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  Author's Note


This was first published a while ago, but rather than let it go out of print and into obscurity, I chose to update and republish it for the enjoyment of more readers…perhaps some of you were too young to gain access to my books at the time. 
Yes, they are hot, humorous, and accidentally educational. I’m still proud of all the books in this series and hope to entertain many more readers with my off-the-wall imagination.          






  
  Dedication


This book contains a fight between the witches. If you’ve read the series, you know they’re cousins from opposite sides of the Mason-Dixon line. Well, I’d like to dedicate this book to my wonderful cousins. North, South, and Midwest. Not only have I never fought with any of them, but they’ve always been there to support me when I needed family. I love every one of you! 
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  Chapter one

Sly Flores overheard an argument coming from a nearby alley. His inner vigilante vampire paid attention. Creeping closer, but using the long shadows to hide his presence, he watched and listened. 
“You take that back!”
“Fuck you, I will not.”
Sly crept closer to get a better look at the “happy couple”. The guy wore a leather coat and expensive sneakers. A hat created shadows that obscured his facial features. 
A roar then a scuffle ensued. Sly wasn’t sure who threw the first punch, but it didn’t matter. The woman was taking a brutal beating. He didn’t care what she said or did…nobody deserved that.
She fell and the man kicked her. Just as he was about to kick her a second time, Sly’s fangs extended, and he flew out from his hiding place. He grabbed the guy by his leather collar and lunged for the thick neck in front of him. 
Instead of sinking his fangs into the brute’s carotid artery, he encountered something rock hard and unyielding. He tried to pull back, but his fang was caught. He tried to retract them, but something cold and hard hit his gums first. 
The woman shrieked. 
He shoved the guy with all his might. Something popped and fell to the ground, making a ching noise. The jerk stumbled several feet away before catching himself. 
Searing pain hit Sly’s gums like a hot poker used as a dental tool! Shit! Ow, dammit! He’d never experienced this kind of pain—even the time he was caught in the sun. Fortunately, his friend Konrad threw his big coat over him just before he thought he might burst into flames.   
As he held his jaw and hopped around, the couple recovered from their shock and took off. They charged down the alley to the main street.
Ordinarily, when hurt, his incredible healing powers took over and whatever was wounded would be on the mend by now. Why wasn’t the pain stopping?
Sly stooped to pick up the item that had fallen. A thick neck-chain draped over his hand. It looked gold on the outside, but where the links joined, he saw something white glinting through.
Silver! 
The enemy of every vampire he’d ever heard of. Dracula himself probably couldn’t escape its blistering damage. Sly fell to the pavement, curled into a fetal position, and rolled back and forth. 
Just my luck to get a brute whose bling was a knock off.

      [image: image-placeholder]Morgaine opened her door the moment Sly knocked. She might have been standing there having sensed someone coming to see her. Psychics were fun that way.
“Hi Morgaine, uh…” 
His throbbing fang distracted him so much, he hadn’t looked up to see her face yet. When he did, he was met with an intriguing surprise. The woman he thought would be dressed in black with long, black hair, wearing heavy black eye makeup and red lipstick almost looked like a different person. He had to blink and look again to be sure it was indeed the witch he was looking for.
She smiled. Her face seemed softer with glowing skin, pink lips and golden hair falling around her shoulders. Her dress was a dark shade of purple. Maybe something called plumb.   
A few moments passed before he realized he hadn’t finished his sentence and was staring at her.
“Sly? Is there something I can do for you?”
He recovered and said, “Uh, yeah. There ith. Can I come in?”
She tipped her head. “I invited you in years ago, didn’t I?”
“Yeth. But if you’d rather not—”
“Don’t be silly. Of course you can come in. I was just wondering if you thought vampires needed to be invited in again after a certain amount of time passed.”
“Like an ecthperathion date? No. Even if there wath one, I’d knock and athk. I’m not rude, you know.”
Her lips twitched in a smirk. He realized, she’d noticed his lisp, and she was trying not to be rude too. 
“I know that. Please come in.” She stepped aside. 
He strolled in and admired her apartment. A far cry from his secret lair in the basement, hers was a bright and cozy place with a slip-covered couch, a rocking chair, and a trunk for a coffee table. Its only decoration was a glass dish holding some colorful rocks and crystals. 
Lit candles graced the fireplace, making the lavender room glow. Wind chimes he’d heard during summer months hung silent in the window, closed against the chilly night air.  
“You mutht like thith color,” he indicated her dress and the walls. 
“Yes, Plumb is my favorite shade of purple and purple is my favorite color.”
“Plumb, huh? Ith pretty on you.” He meant it. 
He didn’t often compliment people, not that he didn’t appreciate a good-looking woman, but ever since his wife had died and left him a widower twenty-six years ago, he had no interest in starting up a relationship with somebody else. It wouldn’t be fair to a woman to let her think she’d be able to replace his late wife, so he avoided giving anyone the wrong idea. Morgaine had no such illusions though, so he felt safe telling her he’d noticed her attractive change.
