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  Forbidden


  Prophecy


  


  Tanzinite woman, wingless and wan


  Nordai of Power, of twins, we warn


  One path to doom, enslavement and walls


  With unholy mating, Dair rises or falls


  


  Chronicles of the Seraphine Elves…XXVII


  


  Chapter One


  


  Candlelight flickered across Liana’s skin as the last of her clothing pooled at her feet. The scent of jensai blooms floated through the open window on an evening breeze, the balmy air easing over her body like a lover’s caress.


  Liana stood in the center of her bedchamber and closed her eyes, a vision of the dark stranger filling her senses. As she tilted her head back, her hair brushed her bare buttocks like a whisper of moonlight.


  Like she imagined the man’s touch would be upon her skin.


  Even as she moved her hands to her naked breasts, she was aware of the nordai’s passionate night calls outside her cottage. But the raven’s cries faded as the stranger’s image burned in Liana’s thoughts.


  Black eyes that had followed her as she had made her way through the tavern. Sensuality simmering beneath the surface of his stare. Ebony hair brushing his broad shoulders. A scruffy hint of a beard along his arrogant jaw. Muscles that flexed with every movement as he towered over her.


  Visualizing the stranger’s callused hands upon her body, Liana caressed her taut nipples with her palms. She could almost smell the man’s woodsy scent, a hint of which she had caught when she had brushed past him in the tavern. She had shivered from the slight contact, but kept her gaze averted, every nerve ending ablaze with wanting him.


  How could she desire a man she had never seen before today?


  How could she desire any man when it was forbidden?


  A moan eased through Liana’s lips as the vision of the stranger’s touch grew stronger. She imagined his tanned fingers covering her pale breast, his callused palm chaffing her sensitive nipples. She could feel the black hair on his powerful arms brushing her skin. Her body ached with desire, ached with need. A need she did not understand how to fill.


  There was only one being with whom she was supposed to mate—but no. She would not allow that reality to spoil the erotic fantasy weaving through her mind.


  She had never mated with a man, for it was forbidden. She had heard lusty tales told by her heart-sister Tierra and the tavern wenches, but Liana had never had such an intense desire to experience such a joining—


  Until him.


  Her belly quivered as she eased one hand down her flat stomach to the tangle of curls between her thighs. Where it was forbidden to touch herself. The place that now ached to be stroked, as though that might ease her wanting of the stranger.


  Liana’s tresses moved as an extension of her thoughts, sliding over her naked skin like she imagined the stranger might touch her body. His hands would be slow. Gentle. His mouth would feel hot on her lips, her breasts, her belly, leaving a trail of fire wherever he touched.


  Burning.


  Slipping her fingers between her folds, Liana gasped as she felt the dampness of her desire for the dark stranger. Her other hand continued to knead her nipples as she imagined the man fondling them. Her hair caressed her shoulders down to her hips, and the motion of her fingers grew stronger, more insistent, as she stroked her clit.


  But instead of relieving her need for the man, the knot in her belly grew tighter and tighter yet.


  She could almost feel the stranger’s stubble, rough against her inner thighs. And his tongue—gods, his tongue—laving at her clit that was building with pressure. Building and building and—


  A cry of surprise rose in Liana’s throat and her eyes flew open as the most exquisite sensations rocked through her. Like a flock of startled blackbirds bursting from their roosts amongst the sacred vines. Like moonlight sparkling across the rainbow sands of Mairi.


  Her fingers continued, drawing out the intense feelings until her body could take no more.


  Liana dropped to her knees and braced her palms against the rush-covered floor, her hair swinging forward to cover her face. Her breasts swayed and her thighs trembled. Her breath came in short gasps as she struggled to overcome the dizziness that threatened to render her boneless.


  When she had strength to move, Liana eased onto her haunches. A sound, ever so slight, pierced the haze still shrouding her confused mind. Through her curtain of hair, she glanced up to see an enormous ebony nordai perched on her windowsill, its black eyes focused intently on her—and a sheath was strapped to its powerful leg. The hilt of a dagger jutted out, a ruby glinting on its hilt like a drop of blood.


  Ice chilled Liana’s spine. My gods—what have I done?


  * * * * *


  Aric sucked in his breath as the Tanzinite maid collapsed to the floor with the strength of her orgasm. He had known he was breaching Liana’s privacy when she had begun to shed her clothing—but he had been too enchanted to move.


  And Lord Ir, when she had touched herself, he had nearly come undone. The flushed look of utter surprise and rapture on Liana’s face when she had climaxed had been the most beautiful sight he had ever seen.


  It had been all he could do to maintain his nordai form. Gods, how he had wanted to fly through her open window, resume his man’s body and bury his cock inside her, claiming her virgin warmth and taking her until she screamed her pleasure. How he wanted to be the cause of the ecstasy in those sea green eyes.


  Forbidden.


  She was of the Tanzinites, the cave-dwellers, and he of the Nordain, the Sky People. Never had the two races mated. Never would they.


  Forbidden.


  This was the woman who had been named to mate with the Sorcerer Zanden, a Nordain traitor. It was a joining Aric was sworn to prevent—by whatever means deemed necessary.


  Forbidden.


  The maid sat back upon her haunches, her breasts rising and falling with every breath, her flaxen hair shrouding her delicate features. She was a rare Tanzinite, born without wings, banished from the caves at birth and forced to live on Dair’s surface amongst humans and fey folk.


  Yet she was perfection. Candlelight danced across her silken skin, as beautiful as a Mairi pearl. Her nipples were the deep rose of the sacred vine’s blossoms. The pale curls between her thighs like sea foam. And her hair, moonbeams spilling in shimmering waves past her hips.


  His keen senses caught her scent as it rose up to him through the open window. Liana smelled of jensai blooms and moonlight. And of the passion between her thighs, a nectar of which he desired to drink his fill.


  A lustful sound escaped Aric—and the maid’s attention riveted on him. Even through her fine hair, he saw her sea green eyes widen with shock and fear. For a long moment their gazes remained locked, until Aric forced himself to move.


  With a mighty flap of his wings, he took to the dark skies, trying to shove the erotic memories of the Tanzinite woman from his mind. He had a task to complete, and that did not include joining with the maid.


  Though how in Lord Ir’s name he would keep his hands off Liana, he did not know.


  * * * * *


  Shivering, more from the memory of what she had done last night than from this evening’s chill, Liana drew her cloak tighter. She hurried as she made her way through Fiorn, a village in Sorcerer Zanden’s realm.


  Uba, a cruel and vicious woman, had raised Liana, along with two other orphaned girls—Ranelle and Tierra. Long ago Uba would have sold each of them into prostitution if it had not been for payments made to the greedy woman by an unknown benefactor. Uba had died only weeks ago, leaving the three young women the small cottage they had grown up in.


  Now that it was dark, by Zanden’s orders, Liana was allowed to leave her home to perform her Seer’s duties. From the time she was old enough to communicate, Liana had seen visions of the future, and occasionally of the past. Early on, Uba had taken advantage of Liana’s skills, arranging for Liana to tell fortunes for ansi stones. Of course, Uba had snatched all payments from Liana. It was a wonder Liana had managed to hoard away a few ansi that Uba had been unaware of.


  Unlike Liana, Ranelle’s and Tierra’s magical powers were unknown to anyone outside the three of them, so they had never been exploited in the same manner. Instead, Ranelle had been forced to perform a nightly erotic dance, and Tierra usually tended the bar.


  As she hurried toward the tavern, Liana’s cloak and thin gown brushed over cobblestones, the material making only a whisper of sound. She knew her way by rote and by her senses, not requiring the moonlight to see by. Normally Liana walked with her friends from the cottage to the tavern. However, on this day, Tierra was ill from a bout with food poisoning, and Ranelle had gone to the cobbler’s.


  Liana’s thoughts turned back to last eve, when she had been alone in her bedchamber—or thought she had been. Gods, how could she have been so foolish? The nordai at her windowsill hadn’t been one of the ravens that thrived on Dair. It had been much too large—and the sheath and dagger strapped to its powerful leg told her it was no common nordai. The raven had been one of the Nordain, the Sky People who transformed from raven form to human at will, and usually dwelled in a kingdom far to the north.


  But if the being was one of Zanden’s minions, one of the Nordain traitors who had pledged allegiance to the Sorcerer, her life might be forfeit.


  But then her life may as well be over if she was forced to join with him.


  No!


  Pausing at the center of a quiet alleyway, Liana gritted her teeth and struggled to maintain her composure. She pressed her hand against the ansi gems sewn within her cloak, and reaffirmed the decision she had made earlier. It was time to make her escape. She would not wait until moonchange, when Zanden would be relegated to his nordai form and forced to remain at his fortress along with his Nordain minions.


  Tonight.


  She would go tonight.


  Cool air carried the scent of the Mairi Sea, blending with the strong perfume of jensai blooms that surrounded Fiorn. Liana tried to ignore the less attractive odors of dung and garbage strewn beside the village’s business establishments, but it was near impossible.


  No, she wouldn’t miss this place where she had been forced to live since her birth.


  Since her own people abandoned her. Discarded her for her differences.


  Even though she had known of it since her childhood, until of late, it hadn’t seemed real—that Zanden had chosen her as his mate. That he would come for her after moonchange, shortly before she reached her twentieth season. That he believed she was the Tanzinite maid and he the Nordain male of the prophecy.


  The prophecy the Elves made before her birth.


  If she had not seen it in her own visions, likely she would never have believed it to be true.


  Revulsion flooded Liana in an icy wave and she shivered despite her cloak. She had never seen the Sorcerer beyond a vision or two, yet she couldn’t bear the thought of his hands upon her body. His stave impaling her, driving into her, planting his wicked seed within her womb. All to fulfill the prophecy and ensure his rule over every race.


  She knew only too well how the Sorcerer dealt with treachery amongst his servants. Uba had said that Zanden insisted Liana would experience fornication by his hands and body alone. If the Sorcerer learned she had done the forbidden after he had decreed to all of Dair that he owned her…if he learned she had touched herself and brought such pleasure to her own body…


  Liana shuddered. Her head could soon hang from the walls of the Sorcerer’s fortress for her disobedience. Her sightless eyes would stare out at the Mairi Sea alongside countless others who had failed or betrayed Zanden.


  The hood of her cloak fell to her shoulders as she glanced to the dark sky. Zanden needed her to fulfill the prophecy. He would be more likely to chain her naked to his dungeon wall as punishment, forcing himself upon her whenever he wished.


  No, no, no! She would never mate with any Nordain man of power, as the prophecy had foretold. Along with Ranelle and Tierra, Liana would escape and vanish forever from the Sorcerer’s realm. Far from his reach. And far from the ranges of any Nordain flyer.


  Raising her chin, she blocked the horrible image of the Sorcerer from her mind and once again started toward the tavern. But another, far more powerful vision replaced thoughts of the Sorcerer, and she stopped in mid-stride.


  The stranger.


  No matter the future Liana would face if she did not escape soon, she couldn’t rid her thoughts of the devastating man from the tavern. The way that smoky black gaze had studied her every movement last eve. Raw masculinity that called to her woman’s core. The hard line of his jaw every time a man approached her to have his fortune told.


  As though the stranger was jealous.


  Liana’s nipples puckered against the light material of her gown at the mere thought of the man desiring her body. After feeling such incredible pleasure at her own hands, she could imagine the dark stranger taking her to far greater heights. Of its own mind, her hair moved within her cloak, sliding across her breasts, enhancing the need that grew tighter and tighter within her belly.


  Gods! Liana stamped her foot and clenched her fists, and her tresses went still. As she tucked her hair behind her pointed ear, she tried to calm her desires. She had no time for the newly awakened fantasies.


  Tonight she must make her escape. But first she had to convince—


  “You had best hurry along now, wench.”


  Liana startled at the sound of Ranelle’s voice from behind her. Hand to her pounding heart, Liana whirled to confront her friend. “You nearly caused my lifeforce to depart!”


  Ranelle tossed her long mahogany hair over her shoulder as she gave an impish grin, her teeth flashing in the moonlight. “That should teach you to fantasize in the middle of the village about handsome strangers.”


  Heat flushed through Liana, and she was certain she was as red as a jensai bloom. “I was doing no such—”


  “Save untruths for someone who might believe them.” Ranelle brushed away Liana’s protest with a wave of her hand, the motion causing her cloak to gape open, revealing sparkling attire, generous curves and dark nipples jutting under the sheer material of her gown.


  “What are you talking about?” Liana muttered, but at the same time she wondered if her friend had ever touched her own nipples, or caressed herself between her thighs as Liana had done.


  “Last night Tierra and I noticed how you stumbled through your dealings with the patrons.” Ranelle laughed and in sisterly fashion adjusted Liana’s hood so that it once again covered her pale tresses. “And how you could not keep your eyes off the big brute in the corner who watched you the entire eve.”


  “You have a fine imagination.” Cheeks burning ever hotter, Liana ducked her head and started toward the tavern again. “Come, lest Nira send her guard after us.”


  “Ah, but you forget.” Ranelle easily kept up, her long legs outpacing Liana’s shorter ones. “I, too, am gifted with sight.”


  Liana stopped, forcing Ranelle to back up a few paces. Her breath caught as she whispered, “What did you see?”


  Ranelle cast her gaze over her shoulder as if looking for someone in the darkness. When she turned back to Liana, she offered a half-smile. “Only that this man is a part of your future.”


  Swallowing past the lump in her throat, Liana fisted her hands in the folds of her cloak, drawing it tighter yet. “In what way?”


  “I do not know.” Ranelle shrugged but looked uneasy as she drew the opening of her own cloak closed, covering her near-naked breasts. “Even though the brute did naught but scowl whenever his glance fell upon me, my senses tell me he is one you can trust.”


  “Trust.” The word slipped from Liana’s lips, a mocking sound even to her own ears. “As if I can trust any soul on the whole of this world.”


  At the hurt expression on Ranelle’s lovely face, Liana hurried to add, “Except you and Tierra, of course. Only the two of you.”


  Ranelle winked, her eyes shimmering silver in the moonlight. “Halia. As if I would question your trust in me. As you would never question my trust in you or Tierra.”


  “You are both my heart-sisters, yes.” Liana hugged Ranelle tight. As always, her friend smelled of exotic spices and vanilla.


  A wolf’s howl echoed through the night, and Liana shivered. Come with me, she said in Ranelle’s mind. Tonight.


  “It is not safe!” Ranelle’s voice rose a fraction above a whisper and her glance darted around the darkened village, as though concerned they were being followed. She leaned forward to murmur in Liana’s ear, “We agreed to escape with Tierra during moonchange. And besides, our heart-sister is still ill. She would not be able to accompany us.”


  Liana sighed and urged her friend toward their destination, wishing Ranelle could speak in thought to ensure they wouldn’t be overheard. They were within feet of the weathered building where they were both forced to work each night. Crude laughter and voices came from inside the establishment. Stinking odors of sour ale and vomit outside the tavern’s door churned her stomach.


  I—we must all go now, she told Ranelle.


  “A vision?”


  Liana glanced up to see Ranelle’s frown, knowing her friend would expect an explanation. An explanation Liana was too embarrassed to give without working up her courage. How could she tell her friend how she had touched herself intimately—and that a Nordain had watched her?


  No, not a vision…more a feeling, Liana finally replied.


  “A feeling?” Ranelle’s jaw dropped, a look of protest on her face.


  Liana’s tresses vibrated and ice prickled her skin. She held up her hand to stop the rant she knew was forthcoming from her friend.


  Something is watching us, Halia. Pressure pounded Liana’s temples as she forced the thought to Ranelle. We best get inside. Now!


  * * * * *


  Aric ruffled his feathers and turned his gaze from the Tanzinite maid and the gishla. His grasp tightened on his perch upon the tavern’s roof as his eyes hunted the night sky for irani.


  Only black sky and pale stars.


  But his senses told him the Sorcerer’s winged beasts were close. Much too close.


  It isn’t time.


  Zanden must have learned of the plans to steal the Tanzinite maid from beneath the Sorcerer’s very nose. Which would certainly mean another traitor existed in the midst of Aric’s court.


  Or the bastard simply knows too well how I think.


  Aric spread his massive wings and soared from the tavern’s roof, his gaze searching the village to ensure his change would not be witnessed. Even as his claws touched the ground, he transformed into his Nordain human form. His feathers melded into the tunic, breeches and boots he needed to clothe himself. The sheathed dagger that had been strapped to his leg now rested at his hip, and the gem at its hilt glowed like a single red eye.


  Lord Ir. If Jalen, Aric’s Elvin brother-at-arms, did not arrive soon, all might be for naught. What could be keeping him?


  As Aric put his hand to the tavern door, he paused to whistle for Baethel. The stallion’s answering whinny came from behind the building, along with the wolf Toen’s soft growl. Aric whistled again, telling his companions of the change in plans. They would not wait until the tavern closed this eve.


  He would take her now.


  Aric’s cock hardened at the double meaning of his thought, and he gritted his teeth. He had no business thinking such things. His duty was to his people and to keep the prophecy from fulfillment.


  He shoved the tavern door open, smoke from the hearth, sour ale, and filth clouding his senses. Pausing a moment, he sought to catalogue each and every patron within the establishment before he moved forward and pushed his way through the crowd.


  The tavern was packed with men stuffing their guts with ale and meat, and feasting their eyes upon the tavern wenches, Liana and the gishla. Aric narrowed his gaze as he saw the brunette gishla nearly naked and dancing on a platform at the center of the room. Her large breasts swayed as she moved. Her dark nipples and the mound between her thighs were easily seen through the transparent material of her scrap of a dress.


  She was beautiful, yes, but he had the strong desire to yank the wench from the platform, wrap her in a dozen blankets and send her far from this hideous place. For some odd reason her near nakedness caused a knot to form in his gut.


  His scowl moved from the gishla to the crowd of leering men. He would like to rip the eyes from every man staring at the maid. Cheers rose around Aric as the gishla performed her erotic dance, and it was all he could do to control himself.


  What ailed him so?


  He forced his attention from the gishla to the corner of the tavern, where Liana stood as she told fortunes to one bastard after another. She had her palm to a man’s sweaty forehead, her eyes closed, her lips moving. Aric’s keen hearing caught the words she spoke, but they were not important—a simple fortune for the simple man before her.


  Aric shoved his way through the crowd, attempting to ignore a yellow-haired wench who rubbed her full breasts against him, her hardened nipples sliding across his bicep as he moved past.


  “Suck yer cock fer one ansi, love,” the wench crooned. “Spread me legs and fuck ye fer two.” She latched onto his arm and he caught the sour smell of ale on her breath as she pressed close. “Aye, fer you, I would fuck all night.”


  With little difficulty he shrugged off the woman, leaving her to ply her wares with some other fool.


  When Aric was mere feet from the Tanzinite maid, he paused to watch. Liana was petite, dwarfed by those who surrounded her, yet she stood straight, her shoulders back, as though she feared no man. She was obviously deep in trance, oblivious to the bastards who ogled her body as she told the man his fortune.


  Aric’s jaw tightened and he clenched his fists as fury built within him, like lava rising within Mount Taka. He would like naught more than to lay waste every bastard leering at Liana.


  A sheer garment draped her small form, similar to what the gishla wore. Liana may as well have been completely naked for all the good it did. The only thing protecting her from being ravaged by the heathens around her was the Sorcerer’s claim on her. Threat enough that no man would dare lay a finger on the Tanzinite maid.


  As Aric studied Liana, the noisy din of the tavern faded until all he could hear was her musical voice telling the man his fortune. He caught her scent that was somehow untainted by the smoke and ale stench of the tavern. She was so lovely, even more so than even the sensual Elvin women, for whom so many ballads of love were written.


  For days he had watched Liana, preparing for the time he would take her. He had enjoyed watching her—the way she moved, her quick smile for her friends, and her kindness to those around her. Liana was beauty and grace, like a rose among thorns.


  He swallowed, hard, as the image of Liana, naked in her bedchamber, filled his mind. Pebble-hard nipples, pert breasts, and hair the color of moonbeams caressing her rounded buttocks. Her fingers sliding into her folds, the smell of her sex. The look of ecstasy upon her face, and her sweet cry as she climaxed.


  His rigid cock ached with the need to bury himself inside her core. He visualized her smiling at him, her sea green eyes beckoning. Her soft voice telling him to come to her as she lay on her back, her thighs spread, and her nipples swollen from his mouth and hands. She would beg him to thrust his cock inside her. He would take her again and again—


  Liana’s eyes snapped open and she snatched her hand from the man’s forehead. She stumbled back against the tavern wall as her attention cut from the man to Aric. Her lips parted as her gaze locked with his.


  Blood rushed in his ears as the moment stretched between them. Her heart pounded loud enough for his sensitive hearing to discern, its rhythm matching his own. She pressed her hand between her breasts, as if to slow her ragged breathing, and her nipples peaked beneath her sheer clothing.


  And then the knowledge came to Aric as clear as if Liana had spoken.


  She wanted him as much as he wanted her.


  Lord Ir.


  Aric opened and closed his fists and hardened his jaw.


  No. He could not take the chance of being near Liana. He desired her too much, and he knew with certainty that she would welcome him into her body.


  Jalen would have to take responsibility for the Tanzinite maid.


  Aric pivoted. It took everything he had to walk away from Liana.


  


  Chapter Two


  


  Liana’s face burned as she watched the stranger force his way back through the crowded tavern and toward the door. The man was so tall she could see his raven head above all others.


  Even as he strode away, her heart continued to pound against her palm. She pressed her hand tighter to her chest, struggling to control her churning emotions. And she tried in vain to suppress the images that had burst into her mind, interrupting her trance.


  Images of the stranger naked and between her thighs, their sweat-slick skin sliding together. Him, thrusting his cock into her and taking her repeatedly as she screamed in ecstasy and begged for more. She had felt his palms clenching her hips, his mouth on her nipples, his hot muscled body pressed against hers.


  A hand clasped Liana’s wrist, jerking her attention back to the smoky tavern. She shivered and blinked, and looked up into Nira’s frigid blue eyes.


  The barkeeper scowled. “Ye best be gettin’ back ta work, wench.”


  Liana glanced to the rough hand gripping her wrist and narrowed her eyes as her gaze returned to the foul woman. “Release me,” Liana commanded.


  Nira’s jaw dropped. “Dare ye—”


  A trance slammed into Liana hard and fast. Reflexively, her free hand shot up and she pressed her palm to Nira’s sweaty forehead.


  Everything around Liana vanished as her lids fluttered shut.


  No sight. No sound.


  And then a vision burst into her mind.


  They are coming.


  The Sorcerer’s winged beasts and his Nordain minions.


  The tavern—on fire. Men shouting. Women screaming.


  I—I cannot breathe. Smoke fills my lungs. Fire licks at my clothing.


  A man. Grabs me from behind. He’s taking me—


  “No!” The scream pierced the tavern’s clamor, and Liana’s eyelids flew open. Her body turned to ice as she realized the scream had come from her own throat.


  Nira dropped Liana’s wrist and staggered back, her blue eyes wide with terror. “Witch! Get outta me tavern afore I throw ye out.”


  Liana’s tresses vibrated as she stared at the sea of faces gaping at her in the now silent room.


  “It is too late,” she whispered.


  * * * * *


  At the same moment Aric heard Liana’s scream from inside the tavern, he caught the sound of flapping wings. Powerful wings, bearing down on the village of Fiorn.


  The irani. Coming to take Liana to the Sorcerer!


  “Gods, damn,” Aric shouted as his gaze raked the sky. Where is Jalen? And what of Renn?


  But it was not his brother Renn flying toward him. It was the irani. At least a dozen of the massive beasts.


  Fury pounding in his temples, Aric cursed again and plunged back into the tavern. Even as he shoved his way through the crowd, the beasts’ eerie shrieks rent the air.


  “The Sorcerer’s devils!” shouted a woman. “They be coming for us!”


  Pandemonium exploded throughout the tavern. Men yelled. Women screamed. Tables and chairs crashed to the floor.


  Hot bodies thrust past Aric, impeding his progress. It took all the strength he had to keep from being swept with the crowd back toward the door. He had to get to Liana. Had to spirit her away before the irani found her.


  He heard thumps on the tavern roof and knew at least half a dozen of the irani had landed on the thatch. Aric had only moments before the beasts would be inside.


  A bar wench jumped from a tabletop, in her haste knocking over a lantern with her hip. Flames shot across the rush and ale covered floor. Smoke gripped Aric’s lungs and blurred his vision. He saw the gishla being grabbed from her dancing table, and then the brunette vanished into the mob.


  Aric resisted the impulse to help the gishla. His eyes watered from the smoke as he searched for Liana. There. Over the crowd he could just make out her small form. She had a stool in her hands and was swinging it at a windowpane. At the same time she screamed, “Ranelle! Over here!”


  As the glass shattered, more irani shrieks echoed throughout the village. More pounding on the tavern roof.


  Smoke and fire engulfed the room. Timbers splintered and cracked as the irani ripped into the thatch above.


  Aric stumbled over a body, the poor soul trampled from the stampede of people. He did not dare stop. He had to reach Liana.


  He was within feet of her as she swung the stool at the window again, breaking away more of the glass. She reached toward the opening at the same moment an irani thrust its hideous head through, its jaws wide.


  Aric ripped his dagger from its sheath. Liana screamed as the irani clamped its beak around her wrist.


  The irani yanked Liana forward, dragging her half through the window. Smoke burned Aric’s eyes as he lunged forward and clasped Liana around her waist. At the same moment, Aric sliced the jagged edge of his dagger through the irani’s thin neck, severing the beast’s head from its body.


  Liana screamed and fought against Aric’s hold, obviously out of her mind with terror. Heat from the fire burned at his nape as he struggled to force the Tanzinite maid through the window. He coughed, near overcome from smoke as he shoved her over the sill, while at the same time trying not to tear her delicate skin on the remaining shards of glass.


  She cried out as she tumbled through the window and landed on the dead irani. Aric started out through the opening, whistling for Toen and Baethel as he climbed. Glass scraped his skin as he forced his huge frame through the window and then jumped to the ground.


  Liana scrambled to her feet, moonlight illuminating her face and sheer clothing. Even as smoke billowed from the window, she attempted to force her way past Aric, trying to get back into the tavern.


  “Are you daft, wench?” Aric grasped her around the waist. She kicked and screamed as he threw her over his shoulder. “You’ll get yourself killed!”


  “Ranelle!” Liana shouted. “I must help Ranelle!”


  The sound of pounding hooves alerted Aric to Baethel’s approach. The stallion rounded the corner of the burning tavern, galloping straight toward Aric and Liana. Toen howled as he loped at the horse’s heels.


  “If your friend is still in the tavern,” Aric said as he lifted Liana to toss her onto Baethel’s back. “She’s as good as dead now.”


  “No!” Liana shouted, her heart leaping into her throat. “Let me help her, you—you son of an irani!”


  Coarse hair chafed Liana’s skin as the man ignored her cries and flung her across a horse’s withers. Her thin gown hiked up to her waist, exposing her bare bottom, and she screamed with rage as she fought to free herself.


  The stranger easily pinned both her wrists to her backside with one hand as he mounted the horse. No matter how hard she fought him, she could not free her arms from her captor. Before she knew it, he had tied her wrists together with a strap, just above her naked hips.


  When she again shouted at him to let her go, the stranger slid a piece of cloth into her mouth and tied it behind her head, gagging her. Liana went limp, realizing it was useless to fight. She knew had to conserve her strength and use her wiles to escape.


  And escape she would.


  “Toen, search for Jalen and Renn,” the man commanded. From her upside down position, Liana could barely make out the form of a white wolf as the beast howled and then trotted into the crowd of screaming villagers. Heat from the fire warmed her skin and she could barely breathe from the smoke.


  The stranger kept Liana face down, her belly across his lap, her hands still tied behind her back. Her hair fell forward, covering her face, and her gown hiked even farther, almost up to her breasts. “To the Elves’ pool, Baethel,” the man growled.


  The horse bolted into the night, jolting Liana and rattling her thoughts. The stallion galloped so fast that soon the screams and shrieks from Fiorn faded, becoming fainter the further away they traveled. As she hung from the stranger’s lap, she saw only the moonlit blur of jensai blooms, brush, rocks, and ground through her curtain of hair.


  Cuts on her arms and legs burned, but she knew they were minor. Somehow when the stranger had thrown her out the window, he had kept her from being seriously injured.


  The stench of smoke still filled her nostrils and clung to her tresses. The smoke muffled each strand’s normally attune senses. It was as though a part of her was blindfolded, unable to clearly see, and she had to struggle to hold back the panic that threatened to overcome her.


  Liana tried to calm her thoughts as the horse sped from the seaside village toward the forest. Her belly rocked against the stranger’s hard waist and she wondered how she would escape such a powerful man.


  Cool evening air caressed her naked buttocks as they traveled. Her breasts rubbed against the man’s breeches, her nipples tightening as hard as ansi stones. The intimate place between her thighs tingled as their bodies moved together on the horse.


  Ye, gods. The man had her bound and gagged, and was kidnapping her, and she still wanted him.


  If the hardness against her belly was any indication, the stranger wanted her, too.


  Not that she had had any doubt since she had seen the vision of the two of them back in the tavern. Maybe that was why he had kidnapped her.


  But why then had he walked away?


  Perhaps he meant to take her to the Sorcerer.


  No!


  Liana forced her mind away from such a hideous thought and focused on her friends. She was certain Tierra had escaped the fire since she was home ill in their cottage by the sea.


  But Ranelle…no matter what her own destiny was, Liana had to know Ranelle’s fate. If she concentrated, she should be able to discern whether or not her heart-sister still lived.


  Soul heavy with fear for her friend, Liana did her best to relax her body and slide into a trance. She blocked out everything but her search for the knowledge of what had happened to Ranelle. Searching for her halia’s lifeforce.


  Back, Liana’s own lifeforce traveled. Back to the chaos in Fiorn. Where people still shouted and screamed and cried. Not only was the tavern engulfed in fire, but the fishmonger’s and the butcher’s, too.


  Soon the whole village might be aflame.


  A twinge of empathy gripped Liana, sadness for any lives that might have been lost in such tragedy. But she felt no such compassion for the place where she had been abandoned at birth. Where all but Ranelle and Tierra, her heart-sisters, had treated her as an outsider from the time of her arrival. The whole of Fiorn could burn to the ground for all Liana cared, as long as her friends were safe.


  Circling above the village, massive winged beasts appeared to be searching for something…beasts like the one that had grabbed Liana’s wrist at the tavern.


  She shuddered at the thought, and again turned her thoughts to her halia. Ranelle was all that mattered now, and Liana knew with certainty that her heart-sister wasn’t there. She was nowhere to be found in Fiorn.


  Liana choked back a sob at the absence of her halia’s lifeforce. Could Ranelle be…dead?


  But wait. Liana’s consciousness grasped a thread of hope. Her essence followed the feeling. Farther away, along the shore…she saw Ranelle fleeing, stumbling over a log on the sand. Her heart-sister was alive!


  Liana frowned when she realized Ranelle’s dress was in shreds, and she might as well have been naked. Her golden skin shimmered in the moonlight, her large, firm breasts bounced as she ran, her mahogany tresses floating behind her in the wind. Ranelle paused to look behind her.


  Then Liana caught the awareness of something—or someone—following her heart-sister. Liana’s skin chilled as she struggled to find out what could be chasing Ranelle.


  Before Liana could determine if the being pursuing Ranelle was evil, a sensation on her backside brought Liana out of her trance.


  She blinked, again seeing through her curtain of hair bits of moonlit ground flashing by as the horse galloped farther from Fiorn. The gag in her mouth remained, but felt as though it had loosened. Her body rocked against the stranger’s…


  And she realized his hand was stroking her naked hips, just below her bound hands.


  He was touching her almost reverently.


  “Zjenni.” The stranger groaned as though he was in mortal pain as his palm caressed her buttocks, sliding over each smooth cheek.


  Liana’s eyes widened and she caught her breath as the man moved his hand. Her core ached with wanting as he fondled her, his palm sliding down her thighs to behind her knees, and back to her hips.


  “Sweet zjenni,” he murmured, his words deep and throaty as his knuckles grazed her backside. “So beautiful. So soft.”


  The timber of his voice set Liana on fire. It was rich and sensual. And when he eased his hand down the crevice of her buttocks, lower and lower yet, she nearly came undone. Her heart pounded hard and fast. She barely noticed the movement of the horse beneath their bodies as the stranger’s fingertips brushed the tangle of curls between her thighs and teased her clit.


  Liana trembled, a moan rising in her throat behind the cloth in her mouth. The man’s woodsy scent surrounded her, fueling her desire for him. In the back of her mind she knew she should fight the erotic sensations, but she was powerless to stop them—and she wanted him too badly.


  She closed her eyes as the stranger’s fingers slid into her slick core, and she grew impossibly wetter yet.


  The man thrust one finger deep inside her. “Gods. You are so tight.” He groaned again as he rammed deep, down to his knuckles and back out again.


  His finger was so big, and she was so small, that Liana would have cried out from the surprise of the sensation if it were not for the binding in her mouth. She moaned as he continued to move his finger in and out, matching the rhythm of the horse’s gallop. Before she realized what she was doing, Liana found herself instinctively rocking against his hand, raising her hips on his thighs, begging without words for more.


  She felt his other arm move, and then the horse’s reins fell across her back. In the next instant, as he continued to thrust his finger inside her, the stranger yanked her gown up higher, above her breasts with his free hand. He then slid his hand beneath her and onto her breast. The contact of his hot palm nearly drove her wild as he kneaded her nipple. Liana couldn’t believe how erotic it felt being stroked and touched as she lay bound across the stranger’s lap.


  “Come for me, zjenni,” he all but growled. “I want to see you climax. I want to feel it.”


  The stranger’s motions intensified, and the sensations within Liana grew. So powerful, so unbelievable. Again the vision filled her mind of his massive body sliding between her thighs and into her moist folds. Their slick, naked skin as they pressed their bodies together, his broad chest rubbing against her nipples. Her legs wrapping around his waist as he thrust his cock inside her, again and again.


  Liana’s muscles tensed, and in the next moment a muffled scream rose behind her gag as an orgasm ripped through her body. Brilliant flashes exploded behind her eyes, blinding her in their intensity. Her breathing grew hard and ragged, a fine sheen of perspiration coating her skin as tremors shook her body.


  “Yes. Yes, zjenni,” he whispered as the spasms continued to grip her.


  But the stranger did not stop. As the horse raced through the forest, the man continued teasing the nub between her thighs, and thrusting his fingers inside her core until she climaxed again.


  And yet again.


  Until her body was limp with exhaustion. Until she slid into a deep sleep.


  * * * * *


  When Aric realized Liana had fallen asleep, he reluctantly removed his fingers from between her thighs. He caressed her buttocks with his palm as he drew in a shuddering breath.


  “Ah, zjenni,” he murmured, again uttering the Nordain word that meant most precious. His cock ached so badly to take the maiden that he feared he might spill his seed in his breeches.


  As Baethel entered the D’euan Forest, Aric took his hand from Liana’s breast. He gripped the reins tight in one hand while his other continued to stroke Liana’s hips.


  The dappled stallion would reach the Bewitching Pool with no need for guidance from Aric. Yet he clung to the straps as if they might help him rein in the urge to stop the horse’s flight—and then take the Tanzinite maid on the forest floor.


  Prophecy be damned.


  No! He would not betray his people by mating with a Tanzinite female. It was against everything he had been trained to believe in since the time of his birth. He was Aric L’tiercel, King of the Nordain.


  A man of power.


  And she, the wingless Tanzinite…


  By the gods, what had possessed him to touch her, to bring Liana to climax? When he had viewed her naked buttocks across his lap, it was as though his hand had a will of its own. And once he had caressed her silken skin—he had been lost to the sensation of feeling her intimately. He had recalled the exquisite look of rapture on her face when he had watched her from her window, and he had wanted to see her experience such pleasure again.


  Aric slid his dagger out and carefully cut at the cloth that gagged Liana. He had only put it on her to keep her from alerting the irani of their whereabouts. With one hand he slit the strap binding her wrists, then re-sheathed his dagger. Carefully he massaged her wrists, hoping that he had not bound her hands too tightly. Her skin was so soft, so delicate.


  His hand traveled from her wrists, again to her bare buttocks, and a long, shuddering sigh issued from him. The ache in his cock had only grown more intense, and there was nothing he could do to relieve his need.


  Aric clenched his jaw and forced himself to yank the maid’s clothing down, over her breasts and hips. It was difficult, given her position on his lap, but he managed. The sheer material did little good, as even in the barest of moonlight creeping through the trees, he could still see her fair skin, still see the crevice of her smooth buttocks.


  He could imagine just how sweet the nectar from between her thighs would taste. He closed his eyes, imagining savoring her unique flavor on his tongue.


  Lord Ir.


  Biting back a curse, Aric snapped his eyes open and grabbed Baethel’s reins with both hands. He forced his gaze to the canopy of trees overhead and the patches of night sky visible through the forest. Long ago his keen senses had told him they had managed to escape the irani without detection.


  But what had happened to Jalen and Renn? If any being could find them, it was Toen the Overseer, who traveled most often in the form of a white wolf. On rare occasions the Overseer took other forms, including that of a white raven. Aric expected Toen to arrive soon with news of Renn’s and Jalen’s whereabouts.


  Aric sighed and shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. For now it did no good to be concerned for his brother and his friend. It would take all his focus and will to protect the Tanzinite maid from the Sorcerer.


  To protect Liana from himself.


  And to protect his people from the prophecy.


  


  Chapter Three


  


  When Baethel reached a moonlit meadow at the outskirts of the D’euan Forest, Aric bade the horse to stop. If it were not for Baethel’s keen night vision, they never could have traveled as far—the vegetation grew so densely in places that once the sun sank behind the Phoenician Range, a man could not see his hand before his face.


  Aric slid Liana from his lap so that she was hanging facedown over the horse’s withers, and then he managed to dismount without disturbing her sleep. As he lifted her from Baethel’s back, Liana’s sweet scent of jensai blooms enveloped him. Her feminine form was soft and warm in his arms, sending a sharp sensation straight to his groin.


  Twigs snapped and leaves crunched beneath Aric’s boots as he carried her across the clearing to where they would make camp. The meadow was almost bright as day, the silvery light of the moon giving an enchanted glow to their surroundings. In the distance he heard the musical sound of the Everlasting River as it rushed along, swollen with melting snows from the Phoenicians. Just over a rise was the Elvin Bewitching Pool, where Aric would take Liana tomorrow to bathe.


  And perhaps she would tell him of Jalen’s and Renn’s whereabouts using her Seer’s skills and the magic of the pool.


  Just the thought of seeing Liana naked as she washed her fair skin was enough to set Aric’s teeth on edge. He would have to leave her to bathe on her own.


  He shook his head. No, if Liana still feared him, she might flee into the forest, and who knew what dangers might be waiting for her. Or, despite his precautions, they may have been followed by one of the Sorcerer’s minions.


  Aric released a sigh of longing as he settled Liana on a bed of thick pine needles and leaves. He tucked a strand of hair behind her delicately pointed ear, and could not help but smile at the contented look upon her face as she slept. A woman sated by multiple orgasms, she would probably rest well through the night.


  He, on the other hand, was less likely to find such peaceful oblivion.


  Aric forced himself to walk away from Liana to the horse. He removed Baethel’s halter and saddlebags, brushed the stallion’s dappled gray coat until it shined, and then left the horse to graze.


  After Aric gathered dry firewood and built a fire within a ring of stones, he withdrew a blanket from the saddlebags. His gut clenched, concern gnawing at him, as he wondered where Jalen and Renn could be. Since Aric’s parents’ deaths, and the loss of their brother and younger sister, Aric and Renn had no family save each other. And Jalen had become like a brother to them both, too.


  Hopefully Toen had located the men and the three would arrive soon. No matter his fierce loyalty to his people. No matter his determination to avoid the pleasures he knew he would find within Liana’s welcoming warmth. Aric L’tiercel, King of the Nordain, actually feared remaining alone in the Tanzinite maid’s presence longer than required.


  She might be forbidden, but she was a temptation he was afraid even he could not resist.


  But resist he would.


  The future of his people depended upon it.


  Aric laid the blanket in the clearing, and then carefully moved Liana onto it. As he settled her onto her back, her lips parted and a slight moan eased through.


  Mesmerized, Aric watched as Liana shifted, her arm sliding from her belly to her side, her sheer clothing pulling taut across her breasts. He watched her nipples bead, as though she was aware of his perusal, and he didn’t know whether to curse or thank the gods for this moonlit night.


  All reason left him as he stared at her hardened nipples.


  Just one taste.


  As long as he did not mate with Liana, he rationalized, his people were safe from the prophecy.


  Yes. He would just taste her.


  He leaned forward and licked one peak through the thin fabric, and it grew even tauter yet. Before he realized what he was doing, Aric had moved his mouth to her other nipple, licking and sucking.


  Liana moaned and arched her back, but he could tell she still slept. Perhaps dreaming of him filling her. Need grew within Aric, fast and furious, and it was all he could do to hold himself back. His cock was so hard he felt sure he could bore a hole through a plank with it.


  Several planks.


  Half out of his mind with lust, Aric yanked Liana’s gown up over her breasts and then groaned at the sight of her naked body. How beautiful she was. Her alabaster skin glowed in the moonlight, her nipples hard and begging for his mouth. Her silvery-white hair shimmered and almost seemed to move, like a glistening waterfall.


  Still fully clothed, Aric pressed Liana’s legs apart and knelt between her bare thighs. Lord Ir, but he ached to enter her, to fuck her until she screamed with her climax.


  Aric leaned over Liana, bracing one hand on the blanket beside her. Barely breathing, he traced the tip of his finger down her cheek. Gods, but her skin was so soft. He continued, over her parted lips, over the gown bunched above her breasts, to one nipple. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he stroked her delicate skin. He cupped her perfect globe, flicking the pearl tip with his thumb, and groaned in agony.


  Why could she not be a Nordain maiden? Why did she have to be a Tanzinite and the one woman he was not allowed to possess?


  Liana moaned again, and Aric felt a gentle movement across the hand he had braced on the blanket. He glanced down at her hair.


  And saw that it was moving. Caressing him.


  Stunned, Aric watched as her tresses slid across his skin. Was it his imagination? Was it a breeze causing her hair to move? Yet he felt no wind.


  “Please… ” Liana murmured, drawing his attention back to her face.


  Her eyes were closed, and he knew she still dreamed. But then her eyelids fluttered, and opened, and her gaze locked with his.


  And he became lost in those depths, the color of the Mairi Sea.


  “Who…” Her voice wavered. She sucked in her breath, causing her breasts to rise. “Who are you?”


  “Aric,” he whispered and then captured her mouth with his.


  He kissed her, a long, slow, and sensual kiss. At first Liana was hesitant, but then seemed to become as lost in the sensation as he. He moved his lips over hers, then eased his tongue inside her mouth, reveling in the sweet taste of her. His cock pressed against his breeches, and he lowered himself between her thighs, rubbing his hardness along her naked mound.


  Liana fisted her hands in his tunic, clinging to him while he kissed her, as though she feared drowning. Tentatively her tongue met his, and then her kiss grew bolder as she followed his lead, thrusting that sweet tongue inside his mouth.


  Her hair continued to move, caressing him, and he wondered how it might feel if he were to lay naked with Liana. To have her hair sliding across his bare chest as she climbed on top of him and rode him hard and fast.


  “No,” he muttered against her lips. “Mustn’t…”


  Yet he couldn’t control himself. It was as though he was intoxicated by Liana, drunk beyond reason.


  “You taste of heaven,” he murmured as he eased lower, lapping at the salty skin between her breasts.


  She thrust her hands into his hair, gripping him as he suckled each nipple. “Don’t stop—” she begged when he removed his mouth from her breasts.


  Aric slid his tongue down Liana’s belly toward the soft triangle of sea foam curls. Her woman’s scent made his cock harder yet. “Say my name,” he demanded.


  “Don’t stop…Aric.” Liana buried her hands in his hair and pulled his face down between her thighs. “Do not stop!”


  He smiled as he settled between her legs. “My pleasure, sweet one.” He gripped her thighs with his hands, spreading her wider, and placed his mouth on her clit and sucked.


  “I—oh, my gods,” she cried, and then bucked her hips as he licked her excited nub and slid a finger inside her. She was so hot, so wet and so ready for him. He could imagine how good it would feel to be inside her, how it would feel to take her again and again.


  And he cursed fate that it was not to be.


  Aric lapped at her clit while he thrust his finger in and out of her tight core, mimicking the movement he would like to be making with his rock-hard cock. Yes, he had been right. She tasted like the nectar of the gods must taste. And the scent of her arousal was heaven indeed.


  “Come for me again, zjenni,” he murmured against her luscious folds. “Come for me.”


  Liana arched her back, clenched her hands tighter in his hair and clamped her legs hard around him. In the next instant her body corded, and she screamed and thrashed as she came.


  When the last tremor faded from her orgasm, Aric rose so that he was again above her, his hands at either side of her slender body.


  Gods, she was beautiful. He swallowed hard as he watched Liana. His arms trembled from the force he exerted in holding himself back from unlacing his breeches and taking her.


  Liana’s breathing came shallow as she stared up at Aric, her breasts rising and falling. With one hand he eased her clothing down, covering her nakedness.


  Tracing his finger along Liana’s pert nose, Aric murmured, “Sleep, zjenni.”


  “But—” Liana started, a puzzled expression upon her face.


  Aric placed his fingers on her lips and almost groaned at the thought of that generous mouth on his cock, sucking him dry.


  Liana continued to stare up at him, until a long, shuddering sigh took hold of her. A few moments later her eyelids fluttered shut and then Aric eased from between her legs. He covered her with a light blanket from his saddlebags, and then sat beside her, watching and waiting until he was positive she had fallen asleep.


  With a muffled curse, he got to his feet, turned his back on Liana and walked to the edge of the meadow. He unlaced his breaches, releasing his throbbing cock. Tipping his head back, Aric closed his eyes and stroked his cock, imagining that he was plunging into Liana’s hot depths, fucking her mercilessly. Ramming into her hard and fast as she watched him thrust, hearing her scream with pleasure when her orgasm wracked her body.


  Aric bit back a cry as he came, spilling his seed onto the bark of a tree.


  When he had returned to his senses, he realized that relieving his discomfort had done little to alleviate his need. He now wanted Liana more than ever.


  By the gods, this obsession would be the ruin of him.


  After whistling a command to Baethel, telling the stallion to stand guard over Liana, Aric transformed into his nordai form and took to the skies. The wind felt good in his feathers as he spread his wings and glided over the dark forest. He pumped his wings, harder and harder, trying to work out his frustrations.


  He patrolled the moonlit night, searching for any sign that the Sorcerer’s minions had followed them. Searching for signs of Jalen, Renn, and Toen the Overseer.


  Searching for answers to the odd feeling growing in his heart and gripping his soul.


  But the wind refused to give up the answers he sought.


  * * * * *


  “Zjenni.” A husky whisper called Liana from her sleep.


  “No,” she mumbled, not wanting to wake. Wanting to enjoy the dream of being cradled and loved by the dark stranger. Her tresses moved, caressing her shoulders, trailing across her breasts. And in her dream, her hair slid across the arms of the man holding her, stroking him the way he had stroked her.


  “Wake, zjenni,” a low voice murmured, and then firm lips moved along the curve of her ear to its tip.


  Liana startled. Her tresses went still and her eyelids flew open to find that she was indeed in the arms of her dream man, lying next to him on a blanket. The same man who had kidnapped her, and then touched her as no one had ever before. The dark stranger’s woodsy male scent surrounded her as she blinked up at him, and her foggy senses recalled last night.


  A fleeting smile crossed Aric’s face as her gaze met his.


  Aric. She remembered that he had insisted she call him by name when she had begged him to continue pleasuring her. Liana flushed with embarrassment from the tips of her ears to the bottom of her toes at the memory of her wanton demands of this handsome man, and at the thought of his tongue on her nub and in her quim.


  Raising her chin, Liana attempted to pull away from him. “Release me,” she insisted, and was infuriated at how small and afraid her voice sounded.


  Aric grinned as he gently ran one finger down her nose to the end, a deep chuckle rumbling within his massive chest. “So brave for one so tiny.”


  Glaring, Liana tried to draw back, despite the fact there was nowhere for her to go. “Do not touch me.”


  “You did not mind my touch last night.” A wicked glint appeared in his black eyes, and his voice was deep and sensual. “You seemed to enjoy it, if I recall. In fact, I distinctly remember you demanding my attentions.”


  Cheeks burning at the thought, and the memory of his face between her thighs and his tongue licking her clit, Liana tried to muster her dignity. It was not easy while lying flat on her back, in the arms of the man who had tasted her intimately.


  She struggled for a retort, and instead voiced the fear in her heart. “Do you mean to take me to Zanden?”


  A cloud passed over Aric’s features, a dark thunderstorm of anger. “I saved you from the bastard.” His jaw clenched and his eyes flashed. “The irani had come for you.”


  Liana blinked, unable to keep the surprise from her voice. “Who are you, then? Why have you taken me? Why would you want to help me?”


  The man shifted her from his embrace, clasping his large hands around her slender waist and moving her further away from him on the blanket. “As I told you, I am Aric.” In a fluid motion that reminded her of a graceful forest creature, he rose to his feet and scowled down at her. His features hardened, and no longer did he seem gentle or caring. No, his eyes had turned cold and indifferent, like a bird of prey’s. “It is my sworn duty to keep you from Sorcerer Zanden.”


  “Duty?” Liana cocked an eyebrow as she raised herself to a sitting position on the blanket. “And was it your duty to touch me like you did?”


  She could almost swear she saw his cheeks redden as he replied, “A mistake that must not be repeated.”


  Mistake?


  Before she could respond, Aric turned and strode to a smoldering fire within a circle of rocks in the clearing. Flames popped and crackled, and Liana noticed for the first time that what looked like a giant potato was roasting on a spit over the fire. Her stomach rumbled as she caught a whiff of the delicious smell and her mouth watered.


  Confusion swirled through Liana as she watched Aric crouch down to rustle through a saddlebag. Muscles rippled along his powerful arms as he withdrew several items, unwrapped and laid them onto a piece of cloth. A loaf of bread, a wheel of cheese and dried figs.


  She forced her gaze away from Aric and studied her surroundings. They were in the middle of a dense wood, a part of a forest so thick that the morning sunlight barely made it through the canopy above. No longer did she smell the ocean or the filth of the village. Instead she breathed in the crisp scent of pine, the rich smell of loam and the unmistakable perfume of jensai blooms. In the distance she heard a river’s roar as it rushed through the forest.


  In her almost twenty years, it was the first time she had ever been away from Fiorn, the only home she had ever known.


  A black feather on the blanket caught her attention, and she ran her finger along its soft length as her thoughts turned to Ranelle and Tierra. Liana wondered how her friends fared, and her belly twisted at the thought of either of them being captured by Zanden’s minions.


  Liana toyed with the black feather as she debated on whether or not to try to find her friends with her essence again, but Aric grunted, drawing her gaze back to him. His black hair brushed his shoulders as he slid the roasted vegetable from the spit, onto the cloth beside the other food. His jaws were stubbled, making him seem even more untamed.


  Her heart pounded faster as she thought about his hands upon her flesh. Vividly she recalled his sucking her nipples, and then the feel of his stubble scraping the inside of her thighs as he licked her clit. To her dismay, her nipples hardened and she felt a sharp ache below.


  Aric turned back to her, carrying an assortment of food. Liana dropped the feather and quickly crossed her arms over her breasts, attempting to hide the evidence of her desire for him—but she was too late. She saw his throat work as he swallowed and stared at her arms that now hid her swollen nipples. His gaze dropped to her lap, and she flushed anew as she realized that through the sheer garment he could easily see the triangle of hair between her thighs.


  After what seemed an eternity, Aric seemed to regain his composure. He reached her in a couple of strides. “Eat,” he commanded as he set the food on the blanket beside her.


  Certainly a man accustomed to giving orders, she thought as she glared at him. Well, she was not one to easily take orders, which was something he would soon learn. However, considering she had not eaten for hours, she decided to ignore the flare of irritation and eat her breakfast.


  They ate in silence. The only sounds around them were the rush of a river in the distance, chattering squirrels and raven cries. She was so ravenous that even the dry traveler’s bread tasted delicious. The potato was roasted to perfection, and the cheese and dried figs rounded out the meal nicely.


  He slid a dagger from a sheath at his side and sliced another hunk of cheese from the wheel. On his weapon, a blood red ruby glittered in the sunlight.


  Where had she seen a dagger like the one he had? More than likely she had noticed him wearing the weapon in the tavern, but was too rattled by his watching her to have paid much attention to it.


  She wondered why he had not cooked a fowl instead of a vegetable, or added dried venison to their breakfast as was common in Fiorn. Considering she did not believe in eating any of the gods’ creatures, She was pleased that he had not added such awful fare to their meal.


  While she chewed her food, she tried to concentrate on her meal and avoid his lustful expression as he stared at her body. She felt naked in the sheer garment, and wished she had her cloak, or that she was wearing one of the woolen shifts she preferred to don when not working. She had always hated the transparent fabric of the costume Nira had forced Liana, Ranelle and Tierra to wear whenever they worked at the tavern. And Liana hated the way men had ogled her body as she told fortunes.


  Yet…truth be told, Liana did not really mind Aric’s stare. She realized that she almost welcomed it. Then it occurred to her that the sensation made her feel powerful.


  And she wondered what she might do with that power.


  She raised her eyes from her bread and watched as Aric took a swig of water and then passed the flask to her. As she put her lips to the opening, her gaze locked with his. The cool water slid over her tongue, and she remembered how he had kissed her last night, the feel of his mouth on hers, and the elemental taste of him.


  She wanted to taste him again.


  All of him.


  He clenched his fist and hardened his jaw, looking as though he had been able to read her most intimate thoughts. After she had pushed the cork into the flask and set it on the blanket, he grasped her by her upper arms, bringing her up with him to stand.


  “We shall go to the pool and you shall bathe now,” he said in that commanding tone that irked her to no end.


  Liana scowled up at him. “You have no right to order me to do anything.”


  “You will do as I say.” Before she realized what he was doing, Aric grabbed her around the waist and threw her over one powerful shoulder as though she was nothing more than a child. Over his other shoulder he slung his saddlebag that he had snatched from beside the horse.


  Furious, Liana pounded his back with her fists. “Let me down!”


  Aric chuckled and settled his hand upon her buttocks as he strode through the forest. Squirrels chattered and blackbirds cried out, but the sounds faded as Liana became intensely aware of the heat of his palm radiating through her thin gown.


  Gods, she wanted him to touch her again. She wanted more than his hand caressing her, and his mouth between her thighs.


  She wanted him inside her.


  When they reached a hidden pool, Aric carefully set Liana down on a crumbling set of stone stairs. For a moment she forgot to be angry with him. She drew in a deep breath and gazed about her, enchanted by the magic of the place. It was too beautiful for words.


  Massive oaks and pines stood sentinel around a glistening sapphire pool. Sunshine swirled through the canopy of trees, dust motes dancing within the shafts of light.


  Giant jensai blooms grew in clusters, their emerald vines twisting around the trees. Liana had never seen such enormous jensai—easily as large as a man’s head, when the norm was the size of her palm. Even their crimson color was more vivid and their scent sweeter than normal. It was heady, intoxicating. And like all jensai, certainly too potent and dangerous to touch.


  Liana’s gaze returned to the pool. She longed to slip into the waters and cleanse the smoke from her hair so that she might fully feel all there was to enjoy in this charmed place.


  She looked up at him. “Where are we?”


  He shrugged. “At the Elvin Bewitching Pool.”


  With a gasp, she widened her eyes. “I thought stories of the pool were but Elvin tales.”


  A smile quirked the corner of Aric’s mouth. “It is as real and as magical as the tales say.”


  “I can feel it.” Even though her senses were muted, her tresses vibrated as they soaked in the otherworldly air.


  “Now get into the pool and bathe,” he commanded, folding his arms across his chest.


  That feeling of power rose within her. Despite her own desire to cleanse herself, she raised her chin and shook her head. “I will not.”


  He growled, and in the next moment Liana yelped as he yanked her gown over her head, leaving her naked before him. She started to cover herself, but instead she decided that if he was going to play rough, she would, too.


  She straightened, holding her shoulders back, keeping her hands at her sides. His growl turned into a groan as he stared at her breasts. The heat of his gaze caused her nipples to harden, and it was all she could do to hold back a moan.


  “You will get into the pool and bathe,” he demanded again, but his voice was rough and it wavered. “Before I take you there myself.”


  A delicious feeling of wickedness overcame her and she had to restrain a smile. “I answer to no man.”


  Aric pulled his tunic over his head and then began untying his breeches. “You will answer to me.”


  


  Chapter Four


  


  Aric dropped his sheathed dagger onto the shore beside his tunic. He stripped off his boots and breeches, tossing them aside in his haste, but he never took his eyes off Liana.


  He was strong. He was King of the Nordain. He could fight the temptation to bury himself in this beautiful naked woman.


  Liana clenched her small fists and glared at Aric defiantly.


  Yes. He definitely had to teach the maid a lesson.


  She yelped as Aric swept her in his arms, and he tried not to groan from the pleasure of feeling her skin against his.


  “Let me go!” she shouted as he slowly strode down the ancient steps.


  “You will learn to obey me,” he growled, and then tossed her toward the center of the chilly pool.


  Eyes wide with shock, she screamed, and then in the next moment she vanished beneath the crystal water. She resurfaced, sputtering and cursing. “You son of an irani!”


  Aric covered his mouth with one hand, trying to hold back a grin at the sight of her enraged pixie face.


  Splashing, she struggled to stand and then moved closer to him, where the water was to her waist. Her skin pebbled with gooseflesh and her nipples hardened from the cold water. “No, an irani is too good for you.” Her pale tresses hung in wet ropes around her face. She clenched her jaw, her eyes spitting fury. “You are no better than the dung of that hateful beast!”


  Aric couldn’t help a chuckle. Mirth rose within him until he was laughing so hard that his sides ached.


  “You—you—” She marched up to him, her hands clenched.


  The thought of her tiny fists attempting to hurt him, made him laugh all the harder.


  And then she flattened her palms against his chest and shoved with all her might.


  Caught unawares, Aric stumbled back in the water. One foot slipped on a moss-covered stone—he lost his balance and toppled over.


  He flailed, and the next thing he knew he was beneath the icy surface, his nose and mouth filling with water. He sprang to his feet, coughing and choking, ready to teach the Tanzinite maid another lesson—


  Only to see her giggling.


  Her sea green eyes were bright with laughter, making her beyond beautiful. All he wanted to do then was kiss her.


  One kiss.


  “Come here, woman,” he demanded.


  She shook her head, a smile still on her lips. “No.”


  In one long stride he reached her. He grabbed her, pinning her arms to her sides. Her laughter died and her pupils dilated as he pulled her soft form against his muscled body. His cock hardened despite the water’s chill, and he pressed it tight to her belly.


  She gasped and her lips parted, and he couldn’t restrain himself any longer. He swooped down, taking possession of her mouth. Slowly he moved his lips over hers, then slid his tongue into the warm recesses. Liana moaned into his mouth, her tongue gently mating with his, until the kiss became frantic, their mutual need building and building.


  “Sweet zjenni,” he murmured as sensations whirled through him. The taste of her, the feel of her nipples against his chest, her womanly scent mixed with the heady perfume of the jensai…it was too much.


  Just as Aric broke the kiss and grasped Liana around the waist to raise her up, ready to drive his cock into her—he came to his senses.


  He froze, for a moment unable to move, fearing that he would take her and damn the consequences.


  Gods, no.


  His people. How could he forget them? How could he betray them?


  “No,” he roared and pushed her away from him, toward the center of the pool. She stumbled back in the water and stared up at him, her features etched with confusion—and hurt.


  In that instant he could see the pain and humiliation in her expression. After being abandoned by her own people, after a lifetime of being scorned and maligned, she thought that he, too, was rejecting her.


  She raised her chin and crossed her arms over her chest, and turned her back on him.


  His heart twisted and he moved so close that there was but a hair’s breadth between them. “Zjenni,” he murmured.


  “Leave.” The word sounded low and sorrowful coming from her lips, and he heard the ache in her voice as she continued, “I will bathe as you wish. Just leave me be.”


  “It is not as you think.” He placed his hands on her small shoulders and his gut clenched when he felt her flinch. “Do you think I do not want you?” He pressed his throbbing erection against her buttocks and groaned. “I want you more than any woman I have ever known.”


  Liana sniffed, and he feared she was crying. “Why then did you push me away?”


  “I—” He paused, unsure of how much to tell her. “It is not to be.”


  “Because of who I am.” Her voice was mocking. “The Tanzinite woman who was discarded by her own kind for her imperfections.”


  “No, zjenni.” He grasped her shoulders and spun her around. Her eyes widened as he held her tight against him. “I watched you in Fiorn for far longer than you know. I have seen all that you are.” His eyes held hers as he tried to make her understand. “You are grace and beauty. You are kind, generous and loving. You are perfect. You are everything I have ever wanted in a mate.”


  His heart ached as he realized the truth in his own words. “But I cannot have you because of who I am.”


  She sighed and looked down at the water, and trailed her finger along its surface. “I do not understand, but I thank you for the kind words.”


  “Liana.” He caught her chin in his hand and tilted her head up. “I speak the truth.” And with that he gave her a gentle kiss and then released her.


  Aware of her gaze following him, he moved to the edge of the pool, reached for his saddlebags and retrieved the flask of cleansing gel. When he returned to Liana, he took her in his arms and carefully leaned her back so that her flaxen hair became saturated again. He stood her up and poured some of the gel onto his hand. Leaving the flask to float on top of the water, he began massaging the soap into her tresses.


  He could almost swear that he felt a sigh reverberating through her wet hair as he cleansed it. The gel smelled of almonds, its scent mingling with her sweet perfume. When he finished, he leaned her back again, rinsing the soap from her hair.


  Once he had again retrieved the flask and squeezed more gel into his palm, Aric began soaping Liana’s body, taking care not to rub too hard in the places where she had been scraped during their escape. He frowned at the sight of the red marks against the pale skin of her wrists. Almost without thought he lifted both wrists to his lips and kissed them, one at a time.


  She moaned and tilted her head back, her breasts jutting forward. He became lost in the sensations of washing her, moving his hands to the soft white globes, enjoying the sight of his tanned skin against her pale flesh. He reveled in the feel of her soap-slick breasts against his palms. He rinsed the soap away, dripping handfuls of the crystal water over her front, noting that her nipples were so hard they all but cried out for his mouth to taste them.


  He knew he was not allowed to find his release within her body, but he could pleasure her again. He moved to the edge of the pool, where the water came to his knees. Her eyes widened as he placed her on the steps so that she was a good two feet higher, almost as tall as he.


  “What are you doing?” she asked, then gasped when he lowered his head and lapped at her nipple. With a groan, he captured the nub between his lips and began sucking and fondling her, moving from one breast to the other. She cried out and slid her hands into his hair, pulling his head tighter to her breasts.


  “Pleasuring you, my sweet one.” He eased one hand between her thighs and thrust his finger inside her folds, then rubbed her swollen clit.


  “Please,” Liana cried as his motions intensified and his mouth suckled her nipples harder. “Aric!” The sound of his name on her lips was like the most potent of wines. “I need you inside me.”


  Yes—he could picture himself spreading her thighs and thrusting his cock into her hot quim. Over and over again he would fuck her, spilling his seed in her core.


  “Oh, my gods,” she screamed as her orgasm took hold, her body shuddering with one aftershock after another until she collapsed against him.


  His cock throbbed painfully, and he gritted his teeth as he held Liana in his arms. He would not take her. Would not betray his people. He closed his eyes, willing the sensation to lessen, but if anything, it only grew in intensity and he trembled with lust for this fair maid.


  She moved out of his embrace, and then warmth slid over his cock.


  His eyes flew open and he saw her on her knees before him, her mouth enveloping his thick shaft. She gazed up at him as she moved her hand along his balls and sucked his hard length.


  The sight and the feel of his cock in her mouth was almost too much to bear, and he had to struggle not to come at once.


  She pulled away. “Does that not please you?”


  “Gods, yes,” he groaned. How could such an innocent creature know exactly how to touch him?


  She smiled and took him into her velvet warmth again. Her mouth, so hot, so wet. Her hands fondling his balls and then stroking his cock in rhythm with her movements.


  He was lost. He grasped her head as she eased up and down his shaft, his hands buried in her wet hair. He thrust into her mouth as he wanted to thrust into her virginity, but could not.


  She took him, measure for measure, licking and sucking his cock until he came in a rush. Like a mighty bull, a bellow tore from his throat as the seed burst from his cock and into Liana’s mouth. Still she sucked him until he was dry and she had swallowed every drop.


  Liana made hungry purring sounds, as though she couldn’t get enough of his cock or his seed. She didn’t let up, even after the last of his semen was spent. Her fingers continued to move, caressing him, taunting him. Heat filled Aric as she continued her sensual assault.


  Like lava within Mount Taka, Aric’s lust rose and rose. He filled her mouth again, wanting naught more than to plumb her tightness. His orgasm erupted through him like the fiery volcano and he spewed his seed into Liana’s enchanting mouth.


  And then, by gods, he hardened again.


  * * * * *


  The morning sun had eased high overhead, and Liana snuggled against Aric as they lay sated beside the Bewitching Pool. It had been hours since breakfast, and her stomach growled its demand for food. She could hardly believe that only last night this man had kidnapped her from the village, and now she was lying in his arms.


  Aric snored softly while her head rested upon his chest, her leg straddling his waist, his cock hard against her thigh. A keen sense of pleasure flowed through her, knowing that he still wanted her even after she had brought him to orgasm and swallowed his salty-sweet seed three times. One right after the other.


  She had heard that a man could come once and then it would be hours before he could climax again. Yet this man was different.


  Liana did not understand why he refused to enter her, but for now she would not let that dim her enjoyment of this man.


  The feelings stirring within her were overwhelming, yet intoxicating.


  She had known him for such a short time, but it felt as though he had been in her heart forever. His presence drew at her woman’s core and she wanted him in a primal way. But she reveled in the times he had smiled, in the moments he had shown such caring and concern for her.


  Her tresses had dried, and they caressed Aric’s chest and her own nipples. She sighed at the feel of him, amplified by the heightened senses of her hair.


  Now that it was clean, her hair absorbed Elvin magic from the Bewitching Pool. With her increased awareness, Liana fully understood what she must do next, even though Aric had not spoken of it.


  She lightly stroked his hair from his brow, and discovered that a raven’s black feather had landed in the soft strands. After setting the feather aside, Liana eased away from Aric, careful not to disturb his sleep. Somehow the magic of the place had allowed his warrior’s senses to relax—he was resting as peaceful as a babe.


  A breeze caressed Liana’s naked skin as she walked down the ancient and crumbling steps, into the pool. Her hair danced and sang on the light wind, absorbing energy from all of nature. Energy that was needed for the constant renewal of Liana’s lifeforce.


  All was silent in the forest, as though waiting. The only sound was the gentle sloshing against her thighs as she walked deeper and deeper into the pool, until the water teased her breasts.


  Crisp air filled her lungs, and the rich perfume of the jensai. Liana allowed her essence to seep into the Bewitching Pool, opening herself to whatever message the waters had to offer. An eerie emerald green began to glow from the normally crystal blue pool, as though light shone up from its depths. Liana closed her eyes, releasing her essence to merge with Elvin magic.


  Complete blackness filled her senses, and then a vision began to form.


  An image that nearly shocked Liana out of her trance.


  In a room filled with gold velvet cushions, Tierra reclined on a chair—completely naked. Her head was thrown back, her red tresses almost reaching the floor. Her breasts jutted forward, her nipples large and hard with arousal. Tierra’s long legs were splayed wide, her hands buried in the dark hair of the person between her thighs.


  And then Liana realized that it was a woman who pleasured Tierra.


  A woman?


  Despite her surprise, Liana felt a tingle between her own thighs while she watched Tierra, who moaned as the woman pleasured her. And then it was as though Liana could feel the sensations building within her, as though she was being licked and sucked, just as Aric had tasted her after they had first arrived in the clearing.


  As she would like for him to taste her again.


  She watched Tierra move her hands from the woman’s hair to cup her own breasts, pulling and twisting at her nipples. Moments later, Tierra cried out, her body shuddering with the power of her orgasm.


  And to her incredible surprise, Liana came in sync with Tierra.


  Liana barely had time to recover from the orgasm, or to accustom herself to the idea of her friend enjoying sex with a woman, when Tierra’s image faded.


  A new vision replaced the erotic one of Tierra and the dark haired woman.


  Liana was on the rainbow sands beside the Mairi Sea. The familiar scent of the ocean filled her senses as she saw a man crouched on the shore, looking as though he was searching for signs of something—or someone.


  Jalen. The man’s name was a whisper in her mind. Somehow this man was connected to Aric, and his future was intertwined with hers…and another person whom Liana could not yet see. But it was someone close to her. Ranelle, or perhaps Tierra?


  Jalen was a sapphire-eyed, muscle-bound god of a man, and when he stood, Liana realized that he was as tall as Aric. As he wiped sand from his palm onto his breeches, the man’s biceps bulged from a sleeveless tunic, and hair the color of sunbeams flowed past his shoulders. He had a glittering symbol on his forehead, and as he brushed an errant strand of hair behind his ear, she saw that the ear was pointed. He was not fair enough to be Tanzinite, and he had no wings—could he be Elvin?


  Liana watched as Jalen began to jog along the beach, a warrior’s bow strapped to his back, his movements as fluid and effortless as a massive cat. His powerful thighs flexed beneath his tight breeches, his sapphire gaze searching the horizon. What—or whom—did he seek?


  Liana caught a flash of white, and then saw a wolf loping behind Jalen—the one Aric had called Toen.


  Jalen’s image dissolved, and in the next moment Liana’s vision took her to the edge of a precipice.


  At first she saw naught but miles of green forest below, and in the distance the peak of Mount Taka, a wisp of smoke spiraling from its cavernous mouth. Her heart pounded as she caught sight of a great winged creature. Could it be one of the irani, searching for her?


  It came closer, and closer yet, until she realized it was a giant nordai.


  Before her very eyes, the raven transformed, shifting into the form of a man and landing at the top of the cliff with masculine grace. He was an enormous man with a feral look in his silvery eyes and a scar across one cheek.


  Chills overtook Liana and her stomach clenched as she feared the man might be Zanden. Her visions of the Sorcerer had always been from a distance, thus she had never seen him close enough to clearly discern his features. She only knew that he was powerfully built with long black hair.


  And an even blacker soul.


  She had to know who this man in her vision was. With all her strength she concentrated, searching for his identity…


  Renn. His name was Renn. Relief flowed through Liana, but then she realized this predator of a man could still be one of Zanden’s minions.


  Renn scowled in Liana’s vision, as though he had heard her thoughts. Something flashed at his side, a glitter, somehow familiar, but she couldn’t quite place what it was. The knowledge came to her that Renn, like Jalen, was somehow linked to Aric.


  Before she had opportunity to explore this realization, the man turned to the sky and she saw ominous winged beasts approaching.


  Ice sliced through her veins. It was the irani. Searching for her.


  The cliff disappeared, and a new vision took place.


  This time it was Ranelle that she saw. Fear gripped Liana’s heart as she realized her halia was chained to a wall, her clothing in shreds. Ranelle’s arms were bound overhead, her large breasts partially exposed through the tattered garment, her feet bare.


  Tears came to Liana as she saw her friend’s tired, dirt-streaked face. Her halia’s eyes were closed, as though she slept, but then Liana heard hinges squeaking.


  Ranelle’s eyelids flew open.


  A massive figure approached Ranelle from the shadows.


  And then Liana heard a scream.


  * * * * *


  A piercing shriek woke Aric. He bolted to his feet and saw Liana screaming in the midst of the Bewitching Pool. In one fluid movement he snatched his dagger from where it lay beside his breeches, and then he plunged into the pool, reaching Liana within seconds.


  He caught her around the waist and grasped her naked body to his, holding his dagger at the ready in his free hand. Aric attempted to locate what had frightened his woman, his gaze searching the pool that now glowed with an uncanny green light.


  “What is it?” he demanded, seeing nothing in the waters, but refusing to lower his guard.


  Liana stiffened, her scream dying in her throat. He glanced down at her beautiful face and saw that her sea green eyes were glazed, unfocused.


  She had been in a trance. The knot in his gut lessened a bit, his fear for her subsiding with the knowledge she had not been attacked. Yet concern still gripped him as he wondered what had caused her to scream.


  The glow faded from the pool until the waters were crystal blue once again. Slowly Liana’s body relaxed, and the light came back into her eyes. She blinked and tears began spilling down her cheeks.


  “Do not cry, sweet one.” Aric drew Liana against him, careful to keep the dagger away from her fair skin as he held her. “Nothing will happen to you as long as I shall live. I promise.”


  Sobs wracked her slender body as she wrapped her arms around his waist and clung to him. A sense of helplessness washed through him and he almost wished that there had been some beast for him to slay, something that he could dispatch of to ease whatever troubled her heart and mind.


  As her breathing calmed, it occurred to him how terrified he had been. Not of any creature. He had been frightened to lose her. He had been ready to slay man or beast, or an army if he need be, just to protect his woman.


  Ah, gods. He sighed as he moved his gaze toward the heavens that were obscured by the thick canopy above. He had thought of her as his woman from the moment he had flown to her rescue—and he had vowed to protect her as long as he lived.


  Just as he had long ago vowed to protect his people.


  Aric knew not what to do with his feelings for the Tanzinite maid. The only thing left for him to do was to seek counsel with Dair’s wisest beings, and make his decision at that time. But he must hurry and hear their advice before moonchange—for at moonchange he would be relegated to his nordai form.


  For now he would do what he could to cherish and protect Liana.


  He moved his mouth close to her delicately pointed ear and murmured, “What did you see, zjenni?”


  She shuddered and tipped her tear-streaked face up to his. “Ranelle. My heart-sister. She…” Choking on another sob, Liana paused and then continued, “She was held captive. I—I think the Sorcerer had her.”


  “The gishla?” Aric asked, a new, unexplained rage boiling up within him.


  “Yes,” Liana whispered. “My visions are usually of future events, but not always.” Her voice rose as her words tumbled from her lips in a rush. “I must find her to keep this from happening. I must help her at once!”


  Although Aric felt an intense desire to rescue the gishla, he shook his head. “No. It is not possible.”


  Liana’s pale cheeks reddened and she tried to push away from Aric, but he refused to release her. “It is my fault the Sorcerer will try to take Ranelle. If I have to, I will trade my life for hers!”


  Aric clenched his jaw and his grip tightened on Liana. “I will die before I see you mated with Zanden.”


  She stilled. “So I am naught but your duty?”


  “No. My—” Aric stopped himself. He had almost said, My love.


  Gritting his teeth, he released his hold on her. He took her by the hand and drew her toward the shore. “Come. We need food, and then we can discuss what you saw while in the Bewitching Pool.”


  


  Chapter Five


  


  When Liana felt somewhat calmer, and their bellies were full of journey cakes, cheese, and dried apples, Aric bade her to join him on a log beside the smoldering fire. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the clearing, and squirrels chattered overhead in the pines.


  The grass felt cool beneath Liana’s bare feet as she walked toward Aric. Baethel whickered as he grazed on the opposite side of the meadow, shaking his head at a swarm of pink and purple butterflies floating by. In the distance the river sounded louder than ever before, rushing through the forest just as blood roared through her veins when she neared the man she had once called stranger.


  Aric had dressed in his tunic and breeches, and she had a blanket wrapped around her with a rope cinched about her waist. The blanket was so large on her that she felt as if she were clothed in a tent from a sideshow. He had insisted she cover herself in more than her sheer costume, and she knew it was because he feared he wouldn’t be able to rein in his lust if she remained naked, or even semi-naked, in his presence.


  She seriously considered taking the blanket off, just to torture the man.


  With a sigh she settled beside him on the log, and braced her palms against the rough bark. Aric’s musky male scent filled her senses, making her long for him more than ever. Once she tasted all of him, once he filled her, would she be satisfied? Or would she crave him even more?


  “Before your vision of the gishla, what did you see?” Aric asked, his deep voice jolting Liana from her carnal thoughts. His eyes flicked from her to the fire, as though he dared not gaze upon her too long.


  Heat rose to her cheeks at the memory of her first vision. “I—I saw my friend Tierra.”


  Aric’s eyes met Liana’s “Was she well?”


  “Yes.” She grew warmer yet as he cocked his brow. “Tierra was enjoying the pleasures of—of a woman.”


  He smiled and looked at her in a sensual way that made her nipples harden and her body ache for him. “Have you experienced such with a female?” he asked, his voice a husky murmur.


  Her eyes widened and her face burned as hot as the cooking fire. “I—I of course not.”


  If she did not count having an orgasm while watching Tierra and the woman.


  Aric captured Liana’s chin in his hand, and she caught her breath at the feel of his fingers against her skin. “In some cultures, it is normal for women to enjoy each other in every way. It is considered an extension of their friendship.”


  Liana barely dared to breathe. She desired for him to kiss her so badly she ached with it. “Friendship?”


  He nodded, his face mere fractions from hers. “In the Elvin Kingdom, sensuality between those of both sexes is as natural as the air we breathe. And often expected as a matter of ritual or ceremony.”


  “It is?” Liana’s nipples tightened at the husky sound of Aric’s voice, the smell of him and the warmth of his nearness.


  He smiled. “Amongst my own people, it is common for men and women to enjoy multiple partners of either sex until they are mated.”


  “Who are your people?” she whispered.


  Aric closed his eyes and inhaled, as though scenting her, imprinting her upon his memory. When he opened his eyes again, he released her chin and leaned forward on the log, facing the fire, his hands clasped between his knees.


  Disappointment slid through Liana. She studied her lap and picked at a loose thread on her makeshift clothing as she thought how she would never understand this man. He wanted her, yet he would not touch her. He shut her out, refusing to share anything of his personal life. What was it about him that made her want him so, when all he did was frustrate her?


  Liana was tempted to put her hand to his forehead and see what her Seer’s sight might tell her, but she reined in the urge. She was almost afraid of what she would learn.


  “Tell me what else you saw,” he said as he focused intently on the flames.


  An errant strand of Liana’s hair moved toward Aric. She quickly pushed it over her shoulder and swallowed. “A man named Jalen.”


  Aric’s head snapped up and he suddenly became alert and predatory again. “Continue,” he commanded.


  Glaring at his demanding tone, Liana raised her chin.


  With a sigh of frustration, Aric combed his thick black hair back with his hand. “Please, zjenni. I wish only to know how my brother-at-arms fares.”


  Liana was surprised to realize that Aric knew Jalen. “He, too, is well.” Liana cocked her head as she pictured the man. “Jalen searches for someone, and the wolf Toen is with him. They follow a woman’s trail along the south shore.”


  “A woman.” Aric’s voice grew hard. “Who?”


  “I am unsure—but it may be Ranelle or Tierra.” Liana’s eyes widened as she made the mental connection. “Jalen must be going after Ranelle. I saw her in an earlier vision, racing along the sands. He’s following her trail, headed in the direction of the Sorcerer’s fortress!”


  Aric rubbed his face with both hands, then sighed as his gaze met Liana’s. “It is good. Now you need not worry for your heart-sister’s wellbeing. Jalen shall rescue her more quickly than any man or being could. And with Toen’s assistance, I have no doubt it will not be long before she is safe.”


  Relief flooded Liana. She threw her arms around Aric’s neck and he stiffened. “Thank you,” she whispered against his lips.


  And since he made no move to kiss her, she kissed him.


  Liana brushed her mouth over Aric’s, tasting the breath he exhaled, wanting everything he could give her. He groaned as she traced his bottom lip with her tongue, and as his mouth opened, she pounced on the opportunity to slide into his warm recesses.


  Aric all but roared, and returned her kiss, as though ravenous. Their mouths became frenzied and Liana grew dizzy, drunk with his masculine smell and intoxicated by the taste of him. Her hair caressed Aric, wrapping itself around the hands he now had buried in its strands.


  The world spun around Liana, and the next thing she knew they had toppled off the log, their bodies rolling across the soft grass of the clearing. When they came to a stop, Liana found herself sitting astride Aric, her hair tangled around his wrists, binding him to her. Through his clothing she could feel his huge cock, and she could think of nothing more than having it deep within her.


  “Zjenni,” he murmured as his mouth mated with hers. “Gods, how I want you. I have wanted you since the first moment I laid eyes upon you.”


  “Then take me.” She moved her lips to his throat, tasting his salty male skin with feather strokes of her tongue. “I am yours, Aric.”


  “I—we cannot.” His voice came out in a strangled sound as her hands found the ties to his breeches. He tried to stop her from opening them, but his wrists were still bound by her tresses. “Liana. Stop. I do not wish to hurt you.”


  “You shan’t.” She all but purred as she found her prize, grasping his cock in her palm. Aric gasped as she flicked the head of his staff with her tongue. A pearl of his seed beaded at the top. “I love your taste,” she murmured as she licked the semen from his cock.


  “Gods.” Aric strained at the hair binding him, but she could tell he took care not to pull too hard, that he was afraid to hurt her.


  He need not have worried, for no amount of pressure on her hair would ever harm her, although she did not feel inclined to share that information with him at the moment. She rather liked having him bound. A sort of sweet revenge for his having tied her when he took her from Fiorn.


  Liana undid the rope secured around her waist and tossed it aside. The blanket slid from her body and it quickly joined the rope. She was completely naked astride him, her hair still binding his wrists.


  “I want your cock inside me,” she demanded as moved lower on his body and slid her mouth over his staff. “Now.”


  “I—we—you do not understand.” He groaned as she straightened and rubbed the soft curls of her mound, and then her wet folds against his throbbing shaft.


  “I understand that I want you, and you want me.” Liana leaned over him, dragging her nipples over his chest, the feel of his cock between her thighs nearly driving her mad. “Or was it a lie?”


  His black eyes were focused on her nipples as she rose up and brought them close to his face. “With this rigid cock between your thighs you know how much I desire to be inside you. How much I want to fuck you.”


  Liana placed her hands on her breasts, cupping them, and then began tweaking her nipples the way she had watched Tierra touching her own in the vision. A savage growl rolled from Aric’s throat, and as Liana ground herself against his cock and pulled at her nipples, he looked as though he wanted to ravish her. She pressed herself forward so that one breast brushed his lips.


  “Taste me,” she begged, and at the same time allowed her tresses to release Aric’s wrists.


  He fisted his hands higher in her hair, forcing her down so that her nipple was fully in his mouth. Liana moaned as he suckled first one and then the other. His tongue and teeth tortured and teased her, made her so hot she thought she might burst into flame. The ache within her body grew tighter and tighter yet, and she knew she had to have him deep inside her.


  Her knees pressed into the soft forest ground as she raised her hips and grasped Aric’s cock with one hand. She placed the tip against the entrance to her core.


  “Now, Aric,” she commanded. “Take me now.”


  Gods, she was killing him.


  Aric grasped her slim hips in his hands, the tip of his cock already partially in Liana’s core. He trembled at the force of restraining himself from plunging into her, tearing her virgin shield.


  Through the haze of his lust, a part of him knew he should stop. But as Liana sank lower on his staff, slowly taking him into her tight channel, he knew he was lost. Liana was his woman, and come what may, he would give his life for her.


  “Zjenni,” he groaned as he looked up into her beautiful face. “I will cause you pain.”


  Her tresses continued to caress him, inciting his passion even more. “You could never hurt me.” Liana smiled and slowly eased herself farther down his cock, until he felt her barrier.


  I want you inside me, Aric, she told him in his mind.


  Aric stilled, his eyes locking with Liana’s. “You spoke to me in thought.”


  Yes. With him partially inside her, Liana cupped her breasts while she arched her back, flicking her nipples and moaning. Your cock feels so good. I want you to take me.


  He trembled violently, wanting to thrust himself deep within her. Just as he was about to gently press into her, Liana raised herself up on her knees and brought herself down hard.


  She threw her head back and screamed as he ripped through her maidenhead.


  And buried his cock to the hilt inside her.


  Shocked, Aric tensed and gritted his teeth, overwhelmed with the sensation of being inside Liana. His overriding desire was to pound into her, but the thought of her being in pain held him in check. “Are you all right, my sweet one?”


  Her breaths came in ragged gasps as she nodded and her gaze met his. Her sea green eyes looked glazed, yet sultry. She shifted as though becoming used to the feel of his cock inside her.


  Sweat broke out on his body as she moved, and he fought against thrusting into her, taing her like a man crazed with lust. “How does it feel?”


  “Full.” She wiggled and he groaned. “And perfect.”


  “I cannot hold back any longer, zjenni,” he warned.


  “Good.” Her smile turned seductive.


  Pressing her hips tight to him with his hands, Aric rolled over, causing Liana to yelp in surprise. His cock still buried inside her, Aric raised himself up on his arms and looked down at his woman.


  Yes, his woman.


  Come what may, she was his. He would go into exile for Liana and leave the kingdom to Renn, if that was what he must do.


  “You are mine, Liana,” he murmured as he brushed his lips over hers. “Always and forever.”


  Her eyes widened, and then rolled back as he slowly began to thrust his hips against hers, driving his cock in and out of her tight core. The need to claim her rose, filling his soul, adding fuel to his frenzy.


  “Say you are mine,” he demanded. “Say it.”


  Liana gasped and wrapped her arms around his neck, and her hair curled around his wrists. “I am yours, Aric.”


  “No matter what.” He stopped and stared down at her, a bead of sweat trickling down the side of his face. “Promise you will never leave me.”


  “I—I promise.” She dug her nails into his hips. “Aric, please.”


  He thrust into her. Fucked her harder and harder. Faster and faster. Tension spiraled tighter within him as he pounded into her.


  She cried out, her body shuddering and clenching around him. A second later His orgasm slammed into him, more powerful than any he had ever known. He continued moving and pulsing inside her until every drop of his seed had emptied into her womb.


  He collapsed into her arms, his sweat soaked skin pressed tight to hers.


  I am yours, she whispered in his mind, her voice a caress and a demand all at once. And you are mine.


  * * * * *


  The following afternoon, Liana snuggled against Aric as he carried her to the Bewitching Pool. She felt sore inside and out, but content. Why hadn’t he attempted to enjoy such pleasures with her before?


  His cock was hard once again, pressed against her hip through the fastening of his breeches. His tunic felt rough against her bare form, and she smiled. She had taken him while he was still fully clothed—all but his cock, that part of him that had given her so much pleasure.


  She sighed as he nuzzled her ear while he climbed over the rise. She couldn’t wait to get him naked and into the crystal waters—and then he would take her again.


  When he reached the pool, he carefully stood her on the ancient steps and then began undressing. She drank her fill of his beautiful male body as she watched him shed his clothing. Powerful, clearly defined muscles. Black hair that reached his shoulders and begged for her to run her fingers through its length. Black eyes that made love to her every time he looked her way. His large cock that caused her mouth to water as she studied him. His fluid, masculine grace.


  After he had tossed his clothing aside, Aric approached Liana and drew her to him, pressing his cock against her soft skin. “You take my breath away,” he murmured as he kissed the corner of her mouth, then moved toward her ear. “I cannot get enough of you, sweet one.”


  “I want you again.” She shuddered as he traced the point of her ear with his tongue. “I love the feel of your cock moving inside me.”


  “Are you certain it is not too soon?” His stubble scraped the delicate skin of her neck as he eased his lips down her throat. “Surely you are too sore from the times I made love to you last night and this morning.”


  Liana shook her head. “I am ready for you now.”


  “Such the demanding one.” Aric chuckled as his warm mouth captured her nipple, and she moaned as she thrust her hands into his silky hair. Her own tresses moved, exploring him, sliding around his shoulders as he nibbled and suckled at her breasts.


  His mouth still upon her, Aric picked Liana up and carried her into the pool. She wrapped her legs around his waist and tilted her head back so that the ends of her hair dipped into the pool and grew wet, soaking up Elvin magic.


  The magic seeped into her lifeforce, enhancing the erotic sensations flowing through her. She released a portion of her essence, surrounding Aric with it and allowing him to feel the intense pleasure she felt.


  “Lord Ir.” His voice grew hoarse and his erection enormous as he pressed her tight against him. “I have never felt such desire. Such need.”


  I want your cock inside me. Liana wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. Come inside of me.


  With a savage growl, he gripped her hips in his hands and thrust his cock inside her. Aric pounded into Liana, the magic of the pool enhancing the sensations of him plunging in and out. He was so big, so hard, and he filled her so deep. She couldn’t imagine anything as exquisite as the feelings building up within her.


  “Gods!” She clawed at his shoulders as her orgasm burst through her body. Brilliant light exploded through her mind, flashes of color, emotion, feeling, and pleasure so intense it was almost painful.


  He continued to thrust into her, drawing out the intensity of her climax. His body went taut and he bellowed as he reached his own zenith. He pulsated inside Liana, his cock throbbing so violently that aftershocks rippled throughout her body.


  Aric withdrew, his staff still hard. He picked Liana up by her waist and moved to the bank, then turned her around so that her palms rested on the pool’s edge. “Hold on,” he commanded.


  “What—” she started, and then gasped as he drew her thighs apart and plunged into her from behind. The sensation of him taking her from this position was different and exciting all at once.


  “I don’t know what you do to me, woman.” He paused and caressed her buttocks, then slid his hands up to her breasts. “You are a witch. A beautiful witch-goddess.”


  A gasp spilled from her lips as his fingers squeezed her nipples. Slowly, then building up speed, he thrust into her while his hands played with her breasts.


  Liana clung to the bank of the pool, her fingers digging into the dark soil. Her senses filled with the smells of dark loam and jensai perfume, the scent of his seed mixed with the nectar between her thighs.


  He pounded into her, his flesh slapping into hers. The only sounds she heard were the soft slosh of water as he thrust, her moans and his groans.


  Tension coiled inside Liana, and her eyes widened at the intensity of the feeling. When he moved one hand from her breast to her slit and the pleasure nub between her thighs, she screamed and buckled against the shore from the force of her orgasm.


  Driving his cock into her, he grasped her hips, digging his fingers into her soft flesh. He shouted as he came, but did not stop thrusting until every drop of his seed was milked into her core.


  He relaxed against her back, his face buried in her hair. His cock was still inside her, his labored breathing matching hers.


  “Mmmm.” She sighed, enjoying the feel of him inside and out, the way her nipples pressed into the soft earth beside the pool, and the feel of the magical water surrounding them, filling them with some kind of power.


  She couldn’t imagine ever being happier.


  Yet even as this thought seeped through her mind, a knot of worry began forming in her belly, although she didn’t understand why. She pushed the concern aside, determined to enjoy the moment with Aric.


  As they rinsed themselves clean, the Elvin magic began tugging at Liana’s essence, telling her she could no longer wait to inform Aric of the rest of her vision.


  I have something to tell you, she said in his mind, wanting that intimate connection with him.


  Aric sighed and raked his hand through his wet hair. “I, too, have something important to discuss.”


  Liana squeezed excess water from her tresses as she followed Aric out of the pool. “But first I must finish telling you of my visions.”


  Frowning, he turned to face her, his form magnificent in the waning afternoon light. “There was more?”


  Liana resisted the urge to run her fingertips down his powerful chest, and nodded. “I saw another man.” She tossed her wet hair over her shoulder and moved closer to Aric so that she was mere inches away. “His name was Renn.”


  Aric drew in a deep breath and picked his breeches up from where they lay upon the shore. “My…Captain.”


  “Your Captain?” Liana furrowed her brow. “But—”


  “Tell me what you saw,” Aric said, cutting her off as he shoved his legs into his breeches and secured the ties.


  Liana clenched her hands together. “In my vision I stood upon a precipice,” she explained while Aric pulled his tunic over his head. Her voice wavered as she went on, and the knot in her belly grew. “A great bird approached from Mount Taka, and when it landed, it transformed into a man.”


  Aric stilled for a second, then grabbed his boots. “Continue.”


  “Your Captain is Nordain.” Liana frowned as she watched Aric slide on first one boot, then the next.


  “Yes.” He nodded. “Did you see anything else?”


  A feeling of doom gripped Liana so hard she began trembling. Something was wrong. Very wrong.


  “Liana?”


  She straightened and rubbed her arms from a sudden chill in her bones. Gooseflesh sprouted on her limbs and she wished she had brought the blanket to wrap around herself so that she did not feel so naked and vulnerable. “I saw the irani. Many of them.”


  Aric snatched up his weapon belt and strapped it on as his intense black gaze watched her.


  “The Sorcerer has sent out every single irani he has in search of…” Her voice trailed off as his dagger caught her attention. Its red stone glistened in the late afternoon sunlight like a large drop of blood.


  Images flooded her mind, one after another, each one sending her reeling. The nordai at her windowsill. Black feathers on her blanket and in Aric’s hair. And Renn—in her vision the stone in his dagger had matched the one in Aric’s weapon.


  Why he did not eat meat…because like Liana, Aric was not human. But unlike her, he was not Tanzinite.


  “Oh, my gods.” Her body shook so hard that her knees threatened to give out. Her mind could barely process the knowledge as her eyes met his. Her words came out in a hoarse whisper, “You are Nordain.”


  “Yes.” Hi gaze held hers as her world came crashing down around her. “I am Aric L’tiercel, King of the Nordain.”


  


  Chapter Six


  


  Wrapping her arms around her belly, Liana sank to the forest floor, feeling as though she might die. Blood rushed in her ears, so loud it drowned out all but the pounding of her heart and the accusations flying through her thoughts.


  Gods. What have I done?


  She stared at the ground, unable to meet his gaze any longer. Her vision blurred as tears of humiliation and betrayal blinded her, and the Elves’ prophecy flooded her mind.


  


  Tanzinite woman, wingless and wan


  Nordai of Power, of twins, we warn


  One path to doom, enslavement and walls


  With unholy mating, Dair rises or falls


  


  She had traded her soul to not one devil, but another. She had run from the Sorcerer, only to mate with another powerful Nordain—the King himself.


  And now she surely carried the fate of her world in her womb, just as the prophecy foretold. No wonder Aric hadn’t revealed his identity—to gain her trust and to ensure she would receive his seed.


  Yet that made no sense. If he desired this, why did he not take her when he first had the chance? Gods knew she gave him ample opportunity. She had seduced him.


  She realized she had no one to blame but herself. He hadn’t forced this fate upon her—she alone was responsible.


  But so many would pay the consequences.


  “Zjenni.” Aric’s low voice pierced the fog of her anguish.


  Vaguely she realized his hands were on her shoulders, his palms hot against her bare skin. In the next moment he scooped her up, holding her tight to him in his powerful arms. As he carried her over the rise and back to the campfire, Liana began to shake uncontrollably while fighting the desire to seek solace from his warm embrace.


  Aric took her to the blanket and wrapped her tight within it, as though cocooning her from the world and what she had done.


  “I will rebuild the fire.” He pressed his lips to her hair, then moved away.


  When he left her huddled in the blanket, she felt so empty, so alone. While he stirred the coals and added kindling and dry branches, she stared into the gathering darkness. Over and over she thought, Gods, what have I done?


  But no answer came to her silent question.


  Pine logs popped and crackled in the flames as Aric strode back to her. She watched the sparks whirl into the darkening sky and then vanish as though they had never existed.


  Perhaps it would have been better had she never existed, too.


  He eased to the ground beside her, encircled her in his arms, and drew her against his chest. He murmured words in a strange tongue that somehow comforted her, even though she didn’t want to be comforted—did not deserve to be comforted.


  When she stopped shivering, he took her face in his hands and forced her to look at him. Her lower lip trembled and she blinked back tears as she looked at his features that had become so familiar to her, so dear to her in such a short time.


  “I am sorry,” he whispered. His fingers were gentle as he brushed strands of her pale hair from her eyes. “The moment I snatched you from the irani’s grasp, I should have told you who—and what—I am. Perhaps you would have been strong enough for the two of us.” He sighed, continuing to stroke her hair. “Perhaps with your strength I would not have betrayed my people.”


  “What—what do you mean?” Liana put her palms on his chest, trying to push him away. But it was to no avail, as he only held her tighter. “How did you betray them?”


  “The Seraphine Council sent me to prevent Zanden from claiming you.” Aric moved his hands to her shoulders, his caress helping to calm her, if only a bit. “It fell upon me to prevent your union with the Sorcerer—with any Nordain male—to ensure the prophecy never comes to bear. Thus I failed my people and all of Dair.”


  She shook her head, so violently her hair fell across her face. “The fault lies entirely with me. Not with you.” She squeezed her eyes tight and pressed her forehead against his strong shoulder, her tears wetting his tunic. “If I had known—”


  A shuddering sigh wracked her body. Opening her eyes, she leaned back and brushed her hair out of her face as the realization came upon her. “The truth is,” she said, wiping away a tear with the back of her hand, “it wouldn’t have mattered if I had been aware of your identity. I wanted you so badly, I all but ignored the signs that were right before my eyes.”


  “I, too, believe it would have changed nothing.” He hooked a finger under her chin and tipped her head back. “I have already realized that my destiny lies with you.”


  “But the prophecy…” Her stomach clenched and she fisted her hands. “And your people. I caused you to turn from your true path.”


  “No. Do not blame yourself.” He kissed her brow, the feather touch of his lips causing a slight shiver to trail down her spine. “Before we mated, I had already made the decision to take you to Seraphine, the Elvin Kingdom. The wisest of their order will instruct us in what we must do.”


  “The Elves?” Liana studied Aric’s face for a long moment. “What do you think they will say when they learn of what we have done?”


  “I do not know.” He shrugged and offered her a half smile. “If need be, I will gladly hand over my own kingdom to my brother Renn, and go into exile to protect my people.” Aric kissed a tear from the tip of Liana’s nose. “As long as you are with me, zjenni, my most precious, I will be able to do whatever I must.”


  She struggled to hold back more tears that threatened to render her speechless. She swallowed and whispered, “You would give up your family and Phoenicia…for me?”


  Aric gently brushed his lips over hers. “Yes. That and more, my sweet one.”


  She threw her arms around him and buried her face tight against him, unable to believe she could mean that much to him. That he would go into exile—for her.


  From the time of her first memories, she had known so little caring, so little tenderness. And no one, save her friends, her heart sisters, Ranelle and Tierra, would have made a sacrifice of any kind for her.


  But this sacrifice was far too great. Liana could not allow Aric to give up his kingdom. She would find some way to keep the prophecy from happening, even if it meant never seeing him again.


  The mere thought tore at her so badly that she began crying harder.


  Never see him again? It was as though her very heart was ripped into a thousand pieces when she thought of never feeling his touch. Never seeing his smile. Never making love to him again.


  Gently he laid her back on the grass, forcing her to look up at him. After he unwrapped the blanket, he moved alongside her bare form. He kissed her hair, the sensation sending tremors throughout her body, and her tresses began to caress him in response. His mouth traveled to the point of her ear and he flicked his tongue against it.


  “I was so frightened earlier, when you screamed in the Bewitching Pool,” Aric murmured, the husky sound of his voice causing warmth to stir within her core. “I thought you were in danger, and I was scared that I might lose you.” He moved his lips to her neck, raining small kisses down toward her collarbone. “I realized then that I could never bear for anything to happen to you. I would give my own life for yours.”


  She wrapped her arms around his neck, and her hair caressed him as tears slid down her cheeks. “I don’t know what to say.”


  “You do not need to say anything.” He rose above her, kissing her tears one-by-one. “But I shall hold you to your promise to stay with me always.”


  She frowned, her thoughts confused. “What promise?”


  He raised one eyebrow. “The promise I demanded of you when we first mated.”


  “Ah.” With a little smile she pulled him toward her, and kissed him softly. “You may one day regret that request.”


  He shook his head, his voice serious. “Never.”


  Aric felt such incredible warmth in his heart for Liana that he knew their mating was meant to be. It had been…destiny.


  No matter that he had never been one to believe in such things as love and finding one’s heartmate. Now he knew the truth, knew he would never let her go.


  He began to make love to her, enjoying the feel of her hair snaking around his wrist and enhancing both their pleasure. He wanted to erase the doubt in her mind, and make her his in every way possible. No matter the future—they would face it together.


  The salty taste of Liana’s tears was on his tongue as he rained tiny kisses across her face. “I have never known such feelings,” Aric whispered as he stroked his fingertips down the soft skin of her belly. “I thought only in Elvin tales did something like this exist.”


  Liana tugged at his tunic, obviously anxious to feel his skin against hers. “Did what exist?”


  He helped her yank the tunic over his head and she sighed as he rubbed his naked chest against her taut nipples. “I doubted there was such a thing as a heartmate.”


  She paused in her attempt to get to the fastening of his breeches, and her sea green gaze met his. He smiled as she opened her mouth, then bit her lip, as though unsure of what he meant.


  “What are you saying?” she finally asked.


  He gently kissed her, then said, “I believe you are my heartmate, Liana. I know it.”


  A stunned expression crossed her face. “I—I…”


  “Shhhh.” He placed his fingers over her full lips. “Let me show you how I feel.”


  He stood and undressed as Liana watched him. Desire filled her gaze, and something more—he was sure of it. She might not realize it yet, but Aric knew that he was her heartmate just as she was his. No matter they came from opposite worlds. No matter their differences. No matter the prophecy that tried to keep them apart. They were two halves of the same stone.


  He lowered himself between her thighs and braced himself above her. He kissed her, soft and lingering, before working his way down her body, fraction by fraction. He used his lips and tongue, attempting to taste every part of her.


  Firelight flickered across her pale skin as she moaned and twisted beneath his mouth and hands. When he reached the sea foam curls at the apex of her thighs, be stopped to scent her passion, filling his senses with the rich smell of his woman. Her jensai bloom and moonlight scent mixed with the juices of her arousal, creating a need so great that he knew he would never get enough of her.


  “Please,” Liana begged as she stirred restlessly. “I need you. Take me, Aric.”


  With a smile, he pressed his face between her thighs, causing her to cry out when he licked her clit. He grasped her ankles and placed her feet on his shoulders as he thrust two fingers inside her. She thrashed as he sucked and licked her sensitive nub, and she shrieked as she came.


  She was riding out the waves of her orgasm when he reared up and slid his cock into her wet core. He bit back the primal urge to pound into her with everything he had. Instead he slowly moved in and out, intensifying the sensations she was feeling from her climax. It wasn’t long before another orgasm hit her, and then another.


  He continued to restrain himself as he made love to her, wanting to extend her pleasure for as long as possible. She clenched his buttocks, her fingers digging into his skin as he slowly thrust his cock in and out of her slick core while nipping at her breasts, gently flicking his tongue across each nipple.


  The feelings within him strengthened as he climbed higher and higher, while he reached out to Liana with his heart, soul and with his body.


  And as he achieved the pinnacle and the most magnificent orgasm he had ever known, he knew he would never let his zjenni go.


  * * * * *


  Crickets chirruped and sang in the dark forest, and frogs added their croaks to the symphony, along with the river’s constant melody. Liana listened to the sounds, waiting until Aric’s breathing was strong and deep.


  When she was sure he was sound asleep, Liana’s tresses slid across Aric’s face, releasing a bit of the Elvin magic she had absorbed from the Bewitching Pool. Her lower lip trembled, but she forced herself to continue. The magical essence would ensure that she would be able to slip out of his arms without waking him, and she hoped he would continue to sleep until the morrow’s first rays of sunlight.


  Liana did not wish to break her promise to Aric, but it was a promise she never should have made—and wouldn’t have, had she known he was the Nordain king. His people needed him, and he should not be forced to leave his kingdom for her sake. She would do what was best for him, and his people, despite the fact she would rather die than be separated from him.


  Quickly she wrapped the blanket around her body that she had used earlier as a tunic, and tied it with the rope. When she moved away from him, her stomach clenched as she took one step, and then another. She forced herself to keep going, even though she wanted to stay with him with all her heart and soul.


  The moonlight was stronger tonight—in mere days it would be moonchange. She had to escape to the northeast, beyond Xardu Moors, beyond Wilding Wood, where Zanden’s reach could not extend. If only she could fly as she had always desired to. If she had been born with wings like any other Tanzinite, she could have flown far away without a second thought.


  But then if she had not been wingless, she would not have been forced to flee Zanden in the first place.


  Baethel raised his head and whickered as she stole past him.


  “Shhh.” She darted a quick glance at Aric’s form beside the fire, where he still lay sound asleep. “I—I need to relieve myself.”


  The stallion shook his big head and glanced to Aric and back to Liana.


  “I will be right back,” she insisted to the horse’s obvious displeasure, and then slipped into the forest.


  Being a Tanzinite had its advantages. Her people were cave dwellers, accustomed to seeing with little to no light. In the village she had become accustomed to the daylight, although it often bothered her eyes if the sun was too bright.


  Liana’s bare feet made no sound as she scurried through the dense forest. Bushes snagged at her blanket, causing it to slip below her breasts, and she felt the night’s chill air. She had to grasp the blanket tight to her waist with one hand as she pushed branches out of her way with the other. In her hurry she stumbled and almost fell several times as she dodged trees and boulders, and jumped over an occasional fallen log.


  When she had lost her cloak in the fire, she had also lost what little wealth in ansi stones she’d had. But as a Seer, she hoped she would have no trouble earning enough money or food to survive.


  In the lands beyond Wilding Wood she could live in obscurity to ensure the prophecy would never come to bear. A twinge of fear skittered through her at the thought of the mysteries of the wood that she would have to traverse—it was said that Faeries, dragons and other mysterious creatures dwelled within its murky depths.


  Leaves and pine needles chilled her feet, and she wished she had more than the blanket for protection from the elements. But she felt guilty for taking one thing from Aric, much less any more than that. She knew how to find wild potatoes and berries for sustenance, so she would not starve. Shelter would be another matter altogether.


  Baethel snorted and whickered in the distance, and she knew the horse was concerned that she had not returned right away. For all she knew, the beast would wake Aric at any moment. Baethel and Aric seemed to have an uncanny ability to communicate, an odd friendship of sorts.


  Liana’s breathing grew harsher, her lungs aching as she ran. She had to put distance between her and Aric. He would come looking for her, of that she was certain—and she did not know if she could resist him if he found her. Once she was far enough away, she would seek shelter, a location that would also serve as a suitable place to hide.


  In a small clearing, a root seemed to rise up out of the darkness and caught her foot. Liana fell hard to the ground, her face buried in leaves, and pine needles poked her cheeks and her naked breasts—the scent of jensai was so strong she could scarcely breathe. For a moment she simply laid still, listening for any sign that Aric was following.


  She heard only the pounding of her heart and blood rushing in her ears—and then a strange buzzing. Even the crickets and owls were silent, and she no longer heard the Everlasting River’s constant roar.


  Strange, that.


  The scent of jensai blooms was strong, too strong. Overpowering.


  Liana lifted her head and her cheek brushed a soft petal before she could draw back. She rose up to her knees, and in the moonlit clearing, she found that she had fallen in a thicket of the blooms, and that it was a jensai vine she had tripped over.


  A wave of dizziness swept over her and the buzzing in her ears increased—so powerful was the perfume of the jensai. She had never been so close to them before. It was forbidden for anyone but Healers to touch the blooms or the vines. Her thoughts spun and her limbs began to tremble.


  When she tried to stand, Liana’s legs gave out and she fell to her hands and knees. A tingling sensation erupted on her cheek where the bloom had touched. Her head swam and her sight grew dim.


  Hide. She had to hide herself until the weakness passed. If it passed.


  Before she could move, her tresses vibrated a warning.


  Something was coming. Searching for her.


  And it wasn’t Aric.


  The sensations multiplied, enhanced by the Elvin magic still in her tresses, and intensified by the effects of the blooms. Her throat grew dry as she tried to move on her hands and knees toward a bush. She struggled to crawl—and collapsed on her side in the middle of the jensai.


  The beasts were closer now. She sensed them.


  When they were almost atop her, she finally heard them through the buzz in her ears. Massive wings flapping. Pounding in her head. Slamming into her heart.


  A horrible screech ripped her soul.


  The clearing darkened as an enormous shadow blocked out the moonlight.


  Her body went numb as she rolled onto her back. Through her blurred vision, she saw the unmistakable outline of an irani.


  She had left Aric, only to fall into Zanden’s hands.


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Snuffling, followed by a piercing whinny, jarred Aric from his sleep. Oddly disoriented, Aric forced himself to a sitting position to find himself nose to muzzle with Baethel.


  The stallion bared his teeth and whinnied again, telling Aric that Liana had fled.


  Fury and the pain of her betrayal ripped through his gut—but then his Nordain warrior’s senses took over.


  Danger was approaching.


  Still naked in his man’s body, Aric snatched his abandoned clothing from the ground—and shifted into his nordai form. As always, the breeches and tunic became feathers, and his sheathed dagger was strapped to his leg.


  Flapping his massive wings, Aric took to the sky. His heart pounded as his fear for Liana magnified. He sensed her terror and confusion, even before he heard the irani approach.


  Aric flew toward the irani like an arrow shot from a bow. An updraft slowed his speed, but he pushed himself harder and faster. In the moonlit sky he saw the glowing red eyes of the three monsters, and he smelled their rotten meat stench.


  The first beast dove into a clearing.


  They had scented Liana.


  With the fury of the gods, Aric soared downward, quickly closing in on the first irani. Just as the beast reached its claws to snatch Liana’s still form, Aric attacked.


  He drilled his hooked beak into the tender flesh at the base of the irani’s neck, severing its spinal cord.


  The irani somersaulted through the air and slammed headfirst into a tree. The beast fell to the ground, its body twitching and flopping. And then its glowing red eyes went black.


  Aric barely had time to come out of his dive when the second irani was on his tail. The Sorcerer’s filthy creature screeched as it gnashed at Aric. The irani caught one of Aric’s tail feathers in its teeth and ripped it out.


  Shrieking the Nordain battle cry, Aric shot forward, narrowly missing the third irani. Baethel whinnied below, and Aric glanced down just long enough to see that the stallion had arrived and now stood guard over Liana’s motionless form.


  Aric started to descend toward the clearing when he felt the jagged claws of an irani slash across his back. Firebolts of pain seared Aric and feathers scattered around him as he spiraled toward the ground. He struggled to pull himself to a stop, but slammed into a thick patch of grass.


  Despite the pain ricocheting through him, Aric forced the change to his man’s body. He ripped the dagger from its sheath and bellowed with the might of a Nordain warrior.


  Weapon clenched in his hand, Aric charged the irani who now attacked Baethel. The horse whinnied and rose on his hind legs, striking out with his forelegs while protecting Liana.


  With one slash of his blade, Aric beheaded the first irani he reached. Blood spurted, showering Aric, but he ignored it as he dove for the last irani. The beast’s leathery wing caught Aric in the face, ripping a gash across his forehead.


  Rearing back, Baethel struck the irani from the side, knocking the beast off balance. Blood poured down Aric’s face as he lunged at the irani, burying his blade to the hilt in its skull. Both beast and warrior collapsed to the ground with the force of Aric’s blow.


  The irani continued to flap and twitch as Aric sprawled across its back. He pushed himself to a standing position and gave the dying beast one last kick to its miserable head. And then the irani lay still.


  Attempting to catch his breath, Aric wiped blood from his eyes with his hand. His back and forehead burned where gashed by irani claws. Baethel whickered and stepped aside, allowing Aric to see his beautiful Liana—her face buried in jensai blooms.


  “No. Gods, no.” Taking care not to put his own face too close to the potent blooms, Aric dove forward and scooped Liana in his arms. She was so tiny—almost weightless.


  He held Liana in one arm and sprung onto Baethel’s bare back. “To Seraphine,” he commanded as he grabbed a fistful of Baethel’s mane to steady himself. “To the Elves at once!”


  Baethel bolted into the night as Aric clung to Liana, holding her small form tight to him with one arm. “Zjenni, what were you thinking? Why did you break your vow? Why did you attempt to leave me?”


  A droplet rolled from his eye, mingling with the drying blood on his face. He scrubbed the moisture away by rubbing his cheek against his shoulder. By the gods! He was a warrior—King of the Nordain! He did not shed tears.


  But the thought of losing his zjenni, his heartmate, was enough to bring him to his knees.


  He would never forgive himself if Liana died.


  * * * * *


  A gentle caress on Liana’s cheek brought her slowly out of her dream of being held by the dark stranger. She smiled as she remembered that he wasn’t a stranger any longer, and that she knew him as intimately as she knew herself.


  “Aric,” she murmured, and her tresses moved, sliding around the hand that stroked her so gently—but when her hair touched the person it immediately stilled. It wasn’t her Aric.


  She blinked, struggling to focus on the face above her. A woman sat on the edge of the bed Liana occupied, and she had an odd glittering symbol painted onto her forehead. The woman had a smile as kind and loving as a mother for her newborn babe. Crystal blue eyes sparkled at Liana, and hair fell like the darkest honey about a face so lovely and so perfect that Liana couldn’t imagine meeting anyone more beautiful.


  “Who—” Liana blinked and swallowed, her throat so dry it ached. “Who are you?”


  “I am Angelei.” She had a musical voice that sent a small thrill throughout Liana.


  Angelei lifted a golden cup to Liana’s mouth, and Liana automatically parted her lips and swallowed the cool liquid. “This is orlai, a drink that will aid in your preparation,” Angelei said as the mixture rolled over Liana’s tongue. It tasted sweet. Of strawberries with a hint of wild ginger.


  A warm and quite pleasant sensation spread throughout Liana’s body. She felt relaxed and almost as though she’d had a bit too much ale. “Where am I?” she asked, the words feeling thick in her mouth as she spoke. “Where’s Aric?”


  “You are within the protective confines of Seraphine, and you will see your Aric soon.” Angelei smiled and set the cup on a table beside the bed. “We brought you back to health after you nearly succumbed to the jensai. You inhaled far more of its pollen than most beings can withstand at such close proximity.”


  Relief flooded Liana to know that Aric was all right—and that he was there. But then she realized what else Angelei had said. “Jensai?” Liana frowned, her mind whirling from the effects of the orlai. “I do not remember anything beyond it being late at night…”


  “Do not be concerned.” The woman leaned back and tucked her dark tresses behind her delicately pointed ear, and her smile became even more radiant. “Your memories shall return.”


  “You are Elvin.” Liana’s eyes widened and warmth rushed through her as her gaze dropped from Angelei’s face to her body and she realized the woman was completely naked. Angelei had a lithe body with skin the color of cream, generous breasts, and taut raspberry-colored nipples. The same glittering blue symbol that was on her forehead was also shaved into the shorn dark hair between her thighs.


  When she glanced from Angelei to her own body, Liana discovered she was just as bare. Not even a blanket covered her.


  “Ah…” Heat flushed Liana’s face as her gaze met the Elvin woman’s.


  “’Tis our way.” Angelei cocked her head, an amused expression on her exquisite face. “No one wears clothing within Seraphine. We believe our bodies are beautiful and that we should enjoy them—and each other’s.”


  Angelei’s gaze slid over Liana’s body appreciatively. “You have a most lovely form, Tanzinite maid.”


  To Liana’s dismay, she felt her nipples tighten. The heady effects of the drink Angelei had given Liana only seemed to magnify the sensations she was feeling. And somehow the orlai made her feel less embarrassed at her nakedness than she normally would.


  Angelei stood in a fluid, graceful movement that reminded Liana of a cat. “Come,” she said, holding her hand out to Liana. “We must prepare you to meet with the Seraphine Council.”


  Still flushed with a trace of self-consciousness Liana allowed Angelei to help her to her feet. When she stood, Liana’s knees threatened to buckle. In fear that she might fall, she clung to the Elvin woman’s arm.


  While she waited for the weakness to pass, Liana absorbed her surroundings. She was in a beautiful room that must have been a part of the forest. Walls were made of tightly woven trees and vines, laced with wildflowers in purples, pinks and yellows. The ceiling was fashioned of branches and leaves. Golden orbs hovered above, their soft light making it seem as though the room was flooded with early morning sunlight.


  Much of the furniture was rich and ornate, and appeared to be carved into living trees—even the massive bed Liana had been sleeping in.


  “’Tis Elvin magic that makes it appear so,” Angelei said, answering Liana’s unspoken thought. “We would never harm any of the goddess’s living entities. She gives her gifts up to us, and we respect and care for them. They in turn care for us.”


