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Heart’s Blood: The Dark Room Kate Hill
Knowing Dedra needs something to get her out of her thirtieth-birthday blues, a friend presents her with an unusual gift--a photo shoot with photographer Marcellus Oakes. Marcellus specializes in sexy, gothic style photos he takes in his studio home, a reconstructed medieval castle.
Tall, pale and with a body to die for, Marcellus sends her libido into overdrive. Dedra finds there’s more to this gorgeous photographer than she’d ever imagined. He’s sexy. He’s seductive. He’s eighteen-hundred years old and in need of a woman just like her.
Chapter One
“Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. You’re a decade older, Dedra. Ten years sexier, woo hoo!” Dedra Wolfe’s close friend, Ruby, sang the words to the tune of Happy Birthday.
Except for fans of drag queen singing group, The Elixir Maidens, no one would guess that the tall, slim, lusciously beautiful redhead with the impeccable makeup job was really a man.
Ruby and Dedra had met nearly ten years ago when they’d both worked on the same movie set -- The Elixir Maidens doing a cameo as a club act in the film and Dedra acting as stuntwoman to one of the lead actresses. She and Ruby had liked each other on sight and became good friends, keeping in touch through phone and email and visiting each other a few times a year. They were close enough for Dedra to know one of Ruby’s true secrets that made his drag queen persona seem run-of-the-mill. The redhead was also a vampire. He hadn’t come out and told Dedra about it, but she had experience with vampires in the past and she knew all the signs. Ruby was, in fact, the only male vampire she trusted. The straight ones in particular were arrogant, self-centered sex maniacs. At least that had been her experience.
Right now, on her thirtieth birthday, the last thing she wanted to think about was the mistakes of her youth. In particular, a mistake in the form of a hit-and-run vampire lover.
“Thanks, Ru.” Dedra grinned, accepting the colorfully wrapped birthday present and stepping aside to allow Ruby into her hotel room. “And thanks for trying to cheer me up about the disintegration of my youth.”
Raising his eyes to the heavens, Ruby leaned forward and kissed Dedra’s cheek. “Honey, I am sick and tired of hearing you put yourself down because you’re turning
thirty. You are a fantastic stuntwoman and are more beautiful than ever, so what’s the problem?”
Dedra sighed and led the way to the kitchenette where dinner waited on the table. “The problem is, where did the time go? I mean, my twenties seemed to fly by. How did you feel when you hit thirty?”
Snorting with laughter, Ruby said, “Love, I can’t even remember how I felt when I hit three hundred, let alone thirty.”
Ruby looked so young and gorgeous it was easy to forget he had already seen over fifteen hundred years of life.
“Dedra, listen to me.” Ruby’s smile faded and he reached across the table for her hand. “I’ve told you, if you would like me to Change you, I’ll do it. But you need to be sure of why you want to be a vampire. It can’t just be because you turned thirty. Besides, what does a woman in her twenties have that a woman in her thirties doesn’t?”
“The ability to go without underwire?”
They both broke into laughter and Ruby sat back in his chair and shook his head.
“Ruby, I appreciate your offer. I know most vampires don’t pass on their immortality lightly.”
“Remember, immortality is a fable,” Ruby warned. “We can still die, especially if injured by silver or fire. Many severe injuries that would kill mortals will kill us too.”
“I know, but --”
“And you’re right about me being very careful about who I choose as my vampiric offspring. You’re a good person, Dedra, and I trust you. If I didn’t, I never would have let you know so much about my personal life, including my vampirism.”
Dedra wrinkled her nose. “Girl, I guessed that long ago. You know that.”
“Yes, and I could have wiped your memory free of your suspicions. You know that.”
“You got me there. So, what did you get me?” Dedra placed the package on the table in front of her and unwrapped it. Inside was a pamphlet that read Marcellus Photography. Every woman has a dark side. “What’s this?”
 “Marcellus Oakes is one of the best photographers The Elixir Maidens have ever worked with. He’s been doing photo shoots for us for years. He used to travel a lot, but now he works mostly from his home studio.”
“I can see that,” Dedra commented, glancing through the pamphlet. It seemed Marcellus lived in a replica of a medieval castle. There he photographed his subjects in gothic-style rooms. Many of the photos were done in sexy lingerie in suggestive poses. Some were even done in the nude. “Ru, thanks for the gift and all, but this really isn’t me.”
“It’s the inner you.” Ruby smiled. “Like Marcellus says, every woman has a dark side. You need to see that your life isn’t over because you’re thirty. Once you see yourself in Marcellus’ photos, you’ll realize you’re sexier than ever.”
“Is Marcellus like you?”
“A drag queen?” Ruby asked innocently, reaching for a bottle of wine and filling their glasses.
Dedra raised her eyes to the heavens. “No, not a drag queen. You know what I’m talking about. Is he a vampire?”
“I’m not free to disclose that. You’d have to find that out for yourself.”
“I’ll take that as a yes. Ruby, there is no way, no how, I’m showing my ass to some sleazy vamp.”
“Marcellus is not sleazy. He’s a great guy and very professional. And he’s very trustworthy. Would I send you to someone who wasn’t? Trust me. You will have a wonderful time and the session will make you feel like a new woman. I promise. Marcellus will make you feel comfortable, and he won’t say or do anything out of line. Lady, you need to get out of this stupid turning thirty depression. Look at yourself. You’re not even dressing like you used to.”
Dedra glanced down at her baggy T-shirt and jeans. Underneath her body was as curvy and athletic as ever, but she just felt different, like she should lay off the snug jeans and shelf-bra tank tops. It was crazy.
 “All right,” Dedra sighed. “I’ll go for this photo shoot, but you can’t believe it’s really going to make me feel any different.”
“You’ve got nothing to lose, right?”
“What about my dignity?”
Ruby giggled. “Impossible. Never you.”
Dedra glanced at the pamphlet and flipped it to the last page. Her gut tightened at the sight of Marcellus’ photo. Ruby hadn’t mentioned anything about the guy being gorgeous. Damn.
He had vibrant blue-gray eyes, long kinky brown hair that reminded her of a pirate, and a trimmed goatee through which peeked the cutest mouth she’d ever seen. The upper lip had a small, perfect bow and the lower was full, inviting a woman to bite and suck it. She felt heat pool between her legs just from looking at his picture.
Ruby cleared his throat and when Dedra looked up, he was staring at her with a gloating little smile. “Hot looking, isn’t he?”
“Ruby, I hate you,” Dedra said, half teasing, half serious. “If you think I’m going to strip buck naked and let him take my picture, your wig is on too tight.”
“I don’t wear wigs. This is natural.” Ruby ran a hand through his long, reddish mane.
“No. No way.”
“Please? I’ll go with you if you want.”
“I don’t need you to go with me because I’m going nowhere.”
Ruby folded his arms beneath his padded bra and stared at her hard. “You’re afraid.”
Dedra raised both eyebrows. One thing she couldn’t stand was being called a coward. She knew Ruby was baiting her and tried to ignore it.
“Marcellus is very gentle,” Ruby continued. “And considerate.”
“If he’s all that then why don’t you ditch your boyfriend Hagen and take the photographer instead?”
 “First off, I love Hagen,” Ruby huffed and Dedra nearly smiled. Ruby knew how to get under her skin, but Dedra also knew how to return the favor. “Second, Marcellus is straight. If you really don’t want to accept my gift, that’s fine, Dedra. You’re ashamed of your appearance. I understand.”
“Who said anything about me being ashamed of my appearance?”
“Well, you can fit two more people in those jeans you’re wearing.”
“So?”
“So this isn’t you.”
“All right, Ruby. I said I’d go to the stupid photo session, so I’ll go.” Dedra sank back in her chair, looking far more irritated than she felt. In truth, she wanted to get a look at Marcellus in the flesh. The picture was most likely airbrushed. In real life the man was probably dog ugly.
“Good.” Ruby beamed. “Now let’s eat. I’m starved.”
* * *
Marcellus’ gaze fixed on his opponent’s rich brown eyes as they circled each other, their stances sure and gleaming swords poised for battle.
Their blades clashed and for several moments they fought. Marcellus’ shorter, slighter opponent moved with admirable grace and swiftness. Finally they called a truce and lowered their weapons.
“Excellent,” Marcellus said. “I’m glad to see you’ve kept up with your training, Ruby.”
Brushing away a tendril of reddish hair that had escaped from his ponytail, Ruby grinned. “You’re the one who taught me the importance of knowing how to defend myself. Before you, Marcellus, I hated anything that reminded me of macho fools like my father.”
“You’re a better man than he ever was,” Marcellus stated.
Ruby cocked a groomed eyebrow. “You’re probably the only person I allow to call me that.”
Marcellus snorted. To Ruby, drag didn’t end when he left the stage. Though he wore sweatpants and a T-shirt for their practice, Ruby spent most of his life in makeup and heels. In truth he was far more feminine and beautiful than most women. He was also one of the finest people Marcellus had ever known.
From the moment he’d set eyes on the young man over fifteen hundred years ago, he knew he was meant for the Change. Ruby’s inner strength tempered by compassion made him an ideal choice to wield the power of vampirism.
After placing their weapons aside, the pair left the stone dungeon beneath the replicated castle Marcellus had built in upstate New York. They walked to the kitchen where they poured a drink and sat at the breakfast table, gazing out the picture window at the moonlit field behind the castle.
“I wanted to talk to you about the woman you’ll be photographing tomorrow,” Ruby said.
“Yes. The birthday gift. Don’t worry. She’ll like the pictures. I’m an expert. I could make a bag lady look like a supermodel.”
“That’s not the problem,” Ruby said. “She’s a lovely woman and has a great body.”
Marcellus shrugged. He’d photographed many beautiful women in his day, so he wasn’t particularly impressed. “Then what’s the problem?”
“I told you she’s feeling a little vulnerable right now. You know that stupid mortal age thing. I told her you’d be nice.”
Marcellus grinned. “I’m always nice.”
“Unless you’re up against one of our kind abusing his power.”
That was Marcellus’ true purpose in life. Photography was a hobby to him, and any past careers just a means to survive. He took vampiric power very seriously and believed they weren’t meant to abuse their gifts, but use them to fight the world’s evil. Marcellus never faltered from that path. He’d learned the hard way, however, that it was a lonely path.
“I promised her there was nothing to worry about with you,” Ruby said.
 “Of course she has nothing to worry about. Ruby, what are you trying to say?” Marcellus stared at him hard.
“Nothing.” Ruby examined his fingernails and took his lower lip between his teeth in a manner Marcellus well recognized. The younger vamp was definitely hiding something.
“Ruby --”
“It’s just that I think you two will hit it off.”
“Oh no.” Marcellus raised his eyes to the heavens and stood, pacing the room. “Ruby, I have told you time and again not to interfere in my personal life.”
“Marcellus, listen to me.” Ruby stood and placed his hands on Marcellus’ shoulders. “You can’t shut yourself off forever.”
“I’m not shut off. I’m reasonable.”
“You’re afraid,” Ruby said, then flinched, as if expecting Marcellus to fly into a rage.
In truth he felt like ranting and raving, but it would do no good. Not with Ruby. The man just couldn’t keep from matchmaking and it drove Marcellus crazy.
“If I wanted a companion other than my offspring, I can find one for myself. I don’t need you to do it for me under the pretense of giving your friend a birthday gift.”
“It’s not a pretense. And don’t you dare take your anger out on her for spite. Be nice.”
“Do you think I’m crazy?”
“Let’s see.” Ruby folded his arms across his chest and flung him a sarcastic look. “You’ve spent your entire life looking for trouble among the worst of our kind. I’ve seen you near death more times than a mortician. And you’ve vowed to live your life alone.”
“Romantic relationships aren’t necessary. Blood sharing with willing donors and occasional sex are adequate and friendship with a human, any human, is a deadly mistake.”
“I understand why you feel that way. I really do, Marcellus. But you have to realize the past is over and --”
 “The past can repeat itself. You’re definitely old enough to realize that.”
The look of sympathy in Ruby’s eyes as he reached out to place a hand on Marcellus’ shoulder nearly sent his anger off the scale. He shrugged off his offspring’s gentle touch and snapped, “Ruby, I mean this in the most affectionate way, if you ever try to interfere in my life again, I will personally pull out your fangs with a pair of pliers.”
The redhead ran his tongue over his teeth and winced. “Don’t even joke about it, Marcellus.”
“Who’s joking?” Marcellus demanded, leaning so close their noses almost touched. “I have a good mind to cancel your friend’s session.”
“Don’t.” Ruby grasped his wrists tightly. “Please. She really needs this ego boost. And you’ve already been paid.”
“I haven’t deposited the check.”
“Marcellus!”
Sighing, Marcellus shook his head. “All right. All right. But if you think anything is going to come of this, you’re the one who’s crazy.”
* * *
The next day, Dedra arrived at Marcellus’ home. She had to admit the placed looked impressive, just like a small castle, mythic and beautiful in the late afternoon sun. Built of stone with two towers on each side of the main structure, it made her feel as if she’d stepped into a fantasy movie. A brook with a stone bridge ran across the front yard and various fruit trees, including apple, cherry and peach, were scattered across the lush green lawn. Behind the castle was a slight drop leading to a private lake.
A sign painted on a boulder directed clients to a door in the ivy-covered side of the castle. After a moment’s hesitation during which Dedra considered turning around and forgetting this stupid photo session, she opened the door and walked into a dimly-lit, drafty foyer. A brighter light shone through the door of a room to her left.
