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Paranormal Shifter Romance

 

Ian O'Connell, heir prince to his clan, has
no plans to settle down even though his untamed nature keeps him on
the prowl for female company. The only woman he could ever want
saved him from a watery grave before disappearing from his life
forever. But that was a long time ago, too long for a mortal woman
to have survived. Though he searched for her, in the end it was in
vain.

Cursed by the power of the Cancerian crab,
Ceana is doomed to spend her eternity in the ocean as a mermaid.
Her only relief is on a full moon, when she becomes human and must
find shore. Centuries have passed and she's all but given up on the
one who could save her. Brief passion is all she has and she's
willing to take what she can get—especially if it's with an
intriguing lycan who's untamed nature just might be her
salvation.

 


Rating: Contains graphic sexual content,
adult language, and violence.
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Prologue

Unknown Shores

Middle Ages

 


Angry waves lashed out from the depths of
the ocean, as the old sea witch pointed her finger toward the
shore. Ceana’s body was smashed upon the rocks, her gown long since
tattered from being tossed about at the water’s dangerous whims.
Death was close. She could feel it closing in on her. At this point
she welcomed it. Kerrigan was safe. The witch had released him.
She’d accomplished what she’d set out to do.

But who was going to save her?

Ceana didn’t bother to lift her head as
water rushed over it. It hurt to breathe, which worked to her
advantage as it kept the water out of her lungs. The wave pulled
back, dragging her limp body along the sandy shore. Her flesh was
raw from the rough texture of the pebbles grinding against it and
the wounds stung unmercifully from the salt water. The night was
warm, the moon full. She had no idea where the witch had brought
her, but the shore did not remind her of the rocky crags of her
homeland in Scotland and the sea was definitely warmer. At the
moment, she’d almost welcome the icy numbness that came from the
ocean along the cliffs.

The water rushed over her again and she
thought of breathing it. She knew it would burn, but then it would
all be over. Surely there would be a place in heaven for her after
her sacrifice. The water pulled back too soon. Ceana opened her
mouth, waiting. Then it happened. The ocean filled her, burning a
welcome trail that would lead to the end of her suffering. It
didn’t hurt as bad as she thought it would. She’d been beaten to
the point that death was welcome.

The pitiless cackle of the witch echoed in
her head as the world darkened. Soon. Soon. Death was near. She
couldn’t feel her body. Her limbs became cold and then nothing.


Chapter One

Outside Astoria, Oregon

Modern day

 

Musicians played fiddles, the sound flowing
over the beach, filling the evening with the songs of the past. Ian
grinned at his brothers as he lifted a mug. They enjoyed these
gatherings along the beach. The cold wind and the sound of the
ocean were unfettered by modern life. It reminded them of the past,
of a time when they were born into nobility. Though no matter how
the world changed and shaped itself, nature stayed the same. Night
was still night, they were still young men and the Earth turned
ever forward.

“My lord, come! Dance with me!” called
Meghan. Just like him, she was lycan born, ruled by the full moon
but not controlled by it. Her lithe body moved in time to the music
as her long skirt blew in the wind. Flames licked the darkening
sky, glowing on her tanned flesh and jet-black hair. The wolf was
in her eyes, golden and eager. Ian knew her invitation, having
sampled it more than once over the centuries. She wanted to mate,
wanted his hard cock to pound her into beastly submission. Only an
immortal could take his rough handling, only an immortal could
recover after he was done with her.

Ian’s cock stirred as she swung her hips
back and forth, swaying to the primal beat. It didn’t take much to
incite his lust. The beast in him was fierce and always ready to
unleash itself to play. His heart was another matter. It stirred
for no woman. Not anymore and Ian was fine with that.

When he was younger, a woman had saved him
from death, pulling him from the cold depths of the ocean. It had
been a night like this, with the waves thrashing against the shore.
The moon had been full, just as it was now, and his blood had been
to the point of boiling in his veins. Being a lycanthrope, he was
called to the sea, for the moon controlled the tides just as it
controlled the stirring of his blood. His emotions hit like
continual waves, exciting him to a fevered pitch. The sensation was
like a drug and it was also one of the reasons he liked the sea.
Another was because he was born under the astrological sign of
Cancer the Crab. Sometimes, he thought he had it worse than the
others. He was Cancer, ruled by the moon and called to the sea, but
also lycan, born of the night.

Like a true Cancerian, Ian was a patient
leader and immensely loyal, which was important since he was a
prince amongst his wild people. Time and distance could never
lessen friendship or loyalty. And, like Cancer the Crab, when he
seized an object he wanted he’d rather lose his claw than let go,
and if he lost his claw, he’d only grow another and seize it
again—metaphorically, of course. Also, true to the Cancer nature,
he took great pride in his history, family and traditions. He
guarded those things with his life and would never give up a debate
or battle until he got his point across.

Ian imagined it was these traits that made
him still think of the woman who saved him, even all these years
later. At the time, he’d been obsessed with finding out who she
was. However, as time passed he knew she had to be long dead. No
mortal could live as long as his kind. His Cancerian nature refused
to let go of her memory and he convinced himself that the woman was
the only one who could ever hold his heart. All it took was one
look at her and he’d known, as he still knew, that she was the one
he could love for all time.

But his lust? Mmm, just looking at a pretty
woman could bring the more base of his natures surging forth. And
why shouldn’t it surge forth now? After all, the future king of the
lycans needed to purge the passions in his body in order to keep a
level head.

He glanced up, his skin tingling. It was
almost completely dark. The sun was close to setting, just barely
peeking over the horizon. Clouds passed over the full moon—a moon
that called him to shift. He could resist, would resist for the
time being. Already some of his fellow lycans howled, partly
shifted as they drank far into their cups.

It was early yet. By midnight the beach
would become an orgy of the flesh. Meghan’s large breasts bounced
in the combination of moonlight, fire and the setting sun. She wore
a small bikini top that overflowed with her superior attributes.
Ian licked his lips, feeling very beastly indeed.

“…lest Meghan better watch out.”

Ian turned to his brother, James, barely
catching his words. He grinned, knowing the guys were giving him a
hard time for staring like the beast he was. In truth, any one of
them would take Meghan to their bed but Ian knew they didn’t. She
refused them, choosing to save herself for him. He knew she wanted
to be queen of the clans someday. Who knew, perhaps he would marry
her. What else was he going to do? Pine for a woman whose face he
couldn’t recall?

Guilt assaulted him when he thought of her.
The woman had saved his life. The least he could do was remember
every detail of her pretty face. Ian closed his eyes, bringing
forth her image the best he could. The exact details were a blur
now, but he had the list in his mind. The moment had been brief, a
flash in the middle of the night nearly a century ago. Long blonde
waves almost silver by the light of the moon had surrounded him.
Storm-weathered eyes, so round and large, shone in her perfect
white skin. Her face was white as the snow, her lips red as
blood.

Ian tried, but her face was still blurred by
time. Her lips parted and she’d asked him something.

When were you born?

To this day, he didn’t know what she had
meant by that.

Laughter rose around him, and he opened his
eyes.

James slapped him on the back, grinning.
“Liquor too stout for you, brother?”

“Your jokes are too bad,” Roark, the
youngest of the three O’Connell brothers, said from their side. He
looked like his older siblings, though was slightly shorter in
stature and chose to wear his hair long to his waist, instead of
short like Ian and James. Ian’s own dark brown locks were chopped
off at his shoulders and James’ were cut even shorter than
that—falling to just above his chin.

All of them had the broad shoulders and
muscular bodies prevalent in their kind, especially the natural
born. Humans who were changed were often slightly smaller because
of their mortal heritage. The lycans took pride in themselves, in
staying groomed and honoring their place in the lycan community,
though they did have distinctly different styles. Ian preferred
slacks and lightweight sweaters. James favored jeans and T-shirts
and, much to his brothers’ teasing, Roark wore leather—lots and
lots of studded, black, biker-style leather.

They were an ancient people, their race as
old as the human society, growing with the humans from a time when
mortals knew of all the supernatural races. They used to be hunted,
condemned as evil by the church. Sure, times were wilder in the
early days, but so it was with all the races—mortal and
supernatural. Just as humans no longer roamed the countryside
pillaging and wielding swords, so did his people no longer wildly
wield tooth and fang.

Now humans denied their existence, which
suited most of them just fine. Occasionally, lines would be blurred
and mortals would be turned. Lycans were lusty creatures after all,
craving both blood and sex. Circumstances had to be right, the
bloodline perfect, the moon full, for the bite to take effect. It
was against the law to turn mortals. A lycan could attack fifty
humans and only one would possibly start to turn, so if one was
turned the odds were that lycan had attacked many before the
changed one. Even then, it didn’t guarantee they’d make it through
the horrifically painful process. It’s why his kind didn’t mate
with humans. Sure, they slept with them, dated them, some even
spent lifetimes with them, but they didn’t mate with them, not for
all eternity. Only other immortal supernaturals were suitable
lifemates. Too many lycans had seen their loved ones die as they
tried to turn them. It was a painful memory that would be carried
into eternity. For, if not murdered, the lycan would live
forever.

Ian’s brother helped to track down the rogue
wolves who feasted on mortals, those who broke their laws—meager
laws as they were. James was especially good at helping the newly
turned to cope with their new gifts. He had a delicate way about
him that the young ones responded to. Luckily, it had been many
years since James’ skill was called upon. The clan had been
peaceful for the most part.

Thinking of feasting and sex, Ian looked at
Meghan.

“I will gladly pursue her if she is too much
lycan for you,” Roark offered when Meghan pouted her lips at Ian
for not coming to her as she beckoned him to do.

“Ah, you have no chance with that. She only
parts her thighs for Ian. Her pussy is too refined for the likes of
us,” James grumbled. “You better watch yourself, brother, or you’ll
find yourself married to Meghan yet.”

Ian raised a brow at his brother’s
distemper. It was no secret that James didn’t like the woman. Sure,
he’d fuck her if she offered—just like any of the males would—but
he wouldn’t like her as he was doing it.

“Relax,” Ian said, laughing softly at James’
suddenly foul mood.

“I’ll relax when you cast her aside,” James
said. “That woman is too hungry for power—your power. I would not
bow to her as my queen. Her heart is not pure and it definitely
does not love you, just your future crown. I have no doubt that she
would kill our father for the right to rule the clan.”

“It’s just sex, James,” Ian assured him. It
wasn’t the first time he had done so. “Meghan knows that I do not
love her as I have told her before.”

“Then why bother?” Roark asked. “Take Brona
or Dana. With the O’Connell charm I am sure they’d be most willing
to bed you.”

“Brona?” Ian shivered. “She’s just now a
century, merely a babe.”

“And Dana’s father is too protective of
her,” James said. “I would not have her father causing us
trouble.”

“Then how about Deirdre from the Macintyres?
Or Padraigin MacConchobhair?” Roark offered, grinning in private
thought.

“Padra?” James said. “Yes, she would make a
fine choice.”

Ian lifted a brow. “Play matchmaker with
each other. I have an itch that I want Meghan to suck.”

“I believe the word is scratch,” Roark
offered helpfully with a flip of his hair.

“Oh, she does that too.” Ian winked,
thrusting his mug over to James.

“But why her?” James protested.

Ian grinned. “Just look at her breasts.”

Roark howled, James rolled his eyes and Ian
made a move toward the sexy lycan in question. James didn’t have to
like Meghan. She was in Ian’s bed, not his brother’s. And the woman
did enjoy sex—oral, anal, in any position he could bend her in. Why
shouldn’t he go to her?

When were you born?

Ian paused in mid-prowl. His head twitched
to the side, listening past the fiddles and the flames, stretching
out over the ocean waves. That voice. It was clearer now, not like
before. It was as if he was hearing her for the first time.

Your name?

Ian tensed. He’d never caught her name, but
part of him called out with his mind, hoping to give a name to the
memory.

Who are you? Please. Answer me. Ask me
again!

“Mmm, Your Royal Highness, why you gotta
make a girl beg for it?”

Ian looked down as Meghan slid next to him.
He hated when she called him “your royal highness” and such. It was
only a reminder that she saw his title and his cock, not the man
beneath both. But who was he to be picky when he was aroused and
she was willing? Her nipples were already hard as they hit his
chest. She rubbed her bikini-clad chest along his, until he could
feel the buds though the thin material of his crimson sweater.

“Oh, Majesty, you seem to have an
affliction. Come with me and let me tend to you.” Flames glinted
off her jet-black locks as she ran her hand down his chest to his
stiff, protruding mass of flesh. Grasping his cock, her breathing
deepened. Her eyes flashed completely golden. “You want to play
tonight, don’t you? I can feel the wolf starting to expand inside
your pants. Come with me. Let me attend you, my prince. I will let
you unleash the wolf tonight. I will let you take me as the
beast.”

Ian’s nostrils flared. Meghan’s feminine
scent was strong and he knew her to be so wet that her bikini
bottoms would be soaked with her cream. His body was willing, but
his spirit was holding back. A feeling of mild disgust curled in
him and he couldn’t figure out why tonight, out of so many, he
should find Meghan mildly repulsive.

Was it James’ words? Was he tired of
Meghan?

Tell me, when were you born?

No, it was her. He was sure he’d heard it
that time. It couldn’t be his imagination. Not again. She was
human, he’d sensed it on her. But then how did she live so many
years?

“Mmm,” Meghan giggled, moving to wrap her
arms around his neck. Ian grabbed her arms, stopping her. His eyes
darted into the darkness, straining to see over the endless
blue-black waves. The sun set completely, the edge of its golden
purple light giving way to the blue of moonlit darkness. His body
was tense, ready to run, to shift if he had to use more of his
abilities.

The sea called to him and the moonlight shot
into his skin, burning him. Sounds invaded him, becoming so loud he
couldn’t hear past the undulation of the waves, the faint sound of
sand shifting over the beach with each powerful hit of the ocean.
The sound of droplets spraying over the air became clear to him,
like the tingling of ice in a glass. Ian tensed, waiting to hear it
again, to hear her. The woman. His woman.

This can’t be a dream.

“Ian?” Meghan gasped, confusion in her
tone.

Ian pushed her back, irritated that she
dared to enter his head with her voice. She stumbled and he
instantly felt sorry, but he was too afraid to take his
concentration off the distance.

“Ian!” Meghan demanded, her tone a hiss of
breath as she growled at him in warning.

“You’re not the one I want,” he said,
absently, not paying attention to the woman. The subtle sound of
laughter rang all around him, distorted like a bad hallucination.
In the distance he heard James and Roark above all others. He shut
them out, again waiting for the water to give him its secrets.

Do you play tricks on me, ocean? Why do you
call me to your depths? She cannot be there. She cannot.

A sensation washed over him. It was a
strange feeling, but one he had known before. The urge was
mindlessly beckoning him into the depths of the water. It had been
the same that night he had almost died. The sea called him to her
and he’d gone willingly into the murky waters only to be sucked in
by the current. This time he held back. He was stronger now, could
resist the call.

He could resist.

Ian slowly began walking.

“You will not disregard me!” Meghan roared,
leaping up. The hot-tempered lycan female lunged for him. Without
thought, Ian lifted his arm and grabbed her mid-strike and threw
her to the ground behind him. Meghan grunted, but he knew she
wasn’t hurt. It would take more than a little roughhousing to hurt
her. No, if anything, Meghan’s pride was the only thing bruised by
him this night.

Meghan’s scream turned into a loud roar of
anger. He glanced behind to see her bikini on the ground and the
dark, furry silhouette of her shifted form running into the
darkness. Her paws kicked up sand. The woman was angry, but he
could deal with her later. James was right. It was time he called
off any sexual relationship with Meghan. By attacking him openly,
she had overstepped her bounds. He had no desire to punish her for
it, but her insubordination could not be allowed.

Ian could not be weak.

And still, he kept walking, strongly drawn
to the sea.

“Ian?” James called.

Ian managed to lift his hand.

“More for us!” Roark’s voice rose up,
inciting boisterous cheers. Ian appreciated his brothers, knowing
instinctively that they were drawing attention away from him and
giving him time alone—as they assumed he so obviously wanted. No
doubt James would gladly give him an eternity alone for opening
rejecting Meghan.

Ian began to jog, following his gut
instincts along the shore. The water hit his feet, so icy cold. It
was a shock to his warmer blood, but he didn’t care. He kept
going.

Where are you? Where are you?

His mind called out to her. He felt her now.
It had to be her. He got the same feeling moments before the ocean
pulled him. Ian slowed, changing directions in the water. His knees
rose high as he marched away from shore. The water sloshed over his
waist until his legs no longer surfaced with each step. His arms
swayed, scooping the water as if he could get away from the sandy
beach all the faster.

A wave hit him, knocking him down as the sea
swallowed him into its depths. The current pulled his body, washing
him into the darkness. Reality hit him and he started to struggle.
But even with his lycan strength, he could not beat the will of the
ocean. Each punch, every kick only shifted the water. He was
drowning.

 



Chapter Two

 

After endless days and nights adrift in the
water, she knew how to navigate the current. Her body was strong
and she was close to shore. Just a few more strokes and she would
be there—safe on land for another long, moon-filled night. Ceana
swam for shore. She had lost track of time, not realizing that the
full moon was this night.

She hated full moons, hated being forced
onto land to wait them out. It was her curse to find port each time
the round, celestial globe showed itself fully. On those nights,
she turned back to her old human form. The brief times out of the
water were only a cruel reminder of how much she’d lost.

Sensing a shift in the water by her legs,
she stopped swimming and let the wave ride her up and down over the
turbulent surface. Closing her eyes, she knew someone was in
trouble. She’d saved enough drowning humans in her time to know
what the sounds of a dying one was.

Diving down, she easily found a hand and
pulled. What was a man doing in the water, alone, at this time of
night? She tugged him up, cursing his heavy weight. Even though he
would tire her, she couldn’t let him go. Something in her, some bit
of humanity she had left kept her from letting him drown.

Maybe this one will be it?

Ceana cursed the thought for entering her
head. No, this one wasn’t it. None of them were it. There was no
ending to her moonlit curse. The sea witch had seen to that long
ago, when she stood above the broken human Ceana had been, cursing
her for an eternity.

He is not the one. I should save him and
leave him on shore. From there he is on his own.

Ceana swam, pulling the man’s unusually
heavy weight behind her. He was a big man and she wished for her
fins. With her tail she’d be able to drag him much easier. But no,
the moon had already changed her legs into human limbs. Grunting
for breath, she pulled him behind her as her human lungs burned and
her muscles ached. Even when she tired, she did not give up.

“Awaken!” she ordered, speaking the language
used by the mainlanders in the area. It was one of the rare gifts
in her curse. She spoke whatever language of the shore she was
closest to. “Help save yourself. Swim.”

The order revived him some and she felt him
kicking his legs in long strokes behind them. They surged forward,
making better time now that he helped. The man moaned, the sound
sending chills over her, like a sound from her past. But that was
crazy. Everyone she’d ever loved was dead. If only she could die
and join them, but no. The dangerous creatures of the sea didn’t
dare touch her. Not even the sharks would eat her if she bled right
in front of them like a willing sacrifice. The sea witch saw to
that. Even now, if she were to drown in her human form, she’d
suffer greatly and find herself alive in the morning, sick for
weeks but very much alive.

“Come on,” she gasped, “wake up! Save
yourself.”

The man growled as she dug her fingernails
into his skin. He jolted out of her grasp, the force of his body’s
weight pulling her under. She floundered beneath the dark surface,
trying to grab the flailing man beneath the water before the
current swept him away.

Damn human! Stop struggling. Stop it now!
I’m trying to help you.

In the breadth of a second, time stood still
as they were under the waves. A stream of moonlight lit the area
just enough for her to see his face clearly. The man stopped
kicking as he stared at her. His dark eyes reflected the moon
above, taking on a silver cast. His dark hair drifted around his
head and he looked awed more than scared.

Ceana knew she was considered a great beauty
to mortal men. The ones she’d passed over the years made their
desire for her exceedingly clear. It took her a century, naïve fool
that she was, to discover that lust and love were two entirely
different things. Sure the men on shore said they loved her, were
convinced of it, but after they had their way the curse remained.
Some even went mad searching the ocean for her. She knew because
she followed their ships, hoping they’d catch her, convincing
herself if she said she loved them and pretended to mean it they
would be the ones to free her from her watery prison.

Later, she came to realize that their
obsession with her was just part of her mermaid allure—a magic
charm of sorts. Just another ironic twist to the sea witch’s evil
curse. She would search an eternity for love strong enough to break
the curse, but would only find those enraptured by a spell. No
doubt this one would say he loved her as well as soon as she
dragged him onto shore.

Ceana looked him over in the moonlight. He
was handsome, with a strong face and a nice, tight body. Again she
felt a tug of the familiar in him, but maybe she’d just seen too
many faces over the years that all human males started to look
alike. If she’d seen one, she’d seen them all, or so it seemed.

Her body tingled with the beginning stir of
desire. She’d given up long ago being ashamed of her natural
responses to the male gender. Her human upbringing taught her that
sex was bad. But really, what was going to happen to her that was
worse than what had been done?

The man’s eyes started to close. A cloud
passed over the moon, darkening the waters once more. Ceana jerked
back into action. She grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him
up with her, breaking the surface. The man came instantly to his
senses, flailing as he gasped for breath. Yellow-tinted eyes found
hers and she thought the color a trick of the moonlight and
water.

Ceana glanced up at the sky. There was
something almost strange and golden to the moon this night. She
didn’t have time to contemplate. Her limbs were cold and she was
starting to wear out.

“Swim,” she ordered hoarsely, her throat
sore from swallowing the briny water.

The man obeyed, coughing as if he would
speak. Ceana pumped her arms, not giving him time to respond. Now
was not the time to hear how much he wanted her, how beautiful she
was. They all said that. Glancing over her shoulder several times,
she made sure he was behind her.

It felt like an eternity before her feet hit
shore, and Ceana knew a little bit about waiting an eternity. She
breathed deeply, falling down as soon as she could do so without
going under. As soon as her hands hit sand, she was grabbed around
the waist and lifted up into the air.

“I got you, sweetheart, don’t worry.” The
man was carting her toward shore. Whenever she shifted, she wasn’t
left with clothing and his shirt stuck to her naked stomach. His
arm was around her waist, holding her against the side of his body.
The water on her skin caused his hand to slip and it grazed along
the underside of her breast. She breathed deeply, dazed by the heat
that unfurled from his touch. Her body was stiff and icy and he
felt like he was on fire.

Fever?

Ceana couldn’t help herself as she burrowed
into his warm, strong body. The man carried her out of the water to
shore only to set her down on her feet. They both instantly
collapsed in the sand, gasping for air. Breathing hard, Ceana
turned and looked at him. His dark eyes stared into hers.

“You’ll have to be more careful,” he said.
There was a soft accented burr to his words, reminding her of the
voices of her past. He sounded Gaelic. “What are you doing that far
out from shore without any clothing? Are you shipwrecked?”

“You sound as if you rescued me, when it is
I who pulled you from the water. Believe me, the ocean cannot hurt
me,” Ceana whispered. Her long hair stuck to her skin.

“I did save you. I went in the water when I
heard you call.” The man sat up, still breathing heavy, as he
pulled his wet shirt off and tossed it aside. The moonlight
caressed the planes of his hard, muscular chest, gleaming off the
hard nipples and rippling over the tight stomach like waves against
the shore. “I went into the water to rescue you.”

Ceana followed suit, sitting on the grainy
sand. She brushed off her skin and laughed. “I did not call out for
rescue, I assure you. Let me guess. You were drinking on the shore
with your friends and decided to take a swim. You’re not the first
one I’ve come across who’s been so foolish. Next time, stay on
shore.”

When he didn’t answer, she looked at him.
His eyes were filled with gold and he was staring at her chest. She
glanced down, reminded of her nudity. Looking up, she saw him lick
his lips. It was a slow, deliberate gesture. His muscles tensed, as
if ready to pounce.

He didn’t look at her eyes, but let his gaze
instead travel over her body. His eyes stopped when they reached
the soft golden curls hiding her pussy from view. Again he licked
his lips, his nostrils flaring ever so slightly. The dark color of
his eyes changed completely, glowing like liquid gold.

“You are…?” she paused, trying to remember
the word she was looking for. Back when she was a girl, there had
been a man in her village that was like him. She’d been scared of
him, but then she hadn’t been immortal at the time. “What is the
word?”

“Aroused?” he offered, his hot gaze darting
up to hers. The man was completely unashamed by the fact. “Yes,
very. And by the sweet smell of your desire I detect building
between your thighs so are you.”

Ceana didn’t deny it for it was true. She
was turned on by him. With only one night of full moon she never
had time to be picky or wait to get to know a man. And this one was
certainly intriguing. What harm was there in finding mutual
release?

“Mmm, yes, but I meant you are…a beast.
Right? Part man, part four legs. Ah,” she paused, wrinkling her
nose, trying to remember the right word. So much she remembered,
adapting easily with the times, but other things were harder.
Rarely did she discuss animals with humans. “Mongrel.”

The man flinched. “Wolf.”

“Yes, you are a wolf-man, are you not?”

“You know about lycans?” He seemed
surprised. “But you are human.”

Ceana nodded. “We had one in our village
when I was little.”

“And yet you are not afraid of me?”

Knowing that time was short and not wanting
to tell him too much, lest he discover she was not really from his
time, she slowly crawled forward, going closer to him. “I assure
you, wolf man, there is nothing you can do to me that will harm
me.”

His expression became almost primal as his
eyes again darted down to her breasts. The moonlight caressed his
tanned flesh and wet clothing.

“Give me your name, wolf, so I know what to
scream when you are taking me.” Ceana wanted to laugh at his
shocked look, but held back.

“I-Ian,” he stuttered.

“Mmm, Ian. Perfect. I am Ceana.” Without
waiting, she lunged forward and pressed her mouth to his. She
shoved her tongue into his mouth and the sweet taste of him made
her moan. The man fell onto his back in the sand, gripping her
hips. Ceana straddled him with her thighs, jolting with pleasure at
the way his tight stomach rubbed along her pussy. The texture of
the sand scratched as he kneaded his fingers over her flesh, but
the grainy annoyance wasn’t enough to cause her pain. Besides, she
was too lost in his touch to care.

Ceana rubbed her breasts along his chest. He
was so warm that her body practically drank in his heat. Knowing he
was part wolf turned her on. How could she pass up an experience
like this? Especially when Ian moved his lips so expertly and when
his touch was so damned powerful?

Animalistic sounds came from him and he
grabbed her forcibly by the hips, pulling her pussy down against
his clothed cock. The thick shaft pressed tightly against his wet
pants and he ground her against it, rocking her as he arched back.
The gesture broke their kiss. Ian growled loud and long, pulling
and pushing her wildly as if he couldn’t stop. His cock only grew
bigger with each pass.

Ceana clawed his chest, liking the wild ride
too much to protest. She just let him have his way, unable to
really do anything to stop his superior strength. His beautiful
body worked beneath hers, the muscles rippling like a beautiful
current under her hands. His face hardened and fangs sprouted
between his lips. With a roar, he trembled. The length of his hair
grew, fanning out over his face. His eyes yellowed and glowed with
an exciting power and danger. Little hairs spouted out of his chest
and she curled her fingers into them, holding on as he worked her
toward a tumultuous climax.

“Ah,” she cried, shaking violently against
the hard mass pressing into her. The friction stimulated her clit
until she could take no more. Ian jerked as she came and she
wondered if he was releasing himself into his pants.

“Ceana,” he growled in the back of his
throat, only to whisper. “It’s you, isn’t it? You’re who I’ve been
looking for.”

“I sure am,” she said in response to his odd
love-talk. “I’m exactly who you’ve been looking for.”

 



Chapter Three

 

Ian couldn’t believe his luck as he stared
in awe at the woman above him. She was human, he smelled that
clearly, but it was her. She had to be the one! Ceana was the woman
he’d been searching for. He’d suspected that moment in the water,
when they were both under and she’d stared at him. Her eyes had
taken on the silver light of the moon.

But, he wasn’t sure until he saw her face,
as she rode above him in passion, her hair drying in golden long
waves about her pale, perfect skin. It was her. She was alive and
had taken him again from the depths of the ocean.

Reincarnated?

Time travel?

Did it matter?

His cock throbbed beneath her, ready for
more. How did this happen? Was he dead? Dreaming? Insane? Again,
what did it matter? The human woman was on top of him, her gorgeous
body naked and proud and willing to do his bidding. The beast
desperately wanted to come out and play, but he kept it back. He
would not hurt her, couldn’t hurt her.

“You are not…” She hesitated, looking down
in what could only have been disappointment. “You are not done, are
you? That is it?”

The woman had just come, screaming into the
night and she wanted more? Ian grinned. He could definitely do
more. In fact, he’d bet even money he could outlast the poor
thing.

“Trust me, I can go for nights,” he assured
her. “You’d just better hope you don’t get too tired before I’m
ready to stop.”

Her brow rose at the challenge and he could
instantly smell how the idea excited her. Licking her lips, she
stood. “Hmm, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a man who claimed
that. He was a sore disappointment.”

Ian’s gut tightened and a feeling of
possessiveness came over him. He did not want to hear about other
men being inside her body. Rolling up from the ground, he stood,
his hands instantly on his pants to take them off. “By the time I’m
done, you will not remember there being any others.”

The woman had the nerve to laugh at his
claim.

“You think that funny?” Ian pushed his pants
from his hips, freeing his cock and her laughter instantly died. He
grinned wickedly and grabbed his thick shaft. Her rounded eyes
stared at the massive weapon he sported between his thighs. It
wasn’t the first time he’d gotten that reaction. An enormous cock
and the innate ability to know how to wield it was just another
perk of being Prince of the Lycans.

“Ahhh,” she breathed heavily, her
mouth hanging open. He stared at her full lips. They were so lush
and inviting. Territorial feelings burst forth in him and he wanted
to lay his scent on the woman so no other lycan would dare to touch
her without his express permission.

“You dare to laugh at my claim?” The
dominant beast inside him surged forth, showing itself once more in
little physical signs—the hair on his chest, the longer locks about
his head, the fangs, his eyes, the lengthening of his already
engorged cock. Unable to control himself, he ordered her, “Crawl
forward to me. Show me how much you want me. Take my cock in your
mouth and suck it so I come in your throat.”

If it had been any woman from his clan,
she’d have done so instantly, excitedly, willingly. This woman
arched a brow at the order. “Ah, I was going to until you said
that. Now you can suck your own cock.”

“Ceana…”

“What?” She lay on her back and looked up at
the stars. “You actually think you can order me about like that and
I won’t take offense? Crawl to me? Like I am some cuttlefish
following the school? I don’t care who or what you are, Ian, I
refuse to have my life controlled.” Then under her breath, she
said, “My life is too controlled as it is without you telling me
what to do.”

“I am a prince among my people,” he said,
unsure what to say to the rest. No one had ever questioned his
command before.

“And I’m queen of the ocean,” she returned.
“So I think you should bow to me.”

“I do not bow to women,” he exclaimed. Ian
glanced around, tempted to do just that if it meant getting her
back into his arms. What a fool he was! But he couldn’t help it. It
was in his nature to dominate. He didn’t sense any of his clan
around and turned back to her.

“Then, you might want to continue up the
beach.” Ceana put her hands behind her head and bent her knees,
bathing in the moonlight. Her thighs parted, giving him a full view
of her wet pussy. “I’m sure there is some weak-minded lady just
waiting for a stud like you to make her night.”

Ian didn’t move. She was serious!

“Go on, then,” she said. “Shoo.”

Ian growled. The woman jolted some but
didn’t change her position on the ground. “You think you can
dismiss me that easily?”

Pushing up on her elbows, she whispered,
“Crawl to me. Show me how serious you are.” She parted her thighs
wider.

Ian cursed himself, even as he fell to his
knees and crawled forward. Lust ran rampant through him, fueled by
the moon and the sea. Damn his Cancerian nature! How easily his
body was influenced by both. And the sexy goddess, who’d emerged
from the ocean like a gift from his rulers, didn’t do much for his
control.

Ian crawled to her, nipping at her thigh as
he was drawn to lick her pussy. Letting his long tongue flick, he
got his first taste of her sweetness. He meant to tease her into
submission, but that one taste left him mindless for more. Licking,
he did it again and again, each time pressing harder until his
mouth was flat against her clit and he was sucking and working her
body for all it had.

Ceana grabbed his hair, pulling it hard as
she bucked against him. He pushed her legs open wider with a
confident shove, licking and sucking at her wet clit, nibbling it.
His tongue worked along her folds, probing and pushing just right.
Only when she was crying out for more, begging him to let her come,
did he give her what she needed. Her cries rang out over his head.
Ian slipped his tongue into her, getting an intimate taste. Her
body clutched him, as she shook with a rocky climax.

 

Ceana breathed hard, amazed at the force
with which he commanded her body. She knew he wouldn’t leave, not
in the middle of what they were about. No man would. They were
simple creatures in that way—even this sexy wolf man.

Ian pulled away from her, instantly moving
up her body. She let him explore, enjoying the rough feel of his
mouth on her chest. He devoured her breasts, nicking her with his
teeth. It stung, but felt so good she wanted him to do it again.
Amazedly, when he was between her thighs, he’d only given her
pleasure, not pain. Ian groaned, licking the wound before sucking a
good portion of her breast deep into his hot mouth.

“I want you to suck me,” he said against her
chest. “Please.”

“That’s better,” she purred, pushing him
over. Little grains of sand fell down her back as she rose above
him. “That’s a good little wolf man.”

Ceana crawled down his body. His arousal
strained, thick with need, over the soft globes of his balls. She
stroked it several times with her hands, feeling the impossibly
huge length of it. Then, leaning over, brought the ruddy tip of his
shaft to her mouth. She licked the cock head, swirling her
tongue.

It was a strange game they played. But she
loved that she had complete command over him. There was freedom in
being with Ian, but also a sadness because it wouldn’t last past
one night. She could do anything because tomorrow it wouldn’t
matter. There were no commitments, no unnecessary talk of love and
emotions. It was like they had a silent understanding. They both
needed to be touched, to feel, to fuck. This was just pure,
animalistic sex. It was all it could ever be.

She took his balls in her hand. Squeezing
gently, she elicited a moan of masculine approval. Slowly, she
trailed her lips down one side of his shaft with light, tormenting
kisses only to come back up the other.

“Ah, sweet torment,” he growled, gripping at
the sand on either side of him. His fist hit the ground hard
several times and his body tensed.

Finally, she took him into her mouth. Her
teeth lightly grazed along his shaft as she fitted him as deep as
he would go. She kept one hand on his balls, the other on his shaft
to help accommodate his giant length.

He grunted in satisfaction as she blew
lightly and sucked heavily in turn. Ceana sucked harder and he
growled. His hands dove into her hair and jerked her down hard,
nearly gagging her with his length. She pulled back and he did it
again before she could brace her hands to the ground. With a yell,
he came, squirting seed down her throat as he held her mouth to his
cock. The salty taste of him was too good and she didn’t protest as
she swallowed him down.

Ceana had to admit his need to control
excited her. It was a battle of the wills, one she knew neither of
them would win. Too bad there wasn’t more time to play. Already the
moon was traveling across the sky. Soon she would be driven back
into the ocean to live out her fate.

He let go and she pulled off with a gasp.
Ian looked concerned, even through his passion-hazed features. “Did
I hurt you?”

“I told you,” she said, crawling on top of
him and resting against his naked, warm body. She lay still as
their bodies cooled and their heartbeats returned to normal. It was
nice to be held. She really missed the closeness of human contact,
the companionship, just hearing another voice. Taking a deep
breath, she finished softly, “There is nothing you can do that will
cause me harm.”

 

Ceana sighed, resting on Ian in the
aftermath of their pleasure. His cock lay sated along his thigh,
only slightly engorged as it pressed against her. His muscled chest
rippled gorgeously beneath his tanned flesh and she cuddled into
him. A cool breeze came from the ocean, but he was warm enough for
the both of them. She liked the feel of his muscles beneath her
cheek. In fact, she felt so relaxed she fell asleep. When she
awoke, it was to the gentle kneading of Ian’s hands on her lower
back and the poke of his rising shaft against her lower
stomach.

His mouth nuzzled her neck, as he lightly
kissed her. His voice deep and a little hoarse, “Did you get enough
rest?”

Ceana mumbled, managing to get out,
“Mmm-hmm.”

“Are you ready for more?” She looked up at
him. He was still breathing hard but he managed to give her a
lopsided grin.

“Mmm-hmm,” Ceana answered with a laugh,
snuggling against him once more.

“Good, my ocean queen, because I want to
give you more. Much more.”

Ceana stiffened. His tone was different. It
wasn’t quite as domineering and it had become almost tender,
caressing. No, she was just sleepy and sated. That was all. Nothing
had changed. This was still just a fling. The words implied
nothing.

Unless he, like the others, thinks to be
falling in love with me.

Regret washed over her and he stiffened, as
if sensing it.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Do not love me,” she said.

“What?” he sounded surprised.

“I don’t want you falling in love with me.”
She looked up, showing him with her expression just how serious she
was. “Nothing will come of this. Nothing ever comes of this.”

“Mmm, why don’t we talk about it in the
morning,” he said, his tone low with meaning. Ceana couldn’t help
but laugh as he pushed his cock along her thigh. “I want to give
you something first. Then you can tell me all about how I can’t
fall in love with you and why a relationship would never work out
between us and how we’re just too different—you human, me
lycan.”

“Ian—”

“Later,” he hushed.

“Fine, later.” Ceana knew there would be no
later. If he refused to hear her now, what could she do about it?
He’d discover there was no later soon enough—like when he awoke in
the morning, completely abandoned. Hopefully, he’d convince himself
she was just a dream.

“You’re not regretting this, are you?” he
asked.

“Mmm, no,” she answered. It was partly true.
She didn’t regret it in the way he meant. She did regret that it
could only be one night, that in the morning her curse would renew
itself and she’d find herself alone in the dark, cold ocean. Ceana
glanced up at him and smiled, not pulling away from his strong
chest. “There are so few pleasures in life. I don’t see a reason to
regret what ones we do get.”

“That’s a very bleak outlook.”

“Shhh,” she ordered, covering his mouth with
her hand. To emphasize her meaning, she reached between his thighs
and grabbed his cock. She ran her fingers over the length the best
she could in her position. It pulsed with life in her palm. “I
don’t want to talk about this anymore. There is so little night
left. I want to play.”

Ian opened his mouth and sucked a couple
fingers between his teeth. Pleasure shot into her, moving like
liquid ecstasy down her arm to her breasts then farther to her sex.
Tingling erupted between her thighs as they eagerly came to
attention.

“I like the sweet smell of your pussy,
Ceana,” he said, the words muffled by her hand. “And I liked the
taste even more.”

She began the thorough process of kissing
the span of his chest. Stopping by each nipple, she licked the
little buds hard. Straddling his naked waist, she rubbed her
swollen clit along his hard stomach and skated her fingers over his
neck and chest, tickling him with the light caress. He visibly
shivered and his eyes narrowed in golden response.

“I like your eyes,” she whispered. Never had
she felt so free, so open with someone. “They’re so dangerous and
powerful. I bet nothing could hurt you.”

“There are things.” His tone was absent as
his eyes closed.

“The ocean,” she said, remembering how she
saved him. His muscles strained beautifully and the heat radiating
off his chest warmed her hands as they brushed against him.

“Yes, that is one of the few.”

Lifting her arms over her head, she
stretched, lengthening her body as she rocked her hips back and
forth on his stomach. He stared at her breasts, watching them
bounce with her gentle movements.

“This is torture,” he growled, reaching for
her breasts. His hot gaze stared into her.

Ceana laughed, bringing her arms down to
touch him once more. Her ass slid back, hitting his erection. It
pressed into her and she wiggled against it. His cock was indeed
fiery hot. Her sex stung at the intimate contact. She gasped as he
grabbed her face and pulled her roughly to his mouth. Her heart lurched. Tremors hit her,
shivering a wayward path over her skin. She’d never been so aroused
in her life. Ian kissed her deep, stealing her already
ragged breath.

He moved
her easily as they made love, touching her everywhere, roaming his
hands over her flesh as he worked his mouth from one breast to the
other. He stared up at her, a ravenous smile on his handsome
features. His eyes glistened with the threat of his lycan side.
Pleasure racked through her
body as he gently sucked her nipples. She was awash with
sensations, the salty smell of the sea, the pleasure of his
touch. Moisture ran in a hot torrent down her thighs.

Ian flipped her over so his weight was
pressing her into the sand. He rubbed his cock along her hip,
searing her with his heat. She parted her thighs, eager for that
first thrust. The whole night had built to this moment, this time
when he would show her just how much her body could take of the
powerful wolf man. Her stomach tensed, as she became almost
frightened by the size of him. His cock had choked her mouth and
she knew it would fill her pussy to the brink.

With a groan, Ian stretched her, easing his
cock head into her. Suddenly, he stopped moving, stiffening. His
muscles became as hard as rocks. More of the dark brown fur covered
his skin and long teeth grew from his mouth until he was almost
every inch a lycan. The scene should have scared her, but Ceana
found it did quite the opposite. It aroused her further. The tip of
his cock stretched her wider and she knew that part of him grew as
well. He was breathing hard, panting as if he was seconds away from
pounding roughly into her. His golden eyes focused on her, full of
questions.

“Do it.” Ceana didn’t know what prompted the
whisper to escape her lips. Maybe it was the knowledge that this
may never happen again. Maybe it was the night air, or the full
moon. “Don’t be afraid. Fuck me.”

His muscles
flexed as he angled his hips to hers. Slowly, Ian thrust his hard
cock inside her, prying her apart with his heavy length. Ceana
gasped as he filled her up. She rocked her hips, working him in
shallow strokes as he broke her open to him. Thrusting up, she took
him to the hilt. Ian roared and lost control. In a frenzy, he took
her, pumping his hips fast and hard into her. Ceana moaned, calling
for more.

The fit,
combined with their night full of love play was too much.
Ceana shook, orgasming so hard her teeth chattered. Ian howled,
stiffening inside her as he released his seed. A long moment passed
before Ian moved and regained control over his body. His breathing
slowed down and his body gradually made the transformation back
from the wolf man. When he looked completely human once more,
except for his dangerously lit eyes, he pulled out of her and
collapsed at her side.

A soft moan
left her lips and she mumbled incoherently, not even sure what it
was she was trying to say to him. All she knew is that she felt
good—really good. Ian cradled her in his arms.

“I can’t stay too much longer,” she
whispered, closing her eyes. “Morning approaches.”

“Just try to get away,” he answered, holding
her tighter.

 


 



Chapter Four

 

Ceana awoke with a jolt. Breathing hard, she
looked from Ian’s slumbering, naked body to the sunrise. The rays
were just beginning to peek over the horizon. Panicked, she turned
back to look at Ian once more. He was gorgeous, the soft orange
glow of morning caressing his tanned flesh. A small, almost
lecherous smile curled the sides of his lips, but his eyes were
closed.

Her heart beat heavily in her chest. She
didn’t want to leave him, but with the sunrise she had no choice.
It wouldn’t do to be discovered as a mermaid on land. She’d be
unable to defend herself and the surface air would dry out her
fins, causing great pain.

Besides, what would Ian do if he discovered
what she was?

She licked her lips, wanting to kiss him.
But, did she dare wake him to say goodbye? At the thought, her
heart twinged and she felt tears stinging her eyes. Ceana didn’t
want to say goodbye. She was tired of the ocean, of swimming, of
leaving. She wanted to stay on land.

Touching a lock of his sand-caked hair, she
mouthed, “Until another life, sweet man wolf.”

What more was there to say?

Ceana stood, having no intention of waking
him. Let him think her a dream, or a one-night stand. She didn’t
want him looking for her in the sea, didn’t want him to know what
she was—a cursed mermaid. Her stomach knotted as the sadness
overwhelmed her, and as she walked the pain seared her deep inside.
It didn’t matter. She could well live with the ache for the memory
of creating it would last forever.

The wind blew her dry hair, knocking the
granules of sand off her body. The salty smell of the ocean was all
around, punctuated by the call of birds. In the distance, rocks
jutted out of the water. She hadn’t seen them in the night, but now
their outlines grew clearly up from the watery surface. Seashells,
sand dollars and long strings of seaweed lined the shoreline,
having been washed up in the night. There was even a shark’s tooth,
its black outline stark against the bleached sand. Stepping into a
tidal pool, she purposefully missed a starfish. Leaning over, she
picked it up and tossed it back out into the water where it would
be safe from beachcombers. She did the same with a few live sand
dollars.

Turning around, she saw Ian was still
asleep, his godlike body sprawled out on the sand. The cold ocean
hit her feet. She couldn’t put it off much longer. It was time to
go home, to her sunken ship beneath the waves where she could
pretend to sit in her captain’s chair and stare at the little items
she’d collected over the years.

Her body straight, Ceana walked into the
ocean. The waves cleaned her even as they wetted her hair. Her
flesh tingled and she dove under the waves, curling her arms as she
swam away from shore. She waited for her skin to change, for the
fins to take over her body once more. Not thinking, she just kept
going as she always did after the full moon. The water couldn’t
hurt her. Nothing could hurt her.

Suddenly, a cramp seized her leg. She
gulped, stopping in the middle of the deep water to grab her side.
Kicking, she tried to stay on the surface. But the more she kicked,
the more her body tired. Ceana drifted down beneath the water,
staring at her legs in shock. There was still two. Where were her
fins? Her tail? Her gills? What was happening to her? She spread
her arms wide, fighting back up to take breath. She’d swum far away
from shore. The sun was peeking over the horizon, almost a full
globe.

“Help.” The sound was a whisper as she
pumped her arms and legs. She started to cry. “Help!”

She was going to drown and something told
her that this time there would be no coming back. Instinct kicked
in and she struggled for shore. Her body ached, but she pushed on.
It was no use. It was too far to swim. She was going to drown.

Gulping a lungful of air, she let out a
hysterical laugh and yelled, “Finally, you old sea hag! Finally I
am free of your curse!” Tears streamed over her face as she swam a
little farther only to stop and float on her back. The waves rocked
her back and forth. “The gods have blessed me. Do you hear me,
Urbana? You can no longer have me. I am free of you, old hag. I am
free of this ocean. The gods have taken pity on me and are going to
let me end my life!”

Ceana laughed again. The sun shone upon her
naked body as she floated on the endless sea that had been her
prison for so long.

“I am no longer your prisoner,” she
whispered. “My death will free me.”

* * * * *

The gods have blessed me. Do you hear…?

Ian frowned, sitting up. His body tingled,
on guard.

…can no longer have me. I am
free…

Seagulls squawked when he moved, singing
their horrible sound so loud he cursed them for interrupting.

“Ceana?” His senses were alert and he stood
to hear the words, so soft and faint.

The gods have taken pity on me and are going
to let me end my life!

“Ceana, no! Where are you?” He looked all
around the shoreline. And then, a sick feeling in his stomach, he
looked at the water. Is that what she’d been doing out in the water
the night before, only to stop when she saw him drowning? Was she
killing herself? Is that why she slept with him so eagerly the
night before? Why she claimed they could not be together in the
morning, that he wasn’t to love her, that she didn’t want to talk
about it?

His heart thundered loud in his ears. He
took a deep breath, trying to pick up her scent as he charged the
waters. The faintest trace of her invaded him, reminding his body
of their night together. Passion stirred with fear and he
mindlessly went after her to save her.

“Ceana, hold on,” he said, diving beneath
the surface.

I just found you again. I can’t lose you
now. Hold on, baby. I’m coming for you!

Churning his arms through the water, he
didn’t stop to think as he swam out into water. The sun was rising
over the surface and he saw a glint of blonde on the water. Ceana
wasn’t moving, but she was floating. Then, to his horror, he
watched as she slipped beneath the surface.

Acting on pure instinct and no thought for
himself, he dove for her. Going deeper and deeper into the darker
depths of the water, his eyes shifted to see. The salt water stung
them even in their enhanced form.

