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“I'm sorry, miss.” The bank teller glanced down at her com-
puter screen, her smile so stiff it looked like it was chipped out
of concrete. “Roslund, I can’t complete your transaction.”

What? Regan Roslund blinked her confusion.

The woman waited for a moment, then cleared her throat
and hit a button, sounding the chime that called the next cus-
tomer. When Regan, who was too stunned to respond, didn’t
move, the teller glanced at the gentleman standing at the head
of the line, giving him a wordless invitation to step forward.

She couldn’t have her money? Why not?

The brush of the strange man’s shoulder against hers finally
pulled Regan from her shocked silence. Anger shoved confu-
sion out of the way and took over. It burned a path through her
body, from her toes up to her forehead, then back down again
and sent adrenaline rushing through her body in wild, churning
waves.

Had that teller just told her she couldn’t have her money?
Money that rightfully belonged to her?

Yes, she had!
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Ho boy. Look out, little lady, you’re about to get an earful.
“Now, just wait a minute,” Regan said, pulling in a nice long
breath so she wouldn’t run out of lung power before she’d told
this teller a thing or two. Was this any way to treat a valued cus-
tomer? She’d been doing her banking here since she was in dia-
pers. Her lungs at full capacity, Regan gave the customer beside
her an apologetic half-smile, then turned to the teller and let it
rip. “What do you mean you can’t complete my transaction?
I’m only asking for a thousand dollars. I'm not asking to clean
out the entire vault. Is there something I need to know? Are
you declining all withdrawals today for some reason? Are the
computers down? Has there been a bank scare 2 la the Great
Depression?” she blurted in one long tirade, her voice rising
with each word until the teller gaped with openmouthed shock,
like a goldfish being loved too hard by a toddler, and ran for
cover—most likely behind the nearest manager.

Instantly, the customers in line started murmuring their
speculations to each other. Was the bank in trouble? Would
they be able to cash their checks? They had children to feed!
House payments to make! Surely this couldn’t be happening in
this day and age.

Within seconds, a woman with a sharp chin and a sharper
scowl stepped into the teller’s position at the faux granite
counter and asked Regan to please meet her at a nearby door-
way for a private conversation.

Regan eagerly agreed. Now she would get some answers.

Once inside the closet-sized office, Regan took a seat, flopped
one knee over the other, straightened her skirt, and waited for
the manager’s plea to keep her from inciting a riot.

Of all the nerve, holding her money hostage! There had to
be a law against that.

The woman sat forward, planted her elbows on the desk be-
tween them, steepled her fingers under her pointy chin, and
said in a cool voice, “Miss Roslund, I gather this may come as a
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shock to you, but we cannot allow you to withdraw any funds
today because your account is empty.”

Empty, empty, empty . ..

The word echoed in Regan’s head, snuffing out whatever
else the woman said. The manager’s red-lined lips were still
moving, but all Regan could hear was that one word, empty.
Her account had no money in it? Where’d it go?

Regan felt her eyebrows bunching up, the tension giving her
an instant migraine. Great. She had no money, and now she’d
be bedridden for the next twenty-four hours with a migraine. So
much for lunch with the girls. So much for lunch, period. “What?
How? When?” She shook her head and tried to make her mouth
form more than one word at a time. “There must be some mis-
take. How could my money be gone? Last I checked, there was
at least thirty thousand in there. Plus, it’s July first. The interest
from my other accounts should’ve been processed by now.
They’re always transferred on the twenty-fifth of the month.”

The woman looked a little forlorn as she shook her head.
“There’s no mistake. No deposits were made on your behalf
last month. And the funds that were in your account were
transferred to your investment account a little over a week ago.
By your fund manager, I’'m assuming, since I’'m guessing you
didn’t request the transfer yourself.”

“Huh? That makes no sense. My fund manager, Mr. Davis,
has been handling my affairs forever. He’s never taken money
out of this account, at least not any significant amount. A few
thousand here and there, maybe. And he’s never missed a de-
posit.”

“Perhaps you’d better take this matter up with him.” The
woman stood. “I’'m sorry. There’s nothing more we can do for
you today.”

“Yes. Okay. Thank you. I think,” Regan said, shaking her
head and standing. She felt like she’d been beaned in the temple
with a brick. Kind of spacey, unstable. She followed the woman
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from the room, then, her mind bobbing on her churning thoughts
like a buoy in the gulf during a hurricane, she walked in a daze
from the bank, got in her Jag, and drove home.

She kicked off her Manolo Blahniks at the door, dropped
her purse on the console, swallowed a couple painkillers dry,
and went straight to the phone in the kitchen. What the heck
was this all about? Was Mr. Davis sick? Had he been on vaca-
tion and missed the deposit?

Or worse?

Nah!

Granted, she had friends who had warned her not to trust
anyone with her money, that she should always know where it
was and what it was invested in. But even though she’d tried
once or twice to learn about investing, the whole thing intimi-
dated and confused her. Margin calls and stock options. Blue
chips and NASDAQ. It was a foreign language. Impossible to
understand.

Besides, what did she need to know all that junk for? She
had a reliable financial manager. Smart people knew their weak-
nesses and compensated for them by hiring professionals to
handle the things they couldn’t. Mr. Davis had always done an
outstanding job. He’d been keeping her in Jaguars and Armani
for years. He was the best. He was . . .

“Good afternoon, Davis Investments,” answered a cheery
female voice.

Regan sat on a bar stool, pulled a paper napkin from the
holder, and tucked the phone between her shoulder and ear to
free her hands. She tore a long strip off the napkin. “Hello. This
is Regan Roslund calling. Is Mr. Davis available? I need to
speak to him about a rather urgent matter.”

“Oh dear,” the woman said on the other end. The sudden
lack of cheeriness made Regan’s belly twist. She ripped another
piece off the napkin. “I’'m sorry, but Mr. Davis isn’t. . . avail-
able right now—"
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Not available? Darn it! “This is an extremely urgent mat-
ter,” Regan interrupted. She shredded one of the strips into
confetti as she added, “Could you please interrupt whatever
meeting he’s in and tell him I need to talk to him? Now. I'll
hold. Please.” She could feel her heart starting to skip a beat
here and there. Sweat beaded on her upper lip. She dabbed at it
with what was left of the napkin. What was going on? Some-
thing had happened. Something big. Something bad.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, sounding extremely sorry.
Sorrier than sorry. “I can’t do that because . . .”

“Because?” Regan repeated, sensing the woman needed a little
nudge. Unable to keep her hands still, she made more confetti.

“Because . . .” The woman sighed. “He’s gone.”

“Gone?” Obh God! “Gone.” Stop it. She tried to catch her
racing breath. Gone wasn’t necessarily bad. Gone just meant
out of the office. Yeah. Gone didn’t mean gone forever. Dizzy
from lack of oxygen, she snatched another napkin from the
holder and began ripping it apart too. “When will he be back?”
Feeling, like the walls were caving in, she abandoned the nap-
kins and bar stool in favor of pacing the floor and staring out
the back window. Her cat, Matilda, was doing her best to catch
a bird that had dared take up residence in the tree next to the
deck. Fortunately for the bird, Matilda was too chubby from
overindulging in fresh salmon to do more than howl like a fool
at the base of the tree trunk.

“I...I don’t know. He seems to have...vanished,” the
woman said, sounding quite upset by now. Her voice vibrated
like she was sitting on a washing machine during the spin cycle.

“Vanished?” Regan repeated, wanting to be sure she’d heard
right. Her brain wasn’t registering the facts at the speed they
were being dealt her, and they weren’t being dealt all that fast.

“Yes, Ms. Roslund. He seems to have disappeared.”

Disappeared? Oh God! This was a bad gone. This was the
worst kind of gone. Maybe. “Well . . . wow. Okay. Um. Do you



6 / Tawny Taylor

think this is a bad thing? I mean, did he maybe just forget to tell
you he was going on vacation? Or could he have had a family
emergency?” Please say yes!

