the gravel of the parking lot. Before he could attempt to use the stick again, I kicked it aside. With me standing over him, a machete aimed at his throat, he didn’t seem so tough.

“P-p-please,” he stuttered. “Don’t kill me.”

I hesitated.

In a rush of flying gravel, I landed flat on my back with the one-handed man, trying his best to strangle me. Without further hesitation, I placed the blade against his throat, jerking swiftly to the right. Arterial blood sprayed across my face, covering my hair. One good thing about lycanthropy, it protected you from contracting any other blood-borne diseases. I spat out the blood pouring across my lips and got to my feet. The other men were dead. Parts of them littered the parking lot in disgusting chunks.

The woman, human once more, sat in the midst of the gore, her hands covering her face, rocking back and forth. I walked over to her and she jumped at the sound of my boots crunching on the gravel.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

She began to moan softly, rocking faster and faster. I knelt in front of her, placing one hand on her shoulder. Before I could ask again, she looked up at me, her face streaked with tears, dark eyes glistening in the neon glow from the sign in the parking lot.

“Are you here to kill me?”

I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. Yes, I had been sent there to kill her. But, could I kill an unarmed woman who had only been defending herself? Technically, I was equipped for the job, but I didn’t have the heart. This was the part of the job I could do without. You come across some occasionally who will beg for their lives. Of course, they were just trying to kill you moments ago, but you’re not supposed to remember that. Do I still kill them? Yes. But, I don’t like it. There are some things you just don’t want to have to remember.

“No.” I finally answered. “I’m not going to kill you.”

She looked surprised. “But you’re Lilith Mercury. They say to see you ... is to see Death.”

I felt like shit. Here was a woman who had been fighting for her life and was fully expecting me to kill her for it.

“What will happen to me?” she asked.

“Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m just ... shaken.”

“Then I suggest you go home.”

She looked around wide eyed at the bodies littering the ground.

“I’ll take care of this.”

Seeming somewhat reassured, she gave me a shaky smile and walked to one of the nearby cars. “Thank you,” she whispered before getting in the car and driving away.

I sat there for a minute and cried.

Of course, this was not the version of events I told Elijah. Fortunately, it turned out one of the men was a werewolf, the friend of Marco’s I had recognized. He was the one who’d turned up at my house that night, and the only one missing from the pile of gore in the parking lot. I told Elijah he had instigated the attack on the woman and I defended her when they chose to attack.

“They were torn apart,” he said, disbelieving.

I had left out the part about the woman finishing them off.

“Fine,” he said, when I offered no further explanation. “Fine,” he repeated. “I just don’t know how much longer we can cover this up. We’re writing it up as an animal attack.” He ran his fingers through his hair in irritation. “Do you know how many ‘animal attacks’ this county has?”

“What do you suggest, Officer Jasper? Tell the public there are werewolves among them? We’d have a riot on our hands.” Alfred couldn’t be quiet any longer.

Elijah seemed to consider this for a moment, as if it had been a real suggestion. “No,” he said finally. He laughed half-heartedly. “The south is full of enough prejudice without the general public knowing there are werewolves on the loose. That’s an entirely new species they could set on fire.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. He was right. Never underestimate the stupidity of other people. Alfred looked at me like I’d lost my mind. After Elijah left, not satisfied, but not getting any more answers, Alfred turned to me.

“What are you not telling me?”

“What do you want to hear? That I wasn’t going to kill an innocent woman for defending herself? She wasn’t part of a resistance group. She was being attacked!”

“How do you know? Did you ask her?”

My patience had reached its limit. “No, Alfred, I didn’t ask her. But I can tell you this, if someone tried to rape me, they damn sure better kill me, or I’m gonna kill them. I would rip them limb from limb, just like she did, for daring to touch me!”

He put his hand on my shoulder and I snatched away as I said, “And I’d enjoy it.”

*****
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I walked down to the kitchen that evening, after I’d cooled off a bit, wondering what sort of mood Alfred would be in. I’d made a second report to my father just after talking, all right, after screaming, at Alfred. Considering my father comes from a planet that believes in eye for an eye justice, he had no problem with my actions. Elijah was a different story, but I liked him. He had never looked at me like I was a monster.

The systems of government on planet Terra are vastly different from that of Earth. There has been only one world war, even though they are far more technologically advanced. This might be due in part to the fact that remnants of the war have remained in play for thousands of years. There are no courts or juries on Terra. They have what are known as judges. These individuals have the ability to touch someone and tell whether or not they have committed a crime. They are clairvoyant to the extent that if the person is guilty, they may even see images of the crime upon touching them.

The judges are never told what the person has been accused of. They merely tell what they see. If you are innocent, they will know. Most people confess. After all, there is no lying to a judge, and there’s no telling what else they might see. The judges are periodically brought before the Wizard Council to see if for any reason they have been lying about what they’ve seen. Punishments are fairly stiff on planet Terra. To lie about the guilt of another is a crime punishable by death. It’s easier to carry out the sentence if you know for certain the accused is guilty. At least, that’s the theory.

The smell of coffee greeted me as I crossed the foyer. When I entered the kitchen, I found Alfred standing at the counter. Without asking he took out my favorite mug and poured me some coffee. He turned around, handed me the deep purple mug, and sat down. Feeling awkward after the way I had spoken to him, I sat down, not knowing what to say.

“Alfred—”

“Don’t,” he interrupted. “Just don’t. You can’t kill someone for self-defense. Let’s not argue over this. There are bigger issues.”

“Such as?”

“Such as, Elijah is right. These so called animal attacks are getting harder to pass off as truth. People have seen things they can’t explain; they’re just not buying it anymore.”

“You were serious today when you suggested making, what, some sort of public statement?”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far, but something needs to be done. It’s not just political extremists we’re dealing with. There are innocent people at stake.” He waved his hand absently toward me. “You saw that yourself. People are being infected at a growing rate and the fact is they’re not the bad guys just because they’re lycanthropes.”

“You’re right. I’ve thought so for years now.” I took a sip of my coffee, relieved he wasn’t going to yell at me, but I wasn’t entirely sure I preferred this conversation to being yelled at. “A lot of the people that escaped to this planet in the first place were innocent. It wasn’t their fault the city they lived in was a target area.”

“To the first Hunter, that didn’t matter, though.”

“So I’ve heard, but we’re all over now. Why did they send just one? In the beginning, I mean. That just doesn’t make much sense to me.”

He sighed. “It wasn’t supposed to be this big of a problem. They thought he could handle it.”

“What made them think one man could handle a viral outbreak that turns people into wolves? Who did he think he was, God?”

Alfred laughed, but he didn’t really sound amused. “No, but the guy who messed with his DNA did.”

“What do you mean, ‘messed’ with?”

Alfred told me what he knew about the first Hunter sent to Earth. His name has long since been erased from the record books, but his story is legend. He was part of the original group of Hunters formed to control the virus on planet Terra. Shortly after the first year of infection, his family was killed by werewolves. All of them. This was around the time people were escaping to Earth in order to avoid execution. He volunteered to be part of an experiment to become the “ultimate hunter,” a weapon against the werewolves.

He was injected with a synthetic twenty fourth pair of chromosomes. These chromosomes would, in theory, make him super human. He would have superior night vision in order to hunt more effectively at night, when most of the werewolves were active. His strength would rival that of the monsters themselves. This individual was also rumored to have been blessed with many psychic abilities, as well as descended from wizards.

The Terran people naturally age slower than people on Earth. Telomeres, the ends of chromosomes, are known as the “molecular clock” of the cell. Cell division is directly affected by telomere length. After each cell division, telomeres get shorter. To explain the significance of this as quickly as possible, the Terran people have exceptionally long telomeres. This slows the aging process significantly. As an unexpected side effect of the introduction of the twenty fourth chromosome pair into his system, this “super hunter,” had his aging process slowed even further, with the potential to even outlive wizards, whose life spans are close to one thousand years.

“You never know how much to believe,” Alfred finished.

“Whatever happened to him? Was he killed?”

“Killed? No. He just disappeared, sometime around the middle ages, I believe. Heard he lost his mind.”

“Was that a side effect also? Insanity?”

Alfred laughed. “Honey, insanity is a side effect of life. If you live long enough, something is bound to drive you crazy.”

I couldn’t argue there. I sighed, absently stirring my coffee with the tip of my finger.

“In spite of the obvious reasons to not look happy, I’m going to ask the stupid question. What’s wrong?” Alfred said.

I didn’t know where to begin. My thoughts had drifted to a subject that had nothing to do with anything we had been talking about. I was thinking about my most recent failed relationship. Yes, I did have a life outside of being a Hunter. I’d just put it on hold for the past couple of months.

I’d been dating a Hunter working in a neighboring state who happened to fit my ideal: tall, dark, and handsome. Alfred joked with me that my ideal comes closer to tall, dark, and creepy. He’s right. The point is I dated this man for three and a half years, thinking I knew him. Turns out, the bastard was married all along. I had suspected as much. But, somewhere along the way, I realized I loved him, despite my better judgment. I wanted desperately to believe the lies he told me. Sometimes, we think we’ve found something. We want so desperately to believe it’s true, despite what our eyes might see. I longed for somewhere in someone’s embrace that felt like home. It wasn’t the first time I’d been hurt, and if I lived longer, it would not be the last. But that didn’t make his betrayal any less devastating.

To make matters worse, when he’d realized I’d found out the truth, he ran. I found out through a mutual friend that he was planning to leave the country, without so much as a goodbye. You tell your friends goodbye, you tell your family goodbye. How could he just walk away like I was nothing? So, I dumped him before he got the chance. I disappeared from his life, just like he had been planning to do to me. A few months later, I heard he had moved. That should have given him plenty of time to figure out he’d been dumped.

I’d never found it easy to trust people, but I’d taken a chance. I had so much going on inside of me, so much going on outside, I hadn’t taken the time to ... grieve. Since he turned out to be someone entirely different than I thought he was, I hadn’t lost him. I had lost my ideal. I would always love the man I thought he was, and always be disappointed in who he turned out to be.

“I asked you a question,” Alfred softly insisted.

Alfred was one of the few people who knew what had happened. We lived together for crying out loud. I had to talk to somebody. When I didn’t answer, he moved into the chair next to me. When he went to touch me, I backed away.

“Don’t. Please, don’t. If you touch me, I’ll cry, and I really don’t want to cry right now. I’ve got other things that I should be thinking about, other things I should be doing—”

“Shh.”

Alfred and I didn’t have much physical contact, for obvious reasons. I didn’t think it was polite to accidentally read your friend’s emotions. I felt that in not touching him, I was allowing him more privacy. I was surprised when he reached over and held me. Then, I did something I hadn’t allowed myself to do for the past two months: I cried without trying to control myself. I cried, like the world was ending, because to me, it was. I mourned for the part of me that had been lost when I realized you really couldn’t trust people.

We’d known each other a long time, and I was comfortable with Alfred, but I usually didn’t let him see that side of me. I didn’t let anyone see that side of me. When I’d cried the day before after rescuing the woman in the parking lot, I’d been shocked. That wasn’t like me. I cried, just not often, and not in front of people. I cried when I watched a really good movie, or when I went to the opera. But now, it was like a flood gate had opened somewhere inside of me and I didn’t seem capable of shutting it off.

I crawled onto Alfred’s lap, wrapped my arms around his neck and cried until I was most likely dehydrated. I was too caught up in my own turmoil to read what Alfred felt. Besides that takes direct contact with my hands, skin on skin. He held me as if I was falling apart and he was trying to keep the pieces together. When I finally pulled back from his shoulder, his lab coat, which he was seldom without, was soaked. I opened my mouth to explain, or at least apologize, but he stopped me with that charming half smile of his.

“Why must you insist on dating assholes who make you lose faith in all mankind?”

I laughed. “How did you know?”

“I really didn’t think you felt that strongly about genetic engineering.”

I laughed harder, and it felt good. I realized awkwardly that I was still sitting on Alfred’s lap. He didn’t object to me being there, but he also didn’t object when I slid back onto my chair.

He got up and refreshed my coffee for me. “You want some chocolate?”

I smiled. “What makes you think I need chocolate?”

“Well, I was going to have some, and I didn’t want to be rude.”

Since he was nice enough not to mention the fact that I’d just had a minor breakdown on his lap, I decided to have some chocolate with him, and I felt better.

Chapter Three

Several days passed and my mind kept drifting back to my most recent pain in the ass. Yes, he had broken my heart, but the pain seemed to be lodged a bit lower. So, I did what I often do when I feel like shit, I gardened. I got some tools from the shed behind the house and started with trimming my roses. My yard overflows with roses. There is a trellis over the gravel driveway out front, completely overgrown by a thornless climbing Queen Anne. It’s fragrant old English rose which hangs in clusters of tiny white blooms. There are many other roses scattered throughout the woods, but my favorite rose grows on the balcony. I made my way around to the side of the house, kneeling beside the roots of the climbing Don Juan.

When I’d moved into the house seven years ago, I had the bright idea of planting the Don Juan underneath the balcony. Not only is it a dramatically beautiful climbing rose, but it is symbolic to me for two reasons. First, my favorite poem of all time is Robert Burns, My Love is Like a Red, Red Rose. Second, Don Juan was famous for entering his lover’s apartments through their balcony windows.

As I sat daydreaming of romance that had somehow passed me by, I found myself suddenly sitting in a large shade. I looked up and found Alfred standing over me. He sat down beside me and looked up at the rose, propping on his elbows to lean back on the grass.

“I see you’re still waiting for Don Juan to climb through your balcony window,” he said with a smirk.

I shook my head, smiling. “I should never have told you why I planted this rose.”

He laughed. “Melodramatic, don’t you think?”

“A little,” I admitted. “But, great romance and great melodrama often go hand in hand.”

“Sometimes I forget you’re a poet,” he said.

I’ve had several poems published in different anthologies. I thought of having them published under a different name, but decided against it. Most of the people who know my name, do not read poetry. There’s nothing wrong with being a romantic at heart. I’m just not fond of the idea of everyone knowing I have a heart. It could always be used against me.

“If I didn’t have a creative outlet, I’d probably go crazy,” I said. “Besides, I like to write.”

“And paint, and sketch, and dance—”

“There’s nothing wrong with being well rounded,” I insisted.

Alfred laughed. “Yeah, but most of my family’s idea of a hobby is becoming well round.”

Alfred is Italian. His father was a Hunter, stationed in Italy years ago, where he met his mother. They’re both in their seventies and as far as I know, doing well. We sat under the roses and laughed while he talked about his fat aunt who had personal “issues” too numerous to name, though he mentioned a few. And his psychotic cousin, who was at last report doing drag shows in London.

“But you’re cousin, Antonio, he’s not gay. Is he?”

“No,” he laughed. “It was the only job he could find that didn’t require a criminal background check.” Alfred had laughed to the point of tears. “He has the nerve to be offended when someone comes on to him. I told him, you can’t be homophobic and work in a gay bar!”

I snickered. “I didn’t realize he was homophobic.”

“And I didn’t realize how long it had been since you’d smiled, you should do it more often.” He made a dramatic bow, which looked funny considering he was still sitting down. “If talking about my dysfunctional relatives helps you, then I’m more than happy to oblige.”

“How is it you know what I needed?”

“Questa non e la mia prema volta,” he whispered. I knew enough Italian to interpret, “This is not my first time.”

I smiled. “Are you coming on to me?”

Alfred’s smile grew wider, and if possible more mischievous. “If I were coming on to you, you wouldn’t have to ask. I’m just trying to cheer you up.”

I could feel my expression changing again. I didn’t realize how miserable I’d been a few minutes ago, until he reminded me.

“Oh God, don’t give me that face.”

“What face? I wasn’t giving any face.”

“That face,” he pointed at me. “I know that pitiful face. Have you seen Kathryn lately?”

“No, but what’s Kat got to do with my face?”

“Maybe she could help keep a smile on it. Call her, go out, do something. You’re twenty-four, for God’s sake. You shouldn’t look this pitiful.”

“I’m busy.”

“Liar. There’s nothing we can do about anything that’s going on in the world right now. We cannot change anything politically relating to werewolves. Someone with more authority than us has to make that decision.” He took a breath. “Furthermore, the world will not end if you take some time off.”

“You never go out.”

“I’m busy.” He smiled.

“Asshole.” I got to my feet.

“Well ....” Alfred stood up, towering over me. “Opinions are a lot like assholes, everybody has one.”

*****
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I called Kathryn later that day and we made plans to go clubbing and stay out of town one night that weekend, since all the decent clubs were at least two hours away. She agreed with Alfred. “It’ll do you good.”

I’d met Kat four years ago, shortly after rescuing her then boyfriend from a pack of werewolves. We’d been friends ever since. Kat is six years older than me and a few inches taller. The first time I saw her, I knew her relationship with the man I’d saved would never last. Kathryn is an attractive, slender brunette, with wavy shoulder-length hair, dark eyes, and fair skin. She was way out of his league.

While packing my bags Friday afternoon, I kept remembering the odd dreams I’d been having. I hadn’t mentioned them to Alfred. I felt like I’d dumped enough of my personal baggage on him lately. However, I planned to tell Kat as soon as she picked me up. I’d had the same dream twice, so I thought I should pay attention to it. There was more than one reason I’d accepted my friends’ advice. In the dream, I was going out, and Kat was with me. We were in a club I’d never seen before, in a place that was not familiar to me ... and there was a man. I knew him in my dream, though, for the life of me, I could not remember him when I woke up. The more I concentrated on seeing his face, the cloudier the image became.

When Kat arrived, I threw my bag in the back of her SUV.

“You’re only taking one bag?” She looked like I’d just committed a crime in broad daylight.

“Why? How many are you taking?”

It had been a stupid question. I looked at the many color coordinated cases beside my own simple black leather bag and gave her a questioning look.

“Well, one is just shoes,” she said, as if that explained everything.

“We’re only staying one night.”

“I couldn’t make up my mind!” She laughed.

“Let me say goodbye to Alfred. He’s probably forgotten I won’t be here tonight. Most likely would have called in a search party before he remembered.”

She laughed, shaking her head as I went back in the house. I found Alfred walking down the stairs, looking confused. “There you are. I was just looking for you. I meant to tell you, Kathryn called, she’s running late.”

I smiled. “She’s already here, Al.”

“Oh. Well, I guess that explains why you weren’t upstairs.”

I laughed as I reached to hug him. Like I said, Alfred and I didn’t have much physical contact, I just felt like hugging him. He had been a comfort to me in the past few days, and I appreciated him.

He smiled at me. “Well, I feel special.”

“You should. I’ll be back some time tomorrow.”

“Try to relax, have fun. The world won’t stop if you forget to be miserable for a few hours.”

“Is that advice or doctor’s orders?”

“Doctor’s orders,” he said with a wink.

As I was buckling my seat belt, Kathryn looked at me and shook her head, tut-tut ting me under her breath.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

She took a deep breath. “I don’t understand why you’re still broken up over some loser when you’re living with a hot Italian.” Kat giggled at the expression on my face.

“Alfred?”

“Yeah, Alfred. You’ve known him for what, fourteen years now, and you never noticed the man is sexy?”

I shrugged. “I just don’t think of Alfred that way.”

She was so busy giving me “the look” that she nearly missed her turn. Once we were safely on the right road, in the right lane, she said, “Well, maybe you should.”

“Should what?”

“Stop being difficult! You know damn well what I mean. I just can’t believe that a hopeless romantic, a poet for Pete’s sake, and an Italian, who are notoriously romantic, have been living in the same house for seven years now, alone, and they’re not getting in it on.”

My jaw dropped. “I think I’ve been a bad influence on you,” I said.

“Huh? What are you talking about?”

“When I suggested that you listen to some more R&B—”

“Stop avoiding the subject. You’ve noticed, or it wouldn’t be so difficult for you to talk about.”

The “subject” was beginning to wear thin on my nerves. “It is not difficult for me to talk about. I just have nothing to say, that’s all.”

Kat looked like she didn’t believe me, but figured she wouldn’t get any further. “Whatever you say. You know, in some cultures, sex is considered therapeutic.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “It is not.”

“Sure it is.”

“Where?”

She snickered. “I’ll think of somewhere. Personally, I’d use any excuse to get into the good Doctor’s pants.”

“Kathryn!”

“What? It’s all your fault. I was a normal, upstanding citizen before I met you.”

“Liar.”

“No, really, I was. I would never have said something like that four years ago. I might have thought it, but then again, you’ve influenced my thoughts, too, I think.”

“You think I’ve influenced your thoughts? Bit redundant, don’t you think?”

“Give me a break. I’m trying to concentrate on not running into a ditch.”

“No. I believe you were concentrating on getting into Alfred’s pants.”

“Oh, not for me. I was concentrating on getting you into Alfred’s pants.”

I admitted to myself that Alfred was handsome, and I had noticed. But I honestly had never thought of him intimately before. I could have slapped Kat for putting thoughts into my head that did not need to be there. Alfred was my friend. He’d worked with my father. I could not be attracted to him. It would complicate things I didn’t need complicated. My life was messed up enough as it was. After a few minutes, I came up with an excuse I thought would get Kathryn off my back.

“He’s too old for me, even if I did find him attractive.”

“No. What is he? Thirty-six, maybe?”

“He’s fifty.”

I enjoyed the look of utter disbelief on her face, raising my eyebrows as if to say, “See, I was right.”

“I knew you guys lived longer, but damn. I had no idea. He looks thirty something.” She pressed on, undeterred. “Oh well, what’s the expression, ‘age ain’t nothin’ but a number?’”

I laughed, “You’re sick.”

“Possibly.”

“This is off the subject, but I want to ask your opinion about something.”

I told her about the strange dream I’d been having, doing my best to not leave out any detail.

“And there was a man there?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“But you didn’t know him?”

“I knew him in my dream. I just can’t remember his face once I wake up.”

“You know what this sounds like?” she said, grinning wickedly.

“I’m afraid to ask.”

“You need to get laid.”

I burst out laughing. “Oh my God, you’ve got issues.”

“Maybe, but I know hormones in overdrive when I see them.”

“I know a pervert when I see one, too.”

“Takes one to know one.”

I decided to not argue the fact. When it came to extracurricular thoughts, my mind wasn’t in the gutter, it was the gutter.

*****
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While we were getting dressed that evening, Kat took the opportunity to pick on me further for my eccentricities. She wore a short black dress and sensible low heels, not too dressy, not too casual. She’d fit in most anywhere.

My outfit on the other hand was different. If I was going to go out, I wanted to be able to be myself. I wore tight, low-cut leather pants, combat boots with a heel, and a slinky black shirt that was open only enough to reveal my spine from the bra line down. I’d been careful, as always, to cover my scars. There were some things I just didn’t feel like explaining. The only color I wore was my red hair and silver belt buckle. I felt more confident in black. The leather was just a fetish of mine.

I suppose Alfred had thought Kat would be responsible and keep an eye on me. Yeah, right. We went to a few places. Mostly, Kat drank a lot and watched me dance. I love to dance. It’s such an incredible stress reliever. There are some times when stress just calls for physical activity. I’d worked out so vigorously over the past few months that I’d lost ten pounds. But, I was sick of making my punching bag suffer defeat, or slicing and dicing my poor steel dummy in the training room. I needed to do something less violent to calm my nerves. I needed to dance.

It was very late, or very early, depending on how you want to look at it, when we arrived at the last stop of the night. This club was unusual, to say the least. Three bold letters splashed above the door in massive blood colored brushstrokes said, Red. The moment I saw it, I knew this was the place from my dream, and somewhere inside was the man I’d been dreaming about.

The inside of the place was dark, with occasional flashes of strobe lights illuminating a path through the crowd of sweaty, gyrating bodies. When I say the music pumped, I’m not using a figure of speech. You could feel the rhythm in your chest, like a heartbeat. Like really good sex, the pounding music rattled your teeth. The whole room pulsated with an energy I couldn’t describe. It excited me.

In the time we were there a variety of music was played and a variety of people were on the dance floor. Some who could dance, others so drunk they thought they could. Kat made her way over to what may have been a stage, but it looked more like an elevated part of the dance floor. She sat at a table there to enjoy watching some drunken guys trying to dance.

“Free entertainment,” she yelled, pointing at the staggering group.

I yelled back that I’d be at the bar for a while and made my way back through the crowd. I sat on one of the tall leather barstools and ordered a cola and rum. Unfortunately for me, it took a great deal of alcohol to get me drunk and right then I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in the wonderful haze of intoxication. I metabolize alcohol at such a fast rate that I can get a buzz, sit down to watch a movie, and be completely sober halfway through. Kat saw my high metabolism as a gift from God, until I told her how fast I burned off alcohol.

“No one could ever take advantage of you,” she’d teased, looking scandalized.

I tried explaining to her there are ways of intoxicating the senses besides alcohol. She’d grinned and said, “Yeah, but I haven’t had sex that good in a while.” That wasn’t exactly what I’d meant, but I thought explaining would have been a waste of time.

I stayed at the bar for at least twenty minutes, eventually downing straight shots of rum. The whole time I was there, I sensed someone watching me. I put down my tenth empty shot glass and focused for a moment on the eyes that I could feel on my back. Even through the haze I’d managed to accomplish I knew a werewolf when I sensed one. My heart fluttered, my pulse quickened, and I was suddenly short of breath. It was almost like being aroused.

Someone leaned over me just as there was a brief pause in the music and whispered against my right ear, “Would you like to dance?” His scent was thrilling. He smelled clean, like soap mingled with aftershave, and underneath it all, there was the undeniable scent of a man. I turned enough to see Marco Barak.

“Hello, Red.” He smiled.

I wondered if he’d been waiting until I got drunk enough to accept his offer. I hesitated for a moment, just looking at him. I might have to kill this man one day. But that night, I wanted to dance. I took his hand and led him onto the dance floor through the crowd, and onto the raised platform in front of Kat’s table. We danced for what felt like hours. I suppose you could have called our dancing foreplay. I know many women consider dancing a metaphor for sex. If that’s true, then my God, this man danced well.

Time stood still as we moved together. The touch of his body against mine sent fire through my veins, like small jolts of electric sensuality. I was vaguely aware that Kat had taken out her camera and was snapping pictures between the flashing lights. The room seemed to freeze with each flash, giving me unforgettable mental images. Marco wore black leather pants and a matching shirt that felt smooth to the touch. We looked as if we’d dressed to match.

His hair that I remembered as a dusty brown had darkened over the years. Through the rain a few weeks ago, I couldn’t tell. After all, everything is darker when it’s wet. But, his eyes were the same deep chocolate brown I remembered. I noticed a light stubble on his chin, as if he’d forgotten to shave, and the beginnings of side burns. Have I mentioned how fond I am of men who look like they’ve been roughed up a little?

He pulled me close and asked, “What are you thinking?”

“That you’re a good dancer.” I paused, looking him up and down. “It’s difficult to find a man with such ... rhythm.” I looked into his dark eyes and saw a passion which could only be described as hunger.

“I was seriously considering asking you to leave with me,” he confessed.

“I was considering doing just that.”