“I had a makeover. Roz took me to a school for aspiring cosmetologists. It took them all evening to get the black dye out of my hair and recolor it to match my natural shade.”
“Tho you’re a natural blonde?”
“I guess so. My hair hasn’t been natural for about thirteen years, but I don’t notice a big difference at the roots now that it’s growing out.”
He wandered around the apartment, scanning the new age books on her shelves and noticing how neat she kept the place. “You mutht have gotten into the Goth thing a long time ago.”
“Yeah, you could say I was the high school weirdo.”
He smiled. “We were all weird in high thchool.” 
She grinned back. “Have a seat. Can I get you some tea?” 
“No, thanks. I came to athk you for thum magical help.”
“You want me to heal your fang?”
“Yeth.” He sat on the comfortable flowered sofa. “Did your thycic ability tell you what happened?”
“No, your lisp did.” She giggled and sat next to him. 
Man, she’s pretty when she smiles. 
“Let me see.” She scooted closer, and he opened his mouth.  
Her gentle, warm fingers pushed his upper lip out of the way as she examined his mouth. Her own lips were slightly parted as she studied his injured fang thoroughly. Her breath was pleasant. Minty, as if she’d just brushed her teeth. He could lean in and capture those sweet pink lips in his and…Whoa. What was happening? 
“Does it hurt?”
“Like a mutha. I have a metallic tasthte in my mouth too.”
“I can see why you wouldn’t be able to go to a dentist. It looks like the fang that isn’t healing well won’t retract, and I guess they’re not able to work independently, so the other one won’t retract either.”
“Egthactly.”
“It’s not the fang that’s broken—or if it was, it’s healed.”
“Yeth. The fang grew back, but the pain won’t go away. I bit into a thick thilver necklath.” 
“Ohhh…You were poisoned. Okay, I’ll have to make a healing poultice so I can apply it directly to your gums. It will draw out the silver poison in your system. I’ll reinforce its power with a healing spell if you like.” 
“Thankth. Will I ever be the thame?”
“Of course you will. Unless you’re talking about your pre-vampire days. That I can’t heal.”
He hung his head. “I know. I remember athking you that when I learned you were Wiccan. You thed there wath no thpell to cure vampirithm.” 
“I’m afraid not. I’m sorry.” She rested her hand on his knee. 
When he looked up, she had a soft, sad expression on her face. It wasn’t pity—not exactly. Empathy. That’s what it was. He knew she had a kind heart, but there was more to it than just that. She was a nurturer. Much like his daughter, Merry, the pediatric nurse. An innate healer. 
“Pardon my curiothity, but…the makeover? Are you dating?”
Her face colored. “I—well, no. I wouldn’t mind meeting someone, but it’s just not in me to go out to bars or anything.”
“Thumthing tellth me you wouldn’t meet the right kind of guy there anyway. Have you tried the Internet?”
“Not yet.” She hesitated as if there was more to say, but instead, placed her hands on her knees and pushed herself up to a standing position. “Well, I’ll go whip up that poultice. You try to relax.”

      [image: image-placeholder]On the second floor, Merry extended her arms to allow for her expanding pregnant belly and embraced her best friend Roz, trying not to cry. Tears brimmed in her eyes anyway.
“I’m going to miss you like crazy. I wish you two could stay.”
Konrad stepped out of his apartment with a plastic milk crate full of books and smiled. “Newton isn’t that far, Merry, and you’re welcome any time. You can even take public transportation. The school is within walking distance.”
“I know.” She sighed. “But it won’t be the same as having you right downstairs. Why are you taking stuff to Roz’s apartment the night before you’re leaving, by the way?”
Roz smiled up at him. “He doesn’t want the movers to have to carry heavy things down an extra flight, so he’s putting all the boxes of books in my apartment for tonight, and I’ll sleep at his place. Isn’t he thoughtful?” 
Merry let go of her friend. “Yup. He’s always been that way. You got yourself a keeper, Roz.”
Weird soulful sounds drifted into the hallway from her right. “What the heck is that?”
Roz gravitated toward her fiancé and put her arm around his waist. “I think it’s one of those nature CDs with whale calls.”
Merry listened for a few moments. That was indeed what it sounded like. “I don’t know our new superintendent very well. Is he the new-agey kind? Maybe he and one of the witches will hit it off?”
Roz placed a fist on her hip. “What are you doing? Opening a matchmaker service?”
Merry laughed. “No. Like I said, I don’t even know him. I guess I’m just so happy that I want everyone else to be happy too.”
As soon as she said that a door upstairs opened. They all waited to see who’d be coming down the stairs. When Sly came into view, Merry’s jaw dropped.
“Sly? Who were you…Oh, sorry. Never mind. It’s none of my business.” 
He smiled briefly but didn’t say anything. She noticed something a little odd about his face but couldn’t put a finger on what was different.
As she was wondering about it, Morgaine leaned over the banister upstairs. 
