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CHAPTER ONE
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Life sucked. To say I was feeling a little pessimistic as I sat at the bar nursing a shot of whatever the bald guy seven stools down had ordered for me was an understatement. I had no life, no man waiting for me at home, and was just barely holding on to my job. 

So yep, I was getting drunk. Maybe I’d get so drunk I’d go home with Mr. No-Name at the other end of the bar and forget myself for a few hours. Then I could pass out in his bed and by the time I woke in the morning I’d feel so bad about sleeping with him, I’d forget everything else that sucked about my life.

It was a plan. A bad plan, but a plan nonetheless. Besides, it seemed bad plans were the only ones I made. Why stop now? 

I looked down the bar at the man who’d bought my last drink. He was grinning at me with that predatory look in his eye, the one that said he knew I was too far gone to refuse. It was all a done deal for him. 

He was tall, probably; it was hard to be definite about someone’s height while they were sitting. He had a strip of hair winding around his head, just over his ears, and even that was nearly gone. Why didn’t men just shave it off when it started to go? The fact that it bothered me meant I wasn’t drunk enough. Wasn’t everyone supposed to look good when you were truly plastered?

“Another,” I said as I tapped my shot glass on the bar, but the request came out more like “Anuh-na-zer.” 

The bartender peered at me. He was a big man, tall and broad-shouldered with dark hair cut short and just a shadow of a beard. I thought he was handsome until he shook his head at me. “No, ma’am. You’ve had enough. I can’t serve you anymore.” 

Jerk.

“I’m fine,” I whined. “Jush one more.”

The bartender shook his head again. “Your speech is slurred and I’m not even going to tell you what you look like.” 

“I’m ugly?” I pouted and could feel my eyes burning with waiting tears. 

“No, ma’am, you’re very pretty. You just look as drunk as you sound, which means I have to stop serving you.”  

I crooked my finger at him, motioning for him to lean forward. He did, and I caught the scent of his cologne. It was warm and woodsy and made me think of my daddy, God rest his soul. The feeling of loss made me want to get drunk even more. 

“You see that guy down there?”

He directed his gaze toward the other end of the bar where the balding guy sat, and nodded.

“He bought me thisss drink. That means I’s gotta sleep wiz him.”

The bartender’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t have to sleep with any man just because he buys you a drink.”

“But Gina would.” 

“Who’s Gina?”

“Gina. You know, Gina. Fun Gina. Big boobs, lozza hair. Blonde. Ezerybody loves a blonde. I should be blonde. I need some dioxide, and then I’ll be blonde and pretty too.” I twirled a lock of boring brown hair around my finger.

“You mean peroxide?” His mouth turned up into a cute little smirk.

“Yeah, yeah, oxicide.” 

Man, I was feeling woozy all of a sudden. Maybe I was plastered. I looked down at the man again, and he still didn’t do it for me.

“Damn. How muzz do I hafta drink to make that guy look good?” 

The bartender laughed, bringing my attention back to him. “I think what you need is a cab ride home, then you can sleep this night off, and whatever problems brought you here.”

I shook my head. “Gina’s coming.”

“Gina is your friend?”

“Yesss, she’s s’posed to be here.”

“When is she supposed to be here?”

“Ten.”

He looked at the round clock hanging over the bar. “That was two hours ago, darlin’. I don’t think your friend is coming.”

“She’s coming. She said it.”

“Well, why don’t you drink some coffee until she gets here?”

I attempted to nod my head and proceeded to slide off the barstool. Two hands caught me around the waist, and I leaned back against a hard body. 

“I got her,” a deep voice purred across my cheek. “Bring us over some coffees. Strong.” 

I felt myself being led away from the bar, supported on the arm of a stranger, a stranger who smelled good, like midnight rain. I inhaled deeply, discovering his scent helped clear my head. Why was I purposely getting drunk? Did I really need to add more mistakes to my long list? 

“Here you go,” his deep, rich voice said as he helped me to sit in one of the booths near the rear wall of the bar. 

I raised my head to look at him and gasped. He had the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. My gaze stayed glued to his while he rounded the small table to sit opposite me in the booth. 

His hair was black, not deep brown, but truly black. So black I could see purplish blue highlights. It was a color which would have made most people look washed out, but he had a deep, bronzed tan, which was a true gold. There was no way that color came out of a bottle. His long hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, showing off his chiseled jaw, his straight nose, and kissable lips, the bottom one slightly fuller than the top. 

His black leather jacket covered a black button-down shirt. Both were unbuttoned enough to show the hint of a very muscular chest. He was still lean, but noticeably strong. 

He had Bad Boy written all over him. 

“Who are you?”

“Rider,” he answered. “What’s your name?” 

I thought about it, thought about giving him some cutesy, fake name like Candy Cane or Taffy Apple, then I was pulled into those eyes of deep sapphire. They told me he wouldn’t hurt me, and I believed them. Don’t ask me why, because all men have ever done is hurt me, but I knew he wouldn’t. 

“Danni Keller,” I answered, my voice barely above a whisper.  

“Why, Danni Keller, are you trying to drink away your sorrows?” 

“I heard it works.”

Our coffee came, and he took both cups from the waitress, rewarding the brunette with a wink and a smile. She blushed down to her toes and I couldn’t blame her. He might look like trouble, but Rider was definitely doable. 

“It doesn’t work,” he said, sliding both cups of hot liquid in front of me. “It just delays the inevitable.”

“Aren’t you drinking?”

“No,” he answered. “I don’t drink coffee. You, however, need it.” 

I picked up one of the mugs and blew on it. It was still hot enough for steam to rise from the top. 

“Hey! This one is mine,” the balding man from the bar said, approaching our booth. 

“Not this one,” Rider said calmly, facing the man. His face showed nothing. No fear, as though he knew he could take the heavier man, and no surprise, like he knew the man would come to confront him. 

“She’s mine, Rider.”

I nearly choked on the coffee I’d sipped. “You two know each other?”

“Unfortunately,” Rider said, never taking his gaze off the man standing over him. “If I were you, Barnaby, I’d walk away and pretend you never saw her.”

“Why don’t you make me take that walk?”

“Gladly,” Rider said, rising to a stand. “Stay here, Danni. Don’t leave with anyone.” 

I started to speak, but found my head swam with the effort. I simply nodded and watched the two men walk away, exiting the bar through the back door. 

Two men were going to fight over me, and one of them was pretty hot. Wow! Maybe it was childish, but I couldn’t help getting a little thrill out of it. Men had never fought over me before. I’d always been the one fighting for them, and losing miserably.  

