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Ann Foster is alone in the world, looking for any way to augment her college bank
account. Her dream is to study archeology. Taking an extra job as a dog walker, she’s

led to the old English manor known as Darkstar.

Cade Maguire and his sister Maggie have a dog in their household that needs
tending. Ann comes to them highly recommended. She’s so focused on accruing funds
for her education that she won’t ask questions concerning her employers” unusual

nighttime schedule.

Ann soon becomes embroiled in a dangerous, mythic world. Her bosses are far
from normal. They have secrets that are thousands of years old and one of those secrets
has come back to haunt Cade. Ann finds herself in the middle in a vampire
battleground that’s fueled by revenge. Since she’s now a member of the Darkstar
household, there’s a target on her back. For her, there’s no place to run or hide. Death

may be a sunset away.
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Chapter One

“Hello, I'm from the Poopa Palooza Pampered Pooch Dog Walking Service. If your
dog needs walking, we do the work. And if your dog poops it, we scoop it.”

Cade Maguire simply stared for several long moments. If the ridiculous words
hadn’t been enough to stupefy him, the woman’s appearance certainly did. He realized
he was rudely gawking, but couldn’t help it. In all his centuries of living, he’d never
seen a more mesmerizing, perfect beauty. He prided himself on control in unusual
situations, and reminded himself of his reputation for conducting affairs with uncanny
calm in the face danger, but still his wayward cock was swelling to the point that he
was about to embarrass himself. It was instant lust.

“Uh, come in,” he murmured, then stood aside to let the tall beauty in.
“Is that the service?” Maggie called out from upstairs.

“Uh, yeah. It's her,” Cade responded, barely turning his head in the direction of his
younger sister’s voice.

“Just call me Ann. I'm here to meet with Maggie Maguire.”

Cade took her firm grip in his. He noted the subtle way she squeezed his palm, as if
she was willing to let her hand linger in his a second longer than necessary. He grinned
and finally dragged his gaze away from her electric-blue eyes when he heard his sister
leading her Rottweiler down the old staircase. “Maggie, this is...I'm sorry, what did
you say your name was?”

“Ann,” she repeated, leaning forward slightly as she did so. “And you are?”
“Cade.”

“Hello, hello,” Maggie called as she pulled the reluctant four-footed giant by his
collar. “Ann, the ladies at my hair stylist had wonderful things to say about your way
with animals. You came highly recommended.” She sighed, trying to pull Baron closer,
but he sat down at the bottom of the stairs and refused to budge. “As you can see, you'll
have your hands full.”

Ann smiled down at the dog. It tilted its head to one side and focused on her.
Slowly kneeling, she stretched out one hand, palm up.

“Careful, Baron bites,” Cade warned.
Ann slowly shook her head in denial. “Not me he won't.”

Cade stood back as his sister alarmingly dropped her pet’s leash. He tried to warn
the kneeling woman again. “That’s not a good idea, Miss —"

“Foster. Just call me Ann,” she repeated. She kept all her attention focused on the
big animal before her. “Come on, boy. Let’s be friends.”



Darkstar Guardian

The dog growled.

“Maggie, maybe you’'d better pick the leash up and give it to me,” Cade warned.
“He’s going to bite her.”

“No, he won't,” Ann insisted. “Just back away, please.”

Maggie pushed Cade back a few steps. “Let’'s give Ann a chance,” she told him,
then addressed the woman. “We've tried seven different dog services. He’s just a very
sensitive creature. Aren’t you, my baby-waby,” she crooned to the massive, growling
dog.

Cade took a deep breath as the growling became louder, and prepared to leap
between the dog walker and his sister’s baby.

Ann tried a different tactic. She lowered her gaze, tilted her head, and began
whining like a puppy.

Baron stopped growling immediately, and titled his head left then right. Finally
assured the woman before him meant no harm to his family, he got up, walked over
and began to sniff the stranger’s face.

Cade held his breath. If the dog bit her now, Ann’s lovely cheek would be lying on
the floor. What was worse, Baron was close enough to take out the woman’s throat. If
that happened, there would be hell to pay from the rest of his vampire colony. A dead
human would bring unwanted attention. While he was good at hiding remains and had
experience doing so for centuries, that consolation didn’t exactly quell his fear over a
possible mauling.

Ann slowly brought her hands up and began to scratch behind Baron’s ears. The
Rottweiler licked her face profusely. “Look...look what I have,” she told the now
whimpering black canine, then slowly reached inside her jacket pocket and brought out
a dog cookie.

Baron gently took it from her hand, gulped the treat down then began to bounce
excitedly on the gray stone floor.

Ann scooped up the leash and encouraged him to play for a few seconds before
giving the command, “Sit.”

Cade watched with growing surprise as the normally ill-tempered dog did as Ann
asked, with perfect manners. Amazingly, the animal quietly sat gazing up at the dog
walker with what could only be described as growing fondness in his expression. Baron
normally disliked everyone new, no matter how friendly the stranger acted. Whether
they were likable or not, animal lovers or not, Baron seemed to find a way to intimidate
all the guests of Darkstar Manor. As Ann stroked the dog and spoke calmly to him,
Cade sensed a change in Baron’s attitude. No human had been able to soothe the dog’s
unruly nature. Now, the animal shifted its gaze from Ann to him and he was actually
able to sense the Rottweiler’s good-humored emotions.

For some strange reason, Cade got the impression the dog was finally satisfied with
something. It was as if Baron had been perturbed with the world, but all was made



Candace Sams

right since the stranger’s arrival. Ann had only been there for a few minutes, but Cade
sensed acceptance and even contentment from the household pet.

He turned his attention to his sister when a mental pathway between them opened.
“I told you she had a good reputation with animals,” Maggie communicated.
He surreptitiously shook his head in denial. “It’s more than that and you know it.”

