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Beyond Redemption





Chapter 1: A Triple Horned Billy


Early winter, 1910.
As my buggy approached the rise of the road before descending into town, I paused to drink in the beauty of the winter's first snowfall. A closer look, however, made me chuckle, for the double swell of the hillsides ahead resembled a lush young buttocks, with the road a ribbon splitting its velvety cheeks. This placed the town of Redemption in the unenviable position of that body part associated with waste and foul wind-which made me laugh out loud. There was something rotten in Redemption, all right.
These people didn't consider themselves anal, of course-nor did they allow their thoughts to wander farther along that crevice, into the hotbed of sexual excitement. Heaven forbid anyone in this town of tidy white houses would succumb to temptation or adultery! Lord save us all if a wife should lust after her husband unless she wanted to conceive, for the Church had decreed this the only acceptable reason to engage in sex.
As is the case with most people and places, however, appearances can be deceiving. I realized long ago that this picturesque village maintained its saintly reputation more by turning the other cheek-and a blind eye-than by acknowledging its wayward behavior. Rumor had it the confessionals gathered dust, while the magistrate only heard cases about the Thou Shalt Nots of petty thievery and boundary disputes and community concerns. Never sex, nor the wayward, flirtatious behavior that would surely lead to it.
Which is why the Sisters of Samaria ran an orphanage populated mostly by children who only believed their parents were dead, along with the unfortunate few whose families had succumbed to disease or disaster. And in return for this saving of reputations-or perhaps not to ruin such a sweet deal-the citizens of Redemption gave the Sisters the respect and privacy their order required, and donated generously to support those babies they abandoned at the orphanage door. The three paragons who'd established this institution hadn't been seen since anyone could remember, but no one questioned their existence: the orphanage still served its purpose, and the convenience of this illicit situation had served everyone for generations-which was why it thrived.
Ah no, things were not what they seemed in that peaceful little burg below, nor in the wooded hills beyond Redemption. I should know: I grew up in that orphanage, and now served as the liaison between the Sisters who ran it and the town that provided them with innocent children. In my thirty-five years of residence there, however, I had not inquired about my own parents, nor did I ever intend to. Some questions are better left unasked, I had learned. Just as some mysteries are best left unexplained, and some pleasures left untasted.
"Easy, Dory," I crooned to my gray mare. "We don't want you to stumble and fall now."
She stepped carefully down the road, where icy patches hid beneath the snow. Her breath encircled her head like a frosted wreath as she pulled me along, and within minutes we'd arrived at the edge of town. Here, the grassy pastures gave way to humble storefronts of the greengrocer and the blacksmith, the newspaper and the mercantile. No saloons, of course. Just a street of shops sitting back along both sides, as though directing the visitor toward the majestic court house at its end.
Redemption's main distinction was being the seat of this western Pennsylvania county, so it was only fitting that the most notable architecture in town-except for the churches, of course-had been bestowed upon our house of law and local government. Fretwork festooned its cupola, freshened by snow that accented its sills and gables like the frosting on a gingerbread house. It was nearly five o'clock, and dusk was settling in, so Judge Harold Legg would be encouraging his plaintiff and defendant to their conclusions so he could go home to his dinner and his daughter Lucy. Just another day in a quaint little town about to be lulled into winter, where women baked cookies beside cozy hearths while their husbands napped over their newspapers.
This vision of domestic bliss made me draw in a breath to sigh-but then I held it. Was that a sob I heard? The sound of struggling in the alley between the courthouse and St. Mary's? The voice was clearly female, young and troubled, so I fastened my reins and hopped down from my buggy. No one else was around, and the tolling of the church's huge bell would soon drown out any evidence of her distress.
When I rounded the corner, however, it was I who fell victim: the young lady in question was indeed being stabbed, from behind, by the most prodigious cock I'd ever seen. Even as my feet retreated, my gaze locked on uplifted skirts and loosened bloomers exposing a plump, rounded backside, which quivered with each thrust of her young stud's member. In and out of her he drove, his pants dangling around his knees and his balls slap-slap-slapping against her wet flesh. They must've been mad with passion, to be going after it out here on a snowy day! Wisps of steam rose between them each time their bodies parted.
The young man then inserted himself so deeply, his lover's feet left the ground. Her ecstatic cry rang out between the brick buildings, punctuating his guttural groan as he pressed her against the courthouse wall. My muscles clenched in sympathy with the girl…my God, how deep must he be inside her? I had to curl my fingers into a fist to keep from finding out, for they were itching to slip inside a cleft that had grown so hot and wet, my drawers were sticking to my skin down there. I gripped the corner of the cold masonry, both to ease my fever and to keep from moaning and calling attention to myself.
Yet when the lovers froze, still joined by those several inches of piston that would've done a draft horse proud, I instinctively glanced up. Defiant eyes met mine, eyes as dark as midnight sin above nostrils that twitched as though sniffing out another hot conquest. The brazen intensity of his stare brought me back to reality: he was proud of himself, out here stuffing a muff where God and everyone else could catch him! He was daring me to cry out a fire-and-brimstone alarm-to warn the righteous of Redemption that iniquity was running amok right here on Main Street! Right here beside the church named for the Blessed Virgin!
But what I really wanted was to drop my drawers and offer myself to him, too. He would never guess that, of course, because my bulky raccoon coat and sealskin driving hat-and an incensed expression-camouflaged my secret needs. I'd spent my lifetime perfecting a stern, impenetrable facade, so this young swain had no idea what I was thinking when my gaze flickered back to his buried treasure. He took me for a slender, professorial male pushing thirty, not for the prowling tigress I really was.
"Billy…oh, Billy please don't stop," his lover pleaded.
What a cocky thing, this Billy with the stubbled jaw and dark, disheveled hair falling in waves around his face. Yet when his lady-friend tossed her blonde locks to coax him on, my jaw dropped. That was Lucy Legg he was screwing! Daughter of the magistrate who was due to stride between those double doors of the courthouse any minute!
Oh, they made a pretty pair, with his darker body pressed into her pink, quivering slit, but something smelled fishy and it wasn't Miss Lucy's drippings-although her fragrance, intensified by the chilly wind whispering in the alley, had already drifted my way. No, my gut reaction was that Lucy, the Magistrate's darling daughter, was using herself as bait to hook this amorous young man for an ulterior purpose. Something about her expression as she gazed toward the courthouse, waiting…the offhand way her fingertips brushed her stomach…told a story her young stud wouldn't understand unless someone spelled it out for him.
And as the bell of St. Mary's tolled once…twice…I decided that someone would be me! In a glance I'd guessed it: Lucy needed an alibi-a ticket out of this sinless, self-righteous town, and a reason to leave her daddy's house before he figured out her secret.
Three chimes…the bell sang its sonorous song, nearly drowning out rational thought as the building vibrated against my side. But when the doors opened for Judge Legg, scowling like an Old Testament patriarch in his powdered wig and flowing black robe, I regained my resolve.
"Billy!" I rasped, bolting forward. "Billy, you've got to run for it, son! The judge is coming-"
Four chimes…My hand closed around an upper arm like a rock, so solid it had no give whatsoever. "-and he'll crucify you if he catches-"
"Get the hell away from us, you-oh, Daddy! Daddy!" Lucy squealed, her voice rising like a siren. "Help me, someone! My God, I've been attacked by-"
To his credit, Billy backed away with a grunt, shrugging out of the arms that now tried to cling to him. "You lying little-"
"This way, Billy!" I coaxed as I trotted down the alley. "I've got a buggy-"
"Bitch!" he finished, his words following close on the clatter of my retreating feet.
The last peal of that bell didn't disguise the roar I recognized as Harold Legg's, and as I ducked right, into the alley behind the church, I could only hope the outraged magistrate was too involved with his daughter to be following us, or to head us off at my buggy. I turned again, glancing back. If I hadn't been in such a hurry, I would've laughed: Billy was hobbling at a trot, gripping his pants around his hips with his erection poking out of them.
I couldn't afford to get caught in such a caper, so with a fast glance around the front of St. Mary's, I sprinted toward my wagon. Thank God I caught the sound of escalating voices in the alley-the Judge chastising his daughter as she protested loudly in her own defense-but it was up to Billy to hustle himself to safety. I had grabbed the reins and was whistling to Dory when he vaulted onto the seat beside me. We wheeled around in a tight circle, and then the mare headed out of town at a rate that left my hammering heartbeat behind.
"I'll have your head for this, Tripplehorn!" the magistrate's threat rang out.
"Better my head than something else," my passenger muttered, chuckling as he caught his breath. "The way everyone tells it, I'd be hard pressed for a brain if he went after my dick."
My eyes widened at his crude turn of phrase, yet something in me responded to it. "So you were…thinking, when you had it stuffed up inside Miss Legg? The way I saw it-"
"The way you saw it," he interrupted, abruptly turning my face toward his so I caught the full brunt of his reply, "I was giving Lucy every inch of what you wanted for yourself, you little faggot. Don't get any ideas about claiming any, just because you got me out of there. I don't owe you a thing! Got it?"
A scowl clouded his darkly-drawn features, leaving no doubt about his disdain. That was exactly as it should be, since I was probably fifteen years his senior and cut from a more responsible bolt of cloth-the antithesis of a guttersnipe like Billy Tripplehorn. But did my vocation or appearance really matter, when my heart cried out to be noticed? Or when my body responded to a heat that streaked like lightning too long denied? Just sitting this close to him was altering my thought patterns. Lowering me to his baser, more sensual level.
The turning of the new century had caused little more stir here in Redemption than the turning of the ten Novembers' pages in the decade since. To follow my love for the law-a calling considered too complex for the female mind-I'd learned to disguise myself so convincingly at the University that everyone in town recognized me as Alex Moore when I tended to orphanage affairs. I was paying dearly now for the male persona I'd created: inside me beat the heart of a horny woman in her prime, who hungered for what a young stud like Billy could fill her with. It took all my effort to hold his unwavering gaze, while driving Dory and trying to refocus my thoughts.
This rogue could believe what he wanted-and it was best for both of us that he did. But he would never, never know the fever his rutting had afflicted me with, nor would he suspect the scenes I would see in my mind's eye for weeks to come. My motive for snatching him out of harm's way was every bit as selfish as Lucy's plan for him, but I could cover my strategies just as my thick, knitted gloves concealed how tightly I gripped the reins. The sheer adventure of it thrilled me, the way the possibilities presented themselves…
Billy still smelled of sex, and his animal magnetism gripped me like skivvies too tight in the thigh. He held my gaze a full minute, until I feared he might see beneath my studiously stony expression. When he let me go, my face still burned where his fingers had been. My breath escaped in a flume of frosted air that sounded far too much like a lover's sigh. The buggy seat forced us to sit closely enough that our thighs brushed with the rhythm of Dory's agitated gait. And still that pecker poked out of his pants.
He was trouble. And I already wanted him like an addict longs for the poppy.
To keep from staring at it-why didn't he tuck it away, for God's sake?-I searched for a logical topic of conversation. Some way to explain why we were racing away from Redemption together, without really explaining anything.
"You'd best keep your high-handed attitude to yourself," I remarked gruffly. I gave him a moment to soak this in, swallowing so I could maintain the lower voice I used in public. "Might come a time when you find my services very appealing. How's Trevor these days? Still married to that hussy from Youngwood?"
"How do you know my brother?" he shot back. The hand he'd wrapped around his cock came to a halt with that reddish head peeking out between his thumb and forefinger.
"I handled his case when she had him jailed for dipping his pen in some other woman's ink well," I replied smugly. "Abandonment, she called it. He left her with three squalling brats to feed."
"Yeah, well they weren't all his, now were they?" Defiance made Billy's eyes shine like hard brown marbles. "And what business is that of yours?"
I shrugged, keeping my gaze on the road ahead so I wouldn't follow that finely chiseled hand along a shaft that seemed to grow longer and thicker with every stroke. How could he play with it that way and still carry on a rational conversation? "Just trying to save you from the same fate, son-"
"I'm not your son, nor anyone even vaguely related to you!"
"-because it was obvious to me Miss Legg is playing you for the same sort of fool," I continued. Damn him, he was starting to squirm with an impending orgasm-right there beside me on the buggy seat!-and I was having trouble sitting still myself. "She's pregnant, you know. Trying to make her daddy think you did it, so he'll force you to marry her and make it all clean and respectable."
"I don't think-"
"Then what do you call what you're doing with your, uh-head there?" I retorted rather hoarsely. "For a man who doesn't want my attentions, you're certainly polishing your pipe."
The grimace on that stubbled face set my insides afire. Under cover of my heavy coat, I began to clench my cunt muscles while pressing my slit as hard as I could against the wooden seat. The pearly drop of pre-cum that gathered at his tip and then dropped off had me licking my lips before I could catch myself.
Billy let out an edgy breath. "I was ready to come when you grabbed me, dammit," he protested, still gripping his cock in his undulating fist. "Once I get this hard, I can't relax until I unload."
"So," I remarked, grinding myself discreetly against the seat, "if the matter comes up, so to speak, we can assure Judge Legg you did not knock up his darling daughter? Lucy's looking for an alibi, Tripplehorn. The way she sees it, if she marries a fine-looking fellow like yourself, she'll be the envy of all her friends, her baby'll have a name, and she'll be set forever. It's how women think."
It was how this woman was thinking, too, dammit, but at the moment I'd have settled for just the pleasure of gripping that prodigious prick and being the one to make it shoot like a cannon…to feel it tighten to iron-pipe hardness and then fire off a shiny-white wad with spasm after spasm. And then to rub the remains of his cum around that sensitive head, which was growing purple with his need now. Perhaps out of sheer gratitude, he would yank down my pants to reward me for releasing him- But that wouldn't do, of course. I could no longer maintain the facade Alex Moore had worked so hard to perfect, if Billy found out I was really an Alexandrea. He'd shoot off his mouth-the main danger of such cocky types in their twenties-and my legal practice would go down the drain, along with my integrity where dealing with the orphanage was concerned.
So I forced myself to sit still, to ignore the burning, twitching, tingling sensations that had turned my twat into an itch that desperately needed scratching. Damn that Billy! And damn my own desperation, my inability to ignore the sight of him thrusting into a conniving Lucy Legg. I was too high-minded for my own good; had too much to lose, to be mixing myself up with this rutting mutt who followed in the footsteps of all the Tripplehorn men.
"You're full of shit, Mister-"
"And you're full of jism, Billy," I rasped. Before my left hand knew what my right hand was doing, it took the reins while I reached over to grasp him. From within my thick glove, I felt the throbbing of his pulse in that vein along his underside. Up and down I pumped, tentatively at first-for I'd rarely had such an opportunity, except in my wildest dreams-until Billy's broad shoulders strained and his eyes squeezed shut. He sucked air as I pumped him harder, my own need raging as those first squirts shot out.
"Jesus-I-" He could barely speak, he was so caught up in his impending climax. To keep from slipping, he pulled my body against his, and then he cut loose. His strangled cries echoed through the dusky countryside while the rocking of his hips set the seat to squeaking with a highly suggestive rhythm.
Again and again he shot, straining and writhing within the grip of my gloved fingers as flumes of crystal-colored semen arched over the buggy's front. The heat between us magnified until I thought I'd melt from the sight of it-from the magnificence of the member that pumped its stuff like a rigid fire hose hooked up to a well. God, how I wished he was pumping it into me! I stiffened against the inner shimmies of my own climax, hoping my heavy coat hid the way my body was responding to his release. When he was finally emptied, he let out a delicious sigh, panting like the randy pup he was.
Then he came back to the present moment, to the fact that we were ascending a wooded hillside and leaving Redemption far behind us in the light of the rising moon. He scooted away, and I took the reins in both hands. For a moment there was only the matched, secretive beat of our breathing while we tried to ignore what had just happened. Being younger, and accustomed to this sort of thing, Billy recovered first.
"So where are you taking me?" he demanded, his swagger returning now that his need was met. "I could've gotten away in time, you know. Old Harry Legg could never catch me-nor could Lucy entrap me the way you say."
"Precisely why I'm taking you out of sight. So Miss Lucy will have to find another victim before the old ladies start remarking about her belly."
"So where-"
"The orphanage is just ahead," I said, nodding at the rambling brick structure set among skeletal trees that shone with new snow. "Nobody will come looking for you at the house just beyond, where the Sisters of Samaria live. A perfect cover, don't you agree?"
Billy knitted his dark brows to form one long, forbidding ridge along his forehead. "The Sisters of Samaria?" he jeered. "Why-they're nothing but a bunch of church ladies! Why do you think I'd stay with them, for chrissakes?"
If I'd given him the real reason most folks never left the Samaritans' antiquated mansion, grown over with ivy and the underbrush of unsavory rumor, Billy wouldn't have believed it anyway. He was too caught up in himself, too convinced he was invincible, to accept the stark naked truth. So, since it was a story I couldn't tell him outright…a story that now made me realize I might not have done either of us any favors by bringing him here…
"Perhaps you'll see things differently when you meet these old girls," I replied breezily, pulling the buggy to a halt in the covered carriage port at the side of the house. "They'll adore you, Billy, so behave yourself, all right? Accept their hospitality until we can think of a better way to dodge Judge Legg. It won't kill you."
Or at least I hoped it wouldn't. A lamp came on in the parlor, its pale illumination passing like a spirit through the large window nearest us. The three sisters would soon make their evening's appearance, so the household would be coming to life now…in a way the casual visitor would never suspect. I swallowed hard, reminding myself to remain in Alex Moore's character-thinking ahead to the consequences I hadn't considered when I'd plucked my prize from that alley in town.
Just once, I wanted to entertain a man like a normal woman-or even sneak him into my room like the young, excited girl I'd never gotten to be-without the difficulty of revealing my disguise. And without these ladies of the night laying claim to him.
But the longer I hesitated out here in the entryway, the more curiosity-or suspicions-I'd arouse. The Sisters had heard the buggy, and they knew without even watching out the window that I wasn't alone. I would simply have to find a polite way to leave Billy Tripplehorn in the parlor making small talk while I changed my clothes-my entire appearance and personality-and then emerge from my room before the ladies who'd raised me could move in on him with their predatory, flirtatious ways.
Bitches. It was a deal with the Devil they'd made me sign, when I was too young and frightened to know better. It was my only chance for the education, the profession, I yearned for, even if it meant I'd attached myself to the three of them and their demonic ways with invisible bonds: I would keep their secret and they would keep mine, for such love makes the world go 'round, doesn't it? Such love indeed, although it was spawned on the dark side of the moon.
"Come in and warm yourself, Billy," I said as I turned the doorknob. "They'll have the fire crackling to keep themselves comfortable, so I'll warn you not to peel off your clothes, young man! They may be old, but they're not blind. Even a handsome young stud like yourself would have trouble satisfying the three of them."
Tripplehorn's face creased with a cocky smile, unleashing a male beauty that made my blood sing in my veins again. An unfortunate thought, that.
"I've already shot it off, remember? But maybe-if the right offer comes out of the right withered lips-I could rise to the occasion between the scripture lesson and singing the hymn," he teased. "A night to remember for us all, I'm sure."
"Something to tell your friends about," I assured him with all the male bravado I could muster. Meanwhile, the promise-the potential-of those words made my slit clench with the possibilities of Billy's spending the night here. But I had to play my cards very, very carefully. "Shall we go in? They're waiting."
The parlor's warmth felt at once welcome and overwhelming, as though we were being brought in out of the cold to warm ourselves at Hell's hearth. Justin and Jeremy, the twin house boys, were tidying this room with its blood-red walls, knowing they'd pay dearly if our three queens were displeased with its appearance when they emerged to spend the evening there. I noted Billy's scowl as he took in the pale blond twins, who wore only exotic silk sarongs of a Byzantine print, which glimmered with the gold threads woven into them. Just then the French maid, Cerise, entered with her silver tray of goblets, wine, and cheeses held strategically beneath her bosom, so her cleavage appeared as rounded and lush as a pair of oversized peaches on the tray.
"Ah, good evening, Monsieur Alex! And you have brought us a guest, oui?" she chirped in her lilting French. Her gaze followed the planes of Billy's face to linger on his muscular body and then the bulge in his pants-to which my companion responded like a stallion downwind of a mare in heat.
"Yes, Mr. Tripplehorn will be staying for a day or two, until we can make other arrangements for him," I replied. "He'll be-"
"Most welcome to stay as long as he likes," a low, suggestive voice cut in.
"And he may sleep anywhere he chooses-as long as I get my turn," came another sultry suggestion from the direction of the hall.
So much for a houseful of church ladies. Billy's jaw dropped, as any man's would, when he beheld the two women apprising him from the parlor's arched entry: the taller, more angular minx fixed her gaze on him and slithered forward, her fitted sheath of burgundy silk whispering all manner of improper innuendo. Her stiletto cigarette holder rode gracefully between her long, pallid fingers, and when she stopped mere inches away from him, Tripplehorn didn't notice the drift of ash that landed on his boot. He was too enthralled, drinking in her straw-blonde hair, pulled back at the nape, and a flawless porcelain face with its exotic lift around the eyes and cheekbones.
"Perfidia, I've brought Billy Tripplehorn here to stay for a-"
"Triple horns? How nice he's got one for each of us," her approaching companion crooned. "My, my but the evening suddenly seems much more exciting than we anticipated! And how nice to see you again, Mr. Moore," she added as an afterthought. "Perfect timing, too. We were just preparing to…have a little bite of something."
Billy now gawked at a more lushly-proportioned woman, whose full breasts met in a teasing crease, lovingly cupped and offered up in a tight-fitting black gown trimmed in lace-an ensemble that elevated her raven hair and a complexion the color of moonglow to an ethereal beauty seldom seen on this earth. Coyly she allowed her scarlet shawl to slither down her bare shoulders, her crimson lips parting in a smile of blatant invitation.
"And this is Pandora," I said, sensing the situation was rapidly passing out of control. The sexual tension in the room could've been cut with the butter knife on Cerise's tray-or with the blade young Tripplehorn now brandished inside his pants.
"And-and what is it you ladies do here?" he stammered. "I had always assumed-that is, most folks think-the Sisters of Samaria operate the orphanage."
"And indeed we do, as our contribution to society and the unfortunate children who need our help," Perfidia replied. She drew deeply from her cigarette holder, resembling an exotic dragon when she exhaled its cloying, sweet smoke through her nose. "As another part of our mission, however, we provide training for those who've strayed down the wrong path-lessons of service and submission to a higher cause. Jeremy and Justin are prime examples of what can be accomplished through discipline."
"In other words," Pandora continued, stepping forward to get a profile view of Billy's backside-and his erection, "we save bad boys."
"Oh, my God! Save that one for me!" came a cry from the stairway.
And as though Billy didn't already have enough distractions, the trip-trapping of dainty heels echoed in the hall and then the intoxicating essence of silken sexual insanity preceded her into the room: she was younger than the other two, with her henna hair wound into a loose knot at her crown and a large red rose fastened at her ear. With each step, her pert breasts shimmied beneath a revealing, sequined pink gown held up by feathered straps that might slip down at any moment. All girlish charm and knowing coquetry, this one was, her blue eyes a-sparkle in a face as radiant as a debutante's.
"And this is Pink," I breathed, knowing neither Billy nor I had a chance of pursuing any further strategies concerning Lucy Legg-if he even recalled who she was by now.
"That would be Miss Pink to you," she twittered, sticking out her hand to be kissed. Thank God she'd already fed: her rosy glow told me she would be merely circling and sniffing at our boy tonight, rather than pouncing outright in that manners-be-damned way she had. "I'm a woman of…many appetites, my sweet, and I can see you're a man who'd enjoy satisfying my…deepest needs. We Sisters of Samaria have devoted our very lives to providing food for the hungry, and clothes for the naked-"
"Not that you usually wear any!" Perfidia hissed.
"Well!" I interrupted with forced cheerfulness, "if Mr. Tripplehorn's to have a fresh bed tonight, I'd best let Andrea know. I'll have her show you to your room immediately."
Not that my implied warning would have any effect: the Three P's-Perfidia, Pandora and Pink, that is-were slowly circling my young guest as though it took all their effort not to lick their lips with obvious intent. I gave Billy a businesslike nod such as Alex Moore would, and then strode out of the parlor with its rising tides and temperatures to gather my thoughts; to make myself as alluring a female as I could before those three sultry vultures could snatch him away from me.
Dammit, all I'd ever wanted was a man of my own. Someone to love-or even a man who'd make me a slave to his desires-without those three bitches horning in on him! I surely deserved that, after all I'd done for these so-called Samaritans!
Yet as I entered my upstairs room and threw open my armoire, I had the sad, sinking suspicion I'd made a major mistake bringing Billy here. He didn't stand a chance against those ladies.
And neither did I.



