
[image: Cover Image]




Narcissus in Chains

Laurell K. Hamilton

[image: image]




Copyright © 2002 Laurell K. Hamilton

The right of Laurell K. Hamilton to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by

Headline Publishing Group in 2010

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN : 978 0 7553 7083 2

Cover image: paper sculpture by Line Andersen;

Design by Sharon Chai, Stylorouge

This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Information

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Laurell K. Hamilton is the bestselling author of the acclaimed Anita Blake, Vampire Hunter, Novels. She lives near St Louis with her husband, her daughter, two dogs and an ever-fluctuating number of fish. She invites you to visit her website at www.laurellkhamilton.org.




Praise for the Anita Blake, Vampire Hunter, Novels

‘Anita Blake is one of the most fascinating fictional heroines since Scarlett O’Hara’ Publishers Weekly

‘What The Da Vinci Code did for the religious thriller, the Anita Blake series has done for the vampire novel’ USA Today

‘Hamilton’s complex, enthralling world is utterly absorbing’ Booklist

‘A hardcore guilty pleasure’ The Times

‘Always very, very sexy and exciting’ Dreamwatch

‘This fast-paced, tough-edged supernatural thriller is mesmerizing reading indeed’ Locus

‘The action never stops’ The New York Review of Science Fiction

‘Supernatural bad guys beware, night-prowling Anita Blake is savvy, sassy and tough’ P N Elrod

‘I was enthralled by a departure from the usual type of vampire tale . . .’ Andre Norton

‘A real rush . . . a heady mix of romance and horror’ Jayne Ann Krentz


Anita Blake, Vampire Hunter, Novels

Guilty Pleasures

The Laughing Corpse

Circus of the Damned

The Lunatic Café

Bloody Bones

The Killing Dance

Burnt Offerings

Blue Moon

Obsidian Butterfly

Narcissus in Chains

Cerulean Sins

Incubus Dreams

Micah and Strange Candy

Danse Macabre

The Harlequin

Blood Noir

Skin Trade

Flirt

Bullet

Hit List

Kiss the Dead

Affliction

eSpecials

Beauty

Dancing


About the Book

The look on my face must have frightened him, because his eyes widened, and I saw something like human fear cross his reptilian face.

I’m Anita Blake and I kill monsters. The last thing I want to think about though when I get home after a night out is work. But someone has abducted a wereleopard from the Narcissus in Chains club. It’s a dark world out there with shapeshifter crime and werecreature struggles. I may not have seen Jean-Claude, the Vampire Master of the City, for six months, but I need his help now, whatever the consequences. Someone is targeting the lycanthropes and we have to save them.
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June had come in like its usual hot, sweaty self, but a freak cold front had moved in during the night and the car radio had been full of the record low temperatures. It was only in the low sixties, not that cold, but after weeks of eighty- and ninety-plus, it felt downright frigid. My best friend, Ronnie Sims, and I were sitting in my Jeep with the windows down, letting the unseasonably cool air drift in on us. Ronnie had turned thirty tonight. We were talking about how she felt about the big 3-0 and other girl talk. Considering that she’s a private detective and I raise the dead for a living it was pretty ordinary talk. Sex, guys, turning thirty, vampires, werewolves. You know, the usual.

We could have gone inside the house, but there is something about the intimacy of a car after dark that makes you want to linger. Or maybe it was the sweet smell of springlike air coming through the windows like the caress of some half-remembered lover.

‘Okay, so he’s a werewolf. No one’s perfect,’ Ronnie said. ‘Date him, sleep with him, marry him. My vote’s for Richard.’

‘I know you don’t like Jean-Claude.’

‘Don’t like him!’ Her hands gripped the passenger-side door handle, squeezing it until I could see the tension in her shoulders. I think she was counting to ten.

‘If I killed as easily as you do, I’d have killed that son of a bitch two years ago and your life would be a lot less complicated now.’

That last was an understatement. But . . . ‘I don’t want him dead, Ronnie.’

‘He’s a vampire, Anita. He is dead.’ She turned and looked at  me in the dark. Her soft gray eyes and yellow hair had turned to silver and near white in the cold light of the stars. The shadows and bright reflected light left her face in bold relief, like some modern painting. But the look on her face was almost frightening. There was a fearful determination there.

If it had been me with that look on my face, I’d have warned me not to do anything stupid, like kill Jean-Claude. But Ronnie wasn’t a shooter. She’d killed twice, both times to save my life. I owed her. But she wasn’t a person who could hunt someone down in cold blood and kill him. Not even a vampire. I knew this about her, so I didn’t have to caution her. ‘I used to think I knew what dead was or wasn’t, Ronnie.’ I shook my head. ‘The line isn’t so clear-cut.’

‘He seduced you,’ she said.

I looked away from her angry face and stared at the foil-wrapped swan in my lap. Deirdorfs and Hart, where we’d had dinner, got creative with their doggy bags: foil-wrapped animals. I couldn’t argue with Ronnie, and I was getting tired of trying.

Finally, I said, ‘Every lover seduces you, Ronnie, that’s the way it works.’

She slammed her hands so hard onto the dashboard it startled me and must have hurt her. ‘Damn it, Anita, it’s not the same.’

I was starting to get angry, and I didn’t want to be angry, not with Ronnie. I had taken her out to dinner to make her feel better, not to fight. Louis Fane, her steady boyfriend, was out of town at a conference, and she was bummed about that, and about turning thirty. So I’d tried to make her feel better, and she seemed determined to make me feel worse.

‘Look, I haven’t seen either Jean-Claude or Richard for six months. I’m not dating either of them, so we can skip the lecture on vampire ethics.’

‘Now that’s an oxymoron,’ she said.

‘What is?’ I asked.

‘Vampire ethics,’ she said.

I frowned at her. ‘That’s not fair, Ronnie.’

‘You are a vampire executioner, Anita. You are the one who taught me that they aren’t just people with fangs. They are monsters.’

I’d had enough. I opened the car door and slid to the edge of the seat. Ronnie grabbed my shoulder. ‘Anita, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Please don’t be mad.’

I didn’t turn around. I sat there with my feet hanging out the door, the cool air creeping into the closer warmth of the car.

‘Then drop it, Ronnie. I mean drop it.’

She leaned over and gave me a quick hug from behind. ‘I’m sorry. It’s none of my business who you sleep with.’

I leaned into the hug for a moment. ‘That’s right, it’s not.’ Then I pulled away and got out of the car. My high heels crunched on the gravel of my driveway. Ronnie had wanted us to dress up, so we had. It was her birthday. It wasn’t until after dinner that I’d realized her diabolical scheme. She’d had me wear heels and a nice little black skirt outfit. The top was actually, gasp, a well-fitted halter top. Or would that be backless evening wear? However pricey it was, it was still a very short skirt and a halter top. Ronnie had helped me pick the outfit out about a week ago. I should have known her innocent ‘oh, let’s just both dress up’ was a ruse. There had been other dresses that covered more skin and had longer hemlines, but none that camouflaged the belly-band holster that cut across my lower waist. I’d actually taken the holster along with us on the shopping trip, just to be sure. Ronnie thought I was being paranoid, but I don’t go anywhere after dark unarmed. Period.

The skirt was just roomy enough and black enough to hide the fact that I wore the belly band and a Firestar 9mm. The top was heavy enough material, what there was of it, that you really couldn’t see the handle of the gun under the cloth. All I had to do was lift the bottom of the top and the gun was right there, ready to be drawn. It was the most user-friendly dressy outfit I’d ever owned.  Made me wish they made it in a different color so I could have two of them.

Ronnie’s plan had been to go to a club on her birthday. A dance club. Eek. I never went to clubs. I did not dance. But I went in with her. Yes, she got me out on the floor, mainly because her dancing alone was attracting too much unwanted male attention. At least with both of us dancing together the would-be Casanovas stayed at a distance. Though saying I danced was inaccurate. I stood there and sort of swayed. Ronnie danced. She danced like it was her last night on Earth and she had to put every muscle to good use. It was spectacular, and a little frightening. There was something almost desperate to it, as if Ronnie felt the cold hand of time creeping up faster and faster. Or maybe that was just me projecting my own insecurities. I’d turned twenty-six early in the year, and, frankly, at the rate I was going, I probably wouldn’t have to worry about hitting thirty. Death cures all ills. Well, most of them.

There had been one man who had attached himself to me instead of Ronnie. I didn’t understand why. She was a tall leggy blonde, dancing like she was having sex with the music. But he offered me drinks. I don’t drink. He tried to slow dance. I refused. I finally had to be rude. Ronnie told me to dance with him, at least he was human. I told her that birthday guilt only went so far, and she’d used hers up.

The last thing on God’s green earth that I needed was another man in my life. I didn’t have a clue what to do with the two I had already. The fact that they were, respectively, a Master Vampire and an Ulfric, werewolf king, was only part of the problem. That fact alone should let you know just how deep a hole I was digging. Or would that be, already have dug? Yeah, already dug. I was about halfway to China and still throwing dirt up in the air.

I’d been celibate for six months. So, as far as I knew, had they. Everyone was waiting for me to make up my mind. Waiting for me to choose, or decide, something, anything.

I’d been a rock for half a year, because I’d stayed away from them. I hadn’t seen them, in the flesh anyway. I had returned no phone calls. I had run for the hills at the first hint of cologne. Why such drastic measures? Frankly, because almost every time I saw them, I fell off the chastity wagon. They both had my libido, but I was trying to decide who had my heart. I still didn’t know. The only thing I had decided was that it was time to stop hiding. I had to see them and figure out what we were all going to do. I’d decided two weeks ago that I needed to see them. It was the day that I refilled my birth-control pill prescription, and started taking it again. The very last thing I needed was a surprise pregnancy. That the first thing I thought of when I thought of Richard and Jean-Claude was to go back on birth control tells you something about the effect they had on me.

You needed to be on the pill for at least a month to be safe, or as safe as you ever got. Four more weeks, five to be sure, then I’d call. Maybe.

I heard Ronnie’s heels running on the gravel. ‘Anita, Anita, wait, don’t be angry.’

The thing was, I wasn’t angry with her. I was angry with me. Angry that after all these months I still couldn’t decide between the two men. I stopped walking and waited for her, huddled in my little black skirt outfit, the little foil swan in my hands. The night had turned cool enough to make me wish I’d worn a jacket. When Ronnie caught up with me I started walking again.

‘I’m not mad, Ronnie, just tired. Tired of you, my family, Dolph, Zerbrowski, everyone being so damned judgmental.’ My heels hit the sidewalk with sharp clacks. Jean-Claude had once said he could tell if I was angry just by the sound of my heels on the floor. ‘Watch your step. You’re wearing higher heels than I am.’ Ronnie was five feet eight, which meant with heels she was nearly six feet.

I was wearing two-inch heels, which put me at five five. I get a much better workout when Ronnie and I jog together than she does.

The phone was ringing as I juggled the key and the foil-wrapped leftovers. Ronnie took the leftovers, and I shoved the door open with my shoulder. I was running across the floor in my high heels before I remembered that I was on vacation. Which meant whatever emergency was calling at 2:05 in the morning was not my problem, not for another two weeks at least. But old habits die hard, and I was at the phone before I remembered. I actually let the machine pick up while I stood there, heart pounding. I was planning on ignoring it, but . . . but I still stood ready to grab the receiver just in case.

Loud, booming music, and a man’s voice. I didn’t recognize the music, but I recognized the voice. ‘Anita, it’s Gregory. Nathaniel’s in trouble.’

Gregory was one of the wereleopards I’d inherited when I killed their alpha, their leader. As a human, I wasn’t really up to the job, but until I found a replacement, even I was better than nothing. Wereanimals without a dominant to protect them were anyone’s meat, and if someone moved in and slaughtered them, it would sort of be my fault. So I acted as their protector, but the job was more complicated than I’d ever dreamed. Nathaniel was the problem. All the others were rebuilding their lives since their old leader had been killed, but not Nathaniel. He’d had a hard life: abused, raped, pimped out, and topped. Topped meant he’d been someone’s slave – as in sex and pain. He was one of the few true submissives I’d ever met, though, admittedly, my pool of acquaintance was limited.

I cursed softly and picked up the phone. ‘I’m here, Gregory, what’s happened now?’ Even to me, my voice sounded tired and half-angry.

‘If I had anyone else to call, Anita, I’d call them, but you’re it.’ He sounded tired and angry, too. Great.

