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A romance filled with humor and suspense, not to mention some sexy vampires, opening a whole new world to Piper.

Piper Smith has waited a long time to confront the man who'd played havoc on her heart as a teen. He'd disappeared from her life with a blink, never to return. Or so she thought.
Parker shows up ten years later as abruptly as when he'd left. Everything in Piper's life becomes more surreal as she learns what Parker is.
With the help, or hinderance, from Francis- Parker's brother- a relationship takes hold that they find harder and harder to keep control over. 
Between Francis' troubles and the ones forced down their throat by others, it's hard to find any alone time to get to know one another. 
But does Piper even want to after finding out what he is?
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   ONE
 
    
 
   My very first real crush was when I was a senior in high school. Don't get me wrong, I'd thought other boys were cute before.  But after meeting and hearing Parker Smith talk for the first time, I knew I was a goner. He'd transferred from some out of state school and was a mystery to everyone. And a constant thought in my head.
 
   It was in the auditorium rehearsing for our next school play, Wizard of Oz, with fellow classmates when he walked in.  The whole room stilled as if waiting for him to exhale.  His dark spiky hair and black hopeful eyes were enough to get your attention, but the effortless way he moved and thoughtfully talked were just as noticeable.   At least to me.  He always looked like he tried to dress younger than he really was, piquing my interest even more. An image of him in slacks and a nice button up shirt always fluttered through my mind. It’s what I pictured him being most comfortable in.
 
   Instead of trying out for one of the lead roles he ended up being the technical director in charge of lights and curtains, though he had the looks to star in every one of my dreams.  My role was one of the flying monkeys.  As ridiculous as it seemed, the weight of his gaze fell heavy on me wherever I went. Whenever I’d glance in his direction though, he was looking the other way. 
 
     My girlfriends all thought I was crazy to swoon over someone so out of my league.  But wasn't that the point of having a crush?  To admire from afar?
 
   Parker ended up having four classes with me in our last semester, making my crush grow infinitely. If I wasn't so in love I might've had the courage to have a conversation with him outside the confines of our class assignments, sooner.  We got paired together for almost all of our class assignments, much in thanks to my last name being Smith as well, since teachers liked to go in alphabetical order. We also had the same initials.
 
   There was no way we were related since I'd been adopted after my only known relatives, my parents, died in a car accident when I was only a few months old. My adoptive parents were my God parents and had been close friends of my parents, which was a plus in my head because I still got to grow up hearing stories about them and who they'd been.  They enabled me to grow up having a normal life, friends, the proper schooling. I loved them and to me, they are my real parents.
 
   Earlier in the week Parker asked me if I was going to the end of year party that Saturday, making my heart thunder, but I managed to answer him almost nonchalantly. We'd made small talk, not about school, and he even sat with me and some friends on our outside bench at lunch, giving me the opportunity to ogle him more. Shyness wasn’t one of my qualities per say, but whenever Parker was near it was hard to stay coherent enough to form complete sentences. He’d wait patiently for my mind to start working again and smile politely when my mouth stuttered over words. 
 
   By the Wednesday before the party his mood shifted severely.  After a few awkward attempts to make small talk with him, I gave up and went back to our routine of only talking to each other about homework. His cold shoulder treatment after the progress I'd made this week was enough to put me in my grave. The party was going to be my last chance to see him before everyone went their separate ways after graduation and I planned on taking full advantage of it.
 
   The night of our last senior keg party at Brian Collins house was a night I will never forget.  
 
   After getting dressed up with my friends for hours we finally made our way to be fashionably late at ten thirty.   Our hair was straightened to a dangerous level of singeing off and we each applied glossy lipstick, trying to plump our lips to look more like Angelina Jolie's. 
 
   I made sure to be tipsy before we showed up so I'd have more confidence in my plan.
 
   Since Ashley, one of the more popular girls in our class, lived only a few houses down, a group of eight of us got ready at her house then made the short walk across the street. She wasn't one of my favorite people but we got along for the most part. 
 
   Brian Collins had asked me to the Homecoming dance and I’d said yes, even went out and bought a brand new dress, excited to be going with one of the most popular, not to mention cute, boys in school.  A week before the dance he told me he had to cancel because Ashley had said yes. He apologized but told me that she’d said no, then changed her plans and was now able to go with him. I smiled weakly and told him it was no problem. He didn’t think twice about leaving me now dateless. 
 
   Ashley, having been fully aware that I’d bought my dress and bragged about going with him, never said a word. I knew she didn’t like him and only said yes after finding out Lance Herman wasn’t planning on asking her. Julie, Leslie and I ended up having a slumber party and enjoying the attentions of some other boys that were friends of Leslie’s older brother. They were in college and effectively knew how to keep our minds off our miniscule high school problems. It turned out to be a much better night than we’d been expecting. My second make-out session, and the best in comparison to my first sloppy kiss in sixth grade or the lame attempt of having sex for the first time five months ago, lasted well over ten minutes before Leslie’s mom called down the stairs to the boys that they ‘needed to leave us poor girls alone’, which resulted in them leaving for a night out only a few minutes later. 
 
   It was only two months later that Parker joined us and my world changed forever.
 
   The only thing on my mind tonight was finding Parker and finally kissing him.
 
   Sigh. That would make my life complete.
 
   After making our grand entrance then splitting off from the group, doing a few rounds saying hi to everyone then doing a keg stand with the help of a few of the football team members, I decided to sit in the kitchen while waiting anxiously for Parker to show up, hoping like crazy he hadn’t shown up earlier and left.
 
   One of my girlfriends was in the middle of a story when he walked in, making me instantly veer toward him for a warm greeting. He entered through the front door, flowing through the mass of people before our eyes finally made contact.  It seemed he'd been trying to look anywhere but at me at first. His dark eyes held a tint of purple flecks, or maybe that was just a trick of the light. He wore jeans and a short sleeved red shirt, coincidently matching my short jean skirt and off the shoulder red t-shirt. The smile that spread across my face was impossible to stop, making his lips twitch, before turning stone cold again.
 
   "Hey, Parker. I'm glad you came." 
 
   I stopped just in front of him in the hallway by the bathroom. He looked down at me, eyes swirled with intensity, making me take a step back, but my smile remained.
 
   "Hey, Piper." 
 
   He always said my name like a caress, exciting me more.
 
   I was the perfect amount of buzzed and happy to enjoy just having him in my sights before I realized he continued to look around as if searching for someone else. Was I bothering him?
 
   "Do you want something to drink? I just did a keg stand..." I unashamedly let him know I'd been drinking and was open to ideas of keeping us busy. 
 
   The look he gave me was indescribable, as if he were actually contemplating taking me up on my silent invitation before the light changed and the purple completely disappeared from his eyes as he gave a sharp shake of his head. Apparently he still wasn't in a chatty mood.
 
   The music continued to blare around us, people pushing their way past and my itch to kiss him kept getting stronger.
 
   I reached out to wrap my fingers around his bicep and whisper in his ear when he jerked and stepped back out of my reach. The hurt was nothing compared to the stab wounds I felt when I saw his gaze wander back to Ashley. Again. Her chestnut colored hair laid down to the middle of her back. Her tan skin made me look like a ghost, her flawless skin the envy of everyone in the vicinity and the money her family had helped make her the most beautiful, popular girl in school. The fact that she was an overall nice person didn't hurt either.
 
   My five feet five inches and one hundred ten pounds made me feel like a dwarf compared to her five feet ten.  Golden hair laid softy on my shoulders, a few freckles spotting my nose and cheeks, though they were barely noticeable.  
 
   Even in my heels Parker was still a good five inches taller than me. His thick arms and neck reflected the body of an athlete, though he didn't play on any team here. He moved with the grace of a ballerina but looked as lethal as two Terminator's, though I'd never seen him lift a harmful finger.
 
   The hurt coiling inside had me feeling incredibly spiteful. Of course he'd want to be with Ashley. Had he only been nice to me to get close to her? Most likely. It wouldn't be the first time, yet this is the only time I felt like he'd personally ripped the heart from my chest and stomped on it while laughing.
 
   Keeping a straight face, I forcefully grabbed onto his arm and drug him to the group of people surrounding Ashley. His muscles tensed under my touch, but damn him, I wasn't made of poison!
 
   A few people scattered, no doubt scared of the scowl on my face, or at Parker, who hadn't made a whole lot of friends since showing up here.
 
   "Ashley, you remember Parker. Parker, this is Ashley."
 
   My voice was pleasant and I managed to keep a grin on my face while he was in view, but I was dying inside. Parker's eyes looked almost sad before I turned and left them alone, Ashley no doubt wondering what was going on but she started up a friendly conversation the moment I turned away.
 
   I went straight for the keg where the football team generously helped me do two more keg stands then kept up a steady conversation, or string of flirtatious sentences, before the ability to form coherent sentences became too hard.
 
   My friends were lounging in the living room, scattered all over the couches and floor space, winding down for the night, or morning since it was after one by the time I mustered up the strength to reenter the house.  
 
   After going to the kitchen and filling up a glass of water, I aimlessly made my way to the bathroom for a checkup and potty break. There was no line but I still knocked to make sure no one was getting freaky in there with the lights off. No noise sounded so I pushed open the door and switched on the light just as the connecting door was thrust open on the other side.
 
   Parker.
 
   His eyes lit up before turning sullen again. My face didn't have the strength to smile so I settled for turning and heading back out the way I'd entered.
 
   "Piper..."
 
   His voice. That lovely, heartwarming voice. I turned back to face him with an uplifted brow as if he was now wasting my time. Damn, I'm a good actress.
 
   The click of his door and the lock setting into place barely registered to me as he moved forward slowly, measuring his steps until he stood directly in front of me, his thick arms coming up on either side of my head, shutting the door behind me. The click of the lock was like a bell ringing, too loud, my senses on over drive now with the extreme awareness of how close he was.
 
   After staring at his neck for a few long seconds I slowly lifted my gaze up past his chin to his kissable pink lips, strong nose, then finally to his intense purple eyes. Yes, a thin line of fuchsia outlined his pupil while slowly expanding, the black almost completely fading out.  He left his hands resting on the door behind me, enveloping me with his warmth as he stood just inches from my face, his eyes tormented by some unknown thought.
 
   "Parker?" 
 
   My voice was only a whisper, too afraid to scare away this moment, and him, since I must've done something earlier to bring on his mood swings.
 
   The fact that he'd clearly wanted Ashley earlier, and might've just been with her, was nagging at my conscious.
 
   "Where's Ashley?" I ended up asking, taking another deep breath when he leaned down closer to me.
 
   His face scrunched up in anger before almost violently taking my lips in the most wonderful kiss. He silently pressed me up against the door though it felt like I'd been thrown, then slowly ended the kiss, lingering with our heavy breaths mixing. His skin was cold but not enough to want to end this as our lips parted with a fevered hunger before rejoining, only to part once more.
 
   I dug my nails into his strong arms and kept my eyes closed while trying to regain the ability for speech. He stroked two more kisses as soft as a whisper upon my lips before releasing me and taking a step back.
 
   I could still feel his heat and hungered to be wrapped in it once more, and then forever. I was flushed with pleasure, panting, when I finally opened my eyes to look questioningly at him.
 
   "I'm sorry." Why was he sorry? That was the best kiss of my life. "This can never happen again." Dagger, meet heart. Again. "I'm leaving tonight and you'll never see me again."
 
   My mouth dropped open in shock. After the most mind blowing kiss ever he told me he'd never see me again? What the hell?
 
   "I don't understand you. I thought we were getting along and then you started ignoring me again. Then tonight I practically throw myself at you when you obviously wanted to be with Ashley, who I left you with, but now we're in the bathroom kissing and you tell me you never want to see me again?" 
 
   I was talking too fast and my tone wasn't as mean as I meant it to be, but I got the gist across to him.
 
   "I never said I didn't want to see you again, I said that I wouldn't. Big difference." His face was back to showing his anger.  "I had to kiss you before this night ended." Again his mood changed abruptly. "Those full red lips and the sound of your laugh... you've been driving me crazy." He stepped closer and his long, cold fingers stroked across my cheek, making me shudder. "You taste even better than I imagined, and I've imagined it a lot."
 
   My body was on fire, reeling from his touch and words. Why did he have to say such wonderful things after telling me he'd never see me again? 
 
   Jerk. 
 
   Wonderful, sexy jerk.
 
   "I have to go. Don't tell anyone what happened tonight...please." 
 
   He made it a request just before cracking open the door behind him, turning back to look me up and down, making my skin crawl in the most delicious way.
 
   Then he was gone.
 
   He disappeared before I could pull myself together and ask him to stay. Beg actually. Yes, I'd definitely beg.
 
   After pulling myself together and making my way back out to the living room I couldn't help but frown when he wasn't there. I tried to nonchalantly search the rest of the house, then the yard by the pool, before giving up and telling my girlfriends that I was tired and decided to walk home since it was only four blocks from here.
 
   Ten minutes after the most exciting minute of my life I found myself dragging my feet in sorrow, continually wrapping my finger through my hair nervously. Maybe I could drive by his house, since everyone knew he'd moved into the biggest house that had been for sale forever. It was two blocks past my house from here so it would be too obvious if I walked there tonight. And pathetic.
 
   A giggle pulled me from my thoughts, making me check my surroundings. There were a few people sitting on top of their cars, some making out, some just talking, but the image that caught and held my gaze was of Ashley and Parker sitting on her white front porch swing, her laughing and Parker looking slightly amused. Everything he'd told me must have been some kind of stupid pick up line. And I'm the fool for believing him.
 
   Just a few more feet and I'd be past them and never have to see him again. He'd looked so sincere when we'd been in the bathroom and told me all those wonderful things, but he was obviously a player. 
 
   I was so stupid.
 
   Another giggle. 
 
   Don't look. Don't look. 
 
   I just had to look over at the exact moment Ashley leaned forward and placed a kiss on his perfect lips and heard the smack of the impact from the street.
 
   The outraged gasp from me was unwarranted, stupid really, before I found the strength to make my legs continue to move forward and my head not to look back.
 
   For the first time ever I cried myself to sleep that night. My first crush, my best kiss and one of my closest friends all rolled into one, was not what I had planned. The most incredible and deadly feelings I've ever felt in a matter of minutes. I felt like such a fool for savoring his words and clutching to him like a monkey, but what was I supposed to do? He'd seemed just as into it as I'd been, and he'd been the one to initiate it.
 
   After falling asleep I could almost feel Parker's touch on me still. It felt like he was stroking my hair, soothing me into a deeper sleep, but when I awoke I realized it must have been part of the dream I'd had. 
 
   The one where he didn't stomp on my heart and like it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWO
 
    
 
   Ten years later...
 
   "I know you think it's done but it's just not good enough. You have the whole weekend to correct and elongate the presentation." Managing a team of five in advertising was becoming too much to handle. "Look, don't make me the bad guy. This is your account and I want you to get the job.  I know these guys and they can be real hard asses."
 
   My feet were up on my desk, crossing at the ankles with my heels pointing towards the door, working my word magic with Ted, my newest employee. He knew what he was doing and put effort into his campaigns but he didn't take criticism well. If he doesn't land an account soon then I'll have to let him go.
 
   I'd worked hard as hell to get where I am today and my corner office with the view overlooking the city was mine by right.
 
   My assistant, Julie, and longtime friend from high school, tapped on the door to get my attention. She was married with a kid and another on the way, so working for me was more of a favor so she could spend more time at home. I didn't really need an assistant but I'll have to admit that she did help out a lot, even more than I realized most of the time.  She got to work Tuesday through Thursday and rotated every other Friday, but usually ended up only working about one Friday a month.
 
   I motioned for her to enter as I let my legs down and wrapped up the phone conversation.
 
   "You know you need to take my advice. I'll take you out to celebrate after your presentation if you work on it and blow our clients away on Monday." Julie took a seat across from me with a smile. "I've got someone in the office Ted, see you Monday." I hung up before he could argue more about why his presentation was already a 'masterpiece'.
 
   The only reason I gave him this account was to motivate him to put his creative mind to work. Some of his ideas were brilliant, when shoved in the right direction. I swear the man was more interested in bedding women, then making money to buy a house to bed them in his own. Fresh out of college and he’s still living at home.
 
   "Hey Jules, what's up?" 
 
   She was a glowing seven months pregnant and loved every minute of it.  
 
   "It's my birthday today," she reminded me for the umpteenth time. "We're going to catch a bite to eat with some friends and no buts." She stood and emphasized the butt's while pointing to her own then giggled. "I've got plenty of butt's."
 
   "I already told you I would. I just have to go home and change into something more comfortable then I'll meet you out. Where do you want to go?"
 
   Having dinner with her and her husband was almost a weekly ritual but since we were adding in a few more friends, who I didn't care to ask about since I figured I'd just slip out early while she was occupied with them, it felt like a jeans and tennis shoe kind of night.
 
   "You look fine and it's going to be an early dinner so we can just ride together and meet up with everyone there." 
 
   I glanced down at the clock on my computer which read five thirty. Great, she'd stayed late on her own birthday.
 
   "Alright fine." 
 
   I grabbed my purse and we both made our way to the bathroom to freshen up. She wasn't usually this demanding, but since it was her birthday, I'd let it slide.
 
   When we got to the bathroom I did a once over to make sure I hadn't stained my outfit or something. I was wearing a white cotton button up blouse with a cream colored knit skirt that clung to just below my knees and matching cream heels. You could see the pearl necklace I wore every day through the top three buttons that weren't hooked. The necklace that I’d been given on my eighteenth birthday from my mom. My real mom had it and the woman I call mom gave it to me. I guess the woman I call mom is my real mom-not the other way around.
 
   My hair was in waves down to my shoulders. I ran a brush through before pulling it up into a pony tail then re-layered my makeup that had worn off during the day. Julie did the same in the mirror next to me before we took off toward the elevators to grab a cab.
 
   We were the same height, me taller now since I was wearing heels, but her hair was brown and shoulder length, and wore thick black glasses that made her look like a sexy nerd.  She also got out more so had some color to her, whereas my skin would always be white.  I tanned every once in a while whenever I made it to the gym, but that was only a few times a month, if that.
 
   "Princess died." My thoughts turned to my pet goldfish who'd lived much longer than I thought possible.
 
   "Again?" We smiled at each other. "You say that all the time and then when you get home she's alive." She rolled her eyes.
 
   "No, she's really dead this time. I stared at her upside down floating body the entire time I brushed my teeth this morning." That always did confuse me, coming home to find her swimming happily though she'd been a floater when I'd left for work. "I didn't flush her though, too afraid she's got a couple more lives in her. I swear she should've been born a cat."
 
   The first time she died was right after my Grandmother's funeral. I started crying and called Julie, but when I got home she was swimming around, happy as can be. By the third time I found her floating I just shrugged, went to work, then came back to find her swimming again. Out of all the goldfish I could've won at the fair that day, I got the one with nine lives.
 
   "So where are we going?" I asked before stepping out onto the curb and hailing a taxi for us.
 
   "The Hilton. Bruce has some friends that work there so we thought we'd try it out." 
 
   I didn't know there was even a restaurant in the hotel.  That just proved how much I go out.
 
   We got into the cab and she gave the address to the driver before we got settled.
 
   "I suck as a friend and didn't get you a present." She just smiled and rolled her eyes. "But as your boss, I'm giving you all next week off. Paid."
 
   "Well since I have such crappy friends I'm glad I have a kick-ass boss."
 
   I smiled at her before looking back out the window. We had at least fifteen minutes, maybe twenty with all the traffic, before we got there.
 
   She was my closest friend, hell maybe even my only friend since starting out in the real world. I saw some old friends every once in a while but no one I'd go out of my way to hang out with. No one that I still thought about. No one I'd compared every guy to since graduation.
 
   "Ugh, I'm so bloated today. Only six more weeks before this little rascal makes their debut."
 
   Julie and Bruce decided against knowing the sex of the baby until the delivery day. There's no way I wouldn't be able to know before the big day.
 
   "You look great. Glowing. Bruce can never keep his hands off you."
 
   "Now we just need to find someone that you're interested in." She winked at me when I rolled my eyes. "We need to get you over this guy that's got you all twisted."
 
   What?
 
   "What guy?" 
 
   I got twitchy and re-crossed my legs. I'd never told anyone just how much I liked Parker or about that fateful night.
 
   "Relax!" she laughed. "I was just poking. Trying to figure out if there was a guy, obviously there was, but you don't want to talk about it. I get it." I visibly shed my tension and smiled back at her. "He's not worth a minute of your time and I'm going to help you get over him," she assured me with a confidence that almost convinced me.
 
   "There's no one. I'm just picky and don't really have the time to go out and meet new people." I quickly rambled off excuses I'd been telling myself for years. She bought it about as much as I did.
 
   "Whatever. We're going to have fun tonight and I'm not going to stop hounding you until you get laid!" The cab driver swerved in traffic at her bold statement, effectively making me blush, then laugh once she did. "Sorry," she whispered. "But it's true," she ended more loudly.
 
   She made small talk until we pulled up in front of the hotel then pushed me through the mass of people surrounding multiple bulletins that I couldn't read over all the heads. Once in the elevator she pushed the top button, exciting me since I loved views and looking out at the buildings and bright lights. The most important part about being at the top of a tall building was being able to see the stars more clearly.  They were beautiful.
 
   As soon as we stepped out I realized the trap I'd unknowingly stepped into. There was a huge banner hung with blue letters and silver glitter accentuating them that read:  Welcome Class of 2001!
 
   "Holy..." 
 
   She just giggled and tugged on my arm over to the name tag booth.
 
   "Don't be mad at me," she pleaded. "But it's my birthday and this is what I wanted to do."
 
   I couldn't technically be mad at her since I'd told her earlier that week that she could pick anything and I'd go along with her. My fault.
 
   "Fine. But this is your Christmas present too." 
 
   I pasted a smile on my face after patting the sticker on my blouse.
 
   We bee lined to the bar and grabbed drinks before joining Bruce and his group of friends. He'd graduated the year before us but he knew a lot of people in our class.
 
   Our old clique showed up, from Ashley the prom queen, to Leslie the book nerd. It was actually fun catching up with everybody and I found myself forgetting my nerves almost immediately.
 
   I’d gotten the pamphlet in the mail inviting me to come to the reunion, but hadn’t thought twice about coming. There was no use. Nobody I really wanted to see would be here.
 
   Brian Collins showed up looking just as good as the last time I'd seen him, and we ended up talking most of the night. He told me stories about everyone since he kept in touch, and made me laugh until I had to excuse myself to the bathroom before I peed my pants. Ok, so maybe I'd get Julie a Christmas present after all.
 
   The line to the bathroom was as long as usual but I busied myself talking with the other ladies until it was finally my turn. I was almost hopping on one foot before I slammed the door and squatted, locking the stall for privacy. When I came out Julie was standing near the sink waiting for me.
 
   "So, how’s it going?" She was smiling ear to ear in excitement. "You and Bri seem to be hitting it off, huh?" She nudged me as I grabbed some paper towels to dry my hands then took my purse from her.
 
   "Oh, he's great. I actually found myself missing some of these people. It's been great catching up with everyone." I was buzzed and had no problem admitting the truth, though I'd probably regret it later.
 
   "But..." she prompted, knowing something was lingering on my tongue.
 
   "But nothing. I'm just having fun. Thank you for dragging me out."
 
   I wrapped her in a side hug as we rejoined our group where Brian eagerly handed me another drink.  I thanked him and he started off like I'd never left. After a few more laughs from reminiscing he seemed to get bolder and wrapped his arm around my shoulders and whispered in my ear.
 
   "Wana go up to the very top? There's seating up there and we can get some air." 
 
   More along the lines of thinking about the cool spring air and view, I nodded in agreement.
 
   I told Julie where I'd be before following him up the two flights of stairs then out into the fresh, cool air. As soon as it hit my face I closed my eyes in silent joy. I leaned against the gate surrounding the ledge and just sat there for a minute enjoying the view.
 
   When I turned back to face him he caught me off guard, leaning in and placing a quick kiss on my lips. I froze as soon as he made contact, and waited for something other than shock to replace my feelings. The kiss wasn't bad but it wasn't anything special. He pulled away after only a few seconds.
 
   "Sorry. I've been wanting to do that since I saw you walk in tonight," he admitted with no shame or regret. "Feel free to say something. Anything." 
 
   We both nervously chuckled.
 
   "Sorry. I just wasn't expecting that I guess."
 
   This time he leaned down slowly, giving me time to reject him before his soft lips met mine again. I didn't resist him, hoping against all hope that I might actually like it. His tongue parted my lips and I gently stroked mine against his. Nothing. I pulled back slowly, trying not to reveal as much.
 
   "I am soo glad I decided to come tonight. Oh, are you cold?" he asked when I shivered. 
 
   Instead of answering honestly I settled for nodding as he took off his suit jacket and wrapped it around me.
 
   Now that he mentioned it, it did seem a little cooler, almost drastically cooler as a new wind chill blew across my neck making my eyes water. For early May, it felt like late February.  
 
   "Thank you. For the coat," I added, not wanting to encourage him to kiss me again.
 
   He smiled while rubbing his hands up and down my arms to warm me faster. Or maybe it was to warm him.
 
   "Why don't we go back inside? It got cold pretty fast," I stated the obvious with a smile while trying to walk around him, hoping he'd follow.
 
   He smiled before grabbing my hand through his too long for me coat sleeve.
 
   We'd taken a few steps before a tall, shadowy figure emerged from the darkness walking straight toward us. At first glance he looked a little familiar. When I glanced back again it looked like he could be a family member or somehow related to my dream man. The one and only man consuming my thoughts for the last ten years.
 
   This man had dark brown hair with the same jawline and physique of the man I’d pined after for years.  Instead of the intense purple and black eyes, his were a muddy black. He was also a few inches taller, if memory served right. And thinner.
 
   I smiled politely before stepping around him then stopped when his hand shot out to grab the hand Brian was still holding onto.
 
   "Hey buddy, is there a problem?" Brian asked while standing taller. His six feet had nothing on this mysterious man.
 
   "No problem. You were just leaving." 
 
   That voice. It was enticing and Brian let go of me immediately, eyeing me, silently telling me to go on ahead.
 
   "As soon as she's safely inside, I'll follow suit," Brian bravely responded, crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   The man merely threw back his head in laughter before seeming to give a flick of his wrist that sent Brian flying back against the outside wall, crumbling a layer off before his head lolled to the side and he fell unconscious.
 
   Fear swept over me and I hesitated too long before my feet found their momentum to run toward the sealed metal door in a mad dash. 
 
   Brian was just tossed to the side as if he were a wadded up piece of paper. How on Earth could this be real?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
    
 
   A scream was ripped from my throat when arms encircled me from behind the same time a hand was thrust over my mouth, effectively drowning out any noise from me. I kicked and threw my head back in an attempt to get free but my attacker held firm, and actually chuckled at my feeble attempts.
 
   "Calm down! I'm not going to hurt you unless I have to."
 
   Well now, that's reassuring!
 
   I picked up my struggle and wriggled, scratched and fought, but he didn't move an inch. His skin was harder than anything; my nails didn't leave any scratch marks. My gaze fell back on Brian when I began to cry in defeat.
 
   "He should be here soon, if he's not already. My brother's been very hard to keep track of over the last few years but I do know that he's been deliberately driving me away from you. And now I know why."
 
   What? Why? His brother? In a last ditch effort to get out of this alive I went still, stopped struggling altogether in hopes that he'd loosen his grip and give me a breath of hope that this wouldn't be how my life ended.
 
   "Good. You're going to play along until you think you can escape. I can deal with that," he assured me before letting me go and taking a step back after turning me to face him. He had a faint English accent that got more and more pronounced as he spoke.
 
   He put himself between me and the door, smiling wickedly since he knew what I planned on doing. Gesturing to the seat behind me, he slowly sat.  I did the same, my heart almost pounding out of my chest, my tears streaming down my cheeks while I remained silent.
 
   "Let me introduce myself. My name is Francis and I'll be taking care of you tonight." He winked at his apparent joke before continuing. I sat at the edge of my seat, anxious to keep him talking and away from me. "My brother and I have been in a quarrel for some years now and it's time to end it. I hope he can find it in his heart to show himself tonight, but if he doesn't show in the next five minutes I'll be taking you home with me where you'll be harder to protect." 
 
   He spoke loudly as if his brother was listening on the other side of the rooftop, making me crane my neck to see if anyone else was actually up here.
 
   Come on Piper, come up with something, and fast. Anything.
 
   "My name is Piper and I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I have children and I'd like to get back to them." 
 
   I stood slowly, gauging his reaction, a wicked grin growing on his face as he gestured for me to sit back down, which I obligingly did. So much for plan A.
 
   "Lovely to meet you, Piper. You don't have any children, barely even practiced if my senses are correct, so let's just have a nice little chat for a few more minutes until Parker shows up."
 
   Parker.
 
   I stopped breathing at the mention of his name, lamely trying to cover my shock with a cough.
 
   "P-P-Parker Smith?" I asked in a low tone. He nodded and the grin on his face remained. "I haven't seen him in over ten years, and before that I only knew him for a few months in high school. I really think you have the wrong person." There I go again, ineffectively trying to sway him into letting me go. I glanced back at Brian to see he was still knocked out. And bleeding. There was blood dripping over his forehead. "I need to call an ambulance.  Brian might be really hurt."
 
   I didn't comment on how he'd gotten hurt since I'd clearly missed what really happened. There's no way Francis flung him across the rooftop twenty feet with the strength of a bulldozer.
 
   "Brian's fine. His heartbeat is steady," he assured me in a conversationalist tone. "And you might not have seen Parker in years, but I'll bet my right nut that he's seen you. He probably watched that tosser kiss you and barely managed to stop from revealing himself to knock him out before he sensed me here." He looked around as if expecting him to step from the shadows as he'd done. "Really, I can sense you brother.  You might as well come out now unless it's a bloody fight you want. Piper here would probably be less scared and less effected if she left here un-bruised and untouched. But hey, it’s up to you."
 
   This man was crazy.
 
   "Francis, are you a doctor? Do you really know that Brian's fine, because he looks anything but." I tried to make my tone calm and level, accepting that this man was a lunatic.
 
   "Oh, I love how you same my name. Rolls off your tongue just lovely." He stood and started looking around again after winking suggestively at me. I shivered, and this time it wasn't from the cold. The man was good looking, but scary as hell.  "Those pearls you wear everyday are sexy as hell, too."
 
   Holy hell. How did he know I wore pearls every day? Just how long has this freak been watching me?
 
   "It's cold out here.  Why don't we go inside and warm up?" 
 
   Again I stood, but this time he moved so fast I couldn't follow the movement when he suddenly stood directly in front of me. Nose to nose.
 
   "If you stand up again I will knock you out and chain you up in my quarters without you any the wiser. I'll lose Parker's trail and he won't be able to find you. Or help you." 
 
   The soft voice used to threaten me was crystal clear, effectively shutting me up and I sat back down before my shaky legs gave out. The lump in my throat hard to swallow.
 
   "Parker," he all but growled under his breath. "You have sixty seconds. I'm growing tired of your procrastination." In the next moment he had a hold of my shoulders, shoved my head down to the side and licked the base of my neck.  I tried to cower away but he held me firmly in place. "Thirty seconds Parker, before I make a tasty meal out of her."
 
   Oh, God!
 
   Thirty, twenty nine... I tried not to do the counting in my head but it was incredibly hard not to what with crazy Francis tasting my neck as if he were about to sink his teeth into it.
 
   Twenty, nineteen... no, no, please let Parker show up, or me pass out, have a heart attack, anything before he starts to eat me alive.
 
   Nine, Eight...
 
   "Parker!" I hysterically called out, hoping Francis wasn't as delusional as he seemed and that Parker would really come to my rescue. "Anybody! Please! Please don't let him hurt me!" I begged, closing my eyes tightly, hoping I'd wake up from this nightmare at any time now.
 
   Two, One....
 
   My eyes squeezed tighter on a wince when I felt a brush of air across the back of my neck. I'd never been the praying type but I found myself reciting some of the prayers I'd known as a child. My whole body clenched, awaiting the attack the psycho promised to deliver. When seconds ticked by and nothing happened, I peeked open my left eye while keeping my fists clenched down at my sides. That's when I noticed there was another noise other than the frantic thumping of my heart.
 
   Off to the other side of the roof was a blur of motion too quick for me to follow. Every once in a while I caught a glimpse of a hand or a face for a second, but it didn't look real. It looked like a cartoon where they'd draw crazy circles while the characters were in a fight until one of them gave up.  Then the characters would both come out with black eyes and bruises all over their bodies.
 
   I blinked. It still looked the same and the grunting noise was coming from that vicinity, but it was just too confusing. Giving up at trying to analyze what I was seeing I focused more on the fact that Francis was no longer breathing down my neck and quickly ran over to Brian to see if he was ok. He was laying unconscious when I bent down to check his pulse. Yep, still breathing.
 
   "Damnit, stop this so we can talk like civilized men!" 
 
   My head flew up in search of where Francis' voice came from.  It had to have been coming from the blurred air.
 
   "Brian...Brian can you hear me?" I gave him a few light taps while whispering frantically in his ear. Nothing. He didn't even twitch.
 
   My next thought was to run as fast as I could to where more people were before coming back with help, but I'd barely taken a few steps before being thrust backwards and an arm wrapped around my mouth again.
 
   "Brother... listen to me!"
 
    His grip tightened as if making sure his insurance policy wasn't going anywhere. 
 
   Why me?
 
   There was no use in fighting him. I already knew he had some sort of phenomenal strength.  So unless he started unzipping his pants I was planning on standing still.
 
   "We need to end this feud. It's been too long and I want no part in this any longer!" He spoke gruffly while rotating me, as if sensing where his brother was before switching tactics and leaned back up against the wall, Brian on one side and the corner of the wall on our other. "I don't want to harm her but I will if you won't stop this and show yourself. I'll even leave here now if you agree to meet me on the tower in an hour."
 
   Francis lessened his grip inch by inch before I no longer felt him at all, though I knew he was right at my back. Daring to be bold I took small, measured steps forward while holding my breath, grunting in frustration when he pulled me back.
 
   "Not so fast, lovely. After he comes out and agrees to meet with me, then you can go. He took me by surprise earlier but now I can feel his every movement." 
 
   I didn't turn around but instead kept searching the darkness for any sign of his brother.  
 
   Why hadn't I ran when he disappeared before? 
 
   Stupid, stupid, stupid!
 
   Just after blinking more tears away I saw something slowly form to my right in the darkness. I instantly moved my body to face the approaching figure that was getting taller as my eyes focused more and more. My vision started to clear, revealing a massive form emerging from the shadows. Thicker than Francis but almost as tall.
 
   Parker. It was him! His furious face, eyes black as night, strutting forward with a deadly glare just behind me. His hair was still black but longer and looked to be sporting a little pony tail tied against his neck.  His navy button up shirt was torn with dirt smudges and slightly shoved to his left.
 
   I tried to remember how to breathe. 
 
   His gaze was on me for a fraction of a second, making me gasp at the emotion filling his eyes before his deadly gaze returned to Francis. Wow. Francis wasn't as crazy as I'd thought but I still didn't get why I was even a part of what could only be described as a sibling rivalry.
 
   "That's better now." Francis casually strode forward wrapping his arm around my shoulder as if we were old buddies, winking at me when I looked up at him questioningly. "Aren't you going to say hello to Piper here? She hasn't seen you in ages. Either have I but we already said our hello's, haven’t we?" He gestured to his own torn clothing and I noticed his hair was now tousled. Neither of them had any bruises though.
 
   "Piper." Parker said my name in acknowledgment with a swift nod of his head. "Francis, leave here now and I'll consider meeting you in an hour on the tower. If you ever threaten an innocent again I'll kill you myself. Understood?" He stood a few feet from us but I could feel his body heat almost wrapping around me, making me feel safer than if I was tucked comfortably in my bed.
 
   Maybe I was the crazy one.
 
   "See what I have to deal with?" Francis asked after releasing me and scoffing at Parker. "I haven't seen you in fifty years, I saved Piper from an unsightly end the other night when she was carelessly walking down an alley, then I takeout the man who actually had the balls to kiss her in front of you when she hadn't even asked him to I might add." 
 
   His voice grew incredulous as if I had the nerve not to be thankful for him knocking Brian unconscious.
 
   "What alley?" I asked, then pressed my lips together when I remembered I wanted to be invisible and just leave this rooftop once and for all.
 
   "The other night when you went out to dinner with Jules and Bruce a few blocks from your building." He'd obviously been spying on me for a while. The smile on his face was beautiful but I found myself still tensed even though I somehow felt the danger was gone. "You took a shortcut instead of walking around the building. I, thankfully, was able to take out your wana-be attacker before he had a chance to do what he was planning to do. He'd seen you before you see, he told me, and was just waiting for the opportunity to drag you into an alley with him." He turned to face Parker. "Still have the bloke chained up.  Figured you'd want to have a...word with him."
 
   The growl torn from Parker's throat startled me, making me take a step back from him, eyeing them both warily again. He caught my movement and seemed to sense my fear, giving me a look of pure sorrow. The intensity of his gaze brought a whimper to my lips before throwing my hand over my mouth to cut it off.
 
   "Thank you for saving her." He spoke to Francis, but kept his gaze on me. "I'll meet you in one hour. Don't do anything stupid while you wait. See if you can handle that and I'll contemplate actually hearing you out."
 
   "Finally! Some sense!" Francis threw his hands up in the air as if gesturing to the heavens before extending his hand out to me. "Again, it was lovely to meet you." I stared at his hand but didn't dare extend mine. "Ah then, no hard feelings. I understand you're a wee bit scared. I hope to see you again soon." He glanced to Parker. "It's time we settled this. One hour."
 
   Within the time it took for me to blink, he was gone.  Startled, I glanced around the rooftop but nothing had moved. The door remained shut and Parker stood in the same exact spot, watching me, Brian still in a crumpled heap on the cement a few feet to my right. I stood perfectly still waiting for him to say something, move, anything to prove he wasn't in my imagination.
 
   After a few long moments I clenched both fists at my sides and took a deep, determined breath before taking slow, determined steps until I was within arm’s length, reaching my hand out then just my finger until it made contact with his bicep. I gasped and took a step back.  His lips twitched the tiniest bit before regaining a straight face.
 
   "OhmyGod!" I whispered, taking another step back.
 
   "Are you alright?" 
 
   His voice was strained, as if not completely under control.
 
   "Yes."
 
   We continued to stare at each other for a few minutes, neither of us saying anything until the sound of clothes rustling brought me back to our surroundings.
 
   "Brian!" I ran to him as he struggled to keep his head up. "Are you alright?" I bent down on my knees helping him sit up, then Parker was there, helping him stand completely while keeping one hand on my back.
 
   "What...I..."
 
   "Please, let me take care of this," Parker insisted, then muttered more under his breath, "Damn, brother."
 
   After having me take a few steps back he returned to Brian, pressed his finger in his mouth then placed it on the cut across the top of Brian’s head before seeming to hold Brian's gaze in a trance. I could hear him muttering and Brian stood motionless until Parker gave him a pat on the shoulder after wiping away any trace of blood on his forehead.  The rest would blend in with his dark hair.
 
   Seemingly in a daze he started walking toward me, gently took the jacket off my shoulders then disappeared back through the door. The cut on his scalp was gone.
 
   My questioning, surprised gazed stayed on Parker’s calm face.
 
   I should've ran. I should've gone with Brian but I had so many questions and hoped to get them answered.
 
   Parker stood still, again not saying anything but watching me, as if waiting for me to freak out or maybe hoping I would. Too bad he missed the worst of it when his brother attacked Brian and I was crying uncontrollably. Being held against my will was scary.  Him letting me take the time to gauge the situation was...not.
 
   "Parker?" I still couldn't believe it was him. "How... What just happened? Why are you here? And what the hell was Francis ranting about?" 
 
   My voice found strength, hopefully hiding the nerves still zinging through my body.
 
   "I'm so sorry, Piper." The next thing I knew we were standing on the opposite side of the rooftop behind a giant air duct. Maybe I really am going crazy. "Your friend is looking for you. She wants to make sure you left like Brian told her." He spoke softly before I heard the click of the door once more. "Let me bring you home where you'll be safe."
 
   "No." I spoke firmly, seeming to confuse him. "Ten years ago I let you go without asking any questions then watched you make out with Ashley..." I couldn't stop myself from adding that fact. "Now your crazy brother shows up and flings Brian across the roof as if he were a blanket, then you two fight or something, after coming out of nowhere..." He knew the rest, I didn't need to repeat for him. "I'm not the same naive teenager as I was back then and I won't let you leave without..."
 
   He silenced me with a kiss. This kiss was pure magic and even better than I remembered our first to be.  My body softened almost immediately, forming to the hard planes of his, my arms wrapping around his neck the same time his softly landed on my hips, pulling me closer against him. It was a slow seduction, his rock hard lips smoothly parting mine until our tongues teased each other’s before escaping back into our own mouths. He tasted like magic. Pure mint and man, as though he'd just brushed his teeth.
 
   What was I doing? He was just trying to get out of answering my questions and he’s not about to get away with it.  Again.  I broke off the kiss and removed my arms from his neck, taking a step back.
 
   "I've missed your taste." He shuddered. His voice was deeper and he held firm on my hips, not letting me get far. "I will answer your questions if you let me take you home now. It'll take two minutes tops, then you'll have thirty minutes to interrogate me before I have to meet my brother. If he hadn't saved your life then being late wouldn’t feel wrong.  Or not showing up at all."
 
   Do they really know where I live? They’ve both let slip some pretty incriminating evidence that  they’ve been spying on me. But why on Earth would they? Me. Piper. Plain Piper. 
 
   It’s my new found mission to find out.
 
   "It'll take at least thirty minutes to get back to my apartment from here at this hour but if you'll ride with me in the cab then I'll agree." 
 
   His lips twitched again and I couldn't help but soften even more toward his mysteriousness.
 
   "It'll take two minutes with me, and if I don't have to spend the next thirty calming you down or wiping your memory, then you can ask as many questions as you want."
 
   I eyed him warily, wondering what his game was before nodding in agreement, having no idea how he planned to get across town in two minutes in this traffic. Or wiping my memory.
 
   He stepped closer wrapping his arms tighter around me then leaned down and kissed me again. This time I had zero control and threw myself at him. The wind picked up, flapping our clothes, but I wasn't cold. I couldn't be. Not with him near me, though his skin was as cold as the night. I angled my head to the side and he picked me up, crushing me against his chest. It would've been embarrassing, the effect he had on me, if I had any strength to care about anything but the way his tongue stroked mine, his fingers digging into the small of my back and his thick erection poking me in the belly. Had anything ever felt this wonderful? Nope, not even close.
 
   His chuckle stopped my mission of devouring him before he pulled back and looked deep into my eyes.
 
   "I didn't want you to miss this since I know how much you love views."
 
   Confusion swept over my features before I glanced around and realized we were no longer on the roof, but floating in midair at least a hundred feet above my tall apartment building. I screamed and gripped him tighter, then shut my eyes, knowing this was all a dream.
 
   "Wake up, wake up, wake up," I chanted. 
 
   When I reopened them, we were still floating and he was grinning at me happily.
 
   "Let's just go to your apartment.  Maybe another time you'd like to come up here where no one else is and look at the stars." 
 
   He seemed to be enjoying himself while I clung to him for dear life.  He had to be some sort of super hero or something. His strength, apparent ability to fly, and had he healed Brian's cut? It all sank in at the same time and my vision began to blur.
 
   The last thing I remember seeing was Parkers worried face before my world went blank.
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   "...wasn’t going to just leave her there and I couldn't get into her apartment. I'm only here to tell you that I'll have to meet you later. I want her to wake up where she fainted so she's not as scared." 
 
   Parker's voice was the first thing to register after coming to.
 
   "Too late, brother. But as long as you're here and she's awake..."
 
   "No! I will not have her listen to this." His tone was one you wouldn't question before he changed and spoke to me, my eyes fluttering open to see his face. "Are you alright? I'm sorry, we should've taken a cab. It was stupid of me to spring all this on you. Not my fault..." he glared at his brother. "But I'm still sorry."
 
   "I fainted." 
 
   It was the only thing I could think of to say that wouldn't be incoherent rambling. 
 
   "Yes."
 
   My body still hung loosely in Parker’s arms while I took in my surroundings.  Cradled in his arms on top of a clock tower. More like inside of the tower where all the gadgets moved and looked too dangerous to be near. Francis stood a few feet from us, grinning when I glanced at him.
 
   My heart started to race when my mind began putting the pieces together of how we'd gotten here. To this moment.
 
   They had phenomenal strength, nothing human. They could fly...but weren't birds. I couldn't see any wings. Maybe they were angels. And Parker had healed the cut on Brian's scalp but he also looked dazed, like he was under some sort of mind control when he left the roof.
 
   "Are you going to put me under a spell?" I asked, hoping that's not what they had in mind for me. 
 
   Francis' bark of laughter rang out and echoed louder than a church bell in my ear.
 
   "A spell?" he laughed again while doubling over as if I'd intentionally made a funny. "Do you think we're witches? Dainty little women with wands?" He turned away at the look Parker must've been giving him.
 
   "No one's going to put you under a spell. I might have to alter your memory if you can't handle this. You will have no recollection of us at all, just you going to the reunion, having fun and going home."
 
   "No! Don't do that." I was on the verge of freaking out again. "Please." My eyes filled with tears before he calmed me back down.
 
   "I won't,” he promised. “But only if you don't freak out." His hand stroked my arm and he smiled faintly when we made eye contact. I gasped at the color of his eyes, more purple than I'd ever seen them.
 
   "Alright love birds, listen up. I'm off the bad guy side and back to your side, Parker." Their gazes locked, Parker looking irritated already. "I won't go into the details but I'm out. They might be looking for me for a bit but I was hoping you'd be able to help me out.  I've got valuable information that I think you maybe do..." His gaze flicked to me then back to Parker. "...or don't want to hear." I could feel a growl working its way up Parker's throat. "Now I don't want to hold that over your head and I won't, if you help me this once. I'll swear it on the Bible, to God, our mother's grave, or the best way..." he withdrew a knife from behind his back and slashed it over his hand, making me yelp in surprise. "A blood oath. I swear to forever be on your side, to not blackmail you and to respect your privacy if you do me this solid."
 
