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  Erica Harper is a human trapped in an abusive marriage with a rogue vampire. Trusting the only friend she has, she runs to him to escape the wrath of her husband. Unbeknownst to her, she runs straight into the arms of another vampire.


  Kevin O’Rourke is the leader of the VCTF (Vampire Crime Task Force) and a prominent figure within the vampire society. When he discovers his true mate is being abused by a rogue vampire, he must protect her and convince her that they are meant to be together.


  As Erica begins to heal both emotionally and physically, she realizes that not all vampires are evil creatures. It is during this time that it is discovered she holds a few secrets of her own. But will that be enough to overcome her fear? Can she let go of her past long enough to embrace her future within a society of vampires?


  Genre: Contemporary, Paranormal, Vampires/Werewolves


  Length: 121,024 words


  VAMPIRES AMONG US


  


  Vampires Among Us 1


  


  


  


  


  


  Alice Brown


  


  


  


  


  


  


  EROTIC ROMANCE


  


  [image: siren.png]


  


  Siren Publishing, Inc.


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  ABOUT THE E-BOOK YOU HAVE PURCHASED: Your non-refundable purchase of this e-book allows you to only ONE LEGAL copy for your own personal reading on your own personal computer or device. You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written permission of both the publisher and the copyright owner of this book. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such action is illegal and in violation of the U.S. Copyright Law. Distribution of this e-book, in whole or in part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method currently known or yet to be invented, is forbidden. If you do not want this book anymore, you must delete it from your computer.


  


  WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.


  


  If you find a Siren-BookStrand e-book being sold or shared illegally, please let us know at


  legal@sirenbookstrand.com


  


  A SIREN PUBLISHING BOOK


  IMPRINT: Erotic Romance


  


  


  VAMPIRES AMONG US


  Copyright © 2013 by Alice Brown


  E-book ISBN: 978-1-62740-383-2


  


  First E-book Publication: September 2013


  


  Cover design by Harris Channing


  All cover art and logo copyright © 2013 by Siren Publishing, Inc.


  


  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission.


  


  All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.


  


  


  PUBLISHER


  Siren Publishing, Inc.


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  Letter to Readers


  


  Dear Readers,


  


  If you have purchased this copy ofVampires Among Usby Alice Brown from BookStrand.com or its official distributors, thank you. Also, thank you for not sharing your copy of this book.


  


  


  Regarding E-book Piracy


  


  This book is copyrighted intellectual property. No other individual or group has resale rights, auction rights, membership rights, sharing rights, or any kind of rights to sell or to give away a copy of this book.


  


  The author and the publisher work very hard to bring our paying readers high-quality reading entertainment.


  


  This is Alice Brown’s livelihood.It’s fair and simple.Please respect Ms. Brown’s right to earn a living from her work.


  


  Amanda Hilton, Publisher


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  www.BookStrand.com


  DEDICATION


  


  


  To my husband and daughter. I could not have done this without your love and support. Thank you!


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  


  


  The USS Battleship North Carolina


  


  The USS Battleship North Carolina is located in Wilmington, North Carolina. Although the character in the story, Samuel Atkins, is fictional, The North Carolina Battleship that is described in Mr. Atkins’s story is very much real.


  In October of 1937, the keel was laid for the USS North Carolina. This is the beginning process for building a ship, primarily the large beam that runs from the bow (front of ship) to the aft (back of the ship). At that time, the USS North Carolina (BB55) was the first battleship to be built in sixteen years. She became the first of ten fast battleships to join the US Navy Fleet in WWII.


  Commissioned on April 9, 1941, she was considered the greatest sea weapon for that time period. She sported nine 16-inch/45-caliber guns in three turrets and twenty 5-inch/38-caliber guns in ten twin mounts.


  The ship during wartime had 144 commissioned officers, and 2,195 enlisted men. This included about 100 marines.


  Although the Japanese announced six different times that they had sunk the mighty American ship USS North Carolina, they never did. She survived many close calls and near misses.


  One such close call came on September 15, 1942, when a Japanese torpedo slammed into the Battleship’s hull. A quick response from crewmembers allowed the mighty ship to stay afloat and limp back to Pearl Harbor for repairs.


  By the end of WWII, only ten men had lost their lives on this mighty sea vessel. Sixty-seven men were wounded. She earned fifteen battle stars for her work and bravery in the war.


  She had been decommissioned for several years and was doomed to be sold off as scrap when the citizens of North Carolina rallied to keep her from this impending doom, campaigning to bring her home where she belonged. She was dedicated as the State’s memorial to its WWII veterans on April 29, 1962.


  I invite anyone who has the opportunity to visit Wilmington, North Carolina, to stop in and tour the grand old lady. You can tour the ship and get a true feel of how our sailors lived their everyday lives while on that ship. Although diaries were not allowed on this ship during wartime, many sailors kept them well hidden. Today, as you walk the ship, excerpts out of these diaries are displayed for your reading enjoyment. Read how some didn’t care for the food, how some coped with the everyday stress of being aboard a ship, how they slept when it was so hot inside, and much more! You will truly walk away with much more respect and admiration for our Navy men and women.
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  Prologue


  


  Fresno, CA


  


  Erica rushed home from the grocery store. It had felt good to browse up and down the aisles, to sniff and pick out a few precious pieces of fruit and a loaf of bread while she daydreamed of having the means to buy all kinds of goodies. Now she was late arriving home, a fact that would probably ruin her otherwise good evening.


  As she pulled her little car into the driveway, she spotted her husband’s car and knew trouble was upon her. She could only hope that he hadn’t been out drinking prior to coming home. His temper was always worse when he was drinking. She was late coming home, and to disobey his mandates was not tolerated. Goose bumps snaked up her arm as she turned the ignition off. She took a deep breath to steady herself. There was little sense in wasting any more time. It would only serve to make his temper worse.


  She hurried out of her car, grabbing the bag of groceries before hurrying into the house. He met her at the door, anger pouring off of him in waves.


  “Where have you been?” he bellowed in her face the second the door closed behind her. The stench of alcohol on his breath was heavy.


  She felt herself start to shake as she meekly cast her eyes downward. “I’m sorry, I know I’m late. I have no excuse.”


  The grocery bag was torn from her arms and thrown across the room as a tiny whimper left her lips. He snatched a handful of hair and dropped her to her knees.


  “Please, I–I’m sorry. It w–won’t happen again,” she pleaded in a tormented whisper.


  “You’re damn right it won’t happen again. When I give you a time limit, I expect it to be obeyed!” He glared down at her, before gently caressing her cheek, then grabbing it roughly and jerking her head upwards to meet his eyes, before calmly stating, “I can see you need to be taught a lesson in obedience.”


  Knowing that pleading wouldn’t do a bit of good, Erica still found herself trying anyway. Tears spilling from her eyes, she began to tremble. “No, I have learned my lesson. I promise, it won’t happen again, I am truly sorry.”


  Those were the last words she was able to speak before her husband Shawn cut loose on her. Jerking her up by her hair, he punched her in the stomach several times before backhanding her across the face. He hit her so hard that it sent her flying across the room, hitting the kitchen counter, bouncing off of it before hitting the floor. He calmly stalked over to her and took aim with his booted foot, kicking at her as if she were no more than trash. She cried out in pain, several kicks landing in her abdomen and stomach, as she curled up in a ball, trying to protect her head as much as possible, just praying she would make it through his discipline alive.


  Suddenly, he stopped kicking and grabbed her by her hair once again. He pulled her through the house to the bedroom, calmly walked over to the bed, and threw her down. He stood before her and immediately reached down to unclench his belt.


  Erica watched him and flinched in horror. Oh no, not a beating with the belt! She wasn’t sure her body could take another beating. Her head and ribs were in agony, and she sat quietly whimpering on the bed, trembling uncontrollably. He knelt on the bed, and she glanced down to see that not only had his belt been removed, but he had also unzipped his pants, his flaccid penis hanging out.


  She stared up into his face for a few seconds, trying to guess his intentions. He was silent for a moment, and she recognized the faraway look in his eyes. She had seen that look before. As he stared down at her, he seemed to be in another world. Reaching down and gently stroking her face, he spoke words that assured her he was in his own world, not even recognizing who she was. “What’s your name pretty girl? I won’t hurt you.”


  His actions were the complete opposite of the temper he had just rained down on her moments earlier. Erica recognized and knew immediately where this was headed. When he drank, he would often have flashbacks from his time in the service. It was during these flashbacks that Erica would usually become either enemy or whore, neither having an advantage over the other. It looked like tonight she would be his whore. She held her breath as she watched him wobble as he attempted to stand back up. He hit his foot on the bedpost, which caused him to lose his balance. When he hit his head on the nightstand on the way down, she began to really worry. Surely she would be blamed for this, also. She cautiously took a breath, and gently leaned over to see him sprawled out cold on the floor.


  Leaning back on the bed, she breathed a sigh of relief. It was over, at least for tonight. As the pain continued to worsen, blackness began to descend upon her, and she welcomed it. At least then she wouldn’t feel anything.


  Chapter One


  


  The next morning had Erica hurrying to get out of the house. She had class at the local college, so she had an excuse to leave, even though every muscle in her body protested when she tried to move.


  As she stood in front of the bathroom mirror, she thought about her life. Just how did an otherwise kind, law-abiding, reasonable individual get into such a tangled web of life? How does a young woman get to the point that she doesn’t trust another living soul, therefore, reaching out for help doesn’t even cross her mind? For her, it had all started four years ago. She was young, naïve, and blind in not seeing her husband for the monster he really is. She shook her head at herself in the mirror. “No, I’m stupid for letting someone trick me into thinking that I was safe and loved,” she told her reflection with a frown.


  It had all started off so innocently. She had allowed a friend to set her up on a blind date. That night he seemed so kind. That first date quickly led to a few more, and before she could blink twice, she was agreeing to marry him. He had quite literally walked into her young life, found her insecurities, and worked them to his advantage. As a young woman who had been raised in the foster care program with no family, having the attention of a good-looking older man was heady. She found herself swept off her feet with his charm.


  She heard a slight movement from the other side of the bed, and this gave her the momentum to stop daydreaming and get a move on it. If she didn’t make it out of the house before he woke up, chances were, she wouldn’t.


  Throwing on some cover-up on her face, she quickly donned a long sleeve shirt. Getting jeans on was a bit more difficult, but Erica was determined. She grabbed her books and keys, and quietly left the house.


  As she headed for the college, she pondered over her life. Her “happily ever after” fantasy marriage had died almost as quickly as it had begun. Once the wedding was over, and Shawn had her settled in his home, her world had quickly turned into a nightmare. He had done a great job of hiding his true personality while they were dating. His drinking, which had managed to go from bad to positively horrid over the past four years, was when he was at his worst. Erica discovered on her wedding night, much to her horror, she had not only managed to marry an alcoholic, but an abusive, alcoholic vampire on top of that!


  Shawn consumed more liquor than he drank blood. When she thought about it, there was a part of her that was happy about this fact, considering Shawn would often take his dinner straight from her. If he weren’t an alcoholic, she would have been dead a long time ago.


  He had told her his story one night shortly after they were married. He had been a young officer in the army during the Vietnam War. He and a few of his team members had been captured and held prisoners of war. Evidently, their captors had thought it would be a big joke to change their prisoners into vampires, and why not? Release them back into society, and watch them wreak havoc.


  Unfortunately, when Shawn became extremely intoxicated, he tended to have flashbacks of the war. During these flashbacks, Erica would watch him become a total stranger to her. He seemed unaware of where he was, or who anyone around him was. She would watch him in horror as he seemed to reenact some scene in his mind of being in the jungles of Vietnam. It was during these times, Erica was not his devoted wife, but became the enemy. The first few episodes had scared her so badly that she had tried running away from the situation. She had learned a painful, swift lesson in not making him angry when he was already out of his mind.


  She breathed a sigh of relief that he had passed out last night before inflicting any more pain on her. She was even more relieved that she had made it out the door this morning before he woke up. Now, if she could only figure out how to leave him, and never face him again, she would be doing great.


  She wanted to leave, she really did, but just how does a young woman leave a vampire without him chasing her down? If she left him and he found her, she wouldn’t live to tell about it, that she knew for sure. It wasn’t like she could go to her local police station stating, “I need a restraining order against my vampire husband.” Like that would do a bit of good!


  Yet, she knew if she continued to stay with him, it was only a matter of time before he killed her. She had allowed him to think he ruled her a long time ago, simply because if she didn’t he would beat her into submission. But the truth was he hadn’t beaten anything out of her. Her independence was still there, just carefully hidden, waiting in the wings to come alive.


  So, now the question of the day, was it possible to escape from a controlling, manipulating vampire? And live to tell about it? She was allowed to have no friends, and had been forced to stay at home at his beck and call. Add to that, he threatened her at least weekly that if she ever attempted to spill his secret, he would kill her. Trying to avoid going stir-crazy, she started nagging him almost two years ago to allow her to take a few courses at the local college, just for something to do. It had taken her fighting him for a year until he finally gave in.


  As she pulled her little car into a parking space, she allowed a slight smile to tug at the corners of her lips as she knew who would be waiting for her arrival. She had managed to befriend a classmate, and had somehow been able to keep this tidbit of information away from her husband. Kevin was Erica’s ray of sunshine as she traveled alone in her sea of despair. He was also her confidant. She certainly could not blurt out that her husband was a vampire, of course, but after talking with him for a few months, she finally trusted him enough to share a few of her problems. She had confided in him that her husband was an alcoholic, and became abusive at times when he indulged. The bruises she sported at least once a week were testimony enough. After the night she had endured last night, she could use a friend.


  As she walked in the classroom, she noticed Kevin watching for her. It was unusual for her to run late.


  The second she strolled through the door, Kevin felt like he had been sucker punched in the gut. The cold, black fury that threatened to overpower him forced him to suck in a deep breath and count to fifty before releasing. Erica spotted an empty seat next to him, and attempted to smile brightly as she headed his way.


  “Good morning,” she greeted him in a forced cheeriness, and then sucked in a silent, deep breath against the pain as she slid into the empty seat next to him.


  He sent her a look that instantly told her he wasn’t fooled by her cheeriness. “Morning,” he grumbled in reply.


  


  * * * *


  


  One look at her face assured him she was in pain. As the professor addressed the class and started his lecture, Kevin called upon his extra keen senses to assess her injuries. He had observed her wrapping an arm around her ribs as she took her seat. Yes, there was definite damage to her ribs, he quickly noted to himself. That fact alone made his temper threaten to explode, and he took a moment to wrestle it back down. As his nostrils flared on a deep inhale, the scent of fresh blood hit him hard. Another deep inhale confirmed it was coming from two different sources. The first was from her arm, and just the thought of what the cause could have been had him seething. Had the bastard cut her? The other location seemed to stem from her monthly, and he quickly cast that information aside. She was a human female, after all.


  He closed his eyes, praying for an excuse just to touch her. With one touch, he could be in her thoughts in a heartbeat, easily accessing all feelings, thoughts, memories, and emotions. Unfortunately, he had to be touching a person in order for this process to work. After what he suspected she’d had to endure last night, the last thing she would want was someone touching her, no matter how casually. He sat back in his seat and crossed his legs at the ankles as he concentrated on attempting to read her emotions anyway. It was a long shot, more like a total impossibility, but it wasn’t like he had anything else better to do. He didn’t need to be empathic to feel the pain radiating off of her, it seemed to be coming from almost everywhere on her body. What in the hell had this woman endured last night? One way or another, he vowed to come up with an excuse after class to make skin contact, knowing then all would be revealed.


  His mind quickly fell into a familiar fantasy. Erica was kneeling on the bed in front of him, naked, her hands resting on the top of her thighs. Her head was bowed, her long auburn hair cascading down her shoulders and back.


  He walked over to her and gently ran his hand down her bare arm. “You are truly beautiful, Erica,” he whispered in awe as he took in her body from head to toe.


  She looked up at him, and the ethereal beauty radiating from her took his breath away. A more beautiful sight he had never seen. Her breasts, while sitting high upon her chest, stood straight at attention, her nipples begging for his attention. He reached over and gently caressed one, as he leaned forward to capture her mouth. He sipped her lips gently at first, enjoying her taste. But that only lasted a moment and he had to have more. He ran his tongue along the seam of her lips, requesting entry. She opened immediately, but before he’d had time to act, she bit down on his lower lip. He pulled back in surprise to see her grinning playfully at him. So that is how she wants to play.


  “Be careful my darling, I might want to retaliate.” He wrapped his free arm around her waist and brought her up tightly against his body, thrusting his tongue into her mouth. He enjoyed the feel of her hard nipples poking at his chest. He could smell her arousal and couldn’t wait until he could dip his tongue in her juices.


  The tone of the professor’s voice changed slightly, bringing Kevin out of his musings. Class was almost over. Good, maybe Kevin could get the answers he needed.


  He glanced over to the seat next to him and frowned. Erica was currently doing her very best to pay attention to the professor and ignore him. He just barely withheld a chuckle. Once class was dismissed, he planned to have all of her attention, one way or another. He wasn’t leaving until he had the answers he needed. He knew without invading her thoughts that the monster she was married to was responsible for her state. He knew the monster was slowly destroying the body he loved so very much. Oh, Erica was unaware of his feelings. He had done a great job of keeping her in the dark in regards to his personal feelings for her. He continued being her rock of support, all the while desperately trying to persuade her to get away from that monster she was married to. That monster who was destroying the woman Kevin would gladly give up his own life for. It was a bizarre enough situation that she was married to a vampire. Oh yes, Kevin knew what he was. He had done his own investigating. The reason he knew Shawn was a vampire was, well, because Kevin himself was a vampire. However, he never for one minute considered himself the monster that Shawn was. Kevin would never, ever harm any woman, let alone one that was as sweet and nice as she was. And that body, whoa! Kevin had dreamed of all the things he would love to do with her body. He had dreamed of how she would shutter and scream out as her orgasm took over her body. He had dreamed of how good her cream would taste on his tongue as he brought her to climax with his mouth. Yes, it was easy to envision all of the things he would love to do with her body, and he guaranteed she would find each of them pleasurable.


  As soon as class was dismissed, he glanced over to her still sitting in her seat. With calmness he wouldn’t have believed possible, he asked her, “Would you like to join me in the garden? You look like you could use a soda.” He flashed a smile her way, and was rewarded with a blush as he heard her heart beat pick up speed. She wouldn’t say no. The garden he referred to was actually a picnic area outside the student lounge, amid beautiful trails of flowerbeds along both sides. With birds chirping and squirrels coming right up to you looking for a morsel of food, it was a very peaceful setting to go and forget about current problems, even if it was temporary. Erica found the gardens to be peaceful and relaxing, making it one of her favorite spots. When they sat down at the picnic tables, it was as if the world stood still, and they were completely alone.


  “Sure,” she replied as she inhaled sharply rising from her seat.


  They walked silently down the hall. Kevin stopped and grabbed a Coke from the soda machine, and had caught back up to her before she even realized he had stopped. As they slipped outside, Erica led the way to an unoccupied picnic table under a tree. Kevin waited until she was seated, opened her soda, and then handed it to her. After watching her all morning, knowing she was in pain, he found his otherwise easy disposition to be unsettled. His mind had worked nonstop during class coming up with all sorts of scenarios as to what had happened to her last night.


  He took a seat across from her, and without even thinking first, he snarled, “What the hell happened to you?” He winced as he instantly regretted his choice in words, the harshness coming through loud and clear.


  Erica glared over to him and scowled. “And here I thought I’d put myself together fairly well, considering all things.” She instantly threw him a look that clearly stated, “I am not in the mood for a lecture!”


  Kevin sucked in a deep breath and prayed for patience as he reached over to gently place his hand on top of hers, hoping she wouldn’t pull away. The second their skin touched, he immediately jumped into her mind. Five seconds later he heard his own sharp intake of breath, as Erica’s memories of last night’s events were now his memories, also. Pulling from some unknown reservoir of inner strength, he calmly stated, “I apologize for being so harsh. Are you okay? You look to be in pain.” It was quite easy to show real concern for her after what he just witnessed from her memories, she was lucky to be moving at all today.


  “Bad night,” Erica replied.


  “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked gently, allowing his thumb to gently rub over the backside of her hand. He seriously doubted she would tell him everything, but wanted to give her the opportunity.


  “Not really, I just need you to be a friend right now,” she responded as her eyes glazed over. She turned her hands over and clasped onto his tightly. “Can you do that for me?” The request came at barely the slightest of whispers. Kevin felt a sharp pain in his chest as he watched her eyes well up with tears.


  “You know you are in a situation that will only get worse over time. Why in the world don’t you leave him?” Kevin asked her pointedly.


  “If only it was that easy,” she stated dejectedly with a faraway look in her eyes. She had been trying to figure out a way out of things almost since she said those fated words, “I do.” Locking eyes with Kevin, she felt compelled to pour her heart out to him. He was the only person in the world that she felt comfortable enough to tell any of her problems to. Since Kevin knew Shawn was an alcoholic, she felt free to tell him about the flashbacks that occurred when he was drunk. The bruises were proof that Erica was on the wrong end of the deal most of the time. However, there was only so much that she did feel comfortable in telling him. Kevin had no idea just how far Shawn would go on his really bad nights. She just couldn’t bring herself to tell anyone how she allowed her husband to treat her like a whore, forcing himself on her no matter how much she pleaded or begged him not to. And then there was the feeding thing…


  “Erica, if you will only give me a chance, I can help you. I can protect you from him.” Kevin’s voice broke into her train of thoughts.


  There was the problem in a nutshell. Erica knew Kevin meant every word he stated. She knew deep down inside Kevin felt he could handle her husband, should Shawn come looking for her. But how in the world was she supposed to tell him that she was married to a monster?


  And then there was the other problem. Erica had the distinct feeling Kevin would love nothing more than for this relationship to be more than friends. No, she couldn’t bring herself to think about that now. Not when she was living a life of pure hell, just praying she would wake up alive every morning. Thank goodness Kevin had never done anything to try to push the issue. He had merely been a friend, her rock to cling to when the tide was high. Of course, she giggled to herself, if she told him her current husband was a vampire, he would probably think she was nuts, and lose interest quickly!


  Kevin took out a piece of paper and quickly jotted down his address, home phone and cell phone number. “If you ever need help, I’m only a phone call away,” he stated for the umpteenth time, as he placed the slip of paper in her hand. His fingers gently brushed over her skin before pulling back. He had steadily been trying to convince her to leave Shawn for several months now.


  Heat infused her face, and he knew she was affected by his touch as much as he was. Clearing her throat, she looked up at him. “Thanks, Kevin. You are truly a good friend. I know I’ve got to figure a way out of this, I’m just not sure how. My biggest fear is Shawn chasing me. I truly believe he would kill me if he found me after I left him.”


  “Just know that you are not alone. It is your decision, Erica.” He reached over and gave her hand a reassuring gentle squeeze. “Just please don’t wait until it is too late.”


  As Erica stared down at the piece of paper in her hand, she contemplated her situation. God, how she wished there was someone she could just confide in, tell them every horrible detail of her life. But she didn’t dare. Sure, Kevin wanted to help her, but at what cost? If Shawn found Kevin with her after she left, or found out Kevin helped her escape in any way, she was sure Kevin’s life would be in just as much danger as hers. She had her hands full enough just trying to keep her own life out of peril. Was she willing to risk another’s? Could she live with herself if Shawn killed Kevin for trying to help her? He had family that he was close to. He was constantly talking about his parents and three sisters. Erica had no family and had been raised in the foster care system. In hindsight, she realized this was probably one of the reasons Shawn singled her out to begin with. With no family or friends, there was no one to care if she was around or not.


  So, the question remained, was there anyone out there she could trust to help her? The prospect of going to the local police and informing them she needed their protection from her deranged vampire husband didn’t seem all that appealing. She glanced up and caught Kevin watching her. If only she didn’t have a conscience reminding her that if Kevin were hurt, it would be on her shoulders.


  As Kevin continued watching Erica’s face, he contemplated the horrible situation she was in. He could read every bit of misery in her eyes. To make matters worse, she didn’t know the truth about him. After what Shawn had put her through, Kevin had his doubts she would ever be able to fully trust a man again. Let alone another vampire. The entire situation just sucked! He swore under his breath vehemently. It wasn’t fair. Erica was one of those rare, beautiful gems that deserved to be nurtured and loved every day of her life. As he continued watching the misery in her eyes, he made a silent vow to himself. Not if, but when, he got his hands on that bastard, alcoholic vampire husband of hers, Shawn Harper would pay for the torture he had inflicted upon her. Kevin knew that he would have no peace of mind until he was absolutely certain that Shawn Harper could never touch this beautiful woman sitting across from him again. He just had to convince Erica to allow him to help her get safely away, first.


  He thought about telling her about himself. It was a risky thing, no matter what he decided. Normally, telling a human about vampires was forbidden, except for those few vampires who fell in love with a human. They still had to receive permission from the vampire judicial board before doing so. And if said love affair didn’t work out, all information about vampires was to be erased from the human’s mind immediately. They would reenter human society, with a false memory to take up the time span.


  But with Erica, Kevin didn’t need to worry about that. She already knew about vampires. And, she was his mate. His soul cried out for her every time he said good-bye. Unfortunately, she had seen nothing but the worst of his kind, and he was quite sure if he were to tell her about himself and his family, she would run screaming in the opposite direction. No, he couldn’t afford to take that chance. He would need to woe her until he gained her trust completely, and then hope she would accept him for what he was. The animal in him growled in displeasure. It had waited long enough to claim her, it roared. But Kevin knew if he didn’t go slow and cautious with his mate, he may very well lose her before he ever claimed her.


  Kevin kept Erica in the garden most of the afternoon. She had no ambition to return home anyhow. As it was, it was late afternoon when the two walked out to the parking lot. As he closed her door for her, he leaned down into the open window. “Remember, I am only a phone call away. Day or night, call me if you need help.”


  “Thanks, I will,” she replied quietly, and he easily read the fear of returning home in her mind as he reached through the window and gave her a gentle hug.


  As Erica pulled her car onto the main road, she was forced to deal with her fear. She felt as if she were a criminal, heading to her execution. What would tonight bring? How much longer was she going to continue watching her life spiral down to nothing? How much longer was she going to put up with the agonizing pain that followed almost every drinking binge Shawn went on? And was there a place on earth that was safe, once she did leave?


  Pulling into her driveway, the first thing Erica noticed was Shawn’s car missing. Thank heavens! Of course, this probably meant he just started his drinking earlier today, which would mean more trouble tonight when he returned home. With the amount of pain she was still suffering from last night, she wondered if she could really go through another episode tonight.


  But, if she was home alone, and hopefully would be for a few hours, why not take advantage of the situation? Did she have the courage to truly walk away and not look back? Or was she going to chicken out and wait at home like a good little lap dog for him to come home and abuse her? If she left within the next hour or so, she would have a chance to get away from him. She felt sure she could stay hidden for the night. Shawn would probably track her down at the college tomorrow, but there would be enough people around to keep him from doing too much damage.


  Was that the key? To keep plenty of people around her at all times? Shawn would not dare to make a scene in front of an audience, would he? He hadn’t yet, and Erica was fairly confident he wouldn’t. As a vampire, secrecy was everything. Could she really use this to her advantage? This was probably her best chance of getting away from him, and living to tell about it. But where would she go?


  She dug into her purse to find the slip of paper Kevin had given her earlier. He had told her he had a large house which he shared with his family. She really didn’t want to put anyone else at risk, but was smart enough to know that if she didn’t surround herself with people, she would never make it. “I wonder if he would mind a houseguest,” she mumbled as her fingers were already punching in his number.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin had let time slip away from him, not wanting to leave Erica, and it had almost caused him to be late for work. One look at his face, and Kevin’s second-in-command, Marshall, knew the boss was not in a good mood.


  “Bad day at school today?” Marshall teased.


  Kevin looked up from his desk and growled. “I want that bastard staked and baked!”


  “Exactly which bastard are you referring to?” Marshall replied calmly, with a smirk on his face.


  “Shawn Harper,” Kevin growled out in reply.


  “Last thing I heard we were waiting until his human wife was safely out of the way before we went after him. Has something changed?” Marshall continued as he calmly sat back in his office chair and folded his arms over his chest.


  Kevin’s cell phone rang, preventing him from replying. He quickly glanced at the caller ID as he felt a sharp pain in his chest. He wondered what could have possibly gone wrong in this short of a time.


  “Erica,” Kevin breathed into the phone. It hit him how much he really just wanted to hear her voice.


  “Kevin, yes, it’s me. Did you truly mean what you said earlier today about helping me?” Erica asked, a little uncertainly.


  “Tell me what I can do to help,” Kevin replied smoothly, sitting up in his desk chair and automatically grabbing for a pen.


  “How do you feel about a houseguest for a few days? I need a place to hide, just until I can get things under control and feel secure to be on my own.” Kevin was rendered speechless momentarily. It seemed he had been waiting for this day to come forever. Now that it had arrived, he prayed that he would truly have a chance with this young woman.


  “Erica, you are more than welcome to stay with me. Do you need help getting to me? Where are you? Where is Shawn? Did he hurt you again?” Kevin, in his excitement, started questioning her in rapid-fire fashion.


  She giggled a bit nervously. “I’m fine, and I am at my house right now. Shawn is gone, and probably will be until later tonight. I am going to gather a few things and make a run for it. Can I meet you at your house in an hour?”


  “I will be waiting for you,” Kevin replied. “If you have any problems, call me immediately, and I’ll come and get you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erica closed her eyes as she grew silent for a moment. If she ran into problems, there wasn’t a soul in the world that would be able to help her. She quietly whispered a tortured thank you to Kevin, and promised she would meet him at his house in one hour.


  As she headed to the front door of her house, she felt her knees trembling and threatening to give out, but she could also feel the adrenaline starting to pump through her veins. A small smile stole at the corners of her lips. She was finally taking back control of her life. She only hoped that God was smiling down on her and would keep Shawn away until she had made an escape. She was well aware he could show up at any given moment.


  She unlocked the front door with shaky fingers and walked inside. Now that the decision had been made, she wanted to get out of this house just as quickly as possible. She quickly found an overnight bag and threw a couple of changes of clothes in it, then went to the bathroom and threw in a few necessities. What she was going to do after a few days, she knew not. She would deal with that, when the time came. Right now, she just wanted to get out while it seemed safe.


  It took her only a short time to gather what was needed. She quickly glanced out the window, before heading out the front door, to verify the driveway was still clear. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and peered outside. All she had to do now was make it to her car, and out to the main road.


  As she carefully slid into the drivers’ side of her car, the enormity of what she was doing hit her squarely in the gut. Her heart was racing uncontrollably, and as she started feeling a bit lightheaded, she realized she had been holding her breath since walking out the door. She released her lungs, and silently willed herself to calm down as she started her car. Her mind refused to listen though, as insecurities seemed to plague her. Yes, she was taking control of her life, but she was also putting another family’s lives in danger. Would Shawn try to destroy them if he found her? Did she have any other options? She certainly couldn’t see any. No, she was smart enough to know if she didn’t get away soon, it would be too late.


  She put the car into drive and pulled out of the driveway. She tried hard not to consider the consequences if she wasn’t successful. She floored the gas pedal, in a hurry to put as many miles as possible between her old home and the new life she was starting.


  Chapter Two


  


  Kevin stared down at his phone, hardly believing the conversation he just finished having with Erica. He could only surmise that she was in enough agony and pain, had seen an opportunity to make a run for it, and decided to do so. This is precisely what he had been waiting and hoping for. As he hung up the phone, he quickly glanced up to Marshall, who was now standing in front of his desk.


  “Well, is it game on?” Marshall asked eagerly.


  Kevin smiled briefly, as he stood up from his chair and grabbed his keys. “Put everyone on alert. I’ll let you know the second she is at my house, and then yes, it is most definitely ‘game on.’”


  “Damn, we have been waiting for this moment for a while. I’m glad to see it has finally arrived. I take it she is staying at your place?” Marshall inquired, as he gave his boss a grin.


  Kevin shot a dark look back at him. “I can’t think of a safer place to put her while we take care of this little problem.”


  “Are you planning on wiping her memory?” Marshall pressed.


  Kevin spun around to face his second-in-command with a hard glare. “I have no intentions of wiping her mind, and neither will anyone else!” he roared. Kevin hadn’t told a soul that Erica was his mate yet. He wanted to get her to safety, have some time to gain her trust, before she was faced with everything from his world.


  Marshall held up his hands in defense. “Hey, I’m just saying, you know the rules. If a vamp and a human split, the human’s mind has to be wiped of the memory of us. Of course,” he added with a bit of a grin, “that wouldn’t be necessary if she were to get with another of our kind.”


  Kevin refused to give Marshall the satisfaction of acknowledgment. He strolled to the door, calling over his shoulder, “You’re in charge of this mission, Marshall. I am sure I’ll have my hands full getting Erica settled most of this afternoon. I’ll call you later for an update. Call me if you need me.” Kevin felt confident leaving the team in Marshall’s capable hands. He also felt confident that with Erica safely out of harm’s way, Shawn Harper would pay dearly for his actions against his young wife! As he jumped on his Harley and headed home, he thought about what Marshall had just pointed out. Yes, he knew the laws of their kind, hell, he enforced them every day of his life, but Marshall had a point. Even though he truly believed Erica was his mate, he would have to get her to fall in love with him in order to get around wiping her memory. He only hoped he would be given the time he knew he would need to get her to come around.


  Erica caught Kevin pacing up and down the driveway as she pulled in. By the time she had stopped the car and cut the engine, Kevin was at the driver’s door holding it open for her. She stepped out of the car, and in his excitement to finally have her safe, he snatched her up for a tight hug. Her small strangled cry stopped him cold. He immediately released her and stepped back, berating himself for not remembering her injuries. The look of pain in her eyes caused his chest to hurt.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to hurt you. Are you okay?” he asked cautiously.


  “Yes,” she quickly replied. A little too quick for Kevin’s liking. “It’s just…” She glanced down and bit her bottom lip as she gently lifted the side of her shirt, revealing the dark purplish-black bruises standing out against the creaminess of her skin on her ribs. A low hiss escaped between his lips, as his hands clenched into tight fists on either side of him. He wrestled with his temper for the next minute and a half. It would do no good for Erica to become frightened of him. Although he concentrated on taking a few deep breaths to rein in said temper, he knew if he ever had the opportunity to get his hands on Shawn, that man had better pray the devil would go easy on him. Kevin would see him destroyed, one way or another. Erica deserved a much better life so much more of a better life than what she had been dealing with.


  “I’m so sorry,” he stammered, his eyes glued to those ugly dark markings marring her soft flesh.


  “It’s okay,” Erica whispered trying to force a smile as she quickly lowered the shirt back down. Besides, her ribs were far from the only thing hurting her. Her knees were becoming wobbly as exhaustion suddenly took over her body. She found herself leaning forward just a little to rest her forehead on Kevin’s chest for support. Her eyes started to sting, a sure sign that tears were on their way. She berated herself mentally. Surely Kevin wouldn’t want a weeping woman clinging to him while standing in the middle of his driveway! He had been nice enough to give her a place to hide and crash, not knowing the danger he was putting both himself and his family in. The least she could do was suck up her discomfort, at least until she was alone.


  As Kevin placed his hand on the back of her head as she rested against his shoulder, all of her thoughts were open to him. He could have roared at her for thinking that she had to endure her pain silently. And what was she thinking, telling him it was okay that he had inadvertently hurt her by squeezing her too hard? Had she been abused so much that she just thought that was the way things were? How dare she think so low of herself and hold herself in such low esteem! Didn’t she know how special she was? Knowing that if he opened his mouth, everything would come out wrong, he kept silent and stroked her hair.


  Even as he held her against him, he felt her swaying slightly, and he realized they were still standing in the open on his driveway. Remembering that Shawn’s whereabouts were still in question, he gently moved his hand down to the small of her back to lead her to the house.


  “Let’s get you inside, and I’ll introduce you to my family,” Kevin stated, as he gave her a light smile in an attempt to help her feel comfortable.


  As they walked up the sidewalk to the house, Kevin kept his arm wrapped protectively around her, and Erica felt an unexplained calmness sweep over her. Her natural instinct was to fight it, but she was too exhausted, and simply did not have the strength. She found herself giving in and allowed herself the warmth it provided.


  As they neared the house, Erica found herself gawking. The house reminded her of an apartment building, simply based on its size. Never having been exposed to anything quite so large, she suddenly felt small and intimidated. She threw a nervous glance to Kevin, who gave her a confident smile as he continued propelling her towards the door. Now this is different, she mused. She had known Kevin for months and he never acted as if he came from money.


  They entered the front door, and Kevin dropped his arm from around her. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.” He gave her a quick smile before turning on his heel and disappearing down the hallway. Erica stood in the now-vacant foyer, looking and feeling like a lost puppy dog.


  Kevin went to search out his parents. There hadn’t been time to explain everything to them before Erica arrived. Even though for all practical purposes, everyone in the house had their own living quarters, he felt it would be good manners to let his parents know he would be having someone stay with him. Also, the fact that there would be a human wandering around the house. This was something all other family members would want to be aware of, not that they wouldn’t be able to smell her a mile away.


  Kevin headed straight to his father’s office, certain he would find both of his parents there. He took a moment to reflect upon the two individuals he owed his life to. Even though everyone in the house was a vampire, and therefore, of no blood relation to one another, it seemed to have very little impact on this family at all. The outside story had been that Charles and Rosetta had been unable to conceive children, and therefore adopted Kevin and his three sisters. Truly, for two vampires, conception is impossible. Charles had found each of the siblings shortly after they had been turned, their very lives turned upside down, and brought each of them into his and Rosetta’s loving family. Under the couple’s loving care, Kevin and his three sisters learned to adapt to their new way of life and flourish. Each sibling owed Charles and Rosetta so very much, and would do anything in the world for the two vampires they considered their parents.


  Kevin entered his father’s office and found both Charles and Rosetta. They were already knowledgeable on nearly all the problems with Erica. Kevin just needed to bring them up to date.


  He walked over and placed a dutiful kiss on Rosetta’s cheek. “I wanted to inform both of you that Erica is here. I am inviting her to stay in my guest room.” He was a bit uncertain as to how they were going to handle the news of a human residing under the same roof alongside them on a constant basis.


  Charles was the first to speak. He sat back in his office chair, and took a moment, as if he was digesting the information Kevin had just handed him, or contemplating his response. “I assume she has finally left Shawn.”


  “Yes, she has, and I have plans in place to deal with the problem. I am going to get her settled, and then I need to get her some medical care. She went through another attack last night, and I am fairly sure she has some damaged ribs at least,”


  “How bad was this one?” Charles inquired.


  “I did a quick sift through her memories, last night was pretty bad. His temper seems to be escalating the more time she spends with him.”


  Charles held out his hand. “May I?” he requested. Kevin walked over to him and lightly touched his hand. He purposely lowered his guard to allow Charles access to his thoughts and memories. A few seconds later he felt the usual shuffling, as Charles went through his memories that he had pulled from Erica just a few short hours ago and had stored in his own memory bank. Ten seconds later, Charles broke contact with a hiss.


  “Bastard,” Charles growled. “I hope you are documenting everything well.”


  “You can rest assured of that. Marshall is in charge of the mission until I return to the office,” Kevin replied.


  “Does she know about us, yet?” This came from Rosetta. She was sitting across from Charles, and had looked to be writing a letter when Kevin came into the room. Her question had not come out harsh. Indeed, Kevin didn’t think it possible for Rosetta to do or say anything harsh.


  “No, I can’t tell her right now. Once you see her, and see how scared she is, you will understand the need for me to keep that from her, at least, for the time being. She has some real trust issues. I am hoping a little time will help.”


  “And how long do you plan to keep your little secret from her?” Charles asked. “Keeping secrets is a good way to doom a budding relationship, son.” As Kevin shot a surprised look at Charles, he was aware that his elder had many years of experience to draw upon, and normally, Kevin would take any advice offered. This was one of those rare exceptions.


  “A relationship?” Kevin repeated, with a look of denial on his face. “Who said I was pursuing a relationship?”


  “Come now, son,” Rosetta’s calm voice answered. “Why are you attempting to fool us? I have watched you fret over this girl for quite some time now. I am aware she is like a wounded doe right now, and I have always loved your compassion. However, mark my words, you will fall for her. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out she is your mate. Your interest in her goes far beyond friendship.”


  Charles glanced over at his son. “Are you planning on wiping her memory?”


  “Hell no, I’m not wiping her memory, and neither is anyone else!” Kevin’s temper exploded as he spun around to face the challenge. “Why can’t everyone just back off a little and give this woman a chance to get her life back together?”


  “Son, I asked the question, to hear your response,” Charles calmly replied. “You just told me what I wanted to know. I agree with your mother, whether or not you are willing to admit it, you already have feelings for her. You have my blessing, by the way. I am looking forward to meeting this special woman, when she has had the chance to get settled, of course.” Charles immediately turned around in his chair and started typing on the keyboard sitting in front of him, clearly closing the subject.


  Kevin simply stared at his father for a long moment. He wasn’t about to argue with the man. Obviously, Charles had already figured out he was in love with Erica. And it seemed that Rosetta was suspicious of her being his mate. She was, and Kevin well knew it, but he didn’t feel comfortable stating that to them at this point.


  


  * * * *


  


  Erica stood in the doorway, statue still. “Hi,” a kind, high-pitched voice broke into Erica’s thoughts, causing her to glance to her right towards the voice. A young woman with beautiful long blonde hair was fast approaching her. She wore a bright smile, and Erica felt compelled to smile in return. The young woman looked to be between eighteen and twenty-two years of age, and was certainly gorgeous enough to be a model.


  “You must be Erica. I’m Kevin’s sister, Jennifer,” the young woman stated pleasantly. It was impossible to ignore the natural beauty that shined through this young woman. Along with her long blonde hair, Jennifer had the deepest blue eyes Erica had ever seen. On second thought, Erica quickly decided that Jennifer was beyond looking like a model, and felt certain most models would give their eyeteeth to have this girl’s looks.


  Kevin suddenly appeared around the corner, and reached over to rumple his sister’s hair as he passed. “I see you met my noisy sister.” Jennifer stuck her tongue out at him in return, and it quickly became apparent these two enjoyed teasing each other.


  “Come, I’ll show you my pad,” Kevin stated, as he reached down to pick up Erica’s duffle bag she had placed on the floor. He straightened with bag in hand, and held out his other for her to place hers into. Ignoring his sister as if she wasn’t even there, he turned and led the way upstairs, and then down a long hallway.


  Erica took note of her surroundings as they walked down the hallway. She felt like she was in a hotel. The hallway they were walking down was long and carpeted in light beige. The walls displayed an inset lighting system which gave the hallway a soft glow. They passed numerous doors, all closed, on both sides. Erica found herself wondering if this monstrosity of a house had been a hotel at some point in time and someone had converted it into a home. It was certainly large enough to be a hotel, in her opinion. Kevin led the way silently until they came to the door at the end of the hall. He opened the door and stood aside for her to enter. Erica made it to the doorway, and stopped dead in her tracks as she quickly took in what would now be her temporary new home. She was facing a large living room, and she quickly noted a small hallway and several doors off to the right. She assumed they lead to the bedroom areas. Off to the left was a small kitchen. Kevin had his very own apartment within this huge house! It was cute and cozy and surprisingly very well kept up and clean, especially considering a bachelor lived here. The living room was nicely furnished with a leather couch and love seat, and tastefully decorated. Her eyes scanned over the fireplace, with a large flat screen television hanging above the mantel.


  Kevin found himself staring at his houseguest when he realized she seemed frozen in the doorway. He watched her intently for a moment while she took everything in. In an effort to get her to move forward in order to shut the door, Kevin reached over and placed his hand on the small of her back to gently usher her forward. “Come, I’ll show you to your room.” He led her through the living room and on to one of the closed doors that uncovered a bedroom. The room held a dresser along one wall, with a double bed and nightstand along another. The room itself was sparsely furnished compared to everything else she had seen, but at that given moment Erica felt she was walking into heaven. A small smile escaped her lips. This small room was hers, at least for the moment. She spotted one window, and made a quick mental note to check it later for a lock. Kevin watched her as she looked over the room and felt a smile come over his face as he watched the look of euphoria over her face.


  “This is my spare bedroom, and it is yours as long as you need it,” he stated, as he carefully placed his hands on her shoulders and allowed them to lightly drift down her arms.


  Erica was so happy at the moment that she felt tears of joy fast approaching. She blinked them away, as she glanced up into his gorgeous face. This man had just offered her a slice of heaven, and she didn’t want to repay him by sobbing all over his shirt. “Kevin, I don’t even know where to begin to thank you. I feel guilty coming to you.”


  “You have nothing to feel guilty about,” he quickly countered.


  Placing her hand on his chest, she quickly countered back, trying to make him see that her situation was far from over with. “Yes, I do. I am nowhere near out of danger yet. Shawn will come looking for me, I know he will, and he won’t give up until he sees to it I’m dead. Unfortunately, as soon as he discovers I am with you, you’ll be placed at the top of his hit list, second to my name.” Erica had enough time to think through what she had done this afternoon, and the possible repercussions. She was beginning to second-guess herself, wondering if she had made the right decision in involving this family in the nightmare of her life.


  Kevin seemed to take what she said as calmly as ever, as if the death threat currently hanging over her head was no big deal. “Sit your bag down on the bed, and let’s talk in the living room.” Erica caught him watching her as she cautiously attempted to sit on the couch. She tried not to show the pain shooting through her rib cage, but quickly realized it was a useless move. She cast a quick glance over to see him knit his eyebrows together in concern.


  Kevin knew he needed to reassure her she was safe. The problem, of course, was how to go about doing this without giving her all the facts. He waited until she was settled on the couch to start. “Okay, let me clear up a few things for you. The only reason I am currently taking classes at the college is because I am involved in an undercover drug sting. I am part of an organization called the VCTF. It stands for Victims Crime Task Force. Our unit gets called in routinely when the local authorities need help or backup on a case. So, if you will only trust me, and allow me the opportunity of taking care of you, I feel confident that I can keep the two of us out of harm’s way. You have to be willing to trust me. Will you do this?” he asked gently.


  Erica’s mind was whirling after Kevin dropped his bombshell. Okay, admittedly, she had no idea he was in law enforcement. But, did that matter? Even an armed cop was no match for a vampire! She felt the beginning of a panic attack trying to overtake her, as her mind whirled with all of this information, and she forced herself to take several long deep breaths in an attempt to avoid it. How could she go about explaining things to make Kevin understand what he and now his family had suddenly found themselves involved in? She’d had very little communication with the outside world over the past four years. Could she trust him? Could she trust his family? What would happen if they found out what Shawn really was? Would they throw her back to him, in order to escape his wrath? Yet, as all of this whirled through her head, she knew Kevin had thrown her a lifeline, and he was quite possibly the only one who might be able to keep her alive. Considering all the trouble she was running from, he was her only choice.


  “Kevin, I understand what you are saying, and granted, I didn’t know you were a cop. However, I think you are underestimating just how dangerous Shawn is. He is stronger than anybody else I have ever known, and I’m not just saying this because I am a woman.” She shuddered as memories came flooding into her head. She desperately wanted to tell him the absolute truth, so he knew what he was up against, but stopped just short of it. She just couldn’t.


  Yea, Kevin could just bet that Shawn was the strongest man she had ever met. Obviously, she had never met another vampire before. “Do you trust me?” he asked, all the while staring into her eyes.


  He reached over and gently placed his hand on top of Erica’s, and a sudden calmness washed over her. She was so very tempted to give into the warmth and sense of safety the calmness provided, but she quickly blinked, and forced herself to remember reality. No, she couldn’t afford to let her guard down for one second. Her life depended upon it.


  “I’m not saying I don’t trust you, Kevin, I just don’t want to see anyone get hurt because of my actions. I have nowhere else to go, no one else to trust. I hate putting you in danger right beside me. However, I am smart enough to realize I am in over my head, and I need help!” Erica hung her head and threw her hands up to cover her face. There was no hiding her tears this time. Unfortunately, all of her hard crying was making her ribs hurt worse. Her body started trembling uncontrollably as a wave of nausea hit her without warning. Oh, this is just great, she thought to herself. He brings me home only to find out I am a total basket case as I puke all over his leather furniture!


  Kevin studied her as she slipped her hand out from under his and wrapped her arms around her middle, as if trying to hold herself together. He reached up with the intention of touching her warm, soft cheek, but she jerked her head back as soon as she spotted his hand coming toward her. He sighed heavily as he ran his hand through his hair. “I’m not going to hurt you, sweets.”


  To say she had some major trust issues was an understatement. He allowed his hand to drop and land on her knee, as he yet again tried to dispel her anxieties and force a sense of calmness on her. He had watched in amazement as she had shaken off his imposed calmness a couple of minutes ago. Very few humans had a strong enough mind to do so. It’s a good thing I am a patient man, he thought to himself, as he focused all of his efforts on imposing calmness on her again. His gut was telling him that gaining this woman’s trust was going to be a huge challenge.


  “Listen to me, baby. Someone will be with you at all times. You’ll see. Everything is going to work out fine.” Erica glanced up to him with a confused look. She seemed to be hearing his words inside her head. How in the world was that possible? She could hear his words coming from his mouth as they reached her ears, but then it was as if they were being repeated inside her head, only in a whisper. Had she truly lost it? Had the stress been so great that her mind just snapped?


  “Would you do me a favor?” Kevin asked her cautiously.


  “That depends on what it is,” she replied hesitantly. She wasn’t about to agree to anything until she knew exactly what she was getting into.


  Kevin found himself grinning over her response. She was so timid, so cautious. Hopefully, the day would come when she would be completely comfortable with him, and trust him implicitly. Until then, he had his work cut out. “I’m a little concerned about your ribs. We have an X-ray machine available. I would like for you to get an X-ray and make certain no bones are broken.”


  “You have an X-ray machine at your house?” Erica asked incredulously, her eyes getting big. Just how much money did this family have? Who in the world kept an X-ray machine in their house, and more importantly, why?


  Kevin grinned over to her, finding her bug-eye look a bit comical. “It’s not here at the house exactly. It’s located at my office. Will you come with me to get X-rayed?” he asked cautiously.


  She sat back a little on the couch, obviously trying to ease her pain. “I really don’t feel up to driving anywhere right now, Kevin. Could we maybe look at doing it later?”


  “You won’t be driving, silly, I will. I just need for you to trust me to take care of you. Please?” he requested.


  “Okay, if you insist,” she replied, a bit grumpily. What she really wanted to do was take a nap, but knew she was too keyed up and worried to ever sleep. Still, she was emotionally drained.


  Kevin helped her up off the couch, and quickly escorted her downstairs and through the kitchen to the back door. He grabbed the set of car keys hanging on a hook next to the door and steered Erica towards the garage. The keys he had picked up belonged to Jennifer’s red Mustang. His own pickup truck was still at the office. When Erica’s call came in earlier today, he found himself in a hurry to arrive home as quickly as possible. The need for speed screamed, “Take the Harley!” when he walked out of the office. And so, the motorcycle that was usually used for work was now sitting in the garage in place of his truck.


  As Kevin escorted Erica out to the car, he noticed she constantly looked over her shoulder, as if she expected Shawn to show up out of the blue. Kevin almost wished he would. He was still seething over the damage Erica had sustained from last night’s attack. Kevin knew it was just a matter of time, Shawn would show his butt sooner or later. And Kevin vowed to himself that he would be there when Shawn was caught. Only then could he guarantee that Shawn would never lay another hand on Erica.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rosetta attempted to redirect her thoughts back to the letter that was half finished sitting in front of her. She found herself staring blankly at it, unable to focus on what she had been writing prior to her son coming in.


  She glanced up and caught her husband watching her intently, wearing a frown on his face. “Don’t give me that look, Charles,” she stated with a sigh.


  “Come, love.” He gently coaxed her over to his waiting arms, bringing her down to perch on his lap. “Let’s wait and give this a chance, Rosetta,” Charles soothed, as he brought her close against him for a hug. “There is no sense in speculating and getting worked up for nothing. Besides, I really would like to meet this girl who has finally turned our Kevin’s head.” He gently kissed his wife, as she placed her head on his shoulder.


  “I know you are right, love, but I still worry. She has a tremendous amount of baggage, and that will take some time to overcome.” Rosetta stopped for just a moment in thought. “Every time I think of her, I get the strongest feeling she is his mate. Maybe it is just my wishful thinking,” she paused and smiled up at her husband. “Every mother wants their son to find their one true love.”


  “I know, sweetheart. We do need to remember that he is a grown adult, perfectly capable of making his own decisions. Besides, I find myself very intrigued about this young woman. I think your instincts of her being his mate are correct, I am just not sure if Kevin is ready to admit to it yet. Only time will tell. For now, we need to sit back and let them both know they have our support,” Charles gently replied. “She has been through a tremendous amount of abuse, and that alone will take a lot of TLC to see her through.”


  “Charles, I agree with you completely! I just worry about each of them. She must be very scared and vulnerable at this point, and I think our son has already lost his heart to her. It will break my heart if either one ends up getting hurt.”


  “Rosetta, have faith in our son and in the power of nature. If she is truly his mate, then she won’t be able to not fall in love with him.” If Rosetta was planning on discussing this situation with her husband any further, she was to be disappointed. Charles leaned down and caught her lips with his in a kiss that soon left her breathless. “I love it when you become passionate about a subject,” he quietly stated against her lips with a wicked smile. Passion was exactly what he had in mind at the given moment, and he would hear no arguments on that subject from his wife, as she wrapped her arms around his neck and met his kiss with her own.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin pulled up in front of the VCTF office and parked the car. He was over at Erica’s door, gently helping her out in a flash. As they entered the office, two heads popped up and gave the couple an inquisitive look. Kevin placed his hand at the small of Erica’s back and quickly steered her toward the rear of the building and down a hallway. As they passed, Kevin called out a, “Hey, Marshall,” to the guy sitting on the right. They continued down the hallway, all the way to the medical room set up in the back of the office complex.


  The medical room was empty, and that was to be expected. Rarely was the room ever needed. However, there had been a few occasions in the past that had made it necessary to have a medical room set up.


  He continued steering Erica to the very back of the room, where the X-ray machine stood. He finally stopped as they reached a chair, and she glanced over at him for a moment with an odd expression on her face.


  Looking around and realizing they were alone, Erica asked in a trembling voice, “Who is going to take the X-rays?”


  Kevin gave her a slight smile that he hoped calmed her. “I will.”


  “I thought you were an undercover cop? Now you are telling me you are an X-ray technician also?”


  “We only occasionally have use for this equipment. It is easier and far less expensive for our team to have medical training than to try to have a technician available every time we need one. I am a certified technician, Erica. You are safe, I promise. I will take good care of you.”


  Knowing she was getting more nervous by the minute, he quickly turned and walked over to a stack of gowns and handed her the top one. Deciding a professional, unattached approach would be the best way to calm her, he stated, “You’ll need to remove your bra. The metal tends to cause problems with the pictures.” She blushed slightly, and he quickly headed out the door to give her privacy.


  Kevin returned to the room moments later. She had removed both shirt and pants, and the gown she was now wearing just barely covered her lovely ass. His dick stood at attention just thinking about sinking his hard cock into her little rosette. He wondered if she’d ever had anyone take her back hole before. Realizing he was standing in front of her staring at her, probably with drool running down his chin, and a raging hard on, he gave a quick sweep of her body with his eyes before starting the X-rays. An unwelcome growl tore from deep within his throat as his attention was caught on the huge black and blue marks going down both inside thighs. They looked to be several days old, and he wondered just what exactly she had endured to get those. When he had read her memories earlier, he only skimmed the top, limiting his access to events of the night before. Now, in hindsight, he wished he had dug deeper. He clamped his jaw shut, and quickly turned on his heel and pretended to check the calibration on the machine while he attempted to control his fury.


  Dear God, what had this poor woman endured? Kevin screamed mentally, shutting his eyes briefly willing himself back together. Anger rose to the surface as his mind automatically sifted through the stored memories from her earlier today. Kevin couldn’t even begin to understand why any man would want to treat a woman like Shawn had.


  If Erica’s memory was correct, the entire incident had been over her getting home a little late from the grocery store! His own father had taught him to respect and care for women. Back when Kevin was a young boy, women had little choice but to depend on men. Times had certainly changed over the past seventy-two years, but Kevin’s views on how to treat a woman remained steadfast. Charles had also been a major influence in Kevin’s life on how to treat a woman also. He had watched his adopted father shower Rosetta with love and adoration for years, and their love continued to grow because of it.


  However, Kevin had also seen plenty of the opposite also. He knew there were those of his kind who mistreated humans simply because they could, and it seemed like the victims were almost always female. Kevin and his team did everything in their power to try and stop it. He knew the elderly of their kind tried to teach the younger generation how to care and love, but sometimes it just wasn’t enough. When a vampire became bored with life, or wasn’t kept busy enough and fell into depression, alcohol and drugs often became their choice. And although it took a tremendous high dosage of either to affect them, it still didn’t seem to deter them from it.


  Kevin walked over to position Erica for the X-ray while attempting to keep his facial expressions calm. It would do him no good for her to see him angry. It would only serve to upset her more. As he started shooting the films, he noticed a gauze bandage on her right arm, and quickly remembered the smell of fresh blood hitting him when she arrived for class, early that morning.


  He easily spotted numerous scars running up and down both of her arms. Oh hell no, he wasn’t seeing what he thought he was, was he? In sifting through her memories, Kevin hadn’t come across Shawn using her for his dinner, but it certainly appeared that had been the case on multiple occasions. Or had this young woman run into another of their kind?


  As he strolled back over to turn Erica for another shot, he quickly glanced down at her arms to get a better look. Yes, those were definitely vampire fang puncture marks going up and down both of her inside arms. When I get my hands on you, Shawn Harper, you are going to wish you were dead-dead, not undead!


  If nothing more than to help punch back his anger, Kevin quickly reminded himself to be thankful that she was under his protection now. She was alive, the physical injuries would heal, and he hoped like hell her emotional ones would also.


  “These will take about ten minutes to develop,” he stated as he began gathering the cases the films where in. “Go ahead and take a seat and get comfortable while you wait.”


  “Can I get dressed?” Erica inquired quietly.


  Normally, Kevin would have answered that question with a “no,” informing his patient that in the case of a retake, it would be a waste of time. But one look into her eyes, and then another quick scan over her battered body, he knew she was uncomfortable sitting with next to no clothing on.


  Smiling slightly, he nodded. “Go ahead.”


  Erica flashed him a small smile in return, and he quickly turned on his heel and walked out the door. He felt confident if the woman were to discover how much her smile turned him on she would bolt in a heartbeat. He dropped the films off in the darkroom and immediately walked out to the front office to find Marshall.


  “Erica is in the medical room. Can you see to it she is left alone while I am in the darkroom?” he requested of his second-in-command.


  “Sure, Tim and Alec are the only ones here right now. I have Joshua and Victor scouting around her house as we speak. We are just waiting for him to come back home,” Marshall replied quietly.


  “Good, just let me get her back out of here before anything else is said. You know if it goes down, I want a call. That demon isn’t going to live when I get finished with him.” Kevin walked over to Marshall’s desk and lowered his voice so only Marshall would hear. “I think things have been worse than even I suspected. Judging by the scars on her arms, he has been using her for his supply for quite some time now. I never came across that one in her memory banks, but the scars speak for themselves. She also has bruises on both of the insides of her thighs. I managed to get a few pictures without her knowing it. She just thought I was shooting X-rays.” Kevin pulled out a small stack of Polaroid pictures and handed them to Marshall. “Add these to her file. We may need them for evidence.”


  Marshall took a quick look at the photos with a frown on his face. “I’ll take care of it.” He glanced up to his boss for just a second, and then added, “You know we will get him, one way or the other. It is just a matter of catching up with him.”


  Kevin nodded and started heading towards the darkroom. He slowed halfway and called over his shoulder, “By the way, I’ve got my bike at the house.”


  “What, you didn’t offer her a romantic drive on the Harley? I’m shocked!” Marshall snickered.


  “Yeah, a ride on a bike is just what someone with broken ribs would want.” Kevin snickered in return.


  One of the reasons Kevin was so close to his second-in-command is that both men felt strongly against their kind preying on human women. Not only was it against their law, but both men were in total agreement that women were to be cherished, be they human or vampire, although it was a well-known fact that female vampires could take care of themselves most of the time. Even in light of this, in their little vampire community, males outnumbered females almost three to one. When Charles and the founding fathers originally drew up the bylaws for their community, it was clearly stated that the females were to be protected at all costs.


  Marshall had helped Kevin with part of the surveillance work months ago when Kevin first started noticing the bruises on Erica. This was about the same time she had first started confiding in Kevin as a friend. Marshall was just as anxious to see justice prevail as Kevin was.


  Shawn’s behavior was not only unnecessary and totally against the law, it also put each of them in danger of being discovered. One of the top laws in their society was not to harm humans. Their community consisted of a large population of vampires, most intermingled with mortals on an everyday basis. The police force that Kevin headed up was the VCTF aka, Vampire Crime Task Force. For subterfuge, the human population knew them as the “Victim Crime Task Force.”


  The VCTF was responsible for quietly taking care of any situation that involved vampires. Their society had been set up to have its own judicial system as well as punishment system. They had vampires in all necessary professions, from doctors to attorneys, plumbers to accountants, so that in the event the need arose, it could be taken care of quietly without drawing undue attention to their kind. To have one of their own routinely beat and abuse their human mate, just because they were stronger, put the entire vampire society at risk.


  As Kevin started developing the films, he reflected on his earlier conversation with Charles and Rosetta. Yes, sooner or later he was going to have to break down and tell Erica that both his family and he were vampires. He was also going to have to tell her that she was his mate. He could only pray that when the time came, Erica would give him enough time to explain, and that he would have the chance to win her trust before that situation had to be dealt with.


  After the films were developed, Kevin stepped back into the X-ray room. He strolled over to where Erica sat and knelt down in front of her. Taking one of her hands into his, he looked directly into her eyes as he gently inquired, “How are you feeling?”


  “Okay” she replied, trying to force a smile on her lips. Her ribs were screaming in agony, and she felt a migraine coming on, but could see no use in complaining. Kevin had been kind and attentive to her all afternoon. Why repay his acts of kindness with complaint?


  “Okay,” Kevin repeated in a drawl as his eyebrows knitted together and a frown formed on his lips. The woman had two cracked ribs on the right side, and one on the left, for crying out loud. Not to mention all the other contusions and discolorations she was sporting. And she had the nerve to state she is feeling “okay”? He would hate to see what kind of shape she would be in before she admitted she was hurt!


  He gave her an exasperated sigh before stating, “Let’s get you out of here. You do have some cracked ribs, and I’ll have Jennifer or Rosetta help get you taped up. That should help with the pain.” He held out his hand to assist her in standing up.


  When they returned to the house, Kevin quickly rounded up Jennifer.


  “I need for you to tape up Erica’s ribs.” He stated in a matter-of-fact way, as if this was something Jennifer did daily. “She has two on the right side and one on the left that are cracked.”


  Jennifer gave her brother a quick nod and disappeared into Erica’s bedroom. Kevin knew his sister would take care of Erica. Everyone in his house had some form of medical knowledge. Considering the length of a vampire’s lifespan, it was a wise decision to look for something to do or learn. It helped to keep their minds occupied, which helped fill in the voids of life. If they didn’t, they would often fall into depression. Kevin wondered if Jennifer would notice all the other bruises and scars as well. He hoped that if she did she was smart enough to keep her temper in check. The one thing he didn’t need was for Erica to see Jennifer’s fangs drop down.


  One look at his sister’s face when she walked out of Erica’s room ten minutes later, told Kevin she had seen everything. A look of black fury was across her otherwise beautiful face.


  “Is Erica okay?” Kevin cautiously inquired. Jennifer walked out of the bedroom and headed straight for the kitchen. As she passed by Kevin, she pointed her index finger, instructing Kevin to follow her.


  Jennifer waited until they were in the kitchen and out of earshot to reply. “Yes, she decided to lie down for a little while. I am going to speak with Rosetta and see if I can find her a painkiller.” It was easy to see she was fighting the fury that was threatening to boil over. Kevin watched her mouth, waiting for her fangs to drop down at any given second.


  “I’m going to kill the pain for her.” Kevin grumbled as he watched his sister leave. “I’m going to kill that thing that gave her the pain to begin with!”


  Jennifer returned to Kevin’s suite moments later and went straight to Erica’s room. When she exited five minutes later, it was Kevin’s turn to point to the kitchen for her to follow him.


  “Would you mind staying here in my suite for a little while? I thought I would run down to the local grocery store and pick up some human food, since obviously my cabinets are empty. I also need to stash my blood supply in your refrigerator,” Kevin explained in a hushed voice.


  “She doesn’t know about us?” Jennifer inquired with astonishment.


  Kevin cocked his eyebrow up at his sister. “I am sure you can see why I am a little reluctant for that tidbit to come to light right now. I know eventually I am going to need to come clean. However, for the time being…”


  Jennifer nodded her head, a small frown showing on her lips. “I understand, Kevin. Did Shawn do all of that damage himself, or is there more than one of our kind involved? And are you aware she has fang puncture marks running up and down both of her arms?” she inquired, a little wide-eyed. Jennifer wasn’t involved in the VCTF, so as far as Kevin knew, this was her first time witnessing just how much damage a vampire was capable of inflicting on a human.


  “Yes,” he replied, shaking his head sadly. “It is easy to forget that there are those out there who can be so destructive and dangerous.” He looked over to her and stated quietly, “Please don’t mention anything about the scars to her. I doubt she would tell you the truth. And remember, she doesn’t know that we know that Shawn is one of us.”


  “I understand, Kevin. She seems like she is really lost right now, in need of a good friend and a little TLC. I’ll be glad to stick around and keep an eye on her. Do yourself a favor and pick up some red meat and leafy greens when you go shopping,” Jennifer responded.


  “Red meat and leafy greens?” he questioned. “What are you talking about?”