‘Where’s Elizabeth? She was supposed to be riding herd on Nathaniel tonight.’ I’d finally agreed that Nathaniel could start  going out to the dominance and submission clubs if he was accompanied by Elizabeth and at least one other wereleopard. Tonight it had been Gregory riding shotgun, but without Elizabeth, Gregory wasn’t dominant enough to keep Nathaniel safe. A normal submissive would have been safe in one of the clubs with someone there to simply say, ‘No thanks, we’ll pass.’ But Nathaniel was one of those rare subs who are almost incapable of saying no, and there had been hints made that his idea of pain and sex could be very extreme. Which meant that he might say yes to things that were very, very bad for him. Wereanimals can take a lot of injury and not be permanently damaged, but there is a limit. A healthy bottom will say stop when he’s had too much or he feels something bad happening, but Nathaniel wasn’t that healthy. So he had keepers with him to make sure no one really bad got a hold of him. But it was more than that. A good dominant trusts his sub to say when  before the damage is too great. The dom trusts the sub to know his own body and have enough self-preservation to call out before he is in past what his body can take. Nathaniel did not come with that safety feature, which meant a dominant with the best of intentions could end up hurting him badly before realizing Nathaniel wouldn’t help himself.

I actually had accompanied Nathaniel a few times. As his Nimir-Ra it was sort of my job to interview prospective . . . keepers. I’d gone prepared for the clubs to be one of the lower circles of hell and had been pleasantly shocked. I’d had more trouble with sexual propositions in a normal bar on a Saturday night. In the clubs everyone was very careful not to impose on you or to be seen as pushy. It was a small community, and if you got a reputation for being obnoxious, you could find yourself blacklisted, with no one to play with. I’d found the people in the scene were polite, and once you made it clear you were not there to play, no one bothered you, except tourists. Tourists were posers, people not really into the scene, who liked to dress up and frequent the clubs. They  didn’t know the rules, and hadn’t bothered to ask. They probably thought a woman who would come to a place like this would do anything. I’d persuaded them differently. But I’d had to stop going with Nathaniel. The other wereleopards said I gave off so much dominant vibe that no dominant would ever approach Nathaniel while I was with him. Though we’d had offers for ménage à trois of every description. I felt like I needed a button that said, ‘No, I don’t want to have a bondage three-way with you, thanks for asking, though.’

Elizabeth had supposedly been dominant, but not too much to take Nathaniel out and try to pick him up a . . . date.

‘Elizabeth left,’ Gregory said.

‘Without Nathaniel?’ I made it a question.

‘Yes.’

‘Well, that just fries my bacon,’ I said.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘I’m angry with Elizabeth.’

‘It gets better,’ he said.

‘How much better can it be, Gregory? You all assured me that these clubs were safe. A little bondage, a little light slap and tickle. You all convinced me that I couldn’t keep Nathaniel away from it indefinitely. You said that they had ways to monitor the area so no one could possibly get hurt. That’s what you and Zane and Cherry told me. Hell, I’ve seen it myself. There are safety monitors everywhere, it’s safer than some dates I’ve had, so what could have possibly gone wrong?’

‘We couldn’t have anticipated this,’ he said.

‘Just get to the end of the story, Gregory, the foreplay is getting tedious.’

There was silence for longer than there should have been, just the overly loud music. ‘Gregory, are you still there?’

‘Gregory is indisposed,’ a man’s voice said.

‘Who is this?’

‘I am Marco, if that helps you, though I doubt that it does.’ His voice was cultured – American, but upper crusty.

‘New in town are you?’ I asked.

‘Something like that,’ he said.

‘Welcome to town. Make sure you go up in the Arch while you’re here, it’s a nice view. But what has your recent arrival in St Louis got to do with me and mine?’

‘We didn’t realize it was your pet we had at first. He wasn’t the one we were hunting for, but now that we have him, we’re keeping him.’

‘You can’t “keep” him,’ I said.

‘Come down and take him away from us, if you can.’ That strangely smooth voice made the threat all the more effective. There was no anger, nothing personal. It sounded like business, and I had no clue what it was about.

‘Put Gregory back on,’ I said.

‘I don’t think so. He’s enjoying some personal time with my friends right now.’

‘How do I know he’s still alive?’ My voice was as unemotional as his. I wasn’t feeling anything yet; it was too sudden, too unexpected, like coming in on the middle of a movie.

‘No one’s dead, yet,’ the man said.

‘How do I know that?’

He was quiet for a second, then, ‘What sort of people are you used to dealing with, that you would ask if we’ve killed him first thing?’

‘It’s been a rough year. Now put Gregory on the phone, because until I know he’s alive, and he tells me the others are, this negotiation is stalled.’

‘How do you know we are negotiating?’ Marco asked.

‘Call it a hunch.’

‘My, you are direct.’

‘You have no idea how direct I can be, Marco. Put Gregory on the phone.’

There was the music-filled silence, and more music, but no voices. ‘Gregory, Gregory, are you there? Is anyone there?’ Shit, I thought.

‘I’m afraid that your kitty-cat won’t squawl for us. A point of pride, I think.’

‘Put the receiver to his ear and let me talk to him.’

‘As you wish.’

More of the loud music. I spoke as if I was sure that Gregory was listening. ‘Gregory, I need to know you’re alive. I need to know that Nathaniel and everyone else is alive. Talk to me, Gregory.’

His voice came squeezed tight, as if he were gritting his teeth. ‘Yesss.’

‘Yes, what, they’re all alive?’

‘Yess.’

‘What are they doing to you?’

He screamed into the phone, and the sound raised the hairs on my neck and danced down my arms in goosebumps. The sound stopped abruptly. ‘Gregory, Gregory!’ I was yelling against the techno-beat of the music, but no one was answering.

Marco came back on the line. ‘They are all alive, if not quite well. The one they call Nathaniel is a lovely young man, all that long auburn hair and the most extraordinary violet eyes. So pretty, it would be a shame to spoil all that beauty. Of course, this one is lovely too, blond, blue-eyed. Someone told me that they both work as strippers? Is that true?’

I wasn’t numb anymore, I was scared, and angry, and I still had not a clue to why this was happening. My voice came out almost even, almost calm. ‘Yeah, it’s true. You’re new in town, Marco, so you don’t know me. But trust me, you don’t want to do this.’

‘Perhaps not, but my alpha does.’

Ah, shapeshifter politics. I hated shapeshifter politics. ‘Why? The wereleopards are no threat to anyone.’

‘Ours is not to reason why, ours is but to do and die.’

A literate kidnapper, refreshing. ‘What do you want, Marco?’

‘My alpha wants you to come down and rescue your cats, if you can.’

‘What club are you at?’

‘Narcissus in Chains.’ And he hung up.
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‘Damn it!’

‘What’s happened?’ Ronnie asked. I’d almost forgotten her. She didn’t belong in this part of my life, but there she was, leaning against the kitchen cabinets, searching my face, looking worried.

‘I’ll take care of it.’

She gripped my arm. ‘You gave me this speech about wanting your friends back, about not wanting to push us all away. Did you mean it, or was it just talk?’

I took a deep breath and let it out. I told her what the other side of the conversation had been.

‘And you don’t have any clue what this is about?’ she asked.

‘No, I don’t.’

‘That’s odd. Usually stuff like this builds up, it doesn’t just drop out of the blue.’

I nodded. ‘I know.’

‘Star 69 will ring back whatever number just called you.’

‘What good will that do?’

‘It will let you know if they’re really at this club, or whether it’s just a trap for you.’

‘Not just another pretty face, are you?’ I said.

She smiled. ‘I’m a trained detective. We know about these things.’ The humor didn’t quite reach her eyes, but she was trying.

I dialed, and the phone rang for what seemed forever, then another male voice answered, ‘Yeah.’

‘Is this Narcissus in Chains?’

‘Yeah, who’s this?’

‘I need to speak with Gregory?’

‘Don’t know any Gregory,’ he said.

‘Who is this?’ I asked.

‘This is a freaking pay phone, lady. I just picked up.’ Then he hung up, too. It seemed to be my night for it.

‘They called from a pay phone at the club,’ I said.

‘Well, at least you know where they are,’ Ronnie said.

‘Do you know where the club is?’ I asked.

Ronnie shook her head. ‘Not my kind of scene.’

‘Mine either.’ In fact the only card-carrying dominance and submission players that I knew personally were all at the club waiting to be saved.

Who did I know that might know where the club was, and something about its reputation? I couldn’t trust what the wereleopards had told me about it being a safe place. Obviously, they’d been wrong.

One name sprang to mind. The only one I knew to call that might know where Narcissus in Chains was, and what kind of trouble I’d be in if I went inside. Jean-Claude. Since I was dealing with shapeshifter politics it might have made sense to call Richard, with him being a werewolf and all. But the shapeshifters were a very clannish lot. One type of animal rarely crossed boundaries to help another. Frustrating, but true. The exception was the treaty between the werewolves and the wererats, but everyone else was left to fend, and squabble, and bleed, among themselves. Oh, if some small group got out of hand and attracted too much unwanted police attention, the wolves and rats would discipline them, but short of that, no one seemed to want to interfere with each other. That was one of the reasons I was still stuck baby-sitting the wereleopards.

Also, Richard didn’t know any more about the D and S subculture than I did, maybe less. If you’re wanting to ask questions about the sexual fringe, Jean-Claude is definitely your guy. He may not  participate, but he seems to know who’s doing what, and to whom, and where. Or I hoped he did. If it had just been my life at stake, I probably wouldn’t have called either of the boys, but if I got killed doing this, that left no one to rescue Nathaniel and the rest. Unacceptable.

Ronnie had kicked off her high heels. ‘I didn’t bring my gun, but I’m sure you have a spare.’

I shook my head. ‘You’re not going.’

Anger makes her gray eyes the color of storm clouds. ‘The hell I’m not.’

‘Ronnie, these are shapeshifters, and you’re human.’

‘So are you,’ she said.

‘Because of Jean-Claude’s vampire marks, I’m a little more than that. I can take damage that would kill you.’

‘You can’t go in there alone,’ she said. Her arms were crossed under her breasts, her face set in angry, stubborn lines.

‘I don’t plan on going in alone.’

‘It’s because I’m not a shooter, isn’t it?’

‘You don’t kill easily, Ronnie, no shame in that, but I can’t take you into a gang of shapeshifters unless I know that you’ll shoot to kill if you have to.’ I gripped her upper arms. She stayed stiff and angry under my touch. ‘It would kill a piece of me to lose you, Ronnie. It would kill a bigger piece to know that you died because of some shit of mine. You can’t hesitate with these people. You can’t treat them like they’re human. If you do, you die.’

She was shaking her head. ‘Call the police.’

I stepped away from her. ‘No.’

‘Damn it, Anita, damn it!’

‘Ronnie, there are rules, and one of those rules is you don’t take pack or pard business to the police.’ The main reason for that rule was that the police tended to frown on fights for dominance that ended with dead bodies on the ground, but no need to tell Ronnie that.

‘It’s a stupid rule,’ she said.

‘Maybe, but it’s still the way business is done with the shifters, no matter what flavor they are.’

She sat down at the small two-seater breakfast table, on its little raised platform. ‘Who’s going to be your backup then? Richard doesn’t kill any easier than I do.’

That was half true, but I let it slide. ‘No, I want someone at my back tonight who will do what needs doing, no flinching.’

Her eyes were dark, dark with anger. ‘Jean-Claude.’ She made his name a curse.

I nodded.

‘Are you sure he didn’t plan this to get you back into his life, excuse me, death?’

‘He knows me too well to screw with my people. He knows what I’d do if he hurt them.’

Puzzlement flowed through the anger, softening her eyes, her face. ‘I hate him, but I know you love him. Could you really kill him? Could you really stare down the barrel of a gun and pull the trigger on him?’

I just looked at her, and I knew without a mirror that my eyes had grown distant, cold. It’s hard for brown eyes to be cold, but I’d been managing it lately.

Something very like fear slid behind her eyes. I don’t know if she was afraid for me, or of me. I preferred the first to the last. ‘You could do it. Jesus, Anita. You’ve known Jean-Claude longer than I’ve known Louie. I could never hurt Louie, no matter what he did.’

I shrugged. ‘It would destroy me to do it, I think. It’s not like I’d live happily ever after, if I survived at all. There’s a very real chance that the vampire marks would drag me down to the grave with him.’

‘Another good reason not to kill him,’ she said.

‘If he’s behind the scream that Gregory gave over the phone,  then he’ll need better reasons to keep breathing than love, or lust, or my possible death.’

