
        
            
                
            
        

    
Dedication

To my iceball partner and best friend, 

Thank you for encouraging me to write again. 

You are my world. My comfort. My passion. 

Yours.


Prologue

Five hundred years ago, using her own vampire blood and ancient magic, the vampiress Carmen brought forth the birth of the last four elemental dragon princes, or Zir, from the last of the elemental dragon’s eggs.

Cursed by an enemy who wanted their power, they were condemned to take human form. There are no females among them, and so each is destined to live with an unrelenting urge to find his elemental mate. For she is the key that will unlock their history and their destiny.

To this day, no Zir has found his mate.


Chapter One

On the east coast of England, 1786

The water here churned angrily.

But why?

Black fog, thick as mutton stew, swirled around Jordan and blocked out the light of the moon. He pulled back the oars, feeling the rough wood chafe against his calfskin gloves. The lapping of water against the boat hull cried out to him. He closed his eyes tight, tensing as he reached out with all his soul’s power. He reached out to feel and be as one with the water’s thoughts. They had to be nearing land. The hairs on his arms stood up.

Pain, anguish and the specter of death scaled up his arms and sliced him deep inside. He gritted his teeth. He did not want to feel such agony. Something dreadful, he sensed, had happened since he had departed to retrieve his brother Ferrous from their Isle only the day before.

The band of blue scales surrounding his elbows itched in warning. “Damn it.” He sighed and dragged his fingernails across them through his wool greatcoat. Only three boat lengths of water remained before the red sand and pebbles of Blood Cove. He inhaled deep. Acrid blood mixed with a rotting sea-plant stench hung in the air. The scent of death. His stomach clenched in revolt. “Drop weight.” The words stuck in the humid air between him and Ferrous.

“The sky is so black. I hope I will not hit a serpent.” Ferrous leaned over the edge of the boat with the heavy twine-bound rocks in his hands. “Remember the first time we anchored here? That bloody thing nearly ate my arm.” With a splash, the boat slowly stilled.

“It was only a water snake, Ferrous.” A Zir afraid of snakes. Jordan shook his head.

Ferrous stood, rocking the boat. “So you say.” The whites of his eyes were the only thing visible on his dark face as he glanced back over his shoulder at Jordan. “It feels as if hell itself spit upon the shore here, Jordan.”

The fine hairs on Jordan’s body wavered with unease. Despite its name, the cove had always been peaceful. The pain and destruction fluttering inside as he reached out to the shore was not. “What lies ashore is not what we know as the Blood Cove.” Though maybe the cove was now literally named, he thought.

Ferrous leapt from the boat and splashed into the water, trudging toward shore. “That’s bloody cold.”

Jordan grasped the edge of the boat and threw his legs over, plunging into icy water that shot dagger-like pain up his legs.

Ferrous stepped out onto the rocks lining the shore.

“What do you see here, Ferrous?”

His brother moved from the water into the heavy mist and out of sight. “Wreckage shattered about the rocks and sand. Hell’s demons certainly spit here.”

Jordan stayed in the chilling water. He needed to know what it told. His eyelids fluttered, and he tightened his gut once more. In bursts of light, scenes vividly slashed through his mind. A boat hull burst open amongst screams, and blood spilled into the water like a shot-open wine barrel. A storm-colored bird with glowing green eyes flew above the mast as the wreckage dipped into the sea.

This was no simple run a’ rocks. There were no survivors here, and that was purposeful. He wanted no part in knowing this deed. With a growl, he spun toward the shore and Ferrous. Nothing but hell’s shadows played before him. He wanted to leave this cove and commence on the road to London with haste.

“Should we not anchor here?” Ferrous’s voice came from one of the shadows to the left. The glow of copper-colored scales peeked out from beneath Ferrous’s coat cuff as he leaned down and picked up an intact bottle. “Champagne”—he tucked the bottle beneath his arm, the glow disappearing again beneath his coat—“surely cannot go to waste.”

Jordan’s lips curved into a smile. How like his brother to be thinking of what they could salvage. “We have no choice but to anchor here.” He slogged through the water to shore. “To anchor elsewhere would prove a waste of time. We are needed in London with haste, as Ilmir will only listen to you.”

“A jest, that is. Our brother listens to no one.” Ferrous materialized out of the black fog. His steel-blue eyes glanced at Jordan. An untold emotion flashed within the depths, and Ferrous stepped past him, disappearing again into the mist. “We shall weave a cloak over this shambles until we return.”

They couldn’t have authorities finding their boat and then their Isle. “Quite. You shall.”

Ferrous’s power with his element, metal, inspired gaping jaws and bulging eyes, even for the four brothers Zir. Everyone listened to him, and he knew it. Jordan stepped carefully from the water’s edge onto the pebbles and rocks of the shore. Sadly, he didn’t possess the power to make this all appear null.

The murkiness thickened in a gust of foul, stinking wind. Jordan’s eyes watered, and the tip of his black boot caught. “Ugh.” He stumbled, caught his balance and then gritted his teeth. Debris tangled the path to the woods.

All this fuss to extricate Ilmir?

Jordan rolled his eyes. Who had his brother wronged this time? The daughter of a wealthy merchant who demanded payment? Or perhaps the wife of his favorite cigar maker, who now refused to sell him a toke? Now that would truly demand all Zir be present, as they all used the same maker. What a shame that would be. He shook his head.

More likely this urgency came from his powers abating. Selfishness defined Ilmir. All their powers had lessened over the past twenty years, and without their mates, none of them had any inkling of how to stop it. A half laugh, half grunt caught in his throat. No matter if Ilmir’s powers shrank. He would never change, and the women convenient to him would all die because of his brash ways. His jaw clenched. Ilmir was far worse than any human rogue could dream of being.

Carefully stepping around scattered, fractured boards, trunks and lengths of tangled rope, Jordan and Ferrous neared the last grouping of rocks at the trees’ edge. Jordan sighed. About time.

A faint heartbeat crawled out of the obscure shadows, stalked up his spine. Something lived from this bloody mess. Though barely.

Jordan stilled.

Ferrous turned to the left. “I feel it too.”

Jordan followed.

On the opposite side of the rocks, jagged boards bumped, clattering against a boulder. A mass of tangled human remains bobbed and swayed with each lap of water against the shore.

From this mess, a heartbeat cried. Jordan closed his eyes and sighed as his stomach flipped. He would find it. He stepped into the water amid the carnage and shuddered. I must move as hastily as possible. I can do this. The sound of life grasped him as if a hand itself clasped his flesh. He flinched, then turned to the left.

An arm’s length away, half in the water, lay a woman. Her limbs were twisted and broken, as if made of nothing more than weeds. A man’s head, severed from the body it had once belonged to, floated close to her hand. Jordan’s heart pinched, and the scales on his elbows prickled anew.

No one deserved to be half alive after experiencing a tragedy such as this. He stepped up next to her, knocking the human debris away with his boot. He leaned down and wrapped one hand about her slim, bare shoulders. The other he slid beneath her knees, fisting up a handful of her full skirts. She should have drowned in such a garment. He lifted her, pulling her body up against his.

She hung like a sack of barley in his grasp. Her long, wet skirts and hair trailed cold water in a stream, trickling over the rocks and babbling down into his boots. He turned and stumbled along the slag toward the trees.

Ferrous turned after him. “She won’t live, Jordan.” He strode behind him. “Leave her.”

Her clothing, laden with seawater, soaked his coat in blood. Was it hers or the rotting blood of the pool in which she had lain? He shook his head. Don’t think about the stench. He grimaced. Think about her.

Ferrous was right. She would never live.

He fell to his knees and laid her on the high grass that bordered the trees. Her dress was that of an aristocrat, finely tailored with small pearls and embroidery now torn open down to her flesh in several places. Her hair had been swept up with the sun, golden rays that now hid beneath a cloud of red death. “I will end her suffering.” Yes, that was the correct thing to do.

“For bloody sake, Jordan. You are not to indulge unless you have an inkling she may be the one. There are no exceptions to our rules. Look what happens to Ilmir when he breaks one. Who knows what calamity awaits us in London.”

Jordan’s jaw clenched, and he narrowed his eyes, refusing to look at Ferrous, who stood behind him. “This is different, and you damn well know it. I am not Ilmir, and she is not a woman I am courting. She is dying.”

“Being chivalrous?” Ferrous threw up his hands, grumbled and walked through the trees back toward the shore. “Make haste. I wish to make this hellish scene vanish this hellish scene and be to London to deal with Ilmir.”

Did Ferrous truly think he wanted to do this? To kill another woman was the last thing he wished. Twenty years had passed… Jordan inhaled a deep breath and blew it out between tense lips. He ran his fingers down her pale cheek and around her chin, tilting her face toward his. A slender nose, full, angelic lips, and noble cheekbones. A beauty. “To a better afterlife, dear.”

He raised her chin, exposing her long, graceful neck and faintly beating pulse. Another death…

Dash it. He stared unblinking at the slight flutter of her blood beneath her skin. Relax, Jordan. He closed his eyes and exhaled. All will be well.

Prickling pain clawed through the roof of his mouth as his two pointed teeth extended into thin slivers of bone. He stared down at her neck. She had been floating in blood and seawater. He spit on her neck, twice. His saliva glimmered as it slid down her throat to the grass below. There, that should wash away the dirt she had stewed in. Or would it? His throat tightened. Don’t lick her. Be done with it.

He leaned in and pressed his teeth to her vein. His mouth opened, saliva pooled heavily, and his tongue thickened. The pouches by his back teeth filled with poisonous blood, forcing his jaw still wider. He inhaled a jagged breath. His heart leapt and pounded, vibrating through his entire being…

Bite her, Jordan. Be done with it. Bite her.

Her faint pulse bumped against his teeth, willing him to take her as his mate. Mate? Well, that urge was pointless. She would pass just as swiftly as the others. He rolled his lip back and hissed, then pressed, slicing through her soft, salty outer skin and into her tepid blood flowing below.

She didn’t flinch.

This was the first time he had taken a woman when he was not passionately joined with her. Odder yet not to have her scream. To have her do nothing but lie on the wilted grass.

He swallowed. Dirt be damned, he needed to taste her and know that one essence of the life he now took. He fluttered his tongue on her smooth skin. Warm, salty blood slid thickly down his tongue. Damn. His muscles quivered as his poisonous blood streamed from his pouches and down his teeth, twisting into her veins. His cock pressed painfully hard against his thigh.

The task was done. There would be no more. He would not take his pleasure in her. He would not know the feel of her flesh against his. He would never know her favorite color. This woman, like all the others who had come before, was not meant to be his. Enough!

He growled and opened his mouth wide. Her soft flesh slipped from his fangs. He pulled his head back, and their mixed blood trailed in streams down her neck and dress. His vision shifted and popped. Adrenaline mixed with power bubbled through his veins. This…this, he had missed.

This was what he was meant to be. His full elemental power at a glimpse. He tossed his hair back and then growled a dragon’s cry up to where the moon should hang in a radiant, colored vision. Yet only the ebony fog resided tonight. There was no moon to lighten this scene. His vision rippled with detailed clarity. Ah. Indeed. This was the power that years of existence without his mate had diminished. He wanted this power back. It had been too long. In a burst of speckled light, everything changed back to somber mist. Bloody hell. His throat closed off, and his eyes burned. No! He swallowed hard, and his shoulders sagged. This was a tease. A temptation.

He closed his eyes and shook his head. He would never know more of what the Zir were than this… Death and a glimpse of the exhilarating power they were destined to have.

He inhaled and smelled her metallic, sweet blood on his lips. His tongue traced his teeth and upper lip, gathering up the enslaving essence. Sweet orange blossoms and candied cherries. His made-up version of what she should taste like. Remember her. His jaw trembled as hot blood pounded through him to his groin. His soul wanted more of her. To mate. To love. To live a lifetime of companionship.

He clenched his teeth, and his fangs pierced his lower lip. You have done enough to end her suffering. Quite enough. Let her be. He opened his eyes once more.

A shadow shaped as Ferrous stood head down and arms straight out in the air at the rocks’ edge. “Make haste. I wait no more.”

Jordan placed her head softly back on the grass. “Will scant be a moment more of pain, beauty.” He trailed his hand down her broken arm to a heavy, thick bracelet looping her wrist. He unclasped the chain and slowly rubbed the metal between his fingers. His token of her death. He tucked the jewelry in his inner coat pocket, then rose to his full height. Turning to his left, he skulked into the inky woods.

He rubbed his tongue along the points rapidly retreating into the roof of his mouth. His throat tightened, and his ballocks blazed. One more death to add to his collection of struggles… One more loss for the Zir. A mate was the only key to their existence and to unlocking the mystery of how they came to be. 

From behind him, Ferrous’s whispered voice gained tone on the breeze. “Vind, jord, vand, og luft. Få denne strand til at fremstå klar.”

The wind whistled through the leaves above Jordan’s head. Waves crashed against the shore in the distance, and the earth rumbled in a wave that pressed Jordan back two steps.

“Wind, earth, and water. Make this beach appear clear.” Ferrous was one of the lucky few who still had all his original powers and could control all the elements.

Jordan could only control that one piece: water.

Thankfully.

He did not want Ferrous’s skill. For with that skill came enormous responsibility. Immersing the shore was all Jordan could have done here tonight…if that. He frowned. His body still hummed in remembrance of the power from the bite, yet his active powers had waned the last five years and continued to dwindle. So had the last of the four brothers, Madoc’s. None of them knew why.

With the spell Ferrous cast, no one—including Jordan—would see the wreckage until Ferrous cleared the spell, and then everything would be left just as it had been. They could then take what was salvageable and bury at sea what was not.

The fair-haired beauty. Bitten and broken on the grass.

A chill raced across the bands on his elbows. He closed his eyes, and her image flashed before him. Golden hair swept up with pearls as she danced in a ballroom. His brow pinched. An odd vision, given that he was not near his element. He normally saw visions only when he was in water.

A residual effect of the bite?

It didn’t matter. She was dead, and he needed to be in London. He wished he could have seen her eyes. Were they blue? Green? Brown?

He should have buried her. She would rot there, a tangled mess in that pretty pearl dress. A beautiful woman so young and dressed so finely would be missed by someone. A father. A mother. A husband. If she were his, finding her that way would break his heart.

Footfalls fell hard and fast on the earth behind him.

Enough.

Ferrous came up from behind and wrapped his fingers over his shoulder. “It was kind of you. Your mouth and groin without a doubt are searing.” He huffed out a breath as they walked beside each other down the path toward the main road.

“It’s not so bad. Twenty years have passed. I forgot most of the thrill and all of the sadness that comes from the death.”

“Biting never affects me that way. Though I know you have said as such in the past.”

How could biting not be vexing for all of them? Jordan and his brothers killed in an attempt to find their mates. Yet in five hundred years, not one of the four Zir brothers had found theirs. The women died, and with each death, Jordan’s dream of her, his mate, floated farther from a reality. He swallowed hard as his feet picked up pace on the trail to the main Harwich road. At least this time he had not one prior hope pinned on the golden beauty that died by his Zir blood. She would have died anyway.


Chapter Two

Wedding cheer, and love and bliss for humankind. Grrr. Jordan rolled his eyes. He hated this sort of spectacle. If he only understood what finding a mate was like… That would make this ball interesting. As it was, he would stand in the corner and grumble. He cleared his throat, and the corner of his mouth twitched as he forced a smile. This was as hard as his bite two days past…almost. He strode into the Duke of Hudson’s blue-and-gray ballroom.

The scent of sweat and arousal clung to the room as the small gathering of London’s elite fluttered about this out-of-character evening wedding ball.

Scandalous was what the Ton called the odd time. If they only knew the true meaning of this hour: that the duke had interesting friends, friends like the Zir, and some could not face the light of day.

Jordan tugged on the bottom of his tight-fitting yellow-and-gray-embroidered waistcoat. His presence was needed here this night. For Ilmir. He frowned. Well, the truth was that Ferrous said Jordan needed to be here. That was the only reason he had come. He had no clue what Ilmir had done this time as Ilmir had gone missing since their return from the Isle three days past. Typical Ilmir. Cause a fuss and hide. This event would pull him out, however, as their brother never missed one of the Duke of Hudson’s events. When they found Ilmir, they would learn of his folly, and steps could be taken.

But where was he?

Jordan glanced to the right and tensed as his gaze touched on a group of finely dressed ladies and gentleman. Slowly, each one turned their heads to stare at him. Cold eyes. Colder thoughts. Chills washed his neck.

No warm haze of Zir likeness resided in that direction. Nothing resided that way but the prickly stress of humans. Not that he disliked humans. Some were tolerable. Some he called friends, though his friends did not reside here this night. Besides, he was part human himself, or so he liked to think. The truth was that the Zir knew little about themselves.

Each set of eyes settled on him. Thoughts slammed, same as always, into his mind.

“Gracious! Look at the white streak in his hair,” one woman thought.

Jordan frowned.

“I bet he is equally wild as he looks in the act,” thought another.

He paused, then turned his gaze back to the woman, whose stare had touched on him last. The tall, black-haired woman smiled at him with red full lips, then flipped open her fan and waved it vigorously.

The man to her right smiled and inclined his square, feathered hat in acknowledgement even as his mind sniped, “Another one of the four. Do they not realize they simply do not belong here?”

Conceited bore. If he had an inkling of his wife’s thoughts or how many of the guests here in this room frequented Samgor’s Den…

Jordan’s back tingled. Did they believe their false smiles made him feel at ease? Oh, the look on their faces if they could see their thoughts about him slide, slick as butter, into his mind. Once their thoughts did, it was impossible to imagine he belonged here, no matter his fine clothes or polite manners.

Wait! He had not been able to read thoughts in a year. This elemental power had been the first of his to dwindle. He smiled a genuine smile. The surge in power had to be a residual effect from the bite. Maybe he had refrained from biting for too long.

He turned away from the couple, swallowed, and set his chin. He needed to tell Ferrous about this when they were together next.

If his bite caused this, it was a mixed blessing. His powers increased, but he’d killed a woman. Sorrow hung around his heart. He also now was once again aware just how out of place he and his brothers really were amongst the Ton. But then, socializing with anyone at this high a level in society had always grated on him.

He wiped the disapproving reactions of England’s elite from his conscious mind and concentrated on the task at hand: finding Ilmir.

He pushed through the cluster of gents to his right and past the musicians who played as young and old alike danced in the middle of the room. Several pretty women attended this night. One could very well be his mate. His lips turned down, and he grumbled. He would never bite one of them. When a peer’s daughter went missing, it was noticed by all. He narrowed his eyes. An entire class of women was untouchable because their eventual deaths caused complications for the Zir. Finding an enticing reaction from paupers and prostitutes had become tiring decades before.

A gasp came from beside him, and a round, short woman dressed in a grapefruit-colored gown that matched her cheeks shied away. “Odd man… I thought the four stopped attending civilized events.”

Then again, maybe Jordan should bite one or two of them. The left side of his mouth curled up into a lopsided grin. He was starting to sound a bit like Ilmir. His brow pulled tight. He could not have that.

The music ceased, and everyone slowly turned toward the south end of the ballroom. Jordan lifted his head and gazed through the small crowd. Finding one of his unusually tall brothers here should be easy. He fidgeted with the cuff of his black evening coat and then focused his attention on the man at the head of the room who had captured the guests’ attention: the Duke of Hudson.

The chatter in the room dulled to a low hum. A man with golden hair and cold brown eyes called out from beside Jordan, “Hudson, get on with it. I have skirts to chase.”

A sinister smile flirted across the Duke of Hudson’s lips before altogether disappearing. “Indeed, Bedmond. And keep your old man away from this.” He turned to his left and held out his hand. A slender woman placed her white-gloved fingers into the duke’s open hand and stepped up beside him.

Jordan’s vision hazed and warped in a colorful wave, heightening details at the center of his focus. He shook his head and looked down to the highly polished wood floor. His sight returned to normal.

What just happened? His vision never colored except after he had bitten. He locked his jaw, and his chest labored. He slowly raised his gaze back up at the duke and the woman who stood the same height beside him. A rainbow of colors radiated out from her.

He choked.

The woman… He closed his eyes, and the image from the beach came back to him…

Golden hair lit up with the sun. The pearls of her aristocratic dress played against the tips of his fingers as he gently laid her on the grass for dead.

His throat tightened. He had bitten her three days past, and she…lived.

Oh, bloody hell.

His body shook.

She was his mate.

Heat coursed through his flesh and burned through his cock, which swelled and pressed painfully against his trousers. His mate. He shifted his stance and placed his hand at an angle to disguise his engorged erection. Damn. He glanced about the room. This couldn’t be possible. His attention snapped back to her.

“Lords and ladies, I present to you my new wife, Her Grace, the Duchess of Hudson!” His Grace raised her fingers to his lips and kissed her gloved knuckles.

It was her. It really was the same woman. Jordan had touched that wrist. Had taken her bracelet. His treasure of her death. His fingers fisted, and he stumbled forward, seeing nothing but her golden hair, slender nose, full, angelic lips and noble cheekbones. All held the color of life. Not death.

She had wed Hudson.

He bumped into the gentleman who stood before him.

“Mind your step.”

How could she? He continued forward without pause. After five hundred years of frustration and loneliness, he had found his lifemate, and Cupid had poisoned the arrow.

She had married another, and tonight would bed her husband.

Not him.

His feet moved as if he glided, pulled by a rope to her. This was wretched! His vision streaked, danced and swirled in blue and gold ripples, making his stomach flip.

Yet he’d found her!

The room hummed and dropped away. He stepped in front of her, shaking. He stared down at eyes so green they reminded him of a serene, moss-covered pond. A shiver raced from the tip of his toes to the white streak in his hair.

“You survived.” His deep and raspy words barely left his mouth.

Her eyes widened, and her skin paled, accentuating the freckles across her nose. “Pardon? Do I know you, sir?”

She had freckles… His lips turned up into a genuine smile. Freckles. He wanted to know every tiny detail about her.

A weighty force pressed upon his shoulders, buckling his knees.

Hell.

He knelt before her, bent low, and stared up at her like a peasant in awe before a goddess.

The image of her as he had dragged her from the water—blood and seawater trailing over him and staining his clothes—slid through him.

Now this distortion stained his soul.

He had left her…

Left his mate for dead.

How could he not have known? He licked his lips with a tongue that held no moisture. The scent of orange blossoms and cherries filled his flaring nostrils. Her scent. The scent of her blood.

She’d had no wedding ring on her finger that night. He opened his mouth and grasped her hand. She needed to know she was his mate, a love for all time…

Thick-gloved fingers wrapped about his forearm, and his scales prickled in familiar warning. Ilmir.

“Please excuse him, Your Grace. He is truly in his cups.” Ilmir’s calm, deep voice slashed through his beautiful rainbow fog.

The censure of the room came crashing back to Jordan’s senses.

Ilmir’s breath pressed to his ear. “You are making a dangerous spectacle.”

Jordan turned his head toward Ilmir and narrowed his eyes. How dare he? The man had done everything against all mores his entire life.

“Jordan.” Ilmir glanced at the woman before them. “Is this…” His gray eyebrows rose over his pale, ice-blue eyes in question.

Jordan remained silent and continued to glare at his brother. Beyond his grayish-white hair, his well-tailored evening attire made him appear the perfect, elegant young gentleman. Appear… Jordan frowned and ground his teeth together. How dare he act noble? Here. Now. He wanted to grab Ilmir by the ear and drag him outside, but nothing was as it should be tonight, and this act too had strings.

Hudson stepped before them, blocking his new duchess from view. A deep frown scarred his face. “I suggest you listen to your brother. Your family is in enough of a public tumble, which I will help you out of, but this…” His brow arched, and dreaminess glazed his eyes. An odd smile flashed across his lips, then disappeared.