Maggie slightly tilted her head in response then addressed Ann. “My dear, I'm so
happy to finally meet someone Baron won’t attack. You've no idea how unmanageable
he can be. We've tried simply everything.”

Ann shrugged, petting Baron’s head with one hand. “He just had to understand I
wasn’t competing or encroaching.”

“You've had special training with animals?” Cade asked as he boldly looked her
over.

“No. I just try to see things from a pet’s view. I'm told I have a gift that way.”

Maggie stepped forward and picked up the leash. “Well, as far as I'm concerned,
you have the job. I'll expect you every evening at six thirty, but do call ahead just in
case. Our schedules are very changeable.”

Ann glanced from one to the other. “What about the rest of the day? Does Baron
have anyone to walk or play with him then?”

“The rest of the day is covered,” Cade quickly remarked, then nodded toward
Maggie. “If you'll take Baron to the kitchen for his dinner, I'll work out the finances
with Ann.”

“Will do.” Maggie smiled. Before leaving, she turned to her brother, briefly
pausing. Her back was to Ann. “Don’t eat her alive, Cade. I can sense your desire from here.”

Having no other choice but to ignore his sister’s mental comment, he let her walk
away with the dog. While Maggie’s footsteps sounded her retreat toward the back of
the manor, Cade motioned with one hand toward the study. “Shall we?”

Ann nodded. It was hard not to be sexually attracted to the man. There was more to
Cade Maguire than just his alarmingly handsome features and the athletic-looking body
covered by tight jeans and a half-open work shirt. He seemed somehow different in a
way she couldn’t describe. If one word had to be used, dangerous just about covered it.

Her attention was diverted quickly enough as she entered the enormous study. She
tried not to gasp at the elegance and the extreme display of wealth surrounding her.
The foyer had looked like many old English country estates. The study, however, was
megalithic. Thousands of books lined shelves that dropped halfway down from a
vaulted ceiling. She couldn’t guess the height, but the ceiling looked to be made of solid
stone. Mounted high in the alcoves of the ceiling sat dozens of stone figures eerily
looking down on them with gaping mouths full of teeth.

“Gargoyles,” she whispered, arching her neck to view the entire scene above her.

Cade gazed up in the direction she was now staring. “They’ve been there for
centuries, but don’t let them intimidate you. To my sister and me, they’re just stone.”
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Ann quickly dragged her gaze away from the winged monstrosities and back to her
host. Somehow, he seemed to fit into the room. There was something gothic or even
sinister about him that both frightened and attracted her.

“It's warm out this evening. Will you have something cool to drink?” he asked,
motioning toward a small refrigerator.

“Water would be fine,” she responded, and sat in a nearby brown leather chair.
While he poured her drink, she took the time to look him over more carefully. Recalling
that first meeting in the foyer when he’d stood next to his sister, Cade was at least a foot
taller than Maggie. Maggie was several inches taller than she. That put him at a
staggering six feet, six inches. His shoulders were very broad, as though he played
some kind of sport, but his back vee’d down to a slender waist and hips as displayed by
his tight shirt and jeans. Tall, black riding boots fixed him as both an outdoorsman and
equestrian. At least, she surmised no one in their right mind would pay for such
expense footwear if they weren’t using them for their intended purpose.

Then there was the long, shoulder-length hair. It was a kind of medium brown that
perfectly set off his strangely colored eyes. They were a golden hue that matched the
whiskey he poured for himself.

“Cheers,” he said as he handed her a crystal glass of ice water.
She lifted her glass and gently clinked it to his. “To a successful relationship.”

He towered over her to the extent she almost stood to keep from feeling at a
disadvantage. The momentary discomfort was over in an instant when he quickly sat in
a chair opposite hers.

Cade regarded her from over the top of his glass. “Your references were in order
and Baron seems to like you well enough. I suppose all that remains are the terms of
your service, financially speaking.”

Ann watched as he sat his drink on the edge of the huge oak desk behind him and
picked up a note pad and pen. His big, blunt hands scrawled out something on the
paper before handing it to her.

“Will this be sufficient?”

She looked down at the figure on the paper. The amount he’d scrawled was six-
hundred pounds per week. “My God! This is...my God!” she blurted again, then tried to
regain her composure. “You can’t be serious.”

As her blue gaze lifted toward him, Cade picked his glass up, leaned forward and
said, “I can assure you, Ann. The amount is negotiable.”

She took a quick sip of water and tried not to cough as it went down the wrong
way. “I-I didn’t mean it wasn’t enough. Far from it.” She took a deep breath. “I couldn’t
possibly accept this much. Not just for walking a dog,” she reluctantly told him, and
tried to hand the paper back.

He ignored her outstretched hand. “You haven’t heard the terms yet.”
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She saw the way those golden eyes gazed at her and knew exactly what it was he
was trying to negotiate. She’d seen that look on men’s faces before, but never with so
much intensity. She slowly withdrew her hand, then carefully put her glass on a nearby
table and stood up.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” she asked. “What gives you the right to invite
me here for a perfectly innocent reason then turn the situation around and come on to
me like this? Just because you’'ve got money doesn’t mean you can buy every damned
thing, Mister Maguire. I'm sure you think quite highly of yourself and your assets,” she
bit out as she glanced down at his crotch, “but I can’t be bought.”

