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By

Red Dawn

Dedication

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Lilith?” Marco’s frantic voice replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You too,” I admitted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How much time do you have?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Shit.”

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

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

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

“What is it?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

“What? Share a memory?”

“Allow me into your mind.”

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

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

“We were talking about my mind, remember?”

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

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

“But you will block it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Do not be afraid,” he said calmly.

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

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

“Well, I’ll work on it,” I panted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Will you be coming?”

Another question with a double meaning.

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

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

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

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

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

“You should go,” I whispered.

“Have I done something wrong?”

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

“For whom?” he replied sarcastically.

“Go home, Vlad,” I said more firmly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

There was a massive wound in my chest, and I looked down at my blood-covered hands. If I did not feed soon, I would bleed out. I did not want this unholy place to be my last vision on this earth, but it was about to be somebody’s.

At last I stumbled upon someone who was already soon to leave this world. From his armor I guessed him to be one of the Knights Templar. He had two arrows through his chest and a gash across his throat. As I stood over him I heard the whoosh of an arrow only a second before it pierced my neck. There was no more time to decide. I would feed from him now, or I would die.

I reached up and broke the tip off the arrow as I leaned over the wound in his throat. He was young, maybe in his thirties and his eyes were full of fear. “I am sorry,” I whispered as I fell upon the wound.

I began to drink deeply, and he whimpered. My heart ached with the horror I was bringing to this poor man, but I had no choice. I lifted up with a roar and removed the rest of the arrow from my throat. The knight gasped as my blood sprayed across him and I bent to finish the job.

My next memory was of rain hitting me in the face. It was the next afternoon, though the storm made it look like night. I had passed out among the dead. I looked to my left as I sat up. I was lying beside the poor knight whose life I had taken to save my own. As I assessed my condition, I saw that my wounds were healed. I felt fine physically, but inside I was dying. I began to weep for the stranger beside me, and while I mourned for this unknown knight, he gasped for breath and sat up.

I watched in horror as he began searching the dead for anything that still drew breath. He was ravenous. I hadn’t meant to turn him. I had only ever turned others on purpose before. It had never happened by accident. My blood must have fallen into his mouth, because there had to be an exchange in order to bring someone over.

“No,” I cried. “I promised I would never do it again.”

I had promised long ago that I would never again curse another living soul to my fate. I watched as he found some poor soldier and began to feed. I closed my eyes against the tearing sounds. The knight was starving, and he was not gentle. When I opened my eyes again, he was looking up at me. He wiped a hand across his blood-covered face as he yelled hoarsely, “What have you done?!”

*****
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I awoke startled and gasping for breath. My hands shook as I threw back the covers and staggered into the bathroom. Visions of the thousands of dead soldiers filled my mind as I reached the toilet just in time. I threw up repeatedly, unable to get the scent of the dead out of my nose. But what haunted me worse than the piles of dead bodies was the look on the knight’s face. It wasn’t merely the pain in his expression that disturbed me; it was the familiarity of his face. I hadn’t recognized him until he wiped the blood across his lips. In that moment they were the cherry red I was accustomed to seeing on Mason.
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Chapter Three
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Mason was another local vampire who ran an establishment about a twenty- minute drive from my house called The Dungeon. It was a hardcore whips and chains kind of place where lycanthropes as well as vampires got their kicks. I remembered the last time I had seen Mason and started to cry. No wonder he had issues. Since I had known him, I thought Mason was strange and frightening. But I wouldn’t have wished his fate on anyone.

I cried until I choked and gagged some more. I had known Dracula’s past was littered with such events, but I never expected to see one. I never wanted to see one. Knowing you’ve had sex with a former warlord and seeing him in action are two different things. I had even seen him fight before, but not like this. It reminded me of something a friend had once said about werewolves. Knowing you’re dating a werewolf is a lot different than seeing them change. For all practical purposes, I had just seen Dracula’s beast. I heard a knock at my balcony door and jumped.

Through the thin red curtain I could see Dracula standing in the storm. The rain had stopped and lightning flashed behind him, making his eyes glow for a moment. Ordinarily, I would have found the sight appealing, but tonight it scared the shit out of me. I had just watched him tear men apart and impale them. I couldn’t bear for the same hands to touch me. Nevertheless, I couldn’t leave him out in the storm. Wait a minute; he’s a descendant of The Rainmaker. Power over the storm and the beasts of the field ... yeah, I could leave him out there. But I wasn’t going to.

