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The Vampire Laura

Trust your instinct to the end, though you can render no reason. ~Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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PROLOGUE.

Storm dreamed of the land.

She stood alone on a hill, looking out on a vast, treeless prairie lush with sweet grasses and flowers of all kinds.  High in the sky, the sun looked down on her with kind, golden rays.  They did not hurt her skin, or her eyes, as they would have in real life.  Rather, here they merely warmed her, for in the dream she was oddly cold.  They sank deep into her skin, and her eyes closed to slits as she drank in the wonderful, soft warmth.

A beautiful palomino frisked about the prairie as she watched, his mane flying joyfully in the breeze as he pranced, pausing occasionally to sniff about him, whinnying into the wind.  No sad, saddled, bag-fed ranch horse, this one: he was wild.  He was free.

She smiled as she watched him.  So gorgeous, he was... a prime specimen of the wildland.  Fine, strong, playful, curious, with powerful, languid muscles sculpted from nature itself.

Suddenly he was no longer frisking about the prairie, but was there, in front of her.  And he was no longer a palomino, but a man, standing before her in raw, naked glory.  

It was a man she had once known.  A man she almost recognized... but it was lost before she could grasp it.  His handsome tan-skinned face bore a smile that was so sweet, so devilish, so familiar... who was he?  Impish brown eyes gazed seductively into hers, and he reached a hand out to gently brush her cheek, leaving a trail of heat behind on her skin.  “Querida,” he breathed.

And then he was suddenly gone into the wind, and she was left alone on her hilltop, head turning sharply around, seeking him in every direction, confused and on fire. The suddenly frigid breeze made her shiver, and she screamed up at the now cruelly distant sun.

She woke up in a hot sweat, clutching her pillow, looking around her.  It was just her bedroom, in her lonely apartment, in the chill of an Indiana autumn.  A cat lay curled on the bed beside her.  She reached out with a slightly shaky hand to scratch its head.  It stretched lazily and went back to sleep, ignoring her.

Storm rolled over onto her back with a groan.  It was the third dream this week... and it always left her hot for something she couldn’t have.  It had been building up, each time leaving her a little bit hotter for a little bit longer... and increasingly distracted.  

In her line of work, that could be dangerous.  

With a reluctant sigh, she stared up at the ceiling... and wondered if she shouldn’t ask for a turn.

The others had been so good about it... about taking their turns with her.  It couldn’t be easy for the four of them, leaving their spouses for the night just to help her satisfy her long-buried needs.  She still had a hard time asking for it, but she knew that it had to be.  If she wanted to stay sane (and she did want to... and they definitely wanted her to), she’d have to get over herself, and centuries of prudishness, and accept what they’d willingly offered.

And they had been willing.  She’d been impressed (and frankly struck dumb) by their willingness to do this for her.  And though it had been awkward enough at first, it got easier and more comfortable with each turn they took.  

Still, each of them had something or other that they held sacrosanct, something they kept back for their spouses: some act that they wouldn’t do or let her do (Will wouldn’t let her bite, for instance), or some special spot she wasn’t allowed near.  And that was just fine.  She wasn’t looking to replace anyone in bed.  And she made sure they knew that.

She swallowed and tried to remember whose turn it was.  The order wasn’t up to her; rather, to be fair and avoid jealousy, they’d drawn cards and set a schedule.  At first the schedule had been set in concrete, by them, with no choice in the matter, until her emotional crisis was over and it was safe to relax a little.  

The crisis had, thankfully, passed, and she was gradually healing and returning to what passed for normal.  The rigid schedule was no longer necessary.  Now, she only asked when she needed it.  And then, only when it was too much to ignore.

If it were up to her, she wouldn’t need it at all.  It all seemed so silly, so adolescent... so human.  But, there it was.  And it wasn’t going away anytime soon.

She sighed into the shadows of the bedroom.  Last time, it had been Helen.  So... that meant it was Iain’s turn.

Storm rolled over onto her side, wishing the heat away, trying to ignore it.  It only grew more insistent for being ignored.  The bane of her existence.

She growled in irritation and reluctantly looked at the phone.  If she didn’t take care of it, it would never go away.  She closed her eyes.