He didn’t seem as surprised as I’d expected. “Are you here with someone?”

“A friend.”

“Are you attached to someone in any way?”

“Yes,” I lied. “Are you?”

“Yes, but I’m beginning to regret my choices,” he answered.

He pulled me near, as if to kiss me. Stopping just short of contact, he breathed against my lips, “Let’s get out of here.”

“Let me tell my friend I’m leaving. She’s really drunk and is going to need a cab,” I explained.

“Does she know me?” he asked.

“Yeah, she knows who you are.”

He paused, as if trying to figure out how to word his question. “I mean, does she know—”

“What you are?” I interrupted.

He nodded.

“Yes. She does,” I said simply.

“Will she tell on you?” he asked.

“No.”

Stepping down from the platform, I walked to Kathryn’s table and tried to explain that I was leaving with Marco. She was very drunk and couldn’t seem to grasp what I was saying. I handed her some money. “You go back to the hotel, don’t take anyone with you, and lock the door. Understand?” She nodded, but still had a blank look on her face.

“But isn’t he—?”

“Yes,” I interrupted, “He is.”

She looked around me at Marco. It was obvious what she was thinking. She looked him up and down like he was on a buffet and she was starving. “Oh. All right then.” I gave her a look that said this was not up for discussion. “How long will you be?” she asked.

I glanced back to Marco waiting patiently and let my eyes roam over all of the places I’d like to put my hands. “This might take a while,” I answered.

We made our way back through the crowd and stepped out onto the sidewalk. I followed him to his car. We arrived at his hotel and wasted no time getting to his room. There was a straight backed chair in the corner which looked perfect for what I had in mind. I stood the chair in the middle of the room and indicated that he should have a seat. Marco looked very pleased with the way the evening was turning out. I pressed him back into the chair as I straddled his waist. The sound of our leather pants creaking together turned me on.

“I’m not really into one night stands,” I said.

“I was planning to keep in touch.”

“Why bother? You’re already having me followed.”

“You can’t pretend not to feel what I felt when we danced.” He paused. “And I’m not talking about a hard on. Say what you will, but we’ll never be here again ... this exact place, with this precise opportunity.”

“So, you’d like to screw my brains out, then get to know me?”

“Something like that.”

I could no longer control my urge to touch him. I ran my hands along the taut muscles of his arms as I kissed him. His skin felt hot, almost fevered beneath my touch. I could feel his hands on my thighs, caressing me through the leather. I ran my hands underneath the short sleeves of his shirt so I could grip his shoulders. Ever so gently, I ground my hips against him. He growled in response, a deep, primitive sound. What I felt for Marco was raw, animal.

“Fuck,” I whispered as I drew back.

“I was getting to that,” he said.

I got up and walked over to the small purse I’d carried with me that evening and took out two sets of handcuffs. I saw the surprised smile on his face as I turned around. One set of cuffs was connected by a long chain. Marco sat quietly as I cuffed his legs together, and cuffed his hands through the bars on the back of the chair. Once I’d sufficiently subdued him, I took a seat, again straddling his lap.

“Did you try to have me killed?” I asked.

He didn’t seem to immediately follow the change in subject.

“Huh?” He struggled briefly. “These cuffs are silver.” He looked angry.

“Yes, they are, very observant of you.”

“Do you always carry silver handcuffs in your purse?” he growled.

Leaning into him, I decided to take a page from Alfred’s book as I whispered, “This is not my first time.” To my surprise, he laughed. He was trying to appear calm, but I knew better. I wasn’t sure how much he knew about me or my psychic ability. However, there were things I could sense that had nothing to do with my mind, and everything to do with the body of the man I was sitting on.

I brushed my face against his, like a cat, enjoying the way his stubble felt against my cheek. “Mmmm,” I purred, “You smell good.”

“What do you want?” he said, swallowing hard.

“I want what every woman wants, a man you can trust.”

I wasn’t lying when I said Marco smelled good. Oh, this was beyond good, it was downright appetizing. Continuing to rub my cheek against him, I pressed my lips to the soft skin just beneath his earlobe, placing my nose near his hair line. I wanted to remember his scent. I could feel his pulse beating faster beneath my lips as I moved in a trail of kisses, down to the curve of his collar bone.

“If we’re going to do this, the least you can do is let me use my hands,” he said as he struggled against the cuffs.

“Oh, we’re not doing anything. I’m going to ask you a few questions, and you’re going to give me what I want.”

“Which is?”

“Answers, Marco. I want answers.”

“Suppose I don’t.”

“Then I’ll be forced to kill you,” I said as I licked across the pulse in his throat.

Much to my delight, he gasped before answering, “You’d kill me, but you touch me like this? I don’t think so.”

I pulled back to look into his eyes and found them to be a rather unfocused werewolf amber. It should have frightened me, I suppose, but I thought it was sexy as hell. Moving forward, as if to kiss him, I hovered just above his lips. “Please, don’t suffer delusions, Marco,” I whispered seductively. “Just because I like to play with my food, doesn’t mean that I won’t eat it.” I sighed and watched as it made him shiver. “Now, I believe you were about to tell me why you tried to have me killed?”

“I didn’t.”

“Are you trying to tell me that Simon is no longer your lap wolf?”

“Simon?”

“Yes, Simon. I’m certain it was him I stabbed through the neck a few nights ago in my backyard. But then again, you guys all look alike to me.”

“What did you stab him with?”

“A shepherd’s hook,” I said, mater-of-factly. “Now, back to the subject. What’s going on?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. I followed Simon to your house. I arrived just in time to see your big buddy dragging the body through the back door.”

“Why did you follow him? Did you want to watch him kill me?”

“I told you,” he panted, “It wasn’t me.”

“Who was it then, Marco? It’s getting late and I’m too tired to play these games.” I felt him stiffen. “What’s the matter? Have I hit a nerve? Losing control of your lackeys these days?” I toyed absently with his hair, my eyes never wavering from his.

“Bade,” he said.

“Bade Garren? Hmm, you’re right hand man.” I caressed the front of his tight leather pants as I said, “I assume he stays busy?”

He made a noise closer to a bark than a laugh. “I could answer your questions better if you didn’t torture me like this.”

“Oh, I’m sure you could answer them better, but no doubt less truthfully. I wouldn’t want to give you time to think up a suitable lie.” I looked at him then and felt the familiar burning sensation behind my eyes, letting me know they were bleeding to amber. “Don’t make me take what I want from you, Marco.” He looked a question at me. I knew then he had no idea of the true extent of my abilities.

“That’s right,” I whispered, “I can read your mind if I have to.” I didn’t bother to elaborate that it was only his emotions I could read. Only if those emotions were strong enough could I get any images from them. He looked terrified as I ran my hands up the sides of his neck, and through his hair, coming to rest on either side of his head.

“Wait. I’ll tell you, if you’ll take my word.”

I let my hands slide back down his neck and shoulders, leaning forward as I did so.

“I’m listening.”

He gave me the rundown of goings on in the werewolf world. It seems he had been trying to convince his fellow werewolves that I was not their enemy, that their enemy was a government who didn’t recognize them as people anymore. “Our rights have been stripped away, for reasons beyond our control,” he continued. “Bade disagrees.” A look of unmistakable disgust passed over his face when he mentioned Bade. “He thinks we’re all animals, wants to form packs, like dogs. I’ll admit, we’re not exactly ‘human’ anymore, but we are still people.”

I was surprised. “But, what about Simon? I’m pretty sure he had something to do with a group of men who attacked a woman at The Firestarter recently.”

“Yes, I know. And then you killed him.”

“I had no choice.”

“I was going to offer you my congratulations.”

“Really? What was Simon doing running with a bunch of ordinary humans? They were ordinary humans?”

“Yeah, they were human, but I don’t know how ordinary you’d consider them. They were a bunch of Bade’s followers. They take orders from him, in the hopes that he will turn them.”

“Werewolf wannabes?” I couldn’t control my look of shock.

“For lack of a better word, yeah.”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me? Why would anyone want to do this to themselves deliberately?”

“I wouldn’t deliberately choose what happened to me. But you, I think you overlook the gift you have.”

“Gift?”

“Hear me out,” he interrupted. “You have the strength and the heightened senses of the wolf, without being forced to take its form. You’re super human, even if it was by accident. I think Garren may be trying to somehow replicate what happened to you. You got to keep the power, the beauty, without taking on the beast.”

I laughed bitterly as I slid from Marco’s lap, turning my back to him. My fists clinched, nails digging painfully into my palms. I could feel my pulse racing, rage coursed through my veins like a living thing. I growled, a sound that was no longer human, as I snatched off my shirt.

“No, Marco, I don’t have to take on the beast,” I said, my back still turned. “I am the beast,” I roared. I turned to him and revealed not only my scars, but the way my muscles rippled beneath my skin when I flexed. My nails grew into razors that extended from my hands, and my eyes, burned wolf amber. “I can do this at will,” I said, flexing my horrible claws as I held them before his face. “And you call this a gift?” I began to pace in front of his chair.

“You know, I could never stop monster hunting, BECAUSE I FIND ONE WHEN I WAKE UP EVERY MORNING! You’re right, I don’t transform with the full moon. This is as scary as it gets, and the only people to have ever seen this much before are dead. This is not a gift, Marco. It’s a curse. I don’t fit in either world. I’m not one of you, but I’m not one of them either. You think I’m super human, but most of your kind thinks of me as either Death, or an abomination. Everyone else, if they knew ... would think of me as a monster.”

I retracted my claws, picked up my shirt, and took the keys to the cuffs from my pocket. He said nothing while I released him and put the cuffs back in my purse. I turned to leave and before I could blink, he slammed me against the wall, holding me in place with his body.

“You think I’m going to just let you leave?”

“Yeah, I do.”

One long claw began to grow from the nail of his index finger as he stroked it gently across my throat. I did not respond. “You know, among my kind as you so colorfully put it, only the very powerful, the ones who’ve been wolf the longest can do what you just did. It takes years to learn to control the change. I can change at will now also, but on the full moon, I am forced to shift.” He seemed to consider something as he held me there. “Could you really read my mind, or were you just bluffing?”

“I never bluff.”

“When did that happen? I don’t know any werewolves who gained psychic powers when they turned.”

I gave him my most blank uninterested look. “I was born with it.”

He pressed against me enough that I could tell he was happy to be there. When I didn’t respond, he retracted his claw and took a step back. I slumped forward without his weight pressing against me. “You’re no fun, Red.”

“I’ve got a lot on my mind,” I replied.

I left Marco’s hotel room without another word. I was surprised to find no werewolf guards as I called a cab downstairs. On the ride back to pick up Kat’s SUV, I found myself wondering how much of what Marco said could be believed. Through what powers I had available, I believed he was telling the truth. To have truly let down my guard in order to get the full brunt of what he was feeling would have been a mistake. I lied when I said I never bluffed. I did not want to be in Marco’s head. That was something I could not handle then ... or maybe ever.

When I entered the hotel room I was sharing with Kat, I was surprised to find her still awake, waiting on me.

“Well?” she asked immediately.

“Well, what?”

“How was it?”

“It sucked.”

“Come again?”

“Nothing happened, but he did give me some things to think about.”

I could tell by the look on her face she was considering what I’d just said. “Ok. I know who he is, and that ‘technically’ he’s the bad guy, but you mean to tell me you haven’t wanted to screw that man’s brains out since you first laid eyes on him? You told me when you saw him years ago he looked good enough to eat!”

I kicked my boots off beside the bed across from Kat’s and began rummaging in my bag for something to sleep in. “I’m not saying it wasn’t difficult to turn down—”

“You’re insane,” she interrupted.

“And you’re still drunk. Get some sleep Kat. I’ll tell you what happened when you’re sober enough to understand it.” I expected her to argue, but she flounced back on the pillows in a huff and turned on the television instead. I stripped down to my black lace underwear, pulled on an old t-shirt that said, “One tequila, two tequila, three tequila, floor” and crawled into bed.

I would like to say I slept well. But no one could rest seeing what I saw when I closed my eyes. Marco stood before me, smiling his come on smile, looking as appealing as original sin. I slid his shirt up as far as I could reach, letting him pull it the rest of the way off. I ran my hands over the ridged muscles of his stomach, over his chest. I pressed myself against him, reveling in the way the hair on his chest felt pressed against my bare breasts.

“Lilith,” he whispered. Lilith? Wait a minute! He’d never call me by my name.

“LILITH?” Kat was standing by my bed shaking me.

“Get up. We need to get on the road. And you need to tell me about last night.”

I looked at the clock. I’d had a whopping three hours sleep. So had Kat. “How is it you’re so damn chipper this morning?” I asked, rolling out of bed and groping absently for my bag.

“Chipper? I’ve got a pounding headache, I’m starving, and my mouth feels like cotton.”

“I’ve never had a hangover in my life.” I laughed. I was tired, but at least I didn’t look as miserable as Kat did upon further inspection. Her dark hair stood out at odd angles, some of it curling, some straight, with remnants of last night’s mascara smeared under her eyes. She had somehow managed to get herself in a sun dress which might have been cute, had she not looked so strung out. I pulled on a pair of old jeans with the knees worn out and a tight little t-shirt that read, “Pour some sugar on me.”

“How do I look?” I asked.

“Like you have a vendetta against the fashion police.”

“Bite me.”

“Which brings me back to what I really wanted to know. What happened last night?”

I carried the bags downstairs. Kat got dizzy trying to bend over enough to pick hers up. Once we had checked out and were back on the road, I told her everything that had happened, right down to my dream.

“Holy shit. So, maybe he’s not so bad after all?”

“Maybe. But, I still don’t trust him.”

“Yeah, but wanting equal rights isn’t a crime.”

“No, it’s not,” I said, “but killing people is, and in the past, I know he’s killed people just for disagreeing with him.”

She gave me one of those looks that said I had no room to talk.

“I’m not judging him. I’m just trying to figure this mess out. If what he says is true, then he and Bade Garren are no longer on the same side.”

“And it was Bade who tried to kill you?”

“Yeah. It looks as if Marco’s pack has split right down the middle.”

“What would that mean exactly? Giving them equal rights, I mean,” Kat asked.

“It’s complicated. To be honest, I’m not completely sure myself. It’s a crime to be infected, but it is also criminal to knowingly spread the virus. Most Hunters kill werewolves on sight, period, regardless of the situation.”

“That’s gotta suck.”

“You’ve no idea.”

I told her what had happened in the parking lot a few weeks ago, and watched as the magnitude of the situation began to dawn on her.

“They knew who you were,” she said softly.

“Yeah, ordinary people, and they knew.”

*****
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When we arrived at my house, I invited Kat in for some coffee, but she declined, saying she had a bottle of aspirin at home that should do the trick. I walked into the kitchen and found Alfred waiting on me. It was still mid-morning and the smell of coffee was a welcome treat. The kitchen smelled of cinnamon and chocolate. Alfred does most of the cooking. It isn’t that I’m not capable. I’m actually a really good cook, when I have the time. It’s just something Alfred enjoys, and I’m not about to stop an Italian from cooking.

“It smells good in here,” I commented, pouring myself some coffee. I sat across from Alfred and took a deep breath. “Cinnamon and chocolate.”

“I forget sometimes what a sense of smell you’ve got.” He slid half of a chocolate bar across the table to me. “Use it to stir your coffee.” Well, that explained the chocolate smell. I took a piece of the chocolate and began stirring my coffee. I’m not sure if it was the coffee, or just being back in my own house, but I suddenly remembered I had a lot of things to tell Alfred, and I wasn’t sure where to start.

“You don’t look like you had a good time,” he commented.

“Something’s happened that I need to tell you about,” I began. I told him about seeing Marco in the club, and everything he had told me about Bade, and werewolves wanting equal rights. Alfred sat quietly and listened as I went over the details of the evening, carefully leaving out the fact that I had actually picked Marco up. I also left out the part where I freaked out and ripped off my shirt in his hotel room.

By the time I’d finally finished talking, I realized my coffee was cold and I’d only drank half of it. I was nervous. I couldn’t figure out why I would be so afraid to tell Alfred what had really happened. The information was the important part, at least that’s what I kept telling myself. He didn’t need to know I’d left the club with a man known to be a werewolf, a man that my father and Alfred both regretted not killing when they had the chance. He didn’t need to know how close I had come to accepting Marco’s offer. I was honest enough with myself to admit I had wanted to leave with Marco for reasons that had nothing to do with interrogation. It wasn’t until I was alone with him that I’d made up my mind what had to be done.

I wanted to chain Marco to the chair and do things to him that would scandalize even Kat. But, I couldn’t. For reasons beyond my explanation, I couldn’t do it. I knew if I did, I wouldn’t be able to come back and look Alfred in the face. It was my own damn fault. If I didn’t always like the villain, I would probably never have gotten into a conversation with him in the first place. I have always been attracted to the wrong kind of man. That was one thing which helped convince me Marco couldn’t be trusted. I could watch any movie for only a few minutes and tell you who the villain was, because he’d be the one I was most attracted to. That had always been the case with me, and judging from what I felt when I looked at Marco, he had to be evil.

I knew there were werewolves present when I’d walked into the club that night. Lycanthropes were easy to hunt. I can walk into a room and point them out. They have an underlying current of sex and violence, barely contained sometimes beneath their human shells. What really seals the deal, is how they taste. Bitter sweet, warm, and full bodied, like a chocolate and vanilla swirl ice cream mixed with expensive coffee. Yeah, that’s right, wolfmen taste good if you lick them.

I’ve always had a thing for the “bad guy.” Normally, the worst case scenario is men who are great in bed end up treating you like shit. In my case, they sometimes ended up being monsters underneath their skin. Talk about being attracted to the wrong type of man. It’s difficult to keep killing people you’d much rather have sex with. Just once, I’d like to meet someone who turned me on and wasn’t evil. To be honest, I’d finally had enough of bad men, even if they did taste good. For the first time ever, I just wanted a nice guy.

This brought me back to Alfred, still sitting quietly at the table across from me. Alfred was a nice guy. Was that why I’d never considered coming on to him before? Was he too nice for me? What sort of woman had I become when a man like Alfred didn’t pique my interest? After living with him platonically for so long, I really wasn’t sure how to bring up the subject. Not that I was going to bring it up, but the thought had crossed my mind.

“So, he just volunteered this information?” Alfred looked skeptical.

I decided to tell half of the truth to ease my conscience. “I sort of tied him up with silver hand cuffs and asked him some questions.”

Alfred raised one eyebrow as he looked at me over his coffee mug. “Really? And he just let you do this?”

I wasn’t sure what to say and it must have shown on my face. After a minute of awkward silence Alfred said, “Is this a regular occurrence, you carrying silver handcuffs around to question werewolves?” He paused, then stood up suddenly. “You know what? If it is, I probably don’t want to know.” His tone had changed to something I’d never heard in Alfred’s voice before. I heard him add in an undertone that I’m sure he thought I couldn’t hear, “It would only make me jealous.”

Jealous? Of me?

Chapter Four

That night I had the strangest dream. I was inside of Alfred’s head and for some reason, he was making light bulbs. The room was totally dark, that might have been why. As soon as I realized I was in his mind, I tried to escape. He turned to the far corner of the room, and I saw what looked like an opening in the floor. Beneath this opening, I could see a large body of water. It looked like we were in a room built over the docks of a lake or an ocean somewhere. He moved closer and as his toes touched the water, I “escaped.” I just suddenly appeared naked in the water. I remember thinking that I was tired, and didn’t have time to play tonight. I started swimming away from him.

Then all of a sudden, I was back inside his mind, and I saw myself through his eyes. I cannot describe how beautiful I was, but I will never look at myself the same way. I felt him enter the water to swim toward me, knowing he would sink. He thought sinking wouldn’t be so bad if he were only closer to me when he went under.

I woke up feeling overwhelmingly sad. Would Alfred really sink, just to be near me? I wasn’t sure what to think, but I was too tired to analyze. It had been too long since I’d had a good night’s sleep. Snuggling further down under the covers, my hand clutching the sheets beneath my chin, I sighed, remembering the dream. It had been an incredible experience to see myself as someone else did. Part of me wanted to thank him. But if he knew what I’d seen, he might also realize I knew he’d been aroused.

*****
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Over the next few days, Alfred and I didn’t speak much. He made a point of staying busy, and I threw myself back into training. But, my mind kept wandering back to the dream. It had been such an eye opening experience for me. Knowing the way he saw me was probably the best compliment I’d ever received, and I couldn’t express my thanks. Through him, I saw all of me and I accepted it. I saw my imperfections, but didn’t resent them. They were visible, but dulled by my glow. I had sort of an ethereal glow.

He wasn’t blinded by my beauty. Rather he chose to let it overshadow my flaws, even though he saw them. He did not even appear to notice or care about my scars. Alfred looked at me as if I were a work of art, and not an object. I’d never felt so much like a woman, nor so proud to be one. How do you say “thank you” for reading someone’s mind? Especially when you weren’t supposed to be there.

*****
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I slumped to the training room floor, my body exhausted, mind still racing with the thoughts of my conflicting emotions. I had tried everything possible over the past two weeks to get Alfred and Marco out of my head. “If you can keep them out of your head, you can keep them out of your bed,” I kept telling myself. I wasn’t entirely sure that line of thinking was correct, but it helped me sleep at night.

I looked up at the solid steel knight I’d been fencing with. “Well there you go,” I said to myself. Putting my hand on his cold metal foot for balance, I rose to my feet. I placed the rapier I’d practiced with to my forehead, and made a dramatic bow. Then with a flourish and a swish, replaced the blade to its holster at my hip. I took a step toward the dummy, propping my head against his arm. The cold steel felt good against my overheated face. “My knight in shining armor,” I breathed.

“Well, aren’t we morose?”

I turned to see Kat making her way across the training room, her white pants reflected in the highly polished wood of the floor. I’d always thought Kathryn looked good in white. I leaned more heavily on the knight, suddenly feeling my days of nearly endless training.

“Not that it isn’t good to see you, Kat, but to what do I owe the pleasure?”

She held a sparkling piece of jewelry to the light. “I came to return your necklace.”

I leaned forward, releasing the knight in order to inspect the necklace more closely. “Kat, you borrowed this last year.”

“Bout time I brought it back then, don’t you think?”

“Why don’t you just admit you came by to check on me?”

“Okay. Fine, I came by to check on you. And just in time, it would seem. You’re talking to dummies for crying out loud.”

With a melodramatic flourish of my wrist, I motioned toward the statue as I said, “Kathryn, meet Don.” I turned to the knight with a smile. “You’re not a dummy, are you Don?” I said playfully.

“Don? As in Don Quixote?” She laughed. “Shit, you really are losing it, Lil.” She motioned toward the knight. “Your knight in shining armor, huh?”

With a sigh, I placed my hands on both her shoulders. “Darling, this is as close as I’m likely to get.”

She laughed before saying, “If you ask me, it’d be too hard to pry him out of that tin can, even if he were real.”

“Is that all you ever think about?”

Kat pretended to actually consider the question. “Mostly.”

I began unbuckling my sword belt as I walked to the hook where it normally hung.

“What’s wrong, Lil? What’s really wrong?” she asked.

With my back still turned to her, I answered as honestly as I could. “When I figure it out, I’ll let you know.” She seemed to understand my answer. As we walked past the large full length mirror near the door, I realized we looked like different sides of the same coin. Kat looked so vibrant and alive. Her snug white pants and sleeveless matching blouse looked fresh, like the summer day outside.

Preferring form-fitting clothes for training, so as not to hinder my movements, I wore black yoga style pants and a sleeveless matching shirt. Both were tight enough to reveal I’d lost more weight lately. I had always been slender, but as of late, I’d begun to look positively thin. Staring at my reflection that morning, I looked every bit like the Death the dark woman had called me that night.

“Speaking of morose,” Kat said, “What’s wrong with Alfred?” She gave a sort of half laugh. “Who pissed in his cornflakes?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That would be me, I’m afraid. I sort of told him about cuffing Marco to the chair when I questioned him.”

Her mouth fell open. “And he was jealous?’

“I think so.”

Kathryn looked as if that was the best news she’d heard in a long time. “Really? You know,” she added, smiling, “this might not be a bad thing.”

She was right. The “bad thing” was waiting in my kitchen. As we walked across the house from the training room, my ears were assaulted by the sound of shrill feminine laughter. Kat shot a questioning look at me. We entered the kitchen to find a woman I did not know obviously flirting with Alfred. I wanted her out of my house.

“Lilith.” Alfred smiled. “I’d like you to meet our new neighbor—”

“Marcy Johnson,” the woman said, rising from the table and extending her hand.

I looked at the hand with its polished red nails as if someone had just offered me strychnine. My lip curled slightly as I forced myself to say, “A pleasure, I’m sure.” She looked awkwardly at her outstretched hand. Before she could retract the offer, Kat seized her hand and introduced herself quickly. “Kathryn Roberts,” she said with a smile.

I gave Kathryn a look that said clearly, “Whose side are you on?” She turned her fake smile to me, and nodded toward the two empty seats at the table. I ignored the gesture, walking toward the refrigerator instead, while Kat took a seat beside our guest. Marcy looked to be about five-foot-seven. She had blond, frizzy hair, a flat chest, wide ass, and a pointy nose. I opened the fridge and pretended to look for something in order to avoid conversation as much as possible.

“So, Marcy, what do you do?” Kat asked.

I paused for her response. “I’m a teacher,” she said, her thin lips parting in a sugary sweet smile that turned my stomach. I closed the refrigerator door harder than I’d intended to and she turned her big blue bug eyes on me. “And what do you do?” she asked.

I smiled maliciously, about to blurt out that I killed frizzy-headed school teachers, but Alfred interrupted. “Lilith is an artist,” he said quickly.

“Ah, that explains it,” she said, glancing at my bare feet with their deep purple toenails. Her gaze lingered on the dragonfly tattooed to the top of my right big toe. I wiggled the toe and she jumped, much to my satisfaction. Her sweet smile wavered only slightly as she turned her attention back to Kat.

“What about you?” she asked.

“I’m an interior designer,” Kat answered.

Marcy gave another shrill giggle, casually touching Alfred’s arm as she said, “That’s always looked like such fun to me.” My grip tightened on the bottle of water in my hand. I turned to look out the window above the sink. If I kept looking at Marcy I’d either retch, or start throwing the set of expensive kitchen knives that my eyes kept wandering toward. I looked down and saw a hastily scribbled note in Alfred’s handwriting. It said Elijah had called. That at least gave me something better to think about than the annoying, giggling woman at my table.

I gazed back out the window, tuning her out as much as possible. I let the image of her pale, blue bug eyes fade into the startling deep blue of Elijah’s. Elijah Jasper was absolutely adorable. Watching Marcy fling herself at Alfred made me wonder if I shouldn’t talk to Elijah more. The thought of going out with him had occurred to me before, but the innocent way he smiled made me wonder what place he could possibly have in my life.