He caught a glimpse of her blonde hair and
reached for it. The small hold was enough. Pulling her hair, he
drew her closer, grabbing another fistful of the silky locks and
then another as he reeled her toward him. Ian kicked, his lungs
burning, as he pulled her toward the surface. As soon as he broke
the surface of the water, he hooked her about the neck and drew her
up against his chest. Her already pale face was tinged with blue
and her lips weren’t moving. Trying to carry her and swim at the
same time, he worked his way back to shore.

It seemed like forever until he got her on
her back in the sand. She was still naked and the blue had worked
its way down her slender frame. Running his hand over her neck, he
reached to feel for her heartbeat even as he blew air into her
mouth.

Ceana coughed, spouting water out of her
mouth. Her eyelids fluttered only to close. She was unconscious,
but Ian could hear the faint beating of her heart. Her chest rose
and fell in shallow breaths.

Closing his eyes, he concentrated on his
brothers, and called to them, Roark, James!

Ugh, yeah, I’m up! James’ voice
answered. Even though it was in his head, Ian knew his brother had
been sleeping.

Argh, what is it? I’m busy, Roark
complained. And both of them are gorgeous.

I need you, Ian interrupted.
Now.

Are you hurt? James demanded.

No, just come quickly. And bring a change
of clothes. Ian touched Ceana’s face, willing her to look at
him. She didn’t. But, at least she was breathing. That was
something.

If you’ve gotten yourself into that
kind of trouble, just walk it off, Roark protested. These
two are…oh, damn that feels good. Ahem, these two are really into
me. I think I’m in love.

You’re always in love, said
James.

And I think that your future queen may be
dying! Ian screamed at them.

He felt the mindlink between them stir and
knew his brothers were finally compelled into action.

You didn’t, James growled. Not
Meghan! Ian, you can’t. She’s a conniving, manipulative—

Damn it, just get here! Ian cut them
out of his mind, not wanting to talk about it. He hadn’t meant to
say that Ceana would be his queen, but as he looked at her, he knew
that’s what he wanted. She was the woman he’d been looking for.

You have to be her, he thought. I
know you are. I finally found you again and this time I’m not
letting you out of my sight.

* * * * *

Ceana gasped, her lungs burning from
breathing in sea water. Her body was sore and battered. All around
her was darkness and then she heard it. The faint cackling of
Urbana behind her jolted her and she opened her eyes to see the wet
sand under her hands.

“What?” She tried to push up, the scene
around her all too familiar. How could this be? Was it a dream? A
nightmare? Was this hell?

In horror, she turned to see the long,
slender form of the witch. Her clothes washed like waves over her
body and her flesh was as translucent as water. Inside her chest
small eels swam where her heart should have been. Had she been
human, her pale, blue face would have been beautiful. But the witch
wasn’t human. She was evil.

Angry waves lashed out from the depths of
the ocean, as the old sea witch pointed her finger toward the
shore. Ceana screamed as her body hit the rocks. Her gown was torn
and as soon as she saw the crimson edging along the earthen ground,
she knew where she was.

She was in the past.

Her past.

Her body ached as it had that night she was
cursed. The witch came closer. She could feel the evil being. Death
was close. She thought of Ian, of drowning along the shore. What
now? Was she to start over? Why now? Why start over? Had she missed
something along the way? Something important?

“You will pay for taking him from me!” the
witch cried, as the water tossed her again.

Him?

“Kerrigan,” she whispered. Her brother. He
was safe. Too sore to cry, she lay with her face in the sand. It
hurt to breathe, which worked to her advantage as it kept the water
out of her lungs. The wave pulled back, dragging her limp body
along the sandy shore. Her flesh was raw from the rough texture of
the pebbles grinding against it and the wounds stung unmercifully
from the salt water. The harsh cackle of the witch echoed in her
head as the world darkened.

“Awaken!” the witch ordered as she flipped
Ceana on her back.

A snakelike pull wrapped her ankles as the
water took on a life of its own, holding her legs together. Two
more magical strands of water grabbed her wrists. Even though she
knew what was going to happen, she still felt the fear she’d felt
the first time. The water held her, its hold like liquid shackles
against her limbs that grew out in long, thick ropes to the sea.
She struggled, but could not free herself. A horrible fish with
sharp teeth swam up the thick tube of water that led to her
body.

“Cancer, I call to you!” the witch yelled.
Her body glowed, the eerie silvery blue light shining from her,
into the surrounding ocean, only to craw up the liquid chains.
“Help me to curse this creature who trespasses against your loyal
follower.”

Ceana’s body was jerked higher into the air
and she dangled from her shackles as if held on an invisible
cross.

“By the formidable power of the Cancerian
Crab, I condemn you, mortal, to immortality. You will live beneath
the waves, in your brother’s place. If I can’t have him, I will
have you. The sea will be your home and the full moon your only
respite. Only one can break this curse. One so rare you should
never find him. You must find the love from one of land, born under
the sign of Cancer, born of the night, ruled by the moon. Only he
can break this spell. Only his pure love can set you free.”

The hag cackled again, throwing her hand
into the air. Droplets flew out of her as an eel jumped from her
chest. Ceana screamed, but it was no use. The eel hit her face and
dissipated into her body. Seconds later, purple fins sprouted from
her forearms, the color threaded with soft white and silver like a
seashell. The flesh of her arms was molded around it, holding the
fins on. Her neck ripped open, as gills formed in her throat. She
tried to claw at them, but couldn’t reach them. Next, her thighs
stuck together underneath her gown. Scales grew over her legs,
molding them into a silvery purple tail. Finally, her feet shifted
and a long caudal fin unraveled at the bottom, as thin as wet
silk.

“It is done. You are mine!” Urbana yelled
triumphantly. Her body burst into a million beads of water. Ceana
screamed as she was flung through the air into the ocean. The water
shackles let go and she sailed through the air. And, as her body
hit the surface with a hard smack, she gulped.

 

Ceana sat up, confused as she looked around.
She was in a bed. A thick, white comforter covered her legs and a
strange style of furniture was in the room. It looked like wood,
but she’d never seen bedposts carved in such a way.

“Not real,” she gasped, remembering her
dream of the ocean. It felt real, but it couldn’t be. She was safe.
She was here in the…

Ceana looked around. Where exactly was she?
Sun shone through large pieces of material over the windows.
Spreading her legs, she found they were human. She touched her
arms, running her fingers over them. Her fins were gone. Next she
looked for gills. Nope. They were gone as well.

Her body was still and yet she felt dizzy.
The room spun around her. Centuries had passed since she’d been in
sunlight as a human—long, long centuries.

The knowledge was too much. Her body was
weak from her ordeal. She let the darkness have her as she fell
back on the bed.


Chapter Five

 

Ian closed his eyes as the hot water hit his
body. The warm water wasn’t helping cool his ardor, but he couldn’t
force himself to turn the temperature down. After a night on the
beach, he’d discovered sand in some unusual places. Thinking of it,
he smiled, remembering the feel of his mystery woman on his
cock.

His brothers were down in the kitchen,
waiting for him to get cleaned up. Ian chuckled, let them wait for
him. Right now, the soap felt too good against his body. Closing
his eyes, he imagined that the soft lather was Ceana’s hands
running over him, teasing him.

Oh, how he wanted to fuck her again! Taking
her hard and long, making her come over and over again. The lycan
in him begged for release. One taste of her wasn’t enough. It would
never be enough. He wanted more.

His cock strained, caressed by the hot
water. Running his soapy hands down, he grabbed it hard, wishing it
was her fingers fisting the turgid length. Turning, he hit his head
hard against the shower’s wall. He was too far gone in his passion
to care.

Ian thrust his hips, keeping both fists
closed around his cock as he pumped back and forth. The soap made
them slick, just like Ceana’s sweet pussy. He let the fantasy take
over, squeezing and turning his hands.

In his mind, she moaned, begged, pleaded
with him to take her. Ian grinned. It was a fantasy, after all.

Take me, master, the imagined Ceana
begged. Fuck me with your giant cock. Break me open. Conquer me.
I am your willing slave.

Ian groaned. He had a feeling the real Ceana
would never be so submissive, but he didn’t care. What he did care
was that she wasn’t really there. He wanted her before him.

Moaning, he jerked, spilling his seed. He
fell to his knees, the hot water hitting his head. Never had
masturbating done that to him—made him so weak he couldn’t stand.
Ian remained on the shower floor, awed by the feelings that coursed
inside him for the mysterious woman.

“Ceana,” he whispered, unable to do anything
else. “Sweet, Ceana.”

* * * * *

“Are you crazy?” James demanded, looking
across the table at Ian. “You plan on taking that woman as your
bride? Did you not hear what she was mumbling all the way back from
the beach?”

Ian didn’t answer, as he thought of the
woman upstairs in his bed. Both brothers were at his table, looking
worn from a night of drinking and sex, not to mention the fact that
they had to run the beach to find him and then help him cart Ceana
back to town in his SUV. They also managed to get her into his
bed.

She was still breathing and her color was
better, but Ian was still worried. He tried to listen for her, but
heard nothing. Ceana was sleeping.

Sleeping in his home, his bed.

Naked.

Ian shivered, feeling his desire for her
surge forth anew. His blood was hot, near the point of boiling out
of his veins. He wanted to go to her, but what could he do? She was
sleeping.

Taking a deep breath, he ignored James’
continuing lecture and looked around his kitchen. Ian’s home was
styled in the old Victorian period, popular in the Oregon coastal
city. The large kitchen had high ceilings and pale cream walls that
showcased one of his prized possessions—a range stove from the
mid-1800s combining a broiler and an oven. True to period, the
cast-iron frame was faced with gray soapstone and inlaid with
brass. It required a chimney for exhaust. Bricks encased the stove
in an sunken part of the wall along the side of the room. The unit
wasn’t really efficient to the modern era, but Ian kept it anyway.
A lot of his cooking was done on flat burners hidden within the
butcher block on the counter, or out on the grill. Living on the
coast made seafood barbeques a way of life for him and his
clan.

Parquet wood floors and large rugs covered
the house. Semicircle windows arched above longer windows. Large
portraits and fancy brown satin drapes graced the parlor. His
brothers often teased him about his taste in décor, calling him as
talented as a woman when it came to housekeeping. Ian couldn’t help
it if he had taste—unlike James who lived in a loft with his
paintings, or Roark who preferred moving around. Every house he’d
been to that Roark owned had boxes stacked in it, ready to be
unpacked.

“Ian!” James demanded, drawing Ian’s
attention back at the hard, loud tone. “Are you even
listening?”

Ian chuckled to himself. “Uh, no, not
really.”

Roark chuckled, taking a swig of his beer.
It was early in the day, but none of them cared.

“Please, try and pay attention,” James said.
“The woman is crazy. You heard her. She kept talking about
fish—”

“Mermaids,” Roark broke in, grinning.

James sighed, continuing, “Mermaids and
witches and wanting to die in the sea. Now my guess is she’s
escaped from an asylum and is suicidal.”

“Ah, they don’t call them asylums anymore,”
Roark offered, smiling angelically even though they all knew he was
just trying to annoy James. It worked.

“I don’t care what they call them. Political
correctness is a bunch of crap. It’s ruining our language and—”

“Here he goes again,” Ian muttered to Roark.
“And he calls her the crazy one.”

“Fine, you asked for it. I’ll be blunt.”
Placing his palms flat on the table, James said carefully, “If you
take her as your bride and she’s crazy, the O’Connell clan will not
follow you. They will ridicule you as a weak future king. As much
as I loathe her, Meghan would make a better choice.”

Ian frowned. James often spoke with a level
head when it came to matters of the clan. Sometimes he thought that
James should’ve been in line to be king, not he. But his father
once told him that James was too serious and didn’t have enough
heart.

Regardless, James was smart and he knew what
to say to make Ian listen. The opinion of his people would persuade
him. Not because he felt the need to be liked personally, but
because unrest in the clan would lead to trouble and disharmony. It
was hard enough keeping men ruled by the wolf in line without
giving them an excuse to fight.

“James, enough, put us out of our misery
already. It’s too early for sermons. I only said that to aggravate
you,” Ian lied. “And to wake your asses up to help me.”

“Are you sure? Your mark on her was strong,”
James insisted.

“I was drunk.” Ian stood and crossed to the
fridge. Roark whistled holding up his can. Grabbing a beer, Ian
tossed it behind him in his youngest brother’s direction. Roark
caught it and popped the top in one fluid motion. “And horny.”

“So you just fucked her?” James asked.

Ian closed his eyes, not letting his
brothers see his expression as he hid his face behind the
refrigerator door. “Fucked her” seemed so crass, but that is what
he’d done, wasn’t it? He’d taken her in shifted form and he’d taken
her hard. As he thought of fucking her, a hard surge of desire came
over him again. He’d already masturbated once in the shower to the
thought of her. Taking a bottle of juice, he shut the door and
pushed back his damp hair, feeling a little bit of the sand from
the beach in the locks. He must have missed it when he’d been busy
pleasuring himself in the shower.

“Well?” James said.

“Yeah,” Ian growled. “I told you as much,
now quit looking for details like a gossiping woman. When the time
comes to marry, I’ll make sure she’s a sweet little rosebud with no
problems and the makings of a queen.”

“Oh, that should take you only forever,”
Roark mumbled.

“Roark, this one believes in mermaids,”
James said. “Mermaids! They just can’t exist. With as long as we’ve
been here, you know we would’ve seen one by now.”

“I thought I saw Bigfoot once,” Roark
offered James. “Turned out just to be your hairy ass running in the
forest.”

Ian gave Roark a high five. James
frowned.

“This is serious,” James insisted.

“Everything with you is,” Roark said. Ian
kept his mouth shut. Roark was only saying what he, himself, was
thinking. “You don’t believe in mermaids because you’ve never seen
them. The humans don’t believe in us because they’ve never seen us.
Are you saying that we aren’t real?”

“For the love of dick! Did you just have a
logical thought?” James exclaimed.

Ian laughed. “For the love of dick?”

“Is there something you’d like to tell us?”
Roark asked.

James grinned. “You like that? I read it in
a book where the author coined the phrase. I think it’s going to
catch on.”

“With women, maybe,” Ian said. “I don’t know
if you should be repeating it in front of the guys.”

“What books are you reading?” Roark
chuckled, raising his brows and giving his brother a strange
look.

“Pisces Phenomenon by Mandy M.
Roth—wait, did you hear that?” James stood, his head tilted to the
side.

Instantly Ian was to his feet, running out
of the kitchen only to sprint up the stairs to his bedroom. Sounds
of a struggle became louder the closer he got to his door. Ceana
screamed, a high-pitched, bloodcurdling sound of terror.

“Ceana!” Ian yelled, kicking open his door.
Claws grew from the tips of his fingers and his fangs lengthened.
He was ready to fight. His eyes darted to the bed and he stopped
cold. “Meghan? What are you doing here?”

“I came to apologize for last night, but you
didn’t answer your door when I knocked and then I heard a scream…”
Meghan stood next to Ceana, who was still out of it, thrashing and
moaning in her nightmarish sleep about being turned into a
mermaid.

Ian went to her and laid a hand on her head.
Instantly, she stopped moving and settled once more.

“Meghan?” James and Roark repeated at the
same time from the door.

“Shh, let’s get out of here,” Ian ordered.
He stroked back Ceana’s hair gently only to stop as he felt
Meghan’s eyes burning into him. Glancing at her, he watched her
quickly hide her jealousy with a vacant smile. “She needs
sleep.”

Striding out of the room, he didn’t wait to
see if Meghan followed.

Wonderful! Just grand! Meghan’s anger and
jealousy is the last thing I need to deal with right now. The woman
will probably spread the news of Ceana’s ramblings to the whole
clan by nightfall.

And no doubt she’ll expand upon it as
well, James’ voice invaded.

Ian sighed. He’d forgotten to guard the
thoughts from his brothers. Kicking James out of his head, he led
the way down the stairs, making sure Meghan followed them. She did,
but a pout was on her full lips and she didn’t look too
pleased.

“Now’s not a good time, Meghan,” Ian said,
just wanting the woman gone.

“But…” She glanced up the stairs. Then,
frowning, she glared at Ian.

“Ah, well, look at that. I left my beer in
the kitchen,” Roark said, grabbing James and hauling him to the
other room to give Ian privacy.

Ian kept his eyes trained on Meghan. “I
never promised you anything. In fact, I believe I remember telling
you that nothing would come of us. I’ve only been brutally honest
with you. If you didn’t listen, that is your own doing. Not
mine.”

“That was fifty years ago!” she exclaimed.
“So, what? You’ve just been using me all these years? And now you
think you can just toss me aside because you find some little bimbo
piece of driftwood in the ocean? You dare to bring her here and
fuck her?”

“This is my house and I’ll fuck whoever I
want in it. Don’t pretend to be the victim. You have used my
position within the clan to your advantage. I know that you require
some of the others to do you favors. I know that you’ve threatened
to rip other women’s throats out of their necks if they talked to
me again. I’ve tolerated your insolence and your highhandedness
because you were my lover. But no more. It’s over, Meghan. I should
have stopped you when I first heard the rumors decades ago. You
will never be queen. And so help me, if you act in such a way
again, I will have you brought up on charges and tried by the whole
clan.”

“How dare you!” she gasped. “You can’t
discard me like a piece of trash!”

“Meghan, please, don’t do this. We had some
good times and you’ve enjoyed them as much as I have. Go, find a
young lycan with virile blood and settle down.”

Meghan screeched at the top of her lungs,
screaming at him as she stormed for the front door. She flung it
open behind her and ran out, cursing him the whole way. Ian took a
deep breath.

“That went well,” Roark said from the
doorway.

Ian turned, both brothers were standing
there, obviously having listened.

“She’s not done,” James warned.

“Yes, she is,” Ian assured him.

“Ahh!”

This time the scream was from Ceana
upstairs. Ian growled, angry at Meghan for her tirade. It only woke
Ceana up. He ran back up the stairs, motioning his brothers to stay
back.

* * * * *

Ceana took several deep breaths as she sat
on the bed. She ached all over, her chest was sore and her throat
scratchy. She was alive and was very much human. Could it be the
curse was over?

Closing her eyes, she remembered with
renewed clarity the witch’s curse. As with all curses, there was
always a way to end them. Urbana had thought of that though, and
put her own ending on it—a most impossible one. Or so Ceana
thought.

By the formidable power of the Cancerian
Crab, I condemn you… The sea will be your home and the full moon
your only respite.

The first part was simple. The sea had been
her home and she’d been forced to land for her “respite” each full
moon for centuries. In fact, there were a few times when she had to
hold on to boats when crossing too much territory in the ocean, or
even hide out on their decks, huddled in a corner and praying the
men didn’t see her. A naked woman in the middle of nowhere would
have been a tempting treat for pirates.

But the second part?

Only one can break this curse. One so rare
you should never find him. You must find the love from one of land,
born under the sign of Cancer, born of the night, ruled by the
moon. Only he can break this spell. Only his pure love can set you
free.

Was Ian the one? He was from the land. But
that was idiotic really. Like she’d really find love with a fish.
And as a wolf man, was he ruled by the moon? Born of the night? Was
he born under the Cancer sign?

Did he love her? Pure love?

Ceana took a deep breath, the thoughts
whirling in her head. They became overbearing. And then,
calmness.

Ian opened the door seconds after the
feelings overwhelmed her.

“When were you born?” she asked him.

He closed the door and stepped toward the
bed. His eyes darted down and Ceana realized she was naked. She was
so used to being so that she didn’t really think about it. Pulling
the covers up to get his hot gaze off her breasts, she repeated,
“When were you born?”

“It is you, isn’t it? But how?” He stepped
closer. “Did you get pulled through some time portal? Are you
reborn? I don’t understand. You should be dead.”

“You know about me?” she gasped. “No, it’s
the curse. I’ve been in the ocean, waiting for you. It is you,
isn’t it? The one to break the curse? When were you born?”

“You don’t really remember, do you?” he
asked, looking sad. “I was drawn to the water and almost drowned,
you saved my life.”

“It happened yesterday,” she said, feeling
like they were having two different conversations, neither of them
getting the answers they sought.

“No, yesterday was the second time. It
happened long ago, centuries in fact. I looked for you but you
disappeared.”

Ceana frowned. If they’d crossed paths
before then why was the curse ending now. Did he love her now and
not then?

“I nearly went mad looking for you,” Ian
continued.

She shook her head. “I rescued many over the
centuries, almost every full moon. The call you felt to the ocean
is the call they all feel. You cannot be him. You don’t love me, do
you? But, I don’t understand. How is the curse broken? If you don’t
truly love me then how did it end? Tell me, please, when were you
born? What sign?”

“Cancer,” he answered. “I was born a
Cancer.”

“And of the night?” she asked. “Being wolf,
would you say you are of the night? Born of the moon?”

“The full moon controls me—”

“And the night?” Ceana rushed, excited.

“Yes, you could say that.”

“Then you are the one. You freed me from my
curse. It has to be you. Otherwise how…?” She looked at her hands.
“I was a mermaid. I was trapped in the water. The witch cursed me
and she said only one could free me. You’re him, Ian. You freed
me.”

“I don’t know about that,” he said, looking
uncomfortable by her words.

“You do believe me, don’t you, Ian?” A loud
rumbling gurgled in her stomach and she looked down, startled by
the sound.

He frowned. “You’re getting worked up. Come
on, let’s get you cleaned up and fed. You’ve had a rough
morning.”

Ceana smiled at him, remembering the night.
“We had a wonderful night, though, didn’t we?”

He cleared his throat. “Yes, it was
fun.”

Fun? Sex like that and all he could say was
fun?

Coming off the bed, she stood naked before
him. His eyes drifted down over her naked body, to the thatch of
curls guarding her pussy. A low sound came from the back of his
throat as he tore his gaze away. Turning toward a tall piece of
furniture, he pulled open a door. Grabbing a shirt from within, he
handed it back to her without looking. Ceana frowned and took it.
She held it on her upturned hand, keeping it neatly folded.

“You need a shower,” he said. “Come on.”

Ceana followed him, carrying the shirt as he
led her from the room. Curious, she looked all around. She didn’t
remember houses looking like this, with smooth walls and odd
colors. His room had been light, but the hall had blue trim at the
ceiling.

“Do all houses look like this nowadays?” she
asked.

“No.”

There was something in his flat tone that
kept her from asking any more. The floors changed from wood to
stone as he brought her to a smaller room. Sitting on a white
chair, she stiffened and jumped up.

“It’s cold!”

He frowned, looking where she pointed.
Sounding confused, he said, “It’s a toilet.”

“The toilet is a cold chair,” she told him,
nodding.

“Ah, I’ll explain it to you later,” he said.
Turning to an even smaller room with wavy clear walls, he reached
in. Suddenly, water squirted out of the top of it. Ceana screamed,
grabbing her arms and looking down at her legs. The shirt dropped
to the floor.

“Holy Balls! What?”

“Ah.” Ceana looked helplessly at the
shower.

“It’s just water. Get in. Soap’s here,” he
paused, lifting a green container before pointing. “There’s
shampoo, conditioner and over here are fresh towels. Yell if you
need anything, I’ll wait outside. And make sure you shut the door
so it doesn’t leak through the ceiling downstairs.”

Ian hurried and left. She tilted her head,
staring after him. He was walking stiffly. Was he aroused? It was
too hard to tell.

Ceana slowly crept to the water. She stuck
her shaking hand in to see if a fin would grow. When it didn’t, she
braved the second hand.

“Everything all right in there?” Ian
called.

“Ah, yes!” Stepping inside, she closed the
door behind her. She stood tense for several moments. The warm
water felt good but it took her a moment to relax. When the fresh
water splashed into her mouth and she didn’t get gills, she finally
moved to take the soap. Luckily, the whole speaking the local
language thing was also applicable to reading and she was able to
understand the directions on what to do with the stuff.

 



Chapter Six

 

After her shower, Ceana grabbed the towel
Ian indicated she was to use and dried off. Placing the towel on
the rack, she was startled to see movement out of the corner of her
eye. It took a second to register, but the movement was her
reflection. Staring at herself in fascination, she touched the
image. Her skin was pale and she looked as young as the day the
curse started. Tears glistened in her eyes—they were the same eyes
her brother had. She wondered what had happened to him. Did he
marry? Have kids? Lead a happy life?

It was so long ago, there was surely no way
of knowing. Touching her hair, she picked up a long piece. It was
messy and smelled strange, almost herbal, from the rinses Ian gave
her to use. Ceana dropped the lock and turned to go. Detecting a
strange scar on her neck, she stopped and leaned forward. She
touched it and realized it wasn’t a scar. It was the trace of a
gill. Panicked, she looked at her arms. Two thin lines had appeared
where the fins would come out.

Biting her lip, she shook her head and
whispered, “No.”

“No, what?” Ian called from the other side
of the door.

Frowning, she whispered really softly. “Can
you hear me?”

“Well, of course I can hear you.” He sounded
irritated with her.

“I’m done,” Ceana said. She opened the
bathroom door and stepped out, completely naked.

“I’ve got food downstairs ready for you if
you’re…” Ian glanced up from where he sat on the floor. His back
was against the wall and his voice stopped the moment his gaze
landed on her breasts. “Ah.”

“Mmm, thank you.” Ceana stepped over his
legs and walked down the stairs.

“Oh, a-ah,” Ian stuttered. She heard him
standing up as she went down. “No, stop!”

She paused, turning to him.

“You’re…” he paused and motioned at her.

Ceana glanced down. Oh, she was naked again.
Giving him a sheepish smile, she shrugged, “I forget, it’s been
awhile since I’ve had clothes. I don’t own any.”

“Hey, Ian, is this hot sauce brand any good?
I want to put it into James’ coffee before he comes bac—k me into a
wall and call me big daddy! Helllo, darling.”

Ceana smiled at the man at the bottom of the
stairs as he let loose a low whistle. “Hello. Are you related to
Ian? You look like him.”

“Roark!” Ian bellowed, stomping down the
stairs. He grabbed her arm and jerked her behind his back, blocking
her from view. “Get out of this house now.”

“I might look like him on the outside, but
downstairs I’m much bigger,” Roark assured her, winking
impudently.

Ceana giggled.

“Roark! Now!” Ian bellowed. Roark, whistling
once more, sauntered out of sight. Only when a loud thud sounded
did Ian turn around to look at her. His eyes were golden and his
fangs had lengthened in his mouth. Growling, he took an aggressive
step up, forcing her to walk back as he moved forward.

“He seems friendly,” Ceana offered weakly.
“Are you close?”

“Not so close as to share,” Ian answered.
The beast was even in his gravelly voice.

Ceana tried to smile, but Ian looked too
mad. Confused, she asked, “You don’t trust him with
your…things?”

At her words, his eyes yellowed, giving away
the danger of his shift. “You will not fuck my brothers.”

Ceana gasped. “I didn’t… Ah, you…?”

“Listen well, Ceana,” he demanded roughly
before she could gather her thoughts to even respond. “You will
fuck no other males! And you will wear clothing around any other
male. Do you understand me? You are mine and you will not saunter
around here naked unless only you and I are home. And you will not
flirt with Roark! Do you understand me?”

He was breathing hard and wasn’t making any
sense, but the gist of his message was very clear.

“Home?” she repeated, saying the only thing
she could think of after his tirade. “My home is here? With
you?”

The question took him aback and he stopped
his aggressive pursuit of her. “Only until we figure out what to do
with you.”

“What to do with me?” she repeated, looking
down at her arms. The lines were gone, but the memory that they’d
started to surface wasn’t. What if the fins came back for good? Now
that she was out of the water, she didn’t want to go back.

“I just meant—”

“No, it’s fine,” she assured him. But it
wasn’t fine.

“Ceana? What is it?”

“You never answered me. Do you believe me
about the sea witch? About me being cursed?” Ceana touched his
face.

“I should say no,” he answered. “But I want
to believe you. I just don’t think I’m the one to have broken any
curse.”

Unable to stop herself, Ceana grabbed him
and kissed him, drinking in the sweet taste of his mouth as she
ravished him with her tongue. She was determined to show him that
he felt something for her. He had to. How else would she be
standing here now?

“Ian? Roark?” a voice called.

Ian pulled back and gasped. Keeping hold of
his face, she stared into his eyes. “Get out of my house, James!
Now!”

“Right, then!” James answered. “Call you
later!”

Ceana grinned and thrust her body against
him. The thrill of him was in her blood. He growled in the back of
his throat, lifting her up so her legs were forced around his hips.
His hard cock pressed into her through his clothing and she
squirmed against him in longing. Ian walked her rest of the way up
the stairs. Without stopping, he kept kissing her as he carried her
to his bedroom. Pleasure exploded over her nipples and clit,
racking her body in continual waves, heating her until she forgot
all her questions.

Ian’s hands were all over her body. He
massaged her lower back, her hips, dipping his hands over her ass
and gripping it tightly. Urgently, she tried to touch him
everywhere at once. His lips trailed over her neck, causing her to
shiver as he nibbled her ear.

When he let her legs drop to the floor, she
looked into his eyes. They were golden with an eternal fire.
Intently, he reached for her breasts, lightly stroking her nipples
into erect points. Her pussy ached to be filled, to have his stiff
cock thrusting into her once more, stretching her wide as she knew
he would.

Ian pulled his shirt over his head and
tossed it aside, revealing his muscled chest. Breathing heavily,
she watched him undress for her. There was only a foot of space
between them, but she held back in anticipation. She watched his
hands go to his waist, as he worked his pants free. The material
slid to the floor, unveiling his thick erection. Now free, his cock
seemed to grow impossibly bigger, standing tall from the soft bed
of hair between his thighs. Veins threaded over the sides of it,
leading her eyes to the impossibly thick tip of his powerful cock
head moist with pre-cum. She licked her lips, automatically wanting
to taste him, touch him, fuck him hard and long. Her pussy released
a torrent of cream in eager anticipation.

Reaching for him, she ran her hands over his
chest. Ian took a deep breath, as if he could smell her body’s
desire for him. She ran her hands down his flat stomach to his
cock, only to grab the turgid shaft firmly in her palms. Ian threw
back his head and groaned. Using both hands, she pumped her fists
over his penis several times.

Ian jerked her against his body once more.
She gasped, engulfed within the smell of him, the seductive
fragrance of his flesh. Her loins tightened in anticipation. He
shifted his hips until his cock wedged along her soaked sex, hot
and so very alive.

Ceana shivered and moaned. Cream practically
dripped from her thighs, making her squirm. Ian took a step
forward, pushing her toward the bed. His nostrils flared and a low
growl sounded in the back of his throat. Kissing her neck, he ran
his hot tongue over her pulse. He pushed her onto the bed, falling
with her to the soft mattress. She parted her legs, opening herself
to him in offering as he settled between her hips.

Ian took his time exploring her front,
licking and probing with a tender fierceness, before swiftly
flipping her over onto her stomach. Ceana gripped the mattress as
his hands glided over her flesh, kneading her ass, spreading her
cheeks. The texture of his palms changed, becoming rougher, and she
knew he was starting to shift. He trailed light kisses down her
spine, only to follow the caress with the erotic press of his
nails. When his kisses reached the back of her thighs, he slipped a
finger between her legs and found the slick folds guarding her sex.
She squirmed, trying to push back on his hand. Ian chuckled, a low,
dominant sound.

“You smell so good,” he said, his tone
husky. “And your taste… Mmmm!”

Ian pulled his hand away, and she could hear
the loud sounds of his mouth sucking her cream from it. Grabbing
her hips, he hauled her to her hands and knees.

“Look at this sweet ass of yours,” he
growled. “I must have been tired from our ordeal in the water to
not have fucked it last night.”

His cock probed her from behind and she
tensed, thinking he meant to spear her anus with it. Instead, he
slipped it along her slit, spreading her pussy wide and pressing
along her opening so just the thick tip of him entered her.

“Ah, yeah, that’s it, baby.” Ian stroked her
clit in small circles as he eased his cock in and out in shallow
thrusts. “Get me nice and wet. Holy Balls, you feel good. When I’m
done with you no lycan will dare touch what is mine.”

Ceana felt hope at his words. He wasn’t like
other men. Others had declared their love, making her think it was
the spell they were under. Ian said nothing about his feelings. But
when he looked at her, there was something in his eyes. And the
fact that she wasn’t in the ocean right now had to mean
something.

Slowly, he pressed forward, as if savoring
the moment. When he hit deep, he pulled out only to ease in again.
His finger slipped in her body’s moisture only to come around to
the tight rosette of her ass. Probing her, he sighed heavily, and
said, “You’re so tight, this might hurt. Try to relax.”

All she could do was moan in response. He
drew his cock up between her cheeks and she tensed as she waited
for that first press. His thick mass stretched her open, hitting
all the sensitive nerve endings at once. She’d never felt anything
like it.

Ian kept going. He was so thick, fitted so
tight, it was like he was molding her body to him. Then, with a
final thrust, he seated his cock deep into her ass. Ceana cried out
at the intense pleasure-pain of the moment. It felt too good, like
nothing she’d ever done before.

With a dominant roar, Ian grabbed her
roughly by the hips and began riding her from behind, trapping her
to him. Ceana dug her hands into the mattress, letting him have his
way with her. She wanted this moment, loved the all-conquering feel
of his claim on her.

“Argh!” he cried, pumping faster.

Ceana tensed, unable to make a sound as her
orgasm hit her. He kept going, his primal grunts echoing around
her. His nails raked her skin before his hands tightened on her
hips. When he came, shooting his seed inside her, she felt energy
pulse from where they were joined, spreading over her entire
length, filling her with warmth and intense pleasure. Her limbs
numbed and her eyesight dimmed. She’d never felt anything like
it.

Ian slowly withdrew, only to fall down on
the bed beside her. Ceana curled next to him. He was breathing
hard, the harsh sound warring with the thud of her heartbeat in her
ears.

 

Ian couldn’t believe how wonderful he felt
in the aftermath of their lovemaking. Every fiber in his being was
calm, as if her presence centered him. She was everything he’d ever
wanted. Odd, since he’d just met her. But, his kind acted on
instinct and he trusted his. The only problem was, would his
people? Would the O’Connell Clan agree with his choice? Or would
they, like James, think she was crazy?

Words welled within him and he wanted to
tell her how he felt. He’d been trying to swallow them back, trying
to keep from saying anything he’d later regret. Ian didn’t believe
in lying or giving a word he couldn’t keep. So instead, he thought
it, hoping that his tongue would be satisfied with that much and
hold back a little longer.

I love you, Ceana. I don’t know how or why,
but I love you.

There, he’d thought it. No need to say it
aloud. Then why did the urge only grow stronger, as did his
renewing desire for her?

“Mmm,” she moaned softly, as if she’d heard
him.

“Come to the shower with me,” he said,
running a hand over the small of her back. “We should clean
off.”

Ceana stiffened. “But, I, ah, already
showered.”

“Mmm, baby, I know you feel tired. Come on,
I promise I’ll make it worth it.”

Ceana arched a brow, looking at him. There
was hesitance there. He’d gotten mixed signals from her. The night
before, she told him not to fall in love with her. But early today,
she asked him if he did love her, as if she wanted him to.

Or was he reading too much into it? It’s not
like he’d done this kind of thing before. He’d never really been in
love. His father always claimed that it hit hard, like a kick to
the chest.

You’ve waited a long time for her. This
is the one, the thoughts whispered in his head.

“What are you thinking?” she whispered, her
stormy gaze wide.

Grinning, Ian swept her into his arms and
carried her out of the bedroom. Her head rested against his
shoulder. Back in the bathroom, he turned the warm water on and, as
the steady stream pelted them, he couldn’t resist making love to
her again—this time slower as he held her up against the wall.

* * * * *

Ceana pulled the robe Ian lent her to wear
closer to her body. This wasn’t good. After she’d made love with
Ian in the shower, the fins had started to come back, this time
poking through the skin. Her legs had also started to shimmer with
the look of scales, though they did not mold together to form a
fin.

She’s artfully managed to hide them from
him, not sure if showing him would scare him or drive him away. At
this rate though, how much time did she really have? Did something
in Ian keep her from transforming back as quickly? Did something
happen at the beach that made her human longer?

Ceana couldn’t figure it out. If some
element had been different with Ian, and if it wasn’t to break the
curse, than she would surely go mad trying to discover what had
happened. Taking a deep breath, she looked down at the plate in
front of her. The crab was cooked, but she couldn’t bring herself
to take a bite.

“You don’t like crab?” Ian asked, frowning
at her.

“I…” Ceana looked at the fried strips and
then back up. “I’m not allowed to eat it.”

“What are you allowed to eat?”

“Raw fish.”

“Sushi?”

“Ah, no, just raw fish.” She pushed the
plate away. “Though, to tell the truth, nothing from the sea sounds
very appetizing right now.”

Ian chuckled lightly, but didn’t elaborate
at what he thought was funny. “Would you prefer your crab raw?”

“I can’t eat crab. At all. The sea witch
used its power to curse me. I…” She looked helplessly at him. “I
just can’t.”

“All right. I’ll find something else.” He
stood and began the process of opening drawers and rummaging
through cabinets.

“You don’t want to know about the curse?”
she asked. “Why don’t you ask me about it? Anyone else would want
to know.”

“Okay, how were you cursed?”

“I saved my brother from drowning. Well,
actually, he’d been entranced by the sea witch. She was going to
marry him and then drown him. I followed him one night and saw what
he couldn’t. To him she was just a beautiful young maiden and he
was in love with her. So I drugged him and tied him up. I went to
the sea witch to tell her to leave my brother alone. And she, in
her anger, cursed me for all eternity because of it.”

“And you believe I have broken this curse?”
Ian asked.

“I don’t know.” Slowly, she stood. She
couldn’t bear not being honest with him. Crossing to the sink, she
turned on the water and pulled up the robe sleeve. She put her arm
under water, watching as a fin protruded from beneath her skin. It
poked out a little more, but not all the way.

Ian dropped a container and she jolted in
surprise at the loud crash. When she looked at him, he was staring
at her arm.

“So it really is true,” he whispered.

“Yes, it’s true. I thought you broke the
curse, but now I don’t know. Maybe you just delayed it for a day. I
can feel myself changing back. My guess is by nightfall, at this
rate, I’ll be back in the ocean. Sunset would be a fitting time,
wouldn’t it? Perhaps the sea witch has thought of other ways to
torment me.”

“And if we keep you from water?”

“I don’t think it will matter,” Ceana
sighed. “If I don’t get to water and I change back, then I’ll
die.”

“My father,” Ian said, thoughtfully.

“Your father?” she asked, not following what
he meant.

“My father is king of the O’Connell Clan. If
anyone knows about this kind of thing, surely it would be him.
He’ll be at the beach tonight. Near the same place we were at. The
clan is gathering there. It’s more of a reunion than anything,
but…” Ian’s voice trailed off. He stepped over the dropped
container to come to her side. “Will you come with me?”

“Yes.” Ceana nodded. What else could she
do?

“You’ll need something to wear,” Ian said.
“Come on. We’ll get you something at the local market to eat and
then we’ll find you something to wear.”

“And tonight, if your father can’t help us?”
she asked.

“Then tonight…” He took a deep breath and
touched her cheek. “Then I guess you swim out of my life.”

 



Chapter Seven

 

Ceana looked at the sand, scooping it up
between her naked toes. The sound of the ocean hitting upon the
shore called to her, urging her toward it. The rhythmic sound was
soothing yet lonely. She didn’t dare go in the water. If she got
wet, she was afraid of what might happen. She might not stay
human.

It occurred to her that, if she did become a
mermaid, she could always come to shore on the full moons to Ian.
Would he agree to that? Or would he grow bored with his mermaid
lover? Get tired of waiting for a full moon? Was it fair to even
ask it of him? If other men had gone mad after one night with her,
then what would several do? And if not he, than surely she would be
driven into insanity. There were some nights, as she sat alone in
her sunken ship, staring at a random portrait faded by ocean water
that she was close to madness already.

And what happened when he did die? He might
be lycan, but that didn’t make him immortal. Ian had said as much
himself while they were shopping for the floral dress she now wore.
Large blue-gray flowers contrasted with the cream background.
Buttons ran all the way down the front stopping only a few inches
from the knee-length hem. The short sleeves capped her shoulders
and the neckline scooped open to show off her collarbones, but no
cleavage.

Feeling a hand against the small of her
back, she glanced up at Ian. His smile was strained as he nodded
down to where his clan gathered. After having been alone for so
long, she wasn’t sure she could face the crowd, especially one
filled with Ian’s family members.

“Ready?” he asked.

His face was strained and he didn’t look
very happy about the prospect of her being introduced. Was he
changing his mind? The day had been fun. They’d walked along some
of the seaside shops, holding hands and enjoying the fine, sunny
weather. He’d even led her into a hidden corner off the main walk
and proceeded to make love to her against the wall.

When she didn’t answer, he gave her a gentle
shove down toward where the bonfires lit up the beach. The sun was
lowering in the sky, but had yet to touch the horizon. Lycans were
gathered, sitting around the fires. Some laughed, others tuned
instruments, strumming absent notes as they talked.

Seeing an older man who looked like Ian, she
tried to smile. It was obviously his father. The man raised a brow
when he looked at her before turning to Ian.

“Son,” the man said, grinning widely, as he
unwittingly confirmed his relationship to Ian. “So it is true. You
found a mermaid.”

Ian stopped and looked at Ceana. His mouth
opened, but no sound came out as his father joined them.

“Meghan found me earlier and told me you’d
pulled a young lady from the sea.” The man turned to her. “And you
must be the mermaid.”

“Ceana,” she said.

“Wait, how do…?” Ian asked, clearly
confused.

“Didn’t Meghan find you? She said you knew
she was talking to me and that you’d asked her to track me down.
You two have been together for so long, I just assumed that…”
Suddenly, the man stopped and looked at her, sniffing. “Ian? You
marked this one? The mermaid?”

Ceana studied Ian, waiting to see what he
would say.

“No, I’m not with Meghan and I sure as hell
didn’t send her to talk to you.” He glanced around. “I’ll get to
the bottom of this. Where is she?”

“I haven’t seen her since early afternoon,
right after lunch,” Ian’s father said. “Is this something the
family needs to be concerned about?”

“I told her she would never be my wife. She
wasn’t happy about it. After she left my house this morning, she
must have gone to find you. What exactly did you tell her?”

“Only that when I was younger I knew of a
sea witch who had the power to condemn young women to the sea. And
if you were one of these mermaids, she wouldn’t be too happy about
you getting out of the water.” The lycan king studied her. “I never
thought I’d live to see one.”

“Urbana,” Ceana said softly.

“Yes, that’s what she was called,” the king
said. “So, is it true? You’re one of her cursed?”

Ceana nodded.

“And can I assume by your mark on her, Ian,
that you are going to break her curse and free the mermaid?” The
king looked hopeful.

“I don’t know how,” said Ceana.

“What was the curse?” the king asked.

“To live in the ocean, except during full
moons until one came to break the curse.” She glanced at Ian. “That
my only hope is to find the one who can break the curse—a man from
land, born under the right sign and of the moon. Also, he must be
born of the night.”

“What sign?” the king asked.

“Cancer. It was by the power of the
Cancerian Crab that it happened.”

“Genius,” the king whispered. “So specific
it would be hard to fulfill.”

“Ah…” Ceana looked helplessly at Ian.

“Oh, sorry, love,” he said. “I didn’t mean
anything by it.” Turning to his son, the king added, “But it really
is a precise curse. Not many people would know what to look
for.”

“And you know what to look for?” Ceana
asked, trying not to sound too eager, even as her heart leapt
around in her chest.”

“It’s Ian, all right.” The king looked at
his son. “Born of Cancer and the night. He’s from land and ruled by
the moon as all lycans are.”

“There’s one more thing,” Ceana continued
softly. “His love must be pure.”

“Ah, she must have really been mad at you to
be so specific in her anger.” The king patted her arm. “So, I guess
there’s really only one question then.”

Ian didn’t speak. He looked stunned.

“I’m changing back,” Ceana said. “Whenever I
touch water I grow partial fins. I fear I don’t have much more time
on land.”

“I’d imagine that is to be expected,” the
king nodded thoughtfully. “In the old days, the purest of loves
were expressed when two people defied all odds and were married.
Since marriages, especially with humans, were arranged, undoubtedly
that is how Urbana’s curse played out. Though times have changed,
the curse will have not. Whether that is what she intended or not,
I have no way of knowing. But I imagine that is what has happened.
Magic is a very tricky thing to get exact. In all honesty,
practitioners of it can never be sure of the exact results. I
myself have only dabbled, but that was a long time ago.”

“I just don’t get what use Meghan would have
with this information,” Ian said. His father shrugged. Ceana
noticed how Ian avoided the topic of marriage completely. Could she
really blame him? He hardly knew her.

“You’ll have to ask her,” the king answered.
“She told me she was coming tonight.” Pausing, he sniffed the air.
“Ah, it looks like she just arrived.”

“She lied to you about me sending her to
inquire,” Ian said.

“Yes, and I suppose she’ll be punished for
using your name in such a way and for lying to me.” The king patted
Ian’s shoulder. “Though, truth be told, you have allowed her
certain liberties over the years. Perhaps she thought it was her
right.”

“I made myself clear to her,” Ian said. “I
never lied about my feelings.”

Ceana didn’t like the sound of this Meghan.
Mainly, because she was jealous of the woman. Meghan evidently had
known Ian for a long time and quite intimately.

“Well, perhaps you should go ask her,” the
king said, motioning to where the beach rose to a small incline.
They all turned. On the hill a woman was outlined in orange, as if
the sun put its personal spotlight on her.

“I will,” he said.

Ian took Ceana’s arm and walked to where
Meghan seemed to be standing in wait for them. Music started and
several of the lycans called out to Ian. He ignored them and they
let him be. As they neared the woman, Ceana shivered. She had long,
jet-black hair and dark eyes that glinted with a dangerous
gold.

Meghan turned her back on them and walked
away from the bonfires. Ian didn’t stop in his progress. Ceana
glanced back to the king. He was grinning at her. When their eyes
met, he winked, raising his mug of beer before turning to talk to a
nearby group of lycan men.

“Meghan!” Ian ordered when they were out of
sight of the bonfires.

“Come, Ian, I have something to show you,”
the woman answered, her voice as sugary as warm honey. Ceana also
had the distinct impression that the woman could also be venomous
if she so chose.

“Meghan, stop!” he ordered.

She did, turning to him with a look of
impatience. “Yes, darling?”

Darling? Ceana wanted to kick the woman.
Unfortunately, she didn’t know how to fight.

“You have some explaining to do. By what
right do you interfere in this matter?” he demanded.

“Oh,” Meghan pouted. “You don’t trust
me?”

“Meghan,” he warned, drawing out the sound
of her name. He let go of Ceana’s arm and she stepped back,
watching the two closely. She tried to see past her own jealousy to
what was really happening.

“I just wanted to protect you, darling,” she
purred. “We don’t know anything about this woman. She could mean
you harm. I mean, you just picked the slut up last night and
already she’s in your home?” Meghan clicked her tongue and glanced
disdainfully in her direction, but otherwise did not acknowledge
she was there. “Not very smart, Ian.”

“Who I sleep with is none of your concern.”
Ian placed his hands on his hips.

“For your information, I went to your father
to protect you and because I was worried about you. I’ve known you
for a long time and suddenly, you ditch me and throw me on my ass
for a piece of shark bait? I don’t think so, buddy. Besides, my
assumptions were right. After I talked to your father, I did some
more research. The reason you dumped me on my ass was because she
made you do it. She’s a mermaid. She calls men to their deaths in
the sea. That’s what her kind does and then she feeds off their
dead, bloated flesh.”

“I would never,” Ceana began.

“What else would you say, flesh eater?”
Meghan spat.

“She saved me,” Ian argued. Still, when he
turned to look at her, Ceana saw distrust in his eyes. “She pulled
me out of the water. Twice.”

“To fuck you no doubt,” Meghan spat. “Ian,
why would I lie to you about this? You know I’ve only ever cared
about you.”

“My title,” Ian corrected.

“Damn it, Ian! You’re supposed to eat fish,
not fuck it!” Meghan glared at Ceana. “And you. I know what you
are. I know what you want. Your mistress, the sea witch told me all
about you.”

“Urbana?” Ceana paled, involuntarily backing
away from the shoreline. “She’s here?”