I opened the door and stepped back, so I wouldn’t have to touch him. It hurt my feelings to avoid him, especially when a part of me desperately needed his comfort.

“My angel,” he said, reaching for me.

The look on his face when I stepped out of his reach hurt worse than anything I could remember. Dracula let his hands fall by his sides defeatedly and sat down at the foot of my bed. The mattress creaked with his weight, yet he hardly displaced the sheets. His presence in the room was slight, and yet he filled the place. He was in every corner. He became every shadow. And for a moment, he was my only thought.

“I am sorry,” he said softly. “I fell asleep without thinking to block you from my mind. I never meant to hurt you. Please,” he whispered, “do not fear me.”

“You fell asleep? At night?”

“You never take a nap?” He had a point. “What are you feeling?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” I sobbed. “I’m just so upset. I don’t know what to think, or what to feel. That was so horrible. It was the most terrible thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Then surely you felt how much I regretted my actions as well?”

“Yes, but ...”

“Do not revile me as so many others have done. You are the only one who has ever seen inside my mind, besides Mathias.” He looked at my face and sighed. “This is the reason I lived so many years alone. No one should be near a monster like me.”

He rose to leave and I stopped him. “No, wait.” I touched his shoulder and instantly withdrew my hand. He was wearing the silk robe I had pictured him in earlier, and as he turned back to me, I didn’t even notice how good he looked in it. Honest. I was still too horrified.

“What would you have of me?” he asked softly.

“I don’t know. I think I just want to cry.”

He moved back to the bed and held out his arms to me. “Come then, cry to me.”

*****
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Morning came too soon. I had cried myself to sleep in Dracula’s arms and he had left sometime before dawn. I was still upset. I knew he had cursed Mason by accident, and I wasn’t really sure whom I should feel more sympathy for. Thankfully, the power had come back on in the middle of the night. So, that was one less thing I had to worry about. There was only one person I could think of who might be able to give me some answers. I brushed my teeth and decided it was time I had long talk with Mathias.

Part of my great, great, grandfather’s consciousness still existed in the back of my mind. I had inherited it along with his seductive power of legend. I could still contact him through meditation. I took out his journal and rested it beside me on the bed, found a comfortable position and began to breathe deeply. At last I arrived at the place in my mind I had created to speak to Mathias. As I entered what I called “my room” I heard his voice in my head.

“What have you done?”

“What have I done? I came here to ask you that question.”

Mathias had told me that he had met an incubus only once in his lifetime. He said he had trained this individual for a time. He had “offered him an alternative to what he had become.” Suddenly all of Dracula’s seductive talents made perfect sense.

“It was him wasn’t it?”

“Who?”

“You know damn well who. You trained him didn’t you? Dracula.”

He gasped at the name. “So you have met him.”

“Yes, we’ve met.”

“I knew this would happen,” he said after a long pause, “I just did not remember it happening so soon.” Mathias could also see the future on command. That was a gift I had not inherited. It only happened in spurts with me.

“Is he dangerous to me?” I asked.

“He would never purposefully harm you.”

“That’s not what I asked. Is he dangerous to me?”

Mathias explained to me last summer that, “through our most intimate of touches, we have the ability to take on the characteristics of our lovers.” Now, this could be something as simple as liking their favorite foods. It all depends on your level of attachment to the individual, and your own level of ability. He also dropped the bomb on me that the voice of seduction, the ability I had inherited from him, was a form of vampirism. Through use of the voice, I actually fed off the desires of other people. I knew then that that was what Dracula was doing to me every time his voice caressed me.

“You trained him, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“You taught him to use the voice?”

“Yes. He was so greatly disturbed by having to repeatedly take the blood of others that I offered him an alternative. Being a wizard himself, he had the ability to learn. Of course he was never as powerful as myself, and he never will be.” He paused for a moment. “On the other hand, he has had longer to practice.”

“Trust me, practice makes perfect.”

I went on to explain to Mathias that what really worried me was if Dracula was an incubus, and the voice was a form of vampirism ... what did that make me after having slept with him?

“More powerful, I would imagine,” he answered thoughtfully. “Have you not noticed any heightening of your ability?”

As a matter of fact, I had.

“That’s it?”

“Did you expect to start sucking blood?” he teased.

“I didn’t know what to expect.”

