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Аннотация
The Council has demanded her death and that of any who harbor her. Maggie's one chance at survival depends solely on a creature she has been taught to fear her entire life, the vampire lord, Danior. 
Rating: Contains explicit sex, graphic language, violence, and degrading sex (not by the hero). 
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by
�Celeste Anwar 

To my best friend, who lost her own dream but gained so much more.


Chapter One

The computer disconnected itself, and Maggie O'Roarke knew it was the last time she'd get online. She couldn't pay the bill, and anyway, what was the point? The whole reason she'd had it to start with was for her company. Now it was gone.
At long last, after years of sinking every dime back into it, working two and three jobs to keep it afloat, all the while ignoring everyone who told her she was just being hard-headed and it would never succeed�her company was finally dead. She supposed she should've conceded defeat a long time ago, but she'd begun operating out of the red. Unfortunately, the declining economy had decimated her last shred of hope.
What was she going to do now? She'd spent her most of her youth trying to get out of the poorhouse, and still had nothing to show for all the sacrifice but a huge ass and a worn down computer. She didn't even have anyone she could call and talk to about it.
Maggie stared at the dark screen with the star field screensaver spinning by, wondering how she should feel, besides sorry for herself. Of course, she knew how she should feel�she should be bawling her eyes out, raging against her competitors and the government, anything but being consumed by this utter emptiness.
She was feeling sorry for herself, and as good as it would feel to wallow in self-pity, it wasn't going to do her a damn bit of good right now.
Maggie popped her neck and rolled her shoulders, feeling another tension headache trying to set in.
Pushing away from her desk, she rose and walked to the kitchen, grabbing her Excedrin from the table.
Pouring out two pills, she looked in the refrigerator for her water, found it, and took the medicine.
Hell, why was she even drinking water? She needed to get drunk. Or better yet, get off this damn diet that wasn't doing her any good anyway. She couldn't remember the last time she'd lost even a pound.
She needed some comfort food, like her mama's ribs and pork rice. Her eyes stung at the reminder that her mom was gone, forever.
"Just in a wonderful mood tonight, aren't we?� Maggie muttered to herself, wiping at her eyes with a knuckle. �I might as well go for the death by calorie intake. At least it'll make me happy."
The fridge was empty though. Her �86 Bonneville had finally died two weeks ago, and she hadn't had the money to fix it. The repairs would've cost at least ten times as much as the car was worth.
It was an eyesore anyway.
Besides, she still had the problem of no food. Of course, there was some, but none of it appealed to her mood. There was flour and sugar; mayonnaise; something in a bowl that might've been tuna salad; a jug of water; one cracked, frozen egg; and a bag of green slime that used to be salad fixings. Maggie closed the door with a distasteful shudder. In a depression, you had to have something decadent to make it all better, like chips or chocolate or....
"Ice cream. Chocolate chip,� she said on a reverent whisper. She practically orgasmed at the thought.
Cold weather and depression always put her in the mood for it.
Grabbing her purse, Maggie counted out her cash�twice to be sure she had it right. Not that it was hard to count six dollars in bills and change. She could've sworn she'd had more than that. There was her other change, a huge stash, but that was in her car ... at the tow truck place.
Six dollars wasn't enough to pay for a cab to the store, even one way�not and still get something to satisfy her craving. There was a market close enough she could walk it, just a few miles. She might even burn up enough calories not to have a heart attack when she dug in to the treat.
It was late though, and the neighborhood wasn't exactly one of the best. She shrugged dismissively. She wouldn't have to worry about being a target for a serial killer, Typically, they targeted tiny women who were easy to subdue quickly�in the five foot, one hundred pound range. Seeing as how she was damn near twice that weight and almost a foot taller she couldn't imagine running into anyone who thought they could just toss her over their shoulder and haul her off. If she got mugged, they'd probably only take her purse and the credit cards that had been canceled long ago.
"Screw it,� she said, tucking her money in her Jean's pocket rather than carrying a purse, which might tempt muggers�and might tempt her to commit murder if they tried to make off with her ice cream money. Determined now, she marched out the door into the brisk night, not bothering with a jacket or sweater since she figured the walk would keep her warm enough.
The hour was later than she'd thought it was. There wasn't a soul to be seen on the sidewalks, and precious few cars, or traffic to be heard even in the distance.
Uneasiness touched her briefly, but she dismissed it. She felt invigorated by the outdoors, excited to be going somewhere after two weeks of being locked up in the house�even if it was only to the store.
She really needed to get out more. She couldn't remember the last time she'd gone for a walk or stuck her head out while the sun was still shining. The moon was perfect though�her sun�since she was a night owl.
Feeling a giddiness brought on by too little sleep and possibly mild hysteria, she put a skip in her step and enjoyed herself. An hour later, with the market in sight, her feet were killing her and her nose and toes felt like they were going to freeze off. She knew she should've put on shoes instead of using her sandals.
Maggie dreaded the trip back, but the ice cream called to her. Sugar made anything better.
A lone car sat in front of the store�probably the clerk's. A wash of neon from beer signs and fluorescent lighting blazed from the storefront onto the darkened street, running over the pavement like shining blood.
Wind ruffled in her hair, sending a chill up her spine. She shrugged her shoulders, shivering slightly at the eerie feeling that descended upon her, increasing her pace.
When the blow came, she was too stunned from the force of it to do anything but throw her hands out to brace for a fall.
A hard object slammed into her right flank, pummeling into her shoulder blade and sending her sprawling to the pavement. The skin peeled away from her palms as she skidded onto the ground, gasping for breath. Fire seared her palms and knees, but it was nothing compared to the pain in her back.
She whipped her head around, dazed, unable to comprehend what had happened. She felt someone near but couldn't see them, couldn't hear them. Her heart pounded unaccustomedly hard, the beat so rapid she thought it would explode. Her lungs felt frozen, achy from too much breathing, but she couldn't get enough air.
Planting a palm on one alley wall, she struggled to her feet, screaming for help in the direction of the store. The alley she'd been thrown into funneled her voice, but the wind seemed to snatch it away. The air around her vibrated with the sound of a gasp just before another blow struck her back and knocked her fully to the ground.
Legs locked around her waist, pinning her in place. She bucked against the weight, trying to free herself.
Her attacker wasn't heavy. He had to be at least twenty five pounds lighter than her, but she couldn't budge him, couldn't turn to scratch his eyes out.
She was trapped.
She dug her hands against the pavement, seeking purchase, her legs flailing as she tried to get a knee under her for leverage. A male laugh reverberated against the walls, echoing against her ear drums, mocking as fingernails scraped over the back of her neck to wrench her hair aside.
Maggie screamed again, unable to believe no one could hear her, that no one had seen her being attacked.
What did he want? To rape her? Mug her? Kill her?
"Get the fuck off me, you bastard!� she screamed in fury, ineffectually slapping her hands back at his knees.
He pressed her face into the pavement with inhuman strength. Grit and broken rock ground against her cheek, tearing at the corner of her mouth and eye. She gritted her teeth, growling in pain.
Air fanned over her neck, stirring the fine hairs there, sending chills down her spine. A tongue laved her and pulled back, leaving a cooling swath of flesh in its wake.
"What a tender little pig you are,� he said above her, chuckling. His grip in her hair tightened to pain, stretching her scalp until she expected to feel the sharp sting of separation.
Maggie clawed at the hand gripping her head, felt her short nails break the skin. She dug into him, desperate to pry his hand loose. He grunted and tugged her hair harder, ignoring the pain she knew she inflicted. Wrenching her head at an angle, grinding her face across the pavement, he pulled her so hard her neck bone cracked and she felt the tendons in her neck stretch painfully taut.
She ground her teeth, sucking in a sharp breath as twin blades pierced her throat. Dimly, she heard the soft pop of her skin being punctured, felt the hot rush of blood well to the surface to puddle on the pavement beneath her. A slurping, sucking sound pushed past the fog clouding her mind. Lips latched onto her. A tongue pressed into the wound, working the blood out faster.
Oh god, oh god, oh god. Teeth. Teeth ripped into her neck like some animal.
He was eating her.
It was a nightmare she'd had ever since she'd been a child. A nightmare of cannibalism, of blood drinkers, of the undead converging on the living to devour them ... ever since watching Romero's Dawn of the Dead.
This couldn't be real. She'd been drugged somehow. She felt chemicals traveling through her system, shutting down her body. But her sight and hearing was intact. She could hear him sucking at her neck as though he were eating melting ice cream.
She'd heard of attacks with men and women having their veins slit open and blood drained, with no memory of how it had happened. She hadn't believed it. She hadn't wanted to believe it. She'd thought it some new vogue movement, like vampiric goths�not something real, something deadly. The attacks had happened near the highest trafficked areas, the clubs and tourist spots irresistible at any hour of the day.
Not here. Not so close to her home.
Not to her.
Maggie slowly blinked, watching the growing pool of blood her attacker let slip from his lips. It looked black in the darkness, an ooze too distasteful to believe gave her life. She reached for it weakly, as if she could scoop it back into her body.
She felt the man above her stiffen. He stopped suckling at her neck and pulled away, as if studying his kill.
Maggie tried to buck him off, but she could only shrug one shoulder. She felt drugged and knew it had to be loss of blood that had her so weak. It was too much to hope she was only having a nightmare. The pain and horror were too intense to be anything other than real.
Teeth pierced her neck again, sinking deeply, blotting out the fleeting pain coursing through her neck with each heart beat.
Her vision dimmed to a pinprick, no further than her fingertips. She smelled ozone, and then her sight snapped away into nothingness.
* * *
Freshly spilt blood wafted on the air like the scent of a sumptuous feast. In his weakened state, its allure was irresistible.
Danior Blake dropped to the ground, his leather duster whipped out in the residual energy blasting around him like the wind.
The vampire feeding looked up at his approach, wiping the blood trailing down his chin with the back of his hand.
"My lord,� he said, bowing his head before standing.
"Zane.� Danior nodded, coming to stand over the body. His fangs lengthened at the spicy, sweet scent, resisting his efforts at control. The battle with the lycan, Raoul, had left him weaker than he'd supposed.
His body still bore the brunt of the fight, for his wounds would not heal completely until he'd fed.
"You have the smell of wolf on you,� Zane said.
"I've been hunting Lycan,� Danior said, meeting his gaze coolly. �You know the council has forbidden the killing of humans in the city. We don't need the attention right now."
Zane's face did not betray his emotions, but Danior felt the fear in him. �She is different, my lord. I�"
The woman moaned, so softly it was barely a whisper of sound. Danior knelt beside her, frowning.
Humans had no immunity to vampire venom. �Did you not bite her?� he asked, touching her wound.
"I did, twice in fact. It did not paralyze her. I think if not for her blood loss, she would be fighting even now. She will not succumb to mind tricks, my lord. There would be no disguising this attack."
Danior nodded. It was true. Only through telepathy had they controlled what humans knew of them so far. It was how they'd escaped destruction for hundreds of years.
"Her blood is strong, sweeter than any I've tasted before. She can't be allowed to turn. Will you finish her or should I?"
The council had forbidden the creation of more vampires, as well. The city was overrun with them, and no vampire would leave for fear of showing weakness. Weakness was deadly in these strained times.
�Leave. I'll take care of this mess."
"Yes, my lord.� Zane bowed and took to the sky, leaving Danior alone with the woman.
Without the anti-coagulant of vampire saliva, the blood flow from the wound at her shoulder and neck slowed to a dribble.
She was a large woman, heavy and sturdily built. He puzzled over why she could resist the venom and why two bites along with the blood drain had not killed her almost immediately.
Her eyelids fluttered as he brushed her hair back, the corner of her mouth twitching as if she would speak. She seemed caught in some unspeakable nightmare, as horrific as reality, he surmised.
If the blood loss did not kill her, the venom coursing through her vitals could possibly turn her. She had an equal chance of either, perhaps better than most, for he'd never once seen a human resist the paralyzing effects of a vampire bite.
It was rare to turn a human. A small bite for normal feeding would result in no more than the feeling of a hangover afterward. Three bites over three days could chain a human to a vampire, leaving them addicted to the bite like a drug, but with some of the benefits of vampirism and none of the worst side effects.
Anything more than small increments was almost inevitably fatal. Those that managed to survive were forever infected with the virus that humankind knew as vampirism.
Some indefinable emotion swarmed Danior. He searched his memory but could not recall its name. Lust and hunger he knew. Anger. Rage. Desire. But this?
He shook his head and scooped the woman effortlessly into his arms.
He was curious to see the limits of her resiliency. The others would tear her apart in this state, though, so he could not take her beneath his club, nor to any other haunt of his kind.
There was only one place they feared to go�a place even he hesitated to go.