‘I don’t understand that, Anita. I don’t understand that at all.’

‘I know,’ I said. And I thought to myself it was one of the reasons Ronnie and I hadn’t been seeing as much of each other as we once had. I got tired of explaining myself to her. No, of justifying myself to her.

You’re my friend, my best friend, I thought. But I don’t understand you anymore.

‘Ronnie, I can’t arm wrestle shapeshifters and vampires. I will lose a fair fight. The only way I survive, the only way my leopards survive, is because the other shifters fear me. They fear my threat. I’m only as good as my threat, Ronnie.’

‘So you’ll go down there and kill them.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘But you will.’

‘I’ll try to avoid it,’ I said.

She tucked her knees up, wrapping her arms around those long legs. She’d managed to get a tiny prick in one of the hose; the hole was shiny with clear nail polish. She’d carried the polish in her purse for just such emergencies. I’d carried a gun and hadn’t even taken a purse.

‘If you get arrested, call, and I’ll bail you out.’

I shook my head. ‘If I get caught wasting three or more people in a public area, there won’t be any bail tonight. The police probably won’t even finish questioning me until long past dawn.’

‘How can you be so calm about this?’ she asked.

I was beginning to remember why Ronnie and I had started drifting apart. I’d had almost the exact conversation with Richard once when an assassin had come to town to kill me. I gave the same answer. ‘Having hysterics won’t help anything, Ronnie.’

‘But you’re not angry about it.’

‘Oh, I am angry,’ I said.

She shook her head. ‘No, I mean you’re not outraged that this is happening. You don’t seem surprised, not like . . .’ She shrugged. ‘Not like you should be.’

‘You mean not like you would be.’ I held up a hand before she could answer. ‘I don’t have time to debate moral philosophy, Ronnie.’ I picked up the phone. ‘I’m going to call Jean-Claude.’

‘I keep urging you to dump the vampire and marry Richard, but maybe there’s more than one reason why you can’t let him go.’

I dialed the number for Circus of the Damned from memory, and Ronnie just kept talking to my back. ‘Maybe you’re not willing to give up a lover who’s colder than you are.’

The phone was ringing. ‘There are clean sheets on the guest bed, Ronnie. Sorry I won’t be able to share girl talk tonight.’ I kept my back to her.

I heard her stand in a crinkle of skirts and knew when she walked out. I kept my back facing the room until I knew she was gone. It wouldn’t do either of us any good to let her see me cry.
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Jean-Claude wasn’t at the Circus of the Damned. The voice on the other end of the phone at the Circus didn’t recognize me and wouldn’t believe I was Anita Blake, Jean-Claude’s sometimes sweetie. So I’d been reduced to calling his other businesses. I’d tried Guilty Pleasures, his strip club, but he wasn’t there. I tried Danse Macabre, his newest enterprise, but I was beginning to wonder if Jean-Claude had simply told everyone that he wasn’t in if I called.

The thought bothered me a lot. I’d worried that after so long Richard might finally tell me to go to hell, that he’d had enough of my indecision. It had never occurred to me that Jean-Claude might not wait. If I was so unsure how I felt about him, why was my stomach squeezed tight with a growing sense of loss? The feeling had nothing to do with the wereleopards and their problems. It had everything to do with me and the fact that I suddenly felt lost. But it turned out he was at Danse Macabre, and he took my call. I had a moment for my stomach to unclench and my breath to ease out, then he was on the phone, and I was struggling to keep my metaphysical shields in place.

I hated metaphysics. Preternatural biology is still biology, metaphysics is magic, and I’m still not comfortable with it. For six months when I wasn’t working, I was meditating, studying with a very wise psychic named Marianne, learning ritual magic, so I could control my God-given abilities. And so I could block the marks that bound me to Richard and Jean-Claude. An aura is like your personal protection, your personal energy. When it’s healthy it keeps you safe like skin, but you get a hole in it, and infection can get inside. My aura  had two holes in it, one for each of the men. I suspected that their auras had holes in them, too. Which put us all at risk. I’d blocked up my holes. Then only a few weeks ago, I’d come up against a nasty creature, a would-be god, a new category, even for me. It had been powerful enough to strip all my careful work away, leaving me raw and open again. Only the intervention of a local witch had saved me from being eaten from the aura down. I didn’t have six more months of celibacy, meditation, and patience in me. The holes were there, and the only way to fill them was with Jean-Claude and Richard. That’s what Marianne said, and I trusted her in a way that I trusted few others.

Jean-Claude’s voice hit me over the phone like a velvet slap. My breath caught in my throat, and I could do nothing but feel the flow of his voice, the presence of him, like something alive, flowing over my skin. His voice has always been one of Jean-Claude’s best things, but this was ridiculous. This was over the phone. How could I possibly see him in person and maintain my shields, let alone my composure?

‘I know you are there, ma petite. Did you call merely to hear the sound of my voice?’

That was closer to the truth than was comfortable. ‘No, no.’ I still couldn’t gather my thoughts. I was like an athlete who had let her training go. I just couldn’t lift the same amount of weight, and there was weight to wading through Jean-Claude’s power.

When I still didn’t say anything, he spoke again. ‘Ma petite, to what do I owe this honor? Why have you deigned to call me?’ His voice was bland, but there was a hint of something in it. Reproach perhaps.

I guess I had it coming. I rallied the troops and tried to sound like an intelligent human being, not always one of my best things. ‘It’s been six months . . .’

‘I am aware of that, ma petite.’

He was being condescending. I hated that. It made me a little  angry. The anger helped clear my head a little. ‘If you’ll stop interrupting, I’ll tell you why I called.’

‘My heart is all aflutter with anticipation.’

I wanted to hang up. He was being an asshole, and part of me thought I might deserve the treatment, which made me even angrier. I’m always angriest when I think I’m in the wrong. I’d been a coward for months, and I was still a coward. I was afraid to be close to him, afraid of what I’d do. Damn it, Anita, get a hold of yourself. ‘Sarcasm is my department,’ I said.

‘And what is my department?’

‘I’m about to ask you for a favor,’ I said.

‘Really?’ He said it as if he might not grant it.

‘Please, Jean-Claude, I’m asking for help. I don’t do that often.’

‘That is certainly true. What would you have of me, ma petite? You know that you have but to ask, and it will be yours. No matter how angry I may be with you.’

I let that comment go, because I didn’t know what to do about it. ‘Do you know a club called Narcissus in Chains?’

He was quiet for a second or two. ‘Oui.’

‘Can you give me directions and meet me there?’

‘Do you know what sort of a club this place is?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s a bondage club, I know.’

‘Unless the last six months has changed you greatly, ma petite, that is not one of your preferences.’

‘Not mine, no.’

‘Your wereleopards are misbehaving again?’

‘Something like that.’ I told him what had happened.

‘I do not know this Marco.’

‘I didn’t figure you did.’

‘But you did think that I knew where the club was?’

‘I was hoping.’

‘I will meet you there with some of my people. Or will you allow only me to ride to your rescue?’ He sounded amused now, which was better than angry, I guess.

‘Bring who you need.’

‘You trust my judgment?’

‘In this, yeah.’

‘But not in all things,’ he said softly.

‘I don’t trust anyone in all things, Jean-Claude.’

He sighed. ‘So young to be so . . . jaded.’

‘I’m cynical, not jaded.’

‘And the difference is what, ma petite?’

‘You’re jaded.’

He laughed then, the sound caressing me like the brush of a hand. It made things low in my body clench. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘that explains all the differences.’

‘Just give me directions, please.’ I added the ‘please’ to speed things along.

‘They will not harm your wereleopards too greatly, I think. The club is run by shapeshifters, and they will smell too much blood and take matters into their own hands. It is one of the reasons Narcissus in Chains is no-man’s-land, a neutral place for the fringe of our groups. Your leopards were right, it is usually a very safe place.’

‘Well, Gregory wasn’t screaming because he felt safe.’

‘Perhaps not, but I know the owner. Narcissus would be very angry if someone became overzealous in his club.’

‘Narcissus, I don’t know the name. Well, I know the Greek mythology stuff, but I don’t recognize it as local.’

‘I would not expect you to. He does not often leave his club. But I will call him, and he will patrol your cats for you. He will not rescue them, but he will make sure no further damage is done.’

‘You trust Narcissus to do this?’

‘Oui.’

Jean-Claude had his faults, but if he trusted someone, he was usually right. ‘Okay. And thank you.’

‘You are most welcome.’ He drew a breath, then said quietly, ‘Would you have called if you had not needed my help? Would you ever have called?’

I’d been dreading this question from either Jean-Claude or Richard. But I finally had an answer. ‘I’ll answer your question as best I can, but call it a hunch, it may be a long conversation. I need to know my people are safe before we start dissecting our relationship. ’

‘Relationship? Is that what we have?’ His voice was very dry.

‘Jean-Claude.’

‘No, no, ma petite, I will call Narcissus now and save your cats but only if you promise that when I call back we will finish this conversation.

‘Promise.’

‘Your word,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘Very well, ma petite, until we speak again.’ He hung up.

I hung up the phone and stood there. Was it cowardly to want to call someone else, anyone else, so the phone would be busy and we wouldn’t have to have our little talk? Yeah, it was cowardly, but tempting. I hated talking about my personal life, especially to the people most intimately involved in it. I had just about enough time to change out of the skirt outfit when the phone rang. I jumped and answered it with my pulse in my throat. I was really dreading this conversation.

‘Hello,’ I said.

‘Narcissus will see to your cats’ safety. Now, where were we?’ He was silent for a heartbeat. ‘Oh, yes, would you ever have called if you had not needed my help?’

‘The woman I’m studying with . . .’

‘Marianne,’ he said.

‘Yes, Marianne. Anyway, she says that I can’t keep blocking the holes in my aura. That the only way to be safe from preternatural creepy-crawlies is to fill the holes with what they were meant to hold.’

Silence on the other end of the phone. Silence for so long that I said, ‘Jean-Claude, you still there?’

‘I am here.’

‘You don’t sound happy about this.’

‘Do you know what you are saying, Anita?’ It was always a bad sign when he used my real name.

‘I think so.’

‘I want this very clear between us, ma petite. I do not want you coming back to me later, crying that you did not understand how tightly this would bind us. If you allow Richard and me to truly fill the marks upon your . . . body, we will share our auras. Our energy. Our magic.’

‘We’re already doing that, Jean-Claude.’

‘In part, ma petite, but those are side effects of the marks. This will be a willing, knowledgeable joining. Once done, I do not think it can be undone without great damage to all of us.’

It was my turn to sigh. ‘How many vampire challenges to your authority have there been while I’ve been off meditating?’

‘A few,’ he said, voice cautious.

‘More than a few I’d bet, because they sensed that your defenses are not complete. You had trouble backing them down without killing them, didn’t you?’

‘Let us say that I am glad that there were no serious challengers over the last year.’

‘You’d have lost without Richard and me to back you up, and you couldn’t shield yourself without us there to touch. That worked when I was in town with you. Touching, being with each other helped us plug in to each other’s power. It offset the problem.’

‘Oui,’ he said, softly.

‘I didn’t know, Jean-Claude. I’m not sure it would have made a difference, but I didn’t know. God, Richard must be desperate – he doesn’t kill like we do. His bluff is all that keeps the werewolves from tearing each other apart, and with two gaping holes in his most intimate defenses . . .’ I let my voice trail off, but I still remembered the cold horror I’d felt when I realized how much I’d endangered all of us.

‘Richard has had difficulties, ma petite. But we each have only one chink in our armor, the one that only you can heal. He was driven to merge his energies with mine. As you say, his bluff is very important to him.’

‘I didn’t know, and I’m sorry for that. All I’ve been thinking about was how scared I was of being overwhelmed by the two of you. Marianne told me the truth when she thought I was ready to hear it.’

‘And are you done being frightened of us, ma petite?’ His voice was careful when he asked, as if he were carrying a very full cup of very hot liquid up a long and narrow staircase.

I shook my head, realized he couldn’t see it, and said, ‘I’m not brave. I’m pretty much terrified. Terrified that if I do this, there is no going back, that maybe I’m fooling myself about a choice. Maybe there is no choice and hasn’t been for a long time. But however we end up arranging the bedrooms, I can’t let us all go around with gaping metaphysical wounds. Too many things will sense the weakness and exploit it.’

‘Like the creature you met in New Mexico,’ he said, voice still as cautious as I’d ever heard it.

‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘Are you saying that tonight you will agree to letting us merge the marks, that we will at last close these, as you so colorfully put it, wounds?’