  Liana smiled at the elegant, statuesque Elvin woman. “It is all so lovely.”


  “The goddess blesses us.” Angelei inclined her head and gestured to a doorway. “The preparations must begin.”


  Angelei led Liana into a hallway that was lit by the same golden globes that had been in the bedchamber. Angelei was so tall that Liana had to tilt her head back to look at the Elvin woman as they walked.


  The leaves and loam made such a soft carpet beneath her feet that Liana felt as though she was walking on a cloud. And the orlai made her feel like her head was soaring and her skin was alive with awareness. “Where’s Aric?” she asked, her body throbbing and aching for him.


  The Elvin woman squeezed Liana’s hand. “King Aric L’tiercel is also being prepared for the meeting. You will see him in time.”


  King? Liana frowned as pieces of her memory returned from that night. Aric was King…of the Nordain…and willing to leave his people for her. And she had fled…


  Liana started to ask Angelei when she would see Aric, but all she could do was gasp in amazement as the Elvin woman brought them from the hallway and outdoors to a magical place. A waterfall roared as it tumbled in silvery waves down a mountainside. At its base was a small lake of the most crystal blue—like the Bewitching Pool. Ferns, trees and flowers of every variety and color grew in abundance on the grassy shores.


  Liana was in such awe that she could scarcely breathe as she was led into the lake. Unlike the Bewitching Pool, these waters felt balmy and warm as she waded into it—surely Elvin magic made it so. When the water was just below her breasts, Liana leaned back and soaked her tresses, absorbing the essence of the lake and renewing her lifeforce. Her scalp tingled and her body relaxed even more, as though the effects of the pool worked with the orlai.


  Angelei opened a vial of cleansing gel that smelled of jasmine, and she started washing Liana’s hair, just as Aric had in the Bewitching Pool.


  Liana closed her eyes and leaned into Angelei’s skillful hands, remembering Aric’s ministrations, his touch, how he had soaped her breasts and brought her to orgasm.


  She could almost feel it.


  Her eyes flew open as she realized she did feel it—and gasped as she found herself looking into the emerald eyes of a musclebound brown-haired Elvin god.


  “I am Tirnac.” The man smiled and the symbol on his forehead glittered green as he soaped Liana’s breasts. “’Tis my pleasure to assist in your preparation for the meeting.”


  “N—” Liana started to shake her head as Tirnac rubbed the jasmine scented gel across her nipples…and she moaned instead. She struggled against the effects of the orlai and her mounting arousal. “Aric…where—”


  “Shhh.” Angelei’s fingers massaged Liana’s scalp. “You are a Seer, and thus must be prepared for the Council so that your thoughts are clear and you are fully receptive to visions.”


  Liana caught her breath as Tirnac rubbed her belly and moved to her thighs. “I—I do not understand.”


  The Elvin woman soaped Liana’s tresses to their ends. “Your lust for the Nordain ruler must be tempered. You cannot mate with the King again until the Council can make a determination on a course of action.”


  “But—” Liana gasped as Tirnac reached around to soap her buttocks, pressing his massive chest against her breasts.


  The Elvin man smiled. “You will not be able to vision properly if you are not relaxed, and your desires lessened, at least temporarily.”


  Angelei tilted Liana’s head back, rinsing the soap from her tresses, while Tirnac rinsed the soap from her body. The sensation of being washed by the two Elves—combined with the headiness of the orlai—was so erotic that Liana couldn’t believe how incredibly aroused she was.


  She wanted Aric deep within her, and she wanted him now.


  As Angelei finished rinsing Liana’s hair, she felt a warm mouth fasten on her nipple and begin suckling. At the same time Liana gasped and saw Tirnac laving at her nipple, she felt Angelei’s breasts rub across her back—and then the Elvin woman slipped her hand between Liana’s thighs.


  “What—oh, my gods.” Liana was so aroused by the experience and flushed from the orlai, that she could hardly think straight.


  “This will help to clear your mind,” Tirnac murmured as he moved to her other nipple. “Mutual pleasure between men and women is a part of the goddess’s blessings.”


  Liana couldn’t help but give herself up to the sensations. She slipped her hands into Tirnac’s silky hair and held him by his pointed ears as he licked one nipple and Angelei fondled the other. He slid two long fingers inside Liana’s folds as Angelei stroked Liana’s throbbing nub.


  “You are so fair, Tanzinite maid,” Tirnac murmured as he suckled her.


  Angelei pressed her lips to the back of Liana’s neck. “Aye, she is lovely,” the Elvin woman agreed.


  Tirnac’s cock pressed against Liana’s thigh, but he made no move to enter her. “We do not enter one who has a heartmate,” Tirnac said as though he had read Liana’s thoughts.


  Even in her frenzied state of mind, Liana was thankful. Aric was the only man she desired to bond with in that manner. It was Aric’s cock she wished was inside her right at that moment, thrusting and pounding into her. She imagined that Tirnac’s fingers were Aric’s and that the mouth on her breast was his, too.


  With a scream, Liana came. She would have collapsed into the pool if not for Angelei and Tirnac. They held her and stroked her hair and her body as they brought her to the shore and settled her into a cushioned chair that was so soft Liana wanted to fall asleep in it.


  But when she saw Tirnac take Angelei into his arms—at the foot of the chair she was sitting in—Liana couldn’t tear her eyes from them.


  “You are as beautiful as the goddess,” Tirnac murmured as he kissed Angelei’s full lips. He moved his skillful mouth to her nipples, licking and biting them until the raspberry peaks were hard and dark red.


  “Ah, Tirnac. I welcome you within,” Angelei whispered, adding soft words in a foreign tongue while she stroked Tirnac’s cock with her long fingers, and as she watched him suckle her. A symbol glittered in the hair around Tirnac’s thick staff, matching the one on his forehead.


  Liana squirmed on the chair, unable to take her eyes from the lovemaking. She couldn’t believe how aroused she was as she watched the couple. She really wished Aric was there, and that she was taking his full, throbbing cock inside of her.


  Unable to bear the incredible tension building within her, Liana spread her legs wide and eased her fingers between her thighs and stroked herself. Her wet hair caressed her shoulders as she tweaked and pinched her own nipple, her excitement mounting as the Elvin woman got down on all fours on the grass beside the lake.


  Tirnac knelt behind Angelei and clenched her slender hips with his large hands. She cried out, ecstasy written across her face, as Tirnac thrust into her from behind.


  The movement of Liana’s hands intensified as she watched Tirnac’s large cock sliding in and out of Angelei. The couple’s cries of passion rose, escalating the feelings swirling inside Liana. Harder and harder Tirnac pounded into Angelei, the sound of his skin slapping hers becoming louder and louder. Angelei’s breasts swayed as Tirnac filled her, and she shouted at him to thrust into her as deep as he could go.


  It was too much—Liana came, her body pulsating with pleasure, and moments later Angelei and Tirnac both shouted as they climaxed.


  Liana was still riding the waves of her orgasm when Tirnac knelt between her thighs and slid his fingers inside her.


  “Again?” she gasped, somehow wanting more, yet wondering if she should.


  “’Tis our custom,” Angelei said as she settled beside Liana on the chair. “You are required to be properly prepared. Your mind must be relaxed and free to do the Council’s bidding.”


  Before Liana could respond, the Elvin woman brought her mouth to Liana’s nipple, and Tirnac buried his face between her thighs.


  And then Liana was too lost in the sensations to question anything.


  Hours later, when Liana had experienced more orgasms than she thought any one person could have in an entire moon cycle, she was so exhausted she was sure she could sleep for a week. But Angelei and Tirnac escorted her back to the bedchamber, and finished her preparations for the meeting. She had to admit that between the orlai and the orgasms she was very relaxed.


  The Elves combed Liana’s tresses until they glittered like silver moonbeams. Angelei put a circlet of gold upon Liana’s brow. At the front of the circlet was a blood red stone that matched the one in Aric’s dagger.


  “Are you certain I cannot wear something when I go to this meeting?” Liana asked as Angelei rubbed a sparkling perfumed powder onto Liana’s back.


  Tirnac smiled and administered the powder to Liana’s well-suckled nipples. “’Tis not done. No one wears clothing here.”


  Liana caught her breath at the feeling of his palms on her sensitive breasts. “Will Aric be there?”


  “Aye.” Angelei placed the container of powder onto a small table. “The King is being prepared as you are.”


  “Prepared?” A wave of jealousy rose up in Liana, a feeling so intense that it shocked her. The thought of anyone else sucking his cock and bringing him to orgasm was too much. What if he filled an Elvin maid the way he filled her?


  Liana’s face burned anew as she realized she had just enjoyed climax after climax at the hands—and mouths—of these Elves.


  Was Aric enjoying his preparation?


  Would he feel the same overriding feelings of possessiveness at the thought of her enjoying such pleasure with anyone but him?


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  It took seven Elvin warriors to hold Aric to the floor, pry his jaws open and pour the orlai into his mouth.


  “Many apologies, my Lord,” Damianne said with a devious grin as she stood over him, the enrli symbols glittering on her forehead and in the black hair between her thighs. The nude Elvin maid’s breasts swayed as she crouched and slid a tube filled with orlai to the back of his throat and released the liquid. “You know it must be done.” She backed away when she finished giving him the dose, waiting for the potion to take effect.


  The strawberry ginger taste burned Aric’s throat, and he coughed as he struggled against the hands and bodies of the males holding him down. His muscles bunched with fury. By the gods! If he had known the Elves would insist upon the Con’tu’a, he would never have brought Liana here.


  The ache from the gash on his forehead faded as the warm liquid flowed through his body. Aric relaxed against his will and his thoughts swam. The Elvin bastards must have given him an extra dose of the orlai. The naked warriors laughed as they released him, each rubbing a jaw, arm, or other body part where Aric had managed to land a blow as he attempted to fight them off.


  As the warriors left the bedchamber, Kerriel, a beautiful green-eyed and golden-haired Elvin warrior, moved beside his prone position and Aric smelled her woman’s scent. Her enrli symbol was shaved into the shorn blonde hair between her thighs and tattooed on her forehead, and like Damianne’s the symbols glittered and matched the color of her eyes.


  Kerriel bent and grasped Aric’s hand. “Come now, you big Nordain oaf.”


  Damianne took his other hand and the two Elvin women helped Aric to his feet. “’Tis time for your preparations,” Damianne said with laughter in her voice.


  “I require no damn preparations.” Aric glared at Damianne, but his words came out slurred and he stumbled into Kerriel.


  The Elvin maid giggled and pressed her lithe body to his, her nipples pebble-hard against his chest. “’Tis our way, as you well know, my Lord.” Kerriel stroked his thick cock that lengthened at her touch. “And your desire for the Tanzinite maid must be leashed until the Council makes its determination.”


  Damianne’s long fingers eased through the soft hair around his bollocks. “If your lust is not reined, you might interfere with Liana’s Seer’s visions.”


  Aric shuddered with longing for his zjenni. It had been two days since their arrival in Seraphine. He had not been allowed to go near her, not even once, despite his rantings, ravings and threats. He needed to understand why she had tried to leave him, and then make love to her until she was senseless and neither of them could walk for a week.


  “Liana,” Aric mumbled in his orlai stupor, “I must see her.”


  “In good time.” Damianne pulled Aric from the bedside, through a doorway, and into a bathing room. “She is being prepared as we speak.”


  Fury whirled within Aric and tried to rise at the thought of anyone bringing Liana to orgasm but him, however the orlai kept his emotions and his body in check. He knew his anger was irrational, that this was part of Elvin culture and the only way they believed a Seer could experience the purest visions. But gods knew he wanted only his hands on Liana’s body, and not another male’s.


  Kerriel held tight to Aric’s other arm, pushing him forward with one of her small hands to his back. The orlai mixture they had given him was so strong that he could barely walk, much less struggle against the women. And he wouldn’t want to hurt one of them in his fit of need to get to Liana.


  Steam rose from the mineral water, heated from underground hot springs. Damianne and Kerriel escorted Aric down three steps and to the edge of the bath. As he stood, the two Elvin maidens began soaping him with a sandalwood-scented potion. He flinched as Damianne washed the wound across his back, a memento of his battle with the irani. The stinging faded as Aric closed his eyes and imagined it was Liana’s hands upon his chest, his buttocks…the hair around his bollocks and on his cock.


  The Elves were beings of pleasure, and like the customs of his own people, it was not uncommon to share those pleasures with other than one’s heartmate, except for intercourse—once a man had found his heartmate he would never enter another woman.


  Yet now that he had found his own heartmate, Aric had no desire to experience any pleasure with anyone but his zjenni.


  However, his body couldn’t help but be aroused from the combination of the orlai, his carnal thoughts of Liana, and the naked Elvin maids caressing and stroking his body.


  When he felt warmth and a sucking pressure on his cock, he opened his eyes to see Kerriel on her knees in the shallow water, taking his staff deep in her throat. “Mmmm…give me all of you, my Lord.”


  “You have enjoyed our ministrations many times before,” Black-haired Damianne said as moved behind Kerriel, pressing her breasts against the blonde Elvin woman’s back. Damianne’s amethyst eyes glittered. “You filled each of us with your cock several times on your last visit.”


  “But not now that I have found my heartmate,” Aric replied through clenched teeth as Kerriel applied harder pressure on his staff.


  Imagining that it was Liana who sucked his cock, Aric thrust into the Elvin maid’s mouth, and then cried out as he came in her throat. Kerriel moaned with her own orgasm while she sucked down Aric’s seed, and smiled as her forest green eyes met his.


  Before Aric had a chance to catch his breath, Damianne traded places with Kerriel. “My turn to relieve you of your stress and taste your seed, my King,” Damianne murmured. She clenched her fingers into his buttocks as she lowered her head and brought his staff to hardness once again.


  Kerriel pleasured Damianne, taking her to her climax as the brunette worked her magic on Aric’s cock.


  As Aric came again, his thoughts were only of Liana.


  * * * * *


  Angelei and Tirnac escorted Liana through long winding halls lit by countless golden orbs. The orlai still flowed in Liana’s veins, making her feel as though she was drifting down the hallway. Knowing that in moments she would stand before the Seraphine Council, her belly fluttered as though hundreds of damselflies danced within.


  What would the Council determine her fate to be? And Aric’s?


  Would he be angry with her for attempting to flee when she had given him her word to stay?


  She pressed her fist to her bare belly, as if it might stop the fluttering sensation. “Will I see Aric now?”


  “Perhaps.” Angelei shrugged. “It seems he was not altogether willing to participate in the preparations.” She grinned over Liana’s head at Tirnac. “But with a little assistance, he finally did what was required of him.”


  Liana frowned, uncertain as to how she should feel about those comments. Thrilled that he was unwilling? Or jealous that he had succumbed to another woman’s touch?


  The moment she walked into the Council Chambers, Liana felt Aric’s eyes upon her. Pausing mid-step, she snapped her gaze to where he stood across the room. All of the longing filling her soul was mirrored in his black eyes, even though his expression was stern. He was so handsome standing in his naked splendor, his arms crossing his massive chest, his cock thick and full the instant their eyes met.


  She noticed the gash across his forehead, and her Seer’s instincts told her that she had been the cause.


  An apology rose like a swarm of bees within her breast. Aric, I am—


  “You cannot speak with the King.” Angelei grabbed Liana’s arm and tugged her toward the center of the chamber. The Elvin woman’s voice had turned hard, so unlike how she had been in the bedchamber and at the lake. “Not in thought or otherwise. Keep your eyes on the Council chairs only.”


  Liana bit the inside of her lip, wanting to rebel as she was led toward a throne and six empty chairs arranged in a semi-circle at the front of the chamber. How had Angelei known Liana was speaking to Aric in thought? Could all Elves read her mind?


  Even Liana’s tresses remained still, hanging down her back and past her buttocks. She struggled to maintain her dignity although she felt as though she was on public display, completely naked for all to see. It mattered not that every other person in the room was naked as well.


  Elvin men and women warriors stood guard at each of the two doors to the sides of the circular chamber. At least half a dozen warriors surrounded Aric, as though ensuring he would remain where he stood. Only Angelei and Tirnac accompanied Liana, and they left her alone and retreated once she was delivered to the center of the chamber.


  Three smaller chairs on each side flanked the ornately carved throne before her. Before the throne sat an enormous golden urn, so tall that it reached Liana’s waist, its top as large as a barrel of ale. Liquid glimmered at the surface of the urn, and Liana caught the unmistakable perfume of jensai blooms.


  The scent brought back a rush of memories of her flight from Aric, her fall into the vines…and naught else until she woke this very morn. Her cheek tingled where it had brushed a bloom, and she raised her fingers to rub the sensation away. She felt Aric’s keen gaze upon her back and she sensed the frustration roiling from him in endless waves.


  A door appeared within the vine wall behind the throne. her breath caught and she took a step back. Golden light outlined the male and female Council members who stepped through the doorway. Every Elvin man and woman who entered the chamber was exquisitely perfect, each more beautiful than the last.


  Gracefully they each glided in to stand before a chair, and then as one they sat. Like all the other Elves Liana had seen, each had a symbol on their foreheads and below—enrli, Angelei had called them.


  The Elvin woman who perched on the edge of the throne captured Liana’s attention at once. She wore a sparkling circlet around her head and her hair hung in golden ripples over her shoulders and breasts, with only her large nipples peeking through her tresses. She had brilliant amethyst eyes, and the symbol on her forehead and between her thighs glittered purple, almost seeming to pulsate with light. She was a dazzling, ethereal being, and Liana found herself both enchanted and speechless.


  I am Yanea, Queen of Seraphine, the woman spoke in Liana’s thoughts. Welcome, Tanzinite Seer Liana.


  Liana startled at the Queen’s voice in her head. No one had ever been able to speak in thought with her, and she found the experience exciting and nerve-wracking all at once.


  Inclining her head in a gesture of respect, Liana said through thought, I thank you for your gracious hospitality, Queen Yanea.


  The Queen stood and motioned Liana to come forward and stand beside the golden urn. Yanea signaled to Angelei, who brought forth a crystal chalice. When the Queen took the goblet, Angelei bowed and retreated.


  Yanea dipped the goblet into the liquid in the urn. Blood red fluid swirled within the crystal as the Queen held it out to Liana. Drink of the Seer’s potion, she commanded. Every last drop.


  Liana hesitated, but her instincts, along with the hardness in the Queen’s amethyst eyes, made her take the goblet and put it to her lips. The bitter liquid tasted like dirt and smelled strongly of jensai. It chilled her mouth and throat as it slid past her tongue, and she began to shiver, feeling as though it iced her veins.


  When Liana had emptied the chalice, her fingers were so numb she barely felt the Queen pry the container from her fingers.


  Look into the sacred urn, Yanea demanded. As you vision, I will see whatever you do.


  Liana’s mind whirled as she felt Elves take her by the arms and press her toward the urn. When her hands had firmly grasped the urn’s sides, Liana stared into the liquid, feeling as though she was gazing into a vat of blood. The potion sparkled and glimmered before her eyes. Liana’s vision blurred and her body trembled so badly she could hardly stand.


  Cold. I am so cold…


  But then what she saw made her soul freeze and her core turn to ice.


  Naked. Chained to an iron bed, flat on her back. The room is dark, save for moonlight pouring through the single window, and her heart beats so fast it might explode from her chest.


  The moon shimmers from silver to lavender. Soon it will be moonchange, and then he will come for her.


  Liana struggles against her bonds, the metal cutting into the flesh of her wrists and ankles, and she curses her weakness. Curses fate for bringing her to the Sorcerer’s bed.


  The moon darkens to amethyst, and she knows he’s coming. Her stomach clenches and she begins to tremble as his footsteps ring in the hall like a hammer against stone. Every step closer drives the stake deeper into her heart and her destiny.


  The rusty sound of a bar scraping against the door. Hinges creak and the door flings open, slamming against the stone wall. The Sorcerer strides in, naked, his cock fully erect, ready to plant his wicked seed into her womb.


  His mouth slashes into a cruel grin. “Together we shall start a powerful race that will enable me to rule all of Dair.” He strokes her face with his soft fingers and she recoils from his clammy touch. “This I have seen, Tanzinite maid, as have you. It is no use to fight our destiny.”


  Screaming, Liana fights against the chains. The Sorcerer laughs, his black eyes flashing red as he lowers himself between her thighs…


  “No!” Liana shouted and tore herself from the vision. Shaking with icy terror, she struggled against her bonds.


  I cannot get away!


  “Zjenni!” Aric’s shout pierced her confused thoughts.


  “Enough,” Yanea said out loud, her voice as sharp as the snap of a branch.


  Liana went limp as she realized she was back in the Council Chamber. Two Elvin warriors held her hands tight to the urn. Every muscle in her body was weak with relief that she was not in the Sorcerer’s bedchamber.


  A vision. Only a vision.


  But she almost choked on the lump that rose as she realized that her visions most often came true.


  “Release me,” Aric demanded from behind Liana, and she sensed him fighting his Elvin guard. He was attempting to get to her with everything he had. “Can you not see it causes her pain?”


  “Silence!” The Queen turned her gaze from Liana to those gathered behind her. “The Tanzinite maid must be allowed to see what else the sacred potion can tell her.”


  Yanea’s voice lowered as she added, “There are always two paths. Two destinies. Never one.”


  Once again, Liana was forced to stare into the potion.


  A smile touches Liana’s lips as she rests her hand on her growing belly. Through the window of Sky Castle she sees her two-year-old twin sons at play with their Nordain cousins. Her sons are dark haired, like their father, but with pointed ears and sea green eyes like their mother.


  Liana rubs her belly, wondering what her daughter will look like. Thinking of how much fun her child will have playing with her halfling and full Nordain relatives. Elvin and Nordain, Human and Nordain, Tanzinite and Nordain…Faerie and Nordain. No longer are the races segregated. They live, love and laugh together.


  Hands squeeze her shoulders in a firm grip, and she looks up to see her husband. He leans down to kiss her, his lips firm yet soft against her own. “Zjenni,” he murmurs.


  Her heart overflows with love and contentment until she looks back out the window and sees the dark storm on the horizon…


  Zjenni, Aric murmured in Liana’s thoughts, and she felt warm and secure in her dream of his love.


  Faintly she heard the Queen’s voice. “Leave the King be. The Tanzinite maid’s visions are complete.”


  “My love,” Aric said, and she felt lips press against her temple. “Wake. Please.”


  Liana blinked away the shadows and found that she was secure in Aric’s arms. She looked up into his handsome face. Had he just called her his love?


  “Zjenni. My most precious.” He smiled and pressed kisses all over her face. “I love you so much my heart aches with it.”


  Happiness swelled within Liana, so much so she could hardly speak. “I—” Her voice creaked, as though rusty from disuse. “I—I love you, Aric.”


  He kissed her, long and sweet. She wrapped her arms around him, lost in the sensation of his mouth and lips on hers, the feeling of his arms around her.


  “Excuse me.” The Queen’s voice rang out, crashing into Liana’s senses. “Might we finish our proceedings?”


  Heat flushed through Liana, and Aric grinned against her lips. Snickers and light laughter echoed throughout the Council chambers.


  He squeezed Liana tight and helped her to stand, and she was sure she was as red as a jensai bloom from the tips of her pointed ears to her toes.


  “Beg pardon, Majesty.” Aric gripped Liana’s hand as he bowed to the Queen. “I freely give up the Nordain Kingdom to my brother Renn, and will gladly go into exile to be with my heartmate, Liana.”


  “That will not be necessary.” Yanea waved his words away with her slender hand, and Liana felt Aric tense beside her. “As I have long suspected, the prophecy is twofold.”


  Hope and concern twisted inside Liana as her visions flashed through her mind.


  “Explain…if you please,” Aric said, sounding as though he was clenching his teeth.


  Yanea walked to her throne, sat upon it, and crossed her elegant legs at the knees. She leaned back and folded her hands in her lap. “If the Sorcerer abducts Liana and mates with her at moonchange, she will bear his children, bringing about certain doom for life as we know it.”


  “I will die before I allow him to touch Liana!” Aric shouted, his face red, muscles bulging with fury. “I will drive my blade through that bastard’s heart.”


  “Allow me to finish.” The queen held up her hand. “If you, King Aric L’tiercel of Phoenicia, claim the Tanzinite maid Liana as your heartmate, ’tis possible all our futures will be very different. And for the good, I believe.”


  “Twins,” Liana murmured as warmth filled her. “We will have twin sons.”


  “Sons?” Aric whispered, and Liana looked up to see his startled face.


  The queen smiled. “Liana does not yet bear your child. You must wait until moonchange to mate, and her body will take your seed.”


  “Moonchange?” Aric looked from the Queen to Liana and back, an unbelieving look upon his face. “She will bear my children and we shall rule together? We need not go into exile?”


  “Aye.” Yanea inclined her head. “As I said, you must not mate again before Moonchange. And you must keep Liana safe from the Sorcerer Zanden.” The Queen’s amethyst eyes darkened. “For he seeks the Tanzinite maid as we speak.”


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  Surrounded by an Elvin guard, Aric held Liana tight in his arms as they rode Baethel toward Phoenicia the following morning. Aric reveled in the feel of her soft body and wished he could bed her at that very moment. It had been mere hours since they set out on the two-day journey. Gods knew how he would make it until moonchange.


  Late morning sunlight peeked through the forest canopy, spattering the ground with light and shadow. Smells of pine and cedar met Aric’s keen senses, along with the scent of rain on the horizon. Sounds of horses whickering and the clop of hooves filled the air as two dozen male and female Elvin warriors accompanied Aric and Liana on the journey to the Nordain Kingdom, the Kingdom of the Sky People.


  Each warrior was clothed in full battle gear and bearing a sword along with bow and arrow, to protect the Nordain King and future Queen against the threat of the Sorcerer Zanden and his irani. Some Elves were mounted on horses, while others traveled on foot, slipping through the forest like spirits in the mist. Away from the Elvin Kingdom of Seraphine, the enrli symbols upon the Elves’ foreheads were almost invisible to the naked eye.


  So few Elvin warriors were not enough to withstand a full assault by Zanden’s army, but Queen Yanea’s fleetest messengers had been sent ahead to warn Renn to ready Phoenicia’s warriors. The Queen had used her own Seer’s powers to determine that Renn had returned to the castle—but without Jalen. Aric could have flown to Phoenicia in no time, but he refused to leave Liana for even a moment. He would protect her from the Sorcerer with his dying breath.


  Clothed in a diaphanous Elvin traveling gown in a sea green color that matched her eyes, Liana leaned back in Aric’s embrace and sighed. She still wore the gold and ruby circlet around her head, and he wondered if she knew the significance of the band. He had been surprised to see it upon her when she entered the Council Chambers yesterday, and had taken it as a sign that the Elvin Council would consider his plea.


  Aric was beyond grateful to the gods that he was returning to the Sky People and that he had not betrayed their trust in him. The mere thought of being disloyal to his people had been a jagged knife, twisting in his heart with every breath he took. He thanked the gods for bringing Liana into his life, and that their joining heralded new hope for their world, strengthening the bonds between all races.


  But first he had to protect her against Zanden. Queen Yanea had warned that even once Aric and Liana conceived their children, the Sorcerer would be a threat until his death.


  And somehow, Aric would see to it that Zanden died, whether by Aric’s own hand or by the hand of one of Aric’s trusted warriors.


  Aric’s attention came back to the soft and sensual woman in his arms as they rode Baethel. “Why did you try to leave me that night in the forest?”


  Liana sighed and relaxed against him. “I did not want you to have to give up your kingdom for me.” Her tresses gently stroked Aric’s arm and curved around his wrist as she spoke. Her small bottom rubbed against his cock with every step the stallion made. Aric’s erection grew unbearably hard, and he groaned his frustration.


  “Mmmm. I feel you against me.” Liana wiggled in his lap. “How much longer until moonchange?”


  Aric groaned again. “Not for another two days. And if you continue moving in such a manner, I shall spill my seed in my breeches.”


  Liana laughed, the sound like chimes in the breeze. “Maybe when we stop for nourishment, I will suck your cock. I will lick and suck you ’til your seed spills down my throat.”


  Lust stormed Aric’s being. “You are killing me, woman.” He released Baethel’s reins and moved his hands to Liana’s breasts and began toying with her nipples through the soft cloth.


  She gasped and arched her back, pressing her breasts even harder into his palms. “The Elves…”


  Aric nipped at her neck while he slid one hand into the opening of her sleeveless gown and captured her breast. “You must be taught a lesson, wench. If I could, I would fuck you on this horse, witnesses be damned.”


  Liana moaned and pressed tighter against his chest. “But…the Elves will see…”


  “They have fallen back to allow us some privacy.” Aric trailed his tongue to the point of her ear as he forced her gown up to the top of her thighs. “Though I dare say you are such a lusty wench you might enjoy being watched.”


  The Elves had all but vanished from sight, melding into the forest. Aric slipped his fingers into Liana’s soft curls, yet did not dip them into her folds. She squirmed and moaned, but he teased her, moving his fingers across her belly, down her thighs and up, only lightly caressing where she wanted to be touched most.


  “Aric…please,” she begged. “Make me come.”


  “Remember when I took you from your village?” Aric trailed his lips through Liana’s hair as he moved his fingers from one nipple to the other. “Your hands were bound and you laid across my lap, and at my mercy. I slid my fingers into you and brought you to orgasm many times.”


  Liana clenched her hands on Aric’s thighs as she twisted in his embrace. “Stop torturing me so.”


  “Your naked buttocks were so beautiful in the moonlight.” Aric lightly ran a finger down the folds between her thighs as he licked the bare skin at her shoulder. “How I wanted to sheath my cock in you and fuck you ’til you screamed.”


  “I wanted you then.” Liana trembled and she placed her hand on his beneath her gown and pressed his palm between her thighs. “I wanted you the moment I first saw you in the tavern.”


  Aric shuddered as he thrust his fingers into Liana’s core. “When I watched you from the window, when you were pleasuring yourself, were you thinking of me?”


  “Yes. I imagined you touching me and licking me.” She moved her hips against his hand, rubbing hard against his cock with every movement she made. “Gods how I want you inside me.”


  Liana’s fingers dug into his thighs as he stroked her clit. “Come for me, zjenni,” Aric murmured as he nuzzled her ear and increased the motion of his hand.


  With a small cry, she reached her climax, her body pulsating with her release. Aric gritted his teeth against his own lust as he continued stroking Liana, and her body quaking as endless waves of her orgasm continued on. She begged him to stop but he was relentless until she came again. And then again.


  * * * * *


  Wide-awake, Liana lay between her blankets staring up at the slanted ceiling of her tent, a single candle casting shadows on the canvas walls. She folded her arms across her chest. “Damn Elves,” she grumbled.


  “I heard that,” Damianne said as she lifted the tent flap and practically glided through the opening with Elvin grace.


  Heat rose to Liana’s cheeks. “I do not see why Aric and I are not allowed to be with one another at night.”


  The beautiful Elvin woman smiled as she knelt and began unraveling her braided black tresses. Her amethyst eyes glittered, reminding Liana of Queen Yanea. “King Aric must not spill any of his seed in your womb, and we dare not take any chances.”


  Liana groaned and covered her face with the light blanket, sure she was as brilliant red as one could possibly be. How could these Elves speak so easily of sex? In Fiorn only the whores and men did, but even then it was as though such pleasures were filthy, rather than as wondrous as what she had shared with Aric.


  A light tug on the blanket, and Damianne pulled it away. She leaned forward so that her generous cleavage showed, her pale breasts straining against her vest, and her impish smile was mere inches from Liana. “There is naught wrong with sharing such pleasures with another woman while you wait to be with King Aric once again.”


  “Damianne.” Liana covered her burning cheeks with her hands. “It may be common amongst the Elves, but it is not something I am comfortable with. It would be cheating on Aric.”


  The Elvin woman laughed, and the symbol on her forehead glimmered. “You and the King make a fine pair indeed.” Damianne moved her mouth to Liana’s ear and brushed her lips against the tip. “Aye, he was fit to be tied when he was told of the preparations.”


  Liana shivered from the sensual contact, and then Damianne backed away. She moved to the door of the tent and looked over her shoulder, giving a wicked grin as she added, “Ah, but the King’s seed tastes fine indeed.”


  “What?” Liana sat bolt upright, shouting at the closed tent flap, as Damianne had already vanished into the night. “Damn Elves!”


  She grabbed the gown she had worn earlier, balled it up and threw it at the tent flap—and hit Angelei full in the face as she entered.


  Angelei snapped the gown back to Liana so fast that it landed on Liana’s head, covering her face. “My apologies,” Liana muttered, her voice muffled as she pulled the gown off her head and then looked up into Angelei’s lovely face.


  “Do not let my twin’s shameless humor bother you, Liana.” Angelei sat cross-legged beside Liana, holding an emerald green jar and a wooden spoon in her hands.


  Liana narrowed her gaze and scooted farther away on her makeshift bed. “You do not expect me to swallow any more of that potion.”


  “Nay.” Angelei grinned and shook her head, her honey-brown hair falling over her shoulders, glimmering in the candlelight. “As much as I enjoyed your preparations, this is not orlai.”


  It took all Liana could not to groan in embarrassment at the memory of how wanton she had been under the influence of the orlai. “Well, then. What is it?”


  “‘Tis a gift from Tirnac and me.” Angelei leaned closer and whispered, “It will allow you and King Aric to, ah, enjoy each other while you are forced to keep separate quarters.”


  Liana frowned. It had to be some kind of Elvin trick.


  “Trust me.” Angelei removed the lid from the pot and placed it on the blanket beside Liana. She dipped the spoon into the mixture and held it up to Liana’s lips. “The King has already taken his dose.”


  “I…” Liana looked from the purple mixture on the spoon to Angelei.


  Angelei gave her a solemn look. “You have my word as Yanea’s daughter.”


  Liana’s jaw dropped. “You are—”


  The Elvin woman slipped the spoon into Liana’s mouth so fast that she did not have time to think. She swallowed reflexively, almost choking on the thick mixture that tasted of honey and almonds. Angelei put the lid back on the jar and laughed when Liana glared at her.


  Liana muttered, “That was a dirty trick.”


  “Aye.” Angelei took the jar and spoon, slipped out the tent flap and said as she went, “But you shall thank me.”


  Glaring at the vacant doorway, Liana wrapped her arms around her knees and hugged herself. “Right. I will thank you, my—”


  Zjenni? Aric’s voice broke into her thoughts, rendering Liana speechless.


  Aric, speaking to her in thought?


  Liana. Close your eyes. It was Aric, his tone, so strong and deep that it thrilled her to her woman’s core.


  Liana lowered her eyelids—and she saw him in his tent. It was if she was there with him, in spirit form. He wore only his breeches and sat upon a blanket, candlelight flickering across his massive chest. His eyes were closed as he rested one arm on one upraised knee, and he raked his other hand through his thick black hair.


  So much longing and desire filled Liana that it was all she could do not to scramble through the doorway of her tent, past the Elvin guard and straight into Aric’s arms. I see you, Aric. I want to touch you.


  And I see you, my beautiful one. Aric sighed, passion filling his voice. Let me view all of you.


  Liana gasped and opened her eyes, and her vision of Aric vanished. She shut them again and saw him, his smile devastatingly sensual.


  Take off your gown, he murmured, the corner of his mouth turning up as though amused by her surprise.


  Her hands trembled as she pulled at the front laces of her gown. Slowly, she let the garment slip around her shoulders, over her breasts and taught nipples to her waist.


  Aric tipped his head back and groaned. Remove it completely.


  She lightly bit her bottom lip as she stood and let the fabric drop to the floor of her tent, leaving her completely naked.


  Touch your breasts, he commanded, the muscles in his biceps flexing as though he held himself back from reaching for her in his vision.


  Liana eased her palms up the curve of her waist to cup her breasts. A moan escaped her lips as she lightly brushed the pads of her fingers over her nipples. I want to see you naked, she told him.


  With his eyes still closed, Aric stood and stripped off his breeches. His cock sprung free, at its full, thick length.


  I would like nothing better than to lick your body and taste the salt of your skin. Her hair caressed her naked buttocks as she plucked and tweaked her nipples, imagining Aric’s hands were upon her. I want to slide my lips over your shaft. And when you come, I will swallow every drop of your seed.


  I need you, zjenni. His groan rumbled from deep within his chest. I want to drive my cock into you.


  Take yourself in hand. Liana eased her palm down her belly and into the folds below. Let me see your pleasure.


  I can smell your rich fragrance. Aric wrapped his fingers around his cock and worked his hand from tip to base and back. I imagine myself sliding inside your wetness, plunging deep within you and fucking you while you scream for more.


  Yes. Liana trembled as she stroked her swollen clit with one hand and caressed one nipple with her other. Your cock fills me, makes me feel complete. Her belly tightened as the erotic sensations built up within her. Harder and harder you thrust into me.


  The muscles of Aric’s stomach and chest were clearly defined as his hand worked his cock. Lord Ir, you are incredible.


  Her breathing grew shallow as she increased the intensity of her strokes. I—I am so close. Come with me, Aric.


  Now, zjenni. Aric’s muscles tensed. Now!


  Liana cried out as her orgasm hit her, at the same moment she heard Aric’s shout in her mind and saw his semen spill onto the floor of his tent. She dropped to her knees, her eyes still squeezed shut, and continued moving her fingers, her body quaking with countless aftershocks.


  Ah, Liana, Aric murmured as he milked the last of his fluid from his body. I cannot wait until we can be as one.


  * * * * *


  While they rode Baethel toward Phoenicia, Liana shivered beneath Aric’s cloak as a cool wind swept from the north, carrying the scent of rain. It was early evening, and soon it would be dark. She leaned back against Aric’s chest, as though his warmth might ease the chill of fear that had crept into her heart.


  Her tresses stirred restlessly beneath the cloak. She sensed tension within Aric, and knew he felt something amiss, too. The small group had left the D’euan Forest not long ago, and now rode upon a stretch of barren plain. They were but hours from reaching Phoenicia.


  Before them a mountain rose so high its peak was shrouded in the clouds—and at its summit thrived Phoenicia, Aric’s kingdom. Soon to be their kingdom, providing they arrived safely. Aric’s brother Renn and the Nordain warriors should have been waiting for Aric’s party when they left the D’euan Forest, yet there was naught but the distant rumble of thunder of the approaching storm. Elvin scouts had run ahead into the Phoenician Forest, but as of yet had not reappeared.


  Once again Liana thought about the vision she’d had at the pool of Renn, and how she had thought he might be the Sorcerer. Could Aric’s brother be one of the Nordain in league with Zanden?


  Liana looked over her shoulder at Aric, a knot of concern growing tight in her belly. “I sense something…is not quite right.”


  “Can you wield a weapon?” Aric’s voice was almost a growl, tension roiling from him like the oncoming storm. “If need be, could you protect yourself?”


  The knot inside Liana rose into her throat. “I—I have never done more than slice cheese with a knife.”


  “I should have prepared you.” Aric slid a dagger out of its sheath and handed it by the hilt to Liana, its ruby glinting in the sunlight. “There may be nothing to be concerned about, but I want you to have this. Keep it hidden within the cloak, and if man or beast comes too close, ram it into his flesh with all your might.”


  As she grasped the hilt, Liana trembled so badly she feared she might drop the weapon. She eased it into the folds of the cloak, her heart beating as though it would burst from her chest.


  For the first time she realized the Elves were now all armed, their bows and swords at the ready and their expressions serious as their gazes roamed the sky and forest.


  Liana’s hair went still and her eyes widened and she sensed the approach. “Oh, my gods. The Sorcerer is coming!”


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  “Damn!” Fury burned Aric’s gut as shrieks from oncoming irani rent the air.


  Through a gap in the clouds, he could see the moon rising—and that it had turned the lightest shade of lavender.


  Moonchange was but hours away.


  By the gods.


  The Sorcerer’s beasts drew closer, and most surely Zanden flew with them. Aric and the Elvin warriors were still a furlong from the safety of the forest and would not have time to reach its protective confines as he had hoped. They would be forced to fight in the open, where they were most vulnerable to attack.


  While drawing his sword from its sheath, Aric held Liana tight to him with his other arm. Lightning shattered the sky. Liana gasped as Baethel reared. Rain burst from churning black clouds and pummeled the party, soaking them in an instant.


  Where the name of Dair is Renn. Where are the reinforcements?


  How will I protect Liana?


  Aric had no more time for thought. Countless irani and renegade Nordain, loyal to Zanden, flew at them with the speed of the storm.


  “At arms,” Aric commanded the Elvin warriors. He knew that every Elvin arrow would find its target, so accurate were the legendary Seraphine marksmen. It was the ground battle that would be bloody.


  Aric flung back his wet hair and raised his sword, its blade glimmering in a flash of lightning as he shouted, “Hold the line… hold…hold…”


  While Elvin warriors aimed their arrows at the approaching irani and traitorous Nordain, Baethel snorted and pranced. Blood charged Aric’s veins and he pressed Liana’s small body tighter to him. The flap of mighty wings filled the air, along with the screech of irani and roar of thunder.


  Already dark skies were black with beasts when Aric shouted the command, “Fire at will!”


  Elvin warriors released a flurry of arrows and reloaded so quickly their movements were but a blur. Irani and Nordain shrieked as Elvin arrows struck their marks, and wounded beings tumbled through the rain-drenched sky.


  Dozens of bodies littered the ground, yet more attackers came. Nordain betrayers transformed into their man and woman forms as they landed. Shouting cries of battle and wielding daggers, they rushed the Elves and Aric on foot. Irani and more Nordain dove at Aric and the warriors from above.


  Elves on horseback and on foot surrounded Aric and Liana, attempting to hold back Zanden’s growing ground forces. Wielding his sword in one hand, gripping Baethel hard with his knees, Aric fought off beasts that attacked from above.


  He had to protect Liana.


  Smells of blood, battle and death, and the rotten meat stench of the irani, rose around them despite the pounding rain.


  Through the crash of thunder and battle haze, a roar emanated from the direction of the Phoenician Forest. Aric chanced a look as he sliced his blade through an irani neck. To his immense relief, the Nordain army charged toward them through the storm, some as men and women upon horses, and others in the air in their nordai forms.


  The Sorcerer comes! Liana shouted in Aric’s mind. He sensed her terror as she tensed even more in his arms. Zanden is here!


  Aric raised his sword at the same moment a Nordain dagger flipped through the air and struck Baethel in his neck.


  The stallion screamed in pain and reared on his hind legs.


  Liana cried out as she and Aric slid off Baethel, tumbling onto the muddy field, and the horse slammed to the ground. Battling warriors swarmed around Aric while he rolled away from the stallion’s hooves and tried to shield Liana at the same time.


  Aric came to his feet in a rush—


  And found himself face to face with a dark-robed and foul-smelling man.


  The Sorcerer. Zanden. The betraying demon himself.


  His brother.


  “The kingdom would have been mine had I been born but minutes before you.” Zanden scowled, his face twisting in a vicious smile. “No matter, for I shall have the Tanzinite wench and we shall see who will rule all.”


  “Your treachery stabs my very heart.” Aric gripped his sword and forced himself to face his true foe. “You despoil our lands. Murder our own people!”


  Zanden shrugged. “They are nothing more than a means to obtain my true destiny—as is this wench, who is my property.”


  Aric’s head filled with fire. His heart blazed with rage.


  Blood or no, the Sorcerer had to be stopped.


  He swung his sword at the same moment a powerful blow struck his head from behind.


  Blinding flashes exploded behind his eyes.


  Blackness engulfed Aric…and he knew no more.


  * * * * *


  “Aric!” Liana screamed as his body crumpled onto the muddy battlefield. She gripped the dagger tight within the folds of her cloak. So much fury filled her at the thought of Aric dying, that for the first time in her life she wanted to kill someone.


  The battle and storm raged as she snapped her gaze from Aric’s still form to the irani that had struck Aric from behind. With a fierce cry, the Elvin warrior Angelei beheaded the beast with one stroke of her blade. She started toward Liana when an invisible force blasted her from her saddle, away from Liana and into the melee.


  Liana’s heart pounded as her attention riveted on the Nordain man towering over her. She had no doubt that with his sorcery, he had unseated Angelei. His face was dark and shadowed as in her visions, but her senses told her it could be none other than Zanden, the Nordain Sorcerer.


  Something about him was familiar…yet not.


  “You have led me on a fair chase, Tanzinite maid.” His voice was rough and filled with a tangible evil, so powerful that it vibrated through Liana. “You will be punished when we return to my fortress.”


  Zanden reached his hand out in midair and made a twisting motion.


  Liana cried out in shock. It had felt as though he had tweaked one of her nipples through her cloak.


  He laughed. “Certainly I will enjoy your penance far more than you shall.”


  The coppery taste of anger and fear filled Liana’s mouth. The hood of her mud and rain soaked cloak fell back, releasing her tresses as she slowly stood, still clenching the dagger’s hilt in her fist.


  When she fully saw his features for the first time, a cruel smile slashed the Sorcerer’s face.


  Liana’s eyes widened. Renn…Aric’s brother?


  Zanden’s smile curled into a sneer as his hand snapped out and grabbed her wrist. “No. I am not Renn, but you are correct in that I am their brother.”


  Before Liana had time to fully process that he had read the thought she had projected, the Sorcerer twisted her arm, forcing it behind her so that her back was pressed against him. He held his other fist beside her face and clenched it, squeezing nothing but air.


  Liana choked as her breathing closed off—she felt like she was being strangled, as though his long fingers grasped her throat. She had no doubt Zanden could easily snap her neck. A sickeningly sweet odor swirled around her, a smell like burnt sugar.


  Her eyelids fluttered as she struggled for breath, and then she realized the battle around them had stopped. During flashes of lightning she saw that a ring of Elvin warriors surrounded her and the Sorcerer—with bows drawn and arrows pointed at Zanden.


  In the midst of the Elves stood an imposing Nordain warrior, his sword raised and his icy silver eyes glittering. The scar across his rugged face whitened as his features hardened.


  “Think you can escape this mess, brother?” Renn shouted in a booming voice.


  The invisible fingers gripping Liana’s throat tightened, making it even more difficult for her to breathe, but not tight enough that she was in danger of fainting—yet. Being careful to shield her thoughts, she rotated Aric’s dagger in her hand. Her hair quivered.


  She would die before being taken by the Sorcerer.


  Zanden raised his voice to be heard over the storm. “I can kill the Tanzinite wench in less than an instant, and be gone before you blink.”


  For a moment the moon appeared in a small gap in the storm clouds. Liana’s heart dropped as she realized it was getting closer and closer to moonchange.


  They were almost out of time.


  Thunder rumbled and rain pelted Liana’s face as she put her plan into action. As though caught in a gust of wind, her wet tresses snaked up the Sorcerer’s arms to his shoulders.


  A movement caught her eye and she saw Aric stir on the muddy ground. His gaze met hers, and she sensed at once he knew what she was about to do.


  With the speed of a whirlwind, Liana’s hair wrapped around Zanden’s throat, choking him and severing his concentration. At the exact same moment, she raised her arm and plunged the dagger into his thigh with all her might.


  Aric slammed his boot into the Sorcerer’s knee.


  Zanden screamed in agony as his knees buckled and he started to drop to the ground, Liana’s hair still around his neck.


  And then he vanished.


  Liana’s hair twisted in the wind where the Sorcerer had been, and the burnt sugar smell dissipated.


  A nordai screech echoed in the storm and Liana whipped her head up to see massive black wings disappearing into swirling black clouds.


  Aric surged to his feet and caught Liana to him, holding her so tight she could scarcely breathe. “Zjenni. By the gods, I never want to see you in such peril ever again. I was so afraid I was going to lose you.”


  All the emotion from the battle and Aric’s obvious love for her nearly overwhelmed Liana. Warm tears flowed down her cheeks, mingling with the cold rain, and her voice trembled as she commanded him, “Do not ever scare me like that again, Aric of Nordain.”


  * * * * *


  Mere hours later, as they arrived in the Nordain Kingdom, cheers rose up from the crowd that swarmed around the travelers. Countless voices urged the couple to hurry into the castle as King Aric dismounted the Elvin stallion he and Liana had borrowed. Apparently the Elves had gotten word to Aric’s people, and they were prepared to accept their new Queen.


  Liana’s cheeks burned as embarrassment consumed her. She could not believe that everyone knew about the prophecy and that all were anxious to get her and Aric into bed together to mate before moonchange.


  But at the same time, she desired him so badly she could hardly wait to get him naked and inside her.


  A host of warriors had stayed behind at the battlefield to tend the wounded and the dead. Liana hoped that the casualties were few—in the rush to get the King and future Queen to Phoenicia, it had been too difficult to tell. Sorrow filled her heart for those that did not make it, and for Baethel, who had become a friend to her, as well as Aric’s companion.


  Accompanied by a small group of Nordain and Elvin warriors, Aric and Liana had arrived at Sky Castle in record time. During the last part of the journey from the battlefield, the storm had dissipated, allowing them to travel at a faster pace.


  Liana shivered as Aric lifted her from the Elvin horse. “I can walk,” she insisted, even though she loved the feel of his strong arms around her. “You’re wounded.”


  Holding her close, Aric gave Liana a slow and sensual grin that caused her to catch her breath. “I shall carry my woman over the threshold and into my bed.”


  Heated desire engulfed Liana like a firestorm. To Hades with the crowd—if Aric didn’t get her through that door immediately, she would take him right here and now. Modesty and inhibitions be damned.


  “Well hurry, then,” she demanded, and he laughed.


  Within a few long strides, Aric carried her past the cheering crowd, over the threshold of Sky Castle, and into the warmth of his domain. “Welcome home, zjenni,” he murmured in her ear as he headed straight for the winding staircase.


  She was so focused on Aric that she was only vaguely aware of the beautiful realm they had entered. Rich tapestries and floor coverings, ornately carved furniture, oil paintings, vases and statues—everything passed by in a blur as Aric rushed through the common room and up the stairs.


  Liana had never felt such warmth and belonging as she did in Aric’s arms. She almost couldn’t fathom that he was hers. It was as though she had conjured him up in a magical vision and she feared it all might end at any moment.


  “I never realized the front door was so far from my bedchamber,” Aric muttered as his boots rang against the marble floor.


  “These steps would be fine,” Liana teased. “You may take me right here.”


  “Do not tempt me, woman,” he all but growled as he jogged up the endless stairs.


  When they reached the landing, Aric strode through a set of open doors that led to the largest bedchamber she had ever seen. Not pausing to shut the doors behind him, Aric carried Liana straight to the massive bed that commanded the center of the candlelit room. Smells of vanilla, spices, and Aric’s musky male scent filled her senses, heightening her arousal.


  An enormous arched window looking out into the night sky captured her attention for one moment. The now amethyst moon was visible, shimmering high above.


  It was almost moonchange.


  Despite the urgent need emanating from him like lightning in a thunderstorm, Aric gently set Liana on her feet beside the bed. He quickly began stripping out of his tunic, breeches, and boots, never taking his eyes off her.


  Her body vibrated with desire as she stared at Aric’s gorgeous nakedness and the hunger in his eyes. Her nipples beaded into tight pearls and she ached between her thighs. She wanted to taste his skin, to swallow his seed. But more than anything she wanted his cock buried deep within her.


  She let her cloak drop away, and Aric grasped the top of her gown and ripped it apart. Tossing the ruins aside, he groaned at the sight of her bare skin. In a rush he lifted her onto the bed and eased between her thighs.


  “Open your eyes, zjenni,” he commanded as she started to close them.


  Her eyes widened and their gazes locked. He clasped her hands in his, and raised them over her head as he added, “I want you to see the man who loves you.” And with that he slid inside her in one powerful thrust.


  Liana gasped at the feel of Aric’s cock as he filled her. Her tresses caressed his hands and arms. She became so lost in the sensations that her eyes started to close again.


  Look at me, he demanded in her mind and her gaze riveted to his in surprise and wonder that he had been able to speak to her in thought without the Elvin potion. Do you love me as I love you? he asked.


  She moaned and bit her lip as he rocked her body. Gods, yes, Aric.


  Harder and faster he plunged his cock inside her, her breasts swaying with every thrust. The feel of her hands captured above her head and watching Aric as he mated with her was an incredibly erotic feeling that made her crazy with lust. Startling sensations built within, so intense she could hardly breathe.


  Tell me. Aric’s voice in her thoughts was a command and a loving caress all at once. Say that you love me.


  I love you, Aric. Liana arched her back as she soared to the pinnacle. Gods, how I love you!


  She screamed as she came, her orgasm wracking her body in wave after wave of pleasure while Aric thrust into her again and again and again.


  With a shout, Aric climaxed. He continued to move inside Liana, releasing every drop of his seed into her womb.


  Just as he collapsed against her, the room brightened, bathed in brilliant purple light from the open window.


  Moonchange.


  Aric kissed her cheek, his black eyes filled with sorrow. “I am so sorry, zjenni. I must go.”


  In a rush, he withdrew his still erect cock from inside her, bolted to his feet and swiped his clothing from the floor.


  He stepped away, and in an instant transformed into an enormous black nordai.


  Covering her mouth with her hands, Liana choked back a sob as Aric’s wings carried him through the window and away from her.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  “Aric and the other Nordain men have been gone almost a week.” Liana perched on a velvet bench in front of her mirrored dressing table, and spoke over her shoulder to Angelei. They were in the King and Queen’s bedchamber, which was decorated in rich hues of royal blue, gold and cream. “Surely they should have returned by now.”


  “Soon,” Angelei replied. In the mirror, Liana watched the Elvin woman’s reflection as she stroked a jewel-encrusted hairbrush from the top of Liana’s head to the end of her moonlight shaded tresses. “The men will be back when they can, and then the ceremony and feasting can begin.”


  As Angelei brushed Liana’s hair, Liana found herself mesmerized by the naked Elvin woman’s graceful movements. In the mirror she saw Angelei’s high and firm breasts, her nipples large and jutting out as though she was aroused. The symbols on her forehead and in the patch of hair between her thighs glittered. Liana caught Angelei’s jasmine scent, the same smell as the soap she had used to wash Liana’s hair at the lake in Seraphine.


  Liana swallowed as her gaze met Angelei’s in the mirror. With a sensual smile, the Elvin woman moved in front of Liana and set the brush on the dressing table.


  “Your need for the King is great,” Angelei murmured and stroked Liana’s cheek with the back of her hand, causing gooseflesh to rise on Liana’s arms. “Since Tirnac has returned to Seraphine, my needs lack fulfillment as well.”


  Unable to take her eyes from Angelei’s crystal blue gaze, Liana nodded. “I—I can hardly wait to be with Aric.”


  Angelei slid her hand from Liana’s cheek, along the curve of her neck and shoulder. Lightly she caressed Liana’s arm through the thin material of her gown. “There is no harm, only beauty, in enjoying one another until we can once again be with our men.”


  Liana shivered and her eyes widened as Angelei continued, “Amongst my people our sexuality is accepted as a gift from the goddess. Even the Nordain believe such pleasures to be a part of our sensual natures. Surely you recall how much Tirnac and I enjoyed you at the lake in Seraphine?”


  Liana’s heart beat faster at the memory of being under the influence of the orlai in preparation for the Council meeting. “I—I cannot. I would feel as though I was untrue to Aric.”


  “I do not believe the King would mind if you experienced pleasure with another woman.” Angelei smiled and picked up the sheer gown that she usually wore while walking about the castle, and slipped it over her head. The filmy material clung to her body, outlining her hard nipples, her firm breasts, slender waist and rounded buttocks.


  As she glided from the King and Queen’s bedchamber, Angelei said over her shoulder, “Call upon me if you change your mind.”


  When the door closed behind Angelei, Liana rose from the velvet bench and stood before the mirror. Thinking of Aric, she was almost instantly thoroughly aroused. She eased the gown off her shoulders and let it drop to the floor in a silken heap.


  Liana ran her hands over her breasts, down the curve of her waist to the slight flare of her hips as she studied her naked reflection. Her lips were parted, dying for Aric’s kiss, or to slide down his cock. The sea foam hair at her apex was already damp, desiring him to enter her. Her nipples were hard, crying out for his mouth.


  She walked across the cool stone floor of the bedchamber to the cushioned seat beneath the window that Aric had flown through almost a week ago. Her naked skin felt luxurious against the royal blue velvet as she eased onto it.


  Aching with need for him, she cupped her breasts and stared out at the fleecy white clouds, searching for some sign that he was on his way back. She raised herself on her knees, her fingers rolling and pulling at her nipples, and looked down below at the expansive lawns surrounding Sky Castle.


  Gods, but she needed Aric. She wanted to feel his thick shaft in her hand and suck on it. She wanted his tongue between her thighs and his cock plunging deep inside her.


  Although she planned to make him pay in some creative way, she had finally forgiven him for leaving so abruptly. No matter that Aric had no control over the situation, he would have some serious penance to pay upon his return. For the gods’ sakes, he should have warned her that he would have to leave as soon as it was moonchange, rather than spilling his seed and disappearing into the night.


  A breeze gently blew through the window as Liana slowly ran her palms along the curve of her waist, imagining that Aric was touching her skin, his callused fingers rough against her softness. Her hair moved down her back, caressing her buttocks, and the ache deep in her quim grew more intense.


  It had taken a castle full of Nordain women, human servants, and the Elvin warriors to calm Liana and keep her from leaving Phoenicia in search of Aric so that she could give him a piece of her mind. She had known that adult Nordain males were relegated to their raven form at moonchange, but she had not realized they migrated to the northernmost reaches of the mountain during the almost weeklong event.


  Still kneeling, Liana shifted on the seat so that her legs were spread apart. She slid her fingers into the patch of hair between her thighs, teasing her clit as she studied the sapphire sky in hopes she might see Aric flying home, even though it would probably not be until tomorrow. Every moonchange was different, so no one was ever sure exactly how long it would last.


  Fortunately, moonchange did not affect female Nordain in the same manner as the men, so the castle and the kingdom were never left undefended. Of course the women guards outside Liana’s bedchamber door, and the warriors who accompanied her everywhere, were more than an annoyance. She felt like a prisoner rather than a Queen.


  And that was another thing she was going to discuss with Aric when she got a hold of the man, she thought as she stroked her aching bud. He had not bothered to tell her that the gold and ruby circlet upon her brow meant that she had been officially joined with him. The ceremony that his subjects were planning at this very moment was a mere formality as she was already considered to be the Queen of Phoenicia. The event would take place immediately upon the return of the king and his men.


  Liana tipped her head back, enjoying the feel of her hair as it moved against her, and wishing it was Aric’s touch. She moaned as she stroked her swollen folds and studied the sky. Clouds billowed outside the window, making her feel as though she truly was in a castle in the air.


  She imagined in the future she would be looking out that very window, her hands upon the sill as Aric slid into her and fucked her from behind. It would be like making love in the clouds.


  The movements of Liana’s fingers intensified as she fondled her nipples with one hand and fingered herself with the other. Her hair slid across her naked back and her belly tightened. A fine sheen of perspiration coated her skin as she soared higher and higher. She pictured Aric’s large cock as he thrust into her, felt him filling her aching channel, his bollocks slapping into her as he rammed her from behind and she begged him for more.


  Glancing down to the expansive lawns below her window, she observed gardeners and other castle servants performing their duties in the warm morning sun. Liana was certain she could not be seen, but the thought of being watched as she pleasured herself made the sensations feel even more erotic. What would they think if they saw her caressing her own nipples and stroking her clit?


  Liana’s body trembled and she pumped her hips as though Aric rode her. Blood rushed in her ears and her vision blurred as she climbed higher and higher toward the peak—and then she climaxed, crying out as she came.


  Her breathing was ragged as she drew out her orgasm, continuing her strokes until she could take no more.


  She braced one hand against the sill to steady herself—and heard a soft moan from behind her.


  Liana whirled around, almost falling off the window seat.


  And saw Kerriel and Damianne in the middle of her bedchamber—naked, with Damianne suckling Kerriel’s nipple.


  “Beg pardon, Milady.” Kerriel arched her back and gasped for breath as Damianne slid her mouth to the other nipple. “We came to see if you wished to go for a walk about the castle grounds.”


  Grasping the edge of the cushion to steady herself, Liana fought against waves of embarrassment at being caught pleasuring herself—and renewed desire at the sight of the Elvin women. “Wh-what are you two doing?”


  Damianne sank to her knees and grasped Kerriel’s hips. Damianne lowered her lids, giving Liana a sultry look as she murmured, “When we saw you reach your orgasm, we could not help but feel impassioned.” The Elvin woman touched Kerriel who sighed and slid her hands into Damianne’s shimmering black hair.


  Unable to move or speak, Liana’s body flushed with heat as she watched the Elves. Gods how she wished she were with Aric right now.


  Damianne paused for a moment. “Join us, Majesty.”


  “Aye,” Kerriel moaned, moving her hands from Damianne’s hair to caress her own breasts.


  Liana’s passions were at such a peak she barely had the presence of mind to shake her head in refusal. Aric had better get home soon, or she might just give into the carnal activities of these Elvin women.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Dressed in a shimmering sleeveless gown in an effervescent sea green shade, Liana strolled through the extensive gardens of Phoenicia, trailed by her usual guard. It was the afternoon following the magical pleasuring of the Elvin women. Liana had done her best to avoid Damianne and Kerriel in the hours since then, afraid of what the pair might do to her the next time they got her alone.


  Liana breathed in the perfume of the garden’s many flowers, but she gave the patch of jensai blooms a wide berth. The sun and all of nature filled her senses, renewing her lifeforce. Aric should arrive soon, she hoped. The Nordain women had all but promised her that moonchange had ended.


  As she rounded a gurgling water fountain, Liana admired the marble sculpture at the center of the fountain. It was an erotic sculpture of a Nordain male and female, the man suckling the woman’s nipples as her head was thrown back in ecstasy, and her hand grasping his enormous cock.


  The sculpture made her mouth water and her body ache. She bit the inside of her lip as she turned to walk along another garden path, and almost stumbled over a pair of Nordain women in the throes of passion. Both were naked on the grass. They writhed and moaned as they pleasured each other, their supple bodies gleaming in the afternoon sunlight.


  Liana bit back a groan at the sight of the women who obviously could not wait for the men to return. It was a common occurrence around the castle, but it was about to drive her out of her mind with lust for her man.


  If only Aric was with her. She would take him right there in the grass beside the women.


  She shook her head at her wayward thoughts as she sought escape from the erotic scene. Casting a glance over her shoulder, she wondered if the women who were assigned as her guard were aroused after witnessing the sexual play by the fountain. The guards smiled at her, but maintained their professional demeanor. They were apparently well used to it, or at least hid their desires while performing their duties.


  Now if it had been Elvin women who came upon the Nordain couple, the Elves would have joined in the pleasuring without another thought.


  Liana sighed as she walked, and looked down the rolling castle grounds to where several Nordain children were at play, their mothers close by. Two boys chased one another, shrieking with laughter. The first took a running jump and transformed into a nordai, and then the second boy quickly changed and leapt into the air as well. The pair continued chasing one another in their raven forms, but stayed well in range of their mother’s watchful eyes. The boys would not join the men for the moonchange migration until they reached puberty.


  With a smile, Liana continued her stroll. She pressed her hand to her flat belly, still unable to believe that she was pregnant with Aric’s child.


  Children. We shall have twins.


  It had only been a week, but there was no doubt in her mind that she carried Aric’s sons, just as the vision had foretold. If it was not for her Seer’s senses, then the morning sickness and the mood swings would certainly have been a sure sign. The past few days she had gone from wanting to throttle her man, to crying from missing him, to being filled with wanton desire, to dancing with joy around the castle grounds at the thought of their future children, and at the thought of the man she loved.


  Whom she was going to strangle the moment she got her hands on him.


  Well, after she rode him long and hard and made sure he couldn’t walk for at least a fortnight. Then she would throttle him and make him answer all of her questions.


  Including how the Sorcerer Zanden happened to be Aric’s brother. And why hadn’t Aric bothered to tell her? She had asked the questions of anyone who would listen, but down to the last person, they each told her it was for the King to discuss with her.


  And there was something else Liana felt she needed to know. It niggled at the back of her consciousness, but she could not quite place her senses on what it was.


  She drew near the castle and her thoughts turned to her friends Ranelle and Tierra, and she again wondered how they fared. On the journey from Seraphine, Aric had promised Liana that he would send out some of his finest warriors in search of Tierra. He had claimed he had no doubt that Jalen, an Elvin warrior, would easily retrieve Ranelle. Liana hoped Aric was right—she couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her halia.


  Because her visions were usually of the future, Liana didn’t know if the Sorcerer had actually captured Ranelle yet, or if it was an event that might not happen if Jalen reached her first. Liana could only pray to the gods and goddesses that Jalen reached Ranelle before Zanden did.


  Liana paused at a bed of roses, taking a moment to touch the petals of a deep pink bloom. The petal felt soft to the touch, reminding her of the velvety feel of the head of Aric’s cock. As she stroked the petal between her thumb and forefinger, she pictured his erection in her hands when they had been at the Bewitching Pool. And then how she had slid her lips over the tip of his cock, working his shaft with her mouth, tongue and hands until he had spilled his seed into her throat—


  “Your Highness.” Angelei’s voice crashed into Liana’s erotic fantasy.


  With her cheeks flaming from embarrassment, Liana straightened and faced the Elvin woman, desperately trying to think of something to say. “I—I keep telling you to call me Liana, and not Highness or Majesty.”


  Angelei gave her a sly smile, as though she knew what had been in Liana’s thoughts. Then the Elvin woman’s expression changed and her tone became serious. “You have guests waiting in the drawing room.”


  “Guests?” Confusion flickered through Liana. She was so far from the village she had grown up in, and her only friends were missing. “Is it Ranelle and Tierra?” she asked, a hopeful note in her voice.


  Shaking her head, Angelei replied, “Nay, ’tis not the friends you have spoken of. ’Tis best you come with me. You will find out soon enough.”


  For a moment Liana considered trying to use her “Queen” status to demand an explanation, but she doubted it would get her anywhere. With a knot of worry in her belly and Angelei at her side, Liana headed back to the castle.


  Angelei leaned close, her shoulder brushing Liana’s, her voice a caress in Liana’s ear. “While I am in Phoenicia, I am at your service if you wish to enjoy Elvin pleasures.”


  “Ah, yes,” Liana muttered, embarrassment flooding her once again.


  Liana really had to get some, and Aric damn well better get home and give it to her.


  The Elvin woman gave Liana a quick grin, but as they entered the front door of the castle, Angelei’s expression altered and once again she became somber. The knot of concern grew within Liana’s belly as she wondered who could be waiting, and why it seemed to bother Angelei that they were here.


  Angelei paused outside the drawing room door and rested her hand on Liana’s shoulder. Her crystal blue eyes met Liana’s. “Remember that ’tis always best to listen to all sides of a story.”


  “What are you talking about?” Liana narrowed her gaze. “I don’t understand.”


  Instead of answering, Angelei gripped Liana’s upper arm while opening the drawing room door, and ushered Liana inside.


  Shock slammed into Liana, rendering her immobile. She barely processed Angelei’s retreat as the drawing room door closing behind her.


  A muscular Tanzinite man commanded the center of the drawing room. He wore a simple white cloth around his waist, his wings were folded, and his powerful arms were at his sides. Like most Tanzinites were rumored to be, the handsome man was albino. His eyes were red, his skin was even paler than Liana’s, almost translucent, and his shoulder-length hair devoid of color.


  Liana’s heart pounded and her mouth grew dry as her attention turned to the petite woman at the man’s side. The Tanzinite female’s small, firm breasts were easily seen through her opaque tunic. Her wings were folded and her complexion almost as pale as the man’s. But her tresses reached the back of her knees and were the same moonlight color as Liana’s—and her eyes were the exact sea green shade.


  The man took a step forward.


  Liana stepped back.


  Do not be afraid, the man said in Liana’s thoughts. I am Palme and this is Salana…we are your father and mother.


  * * * * *


  Finally he was able to return to his heartmate. Aric pumped his wings harder, blood thrumming in his veins as he soared amongst the clouds and toward Sky Castle. The past week had felt like the longest moonchange of his life, passing by agonizingly slow.


  The fighting drills, conditioning exercises and maneuvers he and the men had performed while in their nordai forms had done little to take his mind off Liana. More than once Renn had chastised Aric for his thoughts being elsewhere, rather than on his duties as King of the Nordain.


  One day perhaps Renn would meet his own heartmate, and find his wings ruffled as well.


  All Aric had been able to think of was how much he loved Liana and how badly he wanted to be with her. Every waking moment he had pictured her sweet smile, the sensuality burning in her sea green gaze, and her soft and welcoming body.


  He wondered if she had pleasured herself as she thought of him, or perhaps even sampled the talents of the lusty Elvin wenches. The mere thought of his zjenni being pleasured by other women made his passions rise beyond belief.


  Desire powered his flight as he led the flock of Nordain men back to their women. The warriors formed a V behind him, with Renn to Aric’s right, and his second in command, Troyas, to his left. The morning was crisp and clean, the wind exhilarating beneath his wings.


  Yet Aric’s conscience bothered him. As though something was not quite right—and his zjenni was troubled. He had no doubt that the female warriors guarding the kingdom could fend off any invasion. They were a fine fighting force, equal to the men in intelligence and cunning, and superior in many ways.


  Why then did worry gnaw at his belly?


  As he spotted Sky Castle’s turrets, Aric’s excitement to see Liana increased, but his concern heightened as well. Could she have been injured in an accident? What of the babes she carried in her womb—were they doing well?


  A furlong from the castle, Aric shrieked the traditional greeting as he passed a Nordain sentry perched on a pine. The sentry ruffled her feathers and gave Aric the all clear cry, bowing her head in respect as he flew past.


  Like an arrow released from a bow, Aric shot through the air, eating up the remaining distance to the massive entrance of Sky Castle. When he was a few feet off the ground, he transformed into his nordai form, landing in a stride that carried him through the front doorway.


  Behind him rang the laughter and excited cries of women greeting their men, and Aric knew the celebration was just beginning. Much mating and feasting would be occurring with the males’ return, continuing well into the night, after the ceremony where Aric would publicly claim his woman.


  Aric signaled to Angelei as he strode into the castle. The Elvin woman wore a clinging gown of a sheer material that displayed all of her charms to their best advantage from her dark nipples to the enrli symbol in the patch between her thighs. Aric decided that Liana must have a gown like it—but to wear for him only. He would not have every man ogling his wife’s body.


  “Where is my Queen?” Aric asked when he reached Angelei.


  “My Lord.” The Elvin woman bowed her head as she gestured down the hallway. “Her Majesty is with guests in the drawing room.”


  “Thank you, Angelei.” Aric nodded as he immediately headed to Liana, his boots ringing against the stone floor. What guests could be so important that she was receiving them in the drawing room?


  When he reached the room, he opened the double doors and strode through to see Liana. She was staring at a pair of Tanzinites with an incredulous look upon her beautiful face.


  “What?” Liana said, disbelief in her voice. “Who—who did you say you are?”


  Aric’s hackles rose at Liana’s obvious distress. “Am I interrupting something?” he growled as he reached her side.


  Liana faced him, her eyes wide with relief when she realized he was there. “Aric!” she cried as she reached up and flung her arms around his neck, clinging to him as though she needed his support. “I missed you so.”


  “Zjenni,” he murmured and kissed her long and deep.


  Gods but she felt soft and wonderful in his embrace, her scent of moonlight and jensai blooms enveloping him. Her taste was even sweeter than he remembered. His cock grew so rigid he feared it might burst out of his breeches. He would take her on the drawing room floor if not for the Tanzinites—


  Damnation.


  With reluctance Aric drew away from the kiss, and his eyes locked for a moment with Liana’s. Her lips were moist and parted, her breasts rising and falling with every breath and her nipples jutting beneath the thin material of her dress. At least for the moment he had managed to take her mind off of whatever had upset her and she did not look nearly as unsettled as she had when he first walked in.


  Slowly he turned away from her to the Tanzinites. “Beg pardon,” Aric said as he inclined his head to the couple. “I have not seen my beautiful Queen for nigh on a week.”


  “Forgive our intrusion, King Aric.” The Tanzinite gave a slight bow. “We well understand as we have not seen our daughter for twenty seasons.”


  Aric frowned. “Daughter?”


  My Lord, I am Salana and this is Palme. Aric startled as the woman’s gentle voice spoke in his thoughts. We are Liana’s mother and father.


  Clenching his jaw, Aric narrowed his gaze, anchored his arm around Liana’s shoulders and drew her close. “You abandon your daughter as a babe, and then have the audacity to appear uninvited in my kingdom?”


  Aric’s protectiveness sent a swell of warmth through Liana. Never before had she felt so loved and accepted. With him at her side, she knew she could bear anything that came her way.


  At Aric’s harsh words, Palme raised his chin. Salana bowed her head and her wings drooped. Despite the fact that these beings had abandoned her at birth, Liana could not help but feel compassion for them.


  Liana looked up at Aric and offered him a smile, telling him without words how much it meant to her that he was beside her. “Let us hear what they have to say.”


  His gaze met hers and he slowly nodded. “Anything for you, zjenni.”


  “You have our deepest appreciation.” The Tanzinite man drew in a deep breath and he turned his red eyes from Aric to Liana. “No words exist in any language that can convey how much we grieved over losing you. Nor can they express how sorry we are that we were forced to give you up when you were born.”


  “Forced?” Aric’s word rang out like an anvil against stone. “How could any beings be forced to give up their child, yet know that she lived in Zanden’s realm and was treated as an outcast her entire life?”


  “I grew up knowing only the love of my friends Ranelle and Tierra,” Liana said softly. “Like me they were orphaned or discarded at birth.”


  The prophecy. Salana sighed, her eyes glittering as though she held back tears. You were not discarded. The moment you were born and the Tribe saw you were without wings, you were whisked away from us.


  “Zanden was still a young Sorcerer then, as you well know.” Palme’s wings flexed as he spoke, as though stirring with anger. “He swore he would have Liana killed if we did not leave her to live in Fiorn until her twentieth season.”


  Aric stiffened beside Liana at the mention of the Sorcerer. His arm tightened around her shoulders, and she felt tension radiating from him.


  We could not bear for anything to happen to you. Salana’s sea green eyes pleaded for forgiveness, her voice soft and sweet in Liana’s thoughts. The Tanzinite people have not the means to protect themselves from the Sorcerer.


  “Thus we waited and hoped that the dual prophecy would turn for the good of us all.” Palme folded his arms across his chest. And then his voice lowered and Liana felt the caring in his words. “Especially for you, Liana. Although you never saw us, we ensured your safety and wellbeing throughout your years in Fiorn.”


  “What do you want from her now?” Aric demanded before Liana could respond.


  “We want nothing for ourselves.” Palme’s gaze met Liana’s and his stern features relaxed into a semblance of a smile. “It pleases us greatly that you are now safe from Zanden and happy with your new husband. Truly our only desire is that you know you have always been loved. We would have given anything to change the past.”


  You are our only child. Tears flowed freely down Salana’s pale face. We hope you can find it in your heart to forgive us.


  Throughout the exchange, Liana had been overcome by a sense of the surreal, and felt almost numb. But as she listened to Salana’s and Palme’s story, and sensed kindness and love radiating from them, tremendous warmth filled her.


  With a smile to Aric, Liana tore herself from his grasp and went to her birth parents. “When I was a little girl, I often dreamed that you would come to me and say these very words.”


  She fell into Salana’s embrace, and tears coursed Liana’s cheeks, mingling with her birth mother’s. Their essences mingled, and Salana’s hair caressed Liana’s shoulder. Liana felt a kinship with her mother that she had never felt with anyone else.


  I would be pleased to have the opportunity to know you and become friends, Liana told Salana as she pulled away, projecting her thoughts to Aric and Palme as well.


  “Yes.” Aric’s expression relaxed as he stepped forward to shake hands with Palme and then kissed the back of Salana’s hand. “We would be honored to have you as our guests at our joining celebration.”


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  An hour later, Liana was clothed in a ceremonial gown that glittered with thousands of diamonds scattered across the silvery dark material. Angelei was brushing Liana’s tresses, making her hair shimmer down the back of her gown like moonlight against a star spattered sky.


  In moments Liana would be going to the Grand Hall to be officially joined with Aric in the eyes of his people. Elvin, Nordain, and Human royalty would be in attendance, along with Liana’s birth parents.


  If only Ranelle and Tierra could be with Liana now, the day would be perfect.


  She pressed her hand against the flutter in her belly as she stood before the mirror in her bedchamber, waiting for Angelei to finish fussing with her tresses. The diaphanous gown Liana wore had been a gift from the Elvin women—Liana thought it beautiful, although she was nervous at how revealing it was.


  The front of the bodice was a mere two strips of gathered material from shoulders to waist, not quite enough to completely cover each of her breasts. The train of her gown was as long as the length of Liana’s bedchamber; however, the material at the front of the skirt was gathered nearly to the apex of her thighs, completely exposing her legs.


  Angelei slid the gold and ruby circlet upon Liana’s brow, stepped back and smiled. “Come, ’tis time.”


  Liana’s lips trembled as she attempted her own smile. “Thank you,” she murmured as she reached up to touch the circlet with her fingertips.


  Heat rose in Liana’s cheeks as they walked past the mirror and she saw how much of her pale breasts showed beneath the silvery strips of fabric. The gown shifted over her breasts, her nipples jutting out prominently.


  Ye gods. One wrong move and she would spill out of the gown, allowing the guests to see more of their Queen than she would like them to.


  Angelei and Liana left the bedchamber and were met by Kerriel and Damianne on the landing. “You are truly a beautiful Queen, Milady,” Angelei said.


  “I’m going to be an exposed Queen if I’m not careful,” Liana muttered and the Elvin women laughed.


  Earlier, Liana and Aric had been forcefully separated the moment they left their Tanzinite guests in the drawing room. Giggling with fiendish delight, the Elvin women had swarmed around Liana and had taken her from Aric in order to prepare for the joining celebration.


  But by the gods, she had wanted to have her own private joining with Aric before the celebration.


  Nordain men, including Renn, had been on hand to thwart Aric’s attempts to remain with Liana, and to ensure he would be readied for the celebration as well. From the men’s remarks, Liana had a feeling that Aric’s preparation involved a great deal of ale and male bonding.


  Surely he would rather have been bonding with her.


  While damselflies invaded Liana’s belly, the Elvin women escorted her from the bedchamber to the Grand Hall. When Liana and her attendants reached the closed doors of the Hall, Liana stopped to take a deep breath and shore up her courage.


  Kerriel stood before the doors, prepared to open them at Liana’s command. Like the other Elvin women, Kerriel was clothed in a transparent thigh-length gown that clearly showed her lovely form, from her dark nipples to the enrli symbol between her thighs. No doubt after this celebration countless more ballads would be written about the sultry and sensual Elves.


  “So fair you are, Queen Liana.” Kerriel tucked a strand of her golden hair behind her pointed ear and smiled. “You and the King shall make a most beautiful joining.”


  “Aye, Milady,” Damianne agreed with a sly grin. “If you wish to broaden your pleasures in your marriage bed, Angelei, Kerriel and I would be delighted to join you and the King this eve.”


  “I think not.” Liana groaned and rolled her eyes to the ornate ceiling. “You are all too much.”


  “Or perhaps just right?” Angelei teased and pressed her soft lips to Liana’s ear, causing Liana to shiver. “May the blessings of the goddess be with you and King Aric during this joining celebration, and for all eternity.”


  * * * * *


  Aric clenched his hands as he stood alone before the dais and ceremonial table at the head of the Grand Hall, waiting for Liana’s entrance. Behind the table was an enormous carved throne cushioned in deep red velvet. Nordain delicacies were arranged upon the surface of the ceremonial table, all surrounding a single gold chalice with a blood red ruby in the middle of the stem.


  At each corner of the head of the room were large pots of living jensai, lending the Hall with their sweet perfume. The sacred vines were in full bloom—the same shade of rose as Liana’s delightful nipples, Aric thought with a lust-filled sigh.


  Thanks to his brother, Renn, and Nordain warriors plying him with ale, Aric was more relaxed than he otherwise would have been as he waited for Liana—yet he still managed to feel restless and edgy.


  What was taking his Queen so long?


  Countless guests filled the massive Hall, seated at dozens of tables lining both sides of an aisle that ran the length of the long room. The Hall buzzed with laughter and conversation, along with the clink of glasses and sounds of chairs scraping against the stone floor.


  Every table was set with fine linens, sparkling crystal goblets, glittering silver plates, and bottles of the finest Elvin wines. Delicious aromas filled the room: roasted, steamed, and fresh vegetables, fruits of every variety, baked breads and rolls, pastries and sugar seed cakes, and myriads of other gourmet dishes.


  Roses of every color from the royal gardens lined the aisle Liana would walk upon as she came to him. Huge bouquets of pink roses occupied the center of every table.


  Someone clapped Aric’s shoulder, startling him from his thoughts. Aric turned and saw that it was his brother.


  “What would you like as your joining gift, brother?” Renn asked.


  “Joining gift, eh?” Aric frowned as he considered Renn’s question. “It would please my Queen if you would seek out her friend, Tierra. The maid lived in Fiorn with Liana, but my zjenni believes Tierra has vanished from the village.”


  Renn cocked an eyebrow. “A vision?”


  With a nod, Aric replied, “Yes. And I fear my sweet Queen will not rest until Tierra is found.”


  “Consider it done. For our Queen and my future nephews.” Renn bowed and moved to a nearby table to sample a seedcake from a tray.


  Aric turned his gaze to the rich tapestries that hung along the walls. Each panel depicted a scene from Nordain life and customs. Among Aric’s personal favorites was a tapestry showing a couple making love in their human forms; as well as the one next to it that depicted the same couple enjoying sex as nordai, their wings spread wide and the male riding the female from behind.


  Aric groaned as his cock throbbed to mate with Liana. It had been a week—far too long. He would not be able to experience a true nordai mating with his zjenni, but truly only Liana mattered to him. When they were joined, he planned to keep her in their bedchamber for twice the length of time he had been kept from her.


  At least.


  To Hades with the ceremony—he had waited long enough. He would track Liana down and claim her in his own fashion.


  As Aric started to step forward, the double doors at the opposite end of the hall opened, and he stopped in his tracks.


  Damianne and Kerriel glided in, and then stood to each side of the doors. Aric almost smiled at the sound of nearly every male in the room sucking in his breath at the sight of the nearly naked Elvin women.


  But then Liana walked through the entrance and Aric’s heart nearly ceased to beat.


  Gods, but she was lovely. From across the Hall her sea green gaze met his, and it was all he could do to rein himself in. He couldn’t take his eyes from her and the sparkling gown she wore—if one could call it that—that barely hid her nipples. And if it had been cut any higher in the front, she would be showing even more to every man in the room.


  As Liana slowly walked toward him, Aric swallowed. Hard. His throat grew dry as he vacillated between wanting to take her right here in the Hall, guests be damned—or cover her, hiding her near nakedness so that no other man could look upon her beautiful body but him.


  He was leaning rather heavily toward taking her right here and now.


  Angelei trailed Liana, holding up the end of the long train. Aric was profoundly pleased that following Liana there was an almost naked Elvin woman for the men to stare at, rather than his Queen.


  Liana’s radiant smile grew brighter yet when she reached him. As she finally stood at his side, Angelei arranged the train at Liana’s feet and then stepped to the guest table to the right of the ceremonial dais.


  “Zjenni, my Queen,” Aric murmured as he took both her hands in his and kissed the back of each one. “Gods, but I am the most fortunate of men.”


  “As I am the most blessed of all women, my king.” Liana reached up to kiss him and he almost stopped breathing when her gown pulled against her breasts and he saw the edge of her rosy areola.


  Her lips met his and applause broke out in the Hall.


  Lord Ir, but he had forgotten anyone existed but the sensuous woman before him.


  Aric lifted his head and smiled when he saw Liana blushing a pretty pink from the tips of her pointed ears down every part of her exposed flesh.


  Clasping one of Liana’s hands and raising it between them, Aric turned to the guests and bowed, as did Liana, whose breasts moved dangerously closer to freeing themselves from their scanty bonds. The room burst into another round of applause, and did not quiet until Aric held up his free hand.


  “I present to you my wife, Queen Liana,” Aric’s voice boomed through the now silent room. He looked down at his woman and smiled. “My zjenni, my heartmate.”


  When Aric’s gaze met Liana’s, her heart filled near to bursting with love for him. The way he looked at her, the intensity in his black eyes, made her feel as though she was the most beautiful and most loved woman on all of Dair.


  More applause thundered through the Hall until Queen Yanea of the Elvin Kingdom of Seraphine rose from the guest table to the right of the dais. Liana caught her breath at the sight of the ethereal woman, and sensed that everyone else in the room had done the same.


  Not even a whisper broke the silence as the golden-haired Elvin goddess glided across the floor toward Aric and Liana. She wore a sheer gown, her dress similar to the Elvin women who had attended Liana.


  The amethyst-eyed Queen’s enrli symbol glittered upon her forehead as she came to a stand before the ceremonial table. She wrapped her elegant fingers around the stem of the ruby and gold goblet, and brought it before the Nordain King and Queen.


  Yanea inclined her head first to Aric and then Liana. “I am honored that you have asked that I assist in your joining.”


  He bowed and replied, “The honor is ours, Queen Yanea.”


  Liana’s heart beat faster as she wondered what was in the goblet, and prayed it was not the erotic orlai or the Seer’s potion. Gods only knew what she might be forced to do in front of all of these people if it was either of those fluids. And what of the babes she carried?


  The elixir will not enter your womb, Yanea reassured Liana in thought. Your sons will be fine, as will you. This is neither orlai nor Seer’s potion.


  With a smile, Yanea lifted the chalice to Aric’s lips. “Drink of the Nordain joining elixir and share with your mate.”


  Aric sipped from the elixir, then bent down to Liana and placed his mouth to hers. She closed her eyes and parted her lips to welcome his kiss, but to her surprise, he slowly released the fluid into her mouth from his—like a raven feeding his mate.


  Liana’s mind whirled as she accepted the elixir from Aric. She grasped his powerful arms, digging her nails into his biceps and clinging to him for fear she might fall from the intense sensations. Heady warmth filled Liana as the raspberry taste flowed over her tongue, and her hair tingled from her scalp to the end of her sensitive tresses. Her desire for him soared, her abdomen tightening.


  Aric finished feeding her the liquid, but then pressed his muscled body tight to hers, deepening the moment with a kiss that inflamed her senses even more. She felt his stone-hard cock against her belly and sensed the fierce desire emanating from him.


  When he withdrew from the kiss, Liana opened her eyes to see that Aric’s were heavy lidded. His hands gripped her shoulders as though he feared losing control of his passion. Liana could think of nothing but how much she wanted her husband to let loose his desire and how she wanted him deep within her.


  Yanea’s clear voice interrupted Liana’s thoughts, jarring her back to the present. “’Tis your turn, Queen Liana.”


  Intoxicated from the small amount of elixir, Liana’s belly fluttered at the thought of doing the same to her husband. Carefully she drank from the cup when Yanea lifted it to her lips, and then held the elixir in her mouth.


  Aric bent down as Liana reached up to meet him. When their lips touched, she opened her mouth and he gently sucked the fluid from her until it was gone and he had swallowed every drop.


  In the next instant, Aric vibrated with lust. His cock ached and throbbed to be buried in his zjenni, and his muscles trembled with the force of his desire. He wrapped his huge hands around Liana’s tiny waist and picked her up, molding her soft body against him as he claimed her mouth. She clung to him and returned the kiss, matching all the passion in his soul.


  Applause erupted in the room.


  Aric and Liana stilled.


  “I keep forgetting we are not alone,” he muttered as he lowered her back to the floor.


  “Are we finished?” Liana whispered in his ear before he straightened. “May we go to our bedchamber now? I need you so badly I can hardly stand it.”


  “Ah, my sweet zjenni.” Aric groaned, barely able to pull himself away from her. “The ceremony has only just begun.”


  The look of intense disappointment on Liana’s face made him smile, and he brushed his fingertips along her jaw. He clasped her hand and turned to the crowded room. “Let the joining celebration begin!” he shouted.


  The crowd roared and the guests began eating the first course spread out upon the tables.


  Aric swung Liana up into his arms and she squealed with surprise, wrapping her arms around his neck as though she feared he might drop her. He carried her around the ceremonial table to the throne where he seated himself with Liana in his lap. The joining elixir thrummed through his veins, and he had to struggle not to feel and taste her right here in the Great Hall.


  She tried to sit up, her breast straining against the thin strips of cloth covering her nipples, but he held her so that she was partially reclining. “Aric! I cannot spend the entire ceremony like this.”


  He brushed his lips across hers as he settled one hand high on the inside of her exposed thigh. “This is part of the joining. If we do not carry out the tradition, my people will not allow us to leave the room.”


  Before she could protest further, Damianne and Kerriel approached, each with a black silk cloth in their hands.


  Liana’s jaw dropped as she looked from the Elvin women to Aric. “You’re not going to tie me up, are you?”


  With a grin, Aric replied, “Not exactly.”


  Kerriel secured a cloth around Aric’s eyes, and then Damianne tied a matching black band around Liana’s. The Elvin woman whispered, “Enjoy the joining feast, Milady.”


  With the heady feeling from the elixir still running through Liana, she almost moaned out loud.


  She could not believe she was sitting in front of a roomful of people and was expected to eat her joining feast blindfolded. But the experience heightened her senses more than she could have imagined. Her tresses vibrated and slid over Aric’s arms, and she felt his hard arousal against her buttocks. His hand was hot on the inside of her thigh, mere inches from the center that ached for him.


  Her essence soaked in the feel of the air, drinking in the smells and sounds in the hall. Laughter and comments floated up to her from the guests as they enjoyed their meals, along with the sounds of silverware clattering against plates and glasses clinking as toasts were made. The smells of roasted vegetables, pastries and desserts filled her nose and made her mouth water.


  Aric’s lips met her forehead, and as he rained kisses all over her face, he murmured, “In a darkened room filled with a thousand people, I would find you, zjenni.”


  She opened her mouth to respond, but he slipped something hard and sweet between her lips—and then it began melting upon her tongue. It was nothing like she had ever tasted before. She savored the sensation and all but moaned, “Mmmmm.”


  “Chocolatyl, a treat made of a rare plant from a country to the south,” Aric said as he slipped another piece into her mouth. “It is known to be an aphrodisiac.” He pressed his lips against hers and he dipped his tongue inside, sharing the chocolatyl with her.


  Liana shivered, and she almost whimpered when he drew away. He placed a piece of fruit in her mouth and as she bit into it, juices from the raspberry squirted upon her tongue. Aric again tasted the food from her mouth. The feeling of sharing her food with Aric in such a manner was completely erotic and intoxicating.


  Aric fed her a tangy piece of cheese next, and as he savored it with her, he slid his hand further up the inside of her thigh, close to her center.


  Gods, how she wanted him to touch her there.


  But Aric, we are in front of hundreds of people, she said to him in thought.


  “Do not worry,” he murmured as he removed his mouth from hers. “We are alone behind the table, and no one can see what I might do with my hands.”


  Liana opened her mouth to protest, but Aric pushed another piece of fruit between her lips, and she bit into it. Strawberry.


  Again he tasted the fruit from her mouth, but at the same time he began lightly running his fingers through her woman’s curls.


  He swallowed her gasp as he deepened the touch, slipping his fingers between her folds, and his other hand upon her near-naked breast. The elixir still ran rampant throughout, and the combination of it and what Aric was doing to her body was too much. She became so lost in the feel of his hands that she was barely aware of the sounds of people enjoying the celebration. Being blindfolded, it was almost as though they were alone in the room.


  Aric’s motions intensified as he slid his fingers deep into her quim, and then rubbed her oversensitive clit, his kiss deep and passionate. Tighter and tighter the feelings wound inside Liana until her orgasm exploded through her body. If not for Aric’s mouth against hers, she would have screamed with the force of her climax.


  Aric held her close as her body shuddered and trembled. “I love you, zjenni,” he whispered.


  In the next instant he stood and she grasped him around the neck, hanging on as her world spun behind her blindfold. As he held Liana cradled in his arms, Aric shouted, “Consider us joined.”


  Amid thunderous applause, Aric strode out the Great Hall, carrying Liana to their bedchamber.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Holding his zjenni close, Aric strode down the length of the Great Hall. Angelei followed, carrying the end of the train to Liana’s gown. He could barely rein in his urge to rush from the hall to reach their bedchamber as quickly as possible.


  “You may remove the blindfold now,” he murmured to Liana as he walked through the crowded Hall.


  She bit her lip. “I am far too embarrassed after what we just did. I’m not sure I want to see anyone’s face just yet.”


  Aric laughed and kissed each of her eyes through the silken blindfold and he left it on.


  The applause continued as he passed visiting royalty from other kingdoms. Liana’s Tanzinite birth parents smiled proudly, and he saw Salana’s eyes glittering with tears.


  When he finally reached the double doors, Troyas, his second in command, slapped Aric on the back. “Enjoy the rest of the ceremony with your lovely bride,” he said with a wink. Troyas ogled the near-naked Elvin woman carrying Liana’s train and gave a lusty sigh.


  Renn stood at the entrance with his arms folded across his chest, and shook his head. “You shall never see me behave like a sotted fool over a pretty little wench.”


  “The wench you speak of is my Queen and yours,” Aric returned with a grin. “And one day you will choke on those words, my brother.”


  Renn merely grunted as Aric left the Hall with Liana, Angelei in their wake.


  They reached the bedchamber and Aric strode through the double doors and stopped in the middle of the floor. Angelei unfastened the train from the back of Liana’s dress and took it into the wardrobe.


  When Aric lowered the still blindfolded Liana to her feet, the movement caused her breasts to spring free of the thin straps.


  Raw need slammed into him when he saw her bare nipples and he swooped down to capture the hard bud between his teeth.


  Liana moaned as she arched her back and pressed herself into his mouth.


  “Pardon?” Angelei’s clear voice broke into Aric’s fierce claiming of his woman.


  Liana gasped and pulled off the blindfold, and Aric lifted his head to see Angelei mere inches from them.


  “I have a joining gift for you both from Yanea.” Angelei curtsied and held out her hand. A small crystal bottle, no bigger than a strawberry, sat in the middle of her palm. “’Tis for Queen Liana, so that she might experience a true Nordain mating on this eve.”


  Still holding onto Liana with one arm, Aric took the vial from Angelei, his puzzled gaze focused on her crystal blue eyes. As it dawned on him exactly what the Elvin woman meant, he smiled and inclined his head. “It is a rare gift she bestows upon us. Please give Yanea our deepest gratitude.”


  “Aye, my Lord.” Angelei bowed and exited the room, closing the doors behind her as she went.


  “What is it?” Liana quirked her brow as she glanced from the crystal bottle to Aric. “I cannot say I completely trust those Elves.”


  “Do you trust me?” Aric withdrew the stopper from the bottle and raised it to Liana’s lips.


  “With my life,” she whispered and drank the potion.


  It tasted like the chocolatyl—sweet and thick and rich. Liana closed her eyes as she savored the taste. “I feel wonderfully light. As though I am naught more than air.”


  “Open your eyes and imagine you are a raven,” Aric whispered, his voice as smooth and intoxicating as the potion. “Feel your body find its new form as you take flight as a nordai.”


  Liana lifted her lids, and when she glanced down she saw sparkles—small flashes of light—all around her. Her heart pounded as she realized she was actually transforming into a nordai.


  Queen Yanea had truly given her an incredible gift. A Tanzinite born without wings, destined never to fly—until this very moment.


  “Take flight!” Aric said as she transformed—her gown becoming feathers as her body became fully nordai.


  In the next instant, Liana spread her wings. Her raven’s feet lifted from the floor, and she was flying.


  She laughed out loud, the sound coming out like a raven’s cry as she soared around the bedchamber and toward the window. Aric stood there grinning, and then he shifted to his nordai form and followed her out the arched window and into the twilight.


  Gods but the feeling of the wind in her wings and Aric at her side was incredible. They flew over the castle, glided above the gardens and then over the Everlasting River as the sunset cast rainbows through its churning waters. Screeching and calling as nordai, Aric and Liana floated on the wind and soared through the clouds.


  When Liana was ready for a rest, she swooped down to the garden and settled on the statue of the mating Nordain male and female. Aric landed beside her and nuzzled her feathers with his beak.


  I love you so, Liana told him in thought.


  And I love you, zjenni, he responded, and Liana realized the Queen had given them yet another gift for their joining eve, allowing them to communicate in thought. I want to mate with you as nordai, Aric continued, his desire clearly spilling into her thoughts.


  Liana ruffled her feathers. Gods, yes.


  Aric fluttered his massive wings until he was above her—and then he rode her from behind, loving her as only he could.


  * * * * *


  Their desires raging even more after their nordai joining, Aric and Liana rushed back to the castle. They soared through their bedroom window, wingtip to wingtip. At least a dozen candles of plum and spices had been lit in their absence, filling the room with their warm scent and a celestial glow.


  The moment Aric transformed into his human male form, his cock went rigid with lust for his zjenni. His blood raged as he watched his Queen return to her woman’s form, wearing the revealing ceremonial gown.


  They stood before the window seat. Liana was a hairsbreadth from him, her cheeks flushed, her breasts free of their bonds. The front of her gown was slightly skewed, almost revealing her soft mound.


  He knew he should go slowly on their joining night, but he could not wait another moment to enter her.


  Aric pulled her roughly against him and rubbed his hard cock against her belly. “I need you, Liana,” he rumbled as he lowered his head and suckled one of her nipples.


  “Now, Aric,” she commanded, her voice hoarse with passion. “Take me now!”


  He moved Liana to the window seat, waiting only long enough to unfasten his breeches and free his cock. She braced her arms on the window seat and spread her thighs wide. In one powerful thrust, Aric entered Liana’s slick channel.


  Liana cried out as she looked down and watched his long, hard cock plunge in and out of her. Aric hooked his arms under her knees as he slammed into Liana, harder and deeper. Fast and furious he ground into her soft mound.


  “More,” Liana begged. “Give me all of your cock!”


  Aric felt Liana tense as she reached the brink of her orgasm. She bucked her hips and screamed as she climaxed, sending Aric spiraling over the pinnacle with her. His cock pulsed and throbbed within her core, shooting his semen into her womb.


  Sated for the moment, Liana sprawled on the window seat with her gown around her waist and Aric between her thighs. His muscled body was heavy but comfortable as he relaxed against her, their breathing in sync with one another. Their bodies were slick with sweat, the smell of their sex warm and erotic.


  That feeling niggled at her again, that there was something she needed to know, yet she couldn’t quite place her senses on it.


  Aric stirred, his cock still embedded deep within her, and Liana tipped her head back and moaned. His hands braced to either side of her, he murmured, “You are an incredible woman, my Queen.”


  Almost of its own accord, Liana felt her hand drawn to Aric’s temple. “I—I…”


  The moment her palm touched his forehead, everything around her vanished and blurred as she fell into a vision.


  Liana blinked, trying to discern her surroundings. She was in a dark room with only the light of the moon spilling through the window to see by.


  A movement caught her eye. Her heart pounded as she watched a man slither from the shadows like a wraith. Something about him was familiar, as though she had seen him before.


  He reached into a cradle and picked up a sleeping child. Silently he stole from the room, and as he carried the tiny girl, Liana realized they were in a castle.


  Sky Castle.


  The room dissolved and Liana found herself in Fiorn, standing before the cottage where she spent her childhood. The same man from the castle appeared from the darkness, carrying the toddler to the cottage. An old woman came to the door and took the child from his arms.


  The blanket fell away to reveal the dark haired girl who opened her eyes.


  Silver eyes.


  Oh my gods.


  Liana’s glazed vision slowly came back into focus and she realized she was back in the bedchamber with Aric. He was on his knees between her thighs, holding her hands in his and murmuring her name, calling her from her trance.


  “Do you have a sister?” she asked, her voice hoarse as her gaze met his.


  Aric stilled and then nodded. “Carilee. The night our parents were murdered, Carilee vanished. She was but a toddler, and my brothers and I were young men. We spent months doing all we could in our attempt to find her, but feared her long dead.”


  Taking a deep breath, Liana swallowed the lump in her throat. “Your sister is alive. She is—my halia, my friend Ranelle.”


  For a moment Aric could not process what Liana had said. Ranelle. Her friend.


  The gishla?


  Suddenly everything made sense. His wanting to cover the gishla’s naked body whenever he saw her, and his desire to help her during the fire when he had forced himself to focus only on Liana’s rescue.


  Liana cupped his face, her palms soft against the stubble on his cheeks. Her lips trembled as she forced a smile. “Jalen will bring her back. For both of us.”


  Still crouched between Liana’s thighs, Aric put his hands on the window seat and fought for control. “Zanden,” he growled. “He has her and would not know she is our sister. What if he forces her to—” Aric could not utter the despicable thought aloud.


  Liana closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them to meet Aric’s gaze. “He knows. He is the one who stole her from the castle.”


  “What?” Aric pushed away from Liana and stood, pulling his breeches back up as he moved. Memory after memory of the time before Carilee’s disappearance scrolled through his mind as he tried to make sense of it all.


  “It was he,” Liana said, her voice certain.


  “No. He was as distraught as we were.” He raked both hands through his hair, desiring to yank it out in frustration. “It was months after her disappearance when he turned traitor and became apprentice to Sorcerer Voral. Before he murdered Voral and took his place as Lord of Voral’s realm.”


  The pieces began falling into place in his mind and he buried his face in his hands. “Lord Ir. All along it was our brother, and we never realized the extent of his treachery.”


  “Jalen will find her,” Liana whispered, and then Aric felt her soft body press against his, and she slid her arms around his waist in a fierce hug.


  Aric lowered his hands from his face and embraced her tightly to him, never wanting to let her go. While he held Liana, her moonlight tresses caressed his arms, and he felt stronger from her love. Together they would face anything that came their way.


  For a long time they held each other, and Liana felt warm and loved. Fear also for her friend, but hope at the same time.


  With a deep sigh, Aric lifted Liana, cradling her in his arms. “Thank you, my love,” he murmured. “You are truly a gift of the gods.”


  “As are you.” Liana slid her hands around his neck and moved her mouth to her husband’s cheek. His stubble felt rough against her lips as she rained soft kisses on his chin, his nose and his eyes.


  Almost reverently he carried her to the bed and laid her upon it. While their eyes were focused on one another, Aric eased the straps of her gown from her shoulders, the light touch of his callused fingertips sending shivers of desires through Liana. She knew that she would never get enough of this man. Her man.


  He lowered his head and kissed her soft skin as he removed her gown. His lips moved from her neck to her collarbone, and brushed over each bare nipple. Gently he eased the gown further down over her hips, and trailed his lips through her soft woman’s curls, and then flicked his tongue once over her clit.


  Heat filled Liana, and she whimpered beneath his sensual touch. So slowly he continued removing her gown, kissing the insides of her thighs, and her knees. As he finally slid the gown completely off and tossed it aside. She trembled as he kissed each of her feet and stroked his tongue along each bare toe.


  Never taking his eyes from hers, Aric backed away, toeing off his boots. When he began unlacing his tunic, Liana stopped him. “My turn,” she murmured.


  A rumble emanated from his chest as she eased off the bed and came to him. She pushed his tunic up and pressed her lips against his hard abdomen. Liana started her own slow and sensuous assault, kissing his chest and licking his hardened nipples.


  As Aric pulled his tunic over his head, Liana went for his breeches. Her lips roamed the flat of his stomach and lower, enjoying the taste of his salty skin, his male scent filling her senses. She tugged his breeches over his hips and moved her mouth over the cloud of soft hair surrounding his cock and stroked the sack beneath, enjoying the feel of his bollocks in her palm.


  While pushing his breeches past his knees and to the floor, Liana brushed her lips along his thick cock. He sucked in his breath as she flicked out her tongue and tasted the pearl of his seed at the velvety soft tip.


  In a rush Aric stepped out of his breeches, swept Liana into his arms, and carried her back to the bed. The covers felt like silk against her back as she spread her thighs and her arms, welcoming her man.


  He raised her legs so that her ankles were around his neck, and then he slid into her in one powerful thrust. Liana gasped at the sensation of him filling her so deeply. For a moment he waited, just looking at her.


  Candlelight flickered over their bodies, reminding Liana of the first night she had pleasured herself, and Aric had watched her from the window in his nordai form.


  In long, slow thrusts, he began to move his cock in and out of her wet core—his gaze never left hers as he moved within her. The feel of him so deep inside her was intense as Liana clenched her hands on his thighs, her ankles still high and around his neck.


  “More,” Liana begged. “Give me every bit of you.”


  “You have all of me,” Aric murmured. “I am yours, zjenni.”


  He clenched his jaw as he made love to her, his strokes becoming harder and more powerful. “Yes,” she cried, digging her nails into his thighs, every muscle in her body tightening. “I love you, Aric. Come with me!”


  Aric’s body corded at the same moment Liana reached her climax and screamed his name. He shouted as he spilled his seed into her womb, his cry mingling with hers.


  Their thoughts blended together as they spiraled down from the pinnacle, their bodies locked together, still fused as one.


  


  # # #


  


  Bewitched


  Prophecy


  


  Fledgling of Nordain, blood hath stolen


  Hidden with humans, not forgotten


  Dair’s hopes doth fade, should those of blood mate


  Elvin choice, may avoid such a fate


  


  Chronicles of the Seraphine Elves…XXVIII


  


  Chapter One


  


  He had been watching her for days.


  Ranelle had felt his presence, even though she had yet to see him. He was a fleeting shadow, a man who melded with darkness and light.


  There, yet not.


  The cottage was silent, save for a slight rustling noise in Tierra’s bedchamber. In the distance waves crashed against rocks and sand, and the lonely shriek of a nordai echoed through Ranelle’s soul. She had always felt a kindred spirit in the nordai, often wishing she could fly as one with the ravens. But even if she could, she would never abandon her halias, her heart-sisters Tierra and Liana.


  Ranelle slipped on the sparkling gishla gown, and it clung to her generous curves. As she dressed, she again tried to reach out with her senses to learn more of the man who had begun to haunt her daydreams as well as her nights. Silken material caressed her nipples and a shiver of excitement trailed her spine. Perhaps he stood in the shadows of the rowan outside her bedroom window, his gaze lingering on her body that was so easily seen through the sheer material of her gown.


  While she breathed in the scent of the sea and the sweet perfume of jensai blooms, her thoughts traveled back to just days ago when she had first realized she was being followed. Her senses told her that the man was guarding her. Protecting her. And as long as he was nearby, she would be safe.


  A smile curved her lips. Maybe this would be the night she would meet her fantasy man. In her waking dreams she had seen him, felt him, touched him. If her senses were not so highly attuned to the man, if her magic was not so strong, surely she would have thought she had imagined him.


  She grabbed her cloak and left her bedchamber. After telling Liana she had an errand to perform and would meet her at the tavern this eve, Ranelle stopped at Tierra’s room and peeked in, hoping her halia was feeling better. In all the years they had shared with one another, Tierra had never been ill a day ’til now.


  Tierra sprawled on her bed, without even a blanket to cover her naked form. Red tresses shimmered like living flame against the bed sheet. A sheen of perspiration coated her fair skin, and her breasts rose and fell with every breath. Her almond-shaped eyes were closed, her bronze lashes half moons against her cheeks. She stirred and murmured something that sounded like raven.


  For the briefest flash, Ranelle saw a vision of a dark man between Tierra’s pale thighs. A powerful man with a jagged scar across his back and another along one cheek. Ranelle heard Tierra’s sensual cries and saw her fingernails digging into the man’s shoulders as he thrust inside her.


  Ranelle’s heart beat faster at the image—but then she blinked and saw only Tierra lying on the bed. With a slight shake of her head, as though to scatter the remnants of the vision, Ranelle moved to Tierra’s bedside and whispered, “I am leaving now.”


  Tierra slowly lifted her eyelids and turned her emerald gaze to Ranelle. Her eyes were unfocused for a moment, as though she was not fully awake. “Such a strange dream,” she murmured. “Ravens and winged…creatures.”


  “Probably the fever disturbing your sleep.” Ranelle tried to pull a cover over Tierra, but her halia pushed it away. “Will you be all right?”


  Offering a wan smile, Tierra said, “I am fine. Or I shall be once these dreams cease.”


  Frowning, Ranelle replied, “You will catch your death. At least cover yourself with a light gown if not a blanket.”


  Tierra shook her head, her fiery hair glimmering on the pillow. “I am much too hot.”


  “Rest then, sister.” Ranelle brushed a stray lock behind Tierra’s shell-like ear, catching her scent of honeysuckle musk. “We shall miss you at Nira’s this eve.”


  With a groan, Tierra rolled her eyes. “Ah, but I shall not miss that old goat.”


  Ranelle laughed. “It is certain you will not.” She kissed Tierra’s warm cheek and then left the cottage into the gathering darkness.


  The moon was full and hung low in the sky. It was a week at most ’til moonchange, when she and her heart-sisters would make their escape from the Sorcerer Zanden’s clutches.


  Their plan would work. It had to, for all their sakes, but especially for Liana.


  Ranelle hurried up the steep path from their seaside home to the cobblestone road that led into the village of Fiorn. To her left was a rolling drop to the shore of the Mairi Sea and its glittering rainbow sands. In the distance, to Ranelle’s right, rose the Phoenician Mountains, far beyond the D’euan Forest. It was there that the Nordain, the Sky People, dwelled in the Nordain Kingdom of Phoenicia.


  Rocks bit at her feet through the worn soles of her slippers, and she hoped Stefan had not closed the cobbler shop yet so that she could retrieve her new shoes. He knew that by the Sorcerer’s orders, Ranelle and her heart-sisters were not allowed to leave their home ’til after dark, and Stefan had promised to keep the shop open.


  No doubt Stefan would attempt once again to corner her in his shop, like he had tried before. He was a handsome man with a devilish grin and eyes as blue as the legendary mist of the Wilding Wood. Often she had considered allowing his advances, curious to experience pleasure with him, but the time had never seemed right—usually because Uba, her former terror of a guardian, had been somewhere nearby.


  And now, with the man who had been shadowing her, she had no real desire to find pleasure with anyone but him. No matter that she had yet to meet the man.


  But she would. Soon.


  Before Uba had died just weeks ago, Ranelle had been kept a virtual prisoner in the seaside cottage, along with her heart-sisters. The three had been raised by Uba and had been kept under a tight rein. Tierra was somewhat of an imp, a playful, teasing and sexual creature whose spirit had never been dampened, despite Uba’s every cruel effort to do so. Gods knew, if Uba hadn’t kept her sharp eyes trained on Tierra most constantly, the redhead would have found some way to enjoy true sexual pleasures.


  For a moment Ranelle wondered again what her life would have been like, had she not grown up as an orphan, and had been raised by a family who loved her. As a child, she had oft imagined herself as a Princess living in a castle in the clouds. But those days of dreams had long since passed.


  And truth be told, she had grown up with the love of her halias. They were her heart-sisters, her family, and she could not imagine life without them.


  As she walked toward the cobbler’s, Ranelle relished the breeze against her cheeks, feeling a sense of freedom now that Uba was gone. Yet the Sorcerer’s imminent claiming of the three young women kept at bay any true feelings of liberty.


  She let her cloak fall open, allowing the light wind to swirl inside, causing her nipples to harden. Her gishla gown sparkled in the moonlight, hugging every curve of her body. She was forced to wear the attire when she danced at Nira’s tavern, but it did not bother Ranelle like it did Liana, who hated her own sheer gown. Ranelle loved how the gown sparkled. She had always been drawn to things that glistened and glittered. And she enjoyed knowing that men found her body pleasing.


  But she was also thankful for the magic in her dance that kept the barbarians from touching or forcing themselves upon her. Unlike Liana’s seer’s powers, Ranelle’s and Tierra’s magical powers were unknown to anyone outside the three of them.


  Glancing into the twilight as she walked, Ranelle wondered if the man from the shadows watched her now. She did not feel his presence, but then he was always so silent and fleet—invisible to all but her unusual senses. She was not surprised that neither Liana nor Tierra had noticed him—somehow Ranelle knew that she was more attuned to him than any other being could be.


  When she arrived at the cobbler’s, Ranelle let herself into the quiet shop through the open door. Lanterns were lit throughout, casting buttery pools of light across the room. The shop’s familiar smells of leather, tanning oils and burning tallow washed over her.


  “Stefan?” she called out, wondering where the young man was who normally tended the business. Stefan was big and brawny, and Ranelle had always thought him more suited to be a soldier or a farmer than a cobbler.


  She heard a rustle and a thump and then feminine laughter.


  Intrigued, Ranelle moved silently through the shop to the small hallway that led to the backroom, and then froze in the shadows.


  Stefan stood completely naked in the candlelit room, with Vay, one of the serving wenches from the tavern, on her knees before him.


  * * * * *


  Jalen slipped into the cobbler’s, moving into the shadows as he sought his prey.


  Like all Elvin males, he was muscular, tall and lithe. He moved with supple grace and easily blended in with his surroundings. If he were to run across an ordinary human, with a mere thought Jalen could erase the encounter from the person’s mind.


  If Jalen were so careless, which he never was.


  The corner of his mouth curved into a smile as he joined with the darkness behind Ranelle. She stood immobile in the hallway, just outside the backroom, her fascinated gaze locked on the couple within.


  Jalen couldn’t help but find Ranelle lovely, what with her generous smile and quick wit. Her silver eyes usually sparkled with laughter and her mahogany tresses framed her oval features. And her body—large breasts with dark nipples, a slender waist and rounded curves he would enjoy exploring.


  Aye, Ranelle was a beautiful, sensual creature, and would easily meld with the world she belonged in…once she learned of it.


  For that matter she would fit perfectly into his own, the world of the Seraphine Elves. If they were mated, he would enjoy shaving the enrli symbol in the soft hair between her thighs, and painting a matching symbol on her forehead with the sacred dyes. And when he sank his cock into her, he would touch his forehead to hers, their enrli joining and enhancing their sexual pleasure.


  But it was not to be. Destiny had other plans for them both.


  He allowed a sigh to escape as he watched Ranelle’s breathing deepen, her arousal growing as she spied on the man and woman enjoying one another’s sexual pleasures.


  * * * * *


  Ranelle had a perfect side view of Stefan’s muscular body. Her mouth watered at the sight of his huge cock. It rose high and thick, and she wondered what it might feel like in her hand. Or in her mouth.


  “You are so big, master,” Vay’s soft voice purred. She knelt before Stefan, her parchment skin pale next to his golden thighs. Vay’s blonde locks tumbled to her tiny waist, her small breasts rising high and her nipples pointed.


  “Suck my cock, wench,” Stefan growled and raked his hand through his long brown hair. “And suck it the way I like it or I will determine a suitable punishment.”


  “Yes, master.” Vay grinned and wrapped her hand around Stefan’s thick staff. He caught his breath as she licked the head of his cock and then slid her moist lips down his length.


  Ranelle’s nipples tightened as she stared transfixed while the serving girl worked Stefan’s staff. Vay made small greedy sounds, begging without words for him to come.


  “Harder, wench.” Stefan buried his fingers in her blonde hair and watched his cock move in and out of her mouth. “Suck harder!”


  Vay looked up at him as he thrust into her. His body jerked and he shouted, and Ranelle knew that he was spilling his seed into Vay’s mouth.


  Ranelle kept back in the shadows and moved her hands to her breasts, rubbing her palms over her taut nipples. She had grown damp between her thighs, and a fierce ache blossomed in her core. She knew she should leave, but she was too mesmerized and excited by what she was watching.


  “You made me come too fast,” Stefan said in a menacing voice. “Stand and take your punishment, wench.”


  “Yes, master.” Vay licked his seed from her lips as she stood.


  Stefan grabbed her by the waist and bent down. Vay cried out as he took her nipple between his teeth and lightly bit it. She started to grab his muscular arms, but Stefan raised his head and said, “Do not touch me. You must remain motionless and serve your penance.” He leaned closer and lapped one of her nipples. “Do you understand, wench?”


  Vay groaned as he placed his large hands over her breasts. “Yes.”


  He squeezed her small mounds. “Yes, what?”


  With a gasp she replied, “Yes, master!”


  Stefan gave a devilish smile and suckled each of Vay’s nipples, his hands roaming her body, but staying clear of her woman’s curls.