Chapter Two

Maggie woke from deep sleep completely disoriented. Her face pressed into the pillow, and she turned her head, wincing at the stiffness in her shoulders and neck. Something had awakened her�she'd heard a sound, something alien and unfamiliar. She held her breath, listening for the noise that had roused her, lying still as she tried to remember where she was.
This pillow wasn't hers. It smelled old, musty with age.
Of course, that wasn't much different from her own ancient pillows, but these were made of feathers instead of polyfiber filling. This definitely wasn't her house, which meant she definitely wasn't alone.
She rolled onto her back, biting her lip as her sore back connected with the bed. She touched the crook of her neck and found a small, square bandage.
It was all real. It had really happened. Had the bastard kidnapped her? Since she wasn't home, it was as good an assumption as any.
After listening for several minutes, she decided she was alone in the room. She felt like if she hadn't been there would have been a reaction anyway when she rolled over. Still, she thought it was better to err on the side of caution, and she scanned the room as far as she could see before she finally sat up.
To her relief, she saw that she really was alone.
The room was devoid of furniture save for the wrought iron bed. Directly opposite it stood two windows with heavy brocaded drapes. On the wall that housed the headboard of the bed were two doors. The right bedroom wall held another door, and on the wall opposite to that was a fireplace with a built-in mantel. The fire within it was the only light in the room.
It was an old room, evidenced by the hardwood floors and authentic plaster walls and ceiling. She had to be inside a Victorian era house, perhaps one even older.
From the twelve foot ceiling, a bare bulb hung from a chain in the center of the room, dangling a pull cord.
Old wiring too.
Maggie got up and pulled the cord. Light spilled down, weak, leaving the edges of the room still dim.
Seeing that her assessment of the room was accurate, Maggie decided to check the door closest to her.
It wasn't locked. She wasn't certain whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. It might mean nothing threatening at all. It could mean that whoever had brought her had only done so to help her.
On the other hand, it seemed to her that most anyone who might have found her would've taken her to a hospital. But how likely was it that her attacker would have taken her anywhere, much less patched her up?
After several minutes of indecision, she finally decided to err once again on the side of caution. Turning away from the door, she moved as quietly as possible to the first window. When she pulled the drapes back, she discovered that the window had been boarded over tighter than a nun's butt. Light squeezed through the minute cracks where putty had separated from the wood.
Maggie squinted painfully at the bright pinpricks, her heart skipping several beats as she let the curtains fall back in place. As much as she would've liked to believe that there was an unthreatening explanation for it, it seemed that she had to accept that she'd been imprisoned in the room. Unwilling to accept that assessment when she had already tested the door and found it unlocked, she decided to check the other window. It too was boarded up.
The unlocked door was either a trap, or the person who had left it unlocked had made certain that the rest of the building was secure. Regardless, she wasn't about to just sit and wait for whoever had taken her prisoner to come in and do whatever he wanted to her.
Maggie searched the room for anything she could use as a weapon. To her surprise, she found several objects that would make surprisingly good weapons. There were a pair of brass candlesticks on top of the mantel and near the fire, a poker leaned against the wall. Deciding she liked the looks of the poker best, because she really didn't want to have to get close enough to hit him with the candlestick, she took the poker and moved toward the door again.
Pressing her ear against the panel, she held her rasping breath, trying to listen above the rampaging rhythm of her heart. After listening intently for some time, she finally decided to open the door and have a look.
Turning the knob very slowly, she peered into the room�and discovered it was a bathroom.
"Shit! Shit, shit, shit!� she whispered. She looked around the bedroom. There were two other doors.
She was betting one of them was a god damned closet.
The narrow one had to be the closet.
Tiptoeing across the room, she pressed her ear to the other door. Still tremendously unsettled by her first wrong guess, Maggie only listened at that door for a few moments. Slowly, she turned the knob.
It was locked.
"Shit!"
"If you'll tell me what you're looking for, perhaps I can help."
The deep male voice directly behind her nearly gave Maggie heart failure. Acting purely on instinct, she whirled, swinging the poker for all she was worth�and buried it into the wall on her other side. Plaster burst from the impact like snow.
Stunned, she merely stared at the poker for several moments, wondering how she could have possibly missed him. That thought made her look around quickly.
He was lounging very casually against the bedpost.
Maggie gaped at him.
Even if she'd been blind, she would've sensed the danger surrounding him. Lethal practically oozed from his pores. It was hard to explain with certainty why she felt it, but he looked like the last person in the world to play good Samaritan.
He wore a black, peasant-style shirt open to the middle of his chest�the opening revealing a pale olive expanse of sculpted pectorals free of hair except for the thin beginnings of a happy trail that disappeared beneath the fabric before she could follow it. Leather pants hugged every inch of his legs and groin, showing off his package like prime rib in the meat department. He wore ass kicking boots, laced up to the knee with overlay buckles meant for tearing the hide off anyone dumb enough to brush against them.
He had an odd ensemble going on. Part tortured poet, part bad ass biker�all succulent man.
Leather tended to lend itself to a �bad� image, but this guy went way beyond that. Inky black hair framed his face, falling around his shoulders in thick tendrils almost indistinguishable from his clothing. His face was the most arresting part of him, however, and what set her heart to pounding uncontrollably.
It wasn't the square jaw or high cheekbones that were testament to high testosterone. It wasn't the wickedly black eyebrows arched sardonically as she continued to stare at him. It was his eyes. They were the eyes of a predator�so dark a gray they could easily be mistaken for black, and with the smallest tilt to them, making them appear as exotic as an Egyptian painting. They were intensely scrutinizing without seeming to be, lazy and hooded, like a cat just before striking.
Calling him dangerous would be an understatement.
"How did you do that?� she gasped when her brain finally seized on the warning and began functioning again.
"Which �that� are you referring to?� he asked, throwing her off balance. He didn't act in the least threatened by her weapon.
She stared at him. She'd been thinking about the fact that he'd managed to move so quickly out of the way when she'd swung at his head. The remark, however, reminded her that she'd thoroughly checked the room.
"How did you get in the room?"
"I walked."
Maggie gritted her teeth and jerked the poker out of the wall. �Look, I don't know who you are, and I don't know what you had in mind when you brought me here, but I'd like to leave now."
He shrugged. �Unfortunately, I can't allow that. You've been bitten."
Her eyes widened. �You son of a bitch! You're the one that attacked me, aren't you?"
He smiled faintly. �Not I."
She wanted to wipe that smug look off his face with the poker, but she didn't want to get that close to him. If he was the one who had attacked her, he had thrown her around as if she was some shrimpy ninety pound weakling. �Why is it that I don't believe you?"
Again, he shrugged, as if it was a matter of indifference to him one way or the other.
She studied him for several moments when he didn't respond. �You can't keep me a prisoner here."
He looked at her with interest. �Why not?"
She gaped at him. What the hell kind of conversation was this to be having with a maybe/maybe not killer? �What do you mean, why not? Because you can't, that's why not! People will be looking for me. I have friends! They'll have the cops down on your ass so fast you won't know what hit you."
He looked at her intently for several moments. �You have no close friends and no relatives. Even if you did, it would be of no consequence to me. Nor, might I add, does the thought of having cops on my ass particularly distress me."
"How do you know I don't have any friends or family?� she demanded indignantly.
He pushed away from the bed abruptly. Before she could even blink, he was standing practically nose to nose with her. She felt her jaw sag in disbelief. He lifted a hand and very lightly traced it along her temple.
"Because it is here."
Maggie swallowed with an effort. �What are you, a fucking mind reader or something?"
"No, I'm a fucking vampire,� he said, smiling thinly.
* * *
He wasn't sure why he'd brought her here. It was not physical attraction that had drawn his attention, though after he'd cleaned her, he saw that she was very appealing and womanly�reminiscent of women born in his own day. Physically, she was not what his �type� had become over the long years. He preferred small, slender women, but then, it seemed modern society had shifted to that preference decades ago and he along with it.
He'd tended to her for three days while she struggled to stay alive. Bathed the feverish sweat from her brow, changed the dressing on her wound, and cleaned the blood from her skin. He'd seen every inch of her body in repose.
It had almost been like tending a child, except she resembled no youth, and her appearance was such that he had no trouble distinguishing her from one so unsuitable for his carnal appetites.
She was buxom and tall, leggy. Her bare legs had entranced him while she writhed in bed. He'd had to sponge bathe her, touching every inch of skin, and he was surprised at how smooth she was, how hairless and fine her flesh. She was strong and muscled, but the hard edges of an average weighted woman did not exist on her. Softness appealed to him immensely. Women should be soft, malleable to a man's rough body.
It had taken a supreme effort of will not to explore her body as she lay helpless, but he found it distasteful to take advantage of a woman recovering from death and going through the change.
It amused him to know that he was not so much a monster as he'd supposed he was. Had he been, he could have fucked her as much as he pleased and left her to die when he was through. He'd known of others who had, and the act disgusted him more so now than it had before.
She was awake now. And the set of her jaw and stance, the fire in her eyes and her threat to take his head off both amused him and made his groin tighten uncomfortably.
This was no fleeting desire. She promised full, lasting passion, if only he could unleash it. Now he could press her and release the lust that had built inside him. He'd been long without a woman of any kind. The vampiresses could not move him as short lived humans could, vibrant with life and passion. He'd expected to have a human of his own by now, but the woman he'd found most appealing had been taken from him before he could complete binding her. He'd come upon Maggie after his fight with Raoul over that woman. How odd that losing her had led him to such a welcome surprise.
The resistance of her mind to his probing fascinated him. He marveled at her strength of will, perhaps more so because she could resist him even near death. Once he'd broken through, the memories that lay inside allowed him to explore the facets of her personality, to know the depression she'd sunk in to after her mother's death and the loss of her business.
Strangely, it moved him.
He'd not been moved emotionally in far too long, nor challenged in centuries, and he found himself eagerly anticipating it.
Arching a brow, he smiled as her eyes widened. She seemed caught between watching his face and staring at the bulge in his pants. She found him as appealing as he found her.
That was good. It would make the journey so much more pleasurable.
He could touch her any number of ways by bending her mind to control her sight, allowing him to move unseen around her. While parlor tricks were amusing among the inexperienced and unwary, he craved making her respond to him in a wholly new way.
She was shocked by his words, disbelief etched on her face. No one believed in vampires until they were bit on the neck....
His smile deepened as he brought his hand up to touch her face. In that moment, she tried to kill him.
* * *
Maggie had lost all desire to leave the room. She couldn't contain the shock on her face. She had thought the man was a serial killer or something. Then he had claimed to be a vampire, and she decided he was just plain insane. The problem with that comforting theory�and she would never have believed that would be a comforting theory before�was that the words were no sooner out of his mouth, than she swung the poker at him again for all she was worth.
Once again, she didn't manage to do anything except dig another whole in the wall. While she was trying to pry it loose, he skated a cool finger over one cheek that sent chills down her back.
"Such fire,� he murmured huskily. �I believe I'm going to enjoy this far more than I had anticipated. You will join me downstairs to dine, chere?"
He promptly vanished. Just vanished.
One moment he was there, and the next ... he was gone.
She'd never come as close to fainting in her entire life. She didn't even want to check the door anymore.
She scurried back to the bed and pulled the covers over her head.
Lying flat, she squeezed her eyes shut. I'm going to wake up. I'm going to wake up . She repeated the mantra until she calmed down enough so that her heart wouldn't beat her to death.
Idly, she wondered if fear induced pulse racing would burn as many calories as an elliptical machine.
She'd never felt more fatigued in all her life. This had to be good for something more than shaving years off her life.
When she finally nerved herself and pulled the covers down, she discovered she was in the same room and hadn't magically transported to her bedroom. The only difference was the door was now standing open.
Did he seriously think she'd eat with him? He'd attacked her, hadn't he? Maybe not. It didn't make much sense that he would reign himself in now, after she'd tried to brain him twice. She'd certainly provoked him enough if he was going to be violent. Then again, he had abducted her and wouldn't let her leave.
Maggie looked down at herself. Her clothes looked bad enough she wouldn't want her at the dinner table. Her jeans were torn at the knee, probably from when she'd fallen to the pavement. There were also brown patches along one hip. Her black knit shirt was ripped at the neck, making the neckline drape almost to her cleavage. They were clean though. That realization put her in a cold sweat. She felt sick to her stomach. Surely he hadn't undressed her and done her laundry? The thought was just too horrible�and unbelievable�to contemplate.
Maggie looked around the room for her sandals, but her shoes were nowhere to be found, and she mourned their loss. It would be impossible to get replacements at this time of the year.
She finally decided she'd stalled long enough. There was nothing for it. She had to leave here somehow.
Retrieving her poker�not that she thought it would do her much good since she'd only managed to hit the wall so far�Maggie exited the room, padding down the hallway on the dusty floor. Her skin crawled at that dirty feeling between her toes, but she ignored it. Almost immediately she spotted the grand, curved staircase leading to the lowest floor.
The front door stood at the bottom of the stairs like a beacon.
Maggie sailed down the stairs. She was halfway down them when she saw the man step into the foyer.
Escape was practically in her grasp, however. She tensed all over, envisioning the scenario in her mind.
Of leaping over the banister, landing sure-footedly on the floor below, and dashing for the door�all while he merely gaped at her in stunned amazement at her agility, too surprised by her speed to block her path.
Unfortunately, she'd never been terribly coordinated. She thought it was much more likely that she'd hang her foot in the banister and land on her face. And even if she managed to scramble to her feet and he was laughing too hard to move as quickly as he did before, she thought her limp would probably slow her down too much for her to make her getaway.
It was probably locked anyway, she thought glumly.
After her brief hesitation, while she tested the scenario in her mind, she continued down the stairs, pretending it hadn't occurred to her to make a break for the door.
A knowledgeable smile curled his lips. Asshole . He knew what had been running through her mind. She had to learn better control over her expressions and her bad habit of letting every thought show on it.
"Leave the poker by the stairs,� he said. He crossed his arms over his chest and gestured at her with one forefinger, pointing to where she should leave it.
Maggie thought about clobbering him with it, but she wasn't certain he'd stand still this time anymore than he had the last. Heaving a reluctant sigh, she leaned her weapon against the wall and stepped off the last step, moving toward him.
He bowed when she reached him, lifting her hand and kissing the back in the sort of quaint, old-fashioned chivalry that might have seemed ridiculous if anyone else had done it�or made her feel ridiculous. Instead, it made him appear indescribably suave, and it sent a delicious quiver through her belly.
Resolutely, she ignored it as he turned and walked her down the hallway toward an arched opening at the other end.
It was a formal dining room. And although, like the rest of the house, she knew that it was sadly aged, the tapers burning in the center of the table lent a mellow, golden glow that softened the harshness of the room's aging.
The tablecloth was pristine and set with elegant china and crystal. It seemed so incongruous, given the setting and situation. Nevertheless, she took her seat without comment when he pulled her chair out for her.
The entire situation took on a sort of bizarre, surrealistic edge as he removed the covers from the dishes on the table, displaying food that was as elegantly beautiful as the table setting. Try though she might to imagine him slaving over a hot stove, the image simply did not fit the man sitting across from her.
She didn't know why, but she'd assumed the two of them were alone in the house. Now she wondered if there was an army of servants lurking in the dark. That made no sense either, however. Surely if he had kidnapped her, he wouldn't have that many people that he could trust to aid him in his abduction?
She didn't bother to question him about it. She knew she couldn't trust anything he told her anyway.
Instead, she forced a smile. �The food looks delicious."
He nodded at the compliment and served her plate. She wasn't actually hungry. She was way too terrified to be hungry, but she thought that the best way to get him to let down his guard long enough for her to have a chance to escape would be to behave as if she accepted the situation.
When he'd served her plate, therefore, she smiled up at him again and thanked him. The first bite she took brought tears to her eyes. Not because the food was inedible, but because she immediately sank her teeth into her tongue. Her tongue went numb at the wound and throbbed in her mouth like a live thing.
The taste of blood filled her mouth.
With an effort, she chewed the food and swallowed anyway, feeling a little sick. It was her blood, of course, and she shouldn't have found it disgusting. She'd always had an aversion to blood though. She wanted desperately to spit the food out, but good manners precluded it, and even in her current situation, especially with that very elegant gentleman sitting across from her�kidnapper or not�she just couldn't bring herself to do anything that crude. Wouldn't her mama be proud to know that she could act like a lady?
"Is there a problem with the meat, chere?� he asked, arching a brow.
She blinked the tears from her eyes and looked at him. �Actually,� she said, blushing, �I bit my tongue."
"That would be the fangs, chere. They can be inconvenient. And it does take some time to grow accustomed to them."
She stared at him, but he didn't appear to be making a joke. �I don't have fangs,� she said.
"Didn't,� he corrected.
"Don't,� she said, feeling a little childish. �I'm not a dog."
"Certainly not. You're a vampire."