“I doubt it. You see,” the woman said. “not only has he van-
ished, but so has the money from almost all of his clients’ ac-
counts. I’ve been on the phone with clients all morning. The
money is gone. Vanished without a trace. The police were here,
asking me all kinds of questions. I don’t know what it all means.”

I do. It means he’s gone. It means I’'m destitute.

Regan’s heart hit the floor. This wasn’t happening. It was a
sick joke, or a stupid mistake, or...or a nightmare. “Mine
too? Is my money gone?” she squeaked through a throat that
was a hairbreadth shy of closing off completely.

“My guess is if you’ve called because you’re having trouble
accessing your accounts, then, yes, it’s gone. I'm very sorry,”
the woman stammered. “I can give you the name of the police
detective—"

Her eyes burned. Her stomach did several loop-the-loops.
Her whole body started quaking. Her tongue tied itself into a
knot. She struggled to untie it. “No, no.I'll ... Ineed to ... I’ll
call back a little later. Thank you. Good-bye.” Regan didn’t
wait for the woman to respond; she just hit the END button. She
didn’t need to hear another word; she knew enough.

For the first time in her life, she didn’t have even two nickels
to rub together. And no family to turn to.

What the heck would she do if her money didn’t show up?
No work experience, no skills—unless power-shopping was
considered a marketable job skill. How would she keep herself
from starving to death? For some reason, she was pretty sure
her bachelor’s degree in liberal arts wouldn’t get her very far in
Detroit’s tight job market.

The phone still clutched in her hand, she ran to her office
and ripped out every financial document she had in her posses-
sion. There had to be some money stashed somewhere that
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Davis hadn’t found. Stocks, bonds, gold? Jewelry? Anything
that could be sold to keep a five-foot-two, one-hundred-ten-
pound girl in food for a few months. Surely that couldn’t take a
whole lot. Twenty thousand, maybe?

“Why hadn’t I listened to my friends? I’'m such an idiot.”
She dropped her forehead onto the desk, letting it land with a
dull, jarring thunk. Her brain threatened to burst through her
eye sockets. “Why, why, why didn’t I listen to them?” She
lifted her head, a single piece of paper stuck to her sweaty fore-
head. She jerked it off and, grumbling, scanned the contents.

What was this? An answer to her prayer? “Thank you, Aunt
Rose!”

“You have to.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I’'m the king.” Shadow Sorenson pushed himself up from
the leather recliner and resumed the pacing he’d only moments
before abandoned. How had his life gotten to be such a mess in
such a short time? Completely out of his control. “I don’t have
to do anything I don’t want to.”

Shadow’s younger brother, Stefan, rolled his eyes for the
third time in ten minutes. “You sound like a bratty kid. What
are you, two?”

Shadow clamped his mouth shut, cutting off another obnox-
ious, poorly thought out retort. By the gods, Stefan was right!
He did sound like a brat.

“Aha! You see? You won’t even deny it.” Stefan puffed up
his chest like a peacock.

Whew, he needed to be knocked down to size. And Shadow
knew the guy to do it.

He uncurled his fingers from his ready fist and pushed aside
the massive framed portrait of his great-grandmother to reveal
a small safe mounted into the library’s wood-paneled wall. A
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few mild expletives slipped past his lips as he dialed the combi-
nation, shoved his hand into the safe, and withdrew a small box.

“You know you owe it to Father,” Stefan said behind him.

“Yeah.”

“He paid with his life.”

Sharp, hot pain shot through Shadow’s chest. Did Stefan have
to remind him of that fact every hour of the day and night?
Wasn’t it bad enough that his own conscience did? “Yeah, yeah.
I’m well aware of that. Wish he hadn’t, though,” he murmured.

“Don’t say that,” his youngest brother, Rolf, said by way of
a greeting.

Shadow spun on his heel and shoved the box into Rolf’s
hands. “Father always wanted the crown for me more than I
wanted it for myself. That doesn’t mean I won’t do the right
thing.”

“Good, because my contacts in the western territories tell
me that the rebels are gaining support,” Rolf said, tucking the
box into his jacket pocket. “It’s only a matter of time, and we’re
talking weeks at most, before they’re organized enough to be a
real threat.”

“I won’t let that happen. Not again. Our people deserve
some stability for a change. I think we’ve all had enough of the
riots and rebellions.”

“You’re doing the right thing,” Stefan said, clapping Shadow
on the back.

“Yeah, yeah. I wish it didn’t have to come to this. I hate the
idea. The fact that I'm literally binding myself to some...
strange human . . . just to gain a little strength makes me—”

Stefan gave a sarcastic scoff. “A little strength? By binding
yourself to a human, you’ll gain the power of all the kings be-
fore you. So you lose a little personal freedom in the bargain?
What a price to pay to be the most powerful vampire in history.”

“Power isn’t everything.” Shadow escorted his youngest
brother to the door.
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“Says you,” Rolf retorted over his shoulder. “But you’re the
eternal pessimist. I prefer looking on the bright side of things.”

“Someday you’ll understand what I mean.”

“There’s nothing to understand,” Rolf said. “You marry the
Chosen, you gain the Power. The rebellion comes to an instant
halt. There will be no way to unseat you, and everyone knows
it. To challenge you for the crown would be suicide.”

That was true, and Shadow knew it. According to their laws,
in order to unseat a king, a ritual had to be followed. A physical
face-off. Man to man. No weapons. A test of strength. Once he
was married, Shadow would be so strong, he could defeat any
opponent without breaking a sweat.

But he still wondered if that would be enough to gain back
his people’s support. He might still face leading a group of
clansmen who despised him.

Shadow tipped his head toward the door in a silent com-
mand. When Rolf didn’t leave, he said, “Go ahead. Go see
Eudor the mage. Get the spells. He will tell you how to find the
Chosen, my bride. It’s the full moon.” He sighed, not bother-
ing to hide his misery, and sunk into the recliner. “A perfect
night for a wedding.”

His sister, Tyra, swept into the room like a fresh spring
breeze. “What’s going on, Quinby?”

“I’m leaving in a few minutes. Getting married,” he said
flatly.

“Oh! That’s wonderful.” She did her typical Tyra graceful
gazellelike dash across the room and threw herself into his arms.
“I’'m so happy for you. Where are you going? Can I come too?”

Standing, he gazed down at his beautiful sister. Only seven-
teen. So young and full of life and spirit. “No, Ty. You need to
stay here.” At her subtle pout, he added, “I promise to bring
my bride up to meet you as soon as I return. I have to go now.
You be careful. I don’t want anything to happen while I'm
gone. Stay in your suite.”
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“Yeah, yeah. You’re such a bossy brother.” She smiled and
sighed as he gently pushed her toward the door. “Act like a
king or something,” she quipped over her shoulder. Then she
pecked him on the cheek and waved a good-bye as she strolled
down the hall toward her suite. “Don’t be all bossy to your
wife. Women don’t like that sort of thing, you know.”

“That’s it. I've died and gone to hell.” Regan stood at the
front of the most horrific storefront she’d ever seen. In the
semidark of nightfall, the building looked like it had been
transplanted from a war zone. Crumbling, dilapidated, just
plain ugly. Concrete blocks with chipping gray paint. Or was
that supposed to be white? A battered wood door painted a
deep purple.

A gaudy neon sign in the hazy window shouted BLACK ROSE
in flickering red letters, and tacky purple curtains hung in the
window, shutting off the contents of the store from passersby.
What sense did that make? Wasn’t a window supposed to lure
customers into the store, not shut them out?

She turned the key in the lock and pushed open the door. A
cowbell clunked over her head. How charming.

She flipped on the lights. “Ugh.” The interior of the store
was no more impressive than the exterior. Racks of black gar-
ments cut the floor in long aisles, and more black garments
hung on the walls, doing their best to cover the butt-ugly, off-
white crumbling plaster walls.

“Oh. My. God. What was Aunty Rose thinking?” Shaking
her head at the mystery of why her late aunt would own a store
like this—and for willing it to her designer-clad niece—she
pulled one garment after another from the hangers to inspect
them. “Who—or what—would wear something like this? Mar-
tians?”