Chapter 2: A Three-Way Tie


Off came my boots and the brown herringbone suit; off came the wig of male waves that lay tidier than Billy Tripplehorn's outrageous locks. Quickly I removed the theatrical makeup that darkened my jaw line and gave my slender face a more masculine aura-a look that had allowed me to practice law as Alex Moore for nearly ten years now, in the unsuspecting town of Redemption. When I stood naked at last, I took a long, assessing look in the cheval mirror beside my armoire.
A sigh of utter dejection escaped me. When I thought of Pandora's ample breasts and creamy skin, and that provocative way she had of displaying all her assets, I fell miserably short. The breasts I cupped filled my palms-but my hands were smaller than a man's, after all. Would Billy find me lacking? Less attractive than those three "church ladies" circling him-or less enticing than Lucy Legg?
Best not to ask such questions, I reminded myself. My nipples pebbled beneath my palms as I recalled the sight of those two in the alley, rutting like dogs in heat. God, the nerve of them-the audacity of Lucy, to think she'd entrap Billy Tripplehorn and that he'd let her! But then, stranger things had happened in the heat of passion, and Billy himself admitted to thinking with his dick. Such things went on all the time in that repressive atmosphere of Redemption-which explained the need for the Sisters' orphanage. I was just too sheltered and shy to pursue such illicit passions myself.
Letting my hands flow farther down, I followed the line of my sides-the slightly curved indentation of my waist before my hips flared with the merest hint of femininity. Why hadn't God created me male, to save me years of anguish? Even at thirty-five-especially now, as I watched the three Sisters in action-I was so very aware that I lacked Pandora's lush curves and Perfidia's sleek, sophisticated carriage and Miss Pink's utterly unstudied way of playing the pretty little girl in grownup clothing.
My fingers tangled in the fine down between my thighs, and a trickle ran down my leg. I was still far too excited about bringing Billy off, and could still envision him pumping his cum over the front of the buggy: the repeated streams of shiny jism, shooting from a cock that filled my fist as I pumped it for him. Not to mention the clenching of my cunt muscles, until I climaxed against the seat and nearly gave myself away. He thought Alex Moore was a nancy-boy, and that was fine: he would keep his distance when we were together in public.
But now Andrea-the other half of the Alexandrea I'd been born-had to shine in a way that made Billy Tripplehorn stand up and take notice before her older, more practiced, more…lethal competition beat her to the punch. Our guest had whetted their appetites even before he arrived, for they had their ways of knowing who approached the mansion, just as they knew I intended Billy for myself. All the more reason to rub my little nose in their superior powers and experience, for they could be a cold, calculating trio who thrived on the suffering of others.
But I had to put aside their wiles and dubious intent. I had to concentrate on my own methods of driving Billy to a madness that would make him mine…if only for a night or two. No doubt in my mind he'd sniff out the details that didn't fit reality, in this picture of illicit domestic bliss those three ladies of the evening painted, and that he'd find a way to escape their plans.
At least I hoped he would.
Such thoughts pulsed dangerously through my veins, for I had lived with this set of circumstances all my life-had been spared my mortal, human existence because it served the Sisters' purposes. And just this once, dammit, I would pursue my own purposes! Just this once, the body I watched in the mirror would know the extreme, exquisite exhilaration of being filled to overflowing by a young stud who stirred me in such wondrous ways.
In my mind, it was my backside he was banging against, thrusting that long, thick cock into my hungry cunt as his weight held me naked against the wall. My fingers found the wet crevice between legs that parted of their own accord, and when my foot propped itself on the low stool nearby, I was a study in unrequited lust. Two fingers went up past the knuckles, to wiggle inside my hot, wet passage while my hand prodded my wet puss. With my other hand, I raised the padded mound to better expose my clit-both so I could watch it in the glass, and so it could get its share of attention in this very short time I could allot to my secret pleasure.
A rasp escaped me as the first waves of desire spread like ripples in a pond fed by hot springs. Here I stood, brazen as sin, fondling the pink pearl that peeked between my forked fingers while pumping myself like a woman possessed with my other hand-a hand that glistened with the wetness oozing out of my sex. My hips rocked, and I couldn't take my gaze away from quivering thighs and pearlescent dew trickling over my fingers-like tossing kerosene on a fire, it felt, as the heat inside me threatened to explode. Musk filled my room, along with my little panting noises, until I had to grit my teeth to keep from screaming. In my mind, Billy was ramming himself so deep inside me I left the ground! My muscles clenched around his engorged cock, and with the first spasms of the hot cum he shot inside me, I was- "Jesus-Jesus-Jesus-" I chanted hoarsely, my entire body enveloped by quakes that went on and on. For a few moments I had to stand there, hands still gripping my soft, heated flesh, allowing my legs to recover their strength before I dared step away.
I was a desperate woman, all right. The precious seconds I'd spent releasing my need now had to serve me again-so, on sudden inspiration, I took down my hair and ran my wet fingers through it, combing it into a disheveled disarray that smelled of my sex, hoping Billy's nose would lead him in my direction. Indeed, I dried my hands by wiping them on my neck and arms and any skin I thought he might come in contact with.
Then I grabbed my dressing gown of white cotton-not that I had others to choose from-out of the armoire, and tied it loosely over my nude body. The front gaped open in what I hoped was an enticing softness, inviting eyes to wish for more. I couldn't outdo my competition, so I had to win Billy with simple understatement. A foil to the provocative colors and obvious lust that Perfidia, Pandora, and the coy Miss Pink would ply him with.
Still I lacked allure. A quick flicker of the kohl stick to accentuate my hazel eyes…a smudge of rouge to create cheekbones in a squarish, bland face and to put roses in my narrow lips. The chiming of the grandfather clock downstairs reminded me I had no time to waste: seven stately tolls, and by the time the last one was fading away, I was padding down the back stairway barefoot. I wanted to look into the parlor before my presence was noticed, hoping something I saw would inspire a performance any prostitute could be proud of. I felt like a woman exhibiting her wares, hoping to be the winning bidder at an auction where the strength and beauty and bravado that were Billy Tripplehorn were ultimately at stake.
After all, it was my doing that he was now at risk. My selfish yearnings had brought us to the Devil's doorstep, much like secret lovers of Redemption brought their babies in baskets to the orphanage under cover of the night, without a thought for the ones they sacrificed.
Such serious concerns vanished when I peeked into the parlor, however: Billy sat enthroned in a massive walnut chair with insets of red upholstery, holding court while his new admirers gazed up at him from the floor cushions around his knee. This, of course, afforded him an unimpeded view down each of their gowns while baring the legs they bent to one side, so their ankles crossed near their hips. They had loosened his cream-colored shirt nearly to his navel, and he sat with his knees apart-probably so his prodigious cock had somewhere to go inside his loose brown pants.
Ah yes, that cock! It was prodding the buttons of his fly until I swore I saw it quivering, even from the far side of the room. It was only a matter of moments before one of the demoiselles before him set it free to suck on it. Jeremy and Justin stood discreetly in the background, their eyes alight and their hands down each other's sarongs, whispering as they gazed at the scene unfolding before the fireplace.
Cerise stood only two paces in front of me, unaware of my presence: her body was so taut with the suspense and sexuality of this situation, the toe of her high-heeled shoe tapped out an agitated tattoo on the parquet floor. I suspected her fingers had found her clit, and she was hoping to move in for any leftovers the Sisters might allow her when they'd finished with Billy.
And then there was Billy…oh God, the sheer sensuality of that brazen young man with the bronzed skin and the eyes of obsidian, lounging against the chair's ornately carved back like a prince surveying his harem. He radiated a cocksureness that was an aphrodisiac in itself, a signal to every woman in the room-and to the twin house boys, who lusted after him, as well-that his carnality and physical perfection and appetite for pleasure would take us all far into a night unlike any we'd known before. The Sisters sat with faces upturned like flowers basking in his light, and young Tripplehorn knew he had them in his thrall.
Or at least he believed he did-that was the stickler. When Pandora rose gracefully from the floor, standing directly in front of his spread legs, he had no idea that her seductive ballet could be a dance of death. No, he sat captivated by that most voluptuous of the trio, his eyelids fluttering to half-mast in appreciation of the temptress with the raven hair and ruby lips. She let her scarlet shawl fall down over her shoulders in a delicious ripple of shimmering silk, before slowly drawing it off her body to hold it before him…rather like an erotic toreador teasing a bull to mate with her.
"Ah, my Knight of Swords," she crooned, making the shawl undulate before him like a cape of fire drawn from the crackling logs on the hearth. "When I sensed you were coming here, I could barely contain my excitement! You herald a change in our musty world here-a change that brings new vitality and adventure…not to mention a sword like no other man has ever waved at us! Welcome, Billy Tripplehorn. You're the new lifeblood I've been awaiting for so, so long."
He sat transfixed, gazing into the ever-changing kaleidoscope of reds and oranges and sparkling gold reflected from the fire's light. And as Pandora shrugged slightly to entice him with the bulge of her lush breasts, nearly overflowing the scallop-edged bodice of her black lace gown, Billy's hand reached toward her as though by magic; as though this mystic's potent spell already controlled him.
Pandora's chuckle tickled the edges of the room, her energy reverberating through the floorboards until every one of us felt her power. "I am your Queen of Cups, Billy," she continued, arching forward until her breasts did indeed overflow their lace constraints. "I am the ruler over romance and relationships, you see, and I foretell a time of great imagination…great satisfaction for all who believe in me.
Do you believe, Billy?"
"God yes," he murmured, his chiseled lips remaining parted with the intriguing vision. "Let me touch you. Let me…taste you."
With a graceful flick of her wrists, so agile and quick the human eye couldn't follow it, Pandora sent the shimmering length of red silk behind Billy's neck to draw herself toward him with it. What an incredible sight she made, leaning her knees against the cushion between his legs to offer him her beauty, the bounty of her feminine assets. When his lips found her nipple, she closed her eyes and let her head fall back, sending her hair into a raven cascade between her arched shoulders.
The sigh that escaped Cerise brought me back to my senses. The maid had unbuttoned her short black uniform to release her own cleavage, pretending it was her breast Billy suckled-and making all the sighs and secretive noises to go with her fantasy. And while Pandora's way with men was nothing new to me, for I'd witnessed it many times over my years as the overseer of the Sisters' welfare, I now felt fear rising to override my excitement. Not only was this witchy woman stealing the lover I'd captured for myself, she was turning him into her unwitting victim-and leaving him vulnerable to her two cohorts, as well.
Indeed, as Billy's soft grunts accompanied his tasting of the black-haired beauty with the eyes of fire, Perfidia was now rising to the challenge…playing a part in a drama that spanned the centuries; another movement in this symphony the Sisters had composed when they met long ago.
"Let's get rid of these trousers," she suggested, her angular face glowing like coals of desire as she grasped Billy's waistband.
Tripplehorn's hands tightened instinctively beneath the two breasts he was laving, allowing Pandora to step aside only enough so Perfidia could unfasten him, while he continued to pleasure those soft mounds of flesh. He inhaled deeply-indeed, the entire room seemed to breathe with him, intoxicated by the intense sensuality of the situation. His hips rose as though of their own accord, and again the clothing moved almost faster than thought, until the coarse twill bunched at his ankles and the muscled male legs above them flexed with a tension we all longed to feel with our hands.
His cock sat up like a wand-or like that sword Pandora had teasingly alluded to moments ago. Her talk of the tarot eluded Billy, no doubt, but he needed no spread of her cards to spread those magnificent legs and arch upward with an erection that defied description. Tall and proud it stood, a pillar of masculine strength and a promise of indescribable delight-and Miss Pink shifted forward, her mouth rounded in a perfect O-to capture the magic of that magician's tool.
"Not yet!" Perfidia growled, snapping her fingers as though an errant puppy had strayed from her pallet. "Cerise! Your stockings!"
The maid snapped out of her trance, and, grinning with the delight of a chosen child, trotted toward the foursome. Her breasts bobbed in the opened placket of a uniform short enough to show the tops of her black stockings and a glimpse of the bare skin above them. As she leaned over to unhook the dark garter strap bisecting her thigh, I got a clear shot of her naked behind and that black triangle beneath it-until she realized Billy, as guest of honor, should be afforded that alluring view.
"Oui, Mistress Perfidia," she breathed, sliding her fingers beneath the stocking top before easing it down the length of her shapely leg. "This one's the blindfold, yes? So Master Tripplehorn must guess whose cunt is sucking the cum from him! And the other shall be his gag, so that even his screams of ecstasy will be trapped inside him until he-"
"That's quite enough of your impertinence, young lady!"
Did even the clocks stop ticking? We all held our breath as the porcelain goddess rose to her full height with a haughtiness that ruled the room. Even Billy paused to watch what might happen next, although his hands remained firmly fixed on Pandora's ribcage.
"Give me your shoe, Cerise. And assume the position for the whipping you so richly deserve."
The maid's face fell, yet she knew better than to defy Perfidia's order…and truth be told, she grabbed her ankles with the resignation of one who secretly relished the punishment about to befall her. Both her black stockings had drifted down her legs, and as she presented her bare backside to Perfidia-and, by no mere coincidence, to Billy, as well-Cerise gritted her teeth. Most likely so she wouldn't cry out with her desire for more, faster and harder.
Smack! went the sole of the leather slipper against that pale quivering moon. And then Smack! on the opposite cheek, which produced a matching pink mark that made my backside smart just to look at it.
"Have you learned your lesson, girl, or do I need to continue?"
Cerise was quivering, more from pent-up excitement than shame. She bent down even farther, until her palms pressed the floor-which of course gave Billy a full view of her muff and the opening where she hoped he'd want to stuff himself. "Perhaps another round, Mistress," she whispered, "for I'm so very, very wayward. Where would I be if you didn't constantly put me in my place?"
Smack! went the sole of that slipper again-hard enough that the maid yelped this time. And when the second slap landed so close to her kitty I mewed in vicarious pain, she began babbling her thanks in a voice that bordered on incoherence.
"That will teach you to be so presumptuous, Cerise. Now give me those stockings without any more of your sass, dammit. Go stand with your nose in that corner."
"Oui, madame," the maid murmured, humbled yet flame-faced from the attention she'd received.
No doubt in my mind she'd be sneaking peeks from her corner as the Sisters continued their seduction of Billy Tripplehorn-with her hand up her snatch, most likely. Cerise was a randy little thing known to satisfy herself on bed knobs or broomsticks or whatever presented itself as she cleaned the mansion. It seemed her lot in this life to only watch the seductions in progress, much as I did, rather than participate in them. So, despite her pert, Continental allure, she remained as sexually desperate as I. Needy, all the time.
Needy…indeed my need had filled my mind and body with a wantonness that threatened to give away my presence in the back shadows of the room. Pandora, Perfidia, and Pink knew I was there, of course, and chose to ignore me as part of their strategy with the young stud they now entertained. Billy, however, remained blissfully ignorant of their ploys and my presence-just as well, considering he would never have succumbed to having each of his legs bound to the walnut chair with the maid's silk stockings, had he known what was coming. And had he been in his everyday world.
But here in the mansion, the Sisters of Samaria performed their own acts of kindness and release, mercy or punishment, in their own good time. Here in the mansion, forces operated on a different plane and things happened that were beyond the understanding of most in Redemption. Things just…happened.
Which was how Billy Tripplehorn came to be tied to his chair, his stocky calves bound by black stockings, and then-again, with the whispering speed of a dark angel's wings-Perfidia slipped the ends of the crimson shawl over his shoulders and under his arms, to fasten at the back of the walnut chair.
He was now a helpless knight, but his sword had lost none of its cocky magic. Unless I was mistaken, he seemed to be enjoying this unexpected turn of events. He sat enthralled by three total strangers, women who pulled punches that he as a lover and aggressor had never thought of. A wonderful game, if one ever gets to play it.
But a deadly game it was, and I tightened when Pandora moved to his left and knelt to caress his bared chest, while her cohort Perfidia massaged his neck and shoulders from behind the chair. "You may take your turn now," she instructed Pink.
The youngest of this seductive triangle slithered greedily between Billy's knees, her henna topknot and the loose tendrils around her face quivering with her excitement. As she coyly slipped her pink feathered strap down her bare shoulder, he reached for her-until Pandora clamped his hand against the arm of the chair with a strength that left him dumbfounded. Perfidia held his other arm fast, so now the only unfettered limb on the young stallion's body was that shaft between his twitching legs.
"What a fine name, Tripplehorn," Pink cooed as she freed her pert breasts of their sequined sheath to tease him. "Somewhere in that curly mop I'd find two devilish little horns, if I speared my fingers through your hair. But this third horn is much more to my taste. May I sample it? Please, kind sir?"
No man alive could resist such a plea, for while Pandora was filled with a mystical magic and Perfidia reigned as the queen of discipline and deceit, little Miss Pink personified a sweet, girlish charm that simply made everyone around her say yes.
"Help yourself, sweetheart," Billy breathed.
In another flash that defied explanation, Pink was straddling the object of her affections. With her knees on the chair cushion, thighs flanking his narrow hips, she elevated herself so she could gaze teasingly down into his deep brown eyes, fondling his disheveled hair. Her bodice had fallen to her waist, and she allowed Billy to kiss the skin of her midsection before positioning herself so his face was between her rosy breasts. He seized a nipple between his lips-or perhaps his teeth, given the way Pink let out a yip-and the entire room writhed with them as she undulated against his bound body.
Her glimmering pink gown was hiked up over her thighs, so I caught the alluring sight of her slowly, slowly lowering her slit to the tip of his erection. Lord, how I wished it were me! My insides fluttered wildly with the sight of those strawberry-furred lips swallowing the smooth, purplish cap of that mushroom on the end of his shaft. Inch by inch she eased down onto his cock, until it had to be bumping the bottom of her lungs! She raised and lowered herself with a grace, a control, that left me breathless, all the while breathing with him and riding that slow, erotic arc that was bringing him close to orgasm.
When she suddenly raised up, a wet smacking sound echoed around her and Billy started to protest. But she shushed him with a finger across his lips and a winsome smile.
"I won't leave you hanging, Billy boy," she half-sang as she stepped down between his knees. "I've simply stopped fucking you so I can finish you the way men like it best…and so I can watch the lightning roll in your eyes when you shoot your cum down my throat. Will you do that for me, Mister Triple-Horns? Will you gaze into my eyes while I take you to paradise?"
"I-"
But Billy didn't stand a chance. With the first push of that perfect little O of her mouth, he was a goner-a slave to every flicker and lick and sweet pull of suction Miss Pink inflicted upon him. Meanwhile, Perfidia and Pandora were stroking his bared chest with hypnotic fingers, nuzzling his neck and murmuring about what they each wanted to do to him next. It was every man's fantasy, such attention from three gorgeous women who couldn't seem to get enough of him-or to wait their turns. So of course Billy was an easy mark.
I watched the movement of those painted lips up and down his deep pink shaft…Pink on pink made for quite a sight, and I was ready to explode for wanting him. With an angular blonde on his right and a lusty, busty lady in black on his left, the picture was a study in erotic contrasts, a provocative portrait of a lover caught up in rich carnal pleasure few ever get to experience. His eyes remained fixed on Pink's delicate face- And that's when I saw they were swirling, those eyes, like coffee being swished around the rim of a cup. Or like the surrender of a drowning man about to go down for the third time.
I stepped forward from the shadows, pulling the knot from my sash to let my dressing gown fall away from my body. Cerise shifted in her corner, sensing fresh drama, while Justin and Jeremy scooted back from where they'd been so eagerly peering at the orgy before them. As I'd suspected, Perfidia and Pandora were engaged in a kissing frenzy that escalated with each breath Billy took: like snakes they slithered against him, their hungry sighs overwhelming his whimpers of rising, aching need. He was ready to shoot, staring mindlessly into Pink's azure eyes as his body pumped in the rhythm the three females around him had established. Just another step in their dance of death.
"Excuse me, ladies, but Mr. Moore has informed me I have a guest," I said in a purposeful voice. "My God, Tripplehorn hasn't been here but a few minutes and I'd swear you plan to sink your teeth into him!"
Time stopped, in that inexplicable way things happened when the three Sisters took matters into their own hands. Delivered in the most teasing tone I could muster, my remark would fly right over the average man's head-and in this case, it made Billy Tripplehorn snap to attention. He looked away from the fatal, hypnotic gaze that held his, to blink at the fact that yet another woman stood before him, nearly naked.
He didn't know it, but in that moment I'd saved his life.
The Sisters showed me no gratitude, either-not that I expected it. They raised up, away from their blissfully ignorant victim, to glare at me as they wiped their lips, disguising the shine of white incisors Billy would never see. I would never forgive myself for bringing him here, foolishly thinking my desire for him would protect us both from dark forces far stronger and more insidious than these Sisters of Samaria could control. Or wanted to. But until we could make our escape, his welfare-his very lifeblood-was in my hands.
Rather than chide me for interrupting, and perhaps calling Billy's attention to their insidious secret, Perfidia shot me a cloying smile. "Well-if it isn't our Andrea, come to inform Mr. Tripplehorn his room is ready! I'm sure he's exhausted and famished after his travels. He certainly looks ready for bed!"
The other two chuckled politely, hiding their frustration behind faces so carefully composed that only I could decipher their true message: they weren't finished with Billy, nor would they let me have him tonight without wreaking their revenge. Women with appetites like theirs waxed nasty when their dinner was delayed.
"Come on upstairs, Billy," I coaxed, kneeling to untie the stockings around his legs. "If you're half as naughty-half as randy-as Mr. Moore warned me about, we're going to have a-a much livelier time than these old bats can show you!"
I would pay for that remark, too, but I had to get my nips in where I could: because I'd served as the liaison between these jaded ladies and the town where they never showed themselves, procuring the occasional guest and keeping the orphanage stocked with potential slaves and emergency nourishment, I felt somewhat indispensable. There might come a day, however, when Pandora and Pink-and especially Perfidia-felt a change of personnel was in order.
I didn't think my fall from grace would occur tonight, for they were three sleek pussies tantalized by a new mouse. And as I felt Billy's strong hand wrap around mine-reveled in the way he gazed at me as though he'd never seen me before, nor ever beheld a woman who so riveted the interest of that cock, which still stood swaying as high as his navel-my heart fluttered with hope.
A foolish emotion, hope. But it was all I had-all that had sustained me through my lonely life here at the mansion. Except now I had Billy, and a night that promised some wondrous loving. Hope springs eternal, they say. And as I led Tripplehorn to my room, glancing backward at a cock so tall it grazed his navel as he climbed the stairs, I believed Billy would spring eternal, too.
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Chapter 3: Phantasms


The moment Billy shut my door the magic began. He leaned against it as though believing his weight would keep those three ladies of the night from interrupting us, and I played along with his fantasy. I knew, of course, that if Perfidia, Pandora, and Pink wanted in, no mere panel of painted wood would keep them out. The snick of the lock sent my pulse racing into a higher gear, but it was the expression on Billy Tripplehorn's face that made my hopes climb higher.
Suddenly, being loved-for myself, as a woman-seemed within the realms of possibility.
For me, this was a miracle. Oh, I knew his carnal intents were carried over from playing those parlor games downstairs, as he looked at the breasts and belly and bush revealed by my opened robe. But up here, with me, he wasn't tied in place. He wasn't being mesmerized by passionate pleas that waxed eternally dark, nor was he caught in the thrall of immortal eyes.
It was just Billy, gazing at Andrea. Looking at her as though she were the most glorious woman in his world. Indeed, I thought he might be imagining Lucy or Pink-or certainly Pandora, the way he'd reveled in her sumptuous breasts-for I was decidedly plain by comparison.
"Moore didn't hint you'd be this…pretty. Or brazen enough to interrupt three others, to claim me!" he added with his cocky grin. "You must want it pretty bad. The way you're staring at my rod, I'd think you'd never seen one before."
If he knew the truth about mousy, reclusive, Miss Andrea, he'd laugh in her face and walk out. Right now he was painting me as a temptress who knew what she wanted and took it. For the way that idea made me feel, I could overlook his arrogance. He was twenty, after all. And there was no denying Billy Tripplehorn was a prime example of male perfection any woman would welcome to her bed.
So I backed toward mine, letting my robe fall completely open as I turned down the plain white coverlet and sheets. The candle on the night stand cast a romantic glow that filled my little room with the possibility-no, the certainty!-that I would be ravished tonight. No more settling for my own fingers, or Cerise's playful games, or watching the three Sisters sate their sexual appetites before feeding on the poor victim whose pulse they'd set to racing.
It was my time. Fate had placed Billy Tripplehorn, that notorious rebel of Redemption, in my hands, and I'd be a fool to turn him loose!
"All the world's a stage, Billy," I began in what I hoped was a mysteriously erotic voice, "and all the men and women merely players. The trick-around here, anyway-is to guess which part each one plays at any given moment, and to be ready for…whatever comes up."
Although my parody on Shakespeare went right over his head, his cock certainly caught the meaning of those last words. He let go of his pants and then removed his boots, displaying a pair of sturdy legs that flexed with each deliberate move. When he straightened up again, I swore his cock stood taller, prouder; inviting my inspection-and of course, my admiration.
"Your friend seems eager," I teased. I raised one knee to the edge of my mattress, opening a slit already wet with wanting him. "I hope he likes cats. My pussy's purring so loudly he can probably hear it, but maybe you'd better come closer, to be sure."
Bless him, Billy chuckled as though he'd never heard such a contrived line. As he approached, he shucked his shirt and became one with the candle's light and the shadows it cast: a source of searing heat and energy, with a hint of wickedness that curved at the corners of his devilish grin. God, but he thought he was something!
And so did I.
He smelled vaguely of spunk and sweat, with a hint of Perfidia's French perfume clinging to his skin. Yet when he stopped only inches in front of me, I could forget about that woman and her insidious intent. My hand retraced the path Pink's fingers had taken through his hair: it was thick and damply warm, and unbelievably silky. My breath escaped me, and he accepted its invitation.
"Andrea," he whispered, and then slowly, oh so slowly, he lowered those lips toward mine. His eyes were molten chocolate, promising a rich sweetness I had to sample to believe- And then I melted against him in surrender. I had stolen a few kisses in my day, and wished for many more, imagining how a man might feel as he enfolded me in his arms and claimed my mouth with his. I'd had every intention of stringing Tripplehorn along-playing the experienced bitch in heat who kept a young pup panting for it-but my desperation betrayed me. I'd been caught, hook, line, and sinker the first time Billy cast his glance my way, and his kiss only sealed my fate.
My moan inspired him, and his hands slipped beneath my dressing gown to explore my skin. He let his palms float along the curves at my waist, inciting little riots of static electricity that raised goosebumps all over my body. Wanting more, I greedily pressed into him, rubbing his chest with my peaked breasts, reveling in the secretive rustle of the wiry hair that whispered its provocative song.
Billy pulled me close, his tongue deepening the kiss, his low moans answering mine. Despite the heat that scorched my belly and that nether region below, which rubbed suggestively against his erection, my young lover lingered over my lips, drinking from them like a man long denied water-sipping and licking and then drawing up from the well of my desire to satisfy his curiosity while driving us both to want far more.
Lord, what a luxury, to have a man hold me as though he couldn't let me go, until he knew everything about me…as though he wanted to take a lifetime to do that.
Foolish thoughts, for a woman old enough to know the ways of men-especially after I'd seen this one pumping Lucy Legg, and then playing along with the wild desires the Sisters had whispered in his ear. He lived for the chase! He wanted nothing beyond the next cunt that came along-a legacy passed down from every male in his family, as evidenced by the facial features of many children now residing in the orphanage.
Yet I set that reality aside and let him woo me. Gratifying, the way he ignored skin less supple than Lucy's and breasts put to shame by Pandora's. He caressed me with hands that roamed at raucous will now, over my back and beneath the cushion of my ass, to pull me closer to him.
"Andrea," he whispered again, brushing my ear with feathery, teasing kisses. "God, I've got to have you, woman! Let's give this pussy something to purr about."
I sucked air at the first touch of his fingertips. While he held me spellbound with his bottomless brown eyes and a commanding browline framed in unruly curls, his hand cupped my mound. Then he slowly spread my wetness around the fevered, slick skin until my slit was weeping with want. Never had I become so inflamed at a touch, and I opened farther to invite him inside-to beg for more of this divine torture, which was only a foretaste of the glories to come.
Or so I hoped. What if I shrank away in fear, or shame? What if I cried out in pain and gave away my innocent state-me, a woman who should've had her share of lovers by now? What if I laughed at the wrong time? Or made a stupid move to break the mood, and lost him forever?
He slipped a finger inside me. And then another.
"Oh, Billy…Billy, please…"
My plea floated around us like a phantom, and my back arched of its own accord. With exquisite, deliberate strokes he was setting my insides on fire, fanning the flames with each wet caress-and watching the sensations play upon my face with the smug certainty of bigger and better things to come. His thumb found that button high up in front and I cried out with the startling need it inspired.
"Tell me how bad you want it, Andrea," he crooned, a magician about to entrance me with his wand. "Clench your cunt for 'yes'…open your hole for 'no.'"
My muscles locked around his fingers and the inner spirals began. I recognized them from my own probings-and from those times Cerise and the twins had played their naughty games-but now, with Billy holding me, taking total control with the arm he wrapped around me and the fingers thrust inside, I was a woman lost. My body convulsed in a series of heated seizures, spurred on by his thrusts and the rubbing of his thumb. Before I realized how far gone I was, my cries were echoing around us. I became a mindless machine fueled by need, pumping against the butt of his hand and the fingers that formed a piston inside me.
I collapsed against him, panting with relief: I'd feared that I might go insane before I could stop.
Billy, his face shadowed with that masculine stubble, chuckled low in his throat. He eased me down to the mattress. "You're even randier than I thought!" he said with a suggestive flicker of his brows. "Now I know for sure what a candy-ass Alex must be, or he'd have hinted at how luscious you are…would've stuck around to fuck you himself. Mighty generous of him, to bring me here and then send you to fetch me!"
I reveled in those words! And since refuting them would've been foolish, I played along with this young wizard's next tricks. He was brushing my white robe aside, gazing hungrily at my bared breasts-teasing the nipples to attention as he slowly drew his hands down over my midsection… toward that place between my legs that felt sopping wet, where his thigh now kept the sensations alive, bubbling just beneath the surface.
"Perhaps Alex and the others don't really know me," I replied, wondering where that thought came from. Good God, everyone here could predict my emotions and actions before I knew them myself! But how nice, to have a handsome man marvel over my reaction to him! "Or perhaps they just never held the key to that horny little hole you've found. Every lover's different-and each partner creates another response, another little world, where only the two of them can belong, you know."
His indulgent smile told me he was beyond my middle-aged philosophizing. "Your cat's got so much cream on her lips, my cock might drown in it before he even enters. I'd better lap it up, don't you think?"
The way he stuck out his tongue and wiggled it, forming it into a stiff tip, had me giggling as much from nervous anticipation as from delight in the way he saw things. I made not even a token resistance to his advances, for I was a woman who wanted it all-right this moment, while the moment was mine. My legs parted shamelessly and I watched him from where I lay, Tripplehorn the tiger sniffing out his prey, teasing at the tight, wet coils of hair that framed my slit. When he knelt beside the bed and then pulled me toward his extended tongue, I was almost coming again just from the sight of it.
Again my cries rang around us; again my body writhed in a state of uncontrolled lust as his tongue traveled the trail his hand had blazed. Billy held me open with his fingers, drawing his warm, rough tongue from the bottom of my slit to its center-where he teased me mercilessly by circling the sensitive rim of my hole-and then continuing to flick my clit with it.
He was a master-I didn't have to experience anyone else to know this-and his sense of timing, of driving me slowly insane, had me quivering all over. My legs flailed on either side of his head as deeper he dove, lapping and sucking and licking my lower lips.
"Billy, I can't stand-you're making me crazy with-"
He was suddenly upon me, poised between my legs, as though his own needs were beyond being ignored. What a darkly erotic spell he cast, gazing upon me with an expression that spelled trouble and heartache sure to come! Yet I was his willing victim, flushing beneath his magnificent form, wanting him so badly.
"I'm yours, Andrea," he murmured, slipping his hands beneath my hips. "Take me now. Take every fucking inch of me, and don't you dare expect me to stop!"
It was as much a threat as a promise of fulfillment like I would never know again. Billy plunged inside me, both of us groaning with that first cataclysmic embrace of my cunt around his magnificent cock. He closed his eyes and his head fell back with the ecstasy of it; his hands closed around the halves of my ass until I thought I'd bear permanent prints where his fingers gripped me. The bed creaked and rocked in a telltale rhythm I feared might bring the Sisters upstairs to watch- But dammit, they were already here!
In the flickering of the candlelight, I saw Perfidia's face, angled in that sly animal way, rising as a weightless phantasm to hover above us. Her laughter was silent and derisive: from where I lay sprawled beneath Billy, I could see her swirling slowly in the moonlight from the dormer window, mocking me with her beauty and confidence.
"You're a fool to believe Billy loves you," she mouthed, although I heard her only inside my head. "It's me he wants! And mark my word, I'll take him away from you!"
I shuddered, as much from fear as from the ecstasy of my lover's thrusts. He was buried to the hilt now and rubbing me hard against the clit, knowing the effect it would have. I let out a languid moan-which signaled Pink to appear.
With a giggle, her transparent spirit popped up behind Billy's shoulder, playing peekaboo with me. What an odd sensation, to feel the air around us move and to watch that girlish figment of my imagination straddle Tripplehorn's neck. She appeared to be pulling his head back by his thick, tousled hair-and he obeyed by angling backward, although he had no way of knowing what sort of imp toyed with him. Miss Pink imitated my gyrations, bucking like a wanton, mouthing the obscenities I muttered to relieve the ache that burgeoned within me.
"Go after it, Billy!" she said-but it was my voice he heard. "My cunt wants to gobble you up! You can't fuck me long enough or hard enough to make me stop!"
This spurred him on, of course, and with a toss of his handsome head-which sent Pink spinning ass-over-teakettle toward the ceiling-he rutted with even more vigor. "You asked for it!" he rasped. ''Now give it back to me, dammit! Tit for tat! Thrust for thrust!"
The word "tit" must've piqued Pandora, for out of the little waves of heat rising above the candle's flame, she appeared in a transparent haze, her ripe breasts bobbing loose above her ebony gown. She floated between us like a wisp of fog, first settling on my chest to press those fleshy globes against either side of my face…I swore I felt the cool satin of her skin against mine…and then scooting forward. Shamelessly she raised her gossamer gown-still invisible to Billy-and then lowered her slit to my face.
Even though I knew she was a phantom, I felt her eager dampness wetting my lips and tasted the salty tang of cream that couldn't be real. Indeed, when I dared open my eyes, I could see through her to where Billy's face contorted, announcing his imminent climax. I gasped, almost overcome by the pungency of that ethereal cunt as it rubbed me, forcing me to swallow as I felt Pandora's spasms begin.
"Harder," she commanded-and again it was I who vocalized. "Eat me alive! Swallow me whole and don't stop pumping until I pass out!"
Billy fell upon me like a ram in rut, chasing away the wily spirit to replace Pandora's nether lips with his own wild mouth. Laughter in three different harmonies wafted around us, and I swore the bed would break with the speed and energy of my young lover's efforts. He was kissing me like a man possessed, as though the Sisters had somehow slipped inside him and were driving him toward that mindless pleasure that only came after an intense inner explosion.
His hips quivered up and down and his cock drove relentlessly into the deepest parts of me, until I screamed like a shameless hussy. A strangling sound escaped him when he shot me full of his hot semen…I welcomed more of it with each thrust of my cunt…felt myself surrendering to an extreme ecstasy that took me to the outer edge of the universe and tossed me off.
As Pandora had predicted-had commanded-I went blank and drifted in a sea of sweet oblivion.

