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Prologue
Standing still, Michael breathed in the cold air and enjoyed the night. He felt invincible. Hungry. Using his vampire senses to search the area for blood and sex, he paused at the sight of a woman silhouetted under the streetlight in front of him. She hadn’t been there just a moment before. Perfect.
She looked incredible with all that amazing curly blonde hair and big tits. Tearing his attention away from her breasts, he glanced down. Her long, lean legs ended in small, dainty feet that were sheathed in high-heeled sandals and he swallowed hard as he imagined those legs wrapped tight around his hips while she rode his cock. Using the wondrous gift of preternatural eyesight, he noticed that her toenails were painted to match the fire engine red of her leather miniskirt. He moved toward her and watched with male satisfaction and appreciation as she straightened and then stuck out her chest in flagrant invitation.
The dark twin discs of her nipples pushed against the sheer white fabric of her halter-top, the large mounds overflowing their small restraints, the plump naked flesh a teasing distraction. He salivated and let his teeth lengthen. She would be his tonight.
She bent her head to the side and looked at him, then nodded once.
He smiled to himself. Such a coy little move was guaranteed to attract him.
He strode in the woman’s direction, wrinkling his nose in distaste when he caught a caustic whiff of foul odors. Some dog must have turned over a garbage can nearby, he thought. He started to turn away from the woman, distracted by the strong smell, but she moved again and drew his attention back to her.
She shifted and bent slightly at the waist, exposing more cleavage, and the offending scent was forgotten as he hurried to her side. “Hello, sweetheart.” He moved to put his arm around her, but she stepped back before he could touch her and silently shook her head.
“Wait. A game. See how long we can go without talking…touching.” The mental message flickered through his mind in impressions, not words. She must be an immortal of some sort, one who preferred long drawn out games and no verbal communication. Not for the first time he cursed in frustration that his vampiric gifts did not include species recognition. He shrugged and nodded at her. No problem, sometimes a thrill could be found in waiting and revelation. He was willing to play this any way she wanted as long as the end result gave him what he craved from her.
He quickly led the way to his little house down a nearby side street. He spent the time contemplating everything he wanted to do to the gorgeous woman behind him. Stopping before the front door, he relaxed. Here, they would have privacy and all the
time he wanted to slake his lust and blood hunger. He wouldn’t hurt her, but he planned on using every inch of her fantastic body to meet his needs.
He moved through the hall to his bedroom, tore off his clothes and laid on his back across the bed at her bidding. He watched with rapt fascination as she stripped, groaning in anticipation at the thought of all her pale flesh covering his. At her first touch to his arm he felt her power lock him in place. All right! In the past, he’d immobilized his lovers by using his own hypnotic vampire ability as a form of bondage, but he’d never taken the submissive role. This could be cool. He liked new experiences. His cock strained in expectation at the turn of events as he imagined this sensual creature having her way with him.
The knowledge that he was powerless to stop her from doing anything she wanted to him sent a surge of lust to his groin. The only parts on his body he could move were his eyes and eyelids. His cock seemed to be working as well.
The woman climbed on the bed beside him and moved to straddle his knees. He strained to move his eyes and follow the vision of arousing white flesh and swaying boobs. He wanted to watch as she bent over him, watch as she placed her full pink lips on the pulsing crown of his thick shaft. He groaned as she swirled her long red tongue over his cock and licked the small slit, taking him deep within her wet heat. The fierce ache in his loins grew, spreading from his balls to punch from his cock to his chest and further. He felt as if the top of his head would fly off with the intense pleasure.
In a sudden flash, the wet suction of her lips went from exquisite delight to unbearable agony. He could feel his energy being drawn from his body in voracious gulps to pour down her throat.
He struggled against her psychic hold, tried to move…fought to at least scream against the horrific pain. Every time her head moved up and down, he felt his life force being drawn from his body—and nothing he did could stop this infernal flow. He panicked, his suffering excruciating. He closed his eyes and attempted to stay conscious and fight against the pull of her lips. Who or what was she? He was immortal, had lived for decades and was destined to live centuries more. He never planned to face his own mortality. Never thought to face death. True death. It wasn’t fair! His mind cried out in anguish at the pain and injustice. This had to be some sort of sick prelude to sex. He couldn’t believe he’d lived this long only to die as some preternatural woman gave him a blowjob. God, he had to make her stop before she killed him. Please stop. Please oh please oh please stop the pain! He begged silently.
When he was close to losing consciousness and almost drained of life, he felt her pull away, felt her climb up and lean over his face. Oh, yes. Yes! It’s done, he thought. The tortuous pain and agony finally ended. Breathing a sigh of relief, he gagged on the rotten smell when he took air into his lungs, opening his eyes, expecting to see the woman’s plump lips raised in a smile. To get an explanation of what she’d done and why, and have her restore him with her blood. But instead, the monstrous aberration hovering above him had his mind screaming in desperate terror.
In numbed revulsion he watched, helpless as the creature bent to his arm and sank her sharp teeth into his flesh. Ohgodohgodohgod, this can’t be happening. He knew he was going to die and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. He closed his eyes against the brutal agony and the sight of the grotesque creature he now feared. In desperation, he struggled against the undeniable certainty that he would die a horrible death. The next flash of pain seared his mind. Stark and blood red, the brutal assault continued, and he felt the tearing suction as the meat was viciously ripped from his body. He listened in escalating horror as she fed.
The slurping, sucking and swallowing noises caused terror to rise in his gut like acidic bile, panic choking him as pain swamped his sanity. His mind shattered as she twisted his arm from its socket. The wrenching loss of his immortality left him cold— blissfully unfeeling. The mental anguish came to a standstill as the unknown monster bent to his neck, and his last thought was one of relief. Final oblivion came as she tore into his jugular.
Chapter One
Let them eat cake…
A hedonistic and sarcastic rebuttal to the unsolicited information her peasants were starving, those words had been splashed across the newspapers of the day, accompanied by a very unflattering drawing. Her enemies had used the phrase to define her and even her friends believed her capable of the sentiment. That one sentence had followed her through all the years of her life and death.
What a bitch!
She’d been a royal pain in the butt—self-indulged, self-absorbed, a class-conscious bitch of a snob. Or so they said.
The guillotine served as her wake-up call. Thank God she’d discovered Luscious Lucian’s secrets and managed to seduce him into her way of thinking. She’d needed those years—two hundred and twelve of them, to be exact—to grow up. She’d only been thirty-seven when she lost her head. Still somewhat immature and self-centered, although nothing like her very public depiction. She wondered if the media campaign, designed by the French aristocrats and carried out with the sole intention of turning a nation against her, had been the first of its kind. She guessed it didn’t matter now. The added centuries to her life had helped her mature and evolve into the woman who could stand here and look at the city she protected…
And have the words “Let them eat cake” stand for something far different. In her heart and soul she cared for these people. Mortal and immortal alike. She wanted nothing but the best for them.
Let them eat cake.
She no longer played the role of despotic ruler. She was Sentinel.
“Hello, sweetcheeks.” The male baritone voice belonging to Matt intruded on her introspection. She loved listening to him—his voice sounded rich as molasses and dripped with sin. She turned to watch the show as the cover-model boy-toy strutted with ingrained confidence across the penthouse garden. His body all tanned perfection and muscled temptation showcased in tight black jeans and a black tank top. The hair falling around his shoulders looked golden, long and bad-boy tousled.
“You are soooo not subservient enough,” she mumbled.
“Darling, I can do subservient with the best of them. You just don’t have the proper dangly bits to make it worth my while.” Matt smirked as he did a little girly flip of his hair.
She hit him.
He laughed.
 “Wake up on the wrong side of the coffin this evening, luv?” he questioned impudently.
She shook her head. She would not explain to Matt the nightmare she’d been plagued with yesterday, or how she’d begun this night with a feeling something new— something Bad with a capital B—had come into their area. He would only worry and nag her to death. Not to mention she would somehow have to explain to him why she had been dreaming. In all her centuries of undead life, she’d never dreamed. How weird was that? She was fucking two hundred and twelve years old for Christ’s sake, and it seemed a little ridiculous to have started that very human trait now.
She’d created a fiend the night she turned Matt into a half-ling and made him a vampyr’s human servant. Two fiends, she amended, as she could hear Laurel coming to find Hardy. Brian coming to find Matt—they made the cutest couple.
She sighed. The perfect human servants for her—a weird cross between a Jewish mother and Dracula’s Igor. Snorting to herself, she turned to watch the dark side of the beefcake duo as he came into sight. Her gift of nearly eternal life only enhanced what God doled out in spades at their birth. Brian was as dark as Matt was golden. He had long, jet-black hair, with moonlight pale skin and a sadistic sense of humor. The hard body was as toned and sculpted as Matt’s. Her bookends.
Matt and Brian started out many years ago as fuck buddies and ended up as lifelong partners. Longer than lifelong partners, considering the fact they’d been with her for almost thirty years and didn’t look a day over twenty-six—the age they’d been when she met them. In mortal years they were in their early fifties. They would age over an almost endless period of time. At least as long as she lived, they would.
“You’re salivating sweetcheeks,” Matt said in a matter-of-fact tone.
“Sure I am, I’m hungry,” she countered.
“Well, I am not going to be your snack tonight,” Brian stated. “Go fang bang some appreciative human male.”
“Wonderful idea,” she said, hopping up onto the four-foot brick wall surrounding the penthouse garden space. She turned to smirk at the two of them as she leaned back into the wind and plummeted backwards off the edge. She smiled as she heard Matt’s indrawn breath and his verbal cry…
“I fucking hate it when you do that!” he shouted.
Her girlish giggle rippled through the night. Damn she loved the two of them. She couldn’t conceive of living without their irritating and drool-worthy presence. She took a few minutes to remember the first time she met Brian. Tall, gaunt and sad Brian. Brilliant and driven Brian. Grieving Brian. She’d run across him in far away San Francisco one night, a night shortly after she realized she would need help in the new era—an era of technology and change and the dawning ability to be able to trace and document a person’s life to the nth degree. Documentation and tracking were dangerous words to a vampire. She needed someone to help her get new IDs and hide her electronic trail as much as possible.
Brian had been sitting in a deserted park at midnight, sobbing his heart out. She had been drawn to his pain and wanted to help alleviate it. She lightly probed his mind to find the source, thinking she could help in some way. She hadn’t understood. His love was dying, wasting away from a new disease that struck homosexuals hard. AIDS.
She felt ashamed that she hadn’t even known it existed. She was vampyr and human disease couldn’t touch her, but somehow she believed she should have known about this new threat to humans. She didn’t realize she’d begun to distance herself from humanity. Not allowing anything to touch her. But Brian’s suffering touched deep chords of compassion within her. She used a little mental push to ease his acceptance of her comfort, and she held him and let him cry out his pain and anger. Let him use her arms to provide a small amount of balm for his soul. It was easy to convince him that she was someone with whom he could share the burden of agony.
How well she understood what it meant to be alone at a time like this. She’d had no one to hold her when her children died…or any of her friends and family. And because everyone who knew her thought she’d been killed at the guillotine, she couldn’t even go to them during their last hours—except when they slept, alone and oblivious to her presence. She’d been unable to say final goodbyes and there’d been no one to hold her when she cried, as she had held Brian.
When he could speak, he spilled out his fear and desolation for his mate’s trial of fire. He railed at the unfairness of it, the waste of such a brilliant mind and compassionate spirit. What he hadn’t realized was the fact he also carried the first stages of the horrific disease.
She experienced her first epiphany as she held Brain in her arms. Halleluiah, chorus of revenants…a bolt of energy struck her. Her peek at Brian’s mind showed her he was a marvel with technology in all its confusing aspects. He actually understood all the contraptions and mysteries of this new age. And now he always would. He lived his life with a passion for newer, faster and more complicated gadgets.
And Matt had been a financial genius, at least in Brian’s perception. She’d wanted to meet this paragon for herself.
She had seen, met, talked to and spent several nights with the couple. Even riddled with the wasting disease of AIDS, Matt did indeed possess an intelligent mind—and the promise of a gorgeous body. Nice visceral benefit, that. It wouldn’t have mattered. She fell in love with both of them.
The safe, “I’m home and I’m your mother-sister-best-friend-in-the-whole-world” kind of love.
The kind of love that convinced her to have a serious, “I can save you both, but you will have to stay with me for the rest of your life, please say yes” kind of conversation.
And they did say yes. And now they alternated between making her life worth living and irritating the hell out of her. Sometimes doing both with the same breath. She sighed and decided she’d been dancing down memory lane enough for tonight.
Blood-starved, she turned her attention back to the city and contemplated the role she wanted to play this night. Should she become the avenger goddess and find some scum preying on society and terrorize him, so her snack would be laced with the lovely spice of fear? Or did she feel like a vampyr nymph tonight? Ummm. Blood with the robust undertone of lust…
Tonight lust won out. The fear and unseen terror of her dreams killed any craving she might have to sample the spicy essence of fright as it ran over her palate.
Aha!
Flying low over the city and using her preternatural ability to pull the night’s camouflage around her, she sighted her “Big Mac” swimming laps in a pool behind a large house on Snob Hill. With a fast swoop she landed on the lawn, concealed by lilac bushes. She glanced down at her jeans and tank top and decided a more overt statement would be needed. With a thought she quickly made a wardrobe change, and when she walked over to the pool she wore a thong bikini with teeny, tiny, sparkly fragments covering her nipples. Subtle she was not.
Her dinner came up out of the water without making a sound and climbed from the pool. Vampyr mojo sure took care of the courting phase. She allowed the well-built man to pull her into his arms and rub his length against her. Well! He was certainly happy to see her. When she wanted to, she affected mortals this way. He bent over to kiss her and she dodged his mouth, going straight for the jugular.
This guy didn’t need a lot of foreplay. She licked her tongue over his cool, wet skin…savoring the slight tang of chlorine and the remarkable horn-dog taste of him. She could feel his blood pulse against her mouth as it beat just under his flesh. Her fangs dropped in readiness and she started to salivate in anticipation. Using a light touch, she probed the surface of his mind. She didn’t want to become his best friend— she just needed some idea of what turned his crank. What fantasy got him hot and bothered? Okay, got it. Not a very imaginative fantasy, but after all, this was his gig.
With a thought her itsy, bitsy bikini became a Catholic schoolgirl uniform. Eww. Catholic college schoolgirl uniform, thank you very much. She played his fantasy out in his mind long enough to stir his lust to the boiling point and then sank fang.
The release of life-giving blood felt orgasmic. Well…orgasmic for him. She drank her fill of the salty-sweet nectar as she held him cradled in her arms. Minutes later she left him sprawled on one of the lawn chairs with a happy smile and a limp dick. He’d been sooo easy. He would recover in an hour or so with the wispy memory of great sex and a small hickey on the left side of his neck. She forgot all about him the minute she returned to the air.
Maria started for home. She thought it too early to go to her nightclub, and she wanted to take a bath and soak away her dinner’s scent and the last traces of her horrible dream.
She loved flying. Well…maybe flying wasn’t the correct term. It’s not like she flapped her arms. Gliding? Soaring? Whatever. She loved the feeling of freedom and being one with the night. It could be almost as good as riding her vintage chopper.
Or she loved it until she hit a pocket of malevolent essence too reminiscent of her day-sleep nightmare. It made her lose focus. She plummeted several feet before she could give herself a mental pinch and regain control. Merde! What is that?
She opened her senses and scanned the area frantically, trying to find a trace of the evil pulling at her energy enough to almost knock her out of the sky. What the hell is in my city now? As Sentinel, she was serious about the duty of watching over anyone living here, and she worked hard to protect the inhabitants from sinister monsters. She was sometimes able to track a psychic trail when evil hunted, whether the taint came from a very human serial killer or something else. Right now she would bet on something else.
Very few humans—Hitler or John Wayne Gacy maybe—put off vibes like this, no matter how mean and bad they tried to be.
She just couldn’t seem to pinpoint the source. It felt like a dark blanket covered the area, instead of being concentrated in one specific spot. And then it was gone. In its place she was left with the realization that something had died to feed it. I really don’t want to see this, she thought as she moved over the spot screaming death to her psychic senses. She would always know where the dead bodies lay, a necessary if somewhat morbid fact of her vampyr existence. She landed a short distance from the lump of clothing lying on the ground in a deserted alley. Steeling herself for the nasty duty she needed to perform, she took a deep breath and moved forward.
Mon dieu! Oh God, ohgodohgod. She was going to be sick. She’d seen plenty of dead bodies before. Been responsible for several of them herself. She had no problem with death if it came from natural causes or as punishment for severe crimes. But both men and immortals could do horrible things to each other without reason or for personal gain. However, this fell beyond even her experience.
The poor soul in front of her had been turned inside out, and most of its body parts appeared to have been consumed. Unrecognizable as a living, breathing human being, it now looked like a mass of flesh and broken bones. One of the bones stuck straight up and Maria looked at it for a moment in confusion. Something was…oh, yuck. The bones appeared hollow, as if the marrow had been sucked right out of them.
Ugh! What could do this? Who could do this? In over two centuries of life, she’d never seen anything so horrific.
She would expect the area to look like a blood bath. She stood right next to the body, and the ground from wall to wall was paved. With her preternatural senses she would see even small traces of blood. Smell it. So…where was the blood? Oh, jeez. Somehow the lack of any body fluids made this whole thing seem even worse. She didn’t want to examine the psychology of her thoughts. As if her own need for red corpuscles made her in some way responsible for this atrocity. She started looking around, trying to sort out the scene in her mind. At first glance, she detected the lack of
blood and internal organs…saw only a few pieces of muscle tissue with a small stack of sucked-out bones. Damn!
Then she noticed strands of hair, and hands missing their fingertips. It looked like someone had taken a bite from each one. The hair was long and blonde, the hands were petite and adorned with a couple of cheap silver rings. A woman.
Maria forced herself to look closer. Smooth hands. A young woman. It didn’t take long for the realization to dawn that she couldn’t fight this depravity alone. She wouldn’t take the chance of letting whatever did this get away because she didn’t have the skills or the know-how to track a criminal. She could and would help…she didn’t even consider walking away from this battle. She knew with the certainty of all her years this wasn’t a kill-once-and-move-on sort of creature. She would somehow kill it once they figured out what had done this, but she was so out of her area of expertise when it came to tracking something that didn’t leave a scent trail.
Give her a rabid werewolf or rogue vampire or human killer any day, and she could handle them with one arm tied behind her back. You just found its smell and then tracked it by scent to contain or kill it. But whatever did this hadn’t left behind a whiff in the alley other than the aroma of death. She didn’t have any idea which way the— what? Creature? Worked for now—had gone. Or where it came from. She needed help. This would require aid from both preternatural sources as well as some human assistance. If nothing else, her Council needed to be warned.
“Brian,” she called along her mental path to her human helper.
“What’s up, oh mistress of the night?”
“I need you and Matthew to call a code one Council meeting for tomorrow night. Make it for 9:00. The later hour will give the vamps time to feed. Make sure you include the human list, and try to verify that everyone gets the message either by email receipt or by talking to him or her if they don’t respond electronically. Clear the theater room at Sins of the Flesh if it’s booked. I also need you to see if you can’t get a hunter to—”
“Slow down, sweetheart. Are you okay? Are you safe?” Brian frantically cut her off.
“Yeah. I should be. I think it’s gone. It should be gone.”
“You are not making me feel all warm and fuzzy, Maria. Use those creepy vampire senses and make sure you are safe. Then tell me where you are and I’ll bring you an arsenal and Matt and I will back you up.”
Maria took a moment to scan the area. Nothing. No evil presence, no lurking menaces. She felt sure she would sense the same malevolent aura she’d experienced earlier if it was out there. I hope. She did detect a couple of humans out for a stroll, and worked to set psychic guards on the alley to keep intruders out. She did not need to deal with mass hysteria at this point. Not in her job description.
“Maria. Where’d you go? You are scaring me, sugar.”
“I’m here. I’m okay. The coast is clear and I just made sure all the little blood donors stayed away.”
“Okay, humor. Better. Where are you so I can come get you?” he demanded.
 “You are not leaving the house tonight. Where is Matthew?” she asked, frightened for her friends.
“Right beside me, putting a backpack of toys together in case you need them. I don’t know why we have tons of these death packs in the house if you leave without taking one. It sort of defeats the purpose.”
“You’re right and I promise you can nag me later. For right now I want you to stay home. I don’t know what the hell is going on, and until I do I want you two locked up and safe. If you feel strange or hear anything out of the ordinary, I want you to call out to me without trying to check it out yourself. Do not wait. Do you understand me, Brian? No Rambo-esque moves tonight.”
“Honey, I don’t do butch. I’ll call you if I need you. Now, what else can I do for you to get you home soon?”
“I don’t remember where I stopped in my list of demands.” Maria could feel Brian’s concern and near panic for her safety.
“You asked me to contact a hunter.”
“Yes, call Charlotte. She’ll take your word when you tell her I need one without talking to her myself. Tell her I’ll get in touch with her soon, but we definitely need a hunter now. And call Bill, the Chief of Police. Tell him it is very important he meet me at the coffee shop on Third and Main. Tell him he needs to bring his gun and a camera…maybe a backup gun for me. The threat seems to be gone for now, but I don’t want to be here without a weapon if it comes back. Tell him I believe the problem will end up not being human, but I really need his help.”
“You are going to freak him out, Maria. You’re freaking me out. You never need help. Let me bring—”
“No. I can’t, Brian. I can’t let you or Matthew put your lives in danger by coming out to meet me. Just stay put, I’ll be fine.”
Brian turned away from the phone and looked at Matthew. “Bill will meet her. He said it would take him about forty-five minutes to get to the coffee house. Did you send the email?”
Matt grinned up at him, knowledge and devilment obvious in his green eyes. “Broadcast message sent with acknowledgement request. I also used the new caller gadget you set up to call the home phones and cell phones of those who either don’t do email or don’t do it often enough to be of use. Great idea you came up with, sweets.” His lover was a genius. Brian’s device would call everyone and give each person a digital message about the meeting and then record their answers, so they just had to call back the ones who couldn’t figure out how to “press one for yes” in response to Maria’s summons. “Now what? We leave her alone with one human man to face whatever scared the shit out of her enough to ask for help?”
Brian looked at him, noting Matt’s eyes were wide in false shock, and snorted. “Hell no. Leather up, bad boy, we can at least take the death pack to the coffee shop. I need a latte anyway. Did you put her stakes and little Uzi machine gun thingy in the pack?”
 “Both of those, along with her throwy stars and a couple of wicked-looking knives. You know she is going to be royally pissed at us?” Matt asked.
“Yep. But then, she does royally pissed so well. We’ll take the tank. Our Hummer is built for nights like this.” Brian moved with resolute intent in the direction of the door. No one would be allowed to harm Maria without he and Matt having something to say about it.
Maria’s human servants charging to her rescue, he thought with glee. Whether she wants us to or not.
Chapter Two
Maria sat in a secluded alcove in the empty coffee shop, with her hands wrapped tight and strained around the cappuccino mug, needing its warmth. As a centuries-old vamp, she could drink sips of any liquid, but right now she was more interested in the heat leaching into her ice-cold hands. She’d left the body in the alley, protected with her vampire powers so everything would stay the way she left it. No one would wander in and freak over the murder. No. Any freaking will come from me. And soon she would be sharing her nervous breakdown with Bill.
Right now she needed Bill. Needed his solid and stoic presence. Because the woman murdered in that alley happened to be human, he would need to see the corpse and be prepared if more human bodies showed up and she couldn’t stop whatever killed in such a horrible manner—soon. If someone else found remains like those she’d discovered tonight, or if humans started disappearing in large numbers, then the police would be trying to follow leads and could end up like the woman in the alley. Hopefully Bill could minimize some of the risks to the human population.
William “Bad Boy Bill” Peterson happened to be one of the few humans she trusted. She remembered the night she met him forty-some-odd years ago. She’d been out trolling for blood in one of the sleazier parts of town when she saw a drug lord she recognized chasing a patrol cop into an alley. Knowing the outcome couldn’t be good, she followed. The little piss-ant drug-king-wannabe pulled out a gun before the cop could say, “Halt or I’ll shoot.” Maria inserted her body between Bill and the bullets at the last second. She chuckled softly as she remembered the look of astonishment on his face when she took a slew of bullets meant for him, stood up, and with vampire practicality and healing ability, pushed the slugs from her body without spilling a drop of blood.
After the druggy ran screaming into the night, Bill fainted on her. Then when she revived him, she decided not to wipe his memory of her existence. A friendship of sorts developed between them. They met often and discussed keeping their city safe. She and Bill tracked down a few human lowlifes together when the body count got out of hand, and she kept him apprised of the paranormal emergencies in their city.
Over the years he’d helped her with some of her “unfortunate incidences” and she’d taught him how to defend himself against rogue vampires and rampaging werewolves. And in the process, he discovered not all monsters needed to be feared. He was one of three humans allowed to serve on her Sentinel Council. Doctors made up the other two. One a doctor for the dead—a coroner for the times she needed help figuring out what killed one of her own. The second, an emergency doctor with a little clinic in his basement. Sometimes even immortals needed help healing.
She didn’t expect Bill to stop the creature. She wanted to warn him and use his somewhat uncanny perception of a crime scene. Time after time he would look at a scene and give an accurate guess to identify the height, weight and sexual persuasion of the perp while she saw nothing. He was that good.
She heard the little chime over the coffee shop door as it rang, announcing new customers, and she looked up in anticipation. Bill filled the doorway. She watched as he headed for her, concern and caring in his eyes. Looking at him, she reminded herself he had to be pushing seventy. Bad Boy Bill had definitely aged into just Bill—maybe this hadn’t been such a great idea. He still possessed the body of a brick shithouse, but his hair had turned gray and he moved a little slower than when she’d first met him. His eyes radiated intelligence and the constant stress of being responsible for the lives of others. She knew his quick mind remained intact.
“Maria, are you alright?” he asked, as he came to stand over her.
“I’m fine, Bill. Thank you for coming to meet me.”
“You never really ask for help, always just sort of let me participate, and now you have me worried.”
“Well, join the club. And I hate to tell you but I think it’s only going to get worse,” she mumbled sadly, as she rested her head on her hands.
Bill blew out a deep breath and then turned, motioning to the man standing behind him. “Somehow I knew this would be bad,” he said to Maria. “I want you to meet someone. I am getting too old to run down alleyways with you and slay demons.”
“I never took you demon hunting with me, Bill,” she stated softly with all seriousness, wondering whom he would want her to meet at a time like this.
“Smart mouth. I don’t even know if there are demons,” he replied just as quietly, evidently wanting to keep this part of the conversation strictly between the two of them.
Maria just raised her eyebrows at him. He shook his head. “Maybe I don’t want to know. Like I said, I’m too old for this shit!”
Bill stepped aside to let the other man approach the table. At first glance, she drew in a sharp breath. Before her stood one very scary-looking human. His eyes held deep pain and sadness. Those eyes said clearly the man had seen the worst humanity offered, and if he couldn’t kill it, he hurt it bad. Those dark, dangerous blue eyes somehow held both the promise of pain and the guarantee the man behind them could make you squeal in pleasure. And the eyes were only a very small part of an incredibly intriguing package. “Oh mon beau, puis-je vous enmener maintenant sous mes draps?” She’d always been a sucker for very bad boys.
Without cracking a smile the man replied in a husky, serious voice, “Donnez moi un petit moment et je serai peut-etre partant pur cela.” Loose translation in English—“Give me a minute and I’ll take you up on your offer.”
The man spoke French.
Which meant she’d said, “Oh, my beautiful man, can I slide you right now between the sheets of my bed?” out loud. Maria groaned. Could tonight get any worse?
“I don’t speak French, so I have no idea what you two just said. Maria, I would like you to meet my son, Justin. Justin, this is Maria.”
Oh, yeah. Going downhill fast. “Your son?”
At his father’s introduction, Justin moved to shake Maria’s hand. “It is nice to meet you, Maria,” he said with a wicked grin.
“I didn’t fill him in on our, um, relationship. But I know you need someone to take my place. I’m getting older, Maria. I can’t keep up with you, and obviously you still need a working contact. My son served in the military, in Spec Ops of some kind he won’t talk about, but he should be able to handle whatever you throw at him. Justin can fill you in on his investigative skills. He is fully trained in specialized techniques if you should need them. I am happy to say he just moved back to town and I hired him to head up our Unique Crimes task force. You know—difficult, nasty, unexplained cases. You should be able to help him as well,” Bill stated.
Justin had just started to touch her hand with his when he withdrew it at the mention of his father’s relationship with her. Oh, good Lord. Like she fucked his father!
She raised her eyes to his. “Your father and I have a relationship that does not now, nor has it ever, included getting naked. Relax.” She turned to address Bill. “Does he know what I am? Or about the others?”
She tried very hard to ignore Justin. He loomed over her, all testosterone and supreme male threat. She could think of better ways to put all those urges to use, and reminded herself to exert some control. Letting her libido rule wouldn’t catch a killer.
