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Chapter One

  

 I awoke that morning wrapped securely in Marco's arms. His big warm body was pressed tightly against the back of mine, molding to my every curve so that it felt almost like sitting back in a heavily muscled chair. His arm was stretched across me, and his hand cupped my right breast. As usual, he was sleeping closest to the door. 

 Marco and I had been spending a lot more time together. He wasn't at my house every night, but almost. Last night, I had fallen asleep in his bed, and I awoke to his familiar scent on the pillow beside me. Marco used scented body washes, and they worked well with his body chemistry. But he really didn't need them. Marco Barak is an alpha werewolf, and his pheromones were already in overdrive. His scent is not something easily described, or easily forgotten, and it had become as familiar to me as my own face. I was truly and deeply in love with Marco. From the moment I blinked my eyes in the morning, to the second I closed them at night, he was always with me. 

 As I ran my hand over the fine hairs on his arm, I took a deep breath and reflected on how absolutely perfect this moment was. Only one thing could make my happiness complete, and that was knowing Dracula was alright. The moment I thought of him, my heart beat faster.

 "What excites you so early?" Marco's rough sexy voice, growled near my ear. His voice was deepened by sleep, making his gravelly baritone even more appealing. If I had to hear something at three o'clock in the morning, I couldn't imagine a more pleasant sound. I had forgotten he could hear my heartbeat, and tried to think of a reason to explain the fluttering in my chest. 

 "I was just thinking how happy I am," I said softly, stroking the back of his hand.

 "That's not all you were thinking," he purred, while pressing his nose against my hair. "What's wrong, Red?" 

 I never could lie to Marco, even when we had been enemies. It was something I wasn't capable of and I should have known better than to try.

 "Can you read my mind?" I asked, fascinated by his ability to see right through me.

 "No," he laughed softly, "but I can read you. I know when something's on your mind."

 Dracula had been burned by holy water recently. The same man who had challenged Marco only a few weeks ago for the leadership of the pack was responsible for the vampire's injury, and his furry hide was now displayed in Marco's living room. His name was Peter Davenport, and he had been my first love. The man who had once called me a monster had become one, and returned to our hometown to prove it. Not only had he tried to kill Marco, but he nearly did kill Elijah Jasper, a local cop, and my dear friend. As if that wasn't bad enough, he had ruined the one thing most closely associated with Dracula: his face. 

 He had thrown the phial of liquid toward me, knowing it wouldn't hurt me should it make contact. But he also knew that Dracula was my partner, and he would step in front to protect me. Vlad had yet to allow me to see his face. We spoke, but not as often as before, and I missed him. 

 As good as it felt to wake up next to Marco nearly every morning a part of me could not rest. That was the part that belonged to Dracula. With a sigh, I began to tell Marco I was still worried about the vampire. He knew I loved him, since I had also recently agreed to be his mate and to help him lead the pack. But he also knew I loved Dracula, because I had told him so. I refused to lie to Marco. However, I didn't love Vlad in the same way. I loved Marco the way you should love someone if you're going to spend your life with them. But I loved the vampire like another part of myself. Both emotions were strong, and I would not betray one for the other. If a time ever came for me to choose, the decision would have to be made for me, because I could not. 

 "I stopped by his theatre the other day," Marco said, snuggling me closer. "He seemed alright, considering." 

 He was right, Dracula did seem alright. But I knew different. Even though we had only spent one night together just before Marco and I started dating, it had linked us in some way. Though I suspected there had always been a connection between us, it was strengthened after that night. I could see right through him, and what I saw was miserable. 

 Dracula had opened a theatre known as The Bleeding Heart. It was located across the parking lot from his club Original Sin, and both were a huge success. Alek Ambrose, the wizard who now lived in my dungeon, was partners with him in the theatre. Alek had spent the last forty years hiding out in London where he owned his own successful theatre, and had written many award winning plays. Currently they were in preparation for the next big production, a story Alek had written based on The Phantom of the Opera. Dracula was playing The Phantom, and I had agreed to be his Christine. It was a part I had played before at the age of fifteen, and now, having just turned twenty six, I still knew every line by heart. 

 He had begun to wear a half mask like The Phantom in public, covering the right side of his handsome face. People just thought it was a promotional stunt, and it was working well for him. But I knew the truth, as well as a few others. Very few people knew what had happened, because he wanted it that way. He told me, "I do not need their pity."

 Marco had suggested a few weeks ago that I ask Mathias about the possibility of healing Dracula's face. Mathias Alexander was my great, great, grandfather, and he was a wizard. He's also been dead for over forty years now, but that doesn't stop us from having a chat every now and then. When he passed along his powers to me, a part of his consciousness went with it, a scrap of his spirit, if you will, and this still exists in the back of my mind. I am able to contact him through meditation, but had yet to ask about Dracula. Truthfully, I was too afraid of what he might say. I was happy, really and truly happy, and I didn't want that snatched away from me. Mathias's solutions had a way of doing that. But I knew deep down that whatever he asked, if there was a way, I would do it. I would pay any price to see my beautiful vampire restored. He would never ask it of me, but it was something I would willingly give. 

 "The sun's not even up yet," Marco whispered as he brushed his face against mine. "Don't worry about it now. I know it bothers you, but you can't change anything right now." He sighed. "Right now, you can rest, and give me a few more hours in bed with the woman I love."

 Marco had been more than understanding with regards to the vampire, and I couldn't deny such a tender request. I pressed his hand against my heart, as if to let its steady rhythm tell him how much I cared. 

 I settled back against him with a smile and drifted off to sleep.

* * * *

 We were floating down a long corridor in a narrow boat. This corridor seemed endless, and I was alone with Dracula. He was in full costume, including the mask. I was dressed in a long silver gown. It clung to me, with thin slinky straps and a plunging neckline. I looked elegant. I knew how I looked because I could see myself through his eyes. It wasn't exactly like an out of body experience, but it was close. I turned to him and said softly, "I don't feel good, Vlad." There was no other way to describe my current emotional state.

 As I turned to him, his dark hair stood out in disarray and his scars showed. The mask was off. I suggested he sit down.

 "Someone has to row the boat," he answered. 

 I told him that it was my dream and the boat could take care of itself. So, he sat down, and the boat continued to move. He said that he looked like shit, so I shouldn't be too worried about feeling bad. 

 "At least you do not look like me," he said. 

 I moved closer and knelt before him. I placed my hands on his knees, and slid his legs apart. This allowed me to move closer against him, closer to his face which he had hidden from me until now. Dracula looked down, and his hair spilled across the right side of his face, hiding his imperfection from my sight. 

 "I can fix that," I said.

 First, I ran my fingers through his hair. It was instantly smooth and well groomed. What was once in disarray, now hung in silken ebony locks to his shoulders. Dracula's hair is naturally wavy, and I smoothed the curls a few more times with my hands before I lifted back the hair from his face. With a hand to his chin, I tilted his face upward.

 "Do not hide from me," I whispered. 

 And he didn't. Just for a moment, he allowed me to see what had been done to him, and I began to cry. He watched me, still looking so sad as I ran my hand over his face, not quite touching the ruined skin. It was almost like I was erasing the damage. As my hand moved over his face, he became whole and handsome again. 

 He asked if he could try this on me. I agreed. Dracula reached out his long fingered hand and began to smear my red lipstick. I never wear red lipstick, and couldn't imagine why I had it on in this dream. It was like he was trying to rub it off. He then moved his hand in front of my face, like a magician performing a trick. My makeup was gone. I asked him why he'd done this, and he replied, "You are just as beautiful without it."

 So, I guess you could say that we both took off our masks. He began to talk about how lonely he was. I could relate. Even though I was not alone now, I was no stranger to loneliness, but I wanted a better understanding of what he felt. Dracula and I are both strongly empathic. Through our touch we can feel what others feel, and even see memories through their emotions. 

 He opened his shirt so I could put my hand against his bare skin. I reached out with my left hand and could feel his heartbeat. I closed my eyes, and I could also feel his heartbreak. I realized that he could feel all of my pain, my sorrow, and longing … I hadn't thought to block it, and I couldn't pull away. Involuntary tears slid down my cheeks. I opened my eyes and found him looking at me. 

 He was also crying. I knew that he understood what I felt and why I hurt. He placed his hand over mine, and I was able to break the contact. I did not snatch my hand away, even though I was afraid. I let The Phantom put my hand on his thigh. 

 I couldn't stop crying. He told me he knew I could relate to his pain. 

 "For every heartache of mine, I felt an echo of response in you," he whispered. 

 He began to describe my pain. And after a moment he asked, "Who is the man who 'took off the mask and had nothing left underneath'?"

 I told him that was Bradley. He was a Hunter I had dated before Alfred. The line he quoted was from a book I once read and it described Bradley completely. He was so used to lying to people and putting on a front that when it came down to it, he didn't know who he was anymore. I told him that I would always love the man I thought Bradley was, and always be disappointed in who he turned out to be. He had known Bradley and I dated, but never the details. And now, I was open to him. His ability was stronger than mine, and I could not block him from my past. 

 I started to sob openly and The Phantom wrapped me tightly in his arms.

 "He left without saying goodbye," he whispered as he stroked my hair. 

 I nodded. I hadn't realized how much it all still hurt until he mentioned it. 

 "Sometimes we think we have found something. We want so desperately for it to be true. Someone we can turn to … for comfort … somewhere in someone's embrace that feels like home. It hurts when we find it is only an illusion," he said. 

 What hurt even more was to hear my own thoughts falling from his lips. My heart and soul was pouring out through him. I wept at the depth of his understanding. 

 "What else do you see?" I asked. 

 Apparently I was an open book, and he was an avid reader. 

 "No man will ever live up to your father in your eyes." 

 That was true. Jacob Mercury, my father and commander of The Hunters was my hero. 

 "You are afraid of what would become of you if you did not have him. No one else could ever fill that void."

 I cried harder and he held me tighter. 

 "You still love Peter," he said. 

 My heart leapt into my throat at the mention of his name. 

 "You were afraid that you would die, or the world would end and you would have never known love. You wished for it, you prayed for it. It never went away."

 I hurt so deeply at the memory. It felt like someone had hit me … hard. I curled against him as I cried, laying my cheek against his thigh. My tears soaked his pants as he recalled my past heartaches in stunning detail. My dog getting hit by a car when I was six, every friend who'd ever moved away, or turned their back on me. I straightened up a bit and let him hold me against his chest as he continued. "I know that you have not been completely happy since you were eight years old. The world did not seem like such a bad place then. You trusted without question, loved without fear, and enjoyed life without guilt. You were innocent. Then the kind old woman next door was killed by werewolves. You overheard your parents discussing the gruesome details. You realized the world was not perfect." 

 As the memories got more painful he held onto me as if he were trying to keep me from falling apart. 

 "You are afraid to give yourself completely, because every time you do, it all falls apart. You feel alone and wounded. You have been looking for that feeling of safety … of home ever since you lost it. Every time you have almost found it, it is snatched away." He paused and pulled back with my face in his hands. "You know what else I see?" he asked. "You would not have missed it for the world," he whispered, smiling through his tears. "It is just as you told me once before. All of your love, your hate, pain, and passion has made you who you are." He paused again. "You are going to be alright. You do not hang out in crowds often, or like to attend parties. You are afraid that it will dilute some of what you are, your passion. You do not want to get involved enough with other people to let them put out your fire. Some day you will learn to use all of those powerful feelings to your advantage." He held me close again as he finished, "And it will move the world."

 I opened up and let myself feel the peace, the comfort that I had been longing for in his arms. I trusted. I let myself feel complete. For a few moments I was eight years old again, and all was right with the world. 

* * * *

 I woke up crying. It was still before dawn, and I slipped quietly from the bed and closed the bathroom door behind me. I sagged to the floor and rested my head against the tub while I cried. I didn't make much noise, but I cried so hard I thought my insides were being torn out. 

 Seeing Dracula as himself would have been painful enough without seeing him as The Phantom. I have always loved The Phantom. I believe he represents the duality of human nature. We all have a face we show the world and one we keep in private. I could always relate emotionally, and later physically as well. There are several vicious slashes across the right side of my stomach, beginning level with my belly button, and extending to the front of my upper hip bone. Three diagonal cuts above my navel, and three cuts at an angle on the left side. However, I envy a part of other women that is not essential to daily interactions. How terrible would it be to look at men and envy their face? Especially to someone as beautiful as Dracula. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Two

 

 I have always found The Phantom to be more ravishing with one half a face than most men are with both sides. Now the same was true of Dracula. I don't believe The Phantom was a monster. I simply believe he wore on the outside what most of us conceal within. I look at some of the most handsome men I have ever known and see monsters. I have a tendency to overanalyze. Therefore, after analysis, I believe The Phantom and Dracula both to be a product of their environments. The Phantom was in love and became jealous. Who has this not happened to? He reacted out of violence because that is what people had shown him. He wanted Christine's love, not her pity. A madman would not have been able to tell the difference. He loved her enough to let her go. 

 When I was just becoming a young woman, I read about The Phantom and found solace. As I grew older, Dracula began to visit me in my dreams and I found in him my own version of The Phantom and my romantic ideal. When I was about twelve or so I used to think that if The Phantom were real, he was the only one who could really understand me. This is why Dracula's choice was doubly painful to behold. It was also why I had agreed to play the part of Christine again. The Phantom and his scarred visage were very dear to my heart. I too was a ruined beauty, and found myself drawn to him even more now that I had a physical representation of his angelic presence so close at hand. I realized then he is more than my romantic ideal … he touches my soul. 

 Even though I had been horrified at the sight of Dracula's injury, I found that once I tried to recall it I couldn't. He had somehow blocked the image from my mind when we lost contact. 

 I straightened up and walked over to the built-in linen cabinet against the wall. Marco had a very large, very stylish bathroom. Even his towels matched. I smiled as I remembered the collection of bubble bath he had underneath the vanity. Who'd have ever thought an alpha werewolf would enjoy bubbles? I couldn't let him see how upset I was. I took out a bath cloth and started washing my face. As I wiped away the tears and soothed my puffy eyes with the cold water, I knew I would have to ask Mathias for a possible solution soon. This was killing me. But if his answer would somehow hurt Marco, that might finish the job.

 When I walked back through the door, Marco was turned toward me, and hugging a pillow in my absence. I took a moment to just appreciate the sight of him as he stretched out his lean six foot two frame across the scarlet sheets. The crimson and gold comforter was folded back toward the foot of his massive bed. It was entirely too hot to sleep next to Marco's overheated body underneath a thick comforter. Most of the time, we ended up shedding the satin sheet as well. He was all the warmth I needed. He rolled to his back, pulling the covers further down his body and completely revealing one long leg. Every time I looked at Marco, I thanked God for my eyes. Just looking at him made me grateful to be alive. Breathing in his scent made me thankful for lungs, and touching him made me nearly weep at the fact that I had hands. Not a day went by when I didn't count the blessings in my life, and Marco was at the top of the list. 

 He took a deep breath and I watched in fascination as the muscles of his abs expanded, flexing beneath the skin. He was muscular without being overdone. The bronze of his skin made it always look like he had been out in the sun. But Marco just had a natural tan. He wasn't dark, but closer to a warm honeyed shade. It was the effect one might expect from a really good bronzing lotion. 

 His bed was massive. It was definitely larger than a king, and I was betting it had been custom made. It sat against the wall in the middle of the large bedroom on a slightly raised section of floor. As I drew closer, I took one step up and crawled across the sheets toward him. Marco had let his dark brown hair grow lately. It was shaggy, but stylish, with the longest layer reaching to just below his chin. I brushed a stray hair back from his face and sighed at the memory of how it had framed his lovely visage as he leaned over me the night before. 

 His breathing changed, and even though he didn't move, I knew Marco was awake. I crawled on top of him and stretched my small frame down the length of his body as if he were a pillow. 

 "Did you want something, Red?" he asked as he slid me up his body, closer to his face.

 "Just you," I sighed, rubbing my cheek against the fresh stubble of his beard. 

 This was my favorite way to sleep, and as Marco began to rub my back, that's exactly what I did. 

* * * *

 I awoke a few hours later to the smell of coffee. Before I could take a deep breath to fully appreciate the aroma, Marco pounced on the bed and smacked my butt.

 "Get up, Red."

 I made a noise somewhere between a complaint and a growl as I snatched the covers over my head and rolled over. 

 I felt Marco slide from the bed, but knew he wouldn't give up so easily.

 "Don't make me come under there," he growled as he lifted the sheet and glared at me.

 The threat sounded real, but the expression on his face let me know what was really on his mind. I threw back the sheet and slid toward him on my stomach. When I reached the edge of the bed I brushed my face across his hip like a cat, carefully avoiding the parts I knew he'd rather have me touch. 

 "Can't we just stay in bed?" I purred seductively.

 "No," he said sounding regretful. "We're going to the beach today, remember?"

 I licked across his skin and he shivered. 

 "You haven't got the stove on have you?" I asked.

 "I hadn't started breakfast yet."

 "Good, then it can wait a while," I said with a growl.

 Without further hesitation I rose to my knees, running my hands up and over his body. I leaned forward and flicked my tongue across his nipple. Marco gasped as I pressed the front of my body against his. His warmth burned into me as I arched my cold body against him. I wasn't nearly as cold to the touch as a vampire. But compared to Marco, I always felt like ice. He was quite literally one of the hottest men I'd ever known.

 "Come back to bed, Marco. The rest of the world can wait for just a little bit longer."

 Truthfully, I was loathe to give up my time with him. Although we'd been seeing more of each other, between his responsibilities with the pack and mine with The Hunters … I begrudged every moment I had to give up.

 I ran my hand over his ridged abs, staring with open fascination as if I'd never seen him naked before. I had loved Marco since the first moment I laid eyes on him. Even when we were enemies, a fire for him burned inside of me. A fire that now could only be soothed by his touch. 

 At any moment I feared this … feared Marco would be taken from me. Why not enjoy a few more moments in bed? When I took his hands and placed them over my breasts he growled. The sound vibrated along my skin, making me shiver with excitement. I stretched upward to kiss him and just before my eyes closed I saw his turn amber. 

 Marco growled again as he deepened the kiss, plunging his tongue into my mouth. When I pulled back, I knew that all I was feeling must have shown in my eyes.

 "What's wrong, Red?"

 "Nothing," I said, reaching for him. "Nothing at all."

 I hungered for the touch of his hands and the passion in his kiss. As I pulled him to the bed, Marco gave up his control, letting me roll him to his back. I took his shaft in my hand and all thoughts of Mathias and Dracula were forgotten.

 As I guided him inside of me, I felt the smile spreading across my face at the familiar pleasure/pain. Marco never exactly hurt me, but when we skipped the foreplay he came close. Still, I liked for it to almost hurt sometimes. 

 He growled as I slid further down his shaft, taking more of him each time I moved. "That's a good way to hurt yourself." His tone was playful, but the look in Marco's eyes said he wanted me to hurt him.

 "I need it to hurt a little. I want you so bad I ache."

 Marco put his hands on my hips, pressing deeper inside of me with a growl. I arched back, rolling my hips forward as I ground against him. 

 "More."

 I looked down at him and saw understanding in his eyes. 

 "I knew it. You are worried about something."

 I pressed a finger against his lips. "Make it go away. Work my body so hard that my mind can't think."

 Marco rolled me to my back, bringing a startled gasp from my lips. He drove into me with a ferocity I hadn't expected, but I'd certainly asked for. Still, Marco was always careful with me. He was aware of how big he was and though he moved hard and fast, I could tell he still held back. 

 "More," I panted. 

 "More?"

 He seemed to doubt my ability to take what I was asking for. 

 "Make me … ah!" Before I could finish the sensual command, Marco slammed into me full force, bringing me to the hardest climax I'd had in weeks. 

 As we lay there in the aftermath, both covered in a fine sheen of sweat, I realized we were no longer alone. Dracula had already slipped back into my thoughts.

 Almost an hour later than he had planned, Marco staggered from the bed and informed me that if he didn't eat soon he might grow paws. I laughed, but my stomach thought my throat had abandoned it also. That was something werewolves and I had in common ever since my attack. I may not transform completely, but I had inherited their metabolism. I just got sick if I didn't eat regularly, but a werewolf needed regular meals to help them control the change. It was one way of keeping their strength up, and the stronger they are, the more control they have over the beast. 

 After brushing my teeth and freshening up a bit, I borrowed Marco's black bathrobe and followed him into the kitchen. We would worry about a shower later. Marco has a huge loft-style apartment located on the top floor of club Red. Normal people go there occasionally, but it's primarily a hangout for the pack. Most of the "normal" people who end up at club Red know at least one werewolf, so it isn't entirely a place for outsiders. However, Marco didn't make an effort to keep them out. His other club on the beach, The Dread Moon was the first commercially advertised werewolf club. It was "the place" to mingle with the animals if that's what you were into. 

 Marco's kitchen is open, as is the rest of his apartment. Only the bedroom is cut off from the rest, and I liked that. The kitchen was only separated from the rest of the room by a large bar. Marco looked over at me and frowned playfully at the robe I was wearing. I'm sure he would have preferred me to go naked, but the weather was heating up and the temperature in his apartment was set a bit too cool for my taste. Werewolves always ran a slight temperature, and with the full moon approaching, he was even hotter. 

 I sat down on the sofa near the fireplace and watched him over the back. On the other end of the sofa rested a cream colored fur blanket that I now knew to be the pelt of the former king. Beside it was a slightly golden blanket that had been made from Peter's fur. He had meant for me to have it, but I simply could not stand it in my house. Marco on the other hand didn't have a problem with it. In fact, he had taken it to the last gathering of the pack just to show the members who were not present at the fight what they had missed. He held it up to the crowd and said, "This is what remains of the last man to challenge my rule." He paused. "Now, is there any other business to be brought to my attention before we begin the hunt?" 

 Not surprisingly, few petitions were brought before the king that night. I know because I was standing at his left side, where the queen and his enforcer are supposed to stand. I just happened to fill both positions. Luther, my childhood friend and his second in command, stood to his right. To my right stood the new leader of his armies, his former challenger though they had never fought, and his former beta wolf, Bade Garren. Bade had shown up on the night of the challenge, pledged his loyalty, and asked to be allowed back into the pack. Marco informed him he would never be his second again; however, his armies needed a new leader. Bade now held the position of Garm and he resided once again in club Red's basement. 

 No sooner had I finished thinking about him than Bade's golden mane appeared at the top of the stairs. He and Luther were the only ones besides Marco and myself who knew how to get into the king's apartment. As the rest of his tall frame appeared in one step increments I couldn't help but admire our intruder. 

 Bade was only wearing a pair of jeans, and he hadn't buttoned them. He must have gotten dressed in a hurry. Bade Garren is six foot four and built like a Greek god. His ethereal golden hair just touched the tops of his shoulders and the matching hair across his chest gleamed in the early morning light streaming through the windows. I knew for a fact that he was a natural blond, and tried not to blush as I met his pale blue eyes. 

 "I'm sorry," he said, nodding in my direction. I guess he wasn't going to apologize to Marco.

 "I've got some news," he said. 

 Marco turned to face him unabashedly. He acted as if Bade hadn't walked in on him cooking breakfast in the nude. I knew that werewolves were very comfortable in their own skin, but this was ridiculous. I suppose Bade had just put on the pants for my benefit. "Or maybe," I thought upon closer inspection of those tight jeans, "it was for my punishment."

 "Let's have it then," Marco said, turning back toward the stove.

 "I was just watching the news downstairs. It appears that thanks to lunatics like your ex," he said as he gestured toward me, "we will now be subjected to new laws."

 That got Marco's attention, and he put down his spatula to listen.

 The werewolf community had not been able to keep what had happened to Elijah as secret as they'd hoped. They had toned down the attack quite a bit, but Elijah was legally obligated to tell his commanding officer what had happened. It had helped to spur on the debate of whether or not people had the right to know if their neighbors were werewolves. As it was, coming out was voluntary, just like for the vampires. But apparently that was coming to an end. 

 "They've just passed what they're calling The Werewolf Registration Act," Bade announced. "All lycans are required to register themselves as 'a living biological weapon.' Even the ones like Judas who are shifters, but not werewolves."

 Judas is a were-leopard, the only one of his kind we'd found so far, and he was dating my friend Kathryn Roberts. 

 Marco sighed heavily. "Many will resist. I think most of the pack will go along with it, but what about school teachers, doctors, and lawyers? This will ruin them."

 "I guess they're just fucked," Bade said with a shrug as he walked over to where I sat. 

 "No," Marco said decisively. "I know a judge who's a werewolf. He may be able to offer some advice. Until then, you get some people on the phone and tell the members of the pack who would lose their jobs over this to stay put. Take no action unless I say otherwise. I will not have my people destroyed over some idiots in Washington pissing on our community like we don't matter." 

 He sighed again and said more calmly, "But if it were me, I'd want to know if my neighbor was a werewolf."

 All men are not created equal, but Marco was a good one. He always tried to put himself in other people's shoes, and that made him a good leader as well. 

 Bade went to the bedroom and used the phone to start calling some members of the pack. He passed along Marco's message and returned to sit beside me. Marco had gone back to cooking and I'd gone back to admiring his ass. No sense getting worked up even more about something we couldn't change. 

 "This place reeks of sex," Bade growled low for my ears only.

 "That's because I spend every waking moment riding Marco like a wild stallion," I replied without batting an eye.

 I knew Bade was just trying to get a rise out of me, and he wasn't going to succeed. His shock was clear, but he also seemed pleased. Oh great. Was there no way to turn this man off? Bade scooted closer and put his arm around me just as Marco walked out of the kitchen. 

 I watched in admiration as he moved around the bar with all the grace of an animal of prey. The curve of his upper hips is wonderful, but his lower hips are just as well toned. His long legs are sleek and sinewy and they flexed with his every step. If anything jiggled on Marco's body, it was supposed to. I watched his hips flex tantalizingly as he came closer and thought to myself, "Marco's not just eye candy, he's eye chocolate."

 Take a rich piece of chocolate and let it melt on your tongue. That's what looking at Marco does for my eyes. He reminded me of a great cat as he walked naked across the loft. But Marco was far more deadly than any lion or tiger. He growled and snapped at Bade as he walked past us in a way that completely belied his human appearance. 

 Bade removed his arm from my shoulders, but he didn't scoot back to the other end of the couch. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Three

 

 "I see he still tries to carry the world on his shoulders," Bade commented after Marco had gone into the bedroom. 

 "Yes."

 "But he's not Atlas." Bade sighed. "And he's going to burn breakfast," he said as he rose to his feet. 

 I followed Bade into the kitchen and sat on one of the tall barstools while he flipped the pancake Marco had left to brown. 

 "It's not brown enough," I said.

 "Picky bitch," Bade growled, but his smile let me know he was teasing. 

 He hadn't been awake for long either, because his Australian accent was always thicker when he first woke up. I couldn't help laughing. In spite of the fact that until recently Bade had been mine and Marco's enemy, we had become friends somewhere along the way. The first time I'd had any real interaction with Bade, I bit his nipple off. Now I found myself admiring the silver stud through that same regenerated nipple, and smiling as I did so. 

 Marco and Bade had been like brothers until Bade decided Marco didn't lead the pack well enough to suit him and split. He took almost half the pack with him, and they had returned with Bade. Marco had accepted him back like a prodigal son, and I believed he was right to trust him, though many disagreed. Bade truly regretted what he had done. And as it turns out, their rift was mostly because of me. He thought that since Marco was king, he should take what he wanted. He took it as a sign of weakness that he didn't and was tired of watching Marco pine away for me. Men are strange, and wolfmen are even more complicated some times. 

 "Stop it," Bade rumbled. 

 "Stop what?"

 "I don't like the way you keep looking at my nipple," he said with a wink. 

 For some reason, being alone with Bade made me double check in my mind that I had actually remembered to take my birth control. The pill I took only had to be remembered once a year, so I had taken it four days ago on my birthday. Shame on me that seeing Bade half naked made me think of such things.

 Most female werewolves were sterile. The ones who weren't would miscarry with the change. The only way for a male werewolf to have children was to have them with a human woman. The virus was not passed genetically, so his children would be normal. If I had been a full-fledged werewolf, we wouldn't have had to worry because I would have most likely been sterile. But with me and Marco, things were different. If we chose to, we could have children. 

 I was still laughing at Bade's nipple comment when Marco reentered the room. He was wearing a pair of well-fitted jeans and a faded blue t-shirt. As good as Bade looked in jeans, Marco put him to shame. He walked over and kissed my cheek as he said, "Every time I leave the room, I come back to find you flirting with my girl." 

 "I'm a man, I have to try," Bade said with a grin.

 After breakfast, Marco and I went down to Bade's room to use the transporter in his closet. I pushed the white tile that would take us to my house and we stepped inside the small circular space. In a flash we were in Alfred's old lab. Alfred was my former partner, and ex-boyfriend. Now he worked with my father like he had before working with me. Even though he had been gone for a few months now, I had only recently been able to walk through his lab without crying. 

 Marco had brought a change of clothes with him, and we hurried up to my room where we packed his clothes and mine in a bright orange bag. Before I could throw on some old torn jeans and a t-shirt over my swimsuit, I heard Elijah blowing the horn outside. 

 "He doesn't knock?" Marco said sarcastically.

 "Not since we aren't dating." 

 "Oh, so since you're not his, there's no need to be nice?" he drawled.

 In response to that Elijah beeped again and I laughed. "Guess not."

 "We're coming," Marco growled out the window as he grabbed my orange bag and I searched for a pair of flip-flops. 

 I slipped the shoes on about halfway down the stairs where we met Alek. The wizard looked good for his age, late thirties to early forties maybe, though he was much older. The fine lines around his eyes seemed to lend him a certain dignity that a younger version of himself might not have possessed. His eyes were brown, but not ordinary brown, more like a pale honeyed tea. He had the look of wisdom that a wizard should have and I liked that about him. 

 He had thick, dark blond hair, graying around the temples and worn slightly longer than was fashionable. Long enough to be tucked behind the ears, and stick out above his collar. His eyebrows, like his hair were thick, though slightly darker. They seemed to highlight the pale brown of his eyes. He had a long, almost aquiline nose which cast a slight shadow over his lips. His lips, though far from thin and not large enough to be considered full, remained in a perpetual pout. His perfect posture seemed to lend his tall, slender frame a dignity his tousled hair could not distract from. The fine lines around his eyes and mouth enhanced his charismatic features. His face had an appealing, lived-in look that matched his voice so very well. Though Alek was much older than me, I had never thought of him as an old man.

 "What the bloody hell is taking you two so long?" he drawled in his thick British accent.

 "Forgot the sunscreen," Marco growled as we passed the wizard on our way to the door. You'd think they didn't all get along, but that was not the case. They just got along well enough to show how they really felt about things. 

 As we reached the foot of the stairs Johnny Angel came stumbling into the sitting room from the hallway. Obviously, we weren't the only ones running behind.

 "Fucking hell," he said around a thin cigar while Elijah blew the horn again. "I'm fucking coming!" he yelled at the door while fastening the button on his pants.

 Johnny had joined my Hunter Assault Team for Violators of Werewolf Code about a month ago. He was a gunslinger, and made a wonderful addition to H.A.V.O.C. However, his personality left much to be desired some days. 

 "No smoking, Johnny," I said softly as I took the cigar from his lips.

 "It wasn't even lit," he protested. 

 I enjoyed a good cigar too, but not in the house. 

 "How do I look?" he asked, spreading his arms wide.

 I stepped back and observed. His long black hair was unbound, and hung to his shoulders. Johnny was tall and lean, though not as tall as Marco. He was thin, but what there was of him was muscle. He was wearing a pair of torn and faded jeans with a white shirt which hung open to reveal his nearly hairless, but well-toned chest. He was also wearing three necklaces and a ring on every finger. As I looked down at his feet I saw he was also wearing a toe ring. This was typical Johnny. He had the most luscious set of lips this side of Dracula, and they curled into a smile at my approving look. 

 "Well, how do I look?" he repeated more softly.

 "Like a bloody pirate," Alek snickered.

 "Well, that's appropriate," Marco joked. 

 He and Johnny had met when Marco used to work as a Hunter. At the time he was stationed in Jamaica, and Johnny was stationed on a nearby island where he worked as a Hunter. Johnny was also an illegal rum runner, among other things, for the werewolves. 

 We had also dated before, and I was surprised Marco didn't mind him staying with me until he found a house close by. But, they were obviously friends and had been for a long time. I guess he just trusted Johnny, though I'm sure he had threatened him sufficiently to keep him in line. 

 "You look fine," I answered as I returned his smile. 

 He winked at me and put on a pair of round dark sunglasses. Johnny didn't go anywhere without his glasses, because they hid the fact that his eyes were blood red. Like myself, Johnny wasn't entirely human either. His mother was human, and his father Icarum, a race of winged people from the planet Icnar. Many of them lived on my home planet of Terra, though I was born and raised on Earth. His fingernails and toenails were as black as his hair, and though it looked like a fashion statement, this was another abnormality from Johnny's mixed heritage. Occasionally, people will still tease him because Johnny never got his wings. I thought that was cruel, but he took it well. My first lover, Julius Blight was also Icarum, and after having flown with him before I could honestly say Johnny had been jipped. 

 "We're late," Marco rumbled as Elijah laid on the horn again.

 "I'm going to ram that bloody thing up his nose," Alek snarled. 

 "Maybe if you ring my bell, I'll get my wings and we can just fly there," Johnny said as he winked at me again.

 To my discredit I giggled at which point Marco ushered me out the front door. Elijah was in mid motion to press the horn again when Marco made a low threatening growl. 

 "Don't even think about it." 

 Elijah turned pale, and put his hand back by his side. Marco and I had celebrated my birthday privately over the weekend. Today's outing was in my honor and it was Kat's idea. I waved to Kathryn in the back seat of Elijah's jeep and then waved to Luther who would be following us in Bade's red convertible. Bade must have come through the transporter right after us because he was in the front seat beside Luther. In the back was Beau, another pack member who played drums in a band called Creature Comforts, and Kat's boyfriend Judas. 

 Marco threw our bag in the back underneath Kat's feet.

 "You smell good," she purred, and Marco winked at her. 

 It was nice to have a boyfriend who got along so well with my best friend. She and Marco always teased each other good-naturedly and he snapped at her as he pushed the bag further underneath the seat.

 He moved to get in the front seat with me, but this would leave Kat sitting beside Alek and Johnny in the back. Alek was fine, but she and Johnny fought like cats and dogs. To say that putting her beside him was a bad idea would be a gross understatement.

 "Whoever sits in the front will have to have someone in their lap," Elijah explained. This earned him a sharp look from Marco and he continued nervously, "Hey, I can't help it; all of the cooking supplies are in the car with Bade. There's nowhere else to sit."

 Marco glared at Kat before pushing her over into Alek and taking a seat. This left me to ride in the front in Johnny's lap. He grinned from ear to ear as I situated myself comfortably and put my arm around his neck. 

 "Don't get too comfortable," I teased, kissing him on the forehead. 

 Even though we hadn't seen each other in years until recently, Johnny and I had always been close, even if we didn't make a good couple. Of course you'd never know that unless you saw us together. People couldn't believe it when we broke up. Well, everyone except Alfred, who had hated him with a passion. That was the reason we hadn't spoken in years, and I regretted letting Alfred's prejudice influence my decisions for so long. I liked Johnny, even if he was an ass.