He definitely wasn’t my type. That in itself made him seem dangerous somehow. I wasn’t sure I was ready to explore new territory. For the most part, I liked older men. I’ve always felt comfortable with an older, more experienced man. I supposed I was considering a relationship with Elijah in retaliation for having to watch that woman coming on to Alfred. Until Kat brought up the subject, I’d never thought of Alfred romantically. I wasn’t sure what I felt, but until I could sort it out, I did not need some slutty school teacher hanging all over him.

I caressed my hip absently, wishing I’d kept on my sword belt. But, then again, who needs a sword when you’re part animal? I looked at her fake smiling face with its overdone make up and wondered how she’d react if she knew I could rip men apart with my bare hands. That’s when it hit me, I was jealous.

I remembered the way she’d looked at my tattoo. If she knew what I really was, she’d no doubt be the first to point a finger at me with one of those high-gloss red nails, calling me a monster. Make no mistake, if ever the opportunity presented itself, I would hurt this woman. I was snapped from my fantasy of strangling her till her eyes bulged out by the realization that she was leaving. Kathryn quickly offered to show her out. With an artificial smile to me, she followed Kat to the door.

Alfred looked at me like he wanted to say something, but after seeing the expression on my face, changed his mind. Kathryn walked back in, smiling at us both. “So, what do you think of your new neighbor?”

“You know, Kat, that was what first attracted me to this place, its lack of neighbors.”

“She seemed pleasant enough,” Alfred said, his smile widening at the glare I shot toward him.

“Sure,” I said. “She had a brainless, amoeba sort of charm about her.”

Kat barely stifled a giggle at the look that passed between Alfred and me. “Well,” she said, trying to maintain her composure, “I should really be going.”

“I’ll see you out,” I offered.

“That’s all right,” she said, “I’ve been here before.” And with that, Kathryn was gone, leaving me alone with the man I’d managed to avoid for the past two weeks. Alfred gave me a look that said he was clearly displeased with my treatment of Ms. Johnson.

“If you don’t like the woman, fine,” he said, “but you don’t have to be openly hostile.”

He seemed surprised when I replied, “I don’t want to argue,” and quietly left the room.

*****
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I entered my bedroom, and closed the door on the world. There was more than one reason I’d felt bad that day. I sat down at the small writing desk and picked up my journal. I kept a journal of my most unusual dreams, occasionally recording important events in my life, as well. It had been a year ago that my cat, Conan, had died. I closed my eyes and remembered a large, long-haired black cat, with a white belly, white paws, and a streak of what looked like white war paint smeared across his pink nose. I felt tears sting my eyes as I turned to the page in the journal I’d written last year.

“My cat died today. I believe there is a purpose in everything, but I fail to see the purpose in my cat dying. Conan was probably the best friend I had. He was certainly more loyal than most people I know. Now that I think of it, I don’t believe I have a picture of him. That’s ok. I’m not likely to forget him. I think he was poisoned. He got sick last night and died early this morning.

Why is everything I love taken from me? I’m afraid that I don’t love enough, that I don’t show enough of what I feel. But, just when I give up the fight, stop holding back my feelings ... they’re gone.

If it’s a man, he leaves. If it’s a friend, they turn on me. If it’s a pet ... he dies. The story of my life, I suppose. I am so close to loving Bradley the way that I should, the way that I need to ....”

Bradley was the name of the man I’d been involved with for three and a half years, who later turned out to be married. I continued to the next passage I’d written only three months before.

“The last time I gave myself over to that type of all consuming, accepting, understanding love, it all went to hell. I should have seen this coming. The first time that I was hurt this badly, I nearly lost my mind. Ever since then, once I’d mentally recovered, I’ve held back.

There is a part of myself I do not give. I give my compassion, my understanding, my protection, if need be. I give my time and my energy, but every time I give my trust ... my heart, something goes wrong.

Is it so wrong to love a friend like family? Is that why they abandon me or stab me in the back? Is it wicked of me to find some measure of peace in a strong embrace? I’m tired of withholding myself from the people I care about. I’m tired of living in fear of what will be taken next. It’s eight forty-five in the morning, I’ve been awake since four and now, I’ve just been to visit the grave of my cat, my companion for the past four years. I’ve got to eat lunch with some of my mother’s family in a few hours ... Fuck me.”

I put down the journal and dried my eyes. It was painful to remember, but reliving that memory seemed to help me. We cannot really begin to heal until we give ourselves permission to hurt. The first time I was hurt badly, that I’d briefly mentioned in my journal, brought to mind a face I thought had long been forgotten. I saw the face of Peter, the first man I’d ever loved. We’d been dating when I was attacked and like a trusting fool, I’d told him what had happened. His face that used to shine with love, became the first to cringe at the sight of me. I watched the hand I’d once held be the first to point a finger, and with a voice I’d committed to memory, call me “monster.”

I kept telling myself that I was not a monster. A man who could throw someone away so carelessly, he was the monster. Even knowing that, I still wondered what was wrong with me. I was tired of having to dilute myself in order to make other people feel safe. No one could handle knowing all of me. If only I could find someone who would understand. I have let go of people I wished I could keep. You can’t keep people, but you can hold on to the love you felt for them. All I’ve ever wanted is for someone to love me for me, not who they think I am, or who they want me to be. I know what it’s like to be turned away because it would be too difficult to love someone “different.” Men fear what they do not understand. I stood by and watched Peter marry another girl I’d known in school. She was ordinary, simple, easy, and I despised her for it. Looking at Marcy Johnson, the resemblance was uncanny.

However, I sympathized with Peter, as I later came to sympathize with his wife. Does it really matter if Peter was hers in the end, when he was mine first; when a part of him would always be mine, a part she was not capable of touching? At least Peter had been man enough to say goodbye. I would always love him for it. I didn’t really miss Bradley, for I saw him as he truly was before he left. I was glad to be rid of someone like him, it just ... hurt. My love and my trust had been abused by someone who was unworthy of them both. I found myself wondering if what I felt for Alfred was something more than friendship. “And,” I asked myself, “does it matter if Marcy has him, knowing it’s me he cares for?”

“Yes,” I answered out loud, “it does.”

The beautiful summer day had begun to turn as ugly as my mood. Through the doors to the balcony, dark clouds could be seen gathering. Technically, it was still spring, but when the temperature reached nearly eighty degrees every day, I called it summer. That’s the only thing about Florida I wasn’t fond of. I did not deal well with the heat. But, you can’t have everything, and living in the middle of nowhere, with almost no neighbors, I was probably surrounded by some of God’s best art work. As I walked out onto the balcony, surrounded by deep red roses, I marveled at the fact that there were people who did not believe in the existence of a higher power. I watched the storm clouds rumble and swirl, looking like a bruise mingling with the blue of the sky. I had the urge to get a blank canvas and some paint. Yes, God existed, and he was an artist. In my opinion, anyone who doubted that need only watch one sunset. Every day the countryside around me was painted with the same masterful hand in a slightly different portrait.

The first few rain drops began to fall around me, making the roses look like bobbing little red heads as the rain bounced from their petals. I closed my eyes, tilted back my head and let the rain wash away the bad memories. After a minute or two of the refreshing downpour, I stepped inside and made my way to the shower. The upstairs bathroom is huge. There’s an alcove in the corner that hides the walk-in shower with a wall made of large river rock. I shed my wet clothes, throwing them onto a mat so as not to damage the wood floor.

The shock of the hot water on my skin after the cool rain was surprisingly pleasant. I looked out the small octagon shaped window to my right, watching the rain slide down the glass. I needed to talk to my father. Talking to him always helped to put things in perspective. I dried off quickly, put on my robe, and began looking for my communicator.

My father was on planet Terra. He went back and forth as his job required and at the moment, it required him to be there. I sat down at the writing desk, making sure my robe was closed up to my chin. My father knew I wasn’t a saint, but there was no reason to look trashy. I pushed the red button on the small communicator and watched as my father’s image projected into midair before me. He was cooking French toast.

“Hey,” he said, dropping his spatula on the floor.

“Hey, Daddy. Do you have a minute?”

“Yeah,” he picked up the spatula, flinging it into the sink behind him. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you,” he added, sitting at the table so I could get a better look at him. Jacob Ellis Mercury was fifty-one years old, but he didn’t look it. The streak of white hair on the chin of his otherwise red beard was the only indication he was over thirty-five.

“What’s wrong?” he said, apparently getting a better look at me, too.

“Bad day.”

He smiled in a way that said he remembered exactly what my bad days normally consisted of. “Someone pissed you off, huh?”

“Yeah.” I laughed, feeling better already. “I’ll get over it. What did you need to talk to me about?”

“Barak.” He said the name as if he were referring to a cockroach.

“Why, what’s he done?”

“Remember the crap he gave you about equal rights?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, he’s asking for permission to speak before the council.”

“The Wizard Council?” I said, disbelieving Marco would go that far.

“That’s right. Won’t say what it’s all about, though.”

“He’d need a special escort even to be allowed back on the planet.”

We both paused, considering the situation. I spoke first. “Do you think he’ll get it? Permission to speak to the council?”

“I’m not sure, but if he does, I’m damn sure gonna know what he says.” He held up what looked like a small blue dragonfly.

“A bug?” I asked.

“In more than one sense of the word.” He smiled.

“Won’t that look odd, a blue dragonfly on the wall?”

“Not really. The woods around the Council Tower are enchanted. There’s all sorts of weird things in there. No one will notice a blue dragonfly.” He looked very pleased with himself and I had to admit it was a good idea. Neither of us was sure what it would mean if Marco spoke to the council about equal rights for werewolves. How would that change the job of The Hunters? Better yet, how would that change the lives of those people on Earth who were lycanthropes?

The President of the United States as well as other world leaders had all known of our existence for some time. But this, like so many other things, had been kept from the public. If the Wizard Council agreed to equal treatment of lycanthropes, other world leaders would be hard pressed to find a reason to disagree, at least on Terra. Earth was another story. There were remote places where The Hunters had not been allowed, letting the werewolf population run unchecked. Lycanthropes would still need to be governed by some laws that would not apply to ordinary people. But, as my father said, “That’s for people with more authority than you and me to decide.” He was right, and it would do no good to worry. It sometimes took months for the council to decide if they would even allow someone to speak, let alone side one way or another. Wizards did not get in a hurry.

Most of this world was shaped by wizards, though almost no one is aware of the fact. There have actually been many famous wizards on Earth. Only seven wizards are born every century, with most living close to one thousand years. Three of these seven will serve on the council for their lifetime, however long that might be. Council members are elected by the public. Only two wizards were ever known to refuse the office, until recently. Methuselah was the first, and everyone has heard of Merlin.

The most recent wizard to refuse the office was Alek Ambrose, whose name, roughly translated means, “the immortal protector of mankind.” Ambrose was famous for defeating the goblin army created by the dark wizard, Tavarius Maeryn, in his youth. It was a surprise when he turned down the appointment. To have such a powerful wizard remain neutral could be dangerous.

Julius Caesar was descended from wizards. Even Cleopatra was rumored to have been a sorceress. Science and the unexplainable have lived side by side as far back as recorded history. In the past, wizards played an important role in many cultures, before society developed a need for scientific explanations. Science has not yet been able to explain the power of wizards. It’s sort of like trying to explain how God created the heavens and the earth, people will always disagree. Some theorize that wizards derive their power from extreme psychic ability, others say it’s magic. However you want to look at it, wizards simply are what they are. People have always mistrusted someone different, instinctively fearing what they cannot rationally explain. In this case, however, their fears are not entirely unfounded.

One of the most truly evil wizards in our history, Ulric Weylin, was closely associated with Lionel Ferdinand, the creator of the lycanthropy virus. It was speculated that science would never find a cure for something the wizard likely had a hand in. There is no vaccine for black magic. All attempts at vaccination have only spread the virus further. Just like some people develop the flu from a shot, nearly everyone vaccinated contracted lycanthropy.

Much of the population of Terra has some psychic ability, or knows someone who does. Nothing extreme, just some flicker of ability. Because of this, their distrust has never extended to psychics, though on Earth, anyone calling themselves a psychic is pretty much a joke.

I felt better after talking things over with my father, but I was no closer to being able to clear my head. My mind was flooded with images of things not found even in the Kama Sutra. I knew my thoughts of Marco were completely inappropriate, but that didn’t stop me from thinking them. As much as he wanted to deny being an animal, when it came down to brass tacks, he was as alpha male as they came ... and that just turned me on. Maybe my attraction to power had something to do with being a woman. Or maybe, as much as I denied it, I was close enough to being an alpha female that he simply had that effect on me. Either way, I needed to do something to get Marco out of my head.

I love art, in all of its many forms. Drawing in particular has always been a great way for me to relax. Sometimes, if I can get my thoughts on paper, I can get them out of my head. Bearing that hope in mind, I collected my sketchbook from its shelf, along with the small bag where I kept my many assorted color pencils, turned on some music, and began to sketch.

The images that had plagued my mind for days began to take their erotic forms on the velum before me. In my mind, I pictured everything I’d seen of Marco that night, and everything I hadn’t. My darkest fantasies took the shape of sordid graphite images, Marco chained to the chair, tied naked and helpless in a dungeon somewhere, kneeling like a slave before me.

Of course, no one would ever see these except me, so I gave my imagination free reign over my hands. One picture consisted of nothing but his chest with my hands pressed against him. My hand worked as if it had a mind of its own. The more I sketched, the better I felt. I suppose it was like telling a counselor all of your problems, or talking to a really good friend. I just felt better getting these pictures out of my head.

As I stood up to stretch my legs, I decided it was time for a change in my musical accoutrement. I looked over my assorted CDs, stopping finally on a mix I had labeled, “favorites.” The first song that began to play was an oldie from the seventies. It was about a couple finally consummating their relationship and the rough, sexy voice of the singer did it for me. I had always liked the song, but something came over me that evening. I sat down, searching for a pencil that didn’t need sharpening. I had seen something I had to capture before the image was gone.

I began sketching frantically, trying to get on paper what I saw. My hand moved wildly over the page. As the image began to form, I saw a man, a handsome man whom I’d never seen before. His hair was somewhat wild, his eyebrows thick, and even though I drew in black and white, I knew he was blond. His eyes that I drew with a detail which had previously eluded me, were brown. I could not picture his body, just his face. He had a long almost aquiline nose that cast a slight shadow over his lips, which seemed to be pursed in thought. He had fine lines around his eyes and mouth, which gave some indication that he was at least middle aged.

I sat back and looked at the picture in amazement. It was not unusual for me to see things in my dreams, but something like this had never happened to me before. I wasn’t sure what to think, or what it might mean. But I knew eventually, this man would mean something to me. It was odd. I sat staring down at the face looking back at me, and I knew him, though I’d never met him. I don’t believe in past lives, and I’d never seen this face before in my dreams. I was at a loss.

By then, the hour was late, and I was very tired. I decided to put the drawings away, and think about it all another time. I looked over at the ornate iron clock hanging on my wall. It was two thirty in the morning. No wonder I was tired. I collected the many sketches and pencils that were scattered across the bed and placed them on my writing desk.

I slid between the silk sheets, staring at the sheer red hangings draped above my four poster bed. I didn’t like the idea of bed hangings that would completely obstruct my view so I had long pieces of sheer fabric loosely wrapped around the iron bars that connected above the bed. It gave the room a dramatic flair that I loved. The first time Kathryn had seen the room after I redecorated, she described it as “a romantic mix between Victorian elegance and a medieval dungeon.” I’d say her description was pretty accurate.

No matter how long I lay there, or how hard I tried to rest, the comforting arms of sleep would not embrace me. At about three o’clock, I gave up and decided to have a cup of tea. The air seemed cooler after the rain. I figured I would need to wear something more than my robe downstairs. I went to the chest of drawers and took out some black silk pajamas. My favorite color is purple, but no one could guess that from my wardrobe.

My room had been decorated in different shades of purple before the dramatic red. I was ready for a change. Kat said I was projecting the romance I wasn’t getting in my life onto my bedroom. She was probably right.

As I crossed the foyer I noticed the kitchen light was already on. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one having trouble sleeping. After walking out earlier that day when Alfred had so obviously wanted to argue, I was almost afraid to be alone with him. But, I’d be damned if I was going to be intimidated out of my own kitchen.

I found Alfred sitting at the table, reading one of my books of poetry and enjoying what smelled like English tea. A bowl of strawberries and cream sat on the table untouched. He didn’t notice me at first, which gave me the opportunity to appreciate how good he looked. He was wearing gold satin pajamas which went well with the caramel of his skin. I had worn black fuzzy slippers, but I noticed Alfred’s feet were bare. I’d never known Alfred to wear slippers, but watching him that night, the sight of his bare feet seemed more intimate somehow. His hair was tousled, looking as though he had tried to sleep, but the circles underneath his eyes told me he’d had about as much success with sleeping as I had.

He was either oblivious to the fact that someone else was in the room, or he was deliberately ignoring me. Since he was reading my poetry, I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. I sat across from him, noticing the slight smile that had begun to play across his lips. “This is quite good,” he said without looking up.

“You knew I was here?”

He looked at me then, with the same half smile as he said, “Of course. I just wondered how long you were planning to stand there watching me.” He sighed, placing the book on the table, his smile beginning to fade. “Can’t sleep?” he asked.

“No.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. Obviously telling him how Marco had haunted my thoughts was out of the question. I almost mentioned the other picture I’d drawn that night, the handsome man with kind eyes, but it seemed somehow wrong to discuss the drawing with Alfred.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked.

“Honestly? I’m not sure where to start.”

“You can’t keep pretending I’m not here, Lilith. I’m not stupid. You’ve been avoiding me for weeks now.”

“You didn’t exactly make yourself available either,” I accused.

“Why should I? Do you realize how many times I tried to speak to you and you didn’t even look at me?”

Ouch. Had I been that distant? I wasn’t ready to discuss my feelings with Alfred, but I hadn’t meant to be so cold. “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I’ve been dealing with ... some things. I never meant to take it out on you.”

He seemed to consider what I’d just said. “Would it help if you talked about it?”

“There are some things that I’m not sure I can say to you.”

“What about Kathryn?”

I laughed. “Kat’s solution to everything is for me to get enough of my brains screwed out that I can’t think straight enough to worry.”

He laughed softly and I realized I had never fully appreciated the deep subtle quality of Alfred’s voice. I think I might have blocked it out in an effort to protect myself. I was so afraid of falling, only to find there was nothing to catch me but the cold, hard ground. I leaned forward over the table, looking deeply into Alfred’s eyes. I could see he genuinely wanted to understand. I had an idea, but I wasn’t sure if it would work.

Chapter Five

“Do you remember the guy I was dating when I was attacked?” I asked, sliding back into my seat.

His eyebrows drew closer in concentration. “Peter?”

I nodded.

“Yes, I remember him. He was John’s son wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” I said my voice unable to hide the sorrow that even the mention of Peter caused. John had worked with my father, also, once upon a time. He was killed by a pack of werewolves only six months before my attack. I looked up into Alfred’s eyes and found them full of compassion. It was more than I could take. I moved into the seat closest to him, reached over and took his hand in mine.

“There are things that I never told you,” I began, “things that I never told anybody, even Kat.” I looked down at the hand I held between both of my own, lightly caressing the calluses on his knuckles. “There’s something I’d like to show you.”

“All right,” he said, as if unsure what his response should be.

Without waiting for further permission, I grasped Alfred’s hand tightly and forced myself to remember Peter. I saw him just as he had looked almost ten years ago. I remembered the way my heart fluttered to look at him, standing outside one summer afternoon. His light blond hair blowing in the breeze, his sky blue eyes sparkling with a joke that I couldn’t remember. I recalled how happy it made me just to be near him. Every time he smiled at me, the world seemed to be a better place. I loved him so deeply, so passionately, that it hurt to breathe. I took those strong emotions, those memories and I pushed them with my mind, through my hand and into Alfred.

The memory of the night Peter turned on me played itself out in my mind as if it were yesterday. At last, Alfred knew what it felt like to be called a monster. I let him feel my memory of being afraid that the world would end and I would have never known love. Then I remembered another face, one without fond memories attached. I let him see the girl Peter had married and how strongly she resembled Marcy Johnson. I remembered the way I had felt when I learned of Peter’s engagement. No one had the balls to tell me. I had to read it in the paper. It felt like someone had hit me. I remembered the picture of their smiling faces looking back, mocking me from page five of the local news. I knew they were dating. It had been five years since my attack when Peter got married. But seeing it there in plain black and white brought home more than ever that he would never be mine again. I took my rage, my unfulfilled need to cause someone else to hurt as badly as I did and flung it at Alfred.

I relived meeting Peter’s wife years later in a supermarket. She was wearing dark shades to cover her black eye. She knew who I was. We’d known each other in school. I spoke to her, determined to be the better person and never let her know how much I loathed her. She had taken my hasty greeting as a sign that I didn’t hate her, and poured her heart out to me.

There I stood, with the woman I had despised for years, crying on my shoulder because Peter abused her. I let Alfred feel how much I wanted to strangle her, and how glad I was that it was winter, and I’d worn gloves. I did not want to directly touch that woman. I wanted nothing more than to wrap my hands around her slender throat until I felt the bones crack, just for the satisfaction of hearing them crunch. Instead, I held her. I held her to me as if the world were ending, because to her, it was.

As we stood there, in the middle of the frozen food isle, I cried with her. As I held her I suddenly understood that she had no one else to turn to, not if she looked to me for comfort. If I was her idea of refuge, what must the storm be like? Though I wanted to do so, I could not turn her away.

Through my touch, Alfred knew what if felt like to fall in love again, against your better judgment, with a man that you knew deep down would only break your heart. He understood what it felt like to have someone not only fear your love, but run from it. I hurt so deeply that it was beyond my description. The disappointment I’d felt when Bradley had shown his true colors coursed through me, crashing into Alfred like the tide. It wouldn’t have hurt so much if he had at least spoken to me. I knew Bradley planned to leave. His plans were not a secret to me, but he thought they were. I had hoped that he would be man enough to tell me he was leaving. Coward. Through my memories, Alfred experienced my fear, my longing, and my hatred. What I felt was beyond words.

When Alfred’s face appeared in my mind, I broke the contact. After all, he didn’t need to know everything. We sat quietly for a moment, before he whispered, “Figlio di cagna, troia.” That’s Italian for son of a bitch.

“Exactly,” I said, wiping my eyes. I looked up at Alfred and realized he’d been crying. As red as his eyes were, he must have cried from the time that I’d first touched him until I broke the contact. I felt guilty. I wanted him to understand what I had been going through, but I’d never meant to hurt him.

“I’m sorry—”

“Don’t.” He wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his pajamas. “I asked. I wanted to know. I wondered what happened between you and Peter. I knew about Brad, but I had no idea.” He seemed at a loss for words.

“And I didn’t know how to even begin to explain it.”

He offered me a weak smile. “A picture’s worth a thousand words.”

“So you did see the memories, you didn’t just feel them?”

“I saw them ... and I felt them.” He reached out, covering my small hand with his. I was surprised that he would be willing touch me after what just happened. “I’m sorry, Lil. I’ve been an ass. I’ve deliberately provoked you. I saw who Peter’s wife looked like—”

“I don’t own you,” I interrupted, trying to sound casual.

“But, you could.” I looked down at my hand, still resting in his and realized that I was hearing his thoughts. I didn’t know what to say, or how he would feel if I were to respond to his thoughts. I was afraid to know what Alfred felt, but I didn’t want to break the contact. His hand felt so warm and comforting. I wanted to touch more of him. I wanted to run my hands over his satin pajamas, just to feel the warmth of his skin beneath. What I felt wasn’t sexual, I needed comfort. I let some of what I was feeling pass to Alfred.

“Don’t be afraid to touch me,” he said, more softly than I’d expected. He stretched out his arms to me, and I leaned into his embrace.

“I’m so confused,” I whispered.

“I know,” he said as he swept me onto his lap, wrapping me in his arms.

I rested my face against the side of his throat, feeling his pulse against my forehead. Alfred held me for a long time, speaking softly to me in Italian. His voice soothed the emotional storm that raged within me. For the first time in weeks, I found some measure of peace as he stroked my hair, whispering words of comfort, like a caress to my tormented mind. I couldn’t tell you a word he said, but I remember the way he made me feel. I drifted to sleep in Alfred’s strong embrace, knowing that I was not alone, and that this night I could rest, knowing that the arms that held me would also protect me.

I felt myself being lifted. Someone was carrying me, but where was I going? The last thing I remembered was Alfred holding me. Where was Alfred? I was startled awake by this thought. “Shh,” Alfred whispered. I sighed, appreciating for the first time how good he smelled. I breathed deeply, rubbing my face against the satin of his pajamas, wanting to commit his scent to memory.

Alfred shifted me in his arms and I heard him open my bedroom door. Had I been awake enough to think about it, being alone in my bedroom with Alfred would have made me nervous. But, I wasn’t awake. In fact, I was barely conscious when he laid me back against the silk covered pillows. I felt cold without him. As I opened my eyes, I realized that he was leaving. I reached out and caught his wrist just as he turned to go.

“Stay,” I whispered.

He looked over his shoulder at me, but he didn’t turn around. I saw the question in his eyes.

“I’m not asking you to climb through my balcony window, but please ... don’t go.”

He sat down beside me and caressed my cheek with the back of his hand. “So, you’re not asking me to climb through your window, huh?” He smiled. “It’s a damn good thing, too, cause I pulled my back again carrying you up the stairs.”

“Again?”

“I pulled it weeks ago, dragging that damned werewolf down to the incinerator.”

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at the pitiful look on his face while I slid between the sheets and patted the space beside me. “Come here.”

“Do I look like a teddy bear to you?” Alfred asked as he stretched his long legs out beside me. He held his arm out toward me and I snuggled up against his side.

“Maybe if you wear one of those little bow ties,” I teased.

“Me wear a bow tie?” He patted my head as he continued, “You poor thing you’re delirious.”

I giggled, snuggling closer into his embrace. It had been a long time since I’d slept with a man—and actually slept. I felt so small pressed against his side. I fit completely under his arm. My feet only reached to the middle of his shin, where I pinched his pajamas between my toes, enjoying the feel of the fabric on my bare feet.

“This feels good,” I mumbled, already drifting off again. I felt Alfred sigh as I rested my head against his chest. I fell asleep letting the steady rhythm of his heart soothe me like a lullaby.

*****
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I awoke to the safety of Alfred’s embrace, his body wrapped around me like a warm blanket pressed against my back. I turned to face him, careful to move only as much as necessary. With his arm still across my waist, I watched Alfred as he slept.

I lay there for the longest time, admiring his full lips and creamy caramel complexion, amazed that it had taken me so many years to notice how handsome he was. Soft rays of morning sunlight touched the top of his head, making his dark hair shine like polished obsidian. The urge to run my fingers through that thick dark hair was too difficult to resist. I snuggled closer to him, running my hand up the back of his neck and into the softness of his hair. I snickered at the thought of asking him what sort of conditioner he used. His long eyelashes fluttered slightly and I was soon looking into his sleepy dark eyes.

“You look rested,” he said.

“I slept surprisingly well.”

