Five Sensuous Romance Novellas
Including BDSM, Contemporary, Fairytale, Fantasy, Historical, Paranormal, and Shapeshifter Romance from bestselling authors!
written by
The Naughty Literati
Belle Scarlett
Nicole Austin
Berengaria Brown
Katherine Kingston
Kathy Kulig
Copyright © March 2017 by Belle Scarlett, Nicole Austin, Berengaria Brown, Katherine Kingston, Kathy Kulig
Cover art by Nicole Austin
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by an electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the authors, except where permitted by law. Brief quotations may be placed in reviews or articles.
This book is licensed for your personal use and enjoyment only. This book cannot be sold or given away to others. If you purchased a digital copy, and would like to share this book, please purchase another copy for each recipient.
If you're reading this book and didn't purchase it, or if it was not purchased for your use only, please return to an online site where it's for sale and buy your own copy.
Thank you for respecting our work.
Each story is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the products of each author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or people, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
Who are the Naughty Literati?
The Naughty Literati are a group of authors who’ve come together to showcase their epic talents in stories filled with powerful eroticism and satisfying romance. Our tales range from heartwarming and sweet to scorching hot erotic; medieval to futuristic; humans to aliens and shape-shifters; vanilla committed couples to kinky ménage fun. We plan to produce a few boxed set anthologies annually. Keep an eye out for more of our steamy boxed sets coming soon.
More information is on our website http://naughtyliterati.com/
Subscribe to Naughty News http://naughtyliterati.com/naughty-news/
Read our blog http://naughtyliterati.blogspot.com/
Like us on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/TheNLiterati
Follow us on Twitter at @NaughtyLiterati https://twitter.com/NaughtyLiterati
Add us on Google+ https://plus.google.com/+Naughtyliterati/posts
Follow us on Pinterest https://www.pinterest.com/naughtyliterati/
Praise for the Naughty Literati!
“I discovered the Naughty Literati a year ago and have been addicted ever since.”
“Lots of good things to choose from in every one of this group's story collections.”
“Another entertaining box set from the Naughty Literati. It’s like opening a gift box of gourmet chocolates. You don’t know what you’re going to get, but you know you’re going to love it!”
Enjoy our other boxed set anthologies:
Naughty Getaways: Eleven Sultry Stories
http://naughtyliterati.com/naughty-getaways/
Naughty Nights: Nine Luscious Love Stories
http://naughtyliterati.com/naughty-nights/
Naughty Phantasia: Eighteen Fabulous Fantasies
http://naughtyliterati.com/naughty-phantasia/
Naughty Beasts: Fifteen Shifters, Vamps, and Gargoyles
http://naughtyliterati.com/naughty-beasts/
Getting Naughty: Twenty Tantalizing Tales
http://naughtyliterati.com/getting-naughty/
Naughty Spice: Naughty Is The New Nice!
http://naughtyliterati.com/naughty-spice/
What our readers are saying…
Reviews for Naughty List are glowing!
“Sensual, captivating, hot!! Love it” -- Kim Slater, Amazon
“This book was awesome, loved the stories, have it on my table as a recurring read.”
-- KRP, Amazon
“I loved all of the stories, they were thrilling and captivating” -- The Golden Pen, Amazon
Heartfelt Reviews for Naughty Hearts!
“A must read for fans of quick and sexy reads.” -- M. Fullington, Amazon
“There's something in this collection for everyone and for every mood.” – Caroline P, Amazon
“A fun and sexy read for Valentine's Day and beyond.” -- Tina Williams, Amazon
Accolades for Naughty Flings!
“Hot and steamy. Couldn't put it down.” -- Kristi Cisneros, Amazon
“Quality writing, great characterization, inventive storylines and scenarios.”
-- Lizabeth Tucker, Goodreads
“This is perfect for something quick to read when you want to decompress.” -- Mrs. C, Amazon
Kudos for Naughty Escapes!
“Sensual, seductive and extremely descriptive” -- Heavenly Good Books, Amazon
“This was a fun, sexy, and steamy collection of stories…each had a little something different”
-- Kim Muhl, Amazon
“From start to finish the collection was sexy, steamy and riveting. Can't wait for the next collection.” -- Meghan M., Amazon
Rave Reviews for Naughty Reunions!
“The moment I started I didn't want to put it down.” -- Amber McCarty, Amazon
“A Terrific Set of Sweet, Sexy, Funny and Steamy Reads” -- Melissa72, Amazon
“Nine different stories that will get your juices flowing, from…sweet encounters to steamy exploits…all are fantastic.” -- Kindle Customer, Amazon
Cheers for Naughty Chances!
“I recommend this anthology to readers looking to read a variety of sexy romances!”
-- Marcia A. Anderson, Amazon
“Lots of love and a little something for everyone.” -- Tina Brunelle, Amazon
“Great collection of authors in this boxed set of little treasures” -- Nikki Brooks, Amazon
Loving these Laurels for Naughty Lovers!
“Wow what can I say about this anthology. It is really hot.” -- Charlotte Isaac, Amazon
“Each of the authors brings to life a wonderful story about love and attraction.”
– Gabrielle, Amazon
“An Incredible and sexy hot collection!” -- Roxie's Romance Reviews, Amazon
Hoorays for Naughty Heatwave!
“Get ready for some hot short reads that will get your pulses racing! … a great selection of authors coming together to show us what they’ve got.” -- Sarah Greenwood, Amazon
“Short, sweet and sexy.” – Mrs. M D Attenborough, Amazon
Acclaim for Naughty Haunts!
“A Stunning Collection of Amazing stories! … Each and every story is naughty and scorching hot!. You will love this book!” – Roxie’s Reviews, Goodreads
“…hot and steamy. Some are adventurous, some are sweet, some are dangerous but all are a joy to read.” – Kathy Rouchelle, Amazon
“Grab some hot tea and your e-reader – things are about to get spicy!” – Dana19018, Amazon
Flattery for Naughty Flames!
“…a fun sexy collection of stories that will have you panting to read the next one. Each exciting story is hotter than the last…” – Arica Shupe, Amazon
“11 blistering hot tales of naughty awe. You don't want to miss one second of this naughty fun.” – Laura Redmon, Cutting Muse Blog Review
“I had a hard time putting the book down.” – Mari, Goodreads
Belle Scarlett
Once upon a time in the Enchanted Forest where cursed beings are consigned until the spells that bind them are broken… What if the Big Bad Wolf was the good guy?
*This title, previously published as The Woodsman, has been revised and reedited.*
Nicole Austin
Anita Bennett’s fight to solve the mystery of eight lost days leads to a hunt for the jaguar-man who haunts her fractured memories. Her plan is simple—find and seduce him. What she didn’t anticipate is his resistance.
*This title, previously published as Rakahnja’s Haven, has been revised and reedited.*
Berengaria Brown
Twin dragons Drake and Dragun are convinced Lois is their mate. But is she stealing from the company? And why won’t she talk to them?
Katherine Kingston
The Viking who captures Fianna demands she heal his brother of a grievous wound. He didn’t ask for her heart as well, but he steals it anyway.
*This previously published title has been revised and reedited.*
Kathy Kulig
Jack recognizes the submissive smoldering beneath Dana’s demure exterior. Under Jack’s skillful commands, Dana explores her darkest erotic desires in the ancient Irish castle. But a mystical energy surrounds them. Is she an unwilling participant in a supernatural conquest?
*This title previously published as Emerald Dungeon, has been revised and reedited.*
Belle Scarlett
Once upon a moonlit night in late October in the Enchanted Forest where cursed beings are consigned until the spells that bind them are broken…
An autumn breeze ruffled the massive male wolf’s fur. Its thick pelt shone glossy under the moonrise that crested the treetops. In the midst of stalking a juicy rabbit, the predator froze. Catching a whiff of something far more interesting on a current of air, it lifted its nose and inhaled, hardly daring to hope. A delectable scent wafted into its sensitive nostrils.
A maiden was close by. In his wood. And the harvest moon above would wax full on All Hallow’s Eve tomorrow night! Fortune was spreading her shapely legs for him this night. At last…
Pricking his ears forward, the wolf padded in and out of the tree shadows, turning his proud head this way and that. His keen hearing detected the creaking, jangling sound of a moving carriage. It was rattling along on the north road, just before Troll’s Bridge! His blood raced when he realized his maiden would pass by the Hexed Waterfall and directly through the heart of his territory very soon.
She would never leave the boundary of his lands, vowed the wolf silently.
The approaching woman’s exciting scent grew stronger, further teasing and intoxicating his senses. All of the wolf’s considerable hunting instincts sprang to life. Through sheer self-will, he prevented himself from dashing off into the bushes after her erotic perfume like a yappy cur chasing a peddler’s cart.
The powerful, dark creature pointed his nose toward the silver moon and unleashed a fearful howl that slashed through the night air.
*****
What a lovely night for a carriage ride through a cursed wood, thought the Lady Lily Rouge grimly as the dying notes of the lone wolf’s eerie baying shivered through her.
For some reason, the feral sound triggered an answering response deep inside Lily that was as old and as primal as the forest itself. Her body tightened. Under the heavy skirts of her traveling gown, an odd warmth spread from her belly to tingle between her thighs.
The brute sounded quite nearby. But then, she comforted herself, did not all noises sound closer and more menacing in a forest reputed to be populated by loup-garou and haunted by le gobelin?
“Pah,” Lily scorned aloud to the empty seat across from her. “I don’t give a flying fig for werewolves and goblins!”
Lily pulled her long, hooded cloak more securely around her shoulders. The heavy crimson brocade had been a parting gift from her grandmère. She was grateful now for the warmth it provided against a sudden mist that crept like a dragon’s malignant breath along the marshy ground.
She admitted to herself it had been unwise to order her driver to take a long detour through the forest, but a few more hours of freedom had seemed too tempting for her to resist. She fretted now that it would not do to keep the elderly Marquis d’Evreux waiting for his bride. The rich, thrice-widowed marquis, who had a seeming talent for outliving young wives, had somehow obtained a miniature of Lily’s fair likeness and couriered a marriage offer to her parents at their crumbling rural estate.
The note was penned in the marquis’ own spidery hand and included the magic sentiment “No dowry required.”
All the marquis demanded was that Lily be transported to him in time for them to be wed on the last day in October. Lily’s parents had their reluctant but dutiful daughter ready for travel in less than a day.
In a hasty postscript, the marquis had scrawled one more codicil—upon Lily’s arrival, the marquis’ physicians must be able to assure him that his bride was “unspoiled.” Lily could not conceive how the marquis’ physicians could possibly divine such information, and no one would enlighten her.
The need for such unseemly speed on the part of the groom had not been questioned by any but the bride-to-be. But her puzzlement on the matter had once more fallen on determinedly deaf ears as her mother and father excitedly barked orders at the family’s few remaining servants and readied Lily for departure to her new life.
Lily knew that her parents were neither uncaring nor greedy, just merely very relieved. Lily’s fortuitous union with a mature, rich, titled man would not only secure a beloved daughter’s future and material ease but also, in one stroke, repair their family’s dwindling fortunes. In their view, their daughter’s wedding to the marquis could not happen soon enough.
Now, to take her mind off her impending nuptials, Lily thought again of the wolf that lurked somewhere nearby in the mist. There was no denying the animal’s predatory cry affected her oddly. Lily did not fully comprehend her own arousal, but sensed it had something to do with the way she suddenly welcomed the bumps in the ill-tended road that added a pleasurable jolt to her increasingly sensitive nether regions.
Having been raised on an estate that, due to necessity, had also been a working farm, Lily had grown up in full view of domesticated animals rutting and coupling with one another. After much observation of such animal husbandry, and the resultant aftermath of infant farm animals each spring, Lily strongly suspected she knew how babes were made.
Lily wondered if, whenever the Marquis d’Evreux wanted a son, he would catch her unawares in the hallways and violently charge at her hindquarters, the same way the family bull, Ferdinand, habitually surprised their cow in the pasture of her family’s estate. She certainly hoped the marquis’ virile equipment was not as large as Ferdinand’s! Lily made a mental note to watch her back, quite literally, once she entered the marquis’ household. Particularly during the spring months.
But then perhaps it was not like that between humans. After all, had she not once spied the baker’s boy tumbling with their scullery maid in the haystack behind the barn? Monique, skirt pulled up to her waist, had seemed to be enjoying the youth’s aggressive rutting between her widespread knees. His pants were puddled around his ankles and his pale, bare buttocks had pumped enthusiastically before he pulled his glistening member from her thatch of nether curls and yanked her head down to the swollen, red tip with a command, “I likes fuckin’ yer pussy. But suck me cock, an’ I’ll pay more.”
Lily had stared at the scene far longer and with more fascination than she knew any lady ought. But the sight of the youth’s rigid member ramming into Monique’s mouth until he spurted something white and milky past her eager, parted lips had held Lily enthralled. That was something Lady Lily Rouge had certainly never seen the farm animals do.
The scandalous sight had made the hot place at the tops of her thighs jump and throb. Oddly, the wolf’s howl just now had a similar effect on her pussy, as she now knew it was called. Her breasts beneath her chemise ached and their tips tightened into hard little buttons. Just like when the man with the shadowed face appeared in her dreams. The man with the hard, hot kisses and solid, large body. Lily marveled how, for a dream man, he seemed more real to her than other people did when she was awake. In her dreams, he was always watching her with those hungry eyes the color of a robin’s egg.
He had first entered her dreams ten years ago, when she was but fifteen. Her shadow man stayed farther away in those early encounters, in the background of the figments that danced in her slumbering head. Just watching her. Always watching her with those hungry eyes. Those wondrous eyes were the only feature of his she could clearly see.
As time passed and she grew older, he gradually came closer and closer. He came to her nightly now, instantly dispelling any other dream figures in her sleeping mind by walking right up to her and demanding her full attention without ever saying a word.
At his hot glance, her dress would fade away, leaving her nude body in his possession to handle as he liked, rendering her helpless to refuse him anything he wished of her.
He would begin each dream encounter by first touching her breasts with a sure touch, smoothing his large hands down to her waist and hips. He would pull her down on the soft ground with him while his strong, questing fingers caressed and delved into her most secret, intimate places.
In turn, he would take her small hands in his and run them all over the hard planes of his body, refusing to cater to her shyness. He made her explore him as thoroughly as he did her, all the while kissing her with his insistent, open mouth.
She delighted in touching the velvety, heavy shaft that sprang up from his groin. In one dream that was still crystal vivid in her memory, he’d taught her how to use her hand to stroke him, his hand placed over her fingers to control her speed and pressure at first.
Then he would not let her look away from his light blue eyes as he gently parted the folds of her sex and brushed a calloused fingertip over her sweet spot until she lay shuddering and without breath in the safe harbor of his arms.
Sometimes, she blushed to remember, he would kiss his way down the curve of her nude hip and nuzzle the twitching bundle of sensitive flesh hidden by the thatch of hair on her mound until she felt ready to come apart under his mouth. His usually gentle hands were slightly rough with her then as they held her hips still for his greedy tongue to lap up that wetness that seeped copiously from her well-satisfied slit.
Her blue-eyed stranger was always silently fascinated by her response. Lily had the sense that he was very pleased by her every gasp and moan under his expert touch, that it magnified his own pleasure tenfold.
Over time, he had fine-tuned her body with his tongue and fingers as one might a pianoforte. Her body responded to his quickly in her dreams now, so well did he know how to play it.
Then, inevitably, morning would come and the man would fade away before… before something important happened. But what was it?
Lily felt a wave of frustration for, then as well as now, she knew not herself how to assuage the yearnings of her wet, sensitive flesh twitching between her thighs.
He was not real, of course, her dream man with robin’s-egg-blue eyes. So it was utterly fruitless for her to be wishing so hard that she was traveling to share a wedding night with him instead of the ancient Marquis d’Evreux.
Her musings were broken when the swaying carriage slowed and came to a dead halt in the road. Lily opened the door and leaned out.
“Driver! Why do we stop?”
No answer from the front of the carriage.
A chilling howl sounded, mere feet away in the darkness. Lily instinctively recognized it for what it was, a demand for surrender, ownership…possession. In answer, she felt a gush of fresh moisture cream the tops of her inner thighs. What was happening to her?
Then a man screamed.
Lily stared hard through the growing fog and watched in shock as her portly driver’s shape disappeared on foot through the marshy landscape dotted by eerie willo’-wisps.
An enormous black creature chased him, running on all fours.
She tried wildly to recall the old, superstitious stories about this wood. Something about a huge wolf, dark as the night, who walked as a man in daylight. He was consigned by a mystical something or other to reside inside an Enchanted Forest because he committed some infraction until…until… Lily could recall no more.
She shifted uneasily. Well, she could not sit here forever. The beast could return at any moment and then she would be trapped inside for who knew how long. She would have to find a way out of this damnable wood herself!
Lily did not know how to drive a carriage with any skill, but she was an excellent horsewoman and knew she could make swift time on horseback. Her heavy skirts and petticoats, beautiful as they were, would merely hamper her efforts. Her pantalettes would have to serve as riding breeches and her sleeveless, boned stays that overlaid her linen undershift would top off the outrageous outfit.
In a trice, she struggled out of her doublet, bodice, cumbersome skirts, bum roll and petticoats. She wrapped herself once more in the warm, red cloak and raised the deep hood over her handsomely dressed auburn curls.
Lily returned her attention to the carriage window and scanned the inhospitable night. Nothing moved outside. Now was her chance.
She took a deep breath and tried to open the carriage door. Fear made her stiff, chilled fingers clumsy as she fumbled with the handle. She needed something to stop her hands from shaking. She glanced around at the stacked pieces of baggage and plucked a flask of wine she spied poking through the opening of a lidded, woven basket Cook had packed for her journey.
Undoing the stopper, she tipped a healthy swallow down her throat. Dull warmth spread through her and burned her cheeks. All at once, she could not quite recall why she had been so frightened a moment ago. Tucking her liquid courage back into the food hamper that dangled from her elbow, Lily muttered an unladylike “Merde” and alighted from the carriage.
Her red cloak swirled around her ankles as she struggled forward and began to unharness Buttercup and Lucifer. Lucifer was the swifter mount and Lily could only hope poor Buttercup could evade the ravening wolf until she could return with a hunting party. A large one, she thought maliciously.
“Then I shall have the last laugh on that filthy brute. I will not be intimidated by a simple-minded wild beast!” she announced grandly to the night while her fingers worked the leather straps.
The sullen fog refused to answer.
For good measure, she added a deliciously forbidden, “Bollocks to wolves!”
The carriage suddenly swayed, as though jolted by a mild wind. Both horses beside her whinnied, straining their harnesses.
Lily felt a chill go through her that had nothing to do with the temperature.
Slowly turning her head, she looked up at the coachman’s seat. Staring down at her with mesmerizing eyes the color of a robin’s egg was the biggest, blackest wolf that Lily ever imagined could exist.
Lily and the huge wolf regarded one another for a timeless moment. The wolf quirked its head to one side and looked her up and down. It was almost as though it was taken aback by the sight of her, poised for flight, wearing only a bright cloak that parted down the front to reveal her snug bustier and lacy pantalettes that lovingly hugged the curve of her hip and legs. Its red tongue panted at the sight of her luscious frame.
Lily glared up at the wolf and edged back a step. Then two. Then three. Maybe she could make a run for it.
As though reading her thoughts, the wolf leapt from the coachman’s seat and stalked toward her, stopping only a couple of paces away. It had situated itself between her and the horses, and seemed to be waiting for her next move.
“Shoo!” She tried waving it away with one hand. “Scat! Begone! Go away! Bad dog!”
The wolf replied by sitting back on its haunches and parting its jaws in a feral grin. Had Lily not known such a thing to be beyond the realm of possibility, she would have sworn the animal was amused by her feeble attempts to drive it off and was in fact laughing at her.
She tried to edge carefully around the black beast toward Lucifer. A deep, warning growl rumbled from the wolf’s throat. Lily froze, poised for flight but not daring to move for a full minute. Then she began edging backward.
As she stepped off the narrow, rutted road, her slippers sank into the muck up to her ankles, but she never took her eyes off the impressive creature that impassively watched her retreat.
When she was a few yards away, she turned and fled, dashing as fast as she could across the uneven ground. She ran on and on, without hearing any sound except for the pounding of her own heart and the flap-flap of her red cloak that billowed behind her.
Suddenly, Lily found her way barred by a second, smaller wolf, this one white. A she-wolf who bristled with a malevolent aggression that was focused intently on Lily. Lily halted in her tracks, breathing hard from the sense she was somehow the sole center of the she-wolf’s hatred. But how could that be? She had done nothing to this animal to warrant such fury.
The white wolf advanced, snarling viciously. Lily cringed and waited for the attack she knew would come. The she-wolf sprang. Lily screamed.
A blur of black fur hurtled into the clearing and threw itself onto the white wolf, broadsiding her in mid-leap. The two beasts crashed as one to the ground. The she-wolf felt the sting of the black wolf’s teeth and bounded off through the dense trees with a yelp.
“This cannot be happening.” Lily was not aware she had gasped her thought aloud until the black wolf swung his great head in her direction. His intent gaze was once more upon her. He prowled toward Lily. She closed her eyes tightly, waiting for the first bite.
She almost fainted when she felt his hot breath on her hand. Instead of sharp teeth, Lily felt the black wolf’s muzzle nudge her palm, as though begging for a patting. Tentatively, she obeyed his silent command and thrust her fingers through his thick, glossy pelt. The feel of its coat was surprisingly pleasurable to the touch, and she found herself using both her hands to sample and caress the magnificent animal.
“G-good doggie. Nice wolfie,” she breathed.
The huge wolf nuzzled against her, seemingly reveling in her touch for a moment before butting his head gently against her side, urging her to walk on. She made herself stumble forward, step by step, ever shadowed by her dark, silent companion.
Thusly, for the next quarter-hour the wolf guided the woman at his side with gentle nudges, or with low growls if she endeavored to take a step off the invisible path he had chosen for them both. Almost as if he were herding a stray lamb back to the pen, Lily thought, dazed.
Just when she supposed the bossy creature at her side was plotting to walk her in circles all night, she bumped face first into a wooden door.
Weak moonlight filtered through the thinning fog and illuminated the threshold of a thatched cottage. The structure was of no mean size, but Lily did not pause long enough to take note of any detail, save how the door latch worked. Within a blink, she was inside and shut the door between her and her unwanted traveling companion.
All during her trek through the wood, Lily had kept a death grip on the food hamper. It was the only connection to the civilized life she had known mere hours ago. Now, as delayed reaction set in, she unsteadily opened the basket and uncorked the wine bottle for another bracing swig. Then two more gulps. Fresh warmth doused her insides, relaxing her jangled nerves.
Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she glanced out the window. Her wolf promptly curled up in front of the threshold and appeared to sleep.
For want of anything else to do, Lily turned to survey her surroundings. The fireplace hearth glowed softly with a few dying embers from a cook fire that must have been lit early in the day. A pot with the congealed remnants of a venison stew hung on the spit hook.
From what she could see in dim shadows, there was a haphazard array of fine furnishings, assorted rich clothing and other little treasures stacked and crammed along the walls, but only a plain wooden table and a single crude chair were set up for actual use in the main room of the cottage. In spite of these evidences that the cottage had a resident, the place was completely still and empty, save for her own presence.
Whoever the absent occupant was, he had simple needs. There were all the makings of a warm home here, piled carelessly in corners and crannies, yet none of a warm home’s comfortable arrangement.
Lily wandered into the next room and discovered a huge bed. The bed linens appeared to be freshly washed. The twin, plump pillows looked oddly unused, as though waiting for her.
Taking a resigned pull from the wine bottle, Lily looked once more out the front window. Her wolf was still lying in front of the door, his body serving as effective a barrier as a hundred-foot wall made of thorns.
Watching her wolf through the glass, she laid her fingers lightly on the door handle. As though sensing her intention, he lifted his immense head off the cushion of his front paws and swung in her direction. Those light eyes cut through the thin fog to stare a silent warning into hers. Lily knew it would be impossible to sneak past this particular watchdog.
All at once, Lily felt exhausted. Her vision blurred. With great effort, she set the empty bottle down on the table and staggered to the bed. Sinking back into its warmth, she huddled in her scarlet cloak and drifted into a deep sleep.
A pair of impossibly blue eyes followed her into her dreams.
*****
Outside, the wolf listened to his maiden settle into the large bed he had prepared for her arrival. Not that he knew for certain this year would be the year she finally appeared in the wood. It was merely a matter of habit, after so many years waiting, to be ready for her. Just in case.
He could still smell the rich scent of her sensual aroma that had sharpened noticeably in silent acknowledgement of his claim after she heard him howling for her. It prickled his nose and nearly drove him mad with longing. Yet he growled in satisfaction.
She was the one. There was no doubt. He had waited a long time, but now she was finally within his reach. He could scarce wait until morning when he would be able to claim his prize at last.
The large, nude man awoke in the first dawn rays, curled up on the stoop of his cottage. Without a second of hesitation he bounded to his feet and opened the front door. He made a straight line for the bedroom as if it were Christmas morning.
He halted at the threshold, breathing deeply. He instantly spied the shapely, unconscious feminine form splayed out on the bed. He quirked his brow. Either fashions had changed significantly since he’d last been out in the world, or else his female had come to him clad only in her undergarments and a long, exceedingly red cloak.
He felt a slow smile tug his lips. No matter. She’d not have urgent need of clothing for a long while.
He prowled toward the bed, aware that his cock grew even harder as he knelt on the goose-down mattress beside her. His shaft stood at attention along his flat belly. He told himself he should take a moment to don a pair of breeches before her virginal eyes opened. But he couldn’t tear himself away from the bed where she lay, curled on her side. He’d dreamt of something like this so many times before.
His gaze raked over her impatiently. It was the first glimpse he’d had of her with his human sight, and he thirstily drank in every detail of her lush form. Rounded, firm hips, nipped-in waist and glorious, creamy breasts that nearly spilled over the top of her chemise.
Her body aroused him but her face was what he truly wished to see. Her long, deep auburn hair had come loose in the night and a silky swathe hid her features. With a small growl of impatience, he lifted the fiery tresses, smoothing them behind her soft shoulder.
He sucked in his breath as he unveiled her face. Heart-shaped with high cheekbones and a delicate, feminine nose—her every feature confirmed the knowledge he felt in his bones when he first caught her scent. His erection went from rock-hard to aching.
It was her.
A bead of moisture slid from the small slit of his cock’s head and rolled down the length of his shaft to his balls.
The woman who had sweetly tormented his dreams for years upon years was now under his roof. In his bed. At his mercy. He could finally do all the things to her that he had fantasized about when she arrived in the Enchanted Forest.
He was far too eager. Allowing her to wake to the sight of his ferocious erection would likely terrify the young innocent spread out like a banquet before him.
But he also knew he’d not be swayed from his intent to bury himself deep inside her warm body before sunset.
For Sir Marrok Ulfang was in need of a virgin to remove the centuries-old curse that shifted his shape from man to wolf each night. And if said virgin wasn’t this woman, well, then he’d have no other and a nightly beast he’d remain trapped in this damnable wood until time’s end. For, by the Grail, the mere sight and smell of the lady in red had already ruined him forever for any other female.
When she’d thrust her slender fingers through his fur last night, the stab of joy that went through him had caused him to shudder with need. So many times he had longed to lovingly fuck the dream vision of her and make her real.
He could not believe that he was now finally gazing upon the flesh-and-blood woman who held his future in the palm of her small hand. Unless he was imagining this encounter, too, he thought with a sudden frown. It wouldn’t be the first time his dreams had felt so very real, only for him to wake up alone—his sublime contentment at being in her company turning to the bitter ashes of deprivation the instant he opened his eyes in the cold light of yet another solitary morning.
He allowed his calloused thumb to trace the seam of her generous cleavage that swelled above the neckline of her chemise. He savored the feel of her warm, satiny skin.
She was real. She was here.
In her sleep, the hardened buds of her nipples poked at the muslin of her chemise. Would her areolas be dusky red or pale pink? That maddening debate had raged in his mind for years now, for he dreamed in black and white, with his canis vision, and the question had kept him awake many a time.
His finger skimmed up her pale throat and brushed across her full lower lip. He would finally get to taste her. All over. At last he would learn if her flavor was as delicious as her scent. He would finally know—not just imagine—how she felt crushed naked against his bare body as he kissed a path down the sensitive arch of her neck. How good her hand, and then later her mouth, would feel stroking his cock. Or what variety of sweet mewling noises he would elicit from her while she writhed under him. When he parted her pink folds to lick her…
The thick, dark lashes that rimmed her eyelids fluttered. “Mmmm…”
Not daring to breathe, he let his finger go still at the corner of her mouth. He suddenly felt an unaccustomed attack of nerves over meeting his dream woman, for the first time in the flesh. And with her in her undergarments and him butt-naked. Great way to impress her. What wonderful planning.
What if she found his looks displeasing? He squelched the urge to run a hand through his unruly black curls and worried over the coarse stubble that shadowed his square jaw. He knew it made him appear even more fierce and menacing. What if he frightened her? What if she turned miss-ish and shied away from him? He scowled.
The hell with that.
The bulging muscles in his arms flexed, ready to capture her in the event she tried to flee.
Her eyes opened abruptly and focused on his face, merely inches from her own. He gasped at the color of her irises that glowed up at him like twin emeralds.
He held his breath, watching her eyes widen in shock at the sight of an unfamiliar male face above her own. But when she stared into his eyes, an impish dimple suddenly appeared in her left cheek.
“Monsieur wolf, I presume?” Her husky French accent teased his ears.
He nearly fell off the bed. She chuckled at his stunned expression.
“’Tis your eyes. They give you away. No two creatures could have eyes the same impossible shade of blue. So you must be one and the same, no?”
“Marry me,” he growled in his clipped English accent. It was the last thing he intended to say to her first.
Her eyebrows shot up incredulously. Partly to cover his blunder and partly because he could wait no longer, he bent his head and claimed her lips.
Nothing else existed for him in that moment but the feel of her warm lips parting under the pressure of his, allowing his tongue full access to take whatever he wished from her.
And he wanted it all.
When he felt no initial resistance on her part, he deepened the kiss with a greedy groan, stroking her tongue with his. She tasted every bit as delightful as she smelled, like wild honeysuckle drenched with spring rain.
Without breaking their first kiss, he clutched her shoulders and pinned her flat against the bed, partially covering her body with his. The wolf inside him howled for more.
As he ground her against the soft bedding, she made a muffled sound from deep within the down-feather pillows.
“Monsieur, you are crushing me.” She gasped against his lips.
He instantly rose up on his elbows to lessen his weight on her. His massive hand brushed aside an auburn tendril that lay across her face.
“What big hands you have,” she noted with wonder.
“The better to touch all of you at once,” he rasped, stroking her from throat to hip. One of his fingers brushed the side swell of her breast. She shivered under him and he bit back a growl of sheer lust.
His bulging biceps on either side of her head drew her attention. Her eyes widened at their size.
“My, what strong arms you have,” she whispered.
“All the easier to hold you, my lady.” He made it sound like a warning.
Her glance slid down the length of their bodies and froze at the impressive sight towering up from the place where his legs joined.
“And what a huge cock you have.”
“All the better to—” He broke off when her words belatedly penetrated his sex-distracted brain. What did she just say?
“’Tis ever so much bigger than the baker’s son’s!” She went on to compliment him airily, still staring at his engorged penis as if a rabbit hypnotized by a serpent about to strike.
He gripped her shoulders and jerked her upright, grimly tamping down the jealous rage he felt boiling in his gut.
“You cannot know such things. You are an innocent.” He tried to sound authoritative and stern, but the sweet curve of her ample breasts distracted him. Her aroused nipples thrust pointedly against the thin muslin that, as yet, still veiled their mysterious color from him.
His auburn-haired witch tilted her chin at him and that damned, wicked dimple appeared in her left cheek again. “Am I?”
He saw red, and it wasn’t just her hair and cloak. His scowl must have turned ferocious, for he saw her eyes widen in feminine alarm, as though realizing she had just given the wolf’s tail too hard a tug.
“Do not toy with me, madam,” he grated, giving her a small shake. “The scent of maidenhood about you is unmistakable.”
God help him if she was not the one after all. And God help any man who’d dared to have been between her thighs. He’d hunt the cad down and use him to dull the edge of his sword.
“Tell me truly, woman. Who is this baker’s boy to you and how on this fucking green Earth do you know that mine’s bigger? And while you’re about it, I’ll have your name now!” he hissed at her, unable to use his formidable control to quell the jarring mix of emotions swelled up inside him.
On one hand, he was furious at the very notion she wasn’t the one who could release him. Conversely, he was ridiculously pleased to hear the baker’s boy didn’t measure up, as it were.
The woman of his dreams looked chagrined and struggled against the iron band of his arms. He merely flexed his biceps a fraction, holding her completely immobile against his naked chest. He enjoyed the feel of her squirming body against him and saw no reason to hide the fact at this late stage. They were well beyond the subtle niceties.
Apparently realizing her struggles were futile, she finally lay still and commenced trying to glare him to death.
“I have heard it said England is a backward country, monsieur. But I highly doubt that even there the proper order of things is for a man first to climb naked on a bed where a sleeping woman lies, molest her until she awakens, next propose marriage, then kiss her silly before quizzing her on her paramours, and only then demand introductions. And all this after you stranded me alone in the middle of the night in this accursed wood in the first place!”
Marrok felt a dull flush creep up his neck. She had him there. He was bungling this about as well as it could be bungled. All things considered, she was actually being a rather good sport about it. Indeed, she was taking all of the unusual events since last night with strange aplomb. Perhaps she was in shock.
But he still needed answers. Now.
He angled his head and planted his hard mouth on her lips already red and plumped from their first kiss. “Who is this baker’s boy, and what is your name, my lady?” The words were harsh against her mouth. He softened them somewhat by adding a small, apologetic kiss on her lower lip as an afterthought. “Tell me.”
“Please,” she stipulated.
“Please,” he bit out.
“Please what?” The impudent dimple appeared again, mocking him.
He closed his eyes, struggling for patience. “Just start with your name.”
“Lily. Lily Rouge. And now, might I know the name of my captor? I cannot keep calling you ‘monsieur wolf’.”
“I’m not—” He bit off the rest of the sentence, for in point of fact she was quite correct. He had captured her fair and square. And he wasn’t letting her go.
“Marrok,” he answered at last. “My name is Marrok, Lily.”
“Lady Rouge to the likes of you, if you please.”
“Saucy wench.” One of his hands had tunneled under her cloak and was stroking the satiny bare skin of her upper back. “Now kindly explain who in hell’s blazes is the baker’s son to you?”
“He gave our scullery maid, Monique, a tumble out back of the barn,” she confessed matter-of-factly. Marrok detected a roguish glint in her eye.
The tension drained from his body, although he didn’t release her. “And you peeked.”
She shrugged, lowering her lashes demurely. “’Twas naughty, I know.” She squirmed against him, setting him even more afire if she but knew it. “Yet not quite so naughty as this, monsieur wolf. Now, if you please, perhaps put something on?” She wriggled beneath him deliciously when he made no move. “Sheep’s clothing or whatever you have at the ready will suffice to spare my maidenly blushes,” she added tartly.
Marrok made absolutely no move toward the large armoire where he kept a few pieces of clothing that he’d pilfered from various trespassers over the years. It was hard to find clothing to fit his tall, broad frame. Anyway, it didn’t suit his plans for either one of them to be clothed just now.
He softly kneed her thighs apart and planted a thigh between her legs, nestling his lower body there.
“Blushes? Ha. The sight of my big, bad cock hasn’t managed to so much as raise your eyebrows, Lady Lily.” He guffawed. “Although I do believe it has managed to raise your pulse,” he added with a decidedly feral grin, laying a finger against the betraying throbbing vein at the base of her throat.
“The only thing you raise in me is my temper,” she scoffed, but very pointedly avoided looking down the length of his nude body.
His keen nose told him her aroused juices were even now creaming her sex. Her erotic scent teased his senses and tormented his already taut body. She was willing, even if her sharp tongue declared otherwise.
Mere sex would not be enough to release him, to bind her to him. But the wolf inside him wanted its mate. Now.
In a moment of clarity, Marrok knew what to do. He would pleasure her body until she said the words he needed to hear. The instant after she said “Yes,” he would sink himself into her wetness and get that pesky curse out of the way well before the sun set tonight on All Hallow’s Eve. Then, afterward, he would fully seduce both her mind and her body as she deserved, with all the flowers and poetry that he recalled the female of the species expected from a courtship. He prayed that would suffice.
Her cloak was clasped around her by a red bow at the hollow of her throat. His fingers trailed across her sensitive skin and tugged at the ties as though they were the wrappings of a tempting present.
As his knuckles brushed the full swell of her cleavage, she smartly smacked his hand away. “Surely even the English are civilized enough to feed their captives breakfast. Thanks to an inordinate amount of exercise last night, I’m famished!”
His inner wolf growled its impatience. She was clearly trying to distract him from his aim, but her eyes, which she had tried so hard to keep on his face, couldn’t help but drift below his neck to devour his nude physique. He could tell she liked what she saw of his broad, sculpted shoulders, burnt by the daily sun from working out of doors without a shirt.
His firm lips tilted up at the corners. “I am working on satisfying a different kind of hunger altogether, my lady.”
He grinned and levered off her slightly so she could admire his chest.
He felt her eyes scorch a path down his torso to his abdomen. He wondered what she would say if she knew he kept his body in peak shape because he had been waiting for her. It was all for her, every rippling sinew and muscle.
Marrok watched her bite her full lower lip as her gaze slid lower still. The tapering arrow of fine hair on his lower stomach pointed her eyes in a direction farther down, to where his sex sprung from a thick pelt of black curls at his groin. Her eyes. She licked her lips and her heart rate increased even more under the rough pad of his thumb.
It was all for her. And she wanted it all, he could tell. Every last inch.
“Touch me, Lily.” Even he couldn’t tell if his words constituted command or plea. “I think I shall die if you don’t put your hands on me. Now.”
To his surprise, she obeyed and tentatively raised her hand to lay her small palm against the heat of his chest. He sucked in a breath as she used her fingers to trace the hard lines of his body. Her touch grew bolder when he groaned his encouragement.
“Aye, lady. Yes. Explore me. My body is here to please yours.”
He shifted his weight more fully on her, so her lower body could not help but be impressed by the hard bulge between his legs. Inflamed by the passionate little touches of his beginner lover, he ground his bare pelvis more intimately into hers and found to his delight that her undergarments were crotchless, made that way, so he supposed, for the convenience of the privy.
But her undergarments could not have been designed more usefully for his purposes. He nudged the tip of his cock through the open muslin seam and gently pushed himself against her wet opening, testing her.
She was drenched with her own arousal. He reached down, shifting his penis a fraction to make room for his hand. He drew his fingers lightly through her wet folds and felt her shiver of excitement.
He inserted just the tip of his finger inside her and found he’d made her more than ready for her first time. She arched against his hand and gasped. He was satisfied she would feel pleasure, not pain, at his first penetration.
He never broke eye contact when he raised his hand, coated with her dew, to his lips. Slowly, he licked his fingers clean. He closed his eyes, blissfully savoring her clean, womanly flavor as though it were a priceless delicacy and he, its connoisseur.
“Sir!” she half-gasped, half-groaned. “You are being…far…too forward.”
“My lady has a talent for understatement.” He smiled with sensual amusement mixed with sexual frustration.
Marrok delicately guided himself through her puffy, pink folds, all of his nerve endings screaming for completion, for release that had been denied him for far too long. Poised at her tight Venus gate, he felt her creamy moisture dampen his swollen head and silently vowed no other man would ever be in this position, now or ever.
He knew the rules, however. He forced himself to halt just at her body’s seductive, dripping entrance.
“By the Grail, will you have me, my lady?” He bit out the necessary words and prayed with every fiber of his being that her answer was yes.
She smiled tenderly up at him. “No.”
Marrok froze at the single word, incredulous that she was still capable of denying him what was so clearly and rightfully his.
All of his muscles bunched in protest as his initial conquest skidded to a halt. He suddenly found it difficult to breathe.
“You are certain about that, my lady?”
Her green eyes, clouded as they were with newly awakened desire, were nevertheless resolute. “I desire answers.”
Poised to drive home inside her, he bit back a growl of displeasure. He could not and would not breach her without her permission.
But he could and would make her long for him until she screamed yes.
“The answers you seek are complicated and would take a good deal of time to explain properly,” he grated as he licked and nipped her hard nipples through the nearly transparent cloth of her thin chemise. “Do you really wish to delay the pleasure I can bring us both merely in order to satisfy your curiosity? Especially when I could satisfy so much more?”
“A woman’s curiosity, monsieur, is a potent force to be reckoned with.” But he saw how she strained her concentration in forming the sentence.
“So am I, Lady Rouge. So am I!”
With his white teeth, he pulled the edge of her low neckline even lower, straining the threads to expose her pebbled nipples and generous breasts.
Dusky red. God help him, her nipples were dusky red. Like sweet, ripe berries.
He tasted each one in turn, lovingly curling his tongue around the tight buds and puckered areolas as though starved for a treat.
At the slight scrape of the dark stubble of his jaw against the soft skin of her breasts, she swallowed back a groan and twisted beneath him. “Oh!”
“You like that.” It wasn’t a question. It was a demand for acknowledgement that he had all rights to her body. He lingeringly traced a calloused finger along the sensitive underside of her breast.
“Mmmmm,” she twisted under him.
He worked his nude body down the length of hers, covering her with burning kisses. His lips met the flimsy barrier of the overlapping seam at the crotch of her leggings.
She trembled and gasped under him.
Marrok stilled and looked up watchfully from the nest he had made for himself at the apex of her legs. “My lady?”
She seemed to know he was asking for reassurance. “I seem unable to move,” she laughed breathlessly.
“Tell me what you feel,” he commanded deeply. “And tell me when it feels good. You will hold nothing back from me.”
He nuzzled the seam at her crotch wide open and discovered a fiery thatch of red-gold curls, damp and fragrant with her feminine juices. He gently parted her tender folds the way he would the petals of a rare, exotic flower.
“Beautiful,” he murmured.
“Oh! What are you doing?” She gasped when his hot, slightly rough tongue delicately explored and lapped at the most private, sensitive area of her nether lips.
“Taste is of particular importance to wolves,” came his answering growl against her pussy. “I could eat you up.”
With a deep groan, he held her hips in place with firm, caressing fingers while using his tongue aggressively. He explored the tiny, hypersensitive bundle of flesh hidden in the soft, flaming curls. She began to shudder, then to thrash beneath him in need. His tongue moved more quickly, around the hot little twitching button before dipping just inside the entrance of her delicious sex.
Her whole body arched suddenly against his mouth, her fingers clutching his hair as she tried to press his head even deeper between her thighs. Marrok felt her shuddering need and knew a climax was about to rip through virgin territory.
He drew her swollen clit into his mouth and delicately suckled it, knowing that the exquisite suction and pressure he was creating would put her over the edge.
Lily did not disappoint him as she virtually came apart in his arms. He felt the moment her climax slammed into her body, and he nearly came himself from the sheer pleasure of watching her, head thrown back in beautiful abandon as she savored every pleasurable quiver that shook her soft frame. “Is that a yes, Lady Lily?”
She moaned her pleasure.
He flowed up her body and nudged his penis against her swollen bud, feeling that slick nubbin spasm in surprise against the velvety, wet tip.
“What about now? What say you?”
Her lashes fluttered as her eyes practically rolled back inside her head. “I feel on fire… Please… Marrok…”
Hearing his name on her panting tongue for the first time nearly put him into a frenzy. His balls tightened with almost unbearable pleasure. He fought against the burning need to shoot his seed before it found its way home inside her. His hands roamed her body ceaselessly, restlessly.
She bucked against him and made mewling noises, kissing the column of his throat. She cried out again, “I need… Please… Marrok…”
A hard smile, wholly feral in nature, curved his lips. He had her now. “Ask for it, my red Lily. Ask for it nicely.”
Without waiting for her answer, he launched a sensual assault on her body. He bent his head, took her lips again, letting her taste herself on his lips. He reached for the gaping opening of her pantalettes, fondling her snug opening to draw out her long pleasure.
He guided his broad tip to her entrance and rubbed in slow, small circles against her slit. There, he felt his lubrication mingle with hers to provide even more glide for his easy penetration when the time came to claim her fully.
“Ohhhh!” Seemingly almost of its own volition, her body began undulating and quivering beneath him, parting her legs wider to accommodate his intimate touches. Her small hands clung fiercely to his solid shoulders. She closed her eyes, evidently riding astride the stormy sea of passion he was churning up for them both.
“Yes. Give yourself to me, my sweet, darling Lily. Say yes!”
He groaned his desire for her against her lips. She arched against him while flattening her breasts against the hard wall of his chest. Her mouth opened under his, fully welcoming the thrusting invasion of his tongue.
When he felt her hips instinctively thrusting against his hand and cock, frantically trying to encourage his penetration, he knew she was seconds away from being his at last.
“Now, Lily! Say it now!” He whispered the hoarse command into her ear. He could barely hear himself utter the words with the combined roar of their two racing heartbeats pounding.
Her body was screaming her acceptance of his. Yet she stubbornly refused to say the one word he had to hear in order to complete their beautiful union. The same word that would set him free and give them their happily ever after.
Just then she opened her heavy-lidded emerald-green eyes and stared straight into his soul for a long moment.
“Yes!” she whispered, her breathing ragged.
Lily felt him go utterly still on top of her. The air seemed to freeze in his lungs for a timeless moment.
“Would you,” he grated, enunciating each syllable, “mind repeating that?”
Her lashes lowered for a moment, shielding her surprised expression from his intense gaze. The man was relentless. He had been running her to ground since her eyes opened. No, since he’d stopped her carriage last night. And perhaps even before that—in her dreams.
So why was he suddenly hesitating?
Lily had been brought up properly to know she ought to be shocked by his behavior and by her own reaction to him. Her delicate female sensibilities should be supremely scandalized by the way he forced her into intimate awareness of the heavy, liquid heat of her body. Not even a husband ought to have been able to do that, at least not according to the hasty, nebulous tutorial on wifely duties given by her embarrassed mother a few minutes before Lily was bundled into the carriage yesterday morning.
Lily knew she should also be stunned to learn there was fairytale magic in the world, and that her dream man who had tempted her body and soul for so long was in fact real. But she wasn’t.
From the moment she realized her wolf and the magnificent nude man sprawled on top of her now shared the same soul as they shared the same eye color, she knew she had found the one who haunted her dreams.
In fact here, lying under a man who could change into a black wolf with the softest fur imaginable, she felt completely and utterly at home for the first time in her life.
She had always had the vague sense she belonged to that man in her dreams. Now she looked up into his shining, light blue irises and tenderly cupped his clenched jaw.
“I said yes, Marrok. My wolf. Yes.”
Her trusting, tremulous smile seemed to affect him deeply. A muscle ticked in his jaw as he peered into her eyes which she knew were filled with complete and utter trust.
To her surprise, he didn’t plunge inside her as he had undoubtedly intended to do the moment the word “yes” passed her lips.
Instead, he let out a pent-up breath. He raised a hand that shook slightly and gently tucked a long, russet strand behind her ear.
“And do you know what you are agreeing to do with me, innocent one?” he asked carefully.
She swallowed hard. “Yes. What Monique did with the baker’s boy.”
He drew back as though slapped. His face tightened into a harsh mask, and he framed her face with his large hands.
“No, sweet Lily. I want a damn sight more from you than that.”
With those enigmatic words, he levered himself off her and grabbed a pair of cloth breeches from the giant armoire in the corner. Without stopping to tug them on, he slammed out of the bedroom, leaving her tormented body alone on the goose-down bed.
At his abrupt departure, Lily felt incredibly chilled and empty, both in body and in soul. Her lower muscles clenched, already missing the heavy feel of male hips nestled between her thighs, of his weight pinning her down, holding her still for his pleasure.
She lay there in shock for a few moments, the unfamiliar sting of sexual rejection in her heart warring for first place with the ache of sexual frustration in the slick spot ’twixt her legs.
Lying there, her temper grew a deeper, brighter red than her hair until it simmered and then boiled over. She flew off the bed and marched after him, hastily straightening her chemise along the way.
With her wild curls tumbling down the back of her cloak, she stepped into the yard. She was nearly distracted from her fury by her first sight of him upright, tall and broad-shouldered in all his male magnificence.
Bare-chested, he wore only the breeches that molded to his taut backside. The muscles in his arms and neck bunched and corded repetitively with each mighty swing of his axe as he single-mindedly chopped a pile of wood. Perspiration from the late morning sun already dampened his fierce face.
“Are you deaf, monsieur?” she hissed at him, hands on the hips of her lace-edged pantalettes. “My answer was yes, damn you!”
Marrok glanced up mid-chop to catch the glorious sight of her in full, feminine rage, and missed the log with his axe entirely. His hot look raked over her, from her stormy eyes and charmingly pinked cheeks to the rest of her body he wished to possess, not merely once, but for all time.
Her cloak was pushed back behind her shoulders, showing off her curvaceous figure still clad in only her figure-hugging undergarments. He gritted his teeth as his eyes slid possessively over the ripe, nubile form that had been his for the taking scant minutes ago, and cursed himself for his foolish scruples.
To prevent himself from snatching her up in his arms again, he forced himself to avert his eyes from the mouthwatering sight she presented. He refused to look up from his labor as he recommenced chopping wood at an accelerated rate.
“Lily, I warn you,” he began in a low, clipped voice between swings, “do not provoke me further.”
She stamped her foot in fury. “Me provoke you? Why you…arrogant, blockheaded, English…wolf! What did I do but wake up and lie there while you nearly…almost…with you between my…and me ready to… And then you just walk away, leaving me completely…”
With a thunk he split a large log with one blow and sank the axe blade an impressive depth into the stump below it.
“Lily, I swear by the Grail, if you don’t turn your sweet ass right around and get out of my sight this instant, your first time will be hard and fast up against this woodpile in full view of the pixies!”
At his snarled threat, her mouth made a perfect little “o” as she whirled around, eyes searching the clearing around the cottage, but saw no one.
“Pixies? What foolishness is this?” she snapped.
“We are in the Enchanted Forest, Lily,” he ground out with exaggerated patience. “Of course there are pixies. And they are notorious gossips,” he added, glaring darkly off to the side at a patch of tall grass nearby.
She now detected some faint movement at the edge of the clearing. She thought she saw several pairs of small, slanting eyes glowing at her from the protective camouflage of the tall grasses. Suddenly a high-pitched, tittering sound tickled her ears. Lily modestly pulled her cloak closed around her.
“Do I take your meaning that the entire wood is cursed? Not just yourself?” she asked curiously, not removing her gaze from the grass.
“The wood is enchanted to hold cursed beings such as myself,” he grated, venting his burning need for the woman standing before him on another huge log.
“What offense did the pixies commit to make them accursed?” she wondered, curiously watching the movement in the tall grass.
Marrok shrugged. “Pixies are too naughty for Heaven, yet too sweet for Hell. This forest is their in-between until they are more one or the other. The little pests.”
One of the pixies nipped up above the concealing cover of the grass and blew him a raspberry in retort, triggering much merriment amongst his companions.
“Quite bold, are they not?” She laughed. “And they seem to have no fear whatever of the big, bad wolf.”
“I made the mistake once of leaving food out for them,” he grumbled. “And they will not stop pestering me until I leave more each morning.”
“You are right, I can scarce believe any of this is real. How can it be so?”
“There is magic in the air here. Can you not feel it?”
“Yes, there is a humid warmth and a prickly feel to the air here, now that you say it,” she frowned. “Where does it come from?”
“You would never believe me,” he answered tightly.
She rolled her eyes at him. “This day I have nearly lost my maidenhood to a man who can possess a wolf’s form, monsieur, and there are nosy pixies laughing at me in yonder grass. I assure you, I am quite willing to believe anything you might care to tell me at this point.”
“Very well then, from the dragon.”
He had to smile as Lily’s wide-eyed gaze turned upward, hunting the skies for a giant winged reptile.
“No, the dragon is also under an enchantment. It slumbers beneath the earth under our very feet. It is said the monster’s breath seeps through the ground and weaves the magic that thrives here.”
“How have I never heard of these things ’til now?”
He paused in his chopping, using a sinewy forearm to wipe the sweat from his dark brows. Her gaze snagged on his rippling torso. The eye-catching bulge in the crotch of his breeches had not diminished one bit, not even after all his physical toil.
“You have. There is a portion of truth to every fairy tale, Lily. Most of them were witnessed here and passed down to later generations by travelers like yourself, who occasionally lose their way and wind up on a lonely road that leads…here.”
She tried to fathom what he was telling her. “You mean here…in France? Is that how you come to speak such passable French, for an Englishman, I mean?”
“We are not in France, little innocent. And I am not speaking French. You are merely hearing French when I speak, just as I hear English when you speak to me, with a delectable French accent, naturally.”
“It is all part of the magic then?”
He sighed and let the arm holding the axe drop to his side.
“Aye. When I learned you had entered this realm last night, everything I wanted since being imprisoned here finally seemed within my reach. Forgive me for my wolf’s impatience, sweet Lily. I fear his desires are always at their worst and strongest when I first wake from the change each morning. The wild animal in me fought the rational man that I am to make you mine when I have no right to use you in lust for my own selfish purposes. I have been too long out of civilized society. My manners have grown rough and self-serving.” He looked away in self-disgust.
She shook her head. “Marrok, how did you come to be here? What is it you had done?”
He gave a humorless laugh. “I scorned the love of a female. A very special female.”
“Who?”
“You met her,” he informed Lily grimly. “Last night.”
Her eyes widened. “The white wolf you drove off when she attacked me?”
He gave a curt nod. “Luperca.”
Her face turned incredulous. “The mythical she-wolf who suckled Romulus and Remus, the twin founders of Rome?”
“You know your lore. Aye, that one, may God forbid there is another of her.”
“Dragons and pixies mayhap be. But in this, monsieur wolf, you stretch my credulity to its breaking point.”
“Take my oath on it. She is real. And a more jealous, vindictive female never breathed in the world.”
With all his might, he suddenly threw the axe end over end. Lily watched it spin until the blade came to an abrupt halt deep in a tall tree stump ten feet away.
“I first encountered her in her human guise while questing for Christ’s Cup, with Arturius and the others.”
“King Arthur,” she breathed.
He nodded. “I have heard him called so since knowing him, in books you lost travelers always seem to leave behind.”
“So the Arthurian legends are true too,” she breathed, her eyes shining.
“Parts of it, I suppose. Other parts are pure shite, I must say.”
He kept his gaze fixed on the nearby trees. “We began as Roman soldiers, born and assigned to duty in Briton. Arturius was our captain before the Roman Empire withdrew from those parts. After, we became Arturius’ knights, settled squabbling disputes amongst the local leaders and went on a Grail quest.
“And Luperca,” she prompted gently.
“I had no time for love with the mysterious woman who began following our company from campaign to campaign.”
“She became enamored of you,” Lily guessed easily.
“Aye. ’Tis a quick mind you have.”
Her eyes slid again over his impressive physique. “Or merely a female one. Pray continue. This is a most enlightening tale.”
“When I would not tarry with her, she thought I held her in contempt because of her dual human-wolf nature. By that time, I knew what she was, but it would not have mattered, not at all, had I cared for her in that way.”
“In what way?” Lily wanted to know.
His blue eyes glittered fiercely. “In the way I care for you. You could be Medusa herself and I would beg the risk of becoming stone to make you mine.”
His fingers flexed, itching to reach out and snatch her to him. She made a step toward him but he shuddered and backed away.
“No, Lily. If you so much as touch me now, I’ll be lost. And God help me, so will you be. For once I take you, once I bury my shaft as deep inside you as it will go and feel it shiver around my cock, I will never be able to let you leave my side again. Not even, I think, should you wish it! ’Tis already almost more than I can bear to part with you.”
“But Marrok, I lo—”
“No! Do not commit yourself to me, Lily. Do not mistake the passion I deliberately roused in your body to be a deeper emotion. Do not say the words that, once spoken, I will never allow you to take back.”
“But—”
His face was pinched and pale in his urgency. “Remember, you wanted answers.” She finally nodded and waited for him to go on.
“Bitter from unrequited love, Luperca cursed me to wander this wood, a man by day and a wolf by night, lonely in either form.”
Her tender eyes were wet with building tears. “Oh, Marrok. Left here alone, with no hope?”
“Her lovesick cruelty is not absolute. She allows me some hope. Knowing my fondness for challenging quests, Luperca devised a new one for me. I had to find a woman pure in body and in heart. One who would willingly sacrifice her virtue to me in order to set me free, and only on All Hallow’s Eve.”
“On only one night a year your freedom is possible?”
“All Hallow’s is the most auspicious day of the year to enact magical cures, invoke spells and break curses with good potency, Lily.”
“Her cruelty has been absolute then to set you a task that is nigh impossible yet allows you to dream years on end of freedom and a future.”
“Yet, thanks to the magic in the dragon’s breath, I have dreamed of just such a maiden. I dreamed of you, in fact, since the first day I woke in this place. The dream of you, your generous heart and the way you shared your beautiful body with me so fully and with such trust, was all I had to hold to in the dark time.”
His eyes evaded hers, fearful he would detect pity instead of the love he craved to see in them.
“I waited. You never came. Years can and do pass without any female, much less a chaste one, stumbling upon a road to this wood. I have watched the full turn of the seasons ten times since waking in this place.”
“Then time here does not move the same as in my world,” Lily mused. “A good thirteen hundred years separates our two birthdays, by my reckoning.”
“Which explains your very unusual attire. So this is what wenches wear in the future. ’Tis an age I should like to witness firsthand,” he murmured, perusing again the enticing picture she made in naught but some kind of lace-edged leggings, a tight shift that barely kept her ample bosom in check, and the bright cloak.
“It would be a depraved future, indeed, that has women running about in their undergarments,” she laughed. “I only wear such as this when running for my life from fearsome beasts.”
His face turned pensive once more. “My only excuse is that I was as surprised to see you in the wood as you were to be here. You see, in the outside world all roads can lead to the Enchanted Forest, yet seldom do.”
“That would mean this wood exists in every land,” she breathed.
“And in every age,” he nodded. “All at once. Time here does not flow forward or backward, but sideways.”
“Which explains why the legend of a haunted wood or cursed glade or enchanted forest populated with phantoms, mythical beasts or fairy folk exists in every region going far back. It is all right here!”
“Aye,” he nodded, a gleam in his eye of admiration for her quick intelligence. “Some of the things I have seen pass through here are beyond comprehensible description. Iron horseless carriages that cough a smelly odor. And a flying machine fell to Earth not far from here. Filled with things both strange and familiar.”
“Wondrous,” she breathed. “These are thing beyond even my own time.”
“Books are my favorite treasure to find. Some tell of new worlds across the sea and marvelous eras yet to be. I am highly grateful to the travelers who lost them. They give my mind escape from the narrow world of the forest.”
She laughed, a melodious sound that was highly pleasing to his ear. “Is that what happens to the travelers you don’t capture and nearly seduce? Do you chase the poor things off and pilfer their ‘lost’ books and possessions to fill your cottage?”
He pretended to look offended. “I render aid to them in my human form, but can I help it if they bolt like nervous bunnies and leave behind interesting plunder if I happen to be furry when they arrive?”
“I wonder, how did my carriage somehow find the route here last night?” She frowned in thought.
“There is no divining when or where a path will open up from the outside world to this. When my wolf’s nose smelled virgin blood last night, the animal in me took over.”
He crossed the ground between them in two great strides, his hands fisting impotently at his sides. He stared down at her, a thirsty man eyeing a cup of cool water. “And then when I saw your face this morning, I knew.”
“What did you know, Marrok?” She continued speaking to him softly, drawing the painful story from him as gently as she could.
He shot her a primitive look. “You are the one I want to set me free. The only one I want. That’s why I grew so enraged when you teased me with that baker’s bastard. Do you not understand?”
She lifted her hand, rubbed her thumb over the sexy dark stubble on his jaw. “Tell me, Marrok.”
“Lily,” he groaned at her touch, shuddering with repressed need. “I do not give a hang about a woman’s maidenhead for its own sake alone. But when I saw you sleeping in the bed I keep ever ready for your arrival, I desperately wanted you to be the foretold virgin in the prophecy. The one who can set me free.
“And had you already lain with that baker’s son-of-a-bitch, I’d be damned for all eternity to stay here, in addition to turning an uncomely shade of sheer green with envy. And with a clashing case of eternal blue balls after meeting you in the flesh,” he concluded with harsh humor, pressing her lower body against his so she could feel the unrelenting shape of his erection through the thin cloth of his breeches.
She gasped. “Marrok! Then come with me back to bed. I care not what color your balls are!”
They both ignored the tittering coming from the tall grass as she wound her arms around his neck and laid her lips lightly against the tanned column of his throat, where his pulse leapt.
But Marrok knew there were more things than pixies in the woods watching them at that moment. Dangerous things. He caught a glimpse of white fur lurking between the trees. He instinctively edged the woman in his arms around so that he was between her and the wood.
“Lily, hark me. I had no right to tempt and seduce you into something you cannot reverse once it is so. Luperca might have killed you last night.”
“But you saved me. And once the curse is broken may we not both leave her behind in this forest?”
“The jealous wolf goddess is not imprisoned in this wood as I am. We first met, after all, in the real world. And she could follow us back there and rip your throat out the moment I drop my guard. My red Lily will be safer away from me, back in her own realm.”
In contrast to his words of rejection, his lips brushed her temple as his hands cupped her ass to grind her lightly against his swollen groin.
Dear God, he thought, how can I live without her once I make her leave forever?
Lily felt his resolute withdrawal from her, even while he continued to mold her fully against the whipcord strength of his masculine length.
“You must leave me, Lily.”
She tilted her head back to look at his unyielding face through narrowed eyes. It was as though the playful, carnal wolf had completely receded and left only the steely, correct knight in his stead.
“Never say so.”
He shook his head in self-disgust. “I nearly used you in the worst way a man can use a woman. Unchivalrous, it was.”
“It cannot have escaped your notice that I quite liked being used!”
“I cannot do this to you, Lily,” he ground out, clearly torn by what his wolf wanted more than red meat and what his knight errant knew to be right and just.
“Considering how we whiled away most of the morning, and how you invaded my dreams to torment my body before we ever met, your gentlemanly scruples are a mite ridiculous at this point.”
He stared at her. “You saw me in your dreams as I saw you?”
“Aye, and more than that. I touched, tasted. And was touched and tasted. Did you not wonder how I recognized you right off? We have wanted each other all along!”
“Wanting and having are two very different things, pretty Lily. You would never be safe with me.” His face looked pained but extremely stubborn as he grasped her hips and lifted her to set her a good foot away from him. He scanned the thick wood once more with hard eyes.
She stamped one dainty foot, cheeks burning. “I have a mind of my own, as you may have noticed. What if I decide not to go?”
His gaze remained fixed on the trees, jaws clenched. “When sunset comes and you are virgo intacta, the curse will remain unbroken. And you shall disappear from this forest, and my life, for all time.”
She gasped, absolutely horrified. “And may I ask the destination of my unhappy exile?”
“On the road to wherever you were headed before I so rudely interrupted your journey.”
“As you English say, bollocks! I shall simply return directly, on the same road as many times as it takes until you return to your senses.”
He shook his head, his short, thick curls glinting blue-black in the autumn sunlight. “Once visitors leave the boundaries of this land, they never find their way back again.”
She was truly aghast. “And you would consign us both so senselessly? You to an eternity of loneliness and me to a lifetime of never feeling like that,” she gestured in the general direction of the cottage and the bedroom that lay within, “again in my whole life?”
He gave an impatient gesture. “’Tis only the passion of the morning talking. I stoked it inside you to get you to agree to anything I demanded of you. See now what a cad, what a wolf, you’ll be escaping?”
She eyed him knowingly. “A wolf who allows his catch get away, nay, chases his prey off rather than filling his own empty stomach? That is no wolf you speak of. ’Tis a man with nobleness in his heart and one I shall not be so quick to leave.”
“No quarrel on this, Lily. Tonight you shall return to your world and leave me to mine. Alone.”
He turned the implacable granite of his profile to her. Exasperation nearly choked her. She knew she would get nowhere with her argument so long as her intractable knight and his insistent wolf were engaged in some moral struggle where she was concerned.
Surely there is more than one way to get the man of my choosing to divest me of my blasted maidenhead!
She must find a way to reconcile both sides of Marrok’s passionate nature, knight and wolf, so she could stay where she knew she belonged.
Then an idea struck her full force. Could she not use the passionate arts Marrok himself had taught her this morning and during their shared dreams, to lure his cock inside her before sundown? Considering the havoc the man could wreak on her body using only his tongue, thoughts of experiencing that long organ, thickened with desire, thrusting in and out of her body made her throb all over.
Only his antiquated, misguided, damnable scruples kept her a maiden this moment, and only in the strictest technical sense, she thought impatiently. He was not any more impervious to her than she was to him.
She would find a way to seduce her would-be seducer before nightfall somehow.
After all, she was not French for nothing!
Lily forced herself to give a careless laugh that jerked his head around in surprise. Marrok instantly frowned at her expression of smiling unconcern. She shrugged lightly.
“Oh very well then. I tire of this quarrel. Mayhap you have the right of it. Since I am not wanted, I shall put a good foot under me and be on my way. Directly after breakfast. Nearly being ravished seems to have made me ravenous.”
As she turned toward the cottage, he reached out and snared her wrist, trapping it in the warm manacle of his large fingers.
“I never said you were not wanted, Lily,” he said gruffly, clearly perplexed by her sudden good cheer and seeming complacency in taking her leave of him.
She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from dimpling in triumph. The wolf may have receded but the knight who remained was piqued. Her plan was working already.
She was apparently a natural-born seductress. If she kept this up, she would be virgo non-est intacta any second now!
“And yet wanting is not having,” she chided softly as he used his thumb and slowly stroked the delicate skin covering her pulse point. With a light twist of her wrist, she was free.
“Now, as to the matter of breakfast, if you fetch some eggs from that nest I spy over yonder, and if you happen to have a cow anywhere in these parts for milk, I shall share with you my basket of goodies,” she offered equably, secretly aware of the wicked double entendre “basket of goodies” presented to the man who had been fair starving for more than food somewhere between ten and thirteen hundred years.
“Off you go,” she said, laughing when he made no reply.
On pretext of giving him a teasing shove, she allowed her fingers to linger against the bronzed breadth of his hard chest and trail lightly down the rippling muscle of his abdomen to where an arrow of hair dipped below the band of his breeches. She heard the air suck sharply into his lungs and gave him a dazzling smile.
Then she turned on her heel with a flounce and strolled to the cottage door. She felt his gaze fairly scorching the back of her cloak with her every step.
She felt not a twinge of remorse for so blatantly using the feminine wiles she had recently discovered she possessed. Neither people in love nor soldiers in wartime are bound by the rules of fair play, she assured herself. If she had to joust the knight to recover the wolf in order to stay with them both, so be it. Her mind was set. Sometime between now and when the day’s last rays faded into night, she would be called virgin no more!
More than an hour later, she set a fresh pail of spring water by the front door and bade him to wash up before she would allow him into the cottage. Although, in truth, she admitted to herself she enjoyed the spicy natural scent of his person that mingled with the smell of fresh fallen leaves and a hint of wood smoke.
Lily watched Marrok’s face as he stepped through the cottage door, his short hair clinging against his scalp in wet, thick curls. She searched his face for approval when he glanced about the large front room of the cottage and was gratified when his eyes lit with surprised pleasure at the changes she had brought about there.
“You have employed your short time unbelievably well,” he remarked, observing the table set with lace cloth, fine china and gleaming silver cutlery recently unpacked from a dish trunk he had recovered from some traveler’s abandoned baggage.
She had also arranged the mishmash of pilfered furnishings that had been stacked carelessly along the same wall into a cozy, homey display. The fire crackled merrily on the hearth, dispelling the chill of the autumn day. His beloved pilfered books were tidily lined up on the mantel. Two colorful vases of late-season mums served as bookends. The floor had been swept clean and newly polished chairs sat atop a cheerful braided rug.
He sniffed the air in appreciation. Hot eggs, fresh milk and some bacon he had given her from a smokehouse out back shared space on the gleaming cherry wood table. Her contributions to the meal were a loaf of bread, a little pot of butter and a hunk of good cheese. Last, she pulled a small, savory meat pie from the hamper with a flourish that would have done Merlin himself proud.
Lily hoped she, too, looked good enough to eat. She had found a moment to pinch some roses in her cheeks and tidy her hair into curling tendrils that escaped from a loose knot high on the back of her head.
As she put the finishing touches on the meal, Marrok slipped into the bedroom. He emerged a minute later looking handsome in a fine linen shirt and supple leather breeches. The clothing was not from his time and had clearly not been made for him, for the garments stretched taut against his tall, muscular frame, emphasizing the lean hardness of his body.
She bit back a sigh of longing.
He looked self-conscious about his appearance. “’Tis hard to find clothing to fit from among the items you travelers leave behind.”
“Sit and eat, Sir Marrok,” she invited him formally, noting with satisfaction that his stare never strayed long from her form.
Marrok did as she bade him. His mouth watered, but not for food. His prick was hard enough to dent iron even while he was still trying to reconcile himself to the thought that this was likely the only breakfast they would ever share together. He grew morose thinking of the endless solitary mealtimes to come.
The perpetual erection he had endured all morning without relief had never felt harder than now at the fetching sight of the domestic picture she made as she served him. Her simple, graceful movements were so womanly. She was achingly beautiful backlit by the sunrays that streamed in through the cottage window and turned her upswept hair into a fiery halo of rioting tendrils. Marrok shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
She was still wearing the odd undergarments and cloak she had come to him in. The cloak was pushed back behind her creamy shoulders as she busied herself about the cottage and his gaze ran over and over the nubile curves of her body exposed in the figure-hugging garments.
The open seam at her crotch, where he had so recently tasted her delights, gaped slightly when she moved. He fancied he caught a glimpse of her soft, coppery curls down there. A strong prickle of desire shot through him as he sat stiff and straight in his chair. Her sweet musk teased him without mercy when she stood close to his chair. He could still smell on her echoes of the passion he had roused in her during those first erotic minutes after she woke in his arms. Her flavor was still strong on his tongue and he fancied he could live on that nourishment alone for the rest of his life.
All this was not exactly helping his resolve to let her go. He groaned inwardly as his raging desire strained against the snug leather covering his crotch.
The plump top swell of her breasts nearly spilling over her tight-laced shift suddenly came level with his eyes as she bent over him with a serving dish.
“Eggs?”
He wanted to line up his rigid flesh to the seam of her generous cleavage and fuck the warm, snug valley of her soft breasts.
“Yes,” he said, hastily tacking on a brusque, “please.”
“You have no salt or pepper to put on them. But then, the most potent spice is hunger, is it not?” she breathed softly into his ear while spooning a generous portion of eggs onto his plate.
He stifled a groan, nearly reaching up to free her glorious hair from that impudent knot on her head before his brain quite knew his hand’s intention.
He had long been out of female company and knew she must find him a boorish companion. For one thing, in spite of all his noble intentions, he could not stop gawking at her. His heart would not stop thumping against his rib cage when her fingers chanced to brush his while setting the butter on the table. And he constantly had to remind his hands to stay on the tabletop rather than grab her around the waist and pull her down onto his stiff erection while sealing her pliant lips with his.
Calm as a Madonna, she sat across from him and began serving food onto her own plate. They ate in silence. She seemed to enjoy every bite, while he barely tasted the repast that he would otherwise have savored under different circumstances.
“More bacon?” She offered him the last serving of the crisp pork.
“I have to let you go, Lily,” he suddenly bit out, as though she had just raised some strenuous objection to leaving.
She buttered a piece of bread. “So you have said, Sir Marrok.”
“It is the truth. I do not wish to be parted from you. ’Tis for your own sake. Do you believe me?”
“I believe you believe it to be so.”
“And you understand this will hurt me far more than you?” he asked, hoping irrationally for a heartfelt protest on this point.
“Very self-sacrificing of you, Sir Marrok. Perhaps you can melt down your shining armor to fashion a martyr’s crown for yourself after my departure,” she suggested, popping the last morsel on her plate between her red lips.
He couldn’t prevent a small growl from escaping his throat, thinking what else he would like to pop between those lips still swollen plump from a morning’s worth of his kisses. She rose and began clearing the dishes.
“You shall thank me one day, Lily,” he said forcefully, as much to remind himself as to convince her. “I have nothing left in the outside world. My lands and fortune are long gone. I have no prospects, no way to care for you if we were to return together to your time. We do not even speak the same language outside this forest. You deserve a man who can give you a silver castle full of gold, not a simple woodland cottage and whatever he can scavenge from wayward travelers.”
“Gold and silver may buy a castle, I suppose,” she allowed, looking wistfully around the warm, inviting room, “but it cannot buy a home.”
“Mark me, any man would be happy to make a home with you.” He paused, a sudden thought striking him. “In fact, how is it you are without a husband yet, Lily?” He frowned.
“In truth, Sir Marrok, ’tis funny you should ask—”
“Back home there must be herds of lads battling one another for your favor,” he broke in jealously. “How do you come not to be already settled with a husband, your belly round with his sixth or seventh babe?”
“I would have had to be a precocious lass indeed to already have such an army of offspring,” she hooted. “I am not yet quite five and twenty!”
He grumped in surprise, “What, nearly a quarter of a century old? And not yet snapped up? Leaving it late, are you not?”
“So says the thirteen-hundred-year-old bachelor knight,” she responded tartly.
He glowered with ill temper but noted belatedly that she had finished tidying the cottage and was packing up what was left of the bread and cheese into the hamper. She shut it with a snap and then straightened her cloak, pulling the deep hood up over her hair. Then she stepped into her slippers she had cleaned of most of last night’s mud and dried by the fire.
“What are you doing now?” he asked, even though he had a distinct foreboding he already knew the answer.
“I shall not sit idly around here until dusk staring at you, wondering which of us will first either grow fangs or vanish. No, I shall find my own way out of this wood, as I would have last night before you showed up on all fours.”
Marrok shot to his feet. “No, Lily. You would not be safe. Luperca is waiting for just such a chance.”
Lily snorted. “I care not a flying fig if I come nose to nose with the she-bitch. In fact, I have a few choice words for her. But no matter, since you are both seeing the back of me, I do not think I will be at risk from her for trying to leave. Only for staying, remember?”
“Lily, wait!”
He hated the note of desperation that crept into his command, but he had thought he would have a few more precious hours yet to luxuriate in the warmth of her enthralling company before he must say his final farewells to the one true love of his life. He needed the hours until dusk to bind her every look and gesture in his recollection.
“I may as well leave now as later, Sir Marrok.”
“You will not leave until this evening.”
Like a dragon hoarding gold coins, he counted every minute they shared, the memories of which would be the only cold comfort to sustain him during the endless turn of the seasons alone here.
No, he really could not be expected to give her up one moment before he had to, even though she seemed more than ready to quit his company and be done with him this instant.
“I forbid it,” he added for good measure, his eyes chips of blue ice. “And stop calling me ‘Sir Marrok’ in that insufferable tone!”
He might just steal a last kiss or two before she went, he admitted to himself, already feeling his body tighten even more in anticipation of her lips yielding again sweetly beneath his. After all, he was letting go of everything he had dreamed of for years. Did he not merit a final taste of all he was giving up so selflessly?
She placed her hands on her hips. “Ha. If you are determined not to have me, then you can have no say in the matter, Sir Marrok. You leave me with no choice but to run straight into the arms of my betrothed.”
He blinked, then roared, “Your what?”
“My betrothed,” she repeated sweetly. “The Marquis d’Evreux. I was en route to my groom last night, in fact, when you stopped my carriage. Put your mind at ease, Sir Marrok, he is everything you said you wanted for me. Although, alas, the Château d’Evreux is no Versailles. The marquis and I shall simply have to make do. I only hope we can squeeze our future brood of six or seven into the one hundred and twenty-two rooms it boasts.”
His dark brows jerked together in a severe line as he grabbed her shoulder and hauled her against him. “You might have bloody well mentioned you were betrothed before now!”
“And you might have let my carriage pass by unmolested last night were you merely going to play at fucking me, only to leave the job utterly undone and send me on my way again.”
She kicked him in the shins. Surprised, he loosened his grasp on her.
Lily marched to the door, head held at a regal angle. “Now I must be off, or the marquis will fear I have jilted him at the altar. After all, tonight is my wedding night.”
While he stood rooted to the spot in growing shock at her words, she paused at the threshold to give him a taunting farewell smile.
“So you see, Sir Marrok, with or without you, tomorrow when I wake I shall no longer be a virgin. Think on that.”
And with that, she sauntered off down the path, her pert derriere’s saucy sway mocking him for being every kind of a fool with every step she took.
“Shite…”
Marrok stood staring in disbelief through the open cottage door at the empty path for several minutes after she disappeared around the bend. She would not get far, he knew, for in that direction the path was charmed to lead a traveler where he or she had already been.
She might get dizzy going around in circles but if she did not stray off the path, she ought to be safe from Luperca for the time being. And, he added to himself grimly, from the beast that resided in the crystal cave, the goblin that haunted the canyon, the gorgon who lived down the lane, the dragon that slept under the Enchanted Forest, the three trolls under the bridge, the witch in the ditch and her sister, and the wicked queen who owned the castle up the hill.
On second thought, mayhap he needed a little help keeping his Lily safe.
He spied several young pixies fluttering outside the window, having shamelessly eavesdropped on the whole breakfast drama. He glowered at them.
“Follow her. Watch her. Call to me if any threat befalls her.”
When they buzzed back a saucy objection, he bellowed at them, “None of your backtalk and sass! Begone and do as I bid you. Or, by the Grail, no more bowls of food will I leave out each day for you to grow fatter and lazier than you already are.”
After issuing a collective, horrified gasp, the pixies scattered and zipped off down the path after Lily.
His mind shifted to his infuriating beloved’s latest revelation. His Lily betrothed!
And to a normal man in the real world who could give her everything he could not.
The wench.
His entire being felt as though it had been plunged into an icy sea. It effectively doused his hard-on as nothing else could have done, excepting an hour with Lily under him, that is.
His body was not the only thing in revolt at the notion of her impending nuptials. His very soul rebelled at the thought of his beautiful Lily lying naked alongside another man.
He badly wished Lily’s revelation to be a falsehood. But the deep emerald green of her eyes had been clear and direct, empty of fakery. Her words held the ring of truth, belated and bitter though it was.
Thanks to his own duncery, his woman was out there right now on foot toward a marriage bed with another man, a rich and well-propertied man, waiting for her in it. Marrok himself had pushed her away toward just such a fate, so why was he now feeling so very betrayed by her admission she was about to belong to another man?
Shite, shite, shite.
It dawned on him now that he had been nobly prepared to give her up to some other man in theory only. He had been envisioning some safely nonexistent male somewhere far in Lily’s future. Someone not overly handsome, of course. Definitely not highly sexed. One who would be good to Lily, naturally, but more like a friend or mayhap a brother. A man whom Marrok would never have to know or hear about, but one who would understand that Lily would always be pining more than a little bit for some mysterious knight from her past.
Marrok might, just might, be able to surrender Lily to such a puny rival if it was for her own good. But now she had presented him with an immediate, real-life flesh-and-blood rival for her affections, as well as for her sinfully sensual body.
The wolf inside snarled at him to chase after her and drag her back to his own bed where he would make her his own in every way a man could. But he was also consumed by the need to know more about this bloody rich marquis and his bloody huge château. There was only one way to see anything in the world outside the Enchanted Forest if you were a prisoner of it.
Before he would chase Lily down the Charmed Path and snatch her back, the knight vowed savagely to himself, he would first determine if this Marquis d’Evreux was in the slightest degree worthy of her. If so, then he, Marrok, would eat his own heart out of his chest with a dull spoon before he would interfere with the match. Dredging up the necessary objectivity to make the correct decision would be difficult, Marrok allowed, for already he hated the marquis’ guts.
He stormed out the door.
A short time later, Marrok stopped beside a quiet reflecting pool of blue-green water not far from his cottage.
He sank down on one knee by the bank of the still water. “Lady, I prithee, aid me in my quest.”
The pond rippled almost imperceptibly at his words. The small waves arranged themselves into the shimmering outline of a beautiful feminine face. She wordlessly peered up at him, waiting. Her long, colorless hair drifted about her face as though stirred by a liquid wind.
“Lady, I beseech thee,” he intoned formally, “show me my fair one’s betrothed.”
A slight smile curved the water fae’s silvery lips as her face dissolved. Then Marrok began to see and hear moving images reflected on the water, like a mirror or doorway into another room. So lifelike were the pictures that he reached out a finger to touch them. Ripples distorted the images until the small wake subsided.
He was looking inside a once-grand manor that was now crumbling with decay. Inside a plush yet filthy bedchamber, the master of the house, a wasted old man, sat up in a large bed. A hank of greasy, gray hair hung in his eyes and a yellowed, soiled nightshirt swallowed his withered frame.
A few feet away from the master’s bed, two middle-aged men in rich attire conferred in whispers. Marrok leaned more closely over the water to hear them.
The spate of French, at first incomprehensible to Marrok’s ear, slowly became understandable to him.
“…she does not arrive before midnight, then all is lost,” the short, squat one was saying.
“Not necessarily. His Lordship loses all sense of time when his illness comes upon him. We may tell him it is the Ides of March at New Year’s and he would have no way of knowing differently. Has the searching party been dispatched?” his tall companion wanted to know.