I’d have a better chance if I had the right ammo. I glanced down at my meager chest in disdain. Twenty-eight years old and I had yet to hit puberty. Oh, sure, I’d had heavier women tell me I was so lucky to have such a little body, but men just didn’t want to ogle a pair of 34As. There just wasn’t enough grippability to them, I guess. 

Oh, well. It was a problem which was going to be rectified soon. I had an appointment the following week to have them enlarged. I was going to walk into the doctor’s office with the body of a twelve-year-old, and walk out looking like Pamela Anderson’s stunt double.

Well, except for the hair. I twirled a strand of the murky brown mess around my index finger, considering bleaching it. Then I remembered seventh grade, when I had tried to bleach my hair, and it had turned out horrible. Bright, orange, horrible.

What was wrong with me? I glanced around the bar at all the miserable saps lurking around. A few greasy guys leered at me as if I were a small, frail bird, and they were the great big cats ready to pounce. Yuck.

I drained the first cup of coffee I’d been offered, letting the warm brew help clear out the fog which was my mind. Damn Gina. One day I’d learn she would always get me in trouble. She was supposed to be at the bar with me. She said we’d have a few beers, meet some guys, and forget all about Dexter Prince. My boss.

Was it stupid to have a childish fantasy about marrying your boss? Probably. Did the knowledge of that help me stop drooling over the man? Nope. 

I’d started working at Prince Advertising straight out of college, actually interned there beforehand, long before the Prince family bought out the original company. Dex had taken over the Kentucky office two years ago and had yet to truly notice me. He went through women like people went through paper towels, but never had he asked me on a date. Or back to his place for casual sex. I’d settle for either. I just wanted a chance. 

Surely, that wasn’t too desperate. And if it was, so what? I was twenty-eight years old and had only had sexual intercourse with one guy, one exceedingly disappointing guy. I was the only woman I knew of who’d had sex with her geeky lab partner just to say she’d had the experience.  

What was taking Rider so long? I looked around the bar, feeling stranger by the minute. Something was wrong. I had that feeling you get on Christmas morning when you wake up and you know Santa has come, but it wasn’t a good feeling. It was like I knew somebody was coming, and my body was excited about it, all nervous and jittery, but instead of happiness, I was overcome with a cold, chilling fear.

No more alcohol for me. The stuff was making me paranoid.

I took a drink from the second cup of coffee, letting its warmth chase away the chill, but once I swallowed, the cold was back. Damn. 

“Excuse me, miss?”

I looked up into eyes the color of an inky midnight. The man looming above me was tall, muscular, and blond. Not a fake blond, but that deep, golden blond that only comes by way of genetics. In the right light, it probably looked as though it were spun of pure gold. I couldn’t tell how long it was from this angle because it was pulled back into a low ponytail.  

What was it with the guys with the long ponytails? Rider, this guy... even the balding guy had his last remaining hairs pulled back into a ponytail, or a rattail, depending how you looked at it. 

I shook my head, clearing my mind. “Yes?”

“The bartender called. He said you needed a ride home.” 

I looked for the bartender and found him engrossed in conversation with a big-breasted blonde. Figures. 

“Miss?”

“Yeah, um, I’m sorry. I didn’t know he’d called for a cab.” 

“Shall we go?”

I turned toward the back door of the club, wondering if Rider was all right. He had, after all, gotten into a confrontation with a man over me.

“Miss?”

“Yeah, um, I need to wait for someone.” 

“Who? The bartender said you were alone.” 

“A friend. I... I, uh, just met him. He’ll be right back.” 

The blond arched an eyebrow, then glanced around the bar. “Do you really want to go home with any of these guys, ma’am? I mean, it’s none of my business, but I think you’re classier than that.” 

An icy chill ran up my spine and I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself. My blazer didn’t seem to help me stay warm.  

“Are you cold?”  

I nodded, feeling the onset of another shiver. It was nearly June, and I didn’t seem to sit directly under any air conditioning vents. Why was I freezing? 

The man leaned over the table, looking intensely at my two cups of coffee. He picked up the cup, which still held the liquid, and sniffed it, his eyes widening just the slightest bit before shaking his head.

“Are you waiting on the guy who ordered you these drinks?” he asked, setting the mug back down on the table. 

“Yes.”

“Let’s go,” he said, his tone firm. “Those are laced with a date rape drug. It makes you cold and soon you’ll be hallucinating. After that...” He shrugged. “You don’t want to be anywhere near this guy when the effects start to set in.”  

My mouth fell open, not wanting to believe what I was hearing. Rider had seemed like such a decent guy... although he did look like a Bad Boy. Apparently, he was a very bad boy. Damn it. Would I ever learn?  

“Come on. We need to hurry.”

The driver held his hand out to me and I took it, sighing as warmth crept from it to chase away the bitter cold in my fingers. I didn’t know what was in that coffee, but the room felt arctic. 

“What’s your name?” I asked, letting the man lead me toward the front door of the bar. 

“Ryan.” 

He opened the door and let me precede him out. Very gentleman-like. I looked at him again. He was wearing a nice, dark blue silk dress shirt and dark gray slacks. His black shoes were buffed to a sparkling shine, and the overall effect was very nice. A little too nice. I’d never seen a cabbie dress so nicely. He was handsome. Movie-star handsome. Maybe he was just driving until his acting career took off. Of course, if he was an actor-wannabe, he’d have better luck in New York than Kentucky. 

I shook my head, shaking the thoughts out with it. Why was I trying to figure the guy’s life out? I needed to take care of mine, and that meant getting my butt out of there. Maybe I should see a doctor, seeing as how I’d swallowed down a whole cup of who-knew-what.  

“Well, thank you, Ryan, for saving me.”

“Thank you,” he said, a dark gleam in his eyes. “The pleasure will be all mine.” 

I started to ask what he was talking about, but my head spun, and then I was on my knees. I tried to focus, but the surrounding buildings kept spinning, dizzying me with their movements. 

I felt myself being lifted into the air, felt a terrible coldness wash over my body. It felt like I was enclosed in a block of ice, and my teeth chattered from the bitter cold. I swore I could feel an arctic wind blowing around me. 

I was moving. I tried to see where, but I couldn’t focus. Everything was a red haze. I was being carried, I realized as my head fell back, carried by Ryan. Had I passed out? My stomach churned, and I knew I was going to be sick.

“I’m gonna puke,” I said, feeling myself being lowered to the ground. 

Something hard was beneath me, and to my back. I was outside. I could hear the sounds of traffic far away. 