“Did you?” Alfred smiled his charming half smile as he ran his hand up my back. He looked puzzled for a moment. “Are you wearing a bra?”

“Yes.”

He looked even more confused. “To bed?”

I wrapped my arm more tightly around his waist meaning to slide him closer to me, but because of our significant difference in size, I slid closer to him. Smiling seductively I said, “I’m too well endowed to go without some kind of support.”

“Is that so? I hadn’t noticed,” he replied playfully as he ran his hand up underneath the back of my silk pajama top. He toyed with the clasp on my bra as he whispered softly, “Tu guardare bella in la mattina luce.” (You look beautiful in the morning light.)

“Grazie.”

I wasn’t sure what else to say, or how I should react, but I didn’t want him to stop. I leaned in to kiss him, wishing that I could spend the day in his arms while he whispered sweet Italian nothings in my ear. However, before our lips could touch, I heard an unusual clattering sound against my balcony window.

“Did you hear that?” I asked.

“Unfortunately.”

As the clattering sound grew louder, I realized someone was throwing rocks at my window.

“A bit early for Don Juan, don’t you think?” Alfred said irritably.

I crawled out of bed and flung the balcony doors open. Kat was standing beneath the roses, her hands filled with small pieces of gravel from the driveway.

“Psst, Lilith, are you there?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” I said, leaning over the railing where Kat could see me.

“I couldn’t get Alfred to answer the door—” She broke off suddenly. Her jaw dropped as Alfred walked up behind me and placed his hand on my shoulder.

“Everything all right?” he asked. Looking over the balcony he added, “Good morning, Kathryn.”

“G-good morning,” she stammered. An evil smile played across her features. “Well, no wonder you didn’t come to the door. You weren’t downstairs, were you?” Her wicked smile widened when Alfred didn’t bother to correct her line of thinking.

He turned to me with an evil smile of his own, “I’ll let you girls gossip. I’ve got work to do.” He pinched my butt as he added, “Zuccherino.” I couldn’t help laughing.

“You’re evil,” I said to Alfred, soft enough that only he could hear.

“Zook what?” Kat asked.

“Sugar pie,” I interpreted with a smile.

“Oh.” She yelled at Alfred before he could leave, “Hey, what makes you think I’m here to gossip?!”

“Because you are,” he yelled back on his way across the bedroom.

I looked back at Kat and she laughed. “Yeah, I am. You suppose I could come in now? I’m getting a crick in my neck.”

I stepped back into my black fuzzy slippers and went downstairs to meet Kat. When I opened the door I was greeted by the most mischievous grin I’d ever seen. It was like looking at the Cheshire cat on crack. “So, does it match the rest of him?” she asked, stepping into the foyer.

“Does what match the rest of him?”

“You know, he’s big, and tall—”

“Kat!”

“What?” she laughed. “It’s a perfectly natural thing to ask.”

“Oh, yeah? Good morning, Lilith. So, how big is Alfred’s dick? That sound normal to you?”

She burst out laughing. “That’s not exactly what I said, but I guess it’s close enough.”

We walked into the kitchen to find Alfred making coffee. Kat blushed to the roots of her hair. I’m sure she realized he had most likely overheard our conversation.

“Why don’t you ask him yourself?” I said, determined to get even for the interruption that morning.

“Ask me what?” Alfred said. He winked at me in a way that let me know he had heard every word we’d said in the foyer. I took a seat at the kitchen table, smirking at Kat’s obvious embarrassment.

She turned an almost tomato red as I blurted out, “Kat just wanted to know how big your dick is. You know, since you’re so ... big and tall.” I turned a smile to Alfred that would have made the devil proud, while I slid down in my chair so that I could reach him enough to run my bare foot up the front of his pjs, taking advantage of how near he stood.

“So, why don’t you tell her?” I purred seductively. “Is it as big as the rest of you?”

Alfred’s eyes sparkled with a mischief I’d never seen before as he said, “You can tell her yourself, I’ve got work to do.” He turned around and began pouring himself some coffee.

“So you’ve said, but I don’t see you going anywhere.”

“Watch closely then.” He picked up his coffee cup with a smile and left the room.

Kat sat down across from me, her embarrassment replaced by curiosity. “Well?” she persisted.

“What brings you here this early, Kat?”

“Oh, no. You’re not changing the subject. You’re going to explain what just happened here.”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? It didn’t look like nothing from the view I had.”

“Yeah, well, your view was blocked a bit by the roses.”

“Not blocked enough to miss him pinching your ass or calling you sugar pie, in Italian, no less. He was in your room, and it’s too damn early for business.”

“So what, it had to be pleasure?”

“Well wasn’t it?”

“No,” I said, laughing, “but it might have been if someone hadn’t started throwing rocks at my window.”

“Oops.” She laughed. “Seriously?”

“Yeah,” I said, getting two mugs out of the cabinet, “seriously.”

“Wait a minute. He spent the night with you?”

“Yes.”

“And nothing happened?”

“Depends on what you’d define as nothing.”

I took a sip of coffee and managed to burn my tongue. Kat raised her eyebrows as Alfred walked back in suddenly, going straight for the refrigerator. We got suspiciously quiet.

He looked at us briefly before commenting, “I see the subject hasn’t changed.” He walked around Kat, leaned over her shoulder and said, “You know, curiosity killed the cat.”

“Is that a threat?” she joked.

“No,” he said with a smile, “But a lady never asks, and a gentleman never tells.”

Kat seemed to regain some of her composure along with her wicked grin as she said, “Ok then, show me where I can find a lady and a gentleman, and I won’t ask them to tell me anything.”

I laughed at the look on Alfred’s face. “Well, you’ve got me there, Kat. But, Alfred really is a gentleman.”

“I thought those were extinct,” Kat said skeptically. “Shouldn’t he be on display somewhere?”

“Maybe,” I said as I imaged him “displayed” across my scarlet bed sheets. The honeyed bronze of his skin looked good against red. Alfred picked up the cream he’d taken from the fridge and left the room with a smile.

“You really didn’t—,” Kat began.

“No,” I interrupted.

“How disappointing. He’s not gay is he?”

“No!” I looked as scandalized as possible. “He really is a gentleman. Although, I might have changed that in a few more minutes.”

“Well, next time you plan to seduce someone before nine o’clock, leave me a message.”

“Don’t think I won’t,” I teased. “So, what brings you here?”

The smile faded from her face. “I just wanted to warn you to be expecting another visit from your new neighbor.”

“What?” I was horrified at the thought of having to endure that woman’s presence in my house again. “What for?”

“She stopped by my shop yesterday after I left here, wanted me to decorate for her party.”

“Party?” I felt nauseated.

“Yes, and you’re invited.” She giggled, doing a really good impression of Marcy Johnson.

“Why?” I asked, still hoping this was all a bad dream.

“She wants to get to know everybody. She’s invited half the town.”

“Great, more people to make me feel like a weirdo,” I said sarcastically. “I’m not going.” My mind was made up.

“Well, she was real keen to invite Alfred. Asked me all sorts of nosy questions.”

“Such as?”

“Like, if you two are a couple.”

“And what did you say?” I asked as I put down my cup. I’d lost my taste for coffee.

“I told her that I didn’t pry into your personal life, so I really wouldn’t know.”

“Good answer. It’s bullshit, but good answer.”

“So, what will you say when she stops by?”

“No, thank you.”

“What about Alfred?”

“I don’t own him,” I said. My blood boiled at the thoughts of Marcy even speaking to Alfred.

“No, but you could.” I was surprised to hear Alfred’s thoughts coming out of Kathryn’s mouth. “Don’t look so surprised.” She mistook the reason for my shocked expression. “The way he looks at you, it’s obvious how much he cares.” Was it obvious? I’d never noticed before.

“If he wants to go, I can’t stop him. He’s a grown man.” I tried to sound as if I didn’t care.

“Sure. You can stop a pack of werewolves from killing my ex-boyfriend, but you can’t stop one scientist from attending a party. That’s completely believable.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “You know, those silver blades are not your only weapons.”

I laughed. “That’s my line, remember? I told you about saying that to someone one time.”

“Yeah, you did, but I don’t think you took it to heart. It’s true, you know. All you have to do is say, ‘Alfred, don’t go’, and he won’t go.”

“Yes, and that’s exactly why I’m not going to say anything. It’s his decision. If he stayed here, I’d always wonder if he stayed because I’d asked him, or because he wanted to.”

“Wow. Too deep for me,” Kat said while she took a sip of coffee.

“When’s the party?” I asked, not able to change the subject yet.

“This Friday. You’ve got two days to think about it.”

I laughed bitterly as I said, “There is no thinking. I’m not going and that’s final.”

“What will you do then? I mean, if Alfred does go.”

“I’ll find something else to do.”

Kathryn’s wicked grin returned as she said, “As opposed to doing Alfred?”

“Oh, give it up.” I laughed. “If it happens, it happens, but I refuse to rush into anything.” My expression turned serious as I added, “Not again.”

*****
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I only had to wait until later that day for Marcy to stop by. I was outside pruning my roses when I saw her drive up. I watched as she reapplied lipstick to her thin lips and gave a quick fluff to her frizzy blond hair before ringing the doorbell. My pulse raced with the urge to crack her in the head with my garden shears. To say my mood was suddenly foul would be like saying that milk that expired last year was bad. Understatement didn’t begin to cover it.

Just as I was toying with the idea of walking in the house holding the garden shears, only to see the look on her face, of course, I had an unexpectedly pleasant surprise. Elijah Jasper was making his way up the front drive. He came to a stop just underneath the arch with the big white Queen Anne rose. As I walked over to his car, I was overcome by the sweet smell of the roses in full bloom. I stopped to take a deep breath, closing my eyes.

“Never miss an opportunity to smell the roses.” He said, smiling as he rolled down the window.

I walked over, propped on the car, and leaned in as I said, “They really shouldn’t allow cute cops out in public like this.” I smiled. “I have a weakness for bacon.” He had a genuine heartfelt laugh that did me good to hear. I felt my mood lighten as Elijah smiled up at me through the car window. “Would you step outside the vehicle please?” I said in my best cop imitation voice. He smiled, but didn’t ask questions. As Elijah got out of the car, I tossed the garden shears near the bottom of the roses and began removing my leather gloves. “So, what brings you out this way? Please tell me there haven’t been any more animal attacks?”

“No,” he said, glancing at his feet, seeming more nervous than he had a minute before. When he looked at me with those incredibly deep blue eyes, I couldn’t help but smile. The smile seemed to encourage him, but not enough to speak.

“What can I do for you Officer Jasper?”

“Please, call me Eli,” he said, his bright smile reaching his eyes. “You’ve heard about Marcy Johnson’s party, right?”

Well, that was a subject I hadn’t expected. “Yeah.” I was barely able to keep the full extent of my dislike for Marcy out of my voice.

“I assume you’re not going?” he said, making a face.

“You got that right.” I glanced at her car. “Would you arrest me if I ran my garden shears down the side of her car?” I asked, half serious.

“No.” Elijah laughed. “I can’t stand her.”

I looked back at him, obviously shocked. “Officer, are you contributing to my delinquency?” I joked.

“Maybe. So, if you’re not going to the party, what are you doing Friday night?”

I turned back to him. The fact that Elijah looked good in uniform was not lost on me. “Are you coming on to me ... Eli?”

He smiled at me in a way that no longer looked innocent and I wondered if I hadn’t underestimated him. “No. But, the thought had occurred to me.”

I smiled, despite my best efforts to control myself. There was something about Elijah and his blue eyes that just made me want to smile. The man was so damned cute, I couldn’t help myself. I looked back at the house and could see Marcy and Alfred talking through the kitchen window. From the bewildered look on his face, I had no doubt that she’d suckered him into going to her party. I sighed. Nope, I couldn’t make Alfred stay at home, but that didn’t mean that I had to sit around waiting on him either.

“What did you have in mind?”

“Honestly? I didn’t get past convincing you to put down the shears and step away from my window.” We both laughed. “Do you like sushi?”

“I love it,” I said, thinking that spending time with Elijah might not be so bad.

“I was thinking maybe dinner and a movie,” he said.

“The only problem with that is there’s nothing playing that I want to see,” I said. “I suppose we could always rent something.”

“Hey, why don’t I get take out, rent some movies and just come over here?” he suggested. “Unless you prefer to go out?”

“No. That sounds like fun. What time should I expect you?”

“When would you like me?” he asked playfully. Elijah was much better at this flirting thing than I’d given him credit for.

“I’d like you on time,” I said, not about to be outdone. “But, leave the handcuffs.”

He laughed. “Are you sure?”

“I never use restraints on a first date,” I said as I picked up my garden shears.

“How’s five o’clock sound? Without the handcuffs, of course.”

“All right.”

He got back in his car and smiled at me through the window. Yet again, his smile reached the deep blue of his eyes, causing them to twinkle in a way that was nothing short of adorable.

“I’ll see you then.” He winked.

I walked to the shed in the backyard, thinking to myself that two could play this game. From the self-satisfied smirk I’d seen Marcy wearing, I knew where Alfred would be Friday night. If he wasn’t man enough to turn her down, I saw no reason why I should refuse Elijah. Besides, with Elijah there were no mixed emotions, no confusing feelings to sort out. He was nice. He was cute, and seemed like he would be fun to spend some time with. He was also the only person other than my father who had never looked at me in fear. Even Alfred had been afraid the first time he saw my partial transformation. Not that I could blame him, but it meant something to me that Elijah had never looked at me that way. He knew who and what I was when we’d met, but he never looked at me as if I were any different than the girl next door.

I waited until I heard Marcy’s tires crunching on the gravel before I went inside. I walked past the sitting room and found Alfred waiting at the foot of the stairs. He looked as if he was preparing to go to war.

“Let me explain,” he began.

“There’s nothing to explain,” I cut in. Truth be told, I didn’t want to hear it. Childish perhaps, but true. “Like I said last night, I don’t own you. If you want to go then go, but I won’t be there.”

I tried to walk past him, but he stood in my way, using his considerable height to try to intimidate me. “And where will you be?” he asked.

“Will you be at her party Friday night?” I asked as blandly as possible.

“I said I would. I had no choice, she wouldn’t go away otherwise—”

“Then kick her ass out,” I interrupted again. “You worry too much what other people think.”

“So, I’m beginning to see,” he said coldly. With that, Alfred pushed past me and stormed off toward his downstairs bedroom.

“Damn it.” I shook my head at my own stupidity, went upstairs and got in the shower. I wondered how the day might have turned out differently if Kat had shown up only an hour later. I wasn’t angry with Kat. She had no way of knowing. I was angry with myself for letting the day’s events stop me from picking up with Alfred where we had left off that morning.

I rested my forehead against the cold stone of the shower wall. The fact that I could be touching Alfred’s warm skin at that very moment made it seem even colder. I couldn’t keep letting my fears push me away from him. So I’d been hurt. Who hasn’t? I couldn’t let my past stop me from ever having a future. Besides, I loved Alfred, in my own way. He’d been a friend of my family for years, and I cared for him. I kept telling myself that I should go downstairs and apologize. I stepped out of the shower, dried quickly, and snatched on my robe. For once, I was going to admit that I was wrong.

Chapter Six

I went downstairs and found Alfred asleep on the couch. My heart fluttered as I watched the even rhythm of his breathing, and wondered how I should wake him. “I’m sorry I was an asshole, would you like to come to bed with me?” didn’t seem quite adequate. How was it that a poet stood there at a loss for words? That was it. I’d wake him and say that I was at a loss to describe what I felt when I looked at him, but I knew I did not want to spend the night alone. I reached out to wake him, but before my hand touched his shoulder, he spoke. As he rolled away from me, still asleep, one word was clearly audible, “Marcy.”

The anger that I would have expected did not come. My knees felt weak and my chest hurt, but I had not misunderstood him. My senses were above and beyond what they should have been. I’d heard him correctly. I stumbled backward, feeling foolish. Here I was about to confess that I had feelings for him while he lay on my couch, dreaming of another woman. I backed out of the room quietly. I did not want Alfred to know I’d been there, no reason to add insult to injury.

That made up my mind, more than anything, to give Elijah a chance. It didn’t have to lead to anything serious. Elijah was a nice guy and that happened to be what I was in need of. I made my way to the kitchen where I took three sleeping pills. With my metabolism, it would take that many to keep me out for very long. I went back upstairs and stretched across the bed, waiting for sleep to claim me. I did not want to dream. Surely with as many pills as I’d taken I would be able to spend a few hours blissfully unconscious, without dreams of Alfred and Marcy to torment me.

*****
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I spent the next day either in my room or out on the balcony painting. I set up my easel that morning, angled toward a good view of the roses. As I painted, I asked myself what I was really worried about. Everything, like the roses, had a time and a season. At times, life seems so clear and then you wake up. The coffee that you were meant to smell is actually burning, and you’re late for an appointment.

As I mixed the colors to achieve the perfect blood red, I thought to myself that if love were a color, it would be red. This reminded me of the last poem I’d had published. I figured I was already feeling down, so why not read some sappy poetry and make things worse? That’s like listening to country music after a bad break up. You know it won’t help, but you really just want to wallow in things for a bit before moving on.

Self-pity is one of those qualities that we’d all like to get rid of, but at times you just can’t help but indulge yourself. Some people get depressed and live off of ice cream and chips for a week. I read lovey-dovey poetry and paint. What’s the point in being an artist if you can’t be a little morose from time to time? Besides, it was either throw my own pity party, or go downstairs and talk to Alfred. At that moment I would have rather typed invitations to a pity party than talk to Alfred about what I’d overheard the night before, let alone explain what I had been doing downstairs.

After putting aside my paint brush, I took the leather bound book of poetry from my shelf, I read:

The Color of Romance

Pink is a flirtatious someone for whose embrace you are willing to take a chance.

Lavender is a soothing person whom you’d like to know more of under a different circumstance.

Orange is a fire that you cannot put out, it makes you scream, from within and without.

Yellow is the golden hair of the one who got away. We know we’ll love them longer than just today.

But, we know we are done for when we see Red.

It inspires us to do more than take a chance.

It goes beyond entrancing us with a single glance.

Red is the color that passionate souls see when they dance, for red, my dear, is the color of romance.

I glanced at the brief author’s biography that accompanied the poem and realized that this was the volume Alfred had been reading a few nights ago. I could feel my cheeks burning as I read further, feeling pathetic to know that he had read:

“I’ve never really felt like I belonged anywhere. My passion burns within a fire beside which no one warms their hands. I am a sensitive soul, though most people don’t know it. I’m a hopeless romantic who hides my passion from most of the world. Poetry provides an audience to which I can bare my soul and not be taken advantage of. People don’t see how deep I truly am. They skip a stone across the surface, but never watch how far it sinks.”

I closed the book, and wondered what I must have sounded like to Alfred. As I replaced the thick volume on my shelf, I decided it didn’t matter. So I’m a bit melodramatic and I write poetry, who cares? After all, you can’t chop up werewolves every day. A girl’s got to have a hobby. Lately, it would seem that my hobby had been finding the biggest jerks around and becoming involved with them. Some days I felt like looking in the mirror to make sure that “jackasses welcome” wasn’t written across my forehead.

*****
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The one guy I felt fairly certain was not a jackass called at four o’clock the next day. “Sweet and sour pork, or kung pow chicken?” he asked when I answered the phone.

“Either one’s fine.”

“Good, cause I got both.”

Elijah and I talked while he stopped to get gas on his way to my house.

“Wait,” he said suddenly.

“What do you want?” I heard him ask.

There was a loud clattering noise that sounded like his cell phone hitting the ground. I stayed on the line, afraid to hang up, but not knowing what else to do. I heard a scuffle and two muffled voices arguing over where to put him. Elijah was being kidnapped! I felt helpless as I listened to them argue over whether or not he would suffocate in the trunk of their car. I listened intently, hoping Elijah’s attackers would be dumb enough to say where they were taking him. Just then, one of them noticed the phone. Elijah must have had me programmed in by name, because I heard the thug say, “It’s the monster hunter.”

I hung up and ran to my wardrobe. If they knew who I was, they were coming for me next. I had no intention of being unprepared. I slid into my leather cat-suit and began pulling on my many weapons. I wore my father’s long silver machete, which looked more like a short sword, in a sheath down my spine. Around my shoulders I wore a double holster. I’d had it custom made to fit three silver daggers on each side. This holster clipped onto a heavy belt that rode low on my hips, with a large silver buckle that had been sprayed black to avoid reflecting the light. Across each thigh, I wore an additional holster. Each carried a sharp silver blade. I’d left my rapier in the training room. Something told me I wouldn’t be fencing with these thugs.

As I placed my last two blades in sheathes along the inside of my knee-high boots, I heard a noise outside. From the upstairs window, I saw two men approach my front door. Damn Marcy and her stupid party. I needed Alfred and his high powered guns to back me up. It had not been a good day for me and it wasn’t about to be much better for these guys. They actually rang the doorbell. Since they’d had the balls to come to my front door, I answered it.

“Lilith Mercury?” the tallest one asked. He took in my weapons with a glance.

“That’s right. What can I do for you boys?”

“Come quietly,” the shorter guy made it a question. It earned him a sharp look from the tall one and gave me the opportunity I had hoped for.

I moved forward and delivered a flying knee to the crotch of the taller man. As he slumped forward, my elbow connected with the back of his skull with a sickening thud. The other man stood in stunned silence as I jump kicked him in the face and sent him flying into the azaleas near my front door. As I rummaged through their pockets for the keys to their car, something hit me in the back of the head so hard that I was lifted off the ground. The world became a dizzy nauseating swirl around me and I knew I was about to lose consciousness.

A man that I hadn’t seen when I took down the other two stood over me with an aluminum baseball bat. As I noticed bloody smears on the bat, my eyes began to lose focus. Even I couldn’t take a crack to the head with a baseball bat and not suffer. I’d live, but first, I was going to pass out.

*****
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When I came to, I was lying on the floor of a plain room. By plain I mean no furniture, no windows, nothing. The whole room, walls included, was covered in pale blue tiles. It was a room made for torture, easily cleaned. From the throbbing pains in the back of my head, I knew better than to try to move. I was still down, but I’d begun to heal. I looked to my left, careful not to turn my head, and saw Elijah. He was chained to the floor by his right ankle, not too far from the door. He must have seen me open my eyes.

“Lilith,” he spoke softly. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes,” I whispered, afraid that if I spoke any louder my head would explode.

“I was afraid they’d killed you. I’ve been watching to make sure you kept breathing.”

“How long have we been here?”

“Maybe an hour.”

“Give me till morning,” I groaned. “I’ll get us out of here.” With that, I passed out again.

When I awoke several hours later, my head still hurt, but it was bearable. I attempted to roll over and found that I was bound by both wrists to two long, thick chains that were bolted to the wall near the floor. I could move around, but not much.

It looked as if all they had taken from Elijah was his phone. They’d even left a pair of chopsticks in his pocket. I guessed they didn’t see him as a threat. On the other hand, they had not only taken all of my blades, but my shoes, as well.

“How do you feel?” Elijah asked.

“You mean other than being cracked in the head with a bat and chained to the floor?” I replied sarcastically.

“Yeah.” He smiled. “Other than that.”

“Great,” I said as I took a closer look at my restraints. “You know this goes against my principles, right?” I noticed the mortar was cracked around the edges of my right shackle where it connected to the wall.

“What does?” Elijah asked.

I held up one wrist as I teased, “I never use restraints on the first date.”

He smiled and in spite of our surroundings it brightened my mood. I pointed to the chopsticks in Elijah’s pocket. “Can you pass me those?”

“Sure.” He looked confused, but slid me the chopsticks.

“Any idea why we’re here?” I asked as I inspected the mortar more closely.

“No clue,” Elijah answered. “A guy comes in about every hour or so.”

“What does he do?”

“He just looks at us. Sometimes he checks your pulse, then leaves.” I couldn’t reach the crack in the mortar with my hands, so I put one of the chopsticks between my toes, stretched out and began to chip it loose.

“Can’t you just rip these out of the wall?” Elijah pointed at his shackle.

“Probably, but do you have any idea how much noise that would make?”

“Oh, hadn’t thought of that.”

A few minutes later the short guy that I’d kicked in the face walked in. I looked at him more closely this time. He was about my height with dark hair and pale skin. He appeared to be in good shape, with a sleek athletic build. The guy might have been nice looking if it weren’t for the two black eyes he was sporting and the fact that his nose was obviously broken. He approached me with caution despite the chains. Apparently he wasn’t as stupid as I’d thought.

“How’s your head?” he asked in a surprisingly deep voice.

“Why do you care?”

“I don’t.” At least he was honest.

“Then why ask?”

“Because I was told you need to be fully recovered,” he replied.

“For what, torture?”

“Couldn’t say, but I’m not going to get close enough to look for myself.”

I laughed, but not like I was amused. “Well, my head still hurts, so that gives you plenty of time to go screw yourself.”

He gave me a nasty sneer before he turned on his heel and left the room.

“Do you think that’s wise, pissing them off like that?” Elijah asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said as I stretched back out to chip away the mortar.

“Why?”

I stopped for a second and looked at Elijah. I had been about to say, “Because they’ll never see tomorrow anyway.” Instead, I went back to work on loosening the shackle. It took several hours to loosen the heavy bolts from the wall. The short dark haired man came back in, but this time he went for Elijah. A gun was clearly visible pressed against the small of his back as he walked toward him. Elijah shot a pleading glace my way, and I knew that I couldn’t allow him to be taken away from me. One look at the other man said he had nothing good in store for Elijah.

“It’s me you want.” I decided to provoke him.

He turned to me.

“Before they do whatever it is they have planned.” I licked my lips. “Don’t you wanna touch me?” I motioned toward my body suggestively. “You know you want me,” I purred seductively. “I’ve seen the way you look at me.” I winked at Elijah as I said, “We can make him watch.”

Elijah looked horrified as the man began to walk toward me, but there was no way to let him know what I had in mind. He knew what my job was. I only hoped seeing me do that job wouldn’t change the way he looked at me. There was no time to think of another way. Once the dark haired man was within range, I snatched the chain free with a roar, hitting him across the face and cutting his cheek badly. I hit him with the chain again as I swung it so that it wrapped around his neck. I yanked him toward me and slammed his face into the wall, several times.

“Where are the keys?” I asked as I pressed him face down into the floor, strangling him. He motioned to his belt. I snatched the keys from his belt and let them hit the floor. My feet were cold and it pissed me off.

“Where the fuck are my shoes?” I growled.

He rolled his eyes toward the door.

“In the next room?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Are there more than two of you?” I let up so he could speak.

“No,” he whispered.

“If you tell me the truth, you might be the one I leave alive,” I taunted.

“There’s four,” he said quickly. “Two across the hall, and one at the front door.”

“You lied to me.” I choked him harder. “What do you say?” I leaned in closer, as if waiting to hear an apology. “What’s that? You’re a cocksucker?”

I broke his neck.

“Yeah, I thought so.”

