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    Chapter One

    Aaron Lowell stood in the shadows watching the costumed party guests stream into the brownstone. These people must appreciate Halloween, he mused, as another group walked by decked out as witches, ghouls and vampires. This could be the answer to the debate about where to feed tonight since his attire blended with the various creatures, immortals and this year's current celebrity that everyone wanted to emulate. Aaron adjusted his cape and fell in behind the last of the revelers and followed them up the steps into the house. Appearing to admire the décor, the newcomer drifted away from the group in search of tonight's food supply.

    Thankfully, over the past year control enabled him to contain the desire for warm human blood and only satisfy the thirst once a month. The rest of the time, bottled animal blood sustained him. He longed for the day when his only food source would be the kind he purchased from the butcher. For now, the need for warm pulsing blood from a human source sent him out to hunt every thirty days.

    "Great costume, man.” A Frankenstein wanna-be stood at his elbow, stewed to the gills. The alcohol fumes were strong enough to make a vampire drunk from the smell. Drinking this fool's blood could lead to a massive hangover, even for one of the living dead, so Aaron decided to forgo this easy prey.

    It was interesting how the Hollywood version of vampires didn't apply to the reality of their existence. The headaches that afflicted him as a human still occurred occasionally. Sunlight didn't fry him and yes, there was a need for a constant blood supply to ensure one's existence. But it didn't have to be from a human source; animals worked well, especially for the older vampires.

    Daniel, his mentor, attributed theses qualities to the line of vampires that made him. This was a little known colony originating in South America, some of whom migrated to the Caribbean and still maintained a number of human qualities. Rumor in the community of the living dead was that this group even had children.

    "Thank you.” Aaron allowed his fangs to show to give his companion the full effect.

    The inebriated idiot blinked and grinned. “Cool. How'd you do that?"

    "Trade secret. If I told, then I'd have to bite you."

    The drunk hailed a waiter walking by with a tray of drinks. Aaron watched the wasted man reach for one and decided it was time for them to part company. “I really must find my friends.” Aaron left the lush guzzling on his new drink and wandered around the room looking for the perfect snack. When he saw her, his heart would have skipped if it still had a beat.

    Blonde hair, the shade of sun bleached wheat, cascaded down the back of a smooth white neck. The strapless black dress set off the creamy shoulders to perfection and hugged her full busted figure. The glow of health radiated from her rosy complexion and when she looked in his direction, he wanted to drown in the deep, emerald green pools of her eyes. Aaron's mouth salivated at the thought of placing his lips against the vein pulsing along the side of her slender neck.

    A frown wrinkled her alabaster brow and her eyes narrowed as she looked in his direction. A warm flood of satisfaction flowed through him at her noticing his attention, but how could she be upset with him? They'd never met.

    He decided to mind call her and resisted the urge to smile as she drifted in his direction. As the beauty drew near, her scent filled his nostrils, making him not only want to feed on her warm blood, but to also claim her body in a moment of passion, confirming that lust existed in the undead.

    When she stalked past him, he couldn't believe it.What the hell?His mind-speak had never failed before. Aaron watched the luscious woman make her way toward a couple in the process of removing their coats. From the rigid manner of her body and the scowl on her face, he didn't have to read her mind to know she wasn't happy to see the newcomers.

    "This is a private party.” Deb's body language spoke anger louder than her voice. Her emerald eyes shot daggers as they roved up and down the couple dressed as Elvira, Queen of Darkness, and Dracula, “This party is invitation only and it's also a costume party—not the Pimp and Ho ball.” She crossed her arms and glared at the man. “How the hell did you and the skank get in, Scott?"

    "You don't have to be nasty, Deb. We have an invitation.” He pulled a piece of paper from the pocket of his tux jacket and waved it in front of her face. “Guess this means we're on the guest list."

    "Fine. Tomorrow you can have a new social secretary too, since mine thinks you're so great."

    Deb and Scott. Aaron ran the names through his head a moment before they clicked. He had crashed the party of Deb Stein, first class socialite and paparazzi darling. No wonder she looked familiar. This woman's appearance created more media madness than Paris, Brittany or Lindsay when she showed up someplace. She could out-party any of the celebrity bad girls. Plus she had the money to do it with after she turned thirty and inherited the millions her father left to keep his little girl in the lifestyle she was accustomed to.

    Given the tension between her and the couple, Scott would be Scott Hanson, the former boyfriend who dumped Deb for Jenny Rames, the brunette clinging to his arm as if she was an attached appendage. The love triangle created headlines in the tabloids for months. Great fodder for the news rags when any of the beautiful people had love problems. Throw in the fact that Jenny was Deb's best friend and the cause of the split, the story became a piranha feeding frenzy among the scandal sheets.

    Aaron reached into Deb's mind to probe her thoughts. The fury raging there almost caused him to blow a fuse. Wow, this was one pissed lady and not because she lost the love of her life. No, it was an ego thing since she he'd dumped her before she had the chance to tell him to take a hike.

    Deb was also none too pleased with Jenny, either. She expected her friends to cover her back, not stab it as Jenny had done. Not only had the slut bitch gone after Deb's man of the moment, she'd betrayed her in the press on more personal matters. Their boarding school antics like smoking grass and slipping out at night didn't need to be additional fodder for the gossip mongers.

    Right now, Deb Stein was trying to figure out how to save face and not suffer another humiliating slam in the scandal sheets tomorrow. Maybe the handsome vampire she blew off a few minutes ago could help.

    Aaron straightened his tie, then pushed his way through the spectators to her side and slipped an arm around her waist. “Darling, you promised not to be gone so long."

    He'd give her credit for maintaining her cool at his appearance beside her or the intimate manner in which he touched her. Nothing in the way of surprise registered on her face when she turned to him and smiled. “I'm sorry love, but I didn't expect to be detained by the arrival of new guests."

    "Oh. Are they important enough that you neglect me for them?” Aaron stroked her back while he let his eyes roam over Scott and Jenny.

    "No.” Deb took Aaron's hand. “At one point I thought they were, but not now. They have no importance in my life anymore."

    Head held high, she linked her arm through his and led him through the gaping crowd clustered around them. Aaron picked up the grumblings of disappointment from several on-lookers now that the show was over. The rich wanted to see blood as much as any street gang.

    Deb released his arm and grabbed two glasses of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter. “Come on, let's get out of here."

    Aaron followed her up the stairs and down a long hallway. When they stopped in front of a pair of double doors, she motioned for him to open them. He did as directed and stepped aside to let her enter first.

    She set the glasses on a table in the sitting area of the bedroom and pulled off the long blonde wig, then dropped it on the floor. Running her fingers through her own short platinum spikes, she turned to face him. “Thank you for doing that.” Her voice was rich and husky. “Do I know you?"

    "No, I don't believe so."

    "I'm Deb.” She slipped her arm through his. “And you are?"

    "Aaron."

    "Well, Aaron. I think we know each other now.” She pressed her soft mouth briefly against his and pulled away, laughing as she picked up the glasses of champagne and handed one to him. “Here's to a long, interesting friendship. Or to a one night stand. Which one is yet to be determined."

    He watched the movement of her throat as she swallowed the sparkling wine. “Which do you want?” His original intent was a one-nighter, but the idea of having her warm sexy body as not only a monthly food source, but also as a regular sex partner appealed to him. He'd heard of vampires who did that sort of thing and if they were careful not to over feed, the relationship lasted a long time.

    "Not sure. Let's start with tonight and see where it goes from there.” Deb wrapped her arms around his neck and rubbed her body against his.

    Vampire or not, he was male and his body responded to her slow, sensuous gyrations grinding against his lower torso. Her breasts were full, firm and ripe, begging to be touched. He knew from the lazy smile spreading across her face, she felt his rock hard erection responding to her crotch-to-crotch rub.

    The last time he made love with a human female was over a year ago, just before he was turned. Since then, his only sex consisted of a few passionate nights with the two female vampires that Daniel, his mentor, let live at his house. They were vicious in their sexual needs as well as their blood quest and he'd come away from those encounters with several nasty bites, which thankfully healed quickly. Exchanging blood didn't satisfy him like a night of making love with a woman used to. Maybe it was time to see how it felt again.

    His mouth found hers and when the tip of her tongue teased his lips, he had no desire to deny her entrance. He let her explore the inside of his mouth for a few moments before deciding it only fair he got the same privilege. She made no resistance when he tasted her.

    Instead, she worked them toward the king-sized bed, decorated to be the focal point of the room with its draping silk curtains and stacked with mounds of pillows. Still entwined, they fell onto the cream colored satin cover. Lust surged through him and Aaron rolled over, positioning Deb along side him to give his fingers access to work the zipper down the back of her dress. Without breaking his hold, he slipped the fabric over her body until her breasts were bare.

    Aaron rained kisses across her shoulder and down her arm. He held a slender wrist in his hand and placed it against his mouth. The need to taste became uncontrollable and his fangs extended without conscious thought.

    "Ouch. What the hell are you doing? Are you some kind of freak?” Deb jerked her wrist from his hand and licked the puncture.

    "Sorry. Got carried away. I promise not bite your wrist again.”The next time will be your neck.

    "You better not be a freak boy or I'll boot your ass out of here.” She grinned, slipped over to the edge of the bed and stood, where she shimmed the dress over her hips and kicked it out of the way. “Why don't you get out of your costume?"

    Costume. How surprised would the little socialite be to learn the black tux wasn't exactly a costume, but his normal evening attire? Black had become his standard wardrobe, even for his daytime business dealings, but tonight he'd traded his standard black slacks, jacket and opened necked shirt for the cape and tuxedo.

    Free of the clothing restraint, his hard-on stood at full attention.

    "Ohhh.” Deb pushed him down and dropped to her knees by the edge of the bed. She leaned forward and smacked her lips before she took the head of his pulsing cock in her mouth.

    Aaron closed his eyes and gave into the sensation of her mouth sliding back and forth on the full length of his erection. Her hot tongue licked the tip in quick little twirls, before teeth scratched from top to bottom and then up again along his hard shaft. When she reached the bulb, she sucked, nibbled, and then consumed his hard shaft to point he almost begged for mercy. She devoured him like a yummy dessert, causing the sacs of his scrotum to tighten, ready for explosion. He knew he was close to spilling his seed down her throat. One thing for sure, this woman knew how to give a blow job.

    He twisted his fingers in the short spikes of her platinum hair and urged her to move up beside him. As she stretched against him, his hands released her hair and moved down to her bottom. Kneading the flesh of her firm ass cheeks sent thrills through his finger tips. Rearranging their positions his mouth claimed hers as one hand moved to the soft skin of her inner thighs, caressing upward to the strip of hair that barely covered her female opening. His finger stroked the soft inner flesh of her vulva as she sucked his tongue with the same greedy hunger with which she'd devoured his cock only moments earlier. The erection he didn't think could get any harder throbbed in anticipation of burrowing into her heat.

    Aaron longed to bury his head in the area seeping with the wetness that covered his fingers and taste her juices, but the need to be inside her was stronger. Pushing her long legs apart, he positioned the head of his aching cock against her opening. He entered in one thrust and her love muscles grasped him in a hold a sumo wrestler would envy.

    A glimpse of her passion filled eyes before his lips sought hers told him she was as close to joining him in tumbling over the edge. Once again his mouth claimed hers and this time the battle of tongues was brief and brutal. When she drew blood with a bite to his, he withdrew to prevent his fangs from shredding her soft tissue.

    "Yes, oh yes.” Deb's hips lifted to meet his every thrust. “Harder."

    His lips trailed along her chin and down to the neck that ignited his desire when he first saw her.

    "Harder. I said harder."

    She bit into the flesh of his shoulder as he did his best to meet her demand. He felt her teeth sink deeper into his shoulder as his fangs slipped into the pulsing vein of her throat and he drank, taking her to paradise with him.

    Lost in the passion of the moment he supped long and deep. Not sure he could ever get his fill of this woman, thoughts of a long future together drifted through his mind. Slowly, the stinging in his shoulder brought him back to reality. Shit. Who was the vampire here?

    Lifting his head, Aaron looked down at the still face. Realization hit him in the stomach with the force of a sledge hammer. He'd taken too much blood, but worse yet, she'd tasted his. There was no excuse for what he'd allowed to happen.

    Disgust consumed him now, as passion had only moments before. In his quest to satisfy that lust, he'd allowed her to become infected with the virus that changed him into a creature of the night. In doing so, he'd taken Deb Stein to the dark side.

    * * * *

    Slumped in a wing backed chair in front of Daniel's desk, Aaron cupped a wine glass in both hands. He swirled the red liquid and watched it coat the crystal. The thought of consuming any more blood repulsed him right now.

    "Drink, Aaron. It's fresh; delivered from the slaughter house this evening.” Daniel sipped the contents of his glass and smiled at Aaron.

    "Don't you think I've had enough?” Aaron set the glass on the table beside his chair. He'd expected direction from his mentor, not encouragement to drink the ruby liquid, even if it was animal blood instead of human.

    "Yes, well...” Daniel finished the contents of his glass and put the crystal on his desk. “We do have a bit of a problem, here. The fact that the Steins are Reform Jews may be our saving grace, so to speak."

    "How so?"

    "Daniel turned to the computer on his desk and tapped in a few words. The screen filled with files of information on Reform Jews and clicked to open the one at the top of the list. “It says here Reformers don't believe in modern technology. They resist autopsies and burials are quick. A committee consisting of friends prepares the body and it's placed in a plain pine casket, dressed only in a shroud."

    Aaron moved over to stand behind Daniel and read over his shoulder. “They'll want to bury her before their Sabbath, which is in two days."

    "True.” Daniel nodded in agreement. “And given her lifestyle, the mark on her wrist that you forgot to heal over may be attributed to a drug overdose.” A smile of sorts twisted Daniel's lips. “Let's hope she doesn't wake up while they're washing the body or there may be additional funerals."

    "How can they bury a young, healthy woman without her death being investigated, no matter what their religious belief is?"

    "Come now, Aaron. You're a businessman. You know what money can accomplish and the Steins are old money in addition to having lots of it. The grandmother is noted to be a force to be reckoned with and not many want to cross her."

    Aaron nodded in agreement. He'd heard about Bebe Stein's ability to make the strongest of men shake in their boots. The old woman made the late Leona Helmsley seem like a Mother Theresa.

    Pushing up from the chair, Aaron walked over to the window and stared out at the reflection of lights on the Hudson River. Yeah, he was a businessman and even in his current state of existence, he wasn't sure he could take on the old bat. His company bought and sold real estate and he didn't need her as an enemy.

    True, he'd accrued plenty of money before making the big mistake of taking a shortcut down a dark alley last year, but without his business his current life would be one long bore.

    The vampire surprised him with his speed and strength. Before Aaron knew what happened, darkness consumed him.

    When Daniel found him a week later, he'd been wandering the streets, dazed and confused. Daniel brought him here to his high class condominium and fed him several bottles of blood. The nourishment allowed him to think straight and listen to his new mentor explain what happened.

    A rogue vampire was in the city feeding on unsuspecting humans. From some, he only drank a small amount. An unlucky few he feasted on until he almost bled them out, and then returned a touch of blood mixed with the virus he carried to make them into one of his kind. Aaron was one of the unlucky ones infected by a relatively new strain of vampire virus.