“You’re going to be fine,” Ryan said. “I’m going to take away all your troubles.”

I opened my eyes and finally could see, although the image was blurry. Ryan kneeled before me, watching me intensely with red eyes. It looked like two little bonfires were burning in his pupils. 

“Your eyes are on fire,” I whispered, trying to comprehend what I was seeing. I should have been afraid, terrified. I should have been screaming. Instead, I found myself drawn to him, drawn to the fire inside him. If I could make it there, maybe I could find warmth.  

“The hallucinations have begun,” he said, his smile slightly menacing, or maybe it just seemed that way. “You will be fine as long as you stay away from Rider.” 

Ah, of course, I thought. The hallucinations he’d warned me about because Rider had ordered me a couple of spiked coffees. Rider... Wait a minute.

“How do you know his name?”

Ryan smiled, if you could call a gesture with no humor a smile. His lips drew back, revealing two long teeth at the corners of his mouth, like the teeth of a saber-tooth tiger. They were sharp and pointed, curving inward as they continued to grow from his mouth. 

“My, Grandma, what big teeth you have,” I murmured, mesmerized by what I was seeing.

“Hallucinations,” he said, managing to speak with those big teeth. 

That was when I started to laugh, a full laugh-your-ass-off laugh. I don’t know why I laughed, because it wasn’t a funny situation. I was in an alley somewhere, about to be eaten. 

No, no, I thought. Hallucinations. It was all in my mind.  

“That’s right,” Ryan said. “It’s all in your mind.” 

“How do you know what I’m thinking?” I asked, trying to close my eyes against his, but I couldn’t manage the task. 

“Because you are mine,” he said. “The fragrance of your blood has called me.”

I burst out laughing, unable to control myself. It wasn’t until the tears streamed down my face that I realized I wasn’t laughing from humor. I was hysterical. Something terrible was about to happen and although my head was screaming for me to run, my body couldn’t follow its command. I was too enthralled by the fire in Ryan’s eyes. I knew if it touched me, I would burn to a cinder, but there was nothing I wanted more than to feel that heat.

His face came closer, saliva dripping from those long, strange teeth, and I continued to cry. My brain ordered me to run, fight, do something, but my heart said no. I wanted to be consumed by that inferno, to burn from the inside out. 

I felt a sharp pain in my neck, and after that, a blast of indescribable pleasure. It jolted through my body, racing through my veins like hot liquid, shooting out sparks of ecstasy. 

It felt so good I cried, cried because somehow I knew it would be the death of me.

I heard a deep growl and felt Ryan being ripped away from my body. Air hit the raw wound he’d left in my neck, burning the tender flesh. I winced in pain, not pain from the wound, but from his departure. The departure of ecstasy he’d sent coursing through my entire body.

I watched as he and another man rolled on the ground. They stood to face off against each other and I could make out Ryan’s opponent. It was Rider. He was covered in blood, and I couldn’t tell whether or not it was his. His eyes glowed yellow, and some form of energy seemed to cloak him. 

I closed my eyes and slumped to the ground, no longer caring about the fight. Rider had drugged me, the effects of which I still seemed to suffer. Ryan had... I don’t know what Ryan had done, but I was sure it wasn’t very nice. 

Let them beat each other to a pulp.

I wanted to go home. I wanted a do-over. If I could just get safely home to my bed, I would forget this night had ever happened. I would never drink again, never count on Gina to actually be there for me. I would work harder, get Dex Prince’s attention and keep it. I wouldn’t care that my mother had never thought I was pretty, that I was never good enough. I’d forget it all if I could just go home.

“Danni!” 

I was jerked upward into a sitting position. I opened my eyes and saw Rider before me, his eyes back to their normal piercing blue color.

“Get away from me.” I tried to push at him, but my arms refused to move.

“I can’t. Damn it, I told you not to leave with anyone!”

“You drugged me.”

“No!” He growled, his eyes darkening. “We don’t have time for this. He almost succeeded in killing you. You must choose now, Danni.”

“Choose?”

“I can bring you back, but you must choose.”

“Bring me back from where?”

“Death. You’re already gone. It just hasn’t set in yet.” 

I tried to breathe, but found I couldn’t. My body was limp, my mind cloudy. I just wanted to cry. 

“Choose, Danni. Choose now. Life or death.”

“Life,” I whispered, with hardly enough energy to form the word.

He ducked his head, and I felt pressure against my neck, the opposite side from where Ryan had hurt me. I didn’t feel any pain. It was as though all of my nerve endings were dead.

He straightened back up, and his lips were a deep red in the moonlight. I felt myself being pulled into a black hole, a hole I knew I’d never escape from if I tumbled inside. I struggled to watch him, but I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

Something was against my lips. Warm liquid slid through my open mouth, rolling along my tongue. I instinctively swallowed the coppery-tasting substance, then jerked my head away with what little energy I had left.

“No more drugs,” I whispered, my voice shaking in fear. What was he trying to do to me?

“No drugs,” he said. “Medicine. Take it and heal.”

It was against my mouth again. I weighed my options. I was so weak I could barely move. I had no idea where I was at or how I was getting home. Hell, I might die. I could trust him and drink the stuff, possibly dying, or I could lie down and definitely die.

I decided possibly was better than definitely when it came to dying.

I opened my mouth and let him pour the thick, warm substance into it, swallowing as my mouth filled. 

Eventually, he took it away, and I felt myself being picked up. I opened my eyes to see him gazing down at me, holding me in his arms. I struggled against his hold, remembering he had drugged me earlier.

“Stop it, Danni. You have a long, hard couple of days ahead of you. Get some rest.”

As if on cue, I closed my eyes and felt sleep take me.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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My mouth was so dry it hurt. A gnawing hunger ripped through my body, bending it like a bow. Too much pain. I struggled to cry out, but couldn’t make a sound. 

“I’ve got you,” a familiar voice said as hands slid around my waist, pulling me back against a hard wall of flesh. 

I tilted my head back, opening my eyes to take in the beautiful, deep blue orbs studying me. I tried again for words, but they wouldn’t form. I had no voice.

“Rest,” he whispered. “Drink and rest.”

There was a dark glass before my lips. I drank from it, having no clue what was in it, but damn, I was thirsty, and craving... something. 

“Rest, beautiful,” he whispered against my temple, pulling me back so I lay with my back against his chest, his body wrapped around mine, as if to protect me. 

I managed to keep my eyes open long enough to realize I was in my bed, alone with a stranger, a man who’d drugged me. 