  “Touch me, please,” she begged. “Please, master!”


  His muscles rippled as he picked her up by the waist and set her on a small table in the room. “Fondle your breasts, wench,” he ordered. “Spread your legs.”


  Vay obeyed, pulling and twisting her nipples. Stefan knelt between her knees, leaned forward and ran his tongue along the inside of her thighs.


  Ranelle barely kept from groaning aloud at the sight of Stefan so close to licking Vay’s pleasure center. Almost without thought, Ranelle moved one hand to the apex of her thighs and stroked her clit through the thin gown.


  “Oh, gods,” Vay shrieked. “Taste me, master, please!”


  Stefan gripped Vay’s hips tight and buried his face between her thighs.


  Faster and faster Ranelle’s fingers worked her own clit through the cloth of her gown as she watched Stefan lick Vay. Ranelle’s knees almost gave out as she reached her climax, and she barely restrained a cry. In the next moment Vay screamed with her own orgasm, her hips bucking against Stefan’s face.


  Even though her legs wobbled from the strength of her orgasm, Ranelle started to leave, afraid she would be caught spying. But she paused as Stefan said, “You need more punishment,” and raised himself to stand before the serving girl. Vay looked up at him, her eyes glazed from her climax and her breathing coming fast and shallow.


  Vay licked her lips. “What will you do to me, master?”


  “I’m going to fuck you, wench.” Stefan picked up Vay and she squealed as he turned her so that he had her bent over the table. “So hard that you’re going to feel my cock at the back of your throat.” He pressed his enormous erection against her smooth and firm backside. “You had better scream if you want any mercy.”


  “Yes, master.” Vay pressed back against him. “I want you inside me.”


  Ranelle caught her breath as she ran her hands over her own body.


  Stefan wrapped his fingers around his cock and stroked Vay’s backside with it. “Beg, wench.”


  “Fuck me, master.” Vay rubbed her breasts against the wooden table as she pressed against him. “Fuck me now!”


  Stefan grinned and spread her thighs even wider. Vay screamed as he thrust deep inside her. “Yes. Gods, yes!” she cried.


  Ranelle lifted the hem of her gown to her waist, this time sliding her fingers into her own wet folds. The thought of the man who had been following her came to mind and she imagined what it might feel like to have his hands on her body while he plunged his hard cock inside her and fucked her ’til she cried out with her climax.


  “Who is your master?” Stefan shouted as he powered in and out of Vay’s wet channel.


  “You are.” Vay gripped the edge of the table, her knuckles white from holding on while Stefan bored into her. “You’re my master, Stefan.”


  “You’re my fuck.” He gave another savage growl. “Only mine. If another man touches you, I shall be forced to punish you again. Do you understand, wench?”


  Vay moaned.


  “Answer me!” Stefan commanded and slammed into her even harder.


  “Yes, master!” Vay shouted and then cried out as her body shuddered against the table.


  Ranelle bit down on her lip, fighting to control her own cry as she reached her climax. Stefan pulled his cock out of Vay and grabbed it with his hand, milking the white fluid onto the serving girl’s buttocks.


  Still flushed and lightheaded from her orgasm, Ranelle barely had the presence of mind to let her gown drop. She backed away from the small hallway to the front of the store, and then out the door into the moonlit night.


  The new slippers could certainly wait ’til tomorrow.


  * * * * *


  Jalen smiled as he eased from the shadows of the cobbler’s and followed Ranelle through Fiorn’s darkened streets. When she had brushed past him, he’d caught her exotic scent of spice and vanilla, mingling with the smell of her sex, causing a hunger deep within him.


  The bow slung over his shoulder and its quiver of arrows did not so much as rustle as the Elvin warrior moved. His footsteps were not even a breath of sound as he silently trailed his prey. After watching Ranelle pleasure herself, his cock throbbed, but he had no time for release.


  He watched Ranelle meet up with the Tanzinite maid, not far from the tavern. From the stables behind the tavern came a snort and whicker from Aric’s stallion, followed by an answering howl from the wolf Toen, also known as the Overseer.


  Aric, Jalen’s Nordain brother-at-arms, was in raven form atop the tavern’s roof. The King of the Nordain would be concerned that Jalen had not made contact, but there was nothing to be done about it.


  Jalen had his own orders from the Seraphine Council, and although he did not enjoy keeping secrets from Aric, in this regard he answered to a higher power. To Queen Yanea and to the goddess herself. It was important to the future of all the beings of Dair that Aric alone rescue Liana and spirit her away.


  It had fallen upon Jalen to safeguard Ranelle and for now to keep her identity from Aric. If Aric knew that the gishla was his sister who had been missing since she was a toddler, he might forsake the Tanzinite maid in order to save Ranelle.


  And all could be lost.


  The Council had deemed it necessary that Aric’s brother Renn return to Phoenicia, yet they had failed to inform Aric, for reasons not given to Jalen. Ranelle was Renn’s sister, too, and Jalen wondered why the young Nordain male had not been chosen to retrieve her.


  Jalen narrowed his gaze as he silently followed Ranelle and the Tanzinite maid. More was at work here, and more at stake than even he was aware of.


  Reaching out with his mind and his hearing, Jalen listened to their conversation and frowned.


  I—we must all go now, Liana told Ranelle in thought.


  “A vision?” Ranelle asked aloud.


  The Tanzinite maid hesitated. No…more a feeling.


  Jalen could sense Ranelle’s incredulity as she responded, “A feeling?”


  Something is watching us, halia. The Tanzinite maid paused as she glanced to the sky. We best get inside. Now!


  The pair slipped into the noisy din of the tavern and Jalen’s gaze moved to the rooftop where he could see Aric’s raven form outlined in the moonlight, and the slight glitter of the ruby in his dagger. The women could have been aware of Aric’s or Jalen’s presence, but his senses told him otherwise—


  The irani were approaching.


  Just as Yanea had forewarned.


  * * * * *


  Ranelle danced atop the platform in the center of the room, her body swaying and hips undulating in an erotic rhythm. Men pressed close, the malodor of their sweat, mixed with the smell of sour ale, almost unbearable. She could feel heat from their bodies as they shouted and reached for her.


  “Take it all off, wench,” one man called out.


  “I gotta cock fer ya to suck on,” another man yelled. “I’ll wager yer a good fuck.”


  Ranelle let their shouts slide past her ears as always, and instead concentrated on working the magic of her dance that kept her safe. As long as she retained her focus, no man would think to act upon his carnal desires and actually touch her without her consent.


  While she danced, she watched a raven-headed man thread his way through the crowd toward Liana, where she stood as she told fortunes. A vision flashed through Ranelle’s mind of Liana naked with the man between her thighs as he fucked her.


  In that instant, Ranelle’s senses told her that without a doubt Liana would be safe with the dark stranger. He would never allow her to be harmed. A shudder of premonition gripped Ranelle, and she knew with absolute certainty that Liana would need the man’s help.


  Soon.


  Ranelle frowned as the dark haired man turned and strode back out the tavern door. Why had he left?


  A hand on Ranelle’s ankle startled her from her thoughts and dragged her attention to the man at her feet. She had allowed her concentration to waver and Stefan had seized the moment to break through her defenses. Now dressed in a leather tunic and breeches, he grinned up at her as she tried to continue her dance.


  “Let go, Stefan,” Ranelle said as she threw her mahogany curls over her shoulder.


  “You forgot your slippers at my shop.” Stefan eased his hand from his ankle to her knee, laughter in his blue eyes. “Now why would you do that when you had me keep the shop open for you this eve?”


  Ranelle’s cheeks burned as she recalled the image of Stefan’s cock sliding inside Vay, and the serving girl’s cries as she begged him to fuck her.


  Leaning closer, Stefan moved his hand up Ranelle’s leg to the inside of her thigh. His palm was hot against her flesh, and so close to the apex of her thighs that she could scarcely think much less concentrates on her magic.


  “Next time,” he said as he stroked her thigh, “you should join us.” He gave her a sinful grin. “I’d like nothing more than to fuck you and Vay at the same time.”


  Ranelle went rigid with mortification. He knew. The whole time he had planned for her to walk in on him and Vay, and he had enjoyed knowing Ranelle was watching them.


  “I’ll even let you call me master.” He brushed his fingertips against the curls along her folds.


  Fury rose up in Ranelle and warmth spiraled inside her, shooting through her limbs as she clenched her fists. “You—you bastard!”


  Stefan yanked his hand away from her as though he had been burned, a strange expression coming over his face. Just as Ranelle brought her bare foot back, intent on kicking the man’s teeth in, a scream shattered the noise of the tavern.


  Liana.


  The room went silent as all attention was riveted on her. Ranelle held her breath while she watched the raven-headed man rush back into the tavern, trying to force his way through the crowd toward Liana.


  “The Sorcerer’s devils!” shouted a woman. “They be coming for us!”


  Everything seemed to slow down to Ranelle, even as chaos erupted in the tavern and irani shrieks filled the air. Her first instinct was to go to Liana, but Ranelle’s senses told her that her halia was safe with the dark stranger, and that Liana would escape.


  An even stronger emotion seared Ranelle as flames spread through the room and irani landed on the rooftop—


  The Sorcerer had come early for her and her halias.


  Ranelle knees threatened to give out and she coughed as her lungs filled with smoke. Before she had the chance to scramble down from the platform, strong arms grabbed her legs and flung her over a massive shoulder.


  


  Chapter Two


  


  Ranelle fought her rising panic as she hung over the muscled shoulder of the man who had grabbed her from the dancing platform. As her rescuer worked his way through the tavern’s screaming mob, she coughed from the smoke, struggling to breathe. Her hair covered her face, her eyes burned and watered, and she could scarcely think in all the commotion.


  The heat of the fire grew more intense, but the man slipped through unseen gaps in the crowd, as silent and swift as a spirit in the mist. Ranelle’s nose was pressed against his tunic, and even through the acrid stench of smoke she caught his masculine smell along with the scent of pine and forest breezes. His body felt warm and solid against her own softness, and despite the terror of the fire she felt safe—that she could trust this man.


  Without a doubt, Ranelle knew this was the man who had been watching her.


  Thumps on the tavern rooftop jarred Ranelle, sending new bursts of fear through her. The Sorcerer’s beasts were so close they might pluck her through holes they now tore in the ceiling and carry her away. Irani shrieks split the night as Ranelle and the man neared the door of the tavern. His hold around her hips grew tighter yet, as though he had heard her frightened thoughts.


  The man plunged out of the tavern and into the chaotic night. Ranelle breathed in the clear air and with one hand shoved her hair from her eyes, trying to see what was happening. Flames from the burning tavern illuminated the village—and lit upl a winged beast heading straight at them.


  “Watch out!” Ranelle screamed.


  Before the words were even out of her mouth, the man had crouched in a fluid motion, dodging the flying creature. In a flash he set her on the ground several feet from the tavern. “Stay,” he commanded, his sapphire eyes seizing her, his voice deep and captivating.


  For a moment Ranelle remained motionless, mesmerized by the masculine beauty of the man as he slid his bow from his shoulder, nocked a feathered arrow into it, and pointed it toward the oncoming irani. His cheekbones were high, his jaw strong and his lips firm. Golden hair flowed down his back, and his sleeveless tunic displayed powerful biceps that rippled as he drew the bow in a movement so smooth that it appeared effortless.


  His aim was true and the beast shrieked and tumbled to the ground. He nocked another arrow to his bow as more winged creatures circled the tavern and flew toward them, as though aware of Ranelle’s presence.


  The realization snapped Ranelle from her fascination with her rescuer. She was putting him in danger by being there.


  She had to sneak away without the beasts seeing her. Had to get to the cottage to warn Tierra.


  Blocking her thoughts and mind with her tightest control, Ranelle eased to her feet and slipped into a darkened alleyway. Worn cobblestones were rough beneath her bare feet as she headed down the road, a cool breeze chilling her through her thin gown. She took great gulps of fresh air, her heart pounding as she hurried and tried to stay out of the moonlight and cling to the shadows as long as she could.


  When she could no longer remain in the protection of the darkened village streets, she began to run, knowing that she could now be clearly seen in the moonlit night. In no time she reached the path to their seaside cottage where sharp rocks bit into her tender soles. Mindless of the pain, Ranelle ran faster, her breasts bouncing and her feet flying.


  Screams and shouts still came from the village, but they were distant now, almost drowned out by the sound of waves crashing against the shore below the path. She hoped she had been right about the dark stranger she had seen near Liana, and prayed the man had rescued her halia and would ensure her safety.


  Ranelle wiped the back of her hand against her soot-covered cheek and tried to quell the fear surging through her soul.


  Almost to the cottage. Almost to Tierra.


  An irani shriek came from behind Ranelle, so close it chilled her very marrow.


  Terror flooded her in icy wave after icy wave. She paused to look over her shoulder—


  Only to see one of the winged beasts behind her.


  Oh gods. What had she been thinking? She’d led the irani straight toward Tierra.


  Ranelle screamed and dodged the creature.


  Ground gave from beneath her feet.


  Another scream tore from her throat as she tumbled down the steep hillside toward the shore below. Dirt and sand filled her mouth as she fought to grab onto anything to slow her descent.


  Everything slid by in a blur. Clothing ripped. Her skin burned.


  For an instant she was airborne—almost as though she was flying—and then she slammed onto the sand, flat on her back. She couldn’t breathe—the very air knocked from her lungs.


  Stunned, she lay on the sand, her body aching and burning. But as she saw the irani circling above, a burst of fear gave her the strength to move. As she spat sand and dirt from her mouth, Ranelle scrambled to her feet. She had to get out of the open—but to where?


  The irani shrieked again, spurring Ranelle forward. Her feet sank into sand as she ran, the shore’s rainbow hues glittering in the moonlight. Wind lifted her hair and rushed through the tears in her clothing. Even in her panic, she realized her gown had been shredded in the fall.


  Skin on her back began to crawl and she chanced a glance over her shoulder.


  The beast was mere feet from her, its talons outstretched.


  Ranelle screamed and stumbled over a chunk of driftwood.


  Claws clamped around her shoulders and lifted her into the air.


  * * * * *


  Jalen dispatched the last of the irani bastards, slung his bow over his shoulder and turned to find Ranelle—gone.


  Shock rendered him near speechless. Had she ignored his command? The power in his voice had never failed him before.


  “Goddess bless,” he muttered at he searched the throng of villagers with his senses. How had she vanished without his knowledge? Even if someone had plucked her from the street, he should have known instantly.


  The shriek of an irani advancing on its prey echoed from outside Fiorn, followed by a feminine scream. Jalen’s blood heated.


  Ranelle.


  He dodged through the crowded village streets on feet as swift and silent as the wind.


  Jalen wasted no time chastising himself for his failure, instead concentrating on reaching Ranelle before the irani did. In a matter of moments he arrived at the path to the women’s cottage.


  His heart nearly ceased to beat.


  The irani had already snatched Ranelle from the shore. It held her tight in its claws and was bearing her toward the Sorcerer’s fortress. The loathsome beast was too high in the air for Jalen to risk shooting down without the chance that the maiden would fall to her death.


  Pain wrenched his chest—a pain unlike any he had felt before. By the goddess’s gifts, why did this defeat tear at him so? Had Ranelle somehow bewitched him?


  A light sweat broke out on his golden skin, despite the night’s chill. Jalen clenched and unclenched his fists, sucking in the sea’s briny air and trying to clear his thoughts as he watched Ranelle’s and the irani’s forms grow further away. The confusion that clouded Jalen’s senses was alien to him, and he sought to comprehend its meaning with every fiber of his being.


  The enrli symbol at his forehead and the one above his cock flared with sudden heat.


  Blood rushed through his head as he understood.


  Ranelle was his heartmate.


  And he had just allowed the Sorcerer to capture her.


  * * * * *


  A steady dripping sound echoed in Ranelle’s mind. Her head throbbed and her body ached as she blinked and attempted to place the sound. She couldn’t hear the ocean, or the sounds of her halias stirring in their cottage.


  Dark—everything was so dark. Surely she must be dreaming. In this nightmare she was shackled, her hands high above her head, her legs spread wide.


  As her eyes became accustomed to the darkness, walls came into focus. Walls made of crumbling stone and moss. And in the midst of the stone was a door. A wooden door with iron bars across a small window. She glanced at her clothing to see her normally sparkling gishla gown filthy and torn, exposing her breasts and almost falling from her body.


  Ranelle shook her head, trying to shatter the nightmare, but the motion only made the throb in her head increase to a fierce pounding. The dripping noise continued, each drop like hammer against stone to her aching head. A stench nearly overwhelmed her senses, the malodor of human waste and rotting food, and smoke on her clothing. Her stomach churned and she fought against the bile rising in her throat.


  A flicker of remembrance came to her—she had been running from…an irani.


  Her skin chilled and her heart moved to her throat as the memory returned. The beast’s talons clamping onto her shoulders, snatching her up, and carrying her to Zanden’s fortress.


  Ah, gods. Ranelle sagged against her bonds. The heavy chains rattled in the eerie silence, the cold metal cutting into her soft flesh.


  The sound of boots against stone rang out, and Ranelle’s attention snapped toward the noise. The lump in her throat grew larger and her limbs trembled as she tried to straighten and prepare to face whoever—or whatever—might come through the door.


  Light glowed outside her prison, becoming stronger and stronger as the boot steps came closer and then stopped before her door. A shadow wavered, followed by a rattle and a thump, and then hinges creaked as the door swung slowly outward.


  Ranelle held her breath as a shadowy form stepped into the room…a large form, most certainly a man. She blinked against the light, unable to make out the man’s features. A harsh scent, like burnt sugar, stung her nose as he settled the torch in a wall bracket and then turned to her. The stench was somehow familiar.


  She tried to swallow but her mouth was too dry. The man gave her a sardonic smile, and she saw that he would easily be considered handsome if not for the evil glint in his black eyes. Dark hair reached his shoulders and he was clothed from head to toe in black leather.


  The man gave a soft laugh. “How you have grown, little magpie.”


  Magpie? Ranelle’s eyes widened as she sought to make sense of what he had said. The name sounded almost familiar, as though a tiny part of her memory recognized it. “Who are you?” she asked, her words dry and rasping.


  He gave an arrogant smile. “Most people call me Zanden.”


  A low moan escaped Ranelle’s lips, the ache in her head increasing.


  The Sorcerer.


  With a smirk he stepped closer and Ranelle fought to keep from flinching. His sickening burnt sugar odor almost caused her to gag. She gasped as he reached up, caressed her exposed breast and ran his thumb over her nipple, and it hardened in response.


  Mortified from her body’s reaction, Ranelle tried to draw away, but could not so much as move as tight as her bonds were. “S-stop,” she said, heat rushing to her face.


  He chuckled as he came even closer, brought his free hand to her other breast, and stroked both her nipples. “Ah, but you seem desperate for attention. Stop? Are you certain?”


  Revulsion flooded her, so intense it radiated from her very being. She had to make him stop. But how could she, without her dance?


  A flash of memory came to her, of her anger with Stefan and him snatching his hand away.


  Perhaps she did not need her dance after all.


  Using all her focus, she called upon her magic, hoping it would work even though she had no way to move. The power stirred within her chest, spiraling into a tight knot ’til she released it, allowing it to flow through her body in a burst of heat.


  The Sorcerer’s hands stilled on her breasts and he frowned. Ranelle struggled to maintain her concentration while blocking her mind to him, trying to force the beast to release her.


  Zanden’s eyes narrowed. Ranelle almost went limp with relief as he stepped back, dropping his arms to his sides. “Your thoughts…why am I blind to you?” he murmured. “You don’t have your mother’s powers…yet the time draws near.”


  Ranelle swallowed, hard. “Mother’s powers?”


  “Later.” The Sorcerer gave a slight shake of his head, his ebony hair brushing his shoulders. “Where is my destined mate? What do you know of the Tanzinite maiden?”


  With effort, Ranelle worked to keep her focus while continuing to mask her thoughts. “I have no knowledge of where Liana might be.”


  “And the redheaded wench?” Zanden grated his teeth, loud enough for Ranelle to hear.


  A flare of relief went through Ranelle at the knowledge that neither of her halias had been captured. She raised her chin and glared at the Sorcerer. “Even if I knew where either of my heart-sisters were, I would never tell you.”


  To her surprise, the Sorcerer smiled—yet it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “It shall be a pleasure to tame you, little magpie.”


  He raised his hand and made a pinching gesture in the air. Pain shot through Ranelle’s breast, as though cruel fingers had twisted her nipple. With a gasp, she pulled back against her bonds.


  Zanden chuckled and grabbed the torch from its bracket. “Sleep well.” In the next moment he vanished through the doorway, the door closing behind him with an unseen force. A grating noise told her the door had been locked from the outside. The room grew darker as the torchlight faded, the Sorcerer’s boot steps growing fainter as he strode away.


  For one moment she wondered if she should have stayed near the golden-haired man who had been following her, protecting her, and who had saved her from the fire. Perhaps she had been foolish to try to reach Tierra on her own. But Ranelle knew she would do it again.


  Only the next time she would run faster. The next time she would better shield her mind so that the irani could not follow her.


  Darkness became complete in her cell, and the cold reality of her situation closed in on her. Clenching her eyes tight, Ranelle willed away the tears that pricked the back of her eyes and threatened to overcome her.


  By all the gods and their mothers, she would not cry.


  Somehow, someway, she would escape.


  * * * * *


  The flap of wings and the soft call of the nordai alerted Jalen to Toen’s approach. Within moments the rare white raven transformed into his usual form of a white wolf, coming to rest at Jalen’s boots.


  Jalen gave a quick nod to the Overseer and began jogging down the sandy shore toward Zanden’s fortress, his bow and quiver bouncing against his back. The wolf easily kept pace, loping at Jalen’s heels.


  Aric sent you? Jalen asked Toen in thought.


  Aye, the Overseer responded, his vivid blue eyes meeting Jalen’s as they went. The King has the Tanzinite maid and is en route to the Bewitching Pool. If all goes as Yanea foretold, King Aric shall be taking Liana to Seraphine.


  That is good. Jalen’s boots barely made an imprint in the sand as he ran. His gaze constantly searched the horizon, his senses seeking signs of anything out of the norm in the moonlit night. Waves crashed against the shore, the thrum of the Mairi Sea in tune with the beating of his heart.


  I will assist you in your quest to retrieve the Nordain maid, Toen told Jalen. It is best that the King be alone with the Tanzinite.


  You have my gratitude. Without his mention of it, Jalen had no doubt that Toen would somehow know that Ranelle was Jalen’s heartmate. The Overseer seemed to have knowledge of all that transpired, and was always where he was most needed.


  Jalen pressed forward. Even running at his top speed, it would be a day at best before he reached Zanden’s fortress, more likely two. Unfortunately he could not fly as the Nordain, and he would be forced to scale the sheer rock surrounding the Sorcerer’s realm.


  He would retrieve Ranelle and take her with him to Seraphine.


  No matter the cost or the consequences.


  * * * * *


  The man smiled as he brushed his lips against Ranelle’s. So soft and sensual. When he pulled away, a symbol at his forehead flared and glittered a deep sapphire, the color matching the blue of his eyes. His scent of earth and pine enveloped her as he held her in his powerful arms.


  She slid her hands into his golden hair, the feel of it like silk against her fingertips. As she pulled his head down, she reached up and pressed her mouth to his. Only this time the kiss was frantic, urgent, fueled by her incredible need for him…


  A gentle tug on her nipple caused Ranelle to stir from her dream. She was lying on her back in a bed, and her body felt heavy, weighted down. But at the same time it was as though she floated on a cloud, its softness surrounding her like a cocoon.


  Ranelle moaned as she fought the hazy drugged feeling, and with effort struggled to open her eyes. So heavy. She could not move, yet wanton feelings stirred within, her body growing incredibly aroused.


  Don’t fight it. It’s a dream. An erotic dream.


  Sweet scents, like jasmine and brandy, surrounded Ranelle. Hands began stroking her shoulders, her belly, her hips. A light pressure forced her thighs apart, and she gasped as something stroked her clit.


  And in that instant she realized it was no dream.


  With everything she had, Ranelle forced her eyes opened.


  Through her blurred vision, she saw three naked women touching her, and then she realized her own clothing was gone.


  Who are these women? Where am I?


  Ranelle’s mind was blank, as though her memories were erased, and she could barely remember her own name. Her mouth and throat were so dry that she couldn’t speak, her mouth opening and closing like a fish in the Mairi Sea.


  Yet somehow she knew this wasn’t right. She should not be here with these women. Her instincts told her to fight, but those same instincts told her she had been drugged and there was nothing she could do to stop them.


  “What…” Ranelle finally got out.


  “The maiden awakes.” A beautiful blonde smiled as she stroked Ranelle’s body.


  “No—I—” Ranelle could not fight sensations building in her, anymore than she could raise her heavy limbs.


  What were these women doing to her?


  “Shhh, Ranelle,” murmured another blonde. “Enjoy.”


  Tighter and tighter the feeling wound inside Ranelle. A vision of a golden-haired man filled her mind. She could see him sliding between her thighs, and could feel his large cock as he thrust in to her and fucked her again and again.


  Ranelle’s orgasm exploded within her, and she cried out. Bright flashes of light sparkled behind her eyes as she shuddered with wave after wave of her climax. Blood rushed in her head, making her dizzy with its intensity.


  The women giggled and drew Ranelle up in the massive bed. “Come, Ranelle,” said a dark-skinned brunette. “It is time for your bath.”


  Before she knew what was happening, they had her out of bed and were helping her toward a sunken bath in the corner of the enormous room. Ranelle’s mind spun and her limbs were so weak she could scarcely walk, much less pull away.


  As the laughing women coaxed her to the bath, Ranelle tried to determine where she was. Her thoughts were clouded, as though something blocked her memories.


  They managed to get her down the stone steps and onto a bench in the warm water that reached her nipples. Between the drug weighting her body and the orgasm, Ranelle couldn’t help but relax, melting into the heat of the bath as the three women laughed and splashed in the water.


  The bath filled with bubbles as the women began scrubbing Ranelle’s body and hair with a cleansing plant and a soap that smelled of sandalwood. Slowly her mind and body began to return to normal, the drugged haze lifting from her consciousness, yet her memories remained tucked away from her grasp. The three women chatted so much that Ranelle couldn’t begin to get a word in to ask where she was.


  “I’m Cind,” one of the blondes said as she finished washing Ranelle’s hair. She scooted onto the bench beside Ranelle. Cind had the largest breasts Ranelle had ever seen.


  The smaller-breasted blonde moved to Ranelle’s other side. “My name’s Ritt.” She pointed to the sultry-eyed brunette. “She’s Tiali.” Ritt rolled her eyes. “Right now she’s Z’s favorite fuck.”


  Tiali smiled and licked her bottom lip as her sensual gaze focused on Ranelle.


  Cind’s green eyes glittered as she cupped Ranelle’s breast in one hand and flicked her nipple, causing it to bead at once.


  Ranelle’s throat worked and she pulled away, only to have Ritt stroke her other breast.


  “No.” The word came out of Ranelle so loudly that the women stopped and stared at her. “I—I need to know what is going on.” Her voice grew stronger as she spoke. “Where am I? And who are you people?”


  “Good morning, magpie.” A masculine voice interrupted, the smell of burnt sugar filling the room.


  Chills shot through Ranelle as she turned to meet the man’s black gaze, and her heart dropped.


  Zanden.


  Memories flooded her, almost overwhelming her in their intensity. Her heart-sisters. The irani spiriting her away. The Sorcerer coming to her dungeon cell and fondling her.


  And the complete wrongness of his callous touch.


  Once again, his smell triggered something in her memories. Something she couldn’t quite grasp.


  The three women squealed with delight at the Sorcerer’s presence. They climbed out of the bath and ran to Zanden’s side, their breasts bouncing and naked, wet skin glistening in the room’s soft light.


  A smile flittered across the Sorcerer’s face when Ranelle lowered herself in the water, covering herself in the bubbles, as though that might hide her nakedness from him.


  “You enjoyed my wenches’ talents.” Zanden stepped closer, and Ranelle flinched as he crouched beside the bath and added, “Time to experience mine.”


  


  Chapter Three


  


  At the base of the cliffs below the Sorcerer’s fortress, Jalen melted into the shadows and waited for the irani to circle past. It was early morning, the sun just warming the coast of the Mairi Sea, and a light wind had kicked up. The Elvin warrior and Toen the Overseer had been traveling two nights and a day, and planned to reach the fortress by this evening.


  When the irani vanished from sight, Toen took flight as a white nordai to scout the skies and the fortress. The sky and her heart are yours, my brother, he told Jalen as he vanished over the precipice.


  May the goddess be with you, Jalen returned.


  His gaze turned to the spikes thrusting from the perimeter of the fortress. From Jalen’s position at the base of the cliff, an ordinary man would not see the shriveled heads of Zanden’s betrayers speared upon the many spikes.


  With little thought to his own safety, he began scaling the cliff, confident in his ability to reach the top without mishap. The task would be far more difficult once he rescued Ranelle and had to descend the sheer wall carrying her weight.


  His muscles flexed as he climbed, one handhold and one foothold at a time. Sharp rocks dug into his palms and through the soles of his soft boots, yet the pain was nothing more than a minor discomfort. The air smelled of the ocean, but it was tainted with the potent stench of evil emanating from Zanden’s realm.


  While one part of him concentrated on moving stealthily up the cliff, the other part of Jalen’s thoughts focused on Ranelle and devising a plan to retrieve her from the Sorcerer’s grasp. Jalen could not help but think of the dark-haired beauty whose presence had called to him in both a primal and spiritual way. Yet how was it that he had not recognized her as his heartmate ’til she had been snatched from his protection?


  With his highly attuned senses, Jalen felt the approach of another irani as it circled the fortress on its patrol. The Elvin warrior pressed himself close to the cliff side, his muscles straining with the effort to meld as one with the rock.


  As he waited for the irani to pass, Jalen’s thoughts turned to Ranelle and the danger she now faced. If the prophecy in the Chronicles held true, Zanden planned to mate with her—no matter that she was of his own blood.


  Or perhaps because of it.


  It took more effort than he was accustomed to, but Jalen forced down the heat in his gut at the thought of the Sorcerer touching such a loving soul as Ranelle. The fact that she was Jalen’s heartmate made the battle for control over his emotions far more difficult than normal.


  When the irani vanished from sight, Jalen again began climbing the cliff. Wind buffeted him, as though testing his abilities and his determination. He pressed on, stirring nary a loose stone. His intense desire to retrieve the maid before the Sorcerer defiled her gave him strength and energy beyond those that were inherent in his Elvin blood.


  Jalen did not question the goddess’s wisdom in granting him a heartmate not of his own kind. Nor did doubt enter his mind on the outcome of his quest—he would retrieve Ranelle and return to Seraphine with her at his side. The fact that he would be the first Elvin male to mate with a Nordain was certain to cause a stir within the Council, but it mattered not.


  Damn the consequences, Ranelle would be his.


  * * * * *


  Don’t touch me, don’t touch me, don’t touch me! The chant sang through Ranelle’s mind as she stared at the Sorcerer who crouched beside the bathing tub. Beneath the bubbles she moved her hands in a rhythmic motion, adding to the strength of the magic burning in her breast.


  As she released the power, Zanden cocked his head and frowned. The women at his side stopped giggling and fawning over the Sorcerer, puzzled looks crossing their beautiful faces.


  Ranelle’s heart raced, but she didn’t dare stop focusing on her magic.


  “Not yet,” Zanden murmured, as though to himself. “But soon, I will possess you. All of you, my lovely Ranelle.”


  The calm and certainty in his voice sent chills through Ranelle, almost causing her to falter in her concentration.


  “Get the wench out of the bath.” Zanden stood and reached for Tiali, caressing her taut nipples, his large hand pale against her dark skin that was still wet from the bath. “Prepare her to sup with me this evening.”


  He lowered his head and kissed the brunette, running his tongue along her lips and then delving inside. As he raised his head, Tiali smiled.


  Revulsion slammed into Ranelle, so forceful that she all but forgot to continue working her magic. Zanden turned his black gaze on her as she renewed the chant in her mind and focused on keeping him at bay. Something in the back of her consciousness told her that her disgust stemmed from more than him being the Sorcerer, but the knowledge was held just outside her grasp.


  And she knew with everything inside her that she had to escape him as soon as possible.


  Tiali moaned while Zanden licked each of her nipples with long strokes of his tongue and slid his hand between her thighs and into her slit. Cind and Ritt stood to each side of the Sorcerer and rubbed his cock through his breeches. He didn’t seem to mind that they were both still dripping from their baths.


  “Allow me to suck your cock,” Cind begged as she pressed her large breasts against Zanden’s shoulder.


  Ritt glared at Cind. “It’s my turn to drink his seed.”


  Zanden withdrew his fingers from Tiali’s wetness, lifted his head from her breasts, and backed away, causing her to give a frustrated whimper. “On your knees, Cind,” he commanded. When she complied, he said, “Finish Tiali’s pleasure. Then you may assist her in preparing the maid for me.”


  With a satisfied smile, Cind buried her face between Tiali’s thighs and licked her clit while Ritt fondled and suckled Tiali’s nipples.


  The Sorcerer paused beside the bath, his gaze holding Ranelle’s. “I shall be the first and only man to touch you.” He raised his hand and licked each of the fingers that had stroked Tiali, and then murmured, “Yes. This eve I shall feast on you, my little magpie.”


  Ranelle’s heart thundered in her ears as she watched Zanden stride toward a door, leaving the malodor of burnt sugar in his wake. He paused before the entrance and muttered a word beneath his breath. It silently eased open and he left the chamber. The door made no sound as it closed behind him, and Ranelle realized it must be magically locked. Perhaps she could find some way to make her escape through it.


  “Harder!” Tiali cried, drawing Ranelle’s attention. “Suck me harder!”


  An odd fascination came over Ranelle as she watched Cind dig her fingernails into Tiali’s buttocks and lick her clit. Ritt made hungry mewling sounds as she sucked Tiali’s nipples while caressing her own clit. Tiali’s head was thrown back, her eyes closed as she clenched her hands in Ritt’s hair and moaned.


  Ranelle could not help but watch as Tiali’s body trembled and perspiration broke out upon her dark skin. The woman’s eyes flew open and she screamed as her body shuddered and vibrated with her orgasm. Ritt cried out with her own climax only moments later.


  Dropping her gaze to the bath, Ranelle realized the water had gone tepid, and goose bumps had erupted on her skin. Smells of sex and jasmine surrounded her, mingling with the sandalwood scent of the cleansing gel.


  Hands grabbed her wrists and Ranelle gasped as Ritt and Cind pulled her from the bath.


  “You will come to love our master, as we do,” Tiali said as Ranelle stepped onto the flagstones.


  Ranelle shivered as the cool air met her chilled skin. “I think not.”


  “Zanden is such an incredible fuck.” Tiali began drying Ranelle with a soft towel. “His touch, his mouth, his massive cock—there is no lover like the Sorcerer on all of Dair.”


  “I can dry myself.” Ranelle backed up from Tiali, but stumbled into Cind.


  The three women giggled and began fondling Ranelle, caressing her breasts, belly and thighs.


  “No,” Ranelle insisted as she tried to pull away, but they only laughed as though she hadn’t meant what she had said.


  Ranelle clenched her teeth and called upon her magic. Power blossomed inside her, growing greater and greater in its intensity. Warmth poured through her limbs as she released the spell.


  The trio froze and looked at Ranelle, confusion upon their faces.


  A thought occurred to Ranelle at that same moment—if she could control these women enough to make them stop touching her, could she use her magic to command them in different ways? Perhaps get them to help her escape?


  “I do not think the maid deserves pleasure,” Ritt muttered as she rose to her feet, glaring at Ranelle.


  Tiali backed away. The woman narrowed her gaze, studying Ranelle, as though she knew what Ranelle had done.


  “It is certain she is not worthy of our master’s cock,” Cind said with a scowl.


  “Nevertheless,” Ranelle began as she tried to keep her voice from wavering, “once Zanden takes me to his bed, he will be finished with all of you.”


  Ritt clenched her fists. “You lie!”


  “He would never discard us,” Cind said, her blue eyes flaming, “for the likes of you.”


  Tiali folded her arms, cocked her head, and continued staring at Ranelle.


  Swallowing hard, Ranelle focused on letting the magic ease from her body, lending strength to her words. “I do not wish for this. But I am a Seer and I know this will come to pass unless you help me.”


  “How?” Tiali raised a delicate eyebrow as she finally spoke. “He would behead each of us if he learned we dared to defy him. Our heads would be mounted outside with the rest of the traitors.”


  Even as Ranelle’s gut churned at the mental image of Tiali’s words, the slight glimmer of hope grew stronger within Ranelle’s breast, enhancing her power. “Do you have any of the elixir you used to drug me?”


  Tiali nodded, her full lips pursed in consideration. “Yes. Zanden gave it to us when you were brought in this morning.”


  “Give the elixir to me.” Ranelle drew the towel tight around herself as the plan formed and grew in her mind. “I will make sure none of you can be blamed by Zanden for my escape.”


  * * * * *


  Ignoring the ache in his muscles from countless hours spent scaling the cliff, Jalen drew himself higher, closer to the precipice. Wind from the oncoming storm continued to blast into him, testing his strength and his abilities. Darkness crowded in on him, the swirling thunderclouds blocking the sun’s waning light.


  If he should slip, his many years upon this world would end upon the jagged rocks below. Yet he held no fear for himself. His only concern was that he save his heartmate from a fate worse than death—from being forced to mate with the Sorcerer and bear his spawn.


  By the time Jalen reached Ranelle, the storm would be in full force, making their escape that much more difficult. If only she knew her heritage and had been prepared… But it would be too risky to attempt the change in such powerful winds without the necessary skills and training.


  Despite the darkness, Jalen knew he was close to the top of the cliff. The stench of evil had grown stronger with each fraction he gained in his climb.


  Jalen’s senses alerted him to Toen’s approach before the Overseer silently landed on a nearby ledge in his bird form.


  A cave lies just above, Toen told Jalen in thought. It will serve as suitable shelter ’til the storm passes.


  I cannot wait out the storm before I rescue the maid. Jalen pulled himself up higher, disregarding the pain lancing through his shredded fingers and blood oozing down his wrists. She needs me now.


  Toen’s mind-sigh seeped into Jalen’s thoughts. As you wish, my brother.


  Wind slammed into Jalen, forcing him to cling to the wall and halting his progress. A waterfall of stones showered down the cliff, within inches of his face. He paused as one of the falling rocks sliced his temple, then continued his trek, heedless of the pain. Mere feet, and he would reach the top.


  And then he would find Ranelle.


  * * * * *


  The sky outside the fortress window had darkened from storm clouds by the time Ranelle was prepared to flee. She took one last look into the blackness as she belted the tunic tight over the breeches Tiali had charmed off a servant, and Ranelle hoped the pants wouldn’t drop to her knees during her escape. The boots Ritt and Cind had stolen from the men’s barracks were large on Ranelle’s feet, but they would do for the time being. She would need their protection in scaling the rock wall surrounding the fortress.


  At her waist hung a rope that Tiali had found for Ranelle to use in descending the cliff. Her long hair was braided, the end tied-off with a strip of cloth and hidden beneath her tunic. If she was fortunate, at a distance she might be taken for a man.


  The drug had finally worn off completely, and Ranelle’s senses told her it was safe to leave the room. She paused to look over her shoulder at the three women who were curled up on the bed, still naked and fast asleep. Ranelle only hoped she hadn’t given them too much of the potion, and that it would prevent them from remembering anything about her disappearance ’til the Sorcerer’s ire had died.


  Ranelle’s heart pounded as she approached the door and whispered, “Niama,” praying that Tiali had given her the correct magical password. To her relief, the door silently swung inward.


  She stole into the darkened hallway, and the door quietly shut behind her. Bearing to the left as Cind had instructed, Ranelle moved toward the light at the end of the hallway. It would be Zanden’s suppertime soon, and all the servants were supposed to be in the kitchen seeing to his meal. According to Ritt, the Sorcerer was having an extravagant dinner prepared to go along with the evening’s activities he had planned for Ranelle.


  Her gut churned at the thought and she had to fight the instinct to run as fast as she could rather than move as stealthily as possible. She reached a set of stone steps at the end of the hallway, just as Cind had told her there would be. A torch was mounted in a bracket, its flames spitting and hissing in the quiet.


  Wind wailed through cracks in the stone walls, the eerie sound sending shivers along Ranelle’s spine. The rope slapping her thigh, she hurried down the stairs trying to keep her boots from clomping. Every slight sound was loud and harsh to her ears and she feared Zanden could hear her from his chamber.


  The twists and turns seemed endless. If it were not for her keen memory and her confidence in having remembered the exact directions, Ranelle would have thought herself lost long before she finally reached the dungeons and the door leading to the outside.


  Just as she grasped the handle, Ranelle’s senses spun as the knowledge hit her—


  The Sorcerer had discovered her missing.


  Terror clawed its way up her throat and she struggled to force it back down. With a deep breath she opened the door that led to freedom.


  Wind blasted into Ranelle, so fierce and cold that she stumbled back. She regained her balance and plunged into the swirling darkness, shutting the dungeon door tight behind her.


  As she fought to gain her bearings, wind and rain pelted her face. A flash of lightning illuminated her surroundings and her breath caught. Three steps farther and she would have stumbled over the precipice. The crack of thunder rattled her soul and her spirits sank as she realized it was too dark to make her way without plunging to her death from the cliffs.


  Might death be better than what she would be forced to do with the Sorcerer?


  Decidedly, yes.


  With renewed determination, she started to remove the rope from her waist. Lightning flashed, illuminating a shriveled head mounted upon a spear.


  Ranelle opened her mouth to scream. From out of the storm, a hand clapped over her mouth from behind her, choking off the cry. The rope dropped to her feet.


  A strong arm wrapped around her waist and held her prisoner.


  


  Chapter Four


  


  While the storm lashed the night, terror made Ranelle go rigid as she was pressed tight to a massive chest, a large hand firm over her mouth.


  “Shhh,” a deep male voice murmured in her ear, the warmth of his breath licking through her. “You have yet to earn your wings, fledgling.”


  That voice. Where had she heard it before?


  I am Jalen, the man said in her thoughts, startling her further. Only Liana had ever spoken in Ranelle’s mind before. I have come to rescue you.


  Jalen—this was the man who had followed her in the village. The realization came to her in a warm wave that momentarily erased the cold bite of the storm. This was the same man who had rescued her from the burning tavern. And the same man she had run away from to warn Tierra.


  Aye. Jalen released his hold on Ranelle’s mouth, turned her in his arms and pressed her tight along his length. And a merry chase you have led me on.


  Another flash of lightning illuminated his chiseled features. Thunder rumbled as every thought fled her mind. She stared up at him, lost in his devastating smile, and those firm, sensuous lips. He was drenched, as she was, rain coating his handsome face, his sleeveless tunic clinging to his muscular body. Cuts bled on his powerful biceps, yet seemed to already be healing. Another scrape was at his temple, and something blue glittered at his forehead.


  How had she not sensed this man’s approach?


  Jalen took her face between his hands and brushed his lips over hers. The slight contact took Ranelle’s breath away.


  When he withdrew, she saw that his fingers and wrists were covered with wounds. “You are hurt,” she said, reaching out and cradling one of his injured hands in her palms.


  It is nothing. All will be healed by morning. He smiled, but then urgency replaced the gentleness in his voice. We must seek shelter. His words brought her back to reality and the imminent danger threatening them both.


  Ranelle’s senses flared, and she could feel the Sorcerer’s wrath as he searched the fortress with his mind. Soon he would begin to hunt for her outside in the storm.


  Jalen led her to the edge of the cliff, where a glittering rope was already secured around a massive rock that jutted up like a granite finger. Climb on my back, he instructed as he crouched.


  After only a moment’s hesitation, Ranelle complied, wrapping her arms and legs tight around the man, beside his bow and quiver.


  With incredible masculine grace and ease, Jalen grabbed the rope and began descending, as though he bore no weight but his own. Her wet body pressed against his, and she was amazed as his warmth seeped through her clothing, chasing away the chill.


  Irani shrieks echoed through the stormy night, and Ranelle knew the Sorcerer had released all his beasts in search of her.


  While Jalen scaled the cliff, lowering them on the shimmering rope, he replied, Aye. He has sent his irani along with the sum of his Nordain followers. Jalen’s voice was calm in her mind, as though he and Ranelle had not a concern in the world.


  Another flash illuminated the skies and Ranelle gasped at the sight of countless irani circling above—along with smaller winged creatures, most likely traitorous Nordain warriors in their raven forms.


  Hold tight, Jalen commanded as he paused in their descent, resting his feet on a narrow shelf. And do not make a sound.


  Ranelle gripped him harder, and then almost screamed as Jalen jumped from his perch and swung straight toward the cliff wall. She buried her face against his shoulder and clung to him, a prayer to the gods ringing in her head.


  Jalen couldn’t help but smile as he swung them toward the cave Toen had earlier discovered in the cliff side. When they reached the hidden entrance, Jalen landed lightly in a crouch. Smells of old irani dung and ancient dust met his nose, and Ranelle sneezed.


  Still holding the rope, he eased Ranelle from his back and faced the opening. He murmured a soft command, and the magical rope released its hold on the rock above. It returned to him, landing in a sodden, glittering pile at his feet.


  He wondered where Toen was sheltering from the storm, but he did not have time to dwell upon it. Jalen raised his hand, his palm facing out. Golden light glimmered at the cave’s mouth, and then they were enshrouded in darkness. The invisible wall of protection would shield them from the storm, and hide them from the irani and the Sorcerer.


  Ranelle’s soft gasp came from behind him, and he realized she could not see in the dark as he could. He turned to her and held out one hand. A ball of light sparkled in his palm, the golden glow flickering and illuminating Ranelle’s wide silver eyes. With a slight movement, he encouraged the ball to float to the ceiling where it melded with a rock, its radiance enough to lend gentle luminosity to the small cave.


  Her eyes followed the glow, and then returned to him. Jalen watched as her throat worked, and a nervous flutter began at the base of her neck.


  He needed to touch her, feel her, consume her. To bury his cock inside her hot core. Yet he would go slow. “Do not fear me, fledgling.”


  She lifted her chin and her eyes narrowed. “I am not afraid of you.”


  With a smile he raised his hand and caressed the soft skin along her jaw. “That pleases my heart.”


  A shudder passed through Ranelle, and for an instant she closed her eyes, pressing her cheek into his palm. But then her eyes flew open. She stepped away from his touch and watched him.


  His muscles flexed as he slid his carved bow and quiver from his shoulder, and laid them carefully on the cave’s floor. The feathers on his arrows were the same color as his clothing…changing colors, blending in with their surroundings.


  “Who are you?” she asked, narrowing her eyes, obviously unsure of whether or not she would receive a truthful answer.


  “I am a Seraphine warrior, servant to Queen Yanea and the goddess.” He looked into her silver eyes and he saw disbelief in their depths.


  “Seraphine?” She said the word slowly, as though afraid it might burst upon her tongue. “You are telling me you are Elvin?”


  He smiled and she gasped as he caused the enrli symbol on his forehead to glitter. “Aye.”


  Mesmerized by the enrli, Ranelle reached up and outlined it with her fingertips, sending a shudder of longing through him. His cock hardened and he yearned to be deep within her.


  “It sends tingles through my hand to my body,” she murmured. “I saw this in my dream. What is it?”


  Ah, ’tis good, Jalen thought to himself. Ranelle would not realize the significance of her dream, but he did. Only a heartmate would see another’s enrli in such a night vision. It was a sign of the goddess’s approval.


  Her fingers moved to a cut along his brow, one of his many from the climb up the cliff. “Does this hurt?”


  “As I said, all will be healed by morn.” Jalen clenched his fists at his sides, holding himself back from stripping off her clothing and fucking her. To Hades with ceremony and tradition. If she continued her innocent touching, he might lose control, and that was something he had never done.


  Ranelle froze as her gaze fell upon his ear. Slowly her fingers eased up higher, into his damp hair, and she traced the edge of his ear to its point. “You could be Tanzinite, like Liana, but your skin is golden instead of pale.”


  Jalen fought to hide a grin at her fascination with him. “Have you finished your examination?”


  Ranelle’s hand shot back, as though his skin had scalded her. Even in the dim glow from the light above, he saw the cherry blush rise to her cheeks.


  “You may touch me.” His voice deepened as he moved closer to her, reveling in her womanly scent, mixed with rain. “As I have longed to touch you.”


  Jalen felt the hesitation and doubt in her mind, but then she flung up a barricade in her thoughts, blocking him from reading her. A combination of disappointment and pleasure flowed through him. He had enjoyed knowing her thoughts upon occasion, yet he was pleased she possessed such power. It was no wonder she had been able to slip away from him in Fiorn, although he still did not understand how she had ignored the command in his voice.


  Ranelle did not back away as he had feared she would when he had let her know how he desired her touch. Instead she tilted her head up and fixed her gaze upon his. “Why did you follow me in the village?” Her voice was low and lyrical. “And why did you come here, to rescue me from the Sorcerer?”


  “I was sent to protect you from Zanden.” Jalen eased his hands to her arms and lightly rubbed his thumbs along the sleeves of her wet tunic, and was pleased when she did not shun him. He paused before his next question, not wanting to ask, but needing to be certain. “The Sorcerer—he did not touch you, did he?”


  Ranelle’s cheeks went pale as she shook her head, and he regretted the need to learn the truth. “No. But he intended to, this very night. That is why I had escaped into the storm.”


  Fury burned in Jalen’s gut, shocking him with its intensity. Never had he experienced a consuming need to protect another as he did with Ranelle. Such anger was unknown to him, but he did not question it. Ranelle was his heartmate.


  “I regret that I failed in keeping you safe in Fiorn.” Without another thought he pulled her tight against him, cradling her to his chest. “Enough questions, fledgling. We need to get you out of these wet clothes.”


  A flush surged through Ranelle, sending tingles straight from her scalp to her toes. Fire licked at her arms where his body molded hers, and her nipples grew taut against his chest. Was it only days ago that she had imagined the mystery man watching her as she undressed? Yet faced with the flesh and blood of her fantasies, she found herself embarrassed to shed her clothes before him.


  And what did she truly know of the man who called himself Jalen? She believed he spoke the truth in that he was Elvin, but he was still a stranger to her.


  “You have my word that I will not touch you, Ranelle.” Jalen’s hands rubbed her back through her tunic, and his voice lowered to a sensual rumble as he added, “Unless you wish for my touch.”


  Heat in her body increased as she realized the hardness against her belly was his cock, most definite proof that he desired her. His male scent filled her senses, intoxicating her to the point she felt dizzy with wanting of him.


  The moment Jalen released her, cold seeped into Ranelle, his warmth denied her, and she wanted to throw herself back into his embrace. Her tongue weighed heavy in her mouth as she watched him remove his tunic and his boots.


  Several scrapes and wounds were upon his golden skin, but all looked as though they were almost healed. His muscles rippled in the golden glow of the light he had created with his magic, and she longed to feel his masculine strength beneath her fingertips.


  Still in his breeches, Jalen knelt before Ranelle, placed his hands upon her boot and looked up, his sapphire eyes glittering. She swore she could feel the heat of his fingers through the thick leather to her toes.


  His hands eased up the lacing to the top of the boot. “May I?”


  She nodded, barely able to think with him so close. It took all of her focus to continue blocking her mind, wanting to keep her thoughts private from this man. She didn’t want him to know just how attracted she was to him, and how much she desired—no needed—his touch.


  Every movement he made was fluid and sensuous. With deft fingers he unlaced her boot, then grasped her thigh with one large palm and the heel of her boot with his other. Instinctively she bent and braced her hand on his bare shoulder as he pulled the boot from her foot. Jalen’s skin felt smooth and hard beneath her palm, his muscles rippling beneath her fingertips. His long golden hair was dark from the rain, and she was fascinated with the way the strands glittered in the cave’s soft glow.


  Within moments he had removed the second boot, and in a liquid movement he was standing before her. “Take off your tunic.” He reached into the pouch at his waist as he spoke and withdrew a small folded square of cloth. “So that I may dry you before your skin becomes too chilled.”


  Ranelle eyed the cloth, sure he must be jesting. But as she watched, he shook out the material, and it seemed to grow, blossoming to the size of a small blanket. The cloth shimmered like the rainbow sands of Mairi, catching the light and playing with it, and the scent of honeysuckle and forest breezes replaced the dusty smells in the cave.


  As though to prove to her that the cloth was suitable, Jalen rubbed his own damp hair with it. To her surprise his long hair was dry within an instant, and shone like a river of gold as it spilled past his shoulders.


  “Now remove your clothing,” he said.


  She dug her teeth into her lower lip as she untied the belt and let it drop to the cave floor. As she grabbed the bottom of her tunic, she paused and glanced into Jalen’s eyes. Hunger glittered in the blue depths that frightened and thrilled her all at once. She froze, unable to move.


  But he gave a slow, sensual smile that melted Ranelle to her core and caused her knees to go weak.


  “Allow me,” he murmured as he let the shimmering cloth slide to the floor. He moved his hands to her wet tunic and helped slip it over her head. Her sodden braid slapped against her bare back as the tunic was removed, and she straightened in a rush of embarrassment at her partial nakedness.


  Ranelle’s face burned and her nipples tightened to aching peaks as Jalen’s gaze devoured her. He didn’t even have to touch her to make her feel as though she had been thoroughly stroked by his talented hands.


  “Your breeches.” His voice rumbled deep from within his chest, and she knew that he, too, was struggling with his desires.


  She dropped her gaze to the lacings at her waist, unable to meet his gaze. With trembling fingers she untied the breeches and let them fall to her feet.


  He made a sound not unlike a cat’s purr. “You are exquisite, Ranelle.” Jalen’s caressing tone sent shivers through her.


  When she dared to look up at him, she saw that his eyes were liquid fire. They roamed over her body, igniting flames wherever his gaze landed. Gods but she was so hot for him.


  Jalen raised his hands and cradled her face. “Sh’lai noirei de simnai, mi enchantrei,” he murmured, and then brushed her lips with his. Raising his head, he stopped to gaze at her, then dipped down and flicked his tongue along her lips.


  Ranelle gasped at the sensual touch, her lips parting with her moan. Jalen took the opportunity to delve his tongue inside her mouth, and she lost herself in the feel and taste of him. He eased his hand to the back of her neck and deepened the kiss ’til her head spun. Her entire body shuddered with longing and she almost cried out when he broke the kiss and drew away.


  With a cat’s languid grace, he retrieved the cloth from the floor. “Turn around,” he said as he stood.


  His command compelled her to do as he bid. Slowly she rotated, her body still quivering from his kiss.


  Jalen’s hand brushed her skin as he grasped her braid. “You have the most beautiful tresses.” She shivered again as she felt him untie the braid, and his fingers combed the wet mass.


  The cloth glided over her shoulders as he began rubbing her wet head. Warmth emanated from the material, and in a mere instant, her hair was dry. Jalen continued rubbing the cloth over her shoulders, massaging her muscles and erasing the soreness and the aches from them.


  A sigh escaped Ranelle and she closed her eyes. “That feels wonderful.”


  “Aye. As does your skin against my hands.” Jalen moved lower, drying her back down to her hips. He seemed to pay special attention to her buttocks, caressing them with the cloth and causing her to ache between her thighs.


  He finished the back of her legs, and in the next moment she felt him move in front of her. Ranelle lifted her eyelids and watched as he worked the cloth over her feet and ankles, then moving up past her knees and to the front of her thighs.


  She caught her breath as his face moved close to her folds.


  Pausing, Jalen inhaled. “You smell sweet.” His fingers gripped her hips as his nose brushed the soft brown curls of her mound. “Of the goddess’s nectar.”


  Ranelle’s legs trembled. But Jalen did not touch her clit as she now longed for him to. Instead he continued drying her body in a slow, measured pace. She wanted to scream for him to stop torturing her so.


  After he ran the cloth across her belly, he stood, his gaze fixed on her breasts. Her nipples throbbed and ached for his touch, and Jalen smiled as though he knew how much she needed him. With his frustratingly slow movements, he dried the underside of her breasts, then eased the cloth along the sides and up to her collarbone, and then her neck. The material slid over her breasts, teasing her nipples, but still he did not touch her with his hands.


  The throbbing between her thighs intensified. Gods but she wanted him.


  Ranelle whimpered. “Please.”


  “Tell me what you desire.” Jalen rubbed her shoulders with the cloth. “Show me.”


  Trembling, she reached her hands up and placed them over his, where they rested on her shoulders. “Touch me,” she whispered as she gently pushed his hands down ’til they rested on her breasts, still covered by the material.


  Jalen flexed his hands over her soft mounds, kneading them through the silken cloth. He let the material slide down her body, and it landed upon her feet.


  Ranelle moaned at the feel of his strong hands upon her breasts. And when he lowered his head and lapped at her nipple, she cried out from the wild sensations building within her. She slid her fingers into his golden hair as his hot mouth possessed her nipples, from one to the other.


  “What more would you like?” he murmured, his breath heating the sensitive skin of her breasts.


  She wanted Jalen’s tongue upon her.


  “Taste me. Lick my clit.” The words came out of her mouth before she realized she had spoken.


  “As I have longed to.” Jalen’s smile was purely and erotically male as he knelt before Ranelle and encouraged her to widen her stance with gentle pressure with his hands between her thighs.


  He spread the soft folds with his fingers and stroked her clit lightly with his thumb. She cried out and grasped his head, pressing him tight to her. Jalen gave a throaty murmur and began devouring her, licking her nub with his tongue that seemed almost magical in its talent.


  Sliding one of his long fingers inside her tight core, Jalen delved into her wetness, slowly fucking her with his hand as he tasted her intimately.


  A storm of sensations swirled through Ranelle. Her head spun, and she didn’t realize she had dropped the barricade in her mind ’til she heard Jalen’s voice.


  You are the sweetest of treasures, fair Ranelle, he murmured in her thoughts. There is no aphrodisiac as luscious as your nectar.


  She clenched her hands in his hair as the storm grew wilder within her. “Oh, gods,” she cried as her hips bucked against his face, her orgasm slamming into her with the force of a hurricane.


  But he didn’t stop. His fingers thrust harder and his tongue continued lapping at her, drawing out the sensations ’til she climaxed again. “Jalen!” she shouted. “I—I cannot take anymore.”


  It wasn’t ‘til she screamed with her third orgasm that Jalen stopped his sweet assault. Her knees had given out long ago, and he brought her into his arms and cradled her in his lap on the cave floor.


  Breathless, she stared up at the man who had given her such incredible pleasure. She caught the scent of her own essence on his mouth as he brushed his lips over hers and smiled. Have you had enough?


  Ranelle didn’t hesitate. She shook her head and said, “No.”


  


  Chapter Five


  


  Jalen trailed his finger over Ranelle’s lips as she lay across his lap, her buttocks firm against his erect cock. She felt soft and warm within his arms, and he inhaled deeply, luxuriating in the scent of her arousal, along with her smell of spice and vanilla.


  With a smile he brushed his mouth over hers. “What is it you wish, mi enchantrei?”


  Her silver eyes were dark with passion as she threaded her fingers in his hair. “I want to touch you.” She swallowed and added, “All of you.”


  A rumble of satisfaction emanated from his chest. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed each knuckle, touching his tongue to her salty flesh. Her warm skin smelled of sandalwood soap and desire. “What would you have me do?” he murmured.


  “Stand and let me finish undressing you.” The words were said in naught but a whisper, yet they burned a heated trail through Jalen, liquid fire searing his soul straight to his cock.


  In a fluid movement he eased to his feet, and helped her stand. For a moment all he could do was gaze upon her lovely features. Ranelle’s mahogany tresses, thick and full, tumbled down her back, her nipples were swollen from his mouth and her lips were parted as she stared up at him.


  “You are more beautiful than Anistana, Queen of Faeries in Wilding Wood,” Jalen murmured.


  Ranelle’s smile was sweet and breathless. “You have a tongue of gold and the body of a god.”


  “Remember that Elves never lie.” Jalen hooked one finger under her chin and tipped her head up. “I speak only truth.” At times he might be forced to withhold the truth from her, but he would never lie.


  When he released her, Ranelle’s small hands moved toward him, slow and unsure. She touched him tentatively at first, running her palms over the taut muscles in his arms and then to his smooth chest. Her eyes were focused, intent on knowing him. She trailed her fingertips further down, to the flat of his abdomen, pausing at the waistband of his breeches.


  To his surprise, Jalen found he was holding his breath, waiting for Ranelle to continue her exploration. A sigh eased through his lips as she began unfastening the belt of his waist pouch. It came off easily, and she carefully set it on the floor before returning to her task.


  Once again she paused. For the first time in his many seasons upon Dair, Jalen felt as though he might ignite if a woman did not touch him, and then only Ranelle would do. He exhaled as she began pulling at the ties of his breeches. Her fingers trembled and she struggled with the lacing, but finally it came undone and she pushed his breeches over his hips, letting them drop to the floor.


  Jalen’s cock sprung free. A small gasp came from Ranelle, and her silver eyes widened. “It—I…oh, my.” She trailed her fingertips along its length, and Jalen thought he might spill his seed at that very moment. Never before had he feared failing in his control.


  Ranelle wrapped her small hand around his thick shaft. “It’s hard, yet so soft,” she murmured as she moved her hand to the tip. “And here, it is like touching a rose petal.”


  The enrli shaved into the hairs above his cock flared bright sapphire, and Ranelle froze. “What is this symbol?” she asked. “It is the same as the one on your forehead, is it not?”


  “It is called enrli.” Jalen’s voice was low and tight with his desire for her. “All Seraphine Elves bear a similar sign.”


  She brought her free hand up and traced the enrli with her fingertip. “It tingles, just like the other one.”


  The urge to lay her on the cave’s floor and fuck her tight channel nearly made Jalen shake in its fervor. And in the next moment, when Ranelle dropped to her knees and flicked her tongue over the head of his cock, it was all he could do to control himself.


  She licked the pearl of semen at the tip. “Salty, yet sweet upon my tongue.” And then she slid her mouth over his staff, taking him deep within her throat.


  Jalen groaned and thrust his fingers into her luxurious mahogany hair. “You have bewitched me, fair Ranelle, mi enchantrei.”


  “Mmmmm.” Her answer was a hum along his cock, vibrating through him and spiraling him toward the pinnacle.


  He clenched his hands in her hair as she suckled and licked his length. The enrli above his cock and upon his forehead pulsated. Pressure built within him, sweat breaking out upon his brow. In the next instant an explosive orgasm rocked through Jalen.


  Ranelle sucked his seed from his body, swallowing his semen as she worked his cock. Shudder after shudder vibrated Jalen, straight to his lifeforce.


  Grasping her head between his palms, he held her still. “Enough.” His voice rumbled like thunder, sounding ominous even to his own ears.


  A blush stole over her face and she pulled away, slipping his still hard cock out of her warm mouth. “Did I do it wrong?”


  “Nay.” Jalen dropped to his knees and brought Ranelle into his embrace. “It was perfect.”


  “I could try it again,” she murmured against his chest, her softness pressed tight against him. “This time I could do better.”


  He laughed softly in her ear. “If you do any better I fear I will sleep nigh on a week from exhaustion.”


  “Are you tired, then?” Ranelle tilted her head up. “Perhaps you should rest.”


  “No, my fledgling.” Jalen touched his nose to hers. “I have something far better than sleep in mind.”


  Ranelle smiled at Jalen, warmth filling her in ways she never dreamed possible. This man had somehow touched her very heart and soul. She knew little of him, yet it was as though she had known him forever. As though he had lived in her dreams and her consciousness before he ever followed her in the village.


  In all her life, the only people she had ever been able to trust were Liana and Tierra. She desperately missed them both, and prayed that her heart-sisters were safe from the Sorcerer.


  At the though of her halias, Ranelle's smile faded. Where were they? She had to find them, had to make sure they were out of danger. How could she be enjoying herself with this incredible man while her friends faced certain peril?


  “Why have I lost your smile?” Jalen raised his head and stroked her hair from her face with gentle fingers.


  “My heart-sisters.” Ranelle’s voice faltered. “I need to ensure they each remain safe from Zanden.”


  He cupped her chin, his sapphire eyes capturing hers. “Your friends must each face their own destinies.”


  Frowning, Ranelle pulled away from his grasp, got to her feet and glared at him. “I cannot turn my back on them if they need me. Damn their so-called destinies!”


  Jalen stood so quickly that she caught her breath in surprise. “Think of your visions.” He caught her hands and held them within his own. “Do you not remember what your senses told you of their fates? That Liana would be safe with the man from the tavern, and of Tierra’s future with the scarred man?”


  A sense of violation swirled within Ranelle, and anger rose within her. “You read all my thoughts?” She tried to snatch her hands from his, but he held her fast.


  “Not all.” Jalen drew her so close that she felt his cock hard against her belly and she could scarcely think any longer. Her anger faded as quickly as it had risen. “And now,” Jalen continued, “when you block your mind against me, I know nothing but what you allow.”


  She needed time and space away from this man, because right now all she wanted to do was hold him, feel him…and to have his cock deep within her. “I—I think it would be best if we sleep.”


  “Sleep?” His lips curved into a smile. “Are you sure that is what you desire?”


  I want you, her senses screamed. But no. She needed time to think. Time to breathe.


  Jalen brushed his lips over hers, and against her mind’s will she melted in his embrace. The feel of his muscled chest on her breasts, his thighs firm against her own, his arms tight around her, his masculine scent and his smile…all served to intoxicate her beyond reason.


  His breath was hot along her cheek as he moved his mouth to her ear. “What would you have?”


  She couldn’t fight it any longer. She didn’t want to fight it.


  “You,” she whispered. “I desire you.”


  Doubt had never crossed Jalen’s mind that Ranelle wanted him. She was his heartmate, and their joining would bond them together for eternity.


  She gave a small sigh as he released her to retrieve the krstn cloth. With a quick movement he unfurled the material and it came to rest on the cave’s floor, shimmering like the rainbow sands of the Mairi Sea.


  “Lie upon the krstn.” He gestured toward the cloth. “It is much softer than it appears to be.”


  Ranelle stepped onto the material and he smiled at her look of amazement. “It feels like a cushion—thick and downy,” she said.


  “Aye.” Jalen knelt beside the krstn. “It is Elvin magic that makes it so.”


  Delight spread across her features as she sat upon the material. “This krstn is the softest thing I have ever felt.” She paused and ran her tongue over her lower lip as her gaze rested upon the head of his rigid cock. “Well, the second softest.”


  He grinned as he reached for his waist pouch, still resting on the floor where Ranelle had set it earlier. From within its endless depths, he withdrew the sacred enrli dye stick and a minute blade to shave the symbol into her woman’s curls, along with a vial of orlai. He discarded the pouch and moved onto the krstn beside Ranelle.


  Her eyes widened as she looked from his face to the instruments in his hand. “Ah…what are you going to do with those?”


  Jalen set the dye stick and the blade upon the cloth. “You will only feel pleasure, I promise you.”


  And she would be bound to him for all time.


  Only a moment did she hesitate before she nodded and gave an uncertain smile. “What would you like me to do?”


  “Drink of the orlai.” He uncorked the vial and put it to her lips. “It will enhance your enjoyment.”


  Ranelle’s nervousness was apparent as the pulse at the base of her throat fluttered while she obeyed. The moment the fluid touched her tongue, she visibly relaxed.


  “Strawberries and a bit of wild ginger.” She licked her lips and smiled, but then pressed her fingertips to her forehead as she added, “I do feel a bit odd.”


  He set the vial on the cave floor. “Lie back, mi enchantrei.” When she complied, he straddled her hips, taking care not to put his full weight on her. “Now close your eyes and do not open them.”


  Jalen picked up the dye and murmured a prayer of devotion to the goddess while he pressed the tip of the stick to Ranelle’s temple. Slowly he sketched a symbol upon her forehead, a design that flowed from his soul, fed to him by the goddess. Every Seraphine Elvin man and woman received the enrli when they reached adulthood, and every symbol was unique. The ceremony was erotic and exquisite, and was normally attended by the whole of Seraphine.


  The enrli glittered in a silver trail on Ranelle’s forehead as the sacred design came to life, and became a permanent part of her. “It tingles,” she murmured as he finished. “May I open my eyes?”


  “I will tell you when.” Jalen set the dye stick onto the krstn. “Now spread your thighs wide.”


  Ranelle arched her back, thrusting her breasts into the air as she complied, and he knew the orlai was working its magic. She would be so aroused and so wet by the time he took her that she would feel no pain when his cock penetrated her virgin shield, only pleasure. He was anxious to be joined with her, but by Seraphine laws, they could not be bound to one another unless both had gone through the enrli ceremony and bore the sacred design.


  He moved lower down her body so that he was crouched between her legs. Her slit glistened with wetness, the dark curls damp with her desire. Unable to resist, he dipped his head close to her mound and breathed deep of her woman’s essence. Her aroma filled him, causing his cock to ache even more than it already was. He longed to taste her again, to bring her to climax repeatedly.


  Jalen retrieved the blade and moved it to her mound. “Mmmmm, that feels so good,” Ranelle murmured as he began shaving the enrli into her curls.


  The design twisted and turned through the soft brown hair. ‘It was one of the goddess’s symbols for strength, honor, and love. After he finished shaving, he set the blade down and then used the dye stick, tracing the bare skin and filling it in with the enrli. Again it left a trail of silver that matched her beautiful eyes.


  When his task was completed, he replaced the empty vial, dye stick and blade into his waist pouch. Still kneeling between her thighs, he braced his arms on either side of her waist, but did not touch her. Her enrli symbol glittered upon her forehead, and pleasure filled him, deep and satisfying, knowing that he would soon experience the bonding with her.


  By the laws of the goddess and the Seraphine Elves, Ranelle would be his.


  Ranelle’s body screamed for Jalen’s touch. The potion he had given her flowed through her veins, warming her blood and stimulating all her senses. The tingling at her forehead and mound sent waves of pleasure through her body. Gods but she wanted him to take her.


  Her senses told her that he was above her and she squirmed beneath him. “Can I open my eyes?”


  “Aye,” he murmured.


  When she lifted her lids, she saw that his face was above hers, his sapphire eyes focused on her and the symbol upon his forehead glittering.


  She couldn’t wait any longer. She had to have his cock inside her now.


  Ranelle slipped her hands into his hair and pulled him down to meet her. His lips were firm yet soft against hers as he kissed her, gently, reverently. But he was too slow. She wanted more…needed more. And when her tongue delved within his warm mouth, his kiss grew more urgent, meeting her need as though his fine rein of control had vanished.


  But still his body was braced above hers, and she wanted to feel his weight. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him down to meet her. His cock was hard against her mound and his hips solid between her thighs.


  Jalen groaned and broke off the kiss. “Slow down.”


  “No.” Ranelle shook her head and tried to pull him back to her. “I want to feel you from the inside.”


  “You will.” He lowered his head and nuzzled her ear, his golden hair sliding across her breasts. “Soon, mi enchantrei. Soon.”


  Frustration coursed through her. She was wild with need for him and couldn’t bear to wait any longer. He trailed light kisses down her jaw line, slowly working his way to her chin, and then on to her collarbone.


  And when he reached her breasts, he kissed the soft skin between them, ignoring her nipples.


  ”Jalen,” she cried. “Stop this torture.”


  “Is that what you call it?” A hint of laughter was in his voice, and Ranelle considered slugging him.


  “Yes. Now suck my nipples,” she demanded.


  With a hungry groan Jalen complied, fastening his hot mouth on her breast and flicking her nipple with his tongue. She arched her back, moaning with pleasure. “My other nipple. Suck it, please.”


  As he captured it, Ranelle wriggled beneath him, feeling as though she might explode if he didn’t enter her right now.


  “I want you to take me.” She almost screamed when he moved his mouth from her breast, and began kissing a trail down her belly. “You are near to driving me out of my mind.”


  He gave a soft laugh and placed a kiss in her curls. “Soon, my love.” And then he flicked his tongue along the inside of her thigh.


  Unable to take another moment of this sweet torture, Ranelle grasped his head and pulled his mouth to her folds. “Lick my clit.”


  Jalen gave a rumble of pleasure and delved into her wetness. By the gods, his mouth was incredible. He swirled his tongue, twirling it around her woman’s pearl, sending her closer and closer to the precipice.


  Just as she reached the summit he stopped, and Ranelle did scream at him. “Jalen!”


  He rose above her and pressed his mouth tight to hers, and she tasted herself upon his lips and tongue.


  When he pulled away, his blue eyes were dark with passion. “You belong to me, Ranelle. Do you understand?”


  She wrapped her arms around his neck as she writhed beneath him, trying to pull him back to her. “Jalen, please. I need you.”


  “Answer me,” he commanded as he pressed his cock to her belly. “Do you understand?”


  “Yes.” She dug her fingernails into his back. “Yes, yes, yes!”


  A possessive smile crossed his face and he murmured, “Then we are as one.”


  And with that he thrust his cock deep inside her, tearing past her virgin shield and Ranelle screamed with the incredible pleasure of it. Amazement flashed through her that she had experienced no pain at his penetration. She rocked her body up to meet him and the feelings that coursed her body were so intense and exquisite she thought she might fly apart.


  The tingling at her mound and on her forehead grew more powerful with every thrust. Blood rushed in her ears and the only sound she heard was the pounding of her heart.


  Every fragment of her body was alive and on fire as he took her. Higher and higher the sensations rose. Vaguely she was aware that the cave had filled with a pulsating silver and blue light that seemed to emanate from their bodies.


  And just as she reached the precipice, Jalen pressed his forehead to hers.


  Silvery blue light blinded her as she screamed with her orgasm. Distantly she heard Jalen shout and felt his cock throbbing as he spilled his seed inside her. Flash after flash of lightning-like aftershocks tremored throughout her body.


  The incredible pleasure was almost more than Ranelle could bear, and it didn’t seem as though it would ever stop. Her orgasm had not only rocked her body, but she had felt it in her mind when Jalen had pressed their foreheads together.


  When the sensations finally ebbed, Jalen rolled over, bringing Ranelle with him so that she was resting on top, his cock still deep within her.


  “You belong to me,” he murmured, his voice rumbling with exhaustion. “For eternity, mi enchantrei.”


  


  Chapter Six


  


  Jalen awoke with Ranelle still atop him, his cock still buried in her. As always when he wakened, he was instantly alert. His senses told him it was late morning, but overcast outside the cave. They were yet undetected by the Sorcerer—not that Jalen had doubted his magic shield would hold.


  Drinking deeply of Ranelle’s womanly essence and the smells of their sex, Jalen smiled with satisfaction. His first mating with her had been far beyond anything that he had dreamed. He had heard that joining with one’s heartmate was the greatest of all Elvin joys. Now that he had experienced such a joining, he knew it to be true.


  “Mmmmm,” Ranelle murmured as she stirred in her sleep, and his cock hardened within her. He tightened his grip around her waist, and her dark tresses slid along his arms, her breath warm upon his chest. A smile flitted across her lips, and the enrli at her forehead glittered silver.


  It would be the greatest joy in his long life to wake every morning with his heartmate. She would be even more beautiful when her belly grew large with his child, and with every babe to follow.


  The Council might be displeased with a non-Elvin woman as his mate, but even they could not refute the choice of the goddess and her wisdom in giving him a Nordain female as his heartmate.


  Jalen began massaging Ranelle’s back, her skin so soft against his callused palms. She gave a small moan, and he cupped her buttocks and pressed her tight against him.


  “Wake, mi enchantrei.” He pressed his lips against her forehead, enjoying the pulse of her enrli against his lips.


  Ranelle blinked and a slow sleepy smile spread across her face. “Is it morning?”


  “Aye.” He smiled in return. “My cock is near to bursting for you.”


  “I feel you inside me.” She wiggled her hips and he groaned at the sensation.


  “Sit up,” he told her as he grasped her tighter. “And ride me.”


  “My Elvin stallion.” At her words a light blush stole across her cheeks. Her eyelids fluttered and she moaned as she pushed herself up, her small hands braced against his chest. “By all the gods, your cock feels so good within me.”


  Jalen gave a quick pump of his hips, causing Ranelle to arch her back and cry out. Begging for his touch, her breasts thrust forward. He captured them in his large hands, enjoying the feel of their lush softness against his palms.


  “Ride my cock,” he commanded as he pinched and rolled her nipples between the thumb and forefinger of each hand. “Fuck me.”


  She moved her hips, sliding his staff within her tight core. Her cries and her movements grew more and more frantic as she rode him harder yet.


  “That’s it.” He moved his hands from her breasts to her hips, his eyes focused on her face. “Aye, my lovely Ranelle, ride me.”


  Her head was thrown back, her eyes closed, and her enrli sparkling with silver light, growing brighter with every plunge as she rode him. Just watching her was pleasure in and of itself, adding to his own fervor. Another joining like the one they had experienced last night would render them both exhausted again, so he refrained from touching the enrli at their foreheads together.


  Jalen gripped her hips and held her tight as he thrust into her hard and fast. “Come with me,” he ordered. The enrli above his cock pulsed, in sync with the one at her mound. Ranelle cried out with her orgasm as his own climax burst through him. He continued pumping his staff in and out of her, ’til every last drop of his seed was spent.


  Feeling absolutely boneless, as though her body was made of water, Ranelle collapsed against Jalen’s chest. She might never move again.


  “As much as I wish for it, I fear ’tis not possible to lie here all day,” Jalen said, a teasing note to his voice.


  She raised her head and frowned. “You were reading my thoughts.”


  “Nay.” He trailed one finger down her nose to the tip. “I was voicing my own.”


  “Ah.” Her eyes widened as she caught his hand in hers and studied his fingers, then looked at his forehead and arms. “All your wounds have healed. There is no sign that you were ever injured. Not even a scar.”


  “I am Elvin.” Jalen smiled. “Come. We must ready ourselves.”


  With regret, Ranelle moved from Jalen’s chest and onto the krstn blanket. His cock was still hard when it slid from inside her, and she missed the feel of it deep within her.


  In an effortless movement, Jalen got to his feet and retrieved his waist pouch. While he dug through the pouch he settled beside her on the krstn, then brought out a wrapped bar and handed it to her. “’Tis gorni. Elvin food,” he said as he brought out another one for himself. “It will give you nourishment enough for several hours.”


  Ranelle unwrapped the bar and discarded the covering onto the krstn. The strange foodstuff appeared to be a stick of birdseed glued together with a clear paste, and she cast Jalen a doubtful look.


  He was already devouring his own birdseed bar. “Try it. ’Tis most delicious.”


  Taking a tentative bite, Ranelle was pleasantly surprised at the rich flavor that rolled over her tongue. “Mmmmm.” She closed her eyes as she enjoyed the Elvin treat. “It tastes like spiced cakes, only better.” Nuts, cinnamon, cloves, and other spices she couldn’t identify.


  Energetic warmth coursed her body as she savored the gorni, and she felt as though she could scale the cliff to the shore below with no help from her Elvin god. She finished the bar and opened her eyes to see Jalen watching her and smiling.


  “’Tis a shame to cover such a beautiful body with clothing.” He held up the tunic and trousers she had ‘borrowed’ from Zanden’s fortress. “Alas, you need the protection from rocks and the elements.”


  For a moment she pictured herself descending the cliff naked, clinging to Jalen’s equally nude body. Heat rose to her cheeks at the grin that spread across his face, and she was afraid that this time he had read her mind.


  He began pulling on his own tunic and breeches, and she furrowed her brow as she watched him. She could swear that last night he had worn black, but today his clothing looked as gray as the cave’s walls. In Fiorn, the first time she saw him, she thought he had worn brown. Or had it been blue?


  “It changes,” he said, startling Ranelle from her contemplation. “The color shifts depending on what surrounds me.”


  “No wonder I could never see you when you followed me in Fiorn.” Ranelle stood and slid the tunic over her head and pulled the bottom down over her hips. “I sensed you, but no matter how I tried, I could never see you.”


  “You sensed me because I permitted you to.” Jalen shoved one foot into a boot, and then his other. “You didn’t see me because that I did not allow.”


  Ranelle stepped into her breeches and drew them tight around her waist. “Why did you let me sense you?”


  She caught her breath as he moved to her, and cupped her face in his palms. He brushed his lips across hers. “You bewitched me the very moment I laid eyes upon you.”


  By the gods’ gifts, she wanted to melt into this man every time he touched her.


  His lips met hers again, and his tongue slid into her mouth. He tasted sweet, of the gorni and his own elemental male flavor.


  “Again you distract me.” He kissed the corner of her mouth and moved to her ear. “I fear we shall never leave this cave.”


  She sighed. “Would that be such a bad fate?”


  Jalen’s soft laughter sent a thrill through her, straight to her nether regions. “Nay. With you it would be the best of destinies.”


  He scooped up her makeshift belt that he had discarded last night, brought it around her waist and tied it. “I have something important to tell you.” His face grew solemn and her stomach teetered as she sensed that what he had to say was serious.


  “Have you ever wondered from where you came?” Jalen brushed hair from her face with a gentle hand as Ranelle nodded. “Did you ever feel as though you yearned to fly, to be one with the ravens?”


  She widened her eyes as Jalen spoke aloud her fondest desire. “How do you know this? Did you read it in my thoughts?”


  “Nay.” He grasped a handful of her hair and smiled. “You are Nordain, my fair Ranelle. Taken as a babe from Phoenicia and brought to Fiorn to be raised with two other stolen children. You are all orphans, yet not.”


  Ranelle’s body vibrated with tremors as she tried to digest what he had just said. She was not human—she was Nordain?


  She shook her head. “It cannot be. I do not take raven form and fly.”


  “But you can.” He pressed his forehead to hers, enrli to enrli and he filled her senses with warmth and assurance…and trust.


  Yet the magnitude of his statements overwhelmed her, rattling around in her brain like pebbles in a box. “What do you mean I was taken?”


  He pulled back and sighed, but did not release his hold upon her tresses. “When you were only a toddler, you were stolen from your family by one of your own blood.” Tremors wracked Ranelle’s body as he continued, “The young man who kidnapped you learned of your destiny through the Seraphine Chronicles and his own twisted visions. He brought you to the house you were raised in, and arranged for Tierra and Liana to be delivered there as well.”


  “I do not understand.” Her mind whirled and the cramps in her stomach grew more fierce. “My blood stole me. What does that mean?”


  Jalen’s jaw tightened and his expression grew almost fierce. “One of your brothers.”


  Numbness crept into her limbs and her hair all but stood on end. “I have brothers?”


  “Three.” Jalen began rubbing her shoulders in a manner meant to comfort her, but the numbness continued to seep through her body. “The youngest of the three is Renn. The eldest brothers are twins. One is Aric, King of the Nordain.”


  “And the other twin,” she said slowly, “the one who took me is…”


  His throat worked, and she knew it was difficult for him to say. The anger in his voice was apparent, as he replied, “The Sorcerer Zanden.”


  Ranelle’s eyes widened and her hands flew to her mouth as horror filled her being. Her knees gave out and she would have dropped to the floor had it not been for Jalen’s strong grasp.


  “No.” She shook her head vehemently. “No, no, no, no!”


  Jalen pressed her tight against him. “I am sorry. I wish it were not, but ’tis the truth.”


  “He—he…” A sob tore from her throat and she wanted to pummel something, anything. “He was going to—to touch me. My own brother!”


  “It was a prophecy made long ago, and he is attempting to bring it to light. He is a man filled with greed for power. A being who wishes to have total and complete rule over our world. If he possessed the three of you, his desires would come to light.” Jalen rubbed her back as he spoke, his strong presence lending her strength. “But do not fear, for I shall never allow his foul hands upon you.”


  “I—I cannot believe it.” Ranelle pulled away and she fought the tears that wanted to burst from within her. “You are trying to make me believe that I am Nordain, and that I am of the same blood as that vile creature who wishes to defile me?”


  Jalen sighed. “Elves never lie, as I have told you.”


  “I need time.” She placed her hands against his chest and pushed at him. “Let me be.”


  Jalen could not believe how difficult it was to release Ranelle from his embrace. He wanted to hold her, comfort her, but she was pushing him away.


  With great reluctance he allowed her to withdraw from his grasp. An odd sense of helplessness bled through him while he watched her walk away, toward the rear of the cave. Her head was bowed, her arms wrapped tight around her belly.


  Why would she not let him give her solace? Why had she pushed him away?


  Loving this creature had already caused so many strange emotions within him. Fierce protectiveness, incredible desire, undying love… And even odder, for the first time in his long life he was experiencing doubt and confusion—questioning his own judgment.


  Ranelle stood in the shadows, her back to him. Clenching his fists, he fought for control over the tumult. Heartmate or no, he could not allow himself such doubts. He had made the right decision in telling her about her past. Armed with such knowledge she would better understand her peril.


  For the briefest instant he even questioned his decision to bond her to him without discussing it with her beforehand.


  Jalen shook his head. Such thoughts were ludicrous. This enchantress had certainly bewitched him and addled his mind in the process.


  He turned his mind to his plans for their escape from the Sorcerer as he folded the krstn and placed it into his waist pouch. Once Jalen and Ranelle left the cave and reached the shore, they would skirt Wilding Wood as he took her to Seraphine. There he would present her to the Council as his heartmate and ask for Queen Yanea’s blessing.


  A small sob interrupted Jalen’s musings. He snapped his head up and looked to see Ranelle’s shoulders trembling. Again indecision flickered within him, but he shoved it away.


  Goddess damn Ranelle’s request to be left alone.


  


  For so long Ranelle had wondered who her parents were, and whether or not she had any family alive. Now she suddenly had three brothers—one of which was the vilest being on all of Dair. Her arms tightened around her belly and she shook her head in disbelief.


  And what was it that Jalen had said? Zanden’s twin was Aric, King of the Nordain. Then did that mean that she had been born of royalty?


  When she was a child, she had often dreamed that she was a Princess in a castle amongst the clouds. As she had grown older, she had pushed away the fantasies, believing that her reality was Fiorn and escaping the Sorcerer with her halias.


  In a matter of days, all her realities had crumbled to dust, and even she wasn’t who she had believed herself to be for the first twenty seasons of her life.


  What now?


  Gods, but she wished that Liana and Tierra were there with her. She needed to talk to them, needed help deciding what to do next. She needed their strength and their sisterly comfort. For they had been the only family she had known as long as she could remember.


  So now was she supposed to pop into a raven and fly the skies? No matter that she had often wished it—at the moment it seemed absurd, and nothing more than an Elvin tale.


  All that had happened within the past couple of days rushed through her in hot gusts and her eyes flushed with wet heat. Moisture crept onto her cheeks and she almost stomped her foot with anger at her own weakness. She was furious with herself for crying, but once they started the tears wouldn’t stop.


  A sob escaped her throat, and her shoulders shook with the force of her emotions.


  Hands grasped her from behind as she realized that Jalen had come to comfort her despite her request to leave her alone. She did not need his comfort, did not need him at all. But when she tried to wrench herself from his grasp, he refused to let her go.


  Instead he forcefully turned her around and wrapped his powerful arms around her. “’Tis all right to cry,” he murmured and drew her down to the floor where he cradled her in his lap. “’Tis the goddess’s way of cleansing the soul and healing the heart.”


  Ranelle gave into the warmth of his embrace, allowing herself to melt against his massive chest and draw strength from him.


  She cried ’til every last tear had left her and soaked Jalen’s tunic front. And when she finished crying, she drifted into a deep and black sleep.


  * * * * *


  According to Jalen it was the following evening when she had finally woken, still cuddled in his arms. She had slept for a day, and he had sat and held her in his strong embrace the entire time. Yet he now appeared as fresh as though he himself had rested.


  They had eaten another gorni, and were preparing to leave the safety of the cave.


  Would the Sorcerer and his minions be waiting for them? Still searching for her? If she was fortunate, perhaps Zanden thought she had fallen to her death in the storm, and her body washed out to sea.


  Jalen raised his hand, his palm facing the darkened cave mouth. A shimmer wavered across the opening, and then a golden glow came from it, as though returning to his palm and absorbing into his body.


  Stars glittered in the black sky in between patches of clouds, and the moon peeked out high above. The air smelled fresh, of rain and the briny odor of the sea.


  Her gaze returned to Jalen, who held his hand out, his palm toward the ceiling. The ball of light in the rock above disengaged. It floated back toward his palm where it too seeped into his skin. The cave grew dark again, the only light from the moon and stars.


  “We never discard the goddess’s gifts,” he explained as he fastened his waist pouch. After he gathered the magical rope and secured it to a boulder at the back of the cave, he slung his bow and quiver over his shoulder.


  Jalen took both her hands within his. “Come, fledgling. ’Tis time for you to learn to fly.”


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Ranelle worried her lower lip with her teeth as she looked into Jalen’s sapphire eyes. She gestured toward the dark sky outside the cave. “What if I cannot fly? What if I fall to the shore below?”


  “I can carry you, if you would rather not attempt it.” He squeezed her fingers and smiled. “However, I do have something that will aid you in learning the task quickly.”


  Jalen dug in his waist pouch. After a moment he withdrew a small crystal bottle, and pulled out its stopper. “The yeroi will release the knowledge you were born with,” he said. “It will enable you to make the transformation easily.”


  Flutters filled Ranelle’s belly, as though a throng of pixies had invaded and started a small war. Yet despite her nervousness, she realized she already trusted Jalen so much that she was willing to risk what he asked of her.


  She tilted her head up as he raised the bottle to her lips.


  The thick elixir rolled over her tongue, rich and sweet, a flavor unlike any she had ever tasted. It was smooth and intoxicating, causing warmth to flow through her body from limb to limb, settling the nervousness in her belly. A weightless sensation came over her and she felt as though she could float down the cliff side.


  Jalen moved behind her. His breath tickled her neck as he murmured in her ear, “You are a raven, Ranelle. Feel it. Believe it.”


  Ranelle’s brain battled with her senses.


  She was human. Woman.


  And yet she could be bird.


  She could be raven.


  It was in her. The changing. To a creature with bones as light as air, and feathers to hold the breeze like a lover’s fingers.


  Hunger burned in her belly, like desire only cooler. Like arousal, only more focused.


  Sparkles flashed around her as the thrilling sensation coursed through her being. The thundering of her heart echoed in her ears as the knowledge of her heritage expanded within her very lifeforce.


  She was Nordain.


  She could fly.


  Stretching her arms wide, Ranelle took a step forward and then another. In an instant her clothing turned into feathers, her arms becoming wings, as she transformed into a raven. She flapped her wings and her bird’s feet lifted from the cave floor.


  Delight filled her as she flew from the cave and into the night, and Ranelle felt more alive than she had ever felt in her life.


  She was meant for this. She had been born to soar the skies.


  Cool wind raced through her feathers as she glided out from the cliff and over the Mairi Sea. Below her moonlight glittered across the water’s surface, waves cresting and crashing against the sandy shore. The night smelled clean and fresh and pure.


  Her senses seemed sharper than ever, her hearing so keen that the sound of the sea was almost overwhelming.


  Do not stray too far, Jalen warned in her mind. The irani and Zanden’s Nordain minions are nearby.


  In the joy of the moment Ranelle had unconsciously dropped the block to her thoughts. She allowed Jalen continued entrance into her mind, realizing it would be the best form of communication for them ’til they were safe from Zanden.


  Ranelle circled back toward the cliff. Moonlight illuminated Jalen’s large form as he quickly descended from the cave, sliding down the same rope he had used the night prior. His muscles flexed with every movement, and as she watched him she couldn’t help but visualize his powerful body naked and between her thighs.


  Remain focused, fledgling, Jalen cautioned her, lest you lose your raven’s form. You lack the experience you would have had if you had grown up in Phoenicia.


  A slight chill ran through her as she glided on the wind, realizing that she was already taking her newfound abilities for granted. She increased her concentration and promised herself she would not be so foolish again.


  Tingling erupted throughout her being, her senses screamed at her, and a distant motion caught her eye. The irani were close. Heart skittering, she dove toward the base of the cliff where Jalen was just about to alight.


  Stay in raven form and land upon my shoulder, he urged her. You will be safer as a nordai. The irani will not be able to detect you from one of Zanden’s Nordain minions.


  Ranelle skimmed lower, heading straight toward the location where Jalen waited in the shadows. If it were not for the sapphire glitter of his enrli, she would not have been able to see him. Slowing her flight, she brought her bird’s legs down and thrust them toward his shoulder. She landed hard, burying her claws in his tunic. For a second she teetered, only her talons keeping her from toppling over his back.


  She would have to work on her landings, to be certain.


  Her tail feathers brushed Jalen’s neck as she pivoted to face the sea. He whispered an odd word and then gave a light tug on the rope. It dropped to land in a shimmering pile at his feet, all but blending into the sand.


  Remain still, fledgling. He pressed back into the shadows and seemed to vanish before her very eyes. She felt odd, like she was sitting on an invisible perch.


  A familiar and horrible screech rent the air. Two irani appeared above, flying from over the cliff behind Jalen and Ranelle. The pair circled high, then moved lower. They came closer and closer to the shore, as though seeking something—or someone.


  They sought her, she had no doubt.


  A strange feeling rose up within her, the desire to shriek as loud as she could for help. As if she could call other Nordain to her aid.


  It seemed that she waited in the darkness with Jalen for time on end. The only sounds were waves crashing against the shore and the irani cries. Ranelle did not even hear Jalen’s breathing, although she could smell his unique masculine scent.


  Finally the irani appeared to lose interest. They shot back over the cliff toward the fortress, and disappeared from sight.


  We can travel more quickly if you remain in nordai form, Jalen said as he began heading north, making his way below the cliff while remaining in the shadows. Unless you would rather not?


  I think I shall enjoy it, Ranelle responded and took flight.


  Ranelle sped ahead as Jalen jogged along the shore behind her. He could run for hours without tiring, but knew that she would not have such an easy time of it. He was pleased she had chosen to stay in nordai form as they would make faster progress.


  Yet a part of him felt lost without her by his side. As though he was lonely.


  Absurd. Elves were never lonely as they were one with nature and thus never alone.


  Jalen dismissed the thought and pressed forward. Cool wind slid over his skin, but he felt no chill. Like all Elves, his blood heated him from within, keeping his body at an even temperature no matter what the weather conditions might be.


  He wondered if Toen would be waiting ahead. When Jalen had recovered Ranelle, the Overseer had made himself scarce, allowing Jalen time alone with his heartmate. It was possible that Toen had left to assist another. The Overseer only stayed where he was needed, for as long as he believed himself to be of use.


  On and on Ranelle flew and Jalen ran. Often she would circle back and he would speak with her in thought. Then she would dart ahead, as though relishing her newfound freedom. When they were finally reunited with Ranelle, Aric and Renn would be enchanted with their younger sister, almost as much as Jalen was. Ranelle’s brothers might not be pleased that Jalen had claimed her, but he would deal with that when the time came.


  While they traveled, he enjoyed the memories of making love to Ranelle, tasting her, pleasuring her and bringing her to climax. His cock ached to be buried within her sweet folds, and the desire spurred him on.


  The moon moved slowly across the sky, and Jalen kept his pace. Ranelle, however, tired before the stars reached apex. Jalen encouraged her to rest upon his shoulder, and she did so while he continued to sprint along the shore of the Mairi Sea toward Wilding Wood.


  Not his first choice, for certain, but his best option, given the circumstances.


  Jalen knew he was taking a big risk, but he intended to skirt the fringes of the forest, hoping the Queen of Faerie, Anistana, would allow them safe passage. The Faeries of the wood were a mischievous lot, and one never knew what Anistana’s whim might be for the day. Still, Anistana was preferable to Zanden’s minions.


  Most of the time.


  Sometime before dawn they reached a sheltered cove below the Wilding Wood, and Jalen came to a halt. We shall rest here before we enter the forest, he told Ranelle, who was still in nordai form and perched upon his shoulder.


  She fluttered her feathers. Her sharp raven’s eyes surveyed him, perhaps sensing his trepidation about the Faeries.


  Reining his emotions, Jalen tenderly removed Ranelle from his shoulder, set her on the sand and stood back. The air glittered around her as she transformed back into her lovely woman’s body, a tired smile upon her face.


  Jalen brought her into his arms and held her tight, enjoying the feel of her body pressed to his. “Although you were the fairest of ravens, I missed seeing your beautiful smile, mi enchantrei.”


  “Flying was wonderful—far better than I had even imagined.” Ranelle gave a small yawn against his chest. “But I fear I shall be too sore to move come the morrow.”


  He smiled as he released Ranelle and reached into his waist pouch for the krstn. “After we sup, I will tend to your tired muscles. I promise you shall feel much better.”


  Jalen unfurled the blanket on the sand, within the shelter of a small overhang that protected them from the wind. The moon sat low in the sky but was bright. It would not be many more days ’til moonchange.


  Sitting cross-legged on the krstn, Ranelle ate the gorni that he had given her. She devoured the bar, finishing hers almost as soon as Jalen had eaten his.


  After she finished her gorni, she gave him a thoughtful look. “Will I need that potion to change into a raven again?”


  He shook his head. “Nay. The knowledge has now been released within you, and it will be easier the next time. When you desire to become a nordai, you simply need to will yourself to make the transformation.”


  Ranelle brushed her hair out of her eyes. “This is all so strange. Yet it felt so right.”


  Jalen reached into his waist pouch and removed a vial of lonoi oil. “Now ’tis time to remove your clothing,” he instructed as he set the vial on the krstn.


  Even in the moonlight he saw the blush rise to her cheeks. “It is a bit chilly out here,” she murmured.


  “I shall warm you.” He smiled and tugged at the tie around her tunic. “I promise you shall enjoy the lonoi.”


  After she had removed her clothing, Ranelle settled on the krstn, face down. A false gray dawn lightened the morning sky as she stared across the sand to the waterline. The sea continued its endless thrust against the shore, pulling back and pushing forward again, like two lovers forever mating.


  Goose bumps sprouted along her bare skin as a cool wind swirled within their cove. The moist air smelled of the sea’s brine, along with the perfume of juniper and hynling trees from the nearby forest.


  She blinked. Hynling trees? Where had that name come from, and how did she know what they smelled like? And why did the name disturb her senses?


  A shiver skittered along her spine as Jalen straddled her, also naked, his enormous cock pressed against her rounded buttocks. All thought fled her mind, leaving only visions of her Elvin stallion making love to her, and she barely had enough concentration to keep her thoughts blocked from him.


  She grew wet at the memories of Jalen fucking her, and she nearly groaned aloud. The first time she had seen his cock, she couldn’t believe how huge it was, nearly twice the size of Stefan’s—and she had thought Stefan’s to be large.


  Jalen reached for the vial he had set beside her on the krstn. She heard the soft pop of the cork, and then shivered again as she felt warm oil being poured onto her spine. Scents of mint and cedar met her nose, serving to further relax her. He set the corked vial back onto the blanket, and then began massaging her back.


  “Mmmmm,” she moaned as his large hands worked her muscles. “By all the gods that feels wonderful.”


  Your skin is softer than Faerie silk, he murmured in her mind. Queen Anistana herself would be envious.


  Closing her eyes, she turned her head to the side and sighed with pleasure from the incredible massage. “How do you always know the very moment when I’m not guarding my thoughts?”


  You are my heartmate. His fingers worked the muscles in her shoulders. I shall always be aware of your openness to me. And one day you will not feel the need to block my entrance to your mind.


  Her entire being was so relaxed that it took her a moment to process what he had said. She tensed and her eyes popped open. “Heartmate? What are you talking about?”


  “Shhh, mi enchantrei.” He deepened the massage and she couldn’t help but melt into the feel of his fingers.


  Yet a part of her recalled Jalen’s possessiveness during their lovemaking, and his demands that she belonged to him for eternity. Had he been serious? Did he think he owned her? Or had it been play, like Stefan and Vay?


  Jalen took that moment to ease down her body and press her thighs apart. He knelt between her splayed legs and rubbed her buttocks, moving lower and lower ‘til his hands neared her woman’s curls. All she could think about at that point was how much she wanted him to thrust his huge cock deep inside her.


  Moisture flooded her channel and she arched her hips, begging for his touch. The Elvin devil ignored her needy moans and continued his massage. “Patience, my love,” he murmured as he slowly worked the muscles of one leg, down to her calf and ankle.


  To Hades with patience! Ranelle’s entire body felt alive and on fire. All tiredness and aches had vanished, replaced with energy and vitality. Her passion was at such an extreme level that she thought she would reach orgasm without him even touching her between her thighs.


  “The lonoi will vanquish any aches.” Jalen moved to her other leg and began administering his magical hands to its muscles. “And it will keep your body warm for hours yet to come.”


  “I want your cock inside me, Jalen.” Ranelle moaned as his hands returned to her buttocks. “Take me now.”


  The maddening man gave a low laugh as he eased his hands up her backside. “You are a lusty one, my Elvin Princess.”


  Elvin Princess? She opened her mouth to ask why he called her that, but moaned instead when she felt his hot tongue on her buttocks and the gentle nip of his teeth. His long hair brushed her backside as he swirled his tongue along each cheek, and she grew even wetter for him.


  “Get on your knees,” he murmured as he moved back.


  Finally. She rose up on all fours. But instead of feeling the penetration of his cock, the next thing she knew his head was beneath her, between her thighs. His tongue flicked at her clit, and she almost collapsed on his face from the sheer pleasure of his stroke.


  Jalen’s finger thrust in and out of her wet entrance while his tongue licked her, and one of his hands gripped her hips. She ground her sex into his face while she watched the waves pound the shore. Breasts swaying in the cool morning air, her nipples hard and aching, Ranelle rocked to and fro, fucking his face and seeking release from the sweet torture.


  “Yes!” she cried. “Right there. Gods, yes!”


  The enrli at her forehead and mound throbbed, sending burning pleasure throughout her body. The beginnings of her orgasm trickled through her, growing and growing ’til it burst throughout her in a flood of sensation.


  Ranelle cried out, her shout echoing against the rock in the overhang. Even as her limbs refused to bear her weight any longer, Jalen was out from beneath her, his hands gripping her hips. In a smooth movement he had her on her back, his muscled body between her thighs, his cock pressed to her belly.


  His jaw was clenched, his eyes glittering sapphires, as he stared down at her. Muscles in his arms bulged as he propped himself above her, as though he fought wild urges rising within him.


  Jalen’s lips came down hard upon Ranelle’s, his tongue plunging inside her mouth, filling her with the taste of herself and his masculine flavor. A heated groan rumbled through him and he clenched his fists in her hair, holding her hard against the krstn.


  His intensity frightened her, yet excited her all at the same time. For a man who always seemed in control, this explosion of carnal passion was incredibly erotic and arousing.


  Ranelle dug the nails of one hand into his thigh, needing to hang on for dear life as he ravaged her mouth. She reached between their bodies, grabbed his cock and brought it to her folds.


  Jalen tore his mouth from hers, his eyes wild with lust.


  “Take me, Jalen. Please,” she begged.


  He hooked his arms under her knees, raising her hips off the blanket and opening her wide to him. With one long thrust, he immersed his cock inside her waiting core, causing Ranelle to cry out from the mixture of pain and pleasure.


  She couldn’t take her eyes off his face as he pounded into her. Sweat glistened upon his forehead, his pulsating enrli sparkling in dawn’s growing light.


  This time Ranelle’s orgasm took her by surprise, crashing into her like the tide. But still Jalen thrust in and out of her, drawing out her climax ’til it built to another and another.


  With her third scream of pleasure, she raked her nails across his back. Jalen shouted and she felt his body tense and his cock pulsate inside her as he released his seed inside her. His release was hard and powerful, and she could feel his hot semen flooding her womb.


  Jalen slowed his thrusts, emptying himself into her. Yet he didn’t stop. He continued moving in and out, building up speed again. Sweat rolled down his face and covered his body. His relentless plunging caused her to climax a fifth and sixth time.


  As she reached yet another peak, Jalen pressed the enrli on his forehead to hers. Silvery blue light blinded her as her orgasm flooded her entire being. Distantly she heard his yell from his own release, and felt his thrusts slow ’til he collapsed atop her.


  Exhaustion claimed Ranelle, overcoming her so swiftly that in the next instant she slid into the deepest of sleeps.


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  Shock coursed Jalen’s being as he rolled off Ranelle and onto the krstn. His breathing came ragged and fast, his cock as hard as mishnui wood, his desire barely sated. If she had not fallen asleep, he surely would have taken her again and again.


  Jalen’s muscles trembled as he drew Ranelle within his embrace and stared into the morning sky. The sea shimmered with golden light, the horizon streaked with the oranges, purples and pinks of dawn.


  Ranelle’s breathing had already deepened in her exhausted slumber, her lashes dark crescents against her pale skin. Her sweet essence and the smells of sex and sweat clung to their skin, overwhelming his senses and causing another bolt of lust to surge through his cock.


  By all the goddess’s gifts, what was happening to him? Never had he lost control. Never had he felt the urge to rut like a wild stag at mating time.


  A faint tinkling echoed in the overhang. His sensitive ears caught something on the wind—a sound as fair as chimes stirred by a breeze…like laughter. A soft feminine sound, a mischievous giggle.


  Nay. It could not be. They were yet a hundred yards from Wilding Wood. Surely the Faeries would not stray so far from Astral?


  Jalen reached over Ranelle’s sleeping form, ran his hand over the krstn, and then looked at his fingertips. Gold dust sparkled on each of his fingers and he couldn’t keep a slight groan from escaping his throat.


  Anistana.


  It had been too much to hope they would have safe passage through her wood. Now he had to determine some way to appease her while getting Ranelle safely to Seraphine. His last encounter with the wily Faerie Queen had not gone particularly well, and he was certain she had not forgotten. And without doubt she would seek revenge in her own devious way.


  He fought the raging lust in his body caused by Faerie magic, tempering it with all his will. No longer in the throws of sexual passion, Jalen was able to calm his body and fight the effects of Anistana’s enchanted dust. He had seen it used only once before, and that had been a time long ago. His brother-at-arms still carried the scar of that rendezvous with Anistana.


  With a heavy sigh, Jalen brought Ranelle tighter into his embrace. She stirred and murmured, “Tierra,” her brow furrowed and her voice thick with sleep.


  He reached into her thoughts. Through the guard she had dropped in her slumber he saw that she dreamed of her redheaded heart-sister—who was entirely naked.


  Jalen had seen Tierra many times in Fiorn when he had shadowed Ranelle, but this time there was something oddly familiar about her. As though she reminded him of someone else.


  Nay, ’tis impossible.


  Frowning, Jalen withdrew, turning his attention toward the surging tide and the sound of seagulls seeking their morning meal. He would allow Ranelle to sleep only a bit longer, and then it would be necessary to wake her and prepare for their journey to Seraphine…


  And face what might come with the Queen of Faerie.


  * * * * *


  Tierra bolted through the wood, her heart pounding, blood rushing in her ears, and her lungs burning. She dodged through thick pine, oak and bluewood trees, and hurtled over fallen logs. Branches scratched her face, poked her naked breasts and jabbed at her bare thighs, but she ignored the discomfort.


  Behind her the crashing came closer and closer as the warrior drew near.


  He was surely furious at what she’d done.


  She had to escape him!


  He would not harm her, despite his dark and arrogant nature. Of that Tierra felt certain. Mostly. And she could still feel the fire of his touch upon her skin.


  Gods, but he was an incredible lover. And an incredibly stupid brute.


  A madman.


  Low branches snagged her ankle, and she stumbled, barely catching herself before she fell. A surge of renewed energy rushed through her body, giving her the strength to go on.


  If she could find a place to hide, she could escape the barbarian and whatever punishment he would exact.


  She scrambled between a pair of granite boulders and found herself in an enormous clearing filled with an odd blue mist.


  Damn. No place to hide!


  Hair on the back of her neck prickled and she knew the warrior was near. She sprinted toward thick bushes to her left. The second she moved she was certain she had felt fingers scrape her bare back.


  His fingers. Rigid and cold with anger.


  Terror and excitement added strength to Tierra’s flight. She dove into the strange mist, toward a gap between the bushes, and began scrambling through on her hands and knees.


  What if he caught her here? Took her now, like some wild pack dog, howling before moonchange.


  The thought infuriated and thrilled her.


  Hands grabbed her hips and yanked her back against a solid male form—as naked as she was.


  “No!” Ranelle screamed and fought against her bonds. “Let me go,” she cried as she thrashed and tried to escape.


  “Ranelle!” A familiar voice pierced her consciousness. “It was a dream, mi enchantrei. Only a dream.”


  Jalen.


  She stilled and focused on the face over hers. Jalen, her Elvin god, held her close, cradling her, his naked skin pressed to hers. She could sense him drawing away the fear of her dream, but her skin still prickled as though warning her.


  Blinking away the light, she realized it was now early morning, the sun warming the small cove they were nestled in.


  “You are safe,” Jalen murmured and brushed his lips across the enrli at her forehead.


  The dream came back to Ranelle as vivid as one of her visions. “Tierra. I must find her. She is in unspeakable danger.”


  “Your friend will be fine.” Jalen stroked Ranelle’s face with his fingertips, his touch designed to soothe.


  But she did not want to be comforted. She wanted—needed—to help her heart-sister.


  “No.” Ranelle pushed her way out of his arms and scrambled to her feet. “I will not stand by and wait for Tierra to be harmed.”


  A perplexed frown crossed Jalen’s handsome face as she started pulling on her breeches. In an effortless movement he rose and captured her shoulders with his large hands, molding his powerful naked body to her smaller form. “Trust me in this. Tierra must meet her own destiny.”


  Anger flared through Ranelle, as quick and furious as a summer thunderstorm. “I would not have such a vision if my help was not needed!” She yanked herself away from his grasp, scooped her tunic off the edge of the krstn, and pulled it over her head. “Tierra and Liana are the only family I have ever known, and I would give my life for them both.”


  “Nay.” Jalen’s features became as hard as sculpted marble. “You will not go.”


  “Ha!” Ranelle thrust one foot into a boot, and then her other. When she was finished she straightened and glared up at Jalen. “You are not my master. You do not own me and you do not dictate what I may or may not do.”


  “You are my heartmate, Ranelle.” His voice was calm and filled with self-assurance. “We have been bound together by the laws of the Seraphine Elves and of the goddess herself.”


  An odd chill crept over Ranelle and gooseflesh sprouted on her skin as she stared at Jalen. “What in Hades are you talking about?”


  “The enrli that is now a permanent part of you, and the ceremony…you are bound to me.” He sighed as Ranelle’s jaw dropped and her eyes grew wide. “The ritual I performed makes you, as humans would say, my wife.”


  “What?” Ranelle shrieked and scrubbed at the enrli on her forehead with her tunic sleeve. “Are you saying this is permanent? And that you think I’m married to you?”


  He shrugged. “Aye.”


  She marched up to him and thumped his chest with her forefinger. “How dare you perform this—this ceremony without my consent?”


  “Because you are my heartmate,” he said as though that was the most logical answer on all of Dair. An almost amused expression crossed his face, infuriating her further. “You and I are joined for eternity.”


  “You arrogant, Elvin bastard.” Ranelle’s thoughts spun as she stared up at him, unable to believe his audacity. “I cannot believe I actually trusted you.”


  She placed her palms to his bare chest and shoved him away, walking backward out of the cove. Sand and shale crunched beneath her boots as she put a few steps distance between them. There was no doubt in her mind what she was going to do now.


  Ranelle clenched her fists. “I’ll show you exactly how I feel about this marriage.”


  At the same moment she turned away from him, she willed herself to nordai form. The air shimmered around her and she heard Jalen’s shout of surprise. She felt his fingers brush her tail feathers as she took to the sky and sped toward Wilding Wood.


  “Not the wood!” Jalen shouted, running after Ranelle’s raven form. “’Tis dangerous. Stay away from Wilding Wood!” But even as he sprinted up the sandy hillside, still naked, he knew he would never get to her in time.


  He reached the top of the rise and watched her fly into the blue mist of the wood—and vanish.


  Goddess help the foolish woman.


  The enrli burned at his forehead and above his cock, telling him his heartmate traveled farther yet. The fire in the symbols would only become worse…’til he and Ranelle were reunited.


  Feeling an odd numbness in his mind, Jalen jogged back to the cove. He quickly dressed in his tunic, boots and breeches, and gathered his belongings. After he shook the Faerie dust from the krstn, he folded it and tucked it away within the pouch secured at his waist. His heart ached to be with Ranelle, and every second they were apart was far too long.


  It seemed overlong, yet it was only a matter of minutes before he had slung his bow and quiver over his shoulder and sprinted back toward the wood. All the while he wondered what had gone wrong between him and his heartmate. He had done what was best for them both by binding her to him.


  Was it possible he had erred in judgment?


  Should he have consulted her first?


  That was certainly not the Elvin way. But, then, Ranelle was not Elvin. She hadn’t even been raised with the nordain customs. Human relationships were her only reference point.


  Damn.


  Jalen, who had never experienced doubt of any kind before Ranelle, was now certain the maid had more than bewitched him. She was making him daft.


  And he could only imagine what her reaction would be once she learned she was with child. The Faeries’ dust was potent indeed, and when used between heartmates, a child was always conceived.


  I did not know—yet, for certain, Anistana will make sure to convince Ranelle I did.


  Goddess bless!


  He did not pause when he reached the mist, plunging into the thick shroud and the darkness of the forest. The mist’s cool tendrils glowed as it snaked around him, clinging to him as he ran through bluewood, oak, and hynling trees.


  At home in any forest, Jalen was naught but a spirit in the wood, undetectable by all but the Queen of Faerie. The enchantress had the power to sense any being that entered her wood, whether they entered willing or not.


  The smell of hynling sap was pungent, mixing with the dank forest smells of rotting wood and leaves, and rich loam. The sap glittered a brilliant gold as it snaked down the hynling trunks, offering some light to see by in the dark forest. His gut clenched as he prayed to the goddess that Ranelle would avoid the sap, and all other dangers within Wilding Wood.


  It was unlikely Ranelle would escape Anistana—his only hope was that once his heartmate was captured, that the Faerie Queen would see it fit to allow Jalen entrance to Astral, her magical realm.


  Considering the grudge she held against him, that was high hopes indeed.


  Jalen pressed forward toward Astral, his boots not making a sound as he slipped through the forest. In the distance he heard the soft cry of the krakilee and the flutter of perna in the branches above.


  He came upon a unicorn and her foal drinking from a crystal stream, their golden horns dipped into the cool water. The unicorns’ hides shimmered in the glow of the hynling sap, adding to their mystical appearance. Even the keen senses of the unicorn mare did not detect Jalen’s passage and he continued on through the wood.


  His enrli burned, but he paid little attention to the pain, his thoughts focused on reaching Ranelle. He did not fear for her life—even Anistana would not stoop so low as to kill another being. As long as Ranelle was in Astral she would be safe…the trick would be in how he was going to retrieve her.


  And in what condition she would be in, once the Faeries had their way with her.


  


  Anger added speed to Ranelle’s flight as she left Jalen. She heard his shouts behind her, but damned if she was going to listen to another word he said. With an angry pump of her wings, she headed straight for Wilding Wood. There she could hide ’til she determined what course of action to take next.


  How dare the bastard bind her to him? She was not a possession. A piece of chattel that he could do with as he pleased. She barely knew the man and he had wedded her without her knowledge or consent!


  Blue mist swirled and beckoned to Ranelle as she neared the forest—not unlike the mist she had seen in her dream of Tierra. And blue trees…bluewood Tierra had called them.


  Ranelle’s blood raced as fury continued to churn within her belly. She flew into the mist, dodging branches, flying high and then low, deeper into the wood. It was dark, yet a glow penetrated the forest, allowing her to see.


  She alighted on the branch of an ancient bluewood tree, and tried to get her bearings—and realized at once she had made a grave error in entering the forest. Her senses screamed at her to turn around and leave the wood, but she was disoriented. No matter which direction she looked, she could not determine which way she had come.


  Below her a stream trickled through a small clearing, blue mist swirling through the shrubbery, writhing as though the mist was alive. Tendrils of it snaked up the bluewood and around her raven’s body, like cold bands of silk.


  A sharp aroma mixed with rich forest smells of leaves, earth, and juniper. She tried to catch her breath as she took in more of her surroundings—and then she saw where the golden glow was coming from.


  Tingling sensations erupted within Ranelle and her feathers puffed up. Hynling sap.