She slumped onto a pink faux-velvet chaise lounge in the
corner to have herself a brief pity party.
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Her one and only possession, a closed-down shop of hor-
rors. How could she possibly expect this dump to support her,
even for a few months? She was doomed.

It would take capital to get this place looking respectable,
and how would she find the money to purchase new stock?
There wasn’t a scrap of clothing in the place worth selling. It
was all black. And shiny. And ... She stood and inspected the
garments on the nearest rack. Were these pants made out of
plastic? Ew!

She shuddered and shuffled to the store’s front to inspect
whatever financial records she could find. Luckily, her aunt had
left a ledger under the cash register.

The last entry was almost two months ago, the day before
Rose’s sudden death. Since Regan had inherited the store, it had
remained closed. She hadn’t gotten around to doing anything
with it. Since her aunt had been the sole employee, there hadn’t
been any store clerks to keep the shop open. Since Regan’s
other. .. obligations . .. had kept her busy, she hadn’t found
the time to come out and pay the store a visit. And since her
other holdings had provided her an adequate living, she hadn’t
needed the money.

But now this dump was her only hope.

Though not a bad one if her aunt’s figures didn’t lie. Inter-
esting. Much to her surprise, it seemed there was a fairly decent
demand for sex toys, bondage gear, black polyester dresses, and
plastic pants in Metro Detroit. Obviously, the shop’s patrons
didn’t care about a pleasing atmosphere when they shopped.

Regan glanced around the store with new, granted mild en-
thusiasm. Sure, she wouldn’t be living as comfortably as she
had been, but she just might avoid the soup lines if she got this
place up and running again.

How hard could that be?

She looked at the jewelry in the glass case next to the check-
out counter. There were all kinds of necklaces and chokers,
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adorned with the most unexpected symbols—spiders, bats, cru-
cifixes. There were long dangly earrings, bracelets, rings. On the
case’s top sat a plain, white, bald mannequin. Shoulders, neck,
and head, that was it. The eyeballs stared blindly out into the
store. A bizarre black choker circled its neck. Shiny, with intricate
swirls and swoops that met at the center of the throat, forming
alow V that plunged between the mannequin’s less-than-ample
breasts. It was so unique it was almost pretty, in a morbidly ugly
sort of way.

Regan ran her fingers over the surface. It was slick, cold,
rubbery. As she removed it from the mannequin, held it be-
tween her fingers and thumbs, a strange surge of electricity
seemed to buzz through it. With growing curiosity, she studied
it for a second, then turned toward the small oval mirror sitting
on the counter, held it to her neck, and studied her reflection.

Okay, the funky design didn’t exactly match her long blond
hair, blue eyes, and Armani jacket and blouse. But it was sexy.
Maybe she could wear it with that black dress she had at home,
if she had a date in the next century. She fastened the choker to
her neck and fiddled with it for a moment, vaguely aware of the
heat seeping from the curlicues and swirls into her skin. It was
only when the heat intensified until it felt like a branding iron
that she paid it any significant attention. And by then it was too
late.

“Ow, ow, owwwww!” She flipped her head down to untan-
gle the clasp from the hair at her nape and tried frantically to
unfasten it. Evidently she was allergic to plastic jewelry. Her
skin was on fire! She could practically smell the sweet stench of
it scalding. “Oh my God!” she screamed as the pain intensified.

And then it was gone. And the choker was gone. She didn’t
feel the slight weight of it on her neck anymore.

“That was weird.” She looked down at the floor, figuring it
had to have fallen. It wasn’t there, at least not where she could
see it.
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Anxious to see if she had a rash, she glanced at the mirror
and instantly gasped in surprise. The design of the choker was
imprinted on her skin, like a jailhouse tattoo. Clear, clean, black.

Tacky! I look like I belong in a circus sideshow.

Her hand on her throat, she ran to the back room in search
of a bathroom. Maybe a little soap would wash the mark away.
But as she rounded a towering shelf full of folded clothes and
boxes, she bumped into a black-clothed mannequin. A big
mannequin. A very lifelike mannequin.

A mannequin that moved.

One side of its lips curled into a crooked smile. “Hello,
there.”

A mannequin with a sexy voice. Who could only be there
for one reason, or two. Neither of them good.

“Shit! Don’t shoot! There isn’t a penny in the store. I swear.
It’s been closed for weeks. I’ll open the cash register and show
you if you want. If I can figure out how to. Just don’t hurt me.
Please.” When he reached forward, she stiffened, expecting a
blow. “Oh God!” Scared witless, she covered her eyes.

Nothing happened.

Duh! What kind of spineless nitwit was she? Standing there,
covering her eyes like a toddler trying to hide from the bogey-
man?

But damn if she could get a single muscle in her body to
move. Frozen as stiff as a frog on ice.

Why wasn’t he doing anything? Had he left? Ob God, let
him be gone.

She concentrated on the muscles in her fingers. Move,
dammit. Move! I can’t stand here forever like this. It’s damn id-
iotic.

Finally, they cooperated. She spread her fingers to peer
through them.

Nope. Not gone.

Her gaze met his, and it felt like some kind of weird invisible
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arc of energy zapped between them. Her knees went all soft
and wobbly for reasons beyond her understanding. Her stom-
ach did a few jumping jacks. His deep blue-gray gaze met hers,
trapped it, and held it captive. More zaps charged through the
air. The strange energy buzzed through her body. Up to the
roots of her hair. Down to the soles of her feet. Spiraled round
and round in her belly. She staggered against a swoon and cov-
ered her eyes again. She needed to think. That was impossible
when her insides were doing calisthenics.

Was she—gasp!—attracted to the robber? Attracted? She
uncovered her eyes, and more erotic heat sizzled through her
body. Good God, she was! Attracted but also terrified.

What the fuck? She must be scared out of her mind, literally.
I plead temporary insanity.

“Don’t be frightened,” he said. His rumbly voice seeped
through her skin and vibrated along her nerve endings, making
them tingle and zap. “There’s no reason to be afraid. I don’t
have a weapon.”

Who was this guy? What did he think he was doing, sneak-
ing into her store like this, scaring the daylights out of her,
sending some kind of weird lust vibe through her body? Mak-
ing her swoon? She’d never swooned in her life! She was not a
swooning type of girl. She was a . . . a strong, assured, together
type of girl. A girl who didn’t cower at the sight of a robber,
even if he was sexy enough to turn a better woman into brain-
less goo.

So, she decided to do what any girl who’d been startled by a
sexy robber would do. This was, after all, life or death she was
facing here. “Oh, I'm not afraid.” Making sure to avoid looking
him in the eye, she dropped her hands, donned what she hoped
was a disarming smile, and kneed him with all her might. In the
vitals. “I’'m pissed!”

Like the spineless coward she was, she dashed for the door,
screaming at the top of her lungs for help.



The agony. The blinding rage. The humiliation.

Shadow dropped to his knees, cupping his injured bits, and
growled, “Stop her!” through his gritted teeth. He couldn’t re-
member the last time anyone had bested him in a battle. A hun-
dred years, maybe more. Yet, there he was, rendered powerless.
Practically curled up like a helpless fetus. Kneed in the gonads
by a weaponless human. A woman.

The Chosen, the one selected to be queen by Eudor, the
most powerful mage in the world. His future wife!

A smirking Rolf and a red-faced Stefan escorted the lady (a
term used loosely in this case) in question back into the room.
She didn’t come without a fight, and their crotches were the
target of more than one kick, Shadow didn’t fail to notice.
However, his brothers had learned their lessons the easy way—
by his example. Lucky bastards. They weren’t lying on the
ground, wishing they were dead.

The woman was not only fighting, but also screaming. The
only thing between his very sensitive eardrums and a sound
that would shred them to confetti was Stefan’s hand, firmly
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pressed over her mouth. He was quite grateful for that, since
the woman had a healthy set of lungs. The shriek she’d belted
out immediately after attacking his privates had been shrill
enough to set every dog within miles into howling, spastic fits.

“Enough,” he shouted, straightening himself up to his full
height again, which was no easy task. The pain down below
was still enough to make his eyes water.

He gave her a warning glower.