  Jennifer gave her brother a look of exasperation as if she were speaking to a two year old. “Kevin, I can smell the blood on her from a mile away! Have you been a vampire for so long that your memory fails you regarding human females?” When she glanced over to him, he could easily read the mischief in her eyes. “Do I need to explain to my big brother the whole birds and bees concept?” Kevin shot her a look, and Jennifer decided she had teased her brother enough. “I’m sure what she has gone through hasn’t helped matters,” Jennifer stated quietly, while getting lost in thought. “Anyway, a good steak will help bring up her iron level. Liver is supposed to be the best, but most humans I know refuse to touch the stuff. And I think I remember reading somewhere that leafy green vegetables are high in iron also.” Kevin chuckled lightly as he watched his sister wrinkle her nose in disgust at the thought of eating such repulsive things.


  He quickly reached over and embraced his sister. “Thanks, I shouldn’t be very long. However, I do need to return the bike back to the office and pick up my truck before stopping at the food market.”


  “Take your time. She’ll probably just sleep until you get back. I’ll stay here in your suite, just in case she wakes up while you are gone, though,” Jennifer replied.


  As Kevin walked into the local grocery store and clasped a basket, it hit him that he hadn’t been in one of these stores in close to forty-five years. In those days, they were about an eighth of the size these megastores were now. As far as he was concerned, a person could get lost in one of these places.


  He started heading down the aisles, attempting to figure out what to buy. Thank goodness his family did some entertaining with humans, and he found some of the snack foods that he had watched Rosetta set out at parties: chips, pretzels, carrots, and cucumbers. While he was in the fresh produce, he picked up a few apples and oranges. A sudden old yearning hit him for fresh-squeezed orange juice. He walked past the bin full of potatoes and picked several good-sized potatoes, as he remembered watching a television program in which the meal of choice seemed to be a thick steak and baked potato.


  He sniffed the air, turned, and headed in the direction of the scent of raw meat. He chose several steaks and then stopped, considering if he needed to purchase anything else. He remembered Erica always enjoyed drinking a Coke while they sat in the garden at school. Now, where in this blasted store would you find Coke? He stopped and politely asked a middle-aged woman shopping with her children which aisle the soda was on, and she pointed him in the right direction. He slowly walked around the store for the next few minutes, adding more items to his cart as he went. Forty-five minutes and five grocery bags later, he walked out to his truck. As he placed everything in the back of the truck, he shook his head in wonder. There was nothing like stepping into a huge grocery store to belittle a vampire. Who would have thought? And how in the world did humans brave such a place on a weekly or bi-weekly basis? The choices alone were enough to give him a headache!


  Kevin arrived home to find Jennifer camped out in front of the flat screen, watching a sappy love movie. He put the groceries away, and quickly transferred his blood supply over to Jennifer’s refrigerator. Thank goodness her suite was right next to his, so his meals were still easy to retrieve.


  As he reentered his living room, he asked Jennifer if Erica had been up. “No, Rosetta had me give her a pretty strong painkiller. She will probably be out the remainder of the night.” Kevin walked over and sat down on the sofa next to Jennifer. She looked over at him, and placed her hand on his knee as she continued. “Don’t wake her, Kevin. She needs rest more than anything right now.”


  Kevin glanced over at his sister and smiled. He and Jennifer had always enjoyed a close relationship, and he was happy to see that Jennifer seemed to be taking a liking to Erica.


  Once he sent his sister on her way, he found himself wandering aimlessly around the apartment. Erica was safely tucked away in his extra bedroom, and protecting her was his top priority. He would have preferred her to be tucked in his bed, but knew that would take time.


  He felt oddly at loose ends, and found himself poking his head into her room every few minutes to check on her. He walked into his kitchen and made a quick call to Marshall, checking for any updates. Marshall had no new information to report. He stole a quick peek out the window, and noticed the sun just beginning to set. It would be dark within the next hour, and that would mean patrol time.


  When nine p.m. hit, he quietly checked on Erica again and found her still sleeping soundly. It seemed Jennifer had been correct, and she would probably sleep through the night. Kevin walked back out into the living room and changed forms in the middle of the room. A Doberman would be standing guard over his girl tonight, because nothing and no one was coming near her!


  Chapter Three


  


  Kevin stood in front of the stove in his kitchen. This was actually the first time the contraption had ever been turned on. He had run downstairs to the library looking for a cookbook, after tracking down his sister and begging for her help with his houseguest. Now, she was standing at the counter, giving him pointers on how to cook a medium well-done steak. Go figure! Who would have guessed his little sister spent her free time watching Rachael Ray?


  When Erica first woke up, her stomach growled loudly. She settled for a slice of bread before taking a shower. Kevin promised her a big lunch as soon as she was finished. It had hit him that she had been under his care since the day before, but hadn’t eaten. He could have kicked himself for not taking care of her. He made a quick mental note to be certain she ate appropriately from now on. Besides, if he got to watch her each time, well, the damn woman was sexy as hell. And to make matters worse, as far as he could tell, she had no idea she held a rare and beautiful gift.


  After he had fed her, he urged her back to bed so she could rest. Her body was still battered and bruised, and needed to time to heal. He waited until he knew she was back asleep to head back out to the kitchen to call Marshall for an update.


  “Hey, bud, I was just getting ready to call you,” Marshall stated in greeting. “We have intel that Shawn will be at Ol’ Moe’s tonight about nine.” Ol’ Moe’s was a bar on the outside fringes of town. It was a seedy joint, owned by a human, but the manager was a vamp. For this reason, it tended to be a popular hot spot for the unsavory characters of his kind.


  “Okay, I’ll meet you there at 9:15. Let’s give him a chance to get inside and then we will ambush him,” Kevin responded. As he hung up the phone, he regretted his decision to return the motorcycle back to the office the day before and exchange it for his truck. A fast-paced motorcycle ride would have done wonders for clearing his head. At the time, his only concern was getting his truck back home in case he needed it for Erica. With broken ribs, riding on the back of a motorcycle would not have been very comfortable. Now, he would need to see if Jennifer could cover for him tonight. He slipped out his front door, and went down the hall to her suite.


  When Erica awoke some time later, she guessed it to be late afternoon. She could hear noise coming from the living room that sounded like a television was on. Soon curiosity won out and she carefully slipped out of bed and donned the robe she found at the foot of the bed. It smelled like Kevin, and she found herself wrapping it around her as she brought the lapel up to her nose for a good sniff. Just having it around her made her feel safe and secure. She silently walked out into the living room on bare feet. Kevin was lounging on the couch, a book in one hand, and the television remote in the other.


  Although she had been silent in coming into the room, Kevin turned to face her the second she stepped in. “Hey, did the television wake you?” He asked solicitously as he sat up and closed his book.


  “No, I really need to get up anyway. Otherwise, I won’t be able to sleep tonight.” She rounded the edge of the couch and cautiously sat next to him.


  “Are you feeling better?” he inquired.


  “I am feeling better,” she replied with a smile, thankful she didn’t have to fib.


  Kevin kept watching her, but didn’t say any more. After about a minute of this, Erica started to feel nervous. Did she have something on her face? Or, did she have food stuck between her front teeth from her lunch earlier? Geez, did he really need to sit there and stare at her like some kind of a freak show? She glanced over to the television and tried to focus on CNN Headlines as she grew more nervous with each passing second. She could feel herself ticking the seconds by, and knew his eyes were still on her. After what seemed like two eternities passed by, even though it was only a minute, he spoke, causing Erica to jump in alarm.


  “So, I have some other family members that would like to meet you when you are feeling up to it.” This was stated cautiously and slowly as he reached over to place his hand on top of hers. Butterflies hit Erica’s stomach immediately. A few seconds later, Kevin gave a short chuckle, and she glanced his way to see him shake his head as he let another chuckle escape.


  “Erica, I’m not placing you in front of a firing squad. I just want you to meet the rest of my family. And by the way, you have nothing on your face or in your teeth,” he stated nonchalantly, but with a smirk and a twinkle in his eye. Maybe he didn’t think he was placing her in front of a firing squad, but Erica felt sure he indeed was! Wait a minute, how did he know what she had been thinking? She hadn’t voiced her feelings of being placed in front of a firing squad, nor had she voiced her concerns over him starring at her for so long.


  She jumped back and pulled her hand out from under his. As she did, she noticed the warm, cozy feeling she had been enjoying was suddenly gone, and a cold emptiness took its place. Why was that? “Oh my God, are you….are you able to read my mind?” Okay, yesterday she had been in too bad of shape to figure out how she could hear him whisper in her head. She had truly feared she might be having a nervous breakdown. But today she felt much better, and these warm, fuzzy feelings she kept experiencing just didn’t make any sense. It was like he had some kind of special power over her? Was that even possible? She shook her head at herself. No, there had to be a reasonable explanation.


  Kevin frowned as he realized his slip-up. “Easy, sweetie, you have nothing to fear from me.” He held out his hand toward her.


  “Can you read my mind? How did you know what I was thinking?” She repeated as she glared down at his extended hand as if it were the devil.


  “The look on your face gives you away, love. You can almost read exactly what you are thinking just from watching your face,” he responded. When she seemed to accept his answer, he mentally congratulated himself. He didn’t deny that he couldn’t read her mind, he just hadn’t confirmed it either. No sense in giving her more than she can handle, he thought to himself. Although, he was a little surprised she didn’t already realize he could read her mind. She had been married to a vampire for the last four years, after all.


  Erica’s mind went back to the original conversation of meeting his family. She knew she was going to have to meet them soon. She was living in their house, the least she could do was greet them and thank them for their hospitality. She wondered if Kevin had filled them in on her situation. Did they know everything? Well of course they didn’t know everything, Kevin himself didn’t know everything! But, she still worried about how much they did know. Would they hold that against her? Would they judge her for leaving her husband? She quickly realized she wanted to make a good impression on these people. And then she thought about meeting Jennifer yesterday afternoon. Jennifer hadn’t asked a single question regarding Erica’s past, she just accepted her as-is, as if the two of them could easily become the best of friends. Jennifer seemed to be an open, honest, and caring young woman, and Erica seemed to take a liking to her instantly. Could it be possible for the rest of Kevin’s family to be the same?


  “Stop fretting, they are going to love you,” Kevin stated, and then continued. “My parents will probably drop in some time over the next couple of hours, or if you are feeling up to it, we could go meet them. They are in my father’s office.”


  “Where is your father’s office?” Erica inquired, hoping Kevin wouldn’t be offended by her apparent lack of enthusiasm. He was gently rubbing a very sensitive spot on her inside wrist, and she felt like she was fast becoming a puddle of melted butter. She leaned against the back of the couch, slouching, as an unknown calmness and peacefulness continued seeping into her very bones, making her feel like Jell-O.


  “It is downstairs, at the other end of the house,” Kevin replied with a seductive grin flashing across his gorgeous face.


  “Oh,” was all she could summon up as an answer. She felt a tingling throughout her body, and wondered if he knew what effect he was having on her. Another quick glance up at his gorgeous face and twinkling eyes answered that question. Yes, unequivocally he knew exactly the effect he was having on her.


  She sat up suddenly, jerking her hand out from under his. She needed to think clearly. If she had to sit next to him and wait for his parents to show up over the next couple of hours, she would probably be a basket case by the time they arrived. Better to go and get it over with. At least then, she would only have a few minutes to stress about the situation.


  “I’m okay, if you want to go now,” Erica quietly stated. “I just need to change first.” Yes, she thought to herself, if I have to sit here and think about it, I’ll be a nervous wreck by the time they arrive. Better to get this over with now.


  As Kevin escorted Erica through his father’s office door, they were greeted by both of his parents with warm smiles. “Welcome, Erica,” Charles stated in his deep, rich voice, as he stood up and came over to embrace her for a hug. He was a big, tall man, easily towering over everyone in the room. Kevin’s mother, Rosetta, a rather short woman compared to her husband, was right behind him with her own warm hug, and kind, gentle smile. Erica smiled in return, and was surprised as she realized these people seemed nice. Maybe there were some decent people left on this earth, after all!


  Kevin’s mother broke into Erica’s train of thoughts. “I trust my son is taking good care of you?”


  “Oh yes, thank you,” Erica replied, and then quickly added, “Thank you for allowing me to stay here.”


  It was Kevin’s father, Charles, who replied, “Think nothing of it, dear. A friend of Kevin’s is a friend of ours. We are only too happy to be able to help.”


  “Kevin, has Erica met Kate and Elizabeth yet?” Rosetta asked, as she looked over to her son.


  “No, not yet. I am planning on giving her the ‘ten-cent tour’ in a few minutes. Maybe we will run into them,” Kevin replied to his mother.


  Charles looked over at Erica and frowned slightly. “Erica, I just want you to know we are aware of your situation, and are here to help you any way we can. If Kevin is not around, and you need help, please come to us.” Then, as he glanced over to Kevin’s mother, Rosetta, he continued, “I have never understood any man who would hurt a woman.” As Erica watched him eyeing his wife, it was obvious that this man truly adored her. “I know there are men out there like Shawn, but for the life of me, I have never understood them. Women were made to be loved, cherished, and treasured.”


  Rosetta’s hand became enveloped in Charles’s as he led her back to his seat. She sat down on his lap, and as Erica watched their lips lock together, it was obvious they were completely enamored with one another. What struck Erica as odd as she watched the couple, was that neither one looked old enough to have a full-grown son Kevin’s age. Kevin had to be in his mid-twenties. His parents didn’t look a day over thirty! Maybe he and his siblings were adopted. She would have to ask him about that later.


  “Are you feeling up to a quick tour of the house?” Kevin wrapped his arm around her and gently steered her towards the door. A quick backward glance confirmed the two love birds were going strong. “Don’t worry about them,” Kevin murmured. “They’ll still be at it by morning.”


  Erica made sure the office door closed completely before speaking. “They really look like they love one another. You don’t see that too often.”


  “They are one another’s true mate. They can’t help but love each other. Both would do anything for the other, and both would gladly give their life up for the other. It’s what I call true love.”


  “You said they are mates. Are you talking soul mates?” Erica questioned.


  “Something along those lines, yes. We believe there is one person out there that was made to be your other half. It’s like you live your life, and think you are living a full life, until you meet your mate. Then you realize just how empty your life was, and how much better life is when the two of you become one.”


  “I didn’t think that kind of love and devotion even existed in today’s world. I’ve always thought it only existed in fairy tales,” Erica replied.


  They ran into Kate shortly after starting the tour, thereby bringing an end to their conversation. Erica found herself again astounded by this girl’s beauty. To say that Kevin was good looking was an understatement at best. Although she had never told a soul, Erica thought Kevin was an extremely handsome man. He was tall, had broad shoulders and well-built arms, and a very pleasant face. He kept his dark hair a little on the long side, which just added to his sexiness. Now, after meeting two of his sisters, it seemed natural beauty ran in the family. Both girls could have been runway models. Although Kate had dark brunette hair and warm brown eyes compared to Jennifer’s blonde hair and blue eyes, she was every bit as beautiful as her sister.


  Kate offered a quick tour of her suite, and Erica found herself fascinated by all the exercise equipment set up in Kate’s spare bedroom. She had her own personal gym set up.


  “Do you work out?” Erica asked, and immediately winced as she realized what a lame question that was. Who owned a lot of exercise equipment without working out regularly?


  “Yes, every chance I get.” Kate replied with a smile, and then added, “You are welcome to join me some time, if you would like.”


  She seemed friendly enough, and Erica thought that given a little time, they could become friends. She glanced up at Kevin, and wondered what she could have possibly missed, as she watched him glare at his sister. It certainly seemed like he was trying to send a message to her without words. Erica thought he shook his head just a tiny bit, but was coming up blank as to the reason he continued to glare. Why would he be upset? Surely, he didn’t have a problem with his sister offering her to work out, did he? What could he possibly have against that? And then, before she could ponder on the situation any further, he smiled tightly and said, “Ladies, let’s give Erica’s body time to heal before working out.”


  Erica had all but forgotten about her rib injuries, although it certainly seemed it was front and center in Kevin’s brain. It seemed he had just been concerned about her injuries. Erica glanced over at Kate and said with a slight smile, “Yes, I guess I do need to wait until my ribs heal, but thanks for the invitation.”


  Kate answered back with a smile, “Anytime.”


  They arrived back at Kevin’s suite a short time later. “I have to work tonight,” he stated while standing in front of Erica with his hands lightly resting on her upper arms. “I am having Jennifer come stay with you while I am away.”


  “Kevin, that isn’t necessary. I’ll be fine here. Help is just down the hallway if I should need it.” She was unaccustomed to having someone protect her, or take care of her at all for that matter. This was all new to her, and at the given moment, she was unsure how she felt about everything.


  Kevin brushed his hands down the length of her arms, gently rubbing them, all the while probing her mind in order to figure out how to best approach this. There was zero chance he was walking out his front door this evening, leaving her unprotected. He just had to figure out the best way of getting her to come around.


  “Let’s just say I will feel much better knowing someone is with you, close by.” He then leaned in and gently kissed her forehead. Knowing she was feeling a bit overwhelmed due to all of the attention, he quickly added, “Consider it, you’re doing me a favor in having someone stay with you because it is the only way I’ll be able to concentrate on my job.”


  The gentleness of him caressing Erica’s arms, and then his lips on her forehead, almost had her in tears. For reasons she could not name, she had found herself extremely emotional these last two days. She found herself continuously surprised at how gentle this man was. He was so gentle every time he touched her, as if he were afraid she was made of spun glass and would break at the slightest pressure. What a complete opposite he was, compared with what she had dealt with over the past four years. Was it possible that there was a man on this earth who truly knew what the words compassion and tenderness meant? It would certainly appear so, she thought to herself.


  Erica smiled up at him and said, “Okay, if it will make you feel better.”


  “Thank you.” He replied softly, and brought her up against him, wanting her body warmth up against his. He smiled as he felt warmth steal over him as he replayed her thoughts in his head. She thought him compassionate. Well, that was a good start to their relationship. Compassion could easily lead to trust, making it easier for her to succumb to his passion.


  Jennifer showed up moments later with her arms loaded down with movies.


  “Hey, Erica,” she greeted. “Are you up for a movie? I thought we would try out Kevin’s new equipment while he is at work.”


  “New equipment,” Erica repeated with a puzzled look.


  “Yes, he just installed the Blu-ray and surround sound system. I brought numerous action movies. I thought they would do well on the flat screen.”


  “Oh, okay,” was all Erica could think to answer.


  Jennifer dumped the stack of movies on the love seat, and Erica walked over to glance through the pile. She spotted Twister in the stack and pulled it out. It was one of her favorites, even though she hadn’t seen it in quite some time. She held it up and as Jennifer spotted it, she laughed, “That’s what I’m talking about. Let me have it, and I’ll put it on.”


  Jennifer practically kicked a reluctant Kevin out of his front door after reassuring him numerous times that she had everything under control. She leaned theatrically against the closed front door once he left, rolling her eyes. “I didn’t think he was ever going to leave!” Sighing heavily in her theatrics, she glanced over to Erica and asked, “How about some popcorn to go with the movie?”


  The thought of this brought a smile to Erica’s face. “Do you think Kevin has some in his kitchen?”


  Jennifer smiled slyly over to Erica as she held up a microwave bag of popcorn in her hand. “Probably not, so I brought my own.” Erica took the bag from her, and headed into the kitchen to pop it.


  “Jennifer, do you want some soda?” Erica asked from the kitchen. “I think your brother has some Coke in here.”


  “No thanks, I’m good.” Jennifer replied from the living room.


  Erica finished popping the popcorn, and poured herself a glass of Coke. Now, time to sit back and relax. She thought back, when was the last time she took time out for herself and just sat back to relax and enjoy a movie?


  The girls settled in and Erica openly admitted that watching the movie with Kevin’s setup felt just like being in a movie theater, only better. The seating was more comfortable. And, of course, you could just hit the pause button and stop the movie, if needed. She kept the bowl of popcorn between herself and Jennifer, but she seemed the only one eating it. Erica mused Jennifer had brought it for her enjoyment, and enjoy it she did! They finished Twister, and Jennifer started flipping through the channels, looking for something else to watch. She came across My Big Fat Greek Wedding. It had just started, and they settled back to watch it.


  They hadn’t been watching the movie for long when Jennifer hit the pause button. She glanced over to Erica and stated, “Rosetta’s favorite part is coming up.”


  “What is it?” Erica asked her curiously.


  “Just watch, it’s coming up,” Jennifer restarted the movie, and Erica had to laugh as she watched the mother in the movie tell her daughter that “Yes, the man is the head of the house, but the woman is the neck. And the neck can make the head turn whatever direction she wants.” Both girls chuckled at the scene.


  “Yes, that’s Rosetta’s favorite part. The men of this house like to think they are in control, but Rosetta usually manages to get her own way.” Jennifer chuckled as she hit the play button again on the movie.


  It was getting close to midnight, and Erica was starting to get sleepy. She wondered when Kevin would be home. Jennifer glanced over and noticed Erica yawning, and suggested for her to go to bed.


  “Is Kevin coming back tonight, or are you spending the night here?” Erica inquired. He had not been real explicit on how late he was working, nor had he given her any details.


  “He will probably return in about another hour or so, and if I get tired, I’ll just doze off here on the couch until he comes home,” Jennifer lightly stated.


  “It’s getting pretty late for me. I am going to go to bed, if you are sure you won’t mind?” Erica asked of Jennifer.


  “You are the one supposed to be taking it easy.”


  Erica told her good night and went to bed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin arrived back home in the wee early hours of Friday morning. Jennifer quietly asked him if the team had been successful, and he informed her no, not this time. Shawn seemed to be keeping one step in front of the team. By now, Kevin was sure that Shawn knew someone was after him, and probably had an idea as to whom. He wondered if Shawn was still trying to hunt down his missing wife. Kevin had caught up with the team on the way out to the bar, so the team arrived at the bar together. According to the manager, Shawn had been there less than a half hour ago. The bartender pointed to a corner booth and stated that Shawn and another vamp had hung out, finished off a couple of pitchers of beer, then both left. From there it was anyone’s guess as to where he had gone.


  Kevin thanked Jennifer for staying with Erica, and then sent her back to her suite. He was in his own bedroom changing when he heard Erica gasping for air. Afraid that Shawn had somehow managed to sneak past him, he flew into her bedroom. The frightened, wild look on her face sent a pain through his chest. He was sure she’d had a nightmare, so he sat down on the side of the bed trying to comfort her.


  Erica had been sleeping peacefully when the nightmare invaded her slumber. She dreamt that Shawn had found her, and although there was blood everywhere, he was refusing to let her die. He seemed to be taking great pleasure in hurting and torturing her. She woke up gasping for air, and immediately heard Kevin’s voice.


  “Erica, it’s me, you are safe. Shhh, you are okay. Did you have a bad dream?” he whispered anxiously, while gently brushing her hair back away from her face.


  “Yes, it was horrible. Oh God, Kevin, please don’t let him get me! He will kill me!” Erica rasped out with a deep, bone-jarring shudder running through her as her mind automatically recalled several scenes from the nightmare.


  He hugged her tightly. “He is not going to get to you, baby. You are safe. Trust me,” he whispered as he concentrated on throwing a calming atmosphere around her.


  “I want to go back to sleep, I’m tired.” Erica peeked up at him through her wet eyelashes and sighed deeply. “I just don’t want to see him again.”


  The fear in her voice alone had the effect of a hot knife slicing through Kevin’s chest. “Erica, I need for you to trust me on this. Think of something else, baby, something pleasant. Put yourself in whatever you are thinking of, your favorite beach, favorite holiday, or your favorite memory. Keep yourself there as you drift back to sleep, and I promise you he won’t invade your sleep again tonight.


  In an effort to get her mind off of her dream, he inquired, “Did you and Jennifer have a good time watching movies?” He kept his voice pitched soft, all the while maintaining a calming atmosphere around her.


  “Yes, yes we did,” Erica replied softly, and Kevin caught a slight smile play on her lips as her memories shifted to the evening’s events.


  “Tell me about your evening with Jennifer. What did you watch?” he continued.


  “She brought some popcorn to go with the movie,” Erica stated, and then yawned. “We started with Twister, and then watched My Big Fat Greek Wedding.”


  “Ah, I’ve seen both of those movies, and I bet Twister was good on the Blu-ray.” He replied smoothly. Unbeknownst to her, he was still in her head, pulling the memories of the nightmare and burying them way back in her subconscious.


  “Yes, it was,” Erica mumbled in reply, and then frowned upon realizing her words sounded completely garbled to her own self. Whether Kevin could understand her, she would never know. She was too tired to worry about it. She felt herself falling under a deep sleep, and didn’t have the energy to fight to stay awake.


  She heard Kevin chuckle lightly, as she felt his warm, soft lips brush lightly across her forehead, before succumbing to a deep sleep.


  Friday morning arrived, and for the first time, Kevin actually saw Erica’s true smile. It was a happy smile, a true smile. Not the one she had been putting on for him lately, clearly trying to cover up the pain and agony she was in. This morning, she looked well rested and content. He absently wondered if she had any idea what her smile did to his heart. Probably not, he mused. The more time he spent with her, the more he felt himself falling for her. He wanted to get to know her so much better. His inner beast was howling for him to get on with it, and make her his mate. Kevin restrained his beast, however, knowing it was important for him to take it slow, give her time to recover both emotionally and physically, as well as give her time to learn to trust him. His instincts were screaming to show her how much he loved her, by pampering, spoiling, and protecting her, and again he knew he would need to go slow on this also. Erica needed a friend she could trust, and he knew that if he proved to her she could trust him, everything else would work out on its own. At least he hoped it would.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin silently snuck into Erica’s room to check on her. Standing over her, watching her sleep, he marveled at how peaceful she looked. He left her in Jennifer’s capable hands again tonight while he worked, happy to see the two young women getting along so well. His fingers twitched until he finally gave in and gently stroked her cheek with the backside of his fingers. Her skin was soft and smooth, and he loved the way it felt against his fingers. Unbeknownst to Erica, he had made himself comfortable last night after she had her nightmare, lying right next to her, watching her sleep the remainder of the night. He maintained a calming atmosphere around her, as well as kept a close watch on her brain activity, in order to keep her nightmares at bay. He made certain he was up and out of her room before she awoke in the morning, knowing all too well the trust issue was not that good, yet.


  Now, while softly stroking her cheek, he quickly invaded her mind, justifying his actions by telling himself he was assuring she wasn’t having any nightmares. He knew it was only an excuse, though. A smile played on his face as he quickly invaded her brain waves and realized she was having a dream about him. Now this is interesting!


  He left her bedside momentarily, and quickly made his way back out to the living room to retrieve a book and a chair. Quietly setting the chair next to her side of the bed, he sat down and reached over to gently take hold of one hand. Reentering her mind, he held back for just a moment, just observing her dream. Then, he joined in.


  They were sitting on the couch in his living room. The television was on, and they were watching a movie. A bottle of wine sat on the coffee table in front of them. “Would you like some wine?” He asked solicitously, as he reached over and poured a bit of the dark red liquid into two glasses. Out of habit, he sniffed the contents, just to be assured it was pure wine they were drinking, and not a blood mixture.


  “Are you trying to get me drunk?” She asked softly as she glanced up at him through her lashes.


  Not necessarily drunk, but loosened up couldn’t hurt. “Would it help?” He whispered seductively in her ear.


  He watched as she closed her eyes and a light shiver went up her spine. He leaned towards her, placing a gentle kiss on the side of her neck. A slight “mmmm” vibrated up from deep within her throat.


  He let his tongue swirl around the spot he had just kissed, as he listened to her heart beat pick up in intensity. She turned her head in his direction, as he lightly nibbled his way to her lips. When he reached his destination, he started their kiss tenderly, seducing her with his lips as he went. He waited until she was comfortable enough to wrap her arms around his neck and pull him tighter against her, and then he picked up the intensity.


  Although it took a minute, she quickly gave herself over to him, returning his kiss with relish. When his tongue seductively begged for entrance into her mouth, she willingly complied. Within minutes he had her panting for air. He released her lips, but continued trailing kisses down the other side of her neck, moving on down to her chest. His finger lightly caressed her skin just above the top of her breasts, and was quickly followed by his tongue. The two top buttons of her nightshirt were undone thanks to his teeth, and he trailed his tongue down the dip between her breasts.


  “Oh God, Kevin, I want you, but I….” she started, as she grabbed both sides of his head, forcing it upwards.


  Because he was participating in her dream, he had access to all her thoughts and feelings. Her sudden fear was a palpable thing. It would take some time for her subconscious to learn to fully trust him.


  “Shhh, baby, I am not going to hurt you. I won’t do anything you don’t want to do. You are in control tonight. Just tell me to stop, and I won’t go any further.” His words came out as a seductive whisper as he trailed kisses down her cheek. Yes, he was well aware of her cautiousness, but he was also a man on a mission.


  He waited, allowing her to relax in his arms again. He didn’t need to wait long. As he continued running his fingers lightly through her hair and across her forehead, she seemed to melt into him. “That’s it, sweetheart, just relax and enjoy. I’ll always take care of you.”


  After a moment she turned her head openly seeking his lips for a kiss. He complied, kissing her softly as he moved her so that they were both reclining on the couch, bodies pressed against one another. He enjoyed the feel of her breasts being pushed up tight against his chest. His rock hard cock nestled firmly between her thighs. He stroked her cheek, as he kissed her lips tenderly, enjoying the wonderful sensations of just being able to kiss her, to hold her.


  He reached over to the coffee table and picked up her glass of wine. Bringing it to her lips, he stated, “Take a sip. I want to taste the wine on your lips.”


  She quickly complied, taking two swallows. His lips were replacing the wine glass almost before it could be moved out of the way. She tasted decadent. She tasted divine.


  He wanted to show her that not all men were monsters. She hadn’t told him yet, but he knew that Shawn not only abused her and used her as his primary food source, but from what he had extracted from her memories, Shawn Harper was an unusually cruel man in bed. Kevin seriously doubted that Erica had ever been shown what real love making was all about.


  As he kept her busy kissing her, he allowed his hands to explore her perfect body. When he moved his hand up under her nightshirt, he felt her belly muscles clench. He went slowly, allowing her the time to get accustomed to his touch before continuing. He slowly climbed upward, until he reached the underside of her breasts. Each filled one of his hands, and he marveled at their weight. His thumb slowly stroked over her nipple.


  And then he decided to turn things up a notch. Because he was controlling all aspects of this dream, he had the luxury of paying attention to more than one body part at a time. In dreamland, the fact that his hands were tied up playing with her breasts didn’t stop him from adding an imaginary set of fingers slowly trailing up her leg until they reached her mound. Sifting through the curls, they worked their way down until they found her clit.


  She stiffened, her breath caught in her throat. Instinctively, she attempted to clamp her legs shut.


  “Baby, I promised you I wasn’t going to hurt you. Open back up baby. You’re going to like this, I promise.”


  The look of confusion was clearly on her face. “I don’t know…” she stopped there, unable to speak because Kevin’s tongue had snaked back into her mouth, exploring every crevice he could find.


  After another minute or two, her legs seemed to open up of their own accord. Kevin grinned. Her subconscious might still have reservations, but it seemed her body was going to override it. His hands were still busy playing with her pretty breasts, so he added an imaginary tongue into the dream.


  Controlling the tongue, he had it gently touch her clit. She jumped, but immediately relaxed back into his kiss. He had the tongue sweep downward, wiggling it in her little hole. She opened for him even more, as her need to climax began to override all else.


  He took the tongue back up to her clit, starting with little wiggles in a side to side motion. It didn’t take long. Within a minute her breathing picked up as she opened her legs completely, using her feet to brace up against the bed to push her little clit harder into the imaginary tongue that was doing such a fine job of bringing her to the brink of release.


  Knowing she was close, Kevin released her lips and traveled his way downward, stopping when he took one of her nipples into his mouth. He sucked the swollen tip into his mouth, laving the underside with his tongue. She exploded.


  Even in her sleep, her body reacted to her orgasm. He could smell the cream being released from her body. Her head was thrown back against her pillow, feet still braced on the bed for traction, and her ass raised up in the air. Kevin eased up with the touch of the tongue, just giving her gentle licks as she came down off her orgasmic high.


  She sighed in her sleep as Kevin reached down and gently straightened her legs back out. She rolled on her side, a look of pure bliss on her face. He grinned as he swept the loose hair off of her face. She had been beautiful in the throes of her climax. He would not have missed a chance to show her how good it could be between the two of them for anything. As he sat down in the chair next to the bed, he glanced down at his own hard-as-nails erection. He had managed to get so worked up being a part of her dream, that his very real life erection was downright painful. But tonight wasn’t about him, it was about her. It was about trying to conquer at least a few of her fears. He made a quick decision to spend the night right where he was at. He would make certain he was reading (or act like he was reading, anyhow) in the morning when she awoke. He chuckled quietly to himself. “I am going to be interested in seeing your reaction tomorrow morning, darling,” he whispered quietly to her sleeping face. Leaning back into the chair and placing his feet up on the side of the bed, he made himself comfortable for the night.


  Chapter Four


  


  Erica awoke Saturday morning knowing something was different. She slowly opened her eyes, wary as to what she might encounter. Shock hit her as she immediately faced Kevin sitting in a chair right next to her bed. From the looks of things he had been there quite a while. He appeared to be deep into the book he was reading, so she took a quick moment to search her memory bank for answers as to why he was there. She remembered starting to have a bad dream, but it hadn’t lasted and the details seemed to elude her. She remembered waking up once during the night, and Kevin had been sitting on the side of her bed, whispering gentle, calming words until she turned to goo and fell back into a deep slumber. As she continued searching her memory bank, the only things that stood out were the details of two rather erotic dreams, both featuring her and Kevin. She stole a quick glance in his direction. If he had been there all night, did he know about her dreams? She had no idea if she talked in her sleep or not. Her face turned bright pink at that thought.


  She glanced back over to him. He had stopped reading and seemed to be studying her with something close to amusement on his face. Oh no, he knows about my dreams.


  “Good morning, sleepyhead.” Kevin’s voice had a deep gravelly pitch to it first thing in the morning, and Erica shuddered slightly, finding it very sexy. It did nothing to stop her mind from replaying last night’s erotic dreams.


  He had surprised her when she woke up to find him sitting in her bedroom as if he belonged there. But what surprised her even more was the fact that she wasn’t having a panic attack. She realized she was not afraid of him.


  “Did you stay up all night just because of me?” She asked as she worried her bottom lip with her teeth. Had he actually gone all night without sleep just to be near her on the off chance she needed him? And her two erotic dreams, did him spending the night in her bedroom bring them on? They had been dreams, hadn’t they? Surely she hadn’t lost all control, had she?


  Then again she could feel an abundance of moisture between her legs. Her boy shorts felt wet. Had she actually had her first wet dream?


  Her thoughts were interrupted as she heard him reply. “No, I was too pumped up after work last night and couldn’t sleep anyhow. So I decided to stick close by in case you needed me.” Wow, so there were still men out there in the world who actually cared for a woman. This family was one in a million, and the men’s chivalrous behavior was practically unheard of in this day and time.


  She couldn’t seem to forget those damn erotic dreams from the night before, and the star of those dreams was sitting right next to her! She took a quick peek at his lips and wondered if they were as soft and sensuous as they had been in her dreams. Oh, who am I kidding? If the last four years had taught her anything, it was that men could not be trusted. They took what they wanted, when they wanted, and gave no regard for a woman’s feelings. Didn’t they? So why was her mind refusing to let go of those erotic images from last night? Would Kevin really be that gentle in real life? Was he really as good of a kisser as he had been in her dreams? Or was her imagination on overdrive this morning?


  She hopped out of bed and quickly headed for her closet. Maybe she would feel better once she had on a few more clothes. Unfortunately, there was very little to choose from. When she had left her old house a few days ago, she had only taken a small duffle bag, only a few items of clothing. She was also in need of a few personal items. As she headed to the shower, she decided to approach the subject with Kevin at breakfast.


  “I need to pick up a few things. I was thinking about taking a trip to the mall,” she stated nonchalantly, hoping Kevin would just agree and she’d be on her way.


  He glanced up from the newspaper he had been reading, his eyes turning so dark she swore they were almost black. This was not a look she was used to seeing in him, and it terrified her with its intensity. She sucked in her breath, as fear quickly paralyzed her. What in the world had she done to make him so enraged? When his hands moved to sit the morning paper down on the table, Erica slammed her eyes shut tight and held her breath, bracing herself against the blow she was sure was to come.


  When nothing happened, she cautiously peeked through one partially open eye over to him. The look on his face had changed to one of upset and shock. “Erica,” he breathed. “I would never hurt you, sweetheart. You have no reason to fear me.” His voice came out as a tortured whisper, as he slowly reached over to ensconce her hand in his. “My concern is your safety. We have no idea where Shawn is at the given moment, and you stated a few days ago that your life would be in jeopardy if he found you.”


  “I know, but I really don’t think he would do anything in the middle of broad daylight with plenty of witnesses. Besides, he doesn’t know where I am, right?” She honestly thought as long as he didn’t know where she was holed up, and she kept herself surrounded by people, she would be fine.


  “I don’t know what he is capable of doing, and I am not taking any chances.” Kevin’s response came out snappy and curt. He sighed deeply as he tried for a calmer voice. “I understand you came here with very little, but how can I ever forgive myself if something happened to you? Could you give me or maybe even one of my sisters a list of items you need? I’ll be happy to run errands for you, or I am sure I could talk Jennifer into going.” Kevin knew he couldn’t keep her in his apartment against her will. Neither was she walking out the door by herself. It was just a matter of coming to a compromise.


  “Oh, now come on, Kevin. You can’t hold me prisoner in here for life,” Erica replied a bit sharply. Numerous emotions were quickly coming to the surface, and she planned to rebel sharply if this man thought he was going to control her every move. She was just getting her first taste of freedom in four years, and wasn’t about to have it squashed so quickly by another overbearing male. “I just need to get out and pick up a few things,” she continued, attempting to hold down her temper. Besides, one look at his face told her he had taken her comments hard. His face was now cold as stone, but instead of flinching, her own temper sparked, turning her green eyes bright as she flashed him a look of defiance.


  Kevin coldly responded in what sounded to be a half growl. “The devil take it, woman, I am not keeping you prisoner. I am only trying to keep you alive and safe!” Kevin placed his hands on the table in front of him, palms down, in clear view for her sake. He might be exasperated with her for the moment, but he didn’t want her frightened.


  Erica thought about all that he had done for her in the past few days, and decided to tap down her agitation. Keeping a close watch on his hands as they remained unmoving in front of her on the table, she knew he was doing this for her benefit. “That was a poor choice of words on my part. You have been very kind and generous to me. I didn’t mean to insult you. I just need to pick up a few items that I would rather pick up myself. However, if you believe it to be unsafe, then just forget about it. I’ll do without.” The last words were croaked out, her throat clogging up and her emotions ready to overflow. She quickly stood and headed for her bedroom. It was bad enough she had upset Kevin, she didn’t want him to see her crying like a baby.


  What in the world she was going to do about the needed items, she knew not. She would figure that out later. The only thing she knew for a fact was that she was definitely not sending the man now standing in front of her, blocking her path, to the store with a list of personal items! She tried to sidestep him, and he blocked her yet again, which was rather easy to accomplish since her eyes were filled with tears. Even through her tears she was able to recognize the agony and concern sketched across his face when she glanced up.


  When Kevin saw Erica’s tears trailing down her cheeks, his chest clenched up as if someone had kicked him. He didn’t mean for her to get upset. He was only trying to keep her safe. Damn, he hated to see any woman cry, and this one was breaking his heart! He brought her head up against his chest, allowing her tears to soak through his tee shirt while he silently weighed his options. If he hadn’t been such an ass, he probably could have convinced her to let him accompany her. Now, that option was doubtful. Finally, he settled on the best option available. “Would you be willing to take Jennifer along and let her drive?”


  “Sure, if she wants to go with me.” Erica sniffed from against his chest. Her sigh of relief that their dispute was over was palpable. She felt physically and emotionally drained. At this point she would agree to almost anything other than sending him to the store with a list of personal items.


  Kevin almost snorted at her response. Like Jennifer would ever turn down a trip to the mall with his credit card. Right, not in this lifetime! “Do you have cash on you?” When Erica gave him a puzzled expression, he continued, “If you use your bank card, Shawn can have it traced. If he is smart, he has already alerted the bank, and they will be tracking your every move. If you use cash, no one can track you.”


  “Oh, I didn’t think of that. Yes, I’ve got a little.” She answered him, this time succeeding in sidestepping him and heading for her bedroom. She didn’t lie to him. She did have a little, about twenty little dollars currently sitting in her wallet!


  As Erica hurried to her bedroom, Kevin hoped he wasn’t making a huge mistake. Although his house was the safest place for her to be, he couldn’t hold her there forever. When it became apparent his own company was not welcomed, he quickly took his second best option, and sent Jennifer along.


  He checked to make sure she was still busy in the bedroom, and then slipped over to her purse and pulled out her wallet. She wasn’t lying when she had told him she had a “little bit” of money, he found $20.28 to be exact. He grabbed a handful of cash out of his pocket and placed it in her wallet. He then opened his own wallet and pulled out a credit card. He knew that by handing his sister his credit card, he would have little trouble convincing her to take Erica to the mall. He also knew he was probably going a little overboard, between the cash and the credit card, but he would deal with that one when the girls arrived back home. Hopefully, Jennifer would soften Erica up, and she would allow him to spoil her just a little. Heaven only knew when the last time someone had pampered her, and she needed it.


  An hour later, Jennifer and Erica were on their way to the local mall. Although Jennifer wore a long sleeved shirt, large sun glasses, and a big floppy hat in an attempt to keep as much sun off of her as possible, Erica found herself relaxing and enjoying the warmth it provided.


  “It has been ages since I have been out on a girl’s shopping trip!” exclaimed Jennifer as she drove. “Kevin gave me orders that I’m not allowed to bring you back until the money is gone, and you have everything you need.”


  “Um…what do you mean?” Erica asked in confusion, knowing it would take little time for her to pick up what few items her twenty dollars could buy.


  Jennifer glanced over to her passenger with a smirk clearly on her face. “I think if you check your wallet, you’ll find he left you a little present.”


  Erica reached down and grabbed her wallet out of her purse. As she stared at the stack of bills now stacked neatly against each other, her mind began to spin and her jaw dropped in a very unladylike manner. She was sure she had never had so much cash in her possession. It was a little frightening and heady all at the same time. She glanced over to Jennifer, noticing she was holding up a black credit card and a wide grin on her face.


  “He said if you refuse to spend the cash, then I am to just take care of things myself.” Jennifer was the household shopper, and never needed any excuse or reason to go shopping. With her brother’s limitless credit card in hand, she was sure to have a splendid afternoon.


  “I didn’t think we could use a credit card.” Erica questioned. “Kevin told me not to use mine this morning, because it could be tracked.”


  “Yes, yours could and probably would, but Charles goes to great lengths to assure these little babies are not traced.” Jennifer replied with a smile, her fingers still holding up the object of debate. She could almost feel the power of her brother’s limitless credit card in her hand! Talk about a head rush!


  It didn’t take long for Erica to realize that Jennifer was a force to be reckoned with. She felt guilty at the overwhelming amount of money Jennifer seemed to be shelling out. She quickly decided to hand over the cash to her, figuring if Kevin was going to get upset, Jennifer could take the heat. As long as she managed to pick up the few items needed, she would just go along for the ride on the remainder of their shopping spree.


  Four hours and a trunk full of bags later, the girls left the mall to head home.


  Erica openly admitted she’d had fun, although she was currently exhausted from walking one end of the mall to the other. Jennifer had just pulled out of the parking lot and onto the main road when she suddenly exclaimed, “Shit!” The exclamation caught Erica off guard, and she glanced over to see a cold black fury settle over Jennifer’s usual contented expression.


  “Jennifer, what is wrong?” She asked with a mixture of concern and anxiety, as she willed her heart beat to slow down.


  “We’ve got to get home immediately.” Erica noticed Jennifer continuously glancing up at the rearview mirror. Erica stole a quick peek behind, and the sudden feeling of terror hit her so hard it took her breath away.


  She knew immediately who was behind them. She would recognize his car anywhere. Her heart dropped to her stomach, as realization hit that Shawn had managed to find her. Oh, why had she been so stubborn about going out today? She wanted to kick herself for talking Kevin into letting her go. She would have been better off staying curled up nice and safe in her bed. Unfortunately, because of her own carelessness, not only was she putting her own life in danger, she now had Kevin’s younger sister’s life in danger, also.


  Her fingers clasped together in her lap, her mind raced to figure out how to get out of this predicament. Now that Shawn had found her, he would never let her go. He would follow them home, where he would carelessly and effectively eliminate anyone who got in between her and him.


  A motor revving up caught her attention as she watched Shawn’s car come up beside Jennifer’s Mustang. It became clear he intended to run them off the road. She gulped and her mind spun in amazement as she tried to comprehend the skills Jennifer was currently employing to keep them alive. For as young as she was, Erica would have never guessed Jennifer knew such advanced evasive maneuvering skills. She watched as Jennifer outmaneuvered their aggressor, keeping the Mustang on the road at all times, all the while spouting off curse words aimed at Shawn. Erica stole a quick peek over at the speedometer to see they were pushing ninety. She noted the look of determination upon Jennifer’s face. She had no intention of falling victim to Shawn’s bullying. Erica shook her head slightly, amazed that her young chauffeur wasn’t freaking out, which Erica herself was not that far from doing. Jennifer was evidently one stubborn little gal!


  As Jennifer reached over and pushed a button on the dashboard, she was regretting having to make this call. She knew her brother would be livid the second he found out they were in trouble. There were only two options though, call Kevin, or take care of the problem herself. The safer option was to call her brother. She felt fairly confident she could wipe Shawn’s face across the pavement. After all, he didn’t have a clue she was a vampire. The problem was, neither did Erica. Better to let Sir Romeo take care of this situation. Kevin’s voice was immediately on the speaker.


  “Jennifer, what is it?” His voice came across low and stressed. He knew instantly something was wrong. Jennifer never used her car phone. His father had installed a phone in each family member’s car for emergency use only. The fact that Jennifer was using the phone instantly told Kevin she was in trouble.


  “I’ve got company following us home. Shawn picked us up as soon as we left the mall,” Jennifer stated. She purposely kept calmness in her voice, and tried keeping a calming atmosphere going in the car, but she knew after one quick glance at Erica that her efforts were in vain. Erica was sitting in the passenger seat with her arms wrapped around her middle, rocking gently back and forth, all the while moaning, “Oh God, we’re not going to make it!”


  “How far away are you?” Kevin inquired.


  “About seven minutes out. I can make it safely, just be ready for when I pull in,” Jennifer informed him.


  Kevin was relieved to hear Jennifer keeping a calm head while she was driving, and she seemed confident that she could get the two of them back home safely. It was Erica who wasn’t so calm. He could hear her mumbling about not making it through the speaker in the car, and he knew his sister would have already tried throwing a calming atmosphere around her. Erica was fighting the imposed atmosphere. She was scared, and rightfully so.


  As Jennifer continued talking with Kevin on the phone, Shawn came around to Erica’s side of the car, trying to force their car off the road once again. Erica could see the road narrowed up ahead, and terror caused her to freeze up. She shut her eyes tight and sent a quick urgent prayer above that they would live through this nightmare. Erica forced one eye open and looked Shawn directly in the eye. There was only one word to describe the look on his face, murderous hatred. As the next minute ticked by, it was blatantly obvious that Shawn was not going to stop until he had succeeded in killing both girls. He was irate over Jennifer outmaneuvering him, which was causing him to act irrationally. He continuously veered sharply over, trying to ram his car into Jennifer’s, only to become even more enraged that Jennifer was able to avoid him every time. Even Erica was amazed as she realized that he hadn’t been able to hit them once.


  As Shawn became more aggressive, his actions became more violent. Finally, feeling she couldn’t take another second of torture, Erica screamed at Jennifer. “Slow down so I can jump out, and then you can make a run for it. It’s me he wants. Let me out and he’ll let you live!”


  The next sound that was heard was Kevin roaring over the speaker, “Hell no, don’t stop!”


  Kevin’s roar was deafening, and Erica barely heard Jennifer calmly tell Kevin that she had everything under control. The calmness Jennifer displayed while speaking to Kevin confused and bewildered her, but she had no time to ponder on it.


  As for Kevin, he lost all self-control when he overheard Erica tell Jennifer to stop the car so Shawn could have her, and then drive away. As if his sister would actually ever do such a thing! He knew as soon as he roared that it was a mistake, and quickly concentrated on controlling his temper and calming himself down. It was imperative that he communicate to Erica that they had the situation under control.


  Kevin could be heard taking a deep breath over the speaker, and then with deliberate calmness, pitched his voice to softness before speaking again. “Erica, Jennifer is bringing you back to the house. When the two of you arrive, she is going to pull up to the back door. I want you to jump out and run into the house as fast as you can. Charles and I are ready and waiting for Shawn. I need to know you are safe and sound in this house before anything happens. Trust me, sweetie, we have been waiting on him to show his face. I have this situation under control.”


  “Kevin, no, you don’t understand.” Erica wailed at the speaker. Again, she caught her middle with both arms wrapped tightly as her tears streaked down her cheeks. Oh God, how was she supposed to tell Kevin that he was getting ready to die, right along with his father, and probably Jennifer also, for just trying to help her? How was she supposed to tell him that he was getting ready to face the devil himself, literally?


  Kevin, knowing she was scared, tried to maintain a soothing voice. “It’s going to be okay, please trust me. We know what he is, and we are ready for him.” That was as close as he could come to telling her he knew Shawn was a vampire and he and Charles could handle him! Unfortunately, Erica was too upset to comprehend what was being stated.


  The enormity of what Erica had caused hit her stomach like a sucker punch. She was now putting the safety of Kevin’s entire family at risk, just to keep away from Shawn. As tears streamed down her cheeks, she knew she would never forgive herself if Shawn hurt any member of this kind family in his attempt to reach her.


  As Jennifer slid into the driveway, squealing tires all the way, Erica felt a moment of relief that they had made it safely home. But that only lasted briefly. Now that they had made it home, the entire family was at risk. She noticed both Kevin and Charles standing just outside the door as they pulled up. Jennifer grabbed Erica’s hand, flung the car door open, and pulled Erica out of the car and into the house. Erica heard Shawn’s car close behind, but was too chicken to glance back. She heard Kevin’s yell, “Get her out of sight,” and could only assume he was referring to her.


  Kevin breathed out a sigh of relief as his sister came tearing up the driveway. Jennifer had Erica inside the house and out of sight in a matter of seconds. Shawn’s car was just pulling up to a stop when the girls flew through the back door. Kevin assumed Jennifer would stay with Erica throughout the ordeal. It would be some time later when he discovered that he had made a horrible judgment error, and would have to pay dearly for his blunder.


  Once inside the house, Erica broke away from Jennifer easily. She took off to the one window that gave a perfect view of the backyard. Her heart was racing with fear for both Kevin and his father. Although Charles looked fit enough, she worried about him. Erica had been on the wrong end of Shawn’s abuse more than once. How could she ever live with herself if Charles ended up getting hurt, or Kevin? And then, if Shawn managed to get past the two men, what would he do next? Would he hurt Rosetta or Jennifer? Where were Kate and Elizabeth? Were they even home and aware of the danger?


  Kevin found it humorous that Shawn was suddenly surprised to be fighting two of his own kind. He knew Shawn had expected to sweep up the sidewalk with two humans, and then go after Erica. Shawn came at them with an arrogant swagger, as if he knew they were no match for him. The look of shock on his face when he realized his wife had hidden herself within a household of vampires was priceless. Charles and Kevin used this to their advantage.


  As Erica reached the window, she was relieved to see that at least, for the moment, Charles and Kevin seemed to have things under control. Her already exhausted mind wondered how in the world this was possible. A vampire should still have the upper hand, one would think, even against two grown men.


  Something Kevin stated earlier suddenly came to mind. We know what he is, and we are ready for him. What exactly did he mean by that? Had he known that Shawn was a vampire? No, that simply wasn’t possible, was it? She watched Kevin deliver a right foot into Shawn’s midsection, which sent him flying backwards thirty to forty feet. How in the world did he do that? Sure, Kevin was strong and well built, but it simply wasn’t possible for a human to have that kind of strength, was it? One second later Kevin was standing over Shawn. She quickly blinked, and caught Shawn sending his right fist straight into Kevin’s gut. Erica’s breath immediately hitched for a heartbeat, and she released it a second later as she watched Kevin stand back upright, looking relatively unharmed. Charles and Kevin joined forces, one on each side of Shawn, in an attempt to bring him down for good.


  Something caught Kevin’s peripheral vision, and as he glanced up towards the house, Erica was able to get a good look at his face. His eyes were white, and his fangs were showing as he turned and roared at Shawn. Erica felt her whole body start trembling, as her knees gave out from under her. Everything suddenly made sense. Kevin knew what he was up against with Shawn, because Kevin himself was a vampire. So, if Kevin was a vampire….oh no, this simply wasn’t possible. Had she truly left one vampire house simply to move to another? As if dealing with one vampire hadn’t been bad enough, now she was surrounded by a family of them!


  Her head started spinning, and her heart started to race uncontrollably, as she tried to wrap her head around this latest information. She braced herself up against a wall for support, finding herself too weak to hold herself upright. She began trembling violently, and she wondered how in the world she had managed to walk out of one vampire house and straight into another? Did she have a neon sign on her forehead that read, open to abuse from vampires, apply here?


  Something had made Kevin glance upward, and over to the house. His eyes immediately found Erica standing in front of the large bay window, and he knew in that instant that his secret was out. The reflection of him coming off the glass was proof enough. Damn Jennifer, why didn’t she take Erica back to his suite, where she wouldn’t see any of this? Shawn used Kevin’s momentary distraction to his benefit. He kicked Charles backwards into a nearby tree, taking advantage of the second that it would take Charles to shake off the effects, to make his exit. Kevin, still stunned by the realization that his secret was out, allowed a second of distraction to throw him off. That second of distraction was the downfall of the fight. In the second that he realized Erica had seen him for what he truly was, it felt like the breath had been yanked out of him.


  Rosetta came across Erica slumped against the wall, arms wrapped around her middle, crying hysterically. A quick glance out the window confirmed her suspicions. She walked up to Erica slowly, clearly wanting to comfort her, and looking very distressed at the same time. “I am sorry, Erica. He should have told you sooner. He was trying to hold off until you were strong enough to handle it.”


  “Why?” Erica started to ask of Rosetta, but didn’t get any further. She stopped there, incapable of articulating anything else at this point. She really wasn’t expecting an answer out of Rosetta. It was just as well, considering Rosetta currently looked speechless. Why hadn’t anyone told her, and more importantly, what exactly did they plan to do with her?


  Rosetta started to put a comforting hand on Erica’s shoulder, but she was much too upset to let anyone near. She took off running for her bedroom. Okay, the vampire guest bedroom. Erica knew that since Shawn was outside, her only halfway safe choice, for the moment, was to lock herself in the bedroom. She needed time to think. She had left one vampire house that was positively horrid and gone to what? Sure, everyone in this house had certainly been nice and kind, but how long was that going to last? Would she become their next meal when they became hungry? And now where was she supposed to go? Who could she trust?


  Erica ran into her bedroom and immediately locked the door, then put a chair up against the handle for good measure. Not that a chair would stop a vampire, but it made her feel a bit better.


  By the time Charles and Kevin regrouped, Shawn was long gone. However, both men knew there would be a next time. Kevin glanced back over to the window that had stolen his breath away earlier. “Damn, Erica knows about us,” he stated heavily to Charles. He knew he had a mess of explaining to do to one pretty little lady inside right now, but that didn’t change the fact that he was going to make sure she stayed safe.


  “I thought I caught a glimpse of her in the window,” Charles replied with a sigh, as he took a handkerchief out of his back pocket and wiped at a long scratch going across his cheek. “Whatever you do son, don’t let her leave. Shawn is probably out there waiting for that very thing.”


  “She isn’t going anywhere if I can help it,” Kevin replied. “I’ve got a mess of explaining to do, though.”


  “How much are you going to tell her?” Charles inquired as the two started toward the house.


  Kevin glanced over to the man he had considered his father for over forty years. “Everything. She’s my mate, Charles. I’m not holding anything back. Besides, after everything she has been through, she deserves the complete truth.”


  Charles smiled proudly as he placed his hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “Congratulations, son. If there is anything I can help with, let me know.”


  Kevin used Jennifer’s suite to clean up and get some blood in his system. He wanted to be certain that he was back to himself before confronting the situation he knew lay ahead of him. He was sure Erica was frightened by her discovery, and hoped that in giving her space, it would help to serve in calming her. It was close to an hour later when he lightly tapped on her bedroom door.


  Erica was sobbing in her pillow when she heard a soft knock at the door. She knew who it was. She was in the middle of having a panic attack, and trying to figure out how to leave this place. And then once she did leave, where would she go? How in the world had she become so comfortable in this house of vampires in a matter of just a few days? Why in the world could she not live a normal life, for crying out loud?


  There was another knock at the door. “Erica, please open this door, so we can talk,” Kevin begged softly. What did he want to do? Finish off what Shawn started? As soon as that thought hit, Erica pushed it aside. Kevin and his family had been completely loving and kind since she first arrived. She needed to start trusting somewhere. Even so, she wasn’t quite ready to face Kevin or his family at the given moment. She didn’t think they would harm her, and wanted to give them the benefit of trust, but she needed a little time.


  Kevin continued in a calm voice, “I could easily kick down this door, but I mean you no harm, and I know that would only scare you more.”


  “And to think I was just starting to trust you. Perfect thing to say to a woman having a panic attack on the other side of the door!” she grumbled softly into her pillow.


  “I heard that,” he responded with a bit of a chuckle.


  “Go away, and leave me alone!” she cried out in frustration.


  “I’m sorry, sweetness, but I just can’t do that,” Kevin answered softly, with more than a tinge of sadness in his voice. Erica waited for what seemed like forever, holding her breath until she heard his footsteps leave the doorway, and then collapsed back down on her pillow as her tears and despair overtook her once again.


  Kevin should have known that she would refuse to open the door. He could hear her crying, and that caused his chest to tighten up painfully. This was entirely his fault, and he knew it. He was the cause of these tears. She was just beginning to trust him, and now it looked like he was back at the starting line. Kevin ran a frustrated hand through his hair. Had Shawn come at any normal human being, he would have killed them instantly and then gone after her. The fact that he had no idea Erica was hiding out in a house full of vampires had given Kevin and Charles the surprise advantage. Not that it mattered in the end. Shawn had still managed to escape them. And now that Erica knew that this entire family was all vampires, Kevin was sure she considered them every bit of the monster Shawn was. Evil, demented, killers.


  He went back to his room to think, cool off, and recuperate. If vampires were out in the sunlight very long, it drained them of their strength rather quickly. One could help the situation by wearing long sleeves, ball caps or hats, etc., to cover the skin, therefore slowing down the sun’s effects. But, facts were facts, and if vampires spent any time out in the sun, they needed to rejuvenate. This was usually done by a fresh blood supply, and cooling the body temperature down considerably. Kevin knew his dad was probably making himself comfortable down in the deep freezer right now, and Jennifer would have already called second place for being out in the sun taking Erica to the mall. He settled for turning on both air conditioner units in his room and collapsing across his bed. Besides, he didn’t want to be far from Erica right now. He could always catch a nap in the deep freezer later tonight.


  Now all he had to do was figure out how to convince the love of his life that he wasn’t a monster.


  Chapter Five


  


  As Erica lay across her bed, attempting to stop the flow of tears, she tried reasoning with herself. Maybe Kevin and his family were not like Shawn. They had certainly seemed nice enough, but who knew? Was she up to finding out? “I wonder just how long he planned to keep me in the dark?” she mused to herself. And now that she knew, what was she supposed to do? The more she thought about her situation, the more her head was spinning in circles. Was there a place on earth that was safe for her? Why hadn’t Kevin told her in the first place? He evidently had known for some time that Shawn was a vampire. And he should have known his little secret was not something you could hide from someone for very long. Especially when you were living under the same roof, for crying out loud!


  Kevin listened to Erica sob her heart out in the next room for a good half hour. He needed to figure out a way to get to Erica without breaking the door down. That would just add fuel to the fire in her mind that he truly was a monster. How could he reach her, to give himself a chance to explain things, without scaring her more? Then, an idea hit him. Okay, admittedly, it wasn’t the most perfect plan he’d ever come up with, but it would work. At least it would get him into her room, and nothing should be destroyed in the process.


  A noise caught Erica’s attention, and she turned just in time to see a beautiful white bird fly in through the open bedroom window. It flew directly at her, and she held out her hand. Much to her surprise, the bird landed on her hand. It sat peering up at her, cocking his head from side to side.


  “Hello, little fellow. Are you just as lost in this world as I am?” she whispered to the little bird. She was amazed that it seemed so comfortable around her. She wondered if it was someone’s pet that had become lost. It continued sitting on her hand, cocking its head slightly from one side to the other. “You might not want to hang around me. I seem to have a knack for finding trouble. Besides, I can’t even find a safe place to keep myself, let alone a small little thing like you.”


  The bird made a small chirping sound as she continued her despair. “I thought I was safe here, but I’m not so sure anymore. See, I thought Kevin was my friend, and that I could find refuge here with this family to be protected and safe. Now, I have nowhere to go and no one to turn to!” she sobbed out, as tears poured down her cheeks once again.


  As Erica sobbed her heart out, Kevin’s wrenched. He knew he was going to have to come clean soon. It seemed like the perfect opportunity when she stated, “I thought Kevin was my friend.”


  The bird took two hops off of Erica’s hand and flew up towards the ceiling. As it started descending back down, it began to change into Kevin’s human form about halfway. He landed silently on his feet, immediately looked over to Erica and stated, “I am your friend, and you are safe with me, if you will only trust me.”


  Erica sat on the bed, horrified, and frozen still. “How in the h…?” She gasped, only to be stopped by the black dots dancing in front of her. Her chest was beating erratically, and it felt like she had a pair of vise grips around it. She tried sucking in a deep breath of air, but found that to be an impossible task. Her airways seemed to close. Everything was spinning out of control, and she vaguely heard a short strangled scream, then realized it had come from herself. The black dots continued dancing in front of her, as the entire room started spinning, and then nothing but total blackness.


  Kevin hadn’t planned on Erica being quite so shocked, and he became concerned when he realized she was having trouble breathing. When she fainted, he was right there to catch her. He eased her back onto the bed, and checked for a pulse. As he cradled her in his arms with her head tilted back, he blew in a few puffs of air to make sure her airway was open. Sitting back against the headboard, cradling her in his arms, he waited restlessly for her to come back around. Knowing he had a lot to explain, he pleaded to the heavens above for the time to do it.


  Slowly, the blackness started to recede, allowing Erica to come up out of the fog her head was currently swimming in. It took a minute for her brain to clear, and to be able to think straight, even if it was a bit groggy. As the fog started to lift, she realized she was cradled in Kevin’s embrace. He watched her closely as her green eyes displayed every emotion currently running through her: fear, confusion, and anger. Anger eventually came to the forefront, and out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of a closed fist at her side. He briefly wondered if she would use it to strike him. Not that he could blame her, nor could she have hurt him. It would more likely end with her having a broken hand, something Kevin was sure he would shoulder the blame for also. She seemed to study his eyes, as if trying to read something in them. He only hoped she could see the pain her suffering was causing him, and the misery he was currently in. He finally saw her hand relax, and decided it was safe to speak.


  The gentleness in his tone, along with the pain radiating from his eyes tore her breath out of her lungs. “I am so sorry I scared you, those were not my intentions. I would never let anything happen to you.” He had leaned down so their noses were almost touching, and he came forward just a little in order to brush her lips with a soft kiss.


  The touch of his lips on hers had quite the opposite affect than what he had hoped for. She was definitely not in the mood to be coddled. She pushed against his chest with both hands, hard enough to send an ordinary man flying backwards, Kevin was sure. As it was, her attempts were fruitless. He didn’t budge an inch. Annoyed and angry, she briefly entertained the idea of slapping the mess out of this man, but a quick second glance at the pain in his eyes brought her up short. Besides, it made very little sense provoking a vampire who was a hundred times stronger than you! Still, he had some questions to answer, and she was determined to get her answers.


  As she disentangled herself from his embrace, Erica immediately launched into her questions. “How long were you planning to keep me in the dark that you are a vampire?” She gave him a hard glare as she settled herself across the bed from him. She decided that one way or another, he was going to come clean with her.


  “Why didn’t you tell me that Shawn is a vampire?” Kevin responded with a smirk on his face. Oh, he could play this game with her. Although he knew he owed her an explanation far more than she ever owed one to him, he simply couldn’t help himself. For some reason his beast had turned into an imp, rather enjoying seeing their mate irritated. She was just so darn cute when she was angry! Kevin hated himself when she was sad, and his beast was in no better shape. But this side, this side of her, he could live with. He saw the fire in her, and he liked what he saw. He didn’t want a woman that he could manipulate. He wanted a woman who wasn’t afraid to stand up and speak her mind, even if it was to him! His beast seemed to be jumping for joy at seeing the fire coming from her also. Yes, his beast didn’t want someone that could be walked all over. It wanted someone that stood up for what they believed in.


  Erica stared at Kevin, her irritation level rising quickly. Really, was he going to answer a question with another question? Did he honestly think she was going to allow him to get away with that? Or was he just stalling? No, another glance confirmed he seemed to be enjoying himself. “I asked you first,” she bit out testily. There was no way he was getting off the hook that easy! It obviously had slipped his mind that she had four years of dealing with a vampire! If he was trying to play head games with her, he’d better try harder!


  Kevin sat back and let out a sigh. “I didn’t want to scare you. Most people immediately think of bloodsucking demons when you mention vampires,” he replied with a light shrug of his shoulders.