 Kat had chosen a Monday for our activities because that meant everyone who was invited had the day or night off. Elijah was a cop, but Monday was his scheduled day off. Marco's clubs were closed during the week, so he was free, and so was Bade, who worked at Dracula's club Original Sin. Judas, who worked as a stripper at a place called The Package Store, had arranged to take off work, and Johnny and Alek now worked for me. 

 "Ooo," Johnny said, putting his hands around my waist, "it's been a long time, sweetheart."

 "Hands," Marco demanded from the backseat. 

 This was Johnny's cue to hold up both hands so Marco knew where they were. And this is how we proceeded to ride for the next hour to the beach. Luther and Bade had the radio blaring some obscene tune behind us to which they were head-banging. Luther's long white blond hair was loose, and flowed freely in the breeze. They both had blond hair, blue eyes, and an impressive display of muscles. He and Bade could have been brothers. Both of them were shirtless. Though Bade was bigger, Luther was still as tall as Marco, and nearly as well muscled. Bade's fair golden skin was only one shade darker than Luther's pale creamy complexion, but they both looked like they belonged in the sun. Bade was like me, he didn't exactly tan, he just turned a healthy looking gold. 

 Luther was wearing blue sunglasses and eating a cherry lollypop. Bade looked, as usual, like he'd stepped out of a dirty magazine, and Judas was sitting in the back eating some sort of sugary candy in a powder he kept spilling across his face. They looked like a porno on wheels. Beau was the only one wearing a shirt, but that didn't distract from his sexy body. He was also tall and though his blond hair was cut in a shorter shaggy style, he also had blue eyes. It was like an Arian werewolf parade. Judas's dark countenance was the only change in color scheme. His long black hair was also blowing in the wind, and his fair skin looked like it could use a bit of sun, though every visible inch of him was gorgeous. According to Kat, so were the ones who weren't visible. 

 Kathryn Roberts had been my best friend for about five years now, ever since I rescued her and her ex-boyfriend from some angry werewolves. Elijah's younger sister Mary worked with Kat, and she had taken the day off and left Mary in charge of her shop. Kat is an interior designer and owns a shop in town. She also owns a small café next door known as The Pussy Kat Café. She had recently hired another girl named Katie to help run the café, but I hadn't met her yet. 

 Kat would normally have been getting her thrill riding between Alek and Marco, that is, if she could stop arguing with Elijah. They got along just fine until you put Elijah behind the wheel and Kat in the same vehicle. They fought like siblings. In fact they had sort of adopted each other. Kat was used to having brothers, and Elijah was used to taking care of his sister, so they fit together pretty well. Her brothers lived out of town, but she had three of them, and I got the feeling they would like Elijah. 

 So, we proceeded through beach traffic with Kat yelling that Elijah was going to hit someone, Alek rolling his eyes, and Marco constantly demanding, "Hands!"

 We drove down past where anyone else was either walking or lounging, all the way to the end of the public section of the beach. I hadn't been to the beach since last summer, when Elijah and I were dating in Alfred's absence. It was still relatively early and the fresh smell of ocean waves seemed to call to me. As I stood there breathing deeply of the salty air I felt Johnny's hand on my back.

 "Why don't we have a dip?" he asked playfully.

 If anyone loved the water more than me it was Johnny. He really would have made an excellent pirate. 

 I turned to face him, taking in his torn jeans, open shirt, and complete lack of shoes. 

 "But you're not wearing any trunks."

 "I'll go in my knickers," he said with a wink, mocking Alek's accent.

 "You mean you actually wore some?" I teased.

 "Let's see." 

 With that he took off running toward the surf, and I followed, both of us stripping off as we ran. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Four

 

 As we both paused to wriggle out of our jeans, I noticed Johnny had put his trunks on underneath his pants. He just winked and said, "Caught you looking."

 After that, it was a race to see who could shed everything the fastest, and get in the water first. We both plunged headlong into the oncoming waves. The last thing I heard was Kat yelling, "Hey, where do you think you're going?"

 His glasses had been left on the sand, and the salt water didn't sting Johnny's eyes. I knew he must have been watching me under the water when I felt his arms around my waist, pulling me up through the waves. 

 "You've gotten better," he gasped as we broke the surface.

 "Why did you stop me?"

 "Because you were winning," he laughed. 

 I knew it wasn't true. I had never been a very strong swimmer, but I loved it just the same. I splashed water in his face and went back under. I forced my eyes open, knowing it would hurt and found myself staring at his ass. His knee length red trunks matched the one piece I had on, and I only paused a moment before snatching them around his knees. 

 "Now can you catch me?" I taunted as I broke the surface again.

 Johnny laughed as he struggled with his trunks. "I see you haven't changed."

 "And I see you still can't swim with your pants around your knees."

 I beat him back to the beach where everyone had nearly finished setting up the grill, and everything else they'd brought. As I looked back over my shoulder Johnny emerged from the waves. He flung back his hair, leaving a few strands of it clinging to his handsome face, and winked at me as I handed him his glasses. 

 "Why did you really pull my trunks down?" he whispered.

 "Curiosity," I said, smiling shamelessly. "Like you said, it's been a long time."

 Marco, who had fortunately missed this exchange, just laughed at us and said, "Now you'll both get sand in your crack if you sit down."

 But even as he teased me, Marco was spreading out my big beach towel beside his. Bade put his towel on the other side of mine and set up a large umbrella right over our heads. After a few minutes, everyone stripped down to their trunks or in Kat's case bikini, and left the cooking to Johnny.

 In between turning the steaks and hamburgers, Johnny collected our trail of clothes from the sand and put them in a pile behind my head. Some of the guys were playing water volleyball. Kat was on Beau's shoulders and Bade had Judas on his. It was the funniest thing I'd seen since Johnny tried to swim with his shorts down. When the food was almost done, Marco, who had stripped down to his blue trunks, decided to go for a swim. Bade stretched out beside me looking every bit like a Greek sun god. 

 "I could take a nap," I sighed.

 "Is that a sneaky way of saying you'd like to sleep with me?" he teased.

 "Honey, we've slept together before."

 "Well, maybe this time we could stay awake," he said, rolling to his side to face me.

 "Or, maybe you could just hand me the sunscreen."

 Bade was in the process of reapplying sunscreen to my back when Johnny yelled, "Lunch is ready!"

 Everybody began to drift back toward the smell of food, and as I sat up I caught a glimpse of Alek coming down the beach. The morning had been clear, but the afternoon promised to be overcast. The shade of clouds seemed to follow him as he walked around the corner toward us. I hadn't noticed Alek's absence before, which meant I must have been blind, because he looked wonderful. He was wearing a pair of thin white pants that would probably be see-thru if they got wet, and a long sleeved white shirt of the same material. The shirt hung completely open to reveal his upper body, and I found myself wishing the wizard would take it off. His skin seemed darker against the white, giving him an almost bronzed look like Bade. 

 As I approached him I asked, "Don't you like to swim?"

 "Only at night with naked women," he teased in his sultry voice.

 Alek was referencing the night he had caught me skinny dipping with Julius in the small pond near The Council Tower on planet Terra. Of course, I never knew I had been watched that night until he told me a few months ago. But I knew it to be one of his fondest memories. Swimming that night with Julius was one of my fondest memories also. But knowing Alek had been watching us did a little something for me too.

 "Thou shalt not tempt The Seducer," I breathed as I ran one finger down his chest. 

 Alek gasped in response to the power I had just unleashed with that slight touch. My great, great grandfather Mathias Alexander had been known as The Seducer, and since I had inherited his powers, I was now The Seducer, though very few people knew that, and I had never before used his title. 

 The magic I had just used on Alek was known as the voice of seduction, and it had been Mathias's greatest power. He could touch places with his voice his hands had never been, and so could Dracula. There was a time when Mathias was unsure he would ever have an heir to pass down his legacy, and in this time he had trained the vampire to be his successor. 

 "You use his title now?" Alek said, taking a deep breath.

 "Only just now."

 "Then I am at the right place, at the right time."

 "What do you mean?" I asked.

 "Remember when I first showed up I told you I was keeping a promise I had made to Mathias?"

 "Yes."

 "I promised that when The Seducer was once again made known, I would protect her," he said softly and his words warmed my heart.

 I looked down and saw a book in his hand.

 "And do you find a book more interesting than me?" I asked.

 "Only a slight distraction," he said, smiling.

 I stood on tip toe and kissed his cheek before we returned to the group.

 Late that evening, we were all still on the beach. We had built a bonfire and were debating what to eat for supper. No one really wanted to go home yet, but we would have to soon. Kat had to open the shop early, Beau had band practice, and I had an early afternoon rehearsal with Dracula. Marco would be leaving tomorrow afternoon for another weekly meeting with my great, great uncle Aldan Medwin. Aldan was the eldest member of the wizard council, one of the governing bodies of planet Terra. They had been meeting regularly since the enactment of the werewolf code to discuss how things were going. Aldan valued his opinion, and Marco was thrilled to be asked. It was an honor if the wizard council even acknowledged you had an opinion, let alone asked for it. 

 "Let's get pizza," Kat said. "They deliver to the beach."

 "What kind?" Judas asked.

 "What about the twelve inch deluxe?" Kat suggested.

 Bade, who was sitting to my right put an arm around me and said suggestively, "I think they're looking for The Red Light Special."

 That's what he was known as at Original Sin. Bade offered a sample of his alpha werewolf blood to some of the lucky vampires present. He was actually on the menu as The Red Light Special. 

 "Don't push your luck." I laughed, poking him in the ribs.

 Marco snapped at his arm around me and he quickly removed it. I snuggled against Marco's side while everyone argued over what to eat. They finally did order pizza. Several pizzas to be exact, and when we were done I helped pack everything up. 

 "It's not fair," Judas said to me.

 "What?"

 He motioned toward Johnny who was now fully dressed again and smoking a cigar. 

 "The man could smoke five hundred cigarettes, roll straight out of bed, and still look better than me."

 While I laughed, Alek put an arm around the were-leopard and said comfortingly, "Don't feel bad. As a matter of fact, Johnny did smoke five hundred cigarettes this morning, roll right out of bed to come down here, and he looks better than me too."

 I was still snickering over Alek's comment when I put my bag in the jeep and caught Kat flirting with Beau.

 "I see the leg healed nicely," she said, giving his thigh a pinch. 

 Beau and some other pack members had a run-in with a were-lizard last summer, and his leg had been torn off at the hip. Fortunately for Beau, he's a werewolf, and the limb had regenerated. 

 "Not in front of Judas," Marco scolded. "Have some tact."

 "Actually, mate, she's just had some rum," Bade pointed out with a smile. 

 "I told you not to get Kat drunk," Marco growled.

 "Oh, not me," Bade said, holding up his hands as if to show he was unarmed. "It was Johnny."

 Marco looked over his shoulder at Johnny who was just placing the nearly empty bottle of rum back underneath his seat. 

 "What?" He shrugged. "She looked like she could use a drink."

 "I'm surprised she took it from you," Marco said, his smile starting to show through the scowl he had been giving to Bade. 

 "You'd be surprised what women take from me," Johnny said with a wink. 

 "Get in the damn jeep," Elijah said, laughing from the other side. 

 So, we all piled back into the jeep, and I got comfortable again in Johnny's lap. By the time we arrived at my house, I was asleep, with my arms curled around Johnny's neck. I felt him lift me up then pass me to another set of strong arms with a scent I recognized. I sighed as I snuggled closer against Marco's chest. 

 I didn't open my eyes, but I heard him telling everyone goodnight before we went inside. Luther would be staying with us too, since we both had rehearsal tomorrow afternoon. Elijah was driving Kat home, and Bade would be returning everyone else. 

 Alek called goodnight to us and I heard the door leading to the dungeon open and close. As Marco carried me up the stairs I also heard Johnny digging in the refrigerator, and Luther asking if he had any more rum. 

 Once we were in my room Marco stood me beside the bed and began undressing me. 

 "Let's take a shower," he said with a lazy smile. "You'll sleep better once you get the sand out of your crack."

 I laughed. "There's no sand in my crack."

 "You sure? Maybe I should have a look." He winked. 

 He removed his shirt and my heart fluttered. 

 "Are all werewolves raging perverts?" I asked playfully.

 "Nah, just Bade and me." He unzipped his jeans as he said, "Speaking of which, if he doesn't learn to keep his hands to himself …" He paused and looked back at me. "Red, are you blushing?"

 My burning cheeks answered that question. He had removed his wet shorts in a changing booth on the beach, and he wasn't wearing any underwear. Now I knew what was underneath those well-fitted jeans, and it made me blush. 

 "Maybe I just got too much sun," I said softly. 

 But we both knew that was a lie. I was a little pink, but Bade's umbrella had kept me from getting too much sun. In an hour or so, I wouldn't even look flushed. 

 "Is this what you want?" his sexy voice rumbled.

 Marco began to slide his jeans down slowly, revealing the curve of his muscular hips as well as part of his tattoo. Marco has a large tribal tattoo on his lower back that reaches around the front and curves downward over his hip bones. 

 "Yes," I whispered as I pulled him close to me.

 I ran my hands inside his jeans and slid them to the floor. Marco's skin was still so warm, it felt like he had just stepped out of the sun. But it was hours past sunset, and I knew he was just running a temperature because it was only three days till the full moon.

 He moved toward the bed and I stopped him. 

 "No," I said softly, "in the shower."

 I loved the way Marco's body felt in the shower, all hot and wet. My hands needed to feel him this way. I craved his flesh in a way I could not put into words. I had always wanted to be near Marco, but the need to touch him had intensified ever since we started sleeping together. This could have something to do with my inherited powers. Perhaps I was taking on more characteristics of the wolf than I had thought. Then again, it could just be Marco. Who could resist a man like him?

 I waited patiently while he adjusted the temperature before stepping underneath the water with him. Marco watched while I knelt at his feet, running my hands up his long legs once I reached the floor. I wrapped myself around his thigh, sucking the water from his skin as I rose slowly to a crouching position. His breath quickened, and I couldn't wait anymore for what I had in mind. 

 I rose up higher and cupped him with my hand as I took part of his long shaft into my mouth. Marco moaned and so did I. This was one of my favorite things to do in the shower, and I intended to enjoy myself. As the water fell against his body I began to suck it from his flesh with what could only be described as enthusiasm. 

 After several torturous minutes Marco braced himself against the wall and panted, "I can't take any more, Red."

 "But I'm not done with you yet," I said, and as I looked up at him, I gave him another long languorous lick. 

 "Then we'll have to try again later," he growled sexily as he lifted me against the wall, "because I've reached my limit tonight." 

 While he breathed these last words against my lips Marco entered me. As many times as we had been together, I had never adjusted to his size. He moved slowly, and I felt myself stretching as if it were the first time. I wrapped myself more tightly around him and he growled, pressing himself further inside of me.

 "I saw you talking to Bade while I was swimming," he said as he nibbled at my throat.

 "And?" I panted.

 Marco thrust into me and I screamed, but not with pain.

 "And I was jealous," he said as he kissed me deeply. 

 "Why?"

 "Because I don't want anyone else doing this to you," he said as he ground his hips more forcefully against me.

 "Really?" I moaned. "Why don't you show me what else you don't want Bade to do to me?"

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Five

 

 When I woke up early the next morning, my mind was still filled with all of the things Marco didn't want Bade to do to me, but he had done with considerable skill the night before. I smiled at his handsome face and stretched catlike across the sheets. I nearly jumped off the bed when I discovered someone was curled up behind me. 

 "Luther! What are you doing in here?"

 I was really glad I had put on a t-shirt before going to bed, but that was hardly the point. 

 "What?" he said defensively while Marco just yawned and rolled over. "Johnny passed out in the living room, and he was snoring."

 "You couldn't have slept in the guest room?" I asked as I crawled over his legs to get to the bathroom.

 "You mean you don't want me?" 

 He looked so pitiful. Luther pushed himself up against the pillows and looked like a whipped puppy. I walked back over and crawled onto his lap.

 "You can stay," I said softly as I stroked his hair. 

 Werewolves liked to sleep next to each other just like natural wolves. It seems strange in theory, but I was close enough to being a werewolf that I was alright with it. Plus, I was used to having Luther come crawl into bed with me. He just hadn't done so since Marco and I had started sleeping together. If Marco was in the bed with me, no one else was, and that's the way it had been for over a month.

 When I came out of the bathroom I found Luther snuggled up to Marco. Luther had on pajama pants, but Marco was naked, and this was odd. 

 "What the hell?" It was all I could think to say.

 Marco stretched and yawned while he said, "Get off, Luther, I'm hot." He caught the look I was giving them both and explained with a laugh, "Honey, Luther's slept with me more than you have. I hope it doesn't bother you."

 "I'm not really sure if it bothers me," I admitted. "It's just weird."

 He laughed again as he sat up and propped against the pillows. 

 "Do you let other pack members sleep with you?" I asked.

 "No," he assured me, "just Luther."

 "And Bade, occasionally," Luther interrupted. 

 "And Bade, occasionally," Marco repeated. 

 I still looked confused, and I'm sure it showed. 

 "Luther is under my protection and it makes him feel safe to be near me," he explained patiently, "just like he feels safe with you."

 "So it's not like …" I couldn't finish the sentence and just stood there looking stupid for a moment.

 "It's not some sort of weird sexual thing," Luther said indignantly as he walked past me to the bathroom.

 "What about with Bade?" I asked.

 Marco raised an eyebrow as he replied, "Well, Bade's a fucking pervert, so who knows. But, he hasn't put the moves on me yet." He snickered at the look on my face as he threw back the covers and crawled out of bed.

 After this bit of weirdness we all went downstairs where Johnny was cooking breakfast. Alek had already gone to the theatre to prepare for today's rehearsal. Some of the costumes were ready, while others were not so it would be a sort of half dress rehearsal. 

 By the time we finished breakfast and Marco and I both got dressed in something besides pajamas, it was time for him to leave for his meeting with Aldan. I followed him down to the transporter. Watching him walk away moved me and I told him so. "Not just because you're leaving, or how good you look in those jeans, but because I know you'll be back."

 "You're the devil," he said as he stepped into the circle of white tiles.

 "No, but he looks good from behind," I teased.

 Marco disappeared with a smile and I went upstairs to finish getting ready for rehearsal. He had recently started a sort of counseling program for new werewolves. It was called B.A.D.M.O.O.N. It stood for Basic Assistance Division for Maintaining Observations of New Werewolves, and it was located a few blocks from club Red. It had been up and running for about a month, and he took turns with other pack members answering the hotline and talking to walk-ins. I really admired his willingness to help others, and thought he was doing a good job. I'm sure this would be one of the topics of discussion with my uncle. 

 When I went downstairs I found Luther waiting for me. He was playing the part of Raoul, who competed with The Phantom for Christine's affections. In my opinion the character of Raoul had never been adequate competition for The Phantom, but Luther might give him a run for his money. We had worked together so well for the sold out performances of Romeo and Juliet that Alek had insisted on casting us as lovers once again. It was lucky for him that Luther could sing. Or, maybe that was lucky for me. I didn't relish the thought of having to kiss strange men on stage in front of an audience. 

 "You ready?" I asked.

 Luther bowed dramatically and said, "My lady, your motorcycle awaits."

 I laughed. "You took Marco's motorcycle?"

 "It's Alek's," he said, "and I only borrowed it."

 As it turns out, Alek had borrowed my car and Luther had returned Bade's convertible, so that left us little choice in the way of transportation. Our hair wouldn't be pretty, but we would be on time.

 When we arrived at the theatre, it was still early afternoon, but that didn't stop the usual crowd of fang bait from hanging around. I swear some of these people had no lives. 

 "It's daylight, you morons," Luther said as he swung one long leg over the bike and reached for me. "He's a vampire. He's not coming out right now."

 Reality seemed to dawn on a few faces, and others just looked pissed. 

 "Oh, it's Romeo," said a couple of young girls who obviously didn't belong with the other crowd. 

 Luther blushed and waved to his fans while I knocked on the door. 

 "Who is it?" Alek asked.

 "It's me."

 "Like anyone couldn't say that. Who's me?"

 "You know damn well it's Lilith, now let me in."

 "Prove it," he said as he opened a slot on the door and looked at me. "Take off your clothes," he ordered. 

 Before I could yell at him, the door began to open and Luther and I stepped quickly inside. Alek turned the heavy lock behind us and I paused to breathe in the scent of the theatre. It smelled of leather and cologne, old ladies' perfume and dusty costumes. And I loved it. The Bleeding Heart was designed like one of the classic opera houses. The upholstery was a lush red trimmed in gold, and golden sculptures were around every turn, most of them were of naked women. It was magnificent. 

 Stagehands were scurrying about piecing together many of the props for a scene between Dracula and myself. It was a piece toward the end of the story that we would be working on today. We would also be rehearsing a scene with me and Luther that was supposed to take place on a rooftop. This would be accomplished with gargoyles and fake snow which I had already glimpsed backstage during our last practice. 

 "Your costumes are ready," Alek said to us as we walked up the center aisle. 

 I could see Dracula on stage as we walked past the front row of seats toward the backstage area. He had his back turned, but I could feel him, almost like a whisper through my mind. He knew I was there. 

 When we were both changed a few minutes later I walked barefoot onto the stage. I was wearing a long red wig. Dracula had insisted that my hair color not be changed, even if we did have to use a wig. The skirt I wore was sheer and white, and reached in several flowing layers to just below my knees. My black corset was tight and I was fidgeting to adjust it when a willowy little ballerina asked him, "Are you the real Dracula?"

 The dreamy look in her eyes made me want to gag. When she smiled I also noticed a flash of fang. Well, what did I expect? No one "normal" worked at The Bleeding Heart.

 "Do you wish me to be?" he purred.

 I placed my hand on his shoulder and let my fingers trail possessively over the embroidery on his costume as I said, "Don't toy with the actors, dear."

 "I assure you I am real," he replied to the little vampire, but he was looking at me.

 I knew by the look in his eyes that he was no longer aware she even existed, and that made me happier than I had expected. Both sides of his face were covered with the black mask he would wear for this scene, but his full lips were still visible and they curved into a smile as he said, "You look ravishing, my angel."

 "Thank you," I said breathlessly, "but I think Luther got my corset too tight.

 His long dark hair was smoothed back into a low ponytail and a lacy black cravat could be seen above his jacket. The tight black pants he wore left nothing to the imagination, and I recognized the knee high boots from his normal wardrobe. He had a shorter more decorative cape than would be required for the rest of the performance draped over his left shoulder, and he swished it dramatically as he asked, "Are you ready?"

 When I smiled in response Alek began to clap his hands and yell, "Places everyone, places!"

 I took my place on the right hand side and smiled up at Luther in the booth closest to the stage. It was the booth Dracula normally reserved for himself, The Phantom's booth, and it would be reserved for the performance so the actors could use it.

 Dracula began to sing, and my heart stopped. He was using the voice of seduction, and I opened myself up to receive it. After all, one expects to be seduced by The Phantom. As he drew closer to me I felt my eyes roll and my lashes flutter. He was so close I could feel him, but he hadn't touched me yet. At last he embraced me as he sang, his arm encircling my waist. I could feel him pressed against me from behind, and I leaned back, welcoming his touch. I completely let go, let myself become Christine. Here I could display my true feelings for Dracula, and everyone would call it acting. 

 When I began to sing my part I could sense people stopping to stare. No one knew I had a voice for opera, since I mostly used it in the shower. They had apparently not gotten over their astonishment from our last rehearsal. But last time I hadn't been this into the performance. Last time I hadn't been this turned on. And last time, I hadn't used my voice to seduce him in return. 

 The passion in his voice burned me as we moved about the stage before finally meeting somewhere in the middle. When he touched me again my voice took on a quality of complete rapture. He was The Phantom, and I was most certainly under his spell. We all were, and when it came time for me to remove his mask, I didn't even think about it. I just snatched the mask from his face like I was supposed to do. The instant I did so, my jaw dropped. His scars were gone. He was perfect. There was a sort of halo around him as he stood looking sadly down at me. I handed him back the mask as he explained for my ears only, "It is only a glamour. The scars remain." 

 I stroked the right side of his face and felt the rough ruined skin beneath my hand, even though what I looked at appeared soft and perfect. 

 He smoothed back his hair before replacing the mask. 

 "I'm sorry," I said softly.

 "It is alright. I could tell you were into the performance, and I was prepared."

 "What would have happened if you hadn't been?"

 "Then everyone would know my secret," he said softly as he began to lead me back toward the front of the stage.

 Alek was once again yelling for everyone to take their places while I continued to apologize. I couldn't believe what I had almost done.

 As I vowed to not let myself get lost in the moment like that again, another thought occurred to me. "What will you do for the show? I mean, when we actually do this in front of an audience?"

 "At least I do not require makeup for the part I play." He sighed as he took his place for the beginning of the scene.

 His obvious misery left me completely heartbroken. The second time we went through the scene we went all the way to where he cut the rope holding the chandelier and leapt with me into a trap door at the bottom of the stage. This scene had always made me uncomfortable, but I felt at ease with Dracula. When he held me against him I was instantly calm, but I closed my eyes and pressed my face against his chest as we plunged through the trap door. 

 When we landed beneath the stage he asked me, "Are you alright?"

 "Yes."

 I heard Alek yelling and everyone frantically rearranging for the next scene. I hadn't snatched his mask off during the last run through. I didn't have the heart. But I was also afraid of what I might see and that made me feel even worse. 

 "I'm going to talk to Mathias soon," I said quietly. 

 Dracula had released me, but I stepped closer to him and wrapped my arms around his waist. 

 "You won't have to hide forever, I promise."

 He stroked my hair gently and I could tell by the sound of his voice that he was crying. "Do you really care so much for me?" he asked.

 "More than words," I thought. But I only held him tighter in response. 

 Neither of us mentioned the dream we had shared, but I could tell it was on his mind. 

 "I should return you," he said softly, but not like he really wanted to. "Luther will be missing you."

 We were rehearsing the scene next where Raoul asks Christine to marry him. I wouldn't require a full costume change just for practice. Dracula walked over to a small chest beneath the stage and pulled out the long cloak I would need for the scene. 

 "I took the liberty of bringing part of your wardrobe down here, since I knew we would be here first," he explained. 

 He wrapped the cherry-colored velvet cloak around my shoulders and pulled up the hood before pulling me against him again. 

 "Hold on tight," he whispered before kissing me.

 I hadn't expected the kiss. But I was even more unprepared to levitate back through the trap door and onto the stage. He sat me down in front of Luther with a challenging smile that seemed to say, "Top that."

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Six

 

 In the few weeks we had been rehearsing, they had developed a friendly sort of rivalry. Each was convinced that the audience would think he was more worthy of my affection than the other. I tried to tell them it wouldn't matter. You either liked The Phantom or you didn't. Same goes for Raoul. As far as looks goes, Luther was definitely putting him to the test. 

 His long blond hair had been given a few waves, and it was pulled back loosely with a black ribbon. He was wearing tight black pants and knee high boots also, but they looked different on Luther. With Dracula they accentuated his every curve. Luther's pants were not as tight, and instead made his long legs seem longer. He was wearing a white shirt with ruffles down the front. The shirt was open, and Alek was fussing at one of the stage hands about needing more buttons. Apparently Luther's wardrobe was not yet complete. But I wasn't complaining, they could leave it open for all I cared. He looked great. 

 The stage had been transformed into a rooftop, and gargoyles were being put into place as artificial snow began to fall from the rafters. "Good, good," Alek was saying, but I couldn't take my eyes off of Luther. 

 "Are you ready?" Dracula asked as he took my elbow to lead me offstage. When I nodded he said, "Good, now go running out there and pretend to be horrified because I just murdered someone."

 Even though this was how the story went, it made me laugh instead of being terrified. I took a moment to get back into character before I ran onto the stage followed by Luther. I hadn't heard Luther sing in a long time, and we had yet to rehearse this scene. My heart gave an unexpected flutter as he held his hands out to me underneath the falling snow. His hands were warm, and he gave my fingers a gentle squeeze as he began to sing. This was the part in the story where Christine and Raoul become engaged. The smile that spread over my features was genuine. Alek had made an excellent casting choice. It wasn't hard to imagine being in love with Luther, because I did love him. I had known him since I was eleven, and I would always love Luther. 

 I sang my part in turn with all of the joy I felt evident in my voice. As we exited the stage hand in hand, The Phantom made his appearance once again to curse the lovers, and to damn Christine for her betrayal. I stopped and stared along with the rest of the cast. Dracula was a marvelous actor, and as he began to cry, so did I. Not because his acting was so convincing, but because I knew he too was displaying his true feelings in the hopes that everyone would think he was just acting. 

 After rehearsal, I changed back into my jeans and t-shirt and met Luther outside. The sparks that had flown on stage were completely gone as I smiled at my childhood friend. It was amazing how attractive I could find him one minute, and the next he was just Luther. Whatever you wanted to call him, he was a perfect Raoul. 

 "You better hurry," he said, smiling as he straddled Alek's motorcycle. 

 "Why?" 

 Even as I asked the question I quickened my pace. I had just wrapped my arms around his waist when the herd of reporters that had been lurking around the corner surged forward. 

 "No comment," Luther called over his shoulder as I buried my face against his back to avoid the flashing cameras. 

 "Fuck me," he exclaimed once we were out of the parking lot.

 "I might consider it if you'll put that ruffled shirt back on," I teased.

 He laughed. "I was talking about the reporters." 

 "Yeah. Now they know who you are too."

 "Not exactly. Most of them think I'm your bodyguard."

 "Well, aren't you?"

 "Smartass," he said, glancing over his shoulder at me.

 As he did this his long hair hit me in the face. I wrapped his unruly mane around my hand and held it in place as we drove back to the house. 

 When he reached to help me off the bike he said, "You know lots of people have sex with their bodyguard."

 "Don't push it, Raoul."

 We had practiced until after dark, so we all went to bed fairly early. Luther went back to his apartment at club Red, and Marco crawled into bed with me sometime during the night. 

* * * *

 Wednesday was the full moon, so I expected to spend an uneventfully day alone with Alek. Johnny was out house shopping again. He had yet to find anything to suit his tastes. Alek and I were sitting on the front porch enjoying the morning breeze when a large white pickup truck parked in front of my steps. 

 This only mildly piqued my curiosity. That is until the man driving it stepped out. He was around six foot three, well built, and wearing a pair of faded blue jeans. His cowboy boots actually had spurs, and they clinked as he approached us. His confident swagger perfectly matched his smile. He had one of those goatees that comes to a point underneath the lips and a mustache. His hair was dark brown and stuck out beneath his faded brown cowboy hat. He needed a shave, but he smelled wonderful as he came to a stop at the bottom step and tipped his hat in my direction.

 "Ma'am," he said with a nod. 

 When I nodded in return he said, "My name's James Matthew, and I heard you got yourselves a vampire problem in these parts."

 "Well, Mr. Matthew, I wouldn't exactly say it's a problem, but what brings you here if it was?" Alek asked. 

 "Please, call me Matthew, everyone else does." He moved up the steps and I offered him a seat as Alek moved to the swing. "And that's not what I hear," he said as he sat down. 

 "Who tells you otherwise?" I asked.

 He went on to explain that he was a vampire executioner in the state of Texas and "monster hunter extraordinaire." He also said he had been contacted by a vamp in this area.

 "See, it's not all vampires I hunt. Well, not anymore," he added with a smile. "I take jobs from the vamps occasionally to handle some, uh, less than desirable situations."

 "So, what's the problem here and why come to me?" I asked.

 He said he had been contacted by a vampire named Mason and instructed to find me. Mason ran an establishment about twenty minutes away known as The Dungeon, but I couldn't imagine why he would send an executioner to my doorstep. 

 "Would you like some tea, Matthew? I think you and I have a lot to discuss."

 Alek listened quietly while I poured Matthew and I some iced tea. He explained the situation as best he understood it. Mason said there were some vampires who were new to the area and he was afraid they meant trouble. Since James Matthew wasn't here in his legal capacity, I didn't sweat the questions I had in mind. 

 "So, why not kill them himself, why call you? And all the way from Texas?"

 "Because I'm the best," he said with a confident smile. "And Mason wasn't sure how many vamps were actually here."

 "But what are they here for? Why's he so worried?"

 "Assassination would be my guess."

 Matthew informed me he would be staying in town if I needed to contact him and wrote down his number. As soon as he left I took off for the theatre. It was after lunch, and I knew that even though he had to remain out of the sun, Dracula was up by noon. I wasn't actually sure where he spent the day, and was taking a chance on going to the theatre. I barely put the car in park before opening the door. I pounded on the theatre door like my life depended on it, and I had a feeling his did. 

 He opened the door still wearing his black silk pajamas and carefully avoided the light as he closed the door behind me. 

 "My angel," he said softly. He smiled and tilted his head forward, carefully covering the right side of his face with his hair. 

 "Why didn't you tell me?" I asked helplessly. "You must know why they're here. Mason wouldn't keep something like this from you."

 He stood motionless while I ranted and raved about him needlessly taking risks. He resembled a very handsome statue as he stood looking down at me until I ran out of breath.

 "Would you like to come down to my castle?" he asked quietly.

 "You really have a castle?"

 He smiled slightly.

 "Actually the entrance is through my office in the club next door, but we can walk across."

 "In the daylight?"

 "Through a tunnel," he corrected.

 As we walked down the aisle I asked, "If you live next door, then what are you doing here so early?"

 "I have been expecting you," he sighed. "I knew Mr. Matthew was due to arrive shortly, and none of us would be up to receive him."

 That made sense. We went behind the stage and past the dressing rooms where I followed him to the office he shared with Alek. He secured the door behind us and I noticed it locked from the inside. I watched as he moved the large marble desk as if it were a paperweight. He then flipped back the carpet and removed a key from his pocket. Dracula hopped down into the trap door he had opened and reached for me. 

 I swung my feet over the edge of the opening and he put his hands around my waist. Our bodies brushed together as he sat me down in front of him, and I tried not to think about the fact that only a thin piece of silk separated his body from my hands. He flipped a switch and lit the torches that lined the wall. Dracula held my hand as we walked down the long corridor which led to Original Sin. 

 After a short walk we arrived at another trap door that he opened with the same key. 

 "Where are we?" I asked.

 "Underneath my sofa."

 He opened the door before lifting me through it and moving the sofa back into place. There was a large bookshelf to the left as we stepped inside. It was covered with many thick volumes, just like the shelves in Marco's office. Dracula's desk was made of a black wood I had never seen anywhere else, but it was beautiful. His chair was massive, looking more like a throne with black leather padding. It suited him perfectly. 

 He walked behind the desk and looked at the full length mirror with disgust. I watched as he made sure his hair was carefully arranged to cover the right side of his face before turning back to me with a smile.

 "Where to now?" I asked while he removed his long cloak from the coat rack. 

 "It will be drafty," he said softly, wrapping the cloak around my shoulders.

 He took my hand and led me forward. 

 "We're going into the mirror?" I asked incredulously.

 "Behind it," he corrected. 

 I watched as he carefully pressed about three different places on the ornate gold frame. There was a creaking noise, and the mirror opened just a fraction. We stepped inside and more torches were lit. Dracula held my hand as we began the descent to his castle. The hallway he led me down was long, and neither of us spoke until we reached a large section of stairs. The winding staircase led down into complete darkness, and a draft blew up from what looked like a hole in the middle of the stairs. The staircase was wide enough you didn't have to worry about falling, but if someone got pushed they were in trouble. I didn't know where the pit led, and I didn't want to.

 "Watch your step," he said softly, still leading me downward. 

 Once we reached the end of the stairs the floor was still noticeably slanted, but not enough to cause someone to stumble. He lit more torches and stepped into the narrow gondola I had seen in my dream. 