Ilmir wrapped his arm under Jordan’s and pulled him to his feet. His breath warmed Jordan’s ear. “Don’t fret. If she is yours, no one can deny the fact. Not even her.” Ilmir slowly turned him from his beauty.

Jordan wobbled and swayed, his shaking legs unable to support him. He floated as if he was a bloody cork in water…water so unfamiliar and deadly. Deadly? He mentally jarred himself. He was water. Water could never kill him. He’d found her, and he would not leave her here for Hudson’s use.

“Act inebriated.” Ilmir gripped him hard and almost dragged him through the crowd.

Like the devil he would! Jordan glanced back. Her eyes, huge emerald pools that spoke of a deep soul, watched him as she talked to an older woman at her side. He pulled against Ilmir’s grasp. “Release me.”

Ilmir’s fingers tightened. “No, brother. This is not how we untangle this.”

“This is not yours to untangle.” He could not leave without saying more to her.

She needed to know. Know what had happened.

She needed to know she was his mate.

Not Hudson’s.

“Release your fingers,” he ground out, and the sacs in his mouth swelled. He jerked his head back—that was not supposed to happen unless he prepared to bite—and clenched his teeth, holding his lips closed on the poisons that swelled in his glands.

He glanced around the room. Bloody hell! His body changed against his will, and he did not know what those changes encompassed. The room watched them. What was happening to him? He firmly planted the soles of his shoes on the marble floor.

“No!” Ilmir’s fingers dug into his flesh. “Not until I have you in a carriage. She will not disappear, Jordan. I assure you.” He laughed a mocking chuckle and yanked him through an open door. “She is a duchess.” He kicked the door closed with the heel of his boot.

“To hell, Ilmir.” His angry words smoked out of his mouth and singed the fabric on Ilmir’s coat. Damn smoke. He’d just breathed smoke. He stared at the lightly glowing spot on Ilmir’s sleeve, and his eyes widened. He had never done that before.

“Quite so. Hell has had me and enjoys my flavor.” The sleeve of Ilmir’s coat puffed, smoldering. “Now listen and listen well, brother. That there”—Ilmir pointed back into the ballroom—“is the Duke of Hudson. This is his home. If we slight him, we have no remaining allies in London. Do you understand?” Ilmir brushed at the singed fabric and continued to stare at him as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.

Of course Jordan knew where they were. But— Bloody hell! She was his! His! “Ilmir.”

“Control yourself. You cannot do this badly.”

Jordan’s fists shook in anger. “As if you should give that guidance. You have never thought of anyone but yourself!”

Ilmir nodded. “Correctly stated. And you have seen the consequences. Be the good whelp you always are. Or go your own path and we all fall.”

“Fall? We can’t fall.” But Ilmir was correct about one thing. Confronting her here in front of a room full of people when he was uncertain of his body’s changes was a poor plan. He sighed and rolled his shoulders. He needed her alone. And now.

 

 

A nervous laugh escaped Celeste’s lips as the immense man before her was dragged across the ballroom by another man almost as large. Goodness. What a spectacle.

“Make haste!” A woman’s sultry voice heard only in her head pierced her ears.

Celeste flinched. The red wine she held in the intricately carved crystal glass sloshed up the edge and spilled down her dress, splattering on the floor. Not again. This was one of the most important days of her life, and she had gone daft, hearing voices once more. She stared down at the red wine now spreading like blood across her new pink silk. She was the spectacle once more.

Celeste dug her fingers into her grandmum’s forearm to steady herself. When would this madness stop?

“Are you well, dear?” Grandmum’s brown gaze, filled with compassion and warmth, met hers.

Celeste glanced into the crowd in the direction of the man who had knelt before her so ardently, and shook her head. No, not at all. How did she admit that her legs trembled from what had just occurred? That her heart raced? She didn’t. She couldn’t. Not really. Not ever out loud.

Truth be told, she had not one inkling of what that man was about.

She stared at the blue-eyed man as his brother dragged him out into the parlor and shut the enormous wood door. She swallowed hard. What man—let alone a mysterious, oddly attractive giant—would fall before her in such an impassioned manner? Even for the new duchess, the display was over the moon.

Still worse was that her reaction had nothing to do with the fact he had alluded to her incident. She bit her lower lip. No, be truthful, Celeste. He had said, “You survived,” which implied that he knew she’d woken up on a deserted shore alone, with her dress torn to rags. If the duke found out…

It would only be a short time before he learned she had no knowledge of how she’d gotten there, or of the marks on her neck, and of the voice in her mind.

Her father’s angry voice as the family physician examined her still lingered in her head. “The family will be cast out if you speak of this madness to anyone. His Grace will not have you. I will not have another word about it. You will do your duty.” He had even gone so far as to have her maidenhood verified. When she had asked him to search for her aunt, he had slapped her cheek so hard that the sting lingered for hours.

Chills swept up her spine in a wave. Thank the stars it had not left a bruise on her face.

She ripped her gaze from the now-closed door to her husband.

The duke stood the shortest of the group of men who gathered to tease him and congratulate him on obtaining his second wife.

She inhaled deep, sighed and closed her eyes. The way that man had stared at her… Blue eyes that she swore rippled like the water of the sea. Heat coiled about her body, and she shivered. Gracious. Hudson did not regard her in the same manner. Nor did the simple thought of his eyes cause the same intense physical reaction. She shifted her stance in an attempt to relieve the discomfort building in her core.

“Go after him.” The woman’s voice sloshed through her head again.

“No.” She couldn’t. No matter how intrigued she was by the other man’s strange gesture, this marriage was her duty. But that man-Jordan, he was called- had information. What exactly did he know?

Her memory of that night wavered in and out of foggy moments. She and her aunt had been crossing the channel, Celeste chattering nervously because she feared traveling by water. That memory faded, then jumped to the excitement of being almost home, and then…she awoke alone on a deserted beach in the blazing sun, her dress stained with mud and blood, with that scab on her neck. No one could explain to her what happened, and the gaps in her memory tormented her. Later, she’d first heard the woman’s voice in her head.

What did that man know? Could he answer the questions that drove her crazy? She would be a simpleton to follow him. Yet…follow him was what she needed to do.

She glanced at Grandmum. She would do anything for her. Her father she had no intention of ever talking to again.

“Do you need air, dear?” Grandmum’s gloved hand gently patted hers. “The odd hank of white hair, I found most intriguing.” Her gravelly voice breathed low against Celeste’s ear. “It suited him. Though, I wonder how that came about?”

Celeste stared at her. Why had Grandmum called that to her attention? She didn’t want to know anything about the gentleman…except what he knew of her arriving on the shore. Knowing more about him would only lead to a tangled ball of vexation. She was a new wife, and her duty was to her husband.

“He will be back. Deal with him now, not later.”

She snapped open her fan in an attempt to rid that woman’s voice from her mind. Hudson glanced at her, nodded, then turned and headed with his fellows toward the billiards room.

He had no interest in her at this moment. “Which means you will not be missed if you follow the strange man…”

And that was exactly what she intended to do. Wait. No, she would do this because she intended to find out what he knew. Not because her lunacy told her to.

“Make haste or you shall miss him.”

“Grandmum, air sounds perfect.”

“Good. Deal with him now, or he will be back. He will not allow Hudson to claim you.”

But she was already Hudson’s. Wed by the archbishop himself.

“A more easily accepted thought for you, I am sure, but a frivolous one.”

“Fresh air would do me well.” Grandmum wrapped her hand more tightly about her bicep, and she smiled up at Celeste with eyes lit with fiery mischief. Celeste’s lips curled up. Grandmum would never want for anything because of Celeste’s marriage to Hudson. Celeste would ensure that mischief stayed in her eyes until the day she left this earth.

“Very well.” In her younger days, Grandmum had pursued mischief with little regard for social conventions. Having her here in this new life made Celeste feel not quite so odd. They were two mad ladies in a sea of sanity.

She stepped toward the large doors that opened up onto the front porch and the little garden lit with candles. The air swirled as dancers moved in patterns across the floor, and candles dripped, flickering, in the humid curl created by the dancers’ bodies. She paused. The closed parlor door through which the two men disappeared stood not an arm’s reach away.

She inhaled a steadying breath, and a mixture of the open sea and the fear in being nowhere near land slipped into her nostrils. That same scent had hung in the air as he knelt before her. Sweat pricked her neck. She needed to know more about him. It was silly to deny her attraction. His energy wrapped about her skin and blotted rational thought from her mind.

“Do you wish to know his name?” Grandmum pulled her past the tall closed doors and away from the humid air of the ballroom out onto the empty front porch.

“Who?” She was not about to admit her fascination out loud. That would put her in the Hoxton madhouse with haste.

“The man who knelt before you, dear.”

“No.” She grimaced.

“Is that so?” Grandmum’s smile crinkled the wrinkles around her silken eyes.

Celeste frowned, then sighed. “I am newly wed. I simply wish to discover what he knows of me waking on the shore.”

“There is no harm in finding out his name as well, dear. I certainly would. Especially for a man so intriguing. Simply be respectful of Hudson with your affairs.”

“I know, Grandmum.” The Duke of Hudson was one of the most influential men in England.

“’Tis a shame how he lost his first duchess. They were a love match. He took her loss to consumption hard.”

“So everyone says.” Celeste fought to keep the frown from her lips. She had been shocked when her father had told her a marriage had been arranged. She had hoped to marry for love, and she had never even met His Grace. But what family would refuse a duke? And with her father’s heavy hand, she truly had no say. She had wondered about the marriage bed with a man she knew so little of, but enduring even that act had to be better than living as a spinster under her father’s roof.

Grandmum sat down on the marble bench just to the side of the door. “Do you wish to speak of it?”

“There is nothing to speak of.” She turned toward the drive and the flickering of the candle glow that lined the circle.

In the distance, two men stood on the steps, waiting for their carriage. She stepped into the shadow of the large pillar and peeked at them. They stood tall, with refined features. The shorter and stockier of them passionately waved his hands, shouting in a language she could not understand. The taller one, the one who had knelt before her, shifted his stance and slowly turned. His blue eyes branded her soul. He stared unwavering, directly into her.

Her stomach flipped, and tingles raced up her arms. She sucked in a breath and caged her reaction in her lungs. Across the distance, his eyes, the color of the bluest of seas, caught the moonlight and glowed.

Everything about this man called to her. He was handsome, without doubt, though her reaction to him came from the way he gazed at her. He needed her. As he had fallen before her, a strange and powerful desire and longing captured her. He needed just her…and no one else.

Celeste turned away, pressed her back against the cool, smooth pillar and stared up to the painted wood overhang above her. She swallowed. No man had ever regarded her that way. She slowly let her breath out and closed her eyes. Gather your fortitude. You have to know what he knows.

Heat bloomed around her, and her skin dewed. A gasp caught in her throat, and warm air filled with the scent of the sea puffed against her face.

“I will court you, if that is what you desire. But you are mine. You will not bed Hudson.” His deep, calm voice tightened the breath in her chest.

A warm need lapped her nipples and settled deep in her belly. Don’t open your eyes, Celeste. If you see his face again, you will want more. Yes, she needed to be rational.

She fidgeted with her hands and clasped them in front of her skirts, just above a budding ache that spiraled through her.

He stepped closer, pinning her hands between them. Her palms pressed firmly to the mound that made her a woman. Hard male flesh encased in the smooth silk along his upper thigh captured her knuckles. Gracious, that was his…

“Quite so,” his voice jagged out.

Her face prickled with heat. He’d read her thoughts.

She licked her lower lip. She needed to move her hand. Gently pulling her elbow higher, she trailed her hand up along his dress pantaloons.

The ridge beneath her knuckles distended within the fabric.

“We are destined, my beauty. My mark is on your neck.” His fingers grazed the small scabs beneath her lace collar.

The flesh he touched throbbed, and a quiver shot straight down her body, through her belly, to between her legs. Pleasure spiked through to her toes. She couldn’t breathe. The small marks were her only wounds from that unknown event. The voice in her head that she’d heard since made her fear that they represented far worse than a scratch. Something unreal. And now him. It was far worse. “I need to know about that…” Her words came out a squeak. “Them,” she said with fortitude. “I mean, what happened.”

“Jordan!” a man called from the carriage circle. “What the blazes—”

Steady puffs of his breath came closer and closer to her mouth. She squeezed her eyes shut tighter.

“My mark,” he whispered, “and you live.” His lips slightly brushed hers but did not press to them at all. “That is what is important.”

She leaned forward, desperate to hear more and needing to feel what he offered her. The air grew cold around her. She bristled, and her eyelids shot up.

He was gone.

She turned toward the carriage as the coachman lifted the reins and pulled away. “My mark…and you live” swayed back and forth in her mind. What did he mean? And how had he gotten from here to there so hastily?

“Oh dear. That was certainly…” Grandmum raised her fan, flicked it open, then waved it vigorously before her flushed face.

Celeste stepped on shaking legs toward her. Reaching the stone bench, she trembled as she sat down next to her. “Daft.” She swallowed the lump that lodged in her throat and grasped Grandmum’s small gloved hand in hers.

“How long have you known him, dear?”

“I—” She tilted her head to the side and stared off into the black garden before them. “I don’t.” But she would. She stared at the intricate curls on top of Grandmum’s head. He had been on the beach. She would find out his name and pay him a visit tomorrow.

“He is Jordan.” The voice echoed through her mind. “Jordan, of the water.”

“Water?” Jordan…

“Indeed, dear. You require water. I, on the other hand, require a glass of brandy. I don’t have a husband to please or a mysterious gentleman to haunt my thoughts and keep me warm this night.”

Celeste snapped her head toward her. “Grandmum! You are not supposed to say such things aloud.” That kind of thought had put Grandmum in ruin. Back in her day, Grandmum had a secret life, one that involved a man other than Celeste’s grandfather. Or so went the rumors. It was a topic the family refused to talk about.

“Oh pfft.” Grandmum stood, and Celeste took her gloved hand once again. “When you are my age, dear, people think your brain is soft. No one pays you any mind.” They stepped back into the house, and the heat swirled around them, stinking of sweat and breath clouded with liquor. “I suppose it is an advantage I enjoy.” Grandmum smiled.

“Water.” The voice in her mind came again. “Calm, deep, dangerous and soothing. All contained in a man. I never knew what they turned out to be.” The voice rang with pride.

Celeste paused as she and Grandmum stepped past a group of women Celeste’s age. All of them had hoped to be duchess. All of them would tell Hudson in the flick of the fan if Celeste were in any way indiscreet. Only they would embellish what they saw with more wanton, naughty, not-fit-for-society words.

“All well, dear?”

“Yes. I will be, Grandmum.” I never knew what they turned out to be. The voice in her head was obviously not simply a voice in her head!

“I am Carmen. I am delighted you can hear me. I have waited a long time for you…for one of you to hear me.”

Carmen. Now she had a name for her lunacy.

They turned the corner into the dining hall, where Hudson chatted with another tall, unusual man. This gentleman stood a good head above Hudson with ink-black hair. He wore a lacy, ruffled shirt and long blue waistcoat, a style she had seen only in paintings of peers from the past. On his left cheek, a small red crescent moon was drawn.

Who were these people Hudson associated with? They were not typical of the crowd at the balls she had attended through the years.

Hudson turned. A smile curved his lips, and his green eyes sparkled as he met her gaze.

Grandmum patted her arm and then stepped away toward a footman with drinks. Celeste slowly walked to Hudson. Her face prickled with heat, and her earlobes burned. Imaginary narrowed eyes scorned her from every person in the room. Fortitude, Celeste. She fought the urge to glance around and flee, and instead pulled her fear to the pit of her gut.

Reaching Hudson, she raised her hand and forced her lips up into her best greeting smile. Be good to him…show him you care. He has given you and Grandmum an escape from the past year’s reality. His gloved fingers wrapped about hers, and he raised her knuckles to his lips. Her heart jumped. Maybe there would be a pleasurable reaction.

His lips touched her hand in a light press.

Nothing. No tingles, no rush of heat, no fast-beating heart. Nothing like she had just experienced with Jordan.

Slowly lowering her hand, Hudson rubbed his thumb over her knuckles reassuringly, then turned. “Madoc, this is the Duchess of Hudson.”

The tall, lean man turned his plush lips up at her and bowed his head. “Your Grace.”

“Madoc and I have gone on several adventures together, as well as collaborated on small inventions. His brother was the buffoon that fell in front of you tonight.” He shook his head in disapproval. “You will see all the brothers with me on occasion.”

Lord. This became more complicated with each breath. Her brows pinched together.

“I need to apologize for my brother, Your Grace.” Madoc’s deep voice pulled her mind back to the conversation. “It is not like Jordan to drink so at any event. His feathers are ruffled, I am certain.” Madoc’s reddish-brown gaze settled on her and then dropped to the side of her neck, as if he could see the small oblong scabs hidden beneath her lace collar.

Her hand nervously fidgeted and then rose to ensure that her collar really was in place. “Such a pleasure to meet you—”

“Please call me Madoc.”

Celeste forced a polite smile. “Madoc.”

Hudson and Madoc were good friends. The brothers would be around often. Her head spun, and the room swayed. She stared into Madoc’s eyes, and the black circle of his pupils elongated into crescents. The room stilled. Her heartbeat controlled her shaking breath. She snapped her gaze away from his and back to her husband.

Hudson’s mouth stayed open as if to say something, but his lips did not move. He did not even blink. How could that be? She tore her attention away and into the room. Everyone was caught in the midst of conversation. Frozen. All but her. She gasped and turned back to Madoc.

He raised his left eyebrow. “Do not fret, Your Grace. I need to know if Jordan bit you. If so, we brothers shall decide the best way to deal with this…situation.” His lips formed a straight line.

She turned to Hudson. He still didn’t move. She stared back at Madoc. A tremble racked her shoulders. This was all too bizarre. “How did you do that?”

“Answer my question, and I shall answer yours, Your Grace.”

“I am uncertain what happened to me. All I remember is waking on the shore and—”

“Did Jordan say he bit you, Your Grace?”

She pressed her fingers to the scars, through the lace of her collar. “He said it was his mark.” Had he bitten her?

A crease puckered the skin between his ebony brows. “You are meant to be with Jordan. If you resist, things could go bloody bad. I appreciate your truth, as your actions will affect us all.”

“I don’t know what that means.” Her mind went numb. This night had turned tipsy, with no help from the wine. If he wanted her truth, so be it. “I am drawn to him. In a way I can’t deny. That is all I know.” She stared Madoc straight in his eyes.

“That is a beginning for us all. Thank you, Your Grace. And now, my answer to your question. What you see before you is a labor I have honed over decades of practice. You may learn the elements if you so choose.”

I may learn the elements if I choose? She snorted. I think not.

“Madoc is an unusual name.” Hudson turned to her, rolling back the conversation. “But as you will learn, it suits him well.”

Her head lightened, and she swayed slightly. More than he probably knew. Or could he? She snapped her attention to Madoc once more.

Madoc smiled courteously and inclined his head toward her.

A nervous laugh escaped her. No, there was no way the Duke of Hudson would allow a witch in his home, if that was what Madoc was. He would be mad to do so, no matter what his rank. “I-I…should retire. I am feeling…rather…exhausted.” That was true but had no bearing on the swell of feelings churning inside her. Fear, passion, disbelief, panic and, well, curiosity. That was just the beginning. She was fully perplexed. It would be a wonder if she didn’t fall into a fit of vapors this night, though she had never had the pleasure of those when she needed them.

Grandmum walked up beside her with two large glasses of brandy. Celeste’s shaking fingers wrapped about the crystal stem, and she raised the glass to her lips, swallowing the entire portion in one gulp. A drip ran down her chin, and she wiped the amber liquid on her white glove.

Hudson’s brows came together. Concern reflected in his eyes. “Are you well?” Hudson squeezed her free hand and released it, as if tossing her boat line out to sea.

“I am a bit shaky from this enormous day, Your Grace. I think I should rest for a while.” She walked away. Grandmum walked besides her.

The smell of the sea still lingered in her nose. Jordan. “You will not bed Hudson” echoed in his deep tone, and then twisted, unwanted, through her.

She was the new Duchess of Hudson. What choice had she but to bed her own husband?


Chapter Three

Samgor’s Den. Below St. James. London.

Jordan paced within the club’s foyer. Ilmir had dragged him here and instantly disappeared up to their room. Where were Madoc and Ferrous? They all needed to be here. Now. Damn it.

He spun once more on the etched black lava floor. Why did he have to be the first to find his mate? He ground his teeth. Of course he wanted this, had dreamt about this moment for centuries. He shook his head. He was simply less prepared for the unexpected physical changes and the social complications of her. The duchess.

Ferrous would know exactly what to do with the new complications. Jordan wrung out his hands and refisted them. He fluttered like a leaf in the wind, more nervous than the first time he bit. What a bumblebroth. The scales on his arms tingled. Things could go very wrong when the power of a Zir was uncertain.

The vision of the wave he caused when he first bit, and Ada died, washed through him. The town took weeks to dry out and repair the damage. He gritted his teeth. Even before he found his mate, the damage he could create was permanently fixed in his thoughts. What he now could be capable of sounded all the warning horns in his head.

The door to Samgor’s Den opened, and Jordan spun about. A man whose short, spiked white hair came to no taller than Jordan’s waist strode in. Samgor. “Your brothers’ carriage arrived, Jordan.”

He heaved out a breath through tense lips. They would know what to do.

“Whatever you are about”—Samgor’s questioning yellow gaze traveled the length of him—“your energy is certainly powerful. Don’t do anything you cannot undo. Remember that well.” A flash of green light burst into the small space, and Samgor was gone.

Madoc entered first, with Ferrous close behind. Jordan fell in behind them. They walked down the narrow hall carved out of rock and up two flights of stairs into the club itself. Even here, in this place of acceptance—where all members had an unnatural ability—the three of them together formed a daunting presence.

They wove through the mass of leather-covered tables. A golden-haired young man with sunken cheeks sat with an elderly gentleman dressed in a gray evening suit. The older man’s eyes changed to milk white as he raised his hand. The young man repeated the action. The glass, which sat before them, filled with a blood-red liquid as if sucked straight from the air. Water turned to blood or wine.

Thousands of variations on “ones with ability” walked the lands. They could be anything. Ferrous was correct to give the brothers a name. Doing so gave them a distinct identity from the others. In all their years, they had never met anyone else like them.

They entered a large private room and closed the thick oak door. Jordan spun on the edge of his black-booted heel. His brother’s gazes held shock. Madoc’s and Ferrous’s expressions also held concern. Ilmir sat in the corner by the fire, a glass of port in hand. His eyes narrowed, and a scowl marred his angular face. He looked thoroughly vexed.

Ferrous shook his head, and his too-long black hair fell across one of his steel-blue eyes. “The woman on the shore?” His lips formed a tight, straight line. “Never would I have thought that kind act would end in you finding your mate.”

“I know.” Jordan stepped from the door and toward him.

“He singed my bloody coat.” Ilmir set his glass on the table and rose to his feet. “My favorite coat.” He yanked the edges of his waistcoat down.

“You are lucky I singed only your bloody coat.” Jordan stared at him in astonishment. Damn it. “Get perspective, Ilmir. Life is not all about you.”

Madoc turned and narrowed his eyes on Ilmir. “Ilmir. Sit.”

Ilmir glared at Madoc and then sat back down.

Ferrous’s obsidian brow pulled tight. “How did that happen? Did you breathe fire? Tell me what happened, Jordan. Tell me all.”

Jordan fisted and unfisted his fingers, then glanced at each one of them. “I realize the details are important to us, Ferrous.” He blew out a tense breath. “But for now, there is an urgent need that should be cast out.”

“Yes, of course.” Ferrous’s hand rose, and he rubbed his square chin. “You are correct. She is Hudson’s.”