“Yes, at last. It took an age to calm her driver once he stumbled here on foot. All he could tell us was that his mistress was lost in a mysterious wood to the east with a ferocious wolf the size of a bear on the loose.”
“No fear. The marquis’ huntsman will deal with the brute and we shall hopefully still have our virgin to give the old man before long.”
“I pray so, for his staff has orders to withhold our fee until we produce her. Deaf and near-blind he may be, but I think the wily old bugger suspects the last one we arranged was about as unsullied and unused as the only bed in a brothel.”
“I took extra pains in the search this time. This one is well reputed to be pure as Christmas snow. She will not fail the examination by the extra physician the old man hired to watch us.”
“But will his Lordship be able to, er, partake of her if and when she arrives?”
He was handed a small, open pouch of herbs in reply. “We merely put a pinch of this in his cup of wine before we lock her in with him and he shall be as potent as any Arabian stallion long enough to take the cure for what ails him.”
“You know there will be no time for a marriage ceremony before the deed if our new marchioness arrives late,” his shorter companion cautioned.
“And after the deed, there will be no need for one at all.” The taller one’s smile was vile.
“And there is no hiding his condition as there was before. This one is becoming too far gone, I fear,” the short toady warned.
“I tell you, for once, he shan’t have to make a show of marrying to get a naive virgin in his sickbed, as he did the others. He should pay us extra for that. Not that any of them lingered long in life after sharing a mattress and the French pox with his lordship,” he guffawed heartlessly.
“True, and it is growing more difficult to lure verifiable virgins into becoming the marquis’ bride. I fear the families in this region have grown suspicious that he outlives their daughters with such frequency.”
“Well, by morning the silly bitch shall have served her purpose, and we shall have earned another fat fee for making him and his staff believe we have kept him alive a bit longer still. Superstitious old fart to believe such wives’ tales anyway.”
The shorter charlatan nodded and turned to his elderly patient in the bed. He began rubbing salt on a row of black, shiny slugs that dotted the old man’s emaciated arm.
“We can remove these now, my lord marquis, for we will have fresh company for your bed soon,” he remarked overly loud into his patient’s ear as the engorged leeches wriggled and dropped off one by one into a wooden bowl.
The taller quack piped up cheerily, “My Lord will feel far better in the morning, once he’s cleansed the ailments of his body by dipping his quill in the pure, delightsome body of the beautiful maiden we have selected especially. Sometimes the medicine goes down tasty, eh my lord?”
The dissipated, old Marquis d’Everaux nodded feebly. Then an otherworldly stare suddenly glazed his rheumy, sunken eyes.
“I’m Napoleon’s hat!” the geezer cackled insensibly, over and over until drool dribbled down his pointed chin.
“Yes, my lord marquis, and a very handsome hat you are too!” the taller one agreed, patronizing his employer.
Splash!
Marrok’s fingers raked savagely through the liquid images to halt their flow. He was unable to stomach hearing any more unpalatable plans the villains had in store for his poor, unsuspecting Lily.
So the Marquis d’Evreux divided his time between plotting with quacks to debauch hapless virgins and being barking mad. The latter point linked no doubt to the fact that he was also riddled with some malady so dire that his toadying leech physicians had prescribed him a virgin in the mistaken belief that such would purify their patient’s abhorrent contagion and ease his symptoms. A common enough wives’ tale even back in his day, he ruefully admitted to himself.
As to the timing of the “treatment” before midnight on October the thirty-first, Marrok realized he himself had pointed out to Lily the reason.
All Hallow’s is the most auspicious day of the year to enact magical cures, invoke spells and break curses with good potency…
She could have no idea she was a virginal bride who had been ordered for medicinal purposes only. No doubt the marquis’ other duped “brides” had been either fatally infected with his illness on their unhappy wedding nights, or perhaps soon after they had been even more sinisterly disposed of by the marquis’ charlatan doctors once their usefulness was over.
At all costs, Marrok knew he now had to stop Lily from fading out of the wood at sunset. Thanks to the nature of his curse, there was only one way to go about that.
He paused to wonder something for the last time.
But am I any better than the curs who would use Lily’s sweet, untried body for their own ends?
He dwelt for a moment on the love that near burst his heart whenever he thought of her. Of how he would never be able to get enough of her companionship or her soft, yielding body that grew so wet and ready for his possession from his mere kiss or a well-placed finger. He would gladly die, or kill, to spare a hair on her glorious red head, and he cherished even the feminine temper that matched it. And finally he thought of the love he now realized had shone out at him from her jewel-green eyes from the first moment she opened them this morning.
By the time Sir Marrok Ulfang rose to his feet, he had made his irrevocable decision. He had a virgin to find, seduce, and rescue, all by sundown. He finally accepted that it was his duty, his privilege, and his destiny to do so. And, in truth, he could wait no longer to meld their bodies into one.
After all, he was a knight, not a saint.
*****
He is not coming after me. The swine.
As she trudged forlornly down the path, Lily had taken to speaking her thoughts aloud to the gaggle of pixies that had accompanied her almost from the minute she had left the cottage. They flitted and darted through the trees and grasses alongside the path, chattering in hushed twitters.
She squinted up at the late-day sun that dipped ever closer to the horizon. The days were shorter in the autumn, she remembered. It would not be much longer now before she found herself back in her world again. It made no matter who she married there, if she were left bereft forever of Marrok’s touch here.
“It is not fair!” She scrubbed angrily at the tears that would not cease falling down her cheeks.
She had been walking for hours, it seemed, yet the path never seemed to take her anywhere new. She should be walking west, fixing that gloomy-looking castle on the hill as a landmark to her right, but it was somehow now on her left and she was headed east again, back toward the cottage. She could swear she had passed that large rock more than once. That tree with the huge knothole looked familiar, but Lily could have sworn it was standing in a different position when last she had seen it.
Her slippers, nearly worn through, were no protection from the pebbles in the path that gouged the soles of her feet. The light basket on her arm had grown heavier with each passing hour to the point where it felt like a large brick dangling off her elbow. Her body ached and she thirsted for the cool water she could always hear gurgling somewhere just up ahead, but she had yet to reach it no matter how many steps she took.
But most of all, her heart was bruised and her soul hurt. The man she belonged to in body and spirit, who belonged to her in return, was a confounding nitwit.
“Insupportable, insufferable, stubborn wolf. He can just go chase his tail,” she muttered to the pixies. They seemed to hum in commiseration. Or mayhap they were mocking her. It was difficult to tell with pixies, she was learning.
Then she saw just ahead something that had not been there a moment ago. Through the trees down a small slope, the source of the gurgling water finally came into view, a clear lake with a waterfall that flowed up a tall cliff instead of down it. And by the side of the path was a rustic stone well topped by a little pitched roof with a pulley and attached rope and bucket that rested on the stone lip.
Leaning indolently against the well, intently watching her approach with a dipper in his hand was the very man of her turbulent thoughts.
He had just finished draining the dipper with a long swallow. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Hello again, Lady Lily,” his deep, rough voice caressed her ears as she drew near.
“Care for some water after your stroll?”
He plunged the dipper into the dripping bucket to refill it and held it out invitingly. The slow smile he gave her made her feel all wobbly inside. Damn him.
To hide the happiness that bubbled up inside her at seeing him again, she stood her ground in the middle of the path and she cocked her head. “What new game is this, Sir Marrok?”
He looked overly innocent, but she noted with satisfaction how his eyes greedily drank in the sight of her as though it had been an age since they last met. “Why, Lily, whatever can you mean? I merely thought you might be thirsty by now, so I stopped the path at the Wishing Well to offer you a drink.”
“I knew it! This path is cursed,” she exploded. “You might have warned me.”
“Nay, just a bit charmed is all,” he informed her patiently. “It goes in a loop, but while you are on it, you are safe from other magic here. No beasties may use it.”
“It took you long enough to come after me,” she accused. “I have been walking to nowhere all day long, as you well knew I would.”
“Have some water to cool that hot temper of yours, Lily, and we shall talk about what happened this morning.”
“Why should I?”
He looked at their long shadows on the ground and then up at the low-hanging sun. “Come, woman, there is not much light left in the day. Step off the path.”
“Who are you to order me about? Certainly not my lord and master!” She folded her arms. “What kept you, anyway?”
“Missed me, did you?” He looked insufferably pleased by the notion.
“Ha. The arrogance. Where have you been?”
“The only way to find you on the Charmed Path was by using the Wishing Well. And the only way to get to the Wishing Well is through Ogre’s Field.”
“And why is it called that?”
“Because of the ogre, I expect.”
She rolled her eyes. “Naturally.”
Then she noticed a slight swelling under his eye. “What happened to your eye?”
“The ogre took a bit of convincing to let me pass.”
Her eyebrows rose sharply. “And?”
“I convinced him.” He grinned and suddenly looked so adorably boyish and endearing that it squeezed her heart. Damn him again.
“Pity. I was rooting for the ogre.” She tossed her head, trying to ignore the persistent ache inside her at the mere sight of him.
He tempted her with the dipper again, holding it just at the edge of the path where the dirt met the clean line of grass.
“I am not in the least bit thirsty,” she denied haughtily. But she licked her dry lips and took an unconscious step in his direction.
He smiled, showing a goodly amount of white teeth that suddenly made her nervous in a thrilling sort of way.
“Then have a sip just to get the wish.”
He lifted the dipper to his lips for a small sip, his eyes never leaving hers.
“A wish? Really?” She looked at the dipper of water with double interest.
“’Tis called a Wishing Well for a reason, Lily,” he drawled.
“In that case.” She stepped off the path and snatched the dipper from him, taking a deep swallow.
“I wish you would go to blazes, Sir Marrok,” she said with acid sweetness when the dipper was empty.
Rather than disappearing in a puff of sulfur, he laughed and caught her up in his arms, crushing her to his chest as he twirled her about.
“Sorry, my lady, the Wishing Well only grants little wishes. Dispatching me all the way to Hell is quite beyond its power.”
Her eyes narrowed. “What did you wish for with your sip?” she sputtered, trying to wriggle out of his grasp. Her squirming only seemed to excite him all the more, if the growing bulge digging into her stomach was anything to go by.
“For you to step off the path and into my arms,” he answered simply.
“Oh, you and your trickery!”
“As long as you were on the path, I could not touch you. And I intend to do nothing else but touch you for quite some time.”
He placed a brazen hand on her breast as though he owned her. The heat of his palm burned through the muslin as though it were not even there.
“Oh, you are so infuriating! You have changed your tune a couple of times this day already, monsieur.”
“I missed you. You are mine, Lily. That will never change. I want you back,” he declared. His considerable determination to have her was plain on his face.
She tried to use ire to hide the way her body shivered in response to his claim on her. “In truth, the Good Book has it right that a double-minded man is unstable in all his ways!”
But the intimate way he was holding her, stroking her, and the wanton, now familiar way her body was already responding to his made her want to forget any puritanical teachings.
“Ah, I know this scripture. Some king named James left behind his Bible once. I like, ‘A wolf will reside with a lamb’,” he replied softly, caressing her cheek with infinite tenderness.
She refused to let him have the satisfaction of seeing her give in to the languid heat he caused to unfurl in her belly, making her wet between her thighs and hot all over. She knew if she stayed pressed against him this way much longer, she would not be able to resist the magic his body always wove on hers and she would be lost, a toy to be played with at his whim.
She took another deliberate sip from the dipper. “I wish you would unhand me at once, you blackguard!”
He wrapped both of his muscled arms around her and tightened them until her breasts flattened against the hard wall of his chest.
“Sorry again, my adorable love. If you tell your wish it will not come true,” he chuckled maddeningly. When her eyes flashed green fire, he deftly plucked the dipper from her fingers and tossed it aside before she could take another drink.
Then he kissed her, and she felt lost and found all at once.
Adorable love… How can I go from wanting to slap someone’s handsome head off his broad shoulders to wanting to open my heart and legs to his possession in the span it takes to breathe in and out?
“What are you doing, Marrok?” she demanded huskily when he lifted his head. In spite of the waves of desire undulating through her, she was mindful of the acute sting of his rejection only that morning. “Come to torment me once more before this blasted day’s end?”
He held her face between his hands. “No, my lamb, never again will I have the strength, or the foolishness, to turn you away from me.”
Tears flooded her eyes. “Yet this morning you were determined to give me to another man.”
He kissed her tears away as they spilled down her cheek. She felt herself melt a little more against him. “Ah yes, your marquis.” He looked pensive. “He is definitely not the man for you, Lily love. I am.”
“And why is that?” She sniffled, feeling as though her heart was finally starting to beat again now that she was in his arms once more.
“For one thing, he is far too old for you.” He stroked her cheek and dipped his head so his lips could trace a path after his fingers.
“Yet not so old as a certain thirteen-hundred-year-old knight,” she reminded him tartly, tilting her head to give his mouth easier access to her neck.
He paused in the act of stringing burning little kisses on her collarbone to nip her throat in answer to her teasing.
“There is only an hour of good sunlight left before this All Hallow’s Eve. Already I can feel my wolf struggling to surface and take over my being. Come, wench. Quick, let us return to the cottage. I shall show you what a thirteen-hundred-year-old knight can do that will put a smile on your face for the next month of sunsets.”
Her face grew quiet and determined. “No, Marrok.”
He paled at her rejection, his face a pained mask of harsh angles and shadows in the late day sun.
“Lily, wait, listen to me,” he groaned.
“No. I shall not wait another moment for you.”
She backed away from the sudden bleakness in his eyes and tugged on the ties of the red bow at the throat.
“If you want me…”
The crimson brocade slipped from her shoulders as her cloak pooled on the ground around her feet. She felt the weakening golden rays falling through the trees and knew it made the thin muslin of her pantalettes and chemise near transparent under his rapt gaze.
“If you want me, you must show me how much. Now. This instant.”
His breath came more quickly as she began to shimmy out of her pantalettes and chemise, slowly, teasing him with glimpses of secret, soft, bare skin.
“Or never. Your choice.”
Hope chased the hopelessness from his features, and then was replaced by awed hunger when she was finally nude before him, straight and tall with her long legs and nipped-in waist.
She slightly arched her back to accentuate her proud breasts. Their peaks hardened rapidly under both the chill breeze and his hot stare. His blue, blue eyes traveled down her narrow, taut belly, over the feminine flare of her gently rounded hips. His gaze came to a fixed rest on her neat triangle thatch of dark red curls, and she saw a glint of the wolf in his eye once again.
When he found his voice again it was rough and wild as a storm at sea.
“Lily, what are you doing?”
She tossed him a saucy smile. “Giving the pixies an eyeful. Care to join me, monsieur wolf?”
Ignoring the volley of high-pitched wolf-whistles coming from the vicinity of several glowing pairs of little eyes in the bushes, he whipped off his shirt and began struggling with fastenings to his breeches.
With a taunting laugh, she turned her back on him and sauntered down the slope to the lake, deliberately presenting him with a magnificent view of her bare ass in the waning light.
Her feet planted slightly apart on the bank, she bent over the water to test it. She expected it to be chilly, considering the time of year, but it was pleasurably warm as bath water. Tendrils of steam rose from the heated lake into the cool afternoon air.
She smiled, hearing his audible groan behind her at the purposefully provocative picture she was presenting to him. She felt his footstep fast approaching down the slope.
Just before he reached her, she looked playfully over her shoulder and splashed him, breathing, “Come in, the water is fine.”
She felt for a moment his hands settle on her nude hips, and the brush of something hard and thick and exciting against her bare ass before she dove into the deep water.
“Lily, wait—!”
She heard no more as she swam underwater for a length, delighting in the way the warm water cleansed away the sticky grime and sweat of the past night and day from her body. She surfaced near the miraculous upward-flowing waterfall and turned in the water to watch the superb specimen of masculine nudity poised on a rock that jutted out low over the lake.
Although she knew that his body was hewn from muscle and sinew, for an instant on the rock, in the harsh light of day’s last hour, her knight looked carved from fire and marble. His cock at full attention against his hard, rippling stomach, he knifed cleanly into the water and disappeared.
Lily waited, treading the silky water. He did not resurface.
“Marrok?” she called, scanning the water without spying him anywhere in the depths.
She jumped when she felt strong hands part her thighs from below. He gave her nether lips an underwater kiss, gently sucking on the nub he unerringly found in her thatch. She gasped, shivering in his arms as she felt the exciting scrape of his tongue against the most sensitive part of her sex.
All too soon he surfaced in front of her.
“Do you never look before you leap, Lady Lily?” He firmly guided her backward through the water toward the grassy bank, his lips fused to hers the whole way so she couldn’t argue. She happily wrapped her arms around his neck and gave herself up to his kiss, letting him do the work of propelling them back to shore, enjoying the feel of floating weightlessly in his arms.
Funny she should feel so comfortable with him, this being the first time she was entirely naked in the presence of a man, much less one similarly unclothed. But she was entirely unself-conscious of their nudity as though the wood were Eden before the apple. Being carried about stark naked by Marrok felt as natural to her as the pull of an ocean tide.
“Mmmm, are the waters always so warm here?” she wondered, both relaxed by the bath yet also full of tingles thanks to the man cradling her against his chest. He held her tightly as his feet touched bottom and waded through the water. With his powerful stride, he carried them up the bank and onto dry ground before he answered her.
“Only around the loch monster’s feeding time,” he finally responded, easily controlling her slide down his body until she felt the grass tickling her toes.
Glancing wide-eyed over his shoulder, she thought she glimpsed the long, arched neck of a slimy, gray creature just disappearing beneath the steaming water, precisely where she had been swimming.
“Oh!”
“Yes, oh. I can see I will always have my hands full keeping you out of trouble, Lady Lily Rouge, for you are forever diving into one near disaster or the next.”
But her rescuer smiled and dipped his head to claim her mouth. She kissed him back with her full heart, employing her tongue to explore his mouth as he did. Before she quite knew what he was about, he had her backed up against the rough bark of a tree that stood by a small outcropping of rock.
“I want you to put your hands above your head, Lily, wrists together,” he murmured against her lips.
Her eyes grew wide. “Whatever for?”
“We are losing the light. Do it, Lily, now.”
Her pulse quickened at the sharp steel in his demand. His commanding tone had the oddest effect of causing a new, dire twinge of need in her pussy. She slowly lifted her arms above her head and felt her naked breasts rise up tautly, vulnerable to his inspection.
“Like this?”
The heat in his eyes told her he approved. “Now I want you to stay like that, out of trouble, while I do something.”
“I cannot promise I shall stay like this,” she laughingly gasped.
His lips quirked. “I can. Shamus, hold her for me for a minute, will you?”
Lily squeaked in alarm as the tree she was leaning against shuddered at her back. Its slender lower branches suddenly curled about her wrists, holding her fast in the position her knight wanted. Another branch wrapped firmly about her midsection, anchoring her to the tree’s trunk.
“What devilry is this?” Lily struggled against the branches that held her steadfast in an enslaved position.
“Be right back,” he grinned. To the dryad in the tree he warned, “Let no harm befall her, Shamus. My axe is sharp.”
The leaves of the tree shook in what Lily could only guess was the affirmative.
Her nude knight moved up the slope at a fast run.
“Marrok!”
“Do not fear. Shamus knows I was only jesting,” he called over his shoulder.
She was distracted a moment by the sculpted shape of his fine backside as he disappeared over the hill, but managed to call out, “No, I meant come back!”
She was alone with the silent tree for more than two minutes before Marrok returned, her cloak over one arm and something else in his other hand.
He spread her voluminous cloak on the ground and prowled toward her, his naked desire for her etched in his face.
“At last!” She squirmed against Shamus. “Your, er, friend’s bark is most definitely worse than his bite. I thought you were going to leave me to the creatures of the night,” she said, pouting.
“I am a creature of the night, remember?” Marrok gauged the dying sun’s waning position in the sky with a satisfied grin. “But not for much longer.”
He held up some kind of freshly picked flora in his hand.
“Purple weeds. You left me stuck here to gather that? You surely know the way to a woman’s heart,” she scoffed.
“Wolfsbane. Once the curse is broken, Luperca is certain to try to stop us from crossing the boundaries of the forest. While in wolf’s form she cannot abide wolfsbane.”
He gently tucked a small bunch behind her ear and admired his handiwork. “Besides, the blooms look pretty in your hair.”
The next instant, he was kissing her hard, his tongue thrusting between her lips to duel with hers as his hands roved all over her nude body. She found a primitive excitement in the way the tree’s branches held her immobile for Marrok’s pleasure, yet she craved the right to touch him in return.
“You may release me now, Shamus,” she gasped between kisses.
“Not quite yet, Shamus,” Marrok contradicted, a sensual gleam in his eye.
It just went to show how males of any species stuck together, she thought, for Shamus’ branches remained firmly in place.
Her gasp at this audacity turned promptly into a moan of pleasure as Marrok bent to suckle her nipples, gently using his teeth to give her little bolts of pleasure-pain that coursed down her torso to zing her womb. His fingers tangled in her curls below and worked some quick, wicked magic that soon had her wet and panting for more.
“Marrok!”
“Say please,” he taunted, blowing softly on the crested peaks of her aching, sensitive breasts.
“Please,” she moaned, feeling a luscious sensation prickle her womb until she felt ready to go mad.
“Please, what?” He was tormenting her as she had teased him that very morning when their positions were reversed and she controlled the leash of his desires.
She trembled with need, made worse by the vulnerable way he had her on sexual display for his own carnal enjoyment.
“Marrok, please make this tree let me go so I can touch you and taste you, or I shall go out of my mind and take you with me.”
“Shamus, release her,” he growled around her nipple.
The branches shifted and she was suddenly free. She instantly began exploring the solid muscles of his chest and then roamed lower and lower still across his hard, flat belly to grasp his large, rigid cock that thrust up from its nest of dark hair. A bead of moisture dotted its wide head. She felt every inch of him, her eyes wide to drink in every moment, every image of his splendid body.
He groaned as she explored his tight balls and long shaft wonderingly with delicate fingers. With a small cry of desire she sank down on one knee and used her tongue to lick and taste the eager beads of lubrication that rolled slowly down his shaft.
As her tongue swirled around his cock’s head, her fingers encircled his shaft at its thick base, just as she had seen Monique do to the baker’s son. She squeezed lightly and drew him into her mouth as far as she could. She heard his breath catch harshly in his throat. His tense body instantly reacted like a live volcano, its inevitable eruption at the brink.
His hands were heavy on her shoulders as he bit out her name in pure pleasure. “Lily!”
He pushed her down beneath him onto the scarlet cloak and mounted her quickly, his bare thigh roughly insinuating itself between her legs. She willingly spread her thighs to accommodate his considerable size.
Clearly struggling for control, he leaned his forehead against hers. “Lily, I would like to make this first time for you last forever. But you are so comely. The most beautiful thing I have ever beheld. And the sun…”
Indeed, the day’s final turn into night had begun. The sky to the west through Shamus’ branches was a blaze of cool shell pinks and hot reds while the sky to the east was already donning the inky black cloak of night.
She took him in her hand and guided him to her entrance.
“Then make me remember it forever instead,” she smiled. He appeared truly awed and humbled by the gift she was giving him so freely.
As the last rays of the day faded into twilight, he kissed her as he fisted himself once to position himself between her soft folds and slowly rocked into her, filling her tight channel with a long, strong thrust.
At the crucial moment of entry, as he pushed inside her and pierced the small barrier of her cherry, he whispered, “I love you, my darling Lily.”
Then he bit down on her earlobe just hard enough to make her gasp at the tiny, distracting pain that chased a thrill down her spine and somehow exploded into liquid bliss in her tight channel. He sank himself into her up to his balls, the ecstasy carved in his face reflecting the full force of his carnal need for her.
His naked, insatiable desire for her acted as an ardent aphrodisiac, stoking the flames of her own wanton pleasure even higher. She arched against him, her flesh warmed by his hot, bare skin, and cried his name as her newly conquered sex flooded with throbbing pleasure at his full penetration.
Just as her body adjusted to and welcomed the length of his thick cock that invaded and stretched her vagina, he withdrew briefly. Keeping one possessive hand on her breast, he swiftly thrust back inside her to the hilt. Again and again, he drove into her, faster and harder with every wild piston of his hips. Her pelvis rose each time to take him fully, matching him thrust for thrust, her small hands making fists in his black hair.
She allowed her hands to sweep lower, brushing against the muscled contours of his broad shoulders. She wrapped her legs around his strong back, instinctively tilting her hips to take him even more deeply inside her body and keep him there as long as possible in between his exciting rutting.
In the end, she could only close her eyes and hold on to him as the intense pressure centered in the twitching bud at her core suddenly leapt and began to spasm. The release sent shock waves through her entire being.
“Marrok! I love you.”
Her husky admission seemed to drive him into the final frenzy of mating. He fucked her lovingly but relentlessly, driving inside her until he suddenly arched.
Throwing back his head, he roared her name as he slammed into her a final time and loosed his seed deep inside her womb in a series of mighty shudders. At last, he collapsed into her welcoming arms. Her snug channel still shivered around his cock as the crashing waves of her own orgasm finally became ripples and dissipated. Even the pixies in the nearby bush were hushed by the power of the moment.
Still on her back with her cloak beneath her and her knight buried semi-erect inside her, Lily opened her eyes to the peaceful ocean of stars that twinkled in the night sky above Marrok’s shoulder.
“Marrok, look!”
He raised his head off the soft pillow of her breast and looked up. He froze when he saw the full, fat moon just starting to rise in the night sky.
“Should you not be all furry and fangy by now?”
He sucked in a shaky breath. “The curse. ’Tis undone.” He admired his arm and hand in the new moonlight. “Lily,” he breathed. “I am human. I am mortal again.”
She wrapped her arms about his neck and laughed. “And I get all the credit, do I not? In reward you shall never make me leave you again!”
He looked too dazed at first to answer. Then he looked deep into her eyes and formally vowed, “From this time forth, you shall have whatever is in my power to give you, my lady. When we leave here together I swear to you I will find a way to give you every worldly material comfort you deserve. For now, my love and protection are all I have to offer.”
She wriggled under him, reminding him she was still pinned by his cock, which seemed to be hardening to full girth again within her. “Actually, dear sir, you have quite a bit more than that to offer a lady.”
He grinned at her and reached down to caress where they were still joined. “This too shall always be yours, Lily, if you will give me the answer I want to the first question I ever asked you when you opened your eyes this morning.”
She went still beneath him, recalling his first words to her.
Marry me.
Tears of joy overwhelmed her for a moment but she sought a blithe answer to make his tense, serious mouth smile.
“I do not recall it was a question exactly. More like a command. An arrogant, puffed-up one at that!”
“Wench. ’Twas an honest proposal of marriage.” He rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, administering just the right amount of pressure to make her areola pucker around her nipple in delightful anticipation.
“Is that what you call it?” her impish laugh teased him. “You might try asking nicely on one knee, like a proper knight, next time, to avoid confusion.”
“Lily,” he growled in warning. “I would have your answer now.”
“Oh, you may cease your glowering, for I accept.”
He did not join her in laughter. “You are certain, Lily? I cannot let you go after this. I could not bear for you to have regrets.”
“May I have your oath on that? For I find I share your negative views on being parted from you.”
He finally relaxed, and his smile warmed her heart. “You have my oath on it, lady. You will never be rid of me.”
She pulled his head down for a deep kiss to seal the vow when a vicious snarl close by jerked the new lovers apart.
Above them on the small rock outcropping stood the bristling, white she-wolf. She glared down on their entwined bodies, fangs bared, a furious growl rumbling in her throat.
Marrok wrapped the cloak around Lily and kept her in the protective circle of his arms. “’Tis over, Luperca. The curse is broken. Go your own way. Leave us in peace.”
The she-wolf snarled and paced back and forth on the narrow rock.
Lily stared. The full rage of the jealous she-wolf was an awe-inspiring sight. Were it not for the wolfsbane in my hair, she would have already leapt upon us and torn our throats out.
Suddenly, angry men’s voices sounded from nearby on the Charmed Path.
“A pouch of gold to the one who shoots the beast and two pouches to count out among us when we find the girl!” a greedy voice was exclaiming.
“If it is as large as they say, its pelt will fetch a fine price on top of the reward,” another was saying.
“Marrok, what is happening?” Lily tried hard to keep her voice from quaking.
“She has opened up a path to the wood from the outside world,” Marrok grated. “The marquis’ huntsmen have been searching for you and Luperca has led them straight to their prize.”
“There she is!” one of the marquis’ huntsmen cried.
“Get her,” shouted another.
“And there’s the wolf! A beauty. Yes, white will fetch a high price.”
Lily could see the rough men pointing at them. One put his matchlock musquet upon his shoulder and took aim.
“Stay down!” Marrok pushed Lily to the ground and charged up the small slope, fully nude, to grapple with their attackers. The musquet discharged. A sudden shot rang out. The booming sound sliced through Lily like a sword.
To her horror, she watched her love’s body jerk in surprise, then roll down the grassy embankment and go still.
Luperca howled as though in terrible pain. The men on the road cowered and then instantly faded away into the night. The she-wolf leapt off the rock, but Lily reached Marrok’s body first. The smell of the wolfsbane must have hit Luperca like a wall, and she was left to pace and whimper helplessly several feet away.
Lily rolled Marrok onto his back and cradled his head in her lap. Dark crimson blood flowed freely from a gaping hole in the center of his gut. His breathing was shallow. He could not speak but, through a grimace of pain, his blue eyes fixed on her face. She read the grim despair in them and her heart sank.
“Marrok! No.” Tears fell down her cheeks as she tried to use her cloak to stem all the blood. It mingled with the color of the brocade, leaving a large, wet streak.
He struggled to lift his hand to her face. She clasped his cold fingers to her lips. He tried to mouth something.
“Do not try to speak. Save your strength.”
Glaring across the few feet that spanned them, Lily shouted to the she-wolf, “You cannot allow this to stand! You, who have loved him for so long, would you really rejoice at his demise?”
The she-wolf howled in torment. She shifted restlessly, pawing the ground in agitation, her agony clear.
“Whatever magic or curse it takes, use it to save him. Do not let him die so pettily, merely because he did not pick you!” She tore the wolfsbane out of her hair and tossed it into the lake. “Or if you do, have the good mercy to tear my heart out first.”
Luperca hesitated only a second and then padded up to the couple, trying to nudge her head under Marrok’s other hand and nuzzle him.
Suddenly, the white wolf was gone and in her place knelt a silver-haired woman with a smooth, ageless face and ancient eyes. Her waist-long hair, the color of moonbeams, cloaked her naked shoulders and breasts.
She was breathtaking and spoke not a word as she caressed Marrok’s unconscious face. Lily gritted her teeth as the wolf goddess bent her head but allowed her to touch her lips to Marrok’s in a lingering kiss.
When she lifted her head, the wolf goddess looked at her human rival for the heart of the fallen knight between them.
Would you give him to me were our roles changed, mortal woman?
“Yes! Whether to save his life or merely see him happy, even if it could not be with me.”
Luperca bowed her head and sighed.
That is love. I must share it too because I find I do not wish Marrok Ulfang to die even if I am not the victor in this. But I have only one way to give him back to you.
“Please. Do it now!”
She took Lily’s hand and placed it covering the wound in Marrok’s belly. Under her palm Lily felt a blast of scorching heat that did not burn. When she looked up again, the forlorn wolf goddess had shifted back to her four-legged shape and run off alone into the night.
In her lap, Marrok’s head began to thrash. His whole body shook in seizure. She gasped. Thick, soft, black fur sprouted and covered his body in the time it took her to blink three times. The bones of his limbs began to crack as they elongated impossibly into legs and paws. His face shifted and became canine, with large fangs. His ears turned wolfish.
His feral blue eyes opened. He was once more a creature of the night. As he rolled over on all fours and shook himself, the lead ball lodged in his belly fell out and dropped harmlessly on the grass.
“Marrok…” Tears of relief and thanksgiving blurred her vision. But she felt it as the huge wolf padded up to her and nuzzled her side. He let her bury her chilled fingers in his warm fur as he led her back home to their cottage.
The pixies nearly ruined the wedding, of course. They tipped salt into the wedding cake batter when the recipe called for sugar. They drank too much home-brewed ale and made catcalls during the “I Do” kiss.
But as the couple exchanged vows before the wizened elf elder who conducted the ceremony, Lily thought the day was perfect. Her new husband looked so handsome in the pilfered suit of clothes he wore for the occasion. Never mind that it was more than two decades out of fashion in the outside world. She laughed inwardly, thinking that this was one of the rare times she had ever seen Marrok fully dressed.
His heart shone in his eyes when he spoke his vows in his deep, wild voice. There was a distinct sheen in them upon hearing her steady, confident replies.
Sir Marrok’s eyes never left his new Lady Ulfang as she stood by his side to receive their guests in the grassy glade under a bower of late-season flowers. She wore a dress of sea foam made for her by the fairy folk. A brilliant colored wreath of fresh autumn leaves crowned her long, auburn waves.
Although he still turned nightly into a wolf, Lily knew he did not call himself cursed now, but blessed. Regardless, Lily was no longer a maiden and therefore unable to help him break the enchantment as she had the first time. And she was in full agreement with Marrok’s heated assertion he would never take another to his bed, not even to be a mortal man again. So long as he had Lily, and she him, they were content to make their home wherever they could be with each other.
She reflected on how worried they both were at first that Lily might fade away at any time, back to her own world where Marrok could not follow, now that her purpose there was done. She was thrilled when the Lady of the Lake appeared again in the reflecting pond and revealed to them that Lily was carrying Marrok’s child, and the mother of a child conceived in the Enchanted Forest would always be welcome there. Marrok was already carving a cradle for the babe out of wood from a tree not inhabited by a tree sprite.
Living in an Enchanted Forest did take some getting used to, Lily admitted privately. The bride felt a little nervous now about meeting her new neighbors. After all, it wasn’t every day one’s wedding guest list included some inebriated pixies, a gorgon, a few ogres, a genuine witch, two centaurs, some trolls, a giant cave beast, a tribe of elves, and a handful of fairies.
But now that the magic of the Enchanted Forest had embraced Lily and the unborn babe she carried, the strange beings around her did not appear nearly as unsettling as she once imagined. A wedding in the Enchanted Forest was apparently a rare event and, from the way the denizens were all looking her over, they had shown up as much out of curiosity as for the food.
She felt she would even get used to going to sleep alone at night while the wolf, her protector, guarded the cottage door before she woke up at dawn to the insistent caresses of her handsome knight lover.
Marrok was voracious when it came to their morning lovemaking. Every dawn, he climbed next to her warm body in their bed when the sun’s first rays barely permeated their bedroom. He entered her while she was still flushed with sleep and drowsy, making her come quickly in long shudders while pinned under him. And then he would flip their positions, impaling her on top of his hard cock while he took her again more languidly a second or even third time for good measure.
No, she never stayed sleepy for long in the mornings these days, not with Marrok’s demanding lips and persistent hands that made her wet and caused her whole body to arch while screaming his name.
The pixies fluttering outside their window each dawn had a ball with that bit of entertainment. For most of each morning one could usually hear echoing throughout the wood high-pitched mimicries of, “Oh Marrok, oh yes, oh Marrok,” followed by rounds of raucous tittering.
Lily now gazed down at her finger, marveling at the ring he had surprised her with during their nuptial ceremony. Just as the solemn elf elder started to pronounce them husband and wife, he had slipped it on her hand and sealed it there with a kiss. A hand-beaten band of lustrous yellow gold encrusted all the way around with diamonds and emeralds shone up at her now from her hand intertwined with his.
He followed her glance and smiled tenderly at the awe in her eyes. “I made it for you years ago, when I only had the dream of you to hold onto in the night.”
“But wherever did you get the gold, diamonds and emeralds?” she asked.
“From the gold, diamond, and emerald mines,” he replied simply.
“Of course. I should have known an Enchanted Forest would have heaps of treasure lying around,” she laughed.
A glimpse of white fur off in the trees caught Lily’s eye. Watching the wedding party from a distance, Luperca sat alone.
The she-wolf’s resigned look met Lily’s compassionate gaze. The two females stared at each other for a private moment. Luperca’s steady gaze seemed to acknowledge the couple’s happy union. Lily nodded back in recognition of the she-wolf’s sacrifice with no trace of gloating triumph in her expression.
Then the she-wolf turned and disappeared through the trees. Lily did not think they would see her again.
“I love you, wife,” the knight at her side whispered in her ear. “Because you are the best part of my soul.”
“I love you, my husband,” she smiled impishly, “because yours is ever so much bigger than the baker’s son’s!”
Unmindful of their guests, Marrok looked at his laughing wife with a wolfish grin and chased her into their cottage, slamming the door firmly behind them.
And they lived passionately ever after…
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Nicole Austin
By sheer force of will, Anita Bennett struggled through darkness, fighting to regain consciousness, pushed onward by a strong sense of danger and urgency. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.
Her eyelids fluttered repeatedly letting in shafts of bright light then slamming shut against the intrusion. As she gained more ground, various aches and pains made their presence known and had her groaning in pain. Her head pounded and she tried to swallow but there was no moisture in her dry mouth.
Trained to make rapid assessments in emergency situations, Anita went over a mental checklist. Airway open and breathing good, body shaking uncontrollably. Beginning with her fingers and toes, she moved various muscles to determine her physical condition. Fingers, hands and arms sore but working. Toes fine— Ouch! Rotating her left foot had pain shooting through her stiff, aching ankle. But her knees bent and nothing felt broken.
She lay on hard, uneven ground and stared up at endless blue sky without a cloud in sight. Turning her head to the left she realized she was at the bottom of a rocky incline. To the right she discovered a lush green meadow with spectacular splashes of botanical colors. Pushing up into a sitting position she scanned the beautiful yet unfamiliar landscape.
“Where the hell am I?”
Obviously somewhere in the Rocky Mountains but where? And when? She didn’t even know what day it was.
Panic threatened but she took a few deep, calming breaths and searched her memories, coming up with nothing recent. She must have gone for a hike as she often did when she had a few days off from the emergency dispatch center. Considering an area of the incline that bore skid marks, Anita figured she’d fallen down the slope. That would explain the pain in her ankle.
Reaching down she tenderly prodded the swollen flesh and slowly rotated the joint, deciding it was just a sprain. She leaned over and grabbed the strap of her open, battered pack and searched through the meager contents until she located an ace wrap. Once she stabilized the ankle, Anita rose to her feet, gingerly testing her ability to bear weight. Painful but nothing that would stop her from walking. Because this was an emergency.
Her hand automatically went to her hip only to find her water container, broken and empty. She let loose with a stream of curses. Grabbing the pack, she did a quick inventory. One ziplock bag with a change of clothes, an extra pair of shoelaces, one protein bar, a bottle of sunblock. Where was all her stuff? She never went hiking without adequate supplies.
Glancing around, she growled in frustration. What the hell had happened and where had all her stuff gone?
Think, Anita. What do you do?
Call dispatch. Activate emergency services.
She dipped her fingers into the front pocket of her shorts and sighed when she made contact with the smooth surface of her cellphone. “Thank God.”
Dragging it out, she cringed upon seeing multiple cracks in the screen and held her breath as she pressed the power button. “Come on, baby. Work for momma.”
Nothing. Dead as a doornail and just as useless.
“Fuck me!”
She thought she saw a streak of black to her right. Her head whipped around but nothing was there.
Okay, get back on track. She was alone in an unknown location, had a twisted ankle, short-term memory loss, dehydration and no clean water supply. In most cases she’d advise the person to stay put and wait for rescuers. With no way to make contact she was well and truly screwed. And not in a fun, orgasm on the horizon kind of way.
She had one option—get moving and save herself. So she started walking.
“I’m going to die…alone…in the mountains.”
That was the harsh truth of her situation. Ready for it or not, short of a miracle, she did not have much time remaining.
Time. The word no longer held any true meaning as she wandered aimlessly through the wilderness looking for anything recognizable. How long had she been walking? Turning in a circle she didn’t see the incline anymore.
Feeling like she was being watched, Anita rubbed the back of her neck and tried to shake off the sensation. Nobody was watching her. She was alone.
Her mental processes were sluggish and fogged, leaving her in an endless haze with little reality remaining. She couldn’t explain it but she felt eyes on her. The idea of losing her mind had her chest tightening with fear and her heart pounding. She didn’t have any family left. No close friends. There was nobody to take care of her if she no longer could be on her own.
“Keep it together, girl. You’ve gotten through tough spots before.” The weak sound of her raspy voice didn’t provide the reassurance she’d been going for.
In a moment of clarity, Anita realized her situation had become desperate. Although she had one remaining protein bar in the small pack slung over her shoulder, she wouldn’t eat it before finding another source of nutrients. That last bit of food was her final lifeline, one she wasn’t prepared to give up. All things considered, her survival instincts had kicked in and she would do whatever it took to live another day.
“Keep moving, girl. One foot in front of the other.”
A twig snapped nearby and her gaze shot in that direction, scanning for the presence she still felt. If someone was there wouldn’t they come over and offer assistance?
Anita sucked in a sharp breath. There, behind some foliage. Twin sparks of shimmery amber. Were those…eyes?
Holding perfectly still, she barely breathed while she stared hard at the spot she’d thought there’d been…something. Someone? An animal?
Please don’t let it be a mountain lion. Not a wolf either. And definitely not a bear.
She’d be okay with a mule deer or bighorn sheep. Could handle a cute marmot or snowshoe hare. Just not a predator. No predators allowed.
When nothing moved, made a sound or showed itself, she chalked the experience up to the effects of dehydration on her mind. She listened intently for several moments, hoping to hear water moving in a creek or stream. No such luck.
Her ankle ached with each step but she kept going. Looking at the sky, she realized hours had passed. Soon she’d have to find shelter.
A flash of black in her peripheral vision had her spinning to the right just as something big rustled a bush. Anita waited. After several moments a broad black snout poked through the vegetation and sniffed the air.
Fuck, oh fuck, I’m so fucked.
Her feet rooted to the spot regardless of her head screaming commands to move, run, climb, hide…
More rustlings erupted as the snout lifted above the leafy plants. Short and stout, not a bear, thank goodness. An amber gaze flashed and the head appeared.
Stunned, she could only stare. Her mind couldn’t process the information coming from her eyes because what she saw was impossible. Not in the Rocky Mountains. Yet there it was—a black, distinctly feline head.
A black jaguar?
In a moment of lucidity, Anita figured she had to be hallucinating. Black jaguars didn’t exist in Colorado. They could generally be found only in dense rainforests, savannahs and swamps on other continents, so there was no way she was seeing one here.
Closing her eyes she chanted, it’s all in your head, over and over again. Now open your eyes and there will be nothing there.
Blinking her eyes, Anita gasped. Not only was the black jaguar still there, it had partially emerged and the figment of her imagination was massive. Much larger than any feline she’d ever seen before. Bigger than a male lion. And deadly sharp white teeth were clearly visible in its parted mouth.
The cat moved closer, one cautious step at a time.
Drop down. Roll into a ball. Play dead. Orders screamed through her head but her body remained frozen. And what the hell was she muttering?
“N-nice, kitty. Good, kitty. Don’t eat the human.”
Yup, it was official. She’d lost her ever-loving mind.
The jaguar stopped moving, quickly turning its head to the side as if it heard something. It listened for several long moments before turning its attention back to her. The cat sat and watched her, tilting his head to the side.
“Good, kitty. Stay.” Okay, it wasn’t someone’s dog that would follow commands, dammit, but it was worth a try. Her life was on the line and if the big-ass cat followed directions she just might make it out of this in one piece, alive and breathing.
Taking a tentative step backward, she watched the cat like a hawk. Not even the tiniest ripple of movement so she took another.
“Soft kitty, warm kitty, little ball of fur.”
What the fuck, Anita? You’re singing to a jaguar?
“Happy kitty, sleepy kitty, purr, purr, purr.”
And what the fuck was she singing? She knew the song, could picture a tall, dark-haired geek in a red Flash T-shirt but didn’t know how she knew him.
Shaking her head she kept moving slowly until the jaguar stood up.
“Stay,” she demanded.
The cat smiled. It did. It fucking smiled at her. Was it…taunting her?
Fight or flight kicked in. She had to run, barely restrained herself. She may have lost her sanity but knew one thing for sure—never run from a predator. Because predators loved the chase.
Anita walked extremely slowly, keeping the cat in sight at all times. He matched her, step for step. A constant dark shadow. After some time—she had no idea how long it had been—his presence didn’t frighten her so much. He didn’t make any sudden movements. Didn’t speed up or chase. Wasn’t really stalking her.
No, it was more like he walked with her. Keeping an eye on her. And at times he moved in a way that would redirect Anita as if he guided her. Leading her…somewhere. Which was completely insane.
She had to be hallucinating.
Oh, girl. You’re going to die on this mountain.
The haze invaded again and she began to wonder if she was still in the United States.
A brief glimpse of striking black fur gliding over sleek muscle straight ahead allowed her to track the movements of the jaguar that no longer followed. Instead, he led the way. To where, she had no idea or true concern about. Anita simply followed.
“Lead on,” she muttered.
Talk about bizarre, out-there experiences…wow! This one took the blue ribbon.
Anita blinked several times, attempting to focus when she saw a man. A stunningly nude man with a lean frame, sleek muscles and dark skin. Like the jaguar, he moved with predatory agility, gliding from the cover of one tree to the next, then squatting low behind some brush. Hiding yet not really. Maybe maintaining a safe distance?
The unexpected sight of a masculine, human form where the beast had lurked only seconds before created a baffling dichotomy in her mind. Was it a black jaguar she followed or a man? Because moments after she thought there’d been a man the jaguar was back.
Now she was certain she’d lost it. There was no way a jaguar could suddenly transform into a human. Such nonsense was the stuff of fantasy fiction novels. She nearly tripped over her own feet upon first sight of the lean man who greatly resembled the jaguar, moving with feline grace between two towering pine trees. He stood tall, easily topping six feet. Silky, ebony hair teased broad shoulders, framing an angular face and those stunning amber eyes. His was an aristocratic countenance with a sharp, chiseled bone structure she found both rugged and beautiful.
“Gorgeous.”
The man was so striking he could easily get a top-dollar modeling contract. Sexy and natural. Completely breathtaking.
Bare skin glistened in the sun, the color reminding her of the rich, creamy-brown latté coffee drink she favored. Then he changed again and the animal’s flesh rippled and played over sinuous muscle, the sight making her skin shiver and prickle with goose bumps.
“Amazing.”
When had she stopped walking? God, she was tired, drained, really to collapse.
Come to me. Follow me to safety.
She looked around, didn’t see anyone. Realized the words echoed through her head in a deep, resonating male voice. This latest development felt like some weird tale straight out of The Twilight Zone. There was no way the man-jaguar mystical creature talked in her head. Yet not once did she question the actual words. And she stopped questioning his ability to change forms.
With blind faith and implicit trust, she followed him as the sun dipped low over the horizon and evening approached. Drawn to the sensual fantasy that lured her toward either safety or certain demise, the end result no longer mattering. He conquered what coherent thoughts she had left and dominated her senses.
Dream, illusion or insane hallucination…Anita knew with a soul-deep assurance she must follow. There was no other option. Her life depended on him.
Something about the mysterious jaguar gave her the feeling of being protected when she should feel like prey. She harbored no misconception that such an abnormally large cat, with its muscular body, strong jaws and teeth, was not a dangerous killer. This was no domesticated house cat. Quite the opposite. This cat probably weighed at least three-hundred pounds and had lethal instincts, yet she trusted him anyway.
As the distance between them lessened with their continued forward progress, Anita noticed the spotted pattern revealed when the fading sunlight illuminated his gorgeous hide in just the right way. The elegant markings were mostly on his hind legs and flanks. She imagined tracing her fingers over the light-colored lines separating the square-shaped spots, his short coat tickling her hands.
Mmm…it would be such a sensual experience to feel his soft pelt rub against her sensitive skin as her fingers slid over his radiant coat.
“I need…” The thought died on her lips. What did she need?
I know, love. I’ll make it all right.
She accepted the bold statement as fact and stopped worrying, choosing instead to put her faith in the fascinating creature. She watched in silent appreciation as the jaguar’s powerful legs propelled him in a graceful leap from a wide tree branch to settle light as a feather on a nearby boulder. He paused for only a moment, looking over his shoulder as if ensuring she still followed.
Anita read reassurance in his bright gaze and heard his soothing voice in her mind offering comfort.
Keep coming. We’re almost there. Safety waits not far ahead.
Suddenly the cat stilled, snout lifted upward, scenting the air. Every fine hair on her body stood on end and she tensed, barely breathing. Someone else was near. Eyes watching her. And something about the presence she sensed made her believe it was someone she didn’t want to come face-to-face with.
The jaguar must have had felt the same. As she watched his fur rippled over flesh and the patch of hair along his spine stood straight up. Not a reassuring sign.
After several long minutes, the cat visibly shook himself then started off again, encouraging her to move as quickly as possible.
A very elusive, yet familiar word rolled through her mind, spoken in the smooth, sensual voice she’d come to associate with the jaguar. She struggled to capture the arousing word, coveting the warm, tactile vibrations it invoked within her. A welcome distraction. Each syllable was drawn out slow and salacious as it rolled from his tongue, escaping as a rumbling purr that stroked her mind.
Rah-kahn-jah.
A shiver raced down her spine and every muscle trembled. The beautiful word created a heated response, easing any lingering fear and confusion, morphing into a sexual energy, propelling her forward. Intuition told Anita this word was the very essence of the jaguar, his unique identity. As names went, it was the sexiest one she’d ever heard.
“Rakahnja.” Her attempt to speak resulted in a dry, pain-filled broken whisper barely making it past her cracked lips.
Yes, love. Follow Rakahnja.
“Rakahnja,” she repeated.
Just the way his name rolled off her own parched tongue started a spasm of longing centered in her core. As the word stalled on her lips, the jaguar turned, staring into her eyes. A wealth of emotion and desire passed between them in the heated exchange. She moved toward the big cat with a new, single-minded determination.
“I don’t know how it can be, but I’m certain you are really here and won’t hurt me. This is no mere dream or hallucination.” Her voice had taken on a husky, breathless quality, almost unrecognizable to her ears.
Come to me, love. Come to Rakahnja.
Their gazes remained locked as she moved in a trancelike state closer to the large predator. She wasn’t his prey though. His soothing voice, even if only in her mind, gave her the sense of being treasured, cherished. Heated need and warm tendrils of love emanated through the deep-rooted link that seemed to connect them.
In some distant place, her mind registered the notion she should be moving away from the big animal, afraid of these intense emotions she perceived. Anita ignored the idea, advancing at a steady pace. Seeking the comfort, protection and love of the jaguar-man seemed natural.
Her hand trembled as she held her palm toward him. She wasn’t sure what to expect, but the last thing she’d anticipated was the velvety soft rub of his nose against her skin. The warm, wet swipe of his big tongue over her flesh sent a jolt of lust spreading up her arm and through her entire body. Her breasts swelled, nipples puckering as her womb clenched, a gush of hot juices rushing to coat the lips of her sex.
The excitement of being so close to the dangerous, primal animal with no means of protection should he decide she looked like dinner was a major rush. Watching the impressive cat move with stealth and grace, then feeling his hot breath on her hand, stirred a previously unrevealed wildness within her.
Anita felt free-spirited, impulsive and reckless.
“How can this be happening? You can’t be real.” Her mind fought to assimilate the perplexing events. Fantasy and reality battled within her. She didn’t know what was true anymore and had forgotten all about the needs of her depleted body.
Touch me. I am as real and solid as the rocks, as bending as the trees, warm as the sun. I live and breathe, same as you do.
When she didn’t respond immediately, the words became a firm command echoing through her muddled, over-stimulated mind.
Touch me, love!
She wouldn’t refuse his order or resist the fierce need to obey. Anita didn’t consider herself to be submissive—she had a tendency to be stubbornly resistant to authority—but something about Rakahnja made deferring to his will and pleasing him her greatest desire.
Her fingers slid over the bulk of his large head. The hard bone was covered with a soft pelt that tickled and teased her fingertips. The solid muscles of his neck revealed incredible strength. When her hand stroked his rock-solid flank, her knees nearly buckled.
“You are real.” Each of her senses zeroed in on the clear proof. A deep level of wonder and curiosity she hadn’t felt in a long time made her pulse beat faster. Her eyes took in his magnificent form; each breath flooded her lungs with his musky scent; and his voice caressed her mind as her fingers played over his warm, sturdy mass.
Come now, love. We must replenish your body.
She tried speaking to him through her mind, determined to express her joy and wonder, but it didn’t work. Must be only something he could do.
“This is all so incredible.” The words were barely a whisper, but he seemed to nod in acknowledgement.
Time and distance passed unnoticed as Anita deliberated about this strange new world she’d stumbled upon. Obscure impressions flitted through her head. There were fuzzy memories of setting out for a few days in nature to decompress from the stress of daily life. It seemed like years ago she’d had the argument with her boss over the handling of an emergency call in her job at the dispatch center.
Had it really only been days since she’d left her life behind?
Fleeting images played in her hazy memory, comprehension remaining just out of reach. There’d been a misstep on an exposed root, followed by a tumble down a rocky slope and now the question of if these things had occurred. The indistinct ramblings of her normally sharp mind were frustrating, leaving her entangled in a thick miasma of confusion.
“Unh.” A sharp pang of hunger shot through her abdomen, muscles clenching tight. She panted and gasped, doubling over, riding out the cramp until it passed. When she was once again able to move, the cat was right there, urging her on in his seductive voice, filling her mind and exciting her body.
You must keep moving.
The constant presence of the jaguar was so strange. Being escorted through the Rocky Mountains by a big, man-eater cat-man had never entered her dreams. Not even her most improbable, sleep-induced fantasies, yet that had become her reality.
She found herself following the fearsome hunter with blind faith. Instinct said he guided her to his home—a safe haven where she’d find food, water and much-needed rest. The little voice in the back of her head encouraged her forward, assuring her he’d also revive her heart and soul, make her feel alive again.
He stayed right by her side now, and on occasion, Anita let her dangling hand brush over the silky fur along his muscular back. His warmth against her cold hands reassured her, and the contact with another living being meant she was still alive and kicking. As long as she breathed, there was hope.
She realized her cold feet and hands were incongruous with the warm summer breeze, her rapid breathing and pulse inconsistent with the lethargic movements of her body. Why this was significant, however, escaped her.
Rakahnja often pressed his nose or paw against her calf, then appeared to observe the delayed time it took for the small indentation to fill back out. In what was becoming a rare moment of understanding, Anita realized he was checking how long it took her capillaries to deliver blood to her skin. In her emergency medical training the instructors called this “cap refill” and used the simple test when assessing a patient’s condition. How an animal knew to check this response was beyond her.
For about the millionth time, she tried to moisten her cracked, bleeding lips with her very dry tongue. It seemed as though she’d swallowed the Sahara Desert. There was no moisture left in her worn-out body.
A hysterical, high-pitched laugh escaped her throat, startling her. Lord, she was absolutely certifiable. This had to be some really warped dream. She’d wake up in her cozy apartment and laugh about the whole thing. Or maybe she’d been given a powerful, mind-altering drug that sparked vivid illusions. Still her mind had no trouble accepting the absurd peculiarities of the situation, circling back to the same facts, and she found herself believing the insane fantasy.
She walked through the wilderness accompanied by a black jaguar who did not belong on this continent as they made their way to his home. The magnificent creature possessed a medical background and had the ability to speak within her mind. Oh, and the most fantastic part… Sometimes the jaguar could take the form of a human. A sexier-than-hell hunk who stirred her latent sex drive.
Yup, she was ready for her padded room and white coat with extra-long sleeves. Anita pictured herself sitting in a wheelchair on a beautiful landscaped lawn, a woven blanket draped across her legs. The nurse would place a small white pill on her tongue, which she then dry swallowed. Not long after, she’d be clapping as a parade—a figment of her drugged, delusional mind—passed by.
She nodded her head, accepting her fate. “I’m totally bonkers.”
You’re not crazy, my love. The confusion will pass once you’re healthy again.
She walked in a dazed state, her mind refusing to process coherent thought any longer. Compassionate words of encouragement in that sexy voice were the only lifeline she had to hold on to as she surrendered herself to Rakahnja’s care.
He had observed the beautiful dark-haired woman from a distance for years. She was part of the land he loved. One of the few humans he’d ever encountered who actually cared about the mountains, leaving little if any trace of her passing behind, taking joy in the beauty of his home.
The closest he’d ever dared get to her was to watch over her sleeping form during long, lonely nights. Something about her drew him, attempting the impossible feat of bridging the gaping hole within his soul.
Finding her unconscious had nearly ripped his heart to shreds. In that moment, Kahn had realized he loved her. Always had.
Ludicrous.
There was absolutely no way a being such as he could ever expect to win a human mate. She’d never accept him or the primitive life he’d provide. Besides, he’d learned the harsh truth about mixed relationships from his parents’ example and refused to follow in their footsteps. Such folly would only end in misery and pain.
Although he’d given her brief glimpses of his human form, he primarily maintained his feline countenance, instinct telling him she’d be less afraid of an animal than a human male under the circumstances.
Kahn knew two hunters trailed him. He sensed their presence, the evil men turning him into prey. They were the reason he retained his feline form while leading her to safety. He knew why they were after him along with their plans should they capture him. He had successfully evaded them for many long months. To attack the men would bring too much unwanted human attention, a situation he had to avoid.
Helping the woman made him vulnerable to the hunters. It was a risk he had to take. Were they to become a menace to the woman, he would not hesitate to confront them, but while the men remained peaceful it was best to avoid any contact lest they discover his true nature. Were such an event to occur, it would end in a repeat of the fate his sire had faced.
No!
Kahn shook off the dire direction his thoughts had wandered. He was unwilling to delve into bitter emotions better left buried.
Keep walking, love.
He’d known she was visiting his territory but had remained unaware of her injury. Upon finding her, Kahn had been tentative in approaching her supine form, ready to run if she were to awaken. With each step closer, her natural feminine scent had filled his senses. Each stride revealing more of her outward beauty, yet it was the inner woman exposed through her actions over time who most captured his heart.
Thick locks of chestnut-brown hair framed a sweet, pixie face Kahn had dreamed of many nights. She kept her hair short, barely brushing slender shoulders, in a disheveled style. Sweeping, thick lashes fanned out above the high arch of delicate cheekbones. Her small nose turned up at the end and just a bit to the right above a pair of wide, full lips. Normally those lips were a vibrant red, but they had appeared pale, almost dusky.
The thrill of being so close to her was intoxicating. He’d been unable to resist standing over her for a moment, drinking in every delicious detail, storing them away for the long, empty nights. Each lush curve of her voluptuous form would forever be vivid in his memories.
The awkward position of her body, along with the disturbed terrain, indicated she’d fallen and been injured. Kahn had narrowly resisted the urge to shift and scoop her up into his human arms. His heart ached for any pain she may have suffered, but long ago he’d decided never to show himself to anyone. His dealings with humans had never been pleasant. Instead, he’d gently nudged her shoulder with his nose.
Wake up, love, he’d encouraged, speaking within her mind.
Fear had tightened his chest when his actions had failed to rouse his sleeping beauty. Momentarily giving in to overwhelming desire, he’d bathed her delicate face with broad sweeps of his long tongue, savoring her sweet flavor as it burst inside his mouth. Even in his human form, Kahn’s tongue was rough like the cats. He also had a feline barb beneath the head of his cock that was there in both forms, although it had never opened. He wasn’t even sure it was functional.
When she’d finally begun to stir, he’d moved back into the cover of nearby foliage, determined to maintain his anonymity.
As she’d slowly come around, she had taken great care in checking for injuries. She stood and the slight wince briefly marring her radiant face didn’t escape his notice. Kahn admired her strength, watching as she bit back the pain and moved into survival mode. Regardless of her obvious confusion, she had set about finding her gear.
Discovering her water container broken and empty, she’d let loose with a stream of unladylike curses that had made him chuckle, but it hadn’t taken her long to develop a plan of action. He’d followed as she’d headed out in search of food, water and a way off the mountain.
Each lethargic movement in the wrong direction revealed how dire her situation had become. She must have remained unconscious for days and was now afflicted by the effects of dehydration.
He’d had no choice other than to slowly make his presence known. There was no way he could stand by as she wandered around in a haze and died, even if interfering did go against all his self-imposed rules.
When his projected thoughts had reached her, Kahn had felt a strange elation. His parents had shared a deep connection that permitted the rare form of communication, but he’d never found anyone able to hear him before.
That’s it, love. You’re doing well, he encouraged.
He wanted to lead her back to civilization but she needed food and water now. She was too confused and weak to make such a long journey. Physically she would not make it to the nearest town. Instead, he directed her toward the large cave that was his home. It was the closest location where he could provide care and shelter.
At times he’d been unable to prevent the shift into human form. His normal control was greatly diminished by his concern over the woman’s deteriorating condition. Each time she faltered, instinct kicked in and his human form emerged. He barely stopped himself from revealing himself and sweeping her up into his arms.
When the last of her strength had finally been depleted and she’d crumpled into a heap, he’d had no choice. After carefully checking on the hunters’ whereabouts, making certain they would not observe the phenomenon, he changed form. As a human, it was easy for Kahn to gather her into his arms and quickly carry her home. Hopefully the men had retreated for the day, following their normal pattern of only hunting in daylight.
Kahn spoke to Anita in a soothing voice while walking, uncertain if his words were more for her benefit or his own. “So beautiful and strong. I won’t let anything happen to you, love. You’re safe with me.”
Even in her weakened condition, she called to him in ways no other female ever had. Holding her in his arms felt right…as if she belonged there. The animal roared with glee at having taken possession of the woman whom every fiber of his being declared to be his mate. The man, on the other hand, was cautiously optimistic. She may or may not be the one he’d searched for his entire life. The one who’d accept him, bring him completion.
“Are you the one?” She nuzzled his neck when he spoke, seeking a greater closeness.
Hope battled with lifelong painful lessons and the excruciating ache of longing. Kahn’s sire had been a magnificent black jaguar shifter, his mother a human. Their love had been pure, but they were not accepted in either the animal or human worlds that sought to tear them apart.
Kahn had been only a teenager when his father was stalked and killed by ruthless hunters. His father had been careless and the hunters had seen him change forms. The humans had tried capture him so they could cash in on the strange beast-man, but his sire had put up too great a fight. In the end, the hunters had used their deadly weapons to protect their own lives. Alone and alienated by society, his mother had closed herself off and died within a year, leaving Kahn to fend for himself.
“I won’t let that happen to you.” Kahn vowed to protect her. Regardless of the way she made his heart sing and encouraged him to dream of a shared future, he would not make such a leap. There was no way the exquisite beauty would ever agree to being his mate. And he would not put her in jeopardy or subject her to a relationship with no plausible chance of a happy future.
“Here we are, love.”
With extreme care, he laid her down on the soft bed he’d made from wild grasses and the scraps of material left behind by countless humans who came to his lands for a reprieve from their concrete-and-steel cities. The worn blanket he placed over her sunburned flesh seemed discordant, out of place. She should be covered in the finest, softest linens known to man. The inability to provide such luxuries stirred a deep sense of inadequacy within him, firming his resolve.
“You will not suffer the way my mother did.”
Looking around his home, Kahn was painfully aware of the comforts it lacked. He needed to focus on the task of keeping her alive, pushing his yearnings aside. He’d nurse her back to health, then leave the woman be. Her chances of a long, satisfying life were much better without him complicating things.
She was so different from other humans he’d known. Something about her drew him, speaking to his spirit and claiming his soul. He’d been unable to leave her lying at the bottom of the slope to die, vulnerable to wild predators. Such a fate was something he refused to even contemplate.
The first thing he had to do was get some fluids into her. This proved to be a more difficult task than he’d imagined. While cupping her head in one hand, angling her forward, he tried to part her lips and scoop water into her mouth. Each attempt only resulted in the water streaming down her face and neck to soak the bed. He’d need a third hand to make it work.
“You have to help me, love.”
Thinking of how mother birds fed their young, Kahn decided this would be the best way to get water into her.
Ah, but what sweet torture. The first brush of his lips against hers generated a fierce jolt of lust, which surged through his veins and made his heart beat faster. Visions of fucking her filled his mind. Thoughts of her moist pussy wrapped around him made his cock stir, stiffen and lengthen. Her soft moans and whimpers bombarded him with overwhelming desire.
Would she make those same noises as he shafted her hot cunt? He imagined the silken walls grasping at him as they indulged their passion. Kahn pictured making a place for himself between her thighs, teasing his cock along damp, welcoming folds. He’d fuck her hard and fast, plunge into her until his balls slapped against her ass and the head of his cock touched her womb.
He growled and his cock jerked to rigid attention. Only through sheer will and determination was he able to push back his carnal fantasies and tend to her immediate needs.
“Open for me.”
The stubborn female resisted his efforts to share the water until Kahn traced the seam of her lips with his tongue, gaining entry into the warm cavern when she gasped. Transferring the cool liquid into her mouth and coaxing the unconscious woman to swallow was a slow, tedious process. He had to give her the water in a slow trickle or she’d gag, coughing out the life-sustaining substance her body desperately needed. They both ended up wet, but at least he was getting some of the fluid into her. Between each mouthful of water she took, he offered praise.
Hours ticked by laboriously as the task of hydrating her consumed him, yet Kahn never gave in to his own needs or took a break. A sense of contentment from being needed as he cared for her touched off a barrage of unfamiliar emotions he didn’t know how to handle. He found it easier to remain busy and not think overly much.
In the pre-dawn hours, she began to show some signs of life and recovery. The dark-haired beauty started to draw the liquid from his mouth, sucking at his lips and tongue as he fed her thirst. Each time he pulled away to gather more water from the nearby bowl, she made an instinctive move to maintain the seductive contact.
“So beautiful, love.” The tribute rumbled up from his throat, tightened by emotion.
Lying next to her on the bed, their bodies molded close together, provided the most sensual experience he’d ever known. Kahn couldn’t resist letting his human hands roam over the soft curves and valleys of her gorgeous body fitted tightly to him. He continued to speak words of comfort, small expressions of love, close to her ear as she rubbed against him, seeking his warmth and the succor of his nearness.
No matter how fatigued he became, Kahn would not allow himself to sleep through the next day and even long into the following night as he nursed her back to health. At times she mumbled incoherently. Other times she lay completely still. But the moments he enjoyed the most were when she pressed her soft, feminine body against his hard, masculine planes, keeping him in a perpetual state of arousal.
As her body strengthened, he fed her small bites of roots and berries he’d mashed until soft. Constantly caring for her tired him. Eventually, exhaustion dragged him into a deep sleep and he shifted back to his animal form.
*****
Shrugging out from under a scratchy blanket, Anita curled against the warm pelt cushioning her side. She longed to wrap herself in the silky fur but soon decided it wasn’t a pelt at all when it didn’t budge under her endless tugging. And she realized the luxurious coat rose and fall in an even rhythm.
Oh crap!
A large animal was curled up against her side. She trembled with fear and uncertainty for a moment before flashes of her journey through the wilderness filled her head. The big jaguar had helped her, kept her safe. It must be him sleeping next to her. Where had the man gone?
Delicious, yet disjointed memories of a tall, dark-skinned man played through her muddled mind. She recalled long, heated kisses and drinking water laced with his exotic taste from sensual lips. Each time his head had dipped toward hers, soft strands of cool hair tickled her face and neck, forming an intimate curtain around them. There had also been large, smooth hands stroking over her body, making her burn with desire.
Just thinking of the caring stranger’s attentions heated her flesh and stirred her libido. But a more pressing matter captured her attention. The fullness of her strained-to-capacity bladder made Anita’s belly swell. Running her hand over the roundness, she imagined this was how her abdomen would feel in the early stages of pregnancy.
An all too familiar ache assaulted her. She was getting too old to anticipate having children. Her time for experiencing that particular joy would pass by unfulfilled. There wasn’t enough time to find a suitable husband and potential father before her baby-making equipment shut down. Not that it mattered in her current predicament.
Forcing her eyes open, the dim light of her surroundings revealed nothing familiar. Had she made a campsite? Or maybe this was the place Rakahnja had been directing her toward all day. Things were too mixed up in her mind to sort out. Not when she needed to pee.
As she sat up, she shivered from the loss of heat at her side. Moving to her feet as fast as her fatigued body would allow, she reached out with her hands like a blind person feeling for obstacles while moving forward. A wave of dizziness passed over Anita when her fingertips came into contact with cold stone. She was quick to draw them back.
What the hell?
She explored her surroundings, ending up at the wide opening of a cave. This bewildered her even more. She’d never made her camp in a cave. It wasn’t something she wouldn’t do. One never knew what creatures had made their homes there and would be disturbed by the intrusion.
Weariness, along with fathomless thirst and hunger, plagued her. After relieving her most immediate need, the fatigue won out. She made her way back into the cave and lay down on the bedding, which smelled of sweet grass and old, musty wool. The large animal snuggled closer, sharing its warmth.
In her befuddled condition, Anita was not going to complain. She would take whatever comfort she could find. And she felt safe, even protected by the animal. Whispered words of reassurance floated through her mind, leaving her with sublime impressions of peace, security and love.
*****
Kahn sensed the moment she woke up. Confusion and tension seeped into her lush body and her muscles tightened. Lying very still, he relied on his acute hearing to follow her movements. If she wandered too far, he’d let her leave but follow at a discreet distance to ensure her safety. No matter how much he wanted her in his home, he refused to keep her there by force or subject her to certain heartache. She didn’t belong in his world.
He’d seen signs the hunters had been in the area while he’d cared for the woman. It worried him but the woman was a bigger concern. His primary goal was to nurse her back to health. If doing so meant he must confront the humans, he would do so without hesitation to help her. The hunters were no match for his greater strength and determination. Kahn would not suffer the fate of his sire.
He released a pent-up breath when she slid back into his bed. A joy unlike anything he’d ever experienced filled his heart as she sought him out and curled into him once again before falling back asleep.
Similar to the way a human would squash a bug, Kahn crushed the hope that rose in his heart. He would not allow himself to hope she’d love him in return and choose to make a life here with him. Even if one totally discounted the fact he was part man, part jaguar, there was still his primitive way of life to take into consideration along with the great potential for dire consequences.
From his experiences of living among the humans, he much preferred a simple harmony with nature. Humans were afraid of the unknown, and shifters were at the top of their list. Most who’d known his secret considered him a freak and were unable to accept his animal half, forcing Kahn to keep that essential side of himself hidden.
Regardless of his close relationship with other animals, Kahn was also an outsider here in his chosen home. At least the animals had an easier time accepting his dichotomous nature. He didn’t expect a human to truly understand his duality or the dangers of associating with a shifter.
When the woman woke, he wouldn’t reveal his human side. He’d provide food and shelter until she was well, then he’d lead her back to “civilization” and return to his solitary, uncomplicated life.
Still, as sleep claimed him once again, unwelcome hope seized his heart, regardless of his admonition against such foolishness. He clung to the impossible optimism that the woman spooned so close to him—his mate—would accept all of him. Both man and beast.
*****
Anita woke with a gasp dying on her lips. The strong need to fuck filled her and the warm body pressed against her heated flesh would do just fine, thank you very much.
His distinctive, spicy taste still permeated her mouth from the long kisses they’d shared and she burned for his gentle touch. The warm blasts of his breath washing over her breasts had her whimpering. She ached. The swollen globes needed attention, as did her moist pussy.
She tried pleading with the stranger. “I need you.”
Shhh. Go back to sleep, love.
The words rushed through her mind like a velvety caress. She recognized the deep, sexy voice as it echoed in her thoughts. His ability to speak in her mind was awe-inspiring. She wished she could talk to him the same way but lacked the gift.
Go back to sleep…yeah, right! She almost laughed at the impossible idea. There was no way she’d be able to sleep with her body this jacked up. She knew from past experience she wouldn’t rest now until reaching the sweet release of orgasm. Whether it would happen by her hand or his was the only mystery remaining in this equation.
“I can’t. Please touch me.”
Running her hands down her sides, Anita grabbed the hem of her thin tank top and pulled it over her head then reached between her breasts and popped the front closure on her bra, allowing the ripe globes to spill free. A deep sigh passed her lips as she took her breasts into her hands, fingers beginning a firm massage. She pleasured hard, elongated nipples between her fingers and began a series of firm tugs, which created a flood of hot cream within her panties.
“I need you.”
His heated gaze devoured her bared torso from the depths of darkness and still he didn’t make a move toward her, resisting the temptation.
“Don’t you want me?” Her tone was plaintive, her lips pouted.
More than you can imagine, love, but I cannot take you.
Anita wished she could see him, but the inky night was effective as a blindfold. She never did have very good night vision. Still, not seeing him didn’t decrease her desire. Whether he was man, beast or a bit of both, was of no concern. She wanted Rakahnja, burned for his touch. The need for sexual release was overwhelming.
As endless, silent moments passed, her other senses picked up the slack created by her lack of vision. She could hear the increase in his breathing and feel each warm exhalation flood over her skin. He denied her but hadn’t moved away.
Reaching out, she grabbed hold of his head, pulling him to her chest, a little surprised to have found him with such ease. The incongruous feel of the short, silky pelt of fur barely registered in her mind. Right then her thoughts were focused on getting his warm mouth on her aching flesh and reaching completion. Later she would puzzle out things that were not important now.
When he was positioned where she needed him, her hands returned to her lush breasts, cupping the firm globes, holding them toward him in a silent offering. One she hoped with quiet desperation he’d accept.
At the first tentative slide of his warm tongue against her nipple she arched her back, driving her breast into the heat of his mouth. He needed no further prodding.
As her fingers massaged, her mysterious companion laved her nipples with impossibly long strokes of his abrasive tongue. The only frame of reference she had to compare the sensation with was her neighbor’s cat, Rubio, licking her hand. The stranger’s tongue had the same rough texture. Damn, did it feel incredible.
“Oh, yes!”
Wonderful shivers raced through her body. The sharp, somewhat painful rasp of teeth over one distended peak sent fire zinging through her torso, straight to her pussy.
She wanted more, needed more. While she was enjoying him pleasuring her breasts, she wanted to experience his touch between her trembling thighs. Anita wiggled beneath Rakahnja, pushing her shorts and panties over her hips, using the toes of one foot to help drag them from her body.
“Oh, God. Please, lick my pussy. I need you.”
The words were bold, but she was beyond embarrassment. The desires of her body had taken over and she was ready to surrender to the passion he masterfully stoked.
Her impassioned pleading was more than Kahn could resist. He shifted before even realizing the intention. His body lengthened, muscle and bone expanding, making the swift change into human form.
With slow, deliberate movements, he worked his way from the deep valley between her breasts down to her abdomen. When his tongue found the shallow indention of her navel, he teased the small cavern, flicking in and out, imitating what he’d soon do to her pussy. He felt the muscles of her abdomen spasm beneath his mouth and reveled in her responsiveness.
Not until he’d worked his way to her lower abdomen did he move between her legs. Taking a deep breath, he let her musky fragrance permeate his being. He was so hard, his balls drawn up close to his body merely from the evidence of her arousal. Licking up the dampness on her inner thigh had a small gush of pre-cum escaping the tip of his cock. She tasted like heaven.
Although she couldn’t see him, Kahn’s keen vision afforded him the most wonderful sight. She had brought her hands to her breasts and massaged the full globes, roughly tweaking her nipples. Right before his eyes the ripe pink folds of her sex swelled and opened, much the way a flower unfurls to bask in the radiance of the sun. He’d never seen anything more erotic or inviting.
He drank in her sweet essence. Her heady cries and moans drove his lust higher with each swipe of his tongue. She bucked her hips, thrusting closer to his mouth, and Kahn gave her the firmer contact she sought. He quickly became drunk on her, losing himself in this woman who gave so completely.
The need to touch her, feel the walls of her pussy clamping down on his fingers, rode him hard. With one hand, he spread her folds wide while piercing her core with two thick fingers. The woman cried out, bucking wildly against his hand, the walls of her pussy gripping him tightly. She was incredibly close and he was eager to set her free, watch her floating on a wave of ecstasy he’d provided. But he wasn’t ready for this to end.
Kahn slowed the thrusting of his fingers and slid his tongue in wide circles around the little pink nub that was swollen so beautifully. This was something he never wanted to forget.
“Please,” she cried, “I need to come.”
“Oh, you will, my love,” Kahn growled. “Once I’ve had my fill, you will definitely come for me…many times.”
Kahn endlessly lapped at her delicious pussy, alternating between fucking her tight sheath with his fingers and tongue while gorging with rapacious greed. He knew there was no way he’d ever get enough.
She was so incredibly beautiful and responsive. As orgasm after orgasm rocketed through the woman, a deep red blush spread across her cheeks and strangled screams filled the cavern. After her third climax, she collapsed limply on the bed wearing the smile of a sated, fulfilled woman, but Kahn ached.
Resting his forehead on her mound, he struggled against his animal nature, which demanded he flip her over and take her from behind. He vividly pictured sinking his teeth into her neck, holding her in place as he frantically fucked in and out of her tight, hot, wet cunt and dominated her body. His animal inclinations were nearly overpowering the gentler human side.
A deep growl rumbled through his chest.
What difference would it make if he sank his aching cock into her, taking what he desperately needed? Maybe she wouldn’t even remember any of this once she recovered. The disorientation was liable to leave her memories muddled. Then he could slink away, keeping an eye on her from a distance until she was well enough to leave.
Yet the very thought of her leaving made him want to issue a warning and hold her captive within his primitive home. He never wanted to let her go. His heart ached at the thought of being without her, but he knew there was no way he could keep the woman here.
When she recovered, she’d want to return to the human world, go back to her life.
Of course, he could always beg and plead with her to stay, but Kahn didn’t think it would work. He was too strong-willed and would not reduce himself to begging for the impossible.
No! There was no way he’d be so weak. Kahn wouldn’t allow history to repeat itself. He’d learned its painful lessons, and no matter how much he wanted the woman, he would not subject her to a doomed fate.
No sooner had he decided on a course of action than her fingers threaded within his hair and began to massage his scalp. Divine shivers slid over his skin and raised goose bumps along his heated flesh. A deep, rumbling purr welled up in his chest and vibrated from his throat as he rubbed against her legs.
It had been too long since he’d been touched.
Kahn fought to keep the beast under control, struggled against shifting form and joining with her in a harsh, primal mating, but her insistent tugging at his hair wasn’t helping matters. Small whimpers and pleas passed her lips, severely testing his strength to resist.
“I want you.”
And just why the hell was he refusing? Why not give the lady what she wanted?
“You don’t know what you’re asking.”
She continued to tug, becoming more determined. “Please…make love to me.”
In the end, Kahn was too weak to refuse. They both wanted the same thing. The reasons he should not join with the woman lost their power over him as she continued to state her case.
“I need you!”
The quiet statement tore at his resistance, ripping his control to shreds. With a powerful lunge, Kahn covered her body, caging her beneath his much bigger, stronger frame.
“Then you shall have me, my love.” His voice sounded husky, wild and untamed.
Snaking his arms under her legs, he forced her knees toward her chest and spread her wide. He slowed for only a moment, the head of his shaft poised at the moist entrance of her pussy.
“Please!”
The need in her voice, accompanied by a quiet sob, nearly undid him. The single word barely passed her lips before he complied, thrusting forward, filling her in one powerful motion. She screamed out her pleasure, seeming to glory in his complete and dominant possession.
Rakahnja’s cock filled her, the deep penetration making her gasp for each breath, her heart beating at a rapid pace against his chest. They remained that way, each adjusting to the other for breathtaking moments. When he began to move, it was no tentative or easy seduction. He drew on his incredible strength, pulled back until only the tip of his cock remained within her then slammed forward once again, creating a punishing rhythm.
Her cries of pleasure inflamed his need. Kahn captured her mouth with a wild kiss, tongues twining in a frantic dance. He swallowed her sounds of pleasure as his cock swelled—the soft spines in his glans beginning to extend from the barb, which was present in both his forms but had never before opened.
She begged and pleaded for more, harder, faster. He gave her everything she asked for and then some as they joined in a near-violent mating.
Their skin was coated with a slick sheen of sweat. The salty scent, combined with the musky smells of sex, hung heavily in the air they breathed and heightened the already intense experience.
Over and over, he thrust his hard cock deep into her tight core. Each time their bodies met generated a slapping sound, filling the cave with the primitive rhythm of their wild fucking. He gloried in the way she held on tightly, digging her short fingernails into his shoulders, unable to move and meet his thrusts due to how effectively he pinned her to the ground.
Nothing had ever felt as exquisite as her hungry flesh gripping him tighter than a fist. Unbelievable rapture spread through Kahn as the head of his cock flared, the protrusions unfolding farther beneath the ridge, extending outward.
He had not anticipated a true mating, though he should have. They fit so well. She touched a hidden, essential part of him no other was able to reach.
She bucked beneath him, trying to meet each thrust, reaching for her orgasm.
“That’s it, love. Feel me. Know your mate.”
Each stroke of his cock raked the sensitive spines along her wet, heated walls, driving him wild. His cum leaked from the tip of his cock to combine with her slick juices, easing his way through the tight clench of her cunt. White-hot lightning streaked down his spine, gathering in his heavy balls. The built-up energy demanded a release he wasn’t yet ready to give in to. Not until she reached completion first.
The barb drove him crazy. He’d known it existed, knew the anatomy and physiology well, but had never experienced it opening within a lover. It was something reserved for when a feline joined with his one true mate. There would be no other for him now. Only she would be able to slake his needs.