  A distant memory nudged at her consciousness…


  “Pretty, Zjemma.” The toddler pointed her chubby finger toward the picture of the tree and the river of gold flowing down its trunk, then looked up at her zjemma, her mother. “Pretty.”


  “Yes, Carilee.” The woman’s sweet face grew sober as she stroked the toddler’s brown curls. “But often beauty is not what it seems. You must always beware.”


  Carilee scrunched up her small face and looked up at her mother. “Bee-ware?”


  Zjemma placed her hand over the toddler’s, touching the picture that immediately emitted a pungent scent. “This is a hynling tree. Remember its smell and what it looks like. Hynling sap is dangerous to the Nordain. If your feathers or skin come in contact with the sap, it will trap you…and you will be forever frozen within it.”


  Ranelle shivered and ruffled her feathers as the vision faded from her mind. Zjemma and Carilee. Those names…


  An eerie cry echoed through the wood, scratching through her soul, and Ranelle began to wish that she was back safe with Jalen. That she could feel his kisses on her breasts, his tongue laving her nipples, and his cock plunging into her as he fucked her senseless.


  No. How could she even think such a thing after what the bastard had done?


  Yet she missed him so badly her heart ached and her body burned. Even in her raven form she could feel the enrli, as though they were seared into the flesh of her mound and her forehead, the wounds yet unhealed.


  Well, no matter that she desired Jalen. No matter that she missed him as though a piece of herself was gone. She had to teach the man a lesson—he could not make decisions for her, and he must consult her on anything that would involve her.


  But what if she never saw him again? What if she became lost forever in the wood, or got caught in the hynling sap?


  The thoughts chilled her, further drawing away the heat of her ire. By fleeing him in anger, without discussing her feelings with him, had she wronged him as much as she had felt that he had wronged her?


  A slight motion caught her eye, and the quietest of sounds met her sharpened raven hearing. Ranelle went rigid with wonder, all other thoughts vanishing for the moment.


  Two beautiful creatures strolled from out of the mist—they looked like miniature horses, only far more delicate. Their coats shimmered like Mairi pearls, and they each had a single golden horn upon their foreheads that sparkled with every movement they made.


  They must be the legendary unicorns of Wilding Wood.


  Breathless, she watched them enter the glade.


  And then her senses screamed that danger approached.


  Before she had time to take flight, small hands grabbed Ranelle’s raven’s body from behind. Fingers pinched her beak shut.


  Terror seared her, but she was bound so tight within the incredibly strong hands that she could not move or make a sound.


  The heady perfume of roses and lilies enveloped Ranelle and her senses began to spin. She heard the light tinkling of laughter…and then her world went dark.


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  Blue mist twisted around Ranelle’s body as she blinked away the heaviness in her lids. She was lying on her back, staring up at a canopy of branches. The trees were different than any she recalled seeing before, their leaves sparkling like silver medallions fluttering in a light wind. Sweet perfume of rose petals and lilies teased her senses, reminding her of…what?


  It seemed as though the mist was even a fog in her mind. A throbbing sensation pulsed at her forehead and on the mound between her thighs as she frowned in concentration. Like a slow trail of honey being poured from a jar, her memories returned—and her heart began to race.


  She had fled Jalen, into Wilding Wood. And as she rested upon a blue tree’s branch in nordai form…hands had grabbed her from behind…and she had smelled roses and lilies.


  With a start, Ranelle pushed herself up so that she was sitting—and realized she was completely naked.


  On a golden bed that was strewn with crimson rose petals.


  In the middle of the forest.


  Even though she was outside this time, the scene was eerily familiar. She swallowed down her rising fear as she wondered if Zanden had captured her again.


  Tinkling laughter met Ranelle’s ears and gooseflesh rose along her skin. The sound was musical, like water trickling over rocks.


  She tried to slide off the bed, but the mist wrapped around her, silken bonds that pulled her onto her back again. Before she had a chance to struggle, her ankles and wrists were bound to the four golden bedposts, her arms stretched wide and her legs splayed leaving her naked body open and vulnerable.


  Ranelle fought against the magical bonds, but the scent of roses and lilies intensified, and her body relaxed against her will.


  Mist brushed her nipples, like Jalen’s sensual caress, making her peaks hard and aching. While the blue haze fondled her breasts, a finger of the mist slid between her thighs and stroked her clit, causing her to moan. Again she tried to struggle, but the bonds held tight.


  Rose petals felt like satin against her back as she wriggled on the bed—trying to get away from the erotic mist, yet pushing into it at the same time. The finger of mist continued its strokes on her clit as the sensual touching intensified on her nipples. A larger finger appeared, slid between her thighs and teased the opening of her core.


  No. Her panic at being entered by anything or anyone but Jalen overrode the power of the rose petal drug. No matter that it was only mist and not an actual being—only Jalen would now do.


  The mist finger hesitated, and then joined the other finger that stroked her clit.


  Ranelle writhed beneath the touch of the magical haze that would not stop its erotic torture. Her vision blurred and perspiration coated her body as she neared the pinnacle—


  The mist vanished.


  Ranelle almost screamed from the need for orgasm—regardless of the fact that she had been fighting against the lewd mist only moments before.


  At the same time, she realized she had been completely released from her bonds. Sweat glistened on her skin as she bent her legs and squeezed her knees together, as though it might relieve the ache in her quim. But she was hot and wet, and so needy for Jalen’s cock.


  Ranelle tried to sit up, yet found she could not. She clenched her hands in the satin bed sheet, crushing rose petals in her fists.


  “What is this madness?” she asked out loud, her voice echoing in the enormous space—as though her words bounced off of crystal walls.


  Another giggle floated on the mist, an eerie yet intriguing sound.


  Ranelle frowned and gripped the bed sheet tighter. “Who are you?”


  Silver sparkles flashed before her eyes, and then a slender form wavered—a part of the blue mist, yet not.


  The intensity of the silver light grew and Ranelle shielded her eyes.


  When she could bear the brightness, Ranelle dropped her hand and gaped at the most beautiful creature she had ever seen.


  The naked woman was petite as Liana and Tierra. She had long hair that tumbled past her buttocks, the same shade of red as Tierra’s, and the mound between her thighs was shaved bare. Her nipples were large, her breasts high and firm. Her skin was flawless, her eyes like sparkling emeralds. The Faerie’s ears looked like small shells, going up to a point, but ridged along the back, and her eyes were shaped like almonds.


  But the most incredible feature of all was the pair of gossamer wings extending from her back. They rose up behind her, shimmering like sunshine on rippling water.


  “You are Faerie,” Ranelle whispered as she finally found her voice.


  Instead of answering, the Faerie woman moved within a hairsbreadth of Ranelle. The Faerie reached out with her delicate fingers and caressed Ranelle’s nipple.


  Ranelle gasped and would have drawn away, but her body seemed compelled to do otherwise. She arched her back instead, pressing her breast against the Faerie’s palm. The pressure to reach climax was so great within Ranelle that she trembled.


  “So, this is the skin that even I would envy?” The woman’s voice was sweet and melodious, reminding Ranelle of the laughter she had heard earlier.


  Confused by the Faerie’s words, Ranelle shook her head. “I—I don’t know what you are talking about.”


  The Faerie dipped her head toward Ranelle’s breast, her fiery tresses falling forward and caressing Ranelle’s skin in a silken sweep. “Do you taste as good as he believes?” the woman murmured and then flicked her tongue against Ranelle’s nipple.


  Ranelle cried out, her back arching even higher, as though being shoved from behind. The movement pushed her nipple more firmly into the Faerie’s mouth. The feel of the woman’s tongue and mouth was incredible, almost dizzying in its intensity.


  “You do taste sweet,” the Faerie murmured as she moved her mouth to Ranelle’s other nipple. “Perhaps I should taste all of you.”


  Just the feel of the Faerie’s lips and tongue was enough to draw Ranelle closer to climax.


  But then the woman pulled away and studied Ranelle with wicked delight in her green gaze.


  “Why are you doing this?” Ranelle asked in between deep gulps of air.


  The Faerie smiled, the delight in her eyes turning into a hard glint. “Revenge.”


  “But I have done nothing to you.” Ranelle frowned and shook her head. “I don’t even know who you are.”


  Laughter bubbled out of the Faerie and she covered her mouth with her dainty fingers. Her smile grew positively devious as she moved her hand from her mouth to Ranelle’s tresses.


  “Prince Jalen told you naught of me?” the woman asked as she stroked Ranelle’s hair away from her brow.


  “Prince…Jalen?” A warning flare erupted in Ranelle’s senses.


  “This is precious.” The Faerie giggled. “You have been bound to the Prince, and yet he did not explain his position among the Seraphine Elves? Ah, truly priceless, that is.”


  Ranelle narrowed her gaze. “Who…are…you?”


  The Faerie trailed her fingers from Ranelle’s hair, over one breast and the flat of Ranelle’s belly towards her woman’s curls. Bending down, the woman leaned so close that her hands were but a fraction from Ranelle’s folds. The Faerie’s breath was warm on Ranelle’s clit as she parted the wet folds with her fingers.


  “Stop!” Ranelle gasped and tried to scoot away, but the mist wrapped around her so that she was unable to move. Ye gods how she needed to come—the Faerie was driving her mad.


  “I am Anistana,” the woman murmured and then smiled as confusion, then recognition filled Ranelle.


  Swallowing hard, Ranelle said, “You are Queen.”


  “Aye.” Anistana breathed in, as though savoring Ranelle’s scent. “I am Queen of Faerie and all of Wilding Wood.”


  * * * * *


  The morning following Ranelle’s flight from him, Jalen neared Astral. The throbbing at his enrli lessened, and he was even more certain that Ranelle was being held within the magical realm. While he traveled, the only sounds were the gentle calls of the elusive krakilee, along with the rush of wind through pine and hynling trees.


  With grim determination he passed by the Faeries’ many traps for the unwary, silently wending his way through the mist ’til he reached the barrier to Anistana’s realm.


  Invisible to all but faire folke, the gates soared toward the upper reaches of the forest. A testament to the vanity of the Faerie Queen, Anistana’s beautiful image was sculpted into the gates that were made of gold and littered with diamonds, emeralds, rubies, sapphires and amethysts.


  Jalen shook his head at the extravagance of Faeries. Elves believed that beauty was in the world around them, not in material possessions fabricated by humans or other beings. Elves lived as one with nature, communing with the goddess’s gifts. It was a bone of contention between the two races, causing much friction between the faire folke.


  He placed his hands on the mouth of Anistana’s image. The lips moved beneath his fingers and it felt as though a tongue flicked against his palms.


  Ah, Prince Jalen, the Faerie Queen’s musical voice murmured in his mind. Why have you dared to enter my realm?


  Jalen attempted to pull his hands away from the gate, but they were held fast by Anistana’s magic. He did not have to look around him to know that he would not see the Faerie. You know well why I am here, your Majesty, he replied.


  Your Majesty, is it? Anistana giggled and he could picture the wicked mirth in her emerald eyes. When I last saw you and sucked the seed from your cock, you did not stand on such formalities.


  Taking a deep breath, Jalen struggled to find words that would appease the fickle Queen. I have come for my heartmate, Ranelle. Please allow me entrance or bring her to me so that we may go to Seraphine.


  Laughter and blue mist swirled around Jalen, along with the scents of roses and lilies. He sighed. Of course it had been too much to hope for, that Anistana would make this easy. He steeled himself for what he knew would come next.


  Heartmate, you say? The Queen’s tone held amusement and mischief as the mist pulled at the ties fastening Jalen’s breeches, and they dropped to his feet. You mean the fair Nordain maid whose delicious nectar I have sampled? Mist rose up and passed across his lips, and he swore he smelled and tasted Ranelle’s sex. Anistana’s voice was throaty as she added, Perhaps I should drink your seed and compare her taste with yours.


  Mist wrapped around Jalen’s cock and he barely held back a groan as it began working his shaft. The mist felt warm and wet like Ranelle’s sweet mouth. In the next instant all his clothing and weapons vanished, leaving him naked at the entrance to Anistana’s realm. His hands were still bound to the gates, the magical mist suckling his cock.


  How does it feel? Anistana sounded playful and teasing, yet with a hard edge to her words. Do you not remember the times we fucked beneath the mishnui? When I took you deep within me, and your brother-at-arms entered my nether hole?


  Similar to the ways of the Faeries and the Nordain, in the world of the Seraphine Elves, sex between multiple partners, men and women, and those of the same gender, was an enjoyable aspect of their culture. Such pleasures were gifts of the goddess, and to deny one’s sexuality was unheard of. Once an Elvin man found his heartmate, as a couple they might share pleasures with others. However, the man would only penetrate his heartmate, and she would only allow his cock in her core.


  Despite the sexual freedom of his culture, Jalen desired pleasure from no one but his heartmate. But he was powerless to stop his cock from hardening to its full length as the mist continued its erotic assault.


  Ah, yes, Anistana murmured. Perhaps you and I shall both fuck the sweet Nordain maid at once. Or perhaps I will allow you to watch me lick Ranelle’s folds, bringing her to climax while Ibella suckles her breasts and your cock spills its seed into Elinni’s mouth. The Faerie Queen giggled. You do remember the nights and days you fucked us all time after time, do you not?


  Stop this now, Jalen replied, even though he knew she would ignore his request.


  I think not, her voice whispered in his head while visions of their past sexual encounters began to fill his mind as the Faerie Queen forced them upon him.


  Jalen gritted his teeth as the pressure built within him, stroke after stroke, sucking and licking, drawing him closer to climax. He pushed away the images of the times spent fucking Anistana and the Faeries Elinni and Ibella, and instead concentrated on Ranelle’s beautiful face and the feel of being buried inside her hot core.


  Anistana giggled again. I shall rather enjoy this revenge.


  The sensations stopped abruptly, and Jalen bit back another groan. His hands were released from Astral’s golden doors, and without looking he knew he was surrounded by a guard of four Faeries. He straightened and took a deep breath, using his rigid control to rein in his body’s desires.


  “Enough.” Jalen clenched his fists at his sides. “Take me to my heartmate.”


  Faerie laughter tickled his ears as the doors swung open, and the exotic scents of Faerie incense washed over him. Anistana’s guard followed close behind as Jalen strode ahead, comfortable in his nakedness, through the gate, and into Astral’s grand entryway.


  Silver leaves of mishnui glittered overhead, making a soft musical sound. Gold and crystal couches, chairs and tables furnished Anistana’s opulent crystal-walled palace. Rose petals littered the marble floor, and with every step Jalen took, their sweet scent was released into the air.


  The smooth marble was cool beneath his bare feet as he strode forward, past countless doorways and rooms, ’til he reached the doors to Anistana’s private chambers. As he paused before the entrance, the pain in his enrli all but vanished, replaced by a warming sensation, assuring him that Ranelle was in the Queen’s bedchamber.


  Anistana’s guard positioned themselves at the entrance, two on either side. Jalen paid them little heed as he shoved open the doors and walked through, the doors making no sound as they closed behind him.


  Upon the Faerie Queen’s bed lay his heartmate, her eyes closed but her face tense as though in frustration. Her mahogany tresses spilled across the golden bedcovers, and his cock became so hard he thought he might die if he did not fuck her. Ranelle’s legs and arms were splayed, showing her beautiful folds and her pink clit. And goddess above, her nipples were tight buds, calling for him to claim them with his hot mouth.


  Realization trickled through him that the damn mist bound his love to the bedposts. A feral growl rumbled deep in Jalen’s throat and he strode across the chamber to where she lay—


  And struck something. An invisible wall.


  Jalen fought to get though the wall to his sleeping Princess, slamming his fists against it, but it was to no avail.


  “By the goddess, Anistana!” he shouted, his voice hoarse with fury. “Let me through!”


  The Faerie Queen’s laughter came from behind him, and he whirled to face the redheaded enchantress.


  She gave her wings a lazy flap and rose into the air, moving closer to Jalen. “When I have had my way with you both, perhaps then I will allow you to be together again.” Her emerald eyes sparkled with mirth as she added, “That is, if it suits me.”


  And then the Faerie bitch vanished.


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  Ranelle opened her eyes to stare at the silver leaves above as she shifted on the bed, testing her bonds. Gods but she was going to lose her mind if Jalen did not come to her soon. If she did not come soon. Had her hands been free, she would have stroked her clit to bring about some relief.


  Prickling erupted at Ranelle’s forehead and her mound at the same time her senses stirred.


  She turned her head and saw her lover across the room. Fierce joy rose within her breast as she saw his naked splendor, and she grew wet at the sight of his enormous cock.


  Angry. Yes. I am supposed to be angry with him…


  And I am.


  Was.


  Gods. What do I feel for him? Besides the unquenchable desire to feel his flesh on mine?


  “Jalen!” Ranelle pulled against her bonds, but she was held fast.


  Why did he stand across the room, watching her with a tight expression on his handsome face, rather than coming to her? Was he so furious with her for running away?


  Arrogant Elvin bastard. He should have known she would not appreciate a forced marriage.


  Jalen put his hands up and braced them on the air, and she realized an invisible wall kept them apart. His lips moved, yet she could hear nothing but the tinkling of silvery leaves above the bed.


  But then he gave her a wry smile, and his deep voice entered her thoughts. Ranelle, mi enchantrei. ’Tis my greatest joy to see you—but there is peril here. No matter what, do not resist the Queen in her own realm.


  “A pity he has chosen to settle his affection on you.” Anistana’s voice startled Ranelle, and she snapped her gaze to where the naked Faerie Queen now stood, at the foot of the bed. “He was such a good fuck.”


  “Cease this torture.” Ranelle’s cheeks burned at the realization the Faerie had enjoyed Jalen’s cock in the past, but she refused to acknowledge her jealousy to the Queen. “Free us. Now.”


  The flutter of the Faerie’s wings pushed the scent of roses over Ranelle. Anistana moved so close that Ranelle felt warmth radiating from the Queen as she leaned over Ranelle’s breasts. Ranelle’s nipples hardened and her quim ached from the sensual feel of the Faerie’s breath upon her skin.


  Anistana glanced at Jalen and smiled when she saw desire rise in his face. “Amazing, is it not? The man has lost his head over a Nordain maid.”


  “He rejected you.” Ranelle’s voice was calm as everything clicked into place. “That is why you seek revenge.”


  Anistana’s wings twitched and her smile turned into a frown as her gaze returned to Ranelle. “We would have ruled well together, Jalen and I. Both realms, Astral and Seraphine. But he chose to decline my offer to join our worlds.”


  Mischief returned to the Faerie’s expression and then she vanished.


  Only to appear again on the bed, on her hands and knees, between Ranelle’s legs. Her long auburn hair tickled Ranelle’s thighs and her emerald eyes filled with mirth.


  “No.” Ranelle’s refusal was strong, but Anistana only laughed, lowered her head, and stroked Ranelle’s clit with her tongue.


  Intense sensation flooded Ranelle, the mist raising her buttocks from the bed and forcing her folds to the Faerie’s teasing tongue. Ranelle was torn between being incredibly aroused by Anistana’s mouth, and feeling as though she betrayed Jalen by not struggling against her bonds.


  Do not resist the Queen…


  Jalen’s words echoed in her mind. He must have known something like this would happen. It was nearly impossible for a human—or a Nordain—to resist Faeries. Or Elves, for that matter.


  A part of her thought of trying to use her magic to push the Queen away, yet another part knew it would not work—because the Queen was too powerful.


  Ranelle cried out at the pleasure of the Faerie’s touch and looked at Jalen on the other side of the invisible wall. A pained expression crossed his handsome face as he stared—his look was one of fury at not being able to join with her, and incredible lust at seeing her being pleasured by the Queen. His cock jerked as though ready to spurt its seed.


  Relax, Jalen’s husky voice entered her mind again. Enjoy. And rest assured, I will enjoy watching this if I know you feel only pleasure.


  Gasping, Ranelle nodded.


  Anistana’s tongue swirled and teased, just enough stroking and pressure to bring Ranelle close to climax before pulling away and starting the whole process over again. The Faerie was so talented, and Ranelle was so aroused, her body screamed for release.


  Ranelle looked across the room to her heartmate. “Please allow Jalen to pass through the wall.”


  The Faerie Queen only laughed. “Watch as Elinni suckles him.”


  Silver sparkled in the air beside Jalen, and then a dark Faerie appeared on her knees before him. She was naked and beautiful, with ruby lips, lovely breasts, skin like the night sky and gossamer wings of iridescent ebony.


  Jalen tried to push himself away from the wall, his muscles bulging with effort, but his hands appeared to be stuck to its invisible surface. He shook his head as he looked down at the Faerie who reached out and grasped his cock, her fingers dark against his golden length. Her black hair shimmered like raven feathers as she leaned forward, her lips nearing his staff.


  Even though she could not hear him, Ranelle saw Jalen’s mouth move and she knew he was attempting to refuse the Faerie.


  Yet Elinni ignored him and in the next moment, her tongue flicked out, licking Jalen’s cock as he fought to free himself from his magical bonds. The Faerie slid her crimson lips over his staff ’til she had taken his full length.


  Jealousy filled Ranelle, but she could scarcely think with the sexual torture the Faerie Queen was inflicting on them both. Her thoughts spun between intense arousal and desire to be with her man.


  “Mayhap Ibella should join in Jalen’s pleasures, too.” Anistana gave Ranelle another wicked smile and more silver sparkles filled the air beside Jalen.


  Another Faerie appeared, almost identical to Elinni—except she had no wings.


  Elinni’s twin, Anistana murmured in Ranelle’s surprised thoughts. Ibella was second-born. Second-born twins never have wings


  “Please.” Ranelle gasped for breath, her gaze moving from Jalen and the twins to the redheaded woman between her thighs. “Stop this insanity and set us free.”


  “Why?” Anistana raised her head and licked Ranelle’s juices from her lips. “You do not enjoy my tongue upon your clit?”


  Ranelle bit her lip, then nodded. “You are driving me nearly out of my mind. ”


  “You ask that I set you free.” With a smile, Anistana trailed one finger along the enrli on Ranelle’s mound. “Why would you wish to leave the safety of my realm? Zanden seeks you, even as we speak.”


  “No matter that we face certain danger. I only wish to be with Jalen.” Ranelle’s eyes met Anistana’s. “I beg of you.”


  “Perhaps…” The Faerie Queen lowered her lids as her gaze flicked from Ranelle to Jalen, and back again. “If the Prince licks Ibella’s quim and fucks Elinni while you watch, then you both may leave Astral.”


  “What?” Ranelle tried to sit up and screamed in frustration as the bonds held her tight. “No!”


  Anistana blinked and gave Ranelle a lazy smile as she trailed one finger down the inside of Ranelle’s thigh. “You came here enraged with Jalen, fleeing his affections, and now you claim him? Why?”


  “Because Jalen is mine,” Ranelle shouted as she glared at the Queen. “And I love him!”


  Mirth sparkled in Anistana’s emerald eyes as she raised herself up and then forward ’til she straddled Ranelle. The Queen’s mound was shaved, her folds soft as silk as it brushed over Ranelle’s belly.


  “You truly love the Prince?” Anistana pressed close, her perfume of rose petals invading Ranelle’s senses. The Queen brushed her lips over Ranelle’s and whispered, “That is all I needed to hear.”


  And the witch vanished.


  


  Jalen fought to free himself, even as the beautiful and talented Elinni wrapped her slender fingers around his cock. He did not wish to hurt her, but if his feet hadn’t been magically fastened to the floor, he would have done what he could have, gentle or no, to push her away without harming her.


  Elinni sighed and her lips brushed the head of his staff as she murmured, “How I have missed your fine cock.”


  “Stop this at once,” he demanded through gritted teeth as the dark Faerie slid her mouth over his staff, and it was all he could do not to groan.


  The Faerie only giggled, the hum of her laughter on his cock driving him closer to madness and the need to come. Her lily scent swirled around him as her almond-shaped amber eyes met his, and he saw mischief in their depths that nearly matched Anistana’s. She moved up and down his cock with her hot mouth and fingers while her free hand caressed his balls.


  A groan escaped his lips as Elinni’s twin appeared beside him. Ibella smiled and ran her hands over Jalen’s chest. It has been a long time since I have enjoyed your body, the Faerie said in his mind.


  His tortured gaze returned to Ranelle and the Faerie Queen, who had been licking Ranelle’s clit. His heartmate was struggling against her bonds and shouting at Anistana, and he wished he could hear her sweet voice.


  And then her words rang out, as though to grant his wish.


  “Because Jalen is mine,” Ranelle shouted, her face furious. “And I love him!”


  Jalen’s heart filled near to bursting, and he almost came in Elinni’s mouth. A possessive growl rumbled deep in his throat as Anistana moved up Ranelle’s body and then kissed her.


  Just as Jalen almost reached climax, Anistana, Elinni, and Ibella vanished in so many silver sparkles, as did the invisible wall.


  He stumbled forward, his hands and feet free of their bonds.


  “Ranelle!” Jalen strode toward her, even as he shouted her name.


  The surprise that had been on Ranelle’s face turned to joy as she scrambled from the bed and flung herself into Jalen’s arms. “Gods, how I missed you.”


  “I, too, mi enchantrei.” He lifted her and kissed her delicious lips, and she wrapped her legs around his waist.


  “Fuck me, Jalen.” Ranelle’s voice rose with urgency as she clung to him. “I shall die if your cock is not in me now.”


  His eyes locked with hers, Jalen held Ranelle tight with one arm while he guided his cock into her soaked quim with his other hand.


  Ranelle shrieked and came at once, her body shuddering with the force of her climax. Jalen pumped into her throbbing quim twice and his own orgasm burst through him like a massive wave pounding against a rocky shore. His cock jerked, shooting his seed deep within her womb.


  “Again!” Ranelle demanded, the enrli at her forehead flaring brilliant silver and matching the intensity in her eyes. “Fuck me again.”


  “Goddess, but you are the most beautiful of treasures.” In a quick motion, Jalen had Ranelle on the bed, face down on her belly.


  She clenched the golden bed sheet in her fists and arched up her smooth buttocks. “I need you, Jalen!”


  Grabbing her hips with his hands, he rammed his staff inside her, her tight core gripping him as he fucked her. “Do not ever leave me again.” His words were filled with all the true passion that had been missing in his life before he met Ranelle. “You are mine, mi enchantrei. Do you understand?”


  “Yes!” She raised her head and pushed her buttocks toward him. “As you are mine.”


  “Aye. Forevermore.” Powerful lust filled him, made stronger by his love for Ranelle, and her acknowledgement that they belonged to one another. He reached around her hips as he fucked her, and stroked her clit.


  Ranelle screamed into the golden bed sheet, violent aftershocks of her orgasm causing her body to jerk while he continued to thrust in and out of her core. A few more strokes and he climaxed, another powerful orgasm slamming into him with the force of a hurricane, and a bellow ripping from deep in his throat.


  Jalen collapsed against Ranelle’s backside, bracing himself enough that he did not pin her beneath his greater weight. Her breathing was ragged, matching his own, and her skin was as soaked with sweat as his.


  Nuzzling her nape, he drank in her sweet scent of vanilla and spice, woman and sex. He withdrew his cock from her, and she moaned as though disappointed that he had left her. With gentle hands he turned her over and eased her onto the center of the bed and then lowered himself between her thighs and stared down at her precious face.


  Tendrils of wet hair framed her delicate features, and she smiled as she slid her arms around his neck and pulled him close. “I love you, Jalen.”


  He brushed his lips over her glittering enrli. “I know.”


  “How?” Ranelle stilled, and he had to smile as he pulled back and saw her frown. “Have you been reading my thoughts again?”


  Nay. Jalen propped his elbow on the mattress and rested his head in his hand as he traced lazy circles around one of Ranelle’s nipples. I heard you tell Anistana.


  “Oh.” Her cheeks turned pink and she hesitated before asking, “And you—do you care for me?”


  I love you with all my being, mi enchantrei. The thrill in his heart deepened as relief, then happiness filled Ranelle’s expression.


  “No more secrets, then.” She slid her fingers into his sweat-dampened hair and drew his face closer to hers. “And no more making decisions that involve the both of us without consulting me first.”


  “For you, anything.” He took possession of her lips in a gentle but demanding kiss, slowly increasing the pressure. She squirmed beneath him, begging with her body for his cock. As much as he wanted to pleasure Ranelle by caressing every bit of her, he needed to be inside her more than anything.


  She wrapped her legs around his waist as he plunged into her hot core as his tongue thrust into her mouth. Passion and love for his heartmate nearly overwhelmed him as he took her.


  As they both reached the pinnacle, Jalen broke their kiss and placed the enrli at his forehead to Ranelle’s.


  Their orgasms exploded as one. Brilliant flashes of color and light erupted in Jalen’s mind. On and on the pleasure rippled through him, until it felt as though their bodies and minds had merged.


  I love you, she told him in thought, and his heart almost burst at the knowledge that they had become one in all ways.


  You are my treasure, mi enchantrei, he whispered in her mind. My heart. My love.


  When the last fireworks faded into nothing but a glimmer, Jalen rolled onto his back. He brought Ranelle with him so that she rested on top, his cock still buried deep within her core. Jalen sensed the moment she slid into a deep slumber, just before sleep claimed him.


  * * * * *


  Tiali, Ritt, and Cind lay sprawled across the flagstone floor of Zanden’s bedchamber, exhausted from the many times the Sorcerer had used their bodies. Countless times he had fucked the women, long after they had begged for rest. Yet even as they now slept, his cock throbbed with fury and desire. The room smelled of their juices and his seed.


  He would recover his destined wife, Liana, as well as the two other bitches who had escaped him, Ranelle and Tierra. Repeatedly he would fuck them, impregnating each with his seed. They would bear countless children for him, as had been prophesized in the Chronicles.


  And damn all the gods, he would meet his destiny. He would rule Dair.


  Zanden held the hrichn in his massive fist, the sacred metal orb, the tool that had been passed down from Sorcerer to Sorcerer. Voral, to whom Zanden had served his apprenticeship, had taught him well how to wield the hrichn, and how to seek answers with the orb’s powers.


  A furious scowl covered Zanden’s face as he raised the hrichn. Purple light blazed from the orb, spattering across the bare stone wall of his bedchamber.


  The vision showed Ranelle in a cave, flat on her back, the Elvin Prince between her thighs. The Prince drove his cock into Ranelle, taking the virginity that belonged to Zanden.


  “How dare he steal what is mine!” His fine rein of control snapped, his sight turning blood red. In his rage he almost flung the hrichn across the room, which would have ended its centuries long existence. Instead he tossed the orb onto the cushions of his bed and strode to where Tiali lay flat on her belly on the cold stone floor, and knelt between her dark thighs.


  With all his fury he grabbed the sleeping woman, lifting her by her hips and driving his massive cock into her core. Tiali woke and cried out in pleasure while he fucked her, bruising her soft flesh as he rammed himself into her. She liked it rough. His war-kitten. His wench who was always ready for a good, hard fuck.


  Why didn’t his destined women understand the power and wonder of what he offered?


  “Used or no, I will have Ranelle!” Zanden pounded harder into Tiali. “I will chain her and her bitch heart-sisters in the dungeon and fuck each of them as often as I please.”


  The Sorcerer’s voice grew even colder as he added, “And the Nordain and Elvin bastards who stole what belongs to me—each will die a most brutal and painful death.”


  


  Ranelle screamed and tried to claw her way from out of her prison. She was suffocating! She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move.


  Strong hands grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “Ranelle!” Jalen’s voice cut into her terrified mind.


  Slowly her world came into focus and she realized that she was safe within Jalen’s powerful embrace.


  Safe for the moment.


  But she had no doubt what her dream vision meant—Zanden was coming for them, and all their lives were in terrible danger.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  In her nordai form, Ranelle perched on Jalen’s shoulder as he silently wended his way through the blue mist of Wilding Wood. Sap spilled down the hynling trunks in waterfalls of soft gold, the glow pervading the mist and lending a comforting yet ominous feel to the wood. The pungent scent of the hynling no longer disturbed her. It seemed to belong in these strange and wild woods.


  She ruffled her raven’s feathers as her thoughts turned to what Jalen had discussed with her earlier. Jalen had told her the most dangerous beings in the Wilding Woods were the Faeries, but other creatures lived there, too. As they moved through the forest, Jalen took care not to come too close to a sleeping lycidian dragon or a krakilee in the midst of hunting its daily meal.


  Since leaving Astral that morning, Jalen and Ranelle had traveled through the wood for hours. Although Anistana had let the lovers be for the remainder of their stay, she had insisted they remain in the Faerie realm ’til after moonchange, and they had ended up spending nearly a week in Astral. Both Ranelle and Jalen had argued that it would be safer to travel during the time when the Sorcerer would be relegated to his nordai form, but Anistana would have none of it.


  Jalen moved through the wood, his blonde hair flowing over Ranelle as she burrowed close to his neck. Ruffling her feathers, she sought the warmth that radiated from him to chase away the chill of her fear of the Sorcerer.


  During the past few days—while the moon changed from lavender to brilliant purple, and faded to light amethyst—Ranelle had experienced a deep stirring within her soul. A wild and restless feeling had consumed her. As though she needed to be with other Nordain women, protecting their kingdom and their children.


  Today was the last day of moonchange. She felt it in her heart and soul. Tomorrow the Nordain males would no longer be forced to keep their raven forms. Tomorrow Zanden would be free to hunt for Ranelle and her heart-sisters.


  During their stay in the Faerie realm, Ranelle and Jalen had made love countless times, unable to satisfy their cravings for one another. Despite the urgency building within her to leave Astral and find her heart-sisters, Ranelle had enjoyed her stay with the sensual and mischievous Faeries. Oft the Faeries had invited Ranelle and Jalen to join in their sexual play, but the couple had declined, choosing to indulge in their own form of erotic entertainment.


  When they had been alone, Jalen had taught Ranelle more about her heritage and her magic, increasing her confidence in both, as well as in herself. Every moment they spent together strengthened Ranelle’s love for Jalen, and she could no longer imagine life without him.


  That morning, after Anistana had kissed them each full on the lips, her parting words to Jalen were, “Tell Renn that he had best steer clear of my realm.” She had paused, a devious light in her green eyes as her gaze traveled over Ranelle’s body, and she smiled. “Although I always enjoy a bit of revenge.”


  Renn. My brother, Ranelle thought as Jalen’s muscles flexed beneath her bird feet. While in Astral, Jalen had told her much of Aric and Renn, her brothers, and what powerful men and great leaders they were. She had also learned that Jalen, as the eldest child of Queen Yanea, was the destined ruler of the Seraphine Elves.


  And one day Ranelle would be Queen, when Jalen became King. She was not sure how she felt about that, or even if she would be accepted by the Elves. However, as long as Jalen was at her side, she knew she could face whatever might come their way.


  Jalen paused, tensing beneath her. “We have come to the limits of Wilding Wood.” With a gentle hand he removed Ranelle from his shoulder, and she easily transformed into her human body. The many times she had practiced the feat in Astral had helped to make it almost as natural to her as breathing.


  Ranelle shivered, although not from any chill, or even the scant clothing she was dressed in. She wore only a minute tunic that barely covered her breasts, leaving her belly bare, and a matching skirt that just reached the top of her thigh. The clothing truly covered her no better than the gishla gown Ranelle had worn in Fiorn. However, it was all the Faerie Queen would give her, and truth be told, Ranelle had enjoyed the way Jalen’s possessive gaze caressed her when he saw her in the outfit.


  Gooseflesh sprouted along Ranelle’s arms as she saw that the blue mist lay like a barrier before their feet, signifying the end of Wilding Wood. They stood in a small clearing bathed in the soft glow of hynling sap, the grass green and flowers brilliant with color. But beyond the mist barrier was a place so dismal and dark she could scarcely see anything within its depths.


  Where are we? Ranelle murmured in Jalen’s mind, still amazed at being able to communicate with him so freely in thought once she told him of her love.


  Xardu Moors. Jalen gestured toward the gloom, then spoke aloud, “It seems that Anistana is not finished toying with us.”


  Frowning, Ranelle looked up at him. “What do you mean?”


  “Anistana closed every path from Astral but this one.” Jalen gave Ranelle a tight smile and brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “Once we enter the moors, the Queen’s magic will no longer protect us from Zanden’s prying eyes.”


  A prickling sensation at Ranelle’s nape told her there was more, but he was hesitant to tell her. “That is not all, is it?”


  “The moors are not safe for human, faire folke or other.” Jalen’s hand fisted in her hair, and he brought her closer. “But fear not. We shall make it through safely. I promise you, my love.”


  Jalen brought her to him and gently kissed her lips. Slow heat traveled through Ranelle, building and building in intensity ’til its fire matched the blaze that had consumed the tavern in Fiorn.


  When he pulled away, Ranelle could think of naught but her desire to have his bare skin next to hers, his cock deep within her.


  “We shall camp here for the eve, where we will be safe.” Jalen nipped at her lower lip, a gentle erotic bite that caused Ranelle to moan. His mouth moved down her throat as he added, “And where I might fuck you ‘til you scream, mi enchantrei.”


  Every thought in Ranelle’s mind evaporated. Her entire being was totally focused on the feel of Jalen’s lips and tongue along her neck to her shoulder. His hands caressed her belly, teasing her navel, and then moved in an agonizingly slow motion beneath her cropped top to her breasts.


  “What would make you wild?” Jalen rubbed her nipples with his thumbs as he pulled back to watch her face. “How would you have me pleasure you?”


  “All that you do makes me feel raw and untamed.” Ranelle cupped his cock through his breeches and smiled at the feel of his incredible length. “Knowing that you desire me as much as I want you, makes me wet and so anxious for you I fear I might burst into flame.”


  A territorial glint sparked in Jalen’s sapphire eyes as he pressed his erection against her hand. “My cock was made to be inside you, as you were made for me.”


  “Mmmmm, yes.” Ranelle inhaled his familiar male scent of pine on a forest breeze. Just the smell of him was enough to harden her nipples and cause her to grow even wetter. “But I wish to pleasure you, first.”


  Jalen’s lids lowered, a feral growl rumbling from his chest. “I am yours to do with as you would.”


  Ranelle clenched her fists in his tunic and reached up to brush her lips against his. “Then I would have my way with you.”


  With Jalen’s help, Ranelle removed his bow and quiver, along with his waist pouch, and tossed them aside. His boots, then tunic soon followed as she bared his massive physique, leaving him clad only in his breeches. Before she allowed herself to touch him, she retrieved the krstn from his pouch and he spread it upon the forest floor, and they stepped onto its cushion-like softness.


  Shivers skittered through Ranelle as she ran her palms against his golden chest, her sensitive fingertips absorbing the differences between his body and her own. His skin was smooth, but his muscles hard as rock beneath. “By all the gods and their mothers,” she murmured, placing tiny kisses on his nipples and flicking her tongue against them, “you are the most handsome man I have ever seen.”


  “You have led a sheltered life, mi enchantrei.” Jalen’s cock throbbed, and he reached for Ranelle, intent on taking her. He nuzzled her hair, drawing in her scent, ’til she gently pushed him away.


  “No man could ever match up to you.” Ranelle stepped back and gave him a wicked smile that rivaled Anistana’s most devious look. “Do not touch, you impatient man. I am having my way with you.”


  The sultry tone in her voice rippled through Jalen’s body, straight to his cock. It was all he could do to not to rip the scant clothing from Ranelle’s body and fuck her into oblivion.


  What had happened to his self-control, his ability to master every situation?


  All he had to do was gaze upon his enchantress to know, to understand how she had bewitched him. Ranelle’s mahogany hair cascaded in waves around her face, her silver eyes dark with passion, her crimson lips moist and parted. Her nipples were tight and hard, lifting the filmy material of her short tunic, begging for his mouth, his hands.


  He clenched his fists at his sides as she untied his breeches and let them drop to his feet. Cool air brushed his cock, but then Ranelle’s hands warmed him as she played with his length.


  She eased to her knees before him, his staff still in her hands. “The gods could make nothing so fine or so pleasurable as your cock.”


  “Ranelle.” Jalen sucked in his breath as her tongue flicked against the head of his staff. “You are driving me out of my senses.”


  A soft laugh hummed along his cock as she trailed kisses from the velvet tip down to the soft cloud of hair and his enrli, and back to the head again. “Perhaps our stay with the Faeries rubbed off on me.”


  Before he could respond, Ranelle slid her lips over his cock and sucked. Jalen’s hips bucked and a low groan rose within him. He clenched his hands in her hair, drawing her farther down his length. Slowly he began thrusting his staff in and out of her hot mouth, her soft moans reverberated through his cock.


  Ranelle dug her fingers into his buttocks, her silver eyes wide, looking at him as he came closer and closer to orgasm. Watching his cock go in and out of her sweet lips was enough to send Jalen toward the precipice, faster than an arrow shot from his bow. Sweat beaded upon his skin, his balls tightened and his cock jerked. A shout tore from his throat as his semen burst from his body, down Ranelle’s throat. In and out he thrust within her hot recesses, ’til she had consumed the sum of his seed.


  With a satisfied smile Ranelle pulled away and let his cock slide from her mouth, his hands still clenched in her hair as he caught his breath. She looked up at him, licking his come from her lips as though she wanted to savor every drop. “What more can I do to pleasure you?” Her palms moved up his muscled belly as she spoke, her eyes focused on his.


  “Remove your clothing.” His voice was husky, thrumming with his never-ending desire for her. “I wish—I need—to see all of you.”


  He stepped out of his breeches and released his hold on her tresses as she eased to her feet. Enjoying the silky feel of her skin beneath his fingertips, he let his hands slide down her shoulders and arms to her wrists.


  Ranelle’s breathing deepened as Jalen placed his hands on her breasts, the heat of his palms like living fire through the thin material of her clothing. Desire for him consumed her, so brilliant and dizzying in its intensity that she feared she might swoon. Clasping her hands around his wrists, she clung to him, arching into his touch as he stroked her nipples with his thumbs.


  How could she want this man more with every second she spent in his presence? It was as though she was only half of a whole without him. As though her entire life she had been missing a part of herself and had been made complete only when Jalen entered her world.


  Jalen’s eyes were glittering sapphires in the waning light. “What would you have me do now, mi enchantrei?”


  “Your mouth.” Ranelle fought to capture her breath. “On me. Now.”


  His cock pressed against her naked belly as he pushed her tunic up over her head, and she was clad only in the tiny skirt. Cupping one of her breasts, he dipped his head and flicked his tongue over her nipple. Swirling, licking, sucking her ’til her knees failed and only his powerful arm kept her from dropping to the krstn.


  Torture, sweet torture, was his touch upon her body. She wanted his cock inside her folds, yet she wanted to savor all that he had to offer. His mouth, his tongue, his fingers, his skin against hers, his weight between her thighs. She wanted it all and more.


  “You take my very breath.” Jalen raised his head and captured her face in his hands. “Never in my dreams did I imagine I would find you. A beautiful enchantress who would fill my heart and soul and make me complete.”


  The beauty in Jalen’s words, echoing her own feelings, and the love in his gaze was enough to bring tears to Ranelle’s eyes. His firm lips brushed her eyelids, his tongue darting out and tasting her tears. With gentle hands, he coaxed her down on the krstn, ’til she lay beneath him.


  “So much there is that I want to share with you.” Jalen lowered himself between Ranelle’s thighs and kissed the enrli at her forehead. Tingling sensations skittered throughout her as his tongue traced the design. “I want to show you my world and have you meet my mother and my sisters.” He paused and lifted his head, smiling down at her. “I must warn you that Damianne and Angelei will insist on greeting you in their own way.”


  “A warning?” Ranelle raised an eyebrow as she slipped her fingers into his hair, the locks made even more golden in the glow of the hynling. “Are they so terrible?”


  “Nay.” An amused expression flickered across his handsome features. “I believe you will find them, ah, interesting.”


  “Cryptic.” She cupped her hands against the back of his head and drew him to her. “Enough talk. I have not had my fill of you yet.”


  Jalen’s cock pressed against Ranelle’s belly as he took possession of her mouth. His lips devoured hers, sending her senses reeling. She clamped her legs around his waist, begging him to enter her, but he ignored her body’s plea. Instead he worked his way down her belly, giving her nipples attention and then moving his mouth to her navel. He swirled his tongue inside the button, an oddly erotic feeling that charged straight to her core and caused Ranelle to gasp at the sensation.


  It was all Jalen could do to keep his pace slow and measured. His cock ached and his body thrummed with wanting and desire for his enchantress. When he reached her mound he pushed the skirt up to her waist, baring the treasure he sought. He paused to trace the enrli, the sacred design tingling beneath his tongue. Breathing in, the rich scent of her ambrosia filled his senses, and he could no longer wait to drink from her. He flicked his tongue along her folds, and she cried out, her voice echoing in the wood.


  Ranelle raised her hips, pressing her clit firmly to his mouth. “You are nearly as wicked as the Faerie Queen, torturing me so.”


  A soft laugh rose up within Jalen and her body jerked at the feel of it against her clit. He slid his hands beneath her buttocks, brought her closer to him, lowering his head and feasting on her.


  Ranelle pinched and pulled her own nipples as Jalen licked and sucked her clit. He concentrated on her swollen nub, drawing her closer and closer to peak. Her orgasm began tightening within her belly, spiraling out ’til it encompassed her entire being. “Jalen!” she shouted, her back arching up off the krstn before coming to rest against its surface.


  Jalen rose up and braced his arms on either side of Ranelle. While spasms still rocked her body, he thrust his cock into her core, drawing out the aftershocks as he took her. His blue eyes were focused on hers, and she couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, so heady was the love she witnessed in his gaze, and so magnificent was the feel of him inside her.


  Emotion, light, color…all whirled within Ranelle as his thrusts brought her to another soaring climax, and this time she screamed with the power of her orgasm. Not a moment later, Jalen’s muscles went taut and his cock throbbed inside her, washing her womb with his seed.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  “Quiet,” he growled in her ear, his hand over her mouth, as he held her in a grip so tight it bruised her flesh.


  Fear tore through the child. His awful smell surrounded her, a stench like sugar burnt in the cooking ovens. She gagged, unable to breathe.


  Fighting to free herself from his grip, Carilee struggled, but then froze in his arms as he said, “If you make even the smallest movement, I shall shove you into a vat of hynling sap.”


  He would. Even though she was only a fledgling, Carilee knew that he would carry out his threat. She had watched him when he did not know she was hiding nearby. Heard his strange mutterings and wicked plans.


  She had tried to tell her zjemma, but she did not yet have the words to make her mother understand. “Mean,” she had said. “Zan hurt you.”


  An odd expression had crossed Zjemma’s face, as if she knew what Carilee was trying to say. But the look had passed, and her mother had brushed away Carilee’s fears.


  And now he was taking her away from her home. She knew it in all her heart and soul—she would never again see her mother and father, or Aric and Renn.


  Fear prickled along her skin as Zan carried her across the room from her bed-nest in the nursery. “In a place far from here, you will be locked away where no one may find you,” he murmured in her ear, causing horrible chills to roll though her. “You shall live there ’til you are twenty seasons and then I shall come for you, little magpie.”


  They moved onto the landing and Carilee wanted to scream, to cry out for her mother and father. But Carilee knew Zan would cover her in hynling sap, and she would be trapped forever in its horrible embrace.


  “Zan,” Zjemma called from the doorway of the King’s chamber, the sweetness of her voice filling Carilee’s heart with hope. “What are you doing with your sister?”


  He stopped and slowly turned to face their mother, Carilee pressed tight to his chest, one of his hands still over her mouth. “Taking her to meet her destiny.” His tone was casual, yet the edge to his words made Carilee feel sick in her belly.


  “Leave her be.” Zjemma’s voice came from behind them this time.


  Zan did not move, but Carilee looked over his shoulder and saw her mother there, too.


  He remained still, even as Zjemma spoke again, this time to their left. “You are my son, and I love you…


  “But I cannot watch you walk this path.” Her voice, this time from their right.


  “And I will not allow you to hurt my daughter,” came in unison, from all around them.


  Carilee’s head spun as she looked from one image of her mother to the next. Which one was her real zjemma?


  “I have no time for your trickery.” Zan chuckled, a scary sound that made Carilee feel as though mice skittered up and down her spine and into her hair. “This evening I poisoned your wine. Father’s too. If you put your hand upon Father’s chest, you will find his heart no longer beats.” Zan’s voice was cold, matching the ice growing in Carilee’s soul as he continued, “Your magic makes you stronger than him, but you, too, will soon feel its effects.”


  One by one, the images of their mother vanished, ’til only the one to their right remained.


  Zjemma.


  Anguish crossed her beautiful face. She put her palm to her heart as though to make sure it still beat. “Give me my daughter.” Holding both hands out, Zjemma tugged at Carilee with all her magic strength, attempting to pull Carilee from Zan’s grip.


  Zan reared back his free arm, as though preparing to throw a rock—but then he shoved the flat of his hand forward, toward their mother, as if he was pushing a heavy piece of furniture.


  Zjemma flew back against the wall, her head striking the stone with a crack that made Carilee scream behind Zan’s palm.


  As Zjemma slid to the floor, her eyes fluttered and a crimson stain trailed down the wall. “I love you…Carilee…” she murmured. “I love you…”


  


  “Nooooooo!” An anguished sob tore from Ranelle’s lips. Blindly she scrambled to her feet and started to run toward the golden light. She had to get away from Zan. Had to help her mother.


  Strong arms wrapped around her from behind, pinning her to a muscled chest. Ranelle kicked and screamed, fighting with everything she had, but she could not free herself. She heard nothing but a buzzing in her head and her mother’s last words.


  I love you, Carilee…


  Ranelle struggled and struggled against the powerful grip, ’til she had no strength left in her.


  Vaguely, as though her body was not her own, she realized she was being held in a loving embrace—and not the arms of the hideous brother who had taken her from their mother.


  Tears burned her eyes as she heard a man’s soothing voice, felt his breath on her neck as he gripped her close. The man she loved—Jalen.


  “You are safe, mi enchantrei,” he murmured. “I would never let anyone harm you.”


  Ranelle sagged against him. It had been a dream. A vision. A memory.


  Yes, she was safe. For now. But Zjemma…her mother was dead, long ago murdered by her own son. Ranelle’s own brother.


  “Carilee.” Ranelle was surprised at how calm her voice sounded when she spoke. “My mother named me Carilee. To my people…the Nordain…it means ‘gift of the gods.’”


  “That you are.” Jalen kissed her hair and relaxed his grip. “Come, back to the krstn. We are far too close to the hynling for my comfort.”


  With a start, Ranelle realized they stood only inches from the golden sap of the hynling. Jalen had saved her, had kept her from running straight into its deadly grasp.


  He scooped her into his arms and held her close as he carried her back to the krstn and settled onto it, Ranelle in his lap. Snuggled into his arms, she let his heat chase away the chill of her dream and her memories. It was only then that she realized she was still naked, as was Jalen.


  The wood was lightening, early morning sun spilling through branches of the bluewood, oak and hynling trees. A hint of amethyst still hung over the sky, remnants of the end of moonchange. The Nordain males would no longer be relegated to their raven forms.


  Including Zanden.


  Blue mist swirled around them, its presence somehow comforting. The air was cool, the wood quiet save for the chatter of birds and a strange cry in the distance. A mournful sound that somehow echoed the ache in her soul.


  A shudder traveled through Ranelle, from head to toe. “I remember everything now.” As she spoke, Jalen stroked her hair, his touch soothing, comforting. “Tierra gave me the name Ranelle when we were children, because I had no name and Zan…Zanden stole all my memories with his magic before he left me with Uba.” She frowned as she remembered what Uba had called her before Tierra chose the name Ranelle, and even long after.


  Girl, Uba had spit out often. Filthy, packrat girl.


  Ranelle had enjoyed collecting things that were bright and shiny. Objects that made her feel pretty and special. Uba had taken everything Ranelle had found, of course. It wasn’t ‘til she was older that Ranelle had stopped collecting odd trinkets and baubles she found in Fiorn.


  “Tierra named me Ranelle, because she said it sounded like a Princess’s name, and she thought I looked like a Princess.” Ranelle smiled at the memory, and then her smile faded to a frown. “I miss Tierra so, and Liana as well. And I am so worried for them both.”


  “Trust me in this.” Jalen cupped her face with his strong hand. “Once we return to Seraphine and I confer with the Council, I shall know what course of action to take next.” His thumb rubbed across her cheek, wiping away traces of her tears. “My mother, Queen Yanea, is a Seer of incredible powers. Through her we can locate your heart-sisters, and then we can do what it takes to find them.”


  “Do you mean it?” Ranelle placed her hand over his as she looked up into his sapphire eyes. “You will help me search for them?”


  Jalen brushed his lips over the enrli at her forehead. “I promise to do what I can, and to make sure they are found.”


  “Thank you.” She turned her mouth into his palm and kissed it, brushing a butterfly stroke of her tongue against his salty skin.


  He took her hand and placed it to her bare belly. “I have waited ’til we are alone to tell you this.” A smile lit his eyes and without his telling her, she knew pride and joy filled his heart—but for what?


  His gaze held hers as he murmured, “Within your womb, you carry our child.”


  “A—a babe?” Fluttering erupted within Ranelle’s soul, and she could scarce believe him. It seemed somehow surreal, as though it wasn’t true. “Are you certain?”


  He sighed and caressed her belly, his hand warm against her skin. “The morning before you fled into Wilding Wood, do you remember our lovemaking?”


  Heat rose in Ranelle’s cheeks at the thought of their frantic lovemaking and then how she’d foolishly fled into the wood. She nodded, unable to speak.


  “I did not know it at the time, but Anistana had sprinkled a potent Faerie dust upon us.” Jalen’s hand moved to her hip and he gripped her tight. “When the dust is used between heartmates, a child is always conceived.”


  An odd flush poured through Ranelle. So many thoughts rushed through her mind—countless feelings and emotions that soared through her like a flock of nordai in flight.


  A mother? She would be responsible for another life?


  Yet at the same time excitement skittered through her—she was carrying Jalen’s child.


  Their child.


  “Does it not please you?” Jalen’s expression had gone from pleasure to uncertainty.


  “Yes.” Ranelle smiled and her heart filled at the joy she saw in Jalen’s eyes. “I want more than anything to have a child with you. Many children.”


  He wrapped his arms around her and pressed her tight to him. “How I love you, mi enchantrei.”


  “And I love you with all my heart,” Ranelle replied against his chest, her own happiness rivaling Jalen’s. “It seems that in her own way, Anistana has given us a precious gift.”


  “Aye, that she did.” Never in his many years upon Dair did Jalen ever believe he could be so happy, and love anyone as much as he did Ranelle.


  Carefully he eased her to the krstn, needing to slide his cock into her and feel her from the inside.


  Ranelle clamped her knees around his waist and gripped his muscled arm with one hand. With her other she reached down, grasped his cock, and guided it to her folds.


  Even as his cock penetrated her, he pressed his lips to hers. He thrust his tongue inside her mouth while his cock thrust into her core. Harder and deeper he fucked her, wanting to bury himself as far as he could go.


  When she came, his mouth was still pressed to hers, and he swallowed her cries. He absorbed her every tremor and aftershock into his very being. And in return he emptied all of himself into her.


  * * * * *


  After they finished their light meal of Elvin gorni, Jalen stood with Ranelle at the limits of Wilding Wood. Blue mist spiraled around them, a hazy barrier to the Xardu Moors and the dangers that lay ahead. With his keen eyesight, Jalen searched the moors, hoping on this day that the qinok would be too full to hunt for prey.


  Sunshine filtered through the Faerie wood, light dappling across Ranelle’s long tresses. A color-changing urli butterfly floated by, for one second its color going from white to brown as it passed her hair, then to white again as it continued into the wood.


  Reaching up, Jalen caressed Ranelle’s cheek and smiled. “You understand your instructions?”


  “Yes.” Although she returned his smile, the corner of her mouth trembled. “If we encounter danger I am to fly beyond the moors.” She took a deep breath, as though it was difficult for her to continue. “When I am safely in the D’euan Forest I am to shriek the Nordain call to arms.”


  Jalen took her by the shoulders and pressed his forehead to hers, their enrli joining and sending warmth through his body. “I love you.”


  This time her smile was radiant. “And I love you.”


  When he stepped away, sparkles flashed in the air and Ranelle changed into her nordai form. She flapped her wings and alighted on his shoulder where he had instructed her to remain—unless they encountered the qinok.


  The moment Jalen stepped from Wilding Wood onto Xardu Moors, the very atmosphere changed. An electric tension filled the air, along with a stench like rotting flesh and urine. A dismal cloud of gases hung over the gloomy moors, blocking the warmth of the sun.


  Jalen’s body hummed with the need to reach his own lands, the D’euan Forest, and his people—but most of all, to take his heartmate and their unborn child to safety. He scanned the moors one final time, his senses high, and began to sprint as fast as he could through the treacherous land.


  Hold tight, he told Ranelle in thought as his feet found what firm ground there was in the swampland. Her bird’s talons dug into his tunic, a comforting feeling as he dodged through stubby bushes and spindly trees, leapt over hidden quagmires and treacherous quicksand, and bypassed the poisonous waters.


  On and on Jalen ran, his muscles fluid, his feet silent. The journey would take an ordinary man two days—however it was most unlikely a mere man would even survive the first. Running at his full speed, Jalen would be able to make the D’euan Forest by nightfall, if all went well.


  He sensed Ranelle’s fear, along with her courage. Throughout the journey he read her mind that she kept open to him, and they spoke to one another only in thought. The slightest of sounds could alert the qinok, and it was a dangerous beast to confront. He knew of only one man who had survived a confrontation with the multi-legged and dagger-toothed qinok, and Renn still bore the scars of that encounter.


  Always present in Jalen’s consciousness was the concern that Zanden could more easily track them now that they had left the safety of Wilding Wood. If the Sorcerer chose to attack while Ranelle and Jalen were in Xardu Moors…


  Thorns scraped his arms and snagged at his clothing as he dodged through the brush. The moor was silent save for the occasional slosh of water or eerie howl of the nofsta, mysterious and clannish wolves that hunted the swamplands for prey. Thank the goddess their appetites did not extend to faire folk, Nordain or humans.


  Jalen’s worries remained intense, but stride by stride, he put the hateful moors behind them.


  By the time Jalen and Ranelle neared the end of Anistana’s parting trial it was early evening. Not much further and they would reach the D’euan Forest and safety within its confines.


  But even as relief added fuel to his tiring muscles, Jalen’s senses rose and he came to a halt.


  Something was wrong.


  Jalen. Ranelle tensed on his shoulder, as though preparing for flight. She knew it, too.


  By the goddess! The qinok has found us!


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Flee to safety! Jalen told Ranelle at the same time he swung his bow from his shoulder. The qinok!


  A screech shattered the silence of the moor as the eight-armed qinok thrust up from the swamp and bounded into their path. The bluish gray creature roared and tossed its head, flinging putrid water across the moor as it bared dagger-like teeth. It charged toward Ranelle and Jalen, claws slashing through the air like countless scythes. The scaly beast’s rotten meat stench was nearly overpowering.


  While Jalen nocked an arrow to his bow, Ranelle hesitated. I do not wish to leave you to battle the qinok alone.


  The Nordain battle call, he reminded her as he released an arrow at the beast’s single giant eye. You must reach the D’euan Forest or you will never be heard by my brothers-at-arms.


  I love you! Ranelle cried in his mind as she took flight and flew over the qinok, toward the Elvin forest.


  The beast slashed at her, one of its claws barely missing her tail feathers. Her raven cry echoed throughout the moor as she escaped, her shriek a haunting and lonely sound. Even as he released another arrow at the beast, Jalen felt her fear for his safety straight to his lifeforce.


  The qinok bellowed as the first arrow struck its scaled head, missing its eye. It flung up one of its arms in time to block the second attack and screeched again.


  Arrow after arrow Jalen nocked to his bow as the qinok drove him farther back into the moor. For such an unwieldy creature, the beast was fleet and its eight arms reacted swiftly, its single eye seeing everything that came at it.


  Darkness was falling across the moor, the swamp’s gloom deepening.


  And soon Jalen would be out of arrows.


  He had no fear for himself. No fear of death. But he did fear for his heartmate and his unborn babe, and prayed that Ranelle had reached safety.


  


  Heart pounding with the force of a thousand drums, Ranelle bolted toward the D’euan Forest. Her very soul flamed with terror for Jalen. She had wanted to stay at his side, to help him fight the beast, but she knew he was right. They stood a better chance against the qinok if she was able to summon the Nordain.


  She pumped her wings, pushing herself forward and trying to concentrate on her mission, rather than on the horrible screeching sounds the qinok made as it battled Jalen. The beast’s shrieks raked along Ranelle’s spine, causing her to shiver even as she tore through the sky.


  Ahead, through the gray gloom of the darkening moors, Ranelle’s keen raven sight spied the green of a forest on the horizon. Hope and fear combined to give her the fuel to fly at a dizzying pace above the swamplands. The moor’s noxious fumes made breathing difficult, but she would make it.


  She could not lose Jalen. Could not let anything happen to him.


  Like she had allowed her mother to die.


  The moment Ranelle entered the D’euan Forest, fresh air filled her senses. She sucked in her breath as she alighted on a bush, and then shrieked with all the power she could muster. Again and again she cried out to her kinfolk, calling them to arms, telling them that one of their own was in peril. Phoenicia was too far to the north for any man to travel quickly enough by horse or foot, but as the raven flew, it should not be long before Nordain help arrived.


  A flutter and a rustle alerted Ranelle to a presence behind her, and her senses flared. She had been so consumed with crying out for help that she had failed to maintain her guard.


  Ranelle started to turn when large hands clasped around her raven’s body and fingers pinched her beak shut.


  The man’s hands had a horribly familiar feel to them. As his sickening smell washed over her, Ranelle’s heart dropped to her belly. She did not even have to look to know that Zanden had captured her. Again.


  


  Ranelle is in danger. The knowledge sliced through Jalen’s heart and chilled his blood. At his forehead and cock, the enrli burned with intensity as he shot the last of his arrows at the beast. He had to find some way to defeat the qinok and rescue his heartmate—before it was too late for either of them.


  With the speed of lightning in a storm, as he nocked his last arrow, Jalen considered plan after plan. He finally settled on the one that would give the qinok confidence enough to underestimate its prey.


  Jalen allowed the beast to back him into a pocket of land—where he was almost completely surrounded by the swamp. The only escape was through the qinok, for no man or other being could survive the poisonous waters of the moor.


  Shrieking its bone-chilling cry, the beast advanced on Jalen and swiped at him, ripping one dagger-claw through the flesh of Jalen’s thigh.


  Ignoring the pain searing his leg, Jalen trained the last arrow on the beast’s eye, then dropped and rolled across the small inlet. As the qinok looked down and raised six of its eight arms and prepared to pounce and finish its prey, Jalen released the arrow.


  His bow sung and the arrow shot forward. The beast flung up his arms, but the arrow moved so fast the qinok never had a chance to block it. A shriek rent the air as the arrow pierced the beast’s eye, the shaft buried in the qinok’s brain.


  With one last scream, the beast staggered, then toppled into the swamp with a tremendous splash, and Jalen barely escaped the fluid landing on his bared skin. Bubbles rose and broke the surface of the murky waters as the qinok disappeared into its depths.


  Silence, immediate and deafening, weighed heavy on Jalen’s ears. His leg throbbed, blood gushing down his thigh from the artery that had been sliced. But he had no time to waste. He had to get to Ranelle, and he did not have long before the qinok’s mate would sense its companion’s demise and seek revenge.


  Quickly he jerked the krstn from his pouch and tied it around his thigh. The magic in the blanket would stem the flow of blood, and help him make it through the moor.


  Holding out his hand, Jalen summoned all his spent arrows with his magic, retrieving the gifts of the goddess. Even the arrow that had been lodged in the qinok’s eye and those buried in its flesh rose from the swamp and returned to his hand, each magically cleansed of filth before coming in contact with his skin. In only moments every arrow was replaced in his quiver and he was on his way to his heartmate.


  Jalen sprinted toward the D’euan Forest, his speed hampered by his wound, but he pressed himself to run beyond his body’s ability.


  And prayed to the goddess that he was not too late to save Ranelle.


  * * * * *


  “Never again will you leave me, my little magpie.” The Sorcerer turned Ranelle, his hand clenched around her raven form, and raised her so that her eyes met his enraged black gaze. “For you are mine.”


  Faster than an urli butterfly could change from white to red, Ranelle’s fear turned to fury.


  Fury that Zanden had killed her mother and father.


  Fury that he had taken her from her family.


  Fury that he had held threat over hers and her heart-sisters’ entire lives.


  And fury that even now, Jalen might lose his life if Zanden kept her from returning to her love and aiding him in his battle against the qinok.


  Let me go! she screamed at him in her mind, unleashing all of the anger, all of the pain from her very lifeforce. She pushed it through her being and straight to the Sorcerer.


  Shock changed his angered expression to momentary confusion, and he lost his hold on her.


  Sparkles glittered in the air as she shifted back to her human form, landing mere feet from him.


  His face flushed, turning almost purple in his rage.


  Even as he recovered and began to reach for her, Ranelle summoned her magic—magic enhanced by the countless hours of training with Jalen in Astral. Magic amplified by her anger for her losses, and her fear of losing any more loved ones.


  Holding her hand to her chest, palm facing Zanden, she shoved her hand toward him. The Sorcerer flew back, his face twisted in surprise as he landed in the brush.


  At the same moment, Ranelle transformed back into a nordai and shot toward the tree above to hide amongst the pine needles. But only for a moment, only ’til she was ready to take the next step.


  “You have no idea what this is going to cost you,” the Sorcerer said as he stood, and she saw that he favored one leg—a recent wound. Ranelle’s senses told her at once that her heart-sister, Liana, had been responsible. Liana had recently fought Zanden. But had she won? Or was Liana now a prisoner in the Sorcerer’s fortress?


  The thoughts flashed through Ranelle’s mind, even as he raised his hands to her hiding place, and as she put her plan into motion.


  She thrust herself into the air and shifted back to her human form at the same time she projected her own image. As she landed, she and four copies of herself surrounded the Sorcerer.


  “You did inherit Mother’s powers.” Slowly Zanden lowered his hands and turned in a circle, studying each likeness of Ranelle, an amused look upon his face. “I had hoped as much.”


  The concentration it took to maintain the images made her head spin, and she had to struggle to keep them strong and clear. To not be distracted by the flapping of many wings that told her that her Nordain kinsmen had arrived. As they landed, her senses were acutely aware of them as they shifted into their male and female human forms. Each bore a dagger and surrounded Ranelle, her images, and Zanden.


  “I remember everything.” Ranelle projected her voice, each image speaking and her voice reverberating through the forest. “You murdered our mother and father.”


  “I should have been King.” Zanden cocked his head his eyes shifting from one image of her to another and ignoring the Nordain surrounding them. She knew the Sorcerer was waiting for her strength to fail. Waiting for her to reveal which likeness of herself was the real one. “But they chose to give the throne to Aric,” he continued. “They deserved death.”


  “My sword shall dice your treacherous heart and feed it to you while you still live,” boomed a powerful voice. From the midst of the Nordain came an imposing warrior, and Ranelle’s concentration almost failed her.


  The scarred man she had seen in her dreams. The one who had been with Tierra.


  “Renn,” Zanden murmured. “Mother’s other favorite.”


  My brother? The shock caused her images to flicker, but the Sorcerer’s eyes were focused on the Nordain warrior.


  “All along it was you, our brother, yet we never realized the extent of your treachery.” Renn raised his sword, his icy silver eyes glittering in the waning light. He clenched his jaw and his features hardened. The scar across his rugged face whitening as the fury in his expression increased beyond measure. “From your very own lips the truth is revealed—you murdered our parents and kidnapped our fair sister.”


  Instead of responding, Zanden flung out his hands. His powerful magic wrapped around Ranelle’s body, shattering her concentration. The images failed and vanished, and Ranelle flew through the air and landed at the Sorcerer’s feet.


  Before she could move, he placed his heavy boot on her head, its weight pressing into her skull and forcing her head into the pine needles. She had to escape him. Had to get to Jalen!


  Nordain warriors pressed closer, but stopped when Zanden said, “I can crush her skull with my boot or my magic, it matters not. Retreat or she dies.”


  * * * * *


  Blood seeped through the krstn despite its magical properties, and the wound throbbed with poison from the qinok’s claw. Jalen’s flesh was weakening, but he would not stop ’til his heartmate was safe.


  As he drew near the end of the moors, almost to the D’euan Forest, Jalen sensed the incredible danger that Ranelle was in—and the Sorcerer’s presence.


  With renewed energy and determination, Jalen forced himself forward, slipping silently from the moors into the life-giving land of his home. Even as he passed into his home, the gifts of the goddess filled his lifeforce, giving him needed strength.


  Before his eyes could see them, Jalen’s senses informed him he had reached the small clearing where his heartmate was, along with many Nordain and the Sorcerer. Jalen slowed, keeping himself hidden as he nocked an arrow to his bow in a fluid movement.


  When he saw Ranelle’s head pinned beneath Zanden’s boot, rage filled Jalen. Fury unlike anything he had experienced in his long life. In a swift movement, he trained the arrow on the Sorcerer’s heart, and released it.


  Ranelle sensed Jalen as soon as he arrived, her heart and soul filling with both love and fear for him.


  Zanden’s attention snapped toward Jalen as the arrow sailed toward him. Although she could not see him from her position on the ground, she sensed the Sorcerer deflecting the arrow with his magic.


  His attention was now focused on Jalen. Taking advantage of Zanden’s distraction, Ranelle fisted one hand. With all her strength she brought it up and slammed it onto the Sorcerer’s wounded thigh. To the very location Liana had wounded him in another battle.


  Zanden stumbled back, shrieking in apparent rage and pain, as his boot slipped from her head. Ranelle rolled away from the Sorcerer and scrambled to her feet in time to see one of Jalen’s arrows stray to the left, missing Zanden’s hate-filled heart, instead lodging in the bastard’s bicep.


  The Sorcerer wrenched the arrow from his arm. “I will have you,” he shouted with one last look of rage at Ranelle. And then, like a bit of smoke on a strong wind, he vanished.


  Ranelle did not waste time wondering where Zanden had gone to. She only knew that she had to be in Jalen’s arms now. Ignoring the Nordain still surrounding her, Ranelle ran toward Jalen as he stumbled from the cover of trees.


  “Jalen!” Relief at seeing him changed into terror when she realized he was injured, and he slid to the ground. Her very being screamed as she dropped beside him and cradled his head in her lap. “Help him. Please!”


  “Brother,” Renn said as he knelt beside Jalen. “What ails you?”


  Ranelle’s gaze cut to the scarred man who tenderly began removing the blood-soaked krstn from Jalen’s thigh.


  “Qinok.” Jalen’s voice sounded harsh, as though he could barely breathe.


  “Damnation.” Renn ripped his own tunic off, revealing his massive chest, then wrapped the garment around Jalen’s thigh. “Nothing will truly stem the flow of blood, save Yanea’s magic.”


  “Aye.” As soon as the word passed through Jalen’s lips, his eyes closed and his body went slack.


  “Oh, my gods.” Ranelle pressed her lips to Jalen’s forehead and then turned her tear-filled gaze to Renn. “Will he die?”


  “Not as long as I have breath to carry him,” Renn growled. As though Jalen weighed naught more than a babe, Renn raised and flung Jalen over his shoulder, and began to run.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  From the moment they had arrived in Seraphine, Ranelle refused to leave Jalen’s side and threatened to use her magic on anyone who tried to take her from her heartmate. The Elves only smiled, as though amused at her words, but let her be.


  “Of course,” Queen Yanea had said when Ranelle asked if he would recover. “He is Elvin, and he is my son.”


  No one had yet asked why Ranelle insisted on being at Jalen’s side, or questioned her right to be, even though she wasn’t Elvin. And although she had seen them glance at her enrli, none had remarked upon it.


  The following day, the day after the battle against Zanden, Renn sat with Ranelle at Jalen’s bedside. Ranelle was clothed in a sheer robe, foregoing Elvin tradition to remain nude within the kingdom. Renn had a short kilt wrapped around his trim waist, knowing that Ranelle felt uncomfortable being around her brother when he was naked.


  When told of Jalen’s joining with Ranelle, Renn had shaken his dark head and muttered, “Sotted fools.” But Ranelle knew Renn was secretly pleased. Pleased that his younger sister was now wedded to his brother-at-arms.


  Jalen’s color had improved, no longer as pale as it had been after the Battle at the Moors. His expression seemed relaxed, and Ranelle sensed his growing strength. Hopefully he would wake soon and she could once again hear his deep voice and feel his gentle touch upon her skin.


  Seraphine was a beautiful place, each room a part of the forest, blending and mixing with nature. In Jalen’s bedchamber, wildflowers in hues of blue, purple and white were laced into the walls and ceilings that were fashioned of woven vines and trees. Golden orbs hovered above, similar to the ball of light Jalen had used in the cave. The soft light bathed the room, casting a glittering hue across the furnishings that appeared to be designed from living wood. Ranelle had learned the Elves used magic to create the furniture, and would never harm any living gift of the goddess.


  To Ranelle’s surprise, her brother had become her staunchest supporter and friend within the confines of the Elvin kingdom. They had spent time re-discovering one another in the hours spent at Jalen’s bedside, and Renn had shared with her much of what she had missed in the years she had been gone from Phoenicia.


  Only yesterday, as Jalen and Ranelle had been crossing the moors, Liana had married Aric, Ranelle’s oldest brother. Her heart-sister was now Queen of Phoenicia and Renn and Ranelle’s sister-in-law. And Liana was pregnant—with twins!


  Renn and the other warriors had been called from the ceremonial feasting by Ranelle’s Nordain cry for help. If it had not been Aric’s wedding night, he, too, would have come to Ranelle’s aid. But Renn had demanded that Aric stay with his bride, that the other warriors would aid the Nordain in distress. They hadn’t known it was Ranelle ’til they arrived.


  She also learned that Renn had promised his brother that he would find Tierra and return her safely to Phoenicia. Ranelle considered telling Renn of her visions, but decided to keep them to herself. Now that she knew who the scarred man was, and had time to consider her visions, she knew he would never harm Tierra—and if anything, Renn would need to beware of the mischievous and headstrong redhead.


  Since the moment they arrived in Seraphine, Renn had been fiercely protective over Ranelle. He even went so far as to warn her not to eat or drink anything that he had not sampled first.


  “The Elves are a devious folke.” Renn’s gaze cut to Damianne as the tall, sensuous, and naked Elvin woman entered the room. “None are to be trusted.”


  “You have us confused with the Faeries.” Damianne’s enrli at her forehead and mound glittered amethyst as she knelt between Renn’s thighs and rubbed his cock through his kilt. “Come,” she murmured, loud enough for Ranelle to hear. “What you need is a good fuck.”


  “Leave, wench,” he growled, his muscles flexing—but lust filled his silver eyes.


  Damianne ignored him, pushing his kilt to his waist and sliding her lips and long fingers down Renn’s cock.


  Renn roared. He wrapped his hands around Damianne’s slender waist and pulled her away from him. In the next moment he threw the laughing Elvin woman over his shoulder and strode from the room.


  With a grin, Ranelle shook her head and turned to look at Jalen, her love. Her husband.


  Her very core ached for his touch. She needed to be near him. To feel his muscular body pressed against hers. To hear his deep and vibrant voice.


  She stood, letting the silken robe slide from her shoulders, onto the carpet of moss at her feet. The moss felt like velvet beneath her bare soles, and the air was cool against her naked skin. Her nipples tightened at the sensual feel of the moment, and at the sight of her nude husband who lay flat on his back. Even in slumber, his semi-erect cock was an impressive sight.


  She eased onto the bed and snuggled next to Jalen. Warmth radiated from him, filling her with a sense of well being and love. My heartmate, Ranelle murmured in thought, holding her hand to his heart and feeling the strength of its beat. His heart seemed to quicken at her words, or perhaps at the feel of her skin next to his.


  Perhaps she might wake him in her own fashion.


  She eased up and straddled him, her knees to either side of his hips. Slowly she moved her lips across his massive chest. She pressed butterfly kisses to his skin, drinking in his heady male scent that grew more intoxicating by the moment.


  Jalen stirred and murmured beneath her touch. Her own heart beat faster as she sensed him awakening and felt his cock hardening against her belly. Smiling, she continued kissing his chest, flicking her tongue against his salty skin as she worked her way lower and lower, until she reached her prize.


  A groan rumbled in Jalen’s chest as her lips slid over his cock. Her tongue swirled over the head, tasting a drop of salty-sweet semen, as her fingers traced the enrli above his staff. In the next moment his hands fisted in her hair.


  “By the goddess, woman,” he murmured, his tone husky as she sucked his cock. “You know how to wake a man.”


  Intense pleasure filled her at the sound of his voice and the knowledge that he was finally awake. But she concentrated on her task at hand, and mouth, sucking and stroking him until he shouted. His delicious come filled her mouth, the taste of it as fine as any dessert she had ever sampled.


  His large hands moved from her hair to her shoulders, and in one quick movement he raised her up until she was sitting on his face, her folds pressed to his mouth.


  “Are you sure you are all right—” Ranelle started, but then moaned as Jalen’s tongue dove into her folds. She grabbed onto branches on the wall behind the bed, clinging to them for support as Jalen devoured her.


  His tongue flicked against her clit, and he thrust two fingers into her. You taste better than the immortal food of the goddess, Jalen murmured in her mind as he feasted on her.


  Ranelle’s orgasm ripped through her. She arched her back and cried out with her release, not caring if every Elvin man and woman in Seraphine could hear her screams.


  Before she had a chance to recover, Jalen lifted her from his face as though she was no more than a doll, and moved her down to his hips. In one thrust he buried his cock deep within her.


  Ranelle shrieked at the incredible feel of it. Jalen brought her mouth hard to his, and she tasted her own juices on his tongue, and wondered if he could taste himself on hers. She rode him hard as he fucked her, taking him as deep as she possibly could.


  When they both reach the pinnacle, Ranelle pressed the enrli at her forehead to Jalen’s. The world exploded into such an intense climax that she saw nothing but brilliant flashes of light—and felt nothing but her endless love for Jalen.


  * * * * *


  Jalen strode toward the Council chambers but paused outside the guarded doors as an Elvin warrior approached him. His eyes narrowed at the concerned expression upon her face. Chrys had forsaken removing her clothing and was still garbed in battle gear, her bow slung over her shoulder.


  When she reached Jalen, Chrys bowed, the lavender enrli upon her forehead glittering. Tall for even a Seraphine Elvin woman, Chrys was almost Jalen’s height. Her fire-red locks were swept from her face in a single braid, and her lavender eyes snapped with their own kind of fire. “Your Highness,” she said.


  He returned her bow. “Chrys.”


  “King Aric seeks your assistance.” Chrys shifted her bow and quiver, her gaze darting to the guard outside the Council doors and back to Jalen. Lowering her voice she added, “He is calling for aid from all peoples, human and faire folke alike. In secret Zanden has been amassing an army. The King’s scouts tell him the Sorcerer will strike within the week. King Aric fears his bride is in danger.”


  Jalen’s jaw hardened. “Inform him we will set out for Phoenicia on the morrow.”


  


  Naked, as was Seraphine tradition, Jalen stood before the seven members of the Council, his head high, his hands behind his back. He sensed Ranelle’s concern as she waited with Renn and her Elvin escort, to Jalen’s right. The Council Chambers were packed with countless Elvin men and women as they waited to hear whether or not Ranelle would be the first non-Elvin accepted into the world of the Seraphine Elves as one of their own.


  Yanea, Queen of Seraphine, and Jalen’s mother, reclined upon the center throne. The gold circlet around her head sparkled, and her enrli glittered, matching her amethyst eyes. Jalen could not read her thoughts or her expression—


  Until she smiled. “Welcome home, my son. I am pleased the goddess has seen fit to renew your lifeforce and heal you quickly.”


  “I am eternally grateful for all the goddess’s gifts.” Jalen bowed, his eyes remaining fixed on Yanea. “But most of all, I am grateful that she chose Ranelle as my heartmate.”


  Yanea’s gaze flicked to Ranelle, and back to Jalen. “Present your wife to me.” A smile hovered upon her lips. “So that I may properly greet my new daughter-in-law.”


  Pleasure flooded Jalen as he held out his hand to Ranelle, and she came toward him. By the goddess, she was so beautiful, her dark hair flowing around her shoulders, her silver eyes wide, the enrli at her forehead and mound glittering.


  His heart squeezed with emotion as she placed her small hand in his, and then they knelt before the Queen, their heads bowed.


  “Rise.” Yanea’s voice was clear and filled with love for her son as she stood before her throne.


  When Jalen and Ranelle were face-to-face with her, Yanea placed one hand on her son’s chest, and her other hand between Ranelle’s breasts. “I give you my son Jalen and his heartmate Ranelle, your future King and Queen,” Yanea announced.


  And as she bade them to turn to the packed Council Chamber, she said, “Sh’lai noirei vu simnai, Jalen né Ranelle.”


  Pride coursed Jalen’s veins as his mother repeated the ceremonial words that he had spoken to Ranelle in the cave. In the eyes of the goddess, and now of his people, Jalen and Ranelle had become one.


  Yanea walked from behind the couple to the center of the chamber and addressed the crowd. “I wish to bestow a gift upon my son and my new daughter.” The Queen faced Jalen and clasped her cool palms on his cheeks. “It lightens my heart to see you so happy,” she murmured, and then kissed first one cheek, and then the next.


  She moved to Ranelle and stroked her hair from her face. “You have brought joy and completion to my son’s life. For that I am eternally grateful.” She placed a kiss on each of Ranelle’s cheeks.


  “I am the most fortunate of women to have Jalen as my heartmate,” Ranelle replied, her voice trembling but clear.


  With a smile, Yanea put her hand to Ranelle’s belly. “My granddaughter will grow to be as sweet and lovely as her mother.”


  She raised her voice, and it rang through the Council Chamber as she spoke, “As my gift to my son, I bequeath a long Elvin life to my new daughter, Ranelle of the Nordain, and to all of her offspring.”


  Applause and cheers broke out in the chamber. Jalen swept Ranelle into his arms and held her tight. Yanea’s gift was all that he had hoped for, yet hadn’t dared to expect.


  “Beleie,” Yanea said, her voice rising above the clamor, and the chamber went silent.


  While Jalen kept his arm tight around Ranelle’s shoulders, he fixed his attention on his mother.


  I have one more gift, as is Elvin tradition. Her voice flowed through the mind of every being in the room, so great was her power. The sacred gift that will be known only to my son and his bride.


  Yanea held out her palm, where appeared a small silver vial. Share with one another the arbonidae, and experience all my gift has to offer.


  Ranelle’s glance darted from Yanea to Jalen. He gave her a smile and bowed his head to his mother as he accepted the vial. It felt warm against his palm as he clenched it in his fist, and wondered what Yanea’s gift would be.


  * * * * *


  Ranelle’s entire being sang with love for Jalen as they slipped away from the Council Chambers.


  Jalen silently guided Ranelle through the maze of forest rooms and into the mild evening air, her small hand clasped tight in his big fist. Grass was soft and dewy beneath her bare feet, and a balmy breeze caressed her bare skin, causing her nipples to pucker.


  Stars shone brilliant against a silken black sky, the moon still bearing a trace of amethyst upon its face. Across the surface of a small lake, moonlight sparkled like countless gemstones scattered upon it. Crickets chirped and owls hooted in time with the gentle slosh of water against a grassy shore, and scents of jensai blooms and pine perfumed the air.


  They came to a secluded cove filled with moonlit flowers and exotic plants, the grass so thick it was like walking on a krstn. When they reached the center of the cove, Jalen held his palm up, facing the lake. A glow expanded from his hand, a golden shimmer that flooded the area until a glittering dome surrounded them.


  Ranelle could still feel the breeze upon her naked body and see the lake through the shimmering curtain, yet she knew they were shielded.


  ’Tis part of the arbonidae, Jalen explained in her thoughts as she turned to him. Our private ceremony. Elvin tradition requires that we experience the Queen’s gift, and we must remain here until it is complete.


  Ranelle reached for the vial in his hand and trailed her fingers along its length. Heat rushed through her the moment she touched it. What is this gift?


  I do not know. Jalen drew Ranelle against him, the heat of his massive arms and chest coursing through her bare skin, his hard cock pressed against her belly. This we shall learn together.


  A nervous flutter skittered through her, like countless raven wings through a night sky. What did the vial contain?


  “In all my days upon Dair, I have never felt such happiness as with you,” Jalen spoke aloud, easing her fears. The husky timber of his voice, and the love in his words caused Ranelle to melt against him, as though she was a part of him. “I have lived beyond a thousand years,” he continued, “yet ’tis as though my life did not begin until the moment I first saw you. To know that you shall share the remainder of my days, fills my heart with such happiness I ache with it.”


  Ranelle moved her hands to his face, cupping his cheeks and holding him as if she could freeze that moment for all eternity. “You are everything to me.” Her voice faltered, and she could not help hot tears of joy from escaping her eyes. “You are my love, my life, my very soul.”


  His kiss was soft, gentle, as he moved his mouth over hers. “I love you, mi enchantrei,” he murmured, his breath warm upon her lips.


  “My heart is yours, forever,” she whispered in return.


  Jalen thought he might die of happiness as he kissed away Ranelle’s tears, his tongue flicking out and tasting the salty wetness that had come from her soul. Her hands clung to his waist, as though she needed his support.


  He knew he needed hers. He needed all of her.


  Before he met Ranelle, Jalen thought he did not need anyone. Thought that he had everything life had to offer. Thought that he had all the answers.


  Vanilla, spice, and Ranelle’s own erotic scent flowed over him, through his body and straight to the very center of his lifeforce. To the goddess’s ears from his soul, he was the happiest being in all the deity’s worlds.


  “I cannot get enough of you.” Jalen’s teeth lightly nipped at the soft skin of Ranelle’s breast. “With every taste I want more.”


  Small moans escaped her lips. Her hands slid into his hair, massaging his scalp as he suckled on her nipples. “Every part of me is yours, Jalen. All of me.”


  The way she said his name, a whispered melody upon her tongue, eased through his soul like the finest of Elvin tonics. Warming, searing his blood.


  He raised the silver vial between them and withdrew the stopper. It is time, mi enchantrei.


  She tilted her head back and opened her mouth like a small bird, and Jalen touched the vial to her bottom lip. A few drops rolled onto her tongue before he brought the vial to his own mouth.


  “It tastes of blueberries and cream,” Ranelle murmured as the sweetness flooded her senses. But in the next moment the world seemed to spin around her. Fire! The world was on fire! Blue and silver flames danced and flickered around them, licking at her naked flesh.


  “Jalen!” Her heart hammered in her throat and she grabbed his arms, digging her fingernails into his skin.


  Shhh, relax, fledgling. His voice calmed her mind, even as the elixir seeped into her blood and throughout every fragment of her being.


  She caught her breath as he lifted her up and then settled her on the bed of fire. The flames were warm, yet cool, enveloping them as Jalen slid between her thighs, his cock pressed to her folds. Naught existed but the two of them in the silvery blue inferno.


  Bracing himself with one arm on the ground, he stared into her eyes. Her enrli pulsed in time with the dancing flames, and he stroked her hair from her brow. She wrapped her legs around his buttocks drawing him closer, needing him to fill her in every way.


  I cannot wait any longer. Ranelle slid her fingers into the hair at his neck, tangling them in the long strands and yanking him closer to her.


  Jalen’s eyes were serious as he plunged his cock into her core. Arching up to meet him, she almost screamed from the pleasure rippling through her body. As he thrust, a vision filled her mind, and at once she knew that Jalen shared the vision with her.


  ’Tis the gift of sight, he murmured in her mind. Hold tight to me. We will see our future, or what our futures might be—and some things may be frightening.


  Ranelle could scarcely imagine fear at this moment, in the powerful, eternal arms of her husband—and then—


  A dark sky, churning with thunderclouds. No! Irani and nordai. Countless treasonous Nordain warriors and hideous irani beasts heading to war…


  War with the Elves and Nordain.


  War meant to tear Liana, Ranelle, and Tierra from their destined mates. To steal them away and force them into the Sorcerer’s servitude.


  Ranelle’s body burned yet chilled as Jalen plunged his cock in and out of her, the vision still filling their thoughts. No matter the terror the nightmare instilled in her, she could not stop fucking Jalen, no more than he could stop fucking her.


  She didn’t want to. And she knew he didn’t either. As if the very act of coupling so intensely defied the doom they had seen.


  Yes, Ranelle whispered.


  Yes, Jalen confirmed.


  And then they knew, almost at the same moment, the true gift Yanea had bestowed.


  She had told them the truth. Darkness was coming, hard and fast. And yet she and Jalen could survive. Together. Trusting, making life and love instead of wasting away in fear.


  Dark clouds, splintering like broken glass…


  Sunlight and roses, crystal streams, and green forest.


  Children played in the forest.


  A son, with pointed ears and golden blond hair like his father.


  A daughter, with hair the color of a raven’s wing. And with a run and a jump she transformed into a nordai, took to the air and soared through the forest.


  Their children. Hers and Jalen’s.


  The first of a new, strong and mingled race, joining the power of Nordai and Seraphine.


  “Yes,” Ranelle murmured aloud.


  “Yes!” Jalen’s bellow sounded strong, full of pride and hope.


  A fine layer of perspiration glowed upon their skin as their breathing quickened. His strokes grew more powerful as the silvery blue flames flickered around them. Their hearts pounded loud enough for her senses to feel their beats.


  Whatever it took, whatever they must face—they would face it together, and those children would be born. They would grow to their potential in peace and happiness.


  Somehow.


  Yes. This time, they said the word together, like a new and even deeper vow.


  Ranelle’s fingers dug into Jalen’s back as she raised her head and pressed her lips to his. Her tongue plunged into his mouth as he thrust his cock inside her.


  Her body began to vibrate, and the moment she reached orgasm, Jalen placed the enrli at his forehead against hers, and pressed his cock so tightly into her that the enrli above his staff melded with the one on her mound.


  Their climaxes exploded within them, the blue and silver glows of their enrli so intense the Ranelle thought she might fly apart.


  As they soared on a new plane, Jalen whispered in her mind, I love you.


  With her heart, mind, soul and body, Ranelle replied, We are as one. Forever and always.


  


  # # #


  Spellbound


  Prophecy


  


  Child of Fae, long ago lost


  Bound to earth, at no small cost


  The key is in three, joined with heart ties


  But from Fae’s choice, Dair lives or dies
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  Prologue


  


  Wake, child of Fae. The voice penetrating Tierra’s fevered sleep was deep, yet smooth as fine ale. It is time, he murmured.


  She fought the gentle demand, wanting instead to continue dreaming of the dark-haired man who had filled her restless night. A man so large and muscular she could scarce wrap her legs around his powerful buttocks when he slid his cock deep within her core. He would clench his fists in her red hair as he rode her, fucking her long and hard. Gods how she wanted to feel a man between her thighs, thrusting into her quim, tasting her nipples.


  You must flee, the low voice insisted through the mist in her mind. Be well, child of Fae.


  Cool fingers feathered across Tierra’s forehead, drawing away the blaze of sickness that had consumed her for over a day. Her mind cleared of the strange fever fogging her thoughts, and the last remnants of the black-haired stud vanished like dandelion fuzz in a summer storm.


  As though the light touch of fingertips had taken away her illness.


  Slowly she lifted her eyelids—and found herself staring into to the vivid blue eyes of a most handsome man. The brief twinge of fear in her belly was replaced by calm certainty that he meant her no harm. Why or how she knew this, she could not answer, and somehow did not feel compelled to question.


  The man’s gaze was intense and concerned, his expression grim. He looked to be no more than thirty, maybe forty years in age, had a strong jaw, high cheekbones, and rugged features. Although he appeared quite youthful, white hair came to a widow’s peak at his forehead and fell long and straight past broad shoulders. His powerful chest tapered down to narrow hips, and he was clad in breeches as blue as his eyes.


  Those eyes—a brilliant blue with flecks of silver. Eyes that were ageless and knowing.


  Tierra rubbed at the starmark on the backside of her earlobe as her confused mind struggled to place the winter-skinned god. An angel perhaps? If this is the otherworld, I hope all the angels are as godlike as this one.


  The corner of the man’s mouth quirked into the beginnings of a smile. Nay, Tierra. I am no deity, and far be it for me to claim to be a heavenly spirit.


  She stopped in mid-rub and blinked up at the stranger, goose bumps sprouting upon her skin. He had read her mind. He had spoken to her in thought, as only Liana had ever done, and he had even called her by name.


  “Who are you?” she asked, her voice coming out in a dry rasp.


  You may call me To’en. The man clasped Tierra’s hand in his and gently pulled her to a sitting position on her bed. Many know me as the Overseer.


  To’en’s gaze roved over Tierra before returning to meet her eyes. Heat rushed through her as she realized she was entirely naked. Her nipples grew as tight as ansi stones and she tingled between her thighs.


  What would it be like to fuck a man such as this pale god? Would he be as pleasurable as she imagined the dark-haired man from her dreams to be?


  You must be suitably clothed. To’en’s mind-voice remained calm and detached as though unaware of her erotic thoughts and her nakedness. Your journey will be long and perilous.


  “Journey?” Tierra’s mind cleared at once. She snatched a blanket from the bed and held it to her chest, covering her breasts and mound. “I am not leaving without Liana and Ranelle.”


  The pale god fixed his blue gaze on her. You will leave at once.


  Tierra thought about telling him where to put his arrogant order, but something held her back. She and her halias were not planning to leave ’til moonchange, and certainly this man would not have been aware of their plans. What if he was one of Zanden’s spies? “Ah…surely you know that my heart-sisters and I are bound to the Sorcerer.”


  To’en moved to a trunk at the foot of her bed and opened it, the click of the lock and creak of hinges loud in the strange silence filling her bedchamber. Your heart-sisters have been abducted. You must leave at once or suffer a worse fate.


  “Liana and Ranelle…taken?” Tierra’s head buzzed and chills rolled through her so fast that her body began to tremble. Everything seemed suddenly surreal. Perhaps she was still deep in the throes of fever, dreaming of this man in place of the dark warrior.


  To’en handed her a stack of clothing. You waste precious time, he said. The irani will soon come for you. Already they seek you in the village, as their master expected you to work at the inn this day.


  The Sorcerer Zanden. Reality hit as hard as Uba had often slapped Tierra’s face, before the horrid woman’s demise.


  This To’en was telling the truth. No matter that she wasn’t a seer like Liana, and did not have Ranelle’s gift of sense. With absolute certainty, Tierra knew her halias were gone.


  Tierra snapped into action, as though she had never been ill. She yanked on the forest green tunic and breeches he had handed her, jumped from the bed and slipped on her sturdy brogans. “Where do I find my halias?” she asked as she secured her thick red hair back with a tie.


  Your journey lies in the way of the Wilding Wood. To’en folded his arms across his chest. Travel with as little as possible. Take enough food supplies to last two weeks, ’til well after the end of moonchange.


  Even as he spoke, Tierra had grabbed a canvas pack and shoved in a change of clothing. She hurried into the common room of the cottage she had shared with her heart-sisters from the time she was a wee child.


  The man moved to the front door as she threw dried figs, apples, a cheese wheel, muffins and bread into her pack, followed by a vial of her honeysuckle bathing potion. She considered throwing in a dagger, but decided she was better off with her spellbindings for protection.


  Remain out of sight and speak to no one along your journey, To’en said. Trust none but the one who holds your heart.


  At his last statement, Tierra’s gaze shot to where the stranger had been standing—only to see the front door ajar.


  To’en was gone.


  


  Chapter One


  


  She was lost.


  Dangerously, maddeningly lost.


  By all the gods’ hells.


  Tierra’s pack made a soft thud against the forest floor as she dropped it to her feet. Dark and still, the surrounding woods were so thick she could scarcely see more than a few lengths before her. Surely she wasn’t in the D’euan Forest any longer. No, this godsforsaken place was far too oppressive.


  Had she strayed into dragon country?


  Damn.


  Frustrated, Tierra absently rubbed at the starmark—the silver star-shaped birthmark on the backside of her left earlobe. Since her childhood, she had always pulled on her lobe in moments of frustration or when deep in thought.


  A chill wind stirred tendrils of red hair on her forehead and brought to her nose the scents of pine and rich loam…and something almost rotten and sinister.


  Shivers skittered through Tierra and she brought her hand down and ground her teeth. Not again. She would not allow fear of any kind to enter her thoughts. For days and days she had traveled, and from the beginning of her journey she had felt as though she was being followed.


  Tracked. Hunted.


  Hands fisted at her sides, it took all her inner strength to maintain her composure while she studied her surroundings. For the first time in her twenty seasons, she wanted to cry, and that alone made her chest grow tight with anger.


  Tierra never cried. Not even as a child. Not even at the brutal hands of her former caretaker. Uba, the bitch who had often left her handprint upon Tierra’s cheek.


  But her heart ached for her halias, Ranelle and Liana, who had been missing for nearly two weeks, and she wanted to cry for them. Days and nights now blurred together in one never-ending nightmare. Surely it was past moonchange now, but for days Tierra had been unable to see the sky through the thick canopy, much less the moon.


  Tierra had never been ill in her life ’til the day her heart-sisters had been taken. If she had been with them, she could have used her magic to fend off whoever had abducted them.


  The dark forest crowded in, mocking her, bringing back memories of her darker fevered dreams…ravens and winged creatures.


  She sighed. Never one to feel self pity, she tended to take command of life. She would have escaped long ago from Uba had it not been for her halias. Tierra would never leave them.


  Yet now they were gone and she was alone. Not to mention tired and cold, her body ached, her food supplies had dwindled to nearly nothing. Good lords, what she would do for a hot bath instead of quick splashes in ice-cold streams.


  And she didn’t know where in the gods’ hells she was.


  Judging by the feel of the air and the darkening woods, it was late afternoon. Daylight left to travel, yet what good would it do? Did the forest go on forever? Was she wasting her time?


  Tierra tossed her thick, fire-red braid over her shoulder and tightened her lips to keep back a scream of frustration. The only thing that had warmed her these past days and nights was imagining what it would be like to experience pleasure at the hands of the dark-haired warrior who filled her dreams.


  Every evening since beginning her journey, she had lain beneath her blanket pinching the nipples of her large breasts with one hand, stroking her clit with her other, all the while seeing the imaginary man. Only after bringing herself to climax was she able to fall asleep. Yet she would again dream about the warrior and wake up feeling frustrated and empty.


  She had never been one to shy from sexual pleasures, but her former caretaker, Uba, had worked tirelessly to ensure that none of her charges spent time alone with any male.


  Tierra had never fucked a man, but sweet gods, she had certainly watched.


  Several times she had spied on tavern wenches when they escorted a man into one of the back rooms to fuck for ansi stones. Often Tierra would sneak away from tending the bar to peek through a knothole in the wall.


  The private shows had curled her toes. Especially when the man thrust his cock into the woman’s channel. Tierra’s own core would grow wet as she watched, her nipples hard and tight, aching to be licked and sucked.


  She wanted to feel what it was like to fuck, and she intended to enjoy sex as often as possible with the right men.


  With a groan, she brought herself back to the present and started gathering wood to make a small shelter. What she needed was a good night’s rest. And maybe a good night’s orgasm to relieve all her pent-up frustrations.


  Using her magic, Tierra held out her hand and unleashed a glittering silver rope from one fingertip, binding a piece of wood and drawing it back to her arms. Over the past two weeks, she had practiced at every opportunity, spellbinding anything and everything in preparation for what she would do to the bastard who had taken her halias.


  She had discovered her talent for spellbinding as a child, and had found it very useful upon occasion, especially in thwarting unwanted advances. Or in protecting her heart-sisters.


  While she handled a particularly long and smooth piece of wood, she thought about the men she had seen through the tavern knotholes. Big cocks and little cocks and every size in between. Tight muscular asses that flexed as the man fucked the wench, and flabby asses that jiggled with every thrust.


  Tierra tossed the wood into a pile and grinned at the thought. But her smile faded and she licked her lips as her memories again returned to the dark warrior from her dreams.


  He would definitely be of the tight ass, big cock variety.


  And lately the only man she could imagine touching her was him. An imaginary man. Yet, he seemed so…real. Like she might meet him one day.


  Odd, that. Tierra had never been able to foresee the future like Liana, or sense what may be to come like Ranelle. No…what she was feeling had to be some form of madness, perhaps brought on by worry over the damned sorcerer and Tierra’s planned escape with her halias.


  Which was, of course, completely wrecked now.


  With a groan of fury, Tierra shot a spellbinding from one fingertip at a rotting log. Soil and debris scattered across the clearing from the force of her blow. She brought the silvery rope back into her body and clenched her teeth.


  What did that bastard Sorcerer want with all three of them? Everyone knew that Zanden considered Liana his destined mate because of the prophecy. But why Ranelle and Tierra, too?


  Not that Tierra had ever intended to let the Sorcerer get his claws on Liana, or any one of them. Damn him. If they had only been able to escape during moonchange like they had planned, they could all be free and together at this very moment.


  And damn To’en, the pale god who had sent her into the woods—most likely on some kind of wild perna chase. At this point she was more likely to find that magical bird than she was likely to find her halias.


  What had compelled her to obey some strange man who had told her to head into the woods? What had she been thinking?


  Like a daft idiot, she had done exactly as the man bade, hiking north toward Wilding Wood. Blending into the trees like some Faerie sprite, she had traveled as silently as possible and avoided what few strangers she had come across. Preserving her meager stores as much as possible, she had eaten berries and nuts she found as she journeyed, along with greens and roots she knew to be edible.


  Magic. Surely the white-haired To’en had used some kind of power to manipulate her into traveling in this direction. If he had wanted to hurt her, he could have done so while she slept. Instead he had taken away her fever with his touch, she was certain.


  So why would he send her on a fool’s errand, if he wished her harm?


  Tierra picked apart her braid and eased her fingers through its length as she stared at the woods around her. She had reached such a remote part of the forest where, were it not for the moss on the trees, she would not know which direction to take. Even now she had no idea where she was, or if she was close to reaching Wilding Wood.


  “This is foolish. I should—”


  A horse’s whinny echoed from the depths of the forest, cutting short Tierra’s words.


  Her body went as still as one of the trees towering beside her.


  Her skin tingled with excitement and renewed hope. Someone must be nearby.


  Liana? Ranelle?


  Perhaps she had found her halias after all.


  Tierra snatched her pack from the ground and hoisted it onto her shoulders. The soft soles of her shoes made not a sound as she slipped through the forest. Branches scraped her skin as she wended her way through the wood. Again she heard a horse—this time a snort and a snuffle, and much, much closer. The trickle of running water met her ears. A stream, most likely. She was almost out of her honeysuckle bathing potion, but she could certainly use a bath, even if it was ice-cold water.


  When she was sure she was close, Tierra lowered herself to her knees and crawled through the brush. Sticks and rocks bit into the tender flesh of her palms and knees, but she continued on until she spied a small meadow.


  An enormous black stallion stood in the center of the clearing, with a bridle on its large head. The splendid animal whickered and tossed his head, a fiery gleam in his obsidian eyes. His coat shone as black and as polished as nordai feathers, his mane combed and evenly trimmed. The saddle upon his back was a simple design, but looked of the finest craftsmanship…and a sheathed sword was strapped to the saddle.


  This was no knave’s horse.


  This beast was a warrior’s mount.


  “What in the devil ails you, Feymir?” a deep voice rumbled from across the clearing.


  Tierra’s gaze snapped toward the sound—and came to rest on the man from her dreams.


  Sweet mother of the gods.


  He was real.


  Everything around her faded to nothing, except for the man beside the stream. Despite the thick scar across one cheek, and the slight crook to his nose, he was male perfection. His hair, as black as the stallion’s, hung straight and thick to his shoulders. A square jaw, high cheekbones, and those lips, firm and sensuous…mouthwatering.


  Dark hair dusted the man’s tremendous bare chest. Tierra’s breath caught as he rubbed the back of his neck, as though assuaging an ache, his powerful muscles rippling with his movements.


  “If you’re not quiet, you demented beast, you shall bring the dragons upon us,” the man growled while he bent and yanked off one boot. The horse he called Feymir tossed his head and whinnied again.


  Dragons? Tierra’s eyes widened at the thought that she was actually in dragon country as she had feared earlier. The warrior removed the second boot and set it on the ground, next to the first. His hands moved to the waist of his skin-tight black leather breeches…


  All thoughts of dragons fled her mind as he began to untie the laces.


  Yes. Tierra clenched the grass beneath her hands, her throat dry with wanting. Take them off.


  Even as she begged in her mind, her plea was answered. The man pushed the breeches past his hips, releasing his thick cock.


  Gracious lords above. Tierra’s core flooded with wet heat, dampening her cloth breeches. The man wasn’t even aroused, and his rod was at least three times the size of any she had seen when she’d watched the wenches being fucked at the inn. Even Stefan’s, and that man sported a prime package.


  The dark warrior eased out of his breeches and tossed them over his boots. Turning his back to where Tierra hid, he grabbed a haversack and dug through it. A scar jagged across his back from his left shoulder down to his right hip. It was thick and pink, the skin shiny where certainly a treacherous wound had healed.


  And oh, yes…he had one fine ass, muscled and tight.


  He withdrew a cake of soap and strode into the shallow stream, and Tierra found herself mesmerized by his fluid movements. For such a big man, he moved with ease and virile grace unlike any man she had seen before.


  Not that she had ever seen a man like this one.


  In moments the warrior was in the middle of the stream, water skimming just below his bollocks.


  Tierra’s nipples tightened to aching nubs. She shifted, trying to ease the pressure between her thighs, but cloth rasped over her breasts and rubbed along her clit.


  The sight of his pleasing cock all but hypnotized her. She wanted that cock. Wanted to taste it. Wanted to feel it thrusting into her.


  What would it feel like to have that cloud of hair pressed tight to hers, the soft sac slapping against her as he fucked her?


  Good gods. What was she thinking? This man was a stranger. For all she knew he could be a servant of Zanden.


  The mere thought iced her lust, but only for a moment. Her breath came in painful gulps as she watched the man soaping his body, wishing she could soap him.


  Better yet, she would like to be that cake of soap. Traveling over every inch of that fine body.


  When the man finished cleansing himself, he tossed the soap cake onto the shore and rinsed himself off, scooping water with his big hands and splashing it over his skin. He paid special attention to the hair around his cock, stroking his bollocks, and then moved his hand to his shaft.


  Tierra squirmed as the warrior’s cock lengthened. By the moon and the gods, she had never seen anything so arousing as watching this man pleasuring himself. Her fingers itched to slide into her breeches where she might stroke her clit. But she held herself back.


  Later. She would hold this sight in her mind and think about him fucking her as she brought herself to orgasm.


  For now, she had to continue her journey.


  No matter how badly she wanted this man, her first duty was to her halias. She had to find them. Tierra knew she could not risk any distraction, no matter how delicious that distraction might be.


  Oh, and she was certain he would be delicious, indeed.


  The warrior tilted back his head and pumped his cock into his fist with almost furious intensity. A low moan slipped through Tierra’s lips.


  The man’s horse snorted and looked directly at Tierra’s hiding place, his ears cocked in her direction. Her heart pounded loud enough for the gods to hear. The beast called Feymir couldn’t see her, could he?


  Could a horse raise an alarm?


  The horse blew out another whinny and tossed his proud head. Tierra tensed, ready to bolt at the first sign that she had been discovered.


  


  Renn soaped his body, wishing he had a woman to do it for him. A willing woman who would cleanse his skin, then lie on the grass and spread her thighs wide, wanting only to be fucked again and again. Unfortunately, every maid in Phoenicia wanted more than a mere fuck. They talked of love and commitment. Traps for the unwary.


  Renn would never fall prey to such foolishness.


  The desire to mate after moonchange was fierce for a Nordain warrior. But Renn had been called away the very eve of his brother’s wedding to come to his newly rediscovered sister’s aid, as well as that of his brother-at-arms, Jalen.


  Despite Renn’s own dislike of the thought of marriage, it pleased him that his sister had joined with Jalen. No matter what difficulties Ranelle might face, Renn knew with absolute certainty that Jalen would protect her with his life.


  For the two nights Renn had been in Seraphine, he’d had the pleasure of fucking two and three Elvin maids at one time. While he soaped the hair around his cock and bollocks, he smiled at the memory of Damianne straddling his thighs and riding his staff. At the same time Kerriel sat on his face and he suckled at her sweet juices ’til she screamed with her climax. He had fucked them each ’til they came repeatedly, before spending his seed inside Kerriel’s tight core.


  Damianne, a skilled Elvin warrior, had offered to join him on his hunt for the daft human maid called Tierra. But Renn refused to fuck any woman more than one night in a row, not wanting anything remotely resembling a relationship. He might choose to bed a woman a second and third time, but only if days or weeks had passed, and only with the clear understanding that all he wanted was a good fuck.


  And he traveled with no one. He relied on none but his brother Aric and his brother-at-arms Jalen.


  Splashing cold water over his body and rinsing off the soap, Renn considered his hunt thus far. For two days Renn had followed the trail of the missing woman, the friend of his sister Ranelle and Queen Liana. The gods only knew why this Tierra had fled into the depths of Merth Darkling, the most dangerous part of the D’euan Forest, stronghold of the lycidian dragons.


  Had she not been in Merth Darkling when he began tracking her, Renn would have assumed his nordai form and flown ahead of Feymir, searching for the maid who must not have a brain in her head to choose such a route. But he dared not leave his warhorse. Feymir could fend off one dragon, but two would leave him naught more than a pile of bones.


  Renn had no doubt he would find the maid. Once he located her, he would take her back to Phoenicia and be done with it. Then he could get back to fucking and to preparations for the war-storm brewing.


  The memory of his prey’s sweet fragrance came to mind, and Renn cupped his bollocks, enjoying the weight of them in his hand. The missing maid’s scent of honeysuckle musk had been clean and strong whenever he reached a location where she had spent the night, and his cock had stirred each time.


  He moved his hand to his staff, stroking it ’til it grew to its full length. Perhaps this maid he sought would be a good fuck.


  Harder and harder Renn worked his staff, picturing his cock thrusting in and out of the woman’s quim.


  Feymir’s piercing whinny cut into Renn’s lust ridden thoughts. He paused in his strokes and his gaze snapped in the direction the stallion was looking.


  Renn’s muscles tensed, ready to propel him after whoever might be in the forest. As he stared unblinking into the foliage, he spied a pair of emerald eyes.


  Watching him.


  


  Chapter Two


  


  For one long moment Tierra’s gaze locked with the dark warrior’s.


  Silver. His eyes were silver, like Ranelle’s.


  In the next instant, the man bolted from the stream, straight toward Tierra.


  A gasp tore from her as she scrambled to her feet and darted into the darkening woods. Her almost empty pack bounced against her back as she fled. Sounds of crashing came from behind, but she dared not look back.


  Gods above. What had she done? Yet even as she dodged through bushes and trees, a strange thrill coursed through her, knowing that the naked warrior pursued her.


  Like a hunter after his prey.


  Blindly she shoved branches out of her way, ignoring the scrape of rough bark against her skin. Her heart pounded like drums in her ears, and her fear had the coppery taste of blood.


  A branch snagged at her hair at the same time she tripped over a root.


  Crying out, Tierra stumbled forward.


  Big hands grasped her waist, keeping her from falling. But in a movement so quick she scarcely had a chance to catch her breath, he flipped her around. The world spun and she found herself flat on her back, her wrists pinned over her head, her pack crushed between her body and the ground.


  And a wet and naked warrior straddling her, a hungry look in his eyes.


  Already water from his body seeped through her clothing and to her skin. Her gaze darted to the huge cock pressed tight to her belly, droplets of water still glistening in the soft hair around the base of his shaft. Tierra bit back the urge to lick her lips. When she glanced again to the man’s face, his smile was smug, confident. As though he knew she wanted him to fuck her.


  Fury and embarrassment replaced her desire and she struggled against his hold. She glared up at him as she realized her efforts were entirely futile. “Get off, you—you giant dragon dropping!”


  The man quirked an eyebrow and his look turned feral. “You interrupted a most enjoyable fantasy.” His deep voice rumbled straight though her as he spoke. “No small punishment is in order.”


  Tierra’s eyes widened and her voice cracked as she repeated, “Punishment?”


  “Mmmm.” The warrior’s gaze roved over her tunic-covered breasts. Keeping her wrists pinned above her head with one hand, he brought his other to her waist. “Although it is certain you would enjoy what I have in mind.”


  She started to deny his words, but gasped instead as he pushed her tunic top up just enough to expose her belly. He stroked the soft flesh above the waistband of her breeches, his mere touch sending searing heat throughout her. “Perhaps I should bare your beautiful ass and spank you,” he murmured.


  “No,” Tierra said, even though the thought of being turned over this man’s knee and spanked was incredibly arousing.


  “Oh?” His hand moved higher, pushing her tunic up just high enough to expose the undersides of her pale globes, but still covering her nipples. “Are your breasts as soft as the fair skin of your belly?”


  Heat rose through Tierra and she knew she was probably bright pink from the tips of her ears to her toes. “Who are you?”


  “Other than the man who will possess your fine body?” He brushed the back of his hand against her ribcage, his knuckles skimming the rise of her breasts. Her nipples tightened at the sensual contact, and it was all she could do not to moan. “I am called Renn.”


  Renn. Her dark warrior’s name was Renn.


  No. Not her warrior. A man. Only a man.


  “What prize have I found in Merth Darkling?” he said as he again brushed the curve of her breasts with his hand. “Your name, sweet maid. Tell me.”


  Tierra pulled against his hands, attempting to twist away from his touch. “It matters not.”


  “Ah, but it does.” His voice grew husky as he continued his slow teasing touches along her sensitive skin. “I need to know the woman I’m going to fuck.”


  Her jaw dropped and she went completely still. The certainty in his words both thrilled and frightened her. “You—you would force yourself upon me?”


  “Never.” The warrior trailed his hand from her belly, up along the side of one breast to her neck, causing her to shiver. “You desire me as much as my cock needs to be in you. It would take no force to bring you to my bed.”


  “No—” she started to deny, but Renn pressed his hand over her mouth. His palm felt warm over her lips and she had the overwhelming desire to dart her tongue out and taste his skin. His male musk, combined with the cedar scent of his soap, was heady, intoxicating.


  “Be truthful, denai, sweet innocent.” He lowered his head and trailed his lips above her brow, the warmth of his breath stirring the tendrils of hair upon her forehead. “You desire my cock inside you. You want me to fuck you.”


  Most merciful gods, but his words excited her. Tierra tried to shake her head, tried to deny the tingling in her core, but the hand over her mouth kept her completely still.


  She had often fantasized of sex with a stranger, and to have her dream man here in the flesh…naked and willing…


  He slid his hand from her mouth, brushing her lips with his thumb, his silver eyes deepening to a dark gray. His desire for her was palpable, and she longed to experience his unleashed passions.


  Yes. She would fuck this Renn.


  He would be her first of many, and a fitting specimen for such a task.


  Perhaps the relief would free her mind, allow her better focus on her quest.


  And given the man’s arousal, from what Tierra’s knothole-spying had taught her of how easily men could be made to finish the job at hand—this shouldn’t take long.


  Tierra’s fear and amazement eased as she made her own decision, and she felt the blaze of her confidence returning. Adopting the bored, carefree expression she had so often seen on the tavern wenches, she gave Renn a smile sure to challenge his oversized opinion of himself.


  “I would be willing to give you such a fine opportunity,” she purred. “Provided you think you can please me.”


  Renn’s cock throbbed near to bursting, and the maid’s mere words made his staff jerk against her belly. She was denai, sweet innocence, and he intended to be the first to teach her what it was like to be pleasured by a man.


  “You will be far more than pleased,” he promised as he stroked fiery red hair from her face with his free hand. The maid’s honeysuckle scent had given away her identity immediately, but he enjoyed teasing her. “But first, your name.”


  “Names are not necessary for fucking.” She tossed out the words with a worldly air, yet the tips of her ears were as pink as perna feathers. From the moment he pinned her beneath him, everything in Renn’s gut told him this was no experienced wench, but an untried maid.


  Such an intriguing combination. Innocence and sensuality.


  And her beauty…almond-shaped eyes like flawless emeralds and skin as fine as pale silk. And her breasts, their full and tempting curves made his hands ache to touch them. When he had embarked on his quest to find the maid, little did he know that his search would lead him to such a fine wench.