***
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Rider was still there when I woke again, my fingers digging into the mattress beneath me. He held me tightly from behind, rocking with me as I rode out wave after wave of pain. It tore through me from head to toe, like liquid fire flowing through my veins, charring everything in its path.  

Something was in my mouth, I realized, as I tried to scream through the agony, but all I managed were small sounds of pain. It was cloth, and it was soaked. Something coppery seeped into my mouth when I bit down against it. I thought I was tasting my own blood, thought maybe I’d busted my lip or something, then I recalled the glass with the same taste to its contents.

What the hell? 

I tried to buck, to throw Rider off of me, but he remained like an unmovable statue behind me, securing me to my bed, holding me prisoner in my own bedroom.

“No, Danni, no. It’s the only way you’ll make it through this.”

Make it through what? I wanted to ask. What had he done to me? And what had I done to deserve it? Most women got drunk and slept with a loser. I allowed myself to get drunk one frigging time, and I was at the mercy of a psycho. 

I tried to scream, the action causing me to taste more of what was on the soaked rag—blood. I tried not to swallow, but couldn’t do it. To my disgust, I liked the taste of the blood. It fed the hunger roiling in my stomach. 

I was going to puke. I was going to puke and choke to death on my own bile, with this gag in my mouth. Or maybe if he saw me gagging, maybe Rider would take the gag off and I could scream for help. Someone in my apartment building would hear me. 

I started gagging, helping along the vomit threatening to rise.

“No, Danni,” Rider said against my temple as he squeezed his hand along the back of my neck. 

I don’t know what he did, but I faded fast.  

***
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The next time I woke, the sheets were soaked, and I shivered from the feel of my sweat chilling against my skin. I was wrapped in blankets, being rocked in Rider’s arms. I didn’t know whether to cry, scream, or vomit. Maybe I’d do all three. 

“You’re halfway there,” Rider said, his voice soothing. 

“Halfway where?” I asked, and it was as though speaking opened up a door to a pain-inducing hunger. 

My body arched away from his, and that was when I noticed my nudity. Maybe most women would have been too overcome with the pain to worry about the nude thing, but most women didn’t have my insecurities. Heck, most women had breasts worth baring.  

I pulled the wet sheet over my body and tried to escape Rider’s hold, but his arms were like steel bands. For such a slender guy, he was strong. Then again, I was only a whopping 120 pounds, held together on a five-foot-three-inch frame. You didn’t have to be that big to hold me down. 

I’d been out like a light for who knew how long, I was naked, and my body ached. Not good signs. “Is this your first time, or are you a serial rapist?”

“I undressed you because your clothing was sweat-soaked. It’s not good for you to lie in wet clothes.”

“It’s not good for me to lie on a stranger either.” I turned my head as far as he’d allow, and saw his bare chest. It was a nice chest, just the right amount of muscle tone to his slim, athletic build.

What the hell? I had probably been sexually assaulted by the guy and I was checking out the goods. 

I lowered my eyes slowly, fearing the worst, but he still had pants on. “You’re not naked.”

A dark eyebrow arched, followed by a grin. “Would you prefer it if I was?”

“No.” 

I attempted to give him a good, testicle-shrinking glare, but my body chose that moment to convulse.

“Shit. This is the worst of it.” He tightened his hold on me, gripping me around the waist and neck, trying to keep me from flopping all over the place like a fish out of water. “Hang in there, Danni. Ride it out.”

I wanted to ask if I had any other choice, but I shook too hard to speak, not to mention sharp stabs of pain pierced my body like a thousand knife wounds. The pain tore through me like a chainsaw and I had to look down to make sure I wasn’t being literally torn apart. 

Rider’s hand slid over my mouth just before I opened it to scream, muffling the sound. I felt my fingers sinking into the mattress, and I bit down into Rider’s hand, breaking through the skin of his fingers. 

He didn’t even cry out, just held me tighter as I greedily sucked on his fingers, letting his blood flow over my tongue. I knew what I was doing. I knew it was blood being swallowed down my throat, but I didn’t gag. In fact, I wanted more.

“That’s a girl, Danni. It’ll help ease the pain.”

I didn’t question him. He was right. I could feel the pain lessening as I slurped the coppery nectar from his fingers, chugging it down until the flow became annoyingly slow. I needed more... more than blood. 

I twisted my head around, able to do so now because he’d loosened his grip on me when the convulsions subsided, and licked his neck, tasting the salty sweat glistening there. It was like an appetizer before the main course, which was beating away beneath that bronze skin.

“You want more?”

I nodded.

He offered me a wrist. I shook my head, then angled it toward his neck again, opening my mouth wide.

“No, Danni!” He forced my head away, placing his wrist against my mouth. “Take the wrist.”

“I want more,” I growled, surprising myself with the strange sound of my voice. It was nearly as deep as a man’s. 

“Danni, no.”

“Yesss,” I hissed, and struggled to break free of his hold. 

I wanted the blood pulsating through the veins at his throat. I wanted to rip it out of him while he was inside me, humping away his last moments of life, and I wanted to be riding him like a bull the moment he died. 

The thoughts alone should have stopped me. He was a bad guy. He’d kidnapped me, drugged me... who knew what he did to me during the blackouts I kept suffering... but he was a man. And I wanted to kill him. Not by gunshot, or blunt trauma...

I wanted to screw him to death. 

“Eliza! Nannette!” Rider yelled as I tried to snap at his throat.

I felt pain in my gums so intense, I feared they were cracking open. Saliva poured from my mouth, thick and gooey. 

I heard footsteps running toward us and knew I didn’t have much time. Someone was coming to help Rider, someone was going to keep me from killing him. Part of me begged them to hurry, but another part of me, a part dark and newly born, cursed them. 

My bedroom door swung open and two women stood in the arch, gasping. One was a tall, pale, willowy blond, dressed in a tight, white T-shirt and faded jeans. The other was a shorter, slender, chocolate-skinned woman with hair shaved down to her scalp. She wore black from neck to toe.

“Her eyes!” They said in unison.

“She doesn’t have the teeth yet, there’s still time!” Rider yelled, still struggling to keep my mouth away from his neck. “Take her! Hurry!” 

The women approached, and I hissed at them, digging my fingers into Rider’s thighs, wanting so badly to keep part of myself touching him. 

He pushed, and they pulled, until I was effectively snatched away from him.

I rolled to the floor, sandwiched between the two women, and instantly felt a cold wind blow over my body. Maybe it was the cold, maybe it was the fact that I was on full naked display, but I freaked.  

