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      November 2000

      
      “It’s just a little dinner party.”

      
      “Uh-huh.” Standing, Greg Hewitt caught the phone receiver in the crook between his shoulder and neck, holding it in place
         with his chin as he began to clean up his desk in preparation for leaving the office.
      

      
      Anne’s voice had taken on a wheedling tone, which was always a bad sign. Sighing inwardly, he shook his head as his sister
         rattled on, telling him what she had planned for the meal and so on, all in an effort to convince him to attend. He noticed
         she wasn’t mentioning who else was to be at this little dinner, but suspected he already knew. Greg had no doubt it would
         be Anne, her husband John, and yet another single female friend she hoped to hook up with her still-single older brother.
      

      
      “So?”

      
      Greg paused and caught the phone in hand. He’d obviously missed something. “I’m sorry, what was that?”

      
      “So, what time can you get here tomorrow?”

      
      “I won’t be coming.” Before she could whine, he quickly added, “I can’t. I’ll be out of the country tomorrow.”
      

      
      “What?” There was a pause, then a suspicious, “Why? Where are you going?”

      
      “Mexico. I’m going on vacation. That’s why I called you in the first place. I fly out first thing in the morning for Cancún.”
         Knowing he’d just set her aback, Greg allowed a smile to tug at his lips as he juggled the phone around to don the suit jacket
         he’d discarded earlier in the day.
      

      
      “Mexico?” Anne said after a long pause. “A vacation?”

      
      Greg couldn’t decide if her bewilderment was amusing or just a sad commentary on his life to date. This was the first vacation
         he’d taken since starting his psychology practice eight years ago. Actually, he hadn’t gone on vacation since starting university.
         He was a typical workaholic, driven to succeed and willing to put in the hours to do so. It didn’t leave much time for a social
         life. This vacation was long overdue.
      

      
      “Listen, I have to get going. I’ll send you a postcard from Mexico. Bye.” Greg hung up before she could say anything to stop
         him, then grabbed his briefcase and quickly escaped the office. He wasn’t surprised to hear the phone start ringing as he
         locked the office door, Anne was the persistent sort. Smiling faintly, he ignored it and pocketed his keys as he started down
         the hall to the elevator.
      

      
      Dr. Gregory Hewitt was now officially on vacation, and the knowledge made him relax more with every step away from his office.
         He was actually whistling softly as he boarded the elevator and turned to push the button marked P3. The whistle died, however,
         and Greg reached instinctively toward the panel, his eyes searching for the hold button to keep the doors open when he realized
         a woman was hurrying toward the closing doors. He needn’t have bothered; she was quick on her feet and managed to slip through just before the doors closed.
      

      
      Greg let his hand drop away from the panel and stepped politely out of the way so she could select the floor she wanted. He
         gave her a curious once-over as she moved in front of him, idly wondering where the woman had come from. The hall had been
         empty when he’d traversed it, and he hadn’t heard a door open or close, but then he’d been distracted with thoughts of his
         coming vacation. There were several offices on the floor besides his own, and she could be from any of them; but he was sure
         he’d never seen her before.
      

      
      Greg had barely glimpsed her face as she’d boarded the elevator, and most of her features were a vague blur in his memory,
         but her eyes had been an attention-grabbing silver-blue. Unusual and beautiful, they were probably the result of colored contacts,
         he thought, and immediately lost any interest in her. Greg could appreciate beautiful women, and had no problem with them
         making the best of their appearance, but when they moved on to this level of artifice to try to attract attention, he tended
         to be turned off.
      

      
      Shrugging her out of his thoughts, he relaxed back against the elevator wall, his mind immediately turning to his coming trip.
         Greg had planned a lot of outings; he’d never been anywhere like Mexico before and wanted to enjoy all there was to do. Along
         with the usual lounging on the beach, he hoped to get in some parasailing, snorkeling, and maybe go on one of those boat rides
         where you got to feed the dolphins.
      

      
      He also hoped to fit in a trip to the Museum Casa Maya, an ecological park with a reproduction of how the Mayans lived centuries
         ago and walking paths where you could see the local animals. Then there was the night life. If he had the energy after his active days, Greg might just
         hit the dance bars like the Coco Bongo or the Bulldog café where half-naked people gyrated to deafening music.
      

      
      The elevator’s cheerful ding drew Greg’s thoughts from half-naked dancing women to the panel above the doors. P3 was lit up; parking level three. His
         floor.
      

      
      Nodding politely to his companion, he stepped off the elevator and started through the large, nearly empty parking garage.
         With half-naked women still dancing on the periphery of his mind, it took Greg a minute to notice the sound of footsteps behind
         him. He almost glanced over his shoulder to see who it was, then let the matter go. The sound was the hollow tap tap of high heels on concrete; sharp and quick and echoing loudly in the nearly empty space. The brunette was obviously also
         parked on this floor.
      

      
      His gaze moved absently over the open space toward where his car should be, but got caught on one of the supporting beams
         as he passed. The large black P1 painted on the concrete beam made him slow in confusion. Parking levels 1 and 2 were reserved
         for visitors to the various offices and businesses in the building. He was parked on P3 and had been sure the elevator panel
         light had read P3 when he’d looked … but it appeared he’d been wrong. Stopping, he started to turn back the way he’d come.
      

      
      This is the right floor. There is the car ahead.

      
      “Yes, of course,” Greg murmured, and continued forward. He strode up to the lone vehicle.

      
      It wasn’t until he opened the trunk that the thought broke through his mind that the little red sports car wasn’t his. He drove a dark blue BMW. But as quickly as that thought—with its accompanying alarm—claimed him, it blew away like fog under the influence of a breeze.
      

      
      Relaxing, Greg set his briefcase inside the trunk, climbed in after it, arranged himself in the small space, then pulled the
         trunk closed.
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      “Mmm. Your hair smells good.”

      
      “Umm, gee, thanks, Bob.” Lissianna Argeneau peered around the dark parking lot they were crossing, relieved to see they were
         alone. “But do you think you could get your hand off my ass?”
      

      
      “Dwayne.”

      
      “What?” She glanced up into his handsome face with confusion.

      
      “My name is Dwayne,” he explained with a grin.

      
      “Oh.” She sighed. “Well, Dwayne, can you get your hand off my ass?”
      

      
      “I thought you liked me.” His hand stayed firmly planted on her left butt cheek, squeezing in an altogether-too-friendly manner.

      
      Resisting the urge to club him over the head and drag him into the bushes like the Neanderthal he was, she forced a smile.
         “I do, but let’s wait till we get to your car to—”
      

      
      “Oh. Yeah. My car,” he interrupted. “About that … ”

      
      Lissianna stopped walking to peer up into his face, her eyes narrowing suspiciously on the discomfort that suddenly flickered
         across his expression. “What?”
      

      
      “I don’t have a car,” Dwayne admitted.
      

      
      Lissianna blinked, her brain slow to accept this news. Everyone over the age of twenty owned a car in Canada. Well, practically everyone. Okay, perhaps that was an exaggeration, but most
         single males of dating age had wheels. It was like an unwritten law or something.
      

      
      Before she could comment, Dwayne added, “I thought you’d have one.”
      

      
      It sounded almost like an accusation, Lissianna noted and scowled. In some ways, the women’s movement really hadn’t done them
         any favors. There had been a day when he, as the man, would have had the vehicle or taken on the responsibility of finding
         them a place to be alone without a second thought. Now he was looking displeased, as if she’d let him down somehow by not having a car.
      

      
      “I have a car,” she found herself saying defensively. “But I rode here tonight with my cousin.”

      
      “The chick with pink hair?”

      
      “No. That’s my friend, Mirabeau. Thomas drove,” Lissianna answered absently as she considered the problem. He had no car and
         Thomas had locked up the Jeep when they’d arrived. She supposed she could go back into the bar, find Thomas and borrow his
         keys; but really, Lissianna didn’t want to use his Jeep for—
      

      
      “Well, that’s all right. I don’t mind the great outdoors.”

      
      Lissianna blinked her thoughts away with a start as he grasped her by the hips and drew her against him. She instinctively
         leaned away, putting some space between their upper bodies, but that did nothing to stop their lower bodies from meshing.
         It was suddenly clear that the idea of the great outdoors really didn’t bother Dwayne. If anything, the hardness pressing against her suggested that the idea excited him. He was obviously
         an excitable guy, Lissianna decided. She herself didn’t see the attraction of the great outdoors, at least not during a Canadian winter.
      

      
      “Come on.” Releasing her hips, Dwayne grabbed her hand and hurried her to the back of the parking lot. It wasn’t until he
         was dragging her behind the large metal garbage bins in the back corner of the lot that she realized his intentions.
      

      
      Lissianna bit back a sarcastic comment about his romantic nature and decided to just be grateful that it was early winter. While they hadn’t had their first snow, it was cold enough that there was no odor from the rotting food in the large
         metal containers.
      

      
      “This is good.” Dwayne urged her back against the cold metal of a bin and crowded up against her.

      
      Lissianna sighed inwardly, wishing she’d not left her coat inside. She was more immune to the cold than the average person,
         but not completely. The cold metal at her back was leaching heat out of her, forcing her body to work harder to stay warm.
         Hungry and dehydrated as she was, the last thing she needed at the moment was for her body to have to work harder.
      

      
      The sudden sloppy assault of his mouth on hers forced Lissianna’s thoughts to the matter at hand and convinced her it was
         time to take control of the situation. Ignoring the probing poke of his tongue at her closed lips, she caught her fingers
         in the front of his jacket and turned, slamming him up against the bin a little harder than she’d meant to as she traded places
         with him.
      

      
      “Whoa,” he chuckled, eyes brightening. “A wild woman.”

      
      “Like that, do you?” Lissianna asked dryly. “Then you’re gonna love this.”

      
      Releasing his coat, she raked one hand into the hair at the back of his skull and caught him by the short strands there. Jerking his head sideways, she moved her mouth to his neck.
      

      
      Dwayne murmured with pleasure as she ran her lips lightly along the line of his jugular vein. Once she’d found the best spot
         for her purposes, Lissianna opened her mouth, breathed in through her nose as her canines slid out to their full, sharp length,
         then sank them into his neck.
      

      
      Dwayne released a little gasp and went stiff, his arms tightening around her, but that only lasted for the briefest of moments.
         He soon began to relax against the cold bin as Lissianna sent him the sensations she was experiencing; the satisfaction as
         blood coursed up through her teeth and straight into her system, the dizzy rush as her system moved eagerly to absorb this
         offering.
      

      
      The only description she could have given to explain that initial reaction, was the off-kilter list of a boat when everyone
         on board rushed to one side of the deck, making it tilt in the water. Lissianna’s body had the same reaction as her hungry
         blood rushed to absorb the new blood, racing from every part of her body toward her head, where her teeth were sucking in
         what her body so desperately needed. It caused a not-unpleasant head rush. She imagined it was similar to what people experienced
         when they took a drug. Only this wasn’t a drug, it was life to Lissianna.
      

      
      She heard Dwayne give a small moan of pleasure. It echoed the silent one she was experiencing as the cramping in her body
         slowly began to ease.
      

      
      Too slowly, Lissianna suddenly realized. Something was wrong.

      
      Keeping her teeth deep in his neck, she began to sift his mind. It didn’t take her long to find the problem. Dwayne wasn’t
         the healthy specimen he seemed to be. In fact, very little about him was as it appeared. From his thoughts she learned that the bulge pressing against her lower stomach
         was a cucumber he’d shoved down his pants, his broad shoulders were a result of padding under his jacket, and the attractive
         tan he sported came from a bottle. It was meant to hide the natural pallor caused by … anemia.
      

      
      Lissianna jerked her mouth away with a curse, her teeth quickly sliding back to their resting position as she glared at him.
         It was instinct alone that made her slip into his thoughts to rearrange his memories. She was so angry at the man … 
      

      
      And Mirabeau, too, she decided. After all, it had been at her friend’s insistence that she’d brought the fellow out for a
         quick bite. Knowing her mother would have something lined up for her, Lissianna had wanted to wait until reaching her birthday
         party to feed, but Mirabeau—and cousin Jeanne—had worried that her pallor would lead Marguerite Argeneau to put her on an
         intravenous the moment she arrived at the house.
      

      
      When Dwayne had started to hit on her, Lissianna had allowed Mirabeau to persuade her to bring him out for a quick bite. And
         now she might have a problem. It had taken her several moments to realize there was something wrong, then a couple more minutes
         to find the information that he was anemic. She only hoped she hadn’t taken too much blood from him in that time.
      

      
      Finished with his memory, Lissianna eyed Dwayne with equal parts irritation and concern. Despite his bottled tan, the man
         looked pale, but at least he was still on his feet. Putting her hand to his wrist, she took his pulse and relaxed a little.
         While a bit accelerated, it was strong. He should be fine by tomorrow morning. Dwayne wouldn’t feel well for a while, though,
         but then, it was little more than he deserved for running around all padded and cucumbered to snare a girl. Idiot.
      

      
      People could be such fools, she thought with irritation. Like children playing dress up and pretending they were older than
         they really were, adults now ran around padded, corseted, or siliconed to be something they really weren’t, or to be what
         they thought was attractive. And it got worse all the time. She wondered why they didn’t understand that their true selves
         were good enough, and if they weren’t, then the someones they weren’t good enough for were really the ones not good enough.
      

      
      Lissianna put the thought in Dwayne’s mind that he’d come out for some air because he hadn’t felt well. She made sure to instruct
         him to stay there until he felt better, then to take a taxi home, then had him close his eyes as she completed wiping herself
         from his memory. Once assured she’d done the job properly, Lissianna left him swaying where he stood and walked back around
         the bins to the parking lot.
      

      
      “Lissi?” A figure crossed the dark lot toward her.

      
      “Father Joseph.” Eyebrows rising, Lissianna changed direction to meet the elderly man. The priest was her boss at the shelter
         where she worked the night shift. Bars were not usually his sort of hangout. “What are you doing here?”
      

      
      “Bill said there was a new kid on the streets. He doesn’t think the boy’s more than twelve or thirteen and is pretty sure
         he’s been eating out of the garbage bins back here. I thought I’d see if I could find him and convince him to come to the
         shelter.”
      

      
      “Oh.” Lissianna glanced around the lot. Bill was one of the regulars down at the shelter. He often pointed them toward people
         who might need their help. If he said there was a new kid on the streets, then there was. Bill was dependable about such things. And Father Joseph was equally dependable about going out in search of such strays in the hopes of getting
         to them before they did something desperate or stupid, or got dragged into drugs or prostitution.
      

      
      “I’ll help,” Lissianna offered. “He’s probably around here somewhere. I—”

      
      “No, no. This is your night off,” Father Joseph said, then frowned. “Besides, you aren’t wearing a coat. What are you doing
         out here without a coat?”
      

      
      “Oh.” Lissianna’s gaze slid to the garbage bins as a thump sounded behind them. A quick probe of Dwayne’s thoughts told her that he’d thumped his head against the bin as he leaned
         against it. Idiot. She turned back to find Father Joseph peering toward the containers and spoke quickly to distract him.
         “I forgot something in my cousin’s car.”
      

      
      It was a bald-faced lie, and Lissianna sincerely hoped the man hadn’t noticed where exactly she’d come from, but would think
         she’d been in the little black Mazda parked beside the bins. Not wanting to lie any more than necessary, she rubbed her arms,
         and added, “Gosh you’re right though, it is cold out here.”
      

      
      “Yes.” He peered at her with concern. “You’d best go back inside.”

      
      Nodding, Lissianna wished him good night and made her escape. She hurried across the parking lot, then around the corner of
         the bar, only slowing once she stepped inside the loud and crowded bar.
      

      
      Thomas was nowhere in sight, but—thanks to the fuchsia-tinted tips of her ebony hair—Lissianna didn’t have any trouble spotting
         Mirabeau at the bar with Jeanne.
      

      
      “Well, you look … ” Mirabeau hesitated as Lissianna reached them, then finally finished with, “the same. What happened?”
      

      
      “Anemic.” She spat the word with annoyance.

      
      “But he looked so healthy,” Jeanne protested.

      
      “Padded shoulders and bottled tan,” she said. “And that’s not all.”

      
      “What else could there be?” Mira asked dryly.

      
      Lissianna grimaced. “He had a cucumber down his pants.”

      
      Jeanne gave a disbelieving giggle, but Mirabeau groaned, and said, “It must have been a seedless English cucumber, the man
         looked huge.”
      

      
      Lissianna gaped. “You looked?”
      

      
      “You didn’t?” she countered.

      
      Jeanne burst out laughing, but Lissianna just shook her head and glanced around the bar. “Where’s Thomas?”

      
      “Here.”

      
      She spun around as his hand settled on her shoulder.

      
      “Did I hear you right? Was your Romeo sporting a cucumber down his pants?” he asked with amusement, giving her shoulder an
         affectionate squeeze.
      

      
      Lissianna nodded with disgust. “Can you imagine?”

      
      Thomas gave a laugh. “Actually, the sad fact is I can. First women padded their bras, now men pad their boxers.” He shook
         his head. “What a world.”
      

      
      Lissianna found a reluctant smile tugging at her lips at his expression, then gave in and allowed her irritation to drop away.
         She wasn’t really upset that Dwayne had sported a cucumber; she hadn’t been interested in what was in his boxers anyway. Hell,
         she hadn’t even really wanted to take him out for a bite. She was just annoyed at the waste of time and the fact that she’d
         used up more energy staying warm out there than the man’s weak blood had supplied. She was even hungrier than she’d been before going outside.
         All the outing had managed to do was whet her appetite.
      