   I watched, in horrific fascination, the blood run in a frantic stream to the ground before the drops got smaller and less frequent.
 
   "A few more seconds then, til the oath won't work."
 
   "Deal," Parker agreed at once, his aggressive voice startling me.
 
   Francis' tension visibly wore off.  He smiled, wiping the blood from his blade off on the back of his pants. The cut on his hand was gone, like I'd just imagined the whole thing.
 
   "You know what you'll have to do then." He held Parker's gaze. "It won't be forever, just until the dangers gone." He looked worried again, as if Parker would change his mind. I didn't say a word, too afraid I'd make things worse.
 
   "I know." Parker looked down at me and his eyes were sad again, the purple slowly fading, replaced by the deep black. "I'll see you in a few hours." He spoke to Francis though he never looked away from me.
 
   Parker walked to the edge, me still cradled against his chest, and it felt like he kept walking though I knew we were flying since the wind picked up and we were moving much faster. We continued to stare into each other’s eyes until I felt the gentle tousle when we landed on the roof of my building.
 
   Don't freak out. Don't panic. 
 
   I didn't want him to wipe my mind. I wanted to know and learn everything about him. Though it scared me, it also intrigued. They must be some sort of FBI experiment gone wrong, or right, depending on how you looked at it.
 
   He didn't set me down but walked behind an air vent, grabbed my purse, then carried me down the stairs to my floor before gently placing me down outside my door. I didn't want to take my gaze off him, afraid he'd disappear, but I had to in order to find my keys. I opened the door and silently prayed it wasn't as messy as I thought it would be while placing my purse on the entry table and kicking off my heels. He was still standing in my doorway.
 
   "What's wrong?" His forehead was creased as though sad about something. "Are you coming in?"
 
   "Are you going to invite me in?" his lips twitched, trying to hide his frown.
 
   "I didn't know you were such a gentleman. Please come in," I smiled while shutting the door behind him when he finally entered.
 
   I didn't live in the nicest building but it had a great view.  My apartment was one bedroom with a spacious living room, huge floor to ceiling windows overlooking the city, and a view to die for. The front door opened into a hallway that led to the living room, with the kitchen and laundry room off to the right and my bedroom and bathroom to the left.
 
   Once Parker was inside he didn't hesitate and walked straight to the couch and took a seat. He was sitting in my favorite spot. You could look up at the stars and out since there were no buildings interfering. He patted the seat next to him inviting me to join him.
 
   Parker Smith is in my apartment. He was also some sort of Super Man or something. I'd find out soon enough since he promised to answer my questions.
 
   A few steps in his direction and I halted.
 
   There, in the center of my coffee table, was Princess.  Swimming around gleefully as if she hadn't been floating dead this morning. Maybe she was related to Parker, all supernatural that she seemed to be.
 
   Instead of joining him right away I went to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of wine, poured us each a glass then made my way to take the seat next to him on the couch while trying to remain calm. He took the glass and thanked me before sitting it down on the clear coffee table and turned to face me.
 
   "Ask me anything and I'll answer honestly, but I'll have to leave soon.  Within the hour."
 
   Then I didn't want to waste any time.
 
   "What are you? Why are you so fast and can fly and strong and...What are you?" 
 
   His lips twitched as the words flew out of my mouth, trying to take advantage of every second we had together.
 
   "Before I answer that I want you to know that I will never hurt you, nor will I allow anyone to hurt you as long as I'm around. I'm very thankful that Francis was watching you this last week since I had to be away, and he protected you." What was I going to do, slit my wrists? I've accepted the fact that he can fly, he had to be something special. I wasn't stupid. Just tell me. "The one week I'm away and danger finds you. You've been fairly easy to keep safe, nothing ever trying to harm you since you mostly go to work then home, or to work then dinner with Jules. Francis must've been watching you longer than I thought since he knew your routine also."
 
   I took a big gulp of wine before setting the glass down on the table next to his, turning to face him with one leg crossed under the other so I couldn't flash him.
 
   Parker’s gaze caught and held mine, watching carefully for my reaction.
 
   "I'm a vampire."
 
   He waited for his words to sink in. My lips twitched, thinking he was joking before comprehension took over. He was dead serious.
 
   I studied him and conversations from earlier tonight started to sink in.
 
   ...Haven't seen you in fifty years...I can sense you brother, might as well come out now...Still have the bloke chained up...I've missed your taste...Didn't want you to miss this, since I know how much you love views.
 
   Holy shit!
 
   Wait, he doesn't have fangs, or does he?
 
   As if hearing my thoughts he let his bottom jaw drop and two crystal white fangs started to elongate from the top row, a slow descend that ended when the points grazed his tongue sitting against his bottom row of teeth. They were thick but sleek, coming to a very sharp point at the ends. If he closed his lips there was no way they'd be hidden.
 
   I slowly reached out my hand and hesitated just below his lip, waiting to see if this was ok for me to do.  When he didn't pull back or stop me, I moved forward the last inch and touched one of his fangs. He moaned when my finger slid from the top to the point, fascinated with the smooth surface, startled when they abruptly shot back into his gums leaving no trace of them ever having been there.
 
   "OhmyGod!" What did one say when finding out someone they knew was a vampire? Nothing. I couldn't think of anything to really say but I had to. I had to analyze this quickly and ask everything I needed to before he left. "You're a vampire?" I asked for clarification.
 
   "Yes." His eyes began to swirl again, filling back up with purple.
 
   "Why do your eyes change color?"
 
   "They change with my moods when I'm too distracted to keep them controlled." 
 
   That wasn't scary.
 
   “What all can you do, aside from the normal things people do?”
 
   “I can fly, but only because I'm old and have perfected it.  My strength is substantially greater.  I can see just as well in the night as in the daylight.  I can control minds and wipe memories away if I need to.”
 
   He waited patiently, stroking my hair behind an ear while I brainstormed and tried to make sense of this all, his touch effectively distracting me. 
 
   “How did vampires come about? Evolution?”
 
   “Sort of. In a way.” I waited anxiously for him to continue. “We’re all technically some sort of alien species.” My brows went up but I remained silent. “If there’s a God that put human beings on Earth, other species have been coming here, mating with humans, and creating half breeds.  What these other species were, I’ve never heard certainties of facts. All I’ve been told is one of the half breeds created Vampires. You hear stories about magnificent feats done by regular, every day Joe’s, when really their bloodline is part of some extraordinary being, or half breed with some magical force.  They are few and far spread to remain hidden and secret, but every now and then secrets get out or reveal themselves whether they meant to or not. I’ve been told the Vampire species is far from the strongest species created.
 
   “Vampires are a species more sacred with their blood, careful not to over populate to ensure our blood supply remains at an 80% ratio for all those accidental kills. When a vampire goes insane and tries to spread the vampire gene to anyone in their path, and it does happen, they’re taken out by the Council or someone in their power.  Eliminated to keep our secrecy and the numbers low.”
 
   I nodded, letting all of that information sink in. Deep into my mind to contemplate and organize all the facts I’ve learned about them.
 
   There was a chance my bloodline mixed with something supernatural, but I felt human through and through. Nothing special about me or my life. 
 
   "You said you weren't going to hurt me,” I started in a low voice.  “What does that mean? I mean...does that mean you won't hit me, bite me... how could you hurt me?" 
 
   His brows furrowed together, disliking the way I turned the conversation.
 
   "I would never hurt you, period. Whatever you didn't like or asked me not to do, I wouldn't." His left arm lay over the back of the couch and he extended his hand, stroking his finger over my cheek. "How about we talk about the ways I could pleasure you, there's about the same." 
 
   His cool finger left a trail of heat, making me shiver as I closed my eyes. 
 
   Wait! More questions.
 
   "Do you kill people? What do you eat?" 
 
   That probably should've been my first question.
 
   "I've killed before, but not in years. I need blood to survive but don't need to kill to maintain a steady diet."
 
   I let that sink in, thinking he probably used his mind control thing or whatever, to alter the memories of his meals. How else would vampires be a secret to society, though maybe not so secret since they seem to be a fantasy to millions and more books and movies are about them than celebrities.
 
   "Why have you been watching me? You told me never to talk about that night we kissed, and I didn't. You said all those wonderful things to me and then made out with Ashley right after. I don't get it." 
 
   That put a damper on the mood. His eyes went completely black, like coal, and scary as hell.
 
   "I...nobody could know because they would've hurt you to get at me. They threatened the life of my brother, that's how I ended up going to high school for those few months. I was sent to get close to somebody; to scare her father into... doesn't matter. I put it off as long as I could so I had to move fast before graduation. That's the only reason I got close to Ashley that night, and the last."
 
   I have to admit that did make me feel better but it also freaked me out. He was sent to my high school to get close to Ashley to hurt her family? Hurt how? No, I probably didn't want to know.
 
   "I rearranged her memory so all she remembers is me walking her to her door that night, nothing after." This seemed to make him happier. "So, I did what I was asked to do and found out that they weren't threatening my brother’s life, he'd been in on it and arranged the whole thing knowing I'd do what was right. I hadn't spoken to him in a few decades but that seemed low, even for him. I never thought he'd change but after seeing him tonight, his eyes, him making that blood oath, makes me think I've got a chance to get my brother back."
 
   Parker looked so sad, helpless really, which was almost comical looking at his form, helpless to no one and nothing. Without thinking I reached up and held his cheek in my palm. He didn't look into my eyes but pressed his smooth cheek closer to my touch, making my body zing with feeling.
 
   "How are you going to help him? Who are they?" 
 
   The need to comfort him was the only emotion my body focused on. A child comforting a giant.
 
   "We'll have to fight it out, or pay them off, whichever's less deadly." He shrugged then, playing at nonchalance. "You're really just fine with me being a vampire?"
 
   I'm not sure if that's what I am, but I do know that he never really answered my first question.
 
   "Why are you watching me?"
 
   The weirdest look came over his face before he burst out laughing, a tone so angelic and alien, pleasant wasn't enough to describe it. I unknowingly shifted back to sit up straight.
 
   As abruptly as he started, he stopped, pressing his lips together while his body continued to shake with the end of his laughter.
 
   "I thought I was making my feelings toward you quite clear." He too had a slight accent like his brother, though it took longer to reveal probably since we hadn't done much talking before.  "I like you. Your aura calls to me." His mood turned almost serious again. "I wasn't planning on having you aware of my presence, or true nature, since I'd told you before that you would never see me again, but now that I'm here and you know and I have a chance at getting my brother back...I could almost kiss him for arranging this."
 
   Instead of kissing his brother he leaned forward and kissed me, effectively making me believe his words again.
 
   "I still don't completely understand, or know everything, even a fraction of who or what you really are...but I'm glad you're here."
 
   Without my eyes being able to follow the movement, he was up and carrying me in his arms toward the bedroom. Instant excitement swept over me before fear replaced it. What did vampires do in the bedroom? Would I live? Would I turn into one? His voice pulled me from the nagging questions eating at me.
 
   "I simply adore you. You make me smile. You were the first person to make me smile in a very long time. You're warm, sexy and although you've been living a very boring life, you fascinate me."
 
   Ok. I must've died in the cab on the way to the reunion. There is no way in hell this man was real.
He stared into my eyes until placing me down in the center of my bed, a queen with a brown comforter with at least eight matching pillows of all shapes and sizes. I'd painted the wall behind the bed and across with red, the side walls tan. I had a telescope by the window and a small walk in closet off to the right.
 
   "I'm sad I'm dead but I'm glad I made up this imaginary you." 
 
   His lips twitched as he took a seat next to me.
 
   "You're not dead. But if you want to think this isn't real that's fine. It'll make what I have to do much easier." His voice grew softer at the end, as if regret was already in his mind.
 
   "Do we get to have sex where I'm at? Am I in heaven? Must be heaven since you're with me. I dreamt about you all my life, it would only be fair if I got you in the end."
 
   Parker moved in his lightning fast way because when I blinked he was on top of me, holding my arms over my head and pressing his body deliciously against every crook and nanny of my lower body.
 
   "Oh we'll be having sex. Once you're mine," his deep voice rumbled, his erection pressing into my pelvis, releasing a moan from my mouth. "You aren't dead but I'm going to have to alter your memory. You won't remember seeing me or anything about tonight until the next time I show up. It'll be safer for you that way."
 
   Wait, what? Didn't he tell me earlier that he wouldn't do that?
 
   "No. This is my after life, dream, whatever and I want to stay with you." 
 
   Another strangled growl escaped him just as I moaned again from his touch.
 
   "If I weren't already dead I'd have heart failure right now, listening to you say those wonderful words, your moans of pleasure when I'm not even trying." He flashed me a cocky grin before returning to all seriousness. "Please, listen to me."
 
   His eyes swirled again, pulling me in like a trance. His beautiful voice and those eyes held me still but my body continued to zing in excitement.
 
   "Do not ask anyone to enter your home. Ever. No invitations of any kind." I felt my head nodding, his words seeming to echo through my mind as the thought embedded into my conscious. "I have to alter your memory to keep you safe until I'm done helping Francis." The words still echoed through my mind but I found myself arching against him, savoring every moment of this. "You won't remember anything but going to your reunion then coming home. Nothing out of the ordinary happened."
 
   "Nothing out of the ordinary," I automatically repeated. 
 
   My body stopped moving as thoughts of another boring night started making me tired.
 
   "As a side note, I want this to be the first thing you remember when you see me again," he whispered in my ear, drawing shudders from me as I pictured what he described. "I'm going to leave now. When you wake up in the morning know that you are safe. Don't do anything stupid."
 
   My eyes grew heavy, my vision of him blurring and that just wouldn't do. I blinked and smiled at him again before my strength gave out and my lids shut completely. Man I was tired.
 
   The last thoughts before sleep consumed me were different. I wish I would've stayed longer at the reunion. I'd been having so much fun but of course I had to ruin it by telling Brian I wasn't interested. It was the truth but I still kind of felt bad since he'd ended up storming out, leaving me on the roof alone. Oh well. Now, I'd be able to get up early and go to the gym.
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   "Ted! You did it! I told you if you put just a little more effort into it they'd be blown away."
 
   I'd just gotten off the phone with the CEO of Sprint and they were on board for their new commercial line Ted put together. I called him into my office and told him the good news right away.
 
   "I knew it." He was pleased with himself but tried to contain his excitement, then looked up with a twinkle in his eye. "I believe you promised drinks would be had in celebration if I landed it."
 
   Yes I did. I had no problem following through with my promise. He deserved it and I'd been in such a good mood the last few days that a celebration felt right.
 
   "Let me know where you want to go. We'll bring the whole office to celebrate you officially becoming a team member." 
 
   He smiled wide before thanking me and leaving the office in a hurry, no doubt to go spread the good news.
 
   I was actually looking forward to it. I'm not sure what it was but ever since Brian kissed me I've been happier than ever. I had no feelings for him, hadn't heard from him, but I felt a sort of calm spread over me, like I'd been made complete and it was only a matter of time before the feeling would last forever. Julie caught my change in mood right away and took credit since she'd made me go out the night before she noticed it.
 
   She came walking into my office a few minutes after Ted left.
 
   "Party tonight, huh?" She wiggled her eyebrows and slowly took the seat across from me while rubbing her belly.
 
   "Just a celebration. You're coming right? And Bruce?" I asked while fingering the pearls around my neck.
 
   The more the merrier.
 
   I'd given her this week off but she showed up anyways, though she'd taken yesterday off.
 
   "Wouldn't miss it. Do you mind if Bruce invites a few friends? He said he was going to be with some buddies when I talked to him earlier."
 
   "Sure. I don't own the bar." I gave her a questioning look. Why would I care if he brought friends? "I just want you there for sure. I'll need help keeping everyone happy."
 
   "Of course you'll need me." She smiled widely. "Let's leave now. You deserve the extra half hour and then we can save some tables for the rest of the crew."
 
   I looked at the clock and it was now four fifteen. I'd be leaving more than thirty minutes early but I really didn't have the heart to care that much. What the hell, might as well.
 
   "Let's do it." I smiled at her surprise, knowing she thought I'd say no. "I'll forward the phones and you tell everyone where to meet us."
 
   She practically flew out of her seat in excitement before disappearing around the corner with a smile. I laughed at her childishness while forwarding my phone to my cell, then grabbed my purse and met her by the elevators.
 
   We took a cab to a bar closer to both our homes then quickly snagged three tables for everybody. She told Bruce to meet us here in twenty minutes and the rest of the office would be here within thirty.
 
   The tables were dirty and the chair I'd chosen was lopsided, but it still didn't dampen my mood. Loud music blared from a jukebox and the bartenders were anything but friendly, but Julie didn't seem to notice in her excitement at getting me out of the office early.
 
   "Tell me everything!" She sipped on her water and rubbed her belly while leaning over the table in excitement.
 
   "About what?" 
 
   I'd already told her Brian kissed me.
 
   "What really happened the night of the reunion? I want to hear a play by play." 
 
   A tray of onion rings were tossed onto our table with ranch, but not the marinara that we'd asked for.
 
   "Ok. We went up onto the roof and I was admiring the view. When I turned around he surprised me and kissed me, then apologized, then kissed me again. He's a good kisser and really cute but I already told you that I don't have feelings for him like that." 
 
   I gave her my duh look but she still seemed to think I was hiding something.
 
   "Then who did you meet? You have the morning after glow and it's been five days. Who are you seeing?"
 
   Morning after glow? For the first time since last weekend I felt my face pull into a frown.
 
   "I'm not seeing anybody." 
 
   Why had I been so happy lately? It really didn't make any sense so I could understand that she'd be skeptical.
 
   "Are you..." She leaned forward and I did the same, kind of afraid of what she was about to say. "... a lesbian?" she whispered across the table then waited cautiously for my answer before I burst out laughing.
 
   "No! Not that there's anything wrong with that, but no." She blushed, giggled, then took another drink of her water. "To be honest, I'm not sure why I've been so happy.  But it feels good. I feel like I'm whole for once."
 
   Julie glanced over my shoulder and smiled before looking at me apologetically. I looked to where her gaze had been and smiled, then looked back at her while rolling my eyes.
 
   "Sorry. Bruce already had plans to hang out with him and I thought you were secretly seeing each other, so I thought you'd be happy. Bruce says Brian won't stop talking about you."
 
   Great.
 
   "I don't care if he's here. I liked hanging out with him." 
 
   Her worry disappeared and we stopped talking as soon as they reached our tables.
 
   Brian took a seat next to me after giving me a little side hug while Bruce kissed his wife, rubbed her belly, then started talking to it before finally taking a seat next to her.
 
   Their happiness always made me jealous but tonight I only felt happy for them.
 
   The rest of the crew showed up twenty minutes later. I ordered a few pitchers and a few more appetizers, then did a cheers after congratulating Ted on officially becoming a team member. A few others bought rounds of shots but I opted out, thinking I'd be safer if I didn't.
 
   Safer? Where did that come from? I guess I would have to walk five blocks to get home but they were all main streets with lots of people. But I did have to work tomorrow, so getting drunk wasn't an option since I didn't want to be hung over.
 
   "Thanks for everything, Piper." Ted came around the table to hug me good bye, along with a few other co-workers. "See you tomorrow." 
 
   He eyed Cheryl then glanced back at me with a smile. I'd have to ban office romances now that Ted was working with us. I could already tell he was going to be a problem, but tonight, I just didn't care.
 
   "If I wasn't so happily married I'd worry about having Ted work with you," Bruce announced to Julie after it was the four of us left at the table again. "He is one giant horn dog." 
 
   We laughed at the obvious statement.
 
   "You have nothing to worry about," I assured him. "Julie only has eyes for you, and Ted is pathetic for anyone our age."
 
   Since Ted was only twenty three, I'd feel like a Cougar if I thought twice about him. Once even.
 
   "That's good to know," Brian spoke up, more talking to me than anybody else. 
 
   I wasn't quite sure how to respond so I settled for smiling, then awkwardly excusing myself to the Ladies room.
 
   I gathered my purse and told everyone I'd be back then walked to the back of the bar where there was, conveniently for once, not a line. Julie followed me in talking about Bruce through the stall door until I came out.
 
   "So, is Brian making you uncomfortable? I could tell by your face when he kind of openly claimed you a few minutes ago."
 
   Yes! That's what he was doing. I knew I was uncomfortable for a reason.
 
   "I know. What was up with that?" I was irritated with him but my smile remained in place. "He kissed me and now he thinks we're dating? I guess I'll have to let him know I'm not interested, again."
 
   Julie was watching me, cocking her head to the side in confusion before I turned to face her questioningly.
 
   "Do you? Maybe you could give him a chance. He's a good guy and smart and has a job." 
 
   Those were all good qualities in a man, though I still didn't feel attracted to him.
 
   "He just doesn't feel right. I'd feel bad leading him on when I know I'm not interested. Besides, why would I settle for something less than what you and Bruce have?"
 
   She nodded in understanding, smiling widely at my compliment, then stilled at the door with her hand over her stomach.
 
   "Oh!"
 
   "What is it? What's wrong?" 
 
   I was there, wrapping my arm around her for support if she was about to collapse.
 
   "My baby just kicked. It was a strong one." She was smiling, clearly excited about her baby's accomplishment, and I immediately relaxed. "Oh, let's get back to the table so Bruce can feel." 
 
   We made a quick exit swerving through tables and people to get to Bruce as fast as we could.
 
   His eyes lit up while feeling her belly before the two started cooing to each other, completely ignoring Brian and me. After taking my seat next to Brian, he tried to ignore them as much as I did.
 
   "How do they not realize we're in a bar full of people? A bomb could go off outside and they wouldn't even notice." I laughed and almost choked on my drink, effectively making myself look like a spaz. "Sorry, should've waited til you were done drinking," he added, picking up a napkin and dabbing gently at my lips, though there was nothing there.
 
   "Excuse me."
 
   A sternly, polite new voice pulled my attention, stopping me from having a very unwanted conversation with Brian.
 
   What I wasn't expecting was to go into shock. 
 
   When I turned around there was a tall, bulky man with a clear white complexion, skin as smooth as marble, brown hair and muddy brown/black eyes looking at me. A long black coat hung past his knees, a black turtleneck laying tightly over dark jeans. His expression was one of a man on a mission before he smiled pleasantly at the rest of the table, effectively holding all our attentions.
 
   "Piper, may I have a word with you?"
 
   That voice. That face. My vision blurred and I grasped the table for stability. Memories I didn't know I had came rushing forward. Brian crumpled on the roof, me crying and being more scared than ever before in my life.
 
   Francis! That was this man's name. He was fighting with someone. Parker! Parker smith. We flew. Parker could fly and they were both strong. Very strong. We were inside of a clock tower, then inside my apartment. Parker told me he was a –
 
   "Son of a bitch!" I gasped out loud while jumping out of my chair. 
 
   My friends were looking at me with concern before Bruce and Brian both misinterpreted, quickly putting themselves between me and Francis.
 
   Not wanting them to get hurt, I immediately pushed myself in front of them.
 
   "No, it's ok guys. He's a friend."
 
   Francis' lips twitched before trying to make the situation worse.
 
   "Yeah. I'm a friend. So sod off." 
 
   His gaze only met Brian's, not caring about Bruce's presence. I walked us a few feet from the table before my mind started to wander.  Where was Parker? The last thing I remember was talking on the couch, then he carried me to my bedroom where he—
 
   "That bastard!" I glared at Francis. "He promised me he wouldn't and then he did."
 
   "Calm down, Piper." He was still glaring at Brian behind me. "Let's go for a walk so we can fill each other in on what we both think happened."
 
   That didn't exactly make any sense to me but I wanted him to bring me to Parker so I could berate him for what he'd done. He'd lied to me. Was there a reason? Francis was supposedly in trouble, so was it to keep me safe? A part of me thought I remembered him telling me something to that effect.
 
   I grabbed my purse and started to turn back to him when Julie stopped me.
 
   "Are you sure you want to go with him? Blink twice if you don't."
 
   I rolled my eyes at her then smiled. I didn't want to leave with them thinking I was pissed in case they didn't hear from me in a while.
 
   "I'll be fine. He's a friend. We have a mutual friend and that's how we met. I'll see you tomorrow at work." 
 
   I threw a fifty on the table and pushed my way past my body guards, telling them good night, then followed Francis out the front door.
 
   A hand caught me just as I took a step outside. When I turned around and saw it was Brian, I mentally cringed. Why was he being so stubborn? So we kissed once, that didn't make me his property. Before I could say anything Francis was by my side with an arm around my shoulder.
 
   "What part of sod off did you not understand?" 
 
   They continued to stare each other down, Brian not backing off as he turned his gaze to me.
 
   "I just want to make sure that you're alright. He doesn't seem like a friend to me."
 
   Before Francis could make this worse, or brainwash him, I grabbed Brian's shoulder to get his attention.
 
   "I'm fine. I promise. He's a friend and he would never hurt me." 
 
   He'd actually promised never to and Parker also told me I'd be safe from now on, so I believed what I said one hundred percent and Brian finally seemed to too.
 
   He nodded then let go of my hand, glared back at Francis then disappeared through the bar door.
 
   "What's that chap’s problem? Can't take a hint, can he?" 
 
   Francis smiled before turning me in the right direction then down into an alley.
 
   Before there was time to object he grabbed onto my side and flew us to the top of the building we’d just been in. I clutched to him, closing my eyes until I felt the ground again. I loved heights but that was just plain scary.  
 
   There had been two bums in the alley way and even though they might've been on drugs, they still would've noticed us flying.
 
   "Are you supposed to fly in front of other people?" 
 
   I had no idea vampires existed until now so I'm guessing it was kind of a rule to remain unnoticed.
 
   "They didn't see us. I cloaked us in darkness."
 
   Was that supposed to answer my question? Never mind, there was more important things to discuss.
 
   "Where's Parker? He mind fucked me after promising he wouldn't. I didn't freak out, although I kind of recall thinking maybe I was dead and he was my prize in heaven, but you can't be surprised I'd think that, right? I mean, vampires? Those are mythical creatures along with fairies, Big Foot and werewolves. I think I handled it pretty well given the circumstances."
 
   Francis waited patiently for me to get it out of my system before he took a seat on the concrete ledge.
 
   "He had to 'mind fuck' you. It was the only way to keep you safe and him not constantly worrying about you until we finished with my little problem." His normal sarcastic, smiling face was gone and was replaced with one as serious as Parker's when we'd met in the clock tower. "But now he's missing," he added as if it were an afterthought.
 
   "He's what? How do you know he's missing instead of just hiding from you? You said before that you hadn't seen him in fifty years." My hands were shaking and I had to clench them in hopes that he wouldn't notice. "But you're strong, there's nothing that could hurt him, right?"
 
   Panic took over my previous feeling of anger. If he was missing then I couldn't yell at him. If he was missing then I couldn't kiss him, hold him. Why did he have to be gone now?
 
   "We are very strong compared to humans, but if he was taken by our enemy's then our strength is equal, sometimes less depending on how old the other is."
 
   By age? Did they gain strength with every passing year instead of getting weaker with age?
 
   "How old are you?"
 
   His lips twitched.
 
   "I'll be two hundred and seven next month, thanks for asking. How old are you? Wait, let me guess. Twenty eight?" 
 
   The question was more of a statement since he seemed to know everything about me.
 
   "Yes. How old is Parker? And you call each other brothers, are you real brothers? Were you born or created?" 
 
   I still had so many questions and Parker wasn't around to answer them.
 
   "How about we focus more on finding Parker? Tell me what happened when you let him into your apartment."
 
   Let him? 'Are you going to invite me in?' Vampires couldn't be let into my home without an invitation. He warned me not to invite anyone in before he wiped my memory. That might come in handy. But couldn't someone just make me invite them in?
 
   "We talked on the couch before he carried me to bed where he wiped my memory. I woke up not remembering anything but having fun the night before. When I saw you tonight I think it somehow regenerated my brain." I cocked my head to the side since I wasn't sure. "But Brian didn't remember you."
 
   "He wouldn't since Parker didn't want him to when he did the tampering. He probably wanted you to remember once you saw one of us, hoping it would be him, which means that he wasn't planning on disappearing." Ok. So we at least got that part figured out. "He never showed up to meet me again last week so I think he was taken after he left your apartment. I've been watching you, thinking he decided to back out of our deal, but he hasn't shown back up and I can't feel him." 
 
   He looked even antsier now.
 
   "Can't feel him? Is that a bad thing?"
 
   "It means he's being held somewhere deep in the ground, or he's gained more power than I'm aware of." Let's hope it's the latter. "But you seem to know even less than me so this has been a complete waste of time."
 
   "Of course I know less than you! This all happened so fast and he disappeared just as quickly. Now you show up tonight and say Parker's missing...wait, what are you doing?”
 
   He'd taken a few steps towards me and was trying to hold my gaze the way Parker did to Brian. He was going to brain wash me! The nerve.
 
   "Don't you dare!" I squeezed my eyes shut and squatted down to cover my face completely.
 
   "You won't remember this happened. Ever. What's the big deal? Would you rather me bring you home first so you feel more comfortable?"
 
   No that wouldn't make me feel more comfortable! Why did every situation have to lead to brain washing lately?
 
   "It would make me feel better if Parker was here, or if you could take me to him, or if you promised to never mess with my mind unless I asked you to." 
 
   I didn't think I was asking for much. Normally I might have to ask someone if they could pass the ketchup, not if they wouldn't extract memories from me.
 
   "Alright, I promise."
 
   Before I glanced up I remembered another thing that happened. If he did a blood oath then he'd be sworn to it. A mere promise he could break at any time.
 
   "Do a blood oath thingy."
 
   His chuckle surprised me but I remained with my head covered in case it was a trick. I'm sure he could've forced me out of this situation already but he patiently played along.
 
   "A little extreme but if it means you'll stop acting like a child, then fine."
 
   Peeking out from under my arm I saw some movement, and then blood dripping to the ground.
 
   "I swear to not 'mind fuck' Piper Smith unless she specifically asks me to."
 
   The blood stopped dripping and I finally unfolded myself to look at him again. He rolled his eyes while whipping the knife against the back of his pants.
 
   "Happy now? That might come back to bite you." 
 
   His lips pulled back to reveal a scary crystal white smile, more beautiful than I thought he could be.
 
   "Yes. And no. I want to find Parker but at least you won't make me forget him again." 
 
   That just wouldn't do.
 
   A man I've longed for most of my life finally shows back up just to be ripped out just as quickly as last time.  I wasn't letting him go without a fight.
 
   "Who do you think has him? The same people you were trying to get away from?"
 
   Francis stood still as if contemplating what he should and shouldn't tell me. I should've made him promise more in his blood oath. Maybe I'd get another chance to modify it.
 
   "Yes, they're the same ones. The bloody Pulpas!" His face contorted to anger. "It's my fault. I should've gotten out a long time ago but they aren't the type to let you in, then out while still breathing. Not that we breathe but you get the concept." 
 
   Back to the smiling, joking Francis.
 
   "Pulpas? That's the name of the species or like a cult of vampires?"
 
   "They're more like a cult. We're the same species. It's like humans with serial killers, but they're more organized and open. They roam together instead of secluding themselves. Way more dangerous. And more powerful because of their strength and numbers."
 
   Great. They sound wonderful. Just what my life needs at this point and time.
 
   "Excellent. Where are they? Would you be able to feel him if you were closer to him? And what does the feel entail?" 
 
   The more I knew, the more I'd feel like I was helping.
 
   "I might be able to feel him but I haven't had any luck where I've looked already. It's like a magnetic pull. I know where he is when he's not cloaking himself, and even then I can sense him to a certain extent. But now, nothing." He began pacing back and forth. "To answer your earlier questions, we are really brothers. Born from the same mum, turned by the same woman. There are very few cases of being born a vampire since it must be from a human's womb, and living longer than the first few years, let alone days, is practically unheard of."
 
   “Well, let's just start at the beginning. Once he left my apartment he might've gone home. Have you been there?" The look he gave me made me feel even stupider than I already felt. "Right. Probably the first place you looked. What about your place, would he have left you some sort of message there?"
 
   He stopped pacing, seeming to be thinking my words over. Then he smiled before doubling over in laughter. I waited patiently to be let in on the joke, finally taking the time to look out at the view. We weren't on a very tall building but it was still pretty.
 
   Francis stepped beside me then up onto the ledge with his hand extended towards me. He moved with such a grace only God's could imitate. After a seconds hesitation I took it. He helped me balance on the ledge, looking down at the passing cars and people with a smile.
 
   "Do you want to come with me? Or would you rather me drop you off at home?"
 
   It didn't take me long to answer.
 
   "Come with you. I want to find Parker, too. And in the meantime I still have a million or two more questions."
 
   He continued smiling when he pulled me close, telling me to hold on tight.  My hands instantly went around his waist and locked on the opposite side as I hung on for dear life. The next thing I knew we were flying at a speed I figured some planes couldn't master. The wind stung my eyes, making me close them and hang on tighter while burying my head against his chest, afraid I'd die if I lost even a centimeter of my hold.
 
   The night air was cold, but the adrenaline running through my body counteracted it, making my body tingle all over. My hair blew around my face, stinging my neck since I'd worn it down tonight.  Francis' long black jacket flapped around our feet, but flowed nicely along our path.
 
   Minutes later we landed in the middle of a forest, trees sprouting everywhere, rocks and small bushes spread across the wide expanse with no walking path to indicate he actually lived and walked in this area often. The smell of fresh air and blooming flowers was strong, and the perfect combination for my senses. Beautiful was the correct word to describe his front yard. Or back yard. Or did he just live here in the open?
 
   He took a few steps toward a giant rock wall covered in Ivy, lifted a chunk to the side with ease, then gestured for me to go in ahead of  him. Call me superstitious but I just didn't think that was a good idea. I hesitated long enough for him to go in ahead of me, lighting up the cave walls as he passed. Light bulbs were strung every few feet, illuminating the dark hallway.
 
   Electricity in a cave? Very cool.
 
   The rock walls were about five feet wide and at least eight feet tall, since he could walk easily into the space. There were no decorations, pictures, anything that I could see as we walked down the long, uneven hallway, eventually leading to the center which then had six more hallways, all connecting to this massive circle of a room.
 
   "This is nice."
 
   He had a bear skin rug in front of a brown leather couch. A desk with papers strewn everywhere, in no order whatsoever, covered almost half of the wall. A bed big enough for six with red silk sheets was to the right, and were those handcuffs attached to his bedframe?
 
   "Does anything look out of place? Anything Parker would've left behind?" 
 
   I wanted to find something and get out of here fast. Claustrophobia was rapidly sinking in.
 
   "Not really. Sorry, didn't think the handcuffs would freak you out,” he passively commented after seeing where my gaze lingered.  “We'll be out of here in no time. Just let me look through every piece of paper here."
 
   Thinking we'd be here for hours since the pile was monumental, I started to take a seat on the couch.  Before I could fully sit he was moving in a blur of motion, paper thrown across the room until finally the desk was clean except for the one piece of paper he held, sitting in a chair, leaning over the cherry wood desktop.
 
   I rushed over to see what it said but was too late when he stood and looked down at me with concern.
 
   "This was a mistake. I jumped the gun and shouldn't have brought you here," he explained while roughly taking hold of my arm and leading me down one of the other hallways.
 
   "Wait, Francis, what did it say?" He didn't answer me, instead picked up his pace so I was practically running, trying desperately not to fall flat on my face. "Francis!" 
 
   I was now completely freaked out. He stopped and pressed a finger over his mouth. I grit my teeth and pressed my lips together, still trying to catch my breath.
 
   "They're coming," he whispered lightly in my ear after leaning in.  I was only a little positive about what he said.
 
   "Who?" I only mouthed the word, too afraid to speak louder than I meant to.
 
   "Pulpas. The only way I can get us both out of here alive is if I put you out. You won't remember anything until you wake up. I promise not to..." His head cocked to the side, his lips twitched as if hearing something amusing. "Trust me. Trust Parker. Play along. I'm so sorry for dragging you into this."
 
   Those were his last words before he once again, and hopefully for the last time, wrapped his arm around my neck and easily carried me back into his all-purpose room, threw me on the bed then chained me up with handcuffs.
 
   "Very good. Be scared," he whispered, his breath fanning over my skin making me shiver and a renewed sense of fear swept over me.
 
   The fear I felt was very real as he started crawling up the bed toward me, covering my legs with his body. If he thought I was playing along to whatever this was, he was mistaken. I closed my eyes and kept chanting the same words over in my head. He won't hurt me. He won't hurt me.
 
   My heart was pounding and sweat started beading down my neck when his hand lightly grazed my leg, making me jump. Something big was coming. Or rather, someone.
 
   "So...this is where you've been hiding," came a deep, booming voice.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIX
 
    
 
   A man entered the large circular room looking deadlier than anything I'd ever seen before. He must’ve been seven feet tall and made Francis look like a dwarf. Both tanned arms covered in tattoos.  His long dark hair pulled into a pony tail that landed neatly on his lower back. What stood out the most were his eyes. Blood red eyes with black pupils stared down at me. The red a fierce, intimidating force he didn’t need since his stance alone let me know no one would chance messing with him.
 
   The overwhelming feeling to pee my pants was too much. The predatory way they both looked me up and down made me scoot back against the bed frame, crossing my legs under my feet to ensure they couldn't see up my dress. Francis’ eyes went straight black, bleeding away any color making me think this was his bad side while he moved in one fluid motion, now standing just to the side of the bed.
 
   "Where did you think I went?" Francis' tone changed dramatically, effectively making me think this was part of the plan where I play along. "I've been playing with some fresh meat. This is my newest friend. Lovely, isn't she?"
 
   The tears that rolled down my cheeks were real, but played nicely with his instructions to be afraid.
 
   "Very." 
 
   Two very sharp, very hungry looking fangs shot out of the man's mouth as he started moving toward me.
 
   A scream ripped from my mouth and I tried to kick him away but it was useless. He could hold me down with just a pinky finger and I knew it. He grabbed one of my ankles and held my leg still. Francis moved in front of him and had his grip around my ankle released almost immediately.
 
   "I let you have the last one first. This one's mine. I earned her." His tone wasn't to be questioned, but the man merely laughed and tried to push him aside. "I mean it. She's mine by right. You know the law."
 
   The law? Those sick pricks!
 
   "Fine," he conceded, his jaw ticked with irritation.
 
   When he took a few steps back, Francis eased his tension then looked down at me with a cold heartless stare.
 
   With another blink Parker was standing at the edge of the bed with the same black, dead eyes as Francis. My first thought was of how happy I was to see him.  The second was more of a memory flashing forward, my eyes closed tightly as it worked its way through my jumbled thoughts until Parker’s voice filtered through my mind.
 
   "I want this to be the first thing you remember when you see me… I know you cried yourself to sleep that night we first kissed. I'll never forgive myself for hurting you like that, but I had to. I had to kiss you before I left. Kissing Ashley was a job, an assignment, and I haven't kissed another since that night.  I haven't touched another woman in fifty three years and I can't wait to taste every inch of you. The only good thing that came out of that night was me learning that you felt the same way about me as I do about you, and when this is all over, I hope you'll still want me. You belong with me, Piper. You belong by my side. In my bed. In my heart. Please forgive me."
 
   I was writhing on the bed when I came to, realizing they were all staring at me un-amused. The feel of Parker's hands on me lingered while the memory finished resurfacing, as if he was telling it to me now, pressed against me with his hands roaming every inch of me. Those words. Again he'd told me wonderful, amazing things before disappearing.  A pattern was starting to surface with him.
 
   I glanced back at Parker who stood motionless at the foot of the bed, glaring down at me with his coal black eyes making me shudder. Hatred. That was the only emotion emanating from him. Was this all a setup? No. It couldn't be. But then what was this?
 
   "I'll be right back." 
 
   Francis took off before I could blink, leaving me staring at the evil glare on the tall man's face, his fangs still protruding.
 
   "That was easy." He moved forward once more, this time catching my gaze and holding me in a trance. Shit. "Do not scream. Do not fight me." He grabbed my leg and looked over at Parker with an evil smirk. "It's no fun when they don't fight back, but this will be faster and Francis will never know." 
 
   They shared a sickening chuckle before his fangs sank into my leg. 
 
   I couldn't move or scream though all I wanted was to kick and yell out till I lost my voice. It only hurt for a second before Parker had him by the throat, pressed against the wall by my head. Francis was back with a deadly glare, this time not focused on me. They stood shoulder to shoulder glaring at the man with nothing but hatred. 
 
   "Now, now Quinn. You know the rules about first rights. I even reminded you right before.  Now I can kill you and not be punished. You were all too eager to fall into my trap and I must say...I'm going to enjoy this."
 
   Parker looked down at me for a split second when Francis wrapped a silver chain around Quinn's neck, releasing him to fall on the floor.
 
   "Move and do of your own freewill," Francis commanded, releasing me from the previous commands.
 
   Almost at once I started screaming. I wriggled and wriggled but couldn't get free from the handcuffs. My wrists started to bleed while I continued to fight against them. Parker noticed, took hold of my wrist and yanked once, effectively breaking the cuffs in half by the chain and I was now free to move.
 
   Since I was no longer shackled to the bed I jumped up and ran down the main hallway we'd originally entered from without looking back. Tripping over my heels was the only thing to slow me down until reaching the cave entrance, now blocked by the huge boulder. Damnit!
 
   Tears were streaming over my cheeks, my legs were shaking and the confusion I felt mixed with my anger making me light headed from the adrenaline rushing through my veins. I pressed my back up against the side of the cave and fell to my butt, then lifted my leg to inspect where I'd been bitten. The puncture wounds throbbed and tiny drops of blood were dripping down my ankle. They asked me to trust them, then they let that monster bite me? It was painful too.  Nothing sexual the way romance novels portrayed them.
 
   The sound of footsteps approaching had me immediately standing upright to set my dress in place. Whoever it was wanted me to know they were coming, hopefully since they knew how scared I was.
 
   I wiped at my eyes and stood up straight, not wanting to look like the coward I was when I ran. The cuffs around my wrists slapped at my face.
 
   "Piper." Parker stopped a few feet from me, giving me space and time to assess his arrival. He looked so sad I almost went to him. Almost.  "I'm so sorry. If Francis had half a brain then he would've gotten my note without including you. You weren't supposed to be a part of any of this." His eyes were still black but they were apologetic now. He took another step forward and stopped, reaching out to gauge my reaction. "Letting him touch you, taste you...I had to in order to get the upper hand," he growled through clenched teeth.
 
   I stood still, listening, unable to respond.
 
   Parker took action and gripped the cuffs, easily ripping them in half as they clanged on the ground. He extended his own fangs then bent down slowly, still holding my gaze. I watched his movement, his finger moving up to his fang, the nik, the blood that bubbled before placing it over my bite mark, closing the holes in seconds. It tingled on contact, making me gasp.
 
   My skin knit itself together until there were no signs of an attack. Nothing but smooth skin since he wiped the trails of blood with his thumb, then stuck it in his mouth, closing his eyes to savor the taste.
 
   He stood inches from me. His words telling me he'd never hurt and never let anybody hurt me while he was around flashed through my mind.
 
   I slapped him, and he let me, having plenty of time to stop me. I glared up at him and he stared down at me as if he was going to let me hit him all night and he'd gladly take it.
 
   "You erased my memory!" I continued to glare at him, my hand itching at my side to slap him again. "You promised to never let anyone hurt me!  Then… oh, then you chained me up like dinner for that beast!" I stepped closer, pointing my finger in his chest. "You and Francis continue to ask me to trust you then keep going back on your word."
 
   I stepped closer again until my chest rubbed against the middle of his stomach. Parker's eyes swirled with purple as if just as excited by our close proximity as I am.
 
   "You kiss me in the most intense, pleasurable way, then keep taking yourself away from me."
 
   "Piper, I..."
 
   This time I cut him off, leaning up on my tip toes and wrapping my arms around his neck, melding our bodies together as our lips met. This is a hungry kiss, one we've both wanted and for some reason had been holding ourselves back. The reason didn't seem important anymore.
 
   He lifted me while pressing me up against the wall, my legs automatically wrapping around his waist, my dress inching up to my hips. If he weren't blocking me I'd be giving a peep of my crotch to anyone in the vicinity. Thankfully we were in a cave and no one was standing behind him.
 
   "I'm so sorry," he said when I broke off the kiss to breathe while he continued to kiss a searing path down my neck, then nibbled on my earlobe while grunting. "After I realized Francis brought you here I came up with the fastest solution where you end up alive if no one else did." 
 
   My hands grasped his shoulders, my head falling back against the wall as I closed my eyes and enjoyed the wicked flick of his tongue over my sweat slicked skin.
 
   "...can't ignore me all night and we need to get this settled." 
 
   Francis' voice floated up to my ears, effectively ruining my mood.
 
   Parker eased me back down, not stopping his trail of kisses until my feet were flat on the ground and my dress was set back in place. My breaths came in short pants, still too excited from being near Parker.
 
   "Wasn't ignoring you, I was enjoying myself for once instead of worrying about you or trying to save your ass. That alright?" 
 
   Parker's eyes turned back to black as soon as Francis came into view, the trickle of purple immediately fading.
 
   "Enjoy yourself in the morning. You brought me Quinn, what was your original plan?" 
 
   Francis winked at me before turning his gaze back to Parker in all seriousness.
 
   "Quit flirting with her!" Parker's arm tightened around my side, pulling me closer to him. "My plan was to have him drink from your prisoner you told me you had, then use the law against him. But you had to ruin it by bringing Piper here. You continue to risk her life as if it means nothing, but I assure you it means everything." His tone was deadly, actually making me feel bad for Francis before I remembered the fear of being chained to his bed.
 
   "I'm sorry about that, Piper. You know I had no intention of doing so but you played along nicely. One little nip from you and we've got him. I might be in the clear sooner than I thought, then you two can be on your merry way, me just an afterthought." 
 
   His tone was light but I could see the hurt in his eyes.
 
   "Never an afterthought," Parker spoke immediately before seeming to regret it. "You're my brother. Once we're done with this I'll make you take a blood oath to never kill another human again unless it's life or death for you, then we can put the past behind us." Francis' eyes showed he thought Parker was lying. "I'm serious. We can be together again, as long as you're done with your old life."
 
   I felt like I was intruding on a very serious family moment and tried to take a step back, as if to disappear altogether, but Parker's arm held me firmly in place.
 