    Over the past year, with Daniel's guidance, Aaron had learned to adapt to his new life as one of the living dead. He'd evolved enough to get most of his nourishment from the blood supplied by Daniel's contacts in the slaughterhouse district and to limit his consumption of human blood.

    Tonight had been one of those nights when the need to consume his food from the warm, surging liquid in the veins of a human took control. But, he'd allowed himself to become caught up in a moment of passion and turned an unsuspecting mortal into a vampire.

    He was sure the beautiful Deb Stein, once so full of life, would damn him to hell every day just as he did his maker, when she realized what had happened.

    "Aaron.” Daniel joined him by the window. “It's probably a good idea for you to leave town for awhile. This is going to be a high profile news item in the press, especially for the dirt mongers. It would probably be best if you weren't around in case someone from that party remembers you.” He clasped Aaron on the shoulder. “I have a house in New Orleans that didn't suffer much damage from the hurricane a couple of years ago. You can stay there and setup an office in the area. I'm sure there's a lot of property for sale and the city is in the process of rebuilding. There's plenty of opportunity there for a businessman like yourself."

    "You think she'll come after me, don't you?"

    Daniel shrugged. “Who knows? You go. I'll take care of things here. The press if it becomes necessary, as well as Deb Stein."

    
      

    

    

  
    Chapter Two

    Bang. Bang.

    Startled, Deb opened her eyes to a complete absence of light. She raised her hand to find a board inches from her nose. What the hell? The scent of pine filled her nostrils and murmurs of people talking drifted through the wood.Breathe, just lie still and breathe. Deep breaths will keep you calm.

    Total darkness never bothered her so she willed herself to lie still and see if the voices she heard said anything that indicated what the hell was going on.

    "It really is a shame and her poor family."

    The whine in the voice and the long sigh that accompanied the words meant it could only be Irma Goldberg.What was a shame? What is the old bat talking about?

    
      Poor family? If they're talking about me, the only family I have left is my little brother and the bitch from hell grandmother who insists on being called Bebe. How Grandpa ever got close enough to the ice queen to create my father is a mystery.
    

    "At least her brother is left. Thank God, Evan's a good boy. One to be proud of, for sure."

    "Young people today. They can't get enough of their drugs. Did you see that puncture mark on her wrist? The doctor said it looked like she was trying to mainline cocaine or something like that."

    That had to be Mary Fleishman, Bebe's best friend, contributing that bit of social observation. What the hell was going on?

    
      Poor family? Drugs? Brother left? Shit! They think I'm dead. That's why I smell pine. I'm in a frigging pine coffin and probably in the back room of Morty Goldberg's funeral home. Bebe would count on her old friend to keep my body under lock and key so the tabloids didn't get a front page ghoul picture.
    

    Okay, what to do. If she started beating on the wood box, she'd probably give someone a heart attack and there'd be a real funeral. It sounded like they were leaving and once they were gone, she'd see about getting out of here. “You ladies ready?"

    That would be Abe Fleishman, Mary's husband. Mary and Irma Goldberg must be part of the committee who prepared her body for burial. Crap they'd seen her naked. Deb fought back a giggle. Wonder what they thought of the Brazilian wax job?

    
      Okay. Think. What's the last thing you remember? Oh yeah, the hot guy dressed as a vampire who helped save me major embarrassment when I confronted Scott and Jenny. Did they have nerve or what, showing up at my costume party after what they pulled?
    

    Jenny was supposed to be my best friend and okay, I was tired of Scott and mentioned it to the sneaky bitch who shared that juicy tidbit with him.

    
      The bastard then ran around telling everyone he'd decided to end things with me. No way. Deb Stein does not get dumped. I'm the one who tells men to take a hike when I'm tired of them.
    

    "Jomandogtu,Irma. You been in the cabbage again?” Mary Fleishman's Yiddish term didn't sound too happy with her friend. Deb caught a slight whiff of one of Irma Goldberg's famous farts and Mary was right. The meddling old bat's gas did smell, no matter what language one use to describe stink. The woman could clear a room faster than a tornado warning when she'd eaten a plate of cabbage.

    The sounds of more shuffling feet amidst protests from the accused woman indicated they'd finished whatever they'd been doing and were getting ready to leave.

    
      Now, where was I? Oh yeah. Lover boy and I went up to my room. There was lots of champagne and sex involved, that much I remember. And he was a kinky freak, the way he kept trying to bite me. Still, it was the best sex of my life. Maybe I need to investigate kink a little more when this situation gets settled.
    

    "Got everything?” Abe Fleishman sounded anxious to leave and who could blame him when Irma's farts filled the room. Deb heard the door open.

    "Yes. We're done here. She's all ready for tomorrow's funeral."

    Mary actually sounded like she was crying. Imagine that. A friend of Bebe's sad over the black-sheep granddaughter's demise.

    Deb resisted the urge to call out to her grandmother's best friend. It would be better to get out of this situation first and let Bebe explain it had all been a mistake. The old woman could bulldoze her way though any situation. When her sheer will power didn't work, she threw money at it and that always did the job.

    I must have gone into a really deep coma or something if not even the doctor could figure out I was still alive. Wonder what caused that? Maybe I have narcolepsy like those people did in Poe's stories. I haven't done drugs in years. Better get a good physical once all of this gets sorted out.

    No longer able to hear voices, Deb decided it was time to get out the coffin. The pine scent was giving her a headache anyway. She hoped the pegs used to put the lid on weren't too strong.

    Placing her hands above her face against the pine board, she pushed and heard the strain of the wood. Maybe a little harder and she could work this end open. Another push sent the top crashing to the floor.

    Damn. I'm strong. Didn't realize all that recent weight training was so effective.

    Climbing out of the casket, she smoothed down the skirt of her shroud. There was definitely going to be a long talk with Bebe over her fashion choices. With all the designer label dresses and suites hanging in her closet, the woman could have come up with a better outfit than a white cotton shroud.

    Screw that dust to dust crap. A lined casket would have been more comfortable too.Deb stretched her body in an attempt to get rid of some of the kinks from lying so still on the hard pine boards.

    Now what? She didn't even have shoes. Damn, what she wouldn't give for a pair of Manolos or Jimmy Choos right now. The thought of walking who knows how many miles barefoot wasn't appealing and just plain icky. Who knew what'd she step in.

    Plus, she was hungry. Starved to the point a nice raw steak would hit the spot. Wait a minute, she didn't eat meat. She was a vegetarian and had been for several years. On top of that, Bebe insisted the chef keep a kosher kitchen. No blood in contact with the Queen Bitch's food.

    First things, first. Get out of here and find something to eat to placate her growing hunger. Her grandmother and brother could survive a few more minutes thinking she was dead. Evan was grieving, but the old bat could care less. They were going to be in for a shock when she showed up, anyway. Bebe would consider it one of the miracles the rabbi always went on about at synagogue.

    Puzzled by the lack of need to turn on lights to find the exit, Deb stepped out into the cool night air and looked up and down the street. Her night vision was perfect; in fact, the street lights were too bright if she looked directly at them. Something funny was going on here. She hated night driving because she always had trouble seeing in the dark.

    "Miss Stein?” A man dressed in black stepped out of the shadows.

    His formal black attire screamed that he was on his way to the opera or symphony, which was weird given how late the deserted street indicated it had to be.

    Not bad looking, but he did need to talk with his hair stylist. The slicked back, off the forehead style he wore was way out of date, but the touch of grey at the temples was hot. A trip to a tanning salon wouldn't hurt either. He looked like he hadn't seen much sunshine lately. Was he waiting for her?

    "Who are you?” Come to think of it, he used her last name. Why wasn't he surprised to see her walking out the door of the funeral home dressed in a shroud when she was suppose to be inside, in a casket?

    "My name is Daniel.” He bowed from the waist and smiled or at least his lips twisted in what might pass for one. “I knew you would be hungry when you woke up, as well as a little confused.” He held a bottle of dark liquid in his hand and offered it to her.

    "Hungry! Man, that's an understatement. I'm starving and thanks, this cola should raise my blood sugar. I don't think I've ever been this hungry.” She took the offered bottle and twisted off the top. “How long was I in the coma?"

    "Coma?” Daniel looked perplexed for a moment, then smiled. “No, I'm afraid you don't understand."

    Half listening to him, Deb put the bottle to her lips before the metallic odor hit her delicate nostrils. “What the hell is this?” She looked at the thick substance in the bottle.

    "Blood, of course."

    "Blood? Are you frigging crazy? I'm a vegetarian and if I wasn't, I'm Jewish and I'd only eat kosher. I don't drink blood and I don't eat pork."

    "Isn't that special."

    Deb's fingers itched to smack the smirk off this jerks face. Who did he think he was, taking that tone with her? He obviously knew who she was since he called her by her name.

    "Well, my dear, you're in for a long existence of hunger.” Daniel took the bottle from her. “I'm afraid kosher isn't going to fit your new lifestyle."

    "Listen buster, I was raised kosher. Don't start telling me how to eat."

    "You were also raised with a silver spoon in your mouth, my little Jewish Princess, but that doesn't change the fact you're standing on a sidewalk outside a funeral home in the middle of the night, barefooted and dressed in a white shroud.” He twisted the lid back on and put the bottle into his coat pocket. “Not quite one of the designer outfits you usually wear when your picture is splashed across the society page or the tabloids, is it?"

    Deb eyed the man with distrust. Was he some sick pervert who lurked around funeral homes waiting for an opportunity to sneak in and do who knows what to a dead body? Gross. The scandal rags were probably filled with headlines about her reported death, and this weirdo thought it would be cool to get it on with someone famous.Too damned bad I spoiled his plans by walking out alive. Screw you, Freako.

    "Guess again.” Daniel's dark eyes bore into her. “My dear, if I wanted to be with someone famous I wouldn't have to wait for them to die ... nor, would it be you."

    Well, he doesn't have to be so persnickety and openly sneer at the thought of doing me! He might be good looking, but it isn't like he's God's gift to women. And he's old. He must be at least forty-five.“So what are you doing here?”Wait a minute, it's like he read my mind.

    He sighed and shook his head. “I promised a friend I'd help you understand what has happened to you. And yes, I can read your thoughts."

    Freaky. A mind reader, but he knows what's going on with my situation. Excitement suppressed her doubts. Finally, she was going to find out what happened. Perhaps she had some rare strange disease that only a few people knew about.

    He studied her for a long moment with his intense black eyes and she had to resist the urge to squirm. Maybe she didn't want to know what he was going to tell her.

    "Your condition is the result of ... an accident. My friend didn't mean to get carried away and turn you into one of the living dead."

    "The what?” How did she manage to get hooked up these with weirdoes? “Are you frigging nuts?” His dark glare stopped her from saying more.

    "For your information, I'm saner than you're going to feel shortly.” He held up a hand to stop her question. “Let me finish before you start with your questions.” His voice teetered on boredom as he went on to explain what happened to her Halloween night.

    The story may have bored him, but by the time he completed his tale, she was boiling mad. “You're telling me I'm a vampire."

    This man was certifiable. Vampires only existed in horror movies and at costume parties. “Then what does that make you, if you're friends with this individual who took a bite out of me?"

    "A much older and wiser vampire than you or my young friend who created you.” He adjusted the collar of his coat. “Now, do you want to benefit from some of my knowledge or do you wish to continue with your delusion that I'm insane."

    A little flick of fear ran down Deb's spine. What if he was telling her the truth? What if she had been turned into a vampire? That would explain why the doctor pronounced her dead. She was, what did Daniel call it ... one of the living dead.

    "So, did your friend or whatever you call him, need virgin's blood to survive or what?"

    The Experienced One grimaced. “I call him Aaron, or sometimes refer to him as my protégé, and yes, he is my friend. As for the virgin's blood, if that was the case he'd be in real trouble on the survival issue with his selection of you, wouldn't he?"

    The smug jerk cocked an eyebrow as he looked at her. Deb saw red and it wasn't blood. Talk about a put-down. “Well forgive me if I can't win this years Miss Chaste award and for not knowing what is involved in the vampire way of life. Is waking up one of the living dead like being a little bit pregnant?"

    Daniel opened his mouth to speak, but Deb beat him to it and continued, “Your friend, Aaron, that's his name, right? He did this to me because he got carried away by passion?"

    Hot damn, she knew she had the ability to drive men crazy, but it looked like she could do the same to immortals. Hmmm, maybe that wasn't such a good thing. Look what it got her. Waking up dead was not her idea of the way a party should end.

    "Where can I find him? I'd like to thank him for my new life.”I want to kick his ass until his nose bleeds.

    She watched Daniel adjust his shirt cuffs then once again cock his eyebrow in her direction. God, how she hated what she was becoming to know as his “here comes a lecture” look.

    "One is never a little bit pregnant ... or for that matter a little bit dead. You are now one of the living dead. The question is what do you intend to do about creating a new life for yourself?

    "As for my protégé, he isn't in town right now. He's away on a business trip."

    A rocket blast of fury raged through Deb. The dumb shit destroys her life and then takes off on a business trip. She was so pissed she could suck blood, starting with the pompous asshole standing in front of her. Then she'd move onto the bastard who did this to her. When she finished with him, he'd be emptier than a plasma bag after a transfusion.

    Calm down, girl. It only means you have more time to figure out a way to get even with the bastard. “Nice, he destroys my life and disappears. Considerate friend you have there.” She fought to suppress another surge of rage.

    "I ask again changeling, what do you intend to do for your new existence?"

    
      Wow. Talk about take the wind out of a girl's sails. What do I intend to do and how do I go about doing it? A course on surviving as a vampire was never offered at the Swiss boarding school grandmother packed me off to after Dad died. She needed this dip-wad, so better play nice.
    

    "I thought you were here to take me under you wing and teach me all about living as a vampire.” She thought Daniel's eyes would pop out of his head at her comment.

    "No, my dear, you misunderstand. I came to enlighten you on the details of your ... ah ... shall we say, passing and give you a few pointers on what your new life will entail."

    For the first time since thoughts and reasoning evolved in her, Deb Stein had no idea how she was to exist or what she needed to do to accomplish said existence. “Okay Mr. Know-It-All, you tell me."

    "You have the good fortune of being created from a Caribbean line of vampires who have the ability to consume limited amounts of food and can tolerate light. This will enable you to pass for mortal and live among the general population."

    "Yeah right, and fish fly. Hello, dummy. I've never lived among the general population.” If this fool thought she'd lower her standard of living, he could think again. “I'm used to a certain lifestyle and want to know how I'm going to maintain it. My family thinks I'm dead and under the circumstances, it's probably best if I let them continue to think I'm no longer of this world. I'm not sure they'd adjust to a vampire in their midst."

    Daniel's glare silenced her next retort and the cock of his eyebrow made her wish she'd repressed the first one since another lecture was coming. She hadn't been lectured to this much since facing Bebe after getting kicked out of the aforementioned Swiss boarding school.

    "Actually, there are fish that fly short distances.” His look dared her to challenge what he stated as fact. “But, as I was saying, with this ability to face the sunlight you can create an identity among the normal human population and establish a new life. Of course, as others around you age you'll have to re-establish elsewhere, but with plastic surgery so readily available, you can go longer each place now than in the past. Look at Joan Rivers."

    "Are you telling me Joan Rivers is a vampire? Holy shit, that explains that grin of hers."