 "You've got to be kidding me. You actually have one of these?"

 "Of course," he replied with a smile. "Come on." 

 He reached for me, and I stepped down into the boat. Neither of us spoke as Dracula navigated us through the water. When the long corridor ended, I found myself staring at an enormous underground lake. The ceiling was so high it couldn't be seen from where I sat.

 "These were all just caverns once," Dracula explained while I nearly tipped over trying to get a look at the ceiling. 

 The lake was very well lit. In fact, it seemed to glitter thanks to the dozens of moon flowers which grew all around it. This was only the second place I had ever seen them. These strange purple blooms only open at night, and give off a soft glow, much like tiny purple lanterns. They also grew outside the Council Tower back on Terra.

 I was impressed with the lake, but when I looked at what was on the other side, I was speechless. Sitting there, carved from the rocks around it was a real castle. Original Sin was a castle and it was impressive, but not like this. The cavern was so large, there were actually towers and ramparts. Many of the towers were topped with golden shingles which glinted in the faint light of the flowers. The castle itself seemed to glow. It was made of an almost white-colored stone, and it was beautiful.

 "You really have a castle," I breathed, as we stopped on the bank directly in front of the massive structure. 

 "Is there only one entrance?" I asked looking at the enormous drawbridge while he helped me out of the boat.

 "Right this way," he said.

 He led me to what looked like a rock. To my horror, he ran his index finger over one of his fangs, slicing open his skin before my eyes.

 "Why did you …?"

 But before I could finish the sentence, he let a drop of his blood fall onto the rock, and the boulder moved aside. 

 "To anyone else," he purred, "there is only one entrance."

 He licked his finger and the wound healed instantly.

 "Waste not, want not," he said with a smile.

 We entered what looked like a small sitting room, though it was lushly decorated. The entire castle was lushly decorated. It was beyond my wildest imagination. The floors were marble. Massive columns lined the hallways, and rich tapestries hung from nearly every wall. I expected to see servants, but Dracula was completely alone. 

 "This is the keep," he explained. "I actually live across the courtyard."

 The courtyard was an open area filled with all types of weaponry. I assumed he used it to train. Once we passed through another door on the far end, I knew we were getting closer to Dracula's personal quarters. The halls were filled with artifacts from various time periods. Many I recognized, but many I did not. However it didn't take a genius to know they were all priceless. It made sense to have these things closer to him. 

 We took a right turn into a much wider hallway. At the end of this hallway was a set of enormous mahogany doors. I knew without being told that those doors led to Dracula's bedroom. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Seven

 

 He swung the doors open in welcome and I laughed. 

 "All of this security and you don't even lock your bedroom door," I said in amazement.

 He smiled and walked over to an enormous white marble fireplace while I gaped at my surroundings. His bed was even bigger than Marco's. Where do they find these things? The bedposts also looked to be mahogany, and they supported a magnificent canopy of the most unusual color I'd ever seen. I stared at it for a moment and remembered where I had seen that color before. 

 I had a dream a few months ago about a rose. The rose was beautiful, and it was a color I could not describe. No matter how much I looked at it, I couldn't say for certain if it was red or pink. I had finally decided that if love were a color, it would be the color of that rose. I walked toward the enormous bed and ran my hand over his matching love-colored sheets. 

 By the time I had finished my inspection, Dracula had a blazing fire. The hearth was nearly as tall as he was, and there was a small round cushion in front of it.

 I sat down beside him and we spent a few moments staring into the fire. As I rested my head on his shoulder I asked, "They've come to kill you haven't they?"

 "Yes," he said softly.

 "Why didn't you say anything?"

 "I did not wish to worry you."

 "Worry me? We're talking about your life."

 "I would not ask you to risk what you have for me," he said.

 "I know you wouldn't, but I didn't ask you." I stood up and stretched my hands toward the fire before asking, "Why have they come for you, who sent them?"

 Dracula was the oldest and the most powerful vampire, but that didn't mean he couldn't be killed. It would take more than a few strong vamps to do him in, but he wasn't sure how many had been sent. Vampirism was only legal in the U.S. and England. In other parts of the world monster hunting is not only common, but completely legal. The members of the Vampire Council who reside in Europe were against coming out of the coffin, but their vote wasn't enough to control the majority. 

 They blamed Dracula for their public exposure. Most people didn't know they existed until he announced it, and they resented him for it. Many of them were in areas where vampirism wasn't legal, and were now being hunted with the blessing of various governments. He had acted in favor of the majority, and now the minority wanted him dead. 

 "How did Mason find out?" I asked. I wasn't about to drop the subject, so he might as well answer all of my questions. I didn't take a threat to Dracula lightly and I'd already made up my mind that I would stay the rest of the day if I had to in order to get the whole truth out of him.

 "They knew we were associated and were showing up at The Dungeon in the hopes of capturing me. But Mason has ways of finding out things without people realizing what he is doing. He made an excellent spy."

 "How long have they been here?"

 "Three weeks and they are growing anxious."

 He moved behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist as he whispered in my ear, "I fear they would do you harm if given the chance, my angel. You take a great risk in coming to me. You are safer with the werewolf."

 I turned in his arms and rested my face against his chest. "But here I am."

 "Yes, here you are," he whispered.

 Several minutes passed. Dracula hugged me more tightly and rested his chin against the top of my head. 

 "Stay with me tonight," he said softly. "It is the full moon, you will not be missed."

 To my discredit, it took longer than it should have for me to say, "I can't."

 He sat back down on the cushion and looked at the floor. His hair still covered his face, but the side I could see was obviously disappointed. And I could tell he had misinterpreted my reasoning. 

 I walked over to the vampire and hugged him to me. With him sitting down, he was at chest level, and I kissed the top of his head while I explained, "It has nothing to do with your face. It's the one I'll see in the mirror that concerns me."

 "I understand," Dracula said as he rose to his feet. "Come, I will show you out." He paused to read my expression. "That is unless you wish to stay?"

 His comment let me know that he'd read more than my expression. 

 "No," I said softly, "I should go. I didn't even tell Alek where I was going."

 "Let the wizard wonder," he said. 

 He took one step toward me, completely closing the distance between us. The scent of his cologne rose to meet me as I looked up at him. His emerald eyes glowed with magic and the promise of many wicked things. Even with half of his face covered, he was the most ravishingly handsome being I had ever met. His beauty was different than Marco's rugged manliness. Though beautiful isn't a word which describes most handsome men, it was the first word that came to mind as I looked at him that afternoon. 

 How much more would he tempt me? Because I wasn't sure how much more I could take. 

 "No, Vlad take me back up," I said with much more conviction than I felt.

 "As you wish." With these words he bowed slightly and I followed him back out of the bedroom. 

 We didn't speak as we made our way back to the surface, but he held my hand the whole time. The only exception was when he had to navigate the boat. I hardly noticed he was holding my hand until he let me go. Dracula was so much a part of me that I didn't notice him some times until he was gone. He lead me back a slightly different way. I hadn't known there was more than one tunnel out, but apparently I had a lot to learn. We were underneath the trap door to his office at the theatre when I was nearly paralyzed with fear. Cold stabbing pains ran through my body and I clung to him. 

 "What is wrong, my angel?"

 I couldn't express it. I was suddenly terrified of what would become of me if Dracula was taken from my life. They couldn't kill him. What kind of life would I have if he was gone? I suppose I had thought he was untouchable before then. But what if he wasn't? The thought was too horrible to entertain. He had been a part of my life since I was sixteen years old, ever since I first dreamed about him. It didn't matter that I had never laid eyes on him in person until a few months ago. He was a part of me. He was mine, and God help anyone who tried to take him from me. 

 I took his hand and ran it up my shirt, pressing his palm against my heart. The pain in my chest was just as real as if my heart was being torn out. I knew then that Marco was everything I had ever wanted, but Dracula was everything I had ever needed. Since he first spoke to my great, great grandfather, he was destined to be a part of my life. And from the first moment I laid eyes on him, so was Marco. I couldn't live without either of them. I dropped my shields and let Dracula feel all of this. 

 "You would die for me," he whispered in astonishment.

 Tears slid down his face as he withdrew his hand. 

 "I should never have told you," he said. "If I had known …"

 "You can't stop me from dying for a worthy cause."

 "And you find my life worthy?"

 I could tell by the tone of his voice that he was truly amazed at the thought of anyone being willing to die for him. 

 "Yes," I whispered fiercely, "You are mine, and I protect what's mine."

 He didn't bother to correct me or to insist that he could protect himself. Instead he helped me through the trap door and walked me to the front of the theatre. I cried all the way home. It was late afternoon by now, and when I walked in I explained to Alek what had happened. He poured us both a cup of tea and I continued to cry. I wasn't sniffling or sobbing, but tears kept spilling from my eyes while I spoke of Dracula's assassins. They had come to murder someone I loved, and they would either accomplish that task or die trying. They'd better be ready to die.

* * * *

 After talking to Alek, I ascended the stairs and prepared myself to do something I had deliberately been avoiding. I took Mathias's journal from the shelf and opened it. He told me once that I would "turn to these pages many times and find wisdom that was not here before." But when I opened the book, nothing was there. Nothing new anyway. 

 I put the journal beside me and prepared to meditate. Mathias had given me some meditations to practice in order to gain more control over my abilities. I followed his instructions and a staircase appeared before me. I saw along this staircase many colors that stretched upward and wrapped around the steps. The stairs I visualized looked very much like the stone steps leading down to the dungeon. As I approached the first step I looked down, and through my mind's eye saw my right foot with the dragonfly tattoo on the big toe. This was my way of visualizing me without detaching myself from the surroundings.

 The lower portion of the staircase was surrounded in a beautiful, almost jewel like red. I stepped into this red and let it embrace me. I breathed in the color and let my anger and frustration flow out of me. As usual, it took several deep breaths before I felt calm enough to continue.

 The red faded into a beautiful orange that I passed through next, followed by a magnificent sunshine yellow that I stopped to breathe in as well. The yellow became a green which spilled over into a blue and from there a glorious purple. The purple gave way to a blinding white, beyond which there was a garden. This was my safe place, the place in my mind that I went to in order to practice my skills, to release my worries, and if possible, heal my heart.

 The garden was awe inspiringly lush and vibrant. The plants never stopped growing. Flowers bloomed before my eyes as if in fast motion, and vines continued to spread while I walked across them. It wasn't long before I was inside what I called "my room" and I heard Mathias's voice echoing in my head. 

 "What has happened?" he asked. 

 Without preamble I began to tell him what had been going on. I knew I was talking too fast, but my speech matched my heartbeat. I was desperate to find a way to help Dracula save not only his face, but his life. 

 When I was finished Mathias said, "So, I see the vampire's love is returned."

 During our last conversation he had informed me that I was not in any danger from Dracula because he was in love with me.

 "Yes," I answered.

 "And does he know you love him?"

 "I haven't said, but he knows I'm willing to die to protect him."

 "Well," he sighed. "If you would face death, then my suggestion may not sound so bad."

 "What do you suggest?" I asked.

 "Let me warn you, my child, that what I am about to share with you does not come without a price."

 "What's the price?"

 "First, let me tell you the solution. Then you can decide if it is worthy of the cost."

 I knew before he spoke that I would do whatever was required, but still I listened quietly.

 "You recall the method used to heal the werewolf?" he asked. 

 Mathias was referring to when I had healed Bade last summer. I had used my abilities to channel his desire. I literally pulled Bade's desire from him and used it to heal his body. 

 "Yes, I remember."

 "This will require more than desire. Lust is all well and good, but what you are attempting to correct is permanent. Whatever heals it must be equally as final."

 "Final?"

 "You must use your love," he said softly.

 "My love? I don't understand."

 "If you chose to do this, you will find a way. You must use all of your passion, and his as well. Everything that you feel for him, everything that you have ever felt must be put into your touch. You must give all and take nothing for yourself."

 I was quiet for several minutes before asking, "But what about Marco? I love him."

 "That is the price. You must decide if it is something you are willing to pay."

 "And his life?" I asked about Dracula.

 "His life is quite literally in your hands, my dear. If it is something you cherish, keep it safe."

 "Why must there always be a price?" I cried as I broke contact.

 Mathias had asked the one thing I wasn't sure I could give up. When I swung my feet over the bed I knocked his journal to the floor. There is a hidden compartment on the back and it fell open, spilling its contents. I replaced the lock of Mathias's vibrant red hair and picked up the necklace. The necklace had a large pink stone encased in silver. The stone was rose quartz, and I had never found out its use. As I went to replace it I looked at the last page. 

 "Use the necklace," it said. 

 More words continued to appear as if written with an invisible hand. 

 "Wear it when you make love to him, and it will aid in the healing."

 I was afraid that was going to be part of the price and Mathias' words had confirmed my fears. Sex with Dracula was wonderful, but Marco would never forgive me. And I would never cheat on him. I replaced the necklace and cried myself to sleep. 

* * * *

 Early the next morning I felt Marco's arms around me.

 "Red," he whispered. "Are you alright?" 

 When I started to cry he asked, "Baby, what's wrong? Whatever it is you can tell me."

 After I calmed down a little I told him what Mathias had said. I love Marco, and I had promised myself a long time ago that I wouldn't lie to him. I didn't leave anything out. When I was finished Marco was very quiet. I was afraid of what he was going to say or do, but he spoke very softly, "Mathias said his life was in your hands. What did he mean?"

 "I don't know." I sniffed again, wiping tears. "But I'm not going to cheat on you. I can't do that to you."

 "But you can't leave him like that," he said reasonably. 

 His voice was very soft, and the compassion he showed was killing me. I expected jealousy, rage, or even violence. But this heartfelt concern was doing me in.

 "What if you don't do it, and he dies?" he whispered.

 I hadn't thought of that. Just the suggestion made my heart stop. For a moment I felt so alone and I knew that losing Dracula would feel even worse than I could imagine. I leapt from the bed and was sick as soon as I reached the bathroom. My nerves always got the better of my stomach. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Eight

 

 Marco handed me a damp washcloth as he knelt beside me. 

 "If he dies because of your moral standards, is that something you could live with?" He paused before adding, "Because I can't live with knowing I kept you from saving him."

 "Marco, what are you saying?" I asked shakily.

 "But I can't give you my blessing either," he said helplessly.

 He was scaring me. 

 "Marco, don't leave me," I pleaded.

 "I'm not going anywhere," he soothed. "You do what you have to do, and I'll try to find a way to live with it. Because I can't live with being the cause of his death."

 "And I can't live with being the cause of yours," I thought as I looked at his face. 

 "I would never deliberately do anything to hurt you, Marco, you know that," I said as he hugged me to him.

 "I know, Red. You do enough by accident."

 Just when I was about to start crying again he said, "I will still be around. It may take me some time, but I'll be around. I knew this might happen when I first saw him." He sighed. "When I saw the way you looked at him … you can't decide who you love, Red. And I can't bring myself to hate him for wanting the same thing I do."

 "I was so happy." I cried, pressing my face against his stomach. "I love you, Marco, I swear I do. But I can't abandon him," I wailed. "I can't leave him if there's a chance that I could save him. I wish to God I could just walk away, but I can't."

 "Then don't," he said. "If anyone understands you, Red, it's me. Remember when I turned you down and you ended up spending the night with Dracula?"

 How could I forget? It was the first time the beast had overtaken me and I wasn't in the middle of a fight. I had lost control completely. The beast is only calmed by food, violence, or sex. I had just found out Alfred signed on to be my murderer as well as my partner, and I went nuts. Marco had to leave to save some members of the pack. People were dying and he still came running to my rescue, but he couldn't stay. He sent me home to eat something, but what I craved was waiting in my bedroom. That was the first and only time I had been with Dracula, but I wanted it to be Marco.

 "It was my fault," he said softly. "If I hadn't turned you down, you never would have gone to him. But if I had stayed with you, people would have died. People I care about. That was something I couldn't live with, and you and I seem to be living together just fine."

 It was then I realized how fortunate I was to have a man like Marco in my life. But I couldn't stop myself from asking, "What if this is something you can't live with?"

 "I'll try."

 After we had both showered he said, "When you find out more about these vamps you tell me, and if he needs the pack's help, you let me know."

 "I will."

 "In the meantime, Red, try not to worry. Things have a way of working themselves out. Even this."

 As stupid as it may seem, I felt better after his reassurance. Marco's voice has a way of making the world go away when I need it to, even if it's just for a little while. 

* * * *

 Friday night was Ms. Wilson's tea party. I had known her my whole life, and she would be very disappointed if I didn't attend. Not just because she would miss me, but because I was bringing Dracula. As it turns out, they had known each other a long time ago. Ms. Wilson had been in love with a vampire, and Dracula had saved her from being lynched along with her lover. She was willing to die for Eric, but Dracula wouldn't allow it. After a while, she understood and thanked him for saving her. Now, she was holding the tea party at night in order for him to be able to attend. The plan was originally to have the party two days after my birthday, but it had been postponed by the weather. A week later wasn't terribly off schedule.

 I wore a black dress that I suppose could have passed for a sundress, if there was any sun. The weather was warm enough that I could go sleeveless, even at night. I had let my short hair grow to the point of being shaggy. It hung in layers down the back of my neck and naturally flipped out a bit on the ends. My hair seemed even redder against the black. I was just putting the final touches on my makeup when I heard a knock at my balcony window. 

 I opened the French doors and let Dracula in. My heart fluttered when I looked at him, and I avoided looking directly into his eyes. Not because he could hypnotize me, but because I was afraid of what he might see there. Eyes really are the windows of the soul, and I wasn't ready to bare mine.

 He was wearing black slacks and a long-sleeved dress shirt. The top few buttons were left open to reveal his throat and part of his chest. The shirt was blood red and it suited him perfectly. He smelled of expensive cologne, and I noticed as he stepped behind me in the mirror that he was once again wearing a half mask to cover the right side of his face.

 Dracula put his hand on my waist as he leaned into me and took a deep breath.

 "You smell like vanilla," he said. 

 His voice brushed across my skin almost like a cat and I shivered.

 "It's my soap." 

 "Are you ready?" he asked softly.

 "No," I thought. I wasn't ready. Not to risk hurting Marco or to accidentally kill Dracula if I didn't take that chance. 

 He put his hand underneath my chin and made me look at him. The kindness I found in his eyes was nearly too much for me.

 "Whatever it is," he said softly, "I will help if I can."

 "You can't," I said, turning around before I started to cry.

 If I told Dracula why I was upset, he would never let me go through with what I had in mind. He would never risk my happiness, even for his own life. But I would give my happiness if that's what it took to save him.

 Without another word, I took him by the hand and led him outside. The night was cooler than I had expected, but still comfortable. I welcomed the breeze as we got in his car. Dracula drove a sleek black car with silver accents. It was a classic model and positively reeked of expensive taste. 

 After he got behind the wheel I asked, "Why did you come to the window when you drove to the front door?"

 "Melodrama," he said with a smile. "Besides, I was hoping you could appreciate the fact that Don Juan has finally reached your window."

 As his meaning sunk in I began to laugh, and it felt good. The rose that grew on my balcony was a climbing Don Juan, and I had been waiting years for it to grow tall enough to reach my window. Plus The Phantom (in the original French novel published in 1910 by Gaston Leroux) wrote an opera about Don Juan. How appropriate that Dracula should come to my balcony, just as the famous Don Juan had visited his lovers.

 "You look good in a smile," he teased. "You should wear it more often."

 When we arrived at Ms. Wilson's house people were already flocking toward the back yard. She has a huge antebellum style house on the opposite end of town. As we approached the front door where she was busy greeting other guests she stopped in mid sentence to stare at Dracula. I must admit, even with half his face covered, he was quite the sight. 

 "Betty," he purred as he pulled her close and kissed her cheek. "How have you been?"

 "Oh," she said, fanning herself profusely. "I'm just fine, just fine. I'm so glad you could come," she said, beaming at us both.

 We followed the rest of the crowd through the house. Small white tables were sprinkled about the large back yard with matching wicker chairs and white tablecloths. There was a lovely tea set on each table, all with different expensive looking patterns and a small bouquet of fresh wildflowers. It was pretty much like her usual spring tea party set up, except for the rows and rows of lanterns strung through the large oak trees. There were also white candles lit on each table. 

 Dracula and I found a nice spot underneath the same tree where Richard and I had sat with Elijah last year. Ms. Wilson stood up to give her usual welcome speech, and while he watched her, I took the opportunity to get a good look at him. His left side was turned to me, and underneath the glow of the lanterns circles were visible underneath his eyes. His skin seemed paler than usual, and I was afraid. Dracula had never had the ghastly parlor of death, no matter what the legends say, but he did tonight. He was still heartbreakingly gorgeous, but having seen him at his best, I noticed the difference. 

 "His life is in your hands," Mathias had said. His voice kept playing over and over again in my mind. "Not without a price," I kept hearing. I looked down at my hands. Life or death, why couldn't it be as simple as left or right? But why was he dying? Holy water burns wouldn't kill him. As I sat there wracking my brain for answers Kat, Judas, and Elijah all stopped by to say hello. Dracula spoke, but I could barely manage a smile. 

 When it was time to go, after a lengthy conversation with Ms. Wilson he led me to the car and said, "Tell me what is wrong with you, or we are not leaving this spot."

 When I didn't immediately respond he crossed his arms over his chest and said, "I have all night."

 If I lied he would know it, but I couldn't tell him the truth. I took several deep breaths before saying, "I've reconsidered."

 "Reconsidered what?" he asked, raising one eyebrow.

 "Remember when you told me that you and Marco had made a deal? You said that you had agreed not to touch me as long as I was his, but if I went to you willingly, he wouldn't seek revenge."

 "Yes," he said quietly, "I remember."

 "Well, what if I've reconsidered?"

 "I am sorry, my angel, but I do not follow."

 "I've given it a lot of thought, and I love Marco," I nearly choked, but made myself say, "But, I can't live without you either."

 "What are you saying?" 

 "I'm saying that if I decide to spend the night with you sometime, I hope the offer still stands."

 "Of course." 

 He cranked the car, and we were several minutes away from the party before he asked, "Why would you make this decision now? Are you not happy with the werewolf?"

 "Yes," I said. "But … something's still missing."

 That wasn't entirely a lie, and whether or not he believed it, Dracula didn't ask any more questions. He didn't ask if I was still seeing Marco, or any other questions I wouldn't have been able to contain if I were him. He just sat there, so still he didn't even blink. When he took me home, he walked me to the front door and didn't even try to kiss me goodnight. 

 He was halfway down the steps before he turned back and said, "Do you pity me?"

 "No."

 And that was the end of the conversation. He got in the car and drove away. 

* * * *

 We didn't speak after that except for rehearsal, and that's where we were a week later when Kat came running up the center aisle. She looked pale, and I saw Alek stop her. She was telling him something, and she was frantic, but I couldn't hear. 

 In the scene we had been rehearsing Dracula was wearing a tight red suit with long coattails and a flowing red cape. He leapt over the lights on the front of the stage and I watched as the cape billowed behind him. He took Kat by the hand and sat down with her on the front row. The mask he was wearing for this scene was a skull, but even through that I could see he wanted me to join them. I took the stairs at the side of the stage, walking quickly to them, but being careful not to trip on my dress. 

 Alek yelled for everyone to rehearse the ballet from act three. 

 As I approached I heard Kat saying, "It was just laying there in front of the shop. I called Marco, but he wasn't there. I didn't know what else to do. I knew you were both here, so I just came as quick as I could."

 "What was laying there?" Dracula asked.

 "A dead deer," she said, nearly gagging. "But it wasn't just dead; its guts were ripped out."

 Kat made a face and I wondered if I should fetch her something to be sick in besides the front row.

 "Like something had been eating it?" Alek asked.

 "No, like someone disemboweled it on my doorstep," she said.

 Kat started crying and Dracula put his arm around her. He rubbed her back a few times, murmuring words of comfort before turning back to me and Alek. "This is a message," he said to me. I knew without more of an explanation he meant it could have been Kat. They knew who I was, and they knew who my friends were. I was torn between relief that it hadn't been her and anger that anyone would dare threaten my friend.

 "Who would deliver a fucking sick ass message like that?" Kat said, her voice muffled by Dracula's collar.

 "Not here," the vampire cautioned. 

 He helped Kat to her feet and with a hand on her elbow, began guiding us toward his office. Alek spread his arms behind me as if to usher us more quickly through the hall. He acted like he was afraid the dressing rooms had ears, and maybe they did.

 Once we were inside and the lock secured behind us, Dracula explained to Kat what was going on. He paced as he spoke, his long red cape dragging the floor behind him. 

 "Were you alone?" he asked.

 "Yes, I was alone all day. Katie and Mary both took the day off. It was just me inside," Kat explained.

 "You were inside while they did this?"

 "Yes," she said, shuddering like she had a chill. "And I didn't hear a thing."

 Dracula listened while Kat told him how her day had gone. Nothing sounded suspicious. He propped against the desk with his arms crossed, one hand underneath his chin. Considering the skull mask he was wearing, the sight was quite imposing.

 When she was finished he said, "Do not go back there for any reason."

 Kat didn't like to be ordered around. The fact that she didn't argue said volumes about how scared she was. 

 "Call your employees; tell them to take the week off." He knelt down and took Kat's hands in his. She was shaking. "I will pay you to not go back there," he said with a smile, attempting to lighten her mood.

 "Thanks," she said, "but I'd stay at home for free."

 "I insist," he said. "I will pay Katie and Mary too, just keep them away from the shop. I believe this was only a message to me, but I will take no chances."

 I sat on the sofa with Kat, and she sipped the drink Alek made for her. We waited in silence while Dracula called Marco. He put the call on speaker so everyone could hear. Marco answered on the second ring. He had been in the shower when Kat called. When Dracula explained the situation to him they made arrangements for Kat's protection. Judas would stay with her, and several werewolf guards would take turns watching her house until the situation with the vampires could be resolved. Marco also arranged for Elijah to stay with him and Luther. Since Elijah was a new werewolf he wasn't sure he could handle himself well enough to survive an attack, and he was convinced that if they had seen Kat, they had seen Elijah. Marco asked for a private word with him and Dracula picked up the receiver. 

 After he hung up the phone he turned to us and said, "That only leaves you, my angel."

 "Me?"

 "If they know who your friends are, then they know where you live. You cannot go back there," he said reasonably.

 "I'll go to club Red."

 "That is the next place they would look."

 "Then where am I supposed to go?"

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Nine

 

 I couldn't go home with Kat since that would just put her in more danger. 

 "Can't I just hide in the dungeon with Alek?" I asked.

 "The wizard has been seen alone these past weeks, so I do not think they have associated him with you yet."

 "It would stand to reason," Alek agreed. "I go out during the day, and return in the early morning. They wouldn't be able to watch me."

 Dracula nodded his agreement as he said, "According to Mason they have no daytime spies."

 He turned back to me then and his cape made a soft swishing sound as he took a step forward. "Stay with me, my angel. There is no safer place."

 I believed him. 

 "But what about Marco?" I asked softly.

 "It was his suggestion."

 I raised an eyebrow as I asked, "Can I at least pack some clothes?"

 "I will take you in the morning."

 When I looked confused he explained, "It is supposed to rain. I can go out around noon and be fine. They cannot. We will need to hurry."

 After rehearsal that night, Alek drove Kat home and I went back down to Dracula's castle. I had changed back into my jeans and t-shirt, and I was cold. He hadn't changed yet and I watched his back with the long red cape spilling about him. There was no safer place on earth than with Dracula. No one else knew where he slept, and the entrance was blood-coded. If I ever left, I couldn't get back in without him. Marco loved me and would fight to the death to protect me, but even the wolf king could not offer this kind of security.

 Once we were safely inside I followed the vampire to his bedroom. I took a seat on the massive bed and watched from the back as he walked over to a small table with a white marble top. Here he removed his mask and cufflinks, as well as a long black scarf. On his way past me he flung the cape across the foot of the bed and walked into a large closet on the opposite end of the room. Dracula's bedroom was big enough to fit an entire one and a half story house. I hadn't even noticed the two connecting doors on the left until then. 

 For the next several minutes I sat staring numbly into the empty fireplace. I couldn't believe someone had threatened Kat's life and I couldn't even run to Marco for comfort. We were still seeing each other. He had still been spending the night at my house. Why would he suggest I come to Dracula? Then I remembered I had my cell phone in my pocket and I called and asked him.

 "Why here?" I said after he asked if I was alright.

 "Because I can't offer his kind of security."

 "But he's the one they're out to get," I insisted. 

 "Can you think of a safer place?"

 "No." I couldn't.

 "Then try to relax. We'll handle this. Neither one of us is taking any chances with you, nor can I think of anything safer than an underground fortress."

 As usual, Marco made a lot of sense. He told me he loved me and we said goodnight. It wasn't that I was uncomfortable with Dracula. It didn't even bother me that I was in his bedroom. However, the fact that these things didn't bother me made me question whether or not I had any business there. 

 When he walked back out of the closet Dracula was dressed once again in black silk pajama pants and a long flowing robe. I also noticed he had completely covered the right side of his face with a black mask. It fit around his head with a band, like an eye patch, but the material was soft to the touch and had an opening for his eye. While I reached out to touch the mask he handed me a matching silk robe.

 "You can sleep in this," he said softly. "Unless you prefer your own skin."

 "I prefer a bath," I said, offering him a weary smile.

 "Right this way."

 Dracula's bathroom was as big as my bedroom and bathroom combined. Along one wall was a vanity with white marble counter tops and two sinks which were also marble. All of the fixtures were made of gold. There was one long mirror which ran the length of the counter top. The lighting strip above the mirror had bulbs like you'd expect to see in a dressing room, but they were much softer. Even the toilet was marble, with a golden handle. 

 At the back of the room against the wall was the biggest tub I had ever seen. It was in the shape of an oval. The tub was also white marble. It sat on a platform which elevated it from the floor enough to require two steps up. The area all around the tub was tiled, including a section to the left that was sort of like a tiled shelf. It was large enough that you could sit on it, but not stretch out completely. Dracula had many candles scattered over the tiles here, and he lit them while he turned to me and said, "The towels are in the linen cabinet behind you, my angel." 

 When I opened the linen cabinet I found his towels neatly stacked into sections of black and white. I would have arranged them the same way and it made me smile. I selected a black towel and washcloth and put them on the closed toilet seat. Dracula began filling the tub as he turned to me and said, "Would you like something to drink? I am unaccustomed to guests. We will have to shop for food tomorrow."

 "That's alright. I couldn't eat anyway, but a drink would be nice."

 He bowed slightly and left me to undress. 

 I stripped down and got in the tub while it finished filling. The water was warm, and I could smell that he had added vanilla bath oil while I wasn't looking. The candles gave the room a soft inviting glow and I decided to turn off the lights in order to enjoy it more fully. I stepped back out of the tub and padded over to flip the switch. I felt a little calmer, standing there in the dim light. 

 I climbed back into the tub and watched the reflection of the small flames dance across the water. Yes, the scenery was very pleasant, but I was worried about Dracula. He looked awful. He was paler than I had ever seen him and it scared the shit out of me. When the water reached my shoulders I shut it off, took the extra towel Dracula had put by the tub and folded it underneath my neck. 

 I had to know what was wrong. If Dracula wouldn't just come out and tell me, that left me only one other choice. I closed my eyes and began to breathe deeply. The scented bath oil helped to soothe me further. And the semi-darkness of the room worked to my advantage as well. 

 Within a matter of minutes I had fallen into a trance.

 "Mathias?"

 "Yes, child?"

 "What's wrong with him? And don't give me any bullshit. Dracula looks awful. You said his life was in my hands. What were you talking about? What do I have to do?"

 "I see," he said after several minutes. "The vampire grows more and more pale?" he asked. 

 "Yes."

 "He has lost his appetite," he said simply.

 "For blood? But he can feed from people's desires," I insisted.

 "For blood and indeed for the desires of others." He sighed. "He pines for you, but it is more than your desire he craves."

 "Are you telling me Dracula is dying for lack of love?"

 "Your love," he corrected. "Even the strongest cannot live without nourishment, my child … and you are his."

 "But I do love him," I said softly. "Do I just need to tell him?"

 "Show him," Mathias said. "No amount of words will give him what he needs."

 "How did he survive without me?"

 "Miserably," he answered. "A dream of you has kept him alive since I first mentioned you to him many years ago." When I didn't speak for several heartbeats Mathias explained, "A part of you belongs with him, just as a part belongs with the werewolf. It is not a matter of decision," he said patiently, "it is a matter of the heart."

 "What the hell does that mean?"

 "Can you go somewhere and leave your heart behind?" he asked.

 "No."

 "Then you cannot live without him. Do not wait too long to act, my dear. Eternal love is something you can never get back. The vampire himself can testify that no amount of longing will raise the dead."

 I was snapped out of my trance by Dracula's cold hand against my face. I jumped.

 "Sorry," he said. "I thought you might have fainted."

 "It's alright," I said, sitting up to take the glass of red wine he offered. 

 When he turned to leave I reached out to stop him, but stopped just short of contact. 

 "Please, don't go. Whatever this awkwardness is between us let's end it now. I have never pitied you, nor am I repulsed by the sight of you. Whatever you're thinking, it's wrong."

 "I think I hold you prisoner." 

 "Then I am a willing captive," I whispered fervently. 

 "Then why did you call the werewolf?" he asked sadly.

 "Because I love him and I miss him." I wasn't going to lie to Dracula. 

 He turned to leave again and I stood up and reached for him. When I touched his shoulder he froze, but he didn't face me.

 "If you suffer for my love, then you suffer needlessly. I have loved you long before I ever saw your face. You can hide it from me all you like, but you're still the man of my dreams, no matter what you look like." He glanced over his shoulder and I continued, "I couldn't tell you before because I was scared to death. I'm afraid of loving you."

 "Afraid that you do, or that you might?"

 "Both," I answered.

 "Ah," he said, moving closer. It was damn hard to think with him this close. "If you think you could love me, then by all means do not hold back."

 I must have looked surprised. 

 "I am a grown man, remember? I can take it. The worst thing that you could do would be to stop yourself now. Think of all of the people you have loved and how it has changed you. For good or bad, it has made you the woman you are today. As you have said to me, you may be bent a little, but you have not yet broken."

 He smiled at the last part and then grew serious, moving in so close we almost kissed as he whispered, "Do not stop yourself from loving me, my angel … I would like to be loved."

 I had to agree with him on this one. You should never miss a chance to fall in love. Not when someone like Dracula might catch you. How I could love Marco so much and still love him was beyond me, but I did, and it frightened me.

 "Stay with me," I whispered against his lips.

 Dracula kissed me as he took me in his arms and stepped in the tub. His long robe floated in the water around him as he moved toward where I had backed myself against the wall to keep from slipping.

 "Why have you done this to yourself?" I asked, as I rubbed my thumb across the circle underneath his left eye.

 "I cannot eat," he said hoarsely, "cannot sleep, still I hunger for you." He pulled me into his arms. "For your nearness, your touch." He kissed my throat and moaned, "For your smell." He licked across my jugular as he whispered, "I have missed the way your innocence tastes."

 "I'm not innocent," I said softly. My voice sounded detached, almost intoxicated but I hadn't even tasted the wine. Then I remembered how he could also soothe with his touch and felt his hands against my bare skin. Dracula was using his powers to calm me and I appreciated the gesture. 

 "In the best sense of the word," he whispered, "yes, you are. You still believe in love at first sight, at good conquering evil. That kind of faith is rare, and I miss it."

 "You can really taste all of that?"

 "Yes."