   "I'm done being a Pulpa. I never really was good at being one since I seem to still have feelings deep down inside me, but I know I did horrible, unforgiveable things and I'm going to spend the rest of my years trying to make it right with you." His face brightened again, as if he'd never been having that serious conversation. "Karma is a powerful being and I for one am seriously unbalanced as of today. What do you say we clear things up with Quinn then I'll do something nice for you two, you know, to up my Karma?" 
 
   He winked again but this time Parker just rolled his eyes as we followed him back into the main area.
 
   I couldn't help but smile, picturing the two of them rough housing, barbequing, doing anything together that didn't involve fighting.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   "Like I said before, you don't need to worry about us or Quinn."
 
                  We were standing on the roof of my building again, Parker trying to convince me there was nothing I could do and nothing more they needed to do, to be safe.
 
   "Under our laws, as messed up as they might be, if you drink from someone else's property without permission, or against their permission, they have the right to kill you."
 
   That made sense. I guess. Don't touch anyone's property. Wait, property?
 
   "I'm property?" I didn't have the strength to be angry with the derogatory term used to describe me, but I was still curious.
 
   "In a sense, yes, and no matter if you hate me, I'll use it to keep you safe."
 
   My lips twitched, happy to just be in his presence, but even happier that he wanted to be with me.
 
   He leaned down to kiss me and when I opened my eyes we were standing outside my door. Damn, he really could move lightning fast. Good thing I didn't get motion sickness.
 
   "Do you need an invitation every time?"
 
   "No. But if you rescind the invitation, I can't reenter until you invite me again."
 
   That might be useful against other vampires.
 
   "So, do you want to come in, or do you have to go?" 
 
   I felt my heart sink at the thought of him leaving, but kept a smile on my face, or so I thought.
 
   "You don't have to look so sad,” he said with a wide grin. “It's two in the morning and you have work in a few hours, but if you want me to stay, I can." His lips curved into a smile as he tucked my hair behind my ear, goose-bumps rising from his contact.
 
   "I'd like you to stay, but you don't have to. I mean, you can go home and sleep." 
 
   Why was I babbling? I turned and entered my hallway, took off my shoes while holding onto the door handle, then turned back to find him gone.  
 
   Of course he'd leave. I was a babbling idiot and he was probably just happy to be rid of me for the night.  
 
   I shut the door and threw my purse on the side table, my keys right beside it before heading straight for the bathroom to wash my face. After relieving myself and removing my dress, I brushed my teeth then walked down the hall to my bedroom, pushing open the door and almost having a heart-attack seeing Parker laying across my bed, staring up at the ceiling as if deep in thought.
 
   “Took you long enough."
 
   He smiled wide while I clutched at my heart, making sure it kept beating.
 
   "You gave me a heart-attack! I thought you left." 
 
   I silently thanked whatever God’s above that I didn’t have to take a number two. And that he hadn’t heard it.  That would've been horrifying.
 
   "Why would I leave when my dream woman told me she wanted me to stay?"
 
   Dream woman? Yeah right. But he was most definitely my dream man.
 
   "Well I'm glad you stayed. I was sad when I thought you left, and without even really saying good bye."
 
   I forgot I was practically naked before feeling his eyes roam over my entire body, making me shiver.  I walked to my dresser and pulled out a long, red silk nightie, pulled it over my head before removing my bra, then climbed in next to him. He stayed on top of the covers, laying on his side facing me while I did the same.
 
   "Ask me anything. I don't want any secrets between us." He knew me too well.
 
   "You can go in the sun, obviously, but tell me about everything. There are so many versions of vampires that contradict with a lot that you can do. You can alter minds, fly, you’re incredibly fast and strong, beautiful, but you can go out in the sun. What about garlic, church, or stakes, not that I'm trying to kill you." He chuckled at my ramblings.
 
   "Garlic smells terrible, too strong, but it doesn't hurt us. Church is a public building and we can enter as we please like anyone else. Stakes hurt, but don't kill, more like tickle after the initial contact. If we don't get the stake out then long term damage can hold, but once it's out, we heal pretty quickly. You saw what just a drop of my blood did to your ankle, and to Brian's forehead."
 
   We sat in silence for a bit, me trying to come up with more questions without being annoying.
 
   "Why did you never get close to anyone? You let me right in when others have tried and tried and you turn them away without so much as a second glance." I thought he knew everything about me, but I guess not.  I buried my head against his chest, too embarrassed to actually reveal the reason out loud. "Please. I'll answer all your questions honestly, and would like you to do the same."
 
   Like I even had the strength to try and lie to him.
 
   "No one ever compared to you. It was frustrating. I'd try to let guys kiss me, even made the first move sometimes, but they didn't have anything on you. It's pathetic, I know." My head remained buried against his chest, too afraid to see his reaction.
 
   "I'm glad, though it pained me over the years to see you sad. I'd told myself that if you did find someone, then I'd be happy for you. I even let Brian keep his feelings for you, rather than make him think otherwise, in hopes that maybe he could make you happy if I didn't return to you in time."
 
   My head shot up, searching his eyes to see if he was joking. He wasn't.
 
   
  
 
"You've always been mysterious. I made it my mission, the night of our last party at Brian's house, to kiss you. And even though it went horribly wrong, I still can't regret it. You opened my eyes and showed me what I could of had, and ultimately what I didn't want to live without. No one's been able to compete on even a minute scale."
 
   Why was I still talking? I'd answered his question, now it's my turn.
 
   "You said you've been watching me for years.  Where were you last week when Francis said he saved my life?"
 
   "The Pulpas made a grand entrance a few cities over and I was meeting with a friend to get information. There have been some disappearances among some of my friends and I wanted to find out what I could, in hopes to end the questions. Pulpas are behind it, and I have to have proof before I take it to the Council. They are more powerful than any, and their word is law. To question them is instant death. Even the Pulpas fear them."
 
   It just kept getting weirder.
 
   "How many make up the Council? Do you have a president?"
 
   "The Council acts like the president, making a decision as one. There's ten total. They get more done, but we are also a more violent species."
 
   I turned to lay on my back, trying to figure out which question to ask next.
 
   "How exactly are you planning on using Quinn to save Francis? I know you said 'the law', but does that mean Quinn will keep his mouth shut and keep Francis from being hunted, so that he doesn't get killed himself?"
 
   "Mostly," he nodded. "Francis will give him the option to live under circumstances, and under a blood oath. Quinn is second in command to the largest Pulpa group and with his word, Francis can be considered dead and a non-threat, effectively clearing his name and leaving him un-harmed.  Unwanted." His eyes darkened again. "But if he does the blood oath and turns back on his word, he dies anyway, a slow painful death, brought on by himself. If he manages to escape before the blood oath is made, then we'll have a problem.  Even bigger than just Francis."
 
   My lips twitched. He could say all he wanted but he really did love his brother and it showed, no matter what he said.
 
   "Francis said you were both created, turned, or whatever by the same woman and that you're really brothers. How did this all happen?" I turned back on my side and found myself eager for his answers. This was a pretty important question and I can't believe it took me this long to ask it.
 
   "We were born from the same mum and turned by the same mum. She was turned without any warning and disappeared for a few months, leaving us to beg and fend for ourselves. She showed back up when I was twenty two and Francis was twenty four, had her friends creep us out of the town into the forest where she changed us both. No one ever entered the forest at night, too afraid of the noises, and that night I finally understood what some of them were. Victims changing over, or just plain being eaten."
 
   I shivered and he wrapped his arm around me, flipping me with one smooth move so we were now spooning. I could feel his heat through the blankets, though I knew his body was cold.
 
   "I did a lot of horrible things the first decade or so of my life, not really knowing I had a choice otherwise. I hate myself for what I've done, the pain I've caused others unintentionally, even when I thought I was helping. I'll never be able to forgive myself, and like Francis says he'll do, I live everyday trying to make up for it."
 
   I didn't press him further, not wanting to keep his thoughts dwelling on his past. The past was past, we all had to live with it. For instance, my decision to be prude and inexperienced was kicking me in the face now. I'd had sex twice before, well once really, since my first time was a disaster, but those were spaced about three years apart, the last time over four years ago. Neither time was something to brag about. I didn't want to be lame for him, but also wasn't even sure what vampires could do with humans.
 
   "Can you... I mean, are you able to.... if we wanted to?" That was so lame, but I still waited anxiously for his answer.
 
   "We can do anything and everything together." He moved at human speed, slowly rolling until he was on top of me again. His erection reminding me he was able to get hard. "Once you know everything about me, your curiosity no longer eating at you, I plan to make you mine." His words were like a spark, igniting my earlier fire, making me rub up against him.
 
   "What does it mean, to 'make you mine'?"
 
   "It means that we'll be together. I'll never change you over unless you ask me to, or unless I have no other choice to save your life." I can live with that. "I want you to be comfortable, happy, sated, and have no regrets about us, then I can make you mine."
 
   His eyes flashed, the purple completely taking over and exposing his feelings. Since he was a mystery everywhere else, I'm glad I had one factor on my side. His eyes. They could never lie to me.
 
   "How often do you need to feed? Is that what you call it?"
 
   "Depends. If I'm well and unharmed, once every other day. I take a little from two participants, then wipe their memory, close the holes, then send them on their way."
 
   "Have you ever done that to me?" I felt his body shudder, closing his eyes for a brief moment before responding.
 
   "I've never tasted your blood before tonight. The only reason I altered your memory was to keep you safe, but I've never done it before."
 
   With one quick movement I was back on my side and he was spooning me, kissing my hair, then squeezing me tight.
 
   "Now, get some sleep. You have to get up in a few hours if you want to make it to work, but if you're planning on calling in sick..." he let it dangle, the possibilities flying through my head, mostly of us continuing to lay in bed together.
 
   Playing at nonchalance, I sighed then wiggled my butt against him.
 
   "Good night."
 
   He groaned then released his grip slightly, but his warmth still enveloped me.
 
   "Good night. I might not be here when you wake up, but I'll leave my cell number," he whispered into my ear, making me shudder.
 
   "You should stay. Unless you really need to take off, but I'd like to wake up with you."
 
   Parker chuckled, kissed my hair again, but didn't respond.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
    
 
   My alarm went off at six thirty but I hit snooze. At six forty five when it sounded again, I reached up to hit it but a cool hand caught mine, then slowly trailed down my arm, instantly waking me and every nerve ending in my body. I sat up and turned off the alarm, then glanced back at Parker laying in the same exact spot as when we'd fallen asleep.
 
   "Good morning."
 
                  I smiled ear to ear after hearing his voice.
 
   He's real. I'm not dead and he wants to be with me.
 
   "Do you have plans today?" He sat up on his elbows, his long dark hair loose from its pony tail and cradling his face. "I mean, if I call in sick, would you be here?"
 
   "No." My happiness quickly vanished. He rolled his eyes then looked me up and down in a very predatory, albeit flattering way. "We won't be here, at least not all day, since there's still plenty more to show and tell you. Is that alright?" He flashed a grin, fully aware that he'd been messing with my feelings.
 
   "You could've just said that you'd love to hang out with me all day." 
 
   I hopped out of bed and quickly used the bathroom to freshen up.
 
   When I came back out he was sitting on the edge of my bed, standing once I came closer to him. He pulled me in and kissed me. His breath was still minty and breathtaking. I'm pretty sure he hadn't brushed his teeth, so this must be one of the perks of being a vampire.
 
   "Are you still tired? If you're going to call in sick then you can get some more rest."
 
   I eyed the bed, not really sure how I felt.
 
   "Are you still tired?" If he was then I'd have no problem climbing back in with him.
 
   "No. I need very little sleep, but would love to cuddle you if you'd like."
 
   He picked me up and threw me on the bed, covering his body over mine while I giggled and reached for my cell on the night stand.
 
   I dialed my work number and left a message for the main receptionist and then Julie, in case she went to work today. This would only be my second time calling in sick in over five years. If I wasn't anticipating what a great day I was about to have, then I might've panicked a bit since I need to sign off on almost everything for work to get done at the office.
 
   "What are they going to do without you?" His eyes grew wide with mock worry.
 
   "They'll manage." I wasn't going to worry about them all day since I'd be able to make up for lost time on Friday, then have the whole weekend with Parker again. Hopefully. "Where do you live? How do you make a living?"
 
   "I've made plenty of livings and invested well. I have a place to crash at, but I'm between houses at the moment."
 
   "Great. An unemployed, homeless man. No wonder you decided to stay the night."
 
   Before I could blink we were up against the far wall by the window.  His body melded mine against the wall and held my head firmly in his grasp, holding my gaze.
 
   "I have plenty of homes, just none that I'm currently residing in." He swooped down and kissed me, pulling my bottom lip into his mouth then lightly tugged it with his teeth. "I might be unemployed, but I'm the richest unemployed man you'll ever meet. Vampires have intolerance for most jobs, so we make our money in any other way we can."
 
   "I guess you're worth bringing home to mom then." I was teasing him but his eyes turned dark before he looked away. "What's wrong? You don't have to meet my mom, I was kidding."
 
   "I'd love to meet your mum." His gaze returned to mine. "If my mum were still alive, I'd be honored to introduce you to her."
 
   "I thought you said your mom turned you?" Had I misheard him?
 
   "She did. We killed her the first chance we got after about a year in this new life. After about sixty, Francis started to go crazy.  That's when I lost him to the Pulpas. I put up with him and tried to help him for years before finally letting him go."
 
   He'd killed his own mom, then lost his brother to the enemy. And the amount of years he'd been on his own were mind blowing. I thought my twenty eight years were horrible, but they're nothing compared to his two hundred and something.
 
   Before I could try and comfort him, he changed the subject.
 
   "What's on the agenda for today? This is the normal time for breakfast, though you don’t usually eat it. Since you’re staying home today maybe you can make time for it.”
 
   He placed me back on my feet then took my hand and walked at a humanly speed out to my kitchen.
 
   I made breakfast while he sat at the counter and watched. After eating I took a shower and changed to come out and find he looked freshly washed and was wearing a new outfit, his hair now cut short against his scalp, about an inch long.
 
                  Of course he was faster than me.  But he had to fly somewhere, shower, change, then come back and he did it all without me knowing he was missing.
 
   We sat on the roof for a few hours talking and learning more about each other. For example, he was born in 1806 and was turned in 1828. Since they aged quite a bit differently back in the day, he looked more about in his late twenties or early thirties. It was comical to think he’d passed as a high school student come to think of it.   But with his ability to alter and control minds it was all too possible. 
 
   Parker sat in the shadows while I enjoyed the more direct sunlight. When I drew closer to him I felt a chill. The same chill I’d felt on the rooftop of the Hilton at the reunion. I asked if he felt it too and he explained that he was partially masking himself from the sun. Like when they mask their selves in darkness to fly, so no one can see them. It was a different kind of mask, since I could see him, he explained.  This was to save his strength, while the other is to just remain hidden. 
 
   I rubbed my arms to rid the goose-bumps. Parker stood and came to me, wrapping his arms around my waist. The heat he enamored brought forth a new kind of goose-bump and his nostrils flared in silent acknowledgement. A change of subject was in need, I realized, when the blush crept over my cheeks and gave away my embarrassment. 
 
   “Do you like being a vampire?” I found myself verbally asking before looking away from his piercing gaze. 
 
   “In some ways, yes, others no,” he explained vaguely, continuing after I found the strength to look back into his eyes. “Being stronger than most so I could protect you is in the good category. Having to survive on blood is in the bad.” His eyes turned sad for a moment, tortured. “Being locked in time, forever in the same body….. that’s in both categories.”
 
   Uh, yeah. He had a gorgeous body. Why wouldn’t he like being trapped forever in it?
 
   “You don’t like the taste of blood?” I asked, whispered really. 
 
   He snorted before releasing me, shoving his hands in his front pockets as he started to pace back and forth.
 
   “I love it! Crave it. When I was first turned it was all I thought about for months. The feel of it sliding down my throat.  The burning desire disappearing for only minutes before rushing back with the same fever as before. If you don’t learn to control yourself it can drive you insane. If Francis hadn’t been there for me I would’ve lost it. We kept each other going, learning.”
 
   His steps were slow, measured, as if trying to remain in control now. 
 
   “So you learned,” I encouraged with a smile. “You’ve mastered your new life and I must say,” I hesitated while swallowing the lump in my throat before continuing with my brave words. “It looks good on you.” I continued before the embarrassment caught up to me. “You’re a caring, kind, strong, beautiful man. A combination that would have any woman begging for your attention.”
 
   He smiled then. A bright smile that only heightened my own. My head was tipped backwards with my hair brushing the concrete roof as he dipped me back and stared into my eyes. My breath caught when his lips bent and kissed the hollow of my neck, pushing the pearl strand out of his way while his fingers dug ever so nicely into the small of my back and right shoulder blade.
 
   “And you? You’d beg for my attention?”
 
   His teeth lightly nipped at the vein pulsing against my neck before placing a gentle, warm kiss to the base again. I fought for composure. 
 
   “Y-Yes,” I stuttered, probably beet red now. 
 
   “Anything you want is yours,” he explained while setting me back upright. “You never have to beg me.”
 
   I smiled again while waiting for my heart rate to slow before a memory surfaced that I’d completely forgotten until now. The second man I’d had sex with…I’d practically begged. I was twenty two and was desperate to get Parker out of my mind. It was our second date and he’d been anything but subtle about his intentions so I’d dragged him inside and when he hesitated I found myself a bit disoriented. He’d stepped back and looked at me like I was crazy before I whimpered a please and roughly got down on my knees to take him in my mouth. A masculine chuckle held me in place and he’d said, “Well, if you’re going to beg.” 
 
   A hot blush crept over my entire body now as I looked up at Parker with unease.
 
   “Were you there when…I mean…” I couldn’t even find the strength to finish my sentence. 
 
   Parker held my gaze, his eyes a fierce black.
 
   “The first time, no. I’m sorry to say I would’ve lost it and probably would’ve killed the young bastard.”
 
   That pulled a small twitch of my lips.
 
   “I was sixteen and it was nothing memorable.”
 
   He nodded, not caring either way.
 
   “The second time, yes. I didn’t stay and listen or anything creepy like that. The guy was a virgin and was worried about how to get you to be with him. You threw him off guard.” I gasped. I’m such a loser and Parker was there at one of my most embarrassing times. My head buried in my hands as I tried to forget the conversation we were having. “The arrogant prick used…well, he’s still breathing as far as I know.” 
 
   Parker seemed upset that the unimportant man had used me, but little did he know that I’d been using him too. 
 
                 “How many have you…been with?” I managed to ask without hesitating too much. 
 
   He knew I was with two, obviously. It was only fair I got to know the same about him.
 
   “I…” he stopped and ran a hand through his beautiful, thick hair. 
 
   “I know you’re old and everything and it’s bound to be much greater than my measly two times with two different men, but…. if it’s not in the thousands, I’d like to know.”
 
   My heart beat too quickly but I maintained a calm outer appearance. This did nothing to hide what I was really feeling to him of course, but it helped me feel better about myself.
 
   “Thousands?” he scoffed, grinning widely before taking my hand in his. “I’m not even in the double digits as far as partners go.” I closed my eyes and reveled in this bit of information. Not even ten in his two hundred and five years? “I’ve had eight partners, all of which came after I was turned and before you.”
 
   “You’ve only had sex eight times?” That didn’t seem right. Oh wait, it’s because it isn’t. Eight partners, not eight times. “I mean, how many times?” 
 
   “Piper,” he began, making me grow uneasy. “I don’t want you to get the wrong impression about me and I fear my number will do just that.”
 
   I let the smile remain on my face, though my heart sank.
 
   “Too many to count. I get it.” 
 
   He gripped my hand tighter when it started to sweat. 
 
   Calm down, Piper. It’s not like you have some sort of claim over him. This was all before you were born, idiot! 
 
   I took a deep breath and stopped my inner turmoil to look up at him. 
 
   “These women,” I began, slowly gaining my strength back. “Were they your girlfriends? Wives?”
 
   Two hundred years was a very long time to live alone.  It’d be natural for him to have at least one wife by now. 
 
   “I guess two of them could be described as girlfriends. The rest were just there to help pass the time.”
 
   My heart was thudding so loudly against my chest I thought I’d explode. Another bad thing to add to the vampire list: he could hear and smell the effect he had on me.
 
   It wasn’t long before we made our way back down to make lunch. I kept asking him if he was sure he didn't have to feed and he kept assuring me he was fine. I have to admit, I was a little curious and kind of wanted to see him do it. My neck wasn't necessarily offered to him because of the pain I'd felt before, but to see him feed, that might be interesting. Especially since there'd be no killing or torturing.
 
   I was halfway through my sandwich, still trying to get my questions in between bites, when his phone rang. It was Francis. Since I could only hear one side of the conversation I tried to decipher what they were talking about.
 
   "Good. That's what we wanted. Why do you sound so upset?" His brows puckered together. "Is that really necessary?... No, I'll meet you somewhere." He stood, then sat back down. "Fine. Call me back in an hour."
 
   When he hung up he grabbed my plate, rinsed it, then set it in the dishwasher all at human speed before coming back to take the seat next to me again.
 
   "I have to meet him when he calls back. Something's up." He was worried, that much I could tell. "There's a lot I wanted to do today, but we can do it this weekend. Wana go back up on the roof for a bit?"
 
   I agreed then went into my hall closet and grabbed some blankets so we could lay instead of sit. He took them from my hands, grabbed my hand with his other, then started to lead the way back out. When he opened my front door we both stilled. I smiled once the surprise wore off.
 
   "Hey, Julie. What are you doing here?" I peeked my head out but didn't see anybody else. Bruce must be working.
 
   She eyed Parker, rubbing her belly while thinking until realization hit.
 
   "Parker? Parker Smith? Oh my God, it's been so long. How are you?" She wrapped her arms around him, him doing the same awkwardly around her belly.
 
   "I'm excellent and how are you Julie? You look wonderful." 
 
   She rolled her eyes then smiled widely at me.
 
   "I knew you weren't sick. I'm so happy to see you happy!" She was smiling so wide, even happier than I was. "Sorry." She looked at Parker again, then back at me, silently praising me for my taste before turning back to Parker.
 
   "Do you live in the city? I haven't seen you in years." She grabbed my hand and pulled me back into the apartment while making her way to the couch. He followed and sat on the opposite side from us. "I married Bruce Teller. Do you remember him? This is our second child." 
 
   I'm not sure I've ever heard her this excited and yappy.
 
   "Congratulations. Yes, Piper's told me all about you. You're quite the help at the office and she absolutely adores you and Bruce." 
 
   I'd never told him any of that but it was all true.
 
   Julie pressed a hand over her heart and looked at me thoughtfully.
 
   "That is so sweet. We love you just as much." A wicked spark lit her eye. "So are you two... are you dating?"
 
   Oh, wow. We hadn't even talked about the specifics yet. He'd told me multiple times that he was going to 'make me his', but that still seemed liked more of a possession thing, rather than an intimate thing.  
 
   Since words escaped me, Parker spoke up.
 
   "It's in the works." He winked at Julie when she clapped in excitement. "She's a tough one to land. She's a work-a-holic and extremely picky about who she dates." Now it was me who gasped. "But I'm trying to get under that shell of hers, and it's working I think." Julie nodded as if agreeing with everything he was saying. "It's not like I bite, right Piper?"
 
   "Who knows? You might be a serial killer for all I know." His eyebrow went up. "I still need to get to know you better, you know, before I make you mine." 
 
   His lips twitched when Julie scoffed out loud, like I was being pathetic.
 
   "I'm just happy you're giving him a chance." She abruptly stood and let out a huge gasp. "We have to do dinner! If not tonight, then tomorrow night. I insist."
 
   Instead of looking at me to answer, she waited for Parker, who winked at me before standing and taking her arm as he walked her to the door, me following behind.
 
   "We'd love to. We're free tomorrow night, at least for now. I have a bit of a brother issue but we'll make it works this weekend for sure."
 
   His body tensed before he opened the door to escort her out, stopping at the sight of another unexpected guest. Francis.  
 
   "Hello brother. Julie. Sorry to interrupt but there's been an incident." He winked at me over Julie's head before smiling back at Parker.
 
   "Whatever it is, don't let them miss our dinner plans!" Julie spoke forcefully, her hormones springing to life. "I have to go, but please don't ruin my weekend."
 
   Francis nodded and assured her he'd try his best to not interfere with our lives, then walked her to the elevator and pushed the button, making small talk with her until it came and she left, waving to all of us with a huge smile. 
 
   Ten bucks says she calls Bruce as soon as she hits the main floor.
 
   "Do I have to stand out in the hall or are you going to invite me in?"
 
   Before I could respond Parker held up his hand instructing me to wait, his playful mood completely disappearing.
 
   "What's this regarding?  And did you bring trouble to her front door? Think before you answer since I already told you that her safety is very important to me, even if it means nothing to you." 
 
   He said the sweetest things.
 
   "Relax. Nothing's after me. Quinn folded practically immediately after you left. I kept the silver around him until I thought everything through, making sure he wasn't out smarting me." 
 
   He waited, Parker glaring him down before I finally rolled my eyes and pulled Parker back.
 
   "Come in, Francis." Parker looked like I'd just slapped him when he abruptly faced me. "I can always take it back. And you're here with me now, so there's no danger, right?"
 
   "No danger. I'd protect you with my very life if Parker wasn't around to do it." Parker turned to look at Francis, gauging his words. "It's true, whether you want to believe it or not. Now that I'm able to think clearly, not in a blood frenzy twenty-four hours a day, I'm able to see my priorities. The last thing we did right together was kill mum. Now we can protect your woman together. If and whenever you need me, I'll be there for you.  Promise."
 
   Francis looked between the two of us before Parker broke his stare and decided to accept what his brother was saying was the truth.
 
   "Alright. We'll take this in steps, but for now, I believe you." Francis rolled his eyes then nodded. "Why did you come here?"
 
   We were all huddled in my living room. This time me and Parker sat together and Francis stood by the window looking out. If I would've known I was going to be having so much company, I would've cleaned.
 
   Stuck doing a mental checklist of everything that needed to be done, I almost didn't notice the silent conversation they were having. Both their faces were scrunched, like they were having trouble communicating.
 
   "What am I missing?"
 
   Parker blinked then squeezed my leg with his hand.
 
   "Not much. We're both dehydrated and having a hard time getting our thoughts across." He smiled sheepishly and Francis decided to take a seat.
 
   "Well we could just talk out loud.  It would be less rude and less draining." He seemed tired already.
 
   "Fine. Quinn agreed to let you go, not hunt you and not send others to hunt you, but you're worried about me. I doubt he'll come after me. If he did you'd just call him out and kill him. He knows that. If he comes after anyone, you'll kill him. He wants to live too badly, that's why I picked him."  His grip tightened on my leg until I let out a little squeak. "Sorry. I just don't like the thoughts Francis is putting in my head."
 
   "Fine." Francis stood again. "So he's not a threat to us. What about Sam? I know you visited a few weeks ago and guess who's missing now. That's right."
 
   I opened my mouth to suggest maybe Sam wasn’t missing since Francis had been wrong about Parker missing, but Francis looked right at me and shot me down while smiling.
 
   "The real missing. I talked to some of the local Fangs, like Tommy and Gunner, and they say she was on the phone when she screamed, like an actual scream like a little girl before the line went dead. They went in search of her but couldn't find her. Anywhere." He paused to let that sink in. "Do you think they followed you when you stayed with her?"
 
   Parker looked dazed. I could tell he was thinking, trying to replay it over in his mind no doubt, while I tried not to think about the fact that he'd stayed with another woman only a few weeks ago. I shouldn't care, didn't have the right to really, but it still stung.
 
   "And Tiny. I know you saw him a while ago. He's gone too." 
 
   This seemed to surprise Parker even more.
 
   "No. He's not. I talked to him last week. But Sam might be missing. Since there's a chance that it was my fault, I have to look for her."
 
   "You don't have to do anything, but you will. And I'll help. Tommy and Gunner will be here tomorrow to help as well. I know you trust them, or you wouldn't have contacted them when you were there."
 
   "Yes, but if they plan on helping, why are you making them come here? We can start the search for Sam there."
 
   Francis walked around the corner to my kitchen then called for Parker to join him. He hesitated, then kissed my cheek and rose, quickly disappearing too.
 
   I flopped my head back on the couch, only it didn't hit the couch, it hit a solid chest that I soon learned was Francis'. Parker now stood in front of me, eyes blazing, a muscle ticking in his jaw while glaring at Francis behind me.
 
   "See. This is why I'm having them come here. You can decide who you want to stay behind with her.  I can be one of the two but then you won't be able to communicate telepathically while being stealth." They could only talk to each other? It must not be a universal vampire trait then.
 
   Francis continued to sit, his legs on the outside of my body, a hand playing lightly with strands of my hair. He was trying to sway Parker's vote for them to go together and it seemed to be working.
 
   "You made your point. Stop touching her."
 
   Before he could explode I extracted myself and moved to stand by the windows. Parker's body visibly shed his tension. I loved his possessiveness, if that's what it was, though I didn't want to be the reason he fought with his brother, or was distracted while looking for his friend. I couldn't be jealous of a friend looking for a friend, right?
 
   "How long will you be gone?"  
 
   Parker moved fast before coming to a halt right in front of me, taking the same chunk of hair Francis had and smoothed it against the rest.
 
   "A few days. Tops. If you need me I'll only be two hours from you. Tommy and Gunner won't bother you. In fact, they might not even show themselves to you while they watch over you." I nodded, but must've still looked sad because he changed the subject immediately. "Tell you what. Why don't you call Jules and tell her we'll meet them for dinner tonight."  He chuckled when I lit up. "Go call her while I let Francis out."
 
   A thought occurred to me before I made it all the way down the hallway and turned back to face him. Francis and him both looked at me questioningly when I hesitated. 
 
   I’d watched plenty of relationships go down the drain while the woman was obliviously making long-term plans by themselves. That was a trait I planned on never having.
 
   "Umm... we don't have to do dinner with them." They both continued to stare. "I mean, you don't have to do anything you don’t…”
 
   Francis' lips twitched before excusing himself from this awkward confrontation. Parker walked slowly toward me, stopping less than a breath away, making me crane my neck to look into his eyes.
 
   "I know I don’t have to do anything. I want to date you.  If you don't wana date then I'll court you, worship you, anything you want as long as you allow me in your life."
 
   He bent down when I stood on my tip toes to kiss him.
 
   "Dating sounds good." Though the idea of him worshipping me sounded like fun.
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   "So there I am, crouching down behind this massive boulder in the middle of Africa, just waiting for that lion to come rip me from limb to limb, when all of a sudden out of nowhere one of the guides on the tour bus comes charging toward me and fires three shots." Bruce and Jules both gasped. "The lion fell a few feet from me.  Apparently he'd been in midair when the guide saved my life."
 
   "Unbelievable."
 
   "Wow."
 
   We were at dinner with my friends, Parker blowing them away with story after story, which I'm pretty sure were modified because he could've ripped a lion apart with his bare hands if he wanted to.
 
   When Parker showed back up at my apartment an hour ago, it was all I could do to keep breathing at the sight of him. He wore a tailored Armani suit, a white dress shirt sculpted to his form, showing me everything that I was missing. His new do fit perfectly with the fancy clothes and muscled form. 
 
   I spent two hours getting ready and still felt like a mess compared to him. My strapless light blue dress hung below my knees, silver heels made me come just shy of his shoulders and my hair was wavy and parted on the side. Of course my pearls were the finishing touch. When I came out of the shower I found all my perfume missing, assumed Parker had gotten rid of them because the scents were too strong, and was only wearing deodorant tonight. It wasn't quite fair, since he emitted a scent that drew me in. And others, I noticed.
 
   "It seems you've been living quite the life, Parker." Julie took a sip of her water before placing it back down. "You're probably done with that though, and ready to settle down?"
 
   My eyes widened and stared at her. What was she doing?
 
   "Absolutely." Parker didn't hesitate. His answer came immediately and sounded so sure, like there's nothing else in the world that he wanted more than that.
 
   "I have to go to the bathroom." Julie stood, then waited for me.
 
   She was going to hound me and I wasn't particularly looking forward to it, but I did have to use the restroom.
 
   Parker stood and pulled out my chair, then helped me stand while holding onto one of my hands, which he kissed before watching me walk away. Gentleman seemed too tame of a word, what with all that sexual energy rolling off him.
 
   Julie took my hand and led me across the well-manicured restaurant.  Red and white tablecloths adorned each table, with black candlesticks to make the setting romantic. We usually ate in bars or chain restaurants when we went out, but tonight, Julie picked this place instead. It seems she was on a mission to land me a keeper, and though she had nothing to do with it, he might just be.
 
   She didn't bring anything up until we were washing our hands and checking our faces.
 
   "He is the perfect combination of man. Sweet, charming, sexy, knows how to tell a good story and how to listen. When did he pop back into your life? Wait, don't tell me, I'll ask him when we get back. I love how he tells stories." 
 
   I do too.
 
   "He is amazing.  I actually want to keep this one." I smiled at her when she lit up. "Don't scare him away tonight and maybe we can go out to dinner next week, when he's back in town." I'd almost said, once he finds his friend, but stopped myself just in time.
 
   "I am so happy for you!" She couldn't contain her glee and it was pretty obvious. "I'll be on my best behavior, promise."
 
   We came back out to our table and our meals quickly followed suit. Parker ordered a rare steak and I found myself waiting for him to take a bite. I'd never seen him eat anything before and found watching his jaw work mesmerizing while he chewed. He winked at me and took another bite while I turned to focus on my own meal.
 
   "So how and when did you two run into each other again? I doubt you've been in contact since high school."  
 
   I rolled my eyes and stuffed some mashed potatoes in my mouth to keep busy, and not staring at the beautiful being next to me. It worked, until he started talking.
 
   "Happy coincidence actually. It was last Friday and I was on my way home when out of the Hilton walks the beautiful Piper." He paused here to kiss my cheek. I closed my eyes and my lashes brushed against his skin. "I reintroduced myself and we ended up sharing a cab together. We talked until after midnight, then I walked her to her door and said good night after giving her my number."  Well some of that was true. "She didn't call me, but we ran into each other again on Wednesday night where I tried again to woo her enough to give me a chance." Julie giggled. "Then I showed up at her doorstep this morning, she called in sick and now we're enjoying a very lovely dinner with her closest friends."
 
   "Amazing." Bruce smiled at me. "All you needed was a guy that took initiative."
 
   I smiled back but didn't respond. This was borderline embarrassing, what with the man I'd dreamt about for years hearing about my non-existent dating life from my friends. I know he already knew how much of a loser I was, but it was embarrassing all the same. Not as embarrassing as this afternoon, but still.
 
   "Wait. Francis showed up last night and said he needed to talk to you." She turned to face her husband and explain. "Francis is Parker's brother." He nodded in understanding and she turned back to face us. "Did you tell him to go get her or what happened there? How did Francis even meet her?"
 
   Uh, oh.
 
   "Francis was with me last Friday when we ran into each other. I introduced them then sent him on his way so I could be alone with her. Last night he saw her in the bar and was on his way to meet me, and since I've been talking about her non-stop, he decided to surprise me, bringing her to dinner with us."
 
   Few, close one. He's a fast thinker.
 
   "It's like a fairy tale love story. You just keep running into each other." Julie accepted his story with ease, not questioning him anymore. "That also explains his clear dislike of Brian." She pursed her lips together as soon as the words escaped her.
 
   "Brian?" Parker asked, though I knew he already knew.
 
   "Brian Collins, from high school. You went to his senior keg party. Remember?" Now I was in on the acting and felt a zing of emotion roll through me when his lips twitched.
 
   "Oh, yes. Now I remember." He looked back at Julie. "Sorry if Francis was rude to anybody.  He seems to live by the motto, act first, think later." 
 
   The table laughed again.
 
   "The senior keg party. That brings back memories, huh? Why didn't you come to the reunion last Friday?"
 
   "I didn't really have all that many friends back then, and didn't think anybody I cared to see would be there." He looked at me and we smiled at each other.
 
   "You weren't real popular with the football team since they begged and begged you to play for them, but you continued to say no and ended up just working on play sets instead of putting that muscular body to work." Parker just shrugged. "But you were really popular among the girls, especially Ashley Goodwin." My heart started to pound too loudly. "You guys made out or something and she talked about you for years, but she said you practically fell off the face of the Earth and was impossible to contact." Julie looked amused and curios.
 
   Parker stiffened beside me, though his face remained relaxed. He’d told me that he’d removed the kissing memory from her mind, but I guess it didn’t work.
 
   "We kissed one time and it was nothing memorable."
 
   To keep from looking into his emotional eyes, I picked up my drink and took a big gulp of wine before smiling at Bruce who seemed to be enjoying himself as much as Julie.
 
   "It's too bad about her dad though."
 
   "Her dad?" Now I was completely interested in hearing what happened.
 
   "Yeah, didn't you hear?" Julie leaned forward, excited to be spreading the gossip. "Rumor has it he had some pretty big gambling debts and right before the bank foreclosed on their house, he disappeared."
 
   It took all my strength to keep it together. Parker had to have had something to do with the disappearance. No doubt about it.
 
   "Some people think he committed suicide, others say he ran with what little money he had left and never looked back."
 
   I didn't want to think of Parker as a killer, a murderer, but he'd told me before that he was forced to deal with him in order to keep his brother alive, or so he thought. He'd changed the subject before I found out what happened in the end.
 
   "Strange. I never heard anything about it until now. When did he disappear?"
 
   "Pretty much right after graduation," Julie helpfully answered. "It's been so long, I wonder if they ever found anything." The waiter came and removed our plates while we finished our drinks and the conversation. "Ashley seems to be doing fine though. She makes good money and every time I talk to her she never brings him up, like he never existed. I can only imagine the pain it put her mom and sisters through."
 
   Parker quickly changed the subject to sports with Bruce while I finished off my drink and continued to stew over this new bit of information. There was going to be a good excuse, the real one, as soon as we were alone for Parker to explain.
 
   We made our way out onto the busy night street and waited for them to hail a cab before we took a stroll to meet his brother, or so that's what Parker told them. Since Julie didn't have to work tomorrow and I could go in at any time to sign off on things, she insisted they walk with us to continue the night since she wasn't tired. Bruce agreed, only wanting to make his wife happy since he did have to work tomorrow.
 
   I guess I could wait a little while longer before I exploded while thinking of what Parker's answers were going to be from my questions.
 
   "Where are we meeting Francis?" Did we need to call him and have him meet us, since I didn't think that was the original plan at all?
 
   “A few blocks up." He squeezed my hand in reassurance before pulling his phone out of his pocket with his other.
 
   He sent a quick text then re-pocketed it while smiling at me. He knew I'd corner him the second we were alone, so was probably enjoying having the distraction with us for now.
 
   No matter. I wouldn't forget. For now I'd enjoy just being out with friends.
 
   We'd gotten about three blocks before Parker's mood swiftly changed. He tossed his phone at me while protectively standing in front of all of us. I clutched the phone and put myself on the other side of Julie to ensure she didn't get hurt. She was pregnant and I'd rather get myself hurt, than her.
 
   "Call Francis," he ordered before his eyes seemed to zero in on the darkness down an alley.
 
   My fingers fumbled with the keys but I eventually found the correct number then pressed send. Parker's hand came back to grab my wrist when he whirled in the other direction as if danger was coming at us from all sides.
 
   "It hasn’t been five minutes yet," Francis answered lightly, without a care in the world.
 
   "We need you." 
 
   That's all I had to say for him to become alert.
 
   "Where are you?"
 
   Parker moved again, facing back into the alley while slowly pulling us along, past the darkness toward more lights.
 
   "Third and Birch Street."
 
   The line went dead.
 
   "Bruce, I'm going to need you to stay with the women."  His tone was not one to question, but Bruce was confused and had every right to be.
 
   "What's going on? I don't see anything." He kept swiveling his gaze to try and find the unknown threat that Parker obviously saw.
 
   Instead of responding to him, he seemed to be talking out loud to himself, or possibly to me.
 
   "There's four of them. Pulpas. And they aren't in a chatty mood."
 
   As if summoned, one of them stepped from the shadows a few feet from us with an evil grin. He was shorter than Parker, but wider. The distinction between Fangs and Pulpas were completely obvious. The blood red eyes made them all look like Satan, while Parker's and his brothers changed from black to a non-threatening color.
 
   Parker took a stance, readying himself for the attack.
 
   "Parker. It's been too long."
 
   Parker growled at the greeting. Obviously they weren't friends.
 
   He continued to usher us backwards, Julie crying hysterically and Bruce trying to act tough and protective, though he would be as useless as me against these enemies.
 
   "Leave. Find your meal somewhere else." His fangs shot out in a warning, but the other vampires did the same as a threat.
 
   I turned my head to the side and found another emerging from the opposite wall, fangs extended and approaching us with a lethal, hungry stare.
 
   "Give them our purses, Parker!" Julie cried, oblivious to what they really wanted.
 
   "Leave now and I'll let you live." Parker's voice was deadly and promising, though the first vampire merely laughed.
 
   We couldn't follow the movement but the next time I blinked the vampire was lying on the hard cement floor, his head separated from his body, rolling around with the rest of the trash until it lost momentum. Parker was back standing in front of us as if he hadn't moved and Julie screamed.  I covered her mouth with my hand to keep other humans from coming to help us, knowing they would probably just add to the body count.
 
   "It's alright. Parker will protect us." 
 
   And you won't remember a thing when this is over. That thought helped me keep calm while he faced off with the other vampire now infuriated at the loss of his friend.
 
   "Fangs? Are those fangs?" Bruce's voice level rose.
 
   "Don't be silly." That's the only thing I could think of as a reply at the moment.
 
   "He was only fifty.  I'm much older than him and you. Still want to take us on? You could just leave so we can enjoy our meal in peace."
 
   "They're mine." Possessive. Though right now I didn't mind at all.
 
   The next thing I knew Julie was taken from beneath me, her scream filling my ears when I saw her in front of Parker being held by her neck, the vampire’s eyes fixated on her throat.
 
   Bruce yelled out and tried to push past Parker, but he held him still.
 
   "Wait! I'll handle this," he warned Bruce, but he didn't want to listen so Parker ended up having to hold him in place next to me. "I've got first rights. You take one drink, one sip, one tiny little nip and I'll be able to kill you where you stand without consequences."
 
   The vampire gulped, knowing he'd be helpless if the circumstances were true. That much I'd learned. If Parker told him to stay, his body would have to do as commanded, leaving him a sitting duck to be killed. But I was pretty sure Parker was bluffing since he'd told me before he didn't drink from anybody I knew.
 
   The vampire sniffed her neck then looked up at Parker with a sneer.
 
   "You've got no rights with her, or anybody with you. My senses wouldn't lie, but you did." He lifted his mouth in a striking position. Bruce yelled out and tried to get to his wife.
 
   "No! No, please! Take me. Don't hurt her."
 
   "No need." Francis came walking out of the shadows, throwing a head to the ground as if a candy wrapper then stopped at our sides. "I've got first rights on everybody here, so go ahead, take a nip. You'll get to taste her sweet nectar for a second before my brother and I play hopscotch with your heads."
 
   The two vampires looked at each other then sniffed her neck again. Parker was holding Julie's gaze, entrancing her, hopefully to keep her calm and the baby safe.
 
   "You've got ten seconds to back away from my people, and another ten minutes to leave the city completely. If we ever see you again, or you try anything like this again in my presence, I'll kill you without the polite warning. Understood?"
 
   They were gone before he finished talking, two dead vampires laying in the alley and Bruce was let free to go to his wife. He ran to her and hugged her close, kissing frantically while continuing to rub her belly, telling her how much he loved her. It was beautiful.
 
   I stood in silence, letting them get everything out while we waited. Parker silently watched me, wiping away a stray tear with his thumb before pressing a kiss to my forehead.
 
   Francis walked past my friends into the alley, grabbed both of the bodies and heads, and threw them into the dumpster. He withdrew a lighter and tossed it in with them, effectively igniting them, going up in flames instantly.
 
   "Thank you." Bruce's words drew my attention back to them. "Thank you so much for saving her." He let go of his wife for a second to wrap Parker in a hug, then did the same to Francis when he rejoined us. "I don't care what you are, I am so thankful you were with us." 
 
   Julie kept looking at me, most likely wondering why I wasn't freaking out as much as they were.
 
   "No problem." Parker’s eyes began to swirl and I could tell he was entrancing both of them at the same time. "We were all going to go get some drinks but Julie got very tired and you need to head home. Nothing out of the ordinary happened. You will stay away from danger and dark alleys from now on, but if ever threatened with your life again you will remember these words and these words only. ‘Francis has first rights’."
 
   "Francis has first rights." They both repeated the words then got into the cab Francis hailed for them.
 
   When they were safely tucked in the cab and driving away, Parker and I whirled on Francis, though it was me who spoke first.
 
   "Thank you so much. I probably shouldn't be thankful that you've drank my friends’ blood, and apparently mine too, but I am. Thank you." I wrapped my arms around him, effectively startling the both of them before I turned to Parker. "Thank you, too. For everything." I wrapped my arms around him then kissed his lips.
 
   "Oh sure, he gets a kiss? Not fair if you ask me." Francis winked and I smiled when Parker rolled his eyes. "Before you start on me, you know that I nicked her skin last week before you threw me across the roof.  Never before have I drank from her. And as for her family and friends, I knew you wouldn't do it so I made them safe in my own way. No one can harm them now without consequences."
 
   Parker seemed torn from wanting to scold him, threaten him, something to that effect, or to thank him. He settled for nodding in acceptance.
 
   "There were six of them but the rest took off, uninterested in being killed over a meal. Some of them are getting braver, a public place like this, drawing attention. The Council probably knows, but what can they do about it? Nothing, unless caught in the act."
 
   How had I, or anyone else, gone most of their lives without knowing about super natural beings? Wiping their minds. That had to be the only way.
 
   I wrapped my arms around Parker's waist. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and gently kissed my scalp, making me lean into his touch.
 
   My hand felt sticky.  I withdrew it and looked to find Parker's side was bleeding. I gasped and moved his jacket out of the way to find his white shirt blood soaked on his side.
 
   "Just a little stab wound. It's healed already," he assured me, but I was still concerned. I un-tucked his shirt and roamed my eyes and then my hands over his bare skin but felt nothing. It was for sure healed.  Wow. "I need to feed though, I'm getting weaker."
 