Tension within his sac reached epic proportions as he felt the spines wedge him securely against her sweet spot. The stimulus would give her nothing but pleasure. She would be delightfully stretched and full, the soft protrusions teasing with a pulsing motion, inflaming her sensitive tissues.
With a slight change of angle, Kahn’s pelvis ground against her clit each time they crashed together. The friction tightened every muscle and sent her careening over the precipice. She cried out his name as her pussy clamped down on his cock in fierce spasms, making it difficult for him to move.
Nothing would slow down his impending release. No matter how much he longed to extend the experience, his body had other ideas. Powerful waves of bliss spread from the spines, washed over his shaft, and joined with the tension in his balls. Then a cataclysmic explosion unlike anything he’d ever felt erupted. Scalding-hot spurts of his cum surged through his cock, shooting into her spasming womb.
Anita screamed again, her head thrashing from side to side as the spines continued to stimulate her sensitive tissues, driving her orgasms to new heights of bliss. Kahn’s own release was endless, each tightening of her flesh around him demanding more cum from his body, the rapid clenching and unclenching of her walls drawing out every last drop.
Finally, when they both began to calm, he could feel the protrusions once again tucking under the ridge of his cock as the barb retreated back within his shaft. As he withdrew, the still-folding spines rubbed over her tender flesh, sparking wild aftershocks that fluttered through her cunt and into him.
Kahn fought against the automatic renewal of desire as his cock began to harden again, responding to her as it had to no other. He fought in vain to resist the temptation. Neither one of them had the strength to mate with such hard and feral passion again so soon after just reaching completion.
Then she once again begged for more and Kahn surrendered, giving in to his mate. There was nothing he’d deny her. With the initial rush sated, this time, they came together slow and sensual, making love. Each long, languid stroke of his cock seemed to bring them closer, strengthened their connection.
After spending himself a second time, he slid down her torso, following his natural feline instincts. With gentle strokes of his tongue, he lapped up their combined juices, devoting infinite care and attention to devouring every sweet drop of salty-sweet fluid while cleaning his mate.
She writhed and bucked against his face, gushing more sweet honey on which he gladly feasted. No matter how much of her cream spiced with his own essence he managed to imbibe, he desired more.
Once she was satisfied, it took several minutes for her breathing to return to normal. As her body relaxed, she fell into a deep, sated slumber with the spent bulk of his body resting heavily over her.
A searing pain gripped through Kahn’s heart. He loved her and knew he’d have to set her free, no matter how much the mere idea killed him inside. A life together would only bring her misery.
The decision was taken from him when Kahn woke. The woman had taken an unexpected turn for the worse during the night. She now had a fever and would not wake as he gently prodded. On closer inspection, he noticed the small cuts on her leg seemed to have become infected, the flesh red and swollen. Kahn no longer had any choice in the matter. It was time to take her home.
He had to fight his own nature and do something he’d avoided for many years—interact with others in the human world. The thought sickened him, creating overwhelming anxiety, but he would go into the city this one time and do what was necessary for his mate.
When he was sure she’d receive the proper care, he’d walk away.
“Rakahnja!”
The name was a breathy cry from her lips as Anita woke with sudden fear and longing. Her heart slammed against her ribs with a rapid, erratic beat. She scanned the unfamiliar surroundings, searching for him. She had to find him. Her life depended on it.
Sparse utilitarian furnishings were visible in the harsh, florescent light of the sterile, cold room. A metal pole stood next to the bed, clear bags of liquid dripping down the tubing and leaking into a vein in her arm. She attempted to lift her hand only to discover both wrists had been restrained to the bedrails, which were raised on both sides, caging her in.
On a shelf next to the bed sat a monitor displaying various squiggly lines and numbers. Several wires ran from beneath her gown to the device, which issued the steady, annoying bleat of an alarm.
How she’d ended up restrained to a bed in the hospital was beyond Anita. Her mind was a jumble of hazy confusion. One imperative question filtered through the fog. Where the hell was Rakahnja?
A nurse rushed into the room, competent gaze assessing as she moved to silence the monitor. “Good to see you’re finally awake. Doctor Kenner will be in to check on you in a bit.”
The woman produced a small penlight from a pocket of her blue scrub top and pulled back Anita’s eyelids, checking her pupils. She asked a barrage of questions, most of which Anita felt she’d been able to give appropriate answers for. Things like her name, who was the president, and did she know where she was. Those were easy to answer. The one she seemed to have failed was the day and date.
“Officer Samartino went to get some coffee but should be back soon.” The woman shook her head, an exasperated expression crossing her features. “One or another of your officers from dispatch has been here around the clock since you were dropped off in the E.R.”
Dropped off in the E.R.? By who? What on earth is going on?
Anita cleared her throat. “What happened?” Her voice sounded weak and rusty from lack of use.
“You arrived here after a head injury, dehydrated and exhausted with a nasty infection in your leg.” The nurse’s expression showed empathy for her situation, but she didn’t give Anita any real details.
“How did I get here?” She was desperate for answers.
The nurse just shook her head. “Best you rest now. The doctor will explain everything when he comes to see you.”
Before Anita could form a response, the woman was out the door, leaving her just as mystified. Attempts to think back only resulted in brief, disjointed fragments of memories and a killer headache.
The haunting name, Rakahnja, echoed through her mind intertwined with images of a dark, powerful man and a fierce black jaguar.
She leaned back against the pillow and gave up the struggle for answers, instead cataloging the state of her body. Her left leg ached from her toes all the way to her hip. The left arm, where the IV fluids entered her blood stream, was freezing cold. A bone-deep weariness made her feel as if she’d run a marathon and then been hit by a truck.
“Well, it’s about time you woke up, sleepyhead.”
The familiar voice boomed from the doorway. Looking up into Bert Samartino’s strong face, she couldn’t help but smile, thankful to see a friend. Bert was one of several officers she worked with in her job as a dispatcher.
“Bert,” she gasped. Anita tried to sit up, huffing in frustration when the restraints held her to the bed. “What the hell is going on? What happened?”
He moved into the room and perched on the side of the bed near her feet. “That’s what we’ve been waiting to ask you. Do you remember anything about your hiking trip or arriving here?” From his serious expression, Anita knew he’d switched over into cop mode.
Obscure impressions flitted through her head. There were fuzzy memories of setting out for a few days in the mountains to decompress from the stressors of day-to-day life. It seemed like years ago she’d had the argument with her boss. How long ago had that been? The whole incident was so distant and lacking in substance.
Fleeting images remained just out of reach. She remembered seeing some men, hunters. Men who gave her the creeps. She’d been moving fast, trying to put some distance between them. There’d been a misstep and tumble, but Anita was filled with uncertainty.
“I remember hiking and falling down a slope.” When the heck was that?
A sudden, clear recollection hit her. Everyone at work had been riled because it was Friday the Thirteenth and a full moon. Her superstitious coworkers had declared such a paranormal double whammy would lead to an insanely busy day at the dispatch center.
“Everyone was giving me a hard time about going into the mountains alone on full moon Friday the Thirteenth. Like I believe in all that supernatural crap.” She laughed weakly.
There were mixed-up images of following a black jaguar through the mountains, but she knew that was impossible. The name Rakahnja rolled through her mind again and she visualized a large, dark man with long black hair.
What the hell?
There were also memories of a threatening presence, but she shoved those to the back of her mind. She wanted to concentrate on remembering Rakahnja.
“There was a man who helped me.” Using her training, Anita tried to give as detailed a description as possible, leaving out superfluous impressions, such as how gorgeous and caring he was. She ticked off a factual list for Bert.
“About six-two, two-hundred twenty pounds, shoulder-length black hair, cocoa-brown skin…” She fumbled over how to relate her other impressions. Eyes the color of golden amber jewels, and the fact the man and jaguar seemed to be one in the same.
“Do you remember eye color, distinctive markings, facial hair?” He was busy concentrating, writing everything in a small notebook.
“His eyes were an, um…deep gold color.”
She stopped talking as Bert’s serious blue gaze snapped up to study her face. His brows drew together, lines fanning out across his forehead. “Gold?”
“Yeah. Like the chunk of amber on my desk.”
From the look of disbelief in his eyes, there was no way she could tell him about the jaguar. He’d never believe her, chalking it up to her head injury.
Thankfully, the doctor chose that moment to walk into the room, breaking the heavy silence hanging between them. The compact, studious man was a whirlwind of motion.
“Ah, you’re finally awake. Good, good.” He nodded. “I’m Doctor Kenner.” He glanced at Bert. “If you wouldn’t mind, officer, I need to examine my patient now. There will be plenty of time for your questions later.”
Bert stood and left the room without another word. Anita knew he’d stay close, trying to eavesdrop in case she revealed any more details to the doc. Having him nearby was both reassuring and unnerving. There was no way she’d be able to discuss the jaguar-man with the doctor with Bert within hearing distance.
“We were rather worried about you, young lady. It’s very lucky your friend brought you in when he did.” He lifted the blankets to examine her legs. His bony fingers felt cold against her skin, but Anita remained still. She wanted to let the man spill as much information as possible.
“You had a bacterium in your body, which was harmless until you fell. When that happened, it entered your bloodstream. Had it been any longer before we got antibiotics into your system—” He stared into her eyes for a long moment. “Well, you might have lost your leg. Your friend saved your limb and very possibly your life by getting you to us in time.”
Anita gasped, jerking against her bonds. “Why am I restrained? Please untie me.”
“Ah, that was for your safety. You were rather combative due to your head injury, and we didn’t want you to cause further harm.” He released the ties from her wrists, gently rubbing the circulation back into her limbs for a moment.
“You’ve been mumbling about black jaguars, caverns and such since they brought you in. We’ve been giving you IV fluids to fight the severe dehydration and broad-spectrum antibiotics for the infection.”
She interrupted, needing to know more detail. “What about the head injury?”
“The CT scan revealed a small amount of bleeding in your brain. A subdural hematoma, which when coupled with dehydration can result in a lack of memory or a confusion of events and reality.”
A confusion of events and reality?
Well, she certainly did feel confused, but Anita had little doubt as to what she’d encountered out here. The longer she was awake, the more she remembered. A jaguar-man had taken care of her injuries. He’d also made love to her.
She knew very well what she’d seen and experienced, believed in her heart he existed, and had every intention of finding him once again. What he was didn’t matter. Who he was—the strong, loving soul she’d discovered—was all she cared about.
The doctor patted her hand. “Your amnesia to your injury and the days that followed will likely remain.”
“Days,” she gasped. “How many days? What day is it?”
“Today is Saturday, dear.”
Saturday? How could it have only been one day?
Looking down at his watch, Kenner mumbled, “The twenty-first.”
Her head swam with dizziness and her stomach clenched into a tight knot of dread. Long after the doctor left, Anita sat trying to sort through her memories. Eight days. She’d lost eight whole days.
Bert came back in for a while. He told her she’d been brought into the hospital on the evening of the eighteenth, and had been comatose since then with the exception of her fevered mumblings.
Everyone had considered the things she’d said to be a result of the head injury, but Anita would not believe that was the case. There was no way she’d survived six days on the mountain without help. Yet the investigations of her officers into the mystery man who’d brought her to the hospital had turned up nothing.
Well, she certainly did feel confused, but the more she relaxed her mind, the more she remembered.
She vividly recalled the jaguar. In his feline form, Rakahnja had been magnificent. Lean muscle covered by a shimmering black pelt with silver undertones, and dark golden eyes, both fierce and captivating. Those eyes seemed to have the ability to pierce her flesh and gaze into her very soul.
The mere thought of him brought her nipples to firm peaks and caused her breasts to swell with excitement.
No words did justice to describing Rakahnja in his human form as she remembered him. Supremacy and power oozed from every fiber of the large man. Each feature of his utterly masculine face was chiseled perfection. Jet black hair flowed in scintillating waves down over the broadest shoulders, and miles of cocoa-brown skin covered in ripped sinew. His chest, forearms and legs held a spattering of soft black hair.
In every image of him running rampant through her head, he stood tall and confident, completely comfortable with his nakedness. He fit into his surroundings perfectly, no matter which form he took. She remembered his captivating face hovering above her own in the darkness, watching his pupils thin and elongate to feline slits within a human face.
It surprised her to not be bothered by his differences, but somehow the strange attributes made him that much more attractive to Anita and she accepted who Rakahnja was with shocking ease.
Arousal flushed her skin at the remembered weight of his large body pressed against her from shoulder to ankle. She’d luxuriated in the warmth of the skin-to-skin contact and the impressive erection cradled against her belly.
Her blood heated, rushing through her body, swelling her breasts and pussy with undeniable desire. Just thinking of the virile man stirred a carnal need and sent a gush of hot fluids sliding down the quivering walls of her pussy. Everything about Rakahnja from the primitive domination and control she’d read in his expression, to the very tender and gentle way he’d cared for her created needs she’d never even contemplated.
And the sex… Oh, the sex.
She remembered the ecstasy of his tongue lapping at her tender folds, along with fevered bouts of primal fucking, and long, slow sessions of making love. Indescribable bliss and pleasure beyond belief. She’d found paradise, a beautiful haven, within Rakahnja’s embrace.
The strong, sure, forceful way he fucked her was something she’d always yearned for, even asked for, but the men she’d been with had never delivered. Mmm…how he’d provided, both capturing Anita and setting her free.
There was no way he was a figment of her concussed mind, some deluded fantasy. No way to easily explain away the time she remembered spending with him. Rakahnja was real and she would find him.
While the feline had touched her heart, the man had touched her soul, leaving an indelible imprint of a love she refused to let slip away without putting up one hell of a fight.
It didn’t matter what being with a shapeshifter involved. She was willing to do whatever it took in order to be with the man-beast who held her heart.
If only she could find him again…
*****
How did one go about attracting a shapeshifting jaguar-man?
Anita didn’t know the answer to the all-important question, but she was determined to figure it out. Her memories had wreaked havoc on her normally well-ordered life ever since waking up in the hospital a few weeks ago. Not to mention what they’d done to her libido. Her dreams were filled with heated, carnal sex and wild, untamed fucking.
While she’d read a few fantasy novels about creatures who were able to change from one form to another—shapeshifters—those types of stories weren’t her thing. Most of the time she went for suspense or thrillers, with a few horror novels thrown in for variety. Had she read a few more fantasies, she just might be better equipped for the task at hand.
Her resolve to find him had not lessened. She’d taken a leave of absence from work and headed out into the mountains. As she hiked, her thoughts focused on him—Rakahnja. The name played through her head, along with images of a stunning and powerful animal-human.
“Where are you?”
Her dreams had brought so much of it back to her. Through a process of elimination, Anita had pinpointed an area in the Rocky Mountains to focus her search. From what she remembered, the terrain had been rocky with sparse vegetation. Closely surveying her surroundings, she had no idea if she’d come to the right area or not. She let her mind wander, thinking back to her memories of the fateful hike, waking up battered and bruised, trying to find her way down off the mountain but instead heading to higher elevations.
Rakahnja had seemed as real as everything else around her, only incredibly more vivid, larger-than-life and absolutely captivating. At least some of the things she recalled had to have happened. She needed them to be true. The memories were so rich in detail. Her fingers itched at the remembered sensation of stroking thick, silky fur. And those haunting amber eyes that seemed to glow from within. Both the jaguar and the man had shared the same beautiful eyes.
Then there was the way she’d burned in his arms. No way had she imagined such mind-blowing sex. How was it possible for her mind to come up with the feel of soft fur against her body, the somewhat abrasive tongue that reached deep into her pussy to stimulate nerve endings never before awakened? Or the comforting sensation of a man’s weight and warmth over her as he thrust a gloriously long, thick cock into her drenched channel?
There were a few details she was certain were pure imagination though. Like the way the head of his cock had swelled, locking him deep inside her. The wonderful tentacles that had caressed and pulsed against her G-spot. She had doubts concerning those memories.
She was getting wet just thinking about her fevered fantasies. And whether fantasy or reality, here she was searching for Rakahnja, her mysterious man-jaguar. While afraid to have her recollections proven to be merely wild imagination, she was equally terrified to find her dream shapeshifter existed—knowing deep within her soul it would change everything.
Although her life had never been exciting, Anita had felt completely out of place over the past weeks. Nothing seemed to fit right anymore. Not her job, car or apartment. Not even her coworkers, who she used to think of as friends but now realized were nothing more than casual acquaintances. She didn’t really share anything in common with them, and they rarely socialized outside work.
Still, one word had echoed repeatedly through her mind in a sensual male voice.
Rakahnja.
*****
Lying in the tall grass, Kahn watched a gray hare race out into the meadow. The small animal came to a screeching halt for a moment after spotting him before quickly hopping away. The fierce predator within him didn’t even stir for the temptation. He couldn’t care less about an easy kill. There was only one thing he wanted and he couldn’t have her.
The man knew it had been a few short weeks since he’d left her at the hospital. The jaguar only knew it had been an eternity of endless days running one into the next. No matter how much he wanted to give up hope, he found himself stalking the places he’d seen her in the past, watching for any sign she’d returned to the mountain. While he’d come across the hunters and encountered several other humans, Anita had not been among them.
Turning his face up to the sky, he growled. It was a long, pain-filled and mournful sound. Quite pathetic really. He was supposed to be a powerful predator, dominant feline, a true loner who needed no one.
All he felt was lonely and lethargic, unable to summon any interest in anything. The heat of the sun on his furred hide made his skin feel too tight, yet the nearby stream didn’t entice him into taking a refreshing swim.
The scent of a female mountain lion in heat drifted to him on the gentle breeze but left him feeling repulsed. He was no longer able to fathom joining with any female other than Anita.
Kahn let her name roll around on his tongue, enjoying the sweet sound that had echoed through him since first hearing it.
Whether awake or asleep, Anita preoccupied him. She was constantly on his mind. Hell, he even imagined detecting her clean, feminine scent in the air. Of course, the phantom fragrance stirred his cock to life as blood rushed to fill the organ.
Moving to his feet, he lazily prowled the area. Lord, how he ached, every part of him—body, heart and soul.
Leaving her had been the hardest thing he’d ever done, but it had been the right thing. She’d needed care he was unable to provide, so he’d kept his vow.
With each step he took toward his home, her distinct scent penetrated his senses a little deeper. By the time he reached the stream, Kahn thought he’d go insane with the desire to see her again, just once. Deep in his heart, he knew he’d give up the rest of his life to touch her one more time.
Not for the first time, he wondered if she remembered him, even fleetingly.
Breaking through a deep copse of trees near the stream, Kahn froze mid-step, paw dangling uselessly in the air. His breath locked up in his throat, heart at first stuttering, then starting a frantic pounding against his ribs.
Anita.
He couldn’t believe his eyes. She was there, before him in the flesh. She’d come back.
Every animal cell within his being screamed for him take action, charge across the short distance, pin her to the ground beneath him, force her to submit while he slammed his hard cock into her from behind and sank his teeth into her neck—staking his irrefutable claim. Yet all he managed was to stand there and stare, then follow at a discreet distance as she headed toward his home.
*****
Her hands shook with violent, nervous energy as Anita moved around the cavern. She detected subtle differences from what she remembered. There was a different blanket on the makeshift bed and a metal canteen stored with the other cooking implements.
Just being there brought her wild dreams and fantasies back full force.
God, she would have given anything for him to be here—to see him again. She wanted Rakahnja more than she wanted to live and would accept him in any way, shape or form. The loving male who’d cared for her so sweetly, made love to her so passionately. All that mattered was grabbing on to him and never letting go.
She felt so sexually keyed up. Each day and long into the night, she’d thought about the little bits and pieces of their lovemaking that had stayed with her. And she harbored no doubts about it. She had made love with her fantasy man, cat…whatever.
Sitting on his bed, her blood heated as she thought about the way he’d made love to her. He’d reached places inside her and ignited nerve endings that cried for his delightful loving. She remembered him filling her with his warm cum then sliding down between her legs. His tongue had parted her flesh, hungrily gathering as much of their combined release as he could find and greedily devouring every last drop. It was the most erotic experience she’d ever had.
Her panties flooded with thick cream and she was having difficulty breathing. Anita picked up his blanket and held it tightly against her chest, burying her face in the scratchy material, taking a deep breath. Every inhalation carried his musky essence into her lungs. It was a scent that had stayed with her over the past days and nights.
Oh, God. She needed him so badly. Just his distinct scent brought her clit to attention, peeking from under its hood. Blood pooled, swelling her pussy lips and pulsing in the tiny bundle of nerves.
Being in the city, going through the motions of life for the past weeks had been pure hell. She’d never been happy with city life, but now it was an unbearable torture. Every cell in her body screamed for the freedom of the wilderness.
Anita easily pictured herself living a simple existence in the woods, communing with nature. She saw herself walking naked and unashamed near the stream or lying in a grassy meadow under the sun.
Curling up in a tight ball on his bed, she prayed he’d return to her, and even called out his name.
*****
Anguished pain ripped through Kahn’s chest, stealing his strength.
Why? Why the hell has she come back? Why did she come into my home? It was a cruel torture he might not survive, even if it was something he’d desired.
His natural predatory instincts kicked in and Kahn went on the prowl. The need to stalk prey, chase it down then rip it to shreds flowed through his veins, spiking inherent needs he’d tried to curb.
Through the red haze of his anguish, he heard the plaintive cry of a young deer. Moving with soundless stealth and feline grace, he made his way unhurriedly to the edge of a small clearing, gaze zeroing in on his target.
There in the center of the clearing stood a tiny fawn. It really wasn’t worth the effort. The pathetic creature barely had any meat on its bones, but the blood thirst had seized Kahn and wouldn’t let go, demanding he hunt.
Crouching down, he was poised on the balls of his paws, powerful legs ready to propel him forward at just the right moment. A low growl rumbled through his chest as his keen eyes kept close watch on the small creature. Like a bullet exploding from the barrel of a gun with the firm squeeze of the trigger, Kahn erupted into motion, outrunning the wind.
The weak animal didn’t incite much of a chase. It stood there, frozen for long moments before finally deciding to make a run for it, but it was too late.
Within seconds, Kahn had the fawn’s throat firmly held within his powerful jaws, its scrawny body captured between strong paws. His deadly sharp canines were pressed against soft, vulnerable flesh, prepared to rip open delicate tissues and end its young life when his stomach soured.
If Anita saw him now, she’d never want him. Yet this was a major part of who he was, how he survived. In the wilderness, it was survival of the fittest. The strong thrived off the weak and taking life extended your own. This is why she’d never accept him, even if he were to break his vow. It was how he lived, day in, day out.
He lay down with his catch, keeping enough pressure on its throat so the fawn was unable to make a sound. His big paws firmly pinned the animal, limiting its movement, the frantic beating of its heart radiating up through his forelegs. All he had to do was close his jaw to crush its airway, jerk his head to the side to snap its spine. Such was life.
Anger roiled through his gut with the thought that his natural instincts would disgust Anita. It would make no difference she was his mate, or that he also had a human side. This part of his nature would drive her away, as surely as the fact he was unable to survive in the human world.
His grasp on the fawn loosened. Eventually, he let the poor animal escape as his train of thought eased the bloodlust’s grip on him.
He’d just given up an easy meal for the love of a woman who would never be his own. He was the pitiable creature, not the fawn. A predator unable to hunt and kill would not live. Love certainly would not feed him.
Survival was what it all boiled down to. Love was a trap. One that would lead to both their extinction. No matter how her scent called to him, how much he longed to taste her or to pound his aching cock into her hot body. Neither would survive in the other’s world.
As long as she stayed in his home, Kahn would watch over his love, his heart. He’d protect her at the risk of his own life, provide nourishment and see her safely on her way when she left. And there was no doubt in his mind she would leave. It was only a matter of time. She didn’t belong here with him.
*****
A frustrated scream welled within her throat. The smell of Rakahnja on the bed, blanket, towels and all over his home was making her insane with need. All her attempts to lure him to her over the weekend had been in vain. Each morning she found wild roots, fruits and vegetation along with fresh fish just inside the mouth of the cavern, knowing he’d provided these things. Yet he didn’t come to her.
She was so horny she was walking funny, each step bringing an exquisite friction against her aching clit. Her panties were constantly soaked with the hot juices gushing from her empty pussy. Her breasts were swollen to the point of pain, her nipples sensitive to every brush of her clothing over the puckered peaks.
Unable to stand the offensive material anymore, Anita stripped away every stitch then headed for the stream. She needed to cool the constant heat zinging through her blood.
A small gasp escaped her throat as she stepped into the chilled mountain water. It took a long time to ease her body deeper. Each movement became more difficult, but she began to feel better once she’d managed to sink all the way into the refreshing stream. She floated on her back, breasts bobbing above the waterline as her wrists and hands performed a continual sculling motion to keep her afloat.
The cold water did nothing to tamp down the heat raging within her body because everything reminded her of Rakahnja. Just relaxing in the stream brought to mind one of the many facts she’d learned about jaguars. The large animals were strong swimmers, not shying away from water like many other cats.
Christ! Nearly every thought she had led back to him and heated her blood. She needed some damn relief.
Standing up, Anita enjoyed the caress of the water as it sluiced over her skin. She walked to the nearby tree where her towel hung, but didn’t dry her body. Instead, she spread the cloth on a sun-dappled strip of earth and lay down.
Finger-combing her wet hair, she slicked the short strands back from her face. The warmth of the sun heated her damp flesh and made her skin feel tight. A gentle breeze teased her nipples into firm, puckered buds.
She took her time, drawing out the pleasure of the moment as her hands slid over her belly. Anita massaged her soft breasts, letting the heat build from within. Her nipples ached for some attention, but she forced herself to wait.
Calmly pleasuring her breasts, her fingers inched closer to her rosy areolas, finally capturing her rigid nipples. Using the firm touch she enjoyed, she plucked at the turgid peaks, moaning as searing jolts of pleasure shot straight to her clit.
Longing to feel the warmth of a mouth, she propped herself up on her elbow. Anita pulled her breast forward and lowered her head, drawing the nipple to her lips. Never hesitating, she captured the plump bud between her teeth, sucking with her lips, feeling each hot lash of her tongue spread heat through her pussy.
She alternated between her breasts, giving each the same treatment before collapsing onto her back once again. She lifted her knees and let her legs fall open, the heat of Rakahnja’s gaze warming her needy flesh even more.
It was not just a suspicion. The weight of his stare and restrained lust rose around her and she used the opportunity to tempt him. The fingers of one hand parted her slick, swollen folds as those of the other stroked along her slit. Gathering her cream, she spread it around her clit, crying out as her fingernail made tight circles around the small bundle of nerves.
Damn, that feels good!
Anita imagined the two fingers she plunged into her heated depths were his. Keeping her folds spread wide, she thrust deeply, the heel of her hand rubbing against her clit. There was nothing tentative in her movements. She used all her strength to ride her hand, digging her heels into the ground and bucking her hips in a matching rhythm.
Knowing he watched was intoxicating, driving her toward the pinnacle at a breakneck speed. When she crested the peak, soaring over the other side into a blissful release, Anita screamed his name.
*****
Kahn had been thrust into the deepest, darkest, most vile pits of hell. Watching his mate lying in the sun pleasuring herself was more than he could take. He shifted into human form and grasped his painful erection, stroking it in a tight fist.
Matching her rhythm, he pumped his cock while devouring Anita with his gaze. She was more beautiful than anything else he’d ever seen.
With each stroke, his thumb slid over the head, gathering the fluid leaking from the slit. Every primitive, animalistic instinct within his bones screamed for him to join with her, thrust his needy cock deep into her welcoming heat. He wanted nothing more than to fill her with his cum, mark her with his scent and possess her.
Although his resolve weakened, Kahn managed to keep his distance—no small feat. Each breathy moan and whimper to pass her lips slashed at his heart like sharp claws intent on destruction.
No matter how many times he achieved release, nothing satisfied his need. Feeling battered, bruised and thoroughly abused, Kahn gave into his anger, lashing out silently at the cruel fates that had chosen a human as his mate. He bemoaned his own shifter nature, which would not allow him to mesh in the human world and the cruel ways of intolerant people.
Desperate times called for drastic measures. Somehow, she would find a way to draw him out. But solving the puzzle of how to become irresistible to a fantasy escaped Anita.
She’d never been much of a sexual creature. Sure, she’d taken lovers over the years, mostly on a casual fuck-buddy type of basis—nothing serious. They had all been men she’d been friends with for some time. Men she knew and trusted.
She was not the type of woman to vamp herself up to go to clubs hunting for a sex partner and was not very familiar with the ways of seduction. It was just not her style, which was probably why she was now failing terribly. How was she supposed to sex herself up for him and make Rakahnja hot enough he couldn’t stand it another minute? Hot as she constantly felt for him.
Anita was prepared to try something different, take things a bit further. If he was able to resist stepping into the baited trap she flaunted before him this time…well, then she didn’t have much hope left.
Anticipation over what she planned put her on edge as she returned to the stream once again. Her breasts were already swollen, nipples distended, pussy inflamed. Heat pooled between her legs and her thighs were damp with her juices.
Spreading out a soft blanket on the ground near the stream, she set her backpack on one corner. She sat in the middle of the blanket and began to spread the items she’d brought around herself. The erotic picnic consisted of a plastic, bear-shaped squeeze bottle of honey and a banana—the last of the food she had. The final item was not edible, but was the one sure to do the trick—her long, thick vibrator.
Bringing the purple wonder along had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, hoping to use it with her love. Now she was very glad to have the item to tempt him.
After peeling the banana, she removed the little cap from the honey, exposing the nozzle. Without giving herself time to back out, Anita began to drizzle the sticky golden liquid over her breasts. She was mesmerized by watching fat drops dangle from her hardened nipples before sliding down onto her abdomen. Just for the fun of it, she squeezed a gooey dollop into her navel before moving lower.
Spreading her legs wide, she used one hand to expose delicate folds before generously drizzling honey over her clit and labia. Finally, she lowered the nozzle to her needy entrance, inserted the tip and filled her pussy with the warm, sugary treat. The liquid slowly trickled from her pussy and slid in a golden path over her perineum and puckered rosette.
She felt like an exotic delicacy set in the middle of a table before a hungry audience. And there was no doubt she had one totally enthralled spectator. The heat of Rakahnja’s gaze scorched her skin.
Picking up the banana, she sensually rubbed the end through the honey coating her areola, circling one nipple and compressing it beneath the fruit before giving the other the same treatment. Each movement of the ripe fruit left a small trail through the thick substance.
Anita became completely engrossed in her erotic game. Her efforts were no longer only for her mysterious lover’s benefit, she was truly enjoying herself. After pleasuring her breasts, she slid the fruit over her abdomen, circling her navel then moving even lower. Teasing herself without mercy, she played around the edges of her pussy and into the crease of her thighs before spreading her folds once again. The warmth of the sun on her sticky skin touched her in a way similar to the press of a hot body.
Throwing her head back, she closed her eyes and arched her back, moaning loudly. The tip of the banana sliding through the honey covering her clit was incredible, vastly different from the feel of her fingers or vibrator.
The meat of the banana on her flesh felt like the silky touch of a cockhead teasing her sensitive nub. Sliding it lower still, Anita played at the entrance of her pussy. She didn’t try inserting the banana though. It was too soft for such play.
Lifting the fruit to her mouth, she painted her lips with the sweet combination of honey and her juices. She opened wide and deep-throated the treat similarly to how she’d enjoy sucking on Rakahnja’s thick cock. Mmm…nice.
Her pussy clenched with the need to be filled. Keeping the banana in her mouth, Anita grasped her vibrator in the other hand and buried the toy between her wide-spread legs in one hard thrust. Knowing that she was being watched as she performed center stage of the sexy tableau added to the thrill firing her heated blood. She was enjoying her play, driving herself closer and closer to orgasm.
Finally, she twisted the end of the vibrator, needing the extra stimulation to drive her over the edge. The wonderful device had a little tongue near the base. It stroked her clit on every forward plunge, swamping her with delightful sensations as the broad head pulsated against her sweet spot.
She could feel Kahn moving closer, stalking her, but refused to look. Her eyes remained stubbornly clamped shut as she pleasured herself, silently begging him to join her efforts.
Just as she neared completion, she was startled as something crashed through the bushes. A shrill scream escaped her lips. The deep, menacing growl that finally penetrated her hazed senses brought with it the realization Anita had ensnared the wrong predator within her trap.
Moving very slowly, she stood and began to inch away from a fierce mountain lion, her arousal forgotten. The animal was poised in a crouched position, ready to attack, apparently desiring a snack. There was no kindness in this cat like she’d sensed in the jaguar. The territorial huntress had a deadly look in her bright eyes.
She must have a sweet tooth.
The thought brought a fit of hysterical laughter bubbling up in her throat, which Anita was barely able to tamp down. She had to remain cool and calm to survive.
Running through the things in her head that she knew about mountain lions, Anita struggled to find a way out of the deadly situation. The cat’s rounded, black-tipped ears stood straight up from her small head, listening intently. Her tawny coat was beautifully complemented by the warm, golden rays of sun setting her lithe body aglow.
From her dark brown nose to the end of her black-tipped, twitching tail, Anita took in the long body, estimating her weight at about one-hundred pounds. She would not be fooled by the feline’s deceptively lithe body and cute, cuddly appearance. Cats like this one were unpredictable and vicious hunters. Escaping from the situation unscathed was looking highly improbable.
Running would be similar to waving a red flag in front of a bull, inflaming the cat’s natural instinct to chase prey. Anita searched the immediate area for sticks or rocks she could use to scare the animal off, never completely looking away from its penetrating, cold gaze. Anything she used would have to be obtainable without bending over very far or turning her back. She needed to keep standing tall and cast a large countenance. The cat would go for her vulnerable neck and head with those powerful jaws if she moved lower to the ground.
Anita watched in stunned horror as the cat rocked slightly on its big paws, readying itself to spring forward. She raised her arms to appear bigger, but the cat seemed undeterred. Most likely it was a mother out hunting for her cubs. She’d decided Anita would make a good meal and was not likely to be frightened away by any of her tactics.
Her mind began to project a slideshow of her life. In thirty-eight years, she’d not accomplished very much, working a low-level job and having created no family for herself. Yet she was content with how she’d spent her days enjoying the lands she loved. Her only regrets were never having found a soul mate or bearing any children. Other than those two failures, she felt fulfilled but not ready to see it all end with such abruptness.
There was no warning of what was to come other than the brief diversion of the cat’s attention. One moment the mountain lion was poised for attack, the next she’d sprung into action, leaping gracefully toward Anita.
Her shrill scream was cut off more quickly than it began. A flash of shiny black hair and dark skin caught her eye only seconds before Rakahnja was standing there in all his naked glory. The large, magnificent man selflessly put himself in harm’s way between her and the attacking cat, risking his own life.
No sooner had she registered his presence than he began to change right before her stunned eyes. In the space of time from one heartbeat to the next, her raven-haired rescuer shifted from protective human male to territorial, fearsome feline predator.
If she’d blinked, Anita would have missed the whole thing.
The two felines burst into motion, becoming one snarling, roiling mass. The jaguar managed to stay between Anita and the other cat, keeping her at a safe distance. All she could do was back up to a nearby tree and lean against the trunk for support, incapable of looking away while the epic battle ensued.
The jaguar had a clear size advantage over the mountain lion, but the fierce, tawny cat was hungry and on a mission. She would not easily give up on capturing her prey.
Wickedly sharp claws slashed through the air, striking with deadly force, ripping through tender flesh. Long white canines were bared from powerful, snarling mouths, easily sinking into soft tissues as the two cats fought for supremacy. Kahn appeared to be injured. The mountain lion got the upper hand, caging the jaguar beneath her powerful legs and Anita thought the battle would soon come to a fatal end.
With a furious growl, the female cat’s head lowered toward Rakahnja’s exposed neck, mouth open and poised for a killing strike. For a split second he just lay there and stared up at the smaller cat. Anita felt a perplexing sense of sadness and loss. It was like Murphy’s Law coming into play. She’d searched for her fantasy man-jaguar, almost lost hope of ever finding him, only to have the creature suddenly appear, change form and be brutally killed before her eyes.
Suddenly, the black cat burst into motion, dispelling Anita’s morbid thoughts. He rolled the mountain lion beneath him, reversing their positions. This time he stood over the female, her back to his underbelly. His sharp teeth seized the vulnerable flesh of her neck as he pinned her beneath his bigger body. Reluctantly, the tawny cat dropped down on her belly in a submissive posture, allowing the jaguar to control her with his superior strength.
The sight reminded Anita of her favorite wildlife print among those decorating the walls of her home. The picture captured the natural supremacy of the stronger male feline, standing in a dominant pose over his female mate, beautifully depicting the aggressive character of their relationship.
She had no idea how long the two cats held the position. Eventually they seemed to come to an understanding, the tawny female accepting the male’s dominance and relinquishing her claim to the prey.
The jaguar slowly rose above the mountain lion, keeping careful watch on the other cat as she began to move away. She never once looked back, instead choosing to keep getting farther from the other predator, graceful in accepting her loss.
As they moved farther from the stream, Anita’s wobbly legs gave out. She recklessly slid down the tree trunk without regard for the bite of the rough bark into her naked backside. Everything had happened in a dreamlike state and now came crashing down on her hard with the realization she’d almost become the mountain lion’s next meal.
She pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged them close to her body, then dropped her head and cried. In her stupid attempt to attract a man-animal who obviously didn’t want her, she’d risked her very life. Now she sat naked and dirty on the ground, covered in honey. Her body was racked with tremors as she sobbed.
God, what a pathetic mess she’d become. Chasing after a dream lover who didn’t want to be found. Risking both their lives in her foolish attempts at seduction. Thinking she’d be safe with such a naturally vicious predator.
At the first swipe of the long, coarse tongue rasping over her trembling forearm, Anita jolted, head snapping up and coming face-to-face with Rakahnja, who was still in his jaguar form. Her common sense finally kicked in, tremors of fear racing through her body.
Do not fear me, love.
The words echoed through Anita’s head and a sharp, barked sound of panic rose up from her throat. The bitter taste of terror filled her dry mouth. Her heart believed Rakahnja would never hurt her, but the violence she’d witnessed stirred a shiver of disquiet in her mind. Cold sweat chilled her clammy skin.
Still, nothing in his relaxed posture or expression was menacing. This was Rakahnja—the same animal-man who’d cared for her with such tender compassion. Her apprehension quickly dissipated, replaced with a deep sense of longing. He’d saved her life and returned to make sure she was unharmed. How she possibly read the emotions in his intense gaze, Anita had no idea, but she didn’t doubt the feelings of love and protection emanating from the feline.
She reached out a tentative hand, stopping midway before moving forward again. With tenderness, she stroked the soft fur covering his jaw. There were places where he seemed to be bleeding, but it was difficult to tell how bad the wounds were because of his dark pelt. He may need medical attention, but she’d have to get a look at his injuries to make that determination. And truth be told, she desperately wanted to see Rakahnja in his human form again.
“I-I want to see, umm…”
How was she supposed to word this without hurting his feelings? While she enjoyed the jaguar, she was very curious about the man, the part Rakahnja had withheld from her. But Anita didn’t want him to get the impression she was rejecting the feline who was a big part of the whole.
In the end, she decided to simply spit the words out and get it over with. “I want you to shift for me. I want to see the man, Rakahnja. Please!”
He just stared at her for a while. When he began a restless shifting motion on his paws, Anita wasn’t sure what to expect, but suddenly he changed. Rakahnja stood before her, one instant a jaguar, in the next a man crouched on all fours. One knee rested on the ground, the other was bent along his muscular torso, his long, erect cock jutting along his abdomen.
No matter which form she saw him in, there was no denying the powerful effect he had on her. Anita had never seen a more magnificent sight. Both man and beast were beautiful beyond words, both bodies creating a heated response.
Before she could give in to the erotic energy surrounding them, she needed to take care of his injuries. There were several deep gashes and puncture marks marring his cocoa-brown skin. They would need to be cleaned and bandaged, but she dared not touch him without letting him know her intentions.
“Come over to the stream so we can clean those cuts. Then I’ll get some bandages and ointment from my backpack. We can’t leave them exposed to the elements, open to infection.”
A million different questions swirled around her mind. Questions she needed answers to, but they would just have to wait.
Kahn had worried about letting Anita see his human appearance again, uncertain how she would react. A range of emotions played across her sweet face, from sensual hunger to tender concern. No human had ever shown him such love and caring. All those he’d met in the past had been too frightened by being near him, as if he would suddenly be overwhelmed by the need to shift and attack.
He no longer sensed fear in Anita. Still, he was terrified to hope or allow himself to acknowledge what he did sense from her—unconditional acceptance.
“It’s okay, love. Shifters are rapid healers. I’ll be fine.” When he spoke, his voice seemed harsh from lack of use, but it felt good to communicate with someone, human-to-human, without the fear he’d learned in previous encounters.
Already his words were being proven true. He could feel the skin, muscle, and tendons knitting back together. Each place he’d been wounded grew tight and hot as his body healed itself.
Rising to his full height, Kahn reached out for her hand. She gave hers to him without hesitation and allowed him to assist her in standing. They were both pretty dirty and her idea of a bath in the stream was sounding like a fabulous idea. Thinking about how she’d look standing naked in the water with droplets glistening on her skin was enough to make his cock ache.
The feline in him raged over the danger she’d been in, demanding he force her onto all fours and mount her, marking and claiming her. The human side wanted to lay her down on the sweet grass and slowly work every hard, throbbing inch of his cock into the welcoming heat of her tight pussy.
He did neither. Instead, Kahn led her into the stream to wash the sticky, dirty honey from her skin, groaning inwardly. He should have gone to her during her erotic play and licked the sweet honey from her flesh. Now he’d just have to content himself with caressing all those luscious curves.
They stood facing each other in the shallow water and he was unsure of how to proceed or make the first move. He was not accustomed to relating to another in his human form, but he was ready to learn how with Anita.
She shivered a bit, which he presumed was from the cold water. “Are you all right?”
Anita nodded. After dampening her hands, she boldly reached out and made the first move. She began by tracing soft fingers over his body, lingering on every angle and indentation. He followed her lead, doing the same and enjoying the soft differences of her body from his much harder form.
There was a lot they needed to discuss and figure out, but anything else could wait. Right now, he needed the reassurance found only with a physical joining. Anita seemed to share in those needs, silently stroking her small hands everywhere she was able to reach.
His breath caught in his throat when she grasped his cock and stared intently at his large erection. She stroked every inch, seeming to enjoy how the foreskin pulled back as he lengthened within her firm hold. He moaned loudly as she teased the sensitive flesh beneath the ridge that concealed the barb, her other hand lowering to cup and weigh his balls.
Kahn couldn’t stand anymore of the sensual torture. There was only so much the jaguar would allow the man to take. With a fierce growl, he scooped Anita into his arms, sheltered her against his broad chest and carried her toward his home.
“Oh, my!” Anita cried.
Rakahnja became aggressive, ferociously possessive, and she loved every second. She was not much of a submissive but it still seemed natural to yield to his powerful mastery. He showed such passion when he took control, gallantly marching through the stream, across the mountainside and into the cavern.
He was gentle and reverent as he laid her down on the bed. The blanket would have to be laid out to dry later, but she didn’t care. Right now her entire focus was on her lover.
She delighted in the sinuous ripple of lean muscles beneath his dark skin and the intense, carnal look in the gorgeous amber eyes she loved.
Dark, wet strands of hair conformed to his skull. The gashes and punctures from his fight with the mountain lion were already disappearing, faint white lines marking where they’d recently been. Her eyes wandered over the damp planes and angles of his broad shoulders and sinewy chest. Mmm…how she longed to slide her fingers through the dark pelt of hair scattered across his divine chest and narrowing down over a taut, washboard abdomen.
His hips were lean and sexy, legs corded with powerful muscle, his superb cock heavy in between. She wanted to taste the little drop of fluid rolling over the wide crown.
Taking his long, thick erection into her mouth was a pleasure Anita highly anticipated. She also pictured herself on her belly beneath him—his sharp teeth clamped on to her neck, while he fucked her deep and hard in a primal rhythm—very much like the picture of large cats in her home. But she sensed he was holding back, keeping the animal at bay, which was the last thing she wanted or needed.
She would know every part of him—take him completely or not at all.
“Rakahnja!” His beautiful name rolled fluidly over her tongue. “Don’t you dare hold back.” Anita quickly flipped over onto her hands and knees, dropped her chest down, enjoying the erotic brush of the blanket against her pebbled nipples. Pushing her ass high in the air, she spread her legs wide, giving him the perfect view of her wet, pink pussy.
She was rewarded by the sound of a deep feline growl rumbling from his chest.
There’s only so much a man can take—even less when the man is half animal. The vision of Anita’s lusty actions and her beautiful, slick pussy on display broke any semblance of control he might have had. He would no longer be satisfied with making love. The jaguar demanded he fuck his mate long and hard and stake his claim in the most primal way.
For better or worse, he would have her, for today and forever. He’d no longer allow her the option of returning to the city. Kahn felt all his doubts melting away with the decision. Anita was his mate—it was the only thing that mattered. Everything else would work itself out in time. They would take each day as it came and make the most of the years they had together.
The animal compelled him to thrust into the warm, tight fist of her pussy, but the man was able to assert his own needs first. He’d dreamed of her sweet nectar since the first taste and would not be denied the pleasure of such a sublime delicacy now. Kneeling behind her, Kahn moved in close. The musky scent of his mate hit him with blinding force and he took in great, gulping breaths, filling his lungs with her intoxicating aroma.
She startled, jerking at the first wet swipe of his tongue along the crease of her thigh. He knew she’d not expected the move and enjoyed being able to surprise his love. He teased and tasted her delicate folds before thrusting his tongue deep within her cunt, drinking everything she gave him, demanding even more. Her essence was the sweetest ambrosia exploding through his mouth—a treat he’d always crave with near desperation.
They had all the time in the world, but Kahn refused to wait another minute to join with his mate. And this time she would know it was no dream. He positioned himself behind Anita. The lust-filled dark gaze she shot over her shoulder slammed into his gut. She wanted him with the same consuming depth of desire. Good.
Spreading her legs wider with his knees, Kahn enjoyed the brush of her soft skin against his harder flesh. He grasped his rigid, steely shaft and pumped it slowly before positioning the ruddy head at her slick opening.
“You’re mine now, love. Always!”
The words were a command, a declaration of possession. Kahn thrust forward—his shaft easily parted the silken walls of her pussy, powering into the glove-tight grasp. Without pause, he took up a steady pace. Each thrust slow and hard, filling her until the broad head pressed against her womb.
“So good.”
Joining with his mate was the purest delight he’d ever known. Nothing would ever compare to the way her flesh closed around him, drawing him deeper into her body like a hungry little mouth sucking at his shaft. Her fluids gushed, coating his cock and balls in the warmth of her passion. Sweat slicked their skin and their bodies slapped together each time he drilled his shaft into her.
“Please,” Anita cried.
With each thrust, Kahn’s large balls tapped against her clit, driving her insane with pleasure. Their coming together was so much sweeter than any of the ephemeral memories she had from those lost days.
He filled her completely, body and soul. She imagined two interlocking parts of a whole fitting flawlessly, completing each other and creating something more wonderful than they’d ever be alone. He filled the empty spaces within Anita, making her whole for the first time. This was where she belonged, how she was meant to thrive. A pure love unlike anything she’d ever experienced warmed her heart.
She whimpered when Kahn pulled his cock from her body, leaving her empty and chilled. Quicker than a flash, he flipped her onto her back and plunged his thick shaft into her once again. He came down over her body, completely enveloping her, cupping her face tenderly in his big hands.
“I want to see your face when I bind you to me, love.” His deep voice was rough, husky with emotion.
Not long ago the thought of being bound to someone would have frightened Anita. It was so…permanent. With Kahn, an enduring union was the very thing she longed for—belonging to him for the rest of their lives.
In the new position, with her hips canted forward, each long stroke of his cock brushed against her sweet spot, and every time their bodies connected the base of his shaft caressed her clit in the most delightful way.
Changes were occurring to him as they made love. Since she’d read up on big cats after leaving the hospital, Anita knew what was happening.
The barb.
The very idea made her inner muscles clench against him in anticipation, and she was not disappointed. His cock swelled and lengthened as the protrusions began to unfurl. Kahn’s strokes became shorter, his movement becoming limited. The spines spread open, creating a delightful vibration against her sensitive walls with each wonderful caress. When fully extended, the thick barb lodged him tightly, making her feel impossibly full as her body spasmed around him.
Covering her with his warmth, he nuzzled her neck. She felt the damp, rasping stroke of his tongue a moment before his sharp teeth clamped over the tendons. There was a slight sting of pain, but he didn’t hurt her. Kahn was staking his claim, marking her as his mate.
Each short, hard thrust pushed her closer to paradise until she was flying, the orgasm overtaking her entire body. Every muscle began to convulse as her fantasy came true.
Anita soared high on the wings of Kahn’s love, feeling her fate shift and change as he roared with his own release. In that moment, she glimpsed what life with him would be like. No longer would she live alone, never really fitting anywhere or having any true ties. Anita belonged with Kahn and they fit together here on the mountain.
Everything was perfect. She couldn’t ask for anything more.
When will the other shoe drop?
Kahn had been waiting to find out for several weeks now. He was amazed by how much his life had changed in such a short time. Having Anita at his side was amazing, but everything was too perfect. Nothing in his life ever went this smoothly. He was walking on eggshells, waiting for something bad to happen.
Maybe his anxiety came from having so many strangers in his territory.
Since Anita had decided to give up city life, his home had been invaded by a variety of workers. First had been the clearing of some land for a road. Next the construction workers had begun to arrive, along with their malodorous, obtrusive and loud machinery. When he wasn’t watching over them, Kahn would escape to his cavern for some peace and quiet.
The house they’d designed would use natural resources where possible, limiting its intrusion on the surrounding land and wildlife. A wood-burning hearthstone stove and water heater would be installed, along with cistern water pumps, gas lanterns and a gas refrigerator. The roof would be fitted with solar panels to heat the structure.
Anita used her inheritance to finance the construction. He’d argued against it at first, but she assured him that her grandparents would love the idea of them building a home on the mountain with the money.
Before long, he’d be a domesticated cat, sleeping in a real bed and eating his meals at a table with utensils. The hairs along his spine rose and a shiver skittered over his skin.
Kahn would adapt to this new, more civilized way of life for Anita. He’d do anything for his mate. He’d even ventured into the city when she’d needed medical care, though he had only stayed long enough to see her safely into the hospital. The brief visit had been more than enough to remind him of everything he disliked about the human world. All the noise, offensive odors and rude people assaulted his senses.
Anita understood and took it all in stride without pushing. She handled anything requiring a visit to town, leaving him to prowl his lands. How he’d ever gotten lucky enough to find such a wonderful, accepting human woman awed and amazed Kahn.
How the hell did I ever live without her?
Anita was an essential a part of his heart and soul—the most important factor in his happiness.
Kahn was amazed to realize he was comfortable being with Anita while in both his forms. She was the only person who’d ever tried to understand his duality and accept him for who he was instead of insisting he conform to her version of normality. He was able to be a man when with her and stop hiding behind the predator as he had for so long. Anita’s love allowed him the freedom to choose. He’d started spending more time in human form.
The sun was setting, turning the evening sky deep, fiery shades from burgundy to plum. Finished making his rounds, Kahn headed back to the cavern to see his mate. Being apart, even for a short period of time, created an unbearable yearning for her tender touch and soft voice.
Almost immediately, he knew something was wrong. There were no signs that Anita had been back since she’d set out on her errands early that morning. Everything else in his home was in its proper place except his beautiful mate.
He sprang from the cavern and raced across the mountainside. Anita’s rugged little truck was not parked in its usual place so he continued down the dirt road. Kahn put every ounce of energy and every muscle to work, running for his very life, only slowing upon reaching the outskirts of the city.
There was no choice other than shifting into his human form to enter the town and he quickly did so. His senses dulled in human form, somewhat decreasing the assault on his refined sense of smell. This would be both a blessing and a hindrance. The human odors would bother him less, but he’d have a harder time tracking Anita.
At a nearby house, he snagged a pair of jeans and shirt from the clothesline, then picked up a pair of shoes lying next to the back door. The pants were several inches too short and baggy around the waist, the shirt straining at the seams, but he didn’t care. The shoes bothered him most, slowing down his long stride.
He had a vague recollection of passing the large hardware and building-supply store on the way to the hospital. Kahn followed the white signs with the red cross until he came to the place Anita had been headed.
He took a deep breath. The hot, oily scent of asphalt, noxious car exhaust and overcooked meat from a fast-food place filled his lungs. A frustrated growl rumbled from his chest as he stood in the massive parking lot. There were too many conflicting odors to detect hers.
The scent of fear clung to the humans moving around him, giving Kahn a wide berth. From his ill-fitting clothing to his tightly balled-up fists, he likely presented a menacing sight.
Kahn noticed a large panel van backing out of a space to reveal Anita’s truck. He used so much force on the door metal groaned and protested as he wrenched it open. Inside, on the passenger seat, sat a bag with the store logo. Taking a deep breath, he froze, his heart clenching at the odor of blood.
Without conscious thought, impotent rage took over. Kahn ripped the door from its hinges and sank to his knees, crushing the metal within his hands. She’d been here, but someone had hurt Anita.
The animal took over, though he did not shift form. Kahn let the cat take charge of the situation. He didn’t have much time. One of the humans would call the police to report the strange man tearing apart a vehicle, sniffing it like a wild beast.
Underneath the scents of the human world and her blood was something familiar, easily recognizable. The hunters from the mountain. The foul, sweaty odor of the two men was all over the truck.
He’d never been so afraid before. If anything happened to her…
A red haze of bloodlust clouded his vision. He’d kill those bastards if they hurt a hair on her head. Tear them limb from limb and leave their bodies to be picked apart by the wildlife. But how would he find them?
For a moment, he considered calling her friends on the police force but dismissed the idea. They’d only slow him down, asking questions for which he had no answers.
Kahn glanced around the parking lot as he tried to come up with a plan. Noticing the gathered crowd, he decided it was time to get moving. If he ended up locked in a jail cell, he couldn’t help Anita.
The jaguar wanted to take control, drop to the ground and search out the scents. He had to fight against his own nature, struggle to maintain his human form and work out a plan.
Logic told him the hunters’ dwelling would not be in the thick of the city. They would have someplace private, away from nosy neighbors. His stride was determined, his demeanor calm as possible under the circumstances. Kahn retraced his path and moved back into the lesser populated outskirts of town.
Once he’d left the bright lights and traffic behind, he stripped and shifted, knowing the jaguar would make better time. His black hide blended into the dark night as Kahn raced across the countryside, trying to pick up a familiar scent. Countless hours and miles passed as he searched. He wouldn’t stop until he found Anita and brought her home safe.
*****
Pain streaked through her skull like a heated, steel blade, slicing her in two. Anita gasped and moved to cradle her head in her hands but her arms wouldn’t move. In fact, she was unable to move anything except her head. Even her eyelids refused to part.
Lord, am I paralyzed?
It took every bit of concentration Anita could muster to fight against the grogginess and fatigue. Through sheer grit and frightened determination, she forced her eyes to open. Her lids fluttered as she struggled to focus and take in the unfamiliar surroundings.
Bare, dirty white walls enclosed the small, windowless space. She was tied to a chair, facing a single door to who knew where. Her mind began cataloging the aches and pains piercing her battered body.
The sounds of two male voices drifted through the thin wall, but she was unable to make out the muffled conversation. Searching her memory made her head hurt worse, but she pushed herself try. The need to figure out what was going on far outweighed any physical discomfort she might suffer.
She remembered leaving the building store and opening the door to her truck. She’d just tossed the bag onto the passenger seat when something struck the back of her head. Big SUVs on either side blocked anyone from witnessing what was happening. She’d put up a fight, knowing from her training that once an abductor got her into his vehicle the chances of getting out alive were slim.
Other than those few facts, her memory was blank. She had no recollection of her attackers or of being brought to this room.
Damn, she’d landed into one deep pile of shit. Her fingers worked frantically, trying to wriggle free of the bonds. The ache in her shoulders from their pulled-back position intensified, but she would not give up.
As the voices became louder, Anita clenched her teeth against the pain and focused on the few words she could make out. They said something about the mountaintop, a cavern and setting a trap. It didn’t make any sense. They’d trapped her in town, not on the mountain. The voices moved closer to the door. She listened intently and what she heard froze her blood and tensed every muscle.
“We’ve got the bait—now all we have to do is wait for the jaguar to shift and step right into the trap.”
She heard a loud smacking sound, followed by deranged laughter.
“We’ll be rolling in dough. Imagine how much we’ll get for a shapeshifter.”
A second voice chimed in. “What are we gonna do with the woman once we get him?”
“Whatever the fuck we want to.”
Her heart seized within her chest as terror engulfed Anita. She had to find a way out of here, call her officers and make sure Kahn stayed far away.
Panic set in. She flexed her muscles, fighting against the ropes binding her. The chair began to rock from side to side as she repeatedly pressed the balls of her feet to the hard floor, one after the other, strong muscles keeping the rolling motion going.
A rattle and clink of keys and mumbled curse only made her more frantic and she pushed too hard, toppling the flimsy seat. The wood splintered and a spark of hope shot through Anita, only to be suffocated in the next instant.
The door flew open and slammed into the wall with a loud crash.
“Where the fuck you think you’re going?”
She couldn’t prevent her whimper at the sight of hard eyes set in the face of a cold-blooded killer. It was a face she recognized from the wall of wanted posters at the station, letting her know how dire a situation she’d landed in.
The first guy was big as a bear. His huge beer belly hanging over the waistband of grungy jeans was covered with a threadbare gray T-shirt. His partner was only slightly smaller and wearing a stained wife-beater tank top. Neither was someone she’d want to encounter in a dark alley.
“About time you woke up,” the shorter one whined.
They moved into the room, untangled her from the broken chair and dragged Anita outside. She struggled, clawed and kicked, but the men didn’t even seem to notice. Keeping a firm hold on her upper arms, they dragged her away from the shack into the heavily wooded property.
“I work with the police. If you let me go now, I’ll make sure they go easy on you.”
The taller one laughed in that scary maniacal tone. “Ain’t gonna be nothing left for the police to find when we’re done.”
The cool night air didn’t stop a cold sweat from breaking out over her skin. Every fine hair stood on end as pure terror streaked through her system.
They stopped at a large tree and slammed her back against the rough bark, which scraped at her flesh. The small bite of pain helped focus her scattered thoughts, but she couldn’t fight their greater strength. In no time at all they had her bound to the trunk facing toward the shack.
“Wh-what are you going to do?” Anita cringed at the weak sound of her voice.
“Been after that shifter of yours for a long time,” the smaller man said. “You’re gonna be the bait. Once we sell the freak of nature to the highest bidder, well then we’re gonna have some fun. Earl and I are gonna show you a real good time.”
The scumbag trailed his dirty, calloused fingers over her cheek and neck, stopping to linger right above the swell of her breasts.
With a vicious smack, the other man knocked his hand away. “What the hell are you doing, Bubba. Don’t go putting your smelly paws all over the slut until she draws the cat here. You can have her later.”
“How long you think it’s gonna take, Earl?”
“Not long. Cats hunt at night. We’ll have him in the cage before first light.”
Not for the first time, Anita wished she had the ability to speak in Kahn’s mind like he did with her. She’d warn him away until she figured out a way to escape. Because if he tracked her, he’d walk right into their trap. No doubt even now he was searching for her and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to keep him safe.
As the night wore on, her eyes started to burn from staring into the darkness, looking for any signs of Rakahnja. The ropes cut into the tender flesh of her arms and legs and it seemed as if the tree bark had removed a layer of skin from her back as a result of her struggles.
Off behind her somewhere, she heard the two men speak in hushed whispers but had stopped trying to figure out what they said. Rakahnja would be here soon. She felt his fierce presence closing in.
*****
The first streaks of color would soon begin to filter across the horizon with the rising sun. Kahn was exhausted from prowling the sleepy town all night but would not give up until he found Anita. When he picked up the first trace of the hunters’ scent, a fresh wave of adrenaline coursed through his blood, driving him onward.
The shack he discovered appeared old and dilapidated. He shifted and moved through the filthy, cramped quarters. There was no doubt she’d been there. He clearly detected Anita’s natural feminine scent, along with the bitter stench of her fear.
He followed the trail out the back door, shifting again as he went. Kahn had to force himself to move slowly and with caution. Not only was Anita near, but the hunters were also there.
His plan had been to find the men and deal with them first, right up until he saw her. All other thought melted away at the sight of Anita bound to a tree, blood oozing from where the ropes had rubbed her raw. He surged forward, blinded by a cold rage. How dare those bastards harm his mate.
A fearsome growl vibrated through his body as anger raged within.
Her shrill, screamed warning came too late. Not that he could have done anything but charge toward her.
Anita watched with helpless rage as a large net dropped from the thick canopy to ensnare Kahn. He roared in frustration, deadly incisors and claws slicing at his prison with little effect.
“Woohoo! We got ’em, Bubba.”
The two morons hooted and hollered as they cautiously moved closer to their prize. Bubba held a dart gun. She figured it held darts filled with a strong tranquilizer. What fools!
The low light of pre-dawn didn’t allow Anita to see everything that was happening, so she relied heavily on her hearing. She heard Rakahnja battling with the net as the two laughing idiots approached. They’d have to get close to see him in the dark, which is exactly what she figured Kahn was waiting for. Once they were within reach, he’d show no mercy.
Anita held her breath and closed her eyes not wanting to catch even a glimpse of what came next.
Do not fear, my love.
She wasn’t worried. Kahn would bide his time, lure the two men closer before attacking. His superior strength would win in the end, leaving the hunters torn and lifeless.
Anita kept her eyes clamped tightly, blocking out the carnage as a grand battle took place before her. She softly hummed a tune in an attempt to drown out the anguished screams, cries and roars.
The fight ended sooner than she realized. When the first tender touch caressed her cheek, she had no idea how much time had passed. The bonds began to loosen and she was pulled into Kahn’s warm embrace.
His bright eyes shone with a predatory gleam as he reached for the hem of her shirt. Her clothes disappeared and she found herself positioned on her hands and knees, taking care to ensure her wrists received no further injury. Without hesitation, her body readied itself for her lover, softening and growing damp. She knew what would happen and longed for his possession.
“Need you,” he growled. “Can’t wait.”
He caged her beneath his strong body, teeth clamping on to the tender flesh of her neck as his cock drilled into her without preamble, hard and fast. Each powerful thrust of his hips impaled her on his shaft, claiming and marking her once again. It was a primal, animalistic mating, the deep show of emotion sending a trill of excitement along her spine.
The world shrank away and all that remained was the slap of their bodies as they joined, along with the musky smell of sex and Kahn. She gave him everything—every whimper, moan and cry—not caring if anyone heard or saw them. Each movement became an affirmation of life and love, which they both craved.
She felt him swell within her pussy as the barb opened, binding them together.
“Mine!”
The one word conveyed a wealth of meaning beyond a simple declaration of ownership. Anita heard a solemn oath of enduring love, confirmation of an unbreakable union, pronouncement of undying loyalty.
“Yours,” she affirmed. Her response was an acknowledgement of everything he gave and assurance the heartfelt devotion was reciprocated.
They came together, finding a sweet haven waiting in the other’s arms, clinging for long moments.
After they both recovered, Kahn helped Anita dress. They walked arm-in-arm to the front of the shack, grateful for the darkness cloaking the men’s bodies. She had no desire to view the remains. He left her sitting on the porch while he called the police and found some clothes to wear.
When Bert arrived, she remained silent. The sharp patrolman recognized Rakahnja from her description months ago. “You’re the man who brought Anita to the hospital,” he stated. “And here it seems you’ve saved her once again.”
His assessing gaze took in every detail as the two men stared each other down. Finally, Bert clapped Kahn on the back. “You just make sure to take good care of our girl or you’ll have to deal with me,” he warned.
Kahn took it all in stride, merely nodding his head.
Bert pulled her into a bear hug. “He ever gives you any trouble, honey, give me a call.”
Anita laughed, returning the hug with equal affection. Either Bert hadn’t heard Kahn’s low growl of warning or chose to ignore the threat. “He’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Bert. I love him.”
It was mid-morning by the time the police were finished with their questions. There seemed to be some doubt and concern over the carnage they’d discovered, but Anita’s comments about hearing the growls of a large animal seemed to appease the officers.
Anita and Kahn received a ride back to the store in a cruiser. The man who drove them cast a dubious glance at the mangled door of her truck and shook his head, warily eyeing Kahn. Everyone at the scene had been suspicious of what had happened, but no one would question the results. She knew Bert had made sure of that.
She sighed as they made their way back to their wilderness home. The road ahead would be filled with challenges, but they’d overcome each one together. Anita had faith in her jaguar-man and the strength of their love. And in the end, nothing else mattered.
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Berengaria Brown
Lois McCubbin was doing her best to ignore the chatter of her best friend, Bree. Bree stood in the corner of Lois’s shoebox-size office at work, staring out the window over the miniscule parking lot to the road in front of Optimized Design, their current employer. Although maybe not their employer for much longer. Lois, the company bookkeeper, was absolutely sure there was something hinky going on in their accounts but didn’t have enough facts to pinpoint the problem. Or, possibly, she just didn’t know enough about accounting to see what was wrong.
But damn, it itched at the back of her mind. She knew—absolutely one hundred percent certain—that something wasn’t right with the company books.
Her parents had seen no reason to pay college fees for a girl. Or that was what she’d finally come to realize anyway. They’d spent years saving up for, and then paying off, her brother Don’s college fees. He was thirteen years older than her, and some of her earliest memories involved her begging and wheedling for some toy or game that “everyone else” had and being told she had to be good and go without it because the money was needed for Don’s college expenses.
Don had always seemed completely grown up to her, and the argument had inevitably made her feel as though she was somehow trying to steal from her older brother. By the time she was old enough to think about wanting to go to college herself, Don was married with a kid of his own. By then the story had changed to, “We couldn’t send Stacy to college so it’d be terribly unfair if we sent you.”
By the age of eighteen, Lois was old enough and smart enough to realize the argument was a load of bullshit, but she’d also known her parents would never change their minds. So she’d used her own savings from her vacation employment, gotten herself a part-time job, and gone to community college for two years to complete her bookkeeping course. Every now and then, like right now for example, she considered going back to school and upgrading to a degree, but she hadn’t done that yet.
Maybe she would, just to find out where the fucking glitch was in these accounts!
“Oh my God. Someone’s going to be in so much trouble,” Bree squealed.
“What? Why?”
“He’s parked his SUV in Mr. Mallory’s parking space.”
“He’d better be a good customer then, or Mr. Mallory’s going to go bananas.” Lois looked up at Bree, but her friend was still peering out the window.
“There’re two of them.”
“Huh? Two of what? Two cars won’t fit into that parking space.”
“No. Two men. Getting out of the SUV. Two really good-looking men.”
Lois ignored Bree. She thought most men between the ages of eighteen and forty were good looking.
However, if the shit was about to hit the fan, she needed to stop trying to solve an insoluble problem and get back to dealing with the invoices. Bree must have come to much the same conclusion because she slid out of the corner of Lois’s room and squeezed around Lois’s desk. “I’d better get back to work. I don’t want to be away from my desk when Mr. Mallory returns.”
“Thanks for dropping by, Bree.”
“My pleasure.”
Lois had finished the accounts receivable and was well along with accounts payable when a deep baritone she didn’t recognize said, “Ms. McCubbin, I presume?”
She jerked upright in her chair, automatically saying, “Yes, sir,” before her brain had time to process the extremely good-looking stranger in her doorway. Well, damn. Just this once Bree was right. He’s a mighty fine figure of a man.
“Come along, come along, this way. The board room is down here.” The testy voice of Mr. Mallory was followed by the clomp of his shoes on the hardwood floor and the disappearance of the tall, black-haired, blue-eyed man who’d been standing in her doorway. She still had no idea who he was or why he was here or even how he’d learned her name, but he was panty-drenchingly good-looking. Right now she longed to pinch her nipples. Her breasts were aching, and that was from seeing him in her doorway for all of ten seconds.
Lois still stared at the doorway, but she was trying to count back to how long it had been since she last went out on a date. Possibly not since her sister Stacy’s thirty-fifth birthday more than a year ago. The party was in a classy restaurant, with dancing, and Lois had succumbed to the lure of the new security guard at the parking lot. He was a very handsome man, well-built with powerful muscles, and an excellent dancer as well. But he’d only been interested in one thing, and Lois didn’t jump into bed with anyone on a first date. Not that they made it to a second date after she refused to let him inside her apartment when they got home from Stacy’s party.
She gave herself a little shake. This man was likely just as dangerous. Besides, if he wasn’t a very good customer, she’d never see him again. Mr. Mallory wouldn’t take kindly to anyone parking in his reserved space out front. All the staff had to walk three blocks to the nearest parking lot, which was a hellish trek in the middle of an Ohio winter. Only the CEO, Mr. Wilson, and Mr. Mallory were permitted to park in the tiny lot out in front of the building. The other parking spaces were strictly for customers, which was ridiculous because the CEO hadn’t been seen in the building in months, ever since he had a heart attack. Even before that, he seldom appeared more than once every two or three weeks.
Also, very few clients arrived here in person. In these days of cell phones, emails, and text messaging, hardly anyone conducted business one-on-one anymore, except possibly for sales staff. Optimized Design was a design company. Their work was almost completely computerized. But that didn’t make Mr. Mallory ease up on the rules for the staff, no matter how many inches of snow might have fallen.
She shook her head, trying to settle her scattered thoughts. Unfortunately, bright blue eyes and a square jawline kept intruding. Resolutely, Lois clicked on the next document needing her action.
*****
Drake Kelekona had felt the pull of attraction to Ms. McCubbin, the bookkeeper. The way her head had snapped up to look him in the face had sent her mass of black curls bouncing, and her deep chocolate-brown eyes had opened wide, all of which had woken his cock to stretch and grow inside his suit pants. Unfortunately, someone at Optimized Design was creaming the profits off from the company and hiding them somewhere, and as the bookkeeper, chances were she was either doing it or complicit in its happening. That was a fucking shame because he’d very much like to get to know her better. It’d been far too long since a woman had excited his blood instantly the way she’d done.
Poor old Frank Wilson had suffered a major heart attack four months ago, and his recovery was very slow and likely never to be one hundred percent. He was close to seventy and ought to have retired at sixty-five instead of trying to continue to manage a company that needed to be at the forefront of technological advances instead of stumbling along a year or more behind all the competition. The old man was beyond coping, which was why he’d agreed to sell to Drake and his brother, Dragun.
They owned and managed DDK Design, and DDK Design was at the forefront of new innovations, and they planned to keep it there.
The attorneys were sorting out the final details of the contract, but Drake, Dragun, and old Frank knew it was a done deal. Frank had begged them to resurrect the company, and Drake was happy to promise to do that. The first thing was to locate the criminal and retrieve the missing money, so Drake and Dragun, who were identical twins, had insisted the change of ownership be kept secret for now. Since Wilson was still too unwell to visit the office, that shouldn’t be a problem. Besides, the old man was still pretty much in denial. He refused to believe any of his “wonderful, wonderful team” would do anything to harm the company.
Creaming money off the top might not precisely be harming the company, but it sure as hell wasn’t helping it any.
Right now, Karl Mallory was doing a good job of driving Drake crazy with lack of information. It was time to put a stop to it. Drake stood up. “Karl, you’ve been talking steadily for ten minutes, and you haven’t even attempted to answer my questions.”
“My dear boy, of course I’m answering your questions. While poor Frank is so unwell, as the CFO, I’m effectively running this company, and even if I do say so myself, Optimized Design is coming along swimmingly. All our updates work perfectly, and I can give you a list of satisfied clients—”
“I’d be horrified if your updates weren’t working perfectly. You haven’t brought out a new one for over twelve months. The computer industry operates much faster than you might be aware, Mallory. Technology is considered to be completely out of date in three years. Updates are expected every few months, not once every year or more. You’ll be losing clients in a steady stream if you don’t get with the trends.”
“Nonsense. We at Optimized Design set the trends. We don’t follow them. We were the very first to meld CAD with—”
Ruthlessly Drake cut him off. He’d heard this line twice already. “That all happened ten years ago. Technology won’t wait that long nowadays. You don’t even have a company app, much less your updates on apps.”
“There’s no need to be rude, young man. I don’t understand why Frank sent you here. As it happens, one of our designers is working on a company app right now.”
Drake ignored the comment about his age. That just showed how out of touch Mallory was. Drake was thirty-five. In technological design terms, that was ancient. The bright young people of technology were designing apps in high school.
“Ah, please take me to meet this designer. That sounds like the kind of thing I need to learn about.”
“First, tell me why you’re here.”
“Frank asked me to come and check a few things for him,” Drake replied easily. It wasn’t completely correct, but it was close enough. He didn’t plan to say anything about taking the financial records home with him tonight until the moment he was about to leave. He didn’t need Mallory, if he was the criminal or working with the criminal, to have time to alter or hide any data. For now, Mallory could assume he was only interested in the product, not the finances.
Drake followed Karl Mallory down a second hallway, past several tiny offices, each with a person sitting at a desk working, and past a spacious empty conference room. Karl had taken him to a conference room when he’d arrived. It had huge picture windows out to the road in front of the building and an enormous mahogany table that would easily seat twenty people, all with luxurious matching armchairs.
This second conference room they past looked almost identical. He stopped at the open double doors. “What’s this room for?”
Karl looked at him as if he were a rather stupid child. “It’s a conference room.”
“I see that, but didn’t you take me to a conference room when I arrived?”
Mallory sighed. “I took you to the new conference room. It’s all wired up for Internet so we can display our work to our clients. This is the old conference room.”
“Why didn’t you just wire Internet into here?”
“It was much cheaper to convert a group of old offices into a new conference room.”
Drake didn’t see how that was possible, and he also wondered how the people kicked out of their offices had felt about it. Oh well, it was all water under the bridge now. Mallory was already walking on, so he hurried after him. Fortunately, his legs were a lot longer than the older man’s so it only took him a few paces to catch up to him.
Mallory pushed open a door at the end of the hallway. Drake stopped still at the threshold. He’d never seen such a crowded room in his entire life. Facing him was a wall of shelving piled high with boxes and tins and odd-shaped parcels. To his right was a desk shoved against the wall with two computers taking up almost all of the flat surface. Beside the desk, also against the side wall, was a second table covered with printers, scanners, and God only knew what else, surrounded by an open tool box and a teetering wall of computer manuals and other technical books.
Underneath the table were more boxes and containers of all shapes and sizes. Mallory had moved into the room, standing right in front of the desk, so Drake inched a little father inside and saw that behind the open door was a second desk with a man of about his age, standing upright, a shocked look on his face and his arms full of paper files.
“Rodney, tell Mr. Kelekona about the app you’re building for Optimized Design.”
Rodney swallowed, bobbed his head, seemed about to choke, swallowed again, and said, “Yes, sir, Mr. Mallory, sir,” before launching into a description of an extremely basic app that could be put on iPads and cell phones to enable them to look at some Optimized Design products.
“How close is this to production?” Drake asked.
The enthusiasm Rodney had shown faded out of his countenance. “The work is all done, sir, but Mr.—er, um—management hasn’t approved what items would be displayed on it.” Rodney turned and looked at Mallory, seemed about to say something, looked at the floor, and remained silent.
“What do you think should be on it?” asked Drake.
The question seemed to terrify Rodney and told Drake everything he needed to know about management. Any good ideas were being stomped on at the top, which was why the company was stagnating. Fortunately, that was easy to fix. He’d sack the dead wood at the top and let the workers loose to try out their new ideas.
“The silly boy seemed to think giving a free trial of our newest products was a good idea. No one will buy anything if we do that. Even giving free trials of our older products is a dangerous move,” said Mallory, shaking his head.
“Whereas all our new products come with a two-week free-trial period. Two weeks is long enough for customers to decide they like something and that they don’t want to go back to the old one,” said Drake coldly. He glanced from Mallory’s shaking head and frowning face to Rodney and was just in time to catch a gleam of hope in his gaze before he looked down at the floor again.
“Can I meet the rest of your design team?” Drake asked.
“Rodney’s all we have. We don’t need any more people. We had a girl as well, but the stupid female went and got herself pregnant. She was always feeling sick, wanting to work from home, that sort of thing. Rodney can handle everything we need, can’t you, Rodney?”
“Yes, sir.” Rodney’s voice was barely a whisper.
Drake was developing a positive dislike for Karl Mallory. Since the other designer had been willing to work from home, Mallory should have held on to her with both hands. Once she was feeling well again, she’d have been willing to work hard to catch up, and then when her child arrived, she could work from home part of the time on the development of new projects, which was what Optimized Design so badly needed. Mallory, or whoever had made the decision, had dropped the ball badly on that call.
He stepped back out of the overcrowded room. “Perhaps you can show me around the rest of the building now,” he suggested to Karl.
Unfortunately, the remainder of the tour simply reinforced his low opinion of the management of the company. Members of the staff were treated like dirt, as property that was easy to replace. Whereas studies conclusively showed that training new staff to a business’s preferred methods cost thousands of dollars and it was a much better business decision to cooperate and help staff adjust than to go looking for new members to join the team.
He peeked through the doorway of Ms. McCubbin’s poky little office and noticed her wearing a thick overcoat and fingerless mittens as she sat at her desk. He kept walking but frowned. Was she on her way out to lunch? Had she just returned from being outside? But why hadn’t she removed her outerwear before sitting at her desk? He was aware that the building wasn’t particularly warm, but then he and his brother were hot-blooded men, as most dragon shape-shifters were, so they seldom felt the cold even in winter.
Even though he’d passed her office, he once again felt a strong pull to the woman. She hadn’t looked up this time, so he’d only had the one quick view of her face and felt deprived that he hadn’t seen her again. Weird. He needed to keep his mind on task. Right now he was about to burst the happy little bubble of Mallory’s world.
He summoned his twin, Dragun, who’d been talking to the sales team out back while Drake had been with Mallory. Back in Mallory’s huge office, he declined to sit on the couches beside the glass-topped coffee table, preferring instead to remain standing near Karl’s desk while Dragun stood near the door. Drake pulled a flash drive out of his pocket and held it out to Mallory.
“And now, if you please, I’d like you to copy all the accounts for the past three years onto this flash drive for me.”
“What?”
“I’d like a copy of the financials for the past three years, thank you.”
“That’s impossible. I can’t do that.”
“You’re the chief financial officer, aren’t you? Why can’t you give me the data?”
“But that’s proprietary information. It’s confidential. The only person who can see it is the owner.”
“And the IRS and your auditor and tax agent. However, in this case, it’s the owner himself who has asked me to get a copy of absolutely everything, so if you’d please do that now?”
Drake firmed up his voice. If necessary, he’d call Frank to enforce his request, but he’d rather not. Mallory knew Wilson had arranged this visit.
Huffing and puffing, Karl stomped around his desk and sat behind his computer, took the flash drive from Drake, and began copying across files. Drake stood a little back from the desk but on an angle where he had a good view of what Mallory was doing. In particular, he tried to make a mental note of the files Mallory accessed. For the previous years he copied off files called “Completed Tax Paperwork” with the date, but for the latest information, he picked and chose between a range of files. All of that seemed reasonable to Drake, as the data wouldn’t have been fully compiled as yet.
The big question was whether or not it’d give him and Dragun enough information to find out where the company was losing money. He already had plenty of ideas about how to revitalize the company, starting with giving the workers some independence and better workspaces.
When Mallory’d finished, he handed over the flash drive and picked up the landline telephone on his desk.
“Lois, come and show our guests out please,” he ordered.
To Drake’s surprise, it was Ms. McCubbin who appeared at Mallory’s door, not wearing the coat anymore but with the mittens still in place.
“This way please, sirs,” she said softly, walking them down the hall and out through the entry foyer to the front door. When they reached the entry area, even Drake felt the blast of cold air coming from outside. Lois’s teeth were chattering, and her entire body shook with cold.
“Go back upstairs where it’s warmer. We’ll be fine now,” he said gently.
She gave him the most beautiful smile but remained at the door, watching as he and Dragun climbed into the SUV and pulled out of the parking lot. He stared back at the building, where he could see the outline of her figure still at the front door, and frowned at the empty parking lot. It wasn’t a big lot, but this wasn’t a big company. As he waited for a break in the traffic to exit onto the road, he did a quick count of the parking spaces. Fifteen, maybe sixteen, he couldn’t be sure. And now that he’d left, only one car was parked there, right next to where he’d stopped beside the front door to the company.
Since the space next to his was marked for the CEO, he supposed that was where Mallory had parked. The lot had been empty when they’d arrived a few minutes early for his appointment with Mallory. As he drove away, he counted up the number of staff he’d seen in the building. Maybe ten. Did they all come by public transportation? If not, where did they park? Was there a second parking lot out back for staff?
But what he really wanted to think about was Lois McCubbin. Damn, he sure wouldn’t mind warming her up in the most primeval way possible. He could just imagine her all hot and sweaty and satiated in bed with him and Dragun. There was nothing like two dragon shape-shifters to warm up an icy-cold woman and teach her about love.
Love? Didn’t he mean sex? Besides, he had a business to sort out. That was his priority right now, not a sexy woman.
“How did your meeting with the sales staff go?” he asked his brother.