“Newly his.” Ilmir spoke as one of his gray brows arched. “That is not an issue for us.” His pale blue, almost white eyes narrowed, and cold disdain flirted through their depths.

“What do you mean, Ilmir?”

“We are immortal. She most likely is too, now. Wait until Hudson dies, and then take her.”

Jordan took two hasty steps toward Ilmir. His blood pounded, scorching through his veins. The pouches in his mouth filled with poison once again. He clamped his jaw shut. Calm, Jordan. If you do not, you will burn your brother alive. He closed his eyes. Think of her. In his mind, a flash of gold hair tumbled down from the pearl-encrusted clips that held her tresses up this night. Was he seeing her simply by wishing it? He rolled his shoulders and exhaled. Warmth blew out through his nose. He opened his eyes. Smoke curled about him. He was not used to that.

Ilmir sat before him, legs crossed, lounging as if this discussion annoyed him to no end. Jordan swallowed, sucking the poisonous smoke down his throat. He would not give his brother the satisfaction of seeing him lose control again.

The pouches in his mouth receded. “How could you suggest I stand down?” he asked with a steely edge. “I have waited five hundred years to have someone to love and be whole with.”

Ilmir rolled his eyes. “So have we all.”

He wanted to challenge Ilmir to a duel, but what would that prove? That he acted irrationally? “What if it was you, Ilmir? You who bit, and she was wed…not only to a human, but to one who could obtain important information on us all?”

“Exactly my point, Jordan.” Ilmir brushed at his coat as if the state of the fabric were more important than his words. “There is no better way out of this than to let her go for now. Besides, look at you—your powers have returned tenfold, while ours still languish. Even in waiting to take her, you have increased your longevity.”

He had to be in a fog. Why was no one else talking? His attention jumped to Ferrous.

Ferrous stood to the right of Ilmir, his shoulders stiffly set as his wide steel-blue eyes stayed locked on Jordan, as if afraid to move.

“Do all of you share the same opinion?”

Ferrous stepped forward and closer to Ilmir. “There is truth in what he says, Jordan. We are only beginning to understand what this means to us. Waiting may not harm anything.” He raised his hand and scratched the back of his neck, exposing the copper-colored scales about his wrist. He glanced over his shoulder at Ilmir. “Ilmir is in trouble. The queen’s second niece is dead because he bit her. And Hudson knows and has offered to help.”

Bloody hell. “The queen’s niece? Ilmir, you—” Jordan clamped his teeth tight. He should have burned him. How could his brother be so loose with his urges? The bloody toad. He closed his eyes just as Ilmir’s lips turned up. Ilmir enjoyed this! Jordan’s fists clenched tighter.

If Jordan didn’t stay away from… He didn’t even know her name. His shoulders slumped. This was beyond the pale. If he claimed his mate from Hudson, England would no longer be home to him, let alone the rest of them. They would be cast out because of Ilmir’s lethal indiscretions. He forced himself to open his eyes and concentrate on Ferrous. “We could go back to the homeland. We should anyway, seeing that Ilmir has exhausted things here.”

“No.” Ferrous’s voice was harsh. “I am getting closer to finding out more about our origins. It has taken us centuries of mistakes and dwindling powers to gain access to people who may know how we came to be. We can’t risk this.”

“Bloody hell, Ferrous. You truly hope I will believe that?” He glanced at Madoc, who stood closest to him. “What—what is going on here?” He gazed at each of them and sighed in disbelief. “I don’t understand. This is capital for us.”

“No, Jordan,” Madoc stated calmly. “It does impact us all, we cannot argue with that, but this moment is monumental only for you. We still seek our mates, and some of us are slipping from power. Fate and luck led you to your mate, so there are no additional clues on how we will find ours and survive. No additional clues on how we came to be.”

“But the scroll we have had since birth…” Jordan looked back and forth from Ferrous to Madoc. “It says this is the way—the way to break the curse.”

“Yes.” Ferrous stepped toward him, then leaned in and whispered, “But what curse do they speak of? We have no idea of what we are, Jordan. Where we came from, or what evil we shall unleash when we find our mates.”

Ferrous was afraid. Ilmir was vexed. And Madoc? Jordan turned to him. Was he alone in this? With all his brothers against him? His entire body sagged.

Madoc walked to him and placed his hand on his shoulder. “I am filled with joy that you found her, Jordan. She is confused. She is not ready. Things will go badly. Nevertheless, you finding her gives me hope that I too shall find my mate.”

Jordan nodded and turned from them. Ferrous’s advice had never sunk him in the past. Yet his words tonight were the rope tied to the anchor pulling him to the bottom of the sea. He needed to leave them. No matter how much he wanted to continue to be with them, his path had now deviated from theirs.

He had found her.

To bloody hell and back. He would not give up this easily. Moreover, he would not wait twenty to thirty years for Hudson to die.

Hudson was the problem, and Jordan’s problem to solve. He would concentrate there. He would make Hudson understand she was his. Hudson was a man of reason. He would see the truth in his words. She would be Jordan’s alone soon.

As he grasped the door’s large metal handle, a jolt rippled through him. Her slender foot glided into a bath. The water lapped up her freckled skin as if it was his tongue. Damn. The salt of her skin swirled in his mouth. He was there. With her. He was the water she bathed in. His new powers astounded him in ways he had not imagined.

Her dusky nipples tightened as the water swallowed her. The weight of her sensual curves drenched him as if his skin was that of the tub. He swallowed hard, and his cock stood straight. He yanked the door open. There had to be an answer. He certainly would not live the next twenty or so years of his life like this. She was in water. He was water. Time to see just how his powers had advanced.

The water of the tub blurred. Jordan’s entire body jerked. His stomach tensed, and his eyelids fluttered. Blue light flashed, and the room about him blurred, then disappeared…

 

 

Celeste sank into the tub of tepid water, shaking. It was done. Shivers cold and hot raced through her body. She slipped all the way down so her shoulders submerged. Settling back against the cool iron tub, she reached over the side and grasped the jar of oil and herbs her Grandmum had left to help her with joining with Hudson the first time. “You will bathe with this before and after. Also, place a small amount up inside where he will join with you. All will heal with haste if you do this.”

She poured a small amount into her palm and placed the oil down between her legs, cupping her painful flesh. She had had no idea what a man and a woman together would be like. She now knew.

Hudson had been awkward, slipping into bed with her. He had spread her thighs and fumbled with himself, trying to harden.

Jordan’s thick flesh had pressed against her hand out on the porch this same night. He had certainly had no issues with that task. He was long and firm. The painful flesh she now touched tingled with longing to feel the difference Jordan would make in that act.

No doubt Jordan would take her body, demanding her to do things she had never thought of. Her fingers traced her nether lips, and her mouth dropped open. Yes. He would pull her bottom toward him as her body arched backward, water trailing from her fair hair.

She was wanton for thinking of Jordan and not Hudson on this night. She swallowed hard and removed her fingers from her soft flesh.

She grasped her novel, which she had hoped to finish. Anything to keep her in the tub longer, so that Hudson would leave her bedchamber or fall asleep.

But the words blurred, and exhaustion settled deep in her limbs. She dropped the book over the edge to the floor and closed her eyes. So much had happened to her in the last three days. She was desperate to know what had happened on her journey home from France, but no one offered assistance or even confirmed that anything had actually happened. Her aunt, missing since that night, was the only one who held any answers. But Jordan knew. She sighed. On the morrow, she would ask Hudson to investigate the ship, her father’s wishes not to speak of it be damned.

Effervescent bubbles caressed her skin as if unseen fingers played up her legs to her hips and gripped her hipbones. Her bottom slipped lower in the tub. “Jordan,” she moaned. The image of what he would do to her in the act washed through her once more.

The water heated and, in a crest, sloshed up her chest to her neck.

“You are mine,” a voice pressed in wet licks against her ear. Jordan’s voice.

Her body trembled. Oh dear Lord. The sensations were so vivid it was as if the man really was here. “I-I—”

“No. There is no denying it.”

Teeth came down on the mark on her neck and punctured her skin. Her eyes flew open, and her body arched, pressing her entire front to his as she cried out.

This was no dream.

Naked and dripping with water, Jordan’s weight pinned her to the back of the tub. His shoulders and long hair caged her view as his mouth latched on to and sucked her neck. My stars, it was as if her flesh was what he craved most in the world.

But, how did he get here? In her tub in the small room just off the bedchamber where, in all probability, her husband now dozed?

Pain seared through her neck as Jordan’s teeth released her flesh. Pleasure and hazy warmth slid in a rush from her neck through her limbs. Her muscles relaxed, and her mouth pooled with moisture. She let out a heavy breath. This was not exactly what she had thought intimacy between a man and woman was like, but this was pleasurable. More than pleasurable. While what Hudson had shown her minutes before was not.

She stared at Jordan’s neck and his muscles flexing beneath the skin. She wanted to bite him too. To taste the salty tang of his skin against her tongue just as he now fluttered his tongue on her. Gracious, she’d gone daft. This was so uncharacteristic of her. She would go to the devil in this moment, and she didn’t care. Her jaw jittered with need. The urge was too much. Simply do it. Her lips connected with the hard muscles of his shoulder. She licked the sheen of his skin as her hands fluttered and grabbed at his sides.

Oh. Gracious.

Saltiness touched her taste buds, and she closed her teeth on his muscled shoulder. He tasted good.

She needed more.

Her cheeks swelled with pressure, and she bit harder. The hard muscle gave way to a soft, warm, sweet tang that slipped down her tongue. She swallowed and swallowed the taste of him. Pleasure scored her abdomen and quivered the flesh of her womb. The pressure in her cheeks released, and her mouth burned with pleasure and unwanted pain.

She squirmed, and her sex panged with hunger to be filled by him, but she could not. She would not. Gracious, she had just opened herself to Hudson moments before.

Her legs spread about Jordan’s hips.

Lord…she never… She was unable to control her body’s response to him. Did she want to? No.

She arched farther, sliding her bottom toward him. Simply one touch…right there… She rocked her hips.

His penis pressed to her swollen, aching skin. Oh indeed. There. Her mouth dropped open, and she held back a groan.

His hips pushed against her thighs, and the round tip of his sex slid up onto her mound. “You want this? I need to hear the words.”

Her flesh throbbed, demanding for him to be inside her. To ease the tension that bound her to irrational thought. A ripple of pleasure mixed with frustration trembled through her body, and she bit him again, harder. Her lungs locked. She was unable to breathe. Oh… Someone save her.

“Say it,” he grunted.

Her need was so wrong. Yet she could not stop herself from wanting him to touch her breasts, stomach, and oh indeed, the spot between her legs. She released her hold on his neck and stared up at him. His eyes rippled like the sea once more. She shivered. “I need…this,” slipped from her lips.

Jordan stilled. “Damn. I know.”

Her hand gripped his bare bottom and clenched. Round, hard muscles barely budged beneath her touch. Her legs trembled about his hips. He was delightful, and as scary as anything she had ever seen.

This was passion.

She bit her lip and pulled her hips back. His phallus shifted down between her thighs. Her flesh throbbed for him. She squirmed, arching her hips toward him. “Please.” Good Lord! Now she begged for him. Heat blazed to her cheeks.

He sat back. His thick member stood straight out from him, just above the water’s surface, and continued to grow.

She tilted her head to the side and away from his blue stare. Her earlobes burned. Lord, she was scandalously wanton too. And this was all her. No voice in her head.

A scratching came from the other side of the bedroom door. She turned her head toward the sound. What was that?

Hudson? The hairs on her neck stood.

What was she doing?

She stared back at Jordan. A ring of blue glowed about his elbows, and blood trickled down his shoulder and across his chest. Oh! She had actually hurt him. She trailed her finger up the red path to the spot on his neck, then down to the blue bands about his elbows. Rough scales met her touch. My stars, what had happened to him?

His beautiful blue eyes sparkled, and within the depths of his eyes, a vision of him and Celeste joined up against the wall flashed.

She tore her gaze from his. She needed to use her head, not her wanton desires. This was wrong, and wanting him so desperately defied the vows she had taken with another. “I am Hudson’s. No matter how correct this feels—I cannot.” She had, after all, given herself to Hudson willingly.

His eyebrows rose. “Pardon?” His mouth tightened to a straight line.

“I—” She pushed herself up and stood, shaking. The water drizzled down her as if his hands trailed her body, each line leaving a glowing golden trail on her skin. She writhed against the sensations, grasped her robe and shoved her arms into the sleeves. Her hands quivered as she found the ties and then leapt from the tub.

“You are mine. You know it.” He smirked at her and stood.

She closed her eyes. Her body thought so, and the image of him smiling like that was too much for her mind to overthrow. Her stomach flipped. Behind her lids flashed the memory of his wet hair dangling down into his face, his broad, muscled shoulders, and oh, those eyes. But those blue scales?

She spun away from him and opened her eyes. Look at anything but him. “Well, my mind does not. No matter how…” Her body lit with heat. No matter how your touch feels.

He chuckled.

Or how your voice makes my…

“It will be damn good.” The water swirled behind her.

She spun about and stared at the door. “Hudson could be behind this door, and to be frank, I simply don’t want this. Not like this.” Her voice lowered on the last three words.

“Not like this?” He strode to her, water streaking down his muscled body. “Then how?”

She backed up until her bottom hit the wall behind her. He pushed his body against hers. His phallus lodged between her legs and rubbed against her oversensitive flesh.

She moaned, deep and primal, in her throat. Her body did want this. Him. And, save her, more.

“Let this happen. It needs to. We will figure out the rest.” His fingers pushed her hair away from her shoulder and brushed the mark on her neck. He stared unwavering into her eyes.

She couldn’t believe the words she was about to speak. “All right, I want this. Indeed I do.”

 

 

“What is she doing?”

Hudson sniffed at the crack beside the door in a way that made him less than human. She was not alone. That much was for certain. Unable to control the urge, he scratched at the door with his polished fingernails.

“I don’t wish to spy on them, Your Grace.” The deep male voice came from over his shoulder or somewhere in his mind. He was uncertain. He spun around. Nothing but shadows swayed in his head. He pressed his fingertips to his temple, shuddered, and spun back to the door.

“You serve without fail for me.” His voice puffed out, deep, dark and desperate to his own ears. He was the Duke of Hudson. He should never be desperate!

The coldness in his voice pulled at his mind in a way he’d never imagined when he’d taken on this task of marriage. Or was it the strange wine and ritual that caused this? Was a promise of abilities and eternity worth this? Damn, he scratched at the door like a dog! Not like the magical creature he was promised to be.

Hudson had grown more powerful since he’d given his blood away and drunk from the gold goblet, that was for certain, but something darker than he thought possible pulled at him. He wanted what Madoc and his brothers took for granted.

Knowledge beyond what any human could imagine. To perfect oneself over the decades. To be immortal and to make others so too. He would never lose another person he loved. No mortal illness would touch him or his family again. There had to be a way to achieve his goal. There had to be something more than this base, primal urge to destroy those he wished to become a part of.

“I do not have the time or patience for this.” Hudson’s cheek twitched. “Either you watch her no matter what she does and report back to me or…” Cold, invisible fingers wrapped about his throat and thrust his chin higher. The dark presence seeped deeper into his soul. He clenched his teeth.

“Do what I say, or your usefulness has ended.” The dark voice echoed in his mind.

He reached his hand out toward the bath doorknob without glancing back into the room. He would take her.

“No, Your Grace. I will do as requested.” A bird flapped its wings and flew up to the small oval window that separated his wife’s dressing chamber from her bedchamber.

Hudson spun about to find that the room remained empty and the same shadows captured his mind. He turned back and stared at the bird. Where had that come from? He dropped to his knees and ran his hands through his hair. He went mad, worse than mad. He had unraveled everything his family had worked so hard to achieve.

Laura…

Tears pricked his eyes and disappeared. He gritted his teeth. Had his goal taken his grief for his true love from him? The urge to conquer this otherworldly desire gripped him, then shattered.

He had to take the Zir on face-to-face and learn by force how to become one of their kind. But he couldn’t; he had made a deal—and as powerful as he was, he was still human, for now. No match in a challenge with a creature from the dawn of time.

 

 

Jordan’s beauty flinched, and a nervous giggle floated past her delicate lips. He stared down at her. “I have not had the pleasure of your Christian name.”

“Celeste.”

He ran a finger down her cheek. “Caelestis. Heavenly, divine. Your name suits you.”

Celeste shifted against him, spreading her legs slightly. The heat of her opening cupped the head of his cock.

His mind fogged, and the pulse of her dripped in a steady stream down onto his shaft, attempting to capture his mind. He groaned. Who was he trying to fool? She had captured his soul.

“Oh.” She bit her lip and closed her eyes.

He slipped his fingers to her wrist—the same one from which he had taken the bracelet, his death treasure—and raised it up above her head. Her body elongated before him, and she wrapped her legs up and about his hips.

“Celeste,” he breathed out through clenched teeth. He flexed his hips, and the tip of his cock pressed against her opening, stretching her flesh.

She squeezed her eyes shut and tossed her head to the left. His bite mark on her neck glowed golden.

He leaned in and licked the puncture. “I have waited a long time for you.”

Her entire body arched into him, and she cried out, the flesh of her womb pulsing with a release of wetness. That was unexpected.

She wanted him to claim her even when her mind swirled with what this all meant. He wanted to savor her, no matter how rushed the evening was, but slow would wait. There was no time, and their need to join was destined in the stars. He would take her now without restraint.

She gazed at him though lust-heavy eyes that begged him to join with her and create their pleasure.

He thrust forward. Her tight, wet flesh stretched and encased his hardness.

She cried out behind clenched lips. Her body shook against his.

He moved his hips forward and back. With each stroke into her, his humanity cascaded away. He growled and bit her salty flesh, dragging his teeth along her neck and shoulder, tasting her sweet blood.

He grabbed at her hips and demanded her body to mold to their pleasure. She was designed for him. He would take her any way he wished. Reaching up, he dragged her wrists farther up the wall and anchored her with one hand.

As she stretched before him, her sheath about his thickness clenched, grasping his crown. Tingling waves rippled into his sac. His hips rocked faster. The sloppy sound of his thrusts into her hot core shot pin-like prickles straight to the arches of his feet.

He growled again and captured her lips, nipping and licking. He wanted to prolong this sensation. It overwhelmed him.

Her tongue thrust into his mouth, and he slitted his eyes open. She stared straight back, desire, longing and purpose binding them solid. All was meant to be.

His sac contracted with haste, spurting his essence into her wetness. His body jerked, and he held back a cry of pleasure that would have woken the house.

Shaken to his soul, he untwined his fingers, and her hands fell to flutter on his back as he leaned into her. He couldn’t catch his breath. His cock still stood hard inside her. His essence marked her by more than a supernatural bite and blood. A new generation would grow with them. His throat tightened on emotions he fought to hold down. He leaned back.

“Celeste… I… Are you well?”

She stared up at him and then turned her head to look at the door. Her eyes widened, and she quickly concealed her face against his shoulder.

Jordan turned his head to glance at the door. Nothing was there. “What did you see?”

She glanced over his shoulder at the door. “A man. I-I thought it was Hudson.”

Jordan glanced back. The door was shut. He would have heard the door and felt the change in atmosphere on its inward swing. He had seen much in his life, including some otherworldly beings that could walk through solid objects. Hell, he had just become the water he envisioned in his mind. But Hudson? Hudson was human through and through.

He glanced up at the ceiling. A strange dark-gray-feathered raven sat on the window watching him. As he stared at it, the bird’s eyes glowed a pale green. He had seen the bird before. The night he’d found Celeste, he’d seen a bird with green eyes. “Your bird?”

She turned her head and lifted her graceful chin to gaze upon the odd-colored raven. “I have never seen it.”

“He watches us for a purpose.” Jordan’s vision colored. He tensed, and his eyelashes prickled. In a flash of blue light, he saw a man kneeling, holding a woman, in what could only be the main hall of a castle. The walls shimmered with rubies and sapphires pressed into them. The man stared at the ceiling. His complexion was ghost gray, and his eyes glowed with green power in their depths. The woman did not move. Her black hair hung down to the floor in curly waves, and her ebony complexion was icy to the touch. Tears streaked the man’s already pale skin and turned to blood as they hit her gown. He raised her arm to his lips and trailed his tongue along a gash in her wrist. He lifted his head, and fangs extended from his mouth.

The vision vanished. Jordan shook his head. A vampire? Or one of them?

“Are you well?” Celeste gripped his shoulders.

“I am…” He gathered his attention back to her. No. He would not start this out with lies. “I had an odd vision. They used to only come to me in water.” Though since he’d met her, he had them at other times. Even as he’d dragged her from the ocean, he’d had flashes of her in the sunshine. But this vision had nothing to do with her.

“I have been hearing a woman’s voice since I awoke on the beach.” Her voice came out a whisper.

Jordan tilted his head to the side. Her eyes remained closed, and a warm pink touched her cheeks. She was embarrassed by this admission. He clasped her hand in his and gently rubbed the back with his thumb. “Nothing to concern yourself with. Many hear things. Doing so is simply another sort of vision. What does she say?”

A tear ran down her face.

“What is wrong?”

“Hudson bedded me before you arrived tonight.”

Jordan’s stomach pitched, and he clenched his teeth.

“My family is important to me. I-I had no choice. I wed him.”

Jordan stared at her green eyes filled with tears. He hated that another had taken her, but it changed nothing. She was his. She needed time. Time to mentally and emotionally adjust to the fact that she was no longer normal. That society’s rules did not apply to them. She would grow to understand she was powerful on her own and more so with him. That would only come in time.

“I understand, Celeste. I told you not to bed him, and this will be dealt with. We are fated. We belong together. Nothing can change that. To ease this for you, I want to do this as correctly as possible. If you need me to court you, to prove beyond this physical perfection that we do belong and your family will be safe, I will do that.”

He stepped back from her, and he slipped from her warmth. Her body trembled, and he held her until her legs stood firmly without shaking on the ground. “I will not walk away, Celeste. Parting is simply not an option.” He leaned in and gently kissed her lips. “But I will give you some time…” He pulled her robe closed about her waist and inhaled the scent of sweet orange blossoms and candied cherries once more. Her scent…so sweet. He wanted to ask her if she knew she smelled like such a delicacy and if in fact she liked candied cherries. But that would have to wait. He turned from her.

“Wait!”

He turned back. She stood in a protective stance with her arms folded over the swell of her breasts. “What do you know of me being on the beach?”

He smiled. “That is an interesting story and one I will tell you tomorrow. The night grows late.”

“I…” She glanced to the door and back to him. “All right.”

“Sweet dreams, Celeste.” His mate’s name meant heaven. A smile curved his lips. Heaven, indeed.

He stepped back into the tub with a splash. The Zir’s town residence had a fountain in the garden. The image filled his mind, the room blurred, and then he stood in the water of the fountain. What a capital new skill that was. He stepped from the fountain onto the cold stone path to the back stairs.

Her marriage to Hudson was an issue, but one that would be overcome on the morrow. He would see to it.

What had happened with that bird, and both of their visions, had to do with the Zir birth. He was certain of it. He simply needed to figure out what they told of.

 

 

Celeste stood against the wall in the same spot where Jordan had left her. She couldn’t move. Her heart pinched. Her entire being ached for Jordan to return to her. For him never to leave her side. Yet the consequences of this match screamed for her to use her head. Lord, what a mess. She held in a nervous laugh, and her breath hitched.

Tears welled in her eyes, and she looked up at the ceiling. She was married to Hudson. She shook her head, and her lip trembled. All that came with that fact could not deny that Jordan had just thoroughly taken her. Their connection was undeniable. But was it more than a simple base need he stirred in her? He wished to court her and make things correct in her family’s eyes, but would he love her? Would she love him?