    "No, silly child.” Daniel fixed her with another “here comes a lecture” stare, cocked eyebrow and all. “I'm telling you she's an advocate of the ‘nip-tuck’ procedures that have become so popular to extend ones looks. So is Cher and numerous other celebrities who disclaim they have had anything done.” Daniel frowned and shook his head as if the question of why someone would lie about cosmetic surgery was beyond him.

    "In my beginning vampires had to constantly change their location and create a new life every ten or fifteen years because of those aging around them. Some became very adept at theater makeup and could stretch it longer by giving the appearance of growing older. A lot has changed over the past thousand years and the advances in cosmetic surgery have made it easier to enjoy life in one place for longer periods of time."

    "Well, shit a brick. You're telling me you're a thousand years old?

    "And a few years, give or take a decade or two.” Daniel ran a well manicured hand across the top of his plastered down hair.

    Deb resisted the urge to tell him how much she hated the slicked back look. She needed his help to determine the next step in her new life, so best not alienate the old man. “You maintain well, which brings us back to my dilemma. How am I to survive and create this new life?"

    Daniel's eyes widened as if in disbelief that she could ask such a dumb question. “Seek employment, what else?"

    He had to be kidding. Screw that employment idea. She tapped a bare foot and glared at the man in black. “It seems reasonable I should come home with you. Given the quality of the clothes you're wearing, you can afford to keep me in the style I'm used to."

    "Impossible."

    "What do you mean impossible?” Okay, she needed to calm down, take a couple of deep breaths and lower her voice. Deb inhaled, but no air filled her lungs. Crap, that's right. According to folk lore, vampires don't breath. Well, she'd just calm down with a little self talk.Calm. Stay calm, girl. You can do it.

    A few seconds of self-encouragement and she felt ready to finish the point she wanted to make. “It was your protégé who did this to me. I think it's only fair that you take care of me until he returns."

    "Fair has nothing to do with the situation. It is what it is. I promised Aaron I'd help, not adopt you. I find female vampires to be too much trouble. The two I took under my protection before Aaron have caused me too many problems to consider accepting another female."

    "Well then, Mr. I Don't Give a Rat's Ass, where am I supposed to live? I have no money. How will I eat?” God, she hated that the last words came out as a whine. If she wasn't dead, she could tap into her trust fund. Somehow, she didn't think the bank would be willing to shell out any of the millions her parents left her given her current circumstances.

    This guy was a freak. He really expected her to work? “And where exactly do I seek this employment you suggested? I've never had a job."

    "That sounds like a personal problem.” Daniel reached into his pants pocket and pulled out several bills. “Here, this will tide you over for a few days. You can at least get a room for the night and buy some clothes tomorrow if you don't stay at the Ritz."

    She looked at the handful of twenties. “Ritz, my ass. Where can I get any hotel room for a few hundred bucks?” Besides, if she spent it all on one night, what would she do tomorrow night? Then, throw in the cost of food and clothes that were up to her standards ... her thinking had become foggy from hunger.

    "You probably want to live in a neighborhood where you won't run into your family.” Daniel reached into another pocket. “Here.” He held out the bottle of blood again. “If it's any consolation, the blood is bovine and fresh."

    Saliva pooled in Deb's mouth as she stared at the bottle. She tried desperately to think of something that sounded better than the red liquid and the only thing that came close was a juicy rare steak ... screw rare, raw was even better. What difference did it make whether she drank or chewed, the end result was the same?

    Her hand closed around the bottle's neck and she took it from Daniel's hand. Twisting the top off, she put the opening to her lips. Somehow, the strong metallic smell wasn't as repulsive as it was earlier. Thirstier than she could ever recall being, Deb chug-a-lugged the contents and felt energy slowly return to her body, lifting the fog from her mind. Now that her thinking was clearer and she could focus, another question jumped out at her.

    How the hell was a good Jewish girl going to keep kosher now that she was a vampire?

    
      

    

    

  
    Chapter Three

    Crap. If I'm a vampire, why am I wide awake in the middle of the day? All the vampire movies I've watched had the blood suckers going up in smoke when the sun's rays hit them. Oh yeah, Know-It-All said I can tolerate light. Guess that means the sun, too.

    Deb stepped over the wino sleeping in the doorway of the hotel where she'd stayed last night. Before she and Daniel parted company well after midnight, he agreed to get her to a neighborhood where she would be less likely to meet any of her family or friends.

    Looking around at the littered street and run down buildings, his selection was definitely a safe assumption. Her social set wouldn't consider driving down this street without the doors looked, let alone walk on them. The place gave her the creeps, but with some of the characters roaming around, she didn't think anyone would think twice about her outfit. Sloppy grunge and holey seemed to be the rage in this neighborhood. If anything, she was overdressed in pristine white.

    Her grandmother's decision to dress her in a shroud still grated on her nerves. Bebe could have at least selected her white Chanel suit. Linen was close enough to cotton to meet the dust-to-dust requirement.

    The thought of the rows and rows of designer labels hanging in her closest, not being worn, depressed her. Maybe she could slip into the house and grab a few outfits and several pairs of shoes.

    Shoes ... what she wouldn't give for her favorite Manolos right now. Instead, she wore a pair of grimy rubber flip-flop things Daniel procured from somewhere. One could only guess at their color since the layers of dirt disguised that. Dingy grey was now the only color that came close to a description.

    Stepping out into the sunlight, Deb squinted her eyes against the sun glare. Damn. Something else to get, sunglasses.

    Okay, time to get organized. Number one on the “to do” list: identity. Deb Stein no longer existed. Daniel's gift basket to welcome her into the world of the living dead included setting up a new identity. She clutched the note with the address of a creator of the necessary documents in her hot little hand. Alright, icy cold hand, since her body didn't seem to have any warmth.

    Number two on the list: food. The few bottles of blood Daniel left with her last night wouldn't last long given her ravenous hunger. He'd given her the name of a man who could help procure the liquid essential to her existence. She still had trouble with the whole blood issue, but the need to exist proved strong. She was rapidly finding out that a girl did what a girl had to do in order to survive.

    Survival required letting go of some of her prior requirements for life ... like keeping kosher. Okay, she'd have to work on a happy medium that didn't make her feel guilty.

    Number three on the list: a job.

    That posed a problem due to her lack of skills. There probably weren't many openings for partying. She needed a job, but wait.

    Before she could attempt to find employment, she needed clothes, which was number four on her list. Maybe that made clothing number three and a job number four. Whatever!

    Somehow, the order of her list didn't seem so important right now, but logic did dictate first clothes, then job. Granted, she'd never been on job interview, but somehow she didn't think there were a lot of positions where white shrouds were the company uniform.

    How did one come up with clothes when they didn't have money? Casting a glance around her, she decided to ask an expert. “Excuse me.” She tapped a woman pushing a cart filled with bags, on the shoulder. “Can you tell me where I can get an outfit at a reasonable price, or better yet, free?"

    The woman jerked her arm away from Deb's touch. “What are you, some kind of weirdo?” Clutching the shopping bag she had over one arm closer to her body, the grey haired woman increased the speed at which she'd been pushing the wobbling cart.

    Me a weirdo? Had the old hag looked in the mirror lately? Her moth eaten sweater and cap didn't match and she had on combat boots, for crying out loud. Those were so several seasons ago it wasn't funny.

    "Hey lady."

    Deb turned to find a short wizened little man at her elbow.

    "Heard what you asked Myrtle. She's crazy as loon, you know."

    "No, I didn't know, but I'll take your word for it.” Good grief, this dude could use some mouthwash. How long could a vampire hold her breath to keep from inhaling the stale air being breathed into her face? Oh yeah, that's right ... no breath to hold.

    "Well, she is and rude, too.” He rewarded Deb with a grin that showed off two of the biggest front teeth she'd ever seen. “I can answer your question, though, my divine little dove."

    Okay, she'd been called a lot of things in the past, but divine dove was a new one. “I'm all ears.”And teeth. She loved to run her tongue over the sharp points of her new fangs. Even retracted, the sensation of their sharpness gave her a thrill.

    "The best deal around here is down at the Mission Store. Her beaver-toothed friend cast a glance around before continuing in a lowered voice. “If you talk to Sister Sue and give her a really pitiful story, you can make out like a bandit. Got me this overcoat for free, I did."

    Deb fought the urge to wrinkle her nose in distaste at the dingy tan coat, several sizes too big for the slender frame it covered. It was too warm for a heavy coat anyway.

    Uh oh. Then again, maybe it was too cold for a cotton shroud. Looking up and down the street, she noticed most people wore jackets or at least sweaters, even if most of them showed lots of wear and tear.

    "Alright, where do I find the boutique where this paragon of virtue works?"

    "Huh?"

    Heaven help her, couldn't the he understand English? “Where is the Mission Store where Sister Sue works?"

    "Well, why didn't you say so in the first place? Come on, I'll show you. Then I'll take you to breakfast. You're a little on the skinny side."

    Talk about skinny. Another one who needed to take a good look in a mirror, plus the poor guy didn't look like he had a pot to pee in and he wanted to take her to breakfast.

    That was so sweet and she didn't even know his name. But, if she asked his name, then he'd want to know hers and she couldn't use the name from her prior life. He did call her a divine little dove. Hmmm. Dove, no Dovey. Okay. She was now Dovey Divine.

    Her new ability to move at lighting speed presented no problem in catching up to the little man as he scurried down the block, avoiding oncoming bodies with bat-like sonar. “What's your name?"

    "Rat. Everybody calls me Rat."

    Given those teeth, his short stature, pointy nose and small beady eyes she could understand why someone tagged him with the name.

    "Nice to meet you, Rat. I'm Dovey.” She'd rolled her new name around in her head several minutes and it flowed out of her mouth with ease.

    Her companion cast a skeptical look in her direction at the name, but didn't comment.

    "Here we are.” Rat stopped in front of a large sign, proclaiming Mission House. “You can also get a bed here for next to nothing. Be cheaper than that flop house you came out of this morning."

    Cheaper than where she spent last night probably meant worse. Then again, she'd spent twenty dollars for a bed among the squalor in that piece of prime real estate she inhabited for the remaining hours of dark. The closet that she was given for a room wouldn't hold her shoes.

    Oh yeah, that's right, no shoes now. That was a prior life. It might be worth checking out the deal here. This place couldn't be much worse.

    Wait a minute. She still had problems with being a vampire and what about walking around in daylight? No matter what dumb-ass Daniel said, melting or going up in smoke should be happening, shouldn't it?

    She did have a bitch of a headache, but that was probably from the stress of one shock after another since she woke up in a coffin, combined with all the squinting she'd been doing because it was so bright.

    She needed to find a library. A little research might give the answers to all the questions bouncing around inside her head. Where the hell was Daniel when she needed him? Or for that matter, the asshole who destroyed her life? The least he could have done was help her understand the new one.

    "Okay, Rat. Take me to Sister Sue."

    * * * *

    Armed with the paperwork establishing her as Dovey Divine and knowledge about her new life after several hours of research at the library, she felt more confident. If Daniel was right about the line of vampires she now belonged to, they originally came from South America. A little dispute over territory ended with some of them high-tailing it for the Caribbean and establishing their community in the land of sea and sun.Probably where they developed the light tolerance.

    Just her luck, one of them came to America and turned rogue. Daniel assured her, he'd been destroyed after making Aaron, but fat lot of good that did her now. Thanks to him putting the bite on a man dumb enough to cut through a dark alley in a big city at night, she became the butt of God's perverted sense of humor. Not a very nice joke to play on one of his chosen people.

    Her goal to drive men wild backfired when she seduced what she thought was her latest victim, but instead she became the victim. Aaron's passion and inexperience in controlling his hunger turned her into a woman who couldn't get warm, who could eat scrambled eggs, but found they tasted like cardboard and spent most of her free time studying the veins in the necks of every passerby. She was getting to the point that bottles of animal blood just weren't doing it for her.

    Keeping kosher was out the window. No way, that could be accomplished on her new diet. About as close as she could come would be to do a mind screen on her donors, another ability she now had, in an attempt to see if they kept kosher.

    She'd need to find a Jewish neighborhood, which was probably for the best anyway. It wouldn't be smart to feed in the area where she lived. Disgusting as she found her new surroundings, no one from the life she once lived would think of setting foot on these littered streets.

    Just don't do unto someone else, what's been done to you, honey.No, after Daniel gave her the promised lesson on how to feed from humans without hurting them, she'd make sure she only took enough blood from the living to help her get by with the animal supplement.

    Pushing the thoughts of warm blood from her mind, she smoothed down the skirt of her Mission Store outfit. Not her normal taste in clothing, the brown pencil skirt was too long and the top, too drab and conservative. As for the shoes, she didn't want to look down at the ugly brown clogs. It would depress her soul, if she had one, especially when she though of the racks and racks of beautiful shoes that lined the closet in what once was her home. No, she would not let her mind go there. There were more important things to thing about right now.

    Finding a job would take care of rent money for a place that didn't come with creepy-crawlies. She also needed to make enough to buy food ... okay, that would be blood from the corner butcher and a decent outfit was a must. And shoes. Survival in any life form required beautiful shoes.

    The scent tickled her nose before Rat appeared at her elbow. “Hey Dovey, where you been?"

    Now that she was familiar with his odor, she knew when he was close.Good grief, does he think I'm his new best friend?“I had some personal business to take care of and now I'm trying to determine how to find employment."

    "You mean get a job?” Rat scratched his chin stubble as he thought. “Well, what kind of job did you have before?"

    Before? Did he know what she had become?Best not go there in case we're thinking two different things here.

    Dovey sighed and shook her head. “That's one of the problems, I've never worked before."

    "Never worked? Then why do you want to start now?"

    Damned good question, but unless she turned to a life of panhandling, prostitution, or crime, what choice did she have. Somehow, a real job seemed the option she thought her family would approve of verses any of the others. Truth was, she didn't give a rat's ass what Bebe approved, but her brother was another story.

    "So, what can you do?” Rat circled, appraising her with his beady eyes.

    "Nothing really. I did take dance classes when I was young and I used the Carmen Electra pole dancing CD as part of my workout routine the past year or so."

    "Dance, huh.” Rat rubbed his chin again and studied her. “You got a pretty good body, even in that ugly outfit. I might know a place. It's a little strange, but they're looking for a new dancer."

    "Rat, I took dance lessons as a kid. I'm not a trained professional dancer."

    "Trust me, Dovey, in this place you don't have to be trained in classic dance."

    Not trained? What the heck kind of place hired untrained dancers? Then again, what choice did she have? It wouldn't hurt to check it out. “Okay. Show me the way."

    Darting around in his usual fashion, Rat led her several blocks before stopping. “There.” He pointed to a building across the street.

    The sign splashed across the front declared this to be Halloween Year Round. In smaller letters, it boasted ‘the hottest other-worldly dancers in New York City. A haven for those who like the unusual.'

    "Rat, this is a frigging strip club."

    "Yeah, but it does a lot of business. Harry, the owner, lets me slip in on cold days and warm up. He's got all kinds of dancers."

    Dovey tapped her foot as she went over her other options which were very limited and well ... none. What the hell. If Halloween had dancers in costume as the name indicated, what better place for a vampire to work. Everyone would think her new life was part of her act.