   "I can scrounge up something for you." Francis was gone before he could reply.
 
   I helped him sit on a couple of crates then happily sat on his lap when he pulled me into it. He stared into my eyes, purple starting to form before he bent to kiss me.
 
   "I never wanted to lie to you and didn't think that Ashley's dad would get brought up.  Ever.  But I know you want to know."
 
   Did that really matter at this point? We were both alive and he bravely took a stab wound for me and my friends to keep us safe.
 
   "Doesn't matter. At least not right now. I was mad, obviously, but not after what we just went through." I kissed him again, this time savoring his taste when he parted my lips with his tongue.
 
   "Ahem." Francis cleared his throat to let us know he was back.
 
   When I turned to face him, I instinctively tightened my grip on Parker's shoulders. He'd brought back a young, skinny blonde who was gorgeous. Gorgeous on the same level as Parker and Francis were, leaving me feeling as ugly as a rock.
 
   I unsteadily rose to my feet, leaving his lap open for the entranced girl to take my spot since he was too weak to stand at the moment.
 
   "A pull or two should get you both home." Francis spoke to me while my gaze remained fixated on the girl's short green dress as her breasts pressed against Parker's chest, her dress inching up her thigh almost revealing her panties. "Ten pulls and he'll be good for a whole day." Was he still talking to me?
 
   The girl giggled at something Parker whispered to her before his gaze met mine and I couldn't look away. He parted her hair off her shoulder, revealing a very pretty, tanned neck. Thinking she was about to be in pain, I let out a surprised gasp when she moaned as his fangs slid into her neck.
 
   She moaned again when he began to visibly take pulls from her body. Parker's eyes remained on mine but I couldn't handle it. It was obvious he was giving her pleasure. Pleasure I didn't want him offering, or taking, from anybody else. When she giggled again I lost it. I turned and started running down the sidewalk in the direction of my home. I didn't think, just ran until about three blocks down I decided I'd gotten enough space between us.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TEN
 
    
 
   I was panting and my adrenaline wasn't helping my heart rate when I turned a corner and found Francis lazily propped against the side of the brick building inspecting his nails.
 
   "Where are you going? No need to get all out of breath.  I could've brought you here, or home, if that's where you're going."
 
   "I..." What? Am jealous and angry and confused? Duh. "I couldn't watch that anymore. I thought it was going to be painful, like it was when you let Quinn bite me, but it wasn't. It didn't look like she was in pain at all."
 
   He kept pace with me, walking me toward my building, which was now only two blocks away.
 
   "I figured. Parker didn't want to scare you away, or he would've just drank from you. Though I know he'd only do so if you asked on your own. He cares about you too much to force you into anything uncomfortable, unless it meant saving your life."
 
   Francis did that on purpose.
 
   "You brought a beautiful young girl for him so I'd be jealous?" I stopped walking and waited for him to answer. The smirk on his face got bigger.
 
   "Wasn't in my original plan but felt she'd work since she was the first person I found unattended." Right. "Besides, now he and I both know how you feel about him, which I know has been eating away at him.  Not quite sure if you're interested in him, or just his lifestyle."
 
   Who wouldn't be interested in him? He was gorgeous and mysterious. Tall and built. He cared about others above his own safety and no matter if he wanted to admit it, he loved his brother and would do anything for him.
 
   "That's why he never revealed himself all those years he watched over you. He was too afraid that you were going to be scared of him, or just plain reject him."
 
   We continued walking while I mulled over his words.
 
   "He could have anybody in the world. Literally. Why would he waste his time on me?" Maybe I'd get a straight answer from him, since Parker never did.
 
   "Sometimes we're just drawn to people. Being a vampire, we have heightened senses and those senses can flow into our feelings if we let them. Thankfully, Parker's held onto his feelings and they've become stronger and stronger over the years, instead of disappearing like most of our kind." I opened my mouth to ask another question, but he stopped me. "He's within listening range now and will be here any second."
 
   Just as we reached my buildings front doors, Parker appeared out of thin air with a look of pure determination. He nodded at Francis, who took off, then opened the door and gestured for me to go in ahead of him.
 
   When we reached my front door, still in silence, I opened it, then waited as he stood on my doormat.
 
   "Are you leaving?" I asked, since he hadn't tried to come in.
 
   "She meant nothing. I needed blood and was too weak to argue about who Francis brought for me. I normally drink from men. I don't want to hurt you." His voice was pained, holding my attention completely while he still lingered in my doorway.
 
   "Ok." I really didn't know how to respond. "I want you to be healthy. I didn't mean to freak out."
 
   He took two giant steps inside before shutting the door behind him.
 
   "Come with me." He took my hand and walked me into my kitchen, me kicking off my heels along the way. He grabbed a knife and put his hand over the sink.  My eyes got wide in fear. "I'm going to make a blood oath to you." He slashed the knife across his open palm and started bleeding onto my unwashed dishes. "I swear to never lie to Piper Smith unless it's a life or death situation."
 
   The cut healed but I remained staring into his pained eyes. He really would do anything for me. The look on his face should've been illegal, all sexy that he was while promising never to lie to me unless it was to save a life.
 
   I walked forward and took the knife from him, placed it in the sink, then brought his palm up to my lips and pressed a kiss to where the knife had slashed through it. His eyes remained fixed on mine, making me shudder at his intense need to make me happy.
 
   There was no doubt about it. I wanted him. Needed him. I would always need him.
 
   I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed a kiss to his lips. He responded instantly, pulling me tight against him then cradled my ass in his hands when I jumped and wrapped my legs around his waist.
 
   We kissed slowly, seductively, tasting each other and savoring the taste before we started rocking against each other.
 
   "Take me to the bedroom." 
 
   It was a demand barely above a whisper, but he listened, moved lightening fast to my bed, then laid me down while crawling on top of me.
 
   My hands went straight for the button on his pants, practically ripping it off before undoing the zipper, then helping him ease his pants to the floor. His jacket and shirt followed quickly before he covered his chilled body over mine again, kissing me while running both his hands through my hair. His body was cold, but on fire, seeming to electrify me with every touch.
 
   I wanted to make sure he was telling the truth so I decided to ask a few questions before I gave myself to him.
 
   "Did you want to sleep with her?" I didn't have to say who, he already knew.
 
   "No." His teeth scraped over my earlobe. "I only wanted, no needed blood. I needed the blood to keep up my strength to protect you."  
 
   He lifted me up and had me stand on top of my bed as he slowly undid the zipper on the back of my dress. When it fell in a pile on my bed, he picked me up, removed it, then threw it against the far wall before looking back at me. I was sans bra tonight, so all that was left was both our underwear.
 
   "When was the last time you were intimate with someone?"
 
   He didn't seem to like this question, but started kissing a path up my right leg while he answered. Every time his sweet lips landed on my skin, I shuddered.
 
   "Over fifty years ago." His cool breath made goose-bumps pop up all over my skin. "I've been waiting for you." He flipped my legs out from under me but caught me before I hit the bed, then laid me down gently.
 
   His lips continued their path up my leg until he reached my core, pressing his lips over the center of my panties and growling, vibrating my already soaking panties, making me pant with excitement.
 
   "Are you going to come back in a few days, even if you don't find your friend?" 
 
   All I wanted was to hear yes. I want him near me always. I couldn't stand to be away from him for long, now that I have him.
 
   “If I’m able to.” 
 
   His left hand stroked up my right leg while his mouth moved up my stomach and kissed right above my belly button, making my stomach quiver.
 
   “Stay. Stay here with me.” 
 
   It probably sounded pathetic, me begging like that as he continued to stroke the fire between my legs, but I didn’t care. Nothing mattered anymore besides him.
 
   “I’ll be back on Monday for sure. If it’s a trap, we’ll sense it and leave right away. Monday at the latest, I promise.”
 
   He shifted over me, moving me closer to the bed frame so he could lay on the bed with me. His underwear barely kept his erection contained, poking out like a tent. A very big tent. I whimpered when he rubbed it against my core, arching into him with need.
 
   Just one more question then I’d end this and start what I should’ve a long time ago. I wanted him and was going to take him.
 
   “Did you ever sleep with her? Sam?” 
 
   He claimed my lips in a kiss, as if to stop my question from being asked.
 
   His erection slid against me once more, making me close my eyes so he couldn’t see them roll into the back of my head. Then his head tucked down to my nipple, effectively sucking it into his mouth, lavishing its peak with his tongue before releasing it and doing the same to the other.
 
   I moaned and arched my nipple into his mouth, wanting him to take more. He readily accepted my challenge, wrapping an arm around my back and pulling me toward him for better access while my head laid against the pillow.
 
   “Parker...” He hadn’t answered my question and I was quickly forgetting that I wanted him to.
 
   “Years ago. Before even your parents were born. Before your grandparents.”
 
   He claimed my mouth again, shutting me up and making me focus more on what was happening here and now, rather than what had happened in the past.
 
   I could feel his fangs lengthen and he was gentle enough not to nik me, though I soon formed another idea. I couldn’t change the past but I could make our present the best he’d ever had.  Or at least I hoped.
 
   I pulled his head back to look at his fangs then slowly moved my finger over the length of one, watching as his face contorted into sheer bliss. He liked that. I could tell.
 
   “Bite me.”
 
   He sat still for only a second before we were up against the wall.  His erection would’ve been pressed against my opening if I wasn’t wearing any underwear.
 
   He soon corrected that, tearing them from my body along with his.
 
   “You don’t want that. But you do want this.” He slid against my wet opening, making me clutch his shoulders while he held us against the wall.
 
   Parker. My Parker. After all these years, he’s here. With me. Almost in me. Dreams do come true.
 
   “I do. I want that. I want both.”
 
   He quit moving long enough for me to notice and open my eyes to look at him questioningly.
 
   “I’ve got very little control left and won’t be able to stop myself, so please, don’t ask me to do anything that you don’t want me to do.”
 
   “Please.” I said the word while moving my hair over to one side of my shoulder, giving him better access. “Please bite me. I know you like it.”
 
   His whole body shuddered but he kept his grip on me, not letting us fall.
 
   I felt his tongue snake out when he buried his head in the crook of my neck. Once, twice- his tongue stroked across my skin, making me feel more alive than ever. He lowered me onto his erection, slowly letting me take him in while I clutched his shoulders.
 
   The pain of his huge member entering me barely started before being replaced with ecstasy. His fangs buried into my neck, a moan escaped him the same time I cried out. The suction of his fangs pulling the blood into his mouth was incredible. I came with such a force it startled both of us.
 
   When I stopped writhing he began slowly inching me down the length of him until I was to the hilt. He remained still for a minute, seeming to gain back his control. He removed his fangs from my neck, licked me, then pulled his head back to look at me. Blood dripped from his fangs until his tongue slowly cleaned them both off, then shuddered anew when I began rocking back and forth, loving the way he felt inside me.
 
   “That was amazing.” My voice was hoarse, making him growl when he claimed my lips with a rough kiss before pulling all the way out, then slowly sinking himself deeper.
 
   “I can’t hold out much longer.”
 
   I grasped his shoulders and began rocking my pelvis in rhythm to his thrusts. Our slow friction started bringing on new feelings, even better than the first. He stretched me to the point of pain, though I felt none when he moved so deliciously inside of me.
 
   He picked up the pace, whirling around to lay me on the bed, then grabbed hold of both my hands and held them above my head as the friction increased. When he bent to kiss me, his fangs were out and I loved the feel of them when they scraped against my bottom lip, surfacing a fetish I didn’t know I had. When he abruptly shot them back into his gums, I cried out.
 
   “Bring them back.” I pulled his bottom lip between mine then pretended to bite him, making him chuckle as he let them descend again.
 
   I licked them before intertwining our tongues.  A new metallic taste lingered while his thrusts got faster and faster. He was pounding into me with an impossible speed, my head tossed back and forth as my brain tried to comprehend the amount of pleasure coursing through my body.
 
   “Look at me.” His voice was edged, deep and sultry.
 
   I opened my eyes and stared into his bright fuchsia eyes, his fangs still protruded as a new wave of euphoria hit me. He exploded into me with such force I screamed in pleasure until losing my voice. My body tingled until he slowed his thrusts while kissing my neck.
 
   When he claimed my lips again, I had to break it off almost right away so I could breathe, then felt the cool spray of water against my back before he turned us again to take the spray until it warmed. We were now in my shower.  He continued to hold me against him while remaining inside me.
 
   “That was...” Were there any words for the amount of perfect that had been? I couldn’t find them.
 
   “You are so beautiful.”
 
   With him still inside, my hormones came alive again, making me rock back and forth, his erection still rock hard.
 
   “Can you?” A warm mist hit my face after ricocheting off his shoulder when I bent and nipped at his skin.
 
   “All night, lover.” His thrusts picked up to that superhuman speed and I saw dark spots in my vision before closing my eyes and savoring his feel. “Bite me.” He repeated my earlier words to me.
 
   I lowered my head and nipped at his shoulder again, then at the base of his neck while I cried out at the glorious storm on its way from bursting out of me.
 
   “Bite me.” He repeated his words in a growl, effectively making me obey.
 
   I bit down hard enough to break the skin, his body shuddering as if it was the most wonderful feeling. Blood started seeping between my teeth.  I lifted my head and only swallowed what was already in my mouth, not wanting to gag around a mouthful. Liquid gold flowed down my throat, making my whole body zing with awareness. Everything seemed brighter, more realistic and thicker, pulling my attention back to our writhing bodies and the wonderful friction we created together.
 
   My senses seemed to come to life for the first time. I could see, hear and feel things that never seemed to be there before. The scent of Parker's skin was even more intoxicating and addicting, awakening a being inside me I didn't know was there. Hearing Parker's faint moans of passion had me lose all control, taking him in all the way before using the shower wall with my feet to pull him in and out while my breasts continued to bounce up and down, skimming his chest. His hands gently cupped my ass before he picked up the speed, slamming into me forcefully, yet lovingly. Our bodies synchronized in the most beautiful, pleasurable way. The moans pouring from my mouth were a mystery. I’d never heard them before.
 
   “You feel it now. Feel how complete and wonderful we are together.” He pressed his lips over mine just as I began convulsing around him for over a minute until he did the same, yelling out into my mouth when his seed filled me once more.
 
   My body began shaking. Even when he moved me under the warm water I continued to tremble. I couldn’t control my muscles. They were too relaxed and sated. He chuckled while quickly cleaning us both between our legs, then wrapped me in a clean cotton towel before laying me back down on my bed.
 
   He disappeared for a few seconds, then came back dry and stalking toward me as if he were ready for round three already, or six if you were counting how many orgasms I probably had. I lost count.
 
   I watched him stop at the end of my bed. He grabbed my left leg and started pressing kisses to my ankle, then up my calf to my thigh.
 
   “That was amazing.” I still couldn’t move, my body like jelly, the effects of his blood seeming to dissipate from my system.
 
   “I’m ready for another round, whenever you are.” His voice vibrated off my thigh, my nerve endings already on alert in that region, making me lift my hips off the bed in blatant invitation that I was ready for more.
 
   “You are so amazing. A dream come true.”
 
   His nose tickled my skin.
 
   “A dream? Am I what you dreamed about before you woke up in a pool of sweat clutching the sheets a few weeks ago?” His breath blew against my crotch, mixing sweet coolness with my damp heat deliciously.
 
   “Yes.” If he was going to be honest with me, I’d do the same.
 
   That seemed to make him happy as he lowered his head and continued his pleasurable torture.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Parker walked me to my office the next day around nine thirty after sating both our desires to the fullest extent. I’d only gotten about four hours of sleep but I was fully rested and loving life today.
 
   He went up to my floor, kissed me on my desk, then left before we got incredibly inappropriate in front of what little co-workers showed up today. It was almost painful watching him walk away, but I watched him leave the building, turn back and wave at me, though I was twenty floors up, then walked around the corner and disappeared.
 
   Two days past until I finally got a text message from him saying they hadn’t found anything, but he’d call me when he got back into town.  I didn’t reply, too afraid I’d announce my undying love for him. Instead I kept reading the message again and again throughout the day to remind me he was real and coming back to me.
 
   On Monday morning I was elated, expecting Parker to show back up at any moment. The night came and went, without me sleeping much, before Tuesday morning came and I decided I’d waited long enough and sent him a text.
 
   U ok?
 
   That seemed harmless enough. What I wasn’t expecting was how the conversation turned out.
 
   Y?
 
   I waited a few minutes but he didn’t say anything else. I was hoping it was some sort of joke at first, but that clearly wasn’t the case.
 
   Its Tuesday
 
   I went to our mandatory meeting and when I came back thirty minutes later my heart almost stopped at the words written across my phone screen.
 
   And....
 
   And? And??? And he told me he’d be back Monday at the latest. As a last resort I double checked the phone number I was sending the texts to. It was correct.
 
   Not giving up hope that this was some sort of a joke that was not even close to being funny, I dialed his number then hung up when it went to voicemail. I dialed Francis’ number then hung up when it again went to voicemail. Those jerks!
 
   And nothing
 
   Julie came in and took a seat across from me, frowning once she saw the look on my face.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” I was pissed off and didn’t want to talk about it, let alone take it out on her, so I grabbed my purse and told her I was taking an early lunch.
 
   “Want me to go with you?” Her sad eyes only made the situation worse.
 
   My phone beeped and I dug it out of my purse only to read more infuriating words.
 
   Good
 
   That asshole! I blew out an exasperated breath and stormed out of the office, barely making it out of the building before I started crying. I hailed a cab and made it home in ten minutes, shutting myself away from the world and locking myself in my room.
 
   We’d had the most amazing night ever, then he just up and leaves. Of course. He must’ve known how unhealthy of a crush I had on him and used that to his advantage. Everything was just a big setup to get into my pants willingly. He must not like to force himself on women, but instead needle his way into their lives until he gets what he wants.
 
   That stupid blood oath meant nothing. Did nothing. He said he wouldn’t lie to me and obviously he did.
 
   Stupid. I should’ve learned by now.
 
   I didn’t go back to work until Wednesday, looking like hell since I didn’t bother with any makeup and threw on the same clothes I’d worn yesterday. Julie was early and attentive to all my requests, holding her tongue even though I knew she wanted to talk about what was going on, but respected my privacy.
 
   On Thursday I’d gotten a little better, at least changing outfits and showering before heading to work. At noon I got an unexpected visitor, Brian, who let himself into my office while I was finishing up a deal over the phone. When I finally hung up I forced a smile on my face to greet him.
 
   “Hey, Brian, what’s up?” I really wasn’t in the mood for this fake politeness, but somehow mustered up the strength to put on a good show.
 
   “Not much. I was in the area and was wondering if you’d like to have lunch with me.” He flashed me his boyish grin, continuing before I could respond or come up with some lame excuse not to. “Just down the block to the Subway, nothing fancy.”
 
   I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help but smile. His persistence bothered me before, but now I thought it was kind of cute.
 
   “That sounds wonderful.”
 
                  My tone was too cheery and he caught on that something was wrong, but didn’t comment as he escorted me to lunch. When we got close to the corner I decided to change our plans.
 
   “How about we go somewhere we can get some drinks instead? It’s been one of those weeks, ya know?” 
 
   He smiled back at me and boldly took my hand while we crossed the street and headed to the closest pub.
 
   I normally would’ve shunned his touch, but with the hurt still coursing through my body, I actually welcomed it, hoping Parker was secretly just watching me and being jealous as hell. The bastard deserved far worse.
 
   We had a quick lunch and drink then he walked me back to my office where we made plans to meet up tomorrow after work. He kissed my cheek before he left, guaranteeing Julie came in right after him, shutting my door to finally confront me about what's been going on.
 
   "Where's Parker? And I thought you weren't interested in Brian?"
 
   "Good question. And I'm not. I already told him how I feel and he says he'll just keep trying. I told him not to, but he says he still wants to hang out with me."
 
   She looked impressed.
 
   "Nice. He's probably going to try until he dies though. You know that, right?"
 
   "Yeah, but at least I told him upfront. Guys do it all the time to girls, it kind of makes me feel powerful. Though I do wish he could just be happy with being friends. He's actually really fun to hang out with."
 
   I knew I was setting myself up to lose a friend but I just didn't care at this moment. I needed an escape and he was offering me one. Sure I could go out with Julie, but she couldn't drink and I didn't want her to have to sit and watch me, then peel me off my seat when it was time to go home. Nope. I wanted to get drunk with someone.
 
   **********
 
   By the time four o'clock rolled around on Friday, I'd lost all my will power to go over Ted's newest proposal and found myself playing FreeCell on my computer when the main receptionist knocked on my door carrying a vase of beautiful bloomed tulips.
 
   She placed them on the corner of my desk while I pretended to be wrapping up an assignment, then quickly grabbed the card out of the bouquet and sat down to read it, still secretly hoping for a miracle to happen and Parker to jump out of the shadows.
 
   Looking forward to getting our drunk on! See you soon.
 
   -Brian
 
   I couldn't help but smile. I'd told him yesterday that I needed to get my drunk on and if he wanted to join then that would be fun. Of course that was after he'd asked me out on a date and I politely turned him down, laying out my true feelings. He didn't act any differently. Unable to deter him, I decided to just have fun. He can't get mad at me for not putting out when I told him it was never going to happen.
 
   After playing two or three more games, I finally shut down the office and made my way to the bar we'd agreed on, after sprucing myself up in the bathroom.
 
   Brian was there, outside my building waiting for me, making me roll my eyes and smile. We took a cab the twelve blocks, I paid, then we got out and he opened the door for me, but didn't try to take my hand like he'd done before. I'm glad he was at least obeying the rules for now.
 
   We grabbed a booth near the back, staking our claim for the night. He watched my purse while I grabbed us some drinks, then ordered appetizers when a waitress made her way to our table.
 
   On our third drink we started playing sugar football with the packets at our disposal. I'd scored twice, but he flicked it too hard, landing it on the table behind us. I laughed and apologized to the big burly men to ensure a fight never broke out, then suggested we switch sides. His hand grazed my hip when we switched, making it awkward for a moment before I put it behind me, not wanting to ruin a good night.
 
   I started slowing down on my fifth drink, not wanting to be plastered while in public, not to mention incredibly emotional. We finished off a plate of onion rings and a basket of mozzarella sticks, laughing about some story Bruce had told him, when I decided the next drink he bought would be my last.
 
   Almost every thought drifted back to Parker, there was just no getting around it. I wanted to hate him, but only ended up hating myself.  Though I had no idea where Parker lived, I'm sure I could find my way to Francis' and see if they were there. Yelling at either one of them would make me feel better. I think.
 
   "One more and then I'll get you a cab home." His smile always made me smile.
 
   "Sounds good."
 
   We cheers’d then dropped the shot into the cup and started chugging when it began bubbling. He finished well before me, but I did it without stopping to take a breath, making me proud of myself. I slammed the glass down on the sticky table and took a big gasp before I hiccupped, making him laugh.
 
   "We sure know how to waste time, don't we?"
 
   I glanced down at my phone and saw it was past ten already. Holy cow.
 
   "Good thing we don't have to work tomorrow." 
 
   I stood and grabbed my purse, telling him we could leave once I was done in the bathroom.
 
   There wasn't a huge line but it still took me about five minutes before I was making my way back out toward him, smiling once he looked up and grabbed his coat.  Throwing a few bills on the table, he escorted me out, this time keeping his hand on my lower back through the crowd of people.
 
   "Thanks for putting up with me tonight.  I had fun." He hailed a cab and opened the door for me before I changed my mind. "You take it. I'll walk. It's only a few blocks from here."
 
   He rolled his eyes and shut the door, telling the cab driver to go ahead before turning back to me and putting his arm over my shoulder.
 
   "Like I'd let you walk home alone in the dark. Who knows what’s out there?" He laughed but it just made my breath hitch, knowing perfectly well what was out there.
 
   "Well, thanks."
 
   We walked for a bit in silence before he spoke up.
 
   "So what is it exactly that I'm lacking? I know you told me you weren't interested..." He removed his hand and crossed his arms over his chest. "I'm just curious if it's me, or if you really aren't interested in a relationship with anybody."
 
   Ughh. I don't like these kinds of conversations. My buzz was making me lean against him, probably giving him mixed signals.
 
   "You're great, Brian. Honestly. I'm having personal issues and I just can't get close to anyone right now."
 
   I peered up at him to catch the end of his reaction, but he remained straight faced, then winked at me when he found me watching, wrapping his arm around me again.
 
   We passed an alley and I felt myself release a breath of relief when nothing jumped out at us.
 
   "I don't want to pressure you, so for now I'll settle for being your drinking buddy."
 
   I laughed and pressed a kiss to his clothed shoulder, then stopped walking when I saw something move in the shadows ahead of us. He stopped next to me, looking from me to the shadows in confusion.
 
   "What is it?" He stepped forward as if to throw himself in front of whatever danger lurked nearby.
 
   Seconds passed and nothing jumped out at us so he turned back to me while placing both hands over my shoulders.
 
   "What is it? Is someone following you?"
 
   Why that was his first thought was beyond me, but it sparked an idea in my head. In case it was some Pulpas I whispered, "Francis has first rights", then pressed Brian up against the building and leaned up to kiss him, no doubt freaking him out at my abrupt mood changes.
 
   If Parker was watching me then he could watch this, see me acting happy with someone else, since apparently he was done with me. If it wasn't Parker, then we didn't have to worry about being bitten or taken since I'd let my fair hearing friends know that we were already taken. But what if that was a lie too?
 
   Brian instantly got into it, wrapping his arms around my waist and slipping his tongue into my mouth with an urgency that told me he'd wanted to do this for a while.
 
   The kiss was good, but wasn't right. I kissed him back, playing a part for anyone watching, then instantly backed off when I realized how unfair it was to Brian after I'd told him so many times I wasn't interested. He looked down at me with confusion before pressing his lips to mine once more.
 
   This time when the kiss ended it was because someone grabbed my jacket collar and was holding me up, my feet dangling a foot in the air and Brian was pressed up against the hard brick wall with a hand enclosed over his throat.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
    
 
   "What in blazes do you think you're doing?"  Francis continued dangling me above the ground until I turned a glare on him that made him chuckle. "Now what could I have possibly done to deserve such a nasty look?"
 
   "Let him go! You're hurting him." He let go of Brian's neck immediately after remembering he was even there. "Why are you here?"
 
   Brian gasped in air before trying to move me behind him.  I just pushed him aside again.
 
   I had such mixed feelings about seeing him. Both happy to know they were still alive and I wasn't being a bitch, and pissed to know they were alive and he really did just use me.
 
   "Get away from her!" Brian pushed his way in front of me again before a man appeared next to Francis, entrancing him into being quiet while taking a seat on the brick window ledge next to us.
 
   "That's better. Thank you, Gunner."  Gunner? There were really vampires watching me this whole time? "Now, before I explain what I'm doing here, why don't you start by telling me what exactly you were doing messing around behind my brother's back."
 
   All my feelings of abandonment came rushing back at his accusing tone.
 
   "Your brother? I want nothing to do with him!" I was sneering but felt rather entitled considering what had gone down. "I never want to see him again. The nerve of you even showing up for him is mind-blowing and useless. Leave."
 
   He waited for my huffing and puffing to be done, looking at me with sad eyes before responding.
 
   "He told you, didn't he? I told him not to." He shook his head in disbelief. "I assure you it was an accident. He never harms people. Never. Not on purpose." His serious tone and the severe change in subject had me cocking my head to the side in confusion.
 
   "What did he do?"
 
   Francis swallowed then looked around before ending back at me.
 
   "Nothing. I was messing with you." He chuckled nervously. "So, now why are you swearing off Parker for this Wanker?" He gestured to Brian who sat motionless with his eyes straight ahead. Poor guy.
 
   "Why do you think? You played a good wing man so he could get into my pants, then he took off. When he didn't show up I text him and asked where he was.  He pretty much told me to get lost." I started ranting again. "Of course I'm still naive and thought maybe I'd gotten his number wrong, then called him and sure enough got his voicemail, then called yours and got the same. I'm surprised you even showed back up in my life. Did he not get everything he wanted yet?"
 
   "Whoa! Calm down." He was smirking and trying not to laugh at me, what with me being half his size and not even a quarter of his strength, yet I had the balls to yell in his face. "Parker's phone was stolen at a club we went to where Sam worked while we were forced to stay in a cage until Sam appeared, freeing us, where I took off in this direction and Parker took Sam in the opposite, hoping to lose their tail since she's injured." He looked at me with sincere eyes when he spoke the next part. "My brother in no way abandoned or used you. Whoever sent you texts wasn't him, unless it was before Sunday night."
 
   My mouth dropped open in surprise at both hearing those words and hoping to God that they were true.
 
   "Haven't you noticed the bond that's started, after you were intimate?" I narrowed my eyes at him, waiting for an explanation at what he meant. "Did he bite you? That would start it."
 
   "Yes, he bit me.  But start what? What are you talking about?"
 
   He rolled his eyes again.
 
   "Where did he bite you? Did he tell you nothing?" 
 
   Apparently not.
 
   "On my neck."
 
   "Have you looked at your neck then?" He quickly picked up my hair and pulled away my clothes enough to get a good look at my skin while I patted his hands away, trying to get him to stop, continuing to contemplate what he was telling me. "There. Let me take you home so you can look in the mirror."
 
   I grabbed my collar and removed the clothing to try and get a look at whatever it was he was seeing, but had no luck.
 
   "Fine."  More politely I added a request. "Please make sure Brian doesn't remember kissing me. I only did it because I thought maybe Parker was watching."
 
   He chuckled then nodded at Gunner, apparently excusing him for now, letting him take Brian with him.
 
   "I figured you knew someone was watching when I heard you say 'Francis has first rights'. That was brilliant by the way. If I had been a bad guy, it would’ve deterred me. At least a little.” He winked. “Though it won’t stop everyone. Keep that in mind.”
 
   My lips twitched at his praise before he abruptly wrapped an arm around me as I blinked, then we were standing in front of my building, making the rest of the trip inside at human speed.
 
   "He's just taking him home and altering his memory, right?" I wanted to make sure, not wanting anyone to get hurt on my account.
 
   "He'll be fine. Maybe a bit low on blood, but no one will be the wiser." He smiled down at me as if that was reassurance.
 
   We reached my apartment door and I let him in, but kept in mind I could make him leave with just a few spoken words.
 
   "So where is he? You said his phone was stolen, but what about yours? And couldn't you get new phones?" Was I just falling for more lines given to me?
 
   "You really are put out with him aren't you?"
 
   Duh.
 
   "Pretty much. I'm not sure what's true and what isn't. He told me he slept with Sam before, and now you're telling me that they're off somewhere together, where he's unreachable and hasn't contacted you because there's just no other way to do so then by his cell that was conveniently stolen before you were captured, then released by the same woman you'd gone looking for in the first place?"
 
   "Blimey, calm down woman! You're thinking way too much into this, though I can see how you'd be thinking some of those things." He laughed while plopping himself on my couch. "Go check out your neck so I can explain some more things. Parker should call within the next few hours. I sent some friends to help them in case they ran into trouble."
 
   Before he was done talking I dropped my purse and ran to my bathroom while shrugging off my coat to get a good look at my neck. I moved my hair and pulled down the sleeve of my dress to reveal a vertical wavy black line that definitely had never been there before. Gasping, I traced my finger over the curve of my shoulder blade, trying to figure out what it was.
 
   Francis was behind me before my gasp ended.
 
   "That's the start of the mating mark. Once you got all bitchy and hateful it stopped, but will no doubt continue and finish the moment Parker walks back into your life."
 
   This was just crazy. And did he just call me bitchy?
 
   "Ok. I'm going to change and then I'll join you in the living room where you'll answer all my questions or I'll have to ask you to leave." 
 
   He nodded then disappeared, leaving me to myself.
 
   I changed quickly, constantly rubbing my neck as if I could actually feel the mark now, then took a seat on the opposite side of the couch and started out on my questions.
 
   "So what happened?"
 
   He thankfully didn't waste any time with small talk.
 
   "There were no signs of Sam anywhere. Parker and I decided to head back to a club on Sunday night that made us both feel itchy. We were bombarded by masked figures that we know are Pulpas, who wrapped silver chains around our necks before throwing us into a cage hardly big enough for a dog. We weren't fed and no one even came to check on us until this morning when Sam showed up limping and let us out. We'd barely made it far before we were surrounded again, and still weak."
 
   I'm a horrible person. They'd been prisoners while I was drinking and making out, not to mention pouting the last few days.
 
   "Sam recovered enough to take out two of the attackers, while we barely managed the one. Then we all took off. Parker asked me to lose any trail and come back to make sure you were safe while he and Sam tried to draw their attention to follow them instead." Bitch. I'm a bitch. "I'm sorry about what happened, and I won't tell Parker about the fellow if you don't want me to, not that it will matter to him. He'd forgive you almost instantly if you murdered me, so a kiss won't matter much." He winked and tried to turn the conversation lighter. "You have nothing to worry about with Sam either. Parker doesn't want anyone but you."
 
   My chin started to tremble and before I had the chance to respond, I burst out crying, startling him before he moved beside me and wrapped an arm around me in condolence.
 
   "I'm a horrible person," I wailed, making him chuckle and rub my arm.
 
   "No you're not. It seemed that he'd disappeared, just like he had before, and you were angry. I understand."
 
   I sat in his arms and cried for what seemed like forever before finally letting it all out, tiring myself out, passing out for at least an hour before opening my eyes to find we hadn't moved from our position.
 
   "You awake?" he asked, though I hadn't moved to indicate it.
 
   "Yeah. Sorry about falling asleep on you." I sat up and tried to lean against the back of the couch like him, but he kept his arm around me, making me lean my head against his shoulder.
 
   "No problem. Do you want me to leave?"
 
   "Not really, but you can. I'll be fine." My chin started trembling again, this time making me laugh at my stupidity and cry at the same time, still upset at myself for how I'd acted.
 
   "I'll stay, though I need to go get a refresher." He stood and turned back to smile at me. "I'll be back in less than five." 
 
   Then he was gone, my front door shut and me left alone with my thoughts. That wasn't good.
 
   I went to the bathroom and washed my face then grabbed a pint of ice cream out of my freezer and a giant spoon before nuzzling back into the couch, this time looking out at the night sky.
 
   On my second bite I felt the couch sink next to me and found Francis was back, looking healthier. I wonder which of my neighbors he'd bitten.
 
   "I guess that was rude of me, not offering to feed you."
 
   "I'd never feed from you." There was no joking when he admitted this.
 
   I didn't reply, but enjoyed the sweet taste of cookie dough in my mouth until I got the courage to ask more questions.
 
   "What does the mating mark mean or do?"
 
   "It means you're mates." Simple enough. "Very rare this day and age, but he must've known it all these years. You're connected on a whole new level that most people only dream about on a minute scale, compared to what you'll be able to have."
 
   That's romantic.
 
   "Has he ever had a mate before? Have you?" 
 
   He was shaking his head before I was done.
 
   "No. Neither of us has though I've been so messed up the past century or so I might've missed my chance. But Parker, he's never felt anything close to what he feels with you. I'm sure you can feel it too, whether you want to admit it or not."
 
   I started crying again, placing the tub down and burying my head against his shoulder while he held me and tried to calm me down. It was weak of me to cry on his shoulder but I just couldn't find the strength to keep myself together. I was embarrassed but wouldn't care until the morning.
 
   "Francis, I..."
 
   "Oh shit."
 
   I felt a whoosh of air before my support was taken out from under me and was now being held by his neck up against the wall, my front door wide open and Parker looking angrier than I've ever seen him.
 
   "What did he do to you? Why are you crying?"
 
   First I had to make my heart beat before I passed out and made a fool of myself again. Second, I had to figure out something to say.
 
   Seeing Francis pressed up against the wall, not fighting against the hand threatening him, made me snap out of it.
 
   "Put him down!" I stood and crossed my arms over my chest.  My voice thankfully didn't crack. "He was just comforting me." He let him drop and walked up to me, determination still in his dark gaze.
 
   "Are you hurt? What's the matter?" He lowered his lips to mine but I froze, confusing him more.
 
   "We should talk." I looked over his shoulder at Francis who seemed to know where this was going.
 
   "I'll go tend to Sam."
 
   He disappeared with the click of the door while I took a seat on the couch. Parker sat right next to me, his hand wiping the dried tears on my cheeks.
 
   "So, you were in a cage?" I wanted to hear his side of the story before I told him about my own unfortunate week.
 
   "Yes," he all but growled the word. "I wanted to stop by this club where Sam works one more time, but we were blind sighted, incapacitated in the VIP area.  Then when we woke up we were caged. Pulpas did it.  Now I just have to figure out who and why. Sam freed us after escaping capture herself.  Then we took off in separate directions to lose anyone trying to follow."
 
   Great. So the story was true, or they collaborated beforehand. What's wrong with me? Can I not trust anyone?
 
   "Are you alright? Francis said Sam was hurt, is she ok?"
 
   "She's fine. Almost back to normal, and I will be too as soon as I feed again. I was in a hurry to get back to you and only stopped to feed so I'd have the strength to fly." He bent to kiss me and this time I didn't pull away, but kissed him back.
 
   "I'm glad you're all alive." Oh man, I did not want to tell him this, but it was the right thing to do. "So...someone sent me texts from your phone that Francis told me was stolen, and they pissed me off.  Especially since you said you'd be back on Monday. I thought you'd gotten what you wanted and you were just never coming back." His face pulled into a frown. "Brian kept stopping by my office and we ended up going out for drinks tonight. I only agreed because I was so pissed at you and wanted to get back at you, even if you didn't care about me anymore." He straightened his face and waited for me to finish. "I kissed him tonight. Because I saw something moving in the shadows and thought maybe it was you, but turns out it was Francis. I'm sorry. But I really thought you weren't coming back. I didn't think that anyone or anything could overpower you."
 
   I was looking down at my hands when I confessed, too afraid to look in his eyes to see the anger or whatever it was going through his mind.
 
   "Kissed?"
 
   I nodded but still didn't look up.
 
   "If he were a vampire I'd kill him, but since he's human, and a friend of yours, I'll leave him be unless you request otherwise." His left hand lifted my chin so I'd have to meet his gaze. "I'm sorry I wasn't back when I said I'd be, and I'm sorry you felt betrayed. I would never leave you voluntarily."
 
   My stomach did butterflies, again way too excited over simply just words that were spoken to me.
 
   "I'm sorry I kissed Brian."
 
   He chuckled before claiming my lips once more.
 
   "It means nothing." I guess Francis was right.  "I'm just glad to be back with you. Maybe we could....damnit!"
 
   I was confused when he cradled me in his arms, holding me close against him, before we were standing on my roof seconds later. My eyes adjusted to the dark night and focused on two forms. One was Francis smiling like he'd do to a parent who caught him being mischievous, and the other must've been Sam, too beautiful for my brain to comprehend as she smiled sweetly at us.
 
   She had black as night hair with big blue round eyes-the black fading with every moment that passed, her nose tiny and cute, and her lips were thin, but red and attracting my gaze like a magnet. Her skin was the same smooth, white that Parker and Francis had, adding to my jealousy.  Her breasts were almost completely exposed from a rip in her tight red dress, if you could call it that since it hung an inch below her crotch. Barely.
 
   My God. I must look like a garbage sack compared to her.
 
   "I'm Sam." She extended her hand out in greeting, and after only a seconds hesitation I took it while smiling back at her. "Francis and Parker are having one of their rude telepathic conversations and are clearly too occupied to introduce us."
 
   Parker set me on my feet with a sheepish grin.
 
   "You're just jealous that you don't have this ability."
 
   With a roll of her eyes she looked back at me.
 
   "We were just sparring, seeing who got back their energy and power the most, before Parker flew up here." She looked down at her dress then gawked as if she hadn't noticed the rip before. "Give me your jacket, Francis! Look what you did to my dress. No doubt by accident."
 
   He quickly removed his coat and handed it to her, staring at her breasts until she'd covered them up.
 
   Sam started sniffing the air as if she could smell something, but wasn't quite sure what it was until her eyes popped when she took a deeper sniff in my direction. Why did I have to smell when she looked like that?
 
   "Parker, you jerk! You didn't tell me you were mated." Her eyes lit up as she bound across the few feet between us and wrapped me in a hug. "Congratulations! And welcome to the family."
 
   "Um...thanks." I really wasn't sure how I was supposed to act.
 
   "Leave her alone, Sam. She just found out about the mate thing about an hour ago, and Parker hadn't told her anything about it."
 
   Sam and Francis both looked over at Parker like he was an idiot before he rolled his eyes and took my hand.
 
   "Let's head over to my place so we can all get some rest." He turned to face me. "Then I can explain everything to you."
 
   "And when he doesn't do a good job, come ask me. I'll tell you about all the good stuff."
 
   Alright, so I actually like Sam. I didn't think it was going to be possible but she seemed like a fun person to be around.
 
   "And when she's done with the girly stuff..." Francis chimed in, casting me a wicked grin. "Come see me and I'll tell you the truth."
 
   "Hey!" She slapped his arm playfully before putting him in a headlock too fast for me to follow. "We'll meet you guys there." She lifted them both off the ground, Francis saluting us before they disappeared.
 
   That happened so quick and wasn't awkward like I thought it would've been, but I still found that I couldn't remove my gaze from where she'd been standing.
 
   "Do you want to grab some things? I guess I never really asked you, but will you come to my house tonight?" He took my hand and started walking back down the stairs toward my apartment.
 
   “I thought you were between houses?”
 
   “I didn’t lie. I’ve mostly been staying in an empty apartment in your building, or at a friend’s when I go out of town. I haven’t been to this house in a few months.”
 
   Everything always adds up. But then again, the truth would, wouldn’t it?
 
   "That's fine. But I do have to go to work tomorrow, make up an hour or two." I glanced at him from the corner of my eyes as I tried to hide my blush. "I kind of had a hard time this week and might've missed a half day…or so."
 
   "I'll get you to work by noon." He pressed me against him and then we were in my bedroom. "I'm so sorry. I never wanted to hurt you." Kneeling in front of me, his lips twitched until he spoke. "Please forgive me. I'll spend hours, days, years even, doing whatever it takes to get you to forgive me. And I do take requests." His eyebrows cocked while insinuating, making me smile.
 
   "I'll remember that."
 
   I grabbed an overnight bag from my closet shelf and stuck my toothbrush and some face wash into it, followed by some casual, comfortable clothes to go into work. Then when he was gone, I grabbed some of my sexier underwear, followed by my ugly night shirt. I seriously needed to upgrade now that someone was actually seeing me in the bedroom. Parker didn't seem to mind though, since he'd kept me naked until work.
 
   I smiled at the memory before joining him in the living room where he stood looking out my window, seeming to be watching the night sky. Such a good watch dog.
 
   "I'm ready." He turned and grabbed the bag from my grasp, then walked me out the front door and waited for me to lock it. "Is it far from here? Maybe I should've changed."
 
   He looked down at my skimpy sweats and smiled.
 
   "You look beautiful. Besides, if I have my way, you won't be needing clothes at all in about ten minutes."
 
   I smiled and wrapped my arms around him while he took off toward his house.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   Flying was absolutely the best. The view was unbeatable and the company wasn't the worst. Every so often he'd slow down so I could look up at the stars without my eyes watering. He'd stare at me while I stared at the view. What he saw in me I'll never know, but I didn't care that his contorted mind told him to like me.  As long as I got to keep him.
 
   He flew us into the next town, then up into the mountains where a log cabin was perched on the edge of a cliff.
 
   I thought it was beautiful, walking into what I’d describe as a man’s hunting cabin, only to be dragged over to the outdated white fridge where he opened the freezer for a second, then shut it and walked over to the side of a decaying cabinet where a number pad appeared.
 
                  After punching in the code, the floor started to disappear at my feet, unveiling a flight of stairs that he walked me down.  The floor closed over our heads when we passed until we reached what looked to be a vault door. He quickly did the combination then closed and locked it once more when we were safely inside. Talk about high security.
 
   The lights were already on since Francis and Sam were here, their laughter carrying down the hallway to greet us.
 
   "I'll show you to our room and then we can join them, if you'd like."
 
   We entered a room facing off the edge of the cliff. I could tell because there were actually windows attached to the rock wall. It was beautiful. He must've blasted into the rock to form the rooms since they weren't necessarily even, and left them that way. He had pictures hanging on walls, so there were some decorations, but the stone walls were perfect. They fit him.
 
   There was a circle bed with black silk sheets and no comforter. Two red pillows were placed together, one gold overlapping the two. There was a bathroom near the back of the room and a hole of a closet that was packed full of his clothes. There was no TV and no other pieces of furniture. This really was an escape from the real world.
 
   He set my bag next to his closet then looked at me expectantly.
 
   "What do you think? I know I need to work on my decorating skills, but look out the window. I know you love views and was looking forward to you seeing it when I was putting them in."
 
   I walked up to the wall and placed my hands on the ledge while smiling at him, before turning to look out. It was dark so I couldn't see much but the tops of trees in the distance.
 
   "It's beautiful."
 
   "You can't see anything, can you?" He looked disappointed.
 
   "I’ll be able to in the morning." He took my hand when his earlier words sank in. "When did you put in the window?"
 
   "About five years ago, why?"
 
   Five years ago? He's been planning on bringing me here since then?
 
   I shook my head but smirked, happy to hear his response, but also weary.
 
   "Surprised? You shouldn't be by now. I thought I'd explained what you mean to me, but perhaps you're more of a kinesthetic learner. Want me to show you?"
 
   God yes. But it could wait a little longer until after we hung out with his brother and friend more. He invited them over and I wasn't going to be rude and keep him in the bedroom the entire time.
 
   "Let's go hang out for a bit, but definitely, definitely, hold that thought."
 
   Parker chuckled while leading me down the brightly lit hallway, passing a few closed doors, the laughter getting louder while the smell of chlorine started getting stronger.
 
   At the very end of the hallway it came to a T.  We went right and entered the last doorway to find Francis and Sam laughing uncontrollably in the biggest hot tub I'd ever seen surrounded by high rock walls that had to be at least twenty feet from the top of the tub. They would've been red in the face from the lack of oxygen, if they needed it.  But instead were both hanging onto the side walls, light pink tears rolling down their cheeks, waving their hands at us for dismissal as if we didn't want to know what they were laughing at.
 