It was the weight of a stare that woke me. Lewd caresses brought me all the way back-for in my mind, I hoped it was Billy fumbling for more, and my God how I wanted it! How I loved him with every breath I would ever take! My mind told me it was too soon for such strong, dangerous emotions-yearnings for a young man who was a disaster waiting to happen! But my heart wouldn't listen.
"Wipe that lovesick grin off your face, Andrea. Tripplehorn's gone."
Ever the woman to hit bone with her first bite-because she loved making me suffer-Perfidia stood beside my bed. Tonight she wore her gown of green brocade and an emerald choker she'd stolen from a married victim's widow. I was realizing that her change of clothes must mean- "Yes, you slept an entire day away," she continued, her imperious gaze taking in the wrecked bedclothes and my nakedness. "So it's time for you to-"
"Gone?" I cried, sitting upright so fast my head took a dizzy swoop. "What do you mean, gone? If you and Pandora-"
Her laughter rang around the little room and then stopped abruptly when she sipped through her slender cigarette holder. "How can such a smart girl be so stupid?" she mocked, spitting little puffs of smoke. "Why would we destroy such a choice morsel, when he has so many talents to taste and enjoy? Far better sport to keep stringing him along. Which is why you're going back to town to fetch him."
So Billy had escaped. For a few moments, my heart thudded in relief while I glared at her. Perfidia had no right to order me around this way! As though it were my fault Billy Tripplehorn stole away like a thief in the night. Or like a lover almost caught by the promise in a vampire's eyes.
"Forget it," I said, wrapping my rumpled robe around my nakedness. "I caught him screwing Lucy Legg in town-and she was trying to make him a daddy-so I doubt he'll come see us again. It's not like he's desperate for-"
"No, but you are," came her snide reply. "And your three benefactors-we three who have loved you all your life-have decided it's time you saw to your own happiness, dear Andrea."
She didn't mean that, of course. Perfidia, with her exotic face and pulled-back blonde hair, would always meet her own needs and then toss me her crumbs. She pressed the pointed end of her cigarette holder against the pale underside of my forearm…where the veins ran like little blue rivers. My pulse was pumping so hard, she could make quick work of me if she chose to.
"No one is indispensable," she reminded me, letting that last word hiss like a snake in my dimly-lit room. "And even your highest-minded ideals are no match for the powers Pandora, Pink, and I possess. Win him back, Andrea. Playing the martyr to your unrequited love won't save Billy Tripplehorn."
As I jerked my throbbing arm away from that damn cigarette holder, Perfidia vanished. Like a waking dreamer's nightmare, her presence-and the echo of her nasty laugh-hung about me in an invisible shroud. But I refused to be intimidated by her veiled threats! I reminded myself that I still served a purpose here with the Sisters of Samaria, preserving their sainted reputations to the folk in Redemption while providing for their privacy…and an occasional fresh morsel for their discriminating palates.
I dressed in a natty suit of navy blue with a pinstripe, donned the wig and theatrical cosmetics that made Alex Moore the man he was, and went downstairs. While I had no intention of fetching Billy, I saw no use in spending the rest of my night in the company of women who would come at me from all sides with their mental proddings and illicit wishes. If they wanted Billy so badly, they could go fetch him! I could put my time to better use in my office, clearing away the papers from some recent legal cases.
As I reached the bottom of the stairs, however, I saw Pandora seated at her library table in the conservatory. By the light of a candle and a bright winter's moon, she meditated over the deck of tarot cards she held between her hands-awaiting an intuitive signal. As I watched, thinking how dreamlike and lovely she looked with the moonbeams illuminating the pale skin of her bare shoulders, she placed ten cards face-down in a pattern I recognized as a Celtic cross.
"Come in and help me read," she beckoned without looking up. "I've asked the cards what we should expect, now that we've met Billy Tripplehorn. It seemed a fresh voice was in order for this fascinating turn of events, so I'm using my pretty new deck! The colors are so fresh, it's obvious a woman painted them."
I couldn't recall the last time this house had seen anything new or fresh, save the occasional maid, so my curiosity was piqued. Pandora could manipulate the cards by sheer power of will-or she'd probably stacked the deck, knowing I was on my way-yet her readings resonated with truth too real to be ignored. Unlike the Gypsies who told fortunes in their tents, this pale goddess had unique connections to a past that spanned more than three hundred years, so it couldn't hurt to listen. I already knew she'd coax me to fetch Billy back for her, and I had my refusal ready.
"The center card represents you, Andrea," she said as she turned it over, "for you're at the heart of this affair with Billy Tripplehorn-and what an auspicious card it is! The Queen of Wands! She represents new insights and growth in a positive direction, dressed in her gown of regal yellow like the sun as she faces us with her bold determination. And it's no coincidence she has a pussy seated at her feet!"
I smiled wryly. All my life, Pandora had played the most motherly role in my upbringing; it was she who could win me with her playful magic when I balked at the others. "And our next card is-the Queen of Cups," I announced, not at all surprised. "She favors you, gazing into that royal cup of her creativity and imagination, wearing a gown of tranquil blue."
"Truly the queen of love and matters of the heart-in a position of positive influence," the raven-haired mystic agreed. "And next, The Lovers! A card of the Major Arcana indicating that the attraction between you and Billy is beyond our control-destined by a higher power! No wonder you fell for him so fast! He was a magnificent first lover, dear."
Feeling my cheeks flush, I reached over her shoulder to turn the next card. "The Empress, symbol of fertility and abundance. With long blonde hair…perhaps pregnant." The picture brought Lucy Legg to mind, and she was looking right at me, as though challenging me with her scepter.
Pandora shrugged after a moment. "If she represents someone we know, she's in a position indicating things that have passed away-things that concern you no more. And next, indicating potential conditions in the present, the Queen of Swords, reversed. A woman of sharp mind and keen intellect, but a bitch when you turn her upside down! Bears watching, that one. She can use her powers and strength of will to plunge her sword through your heart!"
My suspicions about Pandora arranging her cards ahead of time were tingling like raised hairs at my nape: using a deck with damn few women in it, she had surrounded me with three very influential ladies-her way of convincing me to heed whatever advice culminated in the cards. So why wasn't I surprised when the next card she turned was our current topic of conversation, the Knight of Wands?
"And here's Billy-our man of action, brandishing that powerful wand!" she exclaimed. Then a thoughtful look crossed her face. "Seems to be entering an…interesting arena ruled by women. And card seven represents your fears, Andrea-oh, the Two of Cups, reversed. Are you afraid your new love for Billy will go awry, dear?"
Seeing my skeptical scowl-for these cards appeared even more manipulated than other spreads she'd read for me-Pandora turned them at a quicker pace. "The eighth card-where we see others' thoughts on this situation-shows three ladies celebrating with their Three Cups upraised! We're so happy for you! And in the ninth position, representing the hoops you'll jump through to reach your conclusion, we have-oh, my. This Eight of Swords is the deck's Fear card, showing a young lady bound and blindfolded, surrounded by those eight tall swords stuck in the ground."
An intimidating image, that card, and well I knew its feeling of isolation and abandonment. My emotions churned within me, for while I suspected this final card's placement was as contrived as the others, I still wanted to see how it all turned out. When I saw the Five of Cups, a woman in a black cloak of mourning, I snatched the rest of the deck from the table and began to shuffle.
"Seems to me this spread begs to be clarified-with cards chosen by the person they concern," I added pointedly. "While I understand your wanting me to bring Billy back, I can't accept that I'll be mourning him once the three of you-so aptly depicted by these prearranged queens and merrymakers-have had your way with him! This is my future we're talking about!"
Pandora's dark eyes widened, yet she sat with a calm resignation-as though she had anticipated my reaction and would accept whatever the cards had to say. I couldn't believe she wanted my romance with Billy Tripplehorn to end in tragedy…but I'd never known her to lie to me, either. She and Perfidia and Pink could only play the roles their twisted fates had assigned them, no matter how badly they wanted a happy ending for me.
As was our ritual, I held the shuffled deck between my hands and closed my eyes, breathing deeply to clear my mind and soul…focusing on the positive powers the Tarot could reveal, if we truly believed our psychic energies passed through the cards. This ancient method called for placing my additional cards in the reverse order, starting with that dark card of mourning.
I flipped the top card and my breath caught. "Ten of Swords," I rasped, for the picture of a man in a pool of blood, with those swords piercing his prone body, looked even more intimidating than the woman in the cloak…illustrating Billy's fate and mine all too graphically.
Pandora squeezed my wrist. "Tens always signify the end of a cycle, dear," she reminded me. "Could be this card ends the girl's mourning, or the fears in the card before it. We can't really interpret until we have the whole story."
But the card I placed on that Fear card was the Ten of Wands-a man so overburdened by his armload of ten wooden poles that he appeared unable to walk another step. "Not a very uplifting companion for the girl held hostage by those swords on the Fear card. Are you telling me Billy will suffer as badly as I before you three are finished with us?"
Pandora nipped her lush lip, gesturing for me to place the next card. "The Devil," she whispered, but she forced a smile. "Well! We must remember that the couple chained to his perch have forged their own bonds from their fears and obsessions and bad habits. Since this position indicates what others think of our situation with with Billy, it doesn't matter so much, anyway. What's your next card?"
I wasn't fooled one bit by Pandora's brushing off that ominous card. The hairy, horned ruler from Hell joined those three dancing maidens, painting a clearer picture for me: while a Major Arcana card indicated forces beyond most folks' control, the Three P's were indeed in league with that Devil as they wielded their own dark powers. Even a novice could see those ladies were raising their cups to toast their own victory…and my damnation.
"Three of Swords," I muttered, my pulse now thundering in my head. "All of them plunged through that heart, to indicate heartache and disappointment for the two lovers we've already overturned. And next we have…The Magician, to cover that bold, charging Knight of Wands. But he's upside down."
"So his wand and the tools on his table have lost their power," Pandora interpreted, "which indicates a situation gone wrong-or one he doesn't want to follow through to its completion."
"That couldn't be why our Knight chose to leave us, now could it?" I asked bitterly. I was feeling more anxious by the moment, wishing I hadn't taken up the cards and wondering if somehow, Pandora still had power over how they came up. "And joining our overturned Bitch of Swords we have-The Emperor. We could certainly use his authority and leadership, but he's looking awfully outnumbered among the conniving females around him. And to clarify The Empress, we have-The Tower! My God, the Devil himself shuffled these cards!"
The image of a lightning bolt striking a tower, sending its dismayed inhabitants flying from their high places, drew a dark picture…another card of forces beyond my control, which only reinforced my feeling of doom. I was wishing I'd left Pandora's original spread alone, but it was too late for regrets. I had to deal the final three cards to complete the Tarot's message, no matter how bleak my picture seemed.
"Never forget that The Tower indicates a surprise-which can be a positive bolt from the blue as easily as a negative one. And again, this position represents the past-events and situations that have already passed away."
I just didn't like it…if that Empress did indeed represent Lucy Legg, then what sort of surprise had she pulled on us? Her pregnancy, which compelled her to trap Billy when the Judge could catch him? Or did that fair-haired girl represent someone else pulling the unseen strings of Fate? If Pandora really had manipulated the original ten- "Your next card is The Lovers, Andrea-your destiny, no matter what the other parts of the picture have to say." The raven-haired temptress studied the layout on the table with that unruffled sense of rightness mystics often possess, and then glanced up to prod me along. "She who hesitates is lost, Andrea. It's not like you to waver in the face of adversity-before we even have the whole picture Destiny has painted."
But the Seven of Swords, a sneaky thief indicating deception and trickery, did nothing to improve the overall imagery-nor did the reversed card featuring Justice in her red robe, which covered the Queen of Cups. For Justice overturned couldn't guarantee that Pandora's powers would help good prevail over evil…or that my love for Billy would bring about the happy ending I so desperately wanted. Indeed, I saw it slipping away as we brought this reading to an end.
"Reversals are merely lessons we still need to learn, sweetheart, for none of us has achieved mastery or complete control over any given situation," Pandora intoned like a doting mother. Impatient for the final card, she herself took it off the top of my deck and placed it over the Queen of Wands representing Alexandrea Moore-who seemed ineffectual indeed, surrounded by so many negative energies and images.
"The Fool," she pronounced, quietly perusing the entire story portrayed in symbols on her table. "So-you are embarking on a new journey, dear! You've found a man to love-a path we've all hoped you'd follow someday! You've fallen hard for Billy Tripplehorn-as well you should, for he's a bold, handsome young knight who-"
But I wanted none of the frosting she spread over this bitter, inedible cake. "But The Fool's reversed-like so many of the powerful cards here!-which indicates his innocence and joy are turned to ignorance or unwise choices as he steps down his path! I'm wondering why a person of any intelligence believes this claptrap anyway, dammit! After all, I earned my legal degree and have made a productive life for myself on the power of my own mind!"
Pandora stopped rhapsodizing to look me straight in the eye, like a mother warning her wayward child of punishment to come. "I've always known you wanted to break away, Alexandrea-to lead the life of most normal mortals, despite the privileges we Sisters have bestowed upon you. But wanting your freedom too fast, before you're ready for it, can only lead to frustration and danger. The Fool's ready to step off the edge of that cliff and doesn't even know how far he can fall! Not a pretty lesson to learn, is it, my dear?"
I wanted to bolt from the room, to turn my back on the mysteries this sorceress had set into motion with the wave of her invisible wand! Yet her gaze compelled me to stay for the final truth she would reveal. "What are you telling me, Pandora? That you can save me from the fate of that girl in the black cloak? That you can control Perfidia and Pink-and your own demons-if I convince Billy to come back, because I love him?"
Her alabaster face froze in time, beautiful but oh so cold as she regarded me. Plucking the rest of her deck from my hand, she replied in a brittle voice, "Maybe you'd better forget about Billy, Alexandrea. Maybe we all should."
Like hell I would! Why should I sacrifice the one sweet dream I'd stumbled upon for the pictures in a pack of cards-or the twisted women whose images defied me from the spread on the table? Perhaps I was indeed like that Fool, ready to step off the edge into the abyss, but I couldn't allow these conniving creatures of the night to beat me down with their Wands and then plunge their Swords through my hammering heart! There I sat on my throne, an admirable, powerful, forthright Queen of Wands-surrounded by vixens determined to drain my new love until it fell bloodless to the floor, like a corpse.
I turned on my heel and headed for the door. Pandora's challenge, cloaked in benevolence, left me no choice but to head for Redemption. Intuition was needling me like a burr caught in the collar of my coat, and I couldn't rest until I found better answers.
Had Tripplehorn escaped these wicked Sisters for his own protection? Or had he forsaken me to return to Lucy Legg?



Chapter 4: Lightening Strikes


The road to Hell may be paved with good intentions, but the road to Redemption had nothing to recommend it that night. Like a long black snake it slithered through the dark countryside, shrouded by clouds that veiled the face of the moon. Eerie it was, and as I urged poor Dory along I shivered from something other than the cold.
Although it was past eleven, when the sinless citizens of Redemption would be sleeping, squares of light broke the darkness where the jailhouse sat like a wallflower at a ball: present, but seldom spared a second glance. Odd, that our overpaid deputy, Virgil Furmeister, would be burning the midnight oil. He rarely did much by day, except waddle between his office and the cafe, to swill coffee and fill up on pastries at Etta's Pie Shoppe. A bad omen, indeed, that I heard raised voices at the back of the building, where the two jail cells were.
Attorney that I was, and curious by nature, I tied Dory's reins to the hitching post and stepped inside. Oppressive heat hit me in a wave, which told me the Franklin stove had been fired up for hours. But it was the raised voices in the back that filled in the pertinent details.
"Quitcher yammerin', Tripplehorn!" Furmeister said with a wheeze. "If Judge Legg says you killed his little girl, that's all I need to know! You're goin' nowhere!"
My eyes widened. The paperwork strewn on the deputy's desk suddenly seemed beneath my snooping.
"You know damn well I never touched a hair on Lucy's head!" retorted a familiar voice.
The bottom of my stomach dropped. Silently I stepped toward the cells, sensing the deputy would bait his prisoner all night unless I intervened. I couldn't believe what I was hearing! How could Lucy Legg be dead, when- "Well, I know what you did touch, you cocky dog-'cause I watched you in that alley yesterday! Shoulda hauled your ass to jail right then and there, but-"
"But you were whacking off, wishing you could pump her!" Billy shot back. "Since you saw the whole thing, you know Lucy started it. And you know I've been sweet on her for a long-"
"Yeah, yeah-it's long, all right, but this time that cock of yours got caught in the wrong-"
"Excuse me, gentlemen, is there a problem?" I interrupted in my most intimidating Alex Moore voice. "I heard your argument all the way from the street! What's going on here?"
Virgil turned as fast as his bulk allowed him, giving me a profile shot of a middle-aged, blue-uniformed man who might've swallowed a bowling ball. "Workin' late, Counselor?" he asked slyly.
"Seems we both are," I replied, keeping my face blandly composed. This dimwitted lawman knew who paid his wages, just as I was the only lawyer the locals could hire when they got hauled into Judge Legg's courtroom. Not that Virgil and I would've been friends under different circumstances. "And since I wasn't called to consult with Mr. Tripplehorn, I can also assume that his rights have been abridged-or ignored altogether. Correct?"
Furmeister sneered at my fancy vocabulary-and because he was privy to information he wanted to rub my nose in. "Billy's bein' held on the magistrate's orders, and that's all there is to know. I hear tell Judge Legg's lookin' for you, too, Counselor. Somethin' about bein' an accessory, helpin' Billy here escape. Somethin' about two funerals-Miss Lucy's tomorrow, and the end of your practicin' law in this town."
I raised an eyebrow. If Virgil had seen the rutting couple in the alley, and watched me driving Billy out of town, he also knew that Lucy Legg was very much alive-making a noisy plea to her daddy-when we left. So why was the magistrate holding Billy for murder? And why was Furmeister going along with it?
The answers fell somewhere between dusk, when Billy had escaped with me, and daylight, when he'd run from the Sisters of Samaria…or perhaps from a desperate Andrea who wanted to keep him for herself.
Either way, discussing the details in front of this lame-brained deputy was a mistake. I straightened to my full height and gave Billy a purposeful look-but my insides nearly melted at the sight of him. With his powerful hands wrapped around those iron bars and his defiant eyes shining as hard as dark marbles beneath those mussed umber waves, he was the picture of a rebel…the sort of reckless, devil-be-damned lover every woman wished would bed her. He'd been wearing Virgil down with his demands, figuring the old toad couldn't last much longer without sleep-or fortifying himself at the cafe. No doubt Tripplehorn had plans to disappear after a daring escape that would leave the natives talking for months to come. Every man his age considered himself invincible, after all.
"Don't say anything, and don't do anything foolish," I warned him in my best advisor's voice. "I'm going to question Judge Legg about this matter, and then I'll be back for you."
"You'll be back to fill that other cell, Mr. Moore," Virgil taunted, his belly vibrating with laughter. "The magistrate won't take kindly to bein' woke in the middle of the night, after the day he's had losin' Lucy. You'll be sorry you ever met Mr. Tripplehorn here!"
I'd had that thought before-about the time those three lady vamps started circling Billy in the parlor, and again when Pandora's tarot cards foretold doom and gloom for this relationship. I swallowed hard. Here was that Tower card predicting a bolt from the blue for that blonde Empress, who resembled Lucy. "Things that have passed away," the witchy woman had intoned as she placed the cards on the table.
And now Lucy was dead. And Billy-and I, by association-were being held responsible, despite the absurdity of Harold Legg's accusation. I was the only one who could get to the bottom of this; the only one who could clear Billy's name. But as I strode from the overheated jailhouse into the night, I knew better than to ignore Virgil's bluster completely: if I, as Alex Moore, got thrown into jail on such trumped-up charges, justice would never be served. I would have to outfox Judge Legg at his own game…take advantage of the grief and emotions that overrode his legal expertise, to gather some irrefutable facts about how and when his daughter had died.
I drove to my office and parked the buggy behind the false-fronted building, so I could slip in through my back door. I had a lot to think about in a very short time, for if Lucy's funeral was tomorrow-allowing no time for the customary condolence calls and prayer vigils-any evidence I might find on her body would soon be buried. And while a woman in love might do some mighty outlandish things to prove her young stud innocent, grave digging went beyond my limits.
Something smacked of concealment here. What father would rush his beloved daughter into her coffin, denying himself those final, precious hours of her presence…unless he didn't want folks looking her over too closely?
Had Harold Legg learned his beloved little girl was pregnant? Had he killed her in his wrath-or to uphold his reputation in this repressive little town?
My stomach rumbled uneasily at the thought, for this seemed a much more logical motive than Billy Tripplehorn had. And the magistrate's authoritarian temper was legend, while the young man he'd jailed might have gone along with Lucy's scheme-at least until he tired of living with a peevish young mother and her squalling infant. Even then, I couldn't believe he'd strike out in anger. Not after the way he'd handled me in bed.
Whatever the case, I couldn't simply knock on the Judge's door and demand an explanation, straight up. My chances at the truth were better if I didn't run across Harold Legg at all-at least until I'd seen Lucy's body and mulled over all the possible scenarios for her demise. While I'd always thought her shallow and conniving and rotten beyond redemption, she was merely a girl who'd tried an age-old solution for an untimely pregnancy. She didn't deserve to die for it! Nor did Billy need to be her scapegoat.
As I mulled these things over, I was slipping out of Alex's suit and sideburns, to put on a simple dress I kept hidden in my little back room-it saved Andrea countless trips to the mansion when she needed to shop for orphanage supplies or food. I had to concoct a careful story, however, because the overseer of so many young children had no valid reason for being in town at this hour. The clock on my office mantel was striking twelve as I brushed my long hair over my shoulders. A few quick swipes of a wet cloth removed the masculine shadow along my jaw, and the small mirror pronounced me female again. Female, and plain enough not to attract attention as the shepherdess of Redemption's little lost sheep.
Could I pull the wool over Legg's eyes? Or, more importantly, could I convince the undertaker, Nathaniel Dammet, I had a legitimate reason to see Lucy? These days, the mortician's art had taken on a secretive side akin to black magic; things that went on in his embalming room rendered the dead viewable for years-not to mention more pleasant to be around on hot summer days. Much more complicated and formalized than dusting the skin with cornstarch and putting heavy coins on the eyelids, for visitation in the family's own parlor. I was hoping the hurried nature of Lucy's funeral would mean Nat was still working on her- And the light glowing through the downstairs curtains of the huge old home, which sat like a sentinel at the gates of Redemption Cemetery, told me it was my lucky night. If one could consider a midnight visit to a mortician lucky.
I approached the back door, my heart thumping hard. What did one say to a man who prepared the dead for a living? Bad enough that Nathaniel Dammet had been cursed with such a name, by a mother prone to flights of fanatical fantasy. The poor man was also deformed…a victim of his mother's Old Testament philosophy of "if your eye offends you, pluck it out."
Seems that when Nat was about twelve, she caught him on a snowy day practicing his penmanship before an audience of admiring girls, and the sight of that yellow ink in the snow drove Miranda Dammet over the edge. After that, nobody questioned why her husband had disappeared, years before. She'd whacked her son's offending member! Had a neighbor not rushed him to the doctor, Nathaniel might've died!
No doubt, over the years, he was wishing he had, since his name couldn't be mentioned without a reminder of his mother's affront to his manhood. Everyone in Redemption believed he took up taxidermy as a hobby just to irritate her-and then, as the final blow to her fragile sanity, he'd attended embalming school. Dammet was the wealthiest man in town, but what did that matter when everyone whispered about his…deformity, and the unspeakable acts he probably performed on a corpse? Rumor had it that when Miranda passed on, Nat preserved her in some gawdawful pose and relegated her to the bowels of this house-although no one had actually seen this monument to his final revenge.
Such thoughts gave me pause as I stood at the back door. Maybe Billy should come up with his own defense, considering how he'd sneaked away from my bed without even a weak excuse! Maybe Alex Moore should be rescuing his legal career, rather than prying into the questionable affairs of a magistrate whose promiscuous daughter had started all this. Amazing, how my world had been upended these past thirty-six hours-and all because I couldn't keep my eyes off the cock of a randy young man who was nothing but trouble.
My resolve faltering, I stepped away-but then a movement caught my eye, through the curtain of the nearest cellar window. I blinked. A gap between the fabric and the rod gave me a bird's-eye view of Mr. Dammet's work table, where Lucy Legg lay naked, bathed in the low light of perhaps two dozen candles. They flickered around her as though paying tribute to her ethereal beauty… the soft blonde hair brushed over shoulders and ripe young breasts…the face enhanced with careful cosmetics, to emphasize lips closed in a serene smile like she'd never worn- But wait-her breasts were jiggling! I stuck a fist in my mouth, to keep from crying out at the thought of her body convulsing with the youthful lust that had led Billy astray. But no-curiosity drove me to step closer. And that's when I saw Nathaniel Dammet on his knees, straddling her. He was naked, too-a firm, virile figure for a man somewhat older than I, except for that pathetic nub between his legs. He was fondling himself, aiming it toward Lucy's- Before I could think clearly, I rushed through the door and toward the table. "How dare you defile Miss Lucy's-? When Judge Legg hears about this-"
I suddenly realized I'd made a grave mistake! I wheeled around to leave, fighting the urge to vomit and scream at the same time. The fragrance of those candles didn't quite mask the furtive odor of formaldehyde, and in the back of my mind I realized this whole scene had been witnessed by a silent, nude woman enthroned on a chair. Had she really been smoking a stogy and wearing buckle-front galoshes?
"Wait! Don't you dare tell Harry-"
Viselike fingers closed around my upper arm just as I reached the door, which Nat Dammet closed by throwing himself against it. He gasped for breath, clutching me in a death grip while trying to figure out who the hell I was. Plainness, and the social invisibility that went with it, had its advantages at such moments. Thank goodness being intellectually cornered in the courtroom had taught me how to think in a tight spot, because as the mortician regained his composure-except for his dink, which shriveled into a little knot above his balls-his rational thought returned, too.
"You'd better have a damn good reason for breaking into my house, Miss-"
"I was Lucy's nanny, after her mama died!" I protested in a pathetic voice-a plausible story, since the demanding little girl and her overbearing father had gone through at least a dozen such women, back then. "I was coming to pay my-"
"-or by God, Judge Legg'll be hearing your case for-"
"-respects, because I can't come to the funeral tomorrow."
Dammet's brow furrowed. "Who told you about that?"
Aha! So it was a secret. "Virgil Furmeister," I replied, my voice ringing with truth. I pushed a bit farther. "I wouldn't dream of telling the magistrate what I saw here-for we know how we'd both suffer for that! Seems a small favor, to grant me a few moments alone with this poor girl who's met such an untimely end."
As Alex Moore, I would've had better leverage-could've threatened this pervert with exposure of his evil deeds. As a woman, however, I was in no position to bargain-nor did I want to call enough attention to myself that Dammet would learn I'd my faked my employment with Judge Legg. I held the mortician's gaze for several moments, struck by how handsome he'd become in the years since I'd seen him peeing his name into a snow bank.
He relaxed at last, perhaps regretting his unacceptable behavior. "Five minutes-no more!" he snapped. "Bad enough that I've had to hurry my work on her."
"And how did she die, then?" I mused aloud, approaching the nude beauty on the table. In the ambiance of those candles, Lucy looked lush and…almost alive.
"Foul play, that's for sure!" the mortician replied. "I'm guessing she and that Tripplehorn had a squabble, and he obviously won. Good thing the judge caught them in the act, so there's no doubt about who needs to swing from a rope. Sooner than later, if you ask me!"
Well, I hadn't asked him-and I still didn't believe Billy killed her. But I kept my mouth shut, wishing Nat would leave. "I suppose that explains the bruises around her neck? And the swelling?"
"Yep. Which is why Legg wants a quiet, private service. No need to air dirty laundry-or have people's last thoughts of Miss Lucy be of violence. She could be an ornery little twat, but she'd never hurt anyone." Dammet challenged me with a direct gaze. "I'll return in a few minutes. You'd better be gone by then."
I nodded, praying he didn't recognize me as a woman associated with the orphanage. We didn't need him coming around asking questions-or calling in a marker for the favor of forgetting this confrontation. I followed his progress toward the stairs, and then wished I hadn't looked up: there, seated so she watched over this work table, sat Miranda Dammet-or at least her perfectly preserved remains. And yes, her legs were crossed in an open, masculine manner that placed her snatch at eye level on the edge of her thronelike chair. Her arms were bent behind her head, which thrust her breasts into lewd prominence, and those black, buckle-front galoshes mocked her as much as the cigar sticking out of her mouth.
Nathaniel Dammet was more warped than I thought.
I couldn't let this disturbing onlooker deter me, however. As quickly as my queasiness allowed, I lifted the soft, golden strands of Lucy Legg's hair away from her neck and studied the skin carefully. Poor girl had been manhandled, for sure…got her neck broken, judging by its odd angle. Revulsion arose in me again, and I steadied myself by studying the rest of her body. Nothing else-except that telltale roundness of her belly-gave a hint of the whys and wherefores leading to her death. Every hair on my head was quivering with the conviction that the judge had done this-that Billy Tripplehorn wasn't capable of such savagery.
But then I saw markings that stopped my heart. Two little puncture wounds, nearly invisible in the swirling purple bruises around her neck.
"Jesus, no! How could-?" I stepped away, then gazed around the morbid laboratory as though expecting a trio of bats to be fluttering in the shadows of that lime-encrusted cellar. The cloying odors of Dammet's preservatives was now more than my stomach could stand, and without bothering to smooth Lucy's hair into place, I fled the undertaker's lair.
Fresh air had never felt so good. Instinct pointed me back toward the deputy's office, for as my mind cleared I realized I had no case against anyone unless I could prove the approximate time Lucy Legg had died. My best bet was to coax Virgil Furmeister into a chatty mood-see what he'd relate about Judge Legg's story of catching Tripplehorn with his daughter, as opposed to what Billy himself would say.
All sorts of questions danced madly with all manner of answers in my mind as I approached the jailhouse, but two things were certain: those fang marks were made before Lucy gave up the ghost, and after the sun had set. And masculine hands had left those broad bruises on a neck that had snapped in a death grip.
It didn't add up. The Sisters-and Billy-had been in my room most of the night. Yet Harold Legg would've had no need to strangle Lucy if she'd already been drained. And none of this evidence even approached the issue of why.
My train of thought was again derailed, however, because when I opened the door to Furmeister's office, giddy laughter and tambourine music wrapped themselves around me. My God, the little room reverberated with the energy of three raucous Gypsy dancers, scantily clad in transparent silks of crimson and candy pink and teal-all of them circling the overstuffed deputy as he gawked at them from his chair!
I could not recall the last time Pandora, Pink, and Perfidia had come into town: years they'd remained ensconced in the mansion, happy to let me do their legwork. But then, so much had happened in these past several hours that I now realized how woefully uninformed I was about a lot of things. I could only hope that by pretending not to know them, they would in turn protect my true identity until Furmeister wasn't within earshot.
But then, why would he leave? He was seated in his swivel-backed desk chair, ogling the three Gypsy beauties as they wiggled their hips to the beat of Pink's tambourine, while lightly dragging their veils over his face. The deputy, in turn, was feeling them freely-cupping their unfettered breasts and letting his fingers drift over their lush curves as they circled him, the centerpiece of their erotic dance. Any one of them could've seduced the obese, sexually-desperate lawman with the merest come-hither wag of her finger, but with all three of them gazing playfully his way, Virgil Furmeister didn't stand a chance. What man would?
I hoped they weren't thinking to spring Billy by sinking their teeth into the deputy. Even Nat Dammet wouldn't remain quiet about a second victim to land on his table with puncture wounds in his neck. And then all hell would truly break loose in Redemption!
"Which of us would you like to fuck first? I especially like taking it up the ass," Perfidia whispered, turning to wiggle her silken-clad backside at him, "while the raven-haired lady behind you has a cunt so tight it'll suck your dick dry and leave you helpless, panting for more. Our girlie with the tambourine gives organ concerts, too. Your organ, her mouth, that is."
Virgil's eyes widened with the enormity of such a decision. While young Billy would've simply taken all three of them on, this old bucksnort had neither the stamina nor the agility to manage that-especially since the ladies seemed intent on keeping him in his throne on wheels. While they knew damn well I was watching from the doorway-just as they'd known where I was when they sashayed in to waylay the lawman-they kept Furmeister's attention riveted on their own assets. They were also remaining nameless. A good sign, that.
Perfidia's proposition gave me the perfect opportunity to slip back to Billy's cell for a quiet conference, yet I lingered…to see who Virgil chose, and to see how many seconds it took him to come. The bulge in his crotch would've been visible to a blind man, and it had to be hurting him.
"How 'bout if you turn this big old doggie loose and sit back on my lap, purty lady?" Virgil rasped.
He grinned like a kid at Christmas when the tall blonde freed his cock quicker than the wink of an eye. Most women didn't give this old clod the time of day, so Virgil had every reason to be giggling as the sleek Perfidia yanked his pants past his knees-without a hint of revulsion when his fleshy thighs and belly all but overwhelmed that purple-headed cock poking up between them.
"And I wanna watch you girls goin' after it, too!" he added in an inspired wheeze. "Nothin' quite as fine as purty girls eatin' each other out! Hop up there on my desk where I can seeya, now!"
I thought he'd fall out of his chair when Pandora and Pink not only leapt to his desktop but then dropped their sheer skirts into puddles of crimson and pink beneath their luscious bodies. As one, they ripped open their blouses, teasing Virgil with their bobbing breasts as Perfidia straddled his lap, facing them. She reached between her thighs to stroke his cock, inching toward it with her sly pussy…winking at her two cohorts as her wet nether lips kissed his tip.
Virgil howled like a wild dog and lunged upward, grabbing Perfidia's slender hips. With each thrust he grunted, sounding ready to explode at the next moment…making me very aware of how much luckier I'd been to have Billy for a lover. I was ready to slip back and talk to him, when Pink and Pandora placed their fists in their hips, scowling at Furmeister.
"Hey, mister, if it's a show you want you could at least open your eyes!" Pink chided in her schoolgirl voice. "Why should I lick her slit if nobody's watching?"
"Because you love the taste of me," Pandora replied in a heated whisper. She reached between her legs, dipping into her own nectar so she could lick it off her fingers while Virgil watched.
"Because I want to watch you myself," Perfidia joined in, leaning forward to finger Pink's snatch. "Now get on your knees and get licking, like the man wants. We can't have him complaining to the authorities about pesky Gypsy women corrupting the locals, can we?"
Pink's eyes widened playfully, and she knelt between Pandora's long, shapely legs. Her little tongue darted beneath the dark curls, coaxing her lover to spread farther and hold herself open with her quivering fingertips. Virgil groaned and lunged laboriously, his gaze riveted on the vision of a redhead lapping at a half-naked woman who was rocking on bent legs to receive her.
"Back up so I can reach you," Perfidia breathed, and the effect was nothing less than stunning: from where Virgil sat, with an agile blonde pumping his cock, he could also watch two fingers slipping inside Pink's sweet young pussy from behind, while she in turn lapped at Pandora's slit with the quick little lickings of a kitty's tongue.
Why was this sight so intoxicating? So…very, very compelling, despite all the times I'd watched these vixens at play? Perhaps it was the splattering of Pink's juices on the desktop while Pandora's cream ran in rivulets down her flawless cheeks. Or maybe it was the way that black-haired siren floated slightly above the cluttered desk to reach the best angle for the tonguing she loved. When her head lolled back and her lush breasts surged forward between the halves of her diaphanous blouse, Virgil was not the only one who sucked air.
Just as alluring was the sight of Pink's finely formed backside, flexing to moans that had replaced the beat of her tambourine. She was extremely aroused: her scent wafted around the hot little office as her juice flowed over Perfidia's hand, which slithered between those plump, rose-colored pussy lips peaking between her thighs. The three women had some devious reason for this performance, but they were every bit as involved in it as Furmeister.
And when the deputy clenched his eyes to surge upward into Perfidia, I had to turn away. So needy I was, my fist had slipped between my thighs and the friction of my drawers against my hungry cunt made it difficult to hobble down the hallway. A gawdawful groan filled the front office, but Virgil wasn't the only man seeking satisfaction! Billy, able to hear the seduction out front, and three voices he surely recognized, had lowered his pants and was pumping his prodigious cock!
"Andrea!" he rasped, his hand never missing a beat. "What the hell's happening out-"
"I'm not sure why, but the Sisters are pretending to be Gypsies! They're licking and stroking each other's cunts while Perfidia-"
"Who cares about them?" Tripplehorn challenged, his dark face alight with a mischievous heat. "Lift your skirt and back your ass up to the cell! Why should they be having all the fun?"
Was it any wonder I loved with this ornery pup? My God, his thighs flexed with each stroke of his hand, which bared the bulb of that cock-the one that had gotten me in trouble twice already-and I forgot all about the things that I, as his guardian angel, had intended to discuss with him.
No, Billy's big dick was far too inviting-his voice too full of promise-for me to remain focused on whether he'd killed Lucy Legg. Like a shameless hussy I raised my dress and dropped my damp drawers, wiggling backwards toward the bars until the cold iron met my warm cheeks.
"Yes, yes, like that," Billy whispered, inserting a finger-and then two-inside my twat. "We'll have our fun, like last night, and then, while they're still doing their cat-house act, you can slip Virgil's keys off his belt!"
The keys! Why hadn't I thought to grab them while the Three P's were keeping Furmeister too busy to notice?
But I knew the answer to that, just as I knew I wasn't going after the deputy's key ring until Tripplehorn turned me loose…which I hoped wouldn't be any time soon. My Lord, but that young buck was stroking all my right places-and meanwhile his cock was jabbing my backside through the bars, eager to take its turn at me.
The sultry laughter and fevered breathing from the other room spurred me to take Billy's dare-to let him screw me fast and furious, right here where we might be discovered at any moment. I knew better than to get caught in such a compromising position with a murder suspect, yet I was too far gone to think like the astute attorney I was.
When he hooked an arm beneath my breasts and slid that dick inside me, he held me hard against the bars-and the warm, pulsing flesh of his abdomen. "Andrea," he whispered before teasing my ear with his wet tongue, "Andrea, honey, I want you so bad I could just-"
"Then why'd you leave me? Without even a kiss goodbye or a kick in the ass?" I hissed. My slit was so full of him, the muscles squeezing his thick girth as my inner pulse pounded around its length, that I wondered how I was able to ask such a pertinent question.
Billy slid deeper, before slowly easing his cock in the opposite direction. "I had a bad feeling about Lucy. Had to be sure she was all right, after the way I ran off when her old man would catch her with her pants down."
"And?" I panted. I was sliding up and down his slick pole, my eyes closed in intense concentration.
"Dammet had just taken her away," he replied in a choked voice, and his whole body shook. "Before I could even express my condolences, Legg had my hands bound behind my back and was marching me here. Now hush and let me finish, or we'll both be in trouble."
I nodded, for those wild spasms were already starting, deep down within me. Again and again Billy slid his thick cock inside me, pulling slowly back until his knob was at my portal before plunging to my core again. Such glorious torture was driving me utterly insane with the need to cry out, but we had to be sure the revelers in the front room were still entertaining each other.
"Yeah, honey, I wanna watch you come all over that purty little redhead's face!" Virgil grunted. "Stroke that black kitty's fur till I can hear it a-purrin'!"
So I thrust back to meet my lover stroke for stroke, gripping the bars alongside my hips as I bent forward to receive him. He began to ram faster, sensing we played on borrowed time…sensing we both were on the verge of a noisy climax that would bring the others in here.
"God, Billy, give it to me!" I rasped, bracing myself against the metal bars to take his full length. "Please say you'll never leave me again!"
"If it's good loving' you want, I'm your man, Andrea," he assured me breathlessly. "I'm gonna shoot…hang on, I'm gonna-"
He was banging me like a crazy man, driving that thing inside me until I thought I might die from the pleasure of it. Like a wild animal he rutted, gripping my hips. When I tightened around him, the explosion was so swift and stunning I saw stars and started to pass out. Billy's incoherent love words floated around me, and then he gushed.
Sometime between my howl of release and Tripplehorn's final shudder, the back hallway came alive with a commotion of another kind: my eyes flew open to see Perfidia and Pink wheeling Virgil Furmeister, chair and all, into the adjoining jail cell-while Pandora yanked the keys from his belt loop! The deputy was hollering obscenities, but with his pants down around his legs and three wily women surrounding him, he was powerless. He had no idea how those half-naked Gypsies could move so fast-how they shoved his chair into the cell, slammed the door, and triumphantly turned the skeleton key in its lock before he could defend himself.
Trouble was, Pandora had already unlocked the door to Billy's cell, while the other two darted close enough to murmur appreciatively as my young lover pulled out of me.
"Better run for it, Billy!" Pink said with a giggle. "We'll catch up as soon as we can, big boy!"
No fool, he yanked his pants up around his butt and bolted, blowing me a kiss as he disappeared down the hall. My face was aflame and I could feel his seed oozing down my thighs. Damn him for leaving me yet again! Exposing my passions to the very women who didn't need to see it!
"I don't know what you Gypsies think you're doing, but-"
"You've had two turns with him, so now we'll take ours!" Miss Pink exclaimed.
And before I could lower my skirt, to keep Virgil from gawking at my wet, bare backside, I was hoisted by superhuman hands. They tossed me into Billy's cell with a heave-ho that sent me skittering backwards against the wall. Before the sickening clank of the cell door died away, those three bitches had disappeared into thin air.
Gripped by an invisible hand, the key twisted in the lock. Then it, too, flew from the room.