“Oh, Sly? I forgot to ask you to come back tomorrow…”
She had apparently noticed the others in the hallway, because she hesitated a moment. “I—uh, I should check your—thing.” She blushed. “I mean...You know what I mean. Make sure everything’s okay.”
He was looking up at her with a silly grin on his face. That’s what was different. Before, he seemed to be trying not to smile and show his fangs. But looking up at Morgaine, he didn’t seem able to stop smiling, fangs and all.
“I’ll be there.”
Morgaine grinned, nodded briefly, and went back to her apartment. As soon as they heard her door shut, Sly said, “Hi Merry,” and gave her a kiss on the cheek, then winced.
“Are you okay?”
“I will be. Morgaine ith taking care of me. I had an accthident to my gumth.”
Konrad chuckled. “I guess you can’t see a dentist for obvious reasons.” 
“Yup. Thank goodneth for Morgaine. Theeth a natural healer. How are you feeling, Merry? Ith the baby letting you keep your food down?”
“Yes, thank goodness. No more morning sickness. Now I’m getting kicked every once in a while.”
“Good! I’m thorry, I mean, ith a good thign that the baby ith healthy. I can’t wait to be a grandfather.”
She giggled. “I knew what you meant.”
Sly turned to his good friends. “Konrad, Roth, good luck with the move tomorrow.”
Roz shook his hand, and said, “Thanks. We’ll miss everyone, but you have an open invitation to our place in Newton.”
“I’d come, but I know your pack friendth don’t take kindly to vampireth.”
Konrad set down the box he’d been holding. “A few of them are stuck in the old ways. But if you’re uncomfortable, I’m sure we’ll come back here to visit once in a while. We’ll look you up when we do.” He extended his hairy arm, and they shook hands. 
“Can I help you carry thumthing?”
“Almost done, buddy. I had dozens of boxes of books, but you can help me carry down the couch if you want to.”
“Thure.”
As the guys retreated to Konrad’s apartment, Merry grabbed Roz by the arm and pulled her to the other side of the hall. 
She whispered, “What did you think of Sly’s reaction to the new Morgaine? I thought I saw some chemistry there.”
“I did too.”
They waited while the guys carried the couch out of the apartment and down the stairs before continuing.
“I’ll never get over how strong those two are,” Merry said. “They looked like they were carrying a two by four, not a whole couch.”
Roz watched them. Then she turned back to her friend and said, “I sense you want to see someone else in the building hook up.”
“I hadn’t really thought about it until you said something, but Sly…He’s been so lonely since my mother died and that was the day I was born—twenty-six years ago.”
Roz shrugged. “Just get him to move into my old apartment and let it work its magic.”
Merry snapped her fingers. “That’s it! The love shack. When I lived there, I hooked up with Jason. Then you moved in and hooked up with Konrad. Now that you’re moving out…”
“The love shack is available,” Roz finished for her.
“But he doesn’t have a job. How would he pay for it?”
“Does he have to? I mean, he’s your father. Jason let his aunt and uncle stay in 2B rent free for a while.”
“You’re right.” Merry grinned, and hugged Roz. “You’re a genius. What will I ever do without you?”
“Oh, I’m sure you’ll learn to be devious on your own one of these days. When you want something badly enough, you’ll figure out how easily men can be manipulated.” 
“You mean like on TV?”
“Hell, no. Don’t go to those extremes. Just cook his favorite meal and tell him how much you want this. Then if he says yes, give him a blow job.”
Merry laughed. “It’s that easy, huh?”
The guys exited Roz’s apartment and ambled up the stairs. 
“You haven’t seen me carrying anything heavy yet, have you?” Roz raised her eyebrows and Merry laughed, then sneezed. 
“You know what? I think your moving is kicking up some dust—not that Konrad isn’t a good housekeeper, but I might need my inhaler.” 
“Of course. And you’re right about the dust. With all of Konrad’s dusty old books, I wouldn’t be surprised if your allergies flare up.”
“I’d better go upstairs. I’ll see you tomorrow before you go, right?”
“Absitively. Posiloutly.”
Merry hugged her again. “Thanks for understanding. Besides, I can’t wait to put this devious plan into action.”
“Let me know how it goes.”
“I might leave out the details of his thank you, but I’ll tell you the rest.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Chad had the advantage of being the only spirit to haunt the building. Well, in some instances it was an advantage, but on the other hand, it could be lonely. Fortunately, he had Morgaine. Some of the other residents knew he was there, but rarely thought about him. Out of sight, out of mind. And he honestly thought some of them were out of their minds.
Not Morgaine though. They had the kind of friendship in which they could rib each other, but they always knew the sharp jabs were said in jest. That seemed to be the only fun Morgaine ever had though. 
He’d like to see her happy. 
Chad’s time had come and gone, and what did he have to show for it? Nothing, and no one.
But it wasn’t too late for Morgaine. He had noticed the affection growing between Sly and the gifted witch he thought of as his friend. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t match her up with a vampire, but she had limited her options by staying inside all the time. Hell, he wouldn’t do something as girly as play matchmaker at all, but maybe if he just gave them a little push… 
He forced his way through the door to her apartment and found her in the kitchen putting away the groceries Gwyneth had dropped off earlier.