I bucked and rolled, trying to shake the women off, but they went along for the ride, relentlessly holding on to me. It terrified me, and the coldness beating against my body seemed to find a way in. I wanted away. I didn’t want women touching me.

I wasn’t a homophobe, but I liked what I liked. No, that wasn’t it. I needed a warm male. 

I raised my head and sniffed, smelling Rider’s scent wafting out from my bathroom, from which the sound of running water also came. I began to drool again, salivating at the thought of riding him to his death. 

“Her teeth are about to come in,” the black woman yelled, stuffing a wad of cloth into my mouth, unfortunately before I could snap her fingers off. “I don’t think your bite canceled his out!” 

“There’s still time!” I heard Rider yell from the bathroom. “Bring her in!”

The blonde grabbed my wrists, the black woman gripped my ankles. Together, they raised my body entirely off the floor. Strong bitches. 

I writhed between their hands, but they managed to carry me into the steamy bathroom. I saw Rider next to the tub, testing the water inside. 

“Toss her in,” he instructed the women. 

“She’s already gone,” the black woman said. She seemed to be the only one of the two who spoke. “Just let her go.”

“There’s still time,” Rider barked. “I’m not going to let her turn into a succubus while she’s still got a fighting chance.”  

Suck-your-what? I thought as I was lowered into the tub none too gently. The hot water swallowed me, chasing away the icy cold which consumed me only seconds before. I didn’t bother trying to right myself when my head slipped under; it felt too good being consumed by the heat of the water. 

A hand reached down, grabbing me by the arm, raising me until I sat up above the water line. I spit out water, rested my head against the back of the tub, and glared at the three strangers hovering over me. 

Who were they and what had they been doing to me? Did I even want to know? 

Rider sat on the tub’s edge, looking down at me warily. “Still want to eat me alive?”

“Don’t flatter yourself, psycho,” I said, after pulling the cloth out of my mouth. “Who are you? Who are they?”

“I already introduced myself at the bar. These are friends.”

“You’re not my friends, and you need to leave right now.” I sucked in my breath and opened my mouth, ready to let it out in one loud scream.

Rider’s hand clamped over my mouth before I could make a peep. I bit it, injuring his palm, but it didn’t weaken him. He held on tight. 

“We’re trying to help you, Danni.” 

I struggled against him, fighting with teeth and nails, but he barked an order to his friends and I found myself gagged again. Gagged with a pair of my own sweat socks, one balled inside my mouth, and the other over that, tied around the back of my head. At least they were clean. I’d swallowed blood earlier, but I don’t think I could’ve handled foot funk.  

Sometime during the struggle, I became aware of my nudity again. I grabbed a towel from the bar above me, covering myself the best I could in the water. That was when I noticed the redness of my skin. Although I probably was blushing right down to my toes, I don’t think the bright redness was caused by that. 

I was being boiled like a lobster. Were they cannibals? Was I going to be boiled alive and eaten?

I panicked and tried to make a run for it, but Rider’s strong arms held me down before I could even rise to a stand. 

The women came forward, but he told them to stay back. “This isn’t succubus. She’s just scared. I don’t think she’s letting herself accept what’s happening.”

“Does she know what’s happening?” The blonde asked. 

Aha! She did speak. Maybe she’d tell me what in the world was going on. Besides the fact that I’d been abducted by psychos. That much, I’d figured out already.  

Rider looked at me, considering, then told the women to leave, stopping the black one with a glare when she started to protest. “She’s not a succubus, Nannette. She didn’t get the teeth. I’ll be fine alone with her.”

“If it’s her true—”

“It’s not. I stopped it.”

“Her body will keep trying, Rider. The beast will try to claw its way out.”

“I’ll keep her hot and with regular infusions of blood I’ll redirect her change. Now, go. I know what I’m doing.”

The women left, Nannette giving Rider a good eye roll first. 

He turned back to me, placing the back of his hand against my forehead. He seemed to think for a moment, then twisted the plug at the bottom of the tub, letting the water seep out slowly. I thought he was going to take me out of the bath, but instead he turned on the tap, letting more hot water pour into the tub. 

“This should keep the water a steady temperature,” he said. “You shouldn’t need to be in here too much longer. I think you’ll be good enough soon that warm blankets will do the trick.”

What was he babbling about? I tried to ask, but all that escaped around the socks in my mouth were muffled sounds.  

He looked at me, seeming to study me. “Do you understand what’s happening to your body?”  

I tried to talk, but of course, made little progress. 

“A nod or shake of the head will do, Danni.” 

I thought of all the things I wanted to call him and tried to convey them through my eyes. Then I noticed the mirror on the shower door next to me was fogged up. Seeing as how I didn’t have a pad and pencil nearby... 

I touched the mirror with my index finger and wrote: WHY DRUG ME?

Rider looked at the words, a frown forming across his face. “You said something about drugs earlier too. Where did you get the notion I drugged you?”

I looked at him in disbelief, but realized he really did look confused. 

I wrote: RYAN

“Selander Ryan,” he said, shaking his head angrily. “That’s why you left with him. He told you I’d spiked your coffee with something. That son of a... Danni, I didn’t drug you. I saved you. Don’t you remember?”

I shook my head, more to clear it, than to give an answer, but he took it as one. 

“Selander Ryan attacked you, nearly killed you. I got him away from you before he could finish the job, and then I asked you if you wanted life or death. You chose life, and that’s what I gave you.”

I tried to speak and gagged on the socks. 

“If I take off the gag, do you promise not to scream? I swear I’m not going to hurt you. Neither are Eliza or Nannette.”

I nodded my head. I could always change my mind later, once the socks were out of my mouth.

He took away the gag, tossing the socks to the floor. “There you go. Now, what did you want to say?’

“Why have you abducted me? Why do I keep fading in and out of consciousness, waking in pain? Why are the three of you holding me a prisoner in my own home? Why are you trying to boil me alive?” 

Humor lent a sparkle to his deep blue eyes. “Boiling you alive? Are you even uncomfortable?”

I thought about it. Before being dumped in the bathtub I’d been freezing, aching, but the hot water had stopped that, even soothed my gums, which had felt as though they were about to split open.

And although my skin was bright red, I didn’t feel the slightest bit of discomfort. The scalding hot water wasn’t hurting me.

“How is it possible that this water isn’t causing me pain?”

“Your body craves heat. The hotter the better. Do you remember what you were doing before we put you in here?”

I thought about it and felt myself blushing. I’d had a fantasy about killing him... by having sex with him. I’d practically thrown myself at him. 