   "Can't catch a break with you two, can I?" His tone was tired, as if he knew they were laughing at him.
 
   "Ok, ok. Stop laughing Francis, you're making me laugh." Sam slowly controlled her laughter then looked at me with pity. "Sorry. I couldn't help it." I still had no idea what was so funny. "We were laughing at Parker saying you were a kinesthetic learner." She started giggling again before Francis disappeared under water to hide his face. "He really needs to work on his flirting skills with you, especially if he wants to keep you."
 
   My lips twitched. I'd actually liked his words but I guess it was kind of corny. And if they’d heard him say that then there was no way I wanted to get intimate here, afraid they would hear everything. That certainly wasn't on my list of things to do.
 
   Sam slowly stood out of the water revealing a red bikini and a body to die for, then jumped out and stood next to me, grabbing my hand.
 
   "Come on. Did you bring a swim suit?"
 
   "No." I scrunched up my nose, kind of sad I wouldn't get to join in on the fun with them. "I didn't know I'd need one."
 
   Sam looked over her shoulder at Parker and rolled her eyes.
 
   "Men." I smiled with her. "I've got some extras; you can borrow one of mine. We're about the same size."
 
   Before I could object she was pulling me back down the hallway to the other side of the T into what I could only assume to be her room.  She shut the door then led me to a closet where girl clothes were strewn about. Did she stay here a lot?
 
   "I've got the perfect one for you." 
 
   She threw clothes around until coming out holding a gold swimsuit that had a tiny halter top with a thin line of fabric for the stomach that connected to the barely there bottoms down the torso.
 
   "I... I didn't shave, and that really doesn't look like it'll fit me. I'm fine. You guys can hang out and catch up."
 
   She wasn't letting it go with that.
 
   "Nonsense." She took my hand and led me to the bathroom where she unveiled a brand new razor and towel. The shower was full of women's cosmetics and smelled wonderful. "Do a quick shave then try on the swimsuit. Parker's eyes popping will be your reward. If you're really not comfortable in it then I've got others." She started closing the door on my still surprised face. "I'll wait in here."
 
   It was really hard to dislike someone so nice and happy, though I wanted to really bad. She must keep a room here so she can visit whenever. I highly doubted she brought all this stuff with her when they high tailed it away from whoever took them captive.
 
   The water was warm almost instantly, unlike my apartment shower. I shaved and did a quick rinse of everything, wetting my hair, then re-shaved to make sure I didn't miss anything before stepping out and toweling off with the incredibly soft cotton towel.
 
   I put on the swimsuit and cringed. It probably didn't look horrible but I'd never dared to wear something this revealing before. She must've sensed that I was about to change because she abruptly threw the door open while shaking her head at me.
 
   "Uh, uh. Let me see you first."
 
   I followed her out to her bedroom and twirled when she gestured to with her finger.
 
   Our boobs were about the same size, so it wasn't that it didn't fit that was the problem, it was my self-conscience eating away at what little nerves I had left.
 
   "You look so sexy!" she whispered, as if not wanting the boys to hear. "Unless you want to change then let's head back."
 
   Sam's eyes lit up, encouraging me to stay in this one.
 
   "Alright." She danced around me in circles, her boobs jiggling dangerously close to my face. "Thank you for letting me borrow it."
 
   “No problem. Anything here you can borrow. You don't need my permission." We started back across the hallway to the hot tub before she stopped and whispered in my ear. "Let me walk in first. I want to see Parker's face."
 
   She disappeared, leaving me to blush by myself, taking a few deep breaths before trying to casually walk into the room. I didn't look up until reaching the edge of the tub, only to find Parker staring at me with a hunger I was starting to appreciate. Francis cleared his throat and nudged him before Sam laughed wickedly then did a cannonball off a tall rock ledge.
 
   After the water resettled, I climbed the three stone steps before testing the water with my toe, only to look at them confused.
 
   "It's cold."
 
   "We can see that," Francis smirked, winking at me before I got the joke and instinctively covered my chest.
 
   Parker moved to the side of the tub, hung over the edge and seemed to be messing with something before popping back up.
 
   "Don't look at her that way," he warned Francis before talking to me. "Sorry about that.  We don't feel the cold like you do. It should be warmed up in a few minutes."
 
   He strode forward and sat on the edge of the tub with me, Sam doing the same on my other side.
 
   "Sorry I didn't tell you to bring a bathing suit but I didn't know we'd be using this tonight."
 
   The water was surprisingly already starting to warm up, getting rid of my goose-bumps.
 
   "It's fine. I'm lucky Sam had an extra." I turned to face her. "And your towels are soo soft.  Where did you get them?"
 
   She laughed at my affection for her towels.
 
   "I have no idea but I'll try and figure it out for you." She smiled then changed the subject. "So what's the plan for tonight? We escaped death, the real death, and I'm in the mood for celebrating."
 
   "Not tonight." She pouted at Parker's words. "Tomorrow night we can, if Piper's able to."
 
   Sam slid into the water then stood in front of me, confusing me.
 
   "Please be available tomorrow. It's Saturday, the night most humans go out." She leaned forward and pushed her boobs together to enhance her cleavage, as if that would sway my vote, before a burst of laughter escaped her lips. "Sorry. That probably won't work on you. I'm used to dealing with men."
 
   Parker shook his head at her but I smiled.
 
   "They are very beautiful." Francis was suddenly standing next to me, looking back and forth between us two girls. "And yes I'm free tomorrow after I go to the office for a bit since I missed work this week."
 
   "Damn. I thought this was going to turn into a very hot porn."
 
   Francis shifted back to the other side of the tub, the water starting to bubble.  I lowered myself down further, making my thighs disappear.
 
   "You always think that. I told you before, you'll never see me naked.  So let it go, turbo." Sam laughed at her own rhyme. "But about tomorrow, why don't we just make your boss think you made up your time, or that you didn't even miss work. We could do that to all your coworkers in less than an hour and then we'll have the whole rest of the weekend for chaos." She lit up, excited by her own idea. "Of course we'll give you and Parker the alone time I know you're both craving, but then we can do girl things and make the men worry."
 
   I couldn't help but laugh.  It did sound like a fun time and I didn't want to ruin her good mood, but I really would rather not mind fuck all my friends just to escape an hour or two of work.
 
   "That won't be necessary. I can go into the office early and work for an hour and then be back. I just have to sign off on some things and make sure all my employees worked while I was gone."
 
   Sam rolled her eyes but conceded. I lowered myself all the way past my chest, no longer feeling awkward with what I was wearing. Parker sank in next to me, pulling me onto his lap then smoothly slid his hand up my stubble free leg, resting on my upper thigh.
 
   "I'll be with you the whole time. You know, to ensure no one followed us." My lips twitched. "We'll be back before noon, Sam, and if you behave I'll even let you girls hang out alone, against my better judgment." Parker and Francis laughed.
 
   "These two together...trooouuuble! We know Sam's a mess, but you should've seen the death look Piper gave me earlier tonight.  Or the fire in her eyes when she was berating me. No doubt Gunner lost all respect for me but it was worth it to see her all riled up like that."
 
   "Ha. Ha. I was pissed." He already knew that but I still felt the need to explain before Parker's hand moved to cup my crotch, catching my breath in my throat. The bubbles hid his movement and the placement of his hand, but I still felt inappropriate. "Besides, would you rather hang out with spineless, twit girls, or one's who have their own mind and can take care of themselves?  Well, besides the fact that I'm useless against anyone with your strength, but you get my point."
 
   Francis chuckled and Sam stuck her tongue out at him, agreeing with me
 
   "See what I mean. We really shouldn't leave them alone together."
 
   "You're just jealous that I like her better."
 
   
He shrugged at Sam’s comeback.
 
   "I'm hungry. You want to go grab a snack?"
 
   Sam agreed and they both left after saying they'd be back in an hour or two, with smirks plastered on both their faces.
 
   When they left, I finally relaxed and leaned my head back against Parker's chest, enjoying the way his hand was lightly rubbing against me under water. I kept my mouth closed, knowing they'd hear any noise we made.
 
   "You look so beautiful in this swimsuit but I can't wait to rip it off you," he whispered enticingly into my ear before nipping at my lobe, drawing a shudder while his friction increased.
 
   "No." His hand stopped instantly. "I mean, they can hear us."
 
   "They just left. I'll hear them before they return. Promise."
 
   He stood with me in his arms, seemed to float down to the ground, then carried me back to his bedroom before placing me on my feet to grab a towel.
 
   Instead of handing it to me, he dropped it on his bed then disappeared, reappearing moments later with one of Sam's white fluffy towels, wrapping it around me with a grin.
 
   "I'll make sure to get lots of these. They're softer than mine for sure."
 
   I didn't care about talking anymore. Not right now. I dabbed myself before letting the towel fall at my feet, pushed him back against the bed until he sat, then took a step back and slowly plucked at the string around my neck, his expectant gaze fueling me, my adrenaline outshining my nerves.
 
   Once the string was untied I released it, then stood still as the swim suit slowly unpeeled from my skin, revealing my body in a slow seduction before getting stuck on my hips where I gently pulled it down past my feet, then dropped it on top of the towel.
 
   As soon as it hit the ground he was up, throwing me on top of his bed before stripping off his shorts and joining me. I was going to buy satin sheets as soon as I got home. It was the only thing that felt as right as he did.  Smooth and cold, while hard and flexible.
 
   "I can't believe I was missing this while being caged like an animal," he growled before enclosing his lips around one of my nipples, making me arch off the bed on a gasp. "I'm never leaving again. We'll be together always."
 
   That sounded like a dream come true.
 
   I pushed against his chest, making him hesitate long enough to get his attention and roll him on his back before straddling his hips. Something in my eye must've assured him because he sat back and let me do what I'd planned on.
 
   I kissed my way down his neck, solid chest, then past his rock hard abs until stopping just before his erection. I changed directions and kissed back up his stomach, feeling his body shudder as he fought for control.
 
   "Piper."
 
   I was just as turned on as he was, and he wasn't even touching me.  
 
   He bucked then tried to still his hips when I took his satin member into my eager mouth, yelling out wonderful praises while I savored his almost cinnamon taste. This night turned out a lot better than I thought it was going to.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Parker brought me to work around eleven then took off to run some errands but promised to be back before the hour was up. There were a dozen or so projects to go over and I rejected two of them, one of them Ted's and I know he didn't put his all into it. When you’re advertising it has to be memorable and about the product, not just something catchy that’s in right now and add the company’s logo in at the end. That’s just not good advertising.
 
   Last night we'd been left alone for over two hours, just laying and holding each other before they returned. Parker laughed every once in a while at something he overheard them say before filling me in when I asked.
 
   Sam had quite the personality, surprising me even more with her dirty mind if what Parker relayed was the truth. She teased Francis most of the night until I finally fell asleep.
 
   They were up when we left. Sam wanted to make sure we were coming back and promised to have all sorts of fun ideas ready when we did. I was on strict orders to come back with my party clothes on, though I wasn't all too sure what exactly that entailed.
 
   Hopefully Parker would have time to bring me back to my apartment so I could grab a few outfits and be prepared for anything.
 
   I'd just signed off on the last project and picked up my phone to call Parker when someone knocked on my door, startling me.
 
   I expected it to be Parker, if anyone, but Brian stood in my doorway with a determined look in his eyes. Uh oh.
 
   “Hey, Brian. What are you doing here?” And how did he get up here without a security pass, mandatory for weekend access.
 
   “Piper.” He came in, shutting my door behind him before walking to the edge of my desk, staring at me without blinking. “I think we should talk.”
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   “You tell me.” Um, what the hell? “What happened last night?” 
 
   Shit.
 
   “What do you mean?” I picked up my phone again but he stopped me.
 
   “Put it down.” There was a deadly edge to his voice, though it wasn't nearly as scary as some of the people I've met recently. “I got lucky catching you without your body guard.” His eyes softened and he took a seat instead of towering over my desk trying to intimidate me. “All's I want is the truth. What happened last night?”
 
   “I thought we had a good time drinking but I'm guessing that's not how you interpreted it.”
 
   I gave him my best confused look and waited to hear what he must've learned.
 
   He continued to watch me, waiting for me to confess to something I'm sure, but what? If I could call Parker then he could fix this instantly.
 
   “I'm pretty sure you're in on it, unless they brain washed you too.”
 
   I cocked my head and gave him my most unbelieving look.
 
   “Brain washed?”
 
   He wasn't buying it.
 
   He withdrew his phone, hit a few buttons and then placed it on his desk before voices began sounding.
 
   “...Please make sure he doesn't remember kissing me.”
 
   My voice played like a siren in my quiet office. Shit. He must've sat on his phone and it started recording everything that was said. He stopped it after my voice sounded, prompting me to try and lie about it now.
 
   “It goes on for a while in silence then finally more voices tell him not to remember anything.”
 
   Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. What the hell was I going to tell him?
 
   “Brian, I don't really know what to say to that, but if you'll just let me call my friend I'm sure he'd be able to...”
 
   Brian threw back his head and laughed before coming around my desk and taking a seat atop it, facing me with a fake amused face.
 
   “I have no doubt your friend will be able to clear things up. My memory would be wiped and you'd get rid of my evidence, though I'll have you know that I have more copies of this now, since I seem to be missing a few hours of my life from last night. Can you imagine how confusing this all must be for me?”
 
   Great, he was going for sympathy now. Fine, I'd tell him everything and when Parker got back he could fix it.
 
   “Ok. First, know that I never wanted to involve you with any of this but you just kept showing up.” He didn't care that I'd blamed his involvement on him, instead waited to hear every word I was about to speak. “There are beings out there that have the ability to control our minds, move lightening fast and have the strength of an army. I didn't know about them until about two weeks ago, though I know that not all of them hurt humans.”
 
   “Wait, wait, wait.” He sounded skeptical already. “Humans? Then what are they?”
 
   “Vampires.” He arched a brow but I just continued. Might as well get it all out, whether he wanted to hear it or not. “Francis, the man you seem to have such a problem with, is one. His brother, Parker, is one. Do you remember Parker Smith, from high school?” He seemed too dazed to respond so I continued. “I know this is a lot to take in, I even thought I was dead before I fully believed, but they are real.”
 
   I waited as he continued to stare at me before giving a shake of his head, that deadly look returning to his gaze. He leaned forward to get closer to my face, to do what, I wasn't sure, since the next thing we knew he was dangling in Parker's unbreakable grip and struggling to be let loose.
 
   “Francis has first rights!” Brian said the words, but seemed more confused than Parker was amused.
 
   “Piper, why are you telling our tales to Brian? And why is he here?” 
 
   The Smith brothers seemed to share the same dislike of my friend here.
 
   “Put him down. His phone recorded some of what happened last night and I was explaining to him what he requested to know.”
 
   Brian started to believe what I'd told him, especially after seeing proof of Parker's strength and speed.
 
   “Vampire?” he spoke softly, waiting for Parker to respond.
 
   “Yes, I'm a vampire. I really wish you'd have left this alone. Now I'll have to have Francis here to manipulate your mind. Piper here has told you too much and your brain will fight me more now.”
 
   “No, please! I promise I won't tell anyone. Please.”
 
   He looked pathetic dangling and begging but I couldn't blame him. The only reason I knew was because Parker liked me enough to let me in on the secret.
 
   Parker dropped him to his feet then stood next to me while withdrawing his phone.
 
   “Sam will be pissed that we're going to be late.” I smiled at him, thinking he was just trying to scare Brian even more. “Francis, I need you at Piper's office. We've got a problem with your friend Brian.”
 
   Though we didn't have vampire ears, Brian and I both heard Francis' deadly chuckle before Parker hung up.
 
   “Are you finished with all your work?”
 
   I nodded then looked back at Brian with sympathy. Was it really necessary to wipe his mind? What if they just made sure that he never told anyone, didn't have the ability to?
 
   “Francis should be here soon, it won't take long.  Then I can get you back to start girl’s night.” He smiled crookedly then kissed my forehead.
 
   Brian bolted for the door, running with all his might. Parker just rolled his eyes, disappeared, then came back seconds later walking at human speed with Brian dangling from his arm.
 
   “Please don't let him remove my memory, Piper! They let you know, there must be some sort of lenience on who gets to know and who doesn't.”
 
   That was true.
 
   “Well I'm sleeping with one, so that might give me the one up. And with Francis I had him do a bl...well, Francis promised Parker he wouldn't mess with me.”
 
   It didn't seem smart to let Brian know about blood oaths, so I modified it.
 
   “You and Parker? Why didn't you just tell me you were seeing someone instead of saying you weren't emotional available.”
 
   Parker dropped him in a chair then came around and sat me on his lap, barely jostling me.
 
   “Well we weren't exactly seeing other, then some shit went down, but now we're together.”
 
   I looked back at Parker for assurance.
 
   “Together. Forever.”
 
   I couldn't stop the goose-bumps that popped up all over my skin just as I smiled wider than I thought possible.
 
   “So, tell me Parker. What do I have to do to be able to keep my memories. I have a very short list of things I wouldn't do, so name it. Please.” He was gaining some of his courage back though I'm not sure what good it will do him now.
 
   Parker nipped at my ear then whispered so Brian couldn't hear.
 
   “Francis wants to make a funny, so play along as long as you can.”
 
   Great. I could only imagine what he was going to do, let alone how long I could keep a straight face. They weren't going to hurt him so I kissed Parker’s cheek then looked back at Brian.
 
   “Do you want to sleep with me?” Parker's question to Brian made my eyes pop, though I was able to conceal my reaction. “No?” Brian looked like he was going to pass out. “Then it's to a small village we go! You'll have to burn it to the ground and rape all the women, then you'll be able to keep your memories and all will be well.”
 
   “Ha, ha.” Brian didn't believe him.
 
   “Don't like those choices then? What about giving me all your assets, including your closest family members?”
 
   Was he just stalling until Francis got here? I didn't get the point in this.
 
   He scrunched up his face but seemed to be contemplating on what he could give him.
 
   “You're running out of options here, mate.” Parker lazily played with my hair, not caring at all about Brian's answers. “Let's hope Francis ate before coming here.”
 
   Again with the empty threats, but Brian shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
 
   “Can I see them?”
 
   Parker shrugged and let his fangs shift out of his gums. I reached out and slid my finger along one of them making Brian gasp. I loved the feel of them, and since I knew how good they felt inside me, my body started to respond and Parker sensed it immediately.
 
   Francis came around the corner into my office wearing a long black cape with his hair slicked back and carrying what looked to be an unconscious bleeding woman, though I knew it was Sam. He was probably going for Dracula but he just reminded me of the vampire off sesame street.
 
   Fangs extended, he cast a tired glare at Brian who bolted out of his chair and around the desk to stand behind mine.
 
   “You interrupted my meal, human.”
 
   My lips twitched.  I contorted my features before turning back to look at Brian. Parker stood, cradling me in his arms. Francis threw Sam over his shoulder then flashed to Brian, grabbed him by the arm and started dragging him out of my office, Parker following him.
 
   He went to the stairwell and climbed to the very top, all at human speed as if to prolong Brian's fear.
 
   When we reached the roof I almost told them to knock it off since I'm pretty sure he was about to pee his pants, especially when Francis walked to the ledge and jumped to balance on the metal gate surrounding the ledge for safety.
 
   Though he'd left Brian on the ground, he still started to scream when Francis dangled Sam over the twenty story building with one hand.
 
   “This meal has been ruined and shall be replaced by youuuu!”
 
   “No! No. Please don't drop her. I'm sorry! I just wanted to know what happened to me.”
 
   Francis waited until Brian looked back at him then dropped her over the edge without a care before floating back down to stand next to Brian who looked to me for support.
 
   “You let them do that? Throw an innocent woman over the edge to her death?” His eyes brimmed with tears when I merely shrugged, Sam silently sneaking up behind him.
 
   When she tapped on his shoulder and he turned to see her smiling face he threw his arms around her, grasping her over and over before realizing she was alive and it must have been a trick.
 
   “I thought they were going to kill you because of me. I'm so glad that you're alive.” He hugged her once more and she didn't seem to mind.
 
   In fact, she mouthed 'he's hot' to me while pressing her boobs harder against his chest, then pulled his face to hers and open mouthed kissed him, startling him even more.
 
   “Thank you for begging for my life even though I'm already dead. It was nice all the same.”
 
   She squished her lips to his once more then laughed and went around to high five Francis.
 
   “Nice acting, Francis. I'm pretty sure I was the best though.”
 
   “That was all an act?” Brian didn't look amused. “What the hell?” Again he looked to me for answers that I didn't have.
 
   “Sorry. Francis likes to be dramatic.” I rolled my eyes when he started bowing as if to a clapping audience.
 
   “Alright, fun's over. What seems to be the problem miss?” 
 
   Now Francis put his thumbs through his pant belt and pretended to be a…cowboy sheriff?
 
   “Nothing. Brian just sat on his phone or something and recorded some of what happened last night. He came to me with questions, like I did to you guys, and I explained everything to him to keep him calm until Parker showed back up.”
 
   “Ah. So it's my brother’s fault this time, huh? Never should've left her alone. Really, what were you thinking?”
 
   Parker scowled, clearly not used to being the one to blame.  I'm not sure if there was anyone to blame in this situation.
 
   “I was...shopping,” he growled to his brother then changed the subject quickly. “Let's just wipe his mind and get out of here. I know Piper's looking forward to going out tonight, even if she is a bit scared.”
 
   He silenced me with a kiss before I could tell him I wasn't. It would've been a lie since I was nervous, but not scared per say.
 
   “Please don't wipe my mind.”
 
   “Ok.” Francis shrugged and started walking back to the stairwell, fazing Brian.
 
   “Ok?”
 
   We all stared at him, waiting for him to say gotcha or something since he hated Brian the most.
 
   “Piper doesn't want it to happen,” he explained before leveling a deadly glare in Brian’s direction. “And he knows I'll kill him after slowly torturing him, making him watch every member of his family die before I finally let him go with the kiss of death.” Brian gulped then nodded in understanding. “Oh, one more thing.” Francis strode back up to Brian and stopped only a foot away, towering over him to intimidate him more. “If you so much as look at Piper in a sexual way I will detach your dangleys with my bare hands. Got it?”
 
   Wow. That was kind of intense.
 
   “Got it. Promise. I swear to not tell anyone and to not have feelings for Piper.”
 
   Francis turned to face me and Parker, who looked annoyed, whereas I was just happy to have someone else know about these wonderful beings, albeit a little eccentric.
 
   “My work here is done.” He extended his hand out to Sam who took it while acting a taken with him. “We'll meet you back at the fort.”
 
   With one arm wrapped around Sam's waist and one hand shot straight up in the air with a fist, he began slowly floating in the air.
 
   “To infinity…and beyond!”
 
   They shot up and out, disappearing almost immediately after cloaking themselves.
 
   I couldn't help but laugh. They acted like children but had fun all the same.
 
   Instead of walking, Parker grabbed onto both of us and seconds later we were back on my work floor. Brian looked ready to throw up but held his ground, probably not wanting to seem any weaker than he already did.
 
   “You're lucky that Piper considers you a friend and that my brother has such a good sense of humor. If you think he was joking about his threat, you won't live long to regret it.”
 
   “I understand. Perfectly.”
 
   Parker nodded then turned and retrieved my purse before hitting the elevator button.
 
   “So….you're going out tonight?”
 
   “Yeah but it's sort of a girls night, I think.” I looked up at Parker who pretended like he wasn't listening to us. “But if we go out again, I'll let you know.”
 
   He nodded in understanding then got in the elevator once the doors opened.
 
   “Thank you, again. Maybe next time I can get some questions answered. Call me if you need anything.” He was cut off when the doors slid shut.
 
   “Wanker.” Parker closed his lips and looked down at me with a grin, seeming to have said the words out loud by mistake.
 
   “Sorry about that.”
 
   “Not a problem. Let's head home.”
 
   We flew down the stairs and beat Brian who was walking out of the elevator just as we exited the building.
 
   “Can we stop by my place first? I need to get actual going out clothes.”
 
   His smile was suspicious and he didn't explain.
 
   “Got your clothes and some other belongings at my place for you, in preparation for tonight.  But if there's something specific that you don't think I would've grabbed, then yes. Oh, and I fed Princess too.”
 
   He winked as we started around a corner into an alley.
 
   “That reminds me.” I turned to face him, wanting to see his face. “Do you have anything to do with the fact that Princess died and then came back to life a few times?”
 
   His lips twitched, making me grin, waiting for him to answer.
 
   “You were so sad the first time she died.  I had your building manager replace her before you got home since he had access to your apartment.” I knew it! “I've had him replace her a good dozen times, though he has no recollection of it.”
 
   I stood on my tip toes and kissed him.
 
   “Jules and I thought she was some sort of super goldfish since she's lived for over a year now. And since she came back to life so many times.” He is so thoughtful, too thoughtful maybe. “You can stop replacing her now. I was only upset the first time she died because of my Grandma. I'm really not attached to the goldfish or anything.”
 
   Parker chuckled.
 
   “I know. I just thought she was good company while you sat and talked to her staring out at the sky.”
 
   “It's really embarrassing that you know so much about me. But since you still seem to like me, even while knowing all my lame quirks and personality traits, I'll let it go that you spied on me all these years.”
 
   “Spied on is kind of a harsh term.” I rolled my eyes and smiled at his defensive tone. “Ready to go?”
 
   “Yes. Can we get some food for me? The human needs to eat, not drink, to stay alive.”
 
   He kissed my forehead then wrapped me tightly against him and took off flying, cloaked so no one could see us in the day light. He hovered above the building, looking down at me with a smile. The cold chill surrounding us wasn’t as bad as it used to be. Or maybe I’m just getting used to it. 
 
   “I've got it all taken care of.” He kissed the tip of my nose and I eagerly climbed around him until we were face to face, pressing my lips to his and rotating my hips against his. “We'll be home in no time lover, hold that thought.”
 
   He chuckled when I pulled his face back to mine, ignoring the sting of our clothes flapping against my skin since he was now traveling faster than ever trying to get back to his place.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   “Those aren't my clothes.”
 
   We'd gotten home about forty minutes ago and gone straight to his bedroom to finish what I'd started in the sky, after he assured me no one else was here.
 
   I cleaned up in the bathroom then came out to look through what he'd brought from my apartment, only to find that none of the girls clothes in his room were mine.
 
   “Yes, they are.”
 
   He looked at me expectantly, as if I was about to catch onto his joke.
 
   “No. I've never seen these before.” I picked up an especially slinky dress, purple with a black belt just beneath the breast line, then looked back at him when I felt the scratchy tag rub against my arm. “Did you buy these clothes?”
 
   “Yes. They're for you. Do you like them? We can throw out whatever you don't like, or what doesn't fit.”
 
   Throw out? He obviously didn't care about money.
 
   “Thank you but you really didn't need to buy all these clothes for me.” There were probably twenty dresses hanging, all with tags still on them, beautiful as can be. “I mean, I don't expect you to buy me things.”
 
   He assured me it was nothing and that he simply wanted me to have things at his place, so I'd feel comfortable.  Comfortable and spoiled are two very different things.
 
   Parker made me pasta, delicious Mostacolli with a Caesar salad. Not a bad meal for a late lunch. He watched me eat, or devour, that seemed to be the more appropriate term since the food disappeared faster than I thought possible. Not eating my normal brunch messed with my system.
 
   By five o'clock Francis and Sam reappeared, got ready in less than five minutes and were dressed and looking beautiful almost instantly. They'd look sexy in sweats, so breathtaking was a more suitable word for when they tried.
 
   We talked in the make-shift living room for a bit before Sam got restless and begged us all to go out.
 
   Sam wasn't happy with the dress I'd chosen and helpfully brought me back into her room where she dressed me in a glittery red dress that clung to my neckline with a deep V in the back, exposing a lot of skin and barely covering my ass. She gave me a backless bra that stuck to me and held my breasts up.  I felt beautiful in it but it seemed just as ridiculous as the swim suit she'd made me wear.
 
   Parker changed his tie to match my dress and dressed in all black like Francis, who wore a silver tie. He'd looked upset when I first came out sporting a different outfit, but Parker didn't seem to mind at all. Why would Francis care?
 
   Our first stop was a bar in my neck of the woods where I eagerly sipped on a fruity drink until I told them I was ready to leave. It didn’t seem like good manners to sit and drink while they all stared at me. Sam got plenty of attention and kept herself busy, but looked thankful when it was time to go. 
 
   We ended up at a club I never knew existed, mostly because it seemed to be a vampire hotspot and humans wouldn't know about it unless they came with one or was a willing donor off the menu.  
 
   There were no signs on the outside of the towering, dark brick building indicating what it was or what it was called, but once inside, there was a large red neon sign that read 'ETERNITY' before you walked down a long black hallway, opening up into what seemed like an endless dance floor, all white with lights illuminating the square plates, and only a few lights hanging from the tall ceiling. I could see perfectly well though I'm sure my friends could see even better.
 
   On the wall in the hallway, right before you entered the actual club, was a list of rules we all had to obey.
 
   1-No biting unless willing
 
   2-No fighting inside the premises
 
   3-Tip your waitress
 
   Simple enough.
 
   A room hung above us with glass floors and sides, revealing everything and everyone, including the sexual acts that were being displayed to all the onlookers. It might've been a part of the club scenery since no one seemed surprised, but it seemed like a little much, though it didn't bother me.
 
   Parker kept me close to his side with Sam and Francis protectively standing in front of and behind us. I felt like a burden to them, nothing more than a nuisance at how weak and vulnerable I was in their normal surroundings.
 
   We grabbed one of the many open black booths since mostly everyone was gyrating on the dance floor with multiple partners to what could only be described as erotic music blaring from all sides of the room.
 
   There were hundreds of people on the dance floor, but only a handful close to our vicinity, making it easier to talk to one another in our almost secluded corner of the club.
 
   Francis grabbed one of the few human's available and brought her closer to the crowd before feeding from her while moving to the music. Sam did the same to one of the hunks that looked more like decoration; shirtless with a grin, almost too happy to be dragged away and fed on.
 
   There were a few Pulpa's here, their red eyes giving them away though no one seemed to have a problem with them. I thought they were in some sort of war but guess I was wrong. And was it my imagination or did they really keep looking in my direction?
 
   “Sorry if it's too loud. We don't need to stay long. Sam will forget all about us soon enough.”
 
   Parker sat next to me, not letting me out of arms reach as if afraid someone would try and take me. A waitress came by and he ordered a few drinks before she disappeared into the crowd to get them.
 
   No matter how hard I tried not to, my gaze would always drift back to the glass room above us every few minutes.
 
   “I'm fine. It's kind of intense in here but it looks fun.” I smiled at him, hoping to reassure him.
 
   “Sam likes to do the extreme. This is definitely not my cup of tea though I do love seeing you dressed up in that sexy little dress.”  His breath tickled my neck as he whispered into my ear.
 
   I'm glad he liked it but I wasn't so happy about the attention he received from every woman in this place. They mostly looked me up and down, didn't find me a threat, then boldly made their way toward him before seeming to change their mind at the looks he was giving them, or whatever he was saying under his breath since I caught his lips moving a time or two.
 
   I couldn't blame them. He was incredibly attractive and drew women to him like moths to a flame.
 
   The waitress reappeared, dropping off four drinks, two of which were apparently for me. I downed the first without taking a breath, needing some liquid courage to reassure myself that I deserved to be by Parker's side. The second I took big drinks, pacing myself more.
 
   Parker drank out of a small martini glass that obviously contained blood. Before I was done with my second drink, another was plopped in front of me, ordered before she'd left the last time apparently.
 
   There must've been alcohol in my drinks since I was already feeling the effects. The only thing I could taste was grapefruit juice.
 
   Sam was the first to come back and join us, happier than before.
 
   “He was yummy, don't you think?” I just smiled and giggled, pretty sure it was a rhetorical question. “Wana dance? Promise not to bite.” Her eyes sparkled as she stood, her hand extended out to me before meeting Parker's gaze. “You can join us too if you're so worried about her.”
 
   I stood and Sam kept ahold of my hand as I downed the rest of my drink with my other. Parker seemed to be contemplating what he should do before nodding and staying in the booth, Francis joining him before we made our way to the more crowded section of the club, but stayed within eye sight of the table.
 
   Sam was playing the part of the dude, twirling me in circles before holding me close and moving to the music, growling at any guy who came close to us. I'd never danced so intimate with a girl before but still felt relaxed enough to enjoy it.
 
   Her sparkly silver dress coincided with mine, though hers had deep v's in the front and back, her breasts once again jiggling close to my face or smooshed against my back.
 
   After only a few minutes Parker joined us, pressing me against his chest and swaying to the bumping music, Sam closing in on my back, effectively making me the meat of the sandwich.
 
   Parker was good at everything so no wonder dancing wouldn't be any different. I was turned on the moment he drew me into his arms. When the beat changed to a new song I told him I had to use the ladies room where he escorted me, then Sam came with me to act as my body guard, though there wasn't anyone else in here. That whole not needing to go to the bathroom thing was another plus on being a vampire.
 
   “Are you having fun?” She made small talk while I used a stall.
 
   “Yeah. It's new and exciting, and since I've got three protectors I don't need to worry much.” She chuckled as I came out of the stall. “Are you having fun?”
 
   “Of course. If I wasn't then we would've left by now.” She applied another layer of lipstick while I washed my hands. “Let's get you another drink then back out to the dance floor. Parker loves the way you move. Have you learned to read his eyes yet?”
 
   “A little, but I'm sure it's easier for you since you've known him for so long.  Plus that whole enhanced senses thing since you're a vampire.”
 
   “That is a benefit. I'm not even really sure what human senses are like anymore. Parker turned me over a hundred and fifty years ago and human memories fade with time.”
 
   I knew Parker and Sam went way back but what I didn't know was that Parker turned her. That seemed way too personal to me.  I tried not to let my thoughts show on my face.
 
   “Turned you?” I played at nonchalance while reapplying some lip gloss and playing with my hair in the mirror.
 
   “Yeah. Did he not tell you how we met?” She gave an exasperated cluck of her tongue when I shook my head. “What has he told you? Apparently nothing important.”
 
   I turned to face her, showing too much interest.  Her lips twitched.
 
   “He hasn't been around much and I guess I haven't been asking the right questions.”
 
   “Well, we met in eighteen fifty two when I was nineteen and a slave, since I was born to one. After watching my mother being beat to death from a closet, I snuck out and ran away. I was living in the woods, sneaking into people's homes at night to steal food when I was caught by an especially large male who decided to punish me with rape.” I gasped out loud but she dismissed it. “He didn't get to of course.  Parker had already been in their home and rescued me. He turned me less than a week later and taught me to live and take care of myself. If it weren't for him I would've been dead a long time ago.”
 
   Her tone was full of gratitude. He'd saved her life and given her a brand new one, chalked full of benefits such as never dying.
 
   “Did he kill him? The man who was going to...”
 
   “Yes. He deserved it.” No argument here.  “That was the only human I ever saw Parker kill on purpose.”
 
   “On purpose?”
 
   “There was an accident once. I wasn't around to see it. Apparently it tore him up pretty good.”
 
   The bathroom door swung open and Francis stood there with a determined look.
 
   “Making sure you were still alive. Come on then, let's get back to having fun. Parker's waiting at the table.”
 
   I wanted to know more about this accident but Francis held the door waiting for us. Sam looped her arm through mine and led the way to the table where I finished off another drink before all four of us made our way back to the dance floor.
 
   Sam ordered drinks that were apparently a mixture of blood and alcohol, getting just as tipsy as me while the men remained coherent enough to notice when it was getting late and suggested we head home. Late was a matter of opinion since it was now two in the morning, but the club remained open until dawn.
 
   We were all giggles and smiles, seeming to decide going to Brian's house would be a good idea at this hour. Parker put up a weak argument but Sam easily shot him down, all of us landing on his front lawn less than ten minutes later. I presumed it was his front lawn since I didn't know where he lived, but apparently they did.
 
   Sam rang the doorbell nonstop until lights started turning on and he came to the door with only some boxer shorts on, revealing a pretty nice stomach, cut, though hairier than I would've expected.
 
   “What...oh, hello.”
 
   He tried to adjust himself and look presentable which made me laugh before I pushed past him and told him I needed to go to the bathroom. I was beyond pleasantries and he didn't seem to mind. Everyone else followed me in, not waiting for an invitation.
 
   Wait? No invitation? My gaze silently questioned Parker before deciding to let it go for now before my bladder released everywhere.
 
   When I came back out they were all sitting in his living room and he'd donned a plain white shirt.
 
   “Sorry about dropping in on you.”
 
   “I don't mind.” Sam and I burst out laughing, remembering why we came here in the first place. “What?” Now he looked nervous.
 
   “Nothing handsome. I just came for a late night quickie. I only do willing patrons.” She trailed her finger down his chest to the elastic on his underwear. “Are you willing or should I leave with my friends?”
 
   Parker and Francis rolled their eyes, expecting this kind of behavior from her.
 
   “Um, well yes.” Brian was startled. I’m sure he wouldn't regret his decision. Sam was hot. “Are you going to...” He turned his gaze to me.
 
   “We're leaving. Sam won't hurt you.” I gave him a hug then leaped into Parker's waiting arms, immediately springing my hormones to life. “Bye. Have a good time.”
 
   Sam kissed my cheek then shooed us all out, shutting the door behind us.
 
   “She won't hurt him, right?”
 
   “Of course not,” Parker assured me. Francis seemed to disappear altogether. “You had quite a bit to drink tonight.  I think I should soak you in my hot tub, make you sweat it out before putting you to bed.”
 
   The twinkle in his eye let me know he was intending to take care of me to the fullest extent.
 
   “I had so much fun tonight. I love Sam.” He chuckled. “I mean, I really thought I'd hate her, but I actually like her.”
 
   “Why would you hate her?” He really didn't expect me to say that.
 
   “Because you slept with her.” As drunk as I was I still felt his muscles tense beneath my firm grasp. “I know it was a long time ago but she's gorgeous and I was just really planning on hating her no matter what, but I can't.”
 
   “I'm glad you two are getting along.” He landed outside the log cabin and we stood there finishing our conversation. “I heard her telling you about how we met. I'm sorry I didn't tell you I turned her.  It never really seemed relevant.”
 
   “It's fine.” Wait. “Should I be upset? What do you have to do to change someone?”
 
   “You have to be drained of almost all your blood, just on the brink of death, then be filled with the blood of a vampire before your light completely goes out.” He explained it in simple terms, easy for me to understand.
 
   “How many have you created, and what exactly does it mean?”
 
   “Thirty, but only seventeen are still alive. I am their maker, therefore technically their master. They come when I call, can sense it when I need them if I want them to, and since my maker is dead, that makes me Master, head of my line so anyone that my vampires make are under me as well. Also anyone I have first rights over. They are protected by me and we act as a sort of family. No one can touch a member of my line without us having the choice of dealing out penalties.”
 
   “Couldn't you have called your 'family members' to help you when you were locked in that cage?” That would've been the first thing on my list.
 
   “I tried, but the cell our cages were being held in were lined with silver, depleting our power and energy even more. We had no strength to lift our heads. Sam bursting through those doors and dragging us out saved our lives.” He held my gaze and ran his fingers lightly up my bare back. “Your image kept popping up in my head whenever I was conscious. I'm forever indebted to Sam for bringing me back to you.”
 
   Our lips met lightly, brushing against each other’s. I moaned on contact, a little too drunk and wanting. His tongue teased mine, gently caressing and massaging before escaping back into his own mouth. Fingers danced along my vertebrae, making me shudder and clutch to his shoulders to stay upright. I broke off the kiss to breathe, his lips continuing a path down my neck to the base where he'd bitten me before.
 
   “You always know how to shut me up.” He chuckled then nipped at me, his fangs now extended and scraping against my sensitive skin. “Where's Francis?”
 
   My dress and barely there bra were ripped from my body, exposing me to the crisp night air and leaving me in just my panties.
 
   “Not here.”
 
   That's all it took to let down my guard completely before ripping away Parker's clothes, which he helpfully tore at to make it faster. We were both naked and pressed up against each other when I pushed his chest, gently fell on top of him as he laid on the ground instead of falling, then savored every inch of him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “Oh, come on! Give him to me. I want him!”
 
   I'd woken up early, still wrapped in Parker's arms, before taking an early morning dip in the hot tub with him, then showered and started making breakfast before Sam and Francis decided to finish their argument in the kitchen with me.
 
   “He's mine. I don't give up what's mine.” Francis wasn't budging on his decision.
 
   “Come on.” Sam looked to me for support. “Brian was surprisingly amazing in bed and I want to make him mine, but Francis wants to keep him. Don't you think I should get him? I'll take good care of him.”
 
   She batted her perfect lashes, cracking a smile from me. I didn't want to get involved with vampire politics so I settled for shaking my head and looking at Francis who seemed unwilling to reveal his real reasons, though I knew he was hiding them.
 
   “I'll give you two of my sexiest girls.”
 
   Still he just shook his head and smiled. Sam pouted for awhile then left without getting her way.
 
   Parker came back from his trip in town moments later, shoving food in the fridge and pantry before taking a seat next to Francis at the counter, both watching me finish my meal.
 
   “Isn't she sexy, shoving those embryos in her mouth like that?”
 
   I stilled, fork full of eggs halfway to mouth when Francis spoke. It was gross what I was eating, now that I stopped to think about it, but ended up shoveling it in my mouth after deciding it was much better than drinking blood.
 
   “She is.” Parker spoke proudly while I finished chewing my mouthful.
 
   “What's grosser, eating eggs or drinking blood?” Before they could answer, I finished for them. “Blood. Duh.” They both quirked their lips and left it at that. “Stay here.”
 
   I held up my finger while asking them to wait before I skipped out of the kitchen to Parker's room where I grabbed my camera out of my purse and came back and found them having a silent conversation, glancing back at me when they heard the click of my camera turning on.
 
   “You are so cute together and I haven't seen a single picture of you two.” I snapped a quick one of them both surprised, then smiled and waited for them to look comfortable before snapping the next one. “There. Thank you. I'll make you both a copy.”
 
   They smirked at each other before the awkwardness finally disappeared.
 
   “Before I forget, why is it that Brian didn’t have to invite you in last night? Have you all been there before?” 
 
   They shared a sideways glance while I sipped on some juice.
 
   “We don’t need to be invited in anywhere. I had a sort of spell, or enchantment if you will, placed on your apartment only to keep you safe while I was away.”
 
   “What? How did you do that?” This just kept getting weirder.
 
   “A witch friend of mine owed me a favor,” Parker explained with a shrug, as if the details were inconsequential. 
 
   I stared down at my plate of food, moving the contents around while I thought. A witch? I’ll be damned. A change of subject was needed in order.
 
   “So what's in your plans for this week while I'm away at work?” I shoved the last of the eggs in my mouth then started washing my dishes in his sink. “If you think you'll be incapacitated again, please let me know in advance.” I winked.
 
   “Not in my plans, but I'll do my best to keep you informed.” He stood and faced Francis. “Sam took off and I've got to meet Tiny. Mind staying with her until I get back?” He cast me a sheepish grin. “Not that you need a babysitter but I'd rather be safe than sorry.” He was around the counter with his arms wrapped around me before I could blink.
 
   “Me too. How long are you going to be gone? Maybe I should just go home since I have to work tomorrow.”
 
   To come off as a stage five clinger this early in our relationship was not in my plans. We've established we're in a relationship and I was going to be damned if I ruined it so soon. He's been my dream man ever since my Jonathon Taylor Thomas crush ended. Learning more and more about him, he's embedded himself deep within me, making me want more.
 
   “I can take you home if you'd like, though I was kind of hoping you'd stay here tonight.” The sexy grin on his face ensured a heavenly night was ahead.
 
   “I'll stay but I have to go to work in the morning. No more calling in sick.”
 
   I'd give in and stay, but with rules. Becoming one of those girls who gave up their career for a man, possibly just passing through their life, was not me. That would never happen.
 
   “Hurry up and leave already. I need to leave by ten tonight.” Francis winked at me, making Parker's grasp tighten around my shoulders.
 
   “Where are you going?” Parker's tone was wary.
 
   “Out of town. I'll be back in a few days. Don't fret.  You're not getting rid of me forever.”
 
   Parker rolled his eyes then kissed my forehead.
 
   “Just stay out of trouble and call me if you need anything. It's only ten, I should be back by two this afternoon.” He placed his finger under my chin and lifted my face to capture my lips with a soft, tender kiss. “Stay safe and I'll be back in a bit.”
 
   I bit my lip and stared at the space he'd been standing until Francis cleared his throat, pulling me from my fantasy thoughts.
 
   “I know. I'm pathetic.”
 
   He smiled wider at my confession.
 
   “No, you're not. It's cute.” That caught me off guard. “I'm glad I came back in my brother’s life in time to see him happy like this. If I never saw him again I'd be happy with memories of him from the last two weeks.” His eyes seemed to glaze over as he reminisced over being with his brother again.
 
   My chest tightened, overwhelming feelings to comfort him made me come around the counter to take the seat next to him.
 
   “Do you ever talk to him like you do to me? I know you like to be funny but I can see the hurt you feel, and that he feels.” He was silent for so long I put my hand on his shoulder to make sure he'd heard me.
 
   “I did a lot of bad things, unforgiveable things. I'm lucky he even let me back in his life. The fact that he trusts me alone with you is...I have hope that we'll be able to go back to the way things were, before we were changed, before we killed our own mum.”
 
   He had such emotional baggage with no one to let it out to. Now I understood why he'd been so nice to me since we met. He must've felt that I understood and that I'll listen, what with how I'd opened up to him. Gushed really.
 
   Smiling, I grabbed his hand and drug him out into the hallway then into the theatre room, complete with huge red comfy couches and what seemed like hundreds of throw pillows. 
 
   Francis needed to talk and I wanted to at least be comfortable before letting him get it all out.
 
   “We've got a few hours, why don't you start at the beginning?”
 
   He propped his head up with his hands behind his neck and crossed his feet on top of the large community foot rest.
 
   “It's not a fancy story. Our mum turned us against our will, making us into something we'd only ever been told was a beast, a demon with no soul and conscious. Our time was one of religion and belief. There was no questioning it, it just was. Everyone lived and breathed to please our God; to become a vampire was to be condemned to hell. When we woke up we were thirsty.  We couldn't rid ourselves of the hatred we harbored for our own mum to do this to us.” He was staring at the blank screen as if trying to picture it happening now. “Our ability to communicate telepathically was instant and quite the surprise. We'd just made our first kill and I'd been thinking about how good it felt when the blood flowed down my throat, when all of a sudden the thought echoed, but in Parker's voice. We met eyes and both asked if we could hear each other, both of us nodded.  Then he told me to hold up two fingers and I did.”
 