Chapter 5: A Woman With Wicked Intent


"Furmeister!" a familiar voice called from the front office. "The crew's here to construct the gallows for Tripplehorn, so-"
His Honor, Harold Legg, gaped at us from the doorway. "What the hell kind of game is this, Virgil? You're supposed to be supervising-I have a funeral to-"
He stared at me, his face growing paler. Without his powdered wig and billowing black robe, Harry looked old and ordinary: his black suit hung limply on his frame, and a halo of fuzz, like the down on a baby duck, framed his pate. The lines on his face were etched more deeply today.
His large hands gripped and released at his sides…hands that had encircled his daughter's neck? I had a vision of Lucy's body being shaken until it hung limp like a rag doll-but that didn't explain the tooth marks. Harold Legg had indeed sucked the lifeblood from many a petty criminal's career, but he'd done it in broad daylight, with the power of his position.
"I don't have time for these shenanigans, Deputy," he snapped. "Where's Billy?"
Our situation wasn't funny, but I swallowed a laugh. The potbellied lawman had fastened his fly and prepared his story for this moment of truth. But how could he explain that three Gypsies had charmed the pants off him, locked him in his own jail, and then spirited his prisoner away? The truth, no matter how plainly and sincerely told, would never convince the magistrate who grew more irate by the second.
"The Gypsies took him, Your Honor."
"Gypsies? What the hell did Etta put in your coffee?" When the judge stepped closer, his eyes looked bloodshot and I heard a slight waver in his voice. "For chrissakes, Virgil, this is no time for-"
"With all due respect, sir," Furmeister blustered, wiping his brow with his shirt sleeve, "I'm tellin' ya three purty ladies-wearin' nothin' but see-through suits-come in here durin' the wee hours, and they-well, I hate to say it, but you would've fallen for the same-"
"Cut the crap! You can't tell me three women bamboozled you into that cell and then made off with Tripplehorn!" Legg turned sharply on his heel. "I'm going to fetch the key-"
"They took that, too, Your Honor."
Virgil Furmeister made a sorry sight, shaking like an overgrown rabbit in a blue uniform. His Adam's apple bobbed with a hard swallow when his boss wheeled around again in disbelief.
"They WHAT? Why do you think for one FUCKING minute that I'll believe-"
When the agitated magistrate broke off for air, I cleared my throat. "Incredible as it sounds, Mr. Furmeister's telling you exactly what happened. I saw it all myself! And I certainly didn't intend to get locked up as part of their escapade!"
The Judge's face lengthened into the weasel mask he wore when he was sorely displeased…or rendering a creative interpretation of the law. "And who might you be, Miss-?"
I glanced at the floor, feigning humility. "It's been years, Your Honor, so I can understand why you don't remember me as one of Miss Lucy's first nannies. When I heard she was dead, I hurried in here to see if the rumor was true-to get a good look at the man you had locked up. But three women had turned the front room into a-a circus!"
Legg crossed his arms, his gaze unwavering. "And what exactly were they doing to my deputy?"
I glanced furtively at Virgil, whose expression now resembled the grey-green clouds that precede a tornado. Since I couldn't show myself as Alex Moore in the immediate future, I had to keep a few secrets for Furmeister, in hopes he'd do the same for me. "They were dancing, Your Honor-with such lewd and promiscuous moves that I believe they drugged his coffee! That must be how they were able to roll him back here on his chair, snatch his keys, and escape before he could overpower them. They say Gypsies know a thousand ways to distract a victim while taking advantage of him!"
The magistrate rolled his eyes. From outside came the ominous pounding of nails into lumber…the scaffolding and gallows designed to bring Billy Tripplehorn to swift justice and stand as an example to Redemption's other errant souls.
"Your story's no better than his, but that doesn't unlock these cells, does it?" he said peevishly. "I'm already late for my dear Lucy's funeral, so I'll just have to leave you two locked-"
I was rummaging in my reticule, to remedy this very predicament. "Try this, Your Honor. I have a buttonhook…and…a long, sturdy hairpin. Perhaps one of them will trip the locks."
He didn't ask how I might know this-so I didn't have to lie about my tiptoed trip into the front office, about an hour ago, when Furmeister finally dozed off. As I'd anticipated, I found a signed statement of Billy's guilt in the murder of Lucinda Legg on the deputy's messy desk-a document so falsified, the lawyer in me couldn't walk away without it. I could say those obnoxious Gypsies had made off with that, too, of course. Women so intent on rescuing the town stud would leave no evidence behind.
Legg was feverishly poking the buttonhook into the keyhole of his deputy's cell, twisting and lifting for the give of the tumbler. I watched him from between my iron bars, keeping an intense innocence on my face. After all, I'd jimmied the lock much faster myself while standing behind it! Finally we heard a dull click, and the two men exhaled their relief.
"Now, get your ass outside and be sure they tie that noose right!" the magistrate rasped. "No more mistakes! And not a word about Billy being gone, for God's sake! Just FIND him!"
Out the door he strode, my buttonhook in his hand. A nervous Virgil Furmeister followed him like a puppy, yapping about tracing the Gypsies' trail in the snow and other such nonsense. The only trail that overblown oaf could follow was the aroma of fresh pie coming from Etta's oven. Never mind about the bereaved nanny still stuck in the other damn cell!
I was smiling, however. Just waiting for their voices to fade through the front entrance…waiting for the stuffy little jailhouse to ring with silence after a night that defied description for all of us. Then I slipped through the cell door I'd left unlocked, careful not to let its hinges squeal on me.
I could only hope I'd learned enough by staying behind, risking my own future credibility, to clear Billy's name. As I blended with the back alley's shadows to reach my office again, the sight of that noose was a bleak reminder that, like the card in Pandora's tarot deck, Lady Justice balanced her scales in one hand-but wielded a terrible, swift sword with the other.
I had to do the prudent thing, before Billy and I got slashed with that weapon.
For nearly three hours I worked on files in my office with the lights off-long enough to watch from behind my closed curtains as Judge Legg and Nathaniel Dammet left the cemetery, but not long enough for the magistrate to start after Billy Tripplehorn. Quietly, still dressed in Andrea's dress and heavy cloak, I drove the buggy down the back alleys to the other side of town. I coaxed Dory into a canter when we reached the road.
Bless the little mare, she understood the urgency of my mission. We followed the meandering road through a countryside still dusted with snow, beneath a leaden sky that promised more by day's end. I shivered beneath my cloak, but as the orphanage and ivy-covered mansion came into view, it was more than mere weather chilling me to the core.
Had Pandora, Pink, and Perfidia spared Billy-three playful pusses toying with a new mouse? Or had they converged on him without mercy, to enslave him with their deadly passions? They would remind him, of course, that his eternal devotion was the least he owed them, for saving him from Judge Legg's noose-or even from the stranglehold Lucy would've caught him with, had she lived. They were a special, splendid trio of queens, but they expected a man's all in return for their favors!
Over the centuries of their combined existence, the Three P's had seduced millions of dollars from suitors who were literally dying to meet them, so they no longer pursued moneyed men to insure their survival. No, in this present incarnation, they'd taken on a godlier mission in the orphanage-although that came down to vanity, really: they believed the blood of younger, untainted victims would prolong their youthful beauty. It assuaged their occasional twinges of social conscience, spending that old blood money to feed and clothe unwanted children. And it gave them a sense of purpose, however skewed, that convinced them they had every right to indulge their more hedonistic whims, as well.
Hence, their foray into town last night-the first I'd known of in years-was for the pleasure of duping Virgil Furmeister, and to bring Billy back as their prize. I couldn't dispute their taste, for Tripplehorn was a prime morsel indeed. And right now, at midday, he was safe from their clutches.
I wondered again, however, what they'd done with him when they got him home…just how far they planned to take him…how deeply they intended to sink their shimmering teeth to keep him in their thrall-and to ruin any chance I might have at a normal relationship. They knew, of course, that if Billy lured me away from their nether nest, they'd be hard pressed to replace their link to the natural, living world-the liaison who saved them from their ancient roles as predators constantly on the hunt.
It was no pretty business, being a vampire.
And it was no easy feat, juggling my duality to maintain the luxury they now enjoyed, in these wooded hills beyond Redemption. I sensed, as I parked the buggy and settled Dory into the stable, that the delicate balance keeping the living and the undead in their rightful spheres was being tested every second. Billy Tripplehorn could well be the nugget that tipped the scales-especially with the magistrate pinning Lucy's murder on him.
I stepped through the back service entrance, pausing to get a sense of any new secrets these old walls had witnessed. While I could not listen in on others' thoughts or coax them to go my way, as the three Sisters did, I had developed a knack for knowing when things had gone awry. Pink, Perfidia and Pandora weren't really such a bloodthirsty lot-they just had to eat, like the rest of us. And their need to feed was the axis upon which our entire world rotated. When I heard a giggle and the furtive slap of flesh upon flesh, I relaxed.
A peek into the parlor revealed Cerise-completely out of uniform-clearing away cups from bedtime refreshments. In reality, she was wagging her pretty ass at Justin and his brother as she leaned over the low table. Not ones to ignore such an invitation, the blond twins moved to either side of her to fondle a pert breast with one hand while smacking her backside with the other. The dishes in her hands rattled, and her face tightened with the effort it took not to drop them, but she seemed in no hurry to stand up straight again.
Smack! went the hand on one side, punctuated by the maid's laughter, and then smack! came the answering slap from the other. I hated to interrupt their fun, but they carried on this way for hours when the Sisters weren't supervising them.
I cleared my throat to alert them to my presence. "Where's Billy?"
Cerise cocked her head, looking my direction. "Upstairs asleep, cherie."
I let out the breath I hadn't realized I was holding. "And the Sisters have fed, and are resting peacefully?"
Justin and Jeremy nodded, fixing me with the glazed look of those held in that hypnotic limbo brought on by vampires who'd spared their lives but enslaved them. It was best for all of us that our maid-who was no more French than I, but had been convinced by Pandora to behave that way-and her two cohorts lived in a trance that enabled them to pick out the Sisters' living dinner and then dispatch the remains. This saved me the horrible heartache of sorting through the children, and kept Pandora, Perfidia, and Pink in a rosy state of satiation. And when those three ladies were happy, everyone was happy!
"You are exhausted, Mademoiselle," the maid continued with a concerned pucker of her brows. "And you look-how you say? Ravished? Or ravishing?"
I chuckled in spite of my weariness. Again, her feigning ignorance of the English language came from the total conviction that she'd been imported here to serve: Cerise, like myself, had been abandoned at the orphanage, and had somehow found favor enough to survive the Sisters' feedings.
"Ravished, my dear-and then held in jail with that idiot Furmeister, until I could slip away. Billy and his new playmates owe me one hell of an explanation!"
The three domestics exchanged a knowing glance. Their fixed, polite smiles told me they'd been instructed to keep the Sisters' recent activities secret…yet another hypnotic suggestion no amount of my prying would unlock. I suspected the blond twins, Justin and Jeremy, had also been spared years ago because Perfidia so easily made them her mental slaves: her mesmerizing gaze overrode the impulsive behavior common to most young men, and they obeyed her like loyal puppies.
"I'll run your bath, Andrea," said Jeremy with a slight bow. "Downstairs, in the deeper tub."
"And I'll prepare the sauna for a hot marble massage," his twin added. Together they strode toward the back stairway, their silk sarongs whispering with each step.
Who was I to argue? Their attentions would be most therapeutic, allowing me to sleep until dusk, when I could confront the ladies who slept in a sealed chamber adjacent to the sauna-and Billy would be none the wiser. It was an unspoken rule that guests, no matter how intimate with Perfidia, Pandora, and Pink, were never to know a lower level existed beneath the house, let alone guess why their hostesses slept there rather than in the elegant bedrooms upstairs.
With an endearing smile, Cerise slipped her arm around my waist. "May I assist with your bath, Miss Andrea?" she whispered, her sparkling eyes fixed on mine. "The twins, they do a fine job, but we women know how to truly please each other, non?"
Tired as I was, her lithe body brushing against mine made for a sure aphrodisiac…an invitation to blissful release in warm, frothy water. My smile made her breath catch. The maid opened the door, her peaked breasts pointing the way down the stairs to our pleasure-the leisurely affection shared by housemates who felt no pressure to perform or impress. Indeed, the twins and Cerise, being somewhat younger, had always treated me as though I ranked only slightly below their three mistresses. While I had never requested such special treatment, I certainly wouldn't offend them by refusing their favors!
My companion closed the door behind us. The snick of the lock echoed in the darkness of the landing, and as we allowed our eyes to adjust, I felt a soft kiss on my cheek…a kiss that slipped slowly down my neck on the tip of her little tongue.
"It's been a long time, cherie," Cerise murmured against my skin. "You are always so warm, so sweet to me. I hope, in my eagerness, I don't make a fool of-"
"Shhhh, you'll be fine," I murmured, placing my finger against her dewy lips. When she closed them around my finger and began to suck, I had to chuckle. "Billy Tripplehorn has a big dick, but he'll never be as tender…as sensitive to my needs as you."
Cerise grinned, her face softened by the flickering candlelight from the sconces. "Oh, mon Dieu, it is long and thick, oui! I cannot watch him-even from the keyhole-without going wet and then wiping myself again and again. If only my fingers were as filling as-"
"Maybe the ladies will give you a turn at him someday," I teased, testing the curve of her slender hip with my hand, "but don't expect ME to share him!"
Her giggle rang around the small marble vestibule we'd entered, and the moment I reached for my top button, the maid peeled away my clothes with an eagerness that made my pulse pound. It was our custom to undress before entering the bathing chamber and sauna-and I loved the feel of the smooth Italian marble beneath my bare feet.
The sound of running water beckoned us, and Cerise playfully shoved me through the door ahead of her. "Hurry and get under that faucet, cherie, or I will hog it!"
"Like hell you will!" Already revitalized by her teasing, I padded to the deep clawfooted bathtub in this room's center, and then stepped over its edge.
Jeremy, wearing his wrapped sari of sky-blue silk, took my hand to keep me from slipping. In the steam whirling up from the tub, he looked like a prince stepping out from the mists of yore to assist me. Knowing our game, he moved to the end of the tub as Cerise stepped into it behind me. The warm water, not yet hip deep as we sat down, swirled around us as she scooted against my backside to urge me forward.
"Start now!" she pleaded. "Rock back and forth-let the water splash off your clit so my cunt can catch it, too!"
My butt was very near the front of the tub, and when I slid my feet up the porcelain sides, Jeremy grabbed them. "You girls must be desperate, having nothing better to fuck than water!" he teased-and to taunt me further, he held my legs in a vee. His stiffening cock prodded at the sari, like an excited wild animal looking for an escape.
Cerise, behind me, was nudging my ass, already panting as her coarse curls tickled my skin beneath the water. Her confederate lifted me slightly, increasing the water's force on my open slit while allowing the maid to wiggle beneath me into a better position. We must've looked ridiculous to the young swain assisting us! His erection, however, told me the sight of two nude women squirming in soapy water, straining to get the best advantage from the faucet's force, was as captivating as watching him while he held my legs against his chest.
"I might be fucking water," I replied in a voice hoarse with need, "but you, dear boy, are screwing air."
His smile tightened, and beneath me Cerise vibrated with laughter. Still the water pounded down, warm and forceful against my clit and wide-open pussy…the slim thighs wrapped around mine flexed and clenched…I gripped the rim of the tub, pulsing against the flow while the young woman beneath me half-reclined with her elbows supporting us. The rising water, relentless in its splatter and heat, reminded me that release was urgent or poor Cerise would soon be submerged.
Jeremy's pecker pulsed forward from the fold of his sari, jutting out enough to reveal the blonde frizz around his balls. Watching that cock search for prey, pointing at my face while he appeared very near climax, was incentive indeed. I could feel Cerise's cunt muscles beneath my backside…clutching to catch the splatter…squeezing to the rhythm of her low moans, so like a cat in heat…coiling and bunching…
"Hotter," I breathed, rising with the spirals of need inside me. "Open it up, full force."
Holding my legs against his chest with one arm, Jeremy twisted the faucet handles. My spasms caught fire with the sudden increase in heat and pressure, and I cried out with my climax. The blond between my legs deftly raised me, wrapping my thighs around his waist, and then plunged inside me-which left me suspended, thrusting against him as I gripped the tub's rim with all the strength I had left. The mews beneath me announced Cerise's coming, as well, for she had scooted forward to catch the full force of the water for herself.
Just when I thought I'd collapse-just when I wondered what possessed us to engage in this outrageous game, Jeremy caught me around the waist. Bracing his sturdy legs, he lifted me toward himself while inserting his cock so deep I felt another orgasm coming on. My Lord, he was strong for the size of him! With our chests pressed together now…the scraping of his hair against my breasts as he continued to thrust upward…the tautness of his jaw as he sought to prolong our pleasure…I wiggled with the wet, intense sensations of a clit rubbed high and hard, still sensitive from my previous release.
"Please, Miss Andrea," Jeremy panted, his face damp and his hair curling in the steam that swirled around us. "Please, may I-"
"God, yes, let it go!" I clutched him, shuddering madly as my body lost all control.
I hadn't thought it possible, but he stiffened like a ramrod inside me, and then ground my hips against his. His jism filled me with a warmth that dribbled out, perfuming the room with a musk like aging cheese. Bless him, his young face grimaced in release as his eyes closed with one last surge.
"Oh, Miss Andrea, I've waited so long," he sighed, locking his arms around me. Then his eyes flew open, filled with fear. "But you must understand, the Sisters have forbidden us to…Justin and I were warned never to-to-"
"It seems my twin got carried away," came an identical voice from the doorway. Young Justin, wrapped in a sari of deeper blue, was watching us with a concerned expression. "They insisted you were to be kept…"
"Pure?" I replied, choking on the irony of that word. I loosened my thighs, letting my feet slip to the floor. "Well, we all have our little secrets, don't we? Why did they insist I remain a virgin?"
The three servants shared a furtive glance, before Cerise piped up from the tub. She was sitting upright now, her hair hanging in wet ringlets over her pale shoulders. "They knew that once you found out how pleasurable such play can be, you'd be unable to control your urges-as we are. They wanted you to concentrate on your-"
"They don't want me to find a lover and leave them."
There-I'd said it. Never mind that Pandora and Perfidia-mostly the latter-had brainwashed Cerise and the twins with this blather, to keep them loyal and subservient. My chest burned with a sudden resentment as I considered yet another way in which they had enslaved me while making me believe I was free of their insidious control.
"We'll tell no one, then," I assured them quietly. "With the three of them lying oblivious in their caskets and Billy asleep upstairs, who's to be the wiser about this little…escapade?"
I hoped I sounded more confident about this than I felt. We all knew how powerful the Sisters could be, and how vengeful when this power was challenged. We'd all seen their savage way of dealing with those who defied their wishes, in the name of an eternal hunger that must be fed.
"I'm sorry, Miss Andrea," Jeremy began in a doleful voice. "Sorry I-"
"Sorry you fucked me?" I challenged the slender blond with a probing gaze.
"Oh, no! I've dreamed of doing that ever since I saw Tripplehorn sticking it to-I mean-"
I smiled in spite of the tension filling the steamy little bathroom. "You watched through the keyhole, too, right?"
"And I wanted you. Wished it were me making you cry out with such passion-"
"And need," his twin cut in, grinning wickedly. "My Lord, you were so responsive-so uninhibited-I nearly knocked the door down to take my turn at you. Can you forgive us for forgetting our place?"
Now Justin's sari had parted, to reveal a pecker identical to the one I'd just had. How could I possibly be angry with two randy young men who'd expressed their desire for me, a woman so much older? It was still Billy Tripplehorn I wanted-although now that he'd left me alone in bed and in jail, as well, I wondered why I owed him any allegiance. Any loyalty or protection.
I smiled at the way the three domestics watched me so closely. Compared to them I was indeed free, and now their safety-as well as Tripplehorn's-had become my responsibility. I didn't like it, but there was little I could do to change the grand scheme of things within the Sisters' domain.
"As I said, we all have our little secrets. But we must never forget that those wily women possess powers of perception far beyond ours," I replied, whispering as though, even now, they might be able to hear us. "We must be very, very careful not to let them guess at our new…connection."
At the door, Justin let out the breath he'd been holding. He was gazing hungrily at me, like a man too long denied food and drink. Like a young swain determined to prove himself more capable of crazing me than either of my previous lovers.
"I think a massage might erase those lines we've brought to your pretty face, Miss Andrea," he murmured, his fingers flexing in anticipation. "Think of how utterly divine you'll feel with those warm marble arms wrapped around you, while I stroke away your worries with my hands and my…cock. Who knows when we'll have such an opportunity again, without arousing the Sisters' wrath and Tripplehorn's jealousy?"
Wise beyond his years he was. And as he beckoned with an outstretched hand, his pale hair curling in the mist and his chest rising to the rhythm of my own, I once again succumbed to the siren song of my sex. Cerise was right: once I'd tried it, once was not enough!
So into the sauna I walked with him, naked yet confident-feeling so damned womanly in the knowledge that yet another handsome young man wanted my body. A denser mist filled this little room. We walked past a pool of cerulean blue, where the steam rose invitingly-where Pandora and Pink often cavorted to warm their undead bodies-to a small chamber dominated by a contraption Perfidia preferred.
I stretched out, face-down, on the massage table, which Justin had covered with a throw made of mink. Soft and plush it felt against my breasts and belly; the warmth of the marble slab, which changed temperature at the twist of a faucet, seeped through my muscles. As a pair of strong young hands plied my back, I saw visions of the lovemaking I'd just shared with Jeremy and pulsed at the chance to feel such pleasure again. Indeed, I'd opened the box belonging to that Pandora of the Greek myth: once smitten, I'd become hopelessly enslaved to the sweet sensations of sex.
Justin's hands were moving with swift efficiency, kneading my shoulder blades and pressing down my spine. Now he was rubbing the halves of my ass like a man possessed-or a man wanting to possess-and my desire flared. I turned onto my side and then stretched languidly, like a cat, holding his eye…reveling in the way he couldn't stop looking at my bare body, usually hidden beneath Andrea's dowdy clothing or the prim, proper suits Alex Moore always wore. What freedom, to display myself before him without feeling utterly ridiculous or…old.
With a sigh like a prayer, Justin lowered his lips to my chest, kissing my damp skin softly before sucking each nipple between his teeth. His fingers, meanwhile, ventured lower…into that coarse hair at the gate of my sex…into the notch beneath the padded flesh…oh, so slowly around the little nub that leapt to life beneath his fingertip. I gasped with the startling sensation! How could I still be so eager, after my climax with Jeremy? He and Cerise stood nearby, the little perverts-smiling at me through the mist. Knowing that I was as much a slave to my impulses as they were-as much held hostage by my wanton body as by the hypnotic forces Pink, Pandora, and Perfidia invoked to keep me here.
But none of that mattered. As Justin maneuvered a pair of mink-lined marble cuffs across my chest and abdomen, my body quivered with excitement: like the table beneath me, these slender slabs were warmed by hot water pipes in their center-like a radiator-so while I felt enveloped by heat and silk, I was also confined: a willing prisoner as my masseuse fastened these two flat appendages to the table. He then fastened my ankles in two smaller cuffs, which separated my legs at a very suggestive, open angle.
"How's that?" my attendant murmured, his eyes on the prize between my gaping legs.
"Turn up the heat, Justin. If we're going to use Perfidia's method, we might as well aspire to her madness."
He twisted the faucet handle, which produced a faster, warmer flow of water. Energy circulated like wild blood in my veins-the life force our slyest Sister swore by when her age and vampiric condition made her feel bitchier than she cared to. Perfidia would never be as young and fresh as Pink, nor as lush and alluring as the raven-haired Pandora-nor did she envy these attributes. Like any woman, however, she craved that sense of feeling vital and alive, so she'd designed this contraption to recapture a sense of control over her body. Not an easy task for a woman who'd slept in a casket for centuries.
But Perfidia was the farthest thing from my mind when Justin ran his fingertips down the insides of my parted thighs. His need poked out the front of his cobalt sari, a cock that peered over the edge of the table at its conquest. With an impatient jerk, he tore the silk from his slender body and then nimbly positioned himself on the warm table, crouching between my spread legs. He looked like a pale panther stalking its prey…with the scent of a pussy so close his nostrils flared.
"You're very wet…very warm, sweet Andrea," he murmured as a finger spread my dew around the folds of my slit. "I can feel the beat of your pulse, the heat of your need…so much more provocative than Perfidia's. God, I can hardly hold myself back! I want to drive into you and rut like a crazed animal, and-"
"So do it!" I was squirming against the furred bars of marble that held my chest and hips in place, desperate to be filled again. "Stick it inside me and make me scream, Justin! We don't have much time!"
The agile young man needed no further coaxing. He was on me, bracing himself on his hands so he could lower that stiff dick toward my open hole while we both watched. Cerise and Jeremy moved closer, sucking in their breath with an anticipation nearly as potent as my own. My heart was pounding hard as sweat dampened my writhing body. When had I ever felt so alive-so desired? So- "Helluva way to reward the help!" a gruff voice accosted us from the door. "Sorry to intrude in your little games, Miss Andrea, but you've got some explaining to do!"
The four of us froze as Billy Tripplehorn stepped into the steam-filled sauna. His dark waves were rumpled from sleep and his eyes shone like hard, polished rocks as he approached the table. The tip of Justin's cock rested against my clit, so it was all I could do to reply to our intruder. But by God, he had no right to any answers before I got a few myself!
"Excuse me? Explaining?" I demanded, scowling at him. "Maybe you could start by telling me why you left me in that damn cell to prance after those Gypsies!"
Billy planted his fists in his hips, which directed my gaze toward the fact that he was naked and getting aroused by the scene before him. He was also getting angry. "What was I supposed to do? Wait for Legg to march me to the gallows? Your friend Moore left me there like a sitting duck-"
"He was looking for Lucy's killer!"
"-so I took the first opening I saw, dammit!" He swiped the hair back from his forehead as he stared at the juncture of Justin's cock at my cunt. "Looks like Lover Boy here is after an opening, too! How stupid of me to assume it belonged to me, or that our night together actually meant something to you!"
"Don't you dare whine about infidelity!" I retorted, heaving with my frustration-not to mention wishing I could break loose to slap him!
"Then how about this? I happen to know that something very strange is going on here-that those three women who posed as Gypsies, and who seduced me the other night, are up to something dangerous."
"Like what?" I challenged-and then wished I hadn't. Billy's expression told me he was closer to the truth about the three Sisters than any outsider was supposed to be, and if I didn't react quickly, we could all be in deep, dark trouble. "I think you were so sucked in by their come-hither promises and their hungry cunts-"
"Those bedrooms upstairs have never been slept in."
This statement brought a halt to everyone's breathing. Beside me, Cerise and Jeremy clutched each other's hand protectively, while Justin froze like a statue.
"I know this because after they thought they'd worn me out-again-I followed them," Tripplehorn continued. "Lost sight of them in the twists of the stairway, but I know damn well they're down here somewhere. Now what's going on? What've you and Moore gotten me into, Andrea?"
There it was, the question I'd hoped to avoid. I couldn't confess that the attorney and the orphanage overseer were one and the same-and of different genders. Nor could I explain how, while trying to save him from Judge Legg's execution, I had brought him over the threshold of another potential death. The time passing between his question and my answer only pointed up a situation more incriminating than he could imagine, but as I struggled for an explanation, things got even worse.
The other door-the carved, gilt-edged entryway to the Sisters' crypt-suddenly flew open. Pink glared at us with all the venom of a diva whose beauty sleep had been disturbed, shaking her disheveled head with unmistakable menace.
"How dare you accost our Andrea with these accusations?" she demanded. "Curiosity is one thing, Mr. Tripplehorn, but we Sisters of Samaria won't tolerate such impertinence."
Was that the glint of twin incisors I saw? I held my breath as the redheaded vampire stepped from her lair, leaving the ornate door open behind her. Just as her pale pink negligee barely concealed her curves, her wicked grin didn't disguise a deadly intent.
"Come with me, Billy," she whispered, crooking her finger at him as she riveted him with her gaze. "It's time you learned about the power of Pink, big boy."