A slim blond man dressed in jeans and a white shirt stepped out of the room and smiled at her. “Ms. Wolfe?”
 “Yes.”
“Hi. I’m Andy, Marcellus’ assistant. He’ll be with you in a moment. Please come in and have a seat.”
She followed him into the waiting room and sat on a carved wooden chair cushioned in red velvet.
Andy walked across the room to an antique desk where he made an entry into the computer, then turned it off.
“I’m on my way home for the evening,” he said. “Before I go would you like refreshments?”
“No thanks. I’m fine.”
At that moment Marcellus stepped into the room. To her surprise he was every bit as attractive as his photo.
As a stuntwoman, Dedra had seen up close and personal what society called the world’s most handsome actors. To her most were a major disappointment. Without airbrushing they were nothing more than scrawny bozos or steroidal freaks who’d had so much plastic surgery that if someone lit a match too close to them it smelled like a fire in a rubber factory.
Marcellus, however, was the real thing. From his thick, dark hair and melting blue eyes to his long, muscular legs encased in snug denim, this man was hot. Best of all he didn’t have that half-starved zombie look that turned her off in the movie actors she worked with.
He met her gaze and Dedra felt a jolt of desire that made her face flush. Damn. She hadn’t reacted like this to a man since --
“Marcellus, this is Dedra,” Andy said.
“Hello.” He extended his hand and she shook it, noting his grip tightened on hers and lingered a bit longer than necessary. “Pleased to meet you.”
“You too,” she said.
“If you don’t need me, Marcellus, I was on my way home,” Andy said.
 “Go ahead. See you on Monday.” Marcellus glanced briefly at his assistant then fixed his gaze on Dedra again.
“I see you’ve brought a selection of outfits.” Marcellus nodded toward the bag slung over her shoulder.
“Yes. Ruby said to bring two or three.”
“If you follow me, I’ll show you where you can change.”
They stepped out of the room and walked down the long stone corridor and up a narrow, winding staircase. A draft, as one would expect in a castle, blew through the place and Dedra’s stomach tightened with anticipation. She’d spent most of her life as a daredevil -- from martial arts to performing stunts that could result in death. Why she felt this mix of excitement over a stupid photo session confused her.
It wasn’t the session, but the guy. Everything about Marcellus was a turn-on and just as she’d suspected he was a vampire. She hadn’t missed his small, sharp fangs when he’d smiled or the expression in his eyes that revealed his centuries of life. She’d seen enough of his kind to know exactly what he was.
The last time she’d been this hot for a vampire the fucker had stomped on her heart. Damn Ruby. He knew what she’d gone through in the past and he also knew the kind of men she liked. Why had she let him talk her into this?
Maybe because deep inside she needed some excitement, and not the kind that came from jumping out of helicopters or driving burning cars into brick walls.
She wanted that gut-tightening, nipple-tingling sensation a woman only got in the company of the right kind of man.
Or in her case the wrong kind. She’d always liked the bad boys, but after Iago, she’d sworn them off. Never again would she allow her heart to be broken like that. The next time a seven hundred year old man pledged his undying love, she’d tell him where to shove it.
Still, that didn’t mean she had to live the rest of her life like a nun.
They reached the top of the staircase and walked down a wider hallway with photos hanging on both sides. Most were of nude or semi-nude men and woman
sprawled in seductive poses on antique furniture. The photos were both elegant and erotic.
“These are really something,” she remarked.
“Thank you.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “I’m looking forward to working with you. Ruby was right.”
Dedra raised an eyebrow. “About what?”
“He said you’d make a lovely subject.”
“I hope he was right about what he said about you.”
“And that is?”
She cast him her hairiest eyeball. “You’d be professional.”
Marcellus stopped so suddenly she nearly crashed into him. His large blue eyes fixed on hers and the hint of a smile touched those chiseled lips peeking through his rich brown goatee. “I’m always professional. You may change in here.” He gestured toward a door to her right. “When you’re finished, please join me in the room across the hall.”
Glancing at him over her shoulder, she stepped into the room he’d indicated, then closed the door behind her and turned the lock. Light from the setting sun shone in through the picture window and she glanced around the medieval-style bedroom, complete with a canopy bed and tapestries on the walls. Another door to her left led to a modern bathroom.
She dumped her bag on the bed then walked to the bathroom and rested her hands on the pedestal sink. Staring at herself in the mirror, she sighed. Dedra certainly didn’t scare easily, but this situation unsettled her, mostly because of her attraction to Marcellus. Ruby had done this on purpose, and not just because he thought she had the turning-thirty blues. That nosy queen was a hopeless matchmaker and Dedra had fallen right into his trap.
Ruby was generally a pretty good judge of character, so she wondered if Marcellus had the same lustful feelings toward her. Not that it mattered. Dedra had no intention whatsoever in tying herself up with another vampire.
On the other hand a stress-relieving fuck wasn’t entirely out of the question.
“What the hell is your problem?” she said, curling her lip at her reflection. She’d had her makeup and hair done professionally just that afternoon, wanting to make the most of the photo shoot, and she had to admit she looked pretty damn good.
There was no point in beating around the bush. Damn. Why did she have to say that? The way Marcellus looked, she wouldn’t mind him beating around her bush…
“Just keep your cool,” she murmured, walking back to the bed and unzipping her bag. She dumped out the sexy outfits she’d brought and realized they were probably too skimpy. They’d show off her every curve and lots of skin in between.
Thrusting aside her concerns, she decided to enjoy the night. Tomorrow it wouldn’t mean anything more than a happy memory.
Chapter Two
Marcellus glanced around the room in which he’d chosen to begin Dedra’s session. It was one of the castle’s smaller rooms, made even cozier by the fireplace and floral tapestries in autumn colors covering the walls. A shaggy chestnut rug rested on the floor by the hearth and on top of it stood the only piece of furniture in the room --an antique fainting couch upholstered in brown material and interwoven with fine gold threads.
With her smooth skin the color of an almond shell, Dedra would look irresistible posed in this room. In truth the woman would look lovely anywhere. Even Ruby’s tales of her beauty hadn’t come close to her true appearance. It wasn’t that she was just physically attractive, but she possessed a magnetism uncommon in most humans. Though distinctly feminine, she carried herself like a warrior, strong and graceful. He could scarcely believe she was the same woman Ruby described as losing confidence in herself.
Maybe it surprised him because he couldn’t imagine anyone as sexy as Dedra not realizing her appeal. Just looking at her sent all sorts of erotic thoughts racing through his mind. Photographing beautiful nude and seminude women had become commonplace to him. He couldn’t recall the last time a woman had attracted him enough to threaten his professionalism, but remaining impartial while snapping Dedra’s picture would prove challenging, if not impossible.
He’d sworn off permanent romantic relationships, especially with humans, so his attraction to her surprised him. Most likely it was simply powerful lust. He could deal with that, since he’d never denied himself physical pleasures. After all, he was still a man and had no intention of becoming a total martyr.
One night stands wouldn’t cause harm, either emotional or worse. Without close human friends or lovers, his enemies had one less weakness to use against him.
His enemies were the reason he surrounded himself with things that reminded him of the past. Like most of his kind, he adjusted well to changing times, enabling him to function in the modern world. Flexibility ensured his survival, but only memories of the past would ensure that others weren’t hurt because of him, or that what was left of his heart would not be shattered by yet another death of a fragile mortal companion.
What infuriated him most was that Ruby knew he’d fancy Dedra. This had been another deliberate attempt to match him up with an unsuitable woman. A human woman. Ruby knew his reasons for avoiding their kind. How could he claim to love Marcellus as his vampiric father and Dedra as his friend when bringing them together would most likely end in disaster?
Well, Ruby had failed. Marcellus had no intention of acting on his feelings for her. Not only that, the woman seemed to have no interest in him.
He would take her picture and send her on her way. End of story.
“Hello,” Dedra said, tapping on the half-open door.
Marcellus turned to face her and nearly lost his breath.
A black and gold fishnet bodysuit hugged her tall, sleekly-muscled form like second skin. Her full, firm breasts thrust toward him, making his hands ache for their weight. The desire to grasp her rounded hips and haul her close nearly overcame him.
Marcellus’ heartbeat actually quickened and he hoped he didn’t start to drool. He could almost feel the firmness of her flesh against his fangs before he bit into her long, luscious neck.
Quickly regaining his self-control, he smiled impassively and opened the door wider for her to step inside. “Come in and we’ll get started.”
She walked past him and he caught the scent of her natural musk and her fresh, powdery perfume. There was no mistaking the aroma of lust and this surprised him. She seemed so cool and collected. Maybe she was thinking about someone else, perhaps a man to whom she’d like to show off the sexy pictures he was about to take.
Yet Ruby hadn’t mentioned a boyfriend and if Dedra was seeing someone, he would have let Marcellus know, wouldn’t he? Of course if Ruby considered Dedra’s current companion unsuitable it would be just like him to lead her toward another lover.
Marcellus told her to stretch out on the fainting couch and for several moments instructed her in a variety of poses. A few times he used his hands to position her face and limbs. Never in his life had he been so aware of touching a model. He wanted to linger over her smooth skin and caress her intimately, stroking her inner thighs, cupping her breasts and kneading the soft, feminine mound between her legs.
The temperature in the drafty castle seemed to rise. Even though he’d quenched his thirst earlier on bottled blood, his mouth watered at the thought of tasting Dedra. Keeping his lust for her body under control was just as difficult. He willed his cock into submission, ignoring how it twitched to life each time his gaze traveled over her, especially her breasts. He wondered what they’d look like free of the slight, flesh-colored padding in the bodysuit. Were her nipples hard and aroused as her delicious, lustful scent indicated? That aroma would be far stronger and better if he buried his face between her legs, lapped her sensitive flesh and tasted her carnal juices.
Marcellus lowered his camera and drew a steadying breath, grateful for his rather baggy black trousers that helped conceal his semi-erect cock. If his thoughts kept wandering in that direction, he’d soon be so hard that a tent wouldn’t hide his cock from view.
He’d promised Ruby he’d be on his best behavior, yet it was difficult when faced with a gorgeous woman oozing the irresistible aroma of sex.
“Let’s try a different room,” he said, not quite succeeding in keeping the huskiness from his voice. “And if you have a different outfit --”
“Yes. I’ll go change.” She stood and left the room almost too abruptly.
Marcellus’ brow furrowed. There was no doubt the woman was attracted to him, just as he was to her. Both were doing their best to keep this session impersonal, but something told him they would fail.
Maybe he shouldn’t try to fight it. No doubt once he got her out of his system he’d forget about her like all the others.
But what if she got serious? Some women got attached quickly and he refused to encourage her if she wanted something more than a night of mutual satisfaction. Not only were clinging females an annoyance, but he didn’t relish the idea of hurting her. Marcellus might be cold, but he wasn’t cruel.
Back in the guest room, Dedra slammed the door shut and leaned against it for a moment. Her eyes closed, she listened to the rhythm of her heart and tried to ignore how it kept time with the throbbing of her clit and pussy. She hadn’t thought it possible to find a man so attractive that she’d become wet and horny just from looking at him.
She drew a deep breath and released it slowly then pushed away from the door, grabbed the one-piece leopard pattern swimsuit from her bag and headed into the bathroom. She undressed quickly, noting the dampness on the crotch of the body suit as she peeled it away from her skin. The castle itself might be cool, but she felt flushed with desire. Marcellus was so fucking hot.
Just thinking about his melting blue eyes and the way his hands adjusted the position of her face and body sent an overwhelming rush of desire through her. Imagining his long, slender fingers touching her, she dipped a hand between her legs and gathered moisture from her lust-drenched pussy. Again she closed her eyes and rubbed, her passion flaring. Her legs trembled and belly clenched as she edged closer and closer to orgasm.
Tapping on the door made her jump in surprise, her pulse racing.
“Dedra?” Marcellus called. “I forgot to tell you which room we’re going to, so I’ll wait for you out here.”
“All right,” she said, forcing herself to sound normal and not give away the slowly ebbing passion that still controlled her body. “I’ll just be a minute.”
She scrubbed her hands in the sink then quickly pulled on the swimsuit, released her hair from its braid and brushed it until it billowed thick and full down her back and over her shoulders.
Before stepping out of the room she took a moment to compose herself. Finally she opened the door and found Marcellus standing a short distance down the hall, looking at a photograph. He turned to her, his gaze sweeping her with unmistakable desire.
“I thought we’d move to the courtyard,” he said. “The bathing suit is perfect.”
“Thanks.” She glanced down at herself, noting how her plump breasts swelled above the swimsuit’s plunging neckline. She might be thirty, but she still had a great pair of boobs. She stepped closer and glanced at the photo he’d been examining. It was of The Elixir Maidens.
“They’re the prettiest boys I’ve ever seen.” She smiled. “Ruby’s probably too beautiful for his own good.”
“Always was.”
“Have you known him long?” Dedra asked, curious about how they’d met.
Marcellus cocked an eyebrow. “He didn’t tell you?”
“To be honest he wouldn’t say much about you. Out of respect, I’m sure. If I didn’t know better I’d think you were his master.”
Now Marcellus looked genuinely surprised. “Master?”
“You know. Creator. Vampiric daddy.”
“He said you knew about our kind yet he didn’t tell you about our relationship?”
Dedra’s stomach dropped to her shoes. Damn, this was far more disappointing than she wanted to admit. “You’re gay too?”
He laughed. “Gay? No. Not remotely. But you’re a very observant woman, Dedra.”