“And she’s not happy to have you out of the
ocean,” Meghan spat. “What did she tell you, Ian? That she was a
victim of the sea witch? She’s not a victim. She’s being punished
for drowning her brother in cold blood.”

“What?” Ceana shook her head. “No. No,
that’s not what happened. I didn’t hurt Kerrigan. I… Ian?”

“Ah, so convincing, isn’t she? But not all
of us are fooled by the conniving bitch.” Meghan pointed back to
the sea. “If you don’t believe me, go ask the witch yourself.
Urbana will show you everything.”

“Ceana?” Ian asked.

It took her a moment to look at him. There
was confusion in his tone and she knew he had doubts about her.

“Ian, I already told you. She can’t be
trusted.” Meghan went to him, reaching for his arm.

He jerked away from her. “This changes
nothing, Meghan. You are still in trouble for lying to the king.
Let us hope, for your sake, you are not lying to me now.” He
stepped past her toward the shore. “Come, Ceana. We’ll find out who
is telling the truth in this. Meghan. Call your friend.”

“No,” Ceana pleaded. “You don’t know what
you’re up against. Ian, please. Don’t do this. I… I’m scared of
her. Please. Don’t take me to the ocean.”

He stopped, his expression softening.
“Ceana, baby, I know you’re scared. I’m scared too. Not of the
witch, but of what I feel for you right now. I have to know that
it’s not a trick. I have to know that I haven’t been under a spell.
And if there is a curse, I need to see Urbana. If there is a way to
break it, I would know how. She might be the only one who truly
knows.”

Ceana took a deep breath and nodded. What
else could she say? He was right. And the hint that he might care
deeply for her made her legs feel stronger. She walked with him
toward the water. Meghan glared openly at her, looking ready to
shift and tear Ceana’s eyes out.

As they neared the shore, Ceana suddenly
stopped. Her heart quickened and the pull to the ocean became
unbearable. Gasping, her feet started to slide forward in the sand.
Her arms flailed and she screamed.

“Ceana!” Ian yelled, reaching out to grab
her. He missed as her body gained momentum.

The sand heated beneath her feet. Throwing
her body, she landed on the ground and began reaching for pieces of
driftwood—anything that would keep her from the water. The wood
only slid with her. Nothing helped. Suddenly, a loud roar sounded
and she looked up to see Ian running toward her. His body shifted
and dark brown fur grew over his flesh. His eyes narrowed and his
body sped through the night with ease to reach her. Just as her
feet dipped into the cold ocean water, he reached her. She grabbed
at his front paw and he pulled her back.

“Leave her, lycan. She is mine!” The angry
words resounded over the beach, punctuated by the violent crash of
waves toward the shore. Suddenly, silvery light flashed as the
witch appeared to join her voice. Ceana looked at the water, seeing
the horrible, watery shape growing up from the surface. Two fat
eels swam inside her chest, their bodies ripping the surface of her
skin as they poked through.

The fur beneath her hand disappeared, to be
replaced by flesh. She looked up. Her eyes meeting Ian’s dark
ones.

“Run, Ian,” Ceana yelled, as the waves swept
up and touched her feet. He didn’t listen as he tried to drag her
away. “Don’t let the water touch you! It’s too late for me. She
owns my soul. But you can save yourself.”

“Meghan!” Ian roared. “For the love of the
lycan clan, help me pull her!”

Meghan’s sharp laughter rang out. “See what
you get, Ian, for messing with me! That bitch will never have you.
You are such a fool. And now, you will live with the knowledge that
you brought her here, to the shore. It was your doubt that sent her
back to the ocean.”

Ian pulled Ceana violently behind him.

“No!” the sea witch screeched as Ceana’s
body jerked loose from the water.

From the corner of her eye, Ceana saw Meghan
back away. Suddenly, the treacherous woman turned, running from
them.

“Ian!” Ceana pointed after Meghan.

Ian looked but didn’t appear too concerned
about the woman’s escape. “Don’t worry about her. She might run
now, but my brother will find her. Roark hunts our lawbreakers for
a living. He’ll like bringing her in.”

“Ian, you should go. Please. Save
yourself.”

“Marry me!” Ian yelled.

Ceana whipped her head back to look at him.
The winds picked up, becoming as violent as the sea. Her breath
caught as she looked behind them. The sea witch was approaching
fast. Ian tugged her to her feet, urging her to run with him.

“Are you sure, Ian? I don’t want you asking
because you feel sorry for me.”

“Damn it, Ceana! I’m sure. I said it, didn’t
I? I know it’s fast, but I’ve given the matter all the thought I
need. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. I love you.
I’ve loved you since that first night you saved me all those years
ago. You were the reason no one else was ever good enough for me.
You’re the reason I could never give my heart to anyone. I love
you, Ceana. Say you’ll marry me. Stay with me. Let’s break this
curse together.”

Tears trailed over her face and she nodded.
“Yes. Yes. I’ll marry you, Ian! I will!”

“No!” Urbana screeched. “You can’t!”

“I’m sorry I brought you to the shore,” Ian
said, running faster. He was naked and she assumed he must have
lost his clothes when his body changed. His strong form moved with
perfection over the sand as he sprinted toward where his family
gathered around the bonfires. Now was no time to stare at his fine
ass, but she couldn’t help herself. Even with the sea witch chasing
them, she felt protected by Ian. “I just had to know the truth. I
didn’t mean for you to get sucked into the water like that.”

“I know,” she answered back.

“Hurry. We’ll do it right now. She won’t
have you. Not again. I won’t lose you again.”

“Ceana, I call to you, I call you back to
your rightful home!” the witch cried.

“Ah!” Ceana’s legs cramped. Tears of pain
ran over her cheeks as she tripped. “It might be too late.”

Her thighs glued themselves together so she
couldn’t walk. Suddenly, her legs gave out and she felt the tail
appearing. She was changing back. Gasping for breath, she felt her
neck. The gills were starting to crack through her skin.

“No!” Ian demanded. He swept her up into his
arms.

“She is mine!” Urbana screamed.

Ceana looked back in amazement. The woman
was on shore, her feet sloshing in the sand as she came after them.
Her transparent body shone with the blue of the moonlight. Seaweed
wrapped one of her watery legs, winding up her thigh and drifting
around as if it were on water. She was formed like a woman, but
wore no clothes. Still, there was no human definition to her
features, not really. She had a nose and two horrible white eyes
that glowed eerily from within.

“Give her to me! It is too late. Too late.
She is mine. Give her to me, lycan!” Urbana trudged forward, moving
slowly. Her legs jerked up from the sand with each step, as if they
took a lot of energy to make.

“You’ve had her long enough, witch!” Ian
cried. Ceana held on, feeling weak, feeling the pull of the sea
witch on her body. Her hair drifted up, reaching back behind them
toward the witch. As he came to a small hill along the beach, the
bonfires were in view. “Father! King Gregor!”

The faint sound of laughter stopped. Ian ran
for shore. Ceana was compelled to reach back, though that wasn’t
what was in her heart to do. In front of them, the lycans stood and
several of them began to run toward Ian to help.

“From land to sea,” the sea witch cried,
“you belong to me!”

She shot out streams of water from her
hands, spraying her power like mist from the ocean over those who
charged her. Whichever lycan the water landed on, the person
instantly dropped to the ground. The victims started to twitch
helplessly as they became objects from the sea—starfish, anemones,
sand dollars and several types of shells. Ian leapt over his
transformed friends. As he neared the fire, he tripped, landing on
his knees.

“Father,” Ian cried. “I wish to marry this
woman. Please may I have your blessing and being king may your
blessing also seal my vows!”

“No!” the sea witch hissed, shooting a long
stream of water from her hand. It shot over Ceana and Ian and was
aimed at the O’Connell king’s head.

“So shall it be!” the king yelled. The water
suddenly stopped, inches away from his face, and the witch cried
out in agony.

Ian leaned over, biting Ceana on the neck.
She gasped in surprise as the pain of the touch seared her with a
white-hot heat. But soon, the feeling was replaced by pleasure—the
pleasure of being completely connected body and soul to her
husband. The sensation didn’t last long.

Ceana screamed as pain shot over her body.
Her tail ripped in half, the sound of it loud and horrible.
Suddenly the frozen water that had come from the sea witch burst
above her, sprinkling her and healing her body. Legs grew and the
fins fell away to the ground, leaving behind thin scars shaped like
a line their wake. Amazed, Ceana stared at the witch. She was
glaring with her evil, white eyes. The sea witch screamed, her body
bursting into a small but violent spray of droplets just as the
stream of water from her hand had.

Ceana couldn’t move. She was too stunned.
The sea witch was dead.

“My love!” Ian cried, grabbing her to his
chest. “It is over. You are safe.”

Little explosions of water popped all around
them as the lycans turned back to normal. The transformed men and
women stumbled around on the sand before finding their footing.
Soon, their cries of excitement filled the air.

Ceana was still too stunned to believe that
it really was over. She stared at where the witch had dissipated.
“But, that woman? Meghan?”

“Don’t worry about her. James and Roark will
track her down. Her days are numbered.” Ian grabbed her face and
kissed her. When he pulled away, he announced, “It is done, my
love. You are mine.”

“We’re married!” she gasped, instantly
forgetting the witch as she kissed her husband.

“Married?” one of the lycan asked, sounding
a little dazed. “Prince Ian has married!”

Shouts sounded. Ceana smiled as two of the
men picked up instruments and began to play like nothing had
happened. Maybe they were all so old that magic didn’t really
surprise them anymore.

“My wife!” Ian yelled, hopping to his feet.
He pulled her up next to him. She was still a little weak and
wobbled until she fell against him.

He grinned like a fool at the cheering crowd
around them. Ceana grabbed his face and pulled his mouth quickly to
hers. The sounds of the lycans’ joy only got louder as she kissed
him deeply. When she pulled back, she whispered, “My husband.”

Ian grinned, before swaying with her to the
beat of the music. Keeping her feet off the ground, he danced with
her around the bonfire.
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Dedication

To the fans, thank you for your constant
support.


Chapter One

 

Roark O’Connell scratched his ass, yawning
as he bumped into one of the many boxes lining his hallway. With a
growl, he kicked at the ones partially blocking his bedroom door,
causing his toe to get stuck in a cardboard side. The top of the
small stack tumbled to the ground. Grumbling, he jerked his foot
free, then immediately sweeping it so the boxes were pushed out of
his way. Thank goodness they were lightweight and not filled with
books. That would have hurt.

The knock again sounded on his front door,
reminding him why he was standing upright before noon. It was only
his brother James, coming to make sure he got out of bed in time to
meet their oldest brother, Ian, who was flying into town with his
new wife, Ceana. James was staying at a local hotel. As was his
duty as a brother, Roark had offered to let James stay with him,
but he’d declined. The last time they’d bunked together the two of
them had gotten into a fistfight that would have ended in a funeral
had they been humans. It wasn’t the first time, and being that they
were from a clan of natural-born lycans and were known to have high
aggression levels, it wouldn’t be the last. Besides, sparring was
fun and they could instantly heal any of their own wounds.

I’m coming! he yelled, opening
up the telepathic link he had with his brother. The knock sounded
again, a short little rap against his door. I said I’m
coming. Hold your fucking horses.

Leaning against the wall, he rubbed his
temples, not really hurrying to answer it. The knock sounded again.
Could James not hear him? Or was he purposefully being a jerk?

“You’re early, dumbass,” Roark growled to
himself, knowing James’ lycan senses would probably hear the
insult. Though he was being grumpy, his brother could hardly take
offense at his words.

James was eager to meet with his two
brothers before he had to take off on a hunt. His target, Meghan,
was a rogue lycan who had betrayed the clan when Ian didn’t choose
her as a bride. He instead picked Ceana. No doubt, that was what
James wanted to consult with them about before going, since their
father had appointed him to take the lead on the situation.

Ian’s bride had been under a spell, which
turned her into a mermaid. Ceana was a sweet woman, a little naïve
for his taste, but she was perfect for Ian who had the patience to
explain things like how to use a toilet and what stoplights were
for. The newlyweds had been house shopping across the country.
Roark personally thought it was an excuse for her to see everything
she’d missed while in the water.

You shouldn’t have brought beer
over last night, if you wanted me up this morning, Roark
said to him. Ian and his bride will wait. It’s not
like we don’t have an eternity to spend with them.

Since becoming free of the centuries-old
curse that an evil sea witch had cast upon her, Ceana had developed
a fear of the sea. The woman knew more about the ocean than any
other human, and she was deathly afraid of it. The O’Connells
couldn’t blame her for not wanting to step back into the sea.
Though even she would admit the fear was unfounded since Ian’s love
broke the curse and the sea witch was dead—killed by her own
arrogance. Being a lycan-mated human she had Ian’s long life and
health, not to mention the protection of the lycan clan.

Now Ian was bringing her into his area,
looking for homes. Roark had moved to Kansas some time ago, and
like he did every time he moved, he sent his brothers pictures of
the area. Ceana had taken a liking to the landscape. Roark didn’t
care if they moved nearby, he hardly stayed put long enough to
unpack—which was obvious by all the boxes. With modern
transportation, it was no longer necessary for the clan to live
close together. It wasn’t like the old days when they’d have to be
able to reach each other on foot in a single night, or be close
enough to use telepathy. Just like with speech, the farther apart
two lycans were, the harder it was to hear each other’s
thoughts—though telepathy did reach a lot farther than sound.

Now there were airplanes and cellular
phones. In many ways, it had been a blessing. Roark loved his
family, but no one could spend an eternity with the same people day
after day—well, except if it was a mate. Their father, the king of
the lycan clan, had even taken to using webcams for the clan
meetings. Technically, Ian was next in line, then James and finally
Roark. But, since they were immortal, pending some murderous
rampage, it was unlikely that he’d ever rule. Roark was fine with
that. He hunted for the clan, just like James, bringing justice to
rogue wolves.

Stopping in confusion, Roark looked around.
No, he wasn’t in Kansas anymore. He’d moved from Kansas to
somewhere else. Or did he just move to Kansas? Or did he move from
one place in Kansas to another place in Kansas? It was too early
and he was too hung-over to think about it. Maybe his family was
right, maybe he needed to settle in one place and lay down some
roots. Living out of boxes wasn’t fun. It was just that he’d never
found a reason to stay in any one place too long.

“Shit,” he mumbled staring at a box that
probably hadn’t been unpacked in the last five moves. Blinking and
yawning, he tried to kick-start his tired mind. The knock sounded
again and he trudged forward. Pulling open the door, he closed his
eyes briefly to the bright light of the day and grumbled, “I said I
was coming, cocksucker. Now tell me, where the hell did I move to
this time? I can’t even remember for sure where I am.”

“Oh my goodness!”

Roark stiffened in surprise. That didn’t
sound like James. Suddenly, he realized that James hadn’t been
answering back as he swore at him through the telepathic link. They
must have drunk a lot more than he’d thought the night before. It
was odd that he would be this out of it.

Roark focused his eyes on the beauty before
him. It sure as hell didn’t look like James either. Biting his lip,
he moaned without thought, “Damn, baby.”

What a way to wake up!

A slender woman with red hair stared at him.
She glanced to the side, as if looking at his house. Her hair was
pulled high on her head in a bun. Slowly, as she once more turned
to look at him, she reached for her sunglasses and pushed them to
the top of her head. Roark noted her vibrant blue eyes before
letting his gaze travel down. She wore a dress suit—the charcoal
gray skirt and jacket over the white silk shirt made for a very
formal ensemble—and high-heeled shoes. Her legs were long and he
couldn’t help but wonder if he was still dreaming. If so, he really
didn’t want to wake up from this one.

No, dreams don’t include hangovers.

“Sir,” the woman said, breathing heavily as
if she just now found her voice. Her cheeks were flushed and she
clearly didn’t like the way he’d answered his door. Roark smiled.
He could easily make that up to her.

“Mmm.” He leaned against the doorframe,
putting up his arm to brace his weight.

“Sir,” she repeated. Roark’s smile widened.
Her gaze rounded in mortification as her eyes traveled down. “Ah…
Sir!”

Roark followed her troubled gaze. Not only
had he forgotten that he was naked, he was also obviously aroused
from staring at her. Grinning, and completely unapologetic, he
winked at the sexy woman. “Morning wood.”

“Sir, it’s one p.m.”

“Really? Hmm, okay, it’s afternoon
wood.”

“Ah.” The woman wrinkled her nose. “I’ll
come back later at a more…”

His smile widened as he gave her a
come-hither look. There was something about her that made him want
to act the beast. Very rarely did humans have that effect on him.
She must have been very special indeed to provoke his body by just
the mere sight of her.

In fact, Roark never had such a strong gut
reaction to a human. They were a frail people and lycans tended to
avoid them as much as possible. An ancient race, the lycans were as
old as the humans, growing with them from the very beginning of
time, just like all supernatural races. The Church used to condemn
the supernaturals as evil pagans, going so far as to hunt and kill
them. Times were wilder in the early days, but so it was with all
the races—mortal and supernatural. Just as humans no longer roamed
the countryside pillaging and wielding swords, his people no longer
wildly wielded tooth and fang. Now the lycans hid their existence
from the humans. It wasn’t difficult, as they were able to smell
their mortality instantly on them.

“Appropriate time,” she finished weakly.
Roark blinked, instantly drawn out of his racing thoughts.

“Why? You’re here now.” Roark left the door
open and turned to go back to his bedroom to find something to put
on. He heard her breath catch in her throat as he purposefully
flexed his ass as he walked away. “Make yourself at home. I’ll just
be a moment.”

 

Cocksucker? Did he really call her
a cocksucker?

Natasha Abbey stared at the naked man as he
walked away from her. She held her breath in dismay. Well, at least
she was pretty sure it was dismay. Whoever heard of someone
greeting a person at the door in nothing but their male pride?

Never, when she woke up that morning, did
Natasha expect to be welcomed by a naked man answering his front
door. He was so not what she was expecting and she’d momentarily
been stunned to silence. But having secretly worked with her fair
share of Hollywood bad boys and rock stars, she liked to think she
was used to their shocking and odd behavior.

This was supposed to be a job, just like any
other job, though it was clear she had her work cut out for her.
Her first task was to observe silently, make notes and then
evaluate what lessons she needed to implement. Answering the door
naked pretty much fell into the category of all-over etiquette
makeover.

But there was another reason for her stunned
silence. Never had she imagined that she would see a naked man so
built and so obviously proud of his body—not to mention the fact
that his cock had lifted to a towering height as soon as he looked
at her. Tight muscles rippled beneath his flesh, from his perfect
thighs to his taut ass, to his sculpted back and arms. Long
waist-length, dark brown hair flowed in perfect waves down his
back.

This is Roark O’Connell?

This is my new client?

Oh. My. Stars.

Natasha’s heart leapt in her chest, but the
quickening wasn’t love at first sight so much as fiery lust at
first glance. That was good, because she wasn’t necessarily looking
for love. Other things came first. She had yet to figure out
exactly what those other things were, but she was sure they were
out there. Love had never really interested her. It seemed too
clichéd, too straight out of some cheesy movie, too long a time for
a woman with her extremely unique background to commit to one
person. At least, that had been true up until seven years ago when
she was cursed into her current form. She didn’t know the full
extent of what the farfadet elders had done to her, but she could
only guess that with her new human form also came human mortality.
When she cut herself now, she bled and didn’t heal right away. She
could catch colds, tired easily and had no powers whatsoever.
Farfadets normally slipped through time with ease. All she could do
was go forward at a human pace.

Leaning over, she grabbed her briefcase and
slowly backed away from the opened door. She glanced up to the eave
of the house, checking the address to make sure it was correct. To
her horror, it was. She was at the right place.

Did she leave? Make a run from the sexy,
crazy man? Or did she do her job like the professional she was?
Natasha took a deep breath and lifted her chin. She was a
professional. She would not let this man and his lack of manners
upset her. No doubt he, out of all her other clients, was in
desperate need of her services.

Still, there was that nagging feeling, a
part of her old life that stirred within her at seeing him. Maybe
it was the awakened desire she felt like never before. Since
turning, she’d been alone. Human intimacy frightened her, as they
often contributed more emotion to the act of intercourse than was
actually due the situation. It’s not like she could time slip away
afterward if she didn’t want to face the man or if he was bad in
bed.

The second she’d seen Roark, her heartbeat
accelerated and she felt helpless and weak. Natasha wasn’t a weak
person.

Stepping back to the door, she hesitated
before going inside. She had to step around boxes to get to the
living room. The house was nice. Who was she kidding? It was more
than nice, it was fabulous. But why did a man who owned a
mini-mansion have boxes everywhere? Did he just move in? The memo
from her office listed this as a new address, which would explain
things. A few of the boxes were ripped open and clothes were draped
over them onto the floor.

He’s a slob! A
gorgeous, rude slob.

Natasha’s apartment might have been small,
but it was immaculate. Wrinkling her nose, she saw a half-opened
pizza box stuffed with used paper towels on the coffee table before
an expensive flat-screen television. DVD movie boxes were strewn
over the coffee table and floor, stacked on the low cabinet under
the flat screen. More movies were on two bookcases along the walls.
She frowned. Did the man do anything besides watch movies? Without
thinking, she set down her briefcase and grabbed the box before
going to find a trash can. Heels made it hard to walk through the
maze of boxes and she was forced to put her arms out to the side
for balance.

“Mmm, a thaisce, you’ve come to find
me,” Roark said, his voice low, and suddenly thick with a soft burr
of an accent. By the way he said “a thaisce” it was clearly
an endearment. “I wouldn’t have put pants on if I knew you were
going to change your mind and follow me back.”

Natasha gasped, shivering as Roark slipped a
hand along her waist from behind. The warmth of his palm spread out
over her, causing her to loosen her grip on the box. It crashed to
the floor. The instant she let go of the trash, Roark swung her
around and lifted her off the ground. His body pressed into hers,
sending a magnificent shock down her. Grabbing her hand and lifting
it to the side, he began to hum, dancing to his own song as he
artfully moved her down the hall, weaving around the boxes, toward
the living room. Her feet dangled off the floor. The arm around her
waist held her tight to his naked chest. She was thankful that he
said he wore pants, but as she felt the still very aroused press of
his cock to her hip, she stiffened.

“Ah, Mr. O’Connell, please,” Natasha said,
trying weakly to hit him with the hand that was trapped to his
chest. A very large, wicked part of her wanted to let him continue.
Prudence took over as she suppressed the base urge. “Put me down
this instant.”

He did so, abruptly spinning her away from
him in a graceful move—at least on his part. Natasha stumbled only
to catch herself. Making a weak noise, she smoothed down her skirt
and straightened her jacket, before patting down her hair. When she
finally looked up at Roark, she stiffened. He’d gotten dressed, all
right—in a pair of skin-tight, hip-riding black leather pants. A
trail of hair led down his stomach to beneath the leather. By the
tightness of the pants, it was pretty clear by the lack of lines
that he wasn’t wearing underwear.

The man looks like a rock star.
Wonderful, she thought sarcastically. I’ve been
hired by a supermodel rock star with a libido hot enough to do any
man proud and the cock to back it up.

Natasha took several deep breaths. Roark’s
long wild hair spilled over his chest and shoulders. It matched the
untamed light in his dark eyes. Taking a second look, she shivered.
His eyes looked lighter than before, almost like a yellow-brown
hazel. She’d been sure they were darker.

I’ve dealt with rock stars
before. I just have to remain professional. When he
sees he can’t shock me, he’ll stop and
behave.

“So,” Roark said, teasingly. “Are you a maid
for hire? Or do you just start cleaning every house you walk
into?”

She blinked, slightly confused by the joke
as she looked down at her business suit. Then, remembering that
she’d indeed picked up the pizza box when she’d first walked in,
she gave a halfhearted laugh.

It hit her that she hadn’t introduced
herself. From being called a cocksucker, to seeing a gorgeous naked
man open the door, to being held tight in the sexiest embrace she’d
ever been a part of, she’d lost her wits.

Clearing her throat, she held out her hand.
“Mr. O’Connell, I’m Natasha Abbey.”

He didn’t move, looking completely
blank.

“You hired me,” she said carefully.

Again, he didn’t move.

“We have an appointment to go over your
plans. I just flew in from New York to be here. Your assistant
confirmed just last week and gave me the new address. We would’ve
called you, but you didn’t have a number on file.”

Still nothing.

“You called my office requesting my
services. I admit it’s been several months since you scheduled, but
you did pay in advance.” She frowned. What was wrong with this guy?
“You are Mr. Roark O’Connell, are you not?”

“Just Roark, love,” he said. “Mr. O’Connell
is my father’s name.”

“Charming,” she muttered, not really meaning
it. The last words had been said with a distinctly Irish accent and
she had no doubt he was parodying one of his movies. No matter the
race, she found men tended to do that, quoting movies or plays as
if it were a real talent. “You don’t remember hiring me for the
week?”

“Um, are you a maid?” he asked, glancing to
where she’d dropped the pizza box. “You don’t look like a maid and
I don’t know any that fly across country to clean, but I can’t for
the life of me think of anything else.”

“No, I’m not a maid,” she answered.

He shrugged. “Well, then, tell me what it is
I hired you for and I’ll tell you if I remember doing it.”

“I’m an etiquette and image consultant.
Several months ago you called my offices and told my secretary that
you enjoyed my article on table etiquette and wished for me to move
in with you to teach you… Does any of this sound familiar,
sir?”

He grinned, running his eyes down her body.
“You’re going to live with me? Mmm, I just might have to renovate
all the guest bedrooms. But the master bedroom will be free until
all that’s done.”

Natasha ignored the innuendo of her sleeping
with him in his bed for a week. She’d dealt with his rich and
famous type before and their supermodel, anorexic girlfriends. She
could handle one man. Since she didn’t listen to rock music, it was
no surprise that she’d never heard of him before. But that wasn’t
the first time she hadn’t heard of some famous client. She’d once
spent a whole week with a baseball player before she realized just
how famous he was. The men in her office building had been in total
awe. But the way her company kept her busy going from job to job,
it wasn’t like she stopped to look every client up on the Internet.
And, being a farfadet, fame didn’t really faze her as it did most
mortals. In fact, she didn’t care. It made the secrecy part of her
work easy—as the majority of her clients didn’t want their lessons
going public. Before a job, sometimes all she got was a name, a
location, and a basic request of for services. Fame didn’t change
the way she handled herself professionally and it was better for
her if she didn’t have any media-induced, preconceived notions in
her head. She liked the first impression of a client to be genuine.
It helped her to do her job. If she had their latest scandal in the
back of her mind, then it was too easy to focus on that one issue
and not the whole picture.

Roark grinned, a completely incorrigible
look. “I hope you don’t mind sharing a bed. If I steal covers, you
can cuddle next to me for warmth.”

It seemed he had no problem getting to the
point, or keeping with the point until he got a reaction. Maybe it
was her lack of reaction to his come-ons that was baffling him and
causing him to keep them up. Taking a long, calming breath, she did
her best to sound businesslike. “No, we explained that wouldn’t be
appropriate. I’ll be staying at the local hotel for the duration of
the training.”

“Ah, so you won’t be staying here?” He
hummed softly, looking disappointed.

The man was persistent, she’d give him that.
No doubt he was about to sign some record deal or something and his
agent wanted him to learn some manners. Glancing around his home,
she could see why his agent would be concerned. The man needed
organization and focus. A home said a lot about a person. She took
a deep breath. No doubt this would be an easy one—chewing with the
mouth closed, interview etiquette and training, not urinating in
public, some personal grooming lessons…

Not that he looks all that poorly
groomed.

Natasha shivered. Too bad she couldn’t work
spells anymore, otherwise she’d put a block on herself when it came
to him. There was a base, natural, hard attraction to him that she
felt all the way to her bones. Almost as if her world would end if
she didn’t submit to the desire to have sex with him. But that was
stupid. She was just in need of a man and he was the first one
she’d been attracted to in ages.

“Why don’t we begin?” Natasha crossed the
room to her briefcase and set it on the coffee table where the
pizza box had been. It might be hard, but she would keep their
interaction strictly professional. Opening it, she took out her
favorite designer pen and a fresh notepad. Perching her butt on the
end of his couch, she looked expectantly at him. “What exactly is
your primary goal?”

Roark tilted his head to the side, his lip
curling slightly as if in deep thought. “Mmm, yeah, I remember now.
I was drunk and my brother James dared me to call you. That’s
right.” He slowly walked to an overstuffed chair and sat across
from her. Grabbing a pack of cigarettes off a side table, he lit
up. Smoke curled around him and he motioned at her with the
cigarette. “We have a bet going on whether or not you will quit
before a week is out. Damn, I forgot we’d made that appointment. No
wonder James came over last night with pizza and beer. I should’ve
known something was up. He wants to win the bet.”

“A bet?” she repeated. Slowly, she closed
her pen and put the notepad back into her briefcase. “James is the
name of your brother? He wasn’t your assistant?”

“Ah, so that’s who called to give you my
address. I should’ve known something was up when he offered to buy
the good beer.” Roark gave a small laugh.

“So you’re not an aspiring musician?

“Is that what James said?” He chuckled. “No,
no, I’m not. Though I’ve been told I can make women sing.”

Charming, she thought
sarcastically.

“What do you do?” she asked.

“Not much of anything really.”

“Mr. O’Connell—”

“Roark.”

“Mr. O’Connell,” she coughed, waving her
hand as smoke drifted in her face. “Do you mind? If you haven’t
heard, smoking can kill you and whereas I don’t know if suicide is
your intention, I’d like to live a while longer.”

Especially since her human lungs were prone
to mortal diseases, she had to be careful now. The threat of death
tended to make a girl cautious.

She took a deep breath, trying to calm
herself. There was no need to get short-tempered and her last
comment had been a little mean. It was just the man baffled her and
made it hard to concentrate.

“I heard that, but then I’m not human,” he
said, winking audaciously. Still, he put the cigarette out. “It
won’t do a damned thing to me. I plan on living forever or die
trying.”

“Ah.” Natasha wondered if the man thought
his joke was funny. If the man only knew the true meaning of not
being human. “Mr. O’Connell, I take my job very seriously—”

“I see that. You seem to take everything
seriously.”

“And,” she stressed, irritated by the
interruption, “I don’t appreciate being called all the way to
Kansas on a drunken bet because you and your brother have trust
funds and too much time on your hands.”

“Huh, so I am still in Kansas.” He shook his
head before rubbing the bridge of his nose as if in deep
thought.

Natasha closed the briefcase and stood. “It
was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. O’Connell. I can show myself
out.”

“You call that a pleasure?” he chuckled,
pushing up from the chair to follow her. “A thaisce, if that
is what passes in your book as a pleasure, please allow me to show
you more.”

“Sexual harassment, Mr. O’Connell,” she
quipped.


“Pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovolcanokoniosis.” Roark smiled.

“Excuse me?”


“Pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovolcanokoniosis,” he repeated. “The
lung disease caused by inhaling very fine silica particles.”

“What?” Was this man crazy? Was she crazy
for standing here listening?


“Pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovolcanokoniosis.” His grin widened.
“You were using big words, I thought I would too. It’s the longest
word in the English language at forty-five letters.”

“What?” she repeated, trying to follow his
sudden turn of the conversation.

“You said harassment.”

“What?”

“Oh, there’s also
hepaticocholangiocholecystenterostomies, the surgical connections
between the gall bladder and the hepatic duct, coming in at
thirty-nine letters.”

“But—”

“Now, I know what you’re going to say—”

“Ah, but—”

“What about
‘Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious’?”

“No—”

“That was just a song title made up in the
late nineteen-forties, early nineteen-fifties by Parker and Young
and only has, ah, thirty-five, no sorry, thirty-four letters.
Though if you are going non-medical words, I suppose that could be
it. Huh, I’ll have to check on that and get back to you.”

Natasha shook her head, completely turned
around by his illogical train of thought. “Mr. O’Connell! What are
you going on about?”

As if it was the most normal thing in the
world, he looked at her as if she was the crazy one. “Words.”

“What? Are you some sort of word trivia
nut?”

“Damn, a thaisce, you are
wonderfully disorientated when you’re not acting proper.” He
winked.

“You are just doing this to test me?” She
gasped. “To see if you can confuse me?”

“And to get you to stay,” he admitted,
grinning like a little boy who’d gotten his way. Why did the
insufferable man have to look so sexy when he smiled? And why did
his eyes gleam with such obvious sexual invitation?

“I’m not staying,” Natasha informed him.
“And I don’t appreciate you trying to manipulate me or confuse me
or whatever it is you’re trying to do.”

“Oh, good idea. I don’t have anything to eat
here. Let’s go out. I’ll show you the town.”

“What? No. No. Please, no. If I go now I can
surely get on a flight back to New York tonight.” Did this man even
know where food was? He didn’t know what state he was in. She
trembled, part of her screaming that she needed to take this excuse
and go. If she was around him much longer, the natural urgings of
her body would surely tempt her into doing something stupid.

“A thaisce, you took my money. The
least you could do it give me the lessons I paid for.”

With disdain dripping from her tone, she
said dryly, “I’ll refund it.”

“Your secretary made me sign a contract.
That binds you as well as me. I don’t want a refund. And you don’t
want to be sued for discrimination, do you? Ah, discrimination. Not
the longest word, but a good one, don’t you think?”

Natasha could feel the blood draining out of
her face. Some insane part of her wanted to stay, was glad that he
was tricking her. That part of herself scared her.

“Fine,” she quipped. “But we need to go over
the ground rules.”

“So I get the two weeks I paid for?” he
asked.

“You only paid for a week in advance. I’m
sorry, but I’m booked after that.”

“Can’t blame a guy for trying. Just let me
grab a shirt, that is, unless you’d like to keep staring at my
chest? I have no problem taking you out like this.”

Natasha pried her eyes up. Was she staring
at him?

Oh, goodness! She was.

“Chemistry,” he said softly. “Another good
word.”

She couldn’t answer.

“I’ll be right back. Don’t run away,
precious,” Roark turned, heading down the hall. When he was gone,
she hurried out of the house, taking several deep breaths as she
searched for her rental car keys.

“Oh, Natasha,” she whispered, “what have you
gotten yourself into now?”

 


 



Chapter Two

 

Roark grinned, looking into his motorcycle’s
rearview mirror to see Natasha still following behind him. He had
forgotten about hiring her until she said something. The woman was
booked solid and they’d made the bet over six months ago. From her
article, both brothers expected her to be an old schoolmarm type.
James had thought it hilarious to force an old, proper woman on his
wild younger brother.

Natasha Abbey was definitely no old
schoolmarm.

Roark’s smile only widened. He could tell he
frustrated her, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself from pushing
her buttons. Wiggling in his seat, he tried to adjust himself
without being obvious. The pants were sexy and he knew they looked
good on him, but they weren’t practical for riding his old
motorcycle and they did tend to get a little too snug whenever he
became aroused—which he had been since seeing the redheaded
bombshell on his front step.

He’d offered to give her a ride on his bike
and had to admit he was relieved when she said no, insisting they
take separate vehicles. If her proper little body had pressed
against his back for the short duration of the trip, he’d surely
shift into full lycan and take her alongside the interstate.
Normally, simple sexual arousal wasn’t enough to bring on the
change, but what he was feeling went beyond that into hot, fiery
passion. Whenever a lycan was impassioned—whether it was lust,
anger or any other variety of strong emotions—it became hard to
control the inner beast.

His father would love that. The man
would undoubtedly have him imprisoned for causing such a public
display like shifting in public to take a human female. And his
older brother, Ian, the future king, would undoubtedly help to trap
him. Lycan prisons weren’t like human prisons. They were treated
like the dogs they could be. Roark knew. He’d been caught by Queen
Victoria’s guards screwing one of her chambermaids in half shift.
Luckily, they didn’t have surveillance cameras back then and no one
believed the guards when they said he’d been half wolf.

Poor bastards.

The guards had been relieved of duty because
of the incident. Roark had made it right, though they never
would’ve known it. He wished he could’ve been so lucky. The human
jail would’ve been better than being tried by his own kind for
drawing attention to them. It had been a close call, but he still
spent six months behind bars for it.

Nowadays, even Roark admitted they needed to
be more discreet. One mistake and they’d find themselves on every
newscast worldwide. The clans wouldn’t be too happy about that.
Only a few humans knew of their existence. It wasn’t because the
lycans were ashamed, but because humans were simply not ready to
know about them. They’d become enamored with science and logic.
There was no room for magic in the civilized world anymore.

Taking a left, he kept his speed down.
Natasha followed the speed limit to the number. It was no surprise.
The woman clearly lacked any fun in her life. It was almost as if
she was frightened. Maybe it was his calling to help her break out
of her shell. It was clear by her scent that she was interested in
him, otherwise he’d never have bothered her with persistent come-on
lines. He wasn’t a complete cad.

Glancing into his rearview mirror, he
suddenly imagined having the prim and proper Natasha bent over, her
suit skirt hiked up around her hips as he pumped his stiff cock
into her sweet-smelling body.

Okay, I am a cad. I am.
But, lycans help me, she’s just too sexy to
be let out without a leash.

That thought only led to more. How he’d like
to tie Natasha up and slowly torture her until she orgasmed so hard
she would never leave his bed. Roark had always had a thing for
leather and light bondage. Though he didn’t get into domination in
the true sense of the word. He liked his woman to express herself
freely without his commands and he did sometimes like being
dominated.

I bet you’d know how to dominate
me, wouldn’t you, Natasha? You’d
like telling me what to do, wouldn’t you?

Roark began to sweat. His cock hurt so badly
it throbbed beneath his tight pants. It had been a long time since
the mere thought of fucking a woman made him this hot. Claws
threatened to grow from his fingertips and he was glad his
sunglasses would hide the liquid amber of his eyes. Would she
protest the beast in him? Would she kneel before him in such a
state and suck him dry?

Roark’s heart pounded. This was getting out
of his control. The wolf in him was sending images of its own
through his head—images of Natasha taking his shifted cock in her
mouth, of Natasha bent over on all fours as he rammed himself home
in her sweet, wet sex and her tight, perfect ass.

Letting the beast out to play wasn’t good.
Human women couldn’t handle the size of the wolf. He’d shred her to
bits if he were to try.

I need to get laid, and soon.
Otherwise, I won’t be able to hold back.

Roark again glanced in the mirror, seeing a
glimpse of sunlight on Natasha’s red hair. Swallowing over the lump
in his throat, he blinked and tried to determine where he was
going. They were supposed to be getting lunch. Seeing that he’d
automatically driven to a little diner he’d been at the day before,
he turned into the parking lot. He could well afford to take her to
the most expensive restaurants, but he had a feeling his dangerous,
“bad boy” side turned her on. In the very least, she’d seemed to
enjoy staring at him in tight leather pants.

Roark shut off his engine and swung his leg
over his bike. The motorcycle was his favorite vehicle and he had
to admit most women found it attractive. Turning to the one woman
he really wanted to impress, he reached to open the car door for
Natasha. He purposefully stood too close as she stepped out.

“Thank you, Mr. O’Connell,” she nodded in
approval, “your manners aren’t a complete loss, I see.”

When she stood from the car, he didn’t move
back to give her space. The scent of her filled his nostrils. Her
breath caught and she made a weak move as if to push past him.
Roark put his hand on the top of the car to stop her.

“You know, Ms. Abbey, you are one hell of a
sexy woman and you smell really nice.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said,” Roark leaned closer to her, “that
you are a very sexy woman, a thaisce, and I would be more
than willing to service you in any way you desire.”

Natasha paled. Her eyes darted to his lips.
He detected the instant gush of cream between her thighs. The smell
of it tortured him.

“Are…? Are you serious?” she whispered.

“Mmm, just grab my cock if you don’t believe
me. I can’t seem to keep it down around you.” He leaned closer, not
knowing what was coming over him. She smelled so good and he loved
that she wasn’t protesting his boldness. “I can’t ever remember
having such a strong reaction to a woman. Can’t you feel it? It’s
like you’ve invaded my blood and heated my body to the point of
explosion. All I can think about is fucking you.”

“This isn’t… Ah. Um. Well, you…” Her
breathing deepened. “You shouldn’t be saying these things.”

“It’s not,” Roark grinned, leaning a little
closer to her perfect mouth, “proper etiquette?”

“No, it’s not,” she whispered, not backing
away. If anything, she swayed forward ever so slightly, as if
closing the distance between their mouths. Her eyes glazed as she
stared at his lips. “Please, I’m here to do a job. I’m supposed to
be teaching you not to do these sorts of things.”

“You mentioned wanting to lay some ground
rules at the house.” Roark waited as she nodded in agreement. “I’d
be happy to lay some for you, just to see how you like them. First,
give me permission to show you pleasure like you’ve never had
before and I promise to be as discreet as you want. Your office
will never find out. Hell, I won’t tell a soul. At all. Second,
I’ll let you teach me manners and I promise to be a good student,
if you let me teach you how to let go a little and have some
fun.”

Her breath hitched, “Mr. O’Connell—”

“Third, you must call me Roark.” Grinning
wickedly, he added, “Unless you’re wanting to role play in which
case I’m game.”

“Roark, please. I’ll admit there’s some
attraction between us and it may even be strong, but—”

He could see the denial in her eyes and he
hastened to try and convince her to give in to him and the arousal
he detected coming from her. “Just hear what I am offering you,
Natasha, think about it. You can use me for whatever wild
fantasies, for whatever tawdry, dirty, depraved little sex acts
you’ve denied yourself and I’ll give in to your whims completely.
Come on, a thaisce. Isn’t there a part of you wanting to
give in to me? A wild side you’ve kept on a leash? It’s only a
week. You’re in Kansas City, Kansas. No one here knows you. There
will be no commitments afterward. What do you say?”

“I’m surprised you know what city you’re
in,” she said.

“I saw a sign when we were driving and
that’s not an answer.” Roark didn’t like thinking that there would
be no commitment afterward, but really it was for the best. She was
human, after all, and lycans didn’t mate to humans. Sure, lycans
had been known to take humans to their beds. They dated them and
some even spent lifetimes with them. But they never mated with
them, not for all eternity. Only other immortal supernaturals were
suitable lifemates. Too many lycans had seen their loved ones die
as they tried to turn them. It was a painful memory that would be
carried into eternity. For, if not murdered, the lycan would live
forever.

Occasionally, lines would be blurred and
mortals would be turned. Lycans were lusty creatures after all,
craving both blood and sex. Circumstances had to be right—the
bloodline perfect and the moon full—for the bite to take effect.
Even so, it was against the law to turn mortals. A lycan could
attack fifty humans and only possibly turn one. So if a human was
turned, the odds were that lycan had attacked many—unless it was a
special circumstance. Even then, it didn’t guarantee they’d make it
through the horrifically painful process.

It was why his kind didn’t mate with humans.
Sex with them, sure. Mating, no.

Roark frowned. Why was he suddenly thinking
of turning humans into lycans? Though he wouldn’t mind inviting
this one in to help him tame his inner beast, but to have thoughts
of eternity?

“What do you say?” he asked again. Every
nerve in him seemed to stretch toward her. He needed her
desperately, wanted her terribly.

“I say.” She took several deep breaths. “I
say that we came here for lunch.”

In physical pain at her refusal to agree to
his plan, he took a step back. Her eyes darted down to his hip, to
where his arousal pressed against tight leather. She made a weak
noise and turned her eyes away.

You are something, aren’t
you, Ms. Abbey? I only hope you don’t
have too much willpower when it comes to denying your body and
mine.

 

Natasha couldn’t believe Roark. The
audacity! The sheer boldness! The…all too incredibly tempting
arrangement!

I can’t. No.
It’s not right. I can’t take him up on his
offer.

But he does have a good point, her
inner voice argued. No one will look for you here. No one
will know about it. How long has it been anyway since a man
was between those thighs of yours? Are you sure
they’re not rusted shut?

Natasha grimaced. It had been awhile since
she had sex, unless a vibrator counted, in which case she’d burnt
out the last three. Being from her “special, unmentionable”
heritage made her sexually active by nature, even if she was cursed
into the body of a human. But for years she denied her past, trying
to blend in, trying to learn the mortal ways.

Don’t think of it. You are
human. If you think of the old ways, they’ll
come for you. You are human. You are human. Be
the human.

Ugh.

“The supernatural do not exist,” she
whispered, wishing there was a way to make herself truly believe
it.

“Pardon me?” Roark pulled open the door to
the diner, holding it for her so she could go inside. When she
stepped past him, she felt the faintest brush on her ass. She
glanced back. The man looked too innocent to be believed.

“I didn’t say anything,” she lied.

“Hmm, I must be hearing things. Either that,
or I was hoping you were finally willing to answer me about my
offer.”

“You’ve hired me to do a job, Mr. O’Connell,
and I intend to do that job.” She nodded smartly at him and stepped
into the diner. It had booth seats and waitresses dressed in old
fifties outfits. Classic rock played over the intercom and small
jukeboxes were in the booths on each table.

“Two please,” Roark said to the hostess,
offering his arm to Natasha.

“Roark, you devil. Welcome back, sweetie
pie.”

Natasha arched a brow. “Come here
often?”

“No, just yesterday.” He looked
uncomfortable.

“The girls can’t stop talking about how good
you dance,” the hostess said. “Where did you learn to move like
that? Tell the truth, now. Dance lessons?”

“Yeah,” he laughed. “Tell the ladies I had a
lot of fun with them too.”

“Dance?” Natasha asked.

“It’s nothing,” he said under his breath.
“We were just bored. The place was dead and they do have great
music.”

“Bored?” the lady laughed. Then, with a
pointed look at Natasha, she said, “You didn’t know you were on a
date with a stripper, did you?”

Natasha gasped, looking at Roark. He
grinned, shrugged and sat down. “Like I said, we were bored.”

The woman seated them at a table in the
back. The place was nearly empty, except for a few families who
dined in the other side of the restaurant. The high-pitched whine
of a young child drifted over the diner, only to be followed by the
shushing of the kid’s parents. Seeing an ashtray on the table, she
began to lift her hand to have the woman seat them in
non-smoking.

Roark grabbed her hand and held it in his.
Slowly running his fingers over her wrist, he said, “I won’t light
up. In fact, I’m giving the habit up.”

“Really?” Was it her, or was his skin really
hot? She felt the spark of his touch all the way up her arm. It was
as if she could feel it against her breasts as her nipples hardened
into treacherous little peaks. Thank goodness she was wearing the
suit jacket—even if it did feel a little hot.

“Mmm, you like when I touch you, don’t you?”
He took a deep breath, as he lifted her hand to his mouth. Weak,
and frankly too stunned to pull back, she let him. Roark lightly
flicked his tongue over her wrist and palm before kissing it with
an open mouth. He groaned, doing it again and again, as he ran his
mouth along her forearm. “I’m suddenly not hungry. How about we
take off and go back to my place?”

Natasha pulled her hand from him in
mid-kiss. “I’m famished.”

Roark grumbled, but didn’t say anything she
could understand as the waitress came to take their order. Not
surprising, he got a steak with numerous unhealthy side dishes.
Natasha ordered a salad and water.

He started flipping through the selection of
songs on the miniature jukebox on their table. The unit was nailed
to the wall and had an impressive number of song choices. Within
moments, classic Fifties rock blared overhead. It had a fast upbeat
tempo and the voice that belted along with the music was as smooth
as silk.

“You have a beautiful mouth,” he said. “And
a nice voice.”

Had she started singing under her breath
again? It was a horrible habit. Ignoring the compliment, she said,
“Well, let’s start, shall we?”

“What? Here?” Roark glanced behind his back,
a small smile on his face when he again looked at her. “You want to
do it in the restroom?”

YES!

“No, the etiquette lessons,” Natasha told
him emphatically. This was only the first afternoon. How was she
going to resist him for a week? Especially when her body was
already turned on by him? “We want to make sure you get your
money’s worth, don’t we?”

“Not really,” he grumbled.

Natasha ignored his griping. “Let’s start
with table manners, shall we? Dining etiquette is essential to
making a good impression and speaks volumes about a person.”
Unrolling the silverware from the napkin, she placed it on the
table in front of her, positioning the fork, knife and spoon in
proper order. “Since we don’t have a full service in front of us,
this will have to do.” She reached over, arranging his as well. “If
this were a small luncheon napkin, you would unfold it completely.
But, since it’s a full-size dinner napkin, you only fold it into
half like so. Now, it’s customary for you to wait until your host
or hostess unfolds their napkin first. You don’t want to come off
as too eager to dine.”