‘If it doesn’t endanger my leopards, yeah. We need to do it as soon as possible. I’d hate to make the big decision and then have  one of us get killed before we could batten down the hatches.’

I heard him sigh, as if some great tension had left him. ‘You do not know how long I have waited for you to understand all this.’

‘You could have told me.’

‘You would not have believed me. You would have thought it was another trick to bind you closer to me.’

‘You’re right, I wouldn’t have believed you.’

‘Will Richard be meeting us at the club, as well?’

I was quiet for a heartbeat. ‘No, I’m not going to call him.’

‘Why ever not? It is a shapeshifter difficulty more than a vampire one.’

‘You know why not.’

‘You fear he will be too squeamish to allow you to do what needs doing to save your leopards.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Perhaps,’ Jean-Claude said.

‘You aren’t going to tell me to call him?’

‘Why would I ask you to invite my chief rival for your affections to this little tête-à-tête? That would be foolish. I am many things, but foolish is not one of them.’

That was certainly true. ‘Okay, give me directions, and I’ll meet you and your people at the club.’

‘First, ma petite, what are you wearing?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Clothes, ma petite, what clothes are you wearing?’

‘Is this a joke? Because I don’t have time . . .’

‘It is not an idle question, ma petite. The sooner you answer, the sooner we can all leave.’

I wanted to argue, but if Jean-Claude said he had a point he probably did. I told him what I was wearing.

‘You surprise me, ma petite. With a little effort it should do nicely.’

‘What effort?’

‘I suggest you add boots to your ensemble. The ones I purchased for you would do very well.’

‘I am not wearing five-inch spikes anywhere, Jean-Claude. I’d break an ankle.’

‘I planned on you wearing those boots just for me, ma petite. I was thinking of the other boots with the milder heels that I bought when you were so very angry about the others.’

Oh. ‘Why do I have to change shoes?’

‘Because, delicate flower that you are, you have the eyes of a policeman, and so it would be better if you wore leather boots instead of high heels. It would be better if you remember that you are trying to move through the club as quickly and smoothly as possible. No one will help you find your leopards if they think you are an outsider, especially a policeman.’

‘Nobody ever mistakes me for a cop.’

‘No, but they begin to mistake you for something that smells of guns and death. Look harmless tonight, ma petite, until it is time to be dangerous.’

‘I thought this friend of yours, this Narcissus, would just escort us in.’

‘He is not my friend, and I told you the club is neutral ground. Narcissus will see that no great harm comes to your cats, but that is all. He will not let you come barging in to his world like the proverbial bull in the china shop. That, he will not allow, nor will he allow us to bring in a small army of our own. He is the leader of the werehyenas, and they are the only army allowed inside the club. There is no Ulfric, or Master of the City, within its walls. You have only the dominance you bring with you and your body to see you through.’

‘I’ll have a gun,’ I said.

‘But a gun will not get you into the upper rooms.’

‘What will?’

‘Trust me, I will find a way.’

I didn’t like the sound of that at all. ‘Why is it that most of the time whenever I ask you for help, it’s never a case where we can just run in and start shooting?’

‘And why is it, ma petite, that when you do not invite me it is almost always a case where you run in and shoot everything that moves?’

‘Point taken,’ I said.

‘What are your priorities for the night?’ he asked.

I knew what he meant. ‘I want the wereleopards safe.’

‘And if they have been harmed?’

‘I want vengeance.’

‘More than their safety?’

‘No, safety first, vengeance is a luxury.’

‘Good. And if one, or more, is dead?’

‘I don’t want any of us going to jail, but eventually, if not tonight, another night, they die.’ I listened to myself say it, and knew that I meant it.

‘There is no mercy in you, ma petite.’

‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’

‘No, it is merely an observation.’

I stood there, holding the phone, waiting to be shocked at what I was proposing. But I wasn’t. I said, ‘I don’t want to kill anyone if I don’t have to.’

‘That is not true, ma petite.’

‘Fine, if they’ve killed my people, I want them dead. But I decided in New Mexico that I didn’t want to be a sociopath, so I’m trying to act as if I’m not. So let’s try to keep the body count low tonight, okay?’

‘As you wish,’ he said. Then he added, ‘Do you really think that you can change the nature of what you are merely by wishing it?’

‘Are you asking if I can stop being a sociopath, since I already am one?’

A moment of silence, then, ‘I think that is what I’m asking.’

‘I don’t know, but if I don’t pull myself back from the brink soon, Jean-Claude, there won’t be any going back.’

‘I hear fear in your voice, ma petite.’

‘Yeah, you do.’

‘What do you fear?’

‘I fear that by giving in to you and Richard I’ll lose myself. I fear that by not giving in to you and Richard I’ll lose one of you. I fear that I’ll get us killed because I’m thinking too much. I fear that I’m already a sociopath and there is no going back. Ronnie said that one of the reasons that I can’t give you up and just settle down with Richard is that I can’t give up a boyfriend who’s colder than I am.’

‘I am sorry, ma petite.’ I wasn’t sure exactly what he was apologizing for, but I accepted it anyway.

‘Me, too. Give me directions to the club, I’ll meet you there.’

He gave me directions, and I read them back to him. We hung up. Neither of us said goodbye. Once upon a time we’d have ended the conversation with je t’aime, I love you. Once upon a time.
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The club was over the river on the Illinois side, along with most of the other questionable clubs. Vampire-run businesses got a grandfather clause to operate in St Louis proper, but the rest of the human-run clubs – and lycanthropes still counted legally as human – had to go into Illinois to avoid pesky zoning problems. Some of the zoning problems weren’t even on the books, weren’t even laws at all. But it was strange how many problems the bureaucrats could find when they didn’t want a club in their fair city. If the vampires weren’t such a big draw for tourists, the bureaucrats’d have probably found a way to get rid of them, too.

I finally found parking about two blocks from the club. It meant a walk to the club in an area of town that most women wouldn’t want to be alone in after dark. Of course, most women wouldn’t be armed. A gun doesn’t cure all ills, but it’s a start. I also had a knife sheath around each calf, very high up, so that the hilts came up on the side of my knees. I wasn’t really comfortable that way, but I couldn’t think of any other place to put knives so I could get to them easily. There was a very good chance I’d have bruises on my knees after tonight. Oh, well. I also had a black belt in Judo, and was making progress in Kenpo, a type of karate, one with fewer power moves and more moves using balance. I was as prepared as I could get for the wilds of the big city.

Of course, I usually don’t walk around looking like bait. My skirt was so short that even with boots that came up to mid-thigh there was a good inch between the hem and the top of the boots. I’d put a jacket on for the drive, but had left it in the car because  I didn’t want to be carrying it around all night. I’d been in just enough clubs, whatever flavor they were, to know that inside it would be hot. So the goosebumps that traveled over my bare back and arms weren’t from fear, but from the damp, chill air. I forced myself not to rub my arms as I walked and to at least look like I wasn’t cold or uncomfortable. Actually the boots only had two-inch heels, and they were comfortable to walk in. Not as comfortable as my Nikes, but then, what is? But for dress shoes, the boots weren’t bad. If I could have left the knives home, they’d have been peachy.

There was one other bit of protection that I’d added. Metaphysical shields come in different varieties. You can shield yourself with almost anything: metal, rock, plants, fire, water, wind, earth, etc . . . Everyone has different shields because it’s a very individual choice. It has to work for your own personal mind-set. You can have two psychics both using stone, but the shields won’t be the same. Some people simply visualize rock, the thought of it, its essence, and that’s sufficient. If something tries to attack them, they are safe behind the thought of rock. Another psychic might see a stone wall, like a garden wall around an old house, and that would do the same thing. For me, the shield had to be a tower. All shields are like bubbles that surround you completely, just like circles of power. I’d always understood this when I raised the dead, but for shielding I needed to see it in my head. So I imagined a stone tower, completely enclosed, no windows, no chinks, smooth and dark inside with only what I allowed in or out. Talking about shielding always made me feel like I was having a psychotic break and sharing my delusions. But it worked, and when I didn’t shield, things tried to hurt me. It had only been in the last two weeks that Marianne had discovered that I hadn’t really understood shielding at all. I’d thought it was just a matter of how powerful your aura was and how you could reinforce it. She said the only reason I’d been able to get by with that for as long as I had was that I was simply that powerful. But  the shielding goes outside the aura like a wall around a castle, an extra defense. The innermost defense is a healthy aura. Hopefully by the end of the night I’d have one of those.

I turned the corner and found a line of people that stretched down the block. Great, just what I needed. I didn’t stop at the end of the line, I kept walking towards the door, hoping I’d think of something to tell the doorperson when I got there. I didn’t have time to wait through all this. I was about halfway up the line when a figure pushed out of the crowd and called my name.

It took me a second to recognize Jason. First, he’d cut his baby-fine blond hair short, businessman short. Second, he was wearing a sheer silver mesh shirt and a pair of pants that seemed mostly made of the same stuff. Only a thin line of solid silver ran over his groin. The outfit was so eye-catching that it took me a moment to realize just how sheer the cloth was. What I was really seeing wasn’t the silver, but Jason’s skin through a veil of glitter. The outfit, which left precious little to the imagination, ended in calf-high gray boots.

I had to make myself look at his face, because I was still shaking my head over the outfit. The outfit didn’t look comfortable, but of course, Jason rarely complained about his clothes. He was like Jean-Claude’s little dress-up werewolf, as well as morning snack. Sometimes bodyguard and sometimes a fetch-and-carry boy. Who else could Jean-Claude get to stand out in the cold, nearly naked?

Jason’s eyes looked bigger, bluer somehow, without all the hair to distract your eye. His face looked older with the shorter hair, the bone structure cleaner, and I realized that Jason was perilously close to that line between cute and handsome. He’d been nineteen when we met. Twenty-two looked better on him. But the outfit – there was nothing to do but grin at the outfit.

He was grinning at me, too. I think we were both happy to see each other. In leaving Richard and Jean-Claude I’d left their people  behind, too. Jason was Richard’s pack member, and Jean-Claude’s lap wolf.

‘You look like a pornographic space man. If you were wearing street clothes, you might have gotten a hug,’ I said.

His smile flashed even wider. ‘I guess I’m dressed for punishment. Jean-Claude told me to wait for you and take you in. My hand’s already got a stamp on it so we can just go straight inside.’

‘A little cold for the clothes, isn’t it?’

‘Why do you think I was standing deep in the crowd?’ He offered me his arm. ‘May I escort you inside, my lady?’

I took his arm with my left hand. Jason put his free hand on top of mine, doing a double hold. If that was the worst teasing he did tonight, then he’d grown up some. The silver cloth was rougher than it looked, scratchy where it rubbed against my arm.

As Jason led me up the steps, I had to look behind him. The cloth that covered his groin was only a thin thong at the back, leaving nothing but a fine glitter over his butt. The shirt was not attached to the pants, so as he moved I got glimpses of his stomach. In fact the shirt was loose enough through the shoulders that when he took my arm the shirt pulled to one side, revealing his smooth, pale shoulder.

The music hit me at the door like a giant’s slap. It was almost a wall we had to move through. I hadn’t expected Narcissus in Chains to be a dance club. But except for the patrons’ clothing being more exotic and running high to leather, it looked like a lot of other clubs. The place was large, dimly lit, dark in the corners, with too many people pushed into too small a space, moving their bodies frantically to music that was way too loud.

My hand tightened just a touch on Jason’s arm, because truthfully I always feel a little overwhelmed by places like this. At least for the first few minutes. It’s like I need a depth chamber between the outside world and the inside world, a moment to breathe deep and adjust. But these clubs are not designed to give you time.  They just bombard you with sensory overload and figure you’ll survive.

Speaking of sensory overload, Jean-Claude was standing near the wall just to one side of the dance floor. His long black hair fell in soft curls around his shoulders, nearly to his waist. I didn’t remember his hair being that long. He had his head turned away from me, watching the dancers, so I couldn’t really see his face, but it gave me time to look at the rest of him. He was dressed in a black vinyl shirt that looked poured on. It left his arms bare, and I realized I’d never seen him in anything that bared his arms before. His skin looked unbelievably white against the shiny black vinyl, almost as if it glowed with some inner light. I knew it didn’t, though it could. Jean-Claude would never be so déclassé as to show such power in a public place. His pants were made of the same shiny vinyl, making the long lines of his body look like they had been dipped into liquid patent leather. Vinyl boots came up just over his knees, gleaming as if they’d been spit polished. Everything about him gleamed, the dark glow of his clothes, the shining whiteness of his skin. Then abruptly he turned as if he felt me gazing at him.