“You were changing over into a succubus. A succubus gains heat from testosterone. They seek it in men, and not only do they try to suck that warmth out of men, but they suck out man’s life force as well. Estrogen will chill a succubus. That’s why I brought Eliza and Nannette with me, in case Ryan’s bite succeeded in turning you into a succubus.”

I tried to wrap my mind around what he was saying, but the drugged theory I was working on made more sense. “You’re trying to tell me some succubus thing attacked me and I’m turning into one, like something out of a horror movie.”

“You were attacked by an incubus, and I know this is hard to accept after being told all your life that there’s no such thing as the bogeyman or vampires and all that, but it’s true.” 

“I don’t believe you.”

“Think, Danni. What do you think Ryan was doing when he was gnawing at your neck?”

I thought back to that moment, my mind a little fuzzy on the details. I remembered the good-looking blond kneeling before me, lowering his mouth to my neck... and then pain, followed by pleasure. “We were necking?”

Rider laughed. “That’s one word for it, I guess.” He shook his head and used his hand to clear a large circle of fog from the mirrored door. “Do hickeys usually look like that?”

I looked at my reflection and gasped. The skin at my neck was a mottled mess. “I look like I’ve been mauled by a dog!”

“Close enough. The incubus makes its victim feel ecstasy when it attacks, so they aren’t really aware they’re being killed. Or, in some cases, they know, but they don’t do anything to stop it because that would also mean stopping the pleasure.”

“No, none of this makes sen—” My body arched in pain, and I tried to dig my fingers into something, but they only found water and the hard surface of the tub. Agony engulfing me, I cried out. “Rider! Help me, make it stop!”

He grabbed me out of the tub, wrapping me in a dry towel, and we collapsed on the white-tiled floor, my back to his chest. “I’ve got you, Danni. It’s going to be all right.” 

I started to scream as a sharp, stabbing pain ripped through my mid-section, but Rider placed his wrist in my mouth, blood already welling above its surface. I wrapped my lips around his wrist, greedily gulping down the blood. It was all reflex, my body knowing what it needed to end the horrific pain it was being forced to endure. 

Rider rocked me while I fed from his wrist, whispering soothing words. “I know it hurts, Danni, but you’ve made it through most of it. And this, what’s happening right now, is a good pain, this means you’re not turning into a succubus.”

I couldn’t begin to comprehend how the pain I was going through could be labeled as good. I just closed my eyes, continuing to drink down his healing blood, letting it ease my pain. 

The last tremors of pain ran their course, leaving me exhausted and limp. I pulled my mouth away from Rider’s wrist, resting my head on the cool tile floor. 

“You’re doing great, Danni. You’ve almost completed the change.”

“What change?” I murmured, barely having the energy to speak.

“You’re becoming one of us. You’re becoming a vampire.”
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The next time I woke, I was back in my bed, a fresh set of sheets under and over me. I was lying on my side, facing the bathroom door, not wrapped up in a man-cocoon. I raised my hand to my neck, running my fingertips over the skin and found it as smooth as a baby’s bottom. 

It had all been a dream, a strange, scary, frankly disturbing nightmare of a dream! Glancing at the alarm clock on my nightstand, I realized I had about an hour and a half before I was due at work. 

I flung the sheet off my body and sat up, panicking instantly. I was buck naked yet, I never slept in the nude. Turning to my right, I choked back a scream. My nightmare abductor was sleeping in my bed, all nice and cozy between my sheets. 

Had all the weird stuff I recalled really happened? Had I—gulp—drank blood? I couldn’t have. It was all just a dream. I’d gotten drunk at a seedy bar and brought a guy home. That wasn’t so bad. Well, it wasn’t a good thing, but it beat out drinking human juice.  

I shoved Rider hard enough to roll him out of the bed. He let out a little oomph as he hit the floor, then he rose to stand in all his naked glory. “Well, good morning, feisty. You know, most of our kind prefer to sleep until sundown.”

I didn’t pay any attention to his words, embarrassed, and at the same time, enthralled by the long, happy part of him which had popped out to say hello. Unsure what to do, what the proper etiquette was after a drunken one-night stand, I did the only thing that came to mind. I reached into my nightstand drawer, making sure I was wrapped securely in one of the bedsheets, and grabbed a pair of scissors, wielding them like a weapon. 

“You get out now!”  

“Danni, I—”

“Don’t you just stand there waving that... thing at me, talking to me like you belong in my bedroom! Shame on you, getting a girl drunk and taking advantage. Now you go before I decide to just...” I gestured toward his package, which I couldn’t help but notice was rather impressive, “... cut that thing off!”

Rider folded his arms across his chest, grinning from ear to ear, obviously not embarrassed by his own nudity, nor concerned with my threat. No real surprise there. For one thing, I’d need bigger scissors to accomplish what I’d threatened to do. 

“Will you please at least put some clothes on?”

His grin widened while he reached for the pants resting on my other nightstand. “You got my pants wet when I pulled you out of the bathtub. I just didn’t want to get into your bed all wet. I tried to make this experience as comfortable for you as possible.”

He stepped into the black pants, pulling them upward to cover himself. He obviously was going to go commando. He gave me another cocky smile before taking his black button-down shirt from the bedpost and slid his arms through the sleeves. 

“Are you more comfortable now?” he asked, threading the buttons through their holes. 

“Hard to be comfortable after waking up naked with a stranger,” I answered, tightening my grip on the scissors. “The bathtub was real?”

“It was all real,” he said as all traces of humor marking his face turned into concern. “I redirected your change, brought you over as a vampire.” 

“Vampires aren’t real.”

“Yes, they are. You and I are living proof.”

“Vampires are the animated dead. They can’t live.”  

Rider rolled his eyes. “Obviously, we can, and there’s nothing dead about us.”

I backed away slowly, like he was a wild animal and I didn’t want to spook him. It wasn’t a good idea to spook the crazies. “You’re nuts. I am not a vampire and neither are you. I just had too much to drink and picked up the wrong guy, now I’d appreciate it if you’d leave before I call the cops.”

“Danni, you need my help to adjust to your new way of life. Trust me, it’s easier when you have a mentor.”

“Get out!”

He seemed to think it over, reluctant to leave. “Fine, but let me at least get Nannette or Eliza back over here to explain—”

“Get out, get out, get out!” I screamed at him, angry tears threatening to fall from my eyes. “I’ve had a really bad night—”

“Two nights.” 

Back the hell up. “What?” 

“Two nights. The incubus attacked you late Tuesday night. I found your keys and personal information in your wallet and brought you back here before sunup Wednesday.”

“You’re telling me...”  

“It’s Friday morning. The change takes a while.”