This is who I am. I’m hard, because my job requires it. Could you imagine a soft werewolf hunter? I’d get killed in a heartbeat. Talking trash helps me to cope with the things I have to do. I suppose you could say I psych myself up for what I know is coming.

I unlocked my chains and tossed the keys to Elijah. He looked stunned. I knew he had seen worse things, but he’d never watched me do any of those things before. I couldn’t bear for him to look at me that way.

“Don’t look,” I said. “Don’t look at me.”

I took the dark haired man’s gun and checked to be sure it was loaded.

“Wait here while I check out the room across the hall,” I said as I pressed Elijah back against the wall. To my relief, he didn’t withdraw from my touch. He still looked shocked, but nodded his agreement.

I listened at the door for a moment and distinctly heard two voices inside. I kicked the door in quickly as I shot one guy in the back of the head. Another rushed me, and I caught him in the chest three times. I found my shoes, but my blades were still missing. When I went back for Elijah, he seemed to have regained his composure. After all, he was a cop, and this wasn’t the first dead body he’d seen. It wasn’t even the first body he’d seen that I was responsible for, but it was the first time he’d ever seen me harm anyone. I couldn’t blame the poor guy for being shocked. He was no doubt wondering how he’d gone from kung pow chicken and old movies to watching me break some guy’s neck on a cold tile floor. Not the way he wanted to spend his weekend, I’m sure.

As best we could tell, there was no one else inside the small building. We snuck out the back and around the side without encountering anyone. I put my hand against Elijah’s chest and motioned around the corner. There was a guard standing there, I could smell him. The wind was blowing just right to carry the scent of his cologne to where we stood. The building must have been sound proof for him to have not come running when I’d shot the two men inside. One look at the surrounding woods told me we were in the middle of nowhere, but I was still afraid that someone might hear if I shot him. I passed the gun to Elijah and removed the shoe lace from my right boot. I moved slowly toward the unsuspecting guard, careful not to make a sound. Just as I looked around the corner, he turned away to light a cigarette, and I struck.

Before he knew what hit him, I’d strangled the guard and begun to drag his body out of sight. As I re-laced my boot, I looked up at Elijah. He was obviously trying to remain neutral about seeing me strangle someone. I knew a cop face when I saw one. It was one of those looks that said, “no matter what happens, I will not think about it now.” There would be plenty of time to have nightmares later.

I fished some car keys out of the guard’s pocket. “Let’s hope there’s a parking lot on the other side, because I don’t see anything in front,” I told Elijah.

He nodded and began to move down the wall toward the back of the building. We found more than cars waiting for us on the other side. Emerging from the woods all around was what could only be described as a pack of werewolves. There were at least thirty of them, not enough for a true pack, but what else do you call a bunch of werewolves? They were still in human form, but there was no mistaking the current of sex and violence that radiated from them. You could almost reach out and touch the scent of lycanthrope in the air. I let one of them take me by surprise and wrestle me face down to the ground.

“We’ve been given orders to detain you and your little boy toy at all costs,” a female voice said. “Not so tough without your weapons, are you?” the voice taunted, still out of my sight. Whoever she was, she wasn’t the one holding me, but she was close.

I turned toward Elijah, where he struggled against a choke hold from another female lycanthrope. There was no easy way out of this. I looked into his innocent blue eyes and knew that the only way to escape was to make the one person who’d never looked at me like a monster change his mind.

A pair of spiked vinyl boots appeared in front of my face. “I’ll never know what Marco sees in you,” the voice continued from directly above me.

As I laughed I heard my voice drop lower, into a deep and evil rumble before I replied, “Please, let me show you.”

The werewolf on my back was caught by surprise as I flung him off of me. My eyes began to burn, and I knew that they had turned to amber. The werewolf that I’d just dislodged from my back lunged at me. I threw an uppercut as razor sharp claws shot from my fingertips, catching him under the chin.

Pieces of his throat landed on the ground beside him as I ripped my nails across his wind pipe. I rode his body to the ground while I stabbed him through the ribs with the claws on my other hand. I rose slowly. Blood dripped from my hands as I looked into the face of the woman who’d taunted me. She might have been attractive had it not been for the look of complete hatred on her face.

She was taller than me and thin, with long, curly red hair that was beginning to frizz, thanks to the humidity. Although I thought it was creepy that Marco was dating someone who slightly resembled me, I noted with some satisfaction that my breasts were bigger. She had to be Marco’s girlfriend. There was no other explanation for that level of hatred in a woman I’d never met before.

“I can’t believe he named that goddamned club after you,” she spat.

Yep, she was Marco’s girlfriend. I sneered at her with nothing short of malice. I don’t know if it was some hidden feelings for Marco, or just the alpha female in me, but I wanted to hurt this woman. What she said about the club had only confirmed my suspicion. That would explain why I’d sensed so many werewolves that night. Marco owned club Red.

“You must feel special,” I said silkily.

She growled as her eyes turned wolf amber and I felt my blood boil. How dare she threaten me? I barely kept the growl from my voice as I said, “Come get it then ... Bitch.”

Just as I’d expected, she lost her temper and swung wild. I leaned into her as I covered my head and rammed my elbow into the underside of her biceps. She yelped like an injured dog as I grabbed her by the shoulders and tried to put my left knee through her side. A rage such as I’d never felt before broke over me. It was the rage that I’d held in over the past week, watching Marcy flirt with Alfred, imagining what he must have been dreaming when he’d called her name. For all I knew he had spent the night at her house last night, and now this bitch was going to get in my face about Marco? I should have screwed his brains out when I’d had the chance. Maybe then I would’ve at least gotten some sort of satisfaction. Oh, but I would have satisfaction, if I had to take it out of her hide. Enough was enough, and I’d more than reached my limit for bullshit and bitchy women.

I grabbed her by the hair and snatched violently to the right, knocking her into three other werewolves. A tall man with claws for hands ran toward me. I dropped to the ground and delivered a brutal heel palm to his left knee, shattering it so badly that the bone protruded from his jeans. He howled as he fell to the ground, where I broke his neck with a loud snap. The red headed she-wolf staggered to her feet and lunged at me. I caught her in the chest with my boot, just as hard as I possibly could. She coughed and blood dribbled down her chin as she fell back to the ground.

The woman who’d been strangling Elijah flung him at the ground with an eerie inhuman howl as she began to transform. In mid-transformation, her face suddenly exploded and she collapsed. It took me a minute to realize that Elijah, who was still armed, had shot her through the back of the head.

Marco’s disgruntled girlfriend struggled to her feet again. Her otherwise pretty face lost some of its appeal as she began to grow fangs. I decided that I wasn’t going to wait for her to come at me again as I charged forward and grabbed her by the hair so hard you could hear it tear loose from her scalp. Over and over again, I slammed her into the ground, picked her up by the hair, and slammed her again. Chunks of her frizzy red curls began to fall out in my monstrous hands. With each fall, I heard her bones break, like a wooden toy cracking beneath pressure. I could hear the howls of the werewolves around me, and gunfire echoed in my ears, but I kept slamming her, flinging her limp body like a filthy ragdoll. I dropped her to the ground, threw back my head and screamed. It was the same rage filled battle cry that I’d heard on the first full moon after my attack.

I grabbed her again and began throwing her at the crowd. I hurled her mercilessly into them, just to watch her bounce off again, and again. When at last I threw her down, she just lay there, broken, in a twisted heap. The crowd of werewolves had drawn back, whether they were afraid, or just shocked, I couldn’t tell. I straddled her waist, propped a clawed hand on either side of her head, and looked at the pack around me, some still in human form, others well into the change.

“I’ve got a message for you to deliver to Marco,” I growled threateningly. And without further ado, I broke her neck so hard her head spun around backward to face the crowd.

“Oh no, love, not Marco,” said a deep voice with a thick Australian accent.

Bade Garren stepped through the pack into the clearing. I growled low and menacing as I bared my teeth. Bade wasn’t exactly handsome, but he wasn’t unattractive either. He and Marco were like opposite sides of the same sadistic coin. He had shoulder length hair of the palest gold and a creamy white complexion. They were both muscular though Bade was perhaps an inch or two taller. To see them standing together was enough to conjure thoughts of hedonistic pleasures in the most faithful lover.

Bade Garren’s body was a masochist’s paradise. He had a flair for the dramatic and was into S&M, so his wardrobe was no surprise. Tight black vinyl pants clung to his muscular legs like a caress. He wore a flowing black satin jacket, held open to reveal the white perfection of his chest. Through one nipple a silver stud glinted in the fading light of dusk. Werewolves have an extreme allergy to silver. Direct exposure to the internal organs, such as being shot with a silver bullet, almost always results in death. The stud must have caused him constant pain and I’m sure that’s why he wore it.

I decided to play with him a bit if I could, to buy enough time to recover my strength. If I did not fight our way out, we would die in that clearing. Elijah was out of ammunition and I was outnumbered. Not to insult him, but Elijah was no match for a fully grown werewolf.

I retracted my claws as I rose to my feet, but my eyes were still blazing amber.

“Bade,” I purred, putting as much sex as possible into my voice. “I would have expected you to keep better company,” I said as I kicked the woman’s body at my feet.

“Think highly of me do you?” he asked. His sarcastic smirk added a charm that I would have liked to ignore.

I remembered how I had let my feelings flow to Alfred and wondered for a moment if it would be possible to do the same to Bade. I concentrated on what I wanted him to feel, what I wanted to be in my voice when I spoke again, and it felt as if a door opened in my mind. Something warm and hot flowed beneath my skin, giving me a fever that I had previously only felt behind my eyes when they turned. It was like flipping a switch in my head, but instead of turning on a light, I had turned on what could only be described as pure sex. I was unsure of this new “talent,” but I wasn’t going to waste my one chance of delaying Bade and whatever it was he had planned.

“I have never put you in the same category as Marco,” I said, and my voice no longer sounded like my own. It was deep, earthy and sensual, a bedroom voice in every sense of the word. Truthfully, I thought much worse of him. But, when I spoke, I was delighted to find that at least some of what I had intended was felt by the wolves around me. I heard a few who were closest to me, gasp in response to the sound of my voice.

I moved closer to Bade. No one tried to stop me. As I spoke, I felt my voice take on a hypnotic quality. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I whispered as my voice flowed over the crowd like silk.

Bade visibly jumped when I spoke, his eyes rolled and his lids fluttered slightly.

“How do you do that?” he said, breathlessly.

“I’m not doing anything ... yet.” I caressed his bare chest, leaving a bloody trail across his pale skin.

“Lying bitch.” He winced as I moved around his silver nipple piercing.

I bent over his chest. My lips hovered mere centimeters above his nipple as I breathed against his skin, “What reason would I have to lie?”

“What reason would you have to tell the truth?” he pointed out.

I bit down on his skin and tugged on the piercing, not enough to cause pain, just a little pinch. He threw his head back and cried out.

“Why have you brought me here?” I asked as I looked up into his pale blue eyes. His full pink lips parted as I bit harder, bringing a growl from his human throat that was frightening and out of place.

“I need a sample of your blood.” Bade placed his hands on my shoulders, his nails were beginning to form into claws and they bit into my flesh. I have a high tolerance for pain, and in small amounts I sometimes enjoy it. But this was a pain that I was not expecting and for a moment, my concentration wavered.

Bade looked down at me with my teeth attached to his nipple. The grin that spread across his angelic features was nothing short of evil.

“Clever,” he purred appreciatively. “But it won’t do you any good, love.”

Without waiting to see what would happen next, I bit down on the silver stud as hard as I could and ripped it from his flesh. He roared as he flung me away from his chest. His claws that were dug into my shoulders got stuck in the leather cat-suit and ripped it completely from my upper body. I was left with only ragged leather sleeves clinging to my arms.

Bade stormed toward me menacingly, his face contorted with furry as he stood above me. I spat the stud at him, with a bit of his nipple still attached. He backhanded me across the cheek and I thought my head would explode. I rolled to my stomach and tried to get to my feet, but he grabbed me around the hips, digging his claws into me again. I leapt into the air as I did a rolling dive at the ground. I felt the last of my suit being ripped from me, but it got stuck around my boots. The force of my forward jump had snatched Bade to the ground. He began climbing up my body as I struggled to free myself from the cat-suit stuck around my ankles.

It sounded as if a battle was raging in the distance behind me, but I couldn’t turn to see. By that time, Bade had me pressed to the ground with my arms above my head. Having super human strength has its advantages when your opponent is an ordinary man. But when faced with a male werewolf I was forcefully reminded that I am still a woman, and often times less strong.

I bucked forcefully under his weight, causing his body to bounce.

“Hold still,” he growled as he fought to reach his pocket while trying to hold my wrists with one hand. Having no desire to find out what was in Bade’s pocket, I kept bucking as hard as I could. The only real disadvantage of that was with each bounce his heavily muscled body knocked the breath out of me.

“You’re heavy,” I panted.

He laughed. The sound surprised me. In the midst of what was now clearly a battle, I had not expected to hear laughter.

“I’d say that’s the least of your worries, love,” he grunted, still struggling to hold me down.

Gunshots echoed through the woods and werewolves howled with a mixture of anger and fear. Alfred had come for me. There was no other explanation. I wondered what had become of Elijah, and the thought made me more desperate to escape. I began to jerk as violently as possible with my hands and feet restrained.

Just then someone snatched Bade from atop me. I glimpsed a dark hairy figure that could only have been a very large werewolf, and judging from its anatomy, it was male. There was something oddly familiar about the color of its hair, but before I could put the pieces together, I was cracked in the back of the head again, and again I was lifted from the ground by the blow.

“Son of a bitch,” I moaned as I rolled over to face the same bastard who’d nailed me with the bat the day before.

His self-satisfied sneer was too much to endure. Extending my claws once more, I snatched him off his feet. I meant to kill him before I passed out. My feet were still bound by the half of my cat-suit around my ankles, so I began to pull myself up his body, using my claws to gain leverage.

He started to change, but I was already strangling him. When he was almost unconscious, I rolled off him, grabbed the bat, and began whacking him in the forehead. The world swam around me and my head bobbed forward of its own accord as I growled, “How-do-you-like-that-you-son-of-a-bitch.”

Last I remember, his forehead was clearly dented. I looked up, and had only a second to realize that a very large boot was coming straight at my already battered head.

*****
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I awoke to find myself in unfamiliar surroundings. After blinking a few times, I realized I was lying on the sofa in Alfred’s lab. I tried to sit up. The pain in my head was instant and overwhelming, a cruel assault on what was left of my senses. I had a feeling of movement behind me and could only hope it was Alfred. After a few seconds of holding my breath, I began to sense his familiar presence. It was such a comfort that I nearly cried. For the first time in a few days, I was alone with someone whom I was not trying to kill, and they were not trying to kill me.

“Bade,” I rasped.

I found my voice barely audible and my throat dry. Alfred was instantly looking over me. He sat down beside me, placing a cool cloth over my forehead. I saw concern in his dark eyes. I also noticed for the first time the beginnings of crow’s feet, those delicate little bastards that start their walk across our faces somewhere between middle age and death. I thought about how often I made Alfred worry, and knew they were my fault.

“That bastard,” I tried again to speak.

“No kidding,” he said blandly.

“Will I live?”

“You’ve already begun to heal.” That was good news to me, but Alfred seemed angry. I didn’t understand. I’d been beaten worse before.

Chapter Seven

I slid my hand down the length of my thigh underneath the blanket that covered me and realized Alfred had found me naked in the woods with my pants around my ankles. Surely he didn’t think I would be this calm had I been raped? I thought I would ease his mind. I reached up to where his hand still rested lightly on my forehead.

“I’ll be ok,” I said.

He snatched his hand away and stood up.

“I’m sure you will,” he snapped.

That bastard! Ok, now I was pissed. I tried again to sit up and follow him. I stumbled over the edge of the sofa, my naked ass smacking the floor. The effect was somewhat less than the graceful ascent I had hoped for. I snatched the blanket around me and stalked toward Alfred’s rigidly set shoulders.

“What the crap is your problem?” I asked his back. “Hey, tall, dark, and asshole, I’m talking to you!”

No one else unraveled me like Alfred did. How dare he ignore me? “Prick,” I breathed as I turned away. Oh, that got a reaction.

“I’m a prick?” he yelled, making it a question.

“Yeah,” I answered, deliberately misunderstanding him.

He stomped furiously toward me. You could see small veins popping out on the side of his neck.

“I save your ass, your naked ass, and I’m the prick.” This time he stated it as if it were a fact that he wasn’t at all happy about.

I saw an angry fire dancing behind his eyes, and something else that I couldn’t name. If I could touch him again, maybe ... No. I had never tried to read Alfred, and now was not the time to start. I didn’t know what was up his ass, but I refused to invade his private thoughts. That was one of the reasons that I rarely touched him. I looked at Alfred then, his full mouth, and tousled hair. I gazed into his soulful brown eyes, eyes which blazed with the intensity of emotions that went beyond anger, and realized that I regretted not touching him.

“I saw your sketches while you were gone,” he blurted out.

“You went through my things?” I was shocked. I’d never expected this behavior from Alfred.

“I knocked it off of your table. But, once it was open, yes, I looked.”

I knew what he was mad about. There were at least a dozen sketches of Marco in that book, many of them nude. I suppose that finding nude drawings of the bad guy in your partner’s room would be enough to get anyone worked up. In my defense, I did not have carnal knowledge of Marco. They were purely from my imagination, and it was quite active.

He must have guessed by my reaction that I now understood the problem.

“You hunt the bad guys, Lilith. You don’t fuck them.”

My hand reacted to the accusation before I could think of what to say. The sound of slapping his face was shockingly loud. He didn’t even flinch. He just stared at me with the accusation now clear on his face. A small red right hand began to appear across the smooth olive skin of his left cheek. That had to sting, but Alfred didn’t let on.

I stood there, stunned, not knowing what to say. All the years I had known him, and I had only then realized how badly I wanted to touch this man. Even the smack of my hand across his face was exciting. I felt a flush creeping up my neck and abruptly turned my back on him. To my surprise, I realized that not only did I want to touch him, but I felt feverish at the thought. If he had seen me blush, I hoped he mistook it for embarrassment.

Alfred knew that I was rarely, if ever embarrassed, but we had never been in this situation before. Maybe he wouldn’t think about it too hard. For that matter, maybe I could stop thinking about it hard, if you know what I mean. I had been cracked in the head with a bat twice in as many days. I should not have been thinking about sex.

I started walking toward the stairs. I had to get out of there before I made a worse fool of myself. As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I realized that I’d never really thought of Alfred that way, even after we’d spent the night together.

I’d flirted with him in a joking way, it’s just my personality. But before that night, I’d never really thought of Alfred as a woman thinks of a man. I cared for him, and I’d certainly felt affection, but there was another word to describe what I’d felt only moments before, lust.

The fact that I now wanted to do things to Alfred that I couldn’t even articulate left me speechless. That was quite a novelty for me. I never knew when to shut up.

“Where are you going?”

I was halfway up the stairs.

“To bed,” I answered, trying not to reveal my thoughts.

“You can’t.”

“Excuse me?”

“Elijah is in your room.”

I’d forgotten about Elijah. I must have been hit harder than I’d thought. How awful of me to have not asked about him.

“Is he all right?”

“He will be. He has a slight concussion, and he’s pretty banged up, but he’ll live.”

“Why my bed?” I couldn’t resist asking.

“Because the man has a head injury and your bed is more comfortable.”

I couldn’t help but wonder if that was a sneaky way of getting me to spend the night with him, or just a wicked reminder that he knew how comfortable my bed was. Slowly, I walked back down the stairs, not because I was reluctant to return, but if I moved too quickly, I still felt very dizzy.

“Where should I sleep?” I asked wearily.

Alfred smiled with an expression I’d never seen him wear before, but it suited him somehow. It was the look of a man who knew exactly what he wanted.

“You can stay in my room,” he said with a flirtatious grin.

I stared at him blankly, waiting for more of an explanation. Finally, he looked back at me and said, “Don’t worry. I’ll be staying down here.”

I think I was actually upset more at the thoughts of him avoiding me than if he had deliberately planned to get me alone.

“What’s really bothering you, Alfred?” I sighed. “We can’t live like this. Whether we feel anything for each other or not, we still have to work with one another.”

He turned around and leaned back against his desk, crossing his arms in a gesture of obvious frustration. As he tried to find the right words, he began to run his fingers through his hair, which told me more than anything how frustrated he really was. It was a nervous gesture that I’d seen Alfred use for years when he and my father occasionally butted heads.

“It’s just that—” He took a deep breath and started over. “Before Kathryn came by ... I thought we had something.” He ran his fingers through his hair again as he said, “I felt something. I thought the feeling was mutual.”

It was. But, that’s not what I said. There was something I needed to know first. “I came downstairs that night. You were asleep on the couch.”

“Why didn’t you wake me?”

I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice as I answered, “I wouldn’t want to disturb your dreams.”

He looked confused. “My what?”

“Why were you on the couch anyway?” I pressed, ignoring his bewildered look.

“Wasn’t it obvious?!” He sounded irritated again. “I fell asleep waiting for you to come downstairs.”

It felt like someone had thrown cold water in my face. He had fallen asleep waiting for me. I felt like a fool. We had so obviously been on the same page that night. Why didn’t I wake him? That reminded me. “If you were waiting for me, then why were you calling Marcy’s name in your sleep?”

He looked thunderstruck. “I was having a nightmare!” Alfred looked as if something had just occurred to him. “What were you doing downstairs?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“The hell it doesn’t.” His next words were spoken more softly. “You came back for me, didn’t you? You came back for me, heard me say her name, and left.” He’d come to his own conclusion.

I just looked at him for a moment, my head beginning to pound again. “What would you have done?” I asked.

“I probably would have woke you up and had a fit, like I just did about the pictures, that you never explained, by the way.” His words were still accusatory, but the anger was gone from his voice.

“You know I’m not sleeping with him.”

“Yes, but you’re not sleeping with me either, and quite frankly, I’m jealous.”

“That I’m not sleeping with you?”

“That I’m not the one you think about when you’re alone at night.”

I must have looked as surprised as I felt.

“I’m not jealous that I’m not in your bed. I’m jealous because I’m not in your heart.”

Those softly spoken words melted me in ways the hot Florida sun never could.

“Marco isn’t in my heart,” I whispered as I moved closer to Alfred.

“Then where is he?” He added more softly, “Where am I?”

I decided to be honest. “I’m not sure where you are, but Marco’s not a part of the picture.”

“Not even in the background?”

He smiled as I ran my hands inside his coat, leaning into him.

“Not even the ugly brown paper on the back of the frame,” I said.

He cradled the back of my aching head in his hand and I went limp in his arms.

“Lilith,” he said. His voice sounded far away. “Lilith, you need to stay conscious. You’ve been hit too hard too many times.”

He pulled me more tightly against his chest, and I felt the blanket slide down my back. I had overexerted myself when I lost my temper. I was tough, but I wasn’t invincible. Maybe one day I’d get that through my gratefully thick skull. I felt my legs growing weaker and knew I couldn’t stand on my own. Unfortunately, when I get hit that hard in the head it seems to bring out the comedian in me. But, it wasn’t like Alfred hasn’t experienced my twisted humor before.

“What can I say?” I looked up into his eyes and smiled. “You make me weak in the knees.”

He laughed, but his eyes looked sad. “If you hadn’t been nearly bludgeoned to death, I might be able to take that seriously.”

“I haven’t been bludgeoned.”

He smiled kindly at my slurred words. “Yeah,” he said, “I think you have.”

“What should I do to stay awake?” This would have been the perfect opportunity to suggest something inappropriate, but because he is a gentleman, Alfred said, “You could start by letting me wash the blood out of your hair.”

“I’ve got blood in my hair?”

He nodded, still smiling at the confused look on my face.

“Is it mine?” I asked, horrified.

“Not all of it.”

I wrinkled my nose at the thought of spending the night with blood in my hair.

“But, I can’t stand up to take a shower.”

Yet again, this would have been the perfect opportunity to suggest something naughty. Alfred kissed my forehead as he said, “Let me help you.” Ah, perhaps there was hope for him yet. He leaned forward and pulled the blanket back around me. Alfred knew that I was far from modest, but I appreciated the gesture. He swept me gracefully into his arms and carried me toward the stairs.

“You’re in luck,” he teased, “My back just started feeling better.”

Alfred’s downstairs bedroom was the second largest in the house. It connected to another bathroom that, though not as big as mine, was quite nice. The bathroom also connected to a guest bedroom that was rarely, if ever used. I wondered why Alfred hadn’t put Elijah in the guest room, because I wasn’t buying that my bed was just more comfortable. Like the bathroom upstairs, this one also had a garden tub, but what it had that mine did not was Jacuzzi jets. Just the thought of all that warm water massaging against my aching body made me feel even weaker.

Alfred laid me across his bed, walked to the bathroom, and started running water in the tub. I liked Alfred’s room, though I rarely saw it. His room was decorated in shades of brown and cream, with the occasional dark chocolate or white appearing here and there. A large stone fireplace sat against one wall, it was connected by a central chimney to the smaller fireplace in my bedroom upstairs. The only thing that was missing was a bear skin rug. I tried to sit up, but found that the room spun in a way that was not at all pleasant.

I groaned.

“I know you’re not trying to get up,” Alfred’s voice scolded through the open door.

I lay back against the sheets, defeated.

“How come I could walk halfway up the stairs on my own, and now I can’t even lift my head?”

“Adrenaline,” he answered simply.

“Adrenaline?”

“Yes,” he said, walking back into the room to stand over me. “About how pissed off would you say that you were when you got up off the couch?”

I considered this for a moment and decided to accept his explanation.

“I was livid.”

“Come here,” he said soothingly as he swept me into his arms.

Alfred carried me into the bathroom, my long blanket dragging the floor like a cape. My head didn’t hurt as badly, but I seemed to be incapable of standing without support. He helped me to sit on the side of the tub before looking at me with a mischievous smile as he knelt before me.

“You’ll need to lose this,” he said, tugging gently on the blanket.

I braced myself against his shoulders and stood shakily, letting the blanket slide the length of my body to pool around my feet. I’m normally very self-conscious about my scars, but it wasn’t as if Alfred hadn’t seen them before. He had seen the vicious injury first hand and compared to that, the scars were nothing.

“Better?” I asked.

“Much,” he said, smiling.

I sat back down and slid my feet into the water, moaning as the heat soothed my aching calf muscles. Alfred wrapped his arms around me, holding me tightly against his chest, but careful not to touch my breasts.

“Do you think you could sit up long enough for me to get undressed?”

I tried to turn my head to look at him, but a sharp pain near my temple changed my mind.

“Undressed? You’re getting in with me?”

“How else do you expect me to wash your hair? You can’t sit up on your own. You’re barely conscious.”

He did have a point. I wasn’t entirely sure I could sit up long enough for him to get in. So, I decided not to argue.

“All right.” I slid slowly down into the water and propped my arms on the side of the tub, leaning my cheek against my forearm. It was the only way I could keep from sliding all the way under. I watched Alfred begin to unbutton his deep purple shirt that I’d only then noticed went every well with his olive skin. Never had I had such a craving for caramel and been so helpless to do anything about it.