 I looked up at him and found his eyes to be a solid emerald. The effect should have been frightening, but it was far from it. His hair was tousled slightly and hanging in ebony waves around his shoulders. The dark mask which covered the right side of his face seemed to be only a shadow across his skin, giving him the appearance of standing half in darkness and half in the light. I wanted to live in the promise of ecstasy I saw in his eyes.

 "How long has it been since you've fed?" I asked.

 "Weeks."

 "Then end this fast tonight. You have offered me your protection, let me give you my strength."

 Without having to be asked twice he bit me. The pain was slight, and I knew it was because he wished it so. One moment I was in his arms, the next I woke up in his bed. My hair had been dried and I was naked beneath his silk sheets. I heard a fire crackling in the hearth, but I couldn't move. For a moment I was terrified, but then I looked up into Dracula's eyes.

 "Ssshhh," he soothed. "You fainted. You will be alright by tomorrow."

 I just looked my questions at him, unable to even speak. I had never been weakened this way from his bite before.

 "I am sorry, my angel, but my starvation has left me ravenous. I drew from your strength as well as your blood. Do not fear, you will recover," he promised.

 He looked underneath the sheets and smiled at me playfully before adding, "And I will not take advantage of you in this state. Whatever your reasoning for coming to me, I know that you still care very deeply for the werewolf. I would have you alert and consenting if we are to go further." He leaned over and kissed my forehead before adjusting his mask. "But I thank you for your sacrifice tonight. Rest well, my angel. You are safe with me."

* * * *

 I was dead to the world until noon the next day. I awoke to Dracula sitting beside me, brushing the hair back from my face. I had to admit, this ranked right up there with waking up beside Marco. I took pleasure and comfort in the touch of his hand against my face, but didn't open my eyes yet. I took a deep breath, appreciating as always the scent of his cologne. For so long in my dreams I had known his touch. These gentle hands were as familiar to me as my own and I nearly cried at the emotions I felt coursing through him. Then I thought how lost I would be if I never again felt his touch and I opened my eyes to be sure it wasn't a dream. I sat up slowly, still feeling very weak, and he offered me a glass of water. 

 "We need to get you something to eat," he said.

 He was still wearing the soft black mask, but even with half his face hidden I could see a marked improvement in his appearance. 

 "You look better," I said, smiling my approval.

 He only smiled in return and helped me to get dressed. I needed his help, because I could barely walk. However if we didn't go get my things now, we might not have another chance any time soon. He informed me that Kat had called him and she and Mary were to meet us at my house along with Judas and Luther. 

 It was Mary's abduction a little over a month ago that had led to Elijah's brutal attack. He barely survived, and she had been badly beaten. In his opinion they were both lucky, even if he was a werewolf. It hadn't affected the sparkle in his blue eyes in the slightest. However, he wasn't taking any chances with his sister this time. One of the cops Elijah worked with owned a cabin in Tennessee, and he was insisting that she go there for at least a few weeks. Kat and I were going to help disguise her, and she would be leaving for the mountains from my house.

 Dracula waited until we were at the front door of Original Sin to put on his long cloak and pull up the hood. It was storming outside, and there was no sunlight to speak of, but he said the cloak would keep us both from the rain. He was wearing casual black pants with a drawstring and the green tunic I loved so much because it matched his eyes. He hugged me tightly against his side and I breathed in his intoxicating cologne before he opened the door and led us out into the storm. 

 He helped me inside the car before getting behind the wheel, and offered me a towel while we drove. Even with the heavy cloak, my arms had gotten wet when I got in the car. While I dried off I took another good look at Dracula and wished for a moment he had gotten wet. I had never seen anyone look as good as he did wet. The only one who came close was Marco. Maybe it was because he had power over the storm that Dracula seemed to go so well with the rain. Whatever it was, I liked it. The sound of the rain as it fell on the car and the quiet solace of his presence did me good.

 Kat and Mary were waiting for us in the sitting room when we got to my house. Alek had let them in and was talking to Judas and Luther in the kitchen.

 "Where's Johnny?" I asked. 

 "Did you miss me, baby?" he asked, as he strutted into the room.

 "Always, sweetheart," I said, mocking his voice.

 He hugged me and said, "I've been keeping all the doors and windows locked, and I've been keeping James Matthew informed of the situation."

 In my haste to be sure everyone was safe, I had completely forgotten the vampire executioner. 

 "Thanks, Johnny."

 "Let's make this quick," Mary said. "Elijah expects me to be on the road already."

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Ten

 

 We hurried upstairs and Dracula packed my bag while we found a suitable disguise for Mary. She was about my height with long blond hair, and green eyes. She looked a lot like Elijah, and they were both attractive. We didn't think Mary was a target, but if anyone did know who she was, her long blond hair would be something they were sure to look for.

 "What about your wig?" Kat suggested.

 "Oh yeah," Mary chimed in. 

 Dracula had insisted that my hair color remain the same for my portrayal of Christine. I had several long red wigs in different styles. Kat pulled one from the closet and started adjusting it on Mary's head.

 When she was finished I stood back and commented, "I think you look better as a redhead than I do."

 "You do yourself a disservice," Dracula purred. "No offense," he said to Mary. "You make a stunning blond, but I believe my angel has cornered the market on red."

 I hadn't expected that at all and stood openmouthed until he said, "Are you ready?"

 "You've already packed for me?"

 "Matching panties and all," he replied with a smile.

 Kat giggled and Mary blushed bright enough to match the wig.

 "I guess we should all be going then," Mary said, avoiding looking at Dracula.

 "Yeah," Kat and I said together. 

 Dracula left the room first followed by Mary. Kathryn caught my wrist and pulled me behind the door. 

 "Are you sleeping with him?" she whispered.

 "Technically," I said.

 "Technically?"

 "Yes, but not in the carnal sense of the word," I explained.

 "Ah, so you're not off fornicating in a dark fortress somewhere while I'm having to look at dead animals," she drawled. 

 I laughed. "No, Kat." 

 I called down the stairs to Dracula that I would need just a few more minutes, and then pulled Kat into the bathroom to explain. We hadn't had the opportunity to catch up lately, and she was horrified not only at what Mathias had suggested, but the fact that Dracula would rather die than risk my happiness.

 "He'll never let you go through with it if he knows." She sniffed, tears sliding down her cheeks. "I never thought you'd find someone who loves you as much as Marco, but that man does," she said pointing toward the stairs. After she sniffed a few more times Kat said, "I can't believe Marco went along with this. He's such a good man." She sighed, "When am I going to find one of those? You've managed to find two for crying out loud."

 "What about Judas?" I asked.

 This was getting interesting.

 "Oh, he's fine." Kat sighed again. "But how much fun is an eight inch dick with no brain attached to it?"

 I doubled over laughing. Dracula walked back in at that moment and I blushed. I didn't want to tell her how much fun it was when there was a brain attached. 

 "I hate to break up the girl talk," he said, smiling as he reached for me. "But we must get going. The sky grows darker, and I fear we are no longer safe here."

 That sobered us both up in a hurry. 

 "Do you really think Kat's safe enough?" I asked. 

 I couldn't stand the thought of anything happening to her. Kat was the closest thing I had to a sister, and I thought for a moment that Elijah had the right idea sending Mary out of town.

 "If I did not think so, I would never let her leave this house," he assured me.

 So, we went back out to the car and Alek kissed me on the cheek, promising to make Johnny clean up after himself. Alek had just enough OCD to come in handy sometimes. Nothing like the slightly obsessive compulsive to keep things in order. I could pick on him because I was the same way. Apparently so was Dracula, because once we were back at the castle and I opened my black leather bag I found my underwear as neatly arranged as the towels in his bathroom. 

 While we were packing and talking, he had sent Luther to the store, so we didn't have to worry about groceries. Well, I didn't have to worry. Dracula knew what was on the menu for him: me. What choice did we have? Until a plan could be formed we were going underground for at least a week.

* * * *

 In spite of the circumstances, the next few days were very enjoyable. Dracula and I slept in the same bed, but he never tried to come on to me. He was his usual flirtatious self, but I knew he didn't plan to take things further. He would honor his agreement with Marco unless I flat out told him otherwise. 

 He gave me a tour of the castle, which was too large to cover in one day, or even in a week. We saw something new every day and I got to hear the history behind many of the pieces in his collection of artifacts. I could have stayed forever, and that worried me. It was late Wednesday afternoon when my phone rang. Dracula couldn't get cable this far down, but somehow my cell phone had a signal. Go figure.

 When I answered a familiar voice said quickly, "Don't hang up."

 It was Alfred. He didn't have to worry about me hanging up, I couldn't even move. I had sat down on the bed to answer the phone. It was fortunate I wasn't standing, because I might have fainted. 

 "What do you want?" I asked, my voice barely more than a breathy whisper.

 "I just want to know if you're alright. I know it is no longer my business, but I had to call. Marco has been here off and on for the past three days informing Aldan of the situation. He's also stopped by to assure Jacob of your safety, though he wouldn't disclose a location while I was present." He sighed. "I suppose I deserve that. Look, I'm not asking where you are, or who you're with …" 

 It had been a long time since I'd heard Alfred's voice, and it was killing me. The only thing worse than the pain I felt was the misery I could hear in his voice. Alfred had been a part of my life since I was ten years old. First as my dad's partner, then as my own, and later as my lover. I had loved him in one way or another for the last sixteen years. You couldn't shut feelings for someone like that off, no matter what you found out about them. I could still remember the way his hair looked against my pillow, shinning like polished obsidian in the morning light. 

 I started to cry, I couldn't help it. I cried for several minutes and I knew he could hear me. I didn't have anything to say to Alfred, but I felt so much. Even if he had signed my death warrant, I missed him. I missed his cooking. I missed his smile and the deep caramel of his skin. I missed the arms that once held me while I slept and I missed the man that I still loved. 

 "I'm so sorry, Lilith," he whispered. "I would never have hurt you. I can only imagine what you must be thinking, but I never had any intention of following through with those orders. I took the assignment so on one else could. I was afraid someone would take those orders and follow through with them. No matter what you think, I was trying to protect you."

 "Alfred, you signed the paper," I said quietly. "You agreed that if I started to turn into more of a monster you would kill me."

 "But I would never have done it," he insisted. 

 I listened quietly while Alfred whispered many soft apologies in Italian before saying, "Don't shut me away completely, Lilith. Please, speak to me."

 I didn't know how to not speak to Alfred. After sixteen years one conversation seemed like a small request. I had missed him so much. 

 "What do you want to talk about?" I asked. 

 It was nearly an hour later, once my heart had calmed down that I realized we were talking just like we used to. Things weren't the same, but it felt good to be able to talk to Alfred. The knot that had been inside of me seemed to loosen and I let myself enjoy the sound of his voice.

 "Your buddy has been here lately too," he said.

 "My buddy?"

 If Alfred, or my professor friend Richard, ever referred to someone as "my buddy" that meant it was someone they hated. 

 "Bradley."

 Bradley and I had dated for three and a half years before I found out he was a liar, a married liar. Alfred hated him with a passion. As much as I despised his behavior, I couldn't bring myself to hate him. I pitied Bradley. Particularly when Alfred had knocked him out cold on the steps outside of headquarters last January.

 "Bradley! Why the hell would I want to talk about him?"

 "Oh this is good," Alfred laughed. "He's been having panic attacks."

 "What's that chicken-shit afraid of now?" I asked sarcastically.

 "Me," he said with more than a trace of pride in his voice. 

 Alfred is six foot five and fairly well built, I could see being afraid of someone his size. Especially if that someone had hit me as hard as he'd hit Bradley.

 "He almost hyperventilates every time I pass him in the hall," he laughed. "Bastard's afraid I'll deck him again."

 I started laughing too. "That's great. Serves him right, lying prick. How did he ever get into hunting werewolves in the first place? He's afraid of everything."

 "Well, between you and me," Alfred said, "he doesn't do a hell of a lot."

 Alfred got really quiet before asking, "So, where are you?"

 "Do you really want to know?"

 "Yes," he said carefully.

 "I'm with Dracula."

 Alfred had gone ballistic when he found out I had brought Dracula home the first time. He'd called him a monster and demanded that I make him leave. Turns out it was Alfred who left, and it hadn't been pretty.

 "Is he as protective of you as Marco?" he asked.

 "Yes."

 "Then I guess you're safe," he said, sounding defeated. "Take care, Lil."

 "It was good to hear your voice," I said softly.

 "You too."

 When he hung up I didn't cry. I just sat there staring at the phone until Dracula walked in.

 "Everything alright?" he asked, taking a seat beside me.

 "Fine."

 "Who was that?"

 "Alfred."

 He raised one eyebrow but didn't otherwise comment while I told him about the conversation.

 "It was really good to hear his voice again," I admitted. "I know that sounds stupid, but it made me feel better."

 "It is not stupid, my angel, to enjoy talking to someone you have loved," he said softly. He smiled as he took my hand in his.

 Dracula looked better every time I let him take my blood, and I returned his smile while I admired the returned glow to his skin. He had yet to ask why I had offered myself to him again. Nor did he ask nosy questions about mine and Marco's relationship. I had expected questions this week, especially while we were alone. But all I had been shown was kindness and an insight into the man he used to be. I found myself loving him more for not pushing the issue. 

 "Are you hungry?" he asked. 

 "But you promised you would show me some of your weapons," I said and was ashamed at how whiny my voice sounded.

 "Can you eat and walk?" he teased.

 "Yeah, I can."

 I carried around a bowl full of cherries while Dracula led me to one of the rooms where he had some very old weapons stored. There were weapons throughout the entire castle, but most were in the armory or in a large room I called "the museum." 

 After I indulged my fascination for mostly medieval weaponry, we went into the library. The tour was pretty much over for the day and he was just looking for a specific book, but I couldn't stop staring. 

 "What are these scrolls here?" I asked pointing to some manuscripts preserved behind glass. "That's not … is it?" 

 As I looked more closely at the writing he answered, "From the library in Alexandria."

 I was too stunned to comment. Instead I walked toward the back of the room. In the corner was the biggest sword I had ever seen. It stood almost as tall as me and was also encased in glass. It was fairly well preserved but there was a stain near the bottom.

 I put down my cherries and knelt to get a closer look. 

 "Is that …?"

 "Blood," he answered. "AB negative to be exact."

 I gave him a skeptical look and he informed me, "A vampire does not forget rare blood."

 "Where did you get it? It's huge," I said, straightening up and retrieving my cherries.

 "It was made by giants," he said, but offered no further explanation. 

* * * *

 We spent most of the next day rehearsing. After this week we would rehearse every night in preparation for next month's opening. After talking with Alek in the office they shared at the back of the theatre, we locked up behind him and escaped through the trap door. We had been working on a scene where The Phantom first appears to Christine and takes her beneath the opera house to his lair. Neither one of us had changed. Since I was the one wearing a see-thru white gown and a corset, I'd say he'd gotten the better deal. 

 As we moved quickly down the long staircase he stopped, unfurling his cape dramatically before securing it around my shoulders. 

 "I sometimes forget how cold it is down here." He smiled as he added, "My apologies."

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Eleven

 

 While I wondered if he had been reading my mind I took a few minutes to appreciate how good he looked. Once we were in the boat I sat facing him rather than take in the view of the approaching castle. He was absolutely gorgeous. He wore a deep wine-colored vest with intricate embroidery and a dress coat you'd expect of The Phantom, but he did so with far more style than I'd seen before. His long hair was pulled back tightly with a ribbon and there was a silk scarf tucked into his collar. He wore gloves also. The only part of his flesh that was visible at all was the left side of his face and his lips. I stared at him, allowing my mind to drink him in. Here he was at last, my romantic ideal and the man of my dreams all rolled up in one. So, why couldn't I take advantage of that? Because I didn't want to hurt him.

 Once we were inside I sat down on the bed and began to remove my thigh high white panty hose. I couldn't get our opening song off my mind. Alek had positively harped on it tonight and we'd gone over it at least five times. 

 As I hummed the music, I heard the band begin to play. Even though we'd just been practicing with a live orchestra upstairs, I knew they hadn't followed us. I turned to find Dracula still in half of his costume and smiling at me. I had an instrumental copy of the music and he'd packed it along with my clothes for practice. Alek knew how much I loved to sing in the shower and had recorded it just for me. He gave it to me with a note attached to the top which read, "Practice."

 "Shall we try it again?" Dracula asked as he removed the scarf and began to unbutton his vest.

 As it turns out, his bedroom has great acoustics and we sang for a few minutes before we reached the part of the story where Raoul and Christine proclaim their love. I froze, unsure of how to continue.

 "I have always wanted to give this one a try," he whispered during the opening cords of the song.

 It seemed a bit strange, to have him sing a love song meant for Raoul. He reached for me and I stepped toward him. As he began to sing I felt something stir within me, something that I had not felt when I'd sang this song with Luther. I wanted to cry out and fall into his arms. 

 When Raoul sang the song, it was filled with joy, and hope. It was a request for love. But when The Phantom sang, it was not a request, but a fervent plea, a desperate longing to be loved. His voice was filled with a passion, a fire so consuming that I could not deny him. As I sang my part I meant every word in a way I never had. I couldn't help but feel that this was how it was meant to be sung. He begged me to love him. He did not ask to merely be with me always, but to become a part of me … and I accepted. 

 When the music stopped, he switched off the CD player. Silence hung between us. We both knew what we had just revealed. I let him hold me against him while both of us pretended we didn't want to cry.

* * * *

 The next morning I was supposed to meet Bade at Original Sin. Luther had underestimated how much I could eat in a week and Dracula felt Bade would be sufficient protection for a quick trip into town. Luther and Johnny had been taking turns driving my car around town and leaving it parked at various places. Just so people wouldn't think I was in hiding. 

 I finished getting dressed and looked back to where Dracula lay sleeping. It was still too early for him to be up. He looked like a fallen angel with his dark hair spilling over the reddish pink satin of the pillows. The left side of his face was turned up and from where I stood he still looked perfect. As was usually the case when I looked at Dracula, I felt like I should fall to my knees. Not to worship him, but to thank God that I had eyes. 

 I kissed his face and slipped my cell phone underneath his hand. He had Bade's number if he needed to find me. Since I knew he would worry, even though he knew where I was going, I put a note beside him on the pillow that said, "I'll hurry."

 He should be up in time to let me back in. Navigating a narrow boat across the lake was harder than I expected. Dracula had made it look so easy. But he had a way of making things seem easier when he was around. 

 When I finally made it to Original Sin I was already tired. I found Bade waiting in a booth near the front door. He was wearing a pair of torn designer jeans and a tight t-shirt which read: "Save a cow, eat a vegan."

 I laughed when I saw him. "Love the shirt."

 Bade rose to his full height as I stepped up to the booth and our bodies brushed together as he said, "Love the smile."

 While he opened the door of his red convertible for me he said that Mason had been in touch. As it turns out, The Dungeon was more than a favorite hangout for vamps and shifters who were into S & M. It was also a safe house for visiting vampires who had no other daytime refuge. Some of the vampires after Dracula were actually staying below ground there. Mason was currently trying to gain their trust enough to set a trap. This was good news.

 "Does Dracula know?" I asked.

 "I told him late last night. You were already asleep."

 We took our time in town. Despite my promise to hurry I was enjoying being out, and I was enjoying Bade's company. It was a beautiful day. We even stopped to check on Kat's shop and make sure the "on vacation" sign was still hanging out front. We picked up lunch while we were out and took it over to the theatre. 

 After lunch, Bade offered to help me with some of the final touches on some props for the upcoming performance. While we cracked jokes and fixed loose ropes and wiring I completely lost track of time. We had a rehearsal scheduled that night, so I figured Dracula would find me there and know everything was alright. Besides, if he was really worried, he would have already called Bade. 

 It was dusk, and I expected some of the other actors to be arriving soon. The vamps wouldn't come out until full dark, but most of the cast were werewolves, so we could go on without them. Since werewolves needed to eat regularly and we would most likely practice well into the night, Bade and I had the bright idea of getting some doughnuts.

 We had just walked back on stage when the front door banged open. I was startled to see Mason storming up the aisle. Mason ran The Dungeon, and its décor matched his style. He was wearing tight leather pants and a silk dress shirt. Mason is over six feet tall, and normally wears platform boots, making his slender rock star frame appear even thinner. His pale makeup made him look more frightening as well as the dark liner around his eyes and the cherry red of his lips. 

 "He said you weren't here!" he yelled at me.

 "Who said, Mason? What's going on?"

 I came down from the stage, dread growing inside of me as Mason approached. 

 "Dracula got a phone call from Marco," he said.

 My heart stopped. "Has something happened to Marco?"

 "No. But they think something has happened to you," he explained. "Marco got a phone call informing him that if he wanted to see the redhead alive again he would send them Dracula."

 "What? But I've been with Bade the whole time. Why didn't he call us?"

 Bade reached for his back pocket nervously. "Shit, I forgot my phone!"

 Mason gestured toward Bade as if to say, "That's why."

 "He came up here to look for you and you were gone. He had no other way of getting in touch with you."

 I didn't like the tone of his voice. "Mason, where is he?"

 "He's gone to find you," he said helplessly.

 I grabbed him by the wrist as I started toward the door. "Come on!"

 "Where are we going?" Bade asked, following closely on my heels.

 "You know where they are, right?" I asked Mason.

 "Yes."

 "We're going to get my vampire back."

 These bastards had set a trap for the two people I was most willing to die for. I just hoped it didn't come to that.

* * * *

 We drove for an hour straight to the middle of nowhere. I didn't even know where we were. I was too upset to pay attention. If they called Marco first then that meant he had gone too, they might both already be dead for all I knew. But I couldn't think that way, surely I would have felt it if one of them had died. 

 We pulled up at an old barn. There wasn't a house close by which was a big clue that we had no business there. When we got out of the car I remembered I was unarmed. 

 "Mason," I said, grabbing his wrist. "We don't have any weapons. I know you're a vampire and he's a werewolf, but we don't know how many of them there are."

 "Calm yourself," Mason said in his deep smooth voice as he opened the trunk.

 Mason's trunk contained an arsenal that would have made Alfred proud. There was a small flame thrower, a grenade launcher, several swords and daggers, guns, ammo, a mace, and a large water gun.

 "What the fuck?" Bade said, pointing at the water gun.

 "Holy water," Mason said simply.

 I snatched the weapon up before either of them could claim it. 

 "If those bastards have hurt my men, I'll make them burn," I growled.

 Mason's wicked smile showed his approval as he picked up the long spiked mace. Bade reached into the back and pulled out a thick silver chain. He started wrapping the chain around his knuckles as he put something I couldn't see in his back pocket. 

 "I have gloves so you can use that without pain," Mason offered.

 Bade only smiled and said, "Thanks, mate, but I'll take the pain."

 It was two weeks before the next full moon, and the night was almost completely dark as we entered the barn. There was a large trap door near the back and it was open. The barn itself didn't seem odd or threatening in any way. There was even fresh hay up in the loft. It was the feeling radiating from the place that made me sick. 

 "I'll go first," Bade said, putting a hand against my shoulder to hold me back. 

 For once I didn't object and watched as Bade dropped down the hole. I jumped in behind him, followed by Mason. The room underneath the barn was empty and didn't even look like it belonged with the rest of the building. It was concrete and the walls were painted white. It was completely empty of even any equipment or furniture of any kind. There was a door on the other end of the room and we all walked cautiously toward it. The barn had obviously been built long after this underground structure. 

 When Bade opened the door it revealed a staircase leading further underground. 

 "What choice do we have?" he said with a shrug as he started down the stairs. 

 These stairs were old and not made from concrete, but carved out of stone. What the hell had we gotten ourselves into? The stairs led to another door. Since it was locked, we knocked on this one. It seemed a little stupid, but what else could we do? Whoever was here was probably expecting us. The door must have been sound proof because I couldn't hear any footsteps; the door was just suddenly opened. 

 "Please, come in," said an oriental vampire with very little accent.

 He was about five foot eight with short dark hair and a mustache. For some reason he instantly made me think if Ghengis Khan and that was not a good thing. 

 "Your would-be protector has just arrived," he said gesturing toward where Dracula stood. 

 His eyes widened at my appearance, but he otherwise showed no reaction. Marco was nowhere in sight. 

 "What game are you playing at Khan?" 

 He actually called him Khan! The other vampire smiled appreciatively, but I shivered at the sound of Dracula's voice. The voice that normally caressed when he spoke now promised violence I would not have wanted to be the recipient of. 

 "No game," Khan said with an evil smile. "I merely wish to show you something."

 He wore long flowing robes almost like a wizard. They were a pale green trimmed in gold and it gave him a sort of regal appearance. I noticed as he opened the next door that Khan walked with a cane, but he didn't have a limp.

 None of us were prepared for what was in the next room. A young woman with long red hair was hanging from the ceiling. There were hooks which were connected to the back of her shirt- at least I hoped they were connected to her shirt. What remained of her clothing had been torn, and her pants removed entirely. There was a vampire at both of her inner thighs and her legs were spread wide while they fed from her. There were many other bite wounds on her body. I was horrified, but I nearly threw up when she lifted her head. It was Mary. 

 "No," I said breathlessly. "Why would you do this?" I asked. 

 I tried to take a step forward but Dracula stopped me as Khan explained, "We thought she was you. Of course, after the wig came off we realized our mistake. However, you could not be found. If we could not find you, it stood to reason that perhaps he couldn't either," he said pointing to Dracula. "I never expected our bluff to work this well," he said, smiling. 

 "We thought that perhaps his bond was strong enough with you that he would feel your death, maybe even die himself," he said almost joyfully. "You see, there are those of us who wish to remain secret." He explained this as if we were having a casual conversation over tea. "If we can destroy the original then maybe it will be possible to drop out of sight. Make people believe there are less of us and that the few they encounter are rare." He sighed. "Unfortunately, without the council on our side, it is impossible to turn back time. Now, we must go on. But we can still punish his mistake."

 "I acted in favor of the majority," Dracula said, his voice cold.

 "Yes." Khan smiled. "But I've never been in favor of democracy."

 "What about Mary?" I asked.

 She whimpered and it was all I could do to keep from soaking him down with holy water. 

 "You can have her back," he said. "If you can claim her."

 He had scarcely spoken the words before the other two vampires were upon us. I was knocked against the wall so hard I nearly passed out from the impact. I dropped the water gun. A large vampire that looked like a barbarian of some sort jumped on top of me. He growled as he pressed his face closer to mine. My hands were around his throat and his face was wet with Mary's blood. I could hear her crying, and that was enough to unleash the beast within me. I'm very strong, but when adrenaline kicks in my strength becomes super human. I dug my hands into his Adam's apple and extended my claws. 

 He had only a moment for the shock to register on his features before I ripped out his throat. However, it took more than that to kill such an old vampire. Bade's chain whipped through the air and caught him from behind. While he yanked the barbarian backward, Mason brained him with the mace. 

 I turned away while Mason bashed his head into oblivion and Bade ripped out his heart with his bare hands. I went for the water gun as the other vamp who had been feeding on Mary turned on me. I couldn't see Dracula, but I could hear his whip snapping through the air and hear him struggling with Khan somewhere to my left. 

 As the vamp lunged at me I unleashed a spray of holy water across his bare chest. His skin bubbled and began to melt before my eyes. It was the worst burn I'd ever seen and made me feel sick to think of what had been done to Dracula's face. I'd never actually seen a vampire's reaction to holy water before. 

 He screamed and turned to find Bade standing behind him. To my surprise, Bade pulled a crucifix from his back pocket. Where was that in the trunk and why didn't I get it first? Mason recoiled from the sight but the other vampire only laughed.

 "I'm an atheist," he snarled. 

 Bade pressed the top of the cross and a long blade extended from the bottom.

 "Have some faith," he growled as he jammed the blade into the vampire's forehead.

 He snatched the blade out and stabbed the vampire through the heart while Mason ripped his head from his shoulders. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Twelve

 

 The walls were covered in blood and gore, and so was I. I turned around to see Dracula and Khan struggling near Mary. Khan was bleeding badly, and had several whip marks across his face. His clothes hung in shreds and in places so did his skin. 

 I ran forward and Khan flung his hand out in my direction. An invisible hand seemed to swat me backward. I hit Bade and we both hit the wall. Dracula backhanded Khan and as he fell to the floor he extended the blade which had been concealed in his walking cane. I screamed, but he wasn't going for Dracula, he was aiming at Mary.

 Before I finished drawing breath to scream again, Dracula had jumped in front of her. The blade pierced his chest and Khan looked triumphant. But then Dracula grabbed Khan's hand and pulled the blade through him to the hilt as he hissed, "You cannot kill what is already dead."

 Khan took a step back looking stunned. In one swift movement Dracula removed the blade as smoothly as if it had been in a sheath and slit Khan's throat. 

 With a scream of rage Khan spun around and flew from the room. A rush of air moved past where Bade and I still sat on the floor and he was gone. 

 "Where did he go?" Mason said, taking off toward the stairs.

 "Fuck him," I spat as I ran toward Dracula.

 He was removing Mary from the ceiling. Just as I had feared, the hooks were in her back and not her shirt. 

 "No," he whispered sadly as he removed her limp body from the hooks. Dracula wrapped Mary in his arms and sat on the floor. The red wig had fallen off and he ran his fingers through her long blond hair. "She was innocent," he said softly, still stroking her hair. 

 Bade and Mason walked over and he confirmed my fears. "Now she is dead," he whispered, "and it is my fault."

 "No," I said as I started crying over Mary along with Dracula. "Oh, God. Elijah thought she was safe." I wept harder, leaning over her. 

 We sat there for several moments before I wiped my eyes and said, "I don't know how to tell him."

 "I'll tell him," Marco's voice answered from the stairs. 

 "Marco," I said, running to him. 

 He wrapped me tightly in his arms. It was so good to see him.

 "Where were you?" I asked as I surveyed the large bump and cut on his forehead.

 "Luther and I were in an accident trying to get here," he said. "Is anyone else hurt?"

 "No," Bade answered.

 When I glanced back I was surprised to find him wiping tears also. 

 "How's Luther?" I asked.

 "He's outside in the taxi. He broke his arm, but he'll be fine in a few days."

 "You took a taxi?"

 "The driver's one of us," he explained. 

 I was still numb with shock. None of us seemed able to believe what had just happened. While Bade told Marco the story I went back over to Dracula. He had removed his coat and covered Mary's face. 

 "I've got a blanket in my car," Mason offered solemnly. 

 Dracula only nodded. When he had removed his coat I got a good look at how bad his injury was. It was the only wound Khan had been able to inflict, but it looked serious. His white shirt was soaked with blood, but he didn't seem to notice. 

 As I touched his shoulder just above the exit wound in his back he said softly, "I will heal." The pain in his voice tugged at my heart and he didn't need to say more for me to understand that she would not, and it was killing him.

 "I'll be back," I whispered. "We should get you home."

 "I'll take her body to the clinic," Bade said. "There's a morgue downstairs for werewolves."

 Marco wrapped his arm around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. 

 "See to his injuries," he said, nodding toward Dracula. "I'll tell Elijah tonight. We'll give them a chance to … clean her up."

 "What about you?" I asked, turning so that I could touch the cut on his forehead.

 "I'll be healed by tomorrow afternoon," he assured me. 

 Marco led me back up the stairs and into the night. We stopped beside Mason's car and he embraced me so tightly I thought something might break. 

 "I'm sorry Mary's dead," he cried. "But I was expecting to find you." 

 He pulled back and kissed me. His warm tears wet my face as he growled against my lips, "I don't know what I would have done if it was you, Red."

 I pressed my face against his chest and breathed in his familiar scent. It felt so good to be in his arms again. 

 "I've missed you," I said. "I've missed you so much." 

 I started kissing him through his t-shirt. I kissed over his chest and up to the side of his throat. It wasn't sexual, it was more of a desire to just touch him. He didn't ask if I had been sleeping with Dracula and I loved him for it. Of course, the fact that he still wore a mask probably gave that away. But still I took it as a sign of his love for me that he didn't push the issue. We stood there holding each other for several minutes before he said, "You should get Dracula home. He'll bleed out if he doesn't feed and get some rest." He sighed heavily before adding, "I'll call you before I talk to Elijah if you want to be there."

 "Yeah, I do."

 About that time I looked around Marco to see Mason removing a dark-colored blanket from the trunk of his car. 

 "Luther and I will follow you to the clinic if you'll give us a ride to The Dread Moon. I've got another car there," Marco said to him.

 "Of course." Mason nodded. 

 When I went back inside I found Bade standing near the door with Dracula drinking from his wrist. I hadn't expected Bade to open a vein. My surprise must have shown.

 "You shouldn't have to do everything," he said to me.

 I appreciated the gesture. By now Mason had moved Mary to the backseat of his car. He was standing slightly to our left and spraying the bodies down with holy water. He seemed to enjoy the way they sizzled. 

 When I stared at him he looked up and said, "You think they deserve to burn, right?"

 "Absolutely."

 He continued his work with my blessing. By the time I turned back around Dracula was finished. I could tell by the color of his shirt that he had already stopped bleeding. His shirt was beginning to darken as the blood dried. 

 "How did you get here?" I asked.

 I expected he had flown, but Dracula informed me his car was parked behind the barn. While everyone else headed toward the clinic, we returned to his castle. He and Marco both insisted it wasn't safe for me to show my face. As horrible as the events of the past hour were, they proved that Marco had been right to hide me with the vampire. 

 In the past week, I had discovered Dracula had two bathrooms which were attached to his bedroom. On one end was the one with the massive tub and across the room was a door which led to a smaller bathroom with a shower. He went toward the one with the shower, while I went to the other. 

 I didn't really take time to assess my own injuries, but they were not serious. I'd been knocked around, but poor Mary. I thought I would be sick, but I never was. I just sat on the floor with my head resting against the toilet seat and cried until I had no more tears. When I finally picked myself up off the floor and went into the other room I found Dracula sitting in front of the fire. He almost always had a fire because of the constant draft in the castle. The cold didn't affect him, so I knew he had made the fire for my benefit. 

 He had taken off his bloody shirt and cleaned up a bit. He was sitting on the large round cushion and staring into the flames. As I approached I watched the way the firelight cast shadows across the whip scars on his back. Years ago a pack of werewolves had nearly whipped him to death but they hadn't succeeded. Now a vampire had stabbed him, but Khan hadn't succeeded either. I looked at the wound he had acquired tonight. The skin was still red, but the wound was already closed and healing fast. By morning there wouldn't even be a trace. 

 The only reason the whip had scarred him was because it was tipped with bits of silver. After carrying silver around for so many years in order to hunt werewolves he had developed an allergy to it as well. There was something about the silver which caused it to scar a vampire's skin like a holy object would. I didn't fully understand it. I just put silver into the same category as holy objects.

 When I touched his back, Dracula put his head in his hands and started to cry. There is nothing more disconcerting to me than to hear a man cry. We're always taught that men aren't supposed to cry and when they do you know something has to be terribly wrong. As I touched his bare skin I knew why he was so upset. It wasn't just the loss of Mary. Dracula had barely known her. He grieved for another innocent life lost, and he blamed himself.

 "You did what you could," I said softly as I knelt down in front of him and put my head in his lap. "You were stabbed trying to save her. No one could ask more than that."

 "It is not only her loss," he said hoarsely. As he lowered his hands I could see Dracula had removed the mask, but his hair prevented me from seeing his face. "I thought they had you," he said, echoing Marco's response. "Oh, Lilith," he moaned as he took my face in his hands. "I was desperate. It took me so long to find you. I did something I never thought I would do again, something I have not done in thousands of years."