She could appreciate the mass of muscle he hadn’t built in a gym, and she wondered how his messy, shoulder-length blond hair got its curl. She decided it must be natural. This man would not spend time under a hair dryer. He screamed alpha male with every breath he took. She even started to wonder how his hair would feel under her hands. Oh, baby, would I love to play with that hair. Again, she reminded herself to exercise restraint.
Easier said than done. He was older, experienced. Somewhere in his early forties, she guessed. She wanted to sample the danger and menace oozing from his pores. See if she couldn’t take his mind off the pain she saw in those eyes. The man moved with a sexy confidence, with self-possession and power. She could believe nothing got by him. Those dark blue eyes would see and catalogue everything. Including what turned a woman on. So not the time to be thinking about jumping his bones and making him sweat.
Although he kept a straight face, Justin reeled as if he’d been prodded with an electric shock stick. He never reacted to women this way. Yes, the woman before him was gorgeous. A small, fragile body frame with skin like pale cream. He couldn’t see freckles or a mark of any kind on her soft flesh. Incredible. Her eyes seemed to glow a misty shade of gray-blue. Black as deep night, her hair fell past her shoulders in a shiny,
sleek mass. Her face could only be described as regal. Definite cheekbones, cute pointy nose and a high forehead with perfect, arched dark eyebrows, the result blended together to make him feel as if he’d met somebody. Somebody who’d been born and bred to be waited on hand and foot—not the kind of woman who normally turned him on. So why did he promise himself the opportunity to see her curvaceous body naked and writhing underneath him? Soon.
She stood briefly when she rose to shake his hand, and he caught a glimpse of tight, black leather pants that made him want to get a look at her butt. She wore a black cotton T-shirt with a deep vee at the neck. The woman looked like she carried full handfuls of boobs on her chest. And the attraction didn’t stop with the temptation of her curves. If it had, he could have ignored it.
The steel in her backbone and the strength in her grip forced him to look for more. And he found it in her eyes. He captured her gaze and held it. Saw an old soul buried deep. Saw someone he wanted to get to know better. He hoped those eyes didn’t see his body’s reaction to her slight touch. Thank God his dad hadn’t seen her naked, because he sure as hell planned to.
“He doesn’t know. I figured we’d tell him together and he would just have to live through some of it to believe. I know it took me a while after the initial shock wore off to really understand the implications,” Bill said, as the men took a seat in front of her.
Justin watched Maria check him out. Watched the heat flare in her eyes as he waited silently for them to clue him in. He let only a hint of the questions he had show in his eyes. He saw her get sidetracked as she looked at his mouth. Her tongue darted out to dampen the top of her very sexy pink lip. Evidently she liked his dark blond mustache and neatly trimmed goatee. Good. He planned on using them to tease every sensitive spot on her body. He watched her struggle with her attraction as she seemed to physically pull back.
Maria motioned for the two of them to order. She waited for a few moments while the waiter brought their coffees, appearing to Justin as if she were deep in thought. When she started talking he found out he was right.
“I am not sure this is the best time to train someone new, Bill. What I saw tonight is something beyond even my experience. And it scares the crap out of me. But you are right about one thing. I have a bad feeling my strength and abilities won’t be enough. I definitely don’t want you on the streets with me this time. I don’t want you or even junior here tracking…whatever. I just need help at the site. I’ll take it from there.”
“The site.” It wasn’t a question but an affirmation of sorts from his father.
“You know,” Justin drawled, figuring it time to get them to talk to him instead of around him. “I might have more input here if I knew what the hell you both are talking about. So far I’ve learned you’ve never seen my dad naked, and you think something bad happened you can’t handle alone. Which I have to say doesn’t surprise me given your small stature. Yet you don’t want any real assistance, and there are others involved. You also have some sort of a crime scene. Correct so far?” He stopped for a
moment, waiting while Maria nodded in confirmation, and then added, “And there is something you think I should know about you.”
Before Maria could open her mouth to comment, the bell above the door jingled like crazy. He watched her glance over and then do a double-take. She looked shocked, upset. At her frown, he turned to follow her gaze.
Justin started to stand and block the two leather-clad men rushing in Maria’s direction, but stopped when his father put his hand on his arm in restraint. “Relax,” Bill murmured quietly. “They’re hers.”
Hers? Justin raised his eyebrows. I don’t think so, he thought, as he turned to watch the two men closely as they pounced on Maria.
The tall blond slid to a stop in front of Maria and pulled her to her feet, hugging her tightly. “You’re okay. I don’t see any blood or gaping wounds.” He pushed her back and spun her around. “No rips in the clothing, no partially healed gashes. Good. We got here in time.”
Maria glared at him, then turned her gaze to the man with black hair. “I told you both to stay home. What are you doing here?”
“Babycakes, you know better than to think we would listen to you when you need us,” the second man mumbled as he pulled her into his arms for a hug. “We couldn’t leave you all defenseless and afraid. You scared us, hon. Sweetie and I needed to see for ourselves you were unhurt, and we wanted to bring you a death pack. We packed the Uzi and your stakes and drove the tank to your rescue. After all, it’s what good human servants are supposed to do.”
Uzi? Stakes? Human servants? Justin decided to skip right over death pack. He’d learned the most important thing. He wouldn’t have to worry about these two standing in his way when he had the opportunity to fuck Maria. He looked questioningly at his father, who just waved and mouthed, “Later.”
“No!” she bit out, “good little human servants would do what I told them to do. You never mind me. I think it’s time to change you two in for new models,” she threatened the two men, who just smiled at her serenely. It was obvious they’d heard this threat before.
“You couldn’t live without us. Hey, Bill, sugar. Long time no see. And helloooo! Who’s the stud muffin?” the blond asked.
Maria threw her hands in the air and sat down. “Oh, please…join us, you two flaming baboons. And this is Justin, Bill’s son. I will go out on a limb here and say he is solidly hetero, so you can look but don’t touch.” She moved so each of the two men could sit to one side of her.
“We never touch anyway. You know the saying, ‘It doesn’t matter where you get your appetite as long as you eat at home’…well, Justin can think of himself as the appetizer.” The dark-haired man fluttered his eyelashes at Justin and smiled when he just shook his head.
Maria rolled her eyes. Good thing it looked like Justin was comfortable with his sexuality. People didn’t last long around her if they couldn’t put up with her bookends. “Okay, introductions. Justin, the dark evil one is Brian, the blond bimbo is Matt. They exist to make my life a living hell.”
Justin nodded and shook the boys’ hands.
“Well, I want to get my sheep home.” She paused as Matt punched her on the arm. “You deserved that. Anyway. Bill, I don’t think this is the place for a discussion of Twilight Zone proportions. I think we should have the ‘show’ part of show and tell, and then meet at the penthouse for the rest of the story. Do you have time to discuss this later tonight?”
“Justin and I will make time,” he said with a tired air. “Do you want to tell us where to meet you or can we walk from here?”
Maria sighed and closed her eyes in pain as she thought of what awaited them. She missed the look of protectiveness and hunger flashing for a moment across Justin’s face. “We can walk. Matt and Brian, you will have to come with us. You can drive me home once we are done. I want you in my sight at all times.”
The clock struck 2:00 in the morning as the silent and morose group assembled in Maria’s living room. She glanced around the cozy room, thankful she could give them all the needed feeling of warmth and safety. She watched as they settled around the fire’s glow. The flickers of flame, combined with the deep tones of dark red and chocolate brown on her walls and the comfort of plush chenille on the furniture, worked to help calm their nerves. It might be a false sense of security, but one she desperately craved after the last few hours.
Bill nursed a scotch as he sat in one of her overstuffed chairs, looking distracted. Justin declined hard liquor and held a beer as he sat on the floor in front of the fire. They all needed a minute to regroup. Matt handed her an opaque glass of blood-wine. His own take on a family sangria recipe, it contained more blood than wine, along with a few secret spices. Then he disappeared with Brian, saying they needed to check on the meeting acceptances and make additional calls to those who hadn’t responded. Tonight’s discoveries shook them all.
After she’d taken them to the alley and shown them the body, Justin took pictures and canvassed the scene while Bill called Marcus. The coroner showed up with a forensic team to take their own pictures and gather the too-small pieces into a black body bag. Marcus promised to share whatever information he could get from the remains at the Council meeting.
Maria sat staring with unseeing eyes at the fire in front of her. Where to start? Everyone remained silent, focused on his or her inner thoughts. Maybe she should just leave it for tonight. She didn’t think Justin would deal well with life’s little reality check. She shivered as he ran a finger down the length of the ice-cold beer bottle. Damn, it
figured she would have to share most of her secrets with the first man who turned her on in eons. She literally had not had sex in decades.
Bill’s voice startled her.
“I met Maria for the first time over forty years ago.” Bill started the discussion for her.
Justin glanced at his father with a question in his eyes. “She was an infant?”
Bill laughed. “No. No, she looked pretty much like she does now. Except,” he cocked his head and looked at her, “your hair color has changed. It was red then, wasn’t it?”
She smiled in humor. “Yeah, I think I like the black better. Thank God for hair color. It has to be one of the best inventions of the modern world. I always hated my dishwater blonde—”
“But what you are saying is impossible, Maria isn’t…” She could hear Justin’s irritation as he spoke. Knew he wondered what kind of crap they fed him.
“Maria isn’t a lot of things. You’re going to have to listen, son. It won’t be an easy thing to believe, but let me tell you this story and then you can ask your questions in a minute.” Bill looked at his son and waited for him to nod. “At the time I was a beat cop, and bit off more than I could chew when I decided to chase a man I knew had been running drugs. He cornered me in an alley and opened fire with an automatic pistol. Maria seemed to fall from the sky. All of a sudden she appeared right in front of me and she got hit with, what, six bullets that night?” He looked to her for confirmation.
Justin glared at his father and snorted.
She nodded and sighed. She knew this wouldn’t go well. Justin looked as if he wanted to leave them all to their little fairy tale. Well, the only fairy tails she knew happened to be in the other room making phone calls.
“I don’t understand.” Justin said, looking from his father to her in apparent confusion and growing irritation. She could see his hold on the beer bottle tighten.
Maria smiled. She had no easy way to do this. “Justin. I think we were remiss with the introductions tonight. My full name is Maria Antonia Josepha Johanna Antoinette. My French husband didn’t like Maria, so he called me Marie.”
“Are you trying to tell me you think you’re Marie Antoinette?” Justin looked at her in disbelief and the dawning of concern. “You have got to be kidding, right?” he laughed.
When she and Bill just looked at him with no hint of humor in their eyes, he became very serious. “I’ve seen this before when people are confronted with a violent and horrible death,” he said with serious intent. “I am sure the crime scene tonight upset you. Maybe you should both lie down. Matt! Brian! Bring me some blankets. I think Maria and my father are going into shock,” his raised his voice enough to carry into the other room. “It’s okay, I can handle this,” he reassured them.
Before Maria could comment, Matt and Brian came running into the room. “What? What’s happening? Don’t get your man-marbles in a twist. Maria, are you alright? What do you need?”
“I just told him my full name and he thinks I’m in shock or in need of a straightjacket. Or both. Everything’s okay.”
“Oh! Can we stay and watch? I love this part when people realize—”
“Brian, hush. You can stay—just sit and be quiet.”
Maria watched in silence as Justin looked at his father in obvious concern. Bill sat calmly drinking his scotch, and then he looked up at her and winked.
“It takes some getting used to, the thought of Maria as Marie Antoinette—the legendary Queen of France. Look at her neck. She still has a faint scar from the guillotine,” Bill said smugly. She could tell he got some perverse pleasure out of their revelations.
She winced.
Justin rolled his eyes but obediently got up to look at Maria’s neck. A lightning bolt of lust hit her as he placed his hands on her shoulder. Tipping her head back slightly, her gaze caught his and held. He felt it too. Great to know they shared this mad impulse to shut out the rest of the world and lock themselves in a room so they could have at each other. She wanted him naked and moaning in pleasure. Not looking at old scars.
She knew he saw a thin line running straight across her neck. Allowing him to bend her head forward, she shuddered as his fingers skimmed the back of her neck as he lifted her hair out of the way. She loved the feel of his hands on her skin, the rough slide of heat as he traced his fingers over her flesh. She wanted to concentrate on the forgotten pleasure. Not on the fact that he could see the thin scar as it continued all the way around her neck.
Justin dropped the silky mane of her hair and stepped back. What the scar could be from he didn’t know. He’d seen people beheaded, or at least seen the aftermath while in the Mid-East as part of a special anti-terrorist force. What the scar from a beheading would look like he couldn’t imagine. It seemed beyond his scope of understanding. But how could you explain…
“They did me a wonderful favor when they buried me with my head in perfect alignment with my body in the casket. The revolutionaries wanted a pretty viewing. Vampires can regenerate the blood, bone and muscle connections if you put the pieces back where they belong,” she answered his unasked question.
“Vampires.” Justin just shook his head. A quick glance at his father made him wonder how long it had been since his old man had seen a doctor. Maybe he was suffering from dementia. Or brainwashing could be one answer here. He just couldn’t understand why Maria would want his father to believe this fantasy. He’d seen some very unexplainable things in his life. But vampires?
 “Do the roof thing,” Brian’s excited voice broke into his thoughts as the man practically jumped up and down with excitement. “If anything other than donating blood will convince him, that should do it.”
“The roof thing?” Justin asked politely. Thinking maybe he should humor them all and get his father out of here.
“Oh, yes!” Bill said in noticeable relish as he got to his feet. “A trick I’ve always enjoyed seeing you perform.”
Maria shook her head, and Justin wondered at the glimpse of amusement he’d seen in her eyes as she traipsed behind the group out the patio door and onto the roof.
“Guys, I am not sure this is a good idea. We could push Justin into a full-blown hissy fit, or scare the crap out of him.”
“So your choice is to sink fang into his neck. You know, sweetie, alpha males very rarely enjoy being used for a late night snack. Well…that kind of snack. Wouldn’t want you to kill the sparks—”
“Enough chitchat Brian. We don’t need to review all the options,” she hissed.
Justin realized that at least one of the other men had noticed his fascinated interest in Maria. Well, it didn’t matter. Right now he frowned as Maria moved to climb up on the wall enclosing her patio. Her penthouse took up the entire twentieth floor above ground level. What did she think she was doing? He moved to hold onto her and then cried out in horror as she dove off into the night. Justin lunged to the brick wall, too slow to catch her. He looked over the side with dread.
He saw her drifting there, floating in the air as she called up to him, “I’m okay, I do this a lot. It’s one of the perks of being a—”
“A vampire,” he finished for her. “Get back on the roof!” he demanded. He lost what little sense of humor he possessed about this whole thing. He was furious. The adrenaline rush he’d experienced when she took a nosedive off the roof and his fear for her life pushed him over the edge. In all the years he spent fighting terrorists, he never once felt the pure terror of helplessness and sorrow he’d experienced in the split second she hung in the air just out of his reach. No one mattered enough to him for that kind of panic. Not even he, himself. Up to this point in his life, he’d fought against any meaningful ties other than the ones he shared with his parents.
The realization that this might be changing, combined with his body’s first reactions, acted as a kick to his gut.
He watched Maria as she climbed back over the ledge. His hands were there to see she didn’t slip. He didn’t care if she could goddamn fly. He wanted her on the ground in front of him now!
“No. Don’t say another word.” Like a man possessed, he pulled her into his arms and fused his mouth to hers. He kissed her with anger and desperation, in fear for her safety and the need to claim and hold on to sanity. The kiss fast turned to one of discovery. Of newfound needs and a hefty dose of “I don’t give a damn, I want you anyway.” Before he could even question the sanity of becoming involved with someone
and something he didn’t understand, he found the answer. Mine! Not just to fuck, but to care for. The kiss became heaven and hell, and his salvation.
Bill shook his head and smiled. His son sure didn’t waste any time. Since Justin came back from overseas, the father in him prayed this would happen. He watched the darkness and hunger burn in his son’s eyes, and realized he’d only seen those stark emotions in one other place. Maria’s gaze also held the weight of the world and a deep loneliness she never thought to fill. Bill knew that same loneliness had somehow been beaten into his son, as if his thoughts and memories where too horrible to allow anyone to share. Well…just maybe their loneliness could be reduced by one another. He’d intended to introduce the two of them one day soon. He just wished for better circumstances.
Bill shooed Matthew and Brian off the roof. He told the two bookends he needed some rest, he needed to think. He would take a cab home and leave Justin’s car for him to follow. Or not.
He would see them all at the meeting tomorrow. Nope. Since it was already 3:00 in the morning, he’d see them tonight. Right now he would go home and try to sleep without nightmares beside his wife.
Nancy knew about Maria. They’d met a few times over the years and liked each other. After fifty-five years of marriage there were few if any secrets between them. When Bill told her of his plan to introduce Justin to the vampire, she went through several days of angst over the thought of losing any chance of future grandchildren.
Then with a mother’s eyes, she went out to lunch with her son and came back with her blessing. “He’ll never let anyone close enough to make me grandbabies,” she’d said sadly. “If Maria can take the dead look from his eyes and make him laugh again…it would be wonderful. Just the shock of who and what she is might be enough to bring him back among the living.”
Well, he would go home and tell Nancy that the two of them had met and the sparks seemed to be flying. Now it would be in the hands of God or fate…or something.
Chapter Three
Neither Maria nor Justin heard the others leave, and they wouldn’t have cared anyway. Locked in a world of their own making, a vivid blend of touch and taste and overwhelming sensation, they came together in primal need.
The surge of pleasure as his mouth joined with hers tore through her body like smoldering fire bursting into flame. Justin kissed like a man obsessed and Maria welcomed the blaze. After watching and lusting after him all evening, her mind no longer fought to give attention to either a new horror or a fresh craving. She allowed herself the opportunity to explore his body to her hearts content.
This man moved with a power and sensuality that screamed sex. His taste was as addictive as the remembered sweetness of chocolate, the plunge and retreat of his tongue an enticement to take more. The soft brush of his goatee and mustache tickled her lips, while his hands seemed to carry an electrical charge that zapped every nerve and brought them shrieking to life. Pulsing, throbbing life.
She could feel her sex swell and spasm in tune to the dance of his tongue in her mouth. The first trickles of readiness seeped from deep inside to coat her pussy. Her breasts enlarged and the nipples chafed against her bra, demanding attention. She shifted in his arms, rubbing her body against him. The action only served to increase her frustration and the need for closer contact. For naked contact.
Maria fought to keep still. Waiting. Craving a harder touch. She could imagine his mouth on her. Felt her incisors lengthen as she anticipated her mouth on him. Her imagination didn’t prepare her for the reality of his touch. Her skin burned, her heart slammed against her chest at the onslaught of powerful need. She ground her mouth into his, wanting to scream in frustration as he moved to press her against the porch table, spreading her legs slightly to tease the hard ridge of his cock against the apex of her thighs. She wanted her clothes gone. Wanted him naked. She thought about waving her hand to make the barriers disappear. Not a good idea, she decided. He’d have enough to think about over the next several days. She did not want him stopping in the middle of sex to ask her questions about her powers.
She moaned as he slipped his hand under her shirt to cup her breasts. No. She definitely didn’t want to distract him.
Justin couldn’t get enough of Maria as she came alive in his arms. Her mouth welcomed his invasion and she met his wild desire without flinching. Her spicy-sweet taste carried a trace of orange and cinnamon, a leftover hint of the sangria she’d been drinking earlier. She was addicting. Intuitively he knew he’d always crave this taste and would never again be satisfied without access to it. Having her body pressed strong and
lush against his drove him to the edge of control. He made a sound that was half gasp, half growl as his lips moved against hers.
He continued kissing her with lips and teeth and tongue. The small sounds she made in the back of her throat seemed to wrap around his soul, holding him bound to her with invisible threads. For the moment he wouldn’t question their connection. He had better things to do. Her hands moved restlessly up and down his back and over his shoulders before she wrapped her arms around his neck and tangled her fingers in his hair.
“Yes,” he growled into her mouth. “Oh, God. Yes.”
Reaching down, he slid his hands under her ass and pulled her up against him, nestling his aching cock against her belly. He needed more. Shifting her up, he set her on the table’s surface, wedging his knee between her thighs to further spread her legs, pushing closer. He rotated his hips in a slow circle and added a soft flex to pound a rhythm against her covered center. With each beat he increased the pressure against her.
She cried out against his lips, and like a man starving, he swallowed her moans as he once again slid a hand under her top to cover her breast. Over the silk fabric of her bra, he rubbed his palm back and forth, torturing her nipple with his teasing. He moved away from her, tearing his mouth from hers to lift her top and bra up and over her head, managing to free her breasts in one movement. He reached to cover the glorious mounds in his hands and took the pebbled nipples between his thumbs and fingertips. He pulled and twisted her hard nubs and watched their turgid response blossom. Hearing her breath accelerate, he looked up into her passion-glazed eyes and smiled. Her lips were drawn tight, her jaw set in anticipation.
“Justin, please. Suck on my breasts!” she gasped in demand, reaching to pull his head to her. Too slow for her sanity, he lowered his mouth to her to swirl his tongue around one taut nipple.
When he finally drew her into his mouth and suckled, she couldn’t stop the sob escaping her lips or the roll of her hips as she sought his heat. She cradled her hands against the back of his head, holding him against her. She loved the feel of him at her breast as he succeeded in driving her to madness. The hair of his beard and mustache scraped over her quivering flesh as he moved his mouth over her nipples. God, what a wonderful sensation! She trembled with desire as he moved one hand down to stroke against the leather of her pants. The slide of his hand over her leather-covered core teased her wet slit, sending little spikes of heat coursing through her blood. She moaned, “Justin, please.”
As if waiting for her demand, he pulled back and helped her to stand. In several struggling movements, he helped her peel off the rest of her clothes and left them lying in a pile on the terrace floor. He repositioned her body on the table. She blinked up at
the sky as he gently pushed her down so she lay on her back, pushing her knees up to settle her feet on the edge.
He spread her legs and looked with wrenching hunger deep into her eyes. “Damn, I want to taste you so bad it’s killing me,” he growled as he dropped to his knees and leaned over her pussy, using the tip of his tongue to touch her with a bold stroke. Maria gasped and the sound seemed to launch Justin into frenzied action. He moved his mouth and feasted on her, spread as a banquet of need before him, as if he wanted to capture every last drop of her essence. He groaned low in his throat in ecstasy as his tongue slid sensually back and forth over her clit, first with a slow, methodic stroke and then with quick flutters. She was so soft. Warm. Wet.
As she writhed before him, keening her pleasure, he moved his hands up to grab onto her legs and guide her knees to his shoulders. He positioned his hands on her ass and held her still for his assault. He nipped at the swollen bud of her clit and used his tongue to delve deep, plunging and retreating with a slow cadence that had her screaming in frustration. As he dipped into her channel with his tongue, his mustached lip brushed her sensitive nub. With slow intent, he reached one hand up her body and sought her nipple. As he increased the pressure and speed of his mouth, he pinched his fingers together.
The combined sensations sent Maria screaming en route for the first sheer drop of paradise. “More!” she cried in demand. “I need you deep inside me.” Her body shook with the desire to hold him captive against her.
Justin stood and tore off his clothes. He pulled Maria back into a sitting position, and with his hands holding her knees up and open, he moved to nudge his straining cock against her molten heat and met her hooded gaze. In a loving move that almost brought tears to her eyes, he raised his hand to her face and cupped her chin. He brushed his thumb over her protruding eyeteeth. “I’m making an assumption we don’t need protection. Tell me now if I’m not correct, I have a condom in my wallet.”
“No need,” she gasped out, dropping her head. The feel of his swollen crown pushing against her vagina made it difficult for her to think. She snapped her gaze away from the shadowed sight of his cock. He was big and thick and oh, so lovely. But she needed to make sure he wouldn’t freak if she nibbled… “I don’t. Know if I. Can stop. Myself. Ohgodohgod.” She needed to pause, regroup. He flexed his hips just enough so the engorged head of his shaft breached her, spreading her entrance. Pulsed. Just one inch in. Out. In. “Waitwaitwait!” she cried. She leaned her forehead against his chest in relief as he stilled with one inch of hard heat pushing into her. She couldn’t think.
“Tell me!” Justin demanded of her.
“Bite. I may have to bite. Just a little sip?” she whispered urgently. She couldn’t tell if he understood her. She pulled back to look dazedly into his burning gaze. She didn’t understand her own reactions. She’d always had control over her need to take blood during sex. Before.
Evidently the control was missing with Justin.
Her broken comment was a warning to him that she might be driven to take his blood. He wouldn’t understand the need in her eyes, but he should be able to see the obvious affect of their lovemaking in her elongating teeth.
Justin didn’t hesitate. There was no question in his mind—he would have her. He’d wanted her on first sight and that seemed like days ago instead of hours. From the moment he’d met her, he knew he would claim her pussy as his. He didn’t understand it, but the feeling of possession took over his mind, became a part of him. Even after he’d found out she was vampire—a little blood drinking sure as hell wouldn’t stop him. “Fine.” He punctuated his acceptance by pushing forward and he kept on pushing until he buried his long length deep inside her. Until his balls brushed the cold iron rim of the table. He hissed in reaction to the small shock and the mind-blowing sensation of her internal muscles gripping his cock in her scalding heat.
“Not going to work,” he gasped. “Got to move, got to pound into you and we’ll break the table. Your room?”
“There!” she pointed behind him to a second French door leading off the balcony. She waved her hand and the door flew back. Her display was something he’d have to remember to ask her about later. Much later.
“Hold on!” he demanded, as he wrapped her legs around his hips. The feel of her thighs clenching him, her breasts brushing against his chest and her pussy spasmodically clutching with each stride almost drove him to his knees. Sweat broke out on his forehead and he gritted his teeth together. Just a few more steps, he promised himself.
Maria groaned. Every new sensation heightened the arousal of her already primed body. The soft, feathery brush of his chest hair against her nipples combined with the rocking thrust of his hips to press his shaft deep within her. His pubic bone nudged her clit with each step and added to her rising need to taste him. She lowered her mouth to his neck, teasing her senses further with the musky scent of his arousal and the intoxicating foreplay of his pulse against her lips. She shuddered and shared Justin’s reaction to the vibration of her body as he tensed even further, his cock twitching inside her.
After long tortured seconds they fell to the bed, Justin covering her length and bracing his upper body on his hands. They both looked down to see their bodies joined. He pulled out of her tight heat and thrust forward. And again. Faster.
“Harder! More!” Maria pleaded as she threw her head back, arching her hips up and into him.
Justin moved to appease her and she gloried in each hard thrust. For what seemed like endless minutes their bodies slapped together in raw primal lust.
 “Not enough…never enough,” he growled, and lowered his head, never breaking the tempo of sex as he bared his neck to her.
Maria’s mouth sought and found the bulging vein at his neck. She felt the area with her tongue and smiled as Justin groaned in urgent encouragement. She broke the skin and slid her incisors deep, holding him to her so the motion of their bodies wouldn’t cause him to jerk away…and drank, moaning her pleasure at the combined taste and feel of him.
As he burst within her, Maria pulled away from the sweet temptation of his blood and screamed. Her body clenched tight and convulsed with his in crushing pleasure. Damn! In almost two hundred years sex hasn’t been this good! She fought an irresistible need to chain Justin to her bed. The visual of him bound and at her mercy sent a small aftershock through her and her muscles clenched tight, throwing them both into another, softer, detonation.
Justin tried to think. To move. The moment Maria bit into his neck, pinpoints of heat exploded throughout his blood and surged through his flesh. He noticed his cock seemed to grow harder, thicker, and his body more desperate for release. He wouldn’t have thought it possible. The sensations spurred him to plow his shaft deep into Maria’s cunt, and he found the movement of her mouth nursing at his neck punctuated each forward movement. The mutual sensations hurled him into insanity. An explosive rapture so intense he already wanted it again.
Maria lay on her bed with Justin’s body tangled around hers as she stared at the ceiling. Well, she thought. What a good way to get acquainted. She couldn’t understand her craving for this man. Normally blood and sex left her feeling sated. Replete. Tonight she wanted more. Maybe because it had been so long…
She stifled the dawning realization that the boys had heard every sound they made and she would have a hell of a night tomorrow putting up with their verbal replay of the end of her sexual celibacy. Time enough to worry about their teasing. She waited for Justin to start questioning her. And waited.
After several minutes, he groaned and picked up his head enough to meet her gaze. “If the next time we make love is even close to as cataclysmic as tonight, I am going to lock you up for a week. Damn! How do you live through the intensity?”
Maria heard the unspoken question and smiled. Well done. “Well, it has been, oh, fifty years or so since the last time I had sex, but I don’t remember it being quite so…intense. If it had been, I’m not sure I would have waited this long,” she whispered.