I shook my head, trying to rearrange all the chaos inside until it made some sort of logical sense. If I hadn’t simply gotten drunk and picked up a guy, brought him home and preceded to have the strangest, most realistic nightmare ever...

“Tell me what happened.”

“Danni, you know what happened.”

I shook my head again, not wanting to believe it. “The things I remember can’t be memories. They have to be pieces of a really bad nightmare.”

“I’m afraid not. You were attacked by an incubus and you said you wanted to live, so I didn’t leave you to die.”

“No.” I refused to accept what he was telling me. “I had too much to drink. I brought you home with me and we slept together. My shame, mixed with the alcohol, caused me to have this really intense nightmare. I’m still having it. I just need to wake up.”

There. That was my excuse, and I was sticking to it. 

“We did not have sex, Danni, and I brought you home, not the other way around. For two days and nights I’ve watched over you, helping you to get through the change. You’re a vampire now and you have to accept it.” 

“I can’t accept something this crazy.” 

“Danni, you asked me to save you. Now, let me help you through the transition.”  

“Just get out, Rider, if that’s even your real name. I don’t believe you. I think you’re just some sick perv who gets off on messing with women’s minds.”

“And how would I make you remember all the things you’ve seen and done these last few days?” He tilted his head to the side.

I just raised an eyebrow at him.

“You still think I drugged you? ” 

“It’s the only thing that makes sense. Now, I’m only going to ask you to leave one more time before I start screaming my head off.”

“Fine, I’ll go, but you’re making the situation you’re in much more difficult.” He made a sound, something along the lines of a ticked-off grunt, and turned to leave, grabbing his leather jacket off the floor.  

He paused in the doorway, turning back to face me. “I can’t leave in good conscience without warning you of a few critical things.”

I opened my mouth to order him to leave, but he must’ve seen it coming because he raised a hand to halt me. 

“Just shut up and listen to me, ice princess, then I’ll be more than glad to walk out of this apartment and leave you to fend for yourself.”

I let my mouth fall open, tightening my hands into fists, but didn’t comment on his rudeness. I wanted him gone as soon as possible so I could get on with my life and forget all about him and the things I’d done, things I still wanted to believe were all fragments of a drug-induced nightmare. “Make it short and quick.” 

“Fine.” He reached into his jacket pocket, extracting a white plastic bottle, and tossed it on my bed. “Use this lotion to protect you from the sun any time you must be in it, and I say must because you should avoid as much of it as possible. Staying out of it altogether is the best protection.” 

“Oh, let me guess. I’ll burn to a cinder.” I didn’t bother hiding my irritation. This was insane, but to my growing annoyance, he was actually scaring me with the nonsense.

“Not right away, but we are allergic to the sun, and burn very easily. It drains our power, and yes, it can be deadly the longer we are exposed. Nannette’s contact info is on the label. She can get you more when you need it. She’s a nurse over at the university hospital. If you’re ever truly injured, more than you can heal yourself, contact her. She’ll meet you at the underworld hospital ward.”

“Underworld hospital ward? What is that, where all the vampires, witches and werewolves go?”

“Yes,” he answered, his handsome face completely expressionless. 

I looked at him, concerned he truly did believe this psychobabble he was spewing, and shivered. Man, I really knew how to pick a guy.

“You also need to understand how fragile we are. We are faster, stronger than the mortals, but our blood is extremely thin. We bleed out easily. Even a minor cut could turn deadly for us if not handled properly. If you are cut in any way, you bandage the injury immediately and go to sleep as soon as you can. Our bodies heal during sleep. Our saliva has healing properties as well.”

I raised my fingers to my neck, running them over the smooth skin. It had been mottled the last time I was awake.

“When you changed completely, your new vampire healing properties kicked in, healing your wound.”

I shook my head slowly, refusing to accept the things he was saying. “I let you speak. I listened to this madness. Now, go.”

His beautiful blue eyes darkened into something cold and bitter as he withdrew a business card from his pocket. He walked to my desk and placed the card there. “Call Eliza if you have any questions or problems. She’s a counselor for the newly changed.” 

He picked up something off of my desk and I cringed with embarrassment, identifying the item as one of the brochures I’d taken from the plastic surgeon’s office. The cover featured a large before and after shot of a pair of augmented breasts. It was one thing knowing I intended to get my boobs done, but having a man looking at the brochure, wondering what was going through his mind... It wasn’t comfortable in the least. 

The grin he bore when turning to face me was smart-assed and deserving of a kick to the groin. 

“We can’t have surgeries, too much blood loss,” he said, seeming to enjoy himself. “The porno boobs will have to stay in the brochure.”

I could almost feel my blood boiling beneath my skin, could definitely feel my face flushing, but whether with embarrassment or anger I couldn’t discern. 

“Get out!” The last word came out as a bone-jarring scream, and he had the nerve to laugh at me, turning nonchalantly toward the door. 

“Maybe I’ll see you around in the underworld, Danni,” he called back to me after leaving me alone in my bedroom. “And please don’t be an idiot and go hunting for sustenance from normal people. Call Eliza first, or better yet, come to me. My number is programmed into your cell, and you’ll always be able to find me.” 

With that parting remark, I heard the front door to my apartment close behind him. I instantly felt scared. What had I just gone through? What did I need to do? 

Did I call the police? The gynecologist? He said we hadn’t slept together, but could I believe him?

I didn’t want to go to the police. What would I even tell them—and what if we truly hadn’t had sex? What if they arrested the guy for something he didn’t do? Those deep blue eyes of his had looked so sincere when he’d said we didn’t do anything. Then again, they’d looked sincere when he’d said we were both vampires. The man was delusional, and as for me... 

Someone drugged me. That would be my defense until the day I died, I decided then and there. No way was I believing any of my “memories” had any basis in reality. 

The phone rang, the shrill sound of the ringer screaming through the room, causing me to jump. I took the few steps over to my nightstand and picked up the cordless receiver, growling when I recognized the name on the caller ID. I wasn’t really in the mood for a call, especially not for a call from Gina. If she’d showed at the bar like she was supposed to, maybe none of this would have happened. 

“Hey Danni-kins,” Gina squealed into the phone, “you’re finally well enough to answer! I’m so sorry about not showing up at the bar, and if I’d known you were going to come down with such an awful little bug—”

“A bug?”

“Yeah, that’s what you call a virus isn’t it? Anyway, it should be almost over now, shouldn’t it?”

“How did you know about my... bug?” 

“Your doctor faxed in your excuse. Didn’t they tell you that? Oh, it doesn’t matter. When are you coming back to work?” 