She halted. The stifled sound of her cries for help ceased in-
stantly. Her chest rose and fell swiftly as she lifted her chin and
narrowed her eyes in silent challenge.

She was a hellcat. Full of life. Full of spirit. Oh yes, she was
lovely.

He fought back a smile by reminding himself that she’d hu-
miliated him once already tonight. He could not allow her to
see any weakness, or he would lose control of the situation.
Not that it was fully under his control as it was. “If I allow Ste-
fan to uncover your mouth, do you promise to keep quiet and
give me a chance to explain?”

She stared at the floor for several beats, obviously contem-
plating her options. Even though he wanted to bark, “What’s to
think about?” he indulged her, waiting impatiently for the in-
evitable. The way he saw it, she couldn’t take too long. She didn’t
have any options to consider.

As expected, after several more seconds, measured by the
drip, drip, drip of the nearby bathroom faucet, she nodded.

He tipped his head at Stefan, who then slowly peeled his fin-
gers from her face.

Would she yell again? Shadow expected it. His spine tight-
ened as he donned the most carefree expression he could drum
up. He would not let her know how much her voice grated.
Again, that would hand control to her. He couldn’t afford that
right now.
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She visibly tensed for a moment, like she was about to belt
out the scream to end all screams, but then relaxed. She didn’t
utter a sound. Not a squeak.

A pleasant surprise.

Not that she was falling over herself to make this easy for
him. The glare she was sending his way said, Die. Her tightly
clamped lips said, I have nothing to say to you. And her rigid
posture said, Come any closer and I’ll make sure you don’t
stand erect for a week.

He wanted to laugh but he didn’t. She was delightful. The
perfect woman to stand by his side as queen. He gave Stefan a
slight nod of approval. Eudor had chosen well.

“That’s better,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest, an
intentional movement meant to display his strength and impa-
tience. She needed to learn who was boss, quickly.

“Not hardly,” she mumbled, yanking on her arms, which
were still being held by his brothers.

He raised an eyebrow to let her know he’d heard her.

She stomped a foot. “Oh, come on! I tried to run away and
let you have your way with the store. You could’ve had all the
black plastic pants you wanted. But no,” his flushed future
bride said between gasps as she struggled to free herself from
her captors, “that wasn’t good enough.”

He watched, fighting a chuckle.

“What’s the problem? Why’d your thugs drag me back
here? Is it because I can identify you to the police? If so, I tell
you, I have the worst memory when it comes to faces.” She
blinked and tipped her head. “Hello, have I seen you before?”
she asked, baring her teeth in what he assumed was meant to
be a smile. “See? I've forgotten already. Poof. It’s gone.” When
he didn’t respond, she dropped the forced smile and whispered,
“Please, let me go. I'll give you anything you want.”

“But that’s just it. I can’t let you go. What I want. . . is you.”
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Her eyes widened. She shook her head and started fighting
again in earnest. “No, not that. Please don’t hurt me. Oh God!
Tell me this is not going to be a gang rape—"

“Stop,” he interrupted.

“—1I have AIDS,” she continued, ignoring him. “Herpes.
My parts down below are absolutely hideous. Riddled with every
disease known to mankind, and a few that aren’t. You don’t
want to touch me, or your dick will shrivel up and fall off—”

“Stop,” he said louder.

“Ohmygod, I knew this was a bad neighborhood, but I didn’t
know how dangerous—"

“Stop! It’s not what you think.”

She kept rambling on and on and on.

He had to explain, ease her fears. Somehow. Psychically, if
she wouldn’t be quiet long enough to explain verbally. He took
a chance and got within kneeing distance, though he stood to
the side so she wouldn’t have a direct shot at his still-aching
parts. He grabbed her by the shoulders and gently shook her.
“Listen. To. Me!” he shouted, interrupting her blabbering. He
punctuated each word with a shake.

Two bloodshot, tear-filled eyes met his. They were open.
Vulnerable. Her mouth snapped shut.

Finally, she’d surrendered to him.

This was his chance. He stared into her eyes and mentally
reached for her mind, hoping to form the psychic bond. But he
was surprised to find he couldn’t remain bonded to her for
more than a moment or two. Her mental defenses were surpris-
ingly strong.

Another surprise. He’d never met a human who could resist,
who could literally cast him out once he was inside their mind.

Out of stubborn pride, and a bit of desperation, he pressed,
but once again, she cast him out. It was no use. Her will was too
strong. He couldn’t get into her mind until she let him in. That
meant he’d have to resort to more traditional means of commu-
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nication if he was going to convince her to become his wife.
There would be no wedding if she didn’t ask for one.

Things were looking bleak, to say the least. He was not the
most accomplished at verbal communication. Especially verbal
communication with females. He heaved a heavy sigh. “I’'m not
going to rape you. I’'m not going to hurt you. I'm going to
marry you. If you’ll agree to become my wife.”

He hadn’t thought it was possible, but her eyes grew wider.

“What the hell? You? Marry?” she squeaked, red-faced and
gaping, like the chevron tang fish his sister’s cat had somehow
gotten his paws on last week. “Me?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” he said, smiling in triumph.
That hadn’t been so tough after all!

Okay, so it was a nasty trick, taking advantage of what he as-
sumed was an unintentional utterance of the three words that
would make it possible for them to be joined as husband and
wife, but who was he to walk away from such a primo oppor-
tunity? He needed a wife. She was the Chosen. More than that,
he liked her. Until meeting her, he hadn’t wanted a wife. But
quite unexpectedly, he’d had a change of heart. This lovely little
spitfire was perfect for him. He knew it already.

And he knew he’d do everything in his power to make her
happy. He’d give her the choice of turning or keeping her mor-
tality. As his wife and queen, she’d have jewels, houses, clothes,
shoes . .. power. Everything a woman could want.

Joy of all joys, he’d be married and safe and cozy in his bed,
his new bride snug beside him, before sunrise after all. The fates
were smiling upon him.

Feeling quite pleased, he nodded to Stefan and Rolf, who
mirrored his motion before escorting his lovely soon-to-be
wife out the back door.

She didn’t exactly come of her own free will, not that he’d
expected her to. She struggled against his brothers, kicking,
squirming. “Where are you taking me?”



20 / Tawny Taylor

“Outside.”

“Why? Why! Let me go, you bastards!” She bent her knee
and kicked backward, just missing Stefan’s leg. “If you don’t let
me go right now, I'm going to scream again.”

“No! Don’t do that.” Shadow smashed his hand over her
mouth before she let loose. Clearly she needed a bit of an ex-
planation if he was going to make it through the ceremony with
his balls and eardrums intact. He added, “I understand you’re
scared, but I promise we aren’t going to hurt you. It’s a very
nice night. A full moon. I just thought you’d feel safer outside,
instead of closed up in a building. Okay?” He looked into her
eyes, waited for her to nod before pulling his hand away. He
walked across the asphalt parking lot to a shadowy corner
backed by tall trees. “This is a nice spot.”

“Nice spot for what?” she asked. “I don’t understand what’s
going on. Please, let me go. I promise I won’t go to the police.”

There was no time for formal ceremonies with fancy dresses
and photographers, receptions with bad food, and DJs playing
’80s tunes. He hoped she wouldn’t mind. Perhaps if she did,
he’d let her have a reception later. The reception of her dreams.

His brothers moved their grips higher, to her upper arms,
and maneuvered her into position, her back to the moon. He
took her fingertips in his, smiled down into her eyes, and said
the words of the Joining in the Ancient Tongue.

“What kind of jibberish is that?” she asked, glancing at Ste-
fan and then Rolf when Shadow didn’t respond. “What’s hap-
pening? What are you doing?”

“It’s okay.” Shadow ran his thumb over the top of her hand
as he rooted through his pocket for the choker. “I need your
name, love. We’re just about through.”

“Through with what?” She was breathless, beautiful in the
silver-blue light of the full moon. A goddess. The choker be-
tween his hands, he lifted it to her neck. “Oh no, not that thing.
It burned me.”
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“It won’t burn you any longer.” He secured the clasps at her
nape, then lifted his hand to palm her cheek. Her skin was so
soft, warm. And her sweet scent, carried on a crisp breeze, filled
his nostrils. His gaze locked to hers, he traced her full lower lip
with his index finger.