“Are you going to watch?” he inquired softly.

“I can’t turn my head without getting dizzy,” I answered honestly, but with a smirk that I couldn’t seem to control.

He walked around behind me with a smile, and I heard his clothes fall to the floor. As I felt Alfred slide in the tub behind me, my heart beat faster, causing my head to throb. He reached around my ribs and pulled me back against him with a splash. Drifting in and out of consciousness, I took pleasure in the feel of his long fingers as they massaged their way through my short hair with an expert tenderness that I had not expected.

When the last of the blood had been washed away, I half turned in his arms, laying my face against his chest.

“I’m I clean?”

“Your hair is, but I’m afraid I can’t do anything about your mind.”

I laughed softly, careful not to move my head.

“I can barely move, Alfred. I think you can safely assume that I’m not going to molest you.”

“Some days, you take the fun out of living,” he teased as he ran his fingers through my wet hair and began to massage my scalp.

“Mmmm.”

“Stop, you’re turning me on.” I could hear the laughter in his voice and it made me smile.

As I looked into his handsome face, I realized that my eyes were beginning to lose focus. There was something that I wanted to tell him while I most likely would not be held accountable for whatever I might say.

I rested my cheek back against his chest as I said, “I had a dream about you.”

Alfred knew about my dream journal. I had mentioned to him before, though not in any great detail how most of my dreams had a way of coming true, whether literally, or symbolically, and I’d always been fascinated by dream interpretation. He was very still as I told him about the dream, especially the part where he went into the water, knowing that he would sink, but thought that wouldn’t be so terrible a fate, if he were only closer to me when he went under. Deciding not to skip the details, I also told him how I had seen myself through his eyes. I also let slip how I had told Kat about the dream and she said that it was only further proof that he wanted me. Her exact words were, “If he knew he had a chance you wouldn’t be able to beat him loose with a stick.”

He laughed at that last part. “She’s right. If I thought I had a snowball’s chance in Hell, I’d have been waiting outside your door the other night, instead of on the couch. Although, that might have been the most profoundly stupid thing I’ve done to gain a woman’s attention thus far.”

“There are so many reasons why I shouldn’t get involved with you,” I said.

“Name one.”

I couldn’t. Maybe it was the head injury, or maybe I just didn’t have a good enough reason to not notice how great he looked, wet and naked, and right in front of me. I was beginning to ramble and went on to say things that I probably shouldn’t have.

“I’m sorry that I never touch you,” I apologized sincerely, running my wet fingers through his hair.

“Why is that?” he asked softly.

“It’s not that I’ve never wanted to touch you,” I went on when I should have stopped. “I have very much wanted to know what it feels like to touch you. But I was afraid that if I knew, I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off.”

I felt slightly embarrassed by this confession, but only until I heard his response. “I would very much like to know what you taste like, but I’m afraid if I knew ... I might eat you alive.”

Damn, he was good. Where was this man three and a half years ago when I’d met Bradley? I was struck with a profound sense of loss as I realized, he was right here. The whole time I’d spent my love and my time on some jerk that didn’t deserve the effort, here was a nice man who seemed to genuinely care for me. Stupid is too mild of a word for what I had been.

Alfred cradled my head in his hand as he leaned in to kiss me. He paused, hovering above my lips for a few seconds. I think somehow both of us knew that with that contact, things would change. His lips were warm and tender as they brushed gently against mine. I heard myself sigh and leaned into his embrace. For the first time, I understood how much I had wanted, no needed for Alfred to hold me like this. My hands seemed to move of their own accord from his chest to his shoulders, pulling him closer to me. My arms had been the only thing keeping my bare breasts from touching him. With that obstacle removed I pressed myself against him, my nipples hardening against the roughness of the hair on his chest.

The kiss deepened, causing him to press slightly harder against the back of my head. I moaned, but not in the way he had expected, I’m sure.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, the pupils of his dark eyes dilated with desire.

I offered him a weak smile as I said, “Don’t take this as rejection, but I’ve got a headache.”

He laughed, a deep and knowledgeable sound that seemed a foreign thing coming from Alfred. It was the sort of laugh that says, “I know you want me.”

“Don’t worry,” he whispered as he kissed my lips more softly. “I’m not going to jump you.”

“You’re not?” I pulled back to see his reaction.

“No.” He smiled. “As long as I’ve waited, I’d prefer you to be up to the task.”

“How long have you waited?” I asked, more seriously than I’d intended.

“Too long,” he said, as he pulled my body against him, running his other hand down my spine. I ached with the need to press myself against him, to touch as much of him as possible. However, my head felt like it had a death metal band beating around inside it.

I groaned with disappointment as I slid back down, placing my cheek against his chest. Alfred held me tightly against him, cradling me as if I would disappear should he let go.

“I’ve got to get my mind on something else,” I mumbled, my face still pressed against him.

“Well,” he sighed, “you never told me your opinion of the dream.”

“My interpretation, you mean?”

“Mmhm.”

I thought about the dream for a moment, my brain seemed to be inside a heavy fog, but I remembered the important parts.

“Water,” I began, “is always symbolic of emotions. Like, if it were rain, then emotions would be pouring down on you. But in this case, they were nearly concealed, beneath the surface, coming up through the floor.”

I paused for a moment before continuing, “You were trying to find a light in the dark ... and these emotions, you were sinking in them, they overwhelmed you.”

I pulled back enough to see his face when I asked, “Do you really see me that way?”

Alfred gave me a smile that warmed me in places the hot water could never reach.

“I think you’re the only one who doesn’t,” he said.

His response surprised me.

“But ... I’m scarred,” I said.

He placed his hand against the side of my face, stroking my cheek with his thumb.

“Your most devastating scars are not worn on the outside,” he said.

Not knowing what to say, I lowered my eyes. Alfred put his hand underneath my chin, and turned me back to face him. “You are not a ruined beauty,” he whispered kindly. “I see the way you hide your scars. From everyone else, that’s fine, but not from me, you don’t need to hide from me. Every time you let me catch a glimpse I think you’re secretly trying to horrify me, to prove that you are a monster, because in your mind, you look like one.”

Alfred was right. All this time, I thought he was oblivious to what was going on around him, but I was wrong. He may have seen more of me than I did. Just when I thought we had finally changed to a subject that didn’t arouse me, he kissed me again.

“You meant to get my mind off sex, remember?”

He pressed his lips against my forehead in a gesture that made me feel pitiful and lost. “Don’t take this as rejection,” he teased, “but, maybe you should put some clothes on.”

I laughed. “You’re the only man who’s ever asked me to put clothes on.”

“Well,” he said, “you’re the only woman I’ve ever made that suggestion to.”

I splashed away from him to prop on the tub again as I said sarcastically, “Oh, I feel so special.”

“You should,” he said sternly, “I would have just molested anyone else.”

I snickered. “Don’t make me laugh, it hurts.”

“If I didn’t care so much about you, that’s not the only thing that would be hurting by now.”

That made me laugh before I could stop myself. “Alfred!” I scolded, cradling my aching head in my hands. “Are you trying to kill me?”

He laughed again, echoing that deep and seductive rumble that I’d noticed before as I propped my head against the tub again. He started to get out of the tub, smiled at me and said, “No peeking.”

“You’re kidding right? If I don’t get to touch, the least I can do is look.”

“You should have looked when you had the chance,” he teased.

“That’s not fair. I couldn’t see through the bubbles,” I protested.

He looked at me and crossed his arms with an expression that said it didn’t matter how much I argued the matter, he wasn’t putting on a show for me.

“Fine,” I sighed, closing my eyes.

I heard Alfred climbing out of the tub and after a few moments, couldn’t control my urge to look. I opened my eyes just in time to see him take his chocolate colored bathrobe and swing it around his shoulders. The view from the back was so good, I wished I’d opened my eyes in time to see the front. The lovely caramel of his skin glowed with moisture, causing the light to reflect off the perfectly formed muscles of his back. Alfred was in better shape than I had suspected. It was a shame what his clothes concealed. His legs were as nicely toned as his back, but it was his ass that I couldn’t keep my eyes off. Alfred had a beautiful ass. I smiled to myself as I observed the lovely muscular dimples flex near his hip as he half turned to tie his robe.

“What are you smiling at?” he asked, turning back to me.

“Nice ass,” I said, feeling some satisfaction when he blushed. “Any chance I could see the rest?”

“Not tonight.” He winked, as he retrieved a towel from the linen closet built into the wall. “You’re injured, remember?”

Making a conscious decision to be wicked, I reached out, trying to find the switch in my mind I had flipped when dealing with Bade earlier that evening. I felt the same warm rush through my body I’d felt before as I replied, “Give me till morning.”

He took a shaky breath before asking, “What the hell was that?”

“I’m not sure yet. Did you like it?”

Alfred smiled, looking unsure of how to proceed with the conversation. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

I smiled provocatively, relishing the opportunity to throw his own smartass remark back in his face. “If I were trying to seduce you, you wouldn’t have to ask.”

“Fair enough,” he said, placing a large black towel on the edge of the tub.

A rush of energy seemed to flow out of me as I let go of the seductive power I had tapped into. I felt weaker than before. Apparently it took effort to be a sexual deviant. Alfred helped me to stand while he wrapped the towel around my body. I felt cold without either Alfred or the hot water to keep me warm.

I shivered slightly as I stepped onto the fuzzy rug beside the tub.

“Would you like me to dry you?” Alfred asked.

“And have you get a cheap thrill from running your hands all over me? I don’t think so.”

“It wouldn’t be cheap,” he insisted. “Come on then,” he said, smiling, “I’ve got another solution.”

Alfred carried me back into the bedroom, removed my towel and spread it across the foot of his king size bed.

“This is your solution?” I asked skeptically. “Get me naked again?”

He laughed. “Just lie across the towel and shut up.”

“Ooo, I like it when you’re forceful,” I teased.

I crawled slowly onto the bed, my head still spinning, but improving slowly. I stretched out face down across the towel, resting my cheek against my hands. I heard Alfred rummaging around under the bathroom sink.

“What are you doing?” I asked, without turning to look.

“Ssh,” he said.

Well, I didn’t know where to put being told to shut up twice in under five minutes. So, I shut up. He came back a few minutes later with a blow dryer.

“You leave me no choice,” he said grimly as he looked for an outlet close by.

“Are you gonna blow me?” I joked.

He gave me a look that said in no uncertain terms I should stop while I was ahead.

“Sorry,” I said, still laughing. “I couldn’t help myself.”

“Try,” he replied, attempting to sound stern, but failing miserably due in part to the grin he couldn’t wipe off his face.

“How’s your head?” he asked as he turned on the dryer.

“Better, I think.”

I’m not sure if it was the warm air across my skin, or the soothing low hum of the dryer that relaxed me so drastically, but I was nearly asleep when Alfred said, “Want me to dry your hair?”

“Sure.” I stretched, catlike and rolled over.

Alfred sat cross legged on the bed, placing my head in his lap. I pulled the towel over me, more to hold in the warmth than to cover up. As he rubbed over the sore spot on the back of my skull I asked, “Did I get him?”

“The guy who hit you?”

“Yeah.”

“If you mean the guy lying beside you on the ground, whose face looked like hamburger, yeah, you got him.”

“Good,” I said nastily. “Bastard hit me twice in the same damn spot.”

“What happened to Bade’s nipple, by the way?” he asked.

I looked up at him without lifting my head. “You saw him?”

“Only briefly. He turned and ran just as I came into the clearing.” He added disappointedly, “Couldn’t get a clear shot.”

Alfred ran his fingers through my hair as he dried it, causing it to stand on end.

“So, what happened?” he pressed.

“I bit it off,” I said mater-of-factly.

“Hmm, I shouldn’t have asked,” he said.

“Why? Does it bother you? It was life and death, for crying out loud, I had to do something.”

“Oh, it’s not that,” he assured me.

“Then what is it?”

“Um, exactly how close to my nipples were you when we were in the tub?”

My laugh sounded soft and seductively throaty as I replied, “Honey, I was close to a lot of things. If I were you, nipples would be the least of my concern.”

“Planning to permanently injure me, were you?”

“Give me till morning,” I repeated darkly.

He settled back against the pillows and reached for me. As I cuddled up against him I couldn’t resist provoking him. “I thought you weren’t a teddy bear.”

“Don’t spread it around,” he said with a charming half smile.

“Alfred?”

“Yes.” He reached for the remote to the flat screen television mounted above the mantle over the fireplace.

“What if I die in my sleep?”

He looked at me like that was out of the question. “Well, aren’t you just a little ray of sunshine?” He smiled compassionately. “Don’t look so pitiful. I’m going to stay up for a while.” He kissed my forehead, holding his lips against me only a few seconds longer than was necessary. “Io volonta guardare sopra tu,” he whispered. (I will watch over you.)

“Mmmm,” I purred. “Keep talking.”

He smiled as I ran my hand inside his robe. “Do you think that’s wise?” he asked.

“Allow me something,” I half-heartedly complained as I began to rub over the hair on his chest. I ran my bare foot along his leg, appreciating how the soft hair felt against the smoothness of my skin.

“Do you always snuggle this good?” he asked playfully.

“Always,” I sighed as I drifted off to sleep, still rubbing his chest.

Chapter Eight

If I had dreams, I don’t recall, but I do remember feeling safe. I awoke the next morning, not wanting to open my eyes, afraid that the man wrapped around me might be only a dream. My eyes fluttered reluctantly open and I surveyed the comfortable décor of Alfred’s room. We had switched places somehow in the night, and I was now facing the bay window that overlooked the garden out back. There were inviting suede seats built into the wall underneath the window, covered with a variety of cream and chocolate colored pillows. The cabinet drawers built underneath the seats must have held something special. There was a tiny gold lock attached to one drawer. As lovely and inviting as the bay window was, it let in entirely too much light. This, I reasoned must be why Alfred had preferred thick bed curtains instead of the sheer fabric like I had upstairs.

As I looked up to find the rope to pull the bed curtains shut, I noticed how well the deep mahogany of his four poster bed blended with the room. Alfred had decorated the room all by himself, and the more I looked at it, the more I liked his choices. Of course, I couldn’t mention this to Kat. In her opinion, only gay men knew how to decorate properly. The rope was located on the left side of the bed, just out of my reach. As I stretched up to pull the cord, I noticed that not only was my towel long gone, but I was pressed against Alfred’s naked thigh.

His arm tightened around my ribs. I couldn’t reach the rope without waking him. Settling back against his warm body, I realized I didn’t want to wake him just yet. I reached behind me and ran my hand up his bare thigh. My pulse raced, but my head didn’t throb. That was always a good sign. His robe must have fallen open in the night, but he was still wearing it. As I lay there, I was suddenly very aware of how big Alfred was. My small body fit completely in the curve of his. I could feel his chin propped against the top of my head, and my feet where he was spooned against me, only reached to his shin. I felt so small and helpless as I understood he could have taken advantage of me any time he wanted to the night before, but he didn’t. He really was a gentleman. Bearing that in mind, I decided he deserved a reward. I lifted his arm from around my waist and rolled toward him. His robe still managed to carefully conceal the part I was most interested in. Placing my leg over his, I began to run my hand up his inner thigh.

“Your hands are cold,” he said, with his eyes still closed.

I jumped all over, like a kid caught with their hand in the cookie jar.

Alfred laughed as he moved my hand from his thigh and held it against his chest.

“I know you weren’t thinking of molesting me in my sleep.” His smile let me know he wouldn’t mind if I did.

“Of course not,” I lied, trying to look innocent.

“How’s your head?”

“Better, it’s stopped throbbing.”

He rolled me quickly onto my back as he said, “Well, that’s the only thing that has.”

“Alfred?” I said, grabbing a handful of his beautiful behind.

“Hmm?” he said, as he kissed along the side of my neck.

“What about Elijah?”

He snorted with laughter as he replied, “Little peckerwood’s lucky I didn’t throw him in the dungeon.”

“You’re horrible,” I teased, but my heart wasn’t in it.

“Don’t be so quick to judge,” he whispered against my ear, his voice filled with so many lustful promises.

When I would have expected unbridled desire, Alfred kissed me so softly that it took my breath away. Never have I been kissed in such a way. There is no delicate way of saying that every muscle between my thighs jumped in response to that soft kiss. I have never been so instantly aroused in my life. As I tried to deepen the kiss, Alfred whispered, “lento giu.” (Slow down.) But, I didn’t want to slow down. I wanted it fast, and I wanted it now. I moaned as Alfred pressed against me, our bodies only separated by his robe.

Then we heard what was unmistakably a knock at the front door. The cathedral ceiling in the foyer caused it to echo down the hall. As Alfred moved to kiss me again, I knew he was planning to ignore it. But the next knock was louder and Alfred rolled off of me as he growled, “Vaffanculo.” (Screw it.)

He pounced back over me with a malicious grin as he said, “Brace yourself.”

“For what?” I laughed.

“I’m going to kill Kathryn.” And with that he dashed out of the room toward the front door.

“Alfred, wait,” I yelled as I grabbed his spare honey colored robe from the bathroom.

By the time I caught up with him, he was already standing with the door open, staring menacingly at Kathryn. I tried to skid to a halt, but I was running too fast. Alfred barely moved when I slammed into his very solid back.

“Good morning, Kathryn, how good of you to stop by,” he said in a tone that clearly contradicted his genteel greeting.

I slapped his ass and whispered, “Behave yourself.”

He smiled at me over his shoulder and strutted angrily off to the kitchen with a muttered, “I was hungry anyway.”

As I watched him walk away, barefoot and naked except for the chocolate colored robe, I knew exactly what I wanted for breakfast. But, I would have to settle for French toast. Kat gave an appreciative whistle as I turned back to greet her.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me he looked that good in a bathrobe?” Her tone said she’d been royally gypped.

“I didn’t know,” I answered honestly.

She noticed the faint bruise across my cheek where Bade had hit me and reached out to touch my face.

“Anything kinky?”

“Unfortunately, no.”

Kat looked at me more closely and said, “Shit, I did it again, didn’t I?”

“It’s all right, Kat,” I said, putting my arm around her shoulder and leading her to the kitchen. “I forgot to leave you a message.”

Alfred had already begun to fix French toast when we sat down at the table.

“Smells good in here,” Kat commented.

“Yeah, well the only thing good about the French is their toast,” Alfred replied irritably.

Just then, Elijah came staggering in wearing my black velvet robe with the red silk trim. He had a cut above one eyebrow, a black eye, a cut lip, and a bruise in the middle of his forehead. He walked over and turned my face from side to side. The bruise that Bade had left looked more like a bit of dirt smeared across my cheek. There was another faint bruise just below the hairline on my forehead where I’d gotten kicked in the face. Everything else was nearly healed.

“You look like shit,” I said to Elijah.

“And you don’t,” he said, like it wasn’t fair.

“Gees, what happened to you people?” Kat asked.

“A whole goddamned pack of werewolves,” Elijah said wearily.

I was pleased to see that Elijah, thus far wasn’t treating me any differently, but when he noticed Alfred, he went pale.

“I’ll be right back,” he said and left the room.

Kat gave me a questioning look. I shrugged in response, but decided to follow him.

“Elijah,” I put my hand on his shoulder and he winched. “Sorry.”

“It’s all right,” he said, turning around.

“Look, I know you saw me do some things last night that—”

“It’s not you,” he cut in.

“Then what’s wrong?”

“What you did was necessary. Life or death, you know?”

“Yeah,” I agreed hesitantly.

“But him?” He motioned toward the kitchen. “He enjoyed it.”

“What do you mean?”

“When he got to you and saw the condition you were in, he went berserk.” Elijah looked horrified with the memory. “They were already running away. He shot them in the back,” his voice shook, “he shot their legs out from under them and shot them in the head.”

I didn’t know what to say. I honestly hadn’t expected Alfred to be the one he thought of as a monster.

“He killed them all,” he said softly. “All except the blond and another that was in wolf form. They ran away before he got within range.”

I still couldn’t speak. No one but my father had ever reacted so violently to me being injured. I reached out to try to comfort Elijah, but he stopped me.

“That’s not all,” he said. “Within thirty minutes, he’d piled the bodies up and doused them in gasoline.”

My eyes grew wider. “So what, he lit a match and torched thirty werewolves?”

“No, he lit a cigar, took a few puffs and tossed it on them.”

Wow, I was impressed. I’d never known Alfred could be so ruthless. It was a turn on to know the hands that had gently washed my hair the night before could have just as easily torn me apart. I can’t explain it, but knowing that Alfred would go to such lengths to protect me, just flat did it for me.

One look at Elijah said he didn’t share my appreciation for Alfred’s brutality.

“We can talk about it later.” I took Elijah by the hand, suddenly realizing I’d left Kat alone with Alfred.

Upon entering the kitchen it appeared, to my relief, that all they’d done was make coffee. No one had been injured. Elijah looked calmer now, but he sat beside me, avoiding the chair closest to Alfred.

Alfred handed me some coffee in my favorite mug, made just the way I liked it, Kalua coffee with vanilla cream. I used to take it bitter and strong, but over the years my taste in coffee, like my taste in men, had changed. Now I wanted it with a little more sugar.

Kat got up and began pouring her own coffee as she said, “So, you guys got the shit beat out of you.” She indicated Elijah and me, before sitting back down. “What about you, Alfred?”

“Sono allupato,” he replied. (I’m horny.)

I giggled and nearly choked on my coffee. Kat looked at me, but I wasn’t about to interpret what he’d just said.

“I know sarcasm when I hear it, even if I don’t understand the language.” She chucked a piece of toast at Alfred. He ducked it with a laugh, but Elijah, who was now standing near the fridge, wasn’t as fortunate. Elijah reached up and peeled the toast from his forehead as Kat began to laugh so hard she could no longer breathe, and Alfred propped on the counter for support. I tried to maintain my composure for Elijah’s sake, but it was difficult. Kat and Alfred sounded like a pack of hyenas.

“How’s your toast?” I snickered.

“Would you like fries with that?” Alfred asked, gasping for breath.

Elijah laughed as he wiped his forehead. “You know, I don’t know what is wrong with you guys, but I’m sure it’s hard to pronounce.”

“Nothing serious, I’m afraid we’re just assholes,” Alfred answered as he put some fruit on the table.

Kat, who had laughed until her neatly applied mascara was running, picked this opportunity to snort.

“Would you like some coffee?” I asked, my eyes watering with the effort it took to not burst out laughing.

“No thanks,” he said with a smile, “I’m afraid to know where that might end up.”

I laughed then until I couldn’t breathe. After the events of the night before, I think it did us all good, even Elijah seemed less on edge. We all sat down and had breakfast together like civilized people. That is if you ignored the occasional giggle when someone took a bite of toast.

After a few minutes Alfred no longer had a murderous gleam in his eye when he looked at Kathryn, and Elijah didn’t seem to notice that I was wearing Alfred’s robe. Everything was going fairly well until Elijah asked, “How did you know where to find us?”

Alfred looked at me and asked, “You remember a tall fellow with rusty colored hair?”

“Yes.” It was the tall man at the door, the one I’d kneed in the crotch.

Alfred went on, “Well, apparently he’d forgotten something. By the time he returned, I was here.”

Well, that eased my mind about where Alfred had spent the night.

“He just told you where we were?” Elijah asked skeptically.

“No,” Alfred said, pouring more coffee, “took me till the next day to get it out of him.”

“And where could I find this individual to question him further?” Elijah inquired.

“You couldn’t.”

With these words, Kat nearly choked on a strawberry and Elijah turned a sickly shade of green.

“Did he say why they took us?” I seemed the only one capable of speech.

“All he knew was they needed a sample of your blood.”

“Are you sure?” Elijah asked. “He could have been lying.”

“Oh, I’m sure.” Alfred smiled darkly, clearly enjoying Elijah’s squeamish reaction.

“Damn. That’s all that we know, too,” I said.

“I imagine it’s got something to do with what Marco mentioned, about trying to recreate your DNA,” Alfred said to me.

“Well, we’ll never know now will we? Especially, if you keep killing off all the witnesses.” Elijah stood and walked to the door.

Alfred went on as if he hadn’t spoken, “I’m afraid they’ll be sorely disappointed. You were exposed to the disease, but your body managed to fight it. Not everyone exposed will contract the disease, but you absorbed it, mutated it to make you stronger. The odds of that ever happening again are slim to none.”

“Gee, I feel so special,” I said mockingly.

“I’d best be going,” Elijah said from the door.

I looked to Kat and Alfred. “Will you two behave while I see Elijah out?”

They both gave me blank expressions that I’m sure were an attempt at innocence.

“I’ll be right back.” It sounded like a threat, even to my own ears.

I put my hand on Elijah’s elbow, careful not to touch his shoulder and walked with him upstairs.

“Will you be all right?” I asked as we reached my bedroom.

“I think so,” he said, offering me a feeble attempt at his usual smile.

When the smile didn’t reach his eyes, I thought I would cry. The sparkle in Elijah’s blue eyes was gone, and it was my fault. I had corrupted him.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said gently. “It’s not that bad.”

But, as he slid my robe from his surprisingly well muscled shoulders, I gasped to see how bad it was. He handed me the robe and walked to the bed where his shirt had been discarded. He’d worn his jeans underneath the robe, but I got a clear view of his upper body. His back was covered in cuts and bruises, many a deep heinous looking purple. The shoulder that I’d touched earlier looked as if someone had tried to tear it from the socket.

I walked toward Elijah and turned him to face me before he could button his deep blue shirt. I noticed with a trace of regret, how well it matched his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly as I touched his left cheek, the one spot on his face that wasn’t bruised.

“It’s not your fault,” he said, placing his hand over mine.

“Have you been...?”

“Contaminated?”

I nodded.

“No. Alfred was sure to check for that.”

I ran my hands inside his shirt and gently placed them around his waist, careful to not touch any of the terrible bruises.

“I’m sorry,” I repeated, laying my head against the shoulder that hadn’t been abused so cruelly. I didn’t know what else to do. I suppose it has something to do with being empathic. When I see someone hurting, I want to help. I always had. That sometimes made my job very difficult. As long as I could justify my actions in my mind, I’d be all right. Like Elijah had said earlier, if it was life and death. But this conflicted strongly with the animal in me that seemed to enjoy the violence. Fortunately, the beast was only aroused by sex or violence, and standing there with Elijah, there was cause for neither.

All I wanted to do was to take him in my arms and make it go away. With all that was in me, I wanted to comfort Elijah. He rested his unbruised cheek against my face and sighed. With that sigh, I felt the tension begin to leave his body, and where my hands touched his bare waist, began to flow into me. I couldn’t take his memories, but I could take some of his pain, his shock, things that I was used to dealing with. I held Elijah to me and did my best to ease his burden.

“I feel better,” he said softly. “How did you do that?”

I pulled back slightly. “I don’t know. That’s only the second time it’s ever happened.”