Roark didn’t move.

“Go on,” she urged. “Pretend I’m the
hostess. See, I’ve just unfolded my napkin and set it in my
lap.”

Slowly, a frown marring his brow, he did the
same. She nodded in approval.

“The napkin is to stay on your lap at all
times. If you get up and put the napkin on your plate, that will
tell your server you are not coming back and that they may take
your plate away. The meal is over when the host or hostess puts
their napkin on the table to the right of their plate like so.”
Natasha placed her napkin on the table. “Now you try. Don’t wad it
up into a ball, but don’t refold it either.”

Roark didn’t look pleased, but he followed
her example.

The waitress came and delivered their
drinks, placing them on the table. As he reached for his, Natasha
took it away and set it to the right of his plate. “Glassware will
always be placed here. It’s important when drinking to put your
glass down in the same place, as to maintain the visual integrity
of the dining area.”

The waitress snorted at her. Natasha scowled
slightly in disapproval. Roark laughed, grabbing his glass and
taking a drink of his soda.

“It’s easy to remember where things in the
place settings go. Liquids on the right,” Natasha pointed to the
right of her plate before motioning gracefully to the other side,
“and solids on the left.”

Roark leaned forward. “I’m sorry, love, but
this is boring. I’d much rather talk about you.”

“That very well may be, but manners are ways
of showing other people that you respect them.”

“Do they teach you to say things like that?”
he asked.

“You pay me to say things like that. In
fact, a lot of celebrities pay me to train their future wives and
husbands in the art of etiquette. When people are public figures
they are under constant watch. If a person is not born into the
lifestyle, then one must learn the lifestyle.”

“Ah, so if I pay you more, you’ll let me eat
in peace?” He winked to soften his words. “’Cause the way I see it,
the more money you have, the more people will like you regardless
of your table manners.”

“Just be happy I don’t make you sit through
a lecture on the difference between the American way of cutting
meat and the Continental way.”

“Did you just make a joke?” he asked,
appearing truly amazed. “Say it isn’t so! Are you showing signs of
loosening up?”

“Highly doubtful,” she assured him.
“Silverware usage is easy. Just start from the outside and work
your way in.”

“You know, I’m easy as well.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. Wryly, she
shook her head. “So you keep telling me.”

“Just want to make sure you heard it.”
Looking over the small wall alongside their booth, he glanced
toward where the kitchen was. “Our food should be out soon. You
want to speed this up?”

“It’s easier if we practice while dining,”
she said.

“Listen, you’re here to give lessons, not
make sure I take them. So you eat proper-like. I’ll eat like I eat
and watch you do it your way. I’d watch you do anything with your
sexy mouth.”

“You’re going to make everything difficult,
aren’t you?” she asked, somehow feeling up to the challenge.

Giving her the most audacious look, he shook
his head. “Mmm, not all things.”

His meaning was clear and Natasha did her
best not to blush. She couldn’t remember any man pursuing her so
hard, which was a feat considering she was come on to a lot. The
waitress saved her from answering by bringing their food. True to
his word, Roark ate like a man, which was to say he ate with
relish, taking huge bites and over-salting everything. His glass
seemed to travel around his plate, landing wherever he felt like
placing it.

If he wasn’t willing to listen to her
lessons, she decided that she’d merely show by example, taking
little, delicate bites. He made small talk, refusing to mention the
proposal for sex that hung between them. But it was there, nearly
palpable and as heady as the feelings inside her body. Natasha
hated to admit it, but there was something animalistic and sensual
about the way he attacked his meal with gusto. Would he attack
everything in such a manner?

Halfway through the meal she knew she’d most
likely take him up on his offer. By the end of the meal she was
sure of it. Roark was smart, sexy, witty and, most importantly,
eager to fulfill every desire she had.

Vibrator or Roark? It wasn’t a hard
call.

Wait, could she choose both?

She shivered. Desire boiled just below her
surface. After the meal, Roark threw money down on the table to pay
for it.

“My company can pay for my lunch,” she
assured him. “It’s the perk of having an expense account.”

Roark stood, reaching to help her up. As his
hand slid into hers, he grinned. “But if your company paid for your
meal, you wouldn’t let me count this as a first date. And if this
isn’t a date, then how will I justify asking for a kiss at the end
of it? Or inviting you in for wine and a massage?”

“Bye, Roark, you sweetie pie you!” the
hostess yelled from behind the counter. He smiled angelically at
the woman, waving back at her.

“You are impossible, Mr. O’Connell,” Natasha
said, eyeing the busty hostess.

“Mmm, you have no idea, a
thaisce.”


Chapter Three

 

Natasha stared at Roark’s ass pressed
against the leather seat of his bike as she followed him back to
his house for more etiquette lessons. It seemed ridiculous at this
point, as it was clear he didn’t want to learn and had no pressing
reason to listen to anything she had to teach him. Oddly, she found
his lack of perfect manners refreshing. After working with
hoity-toity celebrities and their model-perfect wives, Roark’s
laid-back approach to life was appealing.

Speaking of appealing…

His jacket and T-shirt flapped in the wind,
giving peeks of his naked back. She wondered how she should start
her next lesson. And what exactly should that lesson be? Roark
would undoubtedly go for a “hey, come over here and fuck me wild”
line, but Natasha couldn’t force herself to say it.

Dancing? Perhaps. That will
get us close enough together to let nature take its course.

Interviewing? Ugh, no,
not interviewing. Though if I asked the right
questions… Wait, no. Too obvious.

Clothing? No, that would
require shopping and I want to “stay in” to see if
he’ll continue his bold seduction.

“Just play it cool, Natasha,” she said,
looking in the rearview mirror. Grabbing for her purse, she dug
inside to find some blush and started putting it on while driving,
along with some fresh lipstick. Then, taking her perfume, she
sprayed herself, making sure to get between her thighs.

It was too bad she couldn’t take her hair
down into a much more seductive style without being obvious. As
much as she wanted him sexually, she wanted him to continue to ask
her for it. She knew she was going to give in to him. But he didn’t
need to know that. Not yet. “That’s right. Just play it cool.”

* * * * *

“Damn it, Roark, quit pressuring her. Be
cool, man, be cool. Let her come to you.” Roark sighed as his house
finally came into view. Maybe he should have suggested they go
somewhere public. Why did he ask her back to his place? “Because
you want her.”

He stopped his bike in front of his house,
taking a deep breath in an effort to keep his desire at bay.

“Great, talking to myself can’t be a good
sign. The woman is driving me crazy with lust.”

Shut up, man, or
she’ll think you’ve lost it and run.

Swinging his leg over the back of his bike,
he climbed off the motorcycle. Natasha stepped out of her car.
Instantly, he detected perfume on the breeze and smiled. She’d put
on more makeup too. That had to mean something, right? The beast in
him tried to surface.

Be cool, man, be
cool.

Shit, she’s fucking
sexy.

His cock had never really gone down, even as
they made small talk over lunch. As if it had a will of its own, it
kept sending thoughts into his head.

Ask her to suck me dry, it would say.
Let me fuck that mouth of hers. Come on, take
her, you know her pussy’s going to feel so good and
tight. Can’t you smell how wet she is for us?
Ah, come on, big fella, you know you want
to.

Great, not only am I talking to
myself, my cock is joining in the conversation as
well.

She’s looking at you. Be
cool, man, be cool.

The sweet, fresh scent of her perfume
wrapped around his senses as he neared her, mingling with the
already familiar smell of her body’s cream. He tried to make his
lips move into an easy smile, but it was hard to be easygoing when
he fought desire and his inner beast at the same time.

Joining her on the sidewalk leading up to
his house, he flipped through his keys to find the one to his front
door. Once he had it open, he stepped aside, letting her go in
first. He leaned over, looking at the sway of her hips as she went
past him. Roark bit his lip to suppress a moan.

Fuck! I am going to be the first
man killed by propriety.

“How long have you lived here?” she
asked.

Good, light conversation.
You can do light. Be cool.

“Ah, honestly, I can’t remember. I tend to
move around a lot.”

“Restless spirit?”

“Something like that.”

“I don’t think you ever told me what you do
for a living.” Natasha finally turned, looking at him. Damn, her
eyes were the bluest he’d ever seen. He wished she’d take down her
hair for him, so he could see the full richness of the red silky
texture.

“It depends on where I’m at,” he said.

“What was your last job?”

Roark tensed, not wanting to lie to her, but
unable to tell her the truth. Somehow he figured “tracking down and
killing rogue werewolves for his father, king of the O’Connell
clan” would sound a little crazy to her, if not downright
terrifying.

“Let’s see, I did some modeling a while back
for an erotic novel cover. The book was featured in a
magazine.”

“Really?”

Was he mistaken or did she look intrigued by
that? “Do you read erotic novels?”

The woman actually blushed.

“Interesting,” he murmured, his voice low.
“So there is a wild side in you waiting to get out.”

“And what else have you done?” she asked
quickly, refusing to answer.

Viciously killed a lycan who was hunting
children. We regulate our own.

“Um…” He stepped closer to her. She didn’t
back away. “I had a stint as a male dancer.”

“At the diner?” she laughed.

“No, before that,” he said.

“Ballroom?” she asked, her eyes darting down
over his body.

“No. Stripper.”

“Ah.” The sound was a mere squeak. The
intense outpouring of her desire filled his nostrils. “That’s an,
ah, interesting, ah, job.”

“Mmm, I’d be more than happy to show you
sometime.”

“You would?” Again, her voice was weak. Her
breathing deepened and her cheeks became flushed as she looked at
his chest, only to let her gaze roam lower to where his arousal
proudly pressed against his tight leather pants. How he wished she
would reach forward and free his hard erection!

“Sit down,” he ordered softly, nodding
toward the couch. She hesitated, but did as he commanded. Going to
a remote, he dimmed the lights and shut the curtains. Then, hitting
another button, he slowly walked into the now dark living room as
the opening beats of a techno song played. He kept his gaze on her,
letting the liquid heat shine in their depths. It didn’t matter if
it was the middle of the afternoon. Inside the house, the mood was
perfect.

Natasha’s rounded eyes looked up at him, as
if shocked and surprised that he was actually going to dance for
her. Slowly, he thrust his hips to the rhythm of the club music.
Roark had never been one for a routine but instead he went with the
flow of things. The beat picked up and he began moving in time to
it, thrusting his hips hard as he artfully worked off his leather
jacket. Knowing just how to seduce her by the subtle reactions of
her body, he lifted his T-shirt, giving teasing peeks of flesh as
he danced closer to her.

He kept the teasing up for a while, kicking
off his boots and socks. Then, rolling his stomach and flexing his
chest, he ripped the T-shirt back. Natasha gasped, her hands
digging into the arm of his couch as she stared at him. The
tattered shirt fell to the floor and he kicked it at her. It slid
onto her lap, but she didn’t take it.

Roark ran his finger along his low
waistline, rocking his hips in hard thrusts to keep time with the
music. He unbuttoned the pants, working closer to her. Anticipation
curled in his gut. This would be a day Natasha never forgot.

 

Natasha couldn’t breathe. Roark’s sexy dance
was doing things to her she never thought could happen and her body
was elevated to a mindless state of pure arousal. Squirming in her
seat, she was sure her body was so wet that it was soaking his
couch. She clenched her thighs together, but the throbbing in her
clit didn’t stop. The desire she felt from that first moment, the
pounding heat that coursed through her blood, made her behave as
she might not normally. What was it about this man? The pure animal
magnetism she couldn’t resist, didn’t really want to.

Muscles rippled erotically under his flesh
as he moved—and oh! did he know how to move. Roark danced
closer, until his toned stomach was in her face. Her hands itched
to touch him, but she was too afraid to move. There was something
all too primal about this man. He was like a caged animal on the
brink of escaping.

He slowly pulled down his zipper. The thick
tip of his cock peeked out at her, straining to be free of its
leather confines. When he looked down at her, his lashes fell low
over his dark, penetrating gaze. He was breathing hard, though she
doubted a man in his fine shape would be worn out from the
seductive moves.

Natasha couldn’t stop her hands from
reaching forward. His body still rocked in time to the music,
though not as aggressively as before. She touched his hips, letting
her fingers slide on the warm leather. Roark drew closer, swaying
his cock back and forth, moving it toward her lips in silent
meaning.

She slid her hands around to cup his ass. It
was firm and tight beneath her fingers. Dipping along the back of
his thighs, she scooted to the edge of the couch. His scent
engulfed her and his heat seemed to jump off his skin onto hers.
The leather pants clung to him. She pulled at the material, slowly
working it off his hips. His cock seemed to lengthen more as it was
freed.

Natasha looked up at him. The dim lights
revealed the contrast between the rise and fall of muscles on his
body. Roark reached for her face, stroking her cheek. His eyes
pleaded with her to suck him off, but he didn’t make a move to
force her.

It was more than she could resist. With a
moan, she leaned forward, opening her mouth to pull the thick tip
of his erection between her lips. She kissed him gently, twirling
her tongue around the ridge. He groaned in approval. She pulled
back, teasing him as she nibbled her teeth up and down the sides
before latching on to him once more. Her hands glided over the
leather, caressing his perfect thighs.

Damn, he tasted good!

Natasha sucked him a little deeper. The
techno music continued, the beat changing slightly. She kept
rhythm, rolling her tongue along his shaft, rimming the firm ridge
in circles.

“Ah, a thaisce, you look so sexy like
that,” he said. She saw his stomach tighten as his breath caught.
“So prim and proper in your suit and bun, and yet your gorgeous
lips just beg to be fucked. It’s a huge turn-on.”

Natasha moaned, her mouth full of his cock.
Her lips moved faster, sucking harder. Roark continued to talk,
seemingly unashamed as he vocalized how sexy she was, how hot she
made him, how he wanted to come down in her lovely throat and watch
her drink him up.

He pumped his hips forward, slipping deeper
until he hit the back of her mouth. She kept her hands on his hips,
trying to set the pace while enjoying the feel of his trim body.
Roark grabbed his extra length, running his fist over what she
couldn’t fit. Her lips hit his fist and she couldn’t help but stare
at the exotic sight of watching him jack off as she sucked him.

“Ah, shit!” Roark growled. “Oh, yeah, baby,
just like that. Take me in deep. Get me nice and wet with that
sweet mouth of yours. Mmm!”

Roark stiffened, grunting as he came hard.
She drank down his seed, loving the salty-sweet taste of him.
Natasha pulled back, looking up.

Grabbing her by the arms, Roark pulled her
to her feet in front of him. “I can’t believe I haven’t kissed you
yet.”

Before she could respond, his mouth captured
hers. He moaned, exploring the depths of her mouth with his
tongue—probing, tasting, conquering. Roark pressed his body to hers
and she felt his thick arousal against her. He was still hard and
ready.

How in the world…?

Lightheaded, she pulled her mouth from his.
“Roark…”

“Shh, a thaisce,” he murmured along
her throat as he nipped at her fervent pulse. “Just go with
it.”

In the back of her mind, she wondered how he
retained his size after such a hard orgasm. His kisses felt so
good, she couldn’t form a coherent thought. The man was more than
well-endowed and her jaw ached from the thickness of him.

“There is just something about you,” he
admitted. “Since I first saw you standing on my porch, I can’t seem
to think of anything but you.”

“It’s only been a few hours,” she reminded
him.

“Doesn’t matter. You’re amazing.”

Roark jerked her suit jacket off her
shoulders. The cooler air hit her through the silk, instantly
bringing relief to her overheated body. Suddenly, he grabbed her
around the waist and hoisted her up on his shoulder. Natasha
squealed as he carted her off in caveman fashion down the hall. He
maneuvered easily around the boxes.

His hands roamed over the back of her legs
as he walked and his breathing was harsh. Turning a corner, he
brought her to a darkened room. She shivered, unable to see. Just
as she was about to ask where they were, she was tossed into the
air. Yelping in surprise, she landed on her back on a soft
feather-top mattress. A cotton comforter molded to her body. The
bed shifted with Roark’s weight and she reached for him, instantly
hitting a naked thigh in the dark. She ran her hand along the curve
of his ass. He’d taken off the pants.

“Your stockings have to go,” he said, his
voice thick. It would seem whenever he was highly aroused, his
voice would develop a softened burr to his words, reminiscent of a
light Irish accent.

Natasha lay on her back. Suddenly, his hand
dove up her skirt, only to hold on to her inner thigh. She wasn’t
sure how he managed so smoothly, but he ran his finger down her
leg, ripping the material with his nail. Her heels were still on
her feet and he left them as he reached her ankles. Delving up her
skirt again, he ripped her hose on the other side.

“Mmm, much better.” Sitting between her
legs, he lifted a foot and slid off her shoe. He kissed her toes,
working his way up her foot to her leg, removing the tattered
stocking from her leg as he went—nibbling, biting, soothing. An
animalistic growl sounded in the back of his throat, primitive and
raw. When he reached her inner thigh, he began the process over
with her other foot, kissing up her leg, flicking his tongue over
her heated flesh.

She wished she could see his face, but the
darkness hid him from view. He slid his hands along flesh, ridding
her of the tattered stockings completely. Roark breathed lightly on
her flesh, settling between her thighs. She tried to close her
knees, but he growled, shoving them back open.

Her skirt was around her waist, leaving her
vulnerable to his whims. Roark moaned, kissing the crease where her
inner thigh met her hip. Natasha was suddenly very glad she’d
decided to wear lace panties that morning.

“So wet,” he whispered, rubbing his face
along her panties. Nails scraped along her panty line, coming to
her crotch. Pulling, he cut through the material. “So hot.”

“How…?” she asked, only to gasp as his warm
lips covered her aching bud.

Very few men had ventured down on her and
none had enjoyed doing it as much as Roark obviously did. He
groaned in pleasure, tasting her and showing no shame in enjoying
it. Her body shook with pleasure, as it flowed from her pussy over
her limbs, encircling her hard nipples. She grabbed her breasts,
arching her hips for more. The silk of her shirt slid over her lace
bra. He nicked her with his teeth, only to suck and lick the
playful wound.

As his tongue slipped down over her folds,
holding them open, she felt it reach inside her. She gasped,
feeling him lick her intimately. The man knew how to wiggle his
tongue, fast and hard and deep, as he found the sweet spot hidden
in her depths.

Natasha rode his mouth, as he tongue-fucked
her. His groans turned to primal growls, like a beast dining on
flesh. He became more aggressive, nicking her with his teeth,
reaching higher into her depths. Fingernails gripped into her
thighs, holding her open as wide as her legs could spread.
Desperate, she reached above her head, gripping the soft
comforter.

His mouth moved back up her slit to find the
hard bundle of nerves hidden along her top arch. As he thrust a
thick finger into her pussy to replace his hot tongue, he worked it
back and forth, only to pull it back out when it was wet with her
cream. Boldly, and without any hesitation, he drew his finger down
to the tight rosette between her cheeks, pressing against her
virgin ass. Natasha cried out in surprise, gasping as he rimmed her
anus.

“Ah, shit.” His voice was raspy and urgent.
“You’ve never been taken here, have you?”

She shook her head.

“How is it possible with an ass as nice as
yours? Don’t worry, love, you’re with a real man now. I’ll show you
what you’ve been missing. I’m going to fuck this ass of yours real
good.”

The revelation only seemed to arouse him
more. He pushed his finger deeper, sending intense shock waves
through her at the forbidden touch. Growling, he renewed his
attention on her pussy, fucking her with his tongue and finger in
both openings. Soon another finger joined the first, and then a
third, working her, stretching her, preparing her ass for his
cock.

Natasha moaned weakly, helpless, as he had
his way with her. Nothing in her life had felt like this. Old
sensations, ones she needed to suppress, tried to surge forth. She
denied them, only accepting the pleasure he gave and not making
anything more out of what was happening. Her stomach tightened and
she cried out in surprise as her orgasm hit her like a sudden burst
of flames, making her hot and cold at once. Her only answer was his
growl. He continued to move, stroking her, until he’d milked every
tremor from her body. When her legs fell weakly onto the bed, he
finally pulled back.

 



Chapter Four

 

Roark sat back on the bed. He saw Natasha
easily in the darkness, as he pierced it with his inborn lycan
vision. It was clear by the look on her face that she couldn’t see
him. He was glad. It was why he brought her to the dark bedroom.
The beast within him wanted to play, and play it had, coming to the
surface as she rode his hand and mouth.

Damn, but her ass was so tight, squeezing
down on him as he thrust into it.

His cock was full, straining for attention.
The problem was, in his state of desire it had grown larger than
before. Humans were fragile, not meant to take the beast. Sure,
there were a few who could, mostly of the porn star persuasion, but
Natasha was no porn star.

What would she do if she saw him half
shifted? Would she be into it? Would she scream and run away from
him? No, it was better to leave her in the dark for now. Let her
trust him first, and then he’d show her.

“Roark?” she whispered. “Is everything all
right?”

He realized he’d been dead quiet, not moving
and not touching her in an effort to regain control. “Yeah, a
thaisce.”

“I like it when you call me that,” she
admitted. The shyness in her tone would be his undoing. He reached
for her, rubbing his hand up her leg. “What does it mean?”

“My treasure,” he said absently. His hand
had a single-minded purpose as he reached up to her breast. She
still wore her shirt. Without thinking, he grabbed it and ripped it
open. Buttons flew and he heard the faintest pings as they landed
on the floor. Then, easily shifting a tiny bit to grow a claw at
the end of his fingertip, he sliced her bra down the middle,
freeing her surprisingly large breasts. The bra had hidden their
true size from him. He didn’t care about the clothing. He could
well afford to replace anything he destroyed. As fast as it came,
the claw disappeared.

Roark licked his lips, narrowing in on her
body’s response as he touched a naked breast. A shiver worked over
her, sprinkling her flesh with goose bumps. Mesmerized, he leaned
forward and gently brushed his mouth across her erect nipple.

Natasha arched on the bed, thrusting her
breast at his mouth. He flicked his tongue over her nipples,
alternating passionately between the two, hardening them. Roark
moaned, as if feeling the life-force in her as he touched her. A
light energy seemed to hum between them, but he knew it was only
his imagination, his strong need to mark her with his scent.

Crawling above her, he captured her lips,
careful to keep his fangs from poking her. His heart skipped around
in his chest and he probed her mouth as he had her pussy, sipping
her taste and testing her response. He sucked her tongue into his
mouth and urged her to explore inside him as he did her.

Sitting back on his heels, he heard her gasp
at the sudden departure. He breathed deeply, trying to go slow,
trying to regain the control that threatened to slip from him.
Everything about her hit him like a drug. “Your scent has been
driving me crazy.”

“My…ah, scent?”

Roark bit back a laugh, and lied to put her
at ease. “The perfume you’re wearing.”

“Oh.”

He grabbed her parted thighs and pulled her
toward him so her legs straddled the sides of his. Letting his hand
roam across her full lips, he drew his fingers over her neck,
across the rapid pulse he found there, to her chest. He tweaked her
nipples, rolling each of them between his thumb and forefinger.
Continuing across her flat stomach, he moved his hand between her
thighs to stroke along her slick folds. When his finger was wet
with her cream, he brought it to his lips and licked it. His other
hand tightened on her thigh as he savored her taste.

Natasha pushed up from the bed and reached
for him, running her hands over his chest. He let her explore him
as she blindly felt her way down to his erection. Watching her
closely as she wrapped her fingers around his now incredibly thick
length, he saw her eyes round in surprise. Taking him in both
hands, she touched his erection, feeling the veins along the shaft,
seeming to measure the thickness with her palm even as she felt the
long length.

“Roark?” she asked, weakly. “Did you… Have
you gotten… Did you take a pill or something to make your…make it
bigger?”

A pill? He did his best not to laugh.

“I told you, love, you do something to me.”
He cupped his balls, rolling them in his palm as she continued
searching his length in awe. Her hands looked so small compared to
his. He bit his lip, drawing blood with a fang. Lightly, she
fingered the mushroomed tip, even stopping to push at the small
hole on the end filled with pre-cum. Roark tried to hold back, but
he couldn’t. His penis surged, growing slightly bigger. Natasha
gasped, pulling her hands away, and he could just imagine her
telling herself that she would never fit him inside her.

“I want you to fuck me,” she said, her voice
throaty and low.

Roark was too stunned to speak.

Natasha pulled the tattered remains of her
shirt off her arms and tossed it aside. Then, getting on her hands
and knees, she presented her lush ass to him. “Come on, wild man.
Do it. Give me your big cock. Make me take it all.”

With a growl, he surged forward. She didn’t
know what she was asking for. He stroked her back, coming between
her parted legs. Cream glistened over her mound, a testament to how
ready she was for him. He touched her wet folds and she jolted with
liquid excitement. He thrust into her tight passage with his
finger, loosening the silken muscles of her pussy.

“I want you to break me open,” she told him,
pushing back on his hand. “Give me all of it. Make me scream.
Please, Roark, fuck me like you promised to do. It’s been so long
since I’ve been taken.”

When his fingers were moist with her cream,
he ran them down between the cheeks of her ass, teasing the rosette
he found there. He probed the tight muscles with a finger, rimming
her gently.

“Yes, there. Fuck me there as well.” Natasha
pulled at her hair. Silken red waves fell over her shoulders. “Come
on, biker boy. Take me for a ride.”

If it had been anyone else, he would have
laughed, but coming from Natasha it was just too damned hot. He
groaned, pulling his finger away, unable to take the torture.

Grabbing his cock, he rubbed the tip along
her slit. Natasha panted her approval, spreading her legs wider for
him, inviting him in. She leaned to the side, grabbing and pinching
a nipple. A hot gush of liquid flowed from her, easing his way.

“So sweet,” he managed, though it didn’t do
justice to the thoughts running through his head. Then, he could
think of nothing as he thrust into her slick folds, prying her
pussy open with his stiff mass. She gasped, her tight body gripping
him hard. He had to pull back, stretching her by small degrees. The
beast fought for mindless control, but he forced it down. Sliding
in her natural juices, he moved back and forth in shallow thrusts,
pushing deeper into her, stretching her tight pussy to fit him.

“I said, fuck me!” Natasha demanded. She
thrust herself back, impaling herself on his full length. Her body
clamped him so tight it was almost painful. She screamed. Roark
tensed in concern. Before he could speak, she yelled, “Yes. That’s
it. Give it to me.”

Roark let loose a primal cry of pleasure.
Instantly, he began thrusting, pounding his thick cock into her hot
channel. Natasha yelled for more, demanding he give it all to her.
He did give it all, and then some. Grabbing her hips, he pulled
open the cleft of her ass, parting her even more. The more the
beast came to play, the more she screamed in approval.

“Roark! Roark!” she cried, saying his name
over and over. “Yes, Roark!”

He leaned back for leverage. The act of
straightening his upper body drove his hips forward so he was
deeper still. His muscles strained as he pumped faster. Glorious
pressure built in him. With a growl, his body began to tighten. He
reached for her clit, stroking the bud as he continued to control
her movements by her hip.

Natasha gasped, her body stiffening. Roark
thrust deep, stopping inside her. Her muscles tightened around him,
convulsing along his embedded shaft. Screaming, she arched her body
before him. He tried to hold back, tried to keep from ejaculating,
but it was no use. His seed shot into her, marking her with his
scent and draining him. He wasn’t worried about diseases. As a
lycan, he couldn’t get them and thus couldn’t give them. And,
unless she was his mate, she wouldn’t get pregnant. Still embedded,
he leaned his head against her back.

Natasha collapsed onto the bed. Roark fell
to her side. His eyes closed and he knew he’d soon be asleep.

“Rest up, sweetheart,” Natasha whispered.
“I’m not done with you yet.”

* * * * *

“Roark!”

Natasha blinked, opening her eyes. Her whole
body was numb with pleasure and she must have fallen asleep.
Looking next to her on the bed, she noticed that Roark was gone. A
thin strip of light caught her attention, giving just the tiniest
bit of light to see by. It came from beneath a door. She was on a
king-size bed with four dark posters in each corner and a wooden
canopy up top. The shadowed impression of an oversized wardrobe was
along the wall.

“Roark?” The sound was closer. Suddenly, the
door to the bedroom was thrown open. “Damn it, Roark, get your lazy
ass out of bed. I won the bet. You slept in…”

As soon as the light was turned on, the man
stopped talking. Natasha screeched in embarrassment, grabbing at
the covers to hide her nudity. The man at the door looked like
Roark, though he was taller. His hair was the same dark shade,
instead of the long locks that had tickled her during sex, his were
short, falling just to his chin. He wore a faded pair of blue jeans
and a white T-shirt with bright orange writing advertising an
old-fashioned type of soda on it.

“Damn it, James!” Roark yelled. He stood in
the doorway leading to a master bathroom, looking as if he’d just
gotten out of the shower with a towel wrapped around his waist. It
was the same door that gave her the little bit of light to see by
when she first woke up. “Get out of here! She doesn’t want you
ogling her.”

Roark launched a brush at James’ head. His
brother ducked out of the room and the brush hit the wall with a
loud bang.

“Sorry ‘bout him,” Roark said, striding to
the bed. He looked at her, the kind of intimate look men got after
sex. She blushed and started to hide her face. “He’s the one in
need of manners training, obviously. Though I’ll be damned if I let
him use you for it. You’re all mine, love.”

Natasha laughed. Roark hopped up on the bed
and kissed her, moaning into her mouth.

“Rummage though the drawers, boxes, wherever
and find something to wear. I’m going to make us something to
eat.”

Natasha nodded. Whistling, Roark walked to a
box, grabbed a pair of blue jeans and dropped the towel. Without
breaking stride, he walked naked out of the bedroom. She stared at
his ass as he closed the door.

Moaning, she fell over on the bed and buried
her face in a pillow.

* * * * *

“I can’t believe it,” James drawled as Roark
sauntered into his kitchen to find something to eat. He was leaning
against the countertop. “You got Ms. Manners into bed within hours.
It makes me want to hire an etiquette coach.”

Roark knew his brother was only teasing him,
but he still didn’t like him being so cavalier about what had
happened between Natasha and him. There was no way James could know
how deeply he felt for the woman.

Forcing a chuckle, he tossed his jeans over
a chair and didn’t bother to get dressed. It was his house and he
would walk around naked if he felt like it. After centuries, James
would hardly be fazed by his brother’s nudity. During full shifts,
they all lost their clothes. Pointing at his brother, he warned,
“She’s all mine, so back off.”

James laughed, holding his hands out to his
sides. “Ah, so the connection I sensed between you two is real. By
all means, Roark, keep her. I don’t share with my brothers.”

“What? No lecture like you gave Ian about
Meghan?” Roark rummaged through his fridge, pulling out a carton of
eggs and some cheese.

“I was right about Meghan,” James said.
Meghan had been Ian’s lover for years. Though Ian wanted nothing
more than sex, the woman had her sights on being queen. She wasn’t
happy when Ian chose Ceana. She even went so far as striking a deal
with a sea witch to get Ceana out of the way. Her plan failed and
she was now on the run.

“Any luck tracking her down?” Roark
asked.

“No, but I have word she’s in Las Vegas.”
James shrugged. “I wanted to talk to you and Ian about the best way
to handle her before I left, but Ian called to say they found a
place in Virginia that Ceana wants to look at first before they
come here.”

“Meghan betrayed our brother,” Roark
reminded him. “What is there to discuss? You track her and punish
her for her crimes.”

“And she failed in her plotting,” James
answered. “Without power, she’s harmless. The whole clan is ready
to turn her in for what she did. Besides, Father already ordered me
to hold back a week before going after her. He wants her to get
comfortable and settled in to her new home.”

“A week?”

“That’s what he said.” James shot him a
mischievous look. “So I guess I’ll be staying with you, brother. No
reason to waste away at the hotel.”

“Oh, no,” Roark said glancing in the
direction of his bedroom. He could hear the shower in the master
bath running and wished he could make an excuse to jump in with
her. “Not this time, buddy. I’ve got plans and they don’t include
escorting you to the emergency room like last time.”

“You’re going to kick your brother out on
his ass for a woman?” James gasped, pretending to be stunned.
“You’re going to make me spend a whole week in a hotel by my
lonesome?”

“For that woman? Hell, yes! In fact, you’re
already overstaying your welcome. Get out of here.” Roark knew
James was only giving him a hard time. They stayed much longer in
hotels when out on a job. “Quit whining. You don’t even own a
house, do you?”

“Can’t remember. I think I own a couple.”
James pushed away from the counter and grabbed the carton of eggs
from Roark’s hand. “One thing though, if I leave right now, who’s
going to do the cooking? You?”

“I can…” It wasn’t even worth finishing the
lie. “Fine, you can stay. But just for breakfast.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Then it’s back to the hotel. I want some
time alone with Natasha and she’s only guaranteed me a week.” Roark
grinned, turning toward his bedroom, still naked. Unashamed, he
planned on leaving James alone in the kitchen to attend some
unfinished business he had with Natasha.

“Hey,” James yelled. “You’re not going to
leave me to do the cooking all alone, are you?”

“Sorry, old chap, but yeah I am!” Roark
hurried to the bedroom, shutting the door quietly behind him.

 


 



Chapter Five

 

Roark strode toward the master bathroom,
smiling as he heard Natasha humming softly in the shower. It felt
right having her in his home, as if she’d been there forever. He
pushed his hair over his shoulder, not caring that he’d just taken
a shower and the locks were still damp.

Suddenly, he was feeling very, very dirty.
Grabbing his semi-erect shaft, Roark pumped his fist over the
length until it became hard.

He stopped in the doorway, watching the
blurred image of Natasha’s beautiful body through the thick glass
door. There was more than enough room for both of them in the
shower and he eagerly went toward her. Letting his cock slide along
the cool glass, he said, “Want some company?”

He lifted upon his toes to see over the
shower door. Natasha gasped, spinning around. Wet hair clung to her
lightly tanned skin. Her round blue eyes fluttered in the overspray
of water as she blinked rapidly, staring at where his penis pressed
to the glass. Roark’s gaze narrowed in on her wet breasts. Rivulets
trailed down her supple flesh, coming from the two showerheads on
either side of her body.

“Isn’t your brother here?” she asked, her
eyes darting up to meet his.

“So what if he is. He’ll stay away.”

“I should say no.”

Roark rocked his hips against the hard
glass. Letting his expression fill with his desire for her, he
murmured, “But you want to say yes.”

“Yes.”

Grinning, he pulled open the door and joined
her. Hot water hit his body and steam curled around them. She fell
forward onto his chest, moaning in pleasure. Instantly, he pulled
her into his arms, kissing her thoroughly as their flesh rubbed
together with the aid of the shower. Her hands slipped over his
chest and arms, as if trying to feel all of him at once. Not to be
outdone, Roark explored her as well, teasing and probing, reading
her body’s reaction to continue doing what she liked the best.

Her mouth slid off his, licking water from
his flesh. Her hot tongue flicked over his pulse before she worked
her mouth down to his chest. Roark groaned when she sucked one of
his nipples into her mouth. She pulled back.

“Roark, shhh. Your brother will
hear.” Her expectant face looked up at him in concern.

“Mmm, is this a lesson in shower sex
etiquette?” He grinned, unable to resist teasing her.

“Well, Mr. O’Connell, you know, there are
certain rules that one must abide by.”

“Really?” He reached to lightly brush the
back of his hand along her soft curls. She shivered as he skimmed
her clit. “What are those?”

“Uh,” she giggled, “ladies first.”

“I think I can manage that,” he assured her,
gracefully going to his knees before her. Sticking out his tongue,
he rubbed it along her slit, parting her folds with the tip.

 

Natasha wasn’t sure how he did it, but Roark
was absolutely, hands-down the best lover she’d ever had. It was in
the confidence of his movements, the graceful flex of his body. It
was in the way he tasted, the way he conquered her lips with his
when he kissed her. One look could leave her knees weak and one
touch could melt her with desire.

She moaned lightly, looking down at his dark
head between her thighs. Rich, silky waves of hair adhered to his
strong flesh. Water beat against her, caressing like a million
fingers at once. Her nipples were hard peaks beneath the hard
stream of water. Jerking waves of pleasure flowed over her skin.
His mouth sawed passionately against her, instantly weakening her
knees.

Roark looked up, his dark eyes piercing,
watching her, wanting her. She grabbed his head, leaning back as
she arched toward his mouth. An orgasm hit her hard, causing her to
convulse wildly.

Roark shot to his feet and Natasha felt the
hard pressure of his tight body all along hers. The water slid
between them, making his hard muscles glide erotically along her
softer form. His thick arousal settled against her stomach, hotter
than the water. Then, his eyes met hers. They were no longer dark
brown flecked with hints of gold. The amber color had taken over
completely.

Gasping, she pushed back in the shower.
“Roark?”

He closed his eyes. His hands were on her
hips, gripping her. His tone hoarse, he said, “It will pass.
Please, don’t be frightened. I won’t hurt you. I’m the same man I
was before. Please, just—”

Natasha wasn’t frightened. She surged
forward, pressing her lips to his. It was his turn to gasp in
surprise. Moaning, she forced her tongue into his mouth. Sharpened
teeth nicked her and Roark instantly started sucking on her like a
man starved.

Fangs? His eyes? What was this man?

Natasha knew well that the supernatural
truly existed. She herself had been part of that world before she
was doomed to become human. Strange, she’d lost all her other
powers, but she’d just assumed she’d know another supernatural if
she saw one. She had Roark pegged as a human male—a deliciously
sculpted one, but human nonetheless.

“What kind are you?” she asked, breathing
heavily. “You’re too dark to be vampire. Shifter? Warlock?”

He pulled back, clearly surprised by her
acceptance and curiosity. “You know of my kind?”

“Then you are a warlock?” she asked,
astonished. She wouldn’t have taken him for the old magical
kind.

“No. Lycan.”

“Now that makes more sense.” He had the
brute strength and the vitality of the werewolf and the passionate
intensity of a shifter. It also explained the size of his anatomy
and how it seemed to grow.

“You are familiar with lycans?” he asked,
still eyeing her in disbelief. “And you’re not scared?”

“I’ve met a few over my lifetime,” she
assured him. Natasha moaned, turned on even more now that she knew
his secret. The fierce, animal look of him, the knowledge of what
he kept buried inside him. It was all a turn-on. No wonder she
couldn’t resist his sexual charms. He wasn’t a mere human, he was
base animalistic desire and passion wrapped up into a perfect male
package. The urge to tell him the truth welled within her, but she
couldn’t think beyond passion to say the words.

“Turn around,” he ordered, the sound of the
beast in his low voice. Grabbing her ass, he squeezed it hard. “I’m
going to finish what I started. I’m going to conquer all of
you.”

Natasha shivered, but how could she refuse
such a passionate request? Turning, she braced her hands against
the wall, spreading her legs. Roark came from behind, running his
hands up over her thighs, caressing her. His harsh breathing
sounded over her. “I love that you know what I am,” he said. “I
hate deception.”

Natasha wanted to speak, wanted to tell him
all about herself, but now wasn’t the time. He pressed his body
along hers, rubbing it up and down. His thick arousal settled
between the cheeks of her ass, as he pressed her tight against the
wall. The hard shower wall kept her trapped, but Roark managed to
slip his hands between it and her breasts. He massaged them, taking
the full globes in his hands, letting the rougher texture of his
wet palms move over her nipples. His hands explored her, commanding
her flesh as he boldly touched wherever he desired. She was
surrounded by him—his tight body to her back, his hands on her
front. He rocked his hips to her, growling in pleasure as he kissed
the back of her neck.

“Mmm,” Natasha moaned, shivering in
excitement and anticipation.

He bit her shoulder, but not hard enough to
break the skin. His dangerous fangs skimmed her flesh as if any
moment he’d bear down and drink her blood. Leaning back, she
reached behind her head to try and touch him. It was of little use.
Roark had complete control of her body and she could only take the
pleasure he gave her.

Animalistic sounds of possession came from
him, vibrating against her. “I want to bury myself deep inside
you.”

Natasha nodded weakly, closing her eyes as
his hand slid between her thighs from behind. She trembled in
anticipation. He took his cock in hand and wiggled the tip around
her folds to find entrance. Grabbing her leg, he pulled her knee
up, opening her body wide as he let the tip probe just inside her
pussy.

Her body was wet, more than ready. She
wanted him. Her hips bucked in offering and he chuckled hotly next
to her ear. “Soon, love, soon.”

Slowly, he thrust up, filling her pussy as
he slid to the hilt inside her. Plunging a few times, he lubed
himself before slipping back to the tight rosette entrance of her
ass. With so much control that it drove her mad, he pushed into her
tight passage, filling her body by small, agonizing degrees. Nerves
jumped along her spine, spreading warmth and delight throughout her
frame.

Her eyes rolled back in her head and she
gasped for air. The shower hit her, caressing like millions of
fingers, heightening the pleasure. His thick cock stretched her
wide, prying her ass open. She felt so full, her ass burning in
pleasure. Seating himself to the hilt, he paused, letting her body
adjust to him. Natasha gasped for breath as gratification radiated
over her.

“Ah, a thaisce.” Roark groaned.
Holding her up with ease, he moved inside her ass. He licked and
teased her neck as his hips pulled back only to thrust in shallow
strokes. His hands grabbed hers, pressing them to the wall as he
held her down before him. Her leg slid down, squeezing his cock
tight between her ass cheeks.

“Ah, Roark,” she moaned. “Roark.”

At her words, he thrust harder, faster. She
screamed in mindless pleasure, feeling warmth in the pit of her
stomach. It was power, an old familiar power she hadn’t felt for a
long time. Her breasts tingled, so alive, so achy with passion. Her
pussy clenched as he worked back and forth in her ass.

Natasha was glad that the wall held her up,
as her legs weakened. She started to shake, jerking violently as
Roark grunted wildly. His long dark hair stuck to her flesh,
mingling with her own. He stroked up, hitting hard into her tight
passage.

“A thaisce, a thaisce,” he
groaned in her ear, over and over as if punctuating each thrust
with those words. “A thaisce.”

He rocked himself into her with a violent
force, conquering her entire depths. The pleasure built inside her
body. She was close, so close. Slipping his hand between her and
the wall, he tweaked her clit, rubbing it in tight circles.
Natasha’s whole body went rigid as she instantly came. Growling,
Roark fucked her faster, harder, deeper, seating himself until he
had no more to give.

Her body convulsed around his hard shaft as
the strong force of her orgasm hit her and tears came to her eyes
from the pure intensity of the moment. Roark stiffened, as he
jerked his cum into her ass. They stood frozen in time, her body
helpless against the wall as he kept his cock buried deep inside
her.

Natasha tingled from head to toe, partly
because of the intense pleasure of release and partly due to the
old feeling of magic in her limbs. The first time they came
together, she’d held back. But had knowing his secret, knowing he
was supernatural, made her lose her hold on her feelings? As reason
dawned on her, she wiggled to be free.

How could the magic be back? How,
unless…?

The shower stopped running, the water
freezing in mid-air, not like ice, just stopped in time. Silence
surrounded them. She felt Roark moving behind her, as if looking
around in confusion. Natasha didn’t move.

“Bravo, cousin.” The deeply amused voice was
punctuated by slow clapping.

Natasha gasped. Roark jerked out of her ass
and turned toward the shower door, trying to put his body
protectively between her and the intruder.

“Roark, don’t,” she whispered, touching his
arm as he threatened to shift. She smoothed down the hair that rose
on his skin, evidence of his oncoming change. Roark’s eyes glowed
as they glanced back at her, their yellow orbs terrifying. “Dem,
don’t! Get out of here.”

“You know him?” Roark demanded, his voice
gravelly.

“Natasha, as you wish,” her cousin said.
“I’ll just wait in the other room. But you’d better hurry, the
family isn’t too far behind me.”

Suddenly, the shower started again as if it
had never stopped. Roark gave the showerhead a passing glance but
turned back to study her.

“Natasha?” Roark asked, a frown marring his
brow as he looked her up and down.

Natasha followed his gaze. Her skin
glittered, shining as if covered by tiny crystals, and she was
pale, almost blue in color. Her magic was back, full force. She
felt it surging to be freed from her body, but she reeled it
in.

“I can explain,” she whispered. The shower
was still running, and she lifted her hand to shut it off without
touching anything but air.

Roark pushed behind him, opening the door.
“What’s going on? What are you?”

“I’m a farfadet. I was under a spell, a
curse of sorts that made me human.” Natasha pushed past him to get
out of the shower. Looking frantically over the floor, she said, “I
was supposed to marry this man and I didn’t want to. Since I was
the only female, my defiance to find any husband, to even look for
one, angered the elders and they banished me to be and live as a
human until I was ready to comply. They said if I was going to
fumble my way through such things I very well should be mortal.

“At first I was mad, but after finding the
freedom of being human to be quite satisfactory, I avoided all
things magic. Please don’t be mad that I didn’t tell you right
after I found out you were a lycan. It’s just you were touching me
and I couldn’t think straight. I was going to let you know
afterward, only there wasn’t time because—” She caught her
reflection in the mirror. Her eyes had widened slightly and her
ears pointed. Touching her face, she shook her head. “Oh, no, I’m
changing back.”

“Back to what?” Roark asked carefully,
slower to come out of the shower. “A farfadet?”

“Yes, my magic form,” she said absently,
grabbing a discarded T-shirt off the floor. Frowning, she shook it
and it was instantly clean and pressed. She slipped it on. When she
pulled her head through the neck hole, her hands were slightly
webbed and her nails had grown longer. “Oh, no. No. I thought I was
free from all this.”

“Natasha?” Roark hesitated, looking her
over. Crouching slightly, she stared at him, her stomach pulling in
toward her spine. He came to her and she winced. “Shhh. It’s
all right, a thaisce.”

“You don’t understand. I’ve done something.”
She shook her head.

“What? What have you done? Whatever it is, I
can help. My father is king of the O’Connell clan. He has influence
among the magical creatures. He’s well respected and I myself have
some weight.”

“You don’t understand what I’ve done,” she
repeated.

“What? What have you done? Murder? What
crime did you commit to get cursed?”

“No, not to curse me,” she began, wanting to
explain.

“What?”

“She’s married,” came a voice from the
doorway.

Natasha looked up at her father. It had been
years since she’d seen him and her first impulse was to hug him.
Then, remembering the last time they met, she held back. They had
not parted on good terms. In fact, it was that fight that had
turned her human.

“Button,” her father said, a sudden smile
broke out over his face.

“Father,” she whispered. “But you hate using
your powers to come to this dimension. What are you doing here?
Now? In this time?”

The man turned to Roark, but her lover was
too busy staring at her.

“You’re married?” Roark asked.

“My son.” Her father beamed, holding his
arms wide for Roark.

If she thought seeing her turn into magical
form had put a look of shock on his face, having her father call
him “son” knocked him senseless.

“Natasha?” Roark asked after a long, awkward
silence. He didn’t move to touch her father’s outstretched hands.
“What is he talking about?”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I should’ve
known they were coming back the second I saw you, but it’s been so
long since I’ve used them. I thought it was merely attraction. I
held them at bay the first time, but just now when I discovered
what you were I let loose of my control and my powers came back
when we were… When we were in the middle of… When we were
having…”

“Sex,” her father supplied nonchalantly.

Natasha made a weak noise. She’d been human
for a long time and that included developing some human
insecurities her kind normally didn’t have—including talking openly
about sex in front of her father.

“Father, please,” Natasha begged. “You’re
not helping.”

“Sorry, Button.” He smiled wider. He turned,
holding his arms opened to the side.

“Father, this…” She motioned around. “This
is awkward. Please, could we have a moment? I need to explain.”

Her father dropped his arms, frowning at
Roark. “You reject her?”

“What?” Roark asked.

“It’s quite simple,” the farfadet elder
said. “Did you bind yourself to my daughter?”

“What? No, sir, no. I didn’t touch her like
that,” he swore.

Natasha gasped, her mouth falling open. How
could he so readily deny what was between them? When she felt it
more surely than anything else in her life?

“Natasha?” her father asked, no longer
happy.

“He didn’t do it,” she said. “His kind
bites.” She turned to Roark. “Is that right?”

Roark nodded. “Yes, and we also require an
elder’s blessing.”