He threw the contents of his glass down his throat, stood and moved forward in
one fluid motion. Placing his glass next to hers, he focused on the angry woman
standing before him. They were inches apart and he could feel her heat radiating
toward him. He’d never wanted a woman in his life as much as he wanted this
exquisite creature. “My sister tells me you're trying to make money so you can continue
your studies in archeology. That's a very expensive pursuit.” He slowly looked her
over. “With what I'm offering, you could drop every other part-time job you have,
including walking other people’s pets. That also means no more delivering pizzas in
bad parts of town. No more clerking at the grocer’s on the weekends, and you could
eventually even buy your own transportation or get yourself a much better flat. Your
past job experience reveals you'd be willing to work at anything to get wherever it is
you want. You've scrubbed toilets and cleaned windows. Washed cars and planted
flowers. All so you could achieve your dream. So, think carefully, Miss Foster. If you
accept my terms, you'll have enough financial support that all you'd have to do is walk
one damned dog—"

“ And sleep with you,” she finished. “You want a whore, not a dog sitter.”

He could will her to do as he wished, but where would be the fun in that? “It isn’t
the seamy picture you’'d like to dramatically depict, Miss Foster. In fact, you could
move into Darkstar Manor, have your own room and access to a car and driver. You'd
be exceedingly well catered to and could come and go as you please. You could travel
to London or anywhere else you prefer when your time is your own.”

“You don’t even know me,” she whispered. “All you know is what my references
told you.” She backed away when a wicked smile spread across his too-handsome face.

“Makes you wonder what your former employers said about you, doesn’t it?” He
crossed his arms over his chest.

Enraged, she glared at him. “There was nothing in their comments that could have
possibly led you to make this kind of offer. Nothing.”

“Oh no? They said you were very punctual and that you were always discreet with
any familial information. They also said they could count on you to come and go from
their homes without worrying about you stealing. They trusted you with their beloved
pets. That says a lot about a person’s integrity. Especially since you've been doing this
for three years and haven’t had one single complaint.”

10
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“B-but why on Earth would any of that make you want to...to...”

“Hire you to take care of Baron and occasionally sleep with me?” he finished for
her, then backed away and slowly sauntered to the desk. Once there, he sat on the edge
and crossed his booted ankles.

“Y-yes,” she responded.

“Let’s just say that I know from your application that you're available, with no
emotional ties, and that you could use the money. For my part, I could use the diversion
and I can assure you...you’d be very well treated.”

She could only stand there gaping at his effrontery. Who in the hell did this kind of
thing? This was the single craziest situation that had ever happened in her entire life.

“Why don’t you carefully consider my offer before turning it down, Miss Foster?”
He picked up a phone on his desk and punched a button. “Rogers, Miss Foster is ready
to leave. Will you give her a lift back into town in the Rolls?” He put the receiver down,
pulled a file from his desk and walked to the study door. Once there, he waited for her
to follow. “I know you came here by bus as your application relayed that was how you
intended to arrive each day. So, I'll offer better arrangements back to your flat.”

Ann didn’t hesitate. She didn’t even have the mental wherewithal at the moment to
ask about the car, driver or anything else. She simply got up and went to the front door,
stupefied by his casual demeanor. The man acted as if he’d just offered her tea, not a job
as a live-in lover.

She barely remembered him giving the driver her address from the application file
he’d pulled from his desk. She hardly recalled his blithe dismissal, or the ride back in
the luxurious, ultra expensive car. She was only moderately aware of how her
neighbors stared when she got out of the shiny black automobile and walked inside her
tiny flat. Only after she stood inside her apartment with the door closed and locked did
she feel as if there were any reality left in her world. The entire scenario began to take
on an otherworldly aura, as if she’d been watching it on TV and not experiencing it.
Well, so much for interviewing with the swank set. She firmly decided to never fill out
an employment application for a wealthy family again, and would keep to her
neighborhood jobs, where folks’ income didn’t provide for wildly eccentric behavior.

Even dismissing the event as some wealthy man’s delusion, it was a long time
before she got to sleep that night. After she finally slumbered, her disturbing dream
sequences included Cade Maguire striding up to her in his boots and tight jeans. A soft
wind blew through his long hair, and his golden eyes seemed to gleam through a foggy
mist that separated them. As the dream continued, he held his arms open wide as if he
were waiting for her to come to him. Then the dream changed and he came to her
totally nude. She could see the Titan-like muscles of his body and the thickness of his
erection as it jutted from the brown curls between his thighs. She wanted to touch it and
own him in a way that made her wet with need, but he faded in and out of reality the
way people in dreams sometimes do. Finally, there was darkness and she was at rest.

11
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The big man no longer taunted her with his smile and his body. The night moved on
and she was one with it.

As time crept by, she imagined the scream she was hearing wasn’t real, but part of
her earlier dream sequence. She shot out of bed, however, when the sirens outside her
building removed all doubt about what was and wasn’t reality.

12
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Chapter Two

Banging on doors and yelling, the firefighters rushed from floor to floor to get
everyone out of the building. The entire roof was ablaze and Ann saw it actually
collapse when, minutes later, she stood on the sidewalk across the street and watched.
Her neighbors were dressed in sleeping attire similar to hers. It was a little after one
o’clock in the morning according to one of them. No one had time to put on clothing or
even gather belongings. She saw her entire life go up in smoke, including all her
beloved books and cherished mementos. She kept telling herself to be very thankful she
and everyone else had made it out of the building. Some good soul had anonymously
called the emergency operator, or so she’d been told. She was advised by a police officer
that there were social service agencies on the way to find temporary housing for all the
tenants. The entire event and those preceding it were beginning to take on a
nightmarish quality. All she could do was what the rest of her neighbors did. She
simply stood, gave information when it was asked for and waited to be told what to do,
like an infant without any direction or plan.