“You are his master.” Dedra studied him carefully. “He spoke of you indirectly during the time I’ve known him, but I never would have guessed…”
“Why? What did he say?” His eyes narrowed and he looked a bit offended.
Grinning, she placed a hand on his shoulder. “Nothing but good stuff, I swear. According to him you’re part gladiator and part philosopher.”
“Yeah?” A satisfied smile tugged at his lips. “He was always one of my favorites.”
“I don’t get how the photography fits into it though,” she remarked.
“I don’t get how you know so much about us. After all I taught Ruby about being cautious with humans --”
“I knew about vampires before I met Ruby, and what do you have against humans?”
“Nothing. It’s just that vampiric life can be dangerous. Humans can get hurt.”
Dedra gave a snort of contempt. “Life is tough for everybody and since when does a vampire give a damn about whether or not a human gets hurt?”
The look Marcellus leveled on her made her drop her hand. If she’d been the sort of person who scared easily, she’d have taken a step back. She guessed she’d struck a chord with him, but since she scarcely knew him she had no idea how to smooth over the mistake.
His angry expression faded to one of cool professionalism and he said, “This way to the courtyard.”
She followed him to the end of the corridor and down another winding staircase. “This house is unbelievable,” she commented, glancing at a long, narrow stained glass window to her right.
“Thank you,” he replied. “It’s a work in progress.”
“Is it modeled after a real place?”
“A combination of places. Here we are. The courtyard.”
They stepped into a square room that appeared to be built into the center of the castle. Windows in the stone walls provided glimpses into other rooms and a balcony rimmed the entire second floor. A teardrop shaped pool filled the center of the courtyard. The high ceiling made almost entirely of glass caught the sun’s rays, keeping
the room warm. Dozens of trees, plants and flowers lent a peaceful, outdoorsy feel that Dedra loved on sight.
Several statues of satyrs and two gray marble benches stood by the pool.
Soon Dedra and Marcellus were deeply involved in taking photos, their uncomfortable conversation from earlier seemingly forgotten. Marcellus had turned on a CD player. The music relaxed Dedra and helped get her in the mood for photos. For the first time since arriving, she began to truly enjoy herself.
She was stretched out on her back upon one of the marble benches when Marcellus approached and squatted by her head.
“Move the lightest bit this way,” he said, taking her face in his hands to adjust her position.
Dedra’s gaze met his and passion struck them with the swiftness of lightning. His hands lingered on her face and stroked so gently that she wondered if the motion wasn’t unconscious, instinctive even.
“You know, I think Ruby had an ulterior motive for setting up this session,” Marcellus said in a low, husky voice. His melting blue eyes managed to look both calm and lustful at the same time. He blinked slowly, hypnotically.
If she’d been the same naïve fool who’d fallen for Iago all those years ago, she might have been lured by his beautiful vampiric eyes. Dedra knew better than to lose her heart to a man like this, but satisfying the drives of her body was another matter altogether.
“I think you’re right,” she said, reaching up and running her fingertips down his cheek. Her thumb brushed over his goatee, surprised by its softness. It looked so dark and wiry that she’d expected it to feel like steel wool.
“Maybe he was right,” Marcellus said, his voice scarcely a whisper. “I don’t proposition clients, Dedra, but I’m very attracted to you.”
A slow smile spread across her lips and she sat up, shrugging her hair over her shoulders and sitting on the edge of the bench, close to where he still squatted.
He placed a large, warm hand on her hip, his gaze never leaving hers.
 “You’re not exactly a turnoff either,” she said, leaning even closer.
He rose a bit higher and brushed her mouth with a kiss. Firm though not too forceful, that kiss asked while at the same time implying exactly what he wanted. In response, Dedra slipped her arms around his neck. Their lips still joined, Marcellus guided her onto her back. He kissed her thoroughly, his tongue stroking hers and exploring every inch of her mouth. It glided over her teeth and tickled the roof her mouth while his firm, moist lips teased hers. One hand buried in her hair, he stroked the thick tresses and massaged her scalp while his other hand stroked from her neck to her shoulder. He slipped down the straps of her swimsuit then ran his index finger over the plump tops of her breasts.
The kiss broke and he held her gaze. “I’d very much like to make love to you, Dedra,” he said, “but I’m not interested in a relationship.”
She lifted an eyebrow. “Your big ego aside, there’s no need to worry about commitment. I’m not interested. Making love isn’t exactly my thing, either. I’d rather have a good fuck.”
He smiled wickedly and tugged her swimsuit down to her waist.
With Dedra’s full breasts freed to his touch, he wasted no time in taking advantage of the situation. He lowered his head and took one of her taut, brown nipples between his teeth. His long, curly hair fell over her torso, several tufts of it tickling her face. Closing her eyes, Dedra clutched his head and caressed while enjoying the tug of his teeth on her nipple and the way his tongue lashed across it, hot and wet. He sucked so hard and deeply that she gasped in pleasure-pain.
The tip of a fang grazed her nipple and pure desire shot through her. She’d nearly forgotten how wonderful it felt to be bitten, but the memories came back in a rush and she wanted him to sink his fangs into her.
As if sensing her desires, he bit her nipple a bit harder and heat flooded her pussy. Then she nearly froze just as quickly, recalling how easy it was for most vampires to read the minds of mortals.
 “You’re not reading my mind, are you?” she asked, forcing herself not to concentrate on the marvelous sensations darting through her.
He paused and lifted his head to meet her gaze. His lips were moist and his eyes gleaming with passion. “Reading your mind would make it hard to keep our no strings rule.”
“Right.”
“Don’t worry, lady. All I want is your fucking gorgeous body.”
Dedra wasn’t certain if she was disappointed or flattered, but she was relieved. Now she could sit back and fully enjoy the night.
“Finished interrupting?” he asked, his thumb circling her nipple. Already ultra sensitive from his licking and nipping, she gasped from that feathery touch.
“For now.”
With a low growl he began sucking and gently biting her other nipple.
Dedra closed her eyes and surrendered completely -- at least her body did.
He took his time, running his tongue and lips over every inch of her breasts, interspersing those tender motions with sharp nips from his fangs. Each bite sent a shock of passion through her clit and pussy. His tongue lapped beneath her breasts, tickling and arousing her.
Lost in this warm, wet fantasy, Dedra moaned softly and ran her hands over as much of him as she could reach. Growing impatient, she tugged his shirt from his trousers and thrust her hands underneath. They roamed eagerly over his taut abs and the powerful, hair-dusted expanse of his chest. She scraped her fingernails over his nipples and was rewarded by another deep growl of desire.
He sat back on his heels and roughly pulled the swimsuit over her hips and down to her ankles. While she kicked it off the rest of the way, he stood and undressed swiftly. For a moment he stood before her, completely nude. Tall and lean with well-defined muscles, his naked body was even more gorgeous than she’d imagined. Dedra had spent her life surrounded by athletic men, but he even impressed her with his raw good looks.
She couldn’t admire him for too long because he grasped her forearms and tugged her to her feet. Burying a hand in the hair at the back of her head and wrapping a powerful arm around her, he held her close to his warm, rock-hard body and covered her mouth in a searing kiss.
Marcellus broke the kiss, leaving her breathless and weak-kneed. He swept her into his arms and carried her to the wall where he placed her on her feet and guided her so that her bare back rested against the cool stones. Sinking to his knees, he trailed his tongue from her breasts to her soft mound. Her heartbeat quickened with anticipation then he knelt in front of her and covered her clit with his mouth.
“Oh damn,” she panted, closing her eyes and grasping handfuls of his hair. Her buttocks clenched, her soft skin scraping against the stones as she writhed with pleasure.
Marcellus reached up and grasped her hips to steady her while his tongue lapped her sensitive nub then thrust deep into her pussy. Her legs trembled and she hoped she could remain standing. Nothing had ever felt this good. His beard brushed her, tickling and scratching her and his hot, wet tongue explored her thoroughly.
Kneeling on the stone floor couldn’t have been comfortable for him, but he didn’t seem to care nor did he rush. He dined on her slowly, as if savoring every lick, every droplet of her juices.
The pleasure was so keen that Dedra couldn’t seem to form complete sentences. She murmured things like, “Oh Marcellus. Don’t stop. Oh!”
First one fang then the other gently fondled her clit and that pushed her over the edge. She came so long and hard that if he hadn’t held her she would have collapsed. Throbbing waves of ecstasy crashed over her. Before she’d completely finished, he rose, his body rubbing against hers. His knees bent, he filled her with a long, fierce thrust of his swollen cock.
“Ah!” Dedra cried, wrapping her arms around him and almost sobbing with pleasure as he began thrusting fast and hard.
His growls and groans of desire close to her ear inspired her passion and the heat of his body seemed to melt into her. His fast, steady rhythm drove her back to her peak and hurled her over. This orgasm was even stronger than the last, almost painful in its intensity.
“I want your blood, Dedra,” he said, his voice deep and lustful. He licked and sucked her neck, but didn’t bite. This powerful, beautiful creature was asking her permission for something he could easily take. When Iago fucked her, he’d never bothered asking. He’d simply bitten her, often savagely. Something told her Marcellus would be a far better biter.
“Go ahead,” she gasped, still clinging to his shoulders tightly.
“You smell so good,” he murmured, licking the side of her neck and sending little quivers of delight through her. “Taste and feel so fucking good, Dedra.”
“Marcellus --” Her words ended in a cry of ecstasy. His sharp, cool fangs penetrated her neck just as his cock drove into her body. In spite of the intensity of the bite, he hadn’t hurt her, only brought pleasure.
His belly clenched and buttocks tightened beneath her grasping hands. The taste of her blood had obviously pushed him closer to climax and by the sound of his ragged breathing and the tremors coursing through him, she doubted he’d last much longer.
To her surprise, he continued thrusting and lapping for several moments, bringing her to two more peaks before his chest heaved and hips jerked convulsively. Still in spite of the pleasure that surely must have him in a dreamlike hold, he carefully released his fangs from her neck. His gasps turned to growls and he flexed his powerful thighs, pushing his cock into her. He cried out as he came, his body taut, pinning her to the wall so that she could scarcely breathe, but she didn’t care. Feeling him coming, seeing the look of ultimate pleasure on his handsome face was enough to fling her into another orgasm. Pulsing around his spurting cock, she sank into a world of utter darkness.
For a moment he leaned onto her heavily, his heart pounding against her and his sweat-dampened body holding hers upright against the wall. Then he gathered her in
his arms and carried her out of the courtyard and back to the guest room where she’d left her change of clothes.
A smile on her lips, Dedra hung onto his neck until he placed her on the bed and stretched out beside her. She cuddled close, resting her head against his shoulder.
Chapter Three
Dedra lifted her head from Marcellus’ shoulder and watched him for several moments. With his eyes closed, she could see just how thick and long his lashes were. His lips were slightly parted and she resisted the urge to kiss him -- not a sexual kiss, but one of tenderness and affection.
That was bad. Definitely bad.
She stood and his eyes opened.
“Dedra?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s getting late. I need to go.”
“Your session isn’t over. I still owe you some time.”
She forced a smile. “I’d say you’ve given my allotted time and then some.”
“Wait a minute.” He stood and she couldn’t resist ogling his tight, broad-shouldered body. That mat of dark chest hair called for her to bury her fingers in it, but she couldn’t. Not again.
Why had she told herself sleeping with him meant nothing? She’d believed there was no shame in enjoying a good fuck, yet what they’d shared went beyond that. It was making love.
“Stay for dinner,” he suggested.
“No thanks.” She grasped her bag of clothes and walked into the bathroom where she washed and dressed quickly.
When she stepped out, Marcellus had pulled on his trousers and shirt, but the buttons were open, revealing a good portion of his irresistible chest and sleek abs.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” she demanded, not liking the way his big blue eyes seemed to hold her captive. She’d seen that look before in his kind. It meant they were trying to use their formidable mental powers over a stupid human. Well,
she’d been there and done that. Never, never again would she make it so simple for a vampire to infiltrate her life. “We said there wouldn’t be any strings tonight, remember?”
“No strings.” He shrugged. “But I didn’t mean you had to go rushing off.”
“What’s the point of staying? It was fun, Marcellus.” Gathering herself, she stepped toward him and brushed a friendly kiss across his cheek, a deliberate sign that their time together was definitely over.
His brow furrowed and for a moment she thought he was going to argue. One thing about vamps, they liked having the upper hand. They wanted to make the first move and the last. Too bad. This time the human got what she wanted and ran.
She left the room and made her way down the corridor, Marcellus close behind her.
“If you weren’t in such a hurry I could have your pictures ready tonight,” he said as they rushed down the winding staircase.
“Can you mail them?”
“How am I to know which ones you want?”
“You pick them out.”
“Dedra, I hope tonight hasn’t upset you.”
She stopped so suddenly that he nearly crashed into her. Spinning to face him, her hand on her hip and her gaze intent, she said, “Excuse me? Do I look upset?”
“Well actually --”
“Maybe it’s because we had a deal and you seem to be going back on it. No strings.”
“What strings am I attaching? If I’d have known you wanted me to literally boot you out directly after orgasm, I’d have been more than happy to oblige.”
Dedra curled her lip and gave a snort of disgust. “You’re all alike, aren’t you? You think because you’ve hung around for a few centuries that you’re better than the rest of us. Humans exist for your recreation, right? We’re a combination take-out dinner and comic relief. Well this time a human got the last laugh.”