“He didn’t bite me, Father.” Natasha slowly
walked to her father. “It was all me.”

“I see,” her father said. He lifted his hand
and cupped her cheek, tears filling his eyes. “I’ve only just now
found you only to lose you again. Come. We must prepare.”

“Nat—”

Natasha glanced over her shoulder as Roark’s
voice was cut off. His image blurred as her father carried her body
away from the lycan’s home. She saw him charge forward to grab for
her. It was too late. The last image she saw of him was his body
transforming into lycan as he dove through air.


Chapter Six

 

Roark breathed heavily, looking at his
brother in disbelief as he crashed through the now empty bedroom
ready to fight. Desperate, he’d called to him using his mind as the
man had taken Natasha from him.

“Shit, what was that?” James demanded.
“These little blue and green creatures started buzzing all over the
living room like hell-spawned demons—jumping on my head, breaking
everything they touched. And then, bam! They were gone and
everything was exactly as it was before they came.”

“Farfadets,” Roark said quietly.

“Farfadets? What are they doing in the
mortal world? They usually stay with their own kind. It’s said they
hide in history’s pages and can’t be found unless one can travel
through time to find them.”

“James, they took her,” Roark said quietly.
Just saying the words out loud made a terrible pain rip through his
guts.

They took her.

They took Natasha.

They took the woman he loved.

“You love her,” James said softly, as if
reading his heart.

“Yes, I love her.” With the acknowledgement
came the bittersweet feeling of hopelessness. Why had he hesitated?
When Natasha’s father asked him if he was married to her, he didn’t
lie, did he? He felt connected to her, more than he’d ever been
connected to anyone. Did she claim him? Is that what she’d been
trying to tell him?

“Who came then?”

“Her father?”

“Whose? The etiquette lady’s?”

“Yeah, Natasha’s father, the farfadet.”
Roark knew his answers were mindless, stunned whispers, but he
couldn’t concentrate. He stared around his room, as if by sheer
will he could get her back. His body was tense, half-shifted and
naked, but he didn’t care. Blood pumped in his veins, filling him
with desperation and anger.

“She didn’t smell like a farfadet,” James
said thoughtfully.

“I didn’t get the whole story, but
apparently, she refused to marry and was turned human as
punishment. Somehow, being with me broke the spell, or the curse,
or whatever it is that was done to her.”

“And I thought the lycan laws were tough.”
James shook his head, swearing lightly. “You know, it’s odd, but
first Ian and his cursed mermaid and now you and your cursed
farfadet.”

Roark frowned. “This is completely
different.”

“How? Ceana loves Ian and she was a cursed
mermaid.”

“Exactly, Ceana loves Ian and Ian loves
Ceana.”

“Oh, so you don’t think she loves you?”
James’ expression was so pained, Roark had to turn his back.

“I don’t know. We didn’t discuss it. There
wasn’t time. We were in the shower and I felt her all around me and
inside me like an explosion. It wasn’t like the times before when
we came together. It was more powerful, all-consuming. It left me
weak and slow to react. Then, she started changing, shifting into
one of them. Suddenly, her cousin was there in my bathroom, then
her father, and—”

“Ugh, a family affair it seems,” James
said.

Roark arched a brow.

“Sorry, bad joke.”

“I couldn’t think and then suddenly, he’s
asking me if I mated her to me.”

“Did you?”

“No. I wanted to. Truthfully, I’ve wanted to
since the first moment I saw her standing at my front door. She
doesn’t have to say anything and I already feel as if I know
everything about her. But I resisted. I didn’t bite her. I always
said I’d never mate to a woman without her permission. It just
doesn’t seem right.”

“I agree. Besides, you have to get an
elder’s permission for it to be binding.”

“Then Natasha said something about it being
all her. That I didn’t do it.” Roark growled in frustration,
running his hands through his long hair and pulling at it before
letting go.

“This is touching to watch, but I haven’t
time to wait all day for you to figure it out, lycan.”

Roark turned toward the bed and snarled,
recognizing the voice as her cousin Dem. The farfadet looked almost
human but for his light blue eyes, an impossibly clear shade for a
mortal, and the light sparkling of navy blue skin on the sides of
his eyes. Long blond hair hung from a ponytail on the top of his
head, some of the strands crimped and others braided. His long
silver tunic looked straight out of the Middle Ages, with a fantasy
movie twist.

“What did you do with her?” Roark demanded,
lurching forward.

Dem laughed, disappearing before Roark ever
touched him. He reappeared next to James, winking audaciously at
the man before disappearing again. Roark held still, breathing hard
as his gaze darted around the room.

“Quite finished?” Dem asked.

“Where is she?” Roark demanded.

“I never thought my little cousin would go
for one such as yourself. Lycans are very… What’s the word?
Neanderthal?” Dem smiled.

“You’re one to talk, Twinkle Toes,” James
mumbled.

“Be nice,” Dem ordered James. “Or I won’t
tell you what will happen to my cousin now that her new husband has
rejected her.”

“Husband?” Roark demanded, stepping between
the two. Looking at Dem, he held up his hand, gesturing him to take
it easy. “She really made me her husband?”

“Lot of good it did her. Sure, she got her
powers back, only to be sacrificed because of your rejection.”

“Sacrificed?” Roark and James said it at the
same time. Feeling as if he’d been stabbed in the heart, Roark
whispered, “She’s dead?”

“What? I said, only to be sacrificed, didn’t
I? So sorry, old chap, I meant set to be sacrificed.
Tomorrow. At dawn to be precise. Very poetic, isn’t it? Sacrifices
at dawn? There’s a certain archaic quality to it. Ah, but what can
you do?” Dem glided forward within a blink and patted Roark’s
shoulders. “Her parents are of the old ways. They believe mating is
forever and if they can’t be with their mate, then it’s better to
be dead. Not too many hard-core magics out there anymore, are
there? Nope, they’re a dying breed all right. Huh, kind of like my
cousin.”

It took all of Roark’s control not to pummel
the annoying man, though he did want to. “Where is she?”

His voice was hoarse and he shook violently.
He vaguely heard James telling him through their telepathic link
that farfadets were known for causing mischief.

“The question you should ask is, where will
she be at dawn?”

“Come on, Roark, let’s go find the lycan
elders. They’ll be more help to you than this fairy.” James reached
to a nearby box, grabbing out a shirt only to toss it at his naked
brother.

“Whoa, wait,” Dem said in a rush before
quickly finding his arrogant nonchalance once more. “You said you
loved her. Well, if that is true, then she’ll be here,” Dem swiped
his hand through the air, showing an image of a rocky
coastline.

“Where is that? Scotland?” James
frowned.

“Aye,” Dem said, affecting a Scottish
accent. “’Tis.”

“It could be a trick,” James warned.

“There is no way I can get to Scotland
before dawn, let alone find that coast. Even if we are mated, as
you say, and I can sense her as my mate, the odds of me making it
from Kansas to those cliffs are impossible.”

“Ah.” Dem closed his hand and the rocky
cliffs disappeared. “That’s where I come in.” He reached into his
tunic and pulled out a vial of dark red liquid.

“Blood?”

“Magic,” he said.

Roark took it, uncorked the lid and sniffed.
“It’s blood.”

“No, it is Natasha’s blood and her magic,”
Dem corrected. “The family has been saving it for such a day. If
your heart is pure and if you truly love her, it has the power to
take you to her at dawn.”

“But, why not use it now? Get her before the
sacrifice,” James reasoned.

“Sorry, it doesn’t work that way. When you
arrive, you will have to save her.” Dem studied them both.

“Whose dawn? Here or Scotland?” Roark asked,
looking at his hand.

“Ah, good question. Both. Farfadets slip
through time. We build our homes in frozen seconds. We—”

“We get the idea,” James said wryly.
“Natasha’s magic will supposedly slip him through the years to meet
her at the right time and place within history—wherever you’ve
hidden her.”

“Hmm.” Dem gave Roark’s brother a sharp look
before turning back to him. “I warn you. It won’t be easy. In fact,
it’s likely the creature they plan on sacrificing her to will end
up killing you both.”

“What creature?” Roark asked, though if
Natasha was in trouble, he knew he’d fight anything to save her—or,
as Dem suggested, die trying.

“A fierce creature born within the icy
waters of the Norwegian Sea,” Dem said, his voice lowering an
octave. “Feared for centuries, these creatures have terrorized
fisherman, pulling their boats under the waves. And, if you were to
kill it, the body would die only to be instantly reborn.”

“A kraken?” James frowned. “They don’t
exist. All supernaturals know that. Inhabitants of fishing villages
used to see the bodies of the creatures wash up on shore and the
fisherman’s wives needed something to blame for the deaths of their
husbands. It’s just a giant squid.”

“They hardly look like a squid,” Dem
snorted. “Historical misconception.”

“Are you saying krakens are real and Natasha
is being sacrificed to one by her own family, unless I drink this
vial and stop the creature from attacking her?” Roark’s gut was
tight with worry. How could her family do this? How dare they come
into his home, take Natasha without giving him time to set things
straight with her, without giving her time to explain what and who
she was and why she was in his home?

“How do we know we can trust you?” James
asked. “Roark, you can’t be considering this. He’s probably
lying.”

“That’s part of the challenge. You don’t.
You may drink the blood and die a horrific death, or you may be
transported to Medieval Europe or you might be taken right to where
and when I said you will be.” Dem smiled. “As I’ve said, my kind
does have the power to slip through dimensions and time. If your
heart is pure, you’ll make the right decision.”

Roark couldn’t take it. He balled his fist
around the vial and punched Dem. The farfadet was taken by surprise
and flew back, disappearing before he hit the wall.

“I’m glad you did that,” James said, finding
a pair of blue jeans and tossing them at Roark. “Because I was
about to.”

Roark caught the jeans with one hand as he
looked at the vial in the other.

“Let’s go find our father. He’s dealt with
magic before. Do you have your computer hooked up?” James headed
for the bedroom door. “We should be able to get him on webcam.”

“Yeah, back office, end of the hall.” Roark
slid on his jeans, still holding the vial of Natasha’s blood. Then,
grabbing the T-shirt he’d dropped on the floor, he followed James.
His brother was already logging on when he got there.

* * * * *

Natasha looked at her cousin and frowned.
The big chair dwarfed her, as she sat before the fireplace. The old
castle was her childhood home—a place stopped in time for all
eternity. In human reality, it had belonged to a duke that had died
centuries before the current time. In their reality, a place in
which every mortal deed, every word, every action was kept, time
was forever frozen as their magical home, never changing, already
decorated and furnished. Occasionally, the elders would let time
slip, carrying them forward and back to change the decoration, to
change where the duke and his household stood within the home, like
statues. Maybe that’s why farfadets weren’t shy about sex. Natasha
could remember several times as a young girl, almost a century ago,
when she’d stumble into a room she used as her own, only to see
mortal lovers frozen in a sexual embrace.

That was how all farfadets lived. They stole
brief times in history and moved about as if they had forever.
Living amongst mortals, but completely unseen, as they were frozen
within a single second in the lives of mortals. Occasionally, there
would be a strange flicker seen by human eyes as the two species
passed, but it went by so fast the mortals never realized them for
what they were—farfadets living amongst them in another state of
existence. Farfadets traveled through time, moved through history
like walking across a room, by the sheer desire to do so. It kept
them hidden from other supernatural races as well as the mortals,
their true defense of the ages. Strangely, there was a point where
history ended, a sudden point that hadn’t been lived yet in which
the farfadet could not pass. If they tried, they’d stop, like
hitting a brick wall they couldn’t see or move past. Right now,
that time was with Roark, technically the future of where she was
now.

“Do you think he’ll come for me, Dem?” she
asked softly, turning to her cousin. He was older than her, but
only by twenty years. She knew the elders thought them young and
impulsive, even now. Her kind was immortal for the most part,
unless—like in her, situation—the elders cursed them. Her curse had
been mortality, but what had been a punishment had taught her a
great amount about life.

Dem gave her a small smile, one that was
most likely meant to be reassuring. He was nursing a black eye, one
that Roark had given him. She knew he’d given her lover the vial of
her blood laced with her magic and that Roark would have to truly
feel something for her—regardless if he said it with words—in order
to feel its power and come for her.

“Did he look like he would come?” she
insisted.

“Nat, you know I can’t tell you that,” Dem
answered. “Ask me again and the elders will most likely tell me I
can’t wait with you any longer.”

Natasha nodded, knowing it to be true.
Rubbing her temples, she felt the smooth skin by her eyes
indicating her farfadet appearance. It was odd after all the years
of looking human. But the full force of her transformational shift
was over and she looked somewhat like her old self—the self Roark
now knew her as. “I know, Dem, I know. I just can’t stand this long
wait.”

“Long?” Dem laughed softly. “You call one
night long? You have been among the mortals too long, haven’t
you?”

“I have a good life there,” she said. Dem
would never understand that. They grew up together, in magic,
swimming through time. It’s how they appeared to move so fast. They
could freeze time. Too bad they couldn’t speed it up.

“A good life? As a mortal? Doing what,
Nat?”

“I taught etiquette to rich people.”

Dem gasped, looking shocked before laughing
heartily. Soon, she was joining him with a small giggle of her own.
It was a little funny.

“You?” Dem demanded. “Etiquette? It was all
your mother could do to make you act proper. Your lack of manners
and etiquette was what got you into trouble in the first…” He
paled, not finishing. “Oh, Nat, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. We both know what happened. There
is no reason to skirt around the issue, is there? I defied my
parents and the elders, and I was punished for refusing to marry
when it was my ‘time’. But the truth was, Dem, it wasn’t my time.
Until I saw Roark, it wasn’t my time. I did what I must and in
retaliation my father did as he must. As a human I had to learn to
blend in, so I studied etiquette. I also needed a job and the
company I work for happened to be hiring.”

“Ugh, I didn’t even think of that!” Dem
exclaimed, shivering. “A job? You couldn’t even materialize your
own money? Poor girl!”

“It wasn’t so bad,” she admitted. “It filled
the hours.”

“Well, you are home, now,” Dem said.

“Yes, home. But for how long?” She again
looked at the fire, thinking of Roark. The odds that he would come
were slim. They’d only known each other for an incredibly short
period of time.

“And yet you knew, didn’t you?” Dem
whispered, standing. “You knew.”

Natasha glanced up at him, trying to read
his blank expression. Was Dem trying to tell her something? Or was
he just trying to give her hope? Cheer her up?

“Dem…?” she began, moving to stand.

“Demovoi!” an elder yelled from the door.
“Come.”

She knew the man had heard him. Dem didn’t
look at her as he walked away, but she saw the corner of his mouth
shift into a subtle smile.

When she was alone, she took a deep
breath.

Roark, please, I beg you
come for me. Please come. Don’t leave me.
Please, don’t leave me.

A pain washed over her as she thought of
being left alone, tied to the cliff at the mercy of the kraken.

* * * * *

Roark waited all night, staring at the clock
on his living room wall as the hours ticked by. His father couldn’t
be of help and James had offered to stay and was sleeping in the
guest bedroom.

Looking at his hand, to the vial he had yet
to set down since it was given to him, he wasn’t scared of facing
death. He wasn’t frightened by his own end. What did scare him was
Natasha’s death, of losing her, of having to live with the
knowledge that he’d failed her.

Should he go ahead and drink the vial?

Did he have a choice?

Looking at the clock, he watched the minutes
click by. Her cousin wouldn’t want her dead, would he? Dem was her
family. That had to count for something. The vial tingled in his
hand and he opened it. Warmth spread over him and he smelled
Natasha. Without bothering to wake his brother, he drank the
blood.

“Roark?” James’ voice penetrated his
thoughts, but it was too late. His vision blurred, darkening as he
felt a pull along his body. His back hit a wall and then another as
he was pulled magically from the house. Scenery passed by, speeding
faster and faster as he flew through the air. Minutes later he was
dropped on the ground. Dawn peeked over the horizon and the sound
of waves crashing on stone pierced his senses.

He was nauseated from his trip over the
distance, but his fear for Natasha took over his body. Instantly,
he shifted, instinctively knowing that would be the best way to
find her. His bones cracked as fur grew over his body. He fell on
all fours, his flesh rippling with the change.

Sniffing before his nose had fully turned,
he caught her scent. Without thought of the danger, he ran for her.
He had to get to her. If she was harmed, if they sacrificed her,
he’d never forgive himself. He should’ve just said he claimed her.
When her father asked, he should’ve grabbed her and refused to let
go.

Natasha, he called out to her. A
thaisce…

Suddenly, a scream rang out. She was by the
cliffs. Without looking, he leapt over the edge of the earth toward
the ocean. Roark howled as he fell through the air, bouncing his
paws off the rocky incline as he fell, propelling his body toward
her.

Natasha was tied to a wall of rock. Her
magical appearance had faded, changing back into the human form
she’d worn during her curse. Her red hair was pulled high on her
head into a ponytail, crimped and braided in the farfadet style.
Her blue eyes were turned toward the sea.

Natasha screamed again, her eyes widening.
Roark landed on the ground. And that was when he saw it, the
creature that caused her great fear. The kracken was a strange
cross between an octopus and crab with sharp pinchers and tentacles
for legs. Its head was more like a dragon with sharp fangs and big
oval eyes. A black, inky substance clouded the water around it as
the enormous sea monster pulled itself forward. Loud pops sounded
as its suckers attacked themselves to the rocks along the
shoreline. Roark’s stomach tightened as he stood before Natasha,
putting himself between the beast and her body.

“Roark!” Natasha gasped. “You came!”

Of course he came for her. How could he
not?

 

“Roark!” Natasha screamed, never so happy to
see someone in her life. Her heart pounded in fear, but part of her
had known he would come. Deep down, she knew her feelings had to be
returned. But, just as she was happy to see him, to know he loved
her, she was scared for him. “Roark, you have to get out of here!
Save yourself, please.”

He growled, his body partly shifting back to
his human form as he stood on two legs. Hair still covered his body
and fangs still glinted in his mouth. He rushed for her, reaching
to grab the chains. The fearsome kraken growled behind him, roaring
so hard that the wind shifted and blew against them.

“I’m not leaving you,” he said, his voice
gruff and hard. “I love you. I shouldn’t have hesitated, but I
promise you I will never falter again.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but he
surprised her by leaning forward toward her neck. Sharp fangs
pieced her skin as he bit her. When he pulled back, blood dripped
from his mouth.

“Roark?” she gasped, shaking.

“You are my wife, both in your way and mine.
Not even death can stop what we have. If you are to die today, then
so shall I. From this day forward, your fate is mine. Your life is
mine and mine is yours. I love you, Natasha. The first moment I saw
you I felt it. I’m sorry it took me so long to say it.”

“But it was only a day,” she whispered. The
kraken growled again, but love replaced her fear.

“And after an eternity of living, it should
not have taken me that long to know what I know now. I love
you.”

“Say it again,” she whispered, grinning in
the face of death. How could she feel anything but love when he was
looking at her like that?

“I love you,” he answered, shielding her
with his body.

“And I you. I love you. I love you.” She
reached forward with her face, searching for his kiss. He kissed
her. The kraken growled, sounding closer. The wind hit against them
hard. Roark turned, ready to fight.

Natasha gasped. The great beast was gone and
in its place stood her father, roaring like the creature.

“Father?” she asked, stunned to see him.

“It’s about time, Button,” he chuckled.
“Damn youths. You’re always so stubborn. Not like when I met your
mother. We didn’t have to have our lives threatened to admit when
we were in love. Though we did have to get, ah, ‘cursed’ and sent
away. Though we were put into training camp for troubled farfadets.
The humans were in some kind of war and I guess it inspired the
idea with the elders.”

“You were sent away?” Natasha gasped.

“Oh, you didn’t really think you were a
cursed mortal, did you? Like we could ever leave you like that.”
Her father laughed. “Everyone gets sent on a pilgrimage when it’s
their time. The longest one on record is fifty years, but Elder
Angus was cursed to be an elf. That is when we started moving to
mortals. The threat of a short life usually helps facilitate the
process. Funny though, how you were sent to find a mortal—one we
were completely prepared to magically change—only to come back with
a lycan.”

She stared at her father as she tried to
process what was being said. This was all a test? She wasn’t in
trouble? There was no curse? She had never really been human? No
wonder she’d felt parts of her magic rising up when she first met
Roark, her mate. They’d only suppressed her powers, not taken them
away.

“So there is no threat?” Roark said,
shielding her. He was breathing hard, clearly not ready to let down
his guard.

“No, no threat,” the farfadet answered,
smiling. “Welcome to the family.”

“Ah, Father?” Natasha shook her chains. “Do
you mind?”

“Oh, certainly.” The farfadet nodded and the
chains around her wrists melted away. She fell against Roark. Her
body was weak from her fearful night and now the sudden relief.

“What?” Roark asked, still blocking her from
a harm that was no longer there.

“You came through, dear boy.” Her father
laughed and glanced down at Roark’s naked, shifted body. “When you
two are done sorting things out, come back to the castle. Your
family is waiting for you up there, my son, and I’m not sure the
one called James believes that we meant no harm. Button, you know
the frozen second in time in which we are living.”

Natasha nodded, clinging to her husband.
“Yes, I can find the time.”

“Natasha?” Roark asked, pulling her close as
her father disappeared.

“Time,” she explained. “We live in seconds
of time. So you have to not only know the place, but the second as
well to find us.”

He held her tighter. “I was so scared I’d
lost you.”

“I’m sorry about all this. We farfadets can
be a little dramatic.”

“Oh, baby, I’m so glad you’re all right.
When I heard that creature coming for you and felt your fear—”

“Shhh,” she hushed him. “It’s okay now. I
didn’t know, but I should’ve. My father wouldn’t have let any harm
come to me. I should’ve realized. But it’s okay now. You’re here.
Now, let’s go get your father’s permission.”

“For what?” he asked, leaning forward to
kiss where he’d bitten her. His lips felt good and she shivered
with longing. It had only been one night and yet she had missed his
touch, needed it desperately.

“To get an elder’s permission to marry so
it’s complete.” She moaned accepting his touch without question or
hesitation. It was like they’d known for an eternity, their souls
just gliding through time until the day they met.

“I already did,” he confessed, not pulling
away as he began stroking her body. He pressed her up against the
cliff. “Last night over webcam. It is official. You are my
wife.”

“Forever,” she whispered.

“Yes, a thaisce,” he said, kissing
her deeply as if he would never let go. “Forever.”
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whole hunting werewolves part. As one of the three lycan princes of
the O’Connell clan, it’s his duty to enforce the lycan law. When a
member of their clan begins killing humans, he’s sent to bring the
rogue wolf in.

Claudia Hughes lives an ordinary life as a
computer software analyst. Her mother and grandmother had psychic
intuition, but hers is severely underdeveloped. Taking a solitary
vacation, she trusted where instinct led her and ended up at the
end of some crazy woman’s fangs. She’s led into a surreal world
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Prologue

 

Claudia Hughes couldn’t help herself as she
sang at the top of her lungs. The off-key sound of her voice
clashed with the oldies on the radio, but it didn’t matter. No one
could hear her as she sped down the interstate. Almost longingly,
she glanced at her cell phone on the seat next to her, wishing
someone would call—even if the only people who’d contact her were
coworkers needing help with some software glitches. It wasn’t like
they knew her anyway. She worked alone for the most part, sitting
at home in a pair of exercise pants in front of a computer.

The lonely existence wasn’t planned. The
town she lived in didn’t have any good jobs and the house she owned
was paid for, thanks to her mother’s will. Being hired by a firm in
nearby Cincinnati had been a lucky break. They didn’t even require
her to drive in to work.

The East Coast called and she pressed down
on the pedal, smiling slightly at the radar detector that kept her
from getting pulled over by police. Suddenly, seeing a turn-off for
Rhode Island, she took a deep breath. Every time she saw the words
Rhode Island a tingle worked over her. Without much thought,
she followed her gut instinct, knowing it was what her mother and
grandmother would have told her to do. Making her tires screech,
she swerved to make the exit.

Rhode Island had never been in the plan, but
she knew she had to trust her instincts. Her psychic abilities
might not be as strong as her mother’s had been, but she knew she
had to trust them. Something important awaited her at the end of
this journey and she would keep driving until she found it.

Grabbing her sunglasses off the seat, she
slipped them on and rolled down her window to let the cooling
breeze in. Destiny was out there and she was going to find it.

 



Chapter One

New Shoreham, Block Island, Rhode Island

 

“Where is that bitch?” James O’Connell
frowned, narrowing his eyes as he scanned the long balcony
overlooking the sea. He breathed hard, sniffing the air as the full
moon threatened him with a shift. Being a natural-born lycanthrope,
he was ruled by the full moon but not controlled by it. More than
that, he was called to the sea, for the moon controlled the tides
just as it controlled the stirring of his blood. The sensation of
power was like a drug and it caused many of his kind to live by the
water.

His senses enhanced by the nature around
him, he scanned the shadows along the wooden deck. A crisp breeze
came off the Atlantic Ocean, stinging his nose as he tried to pick
up on Meghan’s elusive scent. Under his breath, he swore in
frustration, “Fuck!”

He couldn’t have lost her again, not after
finally tracking her down on the somewhat remote island twelve
miles off Rhode Island’s mainland. Luckily for him, Meghan wasn’t
exactly the “camping-out” type and he didn’t have to search the
seventeen miles of shoreline to find her. All he had to do was go
to the fanciest hotels and resorts on the island until someone
recognized her photograph. It didn’t take long. With Meghan’s
jet-black hair, tanned skin, generous breasts and penchant for
wearing revealing clothing, she stood out in a crowd of humans like
a walking goddess. Too bad this goddess was deadly.

Thinking to catch the barest hint of her
scent, he began jogging along the deck. The beast lurking within
him was fierce and always ready to unleash itself, but it was worse
on the full moon, it was worse when it came to hunting Meghan. The
bitch had nearly killed his oldest brother, Ian, future king of the
O’Connell clan, and Ian’s sea-swept bride, Ceana.

Technically, Ian was next in line to rule
upon the death of the lycan king, their father, then James and
finally the youngest, Roark. But, since they were immortal, unless
some horrific event occurred, it was unlikely that any of the
brothers would ever rule. James was fine with that. He would much
rather have his family than a crown.

Roark, like James, had his own duties to the
lycan clan. They were hunters, bringing justice to the rogue
wolves—like Meghan—who broke their laws, meager laws that they
were. She had betrayed the clan and tried to kill Ian when the
oldest O’Connell didn’t choose her as his bride and future queen.
Though Ian and Meghan had a century-long affair of the flesh, James
was very glad to know Ian hadn’t tricked himself into thinking he
loved Meghan. The bitch would no doubt have plotted to kill the
king if she’d been next in line for the throne.

Meghan’s crimes didn’t end with her
betrayal. After the assassination attempt, she had laid low for a
while, ending up in Las Vegas where James was first able to track
her down. Only after getting there did he realize she’d been a busy
little lycan. She’d been killing showgirls and leaving their
mutilated corpses in dark alleyways, as if taunting him with her
misdeeds. When James got near and stopped her game, she’d been
livid. Meghan had gone on a killing rampage, leaving a trail of
human female corpses across Nevada, Idaho, Oregon and Washington.
Some in the clan believed she’d gone up to Canada, but in truth,
she’d merely tried to throw them off her scent, becoming more
discreet about hiding her victims’ bodies, as she turned her
attention south, zigzagging a haphazard pattern across the United
States.

Feasting on mortals was forbidden. It was
one of the oldest of their laws. Lycans were an ancient people,
their race as old as the humans’, growing with the humans from a
time when mortals knew of all the supernatural races. They used to
be hunted, condemned as evil by the church. Sure, times were wilder
in the early days, but so it was with all the races—mortal and
supernatural. Just as humans no longer roamed the countryside
pillaging and wielding swords so did his people no longer
uncontrollably wield claw and fang.

In present times, humans denied their
existence, which suited most of the supernaturals just fine. But
their denial led them in circles when it came to Meghan, searching
for a killer who could not be caught by their mortal means. With
Roark newly married, it was up to James to find Meghan and punish
her. It was a task that weighed heavily upon him, as she was
proving to be a cunning adversary. And with each new victim, she
seemed to grow stronger and more elusive.

Lucky for all, her killings had yet to
result in a human being turned. Death came much easier to mortals
than a changing. Not only would it be an embarrassment for the
clan, since James was expected to prevent such a thing, it would be
another burden James did not need—taking care of a young one.
Circumstances had to be right, the bloodline perfect and the moon
full for the bite to take effect. It fell into natural order that
if attacking humans was against the law, so was trying to turn
them. A lycan could attack fifty mortals and possibly only one
would start to turn. Reason dictated that if one was turned, the
odds were that many had been attacked. Even then it didn’t
guarantee the mortal would make it through the horrifically painful
process.

“Fucking cunt!” James leapt over the stairs
leading down to the sandy beach. The slippery footing didn’t halt
his progress as he sprinted along the shore. Stars spread out,
punctuating the cloudless sky. Despite the cold sea air, that
really didn’t bother him, it was a perfect night. He would have
preferred rain, as the foul weather would surely keep humans
indoors. Though the beach appeared abandoned where he was, he could
detect human voices in the distance. It prevented him from shifting
and catching Meghan all the faster.

“No,” a breathy whisper caught his
attention. He started to ignore it as he filtered through the
voices to find Meghan, but something in the way the word trembled
kept his attention. “Get off me!”

James focused his thoughts, not breaking
stride. The sounds of a struggle ensued, the unmistakable sounds of
a fight. Light grunts pitted against an evil laugh. He’d been
around too long not to recognize what happened. A mortal woman was
caught in Meghan’s grasp and, by the sound of it, she was putting
up one hell of a fight. Amazement filled him at the mortal’s
stamina. Not many could stand up to a lycan, especially when being
attacked.

“Ouch!” Meghan’s voice swore. A loud smack
followed the word. “You stupid, fucking cunt, you broke my rib! Oh,
that’s it. Playtime is over, you mortal piece of shit.”

Meghan! James yelled, directing his
thoughts toward the lycan woman. He used the telepathic link lycans
shared to yell at her. Stop!

“Stay back.” The woman’s yell sounded closer
than before, but it was still a long run down the beach. It was
only by focusing his lycan hearing that he managed to catch the
words. James shivered at the soft quality to her voice, even as she
yelled at her attacker. The blood pumping in his veins made it easy
for his cock to stir at the sound. “I don’t know what you want or
who you think you are, lady, but I don’t want to have to hurt
you.”

“You, hurt me?” Meghan laughed harder.

“I will if I have to. I know how to defend
myself. Just walk away,” Meghan’s victim answered.

Again James was amazed that the woman stood
up to a lycan. He could detect Meghan’s anger by the way her loud
breath pierced the night. Mortals would not be able to detect the
sound but he could with his enhanced hearing.

You have a choice, James.
Save the girl or catch the queen. Meghan’s voice whispered
through his thoughts. I admit, I wonder which you will
try to do.

Meghan! James warned.

“What’s wrong with your face?” the mortal
asked, gasping. “What are you?”

“I’m your queen, bitch! Bow down to me!”
Meghan yelled. James could hear her leaping into the air, heard the
soft thud of her body hitting flesh and imagined the piercing of
Meghan’s fangs into a tender throat. James ran harder. He had to be
close now.

“Stop, please…ow.” The woman’s words
lost some of the fight.

Meghan! What are you doing? he
demanded. Leave the mortal be and come with me. I
swear, if you do, justice will be met.

Justice? Meghan spat out. You mean
your justice, not mine. What justice is there in
denying our inner natures? I had forgotten how freeing it is
to drink of blood and partake of sex as I see fit. Why do we
deny ourselves our birthright? Why suffer ourselves to save
mortal sheep? When I want to fuck, I find a hard cock
and fuck—whether the man be willing or not. When I
wish to drink, I take my drink where I please, from
the neck of whichever sweet, young beauty captures my
notice. I’m growing more powerful, James,
and I’ll keep killing so long as you chase me. You
won’t stop me. No one will stop me and,
someday, I will have my own clan, my own warriors
underneath my rule and there will be a great war between us,
the naturals who do what we were always meant to and you
unnaturals who would deny lycan nature and live the lives of
monks.

You will kill if I don’t stop
you. James ran faster, instinctively going where the mind-link
grew stronger.

True, but this way it’s
your fault another pretty, young mortal will die. She
laughed. Mmm, why must we always fight, James?
All these centuries and you’ve never liked me. Why
is that, James? Is it because I fucked your brother
and not you? Is it jealousy? I’ll admit I miss
the strength of a good lycan prince’s cock. How about
it? Will you shift and fuck me, James? How
long has it been since you’ve ridden a real lycan woman?
How long since you’ve ridden anything at all?
Perhaps you like being a monk.

James hated how his cock instantly lifted at
her words, pressing hard against his stiff denim jeans. It had
indeed been a long time since he’d felt the soft velvet of a pussy
squeezing him, and the combination of the hunt, the moon and the
ocean only urged the primal, instinctive lusts to course through
his blood.

Was that a moan of interest,
James? Even in his head, Meghan’s voice was thick and
sultry. Should we call a truce just for tonight? I can
let this one go. She’s weak but she might live yet if
I let her go now. Would you do it, James?
Would you fuck me to save this one’s life? How
about later? Would you be my king and fuck me every
night, James? Would you spray your hot cum all over
my big breasts? In my hot, wet pussy? In my
tight, luscious ass?

James nearly howled at the imagery. He hated
Meghan with more passion than anything else in his immortal life,
and yet she knew how to tempt their kind, knew what to say, how to
send images of her words into his mind. A flash of a tanned ass,
cheeks spread, came into his mind, the tight rosette right there as
if waiting to be taken.

Or would you prefer my mouth,
James? The words purred and whined at the same time,
followed by the image of perfect bowed lips around a thick lycan
cock. Should I suck the poison from your thick wound?
Would you like that, James? Would you like to
punish me for my crimes with your big, hard,
thick, pounding sword? You could take me here,
on the beach with the smell of the ocean and this
mortal’s blood in our noses. I feel the beast in
you, it’s the same one I carry. The beast is
thirsty. He wants a drink, doesn’t he,
James? I won’t tell anyone if you indulge this
one, little time. Promise.

Finally he detected Meghan with his eyes.
She stood in the distance but he saw her easily with his naturally
enhanced vision. Her breast was pulled from her dress’s floral
bodice, hanging naked and free in the night air.

Pinching a nipple, she moaned. What is
your answer, James? Will you fuck me to save her
life? Will you dip your prick into the very thing you hate
to save this one, simple, disgusting mortal?

James bit his lip hard with a growing fang,
drawing blood. His eyes focused on the woman’s breast, ignoring the
fallen human lying in the sand next to her. For the briefest of
moments, he considered Meghan’s words. Whatever fight the mortal
had put up was gone now. As he drew nearer, he saw Meghan’s hand
was covered in blood and she rubbed the dark fluid on her breast.
His inner beast tried to rise up. Everything about Meghan disgusted
him.

Meghan’s eyes flashed with golden promise.
She touched the flowing skirt, tugging it up to reveal her perfect
thighs. The smell of blood and feminine desire assaulted his
nostrils. This was not a plan of attack he’d been ready for.

Yes, he growled at her, hoping she
wouldn’t sense his distaste for her, hoping she’d mistake the
gruffness of his thoughts as desire and not repulsion. If he had to
fuck Meghan to save the mortal, he would. Give me your word that
you will let her live and I will fuck you.

Really? she purred, pulling her skirt
higher to reveal she wore no panties over her clean-shaven pussy.
Right here?

Yes, he answered her breathy plea,
refusing to look at what she showed him. Get on your knees for
me.

Meghan laughed, her tone cruel. She sunk to
her knees in the sand. He was close now, so close. His heart
thumped heavily, blocking out all but her words.

Instead of doing as he commanded, she
reached for the half-dead woman next to her. Pulling the frail
human by the arm, Meghan grinned at him, her eyes flashing deadly
as she bared her fangs. Without pause, she sunk them into the
human’s throat, drinking noisily so James could hear each suckle.
Meghan’s laughter filled him, mocking him, scorning him.

Sorry, lover boy, but
you’re not lycan enough to ride me, Meghan taunted, even
as she drank. Then, letting the woman’s body fall onto the ground,
she stood, smiling evilly. Blood covered her lips but did not drip
down her throat, showing how delicately she had drunk. She yelled
over the beach, “But now you can eternally carry the guilt of
knowing you would have succumbed to me, James, just as you will
carry the knowledge that you will never catch me. You have failed
everyone you love. You have failed your family and your clan. You
are no match for a true lycan queen. You are pathetic!”

Meghan darted toward the water, to the
lapping waves that ate at the shore. James shifted direction as the
sound of an engine punctured the night. He’d been so caught up
hiding his disgust, he hadn’t seen the small fishing vessel
drifting close to the shore, nor detected the lycan who’d been
waiting patiently along the bottom of the boat. Laughter filled his
head as Meghan splashed through the water to reach the vessel. She
leapt from the waves, landing neatly inside. Instantly the boat
moved, slicing forward through the water toward the mainland.

James howled in frustration, loud and long,
as the boat carried her away. He could not swim to catch her, not
twelve miles, not through the deep ocean waters and thick currents.
His only hope was to steal a boat of his own or catch a ferry to
the mainland in the morning, as the last ferry he had debarked from
this Friday evening had already left at 8:15. He knew, because he’d
meticulously checked the schedules.

Before he could steal a boat, he had to
dispose of the human woman’s body. A pang of sorrow filled him as
he remembered her voice, how she’d fought to live. He couldn’t
leave her with perfect puncture wounds on her neck, not if he hoped
this attack would be blamed on some wild dog. Blood pumped in his
veins, still raging from Meghan’s taunts. Though the lycan bitch
could never tempt him, he hated himself for letting her think she
had. He cursed her for attempting to penetrate him in such a way,
trying to turn his inborn weaknesses against him—desire, blood, the
moon and ocean. They were a heady combination any lycan male would
fall for. She knew he could not let a mortal die, not when he could
stop it. She knew she could force him to fuck her if he thought it
would save a life—no matter how he loathed the very idea of it.

But he wasn’t just any lycan male. He was
James O’Connell, prince of the O’Connell clan, hunter, defender of
the laws. He could not afford to fail. Yet, he had. He’d fallen for
the hope that he could stop her, could save this one human. And now
Meghan had eluded him again. How many more humans would she kill
because he’d tried to save one?

“Don’t be so noble, James,” he told himself,
struggling to put the fire in his belly out. “Meghan was right, you
are pathetic.”

As he turned to see what his failed attempt
had awarded him, his gaze fell upon the unmoving figure on the
ground. Like the others, she was pretty and slender, her skin pale
from lack of blood. Long brown hair covered her face from view,
tousled from the way she’d been dropped unceremoniously to the
sand. The locks shone in soft, gentle curls, nearly gleaming in the
moonlight. Her petite frame would hardly have given much of a fight
to one as strong and determined as Meghan.

Blood stained her navy and light blue silk
blouse, ruining the fine material. Drawstrings hung along her arms,
winding like snakes over her still flesh. Though meant to be loose,
the shirt clung to her curves. Too bad he had been too late.

Gently, even though he knew she could no
longer feel it, he reached to scoop her into his arms. At his
touch, the corpse gasped, shivering violently. Startled, James
dropped his hold. The woman convulsed upon the ground as her body
was racked with terrible pain. She cried out.

“No,” James shook his head, trying to will
what was happening to stop. “Die, just die. Don’t fight death. The
pain that awaits you will only last. Welcome the peace that comes.
Don’t fight to live.”

The woman screamed again and he knew she
wasn’t listening. Her body did what bodies instinctively did—it
fought to survive. Only this was most likely to be a losing battle.
James swore under his breath, glancing out at the ocean to where
Meghan’s boat had disappeared. He couldn’t steal a boat and give
chase, not now, not when there was a changing human he needed to
take care of. There were no others on the island to leave her
with.

Almost calculatingly, he again looked at the
woman writhing in agony. Yet, if by some miracle she lived, she
might be the key to stopping Meghan. Her tie to the treacherous
bitch would be strong. Turned ones always sought those who killed
them. It was a strange irony that they’d be drawn to the makers of
their mortal deaths.

Having had more training with turned humans
over the centuries than he’d like to admit, James cleared his
throat and reached for the woman’s face. His fingers tangled in her
soft hair before finding her sand-covered cheek. Emotions whirled
inside him as he looked at the woman, compassion and pity,
curiosity and a sense of duty and honor. Brushing the locks from
her features, he revealed a pretty, little mouth and big, scared,
dark eyes.

James took a deep breath, the words of
comfort he planned on uttering leaving him completely as he stared.
Her lips opened wide and she gasped for breath, but she no longer
screamed. Ocean waves crashed near them, pulling and pushing his
soul with each surging of the tide.

“You,” she whispered, almost accusatorily.
“My ancestors whispered to me in my dreams that I would find you.”
She closed her eyes tight and the strange spell between them
dissipated as she again began to yell in pain. Her words made no
sense and he knew the loss of blood had made her delirious.

“Easy, young one, I will care for you. Let
the pain lead you into darkness. Once you pass out, it will be
easier to bear.” James lifted her into his arms, scanning the beach
to see if anyone was near. If she kept screaming, she’d draw
attention and the last thing he wanted was some do-gooder coming to
her rescue. Careful not to suffocate her, he smothered her face
into his chest, letting the vibrations of her torment muffle
against him. Her light body barely slowed down his steps as he
jogged with her across the shore, back toward the small inn where
he’d procured a suite earlier.

When he saw a group of people walking and
laughing along the shoreline, a strained smile came to his lips and
he gripped the woman in his arms tighter to silence her cries. He
veered away from the group, hoping the meager distance would afford
him safe passage. Their attention turned briefly to them and he
smiled, trying to force all the charm and ease his tight, stressed
body could manage. One of the men, a yuppie in white slacks and a
blue polo shirt, waved.

“I see someone has had too much to drink,” a
woman exclaimed merrily. The others laughed, resuming their
conversation. The woman in his arms pushed hard against him and
managed to free her head. She opened her mouth, ready to yell.
James crushed his lips down on hers, taking her would-be scream
into his mouth. The woman jolted, her mouth jerking against him,
more from the writhing in her body than any measured response.
Still, the kiss startled him with the intense lust it conjured.
James gripped her tighter, pried his mouth away before he delved
his tongue again into the warm depths. He sighed in mild relief
when he made it past the group of humans. He pressed her face to
his chest once more.

By small degrees, the woman’s cries
lessened, as did her struggling. His rented quarters were right off
the beach, reached by a small, worn trail in the surrounding narrow
strip of tall grasses. The company had called it a suite but it was
really more like a private building isolated from other guests. It
was the only lodging available on the island due to tourist season
and he was suddenly glad that luck had afforded him privacy and two
bedrooms—not that they would be staying there long.

As he carried the woman up the narrow,
wooden stairs to the deck, the sound of faraway music from a
dockside restaurant penetrated his thoughts. In any other
situation, carrying a woman to his ocean-side bedroom, surrounded
by soft music and moonlight, would have been highly romantic.
Finally reaching the sliding glass door, he set the woman’s feet on
the ground. Her head lulled back and she whimpered.

Pulling the key from his pocket, he unlocked
the door and once more picked her up to carry her inside. A
queen-size bed, television and small chair were the only amenities
in the bedroom besides the faux-oak dressers. Laying her gingerly
on the bed, he moved to shut the door in case she began screaming
again. Moonlight streamed through the room and he quickly pulled
the curtains shut, blocking it out. The darkness didn’t bother him
as he navigated the room with ease. Walking to the large bathroom
adjoining his room, he flipped on the light. A soft glow
illuminated the bed, as if framing her for his perusal.

With time to study her, he strode slowly
across the floor, watching his shadow move over her body. Putting
one knee on the bed, he leaned over her, telling himself he was
just checking her vitals. But instead of her heartbeat, he listened
to her raspy, almost passionate-sounding breath. Instead of gauging
her temperature, his fingers caressed her soft skin, brushing
granules of sand from her cheek and jaw. He pushed back her hair,
revealing the bite mark on her neck. About a half-dozen puncture
marks indented her flesh, attesting to Meghan’s bites. The smell of
blood wafted up to him, her blood.

A moan filtered past his lips as he
instinctively leaned closer. Drawing his tongue along her throat,
he licked, stroking long and slow over her flesh. A thready pulse
caught up in his ears as the taste of her essence filled him. The
memory of the forced kiss on the beach made his lips tingle. Unable
to help himself, he did it again, moving his mouth to her still
one. It had been decades since he’d tasted human blood and the
salty tang was just as sweet and pleasurable as he remembered. His
lips slid back to her throat, tasting her. The beast inside him
howled in ecstasy until James too gave a light howl of approval.
His lust hit him hard.

The woman jerked, her hand weakly hitting
his head. “No,” she whimpered, as if that was all the fight she had
left in her.

The word penetrated his passion-hazed mind
and he drew back, panting hard and heavy. He’d only had the
smallest taste of her and already his cock was nearly exploding in
his pants. He needed release, wanted to find it in her delicate
body, but he knew he could never act like such a monster. He began
to speak but her mouth stopped him. She moaned softly, turning her
lips to his as if searching for his kiss. This time, she moved
them, opening her mouth as if to receive him.

James jerked violently as he tried to
resist, but even as he braced his arms to pull back, he found his
tongue pushing forward, testing the wet resolve of her mouth as his
cock wished to test her pussy. He drew his tongue in and out in a
slow, steady rhythm, slipping by her lips each time she tried to
close around him in a kiss. The feel was pure, agonizing
torment.

“I want to fuck you,” he whispered into her
mouth, without thought or reason. “I want to sink my cock deep
inside you and ride you until you can’t stand.”

“Ah,” she whimpered.

James drew back, realizing what he’d said to
her. He sobered. This wasn’t some kind of seduction where he was
supposed to talk dirty to arouse his partner. No, this was a human
turning into one of his kind. What was wrong with him? Had Meghan’s
words aroused him to the point of insanity? Or was it this female?
Her scent? Her blood? The soft, silk-covered breast that had
somehow worked its way beneath his strong fingers?

With a low sound of torment, he pushed
himself from the bed, turning toward the light in an effort to put
distance between them. But the door to the bathroom made a poor
barrier as he slammed it shut. Catching himself in the mirror, he
met his reflected gaze. Yellow glinted in his dark brown eyes,
framed by the wild mess of his chin-length brown hair. Parting his
lips, he saw his fangs protruding from his gums.

Almost desperately, he gripped the knobs of
the shower, turning it on. He clawed at his black t-shirt, tearing
it from his muscled chest. His long nails sliced into his skin, but
the tiny bit of pain only added to his lustful state. Finally free
of the shirt, he threw it at the big tub on a platform on the far
side of the bathroom. Steam flooded the room from the running
water. James gingerly unbuttoned his tight pants, wanting to scream
at the sensitive pain each bump of his hard cock caused him. The
taut flesh nearly throbbed for attention and he found himself
stepping into the scalding-hot shower before his pants even fell
from his hips. The blood from his chest washed away as the wounds
he’d made healed.

Water soaked into his sneakers and weighed
the denim as he pushed it down, off his thighs. Leaning against the
wall, unfazed by the extreme heat of the water, he took himself in
hand. Groaning, he stroked his long cock with the aid of the water,
letting his fist slide up and down. With each stroke, he squeezed,
still tasting the stranger’s blood in his mouth. Even as his hand
brought pleasure, he wanted more, he wanted lips sucking, he wanted
a tight pussy clamping down on him, he wanted to taste more
blood.

Gripping his shaft with both hands, he began
working himself hard, almost painfully thrusting his fists up and
down, up and down. His balls ached but he didn’t have a hand to
spare for them as he tried to milk the cum from the mushroomed tip
of his dick.

“Come on, come on,” he growled, unmindful of
how loud the words might be. Suddenly he smelled her—the woman in
his bed. His senses were sharp, heightened in his aroused state.
The memory pushed him on and he frantically rocked his hips. He
remembered the softness of her silk-covered breast, wishing he
could have torn the shirt just a little to get a peek at her
nipples. Just the idea of seeing her naked was enough to finally
push him over the edge. The climax hit him hard as a thick stream
of cum jetted onto the shower wall. “Ah-ahha.”