He nodded, question answered, and moved to kiss her. Sweetly, carefully. When he pulled away Maria looked at the clock. She needed to have this conversation soon as the sun would be coming up in an hour or so. She knew she wasn’t quite ready to share every aspect of her life with a new lover. No matter how tempting it would be to day sleep in his arms.
 “Justin, we need to talk about tomorrow. About the Council meeting.”
“Okay,” he said without questioning her. “Do you want to have this conversation lying here naked, or should we get dressed and move in by the fire? Although, I have to tell you, if you want my full attention on what you are going to say…the fire would be a better bet. I already want my hands on you again,” he grumbled, as he moved one of those hands up her side to cup her breast.
Maria moaned when he flicked her nipple with his fingers. “Oh, God! You’re right, by the fire would be better.”
He laughed at her and moved to disentangle his long limbs from her body. He stood up and Maria just stared. Dayam! What a fine piece of eye candy. She knew his body looked great. But without clothes, the reality was unbelievable. His muscles had muscles. He epitomized “be all you can be” crossed with some gorgeous Viking dude.
The tan expanse of skin she drooled over started with a chest and shoulders molded and shaped into complete perfection. The few scars she saw only enhanced his rugged, dangerous appeal. The light dusting of blond chest hair drew her eyes downward to a fully primed, dancewithmeohbaby cock. The darker shade of hair under his belly provided a perfect foil for his thick shaft and the heavy ball sac. The deep skin tone of his shaft appeared flushed with blood and heat. The dark blue vein that pulsed along his length made her lick her lips in anticipation. The knobbed head glistened with pre-come.
“Maria,” Justin growled in warning.
She closed her eyes and sighed with heartfelt pain. “Yeah. I know. I’ll just lie here with my eyes closed while you get dressed. Then I’ll join you in the living room.”
He didn’t waste time. He grabbed their clothes off the balcony, threw his on and soon disappeared to wait for her. Maria rolled out of bed and went to her closet. She dressed for comfort in sweats and tied her hair back. She walked into the living room to find Justin sitting on the couch, with both Matt and Brian in the overstuffed chairs.
“Here, babe,” Brian said as she passed him, handing her a glass of blood-wine. “Thought you might need this.”
For Brian the comment was very mild.
“Thanks. You guys are still up,” she stated as she settled on the floor in front of the fire, waving away Justin’s motion to have her sit beside him. She needed some distance. Her hormones were still singing little happy songs. And she wanted to watch his face when they talked.
“Yeah, it was, um, just a little bit difficult to even consider going to sleep with the porno noises you two made. Congrats on finally getting laid though!”
Maria shook her head. Unfortunately, this sounded more like what she expected. “Justin, I apologize if anything these two say offends you. I have given up trying to beat manners into their thick skulls.” She brightened considerably. “But feel free to use your sizeable muscles to pound on them at will.”
Justin threw back his head and laughed, which left Maria staring at him in awe once again. Jeez, she might have to kiss Matt and Brian if their antics put this look in his eyes. This man seemed totally different from the one she met at the coffee shop. His face pleasantly etched with satisfied lust and laughter instead of shadows and pain.
“No problem. I’ll smack them around if it makes you feel better, but I believe he’s right. I am sure we made considerable noise.”
He was gloating. The man’s cat-ate-the-canary look broadcast his satisfaction loud enough that everyone in the room could understand. Maria shook her head. Men! She would never comprehend them.
“We’ll go to bed in a minute though,” Matt said. “I just wanted to let you know we got in touch with everyone for the meeting. They will all be there with bells on. And speaking of bells, I have a new outfit for you. Do you want it here or at the club for tomorrow?”
“Club. I will go out as soon as I wake up, and then go into Sins about 6:30 to take care of some business before the meeting. Justin, I am assuming you will be going to the meeting as well.”
“I wouldn’t miss it. However, it would help if I understood what club you’re talking about and what exactly this meeting is,” he replied.
“Which is part of what I wanted to talk to you about. But hold on—the guys can go get some sleep. Do you think you two could come up with something for Justin to wear as well and bring it to Sins?” Maria asked, looking at Matt and Brian. She knew tomorrow the issue of clothes would be the hardest part of Justin’s night.
Justin interrupted, “I’ll just swing by my place and grab something.”
Maria sighed. “This meeting is a Vampire Sentinel Council. I will get into what that means in just a second. The short version on wardrobe is that the Council is old and very set in their ways, and there is a certain—well, dress code, or statement to make if you will. I haven’t been willing to push changes enough to end their fun. The boys will have to find you something to wear.” She turned to Matt. “Keep it black. Get pants with simple studs and an acceptable shirt. Please, Matt, don’t go too extreme,” she pleaded, knowing any promise he made would be kept.
He nodded his agreement and she relaxed.
After Matt and Brian left the room, she looked at Justin and smiled. “So. Where to start? The meeting tomorrow will be held at my club.”
“Sins?”
“Short for Sins of the Flesh,” she said, and watched as his eyebrows rose. “I know…a little hokey. The main area is a Goth bar with live bands and dancing, there are separate, smaller bars with male and female strippers, and a theater for live shows.”
“I can’t wait to see it,” he commented dryly.
“Yeah, it’s an experience all right. Now to explain Vampire Council.” She thought for a moment.
 “Why do you say vampire with different accents sometimes?” Justin questioned.
Maria frowned. “Oh, sorry. V. A. M. P. Y. R., or vampeer, is old world, and said like you’re talking around teeth. V. A. M. P. I. R. E., or vampire, is an American or new world thing. I’ve lived so long on this continent and with the bookends I mix and match.”
“Makes sense now, sorry. But bookends?”
Maria grinned. “Matt and Brian. You won’t understand until you see them tomorrow. Anyway, the Vampire Council is groups of paranormals, mortals and immortals who oversee issues affecting all of us. Us, being not human,” she clarified.
“So there are other vampires on this Council?”
“Master vamps only—they control their fledglings and human servants. There are also Were pack leaders and other shifters, both Wiccan and dark witches, the fae or fairy folk and the druids all have representation. Demons aren’t allowed, as their main purpose is to make trouble, not prevent it, so there is no point.”
“No,” he said with serious intent. “That wouldn’t make sense.”
“It’s a bit much, isn’t it?” she asked him, as she tried to hide the sympathy and worry in her tone.
Justin smiled at her in reassurance. “I have seen things I thought defied explanation when I based them on the world as I knew it. If I base them on your world, I think someday I may figure out what it was I dealt with,” he said. He didn’t realize that the agonized look flashed back into his eyes for a moment. She wanted the smiling self-satisfaction back.
“I am not sure, but I think somehow my earlier experiences make accepting your life easier. It’s just a lot to absorb. What continues to blow my mind is the fact my father knew about all this for almost as long as I’ve been alive.” He shook his head and continued, “We’ll talk about me later, let me understand tomorrow better. I heard you mention something about sentinel. What is a sentinel?”
“Not what, but who. Me. I am Sentinel for this area.”
“What does being Sentinel mean exactly? Leader of the Council?”
“No. Well, yes, I am the leader of the Council, but it exists because I allow it to. Our world is not a democracy. A better description of Sentinel is judge, jury and executioner. I watch over this region, and if any paranormal being steps out of line, I either take care of them or make sure they get taken care of. Handling a paranormal who doesn’t behave by our rules can mean punishment, fine, banishment or…”
“Execution.”
“Yes, execution.” She watched him closely.
“Okay, let’s table everything else for now as it is getting late. Tomorrow’s meeting. What’s the dress code?”
Maria smiled. “It’s very simple. We’re talking vampire drag queen. Or king. Gothic slut is another term for it. In part, the dress code is in place because it follows old
customs and the older paranormals love ritual. But they also keep dressing up because they adore coming to the club all decked out in what they want to consider traditional monster clothes and mingle with the humans. They get a kick out of showing up dressed as a vampire and not having the mortals realize what’s really in their midst. Many of them wear clothing that was in fashion when they were mortal, but there is a very large contingent who will design their outfits in secret and work very hard at one-upmanship and shock value for these meetings.”
Justin groaned. “Vampire drag queen, huh? And you put those two in charge of coming up with an outfit for me?”
“Yeah, well, cheer up. They always dress me as the ultimate Gothic wet dream.”
Chapter Four
Justin left just before dawn broke over the skyline. The kiss he’d shared with Maria before he walked out the door left him wanting to throw her over his shoulder and carry her back to bed. The cold shower he took when he got home wasn’t enough to cure him of the impulse.
A myriad circle of questions still played through his mind, but he figured he wouldn’t get everything answered in one night. He replayed what he did know and decided to work in an opportunity to have a conversation with his father. Which brought up a scary thought—did his dad dress in vampire drag? This next day would be interesting, to say the least.
Justin figured he would stay home for a couple hours and sleep. Then, after he went into the precinct this afternoon, he would either spend some time on the Internet or go to the library. He wanted to refresh his memory of the French revolution.
Justin rang the doorbell at his parents’ home. He had keys and the security code…not that he actually needed them anyway, since his breaking-and-entering skills were very fresh. It was just easier knocking than figuring out which key went to which lock and scrambling to punch in the codes. Breaking in took less time.
Or it was easier, until his mother opened the door and looked at him as if she had him under a microscope. When she smiled in obvious delight, he knew he was in trouble. His father referred to her as a pistol…always in the middle of things, stirring up emotions and charging in to fix things. Her looks were deceiving. She appeared to be the epitome of an aging grandmotherly woman. She had beautiful white hair that she got styled and sprayed into submission on a weekly basis. Her hands were soft, her voice happy and steady, and her arms were always open for a hug. Sometimes she scared him to death.
“Justin!” she exclaimed as she moved to greet him with a fierce hug. “How wonderful to see you looking so…um, rested. Your father tells me you met Maria last night.”
Justin frowned at the back of his mother’s head as he followed her down the hall. What the hell? Surely his mother didn’t know about vampires.
“You know your father doesn’t keep secrets from me. I’ve met Maria several times and we’ve spent a lot of time talking about the French revolution. She even helped me pick out some of my antiques. I know she’s a vampire, and I also know you are attracted to her. I just want you to realize that your father and I give you our blessing.”
Justin was speechless. Scary. She always knew what he was thinking. He hadn’t been able to keep secrets from her when he was a child and it still seemed to be an impossible task.
Where was the rabbit hole into Wonderland that he had stepped in? He could have sworn his mother just said she approved of him fucking a vampire.
“Mom?”
His mother turned and smiled at him again with a smug look on her face. “Really, Justin. I’m not so old that I don’t …”
Justin knew the expression on his face must have been one of horrified stupefaction. When his mother giggled like a schoolgirl he glared at her. “Mother, I am not going to discuss my sex life with you.”
He watched as she raised her eyebrows at him and replied in a serene voice, “I wasn’t talking about your sex life, Justin dear. I was talking about a courtship.”
Justin sputtered as his mother walked away with a wave of her hand toward his father’s study. She’d done it again. He knew better than to put words in her mouth. She caught him every time. He could swear she muttered something about men not being able to keep their pants zipped for five minutes in this day and age. He closed his eyes and decided that the world had gone crazy on him while he wasn’t looking.
Bill watched Justin as he came in the door. His son had called several hours ago, saying he wanted to talk before they went to the meeting tonight. A man of few words lately, it had been years since Justin really initiated a conversation. He preferred to close himself off and observe life, but not participate. Those traits worried the father in him.
“Hey Dad,” Justin said, as he crossed his father’s study to shake his hand. “Thanks for rearranging your day for me.”
“Not a problem, son. You’ve been into the precinct today?” Bill asked. He hadn’t missed how the shadows in Justin’s eyes seemed a little lighter today. He’d overheard part of Justin’s conversation with his mother, so the bewildered expression on his face could easily be explained. Nancy always managed to get under her men folks’ thick skins.
What interested him most was the returning spark of life in Justin’s eyes. It was the first encouragement he’d seen that his son would heal from whatever atrocities he’d dealt with while working for the government.
“Yeah, I stopped by to check on a few things. There’s nothing new except for the body Maria found last night. I let it be known I would be doing the follow-up on the new case, so until we have a better idea of what’s going on, I won’t have other cops either spinning their wheels or putting themselves in danger. Do any of the other members of this team know about—” Justin stopped abruptly.
Bill smiled. “About the Vampire Council, and the fact there are things walking our streets the general public believes only appear in fiction novels or horror films? No.
Anytime I thought we might be dealing with something other than a human killer, I brought in Maria and she made sure it was taken care of. There are some case files that either disappeared or were moved to the cold case file with instructions not to work. Your mother knows, though.”
Justin winced and then nodded, “Yeah, I just had a conversation with Mom.”
Bill smiled when he realized that Justin didn’t want to talk about what his mother had said.
“I can see how creative filing might be necessary. I can’t believe you’ve known about vampires and werewolves and other things all this time, yet you never mentioned it to me.” Justin didn’t phrase it as a question.
Bill shrugged. “It wasn’t my secret to tell, Justin. And really, without seeing it, without experiencing this…alternate reality…I don’t think you would have believed me.”
Justin shook his head in agreement. “No. You’re right, I wouldn’t have. I would have pushed you to get a psych evaluation.” Justin laughed. “I’m told the dress code for tonight will be interesting?”
Bill couldn’t stop the blush Justin had been looking for. He sighed and decided to tell all. “I used to take a suitcase to those meetings and change either in the car or, after Maria bought Sins, at her club. My worst nightmare revolved around someone I knew seeing me dressed in leather and a choke collar. Your mother loved my discomfort. She told me to quit being such a stick in the mud.” He laughed at his son’s grimace. “Now I’m an old man. An old human man, and the Council permits me the dignity of dressing in a very cool black suit. I have been allowed to throw out my leather pants.”
Bill looked at Justin and grinned, “You, however, aren’t going to be so lucky.”
Justin pulled in front of the black warehouse building where the red neon sign screamed the words Sins of the Flesh. The clock on the dashboard read a little after 6:30 in the evening, and Maria said her club didn’t open until 9:00, so the parking lot was nearly empty. As he got out of his car, a side door in the building opened.
“Good, you’re here,” Brian said. “I’ve been keeping watch. No one else will be coming until close to 9:00 and I didn’t want you pounding at the door without any response. I should have given you my cell phone number.”
Justin looked at Brian and worked very hard to keep the alarm off his face. No way in hell would he wear an outfit like this one! Brian was dressed—or undressed, depending on how you looked at it—in a studded leather harness and… What in God’s name was that? A black leather thong barely covered the man’s dick. Dangling chains secured to a leather strap at his waist draped to attach to the scrap of fabric covering his groin. The rest of the outfit consisted of tall, black leather boots. Nothing else.
“What are you supposed to be dressed up as?” he questioned the other man in what he thought could pass for a normal tone of voice. He wasn’t sure he wanted to get any closer to Brian.
Brian laughed. “Relax. Your outfit has more to it. And I’m a human servant. Matt and I wear things like this because the other human servants will be donning something similar. It pisses Maria off.” Brian moved to let Justin through the door.
“Glad to know my outfit consists of something more than a few miniscule scraps of leather. But why does it upset Maria if the other human servants are dressed this way?” Justin asked.
“Maria got in just a few minutes ago and she needed to make a few calls. Why don’t you come into my office and change before you go see her? I’ll try to fill you in on vampires and human servants while you get into your outfit.”
Justin followed Brian into an office about midway down the hall. Considering the way this lunatic dressed, he was surprised to find very conservative décor. Two big mahogany desks faced each other and a nice, dark gray leather couch and chair sat with chrome tables in one corner. Modern artwork on the walls added splashes of red, black and gray, and those colors were repeated in the throw pillows on the couch. Not a whip or chain in sight. Thank God!
Justin wondered at the fresh, spring-like smell of the office until he noticed the bowl of potpourri on the coffee table. Matt sat comfortably sprawled at one of the desks working on a computer. He looked up when they walked into the room.
“Hey, Justin! Perfect timing, I’m just finishing here.” Matt stood up and Justin shook his head.
“Aren’t you guys cold?” Matt’s outfit was identical to Brian’s. No wonder Maria often referred to them as her bookends. The nickname fit the two perfectly.
Brian laughed. “Nah, we don’t really feel cold or heat. One of the advantages of being Maria’s HS’s.”
“HS’s? Ah, human servants?”
“Yes. Matt, Justin wants us to give him a little background on HS’s and why our wardrobe for these functions upsets Maria,” Brian said. “Sit down, Justin. Can I get you something to drink? No? Okay. In a nutshell, human servants are made when the vampire has you drink their blood every night for three nights. It’s not much blood, not enough for the human to be turned into a vampire. But it is enough to cure any diseases the human has and fix any deformities. At the same time, it creates an unbreakable bond between the vampire and the human,” Brian started.
“Yes. When we met Maria—I was dying of AIDS and Brian had contracted the disease. By turning us into HS’s, she saved our lives. We don’t get sick or age like humans do, so now our lives are very long. Both Brian and I are now in our fifties,” Matt confided.
Justin didn’t comment, just raised his eyebrows in encouragement. At this point, he didn’t have a clue what to say.
“Maria hates these outfits because almost all other vamps dress their HS’s in clothes like this all the time, only allowing their servants to wear street clothes when they’re out in public. Most human servants are bound to the vampire with both blood and sex. By
associating the clothing with the traditional vamps, Maria believes the outfits scream ‘cattle’ or ‘sheep’. I think you heard her call us sheep last night.”
Blood and sex. The two men were telling him the ties that bound them to Maria were blood and sex. He wanted to jump up and hit something. He had no intention of sharing her with them.
Justin’s brooding silence and hard stare seemed to incite Brian to hurry and explain, “If an HS is tied to the vamp with both blood and sex, they lose their self-identity. They in essence become an extension of the vampire. Maria calls them blood zombies. If an HS is simply tied with blood, as we are, the servant retains their personality, character and almost all of their freewill. The vampire can force the blood-only HS to do their bidding, but it takes more time and a great deal of energy.” Brian stopped and looked at Matt.
Matt picked up the explanation. “The vampire uses their mind and blood to form a servant bond. You can’t just, well…fuck and exchange blood to become one…just in case you were wondering.”
Justin breathed a quiet sigh of relief. He did wonder, and really didn’t want to ask. He relaxed and listened to the rest of Matt’s explanation.
“For all her bitching about us making her life a living hell, Maria hates blood zombies. She doesn’t like the thought of someone being bound, unaware and without the ability to give their consent…forced to service a vampire for almost eternity with sex and blood. Even more, it upsets her when a person loses their sense of right and wrong, operating exclusively under the vamp’s compulsion.”
“I can see her point. But I still don’t understand why you want to piss her off. I would think you two would support those principles,” Justin said.
They both grinned. Snorting, Matt said, “Because if we didn’t dress like this, it would be impossible to get Maria in anything remotely crazy. She takes herself too seriously sometimes. We are also reminding her that we have freewill and choose to be flaming nuts at times.”
Justin just shook his head and laughed. Maria definitely had her hands full with these two. “Well, I’ll get dressed and go talk to her for a bit before the meeting. See if she’s heard anything new about the body we found last night before things get started. What did you guys come up with for an outfit for me?”
“Nothing much,” they said together.
Their idea of “nothing much” turned out to be brown leather chaps worn with a red leather thong and a short, brown leather vest. Justin sensed a theme, and the costume left him feeling very uncomfortable and exposed. He tried to wear the chaps over his jeans, but Matt and Brian banded together to veto his suggestion. He headed for Maria’s office dressed in what had to be the most embarrassing outfit of his life. Great.
All thought of his discomfort faded as he opened the door and saw her standing at the window. Hell! If he needed to dress in cowboy deviant with his ass exposed to see her dressed in a costume like this, he’d do it without complaint.
She stood silhouetted against the night sky. Tight, high-heeled leather boots sheathed her legs, their edges stopping mid thigh, and a small, beaded leather thong covered her pussy. Barely. On top she wore a black, beaded leather corset, the fabric pushing and molding her breasts to overflowing perfection. Justin knew he would be waiting for a glimpse of nipple to peek out all night. He would bet if she moved just the right way she’d expose herself. Her hair fell over her shoulders in an untamed tangle of curls and deep, electric-blue highlights. She wore black lip liner and wild, cobalt blue eye shadow that made her eyes seem mysterious and sexy. Cat-like.
“Justin,” she murmured in greeting.
“Maria, you look incredible,” he said, as he closed the door and turned the lock, anticipation rising painfully.
She laughed. “Don’t tell me you have a Gothic slut fantasy buried deep in your psyche?”
“If I didn’t before, I do now,” he said as he crossed the room to her.
“Yeah, and I just realized how much I love chaps. Turn around.”
Justin grinned with wicked intent. “Glad to, but only if you return the favor.” After he’d done his spin to her wolf-whistle, he watched in rapt attention as she turned a slow circle and revealed a tight, white and very bare ass—just a little floss between her cheeks. The top looked like a corset from the front—but the back was nothing more than a few leather straps laced across her bare skin.
Her Gothic slut sent his cowboy deviant into high gear. He smiled and looked deep into her eyes as he pulled her within the circle of his arms. “Missed you,” he whispered against her mouth as he slid his lips along hers. He brought her closer to taste…tease…enjoy. When he said the words, he realized just how true they were. All day he’d been plagued with a headache and queasy stomach. Now that Maria was in his arms, he felt fine. More than fine. He ignored the subconscious question—the nagging voice wondering why he felt as if barbed coils had been unwound in his gut? Ah, well. They were gone now.
“Justin,” she moaned as she opened to him and slid her arms around his neck. Their mouths met and once again he felt as if the two of them—and the passion they created—existed in a separate world. Tongues tangled, skimmed as they drove the sensual tension higher. Justin moved his hands in a slow glide down the bare expanse of Maria’s back. He skipped over the small slices of leather that were supposed to be holding her top together and lingered over the bare globes of her ass. His hands tightened and squeezed the soft mounds and his hips rocked as he pulled her against him. He groaned. The small leather thong he wore was worthless in helping him
manage his reaction to her. He could feel his cock grow hard and strong and strain to be free of the scrap of material. He wanted her. Now.
He tore his lips from the soft temptation of her mouth and set his forehead against hers. “God, Maria. What you do to me is unbelievable. If I can’t have you now I’ll be going through the entire meeting with a raging boner. Please, baby?” he whispered in urgent hunger.
Maria tilted her head back and laughed, nodding happily.
Oh, yeah. Justin’s erection surged in anticipation. With a quick glance around the room, he registered the dark wood furniture, the gray carpet and the vibrant colors in a back corner of his mind. What he saw in the forefront was a large desk, a long deep couch, an armless chair and plenty of thick carpet…the sensual possibilities, not the décor.
With each breath, each moment he took to decide where he would love her, he could smell her fragrance. The spicy mixture of vanilla and musk drove him wild.
He pulled her back into his arms to kiss her once again with pent-up passion, and then held her away from him. “I have to tell you I love this outfit, sweetheart, but I’m already jealous thinking of the others looking at you. They’ll see your breasts pushed out like a banquet, and combined with your lovely ass exposed to the room, no one will be able to concentrate on anything but the image of you naked.”
He lowered his head to run his tongue over the plump perfection of her breasts, plunging into the line of her cleavage and skimming the boundary of the leather right above her nipples. With a little push of his tongue against the edge, the cloth gave way a small bit and he could lave the rim of her areola. Groaning, he smoothed his hands up her arms and over her chest, gliding his fingers along the smooth expanse of skin.
Maria gasped. “You forget—they’re all used to seeing me this way. It’s nothing special.”
“That’s where you’re wrong, baby. It’s very special,” he murmured, as his finger caught at the leather to slide under the top and guide the material to gather below her breasts and act as a foundation, a ledge for her white, creamy tits. He bent his head to one protruding dark rose nipple and licked, wetting her flesh with his mouth. When she moaned, he raised his head and looked at her skin, the one nipple shiny with his attention. He saw her head thrown back and her eyes closed in ecstasy.
All mine.
He glanced over his shoulder at the desk a few short steps away. He pulled her toward him as he walked backwards, lowering his body to rest his butt against the desk and insert his legs between hers. Fitting the apex of her core over his throbbing shaft, he slowly flexed his hips.
Maria moaned. “Oh, yeah. That feels wonderful.”
Justin bent his head to torment her other nipple while his hands moved down her sides. He pulled her tight against him, grinding her against the hard ridge between his thighs as he sucked the swollen bud into the heat of his mouth and bit down in gentle,
rhythmic cadence, matching the pressure between her thighs—bite-shift, relax, bite-shift, relax. He figured he had over an hour to drive her crazy.
Maria moved in restless agitation in his arms, hissing as he latched onto her nipple and pulled it into the warm, moist cave of his mouth. She couldn’t imagine doing without the tickling sensation of his mustache and beard. Bringing her hand up to his head, she buried her fingers in his hair and held him to her. Her body wound tight with arousal—skin-tingling, pussy-creaming, world-altering arousal. She pushed aside the front of his leather vest with her other hand and ran her fingers over his chest. In a teasing slide, she smoothed her palm over the light dusting of hair, letting it tickle her, and found the hard nub of his nipple. She smiled as Justin moaned low in his throat when she used her thumb to rub the small bump. He gasped around her flesh as she pinched and pulled the taut, warm nipple between finger and thumb.
She couldn’t contain her own moans as he increased the suction on each of her nipples in turn and used his teeth to scrape over the swollen peaks. His hands at her hips shifted her from side to side over the rigid declaration of his erection, the teasing stimulation on her clit making the moisture seep from her channel. He moved her a little to the side, slid one hand to the front of her beaded thong and slowly slipped his fingers under the fabric, pushing the thong down until it caught on the top of her thigh-high boots. His hand went back to smooth over the trim triangle of curls, and with gentle care he worked his fingers between her folds, rubbing back and forth, spreading her juices and massaging her clit.
Maria opened herself to him and swept her hand down Justin’s chest, finding the small piece of fabric covering his pulsing shaft. She slipped her hand in to cup him and unfold his cock from the restraining leather. Once his cock sprang free, she released it and ran her fingers along the fabric to the side. Bless you, Matt, she thought. The thong he bought for Justin to wear had little snaps on the sides. Quickly she undid each one and then drew the scrap of fabric from between his legs, throwing it over her shoulder. Now she had the freedom to play. She hissed as Justin swirled his damp fingers around her folds and pressed a finger into her tight passage. He pulled out to tease her clit again and Maria bent her knees a little to give him better access. His fingers were driving her wild. She took him in hand and encircled the base of his thick shaft to squeeze in a light grip.
Justin pulled away from her breast and with a popping sound released her nipple. He threw his head back and growled as she pulled her closed fist up his broad, blood-engorged length. She looked down at his hand buried between her legs, fondling her slick flesh to madness, while her hand moved up to slide over the dark bulbous head of his cock. She traced her fingers in the little slit, trailing in his pre-cum and using her palm to spread the liquid over him for easy lubrication as she started to stroke him.
“Ah, God almighty, Maria. Those hands!” Justin gasped.
Maria wanted more of him, wanted him mindless with craving for her. She shifted away from his body and stepped out of her thong. In a simultaneous movement, Justin
moved to take her in his arms but she stopped him. “No,” she mumbled as she pushed him back to lean on the desk and dropped to her knees in front of him. “My turn.”
Her tongue darted out and she licked him from root to tip. A rumbling growl erupted from his throat when her wet, Gothic black lips closed over the flared head and she moved her tongue in a swirling motion. She could imagine the sight from his angle. She smiled as Justin gasped, his hips surging forward as she took his length down her throat. She brought one hand up and wrapped it around his shaft, her gaze raking the length of his body, following the light trail of hair from his trembling belly to his shuddering chest as he struggled to breathe. A fine sheen of sweat glistened on his tight muscles, over the throbbing vein at his neck, to his burning gaze.
His lashes fell to half-mast, his pupils dilated. His lips were parted and a look of tortured bliss came over his face. Drawing back, she took pleasure in the silky, solid length in her mouth, the salty-sweet taste of his skin and the throb of life pulsing under her tongue. He hissed when her canines lengthened and she scraped him. The small taste of blood enflamed her arousal and she sucked once before pulling back. “Sorry,” she said, as she met his hooded gaze.
Justin moved his hand to her head and skimmed one finger down her cheek. “God, don’t stop!” he said, as he ran his thumb over her mouth, groaning when her tongue slipped through her lips to lick him. “I love the burn of your teeth on my flesh, the pleasure-pain of you feasting on me.”
She leaned forward and again wrapped his cock in the warm, moist heat of her mouth. She allowed herself a mental smile when he groaned in ecstasy as her tongue found the small nick. Drawing back, she raked her teeth against him and licked the small drops of blood, her eager tongue washing away the spicy sweet nectar. Taking his length down her throat and pumping him with one hand, she slid her head back and forth along his cock. She reached up to cup his balls with her other hand, squeezing with tender force.