    "Okay, I'll go talk to this Harry.” Squaring her shoulders, she marched across the street and through the door.

    Inside, Dovey removed her recently acquired sunglasses, finding the dimly lit interior easier on her eyes. On the small stage, a witch strutted her stuff, most of her outfit coming off as she did a bump and grind over to a pole where she slid provocatively up and down, caressing her body against the metal. Three men sat in the front row, eyes glued to the gyrating form.

    
      Can I do that?
    

    Hell yes, and I can do it better.

    She made her way to the bar to find out if Harry was in. The bartender wore a long flowing white gown and had painted her face to match the ghostly dress.Hello Casper. “Where can I find Harry?"

    Ghost woman paused in her glass polishing and tilted her head toward the end of the bar where a huge man took up two barstools. “He's pretty hard to miss, don't you think?"

    "Uh, yeah.” Dovey simulated a deep breath to suggest to the bartender she needed to summons her courage and went down to the end of the bar to talk with a man who had more chins than a Chinese phonebook.

    "Harry.” Lord, did he ever have the wrong name. Conehead was more like it. The light from the beer sign above him reflected off the shiny point, giving it an eerie glow.

    The huge man looked up from the papers spread in front of him and peered over the pop bottle lenses that passed for glasses. “Yeah, that's me. What can I do you for, honey?"

    Shit, he even sounds slimy. Deb plastered a smile on her face, unable to believe this creep made her feel uncomfortable. “I'm here for the opening you have for a dancer."

    He pushed the glasses up on his nose and stared at her. “Don't be wasting my time, honey. That job requires somebody with more umph than you got."

    Conceited buffoon. She had more umph in her little finger than this slob had in his whole body. “Look, Harry, I need a job. Don't let the way I'm dressed fool you. Under this conservative covering is one hot body that knows how to move."

    He studied her more intently. “Okay, let me see your tits."

    "I beg your pardon."

    "Look sweetheart, the job opening is for a stripping vampire. If you won't show me your tits then how do you expect to show them to a room full of strange men?"

    The old fart had a point. Okay, she could do this. Dovey lifted her top and let Harry have good ogle. She suppressed a giggle when he licked the thickest pair of lips she'd ever seen and sweat popped out on his high forehead.

    "You got a job, babe. There's a costume shop a few doors down that knows the kind of outfits needed here. I'll spot you for the first one and after that you have to buy your own."

    Dovey resisted the urge to jump up and down in joy. She had a job! “Thank you. You won't regret it, Harry. But, I do have one question."

    "Yeah?"

    "Could I have a small advance on my salary?"

    "You, shitting me? Sugar, be in here tonight at nine and you'll have the chance to earn more in tips than any advance I'd give. Tips is where the money is made.” He turned back to his papers.

    Dovey looked at his back and concluded that finding a better place to stay would have to wait until tomorrow. At least she had a job and the opportunity to make money.

    She was almost to the door when Harry called out to her. “Hey, what's your name?"

    "Dovey. Dovey Divine."

    "Well, Dovey Divine, tell that asshole at the costume shop you need a better set of vampire fangs than the ones he gave the last girl."

    "No problem. I'll see what I can do.” Dovey ran her tongue over the fangs she allowed to appear; glad the gloom hid her smile.

    "And get a wig or at least dye your hair black. Bad enough it's short, but I ain't never seen no fucking blonde vampire."

    * * * *

    The woman now known as Dovey Devine studied the tree outside the brick mansion that led up to what had once been her bedroom suite. “Okay, it's been awhile my pretty, but you can do this. This was your escape route a lot of nights as a teenager to sneak out to party and you didn't have vampire strength or speed back then."

    Determined, she jumped and caught a branch higher than the one she aimed for originally. She'd made the decision to return to her prior home and claim a few of her former possessions to get her through this rough period in her new life. After all, it wasn't like anyone would miss a few pairs of her favorite shoes and a couple of outfits.

    Tips on her first night of gainful employment strutting her stuff hadn't left her rolling in dough. Hell, at last night's rate she might have enough to rent a small apartment in a few weeks. It would be a long time before she could keep herself in the shoes she so dearly loved, let alone the haut couture outfits she was used to wearing.

    The window pried open with ease and she dropped to the well padded carpet with barley a whisper of sound. “What the fuck?"

    Her vampire vision gave her a good view of the empty room and the scent of fresh paint irritated her nose. Moving with her new speed, she opened the door to her closet which also proved to be empty and newly painted. “Son of a bitch. The old bat didn't waste time getting rid of any evidence of my existence. She probably burned all the pictures of me, too."

    Pissed to the maximum, Dovey zipped down the stairs toward the library to see if the painting of her with her parents and brother still hung over the fireplace. “So help me, if the old bat got rid of that I'm ... I'm going to bite her.” Of course, the blood would probably curdle her stomach, but so be it.

    Voices from behind the closed door caused her to pause. Her sensitive ears allowed her to hear the conversation without pressing against the door.

    "Evan, I forbid you to go out this late at night.” Bebe's cold tone left no room for disagreement.

    "Bebe, how do I say this nicely?” Evan's deep masculine voice had a sharp edge. “I'm no longer a teenage boy for whom you can set a curfew. I happen to be a grown man who can come and go at will."

    "That's exactly the type of attitude your sister had."

    "Maybe if you'd been less demanding, she wouldn't have had the attitude"

    The sadness in Evan's voice broke Dovey's heart. God, he missed her as much as she missed him.

    "If she had wanted so much freedom, she should have moved."

    The frost in Bebe's voice was cold enough to create an iceberg.Just like Queen Bitch to get a burr up her butt when someone said something she didn't like.Dovey felt for Evan. She'd been on the receiving end of that tone more times than she wanted to remember.

    "No, Bebe, you seem to have forgotten. Our parents left the house to Deb and me. If anyone should have moved, it should have been you."

    You go bro'. Dovey was so proud of her brother, she had to fight the impulse to open the door and throw her arms around his neck. She'd never heard him stand up to their grandmother in this manner.

    "I told your father he spoiled the two of you. Especially, his little princess. The girl never had any respect for anyone."

    "Bebe, I'm not going to argue with you. We both know when our parents were alive, Deb wasn't the person she became when you moved in and shipped her off to boarding school. When they were here she got the love she needed and for that matter, so did I."

    "Well, I never."

    "That's right. You never."

    Dovey heard Evan inhale deeply and waited for him to say more. “But, it doesn't matter now, does it. She's gone and you're here. Just don't forget Bebe, this is my house and I won't answer to you or your demands."

    Footsteps moving toward the door caused Dovey to move back into the shadows. The door opened and Evan walked past, close enough she could reach out and touch him. Common sense prevented her from placing the raised hand on his arm.

    Instead, she focused on her grandmother's shouted words.

    "You're going to end up just like your sister.” Bebe's lacquered head popped through the open door way. “Do you hear me? Just like your over-dosed sister."

    Dovey pressed further back into the shadows and studied the bitter face of the woman who never allowed her son's children to call her grandmother. There were a lot worse things than waking up dead, and Bebe Stein's life was one of them.

    
      

    

    

  
    Chapter Four

    "Shit, Lowell, cain't you fix the fucking air-conditioning?” John Crawford wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm as he studied the cards in his hand.

    Aaron grinned at Crawford's obvious discomfort with the heat. “May have to do that, but since you boys have been telling me this is an unseasonably hot spell for March and would only last a few days, I thought I'd wait on getting the AC fixed."

    Besides, he wasn't the one sweating like a fat man in a steam room. True, he did hate the limp damp feeling of his clothes in the New Orleans humidity, but there were some positives for being one of the living dead. He didn't sweat. Heat didn't bother him and the only reason he would get the cooling system repaired was to keep up the charade of being human.

    "Yeah, it is unseasonable warm, that's for sure.” Bobby Wolferman used the back of his sleeve in much the same manner as John had. “That storm lying off the coast ain't done nothing but push all that hot air up from the Gulf."

    "Are we gonna play cards or discuss something we cain't do a damn thing about, all night? You fellars are just a bunch of pussies.” Davey Smith clutched his poker hand to his chest and cast a distrustful glance around the table at his poker buddies.

    Aaron bit back a smile as he watched Davey's signal indicating he held a pretty good hand. He wondered if the men around the table knew how easy they were to read? Probably not. But maybe in his prior existence he wouldn't have picked up on their little nuisances so easily either.

    "I'm out.” John threw his cards on the table and reached for a magazine to use as a fan.

    "I call.” Bobby tossed more money into the pot and grinned at Davey and Aaron. “Read'em and weep, boys.” He laid three Aces and two Kings out in front of him.

    "Damn.” Davey threw his cards on the table in disgust as Bobby started to pull the money toward him.

    "That is a pretty hand, but not so fast, my friend.” Aaron grinned at the remaining player. “Don't you want to see what a real poker hand looks like?” He spread his Royal Flush out for Bobby to see and enjoyed the way the other man's eyes widened in shock.

    "Son-of-a-bitch.” Bobby shook his head in disgust. “You're about the luckiest bastard I've ever seen."

    "Yeah, in cards and real estate.” John stopped fanning his sweating face and shook his head. “Damn glad we're partnered up with you, instead of against you."

    Aaron knew that to be the truth. When he arrived in New Orleans, he looked up the three most successful realtors in town and proposed a business proposition that left them drooling by the time the meeting was over. After five months, the partnership was beginning to turn a profit, which was pretty much unheard of in this city these days. Not bad for a group of real estate investors, especially with all the talk about mortgage tightening.

    But something bothered him, and it centered around Bobby. Aaron couldn't swear to it, but sometimes he thought he felt twinges of a mind probe and it was always when Bobby Wolferman was in the vicinity. Hell, he was getting paranoid down here in the backwoods. Pretty soon, he'd be sticking pins in a voodoo doll. Damned place was rubbing off on him.

    "Yeah, but you have to admit the timing was right. That hurricane a couple a years ago left a lot of folks willing to sell for next to nothing.” Bobby yawned. “Still feel a little guilty about the prices we're getting people to agree to since they're caught between a rock and a hard place. Either they accept our low-ball offer or let the bank foreclose and have that on their credit."

    Nodding in agreement, Aaron shuffled the cards. Even his current existence didn't take away his feeling bad for others put in situations over which they had no control. If anything, he had more empathy now for those without choices than he did prior to his conversion into one of the living dead. “So, ready for another hand?” He held the deck, ready to deal.

    "Naw, think I'm done for the night.” Bobby stretched and yawned again. “You took my money, now you want to take my dignity.” He shot a lopsided grin at Aaron. “One of these nights, your luck is going to turn. I'm willing to bet on it."

    Bobby's decision to call it an evening moved the others to join him in departure. Standing in the darkened room after their goodbyes, Aaron thought about Bobby's remark about his luck turning. If the man only knew, his luck turned last year on Halloween night and not for the better.

    Before changing Deb Stein into one of his kind, he'd focused on forgetting his prior life and adapting to his current one. Now, his thoughts of the still form of the woman he'd fed too deeply from and who had also sampled his blood, consumed him. Why did he allow his lust to rage so out of control? Why did she have to bite him?

    "Aaron.” Startled, he whirled around. He'd been so engrossed in his thoughts, he missed Daniel's unannounced arrival. Didn't the man ever knock and wait for an invitation to come in? Right. He didn't have to. This was his house.

    "Daniel, what the hell are you doing here?” Dumb thing to say to one's mentor, but lately he seemed to think he said a lot of dumb things.

    The image of an old Cary Grant movie popped into his mind as he watched the smooth, debonair Daniel fling his cloak aside and give the older vampire's version of a smile.

    Black sure looked good on the man. Still unsure how old Daniel had been when he was made into a non-dead over twelve hundred years ago, Aaron admired the touch of grey at the older vampire's temples. Just enough to make him a dashing magnet for women of all ages, especially the older ones.

    "I've come to check on you.” Daniel removed his gloves and flexed long pale fingers. “And to be honest, I needed a break from Camille and Shelia."

    Aaron stifled a laugh. He knew Daniel regretted taking in the two young female vampires. They still lived in the house where he took Aaron after rescuing him from the streets; the evening Aaron discovered how much his world had changed forever.

    Daniel had adopted the two females a few months earlier and treated them like daughters. There were times the ancient vampire seemed to regret his decision. The two were a handful in a lot of ways, including their quest for passion.

    They introduced Aaron to vampire sex, or at least their version, which was pretty rough and tumble. Their idea of a good time when they went out to feed was to screw their victim to a weakened state before feasting on him.

    Daniel laid his gloves on a table and tossed his cloak across the back of the chair next to it. “Besides, I thought you may want an update on your first creation."

    Despite the fact he didn't have a beating heart any longer, Aaron could swear the organ that once pumped blood through his body fluttered. He studied the flickering light of the candles he'd watched Daniel light using his powers, while his mind worked on how to respond. Deciding nonchalance was best, Aaron turned and faced his visitor and shrugged. “Sure, why not. How has the rich and famous Deborah Stein adapted to being undead?"

    A twitch played at the corners of Daniel's mouth and he coughed slightly. “Better than either of us expected, I think."

    "Really?” Aaron's response held more interest than he wanted to convey, but his curiosity overcame his caution. “So give, Daniel. Is she living with you and if so, how's she getting along with the ‘hell cats'?"

    "No, she doesn't live with me. Another female in the house would be asking too much, Aaron. I promised you I'd help her adjust, which I did. But, it was outside my home."

    Aaron sat in his favorite chair and waited for Daniel to continue. Instead, the older vampire seemed to be thinking. Unable to take the silence any longer, Aaron prodded for more details on Deb's acclimation into her new life. “What happened?"

    "I met her outside the funeral home when she woke up."

    Aaron watched Daniel's face twist in distaste at recalling the encounter.

    "I think it's safe to say she wasn't any too happy with you. Nor me, for that matter by the time we parted company."

    "Why?” Aaron didn't like the sounds of this. “You were there to help her ... or did you?"

    "Yes, I helped.” Daniel sighed. “Maybe not in the matter you think I should, but she wasn't my changeling. I didn't have to do anything.” His dark eyes skewered Aaron to the chair. “I explained the situation to her. Told her it was an accident and that she pretty much sealed her own fate by taking a bite out of you and infecting herself."

    "And?"

    "And she developed an attitude. Told me I had to take care of her.” Daniel shook his head. “She gets testy when things don't go her way. I think she was as upset about the shroud her grandmother selected to have her buried in as she was about being turned."

    A chortle escaped Daniel's pale lips as he stared into a dark corner of the room. “Bebe Stein wasn't at the top of her favorite list either. She ranted about all the designer clothes and shoes she had in her closet and the old bat, her words not mine, opting for the shroud being pure bullshit.” Daniel gave a dry laugh. Of course, the barefoot thing made her pretty unhappy, too. Seems shoes are a high priority item with her. She also thought the streets too dirty for her delicate feet. Safe to say she was one pissed off lady about everything."

    As Aaron listened to Daniel recount his tale of helping Deb, he had the strong feeling the older vampire wasn't telling all and he didn't have the patience to wait for the convoluted story to evolve. “Bottom line, Daniel. Skip to the bottom line. What did you do to help Deb?"

    Daniel paused in his recounting of Deb's tirade over her clothes and looked at Aaron. “I took her to a neighborhood where she wouldn't meet anyone she knew, gave her money and some bags of blood.