Iain, then.  She groaned to herself and picked up the phone.
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LAURA LAY ON HER SIDE quietly, staring at the wall as Iain entered the room in silence.  He’d already showered, but Storm’s scent was still on him.  She said nothing as he undressed and slid into bed behind her.  His hand snaked around her waist, and his lips brushed her ear.  “Honey, I’m home,” he purred, laying a gentle kiss on her neck, hand moving along her skin.

“Her scent is still on you,” Laura said flatly.

Iain froze for a moment, then nuzzled her playfully.  “I was hoping you could help me drown it out.”  His canines slid out, and he nipped at her neck, causing a heat to stir inside her that should have been pleasant.  She closed her eyes as his fingers traced little patterns across her body, his breath hardening, already stiff.  “Iain...” she said tiredly.

He stopped abruptly, warning bells going off in his head.  “What’s wrong?”

Laura stared at the wall.  “I’m just tired.”

He paused, listening suspiciously to her heartbeat.  “Are you sure that’s what’s wrong?”

She was silent.  Maybe she should humor her husband, put him at ease.  She could do it.  She knew from experience that it wasn’t hard to trick the body into enjoying itself.  Bodies were stupid, and flesh was flesh.  He didn’t have to know that anything was wrong.

But then she heard herself say, “Did you enjoy it?”

He froze utterly in place.  “What kind of a question is that?”

She turned over to face him.  In for a penny...  “Iain, I don’t know if I can keep doing this.”

He stroked her raven hair.  “We all agreed,” he said gently.  “Until she has someone of her own, we’re all she’s got.”

“Well, is she even trying?”

Iain smiled and kissed her.  “It’s not that simple, honey.  Not all of us are lucky enough to have the love of our life to come home to.  You can’t rush something like that.  We knew that when we agreed to this.”  He curled his arm around her and pulled her closer.  “And you know I’m always going to come home to you, right?  Just like you’re always going to come home to me.”  His eyes searched hers as though to confirm this.  “And the only scent I want on me is yours.”  And he kissed her tenderly, and she kissed back, surrendering, letting herself respond to him, wrapping her arms and legs around him as he rolled smoothly on top of her.  

It wasn’t hard.  After all, bodies were stupid, and flesh was flesh.
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HELEN PASSED LAURA a bottle of cow’s blood and relaxed beside her on the couch.  Laura took it and opened it, sniffed the luscious scent, and took a nourishing sip.  It began to relax her, and she let her arm drape over the couch back.  Helen sat and waited patiently.

But Laura wasn’t talking.  After a few minutes of silence, Helen sighed to herself.  “So what’s on your mind?”

“Why don’t you just read it?” Laura asked sullenly, and took another sip of blood.

Helen shook her head.  “I won’t do that.  Not without an invitation.”

Laura sighed, looking at the wall.  “How do you and Will do it?” she asked finally.  “How do you keep doing this?  How can you watch him go to her?  How does he stand watching you go to her?”

Helen was silent for a while.  Then she took a prim little sip from her own bottle, and said, “Well, first, we tell each other all about it.  Everything.”

Laura looked over at her, stunned.  “You... do?”

“Don’t you?”

Laura shook her head.  “I wasn’t raised that way.”

“None of us was.  But things change.  They have to.”  Helen sighed a long, somber sigh.  “When you’re a telepath, there’s literally nothing your husband can hide from you.”

Laura flushed, eyes going wide.  “God.  I never thought of it like that.”  She gave her friend a curious look.  “And...?”

Helen smiled.  “We’re still married after nine years of this.  What does that tell you?”  

Laura lifted her eyebrows and nodded, impressed.  She sighed, leaning back.  “So... you tell each other.  Everything.  And Storm’s okay with that?”

“She’s less of a prude than she lets on.”

Laura blinked over at her friend in surprise.  “But she hates it!  I’ve seen how she looks when she has to ask.  When we first made the arrangement it was like pulling teeth...”

Helen shook her head.  “She thinks we only do it to honor our agreement... and to keep her from killing us all.  Not because we care.  And she only hates it because she thinks she doesn’t deserve it.”  She pursed her lips.  “And because she thinks it makes her weak.  Laura, she’s spent centuries alone, self-reliant, independent.  Now she has to depend on us, veritable strangers, to keep her sane.  How would you feel?”

“A little uncomfortable,” Laura admitted.

“It hasn’t been easy for her
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