I told Mathias about slipping accidentally into Dracula’s mind and there was another long pause before he replied, “So, you let an incubus into your mind. Did you ‘uninvite’ him?”

“No.”

He sighed, “Like I said, he would never deliberately harm you, but now he has access to your dreams.”

“What do you mean exactly?”

“The victims of an incubus will experience his visit as a dream.”

I felt a cold chill run through me.

“Mathias?”

“Yes?”

“I’ve been dreaming about him for years.”

After a lengthy conversation, Mathias assured me I was in no danger from Dracula, other than the possibility of sharing another disturbing memory. That was bad enough, but what really caught my attention was the reason I wasn’t in danger. Of course, I had asked Mathias why Dracula would never harm me. Because let’s be honest, I didn’t believe it was out of the goodness of his heart. His answer was, “Because he loves you.”

After talking to Mathias, I decided a hot shower would help me to digest what he had said. I was wrong, but I did feel much better. I chose not to think any more about what Dracula might feel for me, and focus instead on breakfast. I slipped on a clean pair of pajamas and went downstairs. Since it was supposed to rain all day again, I saw no point in getting dressed. As I reentered the kitchen, I noticed the small ivory envelope Dracula had delivered to me the night before. I put on a pot of coffee and sat down to read it. I picked up the invitation and held it to my nose. After remaining inside his shirt for several hours, it was drenched with his scent. I breathed him in as I pulled out the card and read:

The original vampire requests the honor of your presence at the opening of his club, Original Sin on Saturday, March the thirteenth at seven o’clock in the evening.

It was stamped with a red wax seal with the letter D. There was a number at the bottom to RSVP. I put it aside to pour myself some coffee and wondered what I would wear.

I was slicing fresh strawberries when Kat knocked at the door. Kathryn Roberts and I had known each other for five years now. I rescued her former boyfriend from a pack of werewolves, and we’d been friends ever since. Kat is around five-foot-six, slender, and brunette. For the last month she had also been dating someone new. Marco had sent over a wereleopard to deliver roses to Kat on Valentine’s Day with a card signed from the both of us. The wereleopard’s name was Judas, and from what I heard from Kat, he was a real wild man in bed. He was also a stripper working his way through college.

They seemed happy enough, but I still didn’t think Kat was over her last boyfriend, Charles. Charles Xander was a werewolf. A werewolf who had left the pack to follow Marco’s challenger, Bade Garren. Although, since I had saved Bade’s life about a month ago, I wasn’t sure how serious he was about killing Marco, anymore. They had been like brothers once, and they obviously loved each other. I often daydreamed that some sort of peace could exist between them.

Kat sat at the table while I made waffles and informed me happily that my paintings had tripled in value. Before it was common knowledge that I hunted werewolves, my cover story had been that I was an artist. I still loved to paint, but had increasingly less spare time to do it in. Kat is an interior designer, and she sold my paintings in her shop.

She picked up the invitation and sniffed it.

“Oh, my God. What is that wonderful smell?”

“Dracula’s cologne. Go on, open it up.”

Kat read the invitation out loud and asked, “Are you going?”

“Of course. You’re invited too, you know.”

“RSVP,” she said thoughtfully.

“Yeah, I know what it means, but I always wondered what that stood for exactly.”

“Really Sexy Vampires Present.” She laughed.

“Close enough,” I agreed with a smile.

Then I remembered seeing Peter, and my expression grew serious.

“What’s wrong?” Kat asked.

“I saw Peter yesterday,” I said softly.

“Peter? As in, first love, bastard who called you a monster, Peter?”

“That would be him.”

“What happened?”

I shrugged. “Nothing. I was on my way home from the grocery store and I saw him pull in at the gas station.”

We were both quiet for a minute before Kat asked, “How did it feel to see him again?”

“I’m not sure. I already felt like shit. Marco cancelled our date. Of course, that wasn’t his fault. There were tornadoes in the area. But I was disappointed. Then, while I was in the grocery store, I almost broke down crying over some cherries.”

“Because Alfred used to buy them for you.” It wasn’t a question. Kat knew my reasoning exactly. 

“That’s pretty good for someone who can’t read minds,” I said, trying to smile.

“I do come around here all the time. I pay attention.”

“I love you, Kat.”

She smiled. “I know you do.”

“Anyway, after an up and down emotional sort of day, Dracula showed up just after dusk.”