  Renn moved his lips to her shell-like ear. “When I fuck you I will call out your name. And when you come, you will scream mine.”


  “I never scream.” The maid’s breathing grew harsher as he flicked his tongue into her ear.


  He nipped at her lobe, lightly sinking his teeth into the soft flesh. “You will when I fuck you.”


  Her gasp of arousal made his cock even harder. “You—you are crushing my pack,” she said as she squirmed beneath him. “Let me up.”


  “Of course.” Renn eased his lips along her jaw line, darting out his tongue to taste the saltiness of her skin. “Once you have given me your name.”


  “You bastard.” Her voice was not more than a whisper. “Tierra. Now free me.”


  “Tierra. So beautiful.” He lightly brushed his lips over hers, tasting her warm breath. The desire to possess this woman nearly overpowered him and he had to fight to rein back his lust. She wanted him, yes. But she was an innocent, untouched by any man.


  And that pleased him. Greatly.


  “You promised to release me,” she said, her voice trembling—not from fear, but arousal, he was certain.


  Renn drank in her sweet scent as he murmured against her mouth, “I did not say when.”


  It was all Tierra could do not to moan aloud as the warrior lightly nipped at her lips, slow and gentle bites. The sensation was incredibly erotic, sending a thrill straight from her belly to her core. She had never been kissed, and she found herself wanting that more than anything from this man called Renn.


  Her eyelids drifted shut and she parted her lips…and he stopped.


  She opened her eyes to see the bastard’s arrogant grin. Before she had the opportunity to gather her thoughts, Renn released her wrists and drew her to her feet in a movement so fast the forest whirled.


  Tierra cried out in surprise, falling against the man’s muscled chest, her palms splayed against his skin. He caught her to him, trapping her along his naked length, his very aroused cock pressed to her belly.


  Renn gave a soft chuckle. “Surely you can wait but a few moments before I fuck you, denai.”


  “Oooh. You—” Tierra fought against his hold, but the rogue was so strong she was imprisoned in his arms. If only her hands were free, she would use her magic…


  Yes. That’s what she would do. She would teach this smug bastard a lesson he would never forget.


  Ceasing her struggles, she stared up into his silver eyes. Slowly she licked her lips in the same manner she had seen the tavern wenches do when they focused their attention on a man they wanted to bed. “Why wait?” she murmured.


  “Indeed.” Renn wrapped his large hands around her waist, tossed her over his shoulder, and was striding toward his camp before she even knew what was happening.


  “Put me down,” Tierra demanded, slapping her hand against his scarred back. In her upside down position, her hair hung over her face and her pack slipped, landing with a thunk on the base of her head.


  Oh, was this man going to pay. And she would make him pay good.


  In mere strides Renn reached the clearing where Feymir still waited. The horse tossed his head and whickered, a reproachful note to the sound.


  Renn deposited Tierra on a thick patch of grass and she braced her hands behind her as she looked up at him. Her clothes were still damp where the man had straddled her.


  “Found our missing maid,” Renn said to the stallion. “In Merth Darkling, of all places in the gods’ forest.”


  Missing maid? Tierra’s muscles tensed. Was this man one of Zanden’s followers? Had he been tracking her since she left the village?


  She narrowed her gaze, her heart pounding. “Who are you?”


  He smiled, raw and untamed. “The first man to fuck you.”


  Giving him the look that had reduced most men to slobbering fools, she said, “You don’t know that you are the first. And you have not fucked me.”


  “I do and I will.” Renn grasped his cock as he stood over her. Slowly he moved his hand up and down its length. “You enjoyed watching me. Did you not?”


  Tierra swallowed. Damn the man and his arrogance, but she couldn’t help the lust erupting within her body. The heat, the fire that blazed through her at the sight of his cock and his strong hand working it from base to tip.


  Gods help her, she needed that cock—needed to touch and taste it. Needed to feel it deep within her.


  No. She had changed her mind, Tierra reminded herself. She would not fuck this man. But she would enjoy sampling the warrior before she put him in his place.


  Almost without realizing what she was doing, she rose to her knees in the soft grass and slid her pack from her shoulders, letting it fall to the ground behind her.


  She laid her fingers on his. “Allow me.”


  “Yes, denai, sweet innocent.” He removed his hand as she bade. “Touch me.”


  Sweet innocent, eh? She would show him innocent.


  With her attention completely focused on his cock, she grasped it in her palm. His erection bucked within her hand and a drop of fluid glistened at the eye, like a rare Mairi pearl.


  “Soft…yet not,” she murmured. His cock was rigid within, not unlike the rock-hard muscles she had felt when her hands were upon his chest. But the skin—almost silky beneath her fingers as she explored every vein, ridge and contour. What would it feel like to have this fine rod thrusting into her?


  She wanted to devour his cock, just as she had seen the wenches suck the men in the back room of the tavern. Lowering her head, Tierra flicked her tongue out and licked away the pale droplet. The creamy taste rolled over her tongue and she went back for more.


  A fierce growl rumbled in Renn’s chest and he fisted his hands in her hair, pressing her mouth closer to his cock. “Suck me, denai.”


  Ah, yes. This warrior would be too easy to best. All she had to do was lead him by his cock-tether and he would do whatever she wished.


  Tierra gave a satisfied hum as she slid her lips down his length, while using one hand to stroke the rest of his shaft as she had seen him do. Grabbing his tight ass with her free hand, she dug her fingernails into the solid muscle. She moved her head up and down on his cock, at the same time flicking and swirling her tongue.


  The warrior sucked in his breath, his buttocks clenching beneath her fingertips. She used her hand in time with the motions of her mouth, just like she’d seen the tavern wenches do. Should she pleasure him ’til his come erupted into her mouth? Or bring him to the brink and leave him hanging from the edge of madness?


  With a groan, Renn clenched his hands tighter in Tierra’s hair. By the gods, what was the maid doing to him? Her warm mouth and teasing tongue felt exquisite—far better than the most experienced of Elvin and Nordain maids. Even Faeries could not rival the lust this one wench stirred within him, using only her hot, wet mouth and small hands.


  The sucking talent of the maid told him she had done this before. How else could she know how to pleasure him so perfectly?


  A fierce storm of jealousy exploded through Renn at the thought of Tierra being with any other man, in any way. “Where did you learn to suck a man’s cock?” he all but growled at her.


  “Mmmm…” she hummed along his staff, the sensation nearly driving him to his knees.


  He captured her head with his hands as he eased back, slipping his cock from her mouth. “What man have you sucked before?” Renn had to know. He fully intended to track the son of a qinok down and kill him.


  A sensual smile spread over Tierra’s face as she looked up at him beneath heavy-lidded eyes. “It matters not.”


  She gasped as he grabbed her shoulders and brought her to stand. The mere fact that he had never experienced jealousy over a woman before was irrelevant. She should never have had another man’s cock in her mouth. No man should have put his hands upon this woman’s fair body. No man would ever touch her again.


  “Tell me,” he demanded, his hands gripping her tightly. “I will seek the bastard out and slay him.”


  The surprised look upon Tierra’s face turned into a teasing smile. She put her hands to his chest and lightly skimmed his muscles ’til her fingers slid behind his neck.


  Raising herself up on her toes, she brought her face closer to his. “Such a fierce warrior.” Her fingers tangled in his black hair and she pulled him down to meet her. “Why don’t you show me how a man kisses the woman he’s going to fuck?”


  Renn all but roared as he cupped his hand to the back of Tierra’s head, crushing her mouth with his. Be damned his restraint, he could not wait another moment to possess her.


  This time Tierra could not hold back a moan as the warrior savaged her mouth. His kiss was hard, brutal, and it excited her beyond reason. His taste, his powerful presence, the way his body felt against hers…gods above, but she wanted him. How could she think to walk away?


  While he thrust his tongue into the depths of her mouth, Renn brought one hand to her breast and squeezed it through her tunic. Her answering cry seemed to incite him, and he deepened the intensity of his kiss, forcing his tongue into her mouth and sucking on hers in return.


  He tore his lips from hers and she stared up at him, dazed and so filled with lust she could barely see straight.


  “I must see you, denai.” Even as he spoke, he was pulling her tunic over her head, and then tossing it aside.


  Tierra’s nipples were rigid in the cool forest air, and the look in Renn’s eyes made her so wet she was sure she would die if he did not take her soon.


  The warrior cupped her breasts in his huge palms and used his thumbs to stroke her nipples. “The gods have seen fit to make you perfect.” He lowered his head and nuzzled the valley between her breasts. “Perfect for me.”


  “Suck them,” Tierra begged as she grasped his massive biceps, needing something to hold on to. “I want your mouth upon me now.”


  Renn growled and caught one of her nipples between his teeth. Tierra almost screamed at the sensation of his tongue flicking across the captured nub.


  No. This man would not make her scream. She would not.


  But gods how she wanted to.


  “Your taste,” he murmured as his mouth moved to her other breast. “Sweet as the finest chocolatyl.”


  Tierra’s body trembled, so close she was to climax. “Touch me.”


  “Where?” he replied before giving her nipple a gentle bite.


  “My clit.” She reached between their bodies as she spoke and wrapped her hand around his cock. “Now.”


  “Yes, denai.” Renn thrust his hand into her breeches, straight to the soft curls. “I want nothing more than to see you come.”


  The moment his finger stroked Tierra’s tight nub, her orgasm exploded throughout her. Flashes of light flared and sparked behind her eyes and she had to clench her teeth tight to keep from screaming. The warrior continued fingering her clit and her body jerked against his as she climaxed again.


  “S-stop.” She pushed away from him and released his cock, unable to take another moment of the overwhelming sensations.


  “I need my cock inside you.” Renn’s hoarse voice almost made her change her mind. Almost made her regret what she was about to do.


  But the man had to be taught a lesson.


  “You want to fuck?” She took another step back, her knees so weak from her orgasm that she almost stumbled.


  Renn reached for Tierra, but at the same time she loosed her spellbindings. The magical ropes glittered through the air as they spun from her fingertips. The bindings wrapped so quickly around the warrior’s chest, arms, and legs that he was completely trussed before he realized what was happening to him.


  A stunned expression crossed his handsome face, followed by fury as he fought to free himself of the magical tethers. “What in the gods’ hells?”


  Tierra smiled and stepped closer to him. Placing both hands flat against his chest, she shoved.


  And the mighty warrior toppled backward and landed on his fine muscled ass.


  “Free me, wench.” Renn’s growl was ferocious, but Tierra only grinned.


  “I think not.” She gave a long, relaxed stretch, thrusting her breasts forward, and his pained expression was her reward. “Not ’til get what I want.”


  Renn swallowed, his throat visibly working, his expression still furious. “And that is?”


  “For you to know how it feels to be overpowered.” Tierra scooped up her tunic and slipped it over her head. “Maybe in the future you would do well to not be so dammed arrogant.”


  His gaze followed her as she retrieved her pack and slipped it onto her shoulders. She could tell he was struggling to control his temper as he demanded, “Free me!”


  For a moment she faltered, the dark forest looming before her. That eerie feeling overcame her once again…that she was being watched. Hair prickled at her nape and she shivered.


  Shaking off the sensation, Tierra gave Renn a flippant smile. “See you around, big man.”


  Feymir’s snort and Renn’s bellow of rage echoed behind Tierra as she headed straight into the depths of Merth Darkling.


  


  Chapter Three


  


  Tierra tore through the woods, trying to get as far from the warrior as she could before she was too far to maintain her hold on the spellbindings. Even as she ran, she concentrated on making the magical ropes contain Renn as long as possible.


  Pack bouncing between her shoulder blades, she sped through the dark forest, taking care not to stumble over root or rock. She would not let him capture her this time.


  Her lungs filled with scents of pine and jensai blooms, but she also caught a sinister odor. The putrid smell of rotten meat, not unlike the stench she had smelled earlier, before being captured by Renn.


  A stench that clogged her senses, permeating every inch of her body.


  When she at last reached that invisible, unknown line where her magic stretched too thin to continue, she heard Renn’s fierce warrior’s cry.


  The hunter was free.


  And Tierra knew he would charge after his prey with no thought beyond the chase.


  The capture.


  Shivers of pleasure rattled Tierra’s being…


  What would the furious hunter do if he caught her?


  Tear her clothes from her body and fuck her like the wild beast that he was?


  The mere thought made her stumble. Made her wet and her nipples as hard as his cock had been in her mouth.


  But no. Tierra had to find her halias. She could not afford to take time for a dalliance with any man.


  No matter how much she wanted to fuck him.


  Her breathing came hard and labored, and she could scarce hear anything beyond blood rushing in her ears. Was the brute gaining on her? She would not be able to run much longer.


  The forest grew denser and it became even harder to see as she ran deeper into this place Renn had called Merth Darkling.


  A tree. That was it. She would find a suitable one, climb into its branches and hide.


  Tierra skidded to a stop, her brogans sliding in the rotted pine needles and leaves. A quick glance and she spotted the perfect oak tree across the clearing, with branches low enough for her to reach and thick foliage to hide within.


  She started toward the oak, then froze.


  To the side of the tree was an ominous glitter. Like an enormous mound of tiles made from iridescent obsidian, almost like glass catching what little light the wood had to offer. The tiles rose high, at least twice Tierra’s own height.


  The strange tower of glass rippled.


  And then she saw its eyes…the angry yellow glow focused on her…and her heart dropped to her brogans.


  The beast roared and lumbered straight toward Tierra.


  


  As Tierra sprinted into Merth Darkling, Renn roared his frustration and struggled against the wench’s magical ties.


  The witch had trussed him from chest to ankle. Even his still throbbing cock had been bound tight against his belly.


  When he got his hands on Tierra, he would tease and torture her ’til she begged him to fuck her. After he made her insane with lust, he would thrust his cock in and out of her ’til she screamed her pleasure.


  And then he would fuck her again.


  But first, he had to get out of the damned bindings.


  Maybe I will just kill the bitch.


  Renn fought the magical ties, his fury growing with every second that passed. Feymir snorted and whinnied, and Renn glared at the almost amused look in the stallion’s black eyes.


  Concern tinged Renn’s anger. The foolish woman had fled into the most dangerous part of Merth Darkling, where the fierce lycidian dragons feasted upon unwary travelers.


  Gods damn his failure to keep and protect the maid. Damn him for allowing Tierra to best him and to flee straight into the jaws of certain peril.


  Renn gave another bellow just as the bindings vanished.


  Without pause he propelled himself to his feet. In mere strides he reached the stallion, grabbed his saddlebags and flung them over the beast’s back. It took Renn but a moment to gather his belongings, but each moment was precious time he should be spending retrieving the maid.


  He wouldn’t be able to carry his sword as he needed to take his nordai form and fly after his denai to ensure he reached her before one of the dragons did. For surely the wretched beasts would catch her sweet scent even before she stumbled upon their lair.


  Snatching his boots with one hand, his tunic, breeches and sheathed dagger with his other, he paused only to command Feymir to follow him.


  Taking a single stride, Renn shifted into his nordai form, the clothing in his hands instantly becoming sleek raven’s feathers, his sheathed dagger strapped to his bird’s leg. With a flap of his mighty wings, Renn shot through the forest like an arrow from an Elvin bow.


  Behind him, Feymir’s hooves pounded the forest floor. Renn did not waste time looking back, instead listening for sounds of the maid. His sensitive nordai hearing caught Tierra’s harsh breathing as she ran. The thump of her feet against leaves and loam, and then silence as she paused.


  Harder Renn pumped his wings. An unsettling fear invaded his bones as the stench of dragon breath reached him. Never had he felt fear of this intensity ’til this moment. But by the gods, the thought of anything happening to Tierra ripped into his gut sharper and more intense than the qinok’s claws had shredded his back in the Xardu Moors, that long ago night after his last ill-fated encounter with Anistana, Queen of the Faeries, Ruler of Astral.


  His heart quickened as he heard Tierra catch her breath.


  And then she screamed.


  Renn tore into the clearing to see Tierra backing away from the dragon. The beast lumbered toward her, scales glittering, jaws wide, intent on devouring its prey.


  Shifting into his human form even as his feet neared the forest floor, Renn landed between Tierra and the oncoming lycidian. Fully transformed and fully clothed, Renn yanked his dagger from its sheath. His experienced eye told him at once this was a mere yearling.


  Thank the gods.


  The beast would not have come into its fire or its wings yet, but it would be deadly nonetheless.


  “Flee, foolish wench,” Renn shouted to Tierra, then gave a Nordain warrior’s fierce cry of battle.


  The dragon roared in response, yellow eyes flashing its deadly intention as it widened its jaws. From his side vision Renn saw that Tierra no longer stood behind him, but to his left.


  Damn the woman for not fleeing like he ordered.


  Using a lifetime of training and skill, Renn dropped to one knee, sliced his dagger at the beast’s throat while dodging out of the dragon’s path, barely avoiding its wicked teeth. His blade had merely slid across scales and did naught but nick the beast’s thick hide. With a bellow the yearling whirled and charged again.


  Renn’s blood thrummed with the call of battle, the need to protect his woman. He crouched, dagger at the ready, intent on besting the dragon with his bare hands if need be.


  The beast launched itself at Renn. Just as he prepared to thrust his dagger into the dragon’s throat—the creature stumbled and crashed to the forest floor.


  The force of its landing caused the ground to shudder and rock beneath Renn’s feet.


  In an instant Renn realized that the dragon’s legs had buckled and its jaws clamped tight.


  As though it had been bound…by glittering silver ropes.


  What in the gods’ names?


  Yellow eyes glowing with fear and fury, the beast struggled to move.


  Renn’s gaze shot to Tierra. Her arms were stretched out toward the dragon in the same manner as when she had bound Renn. She slowly lowered her hands, but her gaze remained focused on the dragon. “You best hurry and be done with it,” she muttered through clenched teeth. “It is far too large and powerful for me to hold much longer.”


  With a scowl and a tremendous thrust of his dagger, Renn drove his blade between the small scales of the dragon’s throat and into its life-vein. Shimmering blue blood spurted from the wound as Renn yanked his dagger from the beast’s throat.


  Still the dragon struggled and fought its bindings, even as its life fluids spilled onto the forest floor.


  Tierra’s face was taut with the effort it took to maintain her magical hold on the beast. Renn hurried to widen the slit in its throat to hasten its demise. The red stone in his dagger glittered as he worked the blade.


  When the yellow glow faded from the dragon’s eyes, it ceased moving.


  Renn’s gaze went to Tierra as he carefully wiped dragon blood from his blade onto a patch of grass. His denai dropped to her knees. Her features were pale, her limbs trembling.


  Something inside Renn snapped. Raging emotions that he could scarcely control.


  Fury at her for leaving herself so vulnerable, for not fleeing when he had ordered her to.


  But something more, an even greater emotion. Something he could not name above the fear that had ripped through his gut when the dragon had charged her.


  In a few long strides Renn reached Tierra and scooped her within his arms. She felt small and helpless, and his heart clenched. He cradled her tight to his chest, thanking the gods that she was alive.


  Tierra’s lids fluttered shut and she went limp in his embrace.


  * * * * *


  Sunlight kissed Tierra’s eyelids and chill morning air teased her cheeks. But an ache beat upon the inside of her skull, rivaling the strength of Mairi’s pounding surf. Everything seemed hazy and confused. She dared not open her eyes, waiting instead for the pain in her head to ease. Forcing herself to relax, she fought to remember what had happened and where she might be.


  The air smelled of jensai blooms and running water, and the breeze felt light and cool upon her skin. Bird song met her ears, and in the distance was the constant roar of a river. Perhaps the Everlasting River that she had traveled beside on her journey north toward Wilding Wood?


  The strength of sunlight on her eyelids told her the forest was less dense now, unlike how it had been once she had traveled into Merth Darkling. She hadn’t smelled jensai since entering the dark bit of forest, and the scent made her homesick for her heart-sisters—especially Liana, who had always smelled of the sacred blooms.


  Gradually the ache in Tierra’s head eased and she opened her eyes. She blinked against the morning light and was pleased that the pain in her head was not more than a dull throb now. Her stomach growled its complaint—when had she last eaten?


  Bringing her hand to her ear, she rubbed at her starmark as she took in her surroundings. She was in a meadow…that had the oddest looking trees. The trunks were dark blue, the leaves various shades of blue from pale to dark. In the far distance a strange blue mist crept close to the ground, but it looked harmless enough.


  A sigh escaped her lips. Thank the gods she was no longer in that horrible Merth Darkling…


  She attempted to roll onto her back, only to realize she was completely bound, as though in a tight cocoon.


  Not unlike what it might feel like to be locked within her own spellbindings.


  Warm breath stirred the hair at her nape. Tingles of awareness skittered throughout Tierra’s body and she tensed as she came completely awake and her memories returned in full force.


  She was not bound. She was in a man’s tight embrace.


  Renn.


  His masculine scent of cedar and sun-warmed flesh surrounded Tierra, much like his arms that kept her bound snug to his chest. One of his powerful thighs draped over her hip, imprisoning her legs. His breathing was deep and steady, his chest rising and falling behind her as he slept.


  And sweet mother of the gods, his very large, very hard cock was pressed tight against her ass.


  Her very clothed ass at that.


  A sigh of mingled relief and disappointment eased from her, and she relaxed. The warrior had not stripped her of her clothing while she slept, had not forced himself on her, just as he had promised when they first met. The bastard had a touch of gentleman in him after all.


  Why then did she feel disappointed?


  Because she wanted this man to possess her.


  And even though she had enjoyed besting him, she wanted him to dominate her. Not in some humiliating way, but in the way a powerful man sometimes masters an equally powerful woman he loves.


  The alien thoughts felt strange in her head, and she shook it as though to rattle it free.


  “Mmmm,” Renn murmured against her, sending a shiver straight to her core. He pressed his lips to her neck, flicking his tongue out and licking her skin. “Are you ready to be fucked?”


  Tierra gasped, her nipples hardening and the ache in her core multiplying with the husky sound of his voice and erotic words.


  “My cock is hard for you, denai.” Renn rubbed his erection against her ass in a slow, rhythmic motion. “It is my one desire, to be deep inside you.”


  “Renn.” She couldn’t help but moan as he pulled her against his chest so that she was partially laying on him, her breasts thrust into the chill morning air. “Where are we?” she murmured as he moved his hands to her nipples.


  “Near Wilding Wood.” Renn’s lips moved to the base of her neck and she shivered as his tongue flicked her skin. “Feymir carried us through the night, away from Merth Darkling. The beast has a mind of his own at times and brought us here. Too close to the Faerie witch for my comfort.”


  Tierra groaned as Renn’s large hands kneaded her breasts. “Faerie witch?”


  “Anistana, Queen of Faerie.” He almost growled out the words, as though he was none too pleased to say her name.


  “Ahhh…” Tierra placed her hands over his, encouraging him to touch her even more.


  He nipped at her neck. “Are you hungry, denai?”


  “Very,” she whispered, but it was not food she was hungry for now.


  “Then you must be well.” His voice held concern, even as his fingers tweaked her aching nipples through her tunic ’til she thought she would scream with wanting. “Tell me how you feel.”


  “Hot.” Without even realizing it at first, she began rubbing her ass against his cock and arching her breasts into his palms. “Like I am aflame.”


  “You are burning for me.” Renn lifted his hands from her breasts, only long enough to slide them under her tunic, filling both his large palms with her soft, warm flesh. “I will fuck you. Soon.”


  She was too lost in the sensations to care about anything but the feel of his fingers pinching and pulling her nipples, his cock rubbing her through her breeches.


  Yes. She wanted this more than anything. She wanted this fine warrior stud to take her with everything he had.


  “Tell me.” His breath was hot on her shoulder as he guided his hand toward the waistband of her breeches. “I want to hear your desires.”


  Gods, she had never been so aroused. Had never wanted anything so much in her life as she wanted this man’s cock inside her. “You,” she whispered. “I want you to fuck me.”


  “That I will.” The bastard’s voice was as smug as ever. “When I am ready.”


  Tierra’s headache had all but vanished, yet she continued to feel dazed with wanting and need. The warrior had obviously learned nothing yesterday, but too many wanton feelings overpowered her to care.


  When he eased his hand into her breeches, he teased the curls and ran his fingers along the lips of her damp folds. “You are wet,” he murmured. “As I believed you would be. Ready for me.”


  “My clit.” She rocked against his hand. “Touch me. Please.”


  “I think not.” Renn flipped her underneath him so fast she scarcely had time to think. He pinned her beneath his muscled body.


  His extremely naked muscled body.


  Her gaze traveled to his huge cock and back to his eyes to see his self-satisfied smile. She reached toward him. “I want you.”


  “No.” He captured both her wrists in one hand and held them above her head, just as he had the first time he had caught her. “I have other plans for you.”


  She stared up at his eyes and licked her lips. “What plans?”


  Renn smiled, his look raw and untamed. “First I would have you naked. I wish to see all of you, my denai, my innocent.”


  Tierra raised her chin and struggled against his hold. “Stop calling me innocent.”


  His response was to swoop down and capture her mouth with his, like an angry warrior bird.


  Nordain!


  Even as he ravished her mouth, the memory returned to her—of Renn shifting from nordai form to human before her very eyes.


  Was he one of Zanden’s Nordain minions? Even as the thought formed she could hardly hold onto it. Renn was nipping at her lips, taking her mouth with his tongue, driving her crazy with need.


  A part of her knew she should struggle. Should refuse his kiss. But oh, gods, could the man kiss. Hard, passionate.


  Thrilling.


  Devastating.


  She gave herself completely up to the kiss, returning it with everything she had. His stubble scraped her mouth and cheeks raw, his groans were deep and hungry.


  Renn tore his mouth away from Tierra’s, his gaze fixed on hers, his silver eyes so dark with lust they were almost pewter. “You are a witch.” He thrust his cock against her breeches, the maddening ridge felt hard through the soft material. “There is no other way to explain it.”


  “Explain what?” Her whisper died into a moan as he rubbed his cock harder against her center and she wanted all of her clothing off. At once.


  “This madness.” Renn looked almost angry, a scowl upon his handsome face. “This desire I have for—”


  The stench of burnt sugar filled the clearing a second before Feymir whinnied—a high, piercing sound of warning.


  Tierra started to look up at the same moment a blast of light slammed into Renn.


  


  Chapter Four


  


  Tierra screamed as the force of the blast tore Renn from atop her and rammed him against one of the blue trees—as though the powerful warrior was naught more than a leaf on the wind. Her heart clenched as his head struck the oak with enough force to crack the tree’s trunk.


  Yet Renn was to his feet in an instant, as though uninjured.


  Tierra barely had time to process his finely muscled naked body, his proud stance and his furious expression. Her gaze snapped in the direction the blast had come from, and her skin chilled.


  Mere feet away from her stood a large man dressed in black leather from a sleeveless tunic to breeches. Black hair, black eyes, and the look of evil upon his almost handsome face.


  A man—who looked like Renn…but not.


  Rage stormed in the man’s black eyes as he scowled at Renn and said, “Did you touch her?” The man raised his hand—and Tierra felt as though rough fingers wrapped around her throat. “Did you take her virginity?”


  Tierra gasped. She rose to her knees and clawed at the invisible hand at her neck. The man—what was he doing to her?


  “Bastard.” Renn took a step forward but stopped when Tierra’s breath gurgled in her throat. The scar whitened on Renn’s face, his expression strained and furious. “Harm this woman and I will kill you, Zanden. Brother or no.”


  Zanden? The Sorcerer! Stars flashed behind Tierra’s eyes as she struggled to breathe, to form a coherent thought. Brother?


  “Did you take what is rightfully mine?” The Sorcerer’s magical grip tightened. “I shall slay you both before you take your next breath.”


  Through her fading vision, Tierra saw Renn’s pained expression. And somehow, deep within, she felt his fear for her although it did not show upon his strong features.


  “I have been days tracking her on orders from the Seraphine Council.” Renn clenched his fists at his side. “But she’s a slippery wench. I only just caught her—no time to take her virtue.”


  No time?


  Zanden lowered his hand and released the invisible grip around Tierra’s throat.


  She collapsed to the blanket she had been lying on with Renn, her body refusing to support her. She struggled to catch her breath and gather her senses as she noticed Feymir moving closer to the Sorcerer.


  “I know the location of the Tanzinite wench.” Zanden’s gaze moved from Tierra to Renn. “But the Nordain. Where is she?”


  “Liana and Ranelle?” Tierra’s voice was hoarse as she pushed herself back to her knees. “You do not have them?”


  “He does not.” Renn stalked toward Zanden as if naked skin were the toughest of armors. “And the bastard never will.”


  Zanden’s scowl deepened. “Death shall become you,” he muttered as he raised his hand.


  At the same moment, Renn whistled. Feymir rose up on his hind legs and pawed the air, one hoof slashing the Sorcerer’s forehead.


  Zanden’s head snapped back from the force of the blow. Blood spurted from the wound.


  Renn charged forward, slamming into the Sorcerer, his physical might against Zanden’s.


  Tierra’s powers were still weak from the prior day’s bout with the dragon, but she managed to unleash one spellbinding. With a labored twist of her fingers, she wrapped the magic rope around the Sorcerer’s wrist and yanked it so hard she heard the crack of bone.


  Zanden shrieked, a horrible anger-filled sound that sickened Tierra to her soul.


  In a blink, the Sorcerer vanished and a nordai shot toward the skies, its eerie cry ripping a chasm through Tierra’s heart. She released the spellbinding at once, drawing the power back into her fingers.


  Renn stumbled forward, his howl of outrage echoing throughout the meadow.


  All that remained of the Sorcerer was blood-spattered grass and a few black feathers. As Zanden’s bird form retreated, his words and Renn’s responses played over and over in Tierra’s mind.


  Somehow Renn was responsible for the disappearances of her heart-sisters. He knew where they were.


  And what he had said…there was no time. Had Renn planned to take Tierra’s virginity before she even met him?


  She had to get away. Had to clear her mind and determine what to do next.


  Her thoughts whirling like a cyclone upon the Mairi Sea, Tierra turned and stumbled into the forest.


  


  “Damnation!” Renn clenched his fists as he watched the Sorcerer’s retreat through the forest canopy and into the skies. Even though he and Tierra had managed to fend off Zanden on this round, Renn knew in his gut that the Sorcerer had only been playing with them.


  Testing them.


  Soon, Zanden’s voice suddenly hissed in Renn’s mind. I will possess all three wenches and rule Dair. You and that worthless twin of mine will die.


  “To the gods’ hells with you!” Renn shouted in return.


  He desired naught more than to pummel his betraying bastard of a brother. To send him straight to the netherworld.


  With all his strength, Renn smashed his fist against the closest thing to him—the ancient bluewood tree he had been flung against earlier. His knuckles sank into the bark, exposing the royal blue of the tree’s wood.


  Qinokshit. Even though the tree would heal, the Faeries would not be pleased, and he was already on the receiving end of Anistana’s intense displeasure. Damn the Faeries, anyhow. The lying lot of them.


  He yanked his hand out of the wood and raked his numb fingers through his hair. Now that he had Tierra, he had best return to Phoenicia in as much haste as possible to prepare for the war that was sure to come. As Captain over all Nordain warriors, it was his responsibility to ensure the safety of the Sky People. He had already been gone far too long.


  Feymir pushed his long face against Renn’s bicep, drawing him from his thoughts. The stallion whickered and tossed his head, telling Renn something was wrong. He turned his gaze to where Tierra had been—only to see that she was gone.


  “Damnation!” he roared.


  


  This time Tierra found a mighty tree, one of the blue ones, almost at once, just out of sight of Renn’s camp. Its canopy and trunk were large and would easily shield her from below. She needed to stay near the warrior. If he had Ranelle and Liana locked away somewhere, then Tierra would find a way to rescue her halias.


  Bark scraped her fair skin as she scaled the strange blue tree that gave off an almost comforting cinnamon and nutmeg scent. When she reached the canopy, she discovered the trunk and branches created a sort of platform. It was wide and flat—large enough for three full-grown men to sleep upon if needed. An interesting blue moss grew upon its surface, filling the contours of the tree’s arms.


  Her heart continued to pound and her throat still ached from the Sorcerer’s magical hold on her neck. What if Zanden returned and came after her now? Could he find her again?


  Mere moments after settling onto the natural platform, she heard Renn’s furious bellow. The sound of his deep voice reverberated through her, straight to her core. Sweet mother of the gods, how she wanted him—even now when she was too confused to know if he meant her or her heart-sisters any harm.


  It was apparent he did not serve the Sorcerer directly…yet Renn was Zanden’s brother.


  Renn knew of Liana’s and Ranelle’s whereabouts. He had also known all along who Tierra was—yet he had toyed with her. Forced her to tell him her name as if he hadn’t known.


  Only feet away in the meadow, she heard Renn’s grumbles to his horse, and she bit back a smile. Apparently this warrior was not used to being bested by anyone, and the thought made her grin widen. It was certainly as much as the brute deserved.


  


  “When I get my hands upon the wench…I shall teach her a lesson, indeed. One she shall not soon forget,” Renn growled as he stowed his saddlebags upon Feymir’s back and secured his sword. “No one I have been sent to retrieve has ever escaped me, and this woman will not be the first.”


  But it was the second time she had bested Renn, and the thought did not sit well with him.


  Feymir whickered as Renn quickly rolled up the blanket and tied it behind the saddle. He snatched Tierra’s pack from the ground and paused. Her perfume of honeysuckle and woman’s musk still lingered on the pack and floated in the air…as though she remained close.


  The corner of his mouth turned up as he raised his face and caught her scent on the breeze. The wench was hiding nearby.


  Renn fastened her pack to the saddle, then scooped his clothing from the ground. He considered putting them on, but now that he realized Tierra had not truly left, he was inclined to remain as he was.


  All the better to fuck her.


  He shoved his clothing into one saddlebag, then removed a long leather strap. He checked to make sure it had no weaknesses and he smiled.


  This time the wench was not getting away.


  


  Tierra’s heart pounded. Everything was far too quiet. Even the birds had gone still, and she no longer heard Feymir’s snorts or Renn’s grumblings. Only the river’s distant roar and the sound of wind rushing through leaves met her ears.


  Shifting on the tree’s moss-covered and surprisingly comfortable arms, she settled so that she was lying on her back, wanting to ensure that her red hair couldn’t be seen from below. She was not ready for the warrior to find her. Let the bastard hunt for a while. Let him think he had lost her.


  A twinge of concern tightened her belly. What if he did go on without her? If he truly knew where her heart-sisters were being kept, then she needed to remain close to him. She couldn’t let him leave without her.


  Abruptly she sat up—and gasped as she found herself face to face with her warrior.


  Her very angry and very naked warrior who brought himself onto the tree’s natural platform in a flash.


  Before she had a chance to react, he snatched her wrists and bound them with a thin leather strap. “I intend to take no chances, wench,” he growled as he secured them in her lap. “You shall not be using your magic against me again.”


  Damselflies crowded Tierra’s belly and her heart beat even faster at the furious yet lust-filled expression on Renn’s scarred face, and the silver flames in his eyes. Her gaze dropped to his cock…it thrust toward her, hard and long.


  She licked her lips as her eyes met his again, and she raised her chin. “Untie me.”


  “You require punishment.” His voice was husky, aroused, as he slowly reached up and caressed her nipple through the soft fabric of her tunic. “Much…punishment.”


  A moan of pure desire escaped her lips and she leaned into his palm. The sensation of his hand through her clothing was almost more than she could bear. What would it feel like to have his naked flesh pressed to hers? Would she be able to take such exquisite pleasure?


  She pulled against her bonds, her gaze meeting his. “Free me, so that I might touch you.”


  He shook his head and continued to toy with her nipple. “I do not intend to let you go, denai. Ever.”


  Ever? Tierra swallowed past the suffocating feeling the thought forced upon her. For too long she had been kept a virtual prisoner, knowing that the Sorcerer would one day claim her and her halias. Now they were free and she intended to remain so. All she had to do was find Ranelle and Liana, and they would all escape.


  Tierra pushed the thoughts away, concentrating instead on this fine specimen of male flesh before her and the way he was touching her. She might never again have the opportunity to fuck a man like this one. At this moment she needed him too badly to think about anything but having his cock deep inside her.


  Renn brought his other hand up and caressed both nipples with his thumbs, his expression almost fevered. “I must see all of you.”


  Her skin flushed, his touch making her wild for him. “My tunic—”


  Before she had an opportunity to finish, he clenched her tunic with both his hands. She heard the sound of cloth tearing, and then he ripped it completely open.


  Tierra cried out in surprise, but her exposed nipples tightened under his careful scrutiny. “You—you ruined my tunic.”


  His gaze remained fixed on her breasts. “You have no need for it.”


  She had no chance to respond to his arrogant reply. His large hands moved to her breasts and she trembled at his possessive touch. Gods above, he was going to drive her mad from the feel of his callused fingers scraping against the silken skin of her breasts and the raspberries of her nipples.


  He lowered his head, flicking his tongue all around the pale flesh of her breasts, staying clear of her nipples. Her core tingled and flooded with moisture.


  “From this point forward, you do as I say,” he murmured. “And only as I allow.”


  “You bastard…” She grasped for his cock with her bound hands, wrapping her fingers around his hard shaft, needing to feel it again. “You are not my master.”


  “Yes, denai, I am.” Renn’s hands roved over her bared skin, caressing her waist, her belly, her arms. His tongue laved her nipple and she went wild from the feel of it, a choked cry spilling from her lips. He moved his mouth to her other breast and bit her nipple. “You belong to me now.”


  “Never.” Her refusal sounded weak even to her own ears, and she added, “I belong to no man.”


  He grabbed her wrists, forcing her to release his cock, then eased her back to lie upon the tree’s wide arms and the blue moss bed. “No man but me.”


  “Ha,” she said as he knelt at her feet.


  In a quick movement he yanked off her brogans, then tore away her breeches, yet in a manner that he managed to not hurt her.


  “Damn you.” She gritted her teeth and struggled to kick him away, just on principle. If she had succeeded, she would have been disappointed.


  Renn merely smiled and straddled her, trapping her slender legs beneath him, his cock pressing against her mound, his muscled ass against her thighs. He ripped each sleeve of her garment then tossed aside the worthless cloth, leaving her entirely naked. Cool wind brushed her flesh. She felt raw and exposed and so incredibly wanton.


  The flex of Renn’s muscles, the power in his body, mesmerized Tierra, no matter how angry she was that he had shredded her clothing. A part of her wanted to reject his manhandling, but another part enjoyed the erotic play. The thrill of being chased and then caught by her mighty warrior.


  His expression was savagely sensual as he studied her naked form, pausing to rest on the red curls at her apex. With one finger he stroked the curls and smiled. “You are soaked with your juices. You desire me to fuck you, to drive my cock into your tight core.”


  Tierra brought her bound hands to his cock, brushing it with her fingertips as she watched his eyes. He pretended disinterest, but the desire in his gaze intensified.


  “Take me now.” She raised her hips, pressed her mound against his teasing finger and moaned. Her body was burning and she couldn’t stop from writhing beneath him.


  “In the land I hail from, I am referred to as ‘my Lord.’” He took both her nipples and rolled them between his thumb and forefinger. “You are to refer to me as such if you do not wish to be punished.”


  Tierra shook her head. “I will not.”


  He pinched her nipples harder and she gasped from the erotic sensation. “I command you, wench.”


  When she refused again, he slid one hand into her mass of fiery red hair. His smile was feral as he lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers. “You will scream it before I am through with you.”


  Renn gently nipped at Tierra’s bottom lip, small sensual bites that made her tremble with wanting for him. She parted her lips, wanting to taste him again, wanting to feel his tongue within her mouth.


  Tierra moaned as his tongue explored her, his breath mingling with hers. The world seemed to tilt and spin and she became completely lost in his kiss. His stubbled face chafed her lips, her mouth, her cheeks. The kiss lasted forever, then ended too soon when he moved his lips to her neck. She struggled to catch her breath, wishing he would free her so that she could clench her fingers in his hair and draw him closer.


  He flicked his tongue down her skin to the hollow of her throat, and on to the curve of her breasts. “What would you have me do now?”


  “My nipples.” Tierra sucked in her breath. “Lick them.”


  Renn trailed his tongue everywhere but those taut nubs that were aching for him. “And what must you do?”


  The bastard was going to make her say it. She bit her tongue, not wanting to give in, but desiring his touch too badly. “Please suck my nipples,” she paused before adding, “my Lord.”


  His smile was wholly sensual, erotically male. “Very good, wench.”


  Tierra wanted to slap him, but her hands were still bound. And then he captured her first nipple between his teeth and she cried out, arching her back and thrusting her breast more firmly into his mouth.


  “So sweet.” The thrum of his voice vibrated through her, straight to her core. “Chocolatyl and raspberry wine.”


  Renn smiled as he kissed a trail down Tierra’s belly and she squirmed beneath him. The maid wanted him as badly as he wanted her. After what she had put him through, he would enjoy making her play this erotic game of Lord and wench. He would delight in having her beg.


  “I cannot wait.” Her voice was husky, her eyes heavy-lidded with desire. “I need you now.”


  “Yes…?” he prompted her as he reared back and knelt between her thighs on the bluewood tree’s fine moss.


  “Please…my Lord.” She actually looked contrite as she widened her legs. “Fuck me.”


  Gods but he almost groaned aloud. Almost gave in to her request. It was as though his cock was a divining rod, pulling him towards her hot center.


  He took a deep breath and reined back his lust. “When I am ready, wench.” Fighting for every last bit of control, he scooted down ’til his face was above her mound.


  “Bastard,” she moaned as Renn nuzzled the soft fiery red hair on her mound. The sweet scent of her woman’s musk made his cock so hard he feared he’d burst and spill his seed upon the bluewood tree instead of within her womb.


  He took his time, trailing kisses and light flicks of his tongue across her mound, to the juncture of her thighs. Tierra cried out.


  “What would you like now?” he asked as he slowly kissed the inside of her thigh.


  “Touch me…my Lord.” The way she said it this time told him it aroused her to play this game, too. If it had not, Renn would have stopped it and changed his tune.


  In truth, he wanted to tease and arouse her, not upset her.


  Perhaps I am losing my mind. No female should affect me like this. Even one so…incredibly desirable…


  Renn flicked his tongue along the inside of her knee, a slow and teasing stroke. “Where would you have me touch?”


  “My clit.” Tierra’s voice trembled as he moved closer to her mound. She grasped at his hair with her bound hands. “Please lick my clit, my Lord.”


  “Good, wench.” Renn rumbled his approval and dove for the silky flesh.


  The moment his tongue laved the tight nub, Tierra gasped and thrust her folds against his mouth. “Yes, my Lord. Yes!”


  Gods but her taste was finer than he had imagined. A sweet elixir that threatened to intoxicate him. He swirled his tongue around her swollen folds, teasing the taut nub and then leaving it to dip his tongue into her hot channel. As her thighs began to tremble, it was all he could do to remember the game and stop before she climaxed.


  When he raised his head to look at Tierra, her eyes were glazed, her breathing shallow. “Don’t stop, my Lord. I am so close.”


  “I wish to fuck you now.” He rose up so that his hands were at either side of her head, his cock against her belly. “Would that please you, wench?”


  She nodded. Her emerald eyes were dreamy with excitement, but Renn still saw a flash. A bit of fire that told him someday, somehow, she would make him pay for his teasing.


  The thought nearly made him spill again.


  “Answer me out loud,” he instructed. “I want to hear the words.”


  Raising her bound hands, she brushed her fingertips along his chest. “Please.” Tierra’s voice was naught but a gasp.


  Renn reached for his cock with one hand, placed it against her clit and rubbed the nub. “Please…what?”


  A sheen of sweat coated her body, and she trembled from the force of her need. “Please fuck me, my Lord.”


  “You are mine, denai.” Renn moved the head of his cock to her tight core. “I will be the only man to possess you. Ever.”


  He stilled as his own words shocked him nearly speechless. By the gods, if he took Tierra now, would he ever be able to let her go?


  


  Chapter Five


  


  No. As Renn stared down at Tierra, ready to claim her maidenhead, he knew with absolute certainty that he would never allow this maid to leave his side. Gods knew he never believed he could desire a woman like he did this one.


  As though she had been created just for him. His match. A female who could give him as good as he gave. Who challenged him and left him wanting more.


  He nearly growled his possession aloud, feeling an overpowering urge to change to bird form, pump his wings and mate-cry for all to hear.


  Tierra was his woman.


  “Please, my Lord.” She reached for his chest again with her bound hands, her face flushed, her eyes dark with passion. “I need to feel you inside me.”


  Inhaling her sweet honeysuckle perfume and the scent of her juices, Renn fought back the incredible desire to thrust his cock into her. The desire to make her his in one fast, deep stroke.


  No, if he gave into his lust he might hurt her. And he would never harm his sweet innocent in any way.


  Instead, he lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers, tasting her breath, her unique flavor. Tierra moaned into his mouth as he gently bit her bottom lip. In return she nipped at him, taking the flesh between her teeth and flicking her tongue against it.


  Renn’s arms trembled with the force of holding himself back, wanting to give her as much pleasure as possible. He plunged his tongue deep into her mouth and she took him with another greedy moan.


  When he pulled away, she said, “Now. Please, my Lord.”


  He wrapped his hand around his cock and gently pushed it into her slick quim, feeling the heaven of her channel gripping him as he reached her barrier. “You will feel pain, but it will ease.” His gut clenched at the thought of giving his denai anything but pleasure. “Do you understand?”


  Tierra shifted on the moss bed and pressed against Renn, her heart pounding with a touch of both fear and excitement. A breeze slid across her skin, cooling her heated flesh and rustling the blue tree’s leaves around them.


  “Answer me,” he commanded. “Are you ready for me?”


  “Yes, my Lord.” She wiggled and pushed her hips tighter toward him, feeling the intense pressure of his cock against her maidenhead.


  Renn reached between their bodies and found her clit with his thumb, his gaze focused intently upon her. The sensation was incredible with his thick rod partially inside her, his sweat-slick skin against hers, his thumb teasing and stroking her clit. His male scent and the smell of their sex filled her, surrounded her, adding to the fierce sensations she was feeling inside her as he stroked her swollen nub.


  Her body began to vibrate and she started to close her eyes.


  “Look at me, Tierra,” Renn demanded as his thumb circled her clit and she snapped her eyes wide. “Watch me take you.”


  His command, along with the possessiveness in his voice and in his gaze, threw her over the edge into oblivion. “My Lord!” she cried out as she climaxed, and at the same moment he thrust into her, tearing past her shield.


  The quick burst of pain only intensified the orgasm that continued to rock and shake her body even as he moved his cock in and out of her. “Gods but you grip me tight.” Renn clenched his teeth. “I have never felt…anything…like you.”


  “Renn.” Tierra could scarce form a thought—she could only feel. His thick length filled her, stretched her. Even as her orgasm faded, another one swelled within. Her head grew warm, her vision blurred. “Please, my Lord,” she begged, yet had no idea what she was asking for.


  “Am I hurting you?” Renn slowed, but did not halt his thrusts.


  “Don’t stop.” She shook her head, feeling wild and dizzy and crazy for him. “Please, my Lord. It feels so good.”


  “I will fuck you ’til you scream.” He hooked his arms behind her knees, raising her ass off the moss bed of the tree, pounding even deeper into her quim. The hair around his cock mated with her fiery mound, his bollocks slapping her ass. “Scream my name when you come,” he demanded.


  “I—I don’t…” Tierra glanced from his eyes to where they were joined. She caught her breath to see his cock, wet with her juices, sliding in and out of her core.


  Oh, gods. The sight of him inside her was unbelievably erotic. This time her climax was so intense that sparks exploded all around her. “Renn!” she shrieked without even meaning to.


  “Denai.” His name for her tore from his lips in a powerful growl. His body jerked once, twice, thrice, and he came.


  Renn’s mouth swooped down to possess hers, a fierce and passionate kiss that stole away her very breath as his hot seed spewed inside her. Her channel continued to contract around him, feeling every throb of his cock ’til his seed was spent within her womb.


  “Mine.” His words were a throaty growl against her lips as he continued, “You belong to me.”


  


  Renn held Tierra tight as she slept in his arms, facing him, her breasts pressed against his chest. He had removed the leather strap from her wrists long ago, as soon as she had fallen asleep. She had passed into the world of dreams almost at once, obviously exhausted from their intense bout of fucking.


  Gently he stroked her naked hip, reveling in the feel of her soft skin beneath his callused fingertips.


  My heartmate.


  The moment the words entered Renn’s mind, he frowned. He had always scoffed at fools of men who had found themselves besotted with a woman. Love between a man and a woman…it was an emotion he had never believed real.


  Sex had been the only thing he gave credence. Mutual gratification between willing partners.


  He continued stroking Tierra’s perfect flesh, trailing his fingers down her hip to her thigh and back up to her waist.


  What was this feeling that burned deep within in his soul whenever he was near Tierra? Whenever he caught her scent…whenever he looked upon her…whenever he touched her? The feeling smoldered within his chest, a fire that grew more intense every moment he was in her presence.


  And yet, the times she had run from him, did not the feeling almost suffocate him? As though a part of him had gone missing, and he had to retrieve her at once, else be incomplete?


  Could this feeling be love?


  Or was he confusing it with desire? The need to drive his cock into Tierra’s hot core, to fuck her ’til she screamed his name, to fill her womb with his seed, and to see her belly swell with his child…


  Renn’s hand stilled.


  By the gods. He had become one of the sotted fools he had so oft taunted, like Aric and Jalen both.


  * * * * *


  Tierra awoke to the scent of Renn and sex and forest breezes, and the cinnamon nutmeg smell of the tree. He cradled her in the curve of his arm as he gently caressed her body, trailing his fingers to her waist, then over her hip to her thigh and back to her waist again. A slow, sensuous caress that made her folds tingle and her nipples tighten.


  She felt a pleasant ache between her thighs, her breasts sore from his sucking and her mouth raw from his stubble chafing her skin.


  His cock was erect against her belly, and she knew that all she had to do was climb onto that rigid shaft and he would fuck her ’til she screamed.


  Again.


  But what of his possessive words, his insistence that she belonged to him?


  Surely part of the sexual game they had played. Her willing wench to his lord and master.


  A game. Only a game.


  Renn’s hand paused in mid-stroke and Tierra opened her eyes. The dark warrior’s gaze was fixed on her, a strange look upon his handsome face. Like he was studying her, trying to see what might lie within her soul.


  Realizing she was no longer bound, she moved her hand up his chest to his face. He didn’t move, didn’t speak as she touched his jaw line with her fingers, exploring the sharp ridges and contours of his masculine features. His stubble was rough against the pads of her fingers.


  “This scar.” Tierra slid her fingertips over the jagged strip running down his cheek. “Where did you get it?”


  “You are so sweet, so beautiful, denai.” Renn captured her hand in his, in a movement so quick it caught her by surprise. He brushed his lips over her knuckles. “Let us have breakfast…and then I shall have you for dessert.”


  Tierra shivered, and when Renn sat up she almost begged him to hold her close again. What was the matter with her? The man was just like any other man, and most certainly a good fuck.


  An incredibly good fuck at that.


  “While you slept I retrieved nourishment from Feymir’s saddlebags.” Renn set out seedcakes, dried figs and a small flask between them on the strange blue moss.


  She scooted up to sit beside him, enjoying the pleasant ache in her body. “What is this tree?” she asked as she selected one of the cakes and then took a bite.


  “A bluewood.” Renn grabbed the flask, uncorked it and took a swig. A trickle of water ran down his chin. Tierra stopped in mid-chew as she watched it roll down his neck, onto his broad chest, to the flat of his abdomen down toward the nest of curls around his very large, very erect cock.


  “See something you would like to add to your breakfast?” Renn’s deep voice caused her to snap her gaze up to meet his.


  Heat flushed through Tierra when she saw his sensual smile. She felt strangely flustered and off balance. Instead of answering, she bit into the seed cake and looked at the fluttering blue leaves of the tree around her as she enjoyed the honeyed taste of her food.


  “The bluewood is a tree common only to the northernmost reaches of the D’euan Forest and to Wilding Wood,” Renn said, drawing her attention back to him. “It is quite rare.”


  Tierra wiped the last of the seedcake crumbs from her hands, using a strip of her torn tunic. “Where are we?”


  “In the northernmost reaches of the D’euan Forest.” Renn picked up a dried fig and offered it to her. When she took it, he popped another one into his mouth. “We’re on the edge of Wilding Wood.”


  “That’s right.” Tierra chewed the fig thoughtfully and swallowed it. With the Sorcerer interrupting them earlier in the morning, and then her wild chase and capture at Renn’s hands, she had forgotten. To’en, the fair-headed god, had sent her in this direction. Had he meant for her to meet up with Renn—did this man truly know where her halias were?


  Before she had the opportunity to ask, Renn took one of her hands in his and raised it to his mouth. “Denai,” he murmured, then pressed his lips to the center of her palm. “What do you desire?”


  Every other thought vanished at his sensual touch. Tierra shivered at the feel of his mouth, and then moaned when he flicked his tongue against her flesh.


  “I want you.” She climbed into his lap, enjoying the flare in his silver eyes and the feel of his cock against her belly. “Fuck me, Renn.”


  “Are you not sore?” He released her hand and then reached for her mound. Tierra gasped as he slid two fingers into her channel. “Does that not hurt?”


  A smile touched the corner of her mouth at the concern in her powerful warrior’s eyes, the gentleness in his tone. “I feel only pleasure.” She trailed her fingers down his chest, straight to his cock and wrapped her hand around his thickness. “I want you. Inside me.”


  Renn clasped her hips with his hands and rolled onto his back, bringing her with him. Tierra laughed, a wild joy filling her to know that she would have this man again. And even a third or fourth time, if she chose to.


  “Why so serious, big man?” she said as she gained her balance and noticed the solemn expression on his face.


  “You are…” His voice trailed away as he moved his hands to her breasts and covered them, touching her almost reverently. “You are the most exquisite creature I have ever known.”


  “And you are by far the largest.” Tierra smiled as she planted her knees on either side of his hips—he was so big she had to spread her thighs wide to straddle him. Bracing one hand against his chest, she rose up on her knees, sinking slightly into the blue moss of the tree. She reached for his cock with her free hand and brought it to the entrance to her core. “And this part of you is perfect.”


  A blissful sigh slipped from her as she sank onto his shaft, sliding it into her slick core. “Yes.” She began riding him, moving up and down, controlling her level of pleasure, the depth of each stroke. “Gods but you feel good inside me.”


  “And you fit me like a well-made sheath.” Renn slid his hands down her body and gripped her hips tight. His hands were so large that his thumbs reached her clit and he began massaging the swollen flesh. “Fuck me, Tierra. Take all of me.”


  Leaves from the blue tree feathered across Tierra’s face and breasts as she arched her back and drove herself down on Renn’s cock ’til he was buried deep inside her. “Yes!” she cried. “My gods, yes.” The coarse leaves tickled at her nipples like dozens of tiny fingers as she rode him harder and faster yet.


  Tierra reached below her ass and found Renn’s balls. “You will make me spill my seed inside you if you are not careful,” he murmured as he increased the pressure on her clit. “I cannot wait much longer.”


  Her belly tightened and she gasped as her body began to shake—as though she might come apart. “Renn.” She trembled like the tree’s leaves as she continued her ride on his cock, the climax building and building. “So close. Please…”


  He grasped her waist and stilled her, then pummeled his hips, fucking her hard and fast.


  Tierra shattered, breaking into as many leaves as were upon the tree. Everything spun around her, a whirlwind carrying the pieces of her soul and twisting them, binding them with Renn’s. So far, so very far away she heard her own cries and Renn’s answering bellow. Felt his cock jerk within her, spending his seed inside her.


  Slowly the world came into focus, but Tierra felt boneless, unable to support herself. She collapsed against Renn’s chest, melting into his strength.


  “Denai,” he murmured. “By the gods but you are astonishing.”


  She smiled, her cheek against his chest, listening to the rumble of his words, the harshness of his breathing, the rapid pounding of his heart. His cock was still lodged deep within her, still thick enough that she felt full.


  Renn stroked Tierra’s hair from her face as she lay upon him, well fucked and sated. He could imagine waking up every morning with her in his arms—a thought that he had once mocked, thinking he preferred instead to bed a different wench each night.


  Now he could only imagine this one beautiful woman in his bed.


  “Who are you?” Tierra’s sudden question brought Renn out of his thoughts and he lowered his chin to his chest so that he might better look at her.


  “I am the man who just fucked you.” He smiled and ran the pad of his thumb over her lips. “The man who has made you his.”


  The man who loves you. Even as the thought entered his mind, he held it back. Something told him this woman was not ready for such declarations…yet.


  Tierra raised her head and stacked her hands on his chest, then settled her chin on the back of one of her hands as she looked down at him. She studied him with her emerald eyes, her gaze all at once serious. “You are Nordain. You are related to the Sorcerer.” She frowned, and then continued, “You know where my heart-sisters are. You knew who I was when we first met...you were tracking me.”


  Renn took a deep breath, knowing that now was the time for truth. Where to begin?


  She pushed herself to a sitting position, still straddled across his hips. “I shouldn’t have fucked you without knowing who you are.”


  For a moment she paused and her eyes seemed to say, But I couldn’t help myself.


  “Now tell me,” she demanded. “Everything.”


  “I am Renn L’tiercel, Captain of the Nordain Fearless Legions.” He caught her waist with one hand, holding her in his lap as he pushed himself so that he sat up, his back to a raised arm of the tree. “I am second ruler of Phoenicia, behind my brother Aric, who is king.”


  Tierra studied him, her brows narrowing. “Your relationship to Zanden?”


  “Brother by birth only.” Renn scowled and bit back a curse. “The bastard.”


  She nodded, but still he could not read her expression. “Liana and Ranelle,” she said. “Where are they? Are my heart-sisters safe?”


  “They are well.” He offered her a smile. “Aric and I have only just discovered that Ranelle is our younger sister, stolen away from our family when she was but a child. We had no knowledge of her whereabouts ’til recently.”


  Tierra eased herself from Renn’s lap, his cock sliding out of her channel. “Ranelle? Nordain? Sister to the king and the king’s second?” She took a deep breath as she digested his information. “You are saying she is a Princess?”


  “Yes.” Renn shrugged. “But as she has married Elvin royalty, she will one day be Queen of Seraphine.”


  Tierra’s back went rigid, her eyes widening. “Ranelle has married the future Elvin King?”


  “Yes. Jalen is his name.” Renn gave a quick nod. “Ranelle now bears the mark of enrli here.” He touched Tierra’s forehead. “And here.” He brushed his fingers through the tight, damp curls on her mound, and she shivered beneath his touch. “They are expecting a daughter.”


  “All this in a mere two weeks time?” Tierra smirked. “And I suppose Liana is engaged to another Prince?”


  Renn raked his hand through his thick black hair. “No. Liana is joined to my brother Aric. She is now Queen of Phoenicia and she carries twin sons within her womb.”


  Biting her lip, Tierra nodded, and then said, “Of course. I should have known. This makes perfect sense.” A slightly hysterical laugh tripped over her tongue. She rolled her eyes to the blue canopy before turning her gaze to him. “I just fucked a crazy man.”


  “I speak the truth.” Renn reached for her but she backed away.


  “This is just too fantastical.” She shook her head. “I would like to believe you, I really would. But no sane person could.”


  He wanted to grab her, make her see sense, but he didn’t want to scare her. “I was searching for you to take you to them.” Forcing himself to remain calm, he rested his back against the bluewood tree’s arm. “The eve of Aric and Liana’s joining celebration, I gave my vow that I would find and return with you.”


  “You are beyond madness.” Tierra gave him a false smile. “You live in a happy delusion.”


  Renn scowled. She raised her hands and pointed her fingers at him.


  At the same moment he realized what she was about to do, the air glittered as she unleashed her magical ropes.


  In an instant the bindings wrapped around him, tying him fast to the tree.


  Even his legs were bound.


  Again.


  “Release me!” he shouted, furious at her, and furious at himself for not taking into consideration that she might not believe his story.


  “Stay. Away. From. Me.” Her green eyes sparked and anger infused in her voice. “I have no time for dalliances with daft bastards.”


  “Foolish wench.” Renn roared as he fought against the magical bindings. “I have told you only the truth.”


  “Ha.” Tierra climbed onto a nearby branch and began easing from the tree. “Bastard,” she muttered again.


  “Gods damn,” he shouted. “Listen to me!”


  But the little witch gave him one last piercing emerald glance, and then she was gone.


  


  Chapter Six


  


  Tierra scrambled down the tree, trying to maintain her focus on the spellbindings. She was so angry with Renn and so angry with herself that she was shaking. How could she have allowed herself to fuck a madman?


  When she reached the ground, the invisible ties to her magic snapped, jarring her from her thoughts of strangling the bastard.


  Renn roared and branches crashed overhead.


  Damn!


  Fear propelled her forward. She rushed past Feymir and took off through the forest, leaves crunching beneath her bare feet and twigs snapping. She couldn’t allow him to catch her this time.


  Tierra bolted through the wood, her heart pounding, blood rushing in her ears, and her lungs burning. She dodged through thick pine, oak and bluewood trees, and hurtled over fallen logs. Branches scratched her face, poked her naked breasts and jabbed at her bare thighs, but she ignored the discomfort.


  Behind her the crashing came closer and closer as the warrior drew near.


  He was surely furious at what she’d done.


  She had to escape him!


  He would not harm her, despite his dark and arrogant nature. Of that Tierra felt certain. Mostly. And she could still feel the fire of his touch upon her skin.


  Gods, but he was an incredible lover. And an incredibly stupid brute.


  A madman.


  Low branches snagged her ankle, and she stumbled, barely catching herself before she fell. A surge of renewed energy rushed through her body, giving her the strength to go on.


  If she could find a place to hide, she could escape the barbarian and whatever punishment he would exact.


  She scrambled between a pair of granite boulders and found herself in an enormous clearing filled with an odd blue mist.


  Damn. No place to hide!


  Hair on the back of her neck prickled and she knew the warrior was near. She sprinted toward thick bushes to her left. The second she moved she was certain she had felt fingers scrape her bare back.


  His fingers. Rigid and cold with anger.


  Terror and excitement added strength to Tierra’s flight. She dove into the strange mist, toward a gap between the bushes, and began scrambling through on her hands and knees.


  What if he caught her here? Took her now, like some wild pack dog, howling before moonchange.


  The thought infuriated and thrilled her.


  Hands grabbed her hips and yanked her back against a solid male form—as naked as she was.


  Renn slid his fingers into her core, testing her wetness, finding her soaked with her passion for him. “Even as you flee from me, you desire me.”


  Most merciful gods, but he was right. No matter he was insane. It had felt so good having him deep within her, driving his large cock in and out of her. She would do anything to feel him inside her again, would tell him anything he desired.


  “Yes,” she whimpered, wanting him to take her. Wanting him so bad she ached with it.


  “Yes…what?” he demanded as he removed his fingers from her folds.


  Tierra moaned, giving into her passion for him. Completely. “Yes, my Lord.”


  His rigid cock thrust between her thighs and she cried out from the delicious feel of him deep within her. In and out he plunged, fucking her fast and furious.


  “In our sex, I will always be your lord.”


  Gods, yes. Her senses filled with Renn’s masculine scent, the smells of their sex combined with earth and grass. Leaves and branches brushed her body as he rocked her, his firm hips pounding against her ass.


  “In our lives, we will be equals. You will never leave me again, nor I you.” He kept his grip on her hips with one hand and reached around with his other to flick his fingers against her clit. “Tell me you know this to be true.”


  “Yes, my Lord.” Tierra moaned and nodded. “Don’t stop. Please.”


  He ignored her and came to a complete halt, his cock still buried inside her, and stilled his hands. “I require one more acquiescence. You will never use your magic to escape me again.” He flicked her throbbing nub and she cried out. “I am not your enemy.”


  She nodded. Whatever he wanted. At this moment she needed him to fuck her more than she needed anything else on all of Dair.


  He teased her clit with another stroke and her body vibrated. “Answer me.” Then, as if to increase her excitement—and his—he added, “Wench.”


  “Yes, my Lord.” Tierra dug her fingernails into the grass, moving her hips back and forth, drawing his cock in and out of her. He grabbed her tight and stilled her so that she whimpered again. “Please. Fuck me.”


  “Do I have your word?” He leaned over her back, cupping her breasts in his hands, his breath now warm upon her neck. “Your promise?”


  “I promise, my Lord.” She could barely speak, she wanted him so badly. If he needed her to be submissive in sex, so be it. He hadn’t asked for her soul—and truth was, she loved it, just as she was growing to love this crazy, arrogant bastard of a warrior.


  No, she did not love him. She simply loved having sex with him.


  “You have my word,” she said.


  Renn gave a satisfied growl. He reared back and began sliding his cock in and out of her. “Tell me that you are mine, denai.”


  A cyclone of passions whirled within Tierra. He found her clit again and stroked it as he fucked her, and she cried out.


  “Tell me,” he demanded again.


  “I am yours…Renn!” Her scream filled the wood as her climax rocked her body.


  He continued his thrusts, drawing out her orgasm in burst after burst of sensation. When he came it was with a shout that reverberated through the forest.


  Lust spilling into his heartmate’s womb, Renn rested against Tierra’s back, holding her tight to him, yet careful to make sure he did not settle too much of his massive weight upon her slender frame. Her breathing was hard, ragged beneath him, and her core continued to contract around his cock.


  He reached up and caressed a strand of hair from her cheek—and saw the silvery mark on the back of her earlobe. “This star…it is familiar.”


  “My starmark,” Tierra murmured.


  Renn withdrew from her channel and eased her onto her back, still beneath the bush she had crawled under.


  Her eyelids drooped, a sleepy and sated expression on her face. “I want you back inside me.”


  “If I grant your wish…” He smiled and traced one finger around the curve of her shell-like ear and then along her jaw line to her full lips. “Will you listen to what I have to say?”


  She nodded, but then her almond-shaped eyes widened as she looked behind him. “What is that strange fog?”


  Renn’s spine tingled. In a swift movement he backed away from her and hurried to his feet…only to find himself standing in the blue mist of Wilding Wood.


  “Qinokshit,” he muttered.


  “What?” she said as she climbed out from beneath the bushes.


  He knelt back down and wrapped his arms around her, drawing her into his embrace. Praying that there would be an easy way out of the wood, Renn stood in one fluid motion, Tierra cradled in his arms.


  She gasped, her large emerald eyes studying his face. “Something is wrong.”


  A groan rumbled through his chest as the scar across his cheek began to tingle and itch. He studied their surroundings and sighed as his eyes met hers again. “Yes, denai. Very wrong, indeed.”


  “Then turn me loose.” Tierra pushed against his chest. “I am no wilting jensai! Leave me free to use what magic I have.”


  She struggled against his hold and he reluctantly let her down, his cock hardening at the feel of her bare skin sliding against his. “Stay close,” he warned. “It is not safe here.”


  Tierra’s muscles tensed as her gaze moved to study their surroundings. “These trees. They are much older than the others…I do not remember any of this…” Her eyes widened as she looked at the mist and then cut her gaze back to Renn. “The legendary blue mist. It is real! We are in Wilding Wood.”


  He sighed again. “Yes.”


  “But this looks nothing like the clearing I ran through, other than a bit of mist.” Her brow furrowed and she gestured ahead. “I came from there. I know it, because it is directly behind the bush where you—where we… But I couldn’t have.”


  “Our path has been blocked,” he replied, and when she gave him a questioning look, he shrugged. “No one enters or leaves Astral unless Anistana wishes it.”


  “The Queen of Faerie,” Tierra murmured, remembering that Renn had called Anistana the ‘Faerie Witch’ earlier. A slow chill crept up her spine to her nape, causing hair to prickle along her scalp.


  What if Zanden had laid a trap? What if he came for them right this very moment?


  Tierra studied their surroundings—everything was so completely different here, as though the world they had come from had simply vanished. Oak, pine and bluewood trees grew so thick she could scarcely see between them, along with other types of trees she didn’t recognize.


  Blue mist wrapped around her naked body, sliding over her skin like cool satin ribbons. The mist gave everything an eerie and strange feel. It was dark in the wood, yet an odd golden glow spilled down the trunks of several trees, lending the forest enough light to see by.


  She moved toward one, but Renn caught her arm and drew her back. “Hynling trees,” he murmured. “Quite beautiful. Quite dangerous.” As she looked up at him, he added, “Not unlike Anistana.”


  Tierra caught her breath as the scar along his cheek flared silver.


  He gritted his teeth. “And she is a wily bitch.”


  Why thank you, darling Renn. Tierra gasped as a melodious voice entered her thoughts.


  Renn rolled his gaze to the wood’s dark canopy. “What do you want with us, Anistana?”


  Oooh, I am certain we can find something to do with you both. The voice sighed. Of course you must be punished for damaging that bluewood. And then there is the matter of justice for other transgressions.


  “I am in no mood for your games,” Renn practically growled.


  Games? Anistana’s giggle filled Tierra’s mind. I do not consider revenge a game.


  “Revenge?” Tierra’s gaze met Renn’s. “What is she talking about?”


  This revenge, the Queen replied.


  Blue mist swirled around Tierra, its cool tendrils spinning about her naked body like her own spellbindings. Tierra flung up her hands, releasing her bindings, trying to contain the mist, but they fell to the ground, useless.


  Blood rushed in her veins, her heart pounding as she quickly drew the magical ropes back within her body, the silver bindings glittering in the blue fog.


  Before she could try to use her magic again, the mist surrounded her from above her head and down to her toes, growing so thick that all she could see was blue. It bound her so tight, she couldn’t budge.


  What was happing to her?


  “Renn!” she shouted, trying to fight her prison.


  “Tierra!” he bellowed from a distance. “Return her to me, Anistana,” he demanded, his voice becoming fainter and fainter to Tierra’s ears.


  The light tinkling of laughter danced in her mind, a taunting, teasing sound. Panicked, Tierra shouted his name again, but her words only echoed in the mist cocoon. She struggled to move, but the blue mist bound her body too thoroughly.


  An intoxicating perfume of roses and lilies wound around Tierra…


  Her muscles relaxed instantly…her fears calmed…and she faded…faded into nothingness.


  


  “Anistana!” Renn shouted, clenching his fists, staring at the spot where his heartmate had been standing only moments before. “Return Tierra at once!”


  The Faerie Queen’s laughter bounced from tree to tree, as though she was a sprite hopping from one branch to the next. I instructed you to never return to my woods again.


  “It was certainly not of my choosing to land in your realm.” He flexed his arms, wishing he had something to pummel. “Punish me if you wish, but free Tierra.”


  Silver sparkles flashed before Renn’s eyes, but he refused to blink away the brightness as Anistana materialized before him, completely naked as she was wont to be. Laughter sparked in her emerald eyes…eyes that were not unlike Tierra’s. His gaze narrowed as he took in the Faerie’s lithe form. Anistana’s red locks that tumbled to her small ass were the same fiery shade as Tierra’s. Why had he not noticed that before?


  “Because, fierce warrior of the Nordain.” She gave a lazy flap of her gossamer wings, rising to hover just before his face. “You see only what you wish to see.”


  “Enough.” He scowled and folded his arms across his chest. “Seek what revenge you might upon me, but let my woman be.”


  “You have always been a self-centered bastard.” Anistana shook her head, a red lock sliding over her naked breast. “Why must everything be about you?”


  “I tire of your riddles. Your games.” Renn growled, and then added through clenched teeth, “Speak plainly.”


  Anistana fluttered her wings, bringing her close enough to him that her mouth was just above his, and he tensed. Every flap of her wings pushed rose and lily scented air past him, evoking memories of the many times he had fucked her.


  Never again. Tierra was the only woman for him now.


  “My most arrogant man.” Anistana moved her lips to his ear as she trailed one finger down the scar she had given him not so long ago. “It is not against you that I seek revenge.”


  He moved his head away from her, his frown deepening even as he saw a flicker of something dark—perhaps sadness or regret—in her expression.


  “Who then—” he started.


  But the Faerie Queen vanished.


  * * * * *


  Delicate fingers caressed Tierra’s cheek and she smiled. Surely one of her heart-sisters gently trying to wake her from this strange dream. A dream where she was sitting on a chair of gold velvet, her hair spilling over her shoulders and sliding across her skin like a caress…like Renn’s caress.


  Memories tumbled through her mind as she lifted her eyelids, blinking the sleep away, only to see a beautiful being standing beside the golden chair.


  The woman smiled. She had skin as dark as the night sky, lips the color of the reddest jensai bloom and hair that tumbled over her naked breasts in cascades of nightfall. And gracious lords above, gorgeous nipples of deep burgundy peeked through the woman’s dark locks…and her quim, bare of all hair.


  The sight of the woman’s slender, naked body and pert breasts brought a flush to Tierra’s cheeks. Heat rushed through Tierra as her gaze returned to the woman’s face.


  “Welcome home, child of Fae.” The woman’s smile reached her amber eyes as she leaned close and stroked Tierra’s hair from her brow. “I am Elinni.”


  Child of Fae… That was what the man To’en had called Tierra. Welcome home. What did she mean?


  “Where’s Renn?” Tierra asked instead as she shifted on the gold velvet cushions that felt so soft against her naked skin. Then she gasped as she noticed wings rising behind Elinni’s back…wings of ebony that caught the light in an iridescent shimmer. “You are Faerie.”


  Laughter twinkled in Elinni’s amber eyes, but then she licked her lips and knelt beside Tierra’s chair. “You are in Astral, the Faerie realm.”


  Tierra caught her breath as her gaze moved to the ceiling above—which was not actually a ceiling at all. Silver leaves glittered overhead, making a soft musical sound that was not unlike the Faerie Queen’s laughter. And the walls—they were of crystal. It was as though they were outdoors, yet not.


  As Tierra’s gaze traveled the room, she was amazed at the sight of couches and chairs made of gold and crystal, and a very large bed covered in gold satin. Rose petals of the deepest pink were scattered across the bed and over the gold-veined marble floor.


  When her eyes came back to meet Elinni’s, Tierra smiled. “It is beautiful here.”


  The dark Faerie eased between Tierra’s knees, pressing her naked thighs apart.


  “What—” Tierra started, then gasped as Elinni leaned close, her lily scent like an aphrodisiac to Tierra’s senses. She felt lightheaded and warm, and suddenly very aroused. Flashes of memories came back to her, of the times she had seen a tavern wench licking another woman’s quim, and how provocative the sight had been.


  The Faerie’s black hair shimmered like raven’s feathers and slid across Tierra’s skin like a brush of silk as she pressed her naked skin close. “So sweet,” Elinni said before she captured Tierra’s nipple in her mouth.


  “I—oh, my lords.” Tierra could hardly think, so intense did the Faerie’s mouth feel upon her nipple. “You shouldn’t—”


  “Why not?” Elinni moved her mouth to Tierra’s other nipple. “You are not bound to anyone, are you? Or mayhap you belong to Renn?”


  “No.” Tierra frowned. “I belong to no man.”


  Of course she wasn’t his.


  She had merely played along. Submitted for her own pleasure and fucked the man, the first of many men, she was sure. She had always planned to experience pleasure with as many men as possible, once she escaped the village with her halias. She did not intend to be bound to any man—no matter that Renn had forced her to say that she was his.


  No matter that she couldn’t imagine herself with any other man but Renn.


  Tierra tossed her hair over her shoulder and struggled to deny any type of relationship between her and Renn, beyond sex.


  Ohmylords incredible sex.


  She swallowed. “It’s simply that I—I have never experienced pleasure with another woman. And I do not know you.”


  Ah, but you do know me. Elinni placed her dark hand on Tierra’s pale breast, while her tongue continued to swirl around the other nipple. Unlike in the human world, Elinni said in Tierra’s mind, everyone enjoys sex here. It is an expression of ourselves, our caring for one another. There is only joy in coupling.


  Silver sparkled in the air and Tierra’s eyes widened as another Faerie appeared—a Faerie who looked very much like Elinni…but with no wings.


  Heat flushed through Tierra—here she was in a room with a woman sucking on her nipples and another one watching. It was strange but exciting and erotic all at once.


  Elinni smiled and began working a trail down Tierra’s belly. This is my twin, Ibella.


  Before she thought better of it, Tierra blurted out, “I thought all Faeries had wings.”


  “Welcome to Astral.” Ibella knelt beside the chair and stroked Tierra’s nipples with both hands as Elinni’s tongue circled Tierra’s navel. “I am a second-born twin. Second-born twins never have wings.”


  “I—oh…” Tierra’s words turned into a moan as Elinni slipped further down toward the patch of red curls below. Truth be told, she’d always wondered what it would be like to enjoy such pleasures with a woman.


  Aye, enjoy the pleasures as your true heritage meant for you to. Ibella leaned over and began sucking on Tierra’s nipple, her night skin so dark and beautiful against Tierra’s pale flesh. Women with women, men with men, multiple partners. In Astral, as in Renn’s Phoenicia and in the Elves’ Seraphine, such pleasures are expected and most definitely enjoyed. Ibella’s tongue flicked and dance as she spoke in Tierra’s thoughts. Even if you are bound to another, you may enjoy touching, petting…and tasting anyone you wish.


  Tierra’s hands clenched the chair’s armrests and she moaned. “This is true?”


  Of course. Elinni’s ebony wings fluttered as she moved her mouth to the inside of Tierra’s thigh licking a trail to her knee. Renn has certainly fucked most of the women in Astral. Several at one time.


  “He has?” Fury rose up within Tierra so fast and so strong that her vision blurred. She couldn’t imagine any other woman with her dark warrior, and the mere thought made her want to scream. Made her want to find every one of the Faeries and rip their wings out one at a time.


  Her gaze cut to Ibella. Well, those who had wings.


  “Relax,” Elinni murmured aloud, smiling as her tongue reached the fiery curls of Tierra’s mound. “Renn will enjoy watching.”


  “Renn will…” Tierra’s gaze snapped up to see the dark warrior standing only a foot away. Her heart pounded at the look on his face, his clenched jaw, his silver eyes flaring.


  Oh, lords.


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Good lords, but Renn looked good as he stood before her. Every jealous thought fled Tierra’s mind and she no longer cared about the Faeries he had fucked before he met her.


  She had to have him.


  His head was high, his hands clenched into fists at his sides, and his cock thrust out thick and proud. The expression on his face—nothing short of insatiable lust.


  She gasped as Elinni’s tongue teased her wet slit and Ibella suckled her nipple. “Does it arouse you?” Tierra asked Renn, her voice wavering as the Faeries swirled their tongues over her sensitive flesh, “…to see other women taste me?”


  “Gods, yes.” Renn gave a slow nod, a pained expression upon his face. “The sight is almost more than I can take.”


  Oh, heavens above. It was almost unbearably erotic to have Renn watching as the Faeries licked and sucked her. The scent of lilies spun around Tierra as Elinni’s wings snapped open and shut. Elinni nipped at Tierra’s clit, causing her to cry out and buck her hips against the Faerie’s face. Ibella continued sucking on one of Tierra’s nipples.


  “Stroke your cock.” Tierra’s voice trembled as she stared at Renn’s eyes. “I—I want to see you pleasure yourself.”


  His gaze intense, he wrapped his fingers around his staff. “Touch your other breast,” he ordered.


  Shivers of excitement coursed through Tierra as she complied. The action set her on fire, as though it was Renn whose hands caressed her at that very moment.


  “Suck your nipple,” he commanded.


  Tierra pushed her unattended breast up with one hand and lowered her head ’til her lips were close to the rosy nub. Her eyes still focused on Renn, she lapped at the nipple and moaned. The sensations were wild—Elinni between her thighs, Ibella nipping at her other breast, Renn stroking his cock as he watched them, and her own tongue licking her nipple.


  Renn could barely hold back his climax as he stroked himself and watched Ibella and Tierra, along with seeing Elinni’s dark head between his heartmate’s thighs.


  One moment he had been striding through Wilding Wood, shouting to Anistana to take him to his heartmate, his bellow echoing through the forest.


  And the next moment he was in the same chamber as Tierra.


  Only to hear her deny that she was bound to him.


  That denial twisted like a dagger in his gut, but Renn knew without a doubt she was his. He would never let her go.


  Tierra reclined, moaning and giving in to the sensations. She threw her head back, her red tresses spilling over the chair and almost reaching the floor. Her breasts jutted forward, her nipples large and hard with arousal. Her long legs were splayed wide and she reached down to bury her fingers in Elinni’s dark hair.


  Eyes glazed with passion, Tierra watched Renn stroking his cock and she moaned as the dark Faerie lapped at her nub. Ibella reached across Tierra to fondle her other nipple while continuing to suck the first one.


  “Come here,” Tierra said to Renn. “I want to taste your cock.”


  Renn reached her in one stride and growled his pleasure as she took his length in her mouth. She made hungry, purring noises against his shaft, squirming as Elinni brought her closer to climax.


  “Yes,” he murmured. “So warm, so wet.” He fisted his hands in her silken hair, watching his length move in and out of her sweet mouth. He gritted his teeth as his orgasm rose within him. “I am close, denai.”


  Elinni hummed. Tierra screamed. Her orgasm slammed into her and her eyes met Renn’s as her body vibrated with the force of her climax.


  Renn’s hips jerked and he groaned as his seed spurted into Tierra’s mouth. Even dazed from her orgasm she continued to suck his cock, taking every drop of his release ’til he was completely spent.


  Tierra swallowed Renn’s seed, enjoying the taste of it, the feel of his cock in her mouth. Elinni continued licking Tierra’s clit, drawing out her orgasm ’til she could take not another moment. Ibella continued touching, licking, tasting Tierra everywhere.


  “You are sweet indeed, child of Fae,” Elinni murmured as she moved her mouth from Tierra’s folds and kissed the inside of her thigh.


  Sweet, indeed, Ibella agreed.


  Renn eased his cock out of Tierra’s mouth and slid his hands through her hair, his fingers tangling in its length as his eyes remained fixed on her.


  Gods. Those eyes. The way he was looking at her. As though she was the most precious thing to him on all of Dair.


  She tore her gaze from his to glance at Elinni and Ibella—but the Faeries had vanished, leaving behind only iridescent silver sparkles that winked out one by one.


  “Where—” Tierra started then shrieked as Renn scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the enormous bed commanding the center of the chamber.


  He tossed her onto the golden covers and she sank into the softness. Rose petals brushed her skin as she tried to sit up, but Renn climbed onto the bed, pushing her back down and settled between her thighs.


  “Do not move, woman.” He scowled as he braced his hands to either side of her head. And his cock—that amazing cock—was fully erect and pressing tight against her belly.


  She licked her lips, her core tingling to feel that length inside her. “Yes, my Lord.”


  Renn’s frown deepened. “This is no game, denai.”


  Tierra looked up at him, taking in the serious look in his eyes, and her belly twisted. “What do you want from me, then?”


  “Everything.” His expression softened, and she realized she had never seen her dark warrior look so caring. “You are my heartmate, Tierra.”


  Her skin prickled as she absorbed what he said. “No.” She shook her head to deny him, but he captured her face in his hands and forced her to look at him.


  “I know this with everything in my soul,” he murmured, and when she started to protest again, he continued, “You are a gift of the gods. You were created for me.”


  “How can you say such a thing?” Tierra brought her hands to his and gripped them so tight her knuckles ached. “We have done naught but fuck and fight.”


  He smiled. “You are my match. My equal.” His thumb caressed her lips. “I know this to be true.”


  Tierra opened her mouth to deny him again, but he swooped down and trapped her words in her mouth with a kiss that made her world spin. His lips moved over hers, warm and sensuous, claiming her.


  She melted, dissolved into a puddle of lust within his arms. She needed his touch, needed his taste, his masculine smell. Needed his arms around her and his cock in her.


  Her moan blended with his as their tongues mated and danced. He pulled away and murmured, “Do not make me beg for you.”


  Confusion swirled within her. The way he looked at her, touched her, spoke to her. Could love be what she felt for this powerful warrior?


  No, she told herself as she stared into his silver eyes. Maybe.


  “I need to be inside you, denai.” Renn brushed his lips over Tierra’s. “But first we have much to discuss.” He kept his body pressed to hers, just enough of his weight that he felt good and solid against her and between her thighs. “Your heart-sisters. It is important that you know I spoke the truth.”


  She bit the inside of her lip so hard she winced from the pain. “How can you expect me to believe such outlandish tales?”


  “Do you think I would have created those stories to gain your trust?” The corner of his mouth quirked. “It would have been easier had I simply told you they were being kept safe from harm and had taken you to them at once.”


  Light filtered into her thoughts, everything becoming clearer. Laughter bubbled up inside of her and spilled out, causing him to smile. “Likely we would be there now, instead of here in Faerie land,” she said with an answering grin.


  Her warrior shook his dark head and sighed. “Why I felt compelled to tell you the truth…I do not know.”


  “So it is true?” Tierra’s smile faded as she contemplated all that he had shared with her earlier. “It all sounded too unbelievable. It still does.”


  His gaze remained fixed with hers. “I do not lie to get what I want, denai. I simply take it.”


  “And you have decided you want me?” An odd tingle flushed her body and anger stirred within her breast. “You will take me whether I choose you or not?”


  Renn slid one hand into her long hair, wrapping the strands around his fingers. “You have already chosen me.”


  Tierra tried to shake her head, but he held her fast. “No.”


  “You have.” Renn used his free hand to guide his cock to her wet channel. Instinctively she arched up to meet him, wrapping her thighs around his waist. He rubbed the head of his cock in her drenched folds. “Even your body tells me how much you need me. How much you desire me.”


  She would not be owned by any man. “Simply because I want to fuck you does not make you my heartmate.”


  Renn growled, his cock throbbing and aching to be buried inside Tierra.


  Her refusal was a knife to his heart. He had never been a patient man, and when he wanted something, he simply took it. By the gods, would he be forced to wait ’til this woman realized she belonged to him?


  No. He’d had enough talk. He intended to claim her as many times as needed ’til she came to her senses.


  Just as he prepared to slide his cock into Tierra’s core, tinkling laughter came from beside the bed.


  Tierra gave a cry of surprise, and Renn tensed, barely holding back a groan of frustration. He turned his head to see Anistana leaning on the bed, naked as always, her elbow on the mattress and her chin in her hand.


  Anistana’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “Go on.” Her wings snapped open and shut and her wicked smile broadened. “I am enjoying this most immensely.”


  Tierra squirmed beneath Renn, trying to get out from under his weight as she said, “We are not going to fuck with you or anyone else watching, you Faerie bitch.”


  Cock aching, Renn sighed and rolled off of Tierra, but kept his arm around her waist. “Leave us, Anistana.”


  The Queen giggled. “Oh, but I was enjoying your refusal of the mighty stud warrior, dearest Tierra.” Her wings fluttered as she stood and moved back from the bed, her green eyes fixed on Renn. “To think that the man who claimed he would never settle for one woman has fallen for the one woman who will not have him.” Hands at her slim hips, the Faerie laughed again. “The irony is sweet, do you not agree?”


  Tierra pulled away from Renn’s embrace and scrambled from the bed so that she was facing Anistana. As she stood up to the Faerie Queen, Tierra’s emerald eyes snapped fire, her chin high and her red tresses loose and brushing her buttocks.


  Renn narrowed his gaze as he looked from Tierra to Anistana and back, seeing them together for the first time. The resemblance…uncanny. And then he realized where he had seen a starmark like the one on the back of Tierra’s earlobe.


  Tierra clenched her fists and glared at the Faerie. “I do not care if you are Queen of Qinokshit,” Tierra growled and Renn’s eyebrows shot up. “You have no right intruding on our private conversation.”


  Answering fire flashed in Anistana’s green eyes.


  “Tierra—” Renn started to warn her, but in the next instant the Queen vanished.


  Blue mist filled the room so quickly that Renn had no time to react before he found himself completely stretched out on the bed and tied to all four bedposts. He struggled to free himself from the mist ties, but as usual, the bindings held fast.


  “Release me,” he bellowed.


  Anistana appeared again—between Renn’s thighs, his huge cock in her hand, her lips over the head, her eyes focused on Tierra. “I am Queen. I do as I please.”


  The sight of the Faerie Queen with Renn’s cock in her hand, and so close to taking it in her mouth, filled Tierra with such fury that her hair all but stood on end.


  Anistana flicked her tongue out.


  Tierra flung up her hands and whipped out her spellbindings. One from each finger.


  Ten bindings wrapped around the Faerie Queen in a movement so fast that Anistana had no time to react. One moment she had been about to go down on Tierra’s dark warrior, and the next she was tied from neck to toe in spellbindings, face down on the mattress, with only her wings left uncovered.


  Mist ties around Renn’s wrists and ankles vanished and he moved away from Anistana and eased off the bed.


  “What have you done?” Anistana shrieked and fought against the spellbindings. “My magic. I can’t—”


  Satisfaction swirled within Tierra and she folded her arms across her naked breasts. “Can’t undo my magic, eh? Don’t tell me the all-powerful Queen isn’t exactly all-powerful.”


  “Release me,” Anistana demanded, turning her face toward Tierra, her wings snapping open and shut with her anger.


  Renn moved to Tierra’s side and smiled at his woman before turning a frown on Anistana. “First you must speak the truth to Tierra, for your binding leaves little doubt. The resemblance—it is no coincidence, is it?”


  “Silence,” Anistana hissed.


  “Tell her of her true heritage,” Renn persisted. “Now.”


  Surprise widened Tierra’s eyes, but she kept her focus on her spellbindings and on Anistana’s enraged features.


  The Queen scowled. “I will tell her naught.”


  “Tell her,” Renn said in his deep, controlled voice, “or we shall let all of Faerie into your bedchamber to see you trussed up like a fatted boar. And they will all know there is one who has power enough to control you.”


  Anistana stilled and Tierra did not need the magic of senses of her halias to know that losing face to her people would be the worst of fates for the Faerie Queen.


  Renn strode to the bed, picked up Anistana by her shoulders and raised her to a sitting position as though she was no more than a doll. “Second,” he added, “before Tierra releases your bindings, you must promise to transfer us at once from Astral, directly into Sky Castle in Phoenicia. With our clothing and weapons. And Feymir, along with all of our other belongings.”


  “Bastard.” The Queen glared at Renn, her voice tight with anger.


  She suddenly looked very young, and Tierra wondered about Faerie aging. Anistana didn’t look a day more than twenty seasons.


  Like me.


  “Of course I am twenty seasons,” Anistana snapped, turning her fiery gaze on Tierra. “Are you so daft you have not figured it out for yourself?” She cocked her head at Renn. “Your lover obviously has.”


  Tierra studied Anistana, and realization dawned upon her…she and the Queen did look alike. Very much alike. From the shape and color of their eyes to the shade of their hair.


  Child of Fae… The words of To’en and one of the ebony Faerie twins echoed in Tierra’s mind.


  “You and I are related,” Tierra said slowly.


  “Obviously I inherited the larger share of intelligence.” Anistana rolled her eyes to the silver-leaved ceiling, before returning her gaze to Tierra. “Sisters. Twins. Now free me.”


  “Twins?” Tierra’s skin tingled all over, and she could scarcely maintain her concentration on the spellbindings. “You are my sister? I—I am Faerie?”


  Anistana gave an exaggerated sigh. “As the second born, you have no wings.”


  “And the starmark behind your right earlobe,” Renn said to Anistana. “It matches the one on Tierra’s left.”


  Tierra’s gaze shot from Renn back to Anistana as the Queen replied, “Aye, ’tis the mark of Astral royalty.” Her gaze rolled up to the silver-leaved trees above. “The symbol matches the star pattern on the mishnui leaves. The mishnui is a most sacred tree to Astral.”


  Astral royalty? Tierra thought. To think that the star marked her as a royal Faerie.


  “Do not get any ambitious ideas, sister.” Anistana’s gaze cut to Tierra. “Now you know your heritage. Untie me and I will send you to Phoenicia at once.”


  “There is more.” Renn’s deep voice filled the room. “You are too eager to be shed of us. There must be more. Details.”


  The spark seemed to fade from the Faerie Queen’s eyes and for a moment she was silent. “As you wish.” Anistana swallowed before saying, “By recommendation of the Council, Father sent you away when we were mere sprites.”


  A sense of the surreal overcame Tierra as she eased onto the golden chair, still concentrating to control the spellbindings. “Why?” she finally asked.


  Something like sadness flickered in Anistana’s eyes. “Mother had been murdered by the Fae killer, and they feared for both our lives. They decided that if you were hidden, you would be able take over the throne if something should happen to me.”


  Tierra let Anistana’s words sink in.


  Her birth mother was a Faerie, and she had been murdered.


  I am…a Princess?


  Second in line for the throne of the Faerie realm.


  It was so bizarre, so unreal that she almost wanted to laugh.


  Yet was this any more fantastic than Renn’s stories of Ranelle and Liana?


  Instead of voicing her confusion and doubts, Tierra asked the next question on her mind, “Then it is me who inspires you to seek vengeance, not Renn. But why?”


  Anistana’s features hardened. “Our parents gave the bulk of their magic powers to you at birth. Father said it was because you would face more adversity. But the gifts were wasted, from what I can tell.”


  Renn cut in, “Tierra simply needs to be trained in how to use these gifts.”


  The Faerie Queen’s words were almost more than Tierra could process. “I have the same powers as you?”


  “Nay.” Anistana shook her head. “Yours are different, maybe similar, but beyond mine.”


  Still feeling dazed, Tierra murmured, “I have more powers.”


  Anistana raised her chin. “Do not let it go to your head. I am still the rightful Queen and will remain so ’til my death.”


  “Which could be centuries as you are Faerie,” Renn said, his expression thoughtful.


  The Faerie Queen shrugged beneath the spellbindings. “Or it could be days if Mother’s killer gets to me before I find that bastard. He has struck again, for the first time since Mother’s death, killing more Fae.”


  Overwhelmed at everything she was learning, Tierra almost let control of the bindings slip and barely held them in time. “Our father still lives?”


  “Aye, but I have not seen him in many moons.” Anistana tossed her head back in an unconcerned manner. “He prefers the realm of the dryads.”


  Tierra wasn’t sure what she thought about her sister or her father at that point. Her father had given her away, her sister never sought her…would likely never have explained their heritage had she not been forced to. And Anistana cared so little about her sister, obviously anxious to send her off as quickly as possible.


  Why?


  “You have your answers.” Anistana gave a proud toss of her head. “Now remove these wretched ties.”


  Tierra stood and moved to Renn, trailing her fingers along the scar on his cheek. “I want to know how Renn received this scar.”


  Renn shook his head. “No. You don’t.”


  A wicked gleam came back into Anistana’s eyes. “From a wild fuck we shared.”


  Heat rushed over Tierra. She clenched her fists and magically tightened the bindings around Anistana, causing her Faerie sister-bitch to gasp. “Maybe I should wrap a new spellbinding around your throat, wench,” Tierra said as she glared at Anistana.


  Despite the tighter bindings, the Queen raised her chin, a defiant glint in her eyes. “I used aradne, a Faerie powder that acts as a powerful aphrodisiac to most males. Works particularly well with Nordain and Elvin men.” The Queen smiled. “Helps them to be wild, barbaric lovers.”


  Tierra blinked. Renn needed help with that?


  “And it always results in a child between heartmates,” Renn added.


  Tierra’s skin chilled and she recoiled from Renn. “You two have a child together?”


  “Between heartmates,” Anistana repeated very slowly as though Tierra was daft. “I not only wanted a wild fuck, but I wanted to test him to see if we were heartmates.”


  “Even though I made it clear we were not.” Renn gestured to the scar on his cheek. “She was angry when I refused to marry and unite our kingdoms. She marked me in a fit of pique.”


  “It was less than you deserved.” Anistana raised her chin. “The qinok should have snacked on your flesh.”


  “The scar on my back.” Renn frowned at the Queen. “Anistana was so angry at my refusal that when I asked her to allow me to leave her realm, she transferred me to the Xardu Moors.”


  Anistana smiled sweetly. “I did allow you to leave, did I not?”


  Renn sighed and folded his arms across his massive chest. “I simply did not specify where, I know.”


  The Queen cut her emerald gaze to Tierra. “If you are through interrogating me, release these damnable ties.”


  Tierra nodded. “For now. We need to get to my halias.”


  The spellbindings slipped away from Anistana’s body, wending their way back to Tierra’s fingers and into her body.


  “Ah, yes. Ranelle is most delicious.” Anistana smiled and licked her lips. “Enjoy your journey.”


  “What—” Before Tierra could finish, blue mist swirled about her like a swarm of bees. Faster and faster it wound around her, along with the scent of roses and lilies.


  Once again against her will, Tierra relaxed and faded into nothingness.


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  She was alone, standing on an empty battlefield.


  Silence, save for the beating of her heart…and then a sound like the flap of many wings…each flap an answer to her heartbeats…faster and faster…


  Chill wind lifted Tierra’s hair, twisting it around her face so that she had to brush it from her eyes to study the sky.


  An oncoming storm. Black and fierce. Clouds swirling, churning.


  Tierra held her breath, fear filling her belly and rising up in her throat, threatening to drive all breath from her.


  She started to hold up her hands, prepared to spellbind whatever came her way…but she couldn’t move. She was frozen, her limbs stiff, her face numb. Even her heart iced in her chest.


  A lone raven soared before the storm, straight toward her.


  Renn?


  As the nordai reached her, Tierra struggled to move, but she was as immobile as a statue made of cold, cold iron.


  The bird shifted before her eyes…it was Renn…


  No! Zanden stood before her.


  Tierra’s fear turned to anger. She wanted to lash out with her spellbindings. To somehow make him pay for what he had done to her and her heart-sisters.


  But gods damn, she couldn’t even blink.


  Zanden smiled, as cold as the ice chilling her heart. “You and the other wenches believe you have thwarted me by fucking my brothers and the Elvin man, but you are wrong.” He raised his hand and stroked her face, his fingers impossibly colder than her frozen skin. “I am coming to retrieve my destined mate, the Tanzinite wench. I will have you, Faerie bitch, and my little magpie as well.”


  NO! Tierra screamed in her mind.


  His eyes narrowed, as though he had read the refusal in her thoughts. “The babes you carry I will rip from your wombs.” Zanden reached up and clenched his hand in her hair. “I will plant my seed in you and you will produce my spawn. You will have no choice but to do everything I instruct and aid me in my rise to power. All as foretold by the Seraphine Chronicles.”


  Inside her frozen shell, Tierra trembled with rage. If only she could break free of her ice-prison, she would kill the bastard. Wrap a spellbinding around his throat so tight it would choke the life from him.


  The Sorcerer smiled again, an evil smile that reached his black eyes. “Such fire, Faerie wench. I shall enjoy enslaving you.” He brushed his lips over her forehead and flicked his tongue against her cold skin. “I am coming for you.”


  “You bastard,” Tierra screamed and fought against the icy bonds. “I will kill you if you touch any one of us!”


  


  “Tierra!” a voice boomed, tearing through her fury.


  Something warm and soft pressed against her face and blew warm air upon her cheek. “No!” She moved her face away, but her hands and legs were still bound.


  “Open your eyes,” the voice commanded.


  She stilled and slowly lifted her lids…to find herself nose to muzzle with Feymir.


  Feymir?


  The black stallion snuffled her cheek and then backed away, his hooves making a clacking sound, as though upon rock. Her eyes cut to her surroundings, her thoughts wild and confused. What in the gods’ names?


  She was naked, in a small room, the only light pouring in through a barred window. And not only that, but she was shackled against a cold stone wall, the metal restraints like ice around her wrists and ankles. Had Zanden enslaved her as he had promised? Or had that been a dream?


  More likely that bitch Anistana had imprisoned her alone in a dungeon with a horse.


  Tierra blinked away the haze and stared at Feymir.


  A horse that spoke…and sounded like Renn?


  “Are you all right, denai?” Renn’s voice came from her right.


  Her gaze moved to the empty wall beside her and then dropped to the floor where Renn was partially hidden in the shadows, sprawled on his back. His wrists and ankles were shackled, too, leaving him completely stretched out in all his naked splendor.


  “Anistana did this?” Tierra pulled against the shackles, but they did naught more than creak and rattle. “She promised to send us to Phoenicia.”


  “She kept her promise.” Renn sighed and the corner of his mouth curved. “If you will notice, she complied with all my requests. Feymir is here, as are our belongings and clothing. But since I neglected to specify where in Phoenicia, she sent us to the dungeons of Sky Castle.” His own chains rattled as he shifted. “Next time I will remember to request that we be left unfettered.”


  “The bitch.” Tierra’s gaze traveled the surprisingly clean dungeon, and sure enough spotted all of their clothes piled neatly in one corner, along with her pack, Renn’s saddlebags and Feymir’s saddle. And of course the stallion himself.


  When her eyes met Renn’s again, Tierra couldn’t help a laugh from escaping at the absurdity of their situation and the Faerie Queen’s last bit of revenge. “She is a spiteful creature, is she not?”


  “You have no idea.” Renn visibly relaxed his tense muscles and stared up at the ceiling of the dungeon.


  Tierra tested her bonds again as she studied the room, catching a scent like vinegar and lye soap. Her gaze returned to Renn. “I never expected a dungeon to be so clean.”


  He shrugged as his eyes met hers. “Aric insists that every room in Sky Castle be cleaned on a regular basis. Even though these dungeons have not been used for centuries, they have never been closed off.”


  She shivered, the cold air of the dungeon making her nipples as hard as gemstones. “Will anyone be coming down here soon?”


  “Not likely.” Renn’s expression was one of contemplation. “The dungeons are cleaned twice yearly and it appears this one has recently been attended.”


  “No cobwebs. No dirt.” She looked at the well-oiled restraints. “No rust.”


  Renn took a deep breath and jerked against his wrist cuffs, muscles bulging and thick veins rising beneath his skin from the incredible effort he put into the task. Sweat broke out upon his brow and her folds grew damp at the sight of her dark warrior battling for freedom. And his cock—so big, even when he wasn’t aroused. How she wanted to slide her lips over his length, to lick and suck him, to swallow his seed again.


  But then she noticed blood dripping down his powerful arms and her lust went cold—the metal was slicing into his flesh.


  “Stop!” Tierra pulled against her own restraints, wanting to reach him, to keep him from harming himself further. “You are hurting yourself.”


  After another fierce pull Renn ceased his struggles, but his breathing came hard and fast. Dried blood had crusted around the wrist restraints, and she realized he must have been fighting against the shackles even as she slept.


  “Now would be a good time,” he said, his deep voice sending a shiver through her, “to discover more of your Fae powers.”


  Tierra stilled as his words crept into her thoughts.


  Could she? Was it possible that she had the power to free them? Would she be able to use her spellbindings, even while in restraints?


  Feymir whickered and tossed his head as though urging her on.


  Her fingers were free. She could send out a spellbinding and wrap one around the horse’s damn muzzle to shut him up.


  The stallion snorted and rolled his eyes.


  “Well?” Renn prompted.


  Ooooh. She ought to bind his mouth, too.


  Tierra pushed the thoughts away, clearing her mind. And then it occurred to her—perhaps she could use her spellbindings in a manner that would free them.


  Focusing on her index finger, she released a thick strand of magical rope. It glittered in the dim light of the dungeon as she moved it with her mind toward the shackle. Concentrating with all her might, she guided it into the keyhole.


  She could feel the mechanism inside the lock as she explored it with the rope, and could almost view it with her mind’s eye…as though the magic allowed her to see inside the lock.


  How did these things work? If she pressed against this—no. Or perhaps this—nothing.


  Tierra continued fidgeting with her magic and the lock, her frustration growing. Her temper snapped and she wanted to scream—but then she heard a loud click.


  The shackle fell away from her arm.


  “Excellent,” Renn said and Feymir snorted.


  Tierra’s eyes widened. “It actually worked.” She shook out her free arm that tingled as blood flowed back into her fingers.


  She glanced at Renn and smiled at the sight of his cock, which had grown to its full magnificent length, his lust-filled eyes watching her with insatiable desire.


  “Does it arouse you to watch me?” Tierra brought her free hand to her breast and cupped it. “Do you want to touch me?”


  He swallowed, his throat visibly working. “Do not taunt me, wench.”


  “Wench, is it?” She brought her breast to her mouth and stroked her nipple with her tongue. Renn groaned and fire grew in her quim. “You like me submissive. Would you like to fuck me here, chained to the wall, my Lord?”


  “Free me, and I will.” His voice was rough with the fierceness of his desire.


  Slowly she set to unlocking one ankle cuff with her spellbindings. With every movement she made, she took care to brush her hands across her breasts and her nipples. Renn’s breathing grew more and more labored as he watched her every move.


  When she sent a magical rope to her other ankle restraint, she slid the glittering binding down her belly and through the damp red curls of her mound. It eased along her folds, teasing her swollen nub. Tierra gasped at the erotic feel of the spellbinding against her clit, and Renn groaned.


  The rope continued down, wrapping around her leg ’til it reached the ankle cuff. This time the lock opened at once, the shackle falling to the floor with a clatter that echoed in the cell.


  “Hurry.” His voice was so hoarse she scarcely recognized it.


  Tierra looked from the one remaining wrist cuff and back to Renn and gave him a teasing look. She held out her hand and released a spellbinding, sending it straight toward her dark warrior and wrapping it around his erection.


  Renn groaned, the magical rope driving him insane with need as it slid up and down his cock. It tingled and thrummed as it stroked him. “Damn, wench. Do you mean to drive me out of my mind?”


  “Yes. With lust.” Tierra’s smile turned wicked and she released another glittering rope and sent it straight to her quim. Her lids lowered as she watched her spellbinding fondling Renn while the other teased her clit.


  She widened her stance, giving him an even better view of her swollen folds. Another spellbinding left her fingertips and slid across her breasts, rubbing against her nipples.


  His cock grew even more rigid and his balls drew up. “Cease,” he said through clenched teeth. “Or I shall climax before I can sink my cock into you.”


  “Come with me.” Tierra’s body trembled and he could tell she was near climax. “I want to see your seed spill from your cock.”


  Her cries as she came shot a jolt of fire through Renn’s loins and his orgasm burst inside him. His cock jerked against the bindings and his seed spurted onto his taut belly in a warm pool.


  “I want to taste you.” Tierra licked her lips, her eyes focused on the white fluid, and gods help him, his cock hardened at once.


  He could not take his eyes from her as she released his cock from the spellbinding and brought the magical rope to the remaining wrist cuff. In a mere moment she was free, the shackle rattling against the wall as if fell away from her.


  His gaze traveled over her as she walked toward him. Her emerald eyes and sensual mouth, lovely breasts and rigid nipples, the curve of her hips, the patch of fire between her thighs… “You are so beautiful, denai.” The words left his lips before he realized he had spoken them aloud.


  She walked around him, studying him like she was examining a trinket she wished to purchase. “And you are a fine specimen of a man.”


  “Remove the shackles.” He raised his wrist, pulling against the cuff as she came full circle and knelt beside him.


  ”When I am ready.” She leaned over him and lapped at the pool of seed on his belly. “You taste of sweet cream.”


  Renn sucked in his breath, the sight of her licking his come made his cock harder yet. “Tierra, I order you to free me.”


  “Mmmm.” Tierra remained wholly focused on her task, ignoring his demand. “Most delicious.”


  Groaning, he settled back to watch the mischievous Faerie maid as she cleaned every drop from his skin.


  When she finished, she raised her head and smiled at him. Wrapping her fingers around his erection, she moved her lips to his cock and blew warm breath over the head.


  “Free me first.” Chains rattled as he shifted beneath her mouth. “I need my hands upon you.”


  “Shhh.” Tierra flicked her tongue over his cock and a rush of air hissed through his teeth.”


  “Release my bonds, wench,” he demanded.


  “Who is the master now?” She smiled and slipped her lips over his erection, her eyes fixed on his.


  Tierra licked and teased, bringing him to the brink of madness and then backing away before he reached release.


  She rose up on her knees and he glared at the imp and said, “When I am free, I shall spank that fine ass of yours.”


  “Fine ass?” Her smile became devious and then she turned so that her back was to him and she bent over so that she was on all fours. He swallowed hard at the sight of her swollen clit peeking from its folds.


  “Tierra…” he said in a warning tone.


  “Do you like this view, my Lord?” She slipped her fingers into her folds as she looked over her shoulder at him. Her eyes were heavy lidded while she slowly rocked her hips against her fingers. “Do you want to fuck me?”


  Renn roared and jerked against his shackles. His cock was so hard it stood straight up, and his heart pounded against his ribs. “I must have you.”


  “Good.” Tierra returned to him and straddled his waist, her ass pressed against his rod. She braced her arms to either side of his head and leaned forward. Her red tresses brushed his chest, the sensuous caress like flame to his already burning body. Honeysuckle and woman, her scent nearly overpowered him.


  “You will pay,” he murmured as her lips brushed over his.


  “Promises. Always promises.” She caught his bottom lip between her teeth and flicked her tongue over the captured flesh.


  Renn struggled against his bonds, willing the links to shatter so that he might touch this lusty wench and fuck her ’til she screamed her pleasure. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, savoring her taste that only left him wanting more.


  “Damn the fates,” he growled when she pulled away to look down upon him. “Free me, woman.”


  “When I am ready.” She moved her mouth to his ear and flicked her tongue inside. “It is not often that I might see a warrior fine as you in shackles.”


  “My cock is nearly bursting for you.” He groaned again as she trailed her lips along his jaw and kissed the scar on his cheek.


  The scar tingled, the flesh tightened beneath her lips and tongue as she kissed the whole of it. She paused and raised her head, a puzzled look upon her beautiful face.


  “Your scar.” Her brows furrowed. “It is…gone.”


  “The power to heal old wounds.” Renn’s eyes met her surprised emerald gaze. “A gift similar to Anistana’s, surely. She had the power to heal my wounds when they were new, but she chose not to.”


  Her look of amazement vanished as he thrust his hips, his cock poking her ass. “Now fuck me, wench,” he commanded.


  She returned her attention to kissing him, ignoring his demand and taking her time to work her way from his neck to his chest. Slowly she licked a hot, wet trail down his muscled abdomen ’til she reached the tight curls around his cock.


  “Tierra.” Her name was a threat through his clenched teeth. “Fuck me now or I shall spill my seed with your next touch.”


  With a sultry smile she moved up so that her core was over his cock. “As I am now the master, you must refer to me properly.” A wicked glint flashed in her eyes. “You must beg and refer to me as ‘my Lady.’”


  Renn thought he might pass into the netherworld if his cock was not in her quim. “Tease me no more.”


  She braced one hand on his chest while grasping his staff in her other hand and placing it to the entrance of her channel. “I’m waiting, fine warrior stud.”


  “Please, my Lady,” he growled, his eyes flaring.


  “Mmmm, yes.” Tierra sighed with pleasure as she took him into her slick core. “Gods, you feel good inside me.”


  He bucked his hips against her, hard. “Fuck me, Tierra.”


  And she fucked him. Raising herself up and down on his cock, pounding against him. Her breasts bounced with every thrust of her hips. She tilted her head back and reached up to tweak her nipples as she rode his cock. “So good,” she murmured. “Can’t get enough of you inside me.”


  She arched her back and after a fine thrust up from Renn she brought her hands down behind her to clench his buttocks, digging her nails into his muscular ass. Her face was covered in a fine sheen of sweat, her eyes glazed.


  The walls of her core clenched around his cock, driving him closer to the brink of orgasm.


  Tierra cried out and rocked against him as her orgasm hit her. The power of her climax was enough to make Renn come with a bellow.


  Her breathing came in harsh gasps as she continued to ride him, drawing out his orgasm and her own ’til she collapsed against his chest. Their sweat mingled together, and he caught the smells of her juices and his semen.


  When he could again speak, he murmured, “Might you set me free now?”


  “Maybe.” Tierra laughed and raised herself to a sitting position on his chest, and she gave him a radiant yet mischievous smile. His cock, still lodged inside her, lengthened and hardened again.


  Gods, would he never get enough of this woman?


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  With a sigh of satisfaction, Tierra eased Renn’s cock from her channel and rose to her feet so that she stood above him, astride his hips. His cock arched up from his belly, hard once again, and wet with her juices. Her thighs and core ached from being so well fucked since she met Renn, but it felt quite delicious.


  She thought about teasing him a bit more, knowing she was bound to pay for her mischievousness—and realized she was looking forward to whatever “punishment” he would come up with.


  “Tierra.” He sounded as though he was struggling with his patience. “The cuffs. Remove them if you please.”


  “I please.” Smiling, she turned her attention to the restraints, this time sending out four spellbindings at once, one to each lock. Four cylinders clicked and metal clattered against stone.


  In a swift, athletic movement, Renn sprang to his feet, scooped Tierra up and flung her over his bare shoulder, causing her to cry out in surprise.


  Laughing, she pounded on his back. “Put me down, barbarian.”


  “Never.” He swatted her ass, his hand so large that it covered both cheeks. She gasped at the combination of the sting from his swat and the answering tingle in her core.


  When he reached Feymir and their belongings, he let her slide down the length of him, her breasts and mound rasping against his muscled flesh. Tierra’s head spun and she clung to him, her heart beating and desire flushing through her body anew.


  How could she want him yet again?


  And something else filled her that she did not understand…how the playfulness and gentleness he showed her excited her as much as their erotic games.


  Tierra shoved the thoughts away. No. It was all one fun sexual game—no more than that. She would never allow it to be otherwise.


  Renn cupped her chin and smiled. “Let us leave this place. A hidden passage leads directly to my chambers…where we can continue to enjoy one another in private.” He brushed his thumb over her cheek. “And where I might teach you a lesson for all your taunting and teasing, denai.”


  Her knees went weak from his mere touch. What was it about him that drove her close to madness? “Let us hurry then…my Lord,” she added in a tone that let him know she was anxious for more play.


  He gave her a roguish grin as he released her, but she caught his hand. “Wait,” she said as she looked at his wrist, and he paused. Blood crusted where he had strained against the cuffs, his wounds already scabbing over.


  Barely realizing what she was doing, Tierra lowered her head and brushed her lips over the wounds. She closed her eyes, her lips tingling as she gently kissed his wrist. It was as though something from within guided her.


  When she opened her eyes, she blinked for a moment, almost feeling as though she had been sleeping. And then she saw his wrist…the wounds had vanished, leaving his flesh unmarred and only a bit of dried blood remaining.


  “You really can heal new wounds, as Anistana has the power to do.” Renn’s voice cut into her shocked thoughts and she turned to see his thoughtful smile. “A useful gift.”


  Tierra nodded and reached for his other wrist. Again she kissed it, closing her eyes and merging with the tingling sensation, actually feeling her touch heal him. The magic rose within her breast, warm and heady.


  When she finished with his second wrist, she knelt to check his ankles. On her way down she brushed her lips over Renn’s cock and flicked her tongue along its length, tasting their sex.


  “Stop.” His breath hissed between his teeth and he captured her head with his hands, forcing her to halt. “My bedchamber, wench.”


  “As you wish, my Lord,” she replied with a grin.


  After she healed the lesser wounds upon his ankles, she stood and backed away. Renn moved his sheathed sword from where it lay on top of Feymir’s saddle blanket and set it upon the pile of their clothing. When he snapped the blanket open, gold glittered in the air around them and Tierra blinked in surprise, wondering what had been on its surface.


  Renn’s back went rigid and he turned his fiery gaze on Tierra. “I cannot wait any longer.” His muscles bulged, his veins again rising beneath his skin as though he fought for control. “I must have you. Now.”


  The wild look of need in his expression sent a bolt of lust through Tierra. Her gaze cut to his cock that somehow looked larger than ever before. Excitement flared within Tierra. Her folds tingled and her nipples ached with the promise of another good fuck.


  A feral growl rumbled in Renn’s chest. In a swift movement, he tossed the saddle blanket onto the dungeon floor and grabbed Tierra around the waist. The next thing she knew she was on her hands and knees on the blanket.


  Renn grabbed her hips and drove his cock into her core.


  “Yes!” Tierra cried out as he plunged in and out of her, hard and fast. Her breasts swayed as he rammed into her, his bollocks slapping her quim. “So deep. Gods, you’re so deep.”


  “You are mine, denai.” His words punctuated every thrust of his hips.


  Her body shuddered and she shouted, “Renn!” as her climax wracked her body.


  “Mine!” he roared as he came.


  Tierra started to relax against the blanket, but he jerked his cock out and flipped her onto her back.