By five o’clock it was all over except for the fire department’s initial dig through the
rubble to find a cause and to seek any other sources of danger. There was simply
nothing left. She had what she was wearing, and nothing more. Catatonic as the rest of
the men and women around her, Ann sat on a stoop and tried to pull her brain together
and dredge up a plan. She couldn’t think. What was she supposed to do? Social service
personnel were present but their efforts at comforting her weren’t helping that much.
Part of her heart was overwhelmingly grateful that no one had been hurt. The other
part—the part that was now accepting reality—reminded her that she’d just lost
everything she owned.

ol R N R

It was almost dawn. On a very cloudy day or when it was raining, Cade could get
away with being in the gloomy light, but not on a day as bright as this one promised to
be. He drank the last of his blood-laced brandy, walked up the stairs to his room and
checked that the heavy draperies had been pulled. He read over some notes left behind
by his estate manager and was satisfied that everything was in order with the house
and grounds for the day. He usually undressed then slept, but decided to vary his
routine by taking a hot shower.

Maggie was away for the day, having made arrangements to stay with friends at a
nearby estate. Except for the servants, who had left for their own safe abodes, it was just
him and Baron. The large dog was snoring peacefully in front of the fireplace where
coals glowed in the hearth. Neither he nor the dog actually needed the fire, but he liked

13
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to have one burning on cold days. The woody smell from the oak made him feel as if he
were outdoors in the cool, early spring breeze.

He sauntered into the luxurious bathroom, turned on the water and stepped
beneath the warm spray. Now he could do what he’d wanted to since seeing that
damned dog walker for the first time.

Cade put his hands against the stone of his shower stall and let the water sluice
down his back. He closed his eyes and remembered the feel of Ann Foster’s hand when
they’d greeted each other. Imagining that hand on his body, he turned and leaned his
back against the wall. The water gently caressed his burgeoning erection and created
the exact effect he desired.

Raising his fingers to his temples, he very gently pressed inward. His focus was on
the woman. Every detail he could remember, including the slightly citrus scent she
wore, was etched into his brain. The sound of anger in her voice was replaced with the
sound of passion. He used what he’d sensed within her to change their initial encounter
from one of rejection to one of complete acceptance and excitement. He envisioned her
not leaving, but staying with him. In his mind, she was there...in the shower stall,
standing right in front of him. The imagery he could create from her essence was
powerful. She was there, yet not.

The image reached out to him. He gathered his memories of her and imagined what
he believed her nude body would look like. Concentrating with all the strength he had,
Cade willed the image to want him.

And she did.

His imaginary Ann moved from the mists of the shower water, right into his arms.
She began to lave his chest with soft, licking caresses from her tongue. She reached
between his thighs with one hand and massaged his genitals. Her other hand reached
behind him and grabbed the right cheek of his butt and squeezed. Then she took both
hands away, brought them up to his shoulders and gently, gently dragged her
fingertips down his chest, abdomen and thighs.

Cade pressed his hands against the wall behind him as the image pleasured him.
He could see her long brown hair fall around her breasts and shoulders as the water
splashed over them both. Her firm, rounded breasts pressed against his chest as she
moved her slender hips against his body in a wicked writhing motion.

“Taste me,” he commanded.
The image sank to her knees, opened her mouth and took him inside.

Involuntarily, Cade’s head fell back and he cried out as her tongue circled his
manhood and swept over the tip. Her soft fingers traced down the backs of his thighs at
the same time, creating just the right difference in sensations. As only a psychic image,
she couldn’t talk and he couldn’t touch her or the scene would disappear. If that
happened, he’d have to start the imagery over or finish what Ann’s copy had started by
using his own hands.

14
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The sensation went on until Cade could feel it slipping. He could only hold onto her
image in direct proportion to the time they’d spent together and the contact. Though his
strength in summoning the illusion was strong and his desire for the woman was great,
he simply didn’t know her enough to make the fake Ann last. He felt her tongue, or the
intimation of it, dissipating.

“Damn it, not now. Not when I was so close,” he said, then cursed loud and long
when she dissolved away into nothingness.

Knowing it was only minutes away from dawn, Cade did the only thing any man
could do when aroused and there was no woman to satisfy him. He leaned back against
the wall and slowly began to masturbate.

He quickened his strokes to match the timing of the sun’s rising. With so many
years behind him as a vampire, he could sense when the sun would rise. That instinct
was the same as most animals possessed.

At the very instant he sensed the first light coming over the horizon, he ejaculated
and screamed out her name. Then he slipped to the floor as the incredible sensation
finally faded. Panting, he turned off the water and leaned into the cold stone for a few
minutes. Sleep was quickly coming to him.

Cade opened the shower door, pulled a large black towel off a rack and loosely
wrapped it around himself. He simply shook the water from his hair before finally
walking into his bedroom and collapsing on the black quilted bedspread. For some time
he lay there, fighting off the sleep of the undead. A vampire of his years could do so,
but only for a few moments after dawn.

Rolling onto his back, he stared at the black canopy overhead and thought of only
one thing. I'll have you, pretty Ann. I'll have all that beautiful brown hair wrapped around my
body and hear your cries of passion when I take you. You'll want me the same way I want you.
But not through coercion. No, that’s not the way we’ll come together, you and 1.

He grinned. “You'll come to me of your own free will. You'll remember every
second of what we do and I'll deny you nothing,” he softly murmured to himself. All
that soulful intensity he sensed would be released. But just for him.

As the sun rose slightly higher, he finally began to lose his battle to stay awake. His
last conscious thoughts concerned a number of ideas of how to get the dog walker back
into his life and straight into his bed.

o O H N X

Maggie glared at Cade over her glass of blood-laced wine. Her rare steak lay on her
plate, half eaten. “I don’t see why you let her go. No one else has ever been able to
handle Baron. What am I supposed to do now?”

Cade sipped his own blooded wine and shrugged. “I don’t know. Baron is your
dog. I suggest you stay home more often and exercise him yourself. As to why I let Miss
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Foster leave without hiring her, she didn’t approve of the offer I made. The subject is
closed, Maggie. I don’t want to hear any more about it.”