I told her about Dracula personally delivering the invitation and the dream we had unexpectedly shared last night. I didn’t leave any detail out, but Kat isn’t squeamish. She didn’t bat an eye while I told her about the piles of dead soldiers, and when I mentioned the body parts littering the ground, she just put more syrup on her waffle.

“That’s disgusting,” she said around a mouthful of fruit.

Of course, if she had actually seen it, it would have been a different story. Kat can listen to anything, but if she had taken in the scene I had, she would have been sick too. She certainly understood why I was so upset.

“That was really sweet of him though, staying with you till you fell asleep.”

I didn’t comment, mostly because I didn’t know what to say. Dracula’s concern and compassion had affected me very strongly.

Fortunately for me, Kat saved me from commenting by saying, “So, what do you suppose his surprise is?”

I had no idea, but I enjoyed listening to twenty minutes worth of her wild speculations.

Marco called about an hour after she left. The weather report had been wrong. It had turned into a beautiful clear day, and he was riding down to The Dread Moon, his other club near the beach. He wanted to make up for canceling our plans and asked if I would have lunch with him. I would go streaking in a lightning storm wearing conductive jewelry if Marco asked me to. Naturally, I agreed.

When he said he was riding down, I knew he meant he was coming on his motorcycle. Marco rode a bike modeled after some of the more classic styles, and I got excited, just listening to the engine. I changed into a pair of torn, but comfortable, jeans and a tight t-shirt that proclaimed my love of a certain gothic rockstar. I had just laced up my combat boots when I heard him driving up. I took a quick look in the mirror. My hair was about as good as it was going to get, and I didn’t feel like putting on make-up. I kept my hair in a short spiky cut that was a mix between a pixie and one of those flippy little bobs. I’d let it get kind of shaggy lately, and by the time we rode a while, it would end up looking like a punk rocker who got struck by lightning.

I was blessed with good genetics, so the make-up, I didn’t sweat; I just put on some lip gloss and slipped the tube in my pocket for later. With sunglasses and jacket in hand, I opened the door just as Marco stepped onto the porch.

He smiled at me, and the world stood still. He was wearing a faded pair of well- fitted jeans and a soft brown t-shirt. It went well with the deep chocolate color of his eyes, and his chestnut brown hair. Marco had also let his hair grow. It hung in straight glossy layers, the longest of which reached to just below his chin. I noticed a light stubble on his cheeks and could tell he hadn’t shaved this morning. That was all right. I loved the scruffy look, and like those tight jeans, Marco wore it well.

For a moment Marco didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. He didn’t need flowery prose, or eloquent sentiment. All he needed to do was smile his come on smile, and simply look in my direction.

“Hello, Red,” his rough sexy voice purred as he moved closer.

He bent to kiss me and I met him halfway. The full moon was less than a week away, and Marco’s werewolf pheromones were working overtime. He smelled even better than Dracula’s expensive cologne. He growled seductively as he pressed me back against the door and kissed me more thoroughly.

Touching Marco that day did something to me I hadn’t expected. Sure, it turned me on, but I didn’t just feel a tingle in all the right places. What I felt was warmer, and located a little closer to my heart.

“Are you ready to go?” he asked as he pulled back with a smile.

I slipped on my short leather jacket; however, Marco always ran a slight temperature. He grew hotter the closer he got to transformation, and the day was only mildly cool. I ran my hands over the sculpted muscles of his bare arms as I snuggled close behind him.

“Marco, can I talk to you about something?”

“Sure, Red, tell me what’s on your mind.”

I’m not sure why, but I felt compelled to tell Marco about seeing Peter. He knew who he was to me, and why the incident would have bothered me. I also told him I would be attending the opening of Original Sin on Saturday night. Saturday was the full moon, and Marco didn’t mind. Especially since I would be with Kat. He also didn’t seem to mind me talking to Dracula as much since we were partners. I suppose he had accepted that some contact was necessary if you were going to work with someone. He wouldn’t have taken so kindly to the idea of him holding me while I cried myself to sleep last night, so I kept that part to myself.

As we drove, I happened to give a description of Peter. This was something I had never done before, and as I did so Marco pulled to the side of the dirt road we were on and stopped.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Say that again.”

I described Peter again, and Marco looked stricken. 
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Chapter Four
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“How many years has it been since you saw Peter? I mean, actually had contact with him?” he asked.