Justin roared and dropped his hands to her head. He twisted his fingers into the satin fall of her hair and pumped his hips, shoving his cock in and out of her mouth as hot jets of come pulsed from his shaft and shot down her throat. He dropped his hands from her head and braced them beside his hips on the desk as she started to move back, teasing his now semi-hard cock by swiping the small hole at the tip with her tongue and then taking just the head into her mouth.
“Hmmm.” Maria’s vibrating sound of pleasure wrapped around the sensitive head, and once more Justin’s cock reacted, becoming fully engorged.
The sensual lassitude from his climax disappeared in short seconds, and he reached down between one heartbeat and the next to grasp Maria by her arms and pull her to her feet. He kissed her lips softly, tasting himself as he turned with her in his arms and bent to swipe the few papers off the top of the desk. Standing back from her, he bit out, “Bend over the desk.”
Maria groaned when the cool wood touched her sensitive nipples as she lay her body down. She felt Justin behind her as he spread the cheeks of her ass, and felt him dip and slide his fingers along the lips of her vulva, spreading the cream oozing from her cunt.
“I am going to lick and suck on you until you come, then I’m going to fuck you,” he moaned, and her body clenched in anticipation at his words. Justin fell to one knee and used his hands to separate her swollen labia, where she felt his hot breath against her flesh and the slow slide of his tongue through her slick folds. She gasped and grabbed for a hold on the desk.
The thrust of Justin’s tongue spiked through her like a bolt of electricity shooting straight to her core. Maria groaned at the sensation, her body tightening as she let herself drown in the pleasure washing over her. She jerked in urgent demand against his mouth, feeling his tongue circle her hardened clit, his lips and teeth pulling at the inflamed nub while his short facial hair abraded her sensitive skin and added to her pleasure. His fingers slid inside her, pushing her closer to orgasm as his tongue lapped and his mouth suckled. He ran his wet fingers up to the little rosette of her ass and teased her tight flesh. “Justin, please,” she cried. “Fuck me!”
He groaned into her cunt and stood in one quick motion. Taking his cock in hand, he slid it up and down her weeping slit. Maria moaned beneath him and arched her back, offering her dripping cunt.
She gasped as he pushed the thick, swollen tip of his cock against her passage. Moaned and thrashed her head in agony as he taunted her with a scant inch. In. Out. She moaned. “Please—fuckmefuckme,” she begged. She screamed as he slammed his cock inside, stretching and filling her. They both cried out in shared pleasure as the clawing, greedy cravings took control of their bodies.
They melded together in a frenzied dance of agonized rapture and raced for completion. His hips drove his erection deep within her. He thrust hard and fast, balls slapping against her sensitive clit. He held her hip and pulled her against him, sliding one hand into the crevice between her cheeks and down to coat his fingers with their mixed secretions, using them to coat her little puckered anus. Maria twitched and thrust against him, her keening cries of pleasure encouraging him to press her for more.
His finger slid an inch into her tight second entrance.
“Oh, God. Ohgodohgodohgod,” she chanted. Her hands clutched at the smooth surface of the desk as she tried in desperation to find something to hold on to. She didn’t notice the grooves her strong fingers and nails left in the wood as her mind and body focused on his pounding cock and the feel of his finger pushing just past the entrance of her ass.
She could feel her inner muscles clench around him, feel the spasms preceding her orgasm. He used his body to force her lust higher, bending a little at the waist and using one hand on the desk to prop himself up as his stomach pushed against the hand at her
ass, driving his finger inside the firm rosette as he dug his cock into the pulsing spasms of her cunt.
Maria screamed, bucking hard against him. She felt the bite of sensual pain in her ass, the thrust and drag of his long thick cock in her vagina, the slap of his testicles against her clit. The combined sensations pushed her arousal so high, torturous need seized her insides and burned her alive as he fucked her. He had to stop, he wouldn’t stop, and she wanted more. She couldn’t make sense of what she wanted. She knew she was going to come so hard she would surely pass out from the pleasure. She struggled against him, screaming once again as agonizing pleasure exploded through her body. Jolts of orgasmic bliss sizzled through every nerve, searing each and every inch of her skin. She slumped forward, her forehead pressed against the cool wood of the desk as she took huge gulps of air. He wasn’t done with her.
Maria’s climax rippled in frenzied contractions over Justin’s cock. Her gripping muscles milked his shaft and he hungered, wanted everything she could give him. He pulled his finger out of her ass and slid his cock in a slow, agonizing withdrawal from her hot channel. He reached beneath Maria and gently pulled her up to her feet, guiding her to lie on her back on the floor. Going to his knees, he pulled her thighs apart and slid his still-hard cock back into her as she stared at him with passion-glazed eyes. She whimpered as he lowered his body, cupping one breast to play with her nipple. He smiled at her hiss and felt her body tense against him. He rocked gently inside her and bent to kiss her, his tongue teasing, thrusting and playing with her long incisors. “Bite me,” he pleaded, and bared his neck to her.
He needed this. Needed the white-hot pain of her fangs sliding into him as the sensation of her mouth feeding from him built his desire to inconceivable pleasure.
Maria stretched to caress the skin along his throbbing vein with her tongue and the sweet anticipation caused her inner muscles to clench around the demanding pulse of his cock. He groaned into her neck.
“Damn it, suck me. Suck me hard!” he ordered.
With slow deliberate pressure, she bit into him and laved the area with her tongue. He moaned as she caught the first drops of blood and drew on his flesh. He tensed and thrust his hips hard against her, grinding as she suckled and falling into a sensual rhythm, mimicking his driving force.
God, I love this! Justin roared in erotic fulfillment as he buried himself deep. The sharp slice of pleasure expanded and burst through him like a lash of fire. His control shattered and he felt his semen explode from the tip, rushing to fill her hot cunt. Long, thick streams seemed to rip from deep inside with each erotic pull at his neck. His chest heaved and he fought for breath as he felt Maria pull back and lick the two pinpricks, and a deep shudder ran through his body.
“This frantic need I have for your body is going to kill me,” he growled. He already wanted to start over.
Maria laughed in a weak stupor. “What a way to go,” she murmured. Her thoughts were locked on the sensations that had swamped her entire being when the hot, spicy wash of his blood flooded her mouth and the brutal digs of his shaft filled her cunt. She had exploded once more beneath him, screaming against his neck and flying free as she bore down and climaxed a second time.
He wanted to talk, and she drifted in afterglow heaven.
He grinned and moved to her side, bringing her into his arms. He was amazed he didn’t feel tired, but energized after fucking her. “I went to the library today,” he said against the skin of her neck as he kissed her.
“Oh?”
“Yeah, I wanted to refresh my memory of French history.”
Maria snorted.
Justin laid back, content to rest with Maria close to his side. “I find it hard to believe you were married at fourteen. I know times are different now but that seems very young.”
Maria drifted…comfortable, her head cushioned on one of Justin’s arms. Now that she could think, she loved the fact he wanted to cuddle and talk after screwing her brains out. “It could have been worse,” she said. “Louie was only fifteen, and rather awkward around me. He preferred hunting and working in his locksmith shop to either his royal duties or being in my presence.” She wondered how much to share with Justin, and then decided it didn’t matter. This discussion centered on ancient history.
“He had a medical condition that prevented him from fathering children, and it took him seven years to consummate our marriage. Painful, embarrassing years. Sex never meant more to him than the ability to procreate. We didn’t share what you would call an intimate relationship. Both of us did our duty and that was all.” She fell silent, remembering the cold stares. The blame heaped on her for not bearing an heir to the throne right away.
“Did you read about the Diamond Necklace Affair?” she asked, once the memories receded.
He held her tighter and smoothed his hand over her arm, as if somehow sensing her pain. “Isn’t that where some cardinal was tricked by Jeanne…somebody…into buying a necklace with six hundred and forty-seven diamonds, and she told him you demanded it as a peace offering to get back in your good graces?”
She turned and looked at him. “Yes. You really did do some intense homework on me, and I’m thankful you chose a book with the correct version of the story. For most of my life, and long after I ‘died’, I was blamed for the theft of the necklace Jeanne de la Motte and her husband took to England and sold. When the French jeweler didn’t get paid, he came and asked me for the money. I’d never heard about the damned diamonds, yet somehow I still got blamed for their disappearance. Even after Jeanne was convicted of thievery, the general consensus was that the ‘extravagant and unpopular Queen’ had to be behind the matter in some way.”
 “You don’t appear to be too extravagant to me,” he said. He reached out to smooth one finger over her chest, down to her nipple. In what seemed to be just an idle caress, he rubbed his thumb over the tip. The calluses on his hands teased over her sensitive flesh.
Maria shifted a little into his touch, took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on what they’d been talking about. “Ummm, no. I never was. I wore the clothes and jewels that were laid out for me. I wasn’t allowed to worry my pretty little head about affairs of state or finances. I could go to the theater or balls or play card games.” She remembered now that even her mother would write and tell her to tone things down. Not realizing her daughter didn’t have a choice.
The sad thoughts disappeared as he tugged on her nipple. Increased the pressure. Pinched.
“Ahhh, I was a…a…dress-up doll.” She gasped as he shifted over her, moved down to take her nipple in his mouth.
“Come on, baby,” he whispered into her skin. “Keep talking. I just can’t keep my hands and mouth off you, but I promise I’m listening. Tell me.”
“Oh, God… One day I became a scapegoat…oooh…for France’s economic problems. I used to sneak out of the palace with friends, wearing peasant garb, and use my gambling and pin money to feed the poor,” she finished in a rush. He’d added stroking fingers to the distracting mouth at her breast. Fingers that slipped in and out of her swollen pussy, moving over already sensitive nerve endings.
She pushed her hips up into his hand, moved her arm around to hold his head at her breast. He licked and laved her nipple, sucked hard and pulled back.
“So the whole ‘Let them eat cake’ thing?” he murmured against her, his hot breath teasing.
“Oh, please don’t stop.” When he waited she spoke, understanding he wouldn’t go on unless she kept talking.
“Was something I never said…never would have said. The French aristocrats hated me, and someone among them drew a detailed cartoon with those sentiments and released it to one of the newspapers of the day… Oh, please, Justin…harder, please.” She groaned as he slid his cock into her body, moved once and stopped, waiting for her to continue.
“Damn you,” she hissed and tried to move him. Giving up, she said, “They also published a fake autobiography where I supposedly confessed my sins…oh, yeah…just like that.”
He started to move within her. Slow. Hard. He pulled back to slip his cock over her clit and then plunged back in to fill her. At his hesitation, she tried to think about where she’d stopped, frantic to keep him moving. “I can’t, ahh…they even said I called myself a prostitute.” Normally, thinking about the confusion and pain of the young girl she’d once been saddened her. Now she didn’t care…she just wanted to get this over with so she could concentrate on Justin fucking her.
 “Of course, then the rumors started about me slipping out of the palace to meet lovers.” She hated this part of her past, hated that she had succumbed to loneliness. As if Justin could feel her sadness, he increased his pace.
“How did you become a vampire?” he asked. He bent once more to take her nipple into his mouth while his cock slid in and out of her slick folds. He rotated his hips and she screamed. He stopped.
“Okay, okay, okay…eventually, those rumors became true. I met a vampyr on one of my philanthropic outings and he later turned me. Ah, more…during my last year as Queen of France, Luke became my one and only lover. Not long before I was imprisoned, he yielded to my demands and made me what I am today, then disappeared soon after when we argued about his perception of my life,” she finished. “Please, Justin, fuck me…don’t make me talk.”
He growled against her skin. “Well, I for one am glad he did,” he said, dismissing the small twinge of jealousy as not important. Luke was several hundred years in the past. “I think we’ve run out of time right now for French History 101.” He punctuated each word with a deep thrust, then pushed himself up on his hands to gain more leverage.
They were beyond the slow pace he’d kept them to earlier. He took her hard and fast. He hammered in and out of her and reveled in her keening cries of enjoyment. They burst together and collapsed once more on the floor.
Chapter Five
It took them a bit—the hard shift off the floor and the mad dash to take quick, separate showers and re-dress. When Brian knocked on her office door right before 8:30, he hollered through to tell them the hunter had arrived. Several people were waiting for them in a small room off the auditorium. By this time, the only remnant of their passion was a small love bite on the side of Justin’s neck.
When Maria opened the door, Brian went on to say Justin’s father and Marcus had already arrived and were headed for the room with Matt. He grinned mischievously, and said he’d been sent to make sure they took no detours. Justin groaned in silent torment as he walked behind Maria. The sensual sway of her hips, clad only in a thin thong, killed him. He ripped his gaze away from the tempting sight and focused on the back of her head. Getting through tonight would be an excruciating ordeal until he could get her alone again.
Idly, he wondered if vampires put off some sort of pheromone affecting humans with the need for constant sex. Just as quickly he thought about Matt and Brian, and dismissed it. They couldn’t live with Maria and maintain their sanity or sexual preference if she did. And deep inside he knew the craving they shared went both ways. She had a difficult time keeping her hands off him as well.
He tried to think dark, ugly thoughts—like remembering the mangled body from last night and why they were here—in an effort to control his raging lust. If he walked into the auditorium in this outfit and in his present state, everyone would see immediately the affect her presence had on his libido. He said a quick thank you as his mental exercise worked. Just before they stepped out onto the stage overlooking the theater, his cock calmed. Settled. Let him concentrate on his surroundings. He could see several others had also arrived early.
Jesus. It was like stepping into an S&M episode of the Twilight Zone. The red velvet-draped room was a perfect foil for the myriad combinations of scantily clad and exotically displayed bodies. The large auditorium was full of tall, rugged men dressed in meager pieces of black leather, and gorgeous women in sparse garments of red and white lace. Several people in brief, form-fitting, latex fetish catsuits and costumes mingled with the throng.
Justin shook his head. One man standing to the side caught his gaze. Large and proud, he was wearing a black penis bondage tube over his erect dick and a chain around his neck. And here Justin felt naked with his ass hanging out between the chaps and his thong. “Thank you,” Justin said in passing to Brian, as he nodded toward the unknown man.
Brian grinned wide and whispered, “Could have been fun, but Maria would have vetoed it.”
Maria led them across the stage and into a small room equipped with a conference table and several chairs. Justin nodded to his father, who was dressed in the promised black suit, and Marcus, who dressed much like Justin. Only Marcus wore his chaps over blue jeans. Justin glared at Brian, then shook his head over the grin and half-hearted shrug the man offered. Bringing his attention back to Maria, he saw her standing in shocked silence. He turned to follow her gaze and saw a tall, extremely muscular, dark-haired man slouched in the far corner. The stranger dressed in simple black jeans and a black T-shirt, with a black biker jacket and cowboy boots, in obvious negation of his surroundings and the vampire dress code. Justin glanced at Maria as she paled and her body tensed. “Luke,” she ground out.
Without being aware of his protective instincts, Justin stepped beside her and reached out to steady her by placing a hand at her lower back.
Matt and Brian shifted to stand on the other side of them, and Matt swore under his breath. “Luscious Lucian. Shit!”
Justin heard the comment and wondered to himself, Luscious Lucian? As in, Luke the vampyr who’d turned Maria into one of the walking dead? That Luke? Shit indeed. Right away, the small spark of jealousy became a raging inferno in his gut.
Maria felt Justin move beside her, appreciating also the unfailing support of Matt and Brian as they closed ranks on her other side. She knew her bookends had never met Luke, but they’d seen a miniature painting she’d shown them years ago when she told them her life story.
Needing a second or two to settle her thoughts before attempting to make introductions, she cleared her throat and turned to greet Bill and Marcus. “Thanks for coming you two.” She turned back in slow motion to acknowledge the still silent man. “Luke,” she said, nodding in his direction. She tried to center her thoughts on what she needed to say, instead of the undercurrent of scorn radiating from Luke and the jealous concern coming from Justin.
After Luke turned her, they’d argued about her role in the French government. She remembered how he’d started to believe some of the things bandied about in loud whispers about her at the time. She’d refused to vindicate herself, thinking he should have known better. He disappeared before her ill-fated trip to the guillotine and amazingly enough, she’d managed to avoid running into him in all the decades since.
Figures he’d show up now. Any feelings she’d once had for him were long gone. She didn’t understand why he was being such a jerk, unless he still believed she was a whore and a hedonist.
Not her problem.
Justin’s concern took definite precedence. She moved to wrap her arm around him. “Justin, remember when we talked about my past?” At his nod, she couldn’t help
blushing before she continued, “It’s unfortunate the hunter the ASC sent to us is the vampyr I told you about. Luke, this is Justin.”
Justin nodded to Luke in acknowledgement and then smiled down at Maria in support. “I picked the concern up from your boys,” he said. “One day you’ll have to tell me why they called him Luscious Lucian. But we can table any discussion for now. What is ASC?” he asked, with just a hint of suppressed annoyance in his voice.
“Absolute Sentinel Council,” stated Luke, as he straightened away from the wall. “New toy, Maria?” he asked, as he glanced in dismissive ridicule in Justin’s direction.
Justin gestured with his free hand in a brief slash to calm the irritation his father showed. He could handle this.
Maria tightened her hold on Justin’s waist. “Behave, Luke. And no, Justin is no toy. He is my Council’s new human liaison within the police force. He serves as head of the Unique Crimes task force.” Motioning in Bill’s direction first, then waving toward Marcus, she continued the introductions. “This is Bill, Justin’s father and the Chief of Police. He has been one of my Council liaisons for several decades. Marcus is my Council coroner, he will be giving us all an update on what he found when he looked at the remains of the body I discovered last night.” She paused, ticked off when Luke didn’t move forward to shake any of the men’s hands.
“And these two?” Luke questioned, as he made a trivializing gesture toward Brian and Matt.
Maria smiled in gentle reassurance at her boys. “This is Matthew and Brian,” she said with warmth. “My friends and human servants.”
Luke seemed taken aback for a moment.
Her voice grew hard, filled with years of knowing she’d earned the right to command. “Now, if we could go into the Council meeting there is a room full of representatives from all of the paranormal groups within this region waiting for us. There is no sense in going through the information twice. I will explain what I ran into last night, Justin will go over what he observed at the crime scene and Marcus will give his findings on the body. Then hopefully you can shed some light on what we are dealing with.”
“What do you mean your Council?” he questioned. “And I was under the impression you just discovered this problem last night.”
Maria looked at him in scorn, not wanting to play games. “We did,” she stated. “Very late last night. I am Sentinel here, and have been for over a hundred years, Luke. I started the Council within the first year.”
“How have you managed to arrange a meeting with the entire region’s paranormal groups within a few short hours?”
“This is the age of technology, Luke. While I may not care to understand how it works, Matt and Brian are experts. Between the three of us we set up emergency action plans a long time ago. Those plans allowed us to arrange what we call a code one meeting, and then use the tools we’d put in place to make sure everyone was notified. I
have always taken my responsibilities seriously.” She refused to bow to this man’s opinion of her.
She waited while Luke nodded in silent acceptance, his eyes flashing at her as he bowed in sarcastic acknowledgment.
Damn the man for his mocking. “I am going to apologize now for Luke. He can be a little prick when he wants to,” she told the room, before she turned and started walking out the door.
Brian chuckled. “Oh, dear. Killed the image I was building. It’s bullshit when they say size doesn’t matter, you know,” he told the room in general.
Maria rolled her eyes at Brian’s comment and smiled, refusing to care about Luke’s reaction to his provocative statement.
Justin moved to catch up with her and bent to whisper in her ear, “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I’m just a little worried about Luke’s attitude toward all of you. We don’t need this now.”
He shrugged his shoulders and commented, “We’ll worry about Luke’s attitude later. I’m a big boy, Maria. I’ll deal, and so will the rest.” He gave her a reassuring squeeze and moved to take a seat behind the podium. He managed to keep Luke in sight.
Maria tapped the microphone to bring the meeting to order. Justin sighed as he realized how sitting behind her gave him a magnificent view of her bare ass. His father, Marcus and Luke had the same view. Damn.
He wanted to go to her. Stand behind her and shield her from their sight. Press his throbbing cock against the cool velvet skin of her ass and push… Justin closed his eyes, stamping hard on the arousal burning through his blood.
He struggled to turn his attention to the room, watching as the crowd calmed down and fell into quick order as they turned to find their places among the rows of overstuffed, red theater seats. Justin could see small groups forming as some of them selected seats together. He tried to decide who among the group could be vamp and who was Were—or something else. After looking over everyone he finally gave up. They all appeared to be normal human beings if you discounted the flamboyant clothing choices.
“Good evening,” Maria regal voice filled the room, compelling all who heard to listen. “I want to thank you all for making it to this important meeting on such short notice. I need to warn you of a new threat in our midst, give you what information I have and let you know a hunter is here to assist us in dealing with this danger.”
As Maria recounted her story, Justin kept his eyes off her ass and listened to the emotion in her voice. To the love and caring she felt for this community. He felt her fear as she described the malevolent psychic essence. How she’d experienced the energy drain and confusion when she couldn’t pinpoint its location. She hadn’t told him last night what she thought when she found the body of the woman in the alleyway. But he lived the horror with her this time as she recounted the steps she’d taken, the awful find
she’d made in the dark. He wholeheartedly agreed with her assessment that what they would be dealing with wasn’t human. He may have just discovered that his world held fantastical creatures within it—vampires, werewolves…others. But he knew somehow that a new creature stalked the streets. Had made this city its playground.
He tuned back into her words as she finished her recitation.
“Others will be talking to you tonight about the crime scene and any other information we have been able to gather, then we will let Luke, our ASC hunter, speak. Maybe after the reports, Luke will have a better idea of what we might be dealing with. We will be hearing now from Marcus on what he found out about the body.”
Justin watched intently as Marcus moved to the microphone. He was a tall, skinny man with short, dark hair and wire-rimmed glasses. His skin tone was pale, as he didn’t spend much time outside. Justin knew Marcus from his work with the police force. Knew he had a wickedly perverse sense of humor and did a very good job in wrestling secrets from the dead. As he took the stand, Justin listened intently.
Marcus didn’t waste time. “The few remnants of the body left us little to study. From the small number of bone fragments, and the bits of hair and clothing left at the site, we have deduced the victim was a small woman, probably in her mid to late twenties. At the time of death she wore her hair down around her shoulders. We can’t determine eye color as there weren’t any eyes at the site, but we do have a jaw with a couple of teeth, and hope to be able to match a missing person with dental work.”
Ugh, Justin thought. How sad to have nothing left to identify your remains but a piece of jawbone. He turned to see Maria blanch at Marcus’ stark description.
“Maria was correct in stating that almost all blood, bone marrow and flesh, including internal organs, were consumed at the site. I don’t have any way to guess on this one, folks. No material left under fingernails. Hell…I don’t have fingernails to look under. I am completely in the dark. I can tell you I’ll do anything in my power to assist in providing information to capture whatever this is. I don’t want to be looking at more bodies like this one.” And Marcus turned and walked matter-of-factly back to his seat.
“Well, okay then,” Maria said. “Now I would like to introduce Justin to the Council.”
While Maria introduced him, Justin looked at his father, who shook his head. They’d shared their thoughts this afternoon on the little information gleaned from the alley. Bill wanted Justin to handle everything tonight. He was happy to turn over his responsibilities within the Council.
Before Justin got the chance to speak, a voice came from the audience. “What about running our human background check? Has he been cleared to your specifications?”
Maria paused, the anger at herself burning hot and immediate. She’d let her hormones take over and neglected to fulfill one of her own requirements. She resisted the urge to slap herself on the forehead in disgust. Years ago, she laid down laws refusing to let paranormals bring their humans to Council meetings without them having undergone an information security scan and a memory search by one of the
vampires. Namely her. Those rules were in place for a reason, and yet she’d let them slide for mind-blowing sex. Great! How the hell did she explain this?
Brian interjected, “He passed the security screening.”
Justin raised his eyebrows at his pronouncement. How much could they have learned when almost all his information was marked classified? It made him a little mad. He didn’t want anyone going into his past without his consent.
Luke headed for Justin. “And because Maria is sponsoring Justin, I will be doing the memory search. There will be no question of his clearance.”
Oh, shit! Maria thought. The unfortunate reflection crossed her mind that Luke was probably right, but it didn’t mean she had to like it.
Justin’s face set in anger. He readied himself to tear into Luke when the man reached him and raised his hands. “Give me a second here,” he said quietly. “If what I am thinking is true, the entity we are dealing with is beyond human or today’s paranormal comprehension. Justin, Maria trusts you, and in order for the rest of this group to accept you, in order for me to accept you, you must submit to this memory search. It is painless, and I promise to keep anything I learn to myself. I won’t be staying in this region when we are done. Would you rather have one of the vamps who live here share your memories?” he asked.
Maria came up to stand beside him. “Justin, I’m sorry. I didn’t think or we would have discussed this. As irritating as Luke is, he is right. I can’t do this and maintain my own rules. Luke can be a bastard, but if he promises to keep your life secrets to himself, he will. I promise you.”
“I don’t like people looking into my past, Maria.”
She laughed low, leaned into him and whispered huskily, “May I remind you about our discussion earlier and your trip to the library? How is that different?”
Justin let out a breath. She was right. “Fine. Tell me what you need me to do.” It didn’t seem he had a choice in the matter.
“You only need to sit in the small room for a moment. The process won’t take very long and you will feel no pain. I will touch your mind and it will be done,” Luke replied.
He nodded his acceptance and together, he and Luke moved back to the room with the conference table and chairs. Justin sat while Luke stood over him and pressed his fingers to the sides of Justin’s forehead, delving into the recesses of his mind. As promised, the process took only a few minutes. He didn’t feel anything, no invasive presence and no pain. Nothing.
When Luke pulled back, Justin knew it hadn’t been the same for him. Luke sat down with a heavy sigh.
“Well,” Luke said. “I think I owe you an apology. I thought you were nothing but a pretty face, soldier boy. I believe, if you would like sometime, I might be able to clarify a few things you dealt with in the mid-east. The entities were most definitely not
human. And since the freshest memories dealt with a conversation about Maria’s past, it also appears I owe her an apology. I hate being wrong, and now that’s twice in one day,” he grumbled, as he offered Justin his hand.
Justin shook his head. Great. Looked like Luke wanted to play nice before Justin got the chance to beat his face in. But he accepted the handshake.
Justin watched Luke as he walked back to his chair on the stage. He guessed Luke had already figured out what they would be dealing with but wanted to hear Justin’s report from last night. At the microphone, he looked out at the crowd and marveled at the change in direction his life had taken over the last twenty-four hours. He now stood onstage, about ready to share crime scene details with a group of vampires, werewolves and God knows what else, in the hope the information would help stop a killer.
“So I guess that’s a yes for approval to join the Council?” he questioned.
Maria smiled and nodded, the look on her face letting him know that she knew he was upset. He sighed. Not really. Just…maybe a little inundated.
“As has already been reported, the crime scene last night was amazingly clean for the amount of damage inflicted to the woman’s body.”
Justin let his mind drift as he gave his information by rote. He didn’t need to think to relate his findings. They seemed to be repetition of things already deduced. What he needed to concentrate on was Maria. And Luke. Would the man make a move on Maria now that he’d learned that centuries ago he’d made a mistake in thinking she was selfish and unproductive? If Luke did try to get close to Maria again, would Justin step aside?
Hell no. He’d fight tooth and nail—and claw, for that matter—to keep her. The thought shocked him, moving him to realize that the connection between them had turned fast and furious from sex to something more. What, he wasn’t sure.
He turned his attention back to the crowd and the words describing the nightmare of last night.
“We don’t think the woman struggled. Now this could mean she knew her attacker, but we don’t think so. I believe whoever did this somehow managed to immobilize her. She couldn’t run, probably couldn’t make a sound, as there were individuals in the building next door close enough to hear if she called out or struggled. They’d been sleeping with the windows open and they slept without aid of drugs or alcohol or excessive fatigue.”
He stopped for a moment, thought about where the woman was killed and how they had precious little information. “The alley is paved, and there are no prints or impressions on the ground. It’s not much. But it does tell us we are dealing with an entity who most likely eats blood, bone and tissue, can somehow immobilize its victims, and does all of this with a speed and silence not indicative of a human being. I guess that’s it for my findings. I’ll let Luke take it from here.” Justin left the stage.
As he passed Luke, the two of them shared a look. Male acceptance.
Maria frowned. Somehow the memory search created a male bonding thing between Justin and Luke. She wasn’t sure she wanted them to bond. Actually, she was sure she didn’t want them to bond. And Luke didn’t look as sullen and angry as he appeared before. In fact, he just smiled at her. Oh, great.
Chapter Six
Luke looked over the theater, amazed at the large gathering and what Maria had managed to accomplish during her time as Sentinel. The side trip through Justin’s mind left him reeling over the discovery that he’d been very wrong about her despotic past. Irritation at his lack of insight, his ready belief in the scuttlebutt of eighteenth-century France, permeated his thoughts.
Hell—he hadn’t even used his vampire skills to verify her protested innocence back then. She’d been born into royalty, the youngest daughter of Austria’s Emperor and married to the King of France at a very early age. It made sense that she would be spoiled and only interested in her own pleasures. But it seems he’d been wrong. He remembered arguing with her about needing to take a stronger interest in the needs of the common people of France, sanctimoniously lecturing her about spending so much time and money on frivolous pursuits.