“Perhaps you could have tried another offer,” she shot back in defiance. “I have
social obligations that can’t be ignored and I don’t have time to walk Baron as I should.
Ann was perfect for the job.”

Both of them kept the rest of their comments to themselves as the maid walked in
carrying both their desserts and the evening newspaper on the standard silver tray.

“Thank you, Dyna. That'll be all for the evening,” Maggie politely told her. Then
she unfolded the late edition of the newspaper even as the maid took her plate away
and replaced it with a dish of pure vanilla ice cream with just a touch of chilled blood
poured over the top. As she scooped a spoonful of her favorite dessert, her eyes fixed
on the latest headline. “Now why does this address look so familiar?” she muttered to
herself while perusing the lead story. “Cade, where have I heard the address 1335
Bendige Avenue in Fernshire? Do we know anyone there?”

Cade looked up from his dessert. “That’s your dog walker’s address. She lives in an
apartment building there, as I recall. Why?”

“Damn!”

“What is it?” Cade quickly responded as he saw his sister’s eyes earnestly scanning
something in the paper.

Maggie got up from her end of the long oak table and half-jogged to the other end
with the paper in her hands. “Look, Cade. There’s been a fire.”

Cade took the paper from his sister’'s hands and scanned the picture of the
destroyed building on the front page. As he read the article, he learned there were no
deaths or injuries, but every single resident of the small building had been left
homeless.

“Cade, we should try to find out what happened to Maggie. I think that’s the least
we can do. It would be only kindness, after all.”

Without commenting, Cade kept scanning the article. The investigators on the scene
cited the probable cause as one of the tenants having left a poorly wired heating unit on.
Cade put the paper down and stood. “Get your coat.”

“We're going to find her, aren’t we?” Maggie earnestly asked.

“As you said, doing so would be a kindness. She might need help.” He slowly
turned to her. “I think any offer of assistance might be better coming from you.”

I/Why?//
He picked up his wine, finished the glass and set it back down before continuing.

“I'll talk to you about it in the car. We need to hurry before the agency housing the
victims closes for the night. There’s not much time.”

“T'll be out front in ten minutes.”

Cade watched as Maggie bolted from the room, and considered the eventual
outcome of his next actions. Ann now had nowhere to go. If the paper was to be
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believed, all the residents” property had been destroyed along with the building. The
homeless families were desperate to find new homes somewhere, and those who were
elderly and had children were being considered for relocation first. That put Ann
farther down the list.

He smiled, made his way to the phone and ordered his driver to bring the limo to
the front of the manor. By late tonight Ann would be safely ensconced under his roof.
The enigmatic beauty with a love for archeology and animals would soon be within his
realm of control. Still, he vowed she would come to him willingly. He considered that
the fire might not have been a coincidence, but a sign that she was meant to be with
him. All he had to do was bide his time. He’d make every effort to see that she wouldn’t
be able to resist.

The colony had no rules against humans residing with them as long as secrecy was
maintained and his job wasn’t discovered. Maggie was certainly amenable to helping
Ann in whatever way she could, so his sister wouldn’t pose a problem.

To Ann, he and Maggie would just be eccentric millionaires who kept odd hours.
Even if she accepted their offer of a home for just a short time, as she surely would now
that circumstances forced her into finding an emergency residence, he’d still be with her
enough to bewitch the fiery vixen into his bed. For his part, he’d make good use of their
living arrangements until her charms wore thin and another woman came along to
warm his bed. By that time, Ann would be sated and ready to move on with her life.
He’d pay her well enough that she’d be ready to do so without any balking.

She might come to Darkstar Manor at his sister’s request and only under the
conditions that she be employed gainfully, but she’d leave their home as having been
his mistress. There was no doubt in his mind about that.

Ok H X X

Ann sat on the edge of her cot grasping a cup of hot chocolate between her hands.
All day, social service agencies had taken residents away for relocation—everyone but
her. She’d filled out the pre-interview paperwork only to be told that there were others
with greater needs ahead of her.

She didn’t really mind waiting her turn. It was only right that families with small
children and elderly people, some with medical needs, should come before her. It felt
awkward that she had no nearby friends to turn to. Childhood acquaintances—those
friends she’d known in her small village and who had eventually left for college—only
sent holiday greeting cards to say hello. Those old attachments weren’t intimate enough
these days to ask for help.

She had wanted to go to college, too, but there had never been money for that in her
family’s meager budget. At the time of her parents” demise, Ann had known what she
wanted to do with her life, but the money she had in her account was never enough.
She’d scraped together and hoarded spare change, working odd jobs to buy the books
that might eventually get her a chance at a better education, thus a better life. Time after
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time, however, something would come up that would eat away at her minimal savings.
First her car had broken down and had eventually been towed away after many repair
bills. Then the rent had gone up on her flat. After that, tuition had skyrocketed as well
as book costs. Now, the books she’d managed to finally purchase were all destroyed.
Some of them were expensive enough that they’d taken her weeks to pay for.

She sighed and tried to be grateful that she and all the others had got out of the
building in time. Still, she was left with nothing. Starting over was unbearably

daunting. She saw no way out of her dilemma and was feeling incredibly sorry for
herself.

Begging the loan of a phone at the women'’s shelter where she now found herself,
she called her employers, told them her circumstances, and hoped they’d let her come
back to work when she could get a permanent address. They’d amiably agreed and
wished her well, but the pay she’d miss in the interim would set her further back when
she had to make up front rent payments on another flat. She could leave the shelter to
go to work, but the representative there told her she had to be available to answer
questions or her welfare handouts would be delayed. The cell phone she’d scrimped to
pay for was now lying somewhere in the rubble of her old home, and that meant it'd be
very difficult for the agency to call her while she was at work—work that often required
her to be outdoors and away from traditional phones. She didn’t dare spend money on
a new cell phone, not knowing her immediate monetary circumstance in regards to
another flat. Therefore, if she couldn’t be contacted, someone else would jump ahead in
the long queue of those waiting for assistance. Every little detail began to pile up in a
circular fashion. One issue was dependent upon another and every problem now
required money to resolve. In the past, she’d been too prideful to let circumstances get
her down, but they now looked almost insurmountable.