 "What?" I whispered.

 "I spoke to God," he said. "I did not expect him to listen after all this time, but I begged him for your life. I begged him," he cried as he slid to the floor and held me against him. "I am so sorry that someone had to die, but I feel more relief than anything else and it sickens me. I was so relieved to see your face. If someone had to die … anyone but you." He sighed as he brushed back my hair and began to kiss me. 

 I closed my eyes as Dracula's lips roamed over my face. He kissed my lips, my eyelids, my cheeks. God help me, I loved this man. He had done terrible things in his lifetime. But how long could someone be punished?

 "He is always listening," I said softly.

 "So it would seem," he said as he pulled me onto his lap. 

 Dracula sat with me on the floor for the longest time. He held me as if I were the most precious thing in the world. And I knew as he touched me that to him I was.

 When Marco called an hour later, Dracula went with me to tell Elijah the tragic news. Actually, he drove because I was shaking so badly I wasn't capable. When Elijah arrived at the clinic, Kat had driven him for the same reason.

 She went into the waiting room while we took Elijah into Dr. Sinclair's office. The doctor was downstairs with Mary. 

 "What is it?" Elijah said, taking in all of our expressions. "No," he whispered, his blue eyes filling with tears. "It isn't … not Mary?" he moaned. 

 I walked over and hugged him. I didn't know what to say. 

 "No," he wailed. "Not Mary."

 Marco stepped closer and put his arms around us both while he started telling Elijah as delicately as possible what had happened to his sister. When it became apparent that it had all been a scheme to get their hands on Dracula, Elijah pulled away. He walked over to where Dracula stood and hit him with all the force of an angry werewolf. 

 "Son of a bitch," he growled. "If it wasn't for you this would never have happened."

 I had never seen Elijah so angry and it was almost more unsettling than what had happened to his sister. But he had every right to be angry.

 Dracula's head jerked with the impact, but otherwise he didn't move. The vampire wiped a trace of blood from his lip before literally turning the other cheek. Elijah stood staring at his mask while Vlad said quietly, "You have every right to hate me."

 "No," Marco said. "He was stabbed trying to save her life."

 Elijah fell to his knees and Dracula knelt with him. 

 "I don't hate you," Elijah cried. "It's my fault. She was supposed to be safe. If I hadn't tried to send her away …" He sobbed as the vampire embraced him. 

 It was bad enough seeing Elijah cry, but seeing Dracula hold him and cry with him was more than I could take. I turned my back on the scene in order to pull myself together and Marco put his arms around me.

 After a few minutes Elijah pulled himself together and said, "I want to see her."

 Kat was gone when we came back out of the office and headed for the elevator. The werewolf clinic is a mostly underground facility, and we took Elijah to the third floor. Dr. Sinclair was waiting for us, his tall slender frame propped beside the elevator. Without a word he took us to the morgue. Elijah remained composed while he identified his sister's body. 

 "Can we have a few minutes alone?" he asked. 

 I was standing closest to the door and I could hear him talking to her. I doubled over suddenly, clutching my heart. Dracula was instantly at one side and Marco was at the other.

 "What's wrong?" they asked.

 But I couldn't speak. I could only shake my head and cry silently. It was then, in the silence, that they heard him talking too. They both hugged me and we all cried as we listened to Elijah tell his sister goodnight for the last time.

 We all waited out in the hall for what felt like hours, but it was probably closer to thirty minutes. When Elijah reemerged the sparkle was gone from his eyes, and it broke my heart. No matter what Dracula said, I blamed myself. It wasn't his or Elijah's fault, it was mine. Elijah was cursed with lycanthropy, and now his sister was dead, all because he was my friend. If he never knew me, none of this would ever have happened. His twenty four year old face seemed to have aged ten years. Not in his features, but his eyes. 

 "The people who did this will suffer," Marco promised. 

 "We've already killed two of them," I added.

 "Painfully?" Elijah asked. The coldness in his voice made me cringe. 

 "Very," Dracula assured him. 

 Everyone was quiet as we rode the elevator back up. When we stepped out Kat looked awful. She obviously knew something was wrong.

 "What's happened?" she asked. 

 "Mary's been murdered," Elijah blurted out.

 Kat screamed. It wasn't the sort of scream you hear if someone's frightened, but the mournful, heartbreaking sound of someone who's just experienced something horrible.

 Elijah repeated what had happened as if he were talking about someone else and I realized he was going into shock. 

 "Oh, my God," Kat gasped. "The wig was my idea."

 For a split second I saw such severe hatred pass over Elijah's features that it frightened me. Then he seemed to remember he was looking at Kat and his expression softened. 

 "It's not your fault, Kat," he soothed. 

 But it was clear to see Elijah was unstable. Even if he was grieving, I didn't like the way he'd looked at Kat one bit. He was looking for someone to blame.

 ?

 

 

  

Chapter Thirteen

 

 "Blame me," I said, stepping from behind Dracula. "She was killed because they thought she was me. You were attacked before because I cared about you, and it was my wig. If you want to hurt someone, hurt me, I can take it. But don't ever let me see you look at Kat like that again."

 Elijah stared me down for so long I began to wonder what he would do. Then his eyes filled with tears again and he hugged me. 

 "Lilith, I'm sorry. I just can't believe she's gone. I think I'd feel better if I had someone to blame. I know that's childish, but it's true," he cried.

 "It is not childish," Dracula said. "Trust me, I understand the need for revenge. In fact, it has shaped my life."

 "It has shaped all our lives," Marco agreed. 

 Dracula had volunteered for the experiment that turned him into a vampire in order to seek revenge for the murder of his family. And Marco shared with me a few months ago that he had challenged the former wolf king in order to avenge the attack he had ordered on me.

 "What do we do now?" Elijah asked. 

 "We must act quickly," Dracula said. "Khan was nearly decapitated tonight, but he will live. It will take him a few nights to recover enough to warn the others."


 "Then we must act now," Marco said. 

 "You must rest now," Dr. Sinclair said from behind me. "Or you won't be able to avenge anything."

 He was obviously not your average doctor. Burt Sinclair had been running what was just known as the clinic for about five years. He and his brother, who was a nurse practitioner, had been turned into werewolves back in college. Only lycans ran the facility, so no one else knew what he was. Last I'd heard he had a successful practice near one of the local hospitals and he and his brother took turns running the clinic, though I'd never met the younger Sinclair. 

 No matter how much werewolves and vampires tried to operate within the boundaries of human law, some things were still handled without the police. And in this case, Elijah didn't count. Sinclair's comments came as no real surprise. After all, it was human laws that would find a way to ruin his practice if anyone knew he was a werewolf. That's a shame, because from what I had observed he was a good doctor. Compassion is harder to come by than a degree, and they don't teach it in college. 

 "Make some plans now, and then you rest tonight," he repeated, "or I'm afraid I'll be seeing more of you downstairs."

 We sat at a conference table with Mason on speaker phone while Dr. Sinclair handed Elijah, Marco, and myself a bottle of sleeping pills. He also gave Marco a prescription to take back to Luther and asked about his arm. I got the impression that he had seen Luther before he drove back home. The cut on Marco's forehead was also patched up and in spite of the bandage he was still handsome. I sat between Marco and Elijah while Mason shared the plan he had been forming over the past weeks.

 As his deep sultry voice laid out in gruesome detail what would be done to the vampires, I reached over and took Elijah's hand. There was something I needed to know if Kat was driving him home.

 I dropped my shields and opened myself up to what he was feeling. Elijah only squeezed my fingers, accepting the comfort I offered, oblivious to my intentions. The instant I touched him I knew he would never really hurt Kat. He wasn't even really mad at her. It was just as I suspected, he needed someone to blame. He already felt guilty about hitting Dracula, but he felt even worse for the look he had given Kat. In his mind it was borderline unforgivable. He thought of Kat as his sister too and now she was the only one he had left. 

 I was wrong to have assumed he was unstable. I just wasn't used to seeing Elijah angry. He was one of the kindest, gentlest people I knew. But someone had fucked up and killed his sister and now there would be hell to pay. But I also felt uncertainty in him. Not only would he not hurt any of us, but he was going to have a hard time even hurting the vampires. Elijah was a cop, but this wasn't the kind of justice he was used to. "Could I actually kill someone?" he was wondering. "Even if they did kill Mary, that doesn't make me right. But what if I don't and they kill Lilith, or Kat? Could I live with that?"

 The answer was no, he couldn't. 

 Elijah looked at me and smiled weakly as he took my hand in both of his. The sparkle was still gone from his eyes, but so was the beast. He was in so much pain that it was nearly more than he could take. But if I took some of his pain he wouldn't be able to go through with his part in the plan. And if he didn't, he would always regret it. 

 So, very reluctantly I left my friend in pain, kissed Marco goodnight and went back home with Dracula. My mind was racing in every direction possible. As we crossed the lake I took a moment to enjoy the moon flowers, then I wondered if it would be the last time I ever saw them. What if we all died tomorrow night? Or what if I just lost Dracula, or Marco? 

 What if Mason's plan didn't work? What if Elijah died and never got his revenge? What if I couldn't convincingly pull off my part in the plan? And why the hell had Mason wanted to use me?

 We really didn't have time to plan anything else. We had to act before Khan could warn them. There were eighteen vampires which had been sent. All except the three we had just encountered would be staying below ground at The Dungeon. We would be facing some of the oldest and most powerful assassins of the vampire council, and I was afraid. 

 My vampire hunting experiences were limited to what had happened earlier tonight. This was the reason behind my call to Johnny as we had driven back to the castle. He would be informing Mr. Matthew of our plans. Even if he was strictly human, I'd feel better with James on our side. His reputation had preceded him into most of the southern states. Even though I wasn't entirely familiar with him, that didn't count for much. I had done some checking on James Matthew. As a matter of fact, I called the only other person I knew in Texas, Samuel James. 

 Sam is the leader of the second largest werewolf pack in the country, and Marco's mentor. I liked Sam and I trusted his opinion. 

 "How did you get yourself tangled up with James Matthew?" he asked. 

 I told him the situation and asked for his advice. As it turns out, Sam had only narrowly escaped Matthew a few times in the past. 

 "When he says 'monster hunter extraordinaire' that means he used to hunt my furry behind." Then he added with a laugh, "Bet it chaps his ass that I'm legal now."

 After a few more minutes Sam assured me, "He's good at what he does, even if we don't exactly see eye to eye. Darlin' if you're looking to nail some bloodsuckers he's your best bet."

 That had made me feel better and I played the conversation over in my mind as Dracula placed a drop of his blood on the large boulder, revealing the secret entrance into the castle. 

 Once we were in his room I stripped off quickly, still feeling afraid and a little bit numb. I noticed some bruising on my thighs, but that would be healed overnight. It was fortunate I hadn't been beaten worse, because that might have ruined our plans. Lucky for me, Bade had softened the impact. I must have gotten the bruises from the first time I was thrown into the wall. 

 I was already in the shower before I noticed Dracula standing behind me. He had gotten completely naked without catching my attention. That proves how distracted I was. The shower is large, with sliding stained glass doors. I had never seen shower doors exactly like them. They depicted a knight riding on a white horse and a magnificent castle in the background. 

 He opened the doors and stepped inside. Once again he had removed the mask, but his hair still covered the right side of his face. He didn't say a word, we just showered together. Voluntarily, I turned my back so that he could wash his hair without worrying about me seeing his face. 

 When he was finished, he wrapped his arms around me and I turned so that I could hold him. 

 "I'm scared," I whispered with my face pressed against his chest. 

 He only stroked my hair in response. Dracula has the ability to ease the mind of others through his touch, just as I do, and I could tell that was what he was doing to me now. Until he met me he was afraid that no one else was alive who still possessed such strong empathic ability. The last empath he had known was my ancestor Mathias Alexander. 

 I trembled in his arms as Dracula's long fingered hands caressed me. He rubbed soothingly up and down my back until I could feel my heartbeat begin to slow. 

 "Thank you," I sighed. "Should I comfort you too?" 

 "You already have," he whispered. He smiled as he handed me a towel before replacing his mask. 

 I didn't feel like getting dressed, but the castle was too cold to go naked unless you were already in bed. I slipped on Dracula's robe and went back into the bathroom to dry my hair. 

 When I came back out his long wavy locks had mostly been dried from the fire. As I drew near I realized Dracula was only wearing a robe. It was the one I had given him, so long it touched the floor behind him when he walked, made of thick black silk with a blood red lining. I couldn't imagine anything sexier than the sight I was privileged to behold that night. Even Marco's rugged sex appeal could not deter me from the beauty of the vampire. I found that when I was in the presence of one, I could distract myself from the other. If they were both in the same room then I had problems. But tonight there was only Dracula and I let my eyes get their thrill.

 I was facing his right side, but the mask seemed to add to his dark sensuous appeal. He was sitting on the cushion in front of the fire again and as he slouched forward the firelight played over the curves and sinews of his body. Both Marco and Dracula had beautiful bodies and if I had to pick a favorite I'm not sure I could. Even as he sat resting with his legs slightly apart, the curve of his lower hips was still clearly defined. Dracula's magnificently sculpted thighs were probably my favorite part of his body, other than his lips. 

 His sultry lips that I was admiring so fondly now said, "You should go to bed, my angel. You need the rest."

 "The night's almost over," I said. "What purpose would it serve?"

 He just sat there, looking like the most beautiful statue I'd ever seen. When he didn't respond I knew I had lost this argument. I reluctantly crawled between the sheets. The instant my head hit the pillow I watched Dracula move from the fire.

 He brought back a glass of water and the bottle of sleeping pills.

 "Here," he said softly, "doctor's orders."

 I took the sleeping pill, but I didn't want to. Dracula went back to sit by the fire and when I closed my eyes for a moment he was gone. I must have dozed off, but I couldn't sleep without him. Even if he just sat by the fire, I wanted him in the same room with me. I tied the robe more tightly against the cold and left the bedroom to find him. 

 I had no clue where to look, and within a matter of minutes I was lost. I knew how to get out of the castle and back to his bedroom and that was about it. My navigation skills left much to be desired. I had wandered down several long hallways before I heard another fire crackling. I followed the sound until I found an open door. The firelight reflected out over the highly polished marble of the floor. Just looking at the flames made me aware of how cold my bare feet were. 

 When I entered the room I found Dracula sitting on a fur rug in front of the fire. Upon closer inspection I was fairly certain the rug was made of werewolf skin, but that wasn't what had captured my attention. The fireplace which reached all the way to the ceiling was made entirely of bleached skulls. Not all of them were human, some had fangs, and some had come from much larger animals than werewolves. But they all fit together into a sort of horrific tapestry. 

 I knew he was aware of my presence by now and as I entered the room I asked, "What are all of these?"

 "My enemies," he said, his voice devoid of emotion. "These skulls represent some of those who have fallen by my hand." He scooted over on the rug as he touched the fur and said, "This is the hide of the werewolf who killed my family."

 I sat down beside him, but I didn't speak. I knew that this was where he must come to prepare for battle and I had intruded upon his ritual. 

 "He raped my sister," he said, staring into the flames, "just before he mutilated my mother. I know this because I tortured the information out of him. He confessed his sins to me as if I were a priest before he died. They say confession is good for the soul, but I doubt it won him any favors in hell."

 The cold detachment in his voice gave me chills. I wanted to know more about Dracula, but I was beginning to think I should have stayed in bed. 

 He turned to me and smiled ruefully as he asked, "This is not the sort of bedtime story you came in search of is it?"

 I was sure he could tell I was afraid to speak. 

 "Come, my angel," he said softly, reaching for me. "Let me tell you something more pleasant."

 I rested against his thigh and enjoyed the way his skin, warm from the fire, felt against my face. He stroked my hair gently as he told me about his family. It helped me to understand how he, more than anyone, understood what Elijah was going through. He had loved his sister too. He told me about growing up and all of the childhood friends he could remember. According to him, you do not forget your past entirely. 

 "Memories fade with time," he explained, "but those who say they cannot remember what it felt like to be human are either lying or stupid."

 Next he told me of times when real knights and dragons had roamed the earth. I listened to the story of when he encountered a unicorn only to have it avoid him. When I asked why, he said that they preferred the company of virgins and that made him shit out of luck. 

 I fell asleep to visions of knights in shining armor despite the gruesome fireplace I dozed in front of. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Fourteen

 

 Dracula's hair spilled across my face and I was spooned against the back of his tall frame. I breathed in his scent and for a moment was completely content. Then I remembered what we had to do tonight, and what had happened the day before. My heart beat faster and I felt sick.

 "I was wondering how long you would sleep," he said, rolling toward me. "I did not want to wake you."

 "How long have you been awake?" I asked groggily.

 "About two hours."

 That meant it was two o'clock and I had to be at The Dungeon by four thirty. That's when Mason would rise for the night. 

 "I should get dressed," I said reluctantly.

 "Do not go to the trouble on my account," he said, smiling. 

 I couldn't even manage a smile in return. I was afraid all over again. What if our plan didn't work? What if they were too powerful for us? He touched my face and I trembled. 

 "Let me show you something," he said and his voice wrapped around me like a lover's arms. 

 Dracula held my face between his hands as he said, "Look into my eyes. I will show you what I once was and perhaps it will strengthen your faith in me."

 His eyes became a solid emerald and sparkled, almost like jewels. As I gazed into them a scene began to unfold. It was like watching a movie on two tiny screens. I dropped my guard and just that quick he captured me. I was no longer watching through his eyes, I was there. 

 A battlefield surrounded me as far as the eye could see. Barbarians on horseback charged past, but they didn't hit me. No one saw me. Then, across the field I caught sight of Dracula. He was darker, almost tanned. Obviously he could still take sunlight at this time. His hair was longer and in a most unusual style, almost like dread locks. There were pieces of jewelry braided into his hair and his chest was bare. He wore leather pants and boots of a strange animal hide. 

 Several of the men on horseback charged at him and he cut them down, either by stabbing their horses or cutting off the legs of the riders. Man after man fell by his sword. He was the only one left of his army at least in this particular part of the battle. Others may have been alive, but not near. I had never seen anything like it. All the careful choreography of Hollywood could not do justice to a true battle. 

 He moved with the grace of an animal and a speed that was inhuman. There were at least fifty of them and they were no match for Dracula. Right before my eyes he slaughtered fifty barbarians with only a sword and a dagger. It was the most impressive thing I'd ever seen. 

 A moment later I was back in his room and his eyes no longer held magic. 

 "I will not let you die," he promised. "And you see, I am more than capable of defending myself."

 As strange as it might seem, this vision of his past did give me more confidence. If he could fight off fifty barbarians, what were a few vampires? Of course they were probably as strong as ten barbarians a piece, but who's counting? 

 I got dressed and was at Mason's door by four thirty. He let me in, careful to remain behind the large door. Mason was very old and woke early for a vampire, but it was still daylight. 

 "Hurry," he said. "The others will be up soon."

 Mason was still wearing a pair of black silk pajama pants and a long flowing robe with feathers around the collar. He always looked like a rock star crossed with a drag queen. He and Johnny should shop together. I was the only one who needed to be there so early. Everyone else would arrive later as part of the crowd, or part of the show. 

 I followed Mason below ground to his office. Once we were inside he pressed a button underneath the desk and his bookshelf moved, revealing a staircase. 

 "This reminds me of Dracula," I said softly.

 "Where do you think I got the idea? Don't look so worried Little Red. We'll fuck these bastards up," he promised with a wink. 

 "I hope you're right, Mason."

 He sighed. "Cheer up. You'll enjoy this if you let yourself. I plan to. It takes some of the horror out of the situation. Let yourself enjoy it, and you will no longer fear it, whatever it is."

 We walked down the stairs and into Mason's bedroom. It wasn't as large as Dracula's, but it was close. His bed was covered in crimson and the sheets looked satin. Once again, a rock star and a drag queen had gotten together to arrange this ensemble. But I wasn't interested in his furniture. 

 Mason walked into his large closet and began to remove items he thought might work. 

 "Here, try these on," he said laying several pieces of vinyl clothing across the bed.

 I hesitated. "I think you're lovely, but I'm not interested in your body tonight," he assured me. "However if you want to come back down when this is all over, that's another story," he teased. 

 Mason's laugh held the devil's own wickedness as I tried to change clothes as discretely as possible. All I could really manage was turning my back to him and being glad I was wearing underwear. 

 "Those will have to go," he said, pointing at my black lace undies.

 Then I understood what he meant. Mason intended for me to wear a black vinyl thong. It wasn't so bad. It actually covered everything in front, including my scars, but my ass was completely exposed. 

 "You've got to be kidding me," I said as he held up a matching corset.

 "I can't move in that," I protested.

 "You'll find it's very flexible," he said with a smile. 

 "Get a good look, Mason, because this is the last time you'll ever see my tits," I said as I removed my bra so that he could help me into the corset. 

 "Where am I supposed to put a weapon?" I asked once he had me all strapped up.

 "In these."

 He held up a pair of vinyl knee high boots with stiletto heals and silver buckles all down the sides. 

 "You're enjoying this, aren't you?" 

 I sat on the bed and zipped up the boots.

 "Intensely," he replied, grinning unabashedly. 

 I sat patiently at the vanity in his bathroom while Mason did my makeup and styled a long black wig which was part of my disguise. After all, I was supposed to be dead. No one else knew Khan had gotten Mary instead of me. 

 When he turned me to face the mirror I didn't even recognize myself. Mason had done a better job with my makeup than I ever could. I looked good with black hair, which surprised me. My lips were painted the same cherry red as his and my hazel eyes were surrounded by dark liner and long fake lashes. 

 "How do I look?" I purred and I didn't even sound like myself.

 "Mmmm, good enough to eat," he drawled in his slow sexy voice. "Are you ready Little Red? It's time to go."

 He held out his hand to me and I felt like I was going to have a panic attack. 

 "Ssshh," Mason soothed as he looked in my eyes. "The band should be setting up now. Let me change pants and we'll go up and see." 

 Mason emerged from the closet a few minutes later wearing a pair of black vinyl pants and a matching silk shirt. The top few buttons were open, revealing his porcelain skin. 

 "That outfit looks too good to get blood on," I said. 

 His smile was at once frightening and endearing. I wasn't accustomed to seeing Mason smile and it promised many wicked things. 

 He held my hand as we walked back up the stairs. 

 "They should all be in the room now," he said softly.

 Mason had told all the assassins that he was still closely associated with Dracula; however, he was willing to give him up for a price. He told them that Dracula trusted him and he would invite him here tonight in order for them to set up an ambush. He said they had grossly underestimated how many of them it would take to finish the original vampire, therefore they should all be present. So, they were all sitting in the main room upstairs waiting to ambush Dracula. What was actually happening was just the opposite. 

 When we entered the room the power radiating off the crowd made my skin crawl. There were some seriously powerful vamps in this room. The main room of The Dungeon is large, with tables scattered about. There's a stage with a pole for one dancer and a cage on either end. The stage is large enough for a band, and as Mason led me onto the stage we approached the band that would be playing this evening. 

 It was Creature Comforts, the band Beau played drums for. He smiled at me as if we'd never met before and I appreciated his acting skills. Johnny walked over and pinched my ass. He would be playing lead guitar this evening. Luckily he already looked like a rocker, so he could pull it off. The entire band was dressed in black and silver. Johnny wasn't wearing his glasses and the blood red of his eyes made him look both frightening and sexy. His shoulder length black hair hung straight and slightly over part of his face. He was wearing his favorite gloves, the ones with the fingers cut out and "GOOD" and "EVIL" written across the knuckles. I knew his custom-made pistols couldn't be far away. The one for his right hand, which said "GOOD", had an ivory handle. The one for his left hand was made of ebony.

 I surveyed the band one more time while Mason whispered something to them. They looked like a bunch of psychotic mariachi. I stood around and pretended to flirt with Johnny while two female vamps wearing long trench coats took their places in the cages. Then I caught sight of James Matthew making his way into the room. 

 He walked with a limp, but that was part of the act. He was wearing a long brown duster to disguise all of the weapons he was carrying. Mason had told them Dracula was responsible for his limp and that he owed James a favor. He said James had requested to watch as payment for whatever debt Mason owed. Seeming to understand the need for vengeance so well, they had gone along with it. James limped forward and took a seat behind one of the vamps near the front. He took in my appearance and his eyes widened in appreciation. 

 It was funny, but I didn't dare laugh. I felt better having Johnny behind me and James close to the stage. What was I going to do? Well, I was the entertainment.

 With all the pieces of our game in play, Mason gave Johnny the signal to start the music. I shot a harsh look over my shoulder toward Mason, because I recognized the song. It was a tune which spoke of a beautiful woman who only came out after dark. It had been played in a movie about a vampire bar just before all hell broke loose and he was a sick motherfucker for selecting it. 

 But what could I do? If I objected to the music it would blow our cover. So, I strutted onto the stage to do my part. Not only was I going to dance for them, I was going to put them in a trance. Dracula had explained to me that it was possible to unleash my power without using the voice. He said that if I concentrated hard enough I could transfer what I felt to all the members of the audience.

 I moved slowly toward the pole in the center of the stage. I let my hips sway with every move as I took a deep breath and let go of my fear. I didn't want them to feel fear. I wanted them to feel sex. There was violence in my movements. Movements which promised both pain and pleasure. I showed them with my smile that I would enjoy causing them pain. 

 I moved my head in slow circles, causing the black wig to cascade about my shoulders and face. I looked through my hair as I crawled across the stage toward the vamp sitting nearest to James. As I looked into his eyes I knew he was falling under my spell, and so were the others. I could feel it. I could taste their desire on the air as I breathed, almost like candy. 

 I thought of Dracula sitting naked by the firelight and I let my hands become his hands on my own skin as I moved. I threw back my head and ran my hands over my breasts as I thought of Marco in the shower, hot soapy water falling down his body. I ran my hands up and down my thighs and saw Bade naked against my scarlet sheets. I ran my fingers through my fake hair and remembered Dracula's bite. I moaned involuntarily and the room seemed to vibrate with my power. My voice had never held more magic. 

 As I opened my eyes to gaze lazily at the crowd I knew that they were now amber. I gasped with pleasure and so did they. At the back of the room a lone dark figure stood in the shadows. It was Dracula, and he was dressed to kill. He was wearing another pair of black pants which clung to his long muscular legs. The tight fitting coat he wore buttoned up the front then parted above the belt line to hang to his knees in back. It was embroidered with intricate stitches along the seams. Around his throat he had tied a long black scarf which seemed to blend with the cape that trailed behind him, caressing him like the shadows that he stood in. His knee high boots glinted in the dim light and I saw a whip attached to the belt that rode low on his slender hips.

 They were ready. I had done my part. Now I took hold of the pole as the vamp near James leaned toward the stage. I swung around, kicking my leg high and around the pole. As I fell to the floor I buckled my legs underneath me and leaned back. My shoulders had barely touched the stage when I heard a gunshot. 

 I looked to my left and looked through a hole in the head of the vampire that had been closest to the stage. Through this hole I saw James Matthew with his "injured" leg propped on the table. There was a long barreled gun strapped to the brace down his leg and while the body of the first vamp hit the floor he spun around and fired five more times. 

 After this all hell broke loose. I rolled off the stage and onto the floor by James. Unfortunately I had landed on the body of the vamp with a hole in his head and he wasn't dead. He sprang on me and I pulled one of the silver blades from my boots. I stabbed through his ribs and thrust upward into his heart. As I did this Mason fired a shotgun, blowing his head completely off. 

 Blood and brain matter sprayed across me but I was alive. I wiped at my face as I crawled behind the table James had turned over for cover. He had removed the brace with the long gun from his leg and was now firing with two pistols he'd had up his sleeves. That man was armed to the teeth and he was a damn good shot. 

 Some of the vamps were armed too and as they returned fire he ducked down beside me. 

 "Ma'am," he said, tipping his hat with his gun. 

 After this he went back to shooting and I saw Beau motioning for me to run toward him beside the stage. I scurried on my hands and knees toward him and an arm went flying past me. I paused but didn't recognize the limb, so I kept crawling. 

 He had some of my weapons stashed behind the stage at Johnny's request, including my favorite blades. I quickly strapped the two sheathes across my forearms. They had some more water guns, but holy water wasn't practical in this crowd. We might accidentally burn one of our own. From the sound of things James was the only one who wasn't out of ammunition. 

 I pressed the indention in the strap across my palm and extended both my blades as I ran from behind the stage with a yell. I slashed and clawed my way through the crowd as if my life depended on it, because it did. When I paused in front of the stage I heard a horrible rumbling noise. 

 "What's that?" one of the vampires gasped. 

 I knew what it was. It was the collective sound of a bunch of werewolves growling behind the stage. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Fifteen

 

 Marco, Bade and several other werewolves came crashing over the stage and into the audience. They were all fully transformed and they were angry. Among them was a wolf about a foot shorter than Marco with dark blond fur. It could only be Elijah. I had never seen his half-wolf form, and now was not the time to stop and stare. 

 My silver blades were having a much better effect than my claws would have and I turned back to the fight. I saw Dracula in the corner of the room. I looked up in time to see his whip catch one of the other vampires around the neck and snap his head clean off. 

 It was a blood bath and my stomach lurched as I recalled how he had taken down the horde of barbarians in much the same way. I stood back. Everyone around me was already dead. I heard a terrible howl and looked to see Elijah mangling one of the vampires. The vamp was being held down on one of the tables while Elijah's long claws pulled his insides out like a piece of rope. Bade was going from one fallen vampire to the other and ripping out their hearts. Mason had a long broadsword he was using for decapitating those who still had a head attached when they hit the ground. It was the most awful thing I'd ever seen. 

 Once it was all done and nothing remained of the vampires but scattered body parts, Mason held his sword high and declared victory as if we were on a battlefield. To my surprise everyone joined in the cry and the wolves howled in triumph. Was I the only one who wanted a bath?

 The fight had taken much longer than I'd thought. Marco and the other wolves all turned back into their human forms and put on some old torn up clothes they'd brought with them while we began to clean up. It wouldn't do for people not involved to find a trace of what had happened. 

 Marco and Dracula both came immediately to check on me. After I assured them that there wasn't a scratch on me, we all started to clean. They worked on the inside and Bade and I started carrying bodies outside. 

 "Why outside?" Elijah asked. 

 He seemed oddly detached from the situation and I recognized his cop face. He would do what had to be done and have nightmares later. 

 "That way when the sun comes up in a few hours these fuckers will burn," Bade said. 

 "Easy way to hide the evidence," Mason agreed. 

 But poor Elijah didn't have the stomach for it. He had reached his limit. I helped Bade for as long as I could stand it before going outside to talk to Elijah. I found him throwing up beside Bade's car. 

 "Oh, my God," he gasped repeatedly. "I can't believe what I did," he said as he started to cry. "I wanted them to suffer. I wanted revenge. But …" He threw up again. "I'm an animal, Lilith. Really and truly an animal."

 "No, you're not," I soothed as I knelt beside him.

 "I enjoyed it," he said, his eyes widening with horror. 

 I sighed. "You're a werewolf, Elijah and the beast craves violence. That doesn't make you a monster, it simply makes you a werewolf. You don't have to go around murdering people just because you like violence. That's why the pack hunts on the full moon, it's part of your natural instincts."

 "How do you know all this?" he asked, still gagging, but less violently.

 "Because I'm half wolf, and I come close enough to the real thing to have the same desires. I'd like to say that part of me didn't enjoy that scene tonight but that would be a lie. I love the rush of a good fight, but I can't tell you how many times I've ended up just like you are right now. I don't want to hurt people, Eli, but sometimes we have to."

 "I just didn't know I was capable of that sort of thing," he said. He had now begun to shake and I put one arm around him.

 "At least you don't have blood on your butt cheeks," I soothed. 

 He laughed and for a minute he sounded like his old self again. 

 "I'll be alright," he said. "And Lilith, I swear I won't hurt anybody. I'm so sorry for the way I acted yesterday, for the way I looked at Kat and hitting Dracula. I'm having a hard time learning to control the beast, but I would never hurt anybody. It's hard enough to control the change without having someone you love murdered on top of it. I'm getting better every day. I promise I won't freak out and eat someone, least of all Kat. She's …" His voice broke. "She's the only sister I've got left now," he said quietly. "I would die for her, Lilith. I just wanted you to know that."

 "I know," I said, as I leaned over and kissed his forehead. 

 He smiled.

 "I never thought I'd say this, but I'm really glad you didn't kiss me on the mouth just now. I'm not entirely sure I didn't eat some of those vampires tonight."

 "Do you think you can walk back inside?" I asked. 

 I had an idea, but I didn't want to traumatize him worse by taking him inside. However, I badly needed to wash up. 

 Elijah agreed to go back inside and as we walked by Mason I asked, "Can I borrow your bathroom?"

 He licked the blood from his lips as he smiled and said, "I could just lick you clean."

 I shivered. "Or, you could let me use your shower."

 He pretended to pout before handing me his key. I told Marco where I was going and that Elijah was coming with me. 

 "He doesn't need to see any more of this," I said, "and leaving him alone is even worse."

 Marco agreed but then a smile passed over his face. 

 "You think Mason would let you borrow that outfit later?"

 I laughed. "Oh, my God. We're in the middle of cleaning up a massive blood bath and you're looking at my ass."

 "You mean you haven't been looking at mine?" he teased.

 "Yes, Marco, but I can't look at any more of this either."

 The compassion returned to his dark eyes as he kissed my forehead and said, "Go get cleaned up, Red. We've got this under control."

 Elijah had seen me topless before, but never completely naked. Once we were in Mason's room he helped to loosen my corset, but remained outside the bathroom until he heard the water running. Mason's shower has glass doors too, but not like Dracula's. His doors are opaque instead of decorative. So, you can't see everything, just the outline of someone in the shower. 

 "Did you know Mason has the guitars of several dead rock stars in his closet?" he asked as he sat on the closed lid of the toilet. 

 "Somehow that doesn't surprise me."

 We talked about everything else in the world besides what had happened tonight and what had happened to Mary. He even put the wig back in the closet and commented on me looking better as a redhead. 

 "But the black wig was hot," he confessed. 

 Elijah removed his shirt while I scrubbed in the shower and washed off from the waist up at the sink. He handed me a towel over the top of the glass doors and we switched places. While he showered I got dressed and dried my hair. We were running out of things to talk about. 

 I handed him a towel and as Elijah stepped out I asked, "Are you going to be able to live with what happened tonight?"

 He looked lost and I almost wished I hadn't asked, but I needed to know.

 "Yes," he said. "What choice have I got? Marco said I didn't have to come. But I couldn't have lived with not avenging Mary. Someone deserved to suffer for what was done to her."

 I agreed. But it broke my heart to see Elijah this way. He was still standing in the shower with the doors open and his body was warmer from the hot water. As I approached I could feel the heat radiating from his skin. The full moon was two weeks away and he was running a temperature like any other werewolf. 

 "I can help, if you'll let me," I said softly. "I can't make what happened to your sister go away, but I can make your burden easier to bear."

 "You mean like you did before, when I saw Alfred kill all those werewolves?"

 "Yes."

 "But I thought you didn't know how to control it?"

 "I've practiced," I said, offering him a weak smile. "If I can help you, I will. Because your eyes just aren't the same without their sparkle." I touched his face and Elijah's deep blue eyes became watery again. "It is a gift passed down from my great, great grandfather. He was a very powerful wizard," I explained. "I would give anything to make this right for you, but this is all I can offer."