  “Yeah, well, I’ve had my share of that, thank you very much. You’ve obviously known for some time that Shawn was a vampire, so not telling you was no big surprise. But you…”


  “I was protecting you!” Kevin snapped in frustration. “Do you have any idea what he would have done to you if he had been able to get to you?”


  “Yes,” she replied quietly, and Kevin watched as every bit of fire was snuffed out of her. “I have a pretty good idea.”


  Kevin felt horrible. He stretched out his hand and lightly stroked her cheek, bringing her chin up as he did so in order to see her eyes. “Now answer my question,” Kevin demanded softly.


  Erica sighed deeply. All game playing was over. It was time to get to the bottom of things. “Because I thought you would think I was crazy. I couldn’t take the chance of telling you and have you throw me in the nearest mental institution! I just had nowhere else to go, Kevin, no one else to trust. I hated putting you and your family at risk. I just didn’t know what else to do.”


  Kevin stared at her intently as he thought about her answer. So, she tried hiding the truth from him because she was afraid he would think she was crazy. Looking at things from a mortal’s point of view, he could kind of see her point. After all, vampires were not supposed to exist. As for her being crazy, he could easily run down a list of things to describe her. She was beautiful, intelligent, witty, graceful, sweet, and sexy as hell. But crazy would never have been on his list.


  He continued to study her for a moment before he responded. “Do you realize how lucky you are to be surrounded by vampires? Do you realize what would have happened today if this was a human household?” He didn’t want to scare her more, but she needed to realize that if it wasn’t for the fact that he and his family were vampires, chances were everyone would have ended up dead. Rogues rarely gave a second thought about human life, and Shawn had definitely gone rogue.


  It was obvious from the look on her face that the possible ramifications of that afternoon’s altercation were just now being considered. “Oh my God, Kevin, is Charles okay? Was anyone else involved?” Her face heating up with shame for not asking this sooner, she realized she had left before the fighting finished, and she hadn’t seen two of Kevin’s sisters at all that afternoon.


  “He’s fine,” Kevin assured her.


  “Kevin, is your father, what I mean, are Charles and Rosetta really your parents?” Erica asked cautiously.


  “No, but Charles is the man who has taught me practically everything I know. Yes, everyone in this household is a vampire and no, we are technically of no blood relation, but that doesn’t stop us from being a family.” He took a deep breath and sat back against the headboard of the bed. “Look, baby, I have a lot to explain to you, and I will, I promise. I just want to make sure you are up to it all.


  “The first thing you need to realize is that not all of us are monsters like Shawn. As a matter of fact, most of us are not. You have been here several days and had no idea about any of us until today. Don’t you think if I was up to no good you would have known it by now?”


  “Well, perhaps,” she grumbled with a small shrug. His logic made sense. When she really thought about it, he’d had more than enough time and opportunity to hurt her if he was going to. However, he hadn’t. He had been a complete gentleman, kind and considerate ever since she first arrived. The whole situation wasn’t making any sense to her. Was there actually such a thing as good vampires and bad vampires? And why was this family being so nice to her? She was just your ordinary human. They hadn’t even tried to drink her blood! Speaking of which, what did this family do when it became hungry? The more she thought about everything, the more her head hurt.


  Turning her head up to face Kevin, she softly stated, “I find I have so many questions, and I am confused as to what I should be doing. On top of that I’ve got a bad headache coming on.” She reached up as she finished and massaged her temples, trying to alleviate the pressure.


  Kevin noticed she was looking very pale, and wasn’t totally convinced she wouldn’t faint on him again. Her anger seemed to have drained away, and in its place was just a confused, scared, hurting young woman. He moved around so he could gently massage the back of her neck. The minute he made skin contact, he quickly jumped into her head, only to wince himself as the pain she was experiencing hit him full force.


  “Do you trust me?” he asked softly, still slowly massaging her neck, while trying to swirl calmness in the air around her.


  She closed her eyes, remaining quiet for a long moment, as if contemplating his question. “Yeah, I’m probably crazy, but I think I do.”


  He chuckled at her response as he continued massaging the base of her neck for a moment, and then moved downward to include her shoulders. After a minute or two had gone by, he felt her leaning into him and starting to relax. He gently took her hair in one swath and moved it over to one side, then placed a soft kiss on the exposed side of her neck. He continued swirling the calmness and peacefulness, and knew the moment she surrendered to it. Her body went limp, and a small moan escaped out of her mouth as he continued massaging and dropping soft kisses to the side of her neck.


  Once he knew she had given in, he whispered in her ear, “Love, you are very pale, and you just fainted on me a short time ago. I am a little concerned about your health. Would you please consider taking something for your headache and rest, just for a short time? I promise you, I’m not going anywhere. And I also promise you that if it takes me until the end of my time, I will gain your trust, if you will only give me the chance.” He stopped for a moment and lightly nipped her earlobe, and then dropped another kiss on her neck. “For right now, I plan to sit right here, and watch over you while you sleep. And when you have had the chance to recuperate, you have my word that I will explain everything, and answer all questions you have.” He moved around the side of her, so he could see her face. Exhaustion was fast taking over, and she was in too much pain to fight him, even if she wanted to.


  Erica glanced over to him, a little surprised to see the sincerity on his face. It seemed important to him that he earned her trust. “Damn, you are a hard one to stay mad at,” she whispered.


  “Does that mean I’m forgiven?” he dared ask with a wayward grin.


  “I wouldn’t go that far yet,” she replied, and attempted a scowl, but his grin was making it difficult.


  “That’s it, baby, keep making me toe the line,” he chuckled as he bent his head slightly and kissed the tip of her nose.


  “You weren’t serious about watching me sleep, were you?” Erica questioned with a worried glance.


  “Of course I was,” Kevin replied, as if it was something he did on a regular basis. Well, actually, he had, but she wasn’t aware of that.


  “You don’t have to do that, Kevin.”


  “Oh, yes I do. First of all, I want you to feel safe, and the only way I see that happening is if I am here to protect you. Second,” he continued, as his lips brushed over her forehead, “How else am I going to prove to you that you can truly trust me?”


  Erica’s heart did a strange little pitter-patter. As she considered his answer, it occurred to her that he had watched her sleep the night before and no harm had come to her. Now was the time for her to back up her words of trusting him with action. Taking a deep breath, she tried to give him a reassuring smile. It came across more as a grimace due to the headache, but she hoped he appreciated the effort.


  Kevin stood up to leave, promising her he would return with something for her headache. He in turn made her promise to relax and rest while he was gone. He walked over to the window and closed and locked it, and then reiterated on his way out the door that he would explain everything once he knew she was up to it. By this point, Erica’s headache was quickly turning into a migraine. She knew she would be down for the remainder of the day. She just didn’t have the heart to tell Kevin this.


  Kevin headed straight for Rosetta’s room. Chances were good she would have something to help with Erica’s headache. Although medication in a vampire household was laughable since they never got sick, Rosetta had always kept a well-stocked medicine cabinet. Kevin had never understood why, but right now, he was very thankful.


  When he walked out of Erica’s room, she looked calm enough, although, sometimes trying to judge her when he wasn’t poking around her brain proved to be difficult. He had left the bedroom door cracked open, hoping she wouldn’t change her mind while he was gone and make him break down the door upon rearrival.


  Erica was in too much pain to do anything other than change into an oversized tee shirt and slip into bed before Kevin returned.


  Kevin found Rosetta easily enough, and quickly explained the situation to her. She handed him a pill and advised him to tell Erica it was an aspirin. He raised his eyebrow at her, waiting for her to explain.


  “She needs a good rest, especially after this afternoon. This is a fairly strong painkiller, but the last thing you need her to worry about is that we are trying to drug her!”


  He smiled and hugged Rosetta. She did make a valid point. “She is my mate, Rosetta, and I love her more than words can say. I am coming clean and telling her everything. Can you let Charles know we will be paying him a visit tomorrow morning?” Charles was the history buff in the family, if Kevin wanted all skeletons out of the closet, he might as well start at the top.


  Rosetta kissed him lightly on the cheek before stating, “Kevin, I am very happy for you. I had a feeling she was your mate. I am glad you have acknowledged it.” Placing a gentle hand on his arm, Rosetta continued, “Just remember you will need to go slow. She still has a lot of emotional scars that will need to heal. You have always had a compassionate side, and I know you have the patience to help her overcome her past.”


  After thanking Rosetta and kissing her on the cheek, Kevin walked back to his suite, relieved to find Erica’s bedroom door ajar. He walked into the bedroom, and found she was already in bed. She was using her arm over her eyes to block out any light.


  He walked over to her window, frowning that he hadn’t thought to draw the blinds and close the curtains completely before he left. The room was immediately plunged into total darkness as he not only drew the blinds and curtains, but threw an extra blanket over the window to block out all light. He walked over to the side of the bed and gently sat down. “Erica, I’ve got an aspirin for your headache. I also brought you a cold compress, if that will help.”


  She sat up to take the medicine he offered, never opening her eyes. She dropped back down onto the pillows, and he gently placed the cold compress on her forehead and eyes. “Mmmmmm,” she murmured as the coolness hit her with welcome relief.


  He waited. It didn’t take long. He sat next to her on the side of the bed, gently rubbing the inside of her wrist while forcing a deep sleep over her. She was under within minutes. Her breathing evened out, and the etched lines of pain on her face slowly receded. He quickly took advantage of her slumber and carefully crawled into the bed next to her. He made certain the bed didn’t jostle, as the last thing he wanted was for her to wake up. He curled his body as close to hers as he could get, content to just be next to her and watch her sleep. To say this woman had trust issues was an understatement at best. It was a good thing he loved a good challenge. He knew he was falling head over heels in love with her, and he was determined to do everything in his power to win her trust and love.


  About an hour had passed when she moved. She turned in his direction, still sound asleep, and curled her body on top of his, placing her face on his chest. Kevin lay perfectly still for a moment, just cherishing the fact that the love of his life was lying on top of him. He wrapped his arms around her lightly, and it was as if she was made to fit. The thin material of her nightshirt did little to conceal the heat coming off her body. Even in sleep, he could feel her nipples harden against his chest. He could feel his cock surging to life, and he tried ineffectively to will it back down. He gently ran his hand down her back to the bottom of her nightshirt and then smiled as he realized a quick second later she had nothing on underneath. He maneuvered her body slightly so that her legs were on both sides of his, her hot pussy pressed up against his cloth-covered erection. A smile came across his face. He couldn’t imagine heaven being any better than what he was experiencing at that moment.


  It was well after 2:00 a.m. when he felt her start to stir. He felt her nipples harden against his chest as she unconsciously rubbed her wet pussy over him.


  “Kevin, I need…” she sighed in frustration as she continued to grind her pussy against him. He was positive she was still asleep. Her eyes were closed, her head still resting on his chest, only now she was rubbing her cheek against his chest hairs seductively.


  “Shh, love. Go back to sleep. I know what my baby needs. I’ll take care of you.” His whispered assurance seemed to have sent her back to dreamland.


  “Oh hell, I’m not a saint,” he murmured to himself as he carefully reached down to pull her night shirt up her body. Then he reached back down to move her out of the way just long enough to unzip his pants and pull out his hard cock. He wouldn’t penetrate her, especially not with her still being asleep, but he knew he could bring on both of their orgasms.


  With his hands on her hips, he repositioned her so that she was now riding his dick, sensuously moving up and down as her abundant juices made sliding together easy.


  He brought one hand up to play with her breasts, while the other worked its way downward, squeezing past where their bodies were joined in order to play with her clit.


  He was already getting close, just the feel of her warm, wet pussy sliding over his dick had his one-track-minded appendage ready to shoot off.


  She turned her head and looked him in the eye. He froze, not sure how she was going to react. He thought he was going to have a heart attack when she smiled and tilted her head for a kiss. He complied immediately, following her when she sat up a bit to get more traction. From there on he watched the most erotic dance he had ever seen in his life as she rode his cock, chasing after her own orgasm.


  She sat up to get better traction, and in one swift move he lifted her nightshirt off of her. A grin split his face as he weighed both breasts in his hands. She had the prettiest dark pink nipples he had ever seen.


  Before putting his mouth on one of those delectable berries of hers, he wanted to make sure she was awake enough to know what she was doing. It wouldn’t do him any good for her to think he took advantage of her while she slept. No, he had worked on her trust too hard to blow it now.


  “Baby, can I have a taste of you?” His eyes were glued to her breasts, so he missed the initial look of shock that rolled across her face. The next emotion that came to the surface was fear. Her heart beat increased dramatically, and her breathing turned to something resembling a wheezing noise. He immediately backed off and did a quick mind sweep to find out what the problem was.


  “Shit baby, did you honestly think I was going to bite you?”


  “Well,” she stammered as she tried to catch her breath. “What else am I supposed to think when you ask if you can taste me?”


  Kevin lightly chuckled as he shook his head, bringing her up against his body. For all practical purposes, she was still as naïve as a virgin. Only a virgin wouldn’t have the scars on her soul and body that Erica had.


  “Baby, all I wanted to do was lick your beautiful breasts.” He placed a gentle kiss on her forehead then wrapped her up in his arms. He prayed for patience. She had so many scars and nightmares from her time with Shawn. It was going to take an abundance of patience in order for him to help her overcome all of her past.


  He waited until he knew she was back asleep before he gently moved her off of him. His cock was still hard as a rock, and his balls were beginning to ache from not achieving the release they so desperately needed.


  Once in the shower he picked up the bottle of Erica’s soap and poured a generous amount in his hand. He then applied it to his throbbing cock. At first he kept his strokes nice and easy, and a fantasy of Erica on her knees in front of him sprang to mind. In his mind’s eye she would first place her tongue on him timidly, just to get a taste, before she opened her mouth wide and sucked him down. While he was having this little fantasy, his own hand had wrapped around his shaft tighter, picking up in speed on the strokes. His mind had a picture of Erica now with his dick in her mouth. She looked up at him as she sucked him down all the way to the back of her throat.


  He exploded. Ropy streams of white cum shot out all over the shower wall. He leaned his forearm onto the wall for a moment, coming down off his blissful high, before showering quickly and returning to the bed. Thank goodness she had slept through it.


  Chapter Six


  


  Erica began to stir about 8:00 the following morning. Kevin had his arms wrapped around her, and with their skin touching in multiple areas, it was easy to slip into her mind and watch her reaction as she realized she was sleeping curled up on top of him. Her head lay perfectly still on his chest, and he felt her eyelashes against his bare chest as she blinked several times, trying to figure out her surroundings.


  “Good morning, sleepyhead,” Kevin spoke softly as he smiled down into her face.


  “Good morning” she replied as she sat up, only to look down and realize she was naked. She grabbed the sheet and threw it around her body. Nervously running her fingers through her messy hair, she wondered if he was going to bring up the night before. “Did I keep you from getting sleep last night?” In the light of day, she didn’t like what her memories had to show her. She wanted to forget any memories past falling asleep with her head pillowed on Kevin’s chest. Did she really freak out and bring their enjoyment to a screeching halt? He must think I am a total loser.


  “Not at all.” He neglected to remind her of the fact that vampires need virtually no sleep. He also decided to keep to himself that he would not have missed feeling her curled up against him last night for anything, or even the abruptly ended lap dance, even if he was a human and needed the sleep. As it was, it was all he could do to keep himself from pulling her back down on top of him.


  Come to think about it, she seemed rather naïve about vampires in general. Surprising, considered she was married to one.


  Then thoughts of yesterday’s events came flooding back into her head. She wondered what had happened to Shawn. Kevin hadn’t spoke of him when they talked yesterday.


  “Kevin, what happened yesterday? Is Shawn gone?”


  Kevin turned to her and picked up her hand before answering. “If you mean is Shawn dead, the answer is no. Unfortunately, he got away from us before we were able to apprehend him. However, I don’t think he will be lurking around here trying to get to you any time soon. He received his fair share of vampire hospitality yesterday.” A grin quickly stole over Kevin’s face as he continued. “The look on his face when he realized you were hiding from him in a house full of vampires was priceless!” He chuckled lightly as his mind went through the scene of Shawn realizing he was facing two of his own kind. It had been pretty comical. “He’s probably off licking his wounds as we speak.”


  “I don’t think I can live a peaceful life until I know he is gone for good,” Erica whispered with a shudder. “I will always be looking over my shoulder expecting him to be there. It’s hard to believe that when I woke up yesterday morning, all I wanted was to go shopping.” She sighed quietly, as she brought her knees up to her chest and hugged them tightly. “I’m sorry, Kevin. I never meant to involve you or your family in this mess.”


  Kevin was already well aware she had nothing on under that sheet draped over her, and when she drew her knees up to her chest, he felt his cock eagerly pulsate to life. Memories of her hot, wet pussy pressed up against his cock for most of last night came surging to the forefront of his brain. And those long legs, damn, what he wouldn’t give to have those things wrapped around him as he fucked her into the mattress. He quickly tucked those thoughts into a drawer and shut it tight as he calmly replied, “Don’t apologize. I am your best chance of coming out of this situation alive. I understand your fear, but as long as you are here, you are safe.” He forced himself to maintain eye contact with her as he spoke, knowing otherwise his eyes would be straying down to her rather sexy thighs. They seemed to have a will of their own. “Now that Shawn knows what we are, he also knows this is not a family he wants to mess with.” Kevin stopped and sighed deeply. “I regret that he escaped before we could fully detain him. I’ve got my team on standby, and we are still camped out at his house. Sooner or later, he’ll slip up, and we will be waiting for him. Once we have him in custody, it will be the end of him. We have enough evidence on him to put him before the judging committee. If he is found guilty, he will be shaked and baked.”


  “Excuse me, what is ‘shake and bake’? Please tell me your kind has another form of punishment other than putting a tasty coating on chicken!” Erica cried out in exasperation.


  “A tasty what…oh, I’m sorry. It is a term used by the team. The true terminology is ‘staked and baked.’ I probably shouldn’t be telling you this…” he whispered and leaned towards her, and Erica easily caught the twinkle in his eyes. “There are only two ways to kill a vampire. Sever the head from the body, and burning. The term ‘staked and baked’ actually refers to the fact that we render a vampire helpless by placing a wooden stake through their heart. Then if the judging panel finds them guilty, they go through decapitation and then burning of the body. And by the way, my team, the VCTF, actually stands for Vampire Crime Task Force. The Victims Crime Task Force is just what the humans know us as. It helps keep our existence a secret,” Kevin explained.


  “Oh, okay, I get it. I promise your secret is safe with me.” Erica made a big deal of crossing her heart as she made her promise.


  Kevin gave her a gentle smile. “I know you will. If I didn’t trust you, I wouldn’t be telling you any of this.” He stopped for just a moment and then continued. “Basically, the VCTF is the vampire police force. I know you have your doubts about us, but most vamps know the rules and adhere to them very well, which leaves my team free to help the local and state police forces. Trust me when I say that humans can get every bit as evil as our kind. Once in a while one of our own gets out of hand, like Shawn. We have had him under surveillance ever since I first became suspicious that you were in over your head. Our kind has our own legal system. Trust me, Shawn will be shown justice before this is over with.” Kevin stopped, allowing her time to digest everything.


  As delectable as she was looking, Kevin figured if he didn’t get away from her soon, he might regret it. “I am going to get out of here and let you dress.” He stated as he started to rise up. “I promised you answers and explanations, and I intend to keep that promise.” He started walking to the door. “Are you hungry? I could fix breakfast,” he offered as he reached the door and turned to face her once again.


  He watched her curl her nose up at the thought of breakfast, which he found adorable.


  “I’ll get a cup of coffee after my shower.”


  He turned on his heel and left the room, and Erica quickly gathered up her clothing. As she headed for the shower, her head was swimming with confusion. She was still very legally married, even though she didn’t want to be, and yet she found herself drawn to Kevin in a way she would have not thought possible. She shook her head at her own thoughts. Was she considering pursuing a relationship with Kevin? Was it possible for a vampire and a human to have a healthy relationship? Then again, since when had her thoughts shifted to include a future with Kevin? Could they be together without her being hurt? And if so, was it possible for that relationship to work on a long-term basis and both parties to be happy? It gave her a lot to ponder, and she found herself more confused the more she pondered. Her head felt like it was spinning in circles.


  Kevin was standing in the hallway to greet Erica as she emerged from her shower with a hot cup of coffee in his hand. He gazed down at her soft, sweet body, the tantalizing aroma of fresh lavender faintly coming from her hair. Hmm, she must have bought a new shampoo when she went shopping. What I wouldn’t do to have her in a bathtub, naked, leaning back with those sweet breasts pressing upward as I wash those beautiful, long locks. The picture that sprang to mind was certainly enough to wake up the beast inside him, who agreed wholeheartedly. Her hair was still wet and glistening in the morning sunlight, and Kevin found himself drawn to her like a magnet. He couldn’t help himself from reaching over and running his fingers through her strands. “I hope one day you will allow me the opportunity to show you how blissful someone else brushing your hair can be.”


  He watched her face turn red with embarrassment. Evidently no one had ever taken the time to truly show her how much pleasure could be derived from something as simple as brushing her hair. But he would, he would show her that and more. He’d use the brushing out of her hair as foreplay, and have her begging him to fill that hot, sweet pussy of hers before it was over with.


  “So, what are the plans for today?” Hmmm, she wanted to change the subject did she? He arched his eyebrow up at her to let her know he wasn’t going to give in that easy.


  Instead of answering her immediately, he leaned forward and took a long sniff of her hair. “Hmm, I love your new shampoo.” He moved a swath of hair out of his way to place tiny kisses on her neck. He was surprised when he caught her leaning her head to give him better access. He smiled. Slow and steady will win the fight. That’s what he had to remember.


  “I thought we would start today by going to see Charles. He tends to be the history buff in the family. It would be a good place for you to start for your questions.” And just like that he had let her off the hook and taken things back to neutral ground. Erica nodded her head at him in response, unable to articulate anything at the given moment. The man kept her on her toes. One minute he was practically making love to her hair, the next he was discussing her upcoming class on “Vampire History 101”!


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin knocked lightly on Charles’s office door a short time later, and as the couple entered, Erica immediately spotted a thin scratch on his face. She knew it was from the fight the day before.


  “Good morning, Erica,” Charles stated as he smiled up at her. He was sitting at his desk, and had a computer in pieces in front of him, computer components strewn out all over the desk. Erica wasn’t sure if he was putting it back together or tearing it apart.


  She walked straight over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Kevin had asked for her trust, and she was beginning to realize that at least on some level she did trust this unique family. “I owe you a huge thank you for yesterday,” she stated, as she hugged him tightly. She would have never asked him to help fight this fight for her, but she was very grateful that he had been there to assist Kevin.


  “Oh, it was nothing,” Charles replied as he patted her back reassuringly. “I was just backing up my son, that’s all.” He continued. “I understand you two are here for a history lesson on vampires.”


  He gazed into Erica’s eyes a long moment before continuing, as if trying to gauge her receptiveness to what he was about to tell her. He frowned slightly before beginning. “What I am about to tell you is not common knowledge. I happen to think you deserve the truth, and well, I am hoping you’ll eventually become part of my family, in which case, you’ll need to know this information anyway. And on the off chance you don’t, well, you won’t remember any of it, anyhow.”


  Erica wasn’t sure what Charles had meant by that last statement, but decided to keep quiet and let him continue.


  “I’m just going to start at the beginning. Vampires have co-existed with humans for thousands of years, simply because only a small handful of humans know of our existence. As with the human race, we have had some bad apples also. There are those vampires that are resistant to obeying the rules. They believe they are above that. We consider these vampires to be “rogue” because they refuse to blend in and insist on causing trouble. They pose a great threat for the remainder of us. Most of us just want to live life as normal as possible. About 125 years ago, the first vampire society and the VCTF were set up.” Charles glanced over at Kevin before continuing, “I assume you’ve told her the real reason for the VCTF?”


  “Yes, we discussed that this morning.” Kevin replied.


  “Good, I just wanted to be sure everyone is on the same page,” Charles finished addressing his son, and then turned his attention back to Erica.


  “There are a group of elders, including myself, who originally set up the foundations of our little society. Prior to this, we had to rely on humans for our blood supply, and animals of course. We tried to help the human population by getting rid of their bad apples, and soon realized that we were taking the law into our own individual hands. This found some of our kind playing the role of God, and that was simply unacceptable. It is not our wish to come across as better than humans, just a different type of breed. We realized we had to find another way to survive. It became harder and harder to continuously cover up what we were doing, and many of the local townsfolk were starting to get suspicious. Most of the towns and cities were fairly small back then, so when people started going missing, it was noticed. It was not a good time to be a vampire.


  “The elders and I envisioned a society within the human society, and so we started placing vampires in key positions working together with the humans on an everyday basis. Basically, the main point, of course, is to blend in with humans. The number one rule for vampires is to never do anything intentional that could or would result in the secret being exposed. Now, of course, that rule is broken down into a hundred different facets. We set out to develop a society that was self-governing. We felt that in keeping our kind living together, our numbers would help strengthen us. That took some time to accomplish. Most of our kind tended to be territorial at that point, and so most of us lived in isolation.


  “Eventually we developed our own schools, medical facilities, crime task force, legal system, food sources, etc. And, with vampires mingling with mortals on an everyday basis, it actually helps our society from being exposed. Things tend to get easier for us as time passes, and mortals have evolved over the last hundred and twenty-five years. We are finding that your kind is not as suspicious as they once were. Of course, plastic surgery being as popular as it is, and humans developing an ever-burning desire not to age, these things have helped us out tremendously. Combine that with your human teenagers who are dressing in gothic black these days, and wearing white face powder and bright red lip stick. People don’t pay as close attention to details anymore. As time goes by, humans are becoming much better at just accepting what they see, and not being nowhere near as prejudiced as they once were.”


  Charles stopped for a moment and studied Erica, wanting to ensure she was handling everything he was throwing at her. She was, but it was still a bit of a shock to hear everything. She had been totally in the dark about any of this, even though she had been married to a vampire for four years. She wondered why Shawn hadn’t told her about any of this, and then the answer hit her. Shawn was what Charles and his kind considered “rogue”, and so he would not have wanted her to have access to help. She had assumed a long time ago that Shawn was not the only vampire out in the world, but she would have never guessed that there was an entire society of vampires living within their city.


  Questions started popping into Erica’s mind, and she quickly picked the most important one to voice. “You mentioned you have your own food source, what exactly do you mean?”


  Charles glanced over at Kevin to ask, “She hasn’t met Davidrick yet, has she?”


  “No,” Kevin answered his father. “She will later this evening. He is coming by with a supply.”


  Charles looked back over to Erica and continued. “We have several vamps that work at our local blood banks. We also have Kevin’s good friend Davidrick, who runs the morgue at the hospital. Both supply us with the blood that we need, and at no danger to humans. If we run into a situation where we can’t get human blood, our kind can always substitute animal blood.” Erica noticed Charles made a face as this last remark was made, and assumed animal blood was not on his list of favorite meals. Or maybe he had a problem killing Bambi? That thought almost made her laugh out loud, a vampire not wanting to kill?


  “I hope that Davidrick has been able to get his hands on some O negative. We have been out for almost a week now,” Charles grumbled, startling Erica out of her personal musings.


  “So you are not allowed to go out and bite humans when you get hungry?” Erica asked a little suspiciously.


  Both Charles and Kevin stared at her as if she had grown two heads. It was Charles who recuperated first and answered, “Only in the absolute extreme emergency, and even then, the vampire must report his actions to our judicial board. Why would you think such a thing, dear?”


  Instead of replying, Erica reached down and rolled up one of the sleeves to her long-sleeve shirt, then, holding out her arm, displayed the numerous scars running down the arm.


  Charles stared down at her arm for a moment and then closed his eyes. A look of rage skittered across his face, and it took him a moment to thrust his temper back down. When he reopened his eyes, they were black. You could see the anger rolling off of him in waves. “That son of a bitch needs to be taken down for this reason alone!” he barked out as he shot a look over to Kevin.


  Erica was taken aback by Charles’s temper, but before she had a chance to react, Kevin was standing in front of her. He quickly pulled her out of her seat and wrapped his arms around her securely. Whispering in her ear, he answered her question. “No, love, that is not the way it is done. I am so sorry you have had to go through everything, but I promise that it is going to be different from now on. You have no need to fear any of us, we feel that taking blood from a human is akin to rape. We don’t take sex that isn’t freely given, and we don’t take blood that isn’t freely given either.”


  Instead of releasing her, he simply swung her around so he could sit in her chair, bringing her to sit in his lap. He wrapped both arms securely around her waist, as one hand slowly began to caress her arm. Charles sat patiently across from them, waiting to continue.


  “Erica, we have a considerable amount of blood brought here. Kate and Elizabeth run our own version of the Meals on Wheels program to help our elderly vampires who have difficulty getting out. Actually, Kate actually runs the program, and Elizabeth helps her out on the weekends and afternoons when she isn’t tied up with school.”


  “Oh,” Erica replied quietly, at a loss for words at the moment. These vampires actually had their own version of the Meals on Wheels program? Had she taken a step into The Twilight Zone?


  “We do take care of our own, but trust me, never at the expense of human lives. It is simply in our best interest, if we want to stay inconspicuous,” Charles continued in his kind, yet no-nonsense way.


  “You stated a few minutes ago you have your own judicial system. Does your judicial system recognize divorce in the vampire world?” Erica cautiously asked, hope flaring to life that she might be able to get rid of Shawn once and for all.


  “Yes, you would need to petition your request in front of the judicial board, but I suspect they will grant you an immediate divorce as soon as they discover what you have had to endure. In fact, if you would like, I’ll go ahead and set up an appointment. Kevin or I can go with you, that way you would feel safe,” Charles answered kindly.


  A smile stole across Erica’s face as a feeling of exhilaration hit her. She could divorce Shawn, and then she would be free. She would be free if she decided to pursue a relationship with Kevin.


  “Would you like me to set the appointment?” Charles asked cautiously, after watching numerous emotions skitter across her face for a moment.


  Erica blew out a deep breath. “Yes, I know the VCTF is looking for him, but I have no desire to be married to that monster any longer than I have to.”


  Charles gave her a gentle smile. “I understand, and for what it is worth, you are doing the right thing. You have the right to live your life the way you want. No woman should have to live in fear.”


  Not wanting to discuss her psychotic, soon to be ex-husband, Erica decided to voice another curiosity. “You mentioned you have your own schools. Do you have young vampire children? How does that happen?”


  Charles glanced over at Erica, grinning impishly. “Well, I’m sure you know all about the birds and bees, so we’ll skip over that part of the conversation.” Erica immediately felt her cheeks burning, as she noticed Charles’s grin getting wider as he observed her cheeks coloring. He was clearly enjoying embarrassing her.


  “Dad,” Kevin warned from behind Erica. He had been so quiet she had almost forgotten she was sitting in his lap.


  “Oh okay, you know I think a blushing woman is a thing of beauty.” Charles chuckled, but held a hand up in acknowledgment to his son.


  Turning his attention back to Erica, he replied, “The truth of the matter is that two vampires cannot produce. This is mainly because the female vampire body isn’t designed to handle the changes needed. We do, however, have numerous couples that are mixed. In the case of a male vampire and a female human, it is possible for the couple to conceive. I’m surprised you didn’t already know that, being married to Shawn.”


  “No” Erica replied, as she shook her head in embarrassment. Shawn had never even told her there was a chance she could get pregnant. She had been with him for four years. Come to think of it, she had never even given it a moment’s thought. She just assumed that vampires couldn’t reproduce. What did those legends state? The only way to make another vampire was to bite someone? She should have known better than to believe in legends.


  Charles was continuing, bringing her out of her musings. “These half-breeds make for some interesting children. For the children’s safety as well as keeping inconspicuous, we felt setting up our own schools would be for the best. We don’t demand the children go to these schools, but most choose to. Our teachers are much better trained in handling them, and let’s face it, since a vampire’s life span is considerably longer than human’s, we tend to know more about history. Also, when you are dealing with half-vamp children, it is somewhat of a guessing game as to what age they will be when their abilities emerge. Situations come up where a child’s abilities emerge without them realizing it, and suddenly they have an enormous amount of strength or speed. It can be quite confusing to the child, and a possible danger, if not handled correctly. All of our teachers are full vampires themselves, so they are able to handle these crises.”


  “Where are your schools located?” Erica asked curiously, thinking she would love the opportunity to meet some of these children.


  “Our school system is set up similar to a home school co-op. When we decided that our children needed to stay out of the public eye, I did an extensive research, comparing the public school system, private schools, and even home schooling. I stumbled upon a home school co-op program that seemed to fit our needs best. Because we don’t have a high number of children, school is taught in one of several different households of either our teachers or students. As a matter of fact,” he stated as he paused and looked over at his desk calendar. “I’m scheduled to host a field trip in about two weeks, right here in my office.”


  Oh cool, Erica thought. Maybe if she were still there she would have the chance to meet some of these children. “Are you a part of the VCTF also?” Erica asked Charles as she glanced appreciatively around the massive office. Charles had more equipment and computer technology in his office than she would have guessed existed at IBM headquarters.


  “Yes, I am the one who originally founded it, and then ran it until Kevin was able to take over running it. Once Kevin took over, I stepped back and went into intelligence gathering. When the team is on a mission, I’m able to stay in complete communication with them at all times, as well as assist with needed information.”


  Erica looked over at Kevin with a hint of accusation in her voice. “You didn’t tell me you ran the VCTF. I thought you only worked there.”


  Charles spoke up quickly, not giving Kevin a chance to reply. “Yes, and I must say he is quite good at what he does. I am very proud to call him my son.”


  Between the glare Erica was throwing him and his father’s praise, Kevin felt his face grow uncomfortably warm. He was surprised he was actually blushing! Glancing down at this watch, he was relieved that he had an excuse to end this little chat. “Dad, Erica has had nothing to eat today. I need to get her lunch so she doesn’t faint on me again.”


  Charles sat up in his chair quickly with a concerned expression clearly on his face, “Erica, when did you faint?”


  “Yesterday evening, only because Kevin scared the life out of me. I’m fine now, however,” she answered, blushing deeply.


  “Well, go and get something to eat. I suppose we’ve covered enough vampire history for one morning. Just promise me something before you leave,” he requested from Erica.


  “Anything,” she immediately responded. She already owed this man. If there was a possibility of returning the favor, she would gladly do it.


  “Promise me you will come and see me any time you have questions. We have nothing to hide from you. And I hope you realize by now that you can trust us.” He smiled, and waved his two guests out the door.


  “Okay, I will. And thanks for your time this morning.” Erica replied, as she allowed Kevin to escort her out of the office.


  She followed Kevin back to his suite, and then on into the kitchen. He had taken hold of her hand as they reached the office door, and kept it ensconced in his all the way back to his suite. He walked straight to the kitchen once they were inside his suite, dropping her off at the little breakfast nook, and immediately went to the refrigerator, pulling out the makings for a sandwich. Erica sat mesmerized as she observed him in action. It slowly began to hit her how very little she actually knew about this family’s personal lifestyle. They obviously had been keeping a good deal of their personal ways at bay since she arrived, and now the feeling of guilt was beginning to weigh heavily on her.


  “Kevin, Charles stated you had blood delivered for your family and for the Meals on Wheels program. I’ve not noticed any since arriving. Are you hiding it from me?”


  Kevin smiled over at Erica while continuing his work on her lunch. “I thought it would be better for you if you didn’t see it, so I moved my supply over to Jennifer’s suite shortly after you first arrived.”


  “But that’s not fair for you,” Erica immediately countered. “This is your home, and you should be able to be comfortable in it. I’m truly not going to faint or anything if I open the refrigerator and find a pint or two of blood.”


  Erica followed Kevin into the living room, where he sat down on the couch before handing her the sandwich. “How long has it been since you’ve had blood?” she asked innocently, although it came out a bit snappy, as she took the first bite of her sandwich.


  His eyebrows shot up. “Yesterday. Whatever would make you ask that?”


  “What else are you not doing in your normal daily activities due to my being here?” she demanded around a mouthful of food.


  “Where are you going with this?” Kevin asked, confusion clearly written across his face.


  “I’m just concerned as to how many problems I am causing for you and your family. Since I didn’t know anything about….well, you know, all of this until yesterday, I can only assume everyone has had to curb their normal daily activities, due to a human being in the house,” Erica replied, with a small shrug of her shoulders.


  Kevin grinned. After being married to a vampire for four years, she still didn’t feel comfortable with the word. “Erica, I’m a vampire. My family members are all vampires. I thought we moved past the discomfort thing last night.”


  Erica frowned at him. “I am comfortable around you, it’s just…well, it’s just hard to refer to you as something that I have always related to bloodsucking demons. Your family acts nothing like that.”


  Kevin grimaced at her description of his kind. He picked up the hand nearest him and tucked it within his own. Starting a slow caress with his thumb, she slowly turned her hand, allowing him to seek out the scars on her wrists. As he came across them, he gently brushed over them with his finger. His touch was feather light, which had Erica feeling like putty in his hands immediately. Her stomach felt like butterflies were flying around, and she could hear her heartbeat throbbing against her chest.


  Kevin grinned over at her, knowing full well the effect he was having on her. “Trust me, if you were causing problems, I would have heard about it from one of my sisters by now. You may have noticed we all pretty much have our own living space. We live our own lives. We just choose to reside under the same roof. My family has been doing exactly what they usually do since you arrived. Remember, you were in pretty bad shape when you first arrived here. You’ve been here in this suite quite a bit of the time.” He paused and then continued, “I don’t want me taking my blood supply out of here to bother you, because it hasn’t been a problem for me. If it will make you feel better, I’ll return it to its rightful refrigerator” he finished, his grin still going strong on his gorgeous face.


  “Speaking of food,” Erica started as she reached down for her uneaten lunch, “I’m amazed there is even food in the refrigerator. And how did you get to be such a good cook when you can’t even eat anything?”


  “I went to the grocery store the first night you were here, and had Jennifer sit with you while I was out. As to how I know how to cook, Rosetta had a cookbook downstairs in the library.” He flashed a sly grin her way before continuing, “I am a diversified, modern vampire. I have many more talents hidden up my sleeves, you know,” he crowed.


  She tried for a change in subject. “I would have thought it bothered you to be around and smell food since you can’t eat it.”


  “No,” Kevin answered. “It doesn’t bother me. I may not need food to live on. However, are you aware that we can eat a very small amount of human food if needed? Most of the stuff you humans eat simply doesn’t have any taste. Since I don’t need it anyways, it’s kind of a waste. We only do it when we are around humans and need to blend in.” He thought for a moment, and then continued. “To me, eating human food is like eating cardboard. I do need blood, though, to keep up my strength.”


  “I didn’t realize you could eat any human food,” Erica stated, and then had a sudden, sharp memory of her first date with Shawn. He had taken her to a really nice, expensive restaurant, and had eaten a few bites, but then simply stated he wasn’t hungry. The waiter had been falling all over himself trying to make things right, even offering to bring him another dish. That was one of the reasons she had been so shocked to discover Shawn was a vampire on their wedding night. He had done a great job of keeping everything from her during their short courtship.


  “Very little,” Kevin replied. “And then you already know we can process alcohol.” She had an involuntary shudder go through her body, as old memories quickly came flooding to the surface.


  Erica pushed the old memories into the back of her head. “It is hard to imagine not ever eating.”


  Kevin smiled over to her. “For you, I guess it would be hard to imagine doing without food. I’ve watched humans eat for years, and I have yet to know anyone to enjoy their food like you do.” He lightly brushed her cheek with his finger again, happy when she didn’t pull away from him. “It’s quite sexy to watch you,” he finished with a grin on his gorgeous face, and knew he was treading on dangerous ground. He found himself curious to see how far he could go.


  Erica quickly pulled her hand out of his in an attempt to put some space between them as she lightly rested it on his chest. “Kevin, you are sending me signals that clearly state you are interested in more than a friendship. Am I correct?” she inquired quietly.


  He was unable to lie to her, but knew his next few words had to be chosen very carefully. “I find myself very intrigued with you, Erica, and the more time I spend with you, the more I want to know about you. And yes, I would love to pursue a relationship, but I would never push you into something you are not ready for. I know you need time to get over your past.”


  Erica smiled a sad smile and shook her head. To say she had issues concerning men in general was the understatement of the day. She met his eyes and briefly placed her hand on top of his. “Look, Kevin, I like you. You are sweet, kind, and I would have to be blind not to notice your gorgeous looks. And bizarre enough, the idea of pursuing a relationship in the future doesn’t have me running for the hills.” Erica stopped there and shook her head, wondering exactly what on earth she was thinking trying to have a relationship with another vampire!


  “I’m not sure if I can handle another relationship. You will need to take it slow with me, and be patient, regardless. How about we take this slow, one day at a time, okay?


  Kevin was well aware of what those words had cost her. He very slowly turned his hand over so that he could enclose hers into his. “I understand, and I hope you know just how wonderful those words sound to me,” he softly replied. “I will never push you into anything you’re not ready for, and I will never hurt you. Just knowing that you are somewhat open to the idea of a relationship, when you are free,” he quickly added, “is enough for me.”


  “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?” Erica asked, a little shyly.


  “Not at all, I suspect you have a few hundred floating around in that head of yours,” Kevin replied with a grin.


  Erica rolled her eyes at him and then started her inquisition. “How long have you been a vampire?”


  “This year will be my forty-fifth year.” He sat back against the couch, looking as if he was beginning an interview.


  “How old were you when you were turned?”


  “Twenty-seven,” Kevin replied with an impish smile, waiting to see her reaction to this news.


  Erica’s jaw dropped open with a pop at his answer. “You’re seventy-two years old!” she exclaimed.


  “Yes, does that bother you?” he asked, still grinning madly.


  “No, of course not. I’ll admit however, that you’re the best looking seventy-two-year-old man I’ve ever seen!”


  At this statement, Kevin’s grin turned into a full-blown smile. “Ah darling, flattery like that will get you everywhere.” His teeth were perfectly snow white and straight, giving him the most gorgeous smile Erica had ever seen on a man. Erica realized that his skin was not extremely pale like she would automatically assume from a vampire. Shawn’s skin was very pale, almost sickly pale at times when he drank too much. Kevin’s skin coloring was a bit tan, though. Looking at his straight black hair, pearly white teeth, and tanned complexion, she wondered if he didn’t have a bit of Native American blood in him.


  Erica chose to ignore his comment. “You don’t look a day over twenty-seven. So, what is the changing into a bird all about? Are all of your family members just as gifted? Oh wait, is this something all vampires are able to do?” Although she had been married to Shawn, she would be the first to admit she knew very little about the lives of vampires. She wondered if she was bombarding him with all of her questions, but he just smiled patiently and continued answering.


  “Charles found me while on an assignment with the VCTF. He was out in the woods, and well, you know vampires smell differently than humans. Most humans are unaware of the difference. However, our kind can easily distinguish between the two. Charles caught a faint whiff of vampire, although it was mixed with something else. Since he was out chasing down a rogue to begin with, he decided to investigate. What he came across shocked him. The last thing I remember was that I was deer hunting. Then, when I awoke, I was surrounded by a pack of wolves. I am of Native American descent, and I had heard stories from childhood told by the elders that some animals had magical abilities, being able to change from human to animal at will. I wasn’t sure at first if these wolves were trying to accept me as one of theirs, or not. A few kept circling me, growling, while a couple of others stood guard next to me, as if they wouldn’t allow anything to happen. Charles seems to think that I was bitten by the rogue vampire in the area, and then somehow stumbled upon a group of werewolves. Maybe they were already in the woods and heard me being attacked. We simply don’t know. The other thing that remains a mystery is how I came to having the ability to change into any given animal, not just one. Even the legends of my people state that these special magical beings can only change into one certain animal. Charles has never known another vampire that can do what I can. Sure, we have run across others occasionally that are what humans refer to as “shapeshifters” but the ones we have come across can only change into one certain type of animal. Somehow, I have the ability to concentrate on the animal I want to become, and my body shifts into that animal form.


  Charles has a theory that since I was attacked by a vampire, and was in the middle of the change when I came into contact with the werewolves, that the two blood types were mixed into my system. His theory is that the vampire blood actually helped with the process of changing into multiple animals, giving me unique abilities.”


  Kevin stopped for a moment, allowing Erica to absorb all the information he had thrown at her. After a moment of silence, he continued.


  “Remember what Charles stated earlier about two vampires not being able to reproduce? Well, that’s what happened with him and Rosetta. Rosetta was already a vampire when they met, so she was unable to have children of her own. I became their first adopted son. Then, one by one, each of my sisters were found, all newly turned and just left to cope on their own, and Rosetta and Charles took each of us in. So, that’s how we became one big happy family.”


  Erica found herself fascinated with his animal abilities and wanted to know more. “So, you have the ability to take on any animal form you want, just by concentrating on it?” she inquired. After all, she had been married to a vampire for the last four years, so processing the fact that Kevin and his family were vampires was not a big deal. But, a vampire that could change into an animal, now that was fascinating!


  “Yes, I can easily take on the shape and values of any animal I want,” Kevin replied. “Some of the ones that I’ve used often now come easy for me, requiring very little concentration on my part.”


  “What all does the VCTF do? How long have you been running it?” Erica continued.


  “Charles placed me in command of it about thirty-five years ago. Once I had adjusted to the idea that I was a vampire, I wanted to do something good with it. Many humans conjure up imaginary fears when they hear the word “vampire.” The truth is most of us desire to live as normal of a life as possible. We were all humans at one point and time, and none of us can help what we have become. Charles put me on the right path that included a college education and then extensive training after that. I worked under him for a while until he decided I was truly ready to be handed the reins.” He paused for a second, and then continued, “As far as what we do, it would be a shorter list to tell you what we don’t do. Of course our top priority is to maintain peace throughout our society, which really isn’t much of a job. Only once in a while someone gets out of hand. Most of the time, it either involves a rogue vampire that is clueless to the rules, or one of our own, who gets intoxicated and starts problems. We do more work for the local, state, and federal government than anything else. We are called in when a situation is out of control, or top secrecy is needed. We have been called in on gang wars, drug runs, missing children, and high-profile murder investigations. We also do security work for dignitaries and high-ranking government officials.”


  Erica glanced down at his hand, and noticed the crest symbol on his ring. “That is a really cool ring. Does it represent anything significant?”


  Kevin looked down at the ring on his finger and smiled. “Each senior member of the VCTF has one just like it. After all the training is completed, each member must go through a year trial period, just to make certain they are up to the challenges that come with the position. After that trial period, you are given a ring and a motorcycle, and become an official member of the VCTF team.


  “Each symbol holds a different meaning. The griffin stands for valor, death-defying bravery, and vigilance.” Kevin took the ring off of his finger and began to show Erica the very small symbols on the shield. “The shield itself represents defender. The castle represents safety. The bear stands for strength, ferocity, and protection of one’s kindred. The lightning bolt means swiftness and power, and the oak tree stands for great age and strength.”


  As Erica studied the ring closely, she asked, “What does it say at the very bottom of the shield?”


  He looked up from his ring. “Patronus Of Totus,” he now quoted. “It’s Latin for ‘Protector of All.’”


  He twisted the ring off of his finger and held it out for Erica to take. She held it just for a moment while she finished studying it. “It’s a cool ring.” She stated quietly, as she handed it back to him. “So what kind of motorcycle do you drive?”


  “A Harley, of course!” he answered her, while grinning widely. “I’ve got a picture of her, if you would like to see it.”


  “Oh, of course it’s a female. Does she have a name?” Erica replied with a chuckle, as he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a picture of a black Harley motorcycle bearing the same crest symbol that was on the ring.


  “Nice bike. I’ll bet you can get some speed going on her when you need to,” Erica murmured as she glanced appreciatively at the photo.


  Kevin grinned like a schoolboy. “Yes, she can get up and go when I need her to. Maybe I’ll take you for a ride sometime.”


  “Okay, my turn. How old are you? Kevin began, as he neatly turned the tables on Erica. “Do you have any family around?”


  “I’m twenty-four,” she answered, a bit shyly. “And no, I don’t really have any family. I grew up in multiple foster homes. I was bounced around a lot.”


  “Do you know anything about your real parents, Erica?” Kevin asked, with such a tender look in his eyes it made Erica’s heart wrench.


  Erica sat back and frowned. She didn’t want the spotlight on her, and she especially didn’t like talking about her less than perfect childhood. She had given herself more than one headache trying to search out her biological parents. Up until her mother had died, it had seemed they had both simply vanished. Taking a deep breath, she started, “A couple of years ago, my biological mother passed away. I never knew her, and would not have known about her except the courts found me and I was given a few of her possessions. One of which is a diary. I have it with me, in the bedroom. I have never been able to make total sense out of it. She wrote that she had been attacked, but by a man that she supposedly loved. I guess he really messed her up, and she was lucky to live through it. She wrote in the diary that after my birth, she just couldn’t stand to look at me, I just reminded her of him. So, she walked out of the hospital without me, evidently never looking back.” Erica’s voice was thick with unshed tears as she finished, which she tucked her chin down in an attempt to avoid Kevin noticing. This was a painful part of herself that she rarely spoke of to anyone.


  Kevin quickly noticed the tortured look on her face, and automatically pulled her up against his chest, while running his hand in little circles across her back. “Do you know anything at all about your biological father?” He asked curiously.


  “His name is mentioned in the diary. I tried looking him up on the Internet, you know, just to settle the curiosity, and ended up coming up blank.”


  “If you want, I can have Charles look into it for you. He has more contacts than anyone else I know, and he seems to have a way of retrieving information that not even our own government has access to. However, this is only if you wish for him to,” Kevin offered.


  “Maybe,” Erica replied. “Can I think about?”


  “Of course,” he replied. “Take all the time you need. Can I ask you a personal question?” Kevin asked, knowing he was treading on dangerous ground. When she nodded slightly, he continued. “Did Shawn give you all of the scars on your arms, or have you had a run-in with another vampire that I missed hearing about?”


  “No, they are all from Shawn,” Erica answered him, frowning, as she glanced down at her covered arms.


  Kevin gently took her hands in his as he softly inquired, “May, I see?” Without waiting for her response, he very gently started pulling up the sleeves of her shirt. Erica found herself holding her breath, butterflies hitting her stomach, just watching him roll up her shirt sleeves. She would have never considered such a petty thing as rolling up arm sleeves to be sexy, but as slowly and gently as Kevin was doing this chore, Erica couldn’t help the strange tightness that clenched low in her belly. She allowed him to lay her arms out flat, in order for him to get a full view of the scars. The gauze bandage from her last encounter with Shawn was still on her right arm.


  Kevin studied her arms for a long time, his eyebrows drawing up into a deep frown. He very gently rubbed his finger across several of the deeper puncture marks. When he came across the bandage on the right arm, he gently removed the tape and gauze that had been thrown around it. Erica found herself holding her breath while he removed the bandage. He was a vampire, after all. Had the wound closed up enough that it wouldn’t bother him?


  “Have you ever had any problems with infections?” Kevin whispered, glancing up at Erica’s face.


  Catching her off guard, Erica tried to speak, but the only thing that came from her mouth was a squeak. She cleared her throat as she quickly glanced down at the wound. “No, not really. They are good and sore for the first few days, and I do try to keep the wounds clean and covered until they are healed.” The one Kevin seemed to be intently staring at was an angry red, and she realized that with everything else going on in her life, she had neglected to keep it clean and cared for.


  He started running his thumb very gently around the wound and examining it carefully. “This one looks like it is starting to get infected. Rosetta should have something we can put on it, and then we will rebandage it back up until it heals,” Kevin stated softly, while shaking his head and frowning. “So now I understand why you wear long sleeves so often. I have often wondered about that. We vamps do it because of the sunlight not being good for us, but I have often wondered what drove you to wear a long sleeve shirt in the middle of summer. I am so sorry you had to go through this,” Kevin stated as he continued lightly stroking her arms.


  Erica waited until she had direct eye contact with him before answering. “Yes well, unfortunately I was in over my head before I knew what hit me. Wearing long sleeve shirts is easier than trying to explain the scarring. People see my arms and are naturally curious. I can’t exactly tell them the truth!” Her words came out bitter and harsh, even to her own ears. Geez, she was turning into a cold bitch. She hadn’t meant for her words to come out so harsh sounding. Hanging her head in shame, she could feel tears stinging her eyes.


  “I understand,” Kevin replied gently, as he picked up her wrists and kissed the inside of both. “It pains me that you have seen only the very worst side of our kind, and when things like this happen, it gives all vampires a bad name. I do hope you will give me the opportunity to show you that most vampires are nothing like what you are used to.”


  Oh, he was a smooth talker. “Are you telling me you have never bitten anyone before?” Erica blurted out before she could stop herself.


  “Well, yes, I have. But I have never hurt anyone in the process, and it was only done in an emergency situation,” he answered her quickly.


  Erica thought about this for a moment. There certainly seemed to be two different factions of vampires. The ones like Shawn, who clearly didn’t care who they hurt or what damage they caused, and the ones like the O’Rourke family, who tried to blend in with everyone else and make the world a safer place.


  As she tried to sort out all the information her brain had absorbed, she peeked out the window and was surprised to see the sun starting to sink low on the horizon. The afternoon had seemed to disappear so quickly while she and Kevin talked. Where had time gone?


  Chapter Seven


  


  As Kevin glanced down at his watch, he was surprised to see the afternoon was gone, and evening was fast approaching. “Will you join me downstairs in the family room?” he requested calmly of Erica.


  “Sure, why are we going to the family room?” she questioned curiously.


  “I want to introduce you to Davidrick. He should be here soon,” Kevin explained.


  “Oh, I forgot about that, sure,” Erica replied, as she followed him to the door of the apartment.


  A short time later, the doorbell rang. Kevin left Erica on the couch in the family room and went to answer the door.


  “Hello,” Davidrick greeted, as he walked in. It was impossible to miss the huge grin that was spread across his face.


  “It’s nice to see you are in such a good mood this evening,” Kevin greeted him. The air surrounding him was filled with his friend’s joyful spirits.


  Davidrick was the closest thing to a younger brother that Kevin had. A bond had formed many years ago, and had remained strong, perhaps even grew stronger as time went on. Before Davidrick had a chance to reply, Kevin’s youngest sister, Elizabeth, walked up and stated, “I thought I heard a familiar voice. Sure hope you brought some O negative with you. Dad and Mrs. Jenkins have both been grumbling about running out.” She grabbed the backpack and disappeared just as quietly and quickly as she had come in.


  “Guess who I have a date with Friday night?” asked Davidrick, with enough enthusiasm that Kevin began to wonder if he was going to start bouncing up and down.


  “Who?” Kevin responded with interest. It was common news that his buddy didn’t get out and socialize. Since Davidrick worked at the hospital morgue, he endured many jokes regarding his lack of social life and hanging around dead people all day.


  “Jordan,” Davidrick almost shouted in reply. He reminded Kevin of a little kid, and again Kevin wondered about this almost uncontrolled excitement. He had never seen his friend like this before.


  “Jordan?” Kevin echoed in question. “Do I know this Jordan?” The only Jordan Kevin could think of was someone not likely to give his buddy the time of the day.


  “Jordan the Cleaner!” Davidrick exclaimed with a slight smugness now attached to his over-enthusiasm.


  “How in the world did you manage to snag a date with a good-looking thing like her?” Kevin teased. He often teased Davidrick about his social life, knowing he was one of the very few who could get away with it.


  “Well, we have been working on and off together for a long time. I finally got the nerve up to ask her out,” Davidrick replied with a slight shrug of his shoulders.


  “Congratulations,” Kevin told him, as he slapped him on the back. “Come on, there is someone here I want you to meet.”


  Kevin heard his friend mumble, “I didn’t realize you had company,” as he followed Kevin in the family room. Erica stood up as soon as she noticed the two men approaching, and Kevin immediately walked over to her side, wrapping his arm firmly around her waist.


  Introductions were quickly made, and Davidrick was finding himself shaking his head in disbelief. For all the ribbing Kevin gave him regarding his social life, Davidrick knew for fact that Kevin’s social life was in the same boat. It was a well-known fact that Kevin was married to the VCTF.


  Davidrick cast a questioning look over to Kevin, who just gave him a sly grin for a moment and kept quiet. Kevin could easily see his buddy forming numerous questions to throw at him.


  “She is not, Davidrick, so be nice!” Kevin warned in a low voice that he was certain only a vampire could hear.


  That was one question down, now for the other hundred. “Is this your friend from school?” Davidrick inquired, and Kevin watched him with a slight amusement, as Davidrick attempted to figure out what exactly his buddy had been up to over the past two weeks since he last spoke to him.


  “Yes she is. Erica is staying with us for awhile,” Kevin replied, with a sly grin on his face.


  Davidrick’s eyebrows shot upwards, and Kevin quickly decided to steer the conversation down a different avenue before his buddy could start shooting his other ninety-nine questions out. Glancing over to Erica, he explained, “Davidrick supplies a lot of the blood for our kind. Once he drops it off, Kate and Elizabeth set up deliveries to our elderly who are homebound. Remember Charles telling you about this earlier?” he inquired.


  “Yes, I remember,” she replied, as she gave Kevin a smile. If she only knew what that smile did to his heart, he thought as he fought the urge to snatch her up and kiss her senseless.


  Kevin returned to his conversation with Davidrick. Because he had always felt like a big brother in some ways, he felt an obligation to insure Davidrick had a game plan for Friday night. He was well aware Davidrick didn’t get out much, and as far as Kevin knew, Davidrick had very little experience with women. Although he was certainly no Casanova, Kevin felt comfortable sharing a few pointers. Surprisingly, Erica felt comfortable enough to join in with a few tips, as well.


  Erica inquired out of curiosity how Davidrick and Kevin originally met, and that started a conversation that lasted most of the evening. Kevin explained that Davidrick and he had met at the morgue. “I was bringing in a young human boy who ended up dying fighting in a gang-related turf war. The VCTF had been called in to assist on the case, after local authorities had failed in getting the situation under control. That night had been my first night on this particular assignment.” Kevin paused for just a second, recalling that particular evening, so many years ago. “My father had been dealing with Davidrick for quite a number of years. However, this was all new to me. That night when I arrived down at the morgue, I was frustrated that I had been unable to stop a needless death of someone so young, and Davidrick felt my frustration. We started talking and realized we shared a lot of the same interests. That started a friendship that has lasted over four decades,” Kevin stated, as he grinned over to Davidrick.


  “Davidrick does an outstanding job of serving our community by supplying needed blood. The Meals on Wheels program is always at the top of his priority list, and he also supplies many of our other vampires in the city with their blood supply. When he isn’t busy supplying blood, or doing autopsies at the morgue, you will find him busy tinkering with his hobbies, either working on his computer, or installing electronic equipment. He lent me a hand when I installed my new home theater system just a month ago, and I doubt I could have done it without his help,” Kevin bragged.


  By the end of the evening, Erica was relaxed, and grew quite comfortable as she sat chatting with the two male vampires. Funny, she didn’t even think of them as vampires. Both were easygoing and enjoyed teasing one another. The easygoing bantering kept a smile on Erica’s face most of the evening. It was after ten when Davidrick bid the couple a good night and headed home.


  “Are you working tonight?” Erica inquired, after they had seen their guest off.


  “No, I’m off tonight.” Kevin replied, as he wrapped his arm around her to usher her back to his suite. He could see she was getting sleepy, and it had been a long day for her.


  As they reached the front door of his apartment, Erica turned to look at Kevin, “So, how much sleep do you need?”


  Kevin cocked his head slightly at her as he opened the door and waited for her to enter. “That depends on what I am doing. The sun drains my kind of our strength fairly quickly. When this happens, we need to take a rest in a very cold atmosphere, and get a supply of fresh blood in our system.”


  “And when this happens, do you have a special ‘cold place’ to go?” Erica probed.


  Kevin hesitated for a second before responding. She continuously surprised him that she wasn’t already aware of some of this information, since Shawn was a vampire. He glanced over at her, and decided that today had been a great day, and to bring up the rodent-soon-to-be-ex-husband would surely ruin it.


  “We do have a deep freeze off of Charles’s office,” he replied. “And sometimes I just choose to crank up both of my air conditioning units, and stretch out across the bed.”


  “You have two air conditioning units in your room?” she asked, a little astonished. Kevin realized he had never given much thought to this, however, upon thinking about it for a moment, it probably did sound a bit outlandish to a human.


  “Yes, you haven’t seen my room, have you? Come, I’ll show you,” he stated, as he gently placed his hand at the small of her back and directed her towards the hallway.


  He gave her a quick tour of his bedroom, keeping everything on a light note. He noticed that she stopped at the doorway, refusing to budge an inch further into his room. He put a smile on his face, hoping that Erica would fail to notice how her sudden fears ripped a hole in his chest. He scooted past her and walked right on into the room, as if all was well, and quickly pointed out the highlights of the room. Meanwhile, Erica stood stone still in the doorway, as if her feet were suddenly cemented into the floor. He walked back over to where she stood, and gently escorted her back to her own room. “I will be in the living room for a time. If you’d like to get comfortable and join me, you are welcome to,” Kevin lightly stated, and then added, “Or, if you are tired, I’ll say good night.”


  “If you will allow me a few minutes to change, I do wish to speak to you about school,” she replied.


  “Sure,” Kevin answered, and flashed a gentle smile. “Come on in the living room when you are ready.” He picked up her hand and gave it a light squeeze, accompanied by another of his award-winning smiles.


  Kevin was glad Erica had given him a little heads up on their next discussion. It gave him a bit of time to think. He knew she wanted to return to class, and his biggest issue was her safety. Most of her classes they shared. Kevin had pulled a few favors to make this possible several months ago when he noticed bruises showing up on her body. The drug problem at the local college was still ongoing. He could still go undercover, and protect Erica at the same time. Erica only had two classes that would go uncovered. I wonder if I could talk Jennifer into covering the two classes, Kevin mused to himself. She would probably think it was a joke, as they had both attended Harvard numerous years ago. Still, he thought she would agree if he sweet-talked her a little. Besides, she and Erica seemed to be developing a friendship.


  A noise interrupted Kevin’s thoughts, and he watched Erica enter the living room in a silky, slinky nightshirt. Damn, she looked good. Then he recalled their conversation earlier today. Keep your eyes on her face, and not on those sexy legs. He sternly lectured himself.


  Erica sat down on the couch next to him. “Kevin, how do you feel about me returning to my classes starting tomorrow morning?” she asked.


  “I was just thinking about that,” Kevin replied. “We share most of your classes, so I could continue to be with you and be there as a protector. I don’t believe you would be in any unnecessary danger. The only problem would be the two classes we don’t share. I am thinking about asking Jennifer if she would cover those for me, that way you will have someone with you at all times. Would you agree to that?” Kevin gently inquired. He might secretly wish to keep her locked up tight in this house, where he knew she was the safest. However, he knew better. If he wanted any hope of a relationship with her in the future, he knew he would do well to remember the word “compromise.” This was just one area in his life that he was working on making improvements in. As a bachelor, and also the boss at the VCTF, he was accustomed to things being done his way.


  “Yes, that sounds reasonable,” she agreed amicably.


  “I will need to consult Jennifer regarding this, of course. However, you and I have the same class tomorrow morning. If you are up to it, I’ll take you.”


  Erica flashed Kevin a smile as she stood up to head to her bed. She suddenly had a busy day ahead of her tomorrow.


  


  * * * *


  


  Monday morning arrived, and Erica and Kevin were out the door by seven thirty, leaving for class. Instead of giving her the option to drive, he just steered her towards the passenger side of his car and helped her in. They arrived at the college a little early, which allowed Kevin the opportunity to do a quick brush through and ensure all was well.


  As they walked down the hallway, Kevin placed his hand protectively on the small of Erica’s back. Truth be told, it was more of a possessive move. He had pulled this same move numerous times over the past five days, and Erica had shown little resistance. It was the one move he knew was fairly safe that did not seem to spook her. He kept an eye on several girls, all acquaintances of Erica who shot her questioning looks as they continued down the hallway. She had missed both Thursday’s and Friday’s classes and Kevin assumed the questioning looks being thrown her way had more to do with him walking side by side with her. Certainly, it hadn’t slipped Kevin’s mind that she was still married, even though he had been overjoyed to see she had removed her wedding band before she had arrived at his house last week. Kevin’s possessive hand at the small of her back was merely making a silent but nevertheless a very real statement to any of the other single guys, who would eventually hear that Erica was in the middle of a divorce. That statement, of course, was that this hot-looking girl walking next to him was already spoken for. Period!


  Erica continued walking to class, oblivious to what was happening around her. Unfortunately, Kevin’s vampire hearing could hear the whispers going on behind them. The girls seemed to think she was cheating on her husband, and the guys were wondering what Kevin had done to warrant her attention. Kevin had quietly sat by the sidelines for months while these other young men attempted to openly flirt with Erica. While she was always polite to them, they always walked away discouraged. He shook his head. It never ceased to amaze him how much people could gossip. Women, especially, seemed particularly prone to such actions. As he glanced over to the beautiful woman next to him, he grinned. “Well, I’m glad I can accommodate them for the day!” he muttered darkly to himself.


  He dropped Erica off at the door to the classroom. “Save me a seat, I’ll be back in two minutes.” He dropped a quick kiss to her forehead before darting out of sight to do a run-through in an animal form. He chose a bird, small and easy to fly up and see everything from above. This proved much less time consuming than wandering the whole grounds. Everything looked to be on the up-and-up, so Kevin changed back forms and returned to class.


  As he walked into the class, he immediately noticed three girls who looked as if they were interrogating Erica. He walked over and took the empty seat right next to her, smiled up at the girls who had become suddenly silent, and stated cheerfully, “Good morning, ladies,” as he gave them his award-winning smile.


  The girls mumbled a good morning and went to take their seats. He glanced over to Erica with a twinkle in his eye, and a small giggle escaped from her. She mouthed a “thank you” to him before the lecture began.


  For Kevin, class was boring as usual, as he counted down the minutes left before it was over and he could take Erica out to lunch.


  As they headed for his car, he asked, “So, what is it going to be for lunch today, a sandwich, or something different?”


  “I’ll just grab a sandwich or something when we get home,” Erica replied as she climbed into the passenger side of his car.


  Kevin cocked his head at her as he stood in at her side. “I was asking where you want to go out to eat.”