“What the hell am I supposed to do?” she muttered to herself. “I don’t even have
clothes to work in or any identification. Why didn’t I grab my purse when I ran?”

She drank the rest of her chocolate, and tossed the cup into the trash bin. Her life
was pathetic. Ann lay on her cot, turned on her side and tried not to cry. She knew
something would come through for her. It had to.
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Chapter Three

Maggie gently knocked several times before hearing any movement from the other
side of the door. A bedraggled older woman flung open the paint-ravaged, gray door
but the lady said nothing. “Is Ann Foster here?” Maggie asked.

The woman turned to those in the room, called out Ann’s name and a sound of
further shuffling met Maggie’s ears. As the first lady disappeared into semi-darkness,
Maggie’s vampiric eyes and senses revealed bunks occupied by sleeping females. Ann
finally appeared from among them. The dog walker’s rather ragged appearance was
such a shock that it took Maggie a moment to gather her thoughts. She backed into the
hallway so that Ann would be forced to walk out of the room and hear her proposition
in private.

Maggie shook her head in sympathy. Ann’s feet were bare. She had on an old gray
flannel robe, which was tightly wrapped around her body. Beneath the robe, Ann was
wearing some kind of thin shirt as revealed by the vee in the robe. That was probably
what she’d been sleeping in when the fire broke out. To add to her waif-like
appearance, Ann’s brown hair was haphazardly fixed into a long, high ponytail and
there were smudges over her face that she still hadn’t bothered to wash away. Dark
circles under her red eyes were proof that she’d not only lost precious sleep, but had
probably been crying. Maggie believed the other woman would never admit to having
done so to a virtual stranger such as herself.

“Ann? Do you remember me?” she gently asked.

Ann blinked as the bright hallway light temporarily blinded her. “Whatever in the
world are you doing here?” Ann asked, then quickly offered a chair by pulling one of
the two wooden seats in the hallway forward. “I'm sorry if my manners seem lacking,
but I wasn’t expecting I'd ever see you again, Ms. Maguire. My interview with your
brother didn’t work out. He and I couldn’t come to an agreement over pay,” she
tactfully offered.

“You needn’t try to politely cover my brother’s idiocy, Miss Foster. I know what
Cade offered you and it most certainly was not the employment I had in mind.”

Ann sat on the edge of her chair. “He told you what he said?”

Maggie nodded. “He most certainly did, and I can only say that my brother’s gall is
unbelievable. I simply don’t know how to apologize enough, but I can certainly try to
make it up to you.”

Ann shook her head. “I don’t see how, Ms. Maguire. I think any business
arrangement we might have once conducted with each other is certainly terminated.”
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“Please, don’t say that,” Maggie begged as she leaned forward and put one hand on
Ann’s closest knee. “When I made that appointment with the dog-walking service to
speak to you, I knew your credentials and work habits were impeccable. The people
who recommended you had nothing but good things to say. Besides all that, Baron likes
you and so do L. That’s the reason I'm here. That, and the fact that I read about that
horrible fire in one of the local newspapers this evening.”

“I'm sorry, but how could my problems concern you?” Ann asked.

Maggie pulled her chair closer to the rather wan-looking figure before her. “When I
recognized the building address from your job application, I double-checked with the
newspaper and the dog-walking service as to where you were. Both your employer and
the staff reporters at the Fernshire Gazette confirmed that you were at this women’s
shelter. I hope you don’t mind my snooping into your business, but I simply had to
come and find out if you were all right. After my brother’s asinine behavior, this was
the very least I could do.”

“Thank you for coming all this way. As you can see, I'm fine. All the residents got
out safely. I'm just waiting my turn to be housed.”

“If you'd allow me, I like to offer Darkstar Manor as your next residence.”

For a long moment Ann stared at her, then stood up. “Miss Maguire, if Satan
himself walked in here and told me he’d give me a room rent free for the rest of
eternity, I'd as soon accept his offer as seek shelter anywhere near that brother of
yours.”

Maggie stood up and chose her words carefully. “Ann, my brother hasn’t a word to
say about this. Darkstar Manor is half mine. There are forty-two rooms, most with their
own private baths. I still need to hire someone to walk Baron when I'm out in the
evening hours and I could also use a personal assistant to help with other chores
around my home. My brother and I are frequently gone after sunset and you wouldn’t
have to see very much of either of us unless we're dining in. Besides all that, I'll add on
half again as much as what my brother offered you. You can consider him completely
nonexistent, especially after that unbelievably moronic stunt he pulled.” She angrily
pulled her coat about herself in a gesture of annoyance. “Sometimes Cade thinks his
looks can win him any woman he wants. You're the first woman in a very long time to
refuse him altogether and it vexes him. Still, I can assure you he’ll be on his best
behavior or answer to me. And I can be the worst bitch this side of a broomstick if he
doesn’t leave you alone and let you do your work in peace.”

“I'm afraid I can’t accept your offer, Miss Maguire.”