 “You are a seriously messed up lady.”
Dedra was almost too angry to see straight. She wasn’t sure who she was most furious with -- Marcellus for rekindling painful memories, Iago for using her, or herself for ranting and raving like a nut to a guy who hadn’t really done a thing she hadn’t asked for.
Reaching the entrance, she pulled open the door and strode down the dark path toward her car.
“And what the hell was so funny anyway?” Marcellus bellowed from the doorway. “What last laugh, you crazy wench?”
“People don’t say wench anymore, you relic!” she shouted back, jumped into her rented car and sped off.
* * *
“That woman is insane,” Marcellus growled. He sat in his office, talking to Ruby on his speakerphone, while downloading the photos he’d taken of Dedra. “Do you know she called me a relic? Me? A relic.”
Ruby chuckled. “Kicked you in the old ego, did she?”
“Why do people keep making mention of my ego? She’s the one with the problem. Her and that demonic body of hers. No woman should have tits that perfect without surgery. And those “come hither” looks she gave me all night with those big brown eyes of hers. She should be a vampire. The way she makes love she could drain a man to death.”
“Wore you out, did she?” Ruby jibed, more laughter in his voice.
“No, she did not wear me out, but if I’d been mortal she’d have given me a run for my money.” Just thinking about making love with her made Marcellus’ cock twitch with desire. Already he wanted her again so badly he could taste it.
Dedra had left in such a hurry that she’d forgotten her swimsuit in the courtyard. He’d retrieved the sexy garment after she’d gone and hadn’t been able to resist inhaling the scent of her that still clung to it, especially the crotch that had still been damp from her lust.
 “Sounds to me like you two are made for each other.”
“Sure, if your intention is to do us both in. What the hell is her problem, anyway? I’ve never seen anyone go from hot to cold so fast in my life, and you know how long that’s been.”
Marcellus stared intently at the photos of Dedra. Her smooth brown skin, her intoxicating eyes and all that long, thick hair he longed to run his fingers through again. The woman was like a drug shooting through his system, heating up his veins and making him insane with desire. What was it about her that made him want her so badly?
“So what is her problem?” Marcellus pressed when Ruby didn’t reply.
“Let’s just say she doesn’t have a high opinion of vampires, in particular alpha males.”
“So you introduce her to me?” Marcellus demanded. “What the hell were you thinking?”
“I was thinking that maybe you could help each other.”
“Help? By setting me up with a lunatic? And trying to match her with the vamp who’s a jinx to humans?”
“You’re not a jinx. How long has it been since anything bad has happened to humans around you? To my knowledge you’ve saved far more than you’ve harmed and you weren’t the one doing the actual harm. Marcellus, this has to stop sometime. You’ve cut yourself off from everyone except your children --”
“And for good reason. Ruby, my blood father is Lao, the leader of Dark Rhythm. The organization that hates all humans and doesn’t differentiate between vampire hunters and those who have no desire to do us harm.”
“I understand,” Ruby said softy, “But I also know that Lao agreed to leave you alone centuries ago. You’re the one who thinks it’s your duty to thwart Dark Rhythm at every turn.”
“It is. You know it, too, or else you wouldn’t have introduced me to you-know-who and his you-know-what,” Marcellus said, referring to a secret society that fought
against Dark Rhythm. Their leader, an ancient vampire called Daniel, hated Dark Rhythm and Lao as much as Marcellus did. Working with them was far more productive than working alone. Members of Daniel’s society tracked down and shared information about Dark Rhythm and backed each other up in combat.
Ruby had been under the impression that joining the society would be safer for Marcellus than continuing his war alone against Dark Rhythm, a very old and highly organized group of vampires with the sole purpose of protecting their kind at any cost. While Marcellus couldn’t disagree vampires needed to defend themselves against those seeking to do them harm, that didn’t mean destroying any mortal who got in the way. No mortal was safe from Dark Rhythm, and vampires who showed any loyalty to humans were also considered the enemy, as Marcellus had so painfully learned.
“If you just give Dedra a chance --”
“There is nothing between me and Dedra,” Marcellus said in a deadly voice. “Remember what I said about your fangs and pliers?”
“Yes,” Ruby said softly.
“Interfere in my private life again and you can be sure I’ll make good on that threat.”
“Goodnight, Marcellus,” Ruby said and hung up before he could reply.
* * *
Dedra stood on the balcony in her hotel room, watching the cars and people on the street below. It was dusk and the air felt heavy, as if it might rain. She’d planned to spend the rest of the week in New York City, but after what happened with Marcellus, she thought it best to fly home. The farther away he was the less tempted she’d be to contact him. Since storming out of his house two nights ago, she hadn’t been able to get him out of her mind.
She’d had a full-blown argument with Ruby about his matchmaking, but they’d already made up and Ruby asked her not to leave for California so soon. As much as Dedra would like to stay, she couldn’t. Marcellus was too great a temptation. She’d even had dreams about him, kissing and caressing her. In those dreams he’d claimed
her with passionate thrusts of his thick cock and penetrated her throat with his gleaming fangs. He’d held her tight and told her he loved her. Even worse, she’d said she loved him back.
It was pure insanity. She certainly wasn’t in love with him, but if she stayed around him for any length of time she would undoubtedly get attached. What was it about her and vampires? Most women, if they knew such creatures existed, would run away screaming. But Dedra had never been like most women. She loved danger, challenge, excitement and a vampire lover offered all three.
The phone rang and she picked it up, certain it was Ruby calling to say goodbye. “Hello,” she said.
“Dedra? It’s Marcellus.”
Her heart leapt in her throat. She’d forgotten she’d allowed Ruby to give him the number of her hotel room in case there had been any changes with the photo shoot.
“Yeah?” she asked, her nipples tightening and stomach clenching just from hearing his voice.
“I heard you’re leaving New York and wondered if I could drop your pictures off before you go since I don’t have your home address. Unless you’d rather give it to me and have me mail them to --”
“No!” The last thing she wanted to do was give him her address. Once she left Marcellus Oakes behind, she wanted to be certain their paths would never cross again. Not that she thought he’d give her a surprise visit, but she couldn’t be sure. “I’m going to be here one more night. You can come by tonight. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
“Fine. I’ll be there in a couple of hours. See you then.”
She hung up the phone and ignored the giddiness darting through her at the thought of seeing him again.
The next two hours seemed to drag by as she waiting for Marcellus’ arrival. She walked down to the lobby shortly before he stepped into the hotel. Damn, he looked gorgeous. His long, thick hair was bound at his nape and he wore snug jeans and a
long-sleeved black T-shirt that hugged his chiseled torso. When he approached she could even see the faint outline of his nipples pressing against the fabric.
Don’t think about how hot he is. Do not under any circumstances think with your pussy.
Marcellus carried a large black envelope and her swimsuit rolled up in his fist. Damn. She’d forgotten all about leaving it at his house. He held out both articles to her. She took them, but her attention was focused completely on his eyes.
“Thank you for dropping these off,” she said.
“No problem. I was coming to the city anyway.”
“To see Ruby?”
“No, I have other business later tonight.”
In spite of their superficial words, the heat of their gazes was enough to make perspiration break out beneath her breasts. Heat flooded her from head to toe and she resisted the urge to moisten her lips.
“About the other night,” he said. “I didn’t mean for things to go so bad. I just --”
“It was my fault,” she said, shocking herself.
He cocked an eyebrow. “You got a little crazy --”
Dedra raised both eyebrows and placed a hand on her hip. “When a lady takes the blame a gentleman is supposed to accept it, not point out what she did wrong.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry. But what I was about to say is you got a little crazy but I was the one who started it by acting so unprofessionally. Just because you’re beautiful doesn’t mean I had the right to come on to you and you were just keeping the rules we --”
“Do you want to come upstairs?” she interrupted, her pulse racing wildly. His words told her one thing, but the look in his eyes said something completely different. She didn’t need vampiric senses to know he was as horny as she was.
There was no way she could return to California without getting sweaty with him one more time.
“I want to come upstairs more than you can imagine,” he said, the slightest smile on his lips and a sexy look in his eyes that nearly made her come then and there.
 “This way.” She strode toward the elevators.
No sooner had they stepped into her hotel room than he tugged her into his arms, pinned her against the door and covered her mouth with a kiss so hot and deep it nearly stole her breath. She dropped both the envelope and the swimsuit and focused completely on him.
He trailed his lips up the side of her neck. Taking her face in his hands he firmly but gently turned it to the side and thrust his warm, wet tongue into her ear.
“Umm,” she purred, her eyes slipping shut.
He turned her to face the wall and used his body to press her close to it. One hand held both of hers behind her back and the other cupped and caressed her ass. A quiver of delight darted through her and she wiggled against his stroking hand.
“I’m going to let you go now, Dedra,” he said into her ear. “When I do, I want you to undress then put your hands against the wall.”
“Why?” she asked in a husky voice, “You gonna frisk me?”
“Yeah.” He spun her around to face him, not rough enough to hurt her, but just enough to spark her desire. He kissed her, his tongue tracing the shape of her lips. “You’re under arrest.”
“Maybe I’ll resist,” she teased, thrusting her hips against his so that his stiffening cock pressed against her soft mound. He growled and rubbed his erection against her.
Dedra pushed against his chest, a playful gleam in her eyes.
“Hmm,” he said, trapping her hands against his hard pectorals. “Resist arrest and I might have to handcuff you.”
Dedra’s pussy dampened and she could scarcely wait for him to take her. Even the idea of him tying her up appealed to her, though she wasn’t ready for that just yet.
“Tempting,” she said. “But you’ve got my interest up. I think this time I’ll come along quietly.”
A wicked grin touched his lips. “Oh, you’ll come, but quietly? I doubt it.”
He stepped back and began undressing. She did the same, though her gaze never left him. She didn’t want to miss a moment of staring at his sleek, sexy body.
Completely naked, she did as he’d commanded and faced the wall, her hands pressed against it, legs spread and ass thrust toward him.
“Perfect,” he said, approaching her. She felt his warm, nude body behind her, his chest hair lightly tickling the smooth flesh of her back. “Lady, you’re under arrest for the crime of being too fucking gorgeous.”
She chuckled. “I like the sound of that.”
“Mmm,” he grunted softly, cupping her breasts. His thumbs and index fingers pinched her nipples to stiff peaks, then he slid his hands down her ribs. As he caressed, he sank to the floor, licking and kissing his way down her spine.
Dedra’s toes curled into the rug and a warm, excited sensation wrapped her in a delightful embrace.
Marcellus tongued her ass thoroughly, caressing her sphincter with tender strokes that soon had her writhing with need. He thrust his fingers inside her soaked pussy and Dedra moaned.
“Oh, Marcellus. I want you, baby. I want you right now.”
Chuckling softly, he continued teasing her with his fingers and tongue until her legs trembled and her breath came out in harsh pants.
Her pussy buzzed and heart beat out of control. Damn, if he didn’t fuck her quickly she was going to come then and there.
Marcellus stood and grasped her hips. His thick, velvety cock slid into her inch by marvelous inch. Then he pumped, slowly at first but enough to push her over the edge. While she pulsed and throbbed around him, he slid an arm around her and fondled her clit. He continued thrusting and fingering her aching little nub, driving her to a second orgasm.
This time when she came, crying out in ecstasy, he joined her. Marcellus thrust fast and hard then exploded inside her, his fangs worrying at her shoulder and his arms holding her tightly.
A few hours later, Dedra and Marcellus lay in bed, resting calmly in each other’s arms. Her body ached pleasantly from making love with him and she felt completely satisfied. He lay with his eyes closed, his cheek resting on her belly. Reaching down, she caressed his hair, loving the feel of it sliding between her fingers. She thought he’d fallen asleep, but after a moment he asked, “Do you want me to leave or can I stay a while?”
She smiled. “As long as you’re out of here by tomorrow morning. That’s when my plane leaves.”
“Too bad you have to go so soon,” he murmured, almost to himself.
His words sent a pang of longing through her and she regretted her hasty decision to cut her vacation short. Maybe that in itself was a warning sign that she was doing the right thing. She already felt herself getting attached to him and that would be a mistake.
Lifting his head from her belly, he gazed at her, one hand caressing her hip. “I know all about the no strings rule, but before we go our separate ways I’d like to know something about you.”
“What?” she asked cautiously.
“Well… what do you enjoy?”
She chuckled and stroked his goatee. “I think you already know.”
“I mean outside of the bedroom. What do you like to do in your spare time?”
“Skydiving. Bungee jumping. Kickboxing. Anything that gives me a thrill.”
“Ruby said you’re a stuntwoman.”
“Yeah. It pays the bills.” She shrugged.
Shaking his head, he smiled and covered her body with his. Bracing most of his weight on his forearms, he brushed his nose against hers, then said against her lips, “You’re a fascinating woman.”
“Do you say that to all your mortal lovers?”
“What is it with you and mortal versus immortal? Do I give the impression that I’m biased against humans? That’s a stupid attitude since we were all human once.”
 “It’s been my experience vampires don’t like long term relationships.”
He snorted. “Not by some of the centuries’ long marriages I’ve witnessed.”
“I don’t see any ring on your finger.”
“I’m a confirmed bachelor.”
“No surprise. What shocks me is that you’re honest about it.”
Marcellus narrowed his eyes. He moved to her side and caressed her cheek. “I’m guessing some vamp burned you.”
“It was my own fault for falling too hard and too fast. A mistake I will never repeat.”