Chapter Three

While they dined, he talked about the history of New Orleans. Despite everything, it soothed her. The sound of his voice stroked along her nerve endings like the caress of a hand. She was surprised to discover that she ate most of the servings that he'd placed on her plate. She'd drank the wine as well, more wine than she'd intended, and certainly more than was wise. Her weight and height usually allowed her to drink more than the average person, however, so she wasn't worried about it. She couldn't remember ever even having a buzz from alcohol.
She didn't comment on his suggestion that she was a vampire. If he thought she'd believe that, he was crazy. Besides being ridiculous, she didn't feel remotely different than any other day of the week, and they'd both eaten the food he'd served�which canceled out all credibility of either of them being a vampire. Vampires could only drink blood. Everyone knew that.
He didn't seem insane, but on the other hand, sane people didn't usually brutally attack women on the street. She remembered hearing once that insane people were incredibly strong. That might explain how he had managed to attack her when she felt that she should have been fully capable of going toe to toe with pretty much any man.
The wine calmed even her fear of his mental stability. She found herself smiling at some of the anecdotes that he told.
"How old were you then,� she asked impulsively at something he'd said.
"Six hundred and fifty nine years."
She burst out laughing. �No, really."
"Ah, chere, would you have me whisper sweet little lies in your ear instead?� he said on a husky note that made her insides quiver.
"I'm not sure I'd want you getting that close."
"Wouldn't you?"
Smiling devilishly, he reached across the table, and with his index finger, began swirling a little pattern on the back of her hand. �Perhaps I'm not close enough,� he whispered.
Warmth flowed up her arm, lifting the fine hairs on her arm and the back of her neck. A delicious little shiver skated down her spine as she looked into his dark eyes. There was a smoldering look in his gaze that she immediately identified, despite the fact that she'd never had a look like that directed at her in her memory. It sent heat surging through her. Her belly clenched as a sweet, sharp spasm reverberated from the core of her sex straight up to her heart.
A warning voice niggled in the back of her mind. He was a kidnapper and insane besides. She was convenient and his captive, otherwise, she was sure a man that looked like him would never be interested in even looking at her, much less touching her. She was used to people swearing to go on a diet after one look at her size eighteen frame�not with any kind of desire.
That more than anything else was the clincher. She forced a slight smile. �You're not trying to seduce me, are you?"
He smiled wryly. �Not very successfully,� he murmured, �if you can ask."
It occurred to her that she was probably a little bit tipsy, but she knew that she was still clear-minded enough to take advantage of the fact that he obviously believed her judgment was impaired by the alcohol she'd consumed.
She gave him her most sultry look, propping her arm on the table and dropping her chin onto her hand.
�Now you're teasing me."
Something flickered in his eyes. �I can, if you like."
The breath rushed from her lungs as her heart lurched in her chest. Despite her wayward libido and her natural reluctance to encourage this sort of conversation under ordinary circumstances, she reminded herself that she was trying to catch him off guard.
"What did you have in mind?� she said in a throaty voice, smiling at him faintly.
He studied her for several moments and finally rose from his chair, took her hand, and led her from the dining room. �I'm much better at showing than telling."
A wave of dizziness washed over her. She struggled to throw it off, refusing to admit even to herself, that it was as much or more pure carnal lust than the wine she had drank. Blushing, she smiled at him in what she hoped was a combination of interest and shyness as he placed her hand on his arm and escorted her from the dining room. In the doorway, she turned slightly toward him, lifting her hand and placing it on his chest.
"I hardly know you. I don't even know your name,� she whispered, grasping two handfuls of his jacket.
"Danior,� he said, leaning close, his eyelids heavy over his dark eyes.
Even as he leaned his head toward her, she brought her knee up between his legs as hard as she could and gave him a shove backwards.
Whirling, she made a mad dash for the front door. She was on it so fast she slammed into the door and nearly knocked the breath out of herself. She twisted the knob but the door wouldn't open. Through the glass medallion in the center she could see it was also boarded over. How the hell had they even gotten into the house? There must be another door, but she didn't think she had time to look for it.
Turning, she scooped the poker up from the stairs, smashing through the glass. The poker bit into the wood with a thud. She hammered at it with gusto but failed to do more than break off splinters of wood.
What the hell had he closed this with? Four by sixes?
"You can't leave that way,� he said directly behind her, scaring the life out of her.
Maggie whirled around, gasping, swinging the poker. He caught the poker mid-air, halting her strike.
Frowning, he jerked it free and sent it sailing across the foyer with a metallic clatter as it hit the floor.
Maggie gaped at him as his fingers locked around her wrists. She brought her knee up. He smiled grimly as he blocked her ball busting move with his thigh, grunting at the impact.
"That was a nasty thing to do, chere,� he said, tightening his hold on her wrists, pulling her back toward the stairs.
"I don't know why you expected anything different. You kidnapped me!� she gritted out, digging her heels in. She felt slivers of glass cut her bare feet and winced at the pain that shot through them.
He pulled her inexorably toward the stairs. Visions of torture swamped her mind. She couldn't let him take her up there.
She went limp, forcing him to release her as she dropped to the floor. Ignoring the bruise to her hip as she landed, she rolled onto her stomach to get to her feet.
"Merde,� he cursed and landed on top of her, pinning her to the floor.
Maggie gasped as his weight locked over her, his knees around her waist, his hands on her shoulders. It was just like the attack. Panic gripped her, sending her heart racing, her lungs burning for air, her mind in a mad whirl of chaotic thought. She reached out for anything, any kind of weapon.
Glass sliced a finger open, drawing her attention. She grasped it, ignoring the pain as it laid open her right palm. She reached across and stabbed at his hand on her left shoulder.
He hissed in pain and broke her slick grip on the glass, flinging it away. Lifting off her struggling form the briefest moment, he flipped her over and straddled her hips, pinning her hands to the floor.
"You little fool. I should let you open that door and kill yourself, if only to make you believe."
"You're crazy!� she gritted out, struggling against his grip. Jesus! He was stronger than she would have ever imagined. Her fingers were going tingly, numb from the pressure.
He sighed wearily and pulled her arms down, shifting his weight until he could pin her hands down with his knees.
�Once his hands were free, he straightened and looked down at her, his hands resting on his splayed thighs. Her chest rose and fell drastically with each breath as she continued to struggle to free herself. She couldn't move her arms more than to flap her elbows. Her legs were useless, not because she couldn't move them, but because no matter how hard she strained to buck him, he couldn't be budged.
"Hold still if you don't want me doing something you'll regret,� he warned in a voice rough with arousal.
She looked up at him and caught him staring at the movement of her breasts. More than the sight of his eyes devouring her, the erection straining the fly of his leather pants snared her attention.
He caught her startled gaze as it flew back up to his eyes. She immediately went limp, a lethargy spreading over her at the feel of his power spreading through her body. She thought the wine had gotten to her but knew that was wrong, that this was different. She could feel him inside her, holding her mind in thrall, trying to bend her to his will.
It was working. He kept her thoughts churning, unable to focus on anything so simple as commanding her body to move, to fight him.
He slid his hands down his thighs, bending as he spread his palms over her ribcage just beneath her breasts. Her bra was gone, and in her supine position, her breasts had spread, leaving her cleavage wide enough he could press his lips there if he so chose.
She imagined him tugging her neckline down to scrape his teeth and tongue over her flesh, to nip and lave her breasts until they were ripe and achy from the grip of his large hands.
Maggie slowly blinked as the images changed and he thrust his hand down the front of her jeans, cupping her mound to dip his fingers in the top of her slit and flick the hidden bud there. Her mouth parted on a sigh, the waking dream so intense, her body reacted as if it was real. Her slit moistened, her clit pulsed with a rush of blood and arousal.
Maggie blinked once more, recognizing her descent into the forbidden. She felt drugged�no�mesmerized. These weren't her thoughts. She felt his suggestion, recognized the imagery as his own.
He smiled knowingly, eliciting a quiver inside her vagina that had her clenching the muscles tight.
He slid a hand up, stroking the valley between her breasts, spreading his fingers until they grazed the rounded edges of her breasts. Maggie mentally flinched from him.
He stopped just shy of touching her where she shamelessly wanted to be touched, watching her. �You don't want me to touch you? Is it because you are repulsed by me, or is it something else?� His strange accent flowed over her like deep, mellow music. She wanted to cave into it. Needed to in the worst kind of way.
You crave to relinquish control to a man, he said in her mind.
No, I don't, she responded, clenching her jaw. Even if I did, I wouldn't want to with you . But she did want to lose control. Something was wrong with her. She'd always wanted to be dominated by a man.
She'd never found one strong enough to command her in the bedroom. Men were intimidated by her, and even if they hadn't been, most were shorter and lighter than she was and couldn't dominate an ant if their life depended on it. She couldn't imagine some weakling taking sexual command of her. She was too much of a realist, her will too strong to tame.
More than that, her body repulsed her in a way that she could never truly let loose and enjoy herself.
She'd never found a man capable of making her forget what she was.
He gave her a pleased look after a moment, his heavy brows arching with amusement. You are shielding your thoughts from me .
Good. Now let me go. She didn't want him prying into her mind.
"I've never found anyone so young capable of shielding,� he said thoughtfully, removing his hands from her body to prop on his thighs once more. �Do you believe I am what I say?� he said aloud.
He released her from thrall, allowing her to speak. �No,� she gritted out defiantly, shaken by how close she'd come to giving in to him. Her body ached in that oh-so-familiar way of unrequited lust. She could feel the dampness in her sex, the throb of her clit begging for surcease from the strain of unfulfillment. He hadn't done a damn thing to her and she was practically panting for him to fuck her brains out.
It had been so long since she'd been touched by a man that she couldn't even remember the last time.
Well, she didn't want to remember the last time. Abstinence seemed to have made her weaker, not more resistant to the lure of sexual impulse.
He sighed and reached for a shard of glass on the floor. Maggie winced, thinking he was going to hurt her, instead, he touched one edge to his palm. �If touching your mind cannot convince you, then perhaps this will. Here's your proof of what we both are,� he said, slicing his hand open without hesitation.
"No,� she whispered, unable to stop him. Maggie felt sick watching the blood flow. She wanted to look away but couldn't stop watching the well of bright red flow down his arm. It dripped onto her chest and stomach, soaking her with a warmth like hot water.
"Watch,� he said softly. The blood slowed to the barest trickle and then stopped. He wiped the blood away with his thumb, clearing the wound.
Maggie watched in disbelief as the wound closed to a scratch and then faded to a thin, red line.
"Your own wounds are gone, if you care to look."
He freed her hands, standing above her as she checked her fingers and hands for cuts. Only dried blood remained. No wound of any kind.
"How is this possible?� she asked, coming to her feet with his help. She winced as her weight landed on heels and the glass embedded there.
"You have the healing ability of the vampire now. It's part of what allows us to live so long. Come, we have to get that glass out of your feet before it heals inside you and has to be cut out."
Without another word, he bent and scooped her into his arms, carrying her up the stairs.
* * *
Maggie expected to hear the snap of arm bones breaking or the pop of his shoulder joints as they dislocated. Miraculously, nothing like that happened. She never dreamed she'd meet anything short of a crane capable of lifting her off her feet, let alone a man who could carry her up an entire flight of stairs and down a hall.
Secretly, despite the discomfort of the position, she found it thrilling and terrifying that he was strong enough to bear her. There was something so incredibly masculine about it, that it gave her the illusion of being small and feminine. She could feel the power in his shoulders beneath her arm she'd draped around his neck, and as she watched his face, she felt like he had more yet to reveal, as if he was restraining himself from unintentionally hurting her.
He wasn't even winded when he kicked open the bedroom door and took her into the bathroom she'd found earlier. He sat her on the closed lid of the toilet, moving away to the medicine cabinet before coming back with a pair of tweezers. Sitting on the edge of the claw-footed tub, he looked at her expectantly.
"Give me your foot,� he said. His tone sounded like he expected her to fight him, but that he would win anyway.
Feeling weird and unsure of herself, she gave him her foot, wincing as he carefully removed the tiny shards of glass imbedded in her skin. He frowned in concentration, his brows drawing close together. His hair fell across his forehead, and he kept having to push it behind his ears.
As he finished, he brushed his thumb over the pads of her toes and ball of her foot to check for anything he'd missed, tickling her.
Maggie yelped and tried to jerk her foot free, but he held her still, tightening his knees around her calf.
The position was extremely intimate, with her leg trapped between his thighs and his hands probing her.
Again, she felt small next to him. His hands looked large on her feet, making them seem almost dainty.
The image of him nibbling down her toes and up her leg flashed in her mind, leaving her warm beneath her clothes.
The heat of his erection pressed near her heel, adding to her discomfort and awareness of him as a desirable man. It embarrassed her to see it and be so close to grazing it, but it embarrassed her more to realize she wanted to touch it. If she moved just a little and he let go, she could rub her toes upon it. Press down and massage with her toes to give him pleasure.
He tickled her foot one last time, deliberately provoking her and snapping her back to the present.
Giving her a wicked smile, he finished his inspection and demanded her other foot�the one with most of the glass.
She couldn't quite comprehend her attraction to him, not when he had to be the person who had hurt her before.
It was strange watching him do something so tender. Despite how large his hands were, his fingers weren't thick and chunky. They were tapered and elegant, like the fingers of an aristocrat. He didn't fumble with the painstaking work, and she knew, implicitly, that he would not be inept with more delicate tasks.
She could hardly reconcile him with the attacker in the alley. He'd tended her wounds, fed her with elaborate dishes equal to fine cuisine in expensive restaurants ... tried to seduce her. And now she knew that he was a vampire�that she was, if he was to be believed.
It had to be true. Nothing else could explain the rapid healing. And yet....
"I don't feel any different,� she finally said, almost to herself.
He looked up briefly from his task. �You won't until your first thirst. Your fangs will swell with your first venom, and only fresh blood can override the imbalance in your body's hormonal system. It will drive your thoughts until you appease it. It will kill you if you deny it. Too much venom kills even us."
Blood. It made her sick even thinking about it. �Why did you attack me in the alley? Is it because you were thirsty?� she asked impulsively.
He frowned, his eyes shuttered. �I didn't attack you."
Somehow, she knew it was the truth. Perhaps deep inside, she'd known it all along. Had her subconscious allowed her to become attracted? Or was it something that couldn't be controlled, even if a man was a bastard and a killer? So many women seemed trapped unto death by men she deemed real life monsters. She liked to believe her own judgment was not so impaired. �If you didn't, who did?"
"Another vampire. Before you ask, yes, he was hungry. Would you like to know his name so that you can hunt him down and stake him? I confess, I would not have his actions any different. Had he not bitten you,� he said, his voice dropping an octave, �I would not have you now."
For some absurd reason, that statement sent a flurry of pleasure inside her. Gawd, she was such an idiot.
She ignored it. �Did I die then? Am I ... undead?"
He chuckled, brushing his fingers over her foot, searching for glass. She shivered. �You are breathing, are you not? Vampirism is a disease, nothing more."
"What about your special powers? What else can you do?"
He tucked the tweezers away in his pocket and massaged her foot, sending pleasure up her calf. The pain was already gone. She couldn't doubt her body's reaction�her rapid healing.
And she couldn't ignore how she responded to him.
"If you live as long as I have, you will learn as much and more. I have nothing but time on my side. When I was turned, I was vulnerable, as you are now. It is the main reason that a fledgling vampire must have a master�you need the protection."
"How long will that take?� she asked, feeling warm and drowsy.
"Your mind is strong. Perhaps in ten years you will be ready to go out on your own.� He massaged her calf, bending over her leg.
"Hmm.� She wiggled her toes and stretched them, brushing against his erection. It was as hard as she imagined, thick and huge. She grew damp just thinking about wrapping herself around it.
He stopped and looked at her. She smiled lazily and leisurely stroked up his length. It throbbed beneath her, hot, aching for feminine wetness.
He stood abruptly, releasing her. She dropped her foot to the floor.
"You should bathe the blood from your body and rest while it is still light out."
Disappointed, she watched him leave and sighed. She wasn't sure if it was the �vampirism� or going too long without male companionship, but she was horny as hell. Frustrated by his lack of responsiveness�which she should have expected�she closed the bathroom door and took off her bloody, torn clothes, dropping them in a pile on top of the hamper. As bad as they looked, she should've just put them in the trash, but then she'd have to walk around naked.
If she was skinny, she might be tempted, if only to get a real rise out of Danior and see what would happen. As it was, she rather thought strolling around naked in front of him would be a hindrance to any amorous designs she might have. She hadn't looked at herself naked in a long, long time, since it always seemed to put her in a funk and in the mood for ice cream, but she knew without looking that she wasn't in the least desirable.
He'd had an erection, but that didn't mean a damn thing. Men stayed aroused. They'd screw a fat girl in a heartbeat just for a warm, wet hole, but they'd never tell anyone about it. It was one of the reasons she hated men.
It was one of the reasons why she hadn't had sex in almost eight years�not since her first time, when she'd found out it had all been a really bad joke and the fat girl's virginity had been the punch line.
Ignoring the hurt at that memory, Maggie turned on the water, adjusting the temperature, then turned on the shower head and climbed into the tub. Water rained down on her head, washing the dried blood away as she pulled the curtain around the tub. It fluttered with the billowing steam at the back, and she bent to tuck the curtain in and put a bar of soap on top to hold it in place.
As she did so, she noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. Pushing wet strands of hair off her forehead, she poked at a fold in the curtain, freezing when she saw a spider the length of her thumb.
Maggie stifled a scream and pinched up the curtain, trying to smash the gray striped monstrosity. It scrambled up the curtain.
She gulped down another scream, fighting to keep calm, releasing the curtain as she took the shower head and tried to point it at the spider to drown it. It wouldn't reach. Putting her hand in the water stream, she tried to angle the water at the curtain, splashing at it. When that failed, she took in a mouthful of water and spit a stream at it.
Water hit the spider. It fell into the tub and instantly crumpled. Maggie jumped out of the shower, dripping all over the floor as she looked into the tub. The spider floated around the two inches of water, heading in the opposite direction of the drain.
"I hate spiders,� she muttered, shivering in revulsion and with the cool air brushing over her wet skin. No way was she getting back in there with that spider's carcass.
Looking around for something to scoop it out, she spied an empty toilet paper roll poking out of the trash can. Grabbing it, she leaned over the tub and tried to scoop the spider out.
Like a flower, the spider's legs bloomed out from its body as it clambered up the toilet roll. Maggie screamed and thrust the soggy roll in the water, trying to smash the spider. She lifted it carefully and the spider popped up and ran up the tube. Screaming again, Maggie smashed the tube on the side of the tub, smearing and pounding with the soggy cardboard until she was sure it was dead.
With a sense of dread, she carefully peeled it up and peered on the other side, feeling satisfaction to see its crumpled, flat body pasted onto the brown paper.
Shuddering, she dropped the roll into the trash can.
Behind her, the door burst open and slammed against the wall.