Chapter 6: Miss Pink Prevails


I could not believe my eyes! By crooking a come-hither finger at Billy, beckoning him into the Sisters' sanctuary, Pink was breaking a cardinal rule the Three P's had established back when they acquired this house! No one-not even the servants and I-was ever allowed beyond that gilt-edged door into the sanctum where they slept. Justin, Jeremy and Cerise stepped closer to me as I strained against the mink-lined arms of the heated massage machine which held me fast. They, too, realized the fatal consequences if Billy Tripplehorn obeyed the sloe-eyed vampire.
Pink, however, had tuned in to my mental distress. She flashed me a knowing glance before continuing to seduce the handsome young man who already knew more than he should.
"Curiosity killed the cat, Billy," she murmured in a seductive voice. Her alluring body appeared fluid beneath the film of her pink negligee; like the ebb and flow of the ocean, her breasts and hips shimmied in a primal appeal to his manhood. Locks of auburn hair fell in disarray around her pearlescent shoulders, and the rose she always wore teased him with its disheveled petals. All Billy could do-all any of us could do-was gawk at this fallen angel and feel her power overtaking us.
"But then-you've always considered yourself smarter than the average pussy, haven't you?" she purred, taking the slightest step backward toward her lair. "I must admit you've already figured out more than most could have, concerning those unslept-in beds upstairs. But following such hunches comes with a price-and it's my duty to be sure you can pay it, Mr. Tripplehorn. We won't allow just any man to romance our Andrea, after all."
I bristled, for I knew damn well this little performance had nothing to do with my feelings for Billy! It was all about the power of Pink…the childlike charm that beguiled with smiles and sunshine she could only recall from bygone times as a mortal adolescent.
Billy's scowl resembled my own. "I never asked to come out here to the-"
"Ah, but twice you've accepted the invitation! Andrea's, and now ours," Pink pointed out in a voice that sliced like a razor. "You could have stayed in town and answered to the magistrate about Lucy's death, after all. But here you are."
If he realized Pink had just revealed my double identity, Tripplehorn gave no sign. He was too immersed in the shimmering vision of promiscuity before him to concentrate on the finer points of a relationship attorney Alex Moore should never have begun.
Billy turned to glance fleetingly at me-and again I saw those dark eyes spinning like coffee stirred in a cup. She already had him in her thrall, but she-cats like Pink just loved to tease the living daylights out of their prey before they ate it.
"I'm not a total monster, however," she crooned, leaning against the door frame so her pert breasts bulged above the bodice of her nightgown. "So I'll give you a choice. Another chance at salvation, since you know so little about it."
I cringed at the little pink tongue wetting her lips. The other shoe was about to drop, and she offered Billy no real choice at all. The vamp had already claimed her prize by appealing to Billy's rampant male ego-even larger and more prodigious than the cock now straining against the union suit he'd wornto bed.
"And what might that be?" he challenged, raking the dark waves back from his forehead. "The same sort of choice you gave Furmeister when you locked him in his own cell and stole the key?"
Pink's grin conceded a point in Billy's favor, but she wavered not. "You can come upstairs with me, to that unsullied bedroom that awaits our night of pleasure, and I'll forget your prying into our private affairs," she replied with an arch of one eyebrow. "Or, you can enter where no man has gone before, and never leave. Uncovering the rest of our secret comes with serious consequences, Billy-much like Adam and Eve getting expelled from the Garden for eating that apple. A little learning is a dangerous thing."
And a twenty-year-old who's full of himself is more dangerous yet. It didn't matter to this young stud that Miss Pink hinted he was in peril, for hadn't he escaped Lucy's clutches, and then been rescued from her father's? He still believed his fate was in his own hands, and that death couldn't touch him!
How I wished for such innocence again myself.
So, as he took that first fateful step toward her-toward the door to his doom-I prepared myself to follow him into the crypt. After all, it was my doing that Billy had come to this crossroads; my own lust that had led him down this primrose path into a nest of ruthless women whose hunger for him would never die. They could string him along for decades, in a state of limbo like they'd induced in our blonde house boys, or by converting him to their own dark, eternal cult. Either way, Tripplehorn would never truly be mine again. And I had no one to blame but myself.
My heart lurched in my chest as Billy stepped through that door, entranced.
At once the twins freed me from Perfidia's machine, and, along with Cerise, they hurried behind me to that gilt-edged portal marking the no-man's land hidden beneath this ancient home. There they stopped, however. Perfidia and Pandora had trained them so tightly, I knew they would never overstep this boundary between the living and the undead. I, however, slipped silently over the threshold to behold the fate that awaited Billy…and possibly to share in it.
Pink knew I was there, of course. She had no doubt planned it this way.
"Before I train you to come every time I call, like the panting pup you are," she was saying breezily, "let's get a few formalities out of the way. Just so you know exactly who you're dealing with."
While the sight of three ornate caskets resting on porcelain pedestals came as no surprise to me, Billy was rubbing his eyes as though the cool, shadowy dimness was playing games with his vision. The center casket of sleek ebony undoubtedly belonged to Pandora-just as the one which now yawned open to reveal its lining of quilted silk the shade of baby's skin would be Miss Pink's.
At the far side of the dusky room rested a box that resembled an oversized rectangular emerald: Perfidia would naturally prefer a bed the color of jealousy and deceit…the color of her catlike eyes. Through its translucent green walls, her reclining form remained visible even though the light of day never invaded this chamber. This implied that she could see through the sides of her bed when she awakened…was perhaps watching Pink beguile Billy while I lingered in the pale light near the doorway.
While this serene, scented chamber fascinated me, I knew better than to forget my wits while viewing the Sisters' resting place. The only light came from the flickering sandalwood candles in wall sconces at the rear of the room, and the dim glimmer of the white porcelain pedestals when they caught light from the hallway. My skin prickled and my pulse quickened; my head swam with a disorienting sense of claustrophobia like I'd seldom felt. Billy Tripplehorn and I, as mere mortals in this mysterious lair, were all but powerless here.
"What the hell kind of joke is this?" Billy muttered. Now that his eyes had adjusted to the gloom, he tensed with the wariness of a wild animal. "If you're trying to scare me, you can forget it. I don't believe in vampires."
Miss Pink giggled demurely. "Nice try, Mr. Tripplehorn. But your nipples are as hard as mine, and your denial sounds as false as the sense of security you're trying to create with it."
At that, she tweaked the slender straps of her negligee, until they drifted down her upper arms to reveal the two pert mounds that were indeed peaked with her desire.
"Isn't it fascinating, how the pulse races with danger-much like it runs rampant with desire? Come here and kiss me, Billy. You know you want to."
He turned on his heel to leave. "This is ridic-what have you gotten me into, Andrea?"
"Oh, don't be too hard on her," the hoyden behind him crooned. "Andrea knows more about the three of us than she cares to admit, and we've sworn her to secrecy. But it is her first time in this room-and she's in love-so she can't be held entirely responsible for your situation. Be gentle."
Like an animal trapped in a cage, Billy pivoted again. "You must be crazy, thinking I'd lay with women who sleep in caskets, in a crypt beneath the house! Why, this-"
"Ah, but you've already succumbed to us!" Pink reminded him with a shimmy that sent her gown slithering down her pale body. "Don't tell me you've already forgotten how Perfidia tied you to the chair and I straddled your lap. A lady hates to feel so…forgettable, Mr. Tripplehorn. We must work on your attitude while you're here."
"Don't count on it, bitch! I'm on my way out of-"
But Pink prevailed by slamming the door shut, using her power in a way that forced Billy to reassess. In his anger-and probably to reassure himself he wasn't alone with a bloodsucker in a closed tomb-he grabbed me by the arms. His eyes shone like polished stones as they searched mine in the darkness.
"Is this why you brought me here?" he demanded in a terse whisper. "To be the plaything of three demented women who act like vampires?"
"It's not an act, Billy," I breathed, cringing when his fingers bit into my flesh. "I couldn't let Judge Legg hang you for killing Lucy-"
"So you set me up with these three? Allowing Alex Moore to hide me here, when you were really preparing me as their next meal?" Billy looked ready to throw me to the floor, but the tremor in his voice belied a deep-seated fear for his life. "What kind of love is that?"
"The kind of love that comes of obeying powers greater than her own," Pink replied from behind him. "Leave her be, Tripplehorn. It's my turn with you now, and I don't intend to give you a moment with another woman! Not until I've bent you to my bidding and you're begging to climax. Again and again, as I will you to."
This got Billy's attention! His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. "But it's not dark yet. If you were truly a vampire, you'd have to remain in your casket-"
"Do you think I'd follow those silly rules?" Pink challenged. She flashed him a saucy smile then, becoming the redheaded coquette he'd met when he first came here. "They only apply upstairs, in the mortal world, you know. Down here, we do what we damn please whenever we feel like it! And I feel like a good fucking, Billy! Off with your clothes!"
Ordinarily, Tripplehorn wouldn't have to be asked twice. Yet as comprehension of his situation dawned, my handsome young stud realized he was in for worse consequences than if Lucy had snared him. With Pink standing before him, stretching her arms languidly above her head to better display her ripe little breasts and lissome body…a triangle of auburn curls that parted in invitation as she dipped a finger inside herself…he couldn't help but respond. That prodigious cock jutted out against the knit of his underwear until finally, despite his rational reservations, he had to yank down the cream-colored garment to free himself. His rapid breathing filled the chamber and his skin took on a sheen of heat.
"A fine start," cooed Pink, looking him over. But she smiled a little too haughtily, exposing her petite fangs when they caught the candlelight. "Now show me your best kissing, Billy-your best moves. And I'll show you mine."
Billy shook his head to clear it, wisely backing away. "I don't think-"
"That's right! It's too late for thinking!" the winsome bitch taunted. "You chose to come downstairs-and then chose to enter this temple of doom-so you might as well kiss rational thought goodbye when your lips meet mine! However-"
Pink paused, her slender arms extended in a graceful gesture that foreshadowed her next offer; the next choice that would either bring Billy a reprieve or eternal damnation.
"-I'll give you one more option, just because I love a willing victim," she continued in a lower, more mesmerizing tone. "I wanted you the moment I laid eyes on you, Billy. But so did Andrea."
Her gaze flickered to me as I stood near the door, following this life-and-death drama from the shadows.
"She loves you, Tripplehorn. And because she's never given her heart-much less her body-to another man, she deserves you far more than I do. But you must do exactly as I demand if you don't want to disappoint her, possibly for the rest of her life."
"Wh-what's that? What're you talking about?" The man who had so easily mastered Lucy, and then made me complete, stood staring as though he'd never seen a naked woman.
The temptress had caught him in conversational circle from which there was no escape; a downward spiral toward the depravity that defined the Sisters of Samaria. Once they set their mental hooks and began reeling in their prey, it became a game to them-entertainment that helped pass the endless decades. It was an advanced version of playing with their food, and right now it disgusted me.
"Cut the crap, Miss Pink," I muttered, hoping to distract Billy-to allow him a few rational thoughts before he got forever lost. "This has nothing to do with me, and you know it! Pandora has Cerise, and Perfidia has her twin house boys, so now you're after your own slave!"
Pink's expression was priceless: the dismay of a little girl caught with her hand in the cookie jar, yet denying her crime to the end! "How can you say that, Andrea?" she pouted. "As we told Mr. Tripplehorn from the start, it's our mission to save bad boys! And we're saving him for you! Why are you so ungrateful for letting us make him the perfect lover first?"
"Billy!" the vampire then commanded, "come! Take me in your arms, and I'll make you the man you were intended to be!"
There was no resisting Pink when she set her mind to something, so I had no right to hate Billy for stepping toward her with his cock in the lead. Still, it hurt to see the eagerness in his shining eyes, and to hear his moan of anticipation when their bare bodies met.
She had seen my challenge for the distraction it was, and was making damn sure it didn't happen again! Claiming his full, chiseled lips in a kiss that rendered the chamber around me breathless, Miss Pink began to have her way with him. I could only watch them, helpless now, and hope her lessons were indeed for my benefit.
The moment Billy slipped his arm around her naked waist, she pinned him against the wall ten feet away-a quicker-than-thought lunge that landed him so high he wasn't touching the floor. His grunt of surprise had me smiling: when had the rascal of Redemption ever found himself on such unsure footing?
Pink, however, levered her bent arms against the wall on either side of his head before he could fight her. "Suckle me," she said in a throaty command. "Lick my nipple…yes, like that. Now open your mouth as though to swallow me whole."
What a sight she made undulating against him, her body like a stripe of pale pink frosting wiggling on a chocolate eclair. Her head lolled back, and that rose bobbed beside her ear…faster as their intensity increased. Billy's lips moved from one rounded breast to the other, lost in kisses that smacked wetly each time he released the suction. His cock pointed at me from between her legs, and I badly wanted to rush over and suck it.
But no, Miss Pink had planned her work and was working her plan. "Stick it inside me," she whispered, her desire a sibilant echo in this low-ceilinged room. "Ram that cock up my cunt, Billy, and fuck me with it all night long."
What man doesn't want to hear that? Tripplehorn was obeying the call of his wild, primal urges as much as heeding Pink's request, and with one swift injection he filled her. She cried out, riding him like a cowgirl taming a bronc. Billy's face tightened with his imminent climax, and his longer, darker body began to curl around hers.
"Now!" she commanded, and he complied with a hoarse growl. Pink pumped him frantically, until jism ran down his tight thighs and his hands spanned her backside to hold her in place.
"Oh no you don't!" she replied with a giggle. "I'm in control here! You'd better be ready for my next command, big boy."
They suddenly became airborne acrobats, rolling off the wall into a series of somersaults, still joined at the hip. I watched in amazement as their bodies spun toward me in slow motion. Billy gripped her, his face a mask of elation and fear as he fought to right himself-to regain the upper position before they would surely hit the floor. Yet as I stepped out of their path, Pink pivoted to miss the wall, grinning triumphantly at me.
"Pump harder, Billy," she teased. "If you stop, we'll fall! And I so love the sensation of effortless, weightless flight. Don't you?"
His answer was a grunt of renewed effort, for he believed the vixen in his grip would let go if he didn't obey her. Over and under her he spun, his hips still flexing to keep Pink filled as she propelled them in slow loops around the dimly lit room. When they neared the sconces, I saw the sweat on his arms and face…the concentration he'd never had to call upon with other women.
While it did my heart good to see him under a lover's sway, I was worried: even if Pink released him to me when she finished, would Billy still want me? A mortal female couldn't compete with the extraordinary experience he was having right now.
"Now come, Billy!" his instructor cried. "Shoot me full of your juice again!"
"But I just-only a few minutes ago-"
"Is this a problem? Would you rather just give it up and give in to my wicked inclinations?" Pink spun them suddenly out of orbit, her incisors flashing in the candlelight as she tossed him on top of Perfidia's glowing green casket. "Shall we awaken this lady and let her join us? I'm sure she's been watching with great interest!"
Billy, bless his heart, struggled mightily to rise from the flat, thin partition that separated him from the more sinister vampire. His flailing was in vain, however. Even though Miss Pink floated several inches above him now, tickling only the very tip of his cock with the rim of her slit, she held him fast by the sheer power of her will.
"Face it, Billy," she said in a low voice. "You've met a lover you can't control or outperform. For the first time in your life you must submit to the whims of another-and my whims are nothing, compared to what Perfidia and Pandora will subject you to!"
She lowered her supple body onto his extended member then, and began to slide up and down his pole so slowly that my own slit wept with need. As I watched, fascinated, my palms felt the coarse friction of his chest hair as Pink stroked it; my thighs stretched from straddling his, still sticky from his previous climax. The heat of his fine, muscled body set my own afire, while his passion resonated in my veins. My God, but he was fine! I had known that when he bedded me, of course, but it was another perspective altogether to witness his beauty from a distance.
It was also the incentive I needed to snatch him back-before it was too late; before Pink forgot herself in her youthful exuberance. Or before Perfidia knocked them to the floor and shoved her younger Sister aside. I thought I saw subtle movement inside the shining green casket.
"Rather humbling, isn't it, big boy?" Pink continued in that soft siren's voice. "To have a woman calling your shots…to please her so completely you risk losing yourself…your very soul, when you shoot your seed inside her. But that's exactly what you're going to do, Mr. Tripplehorn. Again and again, until I've tired of you."
Fear flickered across his dark brow, but he covered it with a cocky grin. "There's not a woman alive who'll tire of me before I can-"
"Ah, but am I alive, Billy?" Pink impaled herself so deeply on his cock that he was pressed tight against the casket lid. "Now come, boy! Shoot me so hard I fly toward the ceiling!"
While he detested her belittling nickname, his member had a mind of its own. With a groan that started low and then filled the shadowy room, Tripplehorn squeezed his eyes shut. He cut loose inside her, and they rose as one into the dimness again. Upward they shot, with the force of his climax, and then downward they drifted, as though floating on a cloud of utter contentment.
I can't tell you how outright envious I was: envious of Billy because he was making love in a dimension mere mortals cannot attain, and envious of the young woman astride him for being in control of such a marvelous man. Pink was at least considerate enough to let him catch his breath, but not two minutes passed before she was badgering him again.
"I'll have to insist upon another one, Billy," the temptress cajoled. "You notice, don't you, that while you have climaxed twice, I'm still in the early twitching stages. So do it again-unless you're not man enough."
This time their trip around the room resembled an aerial ballet. The wily vampire, endearingly mussed and childlike, turned in her lover's arms. She led Tripplehorn into a series of slow pirouettes that kept their bodies in contact-her flirtatious backside rubbing against his abdomen-until once again, that cock rose to the occasion. About the time they were floating in front of me, the redhead bent forward to entice him inside her.
And what could he do but obey? Although he was showing signs of strain, Billy entered her yet again, keeping up the carnal rhythm of that dance they performed to the beat of the blood in their veins. Gracefully, beautifully, they spun away from me, upright yet a full two feet from the floor. Their bodies moved as one, and again I grew concerned that after such a dance with this tantalizing vampire, my lover would consider me too mundane to mate with again.
Pink clasped Billy's hands and thrust herself forward, rather like the carved naked lady on the bow of a ship. With her arms extended upward she led him, the backs of her thighs and knees to the fronts of his, thrusting enough that I saw several inches of his impressive shaft before her greedy puss engulfed it again. In and out it went; faster-then slowing to a tease that made me nip my lip. I confess that by then I was fingering myself, up past the second knuckle, while I palmed my mound.
I lost all track of time, but I'm guessing these maneuvers, much like figure skating on air, went on for nearly an hour. Just as Billy appeared ready to come, she would wiggle out of rhythm-or change position-and say, "Ah-ah! You'll come when I say you'll come, big boy!" And then the poor man would blink away his frustration and try very hard to stay hard.
I was feeling sorry for him…wondering how I could interrupt to save him from the failure I saw coming. That feline vampire was toying with her mouse until he would simply fall over dead, the way this was going, and dead wasn't the way I wanted him back! If he didn't pass on from sheer exhaustion, Miss Pink would probably sink her fangs into him as punishment anyway. I saw no way for Billy to win, despite his valiant effort at pleasing her.
"All right," she said in a sibilant whisper, "it's time for the grand finale! Time to climax like you've never done before. Are you ready, my sweet?"
Billy grimaced, probably rubbed raw and more than a little peeved at Pink. What might have seemed like a game, a challenge, at first had become an endurance test he couldn't have anticipated or prepared for. For a fleeting moment, his eyes widened and his lips became a thin line signaling his cock's exhaustion.
"You're drooping," his partner accused. "Instead of believing in my powers, instead of being focused on my fine body and my flawless skin-not to mention the insatiable cunt that's still hungry for you-you're feeling sorry for yourself! Why, I think you're afraid of me, Billy Tripplehorn!"
"Dammit, I am not afraid of-"
She whirled in his arms and brought her face very close to his, so he had no choice but to gaze into her eyes…those eyes that had beguiled many a witless man to an untimely demise. Her smile made my insides tighten, for her features took on the sharp edge of a predator closing in for the kill.
"Ah-now you're stiffening!" she insisted, her pearly incisors no longer hidden by those perfect, pouty lips. "Fear is a powerful aphrodisiac, Billy, but death…the idea of coming so hard you never come back…"
Pink framed his dark face by slipping her fingers deep into his unruly curls. Then she kissed him on the cheek…letting her lips and those slick little teeth tease his sensitive skin all the way along the vein that throbbed at the side of his neck. Her movements became languid and alluring, just as her voice lowered into that mesmerizing register that would lull him into a sense of love and trust.
"To pass into the next world…to pass on in the throes of white-hot passion," she murmured as a seductive lullaby, tickling his ear with her breath. "It's the ultimate experience, sweetheart. I can take you there, my love…I can transform you with my kiss, Billy."
Slowly, with a finesse that made my puss tighten with need, Miss Pink undulated up and down his rampant shaft. "Come just once more for me, and I'll make you mine, " she promised. "You'll be irresistible-impossible to reject-and you can make love this way with whomever you wish, for as long as she can stand it. You can become a legendary lover through the centuries, as I have. Together, my Billy, there is nothing we can't do…no one we can't have."
His eyes closed halfway, and he relaxed with a shudder. "Tell me what you want," he breathed.
Pink's fiendish little grin displayed the fangs that had reached their full length now, and I roused myself from the stupor of these past hours-the spell she'd cast so effortlessly over both of us. She had obviously forgotten her promise to leave Billy for me, and the poor man was now totally under her control.
"Tell me what to do," Tripplehorn murmured in a faraway voice. His hands were wandering over the vampire's lush backside, inviting her closer.
"Run like hell!" I shouted. "For God's sake, Billy, wake up and shake her off!"
Pink turned to glare at me, which released him from that hypnotic gaze. I charged toward them, wedging my hands between their bare bodies to pry them apart.
"Let him go, dammit!" I muttered, dodging the fatal kiss Pink had intended to plant on Billy's neck. "You promised I could have him back! Liar!"
"Fool!" the vampire spat. "If you'd trusted me for another moment, I'd have-"
"You'd have sunk your greedy teeth into me! Like a damn animal!" Billy staggered backwards, shaking his head to clear it. "Now open that door and let me out of here, bitch. I never had a fighting chance and you know it!"
Just that fast Miss Pink changed from a striking snake to a petulant, pouting little girl. Her eyes shone with tears. Her naked body quavered, and her wavy red hair fell forlornly around her shoulders. "You've got it all wrong, Billy. I was only playing a lover's game-proving how you could come as many times as we wanted, if you only believed in my powers."
"Well I'm through playing now," he said tersely. "I'm getting out of this Godforsaken place, so open the door!"
With a toss of her head, the vampire did as he wished. But she wasn't happy about it: crossing her arms beneath her breasts, Pink turned her back on us and walked toward her open casket. Without so much as a glance our way, she slipped into the silken interior of her bed and shut the lid. The snick of an inside lock echoed in the candlelit room, and then all was quiet. Eerily, uneasily quiet.
"Let's go," I whispered, leading the way to the pale light of the downstairs hall. "I don't believe for one minute that she's finished with us. Let's go up and get our clothes on, and we can decide the best place to take you until-"
But we got no farther than a step beyond the gilt-edged door. Perfidia awaited us, looking sleek and slender in a fitted gown the color of moonlight-the color of her pallid skin. She stood blocking the stairway with a graceful arm, one hip cocked demurely as she took a long draw from her stiletto cigarette holder. Those demon-green eyes glimmered with purpose as she looked from Billy to me.
"Going my way?" she asked coyly.
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Perfidia's question echoed in the narrow stairway, more a threat than an invitation. Going my way, indeed! She left us no choice, for her menacing presence prevented us from pushing past her into the house, and there was no other way out of this subterranean lair.
We were at her mercy.
"Are you afraid of me?" she mocked. Again she sipped on her cigarette, her eyes flaring a feral green as she blew the smoke from her nostrils like the deadly dragon she was. She awaited our reply as though she had an eternity to hear it-for she did.
I let out an exasperated, tired sigh. "Look, I'm sorry we woke you up, but it was Pink's idea-"
"Pink schmink," the vampire muttered. Her pale gown flowed over her body like sparkling champagne as she shifted suggestively, giving Billy a direct shot of her parted thighs. Even in the corridor's dimness, her vee of curls was visible through the sheer gown, and the air around us became redolent with the scent of her wet sex. "Playtime is over. Now that Pink has warmed you up, it's time Mr. Tripplehorn learned the discipline for becoming your lover, Andrea. You will follow me. We will begin at once."
"I don't know what your game is here," Billy retorted, his brown eyes flashing, "but I want no part of-"
"Game? You think the continuation of your existence is a mere parlor trick to us?" Faster than we could fathom, Perfidia pinned him to the wall by sticking the end of her cigarette holder against his windpipe. "And if you think for one minute you have any control over what happens here, you're even denser than I anticipated."
Her nasty little tsk, tsk whispered doom in the gloomy passageway as Billy and I held our breath. "Could be you'll require more than the usual harnessing and whipping," she mused aloud. "I hope this muscled body of yours will fit into my cage, Billy, because I'm sure your ego will require some shrinking-"
"You will NOT be locking him into your infernal-"
Perfidia didn't even touch me with the finger she pointed to shut me up. The sheer malevolence flickering in her gaze shot through her digit, stifling my outburst-suggesting she had a lesson of control and humiliation in mind for me, as well.
"You've come to a crossroads in your sheltered life, my dear Andrea," she said in a coiled voice. "A young woman ready to take on a lover-believing she's entitled to a life outside these walls-is old enough to know the truth about who she is and why she's alive. For all your intelligence, you've remained blissfully ignorant for far too long.
"So you'll be coming with me now," she continued with Billy, her lips curling with her subtle turn of phrase. "Coming only when I allow you to, and every time I command it. A lesson every lover should learn-and I'm just the woman to teach it."
My mind reeled with the questions I'd avoided since my childhood in the Sisters' orphanage, for I'd never needed to know the details of my birth. I tried to hang back, tried to stall for time and perhaps the diversion Perfidia's blond slaves or Cerise could provide, but the vampire turned. Her power pulled us up the stairs without allowing our feet to touch the rough stones, let alone allowing us to protest or reason with her. I tried to catch Billy's eye-to signal my apology or warn him silently of the dangerous situation that might await us-but his gaze was locked on the alluring curve of this mistress's backside.
Control, indeed. An illusion mere mortals dared not trust while in the presence of Pink, Pandora, and especially Perfidia; a concept that took on deadly meanings while dealing with the undead. I could only ascend behind her, sensing her revelations would leave me scarred and smarting long after I left this powerful house. I wondered if Billy would even have me, after the way I'd brought him here under false pretenses, and then watched helplessly as the Three P's caught him in their thrall.
Perfidia topped the stairs, which would bring us into the back corner of the pantry on the main floor. She reached for the doorknob-a formality for those of us who couldn't spirit ourselves through the polished panel of wood-but the door flew open with the force of a hurricane. There stood Pandora, looking lush and alluring in her fitted gown of black lace, yet her expression bespoke a warning I knew better than to ignore.
"I'll take over from here," she stated quietly. Although we were inside the house, her lace skirt shifted with the wind of her displeasure.
"I don't think so," Perfidia retorted, standing taller and sleeker in the face of this unexpected opposition. "We have always agreed that when Andrea found a man, we would transform him into a lover like no other, and I'm taking my turn."
"You're taking revenge," Pandora countered, "and in your unrested, unfed state, that becomes dangerous fare. Revenge is a dish best eaten cold."
The straw-blonde temptress tossed her head as though to step into the kitchen. "Andrea needs to know who her-"
"Andrea needs to know nothing but the love of a man who adores her."
The black-haired beauty gripped Perfidia's forearms, while all around us the air filled with little whirlwinds of an approaching storm. Pandora's raven hair rose around her face in coils like snakes, ready to strike whomever challenged her authority. In all my years, I'd never seen this witchy woman pull rank on her companions, but as the oldest and most powerful force among them, she demanded the compliance of her two sisters with a wicked strength that set them in their place.
I swallowed hard. If Perfidia's intentions had invoked Pandora's wrath on such a grand scale, then surely the secrets about to be revealed were the sort I could do without knowing. I had enough troubles, just trying to keep Billy out of the Magistrate's way until I could prove he hadn't killed Lucy. The currents of Pandora's personal whirlwind made me think Miss Legg's murder was an insignificant matter indeed, compared to whatever her paler partner wanted me to know.
"Go back to bed, Perfidia. Don't make me tell you twice."
The scorned blonde pivoted in place to flash her fangs at us-and then vaporized, like the effervescence of the champagne she resembled. The hissssss of her disappearance left no doubt in my mind that she'd be back, however, and that she'd take matters into her own unhallowed hands at a time when she could do me the most harm. I had never trusted or even liked Perfidia the way I'd taken to the other two ladies. I got that goose-bumpy feeling of being buried alive-lost beyond the reaches of even Pandora-as the atmosphere surrounding us settled down again.
"I'm sorry you two had to witness that," the lace-clad lady before us murmured. "At times like this, my powers bring me only sadness and regret."
Billy shifted beside me, as though he wondered if Pandora had nasty plans for him, as well. "So you really are…vampires?"
"Oh yes, Billy, make no mistake about who you're beholden to," she replied, her smile more toothy than usual. "And because you've discovered who we are, Perfidia's hackles are up. She's trying to protect us, to be sure-we haven't survived all these centuries by flaunting ourselves foolishly, you see."
Pandora stepped back to allow us entry, her expression waxing pensive. "Our omniscience weighs heavily upon us at times," she reflected. "Perfidia's past is perhaps more…pertinent to your situation than mine or Pink's, but that doesn't mean I'll let her ruin your future on a whim. With a flick of my little finger I can make the whole orphanage disappear, along with the children and the memories of those who abandoned them here. It will be as though we never existed, out here beyond Redemption."
What a mind-boggling concept! "And what will happen to you-to us-really?" I asked, reaching for the comfort of Billy's hand.
Pandora shrugged, causing her ample breasts to almost overflow the low, lacy bodice of her black gown. "We'll take up in a new place, with a new purpose. After a century or two, any town-and any reason to be there-can lose its charm."
Her obsidian gaze enveloped Billy's bare body as she said this, while one thin strap of her gown drifted coyly down her pale arm. With her raven hair falling about her shoulders, mussed and lovely, and her lips of devil red lifting into a bow-shaped smile, Pandora allowed her allure to settle over us. Such a temptress she was! Her lush breasts bulged slightly with her every breath as she pondered her options.
"Billy, my sweet," she murmured, widening her eyes to swallow him whole with her subtle power, "you are about to become the lover every female on earth secretly craves-a partner whose sole mission is to please his woman again and again. Miss Pink proved your prowess with that big dick, but I'll teach you to drive Andrea wild without it!"
With a puckish wink, she made Billy's member shrivel and cling to his body as though it feared being seen.
"What the-? How am I supposed to-?" Tripplehorn scooped his pitiful pecker into his palm to protect it, or perhaps to resuscitate it. "I don't know how you expect me to-"
"Ah, you see the crux of it now," the vampire crooned, and she turned to lead us through the back of the house. "It's never occurred to you, I know, but most women are expected to oblige their men under very similar circumstances-being taken when they're not the least bit interested, or before they've been properly aroused. Never forget this, Billy: every woman wants to be seduced. And there's no such thing as too much foreplay."
An impatient snort escaped him as we approached the back stairs. "So how am I supposed to seduce Andrea, when you've tied my cock in a knot?"
"See there? So focused on your own organ-your own needs-that you have no concept of ours." Pandora turned to us again, at the foot of the steps leading to the second-floor bedrooms. Her black lace gown slithered down her sleek form, rendering her as naked as we were yet oh, so much more irresistible! "Most men can only fantasize about fucking two beautiful women at once, so pay attention! You're about to live your wildest dreams!"
Before another heartbeat went by, she dipped her head and extended her tongue. My breath escaped me as the rough, pink tip of it shocked my nipple into jutting out for more-a ripe, aching berry to be plucked by those pearly incisors. While I was no stranger to female flirtation, I felt myself slipping into Pandora's thrall as surely as Billy already had. I moaned with need, falling against the wall to allow the vamp her way while Tripplehorn's hungry eyes feasted on us. My heart was pounding with the possibility that she might feed upon me, sipping slowly through each tiny puncture. Yet this thought only made me want her more.
Pandora smiled, letting her fingertips drift along the sensitive skin at my sides. I laughed with nervous need, thrusting my breasts into her face as my fingers found the warm scalp beneath her midnight hair. "Please-I-"
"See there?" the vampire challenged our observer. "Not a cock in sight, and Andrea's so wet and ready she'll explode with the slightest touch. If you're a good student-if you think you're deserving-I'll let you do the honors."
Mesmerized by the sight of her lips laving my breast, Billy stepped forward with his hand extended. My thighs parted of their own accord. I felt caught up in the undercurrents of Pandora's power, helpless against whatever seductive weapons she'd wield. Yet I'd never felt my own strength more keenly. Tripplehorn teased at the curls above my cunt as though caught up in the novelty of such adornment. When I raised my foot to the second step, opening myself, two inquisitive fingers accepted the invitation.
My wanton moan echoed in the stairwell. With my head bumping back against the wall and my hips thrusting forward, begging for more, I'd become a hungry target for their attentions-ravenous for all the passion they could serve up. Pandora suckled, drawing my nipple between her lethal teeth until my blood thrummed. Billy, meanwhile, watched in awe as the touch of his finger pads nearly sent me to the ceiling. He'd barely parted my nether lips before the warm wetness began oozing out of me.
"Can you smell her heat? Her need?" Pandora whispered. Her breath fell warm on my breasts, making them pucker with goose bumps. "Can you feel the excitement mounting inside her now? Stroke her slickness, Billy. Kneel between her knees, to see what you've only thrust at in the darkness before."
His smile made me weak. Not only did he kneel, he let his tongue linger on my skin all the way from my breast along the my side until the curve of my hip drew him inward. With a lusty chuckle he thumbed my lips open, and then parted them wider, inhaling me.
"So warm and wanting," he murmured. "I can see the pulse making her hole quiver. Makes me want to stick my cock-"
"Too bad you don't have one," Pandora chided lightly. With a swish of her hips, she shoved him aside. "And until you learn to put Andrea first, I get her all to myself. You just get to watch. And wish for it."
With that, the beguiling vampire crouched between my legs and parted them farther. As if I weren't feeling open and exposed enough, she then caught the inner ridge of my curls between her fingers and tugged at my lips. She sucked air, anticipating. And then, with a restraint that made me want to thrust against her face, craving her touch, she circled the sensitive, slick skin with just the tip of her tongue.
I bucked, crying out. My fingers again found her head, urging it forward, but Pandora was a woman of iron will and she'd been this sort of a tease for centuries: I was no match for all the ways she knew to drive me insane while appearing to remain utterly collected herself. Slowly--ever so lightly!-she lapped at my inner folds, occasionally gazing up to gauge her effect.
My eyes met hers and a surge of raw passion struck like lightning. I writhed, wishing to evade the purposeful invasion of her tongue-the inevitable baring of my very soul as I begged for more, for completion. Yet I was powerless in her grasp, there against the wall of the house that was hers in every way. I was panting. My hips and thighs strained against her fingers as the heat spiraled inside me.
Then Pandora backed away. The mere inches between her face and my aching flesh made me feel suddenly bereft, suddenly desperate. When she lifted my leg higher, so my foot rested on the next step up, I wondered if I'd be so stiff when she finished that I'd never walk again.
Yet taking flight makes walking so inconsequential: extending her tongue into a dainty yet wicked pink tip, Pandora advanced toward my open hole with excruciating slowness. I wiggled against her relentless hands, squirming with need and anticipation like I'd never known. And before she so much as touched my clit with that brazen, curled tongue of hers, I was howling with my climax. Like a Banshee I wailed, and when that wayward vampire finally made the lightest of contact, I lost all control of myself.
Billy dove in then, and for the next tortured moments they were both lapping at me, running their hands over my bare body-to keep me earthbound, no doubt. Two mouths teased the ticklish skin of my thighs; two tongues dueled for the honor of tasting my nectar. Two dusky heads bobbed between my legs until Tripplehorn caught Pandora in a deep kiss that spread my wetness over both their faces.
A sly laugh made me open my eyes in time to see Billy sprawling backwards, to land on the floor in an ungraceful splay of arms and legs.
"Sorry, sweetheart," the vamp teased. "Andrea's got me hot enough to boil over, so you'll just have to observe while I sate myself. I'm going to hump her like a bitch in heat, Billy. And there's not a damn thing you can do about it."
With that inexplicable speed that defies the eye, Pandora mounted my thigh-the one that supported me from the floor. She deftly parted her own sex lips, until I felt her wetness against my skin, and then she rubbed against me. Stealthy fingers slipped up my cunt, and I had to clutch her to keep from losing my balance. Quickly, madly, slickly she rode out her desires, her breath escaping in little gasps as her eyes closed with impending need. As she palmed and prodded me, I felt another quake in the making, and together we breathed the siren song only two women of like mind can sing.
And sing we did, until we had Billy groaning for release, as well. I remained in a sated haze, barely able to notice that he still had no cock, to speak of.
"Dammit," he snapped, groping at his balls and the fat nub that refused to grow hard. "This isn't funny, Pandora! You know how badly I want to satisfy Andrea, yet-"
"You may lick us both clean now," she replied demurely. "Then I'll decide if you're deserving of her."
Defiance flashed in Billy's dark eyes but he bit back a retort. He was learning! And he was wise enough to service Pandora first, after choosing between the two pusses that gaped at him from a couple steps above. I have to say it gave me a surge, watching that handsome young man take a lesson from a mistress who always called the shots. Her sigh at the first touch of Tripplehorn's tongue made me long for him, yet it was obvious I, too, would have to wait my turn. As the raven-haired vamp fell back against the wall, she opened to him and began to pant and moan, thrusting her lush hips against his whiskey-colored skin.
"Yes…oh yes, Billy," her sibilant whispers echoed in the stairwell. "Tickle me with your tongue! Tease my clit with just the tip of it-like that! Oh God, yes!"
Spurred on by her lavish praise, Billy pulled back so the touch of his tongue would remain a quick flicker. His hands, so large and powerful and dark, made an edgy contrast to Pandora's pale thighs. He lapped eagerly at her wetness, even as we all realized he was only creating more-even as we all knew he had become addicted to her taste and the pungent perfume that wafted around us in the dim hall. No doubt he was caught up in the spell the wily vampire had cast, but from where I stood, close enough to feel their shimmering heat, I could tell Tripplehorn was as captivated as any man would be by such an provocative woman.
Pandora's hips quivered. Her eyes closed and her jaw went slack with abandonment to the pleasure delivered by her young lover. What a sight she was, with her round, pale breasts swaying beneath the cascade of midnight hair that fell over her shoulders…with stomach muscles that tensed and thighs that tightened every time they felt the spiraling of new need. She was so lovely-more beautiful than I could ever hope to be, although painted with a palette too pale for mere mortals. Ethereal, that was the word for her. Ethereal and impassioned.
And yet my envy was nothing compared to my lust. Lord, how I wanted Billy to be lapping at my sex! How I wanted him to sigh over me with the same eager hunger I heard in his breathy exclamations. Could he feel the way Pandora faded in and out now, fully fleshed one minute and then appearing as a body composed of separated, transparent cells the next?
Her whimpers escalated. Then her cry reverberated in the stairwell, and Pandora gave herself over to her orgasm. She was slapping the wall, gasping for breath, yet one lovely hand slipped into Billy's thick hair to hold his head in place. On and on she went-or came, as it were-until the rivulets of juice shone like rivers in the moonlight, flowing down her thighs to drip on the wooden stairs.
I had the distinct impression her pleasure could've gone on into eternity, had she not opened her eyes. My expression must've reminded her that her student had other lessons to learn, and that it was my own sexual welfare we were working toward. Batting her lashes as though to clear away a fog of pleasure we mortals could only imagine, Pandora disengaged. With a final sigh, she gently cupped Billy's jaw and eased him away from a puss that glistened, pink and slick, in the dimness.
"You were wonderful," she murmured. Then she leaned down to sample her own essence by kissing Tripplehorn firmly on the lips. "Now work your magic on Andrea. Poor thing's about to die of desperation."
Indeed, I wanted Billy-needed him-more than I ever had. And as though the vampire knew my desires even before I could, she used her mercurial powers to whisk us up the stairs and into my room. I landed on my bed, sprawling and open to the young man I'd fallen for so quickly. And just as my lover realized we'd been spirited through space by our ebony-haired seductress, he found himself growing rock hard. How gratifying, to watch his arousal overtake him as he approached me…even if I had to believe he was still inflamed from lapping at Pandora.
And yet, as he clambered onto the bed to straddle me, it was me he gazed at with those dusky eyes-me he was crooning to while his hands found the curves of my breasts. When it occurred to me that he'd already serviced two insatiable women yet was now eager to fulfill my wildest fantasies, I realized we were in the middle of a miracle: the Three P's created their share of mischief and misfortune, but I couldn't deny that their powers intensified pleasure, as well.
If Billy and I were still caught up in their thrall-puppets merely living out their twisted wills-then so be it! At this moment, I felt so strong and sensuous, I would've invited the bite that would propel me into eternity. If it meant my lover accompanied me into forever with this enraptured look upon his face, I would've surrendered to any of the Sisters.
"I want to please you, Andrea," Tripplehorn whispered, his hands working their magic all over my bare body. "Tell me what'll make you fly, pretty princess, and your wish is my command."
Pretty princess? I couldn't imagine this rebellious young man addressing even Miss Lucy this way, yet he sounded totally sincere-as though I were the only woman he'd ever wanted! And the answer was easy, after watching Pink and Pandora put him through their paces. That cock had hardened to the impressive length which had gotten me into this situation in the first place, and he was rocking against me so it rustled the coarse curls above my cunt.
"I want you so much," was all I could manage to murmur, for my heart welled up into my throat. All my life I'd waited for a man to want me this way-as though it were his sole mission to satisfy me. "Make love to me, Billy-but no, that doesn't half describe what I want from you! Just fuck me, high and hard, like it's the last thing either of us will ever do!"
Where that thought came from, I didn't know-unless I subconsciously suspected this might be our last act. Was that Perfidia fluttering above us, making the flame of the bedside candle flicker ominously?
I refused to let her ruin the finest moment of my life. As Billy drew an enticing circle inside my inner lips with the tip of his dick, my body arched up of its own accord to lure him inside. Together we thrust, and together we let out a wanton sigh that quivered in the air around us. His cock filled me so full I could feel it throbbing inside the tight walls of my pussy, driving me wild without any effort whatsoever.
My muscles clenched, sucking him deeper. A grimace flickered across his handsome face and his eyes closed with the concentration it took to keep him from shooting too soon. Slowly, gingerly, he shifted up and in, his hands at my waist as he balanced on my parted thighs. I thought my clitoris might explode from the glorious, perfect pressure of his weight leaning into it.
With a groan I curled upward, unable to remain patient. "Go after it, Billy!" I rasped. "I don't care what they tried to teach you about control! I just want us to lose it!"
He responded with a low moan, leaning into me with that hot, hardened body. Spirals of need shot up from my core until I saw starbursts of red and yellow behind my eyelids. I was already humping up to meet him like a shameless hussy, answering thrust for thrust as our bodies sped toward release. The bed began to shake as though possessed by demons…or by vampires spying on us. Never had I felt such a burning, such a deep-seated aching aimed toward a pinnacle of pleasure like I'd never imagined.
"Let go, Andrea."
Billy's whispered command made my eyes fly open, to meet an obsidian gaze in a face transformed by passion. Did I dare believe I saw love there, as well?
"Let go, so I can fly with you," he continued, his body urging mine into a frenzy of need. "We'll soar up and away, beyond these walls-beyond Redemption and the forces that would hold us prisoner here."
My mind wondered if Pink was planting such thoughts in that head framed by a dark riot of waves, but my body was too far gone to care. I surged, unable to resist the rubbing of his cock against my clit. My muscles and nerves tied into knots and I wrapped my arms and legs around him as I cried out in mindless ecstasy. On and on it went, that relentless pulse of pleasure, until I wondered if I'd pass out from the intensity of it.
Apparently we both did.
When I shuddered awake, Billy still lay where he'd collapsed upon me, pinning me beneath his warm, solid weight. I had a feeling hours had gone by, yet the pungent scent of sex and the stickiness between our bodies suggested mere minutes had passed instead. The bed had stopped rocking and the room had resumed its usual cool, quiet silence.
But I felt vibrations that belonged to an interloper.
Silly me, to fall into the fantasies Billy had planted with his words of love-if indeed he'd even realized he was saying them. Only a fool would forget that forces beyond our understanding were at work in this house, giving a semblance of sweet freedom while wrapping us in the invisible chains of a darker purpose.
And yes, as I blinked to clear my vision, it was the filmy likeness of Perfidia that materialized near the ceiling. She floated above the bed, gazing down at us with a wicked intent that shone clearer as more of her molecules came into place. Her gown was the color of blood, translucent enough to reveal her nudity and of a gossamer texture that rippled like angels' wings.
But this was no angel.
The vampire's thin lips pursed around her cigarette holder, and she exhaled slowly through her nose. Then she chuckled, a mirthless sound of power that awoke Billy.
"What the f--"
"Shhh!" I warned, hoping my eyes conveyed the seriousness of our situation. Try as I might, I couldn't detect the presence of Pandora or Pink.
"They've gone into town," the vixen whispered. She didn't need to add that she'd arranged some trumped-up errand so she could take her turn at us: it was written all over her slender, malevolent face.
With a sweep of her hand, Perfidia produced a stream of rectangular cards that were landing in formation against the wall beside my bed. Only the vampire's black magic held them in place as they appeared in order, from the first card in the center to the tenth one that predicted the outcome, and then the ten that covered these in descending order to end at the center again: a covered Celtic cross. How they stayed in place, quivering a fraction of an inch from the wall, was something I knew better than to ask about.
These were Pandora's new tarot cards! I'd never known Perfidia to take an interest in foretelling the future-she'd always scoffed at the notion of Fate, or anyone's ability to chart and interpret it. As the colorful spread laid itself out, arranged by invisible fingers, I knew without looking that these were the very cards Pandora had dealt downstairs as this whole unfortunate affair with Billy Tripplehorn began to unfold.
My lover squirmed, yet his grimace told me he, too, was being held in place by a force far stronger than he was. "I don't know what the hell you think you're-"
"That's right-you don't know!" the vampire snapped, making him curl protectively against me. "You took your turn spouting pretty words to Andrea-such stupidity, to raise her hopes of escaping! So now I'll do the talking, Mr. Tripplehorn."
She focused on me then, her face alight with an evil shine. "Pandora might've dealt this spread, but it is I-the Queen of Swords-who sits in the top position," she intoned, pointing at the card. "Just as it is I who has always ruled your future…by creating your past."
I had no idea what she meant. But my heart trembled with a sickening sense that I was about to find out.