He mentally reached for her. The ritual was weakening her
defenses. He sent her soothing thoughts. Thoughts of safety.
Calm. Peace. He didn’t know if they’d completely penetrated,
but he kept trying. She appeared to be calming down. The stark
terror in her eyes eased. The tension that had pulled her lips
into thin lines faded until her mouth was soft and lush and her
eyes wide and trusting. “That’s it. What’s your name, love? I
want to make you the happiest woman in the world.” He ached
to taste her, to complete the Joining. She would make him
whole. The dark, empty hollow inside would be filled by her
fiery spirit. It had been so long since he’d possessed a soul, hun-
dreds of years. Yet he couldn’t wait another second.

“Regan,” she answered, still staring into his eyes.

Yes, it was working. “Regan,” he repeated. She would be his
very soon.

“And yours?”

“I am Shadow.” Armed with her name, he spoke the rest of
the words in the ritual, but the aching to complete the final
steps grew more intense with each word he uttered. By the time
he had whispered the last words of the Promise, he was barely
able to stand. His limbs felt heavy as lead. His heart as cold as
dry ice.

Yet, he was powerless to continue until she said the words
that would allow him to. It was agony. Beyond his worst imag-
ining. Once again, he was at her mercy. But he knew it wouldn’t
be difficult now. “I want to kiss you and take the final step. Ask
me to kiss you.”

“Step?” she whispered, her eyes locked to his as he mentally
reached for her again. Her defenses were almost totally obliter-
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ated now. She was completely open to him. Capitulating. He
filled her mind with sensual thoughts until her face flushed.

Yes. It would be only moments now. “Ask me to kiss you.”
He lowered his head farther, until his mouth hovered a fraction
of an inch above hers, and her breath warmed his lips. “Kiss me.”

“Oh God. What am I doing?” she whispered. “Kiss me,
please!” She pressed her lips against his, and a current of energy
zapped between their joined mouths. When she parted her lips
to gasp, he slipped his tongue inside to taste her. Sweet. Intoxi-
cating.

The electricity sizzled and popped along his tongue as it
stroked hers. The energy charged through his body, pulsing
along his nerves, igniting miniblazes in its wake. A pleasant
warmth gathered deep inside, building until it completely over-
took him. Searing, yet not painful. His heart lightened as the
chill that had encased it melted away. Profound joy swelled in-
side until tears pricked his eyes.

He was nearly whole. They were joined in all ways but one.

Now! He couldn’t wait. His body cried out for the final
step, before the glorious fullness left him again. Remembering
now what it felt like to possess a soul, he couldn’t bear to think
of existing another minute empty and alone. How had he sur-
vived for so long?

He broke the kiss, dragged his tongue down the side of her
neck. Salty. Sweet. Delicious. His fangs extended in preparation
of the bite. They pierced her skin, and his mouth filled with the
sweet flavor of her blood. She stiffened against him as her
essence rushed down his throat, stirring a different kind of
hunger in him.

He wanted her. His groin ached. His erection pressed against
the front of his pants. His brothers stepped back, releasing her
as he roughly yanked her closer, until her breasts pressed against
his chest and her pelvis rested against his leg. As his venom took
hold of her, she wrapped her arms around him and clung to him.
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She ground against his thigh, stirring his lust to even greater
heights.

Her moans filled the night air. She whispered his name, re-
peated it over and over. It was the most glorious sound he’d
ever heard. Each time she spoke it, he soared closer, closer to
orgasm. And then she shouted and shuddered against him as a
climax quaked through them both.

Sated, exhausted, and jubilant, he lapped at the tiny ribbon
of blood running down her neck. It was done. She was his. This
dear, spirited woman was his wife. He swept her into his arms
and turned to his brothers. “It’s done. Let’s go home before she
wakes. I want to take my time with the Initiation.”

Regan woke up in a strange room, in a strange bed, nude.
She couldn’t say that was a first, but it was the first time in a
long, long time.

What the hell had gotten into her?

And then her hazy brain cleared, and she remembered what
exactly had happened.

Her hand went right to her neck. She had found that bizarre
plastic choker from the store. She moved her hand farther up,
to the side. Didn’t feel a scab or cut. How weird.

The bastard had done some kind of mind-stealing voodoo
on her, then bitten her! Bitten! Like an animal. What kind of
freaky stuff was that? And speaking of freaky, what was with
the talk about queens and weddings? There weren’t any queens
in Michigan. And how could there be a wedding without a
judge? Or a priest? Or a marriage license? This guy was nuts
with a capital N.

Time to get out of there!

The room—which was huge for a bedroom—was dark, so
she couldn’t find her clothes, but she could see well enough to
find a closet and the exit. Both were about thirty feet away, on
opposite sides of the room.
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She carefully peeled back the sheet and lifted the man’s
heavy arm off her stomach. Almost there. Next, she had to re-
move the even weightier leg from its position, flopped over
both of hers. She did that without a problem too.

Yay! At least it seemed the guy owning said limbs was a
heavy sleeper. She did not want to wake him. That would only
complicate things. When making a hasty postbite getaway,
complicated was bad.

Finally free of the man-trap, she slid slowly off the bed and
stood. Yow, she ached. Everywhere. Could hardly move. She felt
like the time she’d overdone it at the gym and woke up the next
day so sore she couldn’t leave her bed. That time, she’d spent a
few days lazing around in bed, reading romance novels. She
couldn’t do that today. She needed to get out of here, go back to
that dumpy store, and figure out how she was going to buy
food. There was no time for Nora therapy. Bummer!

She limped to the closet and carefully pushed a door to the
side, revealing an assortment of men’s clothing. Beggars couldn’t
be choosers. She grabbed a shirt and pair of pants, dressed, then
pulled at the shoes tucked neatly into the little cubbies until she
found a pair of tennies. They were about ten sizes too big, and
she’d look like a clown, but they were better than stomping
around shoeless. Of all the nerve—taking her clothes! The guy
had cojones, she’d give him that.

He had a nicely matching tool to go with them too. She was
all too aware of that fact. She’d seen it when she’d accidentally
flipped the sheet off him.

What had gotten into her last night? First, she let that
scoundrel kiss her. Why had she done that? And then he bit her,
and before she knew it, she was rubbing all over him like a cat
in heat, begging for his Big One. After that was kind of a blur,
like she was looking through the haze of a dozen tequila shots.

Had he slipped her some kind of drug?

She held her head in her hands. Oh, her brain hurt! Thinking
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wasn’t something worth doing at the moment. She’d have to
wait until later. Much, much later. Like maybe a year from now.
Why relive something that was clearly a mistake? A huge, enor-
mous, gigantic mistake.

Taking long, sloppy strides, thanks to the shoes threatening
to slip off her feet with every step, she headed for the exit. She
had no idea how she’d get home. No car. No money. And no
energy to walk what had to be miles to her house. She was quite
certain there were no houses anywhere near her place with bed-
rooms this huge.

Before pulling the door open, she let herself take a breather
against the wall. She did not like living like this! Not only was
she feeling like crap physically, but mentally too. She had no
money. No job. No future. She’d just woken up next to a guy
she didn’t know from Adam.

Her life was one big mess.

She thunked her forehead against the wall. “This is all a bad
dream—the empty bank account, the creepy store, the guy. All
of it. 'm going to wake up now, and my life will be back to nor-
mal. . .. Yes, any minute now, I'll wake up. ... wakeup...”

She wasn’t waking up.

“Hmmm . ..” came a rumbly male voice behind her. Even
though the sound came from way over there, across the room,
it made her shudder. It wasn’t a shudder of dread, either. “It’s
early. Come back to bed.”

O, if only she could! There wasn’t a cell in her body that
wasn’t screaming for crisp Egyptian cotton sheets on a pillow-
top Serta. However, she wasn’t sold on coming back to his bed.
A bed, yes. Warm, soft, comforting. A bed full of Shadow the
Mysterious? No, not so much.