“Do call me Maggie. And please consider that you'd have your salary and a room
rent free with meals included. My car and driver will also be at your disposal during
the daylight hours, as I sleep in quite late and won’t need them until around dusk. As
I've said, my business is conducted during the evening hours when I meet friends and
colleagues in London. There are occasions when I'm not in the house at all until the next
evening. I frequently stay overnight with friends.”
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“Your brother and I-"

“Just forget Cade.” Maggie sighed and sat back down again. “Think of poor Baron.
You're the first person I've ever met, including my close personal friends, who could
get him to behave decently. You were only with him a few moments and he bonded
with you. Everyone else, including my household staff, won’t get near him. As a result,
I'm forced to keep him in his kennel most of the time. After conducting my business
each night, I don’t have enough hours left to play with him as I should. It’s a fact that
eats away at my conscience constantly. I dislike ignoring my pet and my absences aren’t
helping his behavioral problem. Besides that, I truly do need someone to help me keep
up with my appointments and do some errands for me during the day. I have to have
someone working with me who's trustworthy, and all your references say you're the
woman I need.” She grabbed Ann’s hand. “Please say you'll do this.”

“Why do I need to live at Darkstar Manor?” Ann slowly asked. “Why can’t I come
and go as I would have before?”

“I won’t mince words. You need a place to live and having you living under the
same roof with me will be more convenient. This way, I won’t have to wait for your bus
to make an appearance, late or not, and you'll have more responsibilities than just
walking the dog and seeing to his training. I've simply expanded the job to suit both
our personal needs.”

“lI don’t need your pity,” she stoically spouted. “Though your offer is highly
tempting, I can get by.”

Maggie saw Ann’s chin go up defiantly and sensed she was lying. In that moment,
she actually saw what it was in Ann that drove Cade to make his outrageous offer.
Cade was used to getting women when and as he pleased. Those women were typically
wealthy and as spoiled as she herself was. Her brother initially wanted Ann because of
her looks. Because she refused him, Cade now saw her as a worthy challenge, and
perhaps she truly was. And, as Cade had said, there was a great deal more to Ann
Foster than what was readily apparent. Her instincts told her so.

Maggie changed tactics and motioned toward the chair so Ann would sit back
down. When Ann reluctantly did so, Maggie decided to alter her tone of voice and
continue her inducement by use of logic. “I know you're very rattled at the moment,
Ann. But do think on my offer. I can have you out of this shelter tonight and in a warm
bedroom of your own. I'd even advance your pay so we could replace whatever
clothing you lost in the fire. This isn’t charity. You'll earn your salary. I'll leave a daily
list of items that you'll need to address while 'm gone or sequestered in my room. All
the servants have accustomed themselves to my schedule and my brother’s, therefore,
they don’t work much during the daylight hours. Cade and I insist the house be kept
quiet while we're resting. It's a very unusual schedule. But think about the money you
could save for your college tuition. I even have a new computer in my office that I
rarely use as I need to make face-to-face contact with business associates. I could have it
moved to your room with all the software you'd possibly need. On your days off, you
could use it to do research, as well as making use of our library. Under the education
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section of your application, you said that you were obsessed with anything having to
do with archeology. You said that you were studying the subject on your own, hoping
to stay abreast of current data. You wrote that by doing so, it might be easier to get
accepted into college. To that extent, there might be courses you're qualified to take.
Those might be accessed via computer.”

Maggie’s last words made Ann sit up and take notice.

Maggie was immediately aware that her offer of a library full of thousands of books
and a computer were the final inducements. More and more, she was seeing that rare
quality in Ann Foster that would naturally draw her brother’s attention. Aside from the
offer of living in a huge manor, or the money, Ann desperately wanted to follow a
dream. Why archeology was so important to her was a mystery, but she was a person
bent on bettering herself. The money was just a way to do that, not a means to avoid
working. Indeed, Maggie had never heard of a wealthy archeologist. It was reasonable
to assume that Ann had a thirst for learning, just for the sake of it.

Cade’s choice was beginning to make more and more sense as Maggie came to
know Ann better. In Ann, her brother had discerned emotions and passions women he
consorted with rarely ever showed. Indeed, she found Ann intriguing.

For a long time Ann sat there. She thought through all the ramifications and only
came up with one question. “If it doesn’t work out, there’s no contract, right? I could
leave any time?”

“Absolutely. The only strings attached would be that you'd have to resign your
other positions. I'll require the exclusive use of your time...except for your days off, of
course.”

“All right. Considering your professional approach, I'll do it. But I'm afraid my
behavior where your brother is concerned might be a bit cool. I won’t be uncivil, but I'd
rather not be around him, either.”

“Perfectly understandable. I can assure you that, in the future, my brother will be
more gentlemanly. I love him dearly, but sometimes he makes me crazy.”

“When would I start?”

“We start now. You'll be accompanying Cade and me back home tonight. You need
some rest, and a chance to renew your wardrobe before beginning.”

Ann frowned. “Your brother is here?”

Noting the censure in Ann’s voice, Maggie patted her hand. “He only wants to
apologize. He owes you that.”

Ann looked down at herself, and tried to straighten the old robe into something
more presentable. “I-I'm afraid I look a mess. I've literally nothing else to wear.”

Maggie took off her expensive coat and draped it over Ann’s shoulders. “You'll be
fine for tonight. We're pretty much the same size, and I have tons of sleepwear you can
borrow.”

“Thank you, Maggie. I'll do the very best job I possibly can.”
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“I know. You have that reputation. Now, let’s get you checked out of here. You'll
need a relaxing bath and a good sleep.”

Ann chattered on as Maggie checked her out of the shelter. She led her new
employee downstairs where a black limo was waiting. For a second, she saw Ann
hesitate before getting inside. “You're not afraid of Cade, are you? From what he tells
me, you told him just where to get off and then some. I daresay my brother has never
had anyone speak to him so bluntly.”

“No. I'm not afraid of him or anyone else. It’s.. .just a bit uncomfortable seeing him
after the row we had.”

“T'll sit between you.” Maggie saw Ann defiantly lift her chin and get in the car
without acknowledging the offer.