  “Kevin, we don’t have to go out. Besides, it’s not like you are even eating!” she snapped, her words coming out far too harsh. She immediately hung her head down in shame. He was only trying to take care of her and pamper her. Geez, since when had she become such a bitch?


  She sighed deeply, knowing the only correct thing to do was to apologize. She needed to stop biting the hand that was trying to feed her! She waited until he had walked over to the driver’s side and sat down in the seat. “I’m sorry I snapped. I didn’t mean to,” she whispered over to him.


  He reached over and gently squeezed her hand. “I know you didn’t, and while I realize I can’t eat, I would still like to take you out for lunch, if you are willing. Besides, I’m hoping you will fill me in on your little chat with the vultures. It is lunchtime, aren’t you hungry?” He started the car up and backed out of the parking space.


  “Well, yes I am somewhat, but you are going to get sick of watching me eat all the time,” Erica muttered with what she obviously thought was a fierce frown on her face. Kevin found it adorable.


  While the thought of kissing her frown right off her face was very appealing, Kevin wasn’t so sure she would agree. “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?” he asked solicitously.


  They stopped at a small luncheon counter, and Kevin sat twirling a drink cup in his hands while waiting patiently for Erica to finish her sandwich. “So, are you going to fill me in?” he probed with a grin.


  “Oh, you know, the usual girl junk,” she answered as she shrugged her shoulders and waved her hands dismissively. “They watched us walking down the hall together, and, well, since I missed two days last week…” she hesitated. “They jumped to the automatic conclusion that we are having an affair.” Although her face was a nice bright shade of red, Kevin continued to probe her.


  “So now I’m curious, what was your response?” he asked, fully aware he was grinning like a schoolboy as he sat forward in his seat, leaning both elbows on the table.


  “I told them we were just friends, and that yes, I was seeking a divorce. Evidently Shawn was in the parking lot when class let out Thursday, and questioned several students if anyone had heard from me. Someone told him that both of us missed class, which not only started tongues wagging, but also led Shawn to tracking you down in order to find me. I told the girls today that I was currently staying with your family, and made it sound as if I was actually rooming with your sister,” Erica finished.


  “That’s probably for the best,” Kevin reasoned. “There is little reason to give the gossip mill any more information than necessary.”


  He watched as the redness slowly faded from her face, and pondered how to approach the next subject. “I’d like to take you to a restaurant on the other side of town one evening for dinner. From what I am told, they make the best burgers around. They are supposed to specialize in gourmet burgers, and I believe they have a wide variety of other items on the menu. Would you like to accompany me there?”


  Kevin had been trying to figure out a way of setting up a date with her. Their situation was a bit awkward since they were already living together, but he knew he had to start somewhere. A thought suddenly occurred to him. “You know, I think Davidrick is still undecided as to where to take Jordan on their date Friday night. Jordan is one of us, so neither will be eating. However, it might be fun for all of us to meet up together.”


  Erica gave him a bright smile. Sometimes his old world charm came to the surface, no matter how hard he tried to keep it hidden and stay up with the times. This was one of those times. “That sounds like fun. Davidrick reminds me of a little lost boy when you bring up the subject of the opposite sex. I assume he has had little experience in this area?” Erica asked, as she looked up at Kevin.


  “You are very perceptive,” Kevin replied to her with a grin. “Are you sure you won’t mind if we all met at the restaurant? There will be three vampires to your one human, but you have nothing to fear.” Kevin kept his voice low, and was thankful there was no one else around them.


  “Why would I mind? I’ll just have three vamps watching me eat my dinner, instead of the usual one! What a change!” Erica replied with a wide grin, and Kevin recognized her teasing him. This was a side of her that he found rather intriguing, and wished he could bring it out more often. The deeper he dug into this woman, the more he found himself completely and irresistibly falling for her. She seemed to possess every quality Kevin ever wanted in a mate. Although he was well aware of her ongoing emotional problems, he felt sure they were temporary. She just needed a little time to come out of her shell and feel safe again. And he was willing to give her that time. He was also willing to bet that under that shy, scared, little doe was a very strong, stubborn woman who could hold her own, even against a vampire like him!


  


  * * * *


  


  Friday evening arrived quickly, and both Kevin and Erica found themselves a little nervous about their first date. They met Davidrick and Jordan at the restaurant, and although Kevin was a bit nervous as to how the evening was going to turn out, he still had high hopes that Erica would enjoy herself.


  The restaurant turned out to be a combination bar and restaurant. There was a dance floor in the middle of the large room, with tables and chairs surrounding it. The bar was over to the left side of the front door, with the kitchens immediately behind that.


  They were seated at a large table just off the dance floor, and Erica took a moment to take in her surroundings. She glanced around, and her eyes immediately found Kevin as soon as she was finished with her visual tour. He gave her a warm smile, as he lightly clasped her hand under the table.


  Never meeting her before, Erica wasn’t sure what to expect out of Jordan. Within minutes of being introduced, Erica knew she had found another friend. She was delighted to find Jordan open and friendly. Erica quickly realized that Jordan was also funny, a little loud, spoke her mind, and the two women felt an immediate kinship toward one another.


  When their waiter came to take their drink order, Kevin glanced up to him and cocked his eyebrow slightly. The waiter looked Kevin in the eye and nodded his head almost imperceptibly. Their waiter was one of them. Good, that should cut down on problems of explaining why only one in the group was actually eating. Kevin ordered a round of drinks for everyone while Erica looked over the menu.


  Two hours later, Kevin sat back observing everything going on around him. He had been pleased at how well Erica and Jordan had seemed to bond. He noted that it didn’t bother Erica in the slightest that Jordan was a vampire. She just treated her like any other gal pal. He had witnessed this same behavior toward his sisters also, and they had been immediately drawn toward her. The two women currently had their heads together so they could hear one another over the loud music.


  He placed his hand on Erica’s thigh to gain her attention. Once she turned to him, he held out his hand and said, “Dance with me.” She immediately placed her hand in his and allowed him to escort her out on the dance floor. A slow song had just started playing, and Kevin pulled Erica’s body up tight against his.


  With her head resting on his chest, Kevin leaned down until his nose was in her hair and inhaled deeply. Strawberries, he thought to himself. Her hair smelled like fresh strawberries tonight. How many different scents of shampoo did the woman own? Oh well, he mused, it didn’t matter. The scent of fresh strawberries always took him back to his childhood, which now seemed like a lifetime ago, when he would go out every spring and pick the fresh fruit with his mother. He smiled and closed his eyes as he let the memory play out.


  He hugged Erica a little tighter to him as they swayed to the music. Dancing with her felt good, it felt natural. So this is what it felt like to dance in your mate’s arms. He wanted time to stop still and for this moment to never end.


  The next hour consisted of another round of drinks and several more trips out on the dance floor. Kevin discovered the music was coming from a jukebox over in the corner, and with Davidrick’s help managed to play every slow song it offered.


  By the end of the evening, Kevin knew their evening out had been a success. He had watched Erica continuously smile and laugh throughout the entire evening. She was happy, relaxed, and had fun. As far as he was concerned, that alone made the evening a success! Add to that fact that he had her body pressed up against his rather intimately on numerous occasions. Yes, the evening had been a success.


  On the other hand, his friend and date seemed to be an ill-fitted couple, but hey, who was he to judge? He was just glad to see Davidrick on the dating scene. And whether he and Jordan continued to see each other or not, Kevin was willing to bet Jordan and Erica would become good friends. Hopefully, if Davidrick and Jordan parted ways, they would have enough common sense to do so as friends since they had to work closely together.


  Chapter Eight


  


  As soon as they arrived home, Erica immediately headed for the shower. Her clothes and skin smelled of the cigarette smoke that was heavy in the restaurant. She was a little surprised to find Kevin sprawled across her bed when she walked out from taking her shower.


  She shot him a nervous smile, while silently admiring his gorgeous body. Kevin seemed to have it all: muscles, looks, great personality, and he was neat. That was an extra plus for him as Erica’s number one pet peeve was messiness. She walked over to the bed, and sat down on the edge. He waited until she was within easy reach and grabbed her hand, hauling her down next to him. He heard her heart begin to race the second he pulled her down on the bed next to him, but chose to ignore it.


  “I’ve been thinking, there must be personal possessions that you were forced to walk out without, when you left Shawn. Are you interested in retrieving them?” He asked hesitantly.


  “Yes, I would love to, but isn’t it too risky? We don’t even know where Shawn is at this point.” Erica could feel her already racing heart pick up in intensity at just the sound of Shawn’s name. She knew where it was coming from, fear.


  “This is true, but the VCTF has been keeping surveillance on your house, watching for him for a week and a half now. I seriously doubt he is going to show up anytime soon. He knows we are on to him,” Kevin responded with an air of confidence.


  “We could go tomorrow early afternoon if you would like,” he continued. “I’ll need to make some calls and see how many members I can round up to join us. We will be going with plenty of backup. I’ll bring half the VCTF if I have to.”


  “Okay, can I ask what has brought this up suddenly?” Erica curiously asked.


  “Well, I’ve been looking at this room, and it is a bit empty. I figure you might feel more at home if you had some of your belongings here with you. It must have been difficult for you to walk out with just the little bit you did.” He hesitated slightly before continuing. “If you are reluctant to go, you could make a list of items you want, and I’ll go see what I can retrieve.”


  Just the thought of Kevin rummaging through all of Erica’s personal possessions made her blush deeply. “That’s okay. You said we wouldn’t be going alone, right? So, it shouldn’t pose a danger?”


  The two were lying next to one another on the bed. Kevin reached up and took a piece of hair between two fingers as he whispered, “Erica, I know this is a bit early in the ball game for what I am about to tell you, and I want you to know that we can take things just as slow as you feel comfortable. And please believe me that it is not my intention to have you feel pressured or pushed into anything. But I need to tell you something.” Kevin paused there for a moment as he gazed into her eyes. “I am falling in love with you, and it would be near impossible to have you walk out of my life now. Please stay and consider this to be your home now. I promise you, I will not push you into anything you are not ready for. We can truly get to know one another, and see what happens from there.”


  Erica quickly sat up on the bed in front of him, her mind spinning out of control, as her heart started racing uncontrollably. Holy cow! Was she ready to tie herself to another vampire? Why didn’t the idea of being with another vampire have her terrified? Deep down, she knew that this was what everything was coming to. She sighed nervously. What would she do if things didn’t work out? Where would she go? She glanced back over to Kevin, and her eyes locked with his. He was the complete opposite of Shawn, and she knew this to be fact. He was gentle and kind to a fault, yet strong enough to keep his family and community safe. Erica knew she was starting to fall for him, even though she wasn’t truly free to do so. She also knew without a shadow of a doubt that he would never hurt her, not the way Shawn did.


  She slowly eased back down on the bed as Kevin watched the conflicting emotions skate across her face. Instinctively realizing that she needed to make this next move on her own, and also with the knowledge that her trust was still being given cautiously, he remained absolutely motionless. He had come too far to scare her off now. He silently observed her as she reached up to lightly stroke his cheek, much like he had done to her on numerous occasions. Before he could stop himself, his lips moved on their own accord, and he turned his head and caught one finger with his mouth. He ran his tongue across the digit, and then gently sucked on it. He took a quick glance to her face to gauge her emotions, and found her eyes closed, with a look of blissfulness on her face. He took that as permission to continue. Releasing her digit from his mouth, he trailed kisses down the inside of her hand, and then to her wrist. He brought his own hand up to steady hers, as it was becoming a bit shaky, and slowly swirled the tip of his tongue along the inside of her wrist. He inhaled deeply, the scent of lavender from her bath filling his senses. He heard her quick intake of breath, and glanced over just in time to see a delicious shiver run over her. “Your skin is so amazingly soft,” he whispered, as he continued torturing her with his tongue on her wrist. He trailed kisses back up her hand, and then finally broke off with a low groan. Another quick glance confirmed she certainly seemed to be enjoying his attention, but he knew it was imperative to take things slow with her. Besides, his body was already screaming in agony, as he noted that yet another cold shower would be on his agenda this evening.


  Erica opened her eyes, a little surprised at both the fact that Kevin had stopped, and even more importantly, she had actually been enjoying his attention. He was being so very gentle that it surprised her to realize she had let her guard down and had been able to enjoy the attention he was giving her. Still caught up in the heat of the moment, her body acted on its own, as she leaned forward, and gently pressed her lips to his.


  What Erica had meant as a very short “peck on the lips” turned out to be the exact opposite. As soon as her lips touched his, Kevin quickly took over. His hands went immediately to tangle in her hair, as he gently pulled her closer to him. He had waited for this moment for so long, and he now allowed just a tiny bit of his feelings to flow through him to her. He felt his fangs pushing their way forward, threatening to drop down and make their appearance, and he quickly forced them back up and out of sight. No sense in ruining a perfectly good kiss, he scolded his beast. He overpowered her immediately, but felt no resistance coming from her.


  Once Kevin had Erica pressed up against him and his arms wrapped around her slender body, he concentrated on showing her just how much he loved her as he made love to her mouth. He nibbled lightly on her bottom lip, then slowly moved upward and teased her lips with his tongue. When she opened for him, he dipped his tongue in to taste the inside of her mouth. Warm and sweet, just like he knew it would be. Their tongues met, dueled for a moment, and then he again nibbled lightly on her bottom lip. Erica felt a shiver going down her spine as warmth crept throughout her body. She could feel the moisture building in her center between her legs, as an almost dull throb started in her core.


  With her arms wrapped around his neck, Kevin rested his hands on her hips for a moment, and then allowed them to explore. He bunched up the thin nightshirt she was wearing and allowed his fingertips to skate over her smooth skin as he traveled upward from her hips to her breasts. God, she both felt and tasted like heaven! His hand brushed the underside of those luscious mounds, and he wanted to get a good look at them. His thumb lightly grazed over her nipples, feeling them hardening even more under his touch. He wanted a taste. Was it too soon?


  Slowly, carefully, he slid them so that she was under him. By this time he had her nightshirt completely up, but he left it on her. Somehow he knew it would help her overcome some of her skittishness. He looked down at the perfect body splayed out before him. She was beautiful. Her breasts were round raised globes with the prettiest sweet dark pink berries on top. Her legs were long and lean, made to wrap around him. He could smell her arousal through her modest bikini underwear.


  Looking into her eyes, he asked, “Do you trust me?”


  “Yes,” she replied in a tortured whisper.


  The allurement of her wet, swollen lips were too much to ignore and he swept back in for another scorching kiss. Her lips held a faint taste of the wine she had been drinking earlier, and Kevin wanted nothing more than to get drunk on the taste of her alone.


  Still caressing her tits, he looked deep into her eyes. In a gentle whisper, he inquired, “Remember when I wanted to taste these ripe berries last time?” She barely got in a quick nod before he continued, “Would you consider letting me now?”


  She nodded again, but he refused to accept that. “I need to hear the words, baby. I need to know you want this as much as I do.”


  She bit her lower lip as she gazed up into his eyes. “Yes, Kevin. Please put your mouth on me.” Her face was ablaze over uttering those words, and he smiled. One day she wouldn’t be afraid or ashamed of asking for what she wanted. One day he would see to it that she was confident enough to come to him for anything, knowing he would always take care of her and fill her every need.


  Her beautiful breasts sang to him. He took one in each hand, a good handful each, gently stroking her nipples with his thumbs. He brought them together as he watched her nipples harden even more under his touch, dreaming of burying his face between the two globes. As a vampire he technically didn’t need to breathe in air. Oh, most of the time they all went ahead and used it. Why not? It was there for the taking anyways, and it certainly had helped on more than one occasion in distracting the humans who became suspicious of what they were. But at the given moment he couldn’t think of anything better than burying his face between these two lovely breasts for a couple of hours, unless it was his dick between these two beautiful globes. Hmmm, the image came to mind of him sliding his cock between her breasts, her mouth waiting for the head to come through so she could lick the top of his dick like a lollipop. God, he was a goner!


  He tried putting his fantasies back away for the time being, knowing there would be plenty of time later to explore with her. Patience, he reminded himself.


  He continued to weigh each globe in a hand, as his thumbs began an all-out assault. He soon realized that she preferred a gentle touch, and that her breasts seemed very sensitive to touch. That was information he needed to know. He had learned a long time ago that each woman’s breasts were different: different sizes, different color of areola and nipples, and different shapes and sizes of said areola and nipples. Every woman enjoyed a different touch also. While some liked a more firm touch, including pinching and twisting of the nipple area, others had their juices flowing down their thighs from just a mere tantalizing touch. It would seem Erica fit into this last category. He smiled. Now that he knew what touch worked best on her breasts, and couldn’t wait until he could explore her little clit with his tongue. He’d be willing to make a bet that he could have her climaxing within a minute or so. And speaking of climaxing, as lovely as she was beginning to writhe against him, he wondered if he could bring her off from just paying homage to her beautiful breasts.


  He looked down at his handiwork and took a moment just to admire the beauty in front of him. She had the prettiest breasts he had ever had the pleasure of seeing. Her nipples were a dark pink, both currently pointing straight upwards in hard little points. He leaned down and gave a gentle lick to her right nipple, and then quickly followed it up with a lick to her left. He watched in wonder as both formed into a tighter peak. Concentrating his attention back on the right, he gave another lick as he carefully placed his hand around the base. He glanced up to Erica’s face, assuring himself that she was truly enjoying his touch. He found her eyes closed tightly, a slight smile across her lips, and a look of contentment going across her face. He took one budded nipple in his mouth and gently suckled. His other hand moved over to her other breast to lightly caress the extended bud until his mouth could be freed up. He gave a gentle tweak to her extended nipple, taking great care not to apply too much pressure, and heard her gasp above him. He glanced up to see her head pushed back, eyes closed, neck bared, with the look of total ecstasy on her face. He applied just a bit more suction to the nipple that was currently in his mouth while pressing it against the roof with his tongue. She pulled her leg up to his thigh, and he quickly caught hold of it with his free hand and held it high while inserting his own leg between hers to ride.


  His engorged cock threatened to burst the zipper, and he quickly decided on a change in tactics and grabbed her other leg, bringing both up around his hips. He reached down and quickly unzipped, pulling out his pulsating shaft. His dick was hard, hot, and more than ready to be released for action. She was so far gone he didn’t even think she noticed his tactical move. She began riding him, rubbing her cloth covered clit against his hard cock. He moved over to her other breast, giving it the same attention as he had the first. His fingers could feel the first nipple harden even tighter due to the cool air now surrounding it, the wetness from his mouth bringing it to a tighter peak.


  His beast was wallowing in the fact that their mate was finally allowing his touch. It wanted more, but Kevin quickly pushed that back down. No, she wasn’t ready to go all the way yet, he could feel that on an emotional level. But by God, he had no intentions of letting her go tonight without first watching her face as she climaxed. He wanted to see her in the throes of ecstasy.


  She began pressing her cloth covered pussy tighter against his dick, riding him harder, using the strength in her legs to hold herself pressed tight up against him. He was close himself, getting turned on just watching her unleash her own sensuality. He sucked hard on the nipple in his mouth, lightly tweaked her other, and moved his hands down to her waist to help keep her in a steady rhythm that would bring them both to their climax.


  She shouted out her release seconds later, and he groaned out his. She rode his groin hard for a few more seconds, extending out her pleasure. Kevin’s own release came from watching her face thrown back in complete abandon, her body blooming in ecstasy. She was enchanting, resplendent, and magnificent.


  She laid her head on his chest while trying to catch her breath. He was uncomfortable to say the least with his own release now cooling and sticking to his skin, but he wouldn’t deny her this post-coital bliss.


  After a moment, he heard her mumble into his chest, “Um, you are um…kind of wet.”


  He chuckled as he kissed the top of her head. “Yes, maybe we should look at getting cleaned up. I’ll wash your back if you wash mine.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Saturday morning found Erica feeling very anxious. The closer the time came to leave, the more nervous she became. At one point she had locked herself in the bathroom for a bit, sure she was going to be sick.


  Jennifer had volunteered to go along and help with the packing. Kevin had lined up his second-in-command, Marshall, and also Joshua from his team to go along for backup. Kevin had confided in Erica last night that he was certain Joshua liked Jennifer, but had been slow on acting on his feelings. When Kevin mentioned to him that Jennifer would be accompanying them, he volunteered at once, not wanting to miss being able to see her.


  Jennifer and Erica both rode with Kevin in the rental truck, arriving at an eerie, all-too-quiet house. Kevin had made arrangements for Joshua and Marshall to meet them on-site. As the rental truck pulled into the driveway, both men were sitting on their motorcycles in the driveway. Marshall had dark hair like Kevin, was just a little shorter than Kevin, and well built. Joshua, at first glance, reminded Erica of a beach bum. His hair was dirty blond, a bit disheveled, and he was every bit as tall and built as Kevin was. Kevin informed the two men that he would be staying outside at the truck to keep an eye out, and packing the truck. Both men were instructed on their main duty as bodyguards while the girls were inside. They were also responsible for helping Kevin in getting everything outside to be loaded.


  As Erica led the way into the house, an uneasy feeling washed over her. She chalked it up to all the horrible memories this house held. Walking in the front door, it was deadly silent. A chill ran down Erica’s spine, and she now questioned her own sanity in wanting to come back to this house of horrors to retrieve a few personal possessions. The house had an extreme coldness to it, and Erica recognized the difference immediately. She had quickly become accustomed to the O’Rourke household. Even though everyone in that household was a vampire, the love and warmth could be felt throughout.


  Jennifer, sensing Erica’s nervousness, kept her own guard up until the house had been checked and confirmed to be empty. Erica began pointing to a few pieces of furniture that she planned on taking, and then scooted out of the way for the men to start moving it out to the truck. The two girls moved into the master bedroom to start packing clothing and personal items. They had been packing items for about five minutes when Jennifer stated, “Make sure you are thorough in getting whatever you want out of here. This is a one-time trip only, you know.”


  Erica started to answer when Jennifer suddenly dumped or dropped the drawer full of makeup that had been in her hands into the waiting empty box sitting on the floor. When it hit, the crash was loud, with the unmistakable sound of breaking glass. Erica’s back had been turned, and the loud crash had her spinning around to find out what happened. She spun around just in time to see Jennifer drop into a crouched position with her eyes going white. She seemed to be snarling, and after a quick second look, Erica could see her fangs glistening. She felt her heart constrict in absolute terror, as she realized in that split second that the house was silent. All the men were outside. She and Jennifer were alone in the house.


  Erica forced her still-stunned gaze behind her, where Jennifer’s attention seemed to be focused. There, as if appearing from nowhere, stood Shawn. He spoke only two words, “You’re dead.” He then immediately turned on his heel and flew out the window before another second could pass. Although only two words had been spoken, they were powerful. A chill ran down Erica’s spine, as her body stood rigid and still, unable to move a muscle.


  It all happened so quickly. Erica knew her heart hadn’t had the chance to beat out two full beats. She quickly blinked. Had she just imagined the whole scene? No, Jennifer was still in front of her in a crouched position, the box of what used to be her makeup, now probably a box full of shattered glass sitting at her side.


  The next second brought a loud thud at the front door as all three men came bursting in at once. Their eyes were the same white as Jennifer’s, with fangs bared. If Erica hadn’t still been in shock over what just took place in front of her less than five seconds ago, she would have found the scene of the three vampire men barging in the front door a little overwhelming. As it was, she was still so shaken up. All she could do was place her hand over her chest, willing her heart rate to slow down.


  Kevin delivered a quick order for the other two to stay put and guard, as he threw himself out the same open window Shawn had used to chase him down. Marshall told Joshua to stay put and guard the women, as he started a security sweep of the house just to be certain it was empty.


  Erica looked down when she noticed Jennifer was still in a crouched position. She hadn’t moved, and seemed to be in some type of trance. Suddenly, she looked up at Erica and stood up abruptly. Taking a quick glance down at the disarray that used to be Erica’s makeup, she glanced at her hand and snorted. “Oh crap, I chipped my nail polish!”


  Erica stood staring at her in total disbelief. She took a few seconds to pull her thoughts together, still in a bit of shock over what had transpired. They had just had an unwanted visitor threatening murder, and Jennifer complains of a chipped nail! “Seriously, Jennifer, you’re concerned about your nails?” Erica asked, with a bit of a chuckle, as some of the tension slipped away from her. As soon as Jennifer glanced over Erica’s way, both girls burst out laughing over the comment.


  Joshua, who stood guard over the two young women, shook his head in disbelief thinking they surely were suffering some sort of mental breakdown over the stress. “I am sure glad I don’t have to live with these two on a full time basis,” he muttered to himself, as he wondered how Kevin did it.


  Erica quickly threw together the last few remaining items she wanted. Suddenly, she was in a hurry to put as much space between her and the horrors this house held as she could. In a sudden moment of clarity, she realized everything around her could be replaced. The house and everything in it was a constant reminder of what a horrible monster she had married to. She wanted those nightmares behind her. She was ready to start her new life. As she took one final look around, she didn’t need or want anything else in this house. She walked to the front door, knowing this would be the last time she would ever have to see this house again. That thought alone lightened her mood considerably. She was more than ready to leave.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin chased Shawn as far as he could. He couldn’t follow Shawn by scent, and this puzzled him. Without his scent to go by, Kevin lost track of him pretty quickly. Shawn had a good head start. Kevin had used Shawn’s footprints to get as far as he had, but those quickly faded away as he reached the dense forest. Shawn could be anywhere by now. Kevin would have loved to change into an animal form to pursue, but since he had no idea where Shawn was or what he was up to, he decided against it. Kevin had no backup at this point. He had left the others back at the house, and didn’t want to risk the chance that Shawn was somewhere close by, watching him change forms. Kevin would rather catch him off-guard with that little surprise another time. Turning in defeat, he headed back to the others.


  By the time he arrived back at the house, his anger was raging. He walked straight up to Marshall and Joshua, unable to stop the flow of his frustrations. “There is definitely a problem here. Why couldn’t we smell him? How is he able to mask his vampire scent?” Erica stood well in the shadows as she watched Kevin vent his frustration on his coworkers. It was easy to see he was aggravated as well as frustrated. She could hear it loud and clear in his tone. She inched her way over to stand behind Jennifer, hoping he wouldn’t spot her until he had calmed down.


  “I’ve had enough of his crap! I’m sick of his games! Whatever he is up to, we’ve got to figure it out and bring him down once and for all!” Kevin continued venting, and Marshall and Joshua were both smart enough to keep quiet. They had seen their boss aggravated like this before, although both men would openly admit it did take a lot to get Kevin to this point. Marshall would be able to speak with him later, after he cooled off. For now, the best thing for everyone involved, was to just let him vent his frustrations.


  It was Marshall that alerted him to something not being right. Marshall kept looking over Kevin’s shoulder, then look back at Kevin. A silent message passed that there was a problem behind him, and Kevin would bet it had something to do with his sister and Erica. Now, realizing that he had just stood there and ranted at his coworkers in front of the women, Kevin took a deep breath and prayed for patience. His sister, he wasn’t worried about. She had seen him get irritated more than once. It was Erica he was concerned about.


  Turning around to face the women, he immediately spotted that Erica was using Jennifer as a shield. He glanced over to his sister’s face to see she was not happy with him. And behind her, he could hear Erica doing some sort of chant.


  “Just breathe, everything is going to be okay, he isn’t hurting you. Just breathe, everything is going to be okay, he isn’t hurting you. Just breathe, everything is going to be okay, he isn’t hurting you.”


  He calmly walked over to the women. On his way over, he heard Erica mumbling to herself something about “he isn’t hurting you,” and felt a sharp stab dart through his chest as it occurred to him she was frightened of him. He now came face-to-face with his sister, who stood perfectly still, arms crossed in front of her, glaring at him, letting him know that he was on thin ice. Kevin decided to ignore his sister’s glare, and try addressing the situation with Erica head-on. When he spoke, all outward features and tone changed to gentleness. “Erica, are you okay? Did you get everything you wanted, babe?”


  “I’m ready to get out of here, and I think I’m okay,” Erica hesitantly replied, as she peeked around Jennifer’s shoulder. He saw every bit of fear in her eyes, and then caught a shiver going down her spine. He could hear her heart racing from where he stood. She was far from okay.


  Kevin slowly raised his hand, hoping that Erica would trust him enough to take hold of it. He gently whispered, “Come here, baby.” She took a step toward him, and Kevin quickly pulled her from around Jennifer and wrapped his arms around her. He made sure he used only the gentlest of tones as he whispered in her ear, “I’ve got you. You are okay, and I am not going to let anything happen to you. Let’s get you back home and settled down.” Kevin placed a gentle kiss on her forehead, and Erica, already feeling spent, placed her head on his shoulder for support, as she fought back the tears threatening to spill over.


  Gone was the anger and frustration that Kevin had been feeling just moments ago. Now, the only thing that mattered to him was getting his girl home where she was safe. He helped the two girls into the truck, placing Erica in the middle. As soon as he had the key into the ignition, he pulled her over to him and wrapped his arm tightly around her. She was still trembling, she had been doing so ever since he brought her out from behind Jennifer. He just wasn’t sure if it was due to Shawn’s appearance, or from him venting at his team in front of her. It had only taken one look at Erica’s face to stop him in his tracks. He didn’t want to see that wild, frightened look on her face ever again.


  The trip back home was a quiet one, giving Kevin plenty of time to reflect on the earlier incident. He had thought he had covered his bases well, snagging both Joshua and Marshall to enlist their help for the day. He had a total of four vampires surrounding Erica. That should have been enough to guard anyone. But, it almost wasn’t.


  Kevin was still trying to come to terms and figure out how Shawn had pulled off his little stunt. They should have been able to smell him a mile away. He had to have been close, close enough to watch and wait until he knew all three men were outside in the truck. It still made little sense to Kevin. It had been so easy for Shawn to wait for the perfect instant, enter the house through an unlocked window, and scare the mess out of Erica. He never made a move to try to harm her, though. For that one Kevin had to be thankful. However, the thought of Shawn doing this just to torment her was enough to threaten Kevin’s well-controlled rage all over again.


  


  * * * *


  


  They arrived back at the house, and the entire family was on hand to help unload, so the truck was empty in no time. Kevin left Erica with, Jennifer and Elizabeth, to unpack, while he went to speak to Charles.


  Thirty minutes later the three young women had everything unpacked and set up perfectly. Of course, Erica admitted that it helped when two of those girls happened to be vampires with superhuman strength and speed! For the most part, both girls were a blur as they darted back and forth across the room setting things up.


  When all was finished, Erica’s room felt like her own personal heaven. It was large enough to house her desk in one corner, complete with her old computer system and schoolbooks placed neatly on top. The other corner had been turned into a small sitting area, with a comfortable chair and lamp for reading. The bed and dresser sat across from this.


  Jennifer had taken over setting up the makeup in the bathroom. Erica wondered if there was anything salvageable. She smiled briefly, by now she knew Jennifer well enough to know the woman needed no excuse to go shopping. If it was all ruined, she could well guess they would be heading to the mall soon. Elizabeth had offered to set up the closet. There wasn’t much else for Erica to do, other than place a couple of pairs of shoes under the bed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Meanwhile, Charles calmly listened as Kevin went over the entire account of what happened earlier. “I’ve never come across a vampire who didn’t have our scent, other than me,” Kevin stated with a deep frown etched across his forehead. “Even with my animal abilities, you can still detect the vampire scent, it is just subtle. This jackass’s scent was masked completely! He managed to get in the house through an open window, and the only warning we had was when he spoke. By then he was already in the house face-to-face with the girls!”


  Charles shook his head, absently scratching at his chin as he tried to come up with any reason why Kevin or the others could not detect Shawn. It was simply unheard of. “I’ll do some research and see what I can dig up. This is very interesting. Personally, I never knew such a thing existed. We have always gone by the theory that vampires put off a unique scent, and although humans can’t detect it, with our superior senses, our own kind can pick up on the scent immediately.” He stopped for just a second and jotted some quick notes on a notepad sitting in front of him at his desk.


  “I need to speak to Jennifer when she is available,” Charles continued. “And then I want to speak with Erica also, when she is up to it.” He frowned slightly as he continued, “Tell Erica to hold off until tomorrow. I am sure she has had all she can handle for one day. I’ll stay on top of this, son, and let you know if I come up with anything. You’ve got my curiosity up now.” If there was one thing Charles loved, it was to solve a mystery, and Shawn’s lack of scent certainly piqued his interest.


  “Okay, I have a feeling I will be tied up with Erica this afternoon. However, Marshall and Joshua are both heavily involved in this case, so please keep them informed on your findings as well,” Kevin requested from Charles.


  “Will do, son. Go take care of your girl. I’ll find you if I need you,” Charles replied.


  


  * * * *


  


  With everything unpacked and put away, Erica plopped down in a chair to admire her new living space. She was extremely grateful for the girls’ help, knowing it would have taken her much longer to tackle the job by herself. Jennifer had stepped out, only to return a quick moment later with a bottle of wine in her hand. “Thought we’d celebrate a job well done!” she exclaimed as she breezed through the door.


  Jennifer opened the wine while Erica went to the kitchen to retrieve the glasses. When she returned, she glanced over to Elizabeth. Out of Kevin’s three sisters, Elizabeth was the one Erica knew the least. They seemed to get along fine, and Erica would be the first to admit that Elizabeth held some of the very same rare beauty traits her sisters held. However, time had not allowed the two of them to get close. Since Jennifer and Kate had both spent time with Erica while Kevin was at work, Erica realized she’d had time to get to know the other two sisters, but knew next to nothing about Kevin’s youngest sister. “Elizabeth, would you be offended if I asked you how old you are?” Erica gently asked.


  Elizabeth looked down at her glass of wine and smiled. “No, I don’t suppose I look old enough to drink. I was fifteen when I was changed. Nevertheless, I’ve been a vampire for twenty-five years now. So, technically, I’m older than you are, Erica.”


  “Oh, Elizabeth, you were so young when you were turned! I was just curious, because you look so young,” Erica rushed to say as she felt her face flame with color. She hadn’t meant to stick her foot into her mouth. “I didn’t mean to imply anything,” she quickly added as she glanced down at Elizabeth’s wine glass. “I can hardly believe you are actually forty years old!” As the youngest of the three sisters, Elizabeth just barely looked fifteen!


  The three girls continued talking and polishing off the bottle of wine, and Erica was relieved to see that Elizabeth didn’t seem to have taken offense about her age. Kevin walked in shortly after the girls had finished up the wine. He really didn’t have a problem with Erica having an occasional drink. He did, however, worry that Jennifer would forget that Erica was not one of them, and therefore, was unable to hold liquor like they could. He also knew for a fact she had an empty stomach, and she had been too nervous prior to leaving to eat anything. Putting alcohol in a human with an empty stomach usually ended rather ugly. Most humans he knew needed food in their system to help soak up the alcohol and its effects. If they didn’t, they would usually find their stomachs rejecting everything. In his opinion, that was never a pretty sight.


  Erica sat on the sofa and patted the empty spot next to her. Kevin walked over and sat down. It was easy to see the effects of the wine were already hitting her. As she attempted to place her empty wine glass down on the end table on the other side of Kevin, she leaned over to the point she was lying in his lap. “Sweetheart, are you okay?” he gently inquired with a bit of a chuckle while watching her ass wiggle in front of him.


  As she attempted to sit back up, she lost her balance and ended up face down in his lap. Eyeing her cute ass, his hand slid down her spine to gently hold her down when she attempted to sit back up. Besides, his cock had surged to life the second her hot breath had hit it, even through his jeans. His mind quickly provided a vision of her in this exact position, only her hot, wet mouth was licking and sucking his greedy cock. Bloody hell, he was going to come in his pants if he didn’t gain some control soon.


  “I’m okay,” she stated with a slight giggle, followed with an “hmp” as she landed face down on his lap again. His cock was threatening to break right through the zipper in his jeans in order to reach paradise. “Down boy,” he growled silently when he glanced over to find both sisters studying the ceiling.


  “Oh hell,” Erica mumbled, as she gave up trying to sit up and chose to turn over instead, using Kevin’s lap for a pillow. That was fine with him as her head would serve to hide his raging erection.


  He couldn’t help but chuckle as he glanced down at her. He kind of liked her like this. Yes, she was definitely tipsy. But, hadn’t she gone through enough over these past two weeks? Kevin tried to put himself in her shoes, and suspected he would do the same thing. Besides, she wasn’t driving anywhere, and he would be home to take care of her if needed.


  He lightly caressed her arm as he softly whispered to her. He found himself very much enjoying this “loosened up” version of his girl. She lounged out on the sofa, still using his lap as a pillow, and Kevin leaned back on the sofa to get comfortable.


  Jennifer cleared her throat, gaining Kevin’s attention. “Charles is expecting you in his office as soon as possible. I think he just wants to get your viewpoint on what happened today,” he informed her.


  Elizabeth quickly interjected, “What did happen today, Kevin? How was Shawn able to get so close to you guys without anyone knowing?”


  “I have no idea, but I hope Charles can come up with an answer quick. I’m getting sick of playing Shawn’s little cat-and-mouse games,” he replied tersely.


  He glanced down to find Erica sound asleep. “How much wine did she drink?” he inquired of his two sisters in a whisper.


  “That is only her second glass and the first was only half full,” Jennifer replied, and then quickly added with disgust, “Remind me not to take her out clubbing all night!”


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Erica stepped out of the shower and was hit by a delicious aroma. Her stomach immediately started protesting she hadn’t been feeding it enough recently. She headed to the kitchen to investigate. Kevin was standing at the stove, making steak and eggs. She quickly threw a slice of bread in the toaster to hold her over until breakfast was ready. He looked up from the stove and flashed a smile. “I’ll have breakfast for you in just a minute.”


  She ate at the little breakfast nook, Kevin sitting across from her, waiting patiently for her to finish. He had picked up the morning paper, and looked to be intently reading it when he casually stated, “Charles would like to see you in his office when you are available.”


  “Why do I have the sudden feeling I’m getting called down to the principal’s office? Did I do something wrong?” she asked, unsure as to why the butterflies had hit her stomach so fast.


  He looked up from the morning paper and chuckled. “No, it’s nothing like that. Charles just wants to get your side of what happened yesterday. The more sides to a situation he has, the more data to help find a solution to a problem. Besides, I’ll be right there with you, and you know you have no reason to fear him.”


  “Okay, but I need to get something from my room first. I’ll be right back,” she quickly stated, running from the kitchen to her bedroom.


  She returned just seconds later and allowed Kevin to gently enclose her hand in his as he escorted her down to Charles’s office. It was obvious from the smile on Charles’s face that he was expecting them.


  “Good morning, Erica.” Charles greeted warmly.


  “Good morning, Charles. Did you need to see me?” Erica asked gently.


  “Yes, I’ve already heard Kevin’s side of the story, as well as Jennifer’s. I’d like for you to tell me what happened yesterday, in your own words, please.”


  Erica started recounting the events of the day before to Charles, starting when they first walked into her old house. By the time she reached the part where Shawn had showed up, the terror of yesterday’s situation hit her full force, bringing with it a panic attack. Kevin quickly wrapped her in his arms, while whispering gentle, soothing words in her ear reminding her she was safe. It took several moments of concentrating on her breathing before she felt well enough to continue.


  “He was standing right in front of an open window. He stated only two words, ‘you’re dead,’ before he jumped back out the window.” A chill ran down her spine as she continued. “The guys were all hurling themselves into the house about two seconds later. The entire scene only lasted about ten or fifteen seconds,” Erica finished.


  Kevin slightly tightened his hold around Erica’s waist, and sat back in the chair that was behind him, dragging Erica along to sit in his lap. Once he had her where he wanted her, he wrapped both arms securely around her. She gratefully snuggled into him, her body yearning for the strength and protection only he could provide.


  Charles studied Erica for a long moment. “Erica, I know Shawn is an alcoholic. Can you give me an approximate amount that he consumed each day?”


  “I’ve seen him go through at least five to six bottles a day. Believe me, he went through more alcohol than he did blood. I would probably not be standing here alive, otherwise,” she answered him truthfully.


  “Hmm.” Charles was deep in thought at this point. “I wonder, with that much alcohol in his system, it is bound to have some effects. I know when humans drink in excess on a constant basis, they develop a type of odor, a kind of sickening sweet scent, that comes off of them. When those same humans do without alcohol for a while, that scent changes, and they produce a totally different scent while their bodies are trying to adjust. Neither scent smells anything like the normal human scent.”


  “Yes, but Shawn isn’t a human. Where are you going with this, dad?” Kevin asked.


  “Well, I am wondering if the excessive amount of alcohol Shawn has consumed is to blame for the masking of the scent.” Charles was still pondering this, as he answered Kevin.


  “I’ve just never known another vampire who didn’t have a strong vampire scent to them,” continued Charles. “Except you of course, Kevin, and we know that is because of your animal abilities.”


  “Well, it would make sense, I guess. We have run across plenty of our kind that have been drunk, but have never run into this problem. Come to think about it, I don’t think I have ever run into another of our kind that has had such an excessive drinking problem,” Kevin stated, and then continued. “Still doesn’t help us catch him. It just tells us we can’t rely on our sense of smell.”


  “Exactly, Kevin,” Charles stated simply. “Which means you will need to depend on your other senses more acutely, for example, hearing.”


  “Well, put it like that, at least we know what we are up against,” Kevin finished.


  Kevin stood up, ready to leave, when Erica glanced over at Charles. “May I ask you a favor?”


  “Anything, honey, what is it that you need?” He replied as he glanced back up to her. She had always been rather shy around him, and he was a little surprised to hear her request a favor.


  “I know hardly anything about my real mother, and even less about my father. What little bit I do know is in this diary. It was my mother’s,” Erica stated hesitantly as she held out the little book for him. “My father’s name is in this book, and I have tried to locate him using the Internet, but have come up blank. Kevin mentioned you are good at research and gaining information. I was wondering, if you have a little extra time, would you mind looking into this?” Her heart was pumping wildly as she finished. Other than Kevin, she had never discussed her birth parents with anyone.


  Charles reached up and gently took the book out of her hand. “I’ll be glad to see what I can do,” he stated with a kind smile on his face.


  Erica gave him a gentle smile as she replied, “Thank you.”


  “By the way, Erica, you have an appointment with our judicial committee the day after tomorrow,” Charles stated as the couple headed out the door.


  Chapter Nine


  


  The day of the appointment with the judicial board found Erica with a nervous stomach. Kevin knew Charles was planning on attending with her, but she seemed so nervous, he decided to call Marshall and make a last-minute shift change, allowing him to join her also.


  It was a short appointment. Charles stood up when Erica’s name was called, and walked up to the front of the room where the judicial board members were seated in a semicircle.


  Charles bowed slightly as a sign of respect to the board members. “I have the necessary paperwork requesting the immediate dissolve of marriage between Erica Harper, mortal, and Shawn Harper, vampire.” He then glanced back and nodded for Erica to join him.


  Kevin stood up and escorted her up the walkway to stand next to Charles. He could feel her trembling and her heart racing as he gently placed a hand on her lower back to urge her forwards. When he felt her legs become shaky, he wrapped his arm around her waist to help steady her, as they approached the board.


  “Mrs. Harper, are you requesting the dissolve of your marriage on your own free will?” The female board member sitting in the middle of the semicircle seemed to be the one in charge.


  “I am,” Erica responded in just barely a whisper.


  “And on what grounds is this request being made?”


  “Madam, if I may interrupt for a moment,” Charles quickly cut in. “Mrs. Harper has been through a tremendous amount of physical abuse and is still suffering emotional trauma from that abuse.” Charles reached over and snatched one of Erica’s arms and quickly pulled up her long sleeve, exposing her arm. “As you can see, Mrs. Harper was forced to be a food source for her husband for an extended period of time. Any one of you can do a quick mind sweep to discover the other abuse and torture this young woman was forced to endure, but I would request that you do not make her relive this nightmare by forcing her to recount the events.”


  “Mrs. Harper, please approach the bench,” the female board member instructed. The woman wore a cold, stern, hard look with no compassion or feelings of any kind showing on her expression. Her black eyes stared at Erica while waiting for her to comply.


  Erica felt slightly better when she realized Kevin was sticking by her. The woman in front of her was downright scary. She stopped in front of the half circle table that separated her from the board members, and Kevin stood directly behind her, keeping his hands on her waist. “Please place your hand face down on the table in front of you,” she was instructed.


  Three hands from various board members covered Erica’s tiny hand the moment it hit the table in front of her. She immediately felt a sharp pressure in her head. Her knees started to buckle beneath her, and Kevin wrapped his arm tighter around her middle, while whispering, “Just relax, this will only take a few seconds.”


  Ten seconds later, the pressure lifted. The three hands that were on top of hers were now removed, and she found herself taking several calming deep breaths while she attempted to purge her system from the intense pressure her head had been under. The pressure that she had to withstand felt intensely violating, and she knew from a quick glance over to the board members that they now knew all of her pain and suffering, all of her humiliation. The mortification of knowing these vampires in front of her now knew all her deep, dark secrets was enough to send her crawling into a hole.


  What surprised her, though, was the change in tone when the female immortal addressed her again. For the first time since she had walked into the room, the lady in charge suddenly showed a compassionate side. “I apologize for the discomfort, Mrs. Harper, and please accept my apologies for what you have had to suffer from one of our kind.” She held Erica’s gaze for a few short seconds, and then slammed her gavel down on the desk in front of her with a loud bang. “Marriage is hereby dissolved immediately!” she announced in a loud voice.


  Turning her attention to Charles, the female board member continued, “Has this one been detained yet?”


  “No madam, but we are working on locating him.”


  “And does this young woman have a safe place to go?” she continued.


  “Yes, Erica is under my family’s protection. I would request that her memory be left intact,” Charles quickly supplied.


  The female board member glanced over to Erica and noted Kevin’s arm still securely wrapped around her waist. A small smile ghosted across her face, as she turned back to Charles. “As long as she stays under your family’s protection, her memory shall be left alone.”


  “Thank you,” Erica whispered to the judicial board members, as Kevin ushered her back to her seat.


  Charles approached the table for signatures on the divorce papers. Five minutes later, they were heading back up the elevator that would take them back up to the VCTF office. Even though it had been a rather short meeting, Erica was emotionally drained by the time they made it back home. Jennifer showed up shortly after they got home, and the two girls spent the remainder of the afternoon watching movies.


  Kevin could feel on a sensitive level that she was still suffering the effects from the board’s invasion of her memories. Having one vampire mess with a mortal’s thoughts was one thing, and to have three do it at the same time was quite another. By the time he realized that three were going to probe her memories all at the same time, it was too late for him to do anything. Not that it would have been a choice to begin with. No one messed with any member of the judicial board and lived to tell about it. Their word was final law, period. No questions, no free passes. Upon thinking it through, he was glad that they were upstanding citizens within their community and always strived to be as fair as possible. With that kind of power in your hands, it would be easy to take advantage of those lesser than you. But Kevin had never known the board to do that. They always gave the person coming before them a chance to give their side of the story, and always gave a chance of redemption if possible. Still, it didn’t make what happened today any easier. The only thing Kevin could come up with as to why they had done what they did was that they tended to forget their strength both on a mental and physical side. It probably never occurred to them how painful three vampires sifting through a mortal’s thoughts and memories would be. At least they had seemed a bit contrite after retrieving said thoughts and memories.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin gave Erica a small cell phone that contained every member of his family preprogrammed in it. It also had a tiny speaker on the right side and a button above the speaker. Kevin explained this was for emergency use only, and that with one push of the button, Erica would be patched into the VCTF, therefore, would be in immediate contact with him.


  They were still on the hunt for Shawn, and opinions were high that they were also close to making a rather large drug bust. Kevin was still going undercover at the local college, glad to have an excuse to be with Erica. Jennifer was kind enough to fill in for the two classes that Kevin did not share with Erica, so someone was with Erica at all times, giving her a sense of peace and safety.


  Although she was growing more comfortable with this family of vampires, Erica was still plagued with nightmares several times a week. Kevin had taken to sleeping in her bed most nights so that he would be right beside her, comforting and consoling her until sleep reclaimed her. He knew a confrontation with Shawn would occur sooner or later. He just hoped it would be soon, and to get it over with. He wanted Erica to truly be able to put her past behind her, and have the peace of mind of knowing Shawn could never touch her again.


  As Kevin walked out to his car, heading to the office one evening, he glanced over to Erica’s car. She rarely used it, most of the time she rode with either him or Jennifer. Kevin knew once Shawn was taken care of and out of the picture, she would want her independence. That old boxcar of hers was a relic. An idea began to take shape in his head. She would probably balk at it, stating it was over the top, but he felt confident, he would come out victorious in the end. He would just make certain her old relic was flattened.


  


  * * * *


  


  Erica climbed out of bed to dress and get ready for class. This morning’s class started at eight o’clock, and she was dressed and ready to leave early. Truth be told, she had another nightmare about Shawn again last night, only this time she dreamt that he had found her at school. Because of the bad dream, the remainder of the night was restless. She finally gave up on the idea of trying to sleep, and had been up since six. Kevin had evidently gotten up even earlier, because he was nowhere in sight when Erica got up. Jennifer was waiting for her downstairs, near the back door, as today was one of the two classes that she covered for Kevin.


  “Good morning, are you ready?” Jennifer cheerfully asked.


  “Yes,” Erica replied. Although she was already feeling last night’s lack of sleep, she tried to put on her best smile and walked out the back door.


  As Jennifer followed out the door, she asked, “Erica, do you want to drive today?”


  “You want me to drive? Oh, um, I guess so.” Erica briefly wondered why Jennifer would not want to drive this morning. She owned a beautiful red Mustang, and loved showing it off every chance she could. Unfortunately, the lack of sleep was making Erica’s brain foggy, and she was unable to think clearly this morning. She wondered if Jennifer had forgotten that she drove an old relic of a car.


  As the girls walked into the garage, Erica failed to notice her old car was not where she last parked it. It took her a few seconds to realize that in the spot where her old car should have been sitting, now sat a metallic midnight blue Mitsubishi Eclipse. She stared in wonder at the beautiful car for a few seconds, a little envious of whoever the owner was.


  She pried her eyes off of the beautiful new vehicle and glanced over the other numerous cars in the garage, searching for her old vehicle. “Where is my car?” she asked Jennifer, as she took a second sweep through the garage, not spotting her old hunk of junk anywhere.


  A tinkling giggle brought Erica’s eyes over to Jennifer. Standing with a wide grin on her face, looking like the cat that ate the canary, Jennifer couldn’t contain her excitement any longer. Confused, Erica knew from the look on Jennifer’s face that something was up, she just didn’t know what.


  “Jennifer…” Erica half growled, shooting an eyebrow up at her. Whatever had happened with her car, she wished someone would just fess up. Otherwise, she was going to be late for class.


  “Okay, Kevin, come on out!” Jennifer called out to the empty garage.


  Kevin popped out from behind the new car. “Do you like it?” he asked Erica, as he gestured to it.


  “Yes, it’s beautiful!” she breathed, as she reverently stroked the shiny paint. “But, I don’t understand. Where is my car?”


  “Oh, now come, love. I figured if I tried to take you car shopping, you would never consent to me buying you something like this. So, I took matters into my own hands.” He was grinning widely as he held out a small key ring with two keys and a remote attached.


  Erica looked at him incredulously. “This is for me?” she sputtered.


  “Yes, and I for one think you will look hot in that car.” Jennifer joined into their conversation. “Go ahead, sit down in it. It drives like a dream.”


  Feeling like she was in a dream, Erica glanced over to Jennifer. “You’ve already driven my car?” Okay, this whole situation was just getting more confusing. As she tried to wrap her head around everything, she wondered if her lack of sleep was to blame for her fogginess.


  “I had a loaner just like this one while mine was in the shop last year. I was sorry I had to give it back!” Jennifer replied, while playfully jutting out her bottom lip in a pout.


  Kevin walked around to the passenger side and sat down in the front seat. “Come on, Erica, sit down in the driver’s seat and check it out!” he called from inside the car. Erica walked over and gingerly sat down in the seat as if she was afraid it was going to break. As soon as she was seated, Kevin reached over, catching her chin with a hooked finger.


  “This is a gift from me to you. No strings attached. I feel better knowing you have some speed under you, should you need it. Besides, I agree with Jennifer, you do look hot sitting over there in that driver’s seat.” With his finger still under her chin, he had access to her mind, as he kept an air of calmness and happiness swirling around her.


  And, as he should have known, she fought against it. “It’s too much, Kevin. I can’t possibly accept such an expensive gift,” she stated, all the while trying to figure out where this almost absurd feeling of happiness was coming from. She couldn’t help herself as she reverently touched the leather seats. Kevin sat watching her for a moment and knew the second she gave in to his efforts. He grinned. She was hooked.


  “Yes, you can. Consider it a friendship gift,” he answered her, shrugging his shoulders slightly as if it were no big deal.


  Even with the calmness and happiness swirling around her, Erica’s temper still stirred as she watched him shrug off buying her a brand new sports car.


  “Who in the hell gives a brand new sports car as a gift to a friend?” she muttered at him. This was just over the top, way, way over the top, as far as she was concerned. And she only thought what he had done when she took a trip to the mall had been overboard. That had been a drop in the bucket in comparison to this.


  “I do,” Kevin calmly replied, again as if it was no big deal. Inside, he was expending huge amounts of energy fighting to keep calmness surrounding her.


  She sighed, the car was beautiful, and when Kevin was giving her “that look.” How could she fight him?


  “Okay, I admit, I do love it, but we need to discuss this. Right now, I am running late.” She glanced down to her watch. “I’ll be lucky if I make it on time now! Can we discuss this matter later this afternoon?” She had no intention of letting him off the hook just yet, but a quick trip to school and back couldn’t possibly hurt anything, would it? Besides, this was the first time she had ever had a chance to even sit in a luxurious sports car, let alone drive one!


  Kevin gave her his smile that melted her heart and turned her stomach into butterflies. He had the most gorgeous, sexy smile a man could possibly have. Erica wondered briefly if it had anything to do with being a vampire, or if he had been born with that gifted trait.


  “That is fine, love,” Kevin replied, gently running the back of his fingers slowly down her cheek. “I look forward to discussing anything, anytime you want.” Special emphasis was placed on “anything” and “anytime.” Yeah, Erica could just imagine what was running through his brain. Their faces were a mere inch apart, and Erica’s stomach turned into a quivering mass of jelly as she looked into his eyes.


  “Thank you,” she breathed, as she closed her eyes. That was the least she could do. It wasn’t every day that someone handed her keys to a new sports car. She leaned her head back against the seat, finally giving in to the swirl of emotions taking over her body. Definitely lacking in sleep, she gave up the fight, allowing the emotions of love, protection, safety, happiness and contentment to consume her. A gentle smile played on her lips, as she released a contented sigh.


  Kevin watched the mirage of emotions skitter across her face, briefly wondering how much more he was going to be able to stand before losing all control. He fought the urge to snatch her up, kissing her until she was breathless. He knew it was too soon, but his beast was in no mood to listen. It wanted her here, now, underneath him until she was screaming his name over and over. Kevin took a calming breath. Baby steps, boy. If you scare her, you will pay the cost dearly!


  “I should be thanking you,” Kevin breathed in return after a long moment of sternly reminding himself to slow down. “Thank you for coming into my life. You have no idea how long I’ve waited for you.” He took the one finger that had been slowly tantalizing her cheek down to her chin, lifting it to gently place his lips to hers.


  His kiss was so gentle and light, it felt like a feather playing across her lips. It ended almost as quickly as it started, and Erica blinked open her eyes only to find Kevin had disappeared and Jennifer was now sitting in the seat Kevin had just occupied seconds before.


  “Let’s see what this baby will do!” Jennifer announced excitedly. She seemed even more excited about the car than Erica was.


  As they pulled out of the driveway, Jennifer was all too willing to show Erica the gizmos and gadgets that came with the car. Erica thought with some bemusement that Jennifer had missed her calling in life. She should have been a car salesperson. “Here is your cruise control,” Jennifer stated while pointing to the button. “And look, you even have control of the radio built right into the steering wheel!”


  “Now, you should recognize this button,” Jennifer continued. “It is the same one I have in my car. It is for the car phone, and should be used only in emergencies. One push of that button, and I promise you Kevin will be on the other end, immediately!” She continued chattering.


  The girls arrived at school with only minutes to spare. Erica tried to ignore the stares that were aimed their way as she pulled into a parking spot. She was accustomed to the stares when Jennifer was driving her Mustang. No one ever took a second look at her driving an old relic of a car, though.


  As she stopped the car and headed for class, she had to admit, the car drove like a dream. Knowing Kevin, he already had her old car towed to the nearest junkyard, which meant she really had no choice but to keep the new one. Oh, the hardships of life!


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin was a little surprised that Erica didn’t throw anywhere near as big of a fit over the new car as he had anticipated. That was a good thing, because her old one had already been flattened. Unfortunately, his good luck was not to last.


  His phone went off shortly after the girls left for school. “Hey, our drug runners finally took the bait. We have a major sting operation going down in an hour. I thought you might like to be in on the action,” Marshall stated to Kevin on the phone.


  “Damn right I want to be there! Make sure no one else takes my bike, I’ll meet the team on site,” Kevin replied as he quickly headed for his car.


  Forty-five minutes later the team was in place, waiting for the drug runners to show up. Kevin and Alec were the team members assigned to handle the transaction, or sting, and everyone else was in place hidden nearby. Kevin instructed Marshall to send a text to Jennifer with instructions to get Erica to the back of the building and explain why. “Jennifer should have her earpiece with her. Hopefully, after you send her a text, she will activate it,” Kevin stated just prior to taking his position in the parking lot, waiting for their drug runners to show up.


  


  * * * *


  


  Class had been in session for thirty minutes when cell phones started vibrating throughout. It was a standard rule to turn off ringers, but a quick glance around confirmed at least thirty phones vibrating, with their owners quietly checking the incoming text message. Jennifer’s cell phone was also lighting up silently. She quickly glanced down at her phone, and then Erica noticed her begin to speak very quietly and quickly. She had bent her head down with her hand up alongside her face. Erica couldn’t hear a word she stated, but after a moment realized she must be wearing an earpiece similar to Kevin’s. Erica leaned closer, trying to catch a word or two of what Jennifer was saying. It sounded like Jennifer was humming rather than speaking any words. A moment later, Jennifer reached over and placed her hand on top of Erica’s, calmly stating, “We need to get out of here, now!”


  Just as Erica reached down to collect her things, the intercom system started chiming. She stopped short, wondering what was going on. They usually only interrupted class if it was an emergency.


  An announcement followed a series of chimes, declaring the school was on lock down. No explanations were given, but gunshots suddenly went off, sounding like they came from the parking lot. A few people panicked, and several girls screamed. The instructor gave up teaching, trying to keep the class calm instead. He had his work cut out for him.


  Erica’s own heart constricted in fear as she wondered what in the world was going on. Of all the days for Kevin not to be here with her, the thought kept oozing into her head that this had something to do with Shawn.


  Jennifer glanced over and saw the terror on Erica’s face, and knew she was going to have her hands full. She reached over and lightly squeezed Erica’s hand, and then whispered, “Everything is going to be okay, I just need to get you out of here.” She watched the instructor as he tried to maintain some order in the room, waited until he had turned his back to jump up and sneak out the exit door, towing Erica behind her. The intercom system in the halls was still going strong, chiming and announcing for everyone to stay calm and stay put. Everyone was instructed to remain inside the building and away from the windows.


  “What is going on?” Erica whispered in sheer panic as she was being dragged down the hall. Jennifer glanced behind her shoulder to see Erica’s face looking ghostly pale. She hoped she wouldn’t be carrying Erica out to her brother in a dead faint. That would be a load of fun to explain! On second thought, it would serve her brother right, the big jerk! He could have at least warned her this morning before they left for school! Obviously, he had known he would get an earful from her since he left his dirty work for Marshall to do in contacting her. “That’s okay, dear brother. You will have to face me sooner or later!” she muttered to herself. She took another glance back over her shoulder, where Erica seemed to be just hanging on.


  Jennifer sighed. She guessed she had better come up with something to tell Erica before the girl gave herself a heart attack. “Sir Lancelot and Prince Charming are making a major drug bust out in the parking lot,” she stated casually, but with a dark scowl on her otherwise beautiful face. They were heading towards the back of the school building where Jennifer had been requested to stash Erica until the action was over with.


  “Where are we going?” Erica found herself whimpering, cringing as even she realized she sounded like a lost child.


  “Sir Lancelot Kevin doesn’t want you so near the action, although for the life of me, I don’t know why he even allowed you to come today. Trust me I have all intentions of discussing that one with my brother later. For now, we are just going to wait things out in the back of the building. He will tell us when it is safe.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As luck would have it, the drug runners (otherwise referred to as “the clowns” by the VCTF team) not only came with the drugs, but also with enough ammunition to start a small war. Even after all this time, Kevin still found it amusing to watch a human shoot one of his kind, knowing full well they hit their intended target, and have that target continue advancing towards them. He always found the famous “Oh crap, what do I do now” look priceless! The team had things under control in very short order. The only problem had been that the college security team decided to get in on the action when the gunfire started going off.


  Unfortunately, this was something that the team had not anticipated, and to say the security team caused more problems than good was a severe understatement. They should have expected this since they notified the office as to what was about to happen in the parking lot. The last thing they needed was for any students to stumble into the middle of their setup. The office had issued an immediate loudspeaker announcement informing all personnel and students to stay inside and away from windows.


  They also contacted campus security to inform them of the situation. After watching security in action, Kevin would have bet that they had very little, if any, practice shooting off their firearms. This came to light as soon as the security officers became involved in the situation. One security officer managed to hit one of the drug runners, although Kevin still wasn’t sure how that had happened. The drug runner was hit in the abdomen, and it didn’t look like the guy was going to make it very long.


  Kevin shook his head just thinking about the extensive paperwork that was going to make for back at the office. Too bad the guy wasn’t going to make it either. Kevin would have loved the chance to interrogate him.


  They had their own interrogation system, but at this point they would just have to settle for the other two that were now in their custody. Another security guard accidentally hit Alec in the calf, aiming for the drug runner standing about two feet away. Thankfully, Alec covered it up, and the officer never even knew he hit anything. The team would be drawing straws back at the office to see who would get the pleasure of digging the bullet out of his leg. Now that would be fun. Nothing quite like an injured, pissed-off vampire!


  As Kevin glanced around at what had started out as a smooth operation and quickly turned into a clusterfuck. He shook his head in dismay. The entire operation would have been over with in less than five minutes, had the security team not become involved. As it was, it was twenty-five minutes later before everything was wrapped up and under control. Kevin would never understand why humans attempted to handle firearms when they shouldn’t. It wasn’t that he had anything against guns, or humans having guns, as long as they were in the right hands. Unfortunately, it seemed too many humans had guns these days, quite often kids, and had no idea how to handle them. And that was just wrong in his book.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jennifer stopped when they reached a dark corner at the end of a hallway. The hallways were completely deserted. Everyone else seemed to be taking the lockdown seriously. She and Jennifer were standing facing one another, talking about whatever Jennifer could come up with to get Erica’s mind off of what was happening out front. Erica blinked, and found Jennifer had whirled around and had dropped down into a crouched position. Erica looked up, wondering why Jennifer made the hasty move, and spotted Shawn twenty feet away from them. He looked as composed and calm as ever as he leaned up against a wall, arms crossed, as if he had been waiting for them all day. In that deep rich voice of his, the one that had originally turned Erica’s head and now scared her to death, he calmly stated, “Erica, you will come with me.”


  Jennifer immediately half hissed, half snarled, “Oh hell no!” She continued hissing at him, but Erica glanced up into Shawn’s eyes. Even though he looked calm and composed, there was only one word to describe what was in his eyes: death.


  Shawn stayed where he was, staring at Erica with his cold, black, murderous expression on his face. Erica realized they were almost at the back of the building, completely secluded from everyone else. Jennifer had stated that the team was doing a drug sting out front. That meant chances were good that the entire VCTF force was just out the front door. How could they get from where they were to the help that they so desperately needed? How could she notify anyone that she and Jennifer were in trouble? She briefly wondered if Jennifer’s earpiece was still transmitting. Could Jennifer get word to the team? Unfortunately, there was no way of asking without Shawn hearing, so there was no way of knowing if help was on its way.


  Jennifer made certain that Erica stayed behind her. If Shawn wanted Erica, he would have to go through her first. This asshole vampire, now standing up against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest, made her nostrils flare! The expression on his face clearly stated that he felt he could take Jennifer on, and once finished with her, Erica would be his. That thought alone made Jennifer livid. She continued hissing in his direction, showing her fangs, followed by the occasional deep-throated growl.


  “My beef is not with you, blondie,” Shawn stated in a lazy voice, as if Jennifer’s warning had little effect on him whatsoever. “Just give her to me, and I’ll consider leaving that pretty little face of yours alone.”


  “Fuck you, asshole, over my ashes!” Jennifer hissed, as a black fury rolled through her. She had had enough of this arrogant asshole!


  “As you wish,” Shawn drawled calmly. He remained motionless, leaning against the wall, looking as if he had all day to wait it out.


  He turned his attention back to Erica. “I am hurt that you would leave me and shack up with someone else, sweetheart. Come with me now, and I’ll consider forgiving you and let your lover live.”


  “I do not belong to you anymore,” Erica found herself replying with a glare. Although her heart was racing, and she knew he was able to hear it, she was happy to note her voice didn’t quiver. “I filed for divorce through the society’s judicial system. I am no longer married to you.”


  “What?” Shawn exclaimed, a shocked expression skating across his features. “I did not consent to a divorce, so it is of no value. You are mine to do with as I see fit! Now come, woman!” he snarled, as if he were speaking to a dog.


  “She is not going anywhere with you. She is under our society’s protection. Once they read her mind and saw everything you had put her through, they granted her an immediate divorce. You are not allowed to be near her,” Jennifer stated in an attempt to shift Shawn’s attention off of Erica and back on her. If he came after her, at least she would be somewhat of a fair fight. With Erica, well, she simply didn’t have a chance.