He was unlike any man she had known or would ever know again. She could not deny that.

She inhaled deep, closed her eyes, then stared back at the white wood door. Would Hudson still be in her bed when she opened that door?

Guilt sliced through her. What would she do then? Would she tell the man she married not a day before he could not have his rights again? That certainly would not go well. But what if the vision she’d glimpsed of the man standing in the bath chamber was of him?

She stared at the door so hard that her vision wavered.

If it was he, then he knew of her betrayal.


Chapter Four

Celeste’s hand shook as she reached for the knob to her bedchamber. She inhaled deep, again. Where was that voice that had urged her on? She could use a little fortitude, even if that strength came from a woman named Carmen, whom only Celeste could hear. “Carmen.” She gripped the cool metal handle. “Carmen. Give me strength.” Her heart hammered in her chest.

She pushed the handle down and slowly inched the door ajar. She couldn’t look. She squeezed her eyes shut, and when her arm extended full out, she opened them. The room before her stood dark. All the candles had guttered, and a strange acidic scent burned the hairs on the inside of her nostrils. Her nose twitched, and she raised her hand to hold in a sneeze. The skin on the side of her neck heated and tingled. She brushed the spot with her fingertips. Jordan’s bite.

Think of…Jordan.

“Mmmm.”

She flinched and turned toward the noise.

Cloth rustled from the direction of the bed. Her heartbeat seized in her throat, and a humming cut all other sound to her ears. She squinted in the dim light.

No one was there. And Hudson was not beneath the sheets.

She bit her lip, let out a heavy breath, and closed her eyes. Thank the stars!

But what was that noise?

Her heart sank, and she rushed forward. The bed linen still lay rumpled. Her hands shook, and she slid her fingers along the empty sheet. Pinpricks shot up her fingertips to her spine.

Hudson knew. With absolutely nothing to base the conclusion on, she was sure he knew what had happened in the bath. She had not literally seen him, but she knew there was no doubt. Her knees trembled, and she clutched the tall bed baluster and leaned against the cool, carved wood. Sweat trickled down between her shoulder blades and between her breasts.

She sat on the edge of the bed and fisted her hands in her lap, then squeezed her eyes shut. How could she be so certain of that, simply from entering her bedchamber? If the unsettling feeling in her gut were true, what would she say to Hudson?

Flap-flap-flap.

She surged to her feet. “Who is there?”

The rustling of cloth came again from by the window. Her heart lodged in her throat, and she stared in that direction. The curtain fluttered and moved, although there was no wind. Someone was there. “Show yourself. You are in my bedchamber.”

“Nothing here is yours.” Hudson’s voice came from behind her.

She jumped, screeched and spun about in one motion.

Hudson stood in the now open doorway. “It all belongs to me. Including the water you just bathed in.”

“Goodness.” She rubbed her fingertips against her palms and held in a nervous giggle. Fortitude. She shook her head to try to keep water and Jordan from consuming her mind.

She stepped toward her husband. Hudson’s energy and emotions hit her like the heat on a humid summer day. Her body trembled, and the bite on her neck tingled. He was hard to discern. Jealousy, sadness, pride and something else consumed him. A black fog seeped from his pores. Without doubt, Hudson had seen them.

How did she know that? She glanced back at the curtain. She could figure that out later. For now, she had to tell him something. “I-I keep hearing things.” That was the truth. A woman’s voice, emotions, rustling cloth… What would be next? Chimes ringing?

He stepped into the room and came beside her. “What did you hear? Your lover moaning?”

She flinched and shied away from him. Gracious. Her stomach tightened. He had every right to be furious with her. A slap, she expected.

This…

This was not the reaction she associated with the stories she had heard of Hudson. He had once beaten a man because the horse he rode splattered mud on his first wife’s cheek.

Then again, they had been a love match, and her and Hudson’s story was…unknown.

She pointed to the curtain. “No. I am certain I did not open the window, and the covering is rustling.”

Hudson’s fingers gripped her hand. “Nothing to fret yourself with. I opened the sash. You are certainly tired. Why don’t you sleep?” He walked to the window, dragging her along behind him. Then he grabbed the wooden sash and pulled the window closed. He turned, the fingers of his free hand outstretched.

She trembled. Gracious no. There was no way she would openly take hands with him this night.

He stepped forward, grasped her hand, and with his fingers firmly wrapped about hers, guided her back to the bed.

Something was not as it seemed. A chill wrapped about her belly and sank in deep. Her breath cooled in her lungs, and she struggled to breathe.

She sat on the mattress and scooted her bottom back as far from him as she could. She tucked her legs beneath the open coverlet and waited. Something would happen. Just what? A chill racked her body. She had no inkling.

Leaning back on the pillows, she pulled the covers up tight under her chin and narrowed her eyes at Hudson. In the dim light, his golden hair no longer glimmered. His Grace’s tawny gold and his hazed silhouette was that of a withered old man. Sunken shadows circled his eyes and indicated a hard life he could not have led.

His presence darkened, and the covers about her grew stiff and icy cold.

She shivered beneath their hardness.

Hudson pulled the thick coverlet up from the end of the bed, causing ice crystals to fill the air about them. My stars, what was going on? It was summer, not winter.

He caught her hands harshly through the covers and then sat on the bed next to her without releasing her. His hands jerked hers. “I do hope that tonight was pleasant for you.” His voice deepened.

“I…umm.” How did she answer that question? She bit her lip. This night was a bumblebroth mixed with bad decisions, painful deflowering and primal urges. Now this.

Hudson stood abruptly, and the warm air from the room rushed in and brushed against her face. How could a man be so cold? “Indeed, tonight was pleasant, my sweet husband,” Hudson stated in a fake woman’s voice that sent shivers through her body. “I am devoted to all you desire.” Dark sarcasm dripped from his words.

She sank back into the covers as far away from him as she could.

He walked to the sideboard and picked up a glass. “You did quite well, actually. Exactly as I desired.” He returned to the bedside, leaned in and pressed icy lips to her forehead. “Drink this.” He pulled back and pressed the glass up to her lips.

She wrapped her fingers about the stem. The smooth glass clung to her lips. She had done as he desired? How could what had happened with Jordan be as Hudson desired? She inhaled and smelled strong Porto wine.

He poured a large amount of the liquid into her mouth. She swallowed, trying not to choke on the sweet, earthy flavor.

Hudson took the glass from her and set it by the side of the bed on the floor. He stared at her and cocked his head. “You will never leave this marriage. Especially not the way Laura did.” His cold fingers trailed her cheek and then down the side of her face to Jordan’s bite mark on her neck.

He jerked his fingers away as if burned and swiftly turned away from her on the bed. “No matter how well you did, cover that; show that disgraceful thing to no one.” Hudson scurried from the room with his silk robe billowing out around him as if he ran for his life. He hastily closed the door.

Clank.

The lock turned decisively.

Celeste lay in darkness again. He had gone daft. She certainly hoped she would not die of consumption as his first wife had. The hairs on her arms rose, and she glanced at the window once more. She was not mad enough to stay in this room alone. She would use the servants’ doors.

She threw back the covers and stood. Her head lightened, and her stomach dropped. The room swayed in a swirl of dark haze about her. She grasped for the bed pole, missed, and gained purchase on the coverlet. Shaking to her core, she sat back down on the bed. Oh, the room continued to spin. She was unwell.

“He is up to something.” Carmen’s voice echoed in Celeste’s ears. “That window was not left open by him.”

“Oh, and you think that was the peculiar moment this night? How about the fact that he knew what happened in the bath, and his saying that me being with Jordan was what he wanted? That is peculiar and frankly makes my skin shiver.” Her head pounded. Maybe leaving the room was not an option. She needed to lie down.

“Indeed, that is out of sorts as well, but the window… I know who opened it.”

And she was supposed to simply accept that answer? She pulled back the covers and flopped back into the bed. “Well, who, Carmen?” she managed to mumble.

“Jordan’s brother, Ilmir.”

Her eyes fell heavy. She needed to close them just for one moment. Carmen continued to chatter on in her mind.

“Something more than what is seen is turning the events here. Havanis.”

“Havanis? Pardon? This is all mad talk. Who is that? Who are you?” Her voice sounded distant to her own ears.

“I am the one who caused the brothers’ pain. I should have known Havanis was too clever. I was blind.” Carmen’s voice filled with sorrow.

She worked her throat, struggling to push the words from her mind.

“No sound, Celeste?”

Her heart jumped to a dull thud in her chest, but she could not move.

“You are a strong woman, Celeste. Whatever he gave to you, you will be fine. You simply do not realize the power you possess.”

The world slowly slipped from her consciousness.


Chapter Five

Jordan swung down from his carriage in front of the Duke of Hudson’s London estate. He hummed a lively tune as he went up the cobbled walk to the large front door. He would talk to Hudson, and they would make a deal, no matter how long it would take. Hudson would understand. Then Jordan would take his beauty back to Blood Cove and show her the answers to all her questions.

He would hold her hand the entire way on the carriage ride to the beach. The smell of orange blossoms and candied cherries would fill the air in the confined space. He would start on the journey of getting to know her by asking questions. Who is your favorite author, what musical instrument do you prefer, and do you like to swim? His entire being lit from the inside with happiness he could not contain. He’d found her. Her! She was his, for all time.

But first he needed to deal with Hudson. Hudson was aware of the power of the Zir brothers and of how long they had searched for their origins. He would simply explain to the duke that his new wife was the key to Jordan’s existence, that she was Jordan’s Zir soul partner, the mate he had searched five hundred years for. Hudson would understand what needed to be done. He was, after all, friends with the stranger elements that drifted in and out of the Ton. Jordan took the steps two at a time up to the porch and yanked the door pull.

He stared at a pronounced stripe of wood grain in the large door.

And waited.

Odd he had never noticed that stripe before. He pulled down on his waistcoat and cleared his throat.

And waited.

Bloody hell. He never had to wait to enter. What torture this was. Why was the butler away from the door?

He leaned to the side and with as little grace as possible peered through the tall, wavy glass window that flanked the enormous walnut door. Invisible shards of ice swirled about Jordan’s ankles and shot straight up his spine. He tensed his stomach, and visions of each room in the house rushed at him.

She was not there.

No one was.

What in hell was amiss now? Where was Celeste?

The vision of her in a carriage flashed to his consciousness.

Rough rope dug into the delicate skin of her wrists and the side of her jaw, and her shoulders ached with pain. Her heartbeat rapped a steady drum in her chest. Hudson sat opposite her with his skin snow-pale and eyes filled with the now-glowing sun.

Damn it. Jordan hated the way Hudson leered at Celeste. Her hands lay wrapped in a tattered rope and… Hudson had shanghaied her by force.

Bloody hell. This was the one time he wished he was Ilmir. Jordan couldn’t transform into air. He clenched his jaw and fisted his hands.

He spun back to the drive and his carriage. The gray raven sat on a fence. The bird tilted its head to the side, and its green eyes flashed. Jordan jerked, and the vision of the ancient castle, its walls shimmering with rubies and sapphires, surrounded him again. He didn’t have time for this.

In his mind, he stared down at an intricately carved ebony box. Within the box, nestled in a bed of white and blue precious stones, lay four large stone-like eggs. The woman with dark ebony skin and black hair that hung down to her waist stood next to him over the box.

“I shall protect you always.” She waved her hands in the air above the box and sprinkled herbs and brown liquid on the stones.

“Bring frem og beskyt.

“Nære.

“Skjule.

“Transformer disse elementer og æg med magten af mit blod og magi.

“Begyndelse og en unægtelig evig fremtid af kraft.”

She spoke Nordic, the language of the elements, and Jordan understood her words. Bring forth and protect. Nurture. Hide. Transform these elements and eggs with the power of my blood and magic. Inception and an undeniable eternal future of strength.

Her body jerked, her head fell back, mouth open, as she released a primal moan to the ceiling. Her teeth extended into sharp bone shards from her gums. She leaned forward and bit her wrist, then squeezed her hand, and her body convulsed. A stream of her blood trickled down onto the stone eggs. She turned and stared at Jordan.

Jordan flinched. “What the hell?” Then he was back on the Duke of Hudson’s front stoop. The gray bird was gone.

Who was this ebony woman? Twice now she had come to him in visions. He frowned.

Celeste had said a woman now spoke to her. Maybe that was the connection… He had visions of her, and Celeste could hear her.

And the stone eggs… Were they Zir eggs?

Tension clenched his stomach, and he crunched forward to capture the visions of the elements.

Celeste’s fingers wrapped about his bicep from the carriage seat. She knew he would search for her. That he watched her. If she came near any form of water, he would be there in an instant. The carriage passed a wood sign with the painted word Harwich. They headed toward the coast.

He rushed down the steps and back to his own carriage. The family footman held open the door.

“To Blood Cove.”

The footman nodded without hesitation and shut the door.

 

 

Celeste sat in silence and stared at Hudson across the carriage. A day before, he was kind, friendly. Last night and today, he had shown another side. She had woken up in this exact position: seated in the duke’s carriage, hands bound with rope, completely dressed. Who had dressed her? The dress they picked was the one she had planned to wear on the day they headed out on their wedding voyage. This was not how she’d envisioned departing for their tour. She shifted her hands, and the rope dug into her skin. What would he do next? My stars, would he kill her? Her skin prickled with fear, and she straightened her shoulders, trying to find some fortitude.

“Why are you doing this?”

He continued to stare at her without answering. Sweat beaded on his brow, its pearly sheen the only indication he was out of sorts at all.

“I don’t understand this. You obviously know what happened with Jordan. Why are you doing this? Why not call him out? Or punish me?” Then again, maybe this was her punishment. She glanced to Hudson’s ungloved hands, which dropped limply to his sides.

“You have not one whit of an idea what happened, nor what is about to.” His lips moved, and his eyes darkened to pure black. “Jordan and his brothers are not the only creatures that possess the power of eternal life, and money buys all kinds of friends.” His tongue slipped out and wet his lower lip. “You are my key at being safe from this world. Sadly, all too late for Laura.”

She jerked her head back in shock. “Pardon?” Why would he mention his first wife? She had died two years back of consumption.

“There is no need to fret, Duchess.” He flinched as he said the word, then leaned forward and placed one clammy, slimy hand over the brown rope that bound her wrists. She held still. “You have my title, and your family has the Ton’s respect. You will never be Laura.” He stared her straight in the eyes. “But you will provide me with a trait more valuable than love, pain and…” He tilted his head to the side and questioned her with his gaze.

Her hands trembled. What did he mean? She bit back her words and continued to stare at him.

“When the time comes, you will do as a good wife does and give me what is rightfully mine.” Hudson sat back. “If you do such, no one needs to know of your connection with”—his throat worked, and he turned his gaze out the window at the passing fields—“him.”

“Pardon?” A shiver of anger clenched her jaw. “You have gone daft.”

He cackled, and the right side of his mouth quirked up. “Precisely so.” He turned from her and continued to stare out the window.

“Pardon?” A deep, bone-jarring chill racked her body. He admitted such a thing?

“You do so like that word, don’t you. Pardon? Pardon?” He raised his gloved hand, and his fingers half covered his mouth. “Pardon?” He shook his head, blew out a breath, and then turned away from her.

What was wrong with him?

“Indeed.” Carmen’s voice rattled her nerves. “Your husband is not well.”

Celeste rolled her eyes. She was not about to speak aloud to her in the cab of her husband’s coach. He already thought her simple and plain. And daft.

The carriage jerked to a halt, and Celeste slid forward in her seat, her knees slamming into Hudson’s.

Hudson’s jaw clenched, and he hit the roof with his walking cane. “What is this?”

The door flew open, and Jordan’s naked body filled the small opening. His fingers wrapped about her bound wrists and yanked her toward him. Her body lifted, and with a thud, she was draped over his shoulder. He slammed the door back on Hudson before either of them could respond.

Celeste screeched and dangled along his back. “Put me down, Jordan!”

“I shall, but not until we are in a safe location.” He spun from the carriage and strode toward the trees lining the road.

“Untie me. Please!” She pushed with her bound hands against the small of his back, trying to distance her face from his round, bare buttocks. He continued on a path through the trees. She glanced behind them, and the duke’s footmen scurried after them with Hudson not far behind. “He is coming.”

“He cannot do that to you.”

“I am not saying he can. Simply untie me. This is not how this needs to happen. Something is wrong with Hudson.”

“More reason to keep going.” He continued to cut through the trees, the earth slicing past her eyes. The smell of the sea surrounded her, and being hung over his shoulder, no matter how fine the view of his bottom, churned her stomach.

Her head spun, and her limbs shivered. This was horrid. “Put me down, please. My head is spinning, and you shall see for yourself how unwell Hudson is.”

Jordan’s footfalls stopped, and the world stopped with them. She inhaled a steadying breath that didn’t calm her one whit.

“Very well, but I am certainly not allowing him near you.”

Jordan’s feet continued. He turned to the left, beyond a grouping of boulders covered in grass and moss. “So much has happened the last two days. I have so much to tell you, but for now…stay here. I will go see what is amiss with Hudson.”

He dropped her down onto a rock. Her bottom hit the moss-covered surface, and the damp thud her body made reverberated through her entire being. There was no doubt that her pale pink skirts would hold the green hue when she stood. She stared up at Jordan.

His chest was smooth, and a light sprinkling of hair darted down from his belly button to between his legs. “Gracious. You need clothing.”

His sea-colored eyes thrashed in turmoil as if a storm roiled the sea. His brow tightened. “Not at the moment.” He turned and sprinted back out of view.

She stared down at her hands still bound in her lap and frowned. Did he expect her to sit here and wait? She glanced around. There had to be something she could use to release this binding. A stick or a sharp rock might do.

She stood, walked toward the edge of the path, and caught a glimpse of Hudson over the boulder.

Her heart tripled its pace, and she held in a burst of nervous laughter as she ducked behind the stone again. She peered out over the edge.

Hudson stood, arms down at his sides, his gaze aimed straight up the path. She followed his stare to Jordan, who stood a good head and more above Hudson. He too stared unwaveringly.

Jordan stood naked before one of England’s most powerful men. His hands unclenched, and his arms lay lax at his sides. My stars, it was as if he lounged in the middle of his library reading a book. What man stood outdoors without a stitch of clothing on and paid no mind?

Hudson’s pale white brow glimmered with the sheen of sweat. He straightened his shoulders and shifted his weight back onto his heels. “You have what you want. So do I. You want her? All you have to do is allow her to stay with me until the first comes.”

Jordan didn’t move. First what? He already had an heir and spare from his first wife.

“Of course not,” Hudson burst out without waiting for Jordan to reply. He waved his hands in the air as if shooing away a swarm of bees. “Why would you bow down to the likes of me?” Hudson’s once-sparking eyes narrowed.

Why would Hudson think such? Hudson was a duke. Had he lost all opinion of himself? Then again, she lost her good opinion of him. This was a disaster. She needed to do something. But what? She bit her lip.

Hudson turned and stared directly at her.

She tried to pull her head back behind the boulder, but her muscles would not obey. She couldn’t move. 

Hudson vanished as she stared at him.

She blinked. What?

The leaves above her rustled. Her muscles strained and released. She looked up.

Hudson descended upon her as if from the tree itself.

She screeched, turned from him and ran. The cloth of her skirts tucked between her calves and wrapped about her feet. She stumbled. The earth rose hastily up toward her. She kicked her foot out and regained her momentum.

She would not look back. Her skirts tangled again. Her balance wavered; the fabric of her petticoat gripped a bit too tight to her thigh, and she wavered again. She jerked up her arms, but the ropes about her wrists bit into her skin. There was no way to catch her fall.

No. No. No. She could not fall.

Tingling warmth tightened her stomach and shot down her legs. In an instant, her footing caught hold. She burst down the path. Jordan would catch Hudson before Hudson caught her. Of course he would. There was a light ahead.

A clearing or something…

She was almost there…

She ran out into the clearing. A beach.

Fingers wrapped about her waist and pulled her up and back against a puffing chest.

She dangled, kicking her feet and twisting her body.

“Shush now. Do not struggle.” Hudson’s grip tightened. “The last thing I am going to do is hurt you.” His smooth, polished tone grated against her ear. He spun her about and stepped forward, then jerked and stumbled. Celeste grabbed on to him as he landed off center as if teetering on something, but there was nothing but smooth beach before them. He balanced and then toppled. They fell toward the pebbles.

Celeste’s bound arms flailed as Hudson’s grip on her waist released, tossing her to the beach. The pebbles and water’s edge rushed up at her. She screeched. Her knees hit first on the damp shore. A stinging pain shot up her thighs. Her still-bound hands hit in a hard thud that splashed water onto her face.

The water ran down, tickling everywhere it touched. She forced herself onto her back, and her skirts and back drank in the moist sea.

Hudson groaned and staggered up to a seated position four feet from her.

If only her hands were free, she could fight back and run faster.

“Isslange,” Carmen’s voice demanded.

“Isslange?” What was that?

The water on her body glowed and shimmered. What was happening?

A tendril of water swirled up beside her in a long, thin cone. Her eyes widened, and she stilled. The end of the cone tapered and solidified into a shard of ice. An ice snake. In hasty jabs, the snake stabbed at the rope, which split and separated, freeing her hands.

She was free, and how that happened, though concerning, mattered not one bit. As she scrambled to her feet, water rushed down her legs and into her slippers, creating ripples on the shore’s edge. She glanced about. A breeze tickled the tree branches, and her vision warped in a circular wave of multicolored light. Her breath caught in her throat.

The beach she stood upon was not the same beach she’d run out onto. Wreckage littered the shore from one end to the other. What had happened here?

Hudson sat to her right, between a large, split-open cask and a piece of ship mast with tatters of sail still attached. Blood trickled down his forehead from a long, thin gash. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against his knee.

The sound of a male throat being cleared came from the trees’ edge. She jerked her gaze in that direction. Jordan stood there. Then was gone. The water heated next to her, and she turned toward the intense warmth. Jordan stood next to her, in the water. She jumped.

“How did you break Ferrous’s cloaking spell?” His voice was calm and questioning.

“Pardon?” This was all a bit vexing. How did he appear from the water? How did she break what?

“All is well. We shall figure it out together.” Humid waves lapped in the air between them. Her body trembled, wanting to feel his strength about her to protect her from the oddness and fear that pulsed through her conscious mind. She needed him.

“What happened here, Jordan?”

“This is the beach I found you on.”

No. She shook her head. No, the beach she’d woken on had been clear, and she’d darted into the woods… Clear as this beach had been only moments before. Her stomach dropped to the soles of her boots.

“You were barely alive.” His voice came softer. “I thought to give you peace, so I bit you.” He protectively wrapped his arms about her shoulders. The heat of his skin against her provided no comfort. “Every woman I have ever bitten has died. I-I had no inkling you would live… I never would have left you, if I had known.”

Celeste’s tongue thickened, and the scene before her swayed. “This—this—is the ship I traveled on?” The words slipped out of her as if it were her breath itself. “My aunt?” She tried to pull from Jordan’s arms. “Where is she?” Oh God. She closed her eyes. No. Tears welled and tumbled down her cheeks.

Jordan tightened his hold. “There are no survivors on this beach or in the water. Yours was the only heartbeat we heard.”

Her aunt was dead. Her throat tightened. “You heard my heartbeat?” she rasped out.

“Yes. Your faint-beating heart that now beats strong.” He turned her to face him. “I had come to Hudson’s today to talk to him and bring you here. To explain my part in this folly and to also make him and you understand you are meant to be mine.” His large thumb gently gathered the salty tears on her cheekbone. Yet, she felt nothing. 

“No!” Hudson shouted out from where he sat. He pushed to his knees and slowly stood, wavered, then fell again.