She told him he didn’t know what he was talking about. Luke remembered now how she looked at the end of their last conversation. Sad. Hurt. She’d walked away from him saying he should have known better.
Personalities didn’t change with vampirism. If you were spoiled and selfish as a human, those traits would grow, not lessen, with the power and time of immortality. Luke wouldn’t have believed the woman he thought he knew could tolerate blood-only servants, or spend the time creating emergency plans for a Vampire Council.
Those activities would be more work than she would have wanted. Justin’s memories pointed out how wrong Luke could be about someone.
She seemed to have a very close relationship with her HS’s. One not manufactured through blood and sex, but friendship. The crowd of paranormals before him attested to her management abilities.
Right now he didn’t have time to mentally review his shortsightedness.
Luke spent his entire time on earth protecting and serving its population. This Vampire Council needed his knowledge, his vast experience in dealing with the monsters of the world. He only hoped they’d listen and heed his warnings—immortals often ignored his cautions, thinking they would be strong enough…smart enough to outwit anything. And they ended up dead.
With a heavy sigh he started to speak. “Tonight you have been presented with information on a new threat. This incredibly accurate information has allowed me to identify what you are dealing with. In fact, I have been chasing this demon’s seed across Europe. She somehow switched continents, and over the last several years I’ve followed her from city to city in the United States. The creature that killed this woman is called the Empousai.”
He waited for murmurs to die down. Evidently there were those in the room who had heard of these creatures.
Not surprising.
Justin was stunned. Outwardly he knew he looked calm, his military training and experience dealing with unexpected circumstances helping him to control the urge to let his mouth drop open and his eyes bug out. The information Luke shared with them couldn’t be true. He’d said they were dealing with cannibalistic female monsters sometimes confused with the Laimia, another form of demon. What the holy hell?
They were supposed to be looking for a Greek monster that used to be the companion of Hekate, the goddess of ghosts and witchcraft, and who are the ancient equivalent of vampyrs or Succubi. He felt like he’d fallen down the rabbit hole. Jesus, he needed to go back to school and take a crash course in demonology and Greek gods.
Surely Luke was wrong. How did he know that this creature was what they were looking for? He tuned back into Luke’s lecture.
Luke handed Brian and Matt flyers to pass out as he continued. “In the form of beautiful women, they lure young men to their beds in order to devour their life force, flesh and blood. The Empousai are able to hide their true forms, but they are not shifters—they create an illusion of a wolf bitch, cow or a beautiful woman, while their true form is only hidden behind the deceiving figment of your imagination. You’ll see an ancient rendering of their natural state on the flyer.”
Justin glanced down at the piece of paper in his hand and winced. Shit. What Luke had called the “demonic body” of the Empousai was truly revolting. She looked partly humanoid and female, but her flesh was covered in fine scales. One leg looked like a donkey’s and the other seemed to be made out of some metal—the note at the side of the page said it could be brass or bronze. And the feet were hooves. The creature’s back sported a set of large, leathery bat-like wings—Luke’s “similar to Succubi” had Justin wincing.
He was guessing the comment meant Succubi actually existed. Hell, he really needed a manual. He listened to Luke again.
“What appears in illusion to be long flowing locks of hair is actually a mass of snakes comparable to Medusa’s.”
Shit. Make that a paranormal encyclopedia. Justin knew he was in way over his head. Lack of knowledge could get him killed. And Luke wasn’t finished detailing the creature they were supposed to battle.
“They love to fight with their claws or by using a sword. They have the ability to attack a person’s personality, or charisma. This is the energy drain Maria said she felt. It is also what makes them most dangerous to paranormals of any kind. The Empousai get a special kick, if you will, from feeding off non-human energy. This particular creature that has moved into your area thrives on this energy boost. It is the Emp’s food of choice.”
Great, that means Maria and all of her friends will be primary targets, Justin thought to himself. How was he supposed to keep them safe from something he didn’t understand? His protective instincts were kicking in big time. So—if it lived, supposedly it could be killed.
“Can it be killed or captured?” Maria asked.
Good girl, Justin mentally applauded, as he turned to look at her. Her head was cocked at an angle, an intent expression on her face that shouted determination and the need to protect. Justin closed his eyes for a moment, reminding himself that she was expected to do just that. She was Sentinel.
Luke dashed their hopes in the next few sentences as he sighed and seemed to weigh his words. “This is where it gets a little weird. I haven’t found anything yet that will kill her. I’ve shot at the Emp with lead, silver, gold and hollow-point bullets filled with holy water. I’ve tried to behead her and I’ve used a flamethrower, thinking she’d burn. The creature burns, hurts, then runs away and heals. To add an even freakier aspect to our dilemma…the Empousai can be driven away temporarily with insulting words. Negative comments directed toward her looks will make her run away shrieking like a banshee, and for some odd reason she is especially vulnerable to insults about her feet.”
“You have got to be kidding?” Justin said in amazement.
Luke turned to Justin and shook his head in the negative. “Unfortunately, dealing with Emp reality gets worse. As far as I know they don’t have individual names, but I started calling this creature Mormo, which means Terrible One in Greek. I needed someone to swear at. Often the smell of decaying garbage will precede them—they are filthy creatures. The closer you get to them, the less you are able to track this scent. Somehow, she will thrall you and the smell is blocked.”
Luke looked out over the crowd. They were silent, listening with studied concern to his lecture. He really hoped they listened this time. Too often he would make this speech, and the immortals would hear and then dismiss his warning as something that couldn’t happen to them. They were powerful, able to get themselves out of any situation. Why should this monster be any different for their kind? He could only hope they understood what they’d be dealing with and would heed his warnings.
“The description of the body Maria found is typical. These female demons enervate and then seduce their victims, suck out the blood and bone marrow and eat almost everything else.”
He shook his head in disgust and continued. “Again, the only defense I know of is to scream insults at Mormo before she has a chance to touch you or anyone else. If the Emp has paralyzed someone, she won’t leave her prey behind. Taking her victim, the Emp will use her demonic ability to disappear into dimensional boltholes and you’ll lose any chance for retrieval. I’m up for any new ideas on how to destroy the damn thing. The Emp will stay in this area until we’ve made it uncomfortable for her by
finding and screaming obscenities…or somehow wounding the beast. Then she’ll disappear and turn up in another region. The body count will get pretty high, as Mormo needs to feed every couple of days. If injured, she’ll kill more often.”
Damn, this next part would be difficult for him to say, but they needed to know.
“I hate to say this, but I ran into her a few days ago not far from here. I burned her with a blowtorch and she was severely wounded. There have to be more deaths in this vicinity than we know about. Is anyone aware of missing paranormals in the area?” Luke looked out over the crowd.
He sighed when, in the front row, a woman stood. She was dressed in latex from head to toe, the red plastic material clinging to every curve and leaving nothing to the imagination.
She had short, spiked red hair and a melodic voice. “My name is Tawny,” she started. “I am a vampire, and I have a friend named Michael whom I haven’t seen for a few days. I have a key to his home, and when I couldn’t get an answer on his cell phone, I went over to his house this evening. He wasn’t there, and nothing appeared unusual until I checked in his bedroom. It was a mess. There was blood all over his bed, and little bits of flesh. I thought he might have gotten carried away with someone he brought home with him. Now I think someone else should take a look at his place,” she finished, with a look of sadness on her face.
Luke nodded his head in agreement. “I will go with you after the meeting. Perhaps the coroner, Marcus, will accompany me. I have seen enough of her handiwork that I should be able to tell if we are dealing with another Empousai victim. The only advice I have to offer the rest of you is to be careful to stay in groups when you are out and about, as she doesn’t ever attack unless you’re alone. If you do run into her, start screaming about how ugly her feet are. Please get in touch with Maria’s human servants if you think someone else is missing. They will contact the rest of us.”
“Shit!” Justin muttered.
Luke turned to look at him. “Exactly.”
As far as plans went, this one lacked any real action on her part, Maria reflected later. Brian and Matt volunteered to lead a group of techno-savvy paranormals in a Web search for any references to the Empousai. Luke admitted he’d never thought about seeing if there were any ideas to be found using a search engine. And several of the older immortals said they would look through their personal libraries for any reference to the creature.
The attending fae representatives pledged to contact all of their resources. And everyone promised to get the word out to go nowhere alone. That might protect the paranormals, Maria thought. But it does shit for the humans in the area.
Unfortunately, if they managed to find the bitch they didn’t know how to kill her, and it left little for her to do but worry.
Luke said the body count could be in the hundreds before they managed to drive her away. That just wasn’t acceptable to her. It wasn’t acceptable to any of them. She rubbed her forehead. It was just before midnight and the music in the club screamed with cataclysmic vigor. Matt and Brian had already gone home to get started on working their Web magic. Luke went to check out Michael’s home. After he’d finished at the missing vampire’s, he would find a place to stay.
All the others disappeared into the night.
Except Justin. He stayed at the club while she finished some paperwork she knew she wouldn’t be able to get to during the rest of the week. She understood part of him wanted to go with Luke, but she was glad he stayed with her. She watched him pace and then sighed as he stepped behind her. Sitting at her desk, she dropped her head forward as he put his hands on her shoulders and massaged the tension from her muscles.
“Tough night,” he murmured. “Besides the obvious, something is bothering you. What keeps going through your head, Maria?”
She turned to smile up at him. “I can’t believe you can read me so well. My mind keeps playing over what Luke said at the end. That daylight doesn’t bother the Emp…whatever. He said they prefer to change shape during the day and find young men to seduce with their illusions, and then drain their energy before killing them, often just after sunset. I can’t protect this city in the daylight hours, Justin. And I keep running this loop through my mind of her getting one of my friends in bed and then showing her true form when they’re having sex, getting an extra jolt of energy from their helpless terror.”
She put her head down on her arms on the desk and moaned as he worked the shoulder knots into submission. Mumbling around her arms she whined, “He said the Emp likes to feed off men, but will occasionally take a woman if she is hungry enough and one is readily available—or if they’ve been denied other prey. And if the man or woman happens to be paranormal, it’s even better. Whoever she chooses will be paralyzed, including their vocal cords. They won’t be able to call out for help. I won’t be able to hear them call for me. But the victim will still experience the full range of fright and pain preceding their death. How can I protect these people if I can’t hear them scream?”
“We can only take this one day at a time, Maria. We’re in this together. Maybe those who can walk in the daylight will take shifts patrolling the streets? I don’t know what the answer is, but we’ll find it. Are you finished with your paperwork?” he asked, patient concern obvious in his tone.
“Yeah. I’m done here.” She sat up and stretched. “Why don’t we go home, and you can take my mind off freaking weird women who can’t handle their feet being criticized and my growing concern over how high the body count is going to climb before this is finished?” she said.
 “Ummm. Sounds like a plan. I’d like to take you to my place and spread all this incredible hair out on my pillow and make you shriek in passion. But I have a feeling you’d prefer we go back to your home in case someone needs you during the rest of the night.”
She glanced back at him and smiled. It was incredible that she felt such a connection with this man in so short a time. Already she listened for his step, his deep rich drawl soothed and excited her, and if he wasn’t in the same room with her she ached from missing him. She felt a little ridiculous—all clingy and dependant. Something she’d never been. She could barely manage to have him out of her sight. This was not good. But she refused to dwell on the coming pain of separation. They could have years together. Even a few short decades.
“You’re right. I would like to stay home. Did you bring a car?” she asked.
“Yes, I have my car. Did you, well…fly to the club or drive?”
Maria laughed. “The boys brought me in their car. They left a little while ago, knowing I’d leave with you.”
“Damn straight.”
She allowed Justin to pull her to her feet and guide her to the door, thoughts of stripping out of the outfit she wore in a teasing dance uppermost in her mind. She hadn’t changed her clothes and she could feel Justin’s eyes on her as she bent to pick up the black bag under her desk before they left.
She stretched into the movement. Taunting him with the view of her ass, she knew the thong hid very little of her assets. Justin had already switched back into his jeans and T-shirt. She knew he didn’t want to take a chance on being seen outside Sins with half his ass hanging out. She missed the blatantly sexual costume but still appreciated the sight of the man in tight jeans.
On the way to the car, Maria’s cell phone rang. “This is Maria,” she said. “Shit, I’ll be there in just a few minutes. Try not to confront him.” Disconnecting the call, she looked at Justin. “I’ve got a problem to take care of,” she sighed. “A rogue werewolf is calling in a few of his friends to help terrorize a female.” She started to open her mouth to suggest she meet him at her apartment.
“I’m going with you,” he stated emphatically. “I want to get a better handle on your life.”
Noticing the flex of his jaw muscles and the hard look in his eyes, she decided she didn’t have time to argue. Maybe he was right. He needed to see just what being Sentinel meant if she was going to work with him. And if she wanted to share more than phenomenal sex and the occasional paranormal meltdown, she’d better see how he responded to the reality of her life.
“Fine,” she said. “But I get to drive.”
His eyebrows rose at her pronouncement but he handed over the keys to his black SUV without a comment.
Maria filled Justin in on the ride over. “The mother of the girl is the one who called me. The family who lives in the house we’re going to are all Were, and the rogue is an old boyfriend of the daughter’s, but they weren’t mated. It seems this werewolf has decided he wants a harem and the girl is objecting to being a part of it. When she said no, he started hitting her. He threatened to call in a couple friends and said if she didn’t want him, they’d all have her and she’d change her mind about being his toy. There is a younger brother in the house as well, but the father is out of town on business.”
“So we don’t know how many friends the rouge Were has invited over?”
“Or if they’ll arrive before we do or while we are trying to deal with him.”
They pulled up to a sprawling green ranch house on the outskirts of town about twenty minutes later. Seeing several cars parked in the driveway, Maria swore as she stepped out of the car and turned toward him. He watched in amazement as she opened the backpack she’d been carrying when they left the club and started pulling out weapons, strapping them on. “Looks like company has arrived. Do you have a gun?” she questioned, as she fastened a thigh holster on her leg over the top of her right boot and slid it down into the leather so it was partially hidden.
“Yes,” he replied, as he watched her adjust a long, wicked-looking knife in a sheath slung across her chest.
“Silver bullets or lead?” Maria took out a couple of silver shurikens, Asian throwing stars, and looked down at herself. He could see how, dressed as a Gothic slut, she didn’t have a lot of options for her weapons. He watched the expression on her face as she contemplated sticking a star over each boob under the barely-there bodice, and he winced at the thought of the razor-sharp points cutting into her skin.
“Lead,” he replied, raising his eyebrows. “Give me those. I’ll stick them in my back pocket and try to stay close to you. I know how to use the stars but they’re not my weapon of choice.” Maria nodded and handed the stars to Justin.
“There are a couple of boxes of silver ammunition in the backpack. See if any of the gauges are right for your gun. Lead will hurt but not stop a Were. Silver will kill them if it is a shot to the heart or head, and a thigh or gut shot will drop them with the probability of slow, painful recuperation. I’ll try to contain the rogues, as we have holding cells and a court of sorts if we need them. But I’ll tell you right now…I normally don’t get the chance to take a Were to trial if they’ve freaked out.” She watched as he found silver bullets to fit his gun and made the change, impressed at his forethought when he slipped extra bullets into a spare clip and stuck them in a front pocket.
Justin added a knife to an ankle scabbard. He knew this night would be a test of sorts—Maria would be watching to see if he could handle himself. The discussion on how to best control a rogue werewolf seemed a little surreal.
“Stay to my left side and slightly behind as we go in the door. I don’t plan on being polite and knocking. I have no idea of the layout of the home, so be prepared for
anything.” She touched the hood of the last car as she headed up the short driveway to the front porch.
Her features were grim as she commented, “Still very warm. Must have arrived a few minutes before us.”
The windows were all covered in heavy drapes pulled shut, with no light shining through, so there wouldn’t be an opportunity to see what lurked beyond the door. Justin’s muscles tensed, ready to spring as Maria turned the handle on the off chance it would be unlocked. Well…surprise, surprise. The new arrivals must have been in too much of a hurry to lock the door behind them. Lucky for us, he thought. Kicking the door in would have made more than enough noise to alert the rogues to their presence. Then again, considering how Maria had just flicked her fingers to open her bedroom door last night, maybe there wouldn’t have been any noise after all.
Maria glanced back once and seemed satisfied when she saw his stance and preparedness. She knew he was combat trained. He thought if the idiots had been human, she wouldn’t hesitate, knowing the fight would be a walk in the park for him. But the unknown of involving him in battle for the first time with a paranormal would give her pause. He didn’t blame her—he still had a few questions himself.
On-the-job training sucked.
Maria faced forward and pushed open the door to enter the house. She was greeted with the sight of a short hallway and silence. Not a good sign, she thought to herself. Somebody make some noise. Opening her vampire senses, the useful feature allowing her to recognize when anything with blood pumping through its veins invaded her space, she concentrated on the house. To the right she sensed two heartbeats behind a closed door, and at the back of the house she counted four others. She would have bet anything she’d find the mother and son in this room, but she raised her hand to Justin, two fingers held up, and pointed at the door.
She breathed a little easier when she heard some noise from the back. She could only hope movement meant she’d arrived in time to save the girl. In a quick motion, she stood to one side while she turned the knob and swung the door inward. Yep. Mother and son out cold but breathing in slow, steady cadences. A fast glance around the room showed overturned chairs and broken curios, obviously torn apart in an earlier fight.
“They’re alive,” she whispered to Justin. “The others are in back. Let’s go get the girl before we take care of these two.” At his nod she hurried down the hall. She could hear someone crying, begging to be left alone, and a shouted obscenity followed by what sounded like a fist hitting flesh. She ran in the direction of the remaining heartbeats, Justin right behind her.
As she ran, she called to Brian in her mind. “Going to need some help, Bri. Rogue with victims injured and possible casualties. If anything’s left when I get finished with them. Call the doc and bring him out just in case with a security squad, will ya? Werewolf home, Jensons.”
“Got it, be careful.”
She snorted. Her innate predatory nature kicked in. More than ready for a fight with something she knew she could control, she reached the room at the end of the hall. Careful my ass, she thought. She wanted to hit something.
Chapter Seven
The scene in the family room looked better than he’d expected. The girl appeared battered and bruised, and tears streamed from her eyes, but she’d heal. The three men, and he used that term loosely, were intent on tormenting their new plaything. They’d stripped off her top and stood around her in a loose circle, one of them groping the young girl while the others made suggestions of what to do next. The growing finger bruises across her chest, a black eye and a bleeding lip attested to their rough treatment. But she still wore her pants. They’d arrived before the men could rape her.
Justin didn’t have time to breathe before Maria took one leap, a good six feet across the room, and pulled the girl protectively behind her. She gave the little blonde a shove in Justin’s direction and shot up a clenched fist to smack the man who’d been holding the girl—right in the nose. Justin winced at the sound of breaking cartilage.
“Gee, fellas. This hardly seems fair. Three big boys like you against a little slip of a girl. Can I play?” Maria taunted.
Justin pulled off his shirt to cover the sobbing girl-child in front of him. By the time he pushed her out the door and told her to sit down for a minute outside while he helped Maria, all hell had broken loose.
One man stood in a corner of the room, his body contorting as he ripped off his clothes and started to change from man to wolf. Shit! They did not need to fight a wolf in this small space. For a brief second, the question ran through his mind if the fictional stories about a werewolf’s bite turning a human into a wolf by the next full moon were true.
I really need more information about paranormals before I attempt to do battle with them. Without another thought for his own safety, he pulled out his gun and shot the half-man, half-wolf in the upper leg. The sound reverberating out of the creature’s mouth as it howled in pain and agony and then crumpled to the floor made the short hairs on the back of Justin’s neck stand out.
The body reverted in a quick flash to a naked man, and Justin glanced at Maria, who was still trading blows and kicks with the other two men. Well, to be accurate, she moved through them like a whirlwind, connecting with her hands and fists while they attempted to land even one blow. In his fast check on her, he didn’t see any blood or reddened skin.
He turned his attention back to the Were on the floor. He didn’t know if the werewolf he’d shot would heal from the silver bullet fast enough to be a threat again, but he figured he didn’t want to take the chance. As he strode across the room, he whipped out some of the reinforced plastic Zip-ties he’d grown accustomed to using for prisoner restraint in the Special Forces. He always carried a supply of the ties in his car,
and out of habit he’d stuck some in a front pocket of his jeans. In a smooth, practiced motion, he held the man’s arms behind his back, wrapped the little black piece of plastic around the wrists and inserted one end through the small hole. He tugged tight and let the lock engage. He hoped the restraint would have to be cut off, that the Were couldn’t generate enough strength and leverage to break the tough plastic strands. He bent and bound the man’s legs together around the ankles as well.
When he finished, he turned to see what else he could do to assist Maria. He saw her working on beating the largest of the men to a bloody pulp. The rhythmic slap of her blows accompanied the third man’s groaning sobs as he clutched his groin a few feet across the room. Nice to know a well-placed kick to the balls will work on werewolves, he thought, as he moved to grab the man’s legs and pull him away from the wall holding him upright. With a knee to the Were’s back, Justin repeated the restraining process, pulling out his last two ties to bind the man’s hands and feet to match his friend. The Were gagged in agony…must have been some kick.
Justin puzzled over his strange, happy feeling in discovering Maria could take care of herself. He’d avoided relationships for a long time, understanding there were people from his past that could always catch up with him. He realized on one hand that she would be able to handle the situation if someone ever came looking to even the score, and yet he knew he would never want her to face them alone. Which meant he would always want to be by her side.
Since he wasn’t one-hundred percent sure the Zip-ties would be enough to hold the moaning man if he recovered from Maria’s kick anytime soon, he added an insurance policy and used the butt of his gun on the man’s head.
“You stupid bitch-Sentinel. You have no right to interfere in my pack’s business,” the last Were growled.
Maria laughed and taunted the man. “Gee, Nathan. You’d think after the last time I busted your ass for trying to force someone to do your bidding, your tune would have changed. Guess a year of confinement for not following paranormal law wasn’t enough to bring you to heel.”
Well, her taunts answered one question, Justin thought. The werewolf knew who and what he fought.
With a roar the man charged Maria. Justin moved forward with the intention of blocking the threat. Before he could get near them, he stopped and watched in amazement as she met the man’s rush, turning him in her arms and securing the Were with his back to her chest. She pulled his head to one side and bent over him, sinking her fangs in his throat. The way she fed from the man included none of the slow sensual teasing and careful penetration she used when taking Justin’s blood. This constituted primal feeding.
So why did it turn him on to watch her? He could feel his body sit up and take notice as he answered his own question…because he remembered what it felt like to have her mouth sucking on him while he slammed into her cunt. He rubbed his hand
over his straining cock, trying to readjust his jeans to his shaft’s expanding girth. He met Maria’s gaze over the neck of her subdued snack.
She pulled back and licked a few drops of blood from her lips, never losing eye contact with Justin. She worried about how he would react. “Sleep,” she commanded, and the Were dropped in front of her.
“I’m sorry, Justin. When I take someone’s blood I have a window of opportunity to command his actions,” she explained. “I apologize if seeing me attack him bothered you. I didn’t think,” she said as she watched his eyes, waiting for a hint of condemnation.
She’d seen him take his shirt off to cover the girl but had been able to tune out the thought of his naked flesh when she’d been busy. Now the sight of him distracted her. She wanted to go to him, to run her fingers along his muscles. And her tongue. She could see his cock push against the restraining fabric of his jeans. She licked her lips again and he groaned.
“It didn’t bother me in the way you believe it did,” he replied. “All I can think about is getting your sweet mouth on my skin.” He grinned, obviously trying to lighten the mood. “What can I say, I’m a vampire groupie.”
Maria rolled her eyes in amusement and shrugged away her growing arousal. Turning, she surveyed the room. “Nice work. What are those things you used to tie up the Weres?”
“Zip-ties. We used them a lot in Spec Ops and I still use them for police work. They are less bulky than handcuffs and are very effective on humans. I’m not sure how well they’ll hold up on paranormals, but I added encouragement for them to stay put.”
“I can see you did. Again, good work and a great idea—we’ll have to cuff a few Weres and vamps with those tie things and see if they can get free. It would be great to be able to use these. My bookends will have called the pack I use for holding prisoners. They should be arriving soon and we can turn these three over to them. Brian and Matt are sitting outside with the doctor we paranormals use. I want them to check out the girl and her mother and brother. The doctor will make sure the werewolf you shot will heal. Not that I really want him to. Where is the girl?” For all she cared, the creep deserved a lasting reminder of his crime.
“I told her to wait outside the door. I’m hoping she did. I didn’t want her going alone to discover her mother and brother the way we found them.”
“Good point,” Maria said, as she moved to the door and looked down the hall. The girl sat on the floor, curled into a tight ball with her head bent over her knees, crying. “Hey, doll baby, it’s all over. We’ve taken care of those three. They won’t hurt you anymore and I promise they’ll pay for what happened to you tonight. Let me help you up and take you to your momma,” she crooned.
“Brian, please bring the doctor in. This girl is hurting.”
As Maria helped the girl to her feet, she motioned Justin back when he moved to help. “You are a very masculine reminder of tonight’s events,” she whispered, shaking her head.
Understanding, Justin backed away. The girl would be leery around men for a while. Justin wondered if paranormals had psychiatrists. He figured why not, they seemed to have many of the same troubles humans did. Murder, rape, power issues…and he felt sure those were only a few of the problems Maria dealt with as Sentinel. Seemed to be a full-time job.
They saw the front door open as they walked down the hall. Carefully, Brian and Matt helped the girl out of Maria’s arms as they murmured silly nonsense to her. Justin could see how the girl would view them as non-threatening.
A group of six men—the Were pack, Justin assumed—came in, and with rough competence escorted the prisoners out. He nodded as they signaled approvals with thumbs up and disappeared out the door with their captives. He watched Maria give comfort and exchange words with the now conscious mother and young boy…watched as she reassured herself of the family’s recovery by talking with the doctor.
He continued to watch and marvel as she whispered something in the girl’s ear that made the poor child smile through her tears. And smiled himself when Maria finally turned to walk toward him.
Her slow strut echoed through his soul. Still dressed in Gothic leather, with soft breasts overflowing her corset and big, blue-streaked hair, she hadn’t broken a sweat during the fight. And he would be taking her home.
“Take me home, handsome,” she whispered when she got closer.
“Love to. If you’ll answer just one small question.”
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Tell me what happens if a Were bites me while they are in wolf form? Hell…what happens if they bite me in any form? Would I want to howl at the moon the next time it becomes full?” His voice remained steady, never rising in tone.
Maria looked up at him. She realized now that Justin went into the fight with at least a small part of his mind wondering if he could have been turned into a werewolf if something went wrong. And he hadn’t hesitated.
She smiled. “No. It burns like crazy and might make you a little sick, but werewolves are born, not made. If a werewolf’s mate is human, the first marking bite given after the wolf claims the mate will alter their genetics and tie the chosen individual’s aging to the wolf’s lifespan.”
Maria realized that she would need to spend some time educating Justin on the different species. It wasn’t fair to expect him to just jump in without knowing the hazards.
“There is speculation that a werewolf doesn’t pick a mate, but is somehow driven by scent and internal makeup to find the one true genetic companion for each wolf. And
it can be another wolf or human or another species of warm-blooded other. But it hasn’t been proven yet. So unless you are some werewolf female’s chosen, there would be no changes.” She tucked her arm around him as they walked out the door and headed toward his car.
“Great. It’s nice to cross one question off my list.” Shrugging in acceptance, he turned to her, his gaze hot and lust filled. “There are a couple of hours until dawn and I promised myself I’d get to ravish you at least a few times tonight. And I always keep my promises.” Justin winked at her and she stumbled, his hands warm against the bare skin of her back. Oh, yeah. Time to head home.
Maria started stripping as she reached her bedroom. “I have got to take a shower,” she announced. “The longer I leave this blue crap in my hair, the harder it will be to wash out.” She knew all she had to do was wave her hand and the shower would be unnecessary. But after tonight’s revelations and the fight with the Weres, she wanted the soothing ritual of the water and the comfort of her bathroom.
The drive home and subsequent time to think left her feeling cranky. The taste of Nathan’s Were blood was a nasty reminder of what he’d done to Anissa this night. The girl would heal physically, but it would be some time before the emotional scarring faded.
She tried to concentrate on her surroundings, letting the room soothe her frayed nerves. She loved this bathroom. It had been one of the main attractions when she bought the penthouse. A close second was the fact she could dive off the roof any time she wanted.
She looked around the large room at the pale yellow walls and the beautiful, raised-bowl, robin’s egg-blue sinks and the large Jacuzzi tub in the same color. The tub beckoned to her sore muscles, but she knew the hair dye would leave a horrible ring. She sighed in resignation and turned to the shower. It wasn’t like the huge glass-block shower would be a hardship. It boasted three spray nozzles and a removable shower wand, with a center bench she could sit on, adjusting the spray to beat her tired sinews into melting puddles.