    "I also set her up to get a new identity and went back another night to teach her how to hunt without doing major damage to her food supply."

    "And what did you do to teach her how to survive in her new life, Daniel? It wasn't like she could write a check to cover her expenses. I doubt the bank would have been very understanding."

    "I suggested she find employment.” Daniel studied his nails, not meeting Aaron's seething glare.

    "For Christ sake, she's never worked a day in her life and you tell her to get a job? That's fucking wonderful, Daniel. Just fucking wonderful!” Aaron realized his swearing sounded more human than that of a vampire, but old habits were hard to break and he'd always been able to ‘cuss a blue streak’ like his father had.

    "Well, she's employed and doing rather nicely, I must say."

    Aaron's mouth dropped open before he managed to sputter out, “She has no skills, other than partying and I don't see how that translates into real work."

    "She ... ah, did have one skill."

    Encouraging the older vampire to continue, Aaron raised an eyebrow and waited.

    "She knows how to dance. Her pole dancing classes came in very handy when she applied for a job at a club in her new neighborhood."

    Damn. Aaron had a shooting pain between his eyes. Vampires didn't get headaches, but he seemed to be the exception. He longed to take a deep breath before responding to Daniel's bit of news, but when one didn't have breath to take ... well. Instead, he pressed a couple of fingers to his forehead. “You mean to tell me, Deb Stein is working in a strip club."

    "That is correct. She's also assumed a new name, Dovey Devine. And she's doing very well in her new position. It seems she's adjusting better than either of us thought she would."

    "I'll determine that for myself.” Aaron headed for the stairs. He couldn't transform into a bird since the rising sun left him too weak to accomplish that, but he could damn well get on an airplane and be in New York by tonight.

    "You can't do that, Aaron. It's not wise."

    His idea of a trip to the city didn't appear to set well with Daniel. “Tough shit. Wise or not ... watch me."

    * * * *

    "Looking pretty pale there, Sweet Cheeks.” Harry's sweaty palms patted Dovey on the ass as he walked by.

    Forcing back the desire to deck the rude slob, Dovey focused on the audience seated in front of the stage. How she longed to see her reflection in a mirror so she'd know when to add more blush to disguise the funeral parlor pallor.Chalk one up for Hollywood on the mirror thing. Thankfully, she had Rat. When the little man pointed out how pale she looked, she knew it was time for a live feed.

    Where was Rat? She scanned the room again and didn't find him tucked away in his usual corner. The little guy had become her best friend, but he had a habit of disappearing for a couple of days from time to time and never shared where he'd been. Oh well, he didn't have to report his every move to her.

    Amazing how her life had changed over the past few months. Deb Stein still made the tabloids, but these days when she saw the pictures splashed on the cover of a magazine speculating on a drug overdose, she saw a stranger. Her non-beating heart felt heavy in her chest when she thought of the pain all of the lies caused her brother.Shake it off, girl. Grief is part of life.

    Harry's smarmy voice filled the room as he introduced the next round of girls to take it off for the mostly male audience. Dovey adjusted her costume and plastered a smile on her mouth. When she ran her tongue across her teeth, a little thrill jolted her as it always did when the soft tissue connected against the retracted fangs. She allowed them to protrude as she took her first step into the lights.

    Hips swaying and grinding she danced to the front of the stage and threw the first article of clothing, the scarf she wore around her neck to a bug-eyed man in the front row. Dovey allowed the music to engulf her and went with the flow.

    Down to her g-string, she slithered up the pole in the center of the stage and hung upside down. As she slid to the floor, a leg came out, making a vee to give the men a good view of the barley covered area between her thighs.

    Woops and hollers erupted as she rolled onto the floor and came up on her knees, allowing her breasts to sway back and forth. This brought another round of appreciation and dollar bills flying in her direction. One vampire wanna-be was brave enough to climb onto the stage and stuff a handful of bills in the front of her g-string. She made a game of slowly picking up the money on the stage, making sure the viewers got their money's worth with a good view of her back and front assets.

    Slipping the last dollar into the thin ribbon around her hips, she looked up and flashed her appreciation to the room full of lusting males. Appreciation that is, until she saw a lone figure sitting in the back of the room.

    "You son of a bitch.” Her words were lost in the noise of the accolades the audience continued to shout, but a raised eyebrow told her the man she meant them for heard. “You bastard. Your ass is mine, do you hear me? Mine."

    Dovey jumped down off the stage and rushed toward the table and grabbed her victim by his necktie, jerked him out of the chair and drug him from the room. Hoots and catcalls assaulted her ears, along with shouts of “me next,” and even one crude “I'll take sloppy seconds."

    When she finished with this ass-wipe, she just might give fuck-face his request to be second. The second one she'd wipe up the floor with tonight. But first in line was Aaron Lowell.

    
      

    

    

  
    Chapter Five

    All eyes followed Dovey as she stomped over and grabbed the man by the necktie and forced him to his feet. Whistles and shouts of “me next” followed them as she steered her unresisting victim down the hall.

    Relieved to find the dressing room she shared with the other dancers empty, Dovey shoved Aaron inside and slammed the door. Whirling around, she faced the man who'd turned her into the living dead. And damn, he was as good looking as she remembered.

    "What the hell are you doing here? I'm going to kick your ass until your nose bleeds for what you've done to my life.”God, he's hot. “Bastard, waking up dead was not my idea of a good time and I don't appreciate it.” Scents of vanilla and citrus tickled her nose.Damn, he still smells delicious. Probably still fucks as good too.

    Aaron's dark eyes studied her for a moment and something flickered briefly in their depths. She fought for control because all she wanted was to kiss this man's soft lips instead of scratching his eyes out like she should do. No doubt about it, he was an awesome kisser.

    "Thank yourself for that you dumb bitch."

    Unable to believe his nerve, flames of red shot in front of her eyes. “Me! My fault? How is it my fault, asshole? I didn't suck the blood out of me.” She really had to calm down before she killed him.Oops, already been done. Someone beat her to it..

    The muscles along Aaron's jaw flexed and he stepped closer. “If you hadn't been such a freak and chewed on me, you wouldn't have been turned.” He moved still closer.

    Dovey knew she should step back, put more space between them, but damned if she'd back down. “No, instead of being a vampire, I'd be really dead.” She lifted her chin and met his glare full on.

    A hand reached out and circled the back of her head. “I would have got help from Daniel. Your blood could have been replaced."

    "Really?” She licked her lips resenting the tight, swollen sensation in her throat making her voice whispery. “That can be done?”Shut up and kiss me.

    "Yeah” Strong hands pulled her head closer.

    His mouth claimed hers and Dovey's treacherous knees turned to goo. She resisted the urge to turn into a puddle at his feet and instead grabbed his shoulders for support. Her arm wrapped around his neck and she held on for dear life. The kiss was just as hot as she remembered the prior ones being. This was the first time she'd been warm since the night of hot sex that resulted in her current life.

    "Yeah, a revision can be done if the timing is right,” he mumbled against her mouth.

    Dovey ran her hands down the long muscular body, appreciating what she knew he could do to her with all that strength. “Now you tell me."

    Aaron's fingers massaged the cheeks of her ass. Her only armor was a bit of butt floss between her thighs. A sigh escaped as he pulled back and lowered his head to lick around a pastie covered nipple. His tongue tasted and teased making her want to scream. Truth be known, she hadn't had an orgasm since the night they'd heated up the sheets. When he pulled his mouth away, Dovey felt deprived.

    "We really shouldn't be doing this.” Aaron straightened up and looked her in the eyes.

    "Why don't you just shut up and fuck me? It's the least you can do since you're my creator."

    "You're sure?"

    The door flew open as Dovey pressed her body against his in answer to the question. Talk about bad timing. She'd have a word with the girls about establishing some rules for privacy.

    "Daniel?"

    Aaron's calling of the older vampire's name brought her back to reality. Dovey turned around in time to see two nubile females push past Daniel.

    "Aaron,” they squealed in unison. “We've missed you."

    Anger shot through Dovey with a fury she didn't know still existed in her. She watched as the two women sandwiched Aaron between them, licking and pawing from either side.

    Gathering her pride around her like a mantle, she turned to Daniel, hoping he didn't notice the tears glittering in her eyes.Vampires don't cry and I'll be damned if I'll be the first.“How nice of you to come tonight, Daniel. Why don't you buy me a drink and let these three have their little reunion?"

    Dovey took the debonair man's offered arm and swept toward the door, pausing before she exited. A slight turn of her head brought the threesome into her line of view and she shot daggers at the man that only moments before she'd been willing to give herself to, yet again. “Like I said earlier, Aaron. Stay the hell out of my life. If I set eyes on you again, I'll have to hurt you."

    * * * *

    Dovey used the back of her hand to wipe the blood from her lips. Looking at the slumbering face of her latest food bank, a tiny tinge of guilt assailed her and she shoved it aside. Okay, so maybe this guy wasn't kosher, but the strong need to feed on a fresh blood supply made her less selective.

    The fight with Aaron left her drained. Daniel had explained to her during the earlier indoctrinations as a new vampire that the food source needed to regain her ebbing strength came from the life blood coursing through the veins of a human. She'd reached a compromise with her conscience to select Jewish males through mind probes, who appeared to keep kosher on previous feeds.So much for good intentions.

    Tonight, she didn't care. Damn Aaron Lowell all to hell. Wait a minute, that happened the night he met up with the rogue vampire from the Caribbean. Well, double damn him. Could one do that? And if that was the case, what about her? Aaron passed the damning along to her when he claimed her for his first changeling. Now, the bastard had the nerve to say it was her fault because she got carried away during their hot, passionate night of sex and tasted his blood.

    Well, screw him. And that was a problem. Unfortunately, as much as she'd like to drive a stake through his heart, she wanted to screw him even more.

    Wiping the memories from her feed out of the homeless man's mind, she found a dirty blanket in the shopping cart he used to transport his precious possessions and placed it over him. She'd not taken enough blood for him to feel any effect and if he discovered the fang marks on his neck which she didn't have the energy to heal, he'd probably think he'd cut himself on the wire fence he squeezed through to get into this isolated area.

    How her life had changed. She was once the darling of the paparazzi, cameras flashing in her face every time she stepped out the door and fashion designers begging her to wear their latest creation to her next social event.

    Now, she slept most of her days away and spent her evenings bumping and grinding in front of a room full of freaks that couldn't get enough of the Halloween lore. Some wore costumes when they showed up at their home away from home to view the scantily clad women, who fed their illusions of what sex in other worlds might be like.

    The pain when she saw Aaron sandwiched between the two females Daniel brought with him tonight still sliced through her like a knife. Once again, Hollywood had the idea of a vampire all wrong. According to the movie world, in addition to her heart not beating, feelings were non-existent.Wrong again, film wizards. Her pain was as real as any heartbreak she experienced when the organ pumped blood through her body.

    Anger would be her healing tool. She'd direct all the rage coursing through her to Aaron Lowell. With luck, that would keep away the memories of how good his body felt under her hands ... how weak his kisses made her knees, and only bring out the wrong of his misdeed.

    Satisfied with her plan of action, Dovey glanced at the rising sun. Shit! She'd forgotten her sunglasses and though the rays wouldn't fry her to a crisp, the glare gave her a headache when she didn't protect her eyes. “Better get your ass home, girl."

    * * * *

    The sound of someone crying reached Dovey's sensitive ears well before the sobbing woman in the shared dressing room knew she was there. “Annie? What's wrong?” Dovey kneeled beside the exotic dancer, pushing back the wings of her fairy costume.

    Annie collapsed into Dovey's arms. “Sam left me."

    Stunned at the news, Dovey held the woman and let her sob. Annie and Sam always presented the picture of the perfect couple when he came into the club. “Why?” The question was the only word her mind would form.

    "I'm pregnant.” A new wave of tears followed the announcement. “He accused me of screwing around. He thinks since he always used a condom it can't be his."

    Annie hiccupped and wiped her nose on the ratty tissue balled up in her hand. “Worse yet, he said if I got myself knocked up by some creep from the club who wanted more than a lap dance, it's my problem."

    "Oh honey.” At a loss for anything else to say, Dovey held the woman while she cried the well of tears dry. She didn't believe Annie cheated on Sam. Hell, the Fairy Girl hated giving lap dances and only did them when dumbshit Sam gambled their rent money away.Okay, like all men he wasn't perfect.

    As if reading her mind, Annie straightened up and looked Dovey in the eyes. “I didn't mess around with a customer or anyone else. I swear, Dovey."

    Dovey saw the truth in the red swollen eyes. “I know you didn't. If one of his condoms had a hole in it, well only a tiny drop is needed when one of those little devils is a strong swimmer."

    "Yeah, well he fucks like a rabbit so I wouldn't be surprised if the swimmer was fast.” The corners of Annie's mouth twitched in an attempt to smile. “But, I'm beginning to think a rabbit would make a better father. He always said he didn't want kids, so even if I convinced him the baby's his, I don't think he'd stay around.” Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. “God, I don't know what I'm going to do. I can't work once I start to show. And, there is no way I can go back home to my family. They've already condemned me to be a spawn of Satan.” Another round of waterworks started to flow.

    Wow. Yet another situation where Dovey wished she could count on the Hollywood stereotyping of heartless vampires. Instead, she felt sympathy for the petite woman and her situation. She knew how scary it was to face a life change alone. No damnit! Annie wasn't alone. “We'll figure it out together.” She saw the look of surprise on Annie's face. “Hey, what are friends for it they don't support each other?"

    "Thank you, Dovey.” Relief reflected in her voice. “It will be nice to have someone to talk to when I'm down."

    "Talk my ass. Girl, I plan on being there for you and this baby. I've always wanted to be an aunt.” This earned her a real grin in addition to a warm feeling around the spot where her heart no longer beat. “In the meantime, let's get your makeup fixed. You're up soon and we don't want slimy Harry in here nosing around."

    Annie laughed and began straightening her costume while Dovey dabbed powder on her red nose and around her swollen eyes. “Yeah, I'm not in the mood to try and avoid his game of grab ass.” The young woman started for the door and stopped. “Hey, thanks for being there for me, Dovey."

    With Annie on stage and another half hour before her turn, Dovey decided to see if Rat was in his usual chair in a dark corner of the club. Not finding the little man, she wandered over to ask Gina, the ghoulish bartender if she'd seen him.

    "Sweet Cheeks, come here.” Harry motioned to her from the end of the bar where he occupied his usual two stools.

    Bracing herself for the verbal sparing that a conversation with the boss involved, Dovey reluctantly made her way to Harry's location. “Yeah, Harry. What do you want?"

    Lust-filled beady eyes devoured her body reminding her more of a rat than her friend who carried the moniker.

    Harry scratched the lower of his numerous chins, licked his fat lips and leaned toward her and leered. “You got the best tits in here.” He licked his lips again, a speckle of drool running down one corner. “Thought you and me could play a little game of hide the hot dog after you finish your shift."

    Dovey didn't attempt to hide her disgust. The old hog hit on every woman who worked in the club and some of the younger ones had given into the letch out fear of losing their jobs.

    She allowed her eyes to wander across the rolls of belly fat hanging down over Harry's crotch and wrinkled her nose. “Oh honey, I think you've already done that without any help from me. That hot dog is really well hidden."