   His smile was contagious. How cool would that be to realize you had the ability to communicate silently with your best friend. They only had each other.
 
   “Aside from the eating of humans, I like this story.” 
 
   He chuckled at my lame attempt at a joke, trying to lighten the mood.
 
   “We taught ourselves how to live, survive, feed from humans while keeping them alive and being inconspicuous together. Our mum disappeared again but we learned to track with the guidance of a much older vampire, and found her almost a year later and killed her. She was a vicious beast, almost tore us both to pieces before we were able to behead her. She'd become a full blown Pulpa by then, frenzied from all the blood. Afterwards we finally felt free, not waiting for her to pop back up and ruin our lives in some other tremendous way.  But I lost it. Barely sixty years into my new found limitless life and I went crazy. I didn't see the point in living and purposely picked fights, murdered hundreds of innocents and even almost murdered Parker when I was in a blind blood rage.  I didn't remember any of it until I sobered up two years ago. I stopped killing all my meals and could actually hold myself together. Remembering my whole day and not blacking out got easier with every passing hour.
 
   “My eyes stayed red until about two months ago.  That's when I knew I could start trying to confront Parker. His powers have increased greatly, more so than I expected since he doesn't drink his victims to death.” He turned to look at me and explain. “Typically Pulpas are stronger since they gain strength by taking the very life essence out of their meals, whereas Fangs gain strength with every passing year, keeping a steady feeding pattern. Parker is definitely smarter and has the most sense, but I'm stronger than him now since I binge drank for years before finally coming to my senses.”
 
   “Well since your eyes are clear he knows he can trust you now, right? You obviously aren't still killing and I'm sure he's just as eager to go back to the way things were.”
 
   “Possibly, but I'll never be able to forgive myself, just like he can never do for...” He gulped and shook his head, not finishing his statement.
 
   “Of course you can forgive yourself. You've only been clear headed for a few months since your eyes changed back. It will take time. It's not like you don't have hundreds of years ahead of you to change.”
 
   His lips twitched at the obvious statement.
 
   “I know. It's still weird though. Me sitting here with a human, confessing to killing hundreds of your kind.  And you're the one consoling me.”
 
   We both chuckled at the irony, though I was fully aware how I could easily have been a victim somewhere along the line if Parker hadn't been watching me all this time.
 
   “You're not evil. Your soul is still attached or you wouldn't be kind and caring, Francis. The fact that you care enough to worry about it proves that.”  I used this moment to try and get some more answers. “Sam and I were talking last night and she told me the last person Parker killed on purpose was a man about to rape her.” He nodded to confirm it was true. “Then she said something about an accident that Parker never really got over.”
 
   He lost eye contact with me and stood up, clearly not liking where this conversation was heading, piquing my interest even more.
 
   “What happened?” I stood with my fists clenched at my sides, nervous of what he was about to tell me.
 
   “That's not my story to tell, and I'll ask you not to bring it up. We'd crossed paths at that time in his life and two innocent lives were taken. He blames himself even though he had only been there because he spotted me and was trying to capture me. It's my fault it happened, but he still blames himself.”
 
   “Sounds like you're both as stubborn as the other.” His features lightened when I didn't press him for more information. “Where are you going tonight? When will you be back?”
 
   He got that hesitant look back in his eyes before answering me.
 
   “I've got a hunch about something and it might all lead back to the same Pulpas that changed over our mum. They might've had a hand with recent events. Don't say anything to Parker.  I want to have something solid to go on before I worry him with this.  He'll be devastated, so let's just keep this between us for now.”
 
   He hadn't really told me anything so I just nodded in agreement.
 
   “Why didn't you want to give Brian to Sam?”
 
   That sounded horrible but he knew what I meant. I didn't really think of Brian or me as property.  I knew that's what Sam had been talking about earlier.
 
   “It's very rare to give up first rights.” He shrugged. “I gave mine to Parker for you obviously, since you're his mate and all, and because he's my brother. Sam's been around since before I completely lost it. I care about her but giving up first rights isn't something one does for a mere friend. We let others feed off our own when they mean nothing to us, but to give her first rights would be leaving his life in her hands.”
 
   Put that way, it made perfect sense. He was keeping my friend safe. His soul was definitely still intact.
 
   He sat back down, silence filling the room while I was deep in thought.
 
   “Who's Tiny?”
 
   “He was our friend before we turned. Parker turned him to save his life, and he's been forever grateful to him. He's good at staying inconspicuous and getting information. He only works for Parker though, doesn't trust anyone else and has no other friends.” He smirked at some thought or memory about him. “Chap is terribly paranoid, though can't say I blame him. He was poisoned by his own wife and mother before Parker saved him.”
 
   Wow.
 
   “Poor guy.” Horrible family. “If Parker's meeting with him do you think he's suspicious about the same thing you are, since he's probably getting information?”
 
   “I doubt it,” Francis scoffed. “He's probably getting information about me, even though I'd tell him anything he wanted to know.  He's still wary of me.”
 
   “I think you two should just hang out. Not worrying about protecting me or anyone and just go out and talk and hang out. When was the last time you did something like that?”
 
   He tilted his head back with a smile while contemplating.
 
   “It must've been 18...”
 
   “Exactly. Years ago.” Eighteen hundred and something; years was an understatement. “You should take me home and do something with him tonight. I know you said you had to leave town but you could do that tomorrow, or just take him with you.”
 
   “I...I don't know.” He stood up and the next thing I knew we were standing in Parker's room. “Alright. Get your things and we'll leave in five minutes. I've got to get things together before I tell Parker my plan.”
 
   Giddy with anticipation of the after effects of my plan, I quickly threw some things in a bag and grabbed my purse before meeting Francis in the hallway as he ushered me out of the log cabin and into a waiting car.
 
   “We're not flying?”
 
   That seemed to be the choice of travel lately and I was finally starting to enjoy every second, rather than being mostly afraid of dying.
 
   “I need to keep up my energy so I plan to stay out of the sun and flying would deplete a lot of my power.” He opened the back seat and threw in the bags I'd been holding, and hadn't realized he'd taken. “Unless you have some problem with getting into a car and driving for a half hour with me.” 
 
   He was openly challenging me not to trust him, like he expected.
 
   Head high and smirking at Francis, I got into the black car with equally black windows and waited for him to get into the driver’s side. He was snickering when he appeared, starting the car and taking off just as quickly.
 
   It was a short drive down the mountain and back into the city, only because Francis drove like a maniac. I closed my eyes before we were off the rocky terrain, counted to sixty, then opened them to find we were on the freeway and only ten minutes from my exit.
 
   By the time he pulled into a parking space a block from my apartment, he couldn't stop chuckling and I couldn't stop sweating.
 
   I uncurled my firm grasp from the center console and found fingernail marks that would probably never go away.
 
   Grabbing my bags, he walked me to the stairwell then plopped me down outside my apartment with a satisfied grin.
 
   “Eager to get rid of me?” I teased, opening my door and gesturing for him to come in. “Thanks for bringing me home, and not scaring the hell out of me.” I was still visibly shaking from our journey. “Go get ready and have fun with Parker. Just tell him to call me when you're done. Ok?”
 
   “I'm sure he'll at least ring you before to make sure I haven't offed you somewhere.” His grin was weak and fake. “Expect him to stop by tonight.” He turned to leave again. “Thanks for suggesting this. And thanks for being understanding. You're going to make a kick-ass vampire and an even better wife.”
 
   He left on that note, leaving me too stunned to move. Or think.
 
   I'd make a great vampire? I hadn't even thought about becoming one or that Parker would want me to be one. I guess it made sense what with me aging every day. If I got gray and wrinkly there's no way he'd want me.
 
   Still, it was an eye opener that I should've had the brains to think about before now.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   At two o'clock, practically on the dot, my phone rang. I assured Parker that I was at home and fine, though he still sounded skeptical.
 
   At three-oh-five he showed up at my apartment, visibly shedding his tension when I answered the door, though I'm sure he could hear me before ever entering the building.  He smashed me against his chest while inhaling deeply. Good thing I'd taken a shower.
 
   After saying he just stopped by on his way to meet Francis, I gave him a knowing grin and told him to have a good time.  It was hard to remove my grip from around his neck. I loved being in his arms. Smelling his intoxicating scent and unbelievable breath made me want to stay in that position forever, but I eventually let go and sent him on his way.
 
   He promised to be back by tomorrow morning; not knowing what it was Francis wanted to do.  I told him to relax and just have fun with him. We kissed in my open doorway, quite inappropriately, until one of my neighbors came out and interrupted us.
 
   I spent the next few hours in high spirits, washing clothes and cleaning my apartment so I wouldn't be embarrassed the next time people came over.
 
   Sam called around five and asked if I wanted to hang out. We agreed to meet at the corner restaurant-slash-bar after she assured me she'd already eaten and just needed some girl time.
 
   We met at six thirty, me wearing a plain yellow sun dress, her in a fantastic fuchsia number, again making me feel like an ugly sack of potatoes. Her hair and makeup were done to perfection, while I'd just thrown mine up in a ponytail and was barely wearing lip gloss. She didn't seem as distraught as she was the other times about my lack of fashion skills.  Her smile was contagious as she wrapped her arm around mine and brought me into the back where we apparently had our own private booth.
 
   As soon as I sat down, pink drinks were placed before me while she continued to smile.
 
   “It's the same drink Parker ordered for you. I figured you liked them.”
 
   “Thanks.” I took a long sip out of one and couldn't help but grin. It was delicious. “So how was last night?”
 
   “Amazing.” Her face got animated. “I haven't had that much fun in a long time. You're a sexy dancer and Brian wasn't as bad as I thought he'd be.” Her eyes got wide, revealing a fact she obviously didn't think she should. “I mean, sex with a human is considerably different than with a vampire, what with our speed and strength.  It's just different.”
 
   “I bet. I'm not judging you.” I winked and took another long pull from the tiny black straws in my glass. “Parker's amazing in bed, I can only imagine what it would be like between two of your kind.”
 
   “Yeah he is.” She sat up straight and instantly lost the glassy eyed smirk on her face. “I mean...I meant vampires together are amazing.”
 
   She kept looking around, too antsy, as if waiting for me to freak out or danger to pop up at any minute.
 
   “It's ok. He told me about you two.” Her eyes got wide while I finished off my first drink. “Don't get me wrong, I was planning on hating you before I even met you, and then for sure once I saw how beautiful you are, but I can't. You're too nice of a person and you mean a lot to the Smith brothers.”
 
   “The Smith brothers?” She cocked her head to the side in confusion.
 
   “Francis and Parker.”
 
   “Why are they the Smith brothers?” She seemed kind of upset about it.
 
   “Isn't that their last name?”
 
   Now I was confused, but she seemed less tense.
 
   “We don't have last names. Vampires that is. But if they were to go by their human last names then theirs would be Dowling.” Her smile returned full force. “Isn't your last name Smith?”
 
   “Yes. Why would they tell me that was their last name?” What the hell?
 
   “Well didn't you first meet Parker in high school?” I nodded. “He had to have a last name so he probably just picked a common one.” 
 
   Simple enough.
 
   “I guess.” I couldn't help but stew over this new piece of information. “Anyways, how long are you going to be in town? I've got to work all week but maybe we could hang out again next weekend.”
 
   “I'd love that.” The way she said love was kind of elaborated. I wasn't sure if she was being sarcastic or if it was just in my mind. “Wait here, I think I just saw someone I know. Be right back.”
 
   She stood and walked through the mass of people with the arrogance of someone who knows they can't be messed with, then out onto the sidewalk where she disappeared.
 
   Alright, she was acting weird. I got out my phone and sent a quick text to Parker.
 
   Out with Sam. What r u doing?
 
   Sam reappeared moments later, smiling brightly while taking the seat across from me again. I looked down at my phone to see that the message hadn't gone through and said I had no signal. Well, damn.
 
   “Can I borrow your phone? Mine always has service, but for some reason it's not working.”
 
   “I didn't bring mine. Sorry.”
 
   Double damn.
 
   “That's fine. It's just weird.” Whatever, I'd just call Parker on my way home. “So are you going to be staying at Parker's all week? Maybe we can all go out for dinner, and we can invite Brian.”
 
   “Not likely.” Her tone was sad, and an awkward smile remained on her face. “It's just that you two are soon to be mated, I don't think it's completed yet, and you're going to want your privacy. I can bunk at Francis' or another friends. No biggie.”
 
   After finishing my second drink and some more awkward moments with Sam, I took out a twenty and left it on the table. She'd called me to hang out, but she wasn't really saying much. It was just awkward all around.
 
   “Well, I better get back home. Thanks for hanging out.”
 
   She stood and walked out with me, continuing to glance about.
 
   “Are you waiting for someone else?”
 
   “No. I just keep hearing things and when I look I can't find the person who's saying them.”
 
   That was...weird. Again.
 
   “Oh. Ok, well I'll see you later.” She released my arm and smiled before turning to walk in the opposite direction as me.
 
   I immediately got out my phone and tried to call Parker but got a computerized voice telling me that my phone has been disconnected. What the hell?
 
   I tried Francis', again got the same thing. Thinking twice before taking another step, I walked back into the bar and asked to use their land line.
 
   Parker picked up on the first ring.
 
   “Hey, sorry to bother your brotherly bonding time but for some reason I just have the creeps.”
 
   “What's wrong? Where are you?”
 
   “Sam called and I met her for a drink at the corner bar by my building. She was acting weird and said it was because she kept hearing something but couldn't find the person making the noise. And now my phone says it’s been shut off and I couldn't get ahold of you so I'm using the bar's phone. Anyways, I think she might be in trouble or something.”
 
   “Maybe. Francis just tried to ring her and she didn't pick up.”
 
   “She told me she didn't have her phone on her when I asked to borrow hers.” I heard urgent whispers but couldn't make out what they were saying.
 
   “We'll be back in an hour. Go straight home and wait for me.”
 
   The line went dead.
 
   I'm glad I called them.  Something was obviously wrong. When I got home I was going to call my phone carrier and get this straightened out right away. Talk about inconvenience.
 
   I quickly left and started back to my apartment with my head down, trying to think everything through. If Sam was in trouble, I'd feel horrible if something happened to her. I should've stayed longer with her, or insisted she come back to my place.
 
   I was halfway across the street when I heard my name called out. Looking around, I couldn't see anybody waving or looking at me, so I continued on. When I stepped onto the sidewalk, I heard it again.
 
   “Piper.”
 
   This time it was loud and clear.
 
   I glanced up and saw a tall figure leaning against the side of the building with a dark cowboy hat, arms crossed and looking to not have a care in the world.  Red eyes glared into mine, lips twitching once he knew I recognized him.
 
   My first mistake: making eye contact with him.
 
   He pulled me in with his stare and held me there. I was unable to move though all I wanted to do was scream and run away. People continued to push past us without noticing the incredible danger playing out right in front of them.
 
   “Don't scream, follow me as if nothing is wrong.” His tone was deadly.
 
   I had no choice but to obey as he turned and started down the sidewalk the opposite direction from my building.
 
   Shit, shit, shit. I recognized him almost instantly as Quinn, the beast that bit my leg while being chained to Francis' bed. Had he come for revenge? Did he nab Sam too?
 
   My feet continued to follow his massive form through the crowded sidewalk, then down into an alley with a white, unmarked van parked in it.
 
   No! I did not want to get into that van. If I did, I just knew I wouldn't come out of this situation alive. My gaze darted around for anything useful against a vampire, but of course came up empty.
 
   “Please! Please don't do this.” My voice was barely above a whisper. I was thankful he left me with the ability to speak at all. “Parker has first rights.”
 
   He just chuckled and opened the van door.
 
   “Get in.” Though I no longer made eye contact with him, he still held his power over me. “We're going to go for a ride.”
 
   The back of the van was empty, just metal flooring and a blanket. How thoughtful. I unwillingly stepped into the back, trying to fight my own body the entire time.
 
   When I turned to face him after taking a seat, two figures appeared behind him. Sam and Gunner. Relief flooded through my veins at the mere thought of getting out of this horrible situation.
 
   Gunner grabbed Quinn by the throat and pulled him backwards. Sam, however,  turned on him and pulled a piece of silver out of Quinn's front pocket with a gloved hand before wrapping it around Gunner's neck, his hold on Quinn relinquishing immediately. 
 
   No! 
 
   What was she doing?
 
   “Thank you, Sam. Now I have two.”
 
   The sickening smile they shared before Gunner was thrown in next to me made me want to puke. Sam was in on this? I shot daggers at her with my eyes but she couldn't possible have cared less as she slammed the sliding door before climbing into the passenger seat, Quinn in the driver’s seat.
 
   I closed my eyes and counted to ten.
 
   This is not happening, this is not happening.
 
   I reached up to fiddle with my pearl necklace, my security blanket, but all my fingers found was skin. I’d forgotten my necklace. I never forgot my necklace. Panic rose higher as I fought back tears.
 
   The sound of Gunner's skin sizzling beneath the silver sickened me.  His body was held ridged as he tried with all his might to not move at all in fear the silver would touch a new piece of him. He'd grown paler within seconds and seemed to be going downhill fast.
 
   “That was easy.”
 
   They laughed in the front before Sam looked back at me with a sneer and shut the black drapes to cut off her view of us. The windows were tinted so no one could see me mouthing 'help' if I tried.
 
   Instead, I slowly inched my fingers closer to Gunner's throat, hoping to be able to rid him of the necklace to give us a fighting chance of surviving this. My heart was pounding in my chest, sweat beading down my forehead as I silently thanked God Quinn hadn't restricted my moving abilities.
 
   My fingers found the chain while I was still looking ahead, acting as if I wasn't moving at all.  Not wanting to hurt him, I finally turned my head to face him while lifting the chain. It made an eerie suction noise as I pulled it off.  Pulling it in one long movement would make the least amount of noise, which I'm sure they could both hear over the conversation they were having.
 
   Gunner's eyes were huge, silently thanking me when I got the first loop off. Giving up on hiding any noise at all, I turned my whole body to face him and ripped the strip completely off of his skin, then waited for him to move, do anything that would give me a smidge of hope we might live through this.
 
   How could Sam do this? Parker trusted her!
 
   “It's about time.”
 
   Sam was sitting next to me as I felt a cuff slam over my wrist. She left the other dangling, moving back to her seat upfront as I took a swing at her. Her laughter cut through me like a knife in butter as the hatred inside me grew.
 
   “Take the other piece and put it over his wrist, then hand me the silver chain.”
 
   My body didn't feel the need to do what Sam instructed so I whipped up the chain and was about to wrap it around her skin when a booming voice inside my head had me halt, the chain falling limply at my side.
 
   “Do it!”
 
   There was no questioning Quinn's voice.  My hand quickly slammed the other cuff over Gunner's wrist, which was obviously made of silver since that same grotesque sizzling noise started, and placed the silver chain neatly in Sam's outreached, gloved hand.
 
   “If you obey orders your time with us won't be as horrible as you can imagine.”
 
   “So, you're not planning on killing us, or betraying Parker and Francis, or torturing us?” I wasn't an idiot, they captured me for a reason. “You lured them to be captured before didn't you?”
 
   I hate this woman. There’s no going back now. She’s the devil. Oh how Parker will be devastated.
 
   Francis! He must've caught on to Sam's betrayal and that's what he was leaving town to find more information on. He said Parker would be devastated if he was right.  Bless Francis for not giving over first rights to Brian, or else it would've been the two of us in this van, I'm sure.
 
   “That wasn't in my plans at all, but then they showed up. Don't blame that one on me honey. I'm the one who freed them. If it weren't for me they'd be a pile of ash and bone by now.”
 
   “But they wouldn't have even been there if it weren't for you. You can play innocent all you want, tell yourself whatever, but you're just a soulless, manipulating, conniving little bitch! You'll get what's coming to you. They already know you're the traitor.”
 
   Nothing like spitting in the face of the person who pretty much holds your fate in their hands, but what did I care at this point? My chances of living were slim to none as we started leaving the city at speeds that would put even Francis' heart on edge.
 
   “I'm counting on them coming for you. You see. They have something that will get me what I want. You're the only one who will pass as collateral damage if all goes to plan.” She shared a wicked intense smirk with Quinn before turning back to face me. “It'll all be over soon. Don't worry.”  She shut the black drape again, laughing with her partner in crime as I turned my attention back to Gunner.
 
   His color was getting better.  The chain prints across his neck were healing, but very slowly. Too slow.  He needs blood. I lifted his hand to lay across his chest and tried my best to keep the silver cuff from touching his skin before I lifted my other arm over his mouth and silently invited him to bite me.
 
   He moved so fast, sitting upright against the side of the van, I fell over as he tugged on our connecting arms.
 
   The black curtain slowly inched away to reveal Sam with a questioning look. She assessed us then threw the curtain back, not finding anything we were doing to be a threat.
 
   I sat up, eyeing Gunner while mouthing 'do it!', but he shook his head. Was he scared of what Parker would do? This was kind of a life or death situation here and I knew he'd be understanding.
 
   “Do it!” He still wouldn't budge. “You'd rather watch me die?”
 
   Kind of a low blow.  He paled even more before shaking his head again.
 
   I didn't get it. He wasn't in on it with them, so why wouldn't he fight for our lives?
 
   Fine. If he wouldn't, then I would. Leaning forward, I bit into his shoulder and swallowed a good mouthful of his blood, which tasted nothing like Parker's, before I was yanked away, slamming into the other side of the van.  My shoulder dislocated from the yank since Gunner barely moved.
 
   Instantly a whole new world opened up for me. Colors were brighter and my muscles felt stronger, invincible really. A thirst for revenge laid heavily in my mind as I reeled with the new power flowing through my body.
 
   Sam sat over my legs, straddling me with an evil glare as I continued to lick the remaining drops of blood spilled over my lips. My shoulder popped back into place, the blood tingling through my veins as it started to work its magic.
 
   “I didn't know you knew about our blood, I'll have to be more careful now.” The wicked gleam in her eye only egged me on.
 
   I threw up my hand with the silver cuff and hit her across her temple, dragging Gunner along with me. It seems that was all I had in me as my strength quickly depleted.  Sam cussed at me as she held me down firmer.  Quinn chuckled at how infuriated I made Sam.
 
   “Watch it, Piper! You just earned an hour of torture by none other than me, the queen of bitches. I would've left you alone, for Parkers sake, but you blew it.”
 
   The cut across her forehead quickly healed itself.
 
   She clamped down on my wrists, showing me a fraction of her strength as I whimpered. It was worth it. Messing up her pretty little face was worth whatever she was going to dish out.
 
   “Can you imagine the effect we'd have on Francis right now, me straddling you in this sexy little position?” She giggled. I was not amused. “Oh, he'd cum just from the sight.” She bent down slowly, pressing her bulging breasts against mine while watching Gunner's gaze. “It's pretty hot, don't you think?”
 
   Gunner didn't answer but continued glaring at her. Did he never speak?
 
   “Get off me, skank!” She pressed down harder, pulling my arms above my head.
 
   “Not until I know the blood has worn off in your system.”
 
   She remained on top of me for a few more minutes until I heard the tires turn onto gravel, the van slowing substantially. Trees brushed the side of the van until we came to a clearing.  Sam and I held a glare at each other the whole way.
 
   “We're heeeere,” Sam sang in a creepy voice, finally releasing her hold on me when the van door slid open.
 
   She was outside the van before I had time to pull on her gorgeous locks of hair.
 
   Gunner stepped out first then helped me with our adjoining hands before protectively tucking me behind him.  The sun wasn’t far away from setting now in the crisp, breezy evening air.
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   Quinn spoke and I had to obey.  Gunner still stood in front of me, blocking me from going in front of him.
 
   We were at an abandoned restaurant, surrounded by huge maples trees and covered in leaves and what looked to be mold. The smell backed up my guess. We were in the middle of nowhere, literally, since I'd never even heard of this place.
 
   We crossed through the creaking front door to find the inside was as clean and up to date as if it were a new establishment. The outside must be a cover for anybody who just happened to come across it. The entire inside interior was black with white booths and countertops. Spotlessly clean.  It was just as big as the club we'd gone to, but with lower ceilings.
 
   I was forced to follow Quinn down three flights of stairs into what could only be described as a dungeon. There were cells with silver lined walls and a few of them already occupied with withering bodies. A guard sat behind a desk at the end of the hallway, pressing a button that slid open the door. Quinn waited for it to fully open before stepping inside and leading us down another set of stairs.
 
   These stairs were rickety and Gunner had to catch me from falling a few times even though he was the one being drained of his power.
 
   We were thrown into a large cell complete with a bed and toilet, table with two chairs and a small radio on the bedside table. Once inside Quinn threw a key and Gunner caught it, quickly releasing the cuff then doing the same to me.
 
   Quinn disappeared after shutting the very thick door that led back upstairs. I hoped this place was ventilated, because I sure as hell needed air to breathe even if no one else here did.
 
   “Are you alright, Gunner?” I placed the cuff and key underneath the mattress, out of view, before coming back to look at his wrist and neck. “I'm so sorry that you're involved in this. Did they say anything to you? Why are they doing this?”
 
   He winced when I touched his marks, but held still. If he drank my blood then he'd be able to get rid of them.
 
   “Why don't you want to drink my blood? Just take a sip and it'll heal your marks.”
 
   Again I lifted my arm to him but he backed away, taking a seat at the table.
 
   “I can't!” Finally! He speaks. “Sam spoke too low for you to hear, but if I drink from you, she'll kill my family and us.” His voice was tired and full of regret. “You have your purse on you though; did you check your phone? Parker might've had it turned back on.” I eyed him warily while taking a few steps back. “You called him when you were in the bar. I've been watching you for him since he left this afternoon. He didn't trust Francis, but it seems it should've been Sam he didn't trust.”
 
   That made sense. I dug through my purse and found my phone. No bars. I tried calling 911 but it wouldn't go through.
 
   “We can try it again later. Are you alright? I'm going to do everything I can to get us out of here, I promise.”
 
   “Well I'm not old and strong and smart like you guys, but it seems that you could've tried something while we were out in the open, not locked in a silver coated cage that'll slowly deplete your power.” His eyes saddened more, twisting into pain. “Sorry. This isn't your fault. I'm just...confused, pissed, angry. I can't believe Sam would do this!”
 
   I kicked the bar then hopped on one foot from the pain radiating through me since I was wearing open toed heels.
 
   “Here.” He helped me sit down then pricked his finger with his fang before shoving it in my mouth. I swallowed before shoving him away. “It'll get rid of the pain.”
 
   “Maybe, but you need your strength.” I tried not to reveal how gross I felt at having his finger in my mouth. “You said they'll kill your family. Do they have them locked up?”
 
   “No. But they're all human and they know where they live.” His family was human, was he recently turned? “You don't recognize me but I'm Gunner, Ashley's father.”
 
   Holy shit! Now that he said it, it was him. Ashley's father hadn't ran out on them, he'd become a vampire. I gasped then stepped toward him again.
 
   “What happened?” He knew exactly what I was talking about.
 
   “I'd gotten in bad with one of my debts. Who knew vampires existed, let alone had higher interest rates than anything legal.” He sat back down in the chair while I sat on the bed. “I started drinking vampire blood so they couldn't mess with my mind, and added it to my wife and daughter's drinks whenever I could, just in case. I was in over my head with no way out. Apparently vampires do have laws about killing and they weren't able to do anything to me but threaten. Parker came to me with a solution. He'd kill me and my family would be left alone.”
 
   He paused, reminiscing on the memory.
 
   “I didn't believe him until he made that blood oath, which I'm not sure how I knew he wasn't lying, but I did. He brought me in front of who I owed, threw down a wad of cash, told them my debt was paid off, then drank from me until I passed out.” His gaze glossed over. “I'd already made peace with dying, thought it was the end for me, until I woke up with a dying thirst inside a silver cage. Parker turned me, cared for me, taught me how to live, but told me I'd never be able to go home again.”
 
   “If you went home, they'd be able to tell you were different.” I spoke barely above a whisper, stunned from what I was hearing.
 
   “Yes. Parker paid my debtors over two hundred grand then killed me to satisfy them, brought me back to life, and has helped me take care of my family ever since.”
 
   I teared up. Parker was a saint. Always helping out anyone he can even when he doesn't know them.  I didn't deserve him, let alone anyone else. Whatever hold I had on him, it was a miracle. I was never letting go.
 
   “Why could Parker kill you, but not them?”
 
   “He wasn't associated with them. Our laws don't hold everyone accountable. If I were killed by some random vampire, human or accident, my debtors would be cleaned of me, and free to move on to my next of kin to collect what I'd owed. By Parker paying them more than what I owed, then killing me, by our laws the debt is squared. They can't harm a member of my family. Of course, Sam wasn't a part of any of that, so if she wants, has the free will to go after my family, claiming they were random humans.”
 
   That was...I'd never learn any of their laws if they were all open ended and twisted like that. The only one I was sure of, was first rights. Though if I was killed in this, they could dispose of me and not even have to admit to anything. 
 
   Ughh, vampires.
 
   “Ok. So, do we have a plan or any ideas about what is going on here?”
 
   “No. I'm sorry. Parker has had your blood though, he will come for you. They can't hide you from him forever, especially since we're immobile now. He'll be able to track your scent and I'm sure he'll bring back up.”
 
   Right. Of course he would. And follow my scent? Was everything done that way in the vampire world?
 
   Before any of my nerves could be calmed the door was slammed open and Sam entered wearing shiny red leather pants and a matching black halter top, squeezing her boobs to the point of what looked like pain, though she didn't seem to care.
 
   “Enough reminiscing. Piper, come with me. If you fight me or try anything dirty, Ashley will be the first to be killed.”
 
   Gunner looked at me with pleading eyes. I wasn't going to endanger his family's lives any more than he would.
 
   Sighing, I stood and exited through the now open door. I watched it slide shut behind me as I nodded to Gunner, reassuring him I'd play nice, then started back up the stairs with a giddy Sam behind me.
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   Sam brought me back up to the main floor and into one of the many back rooms before shutting the door, ordering me to change into what could only be described as an S&M outfit.
 
   “You've got to be kidding me.” I held up the hanger and dangled the chains and bits of leather that hung from it, looking back at Sam confused. “Why do I need to wear this?”
 
   “Would you rather I call Quinn in here? I'm sure he'd be more than happy to do more than just watch you change.” Her lips twitched at the disgusted, fearful look on my face. “That's what I thought. Change.”
 
   Without much other choice, I quickly donned the outfit. Chains connected the two triangles over my breasts.  A thicker chain connected the barely there bottoms, kind of like the swimsuit she'd given me, but this was made of black leather and heavy chain links.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” My bottom lip started to tremble and it took all of my will power to not break down and cry. My strength was running very thin. “Did they do something to you that I'm not aware of, because I know for a fact that I've been nothing but nice to you.” My voice was barely above a whisper.  She heard me and chose not to answer.
 
   The last to put on were the heavy black boots that came up past my knees, the thick heels making me as tall as her.
 
   “I can make your time here easier if you'd like me to mess with your mind. I can make it so you don't feel anything.”
 
   Why would she offer me that after she promised to torture me?
 
   “Like I could trust you to just do that, and nothing else.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   My second mistake: Looking directly into her eyes.
 
   She held my gaze and my body immobile, her blue eyes streaking with a wicked gleam before black bled through, revealing her vampire side.
 
   “You will feel no pain. You will obey without question.” She walked toward me and stopped once she reached my feet, sifting my hair out of my face before whispering directly into my ear. “You won’t tell Parker anything until after you’re free. You will only run when you know you'll be able to get away. You'll know the moment. You'll feel it.” She took a step back and spoke at a normal level. “When Parker gets here you'll continue to do as you’re told.”
 
   She stepped forward once more, rubbing her leather against mine.  The noise was louder than her next whisper as her breath blew against my ear while she placed a long black wig expertly over my hair.
 
   “Tell him I'm sorry, but I had to save my mate. You'll be free to move and say as you like after Parker and Francis come into contact with you, but you will remember what I've told you.”
 
   The door opened behind her.  She licked my cheek from chin to temple.  I stood there too stunned to move or say anything.
 
   “Are you done giving her instructions? Oh, are you tasting already? I want some.” Quinn strode forward, shirtless, but wearing, you guessed it, black leather pants.
 
   Sam turned to him with fangs extended, hissing.
 
   “No tasting until Parker and Francis get here! I was just licking her. Her skin is delicious.”
 
   Quinn moved past her, grabbed my arms to face him then bent his nose in the crook of my neck, visibly inhaling across my collar, flicking his tongue across my pulse before pulling back.
 
   Revoltion was one of the few feelings I was having, and it was the most apparent at the look I was giving him.  That angered him.
 
   Sam was only doing this because they'd taken her mate, easing my tension a bit, though not a lot since I knew I wasn't at the top of her list to save if things got even uglier here. She was still a traitor in my eyes.
 
   “She only smells like fear. Her skin tastes better than Georgia's though.” He chuckled as new fear rippled across my features, thinking of the other people they might be holding here for meals. “She looks sexy though.” He pinched my exposed right butt cheek and left without looking back.
 
   Sam was back to playing the part of my evil abductor, leering at me as she led me out of the room, down back into the basement with Gunner who was laying across the bed before hearing us come back through the door.  His eyes widened as I was placed back into the cell, then diverted his gaze.  I crossed to the mattress and wrapped the thin sheet around my body. He relaxed almost instantly.
 
   “Are you alright? What did they do to you?”
 
   “Nothing. Sam just made me change into this.”
 
   “That means you're going to be part of the club scenery tonight, in a cage.” He cast a worried look at me. “At least that's what I'm hoping. If it's not that, then you'll be one of the meals they pass around the dance floor. Once you’re almost drained they'll fill you back up and put you back out there.”
 
   I gulped. I definitely hoped for the cage thing then. How the hell had this day turned out this way? 
 
   It was close to nine o'clock now, getting darker by the minute.  Not that we could see from our current cage but I caught glimpses while I was topside.
 
   “They let me feed while you were gone.  I only took what I needed to stay alert since I didn't want to harm the girl any more than what's already been done to her.”
 
   “Let me guess, Georgia?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The girls name?”
 
   “Oh, I didn't ask.”
 
   Of course no one cares about where they got their meal from. Or from whom.
 
   “Never mind, it doesn't matter anyways.” I just want to go home and hide under my blankets. “Why would they let you feed? This isn't making any sense.”
 
   “I don't know. The girl came down alone, didn't say a word but put her arm through the cage bars for me to drink.” 
 
   His eyes were gray, the silver markings completely erased from his neck and wrist.
 
   Sighing, I moved to my purse and dug out my phone before standing on top of the bed and holding it as high as it would go.
 
   A bar popped up!
 
   Trying not to move an inch, afraid I'd lose it again, I used my other hand to scroll down to Parker's number and hit send.
 
   It rang!
 
   “Where are you?” he growled into the phone, voice full of hope and frustration.
 
   Instead of letting me answer Gunner grabbed the phone from my hand and spoke in tones too low for me to hear. His brow was furrowed while listening to the same low whispers coming out of my phone.
 
   The excitement of my phone being turned back on quickly depleted into worry and jealousy, since I had no idea what they were saying.  It didn't matter as long as he got us out of here. Gunner's face gave me hope, easing some of my fear. Barely.
 
   “Can I talk now?” I whispered, but Gunner acted as if I yelled right in his ear.  His lips moved a few more times before the phone was handed back to me. “Gunner is Ashley's dad? Why didn't you tell me? I thought you killed him.”
 
   A frustrated chuckle met my irrational question. That was the least of my concerns right now, but it was the first thing that came to mind.
 
   “You need to hang up the phone and stop talking so loud. I'm surprised they've let the conversation go on this long. The club must be open and the music on, and Sam must've forgotten you had your phone.”
 
   “About Sam...”
 
   “I know. That conniving, ungrateful bitch!” Anger exploded into my ear on his growl. “We'll be there soon. I've got friends showing up shortly to keep an eye on things. I'm so sorry about all of this.”
 
   “We'll get her out of this alive,” Francis' voice cut through Parker's.
 
   “Parker, I...”
 
   “Don't, please. I can't feel any worse. Keep your phone on you if you can. Please, just...when this is all over, please forgive me.”
 
   My breath caught and my eyes immediately started watering.
 
   “Parker, there’s nothing to forgive!”
 
   Two beeps had me pull the phone away from my head to see that the call had been lost. Great. I hope he heard what I'd said first.
 
   I dropped the sheet and looked for a place to keep the phone and only found the inside of my boot to be a safe fit. Placing it inside, it rested against the back of my calf and didn't bulge out enough to be noticeable.
 
   “What did he say to you?” I asked.
 
   “He said he'll be here soon and he's got backup.” Duh. I already heard that.  “They're coming for you in a few minutes.” He shook his head and looked down at his feet. “You need to make sure you get out of here alive. I have one request if there's no time for me. Please make sure my family is kept safe. I know Parker's already doing that, but if I'm not around...please.” His eyes swirled with a silver, smoky color, revealing his depth of emotion.
 
   “Of course. But we aren't leaving without you.”
 
   “Shh.” He pressed his lips to my ear as the door to the stairs flew open again. “Take care of yourself.” He pulled back and half smiled, stepping away from the doors when Quinn approached, signaling for me to follow him.
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   Once again my body had no choice but to obey, following him up the stairs and past the other prisoners, then back out to the same room Sam brought me to earlier.
 
   Loud music blasted through the air, shaking the walls. Club goers were filling up space, starting out their evening as if nothing wrong was going on here.
 
   Sam sat on a plaid ottoman, tapping the other end to indicate I join her. Not wanting Quinn's voice to make me, I moved of my own free accord to join her, crossing my legs but turning my face to look directly at her.
 
   “This'll just take a minute.”
 
   She picked up a brush and black eyeliner and soon her hands were zooming across my face, doing God knows what since I couldn't see. She kept lifting the thick bangs of my wig then laying them back down. 
 
   Was she painting my forehead?
 
   “All set.” She sat back and fluffed the long length of the wig, winking flirtatiously at me with a giggle. “Beautiful.”
 
   She flew around the room, putting everything away before sitting down next to me a few seconds later.
 
   “Now. I'm going to put you in a dance cage and you'll need to dance until I tell you to stop.” She leaned in to whisper in my ear again. “If Parker and Francis get you free of the cage, you can stop dancing and do of your own free will. If you get the chance, take some of Quinn's blood, it'll break his hold over you.”
 
   She leaned back with the same wicked grin as before. Withdrawing deep red lipstick, she applied it heavily to my lips before taking my hand and standing me up, twirling me as if to inspect her doll.
 
   I don't want to do this!
 
   I placed my hand against the wall to stay upright, afraid I'd fall face first from the lack of oxygen my panic attack was dishing out.
 
   A woman in her forties with tan skin and huge olive eyes came in and tilted her head to the side, waiting to be fed from. Sam's fangs immediately shot out before she licked her skin and sank her teeth in. The woman moaned, enjoying it as much as Sam did. She fed for a few minutes, the woman obviously growing weak from the lack of blood before collapsing altogether.  Sam propped her up against the ottoman, licking her lips and turning back to face me.
 
   “Alrighty. Let's get this over with.” Her tone was business like now, as if about to close a deal.
 
   She took my hand and led me through the crowd of dozens, then up on top of the bar where a white metal cage hung a few feet above. The bars were skinny but sturdy so they'd be able to watch my every move. Lifting me in with one arm then shutting the cage door with her other, she sighed worriedly before returning to her happy, scary face.
 
   “Dance like them.” She held my gaze and pointed to a group of three cages by the far left wall where women were gyrating and dancing as if naked and horny.
 
   My body obeyed, quickly learning the rhythm and popping and swaying at all the right times. A few of the patrons laughed, liking that I had no choice in the matter. I’m sure I looked like a crack head, my body moving in ways that were foreign and forced. Not a good combination. 
 
   Sam disappeared and every time my eyes locked onto someone watching me, I shuddered, a sickening feeling creeping into my stomach and staying there. I really wish I'd been given permission to cry, to let out this yucky feeling, but I couldn't.
 
   My instructions were to dance and stay in the cage until Parker and Francis touch me.
 
   I left my face a blank slate, swaying and bending to the music, popping my hips, grasping the bars to keep my balance.
 
   Closing my eyes I pictured Parker.  Just the two of us. No one else. No creepy, prying eyes staring at me in this degrading, humiliating cage. I pictured Parker's face loving the way I move, reaching out to touch me, but holding back, not wanting me to stop my show. 
 
   A loud scuffle brought my head up to search for the source of the yells. Quinn pushed a man off him before turning on his heel and exiting the club area. The unknown man also turned, heading straight for the bar.
 
   Turning my back to the crowd, facing a wall of bottles filled with red liquid, different liquids mixed with blood, I closed my eyes again and focused on Parker's face.
 
   The music continued to blare while the bodies disappeared, leaving me once again, in a room just with Parker.  I leaned forward and felt my butt hit the bars, though I pretended it was Parker's hands gently touching my exposed skin and enticing me to move more, loving the fact that he was getting excited.
 
   A gentle tap on my hip and the call of my name pulled me from my comfort zone as my eyes snapped open to come face to face with someone I'd never seen before. No I did recognize him. He’s the man who’d just fought with Quinn.  His eyes were black, skin a natural dark tan with thick black hair and a look of determination. He wore black leather pants and a crisscross of metal suspenders across his rock hard abs that glistened with moisture, though I was sure it wasn't sweat since vampires don't sweat.
 
   His hand held up a glass that he handed through the bars, wanting me to drink. The thin martini glass held blood, that much I was sure of. I turned and faced the opposite direction, trying to covertly tell him I wasn't interested.
 
   He appeared in front of my face before I had time to blink, shoving the drink into my hand with a look of determination.
 
   My third mistake, or possible the smartest thing I'd done all day: I looked into his eyes.
 
   “Drink this.”
 
   My hand grabbed the stem of the glass and downed the awkwardly thick contents before it dropped to the cage floor and shattered.
 
   It's hard to explain but I felt a jolt of release, as if I'd been reawakened, cut loose from an invisible tie holding me down, though my body continued to dance. 
 
   What was that?
 
   The man disappeared from view, leaving me with questions and no one to answer them.  My gaze continued to skim the crowd that quadrupled since I'd been thrown in. I glanced at a clock behind the bar and saw that it was almost midnight. I hadn't just been dancing for a few minutes, but for a few hours.
 
   The muscles in my thighs would be incredibly sore tomorrow.  My sweat slicked across most of my skin, the wig sticking to my back as if I'd just taken a shower. I moved both arms above my head, then both hands beneath the heavy hair and pulled it off my damp skin, holding it inches above while twirling and trying to cool and dry my neck and back off.
 
   Broken shards of glass laid at my feet, crunching when I took steps, reminding me of the effect the drink had on me.
 
   Though my body was shaking, muscles tense and sore, mind a complete wreck of emotions and thoughts, I kept coming back to the same solution. Parker. It was the only thing that kept my body moving. Survival. If anything, I'd stay alive long enough to see him again, hold him, just look into his emotional eyes to feel important.
 
   There in the crowd, my eyes finally found the man that had given me that drink. He was feeding off a human, eyes roaming over me every couple of seconds, watching me but keeping his distance. He must be one of Parker's friends. Thank God!
 
   A new sensation came over me, giving me chills as a low ache starting tingling low in my belly. How could I possibly be turned on right now?
 
   My hands starting roaming over my skin, imagining they were Parker's as they lightly skimmed over my stomach then down past my hips to tease my thighs. Holy hell this was amazing. It was as if he really was touching me everywhere.
 
   I gasped and looked up, scanning the crowd while trying to avoid eye contact with anyone. My heart rate shot up, sky rocketed really, feeling familiar eyes on me, though I couldn't find the source.
 
   What was in that drink? A hallucinogen probably. I didn't recognize anybody except for the mysterious drink man who was now dancing, or getting it on with some random.  It was hard to tell what was really happening.
 
   Damnit! He'd probably drugged me to feel this way. I guess if I'm going to die, this feeling was a hell of a way to go out.
 
   My world stopped.
 
   My heart beat slowed, partially from the heart attack I was sure I was having, and partially from the spike of euphoria shooting through my veins again.
 
   Parker was in the center of the crowd, clad in the same outfit as the man who'd given me the drink, looking sexy as hell as his dark eyes bored into mine, emotions foretelling what he didn't have to say. He looked deadly and ready to fight.
 
   I moaned and my hands started  running against my skin again, his lips thinning before I shut my eyes and looked in a different direction, sure it wasn't him I was really seeing.  
 
   When I opened them again, he was there, directly in my line of site, lips parted when my hands skimmed over my breasts, before rage consumed his face, disappearing from view once again.
 
   I'd remember him like that. Or maybe the way he looked when we made love for the first time. Either way he was heart stoppingly beautiful.
 
   I regained control of my hands long enough to grasp the cage bars while moving my hips again before feeling the slightest touch across my backside. Turning, no one was there though I felt that same zing of awareness when something clicked in my head as it had with the drink.
 
   Was I dying? What were these feelings and zings of control I was having?
 
   The next thing I knew my cage was practically on the ground.  My feet stuttered but I quickly regained my balance and pace since the music was still blaring.
 
   Someone's hand had ripped the cage from the ceiling and was carrying me through the mass of people, barely jostling me before they stopped on top of what looked to be a stage that I hadn't noticed until now.
 
   It was small, but large in comparison to my cage.  Everyone seemed to be gathered around now, waiting, watching as my body wouldn't stop convulsing until a loud booming voice had the courtesy to let me rest.
 
   “Stop!”
 
   Sam.
 
   My legs shook as I fell to the ground, eyes searching for Parker in the crowd of hundreds when the music abruptly stopped, all eyes on me.
 
   “Fangs and Pulpas! It's my pleasure to present to you…miss Piper Smith!”
 
   The crowd howled, though I'm not sure why. Why would they care about me? 
 
   I regained the strength to stand, wiping the glass shards off my knees while trying to get a better view. I guess I hadn't really seen Parker earlier.
 