“Not since that night ...” I trailed off. Marco knew which night I was talking about. It was the night Peter had called me a monster.

“I don’t know how to tell you this.” Marco sighed.

My heart was pounding with the dread of bad news as Marco climbed off the bike and turned to me. I threw one leg over and turned to face him. He held out his hands, and I understood he meant for me to read his mind. Whatever it was, it was bad enough that he couldn’t find the words. I would have to see for myself.

I took Marco’s hands and found momentary comfort in their reassuring warmth as I opened my mind. Blocking away my own thoughts, I plunged into his memory. Almost instantly I knew why he was so upset. He knew who Peter was because Peter had called and asked permission to enter his territory. That was customary among alpha werewolves.

I broke the contact suddenly and Marco said, “I’m sorry, Red. I didn’t know how to tell you.”

“It’s all right, you didn’t know,” I replied, staring at the trees behind Marco and not seeing a one of them.

I couldn’t seem to comprehend that the man who had called me a monster so long ago had become one as well. Irony is a funny thing some times. I suppose I should have considered he got what he had coming, but I didn’t. I felt sorry for Peter. To my surprise, I didn’t cry. I didn’t even feel the urge to. Marco held me to him, and I rested my head against his flat stomach. He smelled of leather and fur, and comfort. I squeezed him a little tighter.

“Will you be all right?” he asked softly.

I nodded. “Any idea why he wanted to come here?”

“He just said he wanted to visit his home town again. It sounded reasonable to me. He didn’t seem to have any ulterior motives.”

“Fuck it,” I said suddenly, “let’s have lunch.”

“Red, are you sure? I understand if you want to go back. I had no idea who he was, or I would have told you.”

“I know you would,” I said as I hugged him tight once more. “And yes, I’m sure. I’m starving.”

We drove thirty minutes out of town to Kat’s favorite restaurant. When we arrived she was standing in line outside waiting for a table. Judas was with her. Though we hadn’t planned to meet them, Marco seemed as happy to see them as I was. This would be my first opportunity to meet Judas, although I recognized him instantly from her description.

He was about five-foot-eight with long glossy, black hair and very well-put together. I would guess him to be in his mid-twenties. He had a genuine smile, and I could tell by the way he looked at Marco that he respected him. This immediately put Judas in my good graces. Judas was the only one of his kind to have been discovered so far, and Marco had let him into the pack against numerous complaints. He had been injured helping Marco’s wolves, and he felt he owed Judas his protection. I think Marco suffered from a hero complex, but I couldn’t afford to cast stones. After all, I’d met most of my friends by rescuing them from werewolves.

Kat introduced me to Judas before turning a gleaming smile to Marco. “And of course, you’ve met,” she said.

Marco inclined his head regally, but couldn’t seem to prevent the slight grin.

Kat jumped and yelled, “Son of a bitch!”

“Well,” Marco laughed. “I’ve never had quite that effect before.”

“It’s not you wolfman, it’s the pager. Our table is ready,” Kat said, waving a device covered in flashing lights in front of Marco’s face. “Come on, we’ll have them set two more places.”

I heard Judas whisper, “You call him wolfman?” He seemed impressed.

“He’s a friend of mine,” Kat replied with a shrug.

“Shall we?” Marco smiled, putting an arm around me and Kat.

We were taken to a booth beside the bar. Once everyone was seated, I asked Marco, “Baby, will you order for me? I’ve got to go to the restroom.”

The request was not unusual in itself. However, when I usually called someone sugar or baby, I was insulting them in some way. Everyone who knew me knew I had a way of turning endearments like this into insults. This was the first time I had used such a term for Marco, and I did so minus the sarcasm. The moment was not lost on Kat, or Marco. He turned his wolfish grin my way, and I nearly peed my pants.

I had barely zipped my jeans before I heard the door to the ladies room open again. I knew it was Kat even before she spoke.

“Baby, huh?”

“Do you have to pee Kat, or are you just being nosy?”

“Oh, come down off your high horse,” she said with a laugh. “Or should I say your werewolf?”

“Fuck you,” I said, but my words lacked conviction.

I couldn’t wipe off the grin as I began to wash my hands. I was trying hard not to laugh at what she’d just said.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” she persisted.

“No, Kat. Honestly. It just sort of slipped.”

She smiled and it wasn’t devious or nosy, it warmed my heart. Kat was really happy for me, and it showed.