Chapter Four

Danior was sweeping up the glass when the first scream pierced his senses. His heart halted one brief moment and set into a gallop as adrenaline pumped into his system.
Fearing that their hiding place had been discovered, he dropped the broom and raced up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Another scream rent the air, louder this time, fueling his sense of dread. She could be dead before he ever reached her.
Danior rushed into her bedroom. It was empty. He heard water in the bathroom, the sounds of a struggle, the pounding tempo of her heart.
He burst through the door, letting it rebound noisily off the wall as he stopped stock still in the door frame at the sight that greeted him.
She whirled and jerked her head up, shrieking and covering her nakedness.
A fog of lust overwhelmed him, making him sway and take a step back. It curled through his body to tauten his nerves with desire. His blood flow redirected, leaving him light headed as it aimed for his cock, bringing it to throbbing life with the resounding beat of his heart. He took a step inside, barely able to break his gaze away from the soft, ample curves of her body to inspect the room for danger.
"What has happened,� he demanded, wrenching his mind away from the ripe, woman shapeliness in the corner just begging for him to give her a roll. Concentrating, he looked around the small room, seeing nothing amiss. Without his gaze locked on her form, he was able to think clearly. He could sense no other presence, now that he had calmed enough to reach out with his mind. Her screams had made his mind betray him, set him into a near panic. He could not allow her to weaken him in such a way.
He looked back at her when he confirmed they were alone. Desire swelled again, abetting his descent into pure, carnal, mindless need. God above, she would be the death of him.
"Get out!� she screamed, �Get out, get out, get out!� She backed up, pulling the nearly clear curtain over her body as if it would shield her from his gaze.
He closed his eyes a moment, willing himself to leave the room. His lids opened once more, defying his waning willpower.
She obviously didn't realize just how much the curtain revealed. He could see the shadow of blonde hair at the apex of her thighs, see the turn of her waist up to her ribcage. Her small, pink nipples flattened against the vinyl, breasts bulging against the fabric like they were contained in a corset, urging him to rip the covering away and suck them into his mouth.
�His salivary glands tightened, a sharp pain jarring his jaw muscles. His mouth watered as hunger overtook him, hunger that could only be appeased by a warm, willing woman.
Without conscious volition, he stepped toward her, closing the distance between them until he had backed her up nearly to the wall. Steam wafted in the air, making her skin damp. Her hair clung to her forehead and throat in an array that drew his attention to her veins as effectively as an arrow shot.
They shown pale blue, a tracery over her chest and throat like a fall of delicate lace about her neck. His fangs ached to see the life blood flow in her veins, to see the translucent skin unmarred and pink from the heat of the nearby shower and her own response to his nearness.
"Why were you screaming?� he asked with an attempt at feigning a calm he didn't feel, yet his voice was still thick and rough with arousal despite his effort.
She swallowed, her throat working to put moisture into her mouth. He clenched his jaw, tightening his hands into fists as her muscles moved sensually slow. �A spider tried to get me,� she said huskily, watching with a wary eye caught between him and a route of escape.
He smiled despite himself. He hadn't met a woman yet who didn't hate spiders. �You're nearly immortal now. It wouldn't have hurt you."
She tightened her grip on the curtain, shifting on her feet. �Phobias are an irrational fear. I can't help myself."
"Hmm.� He couldn't either, and he was weary of playing by the rules of society, the rules of the council ... and her rules. Perhaps that's why he'd broken one of the oldest dictates of the New Orleans underworld�to allow a human to be turned vampiric. It was a death sentence to defy the council, one that he'd welcomed with relish before. But now....
He watched her without speaking a long moment. Tension built in the air around them. Expectancy made her breath rush between her lips. She breathed hard, as if she couldn't get enough air. He felt suddenly as breathless as she, his heart pounding in time to her own.
Such moments were rare for him, this sense of urgency to sate his appetite mingling with the near hidden fear of rejection. The uncertainty sharpened his yearning, awakened a new hunger, stronger than any other before it, more ravenous.
Scarcely aware of himself, he lifted his hands and ripped the curtain away. Her gasp spurred the rapacious, overwhelming need to take and conquer, devour her cries and consume her passion. She wrapped her arms around her breasts and pubic mound, trying to hide. His belly clenched with the impact of her defenselessness. He smiled in anticipation, eager to see her and kiss her until her shyness dissolved under his tongue. Already her cunt wept for his possession. Its subtle scent perfumed the air, driving his need to unbearable heights.
"You draw attention to yourself, chere,� he said, slowly locking his hands around her wrists, forcing her to free her body for his greedy gaze.
"I don't do it on purpose,� she gasped, jerking at the tether of his hands, fighting, but not fighting hard enough. �I don't want you looking at me. I don't want anyone to look at me."
"Don't you?"
She tried to pull free, to turn away, but he wouldn't allow it. No, not this time. He'd seen her before, when he'd cleansed her body and laid her to recuperate in the bedroom, but her limp form was nothing as it was now, vibrantly alive, aching for fulfillment and freedom.
When she couldn't escape, she closed her eyes, as if that would hide her somehow, as if it could disguise her embarrassment.
She hated herself, her body�that he knew, but the driving need to change was something he'd never understood about women. His cock swelled at the sight of her pale flesh. She was all rounded curves and no hard edges. She would be soft to touch, soft and welcoming to the pounding of his body into hers. He ached to sink inside her, drum into her pussy until the world dissolved around them.
Her breasts were smaller than he'd supposed, and if she'd been a smaller size, she would probably be nearly flat-chested. As it was, they were a modest handful, tipped with virginal nipples no larger than the tip of her pinkie finger. He could tell just from looking at her and her response, that she'd never allowed a man to look at her naked. Had she allowed a man to suckle her breast?
He thought not. It pleased him to think he would be the first to taste her, to see her.
"Stop looking at me,� she gritted out, twisting in his hold, ashamed of herself.
Her shame made him ache, long to erase whatever held her repressed to her own natural beauty. He was angry that she'd loosed his hold over himself, that she denied him and herself. He was ravenous, and he saw no need to deny the hunger what it willed.
"You're right. I've looked for long enough,� he ground out, wrapping his arms around her and trapping her hands behind her back, forcing her to arch against him.
Her breasts flattened against his chest, her soft stomach melded to the muscles of his flat belly. He groaned as his cock met her naked mound, only his leather pants between him and the sweet heat between her thighs. He held her there a moment, soaking in the feel of her pressed so intimately against him.
Her heart fluttered against his chest. Each rapid breath made her tighten to him, increased the furious tempo of his own desire.
Biting back another groan, he bent his head and closed his lips over hers. She gasped against his lips, indignant, surprised, angry. He tasted her sweet breath before plunging his tongue inside her mouth, sweeping past her short fangs to tangle with her tongue.
She was hot and wet, vulnerable against him. Her hands twisted at her back, fighting him. Aggression surged in his veins at her defenselessness. Toying with her tongue, he nibbled her lips, urging her to taste him back.
Her tongue was limp in her mouth, resistant to his teasing, leaving him disappointed.
He released her hands, cupping her buttocks as he crushed her back against the wall, bringing her up hard against the ridge of his cock.
She moaned into his mouth, gripping his forearms as if she would thrust him away. He plunged his tongue in and out of her mouth, mimicking the grind of his hips as he rocked against her mound.
She whimpered, deep in her throat, sucking on his tongue at last, sending his will careening out of control. He kissed her harder, coaxed her tongue into his mouth so that he could suckle her as he massaged her buttocks. The weight felt good in his hands. He spread them, unbalancing her until she was opening for him, spreading her thighs around his hips as he pushed her up the wall and took her weight into his hands.
His groin nestled in the apex of her thighs. He knew her cleft wrapped around him, bared to his cock, wet and burning for the hammer of his body. He tore his mouth from hers, dragging it over her jaw line.
Her small gasps urged him on, fired his blood in a way he hadn't felt in years. His body had felt dead before, lifeless to emotion. Now he was alive and starving for the taste of her, of this woman that hated him and what he was.
He opened his mouth on her neck, dragging his teeth over her throat. She shuddered, her pulse quickening beneath his lips as if she knew what he wanted ... and feared and welcomed it.
He had yet to taste her blood, but he craved it, craved the ecstasy that could only be wrought by the intimacy of blood bonding.
The thought brought him up short, quenching the fire in his loins like a dash of ice water.
"Oh ... god,� he groaned against her neck, his breath fanning off her skin against his own lips. His fangs lengthened, anticipating the pleasure of piercing her flesh, to become one with her. His salivary glands spasmed again, making him hiss in pain.
He laved her neck, tasting the salt of her skin, the fear and desire trembling beneath the surface, pulsing in her lifeblood. It called him like a drug, promising a high unlike any other, an addiction he wished to embrace again.
To want it was the ultimate weakness.
He thrust against her cleft, her liquid heat near burning him through his pants. He groaned and closed his eyes, driving against her, trying to draw the anguishing, needful thirst to his throbbing cock.
She moaned, panting and whimpering. He grazed her neck, calling the blood to its surface.
With a growl of fury, he tore himself away from her, breathing heavily, resisting the lure of her eyes, glazed with passion and fear and disappointment. Her mouth and throat were reddened from his kisses.
Her lips were parted and wet, pouty, begging to be tugged into his mouth and sucked. And a line was drawn across her throat, from his teeth, testament to how close he'd come to breaking his vow to himself.
He stalked out of the room before he could make such a drastic mistake as blood bonding with another woman. The last time he had, she'd nearly killed him.
* * *
Maggie watched him leave, unsure if she wanted to scream at him for touching her, or run after him. She knew it was stupid, but she couldn't help feeling like he was disgusted with her for some reason. She didn't want to embarrass herself if that was the case and ask him to stay.
Had he felt some cellulite on her ass and been turned off? She didn't know, and not knowing what had happened made her sick to her stomach.
She felt as dumb as a teenager. She didn't have enough sexual experience with men to know how to deal with their mood swings, to know what every nuance of an expression or rejection could mean.
Maggie felt herself descending into a depression. Strangely, she didn't long for a stomach full of something sweet. That was a bright note, but she was still ashamed to admit that a man made her feel this way. It was weak, and she hated being weak or dependent on another person.
Strange as it was, she could barely remember how she'd felt the night she'd been attacked�the same day her world had changed because she was out of a job, car-less, and practically on the street with no money for necessities like a home and ice cream. Instead, her thoughts centered around a man she didn't even know, who'd taken her in for some unfathomable reason. He was a vampire. She should hate him, be scared of him, not feel this insane attraction.
But she did, and she couldn't stop herself.
Maggie finished her shower, washing the scent of him off her skin, the taste of him out of her mouth. Try as she might though, she couldn't erase how it had felt to be touched. God, it had been so long. She'd forgotten what it could feel like, how exhilarating it was to feel arousal and have that same feeling reciprocated.
But it wasn't. No more than it had been the first time.
Miserable, she left the bathroom and found that he'd laid out a new set of clothes as well as a pajama shorts set. She checked the sizes and was mortified to see that he had them exactly right. There was no pretending that she was something she wasn't. She hated the idea that he knew she was a size eighteen�hated that he'd seen her naked when she'd been so careful all of her life not to allow it.
She dropped her towel and changed into the pajama set. Miserable, and not knowing what else to do, she climbed into bed and was asleep only a few moments later.
The nausea woke her. She broke out in a cold sweat as her gut clenched. Hoping the feeling would pass, she lay perfectly still until she knew that it wouldn't. Unable to fight it any longer, she threw herself out of bed and rushed to the bathroom before it was too late.
She barely made it to the toilet in time. The elegant dinner she'd enjoyed went straight into the toilet, scouring her throat and mouth with fire. Tears streamed down her face, making her eyes blur. Her stomach convulsed again and again until she had nothing left inside her, and even then the disgust continued to make her dry heave.
Finally, she was able to stop and flushed the toilet, crawling to the tub and running water to rinse her mouth out and wash her face.
She heard the door open and knew he'd come in.
If things weren't bad enough, they always got worse. Maggie kept her back to him, bathing her face in cold water.
He touched her shoulder gently, pulling her hair back from her face.
Maggie shrugged him off, going stiff all over. If it wasn't bad enough that he'd rejected her, to have him see her this way should have killed her dead on the spot from mortification. Someone up above liked to torture her for fun too much. �Stay the fuck away from me, you bastard!"
He dropped his hand, but she could still feel him right behind her, watching.
Maggie tried to ignore him. The pain helped. Her head felt like it was going to split open. Even her teeth hurt, ached as though someone had tried to pry them apart. Pain gnawed at her belly now that it was empty, but she'd be damned if she'd experience that again for something to fill it and take the ache away.
"You have to feed. I thought having some food in your stomach would slow the process, but I see it hasn't."
Pain lanced her gums. She tasted blood and knew they'd split. She gulped a mouthful of water and spit it out, seeing small threads of blood run down the drain.
"Your fangs have come fully in. It's the overabundance of venom that sickens you and drives the hunger,� he said softly, as if he knew what she was experiencing.
She half wondered hysterically if a dentist could pull them and fix her little problem. She cried into the tub, pressing her palm into it to keep from falling inside as she spat more blood out. Bile rose in her throat. She'd always had a problem looking at blood, much less tasting it. The coppery taste repulsed her. How could she ever stand drinking it willingly?
"What's wrong with me?� she whispered, sobbing against her arm.
"You need blood. If you don't hunt tonight, you'll die."