“I’m all for not repeating mistakes, but watch out that you don’t miss something good when it comes along. You’re a very special woman, trite as that might sound. I think you try to act tougher than you are.”
“Excuse me? If you were mortal I could kick your ass.”
“I’m not talking about physical toughness. I’m talking about your heart.” He held her gaze.
“Well, do me a favor and don’t talk about it. Instead, why don’t you tell me something about yourself? It’s only fair.”
“Who said life is fair?”
Dedra’s teeth clenched visibly, but before the spark of anger in her eyes turned to utter rage, he kissed her and said, “What do you want to know?”
“What do you do when you’re not taking pictures?”
“I don’t skydive.” He grinned and she gave him a “don’t mess with me” look. “I do like kickboxing, however, and I love to swim in the ocean and run on the sand.”
“So do I.” Her expression softened and she kissed his cheek. “If we were different people, we might have had something going, Marcellus.”
“If we were different people.” A slight, sad smile touched his lips, then he rose from the bed. “I hate to leave, but I still have an appointment to keep.”
She watched in disappointment as he dressed, the clothes once again concealing his gorgeous body. When he’d finished, she stood and slipped her arms around his
neck. He embraced her, holding her very close. For several moments they stood, listening to the sound of traffic outside and feeling the rise and fall of their chests. His clothes felt rough against her bare skin but at the moment she was perfectly content to be in his arms.
Almost simultaneously they parted.
“Goodbye, Dedra.” He brushed her mouth with a kiss then left the room.
Chapter Four
After leaving Dedra’s hotel room, Marcellus drove to a café to meet with Daniel.
Tall and lean with dark eyes and black hair, Daniel carried himself with an air of confidence Marcellus respected. When they’d met nearly a year ago, in spite of their innate wariness, they’d taken an almost instant liking to each other. Though a dominant male and the unquestioned leader of his society, Daniel understood Marcellus’ alpha qualities and agreed to allow him to work alone on most cases involving Dark Rhythm. His status as a blood son of Lao had prevented Daniel from trusting him right away, but Marcellus had thus far proven himself an invaluable member of Daniel’s society.
Just a week ago, Marcellus had participated in one of the biggest battles between Daniel’s warriors and Dark Rhythm. It had taken months of careful detective work and the final fight had drained everyone involved. Two of their companions were killed outright and Marcellus himself had suffered several injuries.
“Do you have another assignment for me?” Marcellus asked once they were seated at their table in a quiet corner of the café.
“Actually, I asked for this meeting to see if you have any new information regarding your blood father.”
“I’ve asked you not to refer to him in that way.”
Daniel studied him carefully and nodded. “My apologies. So do you have any information?”
“No. Lao has kept his distance, as usual.”
“Good for you but not for our cause.”
“Would you like me to chase him down and act as a spy?” Marcellus asked, his voice laced with sarcasm.
Daniel raised an eyebrow. “If I thought that would work I might just ask you to try, but I doubt Lao would be stupid enough to fall for the trick.”
Marcellus couldn’t argue with that. Lao was among the most cunning and ruthless of vampires, selecting his blood children not by affection but by whom would be most likely to serve him.
“I don’t have any work for you at the moment,” Daniel continued. “Everyone involved in our last battle has been given time off to recharge, you included. I’ll get back to you in a couple of weeks. In the meantime if you learn anything --”
“You’ll be the first to know.”
Before leaving the café’s parking lot, Marcellus called home to check the messages on his answering machine. A thrill of excitement shot through him at the sound of Dedra’s voice.
“Hey, Marcellus. I decided to extend my vacation for another week after all, so if you’d like to get together again -- no strings -- give me a call.”
Another week of sex with the amber-eyed goddess. It was almost too good to be true. Little could happen in a week, at least emotionally. Some women might form an attachment, but Dedra seemed too cautious to allow her emotions to rule. Obviously she’d been burned by a vampire before and he had no desire to cause her more pain, yet she was coming to him. He had already told her where he stood regarding long-term relationships and her viewpoint was the same.
Marcellus couldn’t remember enjoying a woman more than he’d enjoyed Dedra. Every touch, kiss and moan of ecstasy was firmly imprinted on his mind. Just thinking about her stirred his lust so that he reached down to adjust his cock.
He dialed the number of her hotel room and she picked up.
“Hello?”
“Dedra. It’s Marcellus. Got your message. I’m going back to my house and if you’d like me to pick you up on the way I thought you could stay over for a few days. The castle has many interesting rooms to explore, if you get my meaning.”
“When we get there, I’m expecting the grand tour this time.”
 “See you in a few minutes then.”
* * *
Dedra and Marcellus spoke little during the drive to his home.
It was as if they were both a bit uncertain about how to handle this “purely sexual” relationship. Where did conversation fit in? Somehow that small yet intimate exchange they’d shared after making love in the hotel room served as a warning that they could develop a deeper fondness for each other, if they let themselves go.
She knew her own reason for keeping an emotional distance from him, but what was his reason for wanting the same thing? Was he just a horny vamp, looking for sex and blood sharing partners, or had he also been hurt in the past and was reluctant to trust again?
Dedra sighed and pushed those thoughts from her mind. The less she knew about Marcellus Oakes, the easier it would be to leave at the end of the week.
Butterflies flitted in her stomach as he pulled into his long driveway. Once they stepped inside and made love, this uneasiness would melt, replaced by physical sensation.
Marcellus made love just the way Dedra liked -- dominating yet tender. She enjoyed surrendering to him in the bedroom but was glad he understood when to let her go.
A warning signal went off in her head. She would need to be very careful not to let herself get too attached to him. Iago had been a dominant lover, too, but once he felt her getting too close, he’d shut down faster than an insurance policy when the premium was late.
She stepped out of the car, about to reach for her suitcase in the back seat, but Marcellus had already retrieved it.
Inside the house, he escorted her to his personal suite, which took up the top floor of the east tower and included a spacious bedroom, sitting room, and master bath. Decorated in browns and greens, the room had a comfortable, distinctly masculine feel.
The scent of Marcellus’ cologne hung on the air and Dedra closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, enjoying the aroma.
“I love that scent,” she said. “Vanilla, but woodsy too.”
“I love your scent.” He placed her suitcase on the floor, wrapped his arms around her waist and buried his lips against her neck.
“I thought you were going to give me the grand tour.” She smiled, wriggling a bit since his goatee tickled her face.
“We’re starting here. This is my bed.” He picked her up and tossed her upon it. She leaned back on her elbows, staring with a smile as he unfastened his belt.
While he stooped to remove his boots and socks, she pulled off her sweater and kicked off her shoes.
He straightened and their gazes met. Not looking away from each other, they removed their jeans. At the sight of his long, hard thighs and semi-erect cock, she felt an even stronger rush of desire. She could scarcely wait to be trapped beneath him.
In a swift motion he removed his shirt and flung it aside. He moved onto the bed and positioned himself above her on his hands and knees.
Dedra drew a deep breath and glanced up at him. The lustful look in his eyes made her wriggle with desire. She reached down and grasped his stiff cock, stroking and intermittently running her thumb over the silky head. Still staring into his eyes she watched his pupils widen, nearly filling the brilliant blue iris as his excitement grew.
Dedra loved arousing him as much as she loved being aroused by him.
He stretched out beside her, reached between her legs and covered her soft mound with his hand.
Stimulated by the warmth of his palm and his gentle rubbing, she arched against him, hungry for his touch.
While he caressed her, she continued stroking his cock. It swelled and pulsed against her palm. She rubbed faster and he gave a low groan of pleasure.
Recalling how good it had felt when he’d used his mouth on her, she decided it was long past time to repay the favor.
She tried to sit up, but he flung his arm across her. Though he didn’t hurt her, she nevertheless felt the amazing strength in his vampiric body and a strange feeling swept over her. Being a strong woman, she wasn’t accustomed to men overpowering her emotionally or physically. Marcellus had already fucked with her emotions in spite of their no strings rule and the strength of her body was nothing compared to his.
“Where are you trying to go?” he purred into her ear.
“I want to suck you.”
“Oh,” he said, a quirky smile touching his lips. His arm lifted from her body. “Then by all means.”
She crawled between his legs and knelt there, clasping his cock in both hands and licking her lips. Dedra relished his scent and the silk-over-iron feel of him. Excitement coiled inside her and she rolled her tongue around his cock head, tasting tentatively. At first he remained still beneath her, not wanting to distract her from her exploration.
Her eyes slipped shut and she quickly became engrossed in her carnal task. Using her hands to stroke his shaft, she slid her lips over the head, swirling it over the eye then teasing the underside with tender lashes of her tongue.
Marcellus moaned and his hips arched. One of her hands moved to his inner thigh and caressed. She felt the tension in his body and by the way he buried his hands in her hair and breathed her name she knew he was enjoying every moment.
She began sucking deeply, drawing him into her warm, wet mouth. Pleasuring him drove her closer and closer to climax. Her stomach muscles tightened and she wriggled a bit in an attempt to appease her throbbing clit. Heat and dampness flooded her pussy and she longed for his big, hard cock to fill her. She pulled back slightly so she could lap the crown of his erection and taste the pre-come beading at the eye.
“Dedra, fuck,” he panted. “I wonder if a vampire can die from excess.”
“I think we’re going to find out,” she teased, nestling his shaft between her breasts and squeezing them around it.
An almost savage growl escaped his lips and he hauled her up then pushed her onto her back. He filled her with a swift thrust of his cock. Dedra gasped in pleasure, the wet, hot walls of her pussy clamping around him.
“Yeah. Oh, yeah, baby,” she murmured breathlessly. He silenced her with a kiss. His tongue thrust into her mouth to the same rhythm that his cock pumped into her.
Dedra clung to him, her legs locked tightly around his waist and her fingers entwined in his long, thick hair. She purposely scraped her tongue against his fangs, tasting droplets of her own blood. This drove Marcellus wild. He grunted and thrust faster, his body straining into hers. She knew he was as close to coming as she was, but he managed to maintain his self-control, stroking into her until she felt that fantastic, heart-pounding burst. Throbbing in ecstasy, she tightened her grip on him and moaned, “Marcellus. Oh, Marcellus.”
“I’m here, sweetheart,” he panted. “Hold me tighter. Don’t let go.”
She did as he asked, still locked in orgasm, and felt him join her in bliss. His body surged against her, every muscle straining, then he lowered himself onto her, his lips brushing her neck. She felt the rhythm of his warm breath on her flesh and sighed with contentment. After a moment, he moved off her, but she remained with her eyes closed and a smile on her lips.
Then she felt him lift her legs and guide them around his waist as he knelt in front of her. She opened her eyes and watched him with interest. His beautiful blue gaze fixed on his hand that covered her soft mound. Two fingers slid inside her drenched pussy and his thumb rolled over her clit. With slow, tender movements, he rekindled her passion.
While he caressed her with one hand, he used his other to stroke his cock. Dedra watched, her heartbeat quickening with desire. Vampire males required little recovery time between climaxes, so his cock quickly grew long and thick beneath his touch. He hauled her even closer and filled her with his shaft, rocking slowly while continuing to rub her clit in tender circles.
Gradually he quickened his pace, his probing cock and stroking hand pushing her toward another orgasm. This one was slower in approach, mostly because he slowed down and sped up his movements, keeping her hovering on the brink until the frustration became almost unbearable.
“Come on, Marcellus!” she said. “I can’t take much more.”
His chest expanded with a deep breath that he released slowly, his thumb manipulating her clit ever-so-slowly. Dedra trembled, her muscles taut, seeking the pleasure that dangled just beyond her reach.
Marcellus pulled out of her slowly and lay on his back. “Get on me.”
Nearly frantic with desire, she did as he ordered and straddled him. Clasping his cock, she guided it into her pussy and began rocking atop him with a vengeance.
He grasped her hips and held her gaze with a stern yet sexy look that both aroused and annoyed her -- a heady combination. “Slowly, Dedra.”
“Damn, Marcellus, I want it fast.”
“Slower is better. Believe me. Here. Hold my hands.” He held them out to her and she threaded her fingers through his. “Stop and squeeze my hands hard when you want to go faster.”
“This is --” She paused, gazing into his gorgeous blue eyes. “Fine.”
She began riding him at a slow pace. His hard flesh rubbed her in all the right places and it was so fucking difficult to keep from rocking faster. Gradually she quickened her pace, her breath coming in harsh pants.
“Stop,” he ordered and she obeyed, her fingers clutching his in a death grip.
After a moment she resumed her rocking, her pussy hotter and wetter than she’d ever imagined possible. Twice more he told her to stop, each time leaving her closer to the edge and trembling from head to toe.
“Go on,” he breathed, his eyes half-closed. “Fast as you like.”
With a moan of relief, she began riding him fast and hard. “Ah! Marcellus. Oh, baby,” she cried. She said other incomprehensible things, too lost in the grip of passion to bother making sense.
The orgasm struck her with such force that she couldn’t keep from sobbing in relief.
He groaned in ecstasy and his hips jerked upward as he came.
Dedra melted onto him, their legs entwined and his hands caressing her back.
A short time later, Dedra and Marcellus stood in the kitchen making dinner. While preparing the salad, she glanced around, admiring the granite countertops, round oak breakfast table and fireplace that took up most of one wall.
“What made you want to build a castle?” she asked.
He glanced at her between brushing barbecue sauce on the chicken cooking on the indoor grill. “I wanted to keep the past alive in some way.”
“I guess that makes sense for a vampire.”
Grinning, he said, “I can only speak for myself.”