Chapter 8: Perfida, Revealed


Perfidia took a long draw on her cigarette, awaiting my response to the puzzle she'd just presented. Saying she'd always ruled my future by creating my past! What kind of arrogant nonsense was that? She was merely taking advantage of Pandora's absence to be the queen: the Queen of Swords, who did sat in the top position-representing The Present-of those tarot cards that were hanging a fraction of an inch from the wall.
Billy, too, was still pinioned there. He resembled a sacrificed Christ held to the Cross by invisible nails, only naked. His dark eyes widened as the vampire stepped toward me. Heartening as it was to witness this signal that he felt some affection for me-feared for my safety, perhaps-I sensed Perfidia had rendered him mute.
"Cat got your tongue, puss?" the slender demon teased.
Her gossamer gown, the color of blood, fluttered as though a thousand butterflies were trapped beneath it. I interpreted this as a rising of her agitation-a power I didn't want to deal with. But once again I had no choice.
This time, we were truly at her mercy. I sensed whatever mission Pandora and Pink were on would keep them away-by Perfidia's design. It occurred to me, too, that the tarot spread lingering mysteriously near the wall was more the result of this witch's manipulation than any punches Pandora may have pulled when she dealt the colorful cards.
"You're catching on," Perfidia jeered, now standing only two feet away. "But what I'm about to reveal-what that goody-goody Pandora would protect you from-will affect you long after those cards have crumbled to dust. Long after Pandora ceases to be, for that matter."
My insides tightened. Pandora, as the oldest and most powerful of the Sisters of Samaria, had no intention of bringing herself to an end-or letting anyone else mess with her, either! Yet here stood her partner, foretelling a time when she herself would reign. I understood more fully now why Pandora called the reversed Queen of Swords the Bitch of Swords! Turned upside down, she wielded that weapon without thought of her cruelty's consequences. She presumed the truth was hers to reveal, but at what price?
"Just say it," I rasped, backing away from those frigid eyes. "I'm a grown woman who's made her own way in this world. Nothing you reveal can change who I am, or what I'll do when you've finished meddling with Billy and me."
Her nasty laughter filled my little room. "You're a bigger fool than I thought-and that's in the cards, too, isn't it?" she taunted. "That Queen of Wands might represent you-just as the naive and dreamy-eyed Queen of Cups is Pandora-but having that Fool reversed indicates your new journey with Tripplehorn will take you nowhere. And Justice reversed, covering Pandora, says there's not a damn thing she can do about it!"
My heart pounded weakly in my chest, and the room began to feel extremely tight. Was this vampire sucking all the air from it? Just as she'd sucked the lifeblood from so many of the other orphans raised here? I'd never been one for death wishes, but I had a dark moment wondering why this malevolent creature hadn't offed me when I was young, too. Lord knows she'd had enough cruel, critical things to say about me over my lifetime.
The response to my unasked question smoldered in her feline eyes.
"You know who you are, Alexandrea. You're just too much a coward to admit it." Smoke curled upward from her flared nostrils, again reminding me of a dragon about to devour some poor feckless heroine in tales of yore. But there it was-my inclination to escape into a fictional state whenever reality felt too difficult. Orphans spun entire lives from threads of their wishful imaginations, and despite my legal degree, I was still a little lost girl at times.
Perfidia pivoted, apparently bored; the cat who insisted her captive mouse play along until the bitter end. She turned to study Billy then. Against that wall he still hung, naked and spread-eagle, pinned by the vampire's invisible fetters. "Do you want me, Billy?" she purred, stepping toward him with a sinuous swish of her deep red skirts.
Tripplehorn snorted. "Bitch! Why would any man-"
His head swiveled with the force of her slap, even though she remained several feet in front of him.
"Time you learned about humoring older women, stupid goose," she sneered, and then she snapped her fingers in the air. "Justin and Jeremy had the same sort of attitude when I chose them, but now they're the perfect servants. The perfect lovers. If you're smart-if you truly love my Andrea-you'll model yourself after their exemplary behavior. Right, boys?"
The blond twins appeared from out of nowhere, their eyes fixed on Perfidia as though they owed her their very life. And, it occurred to me, they'd been spared the same way I had. Without a word, they bowed in unison and their silken saris slithered down to puddle at their feet. They were already rock hard, pulsing with the desire to please her.
"Kneel," the vampire whispered.
One of the twins went to his knees immediately in front of Perfidia, while the other approached on hands and knees to act as her footstool. The lithe vampire lifted her leg, revealing her nudity as the long skirt parted, and then placed her foot in the middle of her slave's back.
"Lick me," she commanded.
The blond before her approached with reverent eagerness, his eyes closed as his lips met her skin. The tip of his tongue made long, sensuous lines up and down her inner thigh, teasing her just to the point where her tight, pale curls met the crevice of her leg. Up and over he went, laving her in a semicircle that arched above her mound, to then lavish his attention on the other thigh.
An intake of breath told me Billy was reacting the way Perfidia had hoped. While his dark eyes and hair accentuated the stubborn refusal written on his face-the intent to remain unaffected by what he saw-the rise of his cock betrayed him. After all, a beautiful woman stood facing him with her legs parted while she took her pleasure from another man.
Perfidia's expression remained cool and emotionless as she watched Tripplehorn's erection point toward the ceiling.
"This could be you, Billy," she said in a sibilant whisper that came from all corners of the room. "Say the word, and you could be serving me the way Jeremy is."
"Forget it!" he spat. "I won't be a slave to any woman!"
His yelp punctuated that statement, and the flinch of his suspended body told me Perfidia had slapped him somewhere much more painful this time. Billy gasped, writhing in his invisible bonds.
The blond twins stifled their laughter, and Jeremy reached up to part Perfidia's sex lips with his fingers. It was no secret he enjoyed the freedoms his slavery afforded: his pale face grew pink with expectation as his hard, slender cock jutted between his mistress's legs.
Perfidia abruptly cuffed him, which sent him sprawling backwards on the floor. "Taking liberties has always been your downfall, fool," she growled, pointing a pallid finger at him. "Assume the position for the whipping you so richly deserve."
Jeremy paled, yet his face took on the taut expectation of one whose fear acted as an aphrodisiac. For a moment he seemed ready to protest-to beg for mercy-but that unwavering digit made him think better of it.
"Before you present yourself, fetch the cane. Crawling, like the worthless worm you are."
"Yes, mistress," came the strained reply, and Jeremy slithered like a snake toward my hearth.
I had no idea how that slender switch came to be among my fireplace tools, but my insides clenched as I watched the blond cross the floor on his belly again, bearing his instrument of discipline. Perfidia's smile curved like the cusp of an ill-begotten moon as she took it from him, and then glanced over at Billy.
"You might recall the night we met, Mr. Tripplehorn, and my references to the discipline I maintain in this household," she said, casually smacking the curve of the cane against her hand. "What you are about to witness shall be a lesson to you about who shall rule and who shall serve, now that you've decided my Andrea interests you. She, too, will expect nothing less than perfection and absolute submission from her mate."
Billy's glance told me he wasn't believing a word of this, yet the darker pink of his cheeks belied some doubts-and his eyes widened with the sudden smack of wood against flesh. Jeremy had doubled over with his forehead on the floor and his slender ass in the air, to receive Perfidia's first stroke. Another followed it, leaving a stripe that ripened into a slash of pink crisscrossing the first one.
I stepped forward with the next raising of that cane, but Perfidia's glare froze me in place. "Your intervention will only earn him more stripes, Andrea. Better get control of your emotions, so you can handle it when it's Billy's balls that jiggle beneath my whip."
As though I would fall for that one! Tripplehorn would no more submit to any woman's domination than… Well, he was still pinioned against the wall, naked, wasn't he? Something told me to keep my mouth shut as Perfidia calmly resumed her disciplinary display.
Whack!…whack! As the slender rod bit into Jeremy's flesh, I sensed he was trembling as much from excitement as from the burning of his backside.
"Have you learned your lesson, Jeremy?" Perfidia quizzed.
The blond quivered. "Perhaps a couple more, mistress. It was very presumptuous of me to touch you without asking permission," he rasped.
The vampire raised her cane…remained poised to strike for countless agitating seconds…and then finished with three rapid cracks that resounded in the small room, along with her slave's single whimper.
"Now-return the cane to its place, and resume my licking without anything but your tongue touching me," Perfidia said in a low voice. "I know how you love to caress me, Jeremy, but we must serve as an example to our new boy, mustn't we? You may walk upright this time."
The blond nodded, and as he replaced the cane he stole a glance at his backside. Those welts had to sting like nothing I had ever experienced-and wasn't the humiliation surely worse? Yet Jeremy appeared…relieved. As uplifted as a sinner newly absolved from all stains upon his soul.
From there, the display only grew more difficult to watch: Perfidia snapped her fingers and pointed to the floor, demanding that the chastised Jeremy become her foot rest while his brother got the honor of pleasuring her. Justin masked his puppylike eagerness by clasping his arms around his own waist, so as not to succumb to temptation as his twin had. Beneath her, in a most worshipful manner, he extended his tongue so that only its tip touched her skin.
My own legs trembled at the sight. Much as I detested Perfidia's tactics, I envied her slender beauty and the way her slaves adored her. Justin's expression was downright beatific as he ran a damp path up her skin, ever so slowly…following his brother's arch above her curly thatch to titillate the other leg, which bent at a right angle. Her slit was open and fully exposed, a mere inch in front of his lips. Was it my imagination, or did the entire room smell of sex?
Billy, too, seemed unable to ignore the sight before him. His cock-so much larger and more urgent than either of the twins'-pumped the air in front of him, ready to shoot. My God, here I stood in my own bedroom, where three randy men gritted their teeth against imminent climax, at the mercy of a woman who sipped serenely at her cigarette holder. The fluttering inside me became more than I could stand, and I furtively slipped my hand toward my inner thigh. Since Perfidia was busy holding court, and her subjects could only gaze at her with their extreme need, no one would notice if I- "Don't you dare touch yourself, you disgusting girl!"
The words snared me like a lariat, and all eyes went to my incriminating hand. All breathing was suspended-my own included-as Perfidia glared at my extended fingers.
"Come here, Andrea," she continued in that insidious whisper. "You're going to touch me instead. You're going to finger my slit…caress my flesh until it burns with need…and then you're going to flick my clit with your fingertips, and hold me open so Justin can drive his tongue deep inside me. Now do it!"
My body lurched forward but my mind called a halt. "I'm not your-I don't owe you any-"
"You owe me your very life, Andrea, and don't you ever forget it!" Her face tightened with the insistence of being obeyed, and I saw a flash of fangs. "If you expect to attain that fairy tale life with Mr. Throbbing Cock over there, you've got to earn it. Now come over here and bring me off. Justin likes the feel of my juice all over his face."
The blond's obsequious grin sickened me, yet I was no stranger to the whims and ways of the serving staff-or the women who controlled them. It was another matter altogether to pleasure Perfidia, however: all my life, the three Sisters had made no secret of their sexuality, but I'd never been required to participate in their games. It waslike growing up with three wayward mothers, and the very thought of touching this bitch in such an intimate way made me recoil.
"Squeamish, are we? Feigning modesty, or perhaps even morality?" An evil chuckle escaped her, which sent the smoke billowing from her nose. "Out here beyond Redemption, we are all defined by our depravity-as well you know, Alexandrea. So if you expect to escape to any sort of normal life-whatever the hell that is-you'll do as I say. I could reveal a few of your secrets just by showing Billy your clothes, couldn't I? Then we'd see how long he stayed around."
My heart slammed against my breast bone. Bad enough that she'd used my full name again instead of just the feminine half of it. She'd also planted a seed of doubt that had Billy glancing toward my armoire.
"Billy, don't you believe a word-"
"He can't hear you," Perfidia said with a snicker. And indeed, a bewildered look overtook Tripplehorn's face as he awaited my explanation. "Now, get over here and show him what an eager, versatile lover you are…let him watch you fondling me until he's writhing against the wall and shooting cum all over us."
The witch! Now she'd rendered him deaf as well as defenseless, helplessly hanging on that wall to watch us…anticipating his own humiliation, no doubt. Still grinning maliciously, Perfidia closed her eyes and exuded a tension that again stilled everything in the room.
From a distance came an indistinct tinkling, like delicate pipe chimes in the wind. Recognition dawned on the identical faces of Justin and Jeremy, but I stood as though spellbound, listening while the sound came closer…closer…and was then at my own door. Transported by yet another invisible force, slender sections of tubular metal entered the room, gleaming as black as the magic that moved them. As we all watched, the pieces of pipe did an intricate dance in the air. They clicked and pinged in an alluring rhythm that held me in thrall-until I sucked air.
As mysteriously as they'd appeared, the black bars suddenly came together in the shape of a cage. The four sides shrank to the size of a dry pint box, and then expanded to fit the four walls of my room before becoming a crate that would kennel a large dog. It landed on my floor with an ominous thump.
I swallowed hard. For years I'd heard tales of this portable prison and those who'd learned lessons of respect and discipline inside it, but the actual sight of it made my skin crawl. Someone was going to become Perfidia's latest slave. It was merely a matter of who, and why.
"You've noticed, I'm sure, that the cage has no gate," she remarked offhandedly.
Her silvery eyes narrowed as she looked at me, and I knew she could hear each frenzied thought and anticipate each futile move I might try. Judging from another flash of her incisors, Perfidia was feeling the need to feed. She could hear every pulse in the room, sense every shallow breath, and the predator within her had already chosen its prey. Only a matter of time before she pounced.
"Come over here, Alexandrea," she repeated softly. "Give me what I want."
I was awfully short on options. Here in this room, where one slave served as her foot rest while the other begged to pleasure her and a third man was hanging helplessly beside a suspended tarot spread, I was the last mouse left for this ravenous cat to catch. While I hated to cave in-hated the way she would ruin my future no matter how much humiliation I endured to humor her-I didn't like the looks of that cage, either.
"Here, kitty, kitty, kitty," she quietly coaxed. "See my cream? It tastes like freedom, little girl, and these three boys can't wait to watch you lap it up."
As my thoughts whirled, it registered that she'd changed her tune-from a fingering to a licking-yet deep down her siren song still sang of my doom. Her slender hands moved with an entrancing grace, one of them to cup her mound while the other gently brushed Justin aside. I watched spellbound, fighting the pull of her power, as she raised her soft, fleshy cape to reveal the intimate skin that glistened with her desire. A single drop dribbled down her leg and Justin lunged for it.
"Down, boy!" she barked, and the errant twin retreated behind his brother's bent form. "You've tasted my nectar many times, and now we're letting Alexandrea take her turn. Because she'll do anything to be free with Billy. And because she's secretly a dirty little girl who craves what she should never taste…who wants forbidden fruit, so we can punish her and cleanse her of her sins. A bride must be pure to enter into the sacrament of marriage, after all."
Her logic was as skewed as her tone was coaxing, and I heard the danger behind her alluring words. Without my mind's consent, my legs moved me forward. I couldn't pull my gaze away from that single drop of juice dribbling slowly down her thigh; couldn't inhale the scent of her deeply enough-couldn't name all the lovely shades of rose I saw in those folds as her quickened breathing took control of mine. I sensed Billy was watching in horrified fascination as I went down on my knees and began to lap at her leg.
Like a parched nomad at a desert oasis I went at her, heedless of her needs because I had to satisfy my own just to survive another moment. Her hands found my hair and I lunged upward with my tongue, lapping frantically at her flesh as I parted her silken lips with my fingers. Already the wickedness had insinuated itself: one taste and I was a goner, so now I shamelessly sated my own lustful hunger. A voice-Perfidia's voice-filled my head with purrs of encouragement, until I realized the vampire, too, was caught in the throes of passion. Where she had stood coolly open, displaying herself to the twins and Billy, she was burning like a wildfire out of control as my hands roamed her chilly flesh and my mouth ignited her.
Perfidia bucked against my face, and with a strangled cry she wrenched herself away from me. She sprang toward Billy, who was writhing on the wall with an erection resembling a tall, purple-headed mushroom. Impaling herself on his cock, the vampire let out a wild cry and rode him like the raging bull he was, rocking hard against his body as her head lolled back. Like dogs, Justin and Jeremy scuttled over to catch the drippings-likely to be a feast, as the wetness squelched with each thrust of the lovers.
I watched in dawning horror, wiping the wetness from my face. Perfidia's blood-colored gown shifted and shook, veiling the lower parts of their bodies as they shuddered into the first stage of climax. But nothing could mask the fangs that sprang between her lips. That bitch was going to sate her lust on my Billy and then suck his blood!
When I sprang at her, I was repelled by an invisible wall. I triedagain, scrambling toward the rutting pair to deliver Billy from his doom. But once more I struck the barrier she'd erected from air, and her satanic magic sent that damn cage flying over in pieces to reconstruct itself around me. I cringed as those white incisors flashed, for once Tripplehorn grunted with his first spurt, he'd be lost in a climax that might cost him his life.
Perfidia went for his neck.
Billy, caught up in convulsions and those invisible manacles, cried out. For what seemed like forever, the parasite riding him clung to his jugular. I could only mewl like an abandoned cat, clutching the cold bars of my cage as my pulse raced along with my catastrophic thoughts.
Billy's eyes closed, and then his body stopped bucking. With a languorous sigh he slumped, and his head lolled to one side as Perfidia finally let him go. God, but he looked pale hanging there. As lifeless as Lucy Legg on the undertaker's table.
Tears streamed down my cheeks. Why had Perfidia killed him? I thought the Three P's had decided to let him stay here because he'd make them an exciting new playmate, but this bitch had taken matters into her own hands without her partners' consent. She climbed down and allowed the twins to lick her slit clean. After dismissing them with a flick of her hand, the vampire smoothed her gown into place as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened.
My knuckles grew white as I gripped the bars of my little prison. "You goddamn, whoring-"
"That's no way to talk to your mother, Alexandrea."
"-thief! Stealing the man you knew-you knew…you…" I blinked rapidly to clear my eyes, not believing what I'd just heard. Perfidia was too caught up in her deception to be playing straight with me. Just trying to drive the final nail into my proverbial coffin by insinuating we two could be related in any way.
I shuddered-my body's reaction to a situation my mind didn't yet grasp. "You just can't stand it that Billy loves me, despite learning I live in this hell hole with you three-"
"Loves you, does he? We'll see about that."
With a snap of her fingers, she brought him around. My poor heart stood still as Billy's eyes opened, and then he abruptly inhaled. He still looked limp as a rag doll, but he was focusing-taking in the room and the two of us. Recognition reached his pale face.
"Billy, my sweet," Perfidia crooned, reaching over to chuck him under the chin. "Did you enjoy that fucking?"
"God yes, it was-"
"Better than the way Alexandrea gives it to you?"
When his wary glance came my way, I saw those brown eyes swirling like stirred coffee in a cup. The vampire still held him in her thrall, yet Tripplehorn's words cut me deep.
"Why, of course it was. How could any woman possibly compare to you, Perfidia?" he murmured dreamily.
The bitch smiled, sipping her cigarette. "Perhaps we can give her lessons, you and I. Would it give you a thrill, servicing mother and daughter at the same time, dear boy?"
There it was again, that insinuation I couldn't allow to stand unchallenged. "Don't believe a thing she's saying, Billy! She's up to her old tricks again, deceiving us both!" I declared loudly.
Yet my voice wavered. Something deep inside me was piecing together odd bits of recollection-glimpses of a past I didn't recall but somehow knew to be true.
Perfidia watched, reading the rush of my thoughts. I clenched the iron bars of a cage that had shrunk each time I'd spoken out against her, denying there could be any connection between myself and this vampire I'd never liked or trusted. It seemed, at that awful moment, that my only defense was a blatant offense.
"Well, if you were my mother-which I seriously doubt, considering your immortal damnation as a vampire-then who was my father? I demanded. "Whoever he was, you must've caught him up in your thrall to get him to-"
"No, Judge Legg's always been a randy sort. Ruts anything that's warm and wet," she replied with a shrug. "Which is how Miss Lucy got knocked up. Which was why she had to die."
Once again my mind did a stutter-step at all this impossible information. It was outrageous of this vampire to say she'd birthed me, but to assert that the magistrate was my father! Why, that old goat- My heart shriveled. When I'd seen Lucy pinned to the wall of St. Mary's, urging Billy Tripplehorn to climax inside her, I'd suspected she was trapping him with an inconvenient pregnancy-and I'd guessed Harold Legg had something to do with her death. That the judge had perhaps-perhaps-gotten her with child matched my darkest opinions of him, even though such an abomination was a crime I didn't wish to think about.
But to believe the magistrate had sired me…with this insidious bitch of porcelain skin and platinum hair…well, it was more than I could stomach. I vomited, while my mind reeled with the most sickening information I'd received since my early childhood. All my life I'd believed I was an orphan-born to a destitute mother, or a woman caught in the crossfire of misbegotten passions, whose lover wanted nothing to do with me. And while that story was sad and difficult to accept, it sounded a hell of a lot better than what was being passed offas the truth right now.
I glared at Perfidia, determined not to cave in. "You're hundreds of years old, and you're a vampire-undead! So how could you have conceived me?" I challenged.
The ghoul chuckled, clearly enjoying the shock she'd caused. "A faulty assumption on your part, my dear. Young as she may appear, it was Pink who created me-took my life as I knew it, while Harold and I were newlyweds. She said it was the scent of conception that drove her beyond control. She knew you were in there, if just barely, and that with a constant supply of blood my body would support you until you were born. So the evening after my funeral, she dug me up and brought me around with a massive infusion of her own youthful fluid, until I learned to feed on Pandora's orphans. Ironic, isn't it, that a bitch in heat like me can be a babe in the woods, as vampires go."
She laughed at her own joke. In that airless room where I was being bombarded with too much truth, it sounded like the manic cackle of a witch. "Not that I believe any of this," I said in a thin voice, "but why would Miss Pink do such a thing? She always makes things happen to her own advantage, so-"
"Because she CAN!" came Perfidia's raucous reply. Then she eyed me slyly, taking another draw from that infernal cigarette. Didn't that thing ever go out?
"And because she'd vowed to wreak havoc on the magistrate," the vampire added with a satisfied smile. "Seems he convicted her mother of whoring-which was her sole means of supporting her children-so Pink figured the loss of his own wife and unborn child as partial payment for the death of her mama."
"Revenge."
"Precisely. And nobody wreaks revenge like a pretty young thing with fangs."
"Is that why you attacked Billy? Because I 'owe' you for all the years you let me live, and for allowing me to pursue-" I stopped rather than reveal my profession, even though Tripplehorn was still in a stupor. "NOT that I believe you're my mother, of course."
Perfidia snorted, causing smoke to spurt from her nostrils. "Silly fool, I drank Billy's blood because I wanted him! Because he's gorgeous! But what I'm about to do next comes under the heading of Mother Knows Best."
"Pulling rank," I muttered, clenching the iron bars like I wanted to grip Perfidia's neck. "As though caging me like a damned animal weren't enough. Why am I not surprised?"
Her smile grew more catlike as she snapped her fingers to rouse Billy from his fog. "Oh, you'll be surprised, all right."
She was walking-or rather, gliding in that vampire way she had-toward my armoire, holding Tripplehorn's attention with her steady gaze. "Do you know whose clothes are in here, Billy, my sweet?"
He grinned, a besotted schoolboy answering Teacher's question. "Why, Andrea's, of course. This is her room, and that's where she keeps her dresses."
My pulse was pounding so hard, knowing where this would lead, that I could barely hear their conversation. I had to wonder how much of it Perfidia herself was directing, for she could read people's thoughts and then coerce their responses.
"That's right-as far as it goes," she replied. Then she unlatched the doors and swung them open with a dramatic flourish. "But what's this? Behind these outmoded, rather frumpy gowns why-here's a man's tweed suit jacket! And several pairs of flannel trousers! And an overcoat!"
Perfidia pivoted, her triumphant glance flitting my way before she focused on Billy again. "What does this mean, sweetheart? Do you recognize them?"
"You goddamn-"
But Billy's wounded, incredulous expression shut me up. He squirmed against his invisible bonds, whimpering like a frustrated pup. "She has a husband," he rasped. "She led me to believe she's unmarried, but-"
He suddenly dropped from the wall to land with a thump on the floor.
"She's been deceiving you, all right," the vampire said as she wagged her finger at him, "but perhaps if you come closer, you'll know where you've seen these clothes before."
My wrath made the room burn from behind a red haze-the sort that comes over a bull being teased by a matador. Billy still looked pale from losing so much blood, and he walked with a wince after landing so hard, but I predicted a quick recovery. He'd be running for his life, if Perfidia had her way.
"Billy, she's tricking you!" I yelped. "After we get out of here-if you'll let me explain-"
But he was already fingering the front of the overcoat, studying the glove Perfidia had pulled from its pocket. A panic came over me and I couldn't breathe, as though a noose were tightening around my neck. And it might as well have been, the way Billy Tripplehorn looked at me and then ran his finger along a pale stain I hadn't realized was there. He buried his face in the glove.
"Smells like sex, doesn't it?" the vampire inquired quietly. "And that unsightly white splotch on the coat, why, it reminds me of…dried cum."
Billy sucked air and turned to stare at me, the glove still near his nose. "Alex Moore, the lawyer," he said in a voice growing as taut as his bare body. "In the buggy coming from town-how long has HE lived here?"
I bit my lip, fighting tears. But of course Perfidia jumped right into the gap of distrust I'd just created.
"Ever since Alex-Andrea-got out of law school, actually," she replied. "And while I'm glad she rescued you from the clutches of that idiot Harry Legg, you should know what you've gotten yourself into, before it's too late. Would you marry a woman who masquerades as a man?"
The blood drained from my face. For countless, gawdawful moments Billy Tripplehorn stared at me, his eyes dark with doubt. Years in the courtroom facing down the magistrate had trained me not to break my gaze, yet I couldn't deny my deception. "If you'll let me explain, Billy-"
"If you want to leave, after she's treated you so indecently, I'll certainly understand." The vampire's gown fluttered with the quick raising of her arm to point toward the door. "Fetch your clothes downstairs, if you like. I love you too much to hold you here against your will."
I didn't know whether to cry or vomit again, listening to Perfidia perform such melodrama with all her immortal-immoral-charm. Surely he realized she was playing us both for fools, one against the other! Billy'd once admitted to thinking with his dick, but living among three female vampires had been a short course in sexual treachery even he had learned a lesson from. Hadn't he?
And yet, who was I to deny my part in this deception? I'd brought him here under false pretenses, after all. "I love you, too, Billy," I said, realizing it was the weakest defense I'd ever pleaded. "Please believe I had my reasons for-"
But he walked out. Left the gloomy little room without a backward glance.
I can't really say I blamed him.
Perfidia's smile defied description. "Isn't he just the handsomest man you ever saw?" she asked lightly. She started to close the armoire, but then shoved its doors wide again, as though to taunt me with the sight of its contents.
"Stay right where you are, Andrea, until I return for our little mother-daughter chat. Or not."