  Help hadn’t arrived yet, and knowing she couldn’t leave things to chance, Erica knew she had to do something. Just the thought of Jennifer having to face Shawn’s wrath alone made Erica’s heart constrict in fear even tighter. Oh sure, Jennifer was a vampire, but Erica didn’t think she was any match against Shawn. She suddenly thought about the cell phone clipped to her belt. Very slowly she moved her hand to her side where the phone was hidden under her shirt. She did this while making certain she stayed behind Jennifer, hoping her movements went unseen. She only had time to hit one button, and then hope and pray that help would arrive, before it was too late.


  As Erica pressed the speaker button, she wondered if she was signing her death sentence. If someone answered on the other end, Shawn would immediately know what she had done. She held her breath, waiting for someone to answer, almost wishing they wouldn’t. She released it a moment later when all was quiet.


  Now she was confused. When Kevin had given the phone to her, he had explained to her it was a direct link to him. However, he had never quite explained exactly how it worked. Maybe the call had to go through the office first. Or maybe, if the entire team was on-site, no one would be available to respond. But then again, wouldn’t Charles be available?


  Perhaps Kevin was in animal form and unable to communicate. Whatever the situation was, her plan had fallen short of its original purpose, and she had no backup plan. At this point, the only communication that could possibly help them was Jennifer’s earpiece, and Erica still had no idea if it was still transmitting. Knowing she was running out of options, Erica could taste true fear and horror in her mouth. Shawn had them cornered, and he knew it. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be standing there with a smirk on his face! Think, Erica, think!


  


  * * * *


  


  The team had just finished handcuffing the drug runners when Jennifer’s conversation with Shawn came across the earpieces. Kevin glanced up to spot Marshall quickly heading his way. A few seconds later his cell phone rang and he knew who it was without even looking at it. Although he was glad to see she had remembered the button on her phone, he knew for her own good he had to ignore the call.


  “Don’t answer that, Kevin!” Marshall warned as he approached, also well aware of who was trying to call him.


  “I know, and so help me, when I get my hands on that bastard, he is going to pay for everything he has ever done!” Kevin spouted off, clearly frustrated.


  “Look, the backup team is on the way. They can handle getting our drug runners down to the office. We need to come up with a plan. No matter what his plan is, Shawn will have to go through us in order to get the girls out of there,” Marshall stated.


  “You’re right. How far out is our backup team?” Kevin responded.


  “They are arriving now,” Marshall stated with a slight grin, as he glanced up and nodded towards an approaching van.


  “Let’s get the team together and come up with a game plan. I want to be inside in three minutes,” Kevin stated. He then spoke in a low tone to Jennifer through the earpiece. “Jen, help is on the way, we need three minutes.”


  As the team gathered together to come up with a game plan, they all were able to hear all communication going on between Jennifer and Shawn. Unfortunately, ten seconds after the team came together, all hell seemed to break loose inside the building. They knew Shawn was attacking Jennifer, obviously tired of playing the waiting game.


  Kevin, Marshall, and Joshua charged into the school all at the same time. Kevin broke off from the group once inside, and the others assumed it was to change forms.


  Marshall and Joshua quickly came upon Jennifer, lying on the floor, bleeding and obviously in a lot of pain. Shawn had disappeared, and there was no sign of Erica, either. As the men stepped up to Jennifer, Marshall heard Joshua’s breath hitch as he noticed her right arm hanging precariously off to the side, and a knife sticking out of her abdomen.


  Marshall took a few seconds to assess Jennifer’s injuries, and then gave a quick command to Joshua. “Stay with her and protect her, I’m calling for backup and medical.” He then took off in a dead run to locate Erica.


  “I need all available team members inside the school building immediately. Subject is on the loose and has hostage! Spread out and make sure all exits are covered!” Marshall stated in his earpiece, and then added, “Charles, I need Jordan with wagon at the college immediately. We have a member down.”


  Marshall was relieved when Charles didn’t come back with questions as to who was injured. He didn’t want to be the one to tell Charles O’Rourke that his oldest daughter was injured.


  A few seconds later, an anguished Kevin came across the earpiece. “Marshall, follow my voice, I need help, immediately!”


  Marshall used Kevin’s voice as a beacon, and was at his side a few short seconds later. Kevin was knelt down beside Erica, who was lying on her back, a huge gash starting at her temple, and going straight back on the side of her head.


  “Lord Almighty,” Marshall whispered. “What happened to her?”


  Kevin looked up to his second-in-command with agony etched across his face. “I changed over to tiger form in order to sneak up on Shawn and get him to release her. I took a swipe at him with a long claw, and he threw her in my path at the last second.” He took a moment to stroke Erica’s face, and in an agonized, torture-filled whisper, “I did this to her, Marshall.”


  Several other team members started showing up, and Marshall quickly took charge and ordered a complete sweep of the entire school and grounds. His friend was going through enough pain, the entire team didn’t need to witness it.


  After the team members dispersed, Marshall knelt down to assess Erica’s injuries. Upon a closer look, he realized the gash looked worse than it really was. Although it was long, it looked as if Kevin had realized what Shawn had done and pulled his claws back just in time to prevent anything catastrophic.


  “Head wounds almost always look worse than what they are. Jordan is already on the way. Jennifer was injured also,” Marshall murmured quietly, as he continued checking over Erica. Her breathing seemed to be good, and her heartbeat fairly steady.


  “Did she pass out from the blood?” Marshall inquired quietly, stopping to check her pulse, a little perplexed as to why Erica wasn’t moving. The gash on the side of her head didn’t look bad enough to throw her into unconsciousness.


  “No, Shawn threw her off of him in order to fight me. She hit the other side of her head against the wall before going down,” Kevin replied as he continued watching Erica, and then snarled, “Where the hell is Jordan?”


  Marshall hit the button on his earpiece to connect with Charles. “Charles, how far out is Jordan?”


  Joshua’s voice quickly interrupted. “Jordan and Davidrick are here now. They are getting ready to move the patient.”


  “We have a second patient,” Marshall responded. “Use my voice as a beacon to bring Jordan.”


  Joshua and Davidrick showed up at Marshall’s side a few seconds later. “Jordan is making sure Jennifer is stable,” Joshua quickly explained. Although Davidrick worked in the morgue at the hospital, he was a board-certified physician, and quite capable of handling a medical emergency.


  Kneeling down beside Marshall, Davidrick started checking Erica’s vitals. “I detect a bit of brain swelling. Did she get slammed against the wall?” he inquired, as he continued assessing Erica’s injuries.


  “Yes,” Kevin confirmed in a quick clip, but didn’t elaborate as to what had happened on the other side of her head.


  “We need to get her down to Dr. Carlson, quickly. Is your suspect still on the loose?” Davidrick inquired, glancing over to Marshall.


  Kevin lifted Erica in his arms before Marshall had a chance to answer. It was just as well, in not hearing from the team yet, he knew the answer to Davidrick’s inquiry. Yes, Shawn was still out there on the loose.


  Marshall stayed in front of Kevin, with Joshua following closely behind in order to provide cover should Shawn still be lurking around. Soon, everyone was loaded in Jordan’s transport van and headed to the VCTF office. From there, they would take the elevator down to the underground hospital.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Charles was standing at the front door of the VCTF office as the transport van pulled up to the front door. Kevin scrambled out to the van as it pulled up.


  “Has Dr. Carlson been notified that we have two injured?” Kevin inquired as he lifted Erica and quickly headed for the front door.


  “Yes, he is waiting for us,” Charles replied, following Joshua who was carrying Jennifer, right behind Kevin.


  The elevator was crowded as Charles, Kevin carrying Erica, Joshua carrying Jennifer, Davidrick carrying an IV bag for Erica, Marshall, and Jordan all piled into it.


  Once the elevator stopped and the door opened, everyone rushed at vampire speed towards the hospital. Dr. Carlson was waiting at the front door for them. Standing beside him was a team of four nurses. They had both patients on tables side by side in order to access both at the same time.


  Joshua had removed the knife out of Jennifer’s abdomen while they waited for Jordan to arrive on the scene. Once she was placed in the transport van, she fed on a pint of blood, which had helped the wound start to heal. A quick X-ray revealed no major organs had been damaged. Her arm, severely broken and deformed, would need to be reset back in place in order to heal properly.


  Erica, however, was a different matter. She had briefly regained consciousness during transport, but only for a few seconds. She did recognize Kevin’s face though, and he took that as a good sign. A CT scan revealed that she did have a bit of swelling in the brain, but Dr. Carlson was optimistic that the swelling would go down on its own. He had the gash on the side of her head stitched up in little time, and then it was a waiting game to make certain her head injury didn’t cause any permanent damage.


  By the time Dr. Carlson was finished treating his two patients, his otherwise empty waiting room had been turned into a crowded room. A very worried Rosetta, Kate, Elizabeth, Charles, Alec, Jordan, and Davidrick were sitting around waiting for news.


  “Who is running the office?” Marshall asked Alec upon stepping out into the waiting room to find it full, all occupants concerned over Jennifer and Erica.


  “Tim, Victor, and Scott are all handling things at the office. I have John, Nicholas, and Isaac out looking for Shawn. They will call us if they need help. I have everything covered. How are Jennifer and Erica?” Alec calmly replied. The line of succession put him in tied third place with Joshua, as both were brought into the VCTF at the same time. With Kevin, Marshall, and Joshua all tied up with the injured, he had stepped up to the bat and took control of running of the unit.


  Marshall noted Alec had his arm wrapped securely around Elizabeth, but decided now was not the time to comment on the observation. It was possible he was just trying to be a friend. Remembering that he had come out to update everyone, he stated, “Jennifer is going to be fine. Dr. Carlson is drugging her up in order to set her arm, and Kevin and Joshua are flipping a coin over which one she can bite if the pain gets too severe.” Marshall chuckled at his own joke, but then quickly grew serious. “Erica is not totally out of the woods yet, although Dr. Carlson is very optimistic she will fully recover. We are waiting for the swelling to go down in her brain, and for her to regain consciousness.”


  Kevin sat next to an unconscious Erica, refusing to leave her side. Although she had briefly opened her eyes while in transport, her eyes held more confusion than anything. Kevin had gently stroked her hair while whispering reassuring words that she was going to be okay. She had only stayed coherent for a quick minute before succumbing to a world of blackness. Now, Kevin was left waiting and worrying if she would hate him for what he had done to her.


  Kevin was still positioned in the exact same spot two hours later when her eyelids flickered open. She immediately tried to sit up, forcing Kevin to gently hold her down as Dr. Carlson briskly walked over to examine his newly awakened patient.


  “Erica, you have an injury to your head. It is important that you stay still,” Kevin stated calmly, all the while going through an inner turmoil himself. He was responsible for her injuries. The gash on the side of her head had been his doing alone. And if he had been with her when Shawn had shown up to begin with, that evil being would have never had the chance to try and escape with her.


  As the cobwebs began to clear from Erica’s mind, flashes of scenes started hitting her. The kiss she and Kevin had shared in the front seat of her new car. And then Jennifer and she in class when the lockdown occurred, and gunshots going off. Jennifer and her sneaking out of class and waiting at the end of a dark hallway, near the back of the building. Oh God, that was when Shawn had showed up, attacking Jennifer in order to get to her. Shawn had snatched her away from an injured Jennifer, breathing in her ear that if she made one sound, he would finish killing her newly acquired friend.


  She had gone unwillingly, but silently, hoping and praying that Jennifer would stay alive long enough for help to arrive. She knew that vampires healed fast, but she was still concerned over her friend’s injuries. And then, just prior to being yanked out of the building completely, they had been confronted by a large tiger. Erica knew the tiger had to be Kevin in animal form, but that didn’t lessen the pain when a large claw went across her scalp as Shawn threw her in its path in order to protect himself. A few short seconds later, she felt intense pain as her head slammed into something solid, and then nothing.


  Erica caught sight of a man in a lab coat approaching the side of her bed. “Hello Erica, I’m Dr. Carlson.” He took her hand in his as he checked her pulse, while giving her a smile. “I must say, young lady, you have quite a fan base. I don’t ever remember my waiting room being as full as it is right now.”


  “Where am I? What happened?” she asked nervously as she glanced from Dr. Carlson to Kevin.


  “You are at the underground medical facility. We brought both you and Jennifer here for treatment,” Kevin quietly stated.


  “Jennifer,” Erica sucked in a deep breath as a picture of Jennifer’s body, lying on the floor with a knife sticking out of her abdomen, and a severely broken and mangled arm floated through her head. “Is she okay? How bad are her injuries?” Erica’s voice quivered as she made the inquiries.


  “Jennifer is going to be just fine, now I need for you to stop worrying about everything and everybody, and concentrate on getting yourself better,” Dr. Carlson responded kindly. He leaned over to examine both sides of Erica’s head. Erica winced just from the slightest of touches. “My head feels like it is going to explode,” she grumbled.


  “That would be due to a large gash on the left side of your head that I had to use a few dozen stitches to close, and a large bruise on the right side of your head. I understand you hit the right side of your head when you were slammed into a wall.” Dr. Carlson was examining the affected area as he spoke. “This injury is the one we will be keeping a close watch on. It has caused some swelling in the brain, and we will need to monitor you to make certain the swelling goes down on its own.”


  Dr. Carlson walked away from the side of the bed for a moment, and Erica shifted her focus to Kevin.


  “I am so sorry, Erica,” he whispered with a tortured look on his face. “I never meant to hurt you. I was so afraid he was going to make it out of the building before I could get you free from him, and I knew if he succeeded, it would have been like looking for a needle in a haystack.


  Erica squeezed his hand and was opening her mouth to tell him he had nothing to apologize for, when a voice at the door stopped her. “She’s awake!”


  She turned her attention to the sound and found Marshall standing in the doorway, with numerous others quickly gathering behind him. Dr. Carlson suddenly reappeared in her line of sight, walking straight over to the door. “One at a time, she is not out of the woods yet, and I don’t need her overwhelmed by too many visitors at once.” He then turned to cast a quick glance to Kevin. “If she starts to tire, kick everyone out immediately. Her health comes first.”


  Rosetta pushed her way through the crowd and past Marshall. “Erica!” she exclaimed the moment her eyes spotted her. She walked over to the side of the bed with her arms extended to give a warm hug. “I have been so worried about you! You have no idea how happy I am to see you are awake!”


  Rosetta was just the first of many to come in to assure that Erica was indeed okay. Charles, Elizabeth, Marshall, Alec, Kate, Joshua, Jordan, and Davidrick all made their way to her bedside, one by one. Joshua assured Erica that Jennifer was going to be fine. Dr. Carlson was setting her broken arm, and that she would be by later.


  Although Erica was happy to see everyone, it surprised her how quickly she tired. She was hardly able to keep her eyelids open as the last of her visitors headed out. Still, she had a few questions that she desperately needed answers to before she could rest easy.


  She felt Kevin sit down on the side of the bed after he had walked the last of her visitors out. With eyelids too heavy to open, she blindly reached for his hand. He clasped it tightly in his, and then leaned forward to press a kiss on her forehead.


  “Kevin, were you able to stop Shawn?” Erica whispered.


  The seconds of silence following her question was answer enough. Finally, she heard Kevin take a deep breath and reply, “No, he got away. When I saw how injured you were, I couldn’t leave you. Don’t worry about it though. Part of the team is out looking for him as we speak, as I have no intention of leaving your side.” He squeezed her hand lightly to back up his words.


  “There were gunshots at the school. Was anyone else injured other than Jennifer and me?” Erica mumbled, as sleep continued to drag her under.


  “No, everyone else is fine,” Kevin answered as he lightly stroked her forehead. “Go to sleep, love, I’ll be right here when you awake. We will talk more when you are feeling better.” As upset over Jennifer being injured as she was, Kevin refused to inform her that Alec had also taken a bullet to the leg.


  Erica slowly nodded her head, and then, knowing she couldn’t fight it any longer, allowed sleep to take over.


  When Erica awoke several hours later, it was to a bright light in her face. She immediately raised an arm to shield her eyes from the light as she tried to open her eyes slightly. A soothing voice a second later helped keep her from hitting the panic button.


  “Sorry, dear, I didn’t realize I would cause you to wake up. I am just checking on the swelling in your brain.” Dr. Carlson’s voice registered with her. She then heard him speaking to someone else, and presumed it was Kevin.


  “The swelling seems to have gone down a bit, but we will need to keep her overnight, just to be sure. If she is showing no other symptoms, I’ll release her tomorrow morning.” A loud rumble from Erica’s stomach brought Dr. Carlson’s attention back down to her. With a slight smile on his face, he glanced back over to Kevin. “You might want to get our girl some food. Her stomach sounds angry.”


  Kevin was on his cell phone a quick moment later. “Marshall will have something down here for you in about ten minutes.” He stated as he sat on the side of the bed and gently picked up her hand. “You look better, how are you feeling?”


  “I’m okay, my head doesn’t hurt as much,” Erica quickly answered him.


  Marshall showed up a short time later, carrying a large paper sack. As soon as he stepped into the room, the aroma had Erica’s stomach gurgling loudly. “Dang, girl, I don’t even need vampire hearing to hear that! I hope you like Chinese. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I picked up a variety,” Marshall stated lightly as he began pulling out container after container and placing them on the table next to the bed.


  “Thanks, Marshall, but I am afraid you brought enough food to feed an army! There is no way I’ll be able to even put a dent into all of this!” Erica exclaimed as she continued watching him empty the sack.


  Marshall brushed her words away. “I’ll name what is in each of these containers, and you just tell me what you want,” he stated as he began dishing her food onto a disposable plate for her. Kevin, who was sitting on the other side of the bed, watched this entire scene in silent humor. He had never seen Marshall cater to anyone before. Watching him do it to Erica was a bit comical.


  “Is everything going smoothly at the office?” Kevin asked quietly, as Marshall continued piling food onto Erica’s plate.


  Marshall turned his head to answer Kevin, and suddenly realized what he was doing, and how it must look to Kevin. He stopped midstride as the color drained from his face.


  “Um, the office is fine. Did you want to…?” He stopped, as he slightly held Erica’s plate of food out for Kevin to take over.


  Kevin grinned as he shook his head, “You’re doing a fine job.”


  Marshall quickly finished with the assorted boxes of food, and then handed Erica her plate. He closed everything back up and restacked it all back into the paper bag in record time. Then, he pulled up another chair next to Kevin. “Joshua is sticking to Jennifer like glue for the time being, so Alec is in charge when I am not in the office. I have to admit, he is doing a great job. The decisions he made earlier this afternoon while I was down here were the exact same ones I would have made. We still have three members hunting for Shawn, and we haven’t interrogated our drug runners yet, but they aren’t going anywhere. Oh, and the one that was injured didn’t make it. Davidrick called me about an hour ago with the news.”


  Kevin cringed inwardly when he thought about the paperwork that would be waiting for him when he returned to the office. It was bad enough that there had been injuries, as both Jennifer’s and Erica’s would have to be reported. But add to that there was now a death, a mortal death on top of that. It didn’t matter that it hadn’t been a member of the VCTF who had shot the dude. One of the security guards had hit the guy. All that mattered to the judicial council was that there had been a civilian injury and a death, during a VCTF mission. That alone was going to make for a nightmare couple of days. All members would be required to fill out paperwork on all of the incidents, and then if there were any discrepancies, each member would be called in by the judicial panel for questioning.


  As if reading his mind, Marshall quietly stated, “I have started on the paperwork, at least with the shooting.”


  “Thanks, buddy. I’m a little surprised you didn’t bring it down here with you on a clipboard for me to start filling out,” Kevin stated with a lopsided grin on his face.


  “Well, the thought did cross my mind,” Marshall replied, in a chuckle. “But, I figured you already had enough to deal with. It can wait until you return to the office. Speaking of which, I should get back up there. Call me if you need anything, buddy,” Marshall finished, as he made his way to the door.


  “Thanks, Marshall, the food is delicious,” Erica called out.


  “Anytime, sweetie, you just concentrate on getting better so I can get Kevin back to the office. I’d rather stake myself than handle all the paperwork from today’s clusterf—catastrophe,” Marshall amended at the last second, and offered a wry smile on his way out the door.


  Glancing back over to Kevin, Erica stated in a small voice, “I guess I have caused you a major headache, haven’t I?”


  “No, sweetheart, you have done no such thing. If anything, I am the one who caused you one hell of a headache, in the most literal sense,” he quickly replied.


  Erica shook her head, refusing to allow him to take the blame for her injuries. “Kevin, you quite possibly saved my life. If Shawn had made it outside with me, I seriously doubt anyone would have been able to stop him.” A shiver ran up Erica’s spine. “I would probably be dead by now, or at least wish that I was.”


  Kevin rose out of his seat and sat next to Erica on the side of the bed. “I promise you, I am not going to let anything happen to you.” Erica, trembling lightly, wrapped her arms around Kevin for strength and support. When she refused to let go a moment later, he stretched out beside her, allowing her to curl her body to his, placing her head on his chest.


  “Are you getting sleepy?” he asked in a whisper, as he lightly stroked the top of her head, careful not to go near either side, staying away from her injuries.


  She nodded her head slowly, and Kevin could feel her melting into him as she cuddled his body. Her breathing evened out just a few short minutes later, and he knew she had fallen back asleep.


  Erica slept the remainder of the night, and Kevin stayed in the exact same spot she had fallen asleep on him. Dr. Carlson came in a little after midnight to check on her, but didn’t stay long. He whispered to Kevin that he didn’t want to risk waking her, and that he would return first thing in the morning.


  The next morning, Dr. Carlson released Erica as promised, giving her strict instructions that she was to take it easy for the next few days. As soon as he had walked out the door, another face filled the doorway.


  “Jennifer!” Erica exclaimed upon glancing up and spotting Kevin’s sister. “Are you okay? How is your arm?” Erica quickly inquired, as Jennifer let herself into the room and walked over to Erica’s bed.


  Jennifer glanced down at her arm, now fully healed. “It hurt like the devil yesterday, but once it was set back in place it healed on its own in just a few hours.”


  “What about the stab wound? Is that okay, also?” Erica continued to probe.


  Jennifer raised her shirt up just a bit to show a slight scar, but even that looked to be a couple of months old, not something that had only happened twenty-four hours ago.


  “So how about you, are they going to release you, or is Dr. Carlson so bored he decided to keep you for a while?” Jennifer teased.


  “No, he just released me. Kevin and I will be heading out shortly. What about you?” Erica replied.


  “Oh, I’m released. Seems I did enough spitting and hissing yesterday while Dr. Carlson reset my arm, that he really doesn’t want me sticking around. Come on, girl, let’s go home. I hear we have both been instructed to take it easy, and I can’t think of a better way of doing that than spending the day in front of Kevin’s theater system in our pajamas!”


  “Ah, a pajama party, now that is something I haven’t done in a while!” Erica exclaimed with a smile on her face.


  “I am glad to hear you ladies have your afternoon well planned out since I am needed in the office,” Kevin inserted as he escorted the two women out the door.


  Once above ground again, standing in the VCTF office, Jennifer and Erica waited for Kevin to finish speaking to Marshall. “Okay, Marshall tells me he brought Erica’s car over last night from the school, so I am going to go get it from the garage, and I’ll meet you two ladies out front,” Kevin stated, after he finished speaking with Marshall and had rejoined the two girls.


  As soon as the car pulled up and stopped, Kevin was out of the car and holding the passenger door open for Erica immediately. He then escorted his sister over to the driver’s side and handed her the keys. He stopped when they reached the back quarter panel of the car. He heard Jennifer’s quick intake of breath, and knew she had discovered what Marshall had just informed him of less than five minutes ago.


  There, in Erica’s brand new Eclipse, was a nice bullet hole. A stray bullet must have ricocheted off something during the confrontation with the drug runners the day before and lodged in the back quarter panel of the car. Kevin quickly stepped next to Jennifer to whisper in her ear. “I already know about it, Marshall just told me. Can you get her home and in the house without her seeing this?” He could only hope his look was pleading, because he was ready to beg his little sister for this favor if he had to.


  Jennifer smiled up at him, and very quietly stated, “I can try. However, I’m not covering for this one, dear brother!”


  “Okay,” Kevin replied very softly. “I can get it fixed, but it might take me a day or two. Just get her home and insist that she get some rest. I’ll be there shortly.” He placed a quick kiss on Jennifer’s cheek. As he started walking away, he heard her say, “You are going to owe me for this one!”


  As he watched Jennifer pull away he wondered what this little favor was going to cost him. He was certain of one thing, whatever he ended up buying his little sister, it certainly wouldn’t be cheap!


  When Kevin arrived home six hours later, he walked in to a slumber party going strong. Jennifer, Erica, Kate, Elizabeth, and Jordan were all sitting in the living room, wine glasses everywhere, with a strong smell of nail polish permeating the air. He quickly locked eyes with Jennifer, and motioned with his head to follow him back out the door to the hallway for a private chat.


  The minute he shut the door, he turned on his sister. “Dear God, please tell me you did not let her have any wine!” he almost shouted.


  Jennifer puffed with indignation. “Of course not, do I look stupid?” she stated sharply to her brother. “She has a brain injury for crying out loud! Of course I didn’t allow her to drink any alcohol!”


  Kevin knew he had insulted his sister, and since he very much needed her help over the next few days, figured a nice slice of humble pie was needed. “I’m sorry. I jumped to conclusions, and I should know better. I guess I am just tired.”


  Jennifer reached up and hugged him, ready to accept his apology. “It’s okay. It has been a stressful couple of days,” she whispered in his ear as she slipped Erica’s car keys into his shirt pocket.


  “Now, get in there and say hello to her, or she is going to get suspicious. By the way, she didn’t even notice the bullet hole.”


  “Thanks,” Kevin replied to her, and turned to walk back in his front door. Okay, a full-blown slumber party was not what he envisioned, but it didn’t seem any harm had been done. Erica looked to be happy, and she was certainly safe. She was surrounded by four female vampires. Any male would be a fool to try and take on four women, period, vampire or not, in Kevin’s opinion. He had seen what women were capable of doing when they worked together. Put four female vampires together, and they were a force to be reckoned with.


  As Kevin walked over to where Erica was sitting on the couch, he observed her laughing at something Jordan was telling her. He sat down next to her.


  “Hey, beautiful,” he leaned over and whispered in her ear. “You seem to be feeling better than earlier.”


  She looked up into his face with eyes shining. “Hi yourself, good looking!” she replied with a bright smile.


  Kevin could have stayed put all day, just staring into her beautiful face. He finally remembered Jordan sitting across from them, and smiled over at her. “Hey, Jordan, how did you get roped into this slumber party?”


  “I called earlier to check on the girls and Jennifer invited me. She assumed you would be tied up at the office for the remainder of the night and decided a slumber party was just the prescription for our girl here.”


  Kevin had already placed a possessive arm around Erica’s waist. “Please tell me you have been taking it easy and getting some rest,” Kevin stated as he turned his attention back to Erica.


  “Yes, we have all been lounging around watching movies most of the afternoon,” she replied.


  Turning his attention back to Jordan, Kevin stated, “By the way, Jordan, I’m having a little get-together Friday night here at the house. Can you and Davidrick join us?”


  “Possibly, if I can get that fool away from his dead bodies long enough. What time?” she asked.


  “Six,” Kevin answered.


  Jennifer felt a little compassion for her brother and quickly cleared everyone out of the apartment on the pretense of showing off something in her suite. Soon, the apartment had cleared out, and Kevin had Erica all to himself. She looked exhausted, he quickly noted.


  “Tired, love?” he gently asked her.


  She thought about her answer for a brief moment, and then replied, “A bit, yes. But I also find the company very comforting.”


  Kevin knew she would not feel comfortable by herself, as long as she knew Shawn was on the loose. “I understand. Just don’t wear yourself out, please?” He requested, as he lightly skimmed her chin with his thumb. “I have to return to the office in about another hour, and there is a good chance I’ll be stuck there for the next few days. I will probably just make it back home in time for the party Friday. Will you be okay here with the family?”


  “Of course, Kevin, don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. I have a feeling your family is going to keep me surrounded for the next few days.” She tried to give him her best confident smile.


  Kevin smiled. Yes, if he knew his family, Erica would be lucky if someone wasn’t accompanying her into the bathroom for the next few days!


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Erica woke up the next morning, a little disoriented as to where she was. She opened her eyes to discover she was curled up on the couch, with Kate and Elizabeth hovering nearby. As she sat up, trying to rub the sleep from her eyes, and casting a small smile in their direction, she remembered Kevin stating that he wouldn’t be around for the next couple of days. Well, the party was tomorrow night, and she could handle two days without him. She would have to.


  “Good morning, Erica,” Elizabeth greeted her. “Jennifer went to her suite to fix your breakfast. She should be returning in just a minute.”


  Remembering that Jordan had also spent the night but was now nowhere in sight Erica inquired, “Did Jordan go with Jennifer?”


  “No, Jordan had to leave early for work. She said to tell you she would see you tomorrow night at the party,” Kate replied. “Oh, and Kevin left a note for you on the dresser.”


  Erica quickly headed for her bedroom, finding an envelope taped to her dresser mirror. She walked over and sat on the end of the bed to read the note. The outside of the envelope was addressed to, The Love of My Life.


  Dearest Erica,


  I am sorry I have to be away for the next few days, but everyone in my family has assured me they will keep you safe. Please do not leave the house by yourself for any reason. I suspect my family will be sticking to you like glue while I am away, anyway. I have instructed them to make sure at least two members accompany you at all times. I simply can’t take the risk of letting Shawn get near you again. I don’t think I would be able to concentrate on my job if I thought for one minute you were in danger.


  Please know that I am already missing you, and can’t wait until I get home Friday.


  Love, Kevin


  A knock on Erica’s open bedroom door brought her head upwards, with Kate standing in the doorway. “Jennifer is back with breakfast, and I was wondering if you would like to hang out with Elizabeth and myself today? We have numerous deliveries for the Meals on Wheels program. The vamps that receive the deliveries are very old and don’t get out much, so they always enjoy company.”


  “Sure, but is it safe?” Erica replied a little skeptically.


  “It will be by the time I get finished. Are you interested?” Kate replied with a sly smile.


  With a return smile, Erica replied, “How long before you are ready to leave?”


  “I’m not on a set time schedule. You’ve got plenty of time to eat, and then take a shower and get dressed. We’ll leave when you are ready.”


  After quickly eating breakfast, Erica grabbed a clean set of clothes and headed for the shower. At least she wasn’t going to be sitting around feeling sorry for herself today.


  An hour later the girls were on the way to their first delivery. A car discreetly followed Kate’s black BMW. When Erica noticed the car following, Kate grinned over to her and stated, “That’s our security. Kevin has assigned us two guards for the day.”


  The schedule Kate had only showed four stops, and Erica at first wondered just how long they would be gone. That quickly changed once they arrived at their first stop. It became next to impossible to leave! Erica felt true compassion for each elderly vamp that she met. One would have to be blind not to see that they were clearly lonely, and in need of company. The girls spent at least two hours at each stop. Once they saw that Kate and Elizabeth had brought someone new along, each one decided to give Erica their life history. Erica wondered if these elderly vamps ever did anything in the outside real world.


  She managed to get a history lesson out of their day, also. She discovered that although everyone relates vampires to immortals, this really is not the truth. Vampires do eventually die, it is just that the usual life span for a vamp is between one thousand and twelve hundred years! Compared to the average human life span of eighty years, it would seem immortal. The elderly vamp that explained all of this to her, Mr. Castillo, went on to explain that vampires stay looking the same as when they were first turned, until they reach the age of eight hundred to nine hundred years old. This is when “old age” starts hitting them. They start losing their strength, and their skin slowly starts turning a powder white, ending up almost translucent. The sun is extremely harmful to these elderly vamps at this point. The more sun they are exposed to, the more damage to their skin. As the vamps become older, their bones also become brittle. The more sun they are exposed to, the faster this happens, also.


  Erica found it nothing short of amazing to hear the knowledge and information these elderly vamps held, the history that they had experienced firsthand. Their stories were told from a personal, firsthand experience, not like reading it out of a history book. The girl’s last stop was to a Mr. Akins, who had actually served as an assistant to Abraham Lincoln! Later, he was also an officer in World War II. They sat with him as he told his story, which Erica found to be utterly fascinating. To have been through so much history and still be alive to tell about it was amazing!


  


  * * * *


  


  Mr. Atkins’s Story


  


  “I was born in France, and came to the United States in 1850. By then I had already been a vampire for a good many years, and had traveled across the world extensively trying to gain as much knowledge as I could. Being a vampire back in those days was not easy, it was important that you move around a lot, so no one would realize that you were not aging.


  “So, I had already changed my name more times than most human women color their hair these days,” he stated as he winked over at Erica. “I had run into a Mr. Abraham Lincoln while spending some time in Illinois, and we immediately hit it off as friends. When he won the presidency in 1860, he asked me to come with him to Washington and be his assistant. I accepted, and the next four years I watched a man try to keep a country together, that was falling apart at the seams.


  I did the best job I could for that man. He had my respect, but after he died I felt like I needed to move on. I did a little traveling, spent some time out west, and even managed to fall in love. My Maggie was the very first person I had ever confided in to reveal what I truly was. She accepted me as is, and we were married a short time later. Unfortunately, she and our baby died during childbirth. You know those things were commonplace enough back in those days for humans, but when I learned she was carrying my child, I didn’t know what to do. We didn’t have vampire doctors back then, and her weak human body just couldn’t handle it.


  “My original plan was to allow her to deliver the baby and then change her over if I needed to. We had even discussed this, and she was okay with me doing so. Unfortunately, I waited too long. I had never turned anyone, and wasn’t exactly sure how to go about doing so. Maggie was already so weak and sick, I didn’t want to inflict any more pain on her. The baby proved too much for her body to handle, and she died in her sleep at night. She had only been pregnant a short time, so I felt confident the baby was nowhere near ready to be born. When I placed my ear on her stomach and heard nothing, I simply buried them both and moved to Germany. I had to get away and grieve.


  “By 1914 and the start of WWI, I moved away to get away from the war. I ended up coming back to the United States and managed to keep a low profile all during the war. I had already seen, firsthand, the devastation it caused here alone during the Civil War. I really didn’t want to get involved in an all-out world war.


  “I ended up settling down in North Carolina after the war ended, but my thirst for knowledge was stronger than ever, and by the time World War II had started in 1939, I found myself at the Norfolk Naval Academy. I graduated with top honors and my first duty was on the USS North Carolina III as the medical officer. They soon realized I spoke numerous languages fluently, and quickly had my time split between medical and intelligence.


  “That USS North Carolina was such a beauty she was even named “Showboat!” And we soon found out that she had some strength behind her also! By June of 1942 the crew had undergone extensive war training and we were shipped out to the Pacific. One of our first assignments was to protect the “Enterprise.” She was a carrier ship. We encountered a Japanese carrier soon after and sunk it. That brought retaliation in the form of bombers and torpedo planes that caused the Enterprise to take three direct hits. We ended up in the fight of our lives that day, and lost our first man. That day was a wake up call as to what we really were up against.


  “Shortly after that we were reassigned to protect the Saratoga. We were attacked twice within a short period of time and one almost sunk our ship. We lost six good men that day. The ship, after being hit, began filling with water on the damaged side. The crew went into emergency operations. Half began working on closing up the hole, while the other half actually flooded the other side so that the entire ship didn’t go down. She was horribly leaning to the damaged side as is, and it took the entire crew to keep her afloat! Somehow, we managed to skirt around disaster, and made it to Pearl Harbor for repairs.


  “We helped with the bombing of Nauru, helped protect Bunker Hill, and airfields at Kavieng. We also helped assist with the capturing of the Marshall Islands. We aided marines onshore by providing gunfire as they engaged in some of the bloodiest fighting in the Pacific.


  “You know, the USS North Carolina ended up receiving fifteen battle stars for all of her work in the war. By the time we were finished, we had lost ten good men. Considering all the battles she was involved in, for a ship to only lose ten men through a war is saying something. We did have sixty-seven injuries, plus one that never was reported.”


  “Why was there an injury never reported?” Erica asked, completely enthralled in his story.


  “Because it was me, and since I was a medical officer, and a vampire, unknown to anyone at that time, I was able to keep my first wound hidden. I guess you could say I lucked out being in medical. That ship could get very hot! One nice advantage to working and sleeping in medical was that it had air conditioning. Oh yes, we were some of the lucky few that almost always had hot water for showers, also! A lot of the sailors would try to sleep topside when it was really warm, but that could cause problems. If action brewed up quick, you might not have time to get your bedroll and yourself out of the way before it was too late. Also, if a storm brewed up, which could happen quickly out on the open sea, you could wake up to find yourself soaked from the sea water splashing up on deck!


  “Anyway, back to what I started with, I actually was hit twice. The first time nobody seemed to notice and the wound closed up quick enough that I could hide it. I did end up going to the ship’s mechanic and asking to borrow a screwdriver and a pair of pliers. I waited until I was alone to dig the bullet out of myself. The second time was a little trickier. One of the gunners was close to me and watched me get hit. I was up on deck trying to help get an injured sailor back down to sickbay, when I got hit. I had the hardest time trying to pass that one off! I ended up pulling rank with the young seaman who had seen me get hit. He was a really nice young man, but he was making such a commotion about me being injured that I ended up snapping at him to get back to his assigned post. I took myself down to sickbay, and by this time of course, I believe half the ship heard that I had been hit. Once down in my office, I locked myself in and pulled what was left of the bullet out of my shoulder, bandaged it up so that it would look good, and walked back out. I was ordered to have one of the other medics take a look at it, and I ended up having to reopen the wound myself with my pocketknife just before he walked in. I went back later and quietly apologized to the seaman I had snapped at, he really did nothing wrong, he was just concerned about my injury. I blamed my irritability on the pain, which of course wasn’t the truth, but it was the only thing plausible.”


  “Oh wow,” Erica now breathed. “It must have been hard on you. How did you, you know, eat?” she asked hesitantly. She was afraid of hurting his feelings, but was very curious.


  “Well, let’s just say that the ten who died didn’t have any blood in their systems when I finished,” he now replied. “In between times, I had managed to bring a small stash of blood on the ship, and then we had some blood for emergencies. Anybody who came down for blood work, well, after the blood work was completed, the blood would need to be destroyed. I took care of that process,” he stated with a grin.


  “You know, the ironic thing was that we kept getting wind from letters from home and things of that nature stating that the Japanese had reported numerous times that they had sunk the USS North Carolina. In fact, before it was all over with, they had reported six different times that they had sunk us. We just kept cruising along.


  “But by the time it was all over with, depression had set into me. I didn’t even realize vampires had the ability to have that happen, but it certainly did with me. I was able to somewhat control it until my tour was over, and then I quit the military altogether. I felt like too much blood was on my hands already, and I had enough. Ironically, that is what led me to Fresno.”


  ”Oh, please forgive my lack of manners, I haven’t even offered you ladies any refreshments,” he stated.


  “Oh, now Mr. Atkins, you have been the perfect host!” Kate replied.


  “Nonsense, my girl,” he brushed Kate’s words aside, as he stood up.


  “Erica, I am afraid I don’t have much to offer you to drink except water, unless you want a glass of scotch,” Mr. Atkins stated as he headed for the kitchen.


  Kate quickly injected, “No alcohol, Erica!” giving her a knowing look.


  “Water is fine, Mr. Atkins.” Erica replied.


  “Kate, Elizabeth, would you two join me in a drink?”


  “Sure, Mr. Atkins, but just a small amount. That supply is for you,” Kate replied for both her and Elizabeth.


  Mr. Atkins walked out of his kitchen with four glasses in his hands. He handed a glass of water to Erica, a glass of blood to Kate and Elizabeth each, and then carried the fourth glass over to where he was sitting.


  “Erica, what happened to your head?” Mr. Atkins asked curiously.


  “Um, I had a bit of an accident,” she replied as she looked over to Kate for some assistance as to how much information she could release.


  Kate quickly came to the rescue. “It is okay, Erica. He knows about Kevin. In fact, Mr. Atkins helped train Kevin for his position at the VCTF.”


  This tidbit of news surprised Erica. Quickly forgetting the original question he asked, she looked over to Mr. Atkins and stated, “I didn’t even realize you knew Kevin. What type of training did you provide?” She realized as she glanced down at his hand that he was wearing the same ring Kevin and all the other VCTF members wore. “You are wearing the VCTF ring. Are you part of the team?”


  “Well, dear, after the war I came back to the states, it was 1946. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do at that point. I had quit the military completely, by this time I had seen enough humans dying to last me the rest of my life. I found myself down in Atlanta, and was surprised to discover a vampire society. They told me there were other societies set up throughout the US, and I decided to visit the one here in Fresno. I met Charles O’Rourke shortly after arriving, he was running the VCTF at the time. We became fast friends, and I even helped him at the VCTF for a period of time. When Kevin came along, Charles insisted he went through college first before he began his training. All through the early 1960s, Charles and I spent most of our time training Kevin to handle any type of situation he might come across. This meant Kevin needed to be trained in martial arts, police and military training. As I already had extensive training in both martial arts and military training, I could assist in his training of these. I also accompanied him to other countries to get a look at how they train their military personnel. He then took all of his training and redefined it for his own use in conjunction with his animal skills. By the time Charles handed him the ropes in 1966, I could not have been more proud of the man he turned out to be. I knew then he would be a huge asset to this society, as he still is today. I continued to stay on for a few more years, bouncing between helping Charles with the intelligence gathering, and being a backup for Kevin. Once Marshall came onboard, I started backing off, and then when Alec and Joshua came onboard, I went into retirement.”


  Mr. Atkins sat back for a moment and studied Erica. “Now my dear, I’ve told you my story. Do I get to hear yours?”


  Erica glanced down at her glass of water. “A couple of days ago, there was a drug bust at the local college I attend. In the middle of the bust, my ex-husband showed up, trying to kidnap me. He attacked Jennifer with a knife, and grabbed me after taking her down. Kevin showed up in tiger form right before Shawn had us out the door. As Kevin went to take a swipe out of him, Shawn threw me in the way. If that wasn’t bad enough, a few seconds later he threw me into a wall, in which I hit the other side of my head and wound up with a concussion.”


  “Good heavens, dear, no wonder Kate said no alcohol! I’m surprised Kevin even let you out of bed! Are you even supposed to be up and moving about?” Mr. Atkins inquired out of concern, as he sat up ramrod straight in her chair.


  “I’m okay, Dr. Carlson instructed me to take it easy for a few days, but I am otherwise fine,” Erica replied, with a shy smile.


  “I heard there was a bit of commotion down at the medical center yesterday, but I didn’t realize Jennifer was involved! Is she okay?” Mr. Atkins continued, glancing over to Kate and Elizabeth.


  “She is fine. Once her arm was reset, it healed completely, and nothing major was hit with the knife wound in the abdomen,” Kate answered.


  He turned his attention to Kate and Elizabeth. “I have enjoyed your visit, girls, but I wouldn’t push things with her too much. Head wounds are nothing to mess around with.”


  The girls said their good-byes to Mr. Atkins shortly after this, and promised another visit very soon.


  As they headed for the door, Mr. Atkins followed. “Girls, thank you for such a lovely visit today. You have no idea how happy you have made me. And Erica, you, my dear, are an absolute delight. Anytime you want to discuss history, come see me!”


  Erica smiled shyly. “I will, Mr. Atkins, and thank you for an educational as well as an entertaining afternoon.”


  As they started home, Erica pondered over these elderly vampires and their very lonely life style. It certainly seemed these vamps never had a chance to get out and enjoy anything out in the real world. Each one she had met today seemed so lonely and eager for someone just to chat with. She questioned Kate and Elizabeth about this as they were heading home. Kate threw a glance her way that clearly stated she was questioning if Erica had taken a leave of her senses. However, Erica wasn’t giving up.


  “As Mr. Castillo stated earlier, as our kind ages, our skin tends to get a white chalky look to it. The more a vamp ages, the more brittle he or she becomes. So no, most are afraid of what humans would think of them once they start the aging process. Also, the damage the sun would do keeps them pretty well confined to their homes,” Kate now stated patiently, as if speaking to a two-year-old.


  “I think you misunderstood me. Humans have retirement homes and villages, where socialization is encouraged, and crafts or other activities are set up. Even for the elderly that want to live on their own, we still have recreation centers that hold special classes specifically designed for them. Don’t you guys have anything like that?”


  “Um, no we don’t,” but Erica knew Kate was considering the idea. “Though, come to think about it, that’s a pretty good idea. Maybe we should mention it to dad.”


  They arrived back home shortly after, and Jennifer was on hand to ask Erica if she wanted to catch a movie. “No thanks, not tonight,” Erica answered her, and then seeing the dejected look on her face, hurried to clarify. “Kate and Elizabeth have had me out all day talking with your elderly. I’m beat! Besides, I got a headache coming on. I probably need to rest a bit.”


  Erica thanked Kate and Elizabeth for allowing her to tag along today, and headed back to Kevin’s suite. Once inside, she felt strangely at loose ends since she was by herself, and fired up her old computer. She could at least check her email before falling asleep.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Erica followed the sound of music to the family room. As she turned the corner to enter the room, she spotted her very own Sir Lancelot. He stood looking like a sexy god, and she felt her mouth watering at just the sight of him. He was speaking with Jordan and Davidrick and didn’t notice her at first. This allowed Erica a quick moment just to drink in the sight of him. He was dressed in a pair of khaki pants and a long-sleeved, light blue dress shirt. The shirt brought out the darkness in his eyes. As if feeling her eyes caress over him, he stopped speaking and looked up into her eyes, flashing a brilliant smile her way.


  The moment he looked up and spotted Erica, it was impossible to look away. He merely stated a soft “excuse me” to his guests, as his feet were already walking in her direction of their own accord.


  He reached her in just a few strides, immediately tipping her face upward, not wanting to break the gaze between them. She was beyond beautiful! Dressed in an emerald-green pants outfit, he couldn’t imagine a prettier sight to behold! His lips found hers readily, and he whispered huskily, “I missed you,” before claiming her in a heated kiss. When he broke their kiss a moment later, his craving for her was left unsatisfied, but he knew he was going to have to be patient. He had a room full of guests and friends to deal with first. Another quick roam over her body with his eyes had him wondering what exactly had he been thinking in scheduling this get-together tonight? In hindsight he realized he should have scheduled the get-together for the following evening, leaving tonight free to spend with Erica. Oh, but if he had scheduled the party for tomorrow evening, he would have ended up cancelling it. The team was leaving first thing in the morning, something he was dreading telling Erica.


  But that didn’t mean he couldn’t spend the next twelve hours with her. Kevin looked down and noticed Erica was still a little breathless from his kiss. He cocked one eyebrow up and asked casually, “Did you miss me?”


  Even being breathless, she still managed to shoot him a smile and whisper, “Yes. As a matter of fact, I did.”


  Kevin smiled back down at her, as he whispered the word “tonight” before taking her hand and walking back towards the party to make introductions.


  The gentle whisper held a promise, and a shiver ran down Erica’s spin in anticipation as she allowed him to lead her back to their guests.


  The couple started making their rounds, arms linked around one another, bodies touching as much as possible. Kevin introduced her to everyone they came across. Most of the VCTF team was there, along with Jordan, Davidrick, Kevin’s three sisters, and other family friends. Several family friends who had not met Erica yet wanted to know the usual questions: when the couple met, Erica’s life history, etc. Kevin smoothly took over answering most of the questions thrown at the couple. He knew Erica was a bit timid around strangers. He also knew she was not comfortable discussing her past.


  When Kevin became tied up talking to another couple, Jordan entertained her with hilarious stories of the VCTF.


  “Ask Kevin sometime to tell you the story of when he was shot in the rear. Trust me, it is hilarious, and I would tell you myself, but he might not ever let me speak to you again!” Jordan laughed. She merely gave Kevin a wide grin when he stopped speaking and turned to glare at her.


  “Or you should ask him about the time they had a mad vampire on their hands. This idiot managed to knock Joshua out cold, and then tried to overdose him on some drug concoction he had come up with! I thought I was going to have to kill Joshua myself before I could get him transported back to the office! Do you have any idea what a vampire is like, drugged? Not a pretty sight! It took Kevin and Marshall just to hold him down for the ride to the office, and then Dr. Carlson had to extract as much of the crap out of his system as possible.”


  Jordan glanced over to the other side of the room where Jennifer and Joshua were standing. Leaning down to Erica’s ear, she continued softly. “That incident is why Joshua is having such a hard time with Jennifer. She had stopped by the office shortly after bring him in, and in his drugged up state, evidently said something pretty crude. Although I am fairly certain Jennifer forgave him as soon as she realized he was under the influence, he has yet to forgive himself.”


  Jordan went on to explain her job and affiliation with the VCTF. “If a vamp accidently kills a human, the VCTF get involved first, but then it became my job to make sure there was no evidence to find. Or, if something happens while the team is on assignment that would not look normal to humans, I get called in to clean up. They also use me for ambulatory care, as they did earlier this week with you and Jennifer.”


  When Davidrick joined them, Erica excused herself and walked over to the bar and requested a glass of white wine. The bartender gave her a knowing smile, and Erica assumed Jennifer must have already alerted him. She took a quick glance around the room, and was a little surprised as to how comfortable she felt in the midst of at least thirty vampires. She was fairly sure she was the only human in attendance tonight.


  As she waited for her drink, she spotted Jennifer and Joshua standing next to one another, chatting amicably. Erica hoped that Joshua was finally getting his nerve up to act on his feelings toward Jennifer. Come to think about it, ever since Jennifer had been injured, Joshua had stuck to her like glue. Maybe her injury was what was needed to prod him in action.


  She was still standing at the bar sipping on her wine, when Kevin suddenly appeared at her side, wrapping his arm around her waist. He leaned down to whisper in her ear, “I’ve done without you in my arms long enough. You’re not going to get rid of me so easy.”


  Erica smiled up at him, as she turned to face him, the front of her body flush up with the front of his. “I second that motion. In fact, I need to find a bottle of superglue, so that we won’t have to be separated again,” she replied in a teasing tone to him.


  “Be careful what you wish for, my love,” he crooned in her ear. Just having his breath in her ear was making her insides do funny things. He glanced down at the glass of wine. “I’m glad you ordered white. I meant to warn the bartender that you would be here, but it slipped my mind.”


  “Jennifer took care of the situation for you,” Erica assured him.


  The get-together was considered a success by all guests, and by the time it had wound down about 10:30, Erica’s long day had caught up with her.


  She helped Jennifer and Kevin clean up the last little bit in the family room and then headed towards Kevin’s suite with her shoes off, dangling on a finger. She opened the door and walked in, dropping her shoes off to the side.


  She had started removing her necklace as she headed to the bedroom to change, when Kevin walked in. In the next second he was standing directly in front of her, grabbing her up for a heart-stopping kiss. His kiss was needy, passionate, and demanding all at the same time. In no time at all, Erica’s head was spinning. He finally let her come up for air, but continued trailing kisses down her neck, shoulders, and the exposed skin at the top of her chest.


  “Do you have any concept, of how much I missed you?” he murmured in a silky voice.


  “I know how much I missed you,” she whispered in reply.


  He leaned over slightly, and in the blink of an eye, hefted Erica up into his arms. He carried her over to the couch and sat her down gently.


  He didn’t want their evening to end, but he knew he needed to tell her he would be gone tomorrow morning. He sat down next to her and sighed heavily.


  “Kevin, what is the matter?”


  He glanced over her way with a frown on his face. “I have some bad news to tell you.”


  Immediately, her fears and insecurities came roaring back to life. God, had she so totally misread him? Had he changed his mind about his feelings for her? Was he getting ready to ask her to leave? What else could possibly put that frown on his face? Taking a deep breath, she resolved herself to not showing her true feelings for him, no matter what! If in fact he’d had a change of heart, she would thank him for his hospitality and leave quietly. Where she would go, she had no clue, but she would be damned if she was going to stay where she wasn’t wanted!


  Kevin gently took both of her hands in his before beginning to speak. God, how he wished he could get around having to break this news to her! “I will be leaving in the morning for about a week. Last week’s drug bust at the college has paid off, and we have the name and location of the top guy involved. He is in Brazil.” He carefully watched her face as he continued. “The plan is to go there and catch him off-guard. But, I’m not scheduled to be back before next weekend.”


  “Oh,” Erica responded. So, what did this mean for her? Did he want her gone by the time he returned? She could feel the tears start to burn her eyes, and blinked rapidly. No, she wouldn’t let him see her cry. She glanced over to him, confused to see a look of anguish on his face.


  “Thank you for your hospitality, I’ll be sure to be gone by the time you get back,” Erica stated in just above a whisper. She kept her face averted from his, thankful for her long hair which would help her hide the tears threatening to spill. She couldn’t bring herself to look over at him, it was just too painful, and therefore missed the look of pure shock that transformed across his face.


  “What do you mean, you will be gone? You will do no such thing! Shawn is still out there looking for you! Are you crazy, woman? Why would you want to leave?” Kevin exploded, reaching for her arms and holding tightly.


  No way was she leaving. If he had to lock her up in this apartment while he was gone, so be it. She was just becoming comfortable with him, and she was his mate, damn it all! Like hell was she walking away now!


  “I just thought you were trying to tell me you didn’t want me…” She didn’t get any further before his hand cupped the back of her head and his other hand reached down to gently tilt her chin up so he could see her face. As soon as her head lifted, her mouth was immediately covered in a hard and relentless kiss. As he pummeled her mouth, his mind went back to the conversation trying to figure out exactly what he had said to make her think he wanted her to leave. It came up blank.


  Finally, knowing Erica would need air, he let her go. He was a bit surprised to find that both were breathing heavy. He took just a moment to try to word his words correctly. He couldn’t afford another miscommunication. “Erica, I was just trying to tell you I have an assignment that is going to take me out of town. Well, actually, it is taking me out of the country.” He grinned. “I love you. You are it for me, love. You are my other half, my soul. Don’t ever think for a minute that I don’t want you. Hell, I feel like I am burning up I want you so much!”


  The tears that she had been carefully holding back fell in torrents. There was no stopping them. “Oh, Kevin, I thought you had changed your mind about me. I love you too, Kevin. I know things have gone slowly, and I’ll be the first to admit I am a mess, but you must be the most patient man on the face of the earth, and I am trying, Kevin, I truly am. Thank you for loving me, thank you for caring for me, and thank you for being patient.”


  Kevin held her in his arms while she cried, soaking the front of his shirt while he crooned in her ear how much he loved her. Finally, when her tears had turned to a few sniffles, he took his index finger to lift her chin. “I was dreading telling you about the trip because we haven’t had much time to be together. The timing sucks on this, of course, but the team needs my animal form for parts of the jungle.” He kept his eyes locked with hers, and kept skin touching skin, allowing him to maintain a forced relaxed atmosphere on her.


  “Tell you what,” he continued in a seductive whisper, bringing his face closer to hers. “Let me get this job wrapped up, and when I return, I’ll have a surprise for you.” He softly kissed her lips, and the low moan that escaped her throat was hard to miss. Much to Erica’s surprise, her body acted on its own accord and glued itself to Kevin’s.


  “My family owns a house at the beach, just outside of San Luis Obispo,” Kevin whispered seductively in her ear. “Pack for about three or four days and be ready to leave immediately upon my return. I promise you, babe, I’ll make up for my absence.”


  He thought about his next move with her. Was it too soon? Would he end up pushing her too far?


  “I want to ask you a question. Will you hear me out completely, before reacting or answering?” he requested, keeping his hand on top of hers in order to maintain access to her thoughts.


  “Okay, I can try,” she answered him honestly.


  “Would you consider staying the night with me in my room?” Kevin quickly raised his hands up in front of him, as soon as he spotted the flash of fear skittering across her face. Not fully understanding where her sudden fear was coming from, he quickly added, “We don’t have to do anything. I just want to cuddle with you. However, I need to be in my room and crank the air conditioning down. I need the coolness to recuperate from any lost strength. I’m not going to be with you for the next five to seven days, I just want us to be together while we can.” He kept a peaceful calmness swirling around her in hopes it would help keep her tranquil.


  He had seen that look of fear return to her eyes the moment he mentioned, “Stay with me in my room.” Had he done enough to reassure her? He hoped so.


  He watched as she drew in a deep breath and then glanced up at him. It was easy to see the idea made her nervous, although it didn’t make any sense to him. He quickly doubled his effort to keep a cerebral calmness going strong in her. “Okay,” she breathed in a trembling whisper, but it was enough for him.


  He dropped a light kiss on her forehead, smiling in triumph that she had agreed. He lightly rubbed her arms for a moment, just allowing her the time to accept her decision. “Go ahead and get ready for bed, I’ll meet you in the bedroom.” He chose his words carefully and with a neutral tone, hoping it would reinforce his desire to see her comfortable. As she stood up, he reached out for her hand as he whispered another reassurance. “Thank you, Erica. You are safe with me, I promise.”


  Erica attempted to give him a weak smile before turning to head for her room. Once in the privacy of her bedroom, she felt her breath hitch as she paced the floor. What in the world was she freaking out about anyway? This was Kevin, gentle, kind, considerate, Kevin. But old fears kept raising their heads. He had waited long enough. Sooner or later he would want to take their relationship to the next level. She was somewhat surprised he hadn’t tried already. And she knew what it would bring when he did. Pain and humiliation, her mind screamed.


  But they had messed around before, and he had been nothing but gentle. He could have hurt her then if he wanted to, but instead he made certain she enjoyed what he was doing to her. Was it possible to have sex with no pain? If it was, she certainly had never experienced it before.


  Her brain immediately went to her wedding night with Shawn. Unbeknownst to her, he had made an agreement with his brother, Gary to share her. She shuddered at the thought. Thank goodness at the last minute Shawn had changed his mind, getting into a heated argument with his brother, and kicking him out. That was the last time she had seen that man. But that in no way helped her when her husband consummated their marriage. That was when she discovered she had married a vampire.


  She closed her eyes and willed those memories away. She wanted to start a clean life, and in order to do that she had to stop living in the past and take a chance on the future.


  The thing she felt the worst about was that Kevin didn’t even know why she didn’t want to take things to the next level. She hadn’t been completely truthful with him at all. He deserved someone who could love him and show him the same kindness and devotion he showed her every day. But would she ever be comfortable in doing so? The other side of the brain quickly butted in, reminding her of just how sweet and gentle he had been with her. He was always treating her as if she were spun glass. Deep down, when she put away the irrational thoughts and fears, she knew he would never hurt her. But still, it was easier said than done to put away years of abuse and try to move forward.


  She stood in front of the mirror. “Well, you did just agree to spend the night in his room.” She attempted to regain control of the panic attack threatening to take over her. She could do this, she would do this for him. If he wanted to have sex tonight, she would dutifully let him, silently enduring the pain. That’s what women were supposed to do, right?


  Kevin walked into his bedroom and turned both air units on full blast, then went to the closet to retrieve a stack of extra blankets to swath Erica in. He heard her approach the doorway, and the frightened doe that was standing before him, with her pillow clutched to her chest made his own chest squeeze so tight it hurt.


  The moment she spotted Kevin moving around his bedroom, and then his bed, all of her rational thoughts and earlier pep talk went out the door. Oh God, I can’t do this! Her mind screamed as she stood shaking in his doorway, unable to move forward or backward.


  Her heart was galloping like a runaway horse as she stood frozen in the doorway. Kevin glanced over his shoulder and spotted her, instantly becoming concerned as he realized her heart was galloping like a horse. It seemed to be beating uncontrollably, and he turned to approach her.


  It only took a couple of seconds to reach her, and he was greeted with tears running down her cheeks. “Kevin, I’m sorry. I don’t think I can do this,” she cried out in a tortured whisper. “I should have never agreed to this.” She knew that her backing out would probably be the end of an otherwise wonderful relationship. Truly, who would want to continue waiting around for someone who was as damaged as her? She probably should spend the week without him looking for another place to live, because if she stayed, he would just feel sorry for her.


  She glanced up into his eyes, her own overflowing with tears as she repeated, “I am so sorry, I just can’t.” Silently, she continued beating herself up for agreeing to this in the first place. She should have known better, that deep dark place in her mind kept telling her. “I’m sorry,” she repeated in a ragged voice as she shook her head, “I guess there is no hope for me, I’m broken.”


  Erica quickly turned on her heel, intending to turn tail and run to the safety of her own bedroom, but Kevin quickly snaked his arm around her waist, stopping her in her tracks. He immediately brought her up tight against his body. “Shh now, there is no need to get upset. It is okay, I promise you. I have no hidden agenda. Do you trust me?” he whispered, all the while trying to throw a peaceful atmosphere around her. As soon as he had skin contact, he invaded her thoughts to see exactly what she was panicking over. Visions of Shawn hitting her, shoving her into a wall, and yelling at her, and then him throwing her down, roughly plowing into her, no foreplay, no checking to see if she was ready, no nothing. It was nothing more than an animal rutting. All of these scenes danced around the forefront of her brain. Damn that man to hell! he cursed silently. No wonder she thinks she is broken.


  “Yes, yes, I do,” she responded as she drew in a ragged breath to his question. “It’s just…” Should she go ahead and bare her soul to this man standing in front of her? Should she go ahead and tell him she was probably too damaged to ever hope for another relationship? She really had no desire to, for that would surely bring an end to the wonderful fantasy she had been living in.


  Kevin placed his index finger on her lips. “Shh, sweetness, I promise, it is okay. I’ve spent the night in your room before, correct? Is there something about this room that makes you uncomfortable?”


  Erica glanced up into his eyes and gave him a wobbly smile as she shook her head. “No, it’s just me.” Kevin watched her breathe in deeply, and then exhale. “Kevin, I need to tell you something.” No, she didn’t want to bare this part of her soul, but as patient and kind as he had been, he did deserve an explanation.


  Kevin continued to keep her cradled up against him, as he gently guided them over to sit on the end of the bed, keeping a peaceful atmosphere going in an attempt to keep her calm.


  She took a deep fortifying breath before beginning. “I should have brought this up to you long before now. It’s just, it’s a rather uncomfortable subject, and I’m not sure where to begin.” Erica kept her eyes averted from him, while hot tears continued to stream down her cheeks. She swiped the worst away with the back of her hand before continuing.


  “Love, you have nothing to fear from me. Please just talk to me,” Kevin begged her, as he gently lifted her chin and used the pads of his thumbs to brush away a few more tears.


  Erica gave him a faint smile and ran her hand lovingly down the side of his face before beginning. “You have been the most patient and sensitive man I have ever met. But I am well aware that even you have a limit. It’s just…” She paused there and gulped, knowing her face was turning red from embarrassment. “Well, you’ve never pushed the intimacy issue, but I haven’t exactly been upfront with you on everything, either.”


  “Oh God, Erica,” Kevin breathed, knowing what she was getting ready to reveal. “I know Shawn hurt you. I’ve held back in order to give you time to heal.”


  Not realizing Kevin indeed knew more about her past than she had ever shared with him, she continued to try and make him see what was truly at the heart of her fears. “Kevin, I am not talking about the bite marks on my arms. You have no idea what else he…” she trailed off for a long moment, as gut-wrenching sobs suddenly wracked her body. Exactly how do you tell someone you love that you are probably emotionally damaged for life because your ex-husband forced himself and beat you every chance he could?


  “Yes, I do know,” Kevin admitted quietly, as he cuddled her closely to his chest, providing what comfort he could for her.


  A sudden fear rippled through Erica. “What, but how?” she asked incredulously, head shooting up off his chest to give him a glare.


  “Erica, you are aware that as long as I have skin contact with you, I have the ability to read your mind, right?” Kevin inquired gently.


  “Well yes, but wait,” she sputtered. “How long have you been reading my mind? Dear God, have you been reading my mind all along? And why haven’t you told me?” Anger warred with embarrassment as she tried to imagine the depth of privacy that had been invaded. Just the thought of him having access to her thoughts and not informing her of this fact was enough to set off her anger. Just how many wild thoughts of lust had he been able to glean from her over the past several weeks that she had been staying with him?


  Kevin looked down with a bit of an embarrassed look. “I didn’t have a choice in the beginning,” he started. “You certainly were not about to tell me that you had a vampire torturing you.” He ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “And then when you moved in, and started having nightmares, I would enter your mind to help calm you down. I’ve only done it a few times, Erica, and it has always been to help you. I would never take control of your thought process, or even retrieve your thoughts unless I had good reason to.”


  “You should have told me,” she gritted out between clinched teeth. She had folded her arms over her chest, and it was all Kevin could do to keep a straight face. On top of the fact that the stance she was in brought her breasts up and squeezed them together, he also quickly realized it was the same stance he used when he became stubborn. He just didn’t have the boobs to make the stance look good!


  He knew that if he didn’t get this situation calmed down, he would be sleeping alone. He tried for a repentant look. “I am sorry. I should not have done so without telling you. I just assumed you already knew, since you were married to Shawn. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me, though, that he never told you.”


  “What do you mean?” Erica inquired, cocking an eyebrow up at him.


  “All of my kind has the ability to retrieve thoughts from humans, as well as shuffle through and rearrange thought processes. We can bury ones that we don’t want someone to have, and implant other thoughts in their place. With those abilities, there is no excuse for you to have ever suffered the torture Shawn gave you. Let’s look at the intimacy issue for example. Shawn had the ability to make the experience pleasurable for you each and every time, just by controlling your thoughts. Not that he should have had to do such a thing, if he knew how to treat a woman. Instead, he chose to not only inflict pain, but to make certain that you felt and remembered every bit of it. Judging by what I have seen in your memories, he inflicted as much pain on you as possible, for the sheer joy of seeing you in agony.” Kevin paused there for just a moment, with a painful expression on his face. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry you ended up with a monster of my kind. I’m sorry he put you through so much pain and horror.”


  He gently took hold of her hand, and began stroking it lightly with his thumb. Glancing down at her face, he tried once again to reassure her.