Lois raced back to her office and slid her arms into her coat. She pulled the drapes closed over her window, picked up the blanket she kept in the bottom drawer of her desk, and wrapped it tightly around herself. Damn, she was cold. It was only fall, but the temperature must have dropped to damn near freezing already. Inside her boots, her toes ached with cold, and she tucked her feet back under the blanket, wiggling her toes in her boots and rubbing her boots on the fluffy rug she’d bought for under her desk. It was only a small square, but it was a thick shag pile that protected her feet nicely from the cold seeping up through the floor. The damn building was very badly insulated, and there were drafts everywhere. She even had a couple of clothes pins she used to make sure the window drapes were tightly shut in the depths of winter.
But hopefully, she’d warm up soon. Maybe Mr. Mallory would even show some sympathy for the staff and permit the heating to be turned on a little early. Okay, that wasn’t very likely. His office had wall radiators to keep him nice and warm, as well as the central furnace, which was all anyone else had, apart from Mr. Wilson. She pulled a fold of the blanket up over her head and rubbed her ears until they stopped tingling. Only then did she slide her arms out of the blanket, wrap it tightly over her breasts, and settle back down to work. After half an hour, she was warm enough to take the blanket off and put it back in her drawer, which was good because Mr. Mallory hated anyone to mention, even by their clothing, the heat—or lack thereof—in the building.
A lot of the staff wore their coats in winter and even scarves and beanies were commonplace. The women wore fingerless gloves and mittens a lot, but likely that was because the average woman’s hands and feet were up to three degrees cooler than the average man’s. That was one reason why Lois wore boots all through winter. It meant she could wear extra thick, fluffy socks, and no one would know. At least they kept her feet warm. Right now she was starting to wish she’d worn them today, but she didn’t like wearing her heavy winter clothes in fall. She’d better check the Weather Channel carefully tonight though. Catching a cold wasn’t on her to-do list.
Thinking of her to-do list made Lois focus on her work and get busy again. She needed this job. Ohio wasn’t at the bottom of the pile of states economically speaking, but it was nowhere near the top either. There was still plenty of unemployment around, and Lois didn’t plan to be lining up for food stamps anytime soon. She sighed. She really ought to upgrade her bookkeeping qualification to a degree. That would give her some more financial security, and maybe, it would give her the skills necessary to ease the itch in her brain that something shady was happening here at work. Or maybe she was just cold and grumpy and needed some sex.
Hell yes. Sex with one of the delicious men who’d visited Mr. Mallory today. She gave a half-giggle half-cough. As if any rich client would look at her.
But hot damn, they were yummy.
By the end of the day, her work was up to date, and she hurried through the growing darkness to the parking lot. Another month and she’d be walking these three blocks in the dark. She hated doing that. This wasn’t the nicest neighborhood, and a woman alone in the dark wasn’t completely safe. Often she and Bree would walk back to their cars together, and sometimes one or more of the men would walk with them, although Rodney, in IT, tended to work really late. She sighed. It was so stupid leaving the parking lot out front of the building for clients when clients never came. Okay, so not never because there had been one car today but almost never. Even if they could only use it in winter, it would help.
Again she sighed. Lois knew she’d never ask for such a thing. Mr. Mallory was liable to pitch a fit when they asked for any tiny concession. Using the customer parking lot was not tiny, and she already knew what the answer would be. Exactly the same response to the one they’d gotten when they begged him for permission to turn the heat on before whatever arbitrary date he’d set.
Fortunately her own tiny apartment was gloriously warm. She had the heat set to turn up higher half an hour before she arrived home. That made stepping inside her domain a wonderful delight of removing her coat and outer layers of clothing, taking off her boots, massaging her toes, and sliding her feet into her fleecy slippers.
Ah heaven.
Lois curled up on her couch, pulling a blanket over her knees as she sipped hot, homemade spicy tomato soup, nibbled on slices of warm, buttered toast, and watched her favorite TV shows. Then she pulled the lurid pink curtains around her princess bed, switched on the small bedside lamp, and leaned against her pillows as she checked her personal emails on her ancient laptop.
She studied the files from the company accounts that bothered her and began reading through them again. What is it? What’s wrong? What am I not seeing here?
At ten, she gave up, closing down the laptop and snuggling under her pink blanket. As she flipped off the lamp, she grinned at the fading ghastly pink of the curtains.
She and her sister, Stacy, had shared a bedroom, even after Don had left home. Stacy had fought and screamed to move into Don’s room. She complained that Lois, six years younger than her, distracted her when she needed to study or do her homework. Their parents had refused to touch Don’s room, arguing that he needed it whenever he came home from college on break. But in the end, her father had bought Lois the second-hand princess bed with its curtains, so the curtains blocked out the light Stacy needed to study and also gave both girls a sense of privacy.
By the time she was a teenager, Lois had passionately hated the childish bed, but it had served its purpose, and these days she also appreciated that it kept her warmer because her body heat was enclosed with her. Although she really ought to get an adult bed, she supposed.
Unfortunately that wasn’t the kind of heat she’d really like. Lois thought of the man who’d peeked in her office. He was very tall, with broad shoulders and a solid build. He had thick black hair and sparkling bright blue eyes, as well as an incredibly sexy voice. Handsome didn’t come close to describing him. Lois could just imagine those strong arms pulling her hard against his body in a deep kiss, and she was convinced he’d have a cock as big as the rest of him. Oh, how she’d like to spend a night with a man like that. It was a damn shame such a thing would never happen to her.
*****
Dragun was ten minutes younger than Drake, but they’d always gotten along well together. They’d also learned young the power they had as a unified team against other people. The two of them acting in unison were a lot more than twice as influential as either of them could be as an individual.
Today they were playing to another of their strengths, that of not informing people they didn’t completely trust that there were two of them. Both he and Drake were co-CEOs of DDK Design. They weren’t sure if Karl Mallory was a good guy or not, so only Drake had interviewed him, while Dragun had talked to the sales staff out the back of the building. If Mallory thought Dragun was a nobody, so much the better.
Meanwhile, Dragun continued to burrow beneath the surface of the company, looking for reasons why they should refuse to be involved in it. He hadn’t found anything tangible yet, just that they weren’t as on the ball about new inventions and upgrades as they should be. That might simply be because the owner was getting too old and unwell to keep his staff headed in the right direction.
The sales staff had complained that other companies had a lot more regular product updates than they did, something Drake had picked up in conversation with the designer as well.
Dragun felt the company was basically sound, with good products. It boasted about being a leader in the field, but that was old news. It had been a leader in the field once upon a time, but it certainly wasn’t anymore, which wasn’t to say it couldn’t be a leader again, but not until a few things changed.
Dragun’s plan was to find out who needed encouraging and who needed removing and then bring Optimized Design under the umbrella of DDK Design and hope the creative staff would come up with a whole barrelful of new thoughts, plans, and ideas.
Hopefully, Drake would gather a lot of first-hand impressions, which would guide them through the decision-making processes.
Dragun’s personal opinion was that the company hadn’t been investing in new young creative staff. With any of the latest technologies, doing tasks “the way they’d always been done” was almost a guaranteed pathway to failure. Technology was changing so quickly that a company’s goal should be hiring people who attempted to do things that had never been done before. Of course, many of those would fail, but the few that succeeded would bring in more than enough money to cover the ones that needed a little more work or were still too far ahead of their time.
However, the more he investigated the company, the more he agreed with Drake that someone had their hand in the till. Money was leaking from the company like its lifeblood, and there were very few people with enough knowledge and power to do that. The owner, the CFO, possibly the accounts staff if they were bright, could be guilty, maybe even some of the IT staff who could manipulate the data, but no one else would have the information needed to carry out such a scheme. Hopefully, Drake would have a lead as to who it might be.
Instead, all he wanted to talk about was a woman.
“Will you shut up about the hot chick and please tell me about the company? We have a ten-million-dollar bid in for this company, and that’s my five million as well as your five million,” he said grumpily.
“Yes, it’s your five million but not your last cent, you know. On the other hand, we don’t have a woman in our lives right now, and Lois McCubbin is the perfect fit for that task.”
Thirty-five years of sharing life with a twin meant Dragun knew when he was facing a lost cause. “Okay then, tell me about Miss Lois.”
“You saw her. She’s the one who showed us out. She has a head full of bouncy black curls, rich chocolate-brown eyes that sparkle and shine, eminently kissable lips, neat little ears, and big tits for us to share.”
“And how do you know she hasn’t got a significant other who’s six-foot-four, two hundred pounds, and an ex-military spy killer?”
“She smiled at me.”
“That means she has good manners.”
“I don’t think she was wearing any large rings.”
“What do you mean you don’t think? Why couldn’t you be sure?”
“She was wearing those fingerless glove things women like. But there wasn’t a bump on her fingers to indicate a chunk of jewelry there.”
“In other words, you know nothing about her, and she might even have a couple of kids with the former Navy SEAL partner.”
“Why are you so negative? She called to me, Dragun. I could feel the pull between us from the doorway to her office.” That got Dragun’s attention. There was no way Drake would lie about that. A mate was a serious matter for a dragon. Finding a suitable woman could lead to fun and happiness, but finding their true mate would lead to complete, never-ending satisfaction.
“Okay, I believe you. Why don’t you give me a copy of the files you copied, and I’ll work on the financials, and you can check the staff. But I don’t care if she is our mate. I’m not tying myself to a thief or a cheat. We have a good business together, and I don’t plan for some thieving person to steal it away from us.”
“I agree. But if she isn’t a good person, she won’t be our true mate. If she is our mate, that proves she’s innocent.”
“Oh for fuck’s sake, Drake, wake up to yourself. Are you saying there’s never been a bad dragon in this world? Take a reality check and pay attention to those files. Get your head out of your ass and do your research properly.”
*****
It took Drake two days to search the backgrounds of every staff member at Optimized Design from the moment of their birth up to the day he’d visited the company offices. The surprising thing was that there were so few of them. He’d have expected a lot more designers and IT people in a company that size. Two designers had left in the past six months. Neither had been replaced. One was the woman who’d been terminated when she became pregnant, although both Mallory and the paperwork were careful not to say that. The data said her work was no longer up the standards set by the company. The other was a young man who’d had the temerity to say their products were outdated and wanted to begin designing a completely different style of product. His termination letter stated that his values no longer matched those of the company.
It appeared that Karl Mallory was clever at making the paperwork look good, even when he made really bad decisions.
Drake’s math had been correct. Ten people worked at the company, and there were fifteen—or possibly sixteen—spaces in the parking lot. So where did they park? If there was a lot out back, why didn’t they sublet the parking to another company? It’d bring in a nice bit of income. Parking wasn’t easy to find in the city.
Secondly, ten workers weren’t enough for the company to thrive. The good news was if he and Dragun brought in some more bright young designers they should be able to start turning a profit quite quickly. Provided they found out who the cheat was and removed him. More and more he was convinced it was Mallory. Mallory appeared to be in charge of just about everything now that Frank Wilson was away. He certainly seemed to be the one person all staff reported to, either via their supervisor or directly.
And that was the problem. Since everyone reported to him, he knew everything and controlled everything. As the CFO, he had the skills and abilities to hide any financial malfeasance. Fortunately he’d thought of the perfect solution. Wine and dine little Miss Lois, squeeze all the information about the company from her that she knew, and then fuck her thoroughly. That should solve most of their problems in one very pleasurable night.
He leaned back in his armchair and looked across the room at Dragun sitting in a matching armchair on the other side of the huge fireplace. “I’ve reached my conclusion. How about you?”
“Almost a million dollars has disappeared in a slow trickle over the past three years. It might have been going on longer than that, but we only asked for three years of financials. However, since Frank had that heart attack, another half-million has vanished, which proves to me the old man isn’t involved. But then I never thought he was. My guess regarding the culprit is the CFO. He has all the access he needs, plus the financial knowhow to do it. It’s time to have one of our friends do a complete financial and security check on him.”
“I agree.”
“Good. Let’s also have the bookkeeper checked as well.”
“Why?” Drake didn’t understand the need for the extra work and expense.
“I know you have the hots for her, but I’d rather not get burned. If she’s smart, she might be the one doing it and setting him up as the fall guy.”
“Very well. I don’t want a cheating mate any more than you do. But while that’s happening, let’s take her out to dinner and squeeze her for information. She must know everything that’s happening in such a small company.”
“If she’s that smart, she’ll figure out what we’re doing and cover her tracks.”
“Not if we fuck her. She’ll be distracted by our lust.”
“What if I don’t want to fuck her?” Dragun stared at him, and Drake realized it was time to tell his twin all about her.
“I’ve told you I felt a real pull toward her the moment I saw her. I’m sure she’ll affect you the same way. I’ve just spent two days searching every shred of information available about all the staff at Optimized Design, and her life’s an open book. She’s not the least bit secretive and has never been the kind of person to be involved in petty crime or expressed desires for other’ people’s possessions. She put herself through community college after she chose to study bookkeeping. In her high school yearbook, she mentions wanting to be an accountant, but I suppose the money wasn’t there to send her to a school where she could earn her degree.”
Dragun sighed. “All right. How about we set the searches going first and then invite her out. How are we even going to do that? Her cell phone number is in the files we were given, but won’t she be worried or upset if you suddenly call her for no reason?”
“I’ll just tell her I asked Mallory for her number. It’s close enough to the truth. And, for the first date, we’ll go somewhere really public that won’t scare her away.” That would make it harder to get her into bed, but he’d work on how to do that.
*****
“Lois. Ladies room.”
Lois looked up at the soft whisper from Bree, who instantly disappeared down the hallway.
The ladies room was the only place they could share a secret in the old building. The ill-fitting doors and windows that meant the place was full of cold drafts in winter also meant that words spoken inside an office could often be overheard in the hallway, and no one wanted to give Mr. Mallory a chance to be cross with them.
However, Bree telling her she was going to the ladies room could be excused as simply keeping her informed in case someone wanted Bree at the moment.
Lois logged out of the program on her computer and closed down the files she had open. It was something they always had to do before leaving their desks, even for a moment. The last thing she needed was to give Mr. Mallory an opportunity to berate her for exposing confidential data to passersby. This was despite the fact that the only passerby who’d been in the building in the past three months or more was the extremely handsome client who’d visited a week or so ago. Lois still had thoughts of his sparkling blue eyes and oh-so-delicious looking body. Not that she’d ever see him again, unfortunately.
She opened the heavy door to the ladies room and stood still until it closed behind her. The lights here were movement operated and would only turn on after the door shut. The lights also turned off automatically after a few minutes to discourage women from lingering in the bathroom.
It was just another way of repressing the staff. The men’s room lights turned on automatically but didn’t turn off until the outer door opened. Mr. Mallory said that was because men didn’t waste time “titivating” themselves at the mirrors. Lois thought it was more likely that he didn’t want to be rushed when he visited to use the facilities.
Lois was glad she hadn’t taken another step into the room. Bree was standing just in front of her, and Cathy, the receptionist, was leaning against the sink, dabbing at her face. Her eyes were red, and she’d obviously been crying. Lois looked back over her shoulder to check that the door was completely shut then asked, “Cathy, what’s wrong?”
“Mr. Mallory just terminated me. He said the company can’t afford a receptionist anymore. He said”—there was a hiccup, a sniff, and then—“‘we no longer wish to pay a lazy cow to sit on her fat ass all day doing nothing much.’ He’s going to put a buzzer on the door, and Bree will have to answer the door if anyone rings the bell. But I don’t just answer the door and the telephone. I do all the catalogue updates and the website updates. I book appointments for the sales reps and—”
Cathy leaned over the sink and started to cry again. Lois could finish the sentence in her head. Cathy worked as hard as anyone else here, and Mr. Mallory was crazy if he thought all she did was answer the phone and the front door. Now wasn’t the time to ask who was going to do Cathy’s work though, or to act surprised that he had said such cruel, horrible, and untrue things to her. She hurried over to Cathy and gave her a hug just as the lights went out.
Bree said, “You have to ask him for a reference. He might give you a good one to help you find another job.”
“He also might not. Remember when Sherry left?” Cathy was clearly trying hard not to cry, but her voice was full of woe.
Sherry had worked with Rodney in IT, and Mr. Mallory hadn’t given her a reference, but Rodney had. He’d signed it as Senior Design Developer, which was a bit of an exaggeration when there were only the two of them, but he’d been senior to Sherry, so it wasn’t a total lie.
“I have to get back to my desk,” said Bree. She must have stretched out her arms in the darkness to feel her way forward, as there was the brush of fingers on Lois’s back, and then Bree opened the door, letting in a helpful shaft of light as she left.
Bree had opened the door wide so the bathroom light came on again, and Lois helped Cathy wash her face. She tried to sound cheery, but in her heart, she wasn’t convinced Mr. Mallory would give Cathy a good reference.
Lois sighed. The yummy-looking clients couldn’t have bought much, if anything then, since Mr. Mallory was downsizing the company again. Well damn, that was disappointing. The one who’d spoken had seemed so nice. For the first time, Lois began to worry that maybe there wasn’t a problem with the accounts. Maybe what she was seeing was a company sliding into bankruptcy. Her elderly parents couldn’t support her and neither could her siblings. Stacy was separated with a son to rear on her own, and Don had a nice house and a good job, but he also had a wife and three children to support. No, she was on her own, and she needed a job.
The moment Lois got home, she opened up her laptop and looked at the employment ads. As soon as she listed her location as Ohio, the number of vacancies for an experienced bookkeeper dropped from over one hundred to five. Just five. The good news was that the starting salary for every one of them was higher than what she was earning. The bad news was that Lois suspected there’d be a hell of a lot of applicants for each vacancy.
She’d lived her whole life in Ohio. Was she willing to move somewhere else? Maybe somewhere warmer with shorter winters and less snow? That was something she ought to think about.
Sighing, she pulled up her old resume and began to update it. The problem was she hadn’t really done anything very exciting. Just the kind of tasks any bookkeeper could do. By nine that night, she realized that she’d been stuck in a rut for years and hadn’t noticed. She had more than enough work to do, but nothing was new or challenging or different. Nothing had been the kind of task that would urge an employer to call her in for an interview.
It was no use asking Mr. Mallory to let her try some new work. He was very much in control and gave out jobs piecemeal without explanations. The last thing he’d be willing to do was help her upskill to get a better job or a pay increase.
Damn. She was going to be shit out of luck if the company went down. She would have to seriously consider leaving family and friends behind her and going somewhere else? But where?
She leaned back in her chair, staring at the computer screen. Her tummy rumbling reminded her she hadn’t eaten yet, so she stood up to heat her soup, and as she did, her cell phone rang. She snatched her purse and riffled through it for her cell, hoping the call wouldn’t drop out before she found the phone. “Yes?” she asked breathlessly as “withheld number” appeared on the screen.
“Lois McCubbin, this is Drake Kelekona,” a deep, rich, and sexy voice said.
For a moment Lois thought it was a salesperson and was about to end the call when the sexy voice penetrated her brain. “The man who came to the office last week? Why are you calling me?”
“I’m calling because I can’t get the image of your smiling face out of my mind. So I thought you might like to have dinner with me on Saturday night at Urbane. I could pick you up at seven.”
Lois was left staring at her cell phone. It had been years since someone had invited her out for dinner, and she’d never been to Urbane. That was one of the nicest restaurants in the city. Her brain kept telling her to say no, that she didn’t know this man, no matter how sexy his voice might be and how good looking his body was. But her empty tummy was bouncing with delight at the thought of a nice meal for once, and her pride was involved now that someone was flattering her.
“Please don’t let me down. Say yes, dear Lois,” came the sexy voice.
Almost as if he’d brainwashed her, she replied, “Yes.” Then her brain kicked into gear. “I’ll meet you in the foyer there at seven. Thank you very much for the invitation.”
“I do like a woman who says invitation instead of invite. I’ll be waiting for you in the foyer at seven.”
Lois sank back into her chair, all thoughts of soup, resumes, and job searches gone from her mind. Instead, she was focused on a pair of brilliant blue eyes in an incredibly handsome face. He asked me out to dinner. That’s unbelievable. Me!
Dragun wasn’t at all sure that taking Ms. Lois McCubbin out to dinner was a good idea, but Drake was clearly besotted with her, and she was definitely entangled in whatever was happening at Optimized Design. Besides, he was as interested in fucking a hot, sexy woman as the next man, so here he was, waiting for them to join him. He’d chosen a table toward the back of the restaurant but by the window with an excellent view out over the city. Of course, at this hour of night, the city itself was dark, but the neon lights of the stores and the traffic lights on the roads made a pretty picture against the black background, he supposed.
He’d seen several photographs of Lois as he conducted his research into Optimized Design, and she was damn hot. He also felt a hint of the pull toward her that Drake had described, but instead of reassuring him, it worried him. What if she was one of those stealing from the company and yet their mate? How would they manage that situation? Giving up a mate was almost unthinkable, but encouraging and rewarding a thief was also inconceivable.
Dragun shrugged. He’d just have to keep hoping that Drake was correct and she wasn’t involved in anything illegal or unethical. At least tonight, as they talked to her, they should be able to get an idea of the kind of person she was. When strangers first realized he and Drake were identical twins, it often disconcerted them and allowed them to ask questions that the other person might have guarded against. With their victim off balance, he and Drake could gain a much deeper insight into their quarry than they normally would.
She’d only had a very brief glimpse of him at Optimized Design as he’d walked behind Drake. He’d not spoken to her and she wouldn’t have seen his face. Also, Drake had been careful to imply she was going to dinner with only him, not with Dragun as well. Dragun just hoped that would work in their favor tonight and that she wouldn’t be so shocked she’d turn about and go straight home when she saw there were two of them.
And that was without the entire “I’m a dragon” conversation. One of the reasons dragon shape-shifters were so very rare was because that topic was much more likely to go the wrong way than the right way. He had no plans to be stuck in a straitjacket in a padded cell any time soon.
Dragun was sitting slightly sideways to the picture window so he could keep watch on the entry to the restaurant. He and Drake had arrived ten minutes early to ensure they’d chosen a suitable table before the rush began. Dragun was just about to remind himself that women were invariably late when she and Drake appeared at the maître d’s podium.
Fuck, she was stunning. His cock sat up immediately. She was much prettier than her pictures or the fleeting glance he’d seen of her indicated. About five-six or five-seven he guessed, although he couldn’t see her feet to know how much of that height was due to her shoes. She was wearing a long-sleeved, high-necked sparkly dress in a deep golden shade that was spectacular with her dark hair and eyes.
Her breasts were round globes pressing against the fabric of the top of the dress, and Dragun found himself wishing that the dress had a plunging neckline so he could admire the swelling curves of flesh, not material. Ah well, once they took her back to their house, they’d get her undressed and into their bed fast enough. Then he could take as long as he wished touching and admiring her skin. His cock liked that idea, too, so much so that he had to pull his jacket closed so that, when he stood up to welcome her, his erection wasn’t leading the way.
Dragun saw the exact moment when she noticed him. She stopped, completely still, a frown drawing across her forehead and her gaze narrowing on him. She turned to Drake, who was behind her, casting a long look up and down his body and then looked back to Dragun. He could almost read her mind. She was ticking each item of information off against a mental list as she understood they were identical twins. She was only motionless for a second or two then followed the maître d to Dragun’s table.
“It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Lois,” Dragun said, holding out his hand.
Her handshake was exactly the way people are taught to do them in business school. Firm, without being harsh or rough. Brief, yet purposeful.
“It’s nice to meet you, too, Mr. Kelekona.”
“My name is Dragun. I’d like you to use it.”
She nodded without answering, and Dragun wondered if she’d used Drake’s name yet. But the momentary jealousy was soon past. They were a team, and together, they had far more hope of snaring their mate than apart.
Then he reminded himself she was a suspect in a major fraud at the company they were in the process of acquiring and by working as a team, he and his brother were much more likely to catch her out in any bad behavior. Also, he needed to move fast while she was still surprised that there were two of them when she’d expected to be dining with just one man.
“Drake and I work for a company we hope will grow bigger and better in the next couple of years. We know you’re a bookkeeper. What’s your hope for the next few years?”
Drake was still settling her in her chair as Dragun spoke, determined to catch her off-guard. But she answered immediately with no hesitation. “That’s an interesting question. I’ve thought of going back to school to upgrade my qualifications to a degree in accounting, but realistically, that’s probably not going to happen.”
“Why not?” asked Drake, settling opposite her.
Dragun had thought about sitting beside her, maybe touching her thigh or shoulder during the evening, but to learn about the situation at Optimized Design, they needed to be able to see her face and watch her body language, so sitting opposite her was much more useful, unfortunately.
“School is expensive, and I need my paycheck to eat.” She shrugged and didn’t seem embarrassed as she spoke. Dragun couldn’t help wondering if she was stealing, or helping Mallory steal, because she needed the money. Not that theft was ever right, but it would make her look less of a criminal and more of a victim. Then he sighed. No it wouldn’t. He could never mate a thief.
“And Optimized Design pays you well?” suggested Drake.
He and Dragun both knew it didn’t. The staff salaries were very much at the bottom end of the range for the duties expected of their staff.
“I only recently learned what other companies pay their bookkeepers, and it makes my salary look sad, but I expect the people there have a lot more responsibility than I do. My tasks are very much day-to-day running, not decision-making or anything really challenging. But that’s enough about me. What type of business are you men involved in? Something that might need our designs?”
Dragun let Drake answer that question as he saw the server coming toward their table with the menus. They discussed the options for a while. He chose a nice light white wine, and they ordered.
Once again Lois behaved like someone out of a business handbook. She chose dishes from the middle range of the menu. Nothing outlandishly expensive but not the cheapest options either. It made Dragun wonder if she was being herself or if she was following some sort of rulebook. Did she really want to eat the chicken, or would she honestly have preferred the seafood?
“So what is your absolute favorite meat?” he asked her.
“Oh, chicken undoubtedly. When we were children the only time we were ever allowed to choose the menu at home was on our birthday. Almost every year I chose roast chicken with roast potatoes and roast pumpkin.”
Drake grinned at her. “No fried chicken or chicken pot pie?”
“Not for my birthday way back when, no, but these days any chicken at all is perfect. Even chicken Kiev or chicken parmigiana is good. But the roast chicken with balsamic bell peppers was the stand-out offering tonight, I thought.”
The talked about food for a while longer then sipped their wine. After their meals were served, Dragun lifted an eyebrow at Drake, and he asked, “So what led you to begin working at Optimized Design?”
“Mr. Wilson interviewed me himself. This was almost five years ago, when he was strong and healthy, although not young, of course. But he had such a passion for the company, so much enthusiasm for our designs. Even though the salary wasn’t as much as I’d hoped, he promised there was the likelihood of pay increases over time, and I wanted to be part of his dream.”
“And are you part of it?” Dragun asked gently.
Lois put down her fork and blotted her lips on her napkin. “I doubt very much if the company now is how he dreamed of it being. But I think I need to leave. I don’t know how you got my cell phone number, and I don’t know who told you I’d tell you all about the company. I’m no traitor. If you want information about the company, you need to talk to Mr. Mallory.”
She stood up as she spoke and Drake put a hand on her arm. “Sit down please, Lois. We aren’t trying to find out secrets. As you know, I spent some time with Karl Mallory just a few days ago, and he gave me your cell phone number.”
Lois turned to stare at him, her eyes wide with shock. “Mr. Mallory told you to ask me questions? Me? I don’t know anything. He’s the only one who makes the decisions for the company.”
Her body vibrated with honesty and sincerity. Dragun knew they had their answer right there. Whatever was happening at Optimized Design, beautiful Lois wasn’t involved in it. Thank the goddess for that. His cock was already extremely interested in her, and he had to agree with his twin that there was a definite possibility that she was his and Drake’s mate. Now that he knew she wasn’t one of the bad guys, he could get to work wooing her. And he was more than ready to do that.
*****
Lois sank back down on her chair. She really wanted to finish eating her delicious chicken. She also wanted to spend more time with the two most handsome men she’d ever met. But she was confused. She’d stepped into a wardrobe and found herself in Narnia, fallen down a rabbit hole and was looking through the looking glass with Alice, or maybe she’d been caught up in a tornado and needed to find the yellow brick road to get home like Dorothy. Whatever it was, her head was spinning, her body throbbing, and everything that had seemed logical and reasonable an hour ago had been turned on its head. And it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet.
There was also a streak of anger running through her veins. Drake hadn’t mentioned bringing his brother along and he sure as hell hadn’t given her the impression this was going to be a business meeting. No matter how much she lusted after these delicious men she had a sense of having been set up, although she didn’t know how that’d happened.
“Who do you work for? Are you clients of Optimized Design, or are you competitors? Or—” The problem with the accounts came blazing to the forefront of her mind. “Are you very special friends of Mr. Mallory’s?” Is he setting me up to take the fall for him? Am I right? Is there something very wrong happening? Is this dinner going to be the proof that I’m the problem here? Oh fucking hell, I never should have agreed to this date. I don’t know these men. I’m just as stupid as any teenager who goes off in a stranger’s car. Only instead of getting raped or murdered, I’m going to end up in jail for the rest of my life for a crime I didn’t commit and don’t even know exactly what it is.
Drake put his hand over hers, gently rubbing his thumb over her skin. “I’d never met Karl Mallory until this week, and I only know Frank Wilson in a very general sort of way. Dragun and I own our own company, but I wouldn’t call us competitors. Our work is much more targeted to Generation Y.”
“People our age,” she said softly, pulling her hand away and putting it on her lap. His touch was too distracting. His warm hand on hers was much too nice. Not to mention as inappropriate as hell in what had turned out to be pretty much a business meeting instead of a date. “So why did you ask me here?”
“Because you’re beautiful and sexy and I wanted a chance to get to know you and let you find out about my brother and me.”
Lois took that with a whole saltcellar full of salt. She wasn’t ugly, but beautiful and sexy didn’t describe her. She was ordinary, and they most definitely weren’t ordinary. From their identical shining blue eyes, their broad shoulders and powerful, muscular bodies, they were everything a woman could ask for in a man’s looks. If they owned their own company and took women here regularly, they were also a whole lot better off financially than she was.
Her meal tonight was going to cost the equivalent of half her week’s grocery budget. But damn, it was worth it. Everything tasted amazing, just as these men looked amazing. Lois pulled her thoughts together. And she’d be paying for it herself. She was absolutely not going to fall for their shit and end up in jail.
“I’m not buying the propaganda. Flattery is very nice. Every woman likes to be told she’s beautiful, however what I’d really like right about now is the truth. Why are two men with their own business taking a humble bookkeeper out for dinner at one of the top restaurants in the city?”
“Why can’t you believe it’s because we like you and want to know you better?” asked Dragun.
“Because I’m not stupid.”
Both men stared at her as Drake said, “If you come home with us tonight, we’ll demonstrate to you very thoroughly that we find you attractive.”
“I just told you I’m not stupid.” Lois was sure being fucked by them would be wonderful indeed, but she wasn’t into one-night stands or sex on a first date either. If this even qualified as a date. Not to mention the whole issue of whether or not they were setting her up as a fall guy with the company.
Dragun laughed and waved at her meal. “Please, eat up. I’d hate it if your chicken became cold.”
They all began eating again, and the men asked her questions about her favorite movies and whether she enjoyed skiing and ice-skating.
But in the back of her mind, Lois was convinced there was a whole lot more they weren’t telling her. Maybe they did find her attractive. It was a stretch for her to believe that, but she supposed it was possible. However, it certainly wasn’t the full story. There was some other reason why they’d been at Optimized Design and their connection to the company. And why had Mr. Mallory given them her cell phone number? That made no sense at all unless he intended her to tell them something or do something for them. If only she could guess whether he wanted her to take the fall for something wrong or if he wanted her to tell them the truth about the company. Why couldn’t he have given her a hint? He was usually extremely autocratic, giving very explicit instructions about everything. She had no clue at all about what he wanted right now, and she was sure as hell not going to accept the blame if something was problematic with the money. She’d never done anything even the slightest bit wrong.
Up until now she’d thought no one knew she’d noticed some inconsistencies in the accounts. But perhaps Mr. Mallory had. He could tell when she logged into the various files, and perhaps he’d noticed that she’d spent a lot of extra time in the ones that worried her. No, she wasn’t going to say anything or do anything. It wasn’t right. She owed Optimized Design her respect, even if she didn’t have much respect for Mr. Mallory. It was a shame Mr. Wilson was ill—she liked him. The problem was that he just wasn’t able to look after the company properly anymore.
It was quite late by the time she’d refused a dessert, and they’d sat sipping coffee and talking. She’d genuinely enjoyed their company and companionship after they stopped talking about work, and the meal had become just like a real date. The two men escorted her down into the basement where she’d parked her car and walked her right over to it.
“Will you scream if I kiss you?” asked Drake, gently pulling her into his arms.
She should. She really should scream and push them away and tell them they were deceptive assholes who’d invited her out to dinner to ask her about the company and wring all its secrets out of her. Except she didn’t know any secrets and then the second half of the evening had been a perfect date even though there were two men not one.
As Drake’s body heat and sexy scent surrounded her, Lois found herself doing a complete one-eighty in her thoughts. Hell no she wouldn’t scream. She might melt into a puddle of lust, but that would be all.
She lifted her head to smile right up at his face, and he lowered his lips to hers, touching them so lightly she wondered if she’d imagined it until he pressed a little more firmly and flicked his tongue along the seam of her mouth.
Her body molded itself against his hard chest, and he pushed one leg between hers as he slipped his tongue into her mouth. Then he blew her mind with the most erotic kiss she’d ever experienced. He held her body hard against his, with arms like iron bands, as he deepened the kiss still more until he was almost consuming her, body and soul. His cock was a thick, hard ridge against her belly, his hands were warm against her back, and his tongue tasted and tested every inch of her mouth until she was breathless and limp in his arms.
Before she had a moment to think, Dragun was behind her, pressed hard against her back, his cock an equally thick ridge against her ass, his lips hot on her neck and his hands on her breasts rubbing her nipples over the dress. It was thick, winter-weight fabric, but she might as well have been naked for the way her nipples pressed up into his hands, aching for more.
Dragun licked across her neck to nibble on her ear lobe and then breathed into her ear. “Come home with us, Lois. We promise you a very good evening, the perfect end to a wonderful meal.”
“I—” Lois tried to form the words to say no, but she was whirled around, and it was Dragun’s tongue in her mouth, fucking her with passion, and Drake’s hands on her body, stroking and smoothing them up her spine, down her sides, and over her ass.
Again she tried to refuse, and finally she gave up. She wanted this, wanted them. It wasn’t simply that it’d been a damn long time since she’d had a boyfriend, or even been invited out for a meal. It wasn’t that she knew she’d never have the opportunity to be with two such incredibly good-looking men ever again. It was all these things and far more. She wanted them with an ache that possessed every fiber of her being.
My lifeless body will be found in a dumpster.
But at least I’ll die happy after lots of orgasms.
“All right, I’ll come with you,” her mouth said before her brain could step up and refuse again.
The enormous wave of relief that washed through Drake’s body when Lois agreed to come home with them was totally out of proportion with the way he ought to have felt. What should have been a mild sense of pleasure and accomplishment was, instead, an aching relief more equivalent to escaping a death threat than the promise of getting laid by a beautiful woman. All of which simply entrenched his belief that she was their mate. No ordinary woman, no matter how attractive, could have had such a huge effect on him. No, Lois was their mate, and tonight he’d prove it to her and to himself.
Drake wrapped his arms around her as Dragun said, “Our car is this way.”
Dragun beeped their black SUV open, and Drake tucked Lois in the backseat, sliding across to sit beside her and leaving Dragun to drive.
Lois’s lips opened, and to prevent her from thinking about her car or where they were going, Drake kissed her. He put all his heart and soul into the kiss, needing her to know how much he wanted her, how important she was to him and his twin, and how deeply he hoped this night would be a very special one for all three of them.
Her body was soft and pliant against his, and he deepened the kiss, exploring her mouth as he longed to explore the rest of her. But he wouldn’t do that while his brother couldn’t participate. It would have been so easy to lift her dress and touch the soft skin of her legs, thighs, and even higher up, but that would be completely unfair to Dragun, who needed to keep his hands on the steering wheel and his gaze on the road. Soon enough they’d be home and could undress her and explore her thoroughly. Together. That was the way it had to be for the twins, both of them or neither of them, no one touching his mate without the other, at least until they were formally mated.
Their house was on the outskirts of town, set in the heart of four acres of former farmland. The property was completely enclosed by an extremely high fence, topped with barbed wire and security cameras. There were only two remote control units to open the only gate—one each—and since they’d designed the system themselves, they were confident their privacy hadn’t been breached. Nonetheless they changed the pass code frequently.
The driveway wandered around through manicured lawns and formal gardens, swinging around in a curving pathway that hid the house from the road and also from anywhere else it might be overlooked, except by a passing satellite.
Dragun drove the truck around back to where they had a covered parking space by the rear door. It was designed so they could unload shopping in the rain or snow, but it was perfect for tonight as well, guiding their mate in the back way, which was much closer to the guest bedroom, their destination.
Drake let Dragun hold Lois’s arm as he unlocked the door and switched on the lights. He noticed her give a slight shiver and guiltily remembered that dragons were warmer blooded than humans, so he turned up the heat a few degrees to help her warm up. He set the security system again and followed Dragun and Lois up the stairs to the guest room. This suite was intended for their mate. Her own bedroom, sitting room or office, and bathroom. Her own private space to simply be herself when she needed to be apart from her mates.
Drake and Dragun both knew they could be demanding. They were Type A personalities—dominating, controlling, and driven—but they knew it, and planned to do their utmost to modify their behavior so their mate would be happy. And Drake knew, with one hundred percent certainty, Lois was their mate. Hopefully by the end of tonight, Dragun and Lois would know it, too.
He slid through the doorway behind them, hurrying over to the windows to close the drapes before lifting the comforter off the bed and dumping it on a chair. Dragun was kissing Lois, so while she was preoccupied, Drake slipped out of the room again and down the hallway to his own bathroom. He snatched up lube and condoms and returned, placing them on the nightstand beside Lois’s bed. Yes, this would be Lois’s bedroom and her bed. The sooner they could convince her to move in with them and be their mate in reality, the better.
Way in the back of his mind was the niggle about the problems at Optimized Design, but now he that knew Lois wasn’t involved in any wrongdoing, he was prepared to leave that problem for now, maybe get a forensic accountant to look at the books or a private detective. Hell, maybe both of them. Work the problem from both sides simultaneously. But Lois was in the clear, and she was all he could think about right now. His woman. His mate. His forever.
Drake kicked off his shoes and stepped behind Lois, pressing his cock against her soft, round ass and gently massaging the caps of her shoulders. She gave a soft, “Mmm,” which he took as pleasure, so he massaged more deeply until she was wiggling happily against his hands. Then he slid the long zipper at the back of her dress down, all the way from her elegant white neck to the top of her ass.
To his disappointment very little bare skin was revealed. Instead, she was wearing a long-sleeved long-length cotton shirt that covered her from her neck to her wrists and to her calves. He pushed her dress down to her ankles and then lifted the cotton shirt-dress thing off over her head, with Dragun’s help. And then, finally, he saw her cute little bra and panties. They were in gold, which matched her dress, but the effect was wasted after being hidden under the long shirt. Drake smoothed his palm over her back, rubbing her skin gently in long lines down her spine, and then up her side. He inched closer, resting his cock in the crack of her ass as best he could though her panties and his dress pants.
Dragun had been kissing her face but now bent to her breasts, sucking her nipples through the lacy bra. Helpfully, Drake unhooked Lois’s bra, sliding it down her shoulders and off over her hands, which she lifted off Dragun’s shoulders just enough to free the bra straps.
Drake wished he was the one sucking those delicious rosy-tipped breasts, but he told his aching cock that his turn would come. Meanwhile, he dropped down onto his knees and inched her panties down her legs. He had to stop and remove her dress and shirt from the pile of clothing around her feet first and carefully put Lois’s golden dress on the chair with the comforter on it, dropping her underwear on top of it.
Back at her feet, he finished pulling the panties down and off her legs. He held them at his nose, drawing in her very womanly, and slightly musky, scent. Damn, she smelled good. He tucked her panties in the back pocket of his dress pants, considered freeing his cock, and then decided to wait a little longer. Drake dropped kisses onto her back, licking down her spine to the top of her delightfully curved ass. He licked and sucked across the soft skin of her butt, rolling the flesh in his hands as he kissed her there before gently opening her thighs so he could touch the sensitive skin between her legs.
She parted her feet willingly, her hands gripping Dragun’s head as he kissed her breasts, her own head thrown back with her eyes closed.
Drake sucked the soft skin of her inner thighs, knowing she was close to an orgasm already from Dragun’s good work. He held her legs apart so he could turn around and fit his head between her legs and lick along the seam of her cunt. Fuck, she tasted good. She was damp and hot, her scent much stronger here with his nose pressed to her pussy curls.
His cock was so damn hard he was in serious danger of getting zipper burn, but he knew if he undressed, he’d struggle a lot harder to wait until she was ready. It was much better for his erection to stay hidden a while longer.
Besides, her cunt was so damn delicious he wanted to worship it some more. He licked the seam of her pussy lips and then thrust his tongue deep inside her. Ah goddess, she tasted divine. Reluctantly he concentrated some more on her pussy lips. His task right now was to push her into orgasm for Dragun.
Gently, Drake nibbled along her nether lips, smiling as her cunt creamed even more for him. Excellent. She was enjoying the tiny nips of his teeth. That was good to know.
Above him, Dragun moved, placing a hand over her breasts and possessing her mouth once more. Okay, it must be party time. Time to send her into release. Drake wrapped one arm around her hips and gripped her ass with that hand, using the other hand to keep her pussy spread open for his mouth. He thrust his tongue deep inside her, fucking her with everything in him.
Trying hard to multitask, he inched the thumb of his left hand over to her clit and massaged it when his nose wasn’t in the way. If he was a real hero, he’d play with her ass as well, but already the need to possess her was so strong that it was all he could do to get both his hands and his mouth to cooperate. She was his mate. Nothing would convince him otherwise. No woman had ever had so much power over his cock as Lois had, and he hadn’t even fucked her yet. Her cunt poured cream onto his tongue.
“Mine,” he whispered as he licked it up.
“Mine,” echoed Dragun very softly above him.
Hell yes she was theirs.
*****
Lois’s entire body was throbbing with sexual tension. She’d just climaxed from two men’s hands and mouths on her and not a cock or a dildo in sight. That had never ever happened before. She could usually get herself off with her fingers, but that was only because she’d had years to learn what she really liked best. No man had ever gotten her off with his mouth and hands before. Of course, she’d never been alone, naked, in a room with two men before either. Obviously four hands, instead of two, was the key difference here. But damn, it would have been nice to see their cocks. And their naked bodies.
She was almost fizzing from her release. She felt like a bottle of soda that’d been dropped on the kitchen floor and would explode everywhere if someone tried to unscrew the top. She supposed she ought to go and get dressed and say goodbye, but dammit she wanted more. Another orgasm for a start and to touch their bare skin. She wanted cocks to look at and touch and maybe even suck. Which was insane. Some women were left to bring themselves off after their men had come and rolled over and fallen asleep. These men had given her a stunning orgasm. She should be extremely grateful. It was just that she wanted more.
Lois tried to decide if that made her ungrateful and self-centered, but before she could think about it for more than a second, Drake had picked her up and carried her to the bed.
“Are you ready for us now?” he asked. “Ready for us to fuck you? I did promise you that when we fucked you delightful orgasms would be the result.”
“I already came.” Surely he had to have noticed that?
“Only once. I expect there are several more orgasms inside you waiting for my brother and me to release them.”
There was certainly one more. Her skin was alight with the fire of need, her breasts were full and aching, and her cunt was still wet. Actually, she didn’t feel as if she’d just come at all but more as if that was simply the prelude to something better. Which was weird.
“When are you going to get undressed?” she asked.
Then Dragun was leaning over her, and he was naked. Deliciously, scrumptiously, mouthwateringly naked. Oh my, he looked good. His skin was golden brown, kissed with the color of the sun, but not darkly tanned. His abs looked like the “after” picture on a men’s health website, his eyes were so bright a blue they made her think of summer, and his erection… Oh hell yes, his cock was long and thick, the head red with need and just looking at it—him—had her body quivering and her pussy creaming even more.
He bent down to kiss her, letting his shaft rub over her belly as he did, which only made her hungrier than ever. Lois reached up to grab his shoulders and hold him still so she could kiss him, but he rolled her over onto her side, flung his heavy thigh across her hips, and then kissed her.
These men really knew how to kiss. Every time one of them kissed her she was left in a dazed puddle of hormones wondering where her brains had gone. She couldn’t think, couldn’t move, could barely breathe as their tongues plundered her mouth and their hands smoothed up and down her back and shoulders.
Just when Lois knew she’d have to pull away to breathe, Dragun broke the kiss and turned her over onto her back. As she opened her eyes, he was rolling a condom down his impressive shaft, and then he picked her legs up, placing one foot on each of his shoulders.
His hands gently petted her ankles. “You are so beautiful, my Lois,” he murmured before grasping his cock and holding it at her pussy entry.
Dragun kept his gaze fixed on hers as he drove his cock into her cunt, spreading her tissues wide, forcing her to open and stretch to accommodate his girth. Then he was driving deeper and deeper still until his balls were resting on her skin and she was filled as full as she could be.
“Ah, so hot and tight, little one,” he said.
“You feel good,” she managed to reply. It was amazing she could even say those few words. Her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth, her brains had gone on vacation, and her entire body was coiled so tight with need she was worried she’d break into a million pieces at any moment. Like that dropped bottle of soda she’d pictured, her cap was about to be lifted off and she’d explode for sure.
Dragun pulled out of her until only the head of his cock remained in her entry, forcing her to realize just how big he was and how much she wanted him back inside her. Then he drove inside and began fucking her hard and fast, their bodies bouncing in the bed.
Until Drake lay beside her, naked now, and lifted her arm from Dragun’s upper arm to his shoulder.
Lois’s eyes snapped open as she remembered there were two of them. Two men. She was in bed with two men. If her brain had been a little dazed before, it was completely scrambled now.
Drake wiggled down beside her and sucked her nipple into his mouth, tugging gently on it. The friction was astounding. She’d thought she was as over-stimulated as she could possibly be in Dragun’s arms and with his cock driving in and out of her core with such incredible demand. But now, with a hand on Drake’s body as well as one on Dragun’s skin, and with Drake’s mouth on her breast as well as Dragun’s cock in her cunt, over-stimulated didn’t come anywhere near explaining the sensations washing though her body like a storm. She wasn’t soda in a bottle anymore. She was more like a raging tsunami about to crash on the land.
Dragun gripped her hips now with both his hands, pumping his cock in and out of her cunt at a fast and furious pace. Their bodies slapped together with a wet, naughty, erotic sound that made Lois lick her lips in lust. Her knees were bent up tight, her feet on Dragun’s shoulders almost level with her face as he pumped in and out of her. She had never even imagined a position like this, but it gave him enormous penetration that was driving her desire higher and higher, something she wouldn’t have believed possible five minutes ago.
Added to that was Drake’s mouth on her breast, licking, nibbling, sucking, and teasing her mound and her nipple alternately and then stopping to pet and stroke under her breast or along her side, just enough to make her desperate for his mouth on her nipple again.
She wanted to tell them she was so close to coming, so very near, but her mind couldn’t frame the words. She closed her eyes to concentrate, but all she could think of was Dragun’s huge cock pumping in and out of her pussy and Drake’s wicked mouth teasing her breast.
And then it was too late. Her body combusted, the orgasm rolling up from her core and blasting out from her cunt, her breasts, her head, even her fingertips. Fireworks lit the backs of her eyelids and her heart pounded at racing speed. She gasped at the miraculous feeling of wellbeing filling her from head to toe and everywhere in between.
Dragun groaned and pumped into her harder, faster, until he groaned again and tenderly lifted her feet down. Lois was too exhausted to move, her body limp and replete in the arms of both men because Drake was holding her, too.
Someone pulled the bedding up over all three of them, but Lois was far beyond thinking or even opening her eyes to see which of them it was. All she knew was that she was surrounded by warm male bodies cuddling her, petting her, stroking and soothing her skin. She wanted to say thank you, to explain that she’d just had the most awesome orgasm of her life, but she couldn’t summon enough brain cells to formulate a coherent sentence yet. She didn’t want to sound needy or stupid or rude, so how did she thank two men for pleasuring her so brilliantly? Maybe the words would come to her in a little while after she recovered.
*****
Dragun sensed her body relax and knew when she’d fallen over the edge of relaxation into sleep. He pulled the blanket up higher, making sure it was tucked around his mate.
“You were right, brother. She’s ours. Also, she feels the cold. That’s another sign she’s our mate.”
Dragons tended to be warmer blooded than humans, so when they mated a human, it was often one who felt the cold and appreciated their extra warm bodies.
“I noticed she was wearing those fingerless glove things women wear that day in the office, but I didn’t really pay attention to her clothing. That T-shirt thing under her dress tonight was a giveaway though. If she wanted to be sexy, she’d have worn silk or lace like her bra and panties, but she wanted the extra layer of warmth,” Drake said softly.
“I expect she wears thermals all winter long. It’ll be fun taking them off her.” Dragun smiled at his twin and then down at their sleeping mate.
“After our next date, we need to think about explaining who we are to her.”
Dragun stared at his twin. “Damn, that’s going to be a really difficult conversation. We’re going to have to approach it exactly right.” Just telling her could lead to trouble, such as being sent to a mental health institution. But if they actually shape-shifted, the one sure way to demonstrate their differences beyond all doubt, they risked frightening her into the mental health clinic instead. “A second date comes first though,” he added.
Drake nodded. “It’ll give us time to think through what we need to do and say. We also need to get a team working on the situation at Optimized Design. We aren’t signing the papers until we know all the facts. Hmm, maybe we could get some advice on how to tell our mate we’re dragons, as well as advice on the company.”
“I agree. We know there are people who’ve done it successfully in the past so perhaps they can give some pointers,” said Dragun. He looked down at Lois asleep in their arms. All that could wait though. Right now their woman was in their bed. Drake still hadn’t fucked her yet, but she was theirs, the mate of both of them, even if the mating was yet to occur. Later tonight or tomorrow morning Drake would fuck her, and before they took her home, they’d plan their second date. Maybe ask her what she would like to do this time.
They’d sort out the damn company problems and then mate their bride. He could hardly wait for that to happen. Finding her was the culmination of years of hopes and fears. Now that they had her, nothing would separate them from each other, even if it took a little time to get to the actual mating.
*****
Lois was toasty warm, even though she wasn’t wearing her fluffy sleep socks. Or her thick fleecy pajamas. In fact she wasn’t wearing anything at all, not even panties.
She sat up in shock, remembering she’d left the restaurant with Drake and Dragun Kelekona.
Fucking hell, she was an idiot. The sex had been awesome, but how was she going to get home since her car was still back in the parking lot at Urbane? She didn’t even know where she was to tell a taxi where to pick her up. Damn. She’d have to start walking and hope the nearest crossroad wasn’t too far away and had street signs she could use to direct a taxi.
Lois went to slide out of the bed, only to discover that there was a very large man lying on either side of her and she’d have to climb over them. Or maybe she could wiggle to the foot of the bed and get out that way. Trying not to disturb either man, Lois slid down the bed and climbed off the foot of it then entered the bathroom. The sight of the shower made her wish she dared stay long enough to use the multiple showerheads and array of shampoos and gels on the ledge there, but reluctantly, she shook her head and turned to the mirror over the sink, only to almost jump out of her skin. Reflected back at her, behind her own wide-eyed stare, were two identical pairs of bright blue eyes.
“Let me turn the water on for you,” said Drake.
“I’ll go and get some more towels,” added Dragun, disappearing from the mirror.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you,” she said.
“I wouldn’t want to miss a moment of showering with you,” replied Drake.
“Me either.” Dragun was back, his arms piled high with fluffy blue towels.
“Is that warm enough, or would you like it a little hotter?” asked Drake.
Cautiously, she stepped into the huge shower and stretched out an arm under the water. “It’s pleasant, but a little warmer might be nice, thank you.” Already she was starting to feel cool now that she wasn’t under the blankets.
What’s the etiquette here? I’ve never showered with one man before, let alone two. Do I start to get washed or what?
Fortunately before she could tie herself in knots, Dragun pushed her a little farther under the multiple jets spraying from the ceiling and began to rub gel on her back. Lois brushed her hair off her forehead and reached for one of the enticing little bottles. It was apricot blossom. That sounded nice. She squirted a dollop into her palm and rubbed it over Drake’s chest, which was only inches away from hers. Damn, he looked delicious. She hid a giggle. She must have said that to herself about a hundred times already, but it was true. There was no other way to describe these two men. Tonight was going to remain in her memory forever as the high point of her sex life. Already she knew that it was unlikely any other man could arouse her to the heights these men had brought her to. Which was a shame. She’d always assumed that eventually she’d find Mr. Right and settle down. But she knew she’d always compare him to these men, and that would be a recipe for unhappiness for both her and the poor man.
However, now was not the time to think about it. Or about why they had feminine shower gel and the other women who may have chosen it. She was naked, in a really special shower, with the two best-looking men she was ever likely to meet. All those hard muscles and toned bodies needed her hands on them. With or without the apricot blossom shower gel.
She rubbed her soapy hands over Drake’s chest. Yum. Hard plains and washboard abs. Amazing. Talk about sexy as hell. Lois sucked in a deep breath, forgetting her head was under the water for a moment and ending up with a soapy taste in her mouth, but she didn’t care. The men were just too exciting to worry about minor details like a mouthful of soap or the facts that the water was straightening out her curls, making her hair stick in her eyelashes, and generally getting in the way of seeing what she wanted to touch.
Meanwhile, behind her, Dragun rubbed foam across her shoulders and down her back. His hands trailed a slippery path from her neck to her ass and back up again.
“We’re wasting an opportunity here,” Drake said.
Once again, she brushed her hair off her forehead to stare at him. “What opportunity?”
“This one.” He took a condom from the shelf—she hadn’t seen them sitting there in among the shampoos and gels—and rolled it over his cock and then sat on the edge of the seat in the shower, his back facing the wall.
He gripped her wrists and pulled her over toward him. “Why don’t you sit on my cock? It’ll be easier to wash each other if we’re sitting down.”
Lois didn’t buy that story for a second, but the sight of his engorged cock had her licking her lips and her pussy creaming with need to experience Drake’s cock inside her. After all, Dragun had fucked her. It was only fair that Drake should have a turn as well.
Not stopping to try to make sense of her unlikely logic, Lois allowed Drake to pull her closer to him and willingly lifted a leg over his waist to sit on his knees. Drake wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her and then held his cock at her pussy with his other hand. Lois lifted her second leg up and locked her heels behind Drake’s back, inching closer to Drake’s cock as she did so. Behind her, Dragun placed both hands on her hips and lifted her slightly until Drake’s cock slid in her entry, and the two men wiggled her closer to Drake until his cock was fully inside her cunt and her legs were tucked tightly around his body.
Lois was breathing hard, as if she’d run up a dozen flights of stairs, but it was a mixture of intense arousal, lust, and excitement at what she was doing, rather than from exertion. So far she hadn’t exerted herself at all. The two men had done everything.
“Are you ready, my sweet?” asked Drake.
“Yes, please.” Her voice was halfway between a squeak and a whisper, but already her brain was taking a vacation so she could relax and feel all the sensations roiling though her body. Drake’s cock so thick and hard, filling every inch of her pussy. Drake’s taut ass and muscular sides pressed against her legs and feet. Dragun’s warm hands smoothing foam up and down her back, and the splash of the warm water around and over all three of them, steaming up the extra large shower cubicle and making her think equally steamy thoughts about what was happening.
Drake drove up inside her, demonstrating to her that he was exactly as thick and long as his twin, before dropping his ass down hard onto the shower seat, making her grab hold of his shoulders and worry that the seat might not be sturdy enough to tolerate such brutal behavior.
But it was just the start of his actions, as he slammed up and down into her as if they were sitting on a concrete bench that no amount of force would ever break. Lois gripped his shoulders and hung on for the ride, loving the intensity of his possession of her, worrying with every downward stroke that the seat would smash and they’d be thrown to the tile floor.
Behind her was Dragun, his warm hands petting her shoulders and back and then massaging shampoo through her curls. She caught the rich scent of apricot blossom again but closed her eyes against the likelihood of getting shampoo in them. Soap in her mouth hadn’t tasted great. Shampoo in her eyes would sting like a bitch and ought to be avoided if possible.
But there was no way she could continue to think about what was happening. Her entire body was alive and on fire yet again, due to the incredible sexiness of these men. Drake seemed to know exactly where and how to twist his hips and send his cock rubbing against her walls and driving her insane with the need to come. She shouldn’t be able to have a third orgasm. She’d already had two huge climaxes tonight, and three ought to have been completely beyond the realm of possibility. But that wasn’t the case. Her third orgasm was already closing in on her. Lois’s belly was twisted into a knot of need, her nipples were tight points, and her breasts ached to be pinched. Everywhere Dragun touched her was a bright light of bliss, sending ever more shards of need straight to her core. Each stroke of Drake’s cock sent her climbing higher and higher toward the peak of release.
Both men had their hands on her hips now as Dragun helped lift her up and slam her down in time with Drake’s jackhammering into her cunt.
“Oh!” This orgasm burst with all the power of the previous one, slamming through her body and leaving her limp with its force. Suddenly Lois couldn’t support her head or any other part of her own body anymore. She sank against Drake panting, her core quivering, her body still rocked by the waves of her release.
“Good girl, well done,” whispered Dragun in her ear.
Drake possessed her lips with a tender kiss, and she felt the condom fill with heat as he jerked one last time inside her.
All Lois could think of was that it was Saturday. At least I’ll have tomorrow to recover before I go to work on Monday. But in her heart, Lois knew she’d never recover from this night. Nothing would ever dim the extreme emotion of being with these two amazing men.
*****
“Won’t you spend the rest of the night with us?” Drake asked his mate.
But Lois shook her black curls determinedly, and he knew she wouldn’t change her mind. He couldn’t resist tugging on a corkscrew curl though. They framed her face like a wild black halo, even though she’d combed them twice as they dried.
“At least let us follow you home to ensure you arrive there safely,” Dragun asked. But once again, she shook her head, and once again, Drake knew she wouldn’t change her mind. She was a strong-willed person, and Drake liked that in his mate, but he also wished she’d do what they wanted of her. Still, it was much too early to speak of mating. He and Dragun needed to plan that conversation, preferably after they’d gotten advice from someone who’d successfully won a human mate, but they could do that tomorrow.
Telling her they were dragons would be the difficult part, but others had succeeded, and they would as well.
They stood and watched her leave the basement parking lot at Urbane. Since they knew where she lived, they could have made their way to her home to check on her, but Drake felt that would be imposing on her privacy. She’d been very clear that she wanted to go home alone.
Sighing deeply, he climbed back into their SUV. “So, brother, how are we going to tell her we’re dragon shape-shifters?”
“You’re the older brother. You’re supposed to have all the answers.”
“Very funny. Let’s brainstorm this.”
Drake concentrated on driving for a while, but it was very late at night, and there was almost no traffic. “I guess the only guaranteed method is to show her, which means it has to be at our house.”
“We could invite her for a picnic next Saturday,” suggested Dragun.
Drake nodded. “That would work. We could easily pick up a really nice picnic meal from that little deli on Eighteenth Street. They make really good food. So we have a picnic and take her somewhere a long way from the boundaries of our land. We can work out where during the week. Getting naked shouldn’t be too hard, and we can have sex with her again. That’ll be an excellent way to spend the afternoon.”
“And while we’re naked, we tell her we need to show her something and shift. One at a time so there’s one of us left to comfort her if she’s surprised,” said Dragun.
“She’ll be surprised all right. The question will be whether she goes into hysterics or runs away.”
“The one that’s left can hold her in their arms and break it to her gently.”
Drake grunted, but he wasn’t convinced. He had a feeling showing a human woman they were dragons wasn’t going to be that easy. “Maybe we should talk about the Twilight movie or werewolves or something first.”
“Don’t be stupid. Werewolves are vicious beasts, and that’ll scare her far more than we will.”
“Well, you think up a way of doing it then,” Drake said as he pulled up at the gates to their property. He drove around back and parked the car, and then they entered the house.
They were upstairs in their office when Dragun grinned. “I’ve got it. We’ll go online and download a passel of erotic romance books with dragons as the heroes and give them to her. We can talk to her about them during this week, maybe get her thoughts about such things, and guide her toward the idea without actually saying what we’re on about until Saturday.”
Drake punched Dragun’s shoulder. “I like that idea. We can tell her it’s all part of the picnic. Let’s go book shopping now.”
“In a minute. I think we also need to get some advice about what we actually say to her. How we lead into the conversation.”
“Actually, I thought of that as well. We could speak to a dragon who’s successfully won a human mate. There has to be some of them around.”
“Right. We’ll Google that along with the romance books.”
Tomorrow they needed to get to work on who was stealing the money at Optimized Design. It was time they cleaned up that mystery, too.
Lois’s cell phone vibrated, and she looked at it, even though she knew she shouldn’t. Every time she saw a message or a text or an email from Drake or Dragun, she wanted to answer it, to communicate with them, but she knew she couldn’t. She had to be strong and ignore them. There was no future for an ordinary person like herself with two such very special men as them.
At home and back at work, she could hardly believe she’d gone to their home and made love with them both. Not that she regretted the sex at all. It was just that she didn’t know why she’d broken her cardinal rule of sex on a first date. Why the fuck had she ever agreed to go with them?
She’d succumbed to the desire to Google them on Monday, and it’d told her far more clearly than even seeing their beautiful home on its huge acreage had done, that she was completely unsuitable for them. Oh sure, rich and handsome men fucked ordinary women all the time, but all that was ahead for the woman was a really good memory and then a broken heart. Lois already had the wonderful memories. Now she had to be very strong and stay away from the broken heart.
She even learned the name “Kelekona” meant “dragon” in Hawaiian, which was an interesting piece of trivia, but not relevant to anything,.
She couldn’t possibly be in love with them after one date and a one-night stand. Therefore, the pain she was feeling now was nothing compared to the pain she would feel if she answered any of their emails or calls or messages.
But damn it was hard. She wanted to be with them. They were everything she’d ever dreamed of in a man and so much more.
That’s the point, she reminded herself. They’re so much more than you can ever deal with. They’d be bored with you in a month, maybe less than that, and then your heart really would break.
Lois deleted the message unread. Several times this week they’d sent her books on Kindle. It’d been easy enough to delete them since she didn’t have a Kindle or an iPad or even a generic brand tablet. All she had was her ancient laptop. Today, however, there were several pdf attachments to the email from Dragun. Once again, she remained firm and deleted them all unopened. But damn it was hard. So very hard. She wanted to tell them she cared about them. She wanted to tell them she’d spent the best night of her life with them. She wanted to explain to them why she had to stay away from them from now on. She wanted— She wanted them. And that could never be.
They deserved a beautiful woman each, one who was smart and educated as well as pretty and who would be a fitting partner for them at all the fancy society events they must attend.
Lois had even Googled DDK Design, their company, to learn a little about it, but she’d made herself stop reading, as it was just another painful way of reminding herself about what could never be. Still, she’d seen enough to know they were rich—or at least comfortably off—and that their company was doing a whole lot better than Optimized Design was right now. Also, that they’d told her the truth. DDK Design concentrated on apps rather than the types of programs Optimized Design developed.
Lois put her cell phone back in her pocket and sniffed to get rid of the watery mist clouding her eyes. This is the only sensible way to behave. It’s like pulling a Band-Aid off. One harsh rip and it’s gone instead of picking at the edges for days.
So why did it hurt so much?
Once again, she shook her head, refusing to back down and look at her cell phone’s deleted calls folder. Somehow she hadn’t quite managed to empty her trash yet, but she would. Soon.
There was a light tap on her door, and she looked up to see Rodney from IT standing there. His face was fiery red, and he looked most uncomfortable.
“What’s wrong, Rodney?”
“Bree said— Uh, Bree asked me to ask you— Uh—” He turned around and pointed down the hallway, his face blushing even redder, and then he raced away.
Lois jumped to her feet. Bree needed her, but why? Where? And why was Rodney so embarrassed? Then she realized Bree had probably mentioned the ladies room. It was the one place women could speak to each other without being overheard in this old building, but poor Rodney had probably thought it was a message about secret women’s business. Just in case it was, Lois grabbed her purse out of her desk drawer, but she thought more likely Bree had something private to tell her.
Complying with company policy, she bent down to log out of all the programs on her computer, before leaving her desk, although why it was so important when they never had any visitors made no sense. Still, she did it from habit, and then, with her purse slung over her shoulder, she hurried down the hallway to the ladies room.
Lois pushed the door wide open to make the lights turn on before stepping inside. Someone’s cell phone was being used as a flashlight, propped up against the mirror over the sink, and someone was either upchucking or crying, or both, in one of the stalls. The stall door was open, and Lois could hear Bree’s soothing voice, “Let it go, honey. That stupid song is quite right. Just let it all out, and then you’ll feel better.”
Bree pushed the door shut. This was clearly not the kind of conversation Mr. Mallory ought to hear about. Fortunately, Rodney could be trusted to say nothing to anyone. Ever since Sherry had been terminated, he’d gone from not particularly talkative to almost completely silent. Lois suspected that some days he hardly spoke to anyone at all, alone there in IT all day.
She took a few more steps into the ladies room and peeked into the stall. Since she’d been invited here, she guessed that finding out who was in there with Bree couldn’t be termed an invasion of privacy.
Bree was crouching behind Deirdre, holding her blonde ponytail over her back with one hand and rubbing her shoulders and back with the other. Deirdre worked with old Bill in the warehouse. She did all the paperwork for their sales, and he did the physical packaging and shipping. A lot of their products didn’t really need paperwork anymore, since the days of sending a CD with installation instructions or a paper booklet were almost gone. Most games, apps, and software these days could be downloaded with the press of a button, and the website had places where clients could click on FAQs or ask the help desk.
Was that why Deirdre was upset? Was Mr. Mallory planning to let her go and replace her with some more links on the website? That would explain why Bree was there. Since Cathy in reception had been let go the previous week, Bree was supposed to do all the website updates now, apart from tricky coding things that were part of Rodney’s job.
Two minutes must have passed because the overhead light flickered off, and all that was left was the cell phone light over the sink. Actually, placing the phone in front of the mirror was clever. The mirror reflected the light nicely, making it brighter than Lois had expected, although nowhere near as good as the overhead light of course.
“Do you want me to open the door again?” she asked softly.
“No, I’d better wash my face and get back to my desk. I’ve been gone too long already. Mr. Mallory is sure to notice, and then he’ll fire me.” Deirdre’s voice ended on a hiccup and then a sob.
“Hush now, honey. It’ll be all right,” soothed Bree.
“It’ll never be right. Mr. Mallory’s going to terminate me for sure, and then I’ll be like Sherry. It’s been months, and she still hasn’t found another job. She’s been applying for work as a barista and as a waitress in every coffee shop in town, and she’s a qualified IT specialist. If she can’t get another job, I never will, and we’ll lose our apartment without my salary to help pay the rent.”
Deirdre’s sobbing got louder, and Lois stepped back to the door, leaning on it, hoping to deaden any sounds.
“I didn’t know Sherry hadn’t found work yet.” And that made her look terribly self-centered. It was bad that she hadn’t made any effort to catch up with Sherry.
“She’s applied for more than fifty positions and only had one interview, and she hardly looks pregnant yet. My tummy is sticking out already. No one’s going to believe I’m not three months yet. Me and Johnny want this baby so much, but where am I going to get another job?” Deirdre wailed.
Lois sank back against the door. Deirdre was pregnant too? No wonder she was scared since Mr. Mallory had terminated Sherry. “Congratulations” hardly seemed the right thing to say under the circumstances.
Reluctantly she pulled out her cell phone and stared at the screen. She knew some people who might be able to employ Sherry or at least help her find a job where pregnant women were allowed to work. They might even have a vacancy for Deirdre if Mr. Mallory terminated her. And Lois had to admit it was just the sort of thing he might do.
But how would that make her look after ignoring them all week and only answering them to beg favors for her friends?
Bad. That’s how I’ll look. Mean and nasty and self-serving and greedy. But what else the fuck can I do? They really might be able to help.
Lois’s index fingers hovered over her deleted messages. Could she contact them? Should she?
No, of course she shouldn’t. It was going to open her heart to further hurt and make her look ungrateful as well. They’d know she only wanted to use them instead of liking them for themselves, when the truth was she really liked them far too much to get involved with them and drag them down to her level.
Finally she clicked on the most recent message, which happened to be from Dragun and typed in, “What’s DDK Design’s policy about pregnant IT staff?”
*****
Dragun was almost going bald tearing his hair out over Lois’s actions. Or inactions in this case. Not only hadn’t she replied to any of his or Drake’s emails or text messages, she wasn’t even opening them. He’d resorted to putting an invisible “read receipt” on all his messages, and she hadn’t opened a single one, not even the ones with books or pictures attached to them. Whatever philosopher it was who’d said women were curious and piquing their curiosity was the way to their hearts hadn’t met Lois, obviously. Dragun was sure she was curious, but he couldn’t figure out how the hell to attract her attention.
And Drake wasn’t helping. Drake was going after Karl Mallory with a single-minded devotion to a cause that made bloodhounds appear lazy. Drake had pushed the forensic audit team so hard they’d doubled their fee, but neither Drake nor Dragun cared as long as it eliminated any likelihood of Lois being in the wrong.
The searches weren’t complete yet, but the chief auditor was building a very strong case that the problem was Mallory and that he was acting alone, abusing Frank Wilson’s trust and company information Frank had given only to him.
So, when his cell phone beeped with an incoming text message, Dragun had no interest in it at all, assuming that it would be something to do with work and he could deal with it when he got around to it, that there was no rush. But five days of pulling his cell phone out and staring at the screen a dozen times a day had built into a habit, and he swiped across the screen with no anticipation or hope in his heart, just a niggle under his skin that he was about to be disappointed yet again.
“Lois? Lois? Holy shit, she’s finally answered me. Thank the goddess.”
Heart alight with happiness, he bent over his screen.
What’s DDK Design’s policy about pregnant IT staff?
“Lois’s pregnant? She can’t be pregnant. We used condoms. No, no, that can’t be right. No one knows they’re pregnant in less than a week. Some other man must have done it. Someone before she knew us. I’ll kill him, the cur. She’s my mate. Mine, mine!”
Dragun took a deep breath and read the line of text again slowly and more carefully. “IT staff? She’s accounts, not IT. This has got nothing to do with Lois. She’s asking about someone else, but why now? What the fuck is going on?”
Dragun jumped out of his chair and walked out of his office into the one next door. “Drake, what do you make of this?”
“What do I make of what?”
Dragun handed his cell phone to Drake, but his twin just stared at him.
“Read it, stupid.”
The screen had darkened, but Drake swiped it open again and read. His mouth opened as if he was about to say something, and then he stared at the screen again. Dragun guessed his brother’d had the exact same original thoughts as him.
“That IT woman Karl Mallory terminated. That’s who this is about.”
“What IT woman? Mallory? At Optimized Design you mean?”
“Yes. You know I told you he’d been shedding staff. I mentioned the empty parking lot and how few staff there were. Just one person in design, which is insane for a design company.”
“Hell yes.” Dragun dropped down into a chair in Drake’s office. All the chairs in both their offices were comfortable. Neither of them believed in the old business model of making clients feel uncomfortable so they didn’t talk for long. Instead, he and Drake wanted clients to relax, open up, and tell them their dreams. That was the easiest way to know which project to work on next.
“The dragon romances might not have worked, but we’ve finally got a way to connect with Lois again,” said Drake.
Dragun shook his head. “Sure, we can hire this person she cares about. I just hope she knows enough not to cause friction within the IT team. But that isn’t going to send Lois running into our arms. And we still have the whole dragon-and-mate problem to deal with.”
“You aren’t thinking, little brother. Another few days will have us signing the contract on Optimized Design. Frank Wilson is eager to ink the deal and so are we. Likely we could do it already, but I’d rather have the final report from the auditors first. The moment we take over Optimized Design we call the authorities in on Mallory. We don’t need him skipping the country with access to the money he’s stolen. We have to get his bank accounts frozen and his passport cancelled before he knows we’re in charge and his game is over.”
Dragun grinned. “I can hardly wait. I don’t like that man, and I’ve never even spoken to him.”
“Well, I have, and I don’t like him either.”
They enjoyed a moment of envisioning their upcoming business success, and then Dragun started thinking again. “I still don’t see how us owning Optimized Design will send Lois back into our arms and solve the ‘oh, by the way, I have wings, scales, and claws. Wanna see them?’ issue.”
“Once we’ve nailed Mallory, we tell Lois we own the company and ask her advice about melding the two companies together. We’ll talk to all the staff, put them all in the picture, and pick all their brains, but we’ll do it one-on-one with Lois first and make sure she’s on our side before we tell any of the others.”
Dragun thought for a moment. He could see that might work. She was a caring person, and calling on her to help her coworkers might appeal to her sense of justice. Those working in a company were always the ones most likely to have some good ideas for improvements because they saw the policies and procedures up close and worked with them.
“It’d make sense to move their staff into our warehouse though. Economies of scale for a start, but also so the design team can share ideas,” he said.
“I think that’s the most likely way we’ll go, but let’s wait until after the staff have their say. They’re the ones closest to the action.”
Dragun agreed. “And then we get Lois to read those damn books and tell her our secrets?”
“Absolutely. I’ve been thinking about nothing else but us all picnicking together for days now.”
“Me, too.” Visions of Lois naked on a picnic blanket, maybe with chocolate sauce coating her nipples, had been engraved on his mind lately as well. “I just have one question. How the hell do we get her to read those damn books?”
Drake shook his head. “I don’t know. All I could think of was asking her if she’d enjoyed them, and it’d be far too easy for her to say she wasn’t interested in reading them.”
Dragun had an idea. “Why don’t we read one of them and ask her to read it with us?”
“Read a girly erotic romance? Are you serious?”
“How serious are you about claiming our mate?”
Drake groaned. “Okay, but pick a short one, not one of the really long ones.”
“Deal.”
*****
The next day the forensic accounting team came back with the proof Drake had been waiting for. He and the head auditor contacted the relevant government authorities, and a day of meetings followed by endless paperwork had the officials swooping on Karl Mallory and taking him away for questioning. The forensic accountants dealt with this type of situation regularly and guided him and Dragun through it, which was just as well because, otherwise, likely he’d have done something wrong. Then, at five to eight the next morning, they were both waiting in the parking lot at Optimized Design to meet the staff.
An embarrassed woman hurried to unlock the door and turn on the lights, apologizing profusely for keeping them waiting. “I’m really sorry, sirs. Mr. Mallory didn’t tell me he was expecting guests today.” She scuttled behind the desk in the foyer and booted up the computer, still apologizing.
Drake couldn’t help noticing how cold the room was. They must turn the heating down really low at night for him, a hot-blooded dragon, to notice the temperature. No wonder the woman hadn’t taken her coat off.
As soon as the computer beeped, she looked up and smiled at them. “Now, sirs, how can I help you? Would you like a cup of coffee while you wait for Mr. Mallory?”
“Aren’t you going to turn the heating up first?” he asked.
She blushed beet red and said, “I’m really sorry, sir, but I don’t have authority to do that. As soon as Mr. Mallory arrives, you can go into his office, which has lovely wall radiators that will warm you up.”
Dragun stepped forward. “Why don’t we go into his nice, warm office now and wait there?”
The woman looked even more embarrassed as she said, “I’m sorry, sir, but only Mr. Mallory has the key to his office.”
If she says “I’m sorry” one more time, I’ll scream.
Drake decided it was time to start their staff interviews. This woman could be first. “I’m Drake Kelekona, and this is my brother, Dragun. What is your name and position please?”
“I’m Bree Wishart. Brianna Wishart. I’m the PA for all the sales representatives, but since Cathy was—um—isn’t here anymore, I also staff the front desk and—well, likely you don’t want a list of everything I do. Can I get you both some coffee?”
“No, but you can show us to Mallory’s office, thank you.”
She looked as though she was about to remind him she didn’t have a key to open the door, and then she shrugged and led the way down the hallway. She’d slung her purse over her shoulder, so it appeared she wouldn’t be sitting at that front computer for the day but somewhere else. That must be Cathy-who-wasn’t-there’s desk.
They passed a large conference room, which he’d seen the previous time he was here, and then their guide pointed to a closed door. Dragun tried the door handle, but it was locked, so Drake pulled out the keys Frank Wilson had given them and tried a few before finding the correct one. He memorized the code number on the key that worked and unlocked the door, holding it wide.
“Please come inside with us, Ms. Wishart.”
Her eyes opened wide, and she shook her head hard. “Oh no, sir. I’m sorry, sir. Employees aren’t allowed in Mr. Mallory’s office, ever.”
“Never?” asked Dragun.
“No, sir. If he wants to speak to us, he comes to our desk or sometimes calls us into one of the conference rooms.”
Drake couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Are you saying you’ve never stepped foot in this office?”
“Yes, sir. That’s correct, sir.”
“Has anyone else?”
She looked thoughtful. “Lois might have. Lois McCubbin. She reports directly to Mr. Mallory. I don’t know, but he might have called her in occasionally.”
“What about Mr. Wilson’s office? Have you ever been in there?”
She gave a smile. “Oh yes, sir. He’d often buzz one or another of us in to ask us questions or to fetch him his tea or a sandwich.”
Thoughtfully, Drake stepped back out of the doorway to Mallory’s office, locking it again. He caught Dragun’s gaze on him. Yes indeed. It’d be good to have an independent witness when they went in there and searched it properly.
Almost as if Dragun read his mind, he disappeared back down the hallway and outside.
“Perhaps you’d better take me to the conference room, instead, and show my brother there when he comes back inside.”
She seemed much happier about that and, once again, offered him coffee. Drake decided she was going to keep asking him until he said yes, so this time he agreed.
“When Ms. McCubbin arrives, please send her in to me.”
“Yes, sir.”
Dragun returned and closed the conference room door, saying softly, “I called the forensic auditors, and they’re sending a team around to go through Mallory’s office. They said they didn’t think they’d find anything new, but since it was so clearly off limits to everyone here, it makes sense to check.”
“You don’t think this Bree woman is just a terrified little mouse?”
“Maybe a little but not overwhelmingly so. I think Mallory gave the staff good reason to steer clear of him. We know he terminated several people basically for no reason.”
Drake walked over to the wall heaters, noticing that they were switched off. Even he felt cool, so humans would be too cold in this room. He turned the heat on and up to seventy-five. That wasn’t particularly high, but if the staff was used to the cold, he didn’t want to set the heat so high they’d be hot. He had to admit the gust of warm air into the room was rather nice.
Just then there was a knock on the door, so Dragun hurried across to open it. Lois was standing there, still wearing her coat but holding a tray of coffee for them.
“Good morning. Bree asked me to bring your coffees. Is there anything else you need me for?” Her gaze was on the coffee tray not on them, almost as if she was half hiding from them.
“We’re interviewing all the staff one by one. Please come inside and close the door.”
Lois placed the tray on the conference table and then stood still, watching them both. Drake took a long look at her. She was more beautiful than ever even buttoned into a coat that covered her from her neck to the tops of her shiny black boots. He assumed she’d been wearing a beanie because her black curls were messy, but he decided he liked them that way.
Her chocolate eyes were worried, and he hastened to ease that worry. “Dragun and I have bought Optimized Design. We’ll be merging the company into DDK Design. Any existing staff who want to transfer across will be welcome.”
Her face split into a wide grin. “Thank you for that. I already emailed Sherry the address you said to send her CV to. What about Cathy, the receptionist who was laid off? If she doesn’t have a job, can she apply to you as well? And Deirdre in the warehouse?”
Drake just smiled at his pushy, bossy mate. Here she was taking care of all her friends before worrying about herself. “I can’t promise a receptionist position or a warehouse job, but there will be some kind of clerical work for them if they want it.”
“Thank you so much.” She took a step forward, as if she was going to approach them, and then stopped. Dragun had no such hesitation. He scooped her up into his arms and pulled her tight against his chest, kissing her thoroughly. Drake could almost feel her heart beating faster, and he certainly could see her kissing Dragun back enthusiastically.
He tugged his own jacket off, feeling far too warm in the room now, and stood behind Lois to unbutton her coat. He gently stroked the side of her face, and her skin wasn’t cold. It was cool against his warm hand, but not chilled.
He pulled out a chair for her. “Now sit down please and let’s talk. We need to tell you about the company going forward.”
She grinned up at him and Dragun. “It feels new and exciting.”
*****
At the end of the day Bree and Lois walked the parking lot together.
“It’s hard to believe how fast everything’s happened. Mr. Wilson used to take a very long time to make decisions. Sometimes he took way too long, in that whatever opportunity had opened up had gone again before he’d agreed to join in.”
“Yes, we missed out on quite a few promotional opportunities because he dithered and talked and sought advice for so long that it was too late to sign up by the time he was ready to go ahead. But I like him.”
Lois smiled at her friend. “I like him too. Then there was Mr. Mallory. His basic policy was, if money was involved, the answer was no. At first I was worried that Mr. Wilson had been wasting money, but later I decided that Mr. Mallory was just a whole lot more frugal, such as with keeping the heating turned down or even off.”
Bree shook her head. “He wasn’t frugal at all. He was nasty and mean.”
“And after all that there was the worry that something in the accounts was wrong.”
“It was wrong all right. Did you hear that Mr. Mallory’s bail was set at over a million dollars and all his own personal accounts are frozen?”