The first time had been when I rescued Kat’s now ex-boyfriend from werewolves. Kat had not been injured, but she’d seen the whole thing. I did not leave one of them alive. Her boyfriend was unconscious, but as I turned around, the blood of the last werewolf dripping from my sword, I saw Kathryn. She was huddled up, rocking back and forth, her eyes wide with shock and terror. As I looked down at my blood covered hands, I had never been so ashamed of what I was. I approached Kat, her bloody avenger, and dropped to my knees before her.

She gasped and leapt back when I extended my bloody hand to her. She told me later that when she looked in my eyes, she knew I wouldn’t hurt her. Kat fell into my arms, and nearly knocked me to the ground, crying hysterically. My only thought was that if I could ease this woman’s suffering, I would. I wanted to chase away the haunted look in her eyes and return her to whatever she was before. As I sat there, rocking her back and forth, I felt a peace flow from my body into hers. Gradually, she stopped shaking and looked at me with the eyes of the Kathryn I know today.

“Thank you,” Elijah said as he kissed me gently, so as not to further injure his busted lip.

It was a show of gratitude, not a sexual overture, and I accepted it with a smile. I walked Elijah to the front door, said goodbye, and returned to the kitchen.

To my surprise, I found Kat and Alfred deeply engrossed in a conversation about decorating. Somewhere during this discussion, Alfred had retrieved his communicator that he then pointed at me without warning and said, “Smile.”

I was blinded by the flash.

“What the hell?”

“I’ve got a report to make, and Jacob will want to know that you’re all right.”

“Couldn’t you just tell him?”

Alfred gave me a look that clearly said how stupid my question was. “You know he’ll want proof.”

“You’re right.” I sighed. “But how are you going to explain this?” I indicated the robe. “He’s seen you in this robe before.”

Alfred winked as he left the room. “That’s why I only got a head shot.”

“Damn, that man is sexy,” Kat said after Alfred was out of ear shot. “Well?” she asked expectantly.

“I still don’t know, Kat.”

She pretended to pout.

“Oh, I almost forgot, Ms. Wilson came by the shop yesterday.”

I had known Ms. Wilson all of my life. She was a little gray haired old lady who lived in town and made it her business to know everyone else’s business.

Kat passed me an envelope while doing a fair impression of Ms. Wilson. “I’m having my annual spring tea party, and I would mail this, but that Italian she’s living with probably wouldn’t give it to her. So, would you be so kind as to pass along this invitation? I know what that man thinks of me, but in the South, we do still have manners.”

I snickered at Kat’s impression as I read the invitation. There was a lovely watercolor picture on the front of the card of an antique looking teapot with cute little lumps of sugar in a dish beside it.

“You know, I have to agree with Ms. Wilson on this one, Alfred really wouldn’t give it to me. That’s the problem,” I said provocatively, “he never has a chance to give it to me.”

Kat laughed as she continued, “She said to be sure and invite a friend, and you’re my friend. So, will you come?”

I laid the card back on the table. “I never miss it, but Alfred would rather be shot.”

Kat giggled. “You’ll just have to bring someone else.”

“I know just the person.”

“Your buddy at the University?”

“Yep.”

Dr. Richard Stacey had been my friend longer than Kathryn. I’d stopped one of his colleagues from killing him when the other guy wolfed out at a club one night. I have a knack for meeting people that way. Dr. Stacey was about five-foot-nine with gentle blue gray eyes and prematurely gray hair. He was one of the most genuinely nice people I had ever known, and he was a sucker for stuff like this. If the poor guy couldn’t come up with an honest reason not to go, he wouldn’t try to lie. Oh yes, I knew the friend I would be bringing.

“What exactly does he do again?” Kat asked.

“He’s got a degree in chemistry, physics, and a number of other things that make my head hurt.”

She laughed at my response.

“But, he teaches science and geology,” I finished.

“Sounds fascinating.” Kat rolled her eyes. “Be sure to wear something nice, I’m going to take pictures.”

“Okay, but why?”

“Alfred thought it would add a bit of ‘southern charm’ to my shop if I had some nice big pictures of the tea party to display.”

“Alfred thought?” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice.

“Yes, Alfred thought.”

I gave her a questioning look.

“I had to find a subject that didn’t piss him off.” She laughed. “You know, he’s actually got good taste for a straight guy.”

After Kat left, I decided to see what was taking Alfred so long with the report. As I walked into his room, he was just signing off on his communicator and I ducked quickly back out of the room.

“It’s all right,” he called. “Jacob had already logged off.”

I walked over to where Alfred sat at a larger version of my writing desk, flung the robe dramatically back from my thighs, and straddled his lap.

“It’s not that I’m ashamed of you honey,” I purred sweetly, “I just wouldn’t want to give my father the wrong impression.”

“Like us sleeping together?” He smiled. “Yeah, that would be totally misleading.”

“So, did Kathryn give you the invitation to the tea party?”

“Yes, she did.” I ran my fingers playfully through his already tousled hair.

“And who are you taking?” He asked, smiling. “You know I can’t stand that old woman.”

“Yeah, I know how you feel about Ms. Wilson. I was thinking of asking Richard Stacey.”

Alfred, for reasons beyond my comprehension, rarely missed an opportunity to either make fun of, or generally harass Richard Stacey. Needless to say, there was no love lost between these guys. They didn’t exactly hate each other, but they weren’t friends either.

“So, you’re taking Dick Stacey with you, eh?” he teased.

“Must you call him that?” I tried to pretend it wasn’t funny.

“Yeah,” Alfred’s voice took on a more wicked tone as he added, “He looks like a dick to me.”

I sighed as I leaned in to rub my cheek against his. “Yes, and Elijah’s a peckerwood.”

“Don’t make me sound so terrible.”

“Oh, you don’t need my help,” I said as I bit gently along his bottom lip. “Richard’s thought you were an asshole for years, and now poor Elijah thinks you’re a complete sociopath.”

He laughed, but the smile faded quickly from his face.

“What?”

“I’ve got something to tell you that ... well, you’re not going to want to hear.”

“You hate my guts and you’re leaving me for Marcy?”

Alfred laughed so hard he nearly dislodged me from my perch on his lap.

“God, no,” he gasped. “Please, get your mind on something else, this is serious.”

“Okay, fine. What has my father cooked up now?”

“How did you know?”

“You know better than to ask me that question. How many years have I known this man?”

I watched as the smile faded from Alfred’s eyes and knew it was something serious, even before he spoke. “The council has granted Marco Barak a hearing.”

“What?”

“That’s not all,” he cut in. “Jacob thinks we should stage a protest. Not that it will do any good, but he’s got about a hundred Hunters who are willing to show up outside the Council Tower.”

“I wondered how he was planning on getting close enough to get that damn bug of his in the building.”

“He told you about that, too, huh?”

“Of course, daddy’s little girl, don’t you know.”

Alfred smiled weakly. “And he wants me to be there,” he finished.

I felt my heart leap unpleasantly. “When’s the hearing?”

“In three months.”

“That’s not so bad.”

“He wants me to leave now,” Alfred interrupted. “Apparently, there’s a lot of planning to be done, and he wants me to be there.”

I sighed disappointedly as I rested my forehead against Alfred’s shoulder. There was no refusing my father once he had his mind made up. I also knew Alfred well enough to know he wouldn’t love me and leave me so quickly, so sex was out of the question. That didn’t make sense to me, but it’s the way things were. No use wasting the time we had together arguing over it.

“Does the transporter in the lab still work? It hasn’t been used in a while,” I said.

“Yeah, it works, unfortunately.”

“So, when will you leave?”

Alfred looked into my eyes as he answered quietly, “Tomorrow.”

I spent the night with Alfred again, but this time we moved to my room. I wanted his scent on my sheets. Perhaps the smell of his cologne on my pillow would help to ease the empty feeling I had at the thoughts of being without him. Neither of us spoke much that night. We seemed to share a mutual need to just be close. It wasn’t as if I was expecting to never see him again. I knew Alfred would come back. I just didn’t want him to leave. Not then, not when I’d begun to attach myself to him so completely.

I held him to me as if there would be no tomorrow. Part of me was angry with my father for asking him to go. But, I reasoned that since they used to be partners, he trusted Alfred. People in power don’t always have someone to trust. It was a compliment to be asked, really. As I lay there, pressed as tightly against Alfred’s side as I could get, I felt him brush the hair back from my forehead and place his lips against me so gently that I knew he thought I was asleep. It took everything I had not to cry.

*****
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The morning came too soon. I followed Alfred quietly down the stairs to the lab. The transporter in the far corner looked like nothing more than a circle of white tiles set into the floor. However, each tile represented other transporters and their locations, both on Earth and Terra.

Alfred pressed the tile that would take him directly to my father’s office as I watched forlornly. He stepped forward, pulled me against him, and kissed me softly. I closed my eyes and savored the way his lips felt against mine. There were many nights ahead when I would have only that memory to keep me warm.

“I’ll see you soon,” he whispered against my lips.

Alfred stepped back into the circle, and in an instant, he was gone.

By the time I got back upstairs, Kat was at the door. As I opened the door, I felt tears beginning to burn the backs of my eyes, but I fought it. The only problem was a real friend knows when something’s wrong, just by looking at you.

“What’s wrong?” Kat asked, stepping toward me.

The compassion on her face was too much. I tried unsuccessfully to cover up the trail of involuntary tears with the sleeve of my robe.

“Do you realize that I’ve cried more in the past five months than I have in the past five years?” I sniffed.

“Where’s Alfred?” she asked, looking around.

“Come in, I’ll explain,” I said, still attempting to dry my eyes.

Kat made coffee while I went over what had happened.

“I don’t understand something,” Kat began, “If there’s a president, then what purpose does the council serve?”

“The wizards on the council are advisors to the president. He’s voted on every twenty years, and represents the entire population. A being of any race can be elected president.”

“What about the wizards? How long do they stay on the council?”

“They serve on the council for life.”

“Wow. Ever have them fight over it?”

“The council seats?”

“Yeah,” she said, looking for some cream. “I mean, those guys live for forever, that’s got to be a big deal, right?”

“Oh yeah. That’s what the last wizard war was about.”

“But I thought you guys had only had one war,” Kat looked confused.

“No, one world war, there have been many wizard wars—”

“But only one war that managed to piss off everybody,” she finished for me.

“Pretty much.”

“So, what happened last time?”

I got up to look for some fruit. With my metabolism, if I didn’t eat soon, I’d get sick, even if I didn’t feel like eating at the moment. “You really want to hear all this crap?”

“Sure,” Kat said, looking genuinely interested. “It’s not every day you get to hear stuff like this. I mean, normally, you have to buy a good sci-fi or fantasy book to get this level of bullshit.”

I laughed. “It’s not bullshit.”

“So, what happened?” she prompted.

“Well, this dark wizard, Tavarius Maeryn, wanted the recently vacated seat on the council. He never really had a chance. I mean, everyone knew he was evil. They had someone else in mind to recommend for the position, but it was never said who.”

“If they decided on someone, do they just automatically get in?” Kat interrupted.

“No, it’s put to a vote. If the president or the people have an objection to the opinion of the council, then majority rules. At least two of the three have to agree. Like if the council wanted somebody that the president was against, the vote of the people would decide.”

“What happened then?”

“So, Maeryn goes out and conjures himself an army of goblins,” I said offhandedly while I looked for some cream to go with my strawberries.

“He conjured goblins?”

“Cursed a bunch of elves, actually. The point is, this entire army was defeated by a young wizard named Alek Ambrose. He was only twenty years old at the time. Everyone was really impressed.”

“They offered him the seat, right?”

“Oh sure, but he turned it down. Said he hadn’t fought Maeryn for the seat, that he’d simply done the right thing.”

“Sounds very noble and all, but is he for real?”

“I guess so. He sort of dropped out of sight after that. No one’s heard anything from him in the last forty years.”

Kat took a sip of coffee with trembling hands before asking, “So, you’ve got wizards, elves, and goblins running around and you never thought to mention it?”

I laughed a little as I answered, “Sorry, Kat. I just didn’t think it was that big of a deal. Besides, you knew about the wizards.”

She looked at me like that was the dumbest thing I’d ever said.

“Are these creatures on Earth?”

“Not anymore. There were some different races years ago that lived here, but most have died out long ago. Once in a while, you get the stray monster, sent out by some dark wizard, or two bit conjuror. But the last wizard war was forty years ago, and there hasn’t been a goblin seen since.”

“Well, that’s a comfort,” Kat said sarcastically. “You know, after seeing real live werewolves, I shouldn’t be surprised at anything.”

“After I was nearly eaten by one, neither was I,” I said darkly.

Chapter Nine

As I sat on the balcony that evening, I looked out across the woods toward the sunset, and found comfort in its beauty. Dusk had always been my favorite time of day. The stress of the day was behind, with the promise of a warm summer’s night ahead. The breeze flowed over my skin like a caress and I sighed, remembering the way Alfred’s fingers had brushed the hair back from my face just as gently.

I breathed deeply as I thought to myself there was poetry somewhere in that memory. I took out my pin and paper and wrote:

Fingers in My Hair

The wind brushes softly past my face and I am reminded of your touch.

The soft caress of gentle hands that I've come to love so much.

Your fingers run through my hair, chasing away my worries, brushing past my cares.

The wagging tongues of the world grow still when you touch me.

So, I stand here in the wind and let it blow the hair back from my face, quietly remembering a touch that my mind cannot erase.

I let it brush away my worries and blow away my cares, just as your fingers used to do, when you ran them through my hair.

Putting down my pin, I looked up at the moon. It was half full, peeking from the clouds like a large, silvery eye. I had always heard that “the crazies” come out on a full moon. The truth is, they are always out, some of them are just more dangerous on a full moon.

I walked to the edge of the balcony and nearly fell backward when I looked over the roses. Marco was standing under the balcony, looking up expectantly.

“Little pig, little pig,” he began.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That won’t get you anywhere. Besides, I waxed my chin.”

He laughed then, too, and the sound sent shivers up my spine.

“What are you doing here, Marco?”

“I wanted to talk to you.”

“Why?”

“Can’t I come in?” he asked. The deep and sexy rumble of his voice did things to me that I couldn’t describe.

“No, you can’t.”

“Don’t you trust me, Red?” he asked, pretending to be offended.

“No, I don’t,” I answered, but I couldn’t stop the smile.

“But you like me.” It wasn’t a question.

“I could have you killed for standing here.”

“But you won’t.”

Marco knew I wouldn’t kill him, not that night, not for just standing there. He stepped back slightly, and I got a better look at one of the sexiest men I’d ever seen. I’ve never seen anyone look so good in a pair of jeans. They weren’t tight, but they fit well enough that you knew what you were looking at, and I felt guilty for looking. Alfred hadn’t been gone a day, and there I was ogling Marco, again.

“No,” I said after a long pause. “I won’t have you killed, but I don’t feel like conversation tonight either.”

“Well, I didn’t feel like conversation when you cuffed me to the chair.”

A smile curved my lips as I purred silkily, “Well, I don’t feel like sex either.”

The smile he gave me was nothing short of charming, as he responded, “You know where to find me.”

“Yes.” Unfortunately, I did, which made it more tempting to seek him out, I thought with a smile as I watched Marco disappear into the woods.

After closing the balcony doors and pulling the sheer red curtains, I found my bed to look more inviting than it had earlier. I was physically, mentally, and emotionally spent. I let the robe that I’d worn all day, fall to the floor as I crawled between the sheets, still wearing my black lace bra and panties. Taking hold of the pillow Alfred had slept on the night before, I snuggled it against me, breathed deeply, and fell asleep.

*****
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I awoke the next morning to a beautiful day and it pissed me off. Whatever happened to good old rainy days? I rolled over and noticed the blue light flashing on my communicator. Alfred had been gone one whole day and I had a message. This could be good, or this could be bad. I held my breath and pressed the button. The images of Alfred and my father appeared as they began to sing happy birthday to me. I had actually forgotten my own birthday. About the time that I was thinking how stupid I was, Alfred smiled and said, “We know you probably forgot it. Don’t feel bad, just do something fun.”

My dad waved at me and said, “Happy Birthday, baby.”

The message was over, the hologram faded, but I was left with a smile. I knew Kat would want to do something and I had a plan. But first, I needed to ask Richard about the tea party, it was only two days away.

I put on a pair of comfortable old jeans, tan flip flops, and a soft, brown t-shirt that complemented my hazel eyes. Taking my keys from the table, I opened the door to find a package waiting for me. It was a golden showers rose with a card from my mother. I sat it just inside the door with a smile. It would make a nice addition to my garden.

The University was about an hour away. When I arrived, I was halfway to Richard’s office before I realized I had no idea how to approach the topic. I didn’t want him to know he was being suckered. I knocked on the door and watched through the small window as Richard jumped, sending rock samples flying. He looked up and smiled. When Richard opened the door, I had no trouble returning the smile as I hugged him affectionately.

I liked Richard. He was one of those people that you never had to wonder where you stood with. If he liked you, you knew it, likewise if he didn’t. There was no guesswork with Richard. Not to simplify him, he was just genuine. Richard was also the only straight man that I could spend the day with without being propositioned.

“Need help with your rocks?” I asked sarcastically.

“Yeah.” He laughed.

I crouched down and began replacing the rocks on the chart, pausing to run my thumb over a piece of polished obsidian. It reminded me of the way Alfred’s hair looked in the early morning sun.

“You okay?” Richard asked.

“Yeah,” I answered, snapping out of my daydream. “I’m fine.”

“So, what brings you to this God forsaken place?” Obviously Richard was not the happiest of employees. But, he loved teaching, so he stayed, despite tremendous piles of bullshit. Sometimes I thought I should get him a shovel for Christmas instead of a card.

“Actually I need a favor,” I mentioned tentatively.

“Don’t think I’ll do any old thing just because it’s your birthday,” he teased.

“You remembered.” I beamed. “Good, then will you come to Ms. Wilson’s tea party with me?” I blurted out.

“Ms. Wilson? That nosy old woman who asked me my life’s history last year? You’re kidding right?”

I pretended to pout and Richard thumped me in the head.

“Stop it,” he said, but he was smiling.

“Pleeease?”

“What’s the matter, Alfred doesn’t do tea parties?” he asked bitterly.

“Alfred’s out of town,” I said, not making eye contact. When Richard actually paid attention, he was pretty perceptive. I didn’t want him to get a good look at my disappointment when I mentioned Alfred’s whereabouts.

“Oh,” he said, as if that changed things. “Then I guess I’m your only choice,” he said, the bitterness returning to his voice.

“No, Richard.” I looked back up as I asked, “What’s wrong with you?” He was never like this. Richard Stacey was absolutely the most mild-mannered person that I knew. Of course, in the years we’d known each other, I think I’d begun to wear off on him a little.

He sighed resignedly. “It’s nothing. I’ll go with you. When is it anyway?”

I passed him the invitation, but I wasn’t dropping the other subject. “What’s going on?” I persisted.

“Just more political bullshit. Your buddy’s come up with another reason to berate and embarrass me.” Richard referred to anyone he hated as my buddy. The truth of the matter was I didn’t like any of the people he worked with either, but I didn’t have to live with them, so to speak. I didn’t even ask which “buddy” he was referring to. It was no secret that the dean of the science department hated Richard. For reasons that went beyond my comprehension, he was constantly trying to find excuses to have Richard dismissed.

Of course these reasons were always completely ludicrous. The last I heard he was trying to have him fired for not checking his mail “in a timely fashion.” Apparently leaving Science and Society magazines in your mailbox was a violation. I believe he had worded it as, “not performing your academic duty.”

“Any chance we could turn them all into werewolves so you could kill them off for me?” he asked jokingly.

“No.” I laughed. “Besides, that may all change soon.”

“Really?”

I proceeded to catch Richard up on recent events. Since he was a scientist, as well as an attack victim, he had an interest in the subject. He was very fortunate to have not been scratched. The werewolf in question had flung a chair at him. It broke his nose, but at least he hadn’t been attacked with claws and teeth. His colleague, Dr. David Kane was a newly turned werewolf and wasn’t aware that losing his temper could bring on the change. Fortunately, no one was hurt and only the bartender and Richard saw what had happened. Dr. Kane had since learned to control his temper as well as the change.

“So, things could change then for David, too?” Richard asked about the possibility of werewolves being legally recognized.

“It could, but there’s bound to be a lot of prejudice. I doubt he would want anyone knowing what he is.”

“That’s true. Wouldn’t want werewolves teaching the next generation, now would we?” he asked sarcastically.

“Even if he wasn’t a werewolf, I wouldn’t want Kane teaching the next generation.” I laughed.

David Kane was a freak even without being a werewolf. He’d been infected with lycanthropy through a rough sexual encounter with a stripper. The problem was, he was really good-looking and the animal magnetism that seemed to emanate from most lycanthropes only made him more difficult to resist. Kane was around six-foot-two, with sandy brown hair, clear blue eyes, and an ass like muffin tins. Besides that, he was a really nice guy. If anything, being a werewolf had made him sexier. Oh yeah, I looked, but I knew too much about Kane to ever seriously want to touch. When it came to sex, this guy didn’t have issues, he had a subscription.

“That’s true,” Richard said, laughing. “He’s a nice guy, though.”

“Yes.” I had to agree.

With Richard caught up on the latest news in my life, I listened while he vented about his ridiculous working conditions, and we continued to pick up his rock samples.

“You actually know where all of these belong on the chart,” he said in amazement.

“I’m not a dumbass, you know,” I joked. “Just because I hunt werewolves doesn’t mean I don’t use my brain.”

“I know that,” he said, not liking to be chastised, even jokingly sometimes. “How’s the poetry coming? Had anything else published?”

I told him about my latest publication, but left out the poem that I’d written about Alfred the night before. Richard and I were close, but I wasn’t ready for him to know about Alfred and I yet, not until I was sure there was an “Alfred and I.” Richard was the mutual friend that had told me about Bradley’s plan to disappear from my life. After being able to trust Richard with that, it felt strange to keep this from him, but I just didn’t want to get into it.

“There’s a lot of fucked up stuff going on around here,” he said finally.

I knew he had to be really upset. Richard wasn’t a saint or anything, but normally, he did not use the f-word.

“Like what?”

“Like Mallory.”

Dr. Mallory Monroe was a bitch if ever there was one. She taught biology and seemed to have a fetish for anything unwholesome. Seeing as how Richard was a nice guy, she despised him. Mallory was about six-feet-tall, with short hair, and a strong chin. If it weren’t for her breasts, she could easily be mistaken for a man. She hated most men with a passion, though she didn’t have a preference for women, she just seemed to hate them slightly less.

“Why, what’s she done?”

“Nothing in particular. She’s just been more of a cunt than usual, even for her,” he said bitterly.

“Richard,” I scolded with a laugh. “Such language.”

“Well, she is.”

“So, she hasn’t actually done anything to you, she’s just more of—”

“A cunt,” he interrupted.

“Yeah, I got that part.” I laughed. “Could we choose another word please?” I wasn’t offended by the word “cunt.” I just wanted to see how creative Richard could be.

“Dickhead, now there’s a word,” he said darkly, placing the last rock on the chart.

“Who’s the dickhead?” I tried not to laugh, Richard was really upset.

“Who isn’t?”

“Would you like to get a drink?” I asked, trying to be sympathetic.

Richard looked at the clock on his cell phone. The man never wore a watch. “It’s noon,” he said flatly.

“So?”

He looked at me for a minute, considering. “You’re right. To hell with it. I don’t have to teach today. Let’s go have a drink.”

Since I didn’t have the ability to get drunk and stay that way and Richard did, I decided to drive. Besides, I think he needed to drink more than I did. We made our way over to a little bar on the other side of town and after two white Russians, he began to mellow.

“Thanks,” he said.

“You’re welcome.”

“Not just for the drink, for listening. Things have been driving me crazy lately,” he said, running his fingers through his prematurely gray hair and causing it to stand on end. I stifled a giggle as he continued, “I’m so tired. I hadn’t realized until I got still for a few minutes.”

“Come on.” I stood up. “I’ll take you home.”

I dropped Richard off with a note that said what time to be at my house on Friday. I knew if I told him then he’d never remember. He was absent minded enough without figuring in the alcohol.

*****
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As I made my way down the long, winding driveway, I could see something bright red on my doorstep. Even before I got out of the car, I could clearly see a dozen red roses. I heard another car coming up the drive and looked over my shoulder to see Elijah Jasper’s patrol car. Hurriedly, I picked up the card. I wanted to at least know who they were from before he got there.

The smile was completely involuntary as I read:

Don’t get the wrong idea, this doesn’t count as conversation.

Happy birthday, Red.

The card wasn’t signed, but I knew Marco had sent them. What I wanted to know was how the hell he knew it was my birthday. Before I had time to really ponder the question, I heard Elijah’s door close.

As I turned around I saw that his bruises had turned to a lovely shade of yellow, and his lip was beginning to heal.

“Hi.” He smiled as he moved closer.

“What are you up to?” I asked.

“Well, I was going to wish you a happy birthday, but it looks as if someone beat me to it.” He motioned toward the flowers.

“How did you ...?” I began.

“I overheard your friend Kat talking about it. I was at her shop earlier today,” he confessed.

“Oh.” I smiled. “That was nice of you, Elijah.”

“Call me Eli,” he reminded me, and the smile reached his eyes.

Even covered in bruises, Elijah managed to be charming.

“Come in,” I offered.

“Thanks, but I can’t stay. Actually, I was wondering if, after my bruises heal, maybe we could try again on the whole date thing.”

“After our first date was such a success,” I replied sarcastically.

“Yeah.” He laughed.

I felt that I should explain something to Elijah. It wasn’t fair to lead him on. “You know Alfred—”

“Is not here,” he interrupted. “But I am.”

I had to admit that caught me by surprise. There was no doubt whatsoever that he had managed to charm this information out of Kat.

“Don’t look so serious,” he said gently. “I’m not asking for forever and always, but let’s spend some time together.”

“After our first date?” I repeated the question, just in case he missed the sarcasm the first time.

“I’m willing to take my chances.” His smile made me want to return the favor. Even the busted lip couldn’t distract from the heavenly blue of his eyes. They were the sort of eyes you could drown in if you let yourself.

“All right.” I didn’t have the heart to refuse him. “Just as long as you understand that—”

“Not forever and always,” he interrupted again. There was a note to his voice that I couldn’t quite read. It wasn’t exactly sadness. It was closer to disappointment.

“What did you have in mind?”

“Well, not Chinese,” he joked.

“Do you like Italian?”

He seemed surprised.

“I’m not a bad cook when I try. Why don’t you come by next weekend? I’ll cook for you. You do realize, this is a rare offer?” I added with a wink.

“That sounds great,” he answered, glancing back at the patrol car reluctantly. “I’ve got to be going. Will you be at Ms. Wilson’s on Friday?”

I laughed softly, shaking my head. “She got you, too, huh?”

“She stopped by to ask Kat about your invitation while I was there.” He added with a grin, “I was trapped.”