Staring full into his face, even from across a room, made me catch my breath. He was beautiful. That heartrending beauty that was masculine but treaded the line between what was male and what was female. Not exactly androgynous, but close to it.

But as he moved towards me, the movement was utterly male, graceful as if he heard music in his head that he quietly danced to. But the walk, the movement of his shoulders – women did not move like that.

Jason patted my hand.

I jumped, staring at him.

He put his mouth close enough to my ear to whisper-shout above the music, ‘Breathe, Anita, remember to breathe.’

I blushed, because that was how Jean-Claude affected me – like  I was fourteen and was having the crush of my life. Jason tightened his grip on me, as if he thought I might make a run for it. Not a bad idea. I looked back, and saw that Jean-Claude was very near. The first time I saw the blue-green roil of the Caribbean, I cried, because it was so beautiful. Jean-Claude made me feel like that, like I should weep at his beauty. It was like being offered an original da Vinci, not just to hang on your wall and admire, but to roll around on top of. It seemed wrong. Yet I stood there, clutching Jason’s arm, my heart hammering so hard I almost couldn’t hear the music. I was scared, but it wasn’t knife-in-the-dark scared, it was rabbit-in-the-headlights scared. I was caught, as I usually was with Jean-Claude, between two disparate instincts. Part of me wanted to run to him, to close the distance and climb his body and pull it around me. The other part wanted to run screaming into the night and pray he didn’t follow.

He stood in front of me, but made no move to touch me, to close that last small space. He seemed as unwilling to touch me as I was to touch him. Was he afraid of me? Or did he sense my own fear and fear he might scare me off? We stood there simply staring at each other. His eyes were still the same dark, dark blue, with a wealth of black lashes lacing them.

Jason kissed my cheek, lightly, like you’d kiss your sister. It still made me jump. ‘I’m feeling like a third wheel. You two play nice.’ And he pulled away from me, leaving Jean-Claude and me staring at each other.

I don’t know what we would have said, because three men joined us before we could decide. The shortest of the three was only about five feet seven, and he was wearing more makeup on his pale triangular face than I was. The makeup was well done, but he wasn’t trying to look like a woman. His black hair was cut very short, though you could tell that it would be curly if it was long. He was wearing a black lace dress, long-sleeved, fitted at the waist, showing a slender but muscular chest. The skirt spilled out around him,  almost June Cleaverish, and his stockings were black, with a very delicate spiderweb pattern. He wore open-toed sandals with spike heels, and both his toenails and his fingernails were painted black. He looked . . . lovely. But what made the outfit was the sense of power in him. It hung around him like an expensive perfume, and I knew he was an alpha something.

Jean-Claude spoke first. ‘This is Narcissus, owner of this establishment. ’

Narcissus held out his hand. I was momentarily confused about whether I was supposed to shake the hand or kiss it. If he’d been trying to pass for a woman, I’d have known the kiss would have been appropriate, but he wasn’t. He wasn’t so much cross-dressing as just dressing the way he wanted. I shook his hand. The grip was strong, but not too strong. He didn’t try and test my strength, which some lycanthropes will do. He was secure, was Narcissus.

The two men behind him loomed over all of us, each well over six feet. One had a wide, muscular chest that was left mostly bare through a complicated crisscross of black leather straps. He had blond hair, cut very short on the sides and gelled into short spikes on top. His eyes were pale, and the look in them was not friendly. The second man was slimmer, built more like a professional basketball player than a weightlifter. But the arms that showed from the leather vest were corded with muscle all the same. His skin was almost as dark as the leather he was wearing. All these two needed were a couple of tattoos apiece, and they would have screamed badass.

Narcissus said, ‘This is Ulysses and Ajax.’ Ajax was the blond, and Ulysses was the oh-so brunette.

‘Greek myths, nice naming convention,’ I said.

Narcissus blinked large dark eyes at me. Either he didn’t think I was funny, or he simply didn’t care. The music stopped abruptly. We were suddenly standing in a great roaring silence, and it was shocking. Narcissus spoke at a level where I could hear him, but  people nearby couldn’t. He’d known the music would stop. ‘I know your reputation, Ms Blake. I must have the gun.’

I glanced at Jean-Claude.

‘I did not tell him.’

‘Come, Ms Blake, I can smell the gun, even over . . .’ He sniffed the air, head tilted back just a little, ‘your Oscar de la Renta.’

‘I went to a different oil for cleaning, one with less odor,’ I said.

‘It’s not the oil. The gun is new, I can smell the . . . metal, like you would smell a new car.’

Oh. ‘Did Jean-Claude explain the situation to you?’

Narcissus nodded. ‘Yes, but we do not play favorites in dominance struggles between different groups. We are neutral territory, and if we are to remain so, then no guns. If it is any comfort, we didn’t let the ones who have your cats bring guns into the club either.’

I widened my eyes at that. ‘Most shapeshifters don’t carry guns.’

‘No, they do not.’ Narcissus’s handsome face told me nothing. He was neither upset nor concerned. It was all just business to him – like Marco’s voice on the phone.

I turned back to Jean-Claude. ‘I’m not getting into the club with my gun, am I?’

‘I fear not, ma petite.’

I sighed and turned back to the waiting – what had Jean-Claude called them – werehyenas. They were the first I’d met, as far as I knew. There was no clue from looking at them what they became when the moon was full. ‘I’ll give it up, but I’m not happy about this.’

‘That is not my problem,’ Narcissus said.

I met his eyes and felt my face slip into that look that could make a good cop flinch – my monster peeking out. Ulysses and Ajax started to move in front of Narcissus, but he waved them back. ‘Ms Blake will behave herself. Won’t you, Ms Blake?’

I nodded, but said, ‘If my people get hurt because I don’t have a gun, I can make it your problem.’

‘Ma petite,’ Jean-Claude said, his voice warning me.

I shook my head. ‘I know, I know, they’re like Switzerland, neutral. Personally, I think neutral is just another way of saving your own ass at the expense of someone else’s.’

Narcissus took a step closer, until only a few inches separated us. His otherworldly energy danced along my skin, and as had happened in New Mexico with a very different wereanimal, it called that piece of Richard’s beast that seemed to live inside me. It brought that power in a rush down my skin, to jump the distance between us, and mingle with Narcissus’s power. It startled me. I hadn’t thought it could happen with shields in place. Marianne had said that my abilities lay with the dead, and that was why I couldn’t control Richard’s power as easily as I could Jean-Claude’s. But I should have been able to shield against a stranger. It scared me a little that I couldn’t.

It had been wereleopards and werejaguars in New Mexico. They had mistaken me for another lycanthrope. Narcissus made the same mistake. I saw his eyes widen, then narrow. He glanced at Jean-Claude, and he laughed. ‘Everyone says you’re human, Anita.’ He raised a hand and caressed the air just above my face, touching the swirl of energy. ‘I think you should come out of the closet before someone gets hurt.’

‘I never said I was human, Narcissus. But I’m not a shapeshifter either.’

He rubbed his hand along the front of his dress, as if trying to get the feeling of my power off his skin. ‘Then what are you?’

‘If things go badly tonight, you’ll find out.’

His eyes narrowed again. ‘If you cannot protect your people without guns, then you should step down as their Nimir-Ra and let someone else have the job.’

‘I’ve got an interview set up day after tomorrow with a potential Nimir-Raj.’

He looked genuinely surprised. ‘You know that you don’t have the power to rule them?’

I nodded. ‘Oh, yeah, I’m only temporary until I can find someone else. If the rest of you weren’t so damn species conscious, I’d have farmed them out to another group. But no one wants to play with an animal that isn’t the same as them.’

‘It is our way, it has always been our way.’

And I knew the ‘our’ didn’t mean just werehyenas but all the shifters. ‘Yeah, well it sucks.’

He smiled then. ‘I don’t know whether I like you, Anita, but you are different, and I always appreciate that. Now give up the gun like a good little girl, and you can enter my territory.’ He held his hand out.

I stared at the hand. I didn’t want to give up my gun. What I’d told Ronnie was true. I couldn’t arm wrestle them, and I would lose a fair fight. The gun was my equalizer. I had the two knives, but frankly, they were for emergencies.

‘It is your choice, ma petite.’

‘If it will help you make the choice,’ Narcissus said, ‘I have put two of my own personal guards in the room with your leopards. I have forbidden the others from causing further harm to your people until you arrive. Until you enter the upper room where they’re waiting, nothing more will happen that they don’t want to happen.’ Knowing Nathaniel, that wasn’t as comforting as it could have been.

If anyone would understand the problem, it would be someone who ran a club like this. ‘Nathaniel is one of those bottoms that will ask for more punishment than he can survive. He has no stopping point, no ability to keep himself safe. Do you understand?’

Narcissus’s eyes widened just a touch. ‘Then what was he doing here without a top of his own?’

‘I sent him out with one that was supposed to watch over him tonight. But Gregory said that Elizabeth deserted Nathaniel early in the evening.’

‘Is she one of your leopards, too?’

I nodded.

‘She’s defying you.’

‘I know. The fact that Nathaniel suffers for it doesn’t seem to bother her.’

He studied my face. ‘I don’t see anger in you about this.’

‘If I was angry at everything Elizabeth did to piss me off, I’d never be anything else.’ Truthfully, I was just tired. Tired of having to rescue the pack from one emergency after another. Tired of Elizabeth being up in my face and not taking care of the others, even though she was supposedly dominant to them. I’d avoided punishing her, because I couldn’t beat her up, which was what she needed. The only thing I could do was shoot her. I’d been trying to avoid that, but she just may have pushed me far enough that I was out of options. I’d see what actual damage had been done. If anyone died because of her, then she would follow. I hated the fact that I didn’t care whether I killed her. I’d known her off and on for over a year. I should have cared, but I didn’t. I didn’t like her, and she’d been asking for it for as long as I’d known her. My life would be simpler if she were dead. But there had to be a better reason to kill someone than that. Didn’t there?

‘Some advice,’ Narcissus said. ‘All dominance challenges, especially from your own people, must be handled quickly, or the problem will spread.’

‘Thanks. Actually, I knew that.’

‘Still she defies you.’

‘I’ve been trying to avoid killing her.’

We looked at each other very quietly, and he gave a small nod. ‘Your gun, please.’

I sighed and raised the front of my shirt, though the material was stiff enough that I had to roll it back to expose the butt of the gun. I lifted the gun out and checked the safety out of habit, though I knew it was on.

Narcissus took the gun. The two bodyguards had moved, blocking  the crowd’s view of us. I doubted most people knew what we’d just done. Narcissus smiled as I rolled my shirt back into place over the now-empty holster. ‘Truthfully, if I didn’t know who you were and what your reputation was, I wouldn’t have smelled the gun, because I wouldn’t have been trying to. Your outfit doesn’t look like it could hide a gun this big.’

‘Paranoia is the mother of invention,’ I said.

He gave a small bow of his head. ‘Now enter and enjoy the delights, and the terrors, of my world.’ With that rather cryptic phrase, he and his bodyguards moved through the crowd, taking my gun with them.

Jean-Claude trailed his fingers down my arm, and that one small movement turned me towards him, my skin shivering. Tonight was complicated enough without this level of sexual tension.

‘Your cats are well until you enter the upper room. I suggest we do the mark now, first.’

‘Why?’ I asked, my pulse suddenly in my throat.

‘Let us go to our table, and I will explain.’ He moved off through the crowd, without touching me further. I followed and couldn’t stop myself from watching the way the vinyl fit him from behind. I loved watching him walk, whether he was coming or going – a double threat.

The tables were small, and there weren’t many of them crowded against the walls. But they’d cleared the dance floor so they could set up for some sort of show or demonstration. Men and women dressed in leather were setting up a framework of metal with lots of leather straps. I was reeeally hoping to be elsewhere before the show started.

Jean-Claude took me to one side before we got to the table that Jason and three complete strangers were gathered around. He stepped in so close to me that a hard thought would have made our bodies touch. I pressed myself against the wall and tried not to breathe. He put his mouth against my ear and spoke so low what came out  was merely the soft sound of his breath against my skin. ‘We will all be safer when the marks are married, but there are other . . . benefits to it. I have many lesser vampires that I have brought into my territory in the last few months, ma petite. Without you at my side, I dared not bring in greater powers, for fear that I could not hold them. Once the marks are married between us, you will be able to sense those vampires that are mine. The exception, as always, is a Master Vampire. They can hide their allegiances better than the rest. The marriage of marks will also let my people know who you are, and what will happen to them if they overstep their bounds with you.’