“It’s an awful lot of money. But gossip around the company says that company money has disappeared into Mr. Mallory’s personal accounts. In a way I’m glad that my concerns were real, but it’s sad to think a man of Mr. Mallory’s stature and responsibility has stooped to theft.”
They reached the parking lot and stopped Bree said, “Everyone knew that Optimized Design wasn’t doing as well as it’d done in the past, but we still have faithful customers and the sales representatives work hard and make plenty of new sales. Even though most companies are becoming a lot more technologically innovative, there are still small businesses around who prefer to do everything the old way. Of course, merging with DDK Design is a much better move for the future than turning down the heat and firing staff. This way our products and client list can grow fast again, instead of having to work among a smaller and smaller pool of potential buyers.”
“That’s all true. You’re right.”
They hugged each other and walked to their own cars, tooting as they left the lot.
Now Lois was being forced to look at herself and her relationship with Drake and Dragun Kelekona. She was in a fever of confusion about them. She’d acted completely out of character by going to their home on a first date. And it’d started out as not even a real date, more a business meeting. Yet, instead of running away from them as fast as she could go, she’d stayed with them and fucked them. Afterward she’d been strong and stayed away from them for a while, yet the minute she’d walked into that conference room, despite all her intentions to be polite and distant, she’d fallen into their arms again and kissed them. Such contrary behavior wasn’t how she normally behaved at all. It was almost as if they spun a magic spell over her and her body responded to them.
They both insisted they wanted her and had demanded she read their emails and choose a book or two to read with them before joining them on Saturday for an all-day picnic.
Rodney’d shown her a free program on the Internet to change the books into a pdf file she could read on her laptop, and she’d spent the past few evenings reading. All she could say about these books was wow. They were ménage stories, where two men fucked the woman at the same time, together. Scarcely two paragraphs into reading these scenes, Lois had been picturing herself as the woman and Dragun and Drake as the men, and my-oh-my, was she ever ready to try those things for herself. If they’d sent her the books to give her ideas, they’d certainly worked. She had ideas she was ready and willing to try.
Lois had given up trying to convince herself to stay away from the men. She’d been completely miserable for the week she’d ignored their messages and so excited and happy to see them again—even though it was at work—that she knew she hadn’t even convinced herself she could give them up.
She’d almost told Bree about them, but having them turn up again at work had made her remain silent. She was too confused to be sensible, and she didn’t want to drag her friend into her problems.
Now, of course, she wanted to work with the men to ensure all the Optimized Design staff and clients were cared for. She also wanted badly to know that any money stolen from the company would be returned to it, but her friends getting their jobs back would be a great way to start.
As for staying away from the twins, that wasn’t going to happen. She’d made herself miserable doing her best to be a responsible adult, and that hadn’t worked, so being irresponsible and having a love affair seemed to be the way to go. If she ended up with a broken heart, she’d just have to accept that as part of the deal.
She was so excited and happy to be spending time with them that she arrived at the gates to their home ten minutes early. She’d dressed warmly, even though the sun was out, but she was hoping to be able to take off her coat at least, even outside. She was also more than ready to try out the sex scenes she’d been reading about inside on a nice, soft bed. She couldn’t imagine any other reason why the men had urged her to read some of the books they’d sent her.
To her surprise, both Dragun and Drake were waiting at the gate for her. She checked her watch again, wondering if she’d miscalculated the time and was late, but no, she was early.
The two men opened the rear doors of her car and climbed in. “We’ve got the picnic blanket set up out back in a nice, sheltered grassy place we hope you like,” said Drake.
She followed the driveway around to the back of house, which was a surprisingly long way. Lois parked where they told her before getting out and letting them lead her across a manicured lawn, through a more formal, stylized garden, and into a less manicured, less formal area. Here the grass was still cut short and the trees pruned but with less design to their placement.
A large blanket was set out underneath a wide, spreading, shady tree, with a picnic hamper on one end of it. When they led her over to it, Lois argued, “It’s much too early to sit and eat.”
“We don’t have to eat yet. We have things to talk about. Why don’t we talk first then?” asked Drake.
“Sure.”
She settled on a corner of the blanket and turned so she could see both of them. They were so astoundingly handsome. Even though she’d seen them at work almost every day this week and admired their broad shoulders and narrow hips in classy business suits, looking utterly delicious, seeing them now was enough to make her cunt cream in her panties. They were wearing tight T-shirts over faded jeans. If they’d looked wonderful in business attire, they looked even better in casual clothing. Actually she was certain they’d look even better, again, in nothing at all.
Each man took one of her hands, and suddenly Lois understood that they really did want to talk to her. Her belly dropped. What could they possibly want to say to her that required them to invite her to their house? They could have said goodbye far more easily at work. She looked from one face to the other, not even calling them identical in her mind anymore. Drake took being the oldest very seriously. He had more frown lines on his forehead and, overall, a more serious demeanor. She would always know which of them was which.
“What did you think about the dragon stories, Lois?” asked Drake.
“The ménage sex was very hot and very exciting. The heroes really cared for their woman and gave her a wonderful time. It was easy to tell they’d all be very happy ever after.”
“But what about the dragons?” insisted Dragun.
She was a little confused. “They were just people really, weren’t they? I mean they could fly and so on, but they were people. Men who loved their woman, and who lived in houses, and ate off plates with a fork.”
“Yes they were, and we are, just men. Men with jobs to work at, grass to mow, laundry to wash, and meals to cook.”
Lois wasn’t listening to Drake. She’d stopped when he said, “we are.”
“Are you both trying to tell me that stories are true? That shape-shifters are real? That vampires are sparkly, Hogwarts exists, and there really are men who are also dragons?” She tried to speak seriously but her disbelief was strong in her voice.
Dragun laughed. “I can’t answer for vampires or Hogwarts, but dragons are real. Kelekona is a Hawaiian word meaning dragon. We’re descended from the original Hawaiian dragons.”
That very first night when they’d taken her out to dinner, she’d wondered if she’d stepped into Narnia or through the looking glass with Alice or been caught up in a tornado like Dorothy. That same feeling was swamping her now. Dragons. The two most handsome men in the world wanted her to believe they were dragons. But then that tiny bit of trivia she’d read when she Googled them came back to her. She’d known about the meaning of the name Kelekona. And they had given her dragon shapeshifter books. Only dragons. Not Harry Potter or Twilight or werewolves or any of the myriad other shapeshifter stories available.
Humor turned to thought, but then she shook her head as she returned to disbelief. “Well, that’s very simple then. Why don’t you transform for me and fly around a little?”
“Promise you won’t scream or have hysterics if we do?” said Drake, smiling at her.
She sensed he wanted an answer, so she said, “I promise not to have hysterics, and I’ll do my very best not to scream.”
“Good enough.” Immediately Dragun pulled his red T-shirt off over his head, exposing that delicious chest, which she hadn’t forgotten. If anything, he was even more toned than she remembered. His boots and socks came off next, and then he shed his jeans. His boxer briefs were red like his T-shirt.
“I like a man who color coordinates,” she said, licking her lips.
“I promise to do better next time,” said Drake, who’d just stripped to reveal bright yellow silk boxers with cartoon characters on them. That was so cute she wanted to laugh, but she was beginning to realize they were serious. Dragons. Could they exist after all? Surely not.
When the men were naked, they walked away from her to the middle of the open, grassed area. They weren’t standing side by side anymore but quite a long way apart, and for the very first time, it occurred to Lois that perhaps they were telling the truth, that this wasn’t some joke or scheme but that dragons existed. Her brain was telling her that such things were stories, movie fodder, not real, even as the air surrounding both men shimmered.
Two enormous dragons almost filled the grassy space.
Lois’s hands gripped the blanket she was sitting on as all the air left her lungs and her belly flip-flopped. She swallowed hard and then gasped in some oxygen, only to lose it again as she stared at Dragun.
Dragun’s wings were outstretched, making him at least ten feet from wing tip to wing tip. He flapped his wings and lifted off, just above the treetops. He didn’t go far, just flew around the immediate area a little before dropping down again.
Lois forced her jaw shut, squeezed her eyes tight and then opened them again. Both men were still dragons.
Once Dragun landed, Drake almost sprang into the air, hovering over the grass, sweeping over her head, doing a circuit of the area and then landing.
Lois jumped to her feet and walked closer to them. She stretched out her hand and rubbed lightly over one wingtip. It felt almost leathery. Of course, they were a lot taller than six feet now, more like eight feet she guessed, but their eyes were still bright blue and their bodies were black, as their hair had been.
She stared at each one, taking in all the details of their bodies from their sharp claws gripping the grass and dirt, up their sturdy legs, over their hard torsos, and farther up to the faces. “I can recognize you by your eyes. They haven’t changed,” she said.
Drake thumped his tail on the ground, making a cracking sound, while Dragun puffed out a tiny ball of fire.
She jumped backward, all her nerves on end, and this time she almost did scream. Fuck, fire. She hadn’t thought about that. She walked around each man, touching and stroking, accustoming herself to their other form. It was strange. Five minutes ago she didn’t believe such things existed. Now she had no doubts at all that they were what they said they were. Finally, she went back to the blanket and sat down. Well, it was more her nerves were screaming and her legs had lost their power to move, but she told herself she sat, and didn’t half collapse onto the blanket.
In a flash, the dragons were men again and joined her.
“Originally we planned to do it a bit differently from that. Have you got any questions for us?” asked Drake.
She laughed. “About ten million. How did you get here? How does one become a dragon? Why are you telling me your secret? I’m glad we hadn’t already eaten or else I’d be certain there were magic mushrooms in the food you gave me.”
Once again, they each held one of her hands. Their warmth seeped into her, calming her thoughts, relaxing her, making her feel that meeting two real live dragons was really no big deal.
“We’re telling you because you’re our mate, Lois. You belong to us. From the moment I first saw you, I felt the pull between us that told me you are ours,” said Drake.
“Be honest. You can feel the connection, too. You’re drawn to us, as we are to you,” added Dragun.
“Of course I’m drawn to you. You’re both rich, with your own business. You’re both devastatingly handsome. Every woman in Ohio is probably drawn to you. But why me? What can I offer you that a thousand other women couldn’t do better?”
“You’re the woman we want. You’re the only one whose body is connected to ours. We’re thirty-five, Lois, and never before have we seen a woman we wanted to mate. Yet we both know you’re our mate. Only with you do we have a future. You’re the only woman for us.”
“That brings me back to my original question. How did you get to be dragons?”
Dragun answered her. “It’s genetic. Only those descended in the original line can be shape-shifters. Because our mate is human, not a dragon, there’s a fifty-fifty chance any child of ours will be a dragon.”
“Our lives have been rich and full, but they were incomplete until we met you and found our mate. Please let us fuck you and mate you,” said Drake, tugging her into his arms as if he was about to kiss her.
Lois felt herself drawing back a little. She knew the mesmerizing power of their drugging kisses. “Wait a minute. There’s a lot here for me to absorb. I’m sure as hell not ready for kids yet. What does mating involve?”
“We fuck you together and bite you. Then, if any other dragon comes near, he’ll know you’re ours. Apart from that, there doesn’t have to be a child if you don’t want one. We’ve waited this long to find you. Just having you is all we need.”
“Let’s put the mating and children thing on the back burner for now. I want to take this more slowly. I’m happy for both of you to fuck me. I’ve been looking forward to that ever since I started reading those books you sent me.”
Dragun grinned. “I’m glad they did some good. They obviously didn’t get you thinking about dragons.”
“No, but they did have me thinking about sex with both of you at once.”
“I can work with that,” said Dragun, starting to undress her.
“Me, too.” Drake was already removing her boots.
Before long she was lying face down over Drake’s knee as he poured lube into her ass, stretching it, widening it, softening the muscle ring to permit a cock inside her. It’d been a very long time indeed since Lois had tried anal sex. It’d only happened a few times and had been way back when she was barely out of college. Her boyfriend at the time had been a little more adventurous than anyone she’d previously known, and they’d experimented with a few things together, which she’d mostly enjoyed. But then he’d moved on to someone else, and she’d forgotten all about him.
Right now, the thought of two men at once was awakening all her old ideas about being more adventurous with sex, and what could be more adventurous than a ménage?
Dragun lay down beside them and lifted her onto his body. He sat her over his hips, and she held his cock in one hand, rolling a condom down the long, thick erection. She longed to tease him a little, but she was more than ready to begin the fucking, so she placed Dragun’s cockhead in her pussy entry and slid down over him, taking him all the way inside her.
He groaned with pleasure when she gripped him with her damp cunt walls and then pulled her down so her body was pressed tightly onto his chest. He held the back of her head and kissed her lips, and immediately, Lois lost the ability to think. These two men were the most amazing kissers ever.
Lois let Dragun move her head this way and that as his tongue delved into her mouth, teasing her tongue, trailing behind her teeth, sliding over the roof of her mouth. He was like a drug she couldn’t get enough of. The more he kissed her, the more she wanted.
Meanwhile Drake was filling her ass with lube, stretching her, loosening all her muscles, softening her tissues, widening her channel to accept his cock. And then Drake’s cock was pushing against the muscle ring of her ass. He pressed firmly there and wiggled and rocked, and then his thoroughly lubed cock slid inside her. It burned a little as he pushed deeper until he was all the way in. Now her channel gripped Drake’s cock firmly as she reveled in the complete fullness.
No, full was the wrong word. Her body was well past full. Her cunt was stretched around Dragun’s enormous cock, the tissues pulled wide to accommodate him. Her ass was also stretched to take in Drake, but somehow they were both there, and her tissues had adapted to the two of them.
When they both began to withdraw, she lifted her lips from Dragun’s and gasped. The sense of loss was extreme. She went from full to empty in a heartbeat, and it felt wrong, lonely. Suddenly she was adrift in an ocean of emotions without a rudder to steer by.
But then they drove back inside her, filling her again, making her understand that the contrasts were what made the experience twice as effective.
In and out of her cunt and ass the two men pumped, always together, always holding her so tightly between them that she couldn’t move from where they wanted her. Her skin was coated with sweat, mostly the men’s but also her own. She was fiery hot, despite them being outdoors and naked on a fall day.
The scent of fresh-mown grass and of various flower blossoms mingled with the scents of sex and sweat into an amalgam that Lois knew she would always remember as a symbol of today. Ménage sex with two dragons. No, with Drake and Dragun, two men who aroused her to the highest of heights.
Still they pumped steadily in and out of her, their hands like iron bands on her waist and hips. Deep in her core, the orgasm was tightening, coiling, driving its way up inside her, making her desperate to come, desperate for more.
“Oh. I need—”
“Your body recognizes us. It demands our bite. You want us to bite you, don’t you, mate?”
Lois didn’t know what she wanted. Well, she wanted to come, but Drake’s sexy voice in her ear had her craving to know what a bite would feel like.
“Okay,” she whispered.
Two mouths descended, one on each shoulder. The men licked her skin, and she wanted to say it tickled, but it was also damn sexy. And then there were two sharp nips, and both men sucked her shoulders. It was so good. Much too good. The orgasm raced through Lois, shaking her like a leaf in a storm. Her cunt and ass gripped the cocks inside her tightly as she shook and quivered and the men kissed her shoulders. Then there were two bursts of heat inside her as the men filled the condoms. So they’d been waiting for her to release first. They were always totally considerate. She’d never known any men who could compete with Drake and Dragun. They were her real life heroes, even if they were dragons as well.
The men cuddled and held her until the last quiver had left her body. Dragun pulled a container of wipes out of the picnic basket, and he and Drake cleansed her and filled her ass with soothing gel, while she tugged her clothing on, and they cleaned themselves. She didn’t put her coat on. She was surprised at how warm she felt.
“Dragons are warmer blooded than people. We’ll keep you warm from now on,” said Dragon, kissing her cheek.
“And we’ll have the building heat turned up to an appropriate temperature as well,” added Drake.
“Part of it’s my own fault. I seem to feel the cold. But the average woman is cooler than the average man,” she said.
“Forget about it. Mallory’s penny-pinching couldn’t have saved significant money, and by antagonizing the staff, he was doing the company a disservice anyway. Staff work better, feel a greater connection to the company, and have smarter ideas when they’re happy and well looked after. We plan to look after our staff very well and to look after you even better than that. For a start, I brought chicken for our lunch,” said Drake.
She wasn’t sure how much was teasing and how much was truth, but Lois knew they would care for her. She no longer attempted to deny the intense cord of emotion that bound her to them, the power that simply being near them aroused in all three of them. She had a feeling they might not be taking this romance quite as slowly as she’d envisioned, but she knew Drake and Dragun were the men—okay, dragons—who were meant for her.
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Katherine Kingston
Flames roared up toward the dark sky as the townspeople tossed bits of wood onto the burning heap. Lit by its radiance, the façades of buildings became collages of bright patches riven by shafts of deep shadow. The town itself melded into a patchwork of bright and dark, the contrasts starker and more mysterious when lit by the blaze rather than daylight. People gathered around the fire, passing wineskins and pastries. Musicians played a lively tune and a few hearty souls danced. The bonfire celebrated the equinox, the change of seasons when light overtook darkness for possession of the day.
Fianna huddled in the darkest shadow she could find, wishing she could disappear completely. Not far from where she stood, her friends and acquaintances ate, drank, laughed, danced, flirted, kissed, whispered to each other, and occasionally went off in pairs, giggling and stroking each other. Part of her envied them their simple happiness.
Of a sudden, some of the merriment died away and the crowd quieted as they looked down the road. She leaned out to see what caused their unease, and then stared in surprise herself. Three men approached the town square. They were tall, young, fair, clad in leather and linen, and wearing swords at their sides. Norsemen.
As they drew close enough for the fire to illuminate their faces, she recognized the man in the center. Henrik’s father was the leader of the band that had settled not far from the town. Though everyone had flown into a panic at their arrival, it had settled again quickly when the group made no demands on the town or the people save that they’d claimed a portion of land for grazing their animals and planting their crops.
The town still kept an uneasy eye on the Norse settlement, but so far relations had been occasional but peaceful. A few Norse stragglers had visited before, and some remained, becoming part of the community, but this was the first time a group had arrived together and appeared ready to stay.
Like everyone else gathered there, Fianna wondered what drew the newcomers to the celebration. Though the Norsemen rarely showed much emotion, their current demeanor didn’t suggest they were looking for either battle or business. Perhaps simple curiosity had brought them.
Despite their stern expressions, they were a handsome group of young men. All were strong, well-muscled, and carried themselves with confidence and pride. Henrik walked in the middle, the obvious leader of the trio. He was taller than the others, and his hair glowed like molten gold where the firelight played on it.
In her fascination with the visitors, she took a step away from the concealing shadows, and thus betrayed herself to the view of another group of young men who’d been watching and searching for her.
Her heart contracted and fell in on itself when she heard Artur yell, “There she is. The witch. This night she’ll have to take one of us.”
She turned to see Jerrod, the miller’s son, Artur, apprentice blacksmith, and Keovan, a merchant, approaching her. She looked around for room to run, but she knew it was futile.
They surrounded her. She fingered the hilt of her dagger, which hung in a leather sheath from her girdle, but in truth she dared not use it. Though her mother had promised it would help protect her, it couldn’t assist her in this. Those irritating young men had the right of it, that on this night one of them could claim her services. Perhaps all of them could claim her.
The firelight flickered on their leering faces, delineating Artur’s profile, cruelly outlining his sharply receding chin, and glinting off Keovan’s perpetually runny nose.
“Who will it be?” Jerrod added. “Tonight you must choose one of us.”
It was so, and the reason she’d tried to remain out of sight. She would have hidden in Marla’s home had she not suspected they would search for her there. In fact, they were so intent on having her, they’d have searched every building in town and the surrounding hills. She’d gambled that by staying near the center of activity, but concealed in shadows, she might remain hidden. One small lapse in attention had overset the plan.
“Choose, witch,” Artur said, “or perhaps you prefer to be truly branded witch and face the fire.”
She glanced at the bonfire and tried to keep the terror from showing too clearly on her face. Surely there was some other way. Fianna let her gaze roam around the square, watching the gathered crowds. Evidently they’d decided the Norsemen posed no threat. Most had resumed their revelry, laughing, dancing, and flirting.
She spotted the Norsemen not far away. Someone had passed them a wineskin, and one of the three was drinking from it. A wild idea formed in her head.
“Choose me and I’ll make you roar and scream with delight,” Jerrod promised, drawing her attention back to her tormentors.
“I have the equipment of a bull and I’ll fill you properly,” Artur boasted.
Keovan couldn’t match his companion’s physical assets and attempted a different form of persuasion. “I’ve a gold chain brought from the east that can be yours, do you go with me this night,” he offered.
Fianna glanced at each one and then at the others in the square. The leader of the Norsemen glanced her way and met her eyes briefly, but he clearly decided their doings were none of his concern.
“I’ve made my choice,” Fianna announced to the group. All three watched her eagerly, wondering which of them she’d choose. She glanced at each in turn, then shifted her gaze away from them.
“Him,” she said, pointing to the leader of the Norsemen.
While Artur, Jerrod, and Keovan still stared blankly at her, she pushed past them and walked toward the visitors.
The Norsemen’s eyebrows all rose in surprise as she approached them. Fianna ignored all but the man in the middle, keeping her gaze locked with his as she neared. “You are my choice,” she said to him, making the words loud enough to be heard by the small group of men following her as well as those in front.
“You’re Henrik,” she said to him, “No?”
“Aye, lady,” he acknowledged. “And you are?”
“Fianna.”
“Ah. And for what purpose do you choose me?”
This close to him, she had to look up to see his face. His expression remained so shuttered she read nothing in it, nor did his tone reveal any emotion save mild curiosity.
“To be my…companion for the night.” She wasn’t sure what word to use that he would understand. She wasn’t sure she wanted to use any word at all. As she faced this stern, intimidatingly large, strong man, Fianna asked herself whether this had been a good idea. It got her out of the reach of Jerrod and his fellows, but it might leave her in an even more dangerous situation.
“Your companion?” Henrik scanned the square, taking in the revelers, his gaze coming to rest on one couple all but undressing each other in the street. The woman’s leg was over the man’s bent knee, and one of his hands rested high on her thigh while the other pushed aside her bodice so he could reach her breast. The woman, meanwhile, had both hands pressed against his chest under his shirt.
While he stared, Fianna wondered what she’d do if he turned her down. She supposed she would have to choose one of the group that still stood behind her, waiting to see how this would play out.
“Why do you ask this of me?” Suspicion almost overwhelmed the curiosity in his tone.
“You are a man,” she answered. “I’m a woman. And on this night it is said that all who are of age must pay homage to the spirits that control the fertility of the land.” She wasn’t sure how much he understood of her language.
When he commented, “And you think I’m the best of the choices you have,” she decided it wouldn’t be wise to underestimate him.
He looked at the group of ardent suitors standing behind her, and his face softened a fraction out of its hard set. “You don’t know what you risk with me.”
She puzzled at that. “Nay. But I know what I risk with others.”
His eyebrows flicked upward. He leaned forward to whisper to her. “You cannot know how I prefer to enjoy a woman.”
“Nay, that I do not,” she admitted. “What should I know?”
His expression grew darker. “I do not prefer it quick. Or gentle. I like women who will give everything to me, and accept all I want to do to them. Can you do this? Or are you wishing to change your choice?”
“Do your women survive their time with you?”
He laughed suddenly. “Usually. In truth, none have died of the things I do with them, though I’ve seen a few swoon. Most seem quite pleased and satisfied with our time together. Not all can satisfy me, however.”
She looked at him. He thought he was frightening her. And she should be heeding his warning. She was. But along with the fear was something else. Her stomach did odd little flip-flops, while a frisson of excitement settled hard and heavy in her loins. “I will do my best, though I can make no promises until I know more of what you want.”
“’Tis just for this night?”
“This one night only,” she assured him.
He stared hard into her eyes, trying to read her will. “You interest me, Fianna. I will accept your offer.”
Fianna let out a long sigh, though she wondered if relief was truly the proper reaction. She just knew that if she had to give herself to one man, this was the one who seemed most appealing. Oddly, his words about his possibly unusual preferences made the prospect of time with him more intriguing rather than less.
He said a few words in his own language to his companions. One of those two laughed hard and struck him on the back. The other looked suspicious. A brief argument between that one and Henrik ended with the man pronouncing something she couldn’t understand. She could read the tone, however, and he’d clearly said something on the order of, “On your own head be it.”
Henrik’s companions moved away to leave him alone with her. The man glared at Jerrod, Artur, and Keovan until they, also, got the message and retreated. Then he bent his stare on her again.
Fianna studied his face, trying to decide how worried she should be. His features were strong, from the level, gold eyebrows to the firm, jutting chin outlined by a neatly clipped golden beard. In the firelight she couldn’t tell the color of his eyes, only that they were light. A bit of satisfaction had leeched into his otherwise set expression.
“So, lady,” he said, “What do we now?”
“We go some place private.”
“Know you such a place nearby?”
She nodded. “My quarters. I share a home with Marla, the midwife, but I have my own room.”
“Let us to it then.” He took a torch from one of the many stands holding them and nodded for her to direct him.
The house was quiet and dark. Marla was probably with Master Cooper at his place. They’d been lovers for years, though Marla refused to marry him, claiming she was content with her living arrangements as they were.
Fianna lit a lamp and carried it back to her private room. Henrik put the torch into a stand, then glanced around the room. She wondered what he thought of her very spare quarters, but she didn’t ask and he volunteered no opinion. He paid little attention to it in any case. His gaze returned to her and stayed there. She blushed when he looked slowly down her body. She hoped her shape pleased him. Most men seemed to consider her attractive, but the Norsemen might have different notions of beauty.
She had no idea what to do next, what he might expect of her, so she waited for him to make the first move. Henrik unbuckled his belt and slid the sheath holding his sword off it, laid both aside, and then removed his leather vest and shirt.
She let out a gasp of pure wonder as she stared at the most beautiful masculine chest she’d ever seen. Broad shoulders narrowed gradually down to a slim waist and hard, flat belly. A thin mat of gold hair lay over the strong muscles below his throat, with the dark buds of nipples protruding from it. The lovely flesh almost demanded she touch it, but something in his expression prevented her from reaching out.
“Have you done this before?” he asked.
“Aye. Once or twice.”
“No more than that?” He sounded incredulous.
“No more.”
“Did you take pleasure from it?”
She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. She hated to be found wanting, but neither did she wish to lie to him. “Nay, in truth, I found little, though I’m told it should be pleasurable.”
“So it should,” he agreed. “And you will get pleasure from it with me. But you must first agree that I am your master in this and you will do all I say without hesitation or question.” He stopped and drew a breath. “I warned you my needs and desires were different. This I ask of you, that you agree I am your lord for this night and you must obey all orders or face my punishment for the failure.” His harsh expression softened. “I know it is not easy for one of your spirit to submit yourself to another’s will. But I believe I can show you the way to greater pleasure than you’ve ever known.”
The demand left her breathless and confused, while his promise set off that funny feeling in her stomach.
“Fianna?” he prompted. “Do you agree?”
“If I don’t?”
“I’ll put my clothes back on and go. But I’ll stay out of sight so those men will believe I’m with you still.”
She was stunned by that bit of proposed gallantry. But she hadn’t been clear about her question and tried to clarify. “Nay. I mean if I agree and then I don’t follow orders? How would you punish me?” she asked.
“Ah.” A gleam lit his eyes. “What do you suppose I should do?”
The heat rose in her cheeks, so she must be blushing. A vivid image had come into her mind, and she wasn’t sure whether it fascinated or terrified her. It depended on how much she trusted him. But—he had asked.
“I know not,” she said, hoping she wasn’t making a terrible mistake. “What were you thinking?”
He stared hard at her as though he tried to read her mind through her eyes. “Perhaps I’ll spank your bottom until it glows pink. Or possibly I’ll use my belt, doubled over. Which frightens you more?”
She sucked in a sharp breath, but she wasn’t sure whether the twisting feeling in her stomach was dismay or excitement. “The belt,” she whispered.
He nodded. “Do you agree, then?”
“But you didn’t—”
“And I will not. You know enough to make your decision.”
How could she be so thrilled and so terrified at the same time? But when she looked at him, stared into his eyes, she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. And she knew she wanted this more than she’d ever wanted anything with a man before. Even so, she had a hard time making herself say it. “Aye,” she finally managed to choke out.
For the first time a real smile washed across his face. It transformed his features, turning him into a breathtakingly handsome man. Her heart hammered in her chest.
“Good,” he said. “Very good. Take off your dress. Slowly.”
Fianna drew a deep breath to calm herself before she pulled the ribbons that fastened her dress at the neck. She slipped it down off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. She wore nothing beneath it.
His breath caught in his throat. “You’re beautiful. Come to me.”
She walked toward him, all too aware of how her breasts bounced as she moved. Her woman’s parts between her legs felt swollen and heavy.
When she was close enough, he reached out with both hands and touched either side of her face, running the palms across her cheeks until he could bury his fingers in her hair. His hands were strong and callused, but their clasp was careful, his strength moderated to avoid hurting her.
He leaned over and fitted his mouth over hers. Shocking tingles sparked from the place where his lips touched hers. She’d never guessed it could feel like that. Then he ran his tongue over her lips and nudged them apart. When he invaded her mouth, it sent a jolt through her entire body that she felt right down to her toes. She moaned deep in her throat. Heat began to burn inside and spread through her.
He put a hand behind her head to steady her as he kissed his way across her cheek to her ear. His tongue caressed the tender skin around the ear and he blew gently into it. After retracing the path and to the other ear and back, he began to move down along her jaw to her throat.
Her breath heaved in and out in hard pants as the fire he roused in her grew.
He shifted his grip on her, hands gliding down from her head to rest on either side of her chest. His thumbs slid inward until they brushed the undersides of her breasts. She was jolted again by shards of sensation tearing through her from the contact. Nothing had ever made her feel this before, certainly not her few encounters with males of the town. His fingers left trails of heated skin wherever he touched.
He released her for a moment while he moved back to sit on the one chair in the room, a bare, straight-backed thing that groaned and creaked when he moved. He settled himself as comfortably as he could get on it, then pulled her to him, lifted her onto his lap, facing him, straddling his legs, and slid her forward. In that position her legs were separated and her quim pressed hard against the fabric that barely contained his straining cock. She felt it throbbing against her. He closed his eyes for a moment, and his breath came in loud, stretched pants until he adjusted to the contact.
It was almost obscenely delicious to be so intimately close to him. Feeling greatly daring, she reached up and brushed a hand against his face, running it down his cheek and along the neat, golden beard. With a finger, she traced the outline of his lips. He opened his mouth and sucked the tip of her finger inside. A thrill chased its way up and down her spine as the heat flowed through the finger and flooded her body.
He reached down to cup her breasts. He squeezed them gently, pushed them together and up, testing their weight and firmness.
When he brushed fingers across her nipple, the sensation hit her like a lightning bolt. Tiny knife-thrusts of pure pleasure lanced her repeatedly. For long moments he did naught but play with those sensitive tips, stroking and flicking them until she was near to sobbing with the pleasure. She’d had no idea her body had such capacity for delight.
Now the heat was gathering in her loins and a pressure started to mount. She knew not what it might be leading to, but there was a need there, a need only he could answer.
Fianna looped her arms around his neck to hold herself upright. She’d thought his touches brought ecstasy, but then he dipped his head and ran his tongue over the tip of one breast. A small shriek tore from her. It felt as though a flaming brand had been set to her, and she was blazing, burning up with unbearable heat of it. He looked up at her with lazy, gleaming eyes, smiling in satisfaction as she moaned and writhed.
He drew the entire nipple into his mouth, tongue circling and flicking at it while his lips sucked. She bounced up and down and wriggled against him, the pleasure so great she couldn’t keep still. He repeated the action with the other breast, then moved back and forth between them. Fianna sobbed aloud.
Henrik’s teeth scraped over the nipple in his mouth, and then he bit down on it, lightly at first, but gradually increasing the pressure until pain mingled with the pleasure. But the deliciously exciting sensation mixed the various aches so thoroughly she couldn’t tell where the pleasure ended and the pain began. She groaned loudly and buried her hands in his soft, silky hair, holding onto hanks of it, pulling on them when he transferred his attention to the other breast, biting down on that nipple until he brought her to the brink of screaming with an agonizing mix of excitement and ecstasy. She’d never have guessed pain could feel so sweet.
He released the nipple from the clutch of his teeth and soothed it with the tip of his tongue. Tears burned her eyes from the amazing combination of sensations. He stopped, watching her, and flicked away a drop of moisture that slid down her cheek. He bent forward and kissed her mouth hungrily. She pressed her chest against his, loving the way the hairs rasped against her sensitized nipples. He felt so wonderfully hard and solid, but he held her so carefully and used just as much of his strength as needed.
She was shocked and felt bereft when he suddenly lifted her off his lap again and set her on her feet. Her legs shook so hard she wondered they held her up at all.
“Take off my boots,” he ordered.
After a moment of surprise, she knelt in front of him, removed his fur-lined boots, and stroked his feet. He permitted it for a moment, then stood up.
“Now remove my leggings,” he said. When she reached for the laces, he put a hand on her arm to stop her. “Without using your hands.”
She looked up at him, taking in the gleam in his light eyes. So…a challenge. She let her eyes slide down his long body to his waist, then lower. The laces on either hip and at his waist were key. Fortunately all were tied in bows at the top rather than knotted. If they were loosened, the leggings would slide down and off. She went to her knees again at his left side and grabbed the end of one lace in her teeth. A gentle tug undid the bow. She used her mouth again to loosen the top of the cross-hatched lacing. She slid around to his other side and repeated the process, which left just the laces in the center.
She knew what to do. But her mouth would be so close to him, an intimacy she could barely imagine. Still, this was also the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her. She leaned forward and nuzzled her face into his belly until she could take the lace between her teeth. A deep breath of the leather of his leggings and his essentially male scent made her pulse race again.
A quick tug on the lace released the bow. The leggings began to slide down his body, but the leather caught on the tip of his erect cock. Fianna took another deep breath and leaned forward again. This time she grasped the leather itself between her teeth and lifted it off the jutting flesh, then let it drop to the floor.
She stared at him. It might be rude, it might not be wise, but she couldn’t help it. He was, simply, the most extraordinary man she’d ever seen. His cock, longer than her hand, stood out from his body, thick and straight. The soft sacs of his balls hung between legs that were long, strongly muscled and nicely shaped.
“Very good,” he said, complimenting her efforts to undress him. “Now, kiss my cock.”
Her breath caught in her throat and a wave of dizziness passed quickly. She put a hand on the floor to steady herself. She couldn’t conceive of touching him that way. The idea paralyzed her.
“Fianna, I said to kiss my cock.” His words had a hard, dangerous edge.
She heard it but couldn’t make herself move.
“Fianna,” he repeated.
“I cannot,” she said. “I’ve never… I’ve never even touched a man there.”
“Are you refusing my order?” he asked.
“I don’t want to refuse, but I…”
He bent down, took her arm, and drew her to her feet. “I warned you what would happen if you disobeyed an order, did I not?”
She stared into his eyes, now the color of cold steel. She drew a harsh breath. “Aye.”
“This can stop now, if you wish,” he said.
Her heart clenched and a lump formed in her throat that made it difficult to speak. “Nay, I don’t wish to stop.”
She was sure the look on his face was relief, but he said, “Then you need to be persuaded to do as I tell you?”
“Perhaps,” she admitted.
“Are you sure? You know what I’ll do.”
He asked more than one question with those words, and Fianna thought about all of them before she answered. “Aye.”
He nodded. “Stand still,” he said, stepping back away from her. “Do not move.”
She didn’t move, but she watched him pick up the leather belt he’d removed earlier. She watched him double it over and hold one end. Then he was behind her and she couldn’t see it anymore.
She heard the swish of air as it swung and the crack when the leather smacked against the flesh of her bottom, printing a streak of pain across it. The shock of it as much as the sting made her cry out. He hadn’t really struck very hard, she realized, but the leather was heavy and it did burn.
She was more prepared for the next smack and was able to swallow her outcry. He spanked her five or six more times, until her bottom stung fiercely and she could no longer stifle a moan.
But, like the sensation when he’d bitten her nipples, the sting washed through her system and transmuted into something just the opposite of pain. The burn went straight to her womb and settled hot and heavy between her legs. It was a deliciously agonizing feeling.
“Are you ready to obey me?” he asked.
“I…I think not,” she said. She looked at his face. His expression was neither angry nor unhappy, but watchful, intent, and even a bit joyful. She had a sudden realization. This was a kind of a game. Serious in its way, but not serious in the manner of things that really mattered—life and death, illness and injury. She could stop it whenever she wished. He wouldn’t hurt her any more than she wanted to be hurt. But he hoped she could meet his enjoyment of this different way of giving and taking love and was pleased by her responses so far. She’d joined him in a strange and different sort of mating. She admitted to herself that so far she was enjoying it just as much as he was. “Nay, not yet,” she reaffirmed.
The leather spanked down a bit harder. The pain was bright, fierce, almost overwhelming, and she moaned softly. As it faded, though, it became a deeper burn that fed the pressure of need within her. Five more whacks each stoked the fire within and without, until she was awash in sensation. The next one struck low down, at the crease between bottom and thighs, and it stung far worse than any of the others. She squealed and reached back to massage the blazing flesh.
“No more,” she said. “Please, no more. I’ll do whatever you ask.”
“Well enough, then.” He put the belt back with the sword sheath before he came back and stood in front of her. “On your knees, now, and kiss my cock.”
She dropped to her knees, leaned forward, bracing herself by holding onto his hips, and pressed her lips to the hard shaft about midway along its length. He tasted a little salty and very male. After moving her mouth over him, she hesitated, unsure what to do next.
“Put your tongue on it,” he directed. When she’d done so, he added, “Lick up and down, from the base to the tip and back.”
It felt strange and exhilarating to touch him so intimately, to hear his breath come faster and harder, to feel him getting tenser and harder. His cock was a thing of wonder to her. The skin was soft and smooth, though it felt very thin, over the hard length of it. He groaned as she pulled back the foreskin and her tongue reached the small opening in the tip and explored.
She worked back down. When she reached the base, she started up again. He caught a sharp breath in his throat and put a hand on her head to stop her.
“No more for now,” he said. “Your tongue is so skillful, you’ll have me exploding beforetimes.”
Fianna was absurdly pleased by the compliment. Henrik drew her to her feet, wrapped his arms around her to pull her close against him and kissed her on the mouth. He prized open her lips and explored the inside with his tongue. She met him and tangled her own tongue with his, stroking until she was burning up with the heat pouring through her.
Mouths still meshed together, he urged her backward until they reached the feather-stuffed mat that was her bed. He released her and then eased her down until she lay on the bed looking up at him. He knelt on the floor beside her.
His hands played with her breasts, his fingers stroking, tweaking, rolling, pinching her nipples until she moaned and the pressure of need built in her loins to throbbing intensity.
One of his hands slipped off her breast and glided downward, across her stomach and abdomen to her legs. He rubbed up and down her thighs. His fingers brushed around to the inside. She sobbed and slid her legs apart, not sure exactly what she wanted from him, but confident that he would know.
A smile played across his stern face at that sign of trust. His hands stilled for a moment. He placed a series of tender kisses on her temple, cheek, and lips before he shifted again and gently nudged her legs farther apart.
Henrik’s first touch on the sensitive nether lips of her slit made her jump and squeal. The tingles running from his touch washed her in a pleasure beyond any imagining. He continued to stroke gently back and forth, up and down, and she felt herself swelling, opening, almost weeping for his touch. He pushed a little deeper, a little harder. His fingers rubbed across a spot at the center of her quim and her back arched with the intensity of the feeling it brought. From then on, he concentrated his attention on that spot. His stroking built the pressure in her to burning, white-hot heat. It grew and grew until she knew she couldn’t contain it much longer.
Then he gave the spot a harder tweak, a firmer brush, and all at once that contained need burst in a shattering explosion of pleasure. Spasms that jerked her body up and down jolted through her. Every nerve was suffused with delight while her body bounced in a rhythm of release that took her to far reaches of experience. Like waves washing onto shore, the spasms rolled and rippled through her body, built, and broke, time and again. He continued to stroke her lightly, provoking more outbursts, while she jumped and thrashed. There could be nothing more exalting under heaven.
It was amazing. It was rapturous, delightful, astonishing, and yet, it was incomplete. Something more was needed to finish it properly. This time she had a sense of exactly what was wanted.
“Come into me,” Fianna begged him as the spasms began to abate. “I need you inside to finish it off.”
“Not so quickly. It needs a bit more attention from you to ready it for that work,” he demanded, looking down at his cock in a way that left no doubt what he meant.
It looked perfectly ready, jutting out, long and thick, from his body. But he moved closer and she wrapped her hand around it, marveling at the contrast between the hardness of the rod and the softness of the skin over it. She let her fingers travel up and down, caressing it until he was moaning and gasping. With her other hand she cupped the balls beneath, kneading them gently. They filled her palm.
She found a sensitive ridge just below the tip by noting the way his eyes tightened and fists clenched when she ran her finger along it. Henrik could tolerate only a few minutes of her stroking before he straightened and moved over her. He positioned himself between her legs and looked to be sure she was ready for him.
At her nod, he pushed forward, past the entrance. As she’d had so few other encounters, her passage was still tight, unused to this exercise. He was also larger than either of the other two men she’d lain with. It stung for a minute or so, but he allowed her time to adjust.
Henrik began to pump in and out, sliding in deeper, waiting a moment, then pulling out, only to push in even farther. The pressure inside roused again, causing her to tighten around him. She wound her arms around his shoulders and dug her fingers into his back. He began to move faster, kissing her as he plunged into her.
He felt so good, his skin smooth where her fingers stroked, his hair like finest silk, his body hard yet yielding. His kisses set her every nerve aflame. His chest hair tickled her nipples when he bent to match his mouth to hers.
The need mounted as he filled her so completely, so thrillingly. Fianna jumped and her inner muscles tightened a little more each time he pushed in. His breath came harder and louder. The rhythm grew faster, frantic, desperate. Finally she felt it go again, felt the world spin away from her as her body released the built-up tension in spasms of ecstasy. Dimly she heard him make an inchoate roaring sound and his tense body shuddered with the force of his coming.
It was delightful beyond anything she might have imagined. Spasms of pure pleasure rolled through her body, convulsing her. She rolled with them, drifting on the sea of joy, drowning in the thrill of it, until it finally began to fade, letting her slide gently back into herself.
For a few minutes the only sounds were their moans and sighs. They lay together, arms wrapped around each other, drifting on the aftermath of the most intense pleasure Fianna had ever felt.
She wanted to remain just like that forever, joined with him in that most elemental way. But eventually Henrik rolled off her, stretching out close beside her on the narrow mat. He put one arm under her neck and shifted until his side lay touching hers from chest to feet. She turned so she angled toward him and could see his face.
“That was amazing,” she told him reaching out with a finger to brush his lips. “I had no idea it could be that way.”
His smile was beautiful. “It has never been like that for me before, either,” he said. “I’ve had good times. But not like this. No one has understood so well or wanted it the way you did. No one. Ever.” He ran a hand through her dark, wavy hair and wound a strand around his finger. “Fianna…Why do they call you ‘witch’?”
She wasn’t sure she wanted to tell him. She knew not what the Norse believed, and thus how he might react to it. But she had never dissembled well and didn’t want to do it with this man. If he was appalled or discouraged, it were better she knew it now, before anything more developed between them.
“I am one, in a way,” she admitted. “My mother was half-fae and I inherited some of her blood, though I am much more human. I work with Marla, who is a healer as well as a midwife, and I know as much as she does now about the body and about herbs and potions. But sometimes… I know other things. Things not discovered in any ordinary way. On occasion I realize—through the use of some other sense—what is ailing a body and how it might be fixed. Not always. Not even most of the time, but often enough. The people here have seen it, but understand it not, so they label me ‘witch’.”
He didn’t recoil or let go the lock of hair he toyed with. “You use this gift you have for the benefit of those here in town.”
“Aye. But anything beyond their understanding frightens people. And where there is power, it can be used to harm as well as heal.”
His fingers stilled for a moment and his eyes narrowed. “Of course. But those young men chase you and dare your wrath.”
“Aye, but they’re young. And they know I want to continue to live in peace here, so I wouldn’t dare harm them.”
“What will you do about them? They’ll not give up their pursuit of you. That you chose me for tonight might be yet more incentive for them.”
She sighed. “I suppose eventually I’ll have to choose one of them to wed. But I’ll not concern myself with that tonight. Tonight is for us.”
The wonderful smile lit his face again. “Then let us not waste it.”
He kissed her, and stroked her, petted, licked, and sucked her into another explosive climax before he entered and spilled his seed into her yet again.
*****
Lying together afterward, she dared to ask him, “Are your people settling here permanently or just staying for a while?”
“Our town grows and becomes more solid by the day. My father will stay here with these people. The land is fertile and supports rich herds. We’ve no quarrel with our neighbors and seek peace among us.”
“Your father will stay…but you will not?”
He hesitated for a moment. “My brother has been off…adventuring. He’s due to return any day. When he comes back, he can remain with my father while I go off to seek my fortune. I’ve been waiting my chance for a long while.”
She dared not let him know how that news crushed her heart. She had no right to feel it so. One night was all she’d asked, and he was giving her much more than she could have expected. They were all but strangers and so it would remain. Why, then, did the news he’d be gone soon leave her feeling so bereft? She’d likely not see him again after this night ended, but she would have a memory she’d treasure always.
Perhaps he had some of the same feelings. Their third and last coupling of the evening had an almost frantic energy about it, as though he needed all the touching and loving they could manage between them to store for future consideration. When it was over, he held her again, and this time they fell asleep in each other’s arms.
The first light of dawn woke them. They didn’t speak as they dressed, but before he left, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her thoroughly. Then he drew back and stared at her as though memorizing her face. She would never forget his.
“I’ll carry the memory of this night with me as I sail the seas and walk across new lands,” he promised her. “I’ll warm myself with it on cold nights and fill long hours alone with dreams of you.”
“I won’t forget either,” she agreed. “And if you have time before you go, come to me again.”
He didn’t answer that. He was too honorable a man to make promises he couldn’t keep.
Fianna wasn’t surprised when he didn’t return. For a week after their night together she went around in a daze of hope and longing. She’d never wanted anything so badly as she wanted another night, many more nights, with him. She even thought about going to him. But good sense prevailed. If he’d wanted more of her, he would have come. He knew she was willing.
After two weeks, the hope faded, though the longing didn’t. She didn’t allow herself to mourn or grieve. With the arrival of early spring, there was much to do. The small herb garden behind Marla’s house needed to be turned over and enriched to ready it for planting. The perennial bed needed weeds removed before they choked the emerging young plants. Cool weather herbs had to be gathered from the woods and prepared. Work kept the painful thoughts at bay.
For a while the work—and the possibility that the Norseman would return—kept her importunate would-be suitors at bay. Not for long, though. They soon realized the Norseman was no longer about, that he had returned to his own people and didn’t watch over her, so Fianna had to resume being careful to avoid them. The effort was doomed to eventual failure, but she had avoided thinking too hard about it, so she wasn’t prepared when they did catch up with her.
She was returning from delivering a poultice to an elderly woman who suffered from sores that refused to heal when she spotted the three of them coming out of a building. She ducked behind the nearest wall when she saw them, but she wasn’t quick enough to avoid their notice.
She turned to run when she heard one of them shout, “Look who’s out wandering around by herself! The witch must be looking for something!” The young man’s tone suggested he knew what she sought and he was just the man to provide it.
Rushing past a donkey-cart and woman leading a cow, Fianna turned into a narrow alley between the wooden side of the tavern and the public stable. They saw and followed. Fianna quickly realized her mistake in leaving the more open and populated part of town.
Behind the tavern, rolling pastureland spread to the hills in the northwest. The road going that way wasn’t far and travelers passed along it. No help for her, though. A scream wouldn’t be heard at such a distance, even if there were any chance someone might investigate it.
Her pursuers gained ground. Her breath came in ragged pants and a stitch in her side made running agony. Two of the three young men following her had the advantage of longer legs and more time spent in physical activity. She had no chance of outrunning them to any place she might expect to get help. There were too few of those in any case.
Minutes later, before she could manage to wend her way back into the main part of town, they caught up with her. An arm snaked around her from behind, holding her fast against a hard body. For a while she just hung in his hold, too winded even to struggle. Then her captor twisted her around to face him.
Jerrod, the miller’s son, leered at her with narrowed dark eyes. “Where’s your Norse lover now, witch?”
His companion, Artur, gibed at her, “He didn’t stay around for more of you, did he? What say you to us now, witch? No Norseman to dally with. He was a pretty toy to play with for a while, but you need someone to be your man. As you’ve refused all of us, ’tis obvious you’ve no comprehension of what we offer. It seems you need a sample from us, as you were so willing to accept it from him. We’ll teach you what you’re missing, whether you will it or no. You’ll take all of us.”
“I’ll take none of you willingly,” she answered, still struggling to catch her breath. “And I promise you will all regret it do you force me.” She tried to work her hand down to pull the dagger her mother had given her from its sheath.
“Brave words,” Artur said. “Yet I wager we shall have you begging us for more before we finish.” He saw her fingers creeping toward the leather sheath at her side, and forestalled her effort. He got to the dagger before she did and drew it from its case. He studied it, while the third man huffed up beside them and latched onto one of her arms. Even so, she continued to try to wriggle away from the men’s hold.
Fear tightened her throat and sent waves of icy coldness down her body. Her stomach clenched as nausea roiled it. She would not show her trepidation. “You’d best plan to kill me when you’re done, and even then I’ll haunt your dreams and make your nights a torment,” she promised them.
For a moment the men paused, but they couldn’t back off now without losing face in front of the others. A month ago, they wouldn’t have dared do this, but her choice of the Norseman had rubbed them on the raw and pushed them into proving something, though whether to her or themselves, she couldn’t guess.
Fianna found herself abruptly tossed to the ground and stretched out, with one man holding her arms above her head and another holding her ankles. Jerrod released one leg long enough to flip her skirts up, revealing her knees and thighs.
“Nay. Wait,” Artur warned. He knelt over her with the dagger poised. The slanting rays of the late afternoon sun glinted off the silver blade and set the red jewel in the hilt burning. For a moment she thought he meant to cut her with it, but then he inserted the blade under the top of her dress and began to slice down through the material.
The fabric parted and fell away from her. She shivered in the chill fall air as her breasts and then her belly were left naked to the kiss of the wind and the lecherous, leering eyes of her captors.
She closed her eyes, praying to whatever deities might be listening that something would happen to spare her this. Even so, when rescue did come, she barely believed it.
She felt the thunder of hoofbeats through the ground before she saw or heard anything else. Her captors were so fascinated by her naked body, they failed to notice even when the sound of approaching horses became audible. By the time they looked up and prepared to fight, it was too late.
The leader of the group of horsemen surveyed the scene quickly and gave them all a disdainful glare. He didn’t even bother to draw the sword strapped to his side. Fianna pulled the remains of her clothes back over her body as soon as the men released her hands, but she still colored when Henrik stared at her.
“I regret that I interrupt your recreation,” he said to her tormentors. “But I have need of the lady’s services.”
Fianna couldn’t help staring at him. In sunlight, the man’s handsome face, straight carriage, and a natural air of command made him even more striking. His expression, though, was tight and hard, promising no kindness, very different from the way he’d looked the last time she’d seen him. What had happened to rouse that fierce glare? A frisson of unease crawled up her spine, and she shook despite her efforts to remain still.
The three men who’d been her late captors stirred.
“She’s no lady,” Jerrod said. “She’s a witch.”
“We have need of her services as well,” Artur protested at the same time. “And were about to avail ourselves of them. You’ve had your time with her. Give us an hour and then come back and get her.”
Henrik’s expression showed no change. “I know what she is. I cannot wait for you to finish this business.” He turned to her. “I need you to come with me.”
“Why?” Fianna asked. Was it possible that he did want her—enough to take her this way? The Norse raiders were notorious for their sexual appetites and for taking what they wanted whenever they wanted. Still, Hjalmar and his son, Henrik, had been restrained and had even intervened in a case where a woman had been forcibly taken from her family by one of his men. And he would surely know that even now he had only to ask to get her to come to him.
Artur said, “The lady doesn’t want to go with you.”
He had read her hesitation correctly, but he misjudged the strength of her hatred for them and what they’d tried to do.
Henrik threw Artur another disdainful look and then ignored him, focusing his attention on Fianna. He watched her struggle to hold her dress together for a minute, then reached up, removed his cloak, and tossed it to her. Fianna wrapped it around herself, grateful for both the coverage and the warmth. She’d begun to shiver with reaction as much as the chill. The garment bore his scent.
“Come with me,” Henrik repeated, and it wasn’t an invitation.
Fianna shrugged, trying not to let the hope rouse. “Why do you want me?”
“We need a healer.”
She wasn’t disappointed. No reason she should have expected anything else. It was a struggle to keep her emotions in check and her face blank. She nodded. “Then it would be wise to let me collect some things before we go.”
Henrik considered that for a moment. “So be it.”
She nodded. Her late tormentors stood watching the interchange. Artur still held her dagger. He didn’t protest or resist when she walked over to him, took it out of his hand, and replaced it in the sheath at her side.
Two of Henrik’s men dismounted and came to her. She turned away and started to lead the way on foot, but one of them put a hand on her shoulder. “Ride,” he said firmly. “Come.”
Sensing that they would brook no refusal, Fianna went with them to the group, looking for a riderless horse. She was shocked when the two men on foot suddenly took her and lifted her onto the back of Henrik’s mount, without giving her any warning or time to prepare. They ignored her shriek of surprise.
Her companion turned his horse. Fianna gasped and put an arm around his waist to steady herself, but was able to relax a bit when the horse settled into an easy walk. She didn’t move her arm, though. Her hand rested against his flat stomach, and there was something both soothing and exciting about the contact. Although his shoulders were broad and substantial, his waist was much leaner. Beneath the leather jerkin, she felt the play of hard muscle there. She didn’t look back, but she felt the glares of her late captors follow her as they left the area.
The party of five horsemen drew considerable attention riding through the small village. People stepped aside, stopped, stared, and pointed, muttering among themselves. Neither Henrik nor any of his party paid notice to it. Instead he led the group to her cottage.
Marla heard the clatter and came outside to peer at the arrivals. Her expression changed from alarm to puzzlement when she saw Fianna being assisted from the horse by one of the Norsemen. “What is happening?” she asked as Fianna approached. The woman’s gaze swung back and forth between the grim-faced horsemen and her young friend. “Your clothes! Did they—?”
“Not them. Come inside with me.” Fianna took the older woman’s arm. “I need to pack a bag. They need a healer.”
“Ah. And did they ask you?”
“Nay, but I haven’t been coerced, either. Indeed they rescued me in a sense.” She told Marla about the men who’d nearly raped her.
The woman sighed. “I’ve spoken to Tom Miller about his son before, but he will not curb him. Those boys will not give up easily and will cause you more grief. Girl, you must find someone who can protect you or settle on one of them. That is the Jarl’s son you shared horse with, no? The one who companioned you on the equinox night.”
“Aye, but harbor not any romantic notions concerning him.”
“He has no wife here, I’m told.”
“He’s a Norseman.”
“And a strong man. Well-favored, also. You could do worse.”
“I could not do it at all. Why should he have any interest in me but for a pleasant night’s dalliance?”
“For the same reason those other young men do, Fianna. I know you have no vanity yourself, but your looks will draw men. Perhaps even that young Viking, do you exert yourself but a bit. You cannot go on as you’ve been doing. It might be better for you to find some other place to settle if you will not have one of the men here.”
“Nay, I know.” Fianna pulled off the ruined dress and slid on an older one she’d recently mended. “They might well have killed me after using me this afternoon. I don’t want to leave here, Marla. Where would I go? What would you do without me to help you? I am needed here.” She tied the ribbons on the dress and set her girdle with the leather sheath back over it. Then she gathered a cloth bag and began to choose what she might need.
“I’ll survive, dear,” Marla said, handing her pouches of herbs to put into slots in the cloth bag Fianna was loading. “And so will most in this village, if you do leave.”
A growing rumble of voices and tromp of feet swelled into a commotion outside. Fianna wondered if the Norsemen were having an argument with people from the town. That wasn’t it, though, as she learned moments later, when three of the town elders, followed by assorted others, crowded into the main room of Marla’s home.
Alfred, the most prosperous and influential merchant in town, stepped to the front of the group and stared at her. Fianna spied Keovan lurking behind several of the older men.
Alfred watched her for a moment longer. “The situation grows intolerable,” he informed her. “Long have you been a disruptive influence with your arrogant refusal to choose any man in town to partner you. Too much like your mother, you are. You have come close to inciting some of the young men of this town to violence. Just today, I understand, there was trouble. You’re disrupting too many lives, Fianna, Eislinn’s daughter. This cannot continue.”
The man paused and looked around the room as though waiting for someone to contradict him.
“I agree,” Fianna answered. “Three men nearly forced me this afternoon. They need to be warned that such behavior is not tolerated.”
Alfred looked surprised but recovered. “I’ll be speaking to them about it,” he promised. “But there is an argument that your refusal to take any of them continues to injure and wound them, inciting them to uncharacteristic acts. This cannot go on. You, Fianna, must do your part to stop it.”
“And that part is?” she asked.
“You must marry. And soon. I’ll not tell you who to choose, but I declare this. You have until the eve of May Day, the night the Norsemen celebrate Walpurgis, to make your choice. Have you not agreed to wed with some man, you’ll have to leave the village that night and not return, on pain of death.” For the first time his expression showed some distress. “I do not like having to pronounce this doom or force you to this,” he said. “But the need for peace in the town compels me to it. You must decide whose suit to accept and cease tormenting the young men of this town.” Alfred looked at her. “Do you understand what you must do?”
She stared back at him. “Aye,” she answered on a sighing breath. “Because they cannot control themselves as reasonable men are normally expected to do, I must sacrifice my freedom to live my life as I would. This is a strange justice.”
He had the grace to look abashed. “It is perhaps not entirely fair to you,” he admitted. He drew a breath and his face hardened. “It is nonetheless necessary. You are a woman, and so must be subject to a man. That is how it must be.”
“I see,” she agreed, wanting to argue further, yet recognizing the futility of it.
“Very well. We’ll await your decision.” The man nodded to her and to Marla, then turned to leave, signaling that the others should go with him.
Marla’s face showed compassion when she turned to Fianna. “I’m sorry it has come to this for you. I know there are few good choices.”
Fianna shrugged and resumed packing her bag of medicines. “I suppose I could agree to marry Jerrod or Artur or Keovan. Not a one of them thrills me, but I could reach accommodation with one, I suppose. I know not how to choose among them, though.”
“There are other possibilities, no?”
Fianna shrugged. “Walter, the stablehand. He’s slow, but strong enough.”
“My cow’s smarter than Walter. And he’s too young anyway.”
“I’m sure I could get a proposal from Densley, the old cooper.”
Marla shook her head. “Too old. He’s doddering. He’d fall over dead from the shock did you make a move toward him.”
Fianna sighed, closed the bag, and hung it on her shoulder. “I’ll think on it.” She glanced outside and saw the Norsemen still waited there. “I know not what exactly the Norsemen want of me so I cannot say how long ’twill take.”
“Take care of yourself,” Marla said.
Fianna nodded to her and went back outside. Two Norsemen approached the door but stopped when they saw her emerge. Again they accompanied her to their leader’s horse and helped her mount behind him.
She strained to get a better look at Henrik’s face in the brief moments before she was raised up to the horse, searching for the warm, caring lover she’d known. His strong features were set in a stern expression that didn’t soften as he watched her. His blue-gray eyes were cool, the arched brows drawn into a scowl. No hint of warmth or sympathy showed in that handsome face.
Fianna shivered when she settled into place behind him. The blond hair that hung to his shoulders rippled with gold highlights in the sunshine, clean and tangle-free. The scent of leather mixed with a hint of soap and something potently masculine coming from him. That smell set her senses ablaze with memory. Yet something had changed since last she had seen him, to set the sternness so firmly in place on his features. Or perhaps he just dared not show any sympathy or kindness to her, lest it be taken for weakness by the men he commanded.
The trip didn’t take long, thank goodness, since she was far from comfortable in that position. The Norsemen’s settlement was only a short distance from her town. She’d never been there before, however, and looked around curiously as the party rode into the center of a grouping of ten or so houses. Two of them were very long buildings built of wood, raised off the ground on enormous poles, with straw-thatched roofs. The others were smaller versions of the longhouses, scattered in a rough half-circle around an open area where children played and people gathered to talk.
A small crowd of men and boys emerged from one of the longhouses to meet them. Several boys took charge of the horses as the men dismounted. The same two who’d helped her onto the horse assisted her off as well, and supported her when her legs wobbled.
Henrik ignored her and turned immediately toward one of the smaller buildings. Her companions moved to follow, still holding her arms, so she went with them.
Enough light flowed in the window openings of the house to let her see clearly the interior. In one corner an older man sat, whittling on a piece of wood. He wore an intimidating frown. She’d seen Hjalmar only once before, but despite the greater years, the resemblance Henrik bore him was clear. A woman stirred a pot hung over the fire on that wall, releasing an aroma that reminded Fianna she hadn’t eaten for a while. She doubted they would offer her food. At least not right away, and not if the mission they’d summoned her for could be accomplished quickly.
Henrik went over to the old man, bowed toward him, then folded himself onto a low stool and began talking. Fianna knew only a few words of the Norse tongue, and none of them helped her distinguish what they were saying. But more than once they turned to look at her. The old man argued and waved a hand in a way that showed he wasn’t happy. Finally, though, they seemed to come to an agreement.
Henrik stood. As he turned toward her, he drew his sword from its scabbard and pointed it at her.
Fianna couldn’t move. Shock held her firmly in place at first, then the realization that she could do little about the situation. If he wanted to kill her, she couldn’t prevent it. Better she face him with courage than with sniveling pleas or cowering fear, though she had no idea why this was happening.
Man and sword advanced on her until the point was no more than an inch from her breast. She looked up and met his light eyes. Fierce emotion blazed there, but it wasn’t anger or hatred.
She held his gaze as she asked, “Why?”
He ignored her question. “Turn around,” he said.
Fianna debated refusing but couldn’t see anything to gain by it. She turned. He was suddenly beside her, the sword pointed down. With his left hand, he took her arm and led her to a panel that walled off about a third of the building into a separate room. Henrik pushed aside a length of cloth draped over the opening into it, and waited for her to go in.
A rough mat covered in linen cloths took up nearly half the floor space. A man lay stretched out on it. Pain drew his face into harsh lines and printed dark shadows under his sunken eyes. His hair would have been the same bright golden blond as Henrik’s save that it was matted with sweat and mud. In fact, when healthy, she suspected the man would look quite a lot like Henrik. But he was far from healthy. His skin looked grayish, and his breath gasped in and out too loudly.
“What’s wrong with him?” Fianna asked. She began to understand why they’d brought her here.
Suddenly the sword came up, and its point came to rest against her breast. “You will heal him,” Henrik said.
“I’ll try,” Fianna answered, “but even I can only—”
“You heal him or you die.”
She met his steely, blue-gray eyes and refused to look away from his demanding gaze. For several quiet, tense moments they stared at each other. She searched for the lover she’d known and found it not. Instead she saw a pain so deep and cruel clawing at him, it could only find outlet in this way.
Finally Fianna said, “Your threats are useless. I’ll give him my best efforts as a healer. I do that for all I treat. But I cannot guarantee it will be enough to save him. I cannot heal all.” She stepped back and turned away, to face the sick man. “What is wrong with him?” She went to her knees and put a hand on the man’s forehead. His flesh felt hot and was coated with sweat.
Henrik sighed, set his sword down on a table, and knelt beside her. “He was injured in a raid. The wound was stitched and appeared to be healing, but then it started to swell and he became ill. They brought him back here.” He lifted the man’s tunic and removed the dressing from a wound in his shoulder.
Fianna drew in a sharp breath. A cut ran along the top of his shoulder then angled down across his chest. It had been stitched, but it wasn’t healing cleanly. The skin all around the wound was swollen, and red streaks radiated from the area. She muttered a quick prayer under her breath, since she feared it would take a miracle to save him.
“This will not be easy,” she said to Henrik. “I’ll need hot water and cloth, as much of both as you can find.”
He nodded and went to give the orders. She was checking over the sick man’s body to be sure there weren’t any other injuries she didn’t know about when he returned. “How long ago was he wounded?” she asked.
“Four days past.” For the first time his stoicism slipped and Fianna got a glimpse of how much he cared about the patient and how much it was costing him not to show it. His hands clenched into involuntary fists and his entire body tensed with evident frustration.
“Your brother?” she asked him.
He nodded. “Ranulf.”
She looked at Henrik again. “This will be difficult. The wound must be opened again, to allow the ill humors to drain from it.”
He shut his eyes for a moment and drew a harsh breath. “It will heal him?”
“It may. If the ill humors haven’t taken too strong a hold on him. I’ll need someone to help me.”
“I’ll help. What need you?”
She looked at him, meeting his eyes again. For the first time since his unexpected rescue of her earlier, she felt she really saw the man rather than the image of invincible power he tried to convey. The shadowy depths of his light blue eyes betrayed the pain and fear he hadn’t allowed to show before.
“This won’t be pleasant,” she warned.
“Tell me what to do.”
Before she could answer, the woman who’d been tending the pot earlier pushed the hanging cloth aside and brought in a bucket of steaming water along with a pile of clean linen. She set both down hastily and left. Before she could go, Fianna called to her, “Wait. I need a brazier with lit charcoal and some cool water as well.”
The woman gave her a blank stare, then turned to listen to Henrik as he translated. She nodded and left again.
While waiting for her return, Fianna removed the dressings and began to clean the area around the wound. The young man on the mat groaned once or twice but otherwise gave no indication he was aware of what she did.
The woman returned with the brazier and set it on the floor, then left and came back with the cool water.
Fianna pulled her mother’s dagger from its sheath. Henrik’s eyes flashed and he moved toward his sword.
“I won’t harm him,” she said. “I told you I must reopen the wound.”
He drew a long breath, nodded, and returned to his position kneeling by his brother’s head.
Fianna held the dagger, warming it between her hands, her right palm over the red stone in the hilt. She remembered her mother’s words about it when she’d given it to Fianna.
The dagger is a gift of the fae, her mother had told her. ’Tis bespelled in ways I cannot explain to you. It can heal as well as harm, but you must set your will to its action. That had been shortly before her mother had gone away three years earlier, disappearing into the mists beyond the mountains. Fianna moved the dagger so she held it by the tip of the hilt and the very end of the blade. She stared into the red stone, willing it to the healing of this very ill young man.
After a minute or two, her thoughts turned back to her mother. The woman had warned Fianna for some time that she would have to leave, but Fianna had never believed it would happen. Until the day she found her mother lying still and pale on her cot. When Fianna roused her, her mother had kissed her and said, I was waiting for you to return. I have no more time. You know my mother was of the fae and my father a mortal man. My time in this realm was no more than borrowed and is now at an end. I grieve to have to leave you, my love, but if I stay I’ll fade away to naught. As it is I’ve near o’erstayed my time. You have what I’ve taught you and my dagger as well for your protection. It should be enough.
She went to the door and picked up the small pack waiting beside it. One more thing, Fianna. One day you’ll look into the dagger and see your fate. Act wisely on what you see. She kissed her one last time before she walked out the door, heading for the mountains. Fianna didn’t follow. Even if she caught up with her mother, she couldn’t go with her.
Fianna made herself put those thoughts aside and concentrate on imparting her will for healing to the dagger. She folded one of the cloths and wrapped it around the hilt, shifted her grip, and plunged the blade into the flames spurting up from the brazier. She held it there long enough to heat the metal thoroughly.
When she pulled it out of the fire, Fianna let the edges of the cloth fall back far enough to reveal the red jewel again. She stared into it. The memory of her mother brought tears that obscured her vision, turning the heart of the jewel into a sea of swirling red. Yet tears couldn’t account for what happened next.
In the depths of the stone, something more than just its red heart grew brighter and flared into sparks. Orange and yellow streaks ignited, flickered, and roared up into a blazing fire. Flames leapt high, higher than herself as she watched it. She could see no fuel for it, yet it seemed it needed none.
She gasped and almost dropped the dagger onto her patient. Her mother had said she’d see her fate in the stone someday. Was this to be how she would meet her end, then? Fire? Dear heavens, she hoped not.
Hoping to deny it and will it away, she closed her eyes. When she opened them, the flames still blazed in the jewel’s red depths. But from the heart of that fire another image was forming. A face seemed to emerge from the flames, with hair of fire…Nay, not fire, a fiery shade of gold. A man’s face, strong, handsome, with light eyes and…
Again she nearly lost her grip on the dagger. It had to be a trick of the light. Or a reflection. Perhaps he was standing behind her and his face reflected in the jewel… But, nay, he still knelt beside his brother’s head, off to her left, staring at her with an expression of mingled alarm and confusion.
“Are you well?” he asked.
She shook herself. This was no time for fancy or speculation. A man’s life slipped away while she mooned over a vision. “Aye. I’m well,” she answered. “I just had a moment of dizziness. It will pass.”
She looked into the stone again, hoping it had all disappeared. But no, Henrik’s face still stared out of the jewel at her, backed by fire. Was he, then, her fate, also? And what did that mean?
As one speculation chased after another in her brain, the images began to fade from the jewel, until she stared at nothing but the red center of the stone. She sighed and shook herself. There was work to do and she needed all her wits about her.
“You must hold him still while I do this,” Fianna told Henrik.
His throat worked, his mouth pulled into a tight line, but he nodded and leaned over Ranulf. He put one hand across his brother’s head and the other on the man’s uninjured shoulder.
As she’d promised Henrik, the next few hours were far from pleasant. Ranulf screamed and tried to rise when she reopened the wound, but Henrik held him firmly. She let the wound drain, then set a cloth soaked in hot water over it to pull out as much of the ill humors as possible. In the meantime she sponged him down with cooler water to try to reduce his fever.
The light faded as they worked. The woman who’d brought the other things returned with candles and oil lamps to light the room. Fianna asked for more hot water and kept changing the cloths on Ranulf’s shoulder, replacing each as it cooled. Eventually she felt the heated cloths had done all they could. She got a bottle and a jar from her bag and unstoppered the bottle.
“You’ll have to hold him again,” she warned Henrik. “It will hurt when I pour this on the wound.” He nodded and resumed his place, keeping his brother still, even when the stinging liquid washed over the damaged flesh, though Ranulf flinched and tried to roll away. Henrik watched in fascination as Fianna took another pot and spread the ointment from it over the injury.
The last thing to accomplish was re-stitching the wound. Mercifully Ranulf had lapsed into complete unconsciousness again by then. Though Henrik continued to hold him, Ranulf didn’t move while she worked the needle in and out. When it was done, she knelt by his side a few minutes longer, watching the patient’s face, praying quietly for his healing. She wasn’t at all sure he would survive.
She put a shaky hand on his forehead. So long as the fever remained moderate, it was likely a good thing, but should his temperature spike too high, the outcome wouldn’t be good.
“There’s little more I can do for him right now.” She glanced up at Henrik.
The man’s pale face was drawn into a frown. “Will he live?” he asked.
She reached for a clean cloth, soaked it in the cool water, and bathed his face with it. “He’s a strong man,” she said, trying to reassure herself as well as Henrik. “And the wound itself is not so very serious. If the ill humors hadn’t taken him so strongly, he’d have recovered from it quickly. If the Lord is merciful, we’ll have driven back the poison far enough that his own body can overcome the rest.”
“Is there no more we can do to help?”
“Keep him warm enough and cool enough,” she answered. “Cool him down if the fever goes high. Try to get some nourishment in him. Wait. And pray.”
Henrik stroked his brother’s hair back from his face. “I’ve waited for so many things, for so long,” he said, his voice quiet, reflective, sad. “I should be better at waiting than I am. Do they not say practice brings competence? If so I should be very good at patience. Yet I am not. I cannot but anticipate every coming moment and wish it were done and over with before it begins so I can move onto the next and thus get through them more quickly.”
He sighed and laid a hand on the side of Ranulf’s face. “Sleep, my brother, and may your body mend.”
He got to his feet, though the movement lacked his usual grace as he was stiff from hours of kneeling. Exhaustion took its toll as well.
He reached down to draw Fianna to her feet. “Come and rest now that you’ve done all you might.”
“Someone must stay with him and sponge him regularly,” she protested. “And I need to be here if the fever spikes.”
Henrik studied her face. She wondered if she looked as drawn and gray with fatigue as he did. “I’ll get someone to stay with him.”
He disappeared through the curtained exit and was gone for some time. When he returned a woman of middle years followed him into the room. They had a long conversation in his language, and he pointed to the cloths and water twice. As he finished his instructions, the woman nodded and shooed him away.
Henrik put a hand on her arm to lead her though the curtain. “Riga will watch over him the rest of this night. I’ve told her what to do. She’ll wake us should there be any change. I’ve also had a mat brought in and placed in the other room, so we can rest but be nearby should we be needed.”
Fianna wondered at his use of the word “we.” Did he plan to share the mat with her? But she was so far beyond exhausted it shouldn’t matter that he’d be so near. She would sleep.
When they lay down together, she curled up facing the wall, but he put an arm out to draw her closer to him.
“Fianna?” he said as they lay in the darkness. “I regret I acted as I did earlier. Drawing my sword and threatening you. It was badly done.”
“Why did you so then?”
“I didn’t know if you… I feared you would be angry with me and refuse to come, or after I forced you to come, refuse to help him.”
“Why would I not help him?”
He was silent for a moment. His breath sifted gently through the hair above her ear. “After the night we spent together, I didn’t return to you.”
“And you believed I’d be angry and refuse assistance because of that.”
He sighed. “I think I should have known you better. But in truth, we did little talking that night, and so I cannot truly say I know you well.”
Fianna considered that. “Aye, that’s so. Though I think I could say I knew something of your heart after that night.”
“Without doubt, you’re a better judge of people’s hearts than I am.”
“Then know this now. No matter how angry or disappointed I was that you failed to seek me out again, it would never have stopped me from doing all in my power to heal one who is sick or injured.” She paused before she added, “In truth, I could not in fairness blame you. I chose you without giving you much choice, asking only that night. And you gave more generously than I deserved.”
His laughter blew over her ear and the side of her face. “You think you gave me no choice that night? I could easily have said you nay, did it not suit me to answer your request. But I was intrigued by a woman so bold and beautiful. My curiosity as well as my manhood demanded I say aye.”
“And your manhood and your curiosity being at once satisfied, you had no further need of me.”
“Not so. You’re one could inspire a lifetime of curiosity and desire. I have met none at all like you before in my life, and every part of me, from my head to my manhood, clamored to explore further what happens between us. But I should not do so. ’Tis not right I should do so.”
“Nay?”
“Fianna, I told you. I thought you understood. I will be leaving here. I would have gone as soon as Ranulf returned, had he not come back in such condition. Even so, when he recovers and is able to take my place by our father’s side, I’ll be off. Knowing this, it didn’t seem fair that I seek you out again, despite your kind invitation. I would not have you forming an attachment to me that would be cruelly sundered when I left. Were it not for that, I would have come to you every night since.”
“My invitation was many things, but kindness played no part in it,” she admitted. “This trip is important to you.”
“I’ve waited half my life, it seems.”
“Yet your brother has been gone on his adventure.”
“Aye. And I tell myself I begrudge it not. Yet in some measure, I do. But now my time is near, should he live.”
“And if he does not?”
He was silent so long she wondered if he’d answer or if he’d fallen asleep. His breath had not the regular rhythm of sleep, however, and after a while he said, “I would remain here. My father is not well. Age and exhaustion are on him. He needs someone vigorous and strong to maintain his order.”
Fianna sighed. “I’ll do all in my power to save Ranulf. More than that I cannot promise you.”
“Nor do I ask it, despite my rash words earlier. I spoke out of my fear and frustration.”
“I understand. It is done.”
They were both quiet for some time. She thought he’d fallen asleep until he asked, “What was happening at your home this afternoon? Why did all those people come to you? Were they concerned that you were being taken against your will by us? Or did they seek your testimony against those young men who would have forced you?”
“None of those,” she said. “They came to tell me I was disrupting the peace of the town by inciting lust in the young men. It was decreed I must choose one to marry.”
“’Tis not your fault. True men need not force a woman to their will.”
“Aye. But whether I am at fault or no bears little on the case. In the interests of peace, I must be wed. So I must choose one by the night of your Walpurgis feast.”
“And if you do not?”
“Then I must leave the town, on pain of death.”
He moved against her, apparently distressed by her answer. “That is harsh of them. Do they value you so little?”
“Not so high as their peace, it appears.”
“You could leave and find others who value your services more.”
“Aye. But I’ve been happy there, and they have need of me. I have no wish to leave.”
“You have no longing to see more of this world? ’Tis a very large place, and I understand there are wonders to be found. I am eager to be off and begin discovering them myself.”
“Nay. I want the comfort of a room of my own, my bed, my garden, and my work.”
He touched her, ran a gentle hand through her hair. She got the feeling he wanted to offer comfort but knew not how. Finally he said, “I hope you can find your way to a solution that brings you peace.”
That was the last she remembered of that night.
*****
Fianna roused when the first light of dawn seeped through cracks around windows and doorways. She shifted and was momentarily surprised to feel another body against her back. When she rolled over, Henrik was awake and watching her.
She smiled and reached out to touch him. She ran her fingers through the tangled disarray of his blond hair, watching the lazy grin play across his face. That smile, worn for her, stroked a place deep in her breast with a heat of longing and desire. But within moments his face darkened, and he looked toward the curtained-off partition.
Reminded of her purpose for being there, Fianna quickly scrambled up off the mat and went to the other room. Henrik came right behind her.
The woman, Riga, was wiping the cloth across Ranulf’s forehead. She spoke to Henrik in Norse for several moments, and he commented or questioned in the same tongue. Fianna was reassured when Henrik didn’t seem too upset or unhappy in response. Several times, though, as he looked toward his brother, worry shadowed his expression. Once he even closed his eyes briefly and expelled his breath on a long sigh. She found herself wishing she could pronounce some magic words to wipe that concern from his face and restore the smile from earlier.
Fianna touched Ranulf’s forehead and throat. He felt warmer than he had the previous night and was still muttering, though she couldn’t decipher the words. The pulse in his throat beat hard and fast.
“He stayed the same for most of the night,” Henrik reported to her after he’d sent the other woman off to bed. “About an hour ago, he began to get worse. He started talking, but making no sense with it, and Riga thinks he has been getting warmer.” His breath caught in his throat. “This is not good, is it?”
“It is not good, but not surprising either,” she told him. “I didn’t think I could get all the ill humors out of the wound. I pray we removed enough that his body can fight what remains.”
“What should we do?”
“Sponge him off and try to keep his fever down. I have an infusion I’ll make that will help with that. If he shows signs of chills, we must have more blankets to wrap him.”
Henrik nodded. “I’ll get more blankets.”
While he was gone, Fianna dipped a cloth into the water and swabbed Ranulf’s face and down his chest and arms. Like his brother, he was an impressively built man. In fact, if his face weren’t so gray and drawn, his hair so shaggy and unkempt, he would look a great deal like Henrik.
Odd that she didn’t have the same kind of reaction to him she had to Henrik. There was no tingle of excitement when she touched Ranulf, no frisson of longing for closer contact when she looked at him. He roused her pity and her concern as a patient but nothing more. In fact…
She froze, horrified by the thought that crossed her mind. It wasn’t something she could wish for. It wasn’t what she would want. But she couldn’t deny it was there. If this man were to die, Henrik wouldn’t go away. He wouldn’t leave his father on his own, no matter how much he longed for travel and adventure. And if he were staying, he’d likely want to see more of her, maybe even provide her with an alternative to the men of the town.
Nay. She didn’t want to think that way. Ranulf was her patient. She would do all in her power to save him, though she wasn’t truly sure how much that was.
She drew out the dagger and held it over the sick man with the blade parallel to the length of his body. She stared hard into the red jewel in the center until the wash of scarlet filled her vision to the exclusion of all else. She waited for the vision of flames or even the sight of Henrik, but it didn’t happen.
After she’d looked into the jewel for some time, the red color began to swirl in a way she’d never seen before. The color seemed to flow in waves in an uneven, roughly circular swirl. She wondered if her sight were going odd, but couldn’t tear her gaze away from the jewel. No vision came to her, but she thought a voice spoke inside her head, saying, “Choose.”
Choose what? she asked silently.
“What you pray for.”
What I pray for? I don’t understand.
“What do you truly want for this man?”
That he live or die, mean you?
“The choice is yours.”
Had someone punched her in the stomach it couldn’t hurt worse. This was no such responsibility she would want. Though she had to wonder if she just imagined the voice and the promise it implied. Perhaps it was just her imagination? But if it were so?
Temptation slashed a burning path into her gut. He was so very ill, so very close to death anyway. His passing would likely bring her what she wanted most in the world right now. She wouldn’t have to do anything at all, in truth, save fail to pray for his life. She could gain so much by it.
But Henrik would lose so much. His dream of travel and adventure would be smashed. And clearly he cared much for his brother. Ranulf’s death would devastate Henrik.
Fianna shut her eyes but she couldn’t shut out the vision of her patient dying and what it would mean for her. Tears leaked from beneath her lids and traced burning streaks down cheeks.
“Nay.” She said that word aloud, the rest to herself. I cannot wish for his death. I’m a healer. Do I not give my best effort to help him recover, I lose more than a patient. I lose the most important part of what I am.