She turned toward him and smiled. “Hi Chad. What are you up to?”
“Not much. I just thought I’d drop by and see how you’re doing.”
“In other words, you’re bored.” She placed a head of lettuce in the crisper and returned to the bag on the counter. 
“Are you saying I only visit you when I’m bored?”
“No. You’re always bored.” 
Chad chuckled and situated himself on the other side of the tiny kitchen so she wouldn’t have to pass through him and shiver.
“I’m not terribly bored right now. I actually thought I’d tell you something about Sly.”
Her eyebrows raised and she turned toward him. “Sly? Is he okay?”
“Ah ha, I knew you liked him.”
“Well of course I like him. Why wouldn’t I? He’s a kind decent per…uh, vampire.”
“Yes, I know. His kindness and decency are even more impressive because he’s a vampire. And I’ve noticed he likes you too.”
“Oh.” She turned back to her groceries. “Really?” The color in her pink cheeks was deepening. 
“Oh, yeah. He’s into you. But I’m worried about something.”
“Like what?”
“I think both of you are so used to being alone, you’ve forgotten how to begin a new relationship.”
She snorted. “That’s ridiculous.”
“Is it? How would you go about it?”
She shrugged and didn’t answer him. She just opened a cabinet and tried to set a box of granola on the top shelf. 
“I can’t quite reach the top shelf, Chad. Can you give me a hand?”
“You’re changing the subject.”
She shifted uncomfortably. “Never mind. I’ll stick it on the counter.”
“You can stick it in your ear for all I care, just don’t ignore the question.”
She whirled on him and folded her arms. “I don’t have to answer your stupid question.”
Chad concentrated on the cereal box until it floated up to the top shelf and slid into place among the other boxes and cans up there. “Okay, fine. Then think about why you don’t want to answer it.”
‘Because it’s none of your business.”
“Or because you can’t. You have no idea how to approach an attractive man even when he’s attracted to you.”
She blew out a deep breath. “Okay, fine. I’ve thought about it. But our friendship is too important to me. What if it doesn’t work out? I don’t have that many friends.”
“You can say that again. Now that Konrad and Roz have moved out, you have exactly one cousin who you’re fighting with half the time and a bored ghost. Your life sucks.”
“Gee thanks.”
“I call ‘em like I see ‘em. And when I see you and Sly together, I notice the goofy grins on your faces. Think about it, Morgaine. If you snooze, you might lose. I’ve noticed Gwyneth seems to like him too.”
“Well, then I better not get my hopes up. Any man will take the easy girl over the challenging one.”
“I admit most of us are schmucks, but I don’t think Sly’s into superficial, dumb redheads. His eyes don’t light up when he sees her like they do when he sees you.”
“Whatever you do, never call Gwyneth dumb. She’s super-sensitive about it. Besides, she has a good mind, she just hasn’t had the educational advantages a lot of people have had.”
“You’re changing the subject again.”
“And with good reason. Not only is my life none of your business, but there’s nothing you can do about it. He can’t hear you.”
“Yeah, but you can. And I might just decide to follow you around singing show tunes off key until you go downstairs and make a move on him.” He laughed maniacally.  
“Chad, go away. You’re pissing me off.”
“Make me.”
“Fine, I’ll just ignore you.”
“Aw screw it. Go ahead and be lonely for the rest of your life. Maybe you can get a few cats or something.”
“For Goddess’s sake Chad. Will you leave me alone?” Her tone had a chilly edge to it.
“OOOOOklahoma where the wind—”
Morgaine clapped her hands over her ears and shouted, “Go away! I don’t need your interference. If the opportunity presents itself, I’ll do something about it, okay?”
“There now, was that so hard?”
Morgaine rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and blew out a deep breath.






  
  Chapter two

“Honey, can I ask you something?” 
Jason sensed an anxious tone to Merry’s question. He folded the newspaper he’d been reading and watched her in the kitchen. “Sure, darling. You can ask me anything.”
“Well, first, before I ask that, can you sample this sauce? I’m making your favorite.”
He jumped up from his chair. “Lasagna? For lunch?”
She grinned. “Yup.”
He strolled behind the granite counter to where she was stirring her famous pasta sauce. Something was up. She didn’t need him to taste the sauce. She definitely wanted something, and he suspected a bribe. Just the same…
She scooped some sauce into a spoon and held it out for him to taste. As always, the aromas themselves were making his mouth water. The tangy tomatoes and sweet cheeses mingled with the garlic and herbs she always added…mmm, perfection.
“That’s fantastic. Now, what did you want to ask me?”
She set down the spoon and placed her arms around his neck. “You know how you let Dottie and Ralph live here rent free for a while?”
“Yes…but that’s because Ralph was the maintenance man. Now Jules is the super and getting free rent.” What’s the little tease up to?
She cozied up to him and her baby bump brushed his cock. He suspected it wasn’t accidental, but he wasn’t about to complain. 