Chapter Five

He helped her stand, steadying her as she wavered against him. He closed his arms around her, comforting her in a way she hadn't been since before her mom died. He rubbed his hands on her back in soothing circles.
"Do I have to kill someone?� she asked, horrified by the implication of feeding off of another human being. She was in so much pain though, she thought that maybe she could off a bad guy if this went on long enough. Prolonged torture could make a person do anything to make it stop. She had a horrible aversion to pain and suffering.
"We're forbidden to kill humans. But that's not what we will hunt tonight. I dare not take you into the city, regardless. There is wildlife nearby, and it will be easier for you for your first time."
So far, there was nothing remotely romantic about being a vampire. Someone, somewhere had screwed up on the glamorous parts.
Not speaking further, he led her into the room and she saw he'd brought her another outfit. She appreciated him shopping for her�even if she didn't know when he could have done it�but his taste just didn't fit her body style. Spread on the bed was a fire engine red, leather bustier; black lambskin pants, boot cut; twenty eye, Doc Marten boots with red flames stitched on the sides; and a leather duster. If she was about forty pounds lighter, she'd love his taste in clothing. As it was, she didn't need any help looking bigger.
Despite her pain, there were some things she couldn't let rest without saying something. �Haven't you heard leather makes fat people look fatter?"
He sighed and ran a hand through his long hair in irritation. �It's easier to clean the blood off of leather and vinyl. I'll wait for you downstairs."
She was just delaying and she knew it. Killing something and drinking its blood was inevitable.
Swallowing hard, she changed from her soaked pajamas into the leather clothing. Unfortunately, the lining clung to her damp skin and made getting into it extremely difficult. She felt like a fatty piece of meat shimmying into a sausage skin. When she was dressed, panting from exertion, she took a quick trip into the bathroom to check herself out. The mirror wasn't full length, but it gave her a good idea of what she looked like.
She actually didn't look that bad, considering. The leather, tight as it was, held her stomach in, shaped and lifted her butt, and the bustier made her breasts look huge. The man was seriously kinky with this whole leather fetish.
A wave of dizziness made her close her eyes, and Maggie knew she'd delayed long enough. The sleep she'd gotten only seemed to have made her groggy rather than rested, and she wasn't sure how many of the symptoms she was feeling could be attributed to this �thirst for blood'.
She dragged herself downstairs where he waited in the foyer, lounging against the banister, dressed in unrelieved black like it was some vampire uniform. The glass and blood streaking the floor from earlier had been cleaned up.
Maggie felt her breath catch as he looked up at her. He really was beautiful, in a completely male sort of way. She couldn't remember ever seeing another man that affected her the way he did. Her desire for other men seemed pathetic now, as weak as dishwater compared to the blinding force of his sexual attraction.
Potently masculine, he oozed carnality. Just looking at his face sent her thoughts whirling away from her own hurts to imagine sensual aches that would hurt so good in all the right places. She craved it with a hunger equal to that to ease her pain. If she could think about sex while feeling like she'd expire at any moment, she felt her chances were pretty good that she'd live.
She wasn't sure how long she could stand to be around him, knowing that he'd found something repulsive about her. She preferred not knowing exactly what it was and just picking at it with her brain rather than know that it was something she'd never be able to change about herself.
He held his arm out expectantly, and she wrapped her hand around it, surprised when he led her away from the front door down the hall that went beneath the stairs. In the back, past the kitchen and other rooms sealed off from her view, there stood the back door. It was boarded up from the inside, but as he unlocked the knob, she found it was only an illusion. That, or he'd come in here while she was upstairs and pried all the nails loose.
She was surprised to see the moon high in the sky. It was later than she'd thought it was.
Here at the back of the house, parked under an oak tree sat a car covered with a tarp. She couldn't make out the model, but whatever it was, by the curves, she could see it was sporty.
Instead of leading her to it, he took her into the woods. Close to the house, the land seemed to have only recently been taken over by nature. Scrub cluttered the ground chest high, and fresh saplings grew with trunks no thicker than her forearm, but the ground was perfectly flat, which led her to believe it had only grown over perhaps five years or so ago. Surprisingly, despite the dappled light making it darker than it should have been, she could see well enough not to fall on her face.
Her night vision seemed stronger than it had been before, but she couldn't know if that was an overactive imagination or not. She hadn't displayed any other �super� powers.
They didn't talk as they worked through the woods.
She breathed shallowly, creeping behind him as he moved silently to the leaner wood, thicker and dark, with a covering of leaves thick enough to stifle the growth of underbrush. She sensed he was tense, watchful. He looked up suddenly, as if he'd heard something, startling her with his abrupt reaction.
Without warning, he took off at a run.
Maggie trailed after him, but dressed all in black, he blended into the dark so completely she lost him within seconds. She stopped, holding her breath as she listened for him. In the distance, snapping sounded, echoing through the trees like a rifle shot.
She jumped at the sudden noise and ran in that direction. In seconds, another wave of dizziness washed over her, leaving her weak. She stopped, leaning against a tree as she waited for it to pass. Each heartbeat accentuated the feeling, until her entire body throbbed with acute pain. She dropped to her knees as her stomach spasmed on a hard knot. Gasping, she clutched her belly, closing her eyes tightly as she tried to meditate and convince herself it didn't hurt so bad. Over and over, she repeated the mantra, a cold sweat drying on her brow, giving her chills.
Behind her, something fell to the ground. The scent of blood assaulted her nose, making her want to retch.
She swallowed with difficulty, huddling on the ground, trying to control her shivering.
"It's worse than I thought,� Danior said from behind, moving around before her. In his arms he held a young deer. It was still alive, but its eyes were glazed as if it had been tranquilized.
Just by looking at it, she knew that he held it enthralled.
He knelt before her and produced a butterfly knife, flipping it open with one hand as he lay the deer on the ground. He sliced its throat open without preamble, without struggle or pain to the animal. It lay there as it's life bled out of its throat.
Blood scented the air, sharp and pungent.
"Drink,� he whispered.
Maggie shook her head, closing her eyes against the sight. Her teeth seemed to pulse. Her gums swelled.
Saliva pooled in her mouth, making her feel like she'd drown.
Danior moved until he caught her by the back of the neck, pushing her inexorably toward the deer. Her lips touched its neck, warm liquid wetting the sensitive skin.
"Drink if you want to live,� he commanded.
Fighting nausea, she opened her mouth against it, letting her teeth sink in to the bare flesh. Her gums convulsed as her teeth connected, she felt something ejaculate from her teeth�like a stinger releasing poison ... or fangs. The pain in her head ceased immediately, as if a fluid had been built up, causing unbearable pressure that had now been released. Fresh blood welled into her mouth in that instant, making her gag. She choked on it, tried to pull back to spit it out, but he wouldn't ease the pressure on the back of her neck, forced her to drink.
She swallowed. Warmth spread into her belly, quieting its painful uproar. She felt the same as if she'd gulped a draught of wine.
"More,� he said, urging her to drink. She did, drinking more as he commanded her, until her body prickled with sensation.
Apparently satisfied she had had enough, he released her.
Maggie turned away from the dead creature, standing as she wiped blood off her mouth with the back of her hand. She bit a knuckle, choking back tears. She continued to taste it and feel the pulse beating, growing weaker beneath her tongue. Worse than drinking it's life, as her belly had filled and the warmth spread into her arms and legs�she'd enjoyed it. The pleasure was akin to orgasm, not the peak, but the afterglow. Waves of energy traveled inside her, like a sigh of endorphins radiating through her body.
He closed his arms around her, wrapping her in his heat and scent, obliterating any chance of seeing her kill as she recovered.
She was repulsed by what she'd done, the way she felt. How could she enjoy something so horrible?
Would her humanity drain away each time she fed, until she was nothing but a monster? �How often will I have to do this?� she said brokenly, sobbing against his chest. �I'd rather die than do this every night."
He rubbed her back, rocking her in his arms. �Each vampire is different. Some require constant feeding.
Others do so perhaps once a month, or a few times during a year. We won't know how often you will have to feed until the next time it happens."
"I can't stand it. I can't be here, Danior. Take me back to the house, please."
* * *
Though she'd been sleeping most of the time since her attack, Maggie was exhausted. She felt emotionally drained by everything that had happened. Her nerves were raw, easily rubbed to the point where the smallest, inconsequential detail would hurt her, memories an agony. She was so tired, so ill at the turn of her life, that all she wanted to do was sleep.
Danior seemed to sense her weariness and bade her return to her room to sleep until she felt better. She did so gladly.
In her sleep though, she was tortured by images of dead things. They were all around her, demanding her life in return for theirs, claiming she was their murderer. Maggie screamed and ran away from them, but always she was hungry, looking for a new victim, looking for blood. She had to go through them to ease the unquenchable thirst. They clawed at her legs, nails painful, poisonous. Her legs were deteriorating beneath her, leaving her prey to them, unable to run away.
Maggie cried out in her sleep, struggling to wake herself. She knew she dreamed, but she couldn't fight the hold of her slumber, could only repeat the horrors again and again.
Cool hands touched her forehead before grasping her bare shoulders. They shook her, gently, and she came awake at last with a gasp. Danior stood above her, his face inscrutable in the dark.
Seeing him brought her a sense of relief so profound, it brought tears to her eyes. She wanted to ask him to hold her, but she wasn't brave enough to risk rejection�wasn't sure enough of how he would respond.
"You were having a nightmare,� he said softly, brushing the tears from her cheeks with a thumb.
Maggie shivered. It had been years since she'd suffered night terrors. Stress and uncertainty caused them, and she had this unwelcome feeling that they would only continue and grow worse. �I know, but it didn't feel that way to me. It felt real. Horrible."
"It happens to many of us,� he said. Without asking, but as if he knew she sought his embrace, he climbed into the bed, facing her beneath the covers. He pulled her against his bare chest, wrapping an arm around her back for support.
He was all muscle, hard and unyielding, but his gentleness with her made her feel indescribably tender, achy and needy for him.
The rhythm of his heart lulled her fears. She almost felt like she could trust him to keep the nightmares at bay, that she'd found a knight in shining armor instead of a creature of the dark ... a living nightmare.
It couldn't fight the hopelessness welling inside her, the despair�rational or irrational�that she would become a monster surrounded by other monsters more terrifying than anything she could imagine. She was a realist. This was an abandoned house, not a place where he lived. In the back of her mind, she knew they were hiding, that something bad hovered on the horizon, waiting to attack. She couldn't bring herself to ask him and confirm her suspicions, and she suspected he would lie about it anyway to spare her. Something bad was going to happen. Something worse than anything she'd experienced thus far. She felt it in her bones. �You should have let me die,� she whispered, turning her face into his chest as sleep overcame her.
* * *
Danior flinched at her words, tightening his arm at the small of her back. How often had he wished much the same thing? Eternity paled when there was no hope for a better existence, no hope for the common dreams of man. Immortality seemed to suck the life out even as it granted forever.
He felt her thoughts, felt the horror and despair, her uncertainty. She sensed a malevolence approaching just as he did. Her gift of clairvoyance was fledgling but promising.
He could tell her the truth, but he was reluctant to. She was strong, her will great, but she'd been hit by too much, and she hadn't yet fully recovered from the first stages of her disease. She would not come into her powers until the virus had time to spread through her body like a cancer, mutating cells instead of devouring them.
The council had likely discovered by now that Zane had left a changing human at Danior's mercy. In the week since, he had not returned to dispel surfacing rumors. They would know what he'd done, and they would kill him for it. He wondered idly who they would send to do the deed.
The only way for the council to maintain control was to issue death to any who broke their rules. Among the long lived, death was the only thing they feared. Ostracism had never worked, for most were loners by nature. The new world orders had forgone the torture of the old world in favor of dealing swift, lethal justice. There were too many vampires to hide. If their numbers increased, they would be discovered. As advanced as this age was, they would still be destroyed for their way of life, for feeding from the living�or taken for secret experiments.
Danior had understood the rule, had agreed with it for as long as he'd lived here, since the signing of the Louisiana Purchase.
It would have been better to let her die. She wanted it, but he simply couldn't bring himself to destroy her, no matter how hard the devils of reason spurred him to.
It was too late now to make a difference one way or another.
This place of massacre would not shelter them long. Only reluctance and fear of the past had kept them away for this long. Time was not on his side. He had to get her out of the states, to the old world and their old traditions.
That meant negotiating passage to the old world, so that they were not killed on sight. He had his cell phone in his back pants pocket. He could make the arrangements tomorrow. There was bound to be a ship they could take from port.
It meant leaving all she knew behind, but he'd read enough of her thoughts to know that no family held her here. Fortunate enough, since she would have had to sever all life ties anyway.
Danior stroked her hair, enjoying the silk of it between his fingers. Though he couldn't see its color in the dark, he knew it was a burnt amber, threaded with gold. It would turn dark as she spent her years in the night, as it did for most of their kind. The fair-haired were rare.
He nuzzled her temple, breathing in the unique scent that was all her own. She was helpless, in need of his protection. For the first time in his life, he felt needed, whether she wished it or not. He'd selfishly indulged his whim, but he wouldn't change his decision. His rule of the city as vampire lord had been meaningless. He was not needed for control�because the council were the keepers of the law. The vampires in the region were aged, fully capable of defending themselves, and fully willing to start wars with rival factions and their natural enemies, the Lycans.
Danior felt more like a politician shuffling for favor rather than able to bring about change and prosperity for his kind.
They did not need him. Life would go on as it always had.
But for Maggie....
How long had it been since he'd comforted a woman, comforted anyone for that matter? He'd only ever thought of his needs before. Women were to be used only for carnal pleasures. Hadn't he been taught that lesson over and over again? Love was a weakness, a dangerous emotion�one that would get him killed.
He felt strangely calm holding her, soothed by the motions of soothing her as she slept to keep her terrors at bay.
He hadn't slept during the night in centuries, not since his turning, but he found that just this once, he wanted to engage in it, if only to imagine he was human for just a little while.