 As I spoke those last words I wrapped Elijah in my arms. He's only two inches taller than me, so my face fit perfectly into the curve of his neck as I embraced him. I put my hands flat against his back as I whispered, "Think of everything that hurts, and give it to me."

 "How?" he asked.

 "Breathe it out."

 And he did. With every breath Elijah took I felt his misery lessen. All I wanted to do was to take him in my arms and make it go away. With all that was in me, I wanted to comfort Elijah. He rested his cheek against my face and sighed. With that sigh, I felt the tension begin to leave his body, and where my hands touched his back, began to flow into me. I couldn't take his memories, but I could take some of his pain. I held Elijah to me and did my best to ease his burden.

 He took a deep breath as I pulled away and said, "Thank you. I feel … lighter."

 I understood what he meant. Grief is a heavy thing to carry. 

 "You're welcome," I said softly. 

 I was weakened by the events of the night and by the energy it had taken to absorb Elijah's misery. But I didn't dare let him know it had affected me so strongly or he would feel guilty. Even after all I'd seen I needed to force myself to eat something and get some sleep. 

 He was able to talk about things now and it seemed to make him feel better. While Elijah got dressed he told me he was taking Mary back to Oklahoma for a funeral service with their family. He had already told his parents. Just the thought of how they must have reacted upset me, and I didn't ask how that had gone. 

 "Do they know that you're a werewolf?" I asked.

 "Not yet," he sighed. "I'll probably tell them while I'm there."

 Elijah said that Mary had wanted to be cremated. He said they'd talked about it after she was kidnapped a few months ago. After the service with their family, he was having her cremated and would be taking her ashes to the mountains as well as a few other places Mary had always wanted to go. 

 "We'll take the scenic route," he said with a bittersweet smile. "We always talked about taking a road trip. It's the least I can do for her."

 It took everything I could do not to cry, but he seemed to feel better the more he talked, so I let him talk.

 When we finally went back upstairs most of the cleaning had been finished. They had cleared out all the broken tables and debris as well as the body parts which had been scattered about. Mason had two male vamps mopping the floor, but it was mostly clean. 

 I walked over to Marco and put my arms around his waist. 

 "Feel better, Red?" he asked, kissing the top of my head. 

 We talked for a few minutes and he said that he had already discussed things with Dracula and I should go back with him. 

 "We don't know where Khan is," he explained, "and you might still be in danger. He couldn't find you before, so it stands to reason that he won't be able to find you now."

 "What about you?" I asked.

 "I've got a report to make to Aldan and Jacob. They're both waiting for news. Of course, I'll edit things a bit for your father. I think he only tolerates me now because he knows I love you," he said, flashing me his wolfish grin.

 "So you won't come with us?" I asked hopefully.
 I needed comfort, and I couldn't think of anything more comforting than being with Dracula and Marco. 

 "I can't," he sighed. "I've still got to check on Luther too, and Elijah will be coming back with me. But if it's comfort you're looking for, I could send Bade."

 That didn't sound so bad. His words made it clear that if I was looking for more than comfort Bade had better not go with me. But it was safe to send Bade. All I'd seen tonight had definitely put a damper on my libido. I just craved the nearness of the pack. There was safety in numbers and that's what I needed. 

 Dracula walked past us on his way to the car. He touched my arm lightly and said, "The dawn is fast approaching, my angel."

 I smiled up at Marco as I pulled his lips closer to mine. It felt like years since I'd kissed him, but the moment his lips touched mine it seemed like only yesterday. I would have waited years. I would have waited a lifetime for the chance to touch Marco again. 

 "I'll see you soon," he promised as I turned to leave. 

 On my way past Bade I saw Mason handing him a video camera. 

 "Get a good camera angle, won't you?" Mason said.

 "Get your ass inside before you burn," Bade laughed. 

 Mason was leaving Bade outside to film the sunrise, but it wasn't the beautiful horizon he was interested in. He just wanted to see the pile of dead vampires burn. Bade followed me to the car and smacked my ass before I sat down. 

 "I'll bring something to eat with me," he said with a wink.

 "Can I let him in?" I asked Dracula. 

 "You will need to show him the way," he said. "I will explain while we drive."

 It was less than two hours before sunrise, and I had no desire to see Dracula burn. The urgency in his voice made me nervous. As we started back toward Original Sin he explained. 

 "Bade has never been to my castle."

 "I'm sorry. Should I have asked him to come?"

 "It is fine, my angel. I do not believe he will disclose my location. Only he, Mason, and the wolf king know where I sleep." He touched my thigh as he spoke as if to say, "and you."

 He drove quickly and wasted no time getting below ground. I could barely keep up and yet I knew he was slowing down for my benefit. 

 "Forgive me, my angel but I must rest. Here," he said as he handed me a small phial from underneath the vanity in his bathroom. I watched as Dracula ran his index finger over his fangs and let two drops of blood fall into the small cylinder I held. 

 "Now you can get back in with Bade," he said.

 He jumped in the shower and bathed at super human speed. 

 "I did not wish to ruin the sheets," he explained, smiling as he hastened toward the bed. 

 No sooner had he gotten underneath the sheets than I looked at the clock. It was time for the sunrise. I watched as Dracula's eyes rolled to the back of his head and his dark lashes fluttered. He was dead to the world and he trusted me enough to not only allow me access to his lair, but reentry with someone else. 

 But he was right to trust me. I would have defended his helpless form at any cost. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Sixteen

 

 I got a call from Bade about twenty minutes later. He was on his way. By the time I made my way back up to Original Sin, he was waiting at the door. 

 "How far do we have to go?" he asked, reaching for me.

 "Far enough."

 "Can you make it?" he asked softly.

 I must have looked really bad. 

 "I don't have much choice. You can't carry me where we're going," I said, offering him the best smile I could in my weakened state.

 Bade had brought breakfast with him, and from the smell of things it was pancakes. He followed me with the food as we reentered the office before locking the door from the inside. He seemed impressed with Dracula's hidden door behind the mirror.

 "Holy shit," he gasped as we descended the massive staircase. 

 He looked over the side into what appeared to be complete nothingness.

 "Bade," I said pulling him back toward me. "There's no handrail, don't push your luck."

 "Would you miss me, love?" he teased as we continued down the stairs.

 "Don't spread it around, but I think I might."

 He rowed us across the lake because I wasn't capable. I was growing weaker by the minute but I didn't ask Bade to hurry. He was in awe of the lake and the moon flowers, just as I had been, and the castle caused him to pause for a few minutes before he realized we weren't moving.

 "Sorry, love," he called over his shoulder. "But I've never seen anything like this before."

 I understood. Until recently, neither had I. Once we reached the bank he asked, "So if Dracula's asleep, how the hell do we get in?"

 We walked over to the boulder which hid the secret entrance and Bade watched in fascination as I removed the phial from my pocket. My vision was beginning to blur as the two small drops of Dracula's blood fell onto the rock revealing the door. 

 Bade was staring so hard at the inside of the castle that he nearly ran into a few walls while I led him to the kitchen. Even though he had no personal use for it, Dracula had a magnificent kitchen. It matched the scale and beauty of the rest of the castle and I collapsed at the table once we were there. 

 "I know you prefer fruit for breakfast, but considering how much power you had to use tonight, I figured you could use something with sugar. So, I got you pancakes and syrup," he said with a smile. 

 "What are you eating?"

 "A cheeseburger and fries," he laughed.

 Obviously he'd gone to a place that was open twenty four hours. Nowhere else around here would serve burgers and fries an hour past dawn. I started eating while Bade poured me a glass of milk. I ate slowly so as not to upset my empty stomach. I was to the point that I didn't want to eat even though I was hungry, which meant I was weaker than I'd thought. 

 He was wearing another pair of faded jeans and a tight red t-shirt which said, "The Red Light Special" across the chest. Bade was huge and his impressive muscles were only accentuated more by the well-fitted jeans and tight shirt. No one could compete with how good Marco looked in jeans, but Bade could have won a separate competition. As a matter of fact, as long as Marco wasn't around to measure up to, Bade had no competition. 

 His muscles were enormous, but they matched the rest of him. He was six foot four and perfectly proportioned. He didn't look like an overdone bodybuilder, he was just big and well defined. Marco and Bade were both well built; however Bade's curves didn't have as many sharp angles as Marco's did. 

 He looked at me, and I knew Bade was speaking but I didn't hear a word he said. He had the most unusual eye color. In fact, his eyes sort of reminded me of an Alaskan Husky. I was admiring the icy blue of his eyes when I blacked out. 

* * * *

 When I came to I could hear water running and I was lying on a towel in the floor. I could barely move. I rolled to my back to see Bade standing over me. 

 "You passed out," he explained needlessly. 

 We were in the bathroom with the large tub and I wondered how he had gotten here without directions.

 "How did you know where to find the bathroom?" 

 "I followed the scent of the shampoo Dracula used this morning." 

 "But he was in the shower in the other bathroom," I objected.

 "You don't think I've got enough sense to walk across a room?" he laughed. "Give me some credit, love."

 I couldn't help smiling, even though it was a feeble attempt. Bade's deep voice and strong Australian accent had become so familiar to me that I wondered how we could have ever been enemies.

 "Why are we in the bathroom?" 

 "Because you passed out face down in the syrup," he snickered. "I've got to wash it out of your hair."

 That made sense. I didn't want to go to sleep with syrup in my hair, and I couldn't stand up to take a shower. Bade removed my jeans and t-shirt gently, and expertly. Even though I was fairly certain he wouldn't molest me without permission, I had a moment of doubt.

 "Easy, love," Bade said, smiling at my uncertain expression. "You're safe with me."

 I watched as Bade removed his clothes and wondered if he was safe with me. Bade was not aroused as he knelt down beside me, but he was still about six inches long completely limp. I was both impressed and intimidated. He took me in his arms as he stepped into the tub and my heart fluttered. I felt a combination of exhaustion and excitement as he lowered us both into the water. 

 Bade settled me onto his lap and took a big lick of the syrup on my forehead. I snickered and turned my face away. "Yuck," I laughed as he licked me for the second time.

 "I assure you," he said softly, "that I would get no pleasure from taking advantage of you. Especially not with you weakened like this."

 He took several handfuls of water and poured them over my hair. 

 "Why don't you tell me what's got you so weak," he said. "I understand it probably took a lot of energy to put the crowd in a trance like you did. That was impressive, by the way, love," he said, pouring shampoo into the palm of one large hand. "But what else did you do?"

 I told him about taking some of Elijah's misery while he held my head with one hand and washed my hair with the other. His big hand could have easily crushed my skull and I felt both small and cherished under his careful ministrations. I knew through his touch that Bade enjoyed taking care of me. 

 "I didn't know you could to anything like that," he said thoughtfully. 

 He washed the rest of me while I explained the process the way Mathias had explained it to me. I still wasn't clear on everything, but it made more sense when I touched somebody. It became clear what I needed to do when I needed to do it. 

 "Does that make any sense?" 

 "Sort of," he said, smiling at my confused expression. 

 Bade's eyes held a kindness I'd never noticed before as he looked down at me. There was a warmth to his eyes that made them darker than their usual icy blue. Bade is only two years older than me. In fact, we'd been attacked in the same year. Neither one of us had been able to get "properly drunk" for our twenty first birthday because of the fast metabolism we'd both inherited. 

 "Sometimes I'm amazed that Marco lets me get so close to you," he whispered. "Don't get me wrong, love, he's right to expect me to protect you. After all, it's my job to protect the queen in his absence. But I can't help but care about you." 

 "Well," I said, my voice becoming fainter, "I wouldn't want a protector who didn't care about me." Then a thought crossed my mind. "I thought Luther was supposed to protect me in his absence."

 "He was just filling in. It is the captain of the wolf king's armies who guards the queen, not his beta wolf." He shrugged. "Before I came back he had no choice. And had I never left the pack, I would never have held the position of your protector."

 Bade was previously Marco's beta wolf before he split from the pack. But his actions would now forever deny him that position. Luther was currently the second in command, but he didn't want to inherit the pack if anything should happen to Marco. Bade might still lead the pack someday, but I'd rather have him as my protector and Marco as my king. Marco had known when he appointed Bade as captain of the guard that he would be spending more time with me. That spoke volumes about his trust in Bade, and it helped me to relax in his arms.

 I rested my face against his chest while Bade washed his own hair. He propped me against the side of the tub while he rinsed and quickly scrubbed any remaining blood from his body, though I hadn't seen any.

 "I feel like I can never get clean enough after something like that," he said, shivering slightly as he washed his feet again. "I washed off really fast before leaving Mason's but I just wanted to be sure."

 This made me laugh. A werewolf who was phobic about hygiene? It was the funniest thing I'd seen in a while. Bade slid me back onto his lap and we just enjoyed the hot water for a few minutes while I toyed absently with his silver nipple ring. 

 "Is this big enough for you?" he asked.

 Before I could even respond to the question I felt my cheeks burning.

 Bade looked down at me and laughed. "Not that. I was talking about the tub. But I'm flattered, love," he said with a wink.

 "I hate you," I laughed, burying my face against his shoulder.

 "So I've heard. But you haven't promised to kill me in a while."

 "Things change," I teased.

 This was how my conversations with Bade normally went, even if we weren't naked. After our laughter subsided Bade lifted me in his arms and sat on the edge of the tub with me in his lap. When he reached for the towels he had placed close by I felt him brush against my thigh and my heart jumped. Werewolves are normally very comfortable in their own skin, and I'm fine with that. What bothered me was how comfortable I was becoming with his skin.

 Once we were dry, Bade carried me out into the bedroom and I shivered. The bathroom had been full of steam and I'd adjusted to the temperature. But the rest of the castle was drafty as usual and I thought I might freeze.

 "Can we build a fire?" I asked through chattering teeth.

 "You won't need it," he said softly, smiling down at me. "Or don't you think I'm hot enough?"

 Bade pulled back the satin sheets and laid me down like I weighed nothing at all. Dracula had fallen asleep facing the door. The left side of his face was turned up and I paused to brush the hair back from his face. I kissed his neck just below the earlobe and breathed in his scent before settling back against Bade as he slid toward me. 

 "Do I get a goodnight kiss?" he purred. 

 His deep voice so close to my ear raised the hair on my arms.

 "It's morning," I pointed out.

 "Smartass."

 I was tired and suddenly I felt very much alone despite my two bedfellows. 

 "Bade?" I said, rolling to face him.

 He just looked at me, but his eyes said he would do whatever I asked. I felt so sorry for Elijah. I felt sorry for his whole family. But mostly I felt sorry for Mary. I was upset by what I'd seen and the things we'd all had to do and I tried not to think of the destruction the warm body beside me had wrought the night before. I needed comfort and as I tried to find the words to express my needs my eyes filled with tears.

 Bade slid one arm underneath me and pressed the front of his body against mine.

 "It's alright, love," he soothed as he held me close. "It's alright," he repeated. 

 I pressed my face against the curve of his neck and collarbone and tried to stop crying, but it didn't work. 

 "You won't tell people that Death cries in her sleep, will you?" 

 Among the werewolf community I was known as Death and Alfred was known as Vengeance. Because in the past, if you were a werewolf and you'd seen either one of us, that's what you could expect. 

 "Of course not," he said softly. "Besides, you're not asleep yet, so this doesn't count."

 I curled my hands underneath my chin and snuggled tighter against Bade's warmth. He was so warm I couldn't believe I'd actually wanted a fire before. As my tears began to dry I rubbed my face absently across his throat, almost like a cat. I let my nose and lips brush over his hair as it spilled around his face. 

 "What are you doing?" he whispered.

 "Remembering you. I want to remember the way your hair smells after a bath and the way your skin feels against my face."

 "If I didn't know better I'd say you liked me," he teased.
 "Now what would give you that impression?"

 "You're getting awfully sentimental for someone who doesn't like me."

 He pressed his lips to my forehead and I could feel him smile.

 "There may come a time when I'm away from my protector." I yawned as I put one arm around his waist. "I just want to remember what you feel like."

 "Whenever you get ready for a more in depth explanation of that, you let me know," he growled.

 When my heart finally slowed down, I fell asleep. 

* * * *

 I was awakened around noon by the sound of my phone vibrating in the pocket of my jeans. I moaned and threw one arm over my face. I had no intention of answering it and spent a few seconds praying it was just a dream. 

 "Fuckin' hell," Bade growled as he rolled over and fished in the pile of clothes for my pants.

 "How did our clothes even get in here?" I mumbled as I rolled against his back and wrapped one leg around him. 

 "I kicked them across the floor when I put you in the bed," he answered with a yawn.

 "Don't answer it. I'm still tired."

 I pressed my face between his shoulder blades and hoped he would take my advice. But no sooner had the phone stopped ringing then it started again. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Seventeen

 

 "Hello," Bade said breathlessly after finally wrestling the phone from the tangle of clothes. "This is Bade Garren, who's this?"

 Apparently the caller had something to say.

 "It is too my fucking business. How'd you like some bloke waking you up after you'd been up all night? I've had very little sleep and my patience has just about worn out with you."

 I snatched the phone before he could say anything else. "Hello?"

 "Lilith? Is that Bade Garren in the bed with you? The Bade Garren as in formerly number two on The Hunter's most wanted list?" It was Alfred and he was irate. 

 "Yes, Alfred, it is," I sighed.

 "Ouch!" Dracula winced as I put my elbow in a most unfortunate place. 

 "Who the hell was that?" Alfred asked.

 "That's Dracula." No point in lying now. If he went ape shit at least we were safely hidden underground. 

 "You're in the bed with both of them?!"

 "Yes," I said, my head bobbing forward as I nearly fell back asleep.

 "But, I thought you were dating Marco," he said, sounding bewildered. 

 "Don't read too much into things, Alfred, and I am seeing Marco. I just happen to have fallen asleep with Bade and Dracula last night."

 After a long pause he asked, "Are you alright?"

 "Yes, I'm fine. I was going to call you later."

 It was true. I'd already decided the night before that I needed to let Alfred know I was safe. 

 "Thank you," he said softly. Then another thought must have crossed his mind. "And what the hell did he mean he'd been up all night?"

 I laughed. "Not that I owe you an explanation any more, Alfred, but he helped to take care of the vampires last night. Bade played a major part in making sure all the pieces of my ass were still attached today." I yawned again, unable to stop myself.

 Bade snickered and I elbowed him. 

 "So you're not …"

 "Fucking the living dog shit out of him?" I said crudely. "No, I'm not."

 "You sound like you're upset about that," he taunted.

 "No, Al I'm just upset at being awake right now."

 We talked a few more minutes, then I closed the phone and handed it to Bade who was already dozing beside me. 

 "The fuck do I want with it?" he mumbled.

 "Put it on the table," I said. "My charger is beside the bed."

 Bade flopped over, and I rolled into his back again. Not because I had intended to this time, but because I was tangled in the covers and they went with him. It was already noon, because Dracula was awake. However Bade and I had only had a few hours sleep. I felt the vampire slip out of bed and I scooted more toward the middle. Bade followed and within a matter of minutes there's no telling who was snoring the loudest. 

 I awoke to the sound of the phone vibrating against the marble top of the bedside table. One of Bade's arms was thrown across my chest and I couldn't roll him over.

 "Bade."

 "Hmm?" 

 "Answer the phone," I said urgently, rocking his large frame back and forth.

 "No," he said slowly, "I'm not talking to that asshole again."

 "I really don't think Alfred would call back again."

 The phone stopped, and then started to ring again.

 "Bade, please, I can't sleep through the ringing." 

 "I'll give you some ringing," he growled as he snatched up the phone. "Hello. Johnny, what the fuck do you want? Well, she's right here, but why do you want her now?" There was a pause before he said, "She's naked and we were just asleep." Bade was beginning to smile and I could barely stop myself from laughing. "As a matter of fact, we've only had about four hours sleep," he said winking at me. "Can't it wait?" Bade held the phone out and put Johnny on speaker.

 "Since when do you get up before one o'clock after working the night before?" I asked.

 "Since when do you sleep with a fur rug?" he teased.

 "It was cold last night," I purred as I snuggled up to Bade and rested my head against his chest. 

 "I just thought you'd like to know that James Matthew is leaving town today. But he sends his warmest regards," he drawled, imitating James's accent.

 "Thanks, Johnny. Now can I go back to sleep?"

 "Is that what you guys were doing?"

 Bade flipped the phone shut without answering. 

 We had just settled back down when the phone rang again. Bade rolled over with a roar and said, "Listen you little twat, it's none of your business what Lilith and I are doing together or why we're naked. As a matter of fact, she can be naked with whoever she wants and it's none of your business. And if you don't like that you can lick my ass right up the crack." 

 Bade took a deep breath before I heard Kat's laughter.

 "Oh shit," he said as he put her on speaker. 

 "Well, I was going to ask how your night had gone, but I guess that's my answer," she said, laughing wickedly. "Actually, I was going to check on you. Elijah's already been by this morning, and he seems better. Well, as good as can be expected, I suppose."

 Kat told me that she would be going with him to Mary's funeral and then driving back alone so he could take the road trip he'd mentioned. Kat seemed better considering she and Mary had become friends and Elijah was like family. I had to admit; when it came to a crisis Kat was a good person to have around. 

 "So, you guys aren't really sleeping together, are you?" 

 I could tell by the way she asked the question that Kat had no idea she was on speaker. 

 "Well, yeah. That's what we were doing when you called."

 I thought Bade was going to choke. I put my hand over his mouth as she said, "This is Bade we're talking about right? The big, blond, Greek god looking guy down at Original Sin?"

 "That's the one," I said, winking at Bade.

 "I hate you," she said. "Are you really? Does Marco know about this?"

 "Oh yeah, it was his suggestion," I said. 

 My eyes were beginning to water with the effort it took to keep from laughing. 

 "I don't believe this," she said, sounding frustrated. "Not that I'm deprived with Judas or anything, but Bade had to be hung like a horse, you saw the way those silk pants fit." When I didn't comment she said, "Well then, if you're going to sink to the depths of depravity, I want know: How big are we talking here? 'Ooo and Ah?' Or more like 'holy shit?' Or do you just put a saddle on that horse and ride?"

 "How about more like you're on speaker, love?" Bade drawled.

 "Oh. I hate you too," she said, but she was laughing. "You're not really having sex are you?"

 "Not at the moment," he said with a laugh while I said, "No, Kat, we're not."

 "Did you at least get a look at the goods?" 

 "Sweetheart, the goods have been pressed against her backside for most of the morning," Bade teased. 

 Before she could say anything else I said, "I'll explain later, Kat, I promise."

 "I want details," she yelled as Bade flipped the phone shut.

 "Lovely friends you have, darling," he said, faking Alek's British accent. 

 "For crying out loud, put it on silent," Dracula called from the fireplace as Bade put the phone back on the charger.

 "Yeah," Bade said to me, "why didn't you think of that?"

 I turned my back to Bade and looked over at the vampire. He was sitting beside the hearth in a large red chair with a high back. There were little round glasses resting on the end of his nose with red tinted lenses. He didn't need them to read. They were used for decoding maps and secret messages in old books, which made me wonder what he was looking at. He had removed his mask, but his hair still covered the scars. 

 I wasn't sure how much longer I could avoid trying Mathias's solution. After all, his life was only out of danger from one source. If I didn't give him my love soon, blood and bodyguards might not be enough. This was the last thought I had before Bade wrapped his arm around me and we both went back to sleep.

* * * *

 Dracula and I were on stage that afternoon rehearsing when I suddenly realized now was the time. If ever I needed to act on Mathias's ideas, it was now. I touched Dracula and let him know what I felt. He was in full costume, and I was breathless as The Phantom stole me away from the crowd. Before I knew it, we were alone deep below the theatre. 

 As our boat touched the bank he turned to me and I kissed him. My tongue sought his as if attempting to pull him down into my desire. We rushed to his bedroom and he flung his cape over the bed with a dramatic swish of fabric. Neither of us spoke, there was no need for words. 

 I grabbed the front of his shirt and ripped it open. I ran my hands over his chest, [and -add] then licked the exposed flesh. I opened the shirt wider, grabbing a handful of cloth at the shoulders. Just like the first time we were together, he seemed shocked by my desire, but not intimidated. I snatched the shirt down his arms and he gasped. 

 I ran my fingertips over the perfect skin on the left side of his face. I traced his lips with my finger, but I avoided the mask. Then suddenly it was gone, and I screamed. 

* * * *

 Bade still held me though he was now trying to calm my screams. 

 "What's wrong, love?" he asked patiently. 

 "Did you have a nightmare?" Dracula asked as he sat on the bed beside me.

 "Yes," I said, trying to catch my breath.

 I looked at Bade waiting expectantly to hear what it was about. But then I turned to Dracula and he seemed to know the subject of my dream without being told. 

 "Perhaps you need a sleeping pill, my angel. It has only been fifteen minutes since you closed your eyes."

 I felt like I should apologize as he handed me the pills and a glass of water. But I hadn't done anything. I couldn't help what my unconscious mind had dragged up. And I was actually afraid of seeing what had been done to my beautiful vampire. So, I took the medicine and settled back against Bade while Dracula went back to the ancient looking book by the fire. 

 "Was it something awful?" Bade whispered against my hair. 

 "No. Just something I wasn't ready for."

* * * *

 We were scheduled for rehearsal that night. When I woke up around six o'clock Dracula informed me that they were practicing the ballet numbers that didn't require our presence. He was already in full costume and I could hear Bade in the shower. 

 After I got into costume Dracula led me back up to his office while he told me, "Marco has ordered the pack to hunt tonight."

 "But it's still two weeks before the full moon."

 "He will hunt again on the full moon."

 "What are they after?" I asked.

 "Khan. He wishes to be reasonably certain that Khan is out of the country or dead before you return home. Many of our cast members will be joining the hunt after rehearsal."

 Luther was waiting for me when we arrived. His arm had healed enough that he could return to the theatre. I knew it had been broken, but Marco neglected to tell me in how many places. All the cuts and bruises he had sustained in the accident were already healed, and it had only been three nights.

 Bade had been excused from the hunt to remain with me. Marco called him while I was on stage and said that he wanted me well guarded just in case. After rehearsal Luther left with the other wolves and Bade and I were going to the liquor store. 

 "You cannot be serious," Alek and Dracula objected.

 "If I have to spend the night wondering what Marco or Luther, or someone else I care about is out there tearing apart, or being torn by, I'm going to drink," I informed them.

 "It'll just take a minute," Bade said.

 "That won't be necessary," Johnny announced as he made his way down the aisle. "I heard about the hunt tonight." He paused, handing Bade a large bag. From the clinking sound I assumed it was full of liquor. 

 "Enjoy," Johnny said with a smile. 

 I hugged him. "Sometimes I really love you, Johnny."

 "Would these be the times you pull down my swimming trunks, or when I bring you alcohol?" he teased.

 "Both." 

 When Johnny and Alek left, Bade and I followed Dracula back down to the castle. For some reason the thought of Marco hunting Khan really bothered me. Most likely, they wouldn't find him, but what if they did? He was stronger than the others and I couldn't seem to shake my worries. 

 I changed clothes before joining Bade in the kitchen. Alek had enchanted the bottles of alcohol before he left, so this promised to be quick and painless. Bade was sitting at the large table wearing only a pair of jeans and a smile. But as I entered the room I could tell the smile was just for my benefit. He was worried too. 

 Knowing Johnny like I do I had expected a bag full of rum. I was a pleasantly surprised when Bade poured me a glass of red wine. 

 "There's rum too." He laughed at my expression. "But I feel like wine tonight, love."

 "Me too," I said softly as I took a seat beside him. 

 We sat there in silence for several minutes, both of us lost in our own thoughts. I felt like I should say something, but I wasn't sure what to say. I took a deep breath and finished my drink before turning toward Bade.

 "Richard called me today," he said while he poured us both another glass.

 Dr. Richard Stacey and I had been friends for almost seven years now. We'd met when a colleague of his wolfed out in a club one night. Richard got a broken nose, but wasn't seriously hurt then. However, last summer he had been kidnapped by a lunatic, whom he also used to work with. Dr. Bill Williams had found a way to mutate the lycanthropy virus. He had somehow extracted the part that is wolf and replaced it with the DNA of other animals. 

 Apparently he wasn't the first to do this, given the number of other were-creatures that were showing up. However, werewolves are still the majority and anything other than wolf is very rare. Before Bade and I were able to save Richard he was injected with the virus. Richard was now a snake man, and he hated snakes. Poor Richard. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Eighteen

 

 "How is he?" I asked, glad for something else to think about.

 It had been several weeks since I'd spoken to Richard. He had been having a hard time dealing with what had happened to him, and Bade was sort of his mentor. Some days he would be like his old self again. Then I wouldn't hear from him for weeks. It's bad enough to be a werewolf or something, but to be a snake man and hate snakes. I had spent many sleepless nights wondering what would have happened if we'd just gotten there a few minutes sooner. 

 Bade and I had still been enemies at the time and I had reluctantly agreed to his help that night. If only we had spent less time arguing and more time working our way to Richard. 

 "Stop that," Bade said softly.

 "Stop what?"

 "You're worrying, I can see it in your eyes. We did what we could for Richard," he said, taking my hand in his. "You can't beat yourself up with what might have been."

 He was right. I took another sip of wine and repeated my question, "So, how is he?"

 "He's really stirred up over The Werewolf Registration Act."

 The Werewolf Registration Act required all lycans to register themselves as "a living biological weapon." Even the ones like Judas who are shifters, but not werewolves. Unfortunately, Richard fell into this category too. 

 "He's afraid that if people know their physics professor is a snake mutant, it might cause him to lose his job," Bade said.

 "What about David?"

 Dr. David Kane also taught at the university with Richard. He was the werewolf who'd freaked out on him in the bar way back when. 

 "Kane's keeping quiet. He figures if he lays low and doesn't let word get out then no one will be the wiser."

 "What about you?" I asked.

 "I've already registered," Bade said bitterly as he turned up the bottle, ignoring his glass. "I'm not a fucking biological terror," he said, as he sat the bottle down.

 "I never thought so," I said softly, touching his arm.

 "Thank you." 

 "If it's of any consolation, you make a really good teddy bear." 

 Bade smiled down at me and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. 

 "I'd even wear a bowtie for you, love."

 "Before we start to try on lingerie, can I come in?" Dracula asked from the door.

 "Oh, nothing kinky, mate," Bade assured him.

 "That depends on what you would wear with the bowtie," Dracula said with an evil grin. 

 It was difficult to worry about Marco when in the presence of two such gorgeous men, but I somehow managed. 

* * * *

 Several hours later after Bade had fallen asleep in front of the fire Dracula turned to me and asked, "What were you dreaming today?"

 His voice was soft and sad. I wanted so badly to tell him the truth, but I couldn't bear to hurt him. 

 "It's not important," I said as I slid into bed beside him. 

 Marco had called twenty minutes before to let us know there was no sign of Khan. However, they planned to look until dawn. If there was still no trace of him then this might be my last night with Dracula. At least until I could bring myself to accept Mathias's suggestion. Even if Marco said he understood, how understanding can a man really be who gives you permission to sleep with someone else? I think he was alright with it in theory. Reality is a different matter entirely. 

 "But you were frightened," he said as he reached for me. 

 "Of something that ceased to scare me as soon as I opened my eyes," I said softly.

 I rested my head against his chest and handed him the book I'd selected from the library. 

 "Read to me." It was more of a question than a command.

 "As you wish, my angel."

 I fell asleep to the sound of Dracula's soft seductive voice as he read Little Red Riding Hood. 

* * * *

 I returned home the next day and Bade went with me. Luther would be over shortly as extra protection, and Marco was on Terra meeting with my uncle Aldan. I could tell Dracula hadn't wanted me to go and it nearly killed me to leave him. As I walked through the door to the sound of Johnny and Alek arguing in the kitchen I realized I would rather have stayed with him. I longed to feel the draftiness of the castle even while the sun shone through the kitchen window on my face. And when Alek called Johnny "Mr. Angel" for a moment I thought I'd heard "my angel" and I turned to look for him. 

 I was unpacking my clothes upstairs when Kat walked in. I was focused so intently on organizing my lingerie drawer that I didn't notice her at first. 

 "You won't find him in there," she said.

 "Who?" I asked, jumping a little.

 "Dracula."

 "What makes you think I'm looking for him?"

 "Even if you hadn't just told me, your eyes gave it away," she sighed. "Lil, they give it away every time you look at him."

 She sat down on the bed while she talked to me and her words hit so close to the truth that I couldn't even manage a smile.

 "No matter how good things are with Marco, you love him. I can see it. I don't need psychic abilities or werewolf senses to feel the vibe you two give off when you're together."

 I put down the panties I'd been folding and sat down beside her.

 "Does that make me wicked?" I asked.

 "No. I don't think it makes you anything," she said softly.

 "I want to do the right thing, Kat. I'm just not sure what that is anymore."

 "Who knows? I love Marco, just like I always loved Alfred. Marco is good to you." She paused. "But Dracula needs you," she said and her eyes filled with tears. "I never thought I'd encourage you to be with anybody but Marco … but the way Dracula looks at you makes my heart hurt." 

 Kat wiped her eyes as she continued. "It hurts me to watch the way Dracula watches you. Every time I see it I want to scream at you, 'can't you see you're killing him?' That's not something I would say if I didn't mean it, Lilith. You know that. We're like family, but family should be honest with each other. You're not cruel to Dracula, but it kills me to see what you deny him."

 "Kat, I had no idea."

 "He hides it from you. Every time you look at him he wears a mask, and I'm not talking about the one that covers half his face."

 I didn't know what to say. It wasn't that Kat couldn't be deep. I just hadn't expected this level of emotion. I just sat there and cried. I rested my head on the pillow in Kat's lap and she toyed with my hair till I calmed down. 

 "I didn't mean to upset you," she said finally. "But I think it's time you took Mathias's advice."

 "But I feel like I'm cheating on Marco," I said.

 "I don't know what to tell you, Lil. He agreed to it and if you don't do something I think Dracula might die of grief. He grieves for you when you're not with him."

 "How can you be sure?"

 "Because I've been around him when you weren't there. Believe me, it's a different experience entirely," she said.

 "When have you been around him without me?" I asked and I sounded like a jealous bitch.

 "Do you remember when you danced with Bade on opening night at Original Sin?" she asked. Apparently Kat was going to ignore how bitchy I sounded.

 "Yeah."

 "Well, I sat at the table with Dracula and watched him. He acted like he was at a funeral. Marco might be upset by this, and I'm sure he will be. But I don't think he will literally die without you. Besides, it sounds like he plans to keep seeing you regardless."

 "Yeah, it sounds that way. I'm just afraid he'll change his mind."

 "You can't live your life in fear," Kat said as she smacked me playfully across the face. "That's for getting bitchy with me," she teased. 

 As I got up I thumped her forehead. "That's for being a cunt."

 Anyone who didn't know us would think we hated each other, just based on the "terms of endearment" we used. But Kat and I spoke our own language, so to speak. And she just laughed as she followed me into the bathroom to wash my face. She started telling me about Judas. Apparently he was smart when it came to college, but he was no conversationalist. As anyone could tell, Kat liked to talk, so this wasn't working. 

 "I just don't feel special," she said. "And I know that probably sounds stupid, but I don't."

 "How does Beau feel?" I asked shrewdly. 

 "I don't know, but I'd like to find out."

 "I knew it. Are you seeing him behind Judas's back?"

 "No, we're just sort of gradually drifting apart. I figure I'll let Judas leave on his own before I hit on Beau," she said, sounding as if she'd already worked out the details.

 "What if he hits on you?" I asked.

 She didn't have an answer to that. However she reiterated her frustration about, "an eight inch dick is only so much fun without a brain attached."