“We need to get him to a doctor. Or…” Jordan turned and glanced at the small dinghy that was tied to a large rock on the shore. “Here.” He pulled on Celeste’s hand and led her to the boat. “Get in and sit. I will get Hudson.”

Celeste stared at the boat. In her mind, the dinghy shrunk smaller and smaller. She had never liked the sea or lakes. She certainly had never learned to swim. Her skin flushed with heat. “Where are we going, Jordan?”

“My brothers and I own an island a bit off the coast. We will take Hudson there so we can figure out what’s going on.” He turned from her and headed toward Hudson.

“A bit off the coast?”

“Yes.”

A lump lodged in her throat, and she swallowed. A bright flash of red light slammed into her mind, and her ears rang.

The boat tilted slowly to the right, slowly at first and then with haste. She couldn’t hear; the ringing was too loud. She scrambled toward the wooden door of her bunk. Another jolt shuddered the vessel. She slid sideways as water and bright light poured into her berth. Pain ripped through her. She bent forward and clutched the pink satin and pearls of her new dress. Her pink gloves spread with a dark stain in the dim light. She trembled uncontrollably, and her head grew light. A wooden shard of the ship’s hull had pierced her torso through.

“Celeste?” Jordan’s voice sounded from afar.

A loud snap cracked in her ear, and the vision vanished. She turned slowly toward Jordan, and her knees weakened. She sat on the edge of the boat.

Jordan stopped in his tracks, balancing Hudson on his shoulder. “All is not well?”

“I died. I-I don’t want to go back out there.” Everything was numb. How had she even formed those words?

She couldn’t tell him she was afraid of the water, of the boat, of swimming. And especially of water that became solid and cut her ropes.

Jordan reached her side. “Is it the boat wreckage?”

Why did he have to question her? “Yes and no. It is all of this. I-I do not like the sea.” She waved her hand in the air across the beach. “I never have.” She inhaled deep. “The sea did this…” She stared at the wreckage strewn across the pebbled beach. “I am afraid.” In truth, she was terrified.

Jordan placed Hudson none too gently into the boat on the back wooden bench. “You have nothing to fear in water. Not now. Not ever again. The water is yours to feel, to know, to become a part of.” He cupped her cheek in his hand. “I know this is hard to comprehend. You are my mate. We are the water; water is us. The water cannot, will not, hurt you.”

She wanted to believe the conviction in those stormy blue eyes. But she couldn’t.

 

Jordan stared down at his mate. Fear shone in her eyes and shivered through his soul. Damn it. He hated to put her through another trial when all he wanted was to sit with her and show her. Teach her what he knew and admit to her what he did not.

And there was a lot he did not.

He glanced at Hudson sitting on the bench. Hudson had gone daft, and that damn gray bird! What was that all about?

Jordan needed to take Celeste to the only place they would be safe. The Isle would conceal them, and he could also hold Hudson there with ease until he could get word to Ferrous to join them. He would have to send another boat for Ferrous. Ferrous could not simply swim to the Isle as easily as he could.

Celeste turned her head and stared out at the sea. “I cannot swim.”

The corner of his mouth quirked up, and he let out a chuckle. Now that was ironic. A water-dragon mate who didn’t know how to swim and who didn’t like the sea. Oh, how her world was about to change. “Come.” He held out his hand. “You have nothing to fear, as you are with me.” And he had no doubt they could figure this out together.

She gently reached out her hand, and her fingers fluttered nervously into his. “It would be nice to believe that, Jordan. It is not that simple.”

Jordan stared at her. She was not a simpleton. She had logic in her actions. Something had to have happened to her beyond the shipwreck to make her fear the water. He needed to find out what that was so he could help her learn that she had nothing to fear from him or from their abilities.

He closed his hand tightly, enclosing her hand firmly in his. A jolt of pleasure stole his breath. “Indeed it is.” He truly was blessed to be the first one to find his mate, no matter the obstacles to obtaining her for good.

“Step in. You can sit in front of me and keep your eyes shut the entire way. Nothing will happen to harm you.” If they did capsize, her instincts would kick in, and he would ensure she made it to shore.

She gathered up her skirts and stepped into the boat, sitting as far away from Hudson as she could.


Chapter Six

Jordan clutched the edge of the boat and pushed off the beach. His bare feet hit the water, and his stomach muscles tightened. He reached for any sign of trouble in the water deeper out at sea. The water lapped calmly through his veins. Good. The Isle was a three-quarter-of-an-hour row from Blood Cove across a deep section of water. On occasion, seals and other water life swam close to the boat. With Celeste skittish and Hudson erratic, the last thing he needed was a frisky seal trying to bump the boat.

He jumped into the boat, rocking the vessel from side to side, and sat on the center bench. Hudson still lay where Jordan had placed him at the back. Celeste hunched on the front seat, facing Jordan, her arms wrapped tightly about her torso and her eyes closed. He pulled on the oars, and the boat slipped farther into the sea.

Without opening her eyes, Celeste shifted slightly on her seat. “Just before you emerged on the beach, Hudson had tripped on a half cask and toppled me into the water.”

“I’m sorry I hadn’t gotten to you sooner. I was dealing with Hudson’s footmen.”

She nodded, and loose pieces of her golden hair caught in the breeze about her face. “When I landed in the water, I wished my hands free from the rope that bound me. The water spiraled up and cut the ropes for me. It was terrifying, yet beautiful.”

His brow pulled tight. She couldn’t have spoken the language of the elements. Though maybe she had but not realized it with all the stress she was under. “Ah, I would not have expected you to have had that kind of ability. Not so soon anyway, but yes, you have a special affinity with the sea. I will teach you more about that.”

“Pfft. The sea. No.”

“Why do you deny it?”

“Ever since I was a child, I have had a fear of the sea. My nurses would place me in the water when we went to Brighton, but I would scream and cry when the water splashed me. The water pricked my skin.”

Interesting. “How did the sea water feel today when you fell in it?”

“Different yet the same. Like hundreds of pinpricks that tickled at the same time.”

“Better, then.”

“I suppose so. But the cutting of my ropes, still… That is… Well, what is that?”

“Water is ice and snow. It is mist. It is rain. And everything in between. I am relishing the future and teaching you what I know.”

Celeste opened her emerald eyes and stared directly at him.

He smiled. She had the fortitude to face her fear.

Then her eyes widened, and she sucked in a startled breath.

Jordan turned his head, and a large dark object rushed at him, slamming into his head. A piercing pain flipped him back, and he hit water. All went black.

 

The large rock anchor jerked back and forth in Hudson’s hands. Jordan had pitched over the edge of the boat from the force of the anchor’s blow, and the oars slipped into the sea with him. Celeste glanced back toward the cove they’d left only moments before. She could not see the land. Bubbles burst up from where Jordan had pitched into the sea. Hudson had tried to kill him. 

Her throat tightened, and she stared past Hudson to the isle to which they traveled. A distant jagged silhouette poked out from the waving sea on the horizon. She was trapped. Surrounded by the sea she had feared all her life. Her mouth dried, and her shoulders shook.

The anchor dropped from Hudson’s hands and settled with a loud crack on the boat’s wooden floor. As he stared at her, his eyes became black pools, and wavy orange lines grew on his skin like spider legs around them. The wind swirled about the boat and the sea waves with it. Hudson’s neat fair hair tousled into disarray. “All will be well. I will get us back to shore, and we will go home. You have nothing to fret about.” His eyes narrowed, and then he gazed to the sky.

Nothing to fret about? There were no oars, and that crack… Celeste stared at the rock anchor on the boat floor. A gash marred the wood plank bottom. Water slowly bubbled in. The boat would surely fill with water soon. 

Jordan! 

She stared at the sea where waves washed the spot he’d disappeared into away. He needed her. 

A gray bird swooped toward them in the blue sky. With a flap of its wings, the unusual raven landed on the edge of the small boat.

“Jump into the water.” Carmen’s voice rang in Celeste’s head.

Hudson stepped toward her, rocking the boat.

She stared at the dark sea as the waves slapped against the edge of the boat. The words Jordan had spoken to her on the shore replayed in her mind. “You have nothing to fear in water. Not now. Not ever again. The water is yours to feel, to know, to become a part of.” Jordan had said to trust him. That the water could no longer hurt her, and Jordan needed her.

Just as she needed him.

Hudson’s hands flailed and grabbed for the top of her head.

“Jump now!” Carmen ordered.

I will trust Jordan. Celeste ducked out of Hudson’s reach, rocking the boat, and tipped herself over the edge.

Oh! What was she doing? She could not swim!

Pinpricks that verged on pain pushed against her skin. She flailed her hands and kicked her feet, but her dress filled with seawater. With each stroke she made, the water pulled her down. The water swallowed her whole, like a snake eating a rat. 

She opened her eyes, and the water burned. Everything blurred. Water bobbed and swirled, and the edge of the boat slid farther and farther away from her as she sank. She pushed with her arms to no avail and slipped farther down. The water’s edge glowed above her. She refused to close her eyes. She needed to find Jordan. Her ears clogged, muffling all sound. She thrashed. The tightness in her chest increased as she held her breath. 

Jordan. 

Jordan. She called out with her mind. She blinked and strained her eyes. Murky streaks of light pierced the water in sword-like blades.

Little bubbles danced along her clothing and skin and floated toward the surface. Why couldn’t she be like them? 

Panic seized her lungs, and she gasped. Water slid down her throat. She would die here in this water as she always feared she would. As she had already done once. She would not die here again. Jordan’s words fluttered again in her mind. “You have an affinity with water…” Then water save me.

Carmen’s voice echoed in the sea. “Say Vand undtagen mig, aloud.”

But if she spoke, she would drown.

“Do it, or you surely will.”

She closed her eyes. “V-Vand-”—water rushed into her mouth and filled her nose—“udtagen mig.” The sound was strained in the water’s weight.

The sea around her warmed and pushed against her. Slipping under her bottom like arms, pressure thrust her up. Her face broke the surface, and the cool air burned her cheeks.

She coughed, sputtering, then gasped, pulling air to her lungs. The water held her in a cushion of pulsing current so that her head bobbed along the small waves.

The gray raven cawed, and the sound of rushing water came from behind her. Fanning her hands, she turned about. A large whitecap raced toward her.

Jordan emerged from the crest. His eyes were no longer the blue of the calm and tranquil sea. They flashed a deep green, and he opened his mouth. A loud hiss with billowing smoke hurled from his nostrils.

His skin had changed to an iridescent blue, and the scales about his elbows glowed like shimmering gold.

A shrill cry and another billow of blue-green smoke surged from his mouth. The wave he rode swept her forward, pushing the current that held her toward the shore.

Jordan plunged at the boat, landing on the bow. The gray bird tossed into the air and flapped its wings, gliding above the wave that swept Celeste toward the shoreline of the Isle.

Jordan would be fine, but two was better than one. She wanted to help him. The water listened to him, and it listened to her words, or Carmen’s. She focused on the boat. “Put the boat on the shore.” She swapped her concentration from the boat to the gentle slope of pebbled shore. Move to the shore. Please.

Nothing happened. Her heart lodged in her throat.

Carmen’s voice rushed through her mind again. “In Nordic. Stil båden på bredden.”

Celeste swallowed the lump beating in her throat. “Stil båden på bredden,” she croaked out.

The water about her glowed, and she twisted backward. In a torrent of pinpricks, her skin burned, and she shrieked.

A streak of gold glowed in the water and circled from the wave that carried her to the boat in which Hudson and Jordan struggled.

The water swelled and glittered, and the boat rushed toward her.

It worked. Her eyes widened. It worked!

The boat passed her by, pushing her to the side, and slammed with a loud crunch into the shore. Hudson and Jordan flew from the boat onto the pebbled sand.

The rocks rushed up at her as her wave continued to carry her to the same shore. She did not want to toss herself with the same force to the sand, but she had no idea how to control water to that degree!

“Simply stop the water,” Carmen’s voice screeched. “You are making me queasy!”

“Stop it!” Celeste cringed. Her words did not work.

“Nordic! Holdt.”

“Holdt!”

The water crested on the shore in an elegant sweep. She wavered but simply stepped forward onto the beach. Goodness! Her knees trembled, and she dropped, but not before she had stepped onto the shore. The shore! She had not died. She gripped a fistful of pebbles as her head spun, then closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.

Why did the Nordic tongue hold such power over the sea?

“The brothers are all Nordic born,” Carmen’s voice stated. “You will need to learn the language.”

Celeste turned in the other direction. Jordan had Hudson dangling like a string of dead fish over his shoulder. Completely naked, Jordan’s skin slowly transitioned back to pale creamy pink with a hint of blue iridescence when his muscles moved, beautiful in a mad way. The white stripe of his hair hung in ringlets covering his face, and determination filled his blue eyes. Her heart pounded with each breath. My stars, how he impressed her.

“Is he well?” Celeste stepped toward them and forced her sight to Hudson.

“I am certain that is up for debate, but he lives.”

“What happened to him?” Celeste picked up Hudson’s clammy hand.

“A hasty jab to the jaw.”

“Jordan.”

“Celeste. He smashed me with the anchor and threatened our lives. I am not going to lay idle and let him do as he wishes.” He tilted his head to the side, then walked past her and toward a trail that led into the trees. “The house is this way.” His creamy backside flexed with each step he took away from her.

She would stare at that the entire walk to the house. A smile curved her lips, and she scurried to follow him.

Then she stopped and spun back. She stared at the sea in wonder. Her throat tightened. She hadn’t drowned. In fact, she’d triumphed over the fear that had plagued her all her life. If Jordan had not found her and if she had not trusted his words, she never would have accomplished that. She hastened her steps and caught up to him.

Celeste followed Jordan up the well-worn dirt path to a clearing at the top of a small hill. “There it is.”

She looked around. The top of the hill was flat and distant, with a view of the sky like she had never seen. “What am I looking for?”

“The house. Concentrate; you will see it.”

She sucked in a startled breath. The edges of the house shimmered out of the clouds. The outer wall was made of a whitish-gray stone that reflected the sun. It was not the sky, as she first thought. If one didn’t concentrate, the building disappeared. They continued to walk toward the outside wall. The closer they got, the more the architecture exposed itself to sight.

The house, as he had called it, was an enormous estate that rivaled Hudson’s. There was an outer wall and an inner, taller one. In the center, forming a perfect circle, lofty spires towered to the sky. The mansion’s image imposed but was beautiful.

“How long have you lived here?” She rushed to keep up with his elongated strides.

“I have lived here a little more than a hundred years.”

Celeste stopped in her tracks. “Pardon?”

“I will tell you more once we are inside and I can set Hudson down. I never would have thought such a short man would be so heavy.”

A hundred years. A hundred years. Impossible. A nervous laugh caught in her throat again. She had to have misheard him.

Jordan pulled on an iron-looped chain on the outside of a large, arched wooden door. The metal chain scraped against the wood, creating an eerie sound.

A small window opened, and a young woman with straight black hair and teacup-saucer-size eyes peeked through the opening.

“Open, Astrid.” Jordan shuffled Hudson on his shoulder.

Astrid immediately shut the window, and the black, dragon-shaped hinges creaked as the arched door swung outward.

They stepped inside. Celeste’s footfalls echoed on the floor. She glanced around. Jordan continued down a narrow corridor made completely of stone. Astrid had vanished. Which was a good thing, she supposed. Jordan was still completely naked. Then again, maybe she was accustomed to seeing the brothers that way.

Celeste ran to catch up. About halfway down the hall, three arches set fifteen paces apart cut through the stone to the outside. The sea air blew through the opening as they passed. She shivered straight down her spine to her toes, and her wet clothing stiffened against her skin. A fire would feel lovely.

 

 

Celeste sat on a square, tufted pillow before the fire in the bedroom Jordan had led her to so she could bathe. Her damp hair hung down her back, making the large white shirt that someone—presumably Astrid—had left for her cling to her skin. The flames danced red and yellow behind the fire screen as she stared unseeing at the embers.

She would need to learn Nordic and how to swim. With a sigh, she closed her eyes. 

She’d married Hudson to escape her father, to bend to his wishes when she wanted to marry for love. Now she sat here in another man’s home, while her husband went insane down the hall.

She should check on Hudson, even though she did not want to. He was, after all, her husband and the duke. His servants most assuredly had told the authorities of his disappearance. Her father would be so angry with her for this jumble.

The smell of the sea floated over her, and the hairs on her neck stood to attention.

Jordan stood in the doorway, wrapped in a blue-and-gold silk dressing robe. His hair hung in ringlets down to his shoulders. The white streak, a contrast against the rest of his black strands, added mystery to his already grand appearance. “I hope you are feeling more relaxed.”

Warmth seeped through her stomach, and she did not attempt to stop the smile that turned her lips. “Quite.” “Thank you.” Her cheeks warmed. Though less so, seeing you dressed in that. She yearned to run her hands through his hair and pull him to her in an intense embrace. Concentrate on the items at hand. She turned on the pillow and faced him directly. “How is Hudson?”

“He is resting. I have scribed word of his presence here to both his valet and to Ferrous. I also requested Ferrous to bring your grandmum here. Would you like to send a note to be included to her as well? And one to your father?”

“Thank you. I am certain Grandmum is worried. By the time she woke this morning, we were gone.” She fidgeted on the cushion. “I do not want to care what my father thinks, and if I write to him, I will only incense him.”

“You do care.”

“It is not easy to account for.” She bit her lip, then released it. “He has always been heavy-handed with me…  Well, really, with all of the women in his life. We simply bended to his will. I tried to please him for so many years, and part of me still wishes to do so even though I don’t want to, and I don’t want to care.” She wet her lips with her tongue.

“That is understandable. You can always write to him once this situation is straightened.” His eyes glimmered with compassion she felt to her core. He did understand. “There is parchment and quill in the drawer of the small desk by the window, so you can write to your grandmum.” He walked into the room, and the air glimmered with moist heat.

She inhaled to steady herself. The salty clean smell of the open sea filled her nostrils, and warmth spread along her skin as if he had wrapped his body about hers. She wanted him to protect her and to be yearned for, both for her body and her mind, not for an arrangement she had nothing to do with. She wanted him to love her. Sucking in a startled breath, she tried to remind herself she was still married to Hudson. 

“You are destined to be with me.” Jordan’s voice was calm and determined. Destiny was a word she had never dreamed she would hear from a man. But destiny was not love.

He went to the small stool tucked under the desk. His large hand covered more than half the seat as he pulled it out. He turned and held out his hand to her. “Come.”

She wanted to touch every part of him again, but this would have to do. She slipped her fingers into his hand. Tendrils of sultriness snaked up her arm and slipped down her belly to between her thighs. Never had she so desperately wanted a man to touch her wherever he wished. A fever of desire overtook her. As she rose to her feet, the large shirt tumbled down to below her knees, and the soft fabric dropped from her right shoulder to her elbow.

Jordan stared at her exposed shoulder. The calm blue of his eyes swirled to a deep green. He craved her as badly. Wetness coated the lips between her thighs. They should not indulge until she was free to do so. She pulled her hand from his and reached for the fabric.

His fingers firmly wrapped about her wrist before she could reach the shirt’s edge. He leaned in and pressed his lips to the round swell of her shoulder. Slow flicks of his tongue wet along her collarbone. Goose bumps washed her skin. She wanted this. No matter how wrong his touching her was… “Mmmm.” Her head fell back, giving him access to her neck. Desire babbled like a slow brook through her body.

She should be….

She wanted…

Oh! She didn’t care what she should be. This was now. Her body trembled with that acknowledgment. He continued to flick his tongue up her neck. Yes, she wanted that.

A groan rumbled from deep in his chest. “Celeste.” Her name danced in the air. “Write your note. I want to swim with you.”

“Swim?”

“Quite so, but not in the sea. In something warm.” His lips continued to press and nip the flesh of her neck. Hours prior that one word would have terrified her. So much had happened, she now questioned that fear. He slowly backed the two of them toward the stool, then rotated his body behind her and pushed her down with his hands.

His teeth scraped up to her ear, and her knees buckled. She sat with an ungraceful thud, the desk before her and Jordan behind.

He knelt and trailed his fingers along her exposed shoulder blade. His breath puffed in her ear. “Write.”

She picked up the quill and flipped open the ink. Her soul played with his as she placed the quill to paper. His fingers shifted around her sides and gently pulled the fabric up her legs to pool in her lap. Her insides quivered, and the flesh between her thighs wept, wanting his touch. His teeth scraped along the back of her neck, and with a feather-light touch, he traced her right nipple. Her vision hazed, and her hand moved the quill without thought on the paper. Heat pulsed through her body to the core of her sex.

She slipped her legs apart. Her head fell forward, and her hand hastened across the paper. His fingers traced and then flicked her nipple. She lifted the quill, dipped the tip into the ink, and placed it back on the paper.

His other hand dropped to the swell of her belly and directly to the curly hair beneath the edge of the cotton shirt. Her stomach jumped and quivered. His fingers pushed down and rubbed two firm circles at the apex of her thighs.

Twinges clenched the lips of her sex. He certainly did things to her body in a way she had always imagined passion could be. He circled his fingers downward and pushed the fabric between her legs. He wiggled his fingers and parted the lips of her sex through the cloth. Her cunny contracted, and her mouth dropped open. The quill stopped on the parchment. He tapped his fingers against the lips of her sex. The cotton shirt clung to the moisture of her opening. My stars, the shirt’s barrier stopped his fingers’ entry and she wanted his touch inside her. She wiggled her hips, and his fingers retreated, continuing the circle’s path up and around the top of the hair.

“Concentrate on the task at hand, Celeste,” he scolded in a playful manner.

Her hand continued across the paper, but words blurred in the sensations he created.

His lips seized the column of flesh just below her ear, and the hand that teased her breast pinched her nipple. She arched her head away from him. She wanted him to bite her again as he teased her with his hands. Would he?

His breath warmed her ear. “Not now. Finish your letter, and we shall go for a swim so I can teach you more of what I know and don’t know.”

She turned her head and gazed into his eyes. “You don’t know?”

“There are so many questions all of us have. You need to know them. Since we found each other, I don’t know more than I did before; I know less. I am sure that is a scary prospect for you.” His face was soft, and his eyes held a hungry desire unlike anything she’d ever seen between couples she’d known.

She laid the quill down on the paper, sprinkled the drying powder and turned on the stool to face him.

He tightened his hold around her torso. “Done?” His eyebrows lifted.

“For now.” Honestly, she had no idea what she’d written. She touched the front of his shirt, needing to feel him beneath her fingers. His heart beat equally as fast as hers under her trembling palm. “I need to know more.” 

He pushed up to stand. “Then come.”

He led her out of the room, down a lengthy hall lined with landscape paintings. The cool stone beneath her feet, combined with the fresh air that drafted through the hall, chilled her through. She shivered.

Jordan wrapped his arm around her shoulder and hooked her knees with his other hand. He swooped her up. “The house is drafty. I am sorry. Ilmir needs the air movement to remain comfortable. I will keep you warm until we get to the water.”

Ilmir? Carmen had said Ilmir was Jordan’s brother, the one who had opened the sash at Hudson’s. Possibly for more air movement? But why had he been in her room? She bit her lower lip. She had so many questions for Jordan. He said he would teach her, and she would try to be patient.

They turned down another long hall. She laid her head on his chest, and his heart beat beneath her ear. The hall decorations turned from landscapes to tapestries. The first was of silver-stitched swirls with elongated tails. The second was copper-stitched in the shape of a triangle with rolling lines inside. “What do the symbols stand for?”

“They are our symbols of power. Our elements. Come, you shall see.” He stopped in front of another tapestry. This one was stitched in silver with blue gems attached in fluid, swaying curves, giving the effect of water. Water. She shook her head. She never would have thought that at any point in her life she would think of swimming or water and not have her stomach ball into a knot that could sink her. There was no knot now.