I sat on my bed, thinking about that, thankful I still had a job. Nannette must have faxed over a note, excusing me from work while I was going through the... change. No. She covered while Rider was keeping me prisoner. I was not a flipping vampire. I just wasn’t. I couldn’t be. 

“I’ll be there today,” I answered. I’d been held captive in my home for too long. I wanted back somewhere where everything was normal, where no reminders of Rider lurked. 

“Today? Wow, that is a fast recovery. Of course, your friend, Rider, said you’d be fine soon when he answered your phone. I fully expect you to spill all about him when you get in. He sounded absolutely delicious.”

He tastes delicious too, I thought, and for a moment, I could taste his intoxicating blood rolling over my tongue. Gross. What was wrong with me? I had to have imagined drinking his blood. No way in Hades would I actually have done that. 

“Rider answered my phone?” If he was a real psycho with plans to hurt me, he wouldn’t have wanted anyone knowing he was with me, would he? I was growing more confused by the minute.  

“Yes. You’re going to have to tell me where this mysterious man popped up from when you get here. I’ll tell everyone you’re coming back today. See ya!” 

She hung up before I could say anything more. That was fine with me. Gina was my friend, in the we-speak-to-one-another-at-the-office kind of way, but you kind of have to be in a certain mood to fully appreciate her. I so wasn’t in that mood today.

I showered quickly, washed and conditioned my hair. I was already running late, so a quick blow-dry and brush-through would have to suffice. My hair just passed my shoulders and had a nice, gentle wave to it so I could leave it down without it looking a total mess. 

My last day at work had been less than stellar. I’d had two clients walk out after hearing my pitches, apparently not sharing my sense of humor. Needless to say, Dex Prince hadn’t been pleased with me. 

When he’d stopped by my cubicle later that day I’d been sure it was to fire me. Instead, he’d delivered the final blow to my already threadbare self-esteem. 

“When I took over this company, I was told how brilliant you were, but frankly, I haven’t seen that brilliance,” he’d said, his voice completely devoid of emotion, all matter-of-fact. “We don’t do the same advertising your former employer did. The cutesy, funny stuff has its place, but that’s not all we do. Sex sells, Danni. Most of our clients are looking for sophisticated, sexually stimulating ads, not this fluff.” He stressed his words by throwing two unsigned contracts on my desk—contracts which would have been signed if I hadn’t sent the prospective clients running out the door. “In fact, these two clients specifically stated they wanted something sexy. I need better from you, Danni. If you don’t know how to do sexy, I suggest you find someone who does and take notes.” 

After that statement, it hadn’t been very hard for Gina to convince me I needed a few drinks. At the time of her suggestion, it’d seemed like a wonderful idea. Of course, I hadn’t thought a few drinks would get me up close with Mr. Tall, Dark and Psychotic, but I couldn’t dwell on that. One problem at a time. Dex Prince wanted sexy. I spent twenty minutes artfully applying makeup—foundation, concealer, powder, lip liner, lipstick, shadow, eyeliner and blush—so that it looked as though I wasn’t wearing any, then stood before my closet, deciding on what to wear. Sexy, sexy, sexy....

Aha! I grabbed the little black skirt my mother had bought me the year before. “For when you lose those extra pounds,” she’d stated, handing me the pink-tissue wrapped gift box containing the skirt. Oh, yeah. She was a real confidence booster. 

I grabbed a snug-fitting rib knit top and tossed the two articles of clothing on my bed before walking over to my dresser. I reached in for underwear, then paused. If I was going to be sexy, I couldn’t do it halfway. I perused through my underwear drawer, looking to see what I might have to fit with the whole sexy theme. The bra was easy to choose—lacy and gel-filled. You know, a bra with built in boobs for those of us lacking those most necessary parts. 

As far as the rest... I sifted through pair after pair of granny panties, realizing that for the most part, I had the underwear drawer of a saggy-boobed senior citizen. No wonder I hadn’t gotten laid since college. Maybe my own subconscious fear of watching a man go limp as the sight of me in my undies made him think he was doing his dear old nana kept me from taking that particular adventure.  

I had a couple of thongs I’d purchased on impulse, but I’d bought them planning to adhere to the three-minute rule, the three-minute rule being that a man had to be readily available to take them off me within three minutes. I didn’t care if they seemed to be the panties of choice for most men’s nothing sexy about walking around all day digging up your butt because you have a permanent wedgie. 

I finally found a pair of bikinis, white to match the bra, and slipped them on, deciding I would need to visit a lingerie department in the near future. The bra came next, and I did my best to studiously ignore the fact that I didn’t fill out the cups. It was hard exuding an air of sexiness when you thought you had the body of a prepubescent child, and I was going with the whole “Think it, be it” theory. If I thought I was sexy, I would be sexy, and hopefully some of that sexiness would spill over into my work and keep my butt employed. 

I finished dressing, did my best not to pick myself apart in front of the mirror, and grabbed my purse. Although I hadn’t brought my purse into the bar with me, I’d had my wallet. 

I found the blazer I’d worn that night hanging on the coat rack next to my front door. My wallet was inside, none of its contents missing. Another point in Rider’s favor. 

I thought again about whether I should report him to the authorities, but in all reality, what would I say? He drugged me—evidence of which I did not have—at a bar, saw me home, then cared for me, even making sure my employer knew my whereabouts? I just didn’t see the boys in blue rushing over. 

Of course he could have done stuff to me while I was unconscious, but part of me didn’t think so. However, that part of me wanted to think so, because the alternative was... No. I wasn’t even going to entertain the thought of the things Rider said as being true. The man was a nutcase, and I was fortunate he hadn’t hurt me. That was that. I wouldn’t even think about it anymore.

Making up my mind to act as if I’d never set foot into The Midnight Rider, I swung my purse over my shoulder, grabbed my keys, and left my apartment. There were only two things I needed to concern myself with: keeping my job, and snagging my boss. 

I walked out of my building, my eyes immediately zeroing in on where my car sat parked in the small lot. Rider hadn’t stolen that either. I winced, remembering my vow to never think of him, or anything related to him, again. On the tail of that thought came the memory of him standing before me, naked. There was an image I wasn’t so sure I wanted to forget, even if it was for the best.  

My face and hands started stinging, stopping me in my tracks. I looked down at my hands, blinking hard. My eyes burned badly enough to form tears.

There were no bumps or welts, but my skin was so hot, like the flesh was burning. I could imagine it blistering up, eventually peeling back from the muscle to fall at my feet like so many ashes. I turned around
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