  “Before you ask, no, I’m not trying to read your mind, and from now on, I’ll be sure and tell you first, okay?” When Erica nodded, he continued. “Now, let me clarify a few points. First of all, I did not invite you to my bed to pressure you into having sex with me. I simply want to have you curled up next to me since I will be leaving in the morning. Second, when we do decide to move to that stage, it will be on your terms, not mine. I will never make you do anything against your will. Third, and most importantly, I solemnly swear to you that when the time is right, and we do become intimate, you, my love will feel absolute pleasure.” He reached over and gently caressed the outside of his fingers down her cheek.


  The skeptical look that flashed across her face was hard to miss. “Can I ask you a personal question?” When she nodded, he continued. “Had there been anyone else before Shawn?”


  Erica could feel her face heating up as she attempted to look at anything else but him. Would he just think she was an inexperienced twit when she answered? “No,” she whispered.


  Kevin smiled down at her for her honesty. He had suspected as much. “I thought so. Baby, look at me please,” he gently pleaded, as he took her chin and lifted it up until their eyes locked. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about. Please trust me.”


  He waited only long enough for her to give a quick nod before continuing. “Answer me truthfully. Have you ever enjoyed the act of sex? Have you ever climaxed while having actual intercourse?”


  Erica hung her head in shame as she whispered her answer. “The other night was the first orgasm I have ever had.”


  Kevin grinned in triumph. He had suspected as much. “Do you trust me enough to allow me to give you a small demonstration?” Her eyes became instantly the size of small saucers as alarm streaked through her. He was quick to reassure her. “All I am going to do is hold your hand, but I want to give you a picture of what our future could be like.” He leaned over her as he gently lowered her down to the bed. “Now, just lie back and relax for me.” As he watched her settle back on the mattress, he planted a tender kiss on the tip of her nose. “Close your eyes, and oh yes, before I forget, I’ll be in your thoughts for just a few minutes. Just trust me, okay?”


  “Okay,” she whispered nervously, as she sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm her thundering heart.


  Kevin quietly sat next to her, gently rubbing the inside of her wrist with his thumb as he allowed her a moment to calm down. Then, he quickly jumped into her thought processes, wiping all worries and fears currently residing away. Closing his eyes as he took over all thought processes, he quickly overrode any remaining of hers with his own. He lightened up the pressure he was using with his thumb to a mere tantalizing caress across the inside of her wrist. Now, using the soothing caress as it registered in her brain, he took the feelings associated with it and envisioned that same caress starting on her neck. Slowly, he envisioned his fingertips skating across her smooth, soft skin. He slowly worked his way down her chest as he envisioned her naked breasts, his mouth quickly planting tiny kisses following his fingertips. He stopped for just a few seconds to cup both breasts together and bury his nose between them. He heard her quick intake of air and smiled. Her breasts were so sensitive that he could play with them all night long. Continuing his journey south, he slowly moved down to include stroking up and down the tops of her thighs. She jerked, her breath hitching, and he was quick to reassure her. “Shh, it is okay. I am only touching your hand, the rest is in your head. You know I would never hurt you, sweetness.”


  Again, he waited until she had calmed back down and was once again completely under his spell. Continuing his efforts, it was hard to ignore her breathing as it became labored when he had her envision his fingers moving upwards from her thighs, until he was gently caressing her mound. She involuntarily spread her legs apart, and he grinned. The vision continued with him moving back up to her beautiful breasts, licking each nipple, as he watched her own nipples pebble into hard little beads beneath her gown.


  It was all he could do not to place his mouth on the real things, but this wasn’t about his enjoyment. It was about showing Erica that she could trust him, and that he would always put her needs first. An excited moan escaped her mouth, and Kevin moved to shift over her so he could kiss those lush, full, wet lips of hers.


  He grinned against her mouth as he continued feeding her scenes of him giving her pleasure, enjoying observing her reactions to them. Trailing kisses up her jaw line, he lightly nipped at her earlobe before whispering, “Sweetheart, that is just the beginning of what I want to do to you. Do you see how good it is going to be? The only screaming you will be doing with me is from shattering from pleasure.”


  Erica felt like she was going to explode. Her blood was running molten hot, her body ready to reject anything negative the deep dark recesses of her mind tried to feed it. This was Kevin, the only man to have ever given her pleasure, and now he had her so worked up she felt like she was on the pinnacle of something major. She didn’t know exactly what, because this felt different than the other night, more intense, as if her body was on a knife’s edge, ready to plunge into pure bliss at any second. She felt Kevin moving around her, and then suddenly, his movements just stopped. What, no, her body was ready to go over the edge into something magnificent, something wonderful, and he just stopped abruptly?


  She moaned, shaking her head. Her hips were rotating from side to side, trying to find the object that would send her over. But there was nothing but air. “Oh, please don’t stop. Please, please…don’t leave me like this. I can’t…” She was begging but didn’t care. There was no way she would be able to go to sleep tonight like this!


  There was complete silence for a moment and then Kevin stated in a sexy murmur, “Erica, baby, open your eyes. You are so damn sexy when you are turned on!” When she complied with his request, he pointed out to her, “As you can see, baby, I am not touching you. Everything you are feeling is you, I am no longer in your head.”


  What was he going on about? In a daring move that wasn’t anything like how she normally acted, she reached out grabbing the front of his shirt. She tried her best to glue herself to his body just to find some relief. “Please, Kevin. Please don’t leave me like this!”


  He looked down at her with a wide grin across his handsome face. “Oh don’t worry, baby, I have no intention of leaving you all hot and bothered. That wouldn’t make me a very good mate now, would it?”


  He glanced down his body with a frown. As Erica followed his line of sight, she took notice of his bulging crotch. “Before we continue, would it bother you if I got a bit more comfortable? These pants are so tight I feel like I am about ready to become The Incredible Hulk down there!”


  “Of course, good heavens, Kevin, are you going to be able to get yourself out of those pants?” Erica asked as, much to her astonishment, he seemed to grow even larger before her very eyes.


  He grinned at her before removing his belt. He took it completely off and threw it across the room. “Well, you could always help, love.” He captured one of her hands and placed it on top of the bulge in his jeans. The moment she touched the cloth, he involuntarily bucked up into her hand. She brought her free hand up and unbuttoned the top button, her eyes getting a bit rounder when she noticed he had gone commando and that the tip of his cock was pushing out of the top of his jeans!


  Carefully, very carefully, she lowered the zipper around his bulging cock. It had seemed to take on a life of its own as she felt it pulse in her hand. After lowering the zipper all the way, he spilled out.


  “It looks so angry, Kevin. Are you in pain, or is that what you usually look like?” she inquired, and he was happy to see that although the question had been asked out of innocence, it had also been asked out of concern.


  “It is not angry, baby, but very, very aroused. This is what you do to him. He wants to feel your touch very badly, baby. Why don’t you touch him a bit and get to know him, and I’ll make you feel better than you ever have before. Okay?”


  “Okay,” she replied shyly, as she lay back on the bed, but kept her attention on her new toy. She began gliding her finger over the tip, where several beads of moisture were gathered. She gently massaged them into his shaft with just the tips of her fingers, and then started tracing the veins going down his turgid length.


  Kevin placed his hand around hers to circle his cock, showing her how he liked to be touched. It took very little time to show her to be gentle with his balls, but with his shaft he enjoyed a stronger touch. Meanwhile, he started at her knee, lightly stroking up her leg and thigh. His light strokes were pulling up her gown as he went, and he allowed it to rest around her hips. He took a moment just to take in his fill of her. Her beautiful curls glistened with her moist dew. She was beautiful. He ran his fingers through the auburn curls on her mound. He leaned over and kissed her while lightly running his fingers through the hair on her mound. She opened her legs up farther in invitation to him, and he gladly accepted. He moved his fingers downward and ran them through her copious juices. Lord, she was hot and wet. With his thumb, he began strumming her little clit, watching her facial features for any discomfort. Not that there would be any. He would make sure her first time with him was so full of orgasmic bliss she wouldn’t know what to do. He glanced back down where he was strumming her clit, watching her juices run downwards and disappearing toward her back hole. One day, he thought to himself with a grin. One day she would trust him enough to let him take her back there.


  He glanced back up to her face, “Baby, I want to taste you.” He stated, but didn’t wait for her reply. Besides, it looked like she was enthralled with her new friend. He leaned down and ran his tongue through her juices, circling her little clit, and then plunged his tongue in and out of her cunt. He then moved upward to circle her clit once more, before latching onto it with his lips. He sucked the little nub into his mouth, while flicking it with his tongue. At the same time, he gently inserted one finger into her dripping pussy. Her muscles latched onto his finger, dragging him deeper into her canal. Lord, she felt like heaven. If he ever got the chance to replace his finger with his dick, he would die a happy vampire.


  Her hips were undulating of their own accord and Kevin was fairly certain she was too busy playing with her new found toy to realize what he was doing to her own body. Her orgasm hit out of nowhere, with enough force to rival a lightning rod. He continued sucking, licking, and stroking her through her high, not stopping until the last tremors went through her body. Then, he leaned up and kissed her senseless. He could feel his own release building, as she had taken hold of his shaft a bit more firmly when she lost control. His release was almost upon him, and he leaned down to suck her right nipple in his mouth firmly. His world exploded around him, leaving the evidence of white ropes on her thigh.


  Kevin grabbed his shirt and quickly cleaned up the mess then, feeling completely wiped out, turned on his back, bringing Erica over on top of him. Never before had he felt something so intense. Never before had he had a mind-blowing explosion like what he had just gone through. It was enough to send his close-to immortal ass back a step!


  After a few minutes, he realized that Erica was still sprawled across him, unmoving and completely silent. Even though he was touching her, no direct thoughts were coming to him. He picked his head up to look down at her splayed across his chest. Moving her hair out of her face so he could see her beautiful eyes, he inquired, “Are you okay, baby? I wasn’t too rough, was I?”


  She rewarded him with a blissed-out smile that seemed to radiate her entire face. Still, Kevin wanted to hear the words. She placed her hand on his arm, lightly running it up and down in tantalizing strokes. “I am fine, Kevin. Actually, probably more than fine.” She looked away from his face before continuing, nibbling on her bottom lip. “I am sorry about hitting the panic button earlier.”


  “Shh, my love, I understand.” Gently kissing her lips, he murmured, “I happen to agree with Charles’s favorite description for women.”


  “What is that?” Erica asked breathlessly, opening her eyes and glancing up at him curiously.


  Kevin looked down into her face and gave her a wry grin. “You don’t remember? He quoted it the very first night you met him. ‘Women were made to love, cherish, and treasure, not be tortured or taken advantage of.’ Okay, the last part I threw in, but do you remember him stating that the first night down in his office? Rosetta was sitting in his lap.”


  Erica nodded her head, with a slight smile on her lips. “Yes, I do remember now. I was trying to figure out how a couple so young could have a son your age. Of course, that was all before I found out that I was living in a house full of vampires!” She chuckled softly as she recalled the day that little secret came to light.


  Turning serious again, Kevin cupped her face in his hands. “I will never make you do anything you are uncomfortable with. If you don’t want to spend the night here, I’ll understand.” He eased one hand down and allowed it to slowly caress her arm. It was important that she knew the decision was hers to make.


  “No, I am okay. I want to stay here with you. These panic attacks seem to have a mind of their own as to when they hit.” She paused and shrugged her shoulders before continuing, “I’m broken, but, thank you for being so kind and understanding.” Her body was still tingling and humming from her earlier release, and now she found herself embarrassed by her earlier panic attack. What was she panicking over anyways? Hadn’t he told her on multiple occasions he would never hurt her?


  “You’re welcome, and for the record, I don’t think you are broken. You just need a little more time to put yourself back together. You’ve been through quite an ordeal.” His hands went back up to cup her face. “And I have all the time you need. Now, let’s get you tucked into bed.” She allowed him to gently guide her over to her side of the bed, and bundle her up in several blankets.


  Kevin had two reasons for wrapping Erica up in a cocoon of blankets. First and foremost, he wanted her to be comfortable with him, and feel safe. Second, with Erica bundled up like an Eskimo, he would be less likely to be tempted to throw her down on her back, sink his dick in her until he was balls deep, and fuck the mess out of the girl! He climbed in on the other side of the bed. Erica curled up next to him, laying her head on his shoulder. He mentally congratulated himself for wrapping her up like an Eskimo when his aching cock surged back to full life the moment Erica placed her head on his chest. Damn, she had just given the little fellow a release, and already it was screaming for more! Demanding bastard! He had just told her he would give her the time she needed to feel safe with him, but of course his dick and the beast inside of him were both howling in disapproval. He reached over and gently ran his fingers around to trace the contours of her face, and then guided her head up so he could easily reach her lips. Her arms and head were the only parts of her body that were not wrapped up tight in the blankets. She turned toward him so that she could intertwine her arms around his neck, as their kiss deepened.


  As Erica quickly became lost in the kiss, her body wiggled until her breasts were outside the blanket barrier Kevin had ensconced her in. They seemed to have a mind of their own, and after Kevin’s display, they demanded more attention. He had just given her a major orgasm, yet her body was so fired up it felt like her earlier release had been days if not weeks ago, not a mere few minutes. What was she supposed to do with these feelings swirling around in her? She pressed against his chest as they continued kissing, the thin barrier of her nightgown doing little to disguise her nipples hardening the moment they touched him. She writhed in need, letting Kevin feel her hardened nipples slide across his chest. He was quick to palm one, taking a finger and outlining her nipple in a gentle caress.


  Unable to stop himself, he gently glided the straps of her nightgown down her arms, and then lowered the gown over her beautiful orbs. He brought his head down to gently suckle on one nipple, and then the other. “You are so beautiful, so soft in all the right places,” he whispered reverently against her skin. He simply could not get enough of her. His mouth went from one nipple to the other, licking, nipping, laving, and suckling her sweet berries. Murmuring against her skin, Erica heard him exclaim, “Lord, Erica, when we do finally make love, we will be lucky not to burn the house down, baby. It is going to be beautiful, and you will be so full of pleasure. We’ll be lucky not to burn up together!”


  Erica held his head tightly pressed up against her chest. She glanced down at him as he continued administering attention to her breasts. How did she ever get so lucky to find someone like him? He was kind, gentle, and good. Everything she had hoped for when she had married Shawn. With eyes glistening with unshed tears, she whispered, “Oh, Kevin, you are so good to me. I don’t deserve you.”


  “Shh, now I won’t hear any of that.” His mouth left her breast so he could move upwards and cradle her in his arms, seeking out her lips at the same time. He was going to be gone for a week, so he planned to take full advantage while he could. He continued kissing and caressing her for several minutes longer, and then, knowing his body wasn’t going to stand too much more, he softly murmured against her lips, “Sleep, love. We will have plenty of time to be together when I return.” Knowing that sleep was probably the last thing Erica’s body wanted to do right now, Kevin threw a sleepy atmosphere around them.


  As he lay in bed with Erica’s head on his shoulder, waiting for sleep to overtake her, Kevin knew that she was the one woman he had been looking for all of his life. He had told her he had a surprise for her when he returned, he just wasn’t ready to divulge everything to her. He would openly admit he was probably rushing things a little. And after tonight’s panic attack, he wasn’t sure his plans were the best course of action. But, he reasoned to himself, she had openly admitted just a few short nights ago she had strong feelings developing for him. And despite her panic attack, it was easy to see her body was starting to crave the attention he could give her. Finally, he had a deep desire to make their relationship official.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning Erica woke up, a bit confused and disoriented. It took a few seconds to recall the night before, and that she was currently in Kevin’s bed. She rolled over and stretched. She had slept soundly, more soundly than she had in a long time. On top of that, his scent was everywhere around her. He carried a clean, crisp, autumn woodsy scent. She made a quick decision to try and make the best out of her otherwise very lonely week. After a quick shower, she went to her bedroom and flicked on her old computer. She needed to look up information for a report that would soon be due and was working at retrieving the needed data when a light knock on her bedroom door brought her to a halt. She glanced up to find Charles standing in the bedroom doorway. A shiver of fear raced up her spine, as Erica felt herself catch her breath. Charles had never been up to Kevin’s suite since she arrived.


  “Good morning,” stated Charles kindly.


  “Good morning, has something happened?” Erica immediately blurted out before she could stop herself. She tried to calm her racing heart, but had no control over her mind flying through all sorts of awful scenarios. Was the team in the air yet? Had the plane crashed?


  He smiled a gentle smile her way. “Everything is fine, my dear. I thought you might enjoy learning what Kevin does while he is away on a mission, and the inner workings of the team,” Charles stated calmly. “I also have that field trip scheduled for this afternoon, and Kate mentioned you had offered up a good suggestion for our seniors that I need to listen to.”


  “Oh, yes, I would love to!” Erica replied, as she let out a gush of air she had been holding in her lungs.


  “Well, come on down to my office when you are ready,” Charles replied as he turned on his heel and left her.


  She hurried through her remaining research, and then headed downstairs to meet Charles in his office.


  Over the next few hours, Erica was given a full tour of Charles’s office. She had known this man had some very expensive and sophisticated equipment in his office. However, she was still blown away. Every computer company in America would be green with envy over this office set up. She was certain some of the equipment she was being shown was not available to the average business. Charles was very patient, and went into detail about what each system was used for, how it worked, and how it was essential to the team.


  “Does the team have another setup at the office, or do you handle everything from here?” she asked him at one point.


  “Most of the equipment is all housed here, for numerous reasons. First, someone is almost always in this house twenty-four hours a day, so for security reasons, it is safer here.” He glanced up at her for a second before continuing, with a slight smirk on his face. “I would sincerely hope that even the most ignorant of criminals would know better than trying to break into a house full of vampires.” He stopped, and threw Erica a grin, then continued on. “Second, when the team is on a mission, most of the time the entire team goes as a unit. If the equipment were set up at the office, a team member would always have to stay behind to run the equipment. That is where I come in,” he explained.


  “Okay, that makes sense. So, all communications go through you?” Erica now asked him.


  “Yes, I am much more comfortable in my own office anyway.” He grinned over to her.


  He quickly spun his chair around and started typing at the keyboard now sitting in front of him. Within seconds, the large wall screen lit up with a map grid that displayed the current location of the team. This also included a projected path as to where they were headed. The team was in the air at the current moment.


  “The team took the company plane. They wanted to include the dirt bikes, so taking the company jet became the logical choice of travel. It’s about a hundred miles from the airport to their destination, so the bikes will come in handy.” Charles explained as he continued bringing information up on the large wall screen.


  He glanced over to Erica with a grin. “Would you like to say a quick hello to Kevin? They are on the plane, so you wouldn’t be interrupting anything.”


  “Are you sure I won’t be disturbing him?” she asked, with a concerned look on her face.


  “I am sure. I have an extra earpiece I’ll let you borrow, just remember that everyone on the team has this same earpiece, so whatever you say to Kevin will be heard by the entire team.”


  “Okay, thanks,” she replied a bit nervously, as she took the earpiece he offered her, and gently inserted it into her ear.


  Charles held out his hand in front of him, indicating for Erica to hold a minute before saying anything.


  “Alpha one, do you have a minute?” Erica heard Charles speaking through her earpiece. Charles was sitting across from her, speaking into a microphone sitting on the desk.


  “Sure, what do you need?” She now heard Kevin’s voice coming through the earpiece.


  “I have someone here who would like to say a quick hello. She has spent the past several hours getting the grand tour of the communications center. I may have a new assistant on my hands.” Erica glanced over to see him grinning and eyes dancing with merriment.


  Kevin knew exactly whom his dad was speaking about, as he felt a smile tug at his lips. “Hey, baby” he growled in a low, sexy voice.


  “Hey, stay safe, okay?” Erica now asked, and although it sounded ridiculous to her own ears, she couldn’t think of another thing to say.


  “Always do. I’ll be back home by the weekend,” Kevin replied, and although he was just as kind and gentle as ever, Erica knew instinctively his mind was on the mission. Even so, she could almost hear the longing to be home again coming through his voice.


  She cut the conversation short at this point. She simply couldn’t interfere with the task that was at hand. Soon after, Charles returned to the tour of the office. Erica found all the equipment, both communications and tracking, all very fascinating. This office, in full set up, reminded her of the bat cave in the Batman movies she had seen. Although Charles worked in an extremely large office instead of a cave, the similarities were still there, especially with all of the expensive, high tech computer equipment sitting everywhere.


  


  * * * *


  


  The plane arrived in Brazil and the local authorities had been alerted to the team’s arrival. They seemed to want the team’s intended target off of their hands almost as much as the U.S. government wanted to get their hands on him. It seemed their drug lord was well known for being a badass. While the remainder of the team started unloading gear, Kevin and Marshall assured the local authorities that they had everything under control, and nicely told them to go home. It was impossible for the team to use any of their powers when the locals were watching their every movement, so ditching them became priority number one.


  Back at the office, Charles sat down at his desk, finished with the tour for the time being. Kate had told him that Erica had come up with a good idea for their elderly that he needed to hear. He was curious as to what it was about.


  “So, Kate tells me you have an idea regarding our seniors. I am curious to hear what this is about,” Charles now stated, as he sat back comfortably in his chair.


  Erica took a seat across from him before beginning. “I was surprised to learn your society doesn’t have some type of group home or recreation center set up for your elderly. I understand they can’t go out in public, however, the ones I met last week are extremely lonely, and I suspect some are dealing with depression.” She took a quick second to catch her breath, before continuing. “I just thought it would be nice if they had someplace to be able to get together once or twice a week. Set up some type of activity, or provide a comfortable environment where they can socialize with one another without fear of being discovered or their health suffering.”


  “That’s a rather interesting observation,” Charles replied, and Erica could almost see the wheels turning in his mind as he thought about her suggestion.


  “You are correct that most of our elderly simply can’t go out in public. First, they are very concerned that their skin will draw questions about our kind. Second, they really must remain out of the sun. Sunlight on elderly vamps is extremely harmful to their health,” Charles continued.


  “But, we have a whole underground society going strong. Some of our elderly are already living down there. It is specifically set up for situations in which we don’t want the general human public to know about, and would be too hard to cover up if anyone stumbled upon it.”


  “Are you talking about where we went for my divorce and where I was taken for medical treatment?” Although Erica had been underground twice, she hadn’t bothered to notice too much either time. She certainly hadn’t realized there was an entire underground society! And here she thought she had these vampires figured out!


  Charles smiled over at her. “Yes, our medical, judicial system, and research labs are all located in our underground society. You’ve given me something to think about, Erica. Tell me, what is it you envision for our elderly?”


  “Well, I would think the ideal situation would include a community, so they could live close to one another. I would also include a recreation building and offer activities. The socialization among each other would certainly help lessen the loneliness and depression. Another good advantage to having most of the elderly living close to one another and underground would be the benefit of receiving better medical care. They would be close to the hospital, should anyone have a need, and it would be easier for your doctors to check on them also,” Erica finished.


  “My dear, you are definitely on to something.” Charles replied enthusiastically, accompanied by a booming smile. “Let me do some thinking and put a plan together. The council board is meeting Wednesday. Would you consider joining me and presenting the plan?”


  “Me?” she replied nervously. Had this vampire sitting in front of her forgotten that she was a human? She attempted to put on a brave face as she answered, “Oh, sure, if you think it would help.”


  “I’m sure, my dear, they won’t be able to resist your charms any more than the rest of us have,” he responded with a kind smile.


  Charles glanced down at his watch. “Erica, it is almost noon. Maybe I should let you take a break so you can eat your lunch. The children should be arriving about one o’clock. Come on back down when you are finished with lunch.”


  Erica returned to Kevin’s suite and walked into the kitchen, intent on finding something to eat. Unfortunately, there was little to choose from.


  She opened the refrigerator and spotted a container of leftovers from a meal she had made at the end of last week. She popped the container in the microwave to warm up. Looking around the kitchen, there was next to nothing in the way of food in this room. A trip to the grocery store was a must, as she simply could not starve for a week while Kevin was away. There was only one problem. She was down to the last $5.00 in her checking account. When Kevin had given her all of the cash for her trip to the mall, she had felt uncomfortable and handed it all over to Jennifer. When they arrived home, and things had calmed down, Jennifer had given what was left over back to her brother. Erica really hadn’t had any reason for needing cash since then. Kevin was with her almost constantly, and whenever they were out, he simply took care of what was purchased. As she debated what to do about her situation, the idea took shape to ask Jennifer if she could borrow a bit of money until Kevin arrived home.


  Erica walked into Kevin’s bedroom to retrieve her pillow and put it back on her own bed. As she passed her dresser, on her way to replacing her pillow to her bed, she spotted an envelope taped to the mirror. Evidently, she had walked right past it this morning. Her name was written on the front, and a quick smile came over her lips as she immediately recognized the handwriting. She pulled the envelope off the mirror and sat down at the end of her bed to open it.


  The envelope was thick, and Erica briefly wondered what was in it. She opened the envelope, and out dropped a letter, bankcard, and a stack of cash into her lap. She immediately picked up the letter.


  


  Dearest Erica,


  Please know that I miss you already. This will no doubt be the longest week of my life. I have already asked everyone in my family to keep a watch on you and I am now asking you to please stay safe while I am away. I am aware that your checking account is running rather low, and I wish you had brought this matter to my attention sooner. I shudder to think how long you have silently gone without cash. I could and would have rectified this immediately, had I known.


  I have set you up with a new account. The bankcard and pin number are enclosed. I am also leaving you cash, should you need any. Your account is linked to my own, so whatever you spend will be covered. Grab that sister of mine who enjoys shopping so much and have some fun. You are probably in need of a trip to the mall. Joshua has stayed behind to provide security for both you and Jennifer, and Charles has also offered to help with this if needed. Please do not go out anywhere alone, it simply is not safe.


  By the way, I left my heart on my pillow for you to take care of. I will be home by the weekend and hope you will be ready to join me for our trip to the beach. I would like to leave as soon as I return home.


  


  Love,


  Kevin


  


  Erica glanced down and scooped up the cash that was scattered on the bed. “Does he think I am going to buy out Saks Fifth Avenue while he is away?” she muttered to herself, as she stared at the handful of fifty, one hundred, and thousand dollar bills.


  As she returned to the kitchen to retrieve her lunch, she had a sudden change of heart about her pillow. She retraced her steps and threw her pillow back on Kevin’s bed. At least she could be close to him while sleeping in his bed. She highly doubted she’d be sleeping any other way this week, anyhow.


  Erica ate lunch, and just made it back downstairs in time for the field trip. Charles really wasn’t expecting her to do anything, he just wanted to see how she interacted with these children. His instincts proved him right. Erica found the children fascinating. His office soon became full as ten children ranging from ages three to sixteen, two adult vampire teachers, and one adult vampire mother crowded in. The adult vampire mother had her hands full trying to keep her mischievous three-year-old from touching all the equipment. Some of the children had already developed their vampire skills, while others acted totally human. Charles was delighted that the children seemed fascinated with the computer technology and equipment, and he gave each child a turn to say hello to the team.


  Erica sat silently as she listened to Kevin speak to the children and tell them a little about the team’s current mission. She found herself smiling as she listened to his patience and kindness, even taking time to answer a few questions. He would make a great dad, she mused silently to herself, immediately feeling her face heat up for having such a thought.


  As for Kevin, he knew instinctively that this week was going to be the longest week of his life. He almost felt sorry for his team having to be around him on a constant basis. There was only one word to describe his mood: black. It didn’t help that Marshall was seizing every opportunity he could to tease Kevin about his mood.


  In the middle of ditching the locals and unloading the bikes and other gear that the team needed, Charles interrupted the team with his field trip of the students. Kevin knew he simply couldn’t display his black mood towards these innocent children, and did his very best to put on a jovial attitude. He really didn’t mind answering their questions, as the team hadn’t started heading out toward the suspect’s carefully hidden house in the jungle yet. Several other team members popped out their earpieces so they wouldn’t have to listen to the children. Kevin really didn’t mind, though. These children would someday be their future. They might as well know how their kind was protected now, while they were still young. Besides, he found that speaking with the children gave him something to do that kept his mind occupied. Otherwise, he found himself drifting to a certain pretty lady that he had left in his bed.


  After the field trip finished, Erica grabbed Elizabeth and ran to the grocery store to pick up some food for the week. Elizabeth had taken care of calling Joshua, who followed them at a discreet distance. When they returned home, he followed Elizabeth’s car into the driveway, eager to spend time with Jennifer. Erica settled in front of her old computer to catch up on schoolwork. This only lasted a short time, the activities of the day quickly catching up with her. She quickly found herself ready to call it an early evening. When Elizabeth came to check on her about ten o’clock, Erica was already in bed.


  “I’m sorry, Erica. I didn’t realize you had already turned in for the night,” she stated, as she stood in front of Kevin’s bedroom doorway.


  “It is okay, Elizabeth. Come on in. Did you need something?” Out of Kevin’s three sisters, Erica was the least close to Elizabeth. The two young women got along fine. However, Elizabeth lived a busy life, and that left little time for socializing. She now sat on the corner of her brother’s bed.


  “I forgot to mention this earlier when we were out, but I caught wind that you and dad are working on a plan for an underground elderly village,” she stated.


  “Oh, yes, I guess we are. Kate mentioned something about it to Charles, and then he and I discussed it this morning,” Erica answered, while stifling a yawn.


  “Well, I think Kate would do great as Director. She has that type of personality and gets along well with most of our elderly already. I was wondering if you could speak to Charles about it,” Elizabeth replied.


  “Okay, what about the Meals on Wheels program?” Erica asked, a bit confused, “Is she getting burned out on that?”


  “No, but I think Kate would do great as Director, and I would really like the chance to run the Meals on Wheels program,” Elizabeth replied.


  “Well, Kate does seem to have the right personality for something like that. However, I don’t like the idea of Charles trying to force her into this. If she wants the position, and if Charles agrees, then okay,” Erica replied.


  “Okay, the only thing I want you to do is to mention to Charles that Kate would be a good choice as Director. He would never make her do anything she doesn’t want to do. I just want you to point out the obvious best choice,” she finished with a grin on her face.


  “That’s something I can do,” Erica answered, with a smile of her own.


  Elizabeth left shortly after, and Erica was asleep in no time. She found herself tossing her own pillow aside for Kevin’s. It was almost as good as having him right next to her.


  The following afternoon, Erica went downstairs to visit with Charles. She had been working on her school assignments all morning and needed a break. She walked into the office, and he motioned for her to sit down next to him at the desk. He was talking to numerous team members, all needing different information at the same time. Charles had everyone on speaker, and Erica immediately recognized Kevin and Marshall’s voices among the group. There were two other members she did not recognize also asking for data. Charles jotted down notes as he listened to the team, and then replied, “Okay, guys, my new assistant just arrived. Give us about five minutes and I will have everyone’s information they need.”


  Charles now hit the mute button to the speaker and glanced up at Erica with a grin. “Your timing is perfect. I have four different sets of data I need to pull up, would you mind lending me a hand?” he now asked her.


  “Certainly,” Erica replied, as she immediately sat upright in her seat. “Where do you want me, and what do you need me to do?” she now inquired.


  Charles patted the desk sitting directly in front of Erica. “I need you right here. I am going to jot down some quick notes to help you maneuver through the software. I’ll get you started, and then you should be able to take over from there. I’ll also jot down exactly what information the team is looking for. If you can handle retrieving one set of data, I can work on the other three sets. As Erica watched Charles bring up the computer in front of her, she briefly wondered if she could handle this task. She found herself desperately wanting to help the team and not let Charles down.


  Charles quickly scribbled some notes down on a tablet sitting next to her. As she began fumbling her way through, she was surprised at how self-explanatory the software seemed to be. She quickly realized that indeed, she could make her way through this system and retrieve the information needed.


  Charles was once again on the speaker with the team within five minutes, giving everyone the needed data. Once they had what they needed, the team quickly went off the line.


  “Oh, by the way, I have already put together the presentation for tomorrow afternoon’s meeting,” Charles stated as he glanced over her way. He handed Erica a packet that looked to be forty or fifty pages long. He then began to pull something up on the large wall screen he was sitting in front of.


  “This is a diagram of the village,” he began, as the diagram was brought up on the huge wall screen. Erica had to admit it was very impressive. They spent the next two hours going over the layout and what should be included. Charles had the living arrangements set up as small apartments, two per unit. All units included small front porches as well as patios out back. His illustrations included wrought iron table and chair sets for each patio, along with a swing or a rocking chair for the front porch.


  The main unit housed a couple of offices for staff, a kitchen which would seldom if ever be used, and a huge recreation room that would include a pool table, an indoor shuffleboard, and table tennis. On the other side of the recreation room was another large room with a big screen TV, and smaller tables with chairs for cards or other games. The property would have cemented walkways with flower gardens lining the walkways. He had even included park benches set up periodically if someone wanted to rest.


  “Well, what do you think?” Charles inquired, eager to get someone else’s opinion. Erica was still attempting to wrap her head around the fact that he had done all of this in less than twenty-four hours.


  “It looks great. I love the way you have these apartments set up with two units per building. It gives it a cozy feeling. This is fantastic, Charles!” Erica gushed enthusiastically, still in awe over what he had accomplished.


  “You have tomorrow’s presentation in your hand. Take it with you and read over it tonight,” Charles stated, and then sat back and hesitated for just a moment. “This was your idea, Erica, I would like for you to present it tomorrow. I’ll be there to back you up, and take care of the slide show, but I would like for you to be the one presenting this.”


  “Do you really think that is for the best? The council members have not even met me yet,” Erica replied, stating the obvious.


  “Erica, you are family now, and they will soon realize that. You’ll be fine. Trust me,” he stated, as he gently smiled over to her. “I’ll give the presentation if you’re not up to it, but this was your idea, I would really like to see you take credit for it.”


  “Okay, I’ll go over everything tonight. Will I have time to get with you before the meeting if I run into any questions?” she asked him.


  “I’ll be here all night,” he replied smoothly.


  As Erica headed back up to her bedroom, she reasoned that Charles must not get too much rest when the team is on a mission. Despite her best intentions, she ended up falling asleep reading the report. She woke up early Wednesday morning feeling refreshed. She finished up reading over the report and added a few notes of her own. After showering and dressing, she went to find Charles.


  “Good morning, Charles. Is everything good with the team?” Erica inquired the moment she entered the office.


  Charles smiled up at her as he replied, “Everything is on track, dear. How are you today?”


  “Good,” she replied. “If you have a minute, I thought we could go over some notes that I made regarding the presentation.”


  They spent the next fifteen minutes going over the report, and Erica was happy to see that Charles seemed to agree with everything she had noted.


  “What time is the meeting?” Erica asked.


  “The meeting is at one o’clock, and we will need to leave about twelve. Go on upstairs and grab an early lunch. I am working on retrieving some information the team needs. However, I’ll be wrapped up in plenty of time.”


  Erica took that as her cue to leave. She went back to Kevin’s suite to fix lunch and go over the report one more time.


  Charles and Erica arrived at the council meeting about fifteen minutes early. The arrival itself was a bit of an ordeal. It probably didn’t seem like much to a vampire, but to a human, well, that was a different matter altogether.


  Although Erica had been underground twice before, she had spent little time inspecting her surroundings either time. Now, she found it fascinating. Charles had driven them to the VCTF office and unlocked the front door for them to enter. She was somewhat confused when she watched him turn around and lock the door behind them. Then, she followed him toward the back of the building, until he came up to a wall. Stopping, she briefly wondered what he was doing, as she observed him reach out, placing his hand lightly on the wall. A door that seemed to appear quite literally out of nowhere opened into the elevator. They entered the elevator and he pushed the button to go down. When the doors opened, Erica was surprised to find her surroundings reminded her of a small town. The only difference that she noted was it wasn’t as bright, but more like dusk. Recessed lighting could be spotted above her head. They were walking on what appeared to be a normal sidewalk, with Charles stopping occasionally to issue a quick hello to someone he recognized.


  Erica kept a step behind him, slightly overwhelmed by her surroundings. She had not taken the time to notice any details when she had been down before. Charles led her past several buildings, then suddenly turned a sharp left and entered into one of the buildings. He slowed up long enough to issue a cheery hello to the receptionist, and to inform her that Erica was accompanying him.


  Charles then proceeded down a long hall and entered in an open door on the right. Erica wasn’t sure what to expect at this point, and she was a little taken aback as she entered a very spacious, well maintained office. In the middle of the room was a large oval polished mahogany table with comfortable chairs all around. She noticed a couple of the councilmen had wine glasses in their hands, and she assumed they were having their “lunch” of blood. All heads popped up as she and Charles entered, with all eyes on Erica instantaneously.


  “What is this?” hissed one of the councilmen in a heavy French accent, as he came to stand directly in front of Charles and her.


  Erica could almost see Charles squaring off his shoulders as he sidestepped her, placing himself between Erica and the hissing vampire.


  “She is with me. Felippe, this is Erica. She is now part of my family. My son Kevin has found someone to share his life with.” Charles stated this with ease, as Erica tried to peek around him in order to glimpse the other vampire’s face.


  “She is not one of us, and they are not married. She does not belong here,” Felippe vehemently protested. “Besides,” he continued. “This meeting is for board members only. Or are you giving up your seat?” Felippe continued in his wrath.


  At that moment, Mr. Atkins came up to Erica’s side and gave her a hug. “Erica, girl, it is good to see you again.” He smiled over to her as he gave her a conspicuous wink. “Felippe, remove the corn cob from your rear. Is this any way of treating a guest?”


  Erica felt her eyes get round as saucers at this comment, and took a quick second to steal a look around the room at the other vampires. She was somewhat relieved to find that this Felippe character seemed to be the only one who had a problem with her being there. If the rest did, they were doing a great job of covering it.


  “Now, Felippe, calm yourself. You know me better than to think I would bring any harm to this group,” Charles stated, very calmly and patiently. Erica wondered what possible harm she, a lowly, weak human girl, could bring to a room full of vampire men, and then wondered how Charles was holding his temper in check. “Erica has come with me at my request. She has a wonderful idea for our elderly vamps that I think everyone needs to hear about,” he continued.


  Mr. Atkins jumped in at this point and stated, “This beautiful lady and I had a wonderful visit last week. Charles, you are a lucky man to have this intelligent child living under your roof. I had about given up hope on Kevin finding his mate.”


  Erica noticed that Felippe stole a quick look around the room, and could only assume that he felt betrayed. All the other councilmen were taking their seats, and it seemed like they were completely ignoring the confrontation. Charles continued standing in front of her, with Mr. Atkins on her right side.


  Felippe ultimately backed down, walked away, and went to his seat. Erica followed Charles over to the large table, and he quickly pulled out a chair for her to sit in. She tried her best to look inconspicuous, all the while willing her nerves to calm back down. The hissing vampire Charles had referred to as Felippe had rattled her self-confidence. Mr. Atkins took a seat on her left side, Charles already occupied the chair at her right. Mr. Atkins could evidently see that she was nervous. He placed his hand on top of hers and lightly patted it. “You are fine, my dear,” he softly whispered with a wink. One of the councilmen stood up and started the meeting. When he asked if anyone had any new business to discuss, Charles spoke up.


  “I have something to present.”


  “Charles, you have the floor.” The councilman who had been leading the meeting cocked his head over to Charles and smiled briefly.


  Charles stood up and started. “First of all, I would like to introduce you to the newest member of my family.” He turned to look at Erica as he continued, and she could feel the heat immediately begin to rise on her face. “This is Erica. She has had the opportunity of visiting with some of our elderly, and has come away with some interesting observations. Erica, the floor is yours.”


  Erica stood up and could feel all eyes on her. She was glad she had chosen to dress up for this meeting. She had decided to wear a sweater skirt and shirt ensemble. It was one of her favorite outfits, and right now she needed all the courage that could be mustered up.


  “Thank you, Charles,” she started with a smile on her face, hoping no one would notice her heart beating erratically. “I have had the opportunity of meeting with some of your elderly. They are very lonely, and I suspect some are even dealing with depression. Since they can’t come out of their homes because of the sunlight and the damage it tends to cause, Charles and I have put together an idea of a retirement village.” She looked over to Charles at that moment, and he nodded in encouragement. “What we are proposing is to develop an underground village where the elderly can live close by one another. It would include a large recreational facility, to give them a place to get together for activities and socialization.”


  Charles had a copy of his report for every member of the council, and he glided over to the slide presentation and put the diagram for the village up on the wall for everyone to see.


  Felippe immediately cut in. “What are you proposing? That we force our elderly underground and forget about them?”


  Charles was ready to bodily remove Felippe out of the room, and was somewhat surprised that Erica beat him to respond to this ill-mannered, hissing vampire. As he watched her address Felippe, Charles stood back and grinned. He could only imagine what Kevin would be doing if he was here. The girl has some guts, he mused. She’s a human, and not even flinching over standing up to a vampire!


  “Not at all,” Erica replied, as calmly as she could to Felippe. “You have chosen to reside in a country where freedom abounds. And from what I can see, you have chosen to keep those same freedoms within your own society. This is just a choice for your elderly. No one is suggesting that you force them into anything.” She stopped for just a minute to make eye contact with each councilman. “You have done a great job of setting up schools for your children, but no one forces them to attend those schools. Your children are your future, and you seem to take very good care of them. Why not extend the same services to your elderly who have already paid their dues to your society? I for one believe if you put some of your elderly together, the loneliness and depression will decrease dramatically and their quality of life will improve. An added benefit would be that it would put them much closer to your medical facility, should the need arise,” she finished.


  Charles was relieved to see Felippe didn’t have a comeback for Erica. For the moment, he seemed speechless. That thought alone made Charles want to chuckle heartily, but he took that time to start going over the diagram on the wall, explaining everything in detail.


  After the presentation, a few council members had questions. Charles made sure he spoke up quickly to answer them. He felt Erica had done enough. He could only imagine the look on Atkins’s face when she jumped up to respond to Felippe’s hissing argument. Charles found himself holding back from glancing over to see Atkins’s face now, not trusting himself to keep a straight face if he did.


  Raphael Livingstone now broke into his thoughts with another question. “Charles, I think this idea has some very good merits. Could you please explain in detail the paragraph on page thirty-nine that suggests the school age children visit the elderly facility at least once a week for history lessons?”


  Erica found herself speaking up before Charles had a chance to collect his thoughts. “Charles, if I may?” she inquired, and waited until he nodded his head to continue. “Mr. Livingstone, isn’t it?” she asked, as she turned her attention to the individual who had just made an inquiry. When the man nodded, she continued. “By having groups come to visit the elderly on a regular basis, it will help with socialization. We have not only included the school children to visit, but other groups you have set up within your society. Charles suggested getting the elderly more involved with the teaching of the children, giving the elderly something worthwhile to do.”


  Felippe scoffed at this idea immediately, and since he was sitting across from Erica, now leaned over the table and was immediately directly in front of her face, so close she could have counted his eyelashes. Sneering at her, he argued, “The children have more important things to do than go visit a retirement center once a week. You would be taking away valuable time from other studies, just to appease the old folks?”


  Mr. Atkins suddenly stood up and purposely squeezed his body between the hissing Felippe and Erica’s face. “You are welcome to your opinion, Felippe, and we keep these meetings open to speak your mind. However, you will not invade this woman’s personal space again!” Mr. Atkins growled in a low, menacing voice, and then continued, “And God help you when you reach ‘old folk’ status!”


  Although Erica felt her nerves would snap at any given second, she also felt it was her responsibility to respond to Felippe’s comment. “I happen to think your elderly can teach our children so much more than they will ever retain from reading a book,” she stated calmly, although where she was drawing this from, she had no idea. She glanced quickly over to Charles before continuing. This hissing vampire had her fired up, maybe she was going on nothing but pent-up frustrations, but she was determined not to back down. “As much history as some of your elderly vamps have gone through, the wars they have been involved in, the changes that they have witnessed throughout the human race. I daresay a book has never been written to cover all that they have stored in memory. And what our children will walk away with is a treasure of knowledge. It will also teach them to respect their elders. This is a lesson that doesn’t get taught anywhere near as much as it needs to in the human society.” Suddenly, she was out of steam. She glanced over at Charles as she took her seat, hoping he would continue if anything else needed to be added. After a moment, she realized that she had referred to the children as “our” children during her speech. She wondered if anyone else had caught what she had said as well. Well, she might not be a vampire, but she had already met some of these children and had fallen in love with them instantly. If she was now considered part of Charles’s family, human or not, she was also part of the vampire society.


  “Hear, hear!” Mr. Atkins suddenly exclaimed, causing Erica to jump in her seat. She stole a quick look over at him. He was beaming with delight.


  A short time later, the council was taking the matter up for a vote. Everyone liked the idea except for Felippe, and Erica was sure it didn’t matter what had been brought up as new business today, he would not have been in favor of it. Was it possible for a vampire to get up on the wrong side of bed, or was he always like this?


  Right before the vote was taken, Charles added one last comment. “If we decide to pass this idea, I think we should establish a committee that heads up this village. They, of course, would be responsible to us. But, I would ask that everyone consider putting Erica on that committee since this was originally her idea.”


  “By all means, Charles!” exclaimed Mr. Atkins. “This girl is a true treasure! You have my vote already!”


  Voting proceeded, and the yes’s outweighed the no’s by nine to one. Felippe was the only one to vote no. The council also agreed with Charles to set up a committee to be responsible for the village. None of the nine members that had voted yes on the original plan even batted an eye on putting Erica on that committee. Several members even suggested that she be named head of the committee, with Mr. Atkins leading that suggestion. Charles walked out of the meeting so happy and pleased with the outcome that Erica briefly wondered if he was going to kick up his heels and dance his way back to the elevator.


  Once they were on the elevator and on their way back up to the VCTF office, she decided to inquire a little about Mr. Atkins. “I didn’t know Mr. Atkins was on the council board,” she stated, hoping Charles would open up and fill her in on the information she was searching for.


  “Mr. Atkins might be getting old, but believe me, he still can run circles around most of us,” Charles replied on a chuckle. “I had a call from him after you and Kate went to see him. It seems he was quite taken with you.”


  “Well, he did seem to enjoy the company,” Erica replied with a smile. “He told me all about working with Abraham Lincoln and then his involvement in WWII. He also told me he worked with you for a short time, and helped train Kevin.”


  “Yes, he ended up in this area shortly after the war. Back in those days the VCTF didn’t pay very well, but I liked his personality, and he was more than qualified. He worked with me for numerous years, and then when Kevin was ready to be trained, he played a large role in that. He and Kevin hit it off way back then, and he still thinks the world of Kevin today. You know, Kevin would have been very proud of you today. You even managed to surprise me going back at Felippe. I was ready to jump in, and you never gave me the chance. You did a really good job in there today,” Charles stated kindly as they stepped out of the elevator.


  “I’m glad you had the chance to meet Atkins before today. Having his support helped us out tremendously. The retirement village probably would have gone through today, but having Atkins’s support made it easier,” Charles continued.


  Charles and Erica arrived back home a short time later, with Erica feeling a glorious high. This had been her first major presentation, and it felt wonderful to have it go as successfully as it did. Her stomach was growling by the time they walked in the door and she quickly excused herself, heading straight for Kevin’s suite.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once the team arrived in the jungle, they set up camp amongst the trees and bushes, ensuring they remained out of sight. They carefully hid the bikes, making certain they would not be easily found should someone stumble across the camp. The next job was to start retrieving the necessary information Charles had for them. Kevin changed over to animal form at this point. He chose a cheetah, and quickly made his way through the jungle to the location marked on his map. He chose to go alone on this surveillance run. The remainder of the team needed to start retrieving the needed information from Charles. Kevin came across his target about twenty minutes later, right where it was supposed to be. Big, two-story white house, big bay window, large covered front porch. Description matched perfectly to what Charles had been able to obtain for them. The house looked deserted at this point, but Kevin was not going anywhere near it until he had the entire team ready. He now quietly backed away, and went to join the rest of his team. It was time to refine the plan of attack.


  It was two in the morning when Erica’s nightmare sent her sitting straight up in bed, gasping for air. The dream seemed so genuine and graphic. It was as if she were standing on-site, watching everything happen without any way of stopping it. In her dream, she envisioned the VCTF team preparing to enter a large, white house. They were entering the house in order to make an arrest, only the house was a trap filled with explosives. The team knew nothing about this, and just as they started entering the front door, there was a huge explosion. Erica sat up in bed shuddering and sobbing, gasping for breath, recalling the faces of the team members in her dream as they were being burned alive from the explosion. She sat there trembling, her stomach threatening to heave at any given second, trying to force air through her lungs in order to calm herself. She tried convincing herself that it was only a dream, yet something about it kept bothering her. It just seemed too real. Going back to sleep now was virtually impossible. The dream stayed at the forefront of her mind, refusing to leave or be shut out, and she knew, even if she could return to sleep, she would only experience the same nightmare again. After a couple of minutes had passed and she had been able to halfway calm herself down, she decided to go downstairs and see if Charles was in his office. Maybe he would confirm the team’s safety. Maybe then she could go back to sleep peacefully.


  As she reached Charles’s office, she could not see any lights on under the door, and she hesitated. Deciding to knock softly, she held her breath to see if it was answered.


  “Come in,” answered Charles.


  “Hey Charles, did I wake you?” Erica asked hesitantly, as she slowly entered the office.


  “Sweetie, my kind generally doesn’t need much rest. I was just reading,” Charles responded kindly. He sat the book down he had been reading after studying her for a few seconds. “What’s wrong, Erica?”


  “Do you know where the team is right now?” Erica asked. Charles noticed she was chewing on her bottom lip, and her face was very pale.


  He sat up in his chair, moving towards his desk. “Yes, do you need Kevin?”


  “I just wanted to make sure he was safe. I had a horrible nightmare.” Charles watched a shiver run down her spine as she spoke.


  “Erica, sit down, you look like you are ready to collapse, dear,” Charles stated with concern. “Give me just a minute.”


  He leaned over to the microphone and stated, “Freeze, mission is on hold until new info is confirmed.”


  “What are you doing?” Erica asked. She knew he had spoken to the team when he had issued the order. “Is the team waiting on needed information?”


  “No, I assume your dream concerned Kevin and the team. Am I right?” he asked, raising his eyebrow up at Erica.


  “Yes,” she slowly answered.


  He slid his chair over until he was seated directly across from her. “I want to know about this dream. Call it a hunch on my part, but as upset as you are, I need to know what that dream entailed.” He held out his hand in front of her. “May I?”


  “What?” she responded as she stared down at his outstretched hand.


  “I want to touch your hand so I can have access to your thoughts. It is the quickest and easiest way of retrieving your dream,” he explained patiently.


  “Oh yes, of course.” Erica replied a bit nervously, as she slowly placed her hand in his.


  Charles closed his eyes as he began to concentrate. Erica felt a light fluttering in her head, then heard his quick intake of air as his eyes popped open. “No wonder you are so upset.” He lightly patted Erica’s hand reassuringly. “No worries, dear. I’ll alert the team of the possible danger, and I promise they will take every precaution necessary.”


  Charles softly called out Rosetta’s name, as if she was standing on the other side of the room, then glancing back over to Erica, stated, “Thank you, Erica. You may have just saved our son’s life.”


  Astounded to hear such a statement, she stuttered, “Do you think the dream actually had some type of real meaning?” Erica could feel the fear sweep over her before he Charles could even respond.


  “I don’t want you to worry about it anymore. That is for me to do. I promise you, I’ll do everything in my power to keep them safe,” Charles stated.


  Rosetta breezed into the office and came directly over to Charles. Charles briefly filled her in as to what was happening. Rosetta gently put her arm around Erica and gave her a motherly hug. “Erica, come, let’s get you back in bed and asleep. Charles will take care of the team.” She gave him a pointed look. “Someone will wake you if you are needed.”


  “Of course,” Charles chimed in. Then looking directly at Erica, he stated, “Get some rest, dear. Everything is going to be okay.”


  Charles rolled back over to his desk, and immediately started typing on the keyboard. Within seconds, information began to scroll up on the large wall screen. It was scrolling and changing so quickly, Erica was unable to decipher anything. At that particular moment, she wished she could be a vampire speed-reader. The only thing she did recognize was the “X’s” when they occasionally popped up. She knew they marked the current location of the team members. They were only up for a split second, and then the screen changed with more diagrams, layouts, and information.


  Rosetta ushered Erica out of the office and back upstairs to Kevin’s suite. She guided Erica straight to Kevin’s bed then walked out of the room, just long enough for Erica to climb into bed. When she reentered the room, she handed Erica a glass of water. Erica took the glass without question and drank the liquid, barely realizing it held a funny aftertaste to it. She was practically asleep before her head hit the pillow.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kevin and his team had the house surrounded and were within a minute of moving in when Charles interrupted. Marshall immediately gave the hold signal, stopping all team members in their tracks. Frustrated, Kevin quickly changed back to human form to have a word with Charles.


  “What is going on?” Kevin demanded from his second-in-command as he snatched the earpiece out of Marshall’s outreached hand and shoved it in his ear all in one smooth motion.


  “Charles has new information regarding our target,” Marshall answered his boss smoothly. “Get with him regarding the details.”


  His growl of frustration was hard to miss as Kevin activated his earpiece and all but barked at the man he called his father. “What is this new information and why are we just now getting it?” There was an immediate moment of silence from the other end, which Kevin found very unlike his father. This only added to Kevin’s perplexity and agitation at the situation. He could not recall ever being within a minute of a major sting operation and having Charles interrupt, bringing the entire team to a complete halt.


  Finally, after a long drawn-out moment, Charles spoke, his voice coming through low and calm. “Kevin, I am going on my gut instincts here. Erica just left my office after having a nightmare involving your team. I read her mind and retrieved the nightmare. She had enough information to make me believe it was a premonition. If she is correct, the house is full of explosives. In her dream, your entire team was destroyed.”


  Kevin didn’t know whether he wanted to explode at Charles or laugh out loud. He heard a snicker or two from his teammates. He could just imagine what they were thinking. What, are we flying this mission based on a not-so-pleasant dream from Kevin’s little human girlfriend?


  “And you think she is on to something?” Kevin responded a little incredulously. “Couldn’t this just be the work of her human imagination?” He might as well ask the question flying through every one of his teammates’ heads.


  “Yes, it could, however, she had too many details. She had a perfect description of the house, and I know for a fact she had no prior knowledge of that.”


  With that news, Kevin took a deep calming breath, and quickly decided to reassess the situation. “Okay, you have my attention. What do you suggest?” he replied back to Charles.


  “Send in the robotics first,” Charles replied smoothly. “They can be replaced easily enough. If they come back out again in one piece, then proceed as planned.”


  Well, that would be the safest thing to do, and it would only cost the team a bit of time. Even if there was a remote chance of something hazardous waiting for them in the house, the robotics would be a good choice. Always better to be safe than sorry, Charles had hammered that into Kevin’s head since day one.


  The robotics that Charles spoke of were two sets of robotic birds, which the team used on just such missions. Through the birds’ computerized “eyes” the team could see everything inside the house using a laptop. The team quickly activated the birds, and within minutes Marshall was guiding them into the house through an open window using commands given to his laptop.


  The birds had just entered the house when the explosives were sighted. Kevin only had time to give a quick command for everyone to move back when an explosion went off so violently it knocked everyone off their feet.


  Wood, glass, and other debris rained on the team for what seemed to be an eternity. When the smoke finally cleared enough to allow them to see, there was nothing but a slab of concrete where the house had stood just a few short minutes ago. Kevin found himself breathing a huge sigh of relief, grateful that the team had been able to move back just a little before the explosion went off. Although they all had plenty of debris rain down on them, the only injuries he could see were a few minor cuts that were quickly fading as he observed.


  The entire team needed a moment just to allow relief to course through their veins. Everyone seemed too stunned to move for a long moment, while the realization hit that if Charles had not listened to Erica and taken her seriously, there would have been a good chance they all would have perished. That was not something any member took lightly.


  Kevin finally stood up and walked over to where Marshall was sitting on the ground, attempting to reestablish communications with Charles. Yes, Kevin thought, he and his entire team owed this man hugely. They also owed one little human female, who for whatever reason felt the need to go share her disturbing dream with Charles. If she had waited another five minutes, it would have been too late.


  As communications came back online, Kevin spoke into his earpiece. “Charles, you were right. The house was a setup. Birds destroyed, team is fine.”


  “Thank God, son,” Charles replied. “I am working on new coordinates for your suspect. If you can give me about five minutes, I should have you with the necessary information.”


  “Sure,” Kevin replied with a wry chuckle. “Take your time, I think we need a moment here, anyway.”


  “I bet you do.” Charles chuckled in reply before the line went silent again.


  Charles was back three minutes later. “Kevin, I just sent you the coordinates as to where I believe your guy is hiding. I sent it to Marshall’s laptop. If my heat-seeking radar equipment is correct, your guy is due south about a mile.”


  As Marshall quickly retrieved the information from his inbox, Kevin glanced at the map and then replied to his father. “We’ve got the coordinates. Thanks for your help.” Kevin then gathered the team together once again for a new game plan.


  This time they were not taking any chances, so the team fanned out, just in case their suspect made a run for it, or had any other nasty surprises waiting for them.


  After dealing with problems ever since landing earlier that day, the actual capturing of their drug lord turned out to be easy. The man was hiding up in a tree. He found himself face to face with a cheetah, which was almost enough to give him a heart attack. The remainder of Kevin’s team quickly contained their suspect, and they were able to call the mission a success shortly after, as they started making plans to deliver him to the U.S. government and return home.


  As his team wrapped things up, Kevin glanced around at each of them. It was easy to see they were still swallowing a healthy dose of remorse for their earlier thoughts and remarks. Marshall was the only one who dared to speak. He shot Kevin a grin as he joked, “So, are you planning on putting Erica on the payroll, or are you just planning on freeloading off of her?” He then lowered his voice as he became much more serious, “Look, we’ve got our man. He’ll be turned over to the local authorities within the next couple of hours, where we will continue keeping a close eye on him until the U.S. government arrives. That could take a couple of days. Why don’t you go ahead and fly home to surprise Erica? That way you can be at the beach by the start of the weekend.”


  “Are you sure?” Kevin asked. He hated the idea of leaving the team, but Marshall did have a point. There really wasn’t much left for him to do, and Marshall was perfectly capable of finishing the mission.


  “I’m positive. Just leave your bike at the local police station, and I will make sure it gets brought back with us. But, promise me you’ll do me a favor,” Marshall requested, looking serious all of the sudden again.


  “What is it?” Kevin asked curiously.


  “Give Erica a kiss for me. I would do it myself when I get back, but I wouldn’t want to face you afterwards.” Marshall chuckled as he lightly shoved Kevin forward. “Go on home, and have some fun for once!”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Kevin shifted in his seat on the crowded airplane, growing more impatient by the minute to get home. He could feel the impatience wanting to take over, and tapped it back down. Picking up a magazine, he flipped through a few pages before replacing it in the back of the seat. It seemed there was nothing that would hold his attention. No, that’s because he had a certain pretty little lady’s face on his mind, and he was quite anxious to return home and surprise her.


  It was the wee hours of the morning when he arrived home, and as he let himself in both Charles and Rosetta were there to welcome him. Kevin hugged each of them, and then quickly told them he needed to see Erica. They both graciously said good night and smiled as he headed for the stairs.


  As he expected, she was sound asleep. He was pleasantly surprised to find her sound asleep in his bed, though! Standing in the bedroom doorway, he leaned against it, just watching her sleep for a moment. She looked damn good there, he admitted to himself. He found himself smiling as he noticed she had stolen his pillow. It wasn’t like he used it much anyway. He was quickly reminded he owed this woman his very life. If it hadn’t been for her, chances were good, neither he nor his team would have made it back home. Unable to resist touching her any longer, he quickly strolled over to the bed, stripped off his shirt, removed his shoes, and slid in bed next to her, bringing her body up against him. He gently ran a finger along her jawline, unable to suppress the urge just to touch her delicate, soft skin. She stirred a bit and despite his earlier promise he found himself unable to resist jumping into her brain.


  Erica was dreaming. It had to be a dream. Kevin’s voice was softly calling her name. “Erricaaaa, oh my sweet Erricaaaa!” It was only a whisper, but she would recognize that voice anywhere. Not quite able to force herself out of her deep slumber, and not wanting the dream to end, she nestled into her pillow a bit more. “Erica, baby, let me love you,” his voice whispered softly before she felt his lips lightly brush hers. His kisses were soft, sensual, and oh so heavenly. He broke off from her lips to continue raining kisses over her cheek, then down to her chin, and continuing his downward trek to skimming her throat. Oh how she missed his mouth, but he was far from finished. As Kevin continued to work his way downward, she realized too late that somehow her pajama top had come unbuttoned. He began suckling one breast, and then moved to the other. His mouth felt like a warm, moist cavern. She moaned softly, as she quickly became caught up in her dream and the pleasure he was giving her.


  “Baby, I’m back, and I’ve missed you so much,” his voice whispered in her head. Although a part of her acknowledged this was just a dream, she was amazed at how real his kisses and touches seemed to be. “Please, baby, let me love you. I need to touch you, to taste you, to love you,” he whispered gently.


  His mouth was continuing its trek south, and Erica’s head was too much in a fog. He was making her feel too damn good for her to think straight. When and how had her pajama bottoms been removed? Damn, could this dream get any better?


  He ran the backs of his fingers up her thighs, just barely skimming her skin, making her squirm. He quickly followed it up with planting kisses starting with her knee, heading upwards. As if they had a mind of their own, her legs spread, welcoming him and his mouth. She paused for just a second, but then realized this was only a dream, right? Besides, she’d had time to think things through since Kevin left, and had come to the conclusion that she had nothing to fear from him. She was finally ready to truly put the past behind her and start her life anew.


  Her dream Kevin seemed to know she had hesitated, and why. Against her skin she heard him murmur, “I am not going to hurt you, love, I only want to taste you.”


  Visions of him licking and sucking her pussy the night before he left hit her without warning. Oh, now it made sense, she thought to herself in disgust. She was dreaming Kevin was home and in her bed, getting ready to eat her out because evidently she had somehow been turned into a nymphomaniac. He hadn’t even been gone a week.


  She felt his tongue and lips playing at her mound. She wriggled a bit uncomfortably as a surge of moisture pooled in her center. Should she let this continue? Well, it was only a dream, but still, it somehow felt naughty. Her body certainly seemed to know what it wanted. She felt her knees being nudged a bit more outward in order to accommodate his wide shoulders. Who knew her dream would be so realistic? He quickly settled comfortably, as if planning on spending a long time there.


  How had she turned into such a sex-crazed woman in the past week? She had never liked having sex before, hell, most of the time it left her in downright pain. And why were her dreams turning so erotic when she had just experienced her first orgasm a little over a week ago? His tongue suddenly swiped through her copious juices, starting at her hole and heading up, circling her clit. “Oh goodness,” Erica moaned, as the sudden invasion of his tongue made her jump. “I don’t care if this is a dream, please don’t stop!”


  His rumbling chuckle could be heard and felt, as she snuggled into her pillow with a grin on her face. He felt that good.


  “Relax, sweetness, and enjoy,” he whispered into her thoughts. “Just lie back and enjoy. Let your body take over. You have nothing to fear from me.” She felt his fingertips just barely skimming over her belly and lower abdomen, and she soon relaxed and succumbed to the wonderful feelings building up inside of her. God, this had to be the best dream she had ever encountered!


  He licked and suckled her until her toes curled. She could feel her orgasm building in her, coiling, spiraling towards release. Her dream guy was evidently in sync with her, because as soon as she began to tense up, he added a thick finger into the mix. His finger invaded her hole, filling her up, and he was quick to add a twist to his wrist that made her see stars. Her world exploded, leaving her shivering in its wake. Had she been awake, the intensity of her release would have surely made her black out, she thought with a chuckle. Good thing she was already asleep!


  As Kevin lay alongside Erica, gently running his fingers through her hair and over her skin in order to maintain control of her dream, he grinned. When he had climbed into bed and reached for her, he had simply been unable to resist jumping into her dreams as she slept. He hadn’t planned on things going as far as they did. He never dreamed she would allow it to go that far without waking up. But it had, and he had been able to give her one hell of a wet dream! Now, he watched her lithe little body continue to shudder slightly, as she curled up tight against him, slipping back under a deeper sleep. Feelings of peace and contentment filled him, and he stretched out to rest a little until she woke up.


  Erica woke up with her back pressed up against a hard body. Caught unaware, she started to hit the panic button before her nose registered his scent. It was her Kevin, but how? Was she dreaming? Kevin was still in Brazil, wasn’t he? She reached over and pinched herself. Yep, she felt that, so she wasn’t dreaming. Glancing up, she looked directly up into his dark eyes.


  “Hey, sleepyhead,” he half growled. Erica blinked twice before it finally registered that Kevin was indeed next to her.


  “Kevin, you’re home!” she exclaimed as she flipped over in bed and threw herself up against him. In her sudden move, she caught him unaware, causing him to fall backwards on the bed, bringing her down on top of his stomach as he went. Excitedly, she quickly leaned down to kiss him. Her lips locked with his, and he found himself allowing her to take the lead. As he kissed her back, he moved his arms up behind his head, in order to allow her this time. After a moment, she broke off to catch her breath, but kept her lips on him. She veered off from his lips only to place tiny kisses across his cheek, moving around to the side of his neck. There, she nibbled his earlobe, causing him to almost shoot his load right then and there. It was so good to see her coming out of her shell! All he could do was lay there and enjoy watching her as she continued raining kisses down his neck. She reached the lower part of his neck, right before his shoulder, and suddenly, he felt tiny teeth.


  Feeling his dick getting harder and his own incisors lengthening, Kevin quickly turned over and placed her under him. Not wanting to scare her with his elongated incisors, he quickly tucked her head under his chin. He just needed a minute or two to calm down so his fangs would retract. Unfortunately, Erica wasn’t about to let his move deter her.


  She started kissing his chest, anywhere her mouth could reach. When she inched downward slightly, Kevin made no move to stop her, as he was concentrating on getting himself under control.


  When he felt her little sharp teeth nipping at his nipple, he sucked in a deep breath, willing his body to cooperate. It was a lost cause, the beast inside him had been put on hold long enough, and now demanded to be let out to play.


  In a strangled voice, he croaked, “Erica, baby, slow down just a little. God, I knew if you ever came out of your protective shell you would be a hot little thing!” He moved so he could tuck her head tightly against his neck, allowing him the time he desperately needed to regain control. She held perfectly still for a moment, and then asked in a shaky voice, “Was I doing something wrong? Were you not enjoying it?”