She rubbed facial cleanser into her skin and opened the stall to turn on the water, letting it heat up. As she scrubbed the Gothic face paint from her skin, she thought about Justin. She was worried. Time spent with him seemed to never be enough. Her soul screamed with the urge to touch him. Connect with him. She felt a growing desire to bind him to her. Bind him with blood and make him immortal. She shied away from the thought of him someday growing old and dying. In all her long life she’d never needed anyone. Loved, yes. Cared for, definitely. But this feeling of skin-crawling need was unquestionably new. She had to get control of herself. If this kept up she’d be jumping him with the sole purpose of draining every drop of his blood and replacing it with hers.
Maria shook her head. She promised herself long years ago she’d never turn anyone. She saw daily what the extended years of loneliness could do to a person. The madness that could overcome vampires faced with a limitless amount of years on earth and no one to share them with. She’d seen them turn humans they loved, hoping for centuries-long companionship, only to watch the couples grow quickly apart as the call for dominance and separate space grew in the newly changed.
Most of the time she enjoyed her life. Loved her powers and the enhanced perceptions of the world. But she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t lonely. Turning Justin, however, wouldn’t be an answer to mental and physical isolation. It would mean the end of their relationship in a few short years, and she’d be left with nothing but sweet memories to haunt the rest of her long life. And so would he.
She stepped under the shower and let the hot, almost scalding water beat across her shoulders and shut out the morbid turn of her thoughts. She would just let the future take care of itself for the time being.
Damn, the water felt wonderful. Her muscles ached with a deep tired throb and the heat helped to ease them a little. She reached for the shampoo bottle and poured some of the light, floral-scented liquid into her hands and started to wash her hair.
She didn’t hear the shower door opening. Or see Justin standing there watching as she groaned in pleasure over the slide of hot water against her skin. But she realized he was there. Could feel him with every cell of her being before he moved to place his hands on her shoulders.
“Let me do that,” he murmured next to her ear. “It’s as good a way as any to get my hands on you. It has been far too long since I’ve heard you moan in pleasure.”
Maria agreed. The hours spent doing anything that kept them from enjoying each other seemed to stretch out interminably. She lowered her hands and let him take over the job of cleaning the dye from her long hair. She groaned as he used his strong fingers to massage her scalp. When the water finally ran clear, she turned her body over to his care. Let him guide her through the lazy, mesmerizing dance of growing desire.
She felt each callous as he skimmed his hands across her shoulders and moved her hair to one side. The wet suction of his mouth as it moved down her spine made her nipples stand at attention. He nipped the base of her backbone and she shuddered. With slow intent, he turned her in his arms until his breath tickled her stomach. He knelt before her with glistening droplets of water on his hair and face.
Damn, he was gorgeous. The deep blue eyes were topped with thick, dark blond eyebrows. His nose was large…yet perfectly balanced in the rugged features of his face. His lips were full and luscious and flawlessly framed by his trim beard and mustache. The wild mass of blond ringlets fell across his face and she smiled as he used one hand to slick them back in frustration. She wanted to lick every drop of water off that face and body.
He smiled up at her as he moved one hand to her thigh and lifted her leg, draping it over his shoulder as he settled lower between her legs. Burning eyes steady on hers, he brought his mouth close to tease over her mound.
Maria gasped, the tauntingly erotic tickle of his mustache and beard searing her exposed flesh. She closed her eyes and let her head fall back, letting the shower spray run through her hair as his mouth consumed her.
Justin’s tongue slipped between the engorged seam of her pussy and he licked a pathway from her opening to her clit. His teeth tugged with gentle insistence against her labia ring and she was forced to throw one hand out to grab the shower’s emergency bar to keep her balance, her other hand grasping his hair. Twining her fingers in his wet curls, she pulled him to her.
She moaned and undulated her hips in helpless abandon against his mouth as the water continued to pour over their bodies. The quickening flicks of his tongue and lips lashed her flesh into a sharp frenzy of heat and she begged him for release. She could feel her gums swell and her canines drop in reaction to her intense arousal.
“Justin, please,” she gasped.
The torment increased as he used his fingers to gently part her labial folds until she was fully open to him. The rasp of his tongue along her clit was followed by deep rhythmic thrusts into her channel as he pressed into her. She glanced down and Justin’s gaze locked with hers. The vision of him feasting on her, of seeing the lower half of his face buried in her flesh and his mouth working over her pussy increased her pleasure. She began to ride his mouth until her hips bucked in wild thrusts against his face.
Then he moved one hand to sink several fingers deep inside her as he simultaneously sucked hard on her clit, and she screamed, her body clenching in preparation. She pulsed. Throbbed. And her orgasm hit her like lightning as bolts of pleasure scorched her skin. Before she had time to catch her breath, Justin was there, sliding his thick, heavy cock into her pussy.
Her muscles tightened and her body reacted, immediately thrown into the beginnings of another orgasm. Justin’s hands held her still. Kept her motionless as he began to plunge his thick girth in and out of her. He increased the tempo and power of his penetrations and she moaned in concert with every deep invasion of her core.
Just as she started to scream with her climax, he grasped her by the hair and moved her mouth to his neck in a silent plea. Maria’s teeth pierced his throbbing artery and they both moaned in sensual bliss. Lusty, animalistic sounds filled the shower as his cock grew even larger and he surged with forceful need into her cunt, sending her once again shooting to the stars.
He thrust again. Deep. Hard. Demanding. She pulled her mouth away from his flesh and watched as he threw his head back, watched the muscles in his neck constrict as he roared in ecstasy, and she felt the powerful spurt of hot, creamy cum fill her insides.
“Wow!” Justin said, as he dropped his forehead to the crook of her neck.
Maria smiled, sated for the moment. “Yeah. Wow just about covers it,” she groaned.
After they finished showering and drying off, they cuddled naked between the red satin sheets of Maria’s bed. Justin lay on his back with his arm around Maria. She rested her head on his chest, her leg slung over his hip. She felt warm and comfortable but not yet tired. The incessant hunger they shared for each other seemed to be at least temporarily satisfied and she wanted a few questions answered.
“Why haven’t you married or found some mortal woman to share your life with?” she asked softly.
Justin sighed. “I avoided the type of women I could have shared something with on purpose. Preferring to keep any contact strictly about sex,” he replied. “My father told you I spent time in Spec Ops. What he doesn’t know is, while serving my country I managed to make the terrorists’ top five most-wanted-dead list. I made some very powerful enemies each time I fulfilled a mission, and unfortunately my identity was discovered. It’s a given that someday one of those enemies will try and collect what they consider payment for my crimes. Any woman I become involved with will be a target and I didn’t want to take the risk.”
Maria pushed a hand against his chest and leaned up so she could see his eyes. “So,” she said, with wounded certainty. “Part of my appeal is the obvious…I can’t be killed as easily as a human woman.” She waited, anger and hurt close to the surface. She was disconcerted and confused when Justin snorted.
Laughter evident in his gaze, he retorted, “Lady, it has nothing to do with your appeal. Which is a stupid word for what I feel for you. This isn’t appeal—this is mind-shattering and addictive hunger. The fact that you can probably take better care of yourself than I can just keeps me from running screaming in the opposite direction. I started out thinking maybe we could fuck like bunnies, and I’ve ended up not being able to imagine spending more than a few hours away from you. I can tell you it scares the hell out of me and I’m trying to deal with it,” he growled.
“Trying to deal with me being a vampire you mean?”
“Your being a vampire has nothing to do with it,” he insisted. He looked her straight in the eyes and said seriously, “I decided long ago I would live my life alone. Convinced myself it was what I wanted. What I needed to do. And in a few short hours my life plan was shot to hell and back. I am struggling with not just the forced alteration of what I thought meant reality, discovering ‘Yes, Virginia, there are things who will eat you’. Or is that Little Red Riding Hood? Never mind. Even harder for me to accept is the knowledge I no longer want a solitary life, but one with you.”
Her vampire senses and the direct and honest look in his eyes told her he was telling the truth. She was just a little confused. “Who is Virginia?” she asked. She understood Little Red Riding Hood.
Justin laughed long and hard and somehow managed to choke out some convoluted explanation about a young girl writing a letter to a newspaper many years
ago asking if Santa Claus really existed. She still didn’t get it. Everyone knew Santa Claus was just a fairy tale. But snuggling back down against his chest, his arms tight around her and their hearts beating in tune…she figured it didn’t matter.
If she remembered, she’d ask the bookends about it tomorrow. Right now she wanted to bask in the happy thought that Justin felt the same bewildering excitement of having found one another. They would work it out later. Somehow. She’d started to drift toward sleep when he spoke again.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Ummm,” she nodded agreeably.
“What did you say to the poor girl tonight that made her laugh?”
Maria smiled into Justin’s chest. “I told her when she felt up to it, I’d teach her some self-defense moves. Specifically, the one designed to kick a man’s balls up into his throat with the most force.”
She fell asleep to the sound and feel of his laughter as it rumbled deep in his chest.
Chapter Eight
Justin slept deep and untroubled throughout the day with Maria cradled cozily in his arms. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept without nightmares. He woke once in the middle of the day to make a few calls and get something to eat. As he sat at a chrome table in her bright green, very modern kitchen, he thought about the last few days and how they’d changed him. How he now felt as if each day was a gift, instead of a trial to be gotten through. He had laughed and enjoyed just being alive more in the previous two days than he had in the entire last decade of his life.
Maria did that for him. She radiated a zest for living and a way of caring for the people around her that made it impossible not to share in her warmth. Her offbeat and hilarious outlook on life—combined with her kick-ass low tolerance for anyone who harmed somebody she believed under her care—made her an exceptional treasure.
In stunned surprise, Justin realized he’d fallen in love. The warm and fuzzy feeling accompanying that thought disappeared in the next instant when he remembered he was in love with a woman who wouldn’t age, while he moved in a rapid decline on the road to gray hair and brittle bones. He spent a few minutes contemplating what the future might bring.
When Brian joined him at the table, he made small talk for a moment and then asked him, “Is there a book or something I can read that will clarify what is fact and what is fiction when it comes to vampires or other paranormals?”
Brian shook his head. “No. The vampires would make sure any book written about their secrets would be destroyed, along with the person stupid enough to write it. Do you have a specific question I can help you with? Maybe the fact that she still breathes when she sleeps and doesn’t appear to be dead?”
Justin just looked at him. Obviously he was losing his ability to intimidate, since Brian only smiled back.
“You can’t help but notice she sleeps very hard during the day. She calls it a dead sleep because she doesn’t dream or move once she’s out—unless you physically reposition her yourself. It would take something like the threat of fire disturbing her resting place, or someone she is close to being in mortal danger, to wake her. You can see she breathes air and has a pulse. There is no way you could have missed that with all the doing-the-nasty noises coming from her bedroom.”
Justin congratulated himself for not allowing the comment to affect him. It was, after all, what the man wanted.
After a brief pause, Brian continued, “So the ‘vampires don’t breathe or have a heartbeat’ myth is just that…myth. I can also tell you that each vampire seems to have their own special strengths, and the older they are, the stronger they become. Not just
physical strength, but mental. Maria can open doors or change her clothes and even throw cars around with the flick of her wrist. As a warning—she can pick you up and throw you the length of a football field if you piss her off.” Brian chuckled at his own humor.
Justin shook his head and joined in. “I saw a little of that last night when she kicked one of the werewolves in the balls. I wouldn’t want to be him this morning.”
Brian grimaced. “No. I imagine he’s hurting big time.” He paused, obviously thinking of what else to tell Justin. “Some vampires have trained themselves to eat small amounts of food. Maria can’t. She can drink almost any liquid, but she doesn’t like to because she says the taste is off. She sticks to blood, wine and once in a while coffee. Solid food would make her puke. Oh…she doesn’t need to use the toilet or take a shower. She can wave her hand and be clean and fresh as a daisy.”
“Okay! Too much information. Do you know what has to be done to turn a human into a vampire?” Justin asked casually.
He could tell Brian wasn’t buying the studiously casual routine when the man looked at him sadly and shook his head. “I don’t know. The information seems to be a trade secret. But she won’t do it, you know. Once a human is turned into a vampire, they start to change mentally. When a human becomes a vampire they get very territorial and can’t live with another vamp worth shit. Unless you have a master vamp creating minions. But even the little underlings will evolve over time and be forced to leave the nest, so to speak.”
Justin tried not to notice the other man checking him out. He knew it wasn’t personal. Brian was very committed to Matt.
“Every inch an alpha male, you could try and take the role of submissive if you were willing, but it wouldn’t work for long—maybe ten, twenty years tops. With age you’d morph into a master without your conscious agreement. She has often commented despairingly on the vampires who fall in love with humans and then screw things up when they change their lovers into another bloodsucker. It’s a guaranteed death sentence to any vampire relationship within a few short years.”
Justin nodded. Well, shit. He hadn’t thought he wanted to suck blood for the rest of his life, now did he? Who was he kidding? He couldn’t lie to himself. A few more days spent with Maria and a blood diet wouldn’t matter if it guaranteed her continued presence in his life. Now it looked like he’d have to cross the option off his list of solutions. They’d have a few years until it looked like he was dating his granddaughter. He guessed he would take what he could get.
He went back to bed filled with depressing thoughts, and protectively cradled Maria in his arms. This time he slept lightly and woke just before dark so he could hold her close to him, reveling in the feel of her warm body against his. Another vampire myth shot down—she definitely put off body heat. He struggled to keep visions of a short future away from this moment in time and live for today. At least he’d started to enjoy the thought of a future, instead of just plodding through each day as it came.
After the sun went down, Maria cried out in her sleep. Justin tightened his grip on her and smoothed his hand down her side, attempting to soothe her.
“No!” she screamed, and struggled away from him to sit straight up in bed. She leapt out from under the blankets and started throwing clothes on. Grabbing up the death pack Justin recognized from their first meeting, she slung it over her shoulders.
“Maria, what’s wrong, sweetheart?”
“The Empousai, it’s close. I felt her through my nightmare and she’s killing again,” she gasped out.
Justin stood up and started to throw on his own clothes. He watched in astonishment as she threw open the French doors leading to the balcony and ran out. He followed her, exclaiming, “Maria, wait!” But he was too late. Without even a small hesitation, she ran to the rock wall and took a flying dive over the side. He reached the wall and slammed down his fists. “Damn it! You don’t go chasing this thing alone,” he hollered after her.
He waited for some sign she’d heard him. The views beyond the penthouse wall were nothing but inky gloom. The streetlights didn’t reach this far and the balcony’s dim lighting didn’t help either. She’d been dressed in black jeans, a black sweatshirt and black combat boots. Her mass of black hair would effectively camouflage her within the dark night. He hadn’t even seen what direction she’d taken. “Shit!”
“Now might be a good time to mention one of the innate benefits to being a human servant. Ingrained in our psyche is the ability to track our lord and master…” Matt trailed off as Justin turned on him.
“What do you mean?” he demanded.
Matt pointed to the left and shrugged, replying casually, “She went that-a-way…and hasn’t gone very far. Brian and I always know where she is. It’s a creepy sort of human-servant-radar thing. We can’t read her mind or tell what she’s doing. But we always know where she is. She told us once that as long as her heart beats, we’d find her. I think we have the ability so if she gets hurt or captured we can rescue her. We would be driven to whether she wanted us to or not. And it’s a survival thing, I guess. If her heart stops beating…so do ours.”
“Let’s grab some weapons. I don’t suppose you have a flamethrower?” Justin asked as he hurried inside.
“Such a silly question,” Matt stated, and led Justin to the living room. He pushed a button hidden on one of the bookcases and chortled at the look on Justin’s face as a portion of the wall swung open. “The three selling points of this condo were the fact that it was the penthouse and Maria could indulge her crazed obsession for jumping off roofs, her bathroom…and this room.” He ticked off the points on his fingers. “Which flamethrower do you want? We have army-issue single and double tank.”
Justin stood for a moment in shocked amazement. Jesus. This weapons room came better equipped than most Special Forces units. He could see everything from medieval
swords and martial arts weapons to the latest and greatest offered by several governments. When he got his woman back where he wanted her, he planned on spending several hours just organizing this space.
The room was maintained well enough, but it looked like the swords were all grouped in one corner, and the guns lay haphazardly on a shelf in another corner, with boxes of ammunition stacked beside each weapon. The two flamethrowers were hung on hooks on the wall. But oh, man…what he could do with some custom shelving, and he knew he still had several extra dragon claw sword hangers at home. He was the first to admit he had a medieval weapons fetish. And while his collection could be labeled impressive, this room made him salivate.
Picking up one of the large black backpacks Maria seemed to keep in every room, he started shoving things in the top. Guns. Knives. A Viking double-sided battle-axe? Well, yeah, he could see where he might actually need that. The handle was only about thirty inches long, and the double-sided blade was silver and wicked sharp. “Where in the hell do you get all this stuff?” Snagging a pair of night-vision goggles, he added those to the pack as well. He knew from his conversation with Brian earlier that Maria and the bookends could see in the dark without assistance. He couldn’t.
Brian answered behind him, “It’s amazing what you can find on eBay.”
Justin snorted. Like he would believe you could buy government prototype hush-hush weapons on eBay. He turned to the two men, noticing for the first time they were dressed in black leather pants and soft leather ankle boots. Each wore a dark T-shirt. Matt’s shirt was black, his long blond hair tied back in a ponytail. Brian’s shirt was the dark blue of his eyes, and his jet-black hair fell braided down his back. They looked like male cover models, not fifty-year-old human servants ready to take on a monster.
“Does one of you happen to have a rubber band I can borrow for this hair?” Justin asked, as he headed toward the door. He’d dressed in old jeans, with the T-shirt he’d worn yesterday and leather work boots.
“I’ll get you a covered elastic. Rubber bands will give you split ends,” Brian said as he disappeared into a bathroom. He reemerged and handed Justin a black fabric hair band.
“Great, thanks,” he replied. Like he cared about damaging his hair. Without question he accepted the fact his life would never be the same. He’d made the conscious decision to make sure Maria stayed with him for as long as he drew breath. But until this moment, he hadn’t realized the changes would extend to having the bookends as a permanent part of his family.
He just knew they would start nagging him to use facial cleanser instead of soap, conditioner on his hair, and try to enhance his wardrobe. His life would become a living episode of Queer Eye for the Straight Guy. Shit! After a few moments of contemplative annoyance, he gave a mental shrug. What the hell! What was a little face cleanser between battle buddies?
“Are we driving or walking?” Justin asked.
 “Driving. She’s not too far away but we can hide the flamethrower in the back of the Hummer easier than we can if we walk down the street with it. And we can always run the bitch-monster over as a last resort,” Brian stated. “I’m calling Luke when we get in the car to give him a heads-up on the location. Maybe we’ll have backup if we need it.”
“Good thought. Let’s move it. Maria has been gone for five minutes and I’m getting nervous.” Justin never had a problem including backup. The last-minute arrival of extra hands had saved his butt a number of times. He headed without hesitation for the elevator. If the penthouse hadn’t had its own private car, kept on the top floor when all occupants were home, he would have hit the stairs.
Maria felt sick to her stomach as she glided over the city, moving swiftly in the direction of the evil taint. In her nightmare she’d seen a beautiful woman talking to NeeKata, one of the fae she’d come to know and love for his gentle sensibilities and devotion to the people of Earth. Nee was a sensual creature, with an enormous appetite for women. She knew the images in her nightmare were real.
Sick at heart, Maria realized as she moved ever closer that NeeKata had not been the fairy representative at last night’s meeting. Someone hadn’t given him the message to go out in public with a buddy and stay away from strange women.
She’d screamed at him in her nightmare, knowing he couldn’t hear her, and watched in horror as he’d led the woman into the park and to a secluded glade. He loved making love outside. They’d joked about how he could draw energy from the lush greenery surrounding him, which enabled him to last forever and bring a woman to peak multiple times before he lost control. This ability made him very popular with both human and paranormal women.
Over and over again she’d shrieked a warning to NeeKata in the nightmare, trying in vain to stop him when the monster motioned for him to strip, then watched in helpless torment as Mormo’s first touch rendered him unable to move. With NeeKata frozen in place, the bitch dropped to her knees. In the nightmare, she could feel Nee’s growing concern and could see the green filaments of his energy drain as the Empousai grabbed his hips and settled her mouth over his groin to suck him dry. Shared the wrench of pain he felt as his strength left his body.
The shared pain broke the nightmare’s hold.
Nearing the park, she quickly reviewed her options. Luke said once an Empousai has frozen her victim, she wouldn’t leave them behind. So she needed to leave the bitch without the option of taking NeeKata with her.
In her nightmare she’d seen Mormo immobilize him with a touch to bare skin. Maria wore steel-reinforced leather combat boots. She just hoped they’d knock the damn demon away from her prey without allowing Mormo the opportunity to touch her flesh.
She didn’t know if it would work. But it seemed her only option.
Reaching the clearing, she looked down on the horrendous sight of the Empousai drawing back from taking a bite out of NeeKata. She could see the torn flesh in his leg and the gushing blood. A quick psychic scan told her his heart still beat. He was alive.
As she started her descent, the smell wafting above the glade almost knocked her over. Why hadn’t Nee noticed the horrible stench and run in the opposite direction?
She picked up speed and plummeted feet-first toward the Empousai. The monster glanced at her with jaws dripping bits of flesh and running with blood, just before Maria slammed boots-first into her side and knocked Mormo ass over teacup, a good six feet away from Nee. Maria happily discovered she’d been right, she could still move. The information that the Empousai needed bare-skin contact to paralyze its intended victim was a good thing to file away.
Luke’s description, as detailed and disgusting as it was, fell far short of the impact of having the creature in front of her. Dealing with the reality of the ugly demon was something else, and Maria stood in stupefied horror as the bitch lost her illusion of beauty and became the freak of nature she truly was. The mind-boggling, writhing mass of snakes on the Emp’s head was repulsive. The hissing, ash-gray vipers definitely had a life of their own. Luke had said an area of complete darkness blocked the Empousai’s true facial features, and just glowing eyes would be visible if you saw her in her true form.
He’d speculated Mormo’s face wasn’t just shrouded in darkness but was so horrible the mind blocked the reality from the brain. He also said other demons could actually see the face, and the sight is so horrible they run from her in fear.
Well, Maria didn’t want to know if the face really could be worse than the rest of the body. She would be forever grateful her mind blocked the ghoul from her feeble psyche. Jeez! The scales and the huge creepy bat wings just added to the apparition’s repulsive appearance.
The Emp’s hands ended in razor-tipped claws and she had a long reptilian tail. This had to be one of the most hideous creatures on Earth, but Maria just witnessed how the soul could be worse. “Butt-ugly creature,” Maria mumbled.
The Empousai had started menacingly in Maria’s direction on two mismatched legs when it evidently heard her halfhearted slur, and screamed as if in pain. The shrill shriek brought Maria back to the task at hand—staying alive and getting rid of the flesh-eating monster so she could treat Nee’s wounds.
“You revoltingly grotesque, spindly-legged, metal gargoyle-hoofed bitch of an Empousai, you!” she yelled, as she fished through her backpack. She felt ridiculous. But Luke said the only thing that worked to get rid of the Emp was insults.
She wasn’t sure she trusted her vocabulary. Pulling out her revolver, she turned and pointed it at Mormo. Maria wanted nothing more than to cover her ears in protection against the piercing screech and to stop breathing the foul, disgusting odor. Instead, she raised the gun and emptied the full clip of silver bullets into the beast’s chest.
Where the insulting words made Mormo stop in her tracks to scream, the bullets didn’t do a damn thing. Oh, she was bleeding. She just didn’t seem to care. “Fuck, you cesspool-smelling, garbage-breath, gross, cow-legged leviathan. How in the hell do I kill you?” she screamed, as she threw her gun to the side and grabbed a handful of shurikens. The little metal stars probably wouldn’t do shit except make Maria feel better.
She didn’t wait for the freaking mutant to recover from her last stint of verbal abuse. She started throwing the discs at the head, the chest…the creature seemed to ignore them until one hit and stuck in Mormo’s right foot. The Emp’s left leg looked like a donkey’s back leg. The right was similar, but instead of flesh and fur, it seemed to be made of brass. The silver throwing star was buried about half an inch, just above the brass-looking hoof, and Maria watched the result of the hit in amazement.
Now there was a reaction!
Blood spurted in a surging gush from the wound and the creature’s screams turned to panicked sobs as she danced around, trying to shake the embedded blade free. The wound shouldn’t have earned such an extreme response but Mormo seemed to forget all about Maria. Her entire concentration and distress centered on her injured foot.
Maria could hear the cavalry coming to the rescue, the sounds of men crashing through bushes music to her ears. Not wanting to lose her small advantage, she kept her eyes on the Empousai. “Look, fungus hoof,” she started to say, when a blast of fire shot out of the woods from Maria’s right.
She looked over to see Justin. Grim-faced and intent on blasting the Empousai with the flamethrower, he looked like an avenging angel. She glanced over her shoulder to see Brian on the phone and Matt working to stop NeeKata’s bleeding. Good, her boys would take care of him.
When she turned around the Empousai was gone, leaving behind scorched earth and smelly pools of demon blood. The minute the creature disappeared she could hear Nee’s sobbing explanation of what had happened. Another little fact to file away— make the bad Emp disappear and her victims regain the ability to move and talk.
She would have been a lot happier about Mormo’s disappearance if Justin wasn’t headed in her direction in obvious rage. It didn’t take psychic skill to sense he was pissed off about her fighting the Empousai alone.
Chapter Nine
“NeeKata will live,” Dr. Morgan said with a sigh. “He’s lost a great deal of blood, has some severely torn muscle and tissue that will need to regenerate, and he will need an elfin healer to assist him with the energy draw…I can’t help him replace what he’s lost. But his injuries will heal. You got to him in time, Maria.”
Maria nodded and thanked Morgan. He never seemed to be baffled by the strange cases she brought him—he just worked on patching them all up. He was quiet, unassuming and brilliant, his hidden clinic well-funded and top of the line due to the money that paranormals “gifted” him with after treatment. She watched the tall, dark-haired doctor as he went back to taking care of Nee and allowed her shoulders to relax a little as she glanced around the room.
Brian and Matt stood to one side, huddled together for support. Justin leaned against the stark white wall…glaring at her. And Luke sat sprawled on the small waiting room couch. They were in the private clinic Dr. Morgan kept in his home for the Council’s use. They all looked relieved at his pronouncement.
“So. What did you think of Mormo, Maria?” Luke drawled.
Maria watched Justin from the corner of her eye. His body stiffened when Luke spoke. Justin hadn’t spoken to her in anything but one-word sentences since he’d charged into the glade. His anger appeared to expand with each second instead of dissipate. She could feel his psychic turmoil, his need to get her alone. With a mental sigh, she turned to answer Luke’s question. “Lovely creature. I think we learned a few things about her we can use, though.”
“Like what?” Luke asked.
“Like the fact that when I hit her with my boots to knock her away from Nee, her freezing ability didn’t have an affect on me. Mormo didn’t paralyze me or cause any harm. And she seriously hates having her feet injured. She went postal when I managed to lodge one of my shurikens in her ankle.”
“Hey,” Brian interjected. “What if she’s like a reverse vampire. You know…‘cut off her feet and she bleeds to death’ kind of thing. In a way, it would be a weird explanation of why she’s so sensitive about her feet. All the Web references on the Emp mention how she reacts very strongly to any mention of her hooves. Doesn’t like any attention paid to them. Stranger things have happened. After all, there was that old Greek god whose heels were his weak point.”
Maria frowned. When she looked around the room, she could see the others seemed to have similar blank looks on their faces. What if… Nah, that was crazy.
As if he were still trying to reason out things in his mind, Luke answered in a slow drawl, “So. We what? Try and cut off her feet? One is made of some metallic-looking substance, but Maria said it bled when the star was embedded in her foot.”
“Not just bled. That sounds like the wound dripped a little. We are talking gushing blood—like a major artery was cut. And my stars are made of a special metal with embedded cutting diamonds in the blades,” Maria corrected. She couldn’t concentrate on the conversation. Justin’s anger seemed to pulse over her in waves.
She felt pulled toward him, the impulse to soothe and comfort overwhelming her. She didn’t get it. She tried to block his emotional projection and failed, which confused her even more.
Luke raised an eyebrow. “Makes it seem like a good idea. She has never cared about any wounds she’d received before.”
“Trust me. She didn’t like this one. She forgot all about me and started dancing around and shrieking loud enough to wake the dead. Damn bitch was hysterical.” Maria managed to pull her thoughts away from Justin’s seething emotions and back to the discussion.
“Maria is right, she didn’t even notice me. I think the flamethrower just added to her misery, it wasn’t what made her leave. It worries me though, Luke. You said when she gets hurt or injured she’d feed more often, which means she’ll be on the hunt soon,” Justin put in. The words ringing with suppressed emotion.