“It must be hard seeing so much time pass. Everything always changing.”
“I don’t mind change, but it’s the people I miss,” he replied, his smile fading.
Dedra studied him carefully, noting the distant look in his eyes. Interest sparked inside her and a touch of sympathy. He seemed so nonchalant regarding relationships that she hadn’t spent much time considering his innermost feelings.
“Is that why you’re so adamant about no strings?”
“In a way.”
“Care to explain?”
Winking, he asked, “Do you want to make the mashed potatoes or should I?”
“I’m getting the feeling you don’t want to talk about this.”
He cast her a half-teasing, half-serious look. “Probably because I don’t.”
“All right. We’ll drop the subject.”
The longer she spent with Marcellus, the more curious she became about him. Her own rules about keeping their relationship superficial were beginning to annoy her.
After enjoying a delicious dinner, they traveled down the stony path in the back of the castle and walked along the lake. Marcellus took her hand and raised it to his lips. After kissing it he continued holding it, his thumb gently stroking her wrist.
“Where did you grow up?” he asked.
“Rhode Island. My family still lives there.”
“They must be proud of your success.”
“Yeah. They are. For a while my mother wanted me to settle down but since my sister had a baby she’s eased up on me.”
“Would you like children?”
“Kids are great, but just not for me.”
“In a way it’s a pity you’re so opposed to committing to a vampire lover. They can’t get you pregnant and if you take the Change it would do wonders for your career as a stuntwoman.”
She glanced at him in question. He did raise some good points. She’d spent so long focusing on her grudge against Iago that she’d never fully considered the pluses to vampirism, other than the great sex. Maybe Ruby’s offer to Change her was something to think about after all.
Later that night, Dedra fell asleep in Marcellus’ room, cuddled beside him on the bed, encompassed by his warmth and his delicious scent.
Chapter Five
Dedra awoke to the distant rumble of thunder. Dim light shone through the windows across the chamber. With a sleepy sigh, she rolled over and reached for Marcellus, but the bed was empty.
“Marcellus?” she called softly.
When he didn’t reply, she rose from the bed and pulled on her robe. The stone floor felt cold against her feet as she walked down the corridor and descended the steps.
For several long moments she searched the castle. Reaching the top of the west tower, she saw the flicker of candlelight through the half-open door at the end of the hall. Approaching, she saw Marcellus’ silhouette by the window. A chill darted through her and she had a feeling something was wrong.
“Marcellus?”
He glanced sharply in her direction, a sliver of moonlight cutting across his eyes so they seemed to glow a ghostly blue. “Dedra. I thought you were asleep.”
“The storm must have woken me.”
He nodded slowly, that distant look once again clouding his face.
Stepping nearer, she asked, “Are you all right?”
“Yes.” After a pause he added, “No. I think… I want to answer in greater detail a question you asked earlier.”
Her curiosity roused, she asked, “What question?”
“The one about why I’m so adamant about no strings. No long-term relationships, especially with humans.”
The seriousness of his mood infected her and inspired her sympathy, but she sensed it wasn’t the time to make a physical overture, so she resisted the urge to touch him in comfort.
 “Go on,” she said softly.
“I was born in what’s now called the Dark Ages. My family was very poor and my father died when my brothers and I were still young. We practically starved and I turned to thievery. Though it’s not something I’m proud of, at the time it seemed the only way to survive.”
She shook her head and sighed. “I hear you. Lots of people nowadays have it so tough that sometimes it seems like breaking the law is the only way to make it.”
“Unfortunately I made a career out of it,” he said with a wry smile. “It eventually caught up with me and I was to have my hand cut off.”
She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Damn. That’s --”
“Appropriate to the crime, at least in the eyes of those living at that time. I was rescued by a man named Lao. A vampire. He was charismatic, persuasive and treated me with respect no one had ever bothered to show a peasant. Of course I gave him my loyalty.”
“I probably would have done the same thing.”
“It was the worst mistake of my life.” He walked to the window, placed his hands on the edge and stared out with that same far off look.
Unsure of what to say, Dedra glanced around the room. With her mere human eyes it was difficult to see at night, even with the candle burning, but she made out the outline of pictures on the wall and artifacts of ages past.
“He reinforced my hatred of mankind by playing up their innate unfairness and doing all he could to prove they’re inferior animals. Eventually I took the Change. Lao became my blood father, binding us forever. Lao headed a group of vampires called Dark Rhythm. Their sole purpose is to protect our kind from humans who seek to destroy us. Lao religiously follows the belief that the end justifies the means. Anyone who gets in his way dies. And he doesn’t stop at destroying human hunters. Any human who crosses his path is in danger. He despises the human race.”
“But don’t you need our blood to survive at least?” she asked, horrified and disgusted by what he was telling her. While she knew not all vampires were good, the
thought of an organized group dedicated to killing off the human race was almost too much to accept.
“We can survive off each other’s blood as well,” he said. “So humans aren’t exactly necessary, at least to vampires like Lao. What sickens me most is that for a long time I agreed with him. I was so blinded by my own anger and frustration, most of which I’d created myself, that I -- What’s the use of trying to explain?”
“When did you realize you were wrong?”
He glanced at her in surprise. “I thought after hearing what I told you so far you’d take off running.”
With a snort of disgust, she said, “I never did scare easy. And even though you did horrible things, I don’t believe the man standing in front of me right now is capable of acting like that anymore. I want to know why.”
“I was traveling on my own and was attacked by a large group of hunters. I fought them off but was badly wounded. Somehow I made it to the outskirts of a tiny village. The people there took me and cared for me until I regained my strength. I was nearly recovered when Lao and several of his companions found me. I tried to reason with him, to tell him these humans didn’t deserve our wrath, but he’d hear none of it. He demanded I kill them, to show him respect as my blood father. I refused so he ordered his warriors to slaughter the entire village.”
Dedra closed her eyes for a moment, a sick feeling in her gut.
“After that, nothing could be the same between me and Lao. I had yet to be initiated into Dark Rhythm -- there’s a training period, even for blood children of its leader, so I told him I wanted no part of it. Lao had me beaten and tortured in an attempt to keep my loyalty.” Marcellus’ fists clenched and he shook his head, an angry smirk on his lips. “As if that would sway me. I’d finally seen him for what he was and myself for what I was. A pathetic, frustrated creature. He released me, probably hoping one day I’d return to him, as many of his children had in the past. I dedicated my life to thwarting Dark Rhythm at every turn, but that came at a price. Lao was chasing me as
well. Each time I’d settle among humans, he would attack. He wanted to separate me from everyone, force me to return to him or live in solitude.”
“So you chose solitude,” she whispered, finally placing a hand on his back. “That’s why you don’t want any strings.”
“Eventually Lao realized I’d never return to him and he stopped following me. We only fought when I threatened Dark Rhythm’s attacks. That’s what I’ve dedicated my life to. That’s why as much as I’d like to know you better and be with you longer than a week, it’s impossible.”
Dedra’s heartbeat quickened. She’d been thinking the exact same thing. A week didn’t seem long enough anymore. Not for her and Marcellus.
He turned to her, his eyes gleaming with emotion. “Now do you understand?”
“I do, but you can’t spend the rest of your life alone because of Lao. What about a vampire companion?”
“I’m worried about anyone close to me. I don’t even stay long with my blood children. Ask Ruby. I taught him what he needed to know then insisted he go on his own.”
Anger coiled inside Dedra. It didn’t seem fair that a man like Marcellus, who had already paid so dearly for his mistakes, should be forced to live as a recluse. She couldn’t imagine the loneliness of centuries of solitude. A few decades was bad enough.
“Marcellus, there has to be a way --”
“Look, Dedra.” He crossed the room and began lighting candelabras. In the eerie, flickering light, she glanced around the room at the old-fashioned tools, clothes and furniture. Most of it was covered in dust. Some appeared very fragile.
“What is all this anyway?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest in an attempt to keep away the chill that crept down her spine. There was something so sad about this place. So frightening, even to the woman who’d never scared easily.
“I call this The Dark Room,” he explained. “It’s reminders of the people I’ve known, people who were destroyed by Dark Rhythm.”
Dedra’s lips opened but for several seconds she couldn’t find the proper words to convey her horror and disgust. Finally she grasped his arms and stared deeply into his eyes. “Marcellus, you can’t live like this. In a fucking tomb. It’s not -- It’s just not right. Fight Lao if you have to, but don’t sacrifice your entire life to him and this Dark Rhythm. Don’t let him win.”
“Every time he harms an innocent mortal he wins.” Marcellus’ eyes took on a coldness she’d never thought to see. “It will never be over between us until one of us is dead. That’s the kind of man Lao is. One way or the other everyone he meets gives up their lives to him, either in homage or in hatred.”
“Then don’t let it continue! Forget about him.”
“I can’t.” His brow furrowed. “How can you even suggest that? You’re human. Do you realize he’d just as soon kill you as look at you simply because you don’t have a set of fangs?”
“Do you think he’s the only person in the world who hates people who are different than he is?”
He smiled sadly and caressed her face. “In many ways you sound like Ruby. You both seem so outwardly cynical yet you try to make life better for those around you.”
“I don’t know about that. I only said what I said because I’m as guilty as anyone when it comes to judging people as a whole instead of as individuals. I had all vampires pegged as assholes because of Iago.”
“He’s the one who hurt you?”
“Used me. I’m over the hurt. He’s not worth the effort, but I think you are.” Looping her arms around his neck, she covered his lips with a deep, tender kiss.
Marcellus embraced her tightly and when the kiss broke, he said, “Please understand why this can only last the week.”
“I do. So let’s not waste it. Let’s get out of this crypt and back to your room. I want you to make love to me.”
“You don’t want to fuck?”
A slight smile on her lips, she shook her head and brushed her nose against his. “Not tonight.”
He released her just long enough to snuff out the candles, then swept her into his arms and carried her out of the tower and into a cozy den. He placed her on a thick carpet by the hearth, then lit a fire.
The beauty of the leaping flames and the scent of burning wood somehow made her feel connected to the past he’d spoken of. Part of her wanted to know more about him while another part feared that she had already gotten too close.
She shrugged off her robe while he pulled off his trousers. They reached for each other, their mouths meeting with a desperate hunger. The intimacy of tonight’s conversation seemed to fuel their passion, making every kiss and touch hotter than any of their previous encounters.
Pressing her onto the carpet, he began kissing her from breast to hip. His fangs grazed her belly, not breaking the skin, while he gently raked his nails over her breasts. Neither motion was done hard enough to cause pain, only enough to stimulate. He grasped her bottom, and she draped her legs over his shoulders and closed her eyes, already anticipating the sensation of his mouth on her most sensitive parts.
Slowly and lovingly he ran his tongue over her clit again and again. Dedra moaned and stroked his hair. He always seemed to know exactly what she wanted. Unlike her time with Iago, her lovemaking with Marcellus went beyond pleasure of the flesh. They had a connection they were doing their best to ignore. To embrace it fully would make leaving each other too difficult, so they told themselves it was purely physical.
He shifted position slightly and thrust his tongue into her pussy, swirling it around and tasting her soft flesh slick with passionate dew. While he ate her, his hands kneaded and caressed her ass.
“Marcellus, that feels so good, baby.”
He grunted in reply and continued thrusting his tongue into her pussy, and then he returned to her clit. Using the tip of his tongue, he teased it with upward strokes that soon had her trembling on the verge of climax.
“Don’t stop, baby. Please don’t stop,” she panted, her fingers gripping his hair.
He licked relentlessly and her entire body tightened with passion until it seemed to explode. She moaned and thrashed, but he held her steady and continued licking, drawing out her pleasure until the last spasm. Her body damp with perspiration, Dedra let her limbs fall to the rug where she lay, catching her breath, her eyes closed and a dreamy smile on her lips.
Marcellus sat beside her, caressing her face and breasts. After several moments he roused her by gently pinching her nipples. She stirred, opening her eyes and turning toward him. His long hair partially shadowed his face, but she could still see the lustful gleam in his blue eyes.
“Recovered?” he asked.
“I don’t know if I’ll ever recover from how good you make me feel, but I’m ready for more, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Good.” He rolled her onto her back then grasped her waist and tugged until she rose onto her hands and knees. Caressing her behind with long, smooth sweeps of his palm, he said, “You have a gorgeous ass. Nice and tight.”
“A benefit of being a stuntwoman,” she murmured, a playful smile on her lips. She closed her eyes and sighed with pleasure.
Marcellus massaged her thighs. He lapped the backs of her knees and her calves. Just when she was so relaxed she’d almost drifted to sleep, he began licking and kissing her buttocks. His fangs sank into her left ass cheek and she gasped with pleasure, his love bite stirring her passion once again.
His tongue swept over the bite marks, probably lapping away any blood he’d drawn. Then he sucked on the wounds and heat flooded her pussy. Dedra squirmed, wishing he’d fill her with his cock that she knew must be hard and ready.
She didn’t have to wait long. Within moments his body covered hers. His knee nudged her legs farther apart and he braced his hands on either side of her shoulders. From behind his cock entered her pussy and he pumped.
“Oh, Marcellus,” she breathed, her fingers gripping the rug.
He gave a low growl -- so sexy and distinctly vampiric. The sound of it incited her passion even more.
He continued thrusting, every now and then lifting a hand to caress her neck and shoulders.
The orgasm built slowly, but when it came nearly hurled her into oblivion. Crying out mindlessly in lust, she felt him come as well. His body stiffened and his hips lunged hard, desperate for every last bit of pleasure.