“Regan,” Shadow called from the bed. She heard the rustle
of bedding. He was getting up, which meant he’d be closer to
her in a heartbeat or two. She was pretty sure that would be a
bad thing. Her heart did a funny little hop in her chest. Yes,
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most definitely a bad thing. “Are you okay? Where are you
going?”

She very quickly rummaged around in her brain for her
morning-after speech, even though she had no idea what, if any-
thing, they’d done. “Look, last night was . . . Well, ’'m not sure
what it was. But I need to get home now, take care of some
things. I’ll . . . er, call you.”

“No, you won’t,” he said from directly behind her. She could
feel his presence. The awareness took the form of little tickles
that danced up her spine. She shivered.

“Sure I will.” Still facing the wall, she reached to the right,
expecting to find the doorknob. What she found instead was a
large hand.

Not speaking a word, he closed his fingers over hers and
pulled. She spun around, her eyes meeting his. There was that
funny warm feeling in her head again, and before she knew it,
she was following him back to the bed.

He lay down and gathered her to him. The giant shoes fell
off her feet. Thump. Thump. One of his hands ran up and down
her upper arm in a soothing stroke. A few parts of her body de-
cided they liked it. Traitors!

“You’re so tense.” He nuzzled her neck, and a few other
parts joined the celebration.

What was with that? Since when did her body have a mind
of its own? “Yeah. I tend to get that way when I wake up naked
with someone I don’t know.”

“Well, then, we must address this matter. We are, after all,
married now.” With a finger under her chin, he forced her to lift
her head and look into his eyes. Felt like her brain was melting.
“You have every right to ask me anything.”

“Married?” She jerked her head and dragged her eyes from
his. “What the fuck do you mean ‘married’? I didn’t attend a
wedding. How could we be married?”
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“Sure you did. Outside, in the parking lot. While I admit it
wasn’t the most romantic—”

“Hold up!” The party inside her body came to a screeching
halt. She shoved against his very wide, very muscular, very
nummy chest and sat up. She slapped his hands away from her
arms before he got a good hold on them and scooted toward
the side of the bed. “That wasn’t a wedding. It was a...a...
What the hell was that? Whatever it was, I’'m very certain it was
not a wedding. There was no judge. No marriage license. No
rings exchanged or drunk groomsmen doing the Hustle to Ste-
vie Wonder.” That was one big fucking bed. Had to be at least
double the standard king size. It was bigger than some Euro-
pean countries. When she reached the side, she flopped her legs
over the edge and, turning back, added, “By the way, did you
bite me?”

“Yes.” He didn’t look the least bit embarrassed to be admit-
ting that fact. What kind of nutjob was he?

She hopped to her feet, bent over to get the shoes. “Yikes!
That’s just...wrong! Didn’t your mommy ever tell you it’s
not nice to bite? Human mouths are full of all kinds of nasty
bacteria. Oh man, I’d better go get a tetanus shot before I die
from lockjaw. Come to think of it, I’'m feeling pretty achy all
over. Could be too late!” Shoes in hand, she headed for the
door, but he caught her by the waist long before she got there.
How the fuck did he move so fast? “Let me go, dog-boy!”

“I didn’t want to have to do this, but you’ve given me no
choice,” he said, sounding martyred, like he was the one who’d
been bitten and held hostage.

“Hello, I'm the victim here. Why are you acting all put
out?” She squirmed and thrashed, once again finding herself
overpowered by a male. She vowed right then and there that
she’d take a self-defense class if she made it out of this alive.

If ... 1if! God, she’d better! She was too young to die. There
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were so many things she hadn’t gotten around to doing yet.
And who would take care of her beloved cat and orchids? She
fought harder, but all that did was wear her out quicker. Within
seconds, she was breathless, nude, flat on her back, arms up,
hands overhead, some kind of leather cuffs around her wrists,
chains attached to the headboard. Shadow the Monster was
working on securing her ankles in matching cuffs, but she was
doing everything in her power to stop him.

Unfortunately, that didn’t amount to much, either.

Where did that leave her? Spread-eagle, on a bed, with a
huge, hulking woman-biter kneeling over her. His very large,
very erect cock pointing at her belly like some kind of phallic
divining rod. His dark eyes raked over her body, then settled
on her eyes. Instantly, sensual images started whirling around
in her mind—just like last night!—and, despite the fact that she
thought he was a nutcase, he was making her get all warm and
girly.

She was weak! Suddenly, gorgeous men who bit women,
kidnapped them, and tied them up turned her on?

What was wrong with her? Why did it feel like her body,
even her mind, were not her own anymore?

She decided to keep up the strong act, not let him see her fal-
tering, even though her will was now softer than butter left on
asphalt in July. Some things were better kept to oneself, espe-
cially in this type of situation, however it could be classified.

“Let me go, or the minute I get out of here, I will go to the
cops. And you’ll go down for kidnapping! That’s a serious of-
fense, mister. A federal one, I’'m pretty sure.”

“You won’t go to the police,” he said, sounding cocky and
way too sure of himself for her liking.

“You don’t know.”

“Sure I do.”

“How could you know anything about me? We’ve known
each other for a couple of hours, if that clock over there’s accu-
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rate,” she said, noticing for the first time the alarm clock sitting
on the nightstand. “And I spent half that unconscious. .. or...
or hypnotized or something.” That was it! He was hypnotizing
her! Sneaky bastard. She tried to shove the sexy thoughts from
her mind, but they didn’t budge. In fact, they intensified. “Stop
messing with my mind!”

“I know this much,” Mr. Cojones said, ignoring her demand
to leave her brain alone. He levered himself so his chest almost
brushed against her nipples. Those very naughty nipples de-
cided they needed to get closer, and stiffened. “I know you’ve
recently found yourself newly broke. That you have no way to
get home. No idea how you’ll buy your next meal. And no
family to turn to for help. I also happen to know . ..” He bent
his arms a smidge more so his nose nearly touched hers. Her
nipples struck pay dirt, sending happy little surges of energy
through her body with every brush against his smooth-skinned
chest. “. .. that you like me. So you wouldn’t want to see me go
to jail.”

“Ha! I laugh at your delusions. Ha! Ha! Ha!” She felt her
face heating, thanks to all the blood blasting through her body.
Her heart rate was out of control. So was her libido, but she
was trying hard to ignore that.

Wasn’t doing very well in that regard, she had to admit. Didn’t
help that he was nibbling her neck just the way she liked.

“Delusions, you say?” he asked between yummy little nips.

“Yes, delusions. I’'m not broke. I have all kinds of money.
Millions of dollars in a trust fund, handled by my very famous,
very successful financial advisor. I have a killer house, car, more
Manolos than Neiman Marcus. And I do not...oh...” Her
words tumbled down her throat and landed somewhere in her
belly as Shadow the Evil One stuck his very naughty tongue in
her ear.

“Don’t what, love?” he whispered while still torturing her
very sensitive organ.
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“Stop that and I'll tell you.” She had to admit, she sounded
stronger than she felt. There wasn’t a single part of her body—
outside of what remained of the gray stuff housed in her skull—
that wanted him to stop. And thanks to his skill at hypnotism,
even that gray stuff was marching for the enemy’s camp.

Her ears had never been an erogenous zone before. But oh,
what this man could do to an earlobe!

“Very well.” He stopped. “Don’t what?”

She wanted to scream, but she didn’t. Why had he stopped?
Yes, she’d told him to, but didn’t he know that didn’t mean she
actually wanted him to? “I don’t like you. I don’t even know
you.”

“Of course you do! You like me plenty, and I can prove it.”
He turned his gaze back to her face again.

This time when their eyes met, she didn’t try to fight the
sensual pulses rippling through her. They felt wonderful. So in-
tense. Prove 1t¢ That could be fun. “I do not. I am not the kind
of girl who runs around falling in like with every man who
knows the real reason why earlobes were created. And you’re
not just any man. You’re a neck-biting, kidnapping, hypnotiz-
ing renegade.”

“I’'m not a renegade. I happen to live by the law.”