“Yeah, soon. I can tell you the vampire, Michael, was another of her victims. So we know she’s killed at least twice in this area,” Luke said. He turned to look at Maria, a scowl on his face. “Remember, don’t go out alone—”
Maria didn’t have a chance to hear the rest of his warning as Justin grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door. “We’re taking the Hummer back to the penthouse. Luke can give Brian and Matt a ride.” He didn’t wait for comment, just herded her in the direction of the car, irritation and anger radiating from him with every step.
Justin felt his anger boil and surge once Maria was in the passenger seat. He was out of control and he knew it, but didn’t seem to be able to raise the mental energy to care. He was furious with Maria for going after the creature on her own, and this overwhelming sentiment seemed to have a life of its own.
He wanted to throw her down and show her who was boss in the most elemental way he knew how. Fuck her and make her scream his name in submission, force her to bow to his demands.
He didn’t take her back to her apartment. No. He wanted her on his own turf, at his mercy. Each time she started to say something, he held up his hand. “Don’t!” he bit out, using everything he had to get them home. His home. Instead of pulling into a dark alley somewhere so he could relieve this driving need to possess her.
He pulled in front of his house, a small Victorian he planned on renovating when he had the time, and plucked her from the car. Not allowing her feet to touch the ground, he carried her to the front door, barking out the command, “Open the door.”
He felt Maria’s gaze, felt her body shift in his arms as she waved one hand at the small structure, and the door slid open. The quick compliance to his demand did little to satisfy his need to force her acquiescence.
He didn’t stop in the hallway except to use his foot to slam the door closed behind them. “Lock it,” he growled. Again he felt her move in his arms to motion at the door behind them. He flew up the stairs and strode, impatient and driven, to the room at the end of the hall.
He dumped her in the middle of his bed and snapped out another command, “Don’t move one inch or say one word.” He reached to pull his shirt over his head.
Maria raised her eyebrows at him for a second, then she visibly relaxed and laid back on his bed. He watched to make sure she didn’t miss the size of his erection as he stripped off his jeans and boots. He wanted to be sure she knew his body strained to claim her.
“Damn you, Maria. You could have been killed, eaten alive like the rest of her victims.” As he railed at her, he moved to use the shirt he’d taken off to tie her hands and loop them over the raised center of the headboard. He never questioned her silent acceptance of this. Or hesitated over his growing need to have her helpless beneath him. His actions were fueled by something deep within.
It was right. She was his to command. The sentiments reverberated thought his soul.
Once her hands were bound and he settled a few pillows behind her upper back, he straddled her waist and brought his hands up to the flimsy fabric at the neck of her sweatshirt. With one pull he tore the shirt in half, dragging it away from her to bare her naked breasts. She’d not bothered to put on a bra before going to the fairy’s rescue. The sight reminded him of the terror he experienced.
He reached out with both hands to pull at her nipples. He pinched her, pulling on them as he stared into her gray-blue eyes, at the shocked heat that blossomed in their depths.
“You put yourself at risk. Left me behind to worry and see your body in my mind…tortured and bloody.” He squeezed his fingers tighter, felt her stomach muscles clench tight beneath him, the quivering flesh teasing his ass. He moved forward, positioning his cock between the soft mounds and using his hands to press her breasts against his shaft. He flexed his hips, drawing forward and back…plunging into the cradle he’d made of her plump tits. He groaned as, with the next upward thrust, Maria bent her head down and stuck out her tongue to lap across the slit in the crown.
He surged up, his hands going to the sides of her head, and he guided her mouth to his groin. “Suck me!” he demanded in a husky growl. “Use your teeth, make me bleed and suck me some more.”
He lost it. Lost the care and sensitivity he’d always used when he loved her. He knew he pulled her hair, knew his hands were rough against her head as he forced her to pleasure him. He set the pace, not allowing her to withdraw or turn her head to the side. He rode her mouth, his cock swollen and ready to burst, the pull of wet heat wrapped around him making his skin crawl with the erotic demand for more.
He felt the scrape and sting as her teeth cut into him. Cried out as the heated suction of her mouth drew more pleasure, more pain from him, and his cock expanded further. Not enough.
“Damnyoudamnyoudamnyou,” he cried, as he moved off her, fumbling with the button and zipper at her waist and pulling her pants and shoes off in one rough move. He fell on her, using his aggression to push her thighs apart with his knees, to let his turgid cock root in the damp heat between her legs. He couldn’t help himself, couldn’t help cursing her carelessness, her disregard for her own safety. The tape in his mind rolled the images of what could have been in a relentless loop. He was losing his sanity.
“Mine!” he screamed out, as he surged into the tight channel of her cunt. “Mine!” he growled against her skin, taking one nipple into his mouth and biting in restrained need. Lapping the small amount of blood from the little wound, he drew back…the taste…the punch of added sensual heat he gained from her blood blazed through him…going straight to his cock.
“Mineminemineminemine,” he shouted over and over as he pounded into her. And he kept pounding through her first orgasm, through the mewled cries as she begged him to stop and then begged him for more as she peaked again. His body was driven with the mindless need to brand her, his psyche locked on the notion that she was his, his to pleasure, his to possess…body and soul.
With one final shout, he erupted within her, the orgasm raking him from the top of his head to the soles of his feet. He collapsed on top of her. His mind and body now able to rest.
Maria couldn’t believe it. He’d tied her up, made her body contort and shriek with pleasure and then passed out on top of her. With her hands still tied to the damn bed.
She expected a verbal lashing when he’d forced her into the car and driven her to his home. Not this primeval caveman routine, dragging his woman by the hair and tying her to the bed. She winced. Her hair hurt. Her arms hurt. The part of her body still joined to his hurt. But she’d be lying to herself if she didn’t admit she’d enjoyed every minute of it.
Prehistoric macho bullshit evidently turned her on. She shrugged and winced again. Once and a while, anyway. Now what? Did she use her psychic powers to untie the shirt holding her to the bed and move him off her? Or would that set him off again? She sighed. There was no way she was going to stay in this position one second longer.
With a thought she released her hands and rolled Justin to the side. She crawled off the bed, her knees buckling under her weight as she struggled toward what she prayed
was the master bathroom. Jeez. The man had incredible stamina and power for a human. One of these days she’d make sure to pay him back. She grinned wickedly as she turned on the lights, her lust-filled thoughts completely wiped from her mind as she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror.
Holy shit! Her hair looked like a rat moved in and set up housekeeping. Scratch that…an entire family of rats. Her makeup was smeared and she had red, swollen patches of skin across her chest that had to be whisker burn—and a bruised, open cut with little flecks of dried blood where Justin bit her nipple.
She groaned, for a moment caught up in the reality of exchanging blood with her all-too-human lover. But he couldn’t have ingested more than a small mouthful. Hopefully. She did not need or want a blood zombie. She would never do that to Justin.
The gasping sound behind her the only warning she was no longer alone, she ducked her head and tried to cover her body with her hands. She did not want him seeing her looking like the hag of death.
“Maria, oh, God. Baby, I’m so sorry,” Justin cried out in obvious pain. “I hurt you.”
Maria straightened and with a quick flourish of her hand she settled her hair into smooth, tangle-free strands and cleared her face of makeup. It would take a day’s sleep to repair the small cut at her breast, so she added a light robe before she turned to him. “You did not hurt me,” she said with indignant reproach.
“But I—”
“Stop it, Justin. Look at me. You did not hurt me,” she repeated. “You fucked me well and hard, and if you think about it, you’ll remember the sounds I made were not ones of pain but of pleasure. I am certain you will also remember that if I wanted you off me, if I wanted out of here…you couldn’t have held me.” She pushed him to the side—thoughts of soaking in a hot bath taking a back seat to dealing with his perceived ill treatment of her—stomped back into the bedroom and turned to glare at him. How dare he think so little of her powers?
Justin shook his head in denial. “No, Maria. You can’t hide this from me. I heard your moans and saw the marks on your body. I lost control, lost my mind and you suffered for it. I don’t know what came over me. I was angry…upset with you. I felt the overpowering need to dominate and force you into submission. The result is inexcusable. I should never have touched you in anger.”
Maria laughed and tried to prod Justin out of his self-flagellation. “Give me a break here, Justin. I’m a vampire. I can jump or leap or whatever over tall buildings in a single bound, run faster than a speeding bullet…and I can never remember what I’m supposed to do with the locomotive.” She waited for his response.
“That’s Superman, not a damn vampire, and you don’t do anything with the locomotive. You’re missing the point, Maria,” he retorted. She could hear the exasperation in his tone.
“No, Justin. The point is you can’t hurt me. Well…unless you lop my head off. Again.” She shrugged. “And bury it in a separate box from my body. Or you could use
a flamethrower…that would hurt. Or a stake to the heart, the old wives’ tales are correct on that point too. A stake would kill me, but really—”
“Maria!” This time Justin shouted her name.
She threw her hands up. “Okay! I’ll stop. But only if you admit you didn’t hurt me.” She knew her voice sounded petulant and yet she didn’t care.
He was being ridiculous.
“Fine. You’re super vamp and I’m a mere mortal with a control problem. I’ll stop if you’ll agree that you won’t go after this creature alone. I can’t follow you over the side of a building, can’t find you unless Matt or Brian are with me. We don’t know all the abilities of the creature we’re hunting and I obviously can’t handle your being in danger,” he demanded.
Maria sighed. So it had come down to this. Fine. She couldn’t promise him. NeeKata would have died if she hadn’t gotten to him as fast as she did. And Justin was mortal. She couldn’t fly through the air with him in her arms.
Well…she could, but she wouldn’t move as fast, nor would she be able to protect them if she needed to.
Reluctantly, she shook her head. “I can’t promise you that, Justin. You know I can’t. Nee would have died this time. Next time might mean someone else’s life, and I won’t take the risk when minutes…hell, seconds could make the difference between them living or dying. I move faster on my own.”
Justin dropped his head. She could tell he agreed with her words. Didn’t like them, but agreed.
After a few minutes he raised his eyes to hers. The pain and despair in their depths shot to her soul. She cried out when he stated flatly, “I know. But I can’t risk hurting you, Maria. Next time the consuming rage I feel when you place yourself in danger might cause me to really damage you.”
She started to deny his ability to harm her when he stopped her with a raised hand and a shake of his head.
“Don’t. Don’t mitigate the damage I did tonight. I know you’re only trying to make me feel better. I can’t take the chance, Maria. I’ll take you home. And then I think I should stay away from you for a while. I don’t understand where this dark need to dominate is coming from. But until I do, you’ll be safer without me.”
Chapter Ten
Maria was in a blind rage by the time she got back to her penthouse. She slammed the door behind her, not hearing the frame crack as she stamped toward her room. She ignored the stunned looks from Matt and Brian.
“Damn stupid man!” she shrieked, as she stormed into her room and threw her backpack against the wall, smiling in evil delight when it embedded itself in the plaster. “Hah! Weak. Fragile. Woman. My. Ass.” She punctuated each word by throwing something else, something big and heavy or something that would make a satisfying crash when it hit.
When throwing things lost its appeal, she threw herself down on the bed and sobbed. Knowing she acted out of character didn’t help. Her heart ached and she hurt. Not from anything Justin had done to her, but from his absence. She despaired of ever feeling whole again, and sighed in relief as the sun crept over the horizon, bringing with it the oblivion of day sleep.
She never saw her two men creep into the room to cover her with a blanket and straighten up the mess she’d made with her tantrum. Nor did she hear their whispered concern.
Two days later she was still hurting. And sick. She’d struggled through the nights trying to protect her city and had finally given up. She’d be Emp bait if she ran into the creature in this state.
The day sleep no longer brought her respite from the torment. The endless suffering seemed to take control of her body. She moaned in agony as another wave of pain caused her stomach muscles to clench and her head to throb. She felt every beat of her heart, every molecule of her skin ache, as it seemed to languish for Justin. “Languish is such a stupid word,” she muttered.
“Maria.”
What seemed to be hours of torture later she heard Brian call to her, but couldn’t force her eyelids to open. She gasped as another jolt of agony tore through her body.
“Maria, that’s it. Something is definitely wrong with you. It’s the middle of the day, and while we’ve been worried about the Queen Bitch routine you’ve treated us to the last couple nights, this is worse. I’m calling Dr. Morgan.”
She grunted. Not knowing or caring if Brian took the sound to be acquiescence or negation of his statement. She just wanted to die. Oh, wait. She was already dead. Damn it, it wasn’t supposed to hurt like this when you were already dead.
 “Keep an eye on her, Matt,” Brian said, as he started for the phone in the kitchen. “She’s already thrown up once and we don’t want her suffocating in her own puke.” He detoured to the front door as the bell rang. Security hadn’t called anyone up, so it must be another paranormal. He looked through the peephole to see Luke standing outside the door.
Throwing the door open, he surprised the man by flinging his arms around him and hugging. Hard. “Damn, am I glad to see you,” he practically broke down in sobs of his own. He hoped Luke would be able to help them. Surely the older vamp would have some idea of what was wrong with Maria.
“What’s going on?” Luke questioned as he pulled back from Brian’s embrace.
Managing a weak smile, Brian told him about living with Maria the last few days. He explained the raging tantrums and the snide bitchiness when she was awake. How she refused to feed, or drink anything…the painful sickness she dealt with now.
“I don’t understand.” Brian knew he whined the words but he was so tired and worried he didn’t care. “She never treats us like this, throwing things and screaming in anger. And I didn’t think vampires were supposed to get sick. She acts like she’s got a virulent case of the flu. You can’t get the flu, can you?”
Luke looked at him in shock. Oh, this can’t be good, Brian thought.
“She’s sick?” Luke questioned him.
“Puking her guts up, running a fever, screaming in agony—sick,” he affirmed. “This is the second day—hey! It’s daytime. What the hell are you doing here during the day?”
Luke rolled his eyes at him. “Not that it matters right now, but I’m old enough that the sun doesn’t bother me anymore. Give Maria a few more decades and she’ll be the same. She won’t have to sleep during the day, and eventually she’ll be able to spend a little time in the sun. Over the centuries, she’ll work up to having enough resistance she could sunbathe in the nude if she wants.”
“Eww, ick! Not something to look forward to,” Brian groused. “And she’ll want to, I just know it. How old are you anyway?”
“Older than dirt,” Luke replied sarcastically. “Now, where is Maria?”
Obviously sharing time was over.
“This way. You are not going to believe this,” Brian mumbled, as he led the other man down the hall to Maria’s bedroom. He nodded at Matt when he let Luke into the room, letting him know it would be okay. Help had arrived.
Brian watched intently as Luke felt Maria’s forehead. He kept watching as the dark-haired vampire touched her temples in an attempt at a mind merge and immediately pulled back in obvious pain.
“Well?” Brian asked impatiently.
Luke didn’t answer him, but asked a question of his own. “Where is Justin?”
Brian shrugged before he replied, “I haven’t seen him for a couple of days. Based on Maria’s ranting I would have to say they had a fight. A doozy, if you ask me. But she didn’t offer to explain about what.”
“Great. I need to go check on him. Don’t bother to call the doctor. He won’t be able to help you with this. Get me Justin’s address and I’ll be back before dark.”
“Wait!” Brian cried, as Luke headed for the front door with Matt at his heels. “You didn’t say what was wrong with Maria. How can we help her get better if we don’t know what’s wrong?”
Luke sighed and turned back to address the two of them. “I can’t say for sure what’s wrong with her. I have my suspicions, but it will take me too long to explain right now and I think we might be running out of time. Trust me, Brian. Just keep taking care of her like you have been. You’re doing the best you can for her. If I’m right, we’ll make it all better when I get back.”
Brian shook his head as Matt handed Luke a piece of paper he’d written Justin’s address on. When the door closed behind Luke, he turned to his partner. “This doesn’t sound good,” he told the other man, as they shared a comforting hug before returning to keep what felt like a deathwatch over their mistress.
Luke looked at the house in front of him and swore. Several papers littered the front porch and his preternatural senses could smell the sickness inside. He reached for the door as a car pulled into the drive. Damn, now what? he cursed silently.
Turning, he saw Bill, Justin’s father, climb out of the car and hurry over to him. “Something’s wrong with Justin,” the man said without preamble.
“Yeah, that’s why I’m here. Why don’t you go home and let me handle this, old man.” He didn’t need more humans and their emotions cluttering up this mess. Dismissing Bill, Luke moved to open the door.
Only to feel the cold steel of a very large handgun pressed to the side of his head.
“I may be old. But Maria taught me well how to handle disrespectful vampires. This gun is loaded with silver bullets. My understanding is a silver bullet to the brain kills vampires with no chance of regeneration. I don’t have a problem with pulling the trigger. You have a problem with letting me know what’s going on?”
Okay, so maybe he’d been a little rude. And once again he seemed to have misjudged someone. Getting to be a nasty habit, that. “I apologize,” Luke said sincerely. “Let’s chalk up this little incident to my having an extremely bad day. I just came from Maria’s. She is very ill. I need to see Justin as I think we will find he is also really sick. Maybe even close to death. Let’s get in there and see if I’m right. Do you have a key or would you like me to open the door?”
He allowed Bill to push him out of the way and stood to the side as the worried father unlocked the door.
He rolled his eyes as Bill complained, “Vampires are not supposed to be up walking around during the day. Just when I start thinking I know the rules, someone comes along and changes them. I like rules. I live for rules. Why in the fuck are you awake during the day?” Bill’s voice escalated in irritation and volume.
Luke knew the man wasn’t mad at him but worried about his son. But he still held the gun in his waving hand.
Calmly, Luke reached for the weapon while using his most soothing vampiric voice. “After this is all over, you and I will sit down and have a discussion with Maria and Justin about maturing vampires and ever-increasing abilities. It has come to my attention that there may be holes in her education. The greatest deficit could be what is killing her and your son.” He brushed past Bill and headed up the stairs in the direction of the single, weak heartbeat in the quaint Victorian home.
Shit. Just as he suspected, Justin lay in a miserable heap on his bed. Pale and drawn, the man moaned and writhed in pain. Luke held Bill back for a moment and waved his hand, cleaning the room of odor and waste. Only then did he let Bill move toward Justin. He watched silently as Bill felt the fever and checked the dilated pupils.
“He needs to go to a hospital. If I didn’t know better I’d say he had a severe case of the DTs. He has all the classic symptoms of heroin withdrawal.”
“A hospital won’t be able to help him. Give me a minute while I make a phone call.”
“Who are you going to call and why?” Bill questioned him.
“I am calling an old vamp friend. Someone older than I, whom I believe went through the same thing Maria and Justin are going through now. I just want to confirm my suspicions. Will you let me call him, old man? Or do we sit here and watch as Justin dies?” Luke had reached the end of his patience with interfering mortals. He wasn’t used to explaining his every action.
“Call him. But do it from this phone. It’s a speakerphone, and I want to hear every syllable spoken.”
Luke started to argue and then noticed the steely glare in Bill’s eyes. The man wouldn’t give an inch without a fight, and Luke knew they were running out of time.
“Fine,” he bit out between clenched teeth. He reached for the phone on the nightstand and engaged the speakerphone, then dialed the number in Russia from memory.
“3ApaBCTByMTe!” A deep gravely voice said what sounded like “asdraswhicha”. Luke knew the man on the other end of the line had said hello in Russian. That was the extent of his knowledge of the language.
“Vlachko! This is Luke. I need your help.”
“Aha…you bloodsucking fiend. When don’t you need my help? You never call to say something sweet. Like Vlad, you old coot, how’s it hanging?”
 “Jesus, Vlad. Your mate has tainted your language. I don’t have much time. Maria is really sick. She’s vomiting, has had no appetite for days and is doubled over in pain with muscle and stomach cramps. Before she collapsed in bed her human servants said she was irritable and mean. Throwing things and verbally abusing them.”
Silence fell heavy on the other end of the line, eventually broken with a weary sigh. “Maria would never do that to her little bookends.”
“I understand that. Vlad?”
“I am here, Apyr.”
flpyr—friend… so okay, he knew two words in Russian.
“I have put my mate Veronica on the line. I have told her of your problem.” There was a question in Vlachko’s voice.
Luke snorted. “Not my problem, Vlad. Maria has been spending time with a mortal. I am at the man’s house now. They had a lover’s spat and haven’t seen each other for two days and nights. He’s in worse shape than she is. Which brings me to my question…it’s the Uh-Oh Factor again, isn’t it? Somehow Maria managed to form a true vampire bond with a mortal?”
A very feminine voice filled the room. “At some point in our lives we were mortal. If you look at it that way, it makes sense. Why would we only form a true bond with other vampires? Count Dracula and I met only a few days after I was turned, and my genetic code was still in transition. At the time we had no idea what was happening to us. You know that…we discussed in great length how the Uh-Oh Factor reared its ugly head. We didn’t even realize vampire true bonds even existed. Since then we’ve been trying to research old texts, talking with many of the ancients, and all we’ve been able to discover about the bond is the fact that it is extremely rare, only occurring every few hundred years.”
“Ronnie and I were joined almost two hundred years ago this month,” Vlad added in helpful concern.
His reminder was unnecessary. Luke had been at their wedding.
“Okay, so I assume somehow Maria and Justin formed a true bond,” Luke said in disgust.
Vlad interrupted him. “We really did learn more about the bond than how rare it is. Their connection isn’t fully formed yet or they wouldn’t be sick. The sickness comes when you fight the bond. The male will need to dominate…to control. The bond takes several days, maybe even weeks to form if they don’t fight the sexual connection. If they give in to the sex, the bond is a slow melding of minds and souls as they reach out and merge.”
“And if they’d denied the sexual connection from the very beginning? Did they have a choice?”
“Ouch. Instant bond with limitless hunger, you might as well lock yourself away with your mate for a month or so,” Vlad said.
 “What if they initially gave in to the sexual connection and then had a fight and separated?”
“The bond would have started to form slowly. Then the separation would have triggered the sickness. I would imagine that the sickness would be more extreme since the mating had already started. As they fight the forming bond they’ll deteriorate, and without each other’s blood they will die. The craving can snap their minds as they go though the mental and physical abandonment. From now on, they will only be able to be apart for a few hours. Our research indicates that the stress of separation will kill them after just a few days. You need to get them in the same room and let nature take its course.”
“You mean they will never be able to spend more than a few hours away from each other, or will it get better?” Luke asked in amazement.
“It gets worse,” Vlad started to reply, and Luke heard him huff in pain. He smiled, knowing Veronica had elbowed him in the stomach.
“The attachment will grow stronger with time, not weaker. Eventually they will have no desire to be apart, and a physical and emotional wrenching pain will nix the idea if they try it. Have Maria call me when she is feeling better, I’ll try and prepare her for what is to come,” Veronica offered.
“Great. So the solution is to take Justin to Maria and lock the door.” Luke ran his hands through his hair in agitation. Just as he’d feared.
“That about covers it. You might want to clear out for a while. Move the bookends to a suite at a hotel and let Maria call them when it’s done. Otherwise they might try to interfere,” Vlad answered. He added something Luke had already guessed. “You realize the mortal will be a vampire when this is done.”
Luke looked at Bill for the first time since the conversation started. He expected to see the old man’s face filled with worry and concern for his son. What he saw instead was gloating cheerfulness. Go figure. He would never understand mortals. He said goodbye to Vlad and Veronica, promising to call and let them know things worked out.
Lord save him from ever experiencing the doubled-edged sword of a vampire’s true mate bond. He didn’t think he could live with the constant togetherness.
He picked up Justin as if he were a baby, heading out the door and down the stairs.
“Was that really Dracula?” Bill asked. Luke couldn’t believe the man would think about asking that question after all he’d heard.
“I don’t know. I don’t ask. I assume Dracula is Ronnie’s pet name for Vlad.” He stopped, thought for a moment and groaned. “Hell. For all I know he could be.”
The pain eased and was replaced with insatiable hunger. For blood. For sex. Maria moaned. Stretched. Her naked flesh making contact with another’s. Justin.
She turned her head to the side, feeling as if she were waking from a dream…and saw him lying beside her. Sprawled, naked. His breathing seemed to speed up as she watched him.
He moaned and reached out to her, sighing as his hand made contact with her skin. He rolled to his side, his hand moving to shape her face, trace her eyelids and the contour of her cheek bones, stroke down her throat.
Her body moved restlessly, her brain struggling in an attempt to sort things out. He shouldn’t be here. He was in danger. From her. From her hunger.
She tried to pull away from him, to move. Protect. Struggled to flee. But Justin shifted so that his large frame pinned her to the bed. His one hand continued to caress the soft, vulnerable line of her throat, moved to trace down to her chest. The other hand tangled in her hair and held her in place. He opened his eyes and she became trapped in his deep blue gaze. In the hunger that burned through those eyes and into her, she tumbled…addicted to the fire and need.
His hand found the warm softness of her full breasts and with his indigo stare holding her gaze, he slowly lowered his head.
Maria’s breath caught in her throat as his mouth hovered over hers. She burned for him. Her long lashes swept down as his mouth fastened on hers. She nearly cried out at the rush of liquid heat that raced through her body as he claimed her. His mouth explored every inch of hers, caressing. Demanding. He dominated with gentle persuasion, using his tongue to stroke along her incisors. He shifted his body against hers, bringing every inch of her skin to screaming awareness. She tore her mouth away from his. She had no control. If they didn’t stop now, she knew with dark certainty that she would change him into a vampire. Which meant they’d be through. “No. We can’t,” she gasped out.
He ignored her. Pressing his erection into her hip, he squeezed the hand at her breast to still her struggles and used his mouth to trail kisses down her throat. His hot mouth blazed a path across her shoulder and moved lower to find the swell of her breast. Maria brought her hands up, intending to tug on his hair, to move him from her. Instead she bunched her fists in the rich softness as his tongue traced a path over the vein in her nipple.
Her body clenched, waiting in horrified anticipation. “Don’t,” she moaned, and arched her body in direct contradiction to her plea. His teeth nipped the taut peak gently, and she shuddered with pleasure as his mouth drew her nipple into its moist heat.
He murmured against her skin, “I need to taste you, Maria. I’ll die if I can’t have this.”
And he would. He hurt. His skin burned and was unbearably sensitive. He moved to stroke his tongue over the small cut that had never healed. The cut he’d made with his teeth over her left breast. He teased his senses with the remembered taste of her.
The memory of the fiery-sweet flavor of her blood as it filled his mouth and burned through his body with a searing jolt of pleasure almost pushed him into madness. But he’d hurt her. He started to move back when he felt the wrenching pain. His mind screamed in denial as he fought the pull to claim his woman. His gut clenched and his soul cried out in forced demand.
He snarled in feral warning as he shifted over her. Blanketing her. Imprisoning her, as his knee effectively parted her legs and he took her hands in his to stretch her arms above her head. He pinned her body with his, allowing no withdrawal. He nudged the sensitive head of his cock against the liquid heat bathing him invitingly and slipped inside her.
She arched into him, taking him deep, thrusting her breasts up in a mindless offering. A red haze of desire overcame him. No longer able to fight the crushing compulsion to taste her blood—the addiction couldn’t be denied.
He lowered his head once more to the temptation of her nipple. He knew his teeth would hurt her. He found the small wound and stroked it once more with his tongue. And bit down around the nipple.
Maria gasped at the red-hot lance of pain and the wave of intense pleasure coursing through her body. She arched upwards, struggled in his grip…needing to hold him to her.
Justin’s body swelled in ecstasy, every muscle taut, rigid. She tasted hot, spicy, his. He needed to bury himself in her as he fed, his body urgently demanding their union…body and soul. He lost the effort to control the wild cravings. Instead the need for dominance gained with a frenzied, heated mating…rode him hard. He wanted to mark her forever as his possession. He surged into her.
She was hot and tight, the friction threatened to engulf him as the velvet fire of Maria gripped his body.
He buried himself deep in her very core, his mouth drawing the essence of her life. The world narrowed, receded, until she was his breath, his heart…the blood flowing in his veins.
His hips flexed, pulling back and pushing forward as he worked to dig his cock into her sweet softness. Her keening cries echoed in his mind. His body craved hers, more and more. Harder. Faster. Deeper. He drove on and on, slamming his shaft into her cunt. Slapping their bodies together. Straining to meld their souls.
Her blood fed the insatiable hunger, stoked it higher. He gave himself up to the lust and greed and wave after wave of unbearable pleasure as his mouth continued to suckle at her breast.
Her body clenched, gripping him like a vise. The earth seemed to roll and shake as molten heat coiled and he reared back, tearing his mouth from her as he cried out. His seed gushed and his body went up in flames.
He looked down at the woman sprawled beneath him, felt her hunger and his body reacted immediately, once again hard and needy as ever. She moaned and shifted, opening passion-glazed eyes to meet his.
“Justin?”