She would lose her soul.
She sheathed the dagger, closed her eyes, and prayed to whatever gods might be listening for Ranulf’s healing. When she heard Henrik speaking to someone in the next room, she wiped the tears off her face with the sleeve of her dress, and resumed sponging off the patient. He continued to mutter and occasionally writhed or flailed his arms.
Henrik came back into the room, bearing blankets, clean linen, and a bucket of water.
He knelt next to her. “How fares he?”
“Holding on. I fear his fever is rising.”
Henrik took the cloth from her. “I’ll stay with him for a time. There’s food, drink, water to wash with, and some fresh clothes for you in the other room.”
Startled that he would think to do all that for her, she looked up at him. Shadows lurked in the depths of his light eyes, worry and concern for his brother, but there was also a hint of care and concern for her. It warmed her right down to her toes.
“I won’t be long,” she promised as she stood up.
No one else was in the other room, but a trencher bearing bread, fruit preserves, and strips of dried meat waited for her. The water in the pitcher was warm and bore a light rose fragrance. Fianna splashed it over her face and hands, used a cloth nearby to clean the rest of her body. It felt wonderfully refreshing. A plain, clean linen blouse and skirt hung over a chair. By drawing the ribbons on them tight, she was able to fit them to her body. Even the length was right. Someone had gone to a good bit of trouble on her behalf, and it wasn’t hard to decide who it must have been.
His kindness and thought for her increased the guilt that unworthy thoughts about his brother had even entered her mind.
She thought more on that as she ate the food left for her. The Church taught that the devil was ever ready to pounce on one’s weaknesses to tempt one to evil. She’d never faced that sort of temptation before. Was it a weakness that she was coming to care for Henrik too strongly? Possibly, but she had to believe she could find strength there as well.
She ate quickly, only realizing how hungry she was when she began and could barely get the food to her mouth quickly enough. Once it was gone, she went back into the other room.
Henrik swabbed Ranulf’s face while the man tossed and turned on the mat.
“We need fresh water and more fuel for the brazier,” she told him.
Henrik nodded and went to get it. When he returned, she prepared an infusion of bark and herbs that was often effective in fighting fever and set it to heat. While the mix boiled over the brazier, she sponged Ranulf off yet again. When he suddenly started shivering, she wrapped a blanket around him.
“Why do we make him cold with the water then make him hot with blankets?” Henrik asked. “This is good for him?”
“We’re not making him hot or cold. His body does that itself as it tries to fight off the illness. We’re trying to keep him from getting too hot or too cold. Those are not good for him. So when he gets too hot, we cool him off, and when he gets too chilled, we make him warm.”
Henrik nodded. “That seems right.”
Ranulf was calm for the moment, so Fianna used the time to change the dressing on his shoulder and inspect the wound. The swelling didn’t look dangerous. The discoloration remained in the vicinity of the injury and didn’t seem to be spreading. The red streaks radiating from it had gotten neither worse nor better. Before she put on a new bandage, she spread more of the salve she’d used yesterday on the wound. The recipe for both the salve and the infusion had come from Marla.
Henrik wrinkled his nose at the odor of the salve. “What is in that? It smells worse than the pig stocks.”
“If I told you, you would not permit me to use it. ’Tis a healer’s secret. But it is often helpful in preventing ill humors from gathering in a wound such as Ranulf has.”
He looked dubious. “Your infusion smells almost as bad. Must all medicine reek to be effective?”
“Be glad you don’t have to drink it. It tastes worse than it smells.”
“It will truly help him?”
She heard the plea that underlay the question but wasn’t sure how to respond. “These medicines are often helpful,” she answered carefully. “But nothing can guarantee a cure.”
Pain lanced through her when she saw the way he looked at his brother. The anguish in his face cut into her heart. Clearly there was more here than just his wanting Ranulf to recover so he could go his own way. He cared desperately for this man he hadn’t seen for so long. She wished there were something she could say or do to ease him.
She stood up, moved closer to him, and put a hand on his arm. When he turned toward her, she leaned into him and wrapped her arms around his waist. Her head rested against his chest.
For a moment, he just stood there, tense and unmoving. Then he sighed deeply, relaxing a bit out of his stiffness, and put his arms around her to hold her to him. His breath was ragged and uneven.
Her first reaction was a wave of tenderness, that he trusted her enough to reveal even this much of his pain and let her share it with him. But then, wrapped in his arms, tight against his body, a powerful tide of longing for more complete union suddenly surged through her, making her shake. Would it always be thus with this man? His mere touch sent ripples of awareness, like sparks snapping against her, all over her skin. Once he was gone from her life, would she continue to long for the sound of his voice, the way he looked at her?
He tipped back her head and kissed her, deeply, tenderly, hungrily, until her knees were unsteady, and all she wanted was to rip off clothes and impale herself on him. Would her body ever forget how he made the heat spread wildly through her, the way the pressure gathered in her loins when he held her?
Footsteps sounded from the other room, coming toward them. He released her when she backed away.
The older man who’d been in the other room when they’d arrived the previous day pushed the curtain aside and peered in. Henrik said something to him in Norse and the man entered. His gaze focused on Ranulf. When he noted he was no better, the older man’s shoulders slumped and his body tensed up. The questioning expression on his face turned to something harder and less readable, keeping his feelings shut inside.
He and Henrik exchanged words and glanced occasionally toward her. While they talked Fianna turned to the brazier and removed the small pot holding the boiling mixture to a clay plate set nearby for the purpose.
“Fianna?”
She turned to face Henrik.
“My father would like to make himself known to you and thank you for your care of Ranulf.”
The older man nodded and came toward her, took her hand, and struggled to say her name, “Fee-ah-na.”
She nodded and bowed her head, giving him the respect due his age.
He said something more to her in Norse.
“My father is Hjalmar, and he thanks you again for coming to care for his son,” Henrik translated. “He also wishes me to convey his apologies for my rude treatment of you yesterday.”
“Tell him there’s naught to be concerned about. I understand you were unhappy and worried about your brother, and so acted in a way not normal for you.” She shot a glance at Henrik. “It was not normal, was it?”
He shrugged. “I am not very trusting of strangers.”
“Except when she solicits you for a night of sex?”
“Perhaps especially so then.”
“You didn’t act like you were suspicious of me then.”
“You may not have noticed how careful I was. Until I had you helpless in the throes of a need as strong as mine.”
Henrik’s father broke the tension building between them when he asked a question in Norse. He and Henrik spoke back and forth for a few minutes.
“He wants to know if there’s aught he can do to help?” Henrik translated.
Fianna was about to say no, when she had a thought. “Tell him it might help if he would sit with Ranulf for a while and speak to him of how much he wants him to get better. Though it seems not so, Ranulf might be able to hear and understand, and it might serve to draw him back and encourage him to fight harder to recover.”
Henrik relayed her suggestions to his father. The older man nodded and, with Henrik’s help, settled on the floor beside the mat. He took his son’s hand in his and began to speak, in a low, soothing, caring tone.
Fianna poured out some of the liquid infusion into a cup. “I have to get him to swallow some of this,” she said to Henrik. “It tastes terrible and he’ll resist. Can you help me get it into him?”
He nodded, but they waited while Hjalmar sat at his son’s side and pleaded with him to keep fighting for life. Finally the old man sighed and stood up again. He spoke a few words to Henrik, nodded to her, and left. “My father has things to attend to,” Henrik said, “but he’ll return after a while. He thanks you again for your efforts to save Ranulf.”
Fianna nodded and held up the cup.
Henrik lifted Ranulf’s head and pushed in lightly on his cheeks, while Fianna carefully dribbled the liquid into his mouth. Ranulf grimaced and tried to pull away, but Henrik held him firmly. Henrik closed his brother’s mouth when he tried to spit out the bad-tasting liquid, keeping his lips together until he swallowed. They repeated the process several times until Fianna was satisfied that enough of the infusion had gotten into the sick man.
For the rest of the morning and into the afternoon, they continued to try to keep Ranulf’s temperature stable. She was pleased when half an hour or so after they’d fed him the infusion, his fever abated somewhat and he slept quietly for a while.
Henrik left her, saying he needed to take care of some business, but he sent a woman who spoke a little of her language to stay with her while he was gone. He asked that he be notified of any change in his absence.
The room seemed darker and emptier without him. She hoped it was merely that he was the only familiar person in this settlement of strangers, but she suspected that wasn’t the case. Had this room been full of the townspeople she’d known all her life, his leaving it would still make it feel colder and lonelier. It disturbed her to consider how important he’d become to her in such a short period of time. She couldn’t afford it.
Henrik returned briefly early in the afternoon to let her know there was food in the other room. He looked at his brother and nodded when he saw him sleeping quietly.
“Come with me,” he said, looking at Fianna. “You need a rest. Erawyn can stay with Ranulf for a while. She’ll let us know if there’s any change.”
Fianna debated, but her patient was resting quietly and there was little more she could do for him just then. She let Henrik help her to her feet. As usual the sparks jumped between her flesh and his where they touched. Even with her worry for Ranulf, the pressure built in her loins from looking at him.
They stopped to eat in the other room, where a tureen of an aromatic stew and several bowls waited. The food was as tasty as it was filling, but an even greater hunger was building in her as she watched Henrik. He ate with careful precision, and was unfailingly courteous, though he was also tense and worried.
When they were finished with the meal, he escorted her out of the building. Fianna blinked in the bright sunshine. Her eyes had difficulty adjusting to the light after so much time spent inside in the dimmer light. They made a quick trip across a piece of the open area at the center of the settlement, between two buildings to another one built some way back from the rest of the houses.
“This is mine,” Henrik told her with some pride as he ushered her through the door and into the structure. “I built it myself, though I spend more nights with my father than here. I’ve had need of a place where I could go and be alone to think and plan.”
They were in a large center room that had a firepit at the far side. Doors on either end, to her left and right, gave access to smaller rooms off this main one. The furniture wasn’t elaborate or extensive, but what there was appeared well-crafted.
As she was looking it over, he came up behind her and slid his arms around her, cupping her breasts in his palms.
“I want you so much I can scarce bear it,” he said softly to her. His tone sounded more pained than joyful, however. “I know not if I should do anything about it, though. My brother is ill and may be dying. Is it right that we take pleasure while he suffers?”
Fianna considered it, though thinking was difficult with his hands caressing her breasts, making the heat gather in her loins. “I know not. But…if you were in his position, and he in yours, what would you tell him?”
His hands stilled. “I suppose I would tell him to go on. Life does not stop because I am ill. Why should my brother be miserable because I am? It benefits me not that he’s grieving and unhappy.”
Fianna turned within the circle of his arms to face him. She reached upward to place her hands on either side of his face, running her fingers into his hair, and kissed him.
“Then so shall we respect him,” she said, “for I suspect you two are much alike.”
The fire of excitement raced through her body, sparking an explosion of desire in her loins. Moisture gathered between her legs. He adjusted his hold on her, swung her up into his arms, and carried her through the door at the far left, into a room that held a pallet big enough to accommodate two people easily. He set her down gently on it and began to remove her clothes. When she was bare to the waist he stopped to toy with her breasts.
“Your skin is like the finest silk,” he said, while stroking and tweaking the nipples until she was squirming with desire. She lay back, and he leaned over her to use his tongue on one nipple while his fingers worked the other. He sucked the tip into his mouth with a hard pressure and rolled it around, working his tongue on it, scraping his teeth over it as he slowly released it. Then the other breast drew similar attentions.
She loosened the laces on his leggings enough to allow her to slip her hand inside and wrap it around his cock. She’d been aching to touch him for so long. He moaned deep in his throat as her fingers explored along its length, dipping into hollows and brushing along smooth, satiny flesh.
In a frenzy of need, he began rapidly stripping off vest, shirt, boots and leggings until he stood over her in naked, rampantly masculine glory. She reached out to cup the dangling sacs of his balls. The pair filled her hand. His breath caught on a sharp hitch when she squeezed and kneaded them. Her other hand circled his cock and rubbed up and down.
“You fit in my hands perfectly,” she said to him.
“I fit perfectly elsewhere as well.” He yanked off the rest of her clothes and pushed her legs apart. His fingers tested her readiness. When he realized she was moist and open for him, he lay over her and positioned himself. Their eyes met.
“Now,” she begged. “Please. I need you.”
With one hard thrust he pushed all the way in. For a moment it stung as she stretched to accommodate him, but when he began pumping in and out, the end of his cock seemed to find a place deep within her that sent piercing shafts of pleasure exploding inside. It built the pressure in her quickly to a point almost past bearing.
“You feel so good around me,” he whispered, the words broken up by gasping breaths. “So hot and tight.”
He thrust firmly and fast, filling and stroking her until she was strung so tight it was a wonder she didn’t break. Then, with one strong, deep plunge he sent her spinning out of control into a universe of swirling colors and throbbing waves of pleasure washing through her. She drifted with it, plunging and bucking with the continuing spasms.
Henrik let out a loud groan as he spilled his seed into her.
They clung to each other in the aftermath, riding the continuing shocks and spurts of pleasure. Her breathing gradually slowed as the incredible peace spread through her. A wonderful sense of completion and connection made her cling to him. She clutched at him, bringing his torso right against hers.
“I wish we could stay this way forever,” she told him. “Only with you have I known such pleasure. And such peace.”
He kissed her gently before he rolled to the side. “Time will not cease its movement for us,” he said on a long sigh. “And I fear what its march might bring us. But for now, rest.”
He shifted her until she lay on her side, back to him, and he pulled her against his body, one arm under her neck, the other draped over her side so he could hold one breast. It felt remarkably safe, secure, and comfortable being sheltered in the crook of his big body that way. She quickly drifted off to sleep.
An hour or so later, they were awakened by someone banging on the door. Henrik rolled away and off the bed, dragged on a long nightshirt that hung to his knees and went to find out what was happening. Fianna heard a rapid-fire exchange in Norse. Suspecting the worst, she got up and began to dress.
Even before he said, “Ranulf is worse. They need you there,” she knew from his expression the news wasn’t good.
She blinked as they rushed out into the mid-afternoon sun. Guilt washed over her that she’d been dallying with Henrik while Ranulf’s condition deteriorated. But she couldn’t have prevented it happening even had she been there. Still she hurried back to his bedside.
Ranulf’s fever was definitely up, and he shifted restlessly on the mat. With the help of the Norse woman and Henrik, Fianna got more of the infusion into him, and for a while it seemed to help him rest. Just an hour or so after that, though, he was tossing and turning again, muttering and waving his arms. A touch on his face confirmed that the fever continued to rise.
It took the three of them holding onto him to keep Ranulf from twisting so much he tore open the wound. Occasionally he would cry out or shout out long strings of words, presumably in his own Norse tongue. Henrik knelt beside her and put his hands on his brother’s shoulders.
Through the rest of the afternoon and into the evening, his condition deteriorated. The fever worsened. His periods of delirium became more frequent and more violent. They sponged him off and struggled to keep him cool, but sweat still gathered on his temples and chest. The beating of his heart raced, and his breathing became faster and more shallow.
Whenever she could, she tried to get him to swallow more of the infusion. Fianna didn’t know how much of it could be safely given in any time period, but she thought it better to risk giving him too much than not enough. If he were dying anyway, she’d do all she knew to fight it.
She changed the dressing on his injured shoulder again. The wound was still draining, but there appeared to be no great increase of inflammation. For the rest of the time she could do naught but try to cool him when he was too hot, warm him when he shivered with chills, and keep him from injuring himself when he flailed around in delirium.
Henrik stayed with her for the rest of the day, save when he went out to get fresh cloths, more water, or food. He brought her tea and cider and water for drinking. As darkness fell, he lit candles around the room. When she winced after kneeling too long in one position, he helped her shift and rubbed her shoulders and neck to relieve her tension. But his gaze went often to his brother and anguish pulled his expression into hard, pain-wracked lines.
Ranulf’s ravings grew more noisy and his flailings more violent as the night went on. His temperature kept climbing despite her efforts to keep it down.
During one particularly restless interval, it took the two of them together to keep him from throwing himself off the mat. When Ranulf calmed again, Henrik turned to her and asked, “Should I get my father? Is this the end?”
Fianna debated and finally said, “Nay. Not yet.” She sighed and added, “It may not be long, though.”
Henrik looked dubious but accepted her word.
Riga, the woman who’d stayed with Ranulf the previous night, came in and asked if they would need her again. Through Henrik, Fianna told her that they would stay with him themselves.
For several more hours they worked over Ranulf, bathing him, holding him, feeding him as much of the infusion as they could get into him. She prayed again for his recovery, fearful that only a miracle could save him. Late that night, or perhaps it was in the early morning as Fianna had long since lost track of time, he had a prolonged spell of violent thrashing around that included screams and angry outbursts of hoarse yells. Henrik declined to translate his words.
They wrestled with him for what seemed a very long time, when he suddenly went limp in their arms and stopped moving completely. Henrik’s eyes widened and his face went white. He looked up at Fianna.
Ranulf didn’t appear to be breathing, but when she searched for his heartbeat, she could still feel the pulse of it. She leaned down to put an ear to his chest. Air still moved in and out. Sweat dappled his flesh, but that skin was cooling. Alarmed, she pressed her fingers to his throat to check the rhythm of his heart. It was stronger than she expected and steadier.
This might yet be the prelude to his sinking into a deep sleep from which he wouldn’t awake, so she said nothing to Henrik either way. But he saw something in her face and knew that her hope for the outcome was rising. “He is better?” he asked.
“Aye. But do not rejoice over it yet. It might be an interval of peace before the fever attacks again.”
It wasn’t. Another hour later it became clear Ranulf was indeed improving. Though the fever didn’t disappear completely, it was much lower, and he no longer had the periods of delirium.
Shortly before dawn, when the first rays of light began to wash away darkness, Ranulf opened his eyes and looked around. He saw her first and frowned. He said a few words that drew a shout of relieved laughter from Henrik.
Ranulf’s gaze slewed far enough to the side to see his brother. A smile struggled to form on his face. They exchanged a few more words and both chuckled, though in Ranulf it was just a bare hiccup of amusement.
“What is the jest?” Fianna asked.
“He wondered if you were a Valkyrie or an angel. He wasn’t sure, if he died in this land, which afterlife he’d find.”
“You assured him I was neither.”
“I told him you were both. But he wasn’t in any afterlife.”
Her heart did a strange little flip-flop at those words. She stared at Henrik, meeting his intent gaze, where the dawning haze of gratitude and joy lit his eyes. She wanted to go to him and throw herself into his arms. She wanted to feel him on her, around her, in her. He was a man like no other she’d met. She knew him well enough to know he felt the same, but this wasn’t the time or place.
Ranulf looked at her. His eyes were more blue-green while Henrik’s were blue-gray, but the resemblance between the two of them was even more pronounced with him awake and alert. He said something more and Henrik laughed again.
“He said he’s sorry he’s been asleep so long if he had you working on him.”
The two men had a much longer exchange. By the end of it Ranulf appeared ready to fall asleep again. Fianna got him to drink a few sips of water before he did.
“We’ll need meat broth for him for the next day or so, then some soft bread, porridge, and other light foods until he is able to sit up.”
Henrik nodded. “I’ll see to it. And I must tell my father.” He stopped on his way to the door, turned, and came back to her. He drew her to her feet and kissed her. It was much quicker and lighter than either of them wanted, but better than naught under the circumstances. “I owe you thanks and more. Whatever my father’s house can provide for you, you’ll have. Ask what you will of us.”
Fianna thought of the one request she wanted more than anything to make of him. She couldn’t. It wouldn’t be right to ask him to give up his dream to indulge hers. But, oh, how she wanted to beg him to stay. Stay here, stay with her. “I’ll think on it,” she said, instead.
He nodded and left. While Ranulf slept, she changed the dressing on the wound again. The redness and swelling around the injury had retreated. The red streaks radiating from it were fading. His fever remained mild.
The woman who’d been with him while they slept yesterday came in bearing a tray of food, which included breakfast for her and a cup of broth for Ranulf. Fianna gobbled the bread and meat. Ranulf woke again shortly after she finished. He spoke to her, but without Henrik to translate, she had no idea what he said.
“Can you understand me?” she asked in her language, spacing out the words to make them easier to understand.
His blank look and a shake of the head told her he didn’t comprehend. She held up the cup of broth and made a drinking motion. He nodded and tried to push himself up. He looked surprised to find himself so weak he could barely move at all.
Fianna sat next to him and lifted his head so that it rested on her knees. She helped him take a few swallows of the broth before he turned away from it, indicating he’d had enough.
Henrik returned with his father and several other people following behind. There was much chatter, laughter, and excitement among them when they saw Ranulf awake and lucid. Fianna backed away, giving them room to crowd around the patient.
“Tell them they must not stay too long and tire him out,” she requested of Henrik. “He still needs rest to speed his recovery.”
Henrik nodded. After speaking with a couple of the people present, he came back to her, took her arm, and nodded to the other room. Before they could leave, though, Henrik’s father came over, took her hand, and pressed it to his cheek. He said a few words in Norse that she could tell were meant to convey his gratitude.
“Tell him I did only what is in me to do as a healer,” she asked.
He nodded and passed that onto his father. The older man said something more and kissed her on the forehead.
“As I said earlier, you have but to ask whatever reward you will of him,” Henrik translated.
“I am giving it thought,” she said. When his father returned to the group crowding around the bed, she and Henrik escaped into the other room.
“You’ve eaten?” he asked. When she said she had, he said, “Come with me, then. We both need sleep. It was a hard night.”
“Aye,” she agreed. “But worth it.”
“Very much so.”
Fianna went with Henrik back to his home. Though his touch, as always, evoked that deep body hunger for him, she was too exhausted to do anything about it, and she suspected he must be, too. Still, it felt wonderful to rest with his body curled around hers, his arm under her neck, her back pressed against his chest. She slept deeply.
When she woke, he was already up. She didn’t see him in the room, so she rose, washed with a basin of water and stack of cloths left on a table, and dressed. He wasn’t in the large central room, either. Just as she was about to return to the house where Ranulf lay, he came back.
He smiled at her. “Ranulf continues to improve. He was complaining about the broth and saying he wanted real food.”
“That’s good, but do not let him get to it too quickly.”
“I told them what you said about it.”
“Good.”
He was watching her with a lazy grin that held a wicked hint of mischief in its depths as well. “Did you rest well?” he asked.
“Aye. Very well.”
“Would you like to take a steam bath?” He paused a moment and there was a hot promise in his tone and in his expression when he added, “With me.”
“What is a steam bath? I’ve never heard of this.”
“Nay. You Anglish know not how to get really clean. You’ll like it.”
“I’ll try it.”
The smile that spread over his face completely devastated her. He was so handsome, this Norseman, and so strong, loyal, and kind. He was so much all she’d want in a man, yet she couldn’t lay claim to him. Still, she could treasure every moment with him and store up memories to cling to later.
He led her to a building that was some distance from the main settlement, near the shores of a swift-moving river. The structure had no windows and just one door. Smoke rose from an opening in the center of the roof. When they went inside, they were in a small anteroom that held a couple of benches and a series of pegs on the walls. Another door led to the main part of the building.
“I had this prepared for us,” Henrik said. “You undress here before you go in.” He drew his leather vest off and began to unlace his shirt. Fianna took off the borrowed clothes and hung them on pegs. She left her boots under a bench.
She hesitated, shy for a moment, before turning around to face him. In the dim light of the room, she could only just make out his shape, but he was beautiful. She wanted him so badly, it was a knife stabbing at her heart. He came toward her, took her hand, and led her to the door to the other room.
A blazing fire roared in a pit in the center of the small room, making it bright and very warm. Two rings of large stones circled the fire. Benches lined three walls. A row of buckets, filled to the brim with water, waited along the fourth wall. A stack of wood for the fire and a pile of cloths rested beside them. Henrik picked up a bucket and poured the water over the rocks, careful to keep it from flowing onto the fire. After two more, the room became so steamy Fianna felt droplets of moisture gathering on her skin. He led her to one of the benches.
“Sit for a minute and let it penetrate. You will feel relaxed.”
“’Tis very warm.” She wasn’t sure how much of the heat came from her surroundings and how much was roused by her companion.
“So it should be,” he said. “Warm is relaxing and inspiring.”
“Warm is making me hot and…tense.”
“It is? I’m disappointed.”
She turned to stare at him. “How so?”
His grin was so full of mischief and wicked suggestion, it made her heart flutter and her pulse rate speed up. “I thought I made you hot and tense.” He leaned over and kissed her, hard, deeply, dazzlingly.
“You set me on fire,” she whispered against his lips. She put a hand on his chest, purely for the pleasure of feeling his slick, sleek skin.
After a minute or two, he drew away enough to let him pull her to him, lifted and turned her so that she ended up kneeling on the bench, straddling his lap, the hard length of his cock between them, pushing against her quim.
Watching his face as the contact worked its magic in arousing him delighted her. She still wondered at the amazing affect she could have on this tall, strong warrior, who preferred sex fierce and bold. In its way it was as astonishing to her as the times when she managed to know what ailed someone without having any idea how she knew. Both were mysteries that seemed to reveal something of the universe in their depths.
Henrik bent to lick her nipples, then began suckling them and scraping with his teeth. Need exploded within her, driving her into a frenzy of desire. Sensation washed through her as the mix of pleasure-pain from her breasts fired her blood. She moaned and gasped, then squealed even louder when he reached down between them and parted the folds of flesh pressed against his cock. His fingers invaded the cleft and began tickling the bud until she couldn’t bear the need.
“Henrik!” She all but screamed his name. “’Tis…I need you. Please, please!”
He lifted her again, sliding her down over his cock, impaling her on its hard length. The feel of it within her was exquisite. She wrapped her arms around his neck as she began to pump herself up and down on it. Meanwhile he continued to tweak a nipple with one hand, while he stroked her quim with the other.
The tension built fast and hard with so much sensation flowing from various points on her body. She moaned and even cried in the frenzy of need as she bounced wildly on him, trying to milk every tingle. Every time she lowered herself it drove him deep into her body and pushed some magic point that throbbed with pleasure beyond bearing.
She heard him moaning as well and encouraging her. “Oh, gods, that’s so good,” he groaned in her ear. “Faster. I’m going to explode. Ahhhh.”
They climaxed together, her release squeezing him and milking his seed in long, potent spasms. For long minutes, she was frozen on him, as the jolts of climax rolled through her over and over. She collapsed against him, still jumping with the aftershocks, holding tight to his neck as the glorious conclusion wound down.
When she was able to speak again, after she’d kissed him, and combed her fingers through his hair, she asked, “Is this a common part of a steam bath? No wonder ’tis so popular.”
“Not usually,” he said. “It was a special treat I arranged for you.”
“And I’m very grateful. I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to bathe again without thinking of this.”
He pushed her away from his shoulder so he could see her face. “’Tis not over yet. We have time to ourselves and many more things to explore. We have sated the sharpest of the need. We can be slower and more relaxed next time. I don’t think you’ll be truly clean, in any case, until I’ve licked over every inch of you.”
“Every inch?”
“Perhaps not every inch. All the most important inches,” he answered. He lifted her from his lap and eased her back on the bench until she lay face-down, stretched out along it. He stood. “A rub on your back, though will help you get in the right mood. I will not be rushed this time.”
He threw more wood on the fire and splashed more water on the rocks. She looked up at him and said, “Before we start, I want a bargain. Whatever you do to me, I must be able to do the same to you.”
His eyebrows lifted. “You would demand this from me?”
She drew a deep breath. “Aye.”
He smiled. “So be it. This will be interesting.”
“I certainly hope so.”
He knelt beside the bench and began running his hands up and down her back, pushing and pressing in places. Initially she was surprised by the pressure he put on various muscles, the force he used in kneading some spots, but quickly realized how good it felt and how it helped relieve tightness in those areas. She sighed and reveled in the attention. His fingers seemed to know all the right places to touch and squeeze.
Eventually he moved down from her back along her buttocks. It changed the way she felt about what was happening, from being relaxed, to the beginnings of a new arousal. She liked the way his big hands worked her bottom, rubbing, tapping, patting. He stroked along her legs, tracing down to her feet and then back up. Her breath caught when his fingers ran up the insides of her thighs. Runnels of sensation tingled their way right up to her loins. The heaviness began to press again, and moisture that might not be sweat gathered between her legs.
He rolled her over. Fianna lay on the bench staring up at him. The dampness in the air darkened his blond hair and stood in small beads in his close-clipped beard. The heat made his skin pinker than usual, which contrasted nicely with the light blue-gray of his eyes. He was magnificent. She felt a heart-stopping thrill looking at him and wanted to wrap herself around him, hold him to her, and never let go.
He dipped his head. She thought he meant to kiss her, but instead he was fulfilling his promise from earlier to lick all over. His tongue circled her lips to start with, ran up along her temple, forehead, and down the other side, explored her cheeks and ears, then went down along her throat. She shivered in the heat as the touch sent ripples of pleasure along her nerves.
The most important inches came in for a great deal of attention. On each breast, he began at the outside of the mound, circled around it, then spiraled inward, making a slow, lazy, unbearably thrilling trip to the nipples. His tongue just skirted around the deep pink rims once or twice before he moved inward to lave the tips with concentrated attention. She was shuddering from the need and desire he’d roused by the time he finished with them.
Once her breasts had been treated thoroughly, his tongue glided downward again. Raspy and moist, it trailed a line of heat on her skin. He stopped at her navel to lick around the indent and probe into it with the tip. Then he continued down her abdomen to the crease of her legs. When he got there, he planted a kiss, but moved over to run his tongue along the front of one thigh.
She groaned as the tingles followed along the path his tongue traveled down her leg to her foot. When he lifted the foot and drew each toe individually into his mouth, she squealed and writhed. Who could have guessed that toes could feel so much? He set down the one foot and started on the other, sucking each toe into his mouth, and then when he’d attended each one, beginning a slow, nearly unbearable ascent to her hips. He reached the crease and planted another kiss there.
When he tried to nudge her legs apart to gain access to the most important inches of all, though, she had a wild, wicked idea, and resisted, refusing to let him move her.
“Part your legs,” he demanded. The tone of his voice suggested he sensed her resistance presaged something else, and he would indulge her.
She shook her head no.
“You refuse?” he asked. “You know what will happen?”
She looked up at him, loving the way he understood what she wanted, and the fact that he so clearly wanted it as well. “I know.”
He nodded and lifted her from the bench, flipped her over, and set her back down gently on her belly. “Do not move. I’ll be back.”
He was gone for a few minutes. When he returned he carried four or five slender branches, all three to four feet long, cut from a tree. She sucked in a sharp breath and wondered if she’d been so wise after all. She didn’t believe he’d really hurt her, though.
She still cringed a bit when he stood over her holding one of those branches and brought it down on her bottom. The stroke was little more than a tap, however, that created a tiny sting. Five or six lashes later, the stinging was beginning to spread out along her entire bottom. It wasn’t terribly painful, in truth—more of a pleasant burn that was doing its part to feed the heavy, throbbing need building in her loins.
After a few more, he stopped and asked, “Are you ready to obey me now?”
Fianna didn’t have to think about it long. “Not yet.”
His only answer was to swing the switch down on her bottom a little harder. Caught by surprise, she yelped at the harsher sting. Not unbearable, by any means, though. He paused and waited for her to object or ask to stop it.
When she didn’t, he swung again. He followed that one with a long series of smacks starting at the top of her bottom, moving down to cover the surface, and then onto the backs of her thighs, delivering each stroke harder as he went. By the time he moved back up her thighs and was lashing her bottom again, it was beginning to burn in a way that bordered on unpleasant. But it still fed the growing fire in her.
Two more harsh strokes carved bright ribbons of pain across her rear. It was enough.
“Please,” she said, “No more. I’ll obey.”
He nodded and dropped the branch. Fianna reached back and rubbed the flesh to dissipate the burning. Amazingly, though, the sting was working its way down in her loins and changing into…need. Her quim felt hot, moist, and heavy, throbbing in time with the beating of her heart. She wanted to drag him down on top of her right then.
“Roll over now,” he ordered. “And part your legs for me.”
She did as he directed. Parting her legs meant letting them drop off the sides of the bench onto the floor. He shifted her toward the end of the bench, then he knelt on the floor at that end. For a minute all he did was stare at the feminine secrets she revealed to him in that open position.
Then he leaned over, put his hands beneath her bottom to lift it, and brought his mouth down on her slit. The touch of his hands on the hot flesh sent fresh curls of fire swirling through her. She couldn’t contain a small scream when his tongue brushed over her bud. It sent shockwaves of near unbearable pleasure careening through her system.
“Heavens, oh, heavens,” she murmured. “’Tis taking me…”
She clutched the edges of the bench, her fingers almost digging into the wood as his tongue ran over her slit again and again. The pressure built quickly, the fire growing hotter. Her head rolled from side to side and her body arched under his attention. She screamed again when his lips closed over the bud and drew it into his mouth. His greedy tongue probed at it. The sensations were wicked, wild, pleasure beyond reason, extravagant… He scraped his teeth over the bud then worked it faster with his tongue until she exploded with a release that had her bucking and jolting over and over.
It surged through her, carried her on clouds of pleasure to a sublime state of joy. Her body kept tensing and releasing, jerking repeatedly with the shocks. He continued to lick the bud and that brought more spasms. She held the bench and floated on the pleasure for as long as she could. Finally, though, she could take no more and pushed away from his clever mouth.
She lay back on the bench, completely spent, totally relaxed, beyond any movement or even thought for the moment. Henrik came around and sat on the bench beside her, then lifted her until her head was against his chest. “Never have I met a woman who enjoyed exploring different sorts of pleasure as you do,” he murmured to her. “Nor have I met one who exploded with her release as do you. Nor one as kind and willing to give her every effort to heal a sick man.”
“The first two are testament to your skill as a lover who provokes such passion in me,” she answered. “The third is merely the way I am and not true virtue.”
“Why so?”
“Virtue is something one must work at. Giving all to heal someone is simply in my nature and so requires no great effort.” She thought, though, of the decision she’d had to make between what she wanted and what her skill required of her. He would never know about that.
Henrik sighed and held her close. His heart beat strong and steady beneath her ear. “I call it virtue, nonetheless.”
She didn’t answer. There was too much joy in just cuddling against him, sated and happy, for the moment. But then she felt his rampant cock jutting against her and recalled he hadn’t had a second release, which brought to mind the bargain they’d made earlier. “Earlier, you promised anything you did to me, so I could do to you as well,” she reminded him.
He looked surprised and disconcerted for an instant, then nodded. “So I did.”
A spurt of enthusiasm over the idea brought her up off the bench to stand in front of him and say, “Lie down on the bench, face down.”
He frowned, but he did as she directed. For a minute Fianna could only survey his form from this new angle and delight in it. His back was strong, with broad, solid shoulders narrowing to a slim waist and sleek, muscular hips. She reached down and rubbed her hand along his back, feeling the play of the sinews under her fingers. As he’d done for her earlier, she began to massage and knead the muscles to ease him into greater comfort.
It seemed to work. Henrik sighed deeply and relaxed from his stiff position. He began to tense again, though when her hands moved down to stroke his buttocks. Though narrow compared to his chest, they were gracefully formed and just rounded enough to be intriguing. His legs parted slightly, letting her see the backs of his balls. She ignored them for the moment, though, stroking down his legs. The muscles of his thighs were strong and solid, like the rest of him. He was truly an impressive man, this temporary lover of hers. Just touching him fired a possessive longing she’d never have guessed she’d ever feel about a man. She wanted to lay claim to him, to have him always. Not just for sex, though. She liked being with him even when they weren’t making love; she liked falling asleep in his arms, talking about their dreams and desires, working together. She also liked touching him, she decided as she ran her hands back up his body and buried them in his soft, silky hair.
“Roll over,” she ordered him.
He complied without hesitation, turning his large frame over so that he looked up at her. His eyes held hints of laughter.
She bent over to kiss his face, much as he’d done with her earlier, licking his lips, temples, down along the line of beard to his ears, and then continuing the exploration with her tongue down his strong throat to his chest. There was a slight taste of salt on his damp skin that nonetheless tasted sweet to her. Her tongue tangled in the whirls of hair on his chest and scraped lightly across one masculine nipple. He drew in a sharp breath as she circled the hard bud, stopped there and closed her lips over it. She sucked and nipped at it before moving over to the other one. His panting breaths came faster under her attention. She loved watching his body jerk and knowing she could bring this big, strong man to such extremes.
She licked lower, running her tongue down his stomach stopping to explore his belly button, then following the narrowing arrow of hair onto his abdomen. She skirted the length of his cock, though, and continued down one strong thigh and a long stretch of leg to his foot. He reared up with surprise when she kissed the end of each toe. She waited for him to say something, but he just smiled and lay back down.
She ran her tongue back up the inside of his leg to his knee, where she transferred her attention to the other leg and went down to the toes of the other foot. He made a strangled sound halfway between a gasp and a sob. The journey continued up the outside of his leg.
When she got to his hip, she settled her face between his thighs, halfway down to his knees, stuck her tongue between them and ran it up the insides of both thighs, stopping just short of his balls. His breath grew into loud, gasping moans and his body jerked and tightened.
“Now spread your legs apart,” she ordered him.
Playing along with the game, he dutifully refused.
Her own pulse and breathing sped up. “You disobey me?” she asked. “You know the consequences.”
He didn’t answer. The lazy, wicked grin he threw her nearly ripped her heart out of her chest. It occurred to her that even if he left and never returned, she might never be able to have sex with a man again. Certainly it would never be like this with anyone else, and she feared he spoiled her for anything less.
She turned away to find the branches he’d left lying on the floor. She didn’t want him to see the sudden spurt of tears in her eyes and wiped them away surreptitiously as she picked out the sturdiest switch on the pile.
“Roll over.” Her voice sounded steady and forceful. She hoped no revealing shine lingered in her eyes.
He said nothing but did as she commanded.
Fianna admired the smooth skin and lean muscle of his buttocks. It seemed a shame to mark up such beauties with the switch. But curiosity and a sense of mischief won out. She raised the branch and brought it down but didn’t try to put much force behind it. There was a small thwacking sound when wood met flesh. He made no sound and didn’t move. A very faint pink line showed on the skin.
The next time she struck just a little harder. Again he offered no reaction, but another light pink mark showed, the color spreading out a bit. She slapped the branch down several more times in succession. He never made a sound, and after a bit she realized, he wouldn’t. He was a Norse warrior. She could whip him half to death and he wouldn’t make a sound. Not that she wanted to do that. She didn’t even care if she drew any reaction from him. She didn’t want to hurt him, just to give him the same sort of different pleasure from it he’d brought to her. This was fun, unlike any experience she’d had before, this playing of the different sorts of games he seemed to enjoy as much as she did.
Four more swats, delivered a bit more sharply, drew low welts. She hoped she wasn’t hurting him too much. Surely he would stop her if she was, but would it offend his warrior’s pride to have to ask it?
She hesitated and lowered the switch. “Are you prepared to obey me now?” she asked.
He turned a burning gaze on her. “You haven’t worked hard enough for it yet.”
She sucked in a sharp breath and hoped she was up to the challenge he presented to her.
“So be it, then,” she said and raised the branch.
She brought it down hard enough to elicit a disconcerting crack when it struck flesh. He didn’t even grimace. She smacked again, harder. The next few strokes drew raised welts on his buttocks and thighs. Between the steamy atmosphere and the effort, sweat began to form on her temples. Five more hard lashes and he said, “I believe ’tis time for me to do as you ask.”
She dropped the branch. “Do so, then.”
He rolled over, barely suppressing a wince when his sore bottom touched the hard wood, and let his legs hang off either side of the bench. She sat on the end of the bench, straddling it, facing him, and reached down to touch him. His cock stood out, full and thick.
Fianna leaned over and ran her tongue from the very base of it all the way to the tip in one long, slow swipe. His stoicism disappeared as his face tightened up, eyes squeezed shut, and tendons stood out on his neck. He groaned and muttered something in Norse.
“What is that?” she asked.
He drew in a breath. “You slay me so sweetly, my love.”
“You’re far from vanquished as yet, my hero.”
She made another pass from base to tip, stopping to swirl her tongue around the thickness at several spots. He gasped and jumped. She licked over his balls until he moaned and wound his fingers in her hair. Then she moved up the length of his shaft and ran her tongue around the tip, probing into the small opening.
When she took the entire tip into her mouth and sucked on it gently he groaned in a way that sounded almost like a sob. The muscles of his thighs clenched hard beneath the hands she had resting on them.
“I cannot—” He groaned. “Cannot hold it much longer.” He raised his head. “Your mouth or your quim?” he asked.
“Stay.” She pushed down on his chest, then moved herself along the bench and lifted herself up enough to hover above him. Using her hand to guide it, she lowered herself onto his cock, impaling herself on him. She slid down until he was planted deep inside her. She was so hot and moist and ready for him, it slipped in easily.
They rocked together as he pushed up and she sank down on him. She liked this view. She liked being able to control the tempo of their movements and watching his face as the rhythm brought him pleasure and increasing tension.
Henrik reached up and tweaked the tips of her breasts. When she let herself down on him, it hit the spot deep inside that made her jump. The hot fire blazed within, needing him to quench it. She groaned as she bounced up and down faster and faster.
“Oh, dear heaven,” she murmured. “Henrik. Love—” She screamed as he pinched a nipple hard at the same time his cock surged against her. It sent her over the edge in the spasms of release. She sobbed aloud as the heat exploded within her, and repeated blasts of pleasure jolted her body. He pushed into her two more times before the spasms of her release sucked him into spilling his seed.
The wonderful starbursts of pleasure kept firing within her, launching her higher and higher into the oblivion of total ecstasy. For long minutes afterward, she did naught but sit there, clutching him within her body, disinclined to move or let him go. The pleasure softened and faded but left her spent.
She pulled herself off him and half collapsed to her knees by the side of the bench, her head pillowed on his stomach. He stroked her damp hair. They stayed that way for some time, content to be peaceful together, touching each other.
Eventually, though, he roused. She lifted her head and sighed. He stood, went and picked something else up from a corner of the room. When he came back she saw he held a cake of soap.
“Now that we’ve sweated and licked all the dirt away, we use the soap to wash,” he said. The note of humor in his voice told her he appreciated the mild irony of his words.
They used another bucket of water to soap themselves. Henrik poured water from the bucket over her hair and massaged the soap into it, careful to be sure none dripped forward into her eyes. The feel of his fingers rubbing at her scalp and slipping along the strands of her hair would have been arousing were she not already so sated.
She did the same for him, in turn, and found a different sort of satisfaction and intimacy in the task of washing his hair. It roused again that possessive longing to have more of him than just these few stolen moments. She fought back the tears and won.
“Come now for the last part of the bath,” he said, when she’d got his hair nicely full of lather. “The part that will make you feel refreshed.”
He drew her to her feet and led her to the door, then out. She looked around, hoping no one could see them as they walked naked through the trees. They were alone, however, and she heard no sound of anyone else nearby. The cooler, drier air was a shock on her bare skin after the hot dampness of the sauna. It was naught compared with the shock when he led her along a path downhill to the river, and waded right in, dragging her with him.
“What are you doing?” she yelled at him as he pulled her along.
“This is the final step in getting truly clean,” he said. “’Tis a shock at first, but get in it and you’ll find it refreshing.
At the outset, at least, it wasn’t refreshing at all, it was just cold. Her nipples tightened into pebbles and gooseflesh popped out all over her. She squealed as he plunged in, moving out in the water up to his chest. He scooped up handfuls to rinse off his chest, then ducked his head in it to wash away the soap in his hair.
Fianna hesitated, but since she was already in the water, and had a head full of soapy hair, she followed his example. It was cold on her thighs, then on her belly and her breasts. It was cold on her shoulders and in her hair when she dipped it into the water to rinse off the soap.
“Now jump up and down a few times to get your blood moving,” he advised. He held her hand and hopped with her, bobbing up and down in the water. After a few minutes she realized her body was adjusting to the water temperature and it wasn’t too unpleasant. Still, she didn’t object when he said it was time to go back.
They got out of the water and ran, hand in hand, up the hill back to the steam hut, laughing together like children, their wet hair streaming out behind them. They reached the hut and dressed quickly in the clean clothes left waiting for them. By the time she was dressed, Fianna had to admit that she did feel refreshed and revived in a way she rarely ever had. Perhaps the sauna and dip in the stream afterward accounted for part of that. It certainly wasn’t all.
As they left, Henrik stopped and pulled her into his arms. He didn’t kiss her or say anything, just stood, holding her against his body, her head cradled against his shoulder. Fianna didn’t need words to hear all he tried to tell her of his gratitude, his joy in her company, his liking, his sadness, and his regret.
Tears began to form again but she held them back. She hadn’t spent so much time fighting tears since the days following her mother’s disappearance. And now she was faced with the loss of another she’d grown to care for. She drew a deep breath. She would have no regrets or sadness about this. The time with him had been a gift, and so she would regard it.
He sighed and let her go after a while. Hand in hand, they made their way back to the village and the hut where Ranulf lay.
As they neared the place, an uproar of arguing voices, tinged with some dismay, reached them. Fianna’s stomach clenched as she wondered if Ranulf’s condition had taken a turn for the worse while they were bathing. But surely someone would have come to tell them, had that been the case.
They had to push their way through a fair crowd of people to get to the room that held the patient and was the source of the disturbance. When they were finally close enough to see what was happening, she let out a long breath of relief.
Ranulf was awake, alert, and feeling sufficiently revived to want to get up and be about whatever business he thought needed his attention. Some of the group packed into the room attempted to keep him down. Others argued that he should be allowed to rise if he wished. At least, those were the impressions she got from the tone of the various interchanges in Norse.
Then Henrik said something loudly enough to be noticed by everyone. The room quieted and people turned in their direction. He spoke again and motioned toward the door. Fianna needed no translation for those words. A few people argued, but most did as he directed and filed out of the room. Ranulf said something to a couple of them as they left.
When they were alone in the room with just Ranulf, he and Henrik exchanged a few words, then Henrik said to her, “He says he feels strong enough to be up. Is this a good thing?”
“Let me look at his shoulder, and we’ll see.”
Ranulf lay quietly while she removed the bandage from the wound. He and Henrik exchanged a few words. The looks directed toward her suggested she was the subject of their conversation, but Henrik declined to translate.
Ranulf’s injury looked significantly better than it had the previous time she’d changed the dressing. It no longer oozed so heavily, and the swelling and redness were much reduced. The red streaks radiating from it had disappeared, and even the discoloration from the bruising was fading. She put more salve and a fresh bandage on it and sat back, looking at her patient.
He watched her with a glint of amusement wrenchingly similar to a look she’d seen on Henrik’s face. But then the grin faded and his expression grew serious. He said a few words to her.
Before Henrik translated, she guessed from the tone that he was offering thanks. Henrik confirmed it. “Ranulf knows you likely saved his life, and he offers you his gratitude.”
“Tell him he is welcome. Healing is what I do.”
Henrik conveyed that to his brother.
“He also wants to know if he can get up,” Henrik added. “He says he is feeling much stronger.”
“He needs to be careful of the shoulder, but if he has the strength, then I think it safe for him to get up. Let him try to sit up for a bit first, though.”
As she anticipated, Ranulf experienced some difficulty just sitting up, even with his brother’s assistance. As soon as he managed to get himself halfway upright, he swayed and turned very pale. Fortunately Henrik was prepared to catch him if he fainted. He didn’t, but it was close. After a few gulps of air, Ranulf said something, and Henrik eased him back onto the mat.
“Tell him not to be too upset that it was so difficult this time,” Fianna asked Henrik. “It will be easier next time, and by tomorrow he should be able to sit up for a little while.”
As Henrik conveyed that information to Ranulf, a woman came into the room. She waited for Henrik to finish then spoke to him herself. Henrik nodded and answered, and Ranulf added something as well.
“My father requests we join him for a special meal to thank you,” Henrik told her. “Ranulf said he’d like to rest for a while.”
She nodded acceptance. Henrik escorted her to the largest of the longhouses in the settlement. On the way there, Fianna told him, “As Ranulf is recovering well, there is no need for me to stay here longer.”
He didn’t say anything for a moment. “It will be well into darkness before we finish tonight. Stay the night and I’ll take you home tomorrow.”
“Well enough.”
“Fianna—” He stopped, both talking and walking. She halted with him, turning to look at him. She couldn’t read all the expressions that chased across his face, but the pain and distress were obvious enough.
He drew a long breath and let it out slowly. “Never have I felt for a woman the way I feel for you. It makes it difficult for me to know what to do now. For most of my life, I’ve awaited this opportunity to go off and see the world, explore what it offers, and seek my fortune. Yet now that the time has arrived, a part of me would rather remain here with you. Even do I go, a piece of my heart will remain always with you. I’d ask you to wait for my return, yet I know you cannot do that. A choice is being forced upon you.” He drew himself up as though bracing himself for an anticipated blow. “I know not…” He stopped for a moment before he said, “Do you ask it of me, I’ll not go. I’ll remain here and wed you myself.”
The miserable tears were starting to collect in her eyes again. His face showed no expression now other than a stern resolve, but she knew what it cost him to make the offer. She understood the depth of the sacrifice he offered to make, admired him for it, loved him for it. In truth she loved him for all the good things he was, this strong, honorable, intelligent man who struggled to do what was right, whatever the cost.
She desperately wanted to say the words, to ask him to remain with her. Her heart had never wanted anything more. She could imagine no greater happiness than sharing a lifetime with him. But because he was willing to be strong and noble, she owed it to him to be likewise.
She straightened her back and drew a hard breath. “Nay,” she answered. “Though I am grateful for your offer, and a part of me wants very much to say those words to you, yet will I not. You’ve told me how long you’ve waited for this chance to go exploring the world. Your heart yearns for it. Do you stay here at my request, you will never be completely happy. Always there will be something missing, and someday you’ll ask yourself what you might have lost for your loyalty to me. I would not be the cause of that. I love you too much to settle for a man who yearns for something else.”
“My heart yearns for you, too,” he answered. “It is being torn in half. I know not how to choose.”
“I am choosing for you,” she said. “The man I love now is not the one you will be in a few years, if your yearning for adventure and new sights be not assuaged.”
His face tightened into an expression of pain. “I wish… You could wait for me here,” he offered. “My father and my brother will shelter you and protect you.”
She considered it for a moment, then shook her head. “Nay. It will do naught but cause disruption and possibly conflict between your village and mine. Should I return to town to serve someone who is ill, I’d do so under the shadow of death. Yet, did I not accede to someone’s pleas for help, there would be anger and hard feelings about it. And should they learn that I’m here and yet unwed, I’ve no doubt Artur and the others will seek to capture and claim me.”
He nodded slightly, then continued to stand there, watching her. The pain and conflict in his eyes was more than she could bear. She took his arm and turned him toward the longhouse. “It is settled. Do not tear yourself apart over it. You will go on your adventuring, and when you finally return, rich, sated, and ready to settle, if we’re meant to be together, there will be a way.”
She remembered the vision she’d seen in her dagger’s jewel. In some way, he was her destiny. “There will be a way,” she repeated, as much for herself as for him.
Use what you learn from the dagger wisely, her mother had told her. Why was wisdom so difficult and so unclear?
He nodded again and they went to the longhouse, where a crowd that surely comprised most of the settlement was already gathered and waiting. A round of cheering erupted and those who were seated stood as they entered the room.
A series of trestle tables were pushed together, end to end, to make one very long table that filled most of the space in the room. At the far end, Henrik’s father waited. Two empty seats remained beside him at the head of the table. Henrik escorted her there and seated her in the middle place, where she would be between him and his father. The end of the table accommodated two people comfortably. Pressing her in between made it somewhat crowded, but neither of the men flanking her seemed to mind.
Servers carrying laden trays began delivering food. Each course of the many served that night were presented first to the three of them at the head and then passed on down the table. The quantity and variety of the offerings astonished her. They really had gone to considerable effort to make this meal a special thanks to her. At least three varieties of meats were offered, bowls of assorted vegetables, baskets of fragrant breads, and an assortment of fruits. Considering that it was spring, with no harvests yet in, they must have emptied some larders to accomplish this. She hoped no one would be short later as a result.
But to spurn anything would insult their efforts, so Fianna ate until she could hold no more without danger of exploding. Accompanying the food, pitchers of a strong-tasting, potent drink were passed around to fill the cups by each person’s place.
When she asked Henrik about it, he told her, “’Tis mead, a drink of fermented honey. If you like it not, I can ask them to bring you water instead.”
She sipped at it carefully. “Nay. It merely takes some adjusting to the taste, and the way it burns.”
Much conversation and laughter occurred during the meal. Henrik translated some of the jests so she could share in their amusement, though in truth, many of them made little sense to her. Nonetheless she tried to smile and be gracious. With Henrik’s help in translating, his father asked about her and the town, her family, how long she’d been a healer, and how she’d learned it.
He expressed sorrow to learn she had no parents or other relatives, then stunned her by telling her, through Henrik, that she must consider himself and his sons as her family. Should she ever be in need of anything, any help he could give, she must come to him. Fianna was touched by the obvious genuineness of the offer. There was some comfort in knowing she could believe in that promise and call on it if needed. She thanked him in turn for it.
The most difficult and most precious part of the evening, though, was being close to Henrik, talking with him, accepting morsels of food from him, watching him eat and drink. It might well be the last time she did so. Whatever the dagger might have shown, she had doubts she’d see him again after the morrow. She stored each view of him, each action, each expression, to be a comfort to her when he was no longer present. But otherwise she tried to bury the sorrow deep within. These people deserved better from her than morose acceptance of their hospitality.
She believed she succeeded, as no one seemed to notice anything amiss. Whenever she met a set of eyes around the table, the owner would smile at her, often saluting her with an upraised cup or piece of bread. She tried to acknowledge the greeting in like fashion.
The meal lasted far into the night, with courses being brought one at a time, and allowed to settle somewhat before the next appeared. By the time it ended, Fianna was so full she could barely move and so tired she could scarce keep her eyes open. She felt light-headed and dizzy as well, probably from the mead.
People finally began to rise and filter out. Henrik smiled at her as she began to nod off and excused them both from the table, saying goodnight to his father. She barely remembered making the trip from the longhouse to Henrik’s home. Nor did she recall later how she’d gotten out of her clothes and into bed.
She woke in the morning with Henrik’s arms around her and a feeling of dread anticipation hanging over her. This day she would leave and likely never see him again. Though he hadn’t said when he would go, she imagined he wouldn’t delay long now that his time had arrived. It was spring, as well—a good time for setting out on long journeys.
Before they rose, he held her and made long, slow, sweet love to her. As if he needed to memorize each inch of skin, each move, he stroked her up and down with infinite patience and gentleness, touching every sensitive spot, kissing her all over, until the need he could always rouse was screaming for unity with him. She stroked him as well, filling her senses with the feel of his flesh and hair, the scent of his body, his low moans of pleasure. She savored each one as a treasure to be guarded.
When he moved over her and filled her, she kept her eyes open, drinking in the sight of him as the exquisite pleasure tightened his features. She watched his face, hoarding the love she saw there. He slid into the final, stretched moments of highest tension before it let go with the release of his seed into her. Only then did she close her eyes. His last powerful stroke drove her over the edge as well, taking her to that soul-shattering place of jolting, shuddering joy.
Afterward they lay together quietly for a while. Neither of them wanted to end their final moments of private connection, but eventually the increasing light forced them into action.
They dressed quickly and broke their fast on warm porridge ladled from a large pot simmering in his father’s house. Then the two young men who’d been with Henrik at the equinox festival arrived, dressed in riding gear and weapons. They’d brought Henrik’s horse along with them.
Before they left, Ranulf emerged from the other room, standing shakily, a man and woman on either side of him for support. With Henrik translating, he added his thanks and reiterated the promise for himself that she could at any time ask him for help and it would be granted. She kissed his cheek and warned him to take care and not try to do too much until he was stronger. Then she went outside with Henrik to the horses.
Fianna had an alarming moment of déjà vu when they lifted her onto the horse behind Henrik, but she wound her arms around him and held on tight all the way back to town. The trip didn’t take nearly long enough.
Their journey through town to Marla’s house again attracted attention, but no one followed them. When they reached the place, all of the men dismounted, but only Henrik accompanied her inside. Marla wasn’t there, and Fianna was absurdly grateful since it gave them one last private moment for their farewells.
He drew her into his arms and kissed her, but only briefly. “I know not when I’ll be setting out,” he said, “but I hope it will be soon. Do not forget, though, if you have trouble or need anything, you can go to my father for protection.”
“I won’t forget,” she promised. “I won’t forget you either.”
“Nor will I forget you. However far I sail, you will always ride with me in my heart.”
“And you will have a home here in mine always.”
He turned quickly and walked out the door. She watched him go directly to his horse, mount swiftly, and ride away.
The days were long, the weeks endless. Time moved slowly through the next fortnight, as though it were a frozen river struggling toward the sea. Without Henrik her life lacked purpose, interest, anything to hold her attention. She treated the sick and wounded, attended the dying, helped Marla with a difficult birth. None of it seemed to have the importance it had held before. Where once this work had been the way she found value and reason in life, now it felt empty. Not that the intrinsic worth of her efforts had changed, but she had learned how much more there was to life. Having discovered the possibility of a soul-deep connection with another human being, its withdrawal left her nursing an aching hollowness inside.
And through it all ran the need to make a decision that would affect the course of the rest of her life. The choices were few and none of them excited her. Her thoughts continually turned to Henrik and what he might be doing at the time. She could almost picture him at the helm of his ship, sailing the waters, looking for new lands. She wondered what it felt like to be on a ship on the ocean.
She periodically ran into Artur, Jerrod, and Keovan, occasionally as a group, more often singly.
When she met them together, they glared at her but made no effort to stop or interfere. Clearly someone had warned them about their behavior and they’d taken the admonition to heart.
Each of the men sought her out on various occasions and attempted to woo her in their individual ways.
Jerrod boasted of his strength, his stamina, his future expectations of being important in the town. He wooed her with promises that he’d protect her from all dangers and build her a home that would make her the envy of every woman in town.
She thought of Henrik’s size and strength, his ability to lead the men of his town. No one could ever protect her half as well as he could.
Artur reminded her again of the size of his equipment and swore he would satisfy her sexually as no other man could. Fianna fought down the temptation to laugh, but knowing it would be cruel as well as impolitic, she managed to keep her face in order and listened to him with an expression of mild interest.
Keovan again offered the necklace, as well as satins and laces and leather for fine clothing, and dreams of future riches.
Henrik was off chasing adventure and riches, perhaps not gold or silver, but experience, knowledge, new sights, and sounds. For a moment she visualized herself on the boat beside him as they sailed into the harbor of a strange and grand city unlike anything she’d ever seen before.
Even Walter, the stablehand, came to her one day while she was out in back of the house, digging in the garden. The big, hulking, awkward young man took the shovel from her and made short work of turning the dirt. She brought him water and food in thanks. He smiled, but when it came time to make his pitch, he was too abashed to say even a word. Instead he took her hand and sat, looking at her with, large, pleading eyes. He finally stood up and moved to leave, clearly frustrated and unhappy with himself. She stopped him and thanked him. Her smile and kind words turned his attitude around, and he left, humming softly to himself.
Of the four choices, Fianna felt Walter might be the best. Though he was slow of thought and speech, his heart was good. He wouldn’t repulse her. She might manage to live with the rest.
She wished there were more choices. Never before had she thought of the town as too small, too constricting, but now she felt its collective will wrapping around her and squeezing.
More and more she thought about Henrik and longed to be with him, whether here or off sailing the world.
But she was a healer, with important work to do. The town needed her.
The town would exile her did she not choose to settle down with some young man. The town valued its peace above her talent for treating the sick and injured. Perhaps she might as well have chosen to go off with Henrik on his adventuring. If he would have allowed it.
Too late to think on such now, though. He’d surely have already set off.
Time moved too slowly most of the time, as the empty minutes and hours dragged. Yet it sped all too quickly to a day when she’d have to make a decision and face the consequences of her choice.
It arrived before she was prepared to face it. Though she knew what her choice would be, Fianna still felt no joy or enthusiasm for the prospect of embracing it and committing to it.
On that final day, while others made excited preparation for the May Day celebrations on the morrow, Fianna kept to herself, working in the garden and organizing her herbs.
Artur, Jerrod, and Keovan each sought her out to make one last attempt to woo her and discover whether he was her choice. She gave none of them any encouragement, nor did she discourage them. She listened to their speeches, nodded, smiled for them, but told them nothing. When Artur tried to steal a kiss, she kept herself still and unmoving until he realized she would not be cajoled in that way.
Night fell at last, and a bonfire was lit in the town center. Musicians warmed up their instruments and fell to playing happy, dancing melodies. Food and wine were passed around. Fianna stood at the side of the town square, away from the bulk of the crowd, and watched, unable to join in the revels.
After a while Alfred and a group of the town’s most influential people stepped up to the dais where the musicians played. When Alfred raised his hand, the music stopped. Drawn by the sudden cessation, people turned to see what was happening. Laughter and conversation died out. A hush spread over the gathered group. Fianna’s heart began to pound faster and harder.
“We have an important piece of business to take care of this evening before we can return to the celebration,” Alfred announced to the crowd. “Some weeks ago, a young woman of this town was made aware that she was causing a disruption to our peace and unity. She was told that on this night she would have to make a decision, in order to keep the harmony of our town.”
He waited a moment, clearly enjoying being the center of attention. “Fianna, daughter of Eislinn, come forward.”
She drew a deep breath and moved toward the dais. Her legs felt rubbery, and she wondered that they held her up. She passed Marla. The woman gave her a nod of support.
As she walked into the space in front of the dais that had been cleared for her, she noticed that the candidates for her hand were pressing forward as well. Artur, Jerrod, and Keovan pushed through the group to be near the front. Walter stood nearby, watching patiently.
Alfred raised his voice again. “Fianna, have you made a choice?”
She had to clear her throat to get rid of the lump in it before she could answer. “I have.”
Another group of men was also making their way through the crowd toward her. Tall, fair, two of them very blond. Norsemen. One of them looked like…Was it possible? Her breath caught again when she recognized Henrik, accompanied by a recovered Ranulf and the two other companions who’d been at the previous bonfire. Surely Henrik should have left by now. Why was he here?
Alfred had waited for her to continue, but when she didn’t, he prompted, “Who is your choice, then?”
A possible answer occurred to her, but it was so absurd, so truly ridiculous, she hardly dared even consider it. Still…
“May I have a moment to ask a question?” Fianna requested. “It will not take long.”
Alfred considered, then nodded.
Fianna walked over to the group of Norsemen and stopped, facing Henrik. She had to restrain tears to be able to look into his beloved face, when she hadn’t expected to see him again and still might be facing the loss. Though she fought it, a spark of hope dawned. He didn’t smile at her, but there was something akin to sympathy in his eyes.
“I thought you would have left this land,” she told him. “Why are you here?”
“My ships set sail at first light tomorrow.” He stopped and drew a breath. “I could not leave until I knew you were settled. I…I needed to assure myself you would have all the choices you needed.”
Her heart swelled with love for the man. How could she even consider choosing any other? It was all she could do to keep from throwing herself into his arms. Hope began to grow, though she dared not indulge it. The thought was daring, different, startling, unheard of. He might yet refuse her.
It took a moment to work up the nerve to ask her question. She drew a breath to calm herself. She clenched her hands into fists to still their shaking.
“Henrik, would you take me with you?” she asked.
Her request startled him. For long moments, he did naught but stand there, eyes widening into amazement as he considered all the implications.
“A ship is no good place for a woman,” he answered carefully. “The conditions are rough, there is little privacy, much work to do, and few comforts.”
“If I were with you, that would be all the comfort I needed. And I should very much prefer it to a lifetime of greater comfort here with someone who was not you.”
“There are many dangers. It is no safe place to be.”
“I do not want safety. I want to go adventuring with you. And someday, God willing, to return and settle down with you and our family.”
His hands were clenched as well, his body so tense, a good push would knock him flat. “Fianna, are you certain you understand what you’re asking? It will be a hard life, with constant peril.”
“On our first night together, I made a promise to you to do all you would ask, without knowing what that might be. I would now make a promise to you to go into whatever danger you face along with you, trusting to your best efforts to keep us safe, knowing there’s a risk that might not be enough. I will work as hard as any of the men, share whatever discomforts and perils might arise, and ask only that I be allowed to share some time with you as reward. Is that enough?”
A slow smile spread across his face. “If you are sure, nothing could make me happier than to have you come with me. Though I would not have asked it of you, if it is your will and your desire, I will rejoice in it.”
She could barely hold back the tears as relief and a swelling joy filled her. “Come with me, if it please you,” she said, taking his arm and drawing him toward the dais.
“This is my choice,” she said to Alfred and all those watching. “Henrik, Hjalmar’s son. We will leave this place for a while, but I hope to return with him some day. I would beg that I be allowed to return at that time.”
Alfred looked as startled as everyone else gathered around. There was much murmuring and some consternation over her choice. After considering it for a while, Alfred answered, “We directed only that you should make a choice of one man or leave, under pain of death. No restrictions were placed on who you might consider. You have fulfilled the requirement to choose a protector. I deem it wise that you do go away for a while to let hard feelings fade, but you may return, if you so desire, settle here, and move freely among us.”
“I thank you,” she said.
Henrik’s arms came around her and he kissed her thoroughly in the midst of the crowd. There was much laughter and some cheering as it went on and on. Finally he drew away.
“My ships sail at dawn, and we’ve much to do before then.” As he led her through the crowd, back to Marla’s house, he added, “We’ll collect what you wish to take with you. There is little space on the ships, so choose carefully. I’ll ask my father to perform the mating ceremony for us this night. They are having the Walpurgis celebration in our village with a bonfire and music and food. My father will rejoice to add this to it. We’ll have to stay a while and be merry with my people, but eventually we’ll get some time to ourselves. Perhaps just enough to launch us well-satisfied.”
He stopped and kissed her again. “’Tis a small pity we’ll get no sleep this night, but there will be time in the future to make up for it.”
He kissed her some more. It made her heart swell and the heat rouse in her belly. She pressed herself against him as need for him clamored for fulfillment.
So lost were they in the feelings they had for each other, both jumped when Ranulf laid a hand on a shoulder of each of them.
“It is good,” he said in halting, accented Anglish. “But go now.”
Henrik laughed and slapped his brother on the shoulder. “It is good,” he agreed. “And now I have a lifetime to enjoy it.”
The Norse Walpurgis night celebration was in full roar as they approached the settlement. Fianna rode behind Henrik on his horse, holding onto him, though this time it was more from a desire to be close, to hold and to feel him, than from fear of falling off.
In the open area in front of the semicircle of buildings, several bonfires blazed high. Around them people gathered in groups or walked in circuits. Children charged in small packs, yelling and screaming. It appeared everyone was making noise—not the music it would be in her town, but a cacophonous racket created by banging boards together, cracking whips, and ringing bells.
“What is all the noise for?” she asked Henrik, after they’d dismounted and were making their way through the crowd in search of his father. She had to yell to make herself heard over the melee.
“To drive away evil spirits, so they won’t bother the crops soon to be planted,” he shouted back.
They finally found his father with a group of elders of the settlement. A huge smile broke over the older man’s face when he saw his sons returning with Fianna. Hjalmar opened his arms as she approached and drew her to him, folding her in a bear hug that surprised her with its strength. Henrik and his father held a long conversation in Norse. In the older man’s face puzzlement was chased away by concern and then finally by delight. After a bit, he nodded and began to chatter with some of the others gathered nearby. A considerable commotion ensued.
A group of excited, laughing women drew her away. Henrik nodded for Fianna to go with them. “They’ll help you prepare,” he assured her. “There isn’t time to ready all the ceremonies and arrangements for a normal wedding among us, but we’ll do all we can.”
An hour or so later, dressed in borrowed finery, wearing a crown of green vines with a few pale flowers woven in, she followed the same women back to the center of the town. They marched ahead of her single file, in procession, toward a group of men waiting for them. Henrik’s expression as she approached him set her heart pounding harder and more rapidly.
She moved through most of the ceremony in something of a daze. Later she would remember that they exchanged rings placed on the hilts of a pair of swords. Ranulf provided a sword for her. Henrik explained that the bride traditionally brought a sword to give her husband in exchange for his, which she would keep to give to their son. They clasped hands on the hilt of the sword she presented to him. His father said a few words to them. Henrik proclaimed something in Norse, then prompted her to make her vows, letting her repeat each phrase after him. He didn’t translate, however, so she had to assume she’d promised to be faithful, to love, and to honor him.
At the end Henrik’s father extended his hands toward them, said a few words, and a cheer broke out from the crowd. People began scooting around again. Some gathered close to them, folding each of them in hugs and words of congratulation. Others ran to and from the longhouses, bringing out trestles to set up a table, setting out food on it, and fetching a pitcher of mead and cups.
She, Henrik, and Hjalmar were led to the three chairs that had been placed beside the table. Henrik seated her in the center again. Young women who’d obviously changed hastily into their best gowns brought more food, and pushed the pitcher of mead toward Fianna, along with two cups. Then they stood around and waited.
“You should pour some mead into a cup and help me drink from it,” Henrik directed.
Fianna nodded, filled the cup, and held it to his lips. It took an effort to steady her hands. Being so close to him, watching the expressions on his face, the way his lips parted to sip from the cup, while his gaze stabbed into her, all combined to overwhelm her with love and gratitude. Desire for him rose again, as it always seemed to when he was near. The firelight that made the area so bright cast wicked, sparkling reflections in his eyes.
The feasting went on for a while. Having learned her lesson, Fianna was careful with the mead, drinking only enough to make her pleasantly relaxed. She ate even less. She didn’t need food. She felt replete with the unexpected happiness and reached over to touch Henrik as often as she could manage. She needed the contact to convince her this whole evening was happening and wasn’t just some dream of her longing imagination.
When the feast ended and the bonfires began to die down, Henrik stood. Immediately a group of men surrounded him, while many of the women surrounded Fianna and began to chivy her off toward Henrik’s house. Since he still stood with the men in the square, she looked at him for direction. He smiled and nodded for her to go with the women.
They took her into Henrik’s house and off to the sleeping area. The borrowed finery was removed and replaced with a brand-new, white linen night rail. Though they took off the floral crown, they put it back on before they helped her into the bed and covered her with a sheet. Then they stood around and waited, sharing jokes and giggles. Fianna promised herself she’d learn the language as quickly as she could.
A few minutes later, loud male voices and tromping footsteps approached the door. The group entered amidst gibes and boisterous joking. The women shrank back against the walls to make room for the newcomers. Though she hated to take her eyes off Henrik, Fianna did notice a few of the young women eyeing the men.
With his entourage surrounding him, Henrik came and stood by the bed where she lay. His smile drove all other thoughts from her mind. She wanted him more than anything in the world. She’d never stop wanting him.
He knelt by the side of the bed and leaned over to kiss her. A cheer went up from the onlookers when he removed the floral crown from her head and set it aside. He kissed her again and stood up. The men helped him remove his vest and shirt, belt and boots, but when one of them reached for the laces on his leggings, Henrik stopped them. A sharp order from him raised eyebrows of most of the people in the room. Moments later they began to file out. Several threw a few jests or teasing comments behind as they went.
Finally, they were alone. Henrik checked the door to be sure all had gone. Fianna watched him return to her, admiring again his beautiful form, the way the torchlight created gold ripples in his hair, the supple grace of his movements.
He knelt by her again and began to roll the night rail up, kissing each stretch of skin along her legs, stomach, and breasts as he revealed them. Finally he dragged the cloth over her head. He explored her body with fingers and lips until she was moaning and writhing in a fiery heat of need for him. While he sucked on her nipples, she reached for the laces of his leggings, pulled them open, and dragged the leather off, releasing his straining cock.
She reached for it and wrapped her fingers around it. A couple of pumps up and down had him gasping as well.
He reached down and stilled her hand. “Fianna, I need… I’ve waited too long. I cannot hold…”
She spread her legs and drew him toward her. “I need you, too. Touch me. Fill me. Please!”
He positioned himself and pushed in. Fianna wrapped her arms around him, kissing every bit of flesh she could reach, running her fingers into his hair. She couldn’t get enough of him. She never would. Then he moved in and out. His balls pressed against her quim and she began to tense with the need.
His breathing was harsh and ragged as he fought for control and lost. “I cannot…” He gasped. “I cannot hold it.”
“Don’t.” With her body she urged him deeper and faster. “Come to me,” she begged him.
The rhythm quickly grew frantic. They both cried out and moaned as the fire in their blood drove them toward completion. Fianna was nearly sobbing as he slammed into her.
It broke over her like a sudden sharp wave, convulsing her body, drawing a small shriek from her as the pleasure overwhelmed her. While she jolted and spasmed against him, he poised above her one last time, then rammed himself all the way in. He spurted his seed into her with a long gasping moan.
They held onto each other while their breathing slowly returned to normal. Lying under him, Fianna wished she would never have to move again. Heaven was right there, joined with him. She regretted it when he rolled off and settled beside her, but he immediately drew her up against him, settling her head in the crook of his shoulder.
“I must have won the favor of the gods,” Henrik said to her. “Though I know not how. Yet in a short time I’ve gained the opportunity I’ve waited for all my life and the lady I’ve waited for all my life to share it. I cannot think I’ve deserved so much, yet I’ll not refuse it.”
“You certainly won’t,” Fianna answered. “I am blessed as well. To have gained your love is a treasure I could never have hoped for. Tell me about your ships and where we sail to.”
For the next hour, as they lay together, he described his ships, what they looked like, how they sailed, how they judged the winds, knew how to steer, and where they would plan to go. His enthusiasm for the adventure ignited her interest. They discussed places they might go and sights they hoped to see.
After a while, though, he began to caress her breast, and the banked heat roused inside her.
“This time we go slow,” he promised her, as he nuzzled at her throat. “Now that you are mine, I want to know every inch of you, and show you what it means to belong to me.”
“As I would know every inch of my husband,” she answered, marveling at that word and the reminder they were bound together.
He began a very slow exploration of her body, using both hands and lips, searching out every interesting curve, each fold of skin, every sensitive area, and all the little hidden places. His touches made her gasp and squeal. When she insisted on doing the same, he lay back and let her fingers roam over his flesh until he couldn’t bear her caresses any longer.
He knelt and flipped her over onto her belly, then tugged her up to her knees. Fianna wondered what he was about. She felt oddly exposed and vulnerable in that position. At first, though, he merely continued his explorations, running his hands over her bottom, prying apart the cheeks to run first his finger and then his tongue up and down the crack. The sensation was unnerving and exciting at the same time.
“Which of those young men would you have chosen, had I not come along to offer you another choice?” Henrik asked her.
Puzzled by the question, she turned to look at him. A light of mischief danced in his eyes.
In the same playful spirit, she answered, “I am still not sure. They all offered me great gifts. Jerrod would have given me a grand home to live in.”
He suddenly brought his hand down sharply in a loud spank on her bottom. “Jerrod is not for you,” he said. He spanked again and she squealed at the burning pain. “I have a home. ’Tis simple, true, but solid, and will shelter us well when we return.” Another smack on her bottom had her wiggling. He wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her.
The burning pain of spanks faded quickly but left a sizzling excitement behind. The moisture began to gather at her quim.
“Artur promised to pleasure me well and leave me satisfied,” she continued.
He spanked her even harder. She wriggled, but the burning was such a sweetly intense agony, feeding the fires he was rousing, she wanted more rather than to escape.
“Artur is not for you. No man will ever satisfy you as I can,” he proclaimed and followed the words with another series of spanks.
“Keovan offered me a gold chain necklace and other riches.”
Smack. He spanked her twice more. “Keovan is not for you. Someday I’ll put gold chains around your neck and your wrists and your ankles. Perhaps I’ll even wrap one around your waist and down around here.” He traced a line with his finger down the crack between her bottom cheeks, before he spanked her again. A series of sharp whacks covered her bottom with liquid, burning heat.
“And then there was Walter, the stablehand,” she added. “He’s a bit slow and offered me nothing but his good nature. It might have been enough.”
Whap! He smacked even harder. “It would not have been enough, and well you know it,” he said. “Walter is not for you.” He rubbed her aching bottom and it helped transmute the remaining pain into sizzling desire. “You belong to me and only to me.” A few more sharp, hard spanks, punctuated the words. “I’ll love you and shelter you and pleasure you and care for you from this day forward.”
One more hard spank made her cry out. He stopped and rubbed her bottom again, caressing it so sweetly she began to move against his hand. He reached forward and took one of her breasts in his hand to knead it. A finger of the other hand traveled down the crack and into the slit to find her engorged bud. The sensations were so delicious, she could barely stay in position.
He moved so that he was behind her as she remained on her hands and knees. His hard cock probed at her backside for a moment, then slid into her. He reached around her to hold and caress her breasts while he pumped into her. The angle was different and felt strange at first, but as she adjusted to it, he found again the sweet spot inside her that jolted her with lightning bolts of pleasure.
He squeezed and pinched her nipples bringing her more of the sweet pleasure-pain that was driving her wild. He withdrew his cock, only to plunge in again, harder and deeper. With his body covering her, she could feel his tension mount along with hers. The pressure built within her until she knew not how she could contain any more, yet his fingers and his cock continued to push her higher and tighter.
One of his hands moved down to her slit and stroked over her bud, softly, then harder. She screamed as the pressure suddenly burst and huge spasms rocked her. It took her out of herself completely, into a universe of brilliant lights and thunderous explosions.
Henrik came as well, spurting into her with a roar of triumph. His climax seemed to roll on forever, joining the rocking jolts that continued to blast through her. They moved in tight rhythm, absorbing each other’s spasms and feeding them back, keeping it rolling through them until exhaustion finally brought them to collapse.
Henrik fell over, taking her with him. They lay together on their sides, her back to him, their bodies aligned and touching from shoulders to feet.
“You’re mine,” Henrik proclaimed again. “Mine for the rest of our days. And I can scarce wait for all the days ahead of us. There’s so much yet for us to do and to learn. So many more things to try. We’ll make love in the ocean some day. And on the beach. In the ship, with the waves rocking us. Whatever makes you happy. I’ll spend the rest of my days making you happy.”
She turned in his arms and kissed him. “Someday we’ll make love on the top of a great mountain. We’ll be together in distant lands. We’ll find wonders beyond imagining and see such sights as great tales are made from. Yet none will compare to what I’ve already seen. You are the greatest wonder of my life and such a treasure as I could never hope to find.”
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Kathy Kulig
“The park’s closed today,” the gray-haired gentleman at the visitor’s desk said in a slow Irish drawl. He scowled at his computer screen then scribbled notes on a piece of paper without looking at her.
“I’m not a tourist, I’m Dana Brennan. I was hired as a musician for the show.”
Glancing up from his work, he gave her a quick once-over and frowned. “What happened to you, miss? You’re soaking wet.” He stood and approached the counter from the other side, giving her a closer look. “Didn’t fall into the bog now, did you?”
“Bog? No, I had a flat tire on my drive over. It was raining.”
“Changed it yourself now?”
She nodded.
He smiled, clearly astonished. He was a man of indeterminate years with white hair, a weatherworn face and blue eyes that held humor one moment, and severity the next.
“I’ll get you your key so you can get into dry clothes. I’m Will Donegal, the proprietor of Rathmoor Castle.” He opened several drawers until he held up a key. “Here you go, Ms. Brennan. Take the road to the right of the castle. You’ll find the cottages for the performers.” He handed her the key with the number six on it. “You be an American? First time in Ireland?”
“I am American, but I’ve visited before. My cousin lives in Dublin. She told me about the job.”
“I’d come and show you the cottage, but I best be staying here. Being it’s Monday, the park is closed, but tourists still wander in.”
Her spirits fell. “Darn. I was hoping to check out the castle. It looks magnificent from the outside.”
“It is that now, isn’t it?” His eyes brightened and his back straightened, then he turned serious again. “You’ll have plenty of time to explore the castle when it’s open.”
“I will. Thanks.” She sighed. “I’m supposed to meet Jack. I understand he’s the one who hired me.” They’d talked on the phone and emailed for months. She had all the music he’d sent her memorized for the show. She couldn’t wait to meet him. Curiosity stirred that fluttery sensation in her stomach.
She couldn’t help but wonder if his looks matched her fantasy image of him. At the same time, she worried if she didn’t perform well, Jack had the power to fire her, and this exciting summer job and vacation would abruptly end.
His voice had a slow, rugged sound. Maybe it was the Irish accent or her pitiful love life that had kicked her libido into gear. She hadn’t had anything more than a casual date over the last six months. Knowing her luck, Jack probably looked more like the proprietor.
“Jack’s around,” Mr. Donegal said. “His cottage is at the edge of the forest, number two. And best you don’t wander into that forest alone. You could get lost in the bogs.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Get lost? She used to go backpacking in the Shenandoah National Park alone and she never got lost. She thought better not to mention that. “I had a large package shipped. Do you know if it’s arrived yet?”
He pondered her question for a moment. “Yes, it’s here. Delivered two days ago.”
“Where is it? How did it look?” She clasped her hands to her chest, preparing herself for the worse.
He gave her a puzzled look. “Why, it looked like a box, a rather large one at that.”
“I mean was it damaged?
“Don’t think so.”
“Good. Can I pick it up now, please?”
“Jack took it. Said it was your harp. Probably took it to the castle for the show.”
“And the castle is closed,” she reminded him. Her heart leapt with relief and disappointment. By the look on the proprietor’s face, he wasn’t going to leave his post so she could get her instrument.
“Ah, I love the folk harp. ’Tis a lovely sound. I shall look forward to hearing you play.”