  Making sure he kept her face pressed up to the side of his neck, he was quick to assure her. “You did nothing wrong, baby. I was enjoying it too much. I just want to take things slow. I don’t want there to be any chance of scaring you.”


  He heard her sigh deeply. “You are such a gentleman, Kevin. Thank you, but there’s no need to worry.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I’m ready to be yours, Kevin, if you still want me.”


  Well hell, he thought, he almost had those pesky fangs receded. He continued to hold her for a long minute, before whispering, “Are you sure, baby?”


  “Yes, Kevin, I’m sure. You have been the most patient man I have ever known, but I think I am ready to give myself to you. You do still want me, don’t you?” she asked as insecurity rushed to the forefront.


  “Oh, baby, you don’t know how long I have waited to hear those words! Of course I want you! I’ll take whatever you can give me, baby. I love you!” Thankfully, his fangs receded and he felt confident in leaning down and giving her a kiss.


  Smiling down at her gently, he couldn’t help but tease her a bit. “And here I thought I told you to be ready to leave, and I come home to find a sleeping beauty.”


  Remembering that she had indeed promised him she would be ready to leave as soon as he returned, she reached up to cover a gasp that escaped her throat. “Oh gosh, I’m sorry, I forgot! I can be up, dressed, and ready to go in just a couple of minutes.”


  She attempted to sit up, with the intention of getting out of bed, but Kevin’s arms tightened around her, effectively stopping any attempt by her. “If you try to move an inch away from me in the next few hours, I’m afraid I’m going to have to stop you,” he whispered seductively. “I’ve been away from you for too long, I need to feel your body up against mine.” He grinned down at her and raised an eyebrow. “And I would love to feel your body wrapped around mine also, if you’re ready.”


  As his lips came crushing back down on hers, it was with a hunger that simply refused to be quenched. Kevin gently reclined her back down on the bed, his body hovering over hers, lips still locked. As he broke off to gaze into her eyes, he whispered seductively, “I missed you so much, baby.”


  She tried to tell him she had missed him also, but his lips were consuming hers once again, making it impossible to speak. She gave up trying to reply and simply tried to convey how much she had missed him in the kiss she gave him.


  Kevin grinned as he slowly stretched out next to her, allowing his hands to roam over her body while his mouth continued to devour hers. When his fingers brushed over her breast, the nipple perked up immediately for attention. Kevin broke off his kiss.


  “God, Erica, you have no idea how much I have missed you. Let me show you how much I missed you, baby. I want to kiss and caress every inch of you. I want to taste you, I want to love you.” His words came out as a tortured whisper, his voice unrecognizable even to him. He knew his eyes were lustful, and he hoped she could see the love there also.


  When Erica opened her mouth to respond, he quickly put a finger to her lips to halt her, fearful she would deny him. He was ready to beg and plead if necessary. “You have nothing to fear, my sweet. Please, I promise you, I won’t hurt you. We can stop whenever you want.” It pained him to think that the past few months of him being patient could all go up in smoke in a matter of minutes. He gave her no time to respond, choosing to simply remove his finger from her lips and replace it with a long, drugging, sensual kiss.


  By the time he finished kissing her and lightly circling her nipples with his fingers, she was ready to agree to anything. Her body was humming with anticipation, and she couldn’t help but remember the wonderful dream she’d had a few hours prior and the pleasure that had seemed to pour out of her from every pore. If making love to Kevin in real life was anything like her dream, then she was more than ready. A small portion of her brain argued that nothing in real life could ever be that good, but for once she chose not to listen and allow her body to take over.


  Glancing up, she realized Kevin was waiting for a response from her. Suddenly shy, her tongue seemed stuck to the roof of her mouth. Biting her lower lip, she gave a small nod with her head, sucked in a deep breath and wrapped her arms around her lover’s neck. She said a quick silent prayer that she wasn’t making a mistake. Her dream had been wonderful, and honestly, Kevin was the only man that had ever showed her that sex didn’t have to be painful. He had been patient, kind, gentle, and loving for months. Her pussy quickly reminded her that it was ready for a repeat performance as she felt liquid heat travel to her center and pool between her thighs.


  While she was busy with her musings, Kevin was busy unbuttoning her pajama top. He swept the two sides away, baring her breasts for his view and pleasure. He made certain his touch remained light, even though his eyes were glued to the globes. “So beautiful,” he murmured as he brought his head down to lightly skate his tongue across one of the nipples. He wrapped his lips around it, making love to her nipples as he suckled and nipped lightly, and then quickly followed up with his tongue soothing over the swollen tip.


  Erica watched in fascination the attention being giving to her breast. Shawn had never bothered with any of this, simply preferring to enter her immediately whether she was ready or not. She hadn’t known any of this petting, caressing, or kissing before Kevin. She had never had the opportunity to learn how to love a male either. She had been relying strictly on instinct earlier when she was nipping at his earlobe and chest, happy to see that he seemed to enjoy it.


  A moment later his mouth released the nipple he had in his mouth, only to move over to the other. His fingers came up to caress the still enflamed and wet breast, as his mouth worked over the other. The moisture continued to build on lower, until Erica felt her juices running down her inner thighs. Her hands became restless, wanting, no needing to touch a part of him. She quickly settled for intertwining her fingers through his hair, marveling at the softness as she ran her fingers through the thick strands, while holding him to her breasts.


  Sensing she was ready for more, Kevin allowed his fingers to start moving downward to lightly stroke over her stomach. He broke contact with her breast and looked up into eyes. “You doing okay, baby?” he whispered, letting her know he was holding to his promise, to assure her she was in charge. She only had to say the word and he would stop immediately, or at least he kept telling himself. Truth be known, if she had told him to stop at that moment, Kevin felt sure he would die. His erection was pressed so tight against his jeans that it was downright painful, but he would never be the animal her ex-husband was. Above all else, he wanted her to learn the beauty of making love.


  Erica had closed her eyes, overwhelmed by the sensations running through her body. It took her a moment to realize that Kevin had stopped, and was gazing at her as he waited for her response to his inquiry. It took another few seconds for her brain to remember what that question had been. Once her brain began to function again, she realized the importance of what he had asked. He was assuring her she was safe, that she had nothing to fear. He wanted her to know he had no intention of doing anything that would frighten or hurt her. Her love for him grew to an all-consuming point. This was her Kevin. This was her protector, her friend, her lover. And what a lover he was turning out to be!


  Gazing into the depths of his deep, dark eyes, she replied in a tone much deeper than usual. “I’m good…just…don’t you dare stop!” She pulled his head back down to her, as if to emphasize her response.


  He chuckled as his lips landed on her ribcage, and he kissed and caressed as he made short work of removing her lounging pants she had worn to sleep in. With an uninterrupted path, he started a feather-light stroke down her stomach and on down the outside of one leg. When he reached her knee, he brought his hand around to the inside of her knee and started an upward trek. While light, feathery strokes skated across Erica’s skin, his mouth was busy kissing and nibbling her stomach and lower abdomen. By the time his hand reached the inside of her upper thigh, her legs opened of their own accord, her pussy aching and openly weeping for his touch.


  His fingers started gently teasing her folds, while his mouth came back up to find hers again. She opened immediately, welcoming his tongue with her own as they skated across one another. He began a repetitive cycle of darting his tongue in and then back out of her mouth, and then mimicked the action with a finger in her pussy. Although she found herself bracing for pain as the intrusion of his finger hit her, she relaxed the next second when her brain finally caught up with her. This was Kevin, he had only shown her love and gentleness, and she had nothing to fear.


  All too quickly, she was caught up in his kiss and the pleasure soaring though her to consider anything else. Her hips began a gentle rocking motion, her body wanting more, but not knowing how to obtain it. A moment later Kevin broke off the kiss long enough to murmur against her lips, “Baby, you are so wet. I need to taste you.”


  Half-dazed, Erica heard herself in a breathless whisper, “Oh God, yes, Kevin!” Her body quivered in anticipation as he slowly started making his way down her body, and she realized this was far better than any dream. Her body was screaming for release. As gentle and wonderful as he was being, any qualms or fears she may have had were history. He gave her a short, satisfied grin as he stared down at her openly, then lowered his head and kissed her open lips. He paused only for a moment in order to spread her legs wider to accommodate his wide shoulders, never taking his eyes off of her as he openly admired her.


  He lowered his head again, his lips meeting her luscious folds as he mumbled against them, “God, you’re beautiful, Erica.”


  He moved his hands to cup her bottom, gently raising her to meet his mouth. He ran his tongue from back to front, and then back again, circling around her clit. Erica found herself sucking in a deep breath as pleasure threatened to explode from her. His tongue and lips suddenly found her clit, and he gently suckled on it until she was writhing and trembling against him. He then moved on lower, gently tilting her hips up higher, as his tongue found her hole. Darting in and out, he was relentless as he swiped his tongue across her inner lining. He continued his assault on her with his mouth as he kissed and nibbled every inch of her his tongue could reach.


  So this is what I have been missing out on all this time, Erica mused to herself as wave after wave of pleasure continued to engulf her body. Although she had experienced a couple of orgasms thanks to Kevin and his handy hands and mouth, the one she could feel coiling up in her body threatened her sanity. She knew, just knew without a doubt, that when she let go there would be no turning back. The tension in her body rose higher and then quite suddenly without warning, everything exploded. Her lower body bucked widely, as her hands pulled at Kevin’s head in an attempt to press him closer. “Oh…oh yes, please, please…don’t stop!” she screamed as her body rippled with her orgasm.


  She tried catching her breath, and realized simultaneously that Kevin was still going strong slurping up her juices as he drug his thick finger in and out of her, and her body was far from finished.


  She would have argued the point that she had enough energy to go for another round, but her body didn’t give her time to debate. It knew what it wanted, what had been denied for so long, and wasn’t about to quit. On and on, spiraling upward, her body coiled with each roll of pleasure stronger than the last. She soon found herself in a mixed-up state of mind. One second she was trying to pull away due to the intensity that threatened to rip her in two, and the next she was trying to shove Kevin’s head up inside of her. And then like a spring, she was catapulted over the edge for yet another major explosion.


  Kevin chuckled to himself and took it all in stride. He pinned down the lower half of her body with his own, as he relentlessly continued his ministrations. He could feel her pressure building, and knew that although she’d had several smaller orgasms already, she still had a major one building. He could feel it in the way her body trembled beneath him. He grinned inwardly, knowing all along that if she ever got past her fears and learned to trust him she would be full of passion. He loved the way she responded to his touch, to his kisses. He continued stroking her with his tongue, and then, when he felt she was just teetering on the edge of release, he inserted two fingers into her, stroked her G-spot, and watched her come apart.


  Her body was limp as a wet noodle after her second orgasm. Kevin climbed up her body, holding her tightly against him, as she shivered with mini aftershocks. He placed gentle kisses to her forehead, while lightly stroking her body back down off its high.


  He kissed her brow as he ran a soothing hand down her back, murmuring words of love and endearment, as she fought to gain some control over her body.


  Slowly, she drifted back to reality. She turned her head and placed feather-light kisses to his chest, just realizing he was shirtless. She let her fingers roam over his pectoral muscles, enjoying his muscular build. She was a little surprised when her finger slipped across his nipple, finding it bud up to her touch. Suddenly feeling bold, she leaned in to place her tongue where her finger had been, and heard him suck in a quick, hard breath.


  When her tongue hit his nipple, Kevin gave himself a stern reminder to stay motionless and allow her to explore. He smiled down at her as he watched her hesitantly skate her tongue over one nipple, and then the other, while her hands continued to roam down his stomach.


  She tilted her head upwards, wanting a kiss, and he was happy to comply. She could taste herself on his lips, and was quickly reminded that she had been the only one to claim release as she felt his swollen erection up against her thigh.


  “Thank you, baby, for allowing me to show you love, and for giving me your trust,” he whispered hotly against her lips.


  Erica glanced up into his eyes with a bit of a confused frown marring her features. “I think you have that a little backwards. I should be thanking you. God, Kevin, do you have an insurance policy on that tongue of yours?”


  His chuckle started rumbling from deep within his chest, working its way upward. “No, but I am glad you enjoyed it, and I do love you. I love everything about you.” He licked his lips as he sent her a mischievous grin. “I could eat you every day and still never get my fill of you.”


  His hand came up and cupped her breast. He lightly ran his fingertip over the nipple, and then lightly tweaked it as it began to bud before his eyes. “And I love your breasts,” he continued, as he switched to pay homage to the other nipple. “I love the way your muscles in your stomach jump when I run my hand over them, and I love the way you taste.” His other hand had continued moving downward and he was now gently tracing her folds with his finger, causing a moan to escape as a shiver made its way down her spine. “Hmm, I can smell your desire, and I can definitely feel it. You’re dripping,” he whispered with a wicked grin.


  “Wait,” she protested, not wanting him to take over quite yet. She wasn’t finished exploring.


  He froze, his eyebrows coming together in confusion. “What is it, baby?” he whispered.


  “I want to explore a bit more,” she stated as she glanced up at him, and then traced his stomach muscles with her tongue. She watched in amazement as they danced under her tongue. Even though he still had his pants on, his huge erection looked ready to burst through at any second.


  With her tongue still playing and exploring, she carefully undid his belt, and then unbuttoned the button at the top of his slacks. Next, she very carefully lowered the zipper, knowing he had gone commando again, and not wanting to hurt her newfound toy.


  When it fell into her waiting hand a moment later, she couldn’t help herself. He had tasted and feasted on her several times, now she wanted a taste. She glanced down at the massive cock in her hand, hesitating briefly. Not sure exactly what to do, but wanting to try, she brought her tongue down and licked across the head of his dick.


  His taste exploded on her tongue, and she simply had to have more. She circled the top of the crown a few times with her tongue, and then wrapped her lips around the head and sucked. He released another drop of pre-cum, and she drank it down with delight. She felt his legs start to shake, and knew she was having that effect on him. She took as much of him as she could into her mouth, sucking until the head hit the back of her throat, and then quickly pulled back a bit. There was no way she could ever fit the entire length of him into her mouth, so she wrapped a hand around the base where her lips couldn’t reach.


  Kevin hissed in pure, unadulterated pleasure and pumped in and out of her mouth a few times. As wonderful as her mouth felt, he knew if he didn’t stop soon he would be spilling his seed down her throat, and that was not what he had planned.


  In a move too fast for a human, Erica found herself sucking air and being placed on her back. Kevin settled above her as he claimed her mouth with kisses until all thoughts were a muddled mess. All she knew was that there was a primal hunger coming off of her lover, and a keen need quickly arising in her own core. She instinctively knew what she needed. She needed him. She needed him inside of her, joining with her, until they became one. Seeming to read her mind, he placed one knee between her legs, and came down on top of her, his hard cock pressed up against her mound. He shifted slightly, and when he did so, she moved her legs up his body and wrapped them around his hips as he leaned down to her. His rock-hard cock nestled and pressed up against her warm pussy, causing goose bumps to run down her body.


  Kevin halted his kisses and stared into her eyes. “Are you sure about this? I don’t want to do anything you are not ready for. We can stop at any…” he didn’t get any further as Erica reached up, linking both arms around his neck, bringing his mouth down for an urgent kiss.


  He chuckled a moment later against her lips. “If that is your way of telling me to shut up, I like it.”


  She gave him a saucy grin before replying. “Kevin, I am sure. I know you won’t hurt me. I want you to love me. I need to feel you inside of me, please?”


  That was all Kevin needed to hear. His hand slipped back down between her legs, and Erica shifted to give him full access. Slipping his fingers around her clit, and then slipped a finger up inside of her warm dripping wet pussy, she felt an immediate explosion heading her way, and wondered briefly how such a thing was possible after such a short time.


  Kevin slowly, very slowly, began impaling himself into her. Inch by slow inch, watching for any signs of distress or discomfort on her face, he gained entrance in her warm, moist cavern. She was tight, she was hot, and she was wet. And oh yeah, she was most definitely his! Yet, despite all this, or better yet because of, he was determined not to hurt her. Well aware of what she was accustomed to, and not wanting to cause her pain in any way, he proceeded to enter her inch by inch, slowly, and then pull back out until only the tip was still submerged, and then start the slow process all over again. He was about half way inside her when he felt her suddenly stiffen, and caught the quick flash of fear skating across her features. “Shh, it’s okay.” He froze, allowing her time to become accustomed to his breach.


  He patiently waited until she was ready for more, kissing every part of her body he could reach. Starting with those plump, moist lips, he moved around and caught her earlobe in a light nip, then back up to kiss her eyelids, and then back to those delicious lips. It took a few minutes, but when she started shifting her hips, he knew she was ready. Again, he started the process all over again, gaining ground sometimes with only centimeters, before pulling back out and slowly pump back in. He added a soft swivel to his hips as he reached the maximum space for that pump, which she seemed to enjoy.


  After what seemed like forever, he felt her flex her hips forward, her vagina walls sucking him in deeper. Thank God! He was holding himself in check so tightly that sweat was beading across his forehead. He was getting close to bottoming out, and stopped once again to give her body time to stretch around the intrusion of his shaft.


  He knew as long and thick as he was, he was probably stretching her further than she had ever been before. He was still trying to take it slowly and allow her body to adjust when he felt her wrap those long legs of hers around his waist. He then felt fingernails digging into his ass the next time he started to tunnel in her. He chuckled, and covered her mouth with another possessive kiss. His tongue plunged deep into the recesses of her mouth, at the exact same time he plunged into her wet, hot pussy full force. He made sure his hips did a little swivel as he bottomed out. “Is that what you wanted, my love?” he asked against her lips, in a husky voice.


  “Oh yes!” she exclaimed, and he could feel the heat building in her. “I need…I need more, baby, please.” An epic explosion was imminent.


  “Like this?” he asked solicitously, as he forced himself to all but become unseated from her dripping hole, leaving only the tip of his cock buried within her, and then mercifully came plunging back down until he was buried up to his balls. He looked down into her eyes to find them shining with excitement and her cheeks flush with desire. God, how he loved this woman!


  Plunging deep once again, he undulated his pelvis against her as he reached the limit. The erotic pressure hitting her clit brought on a wave of pleasure like nothing Erica had ever felt before. She let out a low moan, which drove Kevin to pick up in both speed and intensity. He drove into her again and again, with more force each time, the pressure of his pelvis against her little clit bringing pleasure bursting forth within her. Soon, too soon, he felt the rippling effect of her orgasm, as her inner muscles milked his cock for all it was worth. He tried to hang on and ride it out, but her inner walls rippled and hugged his dick until he thought it might break in two, sucking the life right out of him. He exploded, his seed spilling deep inside of her, and his beast sat back and sighed. She was theirs. He lowered his upper body to snuggle into her neck, and enjoyed her change in scent. Now, with his seed inside of her, the mating completed, she carried a mixture of their two scents.


  Eventually, sanity and common sense came back to the forefront of his mind. Worried that his weight would crush her, Kevin shifted them around so that Erica lay on top of him, splayed out like a rag doll. “Are you all right, baby? I wasn’t too rough, was I?” he inquired a little raggedly, still attempting to catch his breath and recuperate. He realized as he spoke that his words were coming out a bit strange, and then realized his fangs had slid down at some point. At least he hadn’t had the overwhelming urge to bite her, he thought to himself. Somehow, he didn’t think Erica was ready to handle that part of vampire lovemaking. He gave himself a mental shake as he attempted to figure out how this little mere slip of a human woman could bring a full-grown vampire to his knees. He didn’t know, and what was worse, he didn’t seem to have the compulsion to care.


  He kept her face pressed up against his chest until he could get his fangs to retract. Still, the look of sheer bliss on her face was hard to miss. He loved her like this, sated, content, rumpled, and sexy as hell. If he had his way, he would keep her just like this on a constant basis. Absently running her fingers over his chest, she responded, “No, Kevin, I never knew it could be like this! I had heard other women talk, and just assumed they were making things up. Now I know what I have been missing. Thank you!” She picked up her head as she wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a kiss. Thankfully, his fangs were safely out of the way, with Erica none the wiser.


  Kevin looked down at the top of her head and smiled, as he ran his hand down her naked back. “Yes well, if you remember, I did give you fair warning.” At her questioning glance he continued, “I told you the only screaming you would be doing is from pleasured release.”


  “Oh, oh…that was,” she stopped, as she attempted to put her feelings into words, fluttering her hands in her effort. “That was wonderful, fantastic, and mind-blowing, all at once!”


  He grinned down at her with male satisfaction clearly in his eyes. “Yes, I agree. Thank you for giving me your trust, baby, and for also giving me the greatest experience in my life.”


  Erica snuggled up tighter against him, her eyelids becoming droopy. Sated and content, she quickly dropped back off to sleep. Kevin continued running his hand lightly up and down her back, content in just watching her drift off to sleep. His wounded little doe had finally healed and placed her trust in him, and in doing so, had given him the greatest gift he had ever received, her love.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  With everything else going on, Erica had completely forgotten about packing for the trip. Knowing it should only take her a short time, Kevin patiently sat on the side of her bed asking her about her week, while she threw a few things into a small suitcase.


  “So, did you and Jennifer do any shopping while I was away?” he asked, as he watched her dart back and forth from the suitcase on the bed to her dresser.


  “No, I really didn’t have time. She invited me to go to the mall last night, but I was dragging due to lack of sleep. We decided to turn on a movie instead, and I must have fallen asleep in the middle of it. Between trying to keep up with schoolwork, learning about your father’s office equipment, helping to present the retirement village program to the elders, and then the nightmare incident, I am ready for a vacation!” she exclaimed as she continued throwing clothes in the suitcase.


  Kevin reached over to grab her hand, bringing her in front of him. “I heard about your presentation. I am so proud of you. A certain few of the board members can be hard to convince sometimes, I was happy to hear you only had one that gave you problems.”


  “Felippe,” Erica answered with a frown.


  “Yes, well, it’s nothing personal against you. Felippe and Charles have not exactly been companions for many years now,” Kevin stated as he lightly ran his hands up and down her arms. He was finding it difficult to keep his hands off of her.


  “I also heard you met my dear friend, Mr. Atkins. Charles stated that he played a role in helping to get the retirement village program pushed through. I also hear he is quite taken with you,” Kevin continued as he hauled Erica into his lap.


  “Always knew Mr. Atkins was a man of good taste!” Once he had her where he wanted her on his lap, he wrapped his arms around her and dropped his head in search of her lips. He loved her lips: moist, soft, and luscious. “He and I have known each other for about forty years now.”


  “Yes, I met him when I went with Kate to deliver blood.” Where Erica was getting the strength to hold a conversation with him, she didn’t know. Especially when all she wanted to do was get lost in his kisses. “He recounted many fascinating details about his time with President Lincoln and WWII. He certainly has seen a lot of history in his time.” She stopped for just a moment as she cocked her head and seemed to scrutinize him. “He also told me he helped train you.”


  Kevin knew Erica wanted him to open up a little about his past. At one time in his life, this thought would have terrified him. Now, he found he wanted to share everything with her, past, present, and future. “Yes, he played a very instrumental role in my training. We’ve been friends for years. In a way, I consider him an uncle. He and Charles remind me of two brothers in many ways.”


  Erica scooted out of Kevin’s lap to resume her packing. She could easily converse with him while packing, so as not to delay their trip any longer. As Kevin observed everything being put in the suitcase, it suddenly hit him there was one piece of clothing that was noticeably missing. Glancing down at the open suitcase next to him, he inquired, “Where is your bathing suit?”


  Erica had been hoping that it would have gone unnoticed. She had packed shorts, and a few short-sleeved shirts, deciding that they would have to do. Not really wanting to confess, she silently debated on what to tell him. “I don’t own one. I haven’t exactly wanted to show this scar-ridden body off in a bathing suit, for several years now.”


  “How do you plan to go to the beach without a bathing suit?” Kevin asked, clearly astonished.


  “What am I supposed to do about all the scars? If anyone sees them,” Erica trailed off, never finishing the sentence. Clearly upset, she closed her eyes and looked away. It was obvious she was ashamed of her body, and that was something Kevin could not abide by.


  He stood up, enclosing her in his arms immediately. Holding her tightly against his body, he gently whispered in her ear, “You will be alone on the beach. You won’t need to worry about your scars. You could go skinny dipping, if you wanted. Besides, I happen to think you have a beautiful body, and I plan to worship it every chance I can.”


  Erica glanced up at him, feeling her face turn red from embarrassment. She simply was not accustomed to someone making her feel beautiful. He gave her what he hoped to be a reassuring smile. “Go ahead and finish packing, and we will swing by the mall on our way out. We’ll grab you a late lunch there and then head on to the beach house when we are finished shopping.”


  “Oh, lovely,” Erica grumbled under her breath, “I’m going to the mall with a man who seems to spend cash like athletes drink water.” Although, thinking things through, an actual bathing suit might be nice since they were going to the beach, and Kevin had assured her of privacy. Even so, she certainly had no intentions of sunbathing nude! What about the scars on her arms, though? She was always more than a little self-conscious about those.


  Suddenly, her mind gave her a perfect playback of what she and Kevin had done just a few short hours ago. He certainly didn’t seem to mind her scars then, she told herself. Her heart hitched a beat, and she felt her cheeks grow warm as she realized they would be alone together at the beach for the next several days. Considering what they had done earlier, Erica assumed the heat in Kevin’s gaze was from wanting her again.


  “You’re blushing,” Kevin teased lightly. Erica made certain she removed herself from standing too close to him, aware that if he reached out to touch her, he would have access to read her thoughts.


  “It’s nothing.”


  “Come, love, no secrets.” He growled in a husky voice, and Erica made the mistake of glancing up into his eyes. With his dark eyes smoldering, she was putty in his hands. He could have asked her anything at that moment, and she would have been unable to do anything but comply completely.


  With a slight shrug of one shoulder, she hedged, “It just hit me, we are going to the beach, and you have never seen me in a bathing suit before.” There was enough heat coming off her cheeks to fry an egg.


  Kevin was oddly touched by her sudden shyness. When he replied, his voice was soft, soothing. “While it is true I have never seen you in a bathing suit, I must admit those long legs of yours prancing around here in your favorite silk night shirt have had my attention for quite some time.” He walked over to where she stood, catching her wrists in his hands and bringing one of them up to his lips for a sensual kiss.


  “Besides, I think I got a pretty good view of your body just a few hours ago, and guess what? I love every inch of it.” He kissed her soundly, immediately feeling his cock surge back to life. Making a quick decision to try and hurry her along before he was tempted to throw her down on the bed, strip her naked, and show her how much he adored her body, he inquired, “Are you about ready to leave?”


  “Yes,” Erica replied, as she closed the suitcase, although her body was tingling just from Kevin’s smoldering gaze alone.


  An hour later Erica found herself unsuccessfully arguing that she didn’t need four bathing suits! She quickly realized she wasn’t going to win, so she finally gave up. Much to her surprise, since he already knew her size, Kevin had added several other outfits to the stack on the counter while she was trying on the bathing suits. On top of the stack of clothing, he placed a floppy straw hat, and looked over at her with a grin. “I don’t want to see that pretty little nose of yours getting burned!”


  When the saleslady rang up the total, it hit Erica at how much changing she had done. Just a short time ago she would have dropped her jaw over spending so much at one time. Now she just smiled up at Kevin and said, “Thank you.”


  He leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss, a reward for accepting his generosity. Whispering in her ear he told her, “I’m going to spoil you rotten, so just sit back and enjoy it.”


  While the saleslady ran the credit card through, he casually moved Erica so she was standing in front of him. He snaked his arm around her waist and pulled her back, allowing her to feel his hard erection in the crease of her ass. Leaning back down he whispered, “Later,” just as the saleslady approached with receipt and bag in hand.


  They continued their shopping, and Erica was amazed to realize that Kevin didn’t mind shopping with her at all. She had thought all men hated shopping, but Kevin was proving that theory incorrect. But then again, he seemed to enjoy going into the dressing room with her and helping her try on the clothes. Then there was that incident in the dressing room where he decided he liked that sheer purple top a little too much…


  They reached the beach house just as nightfall arrived. As they turned into the neighborhood, a smile came across Erica’s face. Each house was painted a different color, and some of those colors were a bit unusual. If she had to put a name to it, she would have called it the Easter Egg Village. Each house reminded her of a brightly colored Easter egg. They drove past a bright yellow house, a medium blue house, a fluorescent green. The next one was a bright pink, followed by a peach, and so on. She found herself beginning to wonder what color the house was that they would be staying at. She was a little surprised when they drove straight through the neighborhood, and wondered exactly where the family’s house was located. At the end of the neighborhood, a small gravel path appeared. Kevin turned onto the path, and about a half a mile down the path suddenly opened up to a beautiful slate blue house with white shutters. The white wicker furniture sitting on the front porch gave the house an inviting, friendly look, while the short picket fence that separated the backyard from the front allowed for some privacy. Not that you needed a privacy fence out here, there was nothing as far as the eye could see. Erica should have known her vampire family would own a secluded beach house. The beach lay directly behind the house and the flower boxes on the front windows were well groomed and full of blooming flowers.


  Kevin drove up the gravel path to the garage and hit a button to open it. Erica smiled as she stepped out of the car. This house had a comfortable, inviting look to it. Her mind wandered involuntarily, and before she realized what was happening, it had conjured up an image of the two of them living in a house similar to this one. In her mind, she watched as the two of them sat on the wicker furniture on the front porch, watching their children playing in the front yard. She glanced over at Kevin as he grabbed the suitcase out of the back, along with the bags from the mall, and ducked her head quickly, feeling the heat once again rise up her face.


  It was no small wonder her mind was playing games with her. Kevin’s hand had succeeded in wandering up her thigh numerous times during the road trip. She had worn a rather short skirt, which he seemed to enjoy immensely. As her mind seemed stuck on replaying the events from the past two hours, her cheeks grew hotter. How the man could bring her to a major orgasm with just his fingers while driving down the highway at the same time was beyond her. He was certainly talented. Her body was still humming from his latest ministrations!


  The inside of the house was warm and stuffy, evidence of being closed up for some time. Kevin flipped the air conditioner on as he passed by, then continued to drop off the suitcases in the bedroom.


  “Sorry it is so hot in here. Let’s go for an evening swim, it should be cooled off by the time we come back in,” he suggested as he wiped a cool finger along the back of Erica’s damp neck. At the moment, Erica felt there wasn’t a spot left on her body that wasn’t covered in sticky moisture.


  She smiled up at him with a look of longing in her eyes. A dip in the cool water sounded wonderful. “Give me a moment to change.” She took off for the bedroom, reemerged a minute later, and headed for the bathroom. He walked back into the bedroom to locate and change into his own swim trunks.


  Erica quickly changed into one of the bikinis that Kevin had purchased. She opened the bathroom door and almost collided with Kevin. “Wow,” he commented as he gave her a lusty once-over. “That swimsuit looks great on you.” She decided to ignore the burning desire evident in his smoldering eyes and quickly turned away from him, heading for the back door off of the kitchen. She grinned inwardly. Kevin’s eyes looked as if they were going to pop out of his head when she had run into him a moment ago.


  When Kevin had picked out the bathing suits, he had imagined what each one would look like on Erica. Now, he sadly realized his imagination had done her no justice. He was digging deep for some self-control and reigning in his emotions, as Erica reached the back door. Screw the ocean, he thought, what I really want to do is snatch that woman up, throw her down on the bed, and strip that little bit of cloth off of her body with my teeth!


  As Erica reached the back door, she quickly turned around just in time to catch Kevin checking out her backside. From the look on his face, it was no small miracle he didn’t have drool hanging off his chin. “Are you coming?” she asked innocently from the doorway.


  “Not yet, but you are certainly getting my attention in that bikini!” he threw back at her as he walked over to join her with a mischievous grin on his face.


  It was totally dark down by the water, an almost moonless night. Knowing the temperature had dropped a few degrees since the sun had gone down, he allowed Erica’s body time to adjust to the water temperature. His body didn’t react to temperature changes like hers did. He led her out to mid-thigh water and stopped, allowing her time for her body to adjust to the coolness of the water.


  “Are you cold?” he asked, as he brought her up against him.


  “No, not really,” she hedged.


  He purposely glanced down at her chest and then raised an eyebrow up at her. “I beg to differ with you on that one, my love. Your body is telling me something entirely different!” He lightly brushed a finger over her nipple, as he grinned at her. “Your high beams are definitely on!”


  Erica found amusement bubbling up from inside her as she took in his expression. Sighing heavily, she retorted, “Then warm me up!” as she snuggled her body up tight against his. Kevin reached down and scooped her up into his arms, staring into her face, as he rubbed his hand up and down her arm to ward off the chill. Her nipples were hard little pebbles pressing against his chest.


  “You are so beautiful,” Kevin murmured as he leaned down to steal a quick kiss. “I am one lucky guy to have someone like you.”


  “That’s funny,” Erica replied, with an odd look on her face.


  He cocked his head to one side. “Funny?” He repeated in question, just a little confused.


  “Yes, here I thought I was getting the best end of the deal in this relationship.”


  Kevin gave her a look that stated he was questioning if she had lost her mind. Didn’t she realize what a treasure she was? How could he be so lucky to have her love? “I love you. I love you with all my heart and soul. Please know that.” His lips came crushing down on hers, and he could not imagine ever getting tired of her. It wasn’t just her beauty on the outside, but he was equally in love with the beauty on the inside as well.


  As Kevin led them further out into the water, he was pleased to see that Erica seemed perfectly at ease with him. After he had been forced to hold back his feelings for her for what seemed like forever, he was now quick to take advantage that she seemed to be over her fears, and was open to his attentions.


  Leading the way back out of the water an hour later, he led them over to a large blanket that he had spread out earlier. Erica spotted a picnic basket sitting on the blanket. Kevin waited until he had Erica settled on the blanket, and then sat beside her and started retrieving items out of the basket.


  “What is this?” Erica inquired, nodding her head in the direction of the items he was removing from the cooler.


  “Oh, just a little something Rosetta packed for us,” Kevin answered lightly, as he continued pulling bowls, glasses, and a bottle of wine out of the cooler. He quickly lit two small candles that had also been packed for the couple’s enjoyment.


  Curiosity getting the best of her, Erica peeled back the lid to one of the bowls and discovered fresh strawberries. “Oh, one of my favorites!” she exclaimed, her mouth watering as she snatched up one of the sweet, red, plump berries and popped it into her mouth.


  Watching the look of pure bliss on her face, Kevin smiled as he opened the bottle of wine and poured each of them a glass full. Erica raised her eyebrow up at him when he handed her a glass. “Why, Mr. O’Rourke, are you attempting to get me drunk?” she asked in a mock


  Southern drawl.


  Remembering being witness to a dream of hers months ago in which she asked the exact same question, he quoted the reply with a smile on his lips. “Would it help?”


  “I’m not telling!” she threw back at him with a laugh, all signs of her mock accent gone. Dodging his response, she quickly turned her attention to investigate the contents of the remaining containers.


  What she found made her mouth water more intensely. Pineapple chunks, grapes, raspberries, cherries, and cheese cubes. He reached over and popped a grape into her mouth.


  As the fruit hit her tongue, Erica glanced up into his eyes and found them on fire. He seemed to study her intently for a quick moment, and then refocused his attention as he grabbed the one bowl that still had a lid attached. Erica watched as he peeled back the lid, then grabbed a fork to spear a strawberry. Dipping it in the bowl, it came out covered in chocolate.


  He brought the delectable treat forward to Erica’s mouth, but chocolate dripped on the way, landing with a plop on her chest. He eyed the trail of chocolate that was quickly heading down her cleavage, and as the strawberry was snatched off the fork with Erica’s front teeth, Kevin leaned forward and rasped his tongue across her chest to remove the spilled chocolate.


  The look of surprise was evident on Erica’s face, and at the moment she wasn’t sure which she enjoyed better, the chocolate-covered strawberry in her mouth, or Kevin’s mouth cleaning up the mess on her chest. She leaned her head back, her chest arching up, enjoying the sensation of his tongue running across her bare skin.


  When he finished, he glanced up at her with a wicked grin. “Mmm, you taste delicious dribbled in chocolate.”


  Without waiting for a reply, Kevin turned his attention back to the bowls of fruit, acting as if nothing was amiss. Erica grabbed her glass of wine and took a sip, finding herself a bit self-conscious. Kevin chose a pineapple chunk to dip into the bowl of luscious melted chocolate next, and then quickly guided the gooey treat to Erica’s mouth. Halfway to the intended destination, the fruit fell off the fork and landed on Erica’s upper leg. She giggled at the sinful wicked grin that stretched across his face. “Oh, allow me, please.”


  He dipped his head down to retrieve the fallen fruit, skittering his tongue in circles across her skin to clean up the spilled chocolate. It was hard to miss the fact that while he was licking the chocolate off her leg, he was also slowly moving his mouth upwards on her thigh. When he reached the bottom of her bikini, he blew a hot breath on the top of her mound, through the material. Erica had been lounging back on her elbows, enjoying his wicked tongue, and now, as he began to sprinkle kisses across her belly, she reclined further back, giving him full access.


  When he finished raining kisses across her belly, he headed back down between her legs. Using his teeth, he tugged the bikini bottom out of the way. With the help of one finger, he had it off with little effort. Reaching beside him, he picked up the bowl of chocolate, and using a spoon, drizzled melted chocolate down her belly and between her legs. He heard her gasp softly, as she glanced up to see a purely wicked look on his face.


  “I’m in the mood for a little chocolate-covered Erica tonight.”


  “I thought everything tasted like cardboard to you,” she replied in a tortured whisper, her eyes glued to the spilled chocolate running down her body.


  “I can actually taste this chocolate,” Kevin replied, with a slight shrug of his shoulders. “I haven’t had any in over forty years. It certainly tastes better than I ever remember, or maybe it is just because I am eating it off of you.”


  He started with her stomach, licking it clean, before inching lower until he turned his full attention to between her legs. Chocolate had ran down and pooled between her pussy lips, mixing with her juices. Yum, yum, Kevin thought. Nothing could be finer than chocolate and Erica. He wasted little time before consuming her, eating her out as if he were a man starved, licking and suckling as he went. He seemed determined to lap up every drop of chocolate on her, and then continued on, simply because she tasted so damn good.


  He continued to twirl his tongue through her folds, over and around her clitoris. Now that the chocolate was gone, he sucked her little clit into his mouth, watching her excitement mount higher.


  She squirmed beneath him, unable to keep still as pleasure ratcheted up and quickly overtook her body. She pressed herself closer to his mouth, feeling her orgasm coiling up in her womb. Just a little more, she just needed a little more, and her body would burst into flames.


  When she was on the knife’s edge of exploding, he inserted a finger into her satiny, smooth, hot hole, and gave a flick of a twist with his hand. She exploded into a million pieces, making her see stars as one explosion started to die down and another, more earth shattering one took its place on its heels. She cried out as her body seemed to go into convulsions, throwing her head back hard enough to make her body bow. Kevin caught her upper body with his free hand, feeling the tremors racing through her. The inner walls of her pussy were clamped down tight around his fingers, making it feel like a tight glove. He held her tight against him, stroking her back as he awaited her tremors to cease. He kissed her lips gently, enjoying the way she was gasping and squirming due to her body being so sensitive.


  “Are you okay?” he asked with a grin.


  Erica blinked up at him, as if coming out of a trance. “Oh yes, I’m just fine. God, Kevin, that was incredible.”


  “Hmm, and just think, I am just getting started.” Wrapping his arms around her, his lips found hers as he made quick work at untying her bikini top. Cupping her naked breasts in his hands, he murmured against her lips, “God, you’re beautiful, and I missed my buddies.” His head bent to suckle each nipple, quickly causing her to moan and writhe against him.


  A bit breathless, Erica moaned, “Kevin, I want, oh God, I need,” she broke off on a gasp, unable to finish her train of thought.


  “Yes, love. What is it you need?” he whispered seductively in her ear.


  “You, I need you, inside me, please?” she begged. Kevin couldn’t help the grin on his face when he noticed her face turning a nice shade of pink. The day would soon come that she wouldn’t be embarrassed to ask for what she needed.


  Cupping her face with both hands, he watched an array of emotions skate across her face. “You have no idea how happy you have made me,” Kevin whispered, and then snatched her up for a kiss with one hand, as the other was being put to use dragging his own shorts off.


  Suddenly feeling emboldened, Erica broke off the kiss and pushed him onto his back the second his shorts were pushed down. The move caught him by surprise, causing a small, “What?” to roll off his lips as he went sprawling on his back.


  “Speaking of beautiful,” she murmured, as she ran her hand through his chest hair, quickly making her way downward. “You are one mighty fine piece of work, Mr. O’Rourke.”


  Realizing she wanted to explore, Kevin lay back on the blanket, placed both hands behind his head, and relaxed. “I’m glad you approve.” He grinned up at her mischievously. Far be it from him to stop a beautiful woman who wanted to explore his body. A quick moment later he sucked in a deep breath as he watched her hand wrap around his already aroused, fully extended cock, the other cupping his balls gently.


  “Oh yes, I definitely approve,” she whispered, as she bent to deliver a warm kiss to the tip of his cock.


  Her mouth was warm, wet, and felt like pure heaven as she wrapped her lips around the head of his dick, then slowly glided up and down, as she stroked him with her tongue. “Oh God, baby,” he groaned, knowing he wasn’t going to last long like this. “You feel too damn good…” he whispered.


  Erica continued, ignoring his plea. Knowing he was ready to explode in about thirty seconds, he removed his hands from their interlocking position behind his head and jerked her head back. In one quick movement, he had her on her back and was poised on top of her. “I wasn’t finished,” she murmured with a confused pout on her face.


  Dear God, she looked utterly sweet, innocent, and adorable when she pouted like that. “Next time,” he growled before crushing her with a bruising kiss. There was no hesitancy in this kiss.

  It was filled with desperate need. He had to get inside of her before he exploded. His tongue invaded her mouth, and as it did, he entered her hot, wet channel with a one deep thrust.


  Kevin broke off the kiss a moment later, and Erica glanced up into his eyes. He was attempting to take it slow with her, afraid he would hurt her otherwise. She was surprised to see a pained expression. “Baby, are you okay?” she inquired a bit breathlessly, as she attempted to squirm closer to him in an attempt to get him to pick up the pace.


  “Hard…to…control,” he gasped.


  “Baby, let go. Enjoy,” she crooned, wrapping her legs around his waist and locking her feet together at the small of his back.


  “Don’t want…to…hurt…you.” He groaned. Little did she realize she had thrown her hair to one side, leaving a very delicious side of her neck open and vulnerable. He had spent the last five minutes battling his inner beast to keep his fangs hidden, knowing all along he was going to lose the battle.


  Erica smiled seductively as she leaned forward and kissed the side of his neck. She then moved to just below his ear, darting her tongue out to swirl on his skin. He had always been a gentleman, and she was trying to let him know she was ready to crank things up a notch. Unable to put it into words, she did the next best thing by trying to show him. When she reached his earlobe, she placed it gently between her front teeth and lightly nipped.


  He seemed to get her message, and as he rose up on his knees, he brought her legs forward bending at the knees. This enabled him to push further inside her than she ever thought possible. The intensity immediately picked up, and she found herself digging her nails into his wrists as he continued driving into her. He reached between them and teased her little clit, and she immediately shattered. Two more thrusts and Kevin threw his own head back and growled deeply, spilling his seed inside of her. As he dropped his head back down, Erica opened her eyes just in time to catch sight of his fangs, fully extended. Although he quickly turned his head to avoid her neck, going for the blanket under them, and taking a chunk out of it, her immediate fear was overwhelming.


  Gasping, not able to drag enough air into her lungs no matter how hard she tried, her heartbeat ratcheted up even more struggling to intake enough air. She knew she should conserve her strength, but she tried in vain to push away from him. She needed space. She needed air, dear God she needed air. Her breathing came out as a loud rasping, wheezing sound, and as long as fear gripped her in its depths, she knew there was little chance for improvement. Finally, in a ragged gasp, “No, no, please don’t, please get off of me!”


  Kevin quickly, forcibly, retracted his fangs, a move that hurt like hell, and then quickly scooted off of her. From the looks of things she was well in the middle of a major panic attack. Even trembling uncontrollably, she still attempted to push past him and stand up, trying to put some distance between them. The problem was Kevin doubted very seriously she could even walk, let alone stand on her own two feet in as bad of shape as she was in. When she got to her knees, he quickly caught her by her waist and brought her back down. Turning her to her side, he held her to him and gently rubbed her back in an attempt to calm her. Throwing a heavy blanket of calm over her, he kept his voice soft and gentle as he spoke to her. “Shh, it’s okay, baby, I am so sorry, I never meant to scare you. I would never hurt you.” He cradled her head against his chest, still stroking her back, as he watched the blanket of calmness settle around them.


  Erica remained unmoving for several moments, preferring to stay pressed up against Kevin’s body while she calmed her own and tried to clear her head. Still trembling slightly with fear, she fought her own body to get her emotions under control. Kevin kept her ensconced in his arms, reminding her to breathe, and whispered how sorry he was that he had inadvertently scared her.


  In took several long, silent minutes before Erica could calm down enough to think things through. Once she did she realized how badly she had overreacted. Kevin was a vampire after all. And, even though he had a mouth full of fangs, no harm had ever come to her. He could have used those fangs at any given time over the past few months that she had been living at his house. But no, he was a man of honor, a man of his word. She lifted her head and stared into his eyes for a moment before speaking. “I know you would never bite me with the intention of hurting me, Kevin, but this is the first time I’ve seen your fangs. It just brought back some old ugly memories for a moment.” She hung her head in shame, tears stinging her eyes as the thought hit her that she had ruined their love making.


  “Shit, I was afraid of that,” Kevin muttered, as he gathered her tighter in his arms. “I am so sorry. I never meant to scare you. It’s more of an instinct when I am making love to you. The urge to plunge my fangs into you is very strong, but that doesn’t mean I plan on doing it. Please, baby, please don’t think that I would ever hurt you, because I wouldn’t. In fact, I’d give my life for you.” Then, in an attempt to lighten things up he added, “Maybe we will just make sure we have plenty of pillows I can bite through while we are making love.” He softly kissed her eyelids and cheeks where her tears continued to silently fall.


  “Kevin, I know you would never hurt me, but…” Erica broke off, suddenly shy about what she was about to do. She wiped her remaining tears away before taking a deep breath. She needed to put her fears to rest, and there was only one way to do that. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure, what is it?” he replied with interest. Kevin had watched shyness overcome her a moment ago, and was doing his level best to honor his promise to stay out of her head, but he was honestly intrigued as to what she wanted to ask him.


  Erica bit her lower lip and looked away from him, unable to look him in the eye while she made her inquiry. “I overheard something that I probably wasn’t supposed to. Nevertheless, it has made me curious. If a vampire bites a human, is it always painful to the human, or do you have the ability to take the pain away, and change it to something else?”


  Kevin’s eyebrows flew up his forehead as he realized what she was asking. “First of all, I am curious as to exactly what it was you heard, and from whom,” he carefully replied, easily avoiding her question for the moment.


  “I overheard Jennifer and Kate talking one day. Kate stated that it is very erotic to be bitten while making love. At the time, I assumed she was talking about two vampires, since I had never felt anything but pain with Shawn.”


  A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as he ran a finger down her cheek, and then continued down her neck and chest. He should have known at least one of his sisters to be involved in this conversation somehow. Taking a deep breath as he held eye contact with her, he answered, “We do have the ability to erase the pain and change it to pleasure. That is part of what I was trying to explain to you about what Shawn could have done with you, if he had chosen to do so.”


  The wary look of uncertainty on her face had him rushing to continue to explain. “It is all done through the mind. Once a vampire is touching a human, they have the ability to manipulate the mind to a certain degree. We can easily erase the pain of a bite completely, and change it over to where the recipient feels only erotic pleasure.” Kevin glanced down at Erica’s arms, bringing one up and kissing the inside of her wrist. “We also have the healing ability of closing the wound, leaving hardly a trace behind as compared to these.” He gave a pointed frown to the scars on her arm.


  “How?” she asked, perplexed.


  “Our blood,” Kevin answered. “Once the wound is made, if we use a little bit of our blood, the wound heals almost immediately, leaving virtually no evidence behind.”


  “Okay, so, the mind thing only works if one party is human?” Erica asked.


  “Well, yes and no. Vampires generally can’t read one another’s minds, because most of us learn early on how to keep walls up to block other vampires from invading our thoughts. Only an extremely old vampire can penetrate those defenses. However, vampires tend to lower their defenses when making love, and from what I am told, most of my kind find biting during love making very erotic. Some call it blood sex,” he continued, “because when done at the right moment, it will increase the pleasure of an orgasm immensely.


  “Oh,” Erica replied quietly, as Kevin watched her cheeks stain red. She grew silent for a moment, and then glanced up at him hesitantly. “So, if I asked you to bite me, would you?”


  “No, I would question your sanity!” Kevin exclaimed, as he vaulted up to a sitting position, all but throwing her out of his arms. Why would you ask such a thing? You’ve been bitten all over your body, for God’s sake, and the bastard didn’t even do what was necessary to help the wounds heal quickly, or to erase the pain.”


  “That’s just it, Kevin,” Erica quickly countered back, “I want to take those nightmares, and turn them into something beautiful. I’m tired of being afraid. You are the only one that can do that for me.”


  When Kevin remained silent, Erica pressed further. “Please, Kevin, I want you to do this. I need you to do this. I need to truly put the past behind me, and I want to enjoy a future with you.”


  Kevin stared into her eyes as if seeking something from her soul. When he responded, it was barely above a whisper. “Baby, most of the time, when one of my kind bites during making love, it is considered a mark of possession. I can’t nor won’t take this lightly, Erica. I am already head over heels in love with you. If I bite you and leave my mark, I’ll not want another male, human or vampire, to ever touch you again. Do you understand? I’ll want you to be mine, now and forever more.”


  He stopped for a minute and brought her up to a sitting position on the blanket. “Before we go any further, I have a question for you. I was going to wait for this, but the time seems right.”


  Feeling a bit self-conscious, sitting on a blanket with absolutely not a stitch of clothing on, Erica hugged her knees up to her chest in an attempt to hide herself somewhat. For some reason he was hesitating, eyes glued to her face, as if trying to read something there. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he gently picked up one of her hands and brought it to his lips for a soft kiss.


  “Erica, I love you. I love you more than I ever thought possible to love someone.” He reached up with his free hand and stroked her cheek, running his thumb over her bottom lip.


  “I love you, too, Kevin,” she responded in little more than a whisper.


  “Marry me,” came a whispered request through her head, and Erica realized he had not moved his lips to speak the request, and instead had done it telepathically.


  Erica’s breath caught in her throat. “You want to marry me?” she verified, hoping her mind wasn’t playing tricks.


  Kevin smiled beautifully. “I want to marry you and spend the rest of your life showing you every day how much I love you. I want to continue showing you that not all men are evil, and that true love is never painful.”


  “Oh, Kevin, you have already proven to me that you are not evil, and I never knew making love could be like this,” Erica replied, as she threw herself into his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck, and peppering his face with kisses. “I know I probably have a few more things to work through before I completely put myself back together, and if you are willing to be patient with me, then my answer is yes. Yes, I would love to marry you, Kevin O’Rourke.”


  Kevin surprised Erica as he jumped up with her in his arms. “Kevin,” she squealed in surprise. Ignoring the blanket and the food, he took off for the house at vampire speed. Erica found herself attempting to catch her breath as he deposited her on the bed, a mere few seconds later.


  “Don’t move, I’ll be right back,” he stated, as he turned and dashed back out the door. He returned just a few seconds later, finding Erica in the exact same spot he had left her, her backside perched on the bottom edge of the bed. He deposited the picnic basket on the bed next to her. “I thought we might want to use some more of that chocolate,” he stated with a wicked grin, as he leaned down to steal a kiss.


  He clasped her hand and quickly led her around to the side of bed. Sitting down and bringing her down in his lap, he then drew a small box out from behind him. “I have a gift for you,” he stated simply, holding out what looked to be a small jewelry box. When it was directly in front of her, he flipped back the lid to reveal the contents.


  Erica glanced down to the box being held in front of her, and was stunned to find a beautiful diamond ring. It was so breathtakingly beautiful that Erica was speechless. She heard herself gasp when she first spotted it, and then went silent.


  Kevin had stumbled across a jewelry store while waiting for his flight in Brazil. He had immediately spotted the ring, and it was as if made just for her, the perfect ring. The large diamond in the middle was a four-carat marquise cut, and had numerous smaller diamonds nestled around it. It was beautiful, just like the lady he was now giving it to. Kevin heard her intake of breath as he lifted open the box, and as he continued watching her gazing at the ring, he noticed she was still holding her breath. Finally, realizing she had yet to release her pent-up breath, Kevin eyed her in concern.


  He wrapped his arm around her to gently rub her back. “Erica, breathe, love, or you’re going to faint on me right here.” He gave her his crooked smile as her eyes came up to meet his with a perplexed look. “Breathe” he commanded, and finally heard her release the air out of her lungs and then refill.


  Not sure what to make out of her odd reaction, Kevin became a little nervous. “Do you like it?” he asked hesitantly. He had thought the ring beautiful when he spotted it, but hey, he was a man, what did he know about women’s jewelry? “If not, we can go shopping for another ring, and I’ll let you pick out the next one.” He found himself more jittery and nervous then he could ever remember. Had she changed her mind about marrying him? Did she not like the ring? Had he inadvertently done something that brought back bad memories?


  “Oh, Kevin, I love it. It is so beautiful.” She breathed in pure reverence, and then slightly tipped her head towards the box. “May I?”


  “Of course,” Kevin replied, as he took the ring out of the box, and gently picked up her hand. He quickly realized that he was holding his breath as he slipped the ring on her finger. He had no idea what size her finger was when he bought the ring, and he had purchased it as is. He was under the assumption that they would be visiting a jeweler to have it sized. Now, as he slipped the ring into place, they both realized it was a perfect fit. What great luck!


  Erica sat in his lap, admiring the ring for a long moment. “I want you to know I have never been as happy as I am right now,” she whispered with tears streaming down her cheeks. She tilted her head up for a kiss, and Kevin willingly obliged.


  Realizing that he had never answered her question about biting, he now looked at her intently. “Now that you’ve agreed to be my wife, I have no aversion to a small nip once in a while, and although I have the power to help your wounds heal faster, and make the experience pleasurable, I will not leave your gorgeous body full of holes. I don’t need to bite you and leave my mark to know I have your love. And as far as you putting yourself back together, I’ve got all the patience in the world, love,” Kevin whispered against her ear, and then leaned in for a hungry kiss.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was well after three a.m. as Kevin stroked Erica’s hair, watching her eyes slowly drift shut. They had made good use of the remainder of the chocolate sauce after round two of lovemaking, when Kevin let his fangs slide down and latched onto Erica’s neck as he drove into her immediately prior to both of them releasing an orgasm more potent then Kevin had ever thought possible. Erica had screamed out with her release, but it had been purely out of pleasure. He came almost simultaneously with her, and both reached a height of ecstasy that almost caused a blackout. When he released her neck, he used a bit of his own blood to cover Erica’s wound. Slicing his own finger with a fang, he gently spread his own blood over the two tiny dots. The last thing she needed was another scar. Much to his satisfaction, her skin healed up almost before his blood was dry. He then had insisted she eat a snack, since he had taken blood from her. He might not have taken much, but that didn’t stop him from being concerned over her getting lightheaded, weak, or even faint. He dug out the remainder of the food in the picnic basket, along with the wine. After she had eaten what she wanted, he used the remainder of the chocolate sauce to drizzle over her body, and then lick every inch clean. Mmmm, God bless whoever invented chocolate! Kevin now thought with a grin, as he licked his lips to taste a mixture of chocolate sauce and the sweetness of Erica.


  Shifting so that he could lay on his back, and pull her on top of him, he continued to stroke her hair and down her naked back until she drifted off into a deep sleep. He shook his head in wonder, amazed at how quickly she could fall asleep, even as he realized that he had indeed worn her out. He was grateful that he virtually needed no sleep, feeling certain that he wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink after everything that had happened over the past twenty-four hours.


  He reached over to the nightstand next to the bed and grabbed his cell phone. Glancing back down to make certain Erica was sleeping soundly, he opened his phone. There were a couple of people he wanted to give the good news to. The first name that came to mind was his old friend, Mr. Atkins. And of course, he would need to call his family. Marshall would never forgive him for not getting a call, but Kevin felt certain the team was still in Brazil wrapping up things. Knowing that everyone he planned to call were vampires, he could speak softly and not have to worry about waking Erica up.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Erica woke up alone, the scent of food tickling her nose and bringing her out of bed in a flash. Following her nose, she paused long enough to throw on a robe that had been left conveniently at the bottom of the bed.


  She found Kevin standing in front of the stove. Walking over to him, she inhaled deeply upon reaching the stove, as her stomach protested that it wasn’t receiving any benefit from her sense of smell whatsoever. Kevin wrapped his arm around her as soon as she arrived alongside him and gave her a long kiss.


  “Good morning. Breakfast will be ready in just a moment. Are you hungry?” he inquired.


  “Yes, actually, I’m starved,” she replied with a smile.


  “I’m not surprised. We both worked up an appetite last night,” he replied with a grin.


  “Are you hungry? Did you…?” She paused there, trying to word her question delicately.


  Kevin reached behind her and opened up the refrigerator. “Rosetta made sure I packed plenty,” he answered smoothly as Erica took a peek inside to see numerous bags of blood stacked neatly on the top shelf.


  Reaching around her, Kevin pulled out the container of orange juice. “And in answer to your question, yes, I’ve already had my breakfast, although what I wouldn’t give for a glass of this stuff.” He stared at the juice longingly as he poured a glass and handed it to Erica. “I used to love fresh-squeezed orange juice,” he murmured, as he shook his head with a slight frown and went back to the stove.


  “Well, you could have a small amount, couldn’t you?” Erica inquired, remembering him eating melted chocolate off of her last night.


  “Normally, I probably could, but my stomach was a bit queasy this morning. I probably pushed my limit last night with the chocolate.” He gave her an impish grin. “I just couldn’t resist. You tasted so damn delectable with it dribbled all over your body.”


  Erica, filled with concern, gave him a sympathetic look. “Is there anything we can do for your stomach? Do you need more blood to counter the food, or is there something else that can be done?”


  Kevin stopped cooking her breakfast and gazed into her eyes. Never had anyone showed as much compassion and concern for his well-being. He had a wonderful, loving family, but as the leader for the VCTF, he was quite accustomed to taking care of himself.


  “No, baby, but thank you for your concern. The blood I drank earlier will help some. The rest will just have to process through my body.” He reached over and gave her a hug. “Go on over to the table, your breakfast is almost ready.”


  Erica had barely taken a bite of her breakfast when the doorbell rang. Glancing over to Kevin she inquired, “Are we expecting someone?”


  “No, maybe it is the cleaning crew, although Rosetta called and told them we would be here, so they shouldn’t be disturbing us.” Kevin stood up and headed for the door a bit irritated at the disturbance.


  A female’s voice could be heard the moment Kevin opened the front door, and Erica recognized the voice immediately. A few seconds later, Jennifer sailed into the kitchen.


  “Erica, congratulations, honey! Oh, and welcome to the family! This of course, is from Charles and Rosetta, as I have already considered you part of the family for some time now!” She practically tackled Erica in a tight hug.


  “Thanks, Jennifer. Did you come all of this way just to congratulate us? Wait a minute! How did you know?” Erica pulled back and asked skeptically.


  “Well, I got a really late night call last night from a certain brother of mine, or I should say a really early morning call! I decided I had nothing better to do anyway, so I drove down. I thought maybe we could do a little shopping!” Jennifer exclaimed happily.


  “Shopping?” questioned Erica. “What are we shopping for?”


  Jennifer glanced over to her brother and shot her eyebrows up. “You haven’t talked to her yet, have you?” she accused.


  “Oh for crying out loud, Jennifer, I just got home yesterday morning! I’ve been a little busy catching up on lost time!” Kevin grumbled to his sister, running an agitated hand through his hair.


  Turning her attention back to Erica, Jennifer sat down next to her. “Kevin was supposed to talk to you about this, but since he hasn’t, I will.”


  “Jennifer!” Kevin growled in warning.


  “Kevin, lighten up! Once everything has been explained to her, she’ll be fine!” Jennifer retorted, turning her attention back to Erica.


  “You see, dear, there are tons of friends of the family that are anxious to meet you. Rosetta has suggested to Kevin that the two of you start showing your faces a little more out in public. Kevin told her he would need to speak to you about it first, before committing to anything. He has been turning down invitations to social events for some time now.”


  Kevin watched Erica’s eyes go wide, and then quickly turn accusing eyes on him. “So, you lied to me before?” Her question caught Kevin off guard, momentarily, as he attempted to figure out what she was talking about. “I asked you a while back if there were any activities you or your family were not able to do due to a human being in their midst. Did you lie to me? Am I the reason you are turning these invitations down?”


  Kevin turned to his sister first, anger rising. “Thanks a load for nothing!” he muttered at her, and then quickly turned his attention back to Erica. Attempting to tap down his anger at his sister and handle this situation with calmness, he replied, “No, I didn’t lie to you, I haven’t attended any of these social events in years. It became a point that it was quite obvious what the single ladies at these events had on their minds, and I wasn’t interested. Now that I have someone to go with, it might be fun. We could always try one or two, and if you don’t feel comfortable, then I’ll just go back to declining the invitations,” he added with a small smile, hoping she wasn’t going to get pissed at him for not discussing this with her in private.


  “What kind of social events are we talking about here?” Erica inquired, arching her eyebrow up as she directed her attention back to Jennifer.


  “Well, there are dinners, balls, and charity events scheduled throughout the year, and Rosetta has been trying to get Kevin to attend for numerous years. A member of the family is almost always expected to attend. People tend to get their noses out of joint when we don’t. Rosetta usually sends one of us girls, since Kevin is such a stick in the mud,” Jennifer stated as she cast her brother a glare.


  Erica sucked in a deep breath, and then dove into the unknown waters. “Okay, what did you want to start with?” She was a little wary about all of this, but, obviously, the two people sitting in front of her knew far more about these things than she did.


  Jennifer sat back, crossing her arms over her chest as she gave her brother a triumphant grin. “Well, let me see,” she mused, as she seemed deep in thought. “I know the Governor’s Charity Ball is right around the corner, and the family is always invited. Charles stays in close contact with the governor of our state, primarily due to the VCTF work, so we usually get invited to any high profile event scheduled. Then there is a charity ball for our kind to raise money for our hospital. I think this year part of that money is being slated to go towards the elderly village. Those are the only two I can think of right now, but Rosetta always has a list of all the upcoming events.”


  “I take it these are formal events?” Erica stated in an uncertain voice.


  Kevin didn’t like where this conversation seemed to be headed. “Yes, why, scared you won’t like what you see with me in a tux?” he quickly shot back to her, flashing his best impish grin in an attempt to bring a smile to her face. He felt certain she was sitting there feeling like she had been ganged up against, and that bothered him to no end!


  “No, I don’t own any type of formal wear, myself,” she answered, very slowly and quietly, glancing away from the two people in front of her and staring at the floor.


  All fears about her being uneasy rang true as Kevin watched her turn her eyes away from him. He had been around her enough to know she did that when she was upset or embarrassed. He would have loved for this conversation to be just Erica and him, but Jennifer was quick to jump in and respond. “That’s why I am here, silly. It just so happens there is a great little boutique here that is owned and operated by one of our kind. She is going to love you. Our family has been clients of hers for years now! I thought maybe we would head over there in a little while and see what she can do for us. Rosetta swears she has the ability to get in whatever you are looking for, and in the perfect size and color. Besides,” she quickly added, “we have to start looking at wedding gowns! Have you thought about what type of wedding you want?”


  Erica gave Kevin’s sister a look of total disbelief. He had just asked her to marry him last night, and this girl thinks she already has her wedding planned out? Was she kidding?


  The other thing that was bothering her was she had planned a day split between cuddling next to Kevin and laying out on the beach. At this point, it didn’t look like either of those were going to happen.


  And then back to the wedding. They hadn’t discussed a single issue yet. She wanted to know what he wanted and even more than that, what kind of a budget were they on? Was he thinking lavish indoor, open bar, or just family and close friends and have the ceremony performed at home?


  “So, are you game for going and checking out the dress shop?” Jennifer asked eagerly.


  “Sure,” Erica replied completely deadpan.


  “Erica, try to contain your enthusiasm, it’s overwhelming,” Jennifer snapped, rolling her eyes at her soon to be sister-in-law. “For the life of me, I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t be excited. We’ll have Kevin’s no-limit credit card in hand!”


  The money issue no longer bothered her. Kevin had yet to say one word about any spending. If he trusted his sister with his credit card, then she was just going to go along for the ride! This man had spent more on her over the past few months than she had ever spent on herself her entire life! She felt a bit like Cinderella every time they went shopping and tried on expensive clothing.


  The other thing that was bothering her was the fact that all of this was being thrown to her at once. She wanted to just ride the blissful wave she had been on ever since Kevin proposed to her last night. Couldn’t all of this have waited a day, or a week?


  “Jennifer, I need a couple of minutes with Erica. You can wait in the living room,” Kevin stated calmly, but gave his sister a pointed look that clearly stated he was not to be argued with.


  Jennifer stood up and left the room immediately, as Kevin placed a hand on top of Erica’s. “Love, talk to me,” he directed kindly. He reached over and ran a finger down her cheek. “What are you thinking?” he inquired softly, making the pitch of his voice soft and gentle. He knew she was upset, and he desperately wanted to make things right. He could have invaded her mind easily and found out in a heartbeat what the problem was, but he had made a promise not to do that, and he was desperately trying to uphold that promise. If she would only learn to open up and tell him what was bothering her, he would gladly move heaven and earth to make her happy.


  


  “It’s nothing really that big, it’s just I had hoped to spend the day with you. We haven’t even had a chance to discuss the wedding. I don’t want to start making decisions regarding it without consulting you first.