“Uh-huh. And you know my biological father Sly lives around here, but his place is really…” She seemed unsure of herself. Jason wasn’t used to seeing her like this.
“Really what?”
“Substandard. Dark, dank, musty…He deserves better. After all, he’s family, just like your aunt and uncle are.”
Ah, here it comes. Jason had expected something like this. So, his sweet wife wanted her biological father to live closer to her. He had never found out exactly where the guy lived. At one point, Jason thought he might be homeless, but he was too well dressed and groomed. 
“So, I was wondering…Now that Roz and Konrad have moved out, and my old apartment is free…and it’s so tiny. Really only big enough for one person…”
He could see her struggling. Should he help her out and say what he knew she wanted to hear? Or should he just let her squirm a while? 
She was laying little kisses along his jaw and neck. Her lips were so soft and warm. Yeah, I’ll definitely let her convince me.
As she continued her seduction, he glanced over her shoulder at his living and dining rooms in the open, airy penthouse. She had made his sterile place a home. The all-white walls were now a warm neutral tan shade. She had redecorated with more comfortable furniture, fitting his long legs. A beautiful painting of a falcon in flight stood proudly on the mantle over the fireplace. She’d given him the painting for his birthday. 
“Well, what do you think? Can I invite Sly to be our next resident in 1B? That’s not saying he’ll accept, but I’d like to—”
Jason put a finger over her lips. “Shhh…You know I can deny you nothing. If you want Sly to move into 1B, go ahead and ask him.”
She squealed and hugged him hard. “Oh, thank you, Jason. I just knew you wouldn’t mind.”
He chuckled. “I never said that, but if it’s important to you, I can live with it.” 
She punctuated her thanks with kisses all over his face. 
When he stopped laughing, he lowered his voice and said, “Now, can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Will that lasagna keep for about thirty minutes?”
She smiled up at him coquettishly. “You know what I love about you?”
“What?”
“Everything.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Sly strolled over the hardwood floors, taking in the space that Merry wanted to give him, rent free. There were pros and cons to this arrangement. Large bay windows faced the street, and even though it was dark outside at the moment, sunlight would stream in during the day. The place was chilly with the heat turned off but still warmer than the basement.
His vampiric senses picked up a party going on in the nearby brainiac college’s frat house across the street. Something he didn’t notice in his basement. That could become annoying depending on how often geeks partied. 
He had been on his way to Morgaine’s apartment when Merry stepped off the elevator next to the cellar door. She didn’t seem to mind his presence in the upstairs hallways. In fact, she seemed pleased to see him there. He knew she wanted him in a real apartment, but he had little need of one. 
“Think about it, okay? I feel just awful that my own father is stashed away in the basement when we have a perfectly good empty apartment for you.”
“I appreciate that, Merry, but I don’t have a job, so no way of paying rent.”
“But that’s just it. You don’t have to pay rent. My husband owns the building and professional athletes sure as hell don’t need the money. I already asked him if it was all right, and he said yes.”
“Oh, I’m sure he was real enthusiastic.” Sly smirked. 
“Actually, he said I can have anything I really want—and I really want this.”
“Sounds like you’ve got him wrapped around your little finger.”
She shrugged. “Is that so bad?”
His space behind the false wall was completely dark—like a tomb. This place would have to be darkened artificially, with shades or blinds. He had no need for a kitchen since he was on an all-liquid diet. And as far as a place to store his stuff? He purposely hadn’t accumulated much. He liked a Spartan lifestyle. All he owned fit in a cardboard box under his cot. Mostly photos and newspaper clippings. He had a change of clothes in case what he was wearing became dirty, but the laundry was right there. 
“Please?” She begged. “I’ve come to love my vampire father. You’ve had such a raw deal in life, it’s about time things started going well for you.”
Aw, shit. His daughter loved him. That’s all it took. He put an arm around her shoulder and kissed her hair. “It looks like you have us both wrapped, sweetheart.”
Her expression brightened. “Then you’ll take it?”
He sighed. “Possibly, but I have my pride and I won’t just allow myself to sponge off my daughter and son-in-law. That means I have to get a job.”
Merry bit her lip. “I guess. There’s no rush though. I’d rather you find something you enjoy doing. Don’t just take a job to pay your rent. It’s totally unnecessary.”
“That’s good, because it might take a while. I don’t even know where to start looking. Most job interviews take place during the day.”
“Maybe you can freelance—doing something you’re good at.”
“Like?”
Her face fell. 
Yeah, she can’t think of anything either. “Look, I might take you up on your generous offer, but I don’t want to commit to it just yet. This is something I hadn’t considered until ten minutes ago, and I need a little time to adjust.”
“Sure. How about if I look for you tomorrow night? Will you be around?”
He smiled. “I’m always around. Right now, I’m going up to Morgaine’s apartment, but unless she wants me to come up again tomorrow night, I’ll be out front or in the basement.”
“You and Morgaine are friends?” Merry asked in a hopeful tone.
“Yes. Why?”
“Oh, nothing,” she said in a sing-song way.