“Come on then,” she sighed. “I’m starving.”

When we returned, Kat slid into place beside Judas, facing the isle. Marco stood up and I scooted across the seat near the wall. The move was subtle, but it was a show of his dominance, and protection. There was a time when it would have pissed me off, like him insisting on sleeping between me and the door. But now it made me smile. I found I was very much enjoying Marco’s protection, and couldn’t believe I had avoided it for so long.

“I ordered you a salad,” he said, as he casually touched my thigh.

His hand was warm, and seemed to burn me through my jeans. I smiled my approval, but when I looked at Kat she seemed angry. Judas hadn’t known what to order for her, and the look on her face said she would have been pissed if it was a salad.

“He’s not suggesting that I lose weight, Kat. I like the salads here,” I explained.

The crease in her forehead relaxed, and when the waitress came back, Kat ordered a burger and fries. I laughed, but shook my head at Marco when his expression told me he wanted to know what was so funny. I knew Kat well enough to know why she had ordered the fattening food. She had been burning off enough calories that she could afford to eat what she wanted. I winked at her, and she blushed.

When they brought the food I saw that Marco had ordered his usual rare steak, and Judas had gotten a salad like mine.

“I don’t want to bloat,” he explained. “I’ve got a show tonight.”

He worked at a place down the street from club Red known as The Package Store. Despite the name, it was fairly upscale. Still, I could barely fight the urge to laugh every time someone mentioned the place.

“So, Judas, what are you going to school for?” I asked, trying to make polite conversation.

“I want to be a veterinarian.”

I tried not to laugh, and instead nearly choked. Surely I wasn’t the only one who found the idea of a wereleopard becoming a vet, funny? The tears in Marco’s eyes as he patted my back answered my question.

“All right, Red?” he asked, as he kept fighting to keep the corners of his mouth from turning up.

I just nodded. I didn’t trust myself to speak.

As the conversation turned to questions about Marco’s clubs, and small talk, I found I couldn’t focus enough to pay attention. The only thing that seemed real to me in the whole room was Marco’s leg pressed against mine. I fiddled idly with what was left of my salad while I ran my hand along his inner thigh. I thought back over all the years we had spent as enemies and realized I had wanted to touch his inner thigh for a very long time. I closed my eyes for a moment, enjoying the way his hot flesh burned me through the fabric.

Marco’s voice never wavered. He kept on talking as if I wasn’t groping him underneath the table. Then I moved my hand higher, and he growled in spite of himself. It was a soft sexy sound, but it was definitely not human, and other people turned and stared. Kat gave me a look that clearly said, “What did you do?” And Judas just looked afraid. But Marco was grinning from ear to ear, and pinched my side playfully causing me to move my hand.

In a moment the normal buzz of the restaurant returned, and I put my hand back. He raised an eyebrow as he looked at me, and I raised one right back. I wanted to touch him, and that was exactly what I was going to do. My look said, “What are you going to do about it?” The smile he gave me said, “Not a damn thing.”

Just when things were going so good, on our way out we ran into Peter. Literally, he nearly knocked me down. I wasn’t sure how to react. I knew him instantly and just stood there in mute shock. I had forgotten what it felt like to be in his presence and having that familiar feeling mingled with the presence of an alpha werewolf was not pleasant. It felt positively unsettling.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he began. “Lilith. Oh, my God.” Then he caught sight of Marco and averted his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” Marco answered. He looked down at me to be sure it really was all right. I nodded.

Peter smiled at me and asked, “Do you have just a minute?”

My heart was pounding, but I wasn’t afraid. In fact, I wasn’t excited either. I tried to figure out my reaction as we walked out onto the sidewalk while Kat, Judas and Marco stepped out into the parking lot.

“I don’t actually have anything to say,” he confessed. His blue eyes sparkled, just like they always did and his hair was still the same light blond. Peter was only a few inches taller than me, about Kat’s height. I had often fantasized about what it would be like to stand face to face with Peter again. Sometimes I thought of slapping him for what he had said to me. Other times, I wanted to just throw my arms around him and cry. But I didn’t do either one of those things. I didn’t want to. Thinking about Peter all those years was completely different than actually standing beside him again. Because I didn’t want to be standing beside him anymore, I wanted to be across the parking lot standing beside Marco, and talking to Kat. I smiled at him as I realized, I didn’t even want to be there. I felt free.