A sharp intake of breath assaulted his ears
and he stiffened. Reaching for the curtain, he pulled it aside. The
woman stood in his bathroom, her brown eyes wide as she stared at
him. The steam from the shower dampened her shirt, causing it to
cling to her breasts and stomach until he could see every lacy
detail of the bra underneath. Her gaze traveled down to where one
of his hands still wrapped his somewhat limber cock.

His words hoarse, he demanded, “How come you
are awake? It’s impossible. You shouldn’t be able to move for
weeks.”


Chapter Two

 

Claudia trembled, her body weak and her mind
hazy. She wasn’t sure what had awoken her from her burning,
pain-filled dreams, but she was drawn to the door next to the bed.
Steam rolled through the gap and light showed from the other side.
When she opened the door, there was a blast of heat but the low
groans she heard made her stiffen to her spot on the floor.

Then, suddenly, the curtain was pulled away
and the most handsome man she’d ever seen stood before her, pants
around his ankles, cock firmly in hand. There was something
familiar about him. He reminded her of a hazy premonition she’d
received but couldn’t understand. Her grandmother had been a
psychic, so had her mother, but Claudia’s gifts had never fully
developed despite her family’s early efforts to train her. All she
got were impressions, images and feelings—like the one that had
made her change her vacation plans mid-drive, taking her to Block
Island instead of Maine. The particular premonition that included
this man had come in the form of a dream and was about as clear as
standing nose to canvas in front of an Impressionist painting,
fuzzy and lacking the subtle details of the bigger picture. It was
more of a feeling, an idea, an innate knowledge that would someday
be made clear.

Stunned, she swallowed, noticing how the
motion only made the pain in her throat worse. Her memory of the
night was a cloudy haze and she tried to grasp for details. She
knew she couldn’t be drunk, because she didn’t drink, and she
couldn’t be drugged, because she didn’t do drugs and the only
dinner she’d had was off a salad bar.

“How come you are awake? It’s impossible.
You shouldn’t be able to move for weeks,” he said. The words, low
and dark and so very final, made her shiver in apprehension.

“I don’t feel well. What’s happening to me?”
Her gaze moved back to his face, though it was hard to pry her
attention from the enormous shaft in his hands. She silently
pleaded for answers with her eyes, unsure as to what she
wanted.

“You’ve been attacked and bitten in the
neck. I’ve brought you to someplace safe. You have nothing to fear
from me.”

The low tone of his raspy voice drew her
forward. Her eyes narrowed as she saw his hand grip tightly around
his still semi-erect cock. The bathroom smelled of sex. Her pussy
clenched at the thought and she stepped forward as if led by a
powerful will outside her own. Hot water hit his skin and the fist
around his cock pumped slowly at her advance.

“You should go lie down.” Though he said the
words, they didn’t sound convincing. Her mind disregarded them. The
lust pouring through her was more powerful than anything she’d ever
felt, adding a strange energy and strength that should not have
been there. It filled her with euphoria and made her feel as if she
could jump off a balcony and fly. Her clit ached, a suddenly tight
mass of nerves screaming for attention.

A dream, her mind whispered, easily
accepting the explanation. This has to be a dream.

“What are you doing?” he asked, studying her
face.

Claudia couldn’t help the small smile as her
primal instincts took over. She pulled at her silk shirt, hearing
it rip as she tossed it aside. Her bra was next, followed by her
shoes, pants and panties. The man in the shower began to stroke
himself to full force, his eyes appearing to glow as he looked at
her naked chest.

When she stepped into the shower, the hot
water hit her skin, burning as she got used to the heat. Her
nipples puckered and she breathed heavily as if she’d run for miles
only to end up naked in this man’s shower. He continued to stroke
his cock and she reached forward, wondering if he’d disappear once
she touched him. Her hand met thick, turgid flesh and he nearly
howled. She mimicked his movements, gripping him tight as she
explored his length. It was unlike anything she’d ever seen or
felt, the kind of weapon made for fucking.

Her pussy flooded with cream and the man’s
nostrils flared. Visions of being pounded into submission against
the shower wall flooded her mind. The shower curtain was still open
and water sprinkled out onto the floor to create a messy
puddle.

Her throat ached and her mouth was dry so
she opened her lips wide. Without thought, she sunk to her knees
before him to drink the water from his cock. Heat met her lips and
she began to suck the liquid, swallowing it as she did so.

“Ah,” the man gasped. His hands gripped her
arms tight, but she wasn’t sure if he was pulling her off or
keeping her on. “Shit.”

She glanced up his tight, perfect body and
released her mouth’s hold. He didn’t stop her from standing. Facing
him, her eyes wide, she whispered, “Fuck me already.”

 

James swallowed, knowing her sudden, intense
passion for him was because of her condition. Only, she shouldn’t
be awake and experiencing this level of aggression and excitement
for another two weeks at the earliest. She should be near-dead,
lifeless and pale from being drained of blood. Instead she acted
unlike any woman—lycan or mortal—he’d ever seen. She was like a
drugged beast, breathing hard and loud.

Their deep lust was why his kind didn’t mate
with humans. Mortals were too frail, unable to take the full
passion. Sure, they slept with them—very cautiously—even dated
them. Some lycans even spent lifetimes with mortals but they didn’t
life-mate permanently with them. Only other immortal supernaturals
were suitable life-mates. Too many lycans had seen their human
loved ones die as they tried to turn them. It was a painful memory
that would be carried into eternity. For, if not killed, the lycan
would live forever.

The sweet smell of her sex filled him and he
knew he should stop her, tie her up and keep her safe from herself
and from him. But the wolf inside him wanted her. He wanted
her and he didn’t have the willpower to pull away to do what he
should.

“Fuck me,” she commanded, irritation
shooting from her lovely eyes.

James took hold of her arms and pressed her
against the hard shower wall. Primitive noises escaped him as he
frantically worked his hand down to feel the warmth of her pussy.
He persuasively grabbed her by the hips, pressing his cock tightly
against her moist folds. He massaged and stimulated her clit with
his fingers while he wet his shaft in the cream flowing from her
sex. She gasped and arched her back, trembling violently with each
press.

“You’re so hot,” she panted, rolling her
hips in tiny circles. “Oh, that feels good, just like that.”

James growled his response. It took all his
willpower to keep the glow from his eyes and his growing fangs
hidden. His cock thickened with each thrust against her. Every
fiber of him ached to delve inside the sweetness of her cunt.

“Tell me to stop,” he ordered, though no
part of him wanted her to.

“Ah,” she answered.

“You are ill, you’re not yourself.” He tried
to pull his body away, but his hips wouldn’t obey as they kept
rocking along her slit. If merely rubbing was already heaven, what
would happen if he pressed inside? Felt the tight fit of her pussy
squeezing him? Stretching for him? Taking him deeper than she’d
ever taken any man? His flesh tingled and burned, practically
begging him to shift. But he couldn’t. To take her as the beast
would certainly kill her. Lycans were lusty creatures and, when
shifted, they could mindlessly crave both blood and sex, if not
carefully managed.

She wasn’t one of them yet, might never be.
He had to slow himself, needed to draw back before he hurt her. To
do that, he needed to hear her protests. If only she’d tell him to
stop, that she didn’t want this as badly as he, then he could draw
back.

Instead she grabbed his face in her hands
and forced his mouth down to hers. Her tongue instantly pushed
between his lips in a hard, deep kiss. She rubbed her body against
him, her breasts caressing his chest with the aid of the water.

“Ah,” she panted, over and over, the sounds
growing in strength with each passing moment, “ah…oh…mmh.”

She began to shake, her body tightening as
she came from the stimulation against her clit. Warmth flooded him
and he couldn’t deny himself. James lifted her hips, pressing her
up against the wall. She was so light. Reaching between them to
guide his cock to enter her, she pulled him to probe her tight
pussy. He knew, as a mortal, she’d be tight, but the almost-painful
squeeze as he dipped the head of his shaft inside her channel was
almost too much.

James stared at her lush, full lips as they
quivered with soundless pleas. He slipped a little deeper,
groaning.

“Ah, it’s so big,” she gasped.

He pushed deeper still, easing her to his
size. He had often prided himself on the strength of his manhood,
his enormous cock that drove lycan women and the few humans he’d
been with wild, but suddenly it felt more like a curse as he was
torn between hurting her and finding his own greedy pleasure.

“That’s it,” he whispered, trying to coax
her. Her small protest was coming way too late. He was too far gone
to stop now. He kept her body held up, watching the shifting
muscles of her face as she closed her eyes tight. Her legs moved
restlessly against his hips, tightening and releasing their hold,
torn between opening wider and closing.

The sweet, fresh scent of her natural
perfume teased his senses. He tried to make his lips move into a
comforting smile, but the look had to be strained. Her smell was
too much to resist. “Rub your clit. Make your pussy wetter.”

She reached between their bodies, finding
the hard pearl of her clit. Rubbing it in slow circles, she grunted
and James reveled in the feel of the sweet release of cream on his
cock. He thrust, deep and sure, seating himself nearly to the
brink. She gasped, stiffening against him.

“Ah, there it is. You feel so good, a
thaisce—my treasure.” He pulled out slightly, keeping his
movements slow and shallow.

She gave a light moan, stimulating her clit
as he eased himself in and out. James bit his lip, keeping the
dirty thoughts he was having inside his brain. He had no wish to
scare her with the things he wanted to do to her. A part of his
mind told him this was wrong, to stop, that she wasn’t in a state
to make such a decision, but the glide of her sex argued the fact,
told him she wanted it.

“Fuck…me…harder,” she ground out as if
possessed.

He had to obey. The beast in him was too
close to the surface. The full moon, the close waves, the rampant
smell of blood and sex was too much for even the most stoic of
lycans to fight. He began pounding his hips into her, fucking her
hard against the shower wall, mindless as to whether or not he was
hurting her. All he knew was the tight fit on his cock, the need
for release, the slickness of her wet pussy.

He rammed his hips into her, thumping her
back against the shower wall as he braced his legs. His body began
to shift, his cock strong as the wolf threatened to emerge. For a
moment, he felt himself slipping into her thoughts, his mind trying
to connect to her. He resisted, not wanting to violate her thoughts
and refusing to read what he did see of them. Her eyes were closed
tight, her hands moving to his shoulders as he pumped his hips.

His legs started to break, narrowing as they
shifted and grew fur. He grunted loud and hard, trying to keep the
beast down so she wouldn’t see it. His cock filled out even more
and fur tickled his back. Doing the only thing he could think of,
he pounded her harder to keep her from focusing her eyes on him.
Fangs grew from his mouth and his nose elongated. James put his
face in her hair, tempted to bite her but he was held back by the
memory that she should have been near death. He kept his face
hidden and his grunts loud so she wouldn’t see or hear the changes
in him.

“Ah!” the woman screamed. Her body clamped
his as she came. Her nails bit into his shoulders, drawing blood.
Seconds later, he jerked, squirting hot semen as he continued
thrusting inside her. When he’d finished, the beast was sated
enough to be forced deep inside and the man James could regain
complete control. He cleared his throat, awkwardly loud to hide the
sound of his breaking legs returning to his human form. Fur pulled
inward, replaced by flesh. Remorse for his rough handling surfaced
and he was grateful she had not detected his partial shift in her
excited state. He let her slide down to her feet. She pushed at him
lightly, stumbling from the shower and nearly slipping on the wet
floor. Wet hair stuck to her face and neck and she reached to feel
the bumpy texture of the wound Meghan had left on her.

Her eyes met his, hazy now and deeply
confused. Slowly she stepped back, moving away from the shower
stall and into the bedroom. With the lust gone, her body suddenly
weakened and, when her knees hit the back of the bed, she instantly
fell backward onto the soft mattress. Her eyes closed before her
head even landed.

* * * * *

“Am I drinking to your success?” The king’s
voice came through the phone. James could picture the look on his
father’s face without even seeing it. He was hopeful of good news
and confident that his son would give it to him.

“No, sorry, Father, you’re not.” James
glanced at the bed, trying not to feel guilty for what he’d done.
“Something has happened.”

“Meghan has killed again, hasn’t she?”
Instantly the king’s voice dropped in regret.

“Not exactly. She tried but…” James again
looked at the woman on the bed. Her legs hung over the sides, just
where she’d fallen twenty minutes ago, only now the blanket he’d
put over her covered her nudity. He hadn’t wanted to touch her,
even to move her. He didn’t trust himself to act the gentleman,
especially now that her husky voice was in his thoughts and the
feel of her body emblazoned on his flesh, adding to his quickly
growing fascination with her. After he’d stepped from the shower
and discarded their torn clothes, he’d towel-dried and slipped into
a pair of workout pants and a white t-shirt. It had taken him some
time to call his father with the bad news. “The woman Meghan tried
to kill is here, in my room.”

“You saved her victim? Well done, son! What
do you need? Is the human aware of what happened? It will be
unfortunate but hopefully she will be convinced otherwise—”

“No, I was too late,” James broke in.

“Then…” the king’s voice trailed off. A long
pause broke their conversation. Finally the king continued, “Will
she survive the changing?”

“You know as well as I there is no way to
tell this early.” James again looked at the woman. Though he was
fairly certain she couldn’t hear him, he walked toward the balcony
door and went outside. The cool breeze stirred his damp hair,
giving an even deeper chill to the night. As a lycan, James could
easily ignore cold, just as he did the heat. “I think it’s time to
send backup. Meghan’s been feeding, perhaps much more than we know
about. She grows strong and overconfident. I would have captured
her, if not for the human woman’s presence.” James quickly told his
father of Meghan’s plans, of her ranting about being queen of her
own “natural” clan, of how she planned to solicit warriors to her
rule and wield her power once she got it. He made sure to leave out
the part about her seduction attempt. He wouldn’t further disgrace
himself by admitting he’d verbally given in to the treacherous
bitch, even if it was to save a mortal’s life.

“Do you think she’s serious?” the king
asked.

“Someone helped her tonight, a lycan. I
think it might have been one of the disbanded Douglass clan, but I
can’t be sure. I haven’t seen them for centuries. I honestly don’t
remember how strong their numbers were. But I fear if it is them
then Meghan will try to bring them together. Without a solid
leader, the Douglass clan members might agree to follow her. We
know how persuasive she can be.” James sighed. “If we can’t catch
Meghan soon, all the clans should be notified. They won’t be happy
and I’m afraid of how this will reflect upon our family.”

“I’m contacting your brothers. Ian’s
overseas in India with his wife so it might take me a few days to
track him down. Roark and Natasha are at some Farfadet
family gathering. He should be back soon. I’d prefer to keep this
in our family for now but, if the other clan elders need to be
contacted, I know how to reach them. All can be in the US within a
day’s notice.”

With modern transportation, it was no longer
necessary for the clan to live close together, unlike in the old
days when they’d have to be able to reach each other on foot in a
single night or be close enough to use telepathy. Just like with
speech, the farther apart two lycans were, the harder it was to
hear each other’s thoughts—though telepathy did reach a lot farther
than sound.

His father continued, “Until then watch over
the young one. She is our responsibility now.”

“Can’t you send someone to take over her
care? Perhaps one of the women? Maybe Giselle? She has a light
touch. Or Bridget?”

“You know as well as I that you are the best
suited for her care.” The king’s tone changed ever-so slightly.
“You have a way about you, my son, that makes you particularly
adept at helping the newly turned to cope with their gifts. There
is something about you that the young ones respond to.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m the only one who can.
It’s been a very long time since one was turned,” James said, still
protesting his new role as caregiver. Until Meghan, the clan had
lived peacefully for the most part.

“We have been lucky in that regard, but my
word is final. You will do your best by her and, by the gods, she
will survive this or die swiftly before suffering too much pain. I
trust in you, James. You will do right by this woman.”

James looked out over the ocean. Almost
every fiber of his being wanted to give chase. But chances were
Meghan would be pulling up to the Rhode Island coastline soon. “Can
you at least see if anyone is available to track Meghan? She should
be docking close to Point Judith. Make sure they know not to fight
her, just track her until Ian and Roark can join me in the hunt. I
will not have any of our people killed trying to stop her. I can’t
stress enough how powerful she’s become. As for the mortals, we can
only hope that our chase will keep her from harming any of
them.”

“Consider it done.”

James took a deep breath then another. Very
quietly, he said, “I’m sorry I’ve failed you.”

“You haven’t failed. You have done well, my
son, and you make us all proud. No other could have found the rogue
wolf as fast as you have. It is only a matter of time before Meghan
is captured.” The king said goodbye after securing a promise that
James would keep him updated on the young one’s progress.

Closing his cell phone, James placed his
hand on the wooden rail and looked out at the bright moon. It was
late night, perhaps even early morning and he wanted nothing more
than to shift and run free along the cool sands of the beach. He
couldn’t, not here, not where he might be detected. Plus, he
couldn’t leave the changing mortal in his care. The next several
weeks were going to be a living hell for her and if she survived,
he’d have to tell her the truth of what she’d become.

* * * * *

Claudia moved in and out of consciousness,
fighting the darkness to become aware of her surroundings, only to
fight awareness to escape the pain. Terrifying dreams that made no
real sense haunted her, until everything she saw was a jumble of
time and place. It was as if a voice in her head told her a story,
a long history that made no sense.

Whenever she did manage to open her eyes,
she’d see him, the man from the shower. Vague memories
tickled her thoughts but they were so unreal she couldn’t believe
that she’d actually had unprotected sex with a complete stranger.
So the incident became another thought entwined within her
dreams.

Most of the time, the man would be pacing,
like a wild tiger captured and caged in the zoo, endlessly trying
to get past the invisible bars that held him from her. But if he
was so restless, why didn’t he just leave her? Her room changed and
once she even thought she was on the water, rocking back and forth
in tireless rhythm. She knew there was something wrong with her.
But why was she here and not in a hospital? The fleeting questions
left her as quickly as they came. Nothing made sense.

Pain turned from white-hot fever to bitter
cold in an instant, only to switch back again. The man took care of
her. Sometimes she heard his voice, a low growling sound that said
things she didn’t really comprehend. All she knew was there was
comfort in the tone of his words, safety in the presence of his
administering hands. Occasionally his face was present in the
history of her dream world—standing apart from the crowd, watching
from the edge of firelight, whether on a sandy beach or in a castle
hall.

“Where are we?” Claudia croaked, seeing her
caretaker for once sitting in a chair near a table. This was the
first time she felt well enough to speak to him, even though she’d
tried before. A book lay across his lap but he paid more attention
to the night skyline out the window than the pages before him.
Seeing him was surreal. How was it that she was being taken care of
by such a handsome man?

The four-poster bed featured light wood
carved into columns. Stiff material, heavily printed with pastel
floral design, decorated the curtains and bed. Whatever this place
was, it looked more like some old woman’s house or
bed-and-breakfast than a hotel. Behind the man, she saw a hint of a
white kitchen, though the room was shadowed in darkness.

“You’re awake,” he said, like it was a great
revelation. Standing, he set the book aside and walked over to the
bed. “I wasn’t sure you would wake up again. You’ve been very
ill.”

“Why am I not in a hospital?” She turned her
head to watch him. Her neck was stiff but the blinding white heat
was gone. “I should see a doctor.”

“They can’t help you with this. They
wouldn’t know what to do for you and would only end up making
things worse.”

“And you can help me?” She tried to sit but
the effort was weak. In the end, he had to help her up. Strong
hands wrapped around her upper arms, lifting her with ease. The
warmth of his palms sent a shiver over her, causing her to become
very aware of how close he was. For some reason, she imagined she
remembered what his lips felt like on hers. But that was
impossible, for she would definitely remember kissing a man like
him and her body wasn’t sore, as it surely would have been if she’d
fucked him like she’d dreamt she had.

“I hope I can.” He let go and she felt an
acute disappointment at his withdrawal. “What is your name?”

“Claudia Hughes. And you?”

“James O’Connell.”

“A name to go with the face.” She smiled
slightly. It was a simple enough discovery but now she could stop
thinking of him as the handsome caretaker. “Are we still on the
island? I thought I felt water, or was I dreaming?”

“No, we’re in Connecticut, near the New York
state line.”

“What?” she exclaimed. That surprised her.
“What are we doing in Connecticut? I’m supposed to be in Rhode
Island. I have a room, my camera and my suitcase and my car…” She
took a deep breath, mentally checking her limbs. Years of training
in the gym had left her strong and able to protect herself if
needed, not that she felt threatened by James.

“I’m sorry. There was no time to stay. I’ll
make a call and have someone pick your things up for you and keep
them safe.” He looked as if he would say more but instead he stood
up.

“What are you? Some kind of secret agent?
FBI? ATF? CDC? FDA? Who?” She gave a nervous laugh. “A psycho
killer?”

“Would a killer keep you alive for over two
weeks?” he asked, arching an amused brow.

“Ah.” She gave another nervous laugh. She’d
been asleep for two weeks? By the stiff ache in her body, she had
little doubt he was telling the truth. Besides, there was something
in his eyes that begged to be both trusted and obeyed. “No,
probably not.”

“All you need to know right now is you’re
very sick. The fact that you’re awake is a good sign but the pain
is not over. I’m the only one who can help you right now and you’re
going to have to trust me on that.” His expectant look prodded her
to nod.

“Okay,” she agreed. “But I only say that
because I’m too weak to run away from you. I doubt I could even
make it to the bathroom on my—” Claudia felt the blood draining
from her face. “Oh Gawd.”

“What is it? Is the pain worsening?”

“Two weeks? Um, you’ve taken care of my…”
Mortified, she glanced around the room, finally settling on the
bathroom door. She couldn’t think of anything worse than this
incredibly handsome man tending to her “private needs”. “I am so
sorry.”

He gave a small laugh, the first she could
recall really hearing from him. “Don’t worry about it. Your
condition made such concerns a moot point. The only thing I did was
get you into a shower and into some of my clothes.”

At that, Claudia glanced down, blushing. She
did indeed wear an oversized t-shirt and pants that were rolled at
the waist. Then the thought that he’d held her naked when she was
completely unaware made her blush deepen. He wasn’t talking like an
intimate lover so she decided she wouldn’t either. His tone only
confirmed that she had hallucinated about the sex in the
shower.

But even so, had he touched her as he
dressed her? Did he think she was pretty? Was he in the shower with
her when he bathed her? Naked and wet, his muscled body would be a
perfectly delicious temptation to any woman. And why was her mind
always returning to the passionate parts of her dreams when there
was so much more happening to her right now?

Her heartbeat sped up in her chest, thumping
harder than she ever remembered it beating. Suddenly James frowned
in concentration. Grabbing her face, he turned her to look at him.
His eyes pierced into hers, as if examining them.

“This isn’t right, it’s too soon,” he said
to himself. Then addressing her, he asked, “Does your skin
prickle?”

“No.” She tried to shake her head in denial
but he held it steady.

“Open your mouth. Let me see your
teeth.”

Claudia obeyed the strange command, parting
her lips slightly. He reached inside with a finger, poking around
at her gums and teeth. She made a weak noise, jerking back. “Hey,
I’m not some thoroughbred horse you’re checking out.”

For a moment, he looked confused before
suddenly laughing, a sound deep and richer than before. When he’d
finished, he asked, “Can you eat?”

Claudia nodded, not realizing how hungry she
was until he asked.

“Good, I’ll be right back. Do not leave this
room.”

Claudia nodded again, though really, where
would she go? When he’d left, she forced her body to slowly move.
First, she checked the guest folder left by the telephone. It did
indeed say she was at the Margotte Bed-and-Breakfast in Greenwich,
Connecticut. She didn’t even remember being in a car, let alone
traveling across two states.

She threw a few punches in the air, trying
to work the kinks out of her muscles. Weightlifting and kickboxing
made for great workouts, even if she didn’t really use her skills
for fighting. Fear of what was going to happen tried to work its
way through her but she pushed it back, not wanting to give in to
weakness. Besides, something inside her, a deep whisper, said she
was safe with James and that everything was going to be all right.
Her mother had taught her to listen to that voice, no matter how
quiet hers seemed to be in comparison to the other women in her
family.

Catching her reflection in the mirror over
the dresser, she flinched. The horrific creature looking back at
her could not be her! She stumbled toward the mirror, touching her
face in dismay. Dark circles marred her eyes and her hair was a
jumbled mess of curls. What little tan she normally had was
completely washed out of her complexion. “I look like death warmed
over.”

Pulling up her hair, she turned to see her
neck. A large bruise centered around a half-dozen, perfectly
formed, puncture marks right above her artery. Lightly, she pressed
against the skin, only to flinch as a twinge of pain worked its way
across her throat. What kind of animal had attacked her? A dog?

Claudia couldn’t remember a dog. In fact,
she couldn’t remember much beyond eating her salad all alone at the
Block Island restaurant. Dropping her hair, she instantly walked
toward the bathroom. If she was going to be traveling with Mr.
Handsome, she’d need to look a little more presentable—if only to
make herself feel better.

Taking a fast shower, she used the shampoo
provided by the bed-and-breakfast and the razor James had left by
the sink. It wasn’t a vast improvement but at least the heat from
the shower put a flush to her cheeks that had been missing before.
Afterward, she borrowed his brush. Silky, dark strands wove through
the bristles, the exact color of James’ hair. Without her own
clothes, she put James’ t-shirt and exercise pants back on, pulling
the drawstring and rolling them at the waist. The idea that he’d
bathed and changed her made her blush.

Glancing out the window at the small parking
area lit by a single light, she searched for James. It was late,
nearly twelve o’clock by what the alarm clock said. Not seeing him,
she moved to sit on the bed, turning on the television as she
waited for the food.

 

“You should feel like getting up after
you’ve had some protein,” James said as he opened the door. He
carried two plastic sacks in one hand and a drink tray in the
other. Kicking the door shut, he looked at Claudia in surprise. The
fresh scent of soap enhanced her natural smell. Water had soaked
into her shirt along her shoulders where the hair touched and her
dark locks clung to her neck, hiding the bruise beneath the wet
tresses. The soft light from the television screen illuminated her
in a flickering glow, casting her features almost blue. The low
tones of whatever movie she watched filled the room. He had
detected the voices before he stepped inside and knew it to be some
romantic comedy by the way the actresses spoke.

Claudia still wore no bra, because after
he’d showered her, he hadn’t bothered to put the one she owned back
on her. He saw no point in it as she slept all the time anyway,
writhing in pain. The lacy undergarment was tucked safely away in
his suitcase. He swallowed hard, his body stirring to attention. It
wasn’t an amazing feat. The last weeks had been hell as he carried
and cared for her. Knowing she was right there, so close, so
touchable, had been torment and no amount of self-stimulated
release was going to cure him of the affliction of lust that now
made a constant course through his veins.

Moving to put the sacks on the table, he
knew what the next part of her changing might bring—though so far
she’d proven herself quite different than the others—if her little
performance in the shower the first night was any indication. After
she fed, she’d have more strength but she’d also have the heady
power of the lycans inside her. In what form that power decided to
first show itself remained to be seen. One man he’d helped tried to
rip his head off—not that he’d gotten very far for his great
effort. Turned lycans were no match for a natural-born—at least not
at first. The poor guy almost made the full transformation but died
during his first shift. From what their doctors said, his heart
just exploded in his chest.

A pang of fear washed over him as he thought
of Claudia’s heart exploding. Of course there was no way to tell
what would happen to her, no way to stop it if it did. All he could
do was wait and try to keep her safe—from both the outside world
and herself. Traveling with her, he’d had plenty of time to study
and worry over her. She was so delicate, so small compared to some
of the men he’d helped through the changing—even some of the women
for that matter. It was hard to believe she’d stood up to Meghan,
even when he’d heard her fighting for himself.

Already he’d told his father that he didn’t
know how well her body would hold up. The king had been sorry to
hear the news but merely ordered him to do his best by her. With
Meghan being one of them, they all felt responsible for the rogue
lycan’s deeds. All the deaths she caused were on their hands as
surely as if they’d killed the people themselves.

Ian had been tracked down in Calcutta,
India, with Ceana a couple of days ago. They were on their way back
to join him, though James suggested maybe Ceana would be more
comfortable staying with one of the other clan members until the
threat of Meghan had passed. Ian was a patient leader and immensely
loyal. He took great pride in his history, family and traditions.
He guarded those things with his life and would be a fierce
companion when it came to hunting down a threat to their clan.

Roark had not been heard from, though it was
hardly surprising. Since his wife, Natasha, belonged to the
Farfadet race, a supernatural people known to live in frozen
points of time rather than an actual place, she tended to not pay
attention to the cycle of days like other races did. Funny, since
all other points of ladylike etiquette were drilled into her head.
And Roark’s easygoing nature didn’t exactly make him punctual.

“I see you were able to take a shower,” he
said to break the silence. She hadn’t answered him when he walked
in.

“Oh yeah. I hope you don’t mind. I used your
brush.” Claudia made a weak noise and he turned to study her.

“Why would I mind?” He arched a brow.

“I’m starved. Is that steak I smell?” She
pushed up from the bed, not acknowledging his somewhat rhetorical
question. He kept his senses on alert as he began removing the
takeout food containers from the bags. “It smells really good.”

The breathiness of her words as she came to
stand next to him made his gut tighten. She braced her hands on the
back of the chair, sniffing as she leaned forward. The position
wasn’t meant to be seductive but seeing her bent over, knowing
she’d be naked beneath the oversized pants, set his libido on
fire.

His hand trembled and he found himself
reaching to touch her ass, remembering every detail of what it
looked like from the torturous time he’d bathed her. Then he’d kept
his hands to himself but, now that she was awake, he wanted nothing
more than to strip her down once more. Drawing his fingers back
before he made contact with her body, he reached for a plastic fork
and handed it to her.

“It’s just steak?” Claudia scrunched up her
brow. “They didn’t have any side dishes to go with it?”

James gave a small smile. The waitress at
the local diner had looked at him like he was crazy when he placed
his order, but he’d learned from past mistakes that a diet of all
meat helped the process along. “Trust me, the sides are just
fillers. You’ll want the meat.”

“But rare?” She wrinkled her nose.

He didn’t answer as he took a switchblade
from his pocket and flicked it open. The serrated edge was clean
and would have to do for a cutting utensil. When he handed it over
to her, he saw an amber glint flickering inside her eyes. It was
the primal stirring of the beast growing within her. “Eat. It’ll
help you feel better.”

 



Chapter Three

 

Claudia wasn’t sure how she managed but she
mindlessly devoured three T-bones and part of a tenderloin steak.
Rare meat wasn’t normally her first choice but there was something
to the flavor. It was almost orgasmic and each bite caused a small
shiver of pleasure to work over her limbs.

She felt strong, powerful. Her heart beat
heavy and fast, like she could do anything. The wound on her neck
tingled and the dim light in the room didn’t seem as dark as
before. Her eyes must have adjusted, because she could now see into
the shadows with ease.

“What was in that food?” she asked,
breathing hard as she pushed up from the table. “I feel funny.”

The tingling in her neck worked its way down
her spine, spreading throughout her limbs. Her skin erupted with
heat, a fire that blazed up from her core. Then a smell invaded her
senses, the subtle scent of shampoo and musk. The fire turned to
passion, causing a deep ache inside her pussy. Her nipples
tightened and she became aware of how little of a barrier the
t-shirt provided.

James sat at the end of the bed. He hadn’t
eaten with her, merely watched, making small talk about the warm
weather and that a weatherman predicted rain. She had the
impression he wanted to say more, much more, but held back, keeping
to the mundane and unimportant.

As she walked toward him, mindless as to her
intent, he stiffened. “Try to breathe, Claudia. I don’t want to
have to hurt you but, if you attack me, I will be forced to
restrain you.”

A deep shudder moved along her arms and she
balled her hands into fists. Her breathing became heavier and she
couldn’t control it. Something inside her was changing. Passion and
violence filled her thoughts until she wasn’t sure if she wanted to
hit James or kiss him.

“Something’s wrong with…” She tried to hold
on to her reasoning, tried to stop the images of blood and sex from
entering her mind. She saw James in the shower, his thick cock
fisted in his hand, remembered the sound of his passionate grunts
as he brought himself to release. The image of bloody fangs
interrupted the sexual thoughts and she recalled a woman’s face
contorting into that of a wolf. The dreams she’d had over the last
two weeks surfaced, trying to form a complete picture in her mind,
a series of events that would equal an immortal life. She
remembered fur sprouting, fangs and claws growing into sharp
points. A werewolf? She didn’t even believe in such things. It must
have been some movie she’d watched, book she’d read…or was it
real?

Claudia reached for her neck. The memory
was real. White-hot pain had seized her as the woman bit
into her neck. But how was such a thing possible? A she-wolf?

Confused, she lifted her hands, ready to
lash out. Rage poured from inside her and she went for the closest
target. Never had she felt so angry. As she lunged forward, her
hands met flesh. James grunted, his eyes wide as she clawed at his
shirt. He fell back on the bed and lifted his knee, pressing it
into her stomach. She flipped over his head, landing on her back.
Her feet struck the headboard hard, sending a reverberating shock
through her system.

James spun around as if to crawl over her
head. She pushed off the headboard, flinging her body to the side
so she rolled off the bed. Power filled her but she didn’t know how
to control it. James stood, his movements perfect and stealthy.
Claudia called up all her training, though a kickboxing workout
wasn’t exactly the same thing as hand-to-hand combat. Still, she
swung, putting a practiced force behind her punch.

He caught her fists in rapid succession and
a strange glow came to his eyes. “Easy, young one. You’re like a
little kitten trapped in a corner. You cannot hurt me and you’ll
only hurt yourself if you try. I have no wish to bind you, but I
will if you force my hand.”

Claudia tried to hit him again, jerking her
arms to free her hands, not understanding why her body was acting
the way it was. She wasn’t a violent person and yet she needed to
strike out. His grip tightened, keeping her from pulling her fist
away. Her mouth opened wide and she let loose a short, breathy
growl.

James laughed. “You’re a fierce one, aren’t
you, little tigress? So brave in the face of danger.”

She tried to jerk her hand free. When she
couldn’t, she kicked, sweeping her leg around, hoping he would be
forced to let go of her fist. Her calf met the steel of solid flesh
and James laughed, unmoved by her strike. Her gaze fell to his
mouth, the slight curve when he smiled drawing her notice. The
brown waves of his hair framed his firm lips and strong jaw. The
images of blood left, replaced with the thought of him in the
shower, stroking himself to completion.

Without thought, she lifted up on her toes
and leaned her face to his, lightly nipping at that sexy smile. His
height made it hard to reach him but the angle of his face toward
hers allowed her to bite at his bottom lip, pulling it slightly
with her teeth before letting go. Though the nip had been soft,
when she looked again, she saw a small dot of blood beaded where
she’d bitten him. Claudia leaned forward once more, pressing her
mouth gently to his. She slipped her tongue over the rim, strangely
drawn to taste the tiny wound she’d made.

A low groan filled her as James responded.
His hold on her fist lessened and she slipped her hands away,
striking him on the shoulder several times without breaking their
kiss, before grabbing hold of his t-shirt to hold him close. His
mouth roughly ground against hers, each pass of his lips harder
than before. Claudia moaned. James’ hands found her hips and he
worked his fingers into her pants, pushing the loose material down.
It fell away from her body and Claudia kicked it away with her
feet.

He pulled his mouth from hers, his piercing
brown eyes locking onto her gaze as he slowly sat down before her
on the bed. Warm palms ran down her legs, touching her knees only
to come back up. Her skin felt extra-sensitive since she’d shaved
and each movement reverberated throughout her entire system. James
reached around, squeezing her ass, kneading the cheeks so they
spread considerably.

“Ah,” she gasped as an intense shock wave of
pleasure shot through her. Wet, hot cream flooded her pussy. James’
eyes narrowed and he inhaled deeply through his nose. A primordial
need tightened his features and he gripped her ass harder, dragging
her hips forward until her stomach pressed against his face.

The soft glow from the television flashed
over his skin, contrasting with his chiseled features. His hands
worked the oversized t-shirt up, revealing her stomach. James
kissed her hipbone, running light caresses over her flat stomach to
her navel. Gently, he drew his tongue around her belly button.
Claudia slipped her fingers into his hair, wanting more.

He continued to explore, touching her back
and waist, sliding his hands around to cup her breasts. Pinching
her nipples, he made a loud, animalistic noise of pleasure.
Everything about him was primal and raw, from the way he moved to
the way he boldly touched her.

His kisses became more aggressive, moving
lower over her hips until they reached the short thatch of hair
growing between her thighs. Claudia pulled at his shirt, wanting to
feel the heat of his naked flesh against hers. He took his hands
from her breasts, letting her undress him. Throwing the t-shirt
aside, she pushed at his shoulders, knocking him back on the
bed.

“Thank you for saving me from that woman,”
she said, lowering her jaw. “I remember her now. She haunted my
dreams and I doubted it was real.”

“Meghan is very real,” he assured her. “And
very evil. She tried to kill you.”

“I don’t want to talk about her right now,”
Claudia whispered, stroking back his chin-length hair. “I only
wished to thank you and to tell you that I’d like to properly show
you my appreciation for what you did.”

 

“Don’t fight the memories. They can help
you.” James ignored the disgust he felt at the selfish comment.
Sure, they could help her understand what was happening, but the
sooner she accepted her connection to Meghan, the sooner he could
use her to hunt the rogue killer. “Tell me what happened. What do
you remember?”

“I remember now how she came for me, bit me,
how she changed,” Claudia whispered as clarity filtered through her
gaze. The instant was brief and when she stared back at him, she
was again looking as if she wanted to devour him, like she had
looked at the steak before tearing into it. The protein had made
her stronger, hopefully strong enough to save her life, but it also
kicked her primal instincts into overdrive. Luckily for him, it was
now sex she craved and not blood. He hadn’t been sure when she had
begun to hit him.

He pushed up on his elbows as she pulled at
her shirt. The material lifted, revealing her smooth, perfect
thighs. He held his breath, watching intently as the curtain rose
over her pussy. Next came her stomach and breasts, small, perfect
mounds with taut nipples begging to be sucked. His cock hardened
even more, pressing against his pants.

Without waiting, she lunged forward, her
lengthened nails biting into his chest as she straddled his legs.
Claudia scratched a painful trail over his muscles, causing a thin
line of blood to follow her movements. She reached his pants,
pulling the denim material so hard the button slipped from the loop
and the zipper ripped apart. Her palm found the silk of his boxers,
rubbing his thick cock through the opening she’d made.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into me but I
can’t seem to stop and think,” she admitted, stroking him
frantically. “All I want is to get you into bed.”

“Argh,” he groaned, automatically reaching
out to pull her down to him. His mouth met a soft breast and he
sucked it deep, his lips moving crazily along the supple skin. All
thoughts of tracking Meghan slipped from his mind.

Claudia pulled at his waistband, as if
trying to rid him of his jeans. When she didn’t succeed, she
slipped her breast from his mouth and sat up, grinding her pussy
against his cock. The silk boxers instantly moistened, covering his
shaft with the wet heat of her sex.

Her head rolled back and she gave a pretty
sigh. The firm mattress molded to his back as her slender form
tried to keep him pinned down. Her legs clamped around his hips and
her body tightened. He again felt his mind trying to connect with
her, trying to build a mind-link so they could share thoughts, so
he could know her fully. Like before, in the shower, he resisted
the connection, not wanting to build one without her consent. No
matter how much he wanted to know everything about her, he would
not force the information from her any more than he had to.

James took hold of her arms and flipped her
onto her back, pushing her up on the bed by her thighs as he walked
his knees forward. Primitive noises escaped him as he frantically
worked the jeans from his hips. Every subtle brush against his cock
drove him mad with lust. By the time he freed his penis from the
silken prison of the boxers, he was ready to explode. The last two
weeks taking care of her had been torment and now that she was
beneath him, so warm and naked, her pussy wet and sweet, he
couldn’t force himself to slow down.

He pressed his thick cock tightly against
her moist slit and wet himself in her cream. She trembled violently
with each stroke, making weak noises of pleasure and
encouragement.

“You’re so big,” she panted, pressing her
hips to meet his. She closed her eyes tight. “Mmm, yeah, feels so
good, just like that.”

James grunted his response, forcing the
beast from his eyes and body. He didn’t want her to see it in him,
not now, not when it could scare her away and make her stop
touching him. His body throbbed, aching to thrust into the sweet,
tight hold of her cunt.

“Tell me you want this,” he commanded.

“Yes,” she gasped.

“I don’t want to hurt you but I also want to
fuck you so hard.”

Suddenly her eyes opened wide. The
supernatural yellow in her gaze blocked out all brown. A low growl
sounded in the back of her throat. She threw her legs around his
waist, grabbing tight as she tried to force him inside her hot
pussy.

Her mouth opened with a harsh breath,
showing the delicate points of emerging fangs. A primal grumble
entered her voice as she said, “Say it again.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.” He grunted as
she rocked her hips away from him, only to thrust up again. He kept
his stroke gentle and easy.

“Not that, the other.”

James grinned a little. “I want to fuck you
hard.”

“Mmm,” she moaned, rolling her head as if
the very words turned her on. “Say it again.”

“I’m going to fuck you hard.” James
punctuated the words with an experimental jab forward into her soft
pussy, not rough, but no longer as tender as before. She moaned
louder, her eyes rolling back in her head. “You want it? Huh? You
want me to fuck you?”

She moaned again, nodding frantically. Her
legs fell to the side, parting wide, offering her sexy body to him.
Her features flushed with a healthy glow, her skin darkening more
than before. He pulled back, again giving an experimental thrust to
test how she reacted to the slightly rougher handling.

“Yes,” she breathed, belatedly answering his
question.

“Yes, what?”

At that she paused. “Yes, sir?”

James hid his smile, finding he liked the
almost-submissive way she commanded him. With those few, hesitant
words, she had given him permission to dominate. The lycan inside
him howled with pleasure, begging to be freed, begging to mark this
rare find of a woman as its own so no other lycan would dare to
touch her without his express permission. The possessive feelings
were a new experience for him and he pushed them aside, not wishing
to delve too deeply into the thoughts.

James knew he couldn’t control the beast
forever, so instead he ordered her to turn around. She obeyed,
flipping onto her stomach. Her pert ass beckoned and he spread her
legs from behind, slipping his cock between her pussy and the
mattress.

“Mmm,” she moaned, continuing the soft
pleas, now muffled by the mattress. She trembled and he felt her
cream warming his cock as he slowly moved against her.

“Ah, that’s it. Get me wet just like in the
shower. I need your slick juices lubricating me so I can fuck this
sexy ass of yours.”

For the first time since she’d started,
Claudia appeared to hesitate. “What?”

James couldn’t help the slightly dominant
surge that filtered through him at her innocent question. “Mmm,
yeah, I’m going to hold you down and stick my cock in this sweet
ass of yours. I’ve wanted to fuck it ever since I saw it naked. I’m
going to break you open and ride you so good, sweetheart.”

She tried to push up but he pressed a hand
to her upper back, purposefully forcing her breasts against the
bed. He maneuvered his body so that his cock sank into the tight
fit of her sex, wetting in her cream. Then, withdrawing, he drew it
up to her ass. The bend of his knees forced her legs to stay open
as he drew the mushroomed tip along the cleft, spreading her
cheeks, torturing her with the slow, purposeful movements.

She began to shake and her body tightened as
he pressed close to the rosette. He grunted as her cheeks gripped
the head of his cock. In one single movement, he had her hips
angled up toward him and positioned to take him in. With his hands
on each side of her hips, he spread her cheeks farther and pressed
his shaft between them to probe her opening.

“James, I’m not sure this is a good
idea—oh!” The last word came out as a moan.

Encouraged, he slipped the tip into her ass,
practically howling at the intense pleasure.

“James, you’re too big—ah!” Her voice
had become a low whisper.

He moved deeper still, stretching her ass to
his size by rocking back and forth. The look of her swallowing him
up was almost too erotic to bear. He pushed harder, driven by
primal need.

“That’s right. You like it, don’t you, a
thaisce?” he whispered, trying to relax her.

“Ah.” It wasn’t a shouted yes, but it also
wasn’t a firm no. Heartened by her response, he pressed forward. He
closed his eyes in rapture. Most women he’d been with tried to take
control, turned sex into a power struggle. Claudia was different.
She let him take command.

“Spread your legs, relax for me. I only want
to make you feel so good.” James grinned. She opened her legs like
he told her to and the action caused her muscles to relax around
him. This time he seated himself fully to the hilt, his aching
balls pressing against the softer cheeks of her ass. “Ah, there it
is. You feel so good. Your sweet ass is accepting me. I am going to
fuck you so hard.”

She gave a light moan. He pulled out
slightly, keeping his movements slow and shallow. When he felt her
trust back at him—little, hesitant thrusts to take him in—he began
to move faster and harder.

“Get on your hands.” He pushed her legs
forward so she was on all fours. The position gave him better
leverage and he grabbed hold of her hips. He thrust in full and
forcefully. She gasped and he did it again. “Tell me to ride you
hard.”

“Ah,” she panted.

“I said tell me to ride you hard.” He thrust
again, wanting to hear her seductive voice.

“Yes,” she panted, “ride me.”

James grabbed her hair, pulling it as he
fucked her. He leaned forward slightly, watching the side of her
breast bob with each movement. A light sheen of sweat glistened
over her flesh. He pumped his hips, reveling in the tight fit as he
completely broke open her virgin ass. Commanding her, he ordered,
“Tell me to fuck you.”

“Yes,” she pleaded. “Yes.”

Vaguely, he noticed she didn’t actually say
the word fuck but seemed to get hotter when he did. The
fleeting thought that he’d have to make her talk dirty to him later
filtered through his mind. The idea of her soft, sweet voice
forming naughty little words, perhaps begging to suck his cock and
drink his cum, made him jerk violently.

James couldn’t think. Claudia’s hands clawed
at the bed linen, haphazardly scratching the material in loud
rips.

“Pinch your nipples for me,” he ordered.

She did, grabbing her breasts and rubbing
them hard. Almost instantly, her body began to tighten and he
almost screamed with relief. He wasn’t sure he could hold back much
longer. Her entire body stiffened as she came. James met his
release seconds after, his body jerking hard. His loud, raspy groan
filled the room, punctuated by her harsh breathing.

Claudia fell limp onto the mattress and he
pulled away from her. When James looked at her face, he saw she
slept. He wished he could take credit for screwing her to the point
of exhaustion but he knew it was her condition. As her body
changed, it would go through bouts of tiredness and energy, taking
her on an emotional roller-coaster ride. He knelt beside her,
reaching for her turned face. When he lifted her upper lip, the
fangs were retracted back into her gums.

“Half of the way there,” he whispered to
her, suddenly desperate to have her survive it. The possessive
feelings came back, bursting forth in him. Strange that they would
hit him in the aftermath as well. Not resisting what he felt, he
lay beside her, pulling her into his arms. Lightly kissing her
temple, he whispered, “Two more weeks until your first full moon,
the final test.”


Chapter Four

 

“You’re sure it’s Meghan?” James asked,
gripping his cell phone tight.

“Randall’s been out of the game for a
century or so, but he’s a solid tracker,” Roark answered. “I don’t
know him too well but our father says he’s good. Randall says she’s
heading south through New Jersey toward Atlantic City. Natasha and
I just got back from her father’s castle but I’m on the first
flight out of Kansas City. I’ll meet you in Atlantic City,
hopefully getting there before she does. I’ll scout all the obvious
places. We still have a few contacts there who owe me favors. I
should be able to find out what hotel she’s registered at, even
with their privacy policies well in place.”

“Damn it! I’m just on my way north through
New York state like Randall said. She must have gone north and then
doubled back to throw me off. Though Atlantic City does make more
sense. She always was the gambler.” James cursed, glancing to the
bed. Four nights had passed and Claudia hadn’t awakened. That
didn’t stop him from hauling her all over Connecticut and New York
as he tried to track Meghan. The woman proved to be ever elusive
and with Claudia in tow, unconscious, he couldn’t get too close to
his target. However, he did stay on her trail. Catching Meghan was
too important to let her slip by.

“Natasha isn’t coming with you?” James
forced his eyes from Claudia’s unmoving form. Her strength amazed
him. In the face of death, she’d shown more fight than anyone he’d
ever met. “I thought she might be able to help me with—”

“She’s pregnant,” Roark said.