I spoke, lips barely moving, lower than he had spoken, because he could still hear me. ‘You’ve had to be very careful, haven’t you?’

He rested his cheek against my face for a moment. ‘It has been a delicate dance to choreograph.’

I had gone into this evening with my metaphysical shield tight in place. Marianne had taught me that with my aura ruptured, the other shielding was of paramount importance. I shielded with stone tonight, perfect, seamless stone. Nothing could get in, or out, without my permission. Except Narcissus’s power had already danced inside my shields. I was afraid that touching Jean-Claude would be enough to shatter the stone, but it wasn’t. I wasn’t even aware of the shielding, unless I really concentrated. It could stay in place even when I slept. Only when you were attacked did you have to concentrate, if you were good at shielding. I’d spent a week at the beginning of the month in Tennessee with Marianne, working on nothing but this. I wasn’t great at it, but I wasn’t bad either.

My shields were in place. My emotions were drowning in Jean-Claude, but my psyche wasn’t, which meant that Marianne was right. I could hold the dead outside my shield easier than the living. This gave me the courage to do a little more. I leaned my face against Jean-Claude’s, and nothing happened. Oh, the feel of his skin against mine sent a thrill through my body, but my shields  never wavered. I felt some tension that I hadn’t even known was there ease out of me. I wanted him to hold me. It wasn’t just sex. If that was all it was, I could have been rid of him long ago. He must have felt it, too, because his hands rested lightly on my bare arms. When I didn’t protest, his hands caressed my skin, and that small movement brought my breath to a sigh.

I leaned into him, wrapping my arms around his waist, pressing the lines of our bodies together. I rested my head on his chest, and I could hear his heart beating. It didn’t always beat, but tonight it did. We held each other, and it was nearly chaste, just a renewal of the fact that we were touching again. I’d worked on the metaphysical stuff so I could do this and not lose myself. It had been worth the effort.

He pulled back first, enough to look into my face. ‘We can marry the marks here, or find somewhere more private.’ He wasn’t whispering as much as before. Apparently he didn’t care now if others knew what we were doing.

‘I’m not clear on what marrying the marks means.’

‘I thought your Marianne had explained it to you.’

‘She said we’ll fit together like puzzle pieces and there’ll be a release of power when it happens. But she also said that the manner in which it is done is individual to the participants.’

‘You sound as if you are quoting.’

‘I am.’

He frowned, and even that small movement was somehow fascinating. ‘I do not want you to be unpleasantly surprised, ma petite. I am striving for honesty, since you value it so highly. I have never done this with anyone, but most things are sexual between us, whether we will or no, so it is likely this will be, too.’

‘I can’t leave the leopards here long enough to grab a hotel room, Jean-Claude.’

‘They will not be harmed. Until you go upstairs, they will be safe.’

I shook my head and pulled away from him. ‘I’m sorry, but I am not leaving here without them. If you want to do this afterwards, that’s fine with me, but the leopards are priority. They’re waiting for me to rescue them. I can’t go off and have what amounts to metaphysical sex while they’re afraid and bleeding somewhere.’

‘No, it cannot wait. I want us to have this done before the fight begins. I do not like that your gun is gone.’

‘Will this marriage of the marks give me more . . . abilities?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you, what do you get out of it?’ I was standing against the wall now, not touching him.

‘My own defenses will be strong once more, and I will gain power, as well. You know that.’

‘Are there any surprises connected with this that I should know about?’

‘As I said, I have never done this with anyone, nor have I seen it done. It will be as much a surprise to me as to you.’

I stared up into his lovely eyes and wished I believed that.

‘I see the distrust in your eyes, ma petite. But it is not me that you do not trust. It is your power. Nothing ever goes as it should with you, ma petite, because you are like no power come before you. You are wild magic, untamed. You throw the best of plans to the wind.’

‘I’ve been learning control, Jean-Claude.’

‘I hope it is enough.’

‘You’re scaring me.’

He sighed. ‘And that was the last thing I wished to do.’

I shook my head. ‘Look, Jean-Claude, I know everyone keeps saying my people are fine, but I want to see for myself, so let’s just get this done.’

‘This should be something special and mystical, ma petite.’

I looked around the club. ‘Then we need a different setting.’

‘I agree, but the setting was your choosing, not mine.’

‘But you’re the one insisting on it having to be right now before all the fireworks start.’

‘True.’ He sighed and held out his hand to me. ‘Come, let us at least go to our table.’

I actually thought about refusing his hand. Funny how quickly I could go from wanting to jump his bones to wanting to be rid of him. Of course, it wasn’t exactly him, but more the complications that came with him. The mystical stuff between us was never simple. He said that was my fault, and maybe it was. Jean-Claude was a pretty standard Master Vampire, and Richard, a pretty standard Ulfric. They were both wonderfully powerful, but there was nothing too terribly extraordinary in their powers. Well, there was one thing about Jean-Claude. He could gain power by feeding off sexual energy. In another century he’d have been called an incubus. It’s rare even for a Master Vamp to have a secondary way to gain power outside of blood. So it was impressive, sort of. The only other masters I’d met who could feed off of something other than blood had fed on terror. And of the two, I preferred lust. At least no one had to bleed for it. Usually. But I was the wild card, the one whose powers seemed to fit nothing but legends of necromancers long dead. Legends so old that no one believed they could be true, until I came along. Sad, but true.

The table had cleared out while we were whispering. Now just Jason and one other man were there. The man was dressed in brown leather, from what I could see of his pants to the zipped-front, sleeveless shirt he was wearing. He was also wearing one of those hoods that left your mouth, part of your nose, and your eyes bare, but covered the rest of your face. Frankly, I found the hoods creepy, but hey, it wasn’t my bread that was being buttered. As long as he didn’t try anything with me, we were cool. It wasn’t until he looked up into my face that I recognized those pale, pale blue eyes – the startling ice blue eyes of a Siberian Husky. No human I’d ever met had eyes like that.

‘Asher,’ I said.

He smiled then, and I recognized the curve of his lips. I knew why he’d worn the hood. It wasn’t sexual preference, or at least I didn’t think so. It was to hide the scars. Once, about two hundred years ago, some well-meaning church officials had tried to burn the devil out of Asher. They’d done it with holy water. Holy water is like acid on vampire flesh. He’d once been, in his own way, as breathtaking as Jean-Claude. Now half his face was a melted ruin, half his chest, most of the one thigh I’d seen. What I’d seen of the rest of him was perfect, as perfect as the day he died. And the parts I hadn’t seen, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know about. Through Jean-Claude’s marks I had memories of Asher before. I knew what his body looked like in smooth perfection – every inch of it. Asher and his human servant, Julianna, had been part of a ménage à trois with Jean-Claude for about twenty years. She’d been burned as a witch, and Jean-Claude had only been able to save Asher after the damage had been done.

The events were over two hundred years old, yet they both still mourned Julianna, and each other. Asher was now Jean-Claude’s second in command, but they were not lovers. And they were uneasy friends, because there was still too much left unspoken between them. Asher still blamed Jean-Claude for failing them, and Jean-Claude had a hard time arguing with that, because deep down he still blamed himself, too.

I leaned down and gave Asher a quick kiss on the leather cheek. ‘What did you do with all your long hair? Please tell me you haven’t cut it.’

He raised my hand to his mouth and laid a gentle kiss on it. ‘It is braided, and longer than ever.’

‘I can hardly wait to see it,’ I said. ‘Thanks for coming.’

‘I would move all of hell to reach your side, you know that.’

‘You French guys do talk pretty,’ I said.

He laughed softly.

Jason interrupted. ‘I think the show is about to start.’

I turned and watched a woman being led towards the framework that had been erected. She was wearing a robe, and I really didn’t want to see what was under it.

‘Whatever we’re going to do, let’s do it and go get the leopards.’

‘You don’t want to see the show?’ Jason asked. His eyes were all innocent, but his smile was teasing.

I just frowned at him. But his eyes looked behind me, and I knew someone Jason didn’t like was coming towards us. I turned to find Ajax standing there. He ignored me and spoke to Jean-Claude. ‘You have fifteen minutes, then the show starts.’

Jean-Claude nodded. ‘Tell Narcissus I appreciate the notice.’

Ajax gave a small head bow, much like his master had done before, then walked off through the tables.

‘What was all that about?’ I asked.

‘It would be considered rude to do something magical during someone else’s performance. I told Narcissus that we would be calling some power.’

I must have looked as suspicious as I felt. ‘You are beginning to piss me off with this cloak-and-dagger magic act.’

‘You are a necromancer, and I am the Master Vampire of this city. Do you really believe that we can merge our powers and not have every undead in this room, and more, notice it? I do not know if the shapeshifters will be able to feel it, but it is likely, since we are also both bound to a werewolf. Everything nonhuman in this club will feel something. I don’t know how much, or exactly what, but  something, ma petite. Narcissus would have taken it as a grave insult if we had interrupted this performance without warning him.’

‘I don’t mean to rush you,’ Asher said, ‘but you will use up your time in talking if you are not quick about it.’

Jean-Claude looked at him, and the look was not entirely friendly. What was happening between them that Jean-Claude would give such a look to Asher?

Jean-Claude held his hand out to me. I hesitated a second, then slid my hand into his and he led me to the wall near the table. ‘Now what?’ I asked.

‘Now you must drop your shields, ma petite, that so-strong barrier you have erected between me and your aura.’

I just stared at him. ‘I don’t want to do that.’

‘I would not ask if it were not necessary, ma petite. But even if I were able to do it, neither of us would enjoy me breaking down your shielding. We cannot merge our auras if my aura cannot touch yours.’

I was suddenly scared. Really seriously scared. I didn’t know what would happen if I dropped the shields with him right there. In times of crisis our auras flared together forming a unique whole. I didn’t want to do this. I am a control freak, and everything about Jean-Claude ate at the part of me that most needed control.

‘I’m not sure I can do this.’

He sighed. ‘It is your choice. I will not force it, but I fear the consequences, ma petite. I do fear them.’

Marianne had given me the lecture, and it was really too late to get cold feet. I could either move forward with this, or eventually one of us would die. Probably me. Part of my job was going up against preternatural monsters – things with enough magic to sense a hole in my defenses. Before I’d ever been able to sense auras, or at least before I knew that I was doing it, my aura had been intact. With my own natural talent, that had been enough. But lately I seemed to be running up against bigger, badder monsters. Eventually, I would lose. That, I might have been able to live with, sort of. But costing Jean-Claude or Richard their lives? That I couldn’t handle. I knew all the reasons I should do this, and still I stood there gazing up at Jean-Claude, my heart beating in my throat, my shields tight in place. The front part of my brain knew this needed doing. The back part of my brain wasn’t so sure.

‘Once I drop my shield, then what?’

‘We touch,’ he said.

I took a deep breath in and blew it out as if I were about to run a race. Then I dropped my shields. It wasn’t like tearing down the stone walls; it was like absorbing them back into my psyche. The tower was just suddenly not there, and Jean-Claude’s power crashed over me. It wasn’t only that I felt the sexual attraction in full force, I could feel his heartbeat in my head. I could taste his skin in my mouth. I knew he’d fed tonight, though intellectually I’d known that when I heard his heart beating. Now, I could feel that he was well fed and full of someone else’s blood.

His hand moved towards me, and I flattened against the wall. The hand kept moving, and I pulled away from it. I moved away because more than anything in the world at that moment I wanted him to touch me. I wanted to feel his hand against my bare skin. I wanted to rip the vinyl from his body and watch him, pale and perfect above me. The image was so clear that I closed my eyes against it, as if that would help.

I felt him in front of me, knew he was leaning close. I ducked under his arm and was suddenly standing by the table, leaving him near the wall. I kept backing up, and he kept watching me. Someone touched me, and I screamed.

Asher was holding my arm, gazing up at me with those pale eyes of his. I could feel him, too, feel the weight of his age, the heft of his power in my head. That was my power, but I realized in shielding so strongly from Jean-Claude I’d also cut myself off from some of my own powers. Shielding was a tricky thing. I guess I still didn’t have the hang of it.

Jean-Claude moved away from the wall, holding one slender hand out to me. I backed up, Asher’s hand sliding over my arm as I pulled away. I was shaking my head back and forth, back and forth.

Jean-Claude walked slowly towards me. His eyes had gone drowning blue, the pupil swallowed by his own power. I knew with a sudden clarity that it wasn’t his power or lust that had called his  eyes, it was mine. He could feel how my body tightened, moistened, as he moved towards me. It wasn’t him I didn’t trust. It was me.