When he finished, he lay beside her, his body half draped over hers and his cheek resting against her back. “For what it’s worth, I’ve never enjoyed a woman as much as I enjoy you,” he murmured.
She chuckled softly, warmed by his words. “It’s funny, Marcellus, but I was just thinking the same thing about you.”
* * *
Two days later, Marcellus stood on the balcony outside his personal suite and watched Dedra jog by the lake. Since their conversation in The Dark Room, he’d been considering her suggestion that maybe they had both put unreasonable limits on their love lives. Just when he started to imagine the possibility of a real relationship with her, flashes of the past reminded him that as long as Lao and Dark Rhythm existed, his personal restrictions were necessary.
In spite of his attempts to remain neutral, he cared about Dedra and couldn’t bear the thought of harm coming to her, especially because of him. He was lucky to have this week with her. Those memories would have to sustain him once she’d gone.
It was strange that after so many years of emotional isolation he was still able to feel for anyone. At least Lao hadn’t killed that part of him. Yet.
The phone rang and he stepped inside to answer it.
 “Marcellus, it’s Daniel. I called to warn you that we believe Lao is watching you.”
“What?” he demanded, fear coiling in his gut -- not fear for himself, but for Dedra.
“Two days ago we captured one of Lao’s warriors. Under interrogation he confessed that Lao is very angry about your involvement in last week’s attack against Dark Rhythm. He’s been keeping watch on you and there’s a chance he’ll approach you for execution or negotiation. With him you can never be sure. Ruby says you have a woman staying with you?”
“She’s leaving ASAP. I’ll make arrangements.”
“Good. Watch your back and we’ll talk soon.”
Immediately after hanging up with Daniel, Marcellus contacted Ruby who agreed to come over directly, pick up Dedra and take her to Burgundy Peak.
Burgundy Peak was probably the safest place for their kind in the state of New York. The owner, Master Zigor, was one of the few people Dark Rhythm avoided.
Once arrangements were made with Ruby, Marcellus returned to the balcony and called for Dedra to join him inside. A master of self-control, he made sure his voice revealed not a hint of the anxiety he felt. In case they were being watched, he didn’t want to let on that he might be aware of his enemies’ presence.
He armed himself with a pistol loaded with silver bullets and a short sword. While most vampires adopted modern fighting styles, some still preferred old-fashioned methods. If given a choice, Marcellus liked to take his enemies in hand-to-hand combat.
Moments later Dedra stepped into the house, her gaze riveting to his weapons and a wary look in her amber eyes. He briefly explained the situation.
“Ruby will be here soon and he’ll take you to Burgundy Peak,” Marcellus said.
“What’s going to happen to you?” she asked while tossing her belongings into her suitcase.
Though he’d informed her about Dark Rhythm, he hadn’t mentioned his connection to Daniel’s group. No matter how much he liked her, he didn’t know her nearly well enough to trust her with that information. “I’ll be all right. Lao and Dark Rhythm I can handle.”
“Isn’t there anyone you can call for backup? Maybe you should hide out at Burgundy Peak too.”
“No. I’ll be fine on my own.”
While Master Zigor rarely refused sanctuary to vampires in need, he avoided organized groups, even ones such as Daniel’s that fought Dark Rhythm. Besides, Marcellus hadn’t lived so long by not being able to take care of himself. Not only that, he disliked Zigor’s attitude. Two alphas generally didn’t mix.
Chapter Six
Dedra studied Marcellus carefully. Though she rebelled against being shuffled off like a child, she realized Marcellus and Ruby were trying to protect her from dangerous beings beyond the reach of traditional authorities. She’d be a fool not to do as they instructed. She also couldn’t help being concerned for Marcellus’ safety, especially after the stories he’d told her about his blood father.
Time seemed to trickle by while they waited for Ruby, yet it still didn’t move slowly enough. This was probably the last time she’d ever see Marcellus and she simply wasn’t ready to leave him. What if Lao killed him? Yes, Marcellus looked formidable and his centuries of life proved he could handle himself against others of his kind, but she worried he couldn’t hold out forever against enemies like Lao and Dark Rhythm. It seemed this man who’d sworn to live a solitary life needed a companion to watch his back more than he realized.
If only they were dealing with mortals. With her guts, strength and fighting experience, she could help rather than hinder him.
As difficult as the life he’d described fighting against Dark Rhythm sounded, she couldn’t help believing it was also incredibly exciting. If she was a vampire, she’d want to spend her nights fighting alongside Marcellus.
The doorbell chimed and Marcellus took her suitcase. They turned down the stairs and Marcellus paused, his eyes aglow and fangs bared.
“What?” Dedra whispered. “It’s just Ruby, right?”
“Ruby and others. I caught their scents.” A low growl rumbled in his throat. “Dedra, there’s probably going to be trouble. I’m taking you to the --”
The drawbridge-style front door burst open with a thunderous crash and a car drove partway into the great hall, a frantic-looking Ruby at the wheel.
 “Get in!” Ruby bellowed to Dedra and Marcellus. “Dark Rhythm closing in!”
Marcellus shoved Dedra toward the car and she dove into the passenger seat.
“Marcellus!” Both Dedra and Ruby shouted in unison.
“Get the hell out of here!” he roared, firing his pistol at a black truck that was speeding toward the rear end of Ruby’s car. In spite of the bullets shattering the windshield, it crashed into the car.
Ruby pulled two pistols from his purse and handed one to Dedra. “You’ll probably need this.”
They leapt out of the car at the same time two vampires jumped out of the truck and three more, armed with swords, crashed through a stained glass window and attacked Marcellus.
Dedra tried to get a clear shot at Marcellus’ attackers. The vampires moved so quickly and fought so close that she couldn’t risk firing without hitting him. Using the car as cover, she and Ruby focused their attention on exchanging fire with the vampires by the truck. Her bullet found one while Ruby’s took down the other. Good thing, too, because they’d nearly run out of ammunition.
Marcellus had already knocked out one of his opponents and was now on his feet, trading blows with the remaining Dark Rhythm warriors. Ruby hissed, his fangs bared, and dove on one.
Before Dedra could join them, three more warriors burst through the broken window. Two joined the fight against Marcellus and Ruby while the third turned to Dedra. For a potent second they held each other’s gaze before lunging at one another.
The vampire’s strength was unfathomable, yet she managed to twist in his grasp and strike his groin with the gun still clutched in her fist. Fortunately, as she knew from experience, vampires’ sex organs were as sensitive as those of humans. Her attacker grunted and loosened his hold on her, bending forward reflexively to clutch his balls. His moment of distraction was exactly what Dedra needed. Summoning all her strength, she jerked away from him and kicked him hard in the temple. Though the blow didn’t knock him out, it disoriented him long enough for her to pick up a heavy
vase and smash it over his head. A powerful ax kick between his shoulder blades rendered him immobile.
Panting, she turned to Marcellus and Ruby who quickly finished off their opponents. All three stood for several seconds, glancing around as if waiting for another attack, but none came.
Marcellus strode to Dedra and grasped her upper arms gently while gazing into her eyes with concern. “Are you hurt?”
“Just some scratches and bruises. I’ve gotten worse at work,” she said, though no stunt had ever made her feel quite like this -- enthralled yet trembling with the realization that these creatures could have torn her limb from limb. She’d fought a vampire and won.
“Ru, help me get these guys in the dungeon,” Marcellus said, though his gaze still fixed on Dedra.
“You have a dungeon?” she asked.
Marcellus gave a quirky smile. “Is a castle complete without one?”
“It sure gives me some ideas for some interesting possibilities,” she replied. For some reason the fight made her hot for some serious fucking. Sick but true. She’d deal with her physical urges later. Right now they had prisoners to lock up.
Damn. This was too much like the movies she’d worked in. Unfortunately this situation was frighteningly real.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Ruby touched her arm, his expression nearly as worried as Marcellus’.
“Sure. I just -- Something like this makes you think about what life is really about.”
A sad, almost tired look crossed Marcellus’ face. It was as if he’d once again resigned himself to the lonely life he’d chosen. Foolishly chosen.
With the right woman by his side -- one who understood his situation and was willing to help -- there was no need for him to spend his life alone.
After securing their prisoners in the dimly-lit dungeon below the castle, Marcellus phoned Daniel and explained what happened. Daniel said he’d arrive soon to take the Dark Rhythm warriors so they could be properly interrogated.
While awaiting Daniel’s arrival, Marcellus, Ruby and Dedra sat in the parlor to wait.
Still excited from the fight, Dedra could scarcely believe she’d battled vamps and was still alive to talk about it. This far surpassed the excitement of any stunt she’d ever done and it had a real purpose behind it. It wasn’t just for entertainment but was a fight against true villains.
“Are you all right?” Marcellus asked, kneeling in front of her chair and taking her hands while gazing deeply into her eyes.
“Yeah. I’m fine.”
“If anything had happened to you --”
“Marcellus, I’m okay.” She took his face in her hands and kissed him. It felt good knowing he worried about her.
Nearby Ruby watched them with a smile on his red painted lips. Dedra turned to him and said, “Well, Ru, you were right.”
“About you and Marcellus? I knew it.”
“About me taking the Change,” she said. “I want it.”
“What?” Both Ruby and Marcellus asked in unison.
“We have a cause here.” She stood and paced the room. “I want to be part of it.”
“Part of what?” Marcellus demanded.
“Tonight proves you can use a partner.” She held his gaze.
“I work alone.”
“What about your collaboration with Daniel?” Ruby ventured, earning a murderous look from Marcellus.
“Ruby, butt out. This isn’t your concern.” He turned back to Dedra. “As for you --”
“Excuse me?” she demanded. “Who do you think you’re talking to in that tone?”
 “The idea of you fighting Dark Rhythm is insane.”
“As if you’re the first person to tell me I want to do something insane. I’m a stuntwoman, if you recall. I deal in the dangerous stuff.”
“This isn’t a movie, Dedra. It’s for real.”
“No shit. I want something real. I’ve never felt like this before.”
“And with any luck you never will again. I don’t want you involved in this life.” He grasped her shoulders and when she tried to shove him away he refused to let go, but continued glaring into her eyes. “I will not be responsible for you.”
“Get your hands off me. I’m responsible for myself,” she said in a deadly voice, her eyes fixed on his.
After a moment, he released her and shook his head. “I won’t agree to it.”
“You don’t have to,” she stated. “Ruby has already offered to Change me.”
Marcellus’ cast another furious look at Ruby and said, “You will not Change her.”
“Who the hell do you think you are?” Dedra snapped, stepping between Ruby and Marcellus. “This is my life.”
Ignoring her completely, Marcellus kept his attention fixed on Ruby. “You heard my command.”
Ruby’s gaze faltered and Dedra’ fists clenched. “You might be Ruby’s master, but you’re not mine. I don’t need your approval for anything, Marcellus.”
“You’re not being reasonable,” he stated. “Tonight you got lucky. Next time you might lose your life, regardless of whether or not you take the Change.”
“That’s the same risk you’ve been taking for centuries.”
“I’ll not discuss this anymore. You need time to think this through clearly,” he said with frustrating calmness.
Seething, Dedra dropped back into her chair while he walked to the window and stared out. Ruby glanced at Dedra and shrugged apologetically.
Marcellus and Dedra didn’t speak to each other again that night, or for the next few days. Though he missed her company, he’d hoped she’d realized how foolish it would be for them to stay together and for her to take the Change to most likely lose her life fighting Dark Rhythm.
Any bruised feelings were his own fault. He knew better than to lose his heart to a woman, in particular a mortal. He only hoped their parting wasn’t as painful for her as it was for him.
He was seated, brooding, in his den when the phone rang. He picked it up.
“Marcellus. It’s Ruby. Dedra and I are at Burgundy Peak. It’s happening tonight at ten o’clock. Be there or you’ll miss your chance.”
Without giving him time to reply, Ruby hung up.
His teeth gritted, Marcellus cursed his offspring’s rebelliousness and Dedra’s foolishness. He also cursed himself for the excitement and anticipation that coiled in his belly like a beautiful, poisonous snake, enchanting but deadly.
He knew exactly what Ruby meant. Dedra was with him at Burgundy Peak and tonight she would become a vampire. Apparently she preferred to have Marcellus Change her. However, if he failed to accept the invitation, Ruby would do the job.
What he should do was show up in time to stop the whole foolish thing.
As if driven by a need beyond anything he’d ever experienced, he headed for his car, jumped in and sped to Burgundy Peak.
Striding through the front door of the club, he was met by the chief of security, a tall, powerfully muscled vampire with ebony skin and eyes that could stare down a starving tiger.
“Room 214,” Onan stated.
Marcellus curled his lip. “Does everybody know about it?”
“You should feel honored,” the security chief stated. “Master Zigor allows few to give the Change here.”
Though Marcellus knew this to be true, he didn’t have the time or the inclination to reply. Instead he raced up the stairs, taking three at a time. Reaching the door to 214, he was about to knock, but Ruby opened it.
“Remember what I said about pulling out your fangs?” Marcellus growled.
“Pliers later. Change now,” Ruby said, slipping past him and hurrying down the hall.
Marcellus stepped into the room and found Dedra lying on the bed, her amber eyes staring at him with a look so hot he nearly went up in flames.
“You came. Ruby thought you might,” she said in a husky voice.