  “Again,” he said as he brought her ankles up to his neck. The look in his eyes was untamed, sparking an answering wildness within Tierra.


  “Now!” She reached up and wound her fingers in his long black hair, drawing his face to hers at the same time he buried his cock inside her.


  Their mouths mated with furious intensity. Renn’s stubble rasped her fair skin, the feel of it adding to her frenzy. His tongue thrust into the moist depths of her mouth and she drew him in as deep as he could go, just as she took his cock as deep as possible inside her.


  Renn captured her scream in his mouth when she climaxed. Even as her body trembled with each wave of orgasm, he continued to fuck her. He tore his mouth from hers and captured one nipple in his teeth. Tierra screamed again, this time her cry echoing in the dungeon.


  One orgasm after another ripped through her. When she thought she could take not another moment of such intense pleasure, he bellowed and shuddered against her. Their breathing hard and fierce, their skin slick with sweat.


  Tierra felt as though her body had merged with his. His heart was her heart. His breath was her breath. As though they were one and might never be parted again.


  “Denai,” Renn murmured as he rolled onto his side, cradling her tight to his chest. “Gods how I love you.”


  The moment the declaration was out of his mouth, he tensed, unable to believe the words had rolled over his tongue so easily. Words he had never thought he would say in his lifetime. But then he smiled. In his heart he had known that what he felt for her was more than desire, more than simply knowing Tierra was his heartmate.


  He loved her.


  She had gone still in his arms, as though she was afraid to move, afraid to breathe. He pressed his lips to her silken hair, inhaling her honeysuckle scent and allowing it to slide through his being, savoring every moment.


  Renn pulled back to look into her eyes. He gently stroked his thumb across her cheek as he studied her emerald gaze. “I love you, Tierra.”


  A sigh shuddered through her and her lips trembled. “I—I think…” She paused as though battling against her desire for him, maybe battling her affection for him. She lowered her eyes, and murmured, “I do not know what I think.”


  “I will wait for your love.” He hooked his finger under her chin and raised her head ’til her gaze again met his. “As long as it takes.”


  Her eyes widened, but she did not respond.


  “Come.” Renn brushed his lips across hers, tasting her breath in the same movement. “I believe there are two women within this castle who will be most pleased to see you.”


  “Oh, my gods.” Tierra bolted to a sitting position and clapped one hand to her forehead. “What was I thinking? I wasn’t thinking. Liana and Ranelle are here! I must see them at once.”


  Renn could not help but smile at how flustered and excited Tierra became at the prospect of seeing her heart-sisters. He propped his elbow on the saddle blanket and watched her search the pile of clothing and yank out her breeches, continuing with her nervous chatter.


  “It has been at least two weeks since I have seen them.” She slid one leg into the breeches and then the other. “I have imagined finding Ranelle and Liana so many times, but it seemed I would never locate them.”


  As she talked, he started to push himself up from the blanket…and then noticed a golden glitter against the dark surface. He brushed his fingers over the blanket and raised them to his face and nearly groaned aloud.


  Aradne. Faerie dust. No wonder he had not been able to wait ’til they reached his bedchamber to fuck Tierra. That’s why he had taken her like a wild animal.


  Surely the aradne was Anistana’s final gift.


  “I cannot wait to see Liana and Ranelle,” Tierra was saying as he got to his feet. “We have so much to talk about.”


  “Much,” he agreed as he reached for his own clothing, his thoughts still trying to absorb the implications of the dust.


  Whenever used between heartmates, it always resulted in a child.


  Tierra now carried his babe.


  Fierce joy filled his warrior’s soul and he wished to shout it to all who would listen. He opened his mouth to tell Tierra, but stopped as he comprehended the words she was saying.


  “I cannot believe they are expecting children.” She shook her head. “The both of them. Mothers! Well, that is not for me.”


  Renn clenched his jaw and yanked his tunic over his head. Perhaps this was a conversation best saved for later.


  After they were dressed and Renn had saddled Feymir and tied their belongings to the saddle, Tierra unlocked the dungeon door with her spellbinding.


  Renn slapped Feymir on his flank and sent him up the stone steps to their left and into the daylight. “He will know where to go,” Renn said to Tierra. “The stable workers will care for him.”


  The stallion’s hooves clattered upon stone and he whickered and snorted as he vanished out the door.


  Nervousness and excitement sent a swarm of damselflies swirling through Tierra’s belly. Renn clasped her hand and strode down the darkened hallway, in the opposite direction Feymir had gone. Strange torches lit their way—like fire glowing on the end of a stick, yet no flame.


  His boots clomped against the stone floor, her own brogans making a whispery soft sound as she hurried to keep up with his big strides. She glanced at him beneath her lashes, taking in his massive frame now clothed in black tunic and breeches, and could not help but feel pride that this fine warrior wanted her above all other women.


  It seemed as though they walked forever—along an endless corridor, past several doors, up a winding staircase and down another hall. Renn was silent as they went, apparently as lost in his thoughts as she was in her own.


  Finally they stopped before a wooden door. Renn put one hand on the iron handle and with his other squeezed Tierra’s fingers, smiling down at her. “Are you ready?” he asked.


  Tierra took a deep breath and returned his smile. “Yes.”


  Hinges creaked as Renn opened the door, leading them into an incredible realm. Tierra caught her breath as her gaze traveled around the massive chamber they had entered. Decorated in royal blue and gold, the room was filled with ornately carved furniture, vivid tapestries and oil paintings, elaborate works of art and floor coverings.


  “Welcome to Sky Castle.” Renn moved his lips close to her ear and she shivered as his warm breath caressed her neck. “Our home.”


  Our home.


  She raised her chin and swallowed past the denial rising in her throat. “Your home is beyond lovely.”


  “Tierra!” A feminine cry came from the right and Tierra’s gaze cut to the staircase to see Liana hurrying down, her moonlit tresses flowing around her like a silken cape. “I knew it! I sensed you were here.”


  Tearing her hand from Renn’s, Tierra ran to meet her halia at the bottom of the stairs, her heart pounding in her throat with the force of a thousand drums.


  “Liana! Oh, but gods it is good to see you.” Tierra hugged her heart-sister, squeezing her tight as though her friend might vanish at any moment. Liana’s hair wrapped around Tierra, embracing her, and her friend’s familiar scent of jensai blooms flowed over her in a comforting wave.


  “I have been so worried about you.” Liana pulled back and smiled, tears glittering in her sea green eyes. But I knew Renn would bring you safely to us, she added in thought, a knowing smile upon her beautiful face.


  Warmth flooded Tierra and she glanced at Renn to see him leaning against the wall, arms folded across his huge chest, one eyebrow raised, and an amused smile upon his handsome features. Oh, lords, but he looked good.


  “Ranelle and Jalen have gone out for a horseback ride around Phoenicia,” Liana said, drawing Tierra’s attention. “They should be back soon.”


  “I have missed the two of you so very much.” Tierra held Liana by the shoulders at arms length, her gaze traveling over her friend’s slender form. She looked radiant, confident, and happier than Tierra had ever remembered seeing her. Liana was clothed in a sleeveless gown, the shimmering color matching her sea green eyes. It clung to her body, outlining her breasts, her hips, and even the juncture at her thighs. A circlet of gold rested upon Liana’s moonlit tresses, and at the front of the circlet was a blood red stone.


  “You look like a goddess.” Tierra reached up and touched the stone that matched the one in Renn’s dagger. “Is it true? You are Queen now? You are married?”


  “That she is,” a powerful voice boomed from behind Liana. “She is my wife.”


  Tierra snatched her hand back and she looked up to see a handsome man with black hair and eyes, dressed much the same as Renn. He smiled and wrapped his arms around Liana’s waist from behind, and nuzzled her ear. “And soon to be the mother of our children.”


  Liana blushed a pretty pink from the tips of her pointed ears down her neck to the collar of her gown. Her tresses slid away from Tierra, reaching behind to caress the man who now held her. “Tierra,” Liana murmured, “this is Aric. My husband.”


  Tierra extended her hand to Aric and he raised it to his lips and kissed the back. When he released her hand, he said, “It a pleasure to meet my zjenni’s heart-sister.”


  “Your Highness.” Tierra gave a slight bow of her head and then lifted her chin. “Just know that if you ever hurt my halia in any way, I will spellbind your cock ’til it shrivels and drops to the dirt.”


  Aric raised an eyebrow and Liana smiled.


  “Take her threats seriously, brother.” Renn came up and settled his arm around Tierra’s shoulders, his hold possessive. “She is a wily wench.”


  Tierra planted her elbow in Renn’s side and glared up at him, but he simply looked down at her and winked.


  She turned back in time to see Aric and Liana exchange glances. For some reason Aric chuckled, a grin spreading across his face as he looked from Tierra to Renn.


  Liana separated herself from Aric and went to Renn, flinging her arms around the dark warrior’s neck and kissing his cheek. “Thank you for bringing Tierra back to me.”


  Shock crossed Renn’s strong features and he released Tierra to awkwardly pat Liana’s shoulder. “It was most definitely my pleasure, my Queen.”


  When she released him her smile faded and she ran her fingers along the cheek she had just kissed, and then looked at the other side of his face. “Your scar…it is gone.”


  Liana’s form went rigid, her tresses stilled. Her hand moved to Renn’s forehead in a quick movement and she closed her eyes.


  The warrior froze, a confounded look upon his face.


  Gooseflesh prickled along Tierra’s arms as she watched her heart-sister fall into a trance. Liana was a seer, and her trances most often led to a vision of the future.


  “Death…” Liana’s voice filled with anguish as she pressed the palm of her hand to Renn’s forehead. “…it comes on a storm. Many lives lost…many souls taken…”


  Aric moved as though to reach for Liana.


  Tierra stilled him with a hand to his arm—but her blood turned to ice at her halia’s next words.


  “A choice.” Liana’s body trembled, her wan features becoming paler yet. “Child of Fae…her choice means the dawn of a new beginning…or death to us all.”


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  Chills rolled over Tierra as Liana’s words bled through her mind…


  Child of Fae…her choice means the dawn of a new beginning…or death to us all.


  Liana’s eyes flew open and she stumbled back from Renn, a terrified expression upon her face. Aric reached her in a single stride and caught her by the waist, turning her into his embrace and holding her close.


  Before Tierra even realized it, Renn was at her side, his arm around her shoulders. Protective. Territorial. When she looked up at him, she saw that his gaze was on Liana.


  “What did you vision?” he asked, his voice rough and commanding, his gaze focused intently upon the Tanzinite seer.


  Aric’s black eyes flashed as he scowled at Renn. “Damn the gods, leave her be.”


  “She spoke of Tierra.” Renn clenched his fists as he faced his brother. “I must know what danger my heartmate faces. How best to protect her.”


  “I am not your heartmate.” Tierra jerked herself from Renn’s embrace and glared up at him. “And I do not require your protection.”


  “Release me.” Liana pulled away from a stunned-looking Aric and took Tierra’s hands in hers. “How does my vision relate to you, Halia? I saw a possible future, heard a voice speaking to me of death and Fae, but I did not see you.”


  “Child of Fae.” Tierra squeezed Liana’s hands. “That is what the visitor said to me—the handsome man who sent me to search for you and Ranelle.”


  Aric still appeared thunderstruck. “Heartmate?” he said to Renn.


  Renn scowled at his brother, then said to Tierra, “What handsome man?”


  “To’en.” Her gaze met his and she almost smiled at his jealous expression. “A powerful-looking man with white hair that came to a widow’s peak and brilliant blue eyes.”


  “Toen?” Renn frowned. “The wolf shape-shifter?”


  “No. To’en,” Tierra said, pronouncing it like the man had, To-an. “And he was most certainly a man, not a wolf.”


  Aric had a broad grin on his face as he slapped Renn on the back. “Sotted fool, eh?”


  Liana placed her hand on Tierra’s arm, drawing her attention. “Child of Fae—do you know how this relates to you?” Liana asked.


  Tierra nodded. “I have only just learned I am Faerie. The second-born of twins. Sister to Anistana, Queen of Faerie.”


  “I knew there was something familiar about that Faerie,” came a female voice behind Tierra.


  “Ranelle!” Tierra cried out as she whirled and threw her arms around her heart-sister, drinking in her friend’s scent of vanilla and spice and enjoying her warm embrace. “I am so very happy to see you. I missed you both more than you will ever know.”


  Ranelle pulled back, tears in her silver eyes—eyes so startlingly like Renn’s. And a symbol upon her forehead…it glittered silver, just as Renn had said.


  “I thought about you and Liana day and night.” Ranelle’s voice caught with emotion. “I could not bear it if anything had happened to you.”


  “We’re together again.” Tierra put one arm around Liana’s shoulder and her other around Ranelle’s and drew them close. “Thank the gods. Nothing can separate us now. Nothing that is not of our own choosing.”


  Renn shook his head while he watched the women. After their first hugs and greetings, they each began chattering so fast he wondered how they could possibly understand one another.


  “So, little brother.” Aric moved beside Renn, laughter in his voice as he spoke. “I seem to recall something you said upon the eve of my joining with Liana.” Aric’s grin broadened as Renn’s scowl deepened. “What was it? Ah, yes. You said that I would never see you behave like a sotted fool over a pretty little wench.”


  “’Tis quite similar to what he said to Ranelle and I in Seraphine.” Jalen appeared beside the men, humor glinting in his eyes.


  Aric slapped Jalen on the back. “Have I told you how much it pleases me that you have joined with our sister?”


  Renn grunted. “It pleases me, as well.”


  Jalen smiled as his gaze rested on the laughing and chattering women. “’It was as though my life began the moment I first saw Ranelle.”


  Despite himself, Renn found himself nodding in agreement as he watched Tierra.


  He was a sotted fool, indeed.


  * * * * *


  “I am in desperate need of a bath,” Tierra said to Liana after the men had left to discuss battle plans with their troops. “You both are so lovely.” She gestured to her own worn and grimy forest green tunic and breeches. “But I look and smell like a green dragon dropping.”


  “Ha! You are as beautiful as you were the last time I saw you, if not more so.” Ranelle smiled at Tierra and squeezed her friend’s arm. “You would look fair even covered in mud from your brow to your toes.”


  “The last time you saw me, I was quite ill and looked like a pale dragon dropping.” Tierra laughed as she clasped Ranelle’s hands. Tierra took in her halia’s beaming expression and sparkling silver eyes. “But look at you. You are more gorgeous than ever.”


  “As for a bath.” Liana crooked her finger, indicating they should follow her. “Just wait ’til you see what I have to show the both of you.”


  Tierra gaped at the opulent furnishings as she followed Liana through the castle. “Your new home is grand,” Tierra said with awe in her voice. “I am so happy for you, sister. You deserve this all and more.”


  Liana smiled over her shoulder. “This is your home now, as well as mine.”


  Tierra started to disagree, but Liana continued in her familiar mind-speak, Do not argue with me.


  Since when did you become quite so bossy? Tierra thought in return.


  Liana and Ranelle both stopped short and Tierra stumbled into Liana.


  When did you learn to speak in thought? Liana asked as she steadied Tierra.


  Ranelle’s expression filled with amazement. This is wonderful!


  You both heard me? Tierra widened her eyes in surprise as she turned her gaze on Ranelle. You spoke to me in thought, like Liana. She gasped and her hand went to her mouth. I did it, too!


  I had wondered. Liana smiled. I have heard much of Anistana’s powers. When you told me you are the Faerie Queen’s sister, I suspected you could mind-speak, just as she can. You simply needed the opportunity.


  This could be most useful. Ranelle looked thoughtful as she tossed her mahogany hair over her shoulder. If we can learn to speak with one another, yet hide our conversation from anyone else who might be listening.


  Liana nodded. We have been bound to one another since we were children. We know each other better than anyone else possibly could.


  Ranelle winked. In most ways, sister.


  Both Liana and Ranelle giggled and Tierra smiled.


  The women continued speaking in thought as Liana led them through Sky Castle, down past the dungeons, toward an underground cavern. When Tierra recognized the passageway to the cell Anistana had locked her and Renn in, she could not help but smile. His hard muscled body as he was stretched out on the stone floor, his rigid cock, the way he felt deep inside her…


  Tierra quickly turned her thoughts away from images of fucking Renn, praying that her heart-sisters had not heard or seen what was in her mind. She was not ready to share any of that with them. Yet.


  When they reached the cavern, Tierra was amazed at the beauty of the colorful glittering world beneath the castle. The pools of water under the sparkling ceiling were crystal green, the air as moist and warm as the steam rising from the water.


  “This is one of my favorite places in the castle,” Liana said as she approached one pool. She slid her gown from her shoulders, letting it drop to the smooth stone floor, baring her flawless pale skin. Her breasts were pert, her nipples pebble-hard and the patch of hair between her thighs the same moonbeam color as the hair flowing around her body.


  As unselfconsciously as Liana had shed her gown, Ranelle removed her riding outfit. She had large breasts with dark nipples, a slender waist and rounded curves. And the patch of hair between her thighs—a symbol glittered there, a symbol that matched the one upon her forehead—just as Renn had said.


  Tierra undressed, ridding herself of the breeches and tunic she was so tired of wearing, and then joining her halias in the pool. The deliciously warm water soothed Tierra’s aching muscles as she settled onto one of the carved stone benches. “This is heaven,” she murmured. “The water is the perfect temperature.”


  Liana reached for a cake of soap beside the pool. “I am told this cavern is much like the caves of the world into which I was born.”


  “I always pictured Tanzinite caves as dark, dismal places,” Tierra said as she caught the sweet jensai scent of Liana’s soap. “But if their underground world is anything like this, then I can understand why they would make it their home.”


  While they bathed, the three women continued catching up on what had happened to each of them over the past several days. The time amounted to just over two weeks, but it was as though a lifetime had passed in the blink of an eye for each of them.


  Tierra was still amazed at all that her halias had been through while she herself had been lost in that damned forest. It was unbelievable that Ranelle and Liana were each married and each pregnant.


  After meeting both the handsome Nordain King and Elvin Prince, Tierra had determined that Ranelle and Liana had found men that were worthy of her heart-sisters. But she had made it just as clear to Jalen as she had Aric, that she would not tolerate any unhappiness in Ranelle’s life. A spellbinding would do the trick nicely if need be.


  The symbol upon Ranelle’s forehead glittered silver and Tierra moved closer on the stone bench. “May I touch it?” she asked, indicating the symbol.


  “Of course.” Ranelle smiled and leaned forward as Tierra reached up her hand. “It is called enrli, a sacred design of the Seraphine Elves. Mine is one of the goddess’s symbols for strength, honor, and love.”


  “It tingles.” Tierra traced the silver design with her damp fingertip. “Renn told me that you now bear the mark of the Seraphine Elves here.” Her glance dropped to the water where Ranelle’s symbol glittered from beneath the water. Tierra drew her fingers away from Ranelle’s forehead, warmth moving to her cheeks. “And upon your mound, too.”


  “Yes.” Ranelle winked. “It is a most enjoyable part of the Elvin world.”


  Liana placed her hand upon Tierra’s knee, her sea green eyes glinting with mischief. “We have told you about our husbands. Now tell us how you have enjoyed the fine warrior stud who brought you to us.”


  Tierra bit the inside of her lip as she looked from one expectant face to the other. “Ohmylords,” she said in a rush. “Renn is the most amazing lover.”


  Ranelle and Liana squealed with laughter, and Tierra could not help but remember the days in their youth when they had shared moments of happiness, despite their caretaker’s cruel treatment. Uba had never squelched their spirits, no matter how hard the witch had tried.


  “I knew my brother would be your heartmate,” Ranelle said, her eyes sparkling. “I just knew it.”


  “No.” Tierra’s smile died and she shook her head. “I will be bound to no man. In all my life I have never been free ’til now.”


  Liana clasped her hand over Tierra’s. Love frees your heart and soul, sister, she said in thought.


  What Liana says is true. Ranelle’s voice chimed in.


  Perhaps for you. Tierra frowned. But I have no desire for such shackles.


  * * * * *


  Later, after Tierra and her heart-sisters had bathed, they hurried to Liana’s bedchamber and changed into fine silken gowns. A private dinner had been prepared in honor of the guests, with only the halias, Aric, Jalen and Renn to be in attendance.


  Without hesitation, Tierra dressed in a translucent gown in a rich shade of emerald green that Liana had brought to her. When Tierra saw her reflection in the looking glass in Liana’s bedroom, she delighted in the absolute certainty that it would drive Renn out of his mind with lust. The gown hugged her body, clearly showing her breasts and dark nipples, and hinting at the fiery curls on her mound.


  Liana and Ranelle both dressed in similar gowns; Liana in pale pink and Ranelle in royal blue.


  The moment Tierra walked into the dining room, Renn went still, his gaze riveted upon her. She could tell by the way his eyes turned a dark pewter that he could barely control his desires for her. He had dressed in a clean black tunic and breeches, his dark hair shining in the candlelight and his face clean-shaven.


  Lords, just looking at the man made her clit tingle.


  When she slid into the chair beside him, he leaned close and murmured in her ear, “Would you enjoy it if I bent you over the dinner table and fucked you in front of everyone?”


  Warmth crept to Tierra’s cheeks. Her nipples hardened and her core ached so badly for his cock that she squirmed in her seat. “You would not dare.”


  “Do not tempt me, wench,” he all but growled.


  Throughout the dinner, Renn would casually brush his hand against her breast or caress her leg beneath the table. Slowly he would ease his hand up to her mound, usually when she had just taken a bite of her dinner.


  In retaliation, Tierra made sure to rub her breast against his bicep and rest her hand upon the bulge in his breeches whenever he turned to speak with Aric or Jalen.


  She would delight in even more revenge once they were alone.


  


  After dinner, Tierra and her heart-sisters retired to the drawing room. The men had escaped to Aric’s study as soon as they had finished their dessert of sugar seed cakes and downed their ale. Tierra had to smile—she’d had the impression the men had no idea what to do with three excited women who could not seem to stop talking.


  In the drawing room, Tierra, Liana, and Ranelle huddled close to a fire blazing in the hearth.


  “Zanden.” The name popped out of Tierra’s mouth unexpectedly and both her heart-sisters frowned. “I hate to even speak of him but we must.” Tierra reached up to rub the starmark on the back of her lobe as she spoke. “The bastard is coming for us. Soon. If we can speak to one another in thought, then that could give us an advantage over him.”


  “He could hear my thoughts.” Liana shivered. “I wish I had done more than wound his thigh with Aric’s dagger.”


  “That wound helped me to escape him.” Ranelle offered Liana a smile. “If not for that, I might not have gotten away so easily.” Her expression grew serious again. “I was able to block the bastard from my mind, so I know it can be done. All of us should learn how.”


  Liana’s tresses moved as though in tune with her thoughts. “Why does he want all three of us?”


  “The Seraphine Chronicles.” Ranelle picked at a thread on her gown. “They predict that one soul who serves darkness might reign over all of Dair, should he impregnate a wingless Tanzinite, a stolen Nordain, and a child of Fae.”


  “I thought as much.” Liana leaned back against the blue velvet cushions of her chair. “But how could we make him invincible?”


  “I’ve been thinking about this, especially since I learned I have more magic than I realized.” Tierra stood and began pacing the room. “What if the three of us are meant to wield a power together? What if that power is so great that if he found some means of controlling us…something that would make us do whatever he wanted…he could force us to use that power to aid him in ruling over Dair?”


  “There is no possible way he could force us to do that. Even for Aric, I would commit no atrocities.” Liana sounded horrified, but definite.


  “Children.” Ranelle gave them a stricken expression. “If Zanden impregnated each of us, he could threaten to harm our children if we refused him.”


  Liana pressed her hand to her belly, her wan features impossibly paler. “The bastard could use those threats against our unborn children as well.”


  Tierra’s horrid nightmare from when she woke in the dungeon came rushing back to her like an icy blast. “Even though I am not a seer and cannot sense and vision as you two can, I believe I had a vision this morning…” She stopped pacing and swallowed down the bile rising in her throat as every word he spoke came back to her.


  “In my dream,” Tierra continued as she sat beside Ranelle again, “the Sorcerer said, ‘The babes you carry I will rip from your wombs. I will plant my seed in you and you will produce my spawn. You will have no choice but to do everything I instruct and aid me in my rise to power. All as foretold by the Seraphine Chronicles.’”


  Ranelle shuddered and Liana closed her eyes for a moment, still holding her hands tight to her belly.


  “Yes.” Liana’s voice was but a whisper when she opened her eyes again. “I sense that your dream was truly a vision.”


  Ranelle nodded her agreement. “I sense this as well.”


  “Then we must prepare.” Tierra clenched her fists in determination. “Zanden will make his move, and soon.”


  The child of Fae is correct, a voice entered Tierra’s thoughts and she and her heart-sisters gasped, their gazes riveting on the man who suddenly appeared beside them.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Tierra’s jaw dropped as she recognized the man who had appeared before them.


  To’en.


  Tierra bolted to her feet, fury churning up inside her. She walked up to the pale muscle-bound god of a man and poked her finger at his chest. “What in the name of the gods’ hells do you think you are doing scaring the qinokshit out of the three of us like that?”


  “Qinokshit?” Liana murmured and Ranelle shrugged.


  One corner of To’en’s mouth curved. “You have my apologies, Tierra.”


  “That’s not good enough.” She folded her arms across her chest. “What about all the time I just spent wandering around in the forest, almost becoming dinner for a foul-smelling dragon after being chased by a wild man, and then ending up with the sister from hell?”


  To’en did smile then, and he looked so incredibly handsome that Tierra was speechless for a moment—and her heart-sisters sighed.


  “Do you not remember my instructions?” To’en’s deep gaze remained focused on her. “To remain out of sight and speak to no one along your journey. To trust none but the one who holds your heart.”


  “I did what you said.” Tierra waved her hands as she spoke. “I stayed out of sight, spoke to not a gods’ blessed soul ’til the barbarian caught sight of me and chased me down. And I trusted no one—”


  Tierra went rigid as To’en’s words rang through her mind. Trust none but the one who holds your heart.


  Even as she shook her head in denial, Liana and Ranelle laughed and To’en quirked one eyebrow.


  With a smile, he reached up and captured Tierra’s chin in his hand, halting her movements. “Listen to your heart, Tierra. It will aid you when the time comes to choose.”


  “Remove your hand from my woman,” Renn bellowed from the doorway, “or I will slay you where you stand.”


  Tierra’s gaze snapped to Renn’s to see naked fury in his eyes. His fists were clenched, his bare biceps bulging, his veins popping beneath his skin. He looked as though he could easily rip a man’s head from his body.


  Gods how it made Tierra wet and her nipples hard to see Renn looking as though he would best a hoard of dragons to save her.


  “Renn.” To’en released Tierra’s chin and gave a slight bow. “Aric. Jalen,” he added to the men who had appeared behind Renn.


  “’Tis good to see you, my friend,” Jalen said as he pushed past a still furious Renn. Jalen walked to To’en and clasped his hand in a two-fisted grip. “Long has it been since I have seen you in this form.”


  To’en smiled. “Long has it been since I was needed as such.”


  Renn narrowed his eyes and Aric raked his hand through his hair. “Toen,” Aric said, recognition lighting his black eyes. “I often wondered…it is a pleasure to meet you as such.”


  “I am known as To’en when I take this form, rather than as Toen when I am in wolf shape.” He clasped Aric’s hand in a two-fisted grip. “A half century it has been, at least, since I have appeared as a human.”


  Jalen nodded. “The battle against Voral.”


  “Aye.” To’en smiled. “That it was.”


  “Overseer.” Renn planted himself in front of To’en and extended his hand. “My apologies. I did not realize it was you touching my woman.”


  Tierra stood up straighter. “I am not your woman.”


  Renn continued as though Tierra had not spoken, “But if you touch her again, I will have to kill you.”


  To’en grinned and everyone in the room laughed, except for Tierra. She opened her mouth to tell Renn exactly what she thought about him and his possessive attitude, but the words turned into a scream as he grabbed her by the waist and flung her over his shoulder.


  “Put me down,” she shouted and pounded with her fists on his hard muscled ass as she hung upside down, her hair covering her face.


  To no surprise, Renn ignored her demands and strode across the room. Laughter and calls of encouragement followed him.


  “You have much magic to master, before it masters you,” To’en added as Renn carried her out the door. “Tomorrow we begin your lessons, child of Fae.”


  “Over my dead hide,” Renn muttered as he jogged up the winding staircase to take his woman to his bedchamber.


  “That can be arranged.” Tierra’s voice was muffled against his back. “I have a mind to spellbind you and hang you out the window.”


  “Tomorrow.” Renn slipped his hand under her sheer emerald dress and caressed her naked buttocks. “After I fuck you.”


  Tierra moaned and wriggled her ass against his hand. “Yes, my Lord.”


  Renn’s cock hardened. He slipped his fingers into her wet silk, increasing the length of his stride at the same time. By the gods, he had never realized his bedchamber was so far from the drawing room.


  When he finally reached his room, he flung open the door and then slammed it shut behind him. Tierra gasped as he slid her from over his shoulder, set her in front of him, and pressed her hard against his cock.


  “I have needed to fuck you all day.” He put his hands over her silk-covered breasts and lightly rubbed his palms over her hardened nipples. “And you tortured me by wearing this dress and flaunting yourself at dinner.”


  Renn crushed his mouth to Tierra’s in a savage kiss, letting her feel the need that had been building in him the entire day since he had last fucked her in the dungeon. She tasted of spiced wine, smelled of honeysuckle and desire. He nipped at her lips, growling his lust, and she moaned in response.


  When he tore his mouth from Tierra’s, he saw that her lips were swollen and red. Her breasts rose and fell beneath the sheer dress that had driven him crazy with the tantalizing view of what he intended to claim. Yes, every luscious curve of her delectable body was his for the taking…again and again.


  “Are you going to punish me, my Lord?” Her voice was husky, her eyes dark green pools as she looked up at him.


  “Yes,” he growled, trying to sound fierce when he wanted to smile. He clenched his hands in the fine material of her dress and ripped it open with one quick pull.


  “My Lord.” Tierra’s body trembled with her excitement as he pushed the material away and studied her now naked breasts and the tight red curls of her mound. “What would you have me do?”


  “That trunk.” He pointed across the room to a wooden chest. “Lay across it, on your belly. And spread your thighs, wench.”


  Tierra licked her lips. “Yes, my Lord.”


  Renn followed her to the trunk, watching her naked buttocks sway. It was all he could do to fight back the urge to take her now, hard and fast.


  She did as he bade, lying over the smooth domed lid, her ass at the perfect height to be fucked, her exposed and engorged clit poking out from her wet folds.


  Tierra was so aroused, her channel soaking wet and her clit throbbing. The feel of the trunk beneath her breasts, belly and mound was completely erotic. The way she was positioned, she could not see him or what he was going to do to her, and even that heightened her excitement.


  “Are you going to fuck me now?” Tierra asked, hoping he would say yes.


  “When I’m ready, wench.” The deep, masculine sound of his voice sent a tingle along her spine and made her quim ache even more.


  She felt his presence as he knelt beside her, and then his callused hand stroked her naked buttocks.


  “I promised to punish you.” He trailed his fingers along the crack of her ass and neared her curls, then returned to the cheeks.


  Tierra could scarcely speak, she wanted him so badly. “Touch me.”


  Renn leaned so close she felt his warm breath on the back of her neck. She could imagine his wickedly sensual smile as he said, “Beg, wench.”


  A groan rose up within her as he continued to stroke her, but stayed away from her folds. “Please, my Lord.”


  “Very good, denai.” His fingers moved from her buttocks, then lightly stroked her folds. He slid two fingers into her core and at the same moment swatted her ass with his other hand.


  “My Lord!” Tierra cried out as a burst of sensation tore through her, and her eyes widened in surprise. She could not believe how good it felt to have him fucking her with his fingers and spanking her buttocks.


  He rubbed the still stinging skin with one hand, while keeping the fingers of his other hand lodged in her quim. “Did you enjoy that?”


  “Gods yes.” She bucked her hips against his hand, riding his fingers.


  “Behave, wench.” He swatted her again while thrusting his fingers deep inside her and she almost screamed with the need to reach orgasm. “Do not move unless I say,” he demanded.


  Tierra moaned at the erotic tingle inside her and the sting of her buttocks. “Yes, my Lord.” The man was driving her out of her mind. She had to come. Needed to have his cock sheathed in her quim.


  He slid his fingers from her channel and moved away. “Get up and on your knees before me.”


  A flutter of anticipation blossomed in her belly as she eased off the trunk onto her knees and turned to face Renn. He raised his hand to his mouth and licked his fingers. “You taste so good, denai.”


  Seeing him taste her juices, combined with the sound of his deep voice, made her ache even more for him. Cool air brushed her sensitive nipples as he jerked his tunic over his head and tossed it aside. He unfastened his breeches as she watched, releasing his cock.


  The stone floor felt cool beneath her knees as she trembled with anticipation.


  He moved so close she felt the warmth of this skin. He wrapped his fingers around his thick erection and brushed it across her lips, sliding. “Suck my cock.”


  “Yes, my Lord.” She darted her tongue out and licked the drop of fluid from the eye of his erection. His cock jerked and she smiled, knowing that she held far more power over him than he held over her, no matter their play at his domination.


  Tierra slid her lips down his length, swirling her tongue as she took him as deeply as she could, ’til he reached the back of her throat. Instinctively she applied light suction as she moved her mouth up and down his shaft.


  “Good wench.” Renn groaned and slid his hands into her hair. “Your mouth. So wet and warm on my cock.”


  Tierra released a spellbinding from one fingertip as she worked his staff, allowing it to wrap around his erection as she sucked him.


  Renn hissed and bucked his hips, the tingling feel of the spellbinding around his cock, along with Tierra’s mouth, nearly driving him mad.


  “Stop!” he bellowed and halted her head with his hands. “I want you on my bed.”


  “Yes, my Lord.” Tierra slid the spellbinding from his cock, drawing it back into her body as she gave him a sultry smile. “Will you not remove your breeches and boots?”


  “No.” With a growl, Renn grabbed her by the waist. Tierra cried out, a sound of surprise and arousal, as he flung her over his shoulder and carried her to the massive bed in the center of the bedchamber.


  He tossed her onto the bed and immediately moved his head between her thighs. Tierra gasped and shouted, “Renn!” as he plundered her folds with his tongue and fingers.


  Her thighs trembled, the cries of her passion growing more and more frantic and he knew she was close to reaching the pinnacle. He reared up and pushed his breeches to his hips and placed the head of his cock at the entrance to her channel.


  “You continue to deny me, denai,” he said, holding himself back.


  Her skin was moist with sweat the air heavy with the scent of her musk. “I need you now.”


  “You need me always.” Renn thrust his cock into her core and she screamed as her body quaked with her orgasm. The sound of her sensual cry sent him over the edge, and as his seed left his body, he held her close and murmured, “As I shall always need you.”


  * * * * *


  Tierra rubbed at her starmark as she waited for To’en to speak. It was the following morn, after breakfast. At the Overseer’s insistence, Tierra and Renn had joined Liana, Aric, Ranelle, and Jalen in the drawing room.


  Sunlight spilled in through the massive arched windows, the curtains drawn back to reveal blue skies with the hint of a storm on the horizon. Renn’s muscles flexed beneath his sleeveless black tunic as he moved toward where Tierra sat upon a blue velvet chair. When he stood beside her, she found herself breathing in and savoring his masculine scent of sun warmed flesh and the outdoors.


  Conflicting emotions stirred within her. Part of her desired his closeness, wanted to touch him, feel him. Wanted him to hold her, caress her.


  And yet another part of her still wanted to push him away. The part of her that feared and hated confinement. She’d had enough of prisons in her lifetime.


  “How did you come to find me in the cottage?” Tierra asked as she brought her hands to her lap and clenched them. “I should have been at the inn—I had never been ill a day before in my life.”


  To’en looked directly at her. “Your illness…that was to keep you safe.”


  “You made me ill?” Tierra’s jaw dropped. “What about Liana and Tierra? Why did you allow them to go?”


  “They were being watched out for and I knew they would be in good hands.” He gestured toward Renn. “Renn was needed at Phoenicia and could not come for you ’til he met you in the wood. A guardian followed you, to keep you from harm.”


  “What?” Tierra’s fury rose. “I—”


  “Enough.” To’en cut her off. “We must deal with the matter at hand.”


  Still fuming, Tierra snapped her lips shut and glared at the Overseer.


  Renn folded his arms as he faced To’en. “What news do you have of that bastard Zanden?” Renn asked, his voice tight with impatience.


  To’en surveyed his audience before speaking. “I believe you have already realized the Sorcerer has always intended to exploit Liana’s, Ranelle’s, and Tierra’s offspring in order to keep each species in line—from Faerie to Elvin to Nordain to Tanzinite.”


  The Overseer’s expression was calm, at odds with the anger curling tight within Tierra’s belly. “The Sorcerer,” he went on, “intends to create his own magical races.”


  Liana’s hair slid around Aric, as though she sought his comfort as she said, “But haven’t we already set the direction of our fates by the choices we have made?”


  “I wish it were so simple.” To’en sighed. “Zanden has determined that the fates have worked in his favor by you, Liana, a Tanzinite marrying the Nordain King; with Ranelle being a Nordain Princess and having wedded the future Elvin King.” To’en’s gaze moved to Tierra. “And Tierra, you are of course second in line for the Faerie throne and wield more power than the Faerie Queen herself. If you join with Renn, second in line to the Nordain throne, that makes you even more valuable to the Sorcerer.”


  “Let me go on.” The Overseer held up his hand, halting the words of fury that burst from each man present. “By bedding each of these high-placed women, the Sorcerer believes he will show his dominion over all of Dair. And he will join their collective abilities into an unstoppable force.”


  Aric clenched his jaw, his eyes flashing with anger. “The bastard will never touch any one of our women.”


  “We would each die to protect them,” Jalen said, the cutting tone of his voice belying his calm expression. “And all of our armies behind us.”


  Renn smacked one fist into his open palm. “I will rip the son-of-a-qinok’s head from his body and throw it into the bowels of Mount Taka.”


  Despite To’en’s dire words, Tierra had to bite her lower lip to keep from laughing out loud at the show of masculine rage. It was sweet, really. But she sobered at once. In the depths of her soul she knew that no matter their fierce loyalty and desire to protect, these men could not stop Zanden from coming for the three women.


  Ultimately it would be up to Liana, Ranelle, and Tierra to stop the Sorcerer.


  “Unfortunately,” To’en continued, his voice rising over the shouts of the furious men, “Zanden has stumbled upon the oldest magic, which heretofore has been known only to me and my people, the Overseers. This magic has been forbidden to all but Overseers because of the potential for misuse.”


  The room became impossibly silent as those gathered absorbed what To’en said.


  To’en continued, “The Sorcerer intends to use his own binding spell, tying Tierra, Ranelle, and Liana irrevocably together—body, soul, and mind.”


  The Overseer’s words weighed so heavily that Tierra could scarcely breathe. “But we have each fended him off, alone.”


  “He was merely toying with you.” The Overseer’s gaze traveled to each person in the room. “Testing your abilities.”


  “Please continue with why the Sorcerer wishes to bind Liana, Ranelle, and Tierra,” Aric interjected.


  “By binding the three women,” To’en said, his gaze resting on Liana, “Zanden could ‘see’ everything and anything on Dair, whenever he wanted to. This magic from Liana, bolstered by the strength of her halias.”


  To’en turned next to Ranelle. “The Sorcerer could project his voice anywhere, to put a spell on anything. This with Ranelle’s powers, also backed by her heart-sisters.”


  Tierra’s skin chilled as the Overseer’s blue eyes met hers, and his voice dropped an octave. “Zanden could also kill at will, by the simple twist of a finger. This would be possible with Tierra’s temper and spellbindings, and of course, her powers magnified by her halias.”


  No one in the room seemed to be able to find anything to say, so dire were To’en’s statements. And what he said next, made Tierra’s blood run cold.


  “With this unholy triad,” To’en said, his voice low yet resounding throughout her soul, “Zanden would be unassailable and unapproachable, as he would always know the future. Invulnerable since he would be able to cast spells over groups or armies, from a distance. And he would be extremely deadly as he could kill individuals who displeased him in seconds with the spellbindings.”


  To’en paused, and then said, “If he accomplishes all of this, as he has long planned, the Sorcerer Zanden would rule all of Dair.”


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Wind whipped loose strands of hair at Tierra’s forehead as she paused to watch her heart-sisters practice their magic. The three women and the Overseer were in Sky Castle’s massive garden, upon a grassy slope at the base of the flowerbeds. Sweet perfume from colorful blooms of red, yellow, orange and purple filled the garden, shades of brilliance that defied the dark shadow hanging over all.


  Her fingers ached from countless hours practicing her spellbindings. Mentally she was exhausted from mind-speak training and learning how to effectively block any being from reading her thoughts without invitation.


  And the transference practice—that was enough to make her numb from head to toe.


  She tossed her braid over her shoulder and her eyes rested on To’en. The pale muscle-bound god of a man had been working with the three of them endlessly and tirelessly, yesterday and today.


  Lords, was it only yesterday that he had fully explained the Sorcerer’s evil intent, and the danger that they all faced?


  With a bone-deep sigh, she rubbed her hand on the comfortable material of her clothing. Like her halias, Tierra was dressed in an Elvin tunic and breeches, with soft boots laced up to her knees. The fine cloth kept out the cold, yet served another purpose as the color of the material shifted to blend in with the wearer’s background.


  Chameleons. The women were like chameleons who changed as their destinies guided them.


  No matter their clothing. No matter the men who believed they could protect Tierra and her heart-sisters. The women would not be able to hide from the Sorcerer, and no one could save them unless they saved each other.


  Liana, Ranelle, and Tierra knew they had to face Zanden and be done with his threat forever.


  For a moment Tierra closed her eyes, chill wind sliding over her skin in quick gusts. The very air seemed to sizzle and crackle—a tenseness that made her feel fidgety and insecure.


  She lifted her eyelids, her gaze again going to the southeast. Somewhere in the distance, the Sorcerer’s fortress hunkered like a vicious animal waiting out its prey. The wind smelled of an oncoming storm and something else…something far more sinister. As though wings of evil were speeding their way, somehow riding the black clouds upon the horizon.


  Only those clouds had not moved for nigh on two days now. No, instead they had become dark as night, clinging to that one patch of sky and growing ever larger.


  Soon evil would come for Tierra and her halias.


  Would they be ready?


  The sound of hoof beats drew Tierra’s attention, and she recognized the glossy black steed galloping up the slope. But it was the proud and fierce warrior upon the stallion’s back that captured her attention and refused to let it go. Oh, lords but that man made her tingle and ache. When would she tire of Renn’s touch, of the way he looked at her, the way he filled her?


  Never.


  She brushed the annoying thought aside as she put her hands on her hips and gave Renn a sassy smile. But instead of slowing down his steed, the warrior continued straight at her. For one instant her breath froze and she feared the man was not Renn—but the Sorcerer instead. She raised her hands for a spellbinding at the same moment the man reached her and she saw his silver eyes.


  Renn.


  He swooped one arm down and she shrieked as he grabbed her and threw her over his lap, Feymir still going at a wild gallop. Her braid flipped over her head and the ground rushed past at a dizzying pace.


  “What in the gods’ hells are you doing?” she said, half yelling and half laughing.


  “Quiet, wench.” Renn swatted her backside and her laughter turned into a moan. “I intend to have my way with you.”


  Her dark warrior’s words brought an immediate ache to her core. The bulge in his breeches pressed hard against her belly as she hung over his lap, and her nipples chafed against the side of his thigh.


  From her upside down position, she saw that he had entered the forest surrounding the castle, Feymir charging deeper into the woods. Trees, bushes, rocks, logs, grass…everything was a blur.


  When Renn halted the stallion, he put his hands at Tierra’s waist and slid her carefully off his lap and set her on her feet. She buried her fingers in the material of his breeches, trying to steady herself after her dizzying ride.


  They were in a small clearing, walled by rock that reached her shoulders, with more forest beyond that. It smelled crisp and clean, as though the foulness she had caught the odor of earlier would never penetrate this fair place.


  Her gaze returned to Renn who remained in his saddle. His hands rested on the pommel, a light grip on the reins, and lust in his expression. Shivers of excitement ran through Tierra and she could not wait to see what her dark warrior had planned for them.


  His eyes narrowed. “Strip.”


  She blinked and released her grip on his breeches. “Pardon?”


  “You heard me well enough.” He leaned forward, his eyes focused intently on her. “Take everything off, wench.”


  Tierra drew in a deep breath, her nipples beading even tighter beneath her tunic. “Yes, my Lord.” A slight smile curved her lips as she bent down to unlace her boots, an idea forming in her mind.


  Slowly she removed the first boot, pausing to glance up at Renn beneath her lashes. “Hurry,” he demanded, his voice rough. She knew he wanted her so badly he could barely contain himself.


  All the better.


  Tierra ignored his command and took her time unlacing the second boot.


  Leather creaked as Renn shifted in his saddle. “Do you require punishment, wench?”


  Yes, please. Lightly running her tongue over her lips, Tierra pulled off the boot as she stood. “No, my Lord.” With her eyes fixed on his, she unlaced the front of her tunic, pulling at the string in a deliberate motion.


  Renn swallowed hard, his throat visibly working as his gaze remained locked on her chest. When she reached for the bottom of her tunic, she could hear his breathing deepening. “You will pay for your sluggish actions, woman,” he said with a growl, desire raging in his tone.


  Tierra eased the tunic over her head, the soft material covering her smile. Cool air brushed her breasts, making her nipples even harder as she tossed the tunic onto her boots.


  “Your breeches.” His knuckles were white, so tightly he now clenched Feymir’s reins. “Remove them. Quickly.”


  She kept her gaze on him as she shimmied out of her breeches and then stood before him, completely naked.


  “By the gods, you are beautiful.” His gaze traveled from her bare feet, over the red curls of her mound, up her waist to her bare breasts.


  “What would you have me do now, my Lord?” she asked as contritely as possible, eyeing the huge bulge that was large enough to be seen beneath his breeches.


  “Put your clothing into Feymir’s saddlebags.” He reached down and unfastened the flap of one bag and held it open for her.


  Tierra complied, stuffing her soft boots, tunic and breeches into the saddlebag. While he secured it, she backed away ’til she was well out of arm’s reach. She tensed her muscles, ready for what she was to do next. “And now, my Lord?”


  “Come here.” He motioned for her with his hand. “You will ride with me.”


  “But first…” She ran her tongue along her bottom lip and then smiled. “You will have to catch me.”


  Tierra whirled and bolted for the short rock wall and easily scrambled up it.


  Behind her, Renn shouted and cursed. She was already well into the trees when she heard him thrashing through the brush as he followed her.


  Her heart raced and her blood sang at the thrill of being chased once again by her dark warrior. She had a good head start on him, and this time she would not allow him to catch her so easily.


  Sunlight dappled the path before her, leaves crunching beneath her flying feet and leaves brushing her bare skin. Her braid slapped her back in rhythm with her movements.


  And then she realized she did not hear the warrior any longer, only the sounds of her own flight and her heart pounding in her ears.


  Tierra dodged behind a giant pine, the trunk so large it could easily hide three her size. She pressed her back against the rough bark, enjoying the feel of it against her naked flesh and the wind brushing her nipples and the wet curls of her mound.


  Maybe he would take her here, up against the tree.


  Her breathing came hard and fast as she listened for any sound of the warrior. Only forest noises met her ears—a squirrel chattering, twitters of many birds, wind through pine needles…and the soft cry of a nordai from above.


  Tierra’s heart pounded faster and her gaze shot up to see a common raven in the branches, not the larger version that could have been her Nordain warrior.


  She breathed a sigh of relief at the same moment a hand clamped over her mouth. Tierra startled and looked up to see Renn’s arrogant smile as he came ’round the tree. He pressed his clothed form against hers, keeping his hand over her lips. “Did you really think you could escape me, wench?”


  He glanced up into the tree and through his lips came the call of a nordai. The raven answered in kind and flapped his wings, darting into the forest. Renn’s gaze returned to Tierra’s and he released his hold on her mouth.


  Renn moved his body away from hers and braced both hands on the tree, to either side of her head. He scanned her form, from her bare feet, up to her mound, waist, breasts. When his eyes met hers, his expression even more cocky than before. “I have many eyes here. Many friends. You will never escape me.”


  We’ll see about that. With a quick flick of her finger, Tierra wrapped a spellbinding around one of Renn’s wrists and whipped it around the tree to secure his other wrist. At the same moment she ducked down, dodging around him and running into the forest as fast as she could go.


  “Wench!” Renn tugged against the magical bonds as he watched Tierra’s naked form vanish back the way they had come. “Free me, or you shall pay.”


  Only if you catch me, came her voice in his thoughts, along with her teasing giggle.


  Renn had to grin despite her gaining the edge over him. Again.


  Most certainly he would capture her, and bury his cock inside her sweet warmth and fuck her ’til she was too sore to walk.


  He jerked against the spellbinding with all his might.


  At the same moment it vanished, and he stumbled back, nearly falling on his ass. He shifted into his nordai form in a flash, soaring through the trees, in the direction Tierra had run. Wind rushed through his wings as he called to his brother and sister nordai as he flew, asking for their help in seeking the fleeing Faerie maid.


  Immediately a response came back to Renn, telling him that Tierra had reached Feymir and had mounted the stallion. Like a spear shot from a catapult, Renn sliced through the air, his keen nordai eyes spotting Tierra now riding Feymir—and she was still completely naked.


  Blood roared through him as he swooped down onto the saddle, landing behind Tierra. He shifted into his human form and she screamed as he slid his hands over her breasts at the same time.


  “Bastard.” She laughed and leaned back against him as Feymir charged deeper into the wood. “You scared the qinokshit out of me.”


  “It was no more than you deserved, wench.” He pushed her forward, bending her low over Feymir’s mane. “Now to punish you.”


  “Gods, yes.” She moaned as he slid his fingers down over her smooth buttocks and into her wet core.


  Renn withdrew his hand and unlaced his breeches, freeing his cock. He grasped Tierra by the hips, lifting her easily with his strength, and brought her down, sheathing himself in her at the same moment.


  “Renn!” Tierra cried out, unable to believe he was fucking her on horseback. The rock of the stallion combined with the feel of Renn inside her was almost too much to bear.


  Feymir jumped a small creek and when he landed, Tierra went down hard on Renn’s cock. She almost could not breathe, so exquisite was the feel of her body jarring against his. Her clit rubbed against the saddle, Feymir’s mane whipping up and teasing her nipples at the same time.


  Renn kept his grip on Tierra’s hips, moving her up and down on his cock as the horse ran at a hard gallop through the forest. Thrusting into her, his breeches rubbing against her naked ass, the wind sliding over her bare skin, the saddle between her thighs…the sensations were unbelievable.


  He rubbed his stubbled cheeks over her back. “Do you enjoy being fucked on horseback?”


  Tierra moaned. “Yes, my Lord, yes.”


  The pounding of Feymir’s hooves beat in time with her heart and Renn’s thrusts. Branches scraped her skin, and every time the stallion changed direction or dodged an obstacle she felt it through Renn’s cock and straight into her core.


  “Oh, my gods,” she cried as her climax built up in her. “Oh, gods.” She held onto the reins tighter, her body clenching and stars exploding inside her head. “Renn!” she shrieked as the powerful orgasm ripped through her.


  Renn continued to ram her up and down on his cock, making her orgasm continue on in endless waves.


  Then with a shout, he came. He clenched his hands tightly on her hips, moving her still, milking his seed into her womb.


  He wrapped his arms around Tierra’s waist and raised her back up, and she slumped in a boneless mass against his chest. Vaguely she was aware that Feymir had slowed to a trot. Her channel continued to contract around Renn’s cock, sending aftershocks through her, so many she did not think she could take anymore.


  “Stop.” Her voice was breathless as she spoke. “Feymir. Stop.”


  Renn kissed her neck, his breathing even harsher than her own. “I love you, denai. I shall always love you.”


  


  Tierra had not responded to Renn’s declaration of love, and the knowledge did not sit well in his gut. This woman would drive him mad. Gods’ hells, she already had.


  Once Tierra had dressed again in her Elvin garb, Renn grabbed her around the waist and pulled her close to him. “We’ve been gone far too long,” he murmured.


  She nodded and cupped his face, her emerald eyes searching his features. “The Sorcerer is coming soon. We must be prepared.”


  Renn sucked in his breath. “Our troops will be ready for him. And you will be safe inside Sky Castle.”


  She shook her head. “You cannot protect me. I know you want to, but Zanden is too powerful.”


  He scowled. “I will not fail you.”


  Tierra’s mouth curved into a smile, and she caressed his cheek. “I know.”


  They mounted Feymir, with Renn riding behind Tierra, holding her close as they headed back to Sky Castle. He had troops to prepare, battle strategies to discuss with his brother and brother-at-arms. In truth he’d had no time for dalliances, but his need for Tierra had been so great that he could scarce concentrate on the matters at hand.


  Only Tierra could calm his raging desires.


  Only Tierra owned his warrior’s heart and soul.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  The following morning Renn strode out of the castle and into the courtyard to meet with captains representing all the armies that had marched to Phoenicia to join the battle. Some troops had come by river, others by field or sky. Some rode horses. Others were footsore and well-muscled from the walk. But to a one, they shared a common purpose: unite as one fighting force and destroy Zanden.


  For now, the hosts were stationed below the Phoenician Mountains, upon the barren plain where the battle for Liana had taken place recently. This thought gave Renn pause, but he forced it from his mind.


  They defeated the bastard once before, and they could do it again. Hell, this time, they had thrice the might, and thrice the resolve.


  Brilliant standards snapped and fluttered in the icy wind. The unnatural wind. It blew in from the west, as if bearing breath from Zanden’s foul fortress. Renn attempted to shove it from his senses as he joined Jalen and Aric before the captains.


  Palme, Liana’s birth father and commander of the albino Tanzinites, was present, as was the burly, blue-skinned Ichnok of the Dwarves from D’euan Deep.


  Beside the Tanzinite and the Dwarf stood Chrys, the lavender-eyed Seraphine captain whose spirit equaled the wine-red shade of her hair. Renn had enjoyed pleasures with her and her Elvin sisters upon more than one visit to Seraphine.


  But no more. Before the pleasures of my denai, even this one pales.


  Chrys’s wary gaze rested on Evvan, the dark-haired, powerfully-built roguish enforcer of the Devline Elves, who bore odd facial tattoos beneath each eye. Renn was not surprised at Chrys’s obvious suspicion. The arrogant Devline resided in the far southeast and rarely involved themselves in matters outside their own realm. The Devline were primarily sword bearers, though many were also greatly skilled at the bow, as was Evvan. They considered themselves superior to other Elves and races.


  Did ulterior motives bring the Devline?


  Renn’s fists clenched.


  If only the Devline were vulnerable to probes by seers…


  But he had no time for that. For now, the strange foreigners had come as allies, and they would be treated as such.


  Humans were noticeably absent, as were the Overseers, despite To’en’s promise that his people would arrive in time for the battle. To’en himself had shifted to the white nordai form he used for travel and had left late last night.


  Of course Renn had not expected the Faeries to make an appearance. Their men were no more than drones who preferred play and sexual pursuits to politics and battle. The women would be fine warriors—if they were of the mood to fight on anyone’s behalf but their own. That was rare indeed, and beyond unlikely in this case, considering Anistana’s feelings about Liana, Ranelle, and Tierra.


  Troyas, King Aric’s second in command after Renn, had just returned from a scouting trip. He had flown far enough west to see the Sorcerer’s armies marching toward Phoenicia—countless troops of men and other beings.


  Zanden had obviously ensorcelled humans and other creatures to do his bidding, in addition to those who followed the Sorcerer by choice. By Troyas’s estimate, Zanden’s forces would arrive the following day.


  Blasts of cold wind intensified as Aric began to address the captains.


  Renn could scarcely focus on his brother’s words, or those of Jalen, even though he knew battle strategies were being mapped out, and plans laid.


  His thoughts were of the Sorcerer, of defending his lands and his denai.


  Tierra. I will not fail you, despite what you might think. You do not have to fight this war alone.


  Renn’s gaze traveled to the west, where the dark cloud still hovered in the vicinity of Zanden’s fortress.


  It would not be long now. The battle for Dair was at hand.


  * * * * *


  Tierra paced the room she and Renn had shared these past nights.


  His room. It was intensely masculine, and utterly Renn. From the rich burgundy and forest green fabrics to the dark mahogany wood of the furniture and the trunk that he had bent her over just the other night.


  Soon it would be time to face Zanden with her heart-sisters. Even with the combined force of their magic, she feared it would not be enough to stop him. The ancient power the Sorcerer had stumbled across could very well spell defeat for the halias—if Zanden had learned to master that magic.


  Wrapping her arms tight to her belly, Tierra continued to move restlessly around the room. Earlier she had felt dizzy and her food had sat queer in her stomach—as though it might come back up.


  What was this feeling clenching her heart and soul? The fear for her heart-sisters—that she understood. Fear for all races, and that their way of life might soon come to an end—that was clear, too.


  But why did her thoughts continually return to her dark warrior? Out of all that could come from this battle, why did she fear most never again seeing Renn? Why did she fear never again hearing his deep and vibrant voice…never again feeling his touch upon her skin…never again enjoying his embrace through the night…never again waking in his arms in the morn…and never again hearing him say—


  “I love you, denai.” Renn’s powerful presence filled the room as his voice startled Tierra from her thoughts.


  With a small cry she whirled to see him standing before the open bedchamber door. He let it swing shut behind him, his gaze intent on her, drinking her in as though he would never have his fill.


  Frozen in place, Tierra absorbed every last detail of her dark warrior. His weary expression, his silver eyes, his windblown hair and stubbled cheeks. His muscular body, his scuffed boots and dusty tunic and breeches.


  “No matter what happens,” he said, his resonant voice breaking the silence, “I will always love you.”


  Tierra bit the inside of her lip, her heart melting at the bare honesty in Renn’s words and in his expression. Without another moment’s hesitation, she ran toward him and threw herself against his chest. She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist as he embraced her tightly to him. She pressed her face against the material of his tunic that was still cold from being outside. He smelled of wind and dust, cedar and his own heady masculine scent.


  For a long time he just held her, neither of them saying a word. She did not want to talk, did not want to shatter the precious moment that existed between the two of them.


  The moment she realized she was in love with him.


  As Tierra clung to him, Renn could never remember a time in his life that he felt such intense emotions for anyone or anything. He loved his brother and sister, had loved his parents, and cared for his people.


  Every other feeling paled in comparison to his love for Tierra. His entire life before Tierra was naught but a shadow of what his life had become since he had found her.


  A long shuddering sigh wracked her body. Renn pressed his lips to the top of her head, inhaling her honeysuckle perfume and drawing it deep into his lungs. She sighed again and he strode toward the bed with her snug in his embrace.


  After he disentangled her from around him, he set her on the bed. He knelt before her on one knee and took her hands in his. “When this battle is over, I wish…” Renn swallowed, suddenly finding it difficult to find the words to say as he looked into Tierra’s emerald gaze. “I would ask that you join with me and become my wife.”


  Her eyes appeared large and luminous as she stared at him. His heart near ceased to beat at the thought that she might refuse him.


  He squeezed her hands tighter as he humbled himself before her. “Please say yes, Tierra.”


  The tightness in his chest grew even greater as Tierra’s lower lip trembled, and he bowed his head. He could not let her go. How could he convince her to love him as he loved her?


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “I cannot live without—” His head snapped up and his gaze met hers. “What did you say?”


  “You heard me.” She cupped his face in her hands and smiled. “I love you, Renn. I will be your wife.”


  “Denai.” He grabbed her to him and stood in one quick movement. Tierra shrieked and laughed as he whirled her around the room.


  “You are making me dizzy.” Tierra clasped her hand to her forehead, her head spinning and her stomach churning. “I love you, Renn, but you must stop.”


  Abruptly he halted, his face concerned. “Are you all right?”


  She kept her hand to her forehead, not daring to nod for fear her dinner would come up all over her soon-to-be-husband. “Just allow me to lie down for a moment.”


  He set her on the bed so gently, as though he feared she might shatter if he was not careful. “Do you need a healer? A tonic perhaps?”


  “You are sweet.” Tierra took his hand and smiled. “But I am fine.”


  Renn frowned. “Sweet?”


  A giggle rose up inside her and she could not keep it from escaping. “I bet no one has ever called you sweet before.”


  Renn’s lips turned up into a grin. “Never.” His smile faded as he eased onto the bed beside her, his hand still holding hers. “You are ill?”


  Tierra shrugged. “I felt a bit queasy when you spun me around. And earlier, too.”


  He suddenly straightened. His grip on her hand grew tighter and his expression serious.


  She cocked her head. “What?”


  His chest expanded as he took a deep breath before speaking. “I have not known how to tell you this…” He paused and then continued, “Do you recall when Anistana spoke of aradne dust?”


  “A Faerie powder.” Tierra nodded as she remembered how jealous she had been when Anistana spoke of using it with Renn. “It makes men wild in bed.”


  “Yes.” He studied her for a long moment before he added, “Its use always results in a child between heartmates.”


  “So…” Her voice trailed off as flashes of memory came back to her. The dungeon. A glittering gold that had floated in the air and the wild fucking Renn had given her immediately after.


  Hot anger flooded through her. “You used it with me.”


  A shocked expression covered his handsome face. “I would never do so without your knowledge or consent.”


  She raised her chin. “Then what are you saying?”


  “Anistana.” He shook his head, his black hair brushing his shoulders. “When she sent us to the dungeon, she apparently put aradne dust within the folded horse blanket. I did not realize it ’til after we had joined.”


  Tierra’s skin tingled as she absorbed what he said. “It always results in a child?”


  “Between heartmates, always.” Renn brought her hand to his mouth, feathered his lips across her skin and she shivered. “I cannot lie and tell you I am not pleased. To know that you carry my—our—child is the second most incredible thing that has happened to me in my life.”


  I’m pregnant. Dear gods, save me. Tierra swallowed and then said, “What is the first?”


  “Meeting you. Touching you. Loving you.” He leaned forward and kissed her lips. “Most definitely, you, denai.”


  When he pulled back, she could not help but smile. “Who would ever have thought that you could be such a romantic man?”


  “Do not tell my brother or Jalen.” Renn gave her a mock scowl. “I shall never live it down.”


  Tierra laughed, almost feeling giddy. “I’m pregnant? With child? Your child?”


  “Yes, denai.” Renn’s expression grew more grave. “I offer apologies for the circumstance. But as I said, I feel nothing but joy at the knowledge. Are you…happy to have my baby?”


  Warmth splashed Tierra’s heart as she realized the big warrior looked vulnerable again—almost more vulnerable than when he asked her to marry him. Her hand covered her belly protectively, and she felt a fierce thrill. Pride, protectiveness, joy.


  Renn’s tense expression doubled, then tripled.


  Tierra reached out and brushed his cheek. “Even with Zanden at our gates, to know you love me, to know we will be wed, and to know your seed grows within me—I could live ten lives and never feel more joy than I feel this day.”


  With a sensual growl, Renn lowered his mouth and gently moved his firm lips over hers. A slow, erotic kiss that she felt all the way to her soul. He eased his tongue through her lips, tasting her, teasing her, bringing her such warmth and love.


  This fine dark warrior would be her husband. The father of her child.


  He was hers.


  With gentle hands that belied his incredible strength, Renn removed the Elvin clothing she wore. He eased off her lace-up boots, one at a time, then drew off her breeches. Finally he helped her to sit up and carefully pulled her tunic over her head.


  As he undressed her, Tierra found she could easily picture this man as a father. And herself as a mother. He could be gentle and caring, yet a fierce lover and protector.


  After he slipped off her tunic, Renn removed his own boots. Then, still in his breeches and tunic, he sat on the bed behind her and removed the tie from the end of her braid. He combed her hair out with his fingers ’til her tresses hung loose around her shoulders. She shivered at the sensual feel of his touch, loving the way his hands and fingers felt on her scalp, at her neck, everywhere.


  “You have the most beautiful hair,” he murmured and rubbed his face in the silken strands. “Everything about you is beautiful.”


  She turned in his arms, so that she was on her knees on the bed, facing him. “You are, Renn. You are beautiful.” She put her hands around his neck, pulled his head down to hers, and kissed her man.


  When she gently bit at his lower lip, a groan rumbled through his chest. His callused hands rubbed her back from her shoulder blades, down to her buttocks, and back up again.


  Tierra pulled away, her skin raw from the scratch of his stubble, her lips swollen from his kisses. She clenched her hands in the material of his tunic. “I want to feel your skin next to mine. I need to feel you.”


  He helped her pull his tunic over his head, revealing his massive chest. He started to reach for the ties of his breeches, but she halted him by placing her hand upon his. “Wait.” She rubbed her hands over his chest, enjoying the feel of his solid muscles beneath her palms, exploring him, memorizing every inch of his body.


  Moving behind him, she continued kissing and loving him. When she trailed her fingers down the scar across his back, Renn said, “Are you healing that scar, too?”


  “No.” She kissed his shoulder. “It is a part of you and I love you just the way you are.”


  Tierra’s touch was so exquisite, every moment Renn was sure was his last. He had died and gone to the gods’ heaven to be loved by his woman.


  She moved from behind him and said, “Lie back.” When he did, she straddled his waist and leaned forward so that her fiery tresses fell across his chest. They brushed across his skin like the finest of silk as her mouth found his nipple and she flicked her tongue across the tiny nub.


  The ache increased in his already painfully hard cock and he gripped her shoulders with his hands. “Denai, you are torturing me.”


  “No.” She laved his other nipple. “I am loving you.”


  That magic tongue of hers worked its way down his taut abdomen to the waistband of his breeches. With deft fingers she untied them and then lightly stroked his cock as she pulled the breeches lower. He arched up, helping her ease them over his hips, and then she scooted down the bed ’til she had taken them all the way off.


  “Perfect,” she murmured. She moved back up his long frame ’til she straddled his waist, his cock against her wet folds.


  Tierra caught her breath as Renn rolled her onto her back in a quick movement. His weight felt solid between her thighs and in her arms, right where he belonged.


  With a gentle hand he brushed hair from her face and smiled. “How could the gods have favored me with one such as you?”


  She laughed. “As often as I ran away from you, and you consider yourself favored?”


  He gave her a roguish grin. “The chase was half the fun.”


  “Oh?” Tierra raised a brow. “But what will you do with me now that you’ve caught me?”


  “Love you.” Renn reached down and placed the head of his erection at the entrance to her core. “Forever.”


  With that he slid his cock into her channel and she gasped. How could such words of commitment bring her even more excitement than the teasing and games had?


  His thrusts started out slow and easy, but became more and more powerful. Tierra met his every plunge, her heart and soul blending with his, her cries mingling with his groans ’til their passion exploded into fireworks of her scream and his shout.


  “I love you, Renn,” Tierra murmured as he rolled to his side and brought her tight against his chest. “I will always love you.”


  * * * * *


  Tierra woke to the soft glow of sunshine on her eyelids and an urgent knock on the door. Still sleepy, she shook the fog from her mind. When she saw that the Renn’s place beside her was empty, she felt a momentary sense of loss that he was not there with her. She so enjoyed waking up with him at her side. And now that they were to be married, it was even more thrilling to know that she would wake with him every morning.


  She could not help but smile. Renn would be her husband. And she would be his wife.


  The knock sounded again, vanquishing the last of her morning stupor. She clutched the blanket tight to her chest and called out, “Come in.”


  Liana and Ranelle both rushed into the room wearing expressions of mingled fury and concern.


  “They left us,” Liana said, her sea green eyes wide with disbelief.


  “What?” Tierra sat up in bed, still holding the blanket to her.


  “Jalen, Aric, and Renn.” Ranelle fisted her hands. “They posted guards throughout the castle so that we cannot leave.”


  Tierra gritted her teeth, anger rushing over her in a hot, furious wave. “They what?”


  Liana’s hair swirled around her shoulders as she spoke. “They have gone to fight Zanden without us!”


  “Those bastards.” Tierra climbed out of bed, dropping the blanket to reach for her discarded Elvin clothing. “Like hell they’re going to do this without us. Like hell.”


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Blood thrummed through Renn’s veins as he rested his hand on his sword hilt and waited on the Mir Plains, just behind the front battle lines.


  Gods, but their army was magnificent.


  Line after line of Elvin warriors, Nordain fighters, Tanzanite hulks, Dwarven soldiers—on and on and on, across so many species.


  Surely this would give the bastard Zanden a little pause.


  Feymir shifted beneath Renn, almost prancing in his impatience. The war stallion snorted and tossed his head, obviously ready for the coming battle.


  The darkness on the horizon bore down across the plain and straight toward the poised warriors.


  Nordain cries echoed, along with Elvin chants, Dwarf shouts, and the eerie keening songs of Tanzinites.


  Almost like laments, those songs. Sorrow that conflict had to come to violence.


  Renn’s heart rate doubled.


  The dark clouds—they were moving too fast.


  Zanden’s followers were bearing down more swiftly than Renn or anyone else had expected. In just moments the Sorcerer’s vast army would be upon them.


  As if in recognition of this danger, the entire battlefield fell silent. Only the intermittent snort of a horse or an occasional report cry from Nordain scouts could be heard.


  That, and in the distance, the sound of marching feet. Many marching feet.


  Several rows of Seraphine Elvin archers prepared to strike down as many of the Sorcerer’s front lines as they could when they were attacked. Many of Renn’s Seraphine brothers and sisters-at-arms calmly waited. Tirnac, Kerriel, and Chrys stood alongside Jalen’s sisters, the twins Damianne and Angelei.


  Gods. Do not let me lose these people. My family.


  Renn scowled into the oncoming cloud, battling a rage that might swallow whole all of Dair. Now that he had Tierra, a child on the way—family had a deeper meaning to him.


  And this bastard, this foe who shared his very blood, meant to take it all from him.


  “You will die,” Renn growled to himself, imagining Zanden’s death at his hands.


  Renn glanced to his side.


  The Devline Elves were primarily sword-fighters, the cold silver of their weapons glinting in the early morning light. Their dark features impassive, the Devline stood side by side behind the Seraphine archers.


  Behind the Devline and to the right, stood masses of winged Tanzinites. The cave-dwelling, mostly albino race preferred the use of long, thin scythes in battle. Their wicked blades would be even more of an asset for these creatures who could fly.


  To the left of the Tanzinites, the fierce Dwarves crouched like countless blue skinned, blue-eyed statues. When unable to use their bare hands to snap an enemy’s neck, the Dwarves relied on jagged-bladed daggers to disembowel.


  Even though he would choose to be in the middle of the melee immediately, Aric remained behind the armies like a true King should. Renn had no doubt at first opportunity his brother would thrust himself into the thick of battle. Aric’s mount was a fierce war stallion, but Baethel, the King’s steed that had been slain in recent events, would be sorely missed in this fight.


  The Nordain remained behind the other races as half were on horseback, and the other half on foot—prepared to shift into nordai form for the air battle soon to come. All of Phoenicia’s warriors were present, save for those left behind to protect the castle—the fiercest of which had been instructed to guard Tierra, Ranelle and Liana and to keep them from leaving.


  For a moment Renn allowed himself to think of Tierra. The honeysuckle scent of her skin, the smells of their mingled sex. How beautiful she had looked sleeping in his arms, and how difficult it had been to leave her this morn. He knew she and her halias would be angry at being left behind, but Renn, Aric, and Jalen refused to risk their women’s lives.


  At the memory of Tierra’s declaration of love, Renn’s heart soared like a nordai in flight. At the end of this battle, she would become his wife, and months from now, she would give birth to their babe.


  Renn gripped his sword hilt and gritted his teeth as his attention riveted on the horizon. He could now make out the cold faces of the front line of Zanden’s army.


  Unholy shrieks filled the air, and the stench of evil and death filled Renn’s senses.


  It was time.


  * * * * *


  Tierra’s temper had still not cooled by the time the women gathered in Liana and Aric’s massive chambers, prepared to flee the castle. The heart-sisters had dressed in their Elvin tunics, breeches, and boots, and Ranelle and Tierra had each fashioned their hair into a single braid to keep it out of their way. Liana’s moonlit tresses were a part of her senses and even a weapon, so she simply allowed them to flow around her.


  Ranelle cocked her head, listening with her keen Nordain hearing. She tensed. “We have little time. The battle has already begun.”


  Tierra clenched her teeth. “Liana. Do you see anything?”


  Closing her eyes, Liana took a deep breath, and Tierra knew the seer was reaching out with her senses. “Zanden waits while his army battles ours…he wishes to slay as many of our peoples as possible before he comes for us…he intends to take no prisoners but the three of us.”


  “Does he know where we are?” Tierra asked.


  A pause and then Liana shook her head, her tresses sliding over her shoulders with the movement. “Not yet.” She opened her eyes and added, “As long as we keep rein on our thoughts then he shall not be able to find us ’til we reach him.”


  “If he does not have the hrichn,” Ranelle said. “It is a metal orb that aids him in his visions and makes his seer’s sight much more powerful.”


  “Now we just need to get out of here without being seen.” Liana tapped one booted foot on the throw rug. “Obviously the men do not realize how powerful we have become.”


  “Arrogant bastards,” Tierra muttered. “We could easily incapacitate our guards, but then that would keep them from being of aid if they were needed to protect the women and children remaining in the castle.”


  Liana nodded. “Even if you put a temporary spellbinding on them, they would follow, again leaving the castle with fewer guards.”


  “The best solution is to steal away somehow,” Ranelle agreed.


  The women quickly formulated a plan and set it into motion. Liana went to the chamber’s large window and used her senses to determine the number of Nordain guards. When they were ready, Ranelle used her enhanced powers to project her own image in the castle gardens, drawing the guards’ attention.


  Tierra quickly fastened three spellbindings to the bedposts and the women eased out the window.


  “It is a very long way down,” Liana muttered as she started down the rope.


  Ranelle’s voice was tight. “Focus on your grip.”


  Tierra let the binding slide through her hands and knees as she let herself down. “Allow yourself to slide—this rope will not burn your hands.”


  Their Elvin tunics shifted into a cold gray color, allowing them to blend with the castle’s stone wall.


  When they finally reached the bottom, Tierra retrieved her spellbindings and they crouched behind a row of bushes for a moment, waiting to make sure all was clear.


  They would have to hurry. They had precious little time, if their plan were to succeed.


  * * * * *


  Swords clashed and cries of war rang across the battlefield.


  Renn’s pulse pounded against his temples. Blood and gore covered his hands, his arms. He roared as he sliced the head from another one of Zanden’s minions.


  Deeper, yet deeper into the fray, he pressed Feymir. One creature after another he dispatched, his rage rising with every being he slayed. Yet there seemed to be no end to the Sorcerer’s army—a horrid mix of human and all other races.


  The stench of blood and death hung heavy upon the air. Around Feymir’s hooves, bodies littered the battlefield…Tanzinites, Dwarves, Nordain, Seraphine and Devline Elves…near immortal in lifespan, but not immune to killing blows.


  With the fury of a thousand men, Renn shoved his sword through the heart of another enemy, and at the same moment slit the throat of the man who attempted to attack him from behind. Renn had trained for battle since he was a fledgling, his keen warrior senses honed to a fine point.


  He never lost.


  He would not lose this battle.


  To his left, Aric bellowed with every enemy he took down with his sword and dagger, the blood-red stone of L’tiercel glittering with every thrust.


  On the far side of Aric, Jalen alternated between using his sword to slay attackers, to the calm efficiency he used with his bow, swiftly downing one enemy after another.


  From overhead came shrieks of Nordain fighters in their raven form as they battled their traitorous brothers and sisters.


  Irani thundered horrid bellows and bore down on fierce winged Tanzinites.


  Renn felt a surge of satisfaction as the pale warriors wielded their scythes with unerring precision.


  Yet, they were not invincible either. Many of their number had already fallen.


  And yet more of Zanden’s troops came. And yet more.


  Through the haze of battle Renn caught glimpses of men and women he counted among his friends and family of the heart, and prayed to the gods for their safety. Prayed to the gods they would defeat this vast evil. Yet as the battle drew on, it seemed his prayers had been ignored.


  Zanden’s minions closed in around him, around Aric, even as they sliced and killed any who came near.


  They had minutes left, perhaps seconds, before they were overwhelmed.


  Tierra! Renn slammed his sword hilt into an onrushing fighter. Tierra. Tierra!


  The name, the thought of her, gave him strength. And yet how could he hold back fifty enemies at once?


  Aric cried out and disappeared from view, yanked from his horse. The valiant steed rose and pawed the enemy, defending his master.


  Renn shouted in horror.


  “Aric!” He yanked Feymir sideways, trying to reach his brother. “Hold. I am coming!”


  Sharp cries rang out in the distance and Renn’s attention turned to the sky for but a moment.


  What appeared to be a white cloud approached them at maddening speed from the northeast.


  Renn’s sharp Nordain eyes recognized hundreds of white ravens.


  Thank the gods, he thought as he charged his steed toward where his brother had fallen.


  The Overseers had come to fight.


  * * * * *


  The heart-sisters sprinted through the forest on foot, heading down the mountainside. The sounds of fighting grew more fierce, and Tierra feared they would be too late. She and her halias were so in tune with one another now that she did not need them to tell her aloud that they feared for their men as much as she feared for her own.


  When three pale figures suddenly blocked the path before them, Tierra gasped and her friends cried out in surprise. They came to an abrupt halt before the men. Tierra instantly raised her hands and flung a spellbinding around the men faster than they could blink.


  Three powerful looking men, outfitted in white with flowing white hair…and who looked much like To’en.


  We have come to carry you into battle, one man spoke in thought. To’en sent us.


  In the next instant the men shifted before their eyes, throwing off Tierra’s spellbindings as if they were a child’s threads. Their faces and bodies elongated and they grew in size…and transformed into white horses.


  The steeds knelt, and Liana said in thought, I sense they speak the truth and mean us well.


  “Obviously.” Tierra drew her magic back into her body, still stunned by their disregard of her bindings. “If they had wanted us dead, we would be bleeding.”


  “Always the cynic.” Ranelle gave her a light punch in the shoulder.


  Tierra rolled her eyes.


  Then, as one, Tierra and her heart-sisters mounted the bare backs of the horses and gripped their fingers tight in the stallions’ manes.


  Liana’s thoughts were quiet, while Ranelle’s surged back and forth like ocean waves. And yet, when Tierra met their eyes, both of them nodded.


  It was time for her own courage-check.


  But, really, she needed no time.


  On that battlefield somewhere, her man was risking his life for her. And her people—all of Dair—needed her.


  We are ready, Tierra told the Overseer stallions in mind-speak.


  Without hesitation, the stallions tossed their heads and bolted down the mountainside.


  * * * * *


  The flock of white ravens, the Overseers, shifted into winged creatures as large as the hideous irani, and began attacking the enemy from the skies.


  Several swooped toward Aric and Renn, long enough to pluck Aric from danger and place him back on his stallion’s saddle.


  Renn felt some relief.


  Around him, Zanden’s forces fell back a few paces, intimidated by these new enemies.


  The respite, however, was short-lived.


  Renn’s arm ached from repeatedly thrusting his sword, but he scarce attended to it.


  On and on the battle raged, but even with the Overseers’ help, it seemed they would have no lasting relief.


  Along with the men and women fighting beside them, Renn, Jalen, and Aric pressed forward.


  Ceaselessly, tirelessly, endlessly, they battled.


  And then suddenly the three men found themselves in the center of an empty circle—empty save for them.


  Hundreds deep, the Sorcerer’s men and other creatures he had brought to battle surrounded Aric, Jalen and Renn. Their horses pranced beneath them as they arranged themselves so that their backs were to each other, and they were each facing the enemy.


  So many that even three fearsome fighters such as themselves would not likely come out alive.


  Far beyond the evil encircling them, the war raged.


  But Jalen, Renn, and Aric were completely isolated.


  Renn’s gut clenched. He and Aric could easily transform into nordai and escape these bastards. But Jalen—they would never leave him. They would die to protect their brother-at-arms.


  “If you plan to take us,” Renn growled, raising his gore-coated sword high, “come ahead. But I warn you. We will not die easily.”


  * * * * *


  When the three women and their Overseer steeds reached the edge of the forest, and the outskirts of the battle, the horses came to a stop and knelt. Tierra and her halias slid off the horses. Before they could even thank the men, the Overseers shifted into white ravens and took to the sky—straight into the thick of battle.


  “Where are they?” Tierra could not stop the fear from rising in her chest as she searched the battlefield, looking for Renn. “Can you see them?”


  “No,” Liana answered softly. “But I can sense them. They are in dire straits, yet they fear not for themselves…they fear for us.”


  “There.” Ranelle raised her hand and pointed to the distance, and her voice choked with emotion. “They are trapped.”


  “Oh, my gods,” Tierra said. “Quick. What can we do to save them?”


  * * * * *


  The forces pressed in on them and Renn held tight to his bloody sword. He was not through fighting yet.


  From out of nowhere, blue mist suddenly swirled around the men and their horses. Renn heard the roar of the enemy closing in. The mist surrounded them so quickly that everything around them seemed to vanish…and the scent of lilies and roses replaced the stench of blood and death.


  And all went black.


  * * * * *


  Tierra’s heart almost ceased beating when she saw the enemy closing in on Renn, Aric, and Jalen.


  She would never be able to help them in time.


  Blue mist ringed the men, blocking them from view.


  The enemy charged.


  In the next moment there was nothing but a horde of men.


  The mist and Renn, Jalen, and Aric—even the horses—had vanished.


  “The blue mist,” Ranelle said.


  “Anistana,” Tierra whispered.


  “And supposedly you have the greater powers, sister,” a familiar voice mocked.


  The halias whirled as one to see Anistana. The Faerie Queen stood behind them, unabashedly naked. Her gossamer wings rose behind her, glittering in the sunlight. Her red hair shone brilliant, flowing around her bare shoulders and pert breasts, and a familiar wicked glint filled her emerald eyes.


  “What have you done with them?” Tierra demanded.


  Anistana raised one eyebrow. “Is that how you thank me?” She held up one hand, closing it into a fist as though capturing sunlight in her grasp.


  Blue mist filled the clearing and the heart-sisters stepped back. It was so thick, Tierra could see nothing…then the horses appeared…riderless…and asleep?


  And then Renn, Aric, and Jalen appeared, on the ground, flat on their backs.


  Lifeless.


  Ranelle cried out and Liana gasped.


  Tierra whipped out a spellbinding and wrapped it around Anistana in a flash. “What have you done to them?”


  The Faerie Queen gave Tierra a bored look, despite the fact that she was once again trussed in her sister’s spellbinding. “They are asleep. There was no other way for me to remove them from the battle without using my transfer powers. When I move more than one person, or creature at a time, it tends to put them into a rather deep sleep.”


  Renn snored and Anistana laughed, the tinkling sound like wind chimes. “You see? They are alive.”


  Tierra nodded and released the spellbinding around her sister and retrieved the magic back into her body. “Thank you for saving them.”


  “It was the least I could do.” The Faerie Queen shrugged and gave a lazy flap of her wings. “They were all such good fucks.”


  And with that, Anistana vanished.


  “I don’t know whether to love her or hate her,” Ranelle grumbled.


  “A hard choice,” Liana agreed. “But for today, for the life of my Aric, I feel nothing but positive regard for the Queen of Faerie.”


  Tierra rubbed at her starmark and said nothing. Her feelings were a raging mix as she gazed at the place where her sister had stood.


  Was there some redeeming value in the bitch, or had she done this for her own purposes?


  With Anistana, who could tell?


  Child of Fae…her choice means the dawn of a new beginning…or death to us all.


  Could this be the choice Liana foresaw? Surely not.


  Tierra felt an unreasonable jealously at that thought—as if it should be her choice. She was prepared for it to be her choice.


  Enough of this. She shook her head to clear the inner conflict.


  Behind them the battled continued to rage. The sound of cries, swords clashing and men and women dying.


  Tierra went to Renn and felt his neck. His pulse beat sure and strong. She jogged his shoulder to try and wake him, but damned if he was not out cold.


  “Aric is alive as well,” Liana murmured. “Thank the gods.”


  “As is Jalen.” Ranelle drew in a deep breath. “But he, too, is asleep.”


  A deep chuckle sounded through the clearing and Tierra jerked her head up.


  Her skin chilled when her eyes met Zanden’s black orbs.


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Tierra leapt to her feet, fear and fury searing her veins. Her hands raised, ready to spellbind the Sorcerer.


  Keep a tight rein on your thoughts, Liana reminded her heart-sisters as she slowly stood and faced the Sorcerer. Do not allow him to know how great our powers have become. We must let him think we are weaker than he.


  “I see the Faerie has worked her magic.” Zanden smirked as he strode closer. The slash from Feymir’s hooves was a livid red welt across the Sorcerer’s forehead, and the wrist she had injured upon their last meeting was swollen and purple. “But the Faerie’s intervention will be to no avail,” he continued. “Your men will be long dead before they wake from her charms.”


  The Sorcerer looked so much like Renn that if it were not for his black eyes and the evil that surrounded the bastard, Tierra might have easily been confused.


  “How simple you have made it for me.” Zanden’s gaze moved from Tierra, to Ranelle, and rested on Liana. “All of you here. Together.”


  He stopped before Liana and smiled as she raised her chin. “I would have made you my wife.” He gestured to the other two. “They would simply have been breeding stock.”


  Zanden raised his injured hand in the air and shoved down.


  Liana cried out. Fury rode Tierra in a hot wave as she felt the Sorcerer’s magical force drive her heart-sister to her knees.


  At the same moment, Liana’s hair whipped around Zanden’s injured wrist and yanked it downward. “Bastard,” she shouted.


  In a blindingly fast movement, the Sorcerer unsheathed his dagger with his free hand. “You will pay for your rebellion.” He swung the blade toward Liana’s living hair.


  “No!” Tierra shot out a spellbinding. It wrapped around the hilt of the dagger. With one jerk she snatched it from him and flung it out of his reach.


  “Bitch.” Zanden held out his hand and sent a blast of power at Tierra.


  The force of his magic knocked her flat on her backside. Her legs were spread wide, bent at the knees, and she was frozen in place—just as in her nightmare. She could not budge. Tierra tried to scream, but could make no sound.


  “Stop!” Ranelle shrieked, using her magical voice to order Zanden to halt.


  The Sorcerer merely smiled and shot a purple glow of power at Ranelle. With a cry of surprise, she dropped onto her hands and knees before him.


  I cannot move, Ranelle told Tierra and Liana in thought.


  I, too, am frozen, Liana said, and Tierra realized that even Liana’s hair was still.


  Tierra gave a frustrated mind scream. I cannot even speak aloud to yell at the bastard.


  Sounds of battle carried on in the distance as Zanden walked before Liana, who remained immobile on her knees.


  He moved to stand before her, his crotch in front of her face. The bulge beneath his black breeches was obvious, and Tierra felt each of her heart-sister’s disgust and loathing straight to her soul.


  “You see the power I wield over you?” Zanden grabbed Liana’s head with his hands and thrust his hips at her face. “You will suck my cock whenever I am in need.”


  Liana’s urge to retch was so great that Tierra felt it and thought she would, too.


  The bastard released Liana to move to Ranelle, who was on her hands and knees. “And you, little magpie,” he said as he caressed her mahogany tresses. “Often will I have you on your hands and knees when I fuck you from behind.”


  Ranelle’s sickness at the mere thought transferred to Tierra and her rage grew even greater.


  The Sorcerer stopped next in front of Tierra, who was on her back, her thighs wide. “Child of Fae. You will willingly spread your legs for me once you have a taste of my fine cock.”


  Like hell. She would rip his heart out with her bare hands.


  “You see.” He gestured widely, encompassing all that was around them. “I have complete control over you. You cannot move unless I wish it. You cannot speak unless I allow it.”


  His gaze moved to the men who remained motionless behind the women. “As soon as I bind the three of you, I will kill my brothers and the future Elvin King.” An evil smile curved his lips. “I will then be master over both Phoenicia and the Seraphine Kingdoms, before I dispense with Anistana and take over the rest of Dair.”


  Cold, cruel calculation sparked in his black eyes. “In moments they will be dead.” His smile broadened. “But first I will use a spell on you three bitches. It is of the old magic, a spell that shall permanently bind you together…mind, soul and body.”


  Sisters, Liana projected to Ranelle and Tierra. I can read his thoughts. He is at his weakest as he has no fear that we can use our powers against him. As we planned—now!


  Ranelle projected a powerful mind-cry at Zanden.


  Liana and Tierra joined their magic with Ranelle’s, amplifying the cry.


  Zanden’s head snapped back, as though he had been punched. Blood gushed from his nose.


  The mind-cry severed the Sorcerer’s concentration.


  Tierra scrambled to her feet, no longer frozen.


  She flung out her spellbindings. The power of the halias magnified the strength of the bindings. Ten ropes of power wrapped the Sorcerer from head to toe—’til only his furious black eyes could be seen behind the glittering ropes.


  “You bastard.” Tierra’s fury was so great that her vision nearly turned a shade of crimson. “You shall feel the pain of every wound you have inflicted upon others. I am Fae, and thus I can call wounds—to heal them…or avenge them!”


  Behind the binding that gagged his mouth, Zanden screeched as his skin split. Wounds suddenly gaped over every exposed part of his skin. Blood poured from the cut flesh, drenching his face, soaking his clothing.


  “We must rid Dair of the Sorcerer now,” Ranelle urged, her voice insistent. “Find the beast, Liana.”


  The magic raging between the three heart-sisters was so great that Tierra could see what Liana saw with her seer’s vision as the Tanzinite quickly searched for their means of disposing of the Sorcerer.


  At a dizzying pace, Liana’s vision flew across the Mir Plain, into the D’euan Forest and to Merth Darkling—


  Straight to a lycidian dragon just stumbling out of his lair.


  A full-grown, very large, and very hungry looking dragon.


  Using what they had practiced over and over again together with To’en, the three women joined hands and focused their powers on the bound form of Zanden.


  Sparkling magic whirled around them like a cyclone. They sent the twisting column toward Zanden, whose eyes had been blinded by blood pouring from his wounds.


  Leaves and earth spun, caught up in the magic funnel.


  The halias concentrated on the magic, sending it to Zanden.


  ’Round and ’round it twisted, shimmering with a silver light as it encompassed the Sorcerer.


  And then he vanished from their physical sight.


  With Liana’s magical vision, the heart-sisters watched as the Sorcerer’s body was dropped directly in front of the dragon.


  The beast lowered its head and sniffed.


  Zanden fought against the magical ropes with his powers and with his body.


  Tierra and her heart-sisters struggled to maintain the hold on the magic, but Tierra felt it slipping.


  They were too far away.


  The dragon roared and fiery breath encompassed Zanden. The Sorcerer shrieked as his clothing and hair caught fire.


  Tierra cried out in frustration as their connection with the spellbindings snapped. The magical ropes vanished.


  Still aflame, the Sorcerer stumbled to his feet.


  The dragon opened its fiery maw, its teeth closing in on Zanden—


  Everything went black. The vision ended—their connection severed.


  “Can you see?” Tierra yelled, her body shaking with adrenalin and fury. “We have to know that he is dead.”


  “I cannot.” Liana shook her head, her face white and her hair trembling around her shoulders.


  “Together.” Ranelle gripped their hands tighter. “Try again.”


  Tierra felt their collective exhaustion as they again focused on Liana’s sight.


  They traveled over the plains, into the D’euan Forest and Merth Darkling. Finally they saw the dragon—


  But no sign of the Sorcerer.


  The dragon was chewing, his teeth glinting in the murky light. They heard a loud crunch from the beast’s maw, not unlike the snapping of bones.


  With a big fiery belch, the dragon turned around and lumbered back into his lair.


  “No!” Tierra’s cry yanked the women out of the vision and back to the clearing. Her chest grew tight as she released Liana and Ranelle’s hands. “Send me to the dragon’s lair at once. I must find out if he still lives.”


  Ranelle’s eyes widened. “We cannot all three go at once—we would have to send you alone.”


  “It is far too dangerous.” Liana shook her head.


  Tierra turned her gaze on Liana. “Can you sense if he still lives?”


  Liana took Ranelle’s and Tierra’s hands in hers, and said, “Let us look together.”


  Holding her breath, Tierra closed her eyes. Again they traveled to the dragon’s lair…but saw nothing.


  Yet an overpower sense of evil slid over Tierra’s skin…the same feeling she had felt when she had first met the Sorcerer in the D’euan Forest.


  “Send me.” Tierra clenched her jaw as the three women returned to the clearing. “We cannot take the chance of that bastard surviving.”


  “Look.” Liana gestured toward the battlefield. “The Sorcerer’s power over his armies has been vanquished.”


  Tierra whirled to stare out at the Mir Plain. The remaining soldiers from the Sorcerer’s army were fleeing, scattering in all directions, including the traitorous Nordain. Even the irani darted around the sky in apparent confusion—as though unable to determine what to do now that the Sorcerer was gone.


  “Zanden must be dead.” Ranelle stepped beside Tierra. “Why else would such chaos reign amongst his people? You do not need to take this risk, sister.”


  “It is my choice to make.” Tierra turned her furious gaze on her heart-sisters. “I will not jeopardize our lives, the men we love, our children, or the people of our world, by simply hoping he is dead.” She planted her hands on her hips and looked from Ranelle to Liana. “Now send me.”


  Ranelle and Liana exchanged looks of fear and understanding. “Be wary,” Liana said to Tierra. “I could not bear it if anything happened to you.”


  “Be prepared,” Ranelle added. “I love you, sister.”


  “I love you both.” Tierra’s gaze dropped to Renn’s form, and her lover stirred in his sleep. “If anything should happen to me, tell Renn I did this for us and for our child.”


  Tears glittered in Ranelle’s silver eyes and Liana’s sea green gaze. They each stood to either side of Tierra and clasped one another’s hands so that Tierra stood in the middle of a small circle.


  A wind-storm of magic surrounded them as the three heart-sisters concentrated. Tierra felt a tingling sensation through her limbs, radiating throughout her soul.


  And then it felt as if she had taken leave of the world as everything around her turned to white.


  * * * * *


  Renn blinked, a sense of confusion filling him as he looked up into the boughs of a pine tree. His head felt as though he had been on an all night drinking binge.


  Had he been drugged? Where in Hades was he?


  In a burst of memory he remembered everything—the battle, being surrounded by Zanden’s minions, the blue mist…and the Sorcerer coming after Tierra.


  Renn bolted to his feet just as a blinding white light filled the clearing. He staggered from the force of the light and from the effects of his drugged-like sleep.


  When he could see, Ranelle and Liana were standing before him, their hands linked.


  “Where is Tierra?” he demanded.


  The women gasped and released their hands.


  “She had to know if Zanden was truly dead.” Liana’s eyes were filled with tears. “We did not want to send her.”


  He looked from one woman to the other. “Send…her…where?”


  “To Merth Darkling,” Ranelle replied. “To the dragon’s lair where we sent Zanden to finish him off. Only we could not be sure he died.”


  Renn clenched his fists, his fear for his heartmate vibrating through his body. “You must send me there as well.”


  The women exchanged startled glances. “Do you think we can?” Ranelle asked. “Without Tierra?”


  “You must try.” Renn towered over Tierra’s halias. “Now.”


  Ranelle and Liana stood to either side of him, stretching their arms out to reach all the way around.


  As a wild white wind surrounded him, Renn prayed to the gods with all his soul. Let me be in time…


  * * * * *


  Tierra stumbled and barely kept to her feet as the magic storm released her. She whirled around, getting her bearings, her hands raised, prepared to spellbind anything that moved.


  Smells of charred flesh and hair filled the clearing and Tierra almost retched as bile rose in her throat. Nothing moved—the dragon apparently deep within his lair. And the Sorcerer…was he truly gone?


  Her gaze dropped to the charred leaves at her feet. Black, sticky blood covered some that were not burnt. Her skin chilled and she began to tremble as she saw that the trail led away from where she stood.


  She snapped her head up—


  Only to see a grotesque figure materialize from out of the woods.


  Charred hair and flesh, bleeding open wounds…


  Zanden.


  Tierra flung out her spellbindings, spinning them around the Sorcerer.


  He waved them away like they were nothing more than a fragile spider’s web.


  “You have made the gravest of errors.” His voice was rough, damaged, as he advanced toward her, dragging one mangled leg behind him. “Now that I can no longer control my armies…now that I no longer seek you three bitches at the same time…you can be the sole focus of my energy and powers. I can kill you with a thought, and your magic is useless against me.”


  Again Tierra flung out her spellbindings. Again Zanden waved them away.


  Fury filled her as she stepped back. “You bastard.”


  “But I will not give you a painless death.” He raised one blackened hand and Tierra felt his magical grip around her neck. “I intend to make you suffer.”


  His grip tightened and Tierra’s breath gurgled in her throat. Stars flashed behind her eyes as she struggled to breathe.


  “Bitch!” The Sorcerer raised his hand and shoved it down.


  A force drove Tierra to her knees.


  She was frozen in place. She could not breathe. Could not move.


  My babe! Her thoughts blasted through her head, trying to summon the strength to defeat her attacker, for the sake of her child. For the sake of everyone she loved. For Renn.


  The effect seemed only to slow the bastard—and even that, very little.


  Zanden stepped closer, dragging one foot behind him. “It pleases me to know that I am the last sight you will have in this world.”


  Tierra’s vision blurred as the grip grew tighter around her throat. In her confused sight, she thought she saw Renn. A dream image.


  Renn appearing from nowhere, behind the Sorcerer.


  Renn’s voice as he bellowed a curse filled with fury.


  Renn’s muscles flexing as he swung his sword.


  Renn’s blade flash through the air…slicing through Zanden’s neck.


  The Sorcerer’s charred head flying across the clearing and rolling to a stop in front of the dragon’s lair.


  Air rushed into Tierra’s lungs and she collapsed onto her side on the forest floor.


  “Tierra!” Renn shouted as she rolled on her back, trees spinning above her.


  In the next moment his beautiful face was above hers and she struggled to focus on his precious features. “It’s really you,” she murmured as he swept her into his arms and held her tight to his chest. “I wasn’t dreaming.”


  “I thought I had lost you.” Renn’s voice was hoarse, choked with emotion as he pressed his lips to her forehead, her cheeks, her nose. “I could not bear it if you left me.”


  “Worry not.” She smiled and brought her hand to his handsome face. “The only place I intend to travel is back to Phoenicia and to our bed.”


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  With her halias to either side of her, Tierra walked barefoot upon the grass, through the castle gardens toward the rise to where her soon-to-be husband waited. Absolute certainty filled her, the knowledge that Renn was her heartmate, and that they would be happy for the remainder of their lives.


  Sunshine warmed the gardens this morn of Renn and Tierra’s joining day, feelings of renewal, hope, and joy in the balmy air. Blossoms of every color suffused the gardens in brilliant arrays of reds, purples, oranges, blues and yellows. Standards of as many colors snapped and waved in the breeze, testament to representatives from almost every race upon Dair who had come to partake in the festivities.


  Table upon table had been arranged in the garden where guests were already seated and waiting for the joining ceremony to begin. Voices and laughter rang out, the sounds of people happy and thankful to the gods and goddesses for all their blessings.


  To Tierra’s left strolled Ranelle. The Nordain-Elvin Princess was clothed in a revealing gown of brilliant amethyst, her mahogany locks tumbling over her shoulders to her waist.


  On Tierra’s other side was the Tanzinite-Nordain Queen Liana, who wore a scanty affair in a lovely aqua shade. The golden circlet of her station perched upon her moonlit tresses. Her hair flowed around her, caressing her shoulders with every movement she made.


  Tierra’s curls were piled on top of her head with fiery ringlets cascading down her back. She was dressed in a gown that had been a gift from the Elves—an iridescent white concoction that left her shoulders completely bare. The bodice barely rose high enough to cover her breasts, her creamy swells nearly pouring out from the top. The sheer skirt frothed around her ankles, and she only hoped that her patch of red curls did not show through the gossamer material in the brilliant sunlight.


  But then again, she rather looked forward to Renn’s expression when he saw her. Maybe he would throw her over his shoulder and vanish with her around one of the garden hedges.


  Tierra smiled at the thought and her body tingled. She could not wait to be alone with her dark warrior.


  Perfume of jensai blooms and roses surrounded Tierra as she and her heart-sisters walked through the extensive gardens. And was that the scent of lilies, too?


  “You are the most beautiful of brides,” Liana said, turning her brilliant smile on Tierra.


  Ranelle laughed, a note of pure happiness, the sound as precious as that golden day. “And to think,” she said, “we shall all be sisters by marriage now, as well as heart-sisters.”


  As they strolled over the rise, Tierra took each of her friends by the hand and smiled from one to the other. “I am the most fortunate of souls on all of Dair to have you as my halias.”


  Her gaze lifted to see Renn. The world around her seemed to slip away, and she was only vaguely conscious of her heart-sisters releasing her hands and moving slightly behind her.


  Lords above, Renn was magnificent. His powerful physique, his chiseled jaw and hooded expression. In the sunlight his black hair shone like a raven’s wing, and his silver eyes focused only on her. Beneath his snug black tunic and breeches, his muscles rippled, and he clenched his hands into fists as though restraining himself. Holding back from rushing straight to her.


  Tierra was of half a mind to turn around and run, just so that he would chase her.


  And capture her.


  It seemed it took her forever to reach his side, but then she was before him.


  Renn took her hands in both of his and brought his mouth to hers. Slowly he kissed her, nipping gently at her lips, then pushing his tongue into her mouth. He tasted of spice and ale, and uniquely Renn—she could not get enough of him.


  A roar seemed to swell around them, like the Mairi Sea, churning, louder and louder.


  Renn broke away from her and smiled. “I love you, denai.”


  Dazed, Tierra could only look up at him. She wanted to reach up to kiss him again, but then she realized what the roar around them actually was.


  People applauding and cheering.


  Warmth flushed through Tierra. Renn took her hand in his and they both turned to face the enthusiastic crowd.


  “As many of you know,” he said, his voice rumbling over the crowd that quickly silenced. “I never believed that there was truly such a thing as finding one’s heartmate. Fantasy and Elvin tales.” His gaze dropped to Tierra, and he gave her that sensual smile that made her knees weak. “But I was wrong. And I will spend the rest of my days thanking the gods that I found my heartmate. Tierra.”


  His heart swelling with love for his woman, Renn raised their joined hands and said, “I present you with my wife, my love, my denai…Tierra.”


  More applause broke out from all those in attendance. Nordain, Tanzinites, Elves, Dwarves, and Human…all mixed and mingled, not segregated by race. All united as one, as all should be. Even the black-eyed Evvan of the Devline and Chrys of the Seraphine Elves sat side-by-side…although from the glares they tossed one another, neither looked too pleased with the seating arrangements.


  Many of their loved ones, their brothers and sisters had been lost in the battle. It saddened Renn’s heart, but he knew that his kinsmen had gladly given their lives to protect the freedom of all peoples of their world. He was grateful for those who had survived, including Jalen’s sisters.


  And he was most grateful that he and Tierra were able to stand before their peoples, to be united as one.


  From the midst of the crowd appeared Yanea, Queen of the Seraphine Elves wearing a sheer gown. She carried the sacred ruby and gold goblet that had been used in joining ceremonies of L’tiercel royalty for centuries. The amethyst-eyed Queen’s enrli symbol glittered upon her forehead and between her thighs as she came to a stop before them.


  The Queen inclined her head, her golden tresses glimmering in the sunlight. “Thank you for this honor in presiding at your joining.”


  “You do us a great honor,” Renn responded with a bow of his own.


  At Tierra’s concerned look at the contents of the goblet, Yanea said in mind-speak, The elixir will not enter your womb nor affect your daughters.


  Daughters? Tierra said to Renn in thought. Her emerald eyes sparkled as she looked to Renn and he smiled.


  Renn had no doubt his daughters would be as lovely as his wife. And likely just as feisty.


  And dear gods, they might have wings.


  What if they each had two sets? Faerie and Nordain?


  Oh, lords. They would never be able to catch them…


  He would certainly have his hands full…and he looked forward to it.


  Yanea lifted the chalice to Renn’s lips and repeated the ceremonial words, “Drink of the Nordain joining elixir and share with your mate.”


  Renn gladly sipped from the cup that he had never believed he would drink from. His cock hardened as the heady fluid rolled into his mouth. The taste of raspberries settled upon his tongue as he held the liquid for his mate.


  Tierra tipped her head up. Renn pressed his lips to hers and released the elixir into her mouth.


  The moment the warm fluid flowed over her tongue, Tierra’s head grew light and she feared she might fall. As though reading her thoughts, Renn clasped his hands at her waist, holding her steady. Her nipples grew hard, pressing against the filmy fabric of her dress, and she ached to be tasted and touched by her man.


  When he ended the kiss, Yanea brought the cup to Tierra’s lips and said, “’Tis your turn, child of Fae.”


  Tierra took the elixir in her mouth and held it, warming the fluid as she waited for her husband’s kiss. She reached up on her toes as he brought his head down to meet her. Gently she released the elixir as he sucked it from her mouth.


  She felt him trembling with lust as he held her close in an endless kiss. Barely leashed desire radiated from him in waves.


  When they parted the crowd again cheered.


  Yanea had retreated back to her seat of honor, leaving the couple alone before the joining ceremony attendees.


  Renn opened his mouth to speak, but the crowd gasped and murmured. Renn’s eyes fixed on the crowd. Tierra turned her gaze to where he looked—and her belly fluttered.


  Down the center aisle came two ethereal beings—Elinni and Ibella, the dark Faerie twins…both completely naked.


  Elinni’s iridescent ebony wings glimmered in the sunlight as she slowly fluttered down the aisle. Ibella walked beside her flying sister, carrying what appeared to be a gold and crystal box.


  Everyone present appeared to be mesmerized by the beautiful Faeries—by their long black hair that reached below their slender hips, heavenly breasts, burgundy nipples and naked mounds—and by the fact the Faeries came at all. This was heady business indeed, for Anistana to bother with affairs outside of Astral.


  The Faerie twins’ almond-shaped amber eyes appeared both mischievous and intriguing. Tierra could not help but recall the first and only time she had seen the twins—when Elinni had licked her clit and Ibella had suckled her breast while Renn thrust his cock into Tierra’s mouth.


  As the pair approached, Tierra felt a sense of misgiving. Her sister, the Faerie Queen, had been invited to the ceremony, but had elected not to attend. Why had she sent the twins in her stead?


  When Ibella and Elinni reached Renn and Tierra, the crowd fell completely silent. The only sound that could be heard was the fountain splashing at the center of the gardens. Elinni’s wings continued to flutter, pushing the scent of lilies over Tierra.


  “To what do we owe this pleasure?” Renn asked with a wary gaze on the two Faeries.


  Ibella handed the crystal box to Renn as she said, “Anistana asked us to present her sister and her sister’s mate with this joining gift.”


  “What is it?” Tierra asked, trusting nothing from Anistana’s duplicitous hand.


  Elinni ran her tongue along her bottom lip and gave them both a teasing smile. “For you to discover in the privacy of your bedchamber.”


  The Faeries gave a quick bow and vanished…leaving only a few silver sparkles in their wake.


  Renn and Tierra exchanged a wordless glance. With great care and trepidation, they placed the box on the ground, fearful of disturbing its contents.


  


  The damn celebration and feasting lasted too long, as far as Renn was concerned. By the time he and Tierra had finished the sharing part of the ceremony, Renn’s cock was so hard it would surely burst through his breeches.


  As soon as they had finished the chocolatyl, Renn gave a roar and stood, throwing a laughing Tierra over his shoulder in the same moment. The table they had been sitting behind upturned, spilling fruits, pastries and goblets of wine across the grass.


  “Enough,” he bellowed to the crowd. “It is time for me to claim my mate.”


  Tierra, still tipsy from the elixir, giggled as she hung over her shoulder, her ringlets falling into her eyes. “Renn!” She slapped his ass with the flat of her palm. “You made my dress slip off my breasts.”


  With that mental image, Renn strode even faster down the center of the aisle toward the castle with his woman.


  After they passed the cheering crowd, Liana and Aric, and Ranelle and Jalen, met the newly joined couple at the garden gates.


  Damn. Renn groaned to himself. More niceties before he could make love to his wife.


  He pulled the still giggling Tierra from his shoulder and gently set her on the ground. Her hair was in complete disarray and she quickly pulled up her bodice to hide her naked breasts. She flipped her hair out of her eyes and smiled at Renn, then turned her tipsy gaze on her friends.


  Renn grinned. She looked adorable.


  “Welcome to our family, sister.” Aric took Tierra’s hand and pressed his lips to it. “It has taken a fine woman to win my brother’s warrior heart.”


  “Thank you, Aric.” She smiled as her handsome brother-in-law released her hand. “This does not let you off the hook, by any means. I will be making sure you keep Liana happy.”


  He bowed, his expression serious. “To my dying days.”


  Tierra turned her gaze on the equally gorgeous Elvin man who was also now her brother-in-law through marriage. “That goes for you, too, Jalen.”


  “Aye.” Jalen stepped forward, clasped Tierra’s hand and kissed the back, then released it with a small bow. “To see my brother-at-arms so filled with joy pleases my heart.”


  Tierra gave Renn a quick grin. “Don’t think I am going to make things easy on him.”


  “I am counting on that, denai,” Renn murmured and the look in his eyes made Tierra wish they were alone.


  “Heart-sister coming through.” Ranelle wiggled in front of Jalen and threw her arms around Tierra’s neck. “I am so happy. So thrilled. I love you, Tierra.”


  Ranelle’s perfume of exotic spice and vanilla filled Tierra’s senses as she hugged her halia just as tightly. “I love you, Ranelle.”


  Tierra felt a caress around her shoulder and looked up to see Liana standing beside her. Tears filled Liana’s sea green eyes and her moonlit tresses were sliding around Tierra, hugging her.


  With one last quick squeeze, Tierra released Ranelle and wrapped her arms around Liana. “Everything is perfect now,” Tierra murmured. “We are together and with men we love.”


  Liana’s smile trembled as they pulled away and she wiped tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. “To think,” she said, “I am a seer and yet all of this was hidden from me.”


  “Probably because this was one of many possible futures,” Ranelle said as she laid her hand on Liana’s arm. “Together we made this future happen.”


  Liana nodded. “And thank the gods that Tierra made the final choice she did, or the terror that has ruled our lives since we were children would not have ended.”


  “Thanks to us all.” Tierra wrapped her arms around her friends and hugged them both at once. “Without any one of us, including our men, our destinies would have been far different.”


  Smiling through her happy tears, Liana pulled away and held up her hands—she was holding the crystal and gold box that had been gifted to Tierra and Renn from the Faerie Queen.


  “Do we dare take that?” Tierra stepped back and Renn slid his hands around her waist. “It could be a curse just as soon as a blessing.”


  “We did not open it,” Ranelle said. “But we joined our senses together, and we do not feel that its contents are harmful.”


  “On the contrary.” Liana gave a mischievous smile as she glanced at the crystal box she still held. “I believe Anistana’s gift will give you great pleasure in the privacy of your bedchamber.”


  “For which we are far overdue.” Renn’s cock throbbed at the thought of burying himself in his woman. He took Tierra by the hand and started to drag her to the castle, only to find To’en blocking his way.


  The large muscled man stood with his arms folded and a stern expression on his face.


  Renn was ready to kill him.


  To’en’s gaze moved from Renn and Tierra to Aric and Liana, and settled on Jalen and Ranelle. “As you may know, Yanea, Queen of the Seraphine Elves, bestowed a long Elvin life upon Ranelle and all of hers and Jalen’s offspring.”


  To’en’s eyes met Tierra’s. “As Fae, Tierra, you are destined to live an equally lengthy life.”


  Tierra’s stomach clenched at the thought of living far beyond her husband. No. She could not bear to live without him.


  “For your valiant efforts in ridding Dair of such unspeakable evil,” To’en continued as his gaze moved to Renn and then on to Aric and Liana, “The Overseers have come to a decision.” He paused as his blue eyes conveyed the seriousness of his words. “You three—Renn, Aric, and Liana—have been granted equally long lives.”


  Before any one of his stunned audience had the opportunity to reply, To’en shifted into his white nordai form and took to the skies.


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  The moment To’en took flight, Renn’s hands tightened around Tierra’s waist and she squealed with laughter as he again flipped her over his shoulder. He held her with one arm while retrieving Anistana’s crystal and gold box from Liana with his free hand.


  After giving the four grinning family members a quick nod, Renn strode toward the castle. Nothing would stop him now.


  “Hurry,” Tierra urged him, and just the need in her voice caused him to quicken his pace and his cock to grow impossibly harder.


  “Mayhap I should take you here on the stairs,” he murmured as he carried his bride up the winding staircase toward their bedchamber.


  “Mmmm.” She ran her palms over his buttocks. “You have such a fine muscled ass.”


  Still balancing the crystal box under one arm as he walked, Renn slid his other hand beneath her gown and slipped his fingers into her wet folds.


  Tierra moaned and squirmed. “I cannot wait any longer.”


  Renn found himself practically running the remainder of the way to their room.


  When he finally arrived, he shoved the door open and slammed it shut behind him. He set the crystal and gold box on the table beside the bed, then drew Tierra from his shoulder.


  Slowly he slid her down his length, feeling her body brushing against his as he said, “I feel as though I have waited all my days for you.”


  “Forever,” she murmured.


  Her bodice slipped, revealing her perfect breasts. Renn swooped to capture one beautiful nipple in his mouth, flicking his tongue over the hard nub. He pressed her hips against his, letting her feel the hardness, the strength of his arousal for her. He would never get enough of this woman, his wife.


  Renn lifted his head to gaze upon her beautiful face. No matter his urgency to feel her from the inside, he wanted to take his time, to show his bride how much he loved her. He raised his hands to her hair and pulled out the clip, releasing all her fiery locks so that they tumbled over her shoulders and to her waist.


  “Such beauty,” he murmured, running his fingers through the strands.


  Tierra shivered and closed her eyes, reveling in the sensations of Renn’s hands and eyes upon her. Gently he pushed the gown down around her waist and over her hips, ’til it dropped to her bare feet, and she was entirely naked.


  When she opened her eyes she found him studying her, as though she was a priceless gift that he had just unwrapped.


  “I love you, denai.” He pressed her naked body against his fully clothed form and kissed her. It felt so erotic with his hands roaming her naked flesh, feeling the rasp of his tunic against her breasts, and the rub of his cock through his breeches and against her belly.


  “And I love you, my dark warrior,” she murmured.


  Renn brought his mouth to hers in a loving, searing, soul burning kiss that set her aflame. He tasted of chocolatyl, wine, and Renn, a combination that made her feel even more intoxicated than she had been from the joining elixir.


  His tongue thrust into her mouth as his hands closed over her breasts, his palms rubbing over her sensitized nipples.


  Tierra drew him in, taking his tongue deep. Her head spun with the force of her need for her husband, the taste of him, the feel of him. She ached and grew wetter yet.


  She could barely breathe when they drew away. “I want to see all of you.” She moved her hands to the bottom of his tunic and clenched it in her fists. “I want to feel your skin against mine.”


  A rumble rose up in Renn’s throat as his silver gaze flared. In a quick movement he yanked his tunic over his head and kicked off his boots.


  When he started to unfasten his breeches, Tierra stopped him with her hands on his. “Let me.”


  The hunger to possess his woman was almost more than Renn could bear. His biceps trembled with the force it took to hold himself back, from throwing her onto the bed and fucking her mindless.


  No. This was their joining eve and he wanted to show her how much he loved her.


  Tierra’s small hands unfastened his breeches. She wrapped her fingers around his cock and he groaned. “Denai.”


  Leaning closer, she flicked her tongue out and lapped at the head of his staff.


  Renn slid his hands into her hair as she enveloped his cock with her warm, wet mouth. He closed his eyes as she moved her mouth up and down, along with her hand.


  “Stop.” He halted her movements by holding her head still, opened his eyes and met her emerald gaze. “I need to be inside you, Tierra. Now.”


  She slipped his cock from her mouth. “Yes,” she said as she pushed his breeches over his hips.


  He stepped out of them, scooped Tierra up, and carried her the short distance to his bed.


  When he laid her down, she held out her arms. “Come to me, warrior man.”