“I heard you and Amy got divorced,” I said. But I mentioned it out of concern, not spite.

“Yeah.” He smiled sheepishly. “What can I say, Lil? She wasn’t you.”

“No one ever will be,” I said and smiled brightly.

I left Peter with a smile and nearly ran across the parking lot to Marco. I wanted to fling my arms around him and shout the good news, “I’m free! I’m not in love with Peter anymore!” But I didn’t. I knew when I looked at Peter that I still cared very much for him. But that love had changed over the years. It had become the deep affection you felt for your friends and family. I still loved him, but more along the lines of how I loved Kat instead of how I loved ... anyone else.

I took Marco’s hand, and let some of what I was feeling pass to him through my touch. I wanted to rip off his clothes in the middle of the parking lot, and I didn’t even try to hide my enthusiasm. He wrapped up the conversation quickly and drove faster than he should on the way home. Oh yeah, he got the message all right.

He barely put the bike in park in front of my steps before he turned to me with a hungry growl and pulled me to my feet. He snatched off my jacket as he ran his hands in a hot trail up my arms. When he reached my shoulders, Marco pulled me against him. The heat of his body burned me through our thin shirts, and my nipples hardened against him. Somehow we had gotten up the steps, and I began to unbuckle his belt. He lifted me against the door, and I wrapped myself around him. He growled again, and I squeezed him tighter.

I’m not sure how long this kiss lasted, but I had never experienced anything quite like it. Marco didn’t kiss me with the practiced ease of Dracula’s technique. However, he was definitely skilled. He kissed me with a passion I had found lacking in the vampire. Marco kissed me with the hunger of an animal long denied satisfaction. He was starving, and he was hungry for me.

Before I knew what had happened, the door was open and I hit the ground hard. Marco fell on top of me. He didn’t have time to brace himself, and his six-foot-two frame nearly flattened me.

I groaned as I looked up to find Alek looking startled and embarrassed. His hair was between a medium and dark shade of blond, with silvery gray just barely visible around the temples. This hair stood out at haphazard angles, letting me know he had been asleep. Alek is also tall, around six-foot-one. He looked down his long nearly hooked nose and smiled abashedly.

“I’m so terribly sorry,” he drawled smoothly in his thick British accent. “I thought someone was knocking at the door.”

He reached out a hand and helped to pull Marco to his feet, then offered a hand to me. I smiled at him and Alek averted his eyes and blushed. He was definitely not a prude. In fact, I had never seen him blush before. He must have been imagining what we were doing against the door.

“It’s all right,” Marco said, placing a hand on the wizard’s shoulder. “I really should get going.”

He smiled at me in a way that said he wasn’t angry, it was simply bad timing.

“I’ve got some business to take care of at The Dread Moon. I’ll call you about next weekend?”

Even in front of Alek, the only response I could think of was to kiss him. It was as close as Marco had ever come to being invited through my front door, but it was only by a few feet. He smiled and closed the door behind him. This may not have seemed strange, but all of the doorknobs in my house are made of solid silver. I had never seen a werewolf powerful enough to be able to touch them without pain. My friend Luther was his second in command, and even he never directly touched my doorknobs. He always used his shirt to open the doors, like you would to avoid getting shocked by static electricity. I’d even caught him going around the house with a pot holder before.

I was impressed, to say the least.

“You want some tea?” Alek asked.

“Sure.”

I followed him into the kitchen, his long blue robe swishing in his wake. The nightshirt he wore matched the dark blue, and it complemented his hair nicely. Alek wasn’t unattractive by any means, but I was more concerned about his health than the bit of his nice legs being revealed.

“How are you feeling?” I asked softly, reaching out to touch his arm as I passed him.

He had gone to bed early the night before. He’d been sneezing all day, and I was afraid he was catching a cold.

“I’m fine. Overslept today though,” he said, yawning.

It was one o’clock.

“I would say so,” I answered with a smile.

“I took some allergy medicine and passed out,” he explained.

I laughed. “A wizard took an over the counter allergy medicine?”

He shrugged. “Worked didn’t it?”

“I suppose so,” I said, smiling.

Alek smoothed his disheveled hair and smiled back at me. “How do I look?”

I was used to his teasing personality and knew he was only harassing me because he could.

“Like you should get ready to answer the door.”

“What?”