 Once we went back downstairs all the guys were gathered in the kitchen. Apparently there were plans being made for a cookout and no one bothered to tell me. What is it about a bunch of guys that makes them want to set something on fire? I walked through the door to find a wizard, a half-breed of another magical creature, and two hot werewolves sitting at my table. 

 "Is this a petting zoo?" I asked as I walked over to Bade.

 "It is if you care to pet me, love." He smiled, putting his arm around me. 

 Luther watched this with a rather disgusted look. 

 "Easy, mate. I'm not nailing the packs alpha female," Bade assured him. "I'm her bodyguard, remember? We're not having sex, so we've got to talk about something. Did you think we wouldn't be friends?"

 Luther seemed to calm down after this, but Bade didn't remove his arm from my waist and Luther didn't like it. Bade and I hadn't had lunch, so we nibbled here and there while everyone else started preparing food. Most of the stuff we were cooking would need to marinate for a few hours, so we all went out to the front porch with some iced tea to wait. 

 "You know," Bade said as I refilled his glass and took a seat beside him in the swing. "The first time I heard of sweet tea, I thought you people were nuts." 

 "They don't drink sweet tea in Australia?" Kat asked.

 "Not the part I'm from," he said, smiling. "The first time I was served sweet tea I almost said, 'hey, this soda's gone bad.'"

 While we all talked and laughed, and Alek had some hot tea with cream, I stretched out and put my feet in Bade's lap. He had removed my sandals and was rubbing the soles of my feet when Luther came back out of the house. You didn't have to be psychic to see the hellfire in his eyes when he took in this sight. 

 When he walked back in, I got up and followed him.

 "What is your problem?" I asked as soon as we were alone. 

 "My problem? I'm not the one snuggling up to Bade like he's that fucking teddy bear who advertises fabric softener," he spat.

 "What? What are you talking about? I thought you trusted Bade. Aren't you the one who wanted him to take over the pack if anything happened to Marco because you didn't want the responsibility?"

 "That has nothing to do with it," he growled, but the fight was gone from his voice. 

 I was following on Luther's heels as he rounded on me. "Has it ever occurred to you that I liked being your protector and that I didn't mind filling the position until someone else could take over?"

 "You're jealous," I said softly. I was shocked. 

 "Yes, Lilith I'm jealous. I'm jealous that what little bit of time I had with you and the small amount of closeness I was allowed has been stolen from me," he said turning his back. "Stolen by someone who doesn't deserve the honor." 

 He turned back to me and his eyes were amber. 

 "I know him, Lilith, and he is not the good natured boy from down under that you think he is."

 "What do you mean? Luther, I've been close to him. I've touched him, and read his thoughts. He doesn't plan to hurt Marco."

 "And stealing you would be painless?" he asked skeptically.

 "I think you misjudge him, Luther." Then I added more softly, "And I think you misjudge me."

 "Lilith, wait," he said, catching my wrist as I turned to go. 

 "I didn't mean to judge anybody, least of all you. I'm supposed to look out for Marco's best interest, and we're both supposed to look out for yours. As long as I've known you that puts me in a hard position."

 "Why?"

 "Because …" He hesitated. "Hell, I think I've just played your male lead too much."

 After this he seemed better, but I was upset at the thought of Luther being so bothered by Bade's presence. By the time we went back outside Richard had arrived. I was sure Bade had called him in an effort to cheer him up. 

 He and Kat knew each other, but mostly through me. I caught her looking his way and said, "I can't account for anything else, but there's a brain attached."

 "How do you like yours?" Bade asked.

 "With a brain attached," I said, laughing.

 Obviously he understood the nature of our conversation given my comment and the fact that Kat was now choking on her tea. 

 "I meant your steak, pervert," Bade growled playfully.

 "I'd like it well done."

 "I always do it well," he assured me.

 "What the fuck have you got going on now?" Richard asked from over my shoulder.

 "Nothing."

 He snorted and took a seat beside Kat. 

 "Since when do you use such foul language?" I asked.

 "Since when do you care?" But he was laughing when he said this.

 "You need to get laid, mate," Bade said, handing Richard a drink. "At least that's my opinion." He added the last as he winked at me. 

 "Speaking of which," Johnny chimed in, "I do believe you two were in bed together when I called yesterday."

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Nineteen

 

 "You called then too?" Kat asked. Then she laughed. "No wonder you were mad," she said to Bade.

 "Was he rude to you sweetheart?" Johnny said suggestively to Kat. But we all knew they didn't like each other which made the comment even funnier.

 "He called me a twat." 

 "What's that," he laughed. "I cunt hear you?"

 Kat took the lemon out of her tea and flung it at him. Johnny ducked about the time that Alek turned around. Fortunately his forehead stopped the lemon from going any further. How is it that people always get into food fights at my house? Well, Kat always ends up throwing food and other people get hit. I suppose that's close enough.

 "Are you suggesting that I have a sour personality?" Alek drawled as he wiped the lemon juice from his face.

 Kat laughed as she tried to apologize to the smirking wizard. Lucky for her he had a good sense of humor, because I'd seen him set werewolves on fire with just such a look. 

 "Sex does not solve all problems," Richard replied to Bade, who was still laughing at the lemon toss.

 "No, but tits and ass are good therapy."

 "Cheers to that," Johnny said, turning up a glass of soda and rum that was mostly rum.

 The afternoon felt sort of light, like someone we knew hadn't died only a few days ago. Kat was leaving the next morning to attend Mary's funeral along with Elijah. She would be back by the weekend but Elijah would be gone for at least a week. 

 After everyone had gone home who wasn't spending the night, I left Bade and Johnny watching television while I decided to have a chat with the wizard. 

 "Yes," he said, as he opened the door to his apartment in my dungeon.

 "Can I come in?"

 "Always," he said, sweeping aside the lush curtains just inside the door. 

 He'd been sitting at his desk as was evident by all the books and plays scattered about. It looked like you'd expect a wizard's apartment to look. There were various odd little objects setting about, just like the ones he'd put inside the dungeon with my antique torture equipment. Dozens of books lined the walls and many were stacked in piles on the floor. Alek was obsessive when it came to things being dust free, or picking up trash and dirty clothes, but he was no stranger to clutter. His OCD only went so far. 

 "I need to talk to you about something." 

 "Need?" he asked, raising one eyebrow at my choice of words.

 "Well, I'd really like your opinion."

 Alek and I hadn't been alone in a while, and I'd missed our talks. We'd become almost as close as Kathryn and I, but lately I'd been preoccupied. 

 "I've missed you," I said. 

 "But you didn't come all the way down to the dungeon to tell me that." He smiled as he indicated I should make myself comfortable.

 I walked across the room and into his bedroom. Alek's large four poster bed was covered in rich looking sheets of cerulean blue. The canopy was slightly darker and reminded me of a clear night sky.

 Alek knew most of what was going on with me, and in the next hour I told him all the things he didn't know. 

 "Are you afraid to do what Mathias said?" he asked after I finished my explanation. 

 "Yes."

 "But you love him," he said softly, referring to Dracula.

 "Yes."

 "Then what are you afraid of? I doubt Marco will disown you. The wolf king is much wiser than you give him credit for."

 "I'm afraid that I won't be able to do it," I confessed.

 "You mean consummate this … situation?" he asked carefully. 

 "No. I'm afraid I'll go through with it and I won't be able to help him. Then it will all be for nothing. I'll have hurt Marco, hurt Dracula, and hurt myself and it will be all for nothing. I'm afraid I don't have the power Mathias thinks I do."

 "Ah," he said stroking his chin as if deep in thought. "I knew Mathias, and I do not think he would suggest something he didn't feel you had the ability to accomplish."

 For several minutes I sat silently at the foot of Alek's bed and let his words sink in while he paced in front of the fireplace. Like Dracula's castle, my dungeon was always drafty, so he kept a fire. The odd thing was he never needed wood. It was obviously some form of magic and I had yet to ask how it was done. 

 He sat down in a chair beside the fire and turned it to face me. 

 "What else is on your mind?" he asked as he crossed his hands over his lap. 

 Alek is a good listener and I decided to take advantage. I told him how Luther had reacted to Bade being my assigned bodyguard instead of him. 

 "I don't get a bad impression of him," he said about Bade. "Of course, I don't get a bad impression of Luther either. I think they are both more than willing to fight for you … or over you," he added with a sly smile. "Darling, what you have here is a simple case of jealousy. But then again, jealousy is never simple."

 "Nothing's simple," I sighed, reaching for one of Alek's blue velvet pillows to prop my elbows on. "I can't imagine why Luther would act this way. I haven't put him under any sort of spell. As a matter of fact, I don't know how to put anyone under a spell." 

 It was true that I'd put a crowd into a trance, but that wasn't exactly the same thing and it amazed me that I had accomplished that task.

 "Your very presence has the effect." Alek laughed softly, and he reminded me of Mathias. 

 Speaking of the devil, Alek began to tell me about his experience with my ancestor. As he shared what it was like to be around Mathias I stretched out on my stomach across the foot of his bed. Alek has one of the sexiest voices I've ever heard: a rich, smooth baritone, filled with magic very different from my own. But there was only magic in Alek's voice when he was putting someone to sleep. After all, he was The Dream Weaver. Tonight his voice held no magic and in my opinion that made it all the more appealing. 

 According to him, at the height of Mathias's power, when Alek was just a young boy, "The Seducer could walk into a room and women would swoon. It didn't matter if he ever spoke a word."

 "Shit. What am I supposed to do? Is this happening to me?"

 "Most likely," he sighed. "But you can learn to control it. This was if he let his guard down entirely. And there are those who can block you as well."

 "Like you?"

 "Yes," he said with a smile. "Like me."

 After a few more minutes I asked, "Would you be willing to look at a dream for me?" 

 "That appears to be the only way I'll ever be in your dreams," he said playfully. 

 I loved Alek's flirtatious personality and dry humor. I made a mental note right then to spend more time with him. Besides, how many people had a wizard living below their house? Here I had one and I had been ignoring him. 

 The dream that had been on my mind was the one that awakened me at Dracula's castle. Try as I might I couldn't remember his face. If I was going to go through with my current plans, I needed to prepare myself for the worst. So, with Alek's help I hoped to be able to revisit my nightmare. 

 I shared with Alek what had happened the first time before he said, "Make yourself comfortable."

 Alek removed a small pouch from the bedside table before he crawled onto the bed beside me. I watched as he took a handful from the bag of what looked like glitter, but I knew it to be stardust. He blew it up toward the canopy above his bed where it stuck like thousands of tiny stars. It looked like we had a view of a clear night sky. 

 "Relax," he said softly, "and close your eyes."

 I remembered the process of dream visitation from the times we had practiced it before. I began to picture Alek standing before me. He was wearing blue silk pajamas and I saw him just as clearly as if my eyes were open. Next I imagined the texture of the fabric beneath my hands and I touched his shoulder. As I did this Alek turned to me and I was lost in the honeyed brown of his eyes. 

 In an instant we were in my dream. We watched as if trapped inside a movie. The scene began to unfold just like I'd told him and we followed along as The Phantom led me deep beneath the theatre. 

 Alek tried to keep his cool, but he raised an eyebrow and smiled when I ripped off Dracula's shirt. 

 "Bit eager, were we?" he drawled sarcastically.

 "This is the part." 

 "Stop," Alek ordered, and time stood still. 

 He walked around to face Dracula, but I remained to the side, watching the shocked expression on my face in the dream. It was bizarre to watch another version of me running around, but I tried to ignore it. 

 Alek examined the image of Dracula carefully before saying, "Come take a look at this."

 "Is it awful?" 

 "No," he said, shrugging. "Actually, there's nothing there at all. Come see."

 I walked cautiously around to where Alek stood and could only stare openmouthed at what I saw. There really wasn't anything there. It was like someone had drawn Dracula's face on a piece of paper and erased the right side. Nothing was there, not his eye, not his eyebrow, or even the contours of his face. It was completely blank. 

 "This is very powerful, very old magic," Alek said. "He has managed to completely block the image from your mind."

 "Then, I can't really prepare myself."

 I broke contact with Alek and as we sat up on the bed he told me, "The eyes of love see things differently. When you look at him, I doubt you will react with horror, no matter what your nightmares might say. This dream was not a premonition so much as it was an expression of anxiety."

 "So you're saying I screamed at what I was afraid of seeing, not what was actually there."

 "Right," Alek said as he scooted to the side of the bed and stretched. 

 "I should get to bed." I yawned, getting to my feet. "Thanks, Alek."

 "Don't let me rush you," he drawled. 

 Alek walked me all the way back up the stairs where he turned his cheek for a goodnight kiss. I took his face in my hands and kissed both cheeks before hugging him tightly. "I'm sorry for ignoring you lately," I whispered.

 He just smiled and ruffled my hair before telling me to go to bed. Johnny must have already gone to bed too, because all the lights were out. I climbed the stairs in the dark and entered my room to find Bade reading Mathias's journal.

 He was sprawled across the bed wearing only his jeans and he was startled by my appearance.

 "Lilith, I'm sorry. I didn't know what it was. Well, I'm still not entirely sure, but I know I shouldn't have been reading it. I just wanted something to pass the time till you got here," he explained.

 "It's alright, Bade. He never says the same thing, and he won't tell you anything that you don't need to know."

 It was the truth. I really didn't mind Bade looking at the journal. Actually, it was kind of funny.

 "So, what did the old man have to say?"

 Bade suddenly looked very pale as he said softly, "He just told me to put the book up because you were about to come upstairs and call him an old man." He sat up and scooted back against the pillows, leaving the book as far as it could be from him and still be on the bed. "What kind of magic is this?" 

 Bade knew who Mathias was, because I'd told him so. But, he didn't know the whole story. While I changed clothes I told him as much as I could explain about my great, great grandfather. During this explanation he took off his pants. I watched as he stood beside the bed and slid the jeans down his long legs. Normally I would have thought of sex, but I admired Bade's body as a work of art. Even though Luther had seen me naked before, I still didn't change clothes in front of him. But something was different about Bade. Maybe it was because I'd known Luther since I was eleven. Whatever it was, I felt more comfortable in my skin around Bade. Luther didn't make me uncomfortable, but Bade made it feel alright if I wanted to take off my clothes. 

 "I don't really want to wear this," I said, slipping off the oversized pajama top I'd put on. "I was just being polite."

 "No need for pretense here, love," he said softly.

 While I slid between the red silk sheets Bade turned out the light. It was then I noticed the candle he had burning beside the bed. 

 "Do you want me to put it out?" he asked.

 "No, I like it. It smells familiar." I took a deep breath. "It smells like you."

 "I burn this scent in my apartment," he said with a smile. "It's called cedar and oak moss."

 "I like it." I sighed as I rested my head against Bade's chest. "Bade?"

 "Yes, love."

 "Will you tell me a bedtime story?"

 "Does Dracula always read to you?" he asked as he took a book of fairytales from the bedside table.

 "Most of the time."

 "You miss him don't you?" When I didn't answer he said, "There's no shame in that, love. I'm not judging you."

 I curled up to Bade, tightly pressing the front of my body against his side. He put one arm around me and opened the book over his chest so that I could read along. I fell asleep halfway through Beauty and the Beast. 

* * * *

 I awoke early the next morning still tightly pressed against Bade's side; however, someone else was against my back. Marco's arm was stretched across me and his hand touched Bade's thigh. Neither of them seemed to notice or care. I wiggled slightly and found that Marco was also completely naked. Despite how this sounds I wasn't aroused. I was spent, emotionally, physically, and psychically. The last few weeks had really taken a toll on me. 

 I knew that werewolves recovered more quickly from physical injuries if they slept next to other werewolves. But I had no idea that you could recover mentally too until I lay there a moment and paid attention to how much better I felt touching the both of them. It felt almost like being hypnotized or taking a sleeping pill. It was that wonderful feeling between sleep and wakefulness when you haven't had time to remember everything you're supposed to worry about. 

 I stretched and yawned as Bade rolled toward the window. I snuggled up against his back and Marco wrapped his arm more tightly around my waist. I had missed being near him so much. But in that moment I didn't worry about it. As long as Marco touched me all was right with the world. 

* * * *

 We were awakened a few hours later by Johnny.

 "Holy shit," he said from the door. 

 Bade and I both jumped but Marco didn't even move as he asked, "What do you want Johnny?"

 "Well, I came to see if Lilith wanted breakfast, but I think I'd rather get in the middle."

 Marco and I normally slept without the sheet and I was very glad that I'd managed to tangle myself in the covers the night before. It wasn't like Johnny had never seen me naked before, but he'd never caught me in bed with two naked men. 

 "We'll be down in a few minutes," Marco said, still not bothering to move. 

 "You sure I couldn't just …"

 "No, Johnny. We'll be down later," Marco growled.

 "You just don't want to share," he taunted.

 "We're not having a three-way Johnny, and we're certainly not having a four-way, now go away," Marco replied irritably.

 "Well, if you're not then what the hell are you doing?"

 "It's a werewolf thing," Bade rumbled as he put a pillow over his head, "you wouldn't understand."

 "You should put that on a t-shirt," Johnny suggested. 

 He had already closed the door by the time Bade threw a pillow at him.

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Twenty

 

 Once Johnny had gone back downstairs Bade yawned and said, "I'm not really hungry."

 "Me neither," I said, snuggling back up to his side. 

 "Well, fuck me," Marco growled and Bade and I laughed. "I am hungry after he had to mention breakfast."

 "Shut up," Bade snapped. "I'm trying to ignore my stomach."

 But about that time it growled and he said, "Shit, I might as well get up."

 Bade pulled on a pair of jeans and went downstairs while Marco went to the bathroom. By the time he came back out I was already dressed. It hadn't been awkward with Bade in the room, but now that we were alone silence hung between us. I didn't want things to be weird after the time I'd spent with Dracula, especially since it was all his idea. Marco was right, I had been safe.

 "I haven't been having sex with Dracula," I said softly, "or Bade."

 "I never thought you had." 

 As usual, the kindness in Marco's eyes broke my heart. He was always pleasant to look at, but his eyes added a warmth to his appearance. At least that's what happened every time he looked at me. Even if he'd never voiced his feelings, I knew Marco loved me every time he looked at me. It was plain to see, and I couldn't believe how many years it had taken me to notice. But I saw it now and I was afraid of losing it. 

 "When you decide to proceed with what we talked about, I'll understand," he said, placing his hands on my shoulders. "I'm not saying I like the idea, because I don't. But I couldn't live with his suffering or his death on my conscience." My vision blurred with tears as he said softly, "He needs you more than I do right now, Red. And that's saying a lot." 

 I couldn't speak. I looked up and the expression on his face cut me to the bone. 

 "I do not share you lightly," he whispered fiercely. "In fact, I don't even share you willingly."

 "What are you saying, Marco? When I go through with this … will I see you?" 

 I could barely bring myself to ask the question. The thought of not seeing Marco again was too terrible to even speak. 

 "You'll never be rid of me, Red. But I doubt you'll ever be rid of Dracula either."

 "Then what will become of us?"

 "I don't know, but I'm not abandoning you."

 Marco kissed me then and everything he felt was in that kiss. I fell into his arms as I wrapped myself around him. I needed to be near him. Marco had become an essential part of my life. A minute without him was like a minute without air. I didn't know how I would handle being without him if that's what it came down to. 

 After we left the bedroom there was no longer any awkwardness between Marco and I, which made me feel better. When we finally went downstairs Johnny and Bade were still cooking breakfast and Alek was making some tea. Marco spent most of the day with me and sent Bade along for rehearsal that night. 

 As soon as I arrived my eyes sought Dracula on the stage. I wasn't even aware that Bade was with me as I approached the vampire like a moth to a flame. The more I was near him, the more I wanted to be. I couldn't live without Marco, but part of me wanted nothing more than to stay with Dracula in his castle. Marco made the rest of my life seem short when I thought of being able to spend it with him. But Dracula was beginning to make forever seem like not enough time. 

 "They've finished the rest of our costumes," Luther told me as I walked behind the stage and followed him to my dressing room. 

 "Good, I was tired of not having the right dress for the right scene."

 "Not to mention we have our first performance in less than three weeks."

 When Luther pointed this out my heart fluttered. In two and a half weeks we would do this in front of an audience. I hadn't played Christine in so long. Even though rehearsals had gone well, part of me wondered if I was too old for the part. After all, Christine is supposed to be in her teens and I was twenty six. But given my heritage, I could easily have passed for eighteen with no makeup. Then again, why was I worried? The Phantom was supposed to be middle-aged and Dracula was over two thousand years old.

 Luther was already dressed in his ruffled white shirt and tight black pants. He began to put on a form fitting blue jacket while one of the ballerinas tightened my corset. 

 "Should you be in here?" she said, sneering at him.

 "Give me that." He pushed her aside and finished tightening my corset himself. 

 "Stupid little bitch," he mumbled as she left my dressing room. "I'm sick to death of all these little prima donna ballerinas. The show does not revolve around them."

 As I turned to face him Luther said with a smile, "It revolves around me."

 "I thought it revolved around me," I said haughtily. 

 "Actually, it revolves around me," Dracula said as he came through door, dramatically unfurling his cape as he bowed to me. "I am The Phantom after all."

 He bent to kiss my hand and Luther growled, "Show off."

 "One shows what one has," Dracula teased. 

 "Talent," I said then blushed at my words. 

 Dracula obviously had talent when it came to his seductive ways; I just never intended to say it out loud. 

 "You are of course referring to my considerable acting skills," he commented smoothly.

 "Of course." I could feel myself blushing deeper. 

 Luther rolled his eyes. "Well, at least he's more tolerable than the ballerinas."

 Luther and I had been sharing a dressing room ever since the theatre opened. Not because he didn't have one of his own, he just somehow always ended up in mine. But like I'd said before, I didn't like to change clothes in front of Luther. I think it's because I could still remember him as human and Bade had always been an animal to me. Maybe I was just a little bit afraid of breaking Luther's heart too. There was a changing screen in my dressing room where I went if I had to get naked. Other than that I was alright with being scantily clad. 

 "Just so you remember," Luther teased, "she ends up with me."

 "But it was a hard decision," Dracula purred as he put his hand on my waist and led me into the hall.

 He and Luther were having entirely too much fun playing opposites in this production. They teased each other relentlessly, but at least it was entertaining. Once again Dracula did not remove his mask during rehearsal. As I sat on the steps, still wearing the white gown from the last scene, I closed my eyes and remembered how he used to be. I saw his face in the candlelight the night we'd spent together. I had only known him for two days at the time, but I'd felt his presence in my mind for a lifetime. Touching him came easily, because I already felt I knew him. Every part of him was a new and yet familiar discovery. 

 While I cherished this memory Luther came running back from behind the stage. 

 "Lilith, come quick."

 "Why, what is it?"

 "Just come," he said breathlessly. "And where's Dracula?"

 We were just taking five between scenes and Dracula was talking to Alek in their shared office. I went to get him before we both met Luther in his dressing room. There we found the willowy vampire ballerina who'd given Dracula the once-over a few weeks ago. I remembered her vividly as the one who wanted to know if he was the "real Dracula." 

 "Luther, I know you hate the ballerinas, but isn't this a bit much?" I asked.

 She was bound to a chair with silver chains and she looked near tears. 

 "You don't understand," he said quickly. "I caught her talking on this."

 He handed me her cell phone and I obviously failed to see the significance.

 "I followed her back here because she smelled familiar," he said, still talking fast. "I just couldn't place where I'd picked up that scent before. Then it hit me. The night we were in an accident trying to get to you." He paused before saying more calmly, "The night Mary was killed. I stepped out of the cab to get a breath of air and I caught that scent. And just now I heard her calling someone Khan."

 Well, that was a horse of a different color. 

 "Is this true?" Dracula asked, his voice soft and deadly.

 When she didn't answer I backhanded her, knocking the chair and the ballerina to the floor. I really hadn't liked the way she looked at Dracula and enjoyed hitting her more than I should have. 

 "He asked you a question, bitch. Do you or do you not know the vampire Khan?"

 She spit on my shoe and I nearly went blind with rage. It wasn't that I was so fond of the shoes. It was the fact that I'd tolerated her presence while she made eyes with Dracula for months now. Every rehearsal, always batting her eyelashes at him, and all the while she was helping to plot his murder. Not that he'd returned her affection, but it still made me angry. 

 I took off the shoe and rubbed it in her face. She struggled, but the silver chains kept her bound. Vampires, who were all descended from Dracula, had an extreme allergy to silver, though not as bad as werewolves. They wouldn't die from a silver bullet, but it would really make for a shitty day. He was the only vampire who could touch silver. My guess was he'd developed a weakness from carrying it with him so long. It was a cat o'nine tails with silver tips that had left the scars across his back. He could touch the metal without pain, but a silver weapon would still leave a scar. 

 I had an idea, and it wasn't pleasant. 

 "Luther, go get some plastic, enough to cover the bathroom floor," I said darkly.

 Luther had a bathroom attached to his dressing room which was where I intended to put the ballerina. His dressing room adjoined mine through the other side. I crossed our shared bathroom and locked my dressing room from the inside. Dracula went out to tell Alek to have the dancers finish rehearsal without us. 

 "What are you going to do?" the ballerina asked me. 

 She was still tipped over on the floor. 

 "Why?" I asked as I began to remove my dress. 

 She didn't respond. She only watched as I stripped down to my white corset and stockings. I moved the lovely white gown to my dressing room and when I returned Dracula and Luther were back.

 "What do you plan to do?" Luther asked, taking in my appearance with a glance.

 But Dracula seemed to know what I planned, and the look on his face said that he approved. 

 "Put the plastic on the bathroom floor, make sure the shower is closed, and anything covered that might stain," I said matter-of-factly. 

 I had never tortured anyone before. I wasn't even sure I was capable of it. Alfred had always handled that sort of thing, but Alfred wasn't here anymore and this woman had had something to do with Mary's death and a plot to kill Dracula. If I was going to start, now was the time. 

 Even if this wasn't the norm for me, she didn't know it and I doubted Luther or Dracula would give me away. I was at the very least a good actress and determined to scare her into telling me what I needed to know. 

 "Move her into the bathroom please," I said to Dracula. 

 She hissed and snapped at him as he lifted her, chair and all, and sat her in the middle of the plastic covered floor. There was a neat little table with a vase of flowers beside the shower. I removed the vase and sat the table closer to her. 

 I walked back into Luther's dressing room and returned with a drawer I'd pulled from his table. You'd be surprised what actors have lying around as props. I pulled out a large silver ring, a bowie knife, a lighter, and a cigar. 

 "Do you believe in God?" I asked. 

 "What's it to you?" she spat. 

 I pulled a crucifix from the drawer and slapped it to her forehead before she finished speaking. The vampire shrieked as the holy object burned into her flesh.

 "I'll take that as a yes," I said, setting the cross on the table. 

 "What the fuck do you want?" she hissed.

 "I want to know where Khan is and what part you played in Mary Jasper's murder." 

 "Who's Mary Jasper?"

 "The young girl you got by mistake," I said coldly. 

 The vampire didn't speak, but I saw recognition in her eyes. 

 "I'll ask you one more time, where is Khan and what part did you play in Mary's murder?"

 Luther was turning pale, but I knew he was in this for the long run. Elijah was his friend too, and he'd known Mary. He would do what it took to punish all those responsible. He also liked Dracula, no matter how much they harassed each other, and he hadn't taken kindly to the idea of someone wanting to kill him. He liked the idea of them trying to kill me to hurt Dracula even less. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Twenty One

 

 "I suggest you tell her," Luther said. 

 "What are you going to do to me?" She laughed as if we were insects buzzing around her. 

 I didn't know if I could follow through with the threat. But I took her hand and placed it on the table. 

 I put the knife over her index finger as I said, "Where is Khan?"

 She laughed and I hit her across the face with the hilt of the knife. I couldn't bring myself to do what I had threatened. 

 "What's the matter?" she taunted. "Lost your nerve werewolf hunter? You're not used to dealing with vampires are you?" 

 She ranted on for a minute or so. Dracula and Luther remained very quiet. Luther stood behind me and Dracula watched from behind the ballerina. My pulse was racing so that I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. 

 "What did you do to Mary?" I asked. 

 For several minutes she didn't answer and I pressed the cross against her forearm. The vampire screamed and started cursing me in what sounded like French. After this she spit at me again and said, "You really want to know the things that were done to her?" Then she laughed sadistically. "Unfortunately, you killed the ones who could have given you a more graphic description. You see, they were directly involved. I just watched."

 May God forgive me, but that was all the provocation I needed. I chopped off her index finger as I roared, "What did you do to her!?"

 She screamed and cried so loudly that I began to worry if someone would hear us. I looked around nervously and Dracula assured me, "I told Alek not to turn off the music. We are far enough behind the stage that it should muffle the sound."

 With that out of the way I turned back to the ballerina. 

 "Well?" 

 "Bitch," she hissed. "If you think I'm telling you anything now you're fucking crazy. You're dead anyway, you're fucking dead!"

 No sooner had she said these words than I chopped off another finger. 

 Her scream was a mixture of anger and pain as she said, "It doesn't matter what you do to me." Then she began to laugh maniacally. Her fangs were fully extended and it made her thin face look even more gaunt. "Khan will kill you for this."

 "Fuck Khan," Luther said. "Do you really want to lose all your fingers tonight?"

 "They'll regenerate," she said, sneering up at him. 

 Now it was my turn to laugh. The evil sound that came from my throat chilled my blood and caused the ballerina to look truly afraid for the first time. 

 "Luther," I said handing him the ring and the lighter. "Heat this up for me, will you?"

 "What are you going to do?" she asked shakily.

 "Why, I'm going to cauterize the wound." 

 Vampires could regenerate just like werewolves. That is unless you cauterize the wound with silver. Of course she could always have her entire hand cut off in order to regrow the fingers at a later time. But who wants to do that? Besides, if I didn't cauterize the wound she might bleed out before I was finished with her. 

 Luther had put on a pair of thick gloves to touch the ring and as he burned the hot metal into her flesh she screamed, "They raped the shit out of that little girl and they would have done the same to you if I hadn't fucked up the description!" 

 I screamed with rage as I snatched up the cross and pressed it into the side of her face. 

 "You fucking bitch," I said, digging the holy object into her flesh. 

 I was crying now, but it didn't matter. The beast had taken over and I couldn't stop even if I had wanted to.

 "I didn't know it was a wig," she said as Luther finally finished his grizzly task. 

 "Then he will not save you," Dracula spoke from the corner as he moved into her line of sight. "If you were the one who led to the capture of the wrong person, it is you that Khan will kill."

 She seemed to absorb this information with growing horror. 

 "You lie," she hissed. 

 "Why don't you tell us where he is?" I asked. 

 "Fuck you," she said, spitting at me again. 

 "That's it." I slapped her so hard that she was knocked into the floor again. "If you spit on me one more time I will kill you, but I will take my time," I growled.

 Luther looked afraid, but only for a moment. 

 "I think I know where to find some more silver," he suggested darkly.

 "Fuck you," she said again as he sat her back up.

 "Now there's an idea." 

 I knelt in front of the ballerina and began unfastening the ribbons and bows on her corset with the knife. I would never actually do to someone the things I was about to threaten and neither would Luther or Dracula. I just wanted her to feel the fear that Mary must have felt, knowing what was about to happen to her.

 "You watched them rape Mary, right?" When she didn't answer I said, "How about I stick this knife up your ass and leave you to bleed to death? Do you like that idea?" 

 I had no intention of doing this, but she didn't know it so I continued to threaten the worst things I could think of until she said, "He's out of the country."

 "Where?" Dracula said, taking a step forward.

 "I don't know." When I raised the knife she said, "I swear! He didn't tell me. I only know that he's overseas somewhere."

 After a minute she said to me, "That's all I know. Kill me quickly."

 I rose to my feet as I asked, "Did Mary ask you for mercy?"

 The look in her eyes said yes. 

 "And did you show her any?" She only cried in response as I continued. "Did you show my friend one ounce of kindness that would make me reconsider what I'm about to do to you?" 

 "No," she whimpered. 

 "Get her out of this chair," I said to Luther. "And put her in the shower."

 Rather than risk setting her free Luther stomped the chair legs and broke the rest to pieces, pulling it from the chains. All except the back. He left the back of the chair tied firmly to her in order to maintain the tension in the chains. 

 He threw her in the shower and as I leaned over to cut her throat I said, "This is for Mary."

 We left the vampire to bleed to death and locked the door. Someone would throw her out to meet the sunrise first thing in the morning. My hands shook as I washed them in the sink. Dracula and Luther followed me through to my dressing room where I put on a black robe and began to walk down the hall. The music was still loud and I doubted whether anyone had heard what had just happened. 

 Neither of them tried to stop me when I stepped outside into the cool night air. Despite the fact that it was the middle of May we were still having unseasonably cool weather. One day it would be in the seventies the next it would drop into the forties at night. All I had on underneath the robe was my white stockings and blood splattered corset, but I wasn't cold. I was in shock. 

 I had never tortured anyone before. It was one of the things that I just didn't do. I didn't do it, because it was a memory I never wanted to have. My life and especially my job had given me enough nightmares without taking on more. Yet here I stood shivering, but not from the cold. I was shaking because I'd just spent the last half hour severing two of the vampire's fingers after I'd burned her flesh with a cross. 

 I noticed I was still carrying the cigar with me that I'd found in Luther's drawer. I turned to him standing quietly beside me and began to search his pockets. 

 "Not that I mind the frisking, but what are you looking for?" he asked.

 Even though what he said was funny, his voice lacked humor. Luther was upset too, and trying hard to hide it. 

 "Lighter," I said.

 He reached in his coat pocket and handed me the lighter, but I was shaking too badly to light the cigar. 

 "Here," Luther said, cupping his hands around the cigar to light it for me. 

 "Thank you," I whispered and nearly threw up. 

 I decided it was best if I kept my mouth closed. Dracula excused himself to speak with Alek and to tell those wondering about our absence that I was not well. I was the only one who'd gotten blood on my clothes. Luther had rolled up his sleeves and worn gloves. He was still in costume, and looked really good in the deep blue frock coat. I tried to distract myself by looking at him, but it only worked for a second. 

 As I continued to shiver I realized I'd done it for Elijah more than anyone else, because I knew he wouldn't have been able to. And poor Mary would never get the chance. I'm sure somewhere in my jumble of thoughts a fear of Dracula being harmed had also motivated me, but at that moment I could only think of Elijah. He would never have been able to do what I'd done tonight, so I did it for him. 

 That woman had stood by and watched while they hurt Mary. She could have helped, but she didn't. To me, that was just as bad as if she'd participated. If we do nothing while others suffer, then don't we contribute to their suffering?

 Luther moved closer to me. I could feel the heat radiating from his body. He put his hand on my shoulder and I leaned back against him as his arm encircled my waist. 

 "Luther, I've never done anything like that before," I said, my voice shaking.

 "I know."

 "If I can do something like that, then what does that make me?"

 "Desperate," he said. "We needed to know where Khan was for your safety and for others. The fact that she'd helped to torture Mary just made you angry enough to go through with it."

 I tried to nod my head in agreement but gagged instead. I leaned over the loading dock and threw up while Luther held back my long red wig. 

 "You're not a monster," he said softly. 

 "Luther, I'm not the girl you knew in school anymore." I stopped to throw up again. "I'm something else," I gasped. 

 "So am I," he said as he took the cigar from my hand so I couldn't accidentally burn myself. 