Sly looked at her crafty expression. “You’re not trying to play matchmaker are you?”
She put a look of innocent surprise on her face. “Of course not!”
“Good, because I don’t need ‘help’ in that direction.”
She put on a fake pout. “But you’ve been alone for so long. I only want you to be—”
He placed a finger over her lips. “I didn’t say I wasn’t open to a relationship with her. I just said I didn’t need any help.”
Merry hugged him. “In that case, I’m glad. Go get her, tiger.”  
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“You look surprised to see me.”
“Not really, it’s just that I usually know when someone is coming to the door and somehow you snuck up on me. Come in.” She grinned.  
“Yeah, I’m told I’m good at sneaking up on people. I need to find something else I’m good at, though.”
“Really? Why?”
“Merry wants me to move into one of the vacant apartments.”
“That’s great! It’s about time you joined the party.”
“Don’t tell Nathan there’s a party or he’ll move out.”
They laughed and he smiled at her, warmly. She and Sly understood each other. He seemed like one of the few who “got” her. She pictured the two of them curled up on the loveseat in front of a roaring fire. Wouldn’t it be nice to finally have that kind of soul-deep companionship? 
“As nice as it sounds, that presents a problem,” Sly was saying. “How am I going to pay for it since I’m unemployed and getting a job isn’t easy—especially with my limitations?”
At that moment, the phone rang.
“I’ll get it,” Gwyneth called out from the kitchen, then ran to the desk, which was at the far end of the living room.
“Oh, I didn’t realize your cousin was here.”
Morgaine shrugged. She just came over to borrow a couple of ingredients for a spell. Well, let’s sit down so I can take a look at your gums. You sound a whole lot better today.”
“Yes, the metallic taste from the silver is fading and I can retract my fangs again.”
“I figured that since you’ve been saying your s’s.” She chuckled. “You were kind of cute yethderday, though.”
He laughed. Sitting on the sofa, he patted the spot next to him. 
Morgaine joined him and touched his chilly jaw. “Open wide.” Getting used to a vampire always being cold could present a challenge, but one easily overcome with the right vampire. 
“Ohhh…sugar. Y’all are makin’ me so hot.” Gwyneth had apparently taken a call on the phone sex line. 
Damn! Why didn’t she just offer to call back? What’s Sly apt to think?
He raised his eyebrows and glanced in Gwyneth’s direction, but with his mouth wide open, he couldn’t say much. 
I wonder how long I can keep his mouth open and how quickly I can shut hers? Morgaine turned toward her cousin and hissed, “Gwyneth. Get off the phone.”
Ignoring her, Gwyneth said, “I’m gittin’ on my knees now. Open your zipper, darlin’.”
“Oh, Christ, no.” Morgaine slumped and felt her cheeks heat.
Gwyneth put her finger in her mouth and slurped around it. 
Morgaine would have been fine with a black hole opening in the floor beneath her at that moment. But there was nothing she could do. She had to finish checking Sly’s mouth, and it was too late to pretend it was a wrong number. She’d just have to explain their business to Sly. His eyes were wide and fixed on Gwyneth. She doubted much of an explanation would be necessary.
As soon as she was satisfied that his gum was healing well, she leaned away and stammered. “I…um, I’m sorry about that. We, uh…We’re—”
“Professional phone sex providers?”
“Yeah.”
Sly chuckled. Just then Gwyneth mumbled around her finger. “Is that good? You want more? Or do you want to fuck me now?” 
Morgaine slapped her hands over her face and eyes. She could feel her cheeks burning up. She must be blushing furiously. “Oh. My. Goddess.”
Sly sounded like he was stifling a laugh. The two of them sat stone still, listening while Gwyneth continued the phone call.  
She was panting furiously. “Oh, yeah, baby. That’s it. Oh, y’all feel so good way up inside me like that. Oh, oh! Are ya’ll close? Uh-huh. I’m comin’ too, sugar. Right now. Aaaahhh, AAAAHHHHH, AAAAAAGGHHHHHHHHH!”
Sly and Morgaine collapsed in hysterical giggles. 
“Oh, yeah…that was good, darlin’. Y’all call back soon, hear?” As soon as she hung up, she jammed her hands on her hips. “Did y’all have to laugh like that? I sure hope he didn’t hear the cacklin’. That ain’t good for business.”
Sly straightened up and apologized, but Morgaine held her sides, doubled over and laughed louder. 
“What are y’all laughin’ so hard about? I didn’t have to take that call. I thought I was helpin’ you out. Maybe I shoulda let him go unsatisfied and lose us another customer?”
Morgaine waved away the giggles and calmed down enough to speak. “No, that’s okay. I’m not sorry if Sly isn’t.”
“Me? Sorry? Hell no. That was quite entertaining.” 
Thank the Goddess he’s so easy going. Morgaine cleared her throat and composed herself. “Well, now that that’s over, can I make anyone tea?”
“I’d love a cup of sweet tea,” Gwyneth said.
Morgaine had hoped her cousin would say no and go back to her own apartment. She was, after all, just being polite by offering to brew three cups when all she wanted was tea for two. 