“What?” James genuinely smiled for the first
time in days. “Congratulations, brother, that’s great news.”

“That’s why we were late. She told me while
we were away and the celebrating got out of hand.” Roark chuckled.
“Some of those Farfadet can drink.”

“They freeze time,” James said wryly. “They
probably freeze their metabolisms too.”

“Those sneaky motherfuck…” Roark let loose a
long string of curses. “I thought it was strange a
one-hundred-pound little slip of a girl could outdrink me.”

James sighed softly, truly happy for his
brother. Pregnancies were very rare for their kind. They guessed
nature made it that way for a reason. If all of them bred like
humans but never died, the world would be overrun with lycans. The
window for pregnancy was small, usually occurring right after
life-mating. If couples didn’t take advantage as newlyweds then
they might never get the chance.

“I understand about Natasha not coming,”
James said. “I don’t want her in harm’s way. As a magical being who
lived among humans for so long, I thought she might be of help in
explaining the full details to Claudia. I would send Claudia away,
but we may need her, and I’d ask Ceana to come, but she seems too
delicate and she doesn’t like being near the ocean. Though, as I
consider it, I honestly think it’s better to keep your and Ian’s
mates safe, especially if one is carrying my nephew.”

“I think she’s tougher than she looks,”
Roark argued, “but then you always did want to protect the
females.”

“Just ask whatever it is you’re going to
ask,” James said.

“What’s she like?” Roark laughed, not
bothering to conceal his curiosity.

James wished he could send Claudia away,
even if a large part of him wanted her where he could protect her.
“She’s strong. She fought Meghan and even broke one of the woman’s
ribs.”

“Damn,” Roark swore. “And Meghan’s pretty
tough even for a lycan female.”

“She’s classy,” James continued, his vision
clouding. “The way she moves. She’s refined and feminine, yet
strong enough to take on Meghan. When she eats, she takes these
small, delicate bites, except when the hunger takes over and she
attacks the steak. There’s something in her eyes too, an innocence
almost and intelligence. She’s the type of person who really looks
at the world but still manages to see the good. Her soul is pure
and she—”

“You had some long talks, hadn’t you?”

“Actually no,” James realized all he’d
revealed to his brother. “Our minds linked together for a brief
moment and I saw inside her. I tried not to look, but I saw
enough.”

“Really? But that normally only happens when
you…” Roark began laughing harder. “James, you wolf, you! You’ve
been stickin’ it to your charge!”

“Don’t talk about her like that,” James
hissed.

“Ah, I’m sorry, brother, don’t get upset.”
Roark cleared his throat. “So is she pretty?”

James didn’t answer and Roark made a knowing
sound.

“The more I think about it,” James said,
changing the subject, “the more I think we don’t need any of the
women around for this. It is nasty business and I don’t want to
risk Meghan using them for leverage. She’s already done too much
damage.”

“About Meghan, there’s something you should
know,” Roark said. “She’s killed two more. Both young women.
Randall sniffed out their bodies alongside the interstate. The
mortals haven’t discovered them yet and Randall hid all evidence of
a lycan attack but…”

“I know,” James said when his brother didn’t
continue. “I hate it too. The families deserve to know the truth,
they deserve closure, but we tried that route before. Most of the
people we tried to explain things to had nervous breakdowns. Not
only did they lose a loved one but they learned that supernatural
beings existed, something their church and Hollywood tells them is
evil. Mortals can’t handle that kind of knowledge, at least most of
them. Those who didn’t go crazy ended up thinking they could become
the next generation of werewolf hunters and only got themselves
hurt for their trouble.”

“I understand all that but, if someone
killed a member of my family, I’d want the truth.”

“We’re not like mortals. We can handle the
truth in this instance. They can’t.” James frowned. There was no
right or wrong to this debate and both brothers knew it. “The best
we can do by them is stop her from hurting anyone else.”

“We should have been there with you,
tracking her,” Roark said, his tone low.

“What’s done is done. No one knew she’d
start killing again after I tracked her to Vegas. The right
decision was made at the time and we determined I should go by
myself. Alone, I managed to stay close on her trail. She would have
sensed all three of us. Besides, you and Ian both had new brides.
What matters is you’re coming now. She’s strong but her powers lie
mostly in temptation and lust and in her ability to elude capture.
We can resist her and together we will find her.” It occurred to
James that he should be the one hearing these words of
comfort from his brother. The failure felt like his alone, since
he’d been charged with taking her down.

“I’ll call you when my flight lands.”

“I’ll see you there. Make sure you try the
hotels with spas first. She’s most likely to go where she can be
pampered.”

“Will do,” Roark said. “Be safe.”

“Yeah, you too.” James hung up the phone.
Every part of him wanted to jump in the small rental car and begin
driving, but he couldn’t force more road hours on Claudia, even if
she did restlessly sleep through them. Her body was in a delicate
state and the jostling couldn’t be good for her.

“Who is Meghan?”

James swung his attention from the phone to
Claudia. Her eyes were open, steadily on him as she pushed up from
the bed. Days of sleep had tousled her hair around her face in a
mess of unkempt curls. Despite her appearance, her wide eyes were
clear. “Don’t you remember? She attacked you.”

“Yes, but who is she?”

“Just a very bad someone I have to
find.”

“Am I one of the women you are trying to
protect from her?” Claudia rolled her neck, stretching her arms to
the side. She seemed more interested in him than in their new
surroundings.

“What do you mean?” How much of the
conversation had she heard?

“Just now, you said ‘The more I think about
it, the more I think we don’t need any of the women around for
this’. Am I one of the women you don’t need around?” Almost
cautiously, she pulled the covers from her legs. For the first
time, she took her eyes from his, glancing down over her body and
noticing the female pajama pants and tighter t-shirt he’d dressed
her in. “Is someone going to try to use me for leverage?”

James frowned. He’d been so careful to keep
his conversations out of her earshot but tonight he’d gotten
careless, not stepping outside to handle his business like he
should have. “It’s nothing to worry yourself over. You need to
concentrate on getting better.”

“I feel better,” Claudia answered, not
sounding appeased. “I’m not some little weakling and I’d rather
work through my illness than spend my days in bed, asleep.” She
stood beside the bed and he suppressed a smile at her confident
look. “Besides, I’m not sure what it is I’m supposed to be
concentrating on getting better from. The wolf-woman’s bite? Is it
some sort of rabies?”

James watched her face, taking a step
forward. “Do you remember what happened more clearly now? It should
be coming back to you.”

“I didn’t remember it all at first, but then
after we ate, I began seeing things, clear things. I thought it
might be a strange nightmare but then I heard you on the phone. You
said that mortals, which I’m assuming means humans like me, don’t
understand the supernatural.” She bit her lip in thought, her eyes
narrowing. He could practically see her mind working. “I also
gather you are hunting the beast that attacked me because she’s
killed others.”

James detected a small tremor work over her
but she kept a brave face. “How is it you accept this? Do you know
of the lycankind?”

“Aside from movies and books?” she chuckled.
“No.”

“Then how is it you accept?” He waited for
the hysteria, the tears and pleas. They didn’t come.

“I suppose because I always wanted there to
be something like that in the world—something beyond scientific
explanation—and because of my grandmother and mom. They believed in
things that couldn’t be seen with their eyes.”

“What things? Vampires? Fairies?”

At that, she looked startled. Her mouth
opened as if she wanted to ask him something but then she slowly
shook her head in denial. “In the abilities of the human
brain—telepathy, visions of the past and future, past-life
regressions, stuff like that. They even had special gifts, psychic
abilities if you want to call them that. They’d get premonitions.
They used to tell me real ghost stories and my grandmother said she
could communicate with the dead. Is it a far stretch to go from
ghosts to other supernatural creatures?”

“And you?” James asked curiously. It had
been a really long time since he’d met a psychic. There weren’t too
many real ones around anymore. Most of them with the potential
never explored and developed the gift.

“I have feelings, nothing like they had. My
grandmother used to help police officers solve murder cases. My mom
always said that it was that work that drained her soul and
eventually killed her. No one can see that kind of stuff without
being affected. My mom died in a car wreck. Funny how she didn’t
see that one coming, huh?” The joke was a weak effort to hide the
pain she had to feel at the memory. “They also dabbled in the craft
but, by the time I was at an age I wanted to learn, they were
gone.”

James nodded slowly.

“And you? Are you some kind of, what did you
call it, a wolf hunter?”

“Something like that.” It wasn’t a lie, just
not the clarification she probably wanted to hear. “What do you
remember about your attack?”

“I remember eating by myself at a local
restaurant on the island, looking at the ferry schedule and
contemplating if I wanted to stay another few nights or go on
toward Maine like I’d originally planned before getting
sidetracked.”

“Why were you sidetracked?” James listened
intently, trying to pick up why Meghan might have chosen Claudia as
a target. Did it have something to do with her heritage? Or was she
just a random pick?

“You know that whole psychic thing I was
telling you about? I just ‘felt’ I needed to go to Block Island, so
I turned the car and went there. I felt kind of silly once I got
there. I feel even sillier now knowing what I ended up
finding.”

“What happened after you checked the
schedule?” James prompted.

“I walked back toward my hotel. Some woman
suddenly appeared and then everything went black. By the time I
came to, I was by the ocean being bitten by a woman with the
features of a wolf. I tried to fight her off and actually got a few
good punches in. She wasn’t too pleased with my resistance and in
the end was too strong for me to fight. When she bit me the first
time, it was like a kiss, but the second time, it hurt like hell,
the kind of searing, white-hot, burning hell a person can’t even
describe. Everything went dark and then I remember waking up to
find you…” Claudia blushed, her face flaming, and she looked to the
floor.

James remembered well the state she’d found
him in—showering with his cock in hand. He also remembered the
sweet way she’d fucked him that night. His cock stirred at the
memory, causing a deep ache that never seemed to go away when she
was awake and only tempered itself when she was passed out.

Claudia continued, “Ah, you had, ah, rescued
me. I know you’ve been taking care of me for two weeks now and I
know that last night I, ah, showed my, um, that we…” She turned her
eyes to him. “Didn’t we?”

“Not last night,” he said, his tone
lowering. The memory of it invaded his senses. His dick remembered
all too well the tight fit of her pussy, the glide of her cream.
His mouth tasted her nipples, felt their budded texture. And his
hands ached to once again touch her soft flesh. He’d managed to
keep from going to her while she was asleep, though it was hard to
keep his hands to himself, but now arousal coursed through him.
“Four days have passed since then.”

“Four?” She glanced around the hotel room.
It was nothing special, just some random roadside inn he’d found
off the interstate in some small town. The dark carpet and
pastel-shaded walls accented the floral pattern on the bed. A small
television with crappy reception, a worn dresser, chipped mirror on
the wall, a tiny bathroom with shower and a nightstand with a
corded phone were the only items in the place. The night after
they’d had sex, he’d gotten a nicer hotel, hoping for a repeat of
the sexual events. She had slept. The second night, the place was
not as grand as the first but definitely nicer than this. Again
she’d slept. So the last two nights, thinking she’d be out for a
week again, he’d just taken the first thing he could find. It
figured that this would be the hotel room she woke up to. “Where
are we now?”

“New York.”

“City?”

“No, the state. I’m sorry about the room.
It’s the only one I could find with vacancies.” Okay, so it was
only a small lie. The truth was he hadn’t really looked past this
one hotel when he decided to stop for the night.

“And tomorrow where will we be?” Claudia
tilted her head to the side. Her expression was unintentionally
coy.

“New Jersey.”

“To stop Meghan?”

“Yes.”

“Will I be awake long enough to help?” She
made a weak noise that resembled humor. “I want to help. I know
self-defense and I can…” she weakly shrugged, “I can do
something.”

“The sleeping is normal for your condition.”
James found himself moving toward her, subtly getting closer as
they spoke. The sweet scent of her body, the natural perfume of
woman, captured his keen sense of smell. “But even if you do stay
awake, I do not want you confronting her.”

“And what is my condition? You never
explained.” She reached for her neck but the bruises she sought had
healed, leaving behind perfectly smooth skin. The signs of her
turning were good but he knew better than to get his hopes up.

“You were bitten by a lycan.”

“And that means?” Again she tried to be
brave but he detected the speeding of her heart, the shiver that
worked over her spine, the small bead of sweat that formed along
her hairline near the temple.

“You’re sick.”

“I’m becoming like her, aren’t I?”

“No, not like her. She is a natural-born,
for you it’s different.” James wondered why he was answering her
when he’d rather be kissing her. Something about her lucid
expression and clear eyes begged him to be honest.

“What does that mean, James?”

“It means you might die during your first
full moon, if not before.” Why was he talking? He shouldn’t be
telling her this.

“But I feel better.”

“Now you do, but nothing can predict your
first shift. It has not gone well for others in the past.”

“Others?” Realization filled her at his
look. “You’re a lycan too, aren’t you? I saw your eyes glow, or was
I hallucinating?”

His silence was all the answer she
needed.

Claudia wrapped her arms around her. “And
you? Are you a natural-born? Or are you like me? Or are you
something completely different?” She began to back away, shaking
her head slowly. “Will you hunt me after I turn? Is that why you
keep me close? I don’t want to hurt anyone. I don’t want to become
a killer.” A single tear worked its way into her gaze and she
dashed it away with the back of her hand.

“I won’t harm you,” he answered, almost hurt
by her sudden fear. Her heart was racing faster now, pounding so
loud it echoed in his eardrums.

“My instincts say that’s true but they also
told me to go to Block Island and look what happened.” She touched
her neck. “My gifts were never that strong or controlled. I could
be wrong.”

He frowned slightly, studying her. “Were you
with someone on Block Island? Someone I should contact?”

“No. I was alone.”

“Anyone I should call?” he insisted.

“No family. I have work friends but they’re
not expecting me back until the end of the month.”

“What is it you do?” Careful not to move and
scare her, he listened intently to her answers. He had wondered if
she had a man in her life but her words confirmed she didn’t. By
the tight fit of her body on his, he’d guessed she’d been celibate
for some time. The fact pleased his male vanity greatly.

“I help to find bugs and reprogram computer
software and then freelance part-time for different companies. Most
of the time, I can work from home and don’t need to go into the
office.” The worry came back to her expression. “I shouldn’t have
told you that. The smart thing would have been to say there are a
bunch of people expecting me to check in and they will send help if
I don’t, wouldn’t it? I don’t know why but I seem to want to keep
telling you the truth.”

“I won’t harm you,” he said again, lifting
his hand as he stepped toward her. Her back hit the wall of the
small hotel room. There was nowhere she could run from him and he
was glad she couldn’t. The door to the outside world was behind
him. She needed to hear him out. “If I wanted you dead, I would
have left you on the beach. Besides, it’s a little late for all
that now, isn’t it? After what we shared.” He reached for her face,
unable to resist touching her. His body became tight at the soft
contact. What was it about this woman? One thought and he was
aroused. One word and he became hard. One touch and everything
faded but the need to lay claim.

“What are you, James?” Her beautiful eyes
stared up at him, still so innocent even after what he’d told
her.

“I’m a natural-born lycan but I’m also a
hunter. I capture rogue wolves like Meghan and bring them to
justice. You haven’t hurt anyone and, if I can help it, you
won’t.”

“Justice? You mean death, don’t you?”

James didn’t want to answer, didn’t want her
thinking of him as some kind of dealer of death. “Are you hungry? I
can get you some steaks.”

Her cheeks instantly reddened and she turned
her face from his hand. “I remember what happened last time you fed
me meat. How about a salad? I’m more of a vegetarian anyway, not
for any political reason, just personal preference.”

“Correction, you used to be more of a
vegetarian. I think you’ll find protein more to your tastes
nowadays. Your first lesson, feed the wolf what it wants and it’ll
be easier to control.” He grinned.

“So this infection I have is a separate
entity? Like multiple personalities?”

“No, it’s in you, part of you, it is you,
but it’s easier to understand if you separate the human tendencies
from the wolf. You become two parts, both equally you. The wolf is
just the primal, basic instincts all beings carry, only manifested.
The human part is controlled and reasoned.”

“And what does this wolf hiding inside me
want?” Claudia took a deep breath and held it.

“To have its two very carnal appetites
appeased. First is for blood, but meat will do if you stay on a
steady diet of red meat. Rare is better.” He let a small grin curl
the sides of his mouth. “And…”

“And?” Her breathing deepened.

His eyes focused on her breasts, lifting
beneath the tight shirt. Lust filled him and he liked the fact he’d
put no bra on her. “Sex. There is power in blood and in orgasm. We
lycans feed off both.” He licked his lips, feeling very much the
stalking beast as he lifted his hand to rest near her head,
trapping her to the wall. Keeping his words a low, throaty growl,
he said, “It is what keeps us strong, powerful, alive.”

“About what happened between us…” Her soft
voice and downcast eyes caused his heart to nearly stop. Did she
regret she’d slept with him? “I’m glad it happened.” His heart
thumped hard as he studied her in surprise. Her wide brown eyes
lifted to meet his and she gave a small smile.

James tried to gracefully hide his amazement
at the admission, but pleasure unfurled inside him that had nothing
to do with lust. Possessiveness overcame him, territorial feelings
urging him to lay his scent on the woman so she would belong to
him. If she survived the changing, no other lycan would dare touch
her without his express permission. She would be his and his
alone.

But was that fair? To lay claim to her when
she didn’t consent, didn’t realize what it meant to be claimed by
him? Sanity and reason argued with desire and instinct. Was she
attracted to the golden danger in his gaze? Grateful to him for
saving her life? But then again, she had said she was glad it had
happened. Uncertainty was a new emotion for him, so he went with
the one he did understand. Passion.

 

“Tell me about the beast part,” Claudia
said, liking the sound of his voice and wanting to learn about what
was happening to her at the same time. She felt the changes inside
her—strange changes that made her feel euphoric like she could fly
over the entire world and never come to harm. At the same time,
there was an underlying ache inside her bones and joints. She
stretched her fingers carefully, feeling as if they would pop out
of place at any second. “What will happen? Fangs? Fur? Will I know
it’s happening? Or will I just wake up with a bloody mouth and a
fat belly?”

“You have watched too many horror movies on
television,” he said, not looking all that amused by her
imagery.

“And yet I have nothing else to go on, do I?
So what will happen?” Claudia wondered if she shouldn’t show more
fear. The truth was, she felt it, but she pushed it down, not
wanting to appear weak in front of James. It was silly, to be sure,
but she didn’t want him to think she was a coward or couldn’t
handle the truth.

“Fangs, fur, yes. You’ll remember turning,
even if you won’t be able to control it. From what I understand of
those who are not born naturally but are turned from human to
lycan, it’s like watching yourself from inside your head—at least
at first. After some time and with practice, your consciousness
will take a more active role within the beast, merging together.”
He leaned closer, the heat of his skin radiating against her
flesh.

“When?”

“The full moon.” James lightly stroked her
cheek with his, the stubble on his jaw scratching her skin. “If
you…” he paused, restarting his words, “you will change every
twenty-nine to thirty nights when the lunar cycle repeats itself.
It is called the synodic period.”

“Synodic?” She closed her eyes, sure he’d
kiss her soon.

“From the Greek word that means coming
together, referring to the sun and moon’s positions with respect to
each other as they shift together in the heavens.” Lips brushed
along hers with each word but didn’t press.

“You know a lot about the moon.” She pursed
her mouth slightly, hoping to entice him to kiss her.

“I should. It’s been a big part of my life
for,” again he paused, leaning back as if weighing his words,
“many, many years.” A small amber glint lit up in his eyes.

“Because you’re controlled by the moon?”

“I was born as I am, influenced by the moon,
not controlled by it. You will not be so lucky. You will change
whether you wish it or not.”

Claudia swallowed nervously, nodding her
head to signify she understood. Everything he said seemed so
bizarre, yet when he was near her like this, she didn’t worry. “I
don’t want to hurt anyone. I couldn’t live with that.”

“I won’t let you. I found you and I will
take care of you. That I promise.” James stroked her cheek, his
lips finally finding hers as he kissed her. The tip of his tongue
drew across the seam of her lips, probing as it passed back and
forth. She opened herself to him, moaning as his tongue slipped
inside her mouth. Pleasure flooded her, shooting sensitive waves of
desire throughout her body. Tingling erupted along her nipples,
making them hard, erect points that reached for him.

The slick folds of her pussy ached to be
filled by him until she could think of nothing else. Claudia ran
her fingertips up his arms, gliding them beneath his t-shirt
sleeves. James broke the kiss. Gripping him tight, she pressed her
hips forward, only to dig her shoulder blades into the hard wall. A
small burning sensation filled her eyes and when it stopped, the
shadows covering his face didn’t seem so deep. Details sprung to
life—the texture of his skin, the sharp cut of his stubble, the
shifting color in his eyes.

“I’ve had many thoughts while alone with you
but I feel as if I haven’t said anything I’ve meant to say to you.”
His soft, whispering breath hit her in a gentle caress. “Or those
things I should say before such a moment.”

“Like?”

“I think you’re beautiful.” The honesty in
his gaze took her by surprise. He continued, “I’m sorry I was too
late to save your mortal life. I selfishly am glad you’re here with
me, even though a great part of me wants to send you away to keep
you safe.”

Claudia was taken aback by the frank
admission. Most men she’d dated tried to be mysterious and would
never outright admit to liking a woman without being goaded. “I
don’t think I would feel safe if you sent me away. When I sleep, I
like knowing you’re there taking care of me. It’s almost like I can
feel your presence and you make the dreams easier to bear.”

Where did that streak of candor come from?
Whatever it was that made her feel safe was also making her want to
trust him implicitly. Her grandmother would have said to listen to
the emotion. James smiled, a true smile that reached his dark eyes.
Her stomach tightened at the sight.

“I want you to…” The unfamiliar “dirty” talk
wouldn’t come naturally to her lips, even though it was what she
felt. The vague memory that she’d ordered him to fuck her before
tried to surface but instead of “Fuck me until I can’t walk”, she
said, “Make love to me again.”

“Take off your clothes.” James stepped back.
Pulling at his own shirt, he threw it aside and unbuttoned his
pants before sitting on the bed.

Her heart thumped loudly. The glow in his
gaze had not lessened. If anything, it seemed to burn brighter when
she reached for her shirt. Tossing it to the floor, she slid her
pants from her hips. The loose material pooled soundlessly around
her ankles. James kicked off his shoes and socks, taking in every
curve of her naked body. Somehow she wasn’t embarrassed, not when
he looked at her like that, like a starved man about to devour his
favorite meal.

She stepped toward him, kneeling before
reaching the bed. The stiff carpet pressed into her knees,
uncomfortable but easily ignored. She ran her hands along his
thighs. “Take these off.”

James stood, obeying, as he pushed the
unbuttoned pants from his hips. She grabbed the sides, helping the
stiff denim off his legs. When she looked up, the tight, defined
planes of muscles caused her thighs to tighten. Each piece of
tanned flesh was carved to perfection.

The thick mass of his cock stood erect, the
root buried in a soft thatch of hair. She touched his thighs,
scratching her nails over the taut flesh before cupping his balls
in her hand. Rolling them gently, she squeezed the soft globes,
eliciting an excited groan of masculine pleasure. He still stood,
so his shaft protruded above her. Claudia reached up, taking his
cock in hand. Her thumb traced a protruding vein, following it from
the base to the ridge of the mushroomed tip.

James trembled and he sat down on the bed,
falling so hard he bounced a couple of times before settling.
Claudia thrust his thighs apart, moving them aside so she could
reach his cock and kiss a leisured trail down the side of his
shaft. Keeping the touch intentionally light, she tormented him
with her teasing caresses. After making several passes, she finally
took the broad tip in her mouth.

James stiffened, jerking as she sucked him
to the back of her throat. She grazed her teeth along the sides,
bobbing her head up and down. Still, he was too large to take fully
into her mouth, so she brought her hands to his shaft. Wrapping her
fingers around him, she pumped her fists in time with her
mouth.

James grunted in satisfaction. His hands
dove into her hair and pulled her down hard, nearly gagging her
with his length. She pushed on his knees so she could breathe and
held her ground when he tried to pull her down again. As she sucked
and blew in turn, their passion became a struggle for control over
her movements. Animalistic growls echoed over her as he came,
releasing a stream of seed down her throat. She swallowed the salty
essence of him, enjoying the intimacy of it.

Suddenly James took hold of her arms and
lifted her up, tossing her onto the bed. Her heart fluttered as his
beautiful body crawled over her. His eyes narrowed and his jaw
lowered, the beast stalking its prey. She wiggled on the bed,
brushing her legs against the inside of his.

He lifted a finger and she watched in
amazement as a claw grew from the tip. Lowering it to her chest, he
drew a haphazard line over the valley of her breasts. The
dangerously sharp claw didn’t hurt but she knew if he wanted to he
could instantly kill her with one slash of his hand. He traced a
pattern around her breasts before circling in on a nipple.

Claudia gasped, closing her eyes, nearly
mindless with the euphoria of his nearness. Her body called to him,
begging for more, and his fingers willingly answered. He made a
small sound of pleasure and the stroke of his claw became the
stroke of his hand. Heated flesh massaged her chest, sending a tiny
shiver over her entire length.

Soon lips followed his hand, kissing an
erect nipple before biting it gently. James licked a hot trail
along her form, exploring her fully. The taste of him was still in
her mouth and his potent, raw smell filled her until every
sensation she had was because of him. She explored his chest,
running her hands over every inch she could reach. There was
something primal about the way his body moved and tensed against
her fingers and mouth. Before she realized it, she was biting at
his flesh. His muscles contracted beneath her lips and he groaned,
speaking to her in a rough tone in a language she didn’t
understand. The more she bit, the louder he cried out, his head
falling back on his shoulders. A knee worked its way between her
thighs. She licked a hard nipple, discovering that he liked it when
she showed aggression.

Claudia trembled under the fire of his
predatory gaze. His large body came closer, lowering until his heat
seared her. Another thigh moved between hers, spreading her legs.
Each and every sensation built and magnified. Cream seemed to pour
from within her in a way she’d never imagined possible.

“I want to be inside you,” he whispered
hotly against her neck, even as he kept his hips away from hers.
She searched for his cock, wanting him to fill her like he’d done
before. His shaft was already aroused again and as she massaged its
length, it began to harden even more. She stared at it in wonder,
amazed by his quick recovery.

“James, please,” she begged.

“Do you want me?” His very touch made her
want to bend to his will, not that she ever thought of denying
him.

“Yes,” she panted, closing her eyes.

“How do you want me?”

At that, she opened her eyes. Passion burned
within her but she wasn’t one for vocalizing what she wanted. In
fact, none of her very limited past lovers had ever asked her what
she wanted. James looked like a reined beast, struggling for
control. His boldness excited her, as did his confidence. She
wanted this, wanted him.

“How?” he repeated.

“I want you to…fuck me.” She tried not to
hesitate when she said it but her voice wavered. James merely
smiled, kissing the corner of her mouth. “I want to feel you inside
me.”

Her pussy ached, desperate for contact.
James lowered his chin, lightly kissing her breast. “That will do
for now.”

Claudia spread her legs, ready to be
dominated. His large size didn’t frighten her as much as the first
time. She wanted him to fuck her. His cock brushed her thigh and
she tensed, sure he’d give it to her. Instead he worked down her
stomach, rimming her navel before dipping between her legs. He
nibbled the flesh of her inner thigh, making his way to the soft
thatch of glistening curls guarding her sex. She looked down,
meeting his eyes, and watched as he flicked his tongue toward her
clit. Deep inside, she knew he wanted her to watch. The knowledge
seemed a clear thought connecting them in a flash of
transparency.

Gasping, she tensed as he discovered her
with his mouth. His warm tongue stroked her, working along her
folds, twirling around her clit. She pushed up from the bed,
watching his head between her legs, mesmerized by the beauty of his
form. She felt his desire, his every motion—in the way his eyes
took her in, the way his mouth curled at the sight in contentment.
Somewhere, in the fog of her building need, she heard her own voice
begging for more, saying things she’d never before voiced in such
moments of lust. She squirmed, clamping down tight against his
head, but he only forced her legs farther apart. He growled, making
her pussy vibrate with the raspy breath. It was too much, felt too
good. The tension built and she came with a jolt. The intense shock
waves flowed over her in a cascading rush of extreme pleasure. He
groaned, noisily lapping up her cream.

Claudia was still breathing hard, her heart
hammering in her chest, when he lifted himself above her. His full,
erect cock again brushed along her thigh, but this time it kept
coming at her, finding her wet, trembling center. His penis brushed
against her slit and she cried out. She’d just come but her need
for him to fill her was more urgent than before. He pushed,
entering her, stretching her body wide. She gasped, the sensation
more stunning than anything she’d ever experienced.

She held on to his shoulders. James worked
in shallow thrusts, letting her adjust to his size. Then her body
loosened, accepting him with ease. His hands braced on the bed,
holding his weight. Their bodies strained toward each other, moving
in perfect unison. The force of his claim drove her body up on the
bed, sliding her back with each plunge.

James’ eyes glowed more than before, the
brown completely replaced by the amber color. When he opened his
mouth, fangs protruded from his gums. Somehow the sight of his
beast pushed her over the edge again. She tensed, her orgasm
hitting hard as he brought his mouth down. To her surprise, he bit
her and his teeth sank into the flesh of her neck. For a brief
moment of complete clarity, she felt as if she saw inside him,
heard his thoughts. The instant was over so fast, she didn’t have
time to memorize what she’d seen and the sensations slipped away
before she could grab hold. With pleasure and pain drawing a course
through her at the same time, she couldn’t concentrate, didn’t
think to fight it. The perfection of the moment became too much.
Darkness consumed her and she fell into it, drifting into a
dreamless sleep.

 



Chapter Five

 

Claudia opened her eyes. She was naked on
the bed but James was gone. A dull ache radiated over her muscles
but it wasn’t enough to keep her in bed. Pushing up, she stretched
her arms toward the ceiling. Suddenly the door opened behind her
and she spun, covering her naked breasts with her arm as she
automatically fumbled for the blanket to hide her nudity.

Sunlight illuminated James from behind,
giving a golden firelight effect to his brown hair and shadowing
his face. She blinked several times, having been away from the
sunlight for a while, awakening only at night. A cool breeze
drifted in, bringing with it a hint of bacon and ham. More meat.
Even as her mind frowned at the idea, her stomach growled, loud and
long.

James laughed, shutting the door behind him.
He set the bag on the table. “I’m pleased to see you are up. I
brought breakfast. After we eat, we should get on the road. I’d
like to make it to Atlantic City by tonight and I must admit the
drive will go easier with someone to talk to.”

“I’m assuming this is the next morning? Not
a month later?” The same room she’d woken up to earlier now
surrounded her.

“Yes, it is the next morning. I’m glad to
see you are awake. It’s a good sign.” He opened the bag and began
pulling out cartons of food, laying napkins and plastic forks next
to them.

“A good sign of what?” Claudia glanced
around, seeing her shirt on the floor. Grabbing it, she pulled it
over her head. Next, she slipped on the pajama pants.

“That you are getting better.”

She detected that he hid something from her
in his too-easy tone. “Can I ask you something?”

He arched a brow.

“Yeah, stupid question, sorry.” Claudia
walked toward him. “Where do you live?”

He chuckled. “Out of hotels. Occasionally
I’ll crash at one of my brothers’ houses.”

“You don’t have a home of your own?” she
asked in surprise.

“No, not really. Since I’m a tracker for our
lycan clan, I keep moving around too much to settle in one place.”
He shrugged. “Actually I might have a few homes but I can’t
remember if I sold them or not.”

Claudia sat down at the table. “What do you
mean, you can’t remember? How can you not remember selling a
house?”

James took a deep breath, studying his
hands. “I’m older than you might think me. Along with being a
lycan, we’re granted a very long life. It’s part of our genetic
makeup. Our cells regenerate, healing wounds and illnesses, keeping
us strong and in,” he paused, glancing down his chest
mischievously, “perfect physical shape. With more years comes more
time to learn.”

“How many years are we talking about?
Hundred and fifty? Two hundred?”

James jerked his thumb toward the ceiling,
indicating more.

“Three? Four hundred?”

“Let’s just say I have vague memories from
the Middle Ages.” He grabbed a piece of bacon, biting into it.
Pointing at her, he said, “This doesn’t work as good as the steak
but I love it.”

Claudia was less enthusiastic. “How long
will I be on this protein diet?”

“A few months.” He wiggled the bacon in her
direction. The words If you live past your first shift hung
unspoken between them. Claudia forced a weak smile, hoping to keep
the moment light.

“Because I really, really like eating
carbs,” she grumbled, taking a piece of bacon from him and biting
into it.

* * * * *

James wasn’t joking when he said they had a
long drive. Imagining him to be centuries old became a little too
incredible, so she focused on the fact that he looked like a man in
his mid-thirties. He allowed for minimal stops, once to order an
obscene amount of plain hamburgers from which he took away the
buns, another time they stopped for a restroom break and another
still for fuel and drinks.

After they’d eaten, she felt the fire
burning inside her and couldn’t help but move closer to him on the
seat. But who was she kidding? She felt the burning desire without
the aid of protein. The meat was only an excuse. One look at him
and she had to have him.

First, she kissed his neck, eliciting deep,
sexy moans. Soon her kisses traveled down, sprinkling across his
stomach while she lifted his shirt before finally settling around
the cock jutting from his opened pants. She’d never given head in a
moving car before but the erotic magnetism of James’ body was too
much to resist. But it was more than his body. It was the look in
his eyes, the sound of his voice, the smell of his hair. They all
made her want him.

The thick length of his cock nearly choked
her as she sucked. James’ hand rested firmly on the back of her
head, pressing down. She felt the car swerve a few times but he
didn’t run it off the road. A passing car honked and some man on a
motorcycle screamed in approval. He came hard, grunting and
breathing heavily. She drank him down, moaning softly. Wiping her
lips, she sat back in the seat, highly aroused.

“You amaze me,” James whispered, reaching to
cup her cheek.

The tender expression on his face made her
heart melt. How did this happen? How did she find him? And how was
it she felt as if she knew him better than she knew herself? “I
amaze myself sometimes.” She smiled back at him and their eyes held
each other for a few seconds.

Claudia felt her heart leap in her chest.
Her feelings tried to rush forth in words, desperate to proclaim
her emotions in bold declarations of love and desire. She held
back, not trusting herself. With all that was happening, how could
she know what she felt was real? So instead she gave him another
small smile and lowered her lashes seductively over her eyes,
letting him see by their expression how much she wanted him.

He pulled off the main road just long enough
to fuck her against the hood of his car. His nails bit into her ass
as he bent her over and lifted her skirt. Hard, hot metal pressed
into her chest through the dress. The thick, pounding shaft entered
her from behind and she surrendered to him as he expertly brought
her to climax.

The New Jersey landscape drew the eye,
especially when they reached the shoreline. Peeks of the Atlantic
Ocean from the roadway captured her attention. The smell of cool,
salty air swept through the rolled-down windows of the rental car—a
small sedan with tan interior and leather seats that stuck
uncomfortably to the backs of her legs. To her surprise, James had
bought not only pajamas for her but dresses as well. The loose
material hung around her frame in a one-size-fits-all sort of way.
The tiny flower print was very feminine and unlike anything she
owned in her closet. Her tastes generally leaned toward jeans, tank
tops and a sizable collection of rock band t-shirts.

At first, James held pleasant conversation,
talking about everything from his favorite music to his many
travels. He’d been to every country in the world at least once. She
loved listening to his voice, the way his eyes lit up when he
spoke, how his hands lifted from the steering wheel to emphasize
the meaning. He often looked her in the eye, glancing at her as he
drove.

Her obvious desire and affection for him
became a true liking the more lucid her thoughts became. The man
was funny, smart, if not a little serious at times, but she
imagined the nature of his job—hunting bad people just like a
federal marshal or police detective—might make him overly
somber.

As they drove, a worry line developed
between his eyes, causing him to look less and less at her and more
at the distant road. Signs for Atlantic City were everywhere and by
evening, they were pulling into the bright city.

“How will you find her here?” Claudia asked,
looking around at the tall hotels and numerous casinos. Signs along
the streets boasted gourmet food, fishing, golf, water sports,
top-notch entertainment, full-service spas, endless shopping and
every casino game known to man. How would they ever find one person
in such a big city?

James didn’t answer but instead grabbed his
phone. Pushing a couple of buttons, he held it to his ear. “Yeah,
we’re here. Just pulled into town.”

Claudia tried to hear the other side of the
conversation without being obvious.

“Ian’s made it? Is Ceana with him? Great.”
James glanced at her. Claudia kept her eyes forward, pretending to
look at the passing sights. “I agree she should stay with
Natasha.”

“This is no place for a woman. I requested
the king send someone to stay with your charge but he is insistent
you’re the only one to help her,” a voice answered. The words were
faint as if on the other side of a tunnel but the more Claudia
concentrated, the more she could understand. Her hearing had become
better than before. The man on the phone continued, “The truth is
he hasn’t told the others about her and the family has been sworn
to secrecy until it can be determined whether or not her first full
moon will kill her.”

Claudia gasped to hear her fate talked about
so casually. Her eyes rounded, instantly giving away that she’d
been eavesdropping.

“Damn it, Roark,” James swore.

“Shit, she can hear me? Why didn’t you say
so? I figured you were in a secure area if you called me about
this,” Roark answered.

“Apparently her hearing is better than I’d
realized. She’s developing quickly.” James looked at her briefly
before watching the road.

“That’s good, right? Um, Claudia, that’s
good. I was just being dramatic. Sorry about what I said. Really,
there isn’t anything to worry about,” Roark said, still talking to
his brother but aware she could hear him.

“That’s all…” Her whisper trailed off.

“Don’t panic,” James said to her, his voice
strained. Then he addressed his brother. “I told her of our kind
and of her imminent turning with the first full moon.”

“You told her everything?” She couldn’t be
sure but Roark sounded skeptical. “Can she link yet?”

“Link?” Claudia asked.

“Where is Meghan, Roark?” James’ hard voice
was curt. He didn’t answer her.

“Lavette Spa and Casino. It’s the newest
hotel along the Boardwalk. Just look for the pink glow lighting up
the building. You can’t miss it,” Roark said. “I’ve already booked
you a suite next to mine and Ian and Randall are bunking with me.
Just ask the front desk for a key.”

“Thanks, I’ll be there soon.” James hung up
the phone.

Claudia swallowed nervously. All the appeal
of the surrounding buildings paled in comparison to what she’d just
heard. Somehow she’d believed that everything would be fine, that
James would protect her. Strange, since she didn’t really know him
for all that long. But to hear Roark talk about her death made it
all the more real. Nerves tightened her gut as the gravity of her
situation bore down on her. She might only have a little over a
week to live. And if she did survive, what then? Eternity as a
wolf, craving blood and sex?

The sex part won’t be so bad.
She glanced at James, the beginning of her smile fading into a
frown. But what if he was only with her because he thought she was
dying?

“Claudia,” James began.

“I know you said the full moon was the final
test, but what are the odds that I’ll make it?” Claudia shivered.
She imagined this was much like when someone heard they might have
only a few days to live. Her nose began to burn with unshed tears.
Maybe it wasn’t as much of a risk as she feared.

“Only a very few make it through the shift.
It is why we don’t try to turn humans. There is no way of telling
which of you will make the change or why those that do can survive
it.” James’ hand lifted as if he wanted to reach for her. “I didn’t
tell you of the odds because I didn’t want you to worry.”

“What else haven’t you told me?” she
asked.

“Nothing that couldn’t be explained after
your transformation. Things that would only burden your thoughts
before it was necessary to do so.”

“Ow!” Claudia grabbed her temple.

“What?”

“I don’t know. This shooting pain in my
head.” She took a deep breath, suddenly nauseous. “Do you smell
fish?”

“We are by the sea,” he said.

“No, not that, like cooking fish.” She
closed her eyes tight. “And laughter. Glasses are tinkling like
someone’s toasting champagne. You can’t hear that?”

“Do you see anything?” James probed.

“No, just sounds.” Claudia opened her eyes.
“Why? What is it?”

“Meghan is definitely close. Since you were
bitten by her, you are connected to her. I didn’t know it would
happen so soon but, perhaps because of your psychic heritage, it is
occurring sooner.” He gave her an expectant look. “Can you find
her? Did you detect her saying anything? Feel where she was or what
she was thinking? Do you think she detected you?” There was
desperation in his eyes when he questioned her.

“I don’t know. It happened too fast.”
Claudia took deep breaths. “I think this counts as something you
should have told me.”

Despite all of what James might feel for her
as a lover, perhaps even as a friend, she was a means to capturing
his prey—a prey that had eluded him so far. That was the real
reason she was with him. Her connection to Meghan would help him
find the killer.

“Here’s the hotel.” James turned the car up
a wide drive. “We’ll pick up our keys and get you into the suite.
Maybe you’ll pick up more details there.”

“I need a drink,” Claudia said, never having
uttered those words in her life. But, if ever she was going to
start consuming alcohol, now seemed like a great time. She pressed
against her throbbing temple. “A really big one.”

* * * * *

The newly built Lavette Spa and Casino had
every state-of-the-art comfort possible in a hotel, from a health
club and Olympic-sized pool to steam baths and tanning beds. Grand
chandeliers, their sparkling crystals glittering like stars, lined
the gold-crested ceilings. Lights sparkled over the floor, dancing
on the ornate Italianate marble like tiny fairies.

Costumed dancers and uniformed staff
assimilated in the building like fine-tuned entities, there to
smile and serve. Claudia couldn’t muster much of a smile to greet
them in return and kept her eyes on the valet’s back as he pushed
their meager luggage toward the hotel’s elevator.

“Would the lady like me to arrange a spa
treatment for her?” the valet asked, his tone even and polite.

“No,” Claudia said, even as James answered
in kind. “No.”

The valet chuckled. The elevator stopped on
the forty-third floor before opening. “Mr. O’Connell, I’ve been
instructed to inform you that your brothers are in the adjoining
suite. You can reach them through the private-door access.” The
valet opened a wide door, allowing them entry into the suite.

“This room is expensive, isn’t it?” James
said under his breath. “Trust Roark to pick it. I hope he knows
he’s paying.”

Claudia briefly thought about offering to
pay for some of the cost but kept her mouth shut. She didn’t want
to think about money at a time like this.

“The suites offer the best accommodations in
the city,” the valet answered. “Room service is open all night, as
are the eight restaurants found on the main level. The spa is on
level three.”

“Thank you.” James slipped the valet a
folded bill, tipping him. “But we don’t want to be disturbed. At
all.”

“Very good, Mr. O’Connell,” the valet
answered, grinning knowingly.

When they were alone, Claudia walked into
the center of the large suite. Creams and chocolate browns covered
every surface that wasn’t wood. Over one thousand square feet, the
suite had a furnished bar, couches and big-screen television, all
set before floor-to-ceiling glass doors. Crossing over to them, she
pushed the doors open and stepped out on the balcony. Ocean-scented
air accosted her senses and she took a deep, steadying breath.
Evening had turned to night during check-in and now she was
surrounded by the stars and sounds of the waves below.

“I’m sorry you heard Roark’s words. He
didn’t mean to sound so harsh about the shift.” James joined her,
standing close as he leaned against the metal railing next to her.
He put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I need you to try to sense
Meghan again.”

“I don’t know if I can.” Claudia swallowed
nervously. She wasn’t sure she wanted to.

“You must try. Your connection might be our
best shot at finding her before she harms anyone else.”

“Is this why you kept me with you?” Claudia
knew enough from her mother to know what to do to encourage
visions, but she wanted answers first. “Is this why you were nice
to me? To get me to sense your runaway?”

“I was nice to you because I want to be.” He
ran a frustrated hand through his hair, sighing heavily. “I’ll
admit, the idea did cross my mind about you being able to help us,
but I would have helped you either way.”

“Because it’s your duty to do so?”

“Yes,” he cleared his throat, “and no.”

Her breath coming in hard rasps, she licked
her lips, longing to kiss him. This time she hadn’t eaten and she
knew what she was feeling was of her own doing—not protein or some
changing. She wanted him for him, needed him, desired him. Her
stomach tightened and cream flooded her pussy with a disarming
suddenness. Heat infused her cheeks and neck, curling a haphazard
path over her entire body.

As if he could sense what she felt, he came
to her. “Come inside the room.”

She did, following him in. His hand caressed
her flushed cheek. She closed her eyes tight, not moving as his
fingers ran down the length of her throat. Her heart beat wildly,
in hard, heavy thumps against her chest.

Claudia bit her lip as James began to
undress her and didn’t let it go for a long time. The feel of
material sliding off her body was erotic in itself. His harsh
breathing joined hers as he teased her flesh by denying it his
fingers. When she stood naked, she still hadn’t opened her eyes.
She couldn’t. The feelings were too much, swirling inside her. If
she looked, she might profess a love he didn’t want or need to hear
about. There was so much to be done first. Meghan had to be
stopped. She had to face her first full moon. And then there was
the small fear that he might not feel as deeply for her as she felt
for him. She hated the insecurity but she couldn’t suppress it.
She’d never wanted anyone so much and the mere thought that he
might not feel the same tore at her chest.

“Look at me,” James said, his tone low.

How could she not obey when he asked her
like that, all gentle and husky? She did, unable to keep from
staring. While she had kept her eyes closed, he’d taken off his
clothes and now stood naked and proud before her. Without pants,
there was nothing to hide the protruding erection from view. The
huge cock, thick and straining with veins along the wide shaft,
towered from his thighs above the soft globes of his balls.

Her sex wept with the memory of how deeply
he could penetrate her and her mouth watered to take him in. James
walked toward her, causing her to back up until she was near the
bed. Not touching her, he leaned forward. Claudia fell back,
shivering at the intensity in him. He’d never proceeded this
slowly, never looked at her with such penetrating eyes. It was as
if he could read her very soul.

He took the back of his hand and ran it down
her flesh, tracing a light trail down the valley of her breasts,
over her navel, to rest above her slick pussy. Instinctively her
legs parted and her head rolled back on the bed while she arched,
offering herself to him. Turning his hand toward her, he cupped her
sex and parted the wet folds with a probing finger. It wasn’t long
before he discovered her clit and rubbed it mercilessly. She moaned
and writhed. Her hands gripped tight over her head as she held on
to the stiff coverlet beneath her.

James let loose an animalistic noise of
pleasure. The finger became more insistent, delving inside the damp
heat of her cavern. The look of him above her, each muscle pulled
tight, caused her to moan. “I need you, James, please. I want to
feel you inside me. I want you to kiss me.”

“How can I deny such a pretty plea?” He
stared at her mouth in a way that made her weak.

Parting her lips, she watched him crawl
completely over her, his legs slipping between her thighs to keep
them open. He brushed his mouth to hers, teasing mercilessly
several times before finally taking her fully. James groaned and
she swallowed the sound. Their lips warred, moving at a more
frantic pace with each second. She sucked his tongue hard, pulling
it deep into her mouth. Finally, needing breath, she pulled back
and gasped for air.

James grabbed her by the hip and pushed her
thighs wider as he drew himself up between them. His confident
movements made the ache for him all that much worse. His heat burnt
into her sensitive thighs as he rocked forward, using her leg as a
guide to reach her ready sex.

She couldn’t take it anymore. Claudia had to
touch him. She ran her hands down his chest, scratching and
kneading as she begged, “Yes, please, James. Do it. Fuck me. I need
you so badly it hurts. Please…”

Her words became a mumbling mass of pleas as
she squirmed. A warm palm grabbed her breast, pinching an
already-tight nipple. The jolt of pleasure rocketing to her pussy
made her gasp. She lurched forward, unable to take any more as she
flipped him onto his back with a strength she didn’t know she
possessed. The soft hairs on his legs grazed her sensitive thighs
and she could tell he fought his body’s shifting. He’d teased her
to the point of madness and she needed the torment to end.

His nostrils flared as she moved above him,
as if he could smell her arousal. He grabbed on to her hips,
holding her steady. The thick length of his cock heaved in
excitement as she brought herself down on him. Pushing up, he met
her movement, filling her much faster and deeper than she had
expected.