“Yeah, right. Didn’t anyone tell you that kidnapping is
against the law?”

“You’re changing the subject.” Without removing his gaze
from hers, he traced a line between her breasts, down to her
belly button.

She gasped. Why did that finger stop? Lower. Lower! “I'm
pointing out a fact.”

He drew a circle around her belly button, then ran his finger-
tip back up toward her breast. Wrong direction. “It’s insignifi-
cant at the moment.”

“Kidnapping? Insignificant? Since when?” she blurted be-
tween spastic breaths. It was a fingertip. But oh, what it was doing
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to her skin. Wherever it wandered, a tingly, hot trail was left in
its wake. And there was something crazy about his eyes. If she
looked hard enough, she could swear there were flames dancing
in them. Dark flames. She didn’t want to look away.

He gave her an evil smile, ran his tongue over his lower lip.
“We’re talking about you liking me. That’s what’s important
right now.”

Even though all she wanted to do was lose herself in the fire
in his eyes, she lowered her eyelids. It was the only way to con-
centrate, to maintain even a little bit of control. As it stood
right now, she was this close to begging him to fuck her. Regan
Roslund didn’t beg. Regan Roslund didn’t sleep with strange
men . .. anymore. Strong. She had to be strong. “I don’t like
you,” she said again, forcing conviction into her voice. “How
can I put it any plainer? Will you please let me go now?” She
opened her eyes.

He sat up, screwed his adorable mug—1I shouldn’t be notic-
ing how cute his chin is or how kissable his lips are—into a mask
of deep thought. “If I prove you like me, will you stay?”

“For how long?” she heard herself say.

He shrugged. “Forever.”

“What kind of bet is that? Forever? That’s insanity. No, I
won’t accept that bet. Not that I'd expect you to prove I like
you. Because I know without a doubt that I don’t.”

“Chicken?”

“Am not.”

“A month.”

“A night, and that’s my final offer.”

“Done.” He crushed her mouth with his in a kiss that set off
a nuclear reaction in her body.

Ka-plow!



“What are you doing?” Regan said around a mouthful of
tongue that didn’t belong to her. She wanted to squirm but
couldn’t. She wanted to throw up a white flag and surrender,
but she couldn’t do that, either. Horny as hell or not, she was
not going to let this guy get her all hot and wet and . . . and, oh
hell! She was hot and wet already. I give up! Fuck me! No no,
no fucking. No!

“See?” he said, once he’d reclaimed his tongue. He slid a
hand down between her thighs, for which she was mighty
grateful, and stroked her very slick pussy. “You do like me.”
He lifted his hand and held it before her, like he was displaying
some kind of trophy.

“That doesn’t prove a thing.” She lifted her chin. “All that
proves is you’re a good kisser.”

“Why, thank you.” He looked extremely pleased by her
compliment. “I’m glad you think so.”

“That doesn’t mean I like you.”

“Sure it does. Ever been kissed by someone you don’t like?”

She had to think about that one for a minute or two. Then,
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she remembered the one time, back in junior high, when Bobby
Tanner had cornered her behind McDonald’s and demanded
she kiss him to get free. “Yes.”

“Bet you didn’t get wet then, did you?”

“No, but I was also twelve years old and—”

“Doesn’t matter. I win! You like me, and now you’re mine
for the next twenty-four hours.” He clapped his hands together
and eyed her like a starving man might look upon a broiled rack
of ribs. She had to admit, his expression made her rethink her
stand on fucking him tonight. “What to do first?”

“How about untie me?”

“No, I think you like being tied up.”

“No, I most definitely don’t.” She tested the cuffs around her
wrists as she watched him stand up. It was then that she realized
she would not only sleep with the man, but she’d also probably
enjoy it more than she’d ever enjoyed fucking in her life.

There was no denying it—Shadow, the man with no last
name, had a body straight out of her fantasies. He clearly shaved
himself smooth—everywhere—which made all his yummy mus-
cles look tight and defined. Made his cock and heavy testicles
look bigger too. Scrumptious.

There was something else too. Something she didn’t quite
understand. While she should be absolutely freaking scared
shitless, chained to a strange man’s bed, held hostage, she wasn’t.
There was something going on between them. Some kind of
weird bond. And somehow she knew in her gut he wouldn’t do
anything to really hurt her.

She attempted to lick her lips, which had become as dry as
sand in the Sahara, but her tongue had glued itself to the roof of
her mouth. It came unglued when he turned around. Problem
was, the sight of him holding a huge dildo in one hand, a whip
of some kind in the other sent her tongue straight down her
throat—not a good place for it to be. She coughed and sput-
tered.
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He looked worried as he raced across the room. “Are you
okay?”

“Yes. Fine.” She hacked a few more times, then fought the urge
to continue. “See?” She blinked away the tears that had sprung to
her eyes during her choking fit. “What are you doing with those?”

“It’s the Initiation. Have you ever been spanked?”

A happy little shiver skipped up her spine. “No! At least not
since I was a kid. And even then, it wasn’t more than a tap of
the hand on my fanny. My mother was not into heavy corporal
punishment. You’re not planning on whipping me with that . . .
that thing, are you? It’ll strip the hide off my back.” She mo-
tioned toward his right hand with her head. “That’s just plain
wrong. This isn’t the medieval times, you know.” Whip me,
baby. Ob yes! Yes!

He had the nerve to look disappointed. To add insult to in-
jury, he sighed! “Well, if you feel that strongly about it, I'll wait
for a little while.”

Damn. You’ll be waiting a long, long time. Take my word for
L.

His grin was all too smug. “We’ll see about that.”

What? Could he read minds? “No, you’ll see. Now, I’ve had
enough of this tying-up stuff. Let me loose. I have an itch I need
to scratch.” Boy, did she ever. She didn’t bother telling him it
wasn’t a literal itch. More like a sexual one. There was no way
she’d admit to him that this whole whips-and-chains thing was
really, really getting to her. In a profound kind of way. “And
put John Holmes away while you’re at it. That thing scares me.”

Shadow lifted a single eyebrow, then looked at the offending
item, still clutched in his fist like he hadn’t even known he was
holding it. He returned his gaze to her, pulled his mouth into a
lopsided smile that made her spike a fever. “Sure. Okay. I'll put
it away.” He crawled up onto the bed, kneeled next to her, and
bent over, his mouth on a straight course for her right breast.



DARK MASTER / 35

We have contact!

Yes, it landed on target, and she yelped. He didn’t bother
with shy little swipes of his tongue. No, Shadow the Evil One
went right for the gusto. He closed his mouth over the tight
nub and suckled until Regan was sure she was going to die if he
didn’t do it to the other nipple. Then he added light nips with
his teeth. Oh the sweet agony!

“Shadow . . .” she half-said, half-moaned when he moved to
the other breast to give it equal treatment. The man really knew
his way around a breast. Another fact she was most grateful for.

“Mmmm?” He appeared to be finished with her breasts. She
wasn’t so thankful for that, but she was anxious to see what
he’d do next. He was heading in the right direction—south, to-
ward her very wet, very warm pussy.

She tried to spread her legs wider, just in case he did decide
to check out the landscape between them a little closer, but she
couldn’t. Stupid chains.

He arrived at his destination, explored her slick folds with a
fingertip. It wasn’t nearly enough. In fact, his teasing strokes
only frustrated her. She wanted big, hard cock. Deep inside. She
moaned. “What’s wrong, love?” He chuckled.

The nerve!

“Nothing,” she snapped.

“Very well, then. I guess I’ll continue what I was doing.”
And that he did. Skirted around her clitoris, which made her in-
creasingly desperate. His naughty finger slipped just inside her
vagina, not all the way, just enough to frustrate her further.
Then it went about its exploration of her labia again.

She did not like that finger. Not one little bit.

Lost in her need, she lifted her chin, arched her back, and
clenched her eyes closed. Tension was pulling her legs, stom-
ach, arms into tight knots. She clenched her vagina closed
around its painful emptiness.
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Big, hard cock. Now!

She felt something press at her pussy, something large.
Something that would fill her completely.