“If you’re making some anyway, I’ll have a cup,” Sly said. 
“Sure thing,” Morgaine laid a hand on his knee and proceeded to the kitchen where she filled the kettle and found the tea. Vampires warmed up from the inside out—that much she knew. You could tell when one had fed recently. 
If that was the case, could a cup of tea warm his lips? His bottom lip was full and inviting. The rest of him was pretty appealing too. Dark eyes and hair on the longish side. A fit body that would never change…She wondered what kissing him would be like. 
As she was waiting for the water to boil, she overheard the conversation in the next room.
“I hear y’all need a job, Sly. I know they say crime don’t pay, but I guess being a crime-fighter don’t pay much, neither.”
“Hell, no. It doesn’t pay at all. If I could handle daylight, I could enroll in police training, but I might as well think about flying to the moon.”
“Now don’t give up, sugar. The sun don’t shine on the same dog’s tail all the time.”
“Huh?”
“Means we all have some good luck, eventually. Where I’m from, people have to make their own way outa nothin’ all the time. My momma sells her quilts once a year at the big Apple festival.”
“Only once a year? And she makes enough money to live on?”
“Well, not entirely. My daddy has a business too, but it requires a couple of ingredients they have to buy. Momma’s quilt money buys enough ingredients to keep daddy in business for the whole year.”
“So every year people know your mother will be there and show up to buy her quilts?” 
“All the folks come down from the mountains with their wares, and rich city people show up and buy them. Beats the pants off of me as to why, but they do.”
“It sounds like a good arrangement. I don’t quilt, I’m afraid.”
“No, and you’re already livin’ in the city, but there’s somethin’ else you could make and sell to folks here. The thing my daddy makes.”
“Which is?”
“Moonshine!” 
Morgaine heard the smile in Gwyneth’s voice. She had to be kidding, right? Was her cousin actually suggesting Sly set up a still?
“My daddy made the best moonshine and people came from miles around to get some. He got good money for it too. It’s sort of illegal, but that’s because of prohibition. It used to be illegal then, because alcohol of any kind was illegal. They never changed the rule though because the government would lose out on all the tax money. It’s cheap as woodchips to make.”
“Woodchips?”
“Just an expression. Cheap as woodchips at a sawmill. You don’t need woodchips to make moonshine. Just a still, cornmeal, sugar and yeast. After you distill it, putting it through charcoal turns it into good, safe-drinkin’ whiskey.”
“Interesting. It sounds as if you know exactly how it’s done.”
Morgaine was torn. Should she interfere? She probably wouldn’t have to. Sly would probably make some polite excuse not to get involved in something so illegal, or simply change the subject. Any moment now…
“I used to help him. I remember exactly how it’s done. You just put three pounds of sugar in a big bucket of hot water and stir it until all the sugar melts. Then stir in the yeast until that melt…”
“You mean, dissolves?”
“Yes, that’s the more proper way to say it. The heatin’ up part comes later. That’s where the still comes in.”
Morgaine scratched her head. …any minute. 
“And do you know how to set up a still?”
“I sure do. If my memory needs refreshin’, I could probably look it up on the Internet. The Internet can tell ya how to do anything.” 
Why was Sly still listening to Gwyneth’s hogwash? Morgaine knew he was a gentleman and all, but—The kettle whistled. As soon as she’d moved it off the burner, she heard him say,
“I could have people meet me after dark to buy it, I suppose.”
“That’s why I thought of it. They call it moonshine because people wait until the Sheriff’s in bed before they truck it out. O’course, our county sheriff was one of daddy’s best customers.” 
Sly laughed. 
Confused, Morgaine shook her head and poured the hot water into the teapot. She set everything on a tray to transport to the living room. Was he honestly considering that hairbrained idea?
By the time she reached them, it seemed as if Gwyneth and Sly were already hatching a plan. 
“If I vacate my spot behind the false wall in the basement, maybe that would be enough room for the still, and it can stay hidden. I don’t want Merry to know about it.”
“Why? She’d never report it to the authorities,” Gwyneth said.
Morgaine poured a cup of tea and handed it to Sly, listening intently. 
“I know she wouldn’t, but I don’t want to get her in trouble with her husband. The less she knows, the better.”
“I understand. What do you mean about a false wall?”
“That’s right. You’ve never seen my place. Have you?”
“I’ve seen the laundry room part of the basement. I know the other side’s for storage. I never really thought about y’all hiding behind a wall. I just figured maybe you was hold up in the corner with a bunch of boxes blockin’ the view of your coffin—or whatever.” 
He chuckled. “Nope. No coffin. And I built the wall as soon as I knew I’d be staying a while. Konrad took me in initially, but I couldn’t take advantage of his hospitality long term. The old landlord never went down to the basement, plus it was almost completely dark, so for my purposes, it was ideal.”
“Can I see it?” Gwyneth asked.
He sipped his tea. “Sure. I suppose you’ll need to, if you’re going to figure out whether or not a still will fit in there.”