I took one step backwards and fell on the small step leading down to the dance floor. Someone caught me before I hit the floor, strong arms around my waist, pressing me against the bare skin of a very masculine chest. I could feel that without looking. I was held effortlessly, feet dangling, and I knew those arms, the feel of that chest, the smell of his skin this close. I craned my head backwards and found myself staring at Richard.
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I stopped breathing. To be suddenly inches away from him after all this time was too much. He leaned that painfully handsome face over mine, and the thick waves of his brown hair fell against my skin. His mouth hovered over mine, and I think I would have said  no, or moved, but two things happened at once. He tightened his one-armed hold around my waist, a movement that was almost painful. Then his newly free hand gripped my chin, held my face. The touch of his hands, the strength in them made me hesitate. One moment I was staring into his deep brown eyes, the next, his face was too close and he was kissing me.

I don’t know what I expected, a chaste kiss, I think. It wasn’t chaste. He kissed me hard enough to bruise, hard enough to force my mouth open, then he crawled inside, and I could feel the muscles in his mouth, his jaw, his neck working as he held me, explored me, possessed me. I should have been angry, pissed, but I wasn’t. If he hadn’t held me immobile I’d have turned in his arms, pressed the front of my body against his. But all I could do was taste his mouth, feel his lips, try to drink him down my throat, as if he were the finest of wines and I was dying of thirst.

He finally drew back from me, enough for me to see his face. I stared breathlessly at him, as if my eyes were hungry for the sight of those perfect cheekbones, the dimple that softened an utterly masculine face. There was nothing feminine about Richard. He was the ultimate male in so many ways. The electric lights caught strands of gold and copper, like metallic wire through the deep brown of his hair.

He lowered me slowly to the ground from his height of six one. His shoulders were broad, chest deep, waist tight and narrow, stomach flat, with a fine line of dark hair running down the middle of it and vanishing into the black vinyl pants he was wearing. More black vinyl! I was sensing a theme here, but my gaze traveled down his body just the same. Tracing the narrow hips, lingering where I shouldn’t have been, noticing things I wished I hadn’t, because we were in public, and I wasn’t planning on seeing him naked tonight. Knee-high leather boots completed his outfit. The only things he was wearing on his upper body were leather and metal-studded ‘bracelets’ and a matching collar.

A hand touched my back, and I jumped and whirled around, turning so I could face them both, because I knew who was behind me. Jean-Claude stood there, eyes having bled back to normal.

I finally found my voice. ‘You called him.’

‘We had an arrangement that whoever you called first would contact the other.’

‘You should have told me,’ I said.

Jean-Claude put his hands on his hips. ‘I am not taking the blame for this. He wished to be a surprise, against my wishes.’

I looked at Richard. ‘Is that true?’

Richard nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because if I’d played fair I still wouldn’t have gotten a kiss. I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing you tonight and not touching you.’

It wasn’t so much his words as the look in his eyes, the heat in his face, that made me blush.

‘I have played you fair tonight, ma petite, and yet I am punished, rather than rewarded.’ Jean-Claude held out his hand to me. ‘Shall we begin with a kiss?’

I was suddenly aware that we were standing on the dance floor near the metal framework and the waiting ‘actors.’ We had the  audience’s attention, and I didn’t want that. I realized something I hadn’t with the stone shield in place. Almost everyone in the room was a shapeshifter. I could feel their energy like the brush of warm electric fur, and they could feel ours.

I nodded. I suddenly wanted the privacy that Jean-Claude had offered earlier. But staring from Jean-Claude to Richard, I realized I didn’t trust myself alone with them. If we had a room to ourselves I couldn’t guarantee that the sex would be merely metaphysical. Admitting that even to myself was embarrassing. As uncomfortable as it was to do what we had to do in public, it was still better than in private. Here I knew I’d say stop, anywhere else I just wasn’t sure. I wasn’t thinking about the wereleopards. I was thinking about how large and bare my skin felt. Shit.

‘A kiss, why not?’

‘We can get a room,’ Richard said, voice low.

I shook my head. ‘No, no rooms.’

He reached out as if to touch me, and one look was enough to make his hand drop. ‘You don’t trust us.’

‘Or me,’ I said, softly.

Jean-Claude held out his hand to me. ‘Come, ma petite, we delay their show.’

I stared at his hand for a space of heartbeats, then took it. I expected him to pull me in against his body, but he didn’t. He stopped with the width of a hand span between us. I looked a question at him, and he touched my face, gently, tentatively, fingers hovering on either side of my face, like hesitant butterflies, as if he were afraid to touch me. He lowered his face towards me, as his fingertips found my skin. His hands slid on either side of my face, cupping it like something delicate and breakable.

I’d never felt him so tentative around me, so unsure. Even as his lips hovered over mine I wondered if he was doing it this way on purpose to contrast with Richard’s forcefulness. Then his lips touched mine, and I stopped thinking. It was the barest of brushes, his  mouth over mine. Then, softly, he kissed me. I kissed him back, being as tentative as he, my hands raising, covering his hands as they cradled my face. He’d thrown that surprisingly long black hair over one shoulder so that the right side of his face was bare to the lights and the hair didn’t get in the way of the kiss. I ran one hand down the side of his jaw, tracing the shape of his face, ever so gently, as we kissed. He shuddered under that light brush of my hand, and the feel of him trembling under my hand brought a soft sound from low in my throat. Jean-Claude’s mouth pressed against mine hard enough that I could feel the press of his fangs against my lip. I opened my mouth and let him inside me, ran my tongue between the delicate points. I’d learned how to French kiss a vampire, but it was a hazardous pleasure, one to be done with care, and I was out of practice.

In slipping my tongue between his fangs, I nicked myself. It was a quick, sharp pain, and Jean-Claude made a soft guttural sound, a heartbeat before I tasted blood.

His hands were suddenly at my back, pulling me against his body. The kiss never stopped, and the urgency of it grew, until it was as if he were feeding from my mouth, trying to drink me down.

I might have pulled away, I might not have, but the moment the front of our bodies touched, it was too late. There was no going back, no saying no, nothing but sensation. I felt that cool, shimmering wind that was his aura touch mine. For one trembling moment we were pressed together, our energy breathing against each other like the sides of two great beasts. Then the boundaries that held our auras in place gave way. Think of it as if you were making love and suddenly your skin slid away, spilling you against your partner, into your partner, giving you an intimacy that was never imagined, never planned, never wanted.

I screamed, and he echoed me. I felt us begin to fall to the floor, but Richard caught us, cradled us against his body, laid us gently  on the floor. The power did not leap across to him, and I didn’t know why.

Jean-Claude’s body was on top of mine, pinning me to the floor, his groin pressed over mine. He drove his hips in against me, forcing my legs apart around the slick covering of his legs. I wanted him inside me, wanted him to ride me while the power rode us.

He struggled up on his arms, leaning up and away from me, forcing his lower body tighter against mine. And the power built in a skin-tingling rush, building, building, like that shining edge of orgasm when you can feel it growing large and overwhelming but can’t quite reach it.

I saw Richard leaning over me like a dark shadow against the haze of the lights. I think I tried to say no, don’t, but no sound came. He kissed me, and the power flared, but still he wasn’t part of it. He kissed my cheek, my chin, my neck, working lower, and I suddenly knew what he was doing. He was kissing his way down to the hole over my heart chakra, my energy center. Jean-Claude had already covered the one at my base, my groin. Richard’s chest stretched above me, smooth, firm, so temptingly close, and I raised my mouth to his skin, so that as he kissed down my body he drew his naked chest across my tongue. I licked a wet line down his body. He buried his mouth inside the halter top and touched over my heart, and my mouth found his heart at the same moment.

The power didn’t just build, it exploded. It was like lying at ground zero of a nuclear explosion, the shock waves shooting out, out, out into the room, while we melted together in the center. For one shining moment I felt both of them inside me, through me, as if they were wind, pure power, pouring through me, through us. Richard’s electric warmth buzzed over us; Jean-Claude’s cool power poured over and through like a chill wind; and I was something large and growing, holding the warmth of the living and the cold of the dead. I was both and neither. We were all and none.

I don’t know if I passed out or if I just lost time for some metaphysical  reason. All I remembered was that I was suddenly lying on the floor with Richard collapsed beside me, pinning one of my arms, his body curled around my chest and head, his legs touching down the other side of my body. Jean-Claude was collapsed on top of me, his body pressing the length of mine, with his head to one side resting on Richard’s leg. They both had their eyes closed, their breath coming in ragged pants, just like mine.

It took me two tries to say a breathless, ‘Get off me.’

Jean-Claude rolled to one side without ever opening his eyes. The fall of his body forced Richard’s legs to move a little farther out, so that Jean-Claude and I both lay in the semicircle of Richard’s body.

The room was so quiet I thought we were the only ones left in it. As if all the others had fled in terror of what we’d done. Then the room thundered in applause and howling and other animal noises that I didn’t have words for. The noise was deafening, beating against my body in waves as if I had nerves in places where I’d never had nerves before.

Asher was suddenly standing over us. He knelt beside me, touching the pulse in my neck. ‘Blink if you can hear me, Anita.’

I blinked.

‘Can you speak?’

‘Yes.’

He nodded and touched Jean-Claude next, stroking a hand down his cheek. Jean-Claude opened his eyes at the touch. He gave a smile that seemed to mean more to Asher than to me, because it made Asher laugh. The laugh was a very masculine one, as if they’d shared some dirty joke that I didn’t understand. Asher crawled around me until he was kneeling by Richard’s head. He lifted a handful of thick hair so he could see Richard’s face clearly. Richard blinked at him, but didn’t seem to be focusing.

Asher bent low over Richard, and I heard him say, ‘Can you hear me, mon ami?’

Richard swallowed, coughed, and said, ‘Yes.’

‘Bon, bon.’

It took me two tries but I had a smart-aleck comment, and I was going to make it. ‘Now, everyone who can stand, raise their hands.’ None of us moved. I felt distant, floating, my body too heavy to move. Or maybe my mind was too overwhelmed to make it move.

‘Have no fears, ma cherie, we will attend you.’ Asher stood, and it was as if it were a signal. Figures moved out of the crowd. I recognized three of them. Jamil’s waist-length cornrows looked right at home with his black leather outfit. He was Richard’s lead enforcer, or Skoll. Shang-Da didn’t look comfortable in black leather, but the six-foot-plus Chinese never looked comfortable outside of nice dress clothes with polished wing tips. Shang-Da was the other enforcer for the pack, the Hati. Sylvie knelt beside me, looking splendid in vinyl, her short brown hair touched with burgundy highlights. Though it looked good, I knew she was conservative enough that it was probably a temporary color. She sold insurance when she wasn’t being Richard’s second in command, his Freki, and insurance salespeople didn’t have hair the color of a good red wine.

She smiled at me, wearing more makeup than I’d ever seen her in. It looked great, but it didn’t really look like Sylvie. For the first time I thought how pretty she was, and that she was almost as delicate-looking as me.

‘I owed you a rescue,’ she said. Once upon a time a bunch of nasty vampires had come to town to teach Jean-Claude, Richard, and me a lesson. They’d taken prisoners along the way. Sylvie had been one of them. I’d gotten her out, and I’d kept my promise to see everyone who touched her dead. She did the actual killing, but I delivered them up to her for punishment. She kept a few bones as souvenirs. Sylvie would never complain that I was too violent. Maybe she could be my new best friend.

The werewolves took up positions around us, facing outward like good bodyguards. None of them were as physically imposing  as Narcissus’s bodyguards had been, but I’d seen the wolves fight, and muscles aren’t everything. Skill counts, and a certain level of ruthlessness.

Two vampires came to stand with Asher and the wolves. I didn’t recognize either of them. The woman was Asian, with shining black hair that fell barely to her shoulders. The hair was nearly the same color and brilliance as the vinyl cat suit that clung to nearly every inch of her body. The suit made sure you were aware of her high, tight breasts, her tiny waist, the swell of her shapely hips. She gave me an unfriendly look with her dark eyes, before she turned her back on me and stood, hands at her side, waiting. Waiting for what, I wasn’t sure.

The second vampire was male, not much taller than the woman, with thick brown hair that had been shaved close to his head, except for a layer left on top that came about halfway to his eyes, shining and straight. He gazed down on me with a smile, eyes the color of new pennies, as if his brown eyes held just a trace of blood in them.