“I’ll deal with my disobedient fledgling later. I came here to talk sense into --”
“No. You came here to fuck me.” She stood, her gaze never leaving his, and looped her arms around his neck. “And to make me like you physically because, baby, in mind and heart we are exactly alike.”
“We hardly know each other.”
Her intense amber eyes glistened with anger. “That’s as big a lie as our no strings rule, isn’t it?”
He took her face tenderly in his hands and shook his head the slightest bit. “I let you get too close and know too much. My decision to distance myself from others isn’t because I’ve been burned by love in the past --”
“How dare you turn that against me, you arrogant --”
Her eyes gleamed with rage, somehow making her look even sexier. He needed to stop thinking with his cock and keep in mind what was best for her. “I’m not belittling your pain, Dedra. But I’m not going to help ruin your life, either. Becoming a vampire is one thing. Going on some foolhardy crusade against Lao and Dark Rhythm is another.”
“Then why is it okay for you? Do you think you’re the only person who wants to do the right thing? Not only that, do you think my life is without risk? Every time I do a stunt something could go wrong.”
“How can you compare movie stunts to this?” He glared.
 “I can’t. That’s the point. I crave action, Marcellus, but until the other night when we fought those Dark Rhythm warriors, I never realized how empty my life is. Fighting Dark Rhythm not only fills my need for excitement, but will give me a real purpose, too. You won’t stop me. Taking the Change is my business, not yours. If you try to stop Ruby from doing it, I’ll find someone else.”
He curled his lip. “Oh nice. You’ll just take it from anyone then? Why not track down Lao and ask him to be your blood father? He’d love to make another warrior.”
“That doesn’t even make sense,” she scoffed.
“None of this makes sense.”
She snorted in disgust and turned away from him, but he grasped her roughly by the waist, hauled her close and kissed her deeply.
When the kiss broke, she breathed against his lips, “I want the Change, but not from just anyone. I want it from you, Marcellus. I want to be linked to you in blood.”
“There will be pain,” he warned. “You could die during the crossover.”
“I know the risks.”
He nodded, momentarily bombarded by emotions -- concern, excitement, admiration for her resolve and lust so intense that his heart pounded and cock swelled almost painfully beneath its denim prison.
Sweeping her into his arms, he kissed her again then placed her on the bed. With a low growl and a swift tug of his hands, he ripped her nightgown down the middle, baring her sleek brown body to his burning eyes.
Dedra stared at him, her full lips slightly parted, her breasts rising and falling with each excited breath.
He sat beside her and licked her nipples then kissed his way down her stomach. Smoothing his hands over her ribs, he felt her heart beating strongly against his palm. He bent and kissed the soft flesh just above that delicate yet powerful organ. The heart sustained the lives of both human and vampire. Soon hers would beat in the slow, strong rhythm of a vampire heart. With proper training and good luck, it would beat for many centuries to come.
 “I’ll teach you everything I know about our kind,” he promised. “There’s nothing about my life I won’t share with you, Dedra.”
“I’ll be yours forever, Marcellus.”
Again he kissed her. Then he tugged off her panties and quickly shed his clothes. Naked, he lay beside her on the bed and rested his hand on her hip. Staring into her beautiful amber eyes, he realized these were the last moments he’d spend with her as a mortal. Was he making the right decision? He had no doubt that she meant what she said about finding another vampire to Change her if he refused. She certainly wasn’t the first blood child he’d created and though he cared about them all, he’d never intended for them to be lifelong companions.
Marcellus wanted her more than he’d imagined possible, but was he doing what she asked for purely selfish reasons?
“Don’t back out on me,” she said.
His lips twitched in a humorless smile. “I didn’t know you were telepathic yet.”
“I’m not. You’re predictable.”
This time he snorted with genuine laughter.
“Marcellus,” she whispered, drawing his face toward hers. “Please. This is what I want. What about you? Tell me the truth.”
“I want you,” he said, surprised by the emotion in his voice.
She tilted her head to the side, baring her neck in an almost irresistible invitation. His cock twitched and belly clenched with desire as he kissed her soft, luscious neck.
His vampiric senses picked up the sound of her quickening heartbeat as well as the aroma of her lust. He sensed no fear in her, only mild apprehension about the Change she was about to undergo. It struck him fully how lucky he was to have found a woman like this for his mate.
Caressing her ribs and hip, he covered her shoulder with tender kisses. He moved lower and lashed his tongue over first one nipple then the other. Taking one of the taut peaks between his teeth, he nibbled gently, then scraped it with one of his
fangs, drawing a bit of blood and sending a jolt of desire through her. She gasped and clung to him tightly while he sucked her nipple and dipped a hand between her legs.
His fingers circled her pussy lips. Finding them warm and wet, he pushed his fingers into her. He drew a deep, pleasured breath. Only one thing felt better than stroking her hot, slick flesh, and that was filling her with his cock. As much as he longed to fuck her fast and hard, part of him wanted to savor these moments. Changing a life partner was different than creating other vampiric children. While every change should be handled delicately, this kind in particular must involve love and lust.
He kissed her sleek belly and used the tip of his tongue to tease her navel. Still exploring her drenched pussy with his fingers, he buried his face in her pubic mound. She carried the aroma of perfumed soap and her own feminine musk. Growling with passion, he removed his fingers from her pussy and replaced them with his tongue. He thrust and swirled it inside her, his eyes closed and fangs aching to taste her.
But not yet.
“Marcellus,” she murmured, stroking his hair.
He moved from her pussy to her clit, using his lips and tongue to tease the sensitive flesh until she trembled on the brink of orgasm. Arousing her had him close to the edge as well. His cock ached in pleasure-pain, straining, thick and desperate for the heat of her beautiful pussy.
Pausing a moment, he glanced up at her. With her eyes closed and full lips parted, she looked so lovely and completely trusting of him. Even though she’d been hurt by his kind in the past, she’d pushed aside her grudge to be with him. If she could trust him, then he needed to trust her as well. She was a grown woman who knew what she wanted and he was honored she’d chosen him.
Once again he covered her clit with his mouth and lapped while at the same time reaching up and fondling her breasts. He pinched and rolled her nipples, then tugged them as he licked her nub with fast upward strokes.
“Ah! Oh, Marcellus!” she cried, her entire body convulsing in waves of orgasm. He felt her hot flesh pulsing against his tongue and lips and nearly came then and there.
Somehow he managed to control himself long enough to continue licking her until she lay completely satisfied.
He swiftly covered her body with his. “There’s no recovery time for you during the Change,” he whispered against her lips. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” she murmured, forcing her eyes open.
Their gazes locked as he filled her with a long, slow thrust of his cock. Pleasure shot through him and he paused a moment, buried to the hilt. Then he began thrusting in a slow, steady rhythm, bringing her to climax after climax until she lay panting beneath him.
“Marcellus, I don’t think I can take much more,” she gasped.
“Then you’re ready.”
“Go ahead.” She stared at him, her beautiful amber eyes gleaming. “Do it.”
He kissed her forehead, then her lips. Finally he lapped the side of her pulsing neck and sank his fangs in deep. She climaxed again almost immediately, her soft, wet flesh clamping around his cock. When he’d tasted her before, he’d been forced to hold back lest he kill her. Now he could drink his fill of the most delicious blood that had ever passed his lips.
Marcellus continued drinking deeply while fucking her to the brink of death.
It wasn’t until the following afternoon that she woke from the feverish transitional state -- a magnificent amber-eyed blood goddess who belonged only to him.
Chapter Seven
A week later, Marcellus and Dedra were jogging by the lake when a dreaded yet familiar scent struck him.
Lao.
He paused, his senses straining. Marcellus glanced around for his blood father. Dedra also stopped, having caught the scent of another vampire.
“Keep your guard up,” Marcellus said. “It’s Lao.”
Her eyes gleamed and though she appeared relaxed, he sensed the tension in her as she prepared to fight.
Lao walked from around the side of the castle. Tall, lean and pale with dark hair and piercing eyes, he hadn’t changed much over the past centuries. Yes, he dressed in modern clothes -- black trousers, shirt and shoes, but he wore the same cold, arrogant expression as when Marcellus had first seen him.
“It’s been too long, Marcellus, since we’ve spoken face to face.” Lao’s soft yet deadly voice nearly sent a chill of disgust down Marcellus’ spine.
“On the contrary, it hasn’t been long enough.”
“Still rebellious? Ah well, I’ve had several failures in my lifetime, though I’m proud to say most of my children respect and understand my cause.”
“How can I respect a man who destroys everyone he touches?”
“Not everyone. Only those seeking to destroy me and our kind. I don’t see the point of tolerating these humans.”
“What do you want, Lao? A fight to the death? I doubt it. You wouldn’t risk your own neck.”
“I’ve spent centuries risking my neck.” Lao’s voice dripped anger. “Defending our kind.”
Marcellus had to admit Lao wasn’t a coward. Evil, but willing to get his hands dirty for his cause.
“What do you want?” Marcellus repeated, unmoved by his blood father’s fearsome look.
Lao finally turned his gaze to Dedra who was staring at him with an expression of utter hatred. “Ah. The lovely Dedra. Welcome to the vampiric world, my dear.”
Marcellus’ stomach clenched and his hands itched to choke the life from Lao. Perhaps he should attack and get this over with. Yet the scent of other vampires told him that even if they killed Lao, they wouldn’t escape alive this time. Marcellus wasn’t concerned for himself, but for Dedra who had truly just begun to live.
“You fought well against my warriors,” Lao continued, speaking to Dedra.
“If that’s the best you have, then I don’t know how you’ve stayed in the slaughter business for so long,” Dedra said.
“You would make a fine addition to our cause.”
“Over my dead body.”
Lao studied her thoughtfully. “I could arrange that.”
Marcellus growled and took a step toward Lao, but Dedra placed a hand on his arm. Their gazes met and she shook her head slightly.
“The two of you need not look at me as if I’m your enemy,” Lao said.
“You’re worse than that. You’re a pestilence,” Marcellus told him.
“I’ve come to call a truce.”
Marcellus gave a snort of contempt and disbelief.
Dedra curled her lip in disgust and said, “How stupid do you think we are?”
“In spite of what you might think of me, I don’t like the idea of killing my blood children -- or grandchildren. However, I hate when rebellious ones try to thwart me at every turn.”
“Especially when they stop an operation like the one you had planned weeks ago. How many innocent mortals would have died?”
 “There are no innocent mortals.” Lao snarled, then relaxed into a cool smile. “That’s beside the point. Here’s my offer. You leave Dark Rhythm alone and we’ll leave you at peace as well.”
“No deal,” Dedra stated.
“Marcellus, you know I won’t go back on my word. After so many years of loneliness, don’t you want to keep your lover safe?”
Marcellus watched Lao through narrowed eyes. He hated the man more than ever, yet knew there was a possibility of Lao keeping his promise. He had done so in the past with other blood children, particularly those who had the ability to damage his cause.
“Don’t make any deals with him for my sake, Marcellus,” Dedra said, as if reading his mind.
“You’ll do as I say,” Marcellus snapped at her.
“I don’t give a damn what either of you say. If members of Dark Rhythm cross my path, I will fight them.”
“Hmm. A flippant fledgling,” Lao observed. “You’ll have to teach her how to obey, Marcellus.”
“Like you taught me?” he demanded. “If you value your life, get out of here now.”
Lao must have sensed that Marcellus was dangerously close to attacking him, regardless of how many minions waited in the shadows. Drawing a deep breath and releasing it slowly, Lao studied them carefully. “This is my final warning. It’s in both our interests to keep out of each other’s way.”
“Stay out of ours and we’ll consider staying out of yours,” Dedra taunted, and Marcellus grasped her arm roughly.
Lao turned and walked away. Moments later, the scents of the other vampires disappeared.
“Why didn’t we attack him?” Dedra demanded. “We could have done him in and maybe the others too.”
 “Maybe and maybe not. At least give me a chance to train you properly for combat against Dark Rhythm. Then we can kick ass to your heart’s content.”
Folding her arms across her chest, she studied him with a discerning look. “I think that’s only part of the reason.”
“What?”
“He’s still your blood father. Now that you’ve changed me, I truly understand the depth of that bond. Killing him wouldn’t be easy for you, would it?”
Anger coiled inside him. This woman seemed to know him better than he knew himself.
“You don’t have to answer. I already know. He really believes he’d doing the right thing, doesn’t he?” she asked softly.
“Yes.”
“But he’s not, Marcellus.”
“I know.”
“And I didn’t take the Change to stop you from fighting him, but so we can continue to do so together. I know the other reason you didn’t attack him was to protect me.”
“As your Creator, that’s my duty. As your lover, it’s my honor.”
Dedra’s eyes gleamed with a look he’d never seen before. For some reason he’d expected this modern lady to rebel against such an old-fashioned gesture, but she seemed to like it.
“I love you, Marcellus,” she said.
“I love you too. Very much. Dedra, are you certain this is the life you want? Dark Rhythm will always cast a shadow on us.”
“I knew that from the first. I’m proud to be your offspring and even prouder to be your lover. Whatever happens in this life, whatever evil crosses our paths, we’ll face it together. That’s what I want.”
Marcellus swept her into his arms and covered her mouth with a kiss. Maybe there was a reason he’d waited so many centuries before settling down. No doubt he and Dedra were meant for each other.
“Dark Rhythm won’t be back tonight,” he said.
“So let’s enjoy it.”
He covered her mouth in a deep, tender kiss then with her still in his arms, headed for the castle. The replica of ages past no longer contained only haunting memories, but hope for a long, happy future with the woman he loved.
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