Claudia held still, enjoying the feel of his
cock as her flexing muscles formed around him, accepting him,
molding her tightened, silk depths to fit only him. The animal
growing inside her took over. She lifted up only to slam down hard,
taking his turgid shaft with her tight sex. Her body hummed with
passion. She had never wanted anyone or anything as badly as she
wanted him.

She dug her fingers into his chest, using
them as leverage as she rode him hard, their bodies banging
together. His eyes glowed with supernatural force. Claudia drew a
deeply ragged breath. She saw her own breasts thrust forward,
bobbing wantonly with each pounding thrust. She cried out,
desperate for completion, and she thought she might explode with
the need for climax.

Suddenly James grunted. Her pussy convulsed,
gripping his cock tight. The tension was more than she could take.
Her orgasm hit her and she released so hard she jerked violently on
top of him. Only his hands on her hips kept her from falling over.
James’ body answered her call, jutting the hot stream of his cum
deep inside her willing pussy. Claudia collapsed on his chest,
sliding to the side, so weak she couldn’t move. They held each
other close in stunned silence.

As the tiny, remaining spasms slowly
subsided, she opened her mouth to speak. But all words of love left
her as a sudden, intense pain shot through her head. Claudia
screamed, grabbing her temples on both sides. She squeezed hard,
pushing in to get the sensation to stop. Her mother and grandmother
had never experienced such pain when they had a vision. The
blinding headache spread, turning her vision to a bright white
until everything was blocked out by it. “Argh!”

“What do you see?” James demanded, pushing
up on the bed. His arms wrapped around her, trying to give
comfort.

“I see her,” Claudia said, getting a clear
vision of the woman from the Block Island beach. Even though her
eyes were open, her sight was replaced by the image in her mind. It
was as if she watched through someone else’s eyes. “She’s watching
dancers. A show. Red costumes. Sparkles. Feathers. Smoke. I smell
liquor.”

“What else?”

“She’s in the hotel. Her napkin reads
Lavette Spa and Casino. A man is with her. Long brown hair,
firelight in his eyes.” Claudia sensed the evil in the lycan woman,
the taste for blood, the deep craving for it—so much so that she
felt sick after experiencing the secondhand feelings. She shook her
head back and forth, trying to get rid of the picture. It worked.
The scene faded, replaced by what was actually in front of her
eyes. “You had better hurry. I have the sense that they will be
leaving soon.”

“Claudia.” James touched her cheek. “I have
to do this. Please stay in this room. Don’t let anyone in, not even
room service.”

Claudia nodded. James stood and she heard
the sound of him shuffling to pull on his clothes. She followed
more slowly, not really paying attention to what she put on. She
was too busy watching James. When they were fully dressed, he went
to a private door. He glanced at her to double-check she had all
her clothes on. Claudia quickly rearranged the bed and nodded to
him. James opened the private door to a second, closed one. He
knocked and it didn’t take long before the sound was answered. The
man could only be James’ brother.

“Roark,” James said in greeting, confirming
her deduction as he gave the man a hug. The two brothers had the
same look to them, though Roark was slightly smaller in stature and
had waist-length, dark brown hair. His leather pants and tight
crimson shirt gave him the air of a rock star.

“Yeah, yeah, I already know you. Where’s the
girl?” Roark asked cheerfully. His dark eyes fell on her and his
grin widened. “Ah, there she is! Welcome to the clan, Claudia!”

James looked into the other suite, “Where’s
Ian?”

“Downstairs scouting,” Roark answered.
Claudia stood still, frozen in place as the enthusiastic man came
for her. His arms spread wide and she stumbled back from him. Roark
stopped, his smile fading as he looked at his brother.

“She’s scared of me?” Roark asked. “I
thought you told her about us.”

“I did.” James looked at Claudia. “What is
it?”

“He was with Meghan. Long brown hair. I felt
the same feeling I do now.” Claudia continued to back away. Though
she did not recognize his face from her vision, the feeling she had
was unmistakable and overwhelming.

“What?” Roark gave a small laugh. “She’s
joking, right?”

“I don’t believe so,” James said. Then, to
Claudia, he insisted, “You have to be mistaken. Roark would never
conspire with Meghan. Besides, you just had the vision. Roark
couldn’t have made it here so fast.”

Claudia looked from brother to brother,
still not trusting Roark. Unconvinced, she whispered, “If you’re
certain.”

 

James looked from Claudia to his brother.
There was much he wanted to say to her but right now he had more
pressing concerns. Besides, what could he tell her? There was
something in her eyes that told him she no longer blindly trusted
his words. The truth was, he had been surprised she’d trusted him
so readily before.

“I swear to you, Roark is a friend,
Claudia,” James insisted. “Your feelings must be confused. Either
that or you felt him as one of the clan. You can trust him.”

When Claudia looked at him, he felt as if
he’d been kicked. “I’m not sure I can trust that. I know what I
felt.” She shook her head. “And at the same time I’m not sure what
I felt.”

“Jame—” Roark began.

James recognized the teasing in his
brother’s tone and instantly stopped him from continuing. “No,
Roark, now isn’t the time.”

“You’re right.” Claudia lifted her chin, her
eyes narrowing as she rubbed her temple. He wanted to go to her, to
soothe the obvious headache starting anew. “Now is not the time.
She’s preparing to leave the show. If you wish to stop Meghan from
killing again, now is it. Meghan drinks in a bar or restaurant with
another like her. Dancers in red Vegas-showgirl-style costumes are
sauntering around, kicking their legs in time with fast music.” She
met James’ gaze. “She’s picked her victim—a hooker in a black
slinky dress and too-red lipstick. When the woman leaves, they plan
to follow her.”

James knew what he had to do but a large
part of him wanted to stay with Claudia, to comfort her, help her
and convince her that he was worth trusting.

James? Roark said through their
mind-link. She is right. We need to capture
Meghan.

She’s still upset, James
answered.

Deal with your lover later, after
the threat is gone. I’m sorry, brother,
but if she doesn’t make it, we’ll lose our
only link to Meghan and if we don’t go now, the bitch
is sure to kill again.

James nodded. Meet me in the
hall.

Be quick. Roark left through the door
to his own suite.

“You should get going,” Claudia said. “I
know how important her capture is to you.”

“We’ll talk when I get back. Don’t open the
door unless you hear me knock three times and tell you my name.”
James didn’t want to leave her like this. Why hadn’t he talked to
her in the car after hanging up with Roark or before they’d made
love? Even as he wondered, he knew the answer. It was the same
reason he didn’t say the right thing now. He wasn’t sure what the
right thing was.

Claudia nodded. “Good luck finding her.”

* * * * *

“She smells of you,” Roark eyed James from
across the elevator. It had taken them ten minutes to get one to
stop on their floor that had enough room to carry them down. Oddly,
when a free elevator finally came, it was empty and they were left
alone. “Though she doesn’t seem too charmed by you at the moment. I
told you that you were too serious. You need to loosen up, show her
the fun side of James—if you have one. Do you have a fun side,
James?”

“This elevator has security cameras,” James
answered, motioning up. “You should be quiet. Someone can probably
hear you and I won’t stop them if they try to have you thrown into
an asylum.”

“Do they even use asylums anymore? Isn’t
there a more politically correct term for them now?” Roark
chuckled. “I might have done the same in your position if a pretty
little thing like that attacked me in lust during her changing. Did
the kitty have claws?”

“Leave me be,” James grumbled.

“I take it you have not told the king about
claiming a woman for your own?” Roark continued.

“Don’t make me tell your mate what you are
saying.” James gave a small smile when Roark snapped his mouth
shut. The elevator dinged and opened, ending all conversation.
People stepped on for the ride down and all became quiet. When they
finally reached their stop, the doors opened, revealing the first
floor.

“Ian should be down here already watching
for her.” Roark pulled out his phone. “I’ll call him. I don’t want
Meghan detecting our thoughts. There are several restaurants and
clubs along the north side. I’ll look there for dancers in red. You
check the other side.”

James glanced up at the high ceiling, to
where Claudia waited in the suite. He’d ordered her to lock all
doors and not do anything that would require her opening them—like
calling the hotel staff or room service. Hopefully Meghan would be
too busy fighting him and his brothers to hunt or even detect a
turning human in the middle of a fifty-story hotel.

Roark took off across the lobby. James moved
in the opposite direction. He heard music and laughter, the kind
often associated with bars. This had to be it. Tonight would be the
night he caught Meghan and ended her reign of terror forever.

* * * * *

Claudia paced the floor, debating whether or
not she should stay in the posh suite doing nothing. She didn’t
trust Roark, though the fact that he was James’ brother caused her
to doubt her judgment. The feeling she got when he was near was too
familiar to the sensation she’d gotten when she’d had access to
Meghan’s mind.

Working alone all day with computers didn’t
exactly create a superhero. However, if she only had a few days to
live, she was going to do something with those days. At first,
she’d considered running away from the whole lycan thing, but when
she thought of James, of his touch, she couldn’t do it. If these
were to be her last days, they’d have meaning.

Besides, who was she kidding? She couldn’t
leave James, no matter the circumstances. Too much of her heart was
wrapped up in him and that scared her. What if he didn’t feel the
same way? They never talked about such emotions.

She tried to watch television but her mind
couldn’t concentrate. Then she tried to focus on Meghan to see what
the woman was doing, hoping for some kind of hint as to what
happened downstairs when the brothers confronted her.

No matter how she tried, she couldn’t get a
link to Meghan’s thoughts. Suddenly three knocks sounded on the
door. Claudia jumped, instantly recognizing James’ signal. Crossing
to the door, she hesitated. “Yes?”

“It’s Prince Ian, James’ other brother. He
sent me to check in on you,” a voice from the other side said.

Claudia reached for the lock, only to pause.
“Where’s James?”

“In the lobby with Roark. He said to tell
you he sent me and to knock three times. Can I come in?” Claudia
glanced at the door adjoining her room to the brothers’ suite,
wondering why he didn’t come through that door instead. “All
right.”

Claudia pulled open the door slowly. The man
in the hall had the same features as James, with dark eyes and long
hair that looked very much like Roark’s. He smiled, a charming,
easy expression as he stepped inside.

“Did you say you were a prince?” she asked.
“Or is prince your first name?”

“He hasn’t told you?” Ian chuckled. “We’re
all three of us princes—James, Roark and I. Though I am the oldest
and next in line to rule.”

“A prince?” Claudia gave him a skeptical
look, sure he was messing with her. “Right.”

“I can see why James is taken with you.” Ian
reached for her face. Claudia stiffened until she realized he only
meant to kiss her cheek. Brushing his lips against her, he paused,
taking a deep breath. “My apologies. James is more than taken with
you. He’s laid claim to you.”

Claudia reached for her neck, where James
had bitten her while they had sex. She wondered at the strange look
Ian gave her. “I’d offer you a drink but I don’t want to run up
James’ bill.” She put distance between them, slowly making her way
across the room.

Ian laughed. “His family is richer than a
sultan and still he lives like a man on a budget.”

“Well…” Claudia began to defend James.

Ian chuckled harder. “I have a drink in my
room. Be right back.”

Claudia nodded, for some reason feeling sick
to her stomach. “All right.”

Ian unlocked the door to his suite, stopping
to look at her. “He will defiantly be very sorry to lose you.”

That shocked her and her mouth worked
several times before she managed to say, “Ah, I suppose. But we
haven’t spoken of it. I have a week before the full moon.”

“Oh, he wasn’t talking about your
transformation,” a female voice said from inside Ian’s suite. “He
was talking about James losing you tonight.”

“Meghan,” Claudia whispered, knowing who was
inside as sure as she knew her own heartbeat. Her nerve endings
tingled, pulled toward where the woman appeared in the door. On
Block Island, she didn’t have time to see her attacker fully before
getting abducted. Meghan’s evilness marred her perfect beauty. Her
amber eyes, darkened with eyeliner, glowed with all the mysterious
power of lycan and woman. Silky smooth, jet-black hair fell around
her shoulders, framing her full, red lips and oval face.

Meghan laughed. “Hi, little one. Mommy’s
home!”

“Ian?” Claudia looked at James’ brother.

“Sorry, not Ian.” Meghan pretended to pout.
“Randall O’Connell, did you tell Claudia you were a prince? Shame
on you. Tell her the truth. She should know how easily you duped
James into believing you tracked me for him. Tell her how we
laughed as you called to report on me from my bed.”

“Randall?” Claudia shivered. He wasn’t
James’ brother?

“I am your prince,” Randall answered, trying
to slip his arm around Meghan’s waist. She dodged his advance,
coming toward Claudia.

“You are the one I sensed with her, aren’t
you? It wasn’t Roark,” Claudia said.

“That’s the O’Connell clan you’re sensing.
They all feel the same, don’t they?” Meghan giggled.

James, come back. Please
come back. Claudia bit the inside of her lip, trying to force a
calm expression to her features.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Meghan shook her head,
clucking her tongue in mock concern. “Your mind-link isn’t
developed. James can’t hear you yet. But I can. How do you think I
knew about the three knocks to get in? I’ll admit, I can’t see
everything but I see more than enough in your mind. You’re not very
guarded, but one can’t expect control from one so young. And I must
thank you, my daughter, for sending me those helpful images of
where you were. Of course you didn’t know you were doing it, but
thanks all the same. You make it very easy to elude capture. Almost
too easy. There was no fun in being chased when you know where your
pursuer is at all times.”

“But tonight you will have fun, won’t you,
darling? I mean, that’s why you allowed the brothers to find you.
To show them how powerful you are and elude them again.” Randall
tried to put his arms around Meghan, this time from behind. She
rolled her eyes in annoyance, making sure though that he could not
see her expression.

James! Claudia couldn’t help her
thoughts. James, please come back to the room.
Come back.

“Stop it!” Meghan yelled, her face twisting
into a snarl. “Quit calling for him. He won’t come to save you.”
Then, regaining her composure, she took a deep breath, again
smiling. “Oh, Claudia, don’t look so worried. I’m here to take care
of you. I can smell he’s laid claim to you, but was that really
fair of him? In your condition? You should at least have options
between your thighs before you commit to one lycan.”

“Laid claim? I don’t know what you mean but
I won’t help you. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” Claudia tried
to inch away from the woman, keeping the door to the hallway in her
peripheral line of sight.

“Ah, sweetie, you don’t really have a
choice. You’re mine. I made you.” Meghan’s eyes narrowed. “And you
are going to continue to help me. I don’t need your permission or
even your willingness.”

Claudia made a run for the door but Meghan
was too fast. She darted in front of her, blocking the way.

“I was going to let you live initially, but
now that James has laid his mark on you, I think this will be the
best purpose to your new life. Let him wonder if you would have
survived the changing. When I kill you, James will know he failed.”
Meghan laughed. Randall moved to block the door leading to the
adjoining suite. “Let him know he failed again.”

“You will be brought to justice,” Claudia
said, though she wasn’t sure it was the truth.

“Oh, isn’t she adorable, Randall? So
innocent. I almost hate to get rid of her.” Meghan shook her head
as if disappointed.

“We could keep her. Turn her to our cause.
There is no need to kill her,” Randall said.

“She’ll never join us. I can see too much of
her spirit, all good and light. It makes me sick to even feel her.
I’d kill her just to get those feelings out of my body.” Meghan
visibly shivered.

Claudia looked at Randall in hope of
salvation, but those thoughts were soon crushed when Meghan
answered, “Do you want to fuck her so badly, Randy? Maybe if you
beg me, I’ll let you stick it to her.”

Randall shook his head in denial. “The
princes will already seek my head for my betrayal. I’ll not
desecrate their woman and add to my crime.”

“You still fear them? You should fear your
queen,” Meghan spat out.

“I worship you, you know that,” Randall
argued, “but…”

Claudia ran for the balcony, the only other
exit in the hotel room. She wasn’t sure if there would be a way to
climb down or even over to the next room, but she had to try. To
stay would mean her death and she wasn’t ready to go. Not yet. If
what they said was true, if James had somehow laid claim to her in
a way the other lycans could tell just by being near her, than she
had a big reason to live. Maybe he did care for her more than just
a lover. Maybe there was hope. Her heart told her there was.

“Bitch!” Meghan screamed.

Claudia heard footsteps pounding on the
carpet behind her. Blood pumped in her veins, filling her with
desperation and fear. She grabbed on to the glass door, jerking it
open so she could get onto the balcony. But her plan for flight
wasn’t well thought-out and she ended up closing a door she
couldn’t lock from the outside.

The glass was no match for Meghan’s fists.
The woman’s face shifted and Claudia screamed. Fangs grew from
Meghan’s mouth as her nose elongated. Fur sprouted by her eyes and
the morbid sound of bones breaking punctuated the air. The lycan
woman fell forward, her flesh rippling as she completely changed
into a large wolf.

Claudia had known what lycans were, but to
see it for the first time nearly made her heart stop. Instead of
landing on all fours on the concrete balcony, Meghan landed on
Claudia. Claws dug into Claudia’s arms, ripping her flesh.
Instantly, she lost her footing and stumbled back, surprised by the
lycan’s massive weight. She pushed Meghan to get her to let go but,
as her back hit the railing, she knew it was too late.

Her body flipped over the side. Meghan’s
claws let loose and the night was pierced with her evil laughter.
Bloody images filled Claudia’s head as the wind rushed past her
head. As she fell, her flesh prickled as if thousands of glass
shards passed through her. The bloody visions left her, only to be
replaced by one that was much worse—the look of the sidewalk
speeding toward her plummeting body.

 


 


 



Chapter Six

 

Oh, lover boy, Meghan’s voice
echoed in his mind. The taunt was followed by a graphic image of
Claudia falling from the high-story balcony.

“Claudia,” James gasped, feeling a rush of
fear rippling through him. As suddenly as it came, it disappeared,
leaving an emptiness so terrifying he thought he was dead. He
looked at his brothers. The elevator seemed to go too slow but he
couldn’t make it climb to his suite’s floor any faster. He and his
brothers had gotten on it only seconds after James felt Claudia
call to him in fear, begging him to come back to the room, to save
her. He tried to answer but had no way of knowing if she could hear
him. Grabbing his chest, he panted for breath.

“What is it?” Ian demanded. His dark brown,
shoulder-length hair was pulled back to the nape of his neck and he
wore a lightweight sweater and leather jacket. “What happened?”

“James, are you well? You look as if you’ve
been stabbed,” Roark added, getting hold of his arm.

“Meghan pushed…” James couldn’t say the
words. “I have to get to the lobby.”

“Meghan pushed who?” Ian began, only to have
his face drain of color. “No, she wouldn’t. It’s some kind of
trick.”

“I can’t feel her,” James said.

“Meghan would want to torture you first.
Pushing someone from a balcony wouldn’t be much fun for a woman
like her,” Roark said, though he didn’t look convinced.

James didn’t find his words comforting. His
skin prickled as his body threatened to shift and this time he
wasn’t sure if he’d be able to hold back the beast inside him.
Breathing hard, he bit his lip, trying to control the violent rage
clouding his vision with thoughts of blood.

When the elevator door opened, he took off
running. Meghan wouldn’t have had time to escape the suite. A
mortal woman screamed as he tore down the hall, breaking the door
to his room. He heard his brothers open their own door. The sounds
of a battle ensued from Roark’s suite.

Randall, you traitor! Ian’s
voice yelled in his mind.

Two lycans stood in his room, their bodies
stiff as they blocked Meghan behind them. James vaguely recognized
them as being from the disbanded Douglass clan. The man from the
boat who’d helped Meghan escape Block Island was one of them. He
tried to detect Claudia but didn’t sense her in the room.

The two were strong but their power was no
match for James’ rage and fear. Leaping forward, he partially
shifted. Claws bit into his chest and side but James kept going,
breaking the neck of the first man and clawing open an artery of
the second. Blood squirted over the suite but James continued.
Meghan screamed, her eyes rounding in fear, and he knew she’d
underestimated him greatly.

“James, wait, please,” Meghan began, holding
up her hands. Her naked body and the nearby pile of shredded
clothes attested to a recent shift. Though physically beautiful,
she did not tempt him. Compared to Claudia, Meghan was nothing.
Against weaker mortals she acted the goddess but against one of her
own, without the power of temptation, she wasn’t so glib. When he
didn’t stop his advances, Meghan screeched in anger, lunging for
him.

“Meghan!” Ian ordered, but it was too
late.

“I should have been queen!” she yelled. “The
throne was mine! I earned it.”

Meghan bared her fangs, going for James’
throat. He felt his brothers behind him. Rage poured from every
inch in his body. The idea that she hurt Claudia made him see red.
He didn’t think, striking out to punch her in the face as she flew
at him. Her head snapped and she flew backward, catching herself on
all fours. Snarling, she attacked instantly.

“James,” Roark began.

“She’s mine,” James growled. Meghan hit his
face and they exchanged blows, crashing wildly around the room in a
flurry of fang and claw. She scratched his arm, drawing blood as
she gouged his flesh.

James didn’t feel her punches. All he wanted
was to take Meghan down. There was nowhere to run to, no one to
rescue her and all her power and hatred were no match for what
James felt for Claudia. An evil bitch like her could never
understand what they had. His body became infused with the need to
find Claudia, to save her, to avenge her if she were dead. The
thought of Meghan claiming not just another victim but the carrier
of his heart made him deadlier than he’d ever been in his life.
Meghan might be strong but his love for Claudia was stronger.

On instinct, he caught Meghan’s face as she
came at him and broke her neck. She died instantly. Before her body
hit the floor, he was outside, staring over the balcony. Narrowing
his eyes, he tried to see down to the street. He detected far-off
voices.

“Did you see that?” one woman asked.

“A dog just fell. I think someone pushed
it,” another said.

“That wasn’t a dog. It was too big to be a
dog,” a man insisted. “I’ve never heard of a dog that big.”

“Where’d it go?” the first woman asked.

James turned, hope filling him. Claudia
could still be alive. “Her body isn’t down there.” He jogged toward
the door. “But she might have shifted, running around the
streets.”

“We’ll take care of this,” Roark said,
already dialing his phone. “Luckily, I have mob contacts here. I’m
not proud of it but I have to admit it’s good to have friends who
can take care of bodies.” Then throwing a pillow from the couch at
James, he said, “Clean your face.”

James caught the pillow and rubbed it hard
across his features. When he pulled it back, the material was
stained with blood.

“That’ll do,” Roark said.

“I’ll take care of the hotel.” Ian slipped
out of his jacket and tossed it at James. “Looks like we’ll have to
use the newly signed musician who acted like a rock star
excuse.”

James nodded. His room door hung on the
frame and Ian pushed it closed behind him. Not waiting for the
elevators, he went to the stairwell. When he didn’t hear anyone
inside the steel column stairway, he leapt down the stairs,
grabbing hold of the rail and swinging his body around so that he
could speed down to the first floor. As he burst through the doors,
it took all his willpower not to run suspiciously from the hotel.
He pretended to check his watch, jog-running toward the
beach-entrance doors at the back of the hotel as if he was late for
an appointment. Outside, a crowd had gathered, still talking
excitedly.

“It couldn’t have fallen that far. Maybe a
story, maybe two,” a man said, sounding very sure of himself. “I’m
sure it was just a Husky or Great Dane.”

“Did you say Great Dane?” James asked,
breathing hard from his run down forty-three flights.

“Yeah, your dog?” the man asked, scratching
his balding head.

“No, clients. Damn guy signed a contract
last week and thinks he’s already a rock star. Brought his
girlfriend’s dog and the stupid beast jumped out of the window.
Seems he forgot to mention the thing likes to run.” James mustered
a smile he didn’t feel through his worry.

“I don’t think it was a Great Dane,” a woman
insisted. “I know dogs and that looked like a wolf of some
sort.”

“Mutt crossbreed,” James said. She didn’t
look like she believed him. Turning back to the man, he asked, “Did
you see which way it went?”

“That way,” another woman said, pointing
down toward the beach. “But the cops have already been called.
They’ll probably be out looking for it.”

“I hope they find it,” James lied, taking
off down the beach, praying his story was convincing.

James lifted his nose to the sky. Within
seconds, he detected her scent. Sprinting across the sandy shore,
he neared the ocean and reached the hard, wet sand by the water. It
didn’t take him long to find paw prints in the sand. He wasn’t
surprised that she’d been called to the water. Though the moon
wasn’t full, the tides still listened to the celestial orb’s
commands.

“Claudia,” he called, seeing a dark form
near the waves. She turned to him, her body fully shifted into a
beautiful female wolf. Her yellowed eyes narrowed and he felt her
confusion and anger. Trying to link with his mind, he kept his
thoughts gentle, Easy, Claudia. I’m here to
help you. I won’t hurt you. I need you to
trust me. It’s over. Meghan’s gone.
She’s dead and she won’t hurt you or anyone else
ever again. I promise you. It’s over.

She growled low in the back of her
throat.

Claudia, I know you’re
confused. I’m confused. I don’t know
how you shifted before the first full moon, but you
have. You’re going to be all right.
You’re going to live. You’ve passed the
final test of your turning.

She edged away from him, crouching low as
the hair on her back stood up.

I’m sorry I didn’t tell you
about connecting to Meghan, but you have to believe me
that’s not why I took care of you.

Claim. The single word was a low,
gravelly sound in his head.

James hesitated. Her body jerked as if she’d
run and he hurried to answer. Yes. I claimed you.
I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. But if you
wish, you can be free of it. Breaking a claim
isn’t easy, but it can be done. It’s
not final. Nothing is final in the lycan world between a man
and woman until we have the blessing of the king. Only then
do we mate forever.

Why? Again the single word punctured
his thoughts.

Because… he hesitated.

Why? she demanded.

Because I love you. James took a deep
breath. Being with you is like… I can’t explain
it. I just love you, Claudia. I love
you.

Claudia shivered. James glanced around,
sensing humans nearby. When he again looked at his love, she was on
the sand, her body cracking and molding into her human form. She
whimpered in pain as her body lengthened. Instantly, he was at her
side, picking her up before she was fully turned.

“I love you too,” she whispered, her eyes
clear. “When Meghan and I met face-to-face, images became clearer.
I don’t think she meant to show me, but I saw her past. And then I
fell and was sure I was dead, but the next thing I know I’m on this
beach looking at you. I saw you kill her. It freed me from her
thoughts, her evil.”

“Are you sure you’re not confused?” Hope
welled up inside him and he was afraid of waking up from a
dream.

“About you?” She pushed up, her naked body
glorious in the moonlight. “I’ve known for a while. It wasn’t clear
but when you bit me, I felt you inside me. Besides,” she gave a
small smile, “I’m partially psychic.”

He pulled her against him, kissing her
soundly. Her warm mouth accepted him as easily as her heart. Every
part of her invaded his senses and he opened his mind to her,
letting her find whatever she wished of his soul. All he was
belonged to her.


Epilogue

 

Claudia smiled, stretching her naked body as
the sun rose over the mountain. The boards of the deck pressed into
her back as the cool Rocky Mountain air caressed her breasts and
stomach, tickling the thatch of hair between her thighs. Sensing
James, she turned to see him standing in the window, holding two
mugs of coffee. He wore a pair of denim jeans and nothing else.
Unashamed of her nudity, she stood and walked inside.

“Good morning, beautiful. Have a good
night?” James handed her a mug.

“Mmm,” she moaned, suppressing a yawn. After
Meghan’s death, James had whisked her away. At first, they stayed
with Roark and his wife Natasha until James finally managed to
figure out where exactly he owned homes. She still couldn’t imagine
anyone losing track of real estate, but James had. Lucky for him,
the clan bookkeepers hadn’t. “Running with you through the forest
by the light of the full moon always makes for a perfect
evening.”

“Hmm, I kind of thought the night before
made for the perfect evening.” He grinned and Claudia couldn’t help
but kiss him. Her breasts rubbed along his warm chest. Each day,
she felt safer. James’ love did that for her.

Meghan’s body had been found mutilated like
those of her previous victims. Her death was blamed on a serial
killer, one who would unfortunately never be found. Though she had
her reservations about it, Claudia knew they couldn’t expose the
lycan race and tell the world what really had happened.

“Want to make it a perfect morning?” She
didn’t break the full contact of their mouths.

“I would, but my family will be here
soon.”

“You finally figure out where you own a
house and then you invite everyone over.” She pouted her bottom
lip.

“I thought you liked my family. Besides,
we’ve had this place to ourselves for two months now.” James nipped
at her ear playfully. “And my father is bringing you a bunch of
computer equipment so you can begin working again. Just like you
asked.”

“Yeah!” She gave a small cheer, clapping her
hands. “Okay, they can come.”

James laughed.

Claudia began walking toward their shared
bedroom for clothes. Calling over her shoulder, she said, “Yes, I
will marry you.”

“I didn’t ask.”

She turned in the door, giggling at his
shocked face. Her psychic gifts had increased, becoming stronger
after each passing of the full moon. “You were going to.” Winking,
she turned to find some clothes. “And I say yes.”

 


THE END
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Cupid’s Enchantment (Naughty Cupid 1) by Michelle
M. Pillow

Paranormal Historical Romance

 


Contrary to popular belief, Cupid is not a
cute little cherub. And he’ll take revenge on any who say
differently. Just ask Ilar, Commander of the Lycaon guard…

Lady Rhiannon’s beauty is distracting
suitors from her older sister and ruining her chances at marriage,
so her father has her locked her away in a tower. Believing she is
going crazy from the isolation, Rhiannon hears a frightful voice.
The next thing she knows, she's waken up in a strange forest
pursued by mythical wolf men. And, worst of all, their leader is
taking her home with him.

Ilar is irritated to discover an enchanted
female—a human, their ancient hunters—disrupting his Lycan Guards.
One sniff of this mortal’s enchantment and the men go insane,
trying to kill each for her hand. Only in making her his lover can
the spell be broken. Ilar has no choice but to claim the female for
his own. But who knows what will happen when Cupid’s Enchantment is
broken.

 


Cupid’s Enchantment Excerpt

Cupid’s beady eyes narrowed in black
mischief as he crawled his way over the lively main hall floor.
Magic kept him partially hidden, but he didn’t want to ruffle the
tapestries and make his presence known. Damned humans spooked too
easily. If it had been any other time, he would have gladly stirred
up a mischievous wind just to watch them run away.

Ah! Help! The devil approaches anon!
he mimicked. He heard the cackling of his own pleasure in his head
as he thought of the mortal cries. He almost chuckled aloud in his
good humor. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be in the mortal realm,
but damned if it wasn’t just too much fun! Then, shaking his head,
he thought, Bah! Foolish humans. Anything unexplained was the
devil.

Pressing his long lips together, he searched
the hall for the most horrendous of the mortal women. As he eyed
the head table, his heart about stopped. A dreamy smile came to the
troll’s crinkled lips and he smacked them together.

Now, there’s a tasty little treat, he
thought, as he stared at the large goddess at the high table. She
was wrapped in yards of clashing yellow silk. A touch of drool
spilled over the side of his mouth, dripping to the floor like
thick tree sap.

A torch burned brightly behind the woman’s
head, making the frizzy strands of her most beautiful hair stick
out like a banshee. Her nose hooked at the end in the most
delectable way and the large mole on her chin had a glorious three
hairs growing out of it. Three! The luckiest of numbers when it
came to hairs and moles!

Cupid sighed dreamily, loving the pull of
her one eyebrow dipping over her narrow eyes. Musicians played a
lively tune, but Cupid couldn’t hear them over the frantic beating
of his pea-sized heart. She was perhaps the most enchanting mortal
he’d ever seen. Ah, but the fair temptress wouldn’t be going with
him this night. She was too beautiful and he was in search of an
ugly maiden--the most repugnant female he could find.

“Aye, he keeps ’er locked away in the
tower,” Cupid heard a burly man whisper. The troll stopped,
changing his route to near a table of knights.

The soldier who spoke tore a chunk of meat
off a bone and then threw the scrap over his shoulder. It landed on
the floor at Cupid’s feet. The little troll smacked his lips, took
the bone up, and gnawed at it in pleasure. These men might be
mortals, but they sure knew how to live right.

Cupid perked his tiny ears up as he crept
closer to listen, the bone hanging halfway out of his lips. He sat
beneath the large soldier’s bench seat, surrounded by the
satisfying perfume of sweaty feet. He continued to gnaw. The mortal
court was much better than Lycaon’s cleanly ways. Whoever heard of
a law stating you must come to the table clean?

Bah! Cupid thought with a repulsed
shiver. He’d been kicked out of Lycaon more than once for not
bathing.

“Lord Orrell is afraid she’ll turn away Lady
Agrona’s suitors,” the knight continued. The men all looked at the
high table where Cupid’s temptress sat. Her thick lips chewed
greedily on a hunk of meat. When she pulled the bite away, the
lower half of her face was covered in grease. The men grimaced
slightly as they watched the lady.

Cupid sighed. It must be a terrible woman
indeed to frighten a suitor away from such a lovely vision of
womanly perfection. And to make grown soldiers shiver at the very
thought of her!

Slowly, a smile formed on his wrinkled face.
A woman so hideous that she had to be locked away in a tower? A
maiden like that was exactly what Cupid needed to avenge himself
against Lord Ilar, Commander of the Lycans! Let his whole wolfen
army go mad with lust for an unsightly woman. Let Ilar himself fall
so madly in love that he would blindly mate with her!

Aye, Cupid mused with enthusiasm.
Let him degrade himself by choosing an ugly mortal for a
lifemate! That will teach him to tease a troll!
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Dance of Souls (A Ghost
Cats Story) by Mandy M. Roth

 


Some dances are downright deadly.

Mason Blackwolf doesn’t want much out of
life. He’s easy going. He’s alpha of his pack of werewolves, best
friends with a shape shifting cougar and the great-grandson of a
powerful Native American Shaman. A normal day for him consists of
dealing with inter-pack politics, seducing beautiful women and
then, if he’s lucky, relaxing and not thinking about much beyond
that. When it becomes clear his grandfather has sent him on a wild
goose chase, Mason stops at a roadside bar for a beer. He gets more
than he’s bargained for when a tall, sexy blonde enters the
establishment. She catches not only his eye but the wolf’s
attention as well. She’s also off limits. In a big way. To Mason,
it’s simply another layer that adds to her appeal. She’s a
temptation he doesn’t want to resist and if he has his way, she’ll
be thoroughly claimed before the night is out.

 


Dance of Souls Excerpt

Mason stared at Chandra, still unable to
believe that he’d not only helped her grandfather get her home but
had volunteered to take care of her. He didn’t even trust himself
to be alone with her, how the old man had was a mystery to him.
Now, as he soaked in the sight of her standing before him, one pink
nipple showing from behind the slipping garment in her arms and her
tiny panties hiding what he’d already seen, a mound with a thin
strip of hair on it, he knew he should have run as fast as he
could.

She was a temptress to the tenth degree and
as much as he swore to himself that he wouldn’t touch her, wouldn’t
risk becoming attached, he found himself reaching out for her. When
he’d first heard her enter the bathroom he wasn’t sure what to do.
Any other woman, he’d have instantly tried to work his ‘get laid’
magik on them. This one was different. Something about Chandra made
his pickup lines, smooth moves and whatever else Lily, his best
friend’s wife used to describe as his repertoire, seem pointless.
Almost embarrassing.

The moment Chandra expressed concern for
him, fearing he might have fallen victim to the prejudiced acting
head of the pard, Ferran, his heart had melted. He was left no
choice but to touch her. The need was even greater now that he’d
seen the hungry way she’d looked at him.

“I thought they....Oh, gods, you’re okay.”
Chandra cupped her mouth, leaving the t-shirt that had been at
least partially covering her breasts, slipping more.

Mason took hold of her hand and put his
against his chest. Heat flared between them instantly as their
powers recognized one another. Never before had he dared to dream
he’d meet a woman who would understand the call of the dead. It was
something that had been passed down through the generations and
even though his mother had not been Native American or a shifter,
he’d managed to get the gene and the gifts from his father.

To have someone to share them with, to
discuss things and who wouldn’t think he was crazy when the spirits
came to talk with him was a dream come true. To find out that
person was also his mate was something Mason had never
expected.

My mate?

He’d spent the entire night guarding
Chandra, worried that the dark spirits or the pard would come
calling again. Thoughts of her being his mate had plagued him. He
wasn’t looking for a wife. He wasn’t looking for anything beyond a
one-night stand, a quick ‘pickle tickle’ and a good time. Chandra
wasn’t someone he planned on but he now understood the pull to come
to the bar. It had been her. She’d unknowingly summoned him, no
doubt with the dance she had half-heartedly done. Running Elk, his
great-grandfather and Shaman for his pack, was always teaching it
to the females. It looked as though some other man had done the
same thing for Chandra.

Running Elk would love knowing the dance had
worked. He’d most likely never let Mason live it down.

The old ways are sacred and shrouded in
mystery for a reason. His great-grandfather’s voice echoed in
his head.

Mason smiled. Yeah, the ways were a mystery
for the sole purpose of confusing the hell out of his senses and
leaving him wanting to not only bed the beauty before him but to
pledge his life to her—for her.

Chandra ran her hand down his chest, causing
his breathing to grow shallow. He needed her. His cock ached to be
in her and his body burned to be allowed to simply sample her skin.
But, she’d been through a horrible ordeal and his intent, for the
first time in his long life, was to do the right thing. See to it
she was safe. Mason had already done that. Chandra was safe now. He
knew he should leave.

Just walk away and make it easy on all
parties involved.

Put one foot in front of the other.

Do it.

Take a step.
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Vladamir of Kessen, Duke of Lakeshire
Castle, is feared as a demon in the land of Wessex. The Kings have
granted him a title of nobility in exchange for his part as a
political prisoner. Discontent, he bides his time in his new home
until war will once again rip through the land. But boredom soon
turns to devious pleasure as the daughter of his most hated enemy
is left for dead at his castle gate. Now the monster bides his time
plotting revenge.

Lady Eden of Hawks' Nest doesn't know what
to think of the man who saved her life, but she can't wrench her
thoughts away. His words are those of a tyrant, true to his vicious
reputation, but his touch is that of a man, stirring passion and
lust when there should only be fear. It would seem the infamous
monster is not as monstrous as he appears.

 


A Romantic Times Magazine TOP PICK!

“4 1/2 STARS! This is a perfect blend of
history, emotion, tension, hot sex and fascinating and sympathetic
characters, and the writing is superb. Pillow chooses magical
details to set the scene, and they add to both the history and the
emotion.”

Page Traynor, RT Bookclub Magazine, April
2006 Issue

 


Maiden and the Monster Excerpt

“If m’lady wouldn’t mind,” Ulric continued.
“I had a few questions of my own. Mayhap then I’d be better able to
answer yers.”

Eden again nodded, this time with more
severity. What else could she do? She was trapped on the bed by her
nakedness. Even if she was to brave an escape, she couldn’t see
where to go.

“Who are you?” he asked. “Why were you in
the forest alone outside this castle? Fer ‘tis obvious you are a
lady by yer dress. Did you separate from yer traveling party?”

Eden’s eyes teared. She felt like a scared
child, locked inside a dark room. “Yea.”

“You were separated?” Ulric persisted.

“Yea.”

“You are a lady of gentry?” She felt him
move closer as if inspecting her.

“Yea.” Eden focused her eyes forward, intent
on convincing him that she was a lady and above him.

“Who are you? Where were you heading?”

“I’m Lady Eden. I was on my way to a nunnery
in East Anglia.” As she spoke her hands shook. She forced herself
to swallow the lump that kept rising into her throat to crack her
voice. “I’m to live there.”

“Which nunnery?” Ulric asked smoothly.

“The one to the south,” Eden weakly offered
her lie. In truth she didn’t know the name of any nunneries in East
Anglia. Surely, with the pagan king newly converted there would be
something. She only hoped that whichever lord lived in the castle
would see fit to send her there. “I don’t believe that they have
named it, for ‘tis new.”

“Hmm.” Ulric’s voice pondered her answers.
“So you have already taken yer orders? You are a nun?”

“Nay, I’m to take them there.” Eden turned
her face away from him. She couldn’t lie about such a thing as
already being ordained. It would be too blasphemous. The fact she
said she was going to be was bad enough. “I’m sure they expect me.
If you would see fit to send—”

“I see,” Ulric broke in, thoughtful.

Eden wondered at the delighted tone in his
words. His blurry figure shifted away from her, only to come back.
She leaned away the best she could on the uncomfortable bed.

“Please, good sir.” Eden sighed and tried to
relax, feeling no immediate threat from the old man. “Where am
I?”

“You don’t know?” Ulric laughed lightly in
surprise. “You are at Lakeshire Castle. We found you near death in
front of the castle gates. Methought you might be able to tell us
how you came to be here and most importantly why.”

“Lakeshire?” Eden gasped in horror, looking
down as she mumbled in shock, “He left me here? How could he have
left me here?”

“Who left you?”

Eden stiffened. The irritated voice wasn’t
that of Ulric. It instead came from her left, near the fireplace.
Her skin tingled and she noticed that the fire burned hotter than
before. The man’s tone sounded wicked, spoken in a strange accent.
The word “who” was murmured with a softened “v”.

“Are you…?” she began, but had to take a
calming breath. It didn’t help.

She was frazzled. Her heart already beat in
fear only to pound in time with her head, resounding in her ears
like a battle drum. She shook with fear, her body so hot it was
surely on fire. The way the flames spread through her, she wondered
if she was in the company of the devil himself. Rubbing her chin on
the fur to make sure it still covered her body, she asked weakly,
“Are you the Monster of Lakeshire?”

 

Vladamir eyed the trembling creature before
him with unconcealed disdain. The way his nickname came from her
lips irritated him to no end, and he was all too aware that she
refused to answer his question. By her own admission it was obvious
someone planted her in front of his castle, perhaps thinking she
was already dead.

It was clear from the first moment that she
didn’t know he was in the chamber. The way she kept squinting at
Ulric belied the fact that she couldn’t make out the figure before
her. Was her impaired eyesight due to her natural vision or a
result of her beating? He told himself he didn’t care and didn’t
wish to be in her company long enough to find out. In fact, he
didn’t want her in his home longer than necessary.

The maiden’s hair was dirtily matted to her
head, so much so that he was unable to make out its true color.
From what he saw of her frame under the thin fur, she seemed
slender in stature, probably more so due to her prolonged illness.
Her skin pulled tautly against her cheekbones, bones that were high
and proud. Beyond that simple observation he couldn’t make out her
features.

“Are you the monster?” Her breath continued
to come out in audible pants and her one good eye searched for him.
“Am I to be your sacrifice?”

Vladamir watched her lips tremble at the
question. Her mouth was in the best condition of her whole face
with a fine arch of the upper lip and the full pout of the lower.
If the rest of her face healed to displeasure, he would be
contented to look only at her delicate mouth. His body hummed to
life, reminding him how long it had been since he’d taken a woman
to his bed. The painful mass between his thighs only annoyed him.
He didn’t want to feel desire—not for her, not for any woman.

Who could ever willingly accept a monster
into their bed?

The duke felt a glimmer of regret at the
timid way she searched for him with her troubled, swollen gaze. The
faint white of her eye was a bloody red as if she’d been strangled
near death. He suddenly frowned as he realized that someone indeed
had tried to kill her. Did they think to have succeeded? Who would
want her dead? What exactly had she done?

He saw the fear in her and didn’t believe
for an instant that the woman planned on joining a nunnery. There
was something in the proud way she lifted her chin and the
aristocratic tilt of her head. He saw her breeding, even through
her marred expression.

“I have been called that,” he answered at
last, afraid if he didn’t respond, she would continue to grow pale
until she passed out once more on the bed. He needed too many
answers from her to let her rest quite yet.

Yea, m’lady, there are those who would think
me a monster.
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Master of the Hunt
(King of Prey Book III) by Mandy M. Roth

Paranormal Bird Shifter Romance

 


When the oracle warns Prince Aeson that his
future mate is in the human realm and is in great danger, he wastes
no time going in search of her. Problem is, he has no idea who he’s
looking for. He’s never met her and the oracle couldn’t give him
anything more than small clues as to who she is and where she might
be.

Sent to one of his favorite hangouts—a sex
club—Aeson is stunned when a beauty shows up on the arm of another
man, a man void of emotion. He senses trouble surrounding her and
something else—something that marks her as his. He doesn’t care if
she is or isn’t the woman the oracle told him about, she’s the
woman he wants. Anyone who dares to stand in his way will feel his
wrath and, before the night is out, she’ll feel exactly what it’s
like to be taken by a prince.

WARNING: This book contains hot, explicit
sex and violence, dominant alpha bird shifting males who think
they’re always right, even when they’re dead wrong and a woman who
isn’t about to stand by and let them boss her around.
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The Barbarian Prince
(Dragon Lords 1) by Michelle M. Pillow

Futuristic Romance

 


Breaking up was never so hard...

Going undercover at Galaxy Brides as one of
the prospective mates to these Viking-like barbarians, Morrigan has
no intention of getting chosen to stay. But when Ualan of the Draig
picks her to be his wife with the aid of his mystically glowing
crystal, it is all she can do to say no.

Waking up from a drug-induced night of
torturous and unfulfilling pleasures, Morrigan discovers her
spaceship has left without her and Ualan is claiming she is his
wife. It’s not exactly the story this reporter had in mind. And to
make matters worse, Ualan refuses to take no for an answer.

Being cursed by the Gods was never so
frustrating...

Prince Ualan is like all others of his race
on the male dominated planet of Qurilixen. He is raised to trust
the mystic powers around him and when it comes time to marry, he is
ready to follow those powers to choose his life mate. When the
stubborn, yet achingly beautiful, Morrigan refuses to accept their
shared fate and his supreme authority over her, it is all he can do
not to break her lovely neck.

 


 


To find out more about these books or to read
other books from The Raven Books visit www.TheRavenBooks.com

 


 


 








Strength in Numbers by
Reagan Hawk

Futuristic Erotic Romance

 


Born into a life of
sexual servitude and trained to please men, Sempia believes her
fate is sealed—her virginity auctioned off to the highest bidder
then life as a sex slave. She never dreamed her childhood
sweetheart would resurface in her hour of need…or that he would be
the winning bidder.

Now a seasoned warrior,
Eterin is nothing like the boy she remembers—he’s all man and wants
to possess her at all costs. But much has changed in the years
they’ve been apart. Eterin has a new man in his life—one who wants
to share them both. Sempia finds herself at the mercy of two
incredibly hot and horny intergalactic outlaws who are dangerously
close to stealing her heart.
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Lilith Enraptured (Divinity Warriors) by
Michelle M. Pillow

Alternate Reality Romance

 


Sorin of Firewall lives in a land forever at
war. In fact, the Starian men are so busy fighting, their marriage
ceremony has been reduced to a “will of the gods” event where they
simply pick a woman out of a lineup and claim her as a wife. With
women becoming scarce, it’s necessary to trade the offworld
Divinity Corporation for brides. Duty-bound to attend the ceremony,
he has no intention of picking a bride, let alone one from another
dimension. That is, until he sees Lilith, the bewitching woman sent
by the gods to reward—or punish?—him.

Lilith, a data analyst for Divinity, is
betrayed by the Corporation and wakes up in a primitive, uncharted
dimension filled with warriors who only know war and duty. But her
initial fears of becoming a sex slave to a big beefy knight become
all too real when a warrior of god-like proportions claims she’s
his new woman. As Lilith discovers, there are worse fates than
being the focus of Sorin’s skillful and earthy seduction.
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The Guardians by Mandy M.
Roth

Paranormal Dark Fantasy Vampire Shifter
Romance

 


Ass-kicking Guardian, Madelyn Mason, is the
only female in a sea of supernatural males. College student by day,
she spends her nights fighting for mankind--the innocents, the ones
who have no clue that the things of nightmares walk among the
living.

Larger than life Hollywood hunk, Brady
Devens, has won the hearts of millions of adoring fans. But, the
only heart he wants to win is that of his mate, Madelyn. She hasn't
shown an interest in him as anything more than a friend, and he’s
beginning to think the Powers That Be goofed.

In this world of magik, mishap, demons,
gods, and pleasure nymphs, anything is possible. Can they find a
love that transcends time and space or will the Powers That Be
decide maybe they weren’t destined for one another after all?

Contains graphic adult material, a sexy king
of the lycans, a hollywood hunk, a first that could make your mouth
water and a woman who isn't about to let them call the shots,
violence, adult language, and explicit sexual content not suitable
for sensitive readers.
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