I wanted to say something to make him stay, but nothing came to mind, so I waved politely as Elijah drove away. There was something about him that just made me feel better. He wasn’t comforting in the sense that Alfred was. With Alfred, I knew I was safe from anyone who might try to hurt me. But, when I was near Elijah, I forgot there were such people. It wasn’t just the smile, or his eyes. I had been wrong in thinking that Elijah was completely innocent. He’d seen enough to know the world wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. There was something else in his smile. It wasn’t innocence, or naivety. It was hope, and it made me feel better.

As I sat Marco’s roses on the kitchen table, I thought about what Elijah had said, “not forever and always.” If he knew that, then why was he wasting his time? But then again, wasn’t it me who had said, it didn’t have to be anything serious? Yeah, I think that was me. I enjoyed being with Elijah, and it didn’t have to be any more complicated than that. Part of me was relieved to have someone to spend time with in Alfred’s absence who wasn’t looking to complicate my life any further. But another part wouldn’t stop saying, “don’t get too close.”

Maybe I was the one being naïve to think that I could spend the next three months with an attractive man and not become involved. However, I reminded myself as I read Marco’s card again, I’m not a complete animal ... just half.

*****

[image: ]


Friday came more quickly than I expected and when Richard arrived, I still couldn’t decide what to wear. I answered the door in my pajamas and a pair of flip flops that just happened to be conveniently located outside my bedroom door. He laughed when he saw me, and as I took in his appearance, I remembered why I hadn’t bothered to tell him to dress nicely. Richard never dressed down. The man didn’t even own a pair of jeans. The pity was, the one time I’d ever seen him wear them, he looked good.

“Is that a fashion statement, or are you just not ready yet?”

“Very funny.” I wasn’t really amused, and I couldn’t help the smirk. “Are you gonna help me decide on something, or just stand there?”

He took a deep breath as he replied, “Well, there is a nice breeze here—”

I snatched him through the door before he could finish his next smartass remark.

After looking through about half the things in my closet, we both finally decided on a mid-length, flowing brown dress. It was sleeveless, with gracefully layered ruffles that reached just below my knees. I accessorized with a sun hat to which I attached a sheer brown scarf as a band. The ensemble was completed by a strappy pair of heels that neatly covered my tattoo.

I walked out of the bathroom and found Richard looking through some of my latest sketches.

“What do you think?” I posed dramatically.

“That I’m in the wrong line of work,” he said, still looking at my drawings.

I walked over to see which pictures had caught his attention and found Marco kneeling like a slave on the page before me. As is often the case with Marco, the smile was involuntary.

“Do you like it?” I asked.

“I’m afraid to say,” he said seriously.

“Why?”

“Well,” he said, looking up at me, “if I like it, what does that say about me?”

“That you need a dominatrix.” I laughed. “Now, what about this dress?”

He smiled approvingly as he said in his best backwoods hick voice, “You clean up reel nice, missy.”

We arrived fashionably late, while everyone else was still introducing themselves. Most people were already acquainted. However, there were always a few new faces each year. I saw one face in particular that I wanted to avoid, but she was already making her way toward us.

“Shit,” I hissed, turning my back on Marcy as she advanced through the crowd.

“What?” Richard asked.

“I hate that woman,” I growled.

“I don’t like her either,” Elijah’s voice said from behind me.

I wasn’t sure how I’d managed to overlook him, but as I turned around, I saw that I was clearly blind to have done so. Elijah was wearing the kind of dress shirt that is meant to be worn untucked, in a deep shade of brown with a matching jacket, dark dress shoes, and a pair of jeans that fit well enough to have given Marco a run for his money.

“Not bad,” I said approvingly.

“Yeah, I clean up nice.” He returned my greeting with a smile that made his blue eyes sparkle and I noticed how much the brown complemented his hair. Standing in the sunlight that afternoon, I appreciated for the first time how his hair reflected like a honeyed gold in the sun. It seemed a grave injustice to have categorized it as dark blond or light brown. His hair was brown, but with natural golden highlights that most women would have killed for.

After a moment, I realized I was staring. “Yes, you do,” I said, not bothering to be polite enough to stop looking. This caused Elijah’s smile to broaden appreciatively and Richard leaned around to give me a funny look. It was at this moment that Marcy finally made her way to where we stood on Ms. Wilson’s front lawn.

“Lilith, so nice to see you.” She beamed artificially.

Every word that woman spoke in an attempt at polite conversation seemed an insult to my ears. I forced myself to smile as I replied coolly, “Hi.” I couldn’t bring myself to say it was nice to see her, too, because it wasn’t. I’d have much rather eaten dirt for lunch than be forced to speak to Marcy Johnson. Leave it to Ms. Wilson to extend a greeting to everybody. Marcy looked from Richard to Elijah and back to me as I realized with a hint of amusement that we all matched. It hadn’t been on purpose, but Richard’s tan suit and brown tie most definitely went with what Elijah and I were wearing.

“Oh, how cute, you all match.” She grinned. “And who are your friends? Have I missed something?”

Nosy bitch. Without Alfred to keep me in line, I decided to respond like I wanted to for once. I indicated Richard to my left as I said, “This is my doctor, Richard Stacey.”

Catching on to what I was trying to do, he extended his hand in greeting has he replied, “Yes, her gynecologist.”

Marcy’s bug eyes nearly popped from her head, but she attempted to maintain her composure. “And you are?” She turned to Elijah, who was clearly having a difficult time opening his mouth and containing his laughter at the same time.

“This is Elijah Jasper.” I smiled sweetly, finding it easier to smile at her if I could be nasty at the same time.

“And what do you do?” she asked, clearly having difficulty taking her eyes from Richard and the smug look he was giving her.

“Oh, it’s not important, I’m just using him for sex,” I interrupted.

Elijah’s eyes widened, as he and Richard visibly fought to control their amusement.

“Oh, I see,” Marcy said, beginning to wave profusely with the ugly fan she was carrying. It matched the awful pink sundress and hat that completed her atrocious ensemble. “Well, if you’ll excuse me.” With that, Marcy awkwardly dismissed herself.

She had barely turned her back before Richard and Elijah both doubled over laughing.

“My gynecologist,” I rounded on Richard with a grin.

“Sorry,” he said panting, “I couldn’t help myself.”

Elijah placed his hand on my shoulder as he said with a wink, “I guess this means we have to sit together now.”

I took them both by the arm and walked toward the porch, ready to face the crowd. Ms. Wilson lived in a large old plantation style house on the opposite end of town from me. Of course, I was out in the middle of nowhere past the other side of town, and she was still inside the city limits. We were greeted more warmly than I had expected by Ms. Wilson as we entered the house amongst a throng of other guests.

She leaned in conspiratorially as she whispered, “Honey, I don’t know what you said to that Marcy woman, but she looks pink enough to match that awful dress.”

“Why, I was only introducing her to my doctor,” I said in my best southern belle voice.

Elijah chuckled and said, “And her sex slave.”

Ms. Wilson may have been old, but uptight she was not. She knew exactly who the men with me were and our comments to Marcy seemed to make her day.

“Oh, I can’t stand her,” she said, cackling. “But, one must strive to be polite,” she added, regaining her composure.

“And where is that Italian of yours?” she asked shrewdly. “Still turning up his nose at my tea party, I assume.”

“No.” I smiled sadly. “Alfred is out of town on business, and he’s not my Italian.”

She raised one eyebrow at my last comment, but left it at that as she began to greet other guests.

As everyone exited the house and crossed the back porch, I admired how much effort the tea party must take to arrange every spring. Small white tables were sprinkled about the large backyard with matching wicker chairs and soft yellow tablecloths. There was a lovely tea set on each table, all with different expensive looking patterns and a small bouquet of fresh wildflowers. Of course, Ms. Wilson didn’t do it all herself. She had servants, but she believed in putting forth some effort herself, which I had always admired. As we looked around for a seat, Richard whispered, “It must be nice to be filthy rich.”

The next few hours passed more quickly than I expected as Kat flitted around taking pictures of unsuspecting people in the middle of eating cream filled pastries or taking a sip of tea. She was wearing a breezy looking white sundress with a matching hat. The three of us managed to get a table underneath a large oak tree, and thanks to the shade, we stayed relatively cool. Halfway through our conversation, I was temporarily blinded by the flash of Kat’s camera.

“You could warn me, you know,” I said, blinking far too fast.

“If I warned you, I might not have gotten such a good picture of you flirting,” she teased nastily.

A flush began to creep up my cheeks as I realized she was right. I’d been sitting there in front of Richard and everybody else obviously flirting with Elijah. The situation would not have been so bad had there not been something between Alfred and me. Though nothing was set in stone, we definitely had feelings for one another. Add that to the fact that I lived in the nosiest town I’d ever even heard of and, as you can see, I was screwed. Most of the town already thought Alfred was my live-in boyfriend. Admittedly, they weren’t far off, but that had not always been the case.

Showing up at local events with Richard was acceptable and no one cared because most of them thought he was gay. It did no good to explain that just because the man kept to himself and happened to color coordinate did not mean he was gay. Although, the color coordinating thing was a little bizarre, it was just Richard. Elijah on the other hand, had only been in town for a few years, was known to be single, and happened to be considered prime real estate. When he blinked those blue eyes, or flashed one of his megawatt smiles, the girls around town flung it so hard you could get whiplash just watching. Rumors were no doubt already in flight.

I was brought back to reality as Ms. Wilson climbed to the top step on the back porch and rang the dinner bell. She had spent the last few hours going from table to table speaking to each person, and most likely asking their life’s history.

“I would like to thank you all for coming and taking this opportunity to have some sun, some tea, and some conversation.” She smiled brightly. “Please continue to visit at your leisure and if you need me for anything, I’ll be at that table over there, adding some whiskey to my tea.”

She walked to her table amongst clapping and laughter from the crowd as I turned to Richard and Elijah. “Well gentlemen, we’ve stayed through the ‘thank you’ speech, I think we can safely leave now.”

On our way out, I spotted Kat in the kitchen.

“I’ll be right out,” I said to Richard and he and Elijah continued out the front.

She turned as I came in. “Happy late birthday,” she said. “Did you get my present?” Her smile was positively evil.

“What present?”

“The one you seemed to be enjoying so well this afternoon.” I must have still looked confused, because she then explained, “I sent Mr. Jasper your way.”

My jaw dropped. “You did wha—?”

“Oh, you didn’t like it?” she pouted.

“What about Alfred?” I was actually a little bit angry. “It was your stupid suggestion that got me to thinking differently about him, and now you’re throwing local cops at me?”

Kat looked at me as if I’d missed the point. “I’m not asking you to marry him,” she said gently. “Look, the guy’s adorable and he’s so obviously got a thing for you. Just spend some time with him. Have some fun.”

“People’s feelings aren’t things that you have fun with,” I said, more sadly than I’d meant to.

“I know that,” Kat said, looking depressed then also. “I only meant that—”

“I know, Kat. It’s just that ... I see the way Elijah looks at me. I just don’t want to hurt him.”

“I understand,” Kat said, putting her arm around me, “But, I’ve seen the way you look at him, too, when you think no one’s looking. You may not feel for him what you feel for Alfred, but you feel something.”

She was right.

“I just want you to be happy, you know? Be able to recognize what’s right.”

“Which brings me back to what I wanted to ask you in the first place,” I said. “I believe the best way to know what is right is by spending some time with what’s wrong.”

I proceeded to make plans with Kat to go to club Red the following night. Since it was a few hours away, Kat offered to make hotel reservations for the night on her, in honor of my birthday. When I walked outside, I found Richard and Elijah still talking by the car. As I approached, Elijah smiled and Richard seemed to pay closer attention to our interaction. Elijah excused himself with a hug and a promise to call me later. Which doesn’t sound so bad, except when he pressed against me, I took a deep breath.

He was wearing one of those great colognes that just smells like a man ought to smell. And with my sense of smell being so much more than it should be, I was aroused. I became suddenly very aware of how close he was and felt my nipples begin to harden against the thin fabric of my dress. Elijah didn’t seem to notice, but the dress was thin, and as I turned back to Richard, he obviously did.

“So, what’s up with you and the cop?” he asked as he opened my door.

“Nothing.” I sat down and watched him give me “the look” as he walked around to his side.

“Well, it looked like something from where I was standing,” he said, as he pulled out of the driveway.

Chapter Ten

After a few minutes of awkward silence, he turned to me with a kind smile and patted my hand. “It’s none of my business. All I know is it’s been years since I saw you smile like you did today. It looked good on you.”

The rest of the ride home was spent in silence. I wasn’t angry. I just didn’t know what to say. When we arrived at my house, I waited for Richard to open the door. Since he was nice enough to be a gentleman, I wasn’t going to ruin it for him. I considered myself as liberated as the next woman, but if a man still finds it in his heart to practice some form of chivalry, I’m not going to kill it with more women’s lib. I am flattered to be treated like a lady. Though I’m definitely no angel, I appreciate the gesture.

As he turned to leave, I stopped him, placing my hand on his shoulder.

“Richard?” I made his name a question.

“Yes?” He turned back to face me.

“Has it really been that long since I smiled?”

He hugged me to him with an affectionate squeeze around my shoulders. “You’ve smiled,” he answered. “But today, it reached your eyes.”

“Thanks, Richard,” I said, pulling back.

“For braving an old woman’s tea party?”

“For being honest.”

“Any time.” His smile reached his kind blue gray eyes and I felt better.

Over the years, and through many sleepless nights of conversation, sharing philosophies about why people are the way that they are, I had come to trust Richard. If he said my smile hadn’t been reaching my eyes, then it hadn’t.

After watching him drive out of sight, I went in the kitchen and made myself a drink. The effects might not last, but a fifteen minute buzz was better than nothing. As I sat there with only Marco’s roses to keep me company, I wondered, not for the first time, what was wrong with me. I had managed to find a nice man, and still I wanted to spend time with Elijah. I didn’t love Marco, but I couldn’t seem to stay away from him either. With another shot of rum, I remembered thinking that if Peter had only loved me, that would have been enough. The memory was very vivid, and I was sure at the time that his love would have been all I needed. Perhaps it was the naivety of youth that made me think so, but it seemed that way to me.

It was the same with Bradley. I was willing to “forsake all others” just to be with him. I knew he was no good, but since when has that ever stopped a woman in love? It’s stupid and cliché, but true. If you love someone, it doesn’t matter how much of a loser they are, you will always look for the good in them. Then one day you come to a point like me, when you can no longer lie to yourself. I try not to lie to people I like, and I like me. I may not like what I am, but that’s something I cannot change. Ever since my attack years ago, I’ve had a sort of love/hate relationship with myself. Who knows, maybe I just love to hate me? But the truth is, I don’t have the balls to cause myself harm, and even if I could, I wouldn’t. I’m too full of myself. Or, maybe that was just the philosophy that half a bottle of rum provided.

However you care to look at the matter, seeing myself through Alfred’s eyes had changed me. Until that point, I had truly seen myself as a monster, not just because of the change in DNA, but the scars, as well. To me, I was damaged goods. But, Alfred didn’t see it that way. When he looked at me, the scars were just another part of who I am ... and he loved me. That was the emotion I had felt in him during the dream, but I had only just realized it.

I’m not sure if it was the alcohol, or remembering what I’d felt for Peter, but I suddenly recognized the feeling. Granted, this could have been any type of love, for it has many forms. But I thought I knew which kind it was. Looking at the nearly empty bottle, I decided I had mixed enough philosophy with alcohol for one afternoon. However, I no longer had the ability to shut off my mind. I laughed to myself, wondering if it were possible to dam up your stream of consciousness.

So, there I sat, taking time to smell the roses Marco had sent two days ago and wondering exactly what it was that I was looking for. Still pondering the question, I went upstairs and packed my bag for the next night. By the time I was finished packing, I had analyzed myself until my head hurt, but I’d developed a theory. A story came to mind of a guy who picked up a snake. He came upon a snake lying beside the road on a cold winter’s day. The snake, nearly frozen, asked if the man would be willing to place him inside his jacket until he was warm again.

“Do you promise not to bite me?” the man asked.

The snake promised. However, a short way down the road, he bit the man anyway. The man dropped the snake and yelled, “You promised not to bite me!”

“Yes,” said the snake. “But, you knew what I was when you picked me up.”

I brought Marco’s roses upstairs and sat them on the writing desk as the thought occurred to me: I knew what they were when I picked them up, the men in my past. All I could figure was I was trying to become a snake charmer. After being hurt badly, more than once, I didn’t believe it was naivety that let me still trust people. It was courage, and the hope that there was some good left in man.

As I collected my sketches from the desk, I flipped to the picture of my hands against Marco’s bare chest. Oh yes, I knew what he was, but this was one snake that I had no intention of picking up.

*****
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Kat arrived early the next morning and without Alfred to remind me she was coming, I overslept. So, about thirty minutes later than we had planned, I placed my single black leather bag in the back seat beside Kat’s four pink ones, and we were off.

“So, why don’t you tell me the real reason you want to go out?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied. “It’s for my birthday. I just want to party.”

“Sure, and you might casually end up at club Red,” Kat said.

“Well, I did say I wanted to go back there.”

Kat turned in the seat and attempted to give me an intimidating look, but had to put her eyes back on the road.

“Okay, fine. There’s something I didn’t tell you about the weekend when Elijah and I got kidnapped.”

I went on to tell her how the red headed woman I had killed was Marco’s girlfriend.

“Holy shit.” For a few minutes, that was her only response until, “Why the hell are you going to see him?!”

“Who says I’m going to see him?”

“Don’t play dumb with me Lilith. You’re not that good of an actress.”

I told her about Marco showing up beneath my balcony and the flowers he’d sent, and Kat nearly drove into a ditch.

“Whoa, hold up. You kill his girlfriend, brutally I might add, and he shows up to talk to you, and then sends you flowers. I’m sorry, but what the fuck?”

“That’s what I was hoping to find out.”

“Well, obviously, he doesn’t want to kill you or he wouldn’t have sent you flowers,” she said sounding bewildered.

“Oh no. The look he gave me the other night had nothing to do with murder. But, I admit, I was expecting some sort of retaliation.”

I licked my lips just remembering how good he looked in those damned jeans.

“Maybe since she was with Bade’s group, she and Marco broke up?” Kat suggested.

“Maybe,” I said, thinking out loud. “Or, maybe, he just didn’t care enough about her to retaliate in any way. Maybe she wasn’t worth the effort.”

“My, my, aren’t we bitchy.”

“Sorry, it just comes out some times.”

Kat laughed. “You may be right. I mean, he was dating someone who looked like you, which is creepy by the way.”

“Oh yeah, it’s creepy.”

“But, strangely flattering,” Kat added.

“Yeah it is.”

At that moment, I remembered what Marco had said at the club that night when I’d asked if he was attached to someone. “Yes, but I’m beginning to regret my choices.” I shared this with Kat.

“Ouch,” she said, pulling in at a fast food restaurant.

“Yeah, talk about being kicked to the curb.”

“Well, one thing’s for sure, Marco’s definitely hung up on you,” she said.

“I think you’re right. I was really surprised about the club—”

“What do you want?” Kat interrupted.

“Huh?”

“You know, coffee, breakfast. What are you in the mood for?”

After we finally decided what to eat for breakfast, Kat prompted me, “What were you saying about the club?”

I thought for a moment before continuing, “Oh, I was saying that I figured he owned the club, but I had no idea he’d named it after me. Obviously they were dating at the time. What makes a woman put up with something like that?”

Almost as soon as the question was out of my mouth, I knew the answer. How much shit had I taken from Bradley because I loved him?

“She must have loved him,” Kat said what I was thinking.

That explained the look on her face. I’d have hated me, too.

*****
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As I got dressed that evening, I noticed Kat watching me.

“What?”

“Don’t you ever dress like a normal person?”

I decided not to point out the obvious, that I was not a normal person, and instead took a good look in the mirror. Smiling to myself, I thought it looked as if I’d taken a page out of Bade’s book that night. Black vinyl pants hugged my thighs like a lover’s embrace. I wore a form fitting top, so sheer it was nearly transparent, and so deeply red, it was nearly black. The sleeves were short and split over the shoulder, and my red bra was clearly visible underneath.

Just below the shirt, you could see the belt that rode low on my hips, glinting in the light. The buckle was solid silver, carved into the shape of a running wolf. My makeup was tasteful, but I’d gone heavier with the eyeliner than usual, giving my hazel eyes a dark, smoky look. I never wore more than powder as a foundation. I was blessed with an even complexion, but I’m fond of earthy brown lipstick and black eyeliner.

Finally, I answered Kat’s question as I slipped into my black vinyl boots. “I’ve got a vendetta against the fashion police. Remember?”

Kat was still giving me that questioning look when I clipped the silver thumb cuffs to the belt loop at my hip.

“Thumb cuffs?”

I let my smile reveal some of my wicked thoughts as I replied, “It goes with the outfit.”

Kat wore another sensible but chic black dress, and I noticed as we got in the car that she could easily fit in anywhere. On the other hand, I would stand out in most crowds, but that wasn’t exactly anything new. As usual, we didn’t stay anywhere long, and Kat got as drunk as she had the time before. I suppose having a friend along who is half werewolf and practically immune to alcohol would make most people let their guard down. Who needs a bouncer or a bodyguard when they’ve got me?

As we approached club Red, I felt my pulse begin to quicken. Before we entered, I pulled Kat aside and handed her a small silver phial with a spray nozzle attached to the top.

“If I leave and someone tries anything, don’t hesitate to use this.”

She squinted at the bottle. “Werewolf mace?”

“Close enough.” I shrugged.

“What is it?”

“Silver nitrate.”

Kat smiled and swerved slightly as she said, a bit too loudly, “So, you gonna talk to The Big Bad Wolf about that whole killing his girlfriend thing?”

“Ssh,” I said, pulling her past some people who were now staring and pointing in our direction.

“Oh, I get it,” she replied, still not exactly whispering. “You want me to turn a blind eye so you can bump and grind with the bad guy.”

As I led Kat closer to the door, I felt a familiar prickle along my skin. It was the unmistakable feel of power that radiated from the most dominant alphas.

“Hello, Red,” Marco’s rough sexy voice said from behind me.

Kat smiled from ear to ear as I turned toward where Marco stood, draped casually against the doorway. I took my time, letting my hungry eyes take in the sight of him. Marco was definitely eye candy, and I’d always liked sweets. He wore dark red leather pants, so dark they were nearly black, but closer to a deep cherry, with a matching shirt that looked to be satin. The shirt hung open to reveal his natural golden tan as well as the trail of dark hair that spread across his chest, down the ridged curves of his abs to disappear below his belt. I felt him watching me as I traced that trail of hair with my eyes.

“I knew you’d come,” he said.

Kat staggered forward and giggled. “So, do you like to huff and puff, or just blow things down?”

To my surprise, Marco laughed. He flashed her a smile of nice even white teeth as he replied, “I don’t see anything wrong with a little huffing and puffing now and then.” He put his arms around us both as he added, “Please, come in.”

When he stepped close, I breathed in his scent and felt my eyes roll to the back of my head. If someone could bottle Marco’s scent they could sell it as a form of Ecstasy.

Marco led us past the dance floor and up a flight of stairs. There were several booths and tables there that were separated from the rest by wrought iron railing, but had an excellent and elevated view of the dance floor. The air was so thick with the scent of sex and werewolves that even I wanted to howl. Perhaps visiting Marco so close to the full moon was a mistake. The music thumped in my chest like a second heartbeat as I felt Marco press himself against my back. He wrapped his arm around my waist, carefully avoiding the silver belt buckle.

“Would you like to dance first, or get straight to business?”

As I considered the question, I turned to face him. “Are you planning to kill me?” I asked.

“Why, are you planning to kill me?”

I reached out and found whatever it was I’d found that night with Bade. A fever warm and sinuous flowed through my veins as I responded silkily, “Not tonight.”

I watched as the pulse in his throat beat faster at the sound of my voice. He was fighting to control his reaction, but he felt it. Whatever it was, he felt it. Kat took a few shaky steps forward and rested her head against Marco’s arm.

“He smells really good.” She spoke to me as if he wasn’t standing there.

Marco put his arm around her shoulders to prevent her from toppling over the railing in front of us. I had been sadly mistaken on how much alcohol she’d managed to keep down. I had never seen Kat that drunk before.

“I think you may be wrong,” she continued directing her comments to me, as she leaned on Marco for support. When I noticed she wasn’t taking the opportunity to cop a feel, I decided it was time to take Kat home, she wasn’t herself anymore.

“About what?”

“Bad guys don’t smell this good,” she half whispered to me as if she were revealing some secret of the universe.

The grin on Marco’s face could not have been more devilish if he’d had horns. “It’s werewolf pheromones, Kat. Don’t be fooled.” I glanced back at Marco as I added, “He may smell good enough to eat, but trust me when I say, you don’t want hair in your food.”

“Maybe we could get him to wax,” she suggested, running her hand up the front of his bare chest.

This succeeded not only in making me laugh, but I felt some of the sexy power drain from my voice. However, when Marco looked as if that didn’t sound like a bad idea, I pulled her hand, roaming ever lower, from Marco’s body. Kat looked like it was Christmas, and I’d just stolen her present, but Marco laughed and suggested, “Perhaps your friend would like to retire to one of the VIP rooms upstairs, alone.” He added the last part in response to the look I gave him. “She could sleep it off a bit.”

“I don’t need to sleep anything off,” Kat insisted with as much dignity as she could muster. “Can’t a woman make a pass at someone without being considered sloshed?”

“Well, then perhaps I could find someone to accompany her,” he directed the suggestion to me.

“You want me to leave my friend alone with one of your wolves? I don’t think so.”

“Would it matter if I said that I trusted him?”

“No, it wouldn’t.”

“Is he good-looking?” Kat asked hopefully.

Marco smiled. “I think so,” he teased.

Kat leaned forward and whispered, “What do you think? I’ve still got the mace.”

I just shook my head. Marco was listening to our every word. It does no good to whisper in front of a werewolf.

She smiled up at him and replied with more discernment than I thought her capable of at the time, “Why don’t you have him join me at that table over there?”

Marco looked to me before responding. “All right.” He snapped his fingers at a waiter as he said, “Send me Luther.”

Without hesitation, the young man turned and went back past the tables to disappear behind a red door. A moment later a tall man with long white blond hair emerged, looking like he’d stepped off the pages of a dirty magazine. He wore an outfit similar to Marco’s except that it was completely black, making his hair look all the more white, and his skin was more a darker shade of pale than tan. As he approached, I saw that his eyes were a nice clear blue and despite his, at first, creepy impression, he had a pleasant smile.

There was something about him that was very familiar to me, though I couldn’t quite place it until he spoke. “Lilith,” he said. “Don’t you remember me?”

“Oh my God, Luther.” I stepped forward and embraced one of my childhood friends whom I’d not seen in nearly ten years. We had been in drama class together. I couldn’t believe how much he’d changed. His voice and his smile were the only remnants of the boy I had once known. Luther had never been this sexy in high school. I was certain of it.

“How’ve you been?” he asked, looking down at me. Luther was about six-foot-two, but to me, even in heels, that required looking up to answer him.
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