“Thank you, Mr. Donegal.”
He caught her gaze and gave her a slight nod. “If you follow the drive, you’ll come to a fork. Bear to the right. You’ll see the cottages. There’s a meeting tonight at seven in the castle for the entertainers. You can get your harp then.”
She thanked him again and left the visitor’s center with its quaint thatched roof and miniature windows with flower boxes, like something straight out of a fairytale. Despite her disappointment in having to wait to practice her music, her summer job excited her. Her parents had frowned on Dana’s decision to take a leave of absence from a well-paying management position in a security company for this part-time, minimal-paying job as an entertainer in a medieval show.
Both high-powered executives, they thrived on long work hours and stress. How could they understand that the stress of Dana’s job had been wearing on her life? Work usually slowed down in her company over the summer, so her boss had agreed to the leave as long as she returned by September first. She deserved this break. At thirty-three, this was the first reckless thing she’d ever done.
The midday sun dried the earlier rain and the air smelled of dew, cut grass and flowers. For a Maryland girl, June in Ireland was on the cool side. She climbed into her rental car, which looked more like a fishbowl on a roller skate, and drove along the gravel road toward Rathmoor Castle. As she reached the fork in the road, she stopped the car. Across a large field toward the right, a dozen thatched-roofed cottages lined the edge of a dense forest. The left fork led straight to the castle. The ancient castle stood in the center of a large meadow. The worn stone edifice conveyed power and strength. The centuries hadn’t diminished that.
As she gazed at the massive structure, a slight tremor went through her. Mostly, she shivered from cold. The rain had soaked through to her underwear and the cool air had chilled her to the bone. But the tremor was more than that. She couldn’t imagine her good luck at working in such a beautiful place, but what if her parents were right and taking this time off would somehow hurt her position at her old job? She drew in a breath as a sudden case of nerves overwhelmed her with doubt. As much as she loved the adventurous nature of her summer job, was she being practical?
She found herself hoping to go back to her old routine as soon as possible. Why did she think she could make a big change in her life? Fulfill a life-long dream as a musician. That wasn’t her.
Dana swung the car toward the cottages and stopped in front of number six. After unloading her luggage, she dragged it all into her unit and dropped it on the bed. The cottage was small but very neat. A tiny kitchen with a table for two was at the front, a bed and dresser in the middle, then a seating area with loveseat and coffee table. A stone fireplace took over one wall. Her teeth chattered and a hot shower beckoned.
She showered and changed into jeans and a tee shirt and slipped on a lightweight hooded sweatshirt, leaving it unzipped. Grabbing her room key and stuffing it in her sweatshirt pocket, she gave her unpacked suitcases a weary look as she left her cottage.
When she tried Jack’s door and got no answer, she accepted the grim fact that harp practice would have to wait until after the meeting that evening. The castle loomed in front of her and begged exploration. A drive into town for groceries would wait. How could she pass up scouting the grounds of a five-hundred-year-old monument? Closed or not, she had to take a closer look. She had all afternoon to shop and unpack. As she climbed the hill toward the castle, she admired how the dark stone structure rose well above the trees and at each corner were tower-like turrets. The view from the top must be amazing.
After working in a security company for thirteen years, force of habit had her scanning the castle walls for security cameras or spotlights. No cameras, minimal lighting, no motion sensors. She hoped the park had a better system in place inside, considering the castle was supposed to have fifteenth- and sixteenth-century furnishings.
Why did the castle have to be closed today? Just her luck. She walked up the drawbridge and tried the door and found it locked. Crap. Maybe it wasn’t so easy to break into a castle.
Walking around the building, she ran her hand along the rough stone. Five hundred years old. She tried to imagine what it would’ve been like to live here centuries ago. The sophisticated lords and ladies must have had many lavish feasts and celebrations. And all summer she would be entertaining in this beautiful, historical place. A dream come true. She couldn’t contain her smile.
She hadn’t practiced in over two weeks since she’d shipped her harp. Even though the audiences for the dinner shows would be small, her stomach knotted as if she was about to perform at a huge symphony hall.
Three-quarters around the building, she discovered a small alcove and a wooden service door at the end of the narrow walkway. Dana tugged on the metal door latch and it opened. She shook her head. Very poor security. She should mention this to Jack and make some recommendations while she was here.
A narrow curved stairway led up. She preferred to learn the layout of the place before she started work, since the first show would be in a couple of days. One flight up opened onto a great hall. A few tapestries hung on the walls between giant windows and heavy dark chairs and one table nearly took up the entire room. They’d need more tables to seat guests. There must be another room.
Dana crossed the hall to another doorway that led to a different stairway and was about to climb, when she saw a flickering glow from the darkness below. Fire? Could the castle be on fire? Wiring or the furnishings could be. She trotted down the circular stone stairs.
Darkness crept in around her except for the golden, flickering light from the basement. Walking through another doorway, she thought she heard voices but she wasn’t sure. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.
As she rounded a stone partition, the room brightened. Flames flickered within a half dozen wrought-iron sconces; a fire burned in a small stone fireplace. The room smelled of sweet burning wood and damp stone. At the far wall two people hovered in shadows. Dana remained in her circle of darkness at the bottom of the stairs, unable to tear her gaze away from the frightening sight.
A naked woman, suspended from the ceiling, was bound with straps. Her wrists and ankles secured and spread wide in a V shape. Torn between wanting to rush over to rescue her, or run out and call for help, Dana froze. She couldn’t move or speak.
A narrow hammock cradled and supported the woman’s back and bottom. Her pussy and anus lay open wide, and metal clamps were attached to her nipples. Dana winced at the distended tips protruding from the tight clamps. The woman also wore a blindfold. The other person, a male, wore a hooded robe. His back faced Dana.
A rush of heat, then cold crept through her. Wrapping her arms around her waist, her first instinct was to escape and call for help. Then she stepped back and searched for a weapon, planning to do some damage to the guy if the woman needed help. Instead, Dana froze at the bottom of the stairs. Attacking this man was not a good idea if the woman was a willing participant. She would watch long enough to make sure the woman was okay.
There were people who got into this kinky stuff. Why would this woman allow this man to do these things? “More, slave?” the man in the robe asked the woman.
The woman nodded. “Yes, Master, if it pleases you.” His fingers stroked the narrow thatch of dark hair between her legs, avoiding the glistening folds of her pussy. The woman squirmed and tried lifting her hips.
Dana managed to breathe in teaspoon-sized portions of air. People did this for fun? It didn’t look like fun. Was the woman in trouble? Should she stop this? Go for help? Move, dammit.
“You want me to touch your clit, don’t you?”
The woman whimpered and arched her back. “Yes, Sir.”
“But I hadn’t given you permission to move.” He continued to tease her, his fingers trailing along her inner thighs, across her ass and back to the thatch of hair.
The woman moaned in pleasure. “No, Sir. You didn’t. I forgot.”
His hand moved to her breasts and adjusted the nipple clamps until she let out a little yelp and sharp intake of breath. “I’ll have to punish you for forgetting.”
“Yes, Sir.”
He swung a flogger in the air several times. The woman’s chest rose and fell quickly as if anticipating the blows that would come. Dana held her breath. The robed man struck her ass and she cried out and jerked against her bindings. Her feet pointed and her legs tried to spread wider.
“Yes, Master, again. Please.”
Biting her lip, Dana clamped a hand over her mouth. Good lord, the woman enjoyed this.
“Not just yet. You’re being an insolent slave today.” He chuckled as the flogger swatted her bottom and the underside of her thighs.
Dana’s blood chilled with the sharp crack of leather hitting the woman’s bare skin. As he hit her again and again, the woman slumped in her restraints, her head hung to one side. He approached her and brushed her long dark hair from her face and kissed her forehead tenderly. Whimpering, the woman leaned into the kiss. Dana stared at the couple shamelessly. She should leave quietly but couldn’t pull herself away.
“Good,” he said. “You ready for more?”
The woman nodded and leaned into his hand. He walked over to the wall and pulled an object out of a tote bag then came back to the woman.
“You remember the safe signals with a gag?”
“Yes, Master. Three quick grunts or open and close my hands.”
“Yes.” He bent down to kiss her. “Now open.” A ball gag was secured in her mouth. He tied the straps around the back of her head. Now the woman couldn’t scream if she needed to.
Dana couldn’t shout or run. Should she trust this man or do something?
“You’re such a pain slut, my love.” The man stroked her hair then he swung the flogger in a circle. Turning to the side, the man faced Dana. His robe gaped open, and he was naked underneath. His hard cock jutted out from the draped fabric. “I think you like pain as much as coming.”
The woman made a mewling sound as she nodded.
“You want to come, don’t you?” His hand slipped between her legs, then he plunged a finger inside her.
She nodded and moaned, trying to raise her hips.
“No, stay,” he ordered, pulling his hand away. He then swung the flogger and swatted straight across her breasts.
The woman gave a yelp as much as she could with a gag in her mouth.
Dana bit her lip as heat flowed through her followed by a throbbing in her pussy. Lord, she was wet and getting turned on by this. The man lapped at the woman’s clamped nipples, then took a swollen tip between his teeth. The woman jerked against her restraints. “Too painful?” he asked.
She shook her head and arched her back, offering her breasts to him. He bit harder this time and the woman cried out beneath the gag. Dana’s nipples hardened too and her pussy was sopping. How could the woman stand that kind of torture and appear to beg for more?
“Are you ready to be fucked?” he asked as his hand dipped down to her slit.
She nodded, writhing in her restraints.
“I’m going to fuck you, but I want to taste you first.”
The woman let out a groan and looked at her right hand. She had her pinky finger extended. He looked up. “You’re signaling you’re on the edge?”
She nodded.
“Good. I’ll go slowly.” He cracked the flogger in the air. The sound made the woman and Dana jump. “But don’t come until I give you permission. I still wish to taste you so you must remain in control.”
The woman nodded slightly and whimpered. Stroking her breasts, the man then moved his hand lower, circling her pussy. His mouth positioned between her legs and Dana could see he blew across her clit and labia. The woman groaned. Dana held her hand over her mouth.
Obviously, these were lovers, strange as it was, and she needed to get out of there before they saw her. Slowly, she took a step back and another, but somehow managed to trip over her own feet in the darkness. Stumbling, she fell back against the wall. The movement and noise caught the man’s attention. He jerked his head toward Dana and gave her a narrowed look.
“You going to explain what the hell you’re doing?” The man in the robe took several steps closer, the flogger still gripped in his right hand. The folds of his robe opened and he didn’t make any move to hide his cock. Sliding the hood back off his head, he let the robe hang off his shoulders, giving her a view of his face and body. Straight black hair fell past his shoulders. Dark, intense eyes lingered on her breasts, then he locked his gaze with hers. His stern frown eased into an intimidating smile. “You like to watch, I can tell.”
The woman hanging from the straps struggled against her restraints and moaned.
“It’s all right. We have a visitor, my love, but I don’t think she means any harm.” He studied Dana. “Do you?”
Dana shook her head. “No. I saw a light. I thought it might be a fire.” As if that explained her presence in the castle when it was closed to the public.
“Except you pulled my lady out of her sub space.” His smile was grim and tone annoyed. “Never interrupt a session.”
She wasn’t sure what he meant. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I wanted to make sure…” She was going to say make sure the woman wasn’t tied up against her will, but she’d figured that out the first minute. Then why hadn’t she left sooner?
“That something ominous wasn’t going on here?” He laughed. “I can see your nipples through the bra. You like to watch. It’s in your eyes too. You’re turned on. Maybe you’d like to be next?”
Dana swallowed and took a step back.
He laughed. “Another time perhaps. You can stay if you wish. My lady likes to be watched. But you cannot interfere and you must remove your clothes.”
Her pussy throbbed painfully at the thought of his suggestion. She’d soaked through her panties. This was turning her on, and scaring the hell out of her too. How did he know? “I think I’ll go. Sorry to disturb you.”
He looked annoyed. “Suit yourself.”
She backed up the spiral stone steps. As soon as she couldn’t see him anymore, she turned and ran the rest of the way. Running across the main hall on the first floor, she found the door to the outside, yanked it open and raced toward the front of the castle where she’d parked her car.
A fine misty rain cooled her heated face but her body burned and ached with a desire she didn’t understand. She kept glancing behind her, expecting to see the naked man in the black, hooded robe chasing her. As she came around the front turret, she crashed into him.
Dana screamed and stumbled back. Strong, muscular arms enclosed her.
“Easy now, miss. Are you all right?”
She looked up into calm, blue eyes that held concern, not the intense annoyance of the man in the castle’s dungeon. “Let go of me.” She pushed at his chest. Despite the cool air, he wore a short-sleeved shirt that showed off decent-sized biceps.
He released her and she took a step back. “You running from a ghost?” the guy asked, smiling. Not the man in the black, hooded robe. He was taller, his hair shorter and he wore jeans, not a robe, thank God.
She held a hand to her chest while she sucked in air, trying to catch her breath. “Who the hell are you? You scared the daylights out of me.”
“I’m Jack.”
“Jack Murray?”
He nodded, smiling with a glint of mischief in his eyes. “And you are…”
He was much better-looking than she’d imagined him. During months of email she’d made her own fantasy image. Thick, dark hair was combed back but a wavy lock fell low over his brow. He stood a few inches taller than she and appeared to be about the same age. “I’m Dana. I just got here.”
“Dana, hello.” His eyebrows went up. “Got here. From where?” He gave her an odd look, probably trying to figure out why she ran from behind the castle.
She hesitated. Glancing over her shoulders, she half expected to see the naked guy, robe flowing behind him as he chased after her. Her heart still pounded.
Jack looked past her as if he too expected to see someone.
“Dublin. I drove in from Dublin.” She’d rather get far away from the castle right now. What if that guy came out and saw her? But Jack was the one who’d hired her or recommended her for the job. She took a deep breath and let the air out slowly, willing herself to relax. She glanced back again. If the robed guy was chasing her, he would’ve been out by now.
She turned back and met Jack’s eyes and her stomach did a twirl. Actually, he was damn hot, no question there. Heat flamed her face and traveled south making her horny all over again. What was wrong with her? Maybe jetlag. God, she didn’t need the inconvenience of a summer fling, not that he’d be interested. Even if he was, it wasn’t worth the trouble or pain. She imagined the awkward moment when she had to return to the states.
“Something wrong?” Jack lifted a brow.
“No, I’m fine.”
He studied her for a heart-pounding moment with an intense gaze which made her a bit wobbly on her feet. The corner of his mouth quirked in a grin.
“Did the other harpist have her baby?” she asked.
“Don’t think so.”
“The job is still mine through the end of August?” Something about Jack was very appealing—the easy way he talked, that Irish accent, the spark in his eyes, and at the same time, unsettling. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or bad.
In his emails he’d mentioned he wasn’t married, but didn’t say if he had a girlfriend. Their chats had occasionally gotten a little personal, but mostly they were business friendly. She glanced at his left hand and confirmed he didn’t wear a wedding ring. Not that all men wore wedding bands.
He smiled and she wondered if he caught her checking him out. Her heart gave a little leap. She didn’t believe in love at first sight but she did believe in instant attraction. Either the man was charismatic or her hormones were strung out after the bizarre scene she just witnessed.
“Yes, through August.” He looked over her shoulder, and she spun around to see what he looked at.
Had the man in the robe finally come out?
“Someone with you?” he asked.
She shook her head. “No, no. Just looking around the castle.”
“Ah, ’tis quite a fine, old place. I can show you now if you like.”
“No!”
He grinned. “Another time, perhaps.”
“Yes, thanks. I should get to my cottage and unpack. I thought I’d drive into town for groceries then take a walk in the forest.” She didn’t want to ask for her harp now. Mr. Donegal had said it was in the castle.
“Lots of bogs in the forest behind the cottages. Careful if you decide to go on that walk. Stay on the trails.”
“Thanks for the tip,” she said with a hint of sarcasm. Did they think she was from the city and never took a walk in the woods?
“You’ll be wanting your harp?” he asked.
Dana panicked. She wanted to say yes, but she didn’t want to go back inside the castle.
“I’ll bring it to you. It’s in my cottage.”
After Jack brought Dana’s harp to her cottage, he drove into town to work at his uncle’s clothing store. Later, as he crossed the meadow toward home, haunting harp music drifted from Dana’s place. The melody he recognized as one of the songs from the show. He stood on the gravel walkway in front of her porch mesmerized by the smooth precision of her music and the sensual flow of the notes. An accomplished player, not an amateur.
Her beauty equaled her music. She should be performing in a large symphony orchestra, not a small medieval dinner show.
While he listened, the stress of the afternoon eased from his shoulders. It had been a disappointing day. Another loan application turned down. He was running out of options. The thought of returning to his old job in the wool mills didn’t appeal to him. The last seven years he’d been running his uncle’s store, pulled it out of near bankruptcy and now his uncle planned to sell it. The money from the sale would be his uncle’s retirement. If Jack was the new owner, his uncle could continue to work part-time. But if Jack couldn’t get a loan to buy the store, his uncle would be forced to look for another buyer and would lose his part-time job. His uncle couldn’t afford to hold a loan for Jack.
The music stopped and Jack held his breath in the still afternoon. Was his private concert over? He wondered why she would come all the way to Ireland for a summer job. Nothing in their emails had given him a clue as to why.
The music began again, a difficult classical piece for as much as he knew about music, not part of the show. He was a singer, not a musician. He closed his eyes, lost in his private performance. His mind wandered and easily imagined Dana playing the harp naked, then incorporating a pattern of rope bondage for that scene, allowing only her hands and arms free to play. He would slowly release her unbridled sensuality. Tension and sexual heat built when a sub’s trust relinquished control to him. That always pleasured him the most.
Someone that skilled at an instrument had to be regimented and disciplined, a master of her harp. Had she ever allowed anyone to Master her in the bedroom?
Dana reminded him of a sub he once knew at Dagda’s Edge. Cleona never fit in with the other guests of the cottage. She craved release, and Jack thought he could reach her. At times she responded to his commands and explored her deepest desires. But her tormented past and those bonds of insecurity and guilt threw up walls he couldn’t conquer. She hesitated with whatever measures he tried, and he knew when not to push her boundaries. She was out of place and inexperienced with BDSM.
Every guest of the cottage, or Dagda’s Edge, had to be invited. He didn’t quite understand the mystery or science behind the cottage other than it had been built centuries ago on the intersections of ley lines, and the electromagnetic energy had the power to transmute time and dimensions.
He didn’t understand it, nor did most of the guests. They just accepted it. Dru, the manager, seemed to understand. He wasn’t sure where she originated from, and wondered if she had the ability to control the energy surrounding the cottage. She always denied she had that gift.
Jack first met Cleona at Dagda’s Edge. He was introduced by Adara, the cottage’s bartender. The two women were friends. It didn’t take long for Jack to realize both women were not from the area, although they claimed to be from Ireland. At the time, he had no idea how displaced they were.
Cleona had been a willing submissive at first, but Jack wasn’t prepared for the doubts and fears she struggled with.
He knew she had been in a relationship with another man, engaged perhaps, but Cleona refused to talk about it. He believed Adara, had guided Cleona into the forest, to Dagda’s Edge, as a means to escape her lover’s control.
Maybe it was Jack’s inability to meet her needs, to gain her trust, or perhaps Cleona felt guilt, didn’t like this foreign land, or didn’t want to give up her vanilla lifestyle. She chose to leave Dagda’s Edge and return to her home and lover. A painful and tearful choice. Painful for him as well.
Jack had learned his lesson. Never bring an inexperienced submissive to Dagda’s Edge. He needed to keep Dana out of the forest and away from the cottage.
If they had more time, perhaps, he could bring her around slowly.
He suspected her normal life was usually focused and in control. But under the careful attentions of a Dom, would she surrender her sensual side and completely let go? During their many chats online, he wondered if Dana had picked up on his Dom nature. At first emails were business related, discussing the dinner show, its production and where she’d be living, then progressed to friendly teasing and a little suggestive chat. He said things like, ‘I’ll instruct you on what will be required as my harpist.’ And she replied, ‘I’ll do everything I can to meet your needs.’ He could have mistaken her outgoing American nature for blatant flirting.
His cock hungered for the opportunity to train a sub, to have her surrender her physical self to him. There was something very enticing about bringing a novice into the lifestyle. She’d either be curious enough to ease into it or be scared off. Jack couldn’t deny who he was—a sexual Dominant looking for a woman willing to take on the role as his submissive. But the downside was choosing a sub not ready for the extreme tastes and desires of a master. Did he want to put himself through all that again?
Unfortunately, the troupe couldn’t afford to be without a harpist. His priority was to help Donegal, the owner, find a temporary harpist, to replace Jane while she had her babe, not find a new slave for himself. The summer was their busiest season and he didn’t have time to hire and train someone new.
“Taking a nap are you, Jack?”
Jack shook himself out of his musing, opened his eyes and looked at Damon. The fellow troupe member and friend studied him with devilish dark eyes. “Nah, listening to the new girl play. She’s good, isn’t she?” Jack answered.
Damon, the violinist, tilted his head toward Dana’s cottage. His long dark hair was damp, and a large duffle slung over his shoulder. “Yeah, she is that. Is she coming to the meeting tonight? She needs to get her costume,” Damon said.
“I don’t know. She didn’t say.”
“You met her then. Is she cute?”
“Very.” Jack couldn’t stop himself from smiling.
“Ah, Jack. I know that look. You’ll be wanting to tie her up and do unmentionable things to her.” Damon narrowed his eyes. “But don’t scare her off now. We need a harpist for the summer.”
“I know,” Jack groaned. He could listen to her play all day.
“You could go to Dagda’s Edge and find a willing lady.”
Jack shrugged. “For the night, yes, but I want more. A woman in my life, not just a one-night partner. I’d like what you and Shannon have.”
Damon nodded. “I understand. Shannon and I are going to get something to eat before the meeting. Want to join us?”
“I’ll pass, thanks. I think I’ll check on the harpist.” He gave Damon a wink.
*****
“Dinner?” Jack asked, an easy smile greeting her at the opened doorway to her cottage.
“Jack! Hi.” Dana’s stomach gave a bit of a flutter. She knew he was probably looking at her opened suitcases with clothes piled all over the bed. Once she’d had her harp, she’d given up unpacking to practice. It’d been over two weeks since she’d played. Usually if she went more than a day she started climbing the walls. “What?” Sometimes when she played her harp she’d get so disconnected from the world. It took her a second to understand what he asked. “A little early for dinner, isn’t it? I was going to find a market in town for groceries. I can cook something here.”
His eyebrows rose. “It’s twenty minutes to town. I doubt you’ll have time if you plan to make the meeting.”
“I have all afternoon.” She checked her watch. It was nearly five p.m. “Oh my God. I was playing for four hours.” She suddenly realized she was hungry. “I guess I’ll have to go after the meeting.”
Jack shook his head. “Bet you didn’t have lunch either.”
She didn’t answer.
“Follow me,” he ordered, walking off her porch, not waiting for her to answer.
“Hang on, let me get my sweatshirt.” Dana sorted through the clothes on her bed and found her sweatshirt and put it on. She slipped the room key in her pocket and felt an object like a large coin. She pulled it out and studied it. Not a coin, but the intricate detail of an old brooch. Made of either bronze or copper, a coiled design like a labyrinth circle sat in the center surrounded by Celtic knots. Weird. She didn’t remember anyone giving her the brooch, and wondered if it was an artifact and maybe she could be in trouble for having it. She turned it over and found nothing carved on the back. The idea that someone must’ve slipped it in her pocket was unsettling and a little annoying.
“Dana?” Jack called from her porch.
“Coming.” She placed the brooch in a drawer and planned to take it back to the castle later, then rushed out of her cottage, locked her door, and ran to catch up to him. “Where are we going?” she asked Jack.
He didn’t answer and kept walking. She hesitated for a moment then decided to see what he had in mind. Jack had to go to the meeting too. Maybe he knew a local place where she could get a quick bite.
“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”
“Jack’s place.”
“And why are we going to your place?” she asked. He gave her a sexy grin and her pulse kicked up a few beats. The sexy voice she remembered hearing on the phone certainly matched the rugged good looks of the man before her. Following him gave her a nice view of him from the back, from wide shoulders, to the tight ass in snug jeans to boots.
He glanced over his shoulder and shot her a dark look from blue-gray eyes. “Trust me.” His cottage had the same layout as hers—the kitchenette at the front of the cottage, the bed with a red patterned duvet and a loveseat in the back. It was neat and organized except for several boxes stacked in one corner, a laptop computer on the small dining table and a bicycle propped against a wall. A wide window overlooked the forest behind the cottages.
In the kitchenette, he took out pots and pans, sliced brown bread and removed an enormous amount of food from the refrigerator.
“I don’t want you to go to any trouble,” she said.
“Shepherd’s Pie is no trouble. It’s dinner. Have a seat. It won’t take long. But this kitchen is too small for two people.” He handed her silverware and pointed to one of two chairs at the small dining table. After fixing them both a cup of tea, he went to work on their meal.
“Thanks, Jack.” She watched him boil the potatoes and prepare a meat filling. As he added rosemary, thyme and other spices to the bubbling mixture, Dana inhaled the savory aroma. “Mmm. That smells wonderful.”
“Won’t be long.” He added the meat and vegetable mixture to a casserole dish and covered it with mashed potatoes, then slid it into the oven.
He sat at the table and poured more tea. “How long have you been playing the harp? Is that your full-time job?”
She tightened the grip around her mug, suddenly reminded the fulfillment of her dream was only temporary. “I’ve been playing the harp since I was eight years old. I dreamed of playing in a symphony someplace, but my parents felt that dream was not practical so I went to school for electrical engineering and work designing security systems. Not very glamourous but it pays the bills.”
He frowned. “Sounds like you don’t like it much.”
She shrugged. “It’s okay.”
“Do you get to play your harp in other concerts?”
She stared at the table and grasped her hands in her lap. “No, I play for my own pleasure.”
“That’s sad.”
She looked at him and smiled. “I enjoy playing. I don’t need an audience.”
He grunted.
“How long have you been doing the show?”
He leaned back with his mug and took a sip. “Couple years. It’s a part-time job and doesn’t pay much. I also manage my uncle’s store. Before the show, I worked in the woolen mills factory. I hated it. I’m trying to buy out my uncle’s shop so he can retire. I’m waiting to see if the bank will cooperate. If not, I’ll return to the mills.”
“I hope it works out for you.”
Jack got up and took the casserole out of the oven, served portions on two plates and cut slices of the homemade bread. “How do you like it? Good?” he asked after she’d tasted it.
“This is great. You didn’t bake the bread, did you?”
He laughed. “No. I’ll take you to the market in the morning and show you around town, including the bakery.”
“That’s really nice of you.” She glanced around his cottage. “What do you sell at your uncle’s store?” She devoured the shepherd’s pie. Have to love a guy who could cook.
“Woolens and leather goods.”
“I’ll have to stop by and check it out. I’m sure I could use a sweater in this weather. Ireland’s summers are cooler than I’m used to.” Something about the way the man looked at her made her squirm in her seat. Not in a bad way. He had the most gorgeous blue eyes, sensual, intense but at the same time calming. “Not the season for leather though. Too warm and too much rain.”
Jack smiled. “Leather never goes out of season.” The look he gave her spread heat and longing through her. It was a very bad idea to get involved with someone considering she would leave in three months. “Leather goods provide our largest sales in the summer.” His voice lowered. “Some of our clientele have special requests.”
The way he said it made her feel strangely aroused. Her nipples tingled and hardened and her pussy throbbed. “Should I ask?”
He shrugged. “Fetish wear and bondage equipment. More pie?” He got up and spooned another serving of shepherd pie.
She swallowed. “No, thanks. I’ve had enough.”
His gaze locked with hers as if he was testing her, waiting to see if she’d react to the comment about leather goods. This reminded her of a business deal. Was he playing games with her? If he was, she wasn’t going to let him rile her. “Interesting. And what’s your best-selling SM device?”
Smiling he said, “Floggers, then various restraints. A lot of people enjoy pain.”
“Mmmm.” She said it in a tone as if they spoke about the weather or a favorite movie.
“What do know of the SM scene?” He was serious, the teasing tone gone.
She took in a breath. Images of the couple in the castle’s dungeon flashed in her mind. Heat flowed through her like warmed honey. Her pussy felt wet and achy. “Not a lot. I read some about it. Curious, I guess.”
He smiled. “Fantasized then?”
She choked on the last spoonful of her dinner. “Wow, this conversation got personal. From groceries to bondage to sexual fantasies.” Her voice shook and her whole body heated. Exhilarated by the topic, she pressed her thighs together as her pussy clenched and pulsed. Damn, this man had her worked up now, and she’d only just met him. “Why didn’t you mention this in your emails?”
“You mean about working in a store?”
She laughed nervously. “I mean about the SM products you sell.”
He shrugged. “I didn’t want to scare you off. We needed a harpist and your cousin highly recommended you.”
“I don’t scare too easily.” She smiled. God, was she flirting? Yes, she was flirting and wasn’t he her coworker?
“What does scare you?” He shot her a self-satisfied grin.
Her mind went to the couple in the dungeon. Had they bought leather items from Jack’s store? Was she scared by what she’d seen? Or intrigued? This time she shrugged. “I’ll have to let you know.”
“I’ll count on that,” he lowered his voice and heat flowed through her. “We should go to the castle.”
“What?” she breathed. Dana’s heart fluttered as she thought about Jack tying her up in the dungeon. So soon? He didn’t waste any time.
“The meeting is starting in a few minutes. What did you think I meant?”
“Nothing.”
*****
After Jack introduced Dana to everyone, he walked her through her parts. Why was she so nervous? She knew the music. She met the other minstrel players, singers and actors.
“Damon and Shannon will be up later. They’re bringing the costumes from the dry cleaners,” said Jack. “There’ll be a rehearsal at three tomorrow. This is mainly for the benefit of our new member, Dana. She knows the music. I’ve heard her play. She’ll do fine in the show tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Dana squeaked. She thought she’d have a couple days.
“Is there a problem?” Jack asked.
“No, looking forward to it.” She swallowed. Dana glanced at Jack, giving him a worried look. Not much time to practice. Talk about getting thrown to the wolves.
Returning her gaze, he gave her a reassuring smile with a slight nod. He must know what she was thinking. Did she have that panicked look in her eyes?
“You’ll be fine,” he whispered in her ear.
“That’s all I have for you,” Jack said. “Any questions?”
Everyone shook their heads. “Except for the costumes,” Thea, a woman with long reddish hair said. There were eight people in the troupe, four women and four men, minus the couple who was missing. Thea was the flute player, her boyfriend, Kevin, played the uilleann pipes, which sounded a bit like bagpipes, and two dancers. “I hope it’s soon. We all have plans tonight.”
Jack nodded. “I know. Hang here for a few. I’ll give Dana a quick tour while we wait for Damon and Shannon.” He held out his hand, pointing the way to a spiral staircase. “After you.”
Dana followed Jack up the shadowed staircase. He pointed out several rooms that had once been bedrooms, a chapel, guest rooms and servant quarters. Then the stairs opened onto the roof. A gust of cool air penetrated her sweatshirt and she shivered. “Wow, what a view.”
“You can’t see much in the dark. But I wanted to talk to you.”
“I’m glad to be here, Jack.” She could feel him studying her and the butterflies flitted around in her stomach. “What did you want to talk about?”
She heard him let out a breath. “I want to know what you were so afraid of before. Why were you running from the castle earlier?”
She wanted to tell him, but she was embarrassed and confused by her reaction. She wasn’t afraid, not anymore. Mostly she was turned on. How could she tell him this? A previous boyfriend had tied her up a couple times for fun during sex, but it wasn’t anything like what she saw in the dungeon. “I can’t.”
“Don’t you trust me?”
She let out a half laugh. “Jack, I don’t know you.”
“We’ve been talking for months.”
“It’s not the same.”
“Take the chance. I can be trusted.”
The sound of voices far below caught her attention. Dana looked over the stone wall and flood lights from the castle illuminated the entertainers walking across the meadow carrying costumes. Beautiful medieval dresses for the ladies, and doublets and breeches for the guys.
“Shannon and Damon are back,” Jack said, looking over the wall. “Maybe you’ll tell me later.”
Back down the stairs, Dana entered the grand hall again and it was empty. Then at one end she saw two people hunched over the large table with medieval clothing draped on top.
“Hey, you two. What kept you?” Jack asked.
The guy spun around and Dana gasped. “The dry cleaners had a time finding all the costumes—” He took a look at Dana and smiled. “Hello, there.” By the way he looked at her, Dana knew he recognized her from the dungeon. “Look who’s here, Shannon. Our visitor from earlier.” The woman with long, dark hair turned around and gave Dana an up-and-down look, her mouth pressed together as if trying to hold back a smile. Her fingers played at the cleavage of her low-cut sweater.
“Welcome to Rathmoor Castle,” Shannon said with a teasing grin. “Next time maybe you’ll stay longer or join in?”
“I don’t think so. Sorry I disturbed you.” Dana couldn’t stop herself from remembering Damon naked in the black robe, or Shannon strapped up, legs spread. Her face felt flushed and her nipples tightened.
“Am I missing something?” Jack said.
“You’ll have to ask Dana for the details.” Damon grinned. The man didn’t look embarrassed at all. “My guess is we have a sub smoldering beneath that demure surface. With the right Master—”
Shannon punched him in the arm. “Stop it.” She turned to Dana. “Ignore him. He’s shameless, but harmless.”
Dana glanced toward Jack’s questioning look. “I’ll tell you later.” She wasn’t about to go into details in front of this couple.
“She’s more beautiful than Cleona,” Damon said. “Though she has the same eyes.”
Shannon huffed and rolled her eyes. “Damon. She doesn’t care about that.”
“Who’s Cleona?” Dana asked.
“Jack’s previous lover,” Damon said. “She left several months ago.”
Jack’s face remained expressionless.
“I think you’ll love your costume,” Shannon said, obviously trying to change the subject. Picking up a forest-green velvet dress in her arms, she brought it to Dana. “This should fit you according to the measurements you sent us.”
“It’s beautiful. Thank you.” She glanced at Jack. “I should go and practice. See you all tomorrow.”
“Would you like me to walk you back?” Jack’s expression turned serious.
“No,” she said a little too forcefully. “It’s been a long day.” That brought a snicker from Shannon and Damon. She didn’t acknowledge them, just descended the stairs out of the castle.
Back in her cottage, she hung the dress on a hook on the closet door, then tried playing her harp, but even that didn’t help calm her. Images of Shannon and Damon in the dungeon haunted her mind. She could hear the flogger striking Shannon’s ass and thighs and see the inflamed flesh, while Damon fondled her exposed nether region. Shannon had appeared to be in ecstasy. Was that type of sex really pleasurable? She’d had a few good lovers but had she ever experienced extreme ecstasy? Would Jack do something like that?
Everywhere her body tingled as she fantasized about standing in the dungeon naked. Jack would restrain her and strike her with the flogger until her skin was red and raw, then stimulate her clit, thrusting his cock inside her. She groaned out loud. Enough, she was torturing herself.
From her sitting area she looked out the window into the forest. Yes, she did have the same view as Jack. Dim light from the cottages illuminated a narrow path that led from the meadow into the trees. Light seemed to be coming from deep within the forest, or was it her imagination? She hadn’t noticed houses back there.
She went outside to look. Sleep was far from her reach at the moment. Too many life-changing thoughts spun around inside her head. Pine and the mossy bog scented the calm air. Silhouettes of tree branches appeared frozen against the twinkling star-filled sky. Scanning the forest, she no longer saw lights, nothing but the trees. It must have been a trick of the eyes. Walking along the edge of the meadow, she listened for night creatures. Nothing. How odd. In Maryland at night, she’d hear crickets, cicadas or frogs.
Then voices echoed across the open fields next to the castle.
Between the castle and the cottages, a half dozen cloaked figures headed right for her. They looked like monks or something out of a medieval horror story. Some of them carried lanterns. Druids? Hoods covered their faces. Dana stepped back into the shadows from the cottages and froze, blood pounding in her ears. As they passed, the hood of one of the cloaked figures slid back. It was Shannon. Another cloaked figure covered her again. Was that Damon? Then she heard women’s voices, giggling and whispering. It was the entertainers from the show. All of them. Was Jack with them too?
They all rushed by, not seeing her hidden in the darkness. Entering the forest with only the light of a couple lanterns, they moved as if they had night vision goggles. How could they see where they were going with the dim lanterns? “Shannon? Shannon!” She called out to them but they didn’t answer. She thought she heard someone call her name so, ignoring Mr. Donegal’s and Jack’s warning, she strode into the forest after them.
Dana followed the lamplights of the robed people who darted through the forest. When she could no longer see them, she used their voices as a guide. But the sounds shifted from far to her right one moment then far to the left. Was the darkness disorienting her? Her feet sank into soft, mucky earth, and smelled of damp, rotting leaves. She’d walked off the trail a dozen yards ago, but the lights from the cottages and the castle glimmered through the trees so she wasn’t lost.
A shriek of laughter to her right sent her running in that direction again. Her feet stuck in mud. She turned and tried to back out but sank in deeper. The squishing sound from her feet blotted out the faint voices. Giving up on her pursuit, she tried backing out onto dry ground. Losing her balance, she slipped and fell into mucky water over her head. She struggled to the surface and screamed.
Spitting and sputtering the sour-tasting water, she swam to the muddy bank and tried climbing out, but slick, wet grass covered the bank and it was like trying to crawl up wet satin. Each attempt sent her slipping back into the water. Then strong hands gripped her wrists and dragged her onto dry ground.
When she got to her feet, she expected to see one of the robed people. “Let me go!”
“Dana, what’re you doing out here?” Jack asked, still holding onto her. He didn’t wear a robe, just jeans and a tee shirt.
“I fell in the bog. What does it look like? What are you doing out here?” She pulled free of him and planted her hands on her hips. Grass and muck hung from her arms, legs and clothes. She hated to think what was in her hair, what she smelled like.
“I heard you scream from my cottage. Come on. You need to get a hot shower, and I’ll show you how to start a turf fire in your fireplace so you don’t get pneumonia.”
Standing on her cottage porch, Dana dug around her soggy sweatshirt pockets for her key. Not there. No key. But she felt something else. She pulled it out and stared at the brooch again. The one she’d placed in a drawer in her cottage. A chill went right down to her bones. “Holy crap.”
“What’s wrong?” Jack asked.
He’d think she was crazy. She stuffed the brooch in her jeans pocket. “I lost my key in the bog.”
Jack started to laugh. “You didn’t leave it in your room?”
“No, I didn’t leave it in my room,” she snapped. “It was in my sweatshirt pocket. Now what do I do? Can I get a spare at the office?”
“Sure.” Jack laughed. “Tomorrow. The office is closed. Donegal’s gone home for the night.” He continued to laugh.
“It’s not funny. Can’t you break in or something?”
“Nope. Donegal would have my head. And I’d be paying for any damages.”
Dana sighed and leaned against her door, defeated. “Terrific.” The brooch was probably a joke, maybe an initiation for new members and she couldn’t be bothered right now. But how did it get in her pocket?
“Dana, stay with me. I’ll get you a key in the morning.”
She thought for a moment, trying to figure out her options. She didn’t have any. “I could check with one of the other girls in the troupe…”
“They won’t be back for hours.”
She gasped. “They were the ones in the robes? Are all the entertainers involved in whatever is going on in the woods? Are they doing some kind of pagan ritual?”
Jack pressed his lips together. “I’ll explain it to you when the time is right but now you need yourself a shower to warm up. I’ll give you something dry to wear.”
She hesitated again. What choice did she have? She’d left the keys to her rental car and her purse with her money in her cottage. She couldn’t even consider finding a place in town for the night.
“I’m being blunt here,” Jack added. “Y’are shivering and smelling like a swamp. You’ll be safe in my place. That be a promise.”
“Okay,” she said through chattering teeth.
As Jack led her into his cottage, she trembled more from the cold seeping into her bones than worry about spending the night in the one-room cottage. They’d been chatting by email for months so they were friends. Why shouldn’t she trust him? The heat and attraction between them since she’d arrived couldn’t be denied. She wondered if Jack felt it too.
Jack gave her towels, then a sweatshirt and sweatpants to wear. She took the brooch out of the wet jeans and stuffed it in the pocket of the sweat pants. If the piece of jewelry was valuable, she wanted to keep it safe. Tomorrow she’d take it to Mr. Donegal and find out about it. If it was an initiation or a joke, she wasn’t about to tell Jack about it for some silly prank.
“I don’t have a washer but I’ll dunk your clothes in the sink with soap to get the bog smell out.”
“Thanks.” Dana’s feet and hands were numb.
“Get yourself a hot shower now. I’ll put the kettle on for tea and start a fire.”
Much later, Dana sat on the floor in front of the fireplace, mug of hot tea in hand while Jack soaked her clothes including her panties and bra. Once finished with his task, he brought over a blanket and covered her shoulders, then sat beside her, rubbing her arms. “Y’are still shivering.” The heat of the fire and Jack’s touch penetrated her body and was making her horny. Without her underwear, her body felt ultra-sensitive beneath Jack’s baggy clothes.
“A little, but I feel much warmer. What kind of wood are you burning in the fireplace? It has a sweet scent.”
“It’s not wood, it’s turf, organic material cut from the bogs.”
She stared at the blazing briquette. “Why not use firewood?”
“Not many trees. Lots of turf.”
“It smells good and it’s warm.” She pulled her wet hair away from her neck and shivered.
“Hang on.” Jack got up, went into the bathroom and returned with a comb. “Turn your back to the fire.” He sat cross-legged beside her and ran the comb gently through her hair, lifting sections as he did, allowing the heat from the fire to dry her hair.
“Feels nice,” she said, closing her eyes.
“You’ll feel warmer once it’s dry.” He used his fingers to hold her hair away from her neck. Sensations skittered over her skin, tightening her nipples. As he continued, her body relaxed. The pleasurable stroking of her hair, the gentle caresses along her neck made her pussy wet and achy. She trembled a little, feeling her body come alive beneath his touch. Her clit throbbed. She was so aroused, she had to control the urge to turn around and pounce on him.
“It’s going to curl wildly without a hair dryer to smooth it out,” she said. Now the fire was too warm. She let the blanket fall from around her, and as it did, his oversized sweatshirt bared one of her shoulders. Her breasts swelled against the soft fabric, her nipples clearly protruding and sensitive.
“I like it curled. Beautiful and soft. Smells like my shampoo now instead of the bog.”
She play-punched his thigh, which pressed against her hip. He laughed. Even though her hair was nearly dry, his fingers still combed through the strands and brushed the nape of her neck. God, it felt so good. She didn’t want him to stop. Leaning into him, she wished his hands would slide from her hair and neck and move inside the shirt to her breasts.
It took all the willpower she had not to grasp his hands and guide them to her breasts. The attraction spiraled out of control. She’d sensed the sexual teasing during their chats on line, nothing too obvious. He’d maintained a friendly professionalism, but she suspected there was more. How much longer could she resist him? Getting involved with him probably would be a bad idea since she didn’t know him all that well, and she’d be leaving by the end of summer.
Her cousin knew him, went to college with him. What was she worried about? Why did she have to overthink everything in her life? Couldn’t she be impulsive, spontaneous and indulge in some fun for once? That was the point for her taking this job, to get a break from her boring security job. She placed her tea mug down and slowly spun around to face him. His hands dropped from her hair and rested on his knees.
There was no mistaking the lust in his gray-blue eyes. His lips parted slightly, as if ready to kiss her, but he didn’t. She wondered if he waited for her to make the first move. He was letting her lead. If she wanted him, she could have him. She only had to give him a little encouragement. The sense of sexual power rushed through her, making her tingly all over. She slid the tip of her tongue over her lips, but still he didn’t respond to her obvious hint. Her body was on fire now, and ached for him. Could she have misread his desire?
A muscle twitched at his jaw, a slight smile formed at his lips. “How are you feeling?”
“Good.” She rested both hands on his arms. “And thanks for rescuing me and giving me a place to hang for the night.”
“My pleasure.” His voice sounded hoarse. He breathed deeply as his gaze dropped to her mouth then her breasts. Obviously, he wanted her. Why wouldn’t he try to kiss her? Her awareness had awakened every nerve in her body, thinking about how his muscular body would feel against her damp skin.
The heat from the fire only added to her lust. She couldn’t stop herself from what she did next. Her hands slid up his thighs, to his waist and moved along his sides. Jack let out a soft moan and shook his head.
What a fool she was. She had misinterpreted his desire. “I’m sorry, Jack. Guess I got a little carried away.” She jerked her hands back and tried scooting away.
He let out a long breath. “I offered you a safe place to stay.”
“I know.” She watched him stare into the fire as if withdrawing from her. Shadows danced across his face and an awkward feeling twisted in her gut. Picking up one of those briquettes, he tossed it on the fire and jabbed it with a poker. Sparks shot up into the chimney. “Anything wrong?” she asked.
“You were frightened today by something. What was it?”
The question slammed into her as if he’d dunked her back into the bog. She swallowed. “I’m not sure if frightened is the right word. At first I was, maybe. Curious, confused, intrigued. I’m not sure how I feel.”
He nodded. “Want to tell me about it?”
Studying his face, she saw concern and warmth in his eyes. “I don’t know. I’m rather embarrassed by the situation, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it. That’s why I followed those people into the forest. I was curious too.”
“What happened at the castle this afternoon?” He took her hand.
She felt as if she could trust him and it didn’t seem like such a big deal now. “I went into the castle, even though Mr. Donegal said it was closed. I was enchanted by the place, wanted to look around, and find my harp. I saw a light flickering in the basement and thought there was a fire so I went to check it out.”
“You found the dungeon.” His mouth twitched into a slight smile.
“Two people were having a…sex.”
“Really?” He held her gaze as if studying her response to the event. “Is that what scared you?”
“No, I mean, at first I thought the woman was in trouble because she was naked and tied up, hanging by her hands and feet. But then she seemed to be enjoying it quite a bit. And a man in a robe was whipping her.” Dana shivered.
“Guess you’ve never done anything like that.”
“No!” With Dana’s abrupt answer, Jack glanced into the fire again.
“When you realized the woman was having a grand time, you took off?” He met her gaze so intensely, her heart leapt in her chest.
“No.”
“No?”
“I couldn’t stop watching. The woman was obviously in ecstasy. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced that. And I thought I’d had a couple decent lovers in my past.”
He chuckled. “Damon did say he thought you were getting turned on by watching.”
“Damon told you I was there?”
“Yep.”
“And you let me go through all the gory details?” Her face flushed, her pussy tingled, from the memory and from sharing it with Jack.
“Yep.”
“Why?”
“Why do you think?” He grasped her arms and pulled her closer.
“You wanted to hear a good sex story?” She grinned.
Smiling, he shook his head. The smoldering look he gave her sent her heart fluttering. “I wanted to know about you. How you felt about that situation.”
“Why?” But she had a feeling she knew the answer.
“To see how familiar you are with that lifestyle.”
“Not very, I’m afraid. You?”
Jack regarded her with a heated gaze. The heat traveled from his hands to where he held her arms. She hoped he didn’t let her go, and she had to hold her breath. “I’m a Dom. I’ve been in the lifestyle for years.”
“Oh.” Breathing again. His admission frightened her a little but she was more excited by it. “That’s interesting. I’d like to hear more.”
Had he been wondering about her during their flirty conversations online? Could he be fantasizing about torturing her the same way? She knew of this lifestyle from an erotic novel she’d read. Now that she thought about it, the story had shocked her then but also turned her on. She had been too embarrassed to talk about it with the boyfriend she’d been with at the time, but those fantasies had drifted into her mind during their lovemaking.
“Good answer,” Jack said. Before she could say another word, he slipped his hand around to the back of her neck and lowered his warm lips to hers. The slow, gentle kiss teased her mouth then he moved to her ear. Her fingers dug into his hips, wanting more, so much more. Every muscle melted in that kiss and she wanted it to go on forever. He released her, stroked her cheek with his fingers and already she ached to be kissed again.
She wanted to ask if all the entertainers in the musical troupe were into this lifestyle. And what was going on with those in the robes mysteriously disappearing in the forest? Was Jack involved in that too? But after that kiss, nothing seemed important. Later, she’d ask him later. Turning her head, she drew his mouth into a kiss again.
He moaned and parted her lips with his tongue. The intensity and heat surged through her body in sensuous waves. Hooking his arm under her knees, he pulled her across his lap and deepened the kiss. They both gasped for air.
Jack’s clothes hung loose on her, and it wouldn’t take much for her to wriggle out of them. The thought heightened her arousal, making her clit throb. She could feel the hard ridge of his engorged cock pressing against her thigh. Skin, she wanted bare skin against her. She wanted him. Boldly, her hands slid under his shirt, across his hard abdomen to his chest and felt his arms tighten around her. He grasped her breasts through the sweatshirt, then yanked it off, tossing it aside. His mouth captured one nipple and sucked it, rubbing the tip with his tongue. Fluttery sensations darted through her stomach.
Images of the extreme sex scene in the dungeon played over and over in Dana’s mind. This was a side to her sensuality she must explore. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she met Jack’s gaze. “Teach me. I want to understand what this is all about.”
He closed his eyes and took in a breath, then looked at her for a long moment. “It’s not for everyone.”
“That’s what I’d like to find out.”
Abruptly, he pushed away from her, stood and walked into the kitchen area. She stared at the fire for a moment, deciding whether or not to press him. She put his sweatshirt back on. Finally, she got to her feet and went into the kitchen. “I struck a nerve. Can you tell me why?”
He nodded. “A woman I was involved with was curious about the D/s lifestyle. When she realized it wasn’t for her, she left. It was hard on both of us.”
“Well, you know ahead of time this would be a brief arrangement. I’m only here until the end of summer. Haven’t you had a casual affair before?”
“A few at the clubs.”
“Then we both know what to expect.”
“Perhaps.” But he didn’t sound convinced.
“What’s wrong with a summer romance and sexual exploration between two adults? I’ll leave Ireland with fond memories of our hot liaison, and you might remember me as your sexy American fling.” They would remain friends after. Wouldn’t they?
He smiled a little. “I suppose that’s one way to look at it.”
Then a jolt of excitement mixed with fear struck her. Would he tie her up like Shannon? Part of her wanted to try that, and part of her was terrified of the idea. “Are you going to take me to the dungeon?”
“No.”
Her insides wanted to scream at him in disappointment even though she didn’t know if she was ready for that. “Why not?”
He let out a long breath. “Because I’m not sure it would be a good idea. But if I agree, there are things we should discuss first. Limits for one. I wouldn’t want to do anything to make you feel uncomfortable working here. We need a harpist more than I need a submissive.”
“Then we can take it step by step. I promise to let you know if something makes me feel uncomfortable.” To Dana that seemed reasonable. “And I need this job, so I’m here for the summer.”
Jack nodded and stepped closer. Cupping her chin with his hand, he gazed deeply into her eyes. Dana held her breath. “In the middle of a scene, you may not know what you can and can’t handle. I need to know you well enough to recognize a situation that’s become too intense for you, and anticipate your needs. I don’t want to hurt you.”
If ripping off her clothes would prove her desire for him, she’d do it. But throwing herself at him wasn’t going to convince him of her hunger for exploring the kinky side of herself. “I don’t know, Jack. I may not like a D/s lifestyle, or if I want to be your slave. I won’t know unless I get a chance to try it out. I’m not afraid to find out if this kink is my kink. If you were an asshole, you’d be dragging me to the dungeon and hanging me upside down right now.”
He smiled. “Don’t tempt me.”
“I’m serious. You’re concerned about your partner’s needs. That’s good. How would we start?”
“There is a difference between a sub and a slave, but I won’t go into that now,” he added. “We’ll begin by you calling me Master.”
Her stomach did a twirl and her nipples puckered. “Yes, Master.”
“Good.” The hoarseness in his voice sent a jolt straight to her pussy. God, she wanted this badly, but didn’t know exactly what she was getting into. Dana had to know if she was capable of experiencing pleasure through pain, submitting like she’d read in that BDSM book.
“The music I play on my harp may be sweet and delicate. That’s not who I am.”
He stared at her with a serious intent that made her breath catch. He was so handsome. His powerful shoulders and chest muscles tensed in the firelight. “Not too many women would chase after robed figures into a forest at night. Pretty ballsy.”
“I saw Shannon and figured the others were the entertainers. I was curious.”
He rubbed his forehead and sat down at the table. Was this his way of saying no? “Trust me, I’ll tell you when a scene is too intense,” Dana said. “We only have the summer to explore this. Why waste time?”
He shot her a dark look. “And what happens after the summer?” His words had a sharp edge.
She wanted to kick herself for that. “I have to go back to my old job by September first. Otherwise, I’ll lose it. Do you want to spend the rest of your life wondering about what if?” She hesitated when he didn’t answer and walked over and plopped down on the bed.
Jack came out of the kitchen, carrying a ladder-back chair. He placed it in front of the fire. “Stand up,” he commanded. “Your first lesson begins now.”
Jack wasn’t sure if he wanted to handle a summer fling. His gut told him it was a bad idea, having had more than his share of brief relationships in his younger days that had ended in disaster. The last one with Cleona had ripped at his gut. She was a natural submissive. She’d been vulnerable and unpredictable, and he’d taken his time. Just when he’d thought he’d reached her, gained her trust, awakened the deep desires he knew she suppressed, she’d decided to leave. Guilt and devotion to another man who wasn’t hers, longing for another life, sent her away. This was not her world. She couldn’t adjust and had returned to her own.
For months as Jack and Dana chatted online, he’d fantasized about her as his sub in a D/s scene. And here she was offering to be a willing participant. The eagerness in her beautiful brown eyes and the way her fingers stroked his arms and chest teased him and created thoughts of extremely distracting deeds.
Given a chance, he knew what pleasures he could offer her, what erotic fantasies he could fulfill. He stepped closer and lifted her chin with his fingers, holding her prisoner with his gaze. “If we do this, I’m willing to mentor you for a short time. As long as you understand I have no intentions of taking this any further. If you expect more, you’ll be setting yourself up for heartbreak.”
She nodded. “I can accept that, if you can.”
He stepped back. Seeing her this close and eager was potent. How could he possibly refuse? “I can.” He removed his shirt and tossed it onto the bed.
“Are you going to tie me up?” Dana asked as she stood. Crossing her arms over her waist, she pulled the sweatshirt over her head and tossed it on the bed next to his shirt. The firelight made her smooth skin glow and he noticed her nipples were hard. Her generous breasts hung in a slight teardrop shape. Not perfect, but beautiful to him. Jack’s cock grew hard.
“For now, no. Stand in front of the chair and place your forearms on the seat. You may grasp the back if you like.” She did as instructed. Her smooth, round ass showed nicely, even through the sweatpants.
“Like this?” she asked as she bent over and did as instructed.
“That’s fine. Keep your legs straight but spread them.” Immediately, she complied. “Good. You’re comfortable? Warm enough?”
She nodded.
“Respond to my questions with, ‘Yes or no, Master’. There’s no right or wrong way to do BDSM. Whatever is satisfying, meets the needs of the couple and is consensual.” He walked slowly around the chair, getting her used to his presence, and stroked her shoulder, nothing sexual yet.
“Yes, Master.”
“A submissive may surrender to her Master but she controls the scene. If something becomes too intense for you, say the word ‘slow’, and I’ll stop or slow down with what I’m doing.” This time he slid his hand over her buttocks to register her response. She gasped and wriggled her ass. “If you want to end the scene completely say, ‘red’.”
“Okay. I understand.”
“Dana, I always practice safe sex. And trust me never to hurt you.” Moving his hands over her back, he slid them around to her breasts and she moaned. Like a content cat, she arched her back and closed her eyes. “Working with a virgin has its own unique charms.”
She giggled. “I’m not a virgin, Master.”
“To this lifestyle you are. And I did not ask you a question.” He swatted her on her ass and she jumped, but didn’t protest.
He went to his closet and brought out a small duffle containing a few implements: a rope, if he decided to tether her, and a suede flogger. The other items he left in the bag. She wasn’t ready for them yet.
Was he making a mistake testing her this way? Moving too quickly? He didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. First Damon and Shannon in the dungeon, then the group disappearing into the forest in robes and now him. What if she freaked out and decided to pack up and leave Ireland? The troupe would hang him. They didn’t have the time to hire and train a new harpist especially with their busy season coming up.
It would be a lousy thing to do considering the troupe had helped him out by letting him stay in the cottage so he could save money to buy his uncle’s place.
Playing sexual games with a curious novice could be setting himself up for disaster. Turning back toward the closet, he put the flogger, straps and ropes back. Then he sat onto the bed. “Dana, you can get up. This wasn’t a good idea. It’s late. You can sleep on the bed. I’ll take the sofa.”
“But I didn’t say slow or red. Why did you decide not to…?”
He rubbed his forehead with his hand. The idea of mentoring her as a Dom aroused him. He hoped she didn’t notice how hard his cock was. “Because we’ve only just met today.” He grabbed a throw blanket and attempted to lie down on the sofa, which was a loveseat. No matter what position he tried, he couldn’t get his large body to find a comfortable spot.
“Jack, we’ve been chatting for months online. Don’t tell me you had no idea there was flirting going on between us.” She grabbed the sweatshirt and pulled it back on again.
His mouth twisted in a half grin. “Yeah, you’re right. We did have a few personal conversations.”
“A few? One night you asked me what was my most sexually adventurous encounter.”
“No way. I didn’t ask… Oh yeah, I guess I did,” Jack said dryly.
“You were fishing, trying to find out if I had been involved in a D/s relationship before.” Dana stood and placed her hands on her hips, frowning. “If that wasn’t flirting, what would you call it?”
“It’s best we get some sleep now. We have a long day tomorrow.” His sweatpants hung low on her hipbones and threatened to slide off. And he knew she wasn’t wearing any underwear. Oh brother. He stared up at the ceiling.
“Look at you. You can’t sleep on that. I’ll sleep there. You sleep in the bed,” Dana said.
He rose. “No. I’ll take the floor.”
“And freeze your ass off.” She took a breath and lowered her voice. “Jack, we’re not a couple of teenagers. I thought we were friends. We don’t have to have sex just because we’re in the same bed.”
But God he wanted to. The bed did look more inviting than the floor. He’d behave though. He craved to hold her through the night, nuzzle his cheek against her breasts, curve his body against her round bottom, listen to her breathing while she slept. But to do so would be torture. To feel her close throughout the night without fucking her would drive him mad. If he had a D/s scene with her, he might be able to relax and get some sleep. But that wasn’t happening tonight. He doubted he’d be getting much sleep.
He’d turned his back toward the bed, so he couldn’t watch her but she hadn’t crawled into bed yet. She walked across the room and at first he thought she was stirring the fire. Instead she came out of the closet with the duffle and removed the flogger, straps, a rope and wrist restraints.
She laid them out across the bed then walked over to him and knelt in front of the loveseat and bowed her head. “Please, Master. Show me. I want to learn. I want to understand why I was scared by watching Shannon and Damon and at the same time so turned on. I can’t bear the thought of leaving Ireland at the end of summer without understanding these feelings. Every time I think of them, I get horny.”
Her words triggered something deep within him. He couldn’t deny the knot twisting in his chest, or the tug in his cock. Her reckless innocence thrilled him and he craved to claim her. Oh hell. She was a sub and didn’t even know yet. He’d have to take extra care with this one. It scared the hell out of him. What if she realized this wasn’t her scene and panicked in the middle of a session? He didn’t want to screw this up. He’d never been with a sub who was so green.
She let out a huff, spun on her heels and marched over to the bed. She picked up the leather cuffs and started strapping them around her wrists. “Dana, don’t.”
She gave him a pained look and continued to fasten the cuffs. Struggling with the wrist restraints, she managed to secure them to her wrists with the short length of chain dangling between the cuffs. Picking up the flogger, she walked over to Jack and knelt before him again, head bowed, and raised the flogger to him. “Please, Sir, I need to know.”
His breath caught as he gazed at her naked from the waist up. Even his baggy sweatpants looked hot and sleazy. Far from the exotic fetish wear and lingerie he would see women in at Dagda’s Edge, but so sexy. He stood and took the flogger from her. “You need to know what, slave?” It took a conscious effort to keep his voice firm and in control.
She let out a long breath. “I need to know if pain gives me pleasure.”
He closed his eyes and took a breath. Fuck. She’s definitely a sub. His cock twitched in response and rose to attention. Every ounce of resistance drained from his body. He’d have her, claim her and, the alpha male in him would lead her to explore her boundaries of both pleasure and pain. But it would be at his pace, and he’d walk away the first moment he realized this wasn’t for her. Then the end of summer would arrive. What then? She’d leave him, return to her world in the US, like Cleona had returned to her home. At least he knew this now. He’d guard his heart and enjoy the pleasure. Willing himself to remain in control, he pointed to the chair. “Get into your original position.”
“Yes, Master.” She moved over to the chair, legs spread and bent forward at the waist with her hands gripping the chair back.
Heart racing, he had to remind himself, even if she was receptive, she wasn’t a seasoned sub. “Remember your safe words?”
She nodded.
“Answer me, slave.”
“Yes, Master. I remember the words.” His hands stroked her buttocks, her back and moved around to cup her breasts. Then down each leg and up, barely grazing her pussy. She shivered a little and didn’t resist. He hadn’t removed the sweatpants yet. It wouldn’t take much to slide them down. Once he felt the muscles in her back and shoulders relax, he picked up the rope and tied her arms and wrists to the chair.
He checked to make sure it wasn’t too tight then picked up the flogger. She looked expectantly at him. “Eyes downcast, slave.”
“Yes, Master.” He took a number of practice swings and hit the bed, watching Dana jerk at the sound. Then he let the tassels hit her back in light strokes. She arched and moaned. As he moved over to her buttocks, he increased the power of his hits. She let out a couple of yelps but she didn’t seem to have a problem handling the sensation.
“Painful, slave?”
“Not much, Master. More, please.”
“Very well.” He yanked down the sweatpants without giving her warning, drawing them to her ankles. She gasped but didn’t struggle or protest. The flogger swung in circles again and swatted her butt cheeks on one side, then the other. He alternated the hits in a steady rhythm until her moans became shrill, then he brought her back down. He smoothed her reddened cheeks with his hands.
She panted now and wriggled her ass as he touched her. No whimpers of suffering, only moans of pleasure. He raised her chin, but she kept her eyes downcast as he requested. Such a good sub. How quickly she responded to his tasks and his touch. But he needed to study her expression and make sure she wasn’t forcing her submission to please him. Her mouth opened with a lovely sigh, and she breathed normally.
“Are you with me, slave? Look at me.”
She locked eyes with him. “Yes, Master. I’m fine. I’m with you. More, please.”
He had to smile at that. “Are you wet?”
“Yes, Master.”
“How wet?” His hand parted her labia and he slipped a finger inside her channel. Withdrawing his finger slick with her juices, he circled her clit and felt it harden and swell. “Very wet and aroused. More?”
“Yes.” She gasped for a breath.
“Yes, what?”
“Yes, Master?”
“Good. Legs spread wide.” Her ass twitched so nicely for him and when she opened her legs wider, he got a good view of her pussy. Swinging the flogger like a pendulum, he brought it up between her legs hard enough to make her body jerk. But his lovely slave didn’t protest or move away. Her breathing deepened and sped up as he struck her pussy harder.
Moaning, she flinched with each strike.
“You could come like this?” he asked.
“Yes, Master.”
“Hold back, don’t come until I say. Understand? I must give you permission to climax. Your pleasure is within my control.”
“I understand,” she said through gritted teeth. “God, it’s so good.”
“Tell me when you’re close.”
“Now. I’ll come if you continue like this, Master.”
He stopped stimulating her with the flogger and rubbed her ass and back. “You did well, slave.”
“Will you make me come now?” Her voice was shaky, practically begging.
“No. This is the end of your first lesson. It’s time for you to rest.”
“But…”
“Your pleasure will exceed your fantasies if you can surrender to me.” He untied her, brought her to the bed and cradled her in his arms. As much as his body wanted more of her, to make love, he’d wait. Control and trust made a brittle foundation in a new D/s relationship, especially when the sub was inexperienced. He knew he’d left her aching for release and that was good. Once she learned he controlled her pleasure, trusted him enough to surrender all sensations, her release would be more intense than she could imagine. Best not to overwhelm his sweet slave just yet. Besides, he’d promised her a safe place to stay the night.
*****
The next morning, Dana woke to the smell of bacon simmering in a frying pan and brewing coffee. Stretching under the warmth of the covers, she gazed at Jack as he prepared breakfast. Shirtless, barefooted, with jeans hung low on his hips. His hair looked as if he’d tried to smooth it down with his fingers, but sections stuck out, still mussed from sleep. God, he looked hot. The sight of him made her horny all over again, especially since she’d gotten no release. At least he’d satisfied a little of her curiosity about the D/s lifestyle. For the moment she’d trust that his plan for slow steps into his world was the best. She hoped he wouldn’t take too long.
The chair she’d been tethered to stood in front of the cold fireplace. Memories of their bizarre night seemed like a dream now except for her tender bottom. The thought sent a rush of warmth straight to her pussy and her clit throbbed. Yes, pain did give her pleasure. The whole experience was strangely exciting but also unsettling. She didn’t know how she felt about the need to be dominated. Was this something she could do in a relationship all the time? Or was she trying something new, just to say she did it? Like parachuting. A thrill-seeking thing. Once she’d done it a few times, she could say she’d had the experience but it wasn’t something she’d care to do regularly.
This type of lifestyle required trust. But how could she trust Jack if she didn’t know if she could trust herself? She’d taken a break from her well-paying job to be a musician in Europe. A responsible thirty-something didn’t do that. That was what her parents told her anyway. “Morning,” she called out to Jack. “Smells wonderful.”
He turned around. “Morning. Sleep well?”
She got up, not shy about being naked, and enjoyed the up-and-down look he gave her. “Slept good, considering.” She smiled as she rubbed her bottom with her hand.
“Sore?”
“A little, but in a good way.” She found his discarded sweatshirt and pants and slipped them back on.
“You seemed to enjoy it. Did you feel I pushed too far?” He speared the browned bacon slices in the pan and drained them onto a paper towel, then poured off the grease into the sink.
“No, I was fine. I’m ready for the next lesson.”
He stirred beaten eggs into the hot pan with a spatula. “Good.” His voice became husky. “After the show tonight meet me in the dungeon.”
Her stomach clenched. “Where I saw Damon and Shannon?”
“Yes. Wait for me there immediately after the show. And I want to find you completely naked when I arrive. Understand?”
“Yes, Master.”
After they finished eating, Dana helped clean up and straighten the bed.
“Your clothes haven’t dried completely and they still smell like the bog,” Jack said. “I’ll take a run up to the office and get another key for your cottage. You can wait here.”
Dana looked down at Jack’s clothes. “Thanks. It would be a little obvious walking around in your sweats.”
“Be right back.” He pulled her into his arms, gave her a kiss, then released her. “Looking forward to tonight.”
“Me too.”
When the door closed, Dana folded a throw blanket and placed it on the end of the bed. She picked up the flogger, wrist straps and ropes and opened the closet to put them away.
A long, black robe hung in the closet, like the one she saw the other entertainers wearing last night. She gasped and stepped away from the closet and shoved the door closed.
Jack was part of this secret group too. What was this all about? What would’ve happened if she hadn’t fallen into the bog? What if she’d caught up to them and stumbled into whatever they were doing?
Images of bizarre sacrifices or rituals came to mind. She’d seen one too many creepy movies. Walking to the back of the cottage, she peeked between the curtains out the window, trying to see into the forest. She couldn’t see anything through trees and shrub growth. The sky was clear and the paths into the woods could easily be seen. She wouldn’t fall into the bog in the daylight.
She didn’t know much about pagan practices but had a friend who was Wiccan. If the entertainers were a pagan group, she had nothing to worry about. A black robe didn’t mean they practiced black magic. She laughed at herself but it was a forced laugh.
The door to the cabin swung open and Dana jumped. “It took some persuading, but Donegal finally gave me the key. He couldn’t believe you went into the forest at night after he warned you.”
“What did you tell him?” She hadn’t gotten the nerve to ask him about the robe yet. He was grinning and his eyes sparkled with mischief but not evil. There couldn’t be anything evil about him, could there?
“Mr. Donegal is very superstitious. I’m afraid I told him you saw someone walk into the woods and you thought it was Shannon. You followed her. I wasn’t lying. He assumed you saw a ghost. He asked me to keep an eye on you and protect you from anything supernatural. ‘The forest is haunted,’ Donegal says.”
“Haunted?”
“No, it’s not. I’ve lived here all my life. Never seen a ghost.” Jack handed her the key. “He told me to tell you to stay out of the forest.”
“Thanks for the key. See you later.” She rushed past him, suddenly wanting to get far away from that black robe.
“You okay? Aren’t I taking you to town?”
“Oh, right.”
He gave her a puzzled look. “Go and get changed. I have a surprise for you.”
*****
Jack gave Dana a tour of the old town and pointed out grocery stores, pubs, restaurants and other shops. She couldn’t wait to go exploring and browse through the quaint shops. Before their stop at the grocery store, he brought her to an older part of town where the streets narrowed and flower boxes or hanging baskets decorated store windows. The smell of baked bread and smoked meat wafted in the air. “I’m getting hungry again,” Dana said. “Something smells good.”
“This is where I got the brown bread for your dinner.” He pointed to a bakery. “Next door is a good place for meats. My uncle’s place is around the corner. I’m trying to get a loan to buy it.”
“Your uncle can’t hold a loan for you?”
“It would be a hardship for him. He wants to retire. And the place needs some work.” Jack opened the door to a shop with a sign that read “Keagan’s Wool Shop”.
The store was quite spacious inside with several racks of woolen sweaters, coats and wraps. Wooden shelves lined the walls filled with neatly folded colorful knits. “Look at all the beautiful things.” Dana strolled around the room, touching the soft knits. “I always thought wool sweaters would be scratchy. These are so soft.”
He pulled out a gray tweed wrap and covered her shoulders with it. “Like it?”
“It’s gorgeous. It’s like a gray cloud with bits of purple in it. I’m sure I’ll be back to shop here.”
“My uncle will love to see you. This one’s a gift.”
She was about to argue with him, when a gentlemen came out from a back room. “I heard that. I’ll be taking that out of your paycheck,” the man said with a wink. He smiled at Dana and had the same mischievous sparkle in his eyes as Jack only this man was about seventy years old.
“Uncle Lee, this is Dana. She’s from America and our new harpist.”
Dana held out her hand and shook Lee’s. “Nice to meet you. I love your shop.”
“America? A long way to come for a job,” Lee said. His voice held a note of disapproval.
“My cousin lives in Dublin and she heard about the job. She and Jack went to college together. I’m here just for the summer.”
“Ah, so you’re a student?”
“No, I took a temporary leave from my management job in a security company. I’ll be returning to my position at the end of summer.”
Lee’s face scrunched up. “A manager? You left a good job? Aren’t you a little old to be acting like a rebellious teenager?” His voice was tight. Dana didn’t know what to say.
“Uncle,” Jack cut in. “Maybe she had a good reason to leave.”
“When you’re young, you can be reckless and have a traveler life, drifting from place to place, job to job like a gypsy. When you’re an adult, you stick with a job even if you don’t like it. That’s how you stay off the streets.”
Jack was about to argue but Dana jumped in.
“No, your uncle has a point. If I had a family, I probably would’ve made a different choice, but sometimes taking a risk opens up opportunities. I don’t want to look back on my life and wonder what if, or if only I had…” She glanced at Jack then at Lee. She obviously wasn’t scoring any points with his uncle. “I might be making a mistake, but we learn from mistakes and become stronger from them.” She should shut up before she dug herself in deeper.
“It’s foolish.” Lee’s face was red. He headed into the other room then glanced back at Jack. “Look around if you like. I have the kettle on if you’d like some tea. Got a letter today. You were turned down on that last loan.”
Jack swore under his breath. “Did they give a reason?” He held up his hand. “Forget it, I don’t want to know. They’re all stupid reasons. Out-of-town banks say the tourist trade has dropped off and a shop in this area is too much of a risk. Local banks say they remember my wild, reckless days in college and don’t think I’m a responsible businessman. That was thirteen years ago. Other reasons mention the leather and specialty items are not appropriate merchandise. Certain months of the year we make more on those items than the woolen goods.” Jack shook his head. “I’ve sold everything I own, given up my apartment to buy this place and it looks like it’s not going to work out.”
Lee frowned. “If I took out part of the loan.”
“No. You’ve been trying to retire for seven years. You’ve worked hard all your life. I’m not going to have you sacrifice because of me. You could get a buyer for this place and live comfortably. If I can’t buy it in three months, then it goes on the market and I find another job.”
“Don’t worry about it, Jack. There’s time.” Lee glanced over at Dana and gave her a nod. “I’ll get the tea.”
After Lee went into the other room, Dana turned to Jack. “I’m sorry if I upset your uncle.”
Jack groaned. “You didn’t. He doesn’t understand. Things were different in his day.” He took her hand. “Come on, I have something to show you.”
“Is this the surprise?”
“Yeah.”
Jack showed Dana into a room separate from the clothing section. It had a sign that said “Adults Only”, which he pointed out to her. Opening the door, he led her through and kept an eye on her expression. He wanted to see her response when she viewed the various items and devices.
Upon scanning the room, Dana studied the display of leather fetish wear and extensive selection of bondage accessories and implements for a sadomasochist’s dream. “Wow, this is amazing.” She walked around and felt the leather floggers, held up a leather vest and frowned at the mask and ball gag. A few contraptions she examined for a long time. By the look in her eyes, she appeared more fascinated than shocked. He was relieved at that.
“What do you think?”
“It looks like an amusement park for the sadomasochist.”
Jack laughed.
“I think I’d need an instruction manual on most of this stuff.”
Jack agreed. “A lot of it does come with instructions and warnings.” She didn’t seem offended by anything in the room, but in the back of his mind he had his concerns. He picked up a flogger and swung it in the air and gave her a wicked grin.
“I like those, I discovered.”
“I know.” His smile faded. “Something my uncle said made me think. Why did you leave your job? Is coming to Ireland a rebellious diversion?”
She picked up a braided cat and ran her fingers through it. “The security business is a job I’ve had since high school. I went to college for electrical engineering and minored in music. My parents are supportive about me playing the harp but not as a career. I always dreamed of playing in a large symphony but it would never pay like my management job. My cousin knows I love Ireland and has been urging me to spend the summer with her for years. When she told me about the medieval show, I knew this was my last chance to follow a dream.”
“So you’ll be going back,” Jack said.
She let out a breath. “Yes, that’s what I had planned.”
“If you had the opportunity would you consider staying here?”
She didn’t answer right away. “That would be a hard adjustment. I’d be so far away from my friends and family.”
He nodded. “And what about this part of your life?” He held up some bondage straps. “Is this a lifestyle you’re considering after last night or is this a rebellious phase like leaving your job?” He tried to keep his tone light but could hear an edge to his voice. He remembered how willing Cleona was at first to explore a D/s relationship, but it didn’t last. Maybe their differences had as much to do with her decision to return to her vanilla sex life. It had taken a long time to get over her. Was he insane to consider getting involved with another novice? Dana’s arrival had set off a rush of emotions he hadn’t anticipated. If he had any sense, he’d avoid her.
“I think it’s too early for me to make that decision, Jack.”
“Fair enough.” If she agreed, he’d set himself up for another fall, knowing at the end of summer, she would leave.
She moved to him, her lips a breath away. “But I am getting wet and horny standing in this room, so that must count for something. Right?”
His cock hardened at her words. “It certainly does.” He would probably hate himself by the end of summer but he couldn’t resist a willing submissive as beautiful as Dana. “I’m convinced you’re ready for the next step. The dungeon.”
*****
When Dana first got back to her cottage, she’d pulled out the brooch from Jack’s sweatpants and placed it on the dresser. She made a quick list of grocery items, took a brief stop in her bathroom and stuffed some cash in her purse. Rehearsal wasn’t until the afternoon so she had plenty of time to make a quick run to town to shop then practice until she had to meet with the troupe.
On her way, she’d drop off the brooch to Mr. Donegal. But the brooch was not sitting on the dresser where she’d left it. Swearing under her breath, she dropped to her hands and knees and began searching on the floor, under chairs and the bed. Nowhere. What the hell happened to it?
She gazed around the room, trying to think where she could’ve dropped it, or if she had moved it and had just forgotten.
Was she losing her mind? She was about to give up and leave the cottage when she noticed something glittering on the costume hanging on the closet door. The brooch was pinned above the left breast area of the dress. She knew she hadn’t placed it there. Or had she? Was she so jetlagged that she couldn’t remember?
Had someone sneaked into her room while she was in the bathroom to play a prank on her? Joke or not, she was creeped out. She grabbed her purse, took the brooch and headed to the gate house to speak with Mr. Donegal.
She walked up to the desk and Mr. Donegal glanced up over the top of wire-rimmed glasses. He’d been studying a file of papers. “Good morning, Mr. Donegal.”
“Mornin’.” Slowly he stood and approached the desk. “What can I do for you?”
“I want to turn in this brooch. I found it in my room.” She held it out to him and felt a tug in her chest. It was a lovely piece and would’ve looked nice on her costume. But it wasn’t hers to keep.
He took the pin and turned it over in his hand, but didn’t say anything.
“I thought a previous guest might’ve left it in the cottage, or maybe it’s an antique from the castle.”
“We do rent those cottages out to tourists sometimes, but no one has stayed in that one for months. I’m sure the housekeeper would’ve found it. And it’s not an antique from the castle.” He handed it back to her. “Cheap souvenir, not worth much. You’re welcome to keep it.”
“Oh, okay. Thanks.” Dana wasn’t sure if she liked the idea or not. Was she being silly thinking the pin had strange powers? Jetlag and stress had invaded her common sense. The brooch would look lovely on her costume or the new wrap Jack got her, cheap trinket or not.
“Let the banquet begin!” Jack announced to the crowd of guests seated in the main dining hall of the castle. With his words, medieval-clad servers brought out platters of soup and warm brown bread to each table for the first course while Dana and the other musicians performed a lively Renaissance melody and Jack and Shannon sang a duet. Their voices echoed beautifully around high stone walls.
When he’d said he was one of the singers, she had no idea how gifted he was. In her opinion he could be singing in a Broadway show. He looked so handsome in his period costume; the brocade tunic cinched with a leather belt fit nicely. The tights he wore, she remembered laughing at earlier. Jack’s comment had been, “Something wrong, my lady?” The thought brought a smile to her, and she caught Jack winking at her now as if he knew she was thinking how hot he looked.
Or was he thinking about later, after the show? Earlier in his cottage, he’d instructed her not to wear panties under her costume. This, he said, was a simple test of her subservience and only they would know. After the show, he said he would meet her down in the dungeon for a more intense session.
Heat traveled through her body and her nipples tightened beneath the green brocade dress. The corset-like bodice pressed her breasts in rounded mounds above the lacy trim. Moving her arms while stroking the harp was restraining not to mention difficult for breathing.
Under the long skirt, Dana spread her legs and held her harp in the proper position between them. But without wearing panties, her chemise brushed over her bare pussy, making her more sensitive and wet each minute. And by the added movement of her playing, her clit swelled. She wanted Jack’s hand between her legs, touching her slit, rubbing her. Every sensitive nerve throbbed as she plucked each note in the song.
Jack glanced her way, a slight smile on his lips. Could he tell she was turned on? Would he do the things to her that Damon did to Shannon? Heat traveled to her face and she could hardly focus on her performance.
Halfway through the dinner, Shannon sang a solo and Damon played the violin. No other musical pieces or singers participated. The other entertainers stood and moved to the side of the room.
Jack graciously took Dana’s hand and led her offstage for the performance. While they were aside he whispered into Dana’s ear. The movements he did in a theatrical way so that it appeared to the audience his conversation was part of the show. “You’re naked beneath your dress?”
“Yes.” Dana followed his lead for the sake of the audience. They were acting like two peasants carrying on a little mischief while the lead performers entertained the lord’s guests in the castle. Although the guests could not hear the real conversation.
“After the show,” Jack whispered in Dana’s ear, “take that door down to the dungeon and close it behind you. There’s a sign on it that says ‘No Admittance, Staff Only’. When all the guests have left, I’ll meet you there.”
“Okay, I’ll wait for you in the dungeon. It’s safe?” Her pulse raced now because many of the guests were nearly finished with their dinner.
“Yes, it’s very safe. No one will disturb us. The others have plans tonight. There’s a turf fire already in the fireplace so you’ll be warm enough.”
“Warm enough for what?” Her voice was shaky and she felt a little afraid.
“A lounger is in front of the fire. Wait there. After you’ve removed your dress and all your—” Jack’s brow creased. He touched her brooch. “Where did you get that?” She didn’t appreciate the accusation that edged his sharp tone.
She couldn’t exactly tell him it mysteriously appeared in her sweatshirt pocket. “Beautiful isn’t it? I found it in my cottage. I tried turning it in to Mr. Donegal, but he told me to keep it.”
His gaze narrowed. “Don’t wear it again. It’s not part of the costume.”
“Really? It looks like an antique and the Celtic design is similar to a pendant I saw Shannon wearing.”
“Shannon might know who it belongs to,” he offered.
“Of course, I didn’t think to ask her. It might belong to one of the members. I’ll show it to her later.” Dana placed her fingertips over the pin. She hated the idea of giving up her little souvenir.
“I’ll give it to her. You’ll be going to the dungeon right after the last song.” He arched a brow.