“Yes, my love,” he whispered, as he pulled her up into his arms and stretched his legs out to sit with her, still joined to him, her legs straddling his thighs. He guided her mouth to his neck. “Feed from me the way I fed from you. Need me. All of me,” he growled, as he felt her mouth move over his neck, his throat.
His body raged at him. Swelled and hardened to fill her completely. His heart jumped as her tongue caressed his pulse. Swirled. She brought one hand up to tease around his flat nipples. The simple thrill added fuel to the fire. He gasped in anticipation as her teeth scraped once, twice…and then sank deep.
Justin’s growl echoed in the dark room, the sensation beyond his imaginings. He lay back, arms wrapped as a steel cage to take Maria with him. Bending his legs for leverage, he planted his feet on the bed and thrust upward, plunging his cock with wild abandon into her velvet sheath as she drank from him. His palm held her head to him, pressing her closer as his body took hers with unyielding demand. He could never get enough.
He felt as if something snapped into place. The perfect connection, their souls threading together—two halves of the same whole, never to part again. He shattered with his release. Flew. Dragging Maria with him every step of the way.
Maria lay very still, unable to get her mind around what had just happened. She was shocked to her soul. This time she couldn’t escape the fact that Justin had taken a great deal of her blood, a complete exchange. And still she hungered for more. In a panic she tried to sit up, to get away. To save him.
His arms closed around her in a hard grip, holding her to him. “No!”
She felt the deep grumble of the command in the body pressed against her and fought the compulsion to give in. “Justin, you don’t understand what we’ve done!” she exclaimed, and again tried to move away from him. This didn’t make sense. She should be stronger than him, able to break his hold with an easy flex of her muscles.
She yelped as he flipped her over onto her stomach and stretched his body flat against hers. She felt the hard ridge of his erection as it pushed between her legs. She squirmed beneath him, straining to buck him off…to move away.
He laughed against the skin at the back of her neck, moving with her, bending. Allowing her to lift her ass in the air just enough so he could slide his cock through her swollen and slick folds. She gasped at the sensation, fighting the hunger. He stroked his hips, moving in short jabs, and she groaned as he slid his shaft across the hard nub of her clit. Again. And again.
He opened his mouth over the sensitive flesh at her neck, zeroing in on the frantic pulse of her jugular vein. She felt the sharp prick of his teeth.
Sharp.
“Justin, your teeth!”
“Ummm…I feel them, love. Not quite as long as yours yet…but I’m hoping they’ll get there,” he murmured, licking her skin.
“You don’t understand,” she cried. Every movement she made to escape only increased the sensual slide of his cock. The deterioration of her will.
“I understand. I understand I crave your taste, the hot spice of your blood and the warm heat of your cunt. I know that without both, I’ll get sick. Die. You are mine, Maria. Mine to take and to fuck. To feast from. I’ve spent two days in hell without you and I won’t go there again. Burn, baby. Just feel the burn,” he said as he pulled back, rocking against her.
The bulbous head of his cock dipped into her cunt and she felt her body melt, opening for him. Felt the pleasure-pain as his teeth broke the skin at her neck and he grabbed her hips to tug her back, impaling her with his shaft and his lengthening incisors.
Oh, God, did she burn. Each dig of his cock into her pussy, each hard pull of his mouth on her neck lit a fire that raced along her skin.
He thrust slow and hard at first, sucking at her neck in tandem with each forward jab. She was shocked to feel his mind in hers, feeling the sensations he experienced as he pumped in and out of her. Harder. “More,” she demanded from him.
Their thoughts were one as emotions flew back and forth between them, swirling through their veins and pounding within their joined bodies. She felt what he felt, the soft, warm clenching of her muscles around his cock. The growing desperation to have her feed from him.
Along with each orgasm came the budding knowledge that this would be alright. They were destined to mate. To bond. Her pussy spasmed around his cock and she could feel her blood rushing into him, could feel his pleasure and his climax coming in an uproar.
An explosion of light and need burst through her, expanding throughout her body. She could feel her fangs extend as she cried out—wild and feral in her hunger.
He raised his head and shouted his release, and she reached blindly to the side, finding his hand and pulling his wrist to her mouth. As she plunged her teeth into his vein, she felt him grow thick and hard once again, and the cycle started over.
The unique blend of sex and their blood bound them together forever. Each time they exchanged blood the need grew stronger, their bodies more insistent.
Chapter Eleven
“Maria?”
She smiled as she heard the tentative plea in Brian’s voice. Well, she supposed he had a right to be nervous. She and Justin had been locked up together for several days and nights. They’d been first unable and then unwilling to communicate with the outside world. Luke had managed to impart enough knowledge to her the first time she could think rationally—explaining how the true bond mating fever would have to run its course. He told her to quit worrying and just get it done.
His exact words, mentally shouted at her when she’d tried to resist taking more of Justin’s blood. He insisted they slake the fever’s needs. Jeez. Like it was its own entity.
“Maria, are you okay?”
Maria smiled, stretching into Justin’s sleeping embrace. “Oh, yeah. I’m doing just fine.” She knew her mental voice purred with deep satisfaction.
“Why, you little slut. You do realize your sexual marathon has gone on for three days?” Brian asked over their mental bond.
“Three, hmmm. I would have said two. But I seem to have lost a day.”
“Well. I know Luke said it would take at least this long. He explained you would be no use to us while you were in heat. But we really need you back if you can quit diddling long enough to come up for air. I hate to be the one to break it to you…but we need to go Emp hunting. The body count is growing out here.”
Maria sat up quickly. How could she have forgotten? “In heat!? Diddling? How many bodies?”
“Ewww. Don’t use those terms in the same breath. Living with a vampire is no reason to have visions of necrophilia running around in my head.”
“Brian!” Maria’s impatient demand was very clear.
“Four. The body count since you’ve been…indisposed…is at four. Three humans and a rogue Were. Luke’s found the Empousai twice but he hasn’t been able to get to her feet. The damn bitch disappears every time he tries. We are afraid she will be moving on to another region soon.”
“I’m up.”
Maria could feel Brian’s sigh of relief as it whooshed through her mind.
“I’ll gather the troops. We’ll be back home in about half an hour.” Brian’s link with her closed and she turned in Justin’s arms. She debated leaving him to sleep, but wasn’t willing to test his resolve to keep her safe.
“Justin. We need to wake up and return to the living.”
 “I’m awake. And I heard everything Brian said. Is that going to be something permanent? Having your human servants running rampant in my head?”
Maria frowned. “You heard Brian?” She felt his shrug.
“Ummm…three-day…sexual marathon…necrophilia…four bodies. Heard, felt, whatever.”
Maria couldn’t read Justin’s tone of voice. Is he mad? Disgusted?
“Not mad or disgusted. And it seems as if I also have an open conduit to your mind. I can read your thoughts. Can’t you read mine?”
Now that he asked, she focused. And got a very clear picture of him kneeling between her legs with his mouth on her sex. She could almost feel him there. She shuddered and swore.
When he laughed and hugged her to his chest, she tried to smack him. “Good God. You’ve turned into nothing but a sex-craving, insatiable beast. Get up! We can’t do this now, we have to go find that damn Empousai.” She sighed, not knowing if it was from relief or disappointment as he listened to her and did what she demanded. His arms slipped from her as he rolled out his side of the bed. She already missed them.
Justin was playing around in Maria’s war room when he heard her coming down the hall. He stuck his head out and whistled. He couldn’t help his sigh of satisfaction. This woman was now his. She was dressed in skin-hugging, black leather pants and a red tank top that lovingly cuddled her breasts. Her dark hair lay straight and sleek to just below her shoulders, and her feet were encased in black steel-toe boots, which put the finishing touches on his Amazon warrior woman fantasy. She took the shoulder holster and gun he handed to her as she gave him a kiss.
Until the Empousai was caught, they’d all be dressed in leather or jeans, with thick-soled boots and all sorts of weapons in pockets and holsters. The guns and knives wouldn’t kill, just maybe slow her down, and Maria had discovered if they kicked her while wearing boots they wouldn’t get paralyzed. The style had become their uniform for battle.
He marveled at the turn his life had taken. The little bit of conversation he’d been able to grasp over the last few days centered on the fact that he and Maria had somehow formed a very rare bond. It seemed a vampire true bond only came about when two people had the perfect chemical compatibility. A sexual bond usually formed first, the mental and psychic bonds followed, and denying the bond would have meant their death. Both he and Maria would have died if they’d continued to fight the drive to mate. It hadn’t been necessary for him to take so much of Maria’s blood to become a vampire, but they’d both been so beyond thinking after their two-day separation that Justin needed her blood to feel complete.
He would have wanted the change anyway, and because they were true mates there would be no chance of him growing territorial and wanting out of their relationship. She had worried he would be upset, and been thrilled when he told her it was definitely
what he wanted—eternity with Maria. As a couple, they would share everything from this day forward.
Justin heard Matt and Brian come into the penthouse.
“Why is it we now have the creepy knowledge of where Justin is at all times, alongside Maria’s little psychic blip? Jeez, it’s like one of those weird heads-up driving displays. You know, like in some of the newer cars, with an image displayed in the windshield with a speedometer reading or gas gauge? Only with our mental screen, the red blip means Maria and this funky blue circle is Justin.” He heard Brian bitching. Justin snorted. Looks like sharing everything also meant sharing Maria’s human servants. He wondered if they would hear him in their heads as well.
“Brian, come help me in the weapons room.” Justin concentrated really hard on throwing his thoughts to the man.
“Jesus, Justin! Quit screaming in my head.”
He heard Maria laughing behind him. “Looks like the bookends now belong to both of us. All you have to do is think of either Brian or Matt…or me, and you’ll be able to reach us no matter how far away we are.”
“You’re not going to be getting very far away from me for years,” he growled in her mind. “Don’t even think about separate vacations for at least a century.”
“A century won’t help, love. This panicky feeling when we’re away from each other will only grow worse over time.”
“Good.”
Days later they were all frustrated. Maria groaned as she thought about the disappointment they’d all experienced the last few nights. They’d found no new bodies and had no idea if the Empousai was still in their region or if she’d moved on. They all hoped not, but for now they spent time patrolling the night and watching news reports from surrounding regions, keeping an eye out for missing persons or any discovered remains.
Justin worked on bringing out and honing his newfound vampire powers. One of his gifts turned out to be a unique ability to control the elements, and he got a real kick out of creating wind gusts and either making it rain or snow. The snow had caused a little problem—it was the wrong time of the year for the white stuff and when Justin first created it, he couldn’t make it stop. The city had been blanketed in white flakes before he was able to figure out what he was doing wrong.
She glanced over at him in amusement. They were on the penthouse porch, where he wanted to try diving off into the night. She’d shown him how to fly up into the air from the ground and they’d jumped off smaller buildings to make sure he wouldn’t just plummet to the earth…but this was the first time they’d be leaping off something this far above the ground. The last few days, while filled with frustration over the absence of the Emp now that they thought they knew how to kill it, were also full of cherished discovery.
She’d found out her mate loved to sky dive. His vampiric ability to fly and leap off things without a parachute thrilled him. He was constantly asking questions and trying to use his mind to do different things. His sense of wonder and joy at his new condition completely erased the shadows in his eyes. He laughed and joked continually and his rapport with the bookends grew stronger each day.
She grinned when she remembered his sense of aggravation last night when every time he tried to make their clothes disappear, he instead created a small whirlwind that fanned out their hair and only managed to pluck at their clothes. As his frustration level had grown, so had the velocity of the wind. By the time she collapsed in giggles on the floor he had all the books, statues and pillows swirling in a tight funnel in the center of the room. Justin had not been amused. He’d been only slightly placated when she stripped them both and jumped him. The wind subsided in direct proportion to his growing arousal.
He spent part of every evening in the weapons room hanging swords and antique battle gear in lovingly displayed vignettes on the walls. She just knew the first time they wanted to use one of the older armaments he would have a heart attack. He’d grown very attached to each and every piece.
Thanks to Justin, they now had enough ammo and the arsenal to go with it to see them through a very large war. And everything was neatly labeled and stacked according to type, size and color. Basic black or camouflage. His newest purchase had been a gas-powered circular saw fit with a diamond blade that he hoped to use on the Emp.
He was making noises about knocking out a wall to expand the space. She shook her head and decided it was time to look for a large estate. Something that stood several stories high so they could still jump off the roof, but with a dungeon—um…basement large enough to suit Justin’s need for collecting and displaying weapons.
A house big enough so the bookends would have their own wing, and maybe she wouldn’t worry so much about the noises she and Justin made when they were making love. Matt and Brian were complaining over the lack of sleep due to her nocturnal activities. A few acres of surrounding land would give their group privacy and help ensure their security. The more she thought about such a place, the more she liked the idea. She would talk about the possibilities with Justin and their sleep-deprived human servants later tonight.
“Maria?”
At Justin’s inquiry, she reined in her thoughts to concentrate on the task at hand. Just as she was about to suggest she go first, in case she needed to help him focus on not hitting the ground when he jumped, she felt the overwhelming sensation of evil close by.
The Empousai was on the move and hunting.
“She’s moving!”
Justin didn’t have to ask who she was talking about, as she could feel his warm presence in her mind. In perfect accord they ran inside the penthouse. He headed for his new toy and she ran to get Luke and the boys. It was time to see if all their speculating and planning would pay off.
“The Emp bitch is on the move,” she cried, as she skidded to a stop in the middle of the living room. The three men jumped to their feet in anticipation, with mingled dread and excitement.
“Be careful, Maria,” Luke intoned. “Make sure you stick to the plan and just lure her out of the city. Don’t confront her until we can back you up.”
“We’ll be close, don’t go too fast,” Brian added.
“Give us two minutes to get down to the tank before you dive off into the night.” Justin hugged her with one arm, holding the gas-powered circular saw with the other as he kissed her forehead. “Love you, babe,” he whispered, and all four men rushed out to the elevator.
Maria moved back out onto the porch and stood counting the seconds, giving Justin, Luke and her bookends time to get out to the street. They would track her from the Hummer as she located the Emp and used herself as bait. She could feel the Empousai’s hunger and desperation riding on the wave of evil the creature projected. The trick would be to get close enough to taunt the bitch, yet not upset her enough to flee—or allow Mormo to touch her.
She climbed up on top of the wall that enclosed her little penthouse garden and surveyed the city beyond. The night’s caress was warm and soothing, yet tainted by the evil existence in her city. It ends tonight, she promised herself, as she opened her arms and stood on her tiptoes to lunge into the dark. She could feel Justin in the wind as it swept through her loose hair and moved teasingly over her skin. His vampiric touch reassured her of both their connection and his acceptance of her role in tonight’s activities. His show of power strengthened her.
She moved slowly toward the deep pulse of malevolence, knowing what horror waited for her at its core. “Mormo is on the western edge of town. There are fields just beyond the city’s limit on that side. Perfect.” She knew Justin, Luke and her servants would get the mental message. The minute the Emp became aware of her, Maria sensed it and rejoiced. She accepted that the beast had turned her focus toward her, probably frustrated at the absence of any other paranormal beings in the city this evening. The Emp might feel the men, but they were traveling in a group. Maria was the only one out alone tonight.
The Vampire Council had been very successful in getting the word out, demanding every race stay inside or travel in groups over the next few evenings. Mormo’s choice was clear. Stalk a mortal, a group of paranormals…or Maria.
They hoped the lure of a single vampire would be the creature’s choice, as she must be wounded and weak from Luke’s attempts to kill her.
As Maria and the men planned, she swerved away from the Emp and headed toward the open fields, trying to draw the creature away from her city. She didn’t want to put anyone else in danger or expose the existence of paranormals to the humans. If they were able to engage the bitch in battle she didn’t want anyone else around.
“The Emp took the bait! She’s following me.”
“Be careful, Maria. We are still a short distance behind you.” Justin’s loving concern for her safety rang loud and clear in her mind.
She settled to the ground in a small clearing just off a dirt road. The area was surrounded by trees and would hopefully be perfect for their plan.
She dodged the Emp’s first flying attack, screaming as she darted across the suddenly miniscule field. The beast took up too much space for Maria’s peace of mind. “You revolting, slimy-legged ass! Keep your disgusting paws off me.” The creature didn’t even bother trying to hide her true form, appearing in all her scaled and leather-winged grotesqueness.
Maria couldn’t suppress her snicker as Mormo shrieked in pain, stomping her brass-hoofed foot and shuddering in anger. Score one for the side of good. As it had been the last time Maria faced the creature, the face was a black nothingness and the writhing snake hair seemed to be undulating with a mind of its own. Mormo smelled like decaying chicken guts. Ugh!
“Jeez, you stink! Don’t you ever bathe? Or use deodorant? It would take a lake of steaming water and buckets of soap to make you smell good, so I guess you don’t bother, do you, bitch? Someone just beat you about the head and shoulders with a hideous stick and threw a bunch of gross snakes in to top you off. I bet when you were born your mother killed herself, you were so ugly.”
The Emp squealed and seemed to throw a huge conniption fit at Maria’s insults, stomping her feet and waving her clawed hands in the air while she made disgusting, guttural noises in the back of her throat. Maria had to dodge and run again when the bitch lunged for her by flying across the ten feet or so separating them. She could feel the air movement on her shoulder as the thing barely missed touching her. “Hurry up, guys!”
Thank God the beast was clumsy on her misshapen legs. If she took to the air again, Maria would have to figure something else out. For good measure, when she evaded the sharp talons of the Emp’s claws and came to a stop across the clearing, she pulled the gun from her shoulder holster and shot the Emp several times, ripping through the black flesh of Mormo’s wings. She knew it wouldn’t really hurt the thing, but maybe the bullet damage would keep her from flying and besides…it made her feel good to hear the damn thing cry out in pain.
“Cadaver-breath, why don’t you get a monster pedicure and see if you can’t do something about those repugnant hooves you’ve got. I’ve never seen such revolting feet.”
The cavalry had arrived. Luke’s taunt as he appeared from the trees about ten feet to her left took her by surprise.
“Dear Lord, I’ve never seen such a hideous thing. You need some serious help, girlfriend.”
“As insults go, Matt, that was weak.” Maria sent the taunting thought to her human servant without taking her eyes off the creature. Matt was a few feet to her right. The appearance of the two men worked as they had planned, confusing the beast as she was now confronted by the psychic essence of three non-mortals.
“How’s this?”
“Hey, you bowlegged, pus-hoofed freak of nature, somebody ought to put us out of your misery!”
As both Maria and Luke started laughing, the Empousai let out a high-pitched squeal and turned her body toward Matt. “Oh, good one, sweetie.” Maria had tears in her eyes she was laughing so hard. She tensed when she felt the wind pick up slightly and caught the sight of Justin and Brian as they stepped out from the woods behind the Emp.
Luke, Matt and Maria went into their practiced routine, vying for the beast’s attention as Justin and Brian slowly moved toward the Emp. Desperately the trio worked to keep the focus of the creature off the two men behind her, without forcing the bitch to disappear.
As Justin and Brian moved to within a few feet of Mormo, Maria continued mouthing off. She kept her attention on the creature, covertly watching as Justin raised his hands, the circular saw’s handle gripped in both fists. Justin had upgraded the high-powered saw after they bought it by adding a diamond blade used specifically for hard metal, then he modified it further by removing the blade guard. This left a lethal expanse of the blade’s sharp teeth exposed. They all seemed to be moving in slow motion.
She saw Brian lift his hand to turn on the switch. The slight click alerted the Empousai to the men’s location behind…just as they’d all feared. Maria held her breath as Mormo tensed as if to turn around. But by having Brian turn on the saw, Justin didn’t have to readjust his grip and he was ready to move instantly. He lunged forward and swept the exposed blade against the creature’s calves.
Nothing happened.
Chapter Twelve
The Empousai turned on the two men behind her. Maria started to run to their aid. “Oh, shitohshitohshit, now what?” she screamed, as her mind searched frantically for another solution. She could sense everyone scrambling to do the same.
But that movement was the beast’s final act. In one pass Justin had sliced through her calves. When the Emp turned, her body moved…but her feet stayed in place. Mormo crashed to the ground and burst into flame.
The end result was almost anticlimactic. The rush of adrenaline-laced fear left Maria lightheaded.
Minutes later, she looked down in satisfaction at the charred ashes of the Empousai. A foul stench permeated the air, the disgusting cinders the last reminder of the monster who’d terrorized her territory. A breeze blew up, swirling the remains and scattering them to the wind.
She glanced back to look at her mate. “Justin?” she queried. And laughed at the sheepish delight on his face. He couldn’t move a lock or change his clothes. But he was born into the night to control the weather. Something she would never manage.
“It’s just so much fun to play with the wind, my pet,” he said, as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her forehead. The circular saw lay discarded behind him.
“If you two are through fooling around, we still have work to do.” Luke’s disgusted tone brought Maria back to the task at hand. The monster’s bronze foot lay in the dirt, the only sign of the battle they’d fought against evil. The donkey half of the pair must have gone up in smoke with the rest of the body.
Brian had been right. Cut off the bitch’s feet and she disintegrated to ash. Hallelujah!
“So what are we supposed to do with this?” she asked in disgust, as she used the toe of her boot to push the one bronze hoof through the dirt.
“Oh, I don’t know…how about if Matt and I turn it into a candlestick and give it to you for your wedding?” Brian drawled with his usual insolence.
“Ugh! No thanks,” she replied hastily. “Luke?”
He shook his head and shrugged. “We could always send it to the Absolute Sentinel Council. Along with instructions on what to do if another Empousai ever shows her ugly body anywhere in the world.”
She and Justin shared a quick look of heat. Good. Get rid of the damn thing and they’d have enough time to be alone before the two of them would go meet with Justin’s parents. They would be telling Bill and Nancy tonight of their plans to marry. Nancy had called to chat yesterday, something she’d never done in all the years Maria
had known her. Maria really liked Nancy, and it seemed the sentiment was returned. Justin’s mother seemed to want to relay little tidbits from his boyhood, and at the end of the call she’d told Maria how wonderful it was to see Justin smile again with real warmth, after the cold pain she’d seen in his eyes when he’d come home from overseas. With that comment, she’d let Maria know she had his family’s support.
Maria spared a small moment of thought on her outrageous happiness and how perverse that was—the two-hundred-year-plus Queen of France acting like a giddy bride who welcomed and needed her lover’s parents’ approval. She didn’t like the fact that Bill and Nancy were mortal. The thought of them having only a few more years on this earth sent her into a deep depression. She wondered if…well, she intended on bringing it up for all of them to discuss tonight. There were older pairs of vampires out there.
She wondered if now would be the perfect opportunity to put her little surprise into action? She and Justin had just enough time to quench the ever-present hunger they shared for each other. The rush of adrenaline and danger left them burning with the need to reestablish life and their bond.
She still couldn’t believe she’d found something as rare as a vampire’s true mate bond with Justin. Bound by blood, by soul…he would never get territorial with her, never grow beyond what they shared to search for something more.
Veronica had said the ties between them would only grow more intense.
Their individual gifts would also grow stronger with time. As true mates their strength would be communal and her age was an asset. Because of their bond, Justin didn’t come into his abilities as a “new” vampire, but as one with over two hundred years of living. He would just need to learn to control it.
And Luke said that someday soon they’d both be able to walk in the sun. She still couldn’t believe she’d missed that important little tidbit of vampire lore.
She didn’t hear the others leave. All she saw was Justin, stalking her with a wicked gleam in his bright blue eyes. She felt the ever-present arousal swell and flood her body with awareness and yearning.
“Justin,” she warned, holding up her hands. “I am not about to let you fuck me in this field over the dead remains of the Empousai.”
He laughed, willing to chase her. Catch her. “Have you forgotten so soon that I seem to have become as strong as you, my love?”
Ronnie had warned her about this. He would forever feel the need to dominate and control her. Well. She had a few tricks up her sleeve.
She shot into the air and headed back to his house. They had decided to turn the little Victorian into a love nest of sorts. It would be somewhere to spend time away from the ever-present ears and eyes of her bookends when the two of them got rowdy. It would work until she talked to him about her idea of a new place with plenty of room for them all.
And boy had she planned rowdy. She just needed to maneuver him into place.
She landed in the back yard and quickly ran through the door she’d opened mentally, down the hall to race up the stairs and into the bedroom. She laughed as he burst into the room behind her and came to a quick halt.
The bed was part of her surprise. The large antique four-poster came equipped with sturdy posts. You had to climb up three stairs to get onto the huge sybaritic dream of a mattress. And she’d added thick, red silk cords around each strong beam.
She used his astonishment to her advantage and flicked her wrist. The swift motion of her hand stripped him and sent him flying to land sprawled on his back. Another quick flick and his arms and legs were bound tight.
“Oh, yeah,” she purred. “You’re mine now.”
As she walked toward him, candles blazed to life, casting flickering shadows over her pale skin as her clothes melted away with a thought. She froze in total erotic appreciation of the sight before her. Justin lay on the bed with his muscled arms and legs flung wide, his thick cock hard and springing from the dark blond curls.
“Maria,” Justin growled low in his throat as he tugged against his bonds.
“Ummm,” she hummed, as she climbed up on the bed and crawled up his body. “Yes, my love? You were saying something about your impressive strength?” She moved over him and settled her ass on his stomach, smoothing her hands up his muscle-bound chest and over his bulging biceps.
“I can see what you mean,” she murmured against his skin as she used her tongue to trace those muscles. “Very impressive.”
She could feel Justin pull and struggle, trying to break the cords. Well—she smiled in satisfaction as her mouth found his nipple—he could pull all he wanted.
Veronica had sent her an early wedding present, along with a note explaining how she’d been able to get a fae friend of hers to come up with these little wonders. He wouldn’t be able to break the ties, and the bedposts had been reinforced internally with steel bars.
“I’m going to start by licking every inch of this oh-so-impressively strong body,” she whispered. “I may stop once in a while over an especially enticing vein to sink my teeth into you and taste your hot blood.” She sucked his nipple into her mouth and rolled it between her teeth.
She had to keep herself from laughing as he swore at her and strained and pulled against the cords. She made a mental note to hide the ropes as soon as they were finished. They were getting married in a few days, and if Justin got the chance to tie her up, she didn’t think they’d surface in time for her to walk down the isle.
She sat up and ran her hands up his side, delicately stroking the arch of his ribs. His skin felt wonderfully smooth and warm under her fingertips. He shuddered and moaned under her hands. She traced his pecs and followed the intertwining muscles to his massive shoulders, bent to use her tongue to play over the thick bundles of biceps and triceps, the hard knots in his forearms cabled with tendons as they stretched above his head.
She leaned into him, letting her breast brush against his lips. And gasped as he took the invitation and pulled her nipple into the heat of his mouth. Moisture pooled between her thighs and she ground her cunt into the hard plan of his stomach, pulling away from him to slide down and fulfill her earlier promise to lick every inch of his body.
By the time she’d licked and laved her way over his incredible legs and played with his belly, Justin was groaning in earnest. His body thrashed and a fine sheen of sweat covered his skin. She loved the salty-sweet taste of him. And now she could devote her attention to the surging shaft between his legs. His cock was fully erect when she took him in her mouth and suckled him deep.
His hips rocked her up off the bed as he thrust upwards.
“Maria!” he shouted.
She reached under him to grab his firm butt and hold on tight, controlling his force as he pushed into her mouth. She kept her lips and tongue in motion while her fingers traced the contours of his ass, played with his balls and tickled the tightly puckered ring of his anus.
“Marrriiiaaaa,” he cried. “Stop, baby…please. Sit on me. Ride me hard. I want to be buried in your tight heat when I come,” he begged.
She worked her head up and down a few more times in a slow form of torture, considering his pleas. She wanted him. Needed him to fill her. She pulled back and released his heavy erection. She climbed over him to position her entrance over the swollen head of his cock and met his burning gaze.
With her hand she guided him, and opened their link in her mind.
Their mating bond snapped into place. Suddenly Justin was Maria. He felt himself, the width of his own cock pushing through her tight passage. Filling her, pushing against buried nerve endings. He felt the pulsing beat deep in her sex, the fire in her nipples and the ache in her throat.
The echo of her pleasure drove his own need even higher and he pushed it back to her. Showing her how it felt to have her own wet silk walls clasping his cock as she sank down on him.
Maria’s eyes flared in surprise and desperate hunger as she leaned back to grab her ankles and roll her hips hard. She slid up and down his long shaft, and he could see his thick length slip in and out between her thighs in lush, erotic torment. In one quick swoop she fell forward, grinding her hips down as she pulled his head to the side by his hair.
“Yes!” He screamed into the dark room as she plunged her fangs into his neck, gasping at the warm velvet feel of her lips. The burn of pleasure flashed through him and he pumped his ass in frantic counterpoint to her drawing mouth.
The orgasm ripped through them and Maria moved her mouth away to howl her pleasure. She released his bonds with her mind and settled in to fall asleep on his chest.
She never saw the look of satisfaction on Justin’s face as he rolled up the cords and hid them under his pillow.
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