  Renn slid between her thighs and into her embrace, knowing that he was home. Forevermore, this woman was his love and his life. And thanks to the Overseers, he should have a very long life to love his woman, indeed.


  Tierra reached down and grabbed his cock, moving it the entrance to her channel. “Love me, Renn.”


  He slid into her wetness, the sensation of her core surrounding him, gripping him, almost enough to make him come at once.


  “Yes, that’s it.” Tierra’s hips met his thrusts, her eyes focused on his face. “Gods but you feel so good inside me.”


  Renn brought his lips to hers, drawing her tongue into his mouth as he drove his cock into her. She tensed beneath him and then her body bucked and vibrated with the force of her orgasm, and her cries were trapped in his mouth.


  Renn’s muscles went taut and his body corded. He came in a rush, his seed flowing into Tierra’s body with every jerk of his cock.


  He rolled onto his side, drawing her with him ’til she was laying on top of him, his cock still deep within her.


  Tierra’s body continued to vibrate with her climax, clenching around Renn’s cock. For a moment they stayed in that position, as though frozen in place and unable to move. Their skin was wet with sweat, and the smell of his come and the juices of her quim perfumed the air.


  “Do we dare open Anistana’s gift?” she murmured against her husband’s chest. “She did save all of your lives.”


  “For that I am most grateful.” Renn rubbed his thumb along Tierra’s chin. “If not for the Faerie Queen, I would not be here with you this very moment.”


  “I suppose we are indebted to my sister.” A shudder eased through Tierra at the thought of almost having lost Renn in the battle. “I just wonder when she will want to collect that debt.”


  Renn raised a dark eyebrow. “Do you think that is her intention?”


  Tierra nodded, her hair rubbing across his chest as she moved. “With Anistana I believe there is a reason for her every action. Her every choice.”


  He chuckled, the sound rumbling in his chest beneath her ear. “For only having met your sister, you already know her well.”


  With a smile, she slipped his cock from her core and moved her legs over the side of the bed. Damselflies fluttered in her belly as she slid her hands around the cool crystal and gold box. Gripping it tightly she brought it to her lap.


  Renn eased up to sit beside her and for a moment they both stared at the box. It was clear, and as far as Tierra could see, there was nothing inside of it.


  “I don’t suppose the crystal box itself was the gift,” Tierra muttered.


  “We shall open it together.” Renn placed his hand on the box and his eyes met Tierra’s.


  She laughed. “It’s probably nothing.”


  As though of one mind, they lifted the crystal lid.


  Tierra gasped as a fine golden mist blossomed from inside the box, a faint red glitter sparkling within the mist.


  “Esmere,” Renn murmured and Tierra nodded. To’en had told her of this powerful mist, although she had not yet learned to make it herself.


  Her nipples tightened, her core flooded and her body zinged with wild lust. The box began to shake in their hands, and a quick glance at Renn’s furiously hard cock told her he was as aroused as she was.


  They shoved the box on the table as one, and Renn in a fluid motion, he picked Tierra up and laid her on the bed.


  She had to have him, now. “Take me, Renn,” she cried as she wrapped her legs around his waist.


  Renn sheathed himself in Tierra’s quim, driving into her with raging intensity. His need for his woman had already been great, but with the esmere mist, it was uncontrollable. The rare mist allowed them to link their thoughts and bodies, allowed them to feel one another’s pleasures.


  Their minds blended together as he drove into her. I can feel what you feel, denai, he told her in thought, enjoying knowing how she felt to have his cock inside her.


  Yes! Tierra’s body was so sensitive to his every touch, his every thrust, he could feel how it drove her wild. Oh, gods this is incredible.


  Harder and harder Renn thrust into his heartmate. Their very souls converged and merged into one just as their bodies and thoughts did.


  Tierra screamed, the sound of her ecstasy a reflection of his own as his climax thundered through him. He felt every wave of Tierra’s orgasm, along with every throb of his own.


  As he again filled Tierra’s womb with his seed, the sudden knowledge came to him as to what the red glitter had been—as though Anistana had planted that knowledge and released it only when he achieved climax.


  He was not sure whether to laugh or groan.


  With their minds linked from the esmere, Tierra heard and felt Renn’s recognition of what Anistana had gifted them with on their joining day.


  Her mind still confused and dizzy with the esmere, she held Renn between her thighs and simply enjoyed the last of their orgasms. How it felt to Renn to come in her womb, mingled with her own intense climax.


  When their breathing had calmed, Renn rolled to his side and held Tierra close to him. She kept her body pressed tight to his, not wanting to let his cock out of her core, and looked up at him.


  Renn gave Tierra a crooked smile, and that alone was enough to melt any fury that had built up inside her over what her sister had done.


  “Anistana worked a very deep, very old magic, didn’t she?” Tierra asked as she pressed her palm to her husband’s muscled chest.


  He nodded. “You will have twins with full Fae as well as full Nordain powers.” Renn reached up and brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “But since the second born Faerie twin is always born without wings, that twin will have wings only in her Nordai form.”


  Tierra rolled her eyes and sighed. “Thanks to Anistana’s gift, I will have nothing but twins. Every time I conceive.”


  Renn smiled and pulled on the lock of red hair he had brushed aside. “And one will always be a redheaded female.”


  “A curse?” Tierra asked.


  “A blessing,” Renn replied. “If my daughters are anything like their mother, then most definitely a blessing.”


  A twinge of annoyance surged through Tierra at the thought of what her twin had done. Their relationship was sure to be long and difficult. Yet at the same time, Tierra felt a bit of worry, wondering what her twin was up to, and why. The Faerie Queen never did anything that would not benefit her and Astral directly.


  “I am pleased.” Renn cupped her face with his palm. “To know that I will have daughters as full of spirit and beauty as their mother…I could not ask for anything more.”


  Tierra smiled, feeling as though she could never be happier than she was at that moment. Her husband in her arms, her babes on the way. “Love me again,” she murmured.


  “Always, denai,” Renn replied as he again eased between her thighs and slid his cock inside her core. “Always.”


  


  # # #


  


  Epilogue


  


  To’en’s gaze followed the young Faerie Queen as she vanished from the battlefield—to all eyes but his. He saw her in her ethereal form, a whisper of a woman who moved with grace and beauty, her head high, even when she believed no one could see her.


  Only To’en noticed the slight slump of her wings, felt the deep ache in her heart.


  From the moment he had first seen the young Queen, To’en’s cock had stirred and a desire filled him that he had not known for centuries. This youngling of a mere twenty seasons intrigued him as no other woman had ever done.


  A fiery spirit, a sensuous nature and unrivaled beauty.


  A woman who needed love…and protection from other evils still afoot.


  A woman who needed to be tamed.


  To’en felt his lips curl in a feral smile, more wolf than human.


  He intended to be the man to master Anistana.


  


  Untamed


  Chapter One


  


  Cool forest breezes carried the cinnamon scent of bluewood and hynling sap to Anistana as she strolled through her realm. Leaves felt crisp and cool beneath her bare feet, but she made not a sound as she traveled in her ethereal form, more light than substance, and invisible to all creatures who might look her way.


  Her waist-length red tresses hung over her breasts, teasing her nipples with every step she took. The magical blue mist of Wilding Wood brushed her naked skin, caressing her clit…as she instructed it to do. Her nipples ached to feel hot wet mouths and her quim needed a cock most desperately. She had found none so pleasing as Jalen of the Seraphine Elves, or Renn of the Nordain—and each of those bastards had married other women.


  At the thought of the men who had rejected her, Anistana snapped her gossamer wings open and shut with the force of her irritation. Worse yet, Renn, the biggest bastard of them all, had married her twin sister.


  Anistana still cared for Jalen and Renn in the only manner she knew how. If she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have bothered saving their fine asses in the Battle for Dair.


  But as for true love…that was not part of her destiny. Anistana was Queen of Faerie, and her responsibilities were to her people first and foremost. Her heart did not enter the equation.


  She could not allow it to.


  A hint of a smile touched her lips at the thought of the wedding gift she had sent to Renn and Tierra—a gift of old magic to ensure her sister would bear, with every birth, female Faerie twins who commanded full magical powers. It would guarantee heirs to Anistana’s throne should the Fae killer succeed at murdering either Anistana or Tierra or both. Without a female ruler of their ancient bloodline, Faerie would not survive.


  Male Faeries were naught more than drones, with no desires beyond those of pleasure and self-gratification. They had grown weaker over the centuries, and had fled Astral for the Dryad Realm shortly after the Fae killer had slain Anistana’s mother, the former Faerie Queen.


  The bastard might slay me, but let us see if he can penetrate Sky Castle to kill my twin—or her many daughters to come.


  As the Queen had long suspected, the Battle for Dair’s outcome was bittersweet. One evil had been defeated for the good of all Dair with the Sorcerer’s demise.


  But an ancient evil had been released…evil that could destroy Astral, meaning the extinction of all of Faerie.


  Anistana’s wings quivered. The blue mist, an extension of her senses, instantly informed her that a being had entered Wilding Wood—from the direction she had just come from.


  A white wolf. Following me.


  Surely it was one of the shape-shifting Overseers who often took the form of a wolf or raven above all other forms. One of the few beings whose true identities she could not detect by sense alone, so well did they mask their thoughts and feelings.


  Anistana turned to seek out the intruder, but came to an abrupt stop.


  The wolf.


  No matter that she should have been invisible to his eyes, he was staring directly at her. His white coat glowed in the golden light given off by nearby hynling tree sap. Around his paws the mist swirled, waiting for her command.


  Why have you entered my realm? Anistana asked in mind-speak as her wings slowly opened and closed, pushing the scent of lilies and roses toward the wolf—a scent she could easily use to put her prey into a deep sleep by adding a touch of magic. Have you come to play, Overseer?


  I have come for you, Anistana, returned a powerful voice that reverberated through her body and shot straight to her core.


  Anistana allowed herself to materialize, silver sparkles shimmering around her as she dropped her magic veil. She gave the Overseer a teasing look, one she often used before sending an offending male into the toxic Xardu Moors. “And what would you do with me if you had me?”


  The Overseer shifted from wolf to human form, his body elongating as he rose from the leaf-strewn forest floor to stand well above her petite height. When he had fully transformed into an impressive figure of a man, he gave her a sensual smile, and murmured, “I intend to make you mine.”


  Despite, or perhaps because of his arrogant reply, Anistana’s nipples hardened. Her folds grew wet at his possessive tone and the way his brilliant blue gaze roamed over her body. No man had ever been so brazen as to speak to her in such a manner, and she found it…intriguing.


  The man looked to be no more than thirty or forty seasons, but as an Overseer he could easily be hundreds of years old. He had a strong jaw, high cheekbones, and an ageless face with no sign of beard stubble. Wind stirred his long white hair around his massive shoulders, and the widow’s peak at his forehead made him even more handsome.


  His entire form was muscular perfection, his broad chest tapering down to narrow hips, and powerful thighs. He was as deliciously naked as she was…with a cock so large and thick it caused her mouth to water.


  Slowly she moved her gaze from the sight of his cock to the feral look upon his features. More wolf than man, this one. “And who might you be, to lay claim to me?” she asked in a bored tone, refusing to allow the Overseer to know that she found the mere sight of him incredibly arousing.


  His gaze never wavered from hers. “I am known as To’en.”


  Ah. I should have known. Anistana’s wings fluttered and carried her over the ground ’til she was but a hairsbreadth from the Overseer. She hovered so close that his male musk filled her senses like an aphrodisiac—making her want him with an intensity that would have alarmed her had she allowed it to. While she kept her gaze focused on his blue eyes, she reached between their bodies and wrapped her fingers around the thick girth of his cock.


  And a fine cock it was. Rigid with lust for her, but silky smooth over the hardness.


  “What finally brings you into my wood after all these years, To’en?” She moved her fingers up and down his length, watching his face for any sign that her touch had an effect on him. She was rewarded by a minuscule twitch along his jaw line. “Have you come to fuck a Faerie or two? Perhaps three at once?”


  In a movement so fast it almost took her breath away, To’en caught her upper arms with his large hands. “You belong only to me now, my beauty, my ennené. No other being shall touch you but me.”


  “Really?” Anistana contained the fury that threatened to engulf her at the man’s audacity. She never lost control. Ever. Instead she gave To’en a flirtatious smile and released his cock to ease her hands up his abdomen to his finely sculpted chest. “What makes you think you can please me?”


  His lips curled into a wolfish smile. “You have known no pleasure such as I can give you.”


  Anistana traced a circle around one of his flat nipples and gave a lazy flap of her wings. The man was the most arrogant being she had ever met.


  And he well deserved to be taught a lesson.


  As he held her soft shoulders in his palms, To’en’s desire for the Faerie Queen raged, stronger than it had from the moment he first saw her appear in the Battle for Dair. She had long hair that tumbled over her high, firm breasts and well past her buttocks. Her skin was flawless, her almond-shaped eyes like fine emeralds.


  He breathed in her lilies and roses scent, desiring to possess her in every way…to thrust his cock inside her core. To taste her nipples and her folds, to explore all of her with his mouth, tongue and hands.


  To possess her very heart and soul.


  To’en did not require his Seer’s senses to know Anistana resented his dominating words, despite her unconcerned façade. And without a doubt he knew he intrigued her at the same time.


  This was good. Very, very good.


  The Faerie Queen would fully respect no man who was not her equal in every way. To’en was certain she had not met any man with powers that could match or perhaps surpass her own.


  Until this very moment.


  To’en moved his hands down Anistana’s arms to her tiny waist, and then cupped her bare buttocks. He brought her petite body closer to his, pressing her along his length so that she might feel his cock against her belly. “You desire me. Do you deny it?” he murmured as he lowered his head and pressed his lips to her shell-like ear. “You wish to feast upon my cock and my seed. You desire me to fuck you,” he added as he lifted his head to study her beautiful face.


  Anistana giggled and rolled her eyes. “Any cock will do,” she replied, yet he detected the tremor of excitement that shimmered through her body and caused her wings to flutter.


  The knowledge that he was battering at her defenses excited him as only the thrill of the hunt could do.


  To’en brushed his lips whisper soft across her cheek to her mouth. He kept his eyes open, looking into her emerald gaze as his lips remained so close to hers he could taste her breath and feel it upon his mouth.


  An odd sensation curled in Anistana’s belly—one that she had never felt with any man before. She wished for him to kiss her, but the thought infuriated her at the same time. Why would she desire this arrogant man, no matter how large a cock he had?


  Keeping her expression neutral, she called to her magic, spinning threads of blue mist around To’en’s legs. It would feel like nothing but the caress of a breeze to him…until ’til it was too late.


  Anistana placed the flat of her palms against To’en’s chest and pushed herself away while giving a strong flap of her wings. As she broke from his grasp, the flare in his eyes told her she had surprised him.


  Before he had the opportunity to reach for her again, she spun the mist around him so quickly that he was encased in a blue cocoon.


  He wanted to fuck a Faerie, did he?


  Well, then. She knew exactly where to send the arrogant bastard.


  


  Chapter Two


  


  To’en smiled as the blue mist obscured his vision and he allowed Anistana to transport him into the heart of Astral, exactly as he had planned. The scent of lilies and roses grew stronger and he knew she was attempting to drug him into a deep sleep. From what he knew of the capricious young Queen, it was certain she had some devious plan in her lovely head.


  When the mist dissipated, To’en found himself standing in a garden.


  Surrounded by five gorgeous and quite naked Faeries.


  The women laughed and swarmed around him like so many colorful butterflies. Perfume of roses, jasmine, lilies and orchids filled the air, as though each Faerie was a delicately scented blossom. Blue mist swirled throughout the garden, where strange and fascinating plants abounded, including the mishnui trees that were known only to grow in Astral. Their silver leaves tinkled above him like hundreds of tiny bells.


  A particularly beautiful Faerie with amber eyes, skin like the night sky, and iridescent black wings, wrapped her fingers around his cock. “The Queen has sent us a new plaything,” she murmured. “And this one is awake.”


  To’en sighed. The little witch of a Faerie, Anistana, would pay for this prank…and he would make sure she enjoyed every minute of it.


  A blonde, violet-eyed Faerie giggled as she rubbed her nipples against his biceps. “An Overseer.” She moved her hand to his ass and squeezed the taut muscle. “I have heard they can fuck forever and never tire.”


  “Is that true?” asked a brunette with eyes a fascinating shade of aqua. “Will you be able to fuck us all as often as we please?”


  He gritted his teeth, doing his best to not allow the sensual touches of the Faeries to arouse him. “Where might I find your Queen?”


  “Above us.” The dark Faerie caressing his cock smiled and looked up at him from beneath her thick lashes. “She enjoys watching.”


  


  Anistana frowned from her perch above To’en. She was stretched out on the limb of a bluewood tree, its thick moss soft against her belly and naked mound, the branch wide enough for two to lay side-by-side. It was where she normally hid while she enjoyed watching the other Faeries fuck whatever man she had brought into their lair.


  But for some horribly odd reason, she found no pleasure in seeing her Faeries with their hands and mouths upon this pale god of a man.


  As though she was jealous. As though she wished to keep him for herself.


  Nay. Absurd. Anistana’s wings snapped open and shut as Elinni’s mouth neared To’en’s cock. The Faerie Queen usually enjoyed the sight of Elinni taking a man’s pale rod deep within her throat. The contrast of Elinni’s dark exotic looks against a man with fair skin had never failed to excite Anistana.


  Until this very moment.


  She clenched her teeth, fighting back a curse and the irrational desire to bind the lot of them with ropes of blue mist.


  Just as Elinni’s lips closed in on To’en’s cock, the Overseer shifted into a white raven. The Faeries gave surprised gasps and shouts as he vanished from their midst and shot straight up toward Anistana.


  Before she had time to react, the raven landed behind her on the branch. And in the very next moment, a man’s very large and thick erection pressed to her buttocks. To’en’s masculine scent filled her senses, his hard muscled body firm against hers. And goddess help her, she ached for his cock, her core flooding with moisture.


  “Why are you hiding, ennené?” he murmured as he moved between her wings to nuzzle her neck. “Did you desire to see me fuck each of those beautiful creatures?”


  “Why did you not take what they offer you, Overseer?” She shivered as his lips moved between her shoulder blades, his head nestled between her wings. “Do you not desire to fuck and be fucked?”


  To’en pressed delicate kisses down her spine to the small of her back, causing her wings to flutter as another shiver overtook her. “I will have none but you, my Faerie Queen.”


  Anistana clenched her hands in the blue moss, fighting her longing to have this arrogant man deep inside her. “Then you have a long wait ahead.”


  “I think not.” To’en’s lips reached her buttocks and she struggled to hold back a moan as he gently licked a path along her crack, toward her folds. She couldn’t restrain a gasp as he slid a finger into her channel. “See how wet you are for me?”


  Anistana fought the urge to ride his finger as he moved it in and out of her. “Sex pleases me.” The force of her desire for this man caused her to tremble, both angering and exciting her all at once. “I enjoy pleasure with any man whose cock I find worthy.”


  “No longer.” To’en nipped at her ass cheek while continuing to thrust his finger inside her. “You will have only me. And I will have only you.”


  “Nay—” she started, but the word turned into a gasp as To’en’s tongue found her folds.


  “Your taste is most fine.” In a swift movement, the Overseer raised her hips so that she was on her knees, her ass in the air. He licked her clit in one long stroke.


  Anistana almost failed to hold back a cry. How in the goddess’s name had his tongue reached her clit from such a position?


  He thrust his finger inside her channel, rocking her to and fro as his tongue continued to flick her clit. Her nipples brushed against the bluewood’s soft moss and leaves tickled her sensitive wings, incredibly erotic sensations that added to the pleasure searing her body.


  Do you enjoy your Faeries watching me pleasure you? he asked in mind-speak.


  Heady warmth flushed through Anistana as she looked over the side of the limb and saw the Faeries watching To’en dine on her folds and fuck her with his finger. Somehow this man had ensorcelled her, causing her to forget everything but the feel of his mouth and hands upon her body.


  But even more erotic than being watched was seeing the Faeries pleasure one another.


  When I slide my cock inside you and fuck you, To’en said in mind-speak as he licked harder at her clit, it will be when you and I are alone.


  Anistana’s thighs trembled as she felt herself nearing the peak. You will fuck me only if I choose it.


  To’en’s deep chuckle reverberated through her mind. I will fuck you when I choose.


  She started to lash out with a retort when invisible mouths latched onto her nipples and sucked them. The Overseer’s magic. It felt as though she was being caressed and fondled and licked over her entire body.


  An orgasm tore through Anistana like none she had ever felt before. She bit her lip, holding back a scream as she vibrated with the intensity of her climax. Her body shuddered and trembled, the taste of blood filling her mouth. Vaguely she realized she had bitten her own lip.


  When the last tremor passed, To’en finally removed his tongue and his finger from her core. She remained on her hands and knees, too spent to move for a moment. By the goddess, what had this man done to her?


  As I promised, To’en’s voice was smug in her thoughts as she felt him move away from her. You have known no pleasure such as I can give you.


  Hair prickled at Anistana’s nape and her wings quivered. She turned so that she was sitting on her haunches, facing To’en, and raised one delicately arched eyebrow. Is that so?


  The arrogant look on his face was all she needed for an answer.


  With every bit of her magical strength, Anistana shoved the egotistical bastard out of the bluewood tree.


  


  Chapter Three


  


  Anistana’s magical shove took To’en by surprise. But the moment he felt himself falling from the bluewood, he shifted into a white raven. He skimmed over the giggling Faeries below and shot back up to where the Faerie Queen perched with an amused expression on her lovely face.


  Too bad you can fly, Overseer. She dangled her legs over the edge of the bluewood as she watched him land beside her and shift back into his human form. I would have enjoyed seeing you fall on your ass.


  I have played your games long enough. To’en called to his own powers and gave the Faerie imp a savage smile. Time to play mine.


  Anistana’s smug expression changed to shock as he bound her with invisible magical ties. She struggled to move, casting him a glare. Release me!


  He narrowed his eyes, and with nothing more than a blink, he sent her away…to a place where they would be alone.


  Gasps and chatter below told him the Faeries had witnessed his abduction of their Queen.


  I will return with Anistana, To’en told them in thought. When she has agreed to be my mate. And with that he left the stunned Faeries.


  To be with his future bride.


  * * * * *


  He devoured her body, his mouth everywhere at once. Licking, sucking, tasting. Goddess help her, she had never known such exquisite torture in all her years. Every lover she had enjoyed since her very first, was nothing more than fine dust in the wind compared to this man. They were nothing…he was everything.


  With a start, Anistana woke from the dream. Her eyes flew open—to find herself in a strange and wonderful sort of meadow. She blinked, trying to absorb her surroundings and determine where the Overseer had sent her.


  The bastard.


  Still naked, her wrists were bound over her head, fastened with a silken rope to the thick branch of a tree. It surprised her how erotic it felt—to be naked and bound and quite vulnerable.


  She was standing on a soft sponge-like cushion, similar to the bluewood tree’s moss, only this was much thicker, and pink. And her feet were fastened tight to the surface, her legs splayed.


  All around her was brilliance and color, a forest of trees of purple, yellow and green. An abundance of flowers she did not recognize bloomed in pinks, blues, oranges and reds. It was a place of wild beauty that was unlike anything she had ever seen.


  And certainly would have appreciated had she not been fettered in a most un-queenlike manner.


  Ah, so my beauty is awake. To’en’s sensual growl filled her mind, causing her to shiver with lust despite her fury with him.


  Why don’t you show yourself? Anistana returned, keeping her mind-voice light and teasing, but could not help the quick snap of her wings.


  His husky laugh rolled over her. I do not wish to…yet.


  You have had your entertainment. Anistana barely restrained her irritation. Now release me. I cannot leave my people unattended with the threat of the Fae killer.


  A whisper of breath heated her neck, but she knew without turning that she would not see To’en. Your Faeries are being guarded, he murmured, by Evvan, the Devline Enforcer.


  Anistana tossed her head and scowled. A mere Elf?


  Do not underestimate Evvan…as you underestimated me.


  Ha. Anistana gave a small snort, but then gasped as invisible fingers made of air teased her nipples. Free me, she demanded, but was furious at the breathless sound in her voice as more enchanted wind caressed her body.


  “Are you enjoying my magic, ennené?” This time To’en’s voice was all around her, flowing over her like a sensuous caress. “Or would you prefer to have me?”


  Anistana jerked against her bonds, struggling to keep her arousal at bay. She was the Faerie Queen, the one who teased and taunted and drove others wild with lust. Never had she been on the receiving end of such erotic torture.


  The man was driving her insane. Invisible hands all over her body.


  And now mouths.


  Dear goddess, she was going to lose her mind if she did not come soon. If she did not have To’en’s cock sliding into her slick channel and fucking her over and yet over again.


  Magic fingers slid over her bare silken mound and between her folds.


  When they stroked her clit, Anistana almost screamed.


  The fingers slid into her core, expanding, deliciously hard and thick like a cock. The Faerie Queen dropped her head back, her hair caressing her buttocks as she looked into the purple-leaved tree above to which her hands were tied. She could barely breathe, so incredible were the sensations.


  Abruptly the hands stopped.


  Anistana bit her lip again to keep from shouting, and again tasted her own blood.


  Goddess, she needed to climax.


  Damn To’en.


  She raised her head to find the bastard himself standing before her. She almost licked her lips at the sight of his cock, thick with arousal. “Are you finished playing?”


  To’en smiled, a dark and sensual look to his blue eyes. “We have only just begun, ennené.”


  Before she had a chance to retort, the silken rope binding her hands lengthened, and Anistana was slowly lowered to her knees. And she found her mouth directly in front of To’en’s cock.


  She licked her lips as he slipped his hands into her hair and guided her mouth closer. “Do you wish to taste me?”


  Some rebellious part of her thought about biting that most delicate male flesh to teach him a lesson.


  But a much larger part wanted that cock. Needed it.


  Later she would make him pay for his treatment. Much later.


  Anistana flicked her tongue out and tasted his salty male flavor. Mmmm…a fine cock ’tis, she murmured in mind-speak as she slid her lips over his staff.


  To’en clenched his hands tighter in her hair, guiding her head up and down while he thrust in and out of her wetness. The Faerie Queen’s mouth was unbelievably hot, and she took him deeper than he would have thought possible. Her tongue and her mouth were magic.


  He wanted to release her bonds. To have her on her knees while he knelt behind her and slid his cock inside her.


  But no.


  More was at stake here than the need to satisfy his lust for the beautiful Faerie.


  He needed to win her soul…and her heart.


  Anistana made hungry moans as she devoured To’en’s cock. When he felt the familiar rush and his balls tightened, he drew out of her mouth and held her away from him.


  Even bound and on her knees she had power over him, and she knew it by the gleam in her emerald eyes as she looked up at him.


  “Come in my mouth, so that I might drink your seed.” Her voice was low, husky with desire, her gaze heavy-lidded and sultry.


  “Nay.” To’en lowered himself before Anistana, his knees sinking into the pink debe moss. He leaned close to nuzzle her silken hair, inhaling deep of her roses and lilies scent. Her wings flapped open and shut in a slow, erotic motion that pushed more of her perfume over him.


  He raised his head and hooked one finger under her chin, tilting her face up so that she was looking into his eyes. “Not until you know you are mine, ennené.”


  She frowned. “You are the most arrogant beast I have ever met.”


  “Aye.” To’en gave a soft laugh and brought his mouth so close to hers that he felt the warmth of her breath upon his lips. “But I mean to have you.”


  “Fools often mean well,” she murmured, their lips brushing with the movement of her mouth. “But they usually pay for their ignorance by making a tragic mistake.”


  “I make no mistakes.” To’en ran his tongue along Anistana’s lower lip, eliciting a whisper of a moan. The faint taste of blood remained on the soft flesh where she had bitten herself to keep from screaming. He had seen and felt her efforts to refrain from showing her pleasure at his hands and his mouth, and it pleased him.


  But not for much longer would she be able to hold out.


  “What are you trying to prove?” she asked against his mouth.


  “That we are equals, you and I.” To’en cupped the back of Anistana’s head, drawing her closer and crushing their mouths together. With his other hand he clasped her hips, pressing his cock tight against her soft belly.


  His tongue thrust into her mouth and she welcomed it, taking him deep. As their tongues mated she moaned, and To’en gave a feral growl of pleasure in response.


  When he broke the kiss, he raised his head a fraction to look into the Faerie Queen’s dazed expression.


  “Fuck me, To’en,” she whispered. “I need you inside me.


  


  Chapter Four


  


  To’en trailed his fingers up and down Anistana’s body, as though cataloguing her every curve. She shivered as his large hands moved along her arms to where she was bound, pausing at the rope tie.


  “Fuck me.” For once she didn’t care if she was begging. She needed this man. Now.


  His eyes were intent on her, flecks of silver glittering in their blue depths. And then her hands were free from the rope bond as he magically released her.


  A slight ache burned her muscles from having been bound for so long. To’en brought her arms down between them and gently massaged her wrists with his large hands. “You are a beautiful creature, Anistana, Faerie Queen.”


  “Is that all you see of me?” She tilted her head as she looked up at him. “That I am beautiful and that I rule all of Faerie? Is this why you wish to have me?”


  Slowly To’en shook his head, his expression serious. “You will do what you must for your realm, because you care deeply about what happens to your people.” He released her wrists and placed his hand to her chest, over her heart. “You are willing to sacrifice your heart and true love for what is best for your people and those whom you cherish.”


  For a moment she could only stare at him, stunned at his words. How had he seen through her so easily, as no other being ever had?


  He smiled. Because we are heartmates, you and I.


  Nay. Anistana started to shake her head, but To’en stopped the motion by capturing her face in his palms, and possessing her mouth with a searing kiss. Barely conscious of what she was doing, she eased her hands around his neck, slipping them into his thick white hair.


  In the next instant To’en rose, easily picking her up as he stood, never breaking their kiss.


  Hunger for this man flooded Anistana. Her wings fluttered and her folds ached as she wrapped her legs around his waist. His cock was pressed between them, and all she wanted was to feel him thrusting inside her.


  Now. Please. Her mind-speak demand was almost as frantic as their kiss had become.


  To’en lifted her hips and brought her down so that his cock was at the entrance to her channel. But he paused and she pulled away from his mouth, her breathing harsh and uneven.


  “Are you going to make me beg?” She clenched her hands on his shoulders. “I need you, To’en.”


  He eased a fraction of his length into her core and she gasped. “From the moment I first saw you, when I first felt what truly lies within your heart of hearts, I fell in love with you, Anistana, Queen of Fae.”


  An odd tingling sensation flooded through her so fast that her wings shivered. Before she could reply, To’en brought her down firmly onto his cock, lodging himself deep inside her.


  This time a cry tore from her lips. She arched her back and wiggled her hips, adjusting to the thickness and length of him. “Goddess but you feel incredible inside me.”


  Like no man had…or ever could.


  “You were made for me. And I for you.” To’en’s blue eyes continued to make love to her as he fucked her where he stood. Anistana’s wings flapped as she rode him, raising herself up and down on his cock while his hands moved her hips.


  Deeper, To’en. She couldn’t take her gaze from his. Yes. Like that.


  Look where we are joined, he instructed her.


  Almost without thought she obeyed him and glanced down to see his long, thick cock sliding in and out of her. Even though she had watched herself being fucked by other men, the sight of To’en’s shaft inside her caused an odd thrill to roll through her body.


  See how perfectly we fit? The rumble of his voice added to the erotic sensation of watching his cock move within her core. Lean back now, he commanded.


  Digging her nails into his biceps while she held on, Anistana arched her back, thrusting her breasts high. A rumble rose up in his chest, the growl of a feral wolf, as he brought his mouth to her nipple. He gently bit it as he continued to thrust his cock inside her.


  To’en! Her wings beat faster as she rode him harder.


  Are you close, ennené? To’en moved his lips and tongue to her other nipple.


  So close. She was almost dizzy with the sensations she was feeling. She could hardly think, much less speak aloud.


  He growled again and smiled. Then hold tight.


  His cock expanded inside her quim. At least twice the thickness.


  Anistana’s eyes widened in shock. In the next moment she screamed with the tremendous force of her orgasm, her cry echoing through the meadow. Her body continued to jerk as his now enormous cock slid in and out of her.


  Oh, my goddess. She clenched her nails tighter into his biceps. I cannot take any more To’en.


  You can. His mind-speak voice was deep and throaty as his blue gaze locked with hers. And you will.


  Never in all of Anistana’s days did she think she would enjoy having a man dominate her. A man who wanted to possess her in every way.


  ’Til now.


  Another climax built within her, even as she continued to feel aftershocks from the first.


  Aye. To’en raised her up and down on his enlarged cock. That’s it. Come for me again.


  Impossibly, an even bigger orgasm slammed into Anistana. One so large that a multitude of stars flashed behind her eyes and she could scarcely remember to breathe.


  Vaguely she heard To’en’s shout and felt the intensity of his climax as his seed erupted within her. Her core contracted around his cock as it jerked inside her.


  She thought her orgasm might never end. So pleasurable, it was almost more than she could bear. When the last convulsion subsided, she collapsed against To’en’s chest, melting into his strong arms and snug embrace.


  His heart beat fast beneath her ear, his breath coming as harsh and quick as her own. Their sweat mingled, along with the delicious smells of his come and her juices.


  For the first time in her many sexual encounters, Anistana was so sated she felt as though she had merged body, mind and soul with this pale god of a man who had laid claim to her.


  But could she give him her heart? Could she truly love anyone?


  


  To’en eased them both down to the soft debe moss. He settled on his back while cradling Anistana against his chest, enjoying the feel of her in his arms.


  “Where have you brought me?” Her sleepy, satisfied gaze studied the surroundings that would certainly be unusual to anyone unfamiliar with this place.


  “To my homeland, Vianale.” He stroked her silken tresses as he spoke. “In all our recorded time, none but Overseers have been allowed within Vianale’s boundaries…’til I brought you here.”


  Anistana’s eyes met his. “Why me?”


  To’en smiled. “Because you are my heartmate.”


  The Faerie Queen pushed away from him, her expression changing from sated to irritated in a flash. She flapped her wings in short quick bursts, raising herself until she hovered over him.


  “I can have no heartmate.” She shoved her tousled hair out of her face with one hand and gestured with her other. “I am Queen. I must unite my realm with another, and I can only do that if I join with someone of power.”


  The corner of To’en’s mouth quirked, but he held back a smile as he propped himself up on one elbow. “But what of your heart? What of love?”


  She gave another un-queenlike snort that he found endearing. “Love is worthless when my people’s lives are at stake.”


  “What of Renn and Tierra?” At her immediate frown, he continued, “If Renn had not followed Tierra to where the Sorcerer nearly took her life, then it would have been a tragedy of vast proportions.” He paused as he watched Anistana’s face. “More than Tierra’s life would have been wasted. Instead, countless lives would have been lost.”


  With a shake of her head, Anistana said, “I do not understand what that has to do with me and my heart.”


  “Renn followed Tierra out of love.” To’en paused, and then went on, “If he did not love her…all our fates would have been far different.”


  “Love matters not to me.” She shrugged and gave a quick flap of her wings. “It is not likely I will ever know love.”


  To’en pushed himself up so that he was standing before her. He reached for her hands, clasped them within his and smiled. “You already love me.”


  Anistana gave him an incredulous look as her feet touched the ground. “I barely know you, To’en Overseer. How can I love you?”


  “Our souls have known each other for time on end.” He brought his hand to her face and brushed his thumb over her cheek. “Listen to your heart, and you will know that I speak the truth.”


  “Nay.” The Faerie Queen broke away from him and stepped back. She raised her chin and gave him that teasing look that came so easily to her. “You were a fine fuck, To’en.”


  And with that, she vanished.


  


  Chapter Five


  


  Anistana grasped the thread of power that would lead her directly into her realm. Glowing blue lights zipped past her as she shot toward her home, a fierce ache blossoming in her heart as she traveled.


  And it irked her to no end.


  Why should this mere Overseer have such an effect upon her? How could she possibly have come to have feelings for To’en in such a short amount of time?


  His words echoed in her mind, Our hearts have known one another for time on end.


  Just as she neared Astral, a violent feeling seized Anistana.


  Evil…tremendous evil was afoot in Wilding Wood.


  She started to alter her course to investigate, when the thread to her realm snapped.


  Anistana was thrown from the now ruined thread. She slammed face down onto the forest soil, her mouth filling with dirt and leaves. At once her senses and her blue mist told her she was in her wood—


  And that a sword was slicing through the air toward her neck.


  * * * * *


  To’en cursed himself for allowing Anistana to flee. With the dangers afoot in her wood, he feared she might find herself in danger.


  The Overseers’ methods of travel were much faster than that of the Faeries, but they could not travel through the same threads the Faeries used. Instead he would need to wait to see where Anistana arrived before he could go to her.


  He focused all his senses on Wilding Wood and Astral—and his heart chilled at once.


  The Fae killer…and To’en’s senses told him a Faerie had just died at the bastard’s hands.


  * * * * *


  Just as the sword swung toward her neck, Anistana threw up a magical barrier, focusing all of her power to that one location. At the same time she rolled away, crushing her sensitive wings beneath her back.


  The sword clanged against the barrier.


  Anistana ignored the pain in her wings and shot to her feet.


  The hooded figure raised his sword to strike at her again.


  Fae killer!


  With all her magical might, she shoved against the hand that held the weapon.


  But the killer’s sword never stopped in its arc toward her.


  And somehow she was frozen in place.


  Just as the blade neared her neck, an arrow struck the hilt with such force that it ripped the sword from the killer’s hand.


  A shadowy form stepped from the trees and released another arrow.


  The killer vanished before the point could pierce him.


  The magical hold that had frozen Anistana in place suddenly released her.


  Her knees buckled, but strong hands captured her by the waist from behind, holding her up. Her senses and her mist told her at once that it was To’en.


  Dazed, Anistana’s glance darted to the shadowy form in her wood, knowing from her senses that it was one of the Devline Elves.


  “Can you stand alone?” To’en’s voice was calm, serious.


  “Yes.” She pulled away and looked up at him to see his eyes focused on the ground, near the Devline. Her gaze followed his and her world dimmed.


  Chill after chill rolled over her body. She heard a distant scream of anguish, and only vaguely realized it was her own cry. Her wings carried her to the shattered form of the once beautiful Faerie. Anistana wrapped her arms around Simoone’s lifeless body, and held her tight, not caring about the silver blood that covered her naked skin.


  Shudder after shudder wracked Anistana. She knew that it was her fault that one of her Faeries had died at the hands of the Fae killer. If she had been there…if she had not been away from Astral, frolicking with the Overseer, Simoone would still be alive.


  “My Queen.” A man’s deep voice spoke to her and she looked up into the dark eyes of Evvan of the Devline. “It was my failure, not yours. I underestimated the strength of his powers.” A harsh, angry look overcame his features. “I will track the bastard down, and I will kill him for what he has done.”


  “I failed Simoone.” Anistana turned her gaze toward the waxen face of the once vivacious Faerie. She placed a kiss on Simoone’s cold cheek. “And for this I shall never forgive myself.”


  Without saying goodbye to To’en, Anistana cradled the Faerie close and transferred them both home to the heart of Astral.


  * * * * *


  Three days after the Faerie’s death, To’en returned to Wilding Wood, determined to see Anistana despite her constant refusals. He had allowed her time to grieve, but his heart could no longer stand being away from her.


  In his wolf form he trotted through the forest mist ’til he met up with Evvan, the dark-haired, powerfully built Enforcer of the Devline Elves, who bore distinctive tattoos beneath each eye. The golden Elvin stallion, L’th’amir, waited beside Evvan.


  After To’en shifted into his human form, Evvan said, “What news have you, Overseer?”


  “From what the Seers have visioned,” To’en began as the blue mist swirled around his feet, “it has been determined that no amount of precaution on anyone’s part could have saved the Faerie’s life.” At Evvan’s skeptical and angry look, To’en held up his hand, stopping the Elf from claiming responsibility. “The Fae killer lured her out of the safety of Astral using a very powerful and old dark magic.”


  Evvan’s dark brows narrowed. “What dark magic?”


  “Magic that no one alive should be able to wield.” To’en shook his head. “Dark magic that only one being has used in our recorded history…but that being was the Sorcerer Voral.”


  “It has been years since his betrayal and murder at Zanden’s hands.” Evvan flexed his muscles as he clenched his fists. “You believe there may be some relation between Voral and the Fae killer?”


  “Aye.” To’en nodded. “And there can now be no doubt that this is the same Fae killer who murdered Anistana’s mother years ago, along with other Fae and magical folk.”


  “But there have been no Fae deaths for years.” Evvan ran his hand through his wild black hair, a contemplative look upon his rough features. “Not since the demise of Voral.”


  “Yet now the deaths have begun anew.” To’en paused as he watched the blue mist swirl higher and higher around him. “And the magic imprint belongs to none other than Voral.”


  * * * * *


  Anistana lay on her belly beside the pool in her garden, the soft grass cool against her naked breasts, belly and mound. Honeysuckle, roses and the fresh scent of water threaded through the blue mist that hung low to the ground. A stream trickled into the pool, the musical sound blending with bird song, squirrel chatter, and the soft cry of a perna.


  The Faerie Queen’s wings opened and shut in a quiet, wistful manner as she found herself wishing she could go back just a few days and undo the tragedy. As Queen, it had been Anistana’s duty to release Simoone’s spirit to the mishnui trees, where it would remain ’til her death was avenged. Only then would the Faerie’s soul be able to make the journey to the Silver Sanctuary, along with all others murdered by the Fae killer.


  Including Anistana’s own mother’s spirit.


  A sense of loss and melancholy gripped Anistana. Not only from Simoone’s death, and the deaths of other Faeries in the past, but also because she had not seen To’en for the past three days. Rather, she had refused to see him as she came to grips with the tragedy.


  And her feelings for the Overseer. Feelings that she needed to deny for the sake and the future of her people.


  Anistana trailed one finger in the cool water of the pond as she listened to To’en’s conversation with the Devline Evvan, on the other side of the wood. She swirled her finger in the water, closed her eyes and clearly saw her mist whirling around To’en’s ankles.


  Her heart clenched as she studied his tall, powerful form. The way his muscles bunched and flexed as he moved. The way the wind caught his flowing white hair and tossed it about his broad shoulders. His strong jaw, and the glitter of the silver flecks in his blue eyes.


  After she heard To’en’s words, after he had explained to Evvan that no one could have prevented Simoone’s death, rage seared Anistana’s soul.


  She slapped the flat of her hand on the water. I could have prevented it. Gritting her teeth, she shouted in her thoughts, I am Queen of Astral. It was my responsibility to protect her!


  “Even you could not have fended off this beast alone, ennené.” To’en’s deep rumble came from behind her.


  Anistana’s wings fluttered, raising her from the ground to turn and stand before him. She struggled to hide her surprise at his sudden appearance. “You could have entered my realm at any time.” She raised her chin as her wings twitched. “How?”


  To’en stepped forward and caught both her hands in his. “We are heartmates, you and I.” He raised her hands to his mouth and turned them over, placing a kiss in each palm, causing a tremor in her wings. “Your heart leads me to you, and I cannot help but answer its call.”


  “But my people.” For the first time in Anistana’s twenty seasons, her lower lip trembled with the force of her emotions. “If we are heartmates, as you say, and if I were to join with you, I would be forsaking my rule. My only option would be to give up my realm to my sister and her husband.”


  He studied her with unwavering blue eyes. “That would unite Astral and Phoenicia.”


  “Aye.” Anistana took a deep breath and exhaled. “I would no longer be Queen and I would leave behind all that I love.”


  


  Chapter Six


  


  Before To’en could respond, Anistana raised her chin even higher. “I must do what is best for my people. My sister has the greater powers and she is married to a L’tiercel.”


  He started to speak when she raised her hand and placed it her hand over his lips, stopping him. Her emerald eyes glistened as she gazed up at him. “But I fear it is for far more selfish reasons.”


  To’en slid his hands around her waist and brought her close. And what would that be?


  Anistana moved her fingers from his lips and explored his face with her hands. “Because I cannot bear to be apart from you, To’en. Because I love you.”


  Warmth rushed through his heart and soul, he wanted to shout to the goddess the pleasure it gave him to hear those words from his heartmate. Instead he smiled and said, “I know.”


  At the indignant look that flashed across her face, To’en gave a soft laugh. “I love you, ennené.”


  He brought his mouth to hers in a sensuous kiss. Heat flowed through his veins, warming his blood, warming his heart and soul. She wrapped her arms around his neck while he pressed her close, his cock hard against her belly. Her mist slowly swirled around their forms, caressing them.


  Anistana broke the kiss, pulling away to look into his eyes. “I need you inside me, To’en. Only you can complete me. Only you can make me whole.”


  To’en cupped her face in his hands. “You never gave me the opportunity to tell you that giving up your realm is not needed.”


  She tilted her head back. “What are you saying?”


  “I am Ruler of Vianale,” he said. “King, if you will.” At Anistana’s incredulous look he smiled. “We do not speak of power or position outside Vianale. ’Tis one of the reasons no being has been allowed within our boundaries.”


  She cocked her head as understanding came to her features. “So that you each may come and go as you please without fear of assassination attempts.”


  “Aye.” He smiled. “Our joining would unite two powerful kingdoms and two related peoples who have been separated far too long.”


  Anistana pursed her lips before asking, “Is this why you wish to join with me?”


  “Nay.” To’en slid his fingers into her hair, cradling the back of her head as he lowered his mouth to hover over hers. “You could be at any station in this life, and I would still claim you as mine.”


  Anistana had no doubt in her heart that his words were true, that he meant them from the depths of his being.


  A sense of rightness filled her, along with a feeling of peace within her soul that she had not known since childhood. She had been Queen from the time she was a sprite, when her mother was murdered. ’Til now, she had never known a man who was truly her equal in every way.


  Heartmate. She never dreamed it possible that she would truly find love.


  To’en’s lips met hers in a caress as light as a damselfly’s wing. Anistana moaned into his mouth, leaning closer into him, her naked breasts against his muscled chest, his cock thrusting against her belly, his taut thighs hard against hers.


  His hands roamed her body as he flicked his tongue along her lips ’til she opened for him. He delved inside her mouth and she savored his unique taste. But she wanted more of him, all of him.


  Slowly she slid from him, her mouth breaking contact with his. She eased down his body, licking and kissing his salty skin until she was on her knees in the grass. She nuzzled the fine curls around his cock and inhaled the warm smell of his flesh. I wish to know what you taste like, she told him as she slid her lips over her cock. Come in my mouth.


  To’en groaned as Anistana’s warm, wet mouth enveloped his cock. Her blue mist fondled his balls and slid along his length in rhythm with her mouth. She dug her nails into his buttocks, clenching him tight.


  “So hot,” he murmured. “So very hot.”


  Her wings flapped in time with her movements pushing waves of her rose and lilies scent over him. After you come in my mouth, I am going to fuck you. She purred, the soft sound rippling along his cock and sending shockwaves throughout his body. I cannot wait to taste you.


  He slid his hands into her hair, wrapping his hands in the soft strands as he watched his cock moving in and out of her mouth. His orgasm hit him so fast and so furious, that he didn’t see it coming. ”Ennené!” he bellowed as he came.


  Anistana kept her eyes focused on To’en’s as she milked him. She sucked down every bit of his come, the taste flowing over her tongue like cream. She reveled in the fact that he had called to her when he came, that she affected him as much as he affected her.


  “I need to taste you,” he growled when she slipped his cock from her mouth. He pulled her up by her shoulders. “Come here.”


  With a quick flap of her wings, she rose until her folds were directly before his mouth.


  “Put your legs over my shoulders,” he ordered.


  She complied, her wings keeping her afloat as she spread her legs and moved her folds near his lips.


  To’en slid his hands under her buttocks and buried his face between her thighs. Anistana cried out at the delicious feel of his tongue upon her clit. Her wings continued to move, the sensitive skin of her back rippling with pleasure from the combination of To’en feasting on her and her hovering in the air.


  Lick your nipples, To’en said as he sucked on her clit.


  Anistana cupped her breasts, pushing them up high enough that she could reach them with a flick of her tongue. “Goddess,” she murmured at the erotic combination of To’en licking her folds, her wings beating as she sucked her own nipples.


  When she came, she clenched her thighs tight around To’en’s head and screamed. Her body bucked and shuddered as her orgasm wracked her body.


  To’en eased her legs from his shoulders and brought her close to him so that she slid along his length ’til they were face to face, her feet still above the ground. You are delicious, he told her in mind-speak as he kissed her.


  She liked tasting herself on his tongue, loved how it mingled with his own masculine flavor. It amazed her how happy she felt at this moment. Never had she thought she would experience true love and its powerful magic.


  A shimmer on the ground caught Anistana’s eye. Her mist swirled around it as she tried to determine what it was, but somehow her senses were blocked to it.


  “What is it?” To’en said as he released her.


  “A red gem.” She knelt in the grass and picked up the stone, which felt strangely warm to her fingers.


  To’en smiled. “The L’tiercel signet.”


  “Tierra,” Anistana said just as the gem shimmered in her hand…and dissolved into glittering gold dust.


  “Aradne,” they both whispered as the cloud of magical dust enveloped them.


  To’en’s eyes flared, his body trembling with the force of his arousal. His cock thrust up as he clenched his fist.


  “Inside me, now, To’en,” she insisted, her desires raging.


  “Between heartmates…” He could barely form a thought, so badly he wanted to thrust inside Anistana. “I cannot hold back much longer. Give me your decision.”


  “Aye, aradne always results in a child.” Anistana reached up and buried her hands in his long hair and drew him down to her. “I want a child with you, To’en.”


  His heart soared. “On your hands and knees,” he demanded. “I wish to enter you from behind.”


  Anistana obeyed, and with an untamed roar, To’en knelt behind her and thrust into her.


  “Yes!” Her wings snapped open and shut, feathering against his chest. “Fuck me with all you have.”


  Her channel gripped him tightly as he pounded into her, his balls slapping against her.


  Anistana met him with every thrust and ordered him to give her more. Deeper. Harder. More.


  When her thighs and wings began to tremble, To’en gripped her hips and held her still.


  “To’en.” She tried to move, but his hands imprisoned her.


  In the next moment his cock expanded.


  Anistana shrieked as the thickening of his cock pushed her over the edge, into a powerful climax.


  Even as her body vibrated he pumped his hips, fucking her with his beyond enormous cock. Orgasm after orgasm ripped through Anistana. She could hear nothing but blood rushing in her ears and the sound of her breathing. Could feel nothing but his enlarged cock thrusting in and out of her.


  When she thought she might die of too much pleasure, To’en roared with the force of his orgasm. His cock throbbed within her channel, causing another climax to take possession of her.


  Anistana could hardly think clearly with his cock lodged so deeply within her, pulsating in endless bursts.


  She whimpered when he withdrew from her, missing him at once.


  A rumble of satisfaction emanated from To’en’s chest as he lay upon the soft grass on his back and brought her with him so that she was lying on his chest.


  For the first time in her life, she wanted to rely on another being. Wanted to have him at her side to both lean on and support.


  “I never thought I needed anyone.” Anistana snuggled into the crook of his arm as he held her. “As Queen I believed that I had to be strong on my own, always.”


  “Together we shall be stronger than we are alone.”


  “’Tis so clear now.” She raised herself up so that she could look into his beautiful silver-blue eyes. “’Tis as though you opened my mind as well as my heart and soul.” She brought her hand to his face and brushed her thumb over his lips. “You complete me, To’en. I see that now.”


  He smiled. “As you complete me.”


  “I need you again.” Rising up on her knees, Anistana grabbed his thick cock and then came down slowly, sheathing him within her.


  To’en grasped her hips, his blue eyes glittering. “Ride me, ennené.”


  Starting off slow and easy, Anistana moved up and down on his cock. “You were right,” she murmured as she brought her palms to her breasts. “Our hearts have always known each other.”


  Slowly she fucked him, taking him deep and then flapping her wings and rising up again, then dropping back down onto his cock. He was so long. Filled her so deeply.


  This time they made love slow and easy, each pace measured and loving. They never took their eyes from each other, and this time they came together, as though their orgasms were one and the same.


  Anistana melted against To’en’s chest, his staff still pulsating inside her. Shivers rippled through her body as his heart pounded beneath her ear, loud and strong as her own. “We shall have a child together.” She smiled and kissed his chest. “I shall be a mother.”


  “Aye.” He gave a soft chuckle. “It seems your sister Tierra has found a way to thank you for the gift you gave her and Renn when you sent them to the dungeons of Phoenicia.”


  She rose up so that her face was above his and gave him a mischievous grin. “I suppose we should check all of our joining gifts carefully.”


  “Most likely.” To’en grinned and Anistana giggled.


  Her face was radiant, her eyes sparkling as she leaned forward and brushed her lips over his. “I love you, Overseer.”


  He smiled against her mouth. “And I love you, my Faerie Queen.”


  


  # # #


  


  Epilogue


  


  Evvan, the Devline Elvin Enforcer, scented the wind as he followed the trail of the Fae killer. The bastard’s stench lingered, along with the Faerie blood that stained his vicious hands.


  With the golden Elvin steed L’th’amir following close behind, Evvan threaded his way through the depths of Merth Darkling. His skilled and refined senses noted every bent twig, every indentation in the dark loam, and every nuance or change in the forest smells.


  L’th’amir’s hooves and Evvan’s boot-clad feet made not a sound as the pair worked their way through the treacherous forest. Lycidian dragons made Merth Darkling their home and did not take kindly to travelers of any race or being in their realm. The recent death of one of their kind at a Nordai’s hands had made them restless, edgy, and more dangerous than ever.


  The Enforcer had been tracking the Fae killer for nigh on three days now, and for the first time Evvan sensed the evil being was close. Rage flamed in Evvan’s gut for the Fae lives the murderer had taken, and he moved his hand to the hilt of his sword as though to strike out at the bastard in his thoughts.


  But Evvan also felt a deep fury with himself. He could not forgive himself for the Faerie Simoone’s death at the killer’s hands, just three days past. This, despite the fact that the Fae killer had been determined to be Voral, one of the most powerful dark Sorcerers in all of Dair’s recorded history. It had been Evvan’s responsibility to guard the Faeries of Astral and he had failed.


  He would not rest until he had avenged Simoone’s life.


  A sharp and bitter wind lifted Evvan’s black hair, stirring it about his massive shoulders. With the wind came an unfamiliar fragrance and he inhaled deeply. Sweet as the perfume of jensai blooms, yet more exotic. And feminine heat, a primal scent that caused his blood to boil and his cock to buck beneath his breeches. Instinctively, by scent and sense, he knew this was a woman accustomed to fine things, a warm bath, and silken sheets.


  What in the goddesses’ names could such a fair woman be doing in Merth Darkling? Traveling unescorted, no less, in one of the most perilous places in all of Dair?


  A warning chill rolled over Evvan’s tanned skin. Following the woman’s perfume was a sinister stench…the deadly malodor of a lycidian dragon.


  Goddess damn! Nothing could sway Evvan from his tracking. Nothing…but an innocent about to meet a horrid death.


  Swift as the current in the Everlasting River, Evvan mounted L’th’amir and bolted through the forest toward the woman who faced certain peril…


  As though he was a man possessed.


  Possessed


  Prologue


  


  “Fuck.” Miznari whipped a thick blue penis out of her backpack a mischievous expression on her dark features. “I forgot to buy batteries for my vibrator.”


  Natalie choked on the gulp of wine she’d just swallowed. Merlot shot up her nose. Her throat burned and her eyes watered as she tried to hold back her laughter.


  “Put that thing away!” Kerry’s face turned as red as the checkered tablecloth. After a quick glance around the crowded Italian restaurant, she added, “Hurry, before someone sees it.”


  Natalie could only shake her head, her deep wine-red hair spilling over her shoulders as she dabbed her nose with a cloth napkin. Every time the three friends managed to get together, Miz would find some way to embarrass the hell out of Kerry. Earlier that morning, when Nat had flown to Virginia from her home in New York City, she’d wondered what Miz was going to come up with this time.


  “Don’t you like it?” Miz’s big brown eyes went wide, her face the picture of innocence as she extended the vibrator across the table toward Kerry. “See how realistic the rubber is? Feels like a cock. A good ten inches, and it even glows in the dark.”


  Kerry shrank away from the dildo, her hazel gaze narrowing behind the prim wire frames of her glasses. In her decidedly schoolteacher voice, she commanded, “Put that in your backpack, now.”


  “I’ve read your erotic romances, Ker.” Miz drew back, encircled the blue cock with her fingers and moved her hand up and down the penis from base to head. “You may dress like Miss Marple. Hell, you may even act like Miss Manners. But on the inside, sweetie, you’re Debbie Does Dallas.” She put the cock to her lips and swirled her tongue over the head. Miz was short and athletic with a sexy ass and hips like J-Lo. Her nipples were obviously hard, poking through the thin material of her blouse.


  “Miz Anderson,” Kerry hissed the ‘s’ like a snake on steroids. “Put that damn thing away before I shove it up your—your—”


  “Ass?” With a grin, Miz tucked the vibrator into her pack as she murmured in her throaty voice, “Now there’s a thought.”


  Pursing her lips, Kerry straightened the jacket of her brown herringbone suit over her ample figure. “You’re such a shit.”


  “Did our Miss Perry just say shit?” Miz turned her teasing brown gaze on Natalie. “Who’d’ve thunk it?”


  “You are a shit.” Natalie laughed and pushed away her half-eaten plate of manicotti. “But that’s why we love you,” she added as the waiter left the dinner bill and cleared the plates.


  Kerry dug in her obviously expensive Coach leather purse and pulled out her wallet. “Humph.”


  Smells of garlic bread and lasagna permeated the restaurant, along with the hum of voices, clinking of plates and Italian music in the background. Natalie absently rubbed the star tattoo that surrounded her bellybutton and the gold piercing. The tattoo she’d gotten after losing a dare to Miz in college, the piercing just because she’d felt like it. The tattoo was a unique star pattern that matched the birthmark behind her left earlobe.


  Natalie shifted in her seat, her jean skirt feeling a bit snug. It was Halloween night, and the three former college roommates had managed to squeeze in time for dinner before the “Out of this World” fantasy and sci-fi convention they were all attending that evening—the stupid convention Miz had coerced Natalie into patronizing. Miz was a cover artist and costume designer, actively involved with the convention. She insisted, on threat of public dildo use, that Nat participate in one of the exhibits Miz’s friend was running.


  “So, Nat.” Miz flipped her short dark hair out of her eyes. “Looking forward to tonight’s little experiment?”


  It was all Natalie could do to hold back a groan. “I don’t know how I let you talk me into these things.”


  “It’ll be a kick-ass night.” Miz grabbed the bottle of merlot and drained what little was left into her own glass. “From what Rod told me, this virtual reality machine is so realistic you’ll feel like you’re actually in a fantasy world. Like being in a fairytale.”


  “Fantasy. Riiiiight.” Natalie took a sip of her merlot, enjoying the warmth flowing down her throat. She’d need several bottles of wine before she started believing in fairytales. She returned the glass to the table and trailed her fingers up and down the stem. “The only fantasies I believe in are the ones I have when I’m riding the purple bunny.”


  “Bunny?” Kerry paused, a twenty-dollar bill in hand for the waiter, and glanced from Natalie to Miz. “What purple bunny and what does it have to do with fantasy?”


  “For writing romantic erotica, you sure are naïve.” Miz leaned forward, her small breasts pressed against the table. In a loud voice she said, “Nat’s talking about a vibrator that has little bunny ears. The ears stimulate the clit.”


  Kerry’s face went redder than her auburn hair as she tossed the twenty on the table and pushed out her chair. “It’s time to go.” She grabbed her leather briefcase and purse, stood, and raised her chin in the air. “I need to check in at the convention center and have time to go over my presentation.”


  “You know what you need to loosen up, Kerry?” Miz rifled through her backpack, dug out some cash and tossed it on top of the twenty. “You need a good fuck.”


  Sucking in her breath, Kerry clutched her briefcase to her chest. Her eyes darted to Natalie in an apparent plea for support.


  “She’s right.” Natalie plunked down her share of the bill and grabbed her jacket off the back of her chair. “You need to get laid.”


  With a resigned sigh, Kerry patted her severe bun and adjusted her glasses. “You may be right.”


  Miz cracked up with laughter and Natalie grinned.


  The women headed out of the restaurant to the nearby Williamsburg center that housed the “Out of this World” convention. It was a short walk, and Natalie enjoyed the feel of the crisp fall Virginia air against her cheeks and the cool breeze stirring her wine-red hair around her shoulders. A harvest moon, perfect for Halloween night, was just rising over the Atlantic.


  An eerie sensation trailed down Natalie’s spine. She shivered and slid her hands into the pockets of her jacket. If she had been the slightest bit superstitious, she would have turned around and headed straight back to her apartment in New York City and to that purple bunny waiting in her lingerie drawer.


  


  Chapter One


  


  Williamsburg, Virginia, Halloween night


  


  Natalie Capella’s gaze traveled the crowded convention center—big as a football field and packed with attendees dressed as fantasy characters. Lights pulsated, music throbbed, signs glittered and flashed, and there was lots of chatter, shouts, catcalls, and everything in between. The noise level was one thing, but all the people dressed up like gnomes, pixies, giants, and trolls were just plain ridiculous.


  Cripes. These people need to get a life.


  Miznari had just vanished into the throng on a mission to track down one of her design partners and Kerry had headed off to prepare for her speech, leaving Natalie to search out the damn virtual reality exhibit she had agreed to patronize.


  With a resigned sigh, Natalie dropped off her purse and jacket at the convention center’s coat check booth and slipped the receipt into her skirt pocket. She could just make out the Virtual Fantasy World sign in the middle of the room. Nat worked her way past half a dozen dwarves, an assortment of wizards, a few net-winged fairies, and several elves with decidedly un-elvin pimples and leers.


  Disgusted by an ogre with a boob-shaped club, Nat slipped to the left and almost smashed into one of the fairies. The gorgeous brunette caught Natalie at her waist and smiled. White teeth flashed against skin so dark and beautiful it seemed to be made out of night sky and priceless ink. The fairy let Nat loose with a, “Be careful, sweetheart.”


  Nat’s heart pounded just a little faster. Damn. That dress is so sheer her nipples show, she thought as the woman turned back to her friends, revealing a stunning profile. Yep. Nipples. Dark burgundy, full, and erect.


  Forcing her attention back to her purpose, Nat brushed through the crowd without looking back at the brunette. The material of her short denim skirt felt good against her silk panty-covered ass. Her nipples hardened beneath the thin material of her blouse.


  She did need a good fuck, desperately. It had been far too long if she was feeling horny while walking through a room filled with people dressed up like they belonged on another world.


  Or in St. Jude’s mental ward.


  Natalie moved past a tall blonde elf who bore a striking resemblance to Legolas from Lord of the Rings. She could have sworn the man palmed her ass, but the elf was the picture of innocence when she tossed him a look over her shoulder.


  A smile curved her lips as she thought about grabbing the elf by his obviously fake pointed ears and riding him for all he was worth.


  Hell, Kerry might need to get laid to loosen up. Natalie just needed to get laid, period.


  Conversation flowed around her while she edged and elbowed the rest of the way through the crowd. An assortment of languages met her ears—French, Mandarin Chinese, Japanese, Navajo, Puerto Rican—all of which she mentally translated with unconscious ease. She’d had a gift for languages as long as she could remember, and within hours of being introduced to a new dialect, she easily mastered it and spoke with the fluency of a native. She’d served as an interpreter for the United Nations since graduating from college in the top one percent of her class, and she loved her job.


  Although lately she’d been wondering if there was more to life than work.


  As usual, like she had a sixth sense, Natalie was acutely aware of the men and women who watched her move through the room. Throughout Nat’s life, she had become accustomed to attracting attention without even trying. She’d been told that her slender figure, flawless porcelain complexion, forest green eyes, and her unusual shade of wine-red hair made her an uncommon beauty. Natalie disagreed. She simply looked different from everyone else.


  When she worked she kept her hair back, wore thick-framed reading glasses to dim the brilliant color of her eyes, and dressed in business suits to camouflage her curvaceous figure. Otherwise no one took her seriously.


  But when she went out, she opted for mini-skirts and low cut blouses that showed off her cleavage. Truth be told, she loved the appreciative glances and loved the thought that men found her attractive—as long as it was on her terms, and when she wanted the attention.


  Finally, Natalie reached the Virtual Fantasy World exhibit. She broke through the crowd and walked up to the guy Miz had told her to look out for—a dark-haired dork in a Robin Hood costume. Okay, so Miz hadn’t called him a dork, but anyone who dressed up to look like a character from a fantasy story was a dweeb in Nat’s book.


  “Miznari sent me,” she said when she reached the man. “I’m Natalie Capella.”


  “’Bout time.” The guy picked up a clipboard and nodded. “You’re up next.” His gaze traveled over her figure as he absently gestured toward an arched opening that looked like the mouth of a cave made from carved stone. “Head on into the cave. Once you’ve been through the virtual tour, you’ll come out on the other side. There’ll be a questionnaire for you to complete.”


  “That’s it?” Nat smoothed her hands over her jean skirt as she glanced from the cave mouth to the dweeb. “No headgear or special glasses needed?”


  “Nope.” Robin Hood grinned. “It’s a totally awesome exhibit. You’ll feel like you’re in a real fantasy.”


  “All righty then.” It was all Nat could do not to groan and roll her eyes. Instead she gave the guy a quick smile and strode toward the opening.


  Might as well get this over with so that she could get back to the hotel, take a nice relaxing bath, and enjoy the new vibrator she’d packed in her suitcase. The one with the pearl beads and the rabbit ears—it was to die for. Too bad she’d been too busy to date lately. She could use a real man with a nice long, thick cock. But she didn’t fuck just anyone, and lately no man had appealed to her, or met her standards.


  At the entrance Nat paused. Odd, but the birthmark behind her earlobe was tingling, and it felt incredibly weird. Raising her chin, she shrugged the feeling off and stepped forward.


  The instant Natalie walked into the “cave,” everything dimmed. A wave of dizziness slammed into her and she stumbled. For a moment she held her hand to her head, waiting for the nausea to pass.


  What the hell?


  When she felt better, she realized the noise of the convention center had faded to nothing…absolute silence reigned. Even the very air changed. Dry and cool—and it smelled of ancient dust and the stench of rotten meat. “That’s just a little too realistic,” she muttered, blinking until her eyes became adjusted to the dim interior.


  It was more of a large room or cavern than a cave. The walls were stained and eroded, and apparently designed to appear as if they were thousands, maybe millions of years old. What little light there was came from a lone tunnel on the other side of the room—a passageway that looked large enough for an elephant to walk through.


  Debris littered the rough rock strewn floor—leaves, dirt, and dried crap of some sort. And to her left, bones had been stacked in pile after pile after pile. Nat blinked. Did some of those bones in the closest pile have chunks of pinkish flesh hanging from them?


  Nat scrunched up her nose. “Oh that is gross. Just plain gross.”


  In the distance she heard the steady drip of water…plop…plop…plop, an eerie sound that caused goose bumps to break out upon her skin.


  A sudden urgent and overwhelming desire to turn and run flooded through Natalie. She spun back toward the entrance—


  It was gone. All she saw was a rock wall.


  Panic built up within her and she had to fight to calm her racing heart. “Get a grip, Nat.” She took a deep, cleansing breath, like she always did before an important meeting. “It’s supposed to make you feel like you’re in another world.”


  But it was all she could do to maintain her cool. It was almost like she knew there was something waiting for her…something dangerous…


  Pushing back the urge to scream, Nat took another deep breath and walked back to the wall where she had supposedly come from, and ran her palm over the rough surface. Amazing. So real and so…dirty. Natalie rubbed her dusty hand on her skirt and turned away from the wall and back to the bone room.


  Okay, so it was too late to chicken out. Heck, she’d never backed out on anything before, and she certainly wouldn’t now—even if she could find the exit to the convention center.


  She’d just kill Miznari when she got this damn thing over with. That chick was toast.


  With renewed determination, Nat started forward and flinched when something crunched underfoot. Pausing in mid-step, she glanced down and her stomach flipped. It was the skeleton of an animal about the same size as a dog.


  This is not real, those bones are not real, none of this is real, she practically shouted in her mind as she raised her chin and marched across the room, and then into the passageway. The confidence in her stride increased the farther she traveled through the tunnel and the brighter the light became.


  Natalie rounded a sharp corner and came to an abrupt stop at the mouth of the cave. She’d found an exit—only this one led into a large clearing and then a gloomy and foreboding forest. A forest that appeared so murky that sunlight could barely penetrate its thick canopy.


  The need to flee spiked through Nat once more. No way. She couldn’t go into those woods. It was too dangerous…


  She clenched her fists at her sides and raised her chin. “It’s a stupid alternate reality machine,” she muttered. “It’s not even real.”


  But it sure as hell felt real.


  A sharp wind gusted inside the cave, swirling beneath her skirt and brushing her panty-covered pussy and her bare ass cheeks. The chill caused her nipples to tighten against her blouse.


  Outside, branches swayed in the wind and leaves stirred across the clearing. Smells of pine and wet earth were strong, and Natalie couldn’t help but feel that she was truly in a forest. Yet that was impossible. Completely impossible. She shook her head. The exhibit was dead center in the middle of the convention hall, and this forest…well, it had to be fake. Not to mention it was actually evening and dark outside the convention center, not daytime like in this pretend forest.


  “Get on with it, girl.” Natalie strode out of the cave and walked across the clearing toward the dense forest. “Just get on with it.” The sooner she got through this exhibit, the sooner she could go back to the hotel room.


  Which brought up another question that she turned over in her mind as she headed into the woods. What did she have to do to get out of this game? Damn it, she should have made the dweeb be more specific. Would she have to find some kind of token? Win something? Or maybe she just had to make it from one end of the machine to the other. Hopefully that was it, ’cause she really wasn’t in the mood for games.


  Pine needles and leaves crunched beneath Natalie’s sandals as she made it into the forest and headed into its murky depths. Wind tugged at her blouse, pressing the fabric tight against her breasts and tossing her red hair about her shoulders and across her face.


  Just as she reached up to pull a chunk of hair out of her mouth, fine hairs prickled at her nape and the star birthmark on the back of her earlobe tingled. A stench like rotten meat washed over her in a hot rush—like the smell in the cave, only stronger…and like someone or something with really, really bad breath had just breathed all over her.


  Slowly Nat turned and squinted into the forest. At first she saw nothing as her gaze scanned from left to right, but then an odd glitter caught her eye. It was a kind of hazy shimmer that rose from the ground all the way up into the trees—like a towering pile of…of broken black glass.


  The dirty pile moved and the ground reverberated beneath Natalie's feet.


  Orange lizard-like eyes blinked at her from the black shape, and she almost screamed.


  A dragon. And a damned lifelike dragon at that. Different from any she’d ever seen pictures of, yet similar. Countless glimmering black scales covered its head and body, and she knew the wings the beast held close to its sides would be enormous when it spread them wide.


  But of course it’s not real.


  Her heart pounded against her ribcage and she again fought the urge to run as fast as she could into the forest. “It’s just make-believe. It’s not real,” she repeated, this time out loud. She swallowed as she watched the immense shape step closer, and the ground shuddered beneath her feet. She had the sudden image of the T-Rex in Jurassic Park, only this seemed far more real than that one did on the big screen.


  The virtual reality nerds are probably watching you on camera, Nat. They’re waiting to see if you’re going to freak out and they’re going to be laughing their asses off if you do. Don’t let them see that you’re scared shitless over a big fake dragon.


  The beast opened its jaws, and the hot malodor of rotten meat blasted out and gagged Natalie. Dry heaves caused her stomach to clench and clench and clench.


  The big fake dragon cocked its head, and if she didn’t know better, she would have sworn that it smiled…the evil and vindictive smile of a being that has hated and sought revenge for countless centuries.


  Something within told Nat that she needed to run. That she needed to get out of there as fast as she could.


  But none of this is real. Why give those nerds the satisfaction of seeing how unsettled this exhibit made her feel?


  Assholes.


  A thundering started in her ears, but she couldn’t tell if it was a storm sweeping in behind her, or if it was the blood rushing through her head. The sound grew louder yet as the dragon reared back, like a snake preparing to strike. A big, nasty, glittering, snake-dragon.


  I’m just going to walk away. Natalie swallowed, hard. It’s not real. This is not real.


  Cursing herself for being unnerved by something so stupid as a fake dragon, Natalie turned, only to see a horse and rider bearing down on her.


  This time she couldn’t help it. A scream tore from her throat as a dark figure reached down, grabbed her around the waist and flung her across its lap.


  At the same moment the dragon shrieked and a blast of heat scorched her legs and backside. Natalie screamed again as pain seared her body and her skirt caught fire.


  


  Chapter Two


  


  Dair, Merth Darkling


  


  Evvan, the Devline Elvin Enforcer, scented the wind as he followed the trail of the Fae killer. The bastard’s stench lingered, along with the Faerie blood that stained his vicious hands.


  With the golden Elvin steed L’th’amir following close behind, Evvan threaded his way through the depths of Merth Darkling. Bow and quiver resting across his naked back and sword slapping against his thigh, Evvan scowled, his mood as dark as the dense forest. Much larger and more powerfully built than the Seraphine Elves, the Devline were a fierce and proud warrior tribe. Their beliefs rested on their might, their strength as a people. Whereas the Seraphine allowed Seers and prophecies to dictate their futures, Devline Enforcers relied on their swords, their bows, their fists…and when needed, shrouding. When used with an enemy, shrouding allowed the Enforcer to cancel out all of his opponent’s senses, rendering the enemy incapable of fighting.


  Except that ability, unique to the Devline, had been useless against the Fae killer. That alone had convinced Evvan that he was dealing with a power far more sinister than anyone had imagined.


  Evvan’s muscles bunched and flexed with every movement he made, yet he traveled as silently as the Devline’s fair-skinned Seraphine cousins. Evvan’s skilled and refined senses noted every bent twig, every indentation in the rich loam, and every nuance or change in forest smells.


  L’th’amir’s hooves and Evvan’s boot-clad feet made not a sound as the pair worked their way through the treacherous forest, alert for any sign of the Fae killer or dangerous magical beasts. The golden-eyed Lycidian dragons made Merth Darkling their home and did not take kindly to travelers of any race or being invading their realm. The recent death of one of their kind at a Nordai’s hands had made them restless, edgy, and more dangerous than ever.


  The Enforcer had been tracking the Fae killer for three days now, and for the first time Evvan sensed the evil being was close. Very close. Rage flamed in Evvan’s gut for the Fae lives the murderer had taken, and he moved his hand to the hilt of his sword as though to strike out at the bastard in his thoughts. To use the point of the Elvin-forged blade to gouge out those orange eyes. Eyes that Evvan had glimpsed beneath the Fae killer’s dark hood when the vile beast had attempted to murder Anistana, Queen of Faerie.


  Aye, Evvan had prevented Anistana’s death, but it was his fault she had been there to begin with…and it was his fault Simoone had died.


  He gritted his teeth as he dodged the low-hanging branch of a bluewood tree. He could not forgive himself for the Faerie’s death at the killer’s hands, just six days past. This, despite the fact that the Overseers’ Council had determined the Fae killer was Voral, one of the most powerful dark Sorcerers in all of Dair’s recorded history.


  Which very well explained why the shrouding had not worked.


  But it mattered not what being had murdered Simoone. It had been Evvan’s responsibility to guard the Faeries of Astral and he had failed. Gods and goddesses of all peoples be damned, Evvan would not rest until he had avenged Simoone’s life.


  A sharp and bitter wind from the north lifted his thick black hair, stirring it about his massive shoulders. With the shift in the wind came an unfamiliar fragrance and he inhaled deeply. Sweet as the perfume of jensai blooms, yet more exotic. And feminine heat, a rich scent that caused his blood to boil and his cock to buck beneath his leather breeches. Instinctively, by scent and sense, he knew this was a woman accustomed to fine things, a warm bath, and silken sheets.


  What in the goddess’s name could such a fair woman be doing in Merth Darkling? Traveling unescorted, no less, in one of the most perilous places in all of Dair?


  A warning chill rolled over Evvan’s dark skin. Following the woman’s perfume was a sinister stench…the deadly malodor of a lycidian dragon.


  Goddess damn! Nothing could sway Evvan from his tracking. Nothing…but an innocent about to meet a horrid death.


  L’th’amir, the Enforcer shouted in mind-speak as he spun toward the golden steed. In a flash he mounted the horse and was seated in his leather saddle. Fly, my friend, Evvan instructed in thought, urging the magical beast toward the woman’s scent.


  On hooves as swift as the current in the Everlasting River, L’th’amir bolted through the forest toward the woman who faced certain peril. Evvan urged the Elvin stallion to go faster and faster yet, through pine, oak, and bluewood. Over fallen logs, around boulders, and across a stream. No longer were L’th’amir’s hooves silent. Nay, they thundered across the ground like the rush of an oncoming summer storm. A magical sound that would fool the dragon until it was too late.


  Evvan and L’th’amir broke through the cover of trees and into a clearing.


  There she was. The woman.


  A redheaded maid, staring defiantly at the dragon—a full-grown monster at that—as though the beast was nothing more than a pet. As the lycidian reared back to strike, the daft woman turned her back on it, a haughty look upon her features—’til she saw L’th’amir.


  The stallion bore down on the maid and she screamed.


  Evvan splayed the fingers of one hand, palm facing the dragon. With a muttered oath, he invoked the power of the goddess, calling upon the shrouding, to snuff every one of the beast’s senses, including his fire and his sight.


  The lycidian’s eyes remained focused on the maiden…he widened his jaws and flames boiled at its throat.


  The shrouding had failed…but this time with the dragon.


  With his free arm, Evvan scooped up the maid as though she was a weightless child and flung her over his legs so that her belly lay across his lap. A blast of fire from the dragon seared the woman’s backside. Her scant clothing burst into flame and she screamed again.


  “Be calm, little one,” Evvan murmured as he leaned close, pressing himself to the woman’s back. Her screams became near hysterical as he snuffed the flames with his bare chest and hands, cooling her blistered skin by shrouding the nerves wherever the fire had singed her.


  It was a most useful skill. Shrouding could be used by an Enforcer to ensure his foe was quite defenseless, or to keep an innocent from feeling pain.


  And it was rumored to be most interesting to apply shrouding in the sexual arts.


  Evvan did not bother to shroud the pain in his own arm. The Devline tolerated pain far better than any other beings on Dair.


  The golden stallion never slowed his furious gallop, his hooves pounding the forest floor. From behind them came the dragon’s enraged roar and the throbbing whoosh of wings, along with sharp cracks and snaps of breaking branches and loud crashes of felled trees. L’th’amir dodged through the woods, choosing the densest paths in an attempt to make it more difficult for the beast to follow ’til they found a safe place to hide.


  If there was such a place in Merth Darkling.


  The woman’s words were unintelligible as she continued shouting. She clenched her fists in his breeches, her nails digging into the flesh of his calf.


  “I will protect you,” Evvan said to the maid in the common tongue, rather than in Elvish as he continued to focus his powers on her blistered legs, trying to erase the pain she must feel from her wounds. He gently stroked his hands over her skin and her charred clothing.


  No matter the direness of their situation, Evvan could not help but notice the softness of her curves against his palm. His embrace tightened as he absorbed her warm, feminine musk, her scent of jasmine and spring, and all that was this beautiful creature… The jensai-red tresses that spilled over her face as she hung upside down across his lap, the soft curve of her ear, the unusual birthmark on the backside of her earlobe…


  A silver star?


  Why would the maid have the mishnui tree’s star pattern on her lobe?


  Surely not.


  Evvan clenched L’th’amir’s reins and behind them the dragon roared again. It sounded closer rather than farther away. Impossible. The beast should not have been able to follow them so quickly and easily through such thick woods.


  But then the beast should not have been unaffected by Evvan’s magic.


  And he had no doubt now—he knew exactly what that dragon truly was. Evvan had every intention of confronting and slaying the beast, but first he had to get the maid to safety.


  The stallion bolted along a path to the right, and Evvan gripped the woman tighter. Brief and sudden, a vision came to him…he was trailing his tongue over the mark on the woman’s earlobe, down her neck, along her spine, over her luscious buttocks and further yet. A rush of need consumed him and he yearned to lap at her folds and taste what his senses told him would be the honey of the goddess.


  A fierce protectiveness slammed into him, unlike anything he had ever felt before.


  He had to possess this creature in every way a man could have a woman.


  She belonged to him.


  His cock hardened against her belly as she rocked on his lap, and he had the mad image of turning her so that she straddled him. Aye, he would slide her down the length of his cock, thrusting deep within her. He would fuck her in time with the motion of the horse, driving in and out of her slick core.


  The dragon’s bellow reverberated through the forest, unbelievably louder, snapping Evvan from his fantasy. He cursed himself for his mental lapse, mating desires or no, and used his senses to assist L’th’amir in searching for some means of cover or protection.


  The Netherworld will serve us best, he told the stallion who whinnied in agreement. Let us find the closest entrance.


  Preferably not an entrance leading to D’euan Deep, home of the Dwarves. The burly blue-skinned bastards harbored no great love for the Devline Elves. Or any other Fae, for that matter. But Evvan would battle any man—any army of beings—who dared to touch this woman.


  Evvan felt twice as alert, twice as predatory with the maid in his arms. All of his life he had been a guardian, but now, to guard this woman—his teeth clenched, and he bit back a snarl.


  The Fae killer, the dragon, the Dwarves—all could pose danger to his little one, his l’tiani. If they came near, he would rend them, limb from limb.


  As if sensing his feral rage, the woman, his beautiful l’tiani, stiffened in his embrace.


  He calmed his muscles through force of will, and spoke to her once more in the common tongue. He sensed that it served its purpose and soothed her as she listened, yet he knew she did not understand him. From where could she have come, to be unfamiliar with the common speech?


  How could his heartmate have existed on Dair all of this time, with him having no knowledge of her?


  


  The rough cadence of the stranger’s voice eased Natalie, calming the furious pounding of her heart. And yet his words also stirred something in her. An almost primal feeling.


  Lust. Yes, definitely lust. But also something like…recognition.


  Her nipples grew to diamond-hardness as she rocked against his body and her pussy was so wet she had soaked her scrap of panties.


  She shook her head.


  What the hell kind of virtual reality machine is this? Fantasy kingdoms and fantasy lovers, too? And let’s not forget the fantasy fire-breathing monster from hell. Oh, Miz. You are so dead when I find you.


  The searing pain from the blast of fire had brought tears to Nat’s eyes, and she had been on the verge of becoming hysterical until the man began talking to her and touching her.


  As though his voice and his touch were somehow magical.


  Riiiight.


  “Let me off this damn ride, now!” Natalie demanded, trying to brush her hair out of her face as she hung upside down, but it only flopped back into her eyes. “This is total bullshit. I’ve had enough!”


  She almost expected everything to stop, like the holodeck shutdowns on Star Trek.


  No such luck.


  While countless trees and brush flashed by, the man continued speaking, his voice so deep and hot that it lit a fire in her chest. Her nipples positively ached against his muscled thigh and her pussy throbbed.


  Jeez, was she in trouble. She was getting turned on by a guy in a fantasy game playing Robin Hood to her Maid Marian. Some computer geek was probably taping every second of this. Miz would never let her live it down.


  While her body rocked against the man’s lap, Natalie focused on his speech, frustrated that she couldn’t place the language he was using. It was unlike anything she had ever heard, but she’d been able tell instantly that it was a formal language, and the man wasn’t just babbling incoherently. His accent sounded almost Spanish, yet a hint of something else was there. Surely it was a dialect created especially for this exhibit.


  Nonetheless, she would decipher it eventually. Of that she had no doubt—there had never been a language she hadn’t been able to learn perfectly.


  The dragon’s roar resounded through the forest, and Nat shivered. Smells of burnt cloth and singed hair filled her senses, blocking out the stench of the dragon and the more pleasant forest smells.


  Ground and vegetation passed in a kaleidoscopic blur beneath the hooves of the golden-haired horse. A part of her was amazed at the realness of what she had just gone through. She had actually been terrified for her life! Of course she was still pissed about the pain she’d felt from that blast furnace they used for dragon’s breath, but the burning had simply vanished with the man’s touch.


  Nat became aware of something hard pressed to her belly and she tensed. That wasn’t the man’s cock, was it?


  Okay, this reality machine’s getting way too real. She shifted against the man’s rock hard thighs, and her heartbeat picked up again. Oh, he was real all right. No way in hell could he be make-believe like that dragon had been. He was obviously an actor playing his part to the hilt.


  Although she didn’t think the hardness of his cock had anything to do with the part he was playing.


  Jeez, he smelled good. An earthy, musky scent that really turned her on. Despite the fact that she knew nothing about him, Nat sensed his strength, his will of iron, his protectiveness…and that there was definitely something dark and very dangerous about this man.


  The crash and roar of the dragon came closer. Nat could almost feel the heat of its breath again, and her heart rate tripled. But none of this is real!


  Damn, but it was hard to keep reminding herself of that fact.


  The horse dodged off the path. The star birthmark behind Natalie’s earlobe burned as she raised her gaze—to see that they were headed straight toward a rock wall—and the horse wasn’t even slowing down.


  We’re going to smash right into it!


  “What the hell are you doing?” she shouted, but the horse and rider kept barreling toward the rocks.


  An orange flare erupted in front of the wall and Natalie screamed. The man shouted and the stallion wheeled so abruptly that Nat was sure the both of them would be thrown from the stallion. The horse spun, like a car doing a 180 at the end of a racetrack. Natalie was still screaming when the horse came to a tooth and soul-jarring stop.


  And they were facing the orange-eyed dragon…and it was staring straight at her.


  


  Chapter Three


  


  The beast bellowed so loud that Nat’s ears rang and her heart almost stopped beating.


  In the next moment, the man had dismounted with her in his arms, and none-too-gently he plopped her ass on the ground. With a shout of, “Yan!” he ripped a bow from his back as he whirled to face the dragon, so quickly she didn’t even have a chance to glimpse the man’s face.


  Everything was happening so fast, Nat could hardly think. This was all too real. Far too real. The man’s massive back was to her, his wild black hair flying about his dark-skinned shoulders as he nocked an arrow to his bow in a blur.


  The dragon ignored the man, instead focusing that eerie orange gaze on Natalie. Like cat eyes, only the pupils were purple and in the shape of a sort of four-pointed star.


  “Voral!” the man shouted as he released the arrow. “Eyet ydai!”


  A flare of orange erupted in front of the dragon and the arrow bounced off of it, as though the orange shimmer was some kind of force field.


  Rearing its head, the dragon’s black scales glittered like millions of pieces of volcanic glass. The beast opened its massive jaws. Like a television on the fritz, the orange force field sputtered, and Natalie knew the stupid thing was going to send one of those frying blasts of fire at her again.


  “Don’t you dare!” she shouted, scrambling to her feet and glaring at the virtual dragon. She pointed one finger at it. “I’ll sue this whole damn outfit if you do that again.”


  Plumes of fire rolled out of the dragon’s mouth, straight toward Natalie. The man forced himself in front of her, as though to take the brunt of the blast and to protect her from injury. Her eyes widened as she braced her palms against his hot flesh and over his shoulder watched in horror as the fire shot toward them.


  But instead of feeling heat and pain again, she watched as the fire spread out and hovered in the air, like a gigantic wave of flame, suspended in time. As if it had struck an invisible wall.


  A piercing whinny came from the horse. Like a warning, or a message.


  The man spun and grabbed Natalie by the waist and flung her over his shoulder and started to run. But he was heading in the direction of the wall.


  She braced her hands against his back and rose up to look over her shoulder—to see that he was running straight at it again. Only this time there was no orange flare, and this time he didn’t stop.


  Natalie clenched her eyes shut and dug her fingernails into the man’s back.


  She felt a strange pulling sensation, as if she was being sucked into the hose of a vacuum cleaner and then stretched until she was as thin as a salesclerk’s patience during a storewide sale at Macy’s.


  A loud thump met Natalie’s ears and then a gurgle and a pop, and the pulling sensation vanished. Her head spun, and her ears felt like they were stuffed with at least a yard of satin lingerie.


  She opened her eyes to see the wall behind them, growing farther away as the man strode through a darkened tunnel with her hanging over his shoulder, her nails still digging into the bare flesh of his back. The horse had followed them through the wall and was walking next to them. He held his proud head high, his golden coat shimmering, almost glowing. She could still hear the dragon’s roar, but it was faint now, as if they were underground, and the beast was far above.


  Her heart pounded hard even after they were away from danger. How did we get through that rock wall? She relaxed her grip on his back. Oh, yeah. This isn’t real. Which also means there was no real danger.


  “What the hell is going on?” she asked as the man carried her through the tunnel. “Don’t you think you all are carrying this game a little too far?”


  He said something in his deep, vibrant voice that sounded like, “T’ne Evvan, Devline archpa,” but he never stopped walking. He continued carrying her down, down and down, deeper into the earth.


  “I can walk by myself.” Natalie tried to struggle, tried to get him to release her, but his grip on her only tightened. He was so large, and she was so petite, that she felt like a doll in his massive embrace.


  With a resigned sigh, she listened as he muttered a few other sentences. She allowed his language to seep into her and she felt the beginnings of recognition take hold. Just a little more and she’d have it.


  Her body rocked against his as he strode forward, stirring up even more lustful feelings within her body. It was crazy but her pussy tingled, and the feel of his powerful arm across the backs her thighs was enough to make her so wet she could hardly stand it. Almost absentmindedly he began stroking the flesh with his fingers, and Natalie swore she was going to come. It was so easy to get lost in the sensation of his touch…to imagine this man sliding between her thighs and fucking her.


  And she hadn’t even seen his face yet.


  Not to mention he was only an actor in a game. Yeah, this was taking things a little too far.


  “Where are you taking me?” she demanded. It already felt like they’d gone at least a mile, but he only responded in that unusual language.


  Everything dimmed as they entered a darker passageway. The horse’s hooves made barely a sound as he followed close behind.


  The man rumbled a few words, the reverberations in his chest making Nat suddenly even more aware of him…the feel of his bare skin against her, his muscled arms, his huge back. Somehow the darkness made everything more intense.


  Okay, enough is enough.


  “What the hell is going on?” Nat pounded one fist against his shoulder and struggled in earnest. “I can’t see a damn thing.”


  A sort of goldish glow filled the passageway, illuminating the golden horse. The glow seemed to come from the man, but that couldn’t be right. But hell, nothing was right with any of this.


  “I want down and I want some answers, now,” she insisted in her strongest I’ve-had-it voice.


  Abruptly he stopped walking, and then he very slowly lowered her to her feet. Her breasts slid against his powerful shoulder and chest until she was standing in the circle of his arms.


  In the back of her mind, Natalie realized that she had lost a sandal and felt dirt and rock beneath her one bare foot. But when she tipped her head back to look up at the man, all thought failed her…she was standing in the embrace of the most dangerous looking man she’d ever seen.


  She froze, unable to move as she stared up into his frighteningly intense black eyes. He had unusual black tattoos along each cheekbone and he looked to be Native American, perhaps Cherokee…only he had very pointed ears that looked to be real and somehow suited him.


  Pointed ears?


  His cheekbones where high, his jaw strong, his expression intense and fierce. Long black hair fell to powerful shoulders, and his chest—cripes, but his bare chest was massive.


  His biceps bulged as he held her in the circle of his arms, and she sensed the fine rein of control he exercised over himself. Power and strength radiated throughout his being and she had no doubt he could crush her in one arm with just a simple squeeze.


  When he spoke, she felt the vibrations from his powerful voice. “L’tiani, meshetinai lorana alnei bashme knei anin.”


  This time she almost deciphered the meaning of his words as his deep tone sent a thrill straight to her core. It was right there. She almost had it.


  The golden glow surrounded them, growing brighter, and then Natalie realized it was coming from him. His entire body was glowing. The radiance filtered through the passageway, chasing away the darkness, allowing her to clearly see the man who held her in his powerful embrace.


  Talk about fabulous special effects.


  “L’tiani,” he repeated, a solemn look in his dark eyes as he held her. “T’ne Evvan, Devline archpa.”


  Little one, her mind deciphered as her gift for languages unlocked his speech. I am Evvan, Enforcer of the Devline.


  Evvan. His name is Evvan.


  He gave her a look so savage that it curled her toes. “Meshetinai lorana alnei bashme knei anin.”


  Evvan’s words unraveled as her ability allowed her to further interpret what he had said: The goddess has granted me a most perfect mate.


  As the realization came to her of exactly what he meant, the man slid his hand into her hair, cupping the back of her head, and he brought her mouth to meet his.


  Shocked at his dominant move, Natalie stiffened in Evvan’s strong arms, so stunned that for a moment she froze. But as his lips moved over hers, warm, hard, possessive, she melted into the kiss. Her thoughts spun and whirled and she could remember nothing, think of nothing, but this man’s incredible mouth.


  “Open for me, l’tiani,” he murmured in his unusual language. He nipped at her lower lip and a moan shuddered through her as they parted for him.


  Evvan growled and thrust into her mouth with his tongue. Natalie dug her fingers into his biceps, giving herself to the kiss without question. The way he took control, the way he claimed her with his mouth and tongue, gave her such a deep thrill, unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. She’d never had any man make her feel as though she was his. She would never have allowed any other man to kiss her in this way.


  The realization of what she was doing hit her with such force that she cried out, “T’non!” and pulled away.


  Or tried to pull away. Evvan was so muscled and strong that she’d only succeeded in breaking the kiss. She had no doubt this man could overpower her with no trouble at all. Yet inside she felt certain he would never hurt her, or force her to do anything she didn’t choose to do.


  Would he? Was she being hopelessly naïve? Hell, she was a New Yorker. She knew better than to trust a stranger.


  “Stop,” she repeated in his language, harder this time and using her don’t-mess-with-me tone. “I didn’t give you permission to kiss me.”


  “You do speak the common tongue.” Evvan’s expression was dark and sensuous as he stroked his thumb along her jaw to her still tingling lips. “I do not need permission to take what is mine.”


  A flare of anger heated Nat from head to toe. “Excuse me, jerk,” she started in English and then switched to the man’s language, “I am not yours to take.”


  “You are mine.” He scowled, his fierce expression sending a quick rush of fear through Natalie.


  And that bit of fear pissed her off.


  With everything she had, she kicked Evvan’s shin with her sandaled foot and then tried to yank away from him. But he held her fast.


  Not even a muscle twitched on his face to indicate she’d done any damage, but his scowl deepened.


  “Let. Me. Go!” She slammed her hands against his chest and pushed away from him.


  “As you wish.” Evvan released her.


  Natalie stumbled back, her anger changing to shock as she fell and landed on her ass. Pain shot up her backside and she headed straight on back to furious.


  “Bastard.” Bracing her hands on the cool rock floor, she glared up at the man who now had his hands folded across his chest. He stared at her with an unreadable expression that pissed her off even more.


  “I have no time for such distractions.” He took a step forward, and her heart thumped harder at his menacing look. “I have a life to avenge and I cannot allow you to interrupt what must be done. I must get you to safety, finish my task, and then I shall deal with you.”


  Despite the fact that she was on her ass, staring up at a man who towered a good six feet above her, she did her best to let him know she wasn’t going to put up with his crap. “Get real.”


  He cocked an eyebrow.


  Nat put one hand to her forehead and tried to calm down. What was the matter with her? This was a virtual reality exhibit for cripes sake.


  “All right.” Her eyes met his black gaze as she spoke. “Okay. I get it. It’s part of the game—you rescue the damsel in distress—moi—and pretend you’re going to cart me off to a castle in the sky once you kill off the bad guy.”


  She pushed herself to her feet and stood so that she was nose to, er, chest with him. “But I’m not in the mood to play this stupid game,” she said in English. “I want out. Now.”


  Evvan studied her with his intense gaze. “You speak in a tongue I am not familiar with, l’tiani,” he replied in his own language. “From whence did you come?”


  Nat rolled her eyes to the passageway’s ceiling that still glowed an eerie gold color. Okay, so she’d have to play along or she’d get nowhere. “This is just a game,” she said, trying to find the words for virtual reality machine in Evvan’s language, and coming up dry. “I just want to get it over with and go home.”


  “Game?” The corner of his mouth quirked in a predatory expression. “If this is a game to you, l’tiani, I have already won.” His voice deepened and he pulled her close to him again.


  Her temper snapped and she pounded her fist against his rock-hard chest. “My name is not little one. It’s Natalie.”


  “Not-a-lee.” The throaty way he repeated her name sent shivers down her spine, diffusing her anger, damn him. “’Tis a beautiful name.” He lowered his head, nuzzling the curve of her neck and lightly biting her flesh. “Where is it you hail from, l’tiani?”


  What the heck. Natalie sighed, part from resignation at trying to get Evvan to stop playing this game, and partly from sheer lust at the feel of his lips and teeth against her neck. Damn but she wanted him. Yet how could she want to fuck such an arrogant bastard?


  “New York City,” she murmured, leaning into him. “The Big Apple.”


  Evvan’s body and soul vibrated with need as he moved his lips along Natalie’s elegant neck, gently nipping and biting at her skin, down to the hollow at the base of her throat. A small, hungry moan escaped her, and he growled in satisfaction.


  Moving his hands and mouth over her appetizing form, Evvan breathed in the luscious perfume of his l’tiani. At the same time he searched the area outside the Netherworld with his senses for the dragon…for Voral.


  The moment the beast had resisted the shroud, Evvan had suspected it to be the Fae killer, the Sorcerer Voral, who had apparently shape-shifted into a form befitting his foul, dark soul. And when Evvan had seen those sinister orange eyes, he had been positive that the Sorcerer and the dragon were one and the same.


  D’euan Deep’s protective spells would keep them safe from the Sorcerer, for now. It was bound and sealed with a combination of powerful Fae, Elvin, and Dwarven magic. That enchantment would allow none through the magical gates, except for the few who had been granted permission to travel from Dair to D’euan Deep. If not for other dangers, he would leave Natalie here as he sought out the Fae killer. But nay, he must take her to the one place he felt certain she would be safe, the one place in this world where she must have come from.


  Astral.


  Natalie gasped as Evvan cupped her breasts and held the firm flesh in his palms. He gnashed his teeth, frustrated at having to hold himself back. He wanted to lightly bite her nipples as he fucked her again and again.


  Once they resurfaced and left the Netherworld, Evvan would re-locate the Fae killer and revenge all the Fae lives the bastard had taken.


  And his l’tiani… If he had questioned Natalie’s origins before, he was now certain. After she had blocked the dragon’s fire, there could be no doubt that she was Fae.


  As he continued tasting her skin, Natalie slid her hands into his hair, tipped her head back and moaned again. She moved her hands to his ears and stilled as she stroked them from tip to base and even tugged on them. “Your ears. They feel so real.”


  He raised his head to look into her green gaze. “You had doubts?”


  Nat rolled her eyes. “There’s no such thing as Elves. And you certainly don’t look like a—a Vulcan.” Her nose scrunched as she gave him a critical look. “Well, perhaps a cross between a Vulcan and a Klingon, only better looking and sexier.”


  Natalie gasped as Evvan caught her face in his palms and studied her. Something was amiss, and he intended to determine what it might be.


  With the powers of the Devline, he slid into her memories. The familiar tingling sensation bled through his fingertips and into her mind. In moments he absorbed the sights, smells, and sounds of her strange and bizarre world. Her speech was still unknown to him, as were the many other languages she apparently commanded. But the pictures from her mind’s eye of her life were easy enough for him to read.


  All the way back to her birth…and her heritage.


  Slowly he withdrew from her memories ’til he saw only Natalie before him.


  “What the hell did you just do?” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “It felt like you were in my head.”


  “You are not from this world.” Thoughtfully he brushed strands of jensai-red hair from her eyes as he contemplated what he had seen. “Yet you are of this world.”


  


  Chapter Four


  


  “What’s the deal?” Natalie frowned. “First you act like you’re hot for me, and in the next moment you’re studying me like a museum exhibit.”


  Instead of answering, Evvan released her and motioned to a rock near L’th’amir. His time was limited and he had much to explain to his heartmate. It was certain she would not easily believe what he had to say to her. “Sit,” he commanded.


  Natalie propped her hands on her hips. “Just where do you get off ordering me around?”


  He clenched his hands at his sides and gave her the same scowl that had intimidated countless men and beings far more fierce than this petite creature before him. “Sit.”


  With a scowl of her own, Natalie crossed her arms over her breasts and plopped onto the boulder beside the golden horse. “You are one strange guy,” she muttered. “Hot. Cold…”


  “We have much to discuss.” Evvan raked one hand through his wild mane of black hair as he paced the cave floor.


  Natalie raised her hands, palms up. “Well?”


  He gave her a sharp look. “The Devline are gifted with the ability to experience another person’s life by mind-touching.”


  “Oh, sure.” Natalie rolled her eyes to the cave ceiling before looking at him again. “You just did a Vulcan mind-meld, right? So the pointed ears don’t make you an elf after all. You’re just a reject from a Star Trek conven—”


  “Listen!” Evvan growled his frustration as he continued pacing. “You were adopted as a youngling—a toddler—and have no recollection of anything from your childhood before your third birthday, by Human years. You were reared by wealthy individuals who raised you as their own daughter.”


  “How do you know all of that?” She dropped her hands to her lap, her eyes wide. “Did Miz tell you?”


  “You have a gift for languages,” he continued, scowling at the imp who dared to interrupt him, “which is how you learned the common tongue so easily.”


  Her spine straightened. “Now hold on—”


  He gave her a look so fierce she snapped her lips shut and glared at him as he went on. “Aye, those are all things that anyone could have learned about you in your world.”


  Evvan paused directly in front of Natalie, speaking slowly so that every word he said carried enough weight to impress upon her the truth in his message. “But you have never told a soul how you have always felt apart from the rest of your world. As though you did not truly belong there.”


  Chills rolled through Natalie as she stared at Evvan. Surely he had guessed that. Wouldn’t be too hard—lots of people probably felt that way.


  “You need more proof,” he said in a manner that seemed to be more of a statement to himself. “When you were a youngling, you accidentally broke the chain to your mother’s silver star pendant—it matched the birthmark behind your ear—and you hid her star in the knothole of a tree in your backyard.”


  “How…” Warmth flushed through Nat and she closed her eyes, blocking out Evvan’s fiercely handsome face. No one had ever known that, and definitely not Miz. When Natalie was young she had been afraid she would get in trouble when she broke the pendant. Years later, when she had searched for the star to have the chain repaired and to return it to her mother, it was gone. Nat had never forgiven herself for that.


  Evvan’s warm breath brushed over her lips, sending shivers along her spine. She opened her eyes to find him crouching before her, his face a fraction from hers. “Now do you believe?” The predator of a man seemed almost gentle.


  Unable to control herself, Natalie moved her hands to his ears and stroked him with her fingertips. She concentrated on exploring every ridge, every curve, every seam…searching for some indication that they weren’t real.


  But they felt every bit as real as her own.


  “I don’t understand.” She swallowed and brought her fingers to the black tattoos along his cheekbones, feeling as though she was in a strange fog as she traced the unusual patterns. “This is like being in an episode of The Twilight Zone.”


  As Evvan spoke it was like he was using magic in his voice to attempt to relax her mind into accepting the truth in his words. “Your ability to master languages in a fraction of time—that is no fluke. ’Tis magic you were born with.”


  “Magic? You’re nuts.” Natalie shook her head and let her fingers slide away from his face and braced her hands upon the boulder she was sitting on. “I entered a machine to play a game. That’s all.”


  “This is no game, l’tiani.” Evvan captured her hands in his and brought them to his chest, his dark eyes still focused on hers. “You were brought to this world, to Dair, by a skypath. A sort of…ripple in the universe as you might say in the world you came from.”


  “You’re saying that all of this is real?” Natalie pulled one hand away from his grasp and pointed toward the tunnel that they had just come through. “That dragon…the forest…” She gestured toward his ears. “And that you are really an Elf?”


  “Aye.” Evvan took her by the shoulders and gripped her tight in a possessive manner. “And you, my l’tiani, have merely come home.”


  Almost every fiber of Nat’s being wanted to cry out in agreement with what Evvan revealed. Something buried deep inside her said he spoke the truth. And somehow it made all the weird things that had happened in her life suddenly make sense.


  Well, there were her unusual looks. And she’d been considered a wunderkind for her ability to master languages so quickly. Could it be that her talent had something to do with her being from a totally different world, a magical world?


  Ha. You’re losing it now for sure, Nat.


  The logical part of her battled in full force. The part of her that didn’t believe in magic and fairytales couldn’t quite accept what the man—Elf—whatever the hell he was—had told her.


  Natalie shrugged away from Evvan and jumped up from her perch on the boulder. “This is absurd.” Turning her back on him, she kicked off her one remaining sandal. It thunked against the cave wall as she walked barefoot through the passageway, hugging her arms tight to her chest.


  Rocks poked into her bare soles, and she only hoped she didn’t cut herself. She wasn’t sure how long it had been since she’d had a tetanus shot, and who knew if there were antibiotics in this place.


  That is if she wasn’t currently dreaming or hallucinating, or locked up in a padded cell in a mental ward. Perhaps she was the one who belonged in St. Jude’s.


  She sensed Evvan and his horse following her as she proceeded through the passageway. His glow continued to light the way, and through the dimness ahead it looked as though the tunnel went on forever. An eerie silence prevailed, and she wondered how the man and horse could follow her so quietly. Yet without looking, she knew they were there.


  Natalie shivered and rubbed her hands along her arms to chase away the chill. One part of her believed that she was really in a tunnel with an Elf and his horse, far below the ground, and on another world no less.


  But that other part of her wanted to know what would happen when the dweebs shut off the damn game.


  She sighed and stuffed her hand in her pocket and gave a small groan as she realized the coat-check receipt for her jacket and purse was gone. Oh, just flipping great. Now how was she ever going to claim them, once she returned to the convention center?


  A second before he spoke, Nat felt Evvan’s presence directly behind her. “Come,” he said in his deep, commanding voice that sent a thrill straight between her thighs. “You require a salve.”


  No. A good fuck, that’s what I need, she thought as she turned to face him. Dang, but he turned her on—she’d never felt such a fierce and primitive attraction for any man before. He was gorgeous in a dangerous, dark, and powerful way.


  Evvan’s black gaze met hers as he took her hand. “As long as we haven’t drawn notice of the Dwarves of D’euan Deep, we shall be safe here for the moment.”


  “Excuse me?” Nat tugged as his grip, but he held her fast and pulled her back toward his golden horse. “Dwarves? And if we manage to get their attention, then what?”


  He brought them to a stop before the horse and his look darkened as his gaze met hers. “One never knows with Dwarves.”


  Prickling erupted at her nape. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “We have tarried far too long.” Evvan turned toward his horse and started digging through a saddlebag. “We must treat the wounds on your legs at once. When we have finished with that task, we will search for the passage to Astral.”


  “What wounds?” Nat twisted around and strained to see her backside. A chill rippled over her as she discovered that the back of her legs were completely covered with blisters, the flesh scorched. “Oh my god.” Her gaze shot back to Evvan. “What kind of game is this?”


  A muscle in his cheek twitched and she wondered if it was a sign that he was irritated with her, or perhaps amused.


  “We shall discuss it once I have started the renewal process,” he said in a rumble.


  Natalie’s mind reeled as she glanced back at her legs. A sense of the surreal gripped her as she ran the pads of her fingers over the blisters and burnt skin along the back of one thigh, feeling the horrid texture of the injuries. No doubt she would be scarred for life from that dragon.


  It was real. The fucking dragon was real.


  “It doesn’t even hurt,” she mumbled, not quite able to comprehend what had happened to her.


  “I used powers of the Devline to numb the pain.” Evvan took her by the upper arm, drawing her attention back to him, and then practically dragged her toward the horse. “Brace your hands against L’th’amir,” he commanded. “Now.”


  “Bossy S.O.B.,” Nat muttered, placed her palms on the horse’s saddle. She wouldn’t argue with him. She’d just get even with the bastard later for his high-handed attitude.


  L’th’amir turned his head and focused his golden eyes on Nat. A strange current jolted her from her thoughts of getting revenge on Evvan. It was like the horse was looking inside her, reading her mind.


  Absurd.


  L’th’amir tossed his head and whickered.


  The smell of leather and spices filled her senses as she studied those peculiar gold eyes. Odd, but the horse didn’t have a horsey odor at all—not like the ones that she’d been around when horse-cops patrolled Central Park. No, this one smelled like ginger and nutmeg.


  Natalie’s right leg tingled and she turned her attention from the horse’s unsettling golden gaze to Evvan. He was applying a red powder to her calf that turned into a clear salve as he smoothed it over the blisters and burnt skin.


  The salve bubbled and hissed, and more tingling raced along her flesh. Gradually the bubbling settled, and her skin absorbed all of the salve…


  And left her completely unblemished. Blood throbbed in her ears as she realized the wounds had vanished. Simple as that, they were gone. No scabs, no scars—wherever he spread the salve, her skin became as smooth and whole as it had been before the dragon scorched her.


  Her gaze cut to the man whose gruff exterior belied the gentleness he now showed as he carefully attended her other calf. Evvan raised his head and his eyes met Natalie’s—and the connection was instant. Electric. Desire and need burned in the vast depths of his gaze, trapping her, drawing her in and making her his.


  Possessing her.


  His hands continued to rub salve to the back of each of her knees, but his gaze remained locked with hers. While he moved his palms up both of her thighs, his touch was firm, his caress igniting a small blaze in her belly. Flames that licked at every nerve ending in her body and spread throughout her.


  Natalie’s nipples tightened and her pussy ached. A sort of trembling feeling worked its way through her and she dug her fingers into the leather of L’th’amir’s saddle. All she knew was that she wanted this man, and she wanted him now.


  Evvan’s cock grew unbearably tight in his breeches as he worked the salve into Natalie’s flesh. He had sensed the intensity of her desire for him the moment their eyes had locked.


  The scent of her juices near drove him mad, and when she flicked her tongue out to wet her lower lip he almost howled with the force of his desires. The need to claim his woman was so strong, so savage, that it took all his iron control to continue his task rather than tearing away her scant clothing and burying himself deep within her.


  He moved his palms further up her thighs, closer to her small ass and the heaven between her thighs.


  “You are beautiful, l’tiani,” the words spilling from his lips before he had the opportunity to stop them.


  Her eyes had deepened to an even darker green. “You’re kinda hot yourself.”


  Evvan cocked one eyebrow as his hands met the underside of her buttocks. “Hot?”


  “Uh-huh.” Natalie nodded. “It means you’re one gorgeous man.”


  He frowned. “Gorgeous?” That was not something he had ever been called before.


  “As in handsome—” She gasped as his palms cupped her buttocks beneath the charred skirt and he soothed away the last of her wounds.


  “What is this?” His fingers cloth around her hips. “To preserve your chastity, mayhap?”


  Natalie giggled, a sound that surprised and intrigued him all at once. But her laugh turned into a moan as his hand followed the panties over her ass. “No, they’re panties.” Her voice caught as his fingers neared the lips of her folds.


  “I think you would be far more comfortable without it.” He rubbed the silken cloth covering her mound that was soaked with her juices. With his free hand he slid his dagger from the sheath at his side.


  “What are you doing?” Her eyes widened at the sight of his weapon.


  “Do not move.” In two quick movements he sliced the straps of her garment, first one side and then the other, pulled it from her and then flung the scrap away.


  “Hey—” Natalie tensed and started to tell him off for ruining her panties, but in a quick and powerful move he eased her thighs apart.


  In the next moment he was laving his tongue over her ass cheeks, and she could no longer think, much less complain about her ruined panties.


  Natalie moaned as Evvan’s tongue flicked along the crack of her ass, closer to her wet folds. Clenching her hands tighter onto the horse’s saddle, she arched her back, her nipples rubbing against the side of the massive beast as she widened her stance to give Evvan better access.


  Waves of power rippled from him—she felt it. And then all her senses seemed to dim until she was aware of only that one area, where he was teasing her pussy with his mouth and tongue. Were her eyes closed, or could she no longer see? Was every other part of her body numb, or were the sensations of him licking and sucking her clit so intense that she could feel nothing else?


  Omigod, it was definitely Evvan. Whatever he was doing was unreal…it was magic. “Wh-what…” She swallowed, her body quivering so hard that she could barely speak. “Oh, god, Evvan, this is unbelievable.”


  “Enjoy,” he murmured in between strokes of his tongue. “’Tis the shrouding. It can be used as a most enjoyable sexual art by Devline Enforcers.”


  “It’s too intense.” She gripped the leather saddle even tighter. “Make me come, Evvan. I can’t stand it.”


  “In time, l’tiani.” He teased the soft curls of her mound. “In time.”


  “Bastard,” she muttered.


  He stroked her with his fingers, mouth, and tongue, like he was taking in every detail of her sex…tasting her, biting her, sucking her. Natalie only knew that the man was going to drive her out of her mind if he didn’t make her come soon. Over and over again he brought her to the edge, then backed off and touched her in different ways that made her crazy.


  When he once again left her unfulfilled, she was almost in tears in her frustration. “What are you doing to me?”


  His warm breath brushed over her buttocks. “Learning you by taste, by touch. By each delicious smell.”


  “If you don’t make me come, I’m going to scream.” She trembled, so close to the brink that she knew with one more flick of his tongue, she’d explode. But instead the bastard ran his mouth along the inside of her thigh, slowly moving until he reached the crease between her leg and her folds.


  “Evvan!”


  He growled and spread her pussy lips apart, then buried his mouth against her folds. As his tongue found the perfect spot, fiery warmth and then icy cold filled her body, enveloping her with such exquisite force that she shouted his name again.


  God, she’d never felt anything like it before. Searing and freezing, pleasure and pain—it was everything and nothing and all that lay in between.


  Her legs vibrated and her mind spun as she rushed so quickly toward climax that she couldn’t even breathe. The orgasm erupted within her and she cried out, the sound echoing through the passageway.


  Natalie clung to L’th’amir’s saddle as her body trembled with every aftershock. Her other senses slowly returned to normal, yet she was barely conscious of Evvan, who rose to his feet and stood behind her, his muscular form pressed tight to her backside.


  “I need to be inside you.” His voice rumbled, sending more tremors through her clit. Her breathing was still harsh as he turned her around so that she was facing him. Her skirt was up around her waist as he pressed her against the horse and cupped her chin, raising it so that her gaze met his. “I need to fuck you.”


  


  Chapter Five


  


  Even in Evvan’s unusual language, the word for fuck sounded just as hard and erotic. His words sent shafts of desire through Natalie, so intense that she almost jumped him and climbed him like a fire pole. She was acutely aware of her naked pussy pressed to his leather pants and her shoulders rubbing against the horse’s saddle. She had never felt so completely sated, so comfortable, so fulfilled in all her life—and yet so ready to be fucked. And by a man she’d barely met. Who knew that sex with strangers could be so much fun?


  Although there was no way just any stranger could do what Evvan had done to her. If she’d needed any further convincing that she wasn’t on Earth, and wasn’t in a virtual reality game, that mind-and-body-blowing oral sex had been just the ticket.


  “Okay, you big Elf stud, where am I, truly?” Natalie tilted her head back so that she could look into his dark, sexy eyes. “It’s obvious I’m not in the real world any longer.”


  His expression remained intense, his black gaze focused on her as he reached up and grabbed a handful of her hair. “Dair is most assuredly real,” he said as he pulled her to him by gentle force. “And you, my l’tiani, belong here.”


  “You keep saying that.” Natalie could barely breathe, she wanted him so badly. But she had to know why she was here. How she came to be in this place instead of in that machine. “I’ve lived in New York all my life. How could I be from whatever this world is?”


  “That is not for me to explain.” He released his handful of her hair to slide his fingers through her wild mane and then cupped the back of her head. “You will learn soon enough.”


  She started to demand that he tell her more, but Evvan brought her roughly to him. He crushed his mouth to hers in a kiss so deep and possessive that all she could think about was her bare pussy rubbing along his muscled thigh, his erection pressed tight to her belly, and how much she wanted to free that monster cock from his breeches. Wanted to touch it and taste it. Wanted to feel it thrusting inside her.


  He withdrew from the kiss, his chest rising and falling with the heaviness of his own breathing, telling her she affected him as much as he affected her. “Now, Natalie.”