Chapter Six

The dream changed. There had been something in the darkness around her that terrified her. Like most nightmares, she wasn't certain of what it was, only that it was dark and evil and it would hurt her if she didn't escape. When she'd tried to run, though, she'd found she couldn't. She struggled as hard as she could, but it was all she could do to move at all. Her heart was pounding, suffocating her. She fought to drag a decent breath of air into her lungs even as she labored uselessly to run.
She had reached a point of despair, knowing that whatever it was that pursued her, it was going to catch her and something horrible would happen. And then, she wasn't alone anymore. She felt safety in the presence beside her.
His hands soothed her, easing the painful pounding of her heart. For many moments, peace settled over her. And then the dream changed once more. This time, she lay in a man's arms and, as with the dream before, she knew with certainty that he was her lover. Warmth flowed over her like mulled wine as he caressed her and her heart began to beat rapidly again, this time with desire as his caresses became more intimate.
She sighed in delicious anticipation as she felt him pull her thighs apart. Blood flooded into her labia, making them pulse with fevered longing. Moisture gathered there, as well, as he dragged his tongue slowly along her cleft from the mouth of her sex to her clit. A shiver skated through her. Her breath caught in her throat. She tensed, waiting, hoping to feel his touch again. And as he stroked her once more and the heat and tension built inside her, she felt a strange rise and fall of her senses as she moved slowly upwards through the layers of sleep into a hazy, almost drugged consciousness.
There was no abrupt awakening, jerking her away from arousing fulfillment. She surfaced to the certainty that her dream lover was, in fact, entirely real, but she was beyond caring about anything except the feel of his tongue as he stroked her.
Her cunt sizzled as his hot breath whispered over her wet nether lips, cooling and warming all at once.
He massaged the insides of her thighs, coaxing as he nudged them further apart. She moved them eagerly, moaning as he settled more deeply against her, opening his mouth and flicking his tongue across her clit. The heat swelled, roiled. The muscles in her belly tightened.
Her vaginal walls clenched on a spasm of pleasure, quivering at the rapid response of her body. She thought it couldn't feel better, but then his mouth closed over her clit and sucked it hard into his mouth, nibbling the tender flesh.
Maggie gasped, discovered she could no longer be still. She moved mindlessly, her senses drugged, her mind reeling with the exquisite torture of his mouth and tongue as he teased her on and on.
Abruptly he stopped, rolling from between her thighs, pulling her with him with unimaginable strength.
She rose over him, felt the power of his body between her legs as she straddled his chest. He looked up at her, barely discernible in the dark, and cupped each ass cheek in his hands, pulling her toward his face.
She trembled inside, afraid she'd crush him, but her pussy wept for the feel of his mouth again. Helpless to her raging arousal, she shifted higher on him, crying out as he swathed her cleft with his tongue.
She grasped the headboard for support, unconsciously tightening her thighs. His lips moved against her labia, feeling almost like a smile, and then his hands pulled at her cheeks, spreading her lips as he thrust his tongue deep inside her cunt.
Her womb convulsed on the blunt, liquid stab, jerking as if wounded, but with exquisite pain that made her ache for more. Her vaginal muscles tightened around him, as if gasping, drawing hard on a breath that wouldn't come. He tongue fucked her, wringing broken cries from her throat, devouring her. She ground herself against his face, biting her lip as he nibbled up to her clit.
Her heart pounded. Her blood sang through her veins, moving like an endorphin rush throughout her system. Her skin prickled with life, making her aware of the flex of his shoulders beneath her, the brush of his breath, his hair tickling the insides of her thighs. She couldn't hear past the roar in her ears, of her own harsh breathing. Nuances assaulted her, leaving her raggedly vulnerable.
His lips plucked her nub, his tongue toying with it's base, plumping it up in his mouth. It throbbed with the gentle touch, making her crave more.
From behind, he thrust a finger inside her soaked channel, pumping into her vagina as he flicked a rapid staccato across her swollen nub.
He'd suckled her reservations away, at least for a little while. Now all she wanted was to enjoy him, revel in the moment that might not come again.
He groaned into her mound, lapping up her juices as if dying of thirst. She whimpered, her arousal growing each second. Her knuckles ached from her grip on the headboard. Her thighs burned from the effort not to tighten around his face when every muscle in her body wanted to curl, curl around the pleasure and keep it deep inside.
He forced another finger inside her, stretching her to the point of pain, unrelenting, working her toward that bright bliss that she so longed for.
She felt herself hovering near release. She closed her mind to it, holding it at bay so that she could enjoy the feel of his mouth only a little longer, just a little longer.
Abruptly, it burst inside of her blindingly, wracking her body with spasms of pleasure and wringing helpless cries of ecstasy from her throat. Her muscles contracted on the plunge of his fingers, gripping him as if she would float away without the anchor of his hand and mouth clinging to her.
On and on it rolled, sizzling along her nerves, zipping like lightning in her veins. She shuddered, trembling from the impact, pressing her forehead to the wall as she succumbed to her orgasm and rode it as he wrung pleasure from every twitching nerve.
Weak, she fell off of him, rolling onto her back as her heart rhythm and breathing returned to normal.
He moved over her then, dropping down to kiss her belly. Normally, she would never allow it, but tonight she felt freer, eager for him to explore her, and eager to explore him.
He kissed a trail up her stomach, his hand cupping her mound, toying in the damp thatch of hair there.
He elicited fresh tremors from her sated body, and as his mouth moved over her, higher and higher, she felt the beginnings of renewed need.
To her surprise and dismay, he stopped abruptly. Pulling away, he sat up and withdrew something from his pants. She heard a small buzz, recognized it as a beeper or phone.
She wasn't in doubt long.
"Blake here,� Danior said into the phone, clearing his throat of its huskiness as he paused to listen. He knew who'd called him. He'd only given his cell number to one person, Raheem, his second in command.
"The Nesani are coming for you. They've already dealt with Zane."
Danior's gut clenched at the news Raheem delivered. He glanced at the windows in the room, as if he could see through the curtains and boards to find the hunters coming for them. They only had an hour before dawn. They were safe at the moment, but he had no doubt that once night fell, the Nesani would come for them full force.
He had no one he could ask to back him up. Anyone aiding him would be killed.
He had only today to make arrangements to leave the country, and getting to a ship before the Nesani caught their tails would be a close feat.
"You risk your life warning me, Raheem,� he said finally.
Raheem grunted. �Just returning one last favor. Take care man. And good-bye."
Maggie had turned on her side and was watching him worriedly when he put the phone away. He studied her for several moments and finally sighed. She wasn't going to like it, but there was no choice.
They would die if they stayed.
He would not leave her.
"We must go, and do so quickly."
Her eyes widened in confusion. �I don't understand. Isn't this supposed to be a safe place?"
He lay down beside her, stroking the soft skin of her cheek, and then her shoulder. �There are laws. I have broken them�the punishment is death. Raheem called to warn me. Even now the Nesani hunt."
Fear filled her eyes then. �What have you done that is so terrible?"
He skated his hand down her arm and took her hand in his, lifting it to his lips and kissing her fingers. �I have ... taken something for myself that was forbidden."
"What?� Maggie asked breathlessly, as much from the fear as the heated currents traveling from his lips and up her arm.
He sucked one of her fingers into his mouth, curled his tongue around. She was so sweet, it filled him with indescribable yearnings. He could live a thousand years more and never find another half so sweet as his Maggie. �You, chere."
He felt an incredible sense of urgency now, to find peace in her arms before it was too late. He couldn't die not knowing what it would be like to make love to her. She wasn't ready for him. Her feelings were in turmoil. Danior knew it was too soon to press her, but he couldn't contain his desires any longer.
Her lids grew heavy, giving her a half-lidded, seductive look as she watched him suck her fingers and kiss the sensitive pads. He kissed her palm, brushing his lips over the inside of her wrist, tasting the rapid pulse there with his tongue. �I want to make love to you,� he whispered, holding her steady when she flinched.
He looked up at her then, away from the delicacy of her skin.
Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. Her pain made him ache. �I ... I don't know you, Danior. I know nothing about you except that you're willing to risk your life for a stranger."
"Isn't that enough?� He rubbed his thumb in her curled palm, watching her steadily, holding her gaze with his own. �Do you think explaining myself would make you understand?"
"It would go a long way,� she said as she pulled her hand free and twisted the covers in her lap. The flickering flames from the fireplace caused shadows to dance across her worried face. She looked down at her lap. He found her shyness unbelievably enticing.
He had to tear his mind away from mentally disrobing her, to her words. How could he explain when he didn't understand it himself? For the first time in longer than he could remember, he was uncertain of himself. He'd never felt so awkward. He'd never had a seduction go so foully, but then, this meeting had never been a game. It had always been about life and death.
Precious few hours remained for them, hours of safety. When night fell, he didn't know what would happen to them.
"I know I'm not the kind of person a man like you would be interested in under ordinary circumstances."
She was being serious. Without mental probing, he knew she referred to her weight. �There is nothing ordinary about this, nor about my attraction to you.� He lowered his voice, saying softly, �I want you as you are now, Maggie. I wouldn't change you."
She looked up at him in surprise, but her eyes turned wary. �It's hard for me to trust men."
He watched her a long moment. She was shielding something, some secret. He knew it lay at the root of her problems. �Tell me why."
She looked away, her face blushing with shame. �I don't know. It happened a long time ago. I ... I don't remember all of it."
She was lying. Slowly, as if trying to capture a wild creature, he lifted his hand and cupped her cheek, meeting her eyes steadily. �Will you let me inside? I want to understand,� he said softly.
A tear slid from the corner of one eye. She shuddered, taking a deep breath. �You'll hate me. Everyone does...."
"No,� he said, rubbing a thumb against her cheek. �I won't. Give me your trust. I want to understand."
"Yes,� she whispered, closing her eyes.
He touched her temple, strengthening his connection to her as he poured himself into her mind past the walls blocking her innermost memories.
* * *
"I want to make love to you,� Danny said softly, cupping her jaw, rubbing his thumb across her bottom lip.
Maggie fought the urge to turn her face away from his grasp. She shivered, unbidden pleasure coursing over her skin. She wasn't used to dating. No one had ever been interested in her before. She still couldn't believe Danny had asked her over to his house. Having the most popular boy in school want to seduce her was the last thing she'd ever expected.
"I don't think�"
"Don't think,� he said just as he covered her mouth with his lips.
A thrill raced through her at the connection. She draped her arms around his shoulders and slanted her head, nibbling his lips back. Maggie gasped when his tongue pushed through her lips and touched her own. She'd never been frenched before. The experience made heat flash between her thighs.
He curled his tongue around the inside of her mouth, running his hands up and down her back, each time getting closer and closer to her ass until he finally cupped it and plunged his tongue deep inside her mouth.
She moaned, getting wet as he crushed her against his erection.
He lifted his head, looking at her with a smile. �Will you?"
Yes! Oh god, yes. She wanted to make love to him so badly. She'd fantasized about him since she'd been a freshman. For three years she'd watched him and lusted, dreamed of being his girlfriend. He was a senior now. He'd be leaving soon, going to college. She couldn't fool herself into thinking anything more could come of this. They ran in different circles, and everyone knew long distance relationships were tough. This was her last chance to have one good memory from high school.
"Yes,� she said softly.
His smile widened, and he pulled away from her. He walked across his room to his bed, sitting. Picking up the remote to his CD player, he turned on Boyz II Men's �I'll Make Love to You", then looked at her expectantly.
"I want to see your body. Naked."
Maggie stiffened, shifting on her feet uncertainly. �Are you sure we should do this here?� she asked, looking around his room at all the electronic gadgets he had�anywhere but at him.
"My parents are gone for the weekend, don't worry. No one will see you but me."
"I don't know,� she said, tugging at her clothes uncomfortably. She'd never gotten naked in front of anyone. Not since she'd been a little girl.
"If you'd rather go home�"
"No,� she said, screwing up her courage. �I can do it."
"Take off your clothes,� he said, smiling.
Feeling awkward and uncomfortable, but at the same time both excited and happy, she peeled her clothing off, trying to hide her discomfort, trying to make herself seductive for him. When she'd finished, she had to quell the urge to cover herself as he studied her with a look in his eyes she found difficult to interpret. Triumph? Excitement?
Swallowing with an effort, she moved toward him. He held his hand out to her when she reached the bed. Pulling her down, he kissed her until she was weak with wanting, until her discomfort had been replaced with the tension of rising desire.
She was confused when he rolled her over. She looked up at him through half closed eyes and he leaned down, kissing her, stroking a hand over her back. �I love to do it doggy. That's my favorite position. It's makes your pussy so tight."
Uneasiness threaded through her. She'd never done it at all, much less �doggy� but it wasn't a difficult concept to grasp.
She didn't want him to think she didn't know about these things.
Obediently, she got up on her hands and knees, feeling the drugging effects of her desire lift slightly, enough to allow the uneasiness to creep back inside her ... enough to still the flow of lubricating juices within her vagina.
She looked back at him as he positioned himself behind her, realizing that he hadn't undressed. Her discomfort increased, but the avid look on his face as he caressed her ass reassured her that he was as turned on as she'd hoped.
She heard the sound of his zipper and then he nudged her with the head of his cock, seeking her opening. She held her breath, partly from nerves, partly from excitement�she would be giving her virginity to the most popular guy on campus, the guy she'd been dying for for years.
As she felt him wedging his cock into her opening, he slapped the cheek of her ass. �Fuck me, bitch!
Tell me how much you want it! You want my cock in your pussy?"
Maggie gulped, feeling a strange sense of unreality descend over her.
He pushed a little ways into her, stretching her painfully. �Say it! Tell me you want my cock inside you bitch!"
Swallowing, Maggie nodded.
He slapped her ass again. �Beg for it!"
"I want it,� she said uncertainly.
"You want my big cock in your tight little pussy, don't you bitch?"
Maggie licked her lips and repeated what he'd said.
He began humping against her, slowly working the little juices that remained into her by thrusting and retreating. Maggie squeezed her eyes shut. She hadn't expected it to hurt. She'd thought it would feel good.
"It hurts."
"Of course it hurts, bitch. �Cause I've got the biggest cock you've ever had. Say it."
She swallowed when he slapped her on the ass again, harder this time. The stinging distracted her as he thrust into her again, but not enough to dull the pain as he breached her hymen. She choked out a cry, trying to pull away from him, but he had an arm locked around her hips. The blood from her burst hymen collected with the natural lubricants, easing his passage, allowing him to pump into her harder and harder.
She dropped to her elbows, trying to keep from crying, covering her face, just wanting it to be over. It seemed to take forever before he uttered a strangled cry and stopped pounding into her. Finally, it was over however. She winced when he withdrew his flaccid member. Gasping for breath, he collapsed beside her.
"Hey! You OK?� he asked after a moment.
Maggie regained control with an effort. �It hurt. I didn't know it would hurt."
He caught her face in his hands, forcing her to look at him. �Hey, kid, I didn't realize it was hurting. I'm sorry, baby. I was just too far gone to stop. You've got such a sweet, tight little pussy it just blew my mind."
He looked so regretful, Maggie immediately felt better. The pain had subsided to a dull throbbing. She snuggled next to him, soothed by his stroking hands.
She'd only begun to relax, however, when he slapped her on the ass. �Hey! You need to get out of here.
I've got a friend coming over and I don't think you'll want to run into him. He might figure out what we've been up to, huh?"
It was enough to galvanize her instantly. The one thing she didn't want was to have everything ruined by running into one of the assholes he hung around with. Climbing from the bed, she jerked her clothing on nervously. He lay still, watching her, a half smile on his face. When she'd finished dressing, he held up his hand, summoning her, and she moved toward the bed again.
He sat up, kissing her. �Tomorrow?"
Surprise touched her briefly, and then a stirring of happiness, mixed with a healthy dose of doubt and dread at the idea of doing �that� again. Summoning a smile with an effort, Maggie nodded. �Yeah ... I guess ... sure."
She met up with his buddy, Todd, on her way out. Todd looked her over with a superior grin, sniffing at her as if he was a dog. �Do I smell bitch?"
She glared at him, pushing him away and stalking out the house.
"Why is it, I wonder, that red heads are such fucking bitches?� he wondered loudly as she stomped down the stairs.
She shot him a bird over her shoulder, but a sense of satisfaction filled her. Danny liked her and he wanted to see her again!
He didn't call, though, even though he'd said he would, even though it had been his idea to invite her over again, not something she'd asked. She was tempted to call him, but she restrained herself, reminding herself that he'd invited her. Something must have come up, otherwise he would have called, surely? And she didn't feel comfortable with the idea of calling him.
When Sunday rolled around and she still didn't hear from him, she began to feel doubts crowding into her mind. She kept telling herself that his parents must have come back early and that was why he hadn't called to invite her over, but that didn't explain why he hadn't called to tell her.
She knew the moment she arrived at school Monday morning that she'd been the butt of yet another hateful joke. Ordinarily, she walked among her classmates like a ghost, invisible unless they were feeling particularly nasty and mooed when she walked by.
Today, that had changed. They began to smirk and whisper at her approach, giggling. Sickness welled in her stomach, but she kept her expression carefully blank and pretended not to notice. It was the only thing that had ever worked at all�not that it worked all that well, but, mostly, so long as she pretended to be unaffected, they lost interest pretty quickly and moved on to someone else to torment.
Except for a handful of people, who either looked at her with pity, revulsion or the sort of horrified fascination freaks evoked, everyone in the school that she passed looked as if they would burst out laughing.
She found out why when she got to her third class.
Emily, who'd always clung to her, more Maggie suspected because she thought Maggie might protect her than from any real sense of friendship, had given her the same horrified look of fascination that she'd seen on so many other faces. So sick with dread now that she felt like she would throw up, Maggie finally felt a surge of something she could deal with�anger. �What?"
Emily gulped. �It's just ... was that really you in the video?"
The bile that she'd been holding at bay rose to the base of her throat. Maggie swallowed convulsively several times. �What video?� she asked hoarsely.
"The one Danny put on the internet."
It had taken every ounce of courage and fortitude that she possessed, more than she'd known she possessed, to make it through the rest of the day. By the time she'd gotten home, she was seriously considering suicide. She couldn't face that again. She just couldn't. Not only had he hurt and humiliated her in bed, but he'd made it a public spectacle, shared it with everyone. The boys had barked at her as she'd trudged through the halls heading home.
It was only in the wee hours of the night, when she'd wracked her brain for some method of killing herself that she could actually contemplate that she'd finally realized that they'd win if she did. They would have beaten her. They would be gloating and giggling over the fact that they had the power to so destroy her that she'd taken her life.
She hated them all. She wasn't going to give them the satisfaction.