  “Things like, what kind of budget are we going to be on? Do you want something simple? Or do you want something big and lavish? If it was up to me I’d say we just go elope and be done with it.”


  A choking noise could be heard from the living room at the elopement idea. Evidently Jennifer was hoping for a big event, something right up her alley. Well, Erica thought, if she wants such a big event, I’m going to make her be in charge of getting it set up!


  So that is what the problem is, Kevin thought to himself. He had been a little worried she was having second thoughts about marrying him. Okay, now that it was out in the open, he could fix this one, or at least he thought he could.


  “First of all, we will be spending the day together. I have no problem driving my favorite two ladies around while they shop. Second, I like the sound of your elopement plan.” He stopped there and grinned, knowing his sister would be unable to keep quiet about her displeasure of this. Ten seconds later both he and Erica heard her coughing loudly. He chuckled. He knew his sister well!


  “But, as much as the idea of elopement sounds fun, my mother would never forgive us. And unfortunately, as prominent as our family is, she is probably going to want to throw something big. We’ll just make them do all the work since they are the ones wanting to throw such a big event, will that work for you?”


  Erica smiled up at him. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure,” he replied honestly.


  “I am assuming you are planning to pay for our wedding. Before I let someone,” Erica paused and motioned with her head towards the door that led into the living room, “go hog wild, I need to know if it is going to put us in debt.”


  He gave her a grin until he realized he had never fully opened up to her about their finances. And yes, it was theirs, because she had agreed to be his wife. In his book, whatever was his now equally belonged to her, also.


  He leaned over the table a bit until his nose was practically touching hers. “No, we will not be in debt for this wedding.” He paused for a second, and then grinned before asking. “You don’t plan on getting married once a week for the next thirty years, do you?”


  “No. Once is enough for me. Where did that come from?” Erica asked, now clearly confused.


  “I’m just stating that you could have the wedding of your dreams once a week for the next thirty years, and I doubt you could bankrupt us,” he replied with a chuckle.


  “Oh,” she answered with a gulp. It was the only thing she could get out of her mouth. She had known all along he had money, but it really wasn’t her business to dig into his finances, so she never asked. “Like I said, there is nothing to fret about. And since we haven’t done it yet, how about when we get home I go over all of our finances with you so you know where we stand, okay? I never meant to leave you in the dark on it.” He paused and simply stared at Erica, as another thought went through his head.


  “Erica, is this something that was a problem with Shawn? Did he lose his temper over financials?”


  “No not really,” Erica answered honestly, but with a shudder going down her spine. “I just never knew where we stood, and I was always careful to never give him the chance to blow up over financials. I never spent money unless I absolutely had to.”


  “Okay, good. You have nothing to fear from me, baby. Spend as much as you need or want. If we ever run into a problem, I promise we will both sit down and discuss it like adults. Now, can I allow my sister back in here, so you two can get ready to go shopping with my famous limitless credit card she is dying to get her hands onto?” Kevin inquired with a wry grin on his face.


  “Sure, but what are you going to do all day while we shop? Isn’t it going to get boring for you waiting on us all day long?”


  “Kevin can find a seat and read while we shop,” Jennifer stated as she breezed in the door. “Well, I’m glad to hear the two of you worked things out.”


  Thirty minutes later the three were on the way to the dress shop. As they walked in, the lady standing behind the counter exclaimed, “Ms. Jennifer! I haven’t seen you in ages! How are you?”


  “I’m fine, Marge, and you?” Jennifer responded.


  “Oh, business as usual.” The other lady laughed, and then gave a pointed look at Erica and Kevin. “Have you brought me new customers?”


  “Marge, this is my brother, Kevin, and his fiancée, Erica. And yes, we are going to be shopping for Erica today,” Jennifer announced excitedly.


  “Okay, go ahead and start looking around. I need to finish up with this customer, and then I’ll be free to help you,” Marge stated, as she scooted off back to her other customer waiting at the counter.


  Kevin handed over his credit card to Jennifer. “Here, I know you are dying to get your hands on this,” he stated with a wicked grin.


  “Oh yes, most definitely. There is a park bench just outside under an awning. You can wait for us there.” Jennifer replied, as she snatched the credit card out of her brother’s hand.


  “Jennifer, that’s mean!” Erica scolded her, but couldn’t hold back a light giggle.


  “It’s okay, love,” Kevin answered, as he placed a gentle kiss on Erica’s brow. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”


  As he headed out the door, he turned and threw a quick glance at Erica. “Don’t be afraid to get your wardrobe set, Erica.” Then, he turned to Jennifer and stated, “Use the card, and do what you need to.” He then turned on his heel, and strolled out the door.


  


  


  Jennifer turned to Erica with a raised eyebrow. “You aren’t going to give me any trouble today, are you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean I don’t want you resisting me when I am trying to do what is best for you.”


  Erica chuckled as she shook her head. “Nope, I have no intentions of bucking you. Go ahead,” she stated as she swept her arm outward. “Be my guest. Shop until you drop. You are the one he handed the credit card to. If he has a problem, I’m sending him straight to you!”


  Jennifer laughed. “Oh, my brother will be fine with this. Trust me!”


  Jennifer turned and started looking at the dresses on the rack beside her. “Besides, if I don’t succeed by the end of today, I am afraid I will lose my title of Shopping Queen!” Both young women broke out in fits of laughter, and then quickly got down to business.


  The two women spent the next three hours in the little dress shop. Erica quickly discovered that the woman who had greeted them at the door was the owner, and of course, she was a vampire. It took little time for Erica to decide that Marge was one of the nicest women she’d ever met. Erica stopped for a moment to realize that every vampire she had met since leaving Shawn had been extremely nice and pleasant toward her. Well, Felippe at the board meeting had been the one exception. She remembered reading a few old vampire books when she had been in high school. They had left the reader with the impression that vampires did nothing but suck the blood from humans, and then discard them as if they were little more than trash. She snickered at herself as she tried to imagine any of her soon-to-be family members acting like this. Impossible!


  Jennifer demanded Erica try on at least fifty dresses and outfits. It was while they were in the dressing room, trying on outfits, that Erica posed a question to her. “Is Kevin able to hear us?” She asked this at just barely a whisper, having no idea how far their superior hearing carried.


  Jennifer threw a smile over to Erica and said in a low voice, “He shouldn’t if you whisper.”


  Erica nodded, quickly continuing in a whisper, “Your brother and I have just recently become intimate. I would love to have something pretty to put on for bed, you know, some pretty lingerie, but the only thing I own is my silk nightshirt. Do you think you could help me?”


  Jennifer immediately nodded her head in confirmation, her eyes shining and dancing in merriment. “Ohh, lingerie shopping, my favorite!” she whispered in delight, and she did a little happy dance right there in the dressing room.


  Realizing what Erica had stated at the beginning of the conversation, Jennifer suddenly stopped her dancing and shot her eyebrows up as she verified, “Did you state that you two just now? You know? As in you two haven’t been all along?” Jennifer stammered in shocked disbelief. The young woman standing in front of her had been living with her brother for months now, and they were just now deciding to become intimate? She suddenly questioned if she knew her brother at all. Either he was a saint, or a complete idiot. Of the two, she wasn’t so sure of at the given moment.


  Erica nodded her head in confirmation, and then continued, “I’ve had some trust issues to hurdle, and that took time.” Erica took a quick second to glance over to her. She knew from the look on Jennifer’s face when this subject was first brought up, that Jennifer had assumed the exact opposite. Jennifer, who quickly remembered the shape Erica was in when she first arrived, now decided her brother was a saint to have the willpower to hold off and give Erica a chance to heal.


  “Well then, I guess a double congratulation is called for! And yes, I will get you taken care of. Just leave everything to me!” Jennifer breathed, and then stopped for just a moment to glance over to Erica. “I’ll take care of things for now, but you are going to promise me that we will go lingerie shopping before the wedding. Do we have a deal?”


  “Okay, deal,” Erica agreed, quickly glancing over to Jennifer to see her eyes dancing with excitement and just a hint of mischief. “Meantime, I think we had better get back down to business here,” she pointed to the massive stack of clothing still to be tried on.


  By the time the girls finished shopping, Jennifer had helped Erica pick out enough clothing to fill a closet. Among everything else, they were able to find six different evening gowns, and had narrowed the wedding dress selection down to two different styles. All the gowns were being ordered in the color Erica had chosen, or needed to be altered in some way. They would be delivered to the house within a week. Erica promised Marge she would make a final decision on the wedding gown quickly so it could be ordered.


  “Now, we must have shoes to go with these new clothes!” Jennifer exclaimed, glancing over to Erica, while handing Kevin’s credit card to the shop owner.


  Having heard Jennifer’s statement regarding new shoes, Marge smiled as she processed the credit card and started folding Erica’s new wardrobe. “My best friend owns a shoe shop just down the street. If you would like, I can quickly email her pictures of your outfits and she will be happy to help you pick out shoes to match.”


  “Thanks, Marge; that would be wonderful!” Jennifer stated with a smile on her face, as she quickly gathered up their purchases and headed to the door.


  Kevin was parked right outside under the awning where Jennifer told him to wait. Looking up from his book as the girls walked out of the little dress shop, he asked, “Are you done already?”


  “Not at all!” Jennifer replied, flashing her brother a quick grin. “We are just finished with the first stop. Now, we are off to find shoes to match the outfits!” She quickly handed over all the garment bags she had been toting. “Why don’t you be a gem and place these in the car? We are heading down the block to the shoe shop.”


  “Do you two want a ride, or are you walking?” Kevin inquired as he took the many bags from his sister and quickly headed for the car. It was such a pretty day, Erica was hoping she would opt for walking.


  As if reading her mind, Jennifer glanced over her shoulder at her brother, and stated, “We’re walking.” She then added quickly, “Meet you there shortly.”


  As the girls headed down the street, Kevin watched their retreating figures for just a few seconds. Erica looked genuinely pleased to have Jennifer with her today, and she seemed to be having fun. With Jennifer involved, he was sure the damage on his credit card would be a healthy amount. A small smile stole over his lips. It didn’t matter how much damage those two women did today, it was worth it all to see the smile on Erica’s face. He chuckled softly, recalling Jennifer’s comment about only being finished with one stop. Now on to shoes! Oh yes, they must have shoes to match the clothes. We are talking about women here!


  As the two women stepped into the shoe shop, a quick smile stole over Erica’s face. Maggie, the shoe shop owner, met them at the door, and quickly introduced herself. She wasted no time informing the girls that Marge from the dress shop had already emailed her the pictures, and she had numerous pairs of shoes ready to show them.


  By the time they were finished shoe shopping, Erica was exhausted. She ended up picking out twelve pairs of shoes! She was sure she had never owned this many shoes in her entire life! She chose three pairs of cute comfortable sandals, the remainder being pumps and heeled shoes to go with the different dresses and suits. Maggie showed her a couple of tricks, including using small cushioned inserts that lined the bottom of the shoe. These inserts were narrow enough to be worn with open shoes, and never be noticed. Erica found herself able to wear heels for the first time in her life without being in pain. When the shopping was completed and the girls were standing at the checkout counter, Erica made certain that she had picked up enough of the inserts for all of her heeled shoes.


  Kevin never said a word when his girls emerged from the shoe shop almost two hours later, toting bag after bag of shoes. When Jennifer informed him as to the amount they had purchased, he just smiled and asked if they had fun.


  Erica returned his smile and added a quick kiss as she replied, “Yes, we had a blast!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Once everything had been loaded in the trunk of the car, Jennifer gave a quick wink over to Erica, stating she needed to be off, and then left in a sudden hurry.


  Kevin waited until he had Erica in the car, and was sitting in the driver’s seat himself. “What was that about?” he questioned her.


  “What?” she replied innocently.


  “Come now, love. Surely you didn’t think I would miss my little sister’s wink, did you? What has she got up her sleeve now?” Then, as he slid the key into the ignition, it suddenly hit him. “That little vixen didn’t give me my credit card back.” He reached into his pocket for his cell phone and was speaking to Jennifer a few seconds later.


  “Do you still have my credit card? Okay, just hold onto it until we get back. No, I won’t need it. I have another if that happens,” Erica heard him state.


  Kevin didn’t know what his little sister was up to, but he had a feeling that he was getting ready to pay up for that favor he still owed her for when she covered the bullet hole in Erica’s new car from her. She dismissed him quite easily when he phoned her, and although he asked her if she still had the credit card, he was actually letting her know he knew she still had it. Under the innocence of his words was a warning. She was up to something, and by the look on his fiancée’s face as she stared out the window avoiding making eye contact with him, Kevin was betting Erica knew what Jennifer was up to. Hmm, he thought with an inward grin, this could get interesting.


  The couple went out for dinner, which gave Erica time to relax. She had two more days at the beach before returning to life as normal. Although she’d had fun shopping today, she had plans of splitting her time with Kevin, and soaking up the rays over the next two days.


  The young couple arrived back home, and as they climbed the steps leading to the front porch, Kevin glanced over to her with concern. “You look like something is bothering you love. Is something wrong?” He was hoping she would open up and tell him know what his sister was up to.


  Erica smiled over to him as he unlocked the door. “No, everything is fine.” If he thought she was going to rat out his sister, he didn’t know her very well.


  As they stepped inside the house, they were greeted by a large white box with a huge red bow on top sitting in the middle of the floor. Erica’s name was written across the top of the box in big, bold letters. Erica took a quick second to glance up at Kevin with wide eyes, noticing the look of amusement on his face. As if on cue, both said the name at once, “Jennifer.” Then, as Erica walked over to the box, she quietly whispered, “Girl, what have you done now?”


  She knelt down on the floor to lift the box open. She couldn’t help but gasp out loud as she realized what the box was full of. On top of everything sat Kevin’s credit card. Erica held it up for him, refusing to look at him, still staring into the box that was so full of frilly things, she had no idea where to start.


  “This is yours,” she stated, still holding the credit card in her hand, knowing he was behind her.


  Kevin reached down and took the offered card, and then took a moment to glance into the box. His face broke out into a big grin. “Hmm, do I get to see?” Erica felt her face turn every shade of red possible. She was seriously regretting asking Jennifer for this favor. She only wanted one or two outfits. Not a box full of every type of lingerie known to mankind. The box was full of undergarments as well as nightwear. From the looks of it, Jennifer had bought out the local Victoria’s Secret.


  Kevin, of course, found the entire situation very amusing. So this is what his little sister had been up to! He knew the minute they walked in the door and had spotted the box, it was from her, no one else had a key to the house other than the cleaning crew, and his little sister was the best lockpick in town. If Charles ever found out Jennifer had picked one of his locks, he would be furious, but Kevin wasn’t going to be the one who told him. Jennifer and he had kept that little gift of hers to themselves.


  When he had glanced into the box, he spotted a lot of silk and lace. Good, he thought to himself, she needed that stuff. A smile played on his lips, as image after image flitted through his mind of her modeling for him. He would need to remember to thank his younger sister.


  “Well, I did tell Jennifer to get your wardrobe set. Now I know why she hung on to my credit card,” he casually stated.


  “Kevin, I’m sorry, this is my fault,” Erica whispered. “I honestly didn’t think she would buy out a whole damn store! I knew she could go overboard, but she truly went way overboard this time!” She looked up at him to judge his mood. Would he be mad? Would this be the thing that finally sent him into a temper? Well, if it was she would just have to shoulder the responsibility on this one since she was the one who had asked Jennifer for help


  He swung down and picked her up so fast it made her head spin. He had her standing in front of him, lightly grasping her hips, before her heart could have even thought about skipping a beat. “I’m not upset, love. I knew she must have been up to something to hang on to my credit card. Our kind doesn’t forget things like that. I just didn’t know what she was up to. I’m not mad at all.” He gave a quick glance down into the box and then back up to Erica with an amused expression on his face. “So, are you going to model any of this for me?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye and a wide grin on his face.


  Erica bit down on her lower lip. “I need to see what all is in here, first. Your sister went way overboard. I sent her out for one or two nightwear outfits, and she comes back with this.” She gestured towards the box on the floor. “I need to see what all she has done before I can answer that question.”


  “Fair enough,” Kevin replied. He gave her a kiss, and she wrapped her arms around him tightly. “I do hope you will decide to model some of it for me,” he whispered in her ear. She could feel the heat start in her chest and work up to her neck and face, all the way to her hairline. He chuckled at seeing her face go up in flames. “I would have thought after all we have done, you wouldn’t be so easy to embarrass,” he teased.


  Erica decided to take the box into the spare bedroom to figure out what all was in it. As she spread everything out on the double bed and then started sorting things into piles, she had to admit it was all very pretty. She also had to admit that most of her undergarments needed to be replaced, and having an assortment of pretty, sexy lingerie to wear to bed was great. As a yawn escaped her, she glanced over to the clock. It was already 10:00 p.m. Where had the evening gone? She quickly picked out her selection for the night and threw everything else back in the box, then headed for the bathroom for a quick shower.


  As Erica took a look at herself in the mirror, she had to admit the change was nice. And, she was sure Kevin would enjoy the view. She chose a long blue gown with a plunging neckline, and only a scrap of lace covering her breasts. There was a long slit going up the front of the nightgown, separated by yet more lace that went clean up to her navel. Oh yeah, Kevin is going to love this one, she mused as she took in a gulp of air and walked out of the bathroom.


  She found Kevin relaxing in bed, appearing to be reading. He glanced up when he heard her enter, and felt his eyes widen in appreciation. A low growl escaped his throat before he could stop it. Damn, she looked good enough to devour!


  As she climbed into bed, he wrapped his arm around her, bringing her body up against his. “You look so incredibly hot in that!” he whispered, as his lips quickly searched out hers. “You do realize it is not going to be staying on your body very long, though, right?”


  Erica let out a short giggle. “Well, consider me your present. I’ll let you do the honor of unwrapping me,” she replied with another short giggle.


  “With pleasure, my love,” his hand was already reaching for the bottom of the gown to pull it over her head. Once he had it off and thrown over to the floor, he focused on her breasts. “Now, that is so much better. I like being able to get to these guys, uninhibited.” He watched in amazement as her nipples budded just from him staring at them.


  Leaning over, he placed his tongue on her left nipple, feeling it harden up even more. He quickly switched sides, giving her other nipple the same attention. Bringing his hand around her waist, he gently moved her so that she was lying under him. Now that’s the way I like to see her, he mused to himself as he pulled up from his task and took a few seconds just to look his fill. Her long auburn hair was spread out over the pillow. Her nipples hard little points, pointing skyward, seeking his attention. Her breathing was beginning to pick up from her excitement. Her perfect body splayed beneath him to cherish and love. Oh yeah, it just didn’t get any better than this.


  “You up for a little loving, darling?” he inquired softly


  Her breathless reply was the answer he had been hoping for. Her grin was infectious. “I am always ready with you around, big guy.”


  He captured her lips in a searing kiss that made her toes curl. It was that good, that hot. Kevin seemed to pour every bit of love that he felt for her into each one of his kisses, and she was addicted. He lightly nipped at her bottom lip, then brought his tongue over to soothe the sting. She loved it. It gave her a slight edge without making her feel scared. Kevin would never hurt her. Her mind and body had finally healed enough that she now knew this to be fact.


  He began to climb down her body, stopping to suck on her breasts before he continued south. He stopped again when he reached her belly, becoming playful as he enjoyed licking her flesh and watching her stomach muscles jump. Still, down he went, burying his nose in the soft thatch of hair sitting on her mound. Each time they made love, he showed her different ways he could love her. She never knew the act of making love or having sex could consist of so many different variations!


  Finally, he reached her core which openly wept for his touch, for his tongue. She loved it when he ate her pussy. With his tongue running around the inside of her folds, he also slowly introduced a finger, circling her cunt lightly, as his tongue finally flicked over that special bundle of nerves that sent Erica flying. “You taste delicious,” he murmured against her, never picking his nose up in the process. He closed his lips around her clit as he plunged two fingers into her tight channel, and at the same time she felt a pressure against her back hole. What?


  She froze, not exactly sure what he was doing, and furthermore not knowing whether she liked it or not. The pressure receded, but she could feel what felt like his thumb dragging her copious juices from her front around to her back hole.


  “Um, Kevin?” she called out softly, lifting her head from the pillow, not wanting to hit the panic button, but needing to know where he was going with this new move.


  Kevin broke off from his task, her juices already shining across his nose and lips. He brought his free hand to her stomach and started to slowly caress it. “It’s okay, baby, I’m only playing a bit. If it starts to hurt, just tell me and I’ll stop. Relax, you might find you enjoy it.”


  As she lay back, she took a deep breath, willing her body to cooperate. Never before had anyone even touched her back hole. Should she let him continue? He did state that he would stop if she asked. It kind of felt dirty, but at the same time, she had to concede that her husband-to-be was much older than her, and had an abundance of experience to draw from. Evidently, this wasn’t as taboo as she had originally thought. She sucked in another deep breath and closed her eyes for a second, clearing all thought processes away so she could honestly give this a try. Kevin had done so much for her, if this was something he wanted or needed, she was going to do her very best to accommodate him.


  Kevin waited and watched patiently until he felt her relax. Immediately, he picked up where he left off and began sucking her juices down. His two fingers were still buried deep within her, and he started a slow process of moving them in and out and adding a quick twist of his wrist when he reached the end. Once her juices were flowing heavy again, he began dragging the excess back with his thumb, spreading it all around her little rosette.


  With his other hand he reached over to the night stand and picked up a bottle of Anal Eaze. Although he had never used it, he had heard from enough reliable sources that it contained a numbing agent in it that would help the female loosen up, and help numb the sting that was often accompanied with anal play and entry. He flipped the cap and squirted some on his index finger, bringing that finger over to her back hole and spreading it liberally. She jumped the minute the cold lotion hit her sensitive skin.


  “Shh, I am just putting some lubricant back here to make it easier on you. It has a numbing agent that will help,” he whispered through her mind, as he had no intention of stopping his delectable meal.


  He continued eating her, and soon felt the walls of her pussy start closing around his two fingers buried deep. He continued his anal play, and had the tip of his index finger lodged in her little back hole when her orgasm started to hit. He increased his sucking on her clit, and also increased the speed in which his two fingers were moving in and out of her cunt. Just when she fell over the edge, he inserted his index finger that was in her back hole further until it was buried to his knuckle.


  Her orgasm seemed to go on forever, with no end in sight. And that finger he had in her back hole? Well, she would have never guessed that the increased pressure would ratchet up her orgasm until she thought she would pass out, literally pass out as there were stars flying around her vision as it was! And the depth of feeling coming from that explosion was like nothing she had ever witnessed before. Her lower abdominal muscles actually cramped up with her orgasm. Wow! As she started coming down off her high, she had to admit to herself that although she wasn’t sure she was ready for Kevin to try to put his huge dick in her back hole, he could add his finger any time he wanted.


  Kevin carefully removed his index finger from her back hole and slowly climbed up the front of her body, kissing and nibbling as he went. When he reached her face, he caught her lips up in a kiss that was hot enough to catch the sheets on fire. Erica tasted herself all over his lips and tongue, which had her own need bursting back to life. As she met his tongue with her own and dueled, she chuckled to herself. She would have never guessed that she could enjoy and even crave sex the way she did these days.


  Kevin broke off the kiss a moment later and looked down at her tenderly, brushing a wisp of hair off of her face. “You ready for a bit more lovin’, darling?”


  “You betcha, big guy!” she quipped back at him with a wide grin.


  “Turn over, baby. I want to try you in a different position.” He helped her roll over to her stomach and then reached around and placed his hand across her abdomen, bringing her backside up. He took his other hand and placed it between her shoulder blades, showing her he wanted her to keep her upper half down, meanwhile have her backside sticking up in the air. He gently caressed both globes of her ass as he leaned over and ran his tongue from the top of her back slit clear up her spine. By the time he reached her shoulders, she was shivering with unrelinquished desire.


  He brought a free hand around and started gently stroking her clit, and Erica immediately pushed herself back against him. His other hand quickly found her tits, which he began to circle with feather-light strokes, increasing her need insatiably. He moved the hand that was playing with her breasts down just a bit and pulled up towards him, seemingly not in the mood to discuss what he wanted her to do. She obeyed his unspoken command, lifting her upper body up, and then when he went back to playing with her breasts, she reached back with both hands and ran them through his hair. This lifted her breasts higher in offering to him, and he took them greedily. Looking over her shoulder at his prize, he turned to whisper in her ear, “You are simply stunning, baby.”


  She could feel his hard cock up against her backside, but it didn’t worry her. Kevin continued his playing with one hand on her breasts, and the other lightly strumming her pussy. He moved both hands around her hips and urged her rear closer to him, then brought one hand back down between her shoulder blades, signaling his need to have her upper body low to the bed, while her bottom was once again sticking in the air.


  His knees knocked lightly on the inside of hers, letting her know he wanted her to spread them more. When he had her in the position he wanted, he ran the head of his shaft through her copious juices, and then prodded at her hole. As soon as the head was inside, he leaned over her, bringing both of his arms down along her sides, effectively locking her in. In one long thrust, he entered her to the hilt. She felt his balls slap against her pussy lips, and loved the increased stimulation this position offered. Plus, it felt as if he were able to go deeper, if such a thing was even possible. Erica didn’t know, and as soon as he started moving, she didn’t have time to care as she became fixated over grinding back against him as he rammed into her over and over.


  A moment later she felt a thick finger, or was that his thumb being reintroduced into her little rosette? She wished there was a way of seeing herself in the position she was in. To watch as Kevin rammed in and out of her as she ground herself on both his thumb and his dick. Just the thought of it turned her on to a level she didn’t even know existed until recently. And just when she thought things couldn’t get any better, he reached his free hand around and started playing with her tits.


  Just as she went to go over the edge, he lightly pinched her right nipple, catapulting her into nirvana. He thrust a few more times, quickly following over the edge, groaning out his release as his hot seed spewed from his dick, splashing her womb.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once he came back down to earth, he realized Erica hadn’t moved an inch since her release. He was sprawled on top of her, probably squashing her, and he quickly rose up behind her to take the extra weight off her body. She still didn’t budge. Her hair had fallen all around her face, which was buried in the pillow, making it impossible for him to see what was going on with her. He tried gently probing her mind, even though he wasn’t supposed to, and still got nothing. What the hell? He gently took a handful of hair and moved it back, peering down at her face. She appeared to be asleep. He chuckled lightly to himself. This had to be the first time he could honestly admit he fucked a woman into the mattress, literally, and hard enough to make her pass out afterwards. His beast sat back and beat his chest. Damn he was feeling good!


  He quickly got up and went to the bathroom to retrieve a washcloth. Carefully cleaning her up, he then attempted to wake her up, just to get her in a more comfortable sleeping position. She rewarded him with incoherent grumbling. He chuckled as he rolled her over to her side, forcing her legs and knees to unbend and straighten. Then, he climbed into bed beside her, bringing her up close. Life was very, very good.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Erica was curled up against Kevin’s body sound asleep when she woke up with a gasp. “Baby, what’s wrong?” he quickly whispered against her ear. A quick glance at his watch confirmed the time to be 3:00 a.m. He had been enjoying just holding her and watching her sleep, while slowly drifting off himself.


  “Oh God, he’s coming for me, Kevin. He’s here,” she gasped again as she tried to catch her breath, while clinging to Kevin’s arm tightly.


  Damn, she’d had another nightmare. It had been a while since she had one this bad. “Erica, I am going to jump into your thoughts, just to retrieve your dream, okay?” Kevin stated in a calm, low voice as he ran a soothing hand up and down her back, while holding her trembling body against his tightly.


  “Okay,” she whispered as another shiver went down her spine.


  Ten seconds later Kevin had all of the information he needed. His gut told him immediately there was more to this than just a simple nightmare. He jumped out of Erica’s memories, but made sure he kept a protective arm surrounding her. She was so scared she was shaking, and Kevin ran his hand up and down her back while grabbing his cell phone off of the nightstand with his other hand. Something about this dream was off. It was too full of detail, too real. It brought out every protective instinct in him.


  “Marshall, this is Kevin. I’ve got a problem,” Kevin stated in a low, distressed voice.


  “I know. We are here,” Marshall stated in an equally quiet voice, before the phone went dead.


  Kevin glanced down at his phone, a look of confusion clearly on his face. His second-in-command had never hung up on him. And what did he mean, we are here? Where were they? He reached over to the floor and grabbed Erica’s discarded gown. “Here, put this on, and hurry,” he instructed in a low voice.


  “Kevin, I’m scared,” Erica whispered in a trembling voice, as her shaking hands attempted to throw her gown over her head.


  “I know, love, he’s here. I can feel him.” He could also smell him, the stench of rage and anger clear in the air. The pungent odor was even overriding Erica’s scent of fear and anxiety.


  “How very astute of you,” a voice called out from the darkness.


  Erica felt all air leave her lungs. There was no lighting in the room, and she felt very frustrated, knowing both Kevin and Shawn had perfect eyesight in the darkness, but she was unable to see anything.


  “Erica, I am very disappointed in you, rolling around in the sand with your lover. I must say I enjoyed the show though. You certainly never displayed that passion with me, although I guess I never gave you the chance. Always did like it rough and hard,” the voice continued. Erica tracked the sound of his voice and knew Shawn must be standing near the doorway. Kevin’s arm was still wrapped securely around her, letting her know he would do what he had to in order to keep her safe.


  “Shawn, you know your days are numbered. Do you have some sort of death wish?” Kevin growled from her side.


  “She is mine!” Shawn roared, and in the next instant Erica felt something sharp press against her throat. It was a knife, she realized, as she felt her head being jerked back by a handful of hair and the knife pressed against her throat.


  “Don’t,” Shawn warned, against whatever Kevin was attempting to do. Erica had felt him shift on the bed, but had no idea what he was trying to do. “One more move, and I’ll slice her throat from ear to ear,” Shawn snarled in warning.


  Shawn leaned down to Erica and sniffed her. “You reek of your lover, whore. I grow tired of watching you with him. You belong to me, now and for always, and when I get you home, I am afraid I am going to have to punish you for being so naughty.” He seemed to hesitate for just a few seconds, although Erica had no idea what he was doing, since she couldn’t see anything. “What is this?” he hissed, and she knew instinctively that he had spotted the two small almost invisible marks on Erica’s neck. “You let him mark you? You bitch!” he roared in fury.


  One minute Erica felt her hair being pulled out while Shawn ranted at her. The next, total bedlam broke out in the small bedroom. Erica heard glass breaking, and then suddenly the knife was no longer pressed against her throat. Another second or two and she no longer felt the hand that held a fistful of hair.


  Now that she was free, she immediately gulped in a lung full of air, her lungs burning as she realized she had been holding her breath while Shawn held the knife at her throat. Even though the knife was no longer at her throat, she still couldn’t see anything, making her afraid to move. Judging from the noise, there was movement all around her, as she heard grunts and a few groans. A cold chill hit her as she suddenly realized Kevin’s arm was no longer wrapped tightly around her. She stretched out her hand to feel for him on the other side of the bed. It was empty. “Kevin?” she called out softly, panic clearly in her voice.


  Someone flipped the light switch over by the door, suddenly bathing the room in light. Kevin was immediately in her arms, filling her with words of endearment while throwing a calming atmosphere around her. “It’s okay, I’ve got you,” he crooned as he gently rocked her in his arms. He glanced down at her and realized that the flimsy nightgown she had on did very little to cover her. He reached around and pulled the sheet off the bed and wrapped it around her.


  “Where is he?” she whispered in a shaky voice.


  Kevin buried her face in his shoulder, and then motioned to Marshall to remove a staked Shawn from the room. He was currently lying on the floor at the end of the bed with a wooden stake through his heart.


  Kevin held Erica’s head tight against him so she wouldn’t see anything going on around her. “It’s over, baby. He is never going to hurt you again.”


  “You guys okay?” Marshall inquired from the bedroom doorway after removing the staked vampire. He had taken him out of the room and then handed him over to the other VCTF members that were waiting.


  Erica jerked her head up from Kevin’s shoulder. “Marshall, I thought you were still in Brazil? How did you get here? How did you know?” Erica’s mind was spinning as she attempted to figure out what had just transpired. Although nothing made sense, she was damn grateful that somehow Marshall had known they needed help. A shudder ran up her spine as she thought about what would have happened if Marshall hadn’t shown up when he did.


  “If you two love birds would like to join me in the kitchen, I’ll explain,” Marshall replied with a grin, as he turned on his heel and walked out of the room.


  Kevin stood up and quickly rewrapped the sheet around Erica, toga style. Marshall might be his best friend and second-in-command, but he wasn’t seeing Erica in that sexy nightgown she had on. Besides, Marshall wasn’t the only one in the house. He had seen several of his guys when they barged in through the window and door. After she was sufficiently covered, Kevin picked Erica up and walked out of the bedroom. He couldn’t wait to hear Marshall’s explanation himself. He had thought the team would be in Brazil another day or so.


  Just as the couple started to enter the kitchen, the front door opened, and Mr. Atkins walked in. “Erica, are you okay?” he immediately asked as soon as he had spotted her. Erica squirmed a bit in Kevin’s arms, and he slowly lowered her down to stand in front of him. Once he was sure she was steady, he gave her a gentle nudge. Mr. Atkins opened his arms, and Erica ran to him. He encircled her in his arms as she finally let go and cried tears of relief. He knew she was probably still in shock over what had just transpired, and he held her gently as she cried silently on his chest. He glanced over to Kevin who gave him a small nod. There was no jealousy coming from Kevin. He was glad that Erica felt safe enough to go to his old friend.


  After some time she was finally able to pull herself together. “Oh, I am so glad to see you, but what on earth are you doing here?” she inquired, as she took the handkerchief he offered her to wipe her remaining tears.


  Marshall sauntered through the kitchen doorway with several bags of blood in his right hand, and wine glasses in the other. “Let’s sit in the living room, its more comfortable,” he stated, as he headed to the bar.


  Kevin followed him, and soon the three men were sipping wine glasses full of blood, while Erica was nursing a rather strong drink Kevin had handed her. “It will help you calm back down, baby,” he had stated, as he pressed it into her hands. It was some kind of liquor, she noted, as she felt it burning her throat on the first sip.


  Now, sitting on the couch with Erica curled up against him, Kevin waited for what he was sure was going to be an interesting story. He found himself very curious as to how Mr. Atkins as well as most of his team knew where Shawn was and had reached them in time to stop him. He was damn grateful to see them. He just wasn’t sure how they had managed to pull it off. When the window had shattered, it broke Shawn’s concentration just long enough for Kevin to get the knife away from Erica’s throat.


  “Okay, out with it. How long have you guys been here, and how did you know Shawn was here in the first place?” Kevin asked as he looked between Mr. Atkins and Marshall. As he watched the other two men, Kevin found himself inwardly cringing. Both he and Erica now knew Shawn had been watching them as they made love on the beach the night before, he hoped they hadn’t had any other unwanted company.


  “Jim spotted Shawn in his neck of the woods earlier this evening, and recognized him immediately from the bolo Charles had put out on him. He watched him swim across the inlet, and called Charles to see if anyone was at the beach house. Charles called us as soon as he hung up with Jim to put a plan together,” Marshall explained, and then glanced over to Mr. Atkins.


  “Right, and as soon as I got wind that our little gal here was in trouble, I fired up the boat and told Marshall he had ten minutes to get as many team members together as he could, or I was going in solo,” Mr. Atkins continued with a wide grin on his face.


  Jim was a vampire Forest Ranger in charge of a strip of forest across from the beach house. He had been a friend of Charles and Kevin for many years.


  “Leave it to this Navy guy to want to go by boat!” Marshall chuckled as he gestured to Mr. Atkins. “The team and I were in the air when Charles called me, alerting me to the problem. I simply had the pilot change course and drop a few of us out when we were flying above the boat.


  “We had just reached shore when you called,” Marshall continued.


  “Well, I am thankful you guys showed up when you did,” Kevin stated in a quiet voice. He wasn’t used to not being able to take care of a situation on his own, but seeing a knife at Erica’s throat had almost been his undoing. As he thought about that knife at her throat, and then the vile things Shawn had spat at her, he felt relief wash over him. Shawn was caught, and Kevin would make sure he would be present when Shawn stood before the judicial board.


  Looking back over to Marshall, Kevin inquired, “So I take it the FBI came and claimed their present in Brazil?”


  “Yes, although it was actually the CIA who wanted him the most. Everything is wrapped up, and I even have most of the paperwork done on the case. I didn’t have anything else to do on the plane ride back, so I started it,” Marshall replied.


  Mr. Atkins stood up and glanced over to Marshall. “I may be mistaken, but I think our ride has just arrived.”


  Not hearing anything, Erica glanced over to him with a curious look on her face.


  “Jim is giving us a ride back on his speed boat. The others have already left in my boat with Shawn. I told them we would catch a ride back from Jim and to go ahead,” Mr. Atkins answered her unspoken question.


  


  * * * *


  


  Shawn’s hearing was held the following Thursday afternoon, and as Kevin anticipated, the list of charges in which he was found guilty was staggering. The vampire judicial system was set up so that, even if a vampire was found guilty of a crime, if the judging panel felt there was any way of rehabilitating this individual, they would. Of course, after the list of charges was read out loud, the thought of rehabilitation would have been the last thing to enter anyone’s mind.


  It didn’t help that Shawn was as belligerent as ever. He’d had no alcohol since the VCTF took him into custody, and was going through withdrawals. Still, it took some nerve to stand before the judging panel, knowing they held his life in their hands, sneering at them while insisting that he was “going to kill that little twit of a wife of his.” Kevin stood in the back of the room and shook his head. He would have thought that Shawn would have at least been respectful to the judges. Evidently he thought he was above them also, and didn’t need to follow any rules. It certainly didn’t help his case when he outrageously and adamantly told the judges that vampires were superior to any humans, and they had no right to protect a human. Kevin was very glad that they did not need Erica present for testimony. No, Shawn was digging his own grave, and doing a great job of it to boot. Besides, this was the very same panel who had read Erica’s mind when she filed for divorce, so they already knew what crimes this monster had committed against her.


  The judging panel took less than ten minutes to reach a verdict. As Kevin had predicted, Shawn was found guilty, and was sentenced to death very quickly. Justice had been served. The scheduled execution was set for the following morning, and Kevin knew he would be there to make sure it was carried out. Only then could he return home and assure Erica that Shawn would never bother her again.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  “So, what’s on your mind, son?” Charles glanced up from the computer components he was soldering together and immediately noticed a frown notched on his son’s forehead.


  “I heard Shawn’s execution went well, so surely you can’t be frowning over that!” Charles continued as he sat his tools down and gave his adopted son his attention. Something was definitely bothering Kevin. He had arrived in the office a moment ago with a definite puzzled look on his face.


  “Of course I am not upset over Shawn’s demise. With what he did to Erica notwithstanding, the man was a walking time bomb, ready to go off and out us all. I really wanted to speak to you about an entirely different matter.” Kevin paused for a second and Charles cocked an eyebrow up in interest. It wasn’t every day that Kevin seemed at a loss for words.


  Kevin sat down and seemed to take a deep breath before starting. “I’m well aware that vampires by nature are not very emotional, so I am confused as to the rather strong emotions that have been running through me. This situation has been going on for a while now, and the emotions seem to be getting stronger as time goes on. I wanted to get your take on it. Could it have something to do with the animal blood running through me?” Charles kept an emotionless face, in spite of the bark of laughter bubbling up inside of him as he watched his son. It was obvious that Kevin was warring within himself over these emotions. Ah, welcome to love, son.


  Sitting back in his chair, he clasped his hands together behind his head. “Does the timing of these strong emotions line up with Erica coming into your life?”


  “Yes, that’s probably when they started, but like I stated, they seem to be getting stronger. Some of the emotions I understand, such as my love for her, and I am very thankful that I am able to feel this intense feeling. But there are others that I simply don’t understand. I’ve had an overwhelming desire to protect her ever since I met her, and while it is my job to protect innocents every day, this is so much stronger. It’s almost overwhelming.” Kevin seemed to stare off in space for a few seconds before continuing. “The night I proposed to her, I thought my chest would split in two waiting for her response.” He rubbed his hand over his chest. “I have never felt anything like that since being changed, and I’ve always held the idea that vampires were incapable of experiencing such intense emotions.”


  Charles looked over at his son and grinned widely. “Welcome to being in love, son. You are right. We tend not to be very emotional beings by nature. However, I really don’t think your animal blood has anything to do with what you are going through. I’ve watched strong emotions come out in our kind on several occasions, one of those times being on myself. When a vampire falls in love with their true mate, then emotions can overpower almost anything, including vampirism. We all have emotions, they are just not at the forefront like humans’ are. However, love does some strange things, son.”


  “So, I’m okay?” Kevin inquired skeptically.


  Charles’s bark of laughter rang out sharply. “I would never call a man head over heels in love like you are okay. But, you’ll survive.”


  Kevin chucked at his father’s response. “Thanks for the advice.”


  “That’s what I am here for, son,” Charles replied, as Kevin slipped out the door.


  Charles calling out his name before the door shut stopped Kevin in his tracks. He turned around in the doorway to face him.


  “Have you talked to Erica about a new identity?” Charles inquired.


  “No, why do you ask? Has something come up about her past?”


  “Not yet, but I am still searching. You need to talk to her, or send her to me. I have all the paperwork ready to go,” Charles assured him.


  Kevin gave a quick nod, then turned and walked out. He wasn’t confident that Erica would fully understand and embrace what he knew needed to be done. Since Erica was human but would be living with vampires, it was necessary to re-invent her so no one from her past could ever track her down and inadvertently discover their existence. The fact that she had no family and had been raised in foster care made it all the more easier. Vampires had survived living next to humans for thousands of years, simply because they were extremely cautious.


  On his way back to his suite, his cell phone vibrated at his hip.


  Marshall wasted little time in letting his friend know the nature of the call. “Hey buddy, the team would like to thank Erica for her help on the Brazil case. Can you find a reason to bring her to the office when most everyone is on duty?”


  “Would tomorrow afternoon work? I believe she has a committee meeting for the senior center. I’ll make sure I am available to escort her, and swing by the office on our way there.” Kevin was happy to hear the team hadn’t forgotten Erica’s help in their recent case in Brazil. He knew Erica wasn’t looking for any type of recognition, but the guys telling her thank you would mean a lot.


  


  * * * *


  


  Erica found herself nervous the closer the time came to attending her first committee meeting. She rushed through getting dressed, wanting to arrive early in order to give herself a few moments to put her thoughts together. As far as she knew, she would be the only human on the committee. That alone made her a little nervous. She had no idea who else would be on this committee. After Mr. Atkins suggested she be head of the committee in charge of overseeing the elderly village project, the board had decided to ask for volunteers to fill the remainder seats.


  With her thoughts on the upcoming meeting, she ran straight into a brick wall as she headed for the door. She looked up into the amused face of her fiancée.


  “Well, hello to you too, darling,” he stated as he bent down to steal a quick kiss.


  “Where are you off to in such a hurry? Wait, if you have decided to leave me, don’t tell me, my heart won’t take it,” he whispered playfully as he clutched his chest in mock dismay.


  “I have my first committee meeting this afternoon. I was going to leave early so I have time to put myself together before everyone arrives,” Erica replied in a bit of a rush.


  “You know, you are going to become a very busy lady with all of these projects you are taking on,” Kevin murmured against her lips, and then, nibbling his way to her ear, continued. “I worry that you will become too busy and forget about your groom. He has needs that only you can meet, my love.” His whisper was feather light in her ear, causing a shudder to run down her backbone.


  Breathlessly, she responded. “And just how does this rock hard, stronger than Superman, faster than Flash groom of mine need to be taken care of?”


  He chuckled at her description, then working his way back to her lips, replied, “Um, well, my lips get very lonely, and I seem to have a growth problem with a certain organ.” He playfully rubbed his rock-hard cock up against her for emphasis.


  A deep chuckle escaped Erica before she could continue. “Oh, I can take care of these lips,” she replied, as she leaned up and he quickly began to devour her lips. Little did she realize that while he had her mind occupied with kissing her, he had also been cleverly inching her away from the door and over to the couch. When the back of his legs hit the arm, he fell backwards, bringing her down with him. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and deepened the kiss. The remainder of her body molded to the front of his, and her legs wrapped themselves around him. Breaking the kiss a moment later in order for her to catch her breath, Kevin grinned as he cocked an eyebrow her way and then whispered wickedly, “Oh yeah, your groom most definitely needs to be taken care of.”


  “Yes well, about this other problem, this growth problem,” Erica stated as she slipped her hand between their two bodies and cupped his erection through his jeans, “this problem will require my attention later when I have the time to devote to it. Otherwise, I am going to be late for my first meeting.”


  “What, you don’t want to go in and explain to a group of strangers that you are running late because you were having sex with your fiancée?” Kevin asked teasingly.


  “No!” she replied rather emphatically.


  Kevin eased them up off the couch a moment later. When he had her standing and had helped her straighten her clothes, he stated softly, “I’d like to escort you to your meeting this afternoon, if that is okay with you.”


  She studied his face for a moment, wondering if he had this planned all along, or if this was a sudden decision. She couldn’t help but think there was something he wasn’t telling her. “I always enjoy your company, but I don’t want you to feel obligated,” she finally replied carefully.


  He gave her one of his devastating, beautiful smiles before replying, “I want to see how the construction is coming along underground.” And just as smoothly as he had fed her the excuse for accompanying her, he grabbed her hand and started for the front door, leaving her little room for rebuttal.


  The ride over to the VCTF building was quiet. By the time the building was in sight, Erica felt her nerves ready to snap. If something was going on, she wished Kevin would just tell her. As they entered the building, the entire team was lined up by the door. Marshall stepped up to greet the couple as soon as the door shut behind them.


  He looked into her eyes intently. Erica had the feeling that whatever this was about, Marshall felt strongly. Did this have something to do with Kevin accompanying her to her meeting?


  After a moment of staring into her eyes, he took a deep breath and smiled tenderly. “Erica, the team would like to thank you for your help in the Brazil case. Each of us feels we owe you so much more than just a simple thank you. You may very well have saved numerous lives that day.”


  Erica, already a tight bundle of nerves due to her upcoming meeting, let go of Kevin’s hand and threw herself into Marshall. He caught her easily, wrapping his arm around her as she hugged him tightly. “Oh, Marshall, none of you owe me a thing. I am just so happy that everyone escaped injury.” Choking up quickly, she rushed to continue before she became a blubbering mess. “You have no idea how scared I was that evening.”


  A moment later when Erica still clung tightly to Marshall, he sent his friend and boss a questioning glance. The amused look on Kevin’s face was hard to miss. “Um, Erica, if you don’t let go of me, your fiancée might not let me live long enough to see your wedding,” Marshall stated in a light chuckle as he attempted to slowly extract her away from him.


  Erica, who had found herself very emotional, sniffed slightly, as she released Marshall from the hug. “I’m sorry,” she whispered with a small smile on her lips, and then turned on her heel very quickly to face Kevin.


  “If you want to be mad at someone, be mad at me. Don’t take it out on poor Marshall!” she stated sternly while glaring at him.


  Kevin ignored her glare and sauntered over to stand in front of her, holding up a tissue for her. “I am not mad, love, and even if I was, I am damn sure it would not be at you! Now, as for ‘poor Marshall’ over there, that might be a different story!” Erica could easily see the grin on his face, and knew he was teasing her. She quickly wiped her eyes. She had the remainder of the team waiting to thank her personally.


  By the time Erica arrived at the end of the line, she found herself spent and extremely emotional. It was very sweet of the team to want to thank her, and she accepted their gratitude and had hugged each one. Replaying in her head that awful night with the nightmare was playing havoc on her emotions. She would have to get herself pulled together before arriving at the committee meeting.


  Kevin was at her side immediately as she finished up with the last team member. “There is an empty office where you can fix yourself up before heading down to the meeting,” he gently whispered in her ear, and then took a finger and wiped away a tear. “Come, I’ll show you.”


  After Erica had a few minutes to pull herself together and touch up her face, she and Kevin headed for the elevator. On the ride down, he casually stated, “I do believe you might very well be the one and only human female on this planet who will look a vampire straight in the eye and issue demands to him.”


  Erica realized he was speaking of her reaction to him earlier, and how said reaction must have looked to the remainder of the team. Kevin was the boss, and she had allowed her temper to show itself earlier.


  “I didn’t mean to embarrass you in front of your coworkers. I shot my mouth off before thinking,” she softly apologized.


  Kevin brought her chin up, so he could see her face. “Please don’t apologize. I find it humorous and refreshing. I don’t want someone that is a doormat. I want someone who will stand up to me every now and then. It helps keep me in line.” He finished with a kiss, and then flashed Erica his famous smile. “Please don’t change. I love you just the way you are.”


  As they stepped out of the elevator, they walked arm in arm to the building being used for the committee meetings.


  Strolling down the sidewalk, Kevin glanced over to Erica. “Do you know the top two things I love about you?”


  “No, but I have a feeling you will fill me in,” Erica replied, as they continued walking.


  “The first is that you are not afraid to stand up for something you believe in. The second is that you will not allow blame to come upon someone who you feel isn’t responsible. Those two things tell me a lot about your character, Erica. That is the first thing I fell in love with.”


  The couple was quickly approaching the building, which housed the committee meetings, so the discussion was dropped for the moment. Kevin wrapped his arm around Erica just a little tighter as they entered the building, the receptionist waving them on through. It was actually the same building used by the council board, and Erica’s committee used a different room. As the meeting started, she was surprised and amazed to learn that she had missed a lot during her absence. Construction teams, plumbers, and electricians had already been awarded contracts for the job, and construction had already been started. The first two apartments would be finished by the end of the day, and the third and fourth would be finished within another two days. A groundskeeper had also been employed to set up the walkways with the necessary greenery. Popular opinion on the project was running high. Most of the elderly currently living aboveground thought the idea was great and were just waiting for all apartments to be built to move in. They’d even had some elderly that were currently living underground that liked the idea of moving into a small village where they could all be together. The committee quickly made the decision to give priority to those who were living up above first. The elderly that were already living underground were not that far away from the center, so they could easily join in on the activities and socialization until all apartments were done.


  As the meeting continued, Erica spoke up with two questions that had come to mind. “Do we have anyone helping these elderly move their furniture and belongings when they are ready to move? Also, are there any type of stores or small shops down here so our elderly won’t have to travel far to pick up things they might need?”


  “We really don’t have any type of retail business down here, although it is something we should consider,” one of the committee members responded.


  “Really, there are no types of retail businesses down here at all?” Erica verified. “What does everyone do that works down here on a daily basis, or how about those who are already living here? Do they truly have nothing?” she asked in absolute shock. She would have assumed since the underground area was already developed, it would offer something in the line of retail shopping. “Are you telling me there are absolutely no types of shops or small businesses available down here?” She glanced around the room to find six heads shake their heads “no” at her, while frowning.


  The shopping center idea took on a discussion of its own, and it was quickly decided that even though they currently didn’t offer anything, the idea had merit. Each member of the committee felt that a small shopping center could be a benefit to the entire community. There were enough vampires working underground every day that could also use the shops as well, and there were more than enough willing vampires who would love to start their own business. Erica instructed her team to get word out that they would look over any business proposals that could be housed in small shops near the retirement village, and then forward them to the council for consideration.


  A huge map of the underground development hung on the back wall, and they were able to find a spot on the map that would be the ideal location for the shopping center. Erica reminded the other members that the whole idea would have to go to the council for consideration first. Without the council board’s approval, they could do nothing.


  With the upcoming wedding, and trying to finish the semester of school, Erica felt like she had more than enough to handle. Smiling sweetly, she looked over to one of the committee members. “George, would you be available to put together a proposal for the underground shopping center? It will need to be ready for presentation for the next council meeting.”


  “Sure, I can take care of that. I believe the next scheduled meeting is a week from tomorrow, but I will get confirmation on that,” George replied with a smile. Erica noticed he seemed to puff out his chest a little, like he was proud to be in charge of something important. Hum, she thought, wondering how many other members would be interested in taking on a task.


  Erica knew she would be speaking to Charles about the matter of a retail center within the next twenty-four hours. The least she could do was give him a heads up as to what was coming. She felt he would be all for it. It looked like the perfect way to help their community grow.


  Erica now reiterated her first question about having someone help these elderly vamps move. All the other members looked at her for a moment, a little reluctant to inform her that no, this matter had been overlooked also.


  By this time, she was becoming a little frustrated. “Come on, I know we are talking vampires here, but we are talking about the elderly, which have already started losing strength, not to mention they are very brittle and tend to break easy!” She stopped her little tirade and took a quick glance around the room. Several committee members were now grinning over her last comment. All of the other committee members were vampires, and all knew both Charles and Kevin very well. None of them would ever think anything less of Erica because she was a human. She now continued, “Most of these elderly vamps don’t have family around. And let’s face it, their friends are just as old and in as bad of shape as they are. The least we can do is offer some assistance in getting them moved in and set up in their new apartments!”


  Kevin, who had remained silent throughout the entire meeting, now spoke up. “What do you think of getting some of our teenage half-vamps to help with this project? I think it would be a good experience for them, and I can’t imagine not getting a good response if we ask for their help.”


  Erica smiled over at him. “That was a wonderful idea.”


  Another committee member, Sara, spoke up. “I can take this project on. I know several of our teens, and feel sure I can talk them into helping,”


  Erica smiled as she glanced around the room. They had tackled two major problems this afternoon, and had potential solutions for both. She was pleased with the outcome. The meeting ended shortly thereafter.


  Kevin and Erica toured the construction site after the meeting. It was coming along so much faster than Erica ever dreamed of. The opening ceremony was scheduled in just two short weeks. That would give her another two weeks after the ceremony to finish with the wedding details. She had made the decision to take a break from classes for at least one semester. She currently had less than two weeks to go on her current semester before being finished.


  When Kevin and Erica returned home that afternoon, the entire family was waiting for them.


  “Erica, we need to know what kind of a wedding you want, so we can start working on the details,” Jennifer immediately blurted out, just barely allowing the couple in the door.


  “Jennifer, give the girl a chance to breathe!” Rosetta admonished lightly, then turned to Erica with a gentle smile. “Jennifer is right, though, we are all willing to help, but this is your wedding, we need to know what you want first.”


  “Well, I haven’t had a lot of time to think about it,” Erica replied. “I had always imagined an outside wedding, but with the sun not being good for you guys, that, of course, will have to be reconsidered.”


  “Nonsense!” Jennifer exclaimed. “We will just have an outdoor, evening ceremony. Oh, I can see it now. Thin, white tents under a starry night. Why, Erica, it will be beautiful!” The dreamy look in her eyes told everyone around her she was in her own little world for the moment.


  “Jennifer, you need to be a wedding planner,” Elizabeth grumbled as she rolled her eyes at her sister. “I truly think you have missed your calling in life!”


  “Well, I wouldn’t mind being the wedding coordinator for Kevin and Erica’s wedding. This could turn out so pretty!” Jennifer exclaimed excitedly.


  “Oh great, give her one more reason to confiscate my credit card!” Kevin moaned, shaking his head in exaggeration. Then, he looked up and grinned at his sister. “If Erica agrees, I’ll call my accountant tomorrow morning and have him set up a card in your name that you can use for the wedding. Just don’t go out and buy yourself a new car with it!” he warned with a teasing glint in his eye.


  Erica looked at her new family. “I would love any help I can get.” Turning to face Jennifer, she continued, “And if that means you will take the job of wedding coordinator, that is fine by me.” She had been up all day and was suddenly feeling very tired. The last thing she wanted to worry about was wedding details.


  “Oh, goody, goody!” Jennifer exclaimed, coming over to hug Erica. “Now, the first thing you will need to do is make a decision on your dress! That has to be ordered immediately!” she pressed.


  “Give me until tomorrow, and I’ll have an answer for you,” Erica stated, just wanting to retreat to her bedroom and kick off her heels. She glanced up at Kevin, and tugged on his hand lightly, hoping he would get her silent message.


  “Erica, whenever you have a chance, I need to speak to you in my office about today’s meeting,” Charles broke through Erica’s thoughts.


  “Can we get with you in a couple of hours?” Kevin asked his father.


  “Sure, I’ll be there all night,” Charles responded.


  Kevin had Erica upstairs in little time. She made it to the couch, and collapsed. Leaning her head back, she felt Kevin sit down next to her and pull her in his arms. He placed her head on his shoulder and rubbed her back soothingly.


  Kevin held her tight and watched her sleep. With the upcoming wedding and the retirement village, her schedule was getting ready to go into overdrive. He made a silent promise to provide as much help and assistance to her as possible, and to get Jennifer to take over as many wedding details as she could. That should take some of the load off of her.


  After her short nap, she found herself full of energy and starving. Kevin quickly fixed her something to eat, and then they went down to speak with Charles.


  “Hey, Charles, did you want to speak to me about today’s meeting?” Erica inquired, once she and Kevin had been seated.


  “Well yes, I take it that the meeting included talk of adding some shopping facilities, since I’ve already received three calls from interested potential store owners.” He had placed his hands behind his head and sat back in his chair. “So, what’s this all about?”


  Erica instantly became worried. She had thought she would have a chance to present her idea to Charles first, not have him hear about it secondhand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think the word would get out so quick. The idea was discussed, and I’m having George put together a complete packet to be presented to the board at your next meeting,” Erica hurried to explain. “We found a potential spot on the map, but I made no promises. I stated very clearly that this entire idea would have to be presented to the council for consideration, and without their approval, the idea would be dead.”


  Charles grinned at his newest adopted daughter. “I must admit, Erica, when you take on a project, you certainly don’t do anything halfway! I think it is a wonderful idea, and I look forward to reading the report. You’ll have my support on it. I have been trying to tell everyone for years that we need our underground society more developed.” He paused for a moment as he sat upright in his chair. “Why in the world should we continue giving our money to outside businesses that are run by humans, not that I have anything against that, mind you, when we could set our own businesses up and help support our local society?”


  Erica smiled at him. It was nice to know she’d have at least one council member’s vote on this. “I thought it would be a great way of helping our own economy.”


  Charles now glanced over to Kevin. “You know she is going to keep you in line from now on, right?” It was easy to see the twinkling, teasing glint in his eye.


  Kevin grinned as he answered, “I’m very much counting on that!”


  “By the way,” Charles stated, changing the subject and turning to Erica, “I have come across some interesting information regarding your past.”


  Erica was suddenly sitting up straight in her chair. “What did you find?” she breathed. She had waited a long time to put the pieces of a puzzle together that made up her life. At times, over the years it had seemed hopeless. Maybe now she would have some answers, and be able to obtain peace.


  Kevin seemed to sense her mood, and reached out to pull her over into his lap.


  “Your biological father is a vampire.” Charles stopped for a moment, allowing Erica time to digest this. She was already shaking her head in denial.


  “How can that be, when I’m not a half-vamp myself?” She now asked, a bit perplexed.


  “I’m getting to that. It seems your father got your mother pregnant, and as you have probably already guessed, they were unwed. That is where the story takes an interesting turn.” He paused briefly.


  “I have spoken to your father. He tells me that he himself was turned after your mother was already carrying you. He went back home, and of course you have to understand that oftentimes a newly turned vampire feels like they are losing their minds. They don’t understand what is happening to them, and it is not uncommon for them to lash out. That is one of the many reasons why it is against our law to leave a newly turned vampire alone. It is mandatory that the vampire that does the turning stick around and help the newly turned vamp through the transition. Unfortunately, this is one of the hardest laws to enforce. Most newly turned vamps don’t know or remember who changed them, so it becomes next to impossible to enforce the law. I don’t know how much Kevin has told you about our family, but Rosetta and I found each one of our children newly turned, and left to defend for themselves. We took them in, showed them our ways of life, and they each chose to join our family.


  “Anyway, I’m getting sidetracked here. Your father states that he remembers going back home shortly after being turned, confused and angry. He didn’t realize what he was doing at the time, or at least that is his story. He ended up attacking your mother, saw what he had done, and left. He states that he left her alive, and as far as he knows, did not change her. He knew the law would be after him, so he took off and hid for the next several years. Eventually, he came to terms with what he is, and proceeded to live his life. He is currently residing in Atlanta.


  “Now, put all of that together, and I have a definite theory on you. I told you a while ago I found it interesting that you are so comfortable around vampires, and then your dreaming abilities just piqued my interests. The theory I have is that you do indeed have a little bit of vampirism running through you. If your father’s blood, which was already changed, came in contact with your mother’s when he attacked, and mind you it probably was a very tiny amount, that blood conceivably could have gone straight to the fetus, bypassing her completely. It wouldn’t have been enough to change you, but that is where I believe your dreaming abilities are coming from.”


  “Wow! Is that even possible?” Kevin inquired. “Could she really have a trace of vampire blood running through her?”


  “I don’t see why not. No one would have believed a vampire could have shapeshifter abilities until you came along, Kevin,” Charles replied.


  Kevin glanced down to Erica with a grin. “Well that explains why she can fight me off trying to force a state of calmness over her,” he stated while shaking his head. “And here I thought I had just managed to find an extraordinarily stubborn woman!”


  This was a tremendous amount being thrown at Erica in a short time. She sat in silence for a couple of minutes trying to wrap her head around everything. She finally asked in confirmation, “You actually spoke to my father?”


  “Yes, when he found out who I was, he seemed to know about our society. That fact didn’t surprise me. Many vampires from around the world know about our society. There are several other societies set up in many different cities around the U.S., all of which took their ideas straight off of our charter. They’ve each made a few minor changes of their own, but ours works so well, most just copy what we have here.


  “I believe he thought I was hunting him down to demand justice for his crime so many years ago. I ended up granting him amnesty, which was no big thing. Our judicial system wouldn’t have touched him no matter what, due to the time passed since the crime.”


  “So, he knows about me?” Erica confirmed. She had often wondered if either of her parents had ever given a second look back.


  “Yes. He knew your mother was pregnant when he attacked her, but he wasn’t about to go to jail. I can’t blame him on that one, human jails are no place for a vampire.”


  “Did he ask about me?” Erica inquired.


  “I told him you were part of our family now. He did ask if you were human or vampire, and I told him you were human, and that you were engaged to my son. He asked me when the wedding was, and I gave him the date.” Charles stopped to look over at Erica with concern in his eyes. “I hope I didn’t step over the line here, Erica. I don’t know whether he will try to contact you or not. I left the ball in his court.”


  Erica stood up from her seat, and walked over to hug this man who was more of a father to her than anyone else she had ever known. “Thank you, Charles. Thank you for investigating this and uncovering the information. And no, you didn’t step over any lines.” She smiled down at his face. “At least I have some answers. I guess we’ll just wait and see what happens.”


  As she started heading out the door, Charles said, “Hang on a minute, Erica. There is a way of proving my theory, or at least part of it. If you’d be willing to give me a small blood sample, I should be able to find out if you truly have any vampire blood in your system. Even if it is only a trace, it should show up.”


  She hesitated for only a few seconds. She had spent the last few years since reaching adulthood trying to find out something about her past. And now, after she had all but given up and decided it wasn’t that important, the answer was sitting right in front of her. Her soon-to-be father-in-law was truly an amazing man. She smiled over to him. At one time she would have been running scared at the thought of a vampire asking her for her blood, but not anymore. This family had taken her in and protected her during her worst.


  She walked over to stand in front of him. “Let’s go ahead and do it. I’m anxious to see what the results are.”


  Charles gave her a smile. “I know you think of me as a computer geek, but I’m actually a scientist first. My love of technology came along well after my love of science.”


  She nodded her head. She trusted him completely. “Does it matter which arm?”


  Kevin and Erica left shortly after Charles finished drawing the blood and headed back up to the suite. Erica found herself ready for bed early, leaving Kevin to read a book. She was barely out of bed the next morning. Kevin was in the living room reading the newspaper when a knock at the door sounded. Kevin was up immediately to answer it. Erica assumed it to be a family member, but wondered who would be calling this early in the morning. Kevin opened the door to find Charles, grinning from ear to ear.


  “I was right!” he said in a booming voice as he walked in the door and headed straight to Erica. “It was right there in your blood! You are part of us, after all!”


  Charles looked over at his son, with enthusiasm apparent across his face. “Your girl here has a trace of vampirism in her blood. I knew all along we had a special girl, here!”


  The two men quickly got into a lengthy discussion of blood types versus vampirism. It was all way out of Erica’s league, as she had never liked science at all. But, she was surprised at how smart Kevin seemed to be discussing things like genetics, blood cells, and vampirism with his dad. As she continued listening, she realized that Kevin was able to keep right along with his father in this conversation. This was a side of him she had never seen before, and quickly found out that her soon-to-be husband shared his father’s love for science.


  The men were still discussing genetics, vampirism, and the like when a thought hit Erica. She finally fit in somewhere! All of her life she had felt like she never quite fit in, anywhere. Certainly not in any of the foster homes. Not at school, where she was more often than not the only kid without either parent, which really stunk when school functions came around and parents or grandparents were invited. She didn’t even fit in once she reached high school, and everyone was in little groups or cliques that didn’t include her. Once she became of age and was out on her own, things were no better. She had hoped that once she was out in society, she would figure out where she fit in, but that never happened. Then she married Shawn, and Erica’s already boring life changed to a nightmare of a boring life. Even when she finally convinced him to let her attend college, she was still an outsider, not fully able to fit in. She had always felt like someone who skated through life, trying to stay invisible, never quite fitting in anywhere.


  But, as she watched the men discuss her, she quickly realized that for the first time in her life, she had a loving family. She was involved in the vampire society and making a real difference in people’s lives. Okay, vampire lives, but same outcome. She now had a place to call home, people who loved and cared for her, and a place in life where she truly fit in. And it felt wonderful. Who would have guessed that a human girl would have to go into a vampire society in order to fit in? The feelings of love, comfort, and protection that surrounded her were amazing. She walked over to Kevin and wrapped her arm around him, as he finished up with his dad.


  Once Charles left the apartment, Kevin turned to look at Erica. “So, you are my little vampire girl after all,” he whispered, as he gently kissed her lips. “I’ve known all along you were special.”
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