He turned his attention outward, arms crossed over the black leather of his chest. They too faced outward like good bodyguards, letting the crowd know that even though we couldn’t stand up, we weren’t helpless. Comforting, I guess.

Jason crawled in between their legs, head hanging down, as if he were almost too tired to move. He raised his blue eyes to me, and the look was almost as unfocused as I felt.

He gave a pale version of his usual grin and said, ‘Was it good for you?’

I was feeling better enough to try and sit up, but failed. Jean-Claude said, ‘Lie a little longer, ma petite.’

Since I had no choice, I did what he suggested. I lay staring up at the dark, distant ceiling with its rows of lights. They’d turned off most of them, so that the club was nearly dark. Like the soft gloom that comes when you close the drapes during the day.

I felt Jason lay down on the other side of me, head resting on  my thigh. Not long ago I’d have made him move, but I’d spent my time away learning how to be comfortable being close with the wereleopards. It had made me more tolerant of everyone, apparently. ‘Why are you tired?’

He rolled his head up to look at me without raising it from my leg, one hand curving over my calf as if to keep his balance. ‘You spill sex and magic through the whole club and you ask why I’m tired? You are such a tease.’

I frowned at him. ‘One more comment like that and you’ll have to move.’

He snuggled his head on my hose. ‘I can see that your underwear matches.’

‘Get off of me, Jason.’

He slid to the floor without being told twice. He could never leave well enough alone, our Jason. He always had to get the last joke, the last comment, that one bit too many. I worried that someday with someone else that little quirk might get him hurt, or worse.

Richard propped himself up on one elbow, moving slowly as if he wasn’t sure everything was working. ‘I don’t know if that felt better than anything else we’ve ever done, or worse.’

‘It feels like a combination of a hangover and mild flu to me,’ I said.

‘And yet it feels good,’ Jean-Claude said.

I finally got upright and found that they both had a hand at my back to support me, as if their movements had been simultaneous.

I actually leaned in against their hands, rather than telling them to move. One, I was still shaky; two, I just didn’t find the physical contact unpleasant. All these months of trying to forge the wereleopards into a cohesive, friendly unit, and it was me that had learned to be cohesive and friendly. Me that had learned that not every helping hand is a threat to my independence. Me that had learned that not every offer of physical closeness is a trap or a lie.

Richard sat up first, slowly, keeping his hand on my back. Then  Jean-Claude sat up, keeping his hand very still against me. I felt them exchange glances. This was the moment that I usually pulled away. We’d have some fantastic sex, metaphysical or otherwise, and that was my cue to close down, hide. We were in public, all the more reason to do it.

I didn’t pull away. Richard’s arm slid cautiously up my back, over my shoulders. Jean-Claude’s arm moved lower around my waist. They both pulled me into the curve of their bodies as if they were some huge, warm vinyl-covered chair with a pulse.

Some say that that moment during sex when you both have an orgasm your auras drop, you blend your energies, yourselves together. You share so much more than just your body during sex, it’s one of the reasons you should be careful who you do it with. Just sitting there on the floor with them was like that. I could feel their energies moving through me, like a low-level current, a distant hum. In time I was pretty sure it would become white noise – something you can ignore, like psychic shielding when you no longer have to concentrate on it. But now it was like we would always walk, move, through that dreamy afterglow where you were still connected, still not quite back in your own skin. I didn’t push them away, because I didn’t want to. Pushing them away would have been redundant. We didn’t need to touch to breach the barriers anymore. And that should have scared me more than anything else, but it didn’t.

Narcissus walked out into the middle of the floor and a soft light fell upon him, growing ever so gradually brighter. ‘Well, my friends, we have had a treat tonight, have we not?’

More applause, screams, and animal noises filled the dimness. Narcissus held up his hands until the crowd fell quiet. ‘I think we have had our climax for the night.’ A smattering of laughter at that. ‘We will save our show until tomorrow, for to do less would be to dishonor what we have been offered here tonight.’

The woman, who was still standing to the back of the dance floor in her robe, said, ‘I can’t compete with that.’

Narcissus blew her a kiss. ‘It is not a competition, sweet Miranda, it is that we all have our gifts. Some are merely more rare than others.’ He turned and stared at us as he said the last. His eyes were pale and oddly colored, and it took me a second or two to realize that Narcissus’s eyes had bled to his beast. Hyena eyes, I guess, though truthfully, I didn’t know what hyena eyes looked like. I just knew they weren’t human eyes.

He knelt beside us, smoothing his dress down in an automatic and strangely odd gesture that I’d never seen a man make before. Of course, he was also the first man I’d ever seen in a dress. There was probably a cause and effect.

Narcissus lowered his voice. ‘I would love to speak with you in private about this.’

‘Of course,’ Jean-Claude said, ‘but first we have other business.’

Narcissus leaned in close, lowering his voice until it was necessary to lean forward to hear him. ‘As I have two of my guards waiting with her leopards so no harm will come, there is time to talk. Or should I say, your leopards, for surely now, what belongs to one, belongs to all.’ He had leaned so far over that his cheek nearly touched Jean-Claude on one side and my face on the other.

‘No,’ I said, ‘the leopards are mine.’

‘Really,’ Narcissus said. He turned his face that fraction of an inch and brushed his lips against mine. It might have been an accident, but I doubted it. ‘You don’t share everything, then?’

I moved my face just far enough away so we weren’t touching. ‘No.’

‘So good to know,’ he whispered. He leaned forward and pressed his mouth to Jean-Claude’s lips. I was startled, frozen for a second wondering exactly what to do.

Jean-Claude knew exactly what to do. He put one finger in the man’s chest and pushed, not with muscle, but with power. The power of the marks, the power that we had all just moments before  solidified. Jean-Claude drew on it as if he’d done it a thousand times before, effortlessly, gracefully, commandingly.

Narcissus was pushed back from him by a rush of invisible power that I could feel tugging on my body. And I knew that most of the people in the room could feel it, as well. Narcissus stayed crouched on the floor, staring at Jean-Claude, staring at all of us. The look on his face was angry, but there was more hunger in it than rage, a hunger denied.

‘We need to talk in private,’ Narcissus insisted.

Jean-Claude nodded. ‘That would be best, I think.’

There was a weight of things left unsaid in that short exchange. I felt Richard’s puzzlement mirror my own, before I turned my head to glance back at him. The movement put our faces close enough so that we could almost have kissed. I could tell just by the expression in his eyes that he didn’t know what was going on. And he seemed to know that I could tell, because he didn’t bother to shrug or make any outward acknowledgment. It wasn’t telepathy, though to an outsider it might look that way. It was more extreme empathy, as if I could read every nuance on his face, the smallest change, and know what it meant.

I was still pressed in the circle of Richard’s and Jean-Claude’s arms, a strange amount of bare skin touching all of us – my back, Richard’s chest and stomach, Jean-Claude’s arm. There was something incredibly right about the touching, the closeness. I felt Jean-Claude’s attention turn, before I moved my head to meet his eyes.

The look in those drowning eyes held worlds of things unsaid, unasked, all so tremblingly close. Because for once he didn’t see in my eyes the barriers that kept all those words trapped. It had to be the marriage of the marks affecting me, but that night I think he could have asked me anything, anything, and I wasn’t sure I’d say no.

What he finally said was, ‘Shall we retire to privacy to discuss  business with Narcissus?’ His voice had its usual smoothness. Only his eyes held uncertainty and a need so large he almost had no words for it. We’d all waited so long for my surrender. I knew that the phrasing wasn’t mine. It sounded more like something Jean-Claude would think, but with Richard also pressed against my body I wasn’t really sure who was thinking it. I only knew it hadn’t been me.

Even before the marks had merged I’d had moments like this. Moments when their thoughts invaded mine, overrode mine. The images had been the worst – nightmare flashes of feeding on the warm bodies of animals, of drinking blood from people I didn’t know. It had been this mingling, this loss of self, that had terrified me, sent me running for anything that would keep me whole – keep me myself. Tonight, that just didn’t seem important. Definitely an aftereffect of the metaphysical union of marks. But knowing what it was didn’t make it go away. It was a dangerous night.

Jean-Claude said, ‘Ma petite, are you well? I am feeling much better, energized in fact. Are you still ill?’

I shook my head. ‘No, I feel fine.’ Fine didn’t really cover it.  Energized was a good word for it, but there were others. How long could it take to rescue the wereleopards from yet another disaster? The night wasn’t young, dawn would come, and I wanted to be alone with them before that. I realized with a jolt that ran all the way down my body that tonight was it. If we could get some privacy and not be interrupted, all things would suddenly be possible.

Richard and Jean-Claude both stood up, in a boneless movement of grace for the vampire and pure energy for the werewolf. I gazed at them as they stood above me, and I was suddenly eager to have the other business done with. I wasn’t as worried about the leopards as I should have been, and that did bother me. Whatever this effect was, it was distracting me from more important things. Saving  the leopards was why I’d come. It was the first time I’d really thought of them in a while.

I shook my head trying to clear it of sex and magic and the weight of possibilities in Richard’s eyes. Jean-Claude’s eyes were more cautious, but I’d taught him caution where I was concerned.

I held my hands up to both of them. I never asked for help to stand unless I was bleeding or something was broken. The two of them exchanged glances, then they held their hands out to me, again in perfect unison, like choreographed dancers who knew what the other would do.

They could feel my desire, but that had always been there; it told them nothing. I took their hands and let them lift me up. They were both still looking unsure, almost suspicious, as if they were waiting for me to recoil from them and run screaming from the intimacy of it all. I had to smile. ‘If we can get everyone all tucked in safe and sound before dawn, all things will be possible.’

They exchanged another look between them. Jean-Claude made a small movement, as if encouraging Richard. It was a tiny, almost-push with his head, as if to say, Go ahead, ask. Normally, seeing them plot behind my back pissed me off, but not that night.

‘Do you mean . . .’ Richard let the thought trail off.

I nodded, and Richard’s hand tightened on mine. Jean-Claude’s hand was strangely quiet in mine. ‘You do realize, ma petite, that this new . . .’ he hesitated, ‘willingness, may be a by-product of joining the marks tonight. I don’t wish you to accuse us later of trickery.’

‘I know what it is, and I don’t care.’ I should have, but I didn’t. It was like being drunk, or drugged, and even thinking that made no difference.

I was looking at Jean-Claude, and I saw him let out the breath he’d been holding. I felt Richard do the same. It was as if a great weight had been taken from both of them. And I knew that I was  that burden. I’d try not to be a burden from now on. ‘Let’s get this over with and go get the leopards,’ I said.

Jean-Claude raised my hand to his mouth, brushing the knuckles across his lips. ‘And be gone from this place.’

I nodded. ‘And be gone from this place,’ I said.




6

I’d been complaining to Jean-Claude for years that his decorating scheme was too monochromatic, but one look at Narcissus’s bedroom and I knew I owed Jean-Claude an apology. The room was done in black, and I mean black. The walls, the hardwood floor, the drawn drapes against one wall, the bed. The only color in the room was the silver chains and the silver-colored implements hanging from the wall. The color of the steel seemed to accentuate the blackness rather than relieve it. Chains dangled from the ceiling above the huge bed. It was bigger than king-sized. The only term that came to mind was orgy-sized. The bed was four-postered, with the largest, heaviest, darkest wood I’d ever seen. More chains dangled from the four posts, set in heavy permanent rings. If I’d been on a date, I’d have turned and run for it. But this wasn’t a date, and in we all trooped.

My understanding about most people who were into D and S was that their bedrooms were separate from their ‘dungeons.’ Nearby perhaps, but not the same room. You needed somewhere to go to actually sleep. Maybe Narcissus just never rested from the fun and games.

There was a door in the opposite wall, and the drapes were drawn over the middle of one wall. Maybe his real bed was behind door number two or the drapes. I hoped so.

The only chair in the room had straps attached to it, so Narcissus offered us the bed to sit on. I don’t know if I would have sat down or not, but first Jean-Claude, then Richard did. Jean-Claude settled against the black bedspread as he did everything, with grace, settling  his body against the pillows as if he felt utterly comfortable. But it was Richard who surprised me. I expected to see in him some of the discomfort I felt about the room, but he didn’t seem in the least uncomfortable. In fact, I realized for the first time that the heavy leather cuffs at his wrists and the collar at his throat had metal hooks in them, so they could be attached to chains or a leash. He’d probably worn them so he could blend into the club scene, as I’d worn the boots. But . . . but I could feel that he was calm about the room and everything in it. I wasn’t.
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