   “Now, she's a newbie, fleshie, but sexy as hell and the star of our show tonight!”
 
   Sam came walking gracefully through the crowd as they parted, then helped her stand next to my cage before she flicked the locked and opened the door, grabbing onto my wrist and yanking me out.
 
   I could see a group of about twenty being led out of the main room by Quinn, though I quickly diverted my gaze, not wanting to get stuck obeying anyone else.
 
   “So put your hands together! Keep your fangs in your mouth! Enjoy the show, and get ready to start the bidding in a few minutes.”
 
   Sam winked, then stood in front of me while fluffing the wig again.
 
   “Dance to this song. Last song, I promise.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek, rousing huge cheers from the crowd.
 
   There were three poles spaced evenly across the stage that was only four feet off the main dance floor. I grabbed onto the closest one and started swaying slowly, trying to go back into my fantasy world of just me and Parker, but it wouldn't happen.
 
   A man came on the stage and grabbed me, pulling me against his practically naked crotch before Sam was there, flicking her hand and sending him sailing across the stage into the far wall, shattering the plaster and exciting the rest of the watchers.
 
   Great. If they like violence, I'm for sure a goner.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
    
 
   As soon as the man was mixed back in with the crowd, a new man took hold of me with his right arm around my waist, his left clad in a heavy black glove that covered up to his elbow with a thick silver chain wrapped around, slack dangling from his fingers threateningly.
 
   The music stopped and my muscles gave out altogether as I sagged against my support, the earlier effects of the drink I'd had completely vanishing. I got the strength to lift my head to see it was Parker, looking out at the crowd with a deadly glare. My body zinged with awareness again as I was finally released from Sam's hold. Francis must have been the one to brush up against me earlier because I felt no ties holding me in place and no weights in my mind.
 
   “Everyone not involved or doesn't want to join a fight to the death, I suggest you leave now!”
 
   The crowd looked around, stunned, before most of them shrugged and turned to leave the club while chatting, seeming to choose life more preferable.
 
   I wrapped my arm around his waist to help support my weakened body to remain standing.
 
   By the time all was said and done, about twenty men and women stayed inside, all of which seemed to be on Parker's team, taking a defensive stance around us. Everyone in the room had their fangs extended, still on high alert.
 
   I’d never seen this side of Parker. It scared me. And also excited me more than it should. Waayy more than it should.
 
   “Are you alright?” Parker's voice remained strained, looking down at me with hard eyes, making me gulp.
 
   “I'm fine.” He nodded and glanced back out while tightening his hold. “We need to get Gunner.”
 
   “I'm here.”
 
   I turned to see him entering the room followed by Francis and a few others.  
 
   Relief flooded through me. Everyone was safe and nobody was killed.
 
   “Let's get out of here.”
 
   “Couldn't agree more.”
 
   Francis and a few others joined us on the stage before our attention turned back to a voice near the bar.
 
   “I'm so happy you could finally join us, Parker.”  
 
   In front of the bar stood Sam, Quinn, and a man I'd never seen before. He was average height, almost orange hair, thick with muscle and donning an evil smile giving me the feeling Parker and him knew each other personally. A skinny but deep scar started at the top of his right eye brow and curved under his deep red eye before curving back out and disappearing close to his ear. A fat nose centered perfectly on his plump face.
 
   Two rows of silver bars shot up out of the ground into the ceiling blocking our path to leave on both sides of the room. Well, damn. I guess they weren't going to let us go without a fight.
 
   “You've brought a lot of your friends.” The man took two tiny steps forward then stopped, letting his eyes roam over everyone as if seeing if he recognized anyone. “If you want them to live, I suggest you have them do exactly as I say.”
 
   A few rushed the man but flew backwards, an invisible shield stunned and then threw them back.
 
   “Stop!” Parker's grip remained tight against my hip, my adrenaline kicking in strength I didn't think I had left. “There is no need for bloodshed, let us leave and I will forget this ever happened.”
 
   Francis stepped closer to me and glared back at Sam with nothing but hatred. She remained straight faced, but it didn't take super heightened senses to be able to tell she was nervous.
 
   “You're right. There is no need for bloodshed, Parker, if Francis breaks the blood oath he holds over Quinn. It's as simple as that.”
 
   My eyes widened at the amazing deal this man was offering, silently asking Parker to take it before the man spoke again.
 
   “Oh, and we get to keep him too of course, and you can take your human.”
 
   “No!” I gasped out loud before I realized what I was doing.
 
   There's no way I'd let Parker take me from here but leave Francis to be tortured. Or worse.
 
   “Deal.”
 
   It was Francis who spoke, making me gasp again as Parker switched sides holding me to grip Francis with his other hand.
 
   “No deal!” Parker barked then pulled Francis back. “What are you doing?”
 
   They continued their conversation in their heads for a few seconds before Parker growled furiously, startling me.
 
   “Deal,” Francis repeated and jerked out of Parker's reach.
 
   My eyes filled with tears watching him walk toward the enemy, only to halt halfway there. For a split second Sam's features contorted into pain before turning back into a sneer, the same as her peers.
 
   “Koopa, let them leave and I'll remain here.”
 
   At once, the silver bars leading outside disappeared.  Everyone looked around for instruction.
 
   This must be a trick. We can't leave Francis here. They must be forming a plan inside their minds.
 
   Parker gave a nod of his head and everyone starting filing out, watching their backs for a surprise attack that didn't come, until it was just the three of us and the three of them.
 
   He was shaking, gripping me just a little too hard before he realized and stopped, his eyes glowing black in anger. Something was definitely wrong.
 
   “Francis!”
 
   “Go! Before she see's something.”
 
   “No!” I yelled out this time, unable to control myself.
 
   
Parker growled long and raw before gripping me and flashing us outside where the rest of his friends waited.
 
   I broke down and tried to run back in but Parker held me firm. He let Gunner wrap his arm around me as I yelled out and continued my waste of time attempt to get free while tears starting flowing freely, my vision blurring as I quickly tried to think of something to do. A way to fix this mess. 
 
   The sound of a loud crack before a car alarm started going off pulled my attention to find Parker ripping out huge trees from the ground and tossing them across the lot at the parked cars in a fit of rage.
 
   That sobered me enough to realize I should be comforting him, not adding to the misery of losing his brother.
 
   Gunner held firm until I turned to face him and kneed him in the groin hard enough to release his hold so I could run to Parker.  He was on his knees, yelling out in rage when I reached him.  No one else tried to stop me once they knew where I was headed.
 
   I threw my arms around him and buried my head in his neck trying to comfort him.
 
   “I'm so sorry!” I could barely manage the words around my sobs, but I know he understood me.
 
   His arms wrapped around me, pulling me close and holding me there as his friends slowly circled us again, keeping us safe from an attack if one came.
 
   “We need to leave, Parker.” A soft voice pulled our heads up to see sorrow and regret on everyone around us. “We'll come back, but for now, we need to leave.”
 
   Parker stood with me still in his arms with a short nod of understanding, not wanting to endanger anymore lives.
 
   Two men grabbed onto Parker's arms and others did the same before we lifted off the ground and left quickly, me wrapped around his front. 
 
   They must not be able to fly on their own.
 
   We dropped them off in town then took off again. I watched his eyes the entire time, just as he stared into mine.
 
   My heart had never felt so much pain, could never imagine it, and I'd only known the man a few weeks.
 
   Sure Parker and him had their differences and only recently started talking again, but they were brothers. A love between brothers could never completely dissolve, no matter the case.  
 
   **********
 
    
 
   It was two days later that Parker finally calmed down enough to talk about it. Work seemed rather redundant at this point so I'd called and told them I was taking vacation the whole week.  And since he hadn't offered to leave his cliff side home, I stayed with him.
 
   From dusk til dawn his friend Gunther, the one who'd made me drink at the club, stayed with us. Either for comfort or safety, I wasn't a hundred percent sure, though his presence did seem to keep Parker more relaxed.
 
   He brought meals, healthy young men, twice the same guy, and Parker would feed.  He also fed from me while Gunther was away.
 
   It was three in the afternoon and we were sitting up in bed, snuggling, when I finally felt brave enough to start asking questions.
 
   “Can I ask you something?”
 
   His body tensed but he nodded warily, tightening his grip around my shoulders. My finger lazily drew triangles over his exposed chest.
 
   “What was in the drink Gunther gave me?”
 
   His body relaxed while he kissed my forehead. What did he think I was going to ask?
 
   “A bit of Quinn's blood, Francis' and mostly mine, mixed with cranberry juice.” Yuck. “Quinn's to break his hold over you, Francis' just in case they said you needed it before their hold over you ended, and a lot of mine so I could will you to show me what we needed to do in order to free you.”
 
   “That explains it then.”
 
   “Explains what?”
 
   I lifted my head off his shoulder and sat up straight, his arm falling to my back, but remained in contact.
 
   “First I felt as if a tie had been broken.  It was like a zing of electricity through my body. Then when I spotted you in the crowd my hands started touching all over my body, which I guess is because Sam said I couldn't do anything I wanted to until both you and Francis touched me.”
 
   His face pulled into a frown the second I mentioned Sam.
 
   “Can we talk about what happened now?”
 
   “I am so sorry, Piper.” He rolled me on my back and covered his long, broad self over me, his eyes filled with regret. “I shouldn't have been with Francis. I should've been watching over you like I planned on doing.  I should've...”
 
   “Stop.” I silenced him with a quick kiss before laying my head back down and looking into his eyes. “That's not what I was referring to. It's not your fault I was taken. We got out of there alive and nothing horrible happened while I was there.” Purple started trickling back into his eyes.  His face never even twitched to show he was relaxing, thankful, whatever the emotion he was having. “I'm referring to leaving Francis there.” 
 
   The purple disappeared as quickly as it appeared.
 
   “I'll get him back.”
 
   It was a solemn promise I already knew he'd make. But when?
 
   “I know. Why were you afraid of Koopa?” Maybe afraid wasn't the correct word to use on a man's sensitive ego, but it seemed to fit here. “I mean, there were only three of them, two if you take out Sam, and there were at least twenty of your friends. And I'm supposed to tell you that Sam only did this because they have her mate.”
 
   “I don't care what her excuse is.” His growl tickled my neck. “She is responsible for your capture and all the events after. Once Francis is freed I'm leaving her in his hands to do with as he pleases.”
 
   Maybe I should switch the focus of the conversation.
 
   “How are we going to get Francis back? And you never answered me about Koopa.” I offered him my most concerned smile, trying not to sound pushy, or have him clam up all together.
 
   “We aren't going to do anything. You're too fragile and I won't be putting you in any more danger.” That did make sense, but it doesn't mean I was going to accept it that easily. There must be something I can do to help. “I'm coming up with a plan with my brethren that we'll be able to put into action within a few days.”
 
   He rolled back onto his side while sifting his left hand through my tattered hair, leaning in to kiss me with a tenderness I felt all the way to my toes.
 
   “As for Koopa, I wasn't scared of him.” He chucked his fist under my chin to make sure I understood, drawing my gaze to his quirked lips. “We go way back. And when I say that, I mean he helped me and Francis hunt down our mum and watched us slay her.” I gasped then pressed my lips together, waiting for the rest of the story. “After she was gone we no longer had the burning fury inside us to seek out others to murder, though that's what Koopa wanted. When he learned there would be no swaying us, he took off and left it at that.  You could see it in his eyes that he wasn't going to let it go for long.
 
   “About forty years later he tracked down Francis when he was at a low point, effectively turning him into a Pulpa in the long run, and using him to do his bidding. I searched for and found Francis many times over the years, but he always seemed to slip from my grasp, or his friends would show up just when I would start making progress with him. In my last attempt, two innocent lives were taken and I'll never forgive myself. I played his game over and over until then, always thinking I'd be able to get him back one day, and now he's been taken again. I don't know if he's strong enough to stay sane through it this time.”
 
   There was that accident again. They've mentioned it multiple times, yet are unwilling to elaborate. It must've been life changing since he wasn't willing to talk about it.
 
   Parker's head tilted to the side, listening. Gunther must be back.
 
   “If he's back, I think we should all brainstorm together.”
 
   I started to get up before finishing my sentence, throwing on some sweats and watched as he slowly did the same. He must really like to tease me, what with the knowing smirk on his face when he caught me staring at his sculpted form, then blush when I looked away.
 
   We met him in the kitchen.  He'd obviously over heard me and was waiting in a relaxed position with his feet up on the wood table and his arms crossed behind his head.
 
   “What are we brainstorming?”
 
   I grabbed a fruit bowl out of the fridge before taking a seat next to Parker at the table.
 
   “First off, why did those vampires get thrown back from Koopa when nothing was there?”
 
   “Koopa is an old vampire,” Parker explained. “You gain more power and abilities the older you get. You've played the Nintendo game, Mario, and know that King Koopa can bounce people off their feet with his jump, and that's essentially what he does, though just with his mind.”
 
   I sat blank faced, confused.
 
   “Are you saying that King Koopa is based off this Koopa guy?”
 
   Parker nodded and Gunther chuckled.
 
   “He loves it too. Thrives on his recognition and the image he's been given. The way he struts his stuff, you'd think he was the original Dracula or something.”
 
   They both seemed to agree on this and shared a look.
 
   “So, he can throw anything across a room with his mind? Great. How are we going to get past him, or stop him, or...just, how?”
 
   “His power depletes when he uses it. He only has a good few throws until he needs to drink again, regaining his power. My plan is to go at him strong, scare him into using his power early, then hitting even stronger. He won't stand a chance.”
 
   Was that really his whole plan? Go strong and then go stronger? That didn't seem as strategic as we needed it to be.
 
   They threw a few ideas back and forth while I silently mulled things over, thinking about everything I've learned and how I can put that to good use. Their whispers barely registered to me when my mind starting putting pieces together.
 
   Maybe we didn't have to go to them, maybe we could get them to come to us.
 
   Maybe I didn't have to be a nuisance, a boulder holding them down.
 
   Maybe...just, maybe.
 
   “Why don't you use your power and make Sam come to us?”
 
   They both stopped talking and looked up at me thoughtfully before both of Gunther's hands slammed down on the counter as he let out a quick bark of laughter. Parker's lips twitched before picking me up and twirling me, sitting me on the table after two full circles.
 
   “That's why I love you.” His lips brushed over mine as I gasped.
 
   Did he really just say that to me?
 
   He sensed my unease, whispered something too low for me to hear, making Gunther disappear, all the while holding my gaze.  Neither of us blinked.  I remained wide eyed and unmoving.
 
   “I didn't mean to say it so casually like that, and you certainly don't have to say it back.  But I do. I love you.” I blinked then swallowed, gaining some of my body reflexes back. “I'm sorry.” Now confusion lit my face. “I should've waited. I didn't mean to scare you.”
 
   My mouth flopped open but apparently speech wasn't one of the senses I've gained back yet.
 
   He loves me? I guess it's not all too surprising, what with how he's been watching me all these years and still wants to hang out with me. But, he loves me? I don't deserve him, but I will sure as hell not ruin a good thing when its gift wrapped and handed to me.
 
   If he one day realizes his feelings aren't as permanent as mine, I'm pretty sure I'd be able to hold myself together until he was out of view, before completely coming undone.  But for now...he's mine.
 
   “I love you, too, of course.” My hands clasped onto his biceps. “Please, don't be sorry. The first time you said that to me I didn't see you for ten years.”
 
   His eyes swirled with purple.  His lips twitched, revealing the most beautiful sight that I'll never get enough of.
 
   “I'm not sorry for loving you, I was sorry for casually mentioning it.” He sealed his lips over mine once more before pulling back. “I love you.”
 
   I bit my lip to try and contain the joy spreading through me. I'd gladly sell my soul to the devil to hear him say that every day.
 
   “I love you, too.” He grinned widely before I continued. “Which brings me to my next idea.”
 
   Nodding, his face turned business like while he waited for my next thought, making me feel important. He wants to listen to me. I really hit the jackpot.
 
   “If you turn me I won't hold you back and I'll even be able to help, rather than just sit at home, which is probably where you'll stash me until you get back. Who knows how long you'll be gone and I don't want to be worrying the entire time.”
 
   I'd started out light, making a suggestion, before turning it into more of a demand, more strict at the end.
 
   He'd taken a seat and positioned himself between my legs, watching my face.  For what?
 
   “No.”  Well it was worth a shot. I sighed but nodded, accepting his decision. “You're not even going to ask me why?” Amusement and awe flashed in his eyes.
 
   “Well, I'm guessing I'll be a shit show and it'll be a lot of responsibility to turn and train me, so I figured it would just be too much of a hassle right now.”
 
   I was scooped into his lap and tucked tight against his chest before I could blink.
 
   “You are the most wonderful woman I've ever met. So level headed and reasonable. You think things out before overreacting, or even reacting to anything at all.  And you're smart. Smart enough to save me a lot of trouble to bring Sam to us before rushing head first into danger.” Where was he going with this? “Have I told you that I love you?”
 
   “Maybe once or twice,” I teased.
 
   “I'll work on saying it more. But for now, I'll just explain to you why I won't change you today.”
 
   Oh, right. We'd been having a conversation before this.
 
   I sat up straight and looked into his eyes, awaiting his reasoning for keeping me human.  Breakable.
 
   “You're not ready.” I started to argue but he stopped me with a look. “I want to be with you forever, to turn you and start your new life together, to protect and always be there for you, but it can't happen right now. I want you to be relaxed and not thrown into this. When we get Francis back, then we can re-discuss this. Oh, and after I meet your family.”
 
   He had a few valid points and I couldn't blame him for being logical, but the part that stood out the most was when he said, when we get Francis back.
 
   “Does that mean I get to go with you?”
 
   Hope filled my eyes, his grin making it hard to breathe.
 
   “We're going to take it one step at a time. For now I'm going to call Sam to me. It'll take her a few hours, depending on where she is now, though she'll have to come. If she's not here by six then I'll up the call, making it painful for her until she gets closer and closer. Francis and I call it Home Sick, because when we were younger and human, and away from home, we'd be in the worst moods, sometimes sick to our stomachs until we were within a few miles of our home.”
 
   I smiled at the memory he revealed, thinking it fit just perfect.
 
   “Ok. Should you call Gunther back to be here just in case Koopa comes with her?”
 
   “Gunther's outside and he's already called on our friends. We'll be ready in a half hour for anything she might bring with her, willingly or not.” His tone let me know he hasn't completely written her off and might think she can still come back to the good side. “He's praising you to everybody. Gunther is. You're brilliant you are. We might've thought about calling Sam eventually, but this is going to save us a lot of time.”
 
   “I have to be good at something. If I were completely useless you probably would've been spying on some other unknowing chick all these years.”
 
   With a roll of his eyes, he stood, placing me back on my feet.
 
   “Spying's a rather harsh word. And as for any other women, there is no other that I will ever want. You've been it since...for years now.” What had he been about to say? “I'm not going to mess this up.” He heaved a heavy sigh while inhaling deeply, smelling my confusion. “After Francis is free we need to discuss something. I'm dreading it but I don't want there to be any secrets between us.”
 
   He was starting to freak me out so I took a deep breath and counted to three before looking back into his eyes.
 
   “Ok.” There wasn't really much to say about that until he told me what it is that's troubling him.  He needs a clear head to get Francis back. “What are we going to do when Sam gets here?”
 
   He smiled wryly at my smooth change of topic before taking my hand and leading me out of the kitchen.
 
   “I think I know who her mate is, and I plan on starting there.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
    
 
   “Have I told you how much I love you?”
 
   A smile surfaced on my face when Parker's arms encircled me from behind, his head buried in the crook of my neck as he inappropriately skimmed his fangs along the sensitive curve.
 
   Fifteen of us stood topside on the mountain.  Another thirty or so were hidden within a ten mile perimeter of us, cloaked so they couldn't be sensed right away if an attack did take place. Or so I was told.
 
   Sam should be here soon and we were trying to be prepared for anything.
 
   “Yes, but I'll never tire of hearing it.”
 
   I turned to face him, giving him a quick kiss before stepping back to put some much needed space between us.
 
   All I could think about was being with him and I didn't want the smell of my lust to waft to everyone.
 
   Parker stepped closer, not letting me keep the space for long, protectively wrapping his arm around me as everyone formed a giant circle.  Everyone's mood changed to serious with the blink of an eye.
 
   A few seconds later three forms appeared in the center. Koopa, wearing a black spike collar and a multilayered green suit, dropped two forms.  A frightened, fierce looking Sam dressed in a pink dress that reminded me of Princess Peach.  He really was taking this Mario thing too far. The other, a bruised and bleeding Brian.
 
   My heart rate shot up as I instinctively started forward, only to be held back with Parker's unbreakable hold.
 
   Why did they have Brian? There was no reason for him to be a part of any of this!
 
   Brian inched away from Koopa.  His left leg looked to be broken as he struggled to gain more than a few inches before Gunther gripped his shoulders and placed him outside the circle close to me.  The group closed in to accommodate for Gunther's absence.
 
   He sliced open his wrist and held it to Brian's mouth, forcing him to swallow until he starting gagging. It was more blood than I've ever taken and his color seemed to get better almost instantly. The bruises on his face disappeared first, then his leg started putting itself back together.
 
   Parker let me go to him, comfort him, with Gunther protectively standing by as Parker started his plan.
 
   “Koopa. Thank you for dropping off my Kin.”
 
   Koopa's pudgy face turned into an evil grin as he kicked Sam's withering form closer to Parker.
 
   “It's my pleasure. She's a peace offering. I felt her pull when you called and decided to make sure she came to you, instead of letting her kill herself like she planned.”
 
   Her skinny form looked lifeless, her eyes staring at nothing.
 
   I helped Brian stand when his broken limbs healed and held him close when Gunther grabbed onto his arm, but didn't argue when he bit into his wrist, taking blood to ensure he had strength to fight in case it came to that.
 
   “I don't want her, I want Francis.” Parker's gaze narrowed in on Sam's with disgust before looking back at Koopa. “Why do you need Francis? You have plenty of followers.”
 
   “I don't need Francis, I want him. He's thorough with his work and I don't need to babysit him. You know how much of a hassle it is to find good help.”
 
   A slobbery grin met Parker's outraged scowl.
 
   “You might think you're invincible but you're about to start a war you don't want. You have allies, yes, but only those who owe you and don't really hold their loyalty with you. How dependent are you on those you hold as slaves?” Koopa's grin turned into rage, not liking Parker's words. He’d obviously not thought ahead with his backup.  “Me, on the other hand, I have family, friends, people who hold their loyalty with me out of choice, not fear. People who care about Francis and won't stop until we have him back.”
 
   I rejoined Parker, gripping his hand for support and glared at Koopa with the rest of them.
 
   “Watch your words, Parker!” he spat. “If you declare war, your brother will be killed immediately.  Along with Sam and your human as soon as I get my hands on her again.”
 
   Parker's grip throbbed in pain, making me squeeze his arm, silently begging him to release me. When that didn’t work I pinched his arm and removed my hand before wrapping my arm around his waist instead, not letting our contact sever, afraid of what he'd do next.
 
   “I'll have Francis back by tomorrow morning, with or without your permission, Koopa. So what will it be?”
 
   Koopa snarled and looked around at our friends in disgust.
 
   “Like you and your band of merry men could contain me.” Eye's flashing gold around his fiery red eyes, fangs extended threateningly, he worked his neck in a circle as if preparing for battle. “Now, if you have nothing nice to say, then I suggest you...”
 
   His words cut short when out of nowhere a long line of silver dropped from the sky landing securely over Koopa's neck causing him to double over instantly before four vampires broke formation to cover him with more, effectively holding him immobile while his skin started to sizzle. Curses flew freely from his mouth.
 
   A small figure appeared above where Koopa had been standing, slowly floating to the ground in front of Parker and I with a satisfied smirk.  The stout three foot tall man stood with a mane of brown, puffy hair, small fingers reaching out to shake Parker's large hand, disappearing altogether.
 
   “Tiny. A pleasure to see you, like always.”
 
   This was the infamous Tiny? It seemed kind of rude to call him that derogatory term. Like calling someone fat, Fatty.
 
   “Anything for you, Parker.” The childlike face turned to face me, hand extended, gripping mine for a second before letting go. “It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Piper.”
 
   “It's nice to meet you.” I smiled gratefully at him, thankful he was able to keep Koopa from escaping. “How did Koopa not sense him?” I returned my gaze to Parker.
 
   “Tiny has a special ability. No one can sense him if he chooses. I didn't even know he was here, or that he was aware of our plans until the chains dropped.”
 
   Tiny tsk'd.
 
   “You know I always watch out for family. I was at the club and have been watching over Francis for you, who's fine by the way. A little banged up and was low on blood, until Koopa left.  I brought two meals to him with the instructions to free him, then let him feed.”
 
   A huge weight lifted off me at this news. Francis was alive and well, and might actually be free right now.
 
   “I wasn't able to stay and make sure he escaped since I followed Koopa here after I saw him grab Brian and Sam.” Tiny's voice was full of pride. “Your Piper is very fond of the Brian and I thought you would want me to make sure he lived.”
 
   He beamed at his accomplishments and waited for Parker to comment. His face lit up with the praise he received. 
 
   “Of course. Thank you again, for everything. You know that you are free to do what you want, and I thank you for staying loyal. I hope you'll let me thank you properly.”
 
   Koopa let out an enraged growl, pulling all our attention back to him.
 
   “Francis isn't freed you idiots! I still have him.  Even if he's fed, my guards won't let him get far!”
 
   Maybe we were celebrating a little too soon.  After all, the last person to see him saw him chained to a wall, starving to death.
 
   “What are you going to do with Koopa?”
 
   “Yes, what are you going to do with Koopa?”
 
   Five new bodies floated to the ground just behind our circle containing Koopa, everyone again on high alert. Tiny disappeared altogether after sharing a nod with Parker.
 
   All five kept their hands up as if offering a peace. All eyes a fierce red, clearly Pulpas.
 
   “We aren't here for a fight. We were told to keep watch and kill anything that moved if a fight broke out.  But as you can see and as you all well know, our loyalty only goes threat deep.”
 
   As if to assure us they weren't upset at Koopa's capture, two of them wrapped another silver chain around his left arm, snaking all the way to his shoulder.
 
   Koopa growled, though there was nothing he could really do but lie there and look pale.
 
   “Now that we've let our true feelings show, you understand that we can't let him live. If he escapes, we die. You know that.”
 
   “Back away from Koopa.” Parker's voice was lethal as the five newcomers were herded and surrounded by ten of ours, the others remained around Koopa. “Though we have a common enemy, it doesn't mean we are friends. I know of what you do on a daily basis and we do not condone it. Leave now, before I change my mind. We'll take care of Koopa. As a warning, I suggest you bring me Francis quickly, before I declare war with you and your Kin.”
 
   The apparent leader of the group smiled icily at Parker before all of them lifted a few feet off the ground.
 
   “Like I said, we want no war and no part in Koopa's plans. Kill him, and I'll bring you Francis once I find him. Where did your little friend say he was?”
 
   I looked around but Tiny hadn't reappeared.
 
   “He didn't.  But if you came with Koopa then you know where to find Francis. You have three hours to locate him and contact me.” Parker chucked something at the leader who caught it with ease though it traveled with the speed of a missile.  A phone I soon realized.  “Your time starts now.”
 
   They disappeared before Parker finished speaking.
 
   At least they were old and strong enough to fly, which meant they were most likely smart enough to work quickly and efficiently.
 
   Koopa's estranged chuckle pulled my attention to see he was trying, but failing miserably to lift his head in our direction. I tugged on Parker's hand to get him to take a few steps forward, my curiosity getting the best of me.
 
   “You think this is over? Go ahead, kill me now.  You have no idea what you'll be bringing down on yourself and everyone you hold dear.” His whole left arm was down to bone, no skin remained. Gross. “My only regret will be not being able to watch as you finally get thrown off your high horse, Parker. And you will. They'll make you insane before they kill you. How do you think I got to be the way I am?”
 
   Oh, please! A sympathy speech? Not buying it.
 
   “Bad parenting.” Oops, did I say that out loud?
 
   Everyone turned their focus to me before a few chuckles sounded.
 
   “Think what you want, but you need me.” Koopa didn't mind my verbal thoughts and continued on. “I'll give you a hint as to what will be done if you don't let me go, and then with every piece of silver you take off me, I'll answer a question truthfully and to the fullest extent.” His eyes roamed over me in a sickening way that made me instinctively take a step back. “You can't protect her. She's the first that will be taken, played with, then turned and kept as a slave so she's more durable.”
 
   Gunther was there, holding onto me as Parker flew forward, hitting Koopa's face with strike after strike until you couldn't recognize him anymore.  A few of the men pulled Parker off, who flashed to me and held me close, a fierce blaze in his eyes.
 
   “You will never touch her! You'll only live the next three hours, so I'd start praying if I were you.  I doubt it will do you any good.”
 
   I couldn't move, only stared into Parker's eyes.  Both thankful for his protectiveness and surprised at his burst of rage at the mere words spoken about me.
 
   “Don’t believe me?” Koopa asked after his lips regenerated enough skin to pronounce words.  I looked back at him, half his face missing, the skin hanging off in disgusting strips. “Just ask Sam...”
 
   Sam moved too quick for me to follow before reappearing with her hands around Koopa's neck, jerking with all her strength, depleted as she was.  And before anyone thought to stop her she had a sleeper hold on him as she pulled and pulled on his head.
 
   “Last…chance…Parker.”
 
   Koopa’s strained words were cut short when he abruptly disappeared, the chains falling to the gravel ground and Sam falling backwards with a surprised gasp.  She laid across the gravel road with no energy to move as Gunther went to her side to help sit her upright.
 
   “Where did he go?” I asked, looking around tensely.
 
   “He must’ve had help,” was all the answer I got before members of our group started wandering off with determined glazes.
 
   “I'm sorry, Parker.” Sam wouldn't look directly at him, though she caught my gaze a time or two. “I know everything that he's planning including who he's working with. I wanted to kill him for me and that was selfish, but I know how to get Francis and how to get his companions off your back.”
 
   She was wearing that light pink Princess Peach dress, her hair a twisted mess with a small gold tiara front and center.  All the fingernails on her right hand had been removed, tiny stubs sticking out since they were trying to grow back but her lack of blood not giving her body the nutrients to do so, leaving bloody splotches.
 
   Slowly reaching out, she grabbed hold of the silver that was now laying in piles in front of her, surprising everyone when she garnished the strength to wrap it around her own neck before falling back to the ground.
 
   I broke free of Parker's hold and ran to her, quickly ripping it off and trying to set her upright. She didn't want to live, that much was evident.  But she had information we needed.  Especially now that Koopa had disappeared.  And if possible, I was going to try and save her and Parker's friendship.
 
   “You're so drained of power, even I could take you on,” I teased, trying to lighten the intensity of the moment. “You don't need the silver.”
 
   Her eyes silently thanked me but she didn't respond, closing her eyes completely when Parker knelt next to me placing a hand on my shoulder.
 
   The only reason, that I know of, she helped capture me was to get her mate. The way she's acting now, I was almost too afraid to ask, though I did.  Curiosity and time to kill were two winning reasons that talked me into it.
 
   “Did you get your mate?” I swallowed and waited, though I'm pretty sure I got my answer when I felt her muscles completely go slack.
 
   Her eyes slowly opened, still not meeting Parkers gaze, but stopped on mine. There was nothing left in her, nothing she wanted to fight for, besides maybe Parker's trust.   I couldn't help but throw my arms around her and sit her up straight, trying to will my forgiveness and strength into her. It took her a minute but she finally wrapped her arm around me, though still reluctant and wary of my embrace.
 
   Standing, I offered her my hand and helped her to her feet.  The confusion doubled over her features as she looked around, braced and ready for an attack that she wouldn't fight off.
 
   “Let's go inside and get cleaned up.  Then you can tell us everything.”
 
   Her eyes got huge and finally made eye contact with Parker, waiting for him to say no or anything that contradicted that she'd be let back into his home, into his life. She didn't move and he didn't speak for so long I turned to face him.
 
   “Was there something else we needed to do now?”
 
   His intense eyes searched mine before responding.
 
   “No.” After taking my arm and giving orders to everyone, a few told to come with us while the rest stood guard outside, he spoke directly to Sam. “Let's get inside, get you clean and fed, and then you need to tell me everything.”
 
   Sam would've fallen over if Gunther hadn't caught her in time, carrying her inside ahead of us.  Two others flanked behind Brian protectively.
 
   I knew this hadn’t been a part of the plan but we were ready for anything. It was supposed to just be Sam who showed up.  Instead, this ended with Koopa's weird disappearance and solemn oath to get revenge on Parker, and Sam being given a second chance. I hope.
 
   The only thing that would make this day end smoothly would be if Francis were here.
 
   It was already seven at night, giving those Pulpas until around ten to find Francis and contact Parker.  
 
   We left Sam in her room, Parker giving her the instructions to get cleaned and be ready to talk in ten minutes. She nodded and quickly escaped into her bathroom.
 
   Parker cursed and called for one of the women to help Sam. She charged into the bathroom leaving the door open, letting me see Sam crumpled on the floor.
 
   My heart hurt for her. Both for the loss of her mate and her lack of will to live. Hopefully by the end of our talk she'd be stronger willed, even if it's only driven by revenge. If nothing else, that should get her motivated to cooperate, instead of wither into a ball and die.
 
   He didn't have to say anything. The look Parker was giving me let me know he would be the same crumpled mess if it had been me that was taken from him forever.
 
   My skin felt tight and I was having problems remembering how to breathe as we stared at each other.
 
   Not caring who was around, watching, listening, I jumped and threw myself at Parker, kissing him with every emotional fiber of my being.  His thick arms pressed me tightly against him as I felt the air swoosh around us. He didn't let me down until we were in a room I'd never seen before. All four walls lined with red velvet walls, a king sized bed with gold silk sheets in the middle of the small enclosed square room.  The click of a door let me know that at least no one could see us now.
 
   His steel body covered mine after laying me on the bed.  The silk sheets slid over my skin in a sweet caress, much the same as his strong, lean fingers skimming up my sides.  I didn't let go, instead clutched his head closer to me as I devoured his mouth. Tongue's dancing and stroking a potent need both of us shared.
 
   My hands ripped at his shirt until it fell away, revealing a smooth palate my fingers trailed over then dug into his skin when he lifted me to remove my jeans, my shirt already removed. Removed was the polite term for destroyed, since all my clothes now laid in tatters on the floor.
 
   I couldn't wait.
 
   I tugged him back down, barely getting his underwear past his erection before gripping his hips and impaling himself in me. His mouth swallowed my cry of pleasure as he inched his way in as far as I could take him before my impatient hormones took complete control.
 
   Parker growled when I pushed at him, trying to get him to roll on his back since I was clearly not strong enough to make him.
 
   As soon as I was on top I used my feet as anchors to hold myself upright before pulling him up, wrapping my legs around his waist and then slowly inching down his shaft again, drawing shudders from the both of us until there was no possible way he could be deeper inside me.  My fingers dug into his back, trying to hold him closer. Trying to get him deeper.  It wasn’t enough.
 
   I threw my head back at the fullness, the completeness I felt when we were together. We were one.
 
   There was no gentleness to this as I ground into him, rotating my hips to create the most delicious friction.  His growl of approval egged me on as I attacked his mouth again, sucking his tongue into my mouth when his hands cupped my breasts, then squeezed when I squeezed his cock tighter.
 
   Parker stood and held me up against the soft, plush wall, thrusting into me with a speed of pure determination. The speed of a vampire. My mind slinked on the edge of sanity.
 
   “I love you so much!” It was hard to talk around his tongue, but he heard me.
 
   “I love you, Piper!”
 
   My convulsions started gripping him tighter, his strokes caressing me to a point I couldn't handle as I came with such a force, the amount of pleasure rocking through me only increased when I felt him release deep inside me, rocking slowly until both our tremors faded. 
 
   His jagged breaths blew across my neck and breasts, exciting me.
 
   With no warning I got a second wind of euphoria, making me twist my hips in ways I didn't know I could.
 
   Parker laid me back on the bed and started moving deliciously, deliberately slow. I looked into his eyes, watching his emotions as our climaxes came nearer before I couldn't take it anymore. I bit into his shoulder just as I willed him to do the same, my sex gripping him tight as we both came again, drinking each other's blood. I swallowed a good mouthful of his sweetness while he took a few good pulls, prolonging my spasms of ecstasy.
 
   “Oh, Shit!”  
 
   Parker kept feeding off me, more than he's ever done, making my body tingle in awareness as I came again, drawing out the convulsions.
 
   My whole body shivered when I felt his fangs release.  The feel of his wet, warm tongue licked my skin before I jerked his head up to cover his lips with mine.
 
   I thrust my tongue into his mouth and enjoyed the lingering taste of my blood and him mixed together.
 
   He was still seated deep inside me, making my muscles spasm around him.   I stopped moving altogether since there was still much to do.  And though I wanted to stay like this forever, we still needed to get Francis back.
 
   I closed my eyes and gently pushed against Parker who rested on his elbows. When I opened them it was to find the sexiest smile on his face, looking at my shoulder where he'd bitten.
 
   I turned my head but couldn't see what he was looking at.
 
   “You are so beautiful. Wonderful. Smart. Sexy.” He licked his lips and looked back into my eyes, purple blazing. “Mine.”
 
   I smiled back at him before something moving on his skin caught my attention.
 
   I gripped his shoulder and pulled him back down to find a tattoo forming on his back where I'd bit him on his shoulder blade.
 
   In elegant cursive was my name, the ‘r’ almost complete, before I noticed smaller script just below that looked to be in a different language.
 
   I gasped and looked back into his eyes. His name must be completing on my shoulder.
 
   “What does it say…”
 
   “Mine.”
 
   He repeated his earlier words as he pulled me up so I was standing on the bed with his feet on the floor.
 
   We both looked around at our pile of tattered clothes, belatedly rethinking our earlier decision of haste. No…Not rethinking. I’d gladly do that every hour of the day with him.
 
   “If that hadn't been the most wonderful five minutes of my life, I'd regret the fact that everyone just heard us.”
 
   He tugged me tight against him, kissing me thoroughly before releasing me to stand on the floor beside him.
 
   “This room is soundproof.  But I'm happy to know you would've been alright with our room if this hadn't been here.”
 
   “Would you have cared?” I asked.  “I couldn't care less about anything but you at the time.  In my mind, we were alone.” I grinned at him over my shoulder as I bent to pick up our ruins of clothes and found only his underwear was still intact.
 
   “Be right back.”
 
   I was alone in the next second, mulling over what just happened.
 
   Using my hand I pulled on my shoulder to get a better view of the tattoo. I could see the ‘Par’, but the rest was out of eyesight for now since he'd bitten much closer to my neck, whereas I'd bitten closer to his shoulder blade.
 
   I was smiling, loving the fact that we were mates and that Parker was mine. Mine. I don't think I'd ever get used to that. Are we going to get married, or is that what just took place?
 
   Parker's cool lips closed over the P on my shoulder, drawing goose-bumps, before his arms came around my waist and handed me a new outfit, holding me tight against him.
 
   “Do you have any questions? Comments or complaints? Before we head back out.” He kissed my shoulder again, slowly turning me to face him.
 
   “Nothing that can't wait. I'm happy just knowing you're mine, but getting Francis back is a little more important than the silly questions floating in my head.  I'll make sure to remember them though.”
 
   Parker chuckled before I gave him a quick kiss.  We both slowly started putting new clothes on, which he'd obviously retrieved from our room.
 
   Once dressed, he cradled me in his arms and carried me out of the room which consisted of two doors, not one as I'd expected, leading out into the hot tub room. The door was hidden, blending in with the rock wall.
 
   I wonder what else was hidden in this place.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY ONE
 
    
 
   “Are you kidding me? I feel better than ever!”
 
   Brian hopped up and down, flexing all his muscles to prove to me that he was fine.
 
   It was nine thirty and the three of us were waiting in the Theatre room while Gunther and the woman who'd helped Sam shower, were letting Sam feed and then bringing her in here so we could get the information we wanted. Needed.
 
   “Have you ever had vampire blood? It makes me feel alive.  Everything's sharper, clearer, smellier.”
 
   I laughed as he finally sat down next to me, Parker on my other side.
 
   “I've had a little before, but it always left my system within minutes.”
 
   “That's because you've only had a few drops really, whereas Brian had a good cup full or more.” Parker helped me out with the details. “It should wear out of his system in a few hours, unless he does anything strenuous and depletes his strength.”
 
   Brian accepted that, the smile on his face unable to falter since he seemed elated at how things turned out. I couldn't blame him, though I was still upset he was even brought into this at all.
 
   “Why and when did they nab you? I don't get why they included you in this.”
 
   “It was either him or Jules, and even I have my limits. I planned on getting Brian out of there the second I got my mate out.”
 
   Sam’s voice pulled everyone’s attention, entering the room with a soft, scared voice before taking a seat on the ground near the screen. She'd changed into a matching red sweat suit and her hair was wet, left to air dry. I didn't think she could look like a normal girl. Nice to see it was possible though.
 
   “You're lucky I don't have you chained down with silver, so start talking.” Parker's tone turned lethal, his body rigid with unease as soon as Sam entered. Apparently he wasn't ready to forgive her. Maybe he never would.
 
   Sam whispered something too low for me to hear, making Parker squeeze me closer to him.
 
   “I never wanted any part of this. They caged me up, like they did to you, and only let me go after I did a blood oath to find your weakness! That's when I was able to free you and Francis. Koopa wants you both to join him. He’s only starting with Francis, but he will come for you.  He knew Francis would do anything to keep you out of it for now. That was the easy part for Koopa.  I had no idea you had a mate when they made me take a blood oath and I'm so sorry for everything.” Her voice got lower and she lost eye contact, inching further away from us until her back hit the wall. “After they freed me I went straight to free you after they told me they had Lyle caged and would kill him if I didn't work fast.” 
 
   Sam was staring at her feet, face a mask of pain and anger while she reminisced. My chest tightened, wanting to comfort her for the loss of her mate, though I remained seated next to Parker, instinctively leaning closer.
 
   “Do you remember Lyle?” Parker nodded, making Sam giggle lightly. “I know you didn't exactly like him before, but that was years ago and he's matured a lot. You turned him to save his life, and I'm thankful I got to spend what little time I had with him, but he's gone now.  They lied about keeping him alive and I want revenge.” She stood in one quick motion, eyes blazing. “Trade me for Francis, do whatever you want to, but I'm taking down as many of them as I can until I die. And believe me, I'll be fighting to the death.”
 
   “Sam, they lied to you more than you think.”
 
   “Even more reason for killing.” She didn't bother asking what about. “I know where they are and where they're keeping Francis. You've got everyone here that we need. Tiny's probably already with Francis so let's head out now. Drop Piper and Brian off at Piper's apartment, where no one can enter, and let's be on our way.”
 
   Sam started pacing the room, anxious to start her revenge killing. Well if she wasn't going to ask, then I would.
 
   “What else did they lie about?”
 
   Parker gave a nod of his head and Gunther grabbed Brian and left the room, closing the door behind him. A few seconds later Parker was on Sam, wrapping a silver chain around one of her wrists, then slowly sat her down on the opposite end of the couch.
 
   I was utterly confused but Sam seemed to accept it, probably thinking Parker meant to end her for her betrayal. But there had to be something more than that. Parker wasn't one to put on a show for no reason. He welcomed her back into his house for a reason, not for fake sincerity.
 
   “That's for your safety.” Parker moved to sit back next to me, closing his arms around my waist and burrowing my back against his chest as we both faced Sam. “Where are they keeping Francis?”
 
   She described a building he was obviously familiar with. I was lost, but that didn't matter. I'm sure his friends could hear her talking and were on their way now, unless they were waiting for Parker.
 
   “Thank you, Sam. Your reward will be my complete forgiveness when we get Francis back. Your other reward is the truth. Lyle is alive.”
 
   Her eyes popped at his words before her face fell again, seeming to not believe him.
 
   “I saw the blood, he's gone.”
 
   “He's alive. I feel his aura when I call out for him. He was in on the lie. He played a part to get you to do their bidding, much like they did to me when Francis was with them.”
 
   Shock covered her features before they darkened again, finding his betrayal the worst of everything. Her left hand was wrapped in silver, so she used her right one to make a claw and was about to jerk it across her throat before Parker caught her wrist, making me fall back from the lack of my stability.  He wrapped another silver band around her right wrist, not letting her harm herself.
 
   “I'm not sure if he's your mate, or if you're even sure of it, but he played you. How long have you thought he was yours?”
 
   Tears streamed down her cheeks but she didn't cry, if that makes sense. She had very little left to keep her going.  Her anger would keep her moving, motivated, until she felt the score was settled. My guess was she wanted to live more now, than she ever had before.
 
   But how had he tricked her into thinking he was her mate? Because if she was his, there's no way he could've acted like that, treated her like that, and even manipulated her like that. Parker was thoughtful to all of my concerns and opinions. I doubt it would be that different with others who are mated.
 
   “A few months. We used to hang out every once in a while but then he came back into town and stayed with me, played me.” Her voice was thick ice, mentally picturing what she was going to do to him once she found him. “He was everything you are to Piper, and I fell for it, even when the mark never showed.”
 
   I unthinkingly moved my hand to cover the name now scrolled across my back. Poor Sam.
 
   She stared into thin air, not really seeing anything until her gaze snapped to Parker's.
 
   “If I do a blood oath not to kill myself, will you let me go with you? I need to be there. I need to kill him myself!”
 
   Boy did Lyle have it coming! He probably thinks he's in the clear.  Wait until Sam and her wraith showed up. Now that, I actually wanted to see.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Parker...” I was going to insist on letting her go, but he stopped me.
 
   “Let me finish.” His words were soft with a twist of his lips, before turning back to Sam. “I don't want your blood oath. I'll let you come with us, get your revenge after we get Francis, but I won't make you promise me anything. You aren't stupid enough to kill yourself. Or selfish. We have something in common, our gullibility, and the same people abused it. But we're strong. You can move on, get a hobby or something. Everyone knows what mine was now.” He cast me a sly grin, making me blush. “But to kill yourself, after I give you the gift of life, would be the biggest slap in my face. So if not for yourself, then think of me before you do something stupid.”
 
   While he spoke he gently lifted the silver off both her wrists with his hand clad in a small black leather glove. Her skin barely, slowly started healing, though not all the way. She must not have fed very much.
 