 I heard cars leaving the parking lot out front and in a few minutes Alek and Dracula came through the back door. Luther had helped me to my feet and stood with his arm around my shoulders. 

 Alek walked over and handed me a drink. 

 "This will help," he said softly.

 "Thanks, Alek, but I don't think alcohol is the solution to my problems."

 "Neither do I," he said bluntly, "now drink it." He looked at the cigar and said, "The nicotine should help it move through your system more quickly."

 When I still looked questioningly at the glass he explained, "It's for your nerves, and to prevent nightmares."

 I was so grateful I almost cried. While they spoke I sipped the potion slowly and finished the cigar. My heartbeat had slowed down significantly within a few minutes. I knew they were discussing the information we'd just learned, but I wasn't following the conversation. When Bade came through the door I went to him and wrapped my arms around his waist. He smelled like home and it comforted me. Luther didn't seem to like this, but I ignored him. 

 I still didn't know what they were saying. I focused on Bade's steady heartbeat and tried not to throw up the potion I'd just finished. As I turned to go back to my dressing room I said, "Let's not speak of this again. Ever. I will not become worse than they are."

 Nobody spoke as I left them standing outside. Bade followed me to the dressing room and helped me change. His strength and his nearness calmed me and I was grateful to have him close by. Nausea threatened to overpower me again when I realized I needed to pee and the vampire's body was in my bathroom.

 About that time Dracula walked through the door. The first words out of his mouth were, "I will have the bathroom completely redone. Nothing about it will give a clue as to what happened this night."

 "Thank you." 

 "Will you be alright, my angel?" he asked softly, taking a step forward to caress my face.

 "I will be." 

 I almost asked him if I could stay. Marco had two clubs to run, reports to make to my father and Aldan now, and the last time I spoke to him he had to settle some disputes within the pack. Dracula would be reporting to my father shortly and I knew I could trust him to leave out anything horrible about me. He would simply say we had obtained the information and not tell how. 

 But I needed comfort. Luther was pretty shaken up but if I took him home with me he would be angry that Bade was there. Bade had been told to stick close to me when Marco wasn't around, so there was no way around that. 

 "I am grateful for what you did tonight," Dracula said as he hugged me against him. "I know that such an act did not come easily for you." He kissed my forehead and my chest felt tight. His lips touched my skin just a moment longer than was necessary and it was nearly my undoing. "You do much for the sake of others, my angel. If you ever need anything from me, you have only to ask."

 I kissed him in response. His kindness was very moving. I knew when I touched his lips that he didn't step in and take over the ballerina's torture because he didn't want to offend me. He knew that I acted on behalf of Elijah, Mary, and himself. He was afraid his interference would imply I couldn't handle the situation myself. It was nice to know he didn't think I needed a man to take care of me. But then again, I'm not much on women's lib when it comes to torture. 

 After Dracula left I took Bade's hand and said, "Looks like it's just you and me."

 On our way out I made the comment that I needed to get a good night's sleep because we had rehearsal again tomorrow. 

 "You're not seriously coming back here tomorrow?" he said. 

 "I need to act like everything is normal. If I don't come people might get suspicious. The last thing I need is for people to have another reason to spy on me." 

 There were few things I hated worse than having someone stick their nose in my business. I'd finally come to the conclusion that people who spent too much of their time attending to my business didn't have enough of their own to attend to. Maybe that's why I'd been so unforgiving with the ballerina. After all, the horrible things they'd done to Mary would have been done to me if not for her mistake. She'd been watching me and waiting for the opportunity to let someone hurt me. 

 "She deserved it," Bade said, opening my car door.

 "Can you read my mind?" 

 "No, but the rest of you is not hard to read." He smiled kindly. 

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Twenty Two

 

 The night was cool, but Bade left the top of his convertible down because I wanted to enjoy the air. He gave me a blanket from the trunk before we left the parking lot amid the stares of a few dozen fang bait. Normally they would have tried to come closer but one look at Bade said this was not the time for autographs. 

 By the time we made it home I was half asleep with my head in his lap. Alek would be along later and I had no idea where Johnny was. This meant Bade and I had the house to ourselves. Alek's potion had helped my nerves, but now that I was coming down from my adrenaline high I felt like crying. There was a time when I would never have let Bade see me cry, but that time had passed. 

 "I feel like I might have a breakdown," I confessed as we made our way up the stairs. 

 "It's understandable," he said, patting my shoulder. 

 "Then how come I never see you or Marco, or anyone else freaking out? Why is it always me who runs home and cries?"

 "Elijah cries." 

 "Well, other than Elijah. How come it's always me? Am I just the only one who's not a complete sociopath or am I weak?"
 "You're not weak," Bade said as he opened my bedroom door. "Dracula cries too. In his office when he thinks no one can hear him."

 Then I remembered how he had cried over Mary and knew I wasn't the only one. I was just being deliberately hard on myself. 

 "You know that skin that Marco loves to show off?"

 "The hide of the former king?" I asked. 

 "That's the one. Well, he threw up for an hour after he did that, because I was with him," Bade said.

 "Really?" 

 That made me feel better.

 "Don't let his confidence fool you, love," Bade said while I started to take off my shoes. "Marco doesn't get any pleasure from hurting people any more than you do. And I only like it if they're willing." He added the last with a wink. 

 "Bade," I scolded weakly. 

 "If you laugh you'll feel better." 

 "You're right. I just don't feel much like laughing."

 "Then let's cry and have done with it," he said. "You did what had to be done and that doesn't mean you're good or bad, it just means you were able. It doesn't make you weak to regret the things you have to do. It makes you weak when your regrets prevent you from acting."

 There was a lot of wisdom in his words and I let some of it sink in while I undressed. 

 "I need a shower," I said quietly, making my way toward the bathroom. 

 I turned on the water and rested my head against the cold tile. I didn't hear Bade come in, but when he found me I was curled into a ball crying in the corner of the shower. He sat down beside me and pulled me into his arms. 

 "Ssshh," he said softly, rocking me back and forth. 

 After several minutes of gently stroking my hair and murmuring words of comfort Bade said, "This water won't wash away your sins, love. Let's get some rest. Come on, I'll wash your hair."

 Once we got out of the shower, I could tell Alek's potion was beginning to have more of an effect. No matter how much I tried to think about what happened a few hours before I found it harder and harder to focus. Finally, I gave up worrying and snuggled up to Bade. 

 I took a deep breath and pressed my face against the side of his throat. I breathed in the scent of his shampoo and as I ran my nose over his hair I picked up the familiar scent of the pack. He smelled of fur and outdoors, of sunshine and forest, and Marco. I never thought I'd find comfort in the scent of a wolf pack but I did. It smelled like home and family, and safety. Through Bade I could feel the strength of the pack, almost as deeply as I felt it through Marco. 

 He seemed to understand the reason I nuzzled his hair and pulled me on top of him the way Marco always did. It should have seemed strange to have my naked body pressed flat against Bade, but it didn't. It didn't even feel sexual, because neither of us was aroused. It felt like home. While I lay against him that night the horrors of the day were far from my mind. I knew only the scent of the open woods and the thrill of the hunt. Through the scent of the pack and my contact with his skin I was able to relive some of his memories. And thanks to Alek's potion, I only sought out the good ones. 

* * * *

 Morning came too soon, and true to his word Alek's potion had prevented any nightmares. I lifted my head slowly and the side of my face hurt. 

 "Ouch." I rubbed my cheek while I rolled off of Bade.

 At first he looked concerned as he turned my face so he could have a look, but then he laughed at me.

 "What's so funny?"

 "My nipple ring left a dent in your cheek," he snickered. 

 "I should leave a dent in your ass," I threatened as I rolled toward the edge of the bed and turned my back on Bade.

 "Don't threaten me with a good time," he growled, snuggling against my back. 

 "Are you bloody perverts up here naked again?" Johnny asked as he came staggering through the door.

 "You're drunk," I said incredulously. 

 I glanced at the clock while Bade said, "It's only nine thirty."

 "Well, better late than never," Johnny drawled. "Now do you want breakfast or not?"

 We waited until Johnny had closed the door and I heard him stumbling down the stairs before getting out of bed. Bade had started to keep some of his clothes at my house since he was there so much. He went to the closet and slipped on a pair of dark blue pajama pants. I would have offered him some of mine to wear, since I preferred to wear men's pajamas, but he was too tall. Luther could wear my pajama pants if he pulled them down low on his hips, and so could Dracula or Marco. But they were all around six foot two. Bade was bigger around and two inches taller. No matter how much he might have tried, the men's size medium would always be tight and look like high waters on his long legs. 

 On the other hand, they were loose on my waist and I had to roll them up three times at the bottom to keep from tripping. I just liked to wear men's shirts and pjs around the house. I suppose it's like why Mason explained to me once that he liked to wear women's clothes occasionally. He said it made him think of the woman beneath it. When I wore Marco's pajamas, I definitely thought of the man who'd been beneath those. 

 I put on a pair of black silk pajama pants with a drawstring waist and a sleeveless white undershirt. I'd recently painted my toenails black and the pjs just made it all the more noticeable. 

 "You're wearing a wife beater?" Bade laughed at my shirt.

 "Just around the house," I said with a shrug. 

 When we entered the kitchen Johnny was already cooking a breakfast big enough for a crowd. Well, when you considered there was the three of us plus Alek, I suppose he wasn't far off.

 "You need any help?" I asked. 

 "No," he said and the tone of his voice let me know something was wrong even if the alcohol hadn't tipped me off. 

 "Johnny, why are you drinking so early?" I asked.

 He just shook his head, but I had a feeling I knew the problem.

 "Did Dracula call you last night?"

 "Yes," he said, stirring the eggs with a large wooden spoon. 

 "Shit, he made you set the ballerina out to meet the dawn didn't he?"

 "It's alright, sweetheart, at least I didn't have to film it," he said with a half-hearted smile. 

 "I'm sorry, Johnny. If anyone should have had to do it, it should have been me."

 "He knew you'd say that, which is why neither of us mentioned it to you last night."

 Watching someone go up in flames is never pleasant. I'd seen the video Bade had filmed for Mason, but I'd never seen it in person and I had no desire to do so. 

 We had just finished breakfast when Marco called and he didn't sound happy. 

 "What's going on?" I asked.

 He told me that he'd gone by the university to visit Richard because Bade was concerned about his mental state. Once he got there he found out that several students were staging a protest in the middle of the campus. 

 "What are they protesting?" Bade asked, because I'd put Marco on speaker.

 "The right to be a werewolf in college. Apparently, many of them have been discriminated against by their professors and even denied federal grant money for being a lycanthrope. They're blaming it on The Werewolf Registration Act."

 "Is it a peaceful protest?" Bade asked.

 "For now, but I think you two should be here. Luther's already on his way."

 "What about Richard?" I asked.

 "Oh, I can't believe I forgot. They're saying he's the only one who hasn't treated them differently. Now there's a news crew on the way here wanting to interview him. They want to know why he's so tolerant and how others can learn from his example."

 "Oh, shit. We'll be right there."

 I snatched on a pair of jeans and some flip flops while Bade put on jeans and another Red Light Special t-shirt. I grabbed a black sweatshirt on my way out, but it was already in the seventies and the day promised to be mild. 

 The drive to the university normally takes an hour, but we were there in forty minutes. When we pulled up in Bade's convertible we could see the protesters from the parking lot. News crews were already filming so we snuck into the building's back entrance and up to Richard's office. 

 We ended up finding him down the hall in his lab peeking from between the blinds. Marco let us in and we saw Dr. David Kane also cringing at the sight of the cameras. 

 "What am I supposed to say to them?" Richard asked no one in particular. "Oh yes," he said mimicking a pleasant voice, "I'm so tolerant of werewolves because I'm a snake mutant." 

 Then he started freaking out and turned to me. "Look at my eyes!"

 Richard's eyes had a tendency to turn snake yellow when he was upset. 

 "I don't want my students to know I'm a snake man," he said miserably. "I don't want my mother to know. I don't want my werewolf students coming to me for advice, wanting to know how I deal with things. I can barely keep my own ass out of a sling. I don't need people coming to me looking for a mentor. You come to me if you need help with calculus, not if you need help growing paws on the full moon."

 "Try to calm down, Richard," Marco said reasonably. "We'll find a way out of this."

 The first time Marco had met Richard he was shit drunk down at The Dread Moon. I'm sure today's incident didn't help to endear him to the wolf king either. But no matter what I was thinking, Marco seemed to like Richard and feel genuine sympathy for his plight. 

 "We'll tell them you're sick," Marco said finally. "Bade and Lilith can sneak you out the back door and you won't even be on campus for them to find."

 "What about me?" David asked. 

 David Kane is around six foot two, with sandy brown hair, clear blue eyes, and an ass like muffin tins. Besides that, he was a really nice guy. I'd never seen him without his confident smile, even in a crisis. 

 "You're the one who's going to tell them Richard is sick," Marco said. "I'm sorry, David, but if they see me here they'll start to speculate about why you were seen with an alpha werewolf."

 David sighed. "You have a point. None of them are in my class, that's why I haven't been dragged into this already. I'll just go down and tell them that Richard is not on campus today due to illness and he's tolerant because he's a good person. Or something like that," he said, waving his hands about while he spoke. 

 "Good, that should work," Marco said. 

 "Where's Luther?" I asked.

 "He's parked beside me out back," Marco said. "We're about to make our escape before the press finds us too." 

 We all hurried down the stairs to the back door while David went out the front entrance to face the crowd. 

 Marco kissed my forehead and said, "I'll see you later, Red," before running around the building to his car. Richard laid down in the backseat until we were about a mile away from campus. 

 "I think it's safe to get up now," Bade said.

 Richard sat up, looking a little embarrassed for hiding so long. I almost laughed at the way his gray hair stood on end. We had the top down and it wasn't doing his hair any favors. I shivered and moved closer to Bade. He put his arm around me and his warmth seemed to burn me through the sweatshirt I'd pulled on before leaving the house. Even if the weather report said it was seventy two, it felt more like sixty five to me. 

 Once we arrived back at my house Marco called again. He was planning to come over, but he was going to have to leave immediately for Texas.

 "Texas?"

 "Yes, Texas," he sighed. "Sam's having some difficulties that require my attention. I'll only be gone a few days."

 "What's wrong that Sam can't handle? He's an alpha too," I said angrily.

 "Well, you know how they were protesting here?"

 "Yeah."

 "Well, apparently they're rioting in Texas."

 "What the hell for?" I said, still grumpy at having Marco snatched away from me again.

 "Turns out the entire squad of Dallas Cowboy cheerleaders are werewolves. One of them has been lynched and the rest have come to Sam for protection."

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Twenty Three

 

 Now I was really angry. 

 "Are you telling me you're going out there to protect a bunch of cheerleaders?!"

 "Easy, Red. That's Sam's job. I'm going out there to handle the media. People are barely aware that Sam exists. I intend to remedy that and to help point out that the murder of this cheerleader was a hate crime."

 "You're taking Luther with you." It wasn't a question. 

 "Well, I was planning to," he said, sounding stunned by my anger.

 "If I even get so much as a hint that you're near those cheerleaders, or if I catch an unfamiliar scent on you when you return," I paused before finishing, "I'll have their hides on display in my sitting room."

 "I love it when you get all protective on me," Marco teased. "Don't worry, Red. The smell of hydrogen peroxide is not an aphrodisiac to me."

 This made me laugh and I started to calm down. 

 "I'm sorry, Marco. I'm not sure what came over me. I've never been the psychotic girlfriend type."

 "You're not psychotic," he laughed. "And I know exactly what came over you, because it's what comes over me every time I read the tabloids."

 After our conversation was over I shared with Bade the other half of the conversation he hadn't heard.

 "I'm impressed, love," he said with a wink. "Just as long as you don't go pissing on his doorstep to mark your territory."

 "That's not a bad idea," I teased. 

 "What was he talking about with the tabloids?" 

 "I have no idea."

 "I do," Richard said, taking a paper out of his coat. "I forgot to show you this before, picked it up on my way to work this morning."

 "Shit," I said, handing the paper to Bade. 

 Right there on the front cover was a picture of me in Bade's car. It showed me wrapped up in a blanket with Bade's arm around me all snuggled up in the front seat. Of course they didn't know that I was shaking because I'd just tortured someone to death. Then it occurred to me, neither did Marco because I hadn't told him. He had been on Terra the night before. I guess I just assumed he would hear about it from Dracula because I felt sick at the thought of telling him what I'd done. 

 I fought the nausea and picked up the phone while Bade and Richard complained about how some of the fang bait outside the theatre must have been reporters in disguise. 

 First I apologized for the way I'd spoken to him earlier, and then I explained to Marco what had happened the night before. 

 "Why didn't you tell me before?" he asked. "Why not tell me at the university, or call me last night?"

 "Because last night you were busy and didn't need to worry about me on top of everything else. And today Richard needed your help more than I did. Besides, I didn't feel like blurting out what I'd done in front of him and David."

 "I'm sorry, Red. I should have been there for you," he said softly and his deep sexy voice gave me chills. 

 "You had no way of knowing what would happen at rehearsal last night, Marco. Don't beat yourself up. As for me, Alek's potion worked wonders and I intend to take another one tonight."

 "It was nice of him to remodel the bathroom," Marco commented about Dracula before saying, "And, Red, I'm not going to fuck the cheerleaders, no matter how many headlines you make with Bade."

 "Well, I guess that means I don't need to piss on your doorstep to mark my territory," I teased.

 Marco's warm laughter did me good and I felt better than I had in weeks. 

 "I'll be back soon," he promised. "Maybe by the weekend, but Monday at the latest."

* * * *

 The weekend came and Marco still wasn't back, however he had a flight booked for Monday and had called me every day. Sam had also called to inform me that Marco was nowhere near the cheerleaders because they were under protective police custody at an undisclosed location. As it turns out, most of the police force in Dallas belongs to Sam's pack. 

 "But if you decide to piss on his doorstep, you let me know," Sam laughed. "That's the funniest thing I've heard in years."

 Rehearsals were still going on every night as planned since our first performance was scheduled for June the second, the night after the full moon. Within two days Dracula had had mine and Luther's shared bathroom completely redone. It looked great. Just like he'd said, it didn't even resemble the room where I'd tortured the vampire ballerina. As for her part in the play, he'd found a replacement, a scrawny little werewolf from Georgia named Tina. I knew Tina; she'd been working as a stage hand and had a much better attitude than her predecessor. 

 Alek was really putting her to the test in order to learn the dances in time. When Luther, who had returned from Dallas early, made the comment that she was doing well I suggested that he should ask her out. His response was, "After I was attacked by my ex-wife, I'm really not interested in a relationship with another female werewolf." He laughed. "If that's just your way of distracting me I'm sorry Lilith, but I'm not interested."

* * * *

 Saturday afternoon everyone was over at my house because another big storm was coming through. Hurricane season hadn't even started yet and this did not look good. It was still early afternoon, but it looked like dusk outside. The wind whipped mercilessly through the trees while Alek brought a collection of board games into the sitting room. 

 Elijah was back and he, Kat, Johnny, and Luther were all sitting around playing truth or dare. Bade was back at club Red and he was staying put since the storm was moving his way. The power was already out and I was lighting candles when Kat asked Johnny, "So how come Alfred always hated you?"

 I had told Kat about Alfred calling to check on me which she said just proved that he was still a gentleman. 

 "Poor guy," she said. "He just really fucked up when it comes to you."

 Of course, I'd also shared his dislike of Johnny which prompted her question.

 "You really want to know?" Johnny said, leaning in like he was about to share a conspiracy theory. Once everyone had leaned forward with anticipation he said, "I provoked it."

 "That's it?" Alek snorted with laughter. 

 "Yeah," Elijah said, "we'd figured that much."

 "I used to come in and say things like, 'Hey, Al how's it going?' When he asked how I was I'd say things like, 'I'll be banging Lilith in about an hour so life is good.'"

 "You're awful," Kat scolded, but she was laughing. 

 "That's sick," Luther snickered. 

 I didn't think it was funny. 

 "So, you taunted him because you knew he was too much of a gentleman to say anything to me other than he hated you."

 "That's right, sweetheart. I'm sorry," Johnny said, looking genuinely repentant, but I wasn't fooled. 

 "You are such an asshole," I said, snatching his drink and helping myself to a sip.

 "What? I didn't like him either," Johnny protested.

 "Obviously."

 "I would have hated you too," Alek said, pouring himself some more wine. 

 "You mean you don't hate me?" Johnny asked.

 "Perish the thought," Alek said, waving his hand dramatically. 

 Despite how irritated I was over Johnny's past treatment of Alfred, this got a laugh out of me.

* * * *

 In no time at all, opening night was upon us and I felt sick. Marco had returned without the scent of cheerleaders. He'd even insisted on me reading his mind. I refused at first, but he said it would make him feel better, so I did it. Not only was he telling the truth but his memory included overhearing Sam tell me how funny it would be if I peed on his doorstep. Marco's smile let me know that was the real reason he'd wanted me to see his memories. 

 I'd gone to the full moon gathering with him the night before, but I'd left before the hunt. Since I didn't change forms, I just didn't find running through the woods after deer and rabbits a very fulfilling experience. 

 I tried to think of these things in order to distract myself while Luther helped me into my costume. I was so nervous that I didn't even care if he saw me naked. It wasn't like he hadn't seen it all before anyway. Maybe I was just being stupid and paranoid about him watching me change. He was a werewolf after all, and that definitely changed people in more ways than one. But I knew what really had me so worked up and it wasn't Luther or the performance we were preparing for. It was Dracula. 

 When the opening song began to play my heart gave an unpleasant leap. 

 "Fuck it," Tina whispered in my ear. "It's now or never," she said as she rushed out onto the stage.

 I was really beginning to like Tina. The house was packed and the audience responded well when I was introduced. The great thing about theatre lighting is that you can't really see the audience, you just know they're there. 

 But once Dracula appeared they were not. No one was there. He used his seductive voice on the crowd and I opened myself up to his power. I welcomed him inside my mind because it brought out the best in me and my performance. 

 When we reached the scene where Christine removes The Phantom's mask for the first time he hid his face completely in his hands, just like he was supposed to. The audience isn't really allowed a glimpse at his deformity yet, but Christine is supposed to see. Lucky for me, I didn't. He knew what he was doing, and I didn't see a thing. But I knew he wouldn't put a glamour on the crowd tonight. Before the night was over I would see what had been done to my beautiful vampire, I just hoped my heart could take it.

 At last it was time for our final and most dramatic song together. This was the scene we had rehearsed before when I let myself go completely. I'd been so caught up in his seduction that I'd removed the mask without thinking and tonight I would have to do it consciously. 

 I looked up to Luther sitting in the balcony and smiled at him. But then Dracula began to sing, and Luther no longer existed. His voice caressed me long before his hands touched my skin. I wanted him to touch me. I needed to lose myself in the magic that his voice promised. I longed to find the deep unspoken secrets he sang about in his embrace. 

 I turned to look at him as he stepped away and swished his cape dramatically while I sang my response. Since the night I'd spent with Dracula, I couldn't count the times my eyes had held him. It was about time my arms got another chance.

 We were nearing the climax of the scene and his arms were around me. Once again I was completely under his spell, and so was the audience. After a moment's pause he sang again, asking me to share my love and my life with him. My heart consented, but my hand rose to remove the mask. 

 Alek was right, the eyes of love see things differently. As gasps and screams could be heard from both the cast and the audience I simply cried. Dracula's eyes filled with tears as I reached to touch his face. He didn't stop me. His skin was still red in places as if the burns were fresh. From just above his eyebrow to halfway down his cheek, the right side of his face resembled melted candle wax. The corner of his right eye drooped as the scars pulled it downward. His ruined skin felt rough beneath my hand and I wept for what had been done to my vampire. 

 When he grabbed me and jumped through the trap door I was still crying. I'm sure the audience just thought it was good acting, but I was genuinely disturbed. However, I wasn't horrified for the reasons Dracula obviously thought. He hid his face from me as we hurried behind the stage for the last part of the story. From this point on he didn't wear a mask. He led me by the hand through the cast members who were all congratulating him on an amazing makeup job. He didn't respond and I nearly couldn't stop crying to go back on stage. 

 As the final scene drew to an end I offered myself to The Phantom in exchange for Raoul's life. Even though this was part of the script, my offer was genuine. The right side of his face was turned to the audience and as I caressed his scared visage I could hear people weeping openly. For a moment all I saw was him standing before me, perfect once again and bathed in candlelight. It was this image I held in my mind as I kissed him and fire shot through my veins. I wrapped myself around him with an abandon neither of us had expected, but the audience seemed to approve. 

 I trembled as he took a step back and removed my hand from his face, placing it instead over his heart. He leaned toward me and rested his forehead against mine. I moved my other hand to the back of his neck as I stood on tiptoe and pressed a trembling kiss against his face. 

 People were now crying loudly in the front row as he told me to go and to take Raoul with me. I didn't want to leave him there crying on the stage, but that's how the story went. 

 When the show was over the roar from the audience was awe inspiring. We were a hit. As everyone assembled for a curtain call I noticed that he wore the mask. We held hands and took our bows while everyone smiled for the cameras. But through his touch I knew that Dracula was dying inside. 

 After I finally made it back to my dressing room, I found it filled with flowers from admirers and well-wishers. I stripped out of the gown I'd worn for the final act and threw on a robe. I tied it as I ran down the hall to Dracula's office. There I found him sitting behind his desk. 

 "You did well tonight, my angel," he said with a smile. 

 "Let me stay with you tonight," I said, disposing of all pretenses. 

 He sighed. "You finally see my face. And now your pity inspires you."

 "No," I said. "I don't come to you out of pity."

 "What about Marco?" he asked, taking a step toward me.

 "I come to you freely without magical persuasion of any kind. What I offer is mine to give."

 "And that is?"

 "The part of my heart that already belongs to you," I whispered. "You told me when we spent the night together before that you did not expect me to love you in the morning, but to pretend I did that night." I moved closer and reached out to touch his chest. "I've got a confession to make," I said as I looked into his eyes. "I have never pretended."

 He hugged me to him with a fierceness I hadn't expected.

 "Let me stay with you tonight. I want to see the soul behind your eyes." As he pulled back to look at me I said, "If what I feel for you is not enough to heal your injuries then it isn't possible beyond the touch of God."

 ?

  

  

  

Chapter Twenty Four

 

 Neither of us spoke as we made our way back down to his castle. We left the rest of the cast while they all got dressed for the after party. Once we were safely locked away in his bedroom Dracula built a fire before kissing me again. His lips were soft and gentle, as if he was afraid I would change my mind and run screaming from his chambers at any minute. 

 "What will you do?" he asked. 

 "I've healed before by instinct, and I'll make love to you the same way," I promised. "Let me touch you the way I see fit and I doubt we will need any further instruction."

 "You are indeed The Seducer reborn," he said appreciatively. "What would you have of me?"

 I told Dracula what I wanted and he helped me to place candles about the room. Within a few minutes the warm scent of vanilla filled the air, the fire crackled, and incense burned on a nearby table. 

 "Now come here," I whispered silkily. 

 He was still in full costume, but I planned to remedy that. 

 "Remove your mask," I said. 

 "It is a dangerous game you play, my angel."

 "If I get burned at least I'll enjoy the warmth of the fire first," I said. "Now take it off."

 He removed the mask slowly and tossed it into the chair behind me, but he wouldn't look up. He turned his head so that his hair spilled across his face, hiding his imperfection. 

 "I never loved you because you were perfect," I said softly as I reached underneath his long dark hair to touch his face. 

 He leaned into my touch, placing his hand over mine as he asked, "Then why?"

 "Because you're a part of me and I could no sooner turn my back on you than I could go somewhere and leave my heart behind. Look at me," I whispered fervently. "There is no part of you that could frighten me."

 "And would you have the man tonight, or the monster?" he asked softly.

 "I would have whichever one loves me."

 "That would be both," he answered. 

 Dracula turned to me then and all the love he felt was in his eyes. No amount of scarring could disguise how the look of love enhanced his features. I pulled his sultry lips closer to me and as I kissed him gently I began to remove his black silk scarf. As I recalled, every part of Dracula was beautiful and I intended to take my time revealing him.

 I let the scarf fall to the floor as I began to unbutton his shirt. I pressed fevered kisses against his throat as I removed his jacket and it too fell to the floor. I stepped back from him as I removed my robe and shoes and let my eyes promise what my body was about to provide. 

 "If you can follow through with what your eyes promise, this is going to be one hell of a night," he whispered seductively. 

 "Undress me," I commanded him and my voice had begun to take on a hypnotic velvety quality. 

 Dracula stepped forward and I watched as his long fingered hands removed my corset as easily as if he were unlacing a pair of shoes. I wasn't wearing a bra and my lace panties were removed just as smoothly. 

 When I reached inside the pocket of my robe and pulled out Mathias's necklace he gasped. 

 "Where did you get that?"

 "From Mathias. You know this necklace?" I asked, offering it to him to examine.

 "Yes. It is said to have great power as well as healing properties. It was in the book I read when you were here last, but everyone thought it had been lost."

 "Obviously they didn't know Mathias," I said as I put the necklace over my head. The rose quartz stone which hung from the long chain fell to the middle of my chest, directly over my heart. 

 "Whatever you feel for me," I said as I placed his hand over the stone, "now's the time to show it."

 I kissed Dracula again and opened his shirt wider. I kissed each part of him as it was revealed, worshiping him with my mouth. Once his shirt was opened I knelt at his feet and removed his pants. 

 I ran my hands and my lips over his thighs, savoring the perfection of his form as I touched him. He cried out as I took him unexpectedly with my mouth. I moaned as his long fingers gripped my hair and he pressed his shaft further inside my mouth. My desire was so great that I nearly devoured him. 

 I felt as if I were running a fever and knew my eyes had turned amber as I looked up at him from my knees and said, "On the bed … now."

 The room was cold and he slipped on his black silk robe on his way across the room. I knew the cold didn't affect him and assumed he did this because he knew how good he looked in the robe. 

 He crawled to the middle of the bed and waited there on his knees. His hair covered the right side of his face once again and the robe fell open to reveal his beautiful body. He was once again every bit the fantasy I held so dear, a vision so long denied and a dream once forbidden. 

 I moved toward him slowly like an animal stalking its prey. I slithered up from the foot of the bed as is if I were a snake enamored with his charms. 

 "Turn around," he whispered, and I obeyed. 

 Dracula wrapped his arms around me, running one hand between my thighs as the other cupped my breast. I moaned as his fingers caressed me, bringing me so close to the release I sought. 

 "Not yet," he said, turning me to face him. 

 Dracula's head lowered to my breasts and I growled as I grabbed his hair and pressed his face against my flesh. 

 "I need you inside of me," I panted as I pulled his hair hard enough to lift his head. 

 With one hand against the back of my thighs, Dracula lowered me to the bed with a practiced ease. His hair spilled across my face as he kissed me and my body ached with the need for him to end my suffering. I slid the robe down his shoulders, caressing the muscles of his back and when I reached his ass I wrapped my legs around him. 

 I wanted to know all that he felt. I needed his emotion, his passion to fuel my own. I ran my hands over the scars on his back as if they were brail. And as he pressed himself against me I suddenly knew what I needed to do. 

 "No," I panted and he stopped just short of penetrating me. 

 "No," I repeated more softly as I slid from underneath him. 

 Dracula sat up and I straddled his waist as I whispered, "I will take you."

 "I will take you," I whispered against his lips as I took his warm shaft in my hand. I guided him to meet my body and as we became one I looked into his eyes. "Let me see the soul behind your eyes," I moaned. "I need to know all of you." He moved against me and I gasped. "Not your memories, I need to feel your emotion."

 As I moved slowly I gazed intently into Dracula's dark emerald eyes. Within a matter of minutes his eyes held all he felt for me, all he'd felt in the past, and all the love I would ever need. 

 "I accept the part of your heart which is mine," he said hoarsely as he bent to my throat. 

 He began to lick across my skin as I panted, "Not yet."

 Dracula looked back to me and I moved his hair so that I could see his face. The pain this caused him was evident in his expression as I pressed my lips once more to his ruined skin. 

 "I love you," I whispered, kissing his cheek. "I love you," I repeated as I kissed the skin that drooped beneath his eye. "I give you my love, my heart, and part of my soul." I cried softly, pressing my face against his. 

 "I accept," he whispered, and I felt the texture of his skin beneath my hand begin to change. 

 I pulled back and caressed his face. His skin became like putty beneath my hand and I stared in astonishment as I began to reshape his face. It was almost like my dream. I began to cry harder as I erased the horrible damage from his flesh. I don't understand how it worked or why, but as I took his face in my hands to kiss him my release flooded my body and Dracula's healing was complete. 

 I felt his fangs sink into my throat as he found his own release and we collapsed to the bed together. 

 "How?" he said looking astonished as he rubbed his now smooth skin. Then he gave a sort of startled gasp and leaped from the bed. 

 I followed him to the bathroom and found him crying as he looked at his own reflection. 

 "My angel," he said, turning to me, "I can never thank you for this … there are no words."

 "You don't owe me thanks," I said before my knees buckled and I fell into Dracula's arms. 

* * * *

 I awoke a few hours later, still wrapped tightly in his arms and covered with his satin sheets. 

 "You have risked your happiness to save me," he said softly and I knew he had read my mind while I was asleep.

 "You are part of my happiness," I sighed. "I couldn't be happy knowing you suffered."

 "But your wolf does not approve."

 "He didn't want you to suffer either," I said. 

* * * *

 And it was true, he didn't want Dracula to suffer. When I spoke to him two days later Marco was clearly upset, but there really was no one to blame. I was right about him. He was alright with the idea in theory.

 "You are mine, Red. A part of you will always be mine. I'm just not sure I'm ready to settle for half," he told me. 

 Just like I was afraid of, Marco couldn't handle me being with Dracula, even though he agreed to the idea. We still obviously loved each other, but we weren't exactly dating anymore. We still saw each other fairly often and he told me he just needed time. Marco said he wasn't angry, he just needed to find a way to cope. That sounded reasonable enough to me. As a matter of fact, I needed some time to cope myself. I was still the alpha female of the pack and Bade was still my protector, but I spent more time with him than I did Marco. The last time we spoke Marco told me he still loved me and assured me once more that I would never be rid of him, but like we had agreed once before, "Let's just give it a while and see where that takes us."

 Dracula had graciously agreed to give me time to heal. However, he made it clear that his door was always open to me and he hoped that I would consider him a reasonable alternative to a being alone. The theatre was still packed every night and tickets were sold out all the way through June.

 Last I'd heard students were still protesting at the university and no one knew Richard was half snake. The people who had lynched the cheerleader in Texas were being put on trial and would hopefully get the electric chair. 

 As for Elijah, he was doing fine. His parents had accepted him with open arms despite the fact that he was a werewolf. He had scattered Mary's ashes in all the places she'd always wanted to see. "Now a little bit of Mary will always get to see the sunrise over the mountains," he told me. 

 Kat had finally dumped Judas and was now seeing Beau. She seemed genuinely happy for the first time since she'd dated Charles Xander and I didn't want to ruin it by telling her how much my heart was breaking. 

 Having Marco withdraw from me didn't hurt as much as I'd expected it to and that upset me. I loved Marco, so why wasn't I in unbearable pain without him? Maybe it was because I knew things weren't over between us. A part of me would always belong to Marco and deep down I knew he'd be back. Or, it could have something to do with the bedtime stories Dracula sometimes stopped by to read me. Even though I wasn't seeing him either, it's hard to dwell on the past when the devil keeps whispering in your ear. 

 

 

THE END
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