Chapter 9: Unexpected Revelations


I cannot tell you how long I remained a captive. Days, I suspect. My draperies were made of dark velvet, designed to keep out the light of day, and I was so bewildered by all Perfidia had revealed, I paid little attention to the passing of time, anyway.
Was that vampire really my mother? Why had she taunted me by attacking Billy, and then persuading him to escape, while I could only watch helplessly? What had I ever done to her to provoke such cruelty?
And-just slightly less distasteful-could Judge Legg really be my father? At least, as lawyer Alex Moore, I had won more of my cases than he had. But I'd never respected him, as a magistrate or as a man who'd always been full of himself. Had the Sisters encouraged my legal career-my male persona-as payback for the way he'd treated Perfidia? The Three P's must've been chuckling for years, knowing the magistrate was being held accountable in the courtroom, by a daughter he didn't know he had.
But the joke was on me. My professional guise was the very trick that damn vampire had turned against me, to convince Tripplehorn I was the wrong woman for him. And where was Billy now? I really couldn't blame him for leaving me. But I worried that Perfidia had left him so weak he was defenseless against disease. For all I knew he was already dead…
"I'm yours, Andrea. Take every fucking inch of me, and don't you dare expect me to stop!"
His voice filled the room as it had that first time we made love, not so very long ago, when I became Billy Tripplehorn's in every way that counted. I suddenly longed for him so strongly, for the feel of his body dominating mine, that my clit twitched and tremors went through my core. As though guided by some invisible, insatiable demon, my hand slithered down my bare belly to squeeze my mound. I told myself I was only lonely, taking the edge off my fears while I waited for someone to find me. But when my fingers slipped inside my slit, I convulsed immediately.
Heedless of the way my prison was shrinking, I rocked backward to prop my toes against the top corner bars. My moans echoed as my backside thumped against the floor. One hand wasn't enough: I held myself open with both thumbs while an eight-fingered strumming had me straining upward…clenching my eyes shut against a shattering orgasm.
"Billy! Oh Jesus, Billy, fuck me!" I cried. I knew damn well at least one set of undead ears was listening, but I was shamelessly-helplessly-driven by that primal power, until I lay limp and wet on the floor.
As I caught my breath, I shook with disgust-and then dismay. Perfidia's prison was now clinging so close it could've been a corset: it shifted every time I did, and bit into my bare skin like whalebone stays. There I lay on the floor, my knees bent back over my chest with my arms caught between them, and my fingers still splayed over my wide-open, very wet sex.
"Cerise!" I hollered, hoarse from my passionate outcries. "Cerise, are you there?!"
I held my breath to listen for the footfalls of the French maid, but heard only my own pulse.
"Justin? Jeremy?" I called. "PLEASE help me!"
The house was silent as a tomb. Indeed, I felt like I'd been locked into one, for now I didn't even sense the presence of the undead. It was as though the mansion itself had died when Billy left: everyone had wanted him, and now they'd either left to follow him…or bury him. Perfidia had left me in this position to get her last humiliating licks in while she and her decadent, spellbound staff claimed what had been rightfully mine.
I tossed restlessly on the floor-for how long? When I awoke, I glanced toward that tarot spread still floating a few inches from the wall, trying to puzzle out its meaning. But then, what did ANYTHING mean now? What did it matter which of those cardboard queens represented Pandora or Pink or even Lucy Legg? The final outcome, where the cloaked figure on the Five of Cups card mourned a great loss while the man in the Ten of Swords picture bled to death, had spelled out my fate to perfection.
I drifted back into fitful dreams…in my mind, I was reliving that confrontation with Perfidia, replaying her pointed, wicked words…reseeing the fangs that sank into Billy's neck. Without conscience or soul or remorse, she was. Hungry for power, living out her envious greed at my expense.
Was I an heir to such qualities? More to the point…was I part vampire? If Miss Pink had converted Perfidia at the time of my conception, nursing her with blood to sustain us both, did this mean I, too, was cursed? As the hours passed, this thought plagued me the most, until I was wallowing in my own damnation-and in the waste I could no longer hold, as well.
A pinpoint of light appeared, in the shadows that clung like bats just beneath the ceiling. I was probably hallucinating-the next step toward insanity. And yet, as I squinted at that shimmer of brightness, it felt familiar to me. The house was so quiet my ears were ringing. The glimmer materialized into Pandora, resplendent in a gown of black satin that whispered with each step she took. Her midnight hair flowed over her bare shoulders as she smiled down at me.
I couldn't speak. I merely watched her, fearing another of Perfidia's evil tricks.
"That's ridiculous, Andrea. You know who I am. Now get up and tend to yourself, dear."
Oh, how I wanted to believe that melodious voice-wanted to believe I could obey! I despised being caught in this cage of humiliation, naked, with my legs splayed and my hands in an incriminating place! But my leaden muscles ached with the effort of just focusing on her.
"All right then, lie there in your own filth," Pandora said, obviously disappointed. "But tell me what Perfidia did. What she said. I can't undo her mischief if you don't help me, Andrea."
I blinked. If this truly was Pandora, the most ancient and powerful vampire at the orphanage, why did she need me to fill her in?
I choked on the dryness in my throat. My tongue tasted like I'd licked the floor. "She put me in this damn cage," I rasped, "and then she sucked Billy's blood."
Pandora's eyes didn't widen in sympathy, the way I expected them to. But then, maybe I was only hallucinating. Maybe she wasn't really there.
"And?"
"And she told me she was…my mother. And that Judge Legg fathered me," I went on with a hitch in my voice. "And she showed Billy the Alex Moore clothes in my armoire, to disgust him into leaving."
Pandora crossed her arms beneath her ample breasts. "Only away a day," she sighed, "and it's all gone to hell in a hand basket. Perfidia loves her parlor tricks. And she never fails to live up to her name, does she?"
I blinked again, forcing reason to return. If the root word "perfidy" referred to a lack of loyalty…
"Her magic is black-powerful-partly because you believe it is, Andrea," this more compassionate vampire continued. "While I'm sure you think yourself imprisoned by those bars, you must realize that if they move when you do, they aren't attached to the floor. So neither are you."
Talk about a thunderbolt. I struggled to stand, but got no farther than sitting up. Tears sprang to my eyes. "I-I don't understand-"
"You've been staring at that tarot spread, trying to puzzle out who did what, and to whom," she continued, gliding toward the cards. "But you know what, Andrea? These are made of paper. The only power they possess is the belief we invest in them. If you don't BELIEVE, their message is meaningless."
My jaw dropped. "But you constantly consult the cards! You taught me how to-"
"The tarot is only a tool, dear. Each card tells of a lesson, or situations that occur in every life. The cards have no magic-"
"Then how did Perfidia make them stay in that formation? An inch from the wall?" I blurted. My mind ached as badly as my body, for Pandora was teaching this lesson at my expense. Refuting beliefs I'd held almost as sacred as the myths I'd invented about the parents I'd never met.
"While it's true we vampires possess powers, there's a limit to what we can accomplish. Much depends upon how…suggestible our mark is." She smiled sadly, understanding my befuddlement. "You're an attorney, Andrea. Trained to reason your way out of difficult situations. Do you really believe cards can hang in the air this way?"
"Well, no! At least not until Perfidia-"
"Then tell the cards-out loud-that they are only paper. Tell them Perfidia no longer has any power over them. Or you."
I swallowed hard. Was Pandora asking me to traffic in the same satanic magic her partner had invoked? These damned iron bars…they HAD shifted with me, come to think of it.
I didn't know what to believe. If Pandora was telling me to divest those tarot cards of their power, was she hinting that Perfidia's other tricks were invalid, too?
"You! You're only paper! Only pretty, printed cards!" I stated as boldly as I dared. For all I knew, Perfidia was lurking invisibly, just waiting for such a challenge to drive a dangerous wedge between Pandora and herself. "Stop hanging there!"
I felt a mental push…probably assistance from Pandora. The cards shimmied, but they remained afloat.
Had I lived in the dark-in so many ways, out here beyond Redemption-that the light of hope couldn't redeem me? I breathed deeply, to fill the little room with my frustration. "Stop it right now! Perfidia put you there, but I don't believe in her power anymore!"
Slowly, the cards dropped out of formation to hit the floor. The last three hovering were the Queen of Wands-supposedly me-and the Queen of Cups, which represented Pandora, while that Knight of Wands looked over at us.
"Get lost!" I cried. "You have no power over me!"
The cards dropped, separated from the rest of the scattered spread. The dreamy-eyed Queen of Cups landed slightly above Billy and me, as though to gently counsel us-but another mental nudge made me set aside my imaginings.
"Stand up, Andrea."
I grunted with the effort, but still those iron bars held me.
Pandora scowled down at me. "We've agreed your cage isn't attached to the floor. And do you really think those bars entered this room dancing to their own music?"
"Seeing is believing!" I blurted. I tried straightening my legs, but the bars didn't budge.
"Maybe believing is seeing. Never forget who got you into this predicament, my dear."
Believing is seeing? A point to ponder-but I had no patience for philosophical thoughts right now. Yes, Perfidia was the source of this trickery! She had made me believe- Ah, there was the rub: I'd allowed her wicked ways to overpower rational thought, because she'd driven Billy Tripplehorn away. When I declared to those iron bars that they were unable to hold me now-looking to Pandora for encouragement-the cage fell away. The bars slinked back to the nether regions of the house, like dogs with tails tucked between their legs.
I stood, grimacing at my stiff muscles and the smell of my filth. "I feel so stupid."
"Most people live in chains of their own making," Pandora replied quietly. "And now that I've banished Perfidia, I hope you'll never forget you hold all the keys you'll ever need, inside you, Andrea."
Was that virago who called herself my mother really done taunting me? I didn't dare ask. Pandora's expression suggested she'd made some irrevocable decisions about Perfidia, and perhaps about Miss Pink. As she gazed around my room, I sensed the beginning of an end.
"Is Perfidia really my mother?"
"Do you believe she is?"
I pushed no further. Pandora wasn't in the mood for straight answers.
"So…you've found another place?" I ventured. "Like you suggested before?"
"It's time." Sadness lined her lovely face before she put on a resolute expression again. "After all the years you've had to keep our secrets, you deserve your own life, dear. I'll make it as though the orphanage never existed-erase it from the face of the earth as well as from everyone's memory-and by then I'll be on my way. I deserve a fresh start, too."
Unspeakable longing welled up inside me and I rushed to hug Pandora, but she rose from the floor, beyond my reach. She hovered as an image without substance, her pale loveliness haunting me. An angel in black satin.
"But-but I'm worried that if I'm half vampire-"
"Have you ever heard of a HALF vampire, Andrea?" she chided in a voice that faded along with her image. "You'll have to do better than that, now that I'm not around. Let the dead bury the dead. Don't waste any time going…"
She disappeared with the end of her sentence.
I yanked back the draperies, hoping to catch a last glance at the woman I'd loved most in this world, but it was dawn. The light looked as weak as I felt, now that I'd awakened from the ongoing nightmare of my former life. Those tarot cards on the floor appeared pale and faded-as did my entire room, on this dreary winter morning.
But I was finally free! This I believed! I shivered, for the house had gone cold without Cerise to keep the fires going. Thoughts of a warm, leisurely bath downstairs had me wrapping my dressing gown around myself as I thumped barefoot down the stairs. Surely I could stoke the furnace to heat that water- Get out! NOW!
I held my breath to listen, but heard only dead silence. If Pandora was gone, and she'd sent Perfidia away, who had spoken?
Out of habit, I called to Cerise and her blonde cohorts, but now the silence was underscored by a dull rumbling in the bowels of the house. Tremors ran up my legs and terror sent me vaulting up two steps at a time to my room. The walls and floors were quaking now-I heard china crashing from the kitchen cabinets and pictures being dashed to the floor. Snatching an armful of clothing from my armoire, I hurried downstairs again. When the front door flew open, I raced outside into the cold.
What I saw in the next few minutes astounded me. The mansion-a fixture on these hills since anyone in Redemption could remember-shuddered with a death rattle and fell into itself, followed by the orphanage behind it. Chunks of the walls disintegrated into dust before my eyes, and this grit sank through the surface of the earth. Within moments, the Sisters of Samaria Orphanage had not only disappeared without a trace, it was as Pandora had predicted: not a hint remained that this residence had ever existed.
I bit my lip, but it was too damn cold to stand there crying while the north wind whipped at my robe. As I stepped into my trousers, I wondered what Pandora had intended, dissembling her home so quickly-unless she was outwitting Perfidia and Pink. The evergreens whispered in the cold breeze, but offered no solace for losing the only home I'd known, along with all who'd ever lived there.
I could assume Cerise and the twins had followed Perfidia, at her bidding. I could hope the children had passed on into some painless oblivion where they'd never be plagued by questions-or unexpectedly ugly answers!-about their parents and what they were to make of their unloved lives. At least this way, they never became the lifeblood that literally kept the Sisters of Samaria going.
But here I stood on this windy hillside, with only the clothes on my back. The only man I'd ever wanted was gone. So were the three sultry vampires who'd raised me to be his woman, and had instructed Billy on becoming the perfect lover. For the first time in my life I was utterly alone. Except for a vague notion to quiz Judge Legg about his life with Perfidia, I had no idea what to do with myself now.
A whinny and approaching hoofbeats drew me out of my dumbfounded state.
"Dory!" I cried, rushing over to the dappled horse. "You poor thing-so frightened, and-"
She was haltered. I saw no wagon where the stable had once been, but I was damn glad Pandora had spared me this gentle animal. It was a hint, no doubt. A prompt from the vampire who was far, far away by now, that I was to get on with my life by riding away from this vanished estate. I swung onto Dory's back and we took off down that cold, winding road once more.
It was still dark enough that I could avoid contact with anyone by approaching my office from the alley. But Redemption was sleeping in: no lights in the jailhouse, no candles in the colored windows of St. Mary's, no glow in the magistrate's back bedroom. Even Etta's Pie Shoppe was dark-at an hour when the chubby proprietress would ordinarily be baking her pastries for the day. Virgil Furmeister would be waddling over for his morning coffee any moment now, only to discover there wasn't any.
That was his problem, however-and I didn't want to become a part of it. Ducking into my office, I locked the doors and kept the shades drawn. By candlelight I chose more coordinated clothing and applied the theatrical makeup that transformed me into the attorney everyone expected to see here. It seemed like weeks since I'd carried out any real business as Alex Moore. Seemed like half a lifetime ago that Lucy Legg had died and her daddy the magistrate considered me an accessory to Billy's crime.
It was time to confront the judge. If Billy was smart-if he was alive-he'd left Redemption. I had to set the record straight and clear his name, if only for the satisfaction of proving Harold Legg a fraud, to his face. After the unsettling events I'd witnessed these past few hours, I needed the closure of completing something legal, something logical and tangible, before I could decide where life should take me next.
Intuition nudged me to open my top drawer, and I found it-that murder confession Tripplehorn had supposedly written, which I'd filched from Furmeister's desk the day those "Gypsies" visited. In my years practicing law, I'd argued so many cases…kept so many records-there! I plucked a summation from my files, written by the illustrious magistrate.
Even a blind man could see the angular handwriting was an exact match. Had I thought of this simple ploy before, I could've saved us all a lot of grief…maybe by now Billy and I would be planning our future together. Maybe he wouldn't have overstayed his welcome, or learned the ominous secrets of those Sisters of Samaria…not to mention the one about Alex being Andrea.
But gone is gone. No sense sighing away my day in a haze of hindsight.
I spent the next several hours in the comfortable familiarity of my office, amid my books and files. As I decided how best to approach Judge Legg about the touchy subject of his wife, Perfidia-and did he even know he had a daughter by her?-I occasionally peered between my curtains to observe the other people I'd known all my life.
Nothing appeared different. No one exclaimed over the empty space where the mansion once sat; no one slipped a donation for the Sisters under my door, to remain the anonymous parent of a misbegotten child. The smoke from my chimney alerted people to my presence, but no one seemed to care.
Had Alex Moore been erased from their memories when the orphanage disappeared? Would the magistrate recall who I was? Pandora should've given me more details before she left! But she probably knew I could only handle a few adjustments at a time, now that I'd witnessed the magnitude of her vampire magic.
Just after dusk I stepped out for a breath of air. The wind had died down, and Redemption had settled into its evening routine with the closing of its shops. Since I couldn't go home to eat, and no restaurants served an evening meal, I considered my options as I walked along. I could invite myself to dinner with friends, but I wasn't ready to explain my situation. And what if they didn't remember me?
As I came to Redemption Cemetery, something drew me toward the mortuary- some morbid sense that answers awaited me there. Lord, how I hoped I wouldn't find Billy laid out on that table, pale and lifeless…with puncture marks like Lucy Legg's!
The memory of Miranda Dammet's embalmed body, naked except for those galoshes, should've steered me clear of the undertaker's lair. The wind whipped my overcoat-another sign I shouldn't rush in where the quick and the dead parted ways. Yet the glimmer of light in the cellar window drew me like that proverbial moth.
I licked my lips nervously. I told myself I could ask Nat Dammet if he'd seen or heard anything unusual of late-just making polite conversation- One peek, and I forgot about conversation. What I saw in the mortician's work room was anything but polite.
Muted notes from a Victrola reached my ears, to accompany some very strange dancing. I could've gone the rest of my life without seeing the sheriff's hairy, buck-naked bulk-but to watch Virgil Furmeister swaying in the arms of the equally bare magistrate nearly turned my stomach.
Yet there they were, fuzzy bellies rubbing, fleshy thighs brushing on the downbeat of each measure as they waltzed around the mortician's work table. Dammet sat on the dais with that abomination who was once his mother, his fingers drumming against her buckles. He, too, was nude-quite a nice specimen, compared to the other two-and he was fondling that blunt nub his mama's knife had left him. When his glance went between their legs mine followed, but I looked quickly away. Those old goats sported ramrod peckers! I sensed they'd soon be at each other-and that this wasn't their first time.
Then a flicker of pink caught my eye, and I bit back a laugh. There in the dimness, where Dammet prepared the dead, a very lively vampire appeared-but only in her spirit guise. She straddled the sheriff's head, lifting her little-girl dress of pink gingham to tease Judge Legg with a look at her pussy. When she slid lower, Harry moved in to kiss her slit-and instead planted a hot one on Virgil's lips. Virgil, who appeared as entranced as the magistrate, kissed back-probably thinking he, too, was sampling the girlish vampire's assets.
Miss Pink switched quickly from one male face to the other, so fast they couldn't follow her. Her lips formed alluring words, while her lithe body undulated with the music. These men were marionettes on Pink's strings, because both old fools believed whatever she'd told them. They deserved to be dancing with each other on this cold winter night while the undertaker looked on.
I slipped through the door and closed it quietly behind me. Dammit, I had matters to discuss with the judge! And maybe I could plead my case more easily because I'd caught him in this compromising position. He and Furmeister were still kissing, but Nat Dammet spared me a glance.
"Well, well, Counselor-what brings you out on such a frigid night?" His gaze went up and down my overcoat. "I've often admired your taste in clothes and wondered if the man beneath them would have the same…taste. So to speak."
"You'll never know," came my tight reply. "Rumor has it you do unthinkable things to people who…get laid on your table, and I didn't come here to find out."
Dammet's hand stilled on his impish dick. "That, Mr. Moore, is slander. I'll see you in court if you think-"
"I think it's a pretty fair call," I asserted, my voice rising to catch the attention of the others. "I have it from a reliable source that you were screwing Lucy Legg while you prepared her body for the funeral. This same person said Lucy's neck had been broken-"
The magistrate's head swiveled away from Pink's pert little breasts.
"-and saw two very suspicious puncture wounds, perhaps made by a vampire."
Everyone froze. The candlelit sanctum got deadly quiet. Miss Pink's eyes flashed her anger-and I had to admit my enthusiasm had run amok. But then she relaxed; saw the potential for having more fun at everyone else's expense. For who would find her guilty of being a vampire and live to tell about it?
She separated the two old buzzards by climbing into the judge's arms as though it were her favorite cradle. Then she winked at me. "Proceed, Andrea," she mouthed. Gleefully anticipating how this scene would play out, Miss Pink released us all from our suspended animation.
"That does it, Moore. You're stark raving mad if you believe in vampires," Judge Legg blurted. "My dear Lucy was brutally murdered by Billy Tripplehorn, whom you then whisked out of town. That's aiding and abetting, Mr. Moore! Makes your client appear more guilty, and implicates you, as well. I'm taking you off this case!"
"Fine-because you can't try Billy for murder! Here's the proof that you falsified his confession!" I replied, pulling the two papers from my pocket. "Miss Lucy tried to trap Tripplehorn into marrying her, because she was carrying YOUR baby and saw no other way out! And when Billy escaped with me, you didn't want your dirty little secret revealed. So you wrung her neck!"
The magistrate's face went crimson, like he might keel over, while Virgil and Nat got wide-eyed and quiet. So Pink whipped things up a notch.
"I think we need a reenactment!" she crowed, materializing into a solid, sprightly little girl who jumped down from the judge's arms. "Let's pretend this table is the church-and Virgil, you can play Billy. Nat, you stay put. You and your mama can tell us if this whole nasty affair really happened."
The mortician looked peeved about being a mere witness, but when the vampire lifted her pink gingham skirts, pulled down her matching panties, and wagged her ass at the deputy, Nat Dammet's gaze became as steady as his mama's. Harold Legg stood apart, as though caught in Pink's web: I suspected all of them had been in her sway since before I'd arrived, for they now seemed oblivious to my presence…willing to perform at the wiggle of her finger.
"The way I heard it, Lucy lured Billy Tripplehorn into taking her from behind-in the alley between the church and the courthouse!" the vampire began in her little-girl voice. "And he got so excited, there in front of God and everybody, that his big ole dick lifted her off the ground! Show us how it happened, Virgil. You saw it, same as I did!"
The deputy's enthusiasm made up for his lack of acting ability: like a ram in rut he plowed into Miss Pink. While I knew the wily vampire was floating of her own accord, her impassioned whimpers made it seem realistic. As the toes of her patent leather shoes left the floor, Judge Legg stiffened in more ways than one.
"Oh Billy, Billy, please fuck me!" Pink mewed, grasping the table leg so she could pump backwards. "It's nearly five, and if Daddy sees us-"
On impulse, Nat Dammet grabbed the lid from a nearby brass canister and banged it with his palm-WHANGGGG! WHANGGGG!-to imitate the chiming of the courthouse clock.
"-he'll be so mad at his little girl, he'll beat me, Billy!" the vampire wailed. She jerked her head, signaling me. "But no! You can't leave me, Billy! Just because that lawyer-"
I caught my cue and had to obey the force that drove me into this drama once again. "Come with me, Tripplehorn!" I cried, grabbing Furmeister by the arm. "Miss Lucy wants to get caught, and she wants to catch YOU! She's nothing but trouble!"
The deputy protested. His cock made a wet, popping sound as it slipped from that pretty little slit-but like the rest of us, he was following the script Miss Pink directed.
As Dammet put his all into the fifth and final chiming of the clock, the magistrate came to life. Roaring forward, he grabbed the girlish vampire so she doubled over his arm, and began spanking her bare backside with the wrath of a daddy challenged.
"You filthy little whore!" he wheezed between slaps. "Thinking you could leave me for that piece of alley trash! I'm going to blister your butt until-"
"Not any more, you're not!" Miss Pink twisted deftly within his grasp, to face him. "I won't live with your baby growing inside-"
We gasped when the magistrate's hands encircled Miss Pink's neck. He shook her, caught up in a nasty chant, his complexion devil red. "Never knew when to quit-always sassing your daddy, until-goddammit, Lucy-"
"Harold, let her go, for chrissakes! You're killing her!"
It was Nat's voice that brought the melodrama to a halt. Miss Pink landed with a grimace against the table's edge. The judge took a step back, but he-like those Old Testament patriarchs he resembled-looked more righteous than wrong.
The shadowy room again got quiet. Virgil Furmeister looked flummoxed by the emotions that had flown around us like rabid bats-not only because of the Judge's behavior, but because the childlike redhead Legg had spanked couldn't keep her fangs back.
The mortician turned paler than one of his corpses. "Gentlemen, such information can't go beyond this room," he rasped. He was inching in my direction, his fingers flexing. "Had I known, Harry, that you-well, if Moore spreads this around town, that you killed-and that you were here tonight dancing with Virgil-my reputation will be-"
"Reputation?" I brayed. I pointed at the lifeless woman who would forever smoke that stogy wearing nothing but buckle-up boots. "Hell's bells, Dammet! We all know you offed your own mother, as revenge for when she whittled your pencil. You're not exactly as white as the snow you wrote in-and neither is Judge Legg!"
It was the wrong thing to say. I escaped by slamming the door on the slender male hand that would've grabbed my sleeve. The anguished cry that followed came not from the pain of crushed fingers, but out of mortal terror. I peeked through the window in time to watch that pigtailed vampire attach herself to the judge's jugular, and then stepped away.
I crossed town at a brisk walk, no longer hungry like I was when I'd left my office. I entered my quarters and fell back against the door, as though I could shut out the events I'd just witnessed, along with their tragic ramifications. All this because my lust for Billy Tripplehorn had gone awry- But no! Why was I not surprised that, as soon as I was seated, a demure redhead materialized to sit on the edge of my desk? She now wore a gown of rose brocade trimmed in nipple-pink fur-and she was only one of three biting reasons my life had rushed headlong beyond my control. I was homeless, I was alone, I was horribly confused. And I was not happy about how things had been manipulated lately!
"I suppose you left a mess for some poor unsuspecting soul to find, when they go looking for those three-"
"Andrea, your insensitivity appalls me!" Pink fidgeted with the rose above her ear, fighting a grin. "Actually, I told the deputy to write a glowing obituary for the magistrate, who died of heart failure. And I said Dammet should provide a funeral like no one in Redemption has ever seen. I left them too damn scared to do anything else."
"You could've staged your little play after I asked the judge about Perfidia being-"
"His wife and your mother?" Those eyes rolled with the sarcasm only an eternal adolescent can show. "Honestly, Andrea! How can you think she'd submit to a horny old goat like like Harold Legg? Falling for Billy Tripplehorn must've really scrambled those lawyer brains of yours!"
"But then," she said with added with a wistful sigh, "everything changed when Billy came…and came…and…"
That part was accurate: those vamps had become so competitive with Billy in their midst, they splintered off into separate forces, determined to outdo each other. So now the orphanage was gone, along with Pandora. And Perfidia had told me some gawdawful lies-if I could believe Miss Pink, whose appetites always got the best of her.
Who could've known what a difference a man could make? All because I'd found the one I wanted.
"I know you're wondering," she said in her high, childlike voice, "so I'll admit I killed Lucy. She was going to die a painful death at the hands of her perverted daddy anyway. But mostly, I didn't want Billy going back to her, when he ran from the mansion that first night. I wanted YOU to have him, Andrea! Because you deserve him. And because I knew you'd…share him with the rest of us."
"Well, that won't be happening," I stated, shooing her off my desk. "It was a mistake to bring him to the house, and now that he's left me again, I'm leaving well enough alone. I advise you to get on with your life, Miss Pink. Just like I am."
I swiveled my chair toward the file cabinet behind me, resolute in proving I could live without this vampire and her companions, thank you. I'd come to love them-mostly-for they were the only family I had, but I was ready to make my own way without their interference. Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.
Behind me, I heard the rustling of her dress and felt the breeze from the door she didn't need to open. "Believe what you like, Andrea, but you'll be trying to find me within the week. I know where Billy Tripplehorn is."
Of course I turned around to gawk at her! But she'd evaporated, leaving the door wide open in her wake. Only her disembodied voice remained.
"He's one of us now, you see," she finished with a giggle. "Billy has a lot to learn, but who wouldn't want him for a student?"