He gently set her on her feet and reached out for her hand. He pulled her to stand directly before him. “Place your hand on the threads.”

She spread her fingers along the smooth fabric.

“Grøn vandagame.”

The fabric before her rippled, and a golden glow filled the space on the wall that the tapestry had hung in. She squinted against the brightness. Was there anything beyond the light?

“Step in.” Jordan’s hand pressed firmly to the small of her back and urged her forward.

She squeezed her eyes shut, lifted her foot and stepped into the warm bright light. Her eyelids fluttered, and she concentrated on the elaborate blue-and-gold-tile floor beneath her feet. Jordan entered behind her. She spun about and took in the space she had stepped into.

In the center of the large room was a pool. The bottom was a warm gold color that sparkled with the light that poured in through the three curved glass windows that graced the ceiling. Iridescent stars made of glass or gems surrounded the windows. Wood alcoves were carved into the walls, and in each niche stood a different statue unlike any she had ever seen. One had many snakelike arms and an oblong, bulbous head. The next one was a fish standing on a tail that was twice its length. It had a large mouth and pointed teeth. Monsters of the sea.

The next was of a dragon emerging from the crest of a wave. The image of Jordan cresting the wave in the same manner, with smoke billowing from his mouth as he cried out to protect her, came to her mind. They were not statues of sea monsters; the statues simply depicted creatures of the sea.

She turned to Jordan. “This room is beautiful.”

“Each of the tapestries in the hall holds behind it a space that instills tranquility and power to each of us. I have never seen my brothers’ spaces. You are the first to see ours.”

Ours… She turned away from him. Every part of her body said this was correct, and she wanted him, but she was still wed to another. She had never considered herself someone who would be unfaithful. “Jordan—”

“I know. Our timing is not ideal. I will make this work. Hudson wants something. Of that I am certain. I will make a deal he cannot refuse.”

“He told me he wouldn’t let me go.”

Jordan frowned. “That is not an option.”

She didn’t want to think of such things in such an amazing place. Celeste walked to the pool. “I’ve never seen anything so wonderful. Tell me more.”

“When we were born, each of us received a small journal. The journal held little information except for this.” He waved his hand out over the pool. “That we each needed a specific element to remain strong. For years, I lived on a lake up in the mountains, but the locals noticed I didn’t age. They then hunted me as a death walker.”

She sat at the edge of the pool and dipped her toe into the water. The warmth startled her senses, and she tensed, then relaxed, slipping her entire foot in.

“Indeed, the water is warm. Not like the sea, but like the hot springs high in the mountains. I spent the second part of my life in a cabin by a river tucked away from the world. That is where Ferrous found me.” He shrugged out of his robe and walked along the edge of the pool to the opposite end. He dove in, and his skin changed to iridescent blue as he swam the length of the pool toward her.

His head surfaced at her feet, and water ran down his face in glimmering trails. “He brought us all together, Ilmir, Madoc and I. He searched us out, found us, brought us to this house and made rules for our existence. He gave us purpose, and a name. Zir. He is the reason we have survived.” His fingers gently clasped on to her calves.

Her legs jumped. Gracious, she needed to relax. She smiled down at him.

One side of his mouth quirked up, and he continued. “He had found other beings that were not human and had formed friendships with them. Friendships that led to stories, and stories that led him to know he was not alone in what he was. Those same friendships led him to small pieces of our lore and what little we have found so far about how we came to be. Hudson was one of that quality of friend. His fascination with the otherworldly and his power in human society has made him a great family ally.”

Oh, she was certainly an unwanted knot in their family thread. She stared at the water as it rippled around him. “Hudson has a fascination with the otherworldly?”

“Quite an obsession of his, actually. When his wife died, he tried at first to bring her back.”

“Oh, how dreadful.”

“Yes, it cannot be done, but many otherworldly creatures cannot die and some can perish only by certain weaknesses. Zir fall into the latter category. Our elements can save us.” He swept his hand through the water, and glimmering ripples followed in its wake.

He was the water, but what were they really? They scandalously joined together, and she had no idea what he was or what she was. Gracious. She swallowed hard. They were mates, and he was in the water, wanting to swim.

She had never swum before, and she wanted to. With him. She pushed off the edge and into the water. The warm liquid slid up her skin in pinpricks. Her feet hit the smooth floor, the water lapping below her chin. The white shirt floated up about her in a large circle, exposing her legs, belly and breasts to the water. To him.

His blue eyes filled with the hunger she remembered from the bathtub. She wouldn’t hide herself from him. Heat pushed to her cheeks, and she shivered. He was beautiful. “What are you, Jordan?”

“We have dragon’s blood in our veins. Though that is not all. We are human and something else. Until I found you, only the dragon’s lore of the elements fit us. Now I have experienced other things, like breathing smoke.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he just said. “We know we are fated to mate with one partner for life, and the drive and agony to find that being is unstoppable.” He wrapped his fingers around her bare hip and pulled her body up tightly against him, then stared down at her. “You are mine.”

Her entire body awoke in a shiver of sensation. She swallowed hard. In her soul, those words rang true, but this was all such a fictional tale. “How do you know?”

“To find our mate, we are driven to bite, to drink a female’s blood.”

“Any female?”

“It can be, but we can only bite when our bodies are attracted, when we feel the urge. Well, except for Ilmir. He bites anyone.”

“But you bit me? And I was dying.”

“Yes. I held no faith you would live. All of the females I’ve bitten have died instantly from the poison in my blood. I thought I would spare you the pain of a longer death.” He leaned down and licked the scabs that still resided on her neck. Her body arched against his.

“That has never happened before,” he whispered against her skin, then bit down, reopening the scabs. Pain and pleasure pulsed through her, and her limbs grew limp. She grabbed hold of his biceps, and her legs floated up and wrapped about his hips. He released her flesh from his mouth. “Neither has this.” His hands wrapped about her thighs, and he arched his hips, rubbing his phallus along the slit between her legs. The head of his sex glided along the sensitive spot at the top of her slit, and she cried out.

His fingernails dug into the tender flesh of her bottom, and he bit down again on the marks on her neck. She moaned as the sweet pleasure from her neck rushed to the flesh between her legs and pounded. His phallus parted the lips of her slit, and he slipped inside.

The sensation of him stretching the spot between her legs, rocking in and out with each thrust of his hips, caused the pulsing of her flesh to increase against his thickness in pleasure. A cry burst from inside her, a cat cry with the howl of a wolf. Her hands dug at his back as he sucked her neck harder, pulling her deeper into the abyss. 

The water around them swirled and in tiny pricks pierced her skin. She was on fire and wrapped in pleasure nonesuch. He tilted backward, releasing her neck, and kicked his feet out. They floated, her on top of him, still joined between their legs.

He kicked again and moved his body in a wave that pulled his staff out to the head, and then he thrust it back in. The flesh between her thighs continued to contract against his prick, sending ripples up her body. Her nipples ached, and everywhere their bodies touched, she trembled. It was almost too much pleasure. She rode a wave of him that she wanted to crest; she wanted to roll with him into ecstasy.

He shifted his body and tumbled her beneath him in the water. Completely submerged, she felt no fear, only the driving pleasure. He captured her lips, breathing air into her mouth. She struggled against his weight as she sucked the air from his lips. They sank to the bottom of the pool.

He pinned them there, kissing her lips as he thrust harsher, harder and faster. It was all too much.

Her lungs burned. It was as if he sucked the last bit of humanity from her. She needed to breathe, yet she didn’t want this to stop. The crown of his sex clung to the lips of her cunny, and he pushed in and ground his pelvis against her. She struggled against him, and her head grew light. The world hazed, and the pleasure intensified, wrapping her in a cocoon that lightened and lifted them through the water until the surface crested over their heads. He broke the seal of his lips from hers, and she gasped into his mouth, inhaling water, air and the taste of him. He rolled so he was beneath her. “Wrap your arms about me.”

She slipped her arms about his neck, and he pulled their bodies onto the walk at the edge of the pool. His legs dangled in the water. She kneeled up, seated on his lap.

He ran his fingers down her biceps. “I need—”

She pulled up and then slid back down his length. She wanted him to feel the same exquisite feeling she did. “Does that feel…” She didn’t know the right word. “Pleasurable?”

He closed his eyes and groaned, “And more… Do it again.”

She repeated the motion, his shaft slipping easily out to the crown. Her insides quivered, and she groaned. He thrust up. His hands grabbed her hips, and he held her stable. “Do not move.” His hips took up the motion, and he thrust and thrust into her. Her moisture increased, and the flesh of her sex swelled with an urge to push against each thrust.

His fingers dug into her hipbones, and all his muscles tensed. He cried out as his phallus pulsed repeatedly inside her. He closed his eyes and stilled.

Water ran down her back and prickled her skin. The pinpricks ran to the spot where they joined. The sensation coiled about her. She stared at him, motionless beneath her. She wanted him to move. To thrust again into her, to make this sensation come to a crash on the shore.

Her insides quaked all the way to her toes, and she rubbed between her legs against his groin.

He pulled his hips back and thrust once more, powerfully, into her. She rubbed against him again, and the light in the room fractured. Her fingers dug into his chest, and she cried out as her sex pulsed with an overwhelming, numbing release. Her arms weakened, and she fell forward onto him.

His breath puffed against her hair, and his chest rose and fell beneath her. He was more than alive. He was powerful, and so was she. Saliva pooled in her mouth. She wanted to taste him again. To feel the power of them on her tongue. She needed to know that he tasted as he should. She turned her head toward his neck. Pain cut through her gums. Her lip pulled back, and she placed her tongue once again against his beating pulse, then bit. Salt and the tang of the sea mixed with a metallic taste that flooded her mouth.

He moaned and arched his neck toward her. “Taste all you need.”

And she did. She licked him until her heartbeat slowed, and then pulled back. His skin shone with the blue glow he had when he was in the water. She placed her hand on his chest, then sucked in a startled breath. Her skin glimmered gold.

 

Jordan could not take his attention from Celeste as she slowly returned to the present. Her skin, which had changed to gold while they futtered, now faded to the creamy white he had seen when he put her in the boat on the beach.

“All well?” he asked.

Her hands rose to cover her breasts, and he stopped her before she could do so. She giggled the nervous laugh he so adored.

“What is it?”

She stared up to the ceiling. “I—I simply never expected any of this. I turned gold! And then there is Hudson…”

“He is secure.”

She rolled onto her side, facing him. “You told me what you know about what you are. What don’t you know?”

A smile curved his lips. She was adapting but still uneasy. “Most of what this is…” He trailed his finger along the fresh bite marks and blood on her neck. “All of how we came to be. Though I have been having visions since I met you. Visions of a great castle, an ebony woman, magic and eggs.”

She grazed her fingers along his cheek, and he closed his eyes to absorb her caress.

He knew so little about her, yet he sat here telling her of castles and magic and his life. “I too am curious about you, my heavenly divine mate. Tell me more, beyond that you don’t like the sea.” That fact still shocked him.

She pushed up on to her elbows and then sat up fully. “What would you like to know?”

“Everything. But let us start with, what is your favorite color? Your favorite food? Your favorite activity?”

She smiled a smile that lit her eyes. “Pink is my favorite color. My favorite food is anything flavored with lemon, but truly the best are these little lemon cakes my father’s cook makes. And my favorite activity is spending time with my grandmum and making her smile.” She stared dreamily at him. “I should get that letter off to her. I am sure she’s worried. What is your answer to the same inquiries?”

“Green is my favorite color. The color of your eyes. My favorite food is called an olive. Have you ever had one?”

“Indeed, when I was in France. They are delicious.”

“I have them here. I will have Astrid bring us a platter.” He trailed his finger along her bicep. “My favorite activity, beyond swimming, is reading. I love to sit by the sea with a book.”

A loud rap came from the other side of the wall. Jordan turned to face the sound. “One of my brothers.” He stood and walked to one of the back walls and pulled a robe from a hook. “Here.” He handed the soft green silk to Celeste. He was not going to like this conversation, but he would not leave her to Hudson, not ever again.

He strode to the wall. Water and the scent of them glistened on his skin. He placed his palm flat onto the wall. “Grøn vandagame.” The tapestry disappeared, and he stepped out into the hall.

A frown marred Ferrous’s dark face.

Here came the dreaded conversation. Jordan narrowed his eyes. No matter what happened here, his Celeste came first. “I had penned a letter to bring Celeste’s grandmum when you came, but it still sits on my desk.”

“Hudson is here?” Ferrous shifted to stand directly in the center of the hall. He fisted, shook out and re-fisted his hands as if trying not to punch Jordan. Ferrous was ready for a tumble. Jordan would put on an air of indifference.

Jordan leaned his shoulder against the wall. “How did you know?”

Ferrous’s jaw clenched, and the veins on the backs of his hands rose. “His footmen have instigated a search for you. Take me to him.”

Celeste stepped out from the wall behind him. “Let me talk to Hudson.” She slid her hand over his shoulder. “I need to speak to him. Then you can do whatever it is you need to.”

“Of course, Duchess.” Ferrous shook his head in obvious disgust. 

Her strength grew and her confidence with it. Jordan wrapped his hand around her slim fingers and pulled her hand into his. “Come, then. Let’s have a good confrontation so we can move past this.”


Chapter Seven

Jordan pulled Celeste up next to him in front of a tall, narrow, mahogany door. “The silver room,” he told her. “There are no windows in this room, and only this one door.”

He turned the key in the lock. Cool mist nipped at his ankles just as it had in the bath in Hudson’s home. Something was amiss. He tensed his stomach in an attempt to sense more. Celeste’s elbow gently brushed his arm. “Let Ferrous and me check on him first.” He knocked lightly and turned the handle at once. “Your Grace. The duchess wishes to speak with you.” He cringed. He hated referring to her as someone else’s when she was his alone.

A scrambling sound came from within the room. “Celeste, you will wait here while Ferrous and I check on Hudson.”

“Very well.” Celeste squeezed Jordan’s fingers and let him go.

Jordan cracked the door and stepped inside. Ferrous followed and closed it behind him. Candles burned in sconces on the circular walls. The large bed in the center lay empty. Jordan spun about. Hudson stood, staring at him from beside a small writing table.

“Your Grace.”

Hudson’s eyes flashed orange, and he sprang at him. His shoulder slammed into Jordan’s. Jordan rocked back on his heels and flailed his hands to stabilize himself. Hudson’s fingernails clawed down his ear and around his neck. Pain flowed in their wake. Jordan grabbed him by the topcoat and held him out at arm’s length.

Ferrous rushed forward and snatched Hudson’s clawing hands while Jordan continued to hold him away. Damn, his ear pounded. What in the world did Hudson think he was about?

Hudson’s face was snow-white, and dark pools surrounded his eyes. His two eye teeth extended, peeling back his orange-hued lips. “Hissss.”

“What happened to him?” Celeste’s songlike voice called from behind him.

Bloody hell, why couldn’t she wait in the hall? “Get out!”

He held Hudson back and turned his body to block her view of him.

“I need to speak to him.”

“He is not worth exchanging a word with now.” Jordan tightened his grip on Hudson’s lapels.

She stepped up around him. Hudson twisted hard to the right and yanked free of one of Ferrous’s hands. He clutched her robe and jerked. The fabric of her sleeve tore, slipping down to expose her breast.

“Leave, Celeste,” Ferrous and Jordan growled out.

Hudson thrashed and twisted his body at once, dislodging Jordan’s grip from his coat. Celeste. Jordan’s heart jumped into his throat.

Hudson pounced on her, dragging Ferrous with him. Jordan grabbed him by the waist and pulled both of them off her. “Leave! Now!”

Celeste scrambled to her feet and darted toward the door.

Hudson turned and bit Ferrous through his coat sleeve and into his left bicep.

With a roar, Ferrous punched Hudson in the ear. The blow echoed in the confined room.

Hudson fell to the side.

The door slammed shut.

Jordan grabbed Hudson by the lapels and yanked him to his feet.

Hissing, Hudson tried to bite at his hands.

The man acted worse than a water snake caught by the throat. Enough was enough. With his forehead, Jordan smacked Hudson straight on his temple. A small pain pierced his brow where he hit him, but he tightened his grip on him, then released him to stand.

Hudson staggered back. Blood ran down his chin, and he wore a look of shock on his face. “What have I done?” He glanced from Ferrous and back to Jordan. Hudson’s skin faded back to pink, and the pools around his eyes lightened.

“I am sure you know more about that than us.” Jordan backed away from him and stood next to Ferrous.

Ferrous held the bite mark on his bicep. “What dark magic have you been in contact with, Your Grace?” Ferrous’s brow creased. “I certainly hope my blood does not kill you.”

Hudson glanced around the room. “I am friends with many otherworldly creatures more powerful than you.”

Ferrous nodded. “Indeed.”

“You will be safe here in this room.” Jordan didn’t take his gaze off the duke. “If the blood sickens you, Ferrous and I will figure out a way to deal with you.”

“Until I know what you’ve been exposed to, Your Grace, it will be hard for me to help you in a kind way.”

“I don’t need or want your help. I have all I require. Now release me from this room, or people you care about will die.”

 

 

Celeste’s heart hammered in her ears as she wandered back down the corridor. She wrapped her arms tightly about her trembling body. Hudson had attacked her. She walked up to the tapestry with the fluid silver stitching and blue gems.

She reached out her trembling hand. The tactile fabric brushed against her fingertips, and tears welled in her eyes. She shouldn’t be here on this Isle, and she certainly couldn’t just go back to her chamber and wait. Nothing since the moment Jordan had knelt before her had been safe. Please let her words work without Jordan by her side. If she could get in, the walls would protect her. Then she could think. What was the word he’d said?

“Grøn vandagame,” Carmen’s voice echoed. “It means Water Dragon.”

Water Dragon. “Is that what I am?”

“I cannot see how, but at the same time, I cannot see how not.”

She didn’t want this. She wanted love, a family and a peaceful place to call home. All of her life, she had yearned for a normal loving family. Her father provided for the family but never loved her or any of them. Instead, he’d beaten them and scared her. 

Her marriage to Hudson promised a similar life. 

The only member of her family who loved her was her grandmum. They would sit and talk for hours about everything and nothing. She wanted that with a man. 

Jordan promised desire, need and magic. Adoration and long talks were not mentioned from either man. 

She was drawn to Jordan in a way she never expected. 

Infatuated. 

Her stomach fluttered. 

More than infatuated, really. She wanted all she dreamed about with him.

If only his attraction to her was about love, not magic and madness. 

She would say the magic words anyhow. “Grøn vandagame.” The language slipped past her lips as if she’d spoken it all her life. Tears pushed at the rims of her eyelids. How could this be?

The fabric before her rippled, and a golden glow filled the space once more. She stepped inside, to the room with the pool. There had to be something here that would tell her more about Jordan and reassure her. She swallowed hard.

“What are you looking to find?” Concern filled Carmen’s voice.

“I’m uncertain. I will know when I see it.”

“But what are you hoping for?”

“To take away all the uncertainty.”

“Uncertainty is a constant in life. As soon as it is gone, you are the jest.”

She already was a folly. Nothing she could find here would change that. She walked along the edge of the pool to the far end. In the corner was another smaller alcove she hadn’t noticed the last time. She walked to the arched entrance.

A painting of a beautiful woman hung on the back wall, and on the walls that surrounded her image hung small shelves filled with hundreds of items.

She picked up a leather loop with a small green stone dangling from the center. She ran her finger over the smooth but bumpy nugget. An uncut emerald, perhaps?

The woman with curly black hair in the painting wore the same about her creamy-skinned neck.

She placed the necklace back in its spot.

Next to the emerald lay a lock of red hair, and next to that a faded ribbon.

She turned to the right and on the third shelf down sat…

Her bracelet.

She picked it up. She had not seen this since she woke on the beach. He’d taken it when he bit her. A cold chill raced her spine, and her stomach dropped. She swallowed hard.

She glanced around at hundreds of such items.

These…

Each item he had taken from women he’d killed.

Her throat constricted.

The women who wore these items all died.

She lived.

Her heart pounded in her throat. Without the lore he told and the magic he created, he would be a murderer by society’s eyes. Truth was, he was a murderer. Why would he keep such things? Unless…

He had loved all these women.

The painting. To have a portrait like such here in this place… He was smitten with her. Her heart pinched, and her gut tumbled a bit lower.

He didn’t know Celeste enough to be smitten with her. He was only drawn to her through a magical primal urge.

Not one rational thought had passed through her brain since Jordan entered the ballroom and knelt before her.

And now Hudson… Oh, what had happened to him?

When she saw him in the silver room, he was pasty white with sunken eyes. A description better suited for a monster from a gothic novel, not the Duke of Hudson.

My stars, had her association with Jordan done that to him?

So much of what happened today was wrong.

Life was thrust at her, and she rode the wave once more. No longer would she simply float along. This time, she would make the decision. She would paddle her own boat.

She turned around, and water splashed from a puddle on the floor up onto her foot. A strange fluttering wiggled through her. She clenched forward to try to dissuade the feeling and closed her eyes. A vision flashed in blue and gold light.

Moonlight streamed through the windows of a dance hall, casting a glow on the scuffs from a night’s dancing on the polished wood floor.

A shadow slid along the wall at the edge of the room.

The short stature and rounded shoulders were unmistakably those of Grandmum.

Another shadow slid along the polished floor from behind her. Closer…

Closer…

Celeste’s heart raced. Oh no. Please, no.

Gloved hands grabbed Grandmum’s shoulders.

In the moonlight, a pale face with sunken eyes emerged from the shadows.

Celeste sucked in a breath. The same face as Hudson’s had been in the silver room.

His mouth opened, and long, bony fangs curled his lip back.

In a swift motion before Grandmum could protest, he bit her neck.

Grandmum cried out.

His hand jerked up to her mouth and smothered her scream. They dropped to the floor, where Hudson continued to feed on her. Grandmum lay in a column of moonlight as blood ran in a stream onto the pale marble floor.

The image vanished.

Celeste jerked and gulped, trying to breathe. But her lungs would not work.

She stared ahead, seeing only mist and darkness. Tears streamed down her face unstopped, and the image of red wine as it streaked down her dress only a night past flashed to her mind. She had stained everything with blood. The blood that pulsed in her veins was that of a water dragon. Her knees weakened, and she fell to the floor.

Hudson knew that.

Had he married her only for that reason?

Had he truly killed her grandmum?

She needed to go back to the mainland. Back to Grandmum and family.

Something in this house made her mad. This was her decision. She wanted Jordan, but she needed Grandmum too. She stood up and rushed past the pool and out into the hall. She needed her clothing and… My stars, how would she get off the Isle?

“Your Grace, may I be of service?” The young woman with huge eyes and black hair stood in the hall in front of the tapestry that symbolized air. Jordan had called her Astrid.

Celeste stared at her. “I need my dress. Can you bring it to the room I was given, Astrid?”

“Your dress is quite in distress, Your Grace.”

“It is of little consequence. I need clothing to wear off the Isle, and eyebrows and tongues would wag if I showed up in this.”

“I will bring you a dress.” She bobbed a curtsey and passed Celeste, heading down to the other end of the hall.

Celeste continued to the room in which she had warmed herself by the fire. She stepped into the room and walked to the fire once again.

The flames flickered the same warm red and yellow. Tears welled in her eyes. Please don’t let that vision be true.

“Carmen! Do you know? Can you teach me to see the truth?”

“I sincerely wish I could see for you. Locked here, I have only you to see through. I can teach you more about your sights in time. Where is Jordan? He can help you.”

“Where are you locked?” She shook her head; it didn’t matter at this moment. “Never mind. I need to get to my grandmum.”

Was Jordan the key? She needed to find him and tell him of her vision. They needed to return to London at once to ensure Grandmum’s safety.

Astrid knocked on the open door frame. “Your Grace. I believe this shall fit you.” She held in her arms a dark red satin dress.