    A flush spread over his bloated face and he glared. “Bitch, get up on that stage and earn your paycheck before I fire your smart mouth."

    "Thank you, sir. I believe I'll do that.” Dovey walked away, putting extra sway in her hips in an effort to taunt the nasty bastard. Sex with that old goat was out of the question. In fact, she wouldn't even feed from him unless he was the last living being on earth. The only way she'd consider sucking life from him was if she'd run out of her bottled blood supply and every living mammal on earth was gone and even then she'd have to think long and hard about his blood sustaining her.

    She stood by the stage for a few minutes and watched Annie finish her routine. What would the poor woman do when she started to show? Looking at the few faces seated in the afternoon audience, she didn't think they'd drool over a protruding belly the same why they did over jiggling boobs.

    Harry only announced dancers for weekend evening performances and as Annie came off the stage, Dovey strutted on and began a slow sensuous roll. A few of the men sat a little straighter in their chairs and she directed a come hither smile in their direction. Time to give them their money's worth.

    
      

    

    

  
    Chapter Six

    Dovey finished her lap dance, leaving a satisfied smile on the face of a customer who looked more like he should be hanging out at a Star Trek convention than a strip club that catered to the occult fetish.

    Straightening out the wad of money he'd stuffed into her cleavage as she left the Clingon to get himself calmed down, she spied Daniel in a dark corner of the dimly lit bar. There were times when vampire vision had definite advantages since the ancient one made a game of testing her abilities.

    "Hello, Daniel. Nice of you to stop by.” The night he caught her and Aaron in a passionate lip-lock, she'd stormed out of the club once they were away from the intimate little threesome, without even a thank you for leading her away from them. Later, she regretted not finding out who the two barracudas were that threw themselves at the man she wanted to take her, right then and there. Obviously, the two hussies felt the same way since they were stuck against him tighter than feathers to leg wax when she looked back over her shoulder before exiting out the door.

    "Dovey.” Daniel's lips twisted into what he probably considered a smile. She wondered if he ever really smiled when he was a living, breathing human, or if this quirk of the mouth was what he passed as a smile even back then.

    Daniel nodded to the chair beside him. “How have you been?"

    Taking a seat, Dovey placed her arms on the table and met his gaze. “Tell me, Oh Wise One, who were the two bimbos who were devouring your boy the other night?” Ouch. That came out pretty bitchy.

    Dovey saw the little twitch of his lips again as he studied her and knew she'd scored with her sarcasm. No doubt about it, annoying Daniel gave her immense satisfaction. She was tired of the homage the male vampires she'd come across, though granted not that many, seemed to think females owed them. What the hell; she wanted answers to her questions and he never appeared to be in a good mood anyway. May as well go for broke.

    "So, you still haven't told me who the” Dovey cast a glance around the room to make sure no one was within hearing distance of their conversation.

    "Devouring?” Daniel's eyebrows shot up toward his hairline. “When I opened the door to the dressing room, it looked like you and Aaron were trying to devour each other."

    Damn, she hated it when her face felt hot, but since seeing her reflection in a mirror was out of the question, Dovey had no way of knowing if she flushed, or just felt the conditioned physical reaction of embarrassment from her prior life. “We were talking.”Asshole.

    "Ahhh, I see. That's what it's called in the modern world. I really must get more up to date on the hip terms."

    Dovey wanted to wipe the smirk off his face with a hard smack upside the head, but if she was to get any answers from him, she needed to soften her approach. “So, who were they Daniel?"

    Why did she care so much? She tried to tell herself it was just curiosity, but it was more than that. It was a good thing Aaron Lowell did live elsewhere because she'd be in danger of falling in love with him if she spent much time in his company.

    "I guess you can call them my wards.” Daniel studied his fingernails and frowned for a moment. “They lived with me when I brought Aaron home. You could say they indoctrinated him into one of the aspects of being a vampire."

    "Oh.” Dovey knew the part of being vampire Daniel was talking about. He'd mentioned the women before. Women. They were still girls, but she'd heard about their appetite for sex. Daniel had to watch them closely to keep them from turning most of the males in the city into one of the undead.

    Despite her efforts, Dovey felt her eyes burn. Daniel's hand lifted her head to meet his stare and this time a sad smile on his lips matched what she saw in his gaze.

    "Dovey, nothing happened after we left the room. Aaron resisted them. They were furious when he left and went to search for you."

    "Search for me?” Her spirits lifted briefly, before she managed to tamp down the emotion. “Well, that's too bad. It's for the best that Aaron Lowell is out of my life and we'll both be better off if it stays that way."

    * * * *

    "Dovey, can I talk to you when you have a few minutes?” Brandi, the newest demon outfitted dancer whispered in passing as she exited the stage for Dovey to replace her.

    Dovey swallowed a groan and nodded a quick yes as she prepared to strut out before the room of drooling males. When Annie shared with the other girls the news she was pregnant, she also told them how Dovey had been there for her. Now, not only was she the oldest of the group, but she found herself something of a yenta to the other dancers. She'd never considered thirty ancient, but most of the young women she worked with were barely legal. The constant flow of problems laid at her feet allowed her to understand how Daniel must feel when fledgling vampires turned to him for guidance.

    Okay, so maybe she brought some of it on. She did feel protective of Annie. Maybe too much so. Dovey fought a hard internal battle with herself not to slug Harry every time the slob tweaked one of the young woman's growing breasts or suggested a game of hide the hot dog to her. Now, with the pregnant woman's hormones raging, she spent a lot of time in the dressing room crying ... or eating, since her appetite was as out of control as her estrogen levels.

    Pushing her hips forward in a provocative manner, Dovey licked her lips and shot a come hither glance over her left shoulder to the businessmen in the first row. She watched in amusement as the mouth of one of the dark suited individuals dropped open and a trickle of drool ran down one corner of his chin. Men could be such fools, but if he thought that was good, she'd give him something to really get his blood pumping. If there was one thing she really liked, it was pumping blood.

    Another lick of her lips and a come hither look over her left shoulder, she grasped the brass pole with both hands. Her body slid up and down the long cylinder before she placed her feet on the floor in order to balance as she ground her pelvis against the metal. A quick glance at the table of males caused her to hope someone in the group had their cell phone handy. Her new friend was a candidate for a heart attack with his flushed face and quick breathing. The pulsing of the vein along the side of his neck made her mouth water. What would he and the other ooglers at the table do if she jumped down from the stage and bit into him? The thought gave her a little thrill and she ground her pelvis harder.Naughty girl. Behave.

    As her routine came to an end, Dovey's mind returned to Brandi's whispered request. Was there more boyfriend trouble to try and resolve? She sure hoped not. That was always such a sticky mess.

    Damn. Why did she have to bring ethics into her mind probes and not permit her powers to invade the thoughts of her co-workers? Oh well, if she wouldn't allow herself a little mind reading, there was only one way to find out.

    Luck was on her side when Dovey entered the dressing room. Brandi was the only one sitting at the dressing table. She had a dejected look on her face as she toyed with the bottles and pots of makeup spread in front of her.

    Taking care to stay out the range of the mirror, Dovey moved over by the lockers. “So, what did you want to talk about?"

    Tears welled up in the young girl's blue eyes and spilled over, bringing rivers of black mascara down her cheeks. Her voice quivered. “How does a gal know if she has an STD?"

    Shit! Don't these young girls know what protection is? Just because they're on the pill, doesn't mean they can't pick up a sexually transmitted disease. How many times had she lectured when they were putting on makeup and costumes about the importance of using condoms? Hell, even she wouldn't indulge in unprotected sex with a mortal male and she was immune to such crap. Wasn't she?

    Okay, that wasn't an issue for her anyway since the last time she had any was the night that bastard whose name she wanted to forget, turned her into a vampire. The men she used as a food supply went away thinking they'd had the best sex of their life, when in fact they'd lost a pint of blood and gained a few implanted memories.

    She quickly learned to use that power and had also grown to appreciate not shaving her legs or under her arms. Birth control probably wasn't an issue either since she probably couldn't get pregnant, if and when she decided to indulge in carnal acts again. Could she? Oh well, no need to worry about that.

    Sex was the least of her worries. Right now, she had to find a doctor to get Brandi set up with and get the young woman's problem taken care of. Then she had to do a mind scan on the guy who was interested in Gina, the dancing banshee. Just because he told the young dancer he loved her, didn't mean he wasn't just another Horn Dog out to get all the booty he could from the young girl before moving on to his next mark. The only way to know for sure if he had a wife keeping the home fires burning while he went out to sow his wild oats was to probe around inside his head a little. Co-workers were off limits, but customers were fair game.

    Next on the list was to find out what was going on with Rat. He was her only true friend in this new life and he'd not been around for several days. True, he disappeared a couple of days here and there, but this time she hadn't seen him in almost a week. Definitely out of the ordinary for the little man. Since she worked the split-shift this week, she'd use her long break later to try and track him down.

    But first things first and that would be getting Brandi to the doctor.

    * * * *

    "Have you seen a short little guy with front teeth that remind you of a beaver?” Dovey repressed the urge to jump with joy when the bum she'd asked nodded his head.

    "Yeah. He hangs out sometimes down in the basement over there.” The man pointed a grimy finger toward a building that was in serious need of demolition.

    She fished in her pocket and pulled out a twenty and handed it to her informant. From the looks of him, he needed the money more than she did. Plus he'd given her the only lead she'd received on Rat in the hour she'd been searching. If she didn't locate her friend soon, she'd have to give up for today and head back to the club. The second half of her shift started in a couple of hours.

    Finding the first door she tried locked Dovey walked around the building and was rewarded with the discovery of a partially open basement door. Making her way down the steps, Dovey shoved her way through the small opening.

    "Damn, I really have to learn my strength. Guess I should have just busted the lock on the other door.” This one now lay propped up against the wall where she'd knocked it off its hinges.

    The dark interior made her happy she had vampire vision. Dampness and mildew assaulted here sense of smell, along with an odor almost feral in scent. Rat better show some gratitude for her dedication to their friendship, because she didn't contend with all this crap for just anyone.

    Pushing her way through more junk and debris with every step, Dovey made her way further into the bowels of the basement. If the little man jumped out at her with a boo, she wouldn't have to worry about him again in the future. He'd be dead meat.

    The feral stench grew stronger as she made her way down a hallway and rounded a corner. To her left, she peered into what at one time was a basement apartment. A sound that could only be described as a low moan came from a room off to her right and froze Dovey in her tracks. “Who's there?"

    No one responded to her query and she thought for a moment her mind played tricks on her. Vampire or not, this place was creepy and she didn't like it one little bit. Plus, add dirty and smelly to the overall non-appeal and Rat sure as hell better appreciate her concern.

    Looks like another dead end. Dovey turned to retrace her steps through the obstacle course when a noise stopped her. A slight sound of movement followed by what she knew was a moan led her to tread deeper into what appeared to be another room leading off the one time kitchen. Peering around the corner, she made out the image of a form huddled in the far corner.

    All her vampire instincts kicked into overdrive as she made her way across the room. She picked up the scent of blood, almost human, but not quite, as she made her way closer. Something or someone lay on the floor under the tatters that once were a blanket. Reluctantly, she reached out and tugged on one corner of the filthy rag. If vampires had a god to pray to, she was asking hers to not let her catch cooties or worse from being so nosey.

    "No.” A hoarse, whispery voice protested as she worked the cover away from the form.

    Dovey tugged again and a clawed hand reached out and grabbed an edge to prevent her from pulling it off. Determined not to stop, she gave a strong pull and the fabric ripped. Dovey held the bulk of it in her hands, while the individual on the floor rolled into a fetal position, clutching the remaining corner of rag.

    "Go away.” Sobs wracked the wretched body in front of her. “Just go away, Dovey. I don't want you to see me like this."

    "Rat? Oh my God, Rat. What happened to you?"

    
      

    

    

  
    Chapter Seven

    Unfrigging believable. Dovey recognized part of the creature huddled on the floor as her friend, but the other parts she wasn't too sure about. His hands and the lower part of his legs and feet resembled the appendages of his namesake; definitely rodent in appearance.

    How did he get like this? What strange phenomenon could change a man into half rat? Things like this didn't happen.Whoa, wait a minute girl. It only took a bite and a little blood exchange to make you into a vampire.

    
      Calm down, focus. It's obvious Rat needs a friend right now and I don't see a line forming behind you.
    

    Kneeling beside the sobbing man, she reached out and took one of his deformed hands in hers. “What happened?"

    Deeper sobs were the only response. Dovey refused to let go of his hand when he tried to pull it away and waited for his tears to subside. She had as long as it took. Harry could damn well put another girl on stage in her place if she wasn't there on time and if he didn't like it, he could go fuck himself.

    After a few minutes the worst of the sobs subsided. Dovey smoothed back the tangled black hair from his face. Wet with tears, the strands clung to his head as they had his face, giving his features a skeletal appearance.

    "So, you going to tell me what's going on or do we sit here all night.” Dovey raised an eyebrow and smiled encouragement.

    "I never wanted you to see me like this.” Rat's tone was hollow and empty, unlike his usual animated chatter.

    "Well, I have and I'd like to know how this happened."

    The little man sighed and struggled to sit up, bracing his back against the wall. “I don't expect you do understand.” His sunken beady eyes were red rimmed from crying and fresh tears pooled in the corners.

    "Try me."

    "Seven years ago I met the woman of my dreams. After a few months, I asked Abby to marry me and when she said yes I couldn't believe my luck. Even then, I wasn't much to look at, but Abby was beautiful."

    Rat stared off into the darkness, lost in memories. “We were happy at first, but she never talked about her past life. When I asked her questions on her childhood, she'd shrug it off with a comment that it wasn't worth talking about and change the subject. It was just one of her quirks, so I didn't pry. My early years weren't the best either."

    Dovey patted the hand she still clutched and noticed it was back to normal. With her vampire ability to see in the dark, she determined his feet were almost there too, with the exception of the toes on his right foot. Questions raged in her head, but she bit her tongue in an effort to not interrupt Rat's story.

    "We'd been married a little over a year and I came home from work one night to find her in tears and looking very frightened.” He glanced at Dovey and managed a quivering smile. “Hard to think about me having a real job, right? Would you believe I was a jockey?"

    She nodded. Yeah, she could see it given his small stature. He probably made a good jockey.

    "Another lifetime in another place.” Rat's two large front teeth chewed on his bottom lip. “Anyway, she wouldn't talk about it. Just said she was being foolish in a tone of voice that told me that was the end of the subject. Everything went back to normal for about a week."

    Rat flexed his left hand and pulled the right one from Dovey's grasp and shook it. “My little Dove, you were cutting off the blood flow.” He smiled and reached out to stroke her cheek. “You know, most people would have run out of here screaming at the top of their lungs if they found me in the condition you did."

    "Hey, I'm in no position to throw stones, here. I'll tell you my story someday, but right now it's your turn."

    Dovey watched Rat squirm, seeking a more comfortable position for his back against the hard wall. “About a week later I came home to find her hiding in the back of the bedroom closet. I pulled her out and told her I wanted to know what the hell was going on.” A dark frown puckered his brow. “Just as she started to talk a bright light enveloped the room."