Morgaine couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Sly, are you seriously considering this?”
He shrugged. “Somehow I don’t think my voice is sexy enough to get in on your business.”
Gulp. Touche. There wasn’t much she could say to counter that.






  
  Chapter three

“Well, this is it,” Sly said, as he slid the false wall out of its channel. “Home musty home.” 
Morgaine and Gwyneth stared, wide-eyed. Part of it may have been because his area of the basement was so dark. He had purposely sabotaged the lighting fixture at the far end of the large room to further hide his lair. 
At last, Morgaine said, “Amazing. How did you come up with that false wall?”
He smiled. “I used to be an engineer. Not bad considering what I had to work with. I scavenged the wood and used a hammer and chisel to take the part of the rocks I wanted. Then mortar and super glue and voila!” 
Morgaine touched the stone face he had affixed to the double sheet of plywood. “It looks like a solid rock wall”
“And like it’s been here since the day the place was built,” Gwyneth added. “Y’all outdid yourself, Sly.”
“Thanks. I was lucky the basement took a bit of a jog here. Otherwise, I’d have had to make a much longer wall.”
“It looks heavy, but y’all just picked it up like it was Styrofoam.”
“That’s vampiric strength for you.”
Gwyneth sidled up next to him and stroked his bicep. “My, my… I had no idea you was that strong.” She gazed at him like he had suddenly become a side of beef and she was starving. Maybe she was. How long ago had her old lover Joe moved out?  
Morgaine cleared her throat. “I can see a potential problem or two here.”
Sly transferred his full attention to her. “What kind of problems?”
“Well, ventilation for one.”
Gwyneth said, “Oh, fiddlesticks. That’s right. Y’all have any windows down here?”
“A couple.” Sly moved a few boxes to clear a path and led them to one of two small basement windows along the side wall. Since it was dark outside and dark inside, they must not have noticed them. But piles of old furniture and boxes may have also obscured their view. “Is this big enough?”
“Does it open?” Morgaine asked? 
“It’s not supposed to, but it does. It used to be nailed shut, but I had to let Konrad in this way once when he got stuck outside buck naked.”
Gwyneth laughed. 
“I think I remember him telling me about that,” Morgaine said. “He used to keep his clothes stashed behind the dumpster before he changed and went on his midnight runs. But he said they were stolen once.”
“Twice. After that, he changed in his apartment and either Nathan or I would let him out the door and back in again.”
“Y’all shapeshifters and vampires might be strong as a team of horses, but you’ve got problems…” Gwyneth smirked.
He caught Morgaine sending her a sharp look. “It’s okay for her to say that. It’s true. I hate my limitations. Hell, I missed out on raising my daughter because I’d never be able to drive her to soccer or band practice.”
Gwyneth tipped her head “I didn’t know Merry was in soccer and band.”
“She wasn’t. I was just referring to all the things she might have wanted to do. Field Hockey was her sport, and I think she took guitar lessons. Gave it up after her mother was killed by a stray bullet, though.”
“I thought y’all lost your wife from a vampire attack the night she was born.”
“I did. I was referring to her other mother. Mrs. MacKenzie.”
“Back to the night you lost your wife… Is that when you were turned?” Morgaine asked softly.
“Yes.” He hung his head remembering that horrible night. “She was barely clinging to life and the only way he’d help me get my pregnant wife to the hospital was if I allowed him to turn me.”
“How awful!”
Gwyneth crossed her arms. “I wish I’d been there. I’d have kicked his bad ass into next week and left him there—then helped you myself.”
“He’d taken us God-knows-where. I’d have been wandering around a deserted warehouse area carrying a dying pregnant woman.” 
“What finally happened?” Morgaine asked. “Did he use his vampiric strength and speed to take her to the nearest Emergency Room?” 
Sly frowned remembering the fiend’s face. “He laughed. He said now that I was a vampire, I could get her there myself and pointed in the general direction of the hospital. It turned out we were only a mile or so away. I got her there in time to save Merry, but Alice had lost too much blood and died on the operating table.”
Morgaine touched his arm. “I’m so sorry Sly. You didn’t deserve that. None of you did.”
“I know.” He acknowledged her sympathy with a sad smile. “Thank you.”
Her eyebrows knit and her lips thinned. “I’m with Gwyneth. If only I’d been there, I could have come up with some kind of spell to force him to help you, then punish the hell out of him after that. Screw the repercussions.”
He chuckled. “It’s a good thing you weren’t there then. I understand using magic to harm another can backfire pretty badly.”
“You’re right. The negative energy turns on the sender three times. It’s called the law of three.”
“Sounds like a harsh law. Instead of an eye for an eye, it’s an eye, arm, and leg for an eye.”
“You got it. That’s why I’ve drummed that law into my dear cousin’s head.”
“About a million times,” Gwyneth added. “So, what are all the things Vampires can and can’t do? Can you see yourselves in mirrors? Do you get burned by holy water and crosses? I know about the sun thing.”
He laughed. “I’m not sure about one of those things. I can see my reflection and crosses don
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