“It will have to.” Celeste walked to the bed and slipped out of the robe.

Astrid laid the dress on the bed and hastily worked to unbutton the tiny buttons that ran up the side and back. She held the dress out, and Celeste stepped into thick satin skirts. Without corset, petticoats or stockings, she was dressed almost as scandalously as in the robe she had discarded moments before.

Astrid buttoned the back up. It was a simple dress, but lovely. “Where did you find this?”

“The brothers bought the dress for me, but I never found an occasion to wear it.” She smiled, and her eyes danced with fondness.

“I shall take good care of it.”

“Please, don’t worry yourself.” Astrid turned from the bed toward the window. “Do you wish me to send this letter off, Your Grace?”

“Please, call me Celeste. The title does not suit me.” If being called Your Grace meant you went daft in the attic, she would ensure others called her by her Christian name too. “The letter is useless, as I am headed to London.”

“Very well. Oh! Your handwriting in the middle looks similar to Madoc’s. Oh dear.” Astrid held out the parchment to her. “Pardon, I should not have…”

Celeste grasped the paper:

 

Dearest Grandmum,

I am well, Hudson and Jordan are with me, and we wish you to accompany us for an adventure. Please have three extra dresses packed for me, and bring your favorite books to read. I am so looking forward to reading them to you.

Pardon the intrusion to your letter, Celeste. This is Madoc. I would never have invaded your privacy this way if it was not of an urgent matter. I am more sorry for the news I need to convey. After Ferrous left for the Isle, the police found your grandmum brutally attacked. On her body, they found several long black and white hairs. They are now mounting a manhunt to search for and find Jordan. No matter how desperate you are to return to England and your grandmum, you cannot allow Jordan to leave the Isle. I will bring your grandmum to you. Again, please excuse the rude and impersonal way I had to inform you.

Oh, and pack your warm shawl. See you soon, Grandmum.

With much love,

Celeste


Chapter Eight

“Everything is set in motion.” The black voice inside Hudson echoed through his pores.

“Will I have all I wish for by nightfall?” Hudson had bitten a Zir. He could not take much more of this uncontrollable dark urge to obtain his goal. All his dignity and status were naught when he acted worse than a savage dog. He shoved his fingers through his hair. Shook his head and did it again.

“All will be seen to.” The voice slid over his shoulder, and he spun about to see an empty room. He was worse than mad.

The door opened, and Ferrous slipped in. “Your Grace.”

Hudson stared at him. Was he that daft as to come back in this room with him?

“There was another presence in the room before,” Ferrous said, glancing around the room. “Do you wish to tell me who is here with you?”

A cackle burst from deep in his chest. “Another presence? You truly have gone mad and I had always thought you the sane one of you four.”

Ferrous walked toward him. His eyes narrowed. “Prove me wrong, Hudson.”

“Never will I bow to your orders.”

“And Celeste? How is she an instrument to your jest?”

His jest. He rolled his eyes. Amazing that only yesterday he had considered the four of them his friends. Or had he only wanted to be like them? “Celeste is none of your concern.”

“She is all of our concern. She is the first of our mates.” Ferrous walked closer to him. “You were aware of that before we had the knowledge. Were you not?”

Had he been? He shook his head. No… No, but why had he wed her? Surely the match had been the means to his goal. His mind was consumed by dark fog. He couldn’t navigate to that answer if it was in him. Sweat pierced his brow. How could he not know? This was the worst effect of the wine that Havanis had given him. Nevertheless, if he had known she was a Zir mate, achieving his promised goal of immortality was all that mattered.

He would never lose another loved one.

He would never die, and anyone that he loved, he would make immortal too.

A satisfied smile curved his lip. Breath puffed against his face, pulling his thoughts back to the room he now stood in.

“Who or what did you make a deal with?” Ferrous was so close to him that the smell of the tea he had recently drunk stifled Hudson’s nostrils. “I know you did, so refusing to answer is beyond the pale.”

He would never disclose that information, and Ferrous knew that. He narrowed his eyes. “Think what you will.”

Ferrous caught his wrist. “Then you won’t mind.” He swiftly bent down, and pain sliced though Hudson’s forearm as Ferrous’s sharp fangs dug into his skin. Hudson jerked his hand back swiftly, but Ferrous already had his blood in his mouth.

In one hasty move, Ferrous vanished beyond the door and closed it. The lock clicked shut.

What had Ferrous done? Why did he want his blood? The four punctures on his forearm turned from red to black. Burning snaked through his veins and up his arm. He screamed as the burning wrapped his neck and rushed up his skull. One more thing to taint his mind.

 

 

Ferrous spit the blood from his mouth into his casting bowl on the table before the fire in the library. He drizzled wax on the blood and then lit it to flame.

Sadness crept up Jordan’s throat, and his heartbeat jumped to triple time. Where had that emotion come from? Celeste. He swallowed, but his throat was dammed up, and he coughed.

“Are you well?” Ferrous poured a metallic-looking mineral onto the flame.

“No. Something has happened to Celeste.” Jordan turned away from Ferrous and toward the large open door that led from the library. “Keep trying to break the connection that you found in Hudson’s energy. We can’t have him making good on his threat to harm those we care for.”

Jordan left the room without waiting for an answer and ran down the hall. He tensed and reached out for Celeste. Her sadness ripped through him and stole his breath. He turned into the room that he had found her in earlier that day.

Celeste huddled on the floor, wearing a deep red dress. Astrid paced between her and the fireplace.

He walked to Celeste and knelt down. “What happened?”

She turned her face to his. Deep sorrow etched her features, and her green eyes turned black. “The unthinkable.”

She turned back to stare at the fire.

Jordan looked up to Astrid. “What is she speaking of?”

Astrid held out a piece of parchment. Jordan grabbed the letter and read.

This was not an ability Madoc typically had the strength to do. Stopping motion and time, indeed. But interrupting thought and capturing another’s actions? That required the art and control of all the elements and the power to possess. Madoc simply didn’t have that skill. None of them had.

His brother had not written those words.

He glanced at Celeste and the bleak sorrow on her face. She needed comfort, and he needed time to think.

“Astrid, a plate of olives.” He touched the back of Celeste’s hand. She turned it over, and he rolled his knuckles into her palm. She had said she liked lemon. “Lemon cakes and tea. If we are not here when you return, bring the tray to the library.”

“Yes, sir.” Astrid turned and left the room.

Jordan sat on the floor behind Celeste. “Madoc has never had this power before. While I see his handwriting clearly, I do not believe this was him.”

She sighed and relaxed back against him. “How I wish that were true. But Jordan, I was in the water room and looked at your items…” Her body stiffened again. “Pardon the intrusion. I was curious.”

“There is nothing in that room that you don’t deserve to know about. With me present or without.”

She turned her head and stared up at him with glossy eyes. “I had a vision.”

“Ah.” Without letting go of her hand, he wrapped his arms tightly about her. “Tell me.”

“I read the letter… I saw Hudson kill her.”

“Hudson?”

“I am certain. Yet he was not himself. He had long teeth, and he fed from her blood.”

“That is useful information. I am sure that will help Ferrous. How strong do you feel?”

She twisted around to face him. “Do you think the vision was true?”

“I cannot say.” He wished he could tell her it wasn’t, but so much was uncertain. His fingers gently rubbed her lower back. Damn, he wished he could reassure her better than this. “Your vision could be true. It could also be a mad jest. I hope with all my soul that that is the case.”

Anger lit her pretty eyes. “If this is all a jest, I will of course be relieved, but I will also be beyond vexed. Either way, I need to know what happened to Grandmum and to ensure my family’s safety.”

“Ferrous is working on purging the strange energy from Hudson.” He squeezed her tighter. “I won’t permit anything to ever happen to you. You are now my world.”

She tipped her face up to stare him in the eyes. Tears shimmered on the verge of another deluge. “Jordan. The painting in the water room and the…” She closed her eyes, and tears rolled down her face.

“Her name was Ada. Continue.”

She twisted back around to face the fire, and he wrapped one hand around her waist and the other he let rest on the top of her thigh. 

“Continue.”

“The items. You had bitten all those women?”

He frowned. This is that conversation. “Indeed.”

“They all died.” She ran a shaking finger along the top of his hand that rested on her thigh. “Did you love them?”

“Some. Ada, indeed. She was my first. Others were simply a primal attraction.”

Her breath hitched, and she swallowed a swallow that pinched his soul. “I had always hoped to marry for love and…”

“Continue.”

“And neither my marriage to Hudson or this have started in that vein.” She glanced back up at him, and tears ran down her face in a stream.

Jordan’s heart ached. He enclosed her hand with his. “What we have is more than simple love or primal need.”

“What more is there than that?”

“Destiny. Devotion. Passion. Caring for all time. Knowing without a doubt we are meant to be together and I will do anything to protect you, your family and us. What we stand for is love. What we have the capability to be is an iconic romance.” He turned her around, leaned in and kissed her. Her soft lips were wanting beneath his. She opened her mouth to him, and he slowly traced the inside of her lips with his tongue. Her unique taste of sweet candied cherries and orange blossoms filled his senses. His head lightened. Keep your calm. She is unsteady. He softened the kiss.

She pulled back. “You believe what you just said?”

“What I said has nothing to do with belief. I know what I said is true. I more than love you, Celeste. If you let yourself relax and give it time, you will see that all I said is sincere. You feel, and would do, the same for me. You have already. Think of the boat.”

She turned her head to look back at the fire. “Why would someone make such a huge jest?”

“I can’t promise this is one. Simply put, there are inconsistencies that lead me to doubt their truth. You should prepare yourself for the worst.” He pulled her close. “Your grandmum may be injured. Or worse, gone.”

She pulled back from him. “I understand. I want to speak with Hudson.”

He didn’t want to allow that. He wanted to protect her from all that was harmful, but she deserved to confront the man. “After we tell Ferrous of this new development, we can all go back to the silver room.”

She nodded. “Very well. Let’s go see Ferrous.”

They walked down the hall toward the library. He wanted to pick her up and carry her. Her pain and confusion streamed through him as if they were his own.

She should be safe. She should feel secure, damn it.

He could do little besides be with her to ensure that. She needed to embrace her power, and his support would allow her to. He could, however, hold her hand. He slipped his fingers into her grasp. Her energy swirled about their fingers and wrapped his wrist like a vine, then tightened. Damn, she was powerful. The scene with the boat should have solidified that in her mind, but for some reason, she still resisted.

They turned into the library. Jordan stopped short. Ferrous stood over the flame as he had when Jordan had left moments before. Madoc stood with his back to them as he and Ferrous talked.

“This entire day has been a bumblebroth.” Madoc spun about, and his great coat swirled with enough force to blow papers from a nearby stand.

“Good day, brother.”

“Good day, Jordan and Your Grace.” He bowed.

“Please do not call me such.” Celeste tightened her hold on Jordan’s fingers.

“What should I call you, then?”

“Celeste.”

“Very well.”

“Did you write the letter?” she demanded, a quaver in her voice.

“I write all the time. Which one do you refer to?”

Celeste broke from his hold and walked to Madoc. “Here.” She held out the parchment.

Madoc read the letter and then stared at Ferrous as he handed the letter to him. He turned back to them. “No, I did not invade your being and scribble those distressing words. I did bring your grandmum with me, and there is an issue, but…”

“She’s here?” Her voice squeaked with excitement. “Grandmum’s here? Where is she?”

“She is settling in the emerald room.” Madoc glanced back and forth between them. “What’s going on?”

“Hudson is joined with another entity or is transitioning.”

Jordan stepped forward. “Celeste had a vision that he killed her grandmum by biting her.”

“And the letter said she was injured.” Celeste stepped up beside him, and her energy spiked hotter.

“How did you know to come to the Isle, Madoc?” Ferrous walked around the table and stood next to Madoc.

“I stopped by Hudson’s to talk to him about our latest project. Your grandmum was in a fit. She said that you and the entire household had disappeared. Honestly, I had thought Jordan had taken you.”

Lovely. Jordan’s shoulder muscles tensed. His brother thought him a kidnapper of not only his mate but also an entire household. “Well, how capital of you, Madoc. Why would you think that?”

“You have new powers. Unknown powers. I thought maybe events had not gone as you planned. So I brought her with me to the Isle to figure this all out.”

“Enough with this.” Ferrous stepped between them. “This is not any of our faults. Hudson wants something. He has possibly achieved it. I believe he is in transition to becoming otherworldly. I have no idea what he is transitioning into.”

“A vampire,” Celeste stated as if that was a notion that perplexed her.

“How do you know?” Ferrous turned to her.

“In my vision, he attacked Grandmum from behind and then fed on her blood.”

They all looked at her with raised eyebrows.

“Well, there is folklore of this kind of thing. Novels too,” she said with purpose.

“Who is watching him now?” Madoc turned for the door. “He has always been a friend to us. I can’t imagine he would hurt us.”

“Madoc, wait!” Ferrous ran after him. “He bit me, and as far as I can tell, our blood had no ill effect on him. If he is transitioning to a vampire or other, I can’t stop that. But I know what I need to do to purge the energy from him.” Ferrous returned to the room and grasped a clear bottle filled with flakes of a gold glimmering mineral, then ran back out into the hall.

Jordan seized Celeste’s hand. “I will take you to your grandmum.”

“Thank you.” Her hand trembled as she placed it in his. They walked from the room and turned in the opposite direction from the silver room. At the end stood two large double doors. Jordan knocked.

“Come in.” Grandmum’s voice carried through the wall.

Celeste pushed down on the handle and ran into the room. She grasped Grandmum’s hands and shook them. “Are you well?”

“Yes, dear. Why wouldn’t I be? You, though, have caused me a fit of vapors. What happened this morning?” Her grandmum glanced past her to stare at Jordan, who had entered the room behind Celeste. “Oh dear.”

Jordan was relieved Grandmum appeared to be well. Quite well, actually. Her color was good, and the energy streaming off her was pleasant and powerful.

A rosy color appeared on Celeste’s cheeks. “Grandmum, this is Jordan. He—well, he and I—”

“We are arranging an arrangement, ma’am.” She would be his no matter what. “Your granddaughter and your family will always be protected by our arrangement.”

Grandmum’s eyebrows rose. “An arrangement of what sort?”

Celeste glanced at him, and he could feel her need for his presence there. “With Hudson, Grandmum. Though I admit it might all be moot at this point as his attic has gone a bit mad.”

“We all go a bit mad at times.” The lines around her soft brown eyes crinkled, and a concerned smile curved her lips.

Jordan needed to join his brothers. They were stronger together, and with Hudson acting so erratically, he needed to go now. “It is impossible to explain at the moment, and indeed, you are, of course, correct, ma’am. But I fear Hudson is more than a bit mad. He is simply no longer the same man.” What were they going to do with a duke who drank blood and…who knew what other powers he possessed? “Please excuse me. I have to check on my brothers.” Jordan bowed and turned.

“Wait.” Celeste’s voice held concern. “Are you going to check on Hudson?”

“Indeed.” He didn’t stop and continued out the door.

 

Celeste’s heart jumped into her throat. She couldn’t let him go alone. “Grandmum, will you be well for a bit longer without me? I would like to go with Jordan.”

“I am fine, dear, but some things are better left for men to negotiate.”

“Not this, Grandmum. Not this.” She headed for the door. Then she turned around and returned to the older woman’s side. “I love you.” She leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I am delighted you are here with me.”

Grandmum reached up and gently rubbed the side of Celeste’s neck. “Same, dear. Now shoo.”

Celeste grabbed a handful of her red skirts and ran to catch up with Jordan.


Chapter Nine

Celeste ran down the hall toward the silver room. She needed to be there to know what happened to Hudson and why she had a vision that held no truth. She was vexed, but she would do everything she could to protect Grandmum and Jordan. She could not deny the urge to help him.

When she turned the corner, Jordan stood before the silver room’s closed door.

“The door will not open.” Carmen’s voice rang like a bell in her head.

“Are you certain?”

“Try it.”

“What is wrong?” She approached Jordan.

“The door won’t open.” He jiggled the handle and then kicked the baseboard. The wood did not tremble on the hinge.

“May I try?” Celeste smiled.

Jordan laughed and motioned toward the door. “Sure, why not.”

Celeste walked up to the door and grasped the handle. Open. “Aben” came to her lips without thought.

The door glowed gold, and pain seared through her hand. She jerked back and stared into her palm. The shape of the handle had burned into her skin. The mark sparkled, and the sting slowly faded, but the door continued to glow.

Jordan grabbed her hand and gently rubbed the pad of his thumb over the glimmering brand on her palm. “Does it hurt?”

“It did. But no longer.”

“I have been meaning to ask you how you use the elements on your own.” Jordan wrapped his arms about her. “How did you learn that?”

“I—”

The door blew inward, sucking them forward. The gray raven burst out into the hallway over their heads from the room. Within, Ferrous and Madoc stood frozen, imprisoned in a halo of iridescent light. Hudson perched on the bed. His eyes shone a solid black, and spiderlike orange lines spread from his eyes. He was a monster from a gothic novel.

Hudson waved his hand to encompass all of them. “You thought you were so smart. So strong and powerful. But see, I have power now too. I have them trapped.”

“Silence him,” Carmen screeched.

“I knew…” Hudson stared at the open door as if seeing something beyond.

“Luk munden på ham.” The words burst from Celeste’s mouth, and a shiver quivered through her in Jordan’s embrace. How had she known the words that would silence him?

Jordan’s arms tightened about her. “Luk munden på ham.”

Hudson wavered on the bed. The bedclothes tugged out from under his feet of their own volition, toppling him to the mattress. The blanket slithered around his legs and tightened, then wrapped about his chin, muffling his words.

Jordan stepped forward, forcing her to tread into the room with him. He walked up behind Madoc. “Celeste, wrap your arms about him and repeat the words after I do.”

She glanced at Hudson. He lay immobilized. She wrapped her hands about the glowing iridescent energy that surrounded Madoc.

“Løslad ham.” Jordan wrapped his hands about her and Madoc.

“Løslad ham.” Release him. Celeste repeated the words, and the iridescent light turned to blue and gold energy.

With a burst, the light that held Madoc exploded, tossing Celeste back against Jordan, who thudded into the wall.

Madoc widened his stance and tilted his head back. With a roar, fire burst from his mouth and hands. His body turned a glowing red. He spun about and charged at Hudson on the bed. “You will be purged of your daemon if I have to push it from you with force.”

Celeste rushed to release Ferrous from the energy as well. She wrapped her arms about him before Jordan could place himself behind her. “Løslad ham.” She repeated the words, and Jordan circled her with his arms. “Løslad ham,” they repeated together.

The glow around Ferrous changed from gold to blue and burst. The force knocked into her, slamming her back into Jordan. Jordan didn’t budge this time. He wrapped his arms tightly about her. “Are you well?”

She squeezed him tighter, relieved to have his strength behind her at this moment. Her mind spun from all the strange acts they’d just accomplished. “Quite. Are you well?”

“Quite.”

Ferrous rushed to the bed beside Madoc.

The bedclothes still held Hudson in place. Ferrous raised his hand above Hudson’s body. In his hand, he gripped a small glass bottle. He tipped the bottle and sprinkled a glittering gold substance onto Hudson.

Nothing happened. Hudson wiggled beneath the confining bedding.

Ferrous bit his own hand and squeezed. Blood streaked down his hand and dripped onto Hudson’s face.

Hudson turned his head away.

Madoc gripped his chin and turned his face back.

“Løs det fortryllede blod fra denne mand. Bræk obligationen fra underverden. Reparer hans menneskehed.” Ferrous squeezed his fist tighter and moved his hand, spilling his blood in the same path he had sprinkled the gold. “Reparer hans menneskehed.”

Hudson jerked.

Wind rushed in, and the candles flickered out.

“Repair his humanity,” she whispered. Is that what had happened? Had Hudson been infected with enchanted blood?

“You understood Ferrous?” Jordan whispered in her ear.

“Hmm. I suppose. Was I correct?” She glanced back at Jordan.

“Yes. What else did he say?”

“Absolve the enchanted blood, break the bond and repair the man.”

“Indeed. You have the speak at least.” His lips pressed to her cheek. He pulled away, and the warmth of his kiss settled there and stayed. Just like he would stay. Always. Needing only her. She knew that just as certainly as she’d understood the Nordic words.

A red glow came from by the bed. Madoc had shed his coat, and a large red circle glowed from his chest through his shirt. The single red crescent on his cheek glimmered brighter.

The sheets slowly unwound from Hudson, and he lay peacefully.

“He should be absolved of the presence now.” Ferrous walked to Jordan and Celeste and held out his hand to them. “We shall see if the otherworldly transition stopped as well. I fear it will continue.” Celeste wrapped her fingers about his, and Jordan encircled both their hands. Ferrous pulled them forward.

Jordan stood beside her as they stared down on Hudson.

Hudson’s skin remained snowy white and the lines around his eyes faded to brown, but the scars of their presence remained. This was her husband, a man her father had wished her to marry. A man she hardly knew. She wanted to feel something for him, but she couldn’t. She had no deep feeling for him beyond sadness. He struggled with the loss of a true love. Tears welled in her eyes and fell onto her cheeks. A love lost she could feel something for. Love was precious and had been taken from him far too soon. 

“We will move him to the burgundy room, which has a door.” Madoc winked at her. “I will check in on him tomorrow, and one of us will be with him until then.” Madoc pushed Hudson’s fair hair from his face and stared down at him. He wrapped his fingers about the duke’s limp hand on the bed. They were still friends. It was evident in Madoc’s stare. 

Madoc and Ferrous lifted Hudson and carried him from the room.

Jordan turned Celeste to face him and grasped both her hands in his. He smiled. She inhaled deep, and the scent of the sea hastened her breath. She truly enjoyed being with him, though she was still a bit unsure of all this elemental learning that she somehow just knew. How could that be?

“How did you learn to understand the language of the elements?” His eyes churned with the same desire they had when they swam in the water room.

How had he known she was thinking such? “I have a lot to learn, but Carmen, the woman in my mind, said she will continue to help me.” One thing she was sure of was that she could tell Jordan anything.

“As will I. But who is Carmen, Celeste?”

“I’m not sure. She told me she feels responsible for you, and that she had never envisioned what you all turned out to be.”

“The ebony woman in my visions.”

“Possibly. I never asked her what she looked like. Carmen?” she queried now.

“I am an exotic. Dark skin. Thick black curly hair.” Her voice was soft. “You did well today, Celeste.”

“Thank you.” A smile curved her lips.

Jordan regarded her. “Well?”

“Oh, pardon. She said she would be considered an exotic. Dark skinned with ebony hair.”

“She could be the woman in my visions. I saw a beautiful ebony woman with a box of stones. She performed a ritual in a great castle. Those stones could have been eggs.”

They walked from the room and down the hall toward the emerald room. “I wish to check on Grandmum. I thought I lost her…”

“Spend the evening with her, Celeste. I am not going anywhere. Not ever. To be honest, I want the next time we are together to be when you no longer fret about belonging to me while being married to Hudson.”

Celeste stopped walking and turned toward him. He was still worried she did not want him. She touched his face. His eyes were strained and tired, but the light in his eyes was not gone. He thought of her feelings and words. Her heart pinched, and she smiled all the way to her toes. She loved him. She wanted him and would not turn her back on the realization that no matter how strange this was, she had stumbled into her dream. “I do belong to you.”

He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “You do. I know that once this marriage to Hudson is annulled, your mind and energy will clear, and you will feel all that is us.”

“I already feel that, Jordan. When we worked together to open the door and free your brothers, I felt the power of what we are. I also felt your protection and your love.” She pushed up onto her tippy-toes and placed her forehead to his. “Though I have only just met you, I am positive we are meant to be together.”