   “Sorry, but did you say you called for Lyle? Doesn't that mean that he has to come to you?”
 
   Maybe we could go get Francis then come back here and everyone watch, or at least me, Sam get her revenge on her so called ‘mate'.
 
   “It was a different call. I was just probing the air waves to see if I could feel him, and I can. If he's not where we're headed I can call him at another time to keep things less messy for Sam.” He narrowed a good stare at her, holding her attention. “Everyone will be under the instruction to keep him alive, but hostage, if we do come across him. He will be yours for the taking after this is done.”
 
   She stood and nodded. Accepting everything that was just thrown at her.
 
   Parker gave another nod of his head and she disappeared, leaving us alone.
 
   “I need to leave now.” I stood and threw myself at him, not wanting him out of my sight. “I'll be back in a few hours at the most. I promise, Love.” He gave me a gentle squeeze when I still didn't budge. “I can't bring you with me.  It's not safe and I'd be distracted.  And plus I need you to make me a grocery list.”
 
   I finally released him and punched his arm while rolling my eyes.
 
   “I don't want you to go. Can't everyone else and you can stay here with me?  Or better yet, we can go grocery shopping together?” I gave him the same lame excuse he gave me.
 
   “I want to find Francis. Once I have him I'll return here. I’ll be back no later than tomorrow morning.”
 
   Fine. Be logical, I guess. Doesn't mean I have to like it.
 
   “Go. I'll be here when you get back.” He smirked. Like I'd even have a choice what with being on top of a mountain. If I tried to leave I'd have to follow the barely there trail that he calls a road. “With a shopping list.”
 
   Parker picked me up and carried me in his arms, mine wrapped around his neck. He walked while I attacked his mouth, kissing him, silently letting him know how much I'll miss him. He kissed me just as deeply and urgently while walking into the kitchen, then plopped me on the counter with his arms on either side of my legs.
 
   “Be safe. Don't go outside. I'll change the code on my way out and anyone who tries to get in will be caged with silver. There's a video screening in our room now, that you can hit the red button and will show you different angles around the house, inside and out. There's instructions in the closet.”
 
   “What if I need to get out?”
 
   “There's instructions on everything in our closet. I was prepared for anything, and I don't want you to feel like a prisoner or that I'm hiding anything from you.” He kissed me quickly before taking a step back. “I have to go. Brian is here, in Sam's room, listening to us.” His lips twitched, though I wasn't sure why. “Call my cell if you run into trouble. I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   It sounded like I was pouting, and I probably was, but I hated when we were apart. And if the past taught us anything, it was that being apart wasn't good at all. Bad things always happened.
 
   He disappeared and I could hear the slide of the door at the end of the hall before a loud click sounded.
 
   It was now just me and Brian. Two helpless humans who had to sit back and wait while the big bad vampires went off to war. 
 
   What to do, what to do.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY TWO
 
    
 
   Brian and I sat in Parker's closet, or ours as he liked to say. I liked the sound of it too. We were going through all the papers, playing with the cameras outside, zooming in on a mountain lion that had to be at least a mile away. He had cameras that could see every angle of the mountain.  With heat sensors and night vision.
 
   On one of the sheets was a note to me that had the new door code, which Parker must've written before he left.  It was my birthday. My actual eight digit birthday was the passcode to get in. It seemed like a lot of numbers but I guess it was better to be safe than sorry.
 
   “Oh, check this out.” Brian's voice pulled me from my thoughts. “They're totally getting it on.”
 
   On the screen he pulled up and enlarged a view of some campers who were indeed getting it on.
 
   “Stop watching them, it's rude.” He chuckled but clicked a few buttons to change the screen. “By the way, did you and Sam really have sex?”
 
   Maybe it was rude to ask but Sam thought she had her mate, so sex with someone else didn't really seem right to me. Or the fact that she would even want to have sex with someone else.
 
   “Yeah. We did. She told me later it was because she was afraid Parker or Francis would check and her mind altering skills wouldn't have done anything against Parker's.  She made it clear it was all to save her boyfriend.” Wow. Used and then tortured. Poor Brian. “Side note, it was incredible! I was sore after, sure, but holy hell it was amazing!  The best sex I’ve ever had, that’s for sure. She didn't hold back much I'm guessing.”
 
   Alright, so maybe he didn't mind me asking.
 
   “Sorry about all of this.”
 
   “No need.” He cast me his boyish grin, making me smile. “Aside from the torture, this has been the best week of my life. Seriously. I'm sorry if I came on too strong but I can't really be sorry for the after effects. I mean, look at us.” He waved to our surroundings. “We're inside a vampire’s home. We're not on the menu, at least not to be killed. We now have strong friends who will keep us safe from everything. And if we're lucky, I'm not really sure what happens, but maybe we'll get to be like them. Be turned, I mean.”
 
   “You’re right. We are very lucky. And I don't know how, when or if we'll be turned, but we are safe. And our families are safe. That's all that matters at this point. After Francis is back we can figure more things out. But for now, let's figure out what that remote does.”
 
   He chuckled but picked it up. It had more buttons than a space shuttle and looked intriguing.
 
   We spent the next half hour mastering the controller after finding it acted as a sort of universal remote. It turned on and off lights, TV’s, opened and closed doors and shutters over windows, and it even turned on the hot tub. Parker added all the screens after my first night here.
 
   Walking all throughout the cave tunnels we soon learned all that it could do. This was going on my Christmas wish list for sure.
 
   When my phone rang we both bolted back into the bedroom, relaxing once we saw it was my mom calling. At seven in the morning? Holy crap we’d been up a long time. And where’s Parker?
 
   I flopped back onto the bed. Brian took a seat and waited.
 
   “Hi, Mom. How are you?”
 
   We usually talked at least once a week but I hadn't called her in two.  She must just be worried.
 
   “Fine, Fine. How are you? Julie called me and she's worried about you. Says one day you're happy as can be and the next you're borderline suicidal.” That seemed a bit dramatic, coming from Jules. “She says you called in at the last minute and said you were taking vacation all week.  Is everything ok?”
 
   My mom, bless her, wasn't the clingy type. Growing up, my parents were loving, caring and there for me, but we weren't exactly close.  It was no secret they weren't my real parents, though I still called them mom and dad. They never wanted to have children so I kind of felt like a burden, though they would never admit that. They loved me and I loved them. We had the perfect relationship that we both wanted.
 
   “I'm fine, mom. I took a vacation to be with my boyfriend. He's having family problems and I'm helping him with them. Kind of. There's nothing to be worried about.  Promise.”
 
   “Boyfriend?” That's probably the only word she heard. “When did you get a boyfriend?” She sounded utterly shocked.
 
   “A few weeks ago. I was planning on bringing him for dinner on your birthday, if that's alright. It's kind of serious and I'd love for you and dad to meet him.”
 
   “Hells, Bells. I'd love to meet him.” She turned to yell at my dad that I finally got a boyfriend and they'd get to meet him in two weeks. They sounded as excited as Julie had been. Was I that much of a loser? Oh right, yes.  “What do you want us to make? Does he have a favorite food?”
 
   I laughed out loud. Yeah he has a favorite food.  And I'm one hundred percent sure it won't be on the menu.
 
   “I'll bring some steaks, anything else is up to you. No garlic, though. He's allergic.” Not really allergic, but I didn't want to watch him choke it down since he's too polite to refuse. “Let's make it Saturday, instead of Friday. That okay?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   A loud boom had me jolting up just as Brian whirled with inhuman strength. Good. I'm glad he was still strong in case there was danger here now.
 
   “I've got to go mom. Love you both. Bye.”
 
   I didn't wait for a response but hit end and ran to grab the remote.  Brian beat me, quickly looking over all the screens and dismissing ones that didn't have any movement.
 
   “Go back!”
 
   He hit a button and soon clicked on the one I'd noticed and zoomed in. In the kitchen upstairs there was now a thick silver cage encasing someone. A small someone.
 
   “Tiny!”
 
   Grabbing Brian's arm I dragged him up the hallway to the entrance where we hit the key pad to open, then quickly climbed the stairs to find Tiny lying on the ground in the middle of the cage, trying to be as far from the edges as he could.
 
   “What are you doing here? Where's parker?”
 
   “Piper, thank goodness! Wait, what do you mean ‘where's Parker’? Why isn't he here?” He stood and looked around as if I'd set a trap for him deliberately.
 
   “He went with everyone to get Francis. He should be back within an hour or so.”
 
   “Cripes. Blasted fool. I've got Francis! He knew I was going to get him.” A few low curses flew out of his mouth before looking up at me curiously. Mad almost. “Blast, why am I still in this cage? Let me out.”
 
   Before I hit the correct button another thought occurred to me. Francis was safe and I'd call Parker right after we let Tiny out, but first I had a question for him.
 
   I stilled Brian's hand when he reached out to push the release button.
 
   “Parker told me not to trust anyone, so you'll have to answer a question that I know only his closest friends would know.” His chest puffed up, proud to be called a close friend. “What was the accident that happened years ago? The last time he killed a human.”
 
   I waited, trying not to look too anxious.  His lips cracked into what looked to be an admiring smile.
 
   “Dear Piper, since I am one of his closest friends, I know that he does not speak of that.  And that he would be severely cross with me if he found out I was the one who told you.”
 
   He let slip just enough for me to confirm my suspicions.
 
   Walking up to the cage I grasped two bars and knelt on the ground, staring into his eyes as I asked my next question.
 
   “Because it was my parents that were killed?” 
 
   Why else would it be difficult for him to tell me something? Everyone who knew wouldn't tell me anything.
 
    The look on his face for a split second answered me completely. Brian gasped loudly but remained still by my side. 
 
   I was right.
 
   I had a split second feeling of euphoria before the pain took over.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I stood and gestured for Brian to go ahead and hit the button. The cage shot up into the ceiling and down into the ground.  Tiny visibly shook off the effects of the silver before taking my hand in his.
 
   “It truly was an accident. Parker is a good man.” I swallowed and nodded. I knew both of those statements were true. “Besides, it's not like you had a bad childhood after that, right?”
 
   No, of course not. My parents loved me, always.  I got in trouble when I was bad, they showered me when I was good. They were given more raises at work than anyone ....
 
   “Parker made sure of it.”
 
   I wasn't mad, though now it truly donned on me just HOW long he'd been watching me. I'd been three months old when my real parents died. I think it'd be safe to say he's been watching me since I was a baby. Which was kind of sick, if you think about it.
 
   He's watched me since I was a baby, drooling and pooping.  Through my gross teen and pre-teen years with the acne, braces and horrible fashion sense. Through my lame attempt at boyfriends and dating. How on earth could he be attracted to me through all that? And why?
 
   Yes, I know I'm his mate, or whatever, but he never would've taken a second look or even been around if he hadn't been the one to cause my parent's car accident. He felt horrible about it. That's why he had an interest in my life.
 
   A million emotions were running through my veins as I watched Tiny walk back out to the car he'd apparently driven here. There’d be time for my questions and internal bashing later. 
 
   I followed, ran to catch up as I remembered him saying he had Francis, then skidded to a stop when he opened the back door and revealed a very boney Francis with a young girl sitting up straight looking out at nothing. Mind fucked.
 
   “Francis!”
 
   I ran to him and tried to help him out of the car, but how, without breaking him?
 
   “He's too weak to drink and I couldn't make the girl do anything while I was driving like crazy to get here, but we have Brian and we can cut open his arm and drain it into...”
 
   “No.” I cut him off. No more using my friends. “He can drink from me.” Tiny stepped in front of me but I simply walked around him and took the knife out of his hand. “Get the girl out of the car.”
 
   I got in the front passenger seat and looked back at Francis who laid with his feet still bent from propping them against the car door when it was there. Most of his skin had withered away, his bottom lip gone and his head completely bald.
 
   “Francis...” Without much thought I dug the knife into my wrist, winced at the intense pain, and helped it pour into his open mouth, then used my other hand to work his throat, making sure it went down. “You're going to live. We need to get Parker and then the three of us are going to have a long, very overdue talk.”
 
   I'm pretty sure he chuckled, but it sounded more like a gag.  Already his skin was growing back. After a few minutes and a couple more cuts later, that hurt like hell, his fangs shot out. Thank God.
 
   Francis had enough strength to sit up though his fingers were still all bone.
 
   He grabbed the girl and sank his teeth into her arm as I sank against the back of my seat.
 
   Tiny bit into his own arm and held it out for me. If I didn't feel so sick, I would've turned it down, but I needed the blood.
 
   I only took two mouthfuls, real mouthfuls, before I stopped. He offered more but I shook my head. His blood was tart, tangy kind of. I still liked Parker's the best. His tasted rich, with a hint of a cinnamon. That sounds impossible, I know.
 
   Francis finished with the girl and sat back, seeming tired from it all.
 
   Two figures appeared behind Brian and I instinctively got up to protect him.  He turned and I recognized them as Gunner and Tommy almost instantly.
 
   “Were you with Parker?” 
 
   I hadn't seen them earlier but it doesn't mean they weren’t here.
 
   “No, we've been here, keeping watch. Do you really think Parker would just leave with no one here to protect you?”
 
   “Yeah, whatever, question my sanity later. Francis needs more blood and this girl needs to go back to wherever she came from before someone realizes she's missing.”
 
   Tommy nodded and gently took the girl away, whispering to her that she was safe.
 
   “I need to call Parker and let him know Francis is here...”
 
   “I tried, he isn't answering.”
 
   Shit. Gunner looked worried too.
 
   “I'm leaving them in your hands, Gunner.” Tiny disappeared before a reply could be made, hopefully going straight to Parker.
 
   “Brian, let Francis feed off you.” 
 
   He obeyed as if his life depended on it. I might've spoken harshly but I wanted to get to Parker, and fast!
 
   “Gunner, I'm going to ask you to stay here and take care of Brian but I need some of your blood, along with Francis', since I'm going to make him take me to where Parker is.”
 
   Gunner was in front of me with his wrist extended in a heartbeat. I bit into it too harshly, but it took quite a bit of strength just to break into their hard skin. I sucked as if my life depended on it, or Parker's rather, swallowing a good five times before I released him.  Without the knowledge that Parker might be in trouble, I would’ve gagged on the substance in my mouth. Gross!
 
   Already my senses were on high alert. I could hear the rustle of tree leaves from a mile away and the smell of Brian's lust, though he was being fed on from Francis. 
 
   Eww.
 
   I inhaled and almost fell over with my overwhelmed senses. No time to analyze everything.  I have a mate to get back, if he was even in danger. I hoped not.
 
   Francis released Brian and Gunner let him take a few sips of blood to remain conscious as I bit into Francis, taking another good four pulls from him before I felt invincible.
 
   He pulled me off him, holding me steady as I adapted to the whole new world in front of me. Colors brighter than I’ve ever imagined, smells stronger and evident on every level. I could smell lust? That’s just weird. This was amazing. Simply amazing.
 
   “Let's go. Are you well enough?”
 
   “Better than ever. Thank you. I'll thank Tiny later for his death defying driving, but he did get me out of there so I guess it evens out.”
 
   “You looked horrible, no offense, but look at you now! Your hair is back, your skin is everywhere and you have lips again!” He rolled his eyes. “Yeah!”
 
   “Into looks are you? Good thing Parker's not a sore for the eyes.”
 
   “Oh, please. I'm not into him just for his looks.” I pulled down the collar of my black shirt and showed him the mark. “See.”
 
   “Very nice, darling,” he drawled in an awestruck tone. “We really should get a move on things. I've got payback on the mind and I know they had traps setup in case anyone came to my rescue. It's a damn good thing Tiny's very near undetectable or I'd still be in that hell hole.”
 
   “Right. Let's go.” 
 
   I wrapped myself around him and waited for him to take off, but he didn't.
 
   “You smell different. You’re determined, yes, but something's new.”
 
   He was wary of me?
 
   “She knows,” Gunner spoke, making me quirk my head to the side in confusion.
 
   “Oh, and you're fine?” Francis spoke to me and it took only a few more seconds for me to get it.
 
   “Oh! Yes. I know Parker accidently killed my real parents. Am I fine? No. I never knew the people and I've only ever heard bad things about them. I'm sorry that they died, but it wasn't Parker's fault. I want to find him and tell him that so he doesn't keep punishing himself over it.”
 
   I clung to Francis again and this time he took off, surprising me. I thought he'd ask more questions, waste more time, but he didn't.
 
   We flew faster than ever.  This time I didn't feel the cold and my eyes didn't sting. My whole body had improved and I wanted to take advantage of every second. What if I depleted my power faster because my adrenaline was so high? My nerve endings were on fire, too anxious to get to Parker.
 
   “You keep on surprising me.” Francis gave a low chuckle.
 
   He spoke at a normal level but I could hear him just fine while we soared through the air.
 
   “How so?” 
 
   I was so relieved to see him smiling and laughing again, where minutes ago he'd been a crumpled mess of bone and tattered clothes.
 
   “You're so calm and level headed. Your scent only minutely changed before turning back to determination. You really have forgiven Parker, haven't you?”
 
   “Yes.” There was nothing to forgive, really, especially since it was an accident. “Was he running across the road or something when they drove by?”
 
   “He was chasing me, was on my heels really, so I stopped in the middle of the road and waited for him since I heard the car coming. He didn't hear it until it was too late, and then I escaped. The car nicked him then careened into a tree. I'm sorry to say that I could smell the alcohol on them from a mile away, so if we'd been there or not, they were sure tempting fate.”
 
   “It's not your fault either.” He didn't look at me. “Men.” I blew out an exasperated sigh then stilled in his arms when I felt a rush of energy pass by us. “Did you feel that?”
 
   “Yes. It was Lyle. If you weren't with me I'd turn back and go get him since he did most of my torturing.”
 
   Oh, hell no! He is NOT getting away.
 
    I rotated in his arms, awkwardly, until I was now flush against his back, my boobs squished as I held on tight.
 
   “Go get him! He tricked Sam and he's responsible for most of everything bad that's happened recently.”
 
   No questions asked, he changed directions. I stayed silent, hardly breathing as we closed in on the now almost visible figure flying a quarter mile ahead of us. With the vampire blood running through my veins I could see the black aura surrounding his form, whereas humans would see nothing. Francis turned his head and held a finger to his lips. I rolled my eyes. Like I didn't know we were trying to be stealth here.
 
   The man was slowing, getting more relaxed, which was just fine with me. The better to take him off guard. We were low enough to the ground now, I'm pretty sure he was planning on landing.
 
   We swooshed under tree limbs and darted around bushes before we were finally close enough to him.
 
   Blame it on a woman's wraith, I don't care, maybe I acted irrationally but like I said, I was past caring. I lunged for him. Jumping off Francis' back I grasped onto the very surprised back of Lyle, who then went tumbling to the ground, with me.
 
   A tangle of fists and teeth and legs landed in a mess as we finally stopped rolling when his back hit a tree hard enough to break it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY THREE
 
    
 
   I'm not sure how old this vampire was but he was strong enough to fly, which meant I was fighting with a very strong vampire.
 
   Yeah me!
 
   I had a split second's thought of regret after lunging for him, but after finding our strength to be almost equal, I fought even harder to prove he couldn't best me.
 
   When he was finally pinned underneath me, my shirt was ripped to pieces and his right ear was slowly regenerating after I’d ripped it from his head.
 
   Take that!
 
   “Well done, Piper!” Francis clapped his hands together on a bark of laughter before addressing Lyle. I'm glad he let me do this. He’d been surprised, no doubt, but he obviously thought I'd win. “Lyle. It's a pleasure to see you again.”
 
   “You filthy Fang!” Was that supposed to be an insult? “How you escaped is beyond me, but I do know they were closing in on your brother. If you leave now, you might be able to free him in time, if not...”
 
   The asshole let it dangle. Was he bluffing? I couldn't tell, though I sure as shit wanted him to be.
 
   My wraith, again, got the best of me. I released my grip from one of his arms and ripped his healing ear off again. He howled in pain for a second before I had him back in my death grip and he was glaring at me with hatred.
 
   “I like it rough, sweetie, do it again.” He rotated his hips to collide with mine, infuriating me more.
 
   Francis had him up by the throat before his hips finished the full rotation.  I yelled out, not wanting him to kill him yet, like he was about to do.
 
   “Wait!” Francis stilled. “Sam! Sam gets to kill him. She only did all this because of him. You were tortured by him so I say you get to share the killing, but still, wait for Sam.”
 
   He knew I was right, though time was of the essence here.
 
   “Let me drink from you once more, then I can hold him here and you can send someone back. Go get Parker.” That seemed the only logical way to do things.
 
   “I'm not leaving you here with him!” He'll rape and kill you before you can even blink.
 
   Whoa! What was that? Did I just hear his thoughts?
 
   His head turned to give me a questioning glance.
 
   “Can you hear me?” I directed my thoughts to him, watched him nod then took a step back to gain my bearings. That is so cool! “He won't rape me if I still have my strength. You can have someone here in five minutes. Your blood should last a few hours, right?”
 
   “Doesn't mean I feel right about leaving you here with him. And the answer is no. It's not happening!”
 
   Stubborn fool.
 
   Someone was coming. I braced in attack form. Francis' lips twitched as he took me in. Apparently he knew who it was since he didn't seem tense.
 
   Sam landed a few feet from me with an evil smirk as she eyed our captive.
 
   “Thanks for going after him. I was following him until I saw you change direction, then went and made sure Parker was fine.” She looked at me with an excited, friendly smile. “He is. Everyone is fine and he should be here any minute if he senses you.  If not he'll go home for you.  You might want to be there so he doesn't go insane.” Her evil smile came back when she stepped around me. “You, Lyle, are going to have a lot of fun with Francis and I for the next few years. Months if you're lucky.”
 
   “Let's drag him back. You carry Piper.”
 
   “Thanks for talking Francis into waiting. And I'm sorry. About everything.”
 
   So not the time for apologies.
 
   “You're forgiven. As long as you don't do anything like this again.” She looked on the verge of tears. Did my forgiveness really mean that much to her? “I'm sorry for calling you all those nasty names a few nights ago.”
 
   She scoffed and rolled her eyes.
 
   “It's the least that I deserved. I want you to know, if they would've tried to do anything to you, I would've stopped them. I was on a mission and all, but I wouldn't have let them hurt you, or touch you.”
 
   “Good to know.” I offered her my most sincere smile, then looked back at Francis and spoke into his head. “No, this is not going to turn into a porn.”
 
   He laughed and shook his head, clearly amused.
 
   “Did you just have one of those mind talks with him?” Sam looked confused.
 
   “Yeah. I think his blood makes it work.”
 
   It would be a blast if it worked with Parker's. The naughty things we could say to each other, describe to each other. I wonder if it'll work when I see him now? I could...
 
   “Enough!”
 
   Oops. Had I been talking in Francis' head? I smiled innocently and turned to Sam.
 
   She took me in her arms and started off. I could feel Francis close behind.
 
   Everyone was alive. Parker and Francis would be reunited and Koopa…well, let’s hope he stays away. Who else was involved and would they leave us alone now? 
 
   Hopefully.
 
   **********
 
                  We landed in Parker's 'front yard' to find Gunner and Brian playing cards on the front porch. They both jumped up, game forgotten, when they saw us.
 
   “What happened? Where's Parker?” It was Brian who asked, though it was Gunner who paled. Worried.
 
   “Go get some silver from below, Brian.” 
 
   He didn't have to.  Apparently he had some in his pockets, ready.
 
   I grabbed the chain, wrapping it around Lyle's throat so Francis didn’t have to hold him. He went down to his knees from the pain, then laid on his side with his eyes shut.  Probably praying he'd die from that instead of what he knew was in store for him.
 
   “So, what happened?”
 
   Sam took over, slowly inching everyone back from me, I noticed.  Francis did the same. Did I smell?
 
   “Parker will be here in a minute. Everyone on our side is alive and well. Lyle here is the reason for all the recent chaos and he's going to be my prisoner for a while, until I tire of him.” She craned her neck to look at Francis. “Our prisoner, if you'd like.”
 
   “Oh, I'd like. My current prisoner is more than likely dead now that I haven't been home to feed him, so I have plenty of space if you need a storage bin. I promise to leave him in there unless you're there.”
 
   “Don't promise that!  I want him tortured while I'm off having fun somewhere! It'll make me feel better.”
 
   Lyle groaned on the ground while keeping his eyes closed.
 
   “If you...” Now Sam very visibly took a step back from me, pulling Brian with her. Gunner took a few and Francis was practically in the tree line. “What the hell?”
 
   Sam's lips twitched and was about to explain before my eyes narrowed in on an enclosing figure in the sky.  It crashed into me with a gentle force. We rolled on the ground a few times, his arms protectively making a cage around me so I was barely jostled before his lips were on mine.
 
   It was a welcomed kiss, his arms still wrapped around me when he floated us to a standing position.
 
   “Get a room.” 
 
   Francis' voice floated into my mind. Parker pulled back and responded, not knowing I heard it too.
 
   “She's too beautiful to keep my hands to myself. It only bothers you because you're jealous. Don't worry, brother.  We'll find yours one day, then I can say annoying things to you that you won't listen to or care about. I doubt she'll be as thoughtful, caring, loving, brave and amazing as my Piper, but she'll do.”
 
   I'd been staring at him, him staring back into my eyes when he silently spoke to Francis, and couldn't help the smile that met my lips hearing all these lovely, teasing words.  
 
   “Yeah, mine will probably be a hunchback with no teeth, right?”
 
    I burst out laughing the same time Parker did, confusing him.
 
   “Is this what you two usually talk about?”  I willed all my strength into getting them to hear my thoughts, and the strain probably showed on my face because they chuckled once more.
 
   “Enough!” Sam's voice was loud and clear as she threw her hands up. “It's been hell having the two of them do the whole secret talking thing, but you too? Please don't leave me by myself, Piper.”
 
   “I'm not going anywhere.”
 
   “Yeah, but when you become a vampire I'll be left out since you can clearly hear their thoughts too. Maybe it's because you’re mated to one, I don't care, but you three will just sit there talking in your heads, probably shit about me, and I'll be left out!”
 
   “Did I ever tell you about the time Sam thought she was in love and almost got us all killed?”
 
   Francis made us both laugh out loud again before I smiled at Sam.
 
   “Don't worry Sam, it's not that exciting. I'm just happy to finally not be the weakest link.” I looked pointedly at Brian. “Sorry.” He shrugged when I continued. “And it'll wear out of my system shortly and I'll be just as lame as you.” Sam’s lips cracked into a smile.
 
   I'm glad she's acting like her old self again. Now we wouldn't have to be on suicide watch. Thankfully. I had a lot of other plans for the near future and none of them entailed babysitting.
 
   “About you making her a vampire...” Brian spoke so softly I wouldn't have been able to hear him if I didn't have vampire blood in me.
 
   We all slowly walked until we were forming a circle again.  This time no one backed away from me. I was glad to learn it was because Parker was flying at me with enough force to demolish a building on impact, instead of because I smelled.
 
   “That'll happen when she's ready. As for you, which is what you're really interested in, not until you're ready and you've thought everything through. You won't be able to see your family and either Francis or I will be your maker, so you'll have to answer to us. You won't be a slave but if we command something, you'll have to do it.  We'll have to teach you how to live and how to live with no one knowing. Gunner here is the last person I changed so you can talk to him about it, if he's willing.”
 
   “I talked to him about it a bit while you were gone.”
 
   “I'm talking no one in your family. Not your nieces, not your mum, not even your grandmother that you visit every weekend. They have very few men in their lives and I'm not going to let you make a rash decision.”
 
   Parker was clearly warning the both of us, though he only looked at Brian.  If he thought he was going to talk me out of wanting to be with him, he was surely mistaken.
 
   “Like they need men in their lives.” Sam decided to impart her wisdom now. “You know we can always watch over them, or he can, if he keeps his distance enough. It's not like we'll let your family be hurt after you're turned, but yes, that is something you'll have to think about.”
 
   Brian shuffled his feet and scattered a few pebbles. Was he embarrassed? Was that the smell coming from him? Weird that feelings had a smell.
 
   “He doesn't need to turn into one anytime soon. But he should be brought home since he was probably taken and hasn't contacted anyone.” 
 
   Brian eyed me graciously.
 
   “Actually I contacted them when you were gone. I told them I was taking an impromptu vacation this week. All is well for a while.”
 
   “Right. Well, then in that case. Leave. I want to talk to Francis and Parker alone. Sorry, but it's really important.”
 
   Sam looked ready to argue before I added that.
 
   “What did you do?” I heard Parker ask Francis before he remembered I could hear it too, looking down at me with a grin that told me he knew he was caught.
 
   “Nothing. And neither did you.”
 
   Sam blew out an exasperated sigh, especially since she didn't need to breathe at all.
 
   “Alright.  I'll take Brian home and then drop Gunner off with some friends, but then I'm coming back! We still have a lot to talk about, and I'd like to get the torture started today.”
 
   “Meet back at my place then. I'm sure Piper will have no use of me in about five minutes.”
 
   I nodded to confirm.
 
   Sam grabbed onto Brian and Gunner.  Then with one last kick to Lyle's face she disappeared into the growing light sky. 
 
   I guess Gunner still couldn't fly. 
 
   I wonder how old you have to be to fly.
 
   “Around a hundred usually. Seventy is the least that I've ever heard of.  Strong minded one, that one. But Gunner's only around ten in undead years, so he's got awhile.” I guess I spoke out loud, or broadcasted my thoughts. Oops. Francis kicked Lyle's back as if an afterthought before turning back to face us. “Now, let's get this over with.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. Don't try and take control of my intervention.
 
   “I know about the accident.” I spoke slowly and clearly as I stared into Parker's eyes. They turned cold black the second the words left my mouth. “You don't have to say anything, and please don't apologize. It was an accident. Accidents happen and once I heard the details it was definitely that. But it was their fault.  Not yours and not yours.” They both stared at me, not saying a word. “They were drug dealers and let's just say I'm lucky I came out without any birth defects. Long story short, they weren't cut out to be good parents, or parents at all.  Not that that justifies them being dead, but that wasn't your fault either. They were drinking and driving.  Who knows if they even saw you before they hit that tree.”
 
   I looked into both their eyes but saw nothing. No emotion, no response.
 
   “Say something!”
 
   Parker blinked and looked at Francis. Were they having a private conversation? I couldn't hear anything.
 
   “You're a lucky man, Parker. I love your mate and will be here whenever you need me, but for now, I'm taking off. You two love birds have fun. Love you brother.” 
 
   With that he was gone, taking Lyle with him.
 
   “I...you...I mean, you're alright? And who told you?”
 
   “No one. I figured it out on my own and then had it verified.” I pulled him close to me, craning my neck to look up at him. His thick arms encircled me, holding me tight against his solid body. I never wanted to part from him. “No more moping around about a night that was bound to happen anyways. I had a great childhood because you were there, always there. It's kind of chilling finding out just how long you were watching over me, and I'm done thinking that you're with me because you feel bad about that night.  But we're here. Us. Together. Forever.”
 
   Something to the effect of a growl escaped him before we were swirling in a circle, me locked tight against him.
 
   “I love you, Piper. Never for a second doubt that, or think I'm with you because I feel bad.  Because that's far from the truth. I feel bad that your parents were killed that night, whether it was my fault or not, but I'm also thankful for that night. It brought me to you. As soon as I knew they were dead I looked through their wallets to find their address so I could learn the extent of the loss I'd just...the loss that occurred.  And when I opened your mum's purse there were a handful of pictures of you. A swaddled little baby, innocent, and without parents. I tracked you down that very night and found you with their friends.  Only friends if I'm not mistaken. I watched you sleep and made up my mind that I'd make sure you'd have a good life.
 
   “I came back and checked on you once a year. Made sure things were good with you, made sure you were being treated right. It wasn't until you were sixteen that I realized just how much I loved you. I loved everything about you. I started staying for months at a time, telling myself it was for your protection.  And then I got that call about Gunner and decided I'd see if you could feel the same way about me. Silly, of course, since you were just a pup, but my curiosity led me to infiltrate the school so I could be near you when you knew. That first day, the first time you saw me, I'll never forget.”
 
   I inhaled on a gasp while listening to him tell me his side of us meeting; him being in my life.
 
   “Your heart rate sped up so much when I introduced myself on that play set. It was music to my ears. You blushed so cute and started fidgeting. If I hadn't already known your name I wouldn't have caught it when you mumbled it. It took all of my will power to not drag you out of there. But I didn’t.  I let you grow up having a normal life.”
 
   Parker kissed me, or I kissed him.  I wasn't sure since I was only concentrating on the feel of his lips stroking mine.
 
   “You have the kindest soul I've ever known. I'll never hurt you. I promise. Be mine. Stay with me.”
 
   Was he still talking? I was dizzy from our kiss and lack of oxygen. His lips left mine and trailed down my throat after nipping at my lobe.
 
   “Yes. To everything. On one condition...” His head popped up with a questioning brow.
 
   Before I could respond he gripped me and brought me back inside, down to our bedroom where my phone was ringing. It was Julie.
 
   “Hey, Julie. I promise I'm fine.  Please don't call my mom and scare her.”
 
   “Piper?” It was Bruce's voice that stopped my rambling.
 
   “Bruce? What's wrong? Where's Julie?” 
 
   Holy hell. Could nothing go right?
 
   “She's fine, well she's doing ok. We're at the hospital. She asked me to call you and tell you she's in labor.” I gasped and Parker already had us up and out of his house heading to the hospital. “She's fine, a couple weeks early, but the Doctor says everything should be fine. Piper? Can you hear me? All I can hear is static.” He told me she was fine, but his voice was strained, worried.
 
   I shut the phone and wrapped my arms around Parker's neck as he propelled us closer to my friend.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY FOUR
 
    
 
   We landed on the roof of the hospital and Parker ripped open the door since it had been locked. No alarms sounded, thankfully, and he quickly brought me to the right level and then out to the waiting area since I didn't want to scare Julie by going into her delivery room. Giving birth was painful enough, or so I’ve heard.  I didn't need to make it more stressful.
 
   “Julie and Bruce Teller, are they still in the delivery room or can she have visitors?” 
 
   The nurse checked her charts and looked back at me, but not before she eye fucked my boyfriend. Did no one have a sense, or was he just that good looking that people lost all of it?
 
   “She's being moved as we speak. I'll go let the father know you're here.”
 
   The twit swayed her hips as if to entice Parker to follow her, even looked over her shoulder with a smirk.
 
   “Calm down.” Parker chuckled and dipped me backwards with a kiss Twit could see, and probably feel what with how inappropriate this was in the waiting room of a hospital. “I act calm when men leer at you, since I know I have no competition, right? I mean we have branded one another.”
 
   Damn, his smile was so sexy. And did he always have to be so level-headed?
 
   “Sorry. I couldn't hear her thoughts but I didn't have to.  She had it written all over her face and I wanted to gauge her eyes out.”
 
   He chuckled again then straightened us when the nurse came back around the corner, more glum than she'd been before.
 
   I guess I could allow her to look at him, as long as I'm the one that gets to touch him.
 
   “Down the hall and third door on the right. We usually don't allow visitors with the mom this soon after birth, but they insisted on letting you both in.” She again gave me a once over then took her time with every crook and nanny of Parker's heavenly body.
 
   Act calm, act calm.
 
   “Thank you,” Parker answered before grabbing my arm and whisking me off my feet, carrying me the length of the hallway and not setting me down until we were outside Julie's door. “You sure are protective of me.” He winked as I blushed.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Don't be sorry. It's nice to know you don't want to share me. I don't want to share you, that's for sure.”
 
   Yeah, but he gets attention, I don't. I'll have to fight off a lot more than he will. As if reading my mind he rolled his eyes. Was I still speaking into his head?
 
   “There was a man sitting in the corner with a gray shirt and black cap. I heard him talking on the phone that his wife just had a baby and he was waiting for someone to show up before he went back to her. The entire time we were in there he was staring at your ass, and then your boobs when I turned you around. The lust coming off him would've had me killing him, if I didn't keep reminding myself that he just became responsible for another beings life.”
 
   He would kill someone just for looking at me? Aww, he said the sweetest things. Romantic things. His nostrils flared as a new emotion emitted from me.
 
   “There's a closet...”
 
   “Piper!”
 
   Julie's door opened and Bruce ushered us both in. Parker shook his hand and congratulated him while I ran over to Julie's side.
 
   “How are you honey? Everything went ok I presume?”
 
   “Yes, yes. I'm fine. Baby's fine. Leela's fine too.” She pointed in the corner of the room where she was fast asleep, rolled up in a ball on a small chair, sucking her thumb. She was adorable. The baby was now in Bruce's arms, showing off to Parker. “How are you? I'm happy to see you back with Parker, or still with, I'm not really sure what happened. But give me the details!”
 
   This woman just pushed a human being out of her vagina and she wants to talk about my relationship? Amazing.
 
   “I couldn't be better. Happier than ever. What sex is the baby? What about a name?”
 
   Bruce handed the baby off to a very shocked Parker, then snickered when a very small hand came up and wrapped its fingers around Parker's large index finger. So cute!
 
   Parker relaxed immediately and even smiled over at me.
 
   “It's a boy. His name is, well sorry, but we named him Parker. And yes it's after your man here. I read a lot of books and they all say that the name you are given shapes your entire life. Parker is a good man and I think it works.”
 
   “Me too. But I don't think we're naming him after anyone. I just liked the name. Sorry, man.”
 
   Parker shrugged before handing the baby off to Julie, then came around the bed and wrapped his arms around me from behind.
 
   “Either way I think it's a fine name.” Parker's breath tickled my scalp.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “I'm glad you don't mind cause I wouldn't have changed it if you did.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes when she giggled.
 
   “So what have you been doing on your vacation, besides not answering your phone?” She smiled and cooed her baby.
 
   I tilted my head back and looked up at Parker with a grin. What had we been doing? Oh not much. Fighting, killing, biting, bleeding. Nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   “We've been enjoying a relaxing time at his cottage in the mountains. It's been wonderful.”
 
   Bruce and Julie smiled back at us. Look at us. Two happy couples. Things were perfect. Knock on wood.
 
    
 
    Two weeks later…….
 
   “We're almost there. It's two houses down on the right.”
 
   I was so excited I about peed my pants. We were heading to my parents’ house for dinner and I couldn't wait for them to meet.
 
   “I know where they live. They've lived in the same house for over thirty years.”
 
   Right. I'd forgotten he's been here many times. All without me knowing, but still, he knew what house I grew up in.
 
   “Mmm, smells delicious. I told them no garlic so you wouldn't have to politely refuse.  But I dropped off the steaks earlier this week and I'm pretty sure that's garlic that I smell.”
 
   Parker chuckled as he put the car in park and looked over at me. I fiddled with the pearls around my neck. 
 
   “Yes, that's garlic. Doesn't matter. I can eat it. It does smell good. I still can't believe this is the only thing you want in order for me to 'not mope anymore'.”
 
   My one condition for us to be together had been that he come have dinner with my parents. A sort of meet and greet. And I wanted to have super senses, which meant I had to drink his blood. Which meant we could have silent conversations together.  
 
   I smiled wickedly at him before he got out and opened my door for me. The only car I own has been in storage for a couple years since I usually take a cab or the shuttle throughout town, so tonight he'd picked me up in his. Or one of his I should say.
 
   A sleek black Maserati. That should blend in.
 
   Koopa had escaped with the help of a very powerful witch that owed him a favor. I’d learned that just before the war broke out two weeks ago, the Council showed up. Koopa just about had a heart attack (if possible) as they demanded everyone go their separate ways unharmed. There wasn’t necessarily a truce but even Koopa wasn’t dumb enough to tempt the wraith of the Council. Parker suspects it’ll be a long while before Koopa comes up with his next plan of attack. Years if not decades. 
 
   Francis, however reluctant to be proven a good man, has been hand selected to be the Council’s Runner. Which meant that he’d be doing small favors and grunt work for ‘The Man’ as he called them. Parker told him not to complain, especially since he’d be getting paid handsomely for his time whether he was working or not. The Council must’ve seen the same potential in him as Koopa had. I’m just thankful that it was now going to be used for good. At least I think so. 
 
   “Thanks again for doing this for me.”
 
   “Yes, well, tempt me enough with your thoughts tonight and we'll see just how weak I am when it comes to you. I'll have you bent over the table before you can stop me. Then I'll have to remove your parents’ memories. That's not what you want.”
 
   He was all talk. We'd practiced the last few days, me drinking his blood and us projecting our thoughts to one another. As long as Francis isn't within a half mile radius, he can't over hear.  Which was good since most of our thoughts were X rated.
 
   “I'll be on my best behavior.”
 
   He grabbed my arm and wrapped one around my waist as we made the small trek across the lawn to the front door.
 
   “After I tell you just how sexy you look in those jeans and the bulge in your pants makes me think of anything but having dinner with my parents.”
 
   The front door opened before we could knock, or before Parker could reply, and my mom and dad came out, excitement emanating from them both.
 
   “Hi, mom. Dad. This is Parker.”
 
   My mom wrapped him in a hug but my dad settled for a firm handshake.
 
   “You're chilly, son. Come on in and let's get you both warmed up.”
 
   “Just a minute. There's something I need to ask your daughter.”
 
   What? My dad just nodded and took a step back before he wrapped his arm around my mom's shoulders lovingly.
 
   “Parker?”
 
   He flashed his devilish smile, letting me know he was definitely up to something before the smell hit me. He'd restrained from having any emotions in the car, not wanting me to smell anything.  Now they were starting to seep into my nerves. He was nervous. And Love. I could feel his love.
 
   I gaped when he slowly slid a little black velvet black box from his pocket, then stilled when he went down on one knee.
 
   “I love you, Piper. For a long time, now. I want to hold you close every night. I want be with you always. I want to wake up to you drooling a cute little drool in our bed every morning.” I want to ravish your body with every ounce of my love every day. “I want to make you the happiest woman on earth. I've asked your Dad for permission but your answer is all I need to make me the happiest man on Earth. Will you marry me?”
 
   My mom gasped and looked at my dad who just nodded to confirm Parker had indeed come earlier this week to ask his permission.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   I didn't have to think about it. Parker was mine. We'd be together always and he already made me the happiest woman on Earth. Duh. There was only one answer.
 
   Parker opened the box and exposed a healthy sized diamond that he knew we'd be arguing about by the look on my face, before he slipped it over my finger and smiled.
 
   He kissed my knuckles then stood and kissed my lips. My mom threw her arms around the both of us.
 
   “I'm so happy for you both! I was wondering why your dad was acting all twitchy before. He was more excited than when he watches his Super Bowl.”
 
   I laughed and kissed Parker once more before following my parents into their house.
 
   “You are SO getting laid tonight!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    “Parker, come look at this!” I called from his cottage kitchen in the mountains.
 
   Parker and Francis both joined me where I’d been reading the Newspaper at the table with my coffee, forty five minutes before I had to be at work. 
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   Parker was by my side in an instant, a hand on my shoulder.
 
   I pointed to an ad in the personals and waited for them to both read it.
 
   “Browsing the personals already?” Francis teased before moving out of hitting range when my hand came up to playfully slap his arm.
 
   “No, but I’m sure you’ll be interested once you see this.”
 
   Parker had finished reading already and handed it to Francis before kissing me senseless. This man could make me forget anything and I didn’t care that Francis could hear me moaning, or even see us. 
 
   “Ha!” A bark of laughter escaped Francis before his phone started ringing and a frown replaced his smile. “Yes.” 
 
   I turned my attention back to Parker, leaving Francis to his conversation.
 
   “Have you picked a day yet?” Parker asked, referring to our wedding. “It can be anywhere and any day, but I’d like to make it this year if that’s alright with you.”
 
   “It can be tomorrow if you’d just agree to elope with me. I don’t need a big wedding.” 
 
   “I know you don’t need a big wedding. Your parents and our close friends are enough for me. But I’m going to make this day special for you. We’re not eloping.”
 
   Stubborn man. I smiled before kissing him again. I’ll never tire of his thoughtfulness. 
 
   “Fine. How about in August we go to Mexico with our closest friends and family? It will be a vacation and Wedding in one.”
 
   “August it is!” He squeezed me tight, excited. “Sam can help you plan anything that you know I’ll be useless with. Here’s a credit card with your name on it. Don’t worry about the costs. Buy everyone’s tickets and anything we’ll need.”
 
   I gaped at the card he handed to me. He’s giving me a credit card?
 
   “I don’t need…”
 
   “Holy hell!” Francis interrupted while shutting his phone. “Guess what that was about? Yep, that damned personal add. The Council never lets me rest!” He could complain but I knew how much he actually enjoyed his new found job. Being a Runner for the Council put some purpose back in his life. “Well, I’m off. Do you need me to drop you off at work today?”
 
   “I’ll take her,” Parker insisted. 
 
   “Right then. See you both later. I’ll buy my own ticket to Mexico, just let me know the exact dates.” 
 
   Francis left after letting me know he’d heard our plans for the wedding. I took my now empty mug and placed it in the sink before turning back to Parker. The love of my life.
 
   “I’m ready whenever you are.”
 
   “I’ll be ready in a minute. Be right back.”
 
   He left the room as I picked the paper back up. Whoever wrote this ad must be really stupid, or just naïve. I shook my head in amazement again while reading:  
 
   WANTED: A hot stud of a vampire with enough stamina for two gorgeous women in heat. Must have a large penis and a car. If interested please contact Kelly at…
 
   What had been going through this girls mind when she submitted this? And how did the newspaper not catch this before it went to print?
 
   “Ready?” Parker asked while leaning casually against the doorjamb. He looked so sexy in his khaki shorts and plain white tee. I had half a mind to call in sick again, or at least to show up late. “Now, now. We won’t get very far if you continue to look at me that way.”
 
   I smiled before joining him in the doorway.
 
   “Then we better take off now.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Did you enjoy my book? 
 
   Or would you like to alert people of how much you disliked it??
 
   Either way, please write me a review on Amazon so that others may enjoy it also.
 
   Thank you!
 
    
 
   http://www.amazon.com/dp/B008EA0RP6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Check out my other series by going to Amazon and typing in my name: Kiahana
 
    
 
   Mark of Promise~ Revenge
 
   Mark of Promise~ Reawakening
 
   Closure~ Mark of promise spin-off
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WORTH THE WAIT
 
   Francis and Kelly
 
   Coming soon……………
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