Reluctantly, she removed the brooch and placed it in his hand. She hated giving it up, but if it didn’t belong to her, she shouldn’t keep it of course. “If she doesn’t know whose it is, or if no one claims it, I’d like to have it.”
He nodded. “It might belong to Jane, the woman who’s on maternity leave.” He patted her bottom, then gave it a squeeze.
She gasped, glancing shyly into the crowd. There was a snicker in the audience, and Dana covered her mouth. Leaning into Jack, she whispered, still trying to play a part and hide her anxiety. “You want me to be completely naked before you come down?”
“Yes. If you’re not naked, then I’ll know you’re not ready for the dungeon scene.”
“No, I want to do this.”
“Good. Then, my lady, after the banquet, your dungeon awaits.” He took her hand and led her back to her harp for the final performance of the show.
After the show, Dana waited for the guests and entertainers to leave the hall then walked down the spiral staircase in her medieval costume. She felt as if she’d stepped back in time for a moment, as if she was a maiden sneaking off to meet her knight.
When she entered the dungeon, she smelled the sweet woody scent of a turf fire blazing in the large fireplace. Even though the room was lit by sconces on the walls, centuries of soot darkened the stones. A straight-backed chair stood by the bottom of the stairs and a lounger sat in front of the fire. The lounger looked comfortable but the rest of the items scattered around the room looked like devices straight out of a Dark Ages torture chamber.
The hammock swing with all its chains and straps hung from eye hooks in the ceiling. Another slanted bench with various pads and straps stood next to the swing. A table contained numerous items like floggers, handcuffs, dildos, condoms, a pitcher of water and a few other things she couldn’t identify. One of the black robes hung from a hook on the wall. Her body began to shake. Her pulse thrummed in her ears. This was going to happen.
With shaky hands she unbuttoned her dress and let the bodice slip from her shoulders. The cool air whisked across her skin and her nipples instantly puckered.
Bare from the waist up, Dana approached the angled bench with the straps. She knelt on the pads and rested her forearms on the other side of a raised cushion. Ah, now she got it. This was used for either spanking or fucking from behind. Her chest tightened. Would Jack try fucking her ass? She wasn’t fond of that. She could always use the safe word if she didn’t like what he did.
Dana was so hot she didn’t care where he fucked her—on this restraining bench, in the swing or on the lounger by the fire. All of it was a little frightening but she was more turned on than she’d ever been in any other relationship. Wet heat gathered between her legs.
In the shower this morning, she’d shaved herself smooth and her tender skin tingled. On the table she found a set of metal clamps with a chain. Nipple clamps. Shannon had worn these when she’d interrupted their encounter.
She cringed and couldn’t imagine how that kind of pain could be pleasurable. They looked as though they would hurt. Picking them up, Dana tried to pinch them onto her hardened nipples. “Ouch!” she cried out and the clamps dropped onto the table. She tried again and got one clamped. The pain was sharp but after a moment she got used to it. She attempted the other, but it kept slipping off.
“You’re not naked,” Jack said from behind her.
Dana yelped and spun around, the nipple clamp dangling from one nipple. “Jack.” He had his brocade costume draped over his arm and wore the white silk shirt and jeans. The shirt was open at the neck a few buttons. Damn, he looked good. “You changed.”
“I guess you’re not ready for the dungeon.” His voice held a tone of disappointment. “Get dressed. Maybe another time.” He turned and started back up the stairs.
“No, Jack, wait. I was distracted by all the devices. I was trying the nipple clamps. Without much success, I might add.” She laughed, trying to lighten his dark mood. “I guess I need some instruction.” She let the clamp hang from one nipple as she gazed into his eyes.
He came back into the room. “A submissive who doesn’t follow her Master’s orders is asking for punishment,” he said firmly.
“Then I suppose I deserve to be punished,” she said, her voice edged with defiance. The thought of punishment didn’t frighten her at all even though her body trembled. She hoped he would use the flogger on her again to relieve the ache that inflamed her. “But what if someone had come down here before you did and I was naked?”
“What if they did? Some women like being watched.”
An odd answer, she thought. “I don’t.”
He smiled. “You’re safe here.”
“Yes, you said.” She relaxed a little, glancing around at the other contraptions in the room. “I’m still new at all this. How about you show me how this works? It looks like fun.” She pointed to the slanted bench with the pads and straps.
Pressing his lips together, Jack tensed his jaw. He placed his costume on a straight-backed chair by the door. Then he moved closer to her, removed the nipple clamp and tossed the item on the table. Lifting her chin, he gave her a gentle kiss. “This isn’t a game. It’s true a sub or a slave has all the power, even the control of a scene. One word can slow or stop what’s happening at any time.” His lips were a breath away from hers. The warm, moist heat of his mouth and tongue drifted to her ear and down her neck.
“I understand that,” she breathed, her eyes closed as she indulged in his touch. His hands skimmed over her breasts and the pads of his thumbs rubbed her already raw nipples, which made her clit throb. “Not a game,” she echoed.
His hands moved lower and finished unbuttoning her dress and chemise and let them drop to the floor in a pile of green brocade while his fingers slid up her thighs and over her hipbones, gliding toward her pussy but not touching her sensitive flesh. God, she wanted him to pleasure her there. She resisted the urge to beg for it. He was the Master and she the sub.
“It’s more like a dance when two people try to lead. You’re tugging each other in different directions on the dance floor. When one person leads, and you both hear the beat of the music, the dance is like magic. Does that make sense to you?” He drew her close and she felt the warmth of his hard body through his shirt.
“Yes.” One arm held her possessively against him as his other hand worked her pussy. “That feels good.” Dana arched her back and wriggled her hips.
Then he slipped a finger deep into her cunt. She gasped as a jolt of intense pleasure shot through her. “You want more?”
“Yes, more, Master.”
His thumb circled her clit and her knees buckled. If he kept moving his hand and finger in just that rhythm, she could come. She craved it. “That’s incredible.”
“Your clit is swollen and your pussy dripping. I bet I could make you come like this. Am I right?”
“Yes.” She gripped his shoulders to keep from falling.
“Am I your Master?”
“Yes.” She rocked on his hand, fucking his finger. When she moved just right, he’d hit her G-spot at the same time. “Please, Master, let me come.”
To her disappointment, he withdrew his finger from her channel and slowed the stimulation of her clit. “Not without my permission, and not yet. As your Master, I control your pleasure. I’ll tell you when you can come. When you do get close to an orgasm you tell me the word, edge. I’ll know to slow down, or give you more, depending on my mood.”
She nodded as the peak of her orgasm faded. Damn it, she’d been so close.
“We’ll go at this slowly.”
“I don’t know if I can go slowly,” Dana argued. “What if I were to come without your permission?”
“Your punishment would be more severe.” He turned to the slanted bench. “You need a bit of punishment for not following my order before.” He stroked her buttocks in a gentle caress. Was he trying to let her know he wasn’t cruel with his gentle touch? His words were firm and they made her pulse kick up a few beats. She longed for the punishment almost as much as she ached for the release of an orgasm.
What was wrong with her? Was this normal?
“Yes, Master. I need to know.” Her voice almost broke with emotion. She took a breath and tried to relax. But how could she if she was naked and he wasn’t? His strong hands teased her bare pussy and got her so worked up she wanted to scream.
“Need to know what, slave?” A grin twitched at the corner of his mouth. His hand brushed her hair back so tenderly her throat tightened.
She swallowed. “To see if I can feel the intense passion that Shannon seemed to feel while she was in that swing.”
He smiled. “I think you will. If you trust me, and surrender to me. But you’ll need to communicate your needs during and after a scene. If I’m about to do something you’re not sure about or you can’t handle, use the safe words to slow or stop.”
“I’ll remember. ‘Red’ to stop. And ‘slow’ to slow things down.”
“Tell me when you like what I’m doing too.”
She glanced over toward the stairs leading to the great room but she didn’t mention her hesitation.
“We won’t be disturbed here.”
She wasn’t so sure but she wouldn’t argue with him. She wanted him so badly she didn’t care anymore if someone did come down those stairs. Heat swept over every inch of her body. She wanted him now. “Thank you, Master.”
“Clasp your hands behind your back.” She did and watched as Jack unbuttoned his shirt, yanked it off, then slid off his jeans and tossed them on the chair. The bottom dropped out of her stomach when she noticed his hard cock. The smooth pecs and rigid abdomen, the cut of muscles in his thighs and ass, made her ache to have him in her bed. Then he stroked her breasts in a gentle, sensuous manner, pinching the nipples between thumb and forefinger tighter and tighter until she yelped in pain. “You’ll handle the clamps quite well.”
She gasped as a shimmer of heat coursed through her body.
Although he’d told her to keep her hands behind her back, she wanted to roam them over his magnificent chest, down his stomach and take his thick cock in her hand. But she’d submit to him, learn the ways of a submissive because by doing so she might reach that state of ecstasy that Shannon had. More than that, she wanted to please him, wanted to give over the control.
Jack’s mouth captured a nipple and tugged on it, and his teeth scraped across the tender skin. He worked the other nipple in the same way until they both were raw and puckered. “Feel good?”
“Yes, very.”
He stepped over to the table and picked up the nipple clamps and approached her. “I’m going to clamp your nipples now.” Dana bit her lower lip, anticipating the pain. As he tightened the clamp, the pain increased but she tried to work through it. The pain became excruciating but at the same time a jolt of pleasure shot to her pussy. She closed her eyes and moaned, part from the pain and part from the pleasure.
Then the pressure eased up a bit. “Brave girl,” he said with a short laugh. “You’re not telling me when you’re feeling too much pain. But fortunately, you have very expressive eyes. Is that better?” He adjusted both clamps until there was pressure and a slight amount of discomfort but the kind that was pleasurable.
“Better, yes.”
“Now kneel,” he ordered.
She knelt on the slant bench, and Jack strapped her forearms and ankles down. Her upper body rested lower on a padded board so her ass was elevated.
His hand slid over her ass and around to her slit. “I’ve made you wet.” His finger slid over her clit. “Yes, I think you’re ready.”
Her body quivered and she tugged against the restraints as a climax quickly approached. “You’re going to make me come, Master.” She hoped. If she didn’t come soon or get fucked soon, she’d jump out of her skin.
“No, I’m going to punish you, remember?” He pulled his hand away. “And don’t come yet. Not until your punishment is over.”
“Yes, Master,” she sighed.
Jack picked up a flogger from the table and caressed her with the leather lashes down her back and ass, making her shiver. “Relax. If you let go the pain can bring pleasure.”
Her teeth clamped tight, anticipating the first hard blow. Jack moved around to the front of the bench and bent to kiss her. He used his tongue to part her lips and deepen the kiss. She moaned and relaxed. Then he stood, moved beside her and swatted her ass with the flogger. It hurt, a lot. She tensed and bit her lip, determined not to cry out. The tails of the flogger struck again and again, equally on each side until her skin burned. Briefly, he stopped and rubbed her ass.
“Hmmm. Turning a little pink now.” His fingers followed the curve of her hip, slipping down the cleft of her ass and probed the opening of her anus with the tip of his finger. “How would you like it if I fucked you here?” He pressed a little harder but her sphincter muscle tightened. Her body jerked.
She didn’t know what to say to him, she didn’t want to call an end to their evening.
“I would love to take your ass like this but I can tell by the way you’re tensing, you’re not quite ready for that. We won’t go there tonight. Another night then.”
“Yes, Master.” Her words sounded slurred to her.
The smacks of the flogger began again. She closed her eyes, floating with the pain, feeling her heart throb in her temples. As the pain increased, her skin tingled and her clit swelled. Juices from her pussy dripped down her thighs. She couldn’t move. Trapped, but she had no desire to escape. The pounding in her head increased, not a headache, more like a head rush. Any moment she would scream, “Fuck me, Jack”. It took all her willpower to keep from crying out.
He walked over to the table and dropped the flogger, picked up a condom and slipped it on.
Strapped down onto the bench, she felt helpless, completely under his control. A flutter of panic rose to the surface. But then Jack moved in front of her, claiming her lips again, and kissed her until she gasped for breath. Watching him step back, she felt the heat build inside her and desperately craved his touch. She admired the rigid thickness of his cock and had to feel that fullness deep inside her. His hands slid over her back, her breasts, easing the tension from her body. “Let’s see how ready you are for me.”
His hand moved over her bottom and between her legs, then he plunged a finger deep into her dripping cunt. “God, yes, Master.” She arched her back, tugging on the restraints.
He buried his finger deep. Her body bucked. “You’re ready for me to make love to you then?” His words were so tender, she could cry.
“Yes, please take me, Master. I want you.” Every muscle in her body trembled with need. Jack knelt on the bench between her legs and nudged the head of his cock at her entrance. Easing in just enough to open her cunt, he then stopped. Her pussy clenched, aching for all of him. She whimpered. Sweet torture. Restrained as she was, Dana’s pleasure was completely under his control. “Please, Master. Fuck me deep.”
Grasping her hips, he eased in and out of her in small movements. Reaching around her hip, he pressed his fingertips onto her engorged clit. The pressure was almost too much to bear but it felt so good. Then he thrust hard into her all the way to the hilt of his shaft.
Dana cried out. Her head spun. The restraints inhibited her ability to move, heightening her pleasure. The pressure and slight movements on her clit and the rhythmic thrusts of his cock sent her racing toward an orgasm. “Master, I’m going to come soon.” She felt the tension building in her sex. If he told her not to, she wasn’t sure how she could stop.
“Come for me, come for me now.” It was an order not a request, and the command in his voice sent her over the edge.
She screamed as the waves of her climax radiated through her, the intensity more powerful than any orgasm she could remember. “God, yes.”
When he let out a low groan, he grasped her hips, and she felt his cock pulsing inside her. He wrapped his arms around her body, holding her captive with the restraints still bound to her. Quite some time later, he slipped his cock from her body and leaned back. Gently, he stroked her body, shoulders, breasts and ass. His hands moved in slow, sensuous touches. Her mind and body drifted as if she was floating on a raft in the ocean.
She glanced at the black robe hanging on the wall and thought of the entertainers in the forest. What were they doing in there? Was Jack a part of it? Could they be drawing her into some bizarre, evil thing? Or had she watched too many horror movies?
“You’re so beautiful.” She heard Jack speak, but he sounded far away now.
Someone touched her between her legs and it felt good. Jack? Of course, it was Jack. Were there more than two hands? Or was it her imagination? Shadows danced around the room from the flickering flames. She imagined other people touching and stroking her, bringing her closer to another climax. Almost there.
Then she heard voices, men mostly as they cried out in pain. The crack of a whip pierced the air which had turned stifling and smelled of sweat and other unpleasant human odors. A man cried out in searing pain. Not the pain and pleasure of a BDSM scene. This sound was of a man being tortured. Cold seeped into her blood and she shivered. Was she dreaming or hallucinating?
Her gaze fell upon the black robe again, and she wanted to get away from it. The voices and smells didn’t go away. Dana tried to lift her arms, her legs. She couldn’t.
Trapped. Panic gripped her. She struggled against her restraints. She had to get out, get away from them.
Far away, she heard Jack’s voice, but she wasn’t sure what he said. Dana drew in a breath. Her panic and fear sucked the air out of the room. She had to get out, now!
Then she remembered.
“Red!”
Like a fire alarm, when Jack heard Dana’s safe word, he instantly yanked off the Velcro straps two at a time, both wrists, then ankles and lifted her off the bench. Searching around the room, he looked for a blanket, then cursed himself for forgetting that one item when he’d set up this scene.
Instead, he grabbed the black robe off the wall and wrapped her in it. Although she struggled to get away, he scooped her in his arms, brought her over to the cushioned lounger and cradled her onto his lap.
“Dana, what’s wrong? Did I hurt you?” He held her close against his chest. Feeling her body shake nearly broke his heart.
“No, Jack, you didn’t hurt me. In fact, I enjoyed it. I don’t know why I freaked all of a sudden. Just trapped I guess. I’m sorry.”
Relieved, he chuckled as he stroked her hair. “No need to be sorry. That’s why we have a safe word. Hold still, let me take the nipple clamps off. This might hurt a bit.”
As he loosened the first clamp, she sucked in air. “Ow!”
“One more.”
“Damn, that hurts.”
“I think you might’ve reached subspace, and it scared you.” He took off the other one and gently rubbed the circulation back into her sensitive tips. “Better?”
She nodded and leaned her head against his chest. “Subspace?”
“It’s like a light trance. Your perception can be altered and it can be disorienting.”
“That must explain it then.” She frowned.
His guts twisted in knots. How the hell did he lose control of the scene? “You have to be honest with me. What was I doing, or what were you thinking that made you panic?”
She wasn’t sure what happened. If she told Jack she thought she heard someone else in the dungeon, he might think she was crazy. It was probably her imagination. “Nothing.” Squirming out of his lap, she stood, picked up her clothes from the chair and got dressed. “I didn’t panic. It just got to be too much I guess. Maybe this lifestyle isn’t right for me.”
Jack didn’t say anything for a moment. He pulled on his pants. “I disagree. I can tell by how you responded but that’s something you have to decide for yourself. I think something else bothered you.”
As he hung up the robe, she turned away and started up the stairs. “I have to go.”
“Stop, Dana, hang on.” He slipped on his shoes and chased after her, catching her halfway up the stairs. Turning her in his arms, he raised her chin. “Please tell me what happened.” He saw fear in her eyes. What the hell went wrong?
“What are the black robes about? Why do the others go into the forest? Where are they going? I saw the robe in your closet. Are you in some kind of cult?” Her voice had a dream-like slur to it.
“It’s not a cult.”
“They looked like a bunch of Druids or something. It’s pretty freaky.”
He nodded. He was beginning to understand. “The robe spooked you.”
“Yeah.”
“The people in this town are very conservative, but they respect Celtic rituals. If they were to see people entering the woods in black robes, they wouldn’t think twice.”
“Is that what Damon, Shannon and the others are doing, Celtic rituals?”
“They’re going to a private club in the forest called Dagda’s Edge. It’s like an invitation-only BDSM club. The robes hide their fetish outfits, which might cause some concern with the neighbors. Bad publicity for the dinner show. The robes are for privacy, nothing overly mysterious. Well maybe a little.”
She let out a breath. “Have you been to this club?”
“Yes, once you’ve been there, you’re welcome to return.”
“Were you going to take me there?”
“If you were receptive to it.” Why take their sessions beyond more than a sensual exploration? Dana would leave in a matter of weeks. Taking her to Dagda’s Edge required a commitment that he didn’t think either of them was ready for. He’d made that mistake before and the consequences devastated him and Cleona.
She glanced away, unable to meet his gaze. “Not now though.” The sadness and disappointment in her voice were unmistakable.
“Maybe we went too fast. I know we’ve talked online, but we really don’t know each other that well. It takes time to build trust.” He gave her a hug. “Come on. Let me pack up and I’ll take you back to your cottage.”
She stood her ground. “So that’s it? What if I want to try this again? What if I want to go to Dagda’s Edge?”
“It’s more intense than our scene in the dungeon. This lifestyle isn’t for everyone and that’s okay.”
“No, it’s not okay,” she snapped at him. “I don’t know enough about a D/s relationship yet. And I want to learn more.”
“I’ve never had anyone…call a safe word before.” He was going to say freak out during a session but held his tongue. “I should’ve seen your discomfort before it went too far. That’s my fault, my failing. You don’t know enough yet to know when to quit.”
Concern creased her brow, then she smiled, put her arms around his neck and kissed him. “Thank you for being protective of me. Clearly I was aroused during the session. I just need us to try again.”
He groaned. “We will then. If you can surrender as my sub, I’ll help you find ecstasy beyond your wildest fantasies. You must trust me though.”
“Will you take me to Dagda’s Edge?” Although she was curious, the thought of a forbidden place even more wicked than the dungeon made her a bit nervous.
“No, you’re not ready for Dagda’s Edge.” Maybe she was inexperienced in this lifestyle, but his words still stung.
She turned and started up the stairs.
“Dana, stop!”
She couldn’t ignore the command in his voice. Turning around, she spoke calmly. “Jack, I’ll trust you to make that decision but tonight I’d rather go to my cottage alone.”
“That’s fine, but I’m walking you back. Wait for me to pack up.”
Her shoulders slumped and she sat down on the steps. “Okay. I’ll wait.”
Back in the dungeon, Jack stuffed all the sex toys and devices on the table into a duffel bag. He made sure everything was cleaned up. The fire would burn out soon, so that was safe, but not the fire burning within him. He knew he would be Dana’s Master, if only she’d let go of her inhibitions. He pushed aside other thoughts that might be causing her fears and hesitations—like his own failing in past D/s relationships.
Damn it, he knew how to reach her. He could master her. Or was something holding him back too?
Moonlight brightened their path across the open field next to the castle. All the members of the troupe had left. A cool breeze rustled the dried grass. Chirps of crickets or other night creatures were the only sound. Jack pulled her close to his side and she drew in his warmth.
“Shannon said she’d ask around about the brooch. If no one claims it, she’ll give it back to you.”
“Thanks. It’s a beautiful piece. I’ve grown attached to it.”
Dana glanced into the forest behind the cottages. Lights flickered, first golden, then red, sending shadows through the tree branches. “Is there a road back there? I see lights. Or maybe a campfire?” she asked.
“No road and no fire,” he said. “They could be from the Dagda’s Edge.”
“The others are there tonight again.”
“Probably.”
“Oh.” She couldn’t hide the disappointment in her tone. “Can’t help thinking I’m missing out on something.”
He took a breath. “It’s more than a kink club. You have to have an open mind about ancient folklore and mystical ways. It’s hard to explain.”
“What folklore and mystical ways? Why are you being so evasive? Just tell me.”
“It’s best you learn things at a particular pace. It’s better for you and those connected to the cottage. Can you trust me on this?”
“All right. But when I’ve learned what I need to, will you take me to Dagda’s Edge?”
“If I think you’re ready for it, I will, yes.”
Dana opened the door to her cottage and let herself in. “Good night, Jack.” As much as she’d like to spend the night with him, she needed some time alone to think.
“The night will be cold, let me start you a peat fire, then I’ll say good night.”
“Okay.”
Jack knelt in front of her small fireplace and stacked sods of turf, sticks and starter and soon had a glowing fire burning. The heat took the chill out of her room. Dana turned on the light on the dresser and dropped her small purse on top. She starred at the Celtic pin sitting on top. “Does Shannon have a key to my cottage?” she asked.
Jack didn’t look up. He still tended the fire, making sure it burned strong. “No, why would she have a key?”
“Don’t know. I just found the brooch on my dresser.”
“What?” He stood and strode over, stared down at it and frowned. “Don’t know. Maybe she had Mr. Donegal let her in, but I don’t understand why he’d do that. I guess it’s yours.”
“Great. It’s a beautiful piece.” Her voice betrayed a lack of enthusiasm. She’d about had enough of this game. She picked it up and a shiver raced through her body like an electric current. The room tilted and she grabbed Jack to keep from falling.
“Dana, are you all right?”
“I think so. Just a light vertigo.” Then it hit her again and images flashed across her mind. A young man who she never met dressed in medieval clothing walked beside her as they entered a two-story stone house. She could smell a fire burning in the fireplace, the wild flowers in a wooden vase. Another flash and they lay naked on a bed, making love. And then two men dragged her through the woods while she kicked and screamed. They brought her to the edge of a bog and shoved her head under. Her lungs filled with water and muck. Struggling, she fought to breathe, get away, but the images faded to darkness.
“Dana!” Jack shook her. He cradled her in his arms on her bed. “Are you okay?”
Her lungs burned from the memory, but she breathed without effort. “I’m okay. What happened?”
“I think you fainted. But you screamed.”
“You may think I’m crazy, but I think there’s something odd about that brooch.”
“How so?”
“Ever since I found it, odd things have happened.”
He searched her face. Maybe he was trying to figure out if she was crazy, maybe thinking he needed to send her home.
“I’m sure it’s nothing more than over-imagination. I’ll let you know if it happens again.”
Over the next couple weeks, Jack introduced Dana to many aspects of a D/s relationship. During their sessions and lovemaking, she discovered a deeper level of sensuality and pleasure she hadn’t expected. By the beginning of August, she considered the possibility of staying on in Ireland, but the email from her old boss caught her off guard. He’d asked her what day she’d expected to return to work. It dropped a gloomy shadow over her entire summer. She’d been avoiding the actual decision of what she would do after the musician job ended. Safe and secure had always been her way, and now the email only made the decision harder. He offered her a raise and a new position if she returned as planned to her job in the security company by September first.
A text message from her friend Karen said she couldn’t wait to see Dana or hear about her summer. As much as she loved Ireland and was falling for Jack, she was also feeling homesick. Was she like a kid on summer break trying to hang onto a foolish dream by considering relocating to Ireland? That was a huge decision and not very practical.
The idea of leaving Jack was painful but there wasn’t much she could do. She had about a month before her return flight. Jack had offered suggestions on where she might find work, but the prospects weren’t hopeful. The security company was the logical choice. Her father was right, performing as a harpist wasn’t a real job, it was a hobby, something she should be proud of, but still a hobby, not something she could do as a career. She should stop acting like a gypsy and get her act together. She and Jack had a hot summer romance, nothing more.
“I see you didn’t wear the brooch tonight,” Jack said before the dinner show began. “You’ve worn it every night.”
“No, I didn’t. You may think I’m crazy, but strange things seem to happen when I wear it. I’ll place it in my drawer, and later I’ll find it in my jacket pocket, or pinned to a sweater. I tried leaving it in my cottage. Other strange things are happening too.”
“I don’t think you’re crazy. Ireland is full of folklore and mystical stories. What kind of strange things?”
She shrugged. “I think the brooch has mystical powers. I keep having odd dreams, even when I’m awake.”
“Hmmm.” He frowned. “What kind of dreams?”
She shook her head. “Some are pleasant of a woman making love in an ancient home, but not the castle. Another dream is her running away from two men who finally catch her and drown her in the bog.”
His eyes widened. “Maybe you shouldn’t wear the pin anymore. It obviously disturbs you somehow.”
“I don’t feel good or bad energy when I touch it or wear it, except for that one time when I fainted and that one bad dream. Maybe the pin has a connection to the person who owned it, and I’m picking up her energy.”
“This castle and its grounds are full of mystical energies. Just don’t wear it and you won’t have any problems.”
After the dinner show, Dana bade the guests farewell as she usually did and snuck down into the dungeon to wait for her Master. The dungeon was a secret place for pleasure and pain. Jack had to arrange for them to take turns with the others in the troupe. Apparently the dungeon was a popular spot. And tonight she’d planned a little test of her own. She loved the strong, Dominant voice Jack used as he commanded her in sensual, reassuring ways through adventurous sexual games.
In the dungeon, she added another turf briquette to the fire already burning. With what she had planned, they might be there a while, if not all night. Undressing out of her costume, she got completely naked and slipped on the come-fuck-me red heels she’d bought in town and had stuffed in her purse. She untied her hair from the twist she wore for the show and let her brown waves drape over her shoulders and back. As usual, he had the table filled with hedonistic supplies.
There was something frightening and exciting about being restrained. Her arousal told her loud and clear that bondage added another dimension to sex, and she liked it. She was so turned on and Jack hadn’t even arrived yet. She hoped tonight’s session ended with him fucking her because she wanted to feel his hard cock thrusting inside her. The sound of footsteps on the stone steps made tremors course through her body. Quickly, she took the position on the slant bench, legs spread wide, ass high and her breasts resting on a padded board.
When he entered the dungeon, he said, “Mmmm. My sub is eager. Naked already and in position. I like the shoes.”
“Thank you, Master. I wore them to please you.”
He shed his Renaissance clothing and stood in front of her naked. His cock, hard and erect, swayed in front of her face, teasing her. Licking her lips, she was tempted to lean forward and take him into her mouth. “Why did you choose the bench? I had ordered you to stand by the wall restraints,” he said as he moved closer and stroked her breasts, then gave her nipples a hard pinch, just enough to show his disappointment.
She gasped. His cock was an inch from her face. She could smell his musky scent but she didn’t dare take him without permission. What she planned later was bad enough.
“Why did you disobey my command?” Shifting position, his hand slid over her ass, down her cleft, then he sank a finger into her cunt. “You’re dripping.”
“I didn’t think of it as disobeying. I’m still trying to understand all this as I learn to trust and let go.” Dana muffled a moan. “I chose the bench because I do love to be flogged, Master. And I’d hoped to suck your cock tonight and then feel you fuck me.”
He gave a sexy, low laugh. “I like when my sub expresses her needs as long as she doesn’t try to top from the bottom. Or maybe you’re hoping I’ll punish you more tonight.”
“Yes, Master, if that’s your wish.”
“My sub should trust me more. If she would surrender herself completely, her pleasure would be greater.”
“I do trust you, Master.”
“Not completely. Get up and stand by the wall like I’d asked.” His words were firm but gentle. Stretching her arms straight up over her head and spreading her legs wide apart, he strapped her into the shackles that were anchored into the wall and floor. “Comfortable?”
“Yes, Master.” Anticipation made her pussy twitch and her nipples harden, erect and sensitive, aching for his touch or the sting of the nipple clamps. Her eyes drifted over to the hammock suspended from the ceiling, the one where Shannon had writhed and screamed in pure pleasure. She didn’t believe she’d yet reached that level of ecstasy that Shannon had.
Jack lifted her chin and brought his face close. “Where are your thoughts, my lady?”
“I was remembering Shannon for a moment.”
Jack let out a breath then squeezed her nipple until she yelped. “Keep your thoughts here and you’ll enjoy this much more.” He unshackled her ankles and turned her around to face the wall, then reshackled her ankles. “Extra punishment should keep you focused.” He stroked her cheek, his gaze so intent on her face. Then he laid his mouth on hers, teased her lips with his tongue, and kissed her with a passion she had never anticipated. Her body melted, heated thoroughly to her toes. When he ended the kiss she moaned. She wanted more, wanted to wrap her arms around him and draw him close. The pleasure both consumed and intoxicated her.
“Yes, please, Master.”
He began with the flogger, swatting her buttocks and thighs and gently stroking the sides of her breasts. The rough, cool stone rubbed against her nipples and heightened their sensitivity. Rocking her hips, she ached to rub her clit against something to ease the throbbing. If he touched her there, she could come with little effort. The flogging stopped and she caught herself before she groaned out loud.
“We’re going to try something different tonight.” She heard him pick up something from the table but didn’t turn her head to look. His rough hand rubbed her ass then she felt a sharp sting on one side.
She cried out from the sharp pain. “What was that, Master?”
“A cane.” Swat! He struck her again on the other side and the sting rang through her body. Clenching her teeth, she waited as the pain converted to waves of throbbing between her legs. Her pulse pounded in her head. She hoped she’d feel another strike because her body hummed.
Swat! Swat! Her body jerked and she groaned. Her hips and knees quivered as her groin craved attention. His mouth, fingers or any stimulation would send her over into a blissful orgasm.
He stopped and rubbed her ass, then slipped toward her pussy. “Edge,” she cried out.
He pulled his hand away. “Very good. I hadn’t given you permission to come.” He put the cane down and picked up something else. When he returned, he worked her nipples between his thumb and forefinger and attached nipple clamps.
Manipulating her already raw and sensitive nipples pushed her to the brink of another orgasm. What if she ignored his order and allowed herself to come? Would he give her more punishment? Maybe then she’d reach that level of ecstasy like Shannon.
“Is my slave’s mind drifting again?”
“No, Master. I liked the cane.”
He gave a short laugh. “I could tell. You like the clamps too.”
“Yes, they feel good.”
Sliding his hand between her legs, he thrust a finger inside her and pressed his hard cock against her tender buttocks. Dana rocked her hips as he fucked her with his finger. She wanted more. She wanted his thick cock filling her.
“Wet, yes. But I don’t think you’re quite ready.” His hand slipped from her body and he moved to the table. A moment later the cane struck her again and again.
Instantly, her pussy clenched. Her clit was so hard, it ached. “How about now?” Sliding his hand around, she knew the moment he touched her she would come, but she didn’t warn him this time or fight to hold back.
His fingers stroked her swollen and sensitive clit and she plunged over the edge in an intense orgasm. “Master, I can’t stop it. I’m coming.”
“Fuck.” Jack dropped the cane and pressed his body to her, stroking her clit until the tremors of her orgasm eased. Why hadn’t she warned him sooner? It happened, especially to a novice, but they’d been together for weeks now. After the spasms from her body ceased, he left her shackled and didn’t say a word. As much as he wanted to fuck her, he had to give her a punishment for defying him.
Walking over to the table, he picked up a black scarf and returned slowly. Dana strained to look over her shoulder to see what he was doing, her eyes wide. He blindfolded her, then left her there. Long moments passed. She kept lifting her head as if trying to hear what he was doing but he remained very still. When her body started to tremble he began pacing the room so she’d hear him walking, then he shoved the lounger. The noise made her jump.
“Master? I’m sorry, I didn’t let you know. I was testing you.”
He squeezed his eyes shut and didn’t answer. Not good.
Damn, she was so beautiful, and so innocent, it was killing him to do this. When she whimpered, he thought his heart would break but he bit his lip. “It wasn’t the orgasm, it was the fact that you did it to defy me. I can’t have a sub ‘testing’ me. Either you trust me or you don’t.” Her safety was in his hands.
“Testing may have been the wrong word. And I wasn’t trying to anger you. I’m trying to understand all aspects of this type of relationship. I trust you, I feel safe with you. I just don’t understand all of it yet.”
He relaxed a bit. He couldn’t argue her logic. As an intelligent woman, she was carefully evaluating this lifestyle. He couldn’t fault her for that. He picked up a crop, stood by the lounger, and swatted the brocade material to bring her back to his attention, his control. Dana jumped and cried out from the sharp crack. He then slipped on a condom and approached her.
Without a word he unshackled her ankles, and Dana attempted to turn around. He pressed her against the wall to keep her back to him. She didn’t protest. When she tried to squeeze her legs together, he roughly pushed them apart. His commands were by touch, and she followed his orders without hesitation.
Legs spread and arms over her head, Dana remained quiet until he struck her with the crop on her buttocks. She let out a yelp and her body jerked. Her breathing quickened. The crop glided up and down each leg, to her pussy, up her back, over her breasts, then arms, like a gentle caress, a tease, then slowly back down and rested on her buttocks. He gave her another swat. She yelped. Her body quivered. God damn, he wanted to take her now, but his lesson wasn’t over yet.
Sliding his hand between her legs, he felt her cream soaking her pussy. She was ready for him.
He struck her again, not as hard because he saw she was slumping in the restraints. She never moved her legs even without the shackles. Good slave. His cock hardened and his balls tightened; he didn’t know how much longer he could stand not taking her. Finally, her groans of pleasure were too much of a temptation. His slave loved pain so much—maybe too much—and he didn’t want to overdo it. Had he brought out more than her submissive side? Did Dana have desires of a masochist? That was a whole other challenge he’d consider later. Right now, he had to be inside her.
Dropping the crop, he spun her around and lifted her legs to wrap around his hips and plunged deep inside her.
“Omigod,” she cried out.
Her hands gripped around the chains that held her to the wall as he drove his cock rapidly into her. The sight of the nipple clamps on her distended peaks drove him deeper and harder with his thrusts. Tightening her legs around his hips, she let out a groan that told him she was coming again. He felt the pressure build, then let out a bellow as his orgasm exploded inside her.
When the pulsing eased, he slid out of her, unfastened the shackles, wrapped her in a blanket from the table and took her into his arms. He brought her to the lounger and sat her down. After discarding the condom, he brought her a damp cloth from the table of supplies. Pulling her onto his lap, he gently removed the nipple clamps.
“Ouch. They always hurt worse coming off.” She gave a chuckle.
“So I’ve heard.”
She held him close and looked at him, giving him a tentative smile. “I had another reason, Master.” There was no defiance in her voice. The gentleness in her eyes twisted in his gut.
“Why, Dana? I know you’re still learning, but you’re not a novice anymore. You’ve always told me when you were close before, but this time I think you defied me on purpose.”
“Not to anger you, but I wanted to be punished, punished harder.”
He studied her for a moment. “It’s more than that. Tell me.”
“I think you hold back. I wanted to disobey an order to receive a more severe punishment to see if…”
“To see if what?” His words were sharper than he’d intended.
“If extreme pain would bring the ecstasy that Shannon experienced that first day I arrived.”
He shook his head. “No, love. It has nothing to do with the level of pain. Something else is holding you back. Lack of trust, fear. I don’t know. I bring you right to the point where I think you’ll completely surrender and then you backpedal. You hesitate for some reason. A lack of communication between a Master and his sub can be dangerous. I’m responsible for your safety.”
“I know.” She nodded and rested her head on his chest. “Jack, I’m leaving in less than a month. I’m running out of time.”
“Maybe that’s it. You’re thinking about leaving. You’re afraid to get too close.” He pulled her back to look into her eyes. “Stay then. You can live with me. I’ll help you find some kind of work, maybe where you can play your harp.”
She shook her head. “I have a good job at home. There’s no guarantee here.”
“Who said life has guarantees? Follow your heart.”
The emotion in her eyes surprised him. “Why don’t you come back to the states with me?”
He shook his head. “I can’t. I just signed the loan to buy my uncle’s store yesterday. If I were to sell it, he wouldn’t have any place to work. Since my aunt died, working is the only thing that gives him joy. I can’t take that away from him.”
“I understand.” The sad tone in her voice broke his heart. “You’re a kind person to do that.”
“It’s not a sacrifice to take care of those we love.” He hugged her closer. “What gives you joy?”
She considered that for a moment. “You. My harp.”
He took her face in his hands and kissed her, slow, deep and sensual. Then kissed her forehead. How would he say good-bye to her when the time came? She’d leave him like Cleona had left him. “Dana, stay here with me. We can work out the details together. I want more than a sexual submissive. I want you.”
Her heart was breaking. Did she love him? Maybe but she didn’t want to give him any promises she couldn’t keep. “I don’t know if it’s possible. I’ll have to think about it.”
“Do that. Like you said, you don’t have much time.” He rose, got dressed and began packing his devices and toys in a duffel.
She dressed and started up the stairs.
“Wait, I’ll walk you back,” he said.
“I can find my way.” She continued walking.
“I know, but I’m walking you back. Wait.”
She came back down and sat on the lounger.
Returning to the table, Jack stuffed the rest of the items into the bag. My slave needs to trust me. He was about to shut off the lights when he noticed a piece of metal on the table next to his duffel. A cold shiver went up his back. It wasn’t there a moment ago. He didn’t want to touch it. Finally, he picked up the intricate brooch and turned it over. It looked much like the one Dana always wore. But it couldn’t be the same one.
“I thought you said you didn’t wear the brooch tonight,” he said.
“I didn’t. It’s in my dresser drawer in the cottage.”
“Isn’t this it?” He held it in the palm of his hand.
“Yes, but how did you get it?”
“It was on the table.”
“Someone playing a prank?” she asked.
He knew the troupe wouldn’t do that. “No, it’s not a prank, it’s a message. I believe it’s an invitation, like a key.” Jack stared at the brooch, then stuffed it in his duffel. If he was wrong, he’d be opening himself to the risk of pain and loss all over again. Was Dana ready to cross that threshold? Was he? Their sessions had been hot, exploring the D/s world, and Dana roleplaying as his sub and slave. He’d sworn he wouldn’t take it to the next step, knowing she would be leaving at the end of the summer. More than taking their D/s play into a more serious level, he wasn’t ready to let himself go, feel something deeper.
Even now, he remembered the turmoil with Cleona. The intensity of their relationship and how their love bound them together, but the conflicts of her commitments and her regrets tore them apart. It had killed him to let her go.
“An invitation for what?”
“You’ve been invited to Dagda’s Edge.”
*****
When Dana got back to her cottage, she boiled water and added it to the teapot, then changed out of her medieval costume into a tee-shirt and jeans. It was late and she should try to sleep, but doubted sleep would come. Jack had said he needed to finish some paperwork for his uncle’s shop, so he’d gone to his cottage. Just as well. She needed time to think. The idea of visiting Dagda’s Edge excited her. The mystique surrounding the place raised her curiosity. Now she’d find out what it was all about. She worried more about the big decision she had to make. Could she possibly consider moving to Ireland with Jack? There was more to consider than just moving into a guy’s place. Giving up her job, moving to another country, finding another job, leaving friends and family behind, and what if it didn’t work out?
After the discussion with Jack she should be pouring herself a large goblet of mead. The herbal tea was a better choice. The mead would make her a bit daft and she needed a clear head to sort out her troubles. As she hung up her costume, the brooch dropped to the floor. Hadn’t Jack placed the pin inside his duffel? The brooch almost had a mind of its own, as if trying to show off its supernatural powers. She believed there was some type of magic going on and it didn’t frighten her. The meaning didn’t make sense. Perhaps accepting the possibilities of a mystical presence around the castle was the whole point.
She laughed. She’d show it to Jack. He’d remember about placing the brooch in his bag. Magical pin in hand, she ran over to his cottage and knocked on his door. No answer. “Jack? You there?” No answer. There weren’t any lights on inside either. Odd. She returned to her cottage, tossed the pin in her drawer, then placed a kettle on the stove to heat water. She took a teacup from the cupboard.
When she was about to pour hot water into it, she found the brooch sitting inside the cup. She cried out and nearly dropped the kettle.
Slamming it down on the stove, she looked around her room. “Hello? Jack? Are you in here?” She checked under the bed, in the bathroom and closet but there was no sign of him. Next she went outside again and over to Jack’s cottage. Still no light inside. What was going on with this piece of old jewelry?
She’d find out. Back inside her cottage, she put on her jacket, pinned the brooch to it, grabbed a flashlight and marched outside, straight into the forest. Behind her she could see the lights from the castle so she wouldn’t get lost. By following the direction she remembered seeing the others in robes take, she expected to eventually find the club.
After stepping into soft, spongy earth and around trees, she discovered a narrow path. The lights from the cottages and the castle glowed dimly through the trees behind her. Directly in front of her, another light glowed. A large, two-story, stone building with a thatched roof stood in a small clearing. As she approached the house, a large, red door opened revealing a woman in a low-cut black dress and a festive party mask.
At first, Dana had the urge to turn around and run, but the woman beckoned her to approach with the wave of her hand. “Hello, Dana, please come in. We’re pleased that you found us.”
“How do you know me?”
“Jack told us about you. Although we expected you to arrive with Jack.”
“I thought so too. But I couldn’t find him, so I came alone. I want to know what Dagda’s Edge is all about.”
The woman chuckled. “Well, that depends on what you’re looking for. It can be an escape, a potent source of pleasure and exploration, an obsession, a place for fun and merriment, or a curse. This home was built in the 15th Century on the intersection of two powerful ley lines. It’s also a doorway to other dimensions and times.”
“Other dimensions and times? Seriously?” Dana returned, giving the woman a disbelieving glare. “That’s a little farfetched.”
“How do you explain your recent dreams or Dagda’s gift?”
“How do you know about my dreams? And what gift?” Dana asked.
“That brooch you be wearing.” The woman pointed to Dana’s right side. The brooch was pinned to her jacket. “It’s your invitation. And the brooch is known to influence the wearer’s dreams.”
Dana gasped, but wasn’t that surprised. “Jack did say we were invited. Is Dagda a person or a place? Are you Dagda?”
“No, I’m not Dagda, but he is a person. Come inside and I’ll explain.”
Light flickered from a large fireplace in the main room off of a kitchen. Warmth from the fire and the welcoming scents of herbs and incense eased Dana’s mind. Whispered voices and the thumping of music drifted down from upstairs rooms. The furnishings appeared antique in style but looked brand new, with brocade chairs and sofas trimmed in carved wood.
“Please sit, Dana. I’ll have Adara bring us some refreshments.”
Dana sat in a large chair by the fire and realized how late it was, almost midnight. “I’m so sorry to have disturbed you this late. I can come back another time.”
“Not at all. We’re open all the time, when the lines are in proper alignment we’re here.”
Dana frowned at the last remark. She didn’t quite understand what she meant.
The woman smiled sympathetically. “It’ll all make sense to you soon. I’m Dru. Forgive me for not introducing myself sooner. I’m the caretaker of Dagda’s Edge. Sort of the manager too.” Dru removed her mask. Her cobalt blue eyes shone in the fire and her long, black hair draped across the middle of her back. Shorter wisps of hair framed her face and brought attention to high cheekbones and smooth skin. She was that indeterminate age of somewhere between early thirties and late forties. The long, black dress accentuated her curvy figure…not slim, not voluptuous, but very sensuous. Her nails were trimmed and painted with a dark, plum polish.
“Nice to meet you.”
“We knew you would come with or without Jack. Sometimes a member invites a lover or friend to the cottage. But it was different with you.”
“How so?”
“Dagda’s Edge invited you.”
Dana gave a nervous laugh. “What? That doesn’t make sense.”
“Besides the energy from the ley lines, the cottage itself has mystical powers that it has collected over the centuries. Some are drawn to that energy like you. Dagda’s Edge was named after the folktale Dagda’s harp. A harp that when struck, had the power to make an enemy warrior cry, laugh and sleep, allowing Dagda to escape with his harp. This cottage has many powers.”
“It’s odd that you call it a cottage,” Dana said. “It’s more like a large house to me. How did this place acquire these powers?”
Dru smiled. “In the 15th Century, Rogan Magartan, Earl of Coghlan, had a mistress and he built Dagda’s Edge as their private sanctuary in the forest. The woman he was betrothed to, and later married, was a bitter woman from a powerful neighboring clan. She discovered Rogan’s lover. Friends connected to the cottage helped the mistress escape to another time and dimension. But guilt and longing for her lover, Rogan, forced her to return. Only to meet with a tragic end. Rogan’s wife had men from her clan capture Cleona MacCormack the moment she left Dagda’s Edge. Cleona was discovered drowned in the bogs near the castle.”
Dana sat straighter in her chair. “Isn’t Cleona the name of Jack’s last girlfriend?”
“Yes.” Dru didn’t give further explanation. Dana turned the possibilities over in her mind.
A tall, slim redhead strolled into the room carrying a silver tray with a teapot, cups and a plate of sliced nut bread. She wore a short black leather dress, trimmed in red lace and her hair was razor cut and angled at her jaw. How she walked steady in the high, pencil-thin heels, Dana didn’t know.
She placed the tray on a side table and looked at Dana. Her eyes widened. “Oh, my. It’s you. I’m so glad you’re back.” Tears filled the redhead’s eyes.
“You must have me confused with someone else,” Dana said. “This is my first time here.”
“This is Dana Brennan from America. She plays the folk harp in the minstrel dinner show. Dana this is Adara.” Dru stood and poured cream in the tea cups, then prepared tea and handed a cup to Dana.
“But she’s wearing the brooch,” Adara argued.
“Cleona left it behind,” Dru said. “I gave it to Dana as a gift. I sensed she should have it.”
“You gave the brooch to me?” It didn’t make much sense why a stranger would give her a gift, but Jack did say it was an invitation.
Dru nodded.
“Thank you, it’s beautiful,” Dana said, then turned to Adara. “Who did you think I was?”
“My mistake,” Adara said. “Would you like a slice of nut bread?”
“Yes, please.” Dana thought it would be rude to refuse. “I love your accent. It’s different from any I’ve heard so far. May I ask where you’re from?”
“Adara works for Dagda’s Edge. She’s been with us for several years,” Dru offered. “Where she’s from will take some explanation.”
Adara wiped away tears. “Sorry. Dana reminds me of a friend I hadn’t seen in a while.”
“Yes, there is a resemblance.” Dru sat with her tea and took a sip. “Adara came to us escaping a tormented life. Here she found a home and discovered that she craved the sexual rush of the BDSM lifestyle as a slave. There were many Doms, both male and female, willing to train her and pleasure her. But Adara also discovered her need to express her dominant side and is now a switch.”
“I’m glad you’re here, Dana,” Adara said. “I have work to do, but I hope to see you later. I’d love to tell you about where I’m from. I hope we’ll be friends.”
“That would be nice.” Dana turned to Dru. “Everyone who comes here is into BDSM?”
Dru took a sip before answering. “Mostly, but it’s more than that. We’re like an oasis or a refuge for those who desire other sensual pleasures, and also need to discover a deeper knowledge about life and themselves. How long have you known that you were a submissive?”
“What? Who put you up to this? Did Jack or Shannon say something?” Her voice shook with anger. How dare this stranger ask these personal questions?
“You would not have received an invitation, unless you were ready to explore your deepest desires, face the fears in your life. I always ask questions about new arrivals.” Her voice was firm, yet compassionate. “Don’t you want to understand your desires? Don’t you have questions about who you are and what you want to do with your life?”
A lump formed in Dana’s throat and tears filled her eyes. All of this was true. She did want to figure this out. “Yes, I do.”
“Are you a sub or a Domme?”
“A sub.”
“Very well. We will provide whatever assistance you need when you return. Do you have something sexy to wear? A club outfit, preferably leather?” She rose to lead her out the front door.
“I have a leather skirt. I bought it at Jack’s shop and a tank.”
“That will do. Get changed into that. I’ll come to your cottage shortly to escort you to Dagda’s Edge.”
“Should I contact Jack? Shouldn’t we come here together?”
“No, I have selected a Master specifically for you. You have many obstacles to overcome, before you’re ready for complete surrender and joy. Your questions will be answered, your needs met. You can continue to deny your true nature and be miserable, or sense there is something missing, or you can come to the cottage with me and let the Master help you break down the barriers.”
“Barriers? Obstacles?” She hadn’t thought about that. “Is this safe?”
“Completely. I can stay with you the whole time if you wish.”
Dana ran to Jack’s cottage and pounded on his door. It was well past midnight. His cottage was dark, and he didn’t answer. Maybe he’d gone into town to stay at the store? She doubted it, because his car was parked in front of the cottages right next to her rental. Damn. Where the hell was he? Was she finally going to Dagda’s Edge, but alone without him?
Back in her place she quickly changed into the black leather skirt, a midnight-blue shimmery tank and strappy black heels. As soon as she finished dressing, a knock at her door made her jump. She had to take a couple breaths before she had the nerve to open the door.
“Shannon!”
“Ready to go?” Shannon smiled. She wore one of those black robes and had another robe draped over her arm. She glanced down at her shoes. “You’ll have to carry those and wear something you can walk in through the forest.”
“You’re my escort?”
Shannon nodded. “Hurry up, the Master is waiting.”
“Who’s the Master? I don’t feel right about this. What about Jack?”
Shannon continued smiling. “Jack would approve. You’re in training and you’ll love Dagda’s Edge. Put this on first.” Shannon handed her a black hooded robe.
Outside there was no breeze, and the sounds of the crickets and frogs had stopped. Dana’s heart pounded, taking her breath away. What was she getting into? If only Jack was with her. “Shouldn’t we find Jack and ask him to come?”
“Follow me.” Shannon led her into the forest. “You’re doing the right thing.”
After a few minutes, Dana saw the golden glow of lights through the trees, that same strange glow she’d seen before. She and Shannon passed through two stone pillars and an open wrought-iron gate. A coiled Celtic knot decorated the center of the gate. The motif was bent and rusted. How beautiful it must’ve been when first made.
The level of excitement almost overwhelmed her. I can do this. Her hands grabbed fistfuls of the robe as they walked closer to the building. At the end of the walkway was the large stone house with a thatched roof. Dagda’s Edge. This time she noticed there was no parking lot, or driveway, no cars, just forest. She couldn’t see any road that led to the house.
“It’s a beautiful old place. And much larger inside than it looks.” Shannon showed her to the entrance, a large man stood at the red door. He nodded and opened the weathered wooden door for them. “This is Hayden,” Shannon explained. “If there’s any trouble, Hayden will handle it. But you won’t have any problems. You’re safe here.” Hayden remained at the door like a human brick wall.
Inside Dana was stunned. Was her mind playing tricks? The cozy antique cottage had completely changed. The furnishings took a surreal transformation resembling a luxurious hotel with polished woods, overstuffed leather chairs and couches. An elegant bar and smoky tables stood at one side of the large room, and hallways led off from the main area. Sensual music with a steady beat played in the background. Soft candlelight flickered from tables and the bar. The air was heavy with spicy scented candles, leather and sex.
Women dressed in scanty leather and lace, boots or heels, strolled the room or leaned against men who wore leather or black trousers and black shirts or no shirts. A few guests strolled the elegant room naked or close to it. “We have something here for everyone’s taste. I’m sure you’ll find what you’re looking for.”
Shannon removed her robe and took Dana’s sneakers and handed them to a petite woman at the door. Dana put on her strappy heels. “I’ll hold these until you’re ready to leave,” the woman with several facial piercings and black, spiky hair said. She wore a black lace body stocking that left nothing to the imagination with outrageously high platform heels.
Dru approached them, holding her hand out to Dana. “Hello, Dana. Welcome back. So glad to have you here.” She shook Dana’s hand. Dana admired her sexy, black dress, more seductive than what she’d worn earlier. The V in the front came down to her navel and the hem barely covered her ass. She also wore thigh-high boots.
“Thanks, I’m still a little confused.” Dana noticed Kevin and Thea, two of the entertainers from the dinner show, at a table by the bar. Kevin wore only a leather vest and a collar around his neck. He was bent over the table as Thea held his leash and whipped him playfully with a cane. Each crack of the cane sent chills up Dana’s spine.
Kevin’s cock hardened and swayed with each strike.
At the far side of the room a woman was hung upside down, her legs spread slightly and her arms bound behind her back while her Dom held a large vibrator at her sex. The woman moaned and writhed.
Dru smiled, not giving the hedonistic display a second glance. “Dagda’s Edge is a special place. There’s something here for everyone like I told you. Those who enter the cottage may also cross time and dimensions. Make sure you’re escorted before you leave.”
That thought gave her a chill. What if she left without an escort? “Are you from another time or dimension, Dru?” Dana straightened and attempted to take all this in stride. How much of the mystical theory did she believe? She couldn’t deny the strange events that had happened.
“No. The current time is my time. Adara is from the 15th Century. She came with Cleona, but Cleona could not adjust. Adara is quite happy here.”
“Why was she crying before?”
“You remind her of her friend who was lost to her.”
“I’m sorry I brought a sad memory to her.” Dana hated being the cause of anyone’s sadness. “Shannon said something about training?”
“By the time you leave, your questions will be answered. You’re troubled by your relationship and have a few big decisions to make.”
Dru’s brutal honesty stabbed at Dana’s heart. “Yes, you sound like a fortuneteller.”
“Not at all. I’m just well informed. If you want your answers follow me. But first a lesson in trust.” Dru walked over to the girl who had taken their robes and was handed something that looked like a masquerade mask. She came to Dana and handed it to her. “Put this on. It’s a blindfold. When you can’t see, you have to trust other senses.”
Dana glanced at the mask in her hands, hesitating.
“It’s all right, Dana,” Shannon said. “Hurry, the Master waits.”
“But what about Jack?”
“You love him, don’t you?” Shannon asked, with a reassuring smile.
“Yes.” She realized she’d never told Jack.
“And you want to break down the barriers between you two.”
Dana nodded.
“Then Jack would want you here.”
Dana put the mask on. The eye holes were covered so she couldn’t see. Then Dru and Shannon led her down a long hallway. Shannon was right, the cottage seemed much larger from the inside. The cracks of whips and moans and an occasional chain rattled as she walked down the hallway. They stopped then and she heard a door open. They led her inside. She felt so helpless not being able to see. The familiar smell of a turf fire filled the room, as well as the scent of leather and an incense other herb, eucalyptus. Just the smell of leather immediately made her aroused.
“Did you want Shannon to stay, Dana?” Dru asked.
“Yes,” Dana answered.
“The Master says no, it’s not necessary,” Dru said. “Safe words here are ‘red’ and ‘slow’. Understand, Dana?”
“Yes.” Panic set in. Did this Master expect to have sex with her? “Shannon? Jack would agree to this? I mean, I know I have things to learn about the D/s lifestyle, but this can’t be right me being with someone else.”
“Jack would approve, Dana,” Shannon said. “You want to understand what’s holding you back, right?”
“Yes.”
“We’ll be leaving you now. You’ll be fine,” Shannon said. Dana heard the door close and rough hands gripped her and drew her across the room and up against the wall.
“Can you tell me what we’re going to do, Master? I’m very nervous.” Since Dru and Shannon referred to him as Master, she had better too. “I’m fairly new to this and Jack, my Master, wishes for me to live with him and not return to the states. That’s a big decision, I—”
Pressing his fingertips over her lips, he signaled her to be silent. Then he raised her arms and clamped them into shackles. Dana gasped. He shoved her feet apart and secured them into a spreader bar. She still wore clothes. Would this experience with this Master help her to break down any remaining resistance she had with Jack so she could completely surrender to him? Would this also help with her decision to stay or return home? The Master stroked her cheek with his knuckles. If he’d only talk to her maybe this would be easier. Every inch of her body shook partly from fear and partly from anticipation.
She kept reminding herself that this Master was trained and she was doing this for Jack and herself. Right now, her body shook and muscles tensed as she heard the Master moving around a few feet away. The first crack of a flogger made her jump. Her cream flowed but she also tensed since it wasn’t Jack. The flogger stuck the wall close to her but never touched her. How could the Master help her?
Moments later, the sound of chains replaced the cracks of the flogger and he released her arms and ankles, but shackled her wrists in cuffs and chains and walked her over to a chair. The heat from the fire warmed her flushed skin and calmed her. He pressed something to her mouth and at first she resisted. The thought of a ball gag made her cringe. “Master, I know I shouldn’t speak, but if you gag me we haven’t discussed safe signals.”
He pressed his fingers to her lips to silence her, and she nodded. Then the object was at her mouth again. It was cool and she opened. He popped it in and she rolled it around in her mouth and bit down. The juice was sweet and squirted over her tongue. A grape. She giggled.
This time another piece with bumps, a raspberry? And several blueberries, then a spoonful of honey. The sweet syrup dripped down her chin and he lapped it up with his tongue. The first intimate touch made her stiffen but she didn’t protest. In the back of her mind, she was still worried about where this would eventually lead. She truly loved Jack, she knew that for sure now and she didn’t want to be with another man. Still, she was confused.
Tenderly the Master brushed her hair back and stroked the nape of her neck. It felt nice but she wished it was Jack. Images of their weeks together rushed through her mind; all wonderful times but always with the heavy feeling of knowing each day brought her closer to the time she would have to leave him. Tears flooded her eyes and dripped down her cheeks. And now she knew why she couldn’t surrender to Jack.
The Master gently brushed her tears away. Then his fingers roamed down her neck to her shoulder and over to the side of her breast. Dana squirmed. Sensations coiled into a knot in her stomach and the tension spread through her muscles. “Red!”
The Master pulled his hand away. “Why are you crying, my lady?” It was Jack’s voice.
“Jack!” Her heart leapt.
He lifted her mask and smiled.
“Because I know why I haven’t been able to surrender to you completely.” She quickly glanced around the room. It could’ve been any upscale hotel room with a bed and door to a bathroom except for the eyehooks on the ceiling and floor, various chains and straps hanging from them and also a table of bondage devices and sex toys.
He knelt in front of her looking so hot in leather pants and no shirt, his chest gleaming in the firelight. “Are you going to let out the secret?”
“Because I love you.”
He smiled, then frowned. “Then why can’t you surrender to me, trust me?”
“If I love you and surrender to you as your slave, it will be unbearably painful to leave you.”
“Don’t think about tomorrow or next week or leaving. You’ll make the right decision when the time comes. Surrender to me tonight. Just tonight.”
She relaxed a little. “Okay, just tonight.” She let out a breath.
He undid the shackles around her wrists and ankles. “Undress for me, slave, but leave your shoes on. I like the heels.”
Heat traveled to Dana’s pussy as she unzipped her short skirt and let it drop to the floor. She hadn’t worn panties so she stepped out of the skirt and kicked it aside. After pulling the tank over her head, she tossed it by her skirt. Completely naked except for her five-inch heels, she felt exposed and aroused under his inspection. When he removed his shoes and leather pants, her heart nearly stopped. Standing naked, he was so gorgeous, every hard muscle outlined, his hard cock, ready to satisfy her beyond her imagination.
“Good, slave. Will you submit to me tonight?”
“Yes, Master.”
“Show me.” His words held her in place with his commanding tone, but she wasn’t sure what he wanted her to do. The walls in her vagina fluttered with need. She wanted to please him but how?
“I don’t understand, Master.”
“Show me that you will surrender and completely submit to me tonight. Show me.”
After a panicked moment of hesitation, she walked up to him and knelt down.
She bowed her head in submission. Her face was inches from his cock. The temptation to take him in her mouth was strong but she waited for his permission.
“Yes,” he breathed with a ragged breath. Lifting her chin, he gazed into her eyes. “My beautiful slave, I’m going to pleasure you and fuck you until you beg me to stop.”
She smiled and glanced longingly at his cock.
He laughed. “You’d like to suck me first.”
“Yes, Master.”
“Take me into your mouth, but just for a moment.”
“Thank you, Master.” Running her tongue up and down his rigid shaft, she took him into her mouth and cradled his scrotum with her hand. He held her head, guiding her up and down. His groans rewarded her, and she loved the musky male and soap scent of him. When she released his shaft, she moved to his balls, gently sucking one into her mouth, and rolled her tongue around it. Taking his cock into her mouth again, she slid down to the base in quick thrusts. Pleasuring her Master gave her joy. Hearing his groans warmed her inside. A salty drop of pre-cum slipped from his slit and she lapped at it, wanting more.
His fingers tightened around her head as he thrust his cock, matching her rhythm, faster and faster, then abruptly pulled away from her. “God, that’s so good. But I have to stop,” he groaned. He drew her up to her feet, embraced her and kissed her deeply, held her close for a long time. “I love you, Dana. More than you’ll ever know. Trust me, I will take care of you, my slave.”
“Yes, Master.”
“Now over to the swing.”
She did and waited. Would he flog her first? Probe her ass with a butt plug? She shivered anticipating the unknown.
“Hands behind your back,” he ordered. She obeyed, and he pinched her nipples, sucked them and grazed them with his teeth. Then he attached clamps to the distended tips. The nipples were still raw and sensitive from earlier but the pressure and sting made her clit throb and swell.
“That feels good, Master. I liked that very much. I like what you do to me, how I feel so intensely loved. It’s a deliberate and powerful loving.”
“There are many things in a Master/slave relationship we could explore.” He sat her in the swing, then attached the straps to her wrists and ankles, adjusting the rigging so her arms and legs spread and pointed upward. This gave her Master access to her pussy and ass. “But tonight it’s going to be about your threshold of pain and pleasure and trust. You seem to be obsessed with pain and to respond well to it. Still I don’t want you to hesitate to tell me when something becomes too much.”
“I promise, Jack.”
“Good. I think I know why you crave the pain. It’s more than what you saw Shannon experience.” He kissed her then gave a swat on her ass with his hand. She yelped and giggled.
“Why?”
“Let’s see if you can discover that yourself.” Picking up another device from the table, he unwrapped a condom and slipped it over a dildo and applied some lubricant. When he brought it to her she noticed the straps. Spreading her labia, he gently worked the dildo into her channel and secured the straps around her waist to keep it in place. Then he turned it on. The vibrations sent shudders of sensations through her body and her clit began to swell and throb. Even her nipples throbbed as all her nerve endings came alive.
His fingertips rubbed her clit until she was about to shout out “edge” but then he stopped and picked up the flogger.
“Do not climax until I give you permission, slave.”
“Yes, Master,” she answered him through clenched teeth. She wasn’t going to last long like this.
The flogger struck her ass in repeated strikes and her body quivered as she absorbed the pain and it transferred into pleasure. She moaned. Several more times and between her legs. “Edge!” she cried out.
He stopped the flogger and turned the vibrator down but not off. “Don’t come. Hold it.”
She was on the brink of an orgasm, but she held back. A moment later he switched the vibrator to high again and swatted her with a paddle. That hurt a lot. She was still tender from earlier lashings and each strike shot waves of sensations throughout her body. She cried out with each smack but didn’t ask him to stop. Her hands gripped the straps and tightened as she tried to control her climax. So close.
Her clit throbbed and her pulse thumped in her head. Two more smacks and the thickness of the dildo in her cunt would push her to a sweet release. “Edge, Master. Edge.” The words were harder to get out.
She tried focusing on something other than the vibrations in her cunt, the sharp pinching of her nipples, then felt a sharp swat on her ass. It was a cane, not the paddle. This hurt the worst. But good too. The pain absorbed into her body and turned to pleasure, an odd sensation that disconnected her from the physical world. She felt as if she was a feather drifting on a warm breeze. When the cane hit her the third time, her whole body hovered in the swing, aching for release. “Master,” she breathed. “Edge. No strength left.”
He stopped. “I need to be inside you.”
“Yes, Master.”
He removed the vibrator and then put on a condom. “But I’m going to fuck your beautiful ass tonight.”
“Yes, Master.” But her words held a tone of doubt. What if she couldn’t do this?
“Relax, this is all about pleasure. I won’t hurt you.”
He lapped at her slit, his tongue worked her clit, bringing her closer to climax. “Soon, you’ll have more pleasure than you can stand.” His hands grasped her breasts and tugged at the nipple clamps. She moaned and wriggled in the restraints.
“Oh yes, Master. That’s so good.”
Bending lower, he coated his finger with water-soluble lubricant and circled her anus with his finger. Gently, he pressed slowly through the ring of muscle. She tightened with the initial pain.
“Easy, slave, breathe easy, relax. That’s it.” He slid in deeper and moved in and out slowly. “How does that feel?”
“Burned and hurt a little before. Feels good now.” With his encouraging words and gentle movements, she relaxed a bit. The idea of taking his large cock like this made her nervous but also excited her.
Then he slid two fingers in a little at a time. She sucked in a breath from a twinge of pain. “Easy, breathe slowly. Relax.” Once the pain eased and he was moving his fingers freely, he removed them, then picked up a butt plug from the table and coated it with lubricant. “This will help you open some more for me.” He eased the plug in and moved it around, in and out. “Good, slave.”
“Master, that feels good. Please, fuck me. I need your cock now.”
“Not yet, trust me to decide when. I want to make sure you’re ready.”
Finally, he took the butt plug out and added a heavy amount of lubricant to his condom. “I’m going to fuck your ass, Dana. Slow, easy now.”
“Yes, yes.”
He eased in, inch by inch, giving her time to become accustomed to his size. “Damn, your ass is so tight.”
“Take me now, please.”
He groaned and sank into her. She gasped, but he wasn’t in her all the way. Holding back must be pure torture. He stilled. Was he trying to keep from hurting her or coming?
He glanced at her and the dark look he gave her was so full of love and lust. Her heart soared. The final surrender. “Fuck me, Master. Deep, all the way.”
She sucked in a ragged breath as his hand stroked her clit. Shattering into a fierce orgasm, she cried out as the sensations coursed through her body. The climax was so intense, almost unbearable. “Never been so good,” she murmured. Afterward, she hung limp in the restraints.
“My pleasure.” He closed his eyes and thrust into her ass the rest of the way, then held still as her body accepted all of him. He was so hard and thick, and his slow, easy strokes gradually increased and drew the most exquisite pleasure. Tugging against her restraints, she raised her hips slightly, urging him deeper.
The muscles in his face, his arms and chest were rigid and coated with a thin sheen of sweat. Her muscles strained against the restraints, but she found the complete loss of control, and giving her power up to him, elicited the most delicious sensations and joy. “Master, yes,” she breathed and wriggled her ass. The movement sent him over the edge. He sucked in a breath and groaned as he reached his climax.
Gripping her buttocks, he held tight until the aftershocks subsided. He slipped from her body, unfastened the straps and helped her down. For a long moment he held her close. She didn’t want to let go. She didn’t want to think about tomorrow, the weeks after and the decisions she had to make.
After they cleaned up, he lifted her in his arms and sat her down on the bed. “Let’s remove these.” She cried out in pain as he released the clamps and tossed them on a side table. “How are you doing?” He brushed her hair back from her face and kissed her forehead.
“Drained but wonderful,” she said, smiling.
He chuckled. “Hmmm. I figured that.” He gave her a long, loving look that made her heart break. “I also understand why you craved the pain.”
“Why?”
He laughed. “Don’t you know?”
She thought for a moment. “When I watched Shannon and Damon that first time, she appeared to experience extreme pain but also exquisite pleasure. I wanted to feel that.”
“She had reached subspace, a trance-like state brought on by an intense experience, and can give an out-of-body sensation. You were there yourself tonight, at least the beginning. It’s more than that.”
“I did feel as though I were floating.”
“You don’t need to experience extreme pain to reach that state, just an intense session, complete surrender,” Jack added.
She laughed. “We’ll have to try different things to see what I do like. Why else do you think I craved the pain?”
“The physical pain helps you avoid the emotional pain that’s coming.”
“Maybe.”
“Only endure the pain if you enjoy it.”
“Exactly.”
He hugged her close. “Are you ready to go home?”
“Home?” She groaned. “I don’t want to think about that. I haven’t decided yet.”
Jack smiled and tapped her nose with his finger. “I meant have you had enough of Dagda’s Edge for tonight? Would you like to go back to your cottage?”
“Oh yes. I’d like to go back now.”
“Dana, I love you, and you know I want you to stay in Ireland. But I’ll understand if you have to go.”
“I know, Jack.”
She awoke in her bed to the sound of birds chirping outside and sunlight streaming into her cottage. She reached to the other side of the bed and it was empty. “Jack?” There was no movement in the bathroom and she didn’t see any of his clothes on the floor. Had he gotten up and left without waking her? She stood and looked around for a note or something but didn’t see anything. It was still early. Maybe he went into town to work at the store. After showering and getting dressed she strolled outside to a warm August morning. She checked his cottage and he wasn’t there. He must be in town.
As early as it was, no other cars were parked in front of the other entertainers’ cottages. They must all be early risers and had gone into town to shop. She gazed into the forest where Shannon had taken her to Dagda’s Edge last night. The trail was still there. It wouldn’t be hard to find now in the daylight. Curiosity drove her to explore the forest. The perfect day for it, and she wanted to see Dagda’s Edge in the daylight. The walk should only take about fifteen minutes if she remembered correctly.
Dana entered the forest and followed the trail. High grass and low-hanging tree branches covered most of the narrow path. Thankfully, Shannon had shown her the way last night; otherwise she didn’t think she could’ve found her way in the dark.
Even in the daylight, she expected to see the cottage by now. The forest was very disorienting. When she came upon a set of stone pillars, at first she thought she’d found a different gate, possibly turned down a fork in the trail, because there was no house.
But the pillars had the same wrought-iron gate with a bent Celtic motif. This was the right place.
She screamed. An icy terror gripped her as she stared at the bare overgrown space of grass and tall weeds. The cottage was gone! It hadn’t been but twenty or thirty yards from the gate and now there was nothing. The building had vanished, and there was no sign that anything had ever been there.
Had she been hallucinating? Dreaming? Did the previous night of lovemaking with Jack really happen? And Shannon and the others at Dagda’s Edge, were they real or imagined? Her body shook so badly she grasped the gate to steady herself. She could accept the magic and mystery of an old brooch, even though she didn’t understand it, and accept the possibilities of earth energies from ley lines. Weren’t many stone circles build on ley lines and said to have supernatural powers? But a house that vanishes? She had to find Jack. Find out what was happening. What if Jack was gone too, like the cottage?
She raced back toward the castle and the cottages. Dana knocked on Jack’s door and when he didn’t answer she tried Kevin’s and Thea’s, Damon’s and Shannon’s. No one was around. She could drive to his uncle’s shop. What if she’d imagined Jack and the others too?
Covering her face with her hands, she ran to the castle and it was closed. Checking her watch, she noticed it was too early for visitors. What if she was the key that allowed them to return to another place and time? Jack had said the brooch was an invitation, a key.
A crushing weight slammed into her chest. Jack, where are you? What if he’d been a ghost all along? What if they all were? She looked at the ancient castle. A five-hundred-year-old fortress must have many ghosts. Had she lost Jack for good?
Her hand went to her mouth to smother a sob. My God, she was losing it. None of this could be true. She loved Jack. Yes, she was sure of that now. He was her Master. And given the chance she would stay in Ireland with him and not go back to her old job. She could visit her friends and family or they could come to see her. Why had she been struggling with that decision? It was so clear to her now. But it was too late if Jack was a ghost or gone to another dimension. He was lost to her forever. Tears filled her eyes and spilled onto her cheeks.
She barely registered the sound of footsteps on the gravel walkway. “Morning, my lady, have you had breakfast?”
“Jack!” She ran over and into his arms. Tears spilled down her cheeks.
“Hey, hey, what’s wrong? You’re crying.” He lifted her chin and studied her through narrow eyes.
“I woke up and you were gone.”
“Sorry, I promised Donegal to help move some furniture this morning. I figured I’d be back before you woke up. It took longer than I expected.”
Taking her by the shoulders, he held her back. “What else is going on? You’re shaking.”
“I took a walk into the forest.”
Jack groaned.
Dana ignored him and continued. “I followed the trail to Dagda’s Edge and it’s gone. I found the gate where Shannon took me through, but the building is completely gone.”
Jack nodded. “Yeah, it does that.”
She looked at him strangely, but then it seemed to make sense. “Will it come back?”
Jack shrugged. “It does, when the energy is aligned. I don’t quite understand it.” He pulled her into his arms. “Want to tell me why you were crying?”
“I thought I lost you. I thought everyone had left with the cottage. All this mystical stuff is making me crazy.”
“Understandable. It takes a while to get used to.” He stroked her hair. “The others went into town to visit Jane. She had her babe.”
Dana laughed. “I’m not crazy then?”
“No, there are many unexplained things here at Rathmore Castle.”
“And what is this brooch all about? I still don’t understand why Dru gave it to me.”
“It’s a gift and invitation. When you arrived, she sensed you belonged here, and believes you had been a guest from another time.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Cleona and Adara were friends from the 15th Century. Adara was betrothed to a man she didn’t love. Cleona was in a dangerous love triangle. Cleona and Adara escaped their time through Dagda’s Edge. But Cleona wanted to return, even as a secret mistress. Her guilt and love for the earl was stronger than her love for me. The brooch was a gift from her lover, and she left it behind, perhaps by accident. Adara said she was murdered in the bog by guards of the castle. She thinks the earl’s wife discovered her. Dru and Adara think you’re Cleona reborn.”
“Reincarnated? Your lover? Do I look like her?”
“Not at all, and you don’t act like her. You described how she died in your dreams, but you may have psychically picked up on that energy. It doesn’t mean you are Cleona.”
“Still, I found my way here by many synchronistic events. I don’t know if I am and it doesn’t matter. But I have made a decision about what I’m doing at the end of the summer.”
He didn’t give her a chance to finish. “I’ve been thinking too. I could make arrangements for my uncle. If we sell his shop, I could have it written in the contract that my uncle would be kept on as an employee, for a set number of years.”
“No, that’s your family’s shop. Don’t sell it.”
“I can’t bear to see you return to the states without me, so if you’ll have me, I’ll return with you. Just give me some time to settle things with the shop.” He took her face in his hands and focused his gaze into her eyes. “I love you, Dana, I want us to be together.”
“No, don’t.”
Jack stood back and fell silent. The hurt look on his face shredded her and she wanted to cry. “Aww, Dana, I feel like a jerk. I thought you’d be happy. I misread you.”
“No, Jack, you didn’t. Don’t sell the shop. I’m staying here with you. I love you. Although it scares the hell out me having to depend on you for a while until I can find work, I can’t imagine leaving you. This is where I belong. The security job may pay well but it doesn’t give me joy. You were right. Playing my harp gives me joy. Loving you gives me joy. Being your sex slave gives me joy.”
Jack smiled, pulled her into his arms and kissed her hard on the mouth before setting her down again. “I love you, Dana. I need you in my life, and I want you as my submissive for as long as you want me as your Master.” He looked at the sky and laughed. “And nothing mystical or supernatural will take you away from me.”
“Yes, I’m ready for whatever you have in mind, Master,” she teased.
He growled. “Hmmm. Be careful, remember I own a store full of bondage devices.”
“Now you’re teasing me.” Her pussy clenched thinking about the new things he would try with her.
“Go back to your cottage, strip and wait on the bed. I’ll come down and teach you a few things about knots and ropes, then feed you breakfast while you’re bound.”
“I’ll be eagerly waiting.”
*****
As the guests from the dinner show began to file out of the castle on the night of her last performance, she noticed Jack talking to a few of the entertainers. She hoped to see him later tonight to discuss her plans for moving out of her cottage and into his apartment close to the store. Although depending on Jack for a job and a home wasn’t ideal, he insisted she would soon find employment either with her harp or in the security business. She was following her heart, trusting him and their love, even though she felt like she was jumping out of an airplane without a parachute and expecting the ground to provide a soft landing.
Jack’s Uncle Lee had been in the audience that evening and after the show he came up to her. “Glory, Dana, you do play the folk harp beautifully.”
“Thank you, Mr. Keagan.”
“Call me Lee. And can you forgive an old goat for being harsh with you?”
Dana smiled. “Of course, it’s all right.”
He gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m pleased you’ll be staying,” he declared. “In truth, I’ve not seen my nephew this happy in a long time.”
Dana pressed her hand to her heart. “Thanks for saying so.”
“I’ll see you at the store. Good night.” After a few words with his nephew, he left the great hall.
While she waited for Jack, she strummed out an old folk song Kevin was teaching her. Mr. Donegal walked over to her. “Lovely performance, Dana, a gift you have there,” Mr. Donegal said, admiring her instrument. “Like listening to an angel play.”
“Thank you. Your other harpist, Jane, should be back this week.”
“Wanted to talk to you about that now.” He scratched his chin. “Jane has decided to stay home with her babe. She won’t be coming back to Rathmoor Castle. She’ll fill in as needed but I’d hoped you’d considering staying on with us.”
“Really?” Her fingers gripped her harp so hard she thought she’d leave permanent dents. Glancing around the room, she looked for Jack. He’d be thrilled. Jack strolled out of the hall with a group of guests and entertainers, taking the stone stairway to the lower level. She’d have to talk to him later. “Thanks, Mr. Donegal, I’d love to.”
He asked her to stop by the office the next day to make arrangements then left the hall. Shannon came over. “You’re all smiles, Dana.”
“Jane has decided not to come back to the show, and Mr. Donegal asked me to stay and replace her.”
“And you agreed.”
Dana nodded.
“Wonderful. I’m sure Jack will be pleased. Does he know yet?”
“No, could you tell him to meet me on top of the castle? I want to surprise him.”
“Sure thing. So glad you’re staying with us. I was going to miss you terribly in the show,” Shannon said, giving her a hug.
*****
Standing on top of the ancient castle, she looked out at the glow of lights from the cottages. A warm breeze swayed the pine trees. And the sounds of night creatures drifted up from the forest and bog. The sky was clear except for a few clouds. Were lights flickering deep within the trees, had Dagda’s Edge returned, or was it reflections in the bogs?
Dana wondered how many lovers over the centuries had stood looking out from that turret, a lord and lady, a crusader and maiden, arguing over some impediment, or making romantic plans for their future. Jack was in love with her. And she was in love with him. That was all that mattered.
This would be her new home. The excitement and anticipation tingled through her. Yes, this was where she belonged. The door to the roof creaked open and Jack stepped out.
“Shannon said you had some news.” He took her in his arms and kissed her.
“Jane isn’t coming back. Mr. Donegal asked me to stay on. So you don’t have to put me up in your apartment if you don’t want to. I can stay in the cottage.”
“I love you, Dana. I want us to be together as lovers and friends, as Master and slave.” He hugged her then squeezed her breasts through the thick fabric of the costume. Her body heated. She wanted him right there, right now on top of the castle. Gripping the material of his medieval tunic, she pulled him closer. Time seemed to stand still for a moment. Looking into his eyes, she saw lust and also love. How could she have considered leaving him?
“Would you rather stay in the cottage or at the store?” His face was emotionless but intense.
She chuckled. “I’ll stay with you.”
“Great. You can still work in the store if you like. I’ll give my uncle a good talking to. I’m sure over time he’ll get to love you. He’s cautious about people and remembers how a woman broke my heart years ago.”
“I think we’ll get along fine,” she said.
He hugged her again. “I’m so glad you’re staying with the troupe. When did Donegal give you the news?”
“Right after the show.”
“And you didn’t come to tell me straight away? I might have to punish you for that,” he teased.
“Please, Master, please.” Turning around, she bent over the wall, facing out toward the forest where the mysterious cottage had once been. Where she had learned about glorious surrender. “Wait. Those are lights in the forest, not a reflection. Has Dagda’s Edge reappeared do you think?”
“Possibly. Shannon would know. She has a sense of it when it returns.” He gently pressed her shoulders toward the low wall. “Let’s see what you have under your skirt, my lady.”
She flipped the hem of her dress up and stuck out her naked bottom to him. “My lord, I’m ready for my punishment.”
“No panties? Hmmm.” His hand rubbed the bare skin of her ass. “My lady, I do believe a most severe punishment is in order.”
Below the castle, figures dressed in black robes approached the forest. “They must see the lights too,” Dana exclaimed.
“Ah, you were right. Would you like to continue your punishment here or at Dagda’s Edge?” He took her arm and pulled her into an embrace.
“I’d like to see the cottage again. Adara said she wanted to tell me about her past. I’d like to hear her story of how she came to Dagda’s Edge. I think we’ll be good friends.”
“I think you’re right.” He took her hand and led her down the stone staircase. “Those who come to Dagda’s Edge are drawn there for a reason. We found what we needed there.”
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