He pulled her body tight to his. “Oh, we have amazing things to teach each other, to discover and to enjoy. As soon as Hudson awakes, we will get the marriage annulled.”

Celeste pulled from his arms. “I shall see you tomorrow, then.”

He smiled down at her. “And for the rest of our lives.”

 

 

“You failed me. I should have known better than to trust a human with a task so delicate.” The deep, dark voice crept through Hudson’s mind.

“I didn’t fail you. They were all there. All of them.”

“No. Air was missing.”

“I am certain he was behind them in the open doorway. Did you not see him?”

“If he was there, the elements would have joined and immobilized them for my taking. He was not present.”

“He was! I didn’t get a chance to finish the words. That is why!”

The voice laughed. “Words are weak. Their power alone would have captured them.”

“Could you be wrong?”

“Never. There will be no second chances. You will fall asleep, and when you wake, you will remember me. I gave you this gift, and until you succeed, your manly pleasure is mine. When they ask you to nullify the marriage to the water’s mate…you may do as you wish.”

“You told me to wed her. You promised me if I did, you would take her and the brothers, and my involvement with her would end.”

“Promised?” The voice laughed. “Why would you believe me? You know what I am, as you searched me out.”

The madness in Hudson shook thin chills through him. He wanted to attack the being behind the voice. To show him that he could not deny a duke. He struggled in his bed, trying to move to no avail. Pain ripped through the roof of his mouth, and pointy teeth extended from his gums. He hissed and thrashed.

“Your transition will continue, and painfully, without my assistance. Such a shame, as I could have offered you pleasure like you have never known.”

“Air was there, I swear.”

“Air was missing. If he was there, you would be back in London and I would be enjoying my feast. We are through. Du er løsladt fra mig.”

“Wait. Wait! I did not fail.” Pain ripped through Hudson’s cock, and then nothing but silence met his ears. He blinked his eyes. No! His eyelids grew heavy. No! He fought to keep them open but failed. The black abyss met him.

 

Ilmir blew under the door and out of the room in which Hudson slept. Whatever Hudson had talked to in that room was aware of the Zir. To his delight, whatever that otherworldly creature was, it could not see him when in air form. He did so enjoy snooping. He floated down the hall toward his room.

Ferrous for certain would call a family meeting. But that needed to wait. Jordan needed time with his new mate without an air of chaos. All this new information he just learned would certainly cause a fuss. Ilmir’s lips curved up. But oh! Chaos… Now that would be fun.

He would give his brother a week. Or a month, depending on how much resentment the three held toward him for being the first to find his mate; then he would tell them what new information he had found…


Chapter Ten

The man they had called friend lay beyond this door. Jordan stood with his brothers, Madoc and Ferrous, before the burgundy room. They had all mistaken him. Hudson had become an unknown. The potion and elemental power Ferrous had cast was uncertain in its outcome.

Jordan turned the handle and pushed the door wide.

With the inward swing, the stench of sweat and sour stomach bile wafted out into the hall. Hudson lay on the bed in the same position he was left in last night. He thrashed and hissed.

Ferrous and Madoc rushed forward to the edge of the bed.

Jordan stood back, leaned a shoulder against the doorframe and watched.

“He’s burning up.” Ferrous’s dark hair slid over his shoulder as he reached down and touched Hudson’s face. “No. He is in the midst of full transition. He needs blood and a calming cast.”

“Help me.” Hudson lifted his head up and, with beady black eyes, stared directly at Jordan. “He betrayed me. I-I will do whatever you wish of me to make this pain and this overwhelming dark need stop.”

Jordan pushed from the doorframe and walked into the room. Sweat drizzled Hudson’s pasty white complexion. His cheekbones distended, and gray fangs protruded from his lips.

“We will help you only if you agree to a few things.” Ferrous leaned down so he was close to Hudson’s face.

“Anything. Please.” Hudson arched his back and cried out in pain.

His agony filled the room with its energy and jittered Jordan’s senses. “First you will annul your marriage to Celeste.”

“All right.”

Ferrous turned Hudson’s chin toward Jordan and inspected his neck. “Second, you will not come after this family. The authorities are in pursuit of Jordan. You will tell them it was your desire to disappear with us for a few days.”

“Anything.” His voice wheezed out.

“You will convince the queen that Ilmir had nothing to do with her niece’s death,” Jordan stated flatly.

“All right.”

“If only Ilmir was here to see we are helping him.” Jordan’s mouth straightened into a line, and he shook his head. Even if he were, Ilmir would not appreciate the gesture.

“Oh, but he is.” Hudson glanced to the ceiling. “Why am I the only one who sees him?” His black eyes widened, and then he closed them. Shaking his head, he mumbled something that Jordan did not understand.

They all stared up to the spot where Hudson had just glanced. Jordan tensed and reached out with his power. Warm tingles washed through his body. The air swirled and shifted. A purple haze appeared by the ceiling. “Ilmir.” Jordan ground his teeth together. How long had he been there?

The haze lowered to the floor bedside Jordan. Ilmir emerged, wearing an eggplant-colored, fitted jacket and a smile. “Good day, brothers.”

“I knew it. I knew it. I am not mad! I did not fail!” Hudson screamed into the room.

“A good day?” Madoc’s eyes narrowed. “How many times have you spied on us?”

The right side of Ilmir’s lips quirked up. “Me? Never.” Ilmir ran his hand down his lapel and met Madoc’s gaze.

The crescent on Madoc’s cheek glowed a hot red. Ilmir’s secret obviously vexed him.

Ferrous shook his head. “You have not lost your powers at all.” 

“Oh, brothers. I had, but as you can see, we all have gained power with the finding of the dear Celeste.” Ilmir walked over to Hudson. “I believe we have this man to thank for that, and I know for certain I shall renew my search for my futter partner with vigor. Just look at how powerful Jordan and his chit are.”

Jordan fisted his hands. “Celeste.” He wanted to punch him. To hell with restraint. He would.

Ilmir winked at him. “What are you going to do? Lecture me?” He laughed.

Jordan raised his fist and slammed it straight into Ilmir’s jaw. Ilmir’s head knocked back, and blood slid from his lower lip down his chin. Pain shot through Jordan’s knuckles but, damn, that felt spectacular. Ilmir grinned even bigger and wiped his chin with the back of his gloved hand.

“Enough, both of you.” Ferrous leaned down and ran his fingers across Hudson’s forehead once more. Then he turned and walked to the servants’ pull and yanked it.

A few moments later, Astrid emerged in the doorway. “May I be of help?”

Ilmir turned toward her, and his expression softened. “You are always of help, dear.”

Ferrous strode to her and whispered in her ear. She turned and quickly left the room.

“I asked her to bring a live pig from the stocks to Hudson. It will quench his thirst and help with his transition. But before we allow him to feed… Jordan?” Ferrous held out his hand to him.

Jordan pulled a scroll from his breast pocket and handed it to Ferrous.

“Hudson, you must sign this and use your ring to seal it.” Ferrous pivoted on his heel to the small desk in the room and pulled out a quill and ink. He dipped the quill and turned back to Hudson.

Hudson raised a shaking hand, grasped the quill and signed the bottom. Ferrous rolled the scroll, then dripped a pool of wax from a candle and pressed Hudson’s ring emblem into it.

He handed the parchment back to Jordan. “We will do everything we know of to ease this transition for you, Hudson. Though, not knowing what you are transitioning into will make this harder. Do you know what you are becoming?”

Hudson turned his head to him. “I fear the worst. I trusted Havanis.”

Jordan’s stomach tingled, and dread pitched through him.

“Who is Havanis, friend?” Madoc turned and paced in the room.

Hudson chuckled. “The most powerful otherworldly being I know. When I found you through my connections, I had no idea there was something more powerful than you. He is.”

A breeze touched Jordan’s neck, and he spun about. Ilmir was gone. Jordan turned back. There was a depth to this deception he was certain not even Hudson was aware of.

A pig’s squeal echoed down the hall.

Astrid would bring Hudson his meal; then Ferrous would use the elements to calm Hudson’s transition. In the end, Hudson would not suffer…much. They would teach him. He would still be in their lives. That was capital for Madoc. Madoc and Hudson had formed a bond over the past six years. Though Jordan would never trust him again.

“I have heard enough. Celeste needs me.” Jordan turned from the room.


Chapter Eleven

Celeste rolled over in bed and studied Jordan as he slept. His breath slowly moved his chest in and out, brushing against her. The white hair that she’d first found so odd fit him perfectly. Her mate. She grinned, and her heart seemed to float in her chest. The last two weeks had been the happiest of her life. Hudson had agreed to the annulment, and she and Jordan had been inseparable ever since.

There was a knock at the door.

Jordan didn’t move.

A frown curved her lips. She did not want to leave the warmth of his embrace. Celeste slipped from the sheets and pulled on one of Jordan’s silk robes, then walked to the door.

She cracked it open.

Astrid’s childlike face appeared in the crack. “Good day, miss.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I have news that I must share with you. Can we speak in private?”

“Certainly.” Celeste opened the door wider to allow her in.

“Please come with me.” She stepped to the side, out of the doorway.

“All right.“ Celeste slipped through the crack in the door and closed it softly. She followed Astrid down the hall toward Grandmum’s rooms. “Is my grandmum well?”

“She is.” Astrid stopped in front of a small door to the right of Grandmum’s chamber and opened it. A thin corridor lay beyond. “Come.”

They stepped in, and Astrid grabbed one of the candles that lined the walls.

Astrid closed the door behind them. “Shhh. We must be quiet. But she wants you to know.”

“Know what?” Celeste whispered.

“You shall see.” Astrid lifted a small flap against the wall. Dim light poured through into the space in which they resided. She put her eyes to the small opening, then turned to her. “Your vision of your grandmum was true. Hudson did bite her. Though he did not kill her. I don’t believe he knew what he was doing. He was driven by the need to feed. She lived and transitioned so much easier than he has. I’ve been helping her find suitable food. Take a peek.” She motioned to Celeste to look through the wall.

Celeste walked to the light streaming into the space and pressed her eyes to the opening. She sucked in a startled breath. Oh! Grandmum sat on the floor, her nightshift covered in blood. To her mouth she held a small pig.

The pig didn’t struggle or squeak.

Her grandmum cooed to it, then licked its neck. A moan came from her and echoed through the room.

The hairs Celeste’s neck rose, and her stomach roiled. Oh no. She turned away, trembling. Oh no. No. No. This could not be the truth.

Astrid touched her arm. “She wanted you to know but couldn’t find a way to tell you. She told me she now lives free. She cannot hide how happy she is. You will see that when you speak to her of it.”

Tears streaked down Celeste’s face as she processed this new information. Grandmum was not different. She would be the same woman Celeste loved.

“She is not in pain. She is powerful. I have no idea how or why. But she is one of the most amazing women I have known in this otherworldly world we live in. She adores you, Celeste.”

She looked up at Astrid. “She wants this?”

“Quite so.”

Celeste swallowed hard. “Is she all well?”

“She is struggling a bit with the need to feed. Other than that, she is thriving.”

She needed to talk to her but would give her the respect she deserved in this awkward moment. “Thank you, Astrid. I will speak to her later today when we are both dressed.” She brushed the tears from her cheeks.

“Yes, miss.” Astrid turned from the corridor and led her back to her room.

“She is free.” Carmen’s voice vibrated in Celeste’s ears as she shut the door to her and Jordan’s room. 

“So it appears,” Celeste whispered. “Carmen, where are you? Are you somewhere I can find you?”

“Doubtful. Havanis cursed me to here. I have no idea how to even explain what it is like. I am certainly no place on your world.”

“Tomorrow, we shall talk more about who Havanis is and how to find you.”

“Very well.”

Celeste slipped back into bed and pressed the length of her body up next to Jordan’s warmth. Jordan stirred and rolled toward her, wrapping her in his arms. She sighed. The air glimmered blue and gold and danced around them like the sun glinting off the rippling sea.

“Is all well?” His breath warmed her neck as his tongue licked from shoulder to ear. She trembled. His member grew between them and pushed between her thighs.

She opened her legs, allowing him access. “More than well. I am a bit shocked. Grandmum has transitioned. My vision was true.”

He pulled back from her and studied her face. “Are you certain?” She could see the concern in his eyes. He loved her, cared for her safety and her happiness. This was more than she had thought possible of her life three weeks ago. It was all she ever wanted. 

She nodded. “Astrid has been helping her. Grandmum wanted me to know.”

He tightened his arms about her. “I am sorry, Celeste. We will have Ferrous do all he can.”

“Astrid said Grandmum wants this. That she can now live free. I can see that from all I know of her. She was always a bit unconventional. I will tell her how happy I am for her desires later today.”

Celeste leaned in and licked his lower lip, then sealed her lips to his. She pulled back and stared into his blue eyes. “I understand how Grandmum feels, because our situation has set me free too. I was given into a relationship that would have changed nothing for me. I would have been just as unhappy as the duchess as I was at my father’s. Our magic has given me happiness. You have allowed me to be a woman I never dreamed of being.” Tears welled in her eyes, and she smiled and it lit her soul. 

He smiled back her. “I love you, my divine wife and lover.” His lips covered hers, and she breathed all he was into her body. 

Tingles shot to her toes, and light flashed behind her eyelids. 

This was what she desired too. 

This man. 

This life. 

This otherworldly power that pulsed through her. 

She wrapped her legs about her mate, and he slipped inside her. She broke the connection of their mouths and cried out.

Indeed. This was all she needed.
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Serving the master’s pleasure was never so dangerous…

 

House of Sin
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Emily’s dreams are simple: a life of dedicated service at a respectable estate, and a strong marriage filled with love and devotion for one man. Portage Place, the manor where her parents apprenticed, seems the perfect place to start. Though it is whispered that all is not as it seems behind its grand façade.

The rumors, it turns out, ring with truth. The halls are saturated with sensuality, desire and lust. Despite the scandalous duties she is asked to perform, she is determined not to stumble on what could be her first step toward her dream. Dreams that, lately, have included the manor’s fiery-haired groomsman.

A promise to watch over his younger half-brother brought Adam to Portage Place. For the first time in five years of enjoying the delights of the manor’s unbridled debauchery, Emily’s innocence touches the protector that still lives deep in his core. This house of sin may have ruined him, but he will see to it that it doesn’t ruin her.

It seems, however, that behind every door lurks a conspiracy to bind Emily in velvet chains of desire. Until the only way out is for Adam to take the biggest risk of all…

Warning: If servants sleeping with servants, who are sleeping with all the peers and guests at the house upset you… you won’t like this book. Contains explicit sex scenes, threesomes and a whole lot more!

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for House of Sin:

Emily stood outside the kitchen and dry laundry door. The yard before her led to the stable and outbuildings beyond. The sun glowed in the sky as big fluffy clouds waltzed past on the warm breeze. She chewed a scrap of pitted apple that she’d grabbed on her way through the kitchen. The fruit pleasantly soured her mouth.

Not another naughty encounter all morning. Thank goodness. It was past noontime and she had expected to see something… What, she hadn’t an inkling. The normalcy of the day was reassuring and proof her mind had run off with the possibilities.

She inhaled and the smell of sweet rose soap from the laundry filled her nostrils. If she took stock, the morning was filled with accomplishment and calm.

She had pulled linens from the beds, washed them, and now they hung before her, drying on the lines in the floral summer breeze. She would press them when they dried and refit others in the rooms of the master, his sons and the ruby guest room. That was as soon as she found Sibila. Where had she gone? She was uncertain what her next task should be.

She glanced across the white, billowing walls of hanging sheets in the dry laundry and down the rust-colored dirt path, which led to the stone coach house and stalls.

She sighed.

A young man dressed in a green livery long coat and brown breeches crossed the path to the stable with a bucket in hand. His reddish hair curled over his collar. He glanced over his shoulder at her, slowed his pace and fully turned toward her.

Emily froze mid-chew. His green eyes sparkled like a bead of dew caught in the sunlight. Filled with merriment and mirth, he had masculine lips that turned up in a grin and stretched the skin over his square chin.

Her cheeks, filled with apple not yet swallowed, twitched as her lips curved in reply. My, he was handsome. If not for his livery, she’d have taken him for a playful forest sprite. A fiery-haired sprite and an enchanted soul.

He raised his hand and his index finger glided along his lower lip. His tongue slid out and wrapped the tip as long, amber lashes closed over his left eye. He then gestured with his head that she should come with him.

Her heart hammered. He was worth whatever this house was about. She wondered what mischievous, good-natured fun he was headed for. Or did he simply wish her to help with something? She worried her lower lip between her teeth.

He shrugged, turned and continued on his path into the stables, whistling a happy tune.

Sibila stepped out the door past Emily, bringing with her the savory smell of baking apples, cinnamon and tart.

Emily flinched and sucked in a startled breath. Had she been behind her all this time?

“He is handsome, isn’t he?” Sibila turned and glanced over her shoulder. “An amazing futter.”

A futter… Surely not everyone participated in the act with everyone else here. Or did they?

“Follow me, Emily. Learn something.” Sibila’s hips gently swayed as she followed the red earth path of sin to the fiery-haired groomsman in the barn.

Emily stared at the barn door as if through a tunnel. You do want to be introduced to him, so follow her. Emily glanced back at the door to the kitchen. Make haste before the cook sees you!

Emily stepped and her knees wobbled. Her heart pounded. Indeed she wanted to meet him. She inhaled deeply, summoning her fortitude, then gathered up her skirt and ran down the path, across the cobbled drive, to the stable door.

She pressed her back up against the bumpy stone of the barn to the right of the door and closed her eyes, listening.

Crunch, crunch, crunch. Stomp, stomp. Swish, swish. Crunch, crunch.

The horses chewed on their hay and stomped flies away. Her shoulders relaxed. She acted foolishly. Well, go on in. It was possible Sibila and the groomsman were…well, she supposed they could be doing anything.

She turned and entered the small barn. Light shined in through the paned windows, casting a golden glow in streams on the dark hall and stalls. The damp air from the cool stone chilled up her skirt like icy fingers. It was as if she entered not into a sprite’s den, but something infinitely more sinister.

She inhaled to steady herself and glanced around. Horses resided in the first two stalls. The smell of dry hay and the unique scent of beast and sweat curled into her nostrils. Her muscles tensed. She’d always enjoyed the smell of the barn. It reminded her of long days spent occupying herself while her father readied the horses for the carriage. Though the smells and sounds were similar here, there was a stimulating heated noise to the air which she could not quite place. She strained to hear it more clearly. There was a rustling of cloth and whispered voices.

She stepped forward, carefully listening. She turned the corner and headed down another longer row of stalls with a green door at its end.

“There she is, Adam,” Sibila whispered from the stall to the left of Emily. “I told you she would follow.”

“Miss Grey.” His deep voice, so different from what she’d imagined, made the hairs on her neck stand and her stomach flutter. “Come in and assist us.”

Emily peered through the slats in the wood, but saw only hazy light and shadows. What were they about? Maybe they simply required her help with something.

Emily lifted the wooden latch on the stall door and pulled it to the right, sliding it out of the way. She stepped in and quickly closed it behind her.

The copper-haired groomsman faced away from her. His green coat lay fanned out on the hay before him, and he stood in his white shirt and brown breeches. “Umm.” A wet, slopping sound came from in front of him.

She stepped closer, and her head spun slightly from the stifling confines of the small space.

“You require my assistance with something…sir?”

“God, yes.” His hips pressed forward and then relaxed.

Emily stepped closer. Goodness, he was taller and broader at this vantage than he had appeared from a distance in the dry laundry. His stature was impressive. Definitely not a sprite. She barely came to his shoulders. She rounded his side.

Sibila knelt before him. Her skirts billowed out around her. Hands on his thighs, she licked the length of his peg with an improper slurping sound.

Emily’s eyes widened. Oh! She should not be watching this. This was definitely something obscene. The hairs on her neck stood and tingled. They had asked her here to assist them! She could not look away. Long, thick and red, his staff stood straight from his trousers.

“No need to fret, little one. Sibila told me of your innocence and desires. We shall show you nothing more.”


Duty and honor demand the ultimate sacrifice.

 

Haevyn
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Humanotica, Book 2

Everyone has their poison. For Haevyn Briena, it’s her inability to resist a dare. This time it’s a challenge from her friend and lover, Grisha, to sneak into the popular, illegal cage fights that always end in all-male orgies. Eagerly she snaps up the gauntlet, unaware that she will end the night forever changed.

When expatriate humanotic warrior Entreus locks eyes with Haevyn at the sex-fueled event, he is instantly captivated. Despite a duty that binds him to an exiled malevolent sorcerer, he seeks her out in a shattering, illuminating encounter.

Grisha’s plan is in motion—to bring both his warrior lovers together and heal their scarred souls with a combined passion that he alone cannot provide. But Haevyn’s tormented past refuses to die. And Entreus will not rest until the Core that ruined his life is destroyed.

Amid ever-tangling emotions and a brutal plot to take over the city, the three lovers walk a tightrope that could be cut at any moment. Fighting for justice, bound by duty…and a love that could alter the foundations of their world.

Warning: Watch out for oiled-up, naked trinespined warriors battling for top position, feisty tracer females that fit oh-so-snugly in between, and sexy nights that segue into complex relationships. Beware of tebitcheckers wielding those nasty little contulators at illegal, testosterone-drenched cage confrontations.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Haevyn:

The stillness of the night closed in around her, and Haevyn hugged the warm cloak closer. Quickly drawing in a breath of stinging, salty sea air, she attempted to clear her head and regain some measure of composure. She should not be lusting after such a man. She’d learned firsthand the true nature of a humanotic. The education she’d received as the doxy of just such a humanotic should have been long-lasting and far-reaching. She’d joined the Compsociates in part to get away from his kind.

Haevyn had promised herself she wouldn’t think about the past. What had gone before she couldn’t change, no matter how much she wished it were otherwise. There had been purpose to it, but still the scar remained firmly etched into her sporiti. Somehow, she hadn’t expected the sensation of…filth to remain with her. She’d learned to live with it, learned to adjust and to bear the stain. There were moments… Ah, yes, there were moments when she came close to forgetting her past. Grisha helped soothe her sporiti. He never judged her for her choices, never demanded. He understood her as no one else could.

Still, out of the ashes of her past had been formed this twisted attraction, like flutterflies to a flame, drawing her to the heart of destruction. Hot, bright and painfully savage. Scars formed from the fires of retribution now made her need, so much more than ever before, to escape the numbing that shut her off from dangerous emotion.

Her boots thumped against the old wood boards. At least the choices she’d made, though survival had necessitated them, had been her own. She’d clawed her way out of the factories, away from Rollin Trader, and with luck, she’d managed to keep herself out of the hands of humanotics and far away from the Factorium that created them. Even if it did mean fighting her own base urges as well.

“You shouldn’t be out walking these docks alone.”

She whirled around, a hand going to the weapon in the deep pocket of her cloak. Instinct kicked in.

It was him, the humanotic champion from the Cockrage. Her fingers curled around the unyielding handle of the revolver. Just that act alone offered some security. She should have scented him, known he was near. Facing him, though he stood some distance away in deeper shadows untouched by the bright moonlight, she took a cautious step back. He reeked still of game-savage intensity. And the scent of that barbarian earthiness appealed to her in a way it shouldn’t. But now, at least, he was partially clothed, though the trousers fit him all too snugly.

“Are you following me?” she asked in a deceptively deep tone, still trying to mask her sex.

He stepped forward, lamplight spilling over him, glinting on his bare, skinmetal chest. Gods help her, why was she drawn to this stranger so peculiarly? She fought the attraction with everything she had, but it was almost more than she could withstand. Something seemed…different about him. Or maybe it was just the energy of the night still drenching her from the games. Aberrant attraction. She would be the cause of her own destruction if she wasn’t careful.
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