  At that point, the way he said her name, the way he looked at her, and the way her pussy positively quivered from his touch, Natalie wanted to just say “screw it,” and do exactly that. Screw the man’s brains out—no matter that he was a total stranger.


  A stranger that had just given her the wildest orgasm of her life—up against a horse no less.


  “I—I hardly know you.” Nat placed her hands against his chest and tried to push out of his embrace. Mr. Biceps—and buns—of steel wasn’t budging. “I’m not an easy lay.”


  “Our hearts know one another well.” Evvan moved his hand from the back of her head, slowly trailing it down her neck to her chest, and then placed his large palm above her heart. “Feel how it beats for me.” His dark eyes focused on hers, he clasped one of her wrists with his other hand, and placed her palm over his heart. “And feel how my heart calls to you.”


  It was the sweetest thing a guy had ever said to her. She would never have pegged this dark and dangerous stranger for being a romantic.


  Natalie closed her eyes as she felt his strong heartbeat against her hand. Her own heart thumped against Evvan’s fingers, and it seemed as though the two grew stronger and stronger, their rhythms matching and becoming one.


  It was almost like she was deciphering the language of their hearts.


  Okay, now I’m really losing my mind. Just wait until I get a hold of Miz—


  But her friend seemed another lifetime ago. And right now she had this incredibly gorgeous man in her arms, who wanted her. So, she’d get in a good fuck or two, and then get back home, somehow, some way.


  Home to New York, where she belonged.


  A thrill coursed through Natalie as Evvan pressed his hips tighter against hers and she felt the awesome size of his cock through his skintight pants. His wild musk of male and forest breezes overwhelmed her senses, mingling with the spicy scent of the horse behind her.


  She opened her eyes and moved her hands over the smooth skin of his muscled chest. “I—I want you, Evvan.”


  “It was meant to be.” He lowered his head to the V of her blouse and lapped at her skin, down as far as the opening would allow. “Your flavor,” he murmured, “so sweet. I must savor you again. I must devour all of you. But first I will fuck you.”


  Natalie sighed, melting against Evvan, enjoying the feel of his hands and mouth caressing her body. “Yes,” she murmured. “Yes.”


  Evvan made a primitive noise, a growl of satisfaction. “You are mine, l’tiani. Forever mine.”


  Forever his?


  “Excuse me?” Natalie dropped down, ducking out of Evvan’s caress. “I’m not yours.”


  The move apparently caught him off guard, judging by the surprised look in his black eyes. “Enough, l’tiani.” His expression turned into a scowl. “You are my heartmate, and you will listen to me.”


  “Get lost, dickhead.” She backed away from him, tugging her charred skirt over her naked hips. “I’m not some kind of possession. I don’t belong to you or anyone else.”


  Evvan’s look darkened, but his erection beneath his pants didn’t wane. If anything, it grew bigger, though Natalie was doing her best not to notice.


  “Come here at once,” the arrogant prick ordered.


  “Like hell.” Natalie put both hands up, as if to ward him off when he started toward her. “I don’t take orders.”


  He stopped abruptly. “What—”


  “Just stay right there and don’t take another step.” Natalie glared at him. “I don’t know where you get off, but you can cut the crap right now. I’ve had enough.”


  Evvan’s muscles bunched like he was struggling to keep from leaping for her throat. “Goddess bless,” he hissed through clenched teeth.


  A shiver of worry coursed Nat’s spine as she turned and marched down the passageway. “Don’t bother following me,” she called over her shoulder. “I’ll just find my own way out, thank you very much.”


  Evvan’s furious voice chased her along the dim passageway, “You must return at once! The…” but his words became muffled as she rounded a corner and entered a different passageway, lit by the weirdest blue lights she’d ever seen.


  Yeah, right. Like I’d listen to him. Natalie didn’t bother looking back. The big, arrogant, gorgeous jerk. As if she’d go running back to him just because he ordered her to.


  Yet while she walked deeper along the glowing blue passageway, she wondered why he hadn’t followed her. It didn’t quite seem in character for him to just let her walk away like this.


  “Ouch!” she muttered as sharp rocks bit into her bare feet. The odd blue lights—that kinda looked like little gargoyles—only gave off enough of a glow to keep from smacking into the dirt walls, and not enough to really see the tunnel floor.


  “Stupid,” she muttered, suddenly feeling like she’d just made a huge error in judgment. What had she been thinking, to stalk off in a huff when she didn’t know where the hell she was?


  Strangely enough, a sense of disappointment eased through her as she realized Evvan really wasn’t giving chase. Jeez, what’s the matter with me, anyway? Was that what she had truly wanted? Was that why she’d taken off like she did? So that he would chase her?


  Weird, Nat. That’s just plain weird.


  Hair at her nape prickled and her steps slowed. Out of habit she rubbed at the star tattoo around her belly button and the gold ring at her navel. Okay, she was an idiot. Like one of those tourists who came to the City and jogged alone in Central Park, as if nothing bad could ever happen to them.


  Mentally Nat ticked off the facts currently weighing against her. She was alone, and if everything Evvan had told her was true, she was in another world. Maybe on another planet. A planet with dragons that wanted to eat her. She was barefoot in a tunnel wearing a burned skirt and no freaking underwear, and she had just let a total stranger do everything but ride her like a pony. She was deep underground, didn’t know where she was going, and Evvan had said something about being wary of Dwarves…


  The urge to run swept over her fast and furious like it had back before she’d come face-to-face with a fire-breathing dragon, and before that when she’d first entered the cave at the convention. All at once she felt as though the tunnel walls were closing in on her. She had to get out of there. Now.


  Nat made a quick about-face—


  And slammed into a heavily-muscled body.


  


  “Goddess, damn!” Evvan let out a roar of frustration as he tried to move, but remained frozen where he stood, his feet firmly fastened to the tunnel floor.


  He should have known.


  The longer Natalie remained in Dair, the more her inborn powers would emerge. Even more dangerous, his l’tiani had no idea of her own magical strength.


  Come to think of it, neither did he.


  That thought sat poorly with Evvan.


  He smashed his fist against the invisible barrier separating him from his heartmate. The barrier that surrounded him like a transparent box.


  In her fit of displeasure, the redheaded Sorceress had unleashed one of those unknown strong magical powers she didn’t recognize—the same powers he had stupidly underestimated. Aye, he had seen an example of her magic when the Sorcerer-dragon had nearly roasted them, but thanks to his own arrogance, Evvan never thought she would use it against him.


  And the wench had put herself in certain danger by leaving him unable to protect her.


  He sensed that Dwarves were near…and if they came upon an unescorted female…


  Damnation!


  Go after her, he told L’th’amir in thought. On silent hooves so that you do not startle the wench.


  The Elvin stallion, fortunate to be on the other side of Natalie’s lingering barrier, whickered and tossed his head. The brave steed then bolted down the tunnel, further into D’euan Deep, and after Evvan’s heartmate.


  Sweat beaded his brow as he focused on breaking through the shield spell Natalie had cast. It would be most difficult to vanquish the Fae magic, but Evvan’s own powers ran strong and deep. He refused to bow to any force, and that included another’s hold upon him, magical or otherwise.


  He focused his mind, concentrating on finding a weakness in the magic that held him. With his own power, he searched the length and breadth of the spell ’til he found a fracture. Minute, to be sure, but enough to allow him to expand the flaw. Slowly, very slowly he was able to increase the width of the fracture, until the magic shattered.


  With a roar, Evvan broke free. In a lightning fast movement, he ripped his sword from the sheath at his side and darted through the passageway, reaching out with his senses as he ran.


  His heart thundered and blood rushed in his head.


  The Dwarves were closing in on his l’tiani.


  


  Natalie gasped as she pushed herself away from the fearsome-looking man she’d just smacked into. Was it the crazy light in the tunnel, or was he blue?


  In the next second another massive hand covered her mouth from behind. A huge arm pinned her tight to a solidly muscled, naked torso. Sheer panic tore through her and she fought against the man’s hold with everything she had. Her captors smelled worse than a men’s locker room, the testosterone so strong that she thought she’d puke.


  The man in front of her grumbled in a strange guttural language and her captor muttered something in assent.


  Wild thoughts spun through Natalie’s head as she attempted to come up with some way to escape these men. Yet at the same time, her mind automatically began to process their bizarre language, and she knew it would be only a matter of time before she understood what they were saying.


  Her captors turned and walked straight into the tunnel wall.


  Natalie screamed behind the hand and her heart pounded inside her skull as she was carried through the wall. Again that sucking feeling and popping noises in her ears. Everything seemed to swirl and blur, blue light sweeping by in a kaleidoscope of sensation. And then a snap and gurgle as they stepped into another passageway.


  Immediately the men began jogging, with Natalie bouncing against her captor’s chest like a shapeless rag doll. The same blue glow illuminated the tunnel, but the light was so dim she could see only a few feet in front of them. Her blouse bunched up under her breasts as they moved along, exposing her belly, the air chilling her bare flesh.


  Natalie struggled against her captor’s hold, but he had her pinned, and good. The two men continued speaking to each other in their odd tongue as they fell into a rhythmic gate, treating her like she wasn’t even there. She could see the other man more clearly as they went, and he really was blue—a bright royal blue. And so was her other captor, except he was almost navy blue—well, at least what she could see of him was.


  What the hell have I gotten myself into now? she wondered as the coarse movements of her kidnappers jarred her teeth. She should have just stayed with Evvan and fucked him, and then she could have had him help her find her way back to New York.


  But nooooooo. She’d had to go and throw a fit and stomp off, rather than staying and putting his big barbarian ass in its place. After she fucked him, of course.


  Suuuuure she belonged to him. Ha! As if.


  Although, if she was honest with herself, the thought of being possessed by such a sexy alpha bad boy had actually intrigued her. Not the idea of being possessed in a demeaning way, like a slave. But giving up control and letting him dominate her sexually…well, that thought more than captivated her libido.


  Natalie groaned behind the grubby hand that still covered her mouth. She was really losing it. Here she was, being kidnapped by a couple of blue-skinned weirdoes, and all she could think about was sex with an Elf.


  A freaking Elf!


  After all that had happened, right up to the point of being carted through a tunnel by blue men, Natalie finally realized this truly was no game. She didn’t know how it had happened, but she no longer had any doubt…she wasn’t in New York anymore.


  How did she know? Could have been any number of things, including a dragon trying to make a meal out of her and actually burning her skin, or maybe it was Evvan’s healing of her, or maybe the unusual languages, or good lord, the magic in that orgasm he’d given her. That was definitely not part of any game.


  But more than all of that, was a part of her deep inside that knew. Something in her soul had truly known all along that she was on another world, but she’d chosen to ignore it.


  The problem now…escape from the giant Smurfs and figure out how the hell to get back home.


  The men jogged around a bend and came to an abrupt stop in a large room. She was positioned so that her back was to her captor’s chest, and her feet didn’t reach the floor.


  Natalie blinked away the brightness of the chamber as she absorbed its beauty. Ornate designs in gold and silver appeared to be carved into the chamber walls, as if fashioned directly from ore within the earth. So much gold, that the room literally glowed with it.


  A rough voice barked a command.


  Nat’s gaze shot to the man who had spoken and her face flushed. Damn, he was good looking, no matter that his skin was New York Mets blue.


  Cripes, he really was blue.


  The devastatingly handsome man strode toward her from across the chamber. Well, he wasn’t as sexy as Evvan, but the blue man was pretty dang hot. He had a cocky umm…smile, and blue-black hair that hung to the center of his back.


  The man wasn’t quite as tall as Evvan, but he was just as bare-chested and just as ripped—a guy back home would have to work out several hours a day to have pecs like that. His biceps flexed, and she could see the cut of his athletic thighs beneath his tight black pants. Yet no matter how mouthwatering this piece of blue male ass was, she couldn’t help but compare him to Evvan.


  And Evvan won, no doubt about it.


  “Echnog udibae,” the man commanded, and Nat felt the pieces of his language about to click.


  Like magic.


  Her captor continued to hold her tight as the man approached them. When he stood directly in front of her, the good-looking blue guy reached out and caressed the skin around her belly button with his callused finger. Natalie shivered and squirmed, sucking in her abdomen as she tried to withdraw from his touch.


  He smiled, as though amused, his white teeth flashing against his blue skin. “Grondih achonate Astral.”


  One of Astral’s brightest, Nat’s mind translated as her gift for languages took over.


  “Richnod Jarik ena Wachonia.” The man moved his fingertip to the gold ring at her belly button. “Hishna Goan D’euan.”


  I am King Jarik of the Dwarves, she interpreted. Welcome to D’euan Deep.


  This impressively beautiful blue man was a flipping Dwarf? Damn, they’d never made Dwarves like this in any of the books she’d read. Snow White would have had lots more fun if the seven Dwarves had been anything like this guy.


  “Ibudande,” Jarik barked to the man holding her.


  Release her, she heard a second before she was dropped.


  Natalie’s knees buckled as her feet hit the floor and she pitched forward. Jarik caught her in his arms, pinning her tight to his powerful chest. Her palms were trapped between them, her face tilted up…and the bastard was smiling.


  A purely male smile that told her in no uncertain terms that he wanted her. And if she’d had any doubts, there was always that hell of a boner he had as he pressed her hips tight to his.


  “Leave us,” Jarik said to the two men who had captured her. “The maid and I have much to discuss.”


  Retreating footsteps echoed in the room and then silence. Nat pushed against Jarik’s chest with all her might, but she was hopelessly trapped in his arms. At least he didn’t stink like the other two had. This one actually smelled kind of good, like apple wine.


  Although maybe if she puked on him, he’d free her.


  “Ibundanti!” Release me, she demanded in his language.


  Jarik’s smile broadened and he gave a soft and sexy laugh. “Ah, you do speak Dwarven.”


  “I speak many languages,” Natalie replied in his tongue as she struggled harder. “And you’d better be guarding your balls because I’m going to ram them up your throat if you don’t let me go.”


  “Fae blood burns hot, indeed.” Jarik’s eyelids lowered and his expression became unreadable. “But you know the rules, wench. Once you land in my realm, wingless child of Fae, here you remain forever.”


  


  Chapter Six


  


  Natalie thrust her knee up, aiming for Jarik’s blue balls, but he blocked her with a simple movement of his powerful leg. Okay, so it hadn’t been such a bright idea to tell him she was going to go for his nuts.


  “You arrogant, pompous, son-of-a-bitch,” she said through gritted teeth. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but you damn well better let me go. I haven’t survived New York City all my life to bow down to some blue underground freak.”


  The asshole actually grinned.


  Nat’s next rant died in her throat as Jarik roughly cupped the back of her head. He brought her face to his, stopping so that his lips hovered just over hers. “Fucking you, lovely, shall be a treat indeed.”


  “You will be dead before your breath fouls her lips, Jarik,” Evvan’s voice bellowed from behind them.


  Evvan! Relief flooded Natalie and she again struggled to free herself, but the Dwarf kept an iron grip on her.


  Jarik slowly raised his head and gave Evvan a smile that was both feral and amused. “Did you lose something, Devline scum?”


  “My woman.” Evvan’s words rumbled out in a fierce growl. “And if you wish to survive this meeting, you shall release her at once.”


  With a smirk, Jarik eased his fingers through Nat’s hair, but didn’t let her go. “You allow all of your females to have the run of D’euan Deep without accompaniment?”


  The way Evvan said my woman had sent a strange, yet wild thrill through Natalie. But Jarik’s insinuation that Evvan had multiple females burned in her chest. Did the arrogant shit really have several girlfriends?


  Or wives?


  That thought really pissed her off. Something deep and intense stirred her being. Electricity snapped and crackled through every cell in her body.


  “Back off, you blue bastard,” Natalie said in a voice so resonant that she didn’t even recognize it as her own. Wishing that she was strong enough to send the dwarf flying, she shoved at him again.


  Surprise flashed across Jarik’s handsome face as his grip on her failed.


  He stumbled back, the momentum so powerful he might have been shoved across the room by twenty men. Only when his head struck the chamber wall with a loud thunk did he stop.


  Natalie’s jaw dropped. What the hell?


  Evvan appeared at her side in a protective stance, wielding his sword.


  Across the room, Jarik raised his hand to the back of his head. When he brought it back down, his palm was coated with thick blue fluid.


  His blood. Chills skittered over Nat’s skin. “He’s bleeding.”


  “Your powers are certainly stronger than I expected.” Jarik gave a wry grin and pushed himself away from the wall. “I shouldn’t have underestimated you.”


  “I made the same mistake,” Evvan muttered, and sheathed his sword. “Else you would never have gotten your hands on the wench.”


  “Huh?” Nat’s confused gaze cut from the Elf to the Dwarf and back to the Elf. “I couldn’t have done that.”


  Natalie tensed as Jarik strode up to them, but Evvan appeared relaxed. Friendly even—well for him, anyway.


  “She does not know her powers?” Jarik frowned as he studied Natalie. “Most dangerous.”


  “Quite.” Evvan sighed. “She is unaware of her heritage as well.”


  “Excuse me.” Nat glared from one to the other. “Stop talking like a couple of rejects from Lord of the Rings. Tell me what’s going on.”


  “Rejects?” Jarik gave Evvan a puzzled look. “Lord of the Rings?”


  Evvan shrugged. “The maid is a bit odd.”


  “What?” Bracing her hands on her hips, Nat scowled at Evvan. “Who’s a bit odd?”


  “Why don’t we share this one?” Jarik moved closer to Nat. “We can fuck her together,” he added as he slid his palm over her ass.


  “Hey!” Natalie yelped and stumbled back.


  Evvan growled and narrowed his gaze at Jarik. “This woman I will never share with another man.”


  “I’ve had it with this macho bullshit.” Nat clenched her fists at her sides and turned toward the entrance. “I’m outta here.”


  A muscle in Evvan’s cheek quirked as he watched his l’tiani march past him and out into the tunnel to where L’th’amir waited. He knew the Elvin horse would protect her, and did not fear for her safety.


  “A beautiful but odd creature.” Jarik laughed and shook his head. “I wish you luck, brother.”


  “I fear I shall need more than luck.” Evvan gave a quick nod to the Dwarven King. “And do well to remember this creature belongs to me.”


  “I would have enjoyed such a treat.” Jarik’s features were almost wistful as his gaze lingered on the exit through which Natalie had vanished. He returned to his usual authoritative demeanor as his attention returned to Evvan. “What brings you to my realm, brother?”


  “Voral has returned from exile. He has taken on dragon form and is stalking this Fae creature.” Evvan’s muscles tensed. “We were forced to seek refuge in D’euan Deep where the bastard cannot penetrate the spellwork at the gates, and the magics are too powerful for him to follow.”


  “My scouts informed me of a lycidian in Merth Darkling, a beast like no other.” Jarik rubbed his chin in concentration and then gave Evvan a sly look. “The maid would be safe here.”


  The scowl that crossed Evvan’s features was immediate. “I trust no one save the Fae to ensure her safety, including you. Especially you.”


  Jarik grinned. “To be sure. Too many dangers exist in the Deep.”


  “Once she is safely in Astral,” Evvan said, “I will hunt down the bastard Sorcerer and dispose of him.”


  “And I will ensure that you have safe passage to Fae from D’euan Deep.” With a smile Jarik clapped Evvan on the shoulder. “Best make sure the wench does not wander into my realm again.”


  “Most assuredly she will not.” Evvan turned and strode out the chamber door.


  When he had first sensed the Dwarves, he had feared for Natalie stumbling into a pack of Dwarven miscreants who would have defiled her if given the opportunity. Once he realized Jarik’s men had taken her, he had been somewhat relieved—until he saw his woman in the King’s arms.


  And then he had wanted to kill the man, no matter that Jarik was Evvan’s brother-at-arms as well as the Dwarven King. Jarik’s death would have meant certain war between the Devline and the Dwarves of D’euan Deep, whose treaty was tenuous at best.


  As Evvan strode back to his mate, he rounded the corner and reached his l’tiani. She was glaring as she waited beside L’th’amir who blocked the tunnel. Natalie folded her arms across her chest and raised her chin. “Stupid horse,” she muttered, her green eyes flashing at Evvan. “Won’t let me by.”


  “Never put yourself in such danger again.” He kept his expression stern as L’th’amir now moved toward a tunnel exit. “There are far greater risks to you than you realize. Greater, even, than you’ve faced thus far.”


  Natalie looked as though she wanted to yell at him, but instead she said, “If Dwarves are so bad, tell me why you were chummy with that blue Conan the Barbarian.”


  Evvan raised a brow at the unusual words, but chose instead to answer her question. “Good and evil exists within all peoples, no matter their heritage or race. If you had been taken by a pack of Dwarven criminals, who frequently roam the Deep, likely you would not have survived. After they raped and maimed you, they would have thrown you from some precipice and had done with their games.”


  “Oh.” She visibly swallowed as she avoided his eyes and instead looked into the passageway ahead. “Kind of like walking alone in the Bronx at two a.m. Not a real hot idea.”


  


  After leaving the blue Dwarven hottie, it seemed that they traveled for hours, and maybe they did, but Natalie soon lost track of time. The passageways grew bigger and high enough that she and Evvan were able to ride double on L’th’amir. Whenever it would get too dark to see, Evvan would do that body glowing thing that was kind of freaky, but definitely cool.


  Natalie became entranced by the underground world they traveled—the ancient stone and glittering rock formations. It smelled old, like the back corners of the New York Public Library—of dust from eons ago, and a smell kind of like the ink used to print newspapers.


  Evvan held her protectively against him as they rode, the heat of his arm burning through her thin blouse. Her body flamed for him, needed him, like no man she’d ever touched. What difference did it make that she’d known him for only hours? It felt like she’d met him ages ago.


  They talked as they rode—well, Natalie did. She tended to chatter lots when she was in strange situations, which had basically been non-stop since walking into that dang virtual cave. Evvan did ask her questions about her life in New York, her adoptive parents, and other things that were more odd—like had she ever talked to someone who suddenly seemed to lose focus in the conversation and walk away?


  Well, didn’t everyone have that happen to them?


  Natalie in turn asked him about his life, and learned what it meant that he was an Enforcer for the Devline Elves. His answers were short, and she really had to dig to get the scoop on his life, but the more they talked, the more he opened up to her.


  Although he did ask if she ever stopped talking.


  From what she managed to get out of him, she found herself curious about Evvan’s home. His love for his family, his people, and his home was apparent, although he never said it in so many words. It was more the pride in his tone and the way he spoke of them.


  Natalie couldn’t help but wonder how these people managed without microwaves, television, and the Internet. How did people communicate without e-mail? Smoke signals or the Pony Express?


  As if she could ever handle living in such a primitive world. Yeah, right.


  Every step the Elvin horse took as they traveled was torture to Nat’s libido. Despite the fact the ride was smooth, with each movement L’th’amir made, Evvan’s cock rubbed against Natalie’s backside, its rock hardness almost bruising her soft flesh. She yearned for him to move his hands to her breasts, to cup them, to caress them, to suckle them. But he remained virtually immobile, as if he was restraining himself.


  She had the impression that he was alert, on guard at all times. Like he expected someone or something to come after them.


  Nat’s eyelids drooped as the endless ride progressed, but she came fully awake the moment L’th’amir entered a fabulous cavern. It very nearly stole her breath. She leaned forward in the saddle, her eyes wide and trying to absorb the intense beauty around her.


  The cavern was relatively small, but astounding. Crystals glittered like millions of emeralds, as though lit from within by the same freaky glow that had come from Evvan when he used his body to light the tunnels, only this light was green instead of gold. The air felt damp and humid, and held the tang of sulfur.


  “Get out of here,” Natalie murmured. “This place is gorgeous.”


  “Why do you want to leave if you find it attractive?” Evvan asked as he brought L’th’amir to a stop at the center of the chamber.


  Nat looked over her shoulder and almost melted at the way he was looking at her. “It’s just an expression—slang.”


  “Ah.” Evvan dismounted, the sound of his boots echoing throughout the chamber. He held his hands up to her.


  After a second’s hesitation, she leaned toward him, allowing him to lift her off L’th’amir’s back and settle her on her feet. His palms felt hot around her waist, and for a moment she could only look up at him.


  “Come,” he said, his tone telling her that he expected no argument. And somehow, she wasn’t inclined to give him one. His expression remained dark and intense as he took her hand and led her to the corner of the chamber. Natalie couldn’t help but wonder at this fierce man who could be so dangerous one moment, yet gentle in another.


  She’d chattered a lot on the ride, here, but for some reason she now had no inclination to talk. But then again, Evvan was rubbing his callused thumb over the back of her hand in such slow, sensual strokes that made it hard for her to even think, much less form a coherent sentence.


  He drew her away from L’th’amir, leaving the horse behind as they walked around an enormous green column of faceted crystals and started down a path that led deeper underground, into an even more beautiful world of emerald crystals. It was like being in the center of a geode.


  “Oh, my god.” She glanced up at him from under her lashes. “This is so intense. What is this place? Where are you taking me?”


  Evvan’s dark gaze met hers. “You require a bath, sustenance, and rest.”


  Natalie opened her mouth to reply, but at that moment he brought her to a stop before a tranquil pool of water. It appeared so serene, that it might have been a mirror. The surface glittered, reflecting emerald sparkles from the surrounding and overhead crystals. Steam rose in wispy trails above the pool and the air felt warm and moist. In dark corners of the pool, small swirls broke out and Natalie realized it was not so calm as it appeared on the surface.


  Kind of like the predator beside her.


  “Remove your clothing,” he said in a rumble.


  “Beg your pardon?” She cut her gaze to Evvan. “I don’t take orders from anyone.”


  “Now.” He folded his arms across his bare chest and scowled. “Or I shall throw you in.”


  Natalie bit at the inside of her lip. The pool did look awfully tempting. After that ride, she really needed to cool her lust. Her body might want to climb this man, er, Elf, but she didn’t have sex with just anyone.


  Although she couldn’t call Evvan just anyone.


  Evvan’s muscles flexed as he watched his l’tiani remove her tunic. Her eyes, green as the D’euan Forest, taunted him as she slowly unbuttoned the tunic down toward her navel, as though daring him to help her take it off. He clenched his fists at his sides, forcing himself to keep from indulging in that most distinct pleasure. By the goddess, he should just rip her clothes from her body and be done with it.


  “Turn your back.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I don’t want you to watch.”


  He shook his head. “I have the right to see what is mine, l’tiani.”


  “No.” A spark lit her gaze and the pain in his erection magnified. Never had his breeches felt so tight, his cock nearly strangled in its desire to mate with his woman. “I am not yours, or anyone else’s, understand?” she said.


  “Remove your clothing, Natalie.” Evvan took a step toward her. “Or I will rip it from you.”


  “Jerk,” she mumbled. With a defiant tilt to her chin, she let the tunic drop to the floor. Evvan frowned that her breasts were not yet bared. What was that cloth that bound her plump breasts, showing him only hints of her ripe nipples through the black lace?


  In the next moment her short skirt slid down her legs to her ankles, and she stepped out of it. Her tantalizing mound with jensai-red curls caused his mouth to water in anticipation of tasting her again. Evvan started to walk toward her, but she turned around, treating him to a view of her most delectable ass.


  The bizarre clothing both perplexed him yet inflamed his desire for her. When he had mind-touched her, he had only sought answers to her life and had not delved into the odd clothing habits of the world from whence she came.


  Slowly she brought her hands up and unfastened her breast bindings, letting it drop to the floor before moving to the water’s edge.


  Natalie’s hips swayed and Evvan’s cock grew unbearably hard as he watched her bend over to dip her finger into the pool and test its waters. He could clearly see her sweet folds, the flesh swollen with her need, the curls glistening with her juices.


  The Sorceress. She was most definitely aware of what she was doing to him.


  As she stepped down into the water and moved toward its center, Evvan quickly dispatched himself of his boots and his breeches. Her back was still to him as he strode toward the pool and entered its welcoming waters.


  Natalie sighed as she closed her eyes and relaxed. The water flowed around her, warm and soothing. Oh, but Evvan had been right. She needed this. Underwater jet streams massaged her legs, her thighs. And when she moved just right, one of them even caressed her pussy.


  She wondered how long he intended to watch her. Hell, maybe she should give him a show. It was what he deserved for ordering her to strip in front of him. Maybe a little flash of her breast—


  A small splash interrupted her thoughts and her eyes flew open as she whirled to find Evvan directly behind her.


  He was completely naked, the water only reaching him mid thigh—and oh, my god.


  “Wow. Jeez. I, ah, didn’t know they made them that big…and ribbed,” she said as she stared at his impressive erection. Starting just under the thick head of his cock, ridges formed—kind of like those on a Klingon’s forehead in Star Trek. Only these were more of concentric circles—ripples—down the length of Evvan’s cock all the way to its base.


  Surprisingly she felt no intimidation at the size or ridges. Rather, she could almost imagine what it would feel like inside her, stretching her, filling her, stimulating her…


  Completing her.


  Reluctantly her attention moved away from that fascinating and enticing cock, but she was more than pleased to take in his powerful thighs and narrow hips, and to continue on up to the well-defined muscles of his hard abs. Damn, but the man didn’t just have a six-pack, he had an eight-pack. Her gaze continued moving on up to his broad chest and shoulders, and then her eyes met his.


  She studied his face, taking in the strong features, the tense line of his jaw. A flare sparked in his black eyes, and his wild mane of black hair fell carelessly about his shoulders.


  Even his pointed ears now seemed normal to her, and she couldn’t for one moment imagine him without them, or sans the tattoos along his cheekbones. The marks reminded her of the black smudges football players put under each eye to help fight the sun’s glare during games, or of a Native American in the Wild West with war paint streaked across his face.


  “L’tiani.” His voice rumbled from his chest, his eyes intent and focused on her. Natalie shivered despite the warmth of the pool when he said, “Does your heart not recognize me?”


  She allowed all that was Evvan to flow over her. His gruff exterior, fierce possessiveness, and equally intense protectiveness. His powerful, commanding presence. Yet at the same time she remembered how he spoke of his people and home, how gently he’d attended to her wounds, his sensual touch, his kisses… and omigod, the way he’d licked her pussy.


  And yes, inside she knew this man on a soul-deep level. So strong, so extraordinary that her heart nearly exploded with the knowledge.


  Could she possibly be falling in love with this man, this Elf, from another world?


  No. That was stupid. Something like this could never work. She had to find a way back to New York City where she belonged. She had friends, a home—a life—waiting for her there.


  And this…all of it was just a dream.


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Even as Natalie realized a relationship with Evvan would never work, she found herself moving toward him, almost as though she was possessed. The bottom of the pool felt smooth beneath her feet, the water a warm and sensual caress to her skin. Around them the cavern’s emerald crystals sparkled, and it seemed as though a sort of green dust glittered in the air—like hundreds of fireflies twinkling everywhere she looked.


  As she reached her fearsome Elvin warrior, Natalie smiled. Tinkerbelle, eat your heart out.


  He watched her, his dark features as unreadable as always while she moved her palms to his chest. Her fingertips began exploring the marble hardness of his pecs, shoulders and biceps, and the iron corded muscles beneath. Mixed with the mineral smell of the pool, Evvan’s scent surrounded her, his wild musk of male and forest breezes drugging her, making her crazy with need.


  Nat worked her way back down to his rippled abs, feeling their rock hardness beneath her palms. “You’re incredible,” she murmured. “You must work out for hours every day.”


  He cocked an eyebrow. “Work out?”


  At the perplexed tone of his voice, Natalie said, “Well, I suppose as an Elf, maybe you were just born perfect.”


  A muscle along his jaw twitched but his features remained serious. “Nay, l’tiani. ’Tis you who are perfection.”


  “Mmmm.” She dropped her gaze to his thick erection. “Now this is what I call absolutely stunning.” His long cock thrust out toward her, and she licked her lips. What would it feel like in her mouth? How deep could she take him?


  “So big,” she murmured, allowing her fingers to caress the length of him and to skim through the cloud of wiry black hair.


  He was so tall that the water level was below his balls. She dipped her fingers into the warm fluid to cup him and feel the weight of his sac in her palm, and then moved her hand up along his ridged length. Wow. His cock felt just like her new vibrator with the pearl beads, only better. She could already picture herself riding him, could already imagine what it would feel like having that fabulous cock plunging in and out of her.


  Evvan bit back the urge to take his woman now. Natalie’s every touch was torture, driving him mad with lust and need. He was not accustomed to struggling with his desires, and the realization that she endangered his normally fierce control disturbed him, greatly.


  Perhaps if he took her now, hard and fast, it would curb the lust that threatened to turn him into a daft fool instead of the proud warrior he was.


  Natalie’s jensai-red tresses fell in waves about her shoulders, her lids lowered as she fondled his cock. “If this is all real, and I’m not dreaming,” she said, “explain to me why I’m here.”


  He dipped his fingers into the water and trailed them over the star design around her navel, and over the gold ring that pierced her fair skin. “The will of the goddess brought you to me,” he said as he raised his gaze to meet hers.


  Her brows furrowed. “I don’t know any goddesses.”


  “You are my heartmate.” Evvan reached up with both hands and cupped her breasts in his palms, and she trembled at his touch. “There can be no doubt.”


  “Heartmate.” Natalie repeated the word as she continued to fondle his mouth-watering cock, and gave a small shake of her head. “I belong in New York.” With her free hand she gestured to the cavern around them. “Not here, and not as anyone’s heartmate.”


  “My heartmate.” The look on Evvan’s features grew impossibly darker and more dangerous than ever before. He roughly pinched her nipples with the thumb and forefinger of each hand. “You have only to open your mind and your heart to see that I speak the truth.”


  With a gasp, Natalie arched toward him. Damn that felt good. Somehow the danger and primal strength she sensed in him only made her want more.


  “Hours ago I was having dinner with my friends,” she said, her words fractured as she fought to speak. “And now…look at me. I’m standing in a hot spring with a gorgeous naked Elf stud.”


  Evvan’s expression remained hard while he tweaked her nipples. “What was that sling you used to bind your breasts? A trap for unwary hands, perhaps?”


  “It’s a bra.” Natalie’s laugh turned into a gasp as Evvan pinched her nipples, just hard enough to send a burst of pleasure through her. “What was that—whatever it was you did to me before, when you made me climax?”


  Evvan never stopped touching her as he spoke. “Devline Enforcers are born with the talent to mask or shroud another’s every sense, or select senses. ’Tis quite a rare ability.”


  She closed her eyes, giving into the sensations of his touch while she continued to stroke his cock. “That must come in handy.”


  “It makes us feared opponents…and much sought after lovers.”


  Natalie’s eyelids shot open and her hand paused in mid-stroke as her gaze met Evvan’s. The hot waves of jealousy rushing through her body were so fierce and so sudden that it shocked her. “You have a lot of lovers, do you?” Nat said, wondering if it were possible to squeeze off his cock.


  The corner of his mouth twitched and she thought perhaps he might smile, which would be a first. But it only made her want to bury her fist in his abdomen—though likely she’d just break a nail on those iron hard abs.


  “The thought of me being with other women upsets you,” he said, clearly as a statement. “Very good.”


  Okay, she was not going to put up with that. Nat scowled and braced her palms against his chest and tried to push away, but he still held on to her nipples. Pain shot through her as her body jerked back to his. A cry tore from her throat, but it swiftly turned into a moan as the pain transformed into an intense burst of pleasure.


  Her senses dimmed again, just as they had in the passageway, only this time the sensation was entirely focused on her chest. The emerald sparkles of the cavern faded to nothing and Natalie could no longer see anything, not even Evvan. She could feel only hands and his breath upon her breasts and her nipples. All sound vanished with the exception of Evvan’s powerful voice. Perhaps she should have been afraid, knowing that this powerful man had such complete control over her, but she felt safe and protected, and entirely pleasured.


  “’Tis true I have fucked many women,” he murmured as the intensity of feeling in her breasts and nipples reached orgasmic levels. “But now that I have found you, l‘tiani, my heartmate, there will never be another. You will be the first and only woman I will make love with.”


  Wow. The way he told her that she was now the only one for him, left no doubt in her mind that he was dead serious. And damn but it turned her on even more.


  With her senses shrouded, it was almost as though he had been speaking in her mind. It was only the two of them in the entire galaxy. No one else existed, nothing else existed…just the two of them.


  The sensation of his touch, of all her senses concentrated in that one area, was so exquisite that tears formed in her eyes. Heat pulsated from him in waves, and in the next moment flames licked through her, filling her with absolute ecstasy. More incredible than she had ever experienced in her life—even more than when he’d made her come in the tunnel.


  “Do you feel it, l’tiani?” he asked as she climbed higher to the peak. “’Tis a sign of the goddess that our mating is meant to be.”


  “Oh, god—uh, make that goddess.” Almost dizzy from the intensity of the sensations Natalie grasped his biceps with her hands, afraid her knees just might give out. Her body trembled as the waves of erotic energy continued flowing through her.


  “I must have you.” With a groan, Evvan lowered his head to capture her nipple in his warm mouth. He flicked his tongue against the nub and Natalie screamed as she came, hard and sudden.


  Her body rocked against his and she clenched her fingernails into his biceps harder than ever. Evvan moved his tongue to her other breast and laved the nipple and another orgasm slammed into her.


  Natalie’s head was spinning, her body throbbing, and she was vaguely conscious of him picking her up in his arms and cradling her to his chest. The cavern’s glittering crystals pulsed in and out of focus as she clung to Evvan and he moved to the edge of the pool. He disentangled her arms from around his neck and eased her down so that she was sitting on the floor of the cavern, her feet still dangling in the warm pool. The stone floor felt surprisingly warm beneath her ass.


  “I shall never get enough of you.” Evvan kissed a path down her neck, his long black hair sliding over her skin in a sensual caress. His lips moved between her breasts and to the gold ring at her belly button. She shivered as he flicked his tongue against the ring and licked the star tattoo. Tingling sensations skittered through her belly and she moaned as his mouth moved away, down to the fine hair of her mound.


  Placing his hands on the inside of her knees, he pressed her legs apart and then knelt between her thighs. Even kneeling, the water level only reached Evvan’s biceps, and his face was level with her pussy. Natalie trembled as he closed his eyes and inhaled—a long, deep and slow breath. Like he was drawing in her scent and savoring it.


  Dang, but that turned her on.


  Evvan opened his eyes, his expression serious while he studied her naked flesh. Bringing one finger to her pussy, he stroked the folds, his skin dark brown against her paleness. “You are such a beautiful creature.”


  Natalie’s body vibrated at his touch. She leaned back, bracing her hands behind her, the rock damp beneath her palms. “I need you now. I want to feel that incredible cock inside me.”


  He growled and slid his large hands under her butt cheeks and brought her closer to the edge of the stone. His expression turned dark and fierce, and a frightened thrill shot through her. She almost expected him to sprout fangs and sink his teeth into her, like a vampire.


  “You test my control.” He brought his mouth closer to her pussy and she trembled with anticipation. “I fear with you I have little.”


  Nat’s breathing was so heavy she could barely speak. “Fuck me, Evvan.”


  He ignored her, and moved his mouth to the inside of each knee and slicked his tongue back toward her core. She quivered as his lips reached her pussy and he just kissed it lightly and flicked his tongue into her folds, as though he was kissing her mouth in a delicate and sensuous kiss. Nat thrust her hips closer to his face and a growl rumbled within his chest.


  In the next moment, he pushed her thighs apart as wide as they could go and pressed his hot mouth against her folds. This time he didn’t shroud her senses and she couldn’t stop watching him devouring her pussy. His skin and hair so dark against her pale thighs, his tongue reaching out and laving her from that sensitive skin between her ass and her pussy, on up past her clit to the fine red hairs of her mound. She squirmed, so dang close to orgasm again that she almost screamed with frustration.


  “Yeah.” She rocked her hips and moaned as he laved her clit. “Oh, yeah. Right there.”


  But the bastard began licking her folds instead, changing his technique and driving her nuts with the need to come. He felt big and solid between her thighs as he stuck his tongue into her core, thrusting in and out. As her body quivered with another oncoming climax, he moved back to her clit again.


  Emerald crystals pulsed throughout the cavern, in time with the throbbing in her core. It was like the entire room channeled her sexual energy, magnifying everything she was feeling. “Evvan. Please.” She couldn’t believe she was reduced to begging—but she was going to explode.


  He rumbled against her folds and thrust two fingers inside her channel. That magical warmth burst from him at the same time he sucked on her clit.


  Oh. My. God.


  So intense was the force of her orgasm that Natalie screamed, loud and long. Her arms barely held her up as she thrashed against his face. Evvan continued, fucking her with his fingers and sucking her clit, bringing her to another climax, and yet another.


  After the third orgasm—well, it was actually her fifth—she shouted, “S-s-stop!” She could hardly speak as her body shook and trembled from wave after wave of sensation that continued to pulse throughout her like the emerald crystals in the cavern.


  She no longer had the strength to hold herself up and her arms began to give out on her. Just as she started to collapse back onto the stone floor, Evvan moved and caught her to him, bringing her into his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck and clung to him, melting into him so completely that she felt they were one. Her body continued to tremble and she was sure it would never stop. She closed her eyes and pressed her cheek against his shoulder as he drew her into the pool with him.


  But even as the thought entered her mind that she couldn’t take anymore, something shifted. “Now, Evvan,” she demanded as she nipped at his shoulder. “Fuck me now.”


  Evvan growled his desire as he nuzzled Natalie’s silken hair and breathed in her exotic perfume of jasmine and woman’s musk. He savored the taste of her juices on his tongue and found that he could not wait to taste her yet again. But first he needed to fuck her, to show her that she was his in every way.


  He trembled with the force it required to keep himself from impaling her on his cock with no further delay. She reached up and kissed him, her mouth insistent. Sliding her tongue between his lips, she made small mewling sounds that reminded him of the pet wildcat he’d had as an Elfling centuries ago.


  Pressing his cock tight to her belly he returned her kiss, wanting to be inside her more than anything in this world.


  “Fuck me, Evvan,” she ordered him again as their lips separated. “I need you inside me so bad I can hardly stand it.”


  “You are mine, l’tiani,” he growled as his grip tightened around his woman.


  “No.” She gave him a wicked smile. “You’re mine.”


  He could find no words to argue the point with Natalie, and chose instead to show her that he possessed her body and soul and would one day possess her heart as well.


  With one hand he held her tight, her legs still wrapped around his waist. She braced her palms on his shoulders and raised herself up as he used his other hand to grab his cock and place its head to her channel. Keeping a strict rein on his control, he rubbed his erection against her drenched folds. “Are you ready for me?”


  “I’ve been ready since I met you.” She wiggled, drawing him deeper into her opening. “Now take me already.”


  His gaze locked with hers, he gripped her hips with both hands and brought her down hard, burying himself deep within her hot core.


  “What an incredible cock.” Natalie gasped and her eyes rolled up to the cavern’s glittering ceiling. “Damn, but those ridges feel good. And you’re so thick, so big.”


  “The goddess created you for me, and only me.” Evvan held her hips tight and slowly began moving her up and down the length of his staff. “Your quim fits me like a well-made sheath.”


  She moved her hands to his shoulders and dug her fingers into his muscles. “Fuck me harder, damn it!”


  Evvan raised her up and down his staff, driving into her with all of his own need and desire. Natalie used her leverage on his arms to meet him with every thrust.


  “That’s it,” she cried as she tilted her head back, her expression one of sheer ecstasy. “Faster. Harder.”


  He almost lost himself to the sensation of his cock sliding in and out of her silken heat. Gritting his teeth, he barely managed to keep from spilling his fluid into her womb too soon.


  Power flowed through him, from limb to limb, from his cock into Natalie’s quim and throughout her being as he released the r’tan, the power the goddess granted the Devline Elvin men to pleasure their heartmates. The warmth surrounded them, suffused their bodies, binding them together for eternity.


  Natalie climaxed so hard that a choked cry tumbled through her lips and her body bucked against his. “Evvan,” she shouted. “Omigod, Evvan!”


  He bellowed as he came. His cock throbbed and pulsed inside his heartmate’s quim, filling her with his fluid.


  She collapsed against him, her sweat mingling with his, the smells of their sex, an aphrodisiac that made him want her again. Right now.


  Evvan hardened inside Natalie and she raised her gaze to meet his. “Again,” she whispered. “Fuck me again, Evvan.”


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  Natalie stretched her aching limbs beneath the covers of their makeshift bed, feeling sore and well-fucked. How many times had they gone at it? Five? Ten? The man was insatiable—for that matter, so was she—and she’d relished every minute of it. No man in her world could possibly match up to this unstoppable sexual force called Evvan.


  She looked up at the glittering emerald ceiling of the cave and smiled at the thought of how it felt to have that ridged cock thrusting in and out of her. It was absolutely unbelievable. She’d felt every ripple, and it had driven her wild.


  The first couple of times he’d taken her, it had been hard and fast. Then they’d scavenged some breads and odd tasting dried fruits out of Evvan’s saddlebags and had fed one another. It had been so sensual eating from his fingers that now it made her shiver just thinking about it.


  After their light meal, they went at it slow and easy, again and again. She fell asleep with his arms tight around her, but then in the middle of the night he woke her and they’d gone at it yet another time. His cock certainly was better than a ribbed Trojan, and damned if she wasn’t ready for him again this morning…


  They hadn’t used condoms.


  She came fully awake in an instant and bolted upright, heat flushing through her at the realization. Oh. My. God.


  Her gaze shot from the blanket bed to one part of the glittering chamber to another, only to see that Evvan wasn’t there.


  Omigod. Omigod. Omigod!


  How could she have so totally lost it over a man, that it had never even occurred to her? The air smelled of their sex. So how could she have forgotten such an important thing? What was wrong with her?


  Natalie groaned and flopped back on the blankets and stared up at the crystals projecting from the ceiling. She had never, ever, ever, ever had sex without a condom. No matter what a guy might have said in protest: I’ll pull out in time, I swear; it feels so much better for both of us without it; honestly, I don’t have anything you could catch. She had refused to even consider intercourse without protection. Too many STD’s out there, and the chance of pregnancy…


  Shit. Natalie pushed the covers down and held her hand over the star tattoo on her abdomen. She rubbed her hand over her flat belly, as if it had expanded over night. What if she was pregnant?


  Groaning, she covered her eyes with her arm. Instantly she pictured herself waddling up Fifth Avenue with a huge belly, needing to find a bathroom to pee every five minutes. Or better yet, trundling into FAO Schwartz to shop for hoards of toys to pacify the screaming child in her arms. She didn’t know how to be a mom. She’d never been around kids—hadn’t even thought about starting a family, wasn’t even sure she wanted to.


  Oh, jeez. Oh, cripes. Oh, shit!


  Even as she worried about being pregnant, the memory returned…of him stretching her, filling her more completely than she could have imagined. It had felt so good, so incredibly good having him inside her.


  How could she ever have another man after experiencing Evvan?


  Don’t even go there, Natalie Capella. This was not her world, and it didn’t matter how much she enjoyed this man, she couldn’t, wouldn’t stay. No way. Well, at least if she had a choice in the matter. For all she knew, she’d never be able to go back home.


  A warm mouth fastened on her nipple and Natalie opened her eyes and flung her arm aside to see her lover licking and suckling the taut nub, his black gaze focused on her. He was still entirely naked, his massive arms braced to either side of her waist, his ridged cock thrusting out toward her.


  How had he managed to sneak up on her like that? Must be an Elf thing.


  “I see you are awake now, l’tiani.” His deep, vibrant voice caused her to grow wet.


  God, how she wanted him again.


  Natalie reached up and slipped her fingers into the thick black hair spilling over his shoulders. She swallowed. “We didn’t use condoms,” she said, using the word in her own language because she couldn’t come up with one in his.


  Evvan cocked a brow. “Con-doms?”


  “You know.” Natalie searched for a word that meant contraceptive in his language. “Something to prevent diseases and to keep the woman from getting pregnant?”


  Frowning, Evvan replied, “It has been countless centuries since disease of any kind has been on Dair.”


  “Really?” She let her fingers slide to the ends of his black hair. “What about pregnancy?”


  Evvan eased himself onto the blanket so that he was lying beside her. He stroked his knuckles across her cheek. “Only two ways exist for an Elvin man to impregnate a woman.”


  She all but held her breath as she asked, “And those are…”


  He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, brushing against the star mark on the back of her earlobe. “An Elvin man impregnates his mate by intentionally releasing his seed into his sexual fluid when he reaches climax.”


  Her eyes widened. “You can do that?”


  “Aye.” Evvan’s gaze was entirely serious as he lightly tugged on her earlobe.


  Natalie burned with the desire to have him inside her again, but she forced herself to concentrate on what she needed to learn from him. “So, um. When we…”


  His expression remained solemn. “Nay, I did not impregnate you.”


  Relief flushed through Nat and she let out a long sigh. “What’s the other way?”


  “By a dust used by Faeries, called aradne.” Evvan said the word for fairy as Faerie, a distinct people of this world like Elves, Dwarves and Humans. He rubbed his thumb over her lobe, the simple movement stimulating her even more as he continued, “Aradne is an aphrodisiac to most males and females, and between heartmates it always results in a child. If the dust were used with you and I, you would most definitely conceive.”


  She bit her lip and then asked, “There’s not any of that stuff lying around, is there?”


  Slowly he shook his head. “Rarely is it used outside of Astral. Unless Anistana is in one of her—should I say, mischievous—moods, ’tis usually used with the consent of both partners.”


  “Oh.” Natalie reached for Evvan, slipping her arms around his neck and drawing his face closer to hers. “Well, cool. Let’s fuck, then.”


  “I’ve always thought it best to steer clear of the Fae.” Evvan cupped her cheek with one hand. “’Til now.”


  * * * * *


  The journey from D’euan Deep through the underworld was a twisted maze of passageways and caverns that took much longer to travel than it would have upon Dair’s surface. During the five days journey since leaving the emerald pool, Evvan’s senses remained on high alert at all times, as did L’th’amir’s. The Elvin stallion made sure to steer clear of any beings he sensed, long before the trio might run the risk of crossing the paths of strangers.


  Evvan’s frustration at not being able to track the Fae Killer was tempered only by his heartmate bonding more tightly to him—although the maid talked more than all of his Elvin sisters combined. During the long days of travel, he had learned much about Natalie’s childhood and her life among the Earthly humans. When she refused to accept his silence to her questions about his childhood, he had grudgingly shared stories from his own past.


  The goddess knew he’d had no choice but to take Natalie to safety through the Deep to Fae. It had been entirely too clear to Evvan that the Sorcerer was determined to murder Natalie.


  At the thought, Evvan bit back a snarl of rage. When he reached Astral, he would leave Natalie in the Fae’s safekeeping, and then track down the Fae killer and slice the bastard into so many pieces, and then feed him to the qinok in the toxic Xardu Moors.


  As they neared the exit that would lead them to Wilding Wood and Astral, Evvan’s cock rubbed against Natalie’s backside while they rode L’th’amir. By the goddess, he could never get enough of the delicious nectar of his heartmate, or of the feel of his cock thrusting in and out of her. Often he wished to allow his seed to join his fluid when he came, so that his babe might grow in her belly. But nay, that would have to wait for when she was ready.


  Natalie continued to prattle on, almost incessantly. To Evvan’s surprise, he enjoyed listening to her. The more he learned about his heartmate, the more he realized that indeed, he had loved this woman for time on end, long before he had discovered her existence in this lifetime.


  For he was certain he had loved her in many lifetimes before.


  She asked him question after question about his world and people, and insisted he speak to her in the language of the Devline so that she could learn it as well. It pleased him that she mastered his tongue and that she spoke to him fluently within a short period of time.


  Each day when they stopped for sustenance, or for rest, Natalie also demanded that Evvan teach her how to master her powers—those that she was now aware of. She learned her powers amazingly fast for one who did not know she had magic ’til now. Soon she was able to freeze a boulder in midair when he tossed it for her, and with just a thought she could rip a stalagmite from a cavern floor and fling it across the chamber’s expanse.


  An uneasy feeling haunted Evvan as they progressed along their journey. Would the Fae Killer be waiting in Wilding Wood, knowing that Evvan would take her there?


  The Sorcerer had failed to murder Natalie in Merth Darkling—no doubt she would never be safe ’til the bastard was dead. Could she possibly be free from danger in Astral if Evvan left her there in Anistana’s safekeeping?


  Aye, she would be.


  Anistana was many things, but negligent with her charges, she was not. With a pang, Evvan remembered the Fae Queen’s face as she held her dead friend. The Faerie Simoone, who Evvan failed to protect. Both he and Anistana felt incredible responsibility for each life entrusted to their care.


  Evvan intended to find the Fae killer and slay him before the murdering bastard had opportunity to come near any Fae—much less Evvan’s l’tiani—ever again.


  * * * * *


  Natalie had begun to think they would never see daylight again when they neared a rock wall and Evvan announced, “The land of Fae is beyond that barrier.”


  L’th’amir continued his pace as they neared the wall, and Nat squeezed her eyes shut. No matter how many times they had done this—gone through what looked to be solid walls—she couldn’t get used to it. She’d learned that they couldn’t just go through any walls, only special spelled entrances and exits. Not that having that information made it any easier on her stomach.


  Her eyes still closed, her body tingled with the now familiar sensation, telling her they were passing through the barrier. A cool breeze then brushed her cheeks and a plethora of smells almost overwhelmed her senses.


  Evvan made a soft murmur in her ear that was almost a chuckle. He never laughed and she had only seen the vague hint of a smile upon occasion. But when she was sure he was close to smiling, funny things happened in the vicinity of her heart. A sort of twisty, melty, squishy feeling that made her want to swoon like a heroine in a romance novel. The ones with the big, gorgeous, muscle-bound guys, and the women who fell in love with the studs after knowing them for what, days, hours, minutes even?


  Natalie gulped.


  Not her. Uh-uh. No way.


  “We are through the barrier, l’tiani,” Evvan murmured, amusement in his voice. “You no longer need keep your eyes closed.”


  She shivered from the feel of his warm breath on her neck as she opened her eyes. They were in a dense forest that had a strange blue mist hovering above the ground and curling around L’th’amir’s hooves. Gold sap spilled from nearby trees, giving off a soft, golden glow.


  Natalie turned to look at Evvan over her shoulder and her heart flip-flopped at the way his dark eyes were looking at her. Damn. Definitely squishy feelings inside.


  He cupped her face and brushed his lips across hers. “Be prepared,” he said as he pulled away.


  Natalie blinked at him. “For what?”


  For me, a feminine voice said in Nat’s mind.


  She yelped, turning from Evvan to see where the voice had come from. “Who said that?”


  Evvan sighed and said, “’Tis Anistana,” as he dismounted.


  “Ani-who?” Nat frowned at Evvan as he helped her down from the horse. “Who the hell is she?”


  Anistana giggled in Nat’s head, the sound kind of like a small win in Vegas on the dime slots—when they used to have dime slots, anyway.


  Would you truly like to know, lost one? the woman’s voice inquired. Are you ready to understand?


  Natalie propped her hands on her hips and glared into the forest. She was exhausted, in desperate need of a bath and a clean change of clothing, not to mention in dire need of her toothpaste and deodorant. And God knew she would kill for a cup of Starbucks dark roast right about now.


  “Cut the crap,” Nat all but growled. “Stop talking in my head and don’t mess with me. I’m not in the mood for it.”


  L’th’amir pawed at the ground, and Evvan groaned.


  “What?” Nat turned her scowl on him. “She was rude first.”


  Rude, am I? Anistana’s laugh had a wicked ring to it, as though she delighted in the description. You truly have no idea…but soon, you most certainly will, little sister.


  “Do not worry.” Evvan raked his hand through his black hair. “The Queen will not harm you. Submit you to pleasures of the flesh, mayhap, but you shall be fine.”


  Natalie’s jaw dropped and she looked at him as though he’d grown another cock. “What in the hell are you…” she started, but her words died as everything around her turned blue. As though someone had taken one of those blue Dwarf bastards and swirled them up in a blender, and she was dead center.


  Even as she opened her mouth to scream for Evvan, her senses filled with the scents of roses and lilies. Her voice failed her, her arms were pinned to her sides, and her eyelids grew heavy. So heavy she could hardly hold them up.


  “You shall be fine,” Evvan’s voice came to her—kind of tinny, like a bad phone connection. “Just try not to raise her ire further.”


  Fuck off, she thought the second before she dropped into a deep sleep.


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  “Miz.” Natalie’s head throbbed like she’d been trampled on by at least half of New York’s pedestrians during rush hour. She rolled onto her side and snuggled under the blanket.


  “No more club-hopping with you,” she murmured, her voice coming out slurred. Every time she and Miz got together for a night on the town, she’d wake up on her apartment floor, or Miz’s—depending on what city they’d been in at the time.


  Nat never could hold her alcohol. One Cosmopolitan martini, and the next thing she knew she’d be making out with some muscle-bound guy on the dance floor—never mind that he could have been a former convict or a fast food restaurant reject. Of course Nat did have Miz with her. A one woman security force, she could intimidate the biggest man. With one look, and a twist of her four-inch heels into the man’s foot, she’d send ‘em packing.


  What a freakin’ bizarre dream. Natalie groaned as memories of the dream returned to her, one after another. The dragon…a golden horse…the incredible blue Hulk…a bitchy woman…a bunch of mist that looked like blue cotton candy…


  And the sexiest man she’d ever had the pleasure of fantasizing about. Odd that she’d fantasize about a man with pointed ears and a ridged cock.


  Mmmmmm.


  She sighed as she burrowed further under her covers, the throb of her head gradually easing. A part of her, a very large part of her, wished it had all been real—well, that he had been real.


  Evvan. Her dream man’s name had been Evvan.


  Damn. Why did it feel so intense, as though it had really happened?


  And in her dream, she’d—wow. She’d actually fallen in love with—with an Elf?


  But what a sexy Elf he’d been. Her heart clenched and she squeezed her eyes tighter, wanting to bring him back. Wanting him to be real.


  If she tried hard enough, she could almost smell his musk of pine and forest breezes. Could almost feel his hand caressing her hip beneath the blanket, could almost hear him as he murmured, “Wake l’tiani.”


  Natalie’s eyes popped open. First thing she noticed—judging by the gold furniture, crystal walls, and the silver trees growing in the room, whose leaves made a soft tinkling sound by the way—she wasn’t in her own bedroom. Second—she was naked. Third—there was a man lying behind her, stroking her hip beneath the covers with his callused palm while nuzzling her neck. Oh my, here was the biggie, literally… Fourth—he’d just pressed his very large, very hard, very ridged cock tight against her ass.


  And how about a fifth (of Vodka, please)—he smelled of forest breezes.


  “Evvan?” Nat rolled over in his arms and found herself face-to-face with her dream man. For a moment she could only stare at him, taking in his strong features, the tattoos along his cheekbones, the careless fall of his mane of long black hair—and those incredibly sexy pointed ears.


  He propped himself up on one arm and studied her as he stroked her nipple with his thumb.


  “You’re real,” she whispered. “All of this is real.”


  A puzzled expression crossed his dangerously handsome face. He brought his hand up and stroked her cheek with his knuckles. “I do not understand you when you speak in your own tongue, l’tiani.”


  “Oh.” She smiled, her heart swelling with so many feelings—happiness, uncertainty, and definitely lust—that she thought she might just erupt. A regular Mt. Vesuvius of emotions. “Never mind,” she replied in the Devline language.


  “You are so beautiful.” Gently he brushed hair from her eyes. “If the goddess had a face, surely she would look like you.”


  Warmth spread throughout Natalie, her nipples coming to hard points and her core aching as though she hadn’t had sex in a year. To hear this powerful man say something so sweet, it just about made her melt.


  An icky, gooey, I’m-in-love-with-you kind of melt.


  Evvan flung aside the blanket, moved over her, and eased between her naked thighs. His body fit perfectly against hers. She wriggled beneath him, arching her hips up. “I want you, Evvan.”


  “Forever.” Gently he brought his lips to hers and she sighed into his mouth as their tongues met and mated.


  Forever.


  She didn’t want to think about that now. Didn’t want to contemplate anything beyond this moment, in the arms of the man she loved.


  I love him.


  The thought made the moment, the time with him so much more precious. He explored her mouth with his tongue, kissing her so thoroughly that she felt tipsy—like she’d just had a Cosmo, and the alcohol and gone straight to her head.


  “I cannot get enough of your scent,” Evvan murmured as he moved down between her thighs. “And your taste—’tis the most powerful of elixirs.”


  He lapped at Natalie’s folds, his tongue sending spirals of sensation throughout her. She slid her hands into his hair and grabbed him by the ears as he devoured her.


  Just as she reached the pinnacle of her climax, the now familiar burst of warm energy flowed from Evvan’s body, straight to her core and throughout her body. She cried out, her hips like a bucking bronc and his mouth the rider.


  She still vibrated as he rose up above her and placed the head of his cock to the opening of her channel. His dark gaze fixed on hers, he slid inside, filling her up, heart and soul.


  “I love you, l’tiani,” he murmured as he thrust within her, the ridges driving her quickly toward another climax. “You are more than my heartmate—our souls have been mated through time. We join once again, for all that is eternity.”


  “Yes.” Her voice rose as the intensity of his momentum increased. “I—I love you, Evvan.”


  His expression turned triumphant, his black eyes flashing. “Come with me,” he demanded as the warm glow began to pulsate within him and through him, straight into her. “Now.”


  Natalie shouted as her orgasm exploded throughout her body, and as Evvan yelled her name. Fireworks exploded within her mind—like around the Statue of Liberty on the Fourth of July—brilliant colors and flashing lights filling her sight, taking over all that she knew.


  * * * * *


  This time when Natalie woke, she knew exactly where she was—well, that she was in Evvan’s arms, on another world called Dair, and she was in a gold and crystal room with silver leaves tinkling overhead.


  What she didn’t know, was who the hell the naked redhead was who was sitting at the foot of the bed, watching her and Evvan sleep.


  Nat pushed herself up in a hurry, using Evvan for leverage, and he grunted as he woke.


  “Who—” Nat started to demand, when she noticed gossamer wings flapping in a slow, lazy motion behind the woman, pushing the scent of roses and lilies over them, just like she’d smelled in the forest earlier.


  Wings.


  “Are those real?” was the only question that came to Nat’s mind. Forget that the woman was naked, her nipples large and rosy, and her mound shaved of all hair.


  The woman raised an eyebrow. “Do not tell me you are as daft as my twin, Tierra.”


  That voice—Nat recognized it in a heartbeat. “You’re Anistana…and you’re a Faerie.”


  “Brilliant.” Anistana rolled her emerald eyes towards Evvan. “I do not suppose you could have found one with a little more intelligence?”


  Nat’s face flushed. “Listen, you bi—”


  Evvan’s hand clamped firmly over her mouth and he held her tight against him. She struggled but couldn’t break his hold. Asshole, she thought, wishing she could project the sentiment right into his Neanderthal brain.


  Anistana gave a wicked smile and Evvan cut a sharp glance at Nat before turning back to the Faerie and asking, “What may we do for you, Queen Anistana?”


  Queen, huh? Well, I don’t give a flying fu—


  “Natalie,” Evvan barked. “Silence your thoughts.”


  She went completely still. He heard me?


  “Aye.” Anistana giggled and flipped her flame-red hair over her shoulder. “But do continue. I am quite entertained.”


  Nat narrowed her eyes at the Queen who turned her gaze on Evvan. Slowly Anistana looked over him, from his sleep-tousled black hair, down his broad chest to his narrow hips and his large and pleasingly ridged cock. “A pity I did not fuck you at least once before I found my heartmate,” Anistana said with a sly look at Natalie. “I am sure you would have been an enjoyable ride.”


  Anger rushed through Nat like a hoard of frustrated women shoppers at a Bloomingdale’s shoe sale. As in, touch those Pradas and die, missy. She barely heard Evvan’s, “No, l’tiani,” through the blood rushing in her ears. With all the force she’d practiced over the past few days, she shoved her magical power at the redheaded bitch.


  Nothing.


  Not a damn thing happened.


  Anistana’s smile turned cold. “You project your thoughts too loudly. If you are to survive the Fae killer, you must not give him a chance to block your powers.” The Queen turned her attention to Evvan. “Release my sister.”


  “Rein your temper, l’tiani,” Evvan murmured as he removed his hand from her mouth. “All of Fae is in danger, including you.”


  “The Sorcerer Voral murdered our mother when we were but sprites,” Anistana said. “After Mother’s death, Voral was not seen for over a decade. It was later learned that Zanden, his apprentice, had betrayed him. Zanden trapped Voral in an alternate existence—in a prison created by sorcery. A sort of death, if you will.” Anistana’s wings snapped open and shut as she spoke, as if she was agitated. “Only recently, shortly before Zanden’s demise, did Voral escape that prison and return to plague us.”


  Natalie frowned, her eyebrows pinching together. “Like a genie trapped in a bottle?” she asked while the image of Disney’s large blue genie popped into her mind.


  Anistana narrowed her emerald gaze. “Do not take this threat lightly, sister.”


  Thoughts of Fae killers and danger were too overwhelming at the moment, and Nat thought her head might explode.


  “What do you mean, our mother?” Nat said as it suddenly dawned on her. She raised her chin and glared at Anistana. “Why do you keep calling me sister?”


  The Queen sighed. “This conversation is eerily familiar. Could it possibly be due to the fact that I recently had a similar discussion with another long lost sister?”


  Whoa. Sister. Fae. What the—


  Pinching her eyebrows together, Nat glanced from Evvan and back to Anistana. “You’re trying to tell me I’m a Faerie. But you have wings. Obviously I don’t.”


  Anistana shrugged her slender shoulders in a dismissive gesture. “Apparently you are a second born of twins, and second born Fae never have wings.”


  “Well of course,” Natalie snapped. “Why didn’t I think of that?”


  Nat’s new sis continued, ignoring the sarcasm. “Which leads to the conclusion that there is yet another sister hidden somewhere…” Anistana’s wing beats slowed and her emerald eyes looked thoughtful. “…although that sister would be a bit harder to hide as she would have wings.”


  “You knew, didn’t you?” Natalie sliced her gaze toward Evvan. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “It was not for me to tell.” He reached up to caress her ear. “The starmark behind your left earlobe. It matches the one on Anistana’s right. I noticed hers the day Simoone died.”


  “Starmark?” Natalie leaned into Evvan’s touch without thinking. “You mean my star birthmark?”


  The Queen pointed with a delicate finger to the silver leaved tree growing in the middle of the room, whose branches swayed far above the bed. “The star we were born with matches the pattern on mishnui leaves. The mishnui is a most sacred tree to Astral.”


  Anistana turned her gaze to the tattoo around Nat’s belly button. “’Twas most unwise to flaunt the symbol of Astral royalty.” Her lips tightened. “You put yourself and our family in extreme danger.”


  “Astral royalty?” Natalie caressed the tattoo and the gold ring. “Could that be why I was brought here?”


  Evvan nodded. “That has been my thought.”


  Wow. The conversation all but overwhelmed Nat. It was almost too much info to process all at once.


  “Unbelievable.” Natalie shook her head, her wine-red hair brushing across her nipples as she moved. Odd, but she was totally naked in front of a complete stranger—so what if that stranger was supposedly a long lost sister—and Nat didn’t feel in the least bit self-conscious about being naked.


  What’s with that?


  “So why have I been on Earth all this time?” Nat asked. “If I’m from this world, then why didn’t I grow up here?”


  Anistana frowned, but even then the Queen was still beautiful. “I did not know of your existence ’til I sensed the starmark when you entered my realm. Apparently you were sent away to keep you safe from the Fae killer. To ensure the continuation of our kind should anything happen to me, or Tierra…”


  The Queen’s voice trailed off as her eyes widened. “I am such a fool! Right beneath my nose—hidden in plain sight!”


  Anistana’s wings beat faster as she rose above the bed. She no longer seemed to notice Natalie and Evvan.


  “Améa,” the Faerie said softly as her gaze turned to the crystal walls. Through them Natalie could see blue mist swirling through the gardens outside, as though seeking something, or someone. “Ahh…there ’tis. A powerful spell masked Améa’s starmark—leaving it to be revealed only by a direct inquiry from a sister. No doubt our mother cast the spell before her death.”


  “What?” Nat glanced up at Evvan. “Is she seeing something we’re not?”


  “Aye.” He gestured toward the blue mist. “With her mist, Anistana can see everything within her realm. She knows immediately if a creature or being enters Wilding Wood.”


  “Or Astral.” Anistana’s gaze returned to Evvan and Natalie, and there was a hint of a girlish smile on her lips that made her look less devious. “I must leave you as I have just sensed that my husband has returned from Vianale.” Silver sparkled around her as she said, “Be prepared to attend a feast in the garden alcove this eve.”


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  “Hold on,” Natalie said as the glitter grew brighter and Anistana began to fade. “We’re not going anywhere without some clothes…and a bath!”


  Anistana disappeared.


  “How rude.” Nat scowled as Anistana vanished. She started to turn to Evvan only to see more silver sparkles on either side of the bed. Her jaw dropped as a pair of gorgeous Faeries appeared, both as naked as Anistana had been. Heck, as naked as they all were.


  The Faerie on Evvan’s side of the bed was wingless, but the one on Nat’s side had beautiful iridescent ebony wings. They both had night dark skin, exotic amber eyes, and their lips were full and a deep garnet shade. Long shimmering hair tumbled over their breasts and large burgundy nipples, and their mounds were shaved.


  For a second Nat’s gaze lingered on the winged Faerie’s nipples. A flash of memory returned to her as she recalled the woman from the convention center who’d been wearing that sheer costume and had been dressed like a fairy—er, Faerie.


  Nipples. Dark burgundy, full, and erect.


  A sly smile curved the corner of the winged Faerie’s mouth, and heat rushed to Natalie’s cheeks. Had she projected her thoughts again?


  Before she could say anything, Evvan inclined his head to the winged Faerie. “Elinni,” he said, and then nodded to the other one as well. “Ibella.”


  “Welcome, Devline Enforcer,” Ibella said, her amber eyes taking in Evvan’s naked form. “’Tis good to see you again.” Her gaze lingered on his cock. “Very good.”


  “Hey!” Nat scowled as jealousy burned in her chest. “What in the—”


  “Come, newfound child of Fae,” the Faerie called Elinni interrupted. The perfume of lilies eased over Natalie as the Faerie took her hand. “’Tis time for your bath.”


  “Enjoy Astral’s customs.” Evvan’s features remained stoic as he spoke to Nat. “You will learn much of the world to which you were born.”


  Nat’s glare only deepened when she saw that the wingless Faerie was drawing Evvan from the bed. His cock wasn’t erect, but it was certainly just as impressive.


  With her chin raised, Natalie avoided Evvan’s eyes and followed Elinni across the crystal and gold room and through a doorway that had been invisible to Nat before. Her jealous anger turned into wonder as Elinni and Ibella escorted them through gardens that were like nothing Natalie had ever seen.


  Perfume of countless flowers filled the air…similar to the scent of orchids, star jasmine, lilies, roses, and the clean flower-shop smell of hundreds of carnations. Silver leaves tinkled above them, a light magical sound, and that powder blue mist whirled and swirled throughout the garden. It set Natalie a little on edge to know that Anistana could see and sense everything that went on with that mist.


  The grass was soft and cool beneath Natalie’s bare feet as they slipped through the gardens, and a breeze tickled her nipples and stroked the fine hair along her slit. Several Faeries laughed and chatted as they flitted like naked butterflies among the unusual crimson, blue, orange, yellow, and purple blossoms. The women were all stunning with perfect breasts and firm asses. It should have freaked her out to see women with wings flying through a garden on another world, but now somehow it seemed right and natural.


  Natalie even felt a bit jealous that she hadn’t been born with wings, that her unknown twin had them. Améa wasn’t it? Yet if Nat had wings, she wouldn’t have grown up in New York with all the things she loved—the people, the culture, the modern conveniences, the shopping. Her adoptive parents had been wonderful to her, and so far she’d lived a fabulous life.


  But what now? Was this where she belonged, in Faerie-land? Or her home in New York City, which was all she had known until this bizarre past week. Jeez, it was enough to drive a person nuts.


  While she strolled through the garden with Evvan, Elinni and Ibella, Nat couldn’t help but wonder where the male Faeries were.


  Ibella gave quite the un-Faerie-like snort and Elinni reached up and squeezed Natalie’s arm just above her elbow. “Faerie males are quite useless,” Elinni said in response to Nat’s unspoken thought. With a shake of her head, her midnight hair slid over her dark breasts. “They are naught more than drones, with no desires beyond pleasuring and gratifying themselves.”


  “Are they around here?” Nat asked, trying to picture what a useless male Faerie looked like.


  “The bastards fled Astral for the Dryad Realm when our Queen was a sprite, because they feared the Fae killer,” Ibella added and turned an appreciate gaze toward Evvan. “We need real males in the land of Fae, like To’en and Evvan, not simpering fools.”


  Jealousy rose up again in Nat, but Evvan apparently sensed her fury. He took her hand in his and gave her that dark, sensual look that let her know he belonged to her.


  Good lord, this powerful, dangerous stranger had claimed her in a way that she never would have allowed any man to back on Earth. And it certainly seemed that he considered himself just as claimed by her, which definitely was a pleasing thought.


  When they reached a secluded pool, the Faeries drew Natalie and Evvan into it. The Faerie twins ignored Evvan as they began to bathe Natalie, despite her protests. “Really, I can bathe myself,” she insisted.


  “’Tis our way,” Elinni replied as she positioned herself in front of Natalie, with Ibella to Nat’s back.


  From out of nowhere Elinni produced a small rounded soap and began lathering it over Natalie’s breasts. Nat gasped and reflexively took a step back, only to feel Ibella’s breasts pressed against her shoulder blades.


  “Relax,” Ibella murmured as she, too, began to soap Nat’s skin. “Enjoy the heritage that is yours.”


  When they finished washing her skin and then her hair, the Faeries magically rinsed away the bubbles by causing the water to rise up and then flow back down. Every now and then she would look to Evvan to see him bathing himself, cleaning his long black hair and then the wiry curls around his cock. He was always watching her, his expression fierce as usual.


  In the next moment Elinni lowered her head and flicked her tongue against Nat’s nipple while Ibella reached around from behind and slid her fingers slowly down Nat’s abdomen and into her pussy.


  Natalie went rigid with surprise, too freaked to react. Her gaze shot to Evvan to see his dark eyes flash with hunger and desire, his cock now very erect. He was focused entirely on her, and she knew without a doubt that it was not the Faeries who filled him with such lust. It was the sight of them pleasuring her.


  “’Tis the way of Astral, your people,” Evvan said, his voice a hoarse rumble, “as ’tis the way of mine.”


  “Well it’s not my way.” Natalie struggled to get away from the Faeries, but they simply giggled and held her fast.


  A combination of lust and rage stirred in Evvan’s gut at the sight of Elinni’s and Ibella’s dark skin pressed against his woman. He loved seeing Natalie pleasured, and hated it all at once. He wanted his mouth and hands on her body, and his cock plunging inside her. True it was the way of his people, and hers—sexual pleasuring was a gift of the goddess and intended to be shared. With satisfaction he reminded himself that no other man would ever enter Natalie’s core now that he had claimed her as his heartmate, and he would enter no one but her. She belonged to him.


  A rumble rose up in Evvan’s chest, and when Natalie cried out with an orgasm, he let loose with a roar. He sloshed through the water and scooped up his woman, tearing her from the Faerie twins who giggled with delight. Natalie’s body trembled in his arms, her eyes still glazed from her orgasm as she stared up at him and licked her lips.


  Evvan roared again as he turned away from the Faeries and took Natalie to the grassy shore. She gasped as he roughly turned her around and set her on her hands and knees. With no thought beyond taking his woman, Evvan knelt behind Natalie, grasped her ass cheeks and widened her thighs, then drove his cock inside her quim.


  Natalie shrieked and climaxed immediately. But he did not stop. Nay, he thrust in and out of her hot core, which pulsed and squeezed the length of his cock with every throb of her orgasm. Evvan only fucked her harder, and shouted, “You are my woman. Do you understand?”


  She whimpered, her body rocking in time with his thrusts. “God. Oh, my god.”


  “Answer me,” he demanded, insisting she acknowledge that he possessed her, body and soul. “You are mine.”


  “Yes.” Natalie’s admission came out in a choked gasp through her continuous orgasm. “Yours, Evvan. Oh, god…I’m yours.”


  Evvan bellowed and slammed his hips against her ass as he watched his cock slide in and out of her. His climax roared through him, pumping his fluid into her womb. He clasped her hips and stilled their movements, his cock still pulsing inside her.


  Aye, he possessed this woman and would never allow her to leave him.


  * * * * *


  When Nat arrived in the garden alcove with Evvan, butterflies stirred in her belly as they paused to take in their surroundings. Like every other place she’d seen in Astral, the room was breathtaking. The walls here were crystal clear, too, so that the fabulous gardens, sparkling fountains, and glittering pools could be viewed while dining. There was even a waterfall tumbling down a series of ancient rocks in a far corner of one of the gardens.


  “It’s absolutely beautiful,” Natalie said as she looked up and smiled at Evvan.


  He squeezed her hand, his dark gaze as predatory and intent as ever. “All the beauty I see is here beside me, l’tiani.”


  Warmth flushed through Nat and her nipples beaded beneath the sheer blouse she now wore. She was clad in a transparent top and a skirt, the only clothing the Queen said she had to give Nat since no one usually wore clothes of any kind in Astral. The way the sheer material sparkled across Nat’s breasts, drawing attention to her nipples, her star tattoo, and the golden ring in her navel, she might as well have been wearing nothing. But she still felt a little better, perhaps more secure, with something on.


  Anistana had returned Evvan’s pants and boots that had been cleansed, along with his weapons, and Natalie was pleased that no one could ogle his amazing cock. He looked rather rakish with that dagger strapped to his hip and the sword hilt glinting above its sheath on his other side. He’d left his bow in the bedroom they’d woken up in. Natalie had asked about L’th’amir earlier, and had been told the horse was being cared for. He was in the Faerie stables on the northern side of the realm, close enough for Evvan to call if the stallion was needed.


  Laughter and chatter punctuated the alcove as Evvan drew her toward one end of the room, and since all she saw were females, Nat figured Evvan must be the only male present. Lustful Faerie gazes followed them and Natalie struggled with her jealousy again…until she realized that the Faeries looked at her with just as much desire as they did Evvan.


  Oh, dear. This place is certainly quite interesting.


  Considering all of the males had fled, leaving the females alone, it was no wonder woman pleasured woman. Although the Faerie twins had expressed that it was simply the way of their people.


  Her people now?


  Natalie’s gaze slowly traveled over the Faeries. Her twin sister was probably around here somewhere. How odd it felt, thinking about her twin. She’d been raised as an only child, a human child. Yet she’d learned this morning that not only was she not human, but she was Faerie, and she had three sisters. For a gal who hadn’t believed in fairytales—or make that Faerie-tales—this was all just plain freaky.


  “Come,” Evvan murmured as they stepped through the maze of Faeries scattered throughout the room like brilliant blooms. The naked women lounged on colorful cushions of pinks, purples, blues and silver. Wings glimmered and sparkled and overhead the mishnui tree’s leaves sounded like hundreds of perfectly tuned wind chimes.


  When they reached the far side of the alcove, Evvan stopped before Anistana and an incredibly handsome man. Natalie felt a small measure of relief to know that Evvan wasn’t the only male in the place after all. She figured the man was probably in his late thirties. He had a strong jaw, high cheekbones and amazingly vivid blue eyes with silver flecks in them. His long white hair reached his massive shoulders, and the widow’s peak at his forehead was striking on him—he looked almost like a tow-headed vampire. And good lord—he was just as naked as the women in the room, and even though he didn’t appear to be aroused, he sported one hell of a long cock.


  Evvan inclined his head to each of them. “Queen Anistana,” he said to the Faerie, and “Overseer To’en,” to the man. Evvan draped a possessive arm around Nat’s shoulders as he addressed To’en. “This is my heartmate, Natalie.”


  The way Evvan said my heartmate made Nat’s knees weak.


  “Welcome to my wife’s realm,” To’en said, his long white hair spilling over his shoulders as he gave her a deep nod.


  “Our realm, husband.” Anistana threw him a haughty expression that brooked no argument.


  To’en smiled, amusement glittering in his vivid blue eyes. “Forgive me. We have been married not more than a week and joined our two realms. I fear I have yet to become accustomed to being Astral’s King.” He glanced at Anistana. “As you are Vianale’s new Queen.”


  He slid one hand to Anistana’s belly, and his smile would have lit a room, like Evvan’s glow could brighten a dark cave. “And in months we shall be parents to our twin daughters.”


  Natalie’s star birthmark—or starmark—tingled, drawing her attention from the naked royalty and the light banter they were engaging in. Slowly she turned and saw a Faerie flutter into the room, a somewhat absentminded expression upon her pretty face.


  An instant connection—something intangible—gripped Natalie and drew her toward the Faerie with the wine-red hair and forest green eyes. Though their hair and eye color were identical, their features were different, even their coloring.


  Behind her Nat vaguely heard Anistana’s sigh. “Always late, that one. If any Faerie in this realm could be more different than I, ’tis most certainly Améa.”


  Améa. Anistana had said Natalie’s twin’s name was Améa.


  The Faerie’s wings stopped for a moment as her gaze riveted on Nat—like she felt the connection, too. A brilliant smile flashed across her lovely features. She pumped her wings and literally flew across the chamber and straight into Nat’s arms.


  “A sister!” The Faerie giggled as she hugged Nat. She smelled of orchids, a fresh outdoorsy scent. “I still cannot believe ’tis true.”


  “Améa?” Nat pulled back and with stunned amazement she studied her twin. “Unbelievable…this is all just so dang weird.”


  After the newly acquainted twins greeted one another, Evvan, Natalie, and Améa sat cross-legged on cushions not far from the Queen and King. Unlike the other Faeries, Améa hardly spared Evvan a glance. She seemed far more interested in learning more about her twin and chattering about anything and everything.


  The two were definitely alike in the chatter department.


  While they got to know one another, sparkling crystal plates appeared in their laps, each filled with amazing delicacies like nothing Nat had ever seen before. The smells were rich and the tastes divine—a dish that was like baked butternut squash, but with a nuttier flavor; a vegetable similar to corn on the cob, only turquoise and with distinctly square kernels; and a seedcake that tasted like cornbread, honey, and a hint of lemon.


  At the end of the meal a dessert was served made from chocolatyl—which had a sinfully delicious flavor like chocolate liqueur and brownies—and it was positively orgasmic. A honeyed wine accompanied their food, sweet and smooth, and felt pleasantly warm as it rolled over Natalie’s tongue.


  To’en and Anistana took their leave not long after finishing their dinner. The Overseer had just received word that he was urgently needed in Vianale, and Anistana decided to accompany him when Evvan promised to stand guard over Astral ’til her return later that evening.


  Throughout the dinner, Evvan sat quietly at Nat’s side, watching her with those dark brooding eyes as the two sisters chatted. Nat and Améa discussed their lives and how odd it was to learn—quite out of the blue—that each was Faerie royalty, and a twin.


  Améa was bright and bubbly, with a sparkling personality that drew Nat in at once, although there was a fire in Améa that told Nat the Faerie was no doormat. Améa was extremely intelligent, and had a gift for speaking the language of all Dair’s animal creatures.


  “At least the ones I have encountered,” Améa said with a grin. Then she glanced at Evvan before leaning in and whispering in Nat’s ear, “Except the male animal. I fear I shall never understand them.”


  Giving her twin a conspiratorial smile, Natalie said, “Another similarity between us.”


  Améa cocked her head as though listening to something, and she frowned. “A perna calls. Its foot is caught in bluewood moss. I must go help the poor creature.”


  Before Nat had a chance to ask what in the heck a perna was, the Faerie darted off with a flap of her wings and headed out through the open doors and into the colorful garden. Through the clear crystal walls, Natalie watched as the Faerie sped above that strange blue mist, over the exotic flowers, straight past a silver-leaved mishnui to a distinctly blue tree.


  Natalie’s starmark tingled on the back of her ear, and she rubbed at it. Weird. It had never done that before Halloween night when she’d approached that virtual reality machine. And it had prickled, or tingled several times since she’d been in this strange world.


  With a sigh, Nat dismissed it and turned her gaze to Evvan. Damn but she was ready for him again. He was watching her with those smoldering dark eyes that immediately made her want to jump him. Their time at the bath had been incredible, and she grew wet remembering how he had taken her. He’d loved watching the Faerie’s pleasure her, yet at the same time she knew it had tortured him, too. She rather liked how it had made him want to dominate her, to show her that she was his.


  Evvan’s cock hardened as he took in Natalie’s prominent nipples raising the light fabric of her short tunic. The jensai-red curls of her mound showed through the sheer material of her garb. “Let us find a place where we can be alone, before I must leave you upon Anistana’s return,” he murmured.


  “Leave?” Natalie’s spine straightened, a flare of red coloring her cheeks. “Where in the hell do you think you’re going without me?”


  “The Fae killer.” His jaw hardened as his thoughts turned to the murdering bastard. “I have brought you to Astral where you shall be safe. I must seek the Sorcerer and rid Fae of this threat forever.”


  “Bullshit.” Natalie scrambled to her feet, a furious glint in her emerald eyes as she glared down at him. “I’m not staying put like some prissy little girl. I have magic, I can help!”


  Evvan stood and towered over his l’tiani, clenching his hands at his sides in frustration. How could the maid be so daft? A warning prickled in his consciousness, just as he said, “You will remain—”


  A Faerie’s scream cut through his words.


  Natalie’s gaze shot in the direction her twin had gone. “Améa!”


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  “Stay,” Evvan commanded Natalie even as he yanked his sword from its sheath. In a flash of steel and fury, he bolted toward the garden. Behind him he heard the shouts and terrified cries of the other Faeries.


  Before him, through the crystal walls, he located a dark-cloaked man with glowing orange eyes. With his arm around Améa’s neck, the bastard was dragging the Faerie backward, toward the black entrance of a skypath.


  Voral.


  Impossible! But there it was, before Evvan’s very eyes. The thrice-damned Fae killer had managed to open a skypath directly within Astral.


  The Sorcerer moved slowly, as though injured. Or perhaps it was merely a trick.


  Rage flamed in Evvan’s gut as he shot through the doorway into the garden, wielding his sword. “You will not have her,” he bellowed as the killer vanished with Améa, into the darkness of the skypath.


  Evvan roared as he neared the opening, knowing he had but seconds before the Faerie Améa, princess of the realm, sister to his heartmate, and precious life within her own right, would be forever lost.


  


  Natalie chased Evvan out the door, running as fast as she could, but he’d had a good head start on her. The starmark on her lobe tingled greater than it ever had before. Her heart pounded, blood rushing through her skull as she saw a man taking Améa.


  “No!” she screamed.


  Faster. Faster! She had to help them!


  The man bore Améa through some kind of void, and disappeared into the black opening. Evvan shouted “You will not have her!” as he charged through the same blackness, and then he vanished, too.


  Adrenaline flushed through her system, giving her legs amazing speed. Anger at the kidnapper, and fear for her lover and her newfound sister, propelled Nat through the garden and into the dark hole.


  Into nothingness.


  Instantly her stomach cramped and it felt as though her brain was in a blender—the same dizzying sensations she’d experienced in the virtual cave—only this time total darkness surrounded her.


  “Damn, damn, damn!” she cried out as she stumbled, unable to see anything, unable to hear. The darkness closed in on her, and she had to focus her senses as she moved. Heart pounding so hard it was surely going to explode out of her chest, she rushed forward.


  A faint light glimmered and pierced the darkness up ahead. Was that Evvan’s glow? Nat forced herself to ignore the urge to puke and hurried toward the dim light, and then she saw that she was nearing an exit. It was nighttime wherever this path ended, yet there were lights—were those streetlights?


  Be prepared, she warned herself. Be ready for anything.


  


  Evvan followed the killer through the skypath, able to see clearly with his keen Elvin vision, his sensitive hearing catching every breath the bastard took. Thank the goddess the Sorcerer was unable to use any magic on the fragile skypath, or ’twould have been a rougher journey, to be sure.


  Unfortunately Evvan was also unable to use shrouding on the skypath, or any other magic, other than a glow to light the way, if he had need of it.


  Light glimmered ahead and Evvan narrowed his eyes as the Sorcerer slipped through the skypath’s exit, the Faerie bouncing against his back. Hand clenched around his sword, Evvan bellowed, “Bastard!” and charged into a cold and bizarre night.


  The moment Evvan entered the world on the other side of the path, icy air chilled his naked chest, a putrid smell clogged his senses and burned his eyes, and loud noises filled his ears. ’Twas as though huge storms blew through trees outside this forest he was now in.


  And noises like the honking of geese, bellowing of cattle, the calls of the qinok and also a perna. Only these sounds were not made by any living creature. It was dark in this world, yet light, as though the goddess had chosen to illuminate the night without the sun.


  All this Evvan assimilated in but a fraction of time, the moment he entered this foul-smelling, foul-sounding, foul-looking world. If he had not been so highly skilled a warrior, he would have been too distracted to dodge the Sorcerer-dragon’s first flame-blast.


  Evvan dropped and rolled away, fire scorching the grass where he’d been standing a moment before. The Sorcerer, who had shape-shifted into dragon form, stood over the still body of Améa, her wings limp, her body lifeless.


  Fury blazed through Evvan. “Damn you, Voral!” Fire filled his head as he charged the dragon, sword raised. He called on the goddess and the powers granted him at birth. The magic burned through him and his bellow of rage echoed through the strange night.


  The dragon’s wings pumped up and down, the blade-sharp tips slicing nearby pines. Widening its cavernous jaws, the beast let loose with another flame-blast. Evvan easily deflected the flare with his sword. Using centuries worth of skill, the Devline Enforcer reflected the flames back and directly into the beast’s orange eyes before the Sorcerer had an opportunity to shield himself.


  A scream of pain and fury ripped through the night. The dragon’s head reared back as though trying to shake away the pain. Without pause, Evvan aimed his sword at the dragon’s chest, prepared to drive it through the Sorcerer’s black heart—only to hear Améa’s moan and to see her raise her head up.


  And the dragon’s massive clawed foot near to stomping on her.


  Evvan could go for the Sorcerer’s heart, but Améa could lose her life.


  As the dragon continued to fling its head to and fro while screeching its pain, Evvan sheathed his sword and dodged between the beast’s front legs. He scooped Améa into his arms just as the clawed foot slammed down, where the Faerie had been lying.


  Evvan darted out from beneath the dragon. Holding Améa close to his chest, he ran as fast as the goddess could propel his feet. Prickles erupted at his nape, just as the dragon reared back to release another fire-blast.


  


  The dragon’s roar vibrated through Natalie’s soul as she rushed toward the exit, horrible odors filling her senses. That smell, so familiar and so awful, mixed with the dragon’s rotten meat stench. Nat tore from the dark tunnel into the night beyond—and found herself in the last place she’d been prepared to end up in.


  New York City’s Central Park. Right beside the bust of Ludwig van Beethoven.


  It was damn cold, with her only in that skimpy transparent outfit and her feet were already turning into blocks of ice. Far in the sky the moon was three-quarters—it had been a harvest moon the last time she’d seen it. In the background she heard the roar of traffic, the honking of cars, the shouts of pedestrians, and so many noises that now seemed harsh rather than familiar.


  But she ignored it all as her attention snapped to the dragon whose black scales glittered beneath the city lights. Even here the beast was almost invisible, like a chameleon blending in with the night and streetlights.


  The dragon was opening its jaws, horrid teeth glinting, as it tracked a powerfully built man running from beneath its legs.


  Evvan! And he had Améa in his arms.


  At the thought of what the dragon could do to Evvan and Améa, such intense fear filled Natalie that she could barely breathe. But her fury was even greater. It raged through her like a mighty inferno that threatened to burn all that lay in its path.


  The beast roared and then plumes of fire rolled out, directly at Evvan and the Faerie. Evvan glanced over his shoulder, as if he’d sensed the attack, and dropped to his hands and knees, Améa beneath him, as though to shield her from the flames.


  “Leave them alone!” Nat shouted. With total focus from day after day after day of training with Evvan through the Netherworld, Natalie flung up a protective veil around her lover and her sister. The massive wall of flame boiled over them, but stopped several feet away, and spread in a domed shape.


  Nat’s protection held.


  Her birthmark tingled even more than ever, and somehow it seemed to lend strength to her magic. Using all that she had, Natalie garnered her powers. Without touching it with her hands, she magically tore Beethoven’s bust from its pedestal. Magic burned and boiled within Nat’s soul, like lava bubbling within a volcano about to spew its wrath across the lands.


  “Take that you bastard!” she shouted, and flung the bust at the dragon’s head.


  It sailed through the air like a missile and slammed into the beast’s skull. The crack of bone was like a gunshot in the night. The dragon screeched and its flame abruptly stopped.


  The beast turned its furious glittering orange eyes on Natalie. Those hideous purple four-pointed stars it had for pupils contracted and its glare was absolutely murderous. The dragon took a step toward her. The ground vibrated and Nat barely kept to her feet.


  Oh, shit.


  There was another bust and a smaller statue, but would either be enough to do any serious damage to the dragon?


  Wings beating hard enough to cause a strong wind to blow through the park, the dragon advanced on Nat. Leaves whipped around her and trees bowed from the force.


  Blood thundered in her head as her gaze rested on one of the park’s lampposts.


  The dragon roared and reared back.


  Concentrating and trying not to totally freak, Nat called on her powers. The lamppost shook, but held fast.


  Damn it. It’s just like one of those stalagmites I practiced breaking off and throwing in the Netherworld. Focus, Nat! You can do this!


  The lamppost trembled, and then with a loud crack it tore loose from the concrete. Head aching from the effort of controlling the heavy post, Nat flung the lamp toward the dragon’s head.


  The missile sailed through the air as if shot from Evvan’s bow.


  With a sickening sound, the lamp pierced one of the dragon’s eyes, and buried itself deep within the beast’s skull.


  For a moment the dragon swayed, a kind of shocked expression on its horrid face.


  It let loose a screech that tore through Natalie’s head like nails down a chalkboard, and then its tremendous body slammed to the ground.


  This time the reverberation was so great that Nat lost her footing and landed on her ass. Pain spiked through her tailbone and her eyes watered as she stared up at the dragon. Even on its belly, the beast towered over her.


  The dragon raised its head and looked at Nat out of its one remaining orange eye, the lamppost still buried in the other. All the hatred in its soul was projected from its thoughts as Natalie heard a screeching voice in her head. She clamped her hands to her ears, as if that would block it out.


  When your mother rejected me, Fae bitch, a man’s voice said in Nat’s mind, I swore I would kill her, all of her offspring, and any other Fae I could slay.


  “You’re Voral.” Nat dropped her hands from her ears as she remembered what Anistana had told her earlier that morning. “You killed Anistana’s—our—mother,” Nat added as she tried to push off from the ground. Horror balled in Nat’s chest as she realized she couldn’t move the lower half of her body—as though she was pinned.


  Something wasn’t right. He should be dying, but his thoughts were so clear and he was obviously using magic against her.


  The bastard chuckled in her head. ’Tis why I brought you to Dair. If not for that Devline scum, you would have been dead a week now. The Sorcerer-dragon raised its wings and started to push itself to its feet. I must add that I most enjoyed slicing your mother’s throat, almost as much as I will enjoy taking you with me to the Afterworld.


  


  Evvan fought against the barrier Natalie had used to shield him and Améa from the flames. That daft wench had neglected to remove it and Evvan roared with frustration as he fought to break through. Her magic was even stronger than it had been the last time she had thrown a shield around him. He tried to mind-speak with her, to tell her to remove the barrier, but his thoughts could not even penetrate the shield.


  His frustration grew as he watched Natalie battle the dragon while he continued to fight against her spell shield. Fear for his l’tiani, his heartmate, heightened and his rage magnified. He gave a mighty bellow at the same moment he focused every bit of his magic on the shield.


  The barrier vanished. Evvan roared and unsheathed his sword as he ran, leaving a dazed but very much alive Améa behind him.


  As he rushed forward, he could hear the Sorcerer’s voice in his head as the bastard spoke to Natalie. He could sense Voral’s sorcery and saw that Nat was somehow pinned to the ground. Evvan raced toward the dragon’s chest as it lumbered to its clawed feet. The beast swayed then stepped forward, its hideous maw closing in on Natalie just as Evvan reached them.


  With all the rage and fury in his heart and soul, Evvan buried his sword deep into the dragon’s chest.


  The beast screamed and blood spouted from its chest in a black fountain.


  Evvan yanked out his sword and thrust it into the dragon’s heart again. And yet again.


  Natalie stared at her lover, wide-eyed with fear and amazement as he fought the dragon. It screamed one more time and then its head dropped to the cold ground, the sound like a burst of thunder. The orange glow in its remaining eye faded until it went totally black.


  The Sorcerer’s magical hold on Nat vanished. With relief and triumph roaring through her veins, she scrambled to her feet and started to run toward Evvan when she saw something glittering near the dragon.


  She reached down to pick it up, unable to believe her eyes. But as it glittered in her palm, she knew it was real. Her mother’s star pendant. The one she’d lost all those years ago.


  All this time it had been in the Sorcerer’s possession. Likely it had been trapped with Voral in the alternate reality—or sorcery-made prison thingamajig—where he’d been banished these many years until his recent escape.


  A wailing noise filled her ears, and Natalie realized it was the sound of sirens piercing the night. She started toward Evvan and then came to a dead stop a couple of feet from him. Sirens. She was in New York. Home.


  “You must come, now!” Anistana’s voice rang from the opening of the black tunnel. Natalie’s gaze swung from her lover to the gorgeous and naked Queen of Faerie whose blue mist swirled about her feet inside the tunnel as she added, “I cannot hold the skypath open much longer.”


  Gasps and shouts rang out and Natalie realized for the first time that a large group of people had gathered around them. A shimmer caught her eye and she saw Améa rise from the ground, somewhat dazed, but alive and able to move with her own power. A rumble of fear and amazement rose from the crowd as the nude Faerie darted back to the tunnel, her wings glinting in the light.


  “Come.” Evvan held out his hand to Natalie, but she hesitated and looked around her.


  Her gaze took in the skyscrapers beyond the park, the place she’d lived, loved and shopped all of her life. “This is my home,” Natalie said quietly as she gestured at the city above the treetops.


  Evvan’s jaw tightened and he stepped so close she caught his spicy scent and the heavy odor of testosterone, as he growled, “Your home is with me.”


  Sirens cut out as the police arrived. She heard shouts, and the metallic click of weapons.


  “This skypath will never be opened again.” Anistana’s voice rose above the crowd, resonant and powerful. “The choice you make tonight seals your future, child of Fae. Return to Dair with us, or remain in this world. Forever.”


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  When his mate hesitated, Evvan almost howled his frustration. Just as he was going to grab the wench and throw her over his shoulder, a grin broke across her face. She flung herself into his arms and wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck and said, “Take me home, big guy.”


  Such relief and joy, unlike anything he had ever known, filled him. A strange sensation overcame the fierce Devline Enforcer, and he smiled at his l’tiani.


  “Oh, my god.” Natalie looked so stunned that he feared she might faint. “You smiled!”


  “You give me reason to, my little one,” he murmured and claimed her lips in a fierce and passionate kiss.


  In the background he heard strange shouts, all words he did not understand.


  Natalie ripped her mouth from his. “We’d better get out of here,” she said, her voice urgent. “These people think this is a movie set or something, but those cops—er, non-Devline Enforcers—don’t. They’re going to want to arrest us.”


  Evvan turned his fierce expression on the crowd and growled before bolting the few feet toward the skypath, holding his l’tiani tight to his chest.


  “Make haste!” Anistana ordered even as they rushed toward her. “These barbarians have a ruthless look about them,” she said when they reached the skypath and Evvan stopped beside her, several feet inside the entrance and in the middle of her blue mist.


  “Although several of them look rather tasty.” A devious smile curled Anistana’s sensuous lips. “Perhaps we should bring one or two back as playthings for my Fae?”


  “Oooh. I think that one,” Améa whispered as she peeked over Anistana’s shoulder. “I am quite sure he would be very…dominant.”


  Evvan had set Natalie upon her feet and she was looking directly at the entrance when Améa spoke. One of New York’s Finest—and Nat meant finest—had just swung around into the opening, his weapon drawn, his stance wide. “Don’t move,” he said in a commanding voice, his weapon pointed straight at Evvan.


  Améa sighed. “He is so very handsome and powerful looking. I can tell from his thoughts and recklessness that he has no binding attachments to this foul place.”


  Blue mist swirled around the police officer’s legs and Anistana giggled. “Yes,” she said as the gun slipped from the man’s hand and his eyelids drifted shut, hiding the smoky gray of his eyes. “He will do quite nicely.”


  As the officer dropped to his knees and then collapsed to the floor of the skypath, Anistana sealed the entrance with a wave of her hand.


  Everything went silent as the noise of New York City was cut off. At the same time, the passageway went completely dark, but a welcome light chased away the darkness as Evvan’s warm glow surrounded them.


  Natalie swallowed as she looked back to where the entrance and her very last view of New York City had been.


  Her gaze turned to the man passed out cold in the middle of Anistana’s blue mist and she grinned. At least they were bringing back a souvenir for Améa.


  


  Once they arrived back in Astral, Evvan flung Natalie over his shoulder and strode toward a far corner of the Faerie gardens where Améa promised they would have privacy. Anistana had used her mist to send NYPD’s sexiest back to her realm, where she could keep him bound ’til he was tamed enough to give him to Améa.


  Somehow Natalie didn’t think that man was one who could ever be tamed.


  With the exception of Anistana, all the Faeries in the realm surrounded Améa, begging her to tell the story of the Sorcerer’s demise. And about the cop—they definitely wanted to know more about him.


  Even though Nat had no doubt that she’d made the right choice in coming back to Dair with Evvan, she was going to miss her adoptive parents, as well as Miznari and Kerry. She’d have to think of some way to get messages to each of them, to let them know she was safe, happy, and that she missed them.


  Evvan slapped Nat’s ass, bringing her attention back to him. She laughed and clung to her fierce warrior as he bore her away from the Faeries. Funny—when she’d first met Evvan, he’d carried her away inside of a cave, and into another world.


  Anistana’s voice tickled Nat’s ear. My gift to my sister and her heartmate, the Queen said in Natalie’s mind, and she noticed a winged crystal egg floating in the air behind Evvan’s back. It followed them like a potbellied butterfly, and Natalie giggled at the image.


  She reached out for it, and clasped it in her palm. The iridescent wings vanished, leaving only the egg. It felt smooth and warm, and when she studied the egg, she saw a sparkling red and gold powder swirling within it and she smiled.


  Faerie dust.


  Evvan came to an abrupt stop and Natalie almost dropped the egg, but managed to keep her hold on it. Her dark and powerful warrior slid her down his chest, and when he had set her on her feet, she stilled at the intense look in his eyes.


  He brought his hand to her face and she leaned into it, pressing her cheek into his palm. “I love you, l’tiani. My soul has known you from times too ancient to recall.”


  Such sentiment from her dark and dangerous man brought all those squishy feelings to the surface and almost made her want to cry, damn it. “I love you, too, you big oaf.”


  Gently he eased her back into grass so soft it brushed her body like her lover’s caress. They were in the corner of the realm near the waterfall, hidden from view of the garden alcove. The falls crashed and roared behind her, the smell of fresh water mingling with the perfume of countless flowers. The grass felt damp through the sheer material of her blouse and skirt, and the feeling somehow added to the intensity of her desire for her man.


  Evvan stood above her, never taking his eyes from hers as he tossed his weapons aside, and stripped out of his boots and breeches.


  Natalie clenched the crystal egg tight in her fingers as she sucked in her breath at the sight of her beautiful man. That finely sculpted body and his long dark hair spilling over his powerful shoulders and that fine, fine prize of a cock. The tattoos beneath his eyes made him look even darker and fiercer, yet now there was a hint of softness in his gruff expression—just a hint—for her.


  “You are so lovely, l’tiani,” he murmured as he lowered himself over her. He shoved up her transparent blouse and gently bit one of her nipples. Warmth moved through Nat and she recognized the shrouding the moment her sight and senses began to dim. All she could feel was him teasing her breasts, his hot breath and wet tongue upon her nipples.


  “Oh, god, Evvan,” she said, squirming beneath his solid, muscular body.


  He captured both her wrists in one of his big hands and pinned them above her head. She let the egg roll out of her fingers and into the grass, unable to think or feel beyond the exquisite feelings Evvan was causing within her.


  The shrouding shifted, and Natalie became intensely aware of how wet she was, how hot she was, and how badly she wanted Evvan inside her. With a rough jerk of his hand, he shoved up her flimsy skirt and rubbed the head of his erection against her clit.


  She fought against his hold on her wrists, wanting to touch his ridged cock since she couldn’t see him, but he wouldn’t let her go. Her senses dimmed even further, all except for her breasts and her pussy. All of her nerve endings in those areas were so alive, so sensitive, that she whimpered with need. “Please, Evvan,” she begged. “Please, now.”


  He gave a primal roar and thrust his cock inside her core. Nat cried out as her body bucked with an immediate orgasm. She wrapped her legs around his waist, holding him to her and feeling the throb of her channel around him. Slowly he began to thrust in and out, making love to her in a most intense, passionate way.


  Evvan had never felt such pleasure, such satisfaction, as he did with his l’tiani. She filled his soul, completing him in a way he never dreamed possible.


  Mind and body focused on Natalie, he made love to her, driving his cock in and out, bringing her from one orgasm to another until tears sparkled on her eyelashes. When he finally allowed himself to come, his climax rocked his body, shaking the powerful warrior to his very core.


  He lay spent between her thighs, careful not to put all of his weight on her much smaller form. He loved the feel of her heart beating against his, the sound of her breathing next to his ear, the smells of their sex and her womanly musk.


  Raising himself up, Evvan studied his woman as she smiled at him and said, “How did I ever get so lucky to end up with you?”


  “’Tis I who am most fortunate.” His gaze moved up to where he pinned her wrists above her head and caught a crystal glimmer in the grass. Evvan released Natalie and carefully picked up the fragile looking object. Easing himself off of her, he propped himself on his side as he placed the egg between her breasts.


  “Anistana said it was a gift.” Natalie brought her arms down and ran one finger over the smooth surface. The brilliant crimson and gold dust swirled even faster when she touched it. “Isn’t it pretty?”


  “Aye.” His heart gave a strange twist as he thought of how to explain this to his woman, and wondered how she might respond. “Do you remember what I told you about aradne?” he asked.


  Natalie frowned as though concentrating, then raised her brows. “It’s the dust that makes a man and a woman really super horny…and causes a woman to get pregnant—if it’s used between soul mates.”


  “Heartmates.” He rubbed his thumb over the crystal and the dust swirled even faster. “Apparently Anistana has gifted us with aradne, but has also given us the gift of choice. This is a rare fa’na egg that will not break unless those who have received it should both choose to accept its contents.”


  It took a moment for Nat to absorb what Evvan was telling her. If they both chose to accept this gift, she would get pregnant. She’d have a baby.


  “Likely you would also have twins,” Evvan said as he rolled the egg down between her breasts to the gold ring in her belly button.


  The warmth of the magical egg seeped into Nat’s body as he rolled it over the star tattoo and her mound, and then back up again, toward her breasts. He was waiting for her answer, allowing her to choose.


  Damn, but she loved this man. Was she ready for a child, or two even? She didn’t know, but she did know that her life had changed so much in just a week. Her future had changed, her direction had changed. Somehow it seemed right.


  “Soooo…” Natalie couldn’t help a smile when she actually saw a hopeful expression in Evvan’s eyes. Who would have thought he’d want to be a daddy? But she could actually visualize him as a father. And she could even picture him smiling with his kids—lots.


  Her smile broadened as she continued, “Does this mean that we get really wild sex?”


  “You are ready?” His dark eyes were very intent, very bright.


  “Yes.” Natalie’s answer rang with all the conviction in her heart. “I want to have a child with you, Evvan. Or two.”


  The moment she spoke the words, the egg dissolved. Red and gold sparkles surrounded them and lust tore through Natalie so fast that she was wild with desire for her man.


  He growled, his expression positively savage, but before he could move, Natalie pushed him onto his back and straddled him. “I’m going to fuck you,” she said with her own growl.


  Evvan would have shouted his triumph if he wasn’t in such need to be inside his heartmate. She wrapped her small fingers around his cock and slammed herself down upon his length.


  “Yes!” she cried, her eyes closed, riding him as hard and fast as she could.


  It wasn’t fast enough to suit Evvan. He grabbed her hips and pounded into her, harder and harder and harder yet. Natalie shouted, urging him on until her body jerked and convulsed with her climax.


  With a roar, he pulled her off his cock and placed her on her knees in the grass and knelt behind her. He thrust into her pussy, driving into her and taking her with everything he had. He could feel her core contracting around his cock as she experienced orgasm after orgasm.


  When his own orgasm slammed into him, he let out a bellow as his seed filled his mate’s womb.


  And then he took her again, and again.


  When the effects of the aradne began to lessen, Evvan collapsed onto the grass, holding his heartmate tight to his chest.


  Natalie gave him the look of a very satisfied woman. He felt highly skilled to have pleased her, sated her. The appetites of Faerie were legend.


  Just as he released a smug sigh, Natalie gave him an impish grin.


  “You aren’t tired are you?” Her voice sounded rich with excitement. “Come on. Get up. Let’s do it again.”


  


  # # #


  Glossary


  


  Ansi—gems used for barter


  Angelei—Elvin Princess and warrior; Damianne’s twin and Jalen’s sister


  Anistana—Queen of Faerie


  Arbonidae—private Elvin mating ceremony


  Aric—King of the Nordain


  Astral—Faerie Realm


  Baethel—Aric’s stallion


  Bewitching Pool—magical pool in the D’euan Forest


  Bluewood—trees native to and around Wilding Wood


  Carilee—Nordain toddler


  Chrys—Female Elvin warrior


  Cind—human woman who serves Zanden


  Con’tu’a—erotic Elvin ceremony designed to clear a Seer’s mind


  D’euan Forest—where the Bewitching Pool is


  Dair—their continent


  Damianne—Elvin Princess and warrior; Angelei’s twin and Jalen’s sister


  Elinni—of the dark Faeries; Ibella’s twin


  Elves—tall, sensual, beautiful beings


  Enrli—Symbol of significance to the Seraphine Elves


  Everlasting River—in the D’euan Forest


  Faeries—mischievous and erotic beings who reside in Wilding Wood


  Fiorn—the village in Zanden’s realm where Liana was raised


  Gishla—exotic dancer


  Gorni—Elvin food bar


  Halia—heart-sister


  Hrichn—sacred orb controlled by the Sorcerer


  Hynling—trees with sap that is both pungent in smell and dangerous to Nordain


  Ibella—of the dark faeries; Elinni’s twin


  Ir—god of the Nordain


  Irani—winged beasts of the Sorcerer


  Jalen—Aric’s Elvin brother-at-arms; brother to twins Angelei and Damianne


  Jensai—sacred vines with heavily scented blooms


  Kerriel—Female Elvin warrior


  Krakilee—mystical creature in Wilding Wood


  Krstn—magical Elvin cloth


  Liana—Tanzinite female banished at birth to live with humans because she was born without wings


  Lonoi—erotic Elvin massage


  Lycidian dragon—beast that lives in Merth Darkling and Wilding Wood


  Mairi—the sea; its sands glitter in rainbow colors


  Merth Darkling—a relatively unknown part of the D’euan Forest


  Mishnui—a tree that grows in the Faerie realm with silver leaves


  Mount Taka—a volcano


  Nira—barkeeper where Ranelle, Tierra and Liana work


  Nofsta—wolves of the moors


  Nordai—ravens


  Nordain—a race of Sky People who shape-shifted to nordai—ravens—at will


  Orlai—Elvin potion used for preparation for the Con’tu’a


  Palme—a Tanzinite man; Liana’s father


  Perna—magical bird in Wilding Wood


  Phoenicia—Nordain Kingdom, also known as Kingdom of the Sky People


  Qinok—bog monster of the Xardu Moors


  Ranelle—Liana’s friend who’s gifted with the sight, as well as other powers


  Renn—King Aric’s younger brother


  Ritt—human woman who serves Zanden


  Salana—a Tanzinite woman; Liana’s mother


  Seraphine—Elvin Kingdom


  Seraphine Chronicles—charts the history and prophecies for all the races of Dair


  Tanzinites—a race of cave-dwellers with wings of bats, usually albino with translucent skin and red or blue eyes


  Tiali—human woman who serves Zanden


  Tierra—Liana’s human friend of mysterious birth; also gifted with magical powers


  Tirnac—Elvin warrior


  Toen—shape shifting being known as the Overseer


  Troyas—Aric’s second in command


  Uba—cruel woman who raised Liana, Tierra, and Ranelle


  Urli—butterfly that can change colors


  Voral—Sorcerer who trained Zanden, who now controls Voral’s realm


  Wilding Wood—where it is said that Faeries, wizards, dragons, unicorns and other mysterious creatures dwell


  Xardu Moors—treacherous moors dangerous to faire folke, human and other


  Yanea—Queen of the Seraphine Elves; mother to Jalen, Damianne and Angelei


  Yeroi—Elvin potion


  Zanden—a Nordain gone bad, and a powerful Sorcerer


  Zjemma—Nordain word for mother


  Zjenni—Nordain word for ‘most precious’


  Also by Cheyenne McCray


  


  “Riding Tall” Series


  Branded For You


  Roping Your Heart


  Fencing You In


  Tying You Down


  Playing With You


  


  “Rough and Ready” Series


  Silk and Spurs


  Lace and Lassos


  Champagne and Chaps


  Satin and Saddles


  Roses and Rodeo


  Lingerie and Lariats


  Lipstick and Leather


  


  “Altered States” Series


  Dark Seduction


  


  “Dark Enforcers” Series


  Night’s Captive


  


  Lexi Steele Novels


  The First Sin


  The Second Betrayal


  The Temptation


  


  ~Romantic Erotica~


  “Seraphine Chronicles” Series


  Forbidden


  Bewitched


  Spellbound


  (Spellbound includes bonus novella, Untamed


  Possessed


  


  


  From St. Martin’s Press:


  


  “Night Tracker” Series


  Demons Not Included


  No Werewolves Allowed


  Vampires Not Invited


  Zombies Sold Separately


  Vampires Dead Ahead


  


  “Magic” Series


  Forbidden Magic


  Seduced by Magic


  Wicked Magic


  Shadow Magic


  Dark Magic


  


  Single Title


  Moving Target


  Chosen Prey


  


  


  Anthologies


  No Rest for the Witches


  Real Men Last All Night


  Legally Hot


  Chicks Kick Butt


  Hotter than Hell


  Mammoth Book of Paranormal Romances


  Mammoth Book of Special Ops Romances


  


  Cheyenne writing as Jaymie Holland


  


  “The Auction” Series


  Sold


  Bought


  Claimed


  Taken


  


  “Taboo” Series


  Taking it Home


  Losing Control


  Alluring Stranger


  Taboo Desires: three Tales of Lust and Passion


  Playing Rough: three Stories of Sensual Submission


  


  


  Paranormal Single Title


  The Touch


  Come to Me


  About Cheyenne


  


  New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Cheyenne McCray’s books have received multiple awards and nominations, including


  *RT Book Reviews magazine’s Reviewer’s Choice awards for Best Erotic Romance of the year and Best Paranormal Action Adventure of the year


  *Three “RT Book Reviews” nominations, including Best Erotic Romance, Best Romantic Suspense, and Best Paranormal Action Adventure.


  *Golden Quill award for Best Erotic Romance


  *The Road to Romance’s Reviewer’s Choice Award


  *Gold Star Award from Just Erotic Romance Reviews


  *CAPA award from The Romance Studio


  Cheyenne grew up on a ranch in southeastern Arizona. She has been writing ever since she can remember, back to her kindergarten days when she penned her first poem. She always knew one day she would write novels, hoping her readers would get lost in the worlds she created, just as she experienced when she read some of her favorite books.


  Chey has three sons, two dogs, and is an Arizona native who loves the desert, the sunshine, and the beautiful sunsets. Visit Chey's website and get all of the latest info at her website and meet up with her at Cheyenne McCray’s Place on Facebook!
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