    Rat struggled to stand now that the change was complete. Once on his feet, he paced back and forth in obvious anxiety. “When the lighted faded, a woman stood in the room with us. She pointed a finger at Abby and shouted, ‘You thought you could elude me forever. Think again daughter!’ Abby's face went as white as the sheets on our bed, but she moved in front of me."

    He stopped for a moment, his face twisted in pain. “The woman was Abby's mother and a very powerful witch. My Abby had inherited her mother's gifts, but had no interest in the black arts. When we met, she'd run away and was hiding out. She thought her mother had given up the search for her until the prior week when she picked up readings of strong psychic phenomena while out shopping."

    A trembling hand ran through Rat's stringy hair. “The old woman had spies everywhere and one of them reported seeing someone who looked like Abby. The old woman had posted a reward big enough that some people would turn in their own family to get their hands on that amount of money. She'd never given up the search for her only daughter and when she found us, she demanded Abby return home with her.

    I objected and the witch turned on me. She cast a spell turning me into a rat. Abby begged her to reverse the magic and she'd go without a fight. Her mother said she'd turn me back into a man, but once a month I'd return to my rodent body and if Abby tried to return, I'd be doomed to be a rodent forever. I'd also keep a few features that would remind me of what waited at the rising of each full moon."

    He twitched his nose and blinked. “My front teeth are bigger than ever and my eyes are positively beady."

    At first, the change lasted only a few hours, then it became a full day and night. But lately each time gets longer. This one was the worst."

    Shoulders drooped in dejection, Rat hung his head. “Now you know why I'm called Rat.” He raised his head and met Dovey's eyes. “It's because I am a rat and if you want to forget about me, I understand."

    
      Wow! Shit a brick. And I think I have it bad. I'd much rather be a vampire than spend my time marking off the days on the calendar for a full moon to turn me into a rat. Better walking on two feet all the time than scurrying around on all fours. No wonder he disappears for a couple of days each month.
    

    Rising from her sitting position on the floor, Dovey stood and wrapped her arms around the little man. “No matter what you're called or how your body changes the important thing stays the same. Your heart is always true and you'll always be my friend."

    She gave him another squeeze. “Now, let's get our butts out of this crap hole. I need to get over to the club and see if I still have a job."

    * * * *

    Aaron walked the mist shrouded streets of New Orleans. Since his trip to New York three months ago, he'd spent a lot of days and nights wandering and much to his partners’ disgust, ignoring business. To hell with it. They were all experienced enough to take up the slack. He wasn't sure if they were more upset about his lack of interest in the latest venture or the fact he'd stopped the weekly card games with the group.

    No, he had other things on his mind right now and they all centered around his first changeling and a woman who created emotions in him that he never had in his human lifetime. Daniel said give Dovey time to calm down and he'd tell Aaron when to contact her again, but this waiting was one of the most difficult things he'd ever done.

    A sound caught his attention. He stopped and waited, sure he'd heard footsteps. Sure enough, the thud of leather against wet concrete confirmed his hearing was as sharp as ever. His nosed picked up the scent of his fellow companion in foggy night and told him something else.

    The person making his way toward him was Bobby Wolferman. A smell that was part wild, part human and always heated. Tonight there was also another scent. He must have a dog, because the only description for the new aroma was wet dog.

    "Aaron.” Bobby stopped in front of him. “I see I'm not the only one who likes to wander at night."

    He and Bobby were pretty close to the same height, but the southerner out weighed him by a good thirty pounds and from the looks of it, the additional weight was all muscle.

    They walked along in silence for a few minutes. Bobby stopped under a street light and turned to face him. Aaron tensed. Something was about to happen. His every instinct said so and he'd learned to rely heavily on his instinct the past year.

    He felt a mind probe, just an inkling and then a stronger push. Aaron pushed back.

    Bobby grinned and nodded. “I have a question for you, Aaron."

    "Yes.” His response guarded, Aaron didn't think he was going to like the question.

    "What the hell are you?” Bobby stared at him for minute. “I can't figure it out. You don't have much of a scent at all. I know you're not pack, but you're definitely not human."

    It was truth time. Bobby just confirmed what he'd suspected with the probe. The man wasn't human either. Aaron mentally kicked himself for not realizing sooner. Hell, the man's name along with that predator look that came into Bobby's eyes sometimes should have clued him in. “Vampire."

    "Hmmm, that explains why when the rest of us are sweating like sons a bitches, you're cool as a cucumber.” Bobby grinned again. “I've tried a mind probe a few times, but never got anywhere. Figured you either picked up on it or there was nothing there to probe."

    "Thanks. Yeah, I felt your attempts, but wasn't’ sure it was you. So that brings us to my question. What are you?"

    "Werewolf."

    Aaron laughed. “That explains the wet dog smell you have tonight."

    "Probably. Don't think most people pick up on it though, so I'm safe."

    "How did you end up in New Orleans?” Aaron knew Bobby wasn't a native to the city.

    "The storm destroyed my house outside the city. My family made the mistake of building on a riverbank and we've survived floods in the past. This one took its toll and I decided to try city life since the population had decreased somewhat. And you? What really brought you here?"

    "Maybe I'll tell you someday, but I'm not ready to talk about it yet.” Bobby's question brought Aaron back to his earlier thoughts of Deb, Dovey, or whoever the hell she was these days.

    "Catch you later, Bobby. I need to think about some things and I do it best when I walk."

    "Understand, my friend. At least now we don't have to keep dancing around wondering about each other.” Bobby waved and walked away.

    The fog thickened and Aaron continued to walk and refocused on his original thoughts, ignoring how heavy his clothes had become from the damp air. Maybe he should wait to hear from the older vampire, but something didn't feel right there. The last time he called Daniel, he'd become evasive when Aaron asked about Dovey.

    Maybe his mentor was interested in her for himself. There was no denying her beauty and even undead she still projected a life force. Had Daniel fallen in love with her, too?

    Too?

    By the powers that be. He was in love with the hot tempered little wench. When lust had turned to love, he had no idea, but spending forever without her as part of that existence didn't seem worthwhile. He needed to have a face to face with the most stubborn female he'd ever met and convince her that she needed him as much as he needed her.

    When it came to his creation, no matter what name she used, Daniel could take his suggestions and run them up a flag pole. Aaron was going back to New York and win the woman he loved.

    * * * *

    Dovey shimmed and seduced the crowd to the blaring music as she let her mind wander. Brandi's STD panic attack turned out to be a yeast infection, the first one the young girl had experienced. Aaah, the joys of youth.

    A little bump and grind action had the men in the front row sitting up straighter and she fought to suppress a giggle as she turned her back to them and bent over, giving them a good view of her bottom and the thin strip of g-string running between her cheeks.

    A quick glance around the room and she saw Rat hovered along the side wall to her left. He'd shared information with her about others with anomalies of various types, some who were customers here. Hell, some of them were even aliens. Freaking amazing. They did exist.

    This club was the only place those who were different felt comfortable since the other patrons thought they were in costume and didn't give them a second glance. Someday she'd have enough money to buy this place from Harry and make it a real escape for them.

    Before she began her pole routine, Dovey sent the scarf she'd been using as a prop out into the audience. This brought yells and demands for more from the group of noisy men in the second row. She'd heard them come in, but didn't pay any attention to another bachelor party out slumming. Something about the one she marked as the groom, due to all the drinks the others kept buying him, caused her to look again.

    
      Son-of-a-bitch. Scott. Looks like some poor woman is going to get stuck with him. With any luck, it's Jenny. Just my bad luck out of all the strip clubs in town this had to be the one the low life bastard's drunken posse selected for his bachelor party.
    

    Wonder if I know any of the others?Another turn around the pole allowed her to get a view of the rest of the group making up Scott's last hurrah.

    
      Crap!
    

    
      Holy fucking crap! When did Evan become good enough friends with the slime ball to get invited to his farewell to bachelorhood?
    

    Panic seized Dovey as she finished her routine and rushed off the stage. Scott was so narcissistic he wouldn't recognize any of her mannerism, especially with the dark wig she wore at the club, but Evan might be a different story. She needed to change and get out of here fast, just in case her little brother wanted a closer look.

    Rushing to the dressing room, she stuffed the handful of dollar bills tonight's labors earned her into the box she kept for that purpose and grabbed her street clothes from the locker.

    Dovey pulled the pants on over her g-string. She slipped on her shirt, not worrying about the pasties still attached to her nipples. Her hands shook, making it difficult to button the small decorative closures. Best to leave the wig on in case she ran into any of the idiots on the way out.

    The door opened as she reached for the handle and Dovey stood face to face with the brother she hadn't seen in months. The puzzled expression in his eyes as he stared caused her concern. She felt frozen in time before he uttered the words she dreaded.

    "You know, you look a lot like my dead sister, Deb."

    
      

    

    

  
    Chapter Eight

    "Sister?” You're mistaken. I'm no one's sister.” That wasn't a lie. Didn't being undead take away one's family relationships? She was no one's sister or anything else now. The thought saddened her. Yet another thing to add to her growing list of questions for Daniel when he put in another appearance. Do vampires still have family ties if their relatives are alive?

    "Look buster, I don't know what your game is, but if you don't get your ass out of my dressing room I'm going to call a bouncer.” Okay, so technically it wasn'therdressing room since she shared it with a group of dancers, but he didn't need to know the minor details.

    "Nope. Not going to happen.” Evan crossed his arms and leaned back against the door, his face bearing the stubborn expression he'd had since childhood when determined to get his way. “I want to know what the hell is going on here and until I find out I'm not leaving."

    Dovey watched him slouch against the door and waited for the pouty-face that went with the tone he used when he was five. Instead, she stared into the face of a determined man.

    Oh, little brother you just think you want to know. You can't handle the truth.“I have no idea what you're talking about. You're the one who came in here uninvited and started demanding answers to questions about someone I don't know.”And I don't know Deb Stein anymore. She was another lifetime.

    Dovey wandered over to a dressing table and started rearranging the various jars and pots scattered across the top. She glanced into the mirror and watched Evan come up behind her.Uh oh, big mistake.His was the only reflection in the mirror.

    She'd been able to avoid this issue with the other dancers by arriving with her makeup in place and hurrying into her costume when she came through the door. Of course, the makeup was hit or miss when one did it by guess. On the occasion when they did wonder about not seeing her reflection, she used a mind plant of her image.

    Now with her guard down, one of the last people she wanted to know what she had become discovered her secret. The only thing worse would have been if her parents were alive and staring into the glass with the horrified expression that Evan now had. The thought of a mind plant jumped into her head, but pride wouldn't let her do it. Maybe she wanted to be caught.

    "Sis? Deb? What the hell's going on here?"

    "I told you, I'm not Deb. I'm Dovey. Dovey Devine. You look like a smart boy. Can't you figure out whoever this Deb is, she wouldn't set foot in a place like this."

    Evan reached out a finger and traced the tattoo on her shoulder. He unbuttoned several buttons on his shirt and dropped it down, exposing his shoulder. “See.” His matching tattoo mocked her. “Remember when we got these?"

    Crap, why did she have to wear this top? Oh yeah, she remembered. His twenty-first birthday. They'd celebrated big time and the highlight of the evening had been a trip to a tattoo parlor. The big joke in their inebriated state was he'd always be able to recognize her, no matter how much plastic surgery she had when the lines and wrinkles set in. At the time, it had been hilarious; not so much now.

    It didn't matter if vampires could cry, this one did. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she stared at her brother's tattoo. Memories of shared times with the man standing beside her flooded her mind. The laughter, the fights, the shared pain over the death of their parents and their complaints about their Queen Bitch grandmother, all came rushing in to fill the void she'd worked to create since the night her world changed.

    She's missed Evan more than the material things she focused on, like her shoes, to blot out the void of not having their friendship left. He was her only true friend. Could they salvage something from that and build a relationship as things currently were. There was only one way to find out.

    "Okay, sit down. You probably don't want to be standing when I tell you this.” She saw the concern in Evan's eyes.

    "Do you have some kind of serious disease?” He shook his head as if attempting to clear his thoughts. “We thought you were dead, so whatever it is, it can't be any worse that that."

    "Oh little brother, you have a lot to learn.” Dovey moved away from the mirror, no longer able to look at her non-reflection. “Try undead."

    "Undead? Well if you're not dead, of course you're undead goof. I think it's called alive."

    "No.” Saying the words to someone who held such an important place in what was once her heart was harder than she thought. “There's a difference in my current world ... undead means you're one of the living dead?"

    "Living dead ... I'm really not understanding what you're saying here, Sis. How's someone living dead?"

    She looked into matching green pools, only his reflected confusion instead of the pain that she knew showed in hers. “I'm a vampire, Evan."

    "Yeah, right and I'm a horny toad.” Laughter relaxed his body posture at the use of the term she'd used to describe him when he hit puberty.

    Dovey smiled. “Yeah, well nothing has changed there.”But things have changed with me.She needed to make him understand. “I'm serious about my situation though. I am a vampire.” A full smile in his direction showed her extended fangs.

    "Oh.” It was a good thing she'd had Evan sit down. Color drained from his face, leaving him as pale as Daniel and Rat said she got when she needed to feed. “How ... what ... when?” He couldn't finish a train of thought.

    Feeling sorry for him, his sister decided to answer the uncompleted questions. “The how ... a bite and a little blood exchange. The what, well that's pretty obvious as many horror movies as you've watched. Should give you a pretty good idea on the vampire thing."

    She moved over and massaged his shoulders. “The when, that would be Halloween night. You remember the party I told you about. The one you thought about skipping school to come home for?"

    "Yeah. I remember.” Color began to return to Evan's face. “I also remember the phone call from Bebe telling me you were dead from a drug overdose."

    The pain in his voiced racked her with guilt. But what was harder on him? Thinking she was dead and no longer a part of his life or accepting the way she now existed. “I'm sorry?” The statement sounded hollow, even to her ears.

    "Sorry. You're sorry!"

    Oh yeah, he had his color back. Evan's face flushed with anger as he jumped from his seat and stood nose to nose with Dovey. “Do you know how much pain you put me through? And Bebe's driving me crazy with how close she keeps tabs on me. She seems to think I'm about to follow in my big sister's footsteps and get into the drug scene."

    Dovey wasn't sure which was worse, the pain Evan had gone through or that Bebe believed all the drug rumors, though that was really no surprise. The old woman was always ready to think the worst about her granddaughter. “Evan, you know I wasn't into the drug scene.” Resentment at Bebe's determination to convince him she died a druggie left a bitter taste in her mouth.

    "Then what the hell were the marks on your wrists when they found you? The doctor said it looked like you'd been mainlining."

    A mental picture of the doctor her grandmother would have called flashed into her head. The senile old bastard didn't know drug tracks from his ass. “A mistake.” She saw the look of disbelief on his face. “They would have matched the marks on my neck, but the vampire who bit me healed those. He forgot the one on my wrist."

    "I'm so confused.” Evan sat down on the stool in front of a dressing table and held his head. “Tell me how it happened."

    "We both know I had something of a sex addiction.” That sounded so trite. She realized now, it wasn't really an addiction, but another of the things expected of her wild girl image. “Scott and Jenny showed up at the party and I couldn't leave well enough alone."

    The anger she felt at that moment surged through her again. “A man came over and saved me from what would have been more humiliation. He was good looking and I was drunk and figured why not have a little fun? We ended up in my bed.” Dovey paused and looked at her brother. “Do I need to paint you the full picture?"