Cade quickly looked Ann over as she sat next to him. Even in disarray, Ann was the
loveliest thing he’d ever seen. Right now, she steadfastly kept her gaze straight ahead.
Her classically high cheekbones and full mouth begged to be touched. The expression
on her face bordered between anger and righteous indignation. As planned, he began
his apology just as the driver put the car in motion.

“Ann, I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”
She angrily turned to him. “For the fire or the offer to be your mistress?” she asked.

“Both,” he said. “The fire is something for which I can only extend my sympathy.
The offer I made was ridiculous and totally uncharacteristic of me.”

“Then what made you make it? What was it about me that, having known me just a
few minutes, would cause you to do such a thing? Do I look like someone who takes
money for sexual favors?”

“No. There’s no excuse I can give for my actions. But I am very, very sorry,” he
repeated.

“Just chalk it up to him being rich, conceited and pigheaded, Ann. Because
someone has money doesn’t mean he can treat people like...nothing,” Maggie remarked
as she leaned forward so she could glare at her brother.

Cade took a deep breath, sat back and decided to keep his mouth closed. Maggie
was overplaying the part quite a bit, but Ann seemed to buy it.

Cade saw Ann trying not to laugh, and something deep inside him registered that
though she had nothing left to her name but the clothing on her back, she could still
find humor in the world. Even if it was at his expense, his estimation of Ann Foster was
going up by the minute.

As the drive continued in silence, he became aware of Ann fighting off sleep. He
could well imagine that she’d spent very little time resting after her home was
destroyed. Indeed, he could sense the weariness she desperately strove to push away.

When they arrived back at Darkstar Manor almost an hour later, Cade got out first
and held his hand out for Ann to take. Stubbornly, she refused the contact and wouldn’t
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even look at him. That, too, drove his inner desire where she was concerned. No
woman had ever denied him anything. It was for that very reason he’d remained
without a life mate for such a long time. What came easy held no allure. Ann, however,
wasn’t going to any man except on her terms. He was fairly certain of that given her
display of anger over his original offer.

As they walked upstairs, Maggie looped her arm through Ann’s and began
describing the layout of the interior. “That wing to the south is where Cade’s rooms are.
Mine are down the corridor there. Your bedroom will be on the other side of Cade’s
corridor. We prefer having a great deal of space in which to roam and spread out. I
would assume you’d like the same,” Maggie told her. “But my brother and I don’t like
being disturbed during the daylight hours, as you can surmise from the late nights we’ll
be out.”

Dead tired, Ann didn’t care where she slept, what her room looked like or what
hours Maggie or Cade kept. Just so long as she could sleep for hours and hours. With
her monetary problems immediately solved, Cade and his sister’s habits were of no
concern until she could get enough presence of mind to have use for that information.
When she got up the last set of stairs and heard Maggie mention something to do with a
service elevator they rarely used, she almost asked her kind hostess to please stop and
let her just collapse on the carpet. Both her body and her mind were completely spent.
Having no one to whom she could turn to pour out her fears, they’d finally taken their
toll. The world began to close in and go dark.

Cade caught her just as she collapsed.
“Bloody damn! Is she all right?” Maggie blurted.

“She will be.” He looked down at Ann’s face once he had her safely within his
arms. “She’s had just about all a person can take.”

“Yes, I sensed she was emotionally and physically drained, poor thing.”

“Don’t pity her to her face, Mags. She wouldn’t appreciate it,” he warned as he
strode purposefully down the corridor where Ann would be living.

“And you like that about her, don’t you, brother dear? Her lack of interest in you is
agitating, isn’t it?” she gleefully asked.

He ignored his sister’s provocative question, used his shoulder to shove open the
door to Ann’s room and then walked toward the large, canopied bed. There, he gently
placed Ann down after Maggie quickly pulled the bed covers back. His last small chore
was to remove Ann’s borrowed coat and pull the covers over her body. “Is that shirt all
she has?” he asked, sensing Ann wouldn’t wake up anytime soon, no matter how he
and his sister conversed.

“That’s all she owns. Period.”

“Damn,” he muttered. “It'll be a cold night and what she has on isn’t nearly warm
enough.”

“Especially in this old place,” Maggie agreed. “You and I won’t feel it, but I'm
afraid the chill might wake Ann later in the night and she’ll have forgotten where she is.
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The stairs can be treacherous for a human without the proper lighting. She could fall
and easily be injured.”

“I'll stay with her.”

Maggie snorted. “Do you actually think she’ll like waking up and finding you
here?”

“I'll do nothing but sit in the chair and watch over her. I've got some reading to
catch up with anyhow. You need to inform the servants about our guest and tell them
to act appropriately. Ann will surely wonder why there’s so little activity in the
daylight hours, no matter what excuses she’s given. But we’ll deal with that when the
time comes. For now, be sure we have food for her that hasn’t been imbued with blood.
You know the drill. The king, queen and rest of the colony won’t give a damn if she’s
under our roof as long as the necessary precautions are taken. She mustn’t find out
about us.”

“When do you finally intend to make her your mistress? And how much longer
after that will you chuck her?”

“That’s my business, Mags. You just tell the staff we’ve a human in residence.”
“All right. But if she wakes up and heaves a lamp at you, don’t be surprised.”

While Maggie walked out of the room chuckling, he began a cursory search for
more blankets. Having found some in an old trunk near the window, he neatly piled
them all on Ann’s body. After that, he retreated to his own room for reading material,
then back to Ann’s for his vigil. With a wave of his hand, the fire in her small fireplace
lit up, and the dry wood there began to crackle. Still the air in the old manor would be
chilling.

All during his and his sister’s conversation, Ann hadn’t shown the slightest sign of
waking. She was drained of every resource. While