Chapter Seven

Maggie's crying pulled Danior back to the present. He curled his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her against his chest, holding her while she sobbed against his chest.
It took all his strength to withstand the rage tearing inside him at what they'd done. The insane urge to leave the safe house and hunt them down gripped him. His arms shook with the effort to control himself.
Her shudders brought him down from lunacy.
That was why she'd hidden herself away all these years. Why she didn't date. Why she hated men and resisted her attraction to him.
They'd scarred her and made her hate herself, and she'd turned to food for comfort while shielding herself from the outside world.
He wanted to kill them for what they'd done. Again, the urge surfaced to hunt them down and make them beg for the mercy and compassion they'd failed to give her. They would not find him so forgiving.
Merde, she drove him to a madness he could scarce believe. The intensity of his response alarmed him.
He had to force his heart to calm its galloping, force his hands to remain tender at her back, when all they wanted to do was tighten into fists to strike down those who'd hurt her.
"Shh,� he soothed, rubbing her back as he calmed her and himself. �I'm sorry, so sorry...."
"It's ... it's not your ... fault,� she said haltingly, sniffling as she tightened her arms around his chest. The shudders wracking her had eased to the smallest tremor.
"I know it's not, chere,� he said, brushing kisses over the top of her head. He almost imagined he could taste the berry scent in her strawberry locks. �I'm sorry for your pain."
She pulled away from him, rubbing her eyes and the wetness from her cheeks. �Don't be. I'm over it. I was over it a long time ago. It was just some stupid high school prank. I don't even know why I cried about it. It must be that time of the month."
He regarded her a long moment while she composed herself. �You're not.� He stroked a forefinger down the hollow of one cheek. �It's not always like that. Some men can be trusted."
"I haven't found one yet,� she said, looking away. She got up and moved to the fire, stoking it with the poker.
He stood and came up behind her as she straightened, hugging her from behind. She shivered in his embrace, rubbing her hands on her arms for warmth.
Slowly, he brushed her gilded locks away from her neck, pressing his lips there in a tender kiss. She stiffened, her breathing quickening.
"Don't pull away from me,� he breathed into her ear, smoothing her chill bumps away from her arms to close his hands around her wrists.
"No one wants me. You don't. It's all a mistake,� she said, her voice breaking.
"I want you, Maggie. More than I should ever want a woman. I don't deserve you. I never did."
She turned slightly in his arms, craning her head, looking up at him with doubt, with hope. He held her gaze one heart stopping moment, letting her see the truth in his eyes, then he brought his lips down on hers.
How could he say something like that? He was so beautiful, he made her hurt just to look at him. But something in his eyes spoke to her, more than his words did.
Maggie gasped as his warm lips closed over hers in a kiss as hungry as his eyes. His tongue pushed past her lips, sweeping into her mouth voraciously, igniting instant, painful need deep in her womb. He freed one wrist, cupping the corner of her jaw as if afraid she would escape him.
She could no more leave him now, deny herself this kiss, than she could cease breathing.
She turned, pressing her chest against his, molding herself to him to soak in his heat. Warmth radiated from the flames at her back, but the man holding her heated her more, deep inside.
He was ravenous, holding the back of her neck, forcing her to bend her head to accept his kiss deeper, more intimately than she'd ever thought possible.
His tongue surged inside her mouth, carrying with it the taste of him, hot and sweet and unbelievably enticing. His hunger threatened to consume her. She groaned against his lips as his tongue tangled erotically with hers.
Her heart quickened its pace. She couldn't drag enough air inside her lungs, had to fight to keep the oxygen flowing inside her. She felt faint, wanted to run from her reaction to him. But she couldn't break their desperate connection, and his gentle touch masked a strength that wouldn't allow it regardless.
A rush of excitement surged through her, hot, filled with anticipation that made her sex ache with it. She moaned as his wandering hands found her ass and cupped her cheeks to crush her against him. Her pussy clenched on a hard spasm of desire. Her breasts throbbed at the pressure of his chest, making her nipples harden to painfully swollen peaks. The line of her stomach, molded to his, jerked with each ragged breath, forcing her breasts to rub against his chest and increase the sensuous ache there.
He massaged her ass cheeks, bringing her hard against his groin until the thick erection trapped inside his pants rubbed against her mound with a sensual promise that turned her knees to water.
She locked her hands around him, clutching his silk clad back as if she would fall without support. The corded strength of his muscles made her feel weak, needy in some incomprehensible way.
His lips caressed hers, tasting, savoring, like he couldn't taste her enough. His excitement drove her own to new heights, and she plunged her tongue into his mouth, moaning as he sucked it like a succulent treat.
She whimpered in the back of her throat, dragging her nails up and down his back, rubbing her mound against the ridge of his cock to ease the ache there. It hurt, like an itch needing to be scratched.
He tore his mouth away, trailing brokenly along her jaw. �You taste so good, Maggie,� he said roughly against her neck, sucking and leaving cooling wet aches in his wake. �I can't taste enough of you to appease my hunger."
He worked a wet, burning swath up to her ear, tugging the lobe between his teeth.
Chills slipped down her spine, making her skin tingle with awareness. He shifted his grip, sliding his hands into her panties to stroke the bare skin of her ass as his tongue danced in her ear.
"Oh,� she gasped on a faint moan. She'd thought she burned before, but the feel of those hard, callused palms caressing skin that had never so much as seen daylight sent her senses reeling.
Her cunt sizzled with hungry need, demanding his touch, his hands all over her, inside her. He burned away her shyness, leaving her wanting, needy for more.
Maggie dipped her head back, biting her bottom lip as he kissed the front of her neck, working a knee between her thighs until it rubbed intimately against her cleft.
The movement spread her, leaving her labia sensitively vulnerable to the hard ridge of his thigh.
She moaned as he sucked a spot at the cords of her neck, cupping her bottom possessively to bring her up hard on his leg. It rasped painfully good against her swollen clit, notching up the need for relief. Her cunt clenched on her desire, wetting her lips in preparation for their joining.
She wanted him so badly. The desperate compulsion to feel him inside her burned her, turned her feverishly hot.
Recklessly, she pulled at his shirt, anxious to feel his skin against hers so that she could burn the fever out of her system.
Sensing her urgency, he stepped back, releasing her bottom only to rip her shirt up over her head. The loss of connection lasted only a second, and then she was working his buttons, her fingers clumsy in the dimness and with her own desperation.
He chuckled and pushed her hands away, peeling off his shirt as she opened his fly and let his pants fall down his legs. His erection fell into her hands, hot, the thick veins almost seeming to throb to the frantic beat of her heart. It was huge, weighty, and seeing it, feeling it in her hand made her pussy weep anew with a plea to have him inside her.
A sense of ultimate femininity assailed her, leaving her weak in its aftermath. She wanted him stretching her sensitive muscles, deep inside. She wanted him to pound into her, hurt her, anything to take the emptiness away.
"I need your cock inside me,� she whispered, cupping his cock in a taut, torturous grip. He closed his eyes a moment, throwing his head back as she boldly pulled him and rubbed her thumb over the head and collected the bead of pre-cum moisture nestled there.
He groaned, a deep, masculine sound that reverberated in his chest with dark passion. Maggie gave his shaft a pull, enjoying her power over him and the barely restrained strength of his passion. She sensed a wildness hovering beneath the surface, a wildness she'd called.
It thrilled her to have him so on edge. The danger excited her implicitly. She didn't feel like herself. This woman was alien, too bold and hungry. But she liked it. �Could you give me everything I need,� she said, pumping his dick, moving until the head rasped against her mound.
He opened his eyes, dark, blazing with passion. �I will take you in ways you never dreamed possible."
He didn't give her a chance to escape, not that she would run, but his sensually dark smile made a thrill of warning rush down her spine. Without a word, he pushed her hand away and trapped her in his arms, scooping her off the floor. He carried her to the bed, settling her down before covering her with his body.
His arms locked as he hovered above her, his hair falling around his shoulders, his eyes gleaming with carnal light. �I thirst for you as I've never thirsted for anyone.� He lowered himself until his lips were inches from hers. �Your kiss cannot slake it,� he growled with carnal threat.
Maggie whimpered as he descended roughly, crushing her into the mattress as he kissed her. Her nipples brushed his chest, growing engorged and sensitive. If she didn't feel his mouth there she would die. If he stopped kissing her, she would die.
Maggie kissed him desperately, sucking his tongue with her own ravenous appetite. He shifted onto one elbow, fingers stroking over her skin, down the side of one breast, making her want to scream at the achy need he invoked there.
She groaned into his mouth, capturing his hand and placing it on her breast.
He grinned against her lips, nibbling her teasingly as he plucked her nipple.
She jerked in his arms, thrusting her breasts against him. His lips moved from her mouth down her chin.
�Danior, you're killing me,� she breathed.
"Fair treatment for your torments on me,� he whispered before laving a path down the center of her chest.
"Oh god,� she said, almost screaming as his lips closed over one nipple and it disappeared into the hot depths of his mouth. He sucked it deeply, his tongue flaying it, flicking it into agonizing awareness.
She almost came right then, her pussy spasming in near ecstasy, making her so wet her thighs felt slick from her desire. She rubbed her legs together, as if that would ease her somehow. She clutched the back of his head, trapping his mouth to her breast, gasping breathlessly as pleasure swirled from the tip through her nerves.
He pushed her panties off with one hand, shifting over her as he freed her from that last constraint. And then his hand was down there, whispering over the hair covering her mound even as he toyed with her nipples, teasing the buds with his tongue and the dangerous scrape of his teeth.
Her heart leapt in her throat. Fear and desire mixed potently, making her drunk with arousal. He cupped her, dipping his fingers into her cleft to graze her begging clit. Maggie moaned, jerking against him, spreading her legs without conscious volition.
"You are so slick,� he said roughly, breathing hotly against her chest as his fingers parted her folds.
The juices of her cunt seemed to gather at his words. Her clit throbbed with need. He circled it, spreading her cream, edging that spot she so desperately needed him to touch. She would scream if he did not. Scream now. Scream as his circle tightened, coming so close. She didn't, couldn't get the breath to expel from her lungs. She jerked her hips, trying to drive herself against his hand, but he moved, spreading his palm over her mound to keep her still.
"Your body hungers for me, Maggie,� he growled against her ribs, nuzzling the under curve of one breast as he toyed with her folds.
"Yes,� she said, choking back a whimper, digging her hands in the covers to keep from shredding him with her nails.
He rose on his knees, lifting above her. Her thighs rubbed against his, the crisp hair there sensuously abrasive.
Something pushed through her cream-laden folds, probing deep, until it grazed her clit. Maggie's belly spasmed, her cunt jerking, tightening as his cock rubbed against her clit.
"I'm desperate for you,� she gasped, writhing beneath him.
"Yes,� he murmured huskily, moving, stroking that hot hardness down, smearing her thick cream down her slit and up again. The blunt tip made her womb tighten, gasp with need. Pleasure flared along her nerves.
Her entire body felt like one huge, impending orgasm. Her nipples throbbed, her stomach jerked, her thighs burned. Each brush carried her higher.
He stopped the rough caress, lodging himself at her vaginal opening. He nudged her with his cockhead, probing the edges until they began to stretch.
Maggie froze, inhaling a sharp breath. Her body locked up, kegels tightening to refuse him.
He groaned, pushing, but her body refused him. Her blood pounded, rushing to her head until she was dizzy with it.
"Look at me,� he demanded hoarsely. �I want you to see the man who takes you."
She opened her eyes, meeting his half-lidded gaze, so intense, it made her breath catch.
"I am not him, Maggie.� He bent until he could brush his lips over hers. �Let me in, ma Coeur . Do not shield your heart from me,� he said softly.
He kissed her tenderly, rubbing himself against her moist center in a coaxing caress. Maggie kissed him back, arching, spreading her bent knees out and opening herself to him. She wanted this�him�inside, to take the pain away.
His tongue rubbed along hers as the stroke stopped, pressing into her opening. Her muscles tightened unconsciously. She willed them to relax, accept him. A streak of pleasure and pain flared along her nerves, making her pussy cream with a forceful gush. He groaned into her mouth, probing her, pushing that thickness past her screaming muscles.
She was whimpering into his mouth, clutching his biceps, struggling not to pass out. He stretched her so far that her tight channel burned in protest, spasming in agony and repulsion.
He tore his mouth from hers, growling in fury and pain. �I cannot do this,� he said raggedly, withdrawing.
Maggie stiffened, cried out. �Please,� she said desperately, locking her legs around his hips.
His arms shook, muscles bulging. Sweat dotted his brow, his arms and chest. �It hurts you too much. I should never have pressed you."
She pulled him further, forcing him deeper inside, gasping, crying at the hurt. �I want you to. Don't stop, I beg you, don't stop."
"I must,� he rasped.
Danior groaned in agony, fighting her lure, the siren call of her womb and the sweetness of her body. He held perfectly still, shaking with the effort. Every muscle was taut, stretched to the limits of his endurance.
She arched upward, rubbing her nipples against his chest, her cunt clenching and unclenching on his cock.
With a broken cry, his will shattered. He drove into her fully, until his thick erection jutted against her womb.
Maggie screamed, pain overriding her pleasure, but mingling, until her nerves prickled with heated need.
He dropped his forehead against hers, panting, his warm breath fanning across her lips. She tilted her head, kissing him lightly, bringing her hands up to cup his cheeks.
He opened his eyes, looking at her as her sheath groaned with the weight of his cock.
"Make love to me,� she whispered, kissing him.
A shudder wracked him, traveling down his spine through his hips. With tender care, he pulled out, inch by inch.
The bulb of his cock rippled through her channel, making her quiver.
"You are so tight,� he croaked huskily. �You burn me alive. I feel as though you clutch my heart with your sheath."
He neared the edge of her opening, gritted his teeth, and drove inside again. A strangled cry ripped from her throat as he burrowed so deeply, so possessively inside.
Sweat dampened her skin, making her cling to him, making her feel like she would melt. Her pussy was feverish, burning her up. The pressure there nearly unbearable.
He thrust shallowly, quickly, working her juices up and down his thick shaft until her tightness eased and he set a pistoning stroke that had her raising up to meet him.
Maggie braced her feet on the bed, raising her knees, jerking her hips up with every stroke. He ground down, against her clit, roughing that sensitive spot until shots of pleasure streaked through her veins. She bucked against him, dying with pleasure, nerves going taut with each bumping grind.
She sizzled with need everywhere, gripping his shoulders, tossing her head side to side as he drove into her like a man possessed.
Moans echoed in the room, her own, frantic, desperately reaching for the climax she felt hovered just out of her reach.
He pushed her toward it, higher and higher, his hard thrusts driving her up the bed with the force of his movements. Something had been unleashed in him. Desperate. Frightening. That danger she'd sensed before loomed. He buried his face at her neck, teeth and tongue caressing her there.
He craved the blood. She wanted to give it to him, let him suck her dry if only to prolong the blissful torment impaling her.
He groaned against her neck, sucking at the crook, where she'd been injured before. Maggie moaned, her inner muscles rippling as the pleasure built to a crescendo of fury.
She clutched him, grasping his cock as the orgasm sizzled along her nerves. Screaming, she was helpless to it, crying out again and again as waves of searing pleasure pounded inside her.
Her mind closed down, embracing the feeling. It poured through her, making her cunt convulse on the power.
He arched his head back, shuddering, driving into her one last time as his semen erupted inside her quaking pussy. Her vision went dim and she closed her eyes, going lightheaded from the peak of it, a pinnacle she had never dreamed possible.
" Ma Coeur. Amour,� he said, his breathing hard, labored against her neck as he collapsed on top of her and held her, pleasure shuddering through him into her.
After a moment, he withdrew his flaccid length with a soft smacking sound and rolled, bringing them onto their sides as he rocked her close, sheltering her body. Maggie snuggled close, overwhelmed and unable to speak. He whispered French into her ear, lovingly kissing the shell of it, her neck and cheek, anywhere he could reach. His hands moved tenderly over her backside, through her hair and along her shoulders.
She had always been ashamed of her past and how stupid she'd been. But Danior made her forget it.
Near him, all she could think about was how he made her feel, and he made her feel beautiful and womanly.
She felt new, as though by accepting him into herself, she'd been remade into another woman. Stronger.
Someone capable and worthy of love.
Her lips curled in a smile and she kissed his chin, already warming to his tender caresses, craving more of him.