“Open to me,” he said.

She tried to pull her thighs apart but couldn’t. The hard cock
pushed, pushed until it breached her opening. Its entry was
slow, wonderful. She heard herself sighing. “Yes. Oh yes.” It
filled her completely, then retreated, only to make a repeat per-
formance. “Oh God, yes!”

“That’s it. Take me. Take all of me.”

His words stirred the heat simmering inside her to even
greater heights. His cock drove in and out in slow, rhythmic
thrusts that carried her swiftly toward climax. He finally found
her clit with his roaming finger and drew circles over it, match-
ing the pace of the circles with his thrusts.

Thought fled her mind as her world closed into a pinpoint of
sensation. A pinpoint of intense sensation that was almost too
powerful to endure. Sight was gone. But sound and touch had
taken its place, supplying her system with more than it could
handle. Her own sighs of delight mixed with his growls of plea-
sure. The amazing feeling of his huge cock gliding in and out,
stroking every miniscule part of her vagina, including that spe-
cial place where the sensation made her almost want to cry. His
finger dancing over her clit.

Her legs trembled. The knots in her muscles tightened. Her
long and even breaths shortened into irregular gulps and hiccups.
A flash of heat blazed up her stomach and spread over her chest,
and she cried out.

“Open your eyes, love.”

Something made her open them, despite the fact that she swore
she lacked the strength to drag her eyelids up off her eyes.

“Look down.”

She lifted her head and looked between her legs.

It was the dildo fucking her. And she was taking that huge
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thing into her pussy. It was wet with her juices. She could see
them glistening.

“Isn’t it fucking beautiful?”

She watched as he pulled it out and thrust it inside again, and
then she started shaking all over as her climax buzzed through
her system like a charge of electricity.

“Oh yes!” He quickened the pace of the dildo’s thrusts,
which made her orgasm more intense. It was glorious. It was
beyond words. And eventually, it was over.

Happy little twitches followed. In her legs, arms, pussy. He
took the dildo away, set it on the bed, and smiled. “Now it’s my
turn.”

Thanks to the fact that the oxygen hadn’t yet reached her
head, it took her a second or two to realize what he meant by
that comment. It was when he unfastened first one ankle, then
the other that his meaning became crystal clear.

He pushed her knees up and out, so her still-twitchy pussy
was open wide to him. Then he lifted her hips up off the bed,
kneeled at her bottom, and entered her in what she was begin-
ning to believe was his slow, torturous, wonderful inward
stroke. The outward one was just as slow. And just as amazing.

His cock filled her just as completely as the dildo had. Her
body quickly decided it needed another orgasm and started to
heat up again. Waves of desire rippled up and out from her cen-
ter, from the place deep inside where his cock stroked with each
deep thrust.

“That’s it, love. You’re so hot. So tight. I want to come al-
ready. Fuck!” His voice was tense, his words clipped. He slowed
his thrusts even further. “Do you know what it feels like to give
all control over to your lover? Control of your body. Your pas-
sion. Your life?”

Lost in the flood of sensations flowing through her body,
she hardly had the strength to respond. “No.”

“I will teach you. You will learn the joy that comes from
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submitting to your master. Your husband.” He increased the
pace of his thrusts again. His fingertips dug into the flesh of her
hips, and he pistoned in and out of her. “You will be the happi-
est woman on the face of the planet. I promise you that.”

She couldn’t imagine being happier than she was at the mo-
ment. It was as if their bodies had been made to fit each other.
Their minds seemed to fuse as their passion swelled. Every
touch, every stroke brought her closer to climax and to the
kind of fulfillment she’d never felt before. His thoughts were
like whispers in her mind. His building need became hers. And
she sensed hers became his. He released her hips, let them fall to
the mattress, and changed positions. His cock stroked a differ-
ent part of her now. A part that she hadn’t realized needed his
touch. He found her clit and stimulated it with a fingertip.

This time, when the warmth of impending climax buzzed
through her body, something else happened. The world behind
her closed eyelids exploded as a million colors and images flashed
through her mind. Emotions so intense, so overwhelming, bat-
tered her system like a raging storm. She screamed, the sound
empty and hollow in her ears, and braced herself against the
onslaught.

“It’s okay, love.”

She heard his voice inside her head. Felt it in her belly. In her
soul. The colors faded at the precise moment the first spasm of
another orgasm gripped her. Vaguely aware of Shadow’s shouts
as he, too, found his release, she wrapped her legs around his
waist to take him deeper. Although this was the second orgasm
in such a short time, it was even more intense than the first one,
and longer. She enjoyed every spasming second of it until it
faded to tingly, twitchy satisfaction. Shadow pulled his semi-
flaccid cock from her, crawled to the head of the bed, and re-
leased her wrists from the cuffs. Then he settled beside her and
pulled her to him in a warm bear hug. She couldn’t help but feel
safe, cherished. Utterly content.
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The need to make a hasty getaway was definitely gone.
Whatever had happened just then, right before she’d come, it
had done something. Had made her feel closer to this man, this
stranger. She felt like she’d known him forever, like he was a
part of her. Like she’d wither away and die if they were apart.

It was the strangest thing.

It took some time before Regan was able to repair all the
broken connections in her brain. She lay on the bed, snuggled
up to Shadow for a while, lost in a haze of contentment and ex-
haustion, but eventually the thoughts returned, the questions,
the doubts.

What the heck had she done? More than that, what the heck
was going on?

Granted, she wasn’t much for angsting over mistakes. Re-
gret was a waste of time and energy. But in this situation, she
had good reason to question her sanity. Who was this Shadow?
What did he want from her, besides twenty-four hours of kinky
sex? She had more than a gut instinct that he wasn’t just about
the sex. No, there was more going on here. His words about
marriage, words she’d so easily ignored when in the throes of
lust, now rang loud like a gong in her head. Married. Wife.

There hadn’t been a judge, just a couple thugs. There hadn’t
been a license. She hadn’t signed any piece of paper. No church.
No rings. Yet, Shadow seemed pretty convinced their so-called
union was legal and binding.

It was time to find out the truth.

She cleared her throat. “Shadow?”

“Yes?”

“About this marriage thing?”

He rolled onto his side and smiled at her. “We have a lot to
talk about, don’t we?” He nodded. “I was willing to wait a
while, let you rest, but if you want to talk about it now, we

»

can.
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“Yes, now. Now is good.”

“I’m not really sure where to begin.”

“How about the part where you sneak into my store, drag
me outside, mumble some incoherent gobbledygook, and then
bite me? I mean, I’'m not one to enjoy rehashing old injuries like
some people, but you never did explain. What is this all about?”

“First off, I didn’t sneak. The door was open. I walked in. And
second, I didn’t drag you. You came willingly. Now, the third and
fourth things, those I plead guilty to. I did recite some words I
realized you wouldn’t understand. They are in my people’s an-
cient tongue. And I bit you. That’s what my people do during
their wedding ceremony. We recite the Ancient Pledge and then
we bite.”

A million sarcastic quips rushed through her mind, but she
dammed them up in her throat. Why bite the bride? Why not
shower her with expensive jewels instead? Where was the trans-
lator? And why wasn’t she given anything to say in the cere-
mony? She didn’t recite any lines. That was plain wrong. All of
it was plain wrong.

She waited a few seconds before speaking, just to make sure
they wouldn’t pop out of her mouth when she opened it. “Okay.
How about a definition here so we’re both on the same page. Who
exactly are your ‘people’?” She hooked the first two fingers of
both hands to indicate quotations when she spoke the last word.

“I’m a member of a very ancient breed of people whose
bloodlines go back thousands of years to a lost culture that pre-
dates the ancient Egyptians by centuries.”

“Then . . . you’re Middle Eastern? It’s called race, not breed.
Or would that be nationality? Anyway, I know it’s not breed.
You’re not a dog. I’ve never heard folks from that part of the
world identify themselves—”

“Not exactly,” he interrupted. “Breed is very accurate.
We’re not fully Homo sapien, human. There are some very im-
portant differences, genetically and otherwise.”
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Regan d