      
      “How long until we can go to Mom’s?” she asked hopefully. Her cousins and Mirabeau had decided to take her out dancing before
         heading to the birthday party her mother was having for her. Lissianna had been pleased with the idea at the time, but that
         was when she’d only been hungry. Now she was ravenous and eager to get to the party and whatever offering her mother would
         have on hand. She’d even accept an intravenous at that point, which was saying something. Lissianna hated being fed intravenously.
      

      
      “It’s only a little after nine,” Mirabeau announced, with a glance at her wrist watch. “Marguerite said we weren’t to bring
         you to the party until ten.”
      

      
      “Hmm.” Lissianna’s mouth twisted with displeasure. “Do any of you know why the party starts so late?”

      
      “Aunt Marguerite said she had to pick up something for you in the city before the party, and couldn’t do it until after 9
         p.m.,” Thomas offered. “Then, she has to drive back too, so—” He shrugged. “—no party till ten.”
      

      
      “She must be picking up your gift,” Mirabeau guessed.

      
      “I don’t think so,” Thomas said. “She mentioned something about Lissianna and feeding. I suspect she’s picking up a special
         dessert or something.”
      

      
      “A special dessert?” Jeanne asked with interest. “In the city? After nine?” Her gaze slid to Lissianna full of excitement
         as she suggested, “A Sweet Tooth?”
      

      
      “It must be,” Lissianna agreed, grinning at the prospect. She’d inherited her mother’s love of sweets and nothing satisfied
         it like a Sweet Tooth, which was how they referred to undiagnosed diabetics who ran around with dangerously high blood sugar levels. It was a rare treat, made rarer by the fact
         that afterward they always put the thought in the person’s mind to call his doctor and arrange to have a blood test, thus
         removing one more Sweet Tooth from the menu.
      

      
      “That could be it,” Thomas commented. “It would explain Aunt Marguerite’s willingness to drive around downtown Toronto. She
         hates city driving and generally avoids it like the plague.”
      

      
      “If she drove,” Mirabeau commented. “She could have had Bastien send one of the company cars out to chauffeur her around.”

      
      Thomas shook his head at the mention of Lissianna’s brother, the head of Argeneau Enterprises. “Nope. She was driving herself
         and not happy about it.”
      

      
      Lissianna shifted impatiently, and asked, “So, how long till we can go?”

      
      Thomas hesitated. “Well, it is Friday night, and the trafficmight be bad, with everyone trying to escape the city for the weekend,” he said thoughtfully.
         “I’m guessing we could go in another fifteen minutes and not risk being too early.”
      

      
      “How about if we leave now and you drive slowly?” Lissianna suggested.

      
      “That boring, are we?” he asked with amusement.

      
      “Not you. This place. It’s like a meat market,” Lissianna wrinkled her nose.

      
      “Okay, brat.” Thomas ruffled her hair affectionately. He was four years older and more like an older brother than her own
         brothers were, but then they’d been raised together. “Let’s head out. I’ll do my best to drive slowly.”
      

      
      “Yeah, right,” Jeanne Louise said with a snort. “Like that will ever happen.”

      
      Lissianna smiled as they collected their coats and headed for the exit. Thomas was a bit of a speed demon, and she knew Jeanne
         Louise was right. She had no doubt they’d arrive early and annoy her mother. It was a chance she was willing to take.
      

      
      Lissianna had forgotten all about Father Joseph when she’d suggested leaving, but there was no sign of him as they walked
         to Thomas’s Jeep. He’d either given up, or taken his search elsewhere. Her next thought was for Dwayne, and Lissianna glanced
         toward the bins as Thomas drove by them, her gaze searching the shadows for his seated figure, but there was no sign of him
         either. He’d left, too. She was a bit surprised at his quick recovery, but then shrugged the matter aside. He wasn’t lying
         unconscious in the middle of the parking lot, so had obviously managed to find a taxi home.
      

      
      Traffic wasn’t bad after all. It was late enough that they’d missed the worst of it and made good time getting to her mother’s
         home on the outskirts of Toronto. Too good.
      

      
      “We’re half an hour early,” Jeanne Louise said from the backseat as Thomas parked the Jeep behind Marguerite’s little red
         sports car.
      

      
      “Yeah.” He glanced at the house and shrugged. “She’ll be okay with it.”

      
      Jeanne Louise snorted. “You mean she’ll be okay with it as soon as you give her your charming grin. You always could get around
         Aunt Marguerite.”
      

      
      “Why do you think I liked hanging out with Thomas when we were younger?” Lissianna asked with amusement.

      
      “Oh, I see!” Thomas laughed as they got out of the vehicle. “So the truth is out. You only like me for my way with your mother.”

      
      “Well, you didn’t actually think it was that I liked hanging out with you, did you?” Lissianna teased, as he walked around to her side.
      

      
      “Brat.” He gave her hair a tug as he joined her.

      
      “Isn’t that your brother Bastien’s car?” Mirabeau asked as she climbed out from behind the front passenger seat and slammed
         the Jeep door closed.
      

      
      Lissianna glanced toward the dark Mercedes and nodded. “Looks like it.”

      
      “I wonder if anyone else is here.” Jeanne Louise murmured.

      
      Lissianna shrugged. “I don’t see any other cars. But I suppose Bastien could have arranged for a couple of the company cars
         to pick up and drop off people.”
      

      
      “If he did, I doubt anyone has arrived yet,” Mirabeau said, as they started toward the front door. “You know it isn’t fashionable
         to show up to these things on time. Only unfashionable geeks arrive on time.”
      

      
      “I guess that makes us unfashionable geeks,” Lissianna commented.

      
      “Nah. We’re just trendsetters,” Thomas announced, and they all chuckled.

      
      Bastien opened the front door as they approached. “I thought I heard a car.”

      
      “Bastien, du-ude!” Thomas greeted loudly, then immediately stepped up to give him a hug that had the older man stiffening
         in surprise. “How’s it hanging, dude?”
      

      
      Lissianna bit her lip to keep from laughing and glanced toward Jeanne Louise and Mirabeau, then quickly away as she saw that
         they were also having difficulty controlling their expressions at the sudden change in Thomas. He’d gone from being just your
         average guy to a space cadet, in the passing of a heartbeat.
      

      
      “Yes … Well … Thomas. Hello.” Bastien managed to disengage himself from his exuberant younger cousin. As usual, he looked uncomfortable and not entirely sure how to handle the younger man. It was why Thomas acted that way, he knew
         that both her older brothers—at over four hundred and six hundred—tended to look down on him as a young pup, and it never
         ceased to annoy him. Being thought of as little more than a child at over two hundred years old could be terribly annoying,
         and so he acted like an ass around them. It never failed to make the older men uncomfortable and—Lissianna suspected—gave
         Thomas an advantage. Her brothers were forever underestimating Thomas because of their prejudices.
      

      
      Suffering the same prejudice herself, Lissianna could sympathize with Thomas. She also never failed to enjoy watching her
         older brothers squirm with discomfort.
      

      
      “So, where’s the party, dude?” Thomas asked brightly.

      
      “It has not started yet,” Bastien said. “You’re the first to arrive.”

      
      “No dude, you were the first to arrive,” Thomas corrected him cheerfully, then confided, “You don’t know how relieved that makes me. ’Cause
         if we’d been first, Mirabeau said we would have been unfashionable geeks. But we weren’t. You were.”
      

      
      Lissianna coughed to cover the snort of laughter that managed to escape her as her brother recognized that he’d just been
         called an unfashionable geek. When she regained control of herself it was to find Bastien standing stiff and straight and
         appearing a tad annoyed. She took pity on him, and asked, “So, where’s Mom? And are we allowed to enter, or are we to wait
         out here for another fifteen minutes?”
      

      
      “Oh, no. Come in.” Bastien stepped quickly to the side. “I just got here myself, and Mother went up to change for the party
         after letting me in. She should be down in a few minutes. Maybe you should wait in the games room until she comes down. She might not want you to see the decorations until everyone’s here.”
      

      
      “Okay,” Lissianna said agreeably, stepping past him into the entry.

      
      “Want to play a game of pool, dude?” Thomas asked cheerfully as he followed Lissianna into the house.

      
      “Oh … er … No. Thank you, Thomas, I have to watch for early arrivals until Mother is ready.” Bastien backed away along the hall
         as he spoke. “I’ll tell her you’re here.”
      

      
      “He loves me,” Thomas said with amusement, as Bastien disappeared from the hall, then he opened his arms to shepherd them
         toward the closed door on the right of the hall. “Come along. Let’s go play. Anyone up for a game of pool?”
      

      
      “I’ll play,” Mirabeau said, then added, “Lissi, you have a run in your stockings.”

      
      “What?” Lissianna paused and peered down at her legs.

      
      “Back right,” Mirabeau said, and she twisted to look at the back of her right leg.

      
      “I must have got it caught on something on the garbage bin,” Lissianna muttered with disgust as she spotted the long, wide
         ladder up the back of her right calf.
      

      
      “Garbage bin?” Thomas echoed with interest.

      
      “Don’t ask,” she said dryly, then made an irritated tsk and straightened. “I’ll have to go change my stockings before the party starts. Fortunately, Mom insisted I leave spare clothes
         here in my old room when I moved out. I should have a couple pairs of stockings. You guys go ahead and play.”
      

      
      “Hurry back,” Thomas called, as she jogged lightly up the stairs.

      
      Lissianna merely waved over her shoulder as she reached the landing and started along the hall toward her bedroom, but she was thinking it was good advice. Marguerite Argeneau wasn’t going to be pleased that they’d arrived early,
         but Thomas would quickly cajole her out of any irritation she might initially be feeling. For that reason alone, it would
         be better to be with Thomas and the others when she met up with her mother.
      

      
      “Coward,” Lissianna berated herself. She was over two hundred years old and well past the age where she should worry about
         upsetting her mother.
      

      
      “Yeah right,” Lissianna muttered, acknowledging that she would probably still worry about it when she was six hundred. All
         she had to do was look at her brothers to know that. They were independent, self-sufficient and … well … just plain old and still worried about pleasing or displeasing Marguerite Argeneau.
      

      
      “It must be a family thing,” she decided as she opened the door to the room that had been hers until recently, and where she
         still occasionally slept when she stayed too late to make it home before sunrise. Lissianna started into the room, but her
         steps halted, her eyes widening in surprise at the sight of the man on the bed.
      

      
      “Oh, sorry, wrong room,” she muttered, and drew the door closed again.

      
      Lissianna then simply stood in the hall staring blankly around as she realized she hadn’t accidentally entered the wrong room.
         This was her old bedroom. She’d spent several decades sleeping there and knew her own room when she saw it. She just didn’t
         know why there was a man in it. Or, more importantly, why he was tied spread-eagled on the bed.
      

      
      Lissianna considered the matter for a moment. Her mother would not have taken in a boarder, and if she had, she certainly
         wouldn’t have done so without mentioning it to her children. Nor would she have put him in Lissianna’s old room, a room she still used on those rare occasions she stayed. Besides, the fact that he was tied down on the bed rather
         belied the possibility of his being a willing guest.
      

      
      As did the bow around his neck, Lissianna thought as she recalled the cheery red splotch of color that had been half-crushed
         by his chin as he’d struggled to look at her.
      

      
      It was the bow that finally had her relaxing as she realized he must be the special surprise her mother had driven into the
         city for. The Sweet Tooth Jeanne Louise had suggested. Though, Lissianna thought, the man in her bed had looked healthy enough,
         but then, you couldn’t always tell until you got close enough to smell the sweetness an untreated diabetic exuded.
      

      
      In effect, the fellow was a walking birthday cake. And a yummy-looking one at that, she decided, recalling his dark good looks.
         His eyes had been piercing and intelligent, his nose straight, his chin strong … and his body had been rather nice, too. He’d
         appeared long and lean and muscular, stretched out on the bed.
      

      
      Of course, after her experience with Dwayne, Lissianna was aware there might be some padding under the jacket he wore. She
         hadn’t looked for cucumbers, but the man hadn’t been sporting a tan, bottled or otherwise, yet hadn’t looked anemic, but then
         her mother wasn’t likely to make the mistake Lissianna had earlier. Marguerite would have made sure he was exactly what she
         wanted to give her daughter, and Lissianna was thinking that Jeanne Louise was probably right, and he was an untreated diabetic.
         Nothing else made much sense. Her mother would hardly drive all the way into town for just a standard healthy individual when
         she could have ordered a pizza and handed Lissianna the delivery boy, which is what she usually did.
      

      
      So, he was a sweet to eat, she reasoned, and felt hunger gnaw at her stomach. Lissianna wouldn’t have minded a nibble right
         then. Just a little taste to tide her over until her mother actually gave him to her. She quickly killed that thought. Even
         Thomas wouldn’t be able to cajole her mother out of her bad mood if Lissianna pulled a stunt like that. So, walking back in
         there and biting him was out, but she still needed to fetch fresh stockings.
      

      
      While Lissianna knew she should probably just return to the games room without them, it seemed to her that— as the surprise
         was already spoiled—it was silly to run around in ruined stockings all night. She was here, and it would only take a moment
         to grab a fresh pair from those she’d left behind for just such an emergency.
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      Greg stared at the closed door. He couldn’t believe that someone had just opened it, paused— obviously startled at the sight of him—then apologized and closed
         the door while he’d just lain there like an idiot, too startled to say or do anything. Not that he’d had much of a chance
         to react, but still … 
      

      
      The muscles in his neck began to ache with the strain of keeping his head raised to peer at the door. Heaving a sigh of defeat,
         Greg let it drop back onto the pillow and began to mutter under his breath about his own stupidity.
      

      
      It had come to his attention tonight that he was a complete idiot. Greg had never thought of himself as an idiot. In fact, he’d always considered himself somewhat intelligent, but that
         was before he’d climbed into the trunk of a strange car and locked himself inside for no good purpose that he could think
         of.
      

      
      “Definitely an idiotic move,” Greg announced, but then perhaps insane was a better description. Stupid would have been accidentally locking himself in a trunk. Climbing in and calmly pulling it closed was more along the lines of inexplicable insanity. And
         he was starting to talk to himself, he pointed out. Yes, it would appear he’d lost his grip on sanity. He couldn’t help wondering exactly when he’d
         lost his mind, and how.
      

      
      Perhaps insanity was contagious, he pondered. Perhaps he’d caught it from one of his clients. Not that Greg had any clients
         he’d have diagnosed as insane. He dealt mostly with phobias in his practice, though he treated a few patients with other,
         more long-term, difficulties. He supposed he could have had the seed all along, and tonight it had simply sprouted into full-blown
         madness. That was a thought. Perhaps insanity ran in the family. He should check with his mother on that, find out whether
         they had a madman or two in the family history.
      

      
      It wasn’t just the climbing into the trunk that bothered Greg, that had only been the first of his mad actions tonight, and
         one he’d regretted as soon as the trunk lock had clicked into place. He’d lain in the dark, cramped space, calling himself
         all kinds of a fool for at least half an hour as the car had driven to this house. Then the car had stopped, the trunk had
         opened and what had he done? Had he leapt out, apologized for his unnatural behavior, and gone home? No. He’d stood and waited
         as the pretty brunette from the elevator had gotten out of the car to join him, then had followed her—docile as you please—into
         this huge house and up to this room.
      

      
      Greg had been as cheerful and trusting as a five-year-old as he’d—without even being asked—climbed onto the bed and splayed
         himself for her to tie down. Greg had even returned her smile when she’d patted his cheek and announced, “My daughter is going to love you. You are my best birthday gift ever.”
      

      
      After she’d left the room, he’d lain there, his mind blank for several moments before the situation he’d got himself into
         had begun to sink in. Greg had spent the time since then in bewildered contemplation of what had happened. His own behavior—never mind the woman’s— didn’t make any sense.
         It was as if he’d temporarily lost his mind. Or control of it. Unable to solve the quandary, he’d turned his thoughts to more
         immediate concerns, such as what was going to happen now that he was here?
      

      
      “My daughter is going to love you. You are my best birthday gift ever.” These words—along with the fact that Greg was presently spread-eagled on a bed—had first made him fear he was some sort
         of sexual gift. A sex slave, perhaps. That possibility had immediately had him imagining being ravished by some huge, homely
         creature with a bad complexion and facial hair. For surely only someone terribly unattractive would need a man kidnapped and
         tied to her bed to get sex in today’s sexually free climate?
      

      
      Just as Gregory had started to hyperventilate at the imagined horror, he’d given himself a mental slap. The woman—the mother—couldn’t
         be more than twenty-five or thirty years old at most. Surely no daughter of hers would be old enough to want a sex slave?
         Or even to know what to do with one. Besides, why would anyone want him for a sex slave anyway, he’d asked himself.
      

      
      Greg had a healthy self-esteem, and knew he was attractive, but he wasn’t a rock star or GQ-model gorgeous. He was a psychologist who dressed in conservative suits, had a conservative haircut, and lived a conservative
         life based around work, his family, and little else. Well, his work, his family, and attempting to escape all the blind dates
         his sisters, aunts, and mother would have set him up on, he corrected himself wryly.
      

      
      Greg’s thoughts were disturbed when the bedroom door opened again. Stiffening, he jerked his head up to peer toward the door
         and saw that it was the woman from a moment ago. He eyed her with wary interest. Except for her long blond hair, she looked very like the brunette who had brought
         him here. She was beautiful, with full lips, an oval face, a straight nose, and the same silver-blue eyes as her brunette
         counterpart. Obviously, they bought their contacts at the same place.
      

      
      No, Greg decided. The eyes weren’t exactly the same. They were the same color and shape, but the brunette’s eyes had held
         a sadness and wisdom that had belied the youth of her skin and features. This woman was lacking that. The blonde’s eyes were
         clear, untouched by regret or true heartache. It made her seem younger.
      

      
      The blonde was obviously a relative of the brunette though, Greg thought as he watched her walk to the dresser against the
         wall adjacent to the bed and open a drawer. Probably her sister, he guessed. He let his eyes run over the short, formfitting
         black dress she wore, then to her shapely legs, and the thought crossed his mind that it was almost a shame that she was too
         old to be the brunette’s daughter. He wouldn’t have minded being her gift.
      

      
      Rolling his eyes at his own wayward thoughts, Greg watched her close the dresser and waited expectantly for her to turn her
         attention to him, but she didn’t. Much to his amazement, she merely walked back to the door, obviously intending to exit the
         room without so much as a by-your-leave. Greg was so shocked that his mouth opened and closed twice before he managed to get
         out a simple, “Excuse me.”
      

      
      The blonde paused at the door and turned to peer at him curiously.

      
      Greg forced a stiff smile and asked, “Do you think you could maybe untie me?”

      
      “Untie you?” Appearing surprised by the request, she moved to the bedside to peer down at him.
      

      
      “Yes, please,” he said firmly, noting the way her gaze slid over his hands. Greg knew his wrists were red and abraded from
         tugging at his bindings. Their state seemed to confuse and distress her.
      

      
      “Why didn’t Mother calm you? She shouldn’t have left you like this. Why—” She paused and blinked, then understanding filled
         her face. “Oh, of course. Bastien’s early arrival must have interrupted her before she could properly settle you. She probably
         meant to come back and finish with you after, but forgot.”
      

      
      Greg didn’t have a clue what she was talking about, except that she seemed to think her mother had brought him here and he
         was positive she was wrong. “The woman who brought me here was too young to be your mother. She looked like you, but had dark
         hair. Your sister maybe?” he guessed.
      

      
      For some reason his words made her smile. “I don’t have a sister. The woman you’re describing is my mother. She’s older than
         she looks.”
      

      
      Greg accepted this with some incredulity, then his eyes widened at the ramifications of what she was saying. “Then, I’m your birthday gift?”
      

      
      She nodded slowly, then tilted her head, and said, “That’s an odd smile. What are you thinking?”

      
      Greg was thinking he was the luckiest son of a bitch alive as his mind automatically readjusted his earlier imaginings of
         a large, ugly woman stripping and climbing on top of him, to this woman doing so. He allowed himself to enjoy the fantasy
         for a moment, but then realized that his body was enjoying it way too much, a noticeable bulge was growing in his pants.
         He gave his head a shake. As delightful as a night as this woman’s sex slave might be, he had plans—a trip full of sandy beaches, palm trees,
         and half-naked women gyrating on a dance floor. And it was already paid for.
      

      
      Now … if after his trip this woman wanted to go on a date in the normal way, then tie him to a bed and have her way with him … 
         Well, Greg liked to consider himself an obliging sort. Besides, in this case, he thought being a sex slave might not be so
         bad. Realizing his thoughts were wandering into areas better left alone for now, Greg gave himself a mental kick and forced
         a stern look to his face. “Kidnapping is illegal.”
      

      
      Her eyebrows rose. “Did Mom kidnap you?”

      
      “Not exactly,” he admitted, recalling how he’d climbed into the trunk under his own impetus. Kidnapping generally required
         being forcibly taken away. Greg supposed he could have lied; however, he was a poor liar. “But I don’t want to be here, and
         really I don’t have any idea why I climbed into the trunk of your mother’s car. It seemed the most natural thing to do at
         the time, but I’ve never … ”
      

      
      Greg’s voice trailed away as he realized that the blonde wasn’t listening to him. At least, she didn’t appear to be. She was
         staring at his head with concentration and a deepening frown. She was also moving closer to the bed, though he suspected it
         was a subconscious action. She seemed wholly concentrated on his hair, but then she shook her head with apparent frustration,
         and muttered, “I can’t read your mind.”
      

      
      “You can’t read my mind?” Greg echoed slowly.

      
      She shook her head.

      
      “I see … and … er … is that a problem?” he queried. “I mean, can you usually read people’s minds?”

      
      She nodded, but it was an absent action, her thoughts were obviously elsewhere.
      

      
      Greg tried to ignore the disappointment suddenly pinching at him as he acknowledged that the woman was mad, or at least delusional
         if she thought she could read minds. He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. The mother couldn’t exactly be normal, or she
         wouldn’t allow strange men to climb into her trunk—for she’d been behind him and had to have seen him climb in. Anyone else
         would have run screaming for building security instead of taking him home with her.
      

      
      It seemed madness was running rampant tonight. The first example had been his behavior, then the brunette’s, and now the blonde
         thought she could read minds. It made him wonder if there wasn’t some sort of citywide madness occurring. Perhaps men all
         around Toronto were climbing into trunks and letting themselves be tied to beds. Perhaps it was some sort of drug released
         into the city’s water reservoir; a terrorist plot to incapacitate the men in Canada.
      

      
      On the other hand, perhaps this was all just a weird dream, and he was really still at his desk at work, head down and sound
         asleep. Greg decided that was the most likely possibility. It provided a most satisfactory explanation of his own inexplicable
         behavior in getting himself here. Of course, none of that really mattered. Asleep or awake, mad or not, he was here, and even
         if it was a dream, he wanted to get himself home. He had a flight to catch.
      

      
      “Listen, if you could just untie me, I promise I’ll forget all about this. I won’t bring in the authorities or anything.”

      
      “The authorities?” the blonde echoed. “You mean like the police?” She seemed startled at the prospect, as if it hadn’t occurred
         to her.
      

      
      “Well, yeah,” Greg said with a frown. “Okay, so I came here apparently willingly enough,” he admitted reluctantly. “But now
         I want to go home, and if you don’t untie me, it’s forcible confinement, and that’s a criminal offense.”
      

      
      Lissianna began to gnaw on her lower lip. She’d tried to slip into the man’s thoughts to soothe and control him as she’d done
         earlier with Dwayne, as her mother should have done before leaving him, but she couldn’t get into his thoughts. It was as if there were an impenetrable wall around his mind, and while she’d heard of this, she’d never run
         across it herself. Lissianna had never met a mortal she couldn’t read and control. Though she had run across individuals she found it difficult to read and control. Usually, that difficulty eased or disappeared altogether
         once she was feeding on them.
      

      
      She tilted her head and eyed her gift, debating whether to try feeding off him to make it easier to slip into his thoughts
         and soothe him. The only problem was that if she couldn’t slip into his thoughts even a little, Lissianna wouldn’t be able
         to keep him from experiencing the pain when her teeth first sank into his neck. Unless … 
      

      
      Mirabeau had once told her about coming up against a similar situation. She’d said she’d kissed and caressed the man, relaxing
         him, and had managed to slip into his thoughts the moment her teeth sank into him.
      

      
      Lissianna considered the matter briefly. She’d never seduced anyone before. Born and raised in Georgian England, her life
         had been rather sheltered, and while society had grown more promiscuous the last fifty years or so, Lissianna’s life hadn’t.
         Her parents were old, with old values and beliefs that were slow to change and modernize. While her mother might have allowed
         her more freedom, her father would never have bent to society.
      

      
      Still, she simply couldn’t leave the man lying there distressed, Lissianna decided. Besides, she wouldn’t mind a little preview
         of her birthday dinner, rather like a lick of the icing off a cake before it was served. Okay, she’d like a little more than
         the equivalent of a lick, but just a quick bite, just enough to ease her hunger, she assured herself.
      

      
      Yeah right, Lissianna thought dryly. This man looked yummy enough that she’d be tempted to suck him dry, a temptation she couldn’t recall
         having in several decades.
      

      
      “The rope is really tight.”

      
      Startled out of her thoughts by his complaint, Lissianna glanced again toward the burns at his wrists and felt her uncertainty
         melt away. She’d been taught that it was bad form to play with your food or allow it to suffer needlessly. And this man was
         suffering. It was her duty to get into his thoughts and soothe him. It was hardly her fault that she couldn’t do so the normal
         way and was going to have to try more extreme measures.
      

      
      Mind made up and conscience appeased, Lissianna settled on the side of the bed. “You shouldn’t struggle, and you shouldn’t
         worry. I hate to see you distressed this way.”
      

      
      He glared at her, as if resenting that she knew he was upset. Or perhaps he was simply angry that she wasn’t untying him as
         requested.
      

      
      “Let’s get this off you,” she suggested, and set the stockings she’d collected in her lap so that she could work at the bow
         around his neck. He sighed as it was removed, relaxing on the bed a bit, and Lissianna decided to remove his tie as well.
      

      
      “There, isn’t that better?” she asked, sliding the silk cloth from around his neck.

      
      The man started to nod, then caught himself and scowled instead as she undid the top three buttons of his shirt. “It would
         be better still if you untied me.”
      

      
      Lissianna smiled with amusement at the way he was struggling with himself, then tried to distract him by running her fingers
         lightly over the bit of chest she’d revealed. Much to her satisfaction, a little shiver went through him as her long nails
         scraped gently across his naked skin. This seduction business was turning out to be easier than she’d feared. Or perhaps she
         was just a natural, Lissianna thought, and wondered if she should be worried over the possibility.
      

      
      “Untie me.” He was trying to be firm, but it was obvious his heart was no longer wholly behind the desire to be free.

      
      Smiling knowingly, Lissianna scraped her fingers lightly down to run along the cloth just above his belt. The provocative
         action sent his stomach muscles galloping, and his breath came out on a little hiss of air.
      

      
      “What the hell,” he breathed. “There are worse things than being a sex slave.”

      
      Lissianna blinked in surprise at his comment and decided she’d relaxed him enough. “What’s your name?”

      
      “Greg.” He cleared his throat, and said more firmly, “Dr. Gregory Hewitt.”

      
      “Doctor huh?” She raised one hand to run it lightly up his chest again, noting the way his eyes immediately dropped from her
         face to follow the action. “Well, Doctor … You’re a very handsome man.”
      

      
      She moved her hand to his hair, running it lightly through the fine, dark strands and marveling at how soft it was. Her gaze
         slid to his deep dark brown eyes and the firm contours of his lips as she considered her next move. He was an attractive man. In her time, she’d seen men who were more handsome, but there was something about this one that appealed
         to her. Her gaze slid to the furrows on his forehead, and her fingers followed, running lightly over the lines to smooth them
         away.
      

      
      “Would you mind terribly if I kissed you?” she asked softly.
      

      
      Dr. Gregory Hewitt didn’t answer, he simply stared at her with eyes that had darkened with interest as she allowed her finger
         to drift to his lips and run lightly across the soft contours. When his mouth suddenly opened to suck her finger into his
         warm heat, she took that as permission, but Lissianna sat still, her eyes finding and holding his with fascination as she
         noted the fires smoldering to life there. Then he sucked her finger farther into his mouth, his tongue running along the side
         of her finger as he did, and Lissianna gave a startled little gasp of surprise.
      

      
      Over two hundred years old, and I never realized the finger could be an erogenous zone, Lissianna thought faintly, as the fire smoldering in his eyes now began to grow inside her, but much farther south.
      

      
      Gregory Hewitt was a dangerously distracting man, and she decided it might be best to regain control of the situation. With
         that intention, Lissianna slowly withdrew her finger from his mouth, then leaned forward to rub her cheek briefly against
         his so that she could inhale the smell of him. The action had been an instinctive one, a predator testing her prey’s scent.
         His was a spicy, dusky aroma that she quite liked. Lissianna smiled faintly, then brushed her lips against his cheek before
         trailing them across to his lips. She pressed them there a little more firmly and rubbed them gently back and forth.
      

      
      Gregory Hewitt’s lips appeared firm and hard, but they felt soft. Lissianna continued simply to rub her lips gently over his,
         enjoying the erotic caress, until he raised his own head in an effort to deepen the kiss. When she felt his tongue slip out
         to run lightly along the crease where her lips met, she let them slip open. Her eyes widened with surprise at the sensations that assailed her as he slipped inside.
      

      
      Lissianna had certainly been kissed over the last two hundred years—many times, countless times even if she were to be honest.
         Some kisses had been welcomed and some stolen, some enjoyed and some not, but this kiss … 
      

      
      His tongue was warm, wet, and firm as it rasped across hers. He tasted of mint and coffee and something else she couldn’t
         immediately identify, then Lissianna simply couldn’t be bothered to. She let her eyes drift closed and lost herself in the
         sensations overwhelming her.
      

      
      What had started on her part as an effort to seduce Gregory Hewitt ended with her being seduced. Lissianna found herself lost
         in the kiss as his tongue filled her, thrusting and sweeping through her mouth with a demand that made her shudder. For a
         moment her purpose was completely forgotten. She found herself shifting her position, sliding her legs onto the bed so that
         she lay against him, her legs tangling with his even as her fingers tangled and caught in his hair.
      

      
      She sensed his tugging at his restraints, but was really only half-aware of it until he turned his head away to break the
         kiss, and growled, “Untie me. I want to touch you.”
      

      
      Lissianna was tempted, but ignored the request and instead concentrated on kissing a trail down his cheek, her body moving
         down his. He was obviously taller than she. By the time her lips reached his throat, their pelvises were even, and he immediately
         rotated his hips, urging himself against her, increasing the excitement for both of them. His groan was both frustrated and
         excited as her lips moved along his throat and he shifted restlessly beneath her until she found the jugular and let her teeth
         out to sink deep into his skin and the vein it covered.
      

      
      Greg went stiff with shock, then just as quickly relaxed with a prolonged groan as Lissianna began to feed, and the pleasure
         exploded inside her mind, then transmitted out to him. This was a wholly different experience than Dwayne had been. Normally,
         she didn’t find feeding an erotic experience, but then normally Lissianna didn’t have to seduce her host. She simply took
         control of his mind and went to it. This time was different. She was excited, he was excited, and the blood pouring into her
         body was a string that connected their excitement, bouncing it between them and somehow increasing it as his mind opened to
         her. But Lissianna wasn’t in control this time, she wasn’t just sending out her own thoughts, she was receiving his.
      

      
      It was like a wonderful kaleidoscope of color. Emotions and thoughts filled her mind in wave after overwhelming wave. Passion,
         desire, intelligence, kindness, honor, courage … Lissianna had a brief window into his soul, and in those few moments learned
         more about him than she could have in a hundred conversations. There were no lies, half-truths, or prevarications to try to
         impress her. There was just him, then all of that was pushed aside by an avalanche of desire.
      

      
      Lissianna forgot all about her intentions to soothe him, she forgot everything but the hunger that was raging in her body:
         both the old need for blood and the new need for the pleasure he was giving her. In that moment, with their bodies entwined,
         both of them moaning, arching, and writhing against each other, only this man seemed able to satisfy her hunger, and Lissianna
         might very well have lost herself to the point of draining him dry had Thomas’s voice not caught her ear and distracted her.
      

      
      “I don’t see why you’re so upset. She just came up to get new stockings. She—” His voice had started out muffled by the door, but had grown in volume as the door opened, then died
         abruptly, and a brief silence followed. Very brief.
      

      
      “Lissianna Argeneau!”

      
      Lissianna went still, her eyes shooting open as she recognized her mother’s voice.
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      Teeth retracting, Lissianna pulled free of Greg Hewitt’s neck and glanced guiltily over her shoulder. The sight of Thomas and her mother staring at her wide-eyed
         from the doorway was enough to make her stand quickly, her hands moving to straighten her clothes and hair.
      

      
      “I cannot believe this!” Marguerite stomped into the room. “Sneaking around and unwrapping your gifts before your birthday
         like you’re twelve instead of two hundred! What were you thinking?”
      

      
      “Well, technically, it is her birthday, Aunt Marguerite,” Thomas pointed out as he closed the door.
      

      
      Lissianna tossed her cousin a grateful smile, but said, “I wasn’t sneaking around. I came up to get fresh stockings.” She
         scooped them up off the bed, and added, “And I didn’t unwrap him.”
      

      
      Marguerite stared pointedly at the floor.

      
      After glancing down to see the untied bow lying forgotten there, Lissianna grimaced, and admitted, “Okay, I did unwrap him, but only because he was upset, and I hated to leave him distressed.” She paused, then tilted her head, and said, “I take it Bastien’s arrival interrupted you before you could put the full whammy on him? He was upset about
         being kidnapped and wanted to be untied when I got here.”
      

      
      “I didn’t kidnap him,” Marguerite said with affront, then peered past Lissianna to Dr. Gregory Hewitt to say, “I didn’t kidnap
         you. I borrowed you.” She turned her attention back to Lissianna to add, “And I did put the full whammy on him.”
      

      
      “Really?” Her eyebrows rose in surprise, and Lissianna glanced from her mother to the man in the bed with confusion. “It doesn’t
         appear to have taken.”
      

      
      Marguerite sighed, some of her tension leaving. “Yes, well he appears to have a strong mind.”

      
      Lissianna nodded. “I noticed. I couldn’t get into his thoughts to calm him. Not at all. That’s why I was feeding on him. I
         thought it might allow me to merge with his mind and soothe him,” Lissianna explained.
      

      
      “That seems to have worked well,” Thomas commented with amusement. “Although I wouldn’t say he was soothed exactly.”

      
      Lissianna followed his gaze to the man’s groin, where an erection was pressing his dress pants upward. Even as she peered
         at it, the tent in his trousers slowly deflated.
      

      
      “Not a cucumber then,” Thomas commented lightly, and Lissianna had to bite her lip on a nervous giggle.

      
      Clearing her throat, she murmured, “I’m sorry, Mother. I didn’t mean to spoil the birthday dinner you had planned. And really,
         I didn’t. I mean, it may not be a surprise anymore, but I didn’t really have much, just a quick bite. A small nibble really.
         I could feed a lot more.” Her hungry gaze slid to the man in the bed, her body tingling at the idea of feeding from him again.
      

      
      “He isn’t your birthday dinner.”

      
      Lissianna reluctantly gave up ogling her birthday gift and turned to her mother with confusion. “What?”
      

      
      “He isn’t your birthday dinner,” she repeated. “I ordered Chinese for you. The delivery boy should be here soon.”

      
      “Oh.” There was no hiding her disappointment. Lissianna liked Chinese, but it never stuck with her. An hour afterward, she’d
         be hungry again. However, Gregory He-witt had been robust and yummy, he’d been a filling and satisfying full-bodied stew next
         to Dwayne’s watered-down broth. He’d also been a pleasure in ways she hadn’t expected. Tonight, Lissianna had felt a little
         of the excitement that her hosts usually felt and transmitted to her when she fed from them. The excitement she’d never really
         understood or experienced herself except in a secondhand, observing sort of way. This time she hadn’t been able to remain
         detached and observant. In having to seduce him, she’d apparently seduced herself … Or perhaps he’d done the seducing, she thought, recalling his lips drawing her finger into his mouth.
      

      
      Not that it had taken much seducing. He was quite the most attractive man she’d ever met, and that was saying something. Lissianna
         had met a lot of men in her two hundred years, and many were much more attractive aesthetically, but they’d only ever left
         her cold. There was something about this one that appealed to her though … and he smelled good, too. And those few moments
         where there minds had merged … 
      

      
      Lissianna hadn’t really tried to read or control his thoughts as intended, she’d been too busy enjoying the moment, but from
         the brief connection, she’d got an imprint of his mind. It was a mixture of confusion, desire, intelligence, and an honesty
         and character that appealed to her.
      

      
      Aware of the silence that had fallen over the room, Lissianna glanced about. The man presently filling her thoughts was lying
         back on the bed, staring at her with silent fascination. Lissianna thought that was interesting. On the other hand, her mother
         and cousin were also staring at her with concentrated interest, and she couldn’t help but think that couldn’t be a good thing.
         She hadn’t been guarding her thoughts, she realized with discomfort and had no doubt the pair had just intruded on her contemplations
         of the pleasure she’d experienced with Greg Hewitt.
      

      
      “So,” Lissianna said abruptly, eager to remove her mother’s thoughts from those that had been floating through her own mind.

      
      Thomas helped out by asking, “If he isn’t her birthday dinner, what is he?”

      
      “Excuse me? Birthday dinner?” Greg squawked. He was gaping at them all rather horrified. Apparently he hadn’t cottoned on
         to the conversation going on around him at first. Now he had and was distressed all over again. She would have taken the time
         to soothe him, but her mother spoke, distracting her.
      

      
      “He is your birthday gift, but not dinner.” When Lissianna stared at her blankly, she sighed and crossed the room to take her hand.
         “It was supposed to be a surprise presented at the party, but as you’ve already unwrapped your gift, I may as well explain.
         Dear, this is Dr. Gregory Hewitt. He’s a psychologist who specializes in phobias, and I brought him here to cure you. Happy
         Birthday.”
      

      
      Dr. Gregory Hewitt was a psychologist, Lissianna thought slowly. She hadn’t thought to ask what sort of doctor he was when
         she’d asked his name and he’d said Dr. Gregory Hewitt. Now she knew. He was a psychologist here to cure her phobia.
      

      
      “Oh,” she murmured at last, then glanced in surprise at Greg as he echoed her “oh,” in much the same disappointed tone. It made her curious. Her own disappointment was based on the
         fact that she’d rather nibble on him than deal with something as unpleasant as her phobia, but it appeared he was no more
         pleased with the idea than she.
      

      
      Greg sighed inwardly. He supposed he shouldn’t have been disappointed by the brunette’s announcement. He should be glad he
         wasn’t to be a sex slave or … dinner? He was still trying to sort that one out. Lissianna, as the brunette kept addressing
         the blonde, had thought him her birthday dinner. Him? Birthday dinner? The idea was enough to knock every last distracting
         lusty thought right out of his head. Birthday dinner? Were they cannibals?
      

      
      Good Lord, she’d nipped at his neck after kissing him, but just a little nip, then she’d settled into sucking, no doubt giving
         him a huge hickey he’d spend a week trying to hide, or maybe more. Greg wasn’t sure. He’d only ever had a hickey once before,
         and that was when he was a teenager. He couldn’t recall how long it had taken to fade. He also didn’t recall getting it to
         be quite as enjoyable as this experience had been either, yet he’d have been happy to let the blonde suck on his neck all
         she wanted, or any other body part she took a liking to. Being birthday dinner, however, didn’t sound quite as enjoyable.
         Dear God, leave it to him to climb into the trunk of a cannibal. He really would prefer the sex slave scenario. It definitely
         sounded more enjoyable.
      

      
      Greg rolled his eyes and had to mentally shake his head at his own thoughts. He sounded like a man desperate to get laid.
         Actually, that wasn’t far from the truth. Despite his family’s best matchmaking efforts, he hadn’t had sex in almost a year.
         While the women his family tended to set him up with were all lovely, none of them had stirred much interest in him, at least not enough to drag his
         attention away from work for any length of time.
      

      
      It hadn’t worried Greg much; he had a full and busy life. He always told himself that the day he found a woman as fascinating
         as his career was the day he’d know he’d found his Ms. Right. In the meantime, his family— ever hopeful—continued to set him
         up with every single female they knew, and Greg continued to avoid bedding the women to avoid messy entanglements with family
         friends that might cause hard feelings. That meant he was restricted to cavorting sexually with women he managed to meet on
         his own when he wasn’t escorting family friends to various meals or functions.
      

      
      The last time Greg had managed to hook up with anyone, it had been with an ice blond psychiatrist from British Columbia. They’d
         met at the mental health conference last winter, gone for a drink after one of the lectures, then he’d walked her back to
         her room, she’d invited him in, and very politely and clinically had sex with him. It had been cold and functional and terribly
         unexciting … rather like taking Metamucil. It got the job done, cleaned the pipes, but left a bad taste in the mouth. Greg
         was relatively certain this blonde would not leave a bad taste in his mouth. He was also sure she’d do a lot more than clean
         his pipes.
      

      
      “You brought him here to treat my phobia?”

      
      Greg glanced at the blonde as she asked the question, noting for the first time that she, too, seemed rather disappointed
         by the news.
      

      
      “Yes, dear.”

      
      “He’s not—?”

      
      “No,” the brunette interrupted firmly, then frowned at the blonde’s obvious lack of enthusiasm for her gift. “Darling, this is a good thing. I thought you would be pleased. I thought
         it was perfect. He can cure your phobia, allowing you to live a normal life. One without the inconvenience of night care or
         the risk of your stumbling home drunk two or three times a week.”
      

      
      Greg’s eyebrows rose, and he tried to figure out in his mind what kind of phobia might lead to someone getting drunk.

      
      “So”—the brunette turned a bright smile his way— “do it.”

      
      Greg stared at her blankly. “Excuse me?”

      
      “Cure my Lissianna of her phobia,” she said patiently.

      
      Greg turned from the expectant expression in those old, wise eyes to the brighter eyes of the daughter. They were as blue
         and clear as a cloudless sky, but with the same metallic silver shine as the mother’s. Lovely, Greg thought, and just wished
         they weren’t contacts. It bothered him that she felt she needed the artifice to add to her beauty.
      

      
      “They aren’t contacts,” the brunette suddenly announced, and Greg gave a start. Surely she hadn’t just read his thoughts?

      
      “What aren’t contacts?” the blonde said, glancing from him to her mother with confusion.

      
      “Your eyes, dear,” the brunette explained, then told Greg, “Despite your earlier thoughts, our eye color is natural. I am
         not sure if they even have contacts the color of our eyes … yet,” she added dryly.
      

      
      “Natural,” Greg murmured with fascination, staring at the shimmering color in the daughter’s eyes, then his mind slowly absorbed
         her words. Despite his earlier thoughts? She didn’t mean on the elevator?
      

      
      The brunette nodded. “Yes, on the elevator.”
      

      
      “You can read his mind?” Lissianna sounded more annoyed than surprised, he noted, and recalled that he’d thought her mad when
         she’d complained that she couldn’t read his mind, yet here the brunette appeared to be doing just that. Greg couldn’t decide
         if he was sleeping and dreaming all this, losing his mind and imagining all this, or he was awake, sane, and the woman was
         really reading his mind. Worse yet, he couldn’t decide which of those options he’d prefer. He didn’t want to be sleeping because
         that would mean Lissianna was nothing more than a fantasy he’d dreamed up, and he wasn’t pleased with the idea of never seeing
         her outside of his dreams. Losing his mind wasn’t much better as an alternative, but the idea of the brunette being able to
         read his mind was a bit disconcerting … Especially since his mind was full of lustful thoughts for her daughter.
      

      
      “So?” the brunette prompted.

      
      Dreaming or not, it appeared he’d have to deal with the matter. Greg shook his head. “Ma’am, curing a phobia isn’t like taking
         a pill. It takes some time,” he informed her, then asked a little less patiently, “Could you untie me please?”
      

      
      “That’s not what the article said,” the brunette countered, ignoring his request to be untied. “In the paper you were quoted
         as saying that new treatments can be extremely effective, and most phobias can be cured in just a few sessions, some only
         need one.”
      

      
      Greg let his breath out on a slow sigh, understanding now how he’d come to be here. The brunette had obviously read the interview
         he’d done for the paper, a special article on phobias. It had come out last weekend.
      

      
      “That’s true, some phobias are easily treated,” he began, trying to remain calm and … well … patient, but this situation was so bizarre. He was tied to a bed, for God’s sake, and the
         three of them were standing about acting as if it were perfectly normal. Greg simply couldn’t refrain from getting a touch
         testy.
      

      
      “You know, most people make an appointment to see me,” he snapped, then tried for reason again. “And I’m flying down to Mexico
         tomorrow morning for a vacation. There are things I need to do before then. I’d appreciate it if you’d untie me and let me
         get out of here. I really don’t have time for this.”
      

      
      Silence had barely begun to close around his last word when there was a tap on the door. It opened, and a young woman poked
         her head in and peered about. She was another brunette, her face heart-shaped and pretty. She glanced at him curiously, then
         turned her attention to the mother. “Uncle Lucian is here, Aunt Marguerite.”
      

      
      “Oh. Thank you, Jeanne Louise.” The mother, Marguerite, immediately began herding Lissianna and Thomas toward the door, saying,
         “We’ll deal with this later. We mustn’t keep everyone waiting. Jeanne, has Etienne shown up yet?”
      

      
      “Yes. He was just coming in as I started upstairs.” The woman pushed the door open farther for them to exit, adding, “The
         Chinese order has arrived, too. I put the delivery boy in the larder until you’re ready for him. You probably shouldn’t leave
         him too long though.”
      

      
      “No. We’ll just go down to the party, and I’ll get everything started,” Marguerite announced as she followed Lissianna and
         Thomas out into the hall. “Lissianna can open her other gifts later and—” The door closed on the rest of the woman’s sentence.
      

      
      Greg stared at the wooden surface with amazement, unable to believe they’d just left him lying there, tied to the bed as he was. It was madness. Crazy.
      

      
      Head awhirl with thoughts, Greg closed his eyes and tried to sort out just what was going on and what he could do about it.
         Despite his own actions in getting himself here, he was starting to consider himself kidnapped. However, he wasn’t being held
         for ransom, and he wasn’t dinner. That was good, he told himself. Wasn’t it?
      

      
      He was here to treat a phobia. Frankly, Greg thought the whole family needed treatment … and not for phobias, but so be it.
         They wanted him to treat a phobia, and he wanted to be set loose. Surely there was some bargain he could strike? He’d agree
         to treat the lovely Lissianna and promise not to report them to the authorities if they cut him loose. Then he’d head straight
         to the police station.
      

      
      Or not.

      
      Greg was a little confused on the issue of what he wanted to do at the moment. Part of him was angry and willing to go to
         the police with the information that he’d been held against his will and so on, but in truth, were Lissianna to slip back
         into the room and kiss and caress him as she’d been doing, he thought he might forget a lot of his anger. Greg suspected most
         of it was plain old sexual frustration anyway. Without the frustration, he’d mostly just be confused by the night’s events.
         Besides, he couldn’t go to the police. What could he tell them?
      

      
      “Hi, my name is Dr. Hewitt and tonight I climbed into a strange trunk of my own free will, locked myself in for the ride to
            a strange house, then climbed out and willingly entered said premises, going so far as to walk upstairs and lay down to be
            tied to the bed. But geez, they didn’t untie me when I asked and now I want them charged.”
      

      
      Oh yeah, that would go over well, Greg thought dryly. He’d be laughed out of the police station. Besides, he didn’t really want to get these people in trouble. Well, at least he didn’t want to get Lissianna in trouble.
      

      
      Greg licked his lips as he recalled the feel and taste of her. She’d felt so good cuddled against him, and she’d made these
         erotic little murmurs of pleasure as they’d kissed. If his hands hadn’t been tied, he would have rolled her beneath him, stripped
         her of every scrap of clothing she wore, and used his hands and mouth on her body to elicit more of those little murmurs.
      

      
      Her skin was a pale and ivory, and Greg had no trouble imagining her alabaster body stretching and arching on the bed as he
         closed his mouth over one erect nipple and swept his hand down over her ribs, then across her flat stomach to dip it between
         her legs and find her damp sweetness. She’d be hot to his touch and responsive and after he’d made her cry out with release
         a time or two, he’d rise up over her and drive—
      

      
      Greg groaned aloud in frustration and brought his imaginings to an abrupt end as he felt the complaining ache in his groin.
         Okay, that had been a stupid move. Now, he was more frustrated than ever.
      

      
      Sighing, he lifted his head to peer toward the closed door, wondering when Lissianna would come back, or if she would. He’d
         deduced that he must be in her room, or she wouldn’t have been fetching stockings out of it. So, she’d have to return eventually.
         Perhaps after the party, Greg thought as he noted the muffled sound of music coming from below. The party was obviously under way. Lissianna’s birthday
         party, he remembered, and wondered how old she was. He would have guessed her to be about twenty-five or twenty-six. A good
         ten years younger than he. Would the age difference bother her? That thought was troubling. She might think he was too old
         for her and not repeat tonight’s kisses.
      

      
      Realizing where his thoughts were going, Greg gave himself another mental head shake. What was he thinking? He was tied to
         a bed and being held against his will. He’d asked to be untied, but no one had listened. Yet here he lay, his mind consumed
         with nothing but the beautiful, blond Lissianna.
      

      
      “You need to get your priorities straight,” he told himself firmly. “How about trying to get yourself loose and out of here?
         You have a plane to catch in the morning, you know.”
      

      
      Ignoring the fact that he was again talking to himself, Greg tipped his head back to peer at the bindings that went from his
         wrists to the bed posts.
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      “Oh Lordy, Lordy. I’ve stepped into baby doll heaven.”
      

      
      Lissianna chuckled at Thomas’s comical expression as he entered the living room, where they were having their impromptu postbirthday
         party “pajama party.” Not one to drive after drinking, Thomas had decided to sleep here, which meant Lissianna, Jeanne Louise,
         and Mirabeau were staying as well. With the bedrooms taken up by various older relatives staying the day, they had been relegated
         to the couches in the bigger living room … along with cousin Elspeth and her twin sisters Victoria and Julianna. The three
         girls had flown over from England with their mother Martine to attend the party and planned to visit for a couple weeks.
      

      
      “Thomas!” Jeanne gasped suddenly. “What on earth are you wearing?”

      
      “What? This?” Thomas held out his arms and did a slow turn. He was covered from neck to ankles in a pair of formfitting Spider-Man
         pajamas. “Bastien was good enough to supply this most cool sleepwear for me,” he drawled. “Don’t you like it? The guy has radical taste in sleepwear for a grumpy old dude.”
      

      
      “They’re not Bastien’s.” Lissianna chuckled. “They were a joke gift for Etienne when he was helping to program a video game
         based on some comic book or other.”
      

      
      “I didn’t know that, did I?” Thomas said with a grin. “Bastien was most embarrassed at my effusive compliments on his most
         ‘cool choice’ of sleepwear.”
      

      
      Lissianna shared a grin with him, imagining how Bastien must have reacted when he realized how his little attempt to embarrass
         Thomas had backfired. He’d be mortified to think that anyone might believe he wore pajamas like these to bed.
      

      
      “Anyway, I don’t mind. They are comfortable,” Thomas commented, then perched his hands on his hips to eye the rest of them, and said gallantly, “As for you
         ladies, you’re like a rainbow of lovely flowers.”
      

      
      Lissianna glanced down at herself, then at the other women in their nighties. While Jeanne Louise and Mirabeau didn’t have
         any clothes at Lissianna’s mother’s house, Lissianna did, just not pajamas. She tended to sleep in the nude. The three of
         them were wearing sleepwear borrowed from Elspeth and the twins. The trio apparently had a thing for baby dolls, it was all
         they’d had to loan them.
      

      
      Still, Thomas’s description was apt. She was wearing a light pink lace baby doll, Elspeth was in red, Victoria in peach, Mirabeau
         in mint green, Julianna in baby blue, and Jeanne Louise wore lavender. Put them together and they did nearly make a rainbow.
      

      
      “So?” Thomas launched himself onto the cot that had been rolled in for him. Scrunching his pillow into a solid ball he could
         lean on, he eyed them all with interest. “What happens at pajama parties?”
      

      
      The girls all laughed at his eager expression as they began to stake out their own spots, two girls to each of the three pull-out couches in the room. Within moments they were settled
         and peering at each other.
      

      
      “Don’t look at me,” Mirabeau said when Thomas glanced her way. “I’m over four hundred years old; they didn’t even have pajama
         parties when I was a girl. I’m not sure they even had pajamas. I don’t know what happens.”
      

      
      Lissianna chuckled, and said with disgust, “Over two hundred years old and still considered a child.”

      
      “We always will be to Mother and Aunt Marguerite,” Elspeth said calmly. “I guess it’s relative. We are children compared to them.”
      

      
      “But ancient compared to mortals,” Lissianna pointed out unhappily. She was feeling her two hundred and two years. Birthdays
         could be such a bummer when you were older than the country you lived in. Canada became a country in 1867, by that time, Lissianna
         was already sixty-nine years old; old for a mortal, but not for a vampire as most mortals would call them. It wasn’t a term
         her kind cared for. Vampires were thought to be soulless creatures with an aversion to garlic, holy water, and sunlight. As
         far as she knew, her people were no more soulless than the average person. As for the three supposed weapons used to fight
         off vampires, neither garlic nor holy water would hurt them. Sunlight was another matter, they wouldn’t burst into flames
         if they stepped out into it, but it did make life easier to avoid it. Really, the only thing society had right about vampires
         was their longevity, strength, and the ability to read and control minds … oh, and they did need to feed off blood.
      

      
      “You guys may be old, but we aren’t,” Julianna piped up, and her twin sister Victoria nodded. “Yeah.”

      
      Lissianna forced a smile for the twins. They were only seventeen years old, making them the babies in the group, she thought, then realized that Elspeth was right. Everything was relative.
      

      
      “So,” she said, determined to stay cheerful. “You two are young enough to know. What happens at pajama parties?”

      
      “Fun stuff,” Victoria grinned widely. “You eat lots of good bad stuff like pizza and chocolate and chips.”

      
      Lissianna smiled indulgently. The twins were young enough that food still held more attraction for them than it did for her
         and the others.
      

      
      “And you tell scary stories and talk about boys,” Julianna informed them.

      
      “Hmmm,” Thomas sounded dubious. “You can skip the talking about boys stuff, unless it’s me you want to talk about. And I’m
         stuffed to the gills, no need for pizza.”
      

      
      Lissianna didn’t doubt him. Her mother had ordered in a ton of bagged blood, as well as normal food for the party, and she’d
         watched in amazement as the mountains of food and drink had been laid waste. From what she’d heard, the amount of bagged blood
         they’d gone through was just as staggering. Apparently the supply had nearly been wiped out. Lissianna had actually heard
         her mother ask Bastien to have more blood sent to the house for breakfast the next day.
      

      
      “So that leaves scary stories,” Mirabeau commented. She paused for a moment, during which no one offered to tell the first
         tale, then glanced at Lissianna, and asked curiously, “What was it your mother drove into Toronto to get you for your birthday?
         I missed seeing you open her gift.”
      

      
      “Yes, what was it?” Jeanne Louise asked curiously. “I didn’t see it either.”

      
      “Yes, you did see him, Jeanne Louise,” Thomas countered with amusement, bringing a confused frown to his sister’s face.
      

      
      “No, I didn’t,” she insisted. “I—” She paused as his words sank in. “Him? You mean she gave Lissi a person? A man?” Her eyes
         widened suddenly, and her mouth made an “O,” then she exclaimed, “That guy in her bedroom? He was her gift?”
      

      
      “What guy?” Mirabeau looked startled. “Marguerite gave you a guy?”
      

      
      Lissianna gave Thomas a dirty look as the women began exclaiming in amazement. Their reaction was exactly what he’d hoped
         for, of course.
      

      
      “It isn’t how it sounds,” she said in calming tones. “He’s a doctor. She brought him to treat my hemaphobia.”

      
      “Yeah,” Thomas assured them. “And the fact that Lissianna was rolling all over him on the bed was just an accident. She didn’t
         know he was her therapist then.”
      

      
      “Thomas!” Lissianna shrieked, as the other women began exclaiming and shouting questions anew. Shaking her head with disgust,
         she turned to the women and quickly gave an edited version of her meeting with Greg Hewitt. Once finished, she sat back and
         waited for their reactions.
      

      
      Mirabeau was the first to speak, asking, “So, will he treat your phobia?”

      
      Lissianna hesitated, then admitted, “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      
      “Why not?” Elspeth asked with amazement.

      
      “Well, apparently he was supposed to be going on vacation tomorrow. And then there’s the little matter of Mother’s kidnapping
         him,” she added, with a roll of her eyes over her mother’s antics.
      

      
      “It maybe would have been better had she made you an appointment with him,” Jeanne Louise commented.

      
      “Yes. That’s what he said, too,” Lissianna admitted wryly.
      

      
      “So, can we see him?” Elspeth asked, and Lissi turned on her with surprise.

      
      “What? Why?”

      
      “We’ve seen all your other gifts,” she said, as if it were completely reasonable.

      
      “I definitely want to see him,” Mirabeau announced.

      
      “I wouldn’t mind seeing him myself,” Jeanne Louise said.

      
      “You already saw him,” Lissianna protested.

      
      “Yes, but only a glimpse really, and I didn’t know he was your gift then.”

      
      “What difference does that make?” she asked with exasperation, but Jeanne Louise just shrugged. Shaking her head, Lissianna
         said, “We can’t just go traipsing up there. It’s dawn. He’s probably sleeping.”
      

      
      “That’s okay; we only want to get a look at him. He doesn’t have to speak to us,” Mirabeau announced, getting to her feet.

      
      Lissianna gaped as her cousins all hurried to follow suit. When they started determinedly for the door, she scooted off the
         bed herself, saying, “Oh, all right, but we mustn’t wake him up.”
      

      
      The blackout curtains on her windows were drawn, leaving the room in inky darkness when Lissianna and the others entered.
         Still, she turned with a hiss of irritation when the light was flicked on.
      

      
      “We came up to see him, Lissi,” Mirabeau pointed out. “It helps if there’s light.”

      
      Lissianna let her irritation drop away at the reasonable words and turned to move cautiously up to the bed. She was relieved
         to note that the light hadn’t woken him, though it did make him stir sleepily, she saw, as the group spread out around the bed.
      

      
      “Wow,” Elspeth breathed, peering down on the sleeping man.

      
      “He’s cute,” Julianna sounded surprised.

      
      “Totally,” Victoria agreed.

      
      “Yeah,” Mirabeau said. “For some reason I thought all psychologists looked like Freud, but he’s a babe.”

      
      Julianna and Victoria both burst into giggles at this pronouncement and Lissianna shushed the pair, then glanced back to Greg
         in time to see Mirabeau lifting the edge of his suit jacket. Her eyes widened incredulously. “What are you doing?”
      

      
      “Well, he isn’t wearing fake tan,” the other woman said calmly. “I just thought I’d see if his jacket was padded.”

      
      “It isn’t,” Lissianna informed her grimly. “Those are his shoulders.”
      

      
      “How—? Oh, right. You were kissing him and stuff.” Jeanne Louise grinned.

      
      “Yeah, and from his reaction to her kisses and stuff, we also learned the man isn’t sporting a cucumber either,” Thomas announced, making Lissianna groan with embarrassment as
         she recalled the erection that had been very much in evidence when her mother and Thomas had entered earlier … and how it had
         deflated. She really didn’t want to explain his comment to the others, but could tell by their expressions that an explanation
         would be demanded and decided right then that Thomas was no longer her favorite cousin.
      

      
      Greg was generally a deep sleeper, but with light plucking at his eyes and whispering going on around him, he found it difficult
         to remain buried in the warm comfort of sleep’s arms and felt himself reluctantly dragged toward consciousness. When he finally gave in and allowed his eyes to drift
         open, he found himself staring blearily at six gorgeous women standing around his bed in the sexiest damn baby dolls he’d
         ever laid eyes on. His first thought was that he must still be dreaming … and a sweet dream it was, too, he decided, taking
         in the bountiful flesh revealed by the skimpy nightwear … until his gaze finally landed on the seventh person standing by his
         bedside.
      

      
      “Spider-Man?” he murmured with confusion.

      
      “Dammit! See, now you’ve woken him up.”

      
      Greg’s gaze slid to the speaker, and he smiled faintly as he recognized Lissianna. It wasn’t the least bit surprising that
         she should feature in his dreams. His last thoughts before drifting off to sleep had been about the things he’d like to do
         with her. The woman was turning him into a mass of sexual frustration. The worst part was, she wasn’t even trying to do so.
         He was managing it all on his own, with his own imaginings.
      

      
      “You’d best not let Aunt Marguerite hear you talk like that, Lissi,” Spider-Man taunted. “She’ll wash your mouth out with
         soap.”
      

      
      “Oh stuff it, Thomas. I’m too old for that,” she said grimly, then turned and bent slightly to address Greg. “I’m sorry. We
         didn’t mean to wake you.”
      

      
      He smiled benignly, and said, “It’s okay. You can step into my dreams anytime.”

      
      “Oh, isn’t that sweet. He thinks he’s dreaming us,” a woman in a lavender baby doll said with a smile.

      
      “I don’t know about sweet, Jeanne Louise. Either he does have a cucumber in his boxers after all, or he thinks his dream is a wet one,” a woman in mint green announced, and Greg blinked in surprise as he noted the color of her hair. Short, spiky
         black hair with fuchsia tips wasn’t something he would normally have thought was erotic and he briefly wondered what she was doing in his dream, then he
         noticed the silence around him and glanced around to see that everyone’s attention had turned to his groin.
      

      
      Greg lifted his head and peered down at the erection he was sporting.

      
      “Definitely a wet dream,” a pretty brunette in red pronounced solemnly.

      
      “Maybe we should check and make sure it isn’t a cucumber.” An auburn-haired young woman in a blue baby doll made the suggestion and turned to share a wicked smile
         with another girl who was her mirror image. The second one—dressed in peach—nodded, and said, “Oh yeah.”
      

      
      Greg blinked in surprise as he realized the pair were young, teenagers, he’d guess, and was almost horrified to note how well
         they filled out their baby dolls. When had teenagers started looking so un-teenager-like, he wondered with distress.
      

      
      “Oh, cut it out,” Lissianna snapped, then turned her gaze to him. “You’re not dreaming. We’re really here. And I’m sorry we
         woke you, but the girls wanted … ”
      

      
      “We wanted to see her birthday gifts,” the woman with fuchsia-tipped hair finished when she hesitated. “Which includes you.”

      
      “Yes. We’d seen all her other gifts,” the girl in blue explained. “So it was only fair we see you too, you understand?”

      
      “We’re Lissianna’s cousins,” the brunette in red informed him.

      
      “Well, all of us but Mirabeau,” the girl in lavender corrected, and Greg found himself staring at her. She looked vaguely
         familiar, but it took a moment for his mind to place her, then he recalled her coming to the door earlier to inform Lissianna, her mother and a man named Thomas that someone
         had arrived.
      

      
      Recalling that earlier scenario made Greg give Spider-Man a second look, and he realized that Spidey was Thomas. He wasn’t dreaming.
      

      
      “I thought I heard voices coming from this room.”
      

      
      Greg glanced toward the door as the crowd around his bed straightened and shifted guiltily to face the newcomer. Dressed in
         a lace-edged, red satin robe, the woman had long blond hair the same color as Lissianna’s, but that was the only similarity.
         Her features were sharper, her face longer, and her eyes were the coldest Greg had ever seen.
      

      
      “Aunt Martine,” Lissianna sounded taken aback. “We were just—I was showing the girls my birthday gift.”

      
      The woman paused at the foot of the bed and eyed Greg with interest. “So this is the psychologist your mother brought to help
         with your phobia, is it?”
      

      
      “What on earth is going on here?” Another ripple went through the group around the bed as Lissianna’s mother appeared in the
         door, dressed in a long silk robe.
      

      
      “I heard voices and came to investigate,” Martine announced. “Lissianna was showing the girls her birthday gift. He’s rather
         young isn’t he, Marguerite?”
      

      
      “Aren’t they all?” Marguerite said almost wearily. “But apparently, he’s one of the best in his field.”

      
      “Hmmph.” Martine turned back to the door, apparently losing interest in Greg. “Back to bed, girls. It’s well past dawn. You
         should all be sleeping.”
      

      
      There were mutters and grumbles, but the girls all followed Martine and Marguerite out of the room.

      
      The door closed with a soft click, but Greg could hear the murmur of female voices moving away down the hall as the older women lectured the younger ones. It wasn’t until a rustle of cloth drew his gaze to the side that Greg realized
         with a start that not everyone had left. Spider-Man still stood at his bedside, and the man was eyeing him with a determined
         expression.
      

   
      
      [image: image] Chapter 5

      
      “I know you’re probably mad as hell about being here, but this isn’t Lissianna’s fault and she really needs your help.”
      

      
      Greg let his breath out on a slow exhalation. He’d been holding it for several minutes as he waited for the man to speak,
         but this wasn’t what he’d expected. He didn’t have any clear idea of what he had expected, but this simply wasn’t it.
      

      
      The man Lissianna had called Thomas looked to be in his late twenties to early thirties, a little younger than Greg himself.
         He was also as handsome as everyone else in this madhouse, with dark hair and the same piercing silver-blue eyes as Lissianna
         and her mother, but while Greg had seen the man twice and Thomas had been smiling good-naturedly both times, he suspected
         Thomas wasn’t the sort to resort to appeals too often. Yet, he now appeared to be making one on Lissianna’s behalf.
      

      
      Greg watched the younger man pace to the foot of the bed, then back to his side. “Look, Lissianna … ” He hesitated then said,
         “We’re pretty close. My mom died shortly after I was born and—unfortunately—my dad didn’t have a clue what to do with me, so Aunt Marguerite took me in. She did the same for my sister Jeanne Louise.”
      

      
      “You and your sister were raised with Lissianna?”

      
      “We played together, took school together … we’re … close,” he finished helplessly.

      
      “Like siblings,” Greg said, with understanding.

      
      “Yes, exactly.” Thomas smiled. “Lissianna’s like a sister to me, and Aunt Marguerite is like a mother.”

      
      “Okay.” Greg nodded that he got that.

      
      “So, I do understand why Aunt Marguerite brought you here. I know she’s been terribly worried about Lissianna. Her phobia … ”
         He shook his head unhappily. “It’s bad. It would be like you fainting at the sight of food and unable to eat. It affects her
         whole life and has for ages.”
      

      
      Thomas frowned and paced to the foot of the bed and back again before saying, “It wasn’t so bad when Jean Claude was alive.
         Lissianna would let Aunt Marguerite put her on intravenous then, but—”
      

      
      “Who’s Jean Claude?” Greg interrupted.

      
      “Aunt Marguerite’s husband, Lissianna’s father.”

      
      “Why is he Jean Claude to you rather than ‘uncle’while Marguerite merits the title aunt?” Greg asked curiously.

      
      Thomas’s lips thinned. “Because he wasn’t much of an uncle. He wasn’t much of a husband or father either. He was controlling
         and really old-fashioned, and I’m talking seriously old-fashioned here. He was also mean as a rattlesnake and made Aunt Marguerite and Lissi miserable when he was around.”
      

      
      “What about you?”

      
      “What about me?” Thomas asked with confusion.

      
      “Well, you said you were raised by your aunt alongside Lissianna; I presume you had to deal with your uncle, too. Didn’t he
         make you miserable as well?”
      

      
      “Oh.” Thomas waved that away as unimportant. “He wasn’t so bad with me. Besides, I didn’t have to put up with him for long.
         I moved out at nineteen.”
      

      
      “Lissianna could have, too,” Greg pointed out, but Thomas shook his head.

      
      “No. Jean Claude expected her to live at home until she married.”

      
      “She could have rebelled,” he suggested, bringing an incredulous look from Thomas.

      
      “You didn’t rebel against Jean Claude,” Thomas informed him solemnly. “Besides, Lissi would never have left Aunt Marguerite on her own to deal
         with him. Jean Claude’s mind was really twisted by the end. He was pretty scary.”
      

      
      “He’s dead then,” Greg murmured. “How did he die?”

      
      “A fire. He partook of too much … er … alcohol and fell asleep with a cigarette in his hand. It started a fire, and he perished
         in it.”
      

      
      Greg nodded.

      
      “Anyway … ” Thomas began to pace again. “That was the best thing he ever did for Aunt Marguerite and Lissi, but it put Lissi
         in a panic. She suddenly started worrying about what if Marguerite died? Who would feed her? So, she decided she had to be
         more independent. She started working at the shelter, and now she’s moved out and is trying to feed herself, but Aunt Marguerite
         is worried, and so are the rest of us.”
      

      
      “About what?” Greg asked with interest. It sounded to him like her father’s death had set Lissianna free to embark on adulthood.
         She was like a bird taking its first flight.
      

      
      “That she’ll turn out like Jean Claude.”

      
      “Her father the alcoholic?” Greg asked with confusion. “Is she drinking?”

      
      “No, at least not on purpose,” Thomas said slowly. “But it’s her phobia.”
      

      
      Greg shook his head. Somewhere he’d lost the thread of the conversation. Before he could ask for clarification, Thomas stiffened,
         his head cocking toward the door.
      

      
      “I have to go; Aunt Marguerite’s coming.” He walked to the door, then paused to say, “I know you don’t understand, but I haven’t
         time now. Aunt Marguerite will no doubt explain everything in the morning. When she does, just try to remember that none of
         this is Lissianna’s fault. She didn’t bring you here, but she does need your help.”
      

      
      On that note, he slipped silently out of the room. A moment later, Greg heard the murmur of voices in the hall, then silence,
         followed by the soft click of a door farther up the hall. It seemed everyone had gone back to bed.
      

      
      Sighing, he let his head fall back on the pillow and stared up at the ceiling, his mind on what Thomas had told him. So the
         beautiful Lissianna hadn’t had an easy life. Greg grimaced, thinking that few people did. Perhaps it was the natural pessimism
         that his profession tended to garner, but after years of counseling the broken and abused, it seemed to him that few escaped
         youth unscarred.
      

      
      He had a few scars himself. His mother had been warm and loving, and his sisters were great, as were his aunts and cousins
         and the rest of his extended family, but his own father hadn’t been a winner. The man had been a philanderer with a violent
         temper. The best thing he’d done for his family was abandon it while Greg was still young, but it had left him to be the little
         man of the house. He’d grown up being told over and over that he was “the only good man out there.” It was a lot of weight
         for a boy to bear, and probably part of the reason he was still single. He didn’t want to go from being the “only good one out there” in his mother’s and sisters’ eyes, to one of the bad ones should
         he mess up.
      

      
      Greg’s thoughts came to an abrupt halt as the bedroom door opened again. Lifting his head, he peered at the woman entering,
         the brunette in the red baby doll. She eased the door cautiously closed, then released a pent-up breath of apparent relief
         at arriving in the room undiscovered. Turning from the door, she approached the bed.
      

      
      “Oh good, you’re awake,” she whispered, pasting a bright smile to her lips.

      
      Greg raised an eyebrow, wondering what was coming as she paused and settled herself on the edge of the bed to eye him pensively.

      
      “Everyone thinks I’ve gone to the lavatory, but instead I snuck up here to see you,” she explained, then added, “I’m Elspeth,
         and I wanted to talk to you about my cousin Lissianna.”
      

      
      “Ah.” Greg nodded, doing his best not to gape at all the pale ivory flesh exposed by her skimpy nightwear. It would seem rude
         if he were to ogle her, he was sure.
      

      
      “I gather Aunt Marguerite brought you here to treat Lissianna, but Lissi seems to think you’ll be so annoyed at Aunt Marguerite’s
         high-handed tactics, that you’ll refuse to help her, and she really, really needs your help.” Elspeth paused expectantly.
      

      
      “I see,” Greg murmured, to fill the silence, but when she continued to simply stare at him with quiet expectation, he asked,
         “What exactly is Lissianna’s phobia?”
      

      
      The brunette blinked in surprise. “You mean no one has told you?”

      
      He shook his head.

      
      “Oh.” She bit her lip. “Well, perhaps I shouldn’t tell you then. I mean, Lissianna claims she can’t read your mind, but Aunt Marguerite apparently can, and if she reads that you know what the phobia is when she hasn’t told you, she
         might go looking for how you know and realize I snuck up here to—” Her eyes widened in sudden horror, and she stood abruptly.
         “Damn! She might be able to read that I came up here anyway.”
      

      
      Greg simply stared. Lissianna had mentioned something about not being able to read his mind the first time she’d been in the
         room, now this woman was going on about it. What was the matter with these people? Surely they didn’t really think they could
         read minds?
      

      
      Of course they did, he realized as he recalled that the mother had actually done so. Perhaps psychic abilities run in the family, he supposed. How fascinating.
      

      
      “Oh look, I’d better go.” The brunette was all in a tizzy now. “But please try to forget I was here. Just— Won’t you please
         help Lissianna? She’s really sweet and nice and funny and smart, and this phobia has been such a burden. You really should
         help her. You’d like her, too, if you got to know her, and if you helped her you’d get the chance to know her,” she said,
         backing toward the door. “Now, just forget I was here and try not to think about it when Aunt Marguerite comes to see you
         in the morning, okay?”
      

      
      Elspeth didn’t wait for an answer, but opened the door, stuck her head out to see if the coast was clear, then gave him a
         little wave and slid out of the room.
      

      
      Greg gave his head a shake and let it drop back on the bed. He felt like he’d entered an episode of The Twilight Zone, and one he hadn’t seen before.
      

      
      Treat Lissianna? They all needed treatment, he thought, then stiffened as he heard the door open again. This time he didn’t
         raise his head to peer toward the sound, but waited, eyes closed and listening to the hushed whispers as the door was eased closed and there was the rustle of more than one someone approaching the bed.
      

      
      “Oh darn, he’s asleep,” one of the someones whispered with disappointment.

      
      “Then we’ll just have to wake him, Juli,” another voice whispered back pragmatically. “This is important. He has to help cousin
         Lissi.”
      

      
      “Yes. You’re right, Vicki.” There was a pause, then, “How do we wake him?”

      
      Deciding he didn’t want to know what they might come up with, Greg opened his eyes and found himself peering at the teenage
         twins with auburn hair. They stood on either side of the bed, and he glanced from the one in peach to the girl in blue, wondering
         which one was Juli and which one was Vicki.
      

      
      “Oh, Vicki, he’s awake, his eyes have opened,” the girl in blue noted with relief. Greg guessed that made her Juli.

      
      “Good,” Vicki said, then announced, “we were going to try to wake you.”

      
      “We told the others we were going to fetch a drink, but we really wanted to talk to you,” Juli added.

      
      “About our cousin,” Vicki finished.

      
      “Why am I not surprised to hear that?” Greg asked ironically and the twins exchanged an uncertain glance across his body,
         then shrugged as one and both settled on either edge of the bed.
      

      
      It was going to be a long night, Greg decided on a sigh.

      
      Fifteen minutes later the bedroom door closed behind them, leaving Greg to contemplate his conversation with the twins. They
         were a charming pair and obviously thought a lot of Lissianna, but then everyone who had been in this room tonight seemed
         to care about her. Including her mother, which was how he’d ended up here.
      

      
      It was Marguerite’s actions that everyone seemed concerned with. They all feared he would hold it against Lissianna that her mother had brought him here, and that because of it, he’d
         refuse to help her. This just served to confuse Greg. He had climbed into the trunk of his own volition and walked upstairs to be tied up, and while he didn’t understand his own actions,
         he could hardly blame Marguerite for them. Could he?
      

      
      Unable to answer his own question, Greg glanced toward the door, wondering when it would open again. As he recalled, there
         had been six people with Lissianna when he’d awoken to find them surrounding his bed. Four had already snuck back to see him.
         He guessed that meant he would probably be visited by at least two more people.
      

      
      He wasn’t wrong. Moments later the door was easing open, and a woman in a pale lavender baby doll was slipping inside. Greg
         watched her approach the bed and mentally gave his head a shake. If there was one thing that could be said for this family,
         they certainly had delightful taste in nightwear, he decided. Barring the male member, of course, he added as an afterthought
         as he recalled Thomas’s Spider-Man pajamas.
      

      
      “Hello, I’m sorry to disturb you,” the newcomer said quietly as she reached the bed. “But I’m Jeanne Louise, Lissianna’s cousin,
         and I wanted to talk to you about her.”
      

      
      “Jeanne Louise,” Greg murmured. “You’re Thomas’s younger sister.”

      
      When she nodded in surprise, he added, “And everyone thinks you’re in the bathroom when you really came here to ask me to
         try not to let my anger at how I came to be here affect my decision as to whether I help Lissianna or not.”
      

      
      “Oh,” Jeanne Louise breathed with amazement.

      
      “And you want to appeal to me to please help her,” Greg continued. “Because she really needs my assistance and you’re very worried about her.”
      

      
      “Wow.” Jeanne Louise sank onto the edge of the bed, her eyes wide. “You’re really good. I didn’t know psychologists could
         figure out stuff like this with so little—”
      

      
      “Your brother spoke to me earlier and mentioned that his sister’s name was Jeanne Louise,” Greg interrupted to explain. “He
         also expressed his concern for Lissianna and asked that I not allow anger at her mother to keep me from helping her.”
      

      
      “Oh.” Jeanne Louise smiled faintly. “Yes. He would. He and Lissianna have always been close.”

      
      “Does that upset you?” Greg asked curiously.

      
      She seemed surprised at the question, but shook her head. “Oh no, she and I are close, too. My mother died shortly after I
         was born, and Aunt Marguerite raised me, too, just as she did Thomas.”
      

      
      “The same mother as Thomas or—”

      
      “No, a different mother,” Jeanne Louise told him, then made a wry face, and said, “Father hasn’t had much luck with women.
         I was his daughter by his third wife. Thomas’s mother was Father’s second wife.”
      

      
      “Is there a sibling from the first wife, too?” Greg asked curiously.

      
      Jeanne Louise shook her head. “His first wife was pregnant when she died, but she hadn’t had the baby yet.”

      
      “Definitely bad luck with women.” Greg agreed, then said, “But you were also raised with Lissianna and Thomas by Aunt Marguerite
         when your mother died?”
      

      
      “Thomas was already moved out and living on his own by then, but Lissianna was there,” Jeanne Louise said. “She was a lot
         older and helped to take care of me. I suppose when I was little she was like a second mother or an auntie. Now we’re friends.”
      

      
      Greg stared at her blankly, his brain rebelling at her claims. Thomas was old enough to have moved out on his own by the time
         this woman had been born? And Lissianna was old enough to take care of her like a second mother? There was no way any of that
         was true. The trio looked too close in age for him to believe it. He would accept that there might be a year or two age difference
         between Jeanne Louise and the other two, but that was about it.
      

      
      Before he could voice his thoughts, the bedroom door opened again and the woman with fuchsia tints and wearing the mint green
         baby doll entered. She hesitated on spotting Jeanne Louise, then made a face and closed the door.
      

      
      “I just thought I’d come talk to him,” she murmured as she approached the bed.

      
      “I know, Mirabeau. I came to ask him to help Lissi, too,” Jeanne Louise confessed, then grinned, and asked, “Do they think
         you’re in a bathroom, too?”
      

      
      Mirabeau smiled faintly. “No, I said I was going to grab a drink.”

      
      “And instead all of you were coming here,” Greg said, drawing surprised glances from both women.

      
      “All of us?” Mirabeau asked.

      
      Greg nodded. “Thomas stayed behind when the rest of you left. Then a brunette in a red baby doll came in.” “Elspeth,” Jeanne
         Louise informed him.
      

      
      Greg nodded again. “Then the twins … Juli and Vicki?”

      
      “Yes,” Jeanne Louise said.

      
      “And now you and … ” His gaze slid to the woman with the black-and-fuchsia hair, and he queried, “Mirabeau?”

      
      She nodded.

      
      “Well … ” Jeanne Louise sighed. “I guess if everyone else has been here, Mirabeau and I have rather wasted our time and bothered you for nothing.”
      

      
      “Not for nothing,” he assured her. “I’ve learned a lot.”

      
      She looked doubtful, but didn’t comment, and Mirabeau said, “We’d better head back before Martine or Marguerite catches wind
         of us and decides to investigate.”
      

      
      Nodding, Jeanne Louise stood, then hesitated before saying, “Lissianna really needs your help. You could make her life so
         much better by curing her phobia.”
      

      
      “Yes, you could, and we’d all be grateful,” Mirabeau added solemnly, then the two women left the room.

      
      Greg lay back in the bed again. He still had no clue what Lissianna’s phobia was. After Elspeth’s panicked reaction, he hadn’t
         bothered to ask any of the others. Not that he’d had a chance to ask the twins much of anything. The two were like a tag team
         when it came to conversation—if one wasn’t talking, the other was. They’d sat on either side of the bed, informing him that
         he simply had to help their cousin, it was vital to her future well-being, and she deserved a contented life. She was a good person, and it was simply heartbreaking that
         she had to suffer as she did because of “the phobia.” And she wasn’t the only one affected, according to them. Their aunt
         Marguerite was suffering along with her daughter as well as all those who loved her, and it simply had to stop. They sincerely hoped that he would be able to cure her and would be grateful until the end of time if he did.
      

      
      The short stint that had followed with Jeanne Louise and Mirabeau had been restful in comparison, but still Greg hadn’t asked
         them what the phobia was either. By that time, he’d thought he knew. Thomas had said it would be like his fainting at the
         sight of food. At the time, Greg had thought Lissianna’s cousin was just using the example to show how detrimental the phobia was, but then the man had
         mentioned her needing to be fed intravenously and so on, and he’d concluded that she did faint at the sight of food, or that she couldn’t bring herself to eat it. Either of which was indeed a phobia that needed
         curing.
      

      
      Greg didn’t understand what the alcohol had to do with her phobia, but it was possible that she was beginning to indulge in
         the stultifying liquid in an effort to forget the troubles in her life.
      

      
      No, he hadn’t bothered to ask what her phobia was, but he’d been speaking the truth when he’d told Jeanne Louise that her
         coming up to see him hadn’t been for nothing. He had learned a lot. Greg had learned that Lissianna was well loved by those around her, that they saw her as intelligent, kind,
         loving, and good, and that all of them wanted her healthy and well. It seemed Lissianna wasn’t just lovely on the outside,
         but possessed a loveliness of spirit as well.
      

      
      Which was good to know, Greg thought, and admitted to himself that he’d like to help her. Mind you, if he were honest with
         himself, while he was impressed that everyone seemed to think so much of her, he wanted to help her as much because of the
         little episode of kissing and neck-sucking as anything else.
      

      
      Rolling his eyes at himself, Greg became aware of an itch on his upper shoulder and automatically tried to reach to scratch
         it, only to be drawn up short by the ropes at his wrists. Blinking in surprise, he peered up at his bindings, then closed
         his eyes and sank into the bed with a sigh of self-disgust. He’d had nine people in the room in all that evening. Six scantily
         clad women, one Spider-Man wannabe, and Aunt Martine and Marguerite. Most of them had even been in the room more than once, and what had he
         done? Had he convinced them to set him free or even asked to be untied? No, Greg had allowed himself to be drawn into the
         drama of this mad family and completely lost sight of what should have been his priority … Getting home to prepare for his
         trip.
      

      
      Mentally kicking himself, Greg glanced around the room, but there was no clock for him to check the time. He thought it must
         be early morning, however. Still enough time to catch his flight if he got loose soon. Not that he was likely to be able to
         free himself from the ropes, but if someone else were to come to speak to him, perhaps he could persuade him or her to set
         him free.
      

      
      He decided he’d promise to treat Lissianna on his return from Mexico if they untied him now, then promptly rethought the decision.
         Perhaps it would be better to have someone else treat her. Greg knew several good therapists who could help her as well as
         he himself could. Not that he minded the idea of treating her, it was just that what with the earlier kissing, and his most
         un-therapist-like feelings for her, it might be more ethical to have someone else see to her. That would also leave him free
         to pursue a relationship, so he could explore those most un-therapist-like feelings he had.
      

      
      Greg wouldn’t tell them any of this, however. He wouldn’t even allow such thoughts to enter his mind since there was a good
         possibility Marguerite could read it. He’d simply agree to see to her treatment after he returned. When he came back was soon
         enough to approach the subject of an alternate therapist.
      

      
      Satisfied with his plan, Greg glanced toward the door expectantly. It had been like Grand Central Station for the last little bit, with everyone coming and going. He was sure he
         wouldn’t have long to wait until someone came to speak to him. Perhaps this time it would be Lissianna herself.
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      It was barely noon when Lissianna woke up. She hadn’t slept even five hours, but was immediately wide-awake when she would normally have slept through the
         day. Her first thought on waking was of her birthday gift.
      

      
      “Dr. Gregory Hewitt,” she murmured the name aloud. Lissianna knew she should be grateful for the gift, but she’d really rather
         have had him for dinner. Her Chinese delivery boy hadn’t been very satisfying, and she was sure Hewitt would have been. Besides,
         she was confused on the issue of dealing with her phobia—one moment hopeful, the next dreading it.
      

      
      Lissianna had been afflicted with hemaphobia since her teens. She’d tried reasoning her way out of it, but a mere peek at
         the red stuff was enough to send her into a dead faint.
      

      
      A vampire who fainted at the sight of blood. How stupid was that? It was a weakness she found humiliating. Every feeding time
         her weakness reared its ugly head, forcing her to feed the old-fashioned way.
      

      
      It hadn’t been a problem when she was young. Every one had fed “off the hoof” then. It was only with the advent of blood banks that it became an issue. Not right away. At first,
         only some of her kind had used blood banks, while others had continued to feed the more natural way, but some fifty years ago the council
         had issued an edict that all of their people were to use blood banks. It was safer, helping to prevent discovery.
      

      
      Everyone had switched to bagged blood then. Even Lissianna had managed it by allowing her mother to hook her up to an intravenous
         each night while she slept. It had reduced her to the dependence of a baby, but had seemed the only real option. Going for
         counseling had not been possible. Lissianna could hardly walk into a psychologist’s office and announce that she was a vampire
         with hemaphobia. Unfortunately, what she was was integral to her phobia. Lissianna’s first experience at feeding hadn’t gone
         well, and she’d fainted at the sight of blood ever since. So, faced with the choice of continuing to feed or allowing herself
         to be fed intravenously, Lissianna had gone with the intravenous, and things had rolled along just fine … until her father
         died.
      

      
      Lissianna was suddenly confronted with the knowledge that—while they enjoyed long lives—her kind could still die. If her father
         could, why not her mother? The terror that had gripped her at the possibility had been twofold, one part because she loved
         her and would grieve her passing, and the other because she was as dependent on the woman for sustenance as a breast-feeding
         baby before the invention of baby bottles.
      

      
      Made painfully aware of her vulnerability, Lissianna had decided she simply had to be more independent and find a way to feed
         herself. Exceptions to the “bagged blood only” rule were made for those with certain ailments. Like hers. So Lissianna had
         taken social work courses at university, then got a job on the night shift at a downtown shelter. She’d thought the shelter would be an easy
         place to feed because there were large numbers of people there who changed daily. She’d thought she would actually even be
         helping those she fed off. It had seemed a fair trade.
      

      
      But Lissianna’s grand plans had been based on flawed assumptions. While there were many people at the shelter, they didn’t
         really change nightly as she’d assumed. Often they were the same clients over and over … And the very fact that there were
         so many people crowded into the shelter was a hindrance rather than a help; it made it difficult to find clients by themselves
         and increased the chances of discovery.
      

      
      Her position at the shelter meant Lissianna might manage a quick bite here or there, but she was never really able to feed
         properly. On top of that, the donors available to her at the shelter weren’t the healthiest specimens. Many of the clients
         were malnourished or sickly, and some were alcoholics or on drugs. Lissianna tried to avoid those clients for feeding, but
         sometimes circumstance and time constraints didn’t allow her to search their minds properly, and she wound up choosing the
         wrong donor. While Lissianna stopped feeding the moment she realized the blood was polluted with an intoxicant, by that point
         it was usually too late and she was a bit tipsy, or—on more than one occasion—completely drunk. Those were instances she didn’t
         care to dwell on. Each one had upset her mother horribly, and Lissianna had finally moved to her own apartment in the hopes
         of decreasing some of her mother’s worry, but she knew it hadn’t really worked. Marguerite Argeneau was terrified that Lissianna
         would follow in the footsteps of her weak-willed father and become an alcoholic. Hence the reason behind her birthday gift. Her mother was hoping to avert tragedy.
      

      
      Lissianna understood and appreciated this, but after almost two hundred years under its pall, she didn’t have much hope of
         getting over her phobia, and the very idea of trying—and failing—simply depressed her.
      

      
      However, it appeared she didn’t have much choice, Lissianna acknowledged as she sat up and eased carefully to her feet, trying
         not to wake her cousins. She might as well go see what Dr. Gregory Hewitt could do for her.
      

      
      Greg peered at the curtained window and sighed. The material covering the opening completely blocked all light from outside.
         It made it impossible to judge what time it was, but he suspected it was close to noon, definitely well past nine-forty in
         the morning, the time his flight had been scheduled to take off for Cancún. Greg had missed his flight.
      

      
      All that money wasted on a ticket for an empty seat, he thought with disgust, then stiffened as the bedroom door opened. At
         the sight of Lissianna entering, he felt relief course through him and opened his mouth to vent his frustration over how long
         it had taken her—or anyone— to come check on him, then let it snap closed when he realized she was still wearing the pink
         lace baby doll.
      

      
      It was an evil plot, Greg decided as his annoyance— along with every plan he’d had for what he would say on next seeing her—slowly
         slipped from his mind like sand.
      

      
      “Good morning. Have you been awake long?” she asked as she closed the door.

      
      “No.” His eyes followed her to the closet, then Greg realized what he’d said and corrected himself, “I mean, yes. I didn’t
         go back to sleep after you left this morning.”
      

      
      Lissianna paused with the closet door open and cast a startled glance his way. “You’ve been awake all this time? You must be exhausted.”
      

      
      He shrugged, or tried to, but it was difficult in his position. “Not really. I fell asleep pretty early last night, I think.
         After your mother rushed you down to the party, I lay awake listening to the music for a while, then dozed off. I probably
         managed eight hours of sleep before you and your cousins visited this morning.”
      

      
      “Oh … well … good.” She turned to the closet, leaving Greg to slide his gaze over her. She looked adorable and sexy all at once
         in the pink nightie. The woman had the kind of figure he liked, with some meat on her and curves in all the right places.
         She also had killer legs, long and shapely. They’d wrap easily around his hips.
      

      
      “How was the party?” he asked abruptly, trying to drag his thoughts from her assets.

      
      “Okay.” Lissianna gave a small shrug, then glanced over her shoulder to give him a wry smile, and added meaningfully, “It
         was a birthday party, lots of family.”
      

      
      “Ah,” he said sympathetically, then fell silent and simply watched her poke through the closet. Thomas had said Lissianna
         had moved out on her own since her father’s death. He supposed that meant this was her old room from when she’d lived here
         and that she kept some things here for those occasions when she stayed unexpectedly. Greg didn’t have anything at his mother’s
         home anymore, but knew his sisters did. He supposed it was a girl thing.
      

      
      Lissianna selected a pair of pants and a top, then moved to the dresser and opened the top drawer. He caught a flash of white
         silk, then she closed the drawer and crossed the room to a door along the wall the bed backed onto. Greg glimpsed the interior
         of a bathroom done in pale blue and white hues as she stepped inside and closed the door.
      

      
      He supposed she was changing and tried not to imagine the pink lace pooling on the floor, leaving her standing in nothing
         but all that ivory skin, then he heard the sound of water and guessed that she was taking a shower. It also reminded Greg
         that he really, really had to go to the bathroom. He’d had to go since early that morning and had held it while he waited
         for someone, anyone to come to the room. Occasionally the need had eased, and he’d briefly forgotten about it, but it always came back … as it
         did now.
      

      
      Lying back on the bed, Greg began counting backward from one thousand by sevens in an effort to distract himself. Still, he
         was ready to burst by the time Lissianna stepped out of the now-steam-filled bathroom, fully clothed but with damp hair.
      

      
      Greg smiled with relief at the sight of her. “Could you untie me, please?”

      
      When Lissianna stared at him blankly, Greg ignored the fact that he had go to the bathroom and took the opportunity to try
         to gain his freedom instead. He spoke quickly, “Look, I know your mother wants my help in treating your phobia, and I’m more
         than happy to see that taken care of, but right this moment it’s kind of inconvenient. See, I was supposed to fly out to Cancún
         today.
      

      
      “On vacation,” he added when her eyebrows rose in surprise. “I haven’t been on vacation since I went with my family as a kid.
         First I was busy with university, then I was setting up my own practice … ” He took a breath, then told her, “It took weeks
         to rebook appointments and arrange everything for this trip. As I said, I’d be happy to help cure your phobia when I get back,
         but I really need this vacation.”
      

      
      Greg finished by offering what he hoped was a charming smile as he mentally congratulated himself on his careful wording.
         He hadn’t said he’d treat her himself, he’d said he’d help cure her phobia. Greg still didn’t think he should treat her himself;
         his feelings for her were too confused to make that a good idea.
      

      
      Seeing the indecision on her face, he added, “If you’re worried about my going to the authorities, I can’t. First off, I myself
         climbed into the trunk of your mother’s car,” he pointed out, then paused as he noted the way her eyes suddenly shifted away.
         Greg got the distinct impression that while he didn’t have any idea why he’d done what he had, she did. He considered confronting her on the matter, but decided it was less important than convincing her to untie him, so
         instead continued his arguments.
      

      
      “I climbed into the trunk, and that will be on the security cameras from the parking garage. Even if I wanted to, there is
         no way I could claim I was kidnapped. The police would laugh me out of the station.
      

      
      “I also—for reasons I don’t understand—walked up here and lay on the bed for Marguerite to tie me up.” He noted again that
         her eyes slid away from him almost guiltily. Frowning, Greg continued, “So, the most I could claim is that no one would then
         untie me when I wanted to be set free. How could I go to the police with that? They’d think it was some kinky sex game that
         went on longer than I’d intended, that I’d missed my flight, and was hoping to get a refund by pressing charges.
      

      
      “And I couldn’t even give them your full names or address.” He shook his head. “I have no interest in going to the authorities.
         I understand that Marguerite, as well as the rest of your family, just want to see you cured, and I’m impressed that they
         all care so much for you. I’ll be happy to arrange treatment when I get back from Cancún. Really. I just want to be set free now.”
      

      
      He paused, then gave in to the complaining of his bladder, and added, “While you’re thinking about it, I’d appreciate it if
         you’d untie me for a bathroom break. I’ve been here since yesterday evening, and I really need to use the facilities.”
      

      
      “Oh!” Lissianna exclaimed with horror and—much to his relief—rushed forward to set to work on the ropes binding him. She started
         on his right ankle, and had just finished freeing it when the bedroom door suddenly opened.
      

      
      “Here you are!”

      
      Greg nearly cursed aloud when her cousin Elspeth came into the room. If she’d just been a few minutes later … His gaze slid
         to Lissianna, and he sighed as he noted the guilty expression on her face as she straightened.
      

      
      “I woke up and you were gone,” Elspeth said, a look of concern on her face. “When I couldn’t find you downstairs I thought
         to check up here. Couldn’t you sleep?”
      

      
      “I slept fine,” Lissianna assured her, then added, “Well, I did for most of the morning, but I woke up at noon. I knew right
         away that I wouldn’t get back to sleep, so I got up and came up here to grab some clothes.”
      

      
      “The cleaning crew probably woke you,” Elspeth suggested.

      
      Lissianna’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Are they here? I didn’t see anyone on my way through the house.”

      
      “They’d probably stopped for lunch. I ran across a couple on my way up here. They were just starting back to work cleaning
         the mess from the party.” Elspeth offered Greg a smile. “Good morning. How did you sleep?”
      

      
      “He couldn’t get back to sleep after we woke him,” Lissianna answered, but the other woman wasn’t listening. She’d spotted the loose rope lying on the bed by his ankle.
      

      
      She turned on Lissianna with amazement. “What were you doing?”

      
      Lissianna hesitated, then merely said, “He needs to use the bathroom.”

      
      “Well, you can’t let him,” Elspeth said at once. “What if he were to slip out the bathroom window and escape? Aunt Marguerite
         would have a fit.”
      

      
      “Yes, I know. But … ” Lissianna bit her lip, then blurted, “Do you know he was suppose to fly down to Mexico this morning for
         a week’s vacation?”
      

      
      “That makes sense.” The comment came from Mirabeau as she slid through the door that Elspeth had left open. Crossing the room,
         she added, “Your mother’s a smart cookie. No one would miss him if he was supposed to be away on vacation.”
      

      
      “Hmm.” Lissianna didn’t look pleased. “I wonder if mother put the thought into his head to book the trip, or if it was just
         a stroke of luck for her that he’d planned one.”
      

      
      Greg blinked at the suggestion. He’d been planning this trip for months and was pretty sure it had just been a lucky break
         for Marguerite. Before he could say so, Jeanne Louise led the twins into the room, and asked, “What’s everyone doing up here?”
      

      
      “I suppose Thomas is on his way up here, too,” Lissianna said with exasperation, as the twins waved at Greg in greeting.

      
      “You suppose right.” Thomas was yawning and stretching as he entered the room. “Who could sleep with all that racket downstairs?”

      
      “They’ve started vacuuming the hall outside the living room,” Jeanne Louise explained. “It’s what woke us up.”

      
      “So, what are we all doing up here?” Thomas asked.
      

      
      “Lissi was about to untie Greg,” Elspeth announced.

      
      Lissianna scowled at her cousin as the others turned on her in horror.

      
      “Do you think that’s wise?” Jeanne Louise asked with concern.

      
      “You can’t!” Juli gasped. “He’s supposed to cure your phobia. He can’t go until he’s done that.” There were nods of agreement
         all around at this.
      

      
      “So … What?” Lissianna asked. “We just keep him here against his will? He’s hardly likely to want to cure me when he’s being
         held here like this,” she pointed out, and seven sets of eyes turned to survey him.
      

      
      Greg tried not to scowl, but his need to use the bathroom was growing painful.

      
      Lissianna moved to his other wrist and continued, “The fact is, the man’s supposed to be on his way to Cancún for the first
         vacation he’s had in years and isn’t pleased to be stuck here instead.”
      

      
      “Couldn’t you at least wait until Aunt Marguerite wakes up and talk to her about it?” Elspeth asked, but much to his relief
         Lissianna shook her head.
      

      
      “No, it will be dinnertime before she wakes up.”

      
      “So?” Mirabeau asked.

      
      “So, by then it might be too late for him to get another flight down to Cancún today,” she pointed out. “Guys, he’s promised
         to help me when he gets back. I’ve had this phobia my whole life, another week or so isn’t going to matter … if he can even
         cure it,” she added doubtfully.
      

      
      Greg frowned at her lack of faith. He was considered one of the best in his field. If anyone could cure her, it was he.

      
      “Oh, I’m sure he can,” Elspeth said quickly. “He’ll help you beat it, Lissi, then you can feed like the rest of us.”

      
      “What if he goes to the police or something?” Jeanne Louise suddenly asked.
      

      
      “He won’t go to the police. He climbed into the trunk himself, and it will show that on the parking garage security tape,”
         Lissianna pointed out, using his argument.
      

      
      “But—” Jeanne Louise began.

      
      “I’m untying him and taking him home,” Lissianna said firmly, then propped her hands on her hips and turned to face her cousins.
         “You guys might want to go downstairs while I do it so you won’t get in trouble for being involved.”
      

      
      Greg held his breath as the cousins all exchanged glances, then closed his eyes as hope began to build in him when Jeanne
         Louise said, “Well, if you’re determined to set him free, I’ll help.”
      

      
      “We’ll help,” Elspeth corrected, and there were nods all around again.
      

      
      Lissianna smiled faintly. “I don’t need any help.”

      
      “Sure you do,” Thomas countered. “First, you need a ride, and second, it will spread the blame around. The more of us involved,
         the less trouble you’ll be in.”
      

      
      “Honestly, Thomas, you are truly wicked when it comes to getting out of trouble.” Jeanne Louise looked impressed. Greg was
         pretty impressed himself.
      

      
      “That’s sweet, guys, really,” Lissianna said. “But you don’t have to—”

      
      “Neither do you,” Elspeth pointed out. “But if you’re in, we’re in.”

      
      “One for all, and all for one, huh?” Lissianna asked with gentle amusement, then much to Greg’s relief, gave in. “All right,
         but if you’re coming, you’d best get dressed.”
      

      
      Greg blinked in surprise, suddenly aware that everyone but Lissianna was still in pajamas. Funny, he hadn’t noticed. He should have. There was a good deal of exposed flesh in the
         room, but while he’d noticed Lissianna’s baby doll at once when she’d entered, he hadn’t paid any attention to what the others
         wore as they straggled in. This was a bit alarming.
      

      
      “We’ll go change, then come back for you,” Mirabeau said.

      
      “You don’t have to. We can meet you downstairs after I finish untying Greg,” Lissianna said, but Mirabeau shook her head.

      
      “You’re forgetting the cleaners. They could go tattle to Marguerite,” she pointed out. “It’s better if we come back to help
         sneak him out.”
      

      
      “Oh, this is going to be fun,” Juli said excitedly as she hurried for the door, with Vicki on her heels.

      
      “Were we ever that young?” Jeanne Louise asked, as the rest of them followed.

      
      Lissianna shook her head, then turned toward the bed. She was smiling, Greg noted, and it made him smile, too, then he cleared
         his throat, and asked, “Could you finish untying me now? I really need to use the bathroom.”
      

      
      “Oh!” Much to his relief, Lissianna bent quickly to the task again.

      
      He watched her untie his wrist, his gaze drifting over the white silk top she’d changed into, then down to the black dress
         pants. She looked good. Not as good as she had in the baby doll, but good enough that he felt his interest stir.
      

      
      “What’s your phobia?” he asked suddenly, as she finished with the first wrist and turned away to walk around the bed.

      
      “Don’t you know?” Lissianna asked with surprise as she came up on his other side to set to work on the last limb still strapped to the bed.
      

      
      “No.” He watched her work at the knots in the rope around his left wrist. She had the long slender fingers of a pianist, beautiful
         and graceful.
      

      
      “Oh.” She grimaced, then admitted painfully, “I’m a hemaphobic.”

      
      “Hemaphobic?” Greg asked slowly, his mind awhirl. She was a hemaphobic? He had been kidnapped to cure a hemaphobic?

      
      Okay, he admitted to himself, so he hadn’t been kidnapped, but he had been kept tied up, supposedly because they wanted him to treat her for a life-afflicting phobia. Thomas had said it would be like his fainting at the sight of food. Greg had taken that literally, but it had nothing
         to do with food. The woman fainted at the sight of blood, for God’s sake! Millions of people had hemaphobia and lived perfectly
         normal lives.
      

      
      Dear Lord! He sat there recalling all the heartfelt pleas her family had made, each of them creeping into this room to tell
         him how much Lissianna needed him, how her phobia afflicted her … 
      

      
      Oh, now he was pissed. Greg could maybe understand if she was an agoraphobic, or if she had some other phobia that made it
         impossible for her to live a normal life, but hemaphobia? Christ, even arachnophobia would have raised more sympathy in him. Spiders could be found anywhere … but hemaphobia? Blood was not something a person ran into on a daily or even weekly basis. It hardly affected life in any meaningful way.
         It wasn’t good, certainly; she would be useless in an emergency and would react badly to any injury she herself, or anyone
         nearby sustained, but to hold him here for this was just—
      

      
      “All done.”

      
      Greg glanced down to see that she’d finished untying him. He was free. Muttering a “thanks,” he leapt off the bed and hurried
         for the bathroom before he said something he might regret. He wanted to yell and shout and break things he was so mad about
         missing his flight over this, but he couldn’t afford to. He wasn’t going to do anything that might jeopardize his getting
         out of this madhouse.
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      Greg was silent and tense as they snuck him through the large house he’d been held in. He remained that way as they all clambered into a large blue van in
         the garage, only half-hearing Mirabeau explain to Lissianna that someone named Bastien had sent it for Marguerite to use while
         she had company, and they were “borrowing it” for this excursion since they couldn’t all fit in Thomas’s Jeep.
      

      
      Greg noted the name on the side of the vehicle as Thomas directed him to the front passenger seat: argeneau enterprises. He
         filed the name away in his memory.
      

      
      The rest of the group joined him in silence once Thomas started the van and used a remote to open the garage door. They were
         all tense as he eased the van forward and steered it up the driveway. Greg supposed they were all afraid someone would come
         rushing out of the house and leap in front of the van to stop them. That never happened, however, and they reached the end
         of the long drive unmolested.
      

      
      “Where to?” Thomas asked as he pulled onto the road.

      
      Greg hesitated, reluctant to give his home address. Just as he was about to give his office address, he realized his briefcase and his coat with his keys in the pocket were still
         in Lissianna’s room. He’d had them with him last night and hadn’t thought to grab them on the way out. There was no way he
         was risking going back for them, though. With his luck, Marguerite would catch them and stop his leaving.
      

      
      In the end, Greg reluctantly gave his apartment address. At least there, the doorman could let him into the building and call
         the superintendent to bring him a spare set of keys. Besides, it was a security building. It wasn’t like they could just walk
         in and drag him out if they later changed their minds.
      

      
      The trip seemed long to Greg. He suspected he wasn’t the only one who felt that way. While the twins chattered nonstop, obviously
         finding the entire episode a grand adventure, the adults were, for the most part, silent. At least, until they reached the
         city proper. Then he heard Elspeth whisper Lissianna’s name. The very fact that she was whispering, made him subconsciously
         strain to hear what she said.
      

      
      “Lissi? I’m getting these waves of anger from Greg. Did something happen while we were all down getting changed?”

      
      “Anger?” Lissianna sounded concerned. “Are you sure?”

      
      Oh yeah, it’s anger, Greg thought sarcastically, then frowned over the fact that Elspeth had sensed it. He really had to watch himself around
         these people. He already believed Marguerite had strong psychic abilities. Why shouldn’t the others be capable of it?
      

      
      “He’s been quiet since he went to the bathroom.” Lissianna’s solemn voice drew him back to the conversation taking place behind
         him. “But I just thought he was nervous about getting out of the house without Mom stopping us.”
      

      
      “Oh. Well, maybe that’s all it is.” Elspeth sounded doubtful.

      
      “Do you want me to read him for you?” came Mirabeau’s quiet voice.

      
      “What? Lissianna, you haven’t read him?” There was no mistaking that half whisper, half squeal as coming from anyone but one
         of the twins. He thought it was probably Juli since she seemed always to be the first of the pair to speak.
      

      
      “She couldn’t read him, remember?” Jeanne Louise joined the conversation. “It’s why she bit him.”
      

      
      Juli heaved a sigh. “I wish we could ‘feed off the hoof,’ too. Just once, at least, to see what it’s like. It sounds much
         nicer than bagged blood.”
      

      
      “You will,” Elspeth said. “Mom’s taking you out when you’re eighteen.”

      
      “Yeah, yeah.” Juli sighed impatiently. “So we’ll know how to feed naturally should an emergency ever arise where we only have
         that recourse.”
      

      
      She spoke the words by rote, as if having heard them a thousand times before. Greg noted absently, but his brain was trying
         to make sense of what they were saying. He didn’t have a clue what they were talking about. Lissianna hadn’t bitten him; a
         small nip maybe, but mostly she’d sucked on his neck and probably given him a huge hickey. Speaking of which, he wished he’d
         checked it while he’d been in the bathroom, but his thoughts had been so scattered by the knowledge that the dreaded phobia
         was nothing more than hemaphobia that he hadn’t even thought of it.
      

      
      “But what if we have an emergency before we turn eighteen?” Vicki asked.
      

      
      “You’ll just have to hope you don’t have one until after your eighteenth birthday,” Elspeth said shortly.
      

      
      “This is so not fair.” Juli sounded sulky. “You guys got to feed ‘off the hoof’when you were way younger than we are.”

      
      “Juli, there was no other way to feed then,” Jeanne Louise said patiently.

      
      “Do you want me to read him for you and see if there’s any problem?” Greg was positive that was Mirabeau speaking. Her words
         brought an immediate end to Juli’s complaints. In fact, it seemed to end all conversation. Greg found himself holding his
         breath during the silence that followed, and wondered if he could somehow block the woman from reading his thoughts. Maybe
         if he made his mind blank? Or if he—
      

      
      “Here we are!” That cheerful announcement made Greg glance around. Thomas was squinting out the window as he pulled the van
         to a stop. Not that he should have had to squint, the van windows were all treated with some blackening agent. It was like
         the vehicle itself wore sunglasses, and yet Thomas still seemed bothered by the light filtering through the screen.
      

      
      Greg peered out the window at his high-rise apartment building. After the briefest hesitation, he opened the door and stepped
         out, shuddering as the cold air hit him. He almost left just like that, but something made him turn to peer back into the
         van. His gaze swept the occupants. They all stared back with solemn expressions.
      

      
      “Thanks, for untying me and for the ride,” he muttered reluctantly, then, with a nod, he closed the door and turned to hurry
         up the walk and into the building, positive with every step that one of them would leap out and try to drag him back. It was
         with a sigh of relief that he slid through the glass doors to the lobby.
      

      
      
      * * *

      
      “Lissi, take the front seat,” Thomas said, as Greg slipped into his building.

      
      Lissianna unbuckled her seat belt and shifted to the front passenger seat. The moment she’d pulled on her seat belt there,
         Thomas shifted the van into drive and steered them back into traffic.
      

      
      “I read him on the drive in,” he announced.

      
      “You can read him, too?” Lissianna asked with a frown. It was bad enough that her mother could read Greg where she couldn’t,
         Marguerite was loads older than Lissianna, so much more powerful. She could even have accepted if Mirabeau had been able to
         read him, since her friend was over two hundred years older than she, but Thomas was only four years older, and yet he could,
         too? Why couldn’t she read the man?
      

      
      Aware that her cousins in the back of the van were now leaning eagerly forward to hear what was being said, she asked, “And?”

      
      “He was mad.”
      

      
      “Why?” she asked with surprise.

      
      “I gather he asked what your phobia was after we’d left to change?” Thomas asked. “And you told him it was hemaphobia?”

      
      When Lissianna nodded, he said, “That’s why he was mad.”

      
      Juli was the first to speak. “I don’t get it. Why would that make him mad?”

      
      “Aunt Marguerite interrupted his vacation and dragged him to the house where she tied him to a bed, all in an effort to get
         him to help cure Lissi’s phobia,” Thomas pointed out. “Then we all insisted her phobia was bad and ruining her life.”
      

      
      “Well, it is,” Elspeth said grimly.

      
      “Yes, but hemaphobia wouldn’t be that bad an affliction for a mortal,” he pointed out.
      

      
      “But Lissianna isn’t a mortal,” Jeanne Louise said. “She needs blood to survive. Blood is food to her.”
      

      
      “Exactly,” Thomas agreed. “But Hewitt doesn’t know that, does he.”

      
      “Ohhh.” It was Juli and Vicki together who murmured the word, but it was silently echoed by the older women as realization
         dawned.
      

      
      “We have to tell him you’re a vamp, Lissi,” Vicki said. “Then he’ll understand.”

      
      “Oh yeah, he’d understand all right.” Mirabeau snorted. “He’d think we were crazy. Besides, do you really think he’d allow
         us to get close enough to tell him? Geez, the guy’s probably arranging to move house even as we speak.”
      

      
      “Mirabeau’s right,” Jeanne Louise said. “He probably will arrange to move, and he won’t help.” She frowned. “What I don’t understand, Thomas, is—if you knew all this—why did you just
         let him leave?”
      

      
      Thomas didn’t answer Jeanne Louise, but glanced at Lissianna instead. “Would you still want to let him go?”

      
      “Yes,” she answered without hesitation. “He couldn’t be controlled or calmed. Mother made a mistake in kidnapping him.” Usually
         they could submerge the wills of mortals and put thoughts and suggestions into their heads. With most people, Marguerite would
         have been able to keep them pliant, pleased to be there, and eager to help. It would have been safe to leave them free to
         wander the house without fear they’d try to leave, or even want to until she released their wills … and by then she would have
         wiped the whole episode from their memories, leaving vague alternate memories in their place. In effect, they’d have been
         stealing time from the person, but it was time the person wouldn’t even know was missing. Lissianna could have accepted that as a necessary evil to cure
         her phobia.
      

      
      But Greg wasn’t most people. He appeared strong-willed and resistant to control. He would have had to be kept tied up during
         his entire stay, and they would have had to force him to treat her phobia using threats and the promise of freedom. That wasn’t
         acceptable to her … and she knew her mother would agree—once she got over her initial anger at their having set Greg free.
      

      
      “Yes,” she repeated. “I’d still want to let him go, even if I’d known it meant he wouldn’t come back and treat me.”

      
      “I knew you’d say that,” Thomas told her, then glanced in the rearview mirror at his sister, and added, “and that’s why I
         didn’t stop his leaving.”
      

      
      No one said anything, and they remained silent for the rest of the return journey. It wasn’t until Thomas was parking the
         van in the garage several moments later that anyone spoke, and then it was Julianna.
      

      
      “Uh-oh. She looks mad.” The words were a half whisper.

      
      Lissianna glanced up from unbuckling her seat belt and grimaced when she spotted her mother in the open door between the garage
         and the house. Marguerite Argeneau did indeed look angry. Furious even. It seemed Mother was up early, too. Sighing, Lissianna
         let her seat belt retract into its holder and reached for the door handle.
      

      
      “Wait for us,” Juli cried, scrambling to join her as the van was filled with the sound of the door sliding on its track. “We’re
         all in this together, remember.”
      

      
      Jeanne Louise caught Lissianna’s eye then and smiled encouragingly. “It won’t be so bad,” she assured her doubtfully. “I mean,
         how mad can she be?”
      

      
      Pretty mad, Lissianna decided several moments later as she watched her mother pace in front of her.

      
      Marguerite had waited until they’d all climbed out of the van and walked to meet her, then snapped, “Come,” and led them into
         the house, then to the front living room, where Aunt Martine was waiting. She had led them just far enough into the living
         room that they were all inside, but not far enough that any of them could claim a seat, then had turned to eye them coldly
         and demanded an explanation. It was Lissianna who had blurted that they’d taken Greg home. What seemed like an hour later,
         but was probably only a couple of minutes, Marguerite was still pacing up and down in front of them, struggling to control
         her mounting fury.
      

      
      Finally, she turned to face them. Her mouth worked briefly, apparently at a loss as to what to say, then she shook her head,
         and asked, “You what?”
      

      
      Lissianna bit her lip at the look of horror on her mother’s face. She’d feared she wouldn’t take it well but had thought she’d
         be angry. She hadn’t expected her to react as if she’d just heard the townsfolk were rushing the house with torches and stakes
         in hand.
      

      
      “Mother,” Lissianna said on a sigh, “he was upset. He’d missed his flight, and—”

      
      “He wouldn’t have missed anything,” Marguerite interrupted with irritation. “I would have put memories of a great vacation
         in his mind. He would have returned home as relaxed and happy as he would have been had he gone on a real vacation. Perhaps
         more so because he would have avoided all the real-life stresses of a normal vacation like delayed fights, security checks,
         sunburn, and food poisoning.”
      

      
      Marguerite closed her eyes and let her breath out on a little sigh, then turned to move toward the bar and the refrigerator
         behind it, as she asked, “So, what memories did you give him?”
      

      
      “Memories?” Lissianna asked blankly, her gaze sliding with alarm to her compatriots in the crime. They were all looking just
         as blank as she felt.
      

      
      “To replace his memories of being here,” Marguerite explained, then, scowling into the refrigerator, she muttered, “Damn,
         we’re almost out of blood. We went through almost all of it last night at the party.”
      

      
      “Bastien is sending more over today,” Martine reminded her.

      
      “Oh. Yes.” Marguerite relaxed a little, but continued to peer over the contents of the refrigerator with dissatisfaction,
         probably wishing she could grab one of the few remaining bags and slap it to her teeth, but knowing she couldn’t if she wanted
         Lissianna to stay conscious. “So?” she asked finally. “What memories did you give him to replace his being here?”
      

      
      “Uhm.” Lissianna glanced at the others, then sighed, and admitted, “I didn’t.”

      
      Marguerite had bent to move things around in the refrigerator, but froze now and slowly straightened. If her mother had looked
         horrified before, it was nothing compared to her expression now. “Excuse me?” she said faintly. “You didn’t what? Please tell me you didn’t leave that man wandering around with full knowledge of our existence in his head? Please tell me
         that you wiped his memory and gave him new ones to replace them as you’ve been taught to do.”
      

      
      Lissianna sighed. She’d been raised from childhood having it drummed into her head that mortals always had to have their memories
         wiped. Mortals could not be left with any knowledge at all of their people’s existence. It was a threat to all of them.After
         two hundred years, that was a lot of drumming.Yet, she’d let him go without doing so.
      

      
      “I couldn’t have if I’d wanted to. I couldn’t get into his thoughts, not even to read his mind, remember,” she said.
      

      
      Aunt Martine looked startled. “You could not read his mind?”

      
      “No.”

      
      Aunt Martine glanced toward Marguerite. Lissianna’s mother opened her mouth, probably to explode with vitriol, but Elspeth
         rushed to Lissianna’s defense, saying, “It’s okay Aunt Marguerite, Greg doesn’t know anything about us or what we are.”
      

      
      “Right. As far as he’s concerned we’re just crackpots, not vampires,” Thomas put in, the comment making Lissianna frown.

      
      “Besides,” Elspeth said, “if he did try to claim he was kidnapped or anything, no one would believe him. He climbed into the
         trunk under his own free will, and that shows on the security tapes in the parking garage.”
      

      
      “The only thing he could complain about is being kept overnight and missing his flight,” Jeanne Louise pointed out. “And the
         authorities would just think it was some sex game that went overtime, and he wanted to get a refund on his ticket.”
      

      
      Marguerite closed the refrigerator door with a snap. “That would be his argument, of course.”
      

      
      Lissianna silently cursed. The moment she’d heard Jeanne spout the bit about sex games, she’d known it was a mistake. Jeanne
         Louise was the most conservative of the group and the last one to normally go around spouting terms like sex games.
      

      
      Marguerite walked back around the bar to face them. “What about his neck?”

      
      “His neck?” Lissianna stared at her in confusion.

      
      “You bit him,” Thomas reminded her under his breath, his tone of voice making it obvious he, too, had forgotten that fact.
      

      
      “Oh … yes.” Lissianna felt her heart sink. She usually made sure to put it in a host’s head that her bite mark was a shaving
         cut and to keep it bandaged until it healed. Or that it was the result of some fluke accident with a two-pronged barbecue
         fork. She hadn’t been able to put that thought into Greg’s mind though. She’d forgotten all about the bite. This was bad.
         He would see it and wonder. He might even go to a hospital or the doctor’s to have it checked out, allowing others to see
         it. Her expression became worried, and she admitted miserably, “I forgot all about biting him. I didn’t—”
      

      
      “Never mind,” Marguerite interrupted with a sigh. “I will take care of it.”

      
      “How?” Lissianna asked anxiously.

      
      Her mother considered, then said, “I’ll pay him a quick visit and wipe his memory as well as plant a viable explanation for
         the bite marks.”
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” Lissianna murmured, feeling bad. She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten about biting him. It had been an unforgettable
         experience at the time.
      

      
      “Not as sorry as I am, dear,” Marguerite said. “I was really counting on his being able to cure your phobia.” Her disappointment
         was obvious and just added to Lissianna’s guilt, especially when she scowled at her, and added, “How many times have I told
         you it’s rude to return a gift?”
      

      
      “I can make an appointment with him for after his vacation,” Lissianna suggested, trying to make amends.

      
      “Lissianna, if it were that easy, I would have made an appointment for you ages ago,” Marguerite pointed out. “But you know
         we can’t veil a memory more than a couple of times without risking the veil failing altogether. They build up a resistance. Some part of them recognizes you and it
         gets harder and harder each time. Once or twice is fine, but more than that isn’t recommended. That’s why I was so excited
         about Dr. Hewitt being able to cure phobias in one or two visits. I thought we could bring him here, let him cure you, keep
         him till the end of his vacation to be sure it took, then wipe his memory and send him on his way.”
      

      
      “Well, I’ll just—” Lissianna shrugged helplessly. “I’ll make an appointment with someone else. There must be another therapist
         who knows the technique,” she pointed out. “If it only takes a try or two, then we can wipe his memory afterward.”
      

      
      “Yes, but who?”

      
      There was silence in the room for a moment, then Aunt Martine said calmly, “We can ask Dr. Hewitt for the name of a competent
         psychologist who deals with this sort of thing before we wipe his memory.”
      

      
      Marguerite turned to glance at her sister-in-law as she got to her feet. “We?”

      
      “Well.” Martine shrugged. “You didn’t think I’d leave you to have to deal with this on your own, did you? My girls helped
         set him free, so I’ll help you clean up the mess the children have made.”
      

      
      When Marguerite hesitated, Martine said, “It shouldn’t take long. Perhaps on the way back we could stop for a manicure and
         do some shopping. Everything here is so much less expensive than in England.”
      

      
      The tension eased from Marguerite’s shoulders, and she nodded. “That would be nice. Then we can drop into the grocery store.
         I need to pick up food for the twins for your stay here.”
      

      
      Lissianna began to relax as the women moved toward the door, then stiffened again when her mother glanced back, catching her
         with a piercing look. “I know you have to go to work soon, Lissianna, but you will come back here afterward, won’t you? I think you should stay here this week so that you can visit with your cousins, don’t
         you?”
      

      
      Despite the phrasing, these were not questions and Lissianna—already in trouble over Greg—didn’t want to ruffle any more feathers,
         so simply nodded a yes.
      

      
      “Good. I’ll expect you after work,” she said firmly, before her gaze skated to Thomas and Jeanne Louise. “It wouldn’t hurt
         the two of you to spend some time with your cousins as well.”
      

      
      “Yes, ma’am,” Jeanne Louise said promptly.

      
      Thomas merely grinned, and said, “You know me, Aunt Marguerite. I’m always happy to spend time with lovely ladies.”

      
      Smiling faintly, she glanced at Mirabeau. “You’re welcome to stay, too, dear.”

      
      “Oh … er … ”

      
      Lissianna smiled with amusement, aware that Mirabeau was searching desperately for a polite excuse to refuse the offer. Before
         she could come up with anything, Marguerite said, “Good,” then turned to follow Martine from the room.
      

      
      Thomas chuckled. “Welcome to the family, Mirabeau.”
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