    "No."

    "Good.” Thank heavens for that much. What she did have to share was bad enough. “It's a little embarrassing to explain something so personal in elaborate detail to my brother. Let's just say, things got out of control for him.” She smiled. “Remember, I had that effect on men."

    Evan lifted his head and looked at her. That was progress. He wasn't so repulsed he couldn't bear the sight of her.

    "When did you figure out what happened? Why did the doctor pronounce you dead?"

    "Well, the doctor's verdict was understandable. I wasn't breathing.” She picked up a hand mirror and held it front of her face and blew on it. “See, no breath."

    Placing the mirror back on the table, Dovey sat on a stool facing Evan. “As for figuring it out, I woke up in the casket while the committee was finishing up my burial preparations."

    "You must have been terrified."

    Evan leaned forward and took her hands. Did he find them as cold as others did when they touched them now? Her standard reply when they remarked on her icy appendages was ‘cold hands, warm heart’ and pull them away.

    "Terrified? More like confused. I considered knocking on the casket, but thought that would give someone a heart attack given the age of that group.” They looked at each other and grinned, each aware that Bebe's friends were, like the Queen Bitch, older than dirt. “So I waited for them to leave, popped the lid and got the hell out of there."

    "When did you figure it out?” Evan squeezed her hands in support.

    "Someone was waiting for me outside.” She recalled her first meeting with Daniel and what a nut case she thought he was. “Vampires, at least the non-rogue variety, take care of their own. Now I have a new identity and Deb Stein no longer exists."

    "Why didn't you come home? You could have told us."

    Poor Evan. He still wasn't ready to accept the truth. “Maybe you could have, but do you really think Bebe would have believed me? She would have subjected me to every medical test known to man. Think what a freak I would have become once the doctors confirmed I didn't have a heartbeat. That my lungs didn't fill with air. I don't breathe. Do you think grandmother dearest could deal with my current reality?"

    "Maybe. I don't know.” He stopped and thought for a moment. “No. I guess not. This is too far out of the box for her thinking."

    "Please, Evan. Don't tell her."

    "I won't. She's working to make my life miserable right now by trying to control everything I do and say. I'm letting her run with it for a while before I tell her she has about as much chance of that is as a snowball in hell. Why spoil her fun right now?"

    He reached out and stroked Dovey's cheek. “But you'll see more of me. No matter what you've become, you're my sister."

    Her arms went around him and Dovey squeezed before he let out a yell. “Back off, you're going to crack my ribs."

    Laughing, she released her hold. “Better get back to your friends, little brother. I don't need them sending out a search party."

    "Right. I'll see you soon.” He kissed her forehead and paused at the door, his hand resting on the handle. “This is going to take a little getting use to, but I'm glad to have you back."

    The door cracked open and he closed it again and a frown puckered his brow. “What about money? If you're working in this dive as a stripper, you obviously need money."

    "I'm doing okay. Really. This job's not so bad."

    "I was the beneficiary of your estate. I'll work out a way to transfer the money back to you. After all, I'm an attorney. I can figure out a way to accomplish it without a big media frenzy."

    
      Hot damn. New shoes. My old lifestyle back. Wait a minute, girlfriend. Do you really want the old life back? Look what a self-centered, selfish waste Deb Stein was. Is that the person you want to be again. Dovey helps people and cares what happens to them and she has friends who like her for who she is, not her bank account. Truth is Dovey wouldn't like Deb very much.
    

    "Let me think about it first, okay.” Dovey blew him a kiss and this time he made it out the door.

    After the door closed, Dovey closed her eyes and let the clean soapy scent she always associated with Evan, surround her. “Glad to have you back, too, little brother."

    * * * *

    Grateful to have a little time alone, Dovey took off the wig and ran her fingers through her own short spikes. She sure saved a lot of money on haircuts now, but the thought of never having the option of longer hair at times made her sad. Oh well, such is life, or in this case existence, since she wasn't alive by human standards.

    The opening of the door caught her attention and she moved away from the mirror. She was too tired to use mind control to implant her mirrored image into a dancer's thoughts at the moment.

    The sound of someone clearing their throat caused Dovey to whirl around. “Aaron! What the hell are you doing here?” How did she miss his entrance? She wasn't up to a confrontation with him at the moment. “I'm too exhausted to fight with you right now, so go away."

    "I didn't come to fight, Dovey."

    "Really?"

    Then what the hell did he come for? Couldn't he just stay out of her life? They needed to form a pact ... she wouldn't enter his world, if he stayed out of hers. She licked her lips and tried to ignore the warm feeling that flowed through her body as she looked at him. Would she ever be able to be in the same room with this man and not want him? Probably not, but she'd better learn to deal with it. “What do you want?"

    "I came to talk, but first I think we need to get sustenance into you. You're as white as chalk. Did you forget to feed?"

    "No. I fed earlier.” The meeting with Evan must have taken more of a toll on her than she realized. She did feel hungry; in fact, ravenous far better described her need. Besides, the thought of spending non-combat time with Aaron might be what the doctor ordered. Oops that's right, doctors didn't order anything for her anymore.

    "Okay.” She stood and smoothed her clothes. “You get to select tonight's dining experience."

    
      

    

    

  
    Chapter Nine

    "It may not be much, but it's home.” Dovey opened the door to the small studio apartment she'd rented with her first real paycheck.

    Aaron looked around and nodded his approval. “You did a great job fixing the place up. I need you to come to New Orleans and see what you can do with the place Daniel loaned me. It's pretty much as he bought it ... old."

    Looking around at her efforts, Dovey had to agree. She'd accomplished a lot on a limited budget, making her home bright and cheerful for the side of her that refused to give up on pretty. Feminine touches like lace pillows and the eyelet comforter that graced the bed.

    The bed. Her eyes pulled to it like a magnet and she felt the strong heat of Aaron's body next to her, aglow with their feed. He'd insisted on fresh blood to re-energize her drained strength.

    While they searched for the right source, he questioned her about the cause of her energy drop. Once she started sharing, she couldn't stop. After she finished spilling her guts, he'd held her hand as they sat on a roof top surveying the area below them.

    "That must have been tough. Fortunately, I don't have to worry about running into any family. I've been alone since my late teens."

    He sounded so sad; Dovey leaned over and brushed his lips with hers. Stunned at the feelings surging through her, she pulled back and focused on the street below.

    "There.” Her vampire sight spied two bodies curled up in a back alley, hidden from normal vision by the dumpster in front of them. “They should do the trick."

    "Let's go.” Aaron took her hand again and they floated down to the alley entrance. Making sure no one saw them; they feasted on the two sleeping vagrants. Both took care not to take too much blood and healed the puncture wounds from their feed before they left the slumbering men.

    Here in her apartment with Aaron, the room suddenly seemed too small.

    "Dovey."

    The vibration of Aaron's voice against her ear sent chills through her body. Strange how sensations that she thought she'd lost with the change resurfaced. Maybe it was more memory than actual emotion, but for now, she'd take whatever.

    "I want to make love to you.” His lips trailed down and pressed against the skin of her neck, warm from their feed.

    She could hear the surge of blood in his body and it only added to her own heightened desire. Turning, she faced him and allowed his lips to capture hers. His tongue was a hot poker as it sought access into her mouth. Their taste organs battled for the control to touch and savor each other.

    Withdrawing from the war of tongues, Aaron raised his head and stared into her eyes, creating weakness in her knees. “Do you want me?” His voice was rough with passion.

    "Yes, oh yes.” Dovey reached out and trailed her hands down his shoulders, running then across the well formed pectoral muscles. Not happy with touching him through the shirt, she ripped open the fabric that sheltered his skin from her finger tips. Her hands caressed the broad chest, ticking the hard bud of his nipples with each passing. “Do you have doubts?"

    Not bothering to answer, Aaron scooped her into his arms and made a bee line for the bed. The pillows that made the apartment feel so homey to her, now seemed a nuisance.

    Shoving the pillows aside with one hand, Aaron placed her on the bed and covered her body with his. She felt the throb of his hard erection against the vee of her legs and wanted desperately to shed the clothes that put up a barrier against feeling the flesh of the man on top of her.

    She wiggled to move out from under him and worked to rid her body of the covering that prevented the feel of him.

    "No.” Aaron reached out and placed a hand over hers, stopping her frantic efforts to undress. “This time I'm going to make love to you instead of indulging in a heated coupling."

    Hot coupling now, make love later, her hungry body screamed, but Dovey nodded in agreement.

    His mouth claimed hers again, while his fingers worked open the buttons on her top. Success brought a smile to his lips when he broke their kiss to look down.

    She'd forgotten the pasties required to cover her nipples at work. In her rushed efforts to get out before Evan discovered her, she didn't remove them. She still had on her g-sting too. “Want a lap dance, big boy?"

    "Sure. That's the best offer I've had in a long time."

    Dovey slid off the bed and urged Aaron to sit on the edge. Her hands ran up and down her body, emphasizing her curves. Cupping her full breasts, she toyed with the pasties covering her nipples. The glazed look in the eyes of her one-man audience told her she had the desired effect.

    Turning, she wiggled her bottom, placing it close to his face, but making sure not to touch. A few dance steps around and she faced him again and positioned her knees on the bed, straddling his thighs. Her body rocked back and forth, brushing against his bare chest from time to time. A low dip of her hips connected her with a hardness she knew would shortly bring her pleasure.

    She liked the connection and ground her pelvis harder against the erection his pants covered. Warmth flowed through her, tickling her clitoris, creating the need to rub more against his stiff cock.

    "Enough.” Aaron lifted her hips off his and placed her on the bed. “It would be a waste for you to finish me off like that.” His pants dropped to the floor and the object of her attention sprang forward, standing tall and erect like a soldier on parade.

    He grabbed his shirt and the two remaining buttons popped off and flew across the room. Dovey hoped he didn't intend for her to sew them back on. A domestic goddess she was not.

    Stretched out along side her, he reached out and removed the pasties. “I want to taste you.” He licked one nipple and then the other, cleaning them of the glue that had held the coverings in place. “Not something I want to acquire a taste for."

    That said, he applied detailed attention to her full breasts, licking and sucking each in turn. While his mouth was busy on her chest, his fingers trailed a path down to the small strip of hair between her thighs, slipping inside. There they worked the bud of her clitoris and slipped in out of her wet opening. A moan of encouragement escaped and she lifted her hips. She must have died and gone to heaven; or it could be hell if he didn't give her release soon.

    She reached out to stroke his hard cock, only to have her hand slapped away. “I may be a vampire love, but I can lose control the same as a mortal when I'm this excited."

    Heat built like pressure in a volcano. Dovey felt the eruption coming and Aaron must have sensed it. He positioned his body above hers and placed the tip of his cock against her opening. The need to have him inside her consumed her and she spread her legs, lifting her hips to give him greater access.

    Slowly, inch by inch he entered. Dovey bit down on her bottom lip in an effort not to scream her frustration. Enough of this. She reached out and placed a hand on each side of a muscular thigh. A quick pull forward and Aaron's shaft was buried to the hilt. She sighed with satisfaction.

    "That's the way to do it,” she whispered and raised her ass up off the bed in encouragement. Vampire strength was a good thing to have.

    Aaron groaned and took the challenge, plunging into her hot vortex again and again, his passion matching hers. Each thrust going deeper and taking her to new heights of ecstasy.

    They plunged over the edge as one, lost in the troughs of their new found passion, each working to make it good for the other. Sated and exhausted, they clung together, not wanting to lose what just happened.

    Aaron slid down beside her and pulled Dovey against him. She felt his heart race against hers. Well, okay an occasional thump, but in the vampire world, she was sure that constituted racing.

    Sighing with contentment, Dovey snuggled closer. All of the sexual encounters she'd experienced in the past never came close to this, not even that first night with Aaron. Tonight, something special happened and it frightened her to think about it.

    Tonight, she fell in love. It wasn't just the great sex, but his being there for her when she was at a low point after the discovery of her new life by her brother. Aaron had listened without comment, offering support in the holding of hands. In making sure she fed the proper way to get her strength back. And she knew if she'd said no to making love, he wouldn't have pushed her.

    "Dovey."

    "Yes. That's my name these days.” She lifted her head and grinned.

    "I have something to ask you that's important."

    He looked so somber. What did he have to tell her that caused him to be so serious?

    "Dovey, can we put all the squabbling over my changing you behind us?"

    She nodded. What happened seemed a long time ago. There was no going back and she'd adjusted to her new life. In fact, she'd evolved into a better woman because of it.

    Aaron emitted a sign of relief. “Good. Then maybe you'll consider my other question.” He planted a soft kiss on her mouth. “Honey, will you marry me?"

    * * * *

    "Dovey, I think we have a new friend in need.” Rat scurried up to the bar and hopped on a stool beside his boss. He pointed across the room to a far corner where a werewolf tried to be inconspicuous.

    "I think you're right. That costume is too realistic for a wanna-be.” Dovey nudged her friend's shoulder. “Why don't you go over and feel him out. Poor thing looks lost."

    Rat slid down off the stool and hurried over to do as asked. The little guy was the club's official greeter since Dovey and Aaron bought the place from Harry. He could spot a real misfit over those playing dress-up faster than Dovey. Those in need also were more comfortable if Rat approached them; maybe because they sensed he really did understand their fears and confusion.

    She watched the suspicious look in the werewolf's eyes fade as Rat talked to him. Wolfman leaned forward listening to every word his new friend had to say.

    Someday she'd find the witch who did this to her friend or at least someone who could reverse the spell he was under. With Rat's permission, she'd shared his secret with Aaron and Daniel and the older vampire had put the word out to his large network in an attempt to find the evil one. When one had existed as long as Daniel, that was a pretty extensive group and something would turn up sooner or later.

    Amazing how her life had changed for the better the day she woke up and discovered she was one of the living dead. Not accepting Evan's offer to transfer her former money back was a big step. But, Aaron had enough money to keep her in shoes and pretty much anything else she wanted. She stretched her legs and admired the new pair of Manolo Blahnik's. Silly yes, but god she loved shoes.

    Yep, now she was a club owner in partnership with her husband and brother and given the profit the business pulled in, she really didn't have to depend on Aaron's money to cover her vice either.

    Yes, her non-life was good. Far better than her prior one.

    "Hi baby, how about a lap dance.” Arms wrapped around her from behind.

    "Sorry, buster. I own this joint, I don't dance any more.” Dovey shrugged off the arms encircling her and turned to face her husband. “Aaron, you're back early?” The surge of delight she experienced each time she saw this delicious man flooded though her.

    "Took care of my part of the business in New Orleans as fast as I could and told Bobby to deal with the rest. Can't stay away from the woman I love.” He planted a soft kiss on her upturned lips. “Whoever said a vampire doesn't have a heart lied. I know for a fact I have one and it's you."

    Dovey laughed and jumped off the stool. “Come on big boy, what do you say we see what we can do about that lap dance.” Taking his hand, she led her husband toward the stairs to the apartment they shared above the club. A little afternoon delight would work nicely into her schedule. The heat between her legs intensified, but her feelings were far deeper than passion.

    
      He's definitely right about having a heart. I've found mine, too and it's called Aaron Lowell.
    

    The End
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