His confusion was charming. Ms. Wilson was on her way up the steps at that very moment, and was so excited about asking me to her annual tea party that her thoughts broadcasted like a radio tower.
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Chapter Five
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When we heard a knock at the door, Alek jumped.

“How did you do that?” he asked.

“I didn’t do anything. Will you let Ms. Wilson in please?”

He gave me a long, penetrating stare as he made his way reluctantly to the front door. He was either shameless, or he’d forgotten the fact that he was wearing only a thin silk nightshirt and a robe. I was betting on a combination of the two.

I heard her excited voice as he led her through the foyer into the kitchen. She was positively beaming at Alek. That bastard, he was charming her. Not the way a vampire could with his eyes, but simply with his personality. Before coming to live with me, he’d been in theatre for years. If anyone could put on a good show, it was Alek. I certainly wasn’t immune to Alek’s charms, but being his friend did give me some defense. When I saw the way she smiled up at him, I wondered if my defense was all it was cracked up to be.

He introduced himself, and bowed to kiss her hand. Ms. Wilson, whom I had known all my life, actually giggled like a little girl. She was in her sixties with silvery hair and a nice figure for a woman her age. To be honest, she had a nice figure for a woman any age. She was a true southern belle, and her tea parties were something not to be missed. Everyone went to catch up on the latest gossip, while she flitted from table to table, doing the same thing. In spite of her nosiness, Ms. Wilson had a charm of her own, and I enjoyed seeing her. She and Alfred had never gotten along, and she seemed very pleased at the fact that he hadn’t answered the door. He thought she was a nosy old bat, and she thought he was an over-opinionated Italian. They were both right.

“Would you like to stay for tea?” Alek asked smoothly.

He was actually flirting with her! I tried to control my expression. But then I reminded myself that they were close to the same age. Alek only looked twenty years younger.

“Oh, I couldn’t,” she said, beaming. “I just came by to extend an invitation to my tea party.”

She was flirting back! I thought I might be sick ... and jealous. I shook my head against the thought and began looking for some tea bags. Ms. Wilson, to her credit, left Alek where he stood and approached me. She placed the invitation on the bar while I rummaged in the cabinet.

“Is Dracula around?” she asked.

The question startled me so that I dropped the box of English tea on the floor. As far as Alek was concerned, that was practically an insult against the Queen. Ms. Wilson bent to pick up the box and handed it to me with a smile.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just assumed with all the tabloid pictures of you two together that you had some association with one another outside of work. Or won’t the werewolf allow it?”

“He allows it,” I said carefully.

Ms. Wilson must have seen the irritation in my look. She quickly began to explain that, being the tolerant soul she was, she had the brilliant idea to invite Dracula to her tea party.

“See, I think it would be a great way to show we accept his kind. You know, extend a little hospitality?”

I couldn’t help smiling at her as I asked, “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that he’s one of the sexiest men to ever walk the face of the earth?”

She blushed. Surprise, surprise.

“Well, maybe just a little. Don’t you think it’s a good idea, dear? Or do you think he wouldn’t be interested?”

“On the contrary, I think he would be delighted.”

Dracula never missed an opportunity for good press coverage. Not since so many vampires wanted to be able to live in the open. He figured the more harmless he looked, the easier it would be for others trying to simply exist in peace. My, how the mighty had fallen. I wasn’t sure what would make someone go from a warlord to being the poster boy for vampire rights, but it must be something powerful. The only place Dracula felt more at home than on a battlefield was in the bedroom. How I suddenly knew that, I had no idea. I tried not to think about it as I informed Ms. Wilson that he would be over after dark if she wanted to come back and invite him personally. She was tickled pink, literally. She blushed all the way out the door.

I also noticed as I read her invitation that she had chosen to have her party at dusk. She had really thought this through. While I dipped my tea bag idly, I thought about Alek sitting quietly across the table from me. Alek and I were about as close as I was to Kat, so we could sit in silence comfortably. But there was something I found I wanted to know all of the sudden. “How come you never married?”

He took a sip of tea as he replied silkily, “Why?”

“What do you mean, why? It’s a simple question.”

“You see me flirt with a little old lady and you suddenly think of why I might be single.” He smiled at me before taking another sip of tea. He was deliberately trying to provoke me.

“Don’t be an asshole, Alek.”

“I’ve got no problem looking at the same woman every day,” he said with a sigh. “But I get nervous at the thought of being legally obligated to be there.”
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