Chapter Eight

Danior studied Maggie as she slept the deep, dreamless sleep of the truly sated. His lips curled faintly on that thought in self-deprecating amusement, but she'd left him in no doubt that he had thoroughly pleased her. He was weary himself after making love to her most of the day, but too tense and anxious to sleep.
She still didn't fully grasp that her own life was in as much danger as his, but then she didn't realize that the council was ruthless, and merciless. As beautiful as she was, they would not hesitate to destroy her.
Their rules would be maintained. There were no exceptions.
He'd known that even when he agreed to take her. He'd known, sooner or later, they would learn of it and Maggie's life would be forfeit as well as his own for protecting her.
She would have to accept it. For whatever reason he'd felt compelled to protect her, to begin with�for amusement, or merely a whim�there was no doubt in his mind why that had changed from mild interest to a desperate obsession.
He couldn't go on without her and he had no intention of doing so even if he had to take her by force.
There was no place inside the US safe for them now. The council might have no control outside of New Orleans, but they need only contact the council where ever he might think to go to, and he and Maggie would be forced to flee again.
They must leave for Europe. He could make arrangements for a night flight to New York, but they would have to travel by ship from there since there were no flights that could take them to Europe overnight.
It didn't matter. Once they were outside the US, they would be beyond the control and jurisdiction of the council.
He decided to allow her to rest while he made the arrangements. He had fake passports made, using a scanned copy of her driver's license for hers. He emailed the information to X with instructions to meet him at the airport. He'd used this man, X, in the past, and he was trustworthy enough only in that he could be bought into silence for a price.
They were trusting their lives to him, to make sure that X wouldn't betray them, perhaps for more money, or the threat at losing his life.
There was no way around it, unfortunately. This late in the game, he couldn't afford to shop around for someone else.
Danior called and ordered their tickets to New York and booked passage on the first available ship to Europe. At this time of year, their options were limited to the Mediterranean. He had connections there, however, and would be able to find refuge until he found them a place to make their new home.
Satisfied he'd done all he could at the moment, he crawled back into bed with Maggie, nestling her against his side as he stared up at the ceiling, going over his plans. He wished he could have taken a ship directly from the port here, but it was too risky taking a smaller vessel, and there was nothing else available except a few cargo ships, which wouldn't take passengers regardless. No, there was no choice but to fly to New York. Airport security after the attack there would force him to go completely weaponless, but it also meant their chances of being attacked there were slim. He had only to get there before running into trouble to get her aboard safely.
He prayed that his luck had not run out.
* * *
"Maggie."
Something tickled her nose. �Unnh,� she complained, rolling over. Sore muscles winced at the movement, and she groaned. �Oh. I think I've been injured,� she mumbled, curling into a ball.
"As much as I would love to kiss those aches away, we have no time now. You've slept the day away.
Dusk approaches."
Maggie bolted upright, stifling a groan as she put her weight on her bottom. �Why'd you let me sleep so late?"
He smiled, looking incredibly sexy despite the danger looming. She almost suspected he was putting on a fa�ade to keep her from panicking. �I couldn't bear to wake you."
Maggie rolled her eyes, smiling as she got out of bed and hurriedly woke herself up. Her thighs were sticky from their lovemaking, and she bathed herself off with a rag, washed her face, and brushed her teeth with the spare toothbrush he'd bought for her.
She changed from her nightshirt into the leather clothing and boots. After she finished, she came out of the bathroom and found him gone.
A brief moment of panic assailed her, but she quashed it, hurrying out and down the stairs. She released a pent-up breath to find him downstairs waiting for her.
"It's safe to go out now. Hurry,� he said, taking her hand as he led her out the back. When they reached the door, he stopped, seeming to listen for some sound she couldn't hear. Apparently, he heard nothing to alarm him, and he opened the door, guiding her to the draped car.
He pulled the tarp off, revealing a silver Dodge Viper. Clicking off the alarm, he opened to door for her and shut it once she was inside.
The interior was roomier than she'd thought it would be, and she knew he had to have had it custom built for his height to accommodate his legs.
Getting in, he started the car and revved the engine, flashing her a quick grin as he put it in gear and drove away from the dark mansion.
The drive passed in taut silence. He maneuvered the streets easily, reaching the airport with almost anticlimactic ease. She couldn't believe it had been so easy to get away.
"We're not free yet,� he said, as if reading her thoughts, which she realized he could if he wanted to.
As they passed through the electronic doors, and man pushed off from a column and strode purposefully toward them. Maggie tensed, her breathing quickening. This was it. They'd been found.
Danior draped his arm over her shoulder, giving it a squeeze as the man stopped in front of them.
He had bad ass written all over him. From his shaved head and sunglasses, through the black tribal tattoos that covered his body and the black, silver studded leather he wore.
"X,� Danior said, nodding a greeting.
"Danior,� X said back, giving Maggie a once over before returning his attention to Danior. He fished two passports out of the inside of his jacket. �Do you have my money?"
Danior took the passports and examined them. �As good as always, X.� He pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number from memory banks. They waited while he transferred the money to X's account and X confirmed it.
Danior and X nodded at one another again, both in that mode of conversation that could only be comprehended by other men, and without another word, they moved away and checked in for their flight.
Maggie couldn't believe how easy it had been to get away. Once they were on the plane and it had taken off, she finally managed to relax. She wasn't aware before then of just how tight her nerves had been. She had a tension headache coming on, and the cramped space and recycled air wasn't helping it any.
"Where are we going?� she finally asked Danior, who sat by the window with his eyes closed.
He didn't look at her. �New York and from there we take a ship to the Mediterranean."
"Nice. I didn't think I'd ever get another vacation in my lifetime."
He looked at her then, his eyes smoky and passionate. �I hope to do so much more for you for many years to come,� he said, his husky voice vibrating pleasurably along her nerves. �I'm surprised you didn't fight me more on this."
He traced a hand up and down her thigh. Even through the leather, he left his impression on her.
"I didn't see much sense in it. It's for the best, and ... I trust you."
His eyes gleamed. He leaned close, nuzzling her neck. �You don't know how much it pleases me to hear you say that,� he murmured, running his hand up her inner thigh, up her covered cleft.
Maggie jerked in her seat, clamping her hands down tightly on the arms of her chair. �What are you doing?"
"Mmm. What do you think?"
His fingers moved up, tugging at her zipper.
"No, Danior. I'll never get that zipper back up,� she whispered frantically, looking around worriedly.
They were in first class and it was empty except for a solitary man several rows above them, and he was snoring.
"They've made the rounds. No one will come, and I would not let them see,� he murmured hotly against her neck before sucking her lobe between his teeth.
Ignoring her silent protests, he pulled the zipper down, baring her panties, which were no barrier at all for him. He slipped beneath the waistband, fluttering his fingers over her mound.
Maggie bit her lip, squirming in her seat as he curled his fingers into the top of her cleft.
"Mmmm. You're wet. I knew you wanted this,� he growled softly, thrusting his tongue into her ear as he stroked her clit.
She arched in her seat, thrusting her mound against his cupped hand, fighting to contain the moan that wanted to tear from her throat. She kept her eyes open, looking around for anyone to catch them, afraid and excited at the possibility that they'd be caught.
He dug down, slipping in her slit until he edged her vagina and probed the tight hole, rimming it with a finger before thrusting inside. Maggie took a sharp breath, her knuckles going white to control herself.
"I want so badly to pump my cock inside you, amour,� he whispered, laying open mouthed kisses on her neck as he drove two fingers into her tightness.
Her pussy sizzled, ecstasy imminent, rolling toward her as his palm ground against her clit and she rode his hand.
She was breathing erratically, hard through her nostrils, her heart beating a staccato as he drove her to orgasm. It exploded inside her, vibrating through every nerve ending with shattering precision. Her pussy clenched on his fingers as he continued to thrust into her, mimicking the drive of his cock.
Maggie whimpered, burying her face against his shoulder, biting him to keep from crying out.
Slowly, as her climax faded away, he withdrew his hand and zipped her pants up.
He brought his hand to his face, tasting one finger. The movement of his lips and tongue on that one digit had her cleft clenching with want again.
"I love the scent and taste of you, chere. When we are aboard the ship, I plan to taste every inch of your body."
Maggie shivered pleasurably and snuggled close, enjoying the feel of his arm wrapped around her shoulder. The tension she'd had was gone for now though her thoughts still lay in torment.
They had to make it. She didn't think she could bear losing him now. For once, it seemed like she truly had something to live for.
* * *
Without any need for a watch, or any sign in the sky above them, Maggie knew as they got of the plane at last in New York, that it was nearing dawn. She wasn't certain if it was her vampire senses kicking in, or the urgency she sensed in Danior, but she knew they had little time to get from the airport to the docks.
Danior had arranged for a rental car and directed her toward the door that led out to the parking lot in swift strides. They carried nothing. Except for the clothing Danior had bought for her, Maggie had nothing in any case, but Danior had checked the luggage they did have when they went into the airport. He'd told her arrangements had been made to transfer it to the ship once they reached New York, but he seemed singularly uninterested in whether or not their luggage actually made the trip with them.
Unspoken was the far more urgent need to be free of any sort of encumbrance if they should meet up with the hunters.
Pushing the door open, Danior held it, catching her when she would have gone through and lifting his head to listen, almost seeming to sniff the air. After a moment, his grip relaxed fractionally. �Hurry,� he said in an under voice, placing his hand on her back, along her waist. �Slot 652."
Nodding, Maggie proceeded him, scanning the numbers on the pavement nearest her and trying to determine what direction to take. Danior strode past her, grasping her hand and leading the way once more.
Unnerved by the tension she sensed in him, Maggie focused on searching for the car.
Suddenly, Danior stopped, going stiff. His tense wariness caught her attention, and she looked up, shocked to see a woman standing not twenty feet away from them. Petite and blonde, she was everything that Maggie was not.
"Danior,� she said, and in her beautiful voice was a threat. Death emanated from her lips.
"What are you doing here, Tatiana?� Danior demanded, clenching his hands into fists.
"I had to see if it was true.� She laughed coldly. �How far the mighty fall."
Danior's lips curled in a chilling smile. �You were ever one for theatrics, Tatiana, but I'm afraid we'll have to miss the rest of the play. We've an urgent need to breathe more healthful air."
She chuckled. �I know, but I'm afraid that won't be possible."
To her left and right, two men cloaked in black stepped out, almost indistinguishable from the dark save for their pale, skin and glowing eyes.
"You led them to me."
Maggie glanced at him sharply at the tone of his voice, or rather the lack of any tone at all, as if he were being excruciatingly careful of his words. She could read nothing in his expression, but she knew, quite suddenly, that this woman had once been Danior's woman. She turned to look at the woman again, fighting the sickness that welled inside her, the jealousy.
She smiled at the look on Maggie's face. �They needed someone who had a blood bond with you. How could I refuse?"
A sense of unreality washed over her. Time seemed to slow, the moments stretching into minutes. She blinked, turning her head to look at Danior once more and seeing nothing but a blur of motion as he launched himself at the nearest man. They collided mid-air, struggling, slashing at each other with their teeth. Cold washed over Maggie as she watched helplessly, trying to fight the shock off, trying to think if there was anything she could do to help. Should she try to help? Or would she only be in the way?
Would her efforts only distract Danior and hamper him instead of helping?
Cringing away from the fight, she moved her head to see where the others were.
The second man stood where he had been, awaiting a chance to strike. The blond woman, Tatiana was watching the two men who struggled with a smile on her face.
Rage filled Maggie. This woman had meant something to Danior. She knew just from the way he'd behaved that he had been stunned that Tatiana had betrayed him. What had that cost him? Had it divided his heart and mind? Distracted him from the strength and purpose he needed to defeat the hunters who'd come to kill him?
She couldn't seem to will herself to move, however. It was like a nightmare. Every smallest movement required the utmost concentration.
It was almost as if she'd been enthralled.
She knew with sudden enlightenment that she had been. One of the vampires had her. Which one, she wasn't certain. Danior, in an effort to protect her? Or one of the others?
She didn't know, but as she watched Danior slay the man he'd been fighting and struggle to his feet to face his other foe, she began trying to break free of the mind control that held her rooted to the spot, helpless, unable to help Danior.
He was weakened from his battle with the first vampire, bleeding from wounds on his face and neck and hands, bleeding, she saw to her horror, even from slashes that had cut through his leather clothing and into his chest, his shoulder.
She dragged her gaze back to the vampiress, realizing abruptly that it was Tatiana that held her. She allowed her hate to swell inside of her, allowed it to consume her mind. Little by little she felt the control over her slip, like the faint loosening of a binding rope.
Grinding her teeth now with the effort, she focused on the pain this woman's betrayal had caused Danior.
She focused on the fact that the woman was the epitome of those women who'd tormented her her entire life.
With an effort that made her break a sweat, she took a step forward, and then another.
Tatiana's attention shifted and Maggie's followed, almost as if she were a puppet.
Relief filled her when she saw that Danior had slain the second man ... until she saw that he was too weak from the battle to rise. Even as she stared at him, struggling to break the mind hold so that she could run to him, Tatiana fell upon him, tearing a gash alone his shoulder and neck with her teeth.
She meant to kill him, to finish him off now that he was too weak to fight her.
Without any conscious effort whatsoever, Maggie broke the hold on her and surged forward. Mindless, beast-like, she fell upon her prey. Grasping her by her hair, she tore Tatiana from Danior and slung her away with a strength she'd never known she possessed.
Tatiana struck one of the concrete supports of the garage, wrapping halfway around it. It would have snapped the back of a human. The vampiress landed in a crouch and launched herself at Maggie, her teeth bared in a snarl. Maggie's heart seemed to leap into her throat as she watched the woman flying at her. Ignoring it, she waited until the woman was almost upon her and slung her fist directly toward the oncoming teeth. Pain slid up her fist, her arm, and into her shoulder. It shook her terror from her, however, and, before the woman could recover and scramble to her feet, Maggie fell upon her, pummeling her and tearing at the vampiress with her own teeth until she realized the woman wasn't moving any more.
Gasping for breath, she sat back on her heels, staring in horror at the bloody corpse that she'd made. As abruptly as the animalistic madness had descended upon her, it vanished. She scurried away from the woman's body, crab like, unable to tear her gaze away.
Her stomach heaved bile into her throat and she braced her palms on the pavement, retching until she could do nothing more than gag. After what seemed an eternity the heaving ceased. Wiping her mouth on her sleeve, she spat the vile taste from her mouth and looked around.
Danior lay motionless.
On the instant, everything else vanished from her mind and Maggie scrambled toward him. She didn't even realize that she was sobbing hysterically until she saw the tears dripping onto Danior's face.
Scooping his head against her chest, she rocked him, stroking his hair. �Don't die, Danior. Please! Don't leave me!� she sobbed, knowing it was already too late.
But he was warm still, she thought angrily. He couldn't be dead.
When he touched her face, she jerked all over.
Leaning back, she blinked the tears from her eyes and looked down at him. �Danior?"
"It's ... nearing dawn. Go. Save yours..."
"Not without you,� Maggie ground out. Shifting, she caught him beneath both arms and thrust upward with all her strength. Her back burned. Her arms burned with the strain, but she staggered back, dragging him with her. It would be easier, she knew to run to get the car, but she couldn't leave him with the others. Someone might happen upon them before she could get back.
When she'd finally managed to drag him into a darkened corner, she leaned down and kissed him, briefly, on the lips. �I'll be back in a minute,� she said, fishing the car keys from his pocket and turning to look at the numbers on the parking slots nearest them.
When she returned, he lay much as she'd left him. It took sheer determination, but she finally managed to get him in the car. Once she'd done so, however, she wasn't certain what to do next.
They were supposed to take a ship, but which dock? How to get to the dock? How was she going to get him onboard, in this condition?
Shaking off her doubts, she fished around in the glove box and unearthed a map. He would heal, she told herself. By the time they'd reached the docks, he'd be OK and they could board and everything was going to be alright.

Chapter Nine

Danior was dying. She couldn't see why. The blood had ceased to flow. His wounds, even the worst of them, had closed. Unless ... unless that bitch had broken him inside somehow. But everything else was healing.
"Danior, please,� she said, cupping his cheek. He felt frigid, impossibly cold. �What's wrong? I need you to tell me how to help you."
His eyelids fluttered.
Dear god, she didn't know what to do. Dawn approached. She had little time to get them on the ship or they'd both assuredly die.
Tears stung her eyes, blurring her vision. She kissed his cold lips, fighting down panic. �Please, love, don't die. Tell me what to do,� she whispered brokenly. Pulling him up into her arms, she rocked him.
Something tickled her mind, making her dizzy. Words whispered in her ears like a soft breeze. She focused on them, striving to understand.
He was speaking to her with his mind.
We shared a blood bond, he spoke inside her head, his voice thready, as though his mind could barely connect with hers.
"What is it? How do I fix it?"
To break it is mortal....
No! Oh god, no! Maggie sobbed, clutching him tightly. You can't die. I'm going to save you .
You have to leave and find the ship. Before the sun rises. There's no ... time.
The connection with him broke. She could no longer feel him inside her, trying to speak.
Maggie cried out. She had to do something�now. Her thoughts were chaotic. She couldn't focus. All she could think about was the thirst. It drove the vampire, fed them, kept them alive. If he had fresh blood, it could save him.
She had no other choice. It was this or nothing, and she couldn't give up without trying.
Without hesitation, she turned her wrist up to her mouth and bit it, wincing as her teeth sliced into her skin.
Choking on the well of her own blood, she hurriedly brought it to his lips, letting the warm red liquid fall onto them. She pried his mouth open, forcing the blood to flow into his mouth.
A weakness washed through her limbs, up to her head, making her dizzy. She blinked, her eyesight going fuzzy, her breath as thready and weak as his.
She collapsed on one elbow, barely registering the suction of his mouth at her wrist. She was so tired of a sudden.
Her head drooped and she slumped over him.
His hands touched her, drawing her wordlessly up his body, until her face neared his neck.
She smelled blood there. The scent awakened her. Her mouth watered as her fangs lengthened. Without conscious thought, she sank her teeth into the crook of his neck, reveling in the blood that welled into her mouth like ambrosia.
Instant fire burst through her veins. She choked on the blood but continued sucking, caught up in a vortex of feeling�emotions and memories flooding her brain and driving it into darkness swirling with raw ecstasy and understanding.
* * *
Warm lips called her from the night, pulling her out of a slumber so deeply intense, she half feared she'd died.
Slowly, opening her eyes, the world came into focus.
Danior looked down at her, propped up on one elbow.
"Did we die?� she asked, her voice hoarse from disuse.
He smiled, stroking the backs of his fingers up her cheek. �No, thanks to you."
"I don't understand."
"You blood bonded with me when you shared your blood and took mine. I didn't think it was possible to share such a bond with another vampire after it had already once been given, but your strength drew me back from the edge. You kept Tatiana from pulling me into death with her."
Maggie sat up, studying him uncertainly. She hated to ask, but she had to make sure. �Are we ... are we safe?"
"Yes, amour , we are."
Maggie breathed a sigh of relief, throwing her arms around him to hug him tightly. The dread was gone, the uncertainty, all of it, leaving nothing but this huge swell of happiness. She could hardly believe what had happened, but she wouldn't question what fate had brought her. �I love you,� she breathed against his neck.
He stiffened in her arms, pulling back to study her face, holding her gaze for a long, silent moment.
Finally, he smiled and pushed her back onto the bed, covering her mouth in kiss that made her toes curl and her insides heat to the point of combustion.
He broke from her mouth, breathing raggedly, staring down at her with intense, passion laden eyes. He ran a thumb across her bottom lip, curling his fingers along her cheek. �You are everything to me, Maggie. When I lay dying, I could think of nothing but that I would never see your face again, never touch your lips or kiss your hair. You have brought me back from an empty abyss I've lived in for a thousand years."
He kissed her again, softly, so sweetly tender it brought tears to her eyes.
"I love you, Maggie,� he whispered against her lips, pouring himself into each word and kiss so that she was engulfed in the rapture of his love.
The End
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