Chapter 10: Carried Away


I'll say this for Nat Dammet: he put on a funeral like Redemption had never seen. Not only did he make Harold Legg appear regal and wise, in a casket lined with purple velvet, he somehow elevated the magistrate's reputation to almost heroic status. Amazing what an undertaker who's been scared witless can do with a little makeup and some positive gossip.
Although the judge didn't attend services at St. Mary's, Father Dominic gave a glowing eulogy for the man who'd served as "a lighthouse on the town's stormy seas." It was probably the biggest congregation the priest had ever seen, for everyone in town came. But by the time we interred Judge Legg, next to Lucy's fresh grave, the raw wind had people murmuring about the cold…among other things.
"Mighty strange, the way things've been happenin'," the woman in front of me muttered to her husband. "Weren't that long ago when Harry caught Miss Lucy and that Tripplehorn boy goin' at it, and she turned up dead. Now he's gone, too. Somethin' ain't right."
Her man gazed over the crowd, toward the hillside where the mansion once sat. "Yep, cain't put my finger on it, but things is differ'nt, all right. Things ain't what they used to be."
Virgil Furmeister stood like a silent sentinel during the service. Such remarks made him glance my way with a strained expression, as though he blamed me for the incidents in Nat Dammet's work room. In his tight cap and an overcoat that swelled over his belly, he might've been a bowling pin still quivering after one close to him had been struck down by the black ball of fate.
I focused on the priest, intoning his benediction over the open grave. What else could I do? Miss Pink and her two cohorts had always been beyond my control. Hadn't I suffered my share of loss, as well?
I wouldn't whine about losing my home and my lover-my innocence and basic beliefs-to those wicked women, however. These salt-of-the-earth folks suffered no nonsense about vampires. It was against their religion. So Virgil and Nat would be taking the truth about Harold Legg's final moments to their own graves-another dark secret festering beneath the benign surface of this quiet Pennsylvania town.
The crowd dispersed quickly. It was too damn cold for lingering in the cemetery, and the ladies were hostessing a funeral lunch. It would've been the best meal I'd eaten for days, but I passed. Despite the camaraderie of the crowd, I was feeling very much the outsider. Why, I don't know-I'd worked among these people as Alex Moore for more than a decade. Perhaps my sense of alienation was the result of the dual identity I'd hidden behind for so long.
I entered my office, and knew someone had been there: an old brass key on a faded red ribbon awaited me on my desk. An eerie vibration went up my arm when I picked it up. Years of handling wills and estates told me it would open a safety deposit box-but why was it here?
Were Furmeister and Dammet playing a trick? Would there be a nasty surprise related to Harry Legg's death when I opened the box? I had visions of body parts the mortician lopped off, as payment for my role in that episode between Miss Pink and the magistrate-even though I couldn't be held responsible. I considered tucking the key away, until the aftermath of the judge's funeral had worn off, but the prickling at the nape of my neck had me heading for the bank.
I presented the key to Miss Pritchard, and the prune-faced teller nodded her usual greeting. "Number thirteen?" she queried. "My gracious, that box was rented back when we first built the bank. I don't believe it's been opened since."
Constance blinked behind her spectacles, expecting me to elaborate. She'd been the keeper of these keys since she started work here as a young woman.
"Confidential estate business," I stated. "I'll need the little viewing room, please."
"Of course, Mr. Moore." If she noticed I was trembling when she slid the box from its slot into my outstretched hands, she knew better than to remark.
Once the door was shut, I sat down at the small table, my fingers lingering on the box's latch. My gut told me this was a highly personal journey…which might lead to things I didn't want to know. Sometimes our orphans' parents had put personal items in deposit boxes, to be opened upon their deaths. And sometimes our charges-if they survived the three vampires-had been happier before seeing these gifts.
I bit my lip and swung the lid up. The box held the usual assortment of manilla envelopes, but on top of them was a bundle of blue deposit books for First National Bank of Redemption, tied in the same faded red ribbon as the key. I wondered idly if anyplace in the world had a Second National Bank, but that was my nerves racing ahead of my timid fingers.
When I opened the top book, the words ALEXANDREA MOORE, DECEMBER 17, 1875 addressed me in a tidy script. I was six months old then…couldn't imagine who'd started an account in my name. And when I turned to the first page, the single entry made me gasp.
One hundred thousand dollars.
The next deposit book was identical to this first one-as was the next book, and the next. I opened them with my mouth hanging open. The accounts had been set up this way to comply with the bank's insurance, but my Lord, there were EIGHT of them! That meant that with interest accrued over thirty-five years, why-I must have nearly- I couldn't believe the figure my crazed brain came up with! Quickly I retied the ribbon and tucked the books into my suit coat pocket, to review when my sanity returned. With fingers that trembled so hard the old paper tore, I opened the next envelope and my breath caught again. I'd never seen the handsome man smiling at me from the sepia-toned photograph, but God, I knew him. I only had to look into his soft brown eyes, at the way his thick, dark hair defied his comb, before I let out a soft sob.
It was my father.
This, too, I tucked away for later-my heart was beating so hard I had to take several deep breaths to keep from passing out. Thoughts of Constance Pritchard having to revive me kept me focused on the remaining contents of the box.
The next document was the deed for that tract on the hillside…with descriptions of the mansion, the orphanage-which had started as a community school-and the stables. I let out a short laugh. Who would've guessed little Alexandrea owned that estate free and clear before she was a year old? Which meant Pandora, Perfidia or Miss Pink had acquired it-probably by devious means-when she'd done in my daddy. All my life I'd felt like a poor relation, yet I owned the most picturesque property in town!
The last envelope was small, of ivory vellum, and I swore I caught a whiff of ghostly perfume as I pulled out the letter. I unfolded it, read, "My Dearest Alexandrea," and knew it was from my mother. This, too, I slipped into my pocket, before I succumbed to emotional overload. Thanking Miss Pritchard, I retrieved my key and then hurried back to my office. I locked the door.
Brandy from the flask in my back room filled a snifter: this would be no ordinary revelation. For thirty-five years I'd wondered who I was and where I'd come from; now, after losing everything and everyone that mattered to her, Alexandrea Moore was about to find herself. The liquor pooled hot and sweet in my stomach. I propped the likeness of my father on my desk, and then unfolded my mother's letter with hands that could barely hold the pages.
My Dearest Alexandrea, it began in a cursive flourish, by the time you read this you'll be grown and I'll be gone. I hope you'll understand how circumstances surrounding your birth made it necessary for me to remain anonymous, so you could grow into a woman who makes her own choices and chooses her own fate.
As I look at you now, so beautiful in your bassinet, I envision wonderful things! I vow to watch over you forever, even when you believe I've gone. I'm looking over your shoulder, smiling at you and your father, as you read this.
Gooseflesh sprang up my spine. As I glanced around my dim office, I felt a presence-but whose? I had the overwhelming urge to turn the page and read the signature, but this woman's secret seemed too precious to spoil with a moment's impatience.
"Come on now-show yourself!" I challenged aloud.
Silence, except for my own breathing. So I read on:
That handsome man in the photograph is your father, the dashing Alexander Moore, Earl of Lustingworth. He was slain last week in a most gruesome attack, by a wicked woman who shall remain unnamed. This has left me unwed with a baby, at the tender age of fourteen-disowned by my scandalized family. Joining Alex in death seemed my best alternative, so I begged his assailant to take me, as well…but Fate was kinder to us than that. A woman you'll know as Pandora has taken us under her wing.
I wheezed, reaching for more brandy.
Have you pieced the puzzle together yet, dear Alexandrea? Pandora preserved Alexander's fortune before it could be seized (well, all right-she smuggled it out of England!). She has also forced your father's murderer to remain in her service until you find the happiness you deserve. While I cannot guess how old you'll be, I have no doubt she'll remain your advocate and sponsor, and that she'll hold us all to our pact: once we leave you to your rightful life in this mortal world, we will never interfere or intercede again.
So, as you read this, you are a free and independent woman, blessed with a special upbringing. I love you more than I can say, Alexandrea. I hope you'll understand what I've done in your behalf, and I pray you'll find a man as special and devoted to you as the one I named you for.
Follow your heart, darling. It's the one thing I've done that I never regretted.
I glanced at the signature, my eyebrows rising. How incongruous the name Evangelica Halliburton sounded-and how mature the letter's tone was-when I considered the spritelike redhead who'd written it! She'd been a serious young lady who probably fell for a man she couldn't have, and he died before he could help her. The immortality Pandora offered tempted Miss Pink's romantic nature…and became a way to pester Perfidia forever, for killing her lover.
I had to smile: I was the love child of an Earl and the girl who fell head over heels for him-and then fell into the fountain of eternal youth. Much better than believing I'd been an inconvenience to some loveless couple.
P. S. Your father nicknamed me after the color of my- A pounding on the door brought me out of my trance. "Moore! Open up!" a familiar male voice demanded. "We's got somethin' important to talk about."
I wanted to stay still and let Furmeister go on his way, except I heard others out there with him. I stuffed the bank books and Pink's letter into my desk drawer before I opened the door.
Not surprising that Nat Dammet stood beside the deputy, hugging himself against the cold, but Father Dominic was the last man I expected to see with that nefarious pair.
"Let me light the lamps. I-dozed off at my desk," I fibbed as the trio entered. "Quite a day we've had, laying the magistrate to rest. The end of an era for Redemption."
The men looked at each other as though I'd said something astoundingly prophetic. "Matter of fact," Dammet began, "we've come to discuss that very subject with you, Counselor. Since we are the county seat, where court cases from outlying areas are tried, it behooves us-"
"We's thinkin' you'd wanna be the next judge." Virgil shivered beneath his overcoat, as though spitting out this suggestion had taken all his nerve.
I wondered if he and Nat were trying to keep me quiet about their unconventional sex play, or about the way Harry Legg met his Maker. That idea didn't make much sense with the priest standing here, however-and it was he who articulated further.
"You see," said Father Dominic, adjusting his steel-rim spectacles, "we all realize you are eminently qualified for the position. Your living here makes it a convenient choice, of course, but we also see this as an opportunity for progress, after so many years with an…older magistrate."
"Yeah, an' who knows what sorta old coot the State might appoint?" Virgil chimed in again. "Whadaya say, Alex? You're the man for us, if ya wants the job!"
"I-well, this is totally unexpected!" This proposition would mean a promotion-an opportunity to foster change and a more progressive atmosphere-for the right man. Which presented a problem I couldn't exactly discuss with them.
I smiled as I firmly shook their hands. "I'm honored to receive this invitation," I replied. "May I give you my decision in a day or so? This isn't an offer to be taken lightly, considering my other professional obligations."
Their faces fell, for which I was grateful. I'd never considered myself noteworthy-except that I was the only lawyer living here. How gratifying, to learn these men wanted me to serve in a more responsible capacity.
As I showed them to the door, however, my mind whirled with the complications that sitting on Redemption's bench would pose. This little burg was NOT ready for a female magistrate! Nor was I inclined to forego my true identity for the next several years…what a constant effort, to maintain myself as a male, once I was on display in the courthouse. And to accept the job without admitting my gender would make me an impostor of the highest kind.
And-considering the eight little bank books I'd just opened-I could live like a proverbial queen without ever working another day in my life! What a liberating thought!
I grabbed my coat, needing to clear my head with a walk-vowing I would NOT venture near the mortuary. I'd learned who my parents were only moments ago, and had come into a considerable fortune without lifting a finger, so I had a lot of mental sorting out to do.
The moon beamed serenely in the night sky, casting the common homes and surroundings in an ethereal, magical light. A cold wind clicked in the icy trees, and my steps fell into a quick, purposeful rhythm. Perhaps I should've refused the magistrate's position immediately-sent those three men on their way before they could ask any questions. But that would only postpone the inevitable revelations about a past that had vanished like a vampire. And if they found out I was a woman, I'd be out on my ass in a heartbeat.
I'd raise enough eyebrows cashing in my inheritance-or just a part of it-because even the decorous Miss Pritchard couldn't keep my secret if I bankrupted the bank! Everyone would be happy I'd discovered my parents, and that they'd left me a fortune like the kind in fairy tales. But if they learned my mother was a vampire- This thought stopped me in my tracks. Even though Evangelica Halliburton had become Miss Pink after my birth, I couldn't discuss the orphanage that no longer sat on the hillside, nor the creatures who'd played a part in Redemption's everyday life for years. Those who feared vampires would have me constantly looking over my shoulder-and those who didn't believe in such creatures would get me committed. Even if Miss Pink had erased the memories of those Gypsies and that fateful evening with Judge Legg, the deputy and Dammet would rescind their offer if they had an inkling I was related to that femme fatale…
I found myself on the other side of town, in sight of the Redemption Cemetery. By the light of that full, pale moon the tombstones glowed and the ice-coated trees seemed to whisper my name in the wind. While I was determined to steer clear of the mortuary, I sensed an entirely different force drawing me through the iron gates of the graveyard.
I told myself there was nothing to fear: no one else would be visiting at this late hour. The people here were dead! Resting in peace! Yet my pulse raced in a way that was anything but peaceful. I really, really didn't want to be walking here, yet my legs took me of their own accord.
An unexpected movement made me cry out. From the shadow of an ancient oak stepped a mysterious man, clad in a silk top hat and a cape that draped alluringly around his athletic form.
"Alexandrea! I've been waiting, my dear."
Whose voice was that? I couldn't utter a sound-much less turn around and run! In the eerie light, I couldn't be sure he had form and substance. He emanated an oddly Continental air…seemed dangerous yet downright dashing. Was it the ghost of my father, the Earl of Lustingworth? Come to introduce himself, now that I knew the truth?
He extended his arm with a sleek male grace befitting a panther. His white gloves glowed in the rising mist, and his gold-headed walking stick tapped out a haunting song as he slowly walked my way.
He was nearly upon me, and still I couldn't speak-couldn't move, except to step backwards. He knew me as Alexandrea, rather than Alex Moore, so I dropped all pretense at being a male able to defend myself. His hat angle hid his face: I could see only his chiseled lips and chin…and a smile that would beguile me if I stared long enough.
When he raised his arms-did he wish to kiss me or kill me?-that fascinating cape flared open. Its flame-red lining glimmered like coals of the Devil's own fire and I cried out, caught up in an imagination fueled by the vampires who'd raised me. My scream bounced between the trees. I beheld his bottomless black eyes-and then there was silence- And I lost myself in a kiss that stole my very soul. Beneath that seductive cape, the air felt almost tropical-or was it a blast from hell?-but with this man's lips locked over mine, and his muscled body holding me against a tree, I could only whimper and face my fate.
My God, this man could kiss! His tongue danced with mine, and his hands had found their way beneath my clothing. As my trousers slithered down, I sank deeper into his spell. What a fantasy, to relinquish control to an oh-so-perfect stranger…to feel the need in those gloved hands as they cupped my breasts. After the day I'd had, I deserved to be ravished by some otherworldly lover!
He held me to the tree with that magical mouth, running a hand over my feverish body while he unfastened his pants. His belt buckle clinked. I glanced beneath his fire-lined cape to behold a stunning body-and the most prodigious cock I'd ever seen.
"Billy!" I squealed. "My God, I-"
"Took you long enough." He pinned me fiercely to the tree. "You would've let some total stranger grope you this way?"
His midnight eyes riveted mine and I had no answer. His face, as dusky and handsome as I remembered, was limned with a lust every fiber of my being responded to. I had no choice! While he was the same magnificent Billy Tripplehorn I'd taken away from Lucy Legg, he was different somehow. Man, yet animal. Familiar, yet filled with an elemental power I'd never felt before.
And why would I have expected him to show up in formal attire, looking decidedly debonair and European?
I licked my lips, desperate to answer him. "After the way you abandoned me-again!-I thought you'd never be back. And I-I was afraid Perfidia had killed you."
"Do I kiss like a dead man?"
Only when I saw the flicker of his grin did I laugh. And when Billy joined me, I felt the prodding of that eager erection against my middle. It made the heat between us surge all over again, and before I knew what he'd done, Tripplehorn scooped me up so my legs splayed in surprise. He paused with his thick head at my entry, wetting himself with my dew…making me wait…
"Do you love me, Alexandrea?" he whispered, his tone teasing yet utterly serious as he gazed into my eyes. "Will you be my woman? Forever?"
"Lord, yes-I've loved you since-"
I cried out with his surge of passion, even more excruciating than I remembered before. What a sight we must've made there in the graveyard, rutting against that tree beneath the cover of his shimmering cape! But I was too filled with Billy Tripplehorn to care. My hips thrust to meet his every plunge. We were going at it like beasts in the wild, oblivious to decorum and the weather. All I knew was that I felt complete at last-not to mention ready to explode with heat and white light and excitement.
At my first convulsion, Billy drove deep. I quivered, lost in my climax, glad for the padding of my overcoat and those strong arms that kept me from falling to the ground. With a grunt, he shot me so full of cream it splattered onto his pants. Still he pumped me, as though driven by some force even he couldn't identify, until I clenched my teeth to keep from blacking out from another orgasm.
Billy rested against me then, until he caught his breath. Then he tweaked my mustache. "We've got to stop meeting like this, Mr. Moore. If folks find out, you'll never practice law in this town again."
He was teasing me, of course, but I wanted answers. I suspected there was more to this Billy Tripplehorn than the one I'd known before, and that he'd dance around my questions unless I kept him…naked.
"That's exactly why I believed you'd never come back," I said sadly. "When I saw the disgust on your face, when you discovered these male clothes in Andrea's closet, I knew I'd lost you."
"Oh, no. I'd have been back." He settled against me so we could talk seriously-if that's possible when two lovers are still joined at the hip, dripping. "I realized Perfidia was using her wiles against you while I was weakened, and frankly, your dual identity was what fascinated me most. Gave me something to puzzle over as I…regained my strength."
"But I took you to the mansion under false pretenses! And then I deceived you again about who I really was-"
"I was too damn cocky to thank you then, but you saved me from claiming Lucy Legg's baby," he replied, gently stroking my cheek. "I've come to realize what a strong, versatile woman you are, Alexandrea. And after all, I let Alex uh, handle me, on that first ride to the house. He had a grip on my situation long before I did."
Where had this humility come from? This profound gratitude? Mr. Tripplehorn was a changed man-but that didn't mean I'd surrender to him. It would take more than this wild, abandoned coupling to make us a couple in the way he seemed to want now.
"I'm really pretty ordinary, Billy."
"A lady lawyer who's outfoxed the magistrate-and everyone else-is hardly ordinary, sweetheart." His smile waxed boyish, enough that I noticed how his even, white teeth caught the moonlight. "You've got to have some smarts to triumph in the courtroom, and also manage the orphanage, and I admire that. Your father would be proud."
How did he know…?
I didn't want these unsettling details to derail my train of thought, so I pressed on. "Billy, I saw the way you responded to Pandora and Pink and Perfidia! Those vixens had you coming on command-doing aerial acrobatics, for Pete's sake! I'm just a boring little mortal."
"But you don't bite," he replied ruefully. "Perfidia gets a man's blood pumping, all right, but that's not what I have in mind when I want a woman to suck me. I almost didn't make it back to you."
I stroked the long, strong column of his neck. He was still young and strong as a bullmoose, even in these refined clothes. "So where did you go? How did you recover?"
"Who says I did?"
Once again he flashed his wicked grin, and I saw those white, even teeth…inscisors I'd never particularly noticed before.
Billy kissed me-a diversionary tactic-but I let it pass. "Let's just say there was some magic worked in my behalf. Call it an attitude transfusion."
He pulled something from his pocket then-a tarot card of The Lovers. "Pandora whisked me off to her villa in Italy to recuperate. Convinced me to make the most of myself, so I could be equal to loving YOU, Andrea."
Was I still hearing little hints between the lines? I sighed, wondering how to make Billy see our reality through his own, earthy eyes rather than Pandora's.
"Billy, I adore you, and the Three P's have the best intentions-mostly. But I'm not sure this'll work. You're a hot-blooded young stud, and here I am, at thirty-five-"
"So it's damn well TIME you had a lover like me making you scream! You're hitting your sexual prime, Miss Moore. You deserve a man who can handle that."
He kissed me again, running the tip of his tongue around my lips-another effective diversion. The change in this young guttersnipe went deeper than his elegant clothing, it seemed. But if he'd been to Pandora's villa-a seaside haven I'd heard her reminisce about-had she'd been coaching…
"I hear Alex Moore's to be the next magistrate," Billy said matter-of-factly.
"NO! I'm through acting like a man!"
"So only wear these clothes until you're sworn in, and then show everyone who you really are!" he said with a chuckle. "Who could've dreamed Redemption would have a female on the bench?! I, for one-"
"It would never work, Billy."
"Why not?" He seemed genuinely appalled at my attitude. "You've got the legal expertise-the experience-and think of the fun we'd have in court! I could crouch under your chair and slip my head under that black robe. What a scandal, to learn the new magistrate wears nothing under it!"
"Pandora obviously gave you some sort of magic potion-"
"A love potion, Andrea," he crooned. "With the money we've got, we could build a big house on that hill. We could have a French maid like Cerise-who sends her regards, by the way. And I could be your love slave, Andrea. There's something to be said for a life of service and devotion…"
My mouth hung open. I was SO tempted to agree to anything this sweet-talker asked…but what if this was some evil trick Perfidia had devised? For all I knew, she and the other two vamps were eavesdropping-I couldn't believe they would abandon me, forever. And it would be just like that blonde bitch to reel me in again, using Billy for bait. He was too good to be true.
My heart turned into lead as I looked at him. But I'd led him down the primrose path twice before, so I had to act responsibly. "You've painted a pretty picture, but I can't live in it. Goodbye, Billy. You really should go now."
"Well, that's a fine how-do-you do!" he snapped, letting my feet hit the ground. "The Alexandrea who had balls enough to yank me out of Lucy's arms and then stand up to her daddy wouldn't be such a nay-sayer. But thank you anyway. You gave me a whole new life, in more ways than you know."
As Tripplehorn strode away, I felt my whole future going up in the mist of a vanishing vampire-like the smoke from Perfidia's infernal cigarette. And, as though he'd heard my thoughts, Billy turned around. Damned if he wasn't holding that black stiletto she'd never been without, lighting a small cheroot so I could see what my doubts and disbelief had cost me.
There was only one way Billy could be sporting Perfidia's favorite possession.
"We could've traveled through time-could've done any damn thing we pleased, Andrea." He inhaled, and then blew his smoke into a ring that framed his disappointed face. "There's a whole new world out there beyond Redemption, and now that Perfidia's been destroyed, I wanted to show you a life without limits. A sweet freedom like you can't imagine. But you're not ready."
I had a sudden vision of a fire to rival Armageddon; could hear Perfidia's screams above the licking of the flames. "I gave you eternal youth," she cried to her tormentor. "Saved you from the ravages of menopause! And this is how you thank me, you little shit!"
"You betrayed my Andrea and nearly killed Billy!" came the shrill reply. "Dying this quickly is way too good for you, Perfidia!"
My mouth dropped open when I realized Miss Pink-my mother!-had snared the blonde bitch with her own portable prison, set her gown afire, and then shoved Perfidia out into the bright light of day. My heart was pounding with pride and excitement, for Pink had risked her life by so boldly disposing of the vampire who'd been a thorn in all our sides.
Then I shuddered, and when the vision cleared I saw Billy striding away from me, toward a magnificent carriage pulled by four ebony Percherons. When I realized their hooves weren't touching the ground…saw the cemetery gates right through his translucent driver…I knew Tripplehorn had provided me that vision of Perfidia's passing.
And I knew how.
I swallowed hard. The man I loved had offered me a whole new definition of "always," and I'd turned him away for all the wrong reasons. While I could stay here and live like a queen-or a magistrate, if I got desperate for entertainment-what point would there be if I were alone? The only other man even vaguely eligible for my affections was Nat Dammet, and after he discovered Alex was really an Andrea, who knew what might happen? I'd seen how he treated the other woman who turned on him.
Billy spoke briefly to his driver, who was opening the carriage door for him. He was so beautiful in the moonlight, draped in that splendid cape-which Pandora had probably kept as a memento, from a lover in her lengthy past-that tears ran down my cheeks. I would never forget this moment, this last look at the man who'd changed every life that touched mine- "Billy!" I cried, tugging up my trousers. "Billy, wait!"
But he shut the door, and the driver vaulted nimbly into the seat with a whistle to his team. They took off without a sound.
Utter panic made me step out of my pants to run after them, hollering at the top of my lungs. Something told me Nat Dammet and Virgil Furmeister came around a corner just in time to see Alex Moore running down the street, exposing a feminine backside as he chased…absolutely nothing, that they could see.
"Billy, please!" I hollered. "I don't want to live without you! Take me away from here!"
By some miracle, just as I sensed my race was lost, a masculine hand reached out the window of this mirage. I latched onto it with my last ounce of strength…felt myself leaving the ground…floating above the trees and the snow-covered rooftops, toward the moon. And in the wink of an eye, I was inside that carriage, straddling Billy's lap.
"Can't live without me, you say?" His gaze wandered between my splayed legs. "My, my, how the tables have turned since it was ME getting caught with my pants down."
"Stop gloating!" I rasped, but I couldn't help laughing. He'd taken off that top hat, and those unruly brown waves framed a face that looked even more drop-dead dangerous than when he'd made me a woman. "You knew damn well I couldn't resist your-Pandora must've schooled you in such courtly decorum! She gave you these clothes, too-to seduce me."
"Whatever you say, my dear. It worked, didn't it?"
Then Billy waxed more serious. "You now realize that she kept me alive the only way she could, after Perfidia attacked me. It was my own choice, however, to change. And you, Andrea, will remain safely mortal, too, unless you sincerely wish to be transformed."
He smiled, as though privy to an inside joke. "The only difference between 'immoral' and 'immortal' is a T, my sweet-and I'll help you cross it whenever you're ready. But for now, take a look."
My gaze went out the window, where the town of Redemption lay sleeping beneath a blanket of snow. I turned for a last good look at it…feeling the very real jostling of the carriage, hearing the creak of its leather seat as Billy leaned closer to look out with me. And there was no mistaking the warm, inquisitive finger he insinuated into my slit.
Yet it was a dream-wasn't it?-to be flying blithely across the night sky, over the site where a mansion and three lethal ladies had once existed.
"You know, from this angle, those hillsides of Redemption resemble a pretty little ass, with a ribbon of road running along its crack."
He said this with the gravity of a great philosopher…so I let him believe he was the first person to notice this lewd resemblance. "You're incorrigible, Tripplehorn! Beyond redemption," I teased.
I gasped as he got behind me, prodding me with that long, lovely cock. As he entered me, oh so slowly, those smooth, lethal teeth grazed the nape of my neck. I swore I heard Miss Pink giggling from somewhere out there.
"Yes, I am-beyond redemption," he breathed. And as he drove his point home, he stuck our heads out the carriage window so we had more room to rut. "That's where I'd love to take you, too, sweet Andrea. Shall we